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PROLOGUE




It was a lovely spring dawn in deepest rural England.



And in one particular garden, everything was awake and busy. Bees buzzed in the flowering cherry trees, birds patrolled the well-cut lawns for worms and grubs, and in a large, deep pond, ornamental carp checked the surface for flies and other tasty morsels.



The gently floating body of the young man in the water didn’t seem to bother them at all. Perhaps because he did nothing to disturb them, but simply floated placidly wherever the slight warm breezes took him. His short fair hair spread around his head like river weed and his wide blue eyes stared serenely at the azure sky above him.



He was, of course, quite dead.



A grey wagtail chinked up and down the bank of the attractive, lily-strewn pond, looking for a nesting site, while in the large, recently modernized country house a hundred yards away, its human inhabitants began to stir.



A little while later, a rather disreputable bicycle creaked its way up the sun-drenched drive as the old gardener arrived from the nearby village. He sighed as he parked the bike beside a brand new garden shed and looked around. There was nobody in sight, which meant that his temporary help was late, yet again.



And as he was soon to discover, ‘late’ was exactly the right word for him.
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The hot May sun shone down blithely on the green cornfields, lush water meadows, grazing cattle and scattered copses of Rousham Green. Jenny Starling turned her ancient cherry-red van onto the main village lane, but even with all the windows rolled down, she still felt uncomfortably flushed.



It was a Friday morning, and nearly everyone had deserted the small village for their daily commute to work. Only up at The Beeches were people still stirring at just gone 9:30 in the morning.



A white-haired man dressed in baggy trousers and a loose-fitting shirt looked up from his task of hoeing the weeds out of some rose beds as the bright little van came through the main gates, and he paused to watch it come towards him. Just beginning to rust in places, he could hear the engine protest as it went down into first gear and he wondered, with a grin, how on earth it had managed to pass its MOT.



As if reading his mind, the van’s exhaust gave a jaunty and defiant little backfire as it swept past him, and the gardener could just make out the driver — a woman with a shoulder-length cascade of jet-black hair — giving a little grimace in response as it did so.



With a shrug, the man got back to work, wondering what someone driving such a disreputable-looking machine could want with the rich and rather supercilious inhabitants of the big house.



The lime and beech trees forming the avenue that led to The Beeches widened out into a spacious semicircle around the house itself, and as Jenny drove towards it, she spotted a gravelled area that she assumed was used as a car park. She stopped the van for a few moments to study the building, and decided that she rather approved of it. Square and simple in shape, it was almost certainly Georgian in date, with row upon row of large sash windows at the front. It was built of good solid Cotswold stone, glowing at the moment like clotted cream in the hot spring sunshine. There was pretty variegated ivy creeping along the south face, and a splendid morning glory was just beginning to bloom over the classical pillared porch.



She was beginning to look forward to catering the big dual birthday party that was to be held here this weekend. But then, cooking always made her feel happy.



She pulled up and parked under the shade of a nearby lime tree, turned off the engine, and stepped out.



Jenny was six feet and one inch tall, with a heavy bone structure that was well padded, and curvaceous in many places. Men tended to be either fascinated by her or terrified — or occasionally both. Jenny had become rather adept at cherry-picking the fascinated ones over the years, but had been careful to remain resolutely single. Marriage and motherhood, as yet, held no appeal for her.



The gardener, who’d followed the van’s progress to the house, now leaned on his hoe and whistled appreciatively at the Junoesque vision that emerged from the unpromising-looking vehicle. The day was just getting weirder and weirder, the old man mused silently. First of all finding the poor lad dead like that in the pond. Then the coppers coming. And now the appearance of this eye-catching woman. He shook his head and began his weeding again. It just went to show, he thought philosophically, that you never knew what life was going to throw at you.



Jenny Starling habitually marched, rather than walked, and now she moved rapidly towards the big oak doors, her comfortable trainers making rhythmic scrunching noises on the gravel. The noise sent some grey squirrels, searching for beech mast on the grass, scampering for cover into the branches above, and she could hear them chattering at her angrily as she headed for the elegant rounded steps leading to the front door.



Unsure whether or not to go around the back, she found and pulled the old-fashioned wrought-iron chain and hoped for the best. Employers could be an odd bunch, as she’d discovered during her life as a travelling cook. And she wasn’t sure if the inhabitants of this splendid house were old money or new. She herself had no prejudices about that either way, so long as they didn’t look down their noses at her. If there was one thing Jenny Starling hated, it was working for snobs. Those, and militant vegetarians.



She seemed to wait a very long time for a response, and was just about to give the bell chain another tug when the door was suddenly opened, and a six-foot-tall, stoop-shouldered individual with a fine crop of silver hair looked back at her, blank-faced. He was dressed in a dark blue suit, discreet tie, and actually wore white gloves.



Ye gods, Jenny thought in utter dismay, a real-life butler! She’d thought the species to be all but extinct in this day and age.



The butler, for his part, was slowly looking her over, his eyes gradually widening in surprise. Today Jenny was wearing a calf-length loose floral skirt that was maybe a little bit creased, a crisp white blouse and very little make-up. She looked, she knew, perfectly respectable. It was just the fact that there was so much of her that had this paragon of implacability so nonplussed. Since it was a reaction she had become used to over the years, she didn’t take offence.



But he was also, Jenny realized with a sharpening of interest in her periwinkle-blue eyes, somewhat distracted.



‘Yes?’ he said at last, and his voice was not encouraging. He sounded as if he expected her to try and sell him sliding patio doors, or convert him to some weird and wonderful sect of Christianity.



‘I’m Jenny Starling,’ Jenny said simply, and waited. Despite their rarity, she was not afraid of handling butlers. In fact, there was very little that tended to scare her. Except perhaps militant vegetarians.



At last, in the lengthening silence, the butler was forced to speak. ‘Oh yes. The cook.’ He sniffed. ‘The tradesman’s entrance is around the back. I’m Mr Chase, the Greers’ butler.’



Jenny gave an inner sigh. ‘I am
 not
 the cook,’ she corrected him, patiently. ‘I have merely agreed to cater for the upcoming birthday party of a Miss Alicia Greer and her twin brother. She is in, I take it, Chase? I do have an appointment.’ And, she allowed her voice to imply, she didn’t like to be kept waiting.



The butler was so surprised by this full-frontal and totally unexpected attack that he forgot himself so far as to actually blink. However, he quickly recovered. ‘Certainly, Miss Starling,’ he agreed, his voice every whit as neutral as hers but his behaviour shifting just ever so slightly towards dumb insolence. ‘Miss Greer is, of course, expecting you. There, er, may be some delay, however,’ he added reluctantly, and again Jenny had a sense that something was not quite as it should be at The Beeches.



She’d always been very good at picking up nuances. Ever since childhood she’d been blessed with a razor-sharp mind but also — thankfully — a much more sympathetic heart to counterbalance it. This unusual combination had allowed her, over the years, to become one of those people who could pick up on the tiniest little clues in people’s behaviour and thus read them accurately. And from her early twenties onwards, friends and family had often turned to her in times of crisis. Sometimes, they even heeded her advice, which was invariably solid if not always particularly welcome.



Now she crossed the threshold into a hall that was a haven of coolness and tradition, and hoped that whatever the problem was here, she wouldn’t be required to mess with it.



Black and white tiles spread across the floor to a large wooden staircase, and a genuinely old grandfather clock ticked ponderously in one corner. On a pedestal table between two doorways stood a freshly arranged vase of irises and sweet williams. It all looked very staged to her, as if someone had been studying photographs in
 Homes & Gardens
 to see just how high-class country living should be managed, and she felt herself sigh inwardly.



Although she was a one-woman crusade for real food, Jenny got the distinct feeling that she wasn’t going to find many aficionados of it here at The Beeches. She simply knew, without having to ask, that what the Greers would require for their festivities would be all flash and very little content. No doubt based on what the latest ‘on-trend’ celebrity chef was cooking on TV.



But she would soon work her way around
 that
 !



‘I’ll inform Miss Greer of your arrival,’ the butler assured her and shuffled off.



Jenny waited patiently, glad of the coolness in the hall. Presently there came the sound of footsteps, unmistakably feminine, clacking their way down the long tiled corridor that led into the rest of the house, and Jenny turned to meet her employer.



With soft blonde hair cut into a very designer pageboy revival, the woman walking towards her was one of the loveliest Jenny had seen in a long while. As slender as a supermodel, she was dressed in an exorbitantly expensive white sheath that was not quite see-through. Perfectly tanned, she wore white strappy sandals and a delicate single pearl drop on a long silver chain. Her pointed, gamine face was expertly made up, even at ten in the morning.



‘Miss Greer? I’m Jenny Starling. Your caterer,’ she introduced herself firmly, holding out her hand. ‘You live in a wonderful house. I’m not surprised you wanted to hold your party here. I can’t imagine there’s a hotel or venue for miles around that can match it,’ she added pleasantly.



Alicia Greer, who had been staring at her with wide, pale blue eyes, made an obvious effort at politeness, and quickly proffered her own slender white hand. The two women shook hands warily.



‘Miss Starling,’ Alicia Greer said, absolutely refusing to call her Jenny. ‘I’m so glad you could come. I’ve been in such a damned flap about this party, you wouldn’t believe it,’ she carried on, trying not to stare at this huge woman in front of her. ‘Mum and Dad have insisted on making it such a big thing, and now all this has happened.’ She fluttered one hand helplessly in the air.



Jenny raised one dark eyebrow. ‘All this?’ she repeated gently. All this what? she wondered.



Alicia smiled tremulously. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Starling, you’ve rather caught us at a bad time, I’m afraid. There’s been an awful accident here, you see.’



Jenny hoped the kitchen hadn’t caught fire. In her time she’d cooked in some adverse conditions, but that was her worst nightmare. ‘Oh? Nothing too serious, I hope?’ she asked, with an ingenuous smile. Jenny, so she’d been told, had rather a good line in ingenuous smiles.



But Alicia Greer wasn’t about to be bested. ‘Someone has died,’ she said flatly. ‘A terrible accident. We have the police all over the place, I’m afraid.’



Jenny just about managed to stop her mouth from falling open, but her heart did a nasty downward slide. ‘Oh,’ she said, somewhat inadequately, and hid a sudden shudder that threatened to overtake her. Holding a party in a house where tragedy has just struck didn’t seem to her to be a very good idea.



‘How sad,’ she said, just as inadequately, once it was obvious that Alicia wasn’t about to elucidate. ‘Well.’ She rubbed her large but shapely hands together and looked at the younger woman questioningly.



‘Oh, yes, sorry,’ Alicia responded to the hint at once. ‘Please, come into the study and I’ll go through things with you.’ She led Jenny into a library decked out in rich oak panelling that boasted a wonderful, if old, oriental carpet. Jenny was even more pleased to note the generously sized, buttoned leather armchairs. Jenny, being the size she was, had to be very careful of the chairs she sat in.



‘Mum’s hired a party coordinator, of course,’ Alicia said, taking a seat and indicating the armchair opposite with a polite smile. ‘And Daddy’s so old-fashioned, he’s insisting on a champagne pyramid, can you believe it? Mind you, I can’t resist sticking my oar in occasionally, if only to cause mischief,’ she added, so obviously trying to get a handle on her caterer that Jenny almost felt sorry for her.



What she really wanted Jenny to know, of course, was that her daddy was so rich he could afford party organizers and the best of everything. And that she wanted a caterer able to keep up.



What Alicia would say if Jenny was to tell her that her own father could probably buy out the Greers twenty times over, Jenny couldn’t be bothered to find out.



‘It was a friend of a friend who recommended you to me,’ Alicia carried on, watching the Amazonian cook with a kind of fascinated repulsion. For all her life, Alicia had had Mrs Wallis Simpson’s philosophy drummed into her that a woman couldn’t be too thin or too rich. Now, here she was, face to face with society’s worst nightmare — a size eighteen woman — and she hadn’t a clue how to treat her. For a start, instead of giving out an apologetic air, this woman seemed to radiate a confidence and imperviousness that Alicia found utterly disconcerting. Worse, she seemed to exude a kind of powerful sexuality that Alicia instinctively guessed men would find very compelling.



In spite of all appearances to the contrary, Alicia sensed that this annoyingly, incongruously attractive woman could probably snap her fingers and have men come running. And it made Alicia dislike her intensely.



‘Would you like a drink, Miss Starling?’ she asked, smiling brightly.



Jenny’s smile widened just slightly. Those who knew her well would have recognized the glint of battle in her eye and been forewarned. ‘Oh, please, call me Jenny,’ she said silkily. Then, seeing the other woman twitch, added smoothly, ‘Oh, unless of course you prefer to be, er, more formal?’ the subtext plainly being that perhaps Alicia thought herself too high and mighty to be on a first-name basis with a mere hireling.



Naturally, Alicia wasn’t about to let her get away with that. ‘Oh no, of course not. Jenny it is. Would you like a cup of tea, Jenny?’



‘No thanks, it’s far too hot for that,’ Jenny said brightly. ‘But I’d love some lemonade, if you have any.’



Alicia smiled brightly. ‘Of course.’ She walked to the drinks cupboard and poured a cloudy liquid from a Tesco bottle that purported to be ‘real’ lemonade.



Jenny hid her sigh of resignation and accepted the glass. Well, she’d asked for it! But the first thing she’d do when she hit the kitchen was to make some proper cordial, she promised herself. She took a sip just to be polite, and her tastebuds, connoisseurs every little darling one of them, shuddered at the onslaught of artificial flavourings.



‘You mentioned in your email,’ Jenny began, getting down to business, ‘that you had in mind a six-course meal for twenty guests, to be served at six thirty in the evening, before the main birthday party is to begin. Is that correct?’



‘Hmm?’ Alicia, who’d been staring out of the window towards the pond, suddenly jumped. ‘Oh, yes, that’s right. And then, of course, the usual nibbles for the party itself.’ She waved a hand vaguely in the air. ‘Something different if possible. It’s so hard nowadays to do something original, isn’t it?’ She smiled blandly but her eyes gleamed with spiteful challenge.



Jenny smiled wolfishly. ‘Oh, you can leave that to me,’ she promised.



‘We’re expecting up to a hundred guests, since I’ve invited just about anyone who’s anyone,’ Alicia warned her. ‘I want Justin to have a really good time,’ she added firmly.



Jenny took about two seconds to figure out that Justin must be her twin brother.



‘The invitations are for eight thirty, which should give us plenty of time to finish dinner,’ the beautiful daughter of the house continued, her blue eyes becoming slightly animated now.



‘So, for the nibbles,’ Jenny said, keeping her mind firmly on business. ‘Something along the line of oysters Rockefeller, devilled quails’ eggs, beef satay, that sort of thing?’



‘Yes! Exactly,’ Alicia said with real enthusiasm now, for the first time beginning to sense the brain and talent behind the Amazonian-like exterior. ‘Justin really likes hot food,’ she carried on, leaning forward, her stick-like body all bone and poise. ‘So plenty of spices and all that. And he likes Thai food too, so perhaps one of the courses could have lemongrass in it? He loves lemongrass.’



Jenny nodded. Her mind, however, was not for once on food, but on Alicia’s sudden and unexpected selflessness. While she was sure that the whole world could go to hell if it suited Alicia, her twin brother, obviously, was sacrosanct.



‘No problem,’ Jenny said. ‘We can go through all his likes and dislikes and create a menu to suit not only him, but also your guests.’



‘Oh, that can wait until tonight,’ Alicia broke in quickly, already bored. Jenny took the hint and nodded, and rose with surprising grace to her feet, mentally plotting her menu. As always, she was going to earn her astronomical fee.



She took her leave and returned to the hall, where she found Chase waiting. He’d retrieved her very small suitcase from the van, and now led her upstairs.



She nearly always had it written into her contract that she be given bed and board for the duration of her services, and her room at The Beeches turned out to be very pleasant indeed, with generous windows and a lofty ceiling. And most importantly of all, for a woman of her stature, there was a spacious and sturdily built king-sized bed.



Chase deposited her case on the floor and left silently.



‘Well, that’s another fine mess you’ve got me into, girl,’ Jenny told her rueful reflection in the dressing-table mirror. Then she gave a mental shrug, and set about unpacking her case.



With her few yet elegantly tailored clothes neatly put away, she wandered to the window and looked out over the well-tended gardens. Extravagant herbaceous borders lined lush green lawns, and there looked to be a large walled vegetable garden in the far corner, which made her eyes glitter. Once she’d unpacked her utensils from the van, her very next task would be to check it out and see what goodies were ripe and available.



A stream cut through the main part of the ornamental garden, meandering very picturesquely with twee little wooden bridges crossing it at strategic points. The stream itself terminated in a big pond, and as she looked, a body was just being pulled out of it.



With her heart thumping sickeningly, she opened the big sash windows and half-leaned out. The painted windowsill, warmed by the sun, was hot to her palms, but she ignored the discomfort.



The garden around the pond was host to a small, select gaggle of people and she had no trouble in picking out the head of the group. Tall and with a distinguished crop of short silver hair, he was talking to a dark-haired, squat individual.



She looked away quickly from the sight of the body, but not before she’d caught a fleeting glimpse of wet fair hair. She had the impression of a pale, young, handsome face before the body was zipped unceremoniously into a black bag.



Jenny sighed deeply. She didn’t like being in the sort of house where they pulled bodies from ponds right under your bedroom window. She realized her mind was already drifting towards thoughts of murder, and wondered why she was immediately assuming that foul play was involved. After all, accidents
 did
 happen, and all the time.



Disgruntled, she walked out onto the landing, where the house seemed eerily silent. She quickly made her way downstairs and sought out the kitchen, which was situated down three steep steps. There, one quick glance told her all she needed to know, and she could relax. As well as a big electric oven, there was an Aga and a microwave. There was also a deep double sink, and best of all, plenty of workspace. It would most definitely do.



The room was not empty though. A dumpy middle-aged woman was sitting at the table drinking a mug of tea, and over by the sink and peeling potatoes was a small, wiry, brown-eyed woman, who could have been any age between thirty and sixty.



‘You must be this posh cook they’ve hired then?’ the seated woman said, with barely concealed hostility. ‘I’m Martha. That over there is Vera.’



Jenny guessed that both women had probably lived locally for all their lives, and didn’t think much of travelling cooks. She smiled warmly. ‘Yes. Hello. You must be the Greers’ proper cook?’ she said brightly, bustling into the kitchen and thrusting out her hand.



Martha reluctantly shook hands, her eyes making a quick inventory of the interloper. Late twenties, she guessed, so not the total young know-it-all she’d expected. And at least she
 looked
 like a cook. Martha had never trusted skinny cooks. Still, the woman had no business being in her kitchen.



Jenny, accurately reading all the signs, gave a mental shrug. Well, she was only here for the weekend, after all, and then she’d be gone.



Just then a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye made her turn sharply. And there, sitting on the floor next to a pile of shoes, was the biggest tabby cat Jenny had ever seen.



It promptly spat at her.



‘That’s my cat,’ Martha said with evident satisfaction, as the feline shot like a bullet into the space underneath the nearest set of cupboards, and commenced to growl awesomely from under cover.



As an example of the welcome she’d come to expect at The Beeches, Jenny thought with grim amusement, the cat’s reaction said it all.









 
CHAPTER TWO




A few hours later Jenny walked along a grass path, her eyes noting the maturity of the various spring vegetables growing in well-ordered ranks. Along with everything else, the Greers’ kitchen garden appeared to be immaculate — and she’d bet her last pay cheque that this was all down to the as-yet-unseen Mrs Greer. She simply couldn’t see the walking fashion statement known as Alicia lifting so much as a well-varnished fingernail — not even to give a set of instructions to an employee.



One of the few good things about global warming, Jenny mused sardonically, was how the mild winters and early warm springs chivvied the veggies along. Not that she’d ever dare suggest that there was
 anything
 good about global warming to her mother.



She valued her hide too much.



The new potatoes were especially enjoying themselves, Jenny noted, more than happy to cast thoughts of her mother aside. No doubt at some point she’d be getting a call from some police station or other with a message to come and bail her mother, Starstream Starling, out of jail, yet again.



Jenny had no objections at all to her mother’s change of name by deed poll. After all, Muriel Agnes didn’t have the same cosmic ring to it as Starstream; even a pleb such as herself could see that. But having to bail her out every time she and her fellow protestors succeeded in getting arrested for chaining themselves to some tree or other was getting to be somewhat tedious.



She heaved a sigh as she ran her eye over the south-facing brick wall, where young pear trees had been carefully pruned and trained horizontally against it. Come autumn, she thought wistfully, they’d produce a good crop. She thought longingly of her pear and Camembert tarts, one of her specialities, and shook the thought away.



Although she had given the activity still centred on the pond a very wide berth indeed, she nevertheless managed to nearly bump into a young constable, who was lurking in the shrubbery. He seemed to be guarding a gate in the hedge that led out onto a back lane.



‘Oh. Hello,’ Jenny mumbled, and began to do a very quick U-turn. She was not, however, quick enough.



‘Excuse me, miss, er, madam? Are you supposed to be here?’ the young bobby yelped keenly.



No doubt, Jenny thought, he’d been told to keep an eye out for nosy neighbours and reporters. Not, she fervently hoped, that she looked like either one of those!



‘I certainly am, Constable. I’m the cook,’ she informed him with a helpful smile. She was only a ‘chef’ or a ‘caterer’ to butlers and obstreperous employers.



The constable visibly stiffened. ‘Mrs Vaughan is the household cook, madam,’ he stated, his young eyes glittering in triumph at having caught her out in a lie.



Jenny smiled. ‘I’m only temporary, Constable,’ she explained patiently. ‘I’ve been hired to cater the Greers’ upcoming birthday party.’



‘Oh,’ he said flatly, looking crestfallen. But he wasn’t quite done yet. ‘And what time did you arrive, madam? I’m not sure that Inspector Mollineaux has your name on his list.’



Jenny Starling hoped very much indeed that Inspector Mollineaux didn’t have her name on his list. ‘I only arrived a few hours ago, Constable. Around half past nine, in fact.’



‘Oh,’ he said unhappily. For a moment there, he thought he’d found something worthwhile with which to relieve his boredom. Jenny silently commiserated. A young constable on what must be his first big case, and assigned to guard a lowly gate in a hedge, could be forgiven for wanting to cast his net onto wider waters.



‘You arrived by car, madam?’



‘Sort of,’ she hedged. ‘I’ve got a van. I need it to transport all my’ — she was about to say specialist knives, and quickly changed it mid-sentence — ‘er, pots and pans, and the kitchen gadgets I simply can’t do without.’



‘And its registration number, please?’ he asked, taking out his notebook.



Jenny heaved a mighty sigh, which, naturally, set her very impressive breasts rising and falling. The young constable stared at them, gulped once and then determinedly dropped his eyes to his notebook.



‘EAT ME1,’ Jenny said morosely. The personalized number plate had been yet another gift from her father, whose sense of humour, it had to be said, left something to be desired. It wasn’t hard for Jenny to understand why her parents had been divorced for years.



Jenny watched the young copper blink, battle with a smirk, then finally write it down. ‘And you came from . . . ?’ he pressed relentlessly. Now that he had someone to question, he was not about to let her go without a struggle, that much was clear.



‘I came from Broadway.’ She named the Cotswold beauty spot that had been her last place of employment. ‘From the Acorn Guest House, to be precise.’ However, an unfortunate clash of wills with the owner over the proper recipe for Dundee cake had abruptly ended her stay there. Jenny sighed. It was a pity. It would have been a nice billet for the summer.



But Jenny was fussy about her Dundee cake. And anyone who didn’t appreciate a proper cake was a Philistine anyway.



‘I see,’ the deflated constable said pathetically. Apparently, Broadway wasn’t known to be a particular hotbed of crime, Jenny surmised with a smile.



‘Is it very bad?’ Jenny asked, more because she felt sorry for him than out of any real desire to know. ‘The accident, I mean,’ she added, when he looked at her blankly.



As she’d guessed it would, the lad’s chest visibly swelled as self-importance set in. ‘Well, madam, it is. A young man has died. He was here to help out the regular gardener, see. I knew him too, worse luck. We went to the same local comp together. It looks as if he hit his head on one of them low-lying branches across the bridge and fell in,’ he trustingly repeated the knowledge he’d no doubt gleaned from listening to his superiors.



Jenny felt her conscience prick her. If this Mollineaux character heard him giving away such information to a member of the public, he’d probably be severely reprimanded. She could only hope the young constable had enough sense not to let on that he’d been doing it. But before she could warn him, he swept on blithely.



‘Either he couldn’t swim, or he wasn’t awake when he hit the water. Poor sod,’ he added, with much more feeling now.



So he must have drowned then, Jenny thought automatically. The ME would probably have been able to pick up on the signs, even this early on. Jenny, like a lot of people, was an avid murder-mystery reader, and favoured the same genre on television. Besides, she knew all about murder investigations from first-hand experience. An experience she was not anxious to repeat.



‘I’m surprised his partner didn’t kick up more of a fuss. When he didn’t come home, I mean,’ Jenny added as he gave her a blank look. ‘Or did he live alone?’



‘Oh, it didn’t happen last night,’ he gushed, his enthusiasm at being in the know again outweighing any sense of discretion. ‘No, he arrived at the crack of dawn apparently. He was on the Rousham Green First Team, you see. Football,’ he added, as this time he was the one being given the blank look. ‘Whenever there was an afternoon match on, the old man who does the gardening used to let him work odd hours so he could get off in time to play. They were playing Marsh Gratings today. They’ll have to find another centre forward now, I reckon,’ he added sadly.



Jenny reckoned they probably would too. ‘Well, I’d better get on with it.’ She indicated the kitchen garden. ‘I was just seeing what vegetables there are that I can use for the party.’



The constable, not in the least concerned with vegetables, nodded and gave her a final, suspicious look.



Ten minutes later, and satisfied that she had mentally marked down all that was available by way of salad items and early summer fruit, Jenny turned her attention to the greenhouse.



It was a large, long building, and the moment she stepped into it, her heart lifted. Rows of fresh tomatoes were just beginning to ripen. Cucumbers and marrows grew in the curling profusion of their own large orange flowers. Better yet, hanging in strings from the wooden benches were last year’s onions, still good enough for her purposes. Overhead hung clusters of grapes but, alas, as yet much too small and hard to be of much use to her.



Her eyes ran professionally over the shelves, seeking out any hint of trouble. Although she was sure from the evidence she’d seen thus far that the gardener must know what he was doing, Jenny didn’t know for a fact that he was totally organic in his approach. And chemical enhancement in her food was something she tried to avoid if at all possible. Fortunately, her nose could detect only good, strong farmhouse manure, mixed with a liberal spreading from the compost heap.



On the dusty shelves just inside the door, however, there was a little collection of pest-control paraphernalia. She reached for what looked like a jar of homemade spray and lifted the lid before sniffing cautiously. Rhubarb leaves, if she wasn’t mistaken. There was also a spray of popular branded weedkiller and, much more unusually, a single and very old bottle half full of paraquat. This lethal brew, Jenny knew, had gone out of manufacture at about the same time that Noah had begun to build his ark. Obviously the gardener here was one of those people who never threw anything out.



At the bottom of the shelves, there was a large bucket of ashes set to one side, which was no doubt used to keep the slugs at bay. On the whole, she’d seen far worse inventories than this.



She made copious notes of what fruits and vegetables were ripe, plus a few shorthand reminders for various recipes they could be used for, before walking to the door at the far end of the greenhouse. There she found herself facing a half-hidden little nook of the gardens that she hadn’t noticed before.



High box hedges that must have been centuries old surrounded a tiny garden that almost made her melt in ecstasy. A herb garden! She sent up a brief prayer of blessings on the gardener, and set to mentally naming them all. Basil, thyme, rosemary, mint (of course), parsley . . .



‘Oh, damn it, Keith, you’ve got to come. I won’t have you chickening out. Besides, since whatsisname fell into the pond, I need you to be with me more than ever. You know how people talk. They’ll be saying next it’s Daddy’s fault for not having the branches cut down.’



The voice, wailing and insistent and coming from the other side of the hedge, was unmistakably that of Alicia Greer. And from the obvious petulance of the tone, Jenny didn’t need to be a fortune teller to surmise that she was not in a good mood.



‘You know I won’t be welcome, Al. Why don’t you just face up to it? Your dad will avoid me, as always, and your mum will be so damned excruciatingly polite. And as for Justin!’ The voice was deep and definitely pleasant.



Jenny had always thought you could tell a lot about a man from his voice alone.



She glanced at the small arched entrance in the box where she had come in and wondered if she could safely slip out again without being seen. The trouble was, she was not sure of the layout of the garden, and the last thing she wanted to do was blunder into a lovers’ quarrel.



‘But I
 want
 you there,’ Alicia insisted, and now there was no mistaking the pleading quality in her voice. ‘It’ll be so dismal and boring without you.’



‘And I thought this was going to be the party of the century,’ the unknown male voice countered drolly.



‘It will be, you rat! I’ve even ordered birthday crackers from Asprey, with gold cufflinks for the men and earrings for the ladies, all with a lovely enamelled Greer coat of arms on them. You know Daddy had that researcher trace the family tree? We’ve managed to get a band that’s big in Soho, too, and good old Arbie is providing the flowers.’



‘Well then, you won’t miss me amongst all that splendour.’



‘Don’t be so damned working class and superior! You know full well that I can’t live without you. Not even for a day. An hour. A minute.’



Much to Jenny’s horror, the ardent young couple suddenly appeared in the archway in the box, and she took an instinctive step backwards, out of the parsley and into a shadowy corner. She could see now that Alicia’s boyfriend matched his voice. Tall, with dark wavy hair, he had a strong, handsome profile. Bizarrely, he was dressed in dirty overalls, liberally smeared in black grease.



Jenny winced for Alicia’s white dress as she pressed herself close to him and sensuously raised her long white arms to encircle his neck.



Love’s young dream was all very well and sweet, of course, Jenny mused, but did they have to indulge in it in the herb garden! Couldn’t they find a deserted haystack or something?



The handsome young couple began to kiss passionately, and Jenny sighed wearily. Perhaps she could just barge her way through and create her own exit in the thick hedge. She had the build for it, after all.



‘Besides . . .’ Alicia finally unglued her mouth from his. ‘You’re going to be part of this family soon. Mummy and Daddy will just have to get used to you. And so will Justin.’



‘They never will, and you know it.’ He pulled her arms from around his neck but held on to her hands, as if unable to completely let her go, and Jenny found herself taking a harsh breath. There was an undeniable pathos to be had in the age-old story of star-crossed lovers, even in this modern day and cynical age.



Abruptly, she began to wish herself very far away, knowing instinctively that she shouldn’t be seeing this.



‘I don’t care,’ Alicia said, her young voice grim and defiant. ‘As soon as your divorce is final, I’m going to marry you. And I’ll allow no one to stop me.’ She sounded undeniably fierce and determined.



As they at last moved away, Jenny heard a harsh masculine laugh that sent the blackbirds panicking out of the bushes. There was an echo of a painful irony in that laugh, and something almost soul-destroying.



Whoever the poor sap was, he obviously had it bad, Jenny thought, with a pang.



Slowly the garden returned to normal. A breeze stirred softly in the flowers, and the blackbirds returned to their nests. Almost warily, Jenny left the enchanted herb garden and stepped out into a wide expanse of immaculate lawn, bordered in blooming roses. Alicia Greer and her unpopular lover were nowhere to be seen.



Jenny shrugged her wide shoulders and returned to her notebook and the task in hand. She had, after all, a menu to prepare. And yet she felt inexplicably disturbed. It was as if something dark and heavy, something that went far beyond the accidental drowning of a young gardener, hung over the country house, just waiting to gatecrash the party.



Jenny shuddered and told herself not to be such a twit.



* * *



The Beeches boasted its own large lake — as opposed to the small ornamental pond — and where there was a lake, there were usually fish.



It took her only half an hour to find her way to the two-acre expanse of water, and as she carefully negotiated the winding track around it, she felt herself begin to relax once more. The sun sparkled on the silver-topped water and the sounds of moorhens echoed peacefully from the reed beds. There was a lone angler on the far side of the lake and she made her way towards him. It was not until she was almost upon him that the fisherman turned his head, and she realized who he must be. The bright fair hair and pale blue eyes were the same. Only the square-jawed face was different from that of his twin sister.



‘This is private property,’ Justin Greer said shortly, his voice as clipped as only Oxbridge can make it. His eyes, as they looked her over, were wide and wondering. Like most men, he was fascinated, attracted and yet unsettled by Jenny’s size and grace. Fat, according to modern society’s way of thinking, should mean obese and ugly — not unexpectedly beautiful.



‘I know,’ Jenny snapped, in no mood to pander to anybody’s ego. ‘Can you tell me what fish are stocked here, Mr Greer?’



‘Why? Thinking of doing a spot of poaching?’ he shot back, clearly amused.



‘Only in white wine sauce with capers,’ she shot back just as briskly, and finally got his attention.



Justin Greer stared at her for a moment, and then burst out laughing. ‘You can only be the fancy cook my sister has hired for the party. I hope you realize you’re about as popular around here as a flea circus at a dog show?’



Jenny smiled coolly. ‘I had noticed,’ she agreed dryly. ‘Even Martha’s cat is against me.’



‘Oh, that animal,’ Justin said archly, winding in his reel and watching the float come bobbing back, ‘is against
 everyone
 .
 Vera is terrified of it, as is my mother. Even Chase gives it a respectfully wide berth. Martha found it half-wild as a kitten. And it gives the postman merry hell. But besides all that, you’ve come at a very awkward time. One of our gardeners has managed to get himself drowned.’



‘Yes. I know.’



‘Course you do. I suppose those two CID plods are still around?’



‘I wouldn’t know,’ Jenny said, truthfully and gratefully.



‘Hmm. Well, I’ve had enough of their never-ending questions, I can tell you. So I thought I’d take myself off fishing and keep out of their way for a while.’



Jenny didn’t blame him. She was rather hoping to keep out of the way of the CID herself.



‘Well, er . . . ?’ Justin said, raising an eyebrow at her.



‘Jenny Starling,’ she introduced herself with a smile.



Justin gave her another penetrating look, then began to dismantle his rod. ‘I’m sure there are plenty of fish in there,’ he nodded over at the lake, ‘that could benefit from your expertise, not to mention almonds, batter and so on, but catching them is another matter. They don’t appear to be biting.’



‘What were you trying for?’ she asked as he began to stow his gear.



‘Pike.’



Pike — an excellent food fish, Jenny thought, and one that wasn’t anywhere near as popular as it should be. Of course, they were vicious. ‘A pair of teeth with a fish attached at one end as an afterthought,’ as one angler of her acquaintance had memorably described them. Lean and mean and absolutely delicious if boned and cooked right. Yes, she could do with a few good pike. She glanced down at his bait and her eyebrows rose. ‘You’re after pike with bread?’ she asked, only just managing to keep the disdain from her voice. ‘For pike you need worms — and a ledger.’



For the first time Justin Greer looked at her with something other than superior disdain or reluctant lust in his eyes. As he rose, he found himself staring straight into her eyes and blinked in surprise. At six feet tall, he was used to looking down on women — both literally and figuratively. But, something told him, a man looked down on this woman at his peril. And that the peril would be considerable, and real!



‘I know that,’ he replied testily. ‘I just didn’t happen to have any worms on me,’ he groused, and patted his pockets facetiously. ‘I might try again tonight. And if I do happen to catch a few of the beggars, oh, fancy cook, then what precisely would you do with them?’



‘Bake them, of course,’ Jenny said promptly. ‘With rashers of fat bacon, butter and half a pint of tartare — or perhaps caper — sauce.’ Well aware that she was being tested, she gazed back at him steadily, and eventually Justin began to smile. He couldn’t help it.



‘Perhaps my sister knows how to throw a party after all,’ he acknowledged dryly.



‘Of course I do, brother dear.’ The voice cut across their duel of wits like the crack of a whip, and both of them jumped apart like guilty schoolchildren.



Alicia, her white dress floating around her, looked like a fairy princess as she joined them. ‘Didn’t I tell you this was going to be the best party ever?’ She linked her arm around her brother’s and gave his biceps an affectionate squeeze.



Together, the Greer siblings tended to be somewhat overwhelming, Jenny noted wryly.



‘I’m beginning to believe you,’ Justin said. ‘Miss Starling and I have been coming to an agreement.’



‘Oh?’ Alicia looked at them, a little warily, Jenny thought. ‘About what?’



‘Pike,’ Justin said.



Jenny felt like telling her not to worry. She had no intention of trying to entice her precious twin away from her.



Alicia managed to shrug nonchalantly. ‘Oh, talking about the party . . .’ she began, her voice cajoling and light as a feather.



Justin looked at her, one fair eyebrow lifting suspiciously.



‘Yes?’ he asked cautiously. ‘I know that tone of voice, sister mine. What are you after now?’



‘You really are a sod, Justin,’ she said archly. ‘But as it happens, I do need a new gown.’



‘What, another one?’ Justin’s tone was scandalized but indulgent. ‘You already have a wardrobe full.’



‘But I’ve worn them all once,’ Alicia said quickly. ‘Come on, Juzz, this is our party, after all, and I’ve invited all the local press. You wouldn’t want me to be seen in that Henley Regatta blue thing again, would you? Or last Ascot’s taffeta horror, hmm?’ she wheedled, her eyes laughing, and turned to Jenny for support.



‘We ladies need to keep up appearances, don’t we?’



Jenny smiled and said nothing. She had far more sense.



With an enormous sigh, Justin retrieved his wallet and extracted a credit card. ‘All right, just this once. But what happened to this week’s allowance?’



Jenny wondered how many women in third-millennium Britain had to beg money from the men of the family and were indulged with an allowance. Reluctantly, and against all her better judgement, Jenny found herself beginning to feel sorry for Alicia Greer.



Not that she seemed to need it. For at that moment, Alicia was expertly tucking the card between her meagre breasts and beaming widely. ‘I had to get Keith a new solicitor,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘The old one would have let his wife get away with murder.’



Instantly, an ugly red tide of colour crept over Justin’s face. ‘You selfish cow,’ he snapped. ‘Hasn’t it occurred to you that Margie Harding has two children to look after? Perhaps she needs a good solicitor too. After all, lover boy is going to be all right, isn’t he, with a rich little wife to keep him in luxury?’



‘Justin, shut up!’ Alicia snapped. ‘You know Keith isn’t like that, but you’re too damned stubborn to admit it. Just because Dad got lucky and rich, you think a motor mechanic is beneath me, but he’s a better man than you. Oh!’ she broke off abruptly.



For a second, Alicia stared at her twin, a stricken look on her lovely face. ‘Oh, Juzz, I didn’t mean it,’ she said quickly. Impulsively, she clutched his arm tighter and smiled tremulously. ‘You know you’re still the number-one man in my life. After Daddy, of course,’ she simpered.



Jenny felt her jaw drop open in amazement. Did women still behave like this?



‘And where does that leave lover boy?’ Justin asked mockingly. ‘Number three?’



‘No,’ Alicia said, her voice suddenly cold. ‘He’s the most important thing in the world. Oh, I don’t expect you to understand,’ she went on, so condescendingly that Jenny actually winced. ‘But you understand, don’t you, Miss Starling?’ Alicia appealed, catching her completely unawares.



‘Hmm? Oh, yes, of course,’ she mumbled half-heartedly. Actually, she was thinking that melodrama like this should be damn well outlawed.



‘You’ve never been in love, Justin,’ Alicia stated as a matter of fact, turning to her twin once more. ‘That little doll you’ve pinched off poor Arbie hardly qualifies as the love of anyone’s life.’ She couldn’t resist the dig, but then, once again, seemed to immediately feel guilty. ‘Oh, Juzz, please understand. You must.’ Once again she squeezed her brother’s arm and leaned her lovely head on his shoulder. ‘I’d do anything for Keith. You’re so wrong about him, you know. Being a gold-digger, I mean. He doesn’t want me for my money, he loves me. He truly does. He even made me sell my Jaguar because he doesn’t want to be seen riding with me in it, like a kept man. Now would a man out to live the high life do that?’



The poor kid’s really head over heels, Jenny thought uneasily. In her opinion, upcoming twenty-first birthday party or not, the Greer siblings could both do with a bit more growing up!



‘So that’s why you bought that little clapped-out, second-hand junk pile, is it?’ Justin asked, obviously amused. ‘And I thought it had something to do with your gambling debts.’



‘You bastard!’ Alicia yelped, but she was already laughing. ‘Anyway, Keith’s coming to our party, and that’s that,’ she returned, straight back to the attack. ‘It’s high time everybody got used to having him around.’



Justin said nothing for a moment, but Jenny had never seen anybody look less pleased. ‘Nobody’s going to get used to your bit of rough on the side,’ he finally said, so callously and deliberately insulting that the colour, rather unsurprisingly, drained from Alicia’s beautiful face.



‘I’m not going to fight with you, big brother,’ she said after a short, painful silence. ‘You might be older than me by about fifteen minutes, but you’re still so immature it’s pathetic. But, in spite of everything, I love you, Juzzy.’



Justin seemed to be as willing to call a halt to the hostilities as his sister, for he forced a smile onto his face. ‘Come on, let’s get back to the house.’



Alicia caught Jenny’s embarrassed eye and laughed. ‘I’m afraid you’ll just have to get used to us, Miss Starling. Justin and I fight all the time. We enjoy it! Mostly.’



Jenny shrugged. ‘It’s all right by me. I wasn’t really paying much attention anyway.’ Which was perfectly true. Family infighting, as a spectator sport, held about as much appeal to Jenny as going on a diet.









 
CHAPTER THREE








That afternoon, Jenny went into the village shop for some basics. As she glanced into the freezer section and eyed the rather limited range of seafood on offer, she was glad of her contacts in a little fishing village in Devon, who would be sending her order up by special courier. Expensive, of course, but it meant extremely fresh produce, very quickly delivered. But the Greers could obviously afford it, and she’d long since learned that it didn’t pay to scrape on these sorts of things.



Now, as she stood dithering in the shop and checking it out for any suspicious signs such as peeling paint, or a pool of water on the floor, she became aware of two elderly ladies bearing down on her. Stepping quickly to one side before any elbows could be poked in her ribs — for Jenny had great respect for old ladies in a hurry — she watched them pass her and descend on their prey. Their target was a harassed-looking woman with frizzy blonde hair and tired eyes, who watched their approach like a rabbit would watch a particularly hungry weasel. Jenny felt instantly sorry for her, and wondered if she’d be needed to come to the rescue.



‘Oh, Margie, there you are. We were just hoping to catch you, weren’t we, Maisie?’ the first old woman began with the opening salvo. Her equally aged friend nodded wordlessly, but with such a barely repressed smile of eagerness that Jenny wondered uneasily what petty sin the luckless Margie had committed.



‘I was saying just the other day, I’ve knitted a cardigan for Jeremy’s boy, but it’s too small! Can you imagine me doing something as silly as misjudging my own grandson’s size? Still, they grow so fast, don’t they? Anyway, so I asked Maisie, didn’t I, Maisie, if she knew anyone who had a little boy who it might fit.’



The other woman nodded again.



‘And she said that your Johnnie would be just the job. And I thought, of course, she’s right! Margie Harding’s little boy. So, you will take it off my hands, won’t you, dear? No charge, of course, it was my own silly fault for not knitting the right size.’ Maisie’s companion gave a sudden and judicious sniff and swept on remorselessly, ‘I don’t know what young men are thinking of nowadays. I really don’t. In my day, marriages were for life.’



Jenny winced.



Margie Harding smiled painfully. ‘Thank you, Mrs Haines. For the cardigan, I mean. I’m sure Johnnie will love it. But you must let me pay you for the cost of the wool, at least.’



‘Oh no, love, wouldn’t dream of it.’ Jenny watched the old women beam with pride at their good deed for the day and then hurry off, no doubt to start knitting something else for little Johnnie. There was no doubt in Jenny’s mind that they meant well and probably had no idea of the humiliation they had just caused.



Margie Harding watched the women move out of sight with haunted and bitter eyes, then quickly turned and hurried out of the shop. Jenny, following more slowly, stepped into the deserted village street and looked around. The blonde-haired young mother was just turning into a small village hall. It was not, thankfully, one of those awful 1960s boxes, but an older building, obviously donated to the village by the old squire. A large sign on the tiny front lawn proclaimed that the Rousham Green Spring Jumble Sale was ‘still on.’ And that more volunteers were needed to keep the village hall open until Saturday.



Jenny thought of the order of mussels, whelks and eels that she had yet to phone through to her contact in Devon, and abruptly decided that a quick visit to the jumble sale was a much more appealing idea.



Once inside the hall, she was pleasantly surprised by the quality of used goods on offer. And, from the rear of the rather dimly lit room, she could hear two women talking.



‘This is the only blouse we have with a rounded collar, Mrs Harding. But it’s not blue, I’m afraid.’



‘Oh, that’s all right. I think I can dye it to the colour I need. It has to match my suit, you see. I, er, have to go and see someone about a job.’



‘Oh, yes, of course.’ The volunteer who’d been roped in to ‘do’ Fridays was in fact the village’s retired schoolteacher. She was also embarrassed by Margie Harding’s obvious penury.



Did everyone in Rousham Green know everyone’s business? Jenny thought indignantly on the other woman’s behalf, then flushed at her own stupidity. Of course everyone did. No doubt Margie Harding’s erring husband was the talk of the village.



But in that, at least, she was wrong. For now there was something far juicier than unfaithful husbands to gossip about.



‘It’s such a shame about Jimmy Speight, isn’t it?’ the volunteer said in a very theatrical whisper that would have carried clear out into the street, had the door been open. ‘He was one of my ex-boys, you know. Not very academically bright, but a very nice lad, for all that.’



Margie looked up at her blankly. ‘Sorry?’



‘Oh, didn’t you know?’ the other woman gushed, hardly able to believe her luck in actually coming across someone who hadn’t heard the latest news. ‘They found Jimmy Speight dead in the pond. Up at the big house. They say he hit his head on a branch and fell in.’ The older woman nodded her blue-rinsed head self-importantly and leaned a little closer. Paradoxically, she made no attempt to lower her voice. ‘Mrs Perkins has a lad in the force, you know, and she says he told her that they found a branch in the pond floating near the body. Had blood on it, they say. And you could tell where the branch had come off one of the beech trees. That Inspector Mollineaux they’ve got out there was most particular about that, so Mrs Perkins says. He’s had an expert crawling all over the tree, apparently. The police are so clever nowadays.’



Having successfully given out her precious gems of knowledge, she straightened up and shook her head sadly. ‘Just fancy having those trees growing so close to that little bridge of theirs. And why build a bridge across a pond anyway? It was just asking for trouble, don’t you think? I’m surprised somebody hasn’t hit their head on it and fallen in long before now. Still, accidents happen, I suppose,’ she added doubtfully.



‘Yes,’ Margie Harding agreed, her voice so small it could barely be heard.



Feeling rather annoyed at herself for letting her curiosity get the better of her, and having checked that there weren’t any skirts or blouses in her size, Jenny headed for the door. As she did so, two women made their way to a small table that was serving as a cash counter.



As Margie Harding cradled the precious blouse to her, she looked out of the window in the direction of the big house. Her eyes glittered oddly in the sunlight dabbled with dust motes.



‘I hope your job interview goes well, Mrs Harding,’ the volunteer said quietly in farewell, as she offered the blonde mother a brown paper bag containing her purchase.



Margie Harding started and then smiled.



Too wide, Jenny thought instantly. That smile’s way too bright. And for some reason, she’s lying about why she needs that blouse. Then, before she could get herself in any deeper, she walked firmly to the door and opened it. Jenny had a nasty habit, through no fault of her own, of getting caught up in other people’s problems. This time, she vowed to steer well clear of trouble.



She glanced once more at the telephone kiosk next door to the pub, her own mobile phone having been left carelessly behind at the big house. Devon still patiently waited for the rest of her seafood order. As she walked along the pavement towards the kiosk, she nearly jumped out of her skin when a squeal of brakes shrieked in the sleepy afternoon air.



She and everyone else outside abruptly stopped and looked up the road. Two young mothers collecting their offspring from the village primary school instinctively grabbed their children’s hands as an extraordinary-looking car in bottle green shot around the bend and into sight. As it screamed past and, with another squeal of brakes, turned into a tiny, single-pump garage opposite the shop, Jenny felt the heat from the machine scorch briefly across her face.



‘That bloody Justin Greer is going to come to grief one of these days,’ one of the young mothers said venomously. ‘You see if I ain’t right. He drives that Aston Martin like he’s Lewis bloody Hamilton.’



‘I know. He’ll knock some poor sod over before long. He should realize there’s old folks in this village. They ain’t as quick on their feet as us. You should hear ’em go on about it at the pub.’



‘Men!’



Jenny heartily agreed with the sentiments. Young men in sports cars were a menace.



‘I wonder how Jean’s doing. Do you think we should go and see her?’ The first young mother abruptly changed the subject.



‘I heard the police were with her. Bernie too. They brought him home from work.’



‘It must be awful to lose a son like that. He was only seventeen, wasn’t he?’



‘I reckon he was last birthday. Mind you, they don’t know that that’s his birthday. Not for sure, anyway.’



‘What do you mean?’ the second mother’s voice rose in surprise, causing her companion to put a warning hand on her arm.



‘He was adopted, wasn’t he? Bernie Speight ain’t, well, you know, quite up to it in that department.’



‘Never!’



With this latest cringe-making revelation, Jenny very quickly left the two women to their gossip. She went to the telephone, punched in the Devon area code and a certain number, and then reeled off her order to the specialist fishmonger. With promises that she would receive nothing but the best produce ringing in her ears, she left the kiosk and made straight for the pub.



After the day she was having, she needed a drink.



At that time in the afternoon the pub was about to close, since the landlord was opting not to take advantage of all-day opening laws. But a customer was a customer. As she took a stool at the bar, Jenny looked around and took inventory. No noisy slot machines but a good dartboard. Slightly uneven tiled floor, with a solid wooden bar. And best of all — no horse brasses. Against all the odds, the village pub had managed to stay just that — the village pub. The landlord, a pleasant-faced man with a broad Birmingham accent, beamed at her.



‘Eh, you must be the fancy cook Alicia Greer hired for the birthday party?’



Since she was the only other person in the place, Jenny resigned herself to learning yet more information about things she had no interest in. ‘Yes, that’s me,’ she admitted morosely.



‘So how’s things up at The Beeches then?’ the landlord asked avidly. ‘You know there’s been a tragedy up there?’



Jenny sighed heavily. Was she being paranoid, or was Fate really determined to get her mixed up in a suspicious death?



* * *



She left the pub ten minutes and one double vodka later. Standing on the pavement, she began to picture her menu. Visions of lobster Thermidor vied for supremacy with fillets of sole  la Dieppe. Of course, she couldn’t decide on the complete menu until she’d finally nailed the flighty Alicia down to actually going through it with her. And that reminded her.



The birthday cake.



Looking across the road, Justin Greer’s fancy car seemed to glow like a giant emerald in the sunshine, and she nodded firmly. That, at least, was one problem she could solve right now. Forgetting to look left or right, and as a result nearly sending a lone cyclist careening into the gutter, she marched across the road. She stood there for a moment in the garage courtyard, her sensitive nose twitching like a rabbit at the sharp astringent scents of petrol and the pore-clogging stench of grease.



It was unusual for a small garage to survive in these economic times, especially with the price of petrol at the level it was, and she wondered vaguely who was subsidizing the place. The pump was self-service, and a converted barn, which housed one or two cars in the process of being repaired, appeared to be deserted. But there had to be an office around the back somewhere.



Since a good cake needed at least a day to settle, she really had to get on with it tonight. Unless, of course, Justin was a sponge fanatic, in which case, the more last-minute the better, but she somehow didn’t think so. For all his startlingly angelic good looks, he struck her as a solid-cake man.



With a sigh, she set off across the cobbled yard, carefully avoiding spanners, hoses and the odd stack of tyres. As she’d thought, a tiny office, converted from an outhouse, was located behind the repair shop, the door of which now stood open. And coming from inside, she heard the unmistakable voice of Justin Greer. It would have been hard to miss, since he was shouting fit to bring down the rafters.



‘I’m warning you, Harding, stay away from her.’



‘Oh hell,’ Jenny muttered under her breath. ‘Here we go again.’



‘Or what?’ came back the equally belligerent reply.



Why couldn’t men use the good sense that God gave them? Jenny wondered as she marched determinedly towards the open door.



‘Or you’ll regret it,’ Justin’s voice snapped out.



‘I doubt it. Alicia is everything a man could want, or hadn’t you noticed? She’s young, beautiful, and in love with me. I don’t see—’



‘And rich, Harding,’ Justin interrupted with a sneer. ‘Is that what you think? Yes, I suppose you would, that’s what most people think. But the family business comes to me, Harding—
 me, not Alicia.
 Since Dad retired, I’m the chairman, not my dear sister. In fact, apart from her allowance, which
 can be cut off at any time,
 she might as well be penniless.’



‘Good.’



There was a brief silence, and Jenny found herself abruptly readjusting her opinion of Keith Harding. He had actually sounded as if he meant it. A fact that Justin seemed to have picked up on also, if the startled silence coming from the office was anything to go by.



‘Oh, I get it. You’re relying on the house, are you?’ Justin’s silver-blond head abruptly came into view as he came level with a grimy window. His profile was taut with rage, and Jenny began to think that he’d have to make do with a sponge for a birthday cake after all. She was not interrupting an argument of this ferocity. She had far more sense.



Reluctantly, she began to back away. She could always make one of those towering gateaux that weren’t much substance, but looked amazing. She was beginning to turn away from the office when Keith Harding said ominously, ‘What the hell are you talking about? What has The Beeches got to do with anything?’



‘Not the big house, you fool. I’m talking about the old mill that Alicia persuaded Dad to buy for you as a wedding present. Don’t tell me you didn’t know? That I can’t believe.’



Suddenly, there was a dull ‘whack’ and Justin was launched through the doorway, where he landed on his backside amid a clatter of tyre irons and empty petrol cans. The sight of the elegant young man, hair flapping in the breeze as he sailed past her, transfixed Jenny to the spot.



An avenging vision appeared in the doorway. The dark hair was a perfect match for the dark look on Keith Harding’s face, and as he advanced with both his fists and his jaw clenched, Justin scrambled hastily to his feet, an extremely ugly gleam in his eyes. He reached down and picked up a tyre iron.



‘Mr Greer!’ Jenny roared, and both men jerked, as if an irritated puppet master had just pulled their strings. Jenny smiled grimly as he looked at her blankly. ‘I noticed your car parked outside, and thought what a good idea it’d be to ask you about your birthday cake.’



‘Birthday cake?’ Justin echoed, for the first time in his life, Jenny suspected, actually looking stupid.



‘Yes. Birthday cake,’ she repeated firmly. ‘I need to know what your favourite is. Tradition has it that it must be a fruit cake with hard white icing, of course, but a lot of people nowadays prefer something more adventurous. After all, it is
 your
 birthday, you should have what you like.’ She kept her voice even and firm, knowing that discussing something prosaic was often the best way to calm down men who were overdosing on testosterone.



She glanced across at Keith Harding and nodded politely. The mechanic took a backward step and began, under her steady and reproving eye, to look distinctly shamefaced.



‘Well?’ Jenny looked archly back at Justin, and then glanced, very pointedly, at the tyre iron, now hanging loosely and forgotten in his hand.



‘Oh, bake what the hell you like,’ Justin snarled, and slung down the iron. A loud clang echoed across the concrete as it hit a wall and fell to the ground.



‘Lemon Madeira with kiwi fruit?’ she asked mischievously.



‘Good grief, no!’ Justin snapped, then glanced from her to his protagonist and then back to her again. Slowly, he began to smile. ‘Jenny Starling, I do believe I’m beginning to like you. And I don’t think I want to.’



‘I should hope not, too,’ Jenny said sharply. She wanted nothing to do with rich spoilt kids. ‘Now, if you would kindly tell me what kind of cake you
 do
 want, I can get on with it.’



‘Coffee and walnut,’ Justin said at last, his lips still twitching reluctantly.



Jenny nodded, surprised by his choice, but not showing it. ‘Chunky walnut pieces, of course?’



‘Oh, of course,’ Justin said with savage sarcasm, and very nearly gave a courtly bow. The look in her eye stopped him just in time, and Jenny felt her own lips twitch. Damn him, he was such a very attractive man. And didn’t he know it?



‘OK. Coffee and walnut it is,’ she said primly. As she turned to leave, she was relieved to hear footsteps following her, and a moment later the Aston Martin roared to life and shot past her.



At the entrance to the garage yard she turned and found Keith Harding staring after her. His darkly handsome face was a mixture of anger, embarrassment and defiance. ‘What? No lecture for me?’ he asked, his uneven breathing spoiling his nonchalance just a little.



Jenny saw, once again, Margie Harding being forced into being grateful for an old busybody’s knitted cardigan and turned abruptly away, her face absolutely expressionless. It was none of her business. She had to remember that. She kept getting into trouble when she made things her business.



Behind her, unseen, Keith Harding flinched at her obvious disdain. His eyes, as he watched the strangely sexy and large woman go, were bleak and hopeless.



When Jenny returned to The Beeches, she entered the cool hall through a side door, and was unceremoniously nabbed.



‘Excuse me, miss,’ a voice as deep as a tar pit boomed in her left ear. Had she not been so firmly anchored down by her own weight, she would have leapt about a foot into the air. As it was, she spun around, hackles bristling and prepared to repel all boarders. The squat and solid policeman she had seen out of her bedroom window that morning met her glare with bland eyes.



‘Oh, hello, er, Sergeant, is it?’ she mumbled.



‘Mollern, miss, Sergeant Mollern. Could you spare us a moment?’ Although his voice put a question mark on the end, his eyes made it more of a statement.



Jenny felt her spirits take a distinctly downward turn. First she had to deal with scrapping men in garages, and now the police. What had happened to her peaceful weekend in the country? ‘Yes, of course,’ she sighed. ‘But I don’t know that I can do anything to help.’



‘It’s just routine,’ the sergeant hastened to assure her. ‘You’re the only other person present in the house that we haven’t questioned yet.’



‘I wasn’t present when the incident occurred, Sergeant,’ Jenny corrected, quietly but firmly.



Sergeant Mollern, had she but known it, very nearly smiled. However, since he so rarely smiled, and since he was so good at hiding any ability to do so, Jenny was forced to meet his bland stare with an equally bland stare of her own.



‘Quite so. This way, miss.’



Jenny knew when to admit defeat, and followed him glumly to the Greers’ study, where a tall, silver-haired man rose from his chair without any fuss.



‘Miss Starling, sir,’ Mollern said, and walked behind her as his superior politely indicated a chair.



Over the expanse of a wide walnut desk, Inspector Mollineaux looked every inch what he was: a senior, experienced and implacable police officer, with a lean, rather pale face, and a close-shaven, strong jaw. He looked, Jenny thought with a pang of compassion, as if he’d seen too much, and far too often.



Right at that moment, however, the pale blue eyes were looking at her sharply. ‘Inspector Mollineaux,’ he said, introducing himself, his voice both modulated and quiet. ‘We’ve met before, I think.’



Jenny swallowed hard. ‘No. I don’t believe so.’ For a long moment she didn’t think he was going to let it go at that, but then he reached for some papers and glanced down.



‘Miss Alicia Greer tells me that you arrived about quarter past nine this morning. Is that correct?’



‘A little later, I think, but not much.’



‘And you came from . . . ?’



‘Broadway.’ For the next few minutes Jenny obliged the police by writing down the name and address of her past employers. She fervently hoped they wouldn’t bother them too much — especially her last employer. She was apt to throw what Jenny’s granny would have called ‘a fit of the vapours.’ But then, what could you expect from someone who didn’t know a good Dundee cake when she saw one?



‘And you were hired by Alicia Greer to cater her birthday party when exactly?’ Mollineaux went on, merely glancing impassively at the addresses she’d given him, though one of the residences belonged to a lord of the realm, and the other was the home address of a rather famous American film star. And it was precisely because she’d had four months of cooking for a Hollywood darling that Jenny had fled to the relative sanity of a British guesthouse!



‘Formally, today,’ Jenny confirmed. ‘However, she wrote to me about three weeks ago, asking if I could take the job on. She was most insistent that I try. I had originally planned to come up here, cater the party, and go straight back to Broadway.’



‘But now?’



‘I’ve left Broadway permanently,’ Jenny said firmly. Nobody criticized her Dundee cake and got her to stay on. No matter how piteously they begged, or how many vapours they had.



‘I see. Do you do a lot of parties, Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux asked, managing not to make it sound like a leading question.



‘Some.’



Inspector Mollineaux glanced once again at the illustrious names on the piece of paper she’d given him and said, ‘Hmm.’



It could have meant anything or nothing, and was so neutral that Jenny fought the impulse to applaud.



She wondered, idly, just how many suspects he’d prompted into incautious talk with that little prompt. She folded her hands in her lap and stubbornly said nothing. After a moment she saw, out of the corner of her eye, Sergeant Mollern glance across at her with some surprise. Eventually, Inspector Mollineaux looked up at her and smiled. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen you somewhere before, Miss Starling. Any ideas where?’



Jenny had. Plenty. She’d been in practically every county courthouse in the country for a start, as a character witness. Such was the life of someone with an eco-warrior for a mother. Not that that was what he had in mind, of course, as well she knew. But she merely smiled and said artfully, ‘I’m sure I couldn’t say.’



‘These are impressive references. I’m sure they’ll check out.’



Jenny smiled, knowing he was barking up the wrong tree there. ‘I’m sure they will too,’ she said mildly but firmly.



‘Where exactly did you do your training, Miss Starling, if I might ask? France?’



‘Monsieur Gerard’s School of Cuisine,’ Jenny said sweetly. And didn’t add that Monsieur Gerard was also known as plain Gerry Starling, one-time junior chef at The Ritz, and that the School of Cuisine had been sited in the Starling household kitchen. She didn’t think to add, either, that she had been the only student, having been an only child.



A few months after her sixteenth birthday, however, her father had finally taken himself off to France, minus wife and daughter, and set up in business for himself. Books, a regular television show, and numerous extremely lucrative money-making ventures had quickly followed. And while she was now a better cook than her famous father, he was the one known far and wide as ‘Gerard, superchef.’



But that was life for you.



‘I can’t say as I know that school,’ Mollineaux said thoughtfully, and Jenny smiled sweetly and mentally wished him luck in trying to Google it.



‘Could you tell me how you travelled this morning, Miss Starling?’ He changed the subject so casually, and asked the question so reasonably, that once again she had to fight the urge to applaud.



Patiently she filled in the details of her van and route and was duly allowed to leave. As she did so, however, she glanced back once more and found those blue eyes fixed firmly on her.



‘Thank you for your co-operation, Miss Starling,’ Inspector Mollineaux said quietly. ‘And don’t worry. I’ll remember where I’ve seen you before.’



I bet you will too, Jenny thought glumly, and gave him a cheerful smile.



* * *



Jenny hurried into the kitchen like a supplicant seeking sanctuary in a cathedral. Vera ducked her head over the vegetables she was scraping, and Martha began to pound the steak she was preparing with more force than a stevedore. From somewhere out of sight, the cat hissed at her, threatening reprisals.



It was bliss.



‘Mr Greer wants a walnut and coffee cake for his birthday, Martha. Do you have the right ingredients?’



‘Of course,’ Martha shot back, immediately on the defensive, but quickly changed to attack. ‘And you can’t have a cake like that! Everybody’ll be expecting a proper cake. With currants and raisins and hard icing.’



‘Then it will be a nice surprise, won’t it?’ Jenny said pleasantly. ‘And coffee does lend itself so nicely to soft icing.’



She reached into the pantry for flour and sugar, and hunted through the drawers for knives, spatulas and whisks. ‘Perhaps you could tell me where the walnuts are, Vera?’ she asked the daily gently, having come to suspect that Vera was a very timid soul indeed.



Jenny opened an eye-level cupboard and spotted the coffee, which was, thank goodness, of a good quality, and reached for it. The next instant she very smartly withdrew her hand before the cat, hidden behind a biscuit tin, could lacerate her with a swipe of his claws. Calmly extracting a wooden spoon from the table, she held the fearsome moggy at bay and quickly snitched the coffee box from under his yowling nose. Then she neatly shut the door behind her.



As she began to cream butter and sugar together, she noticed Martha staring at her, and raised an eyebrow. The cook quickly turned away, but not before Jenny had noticed that her own hands were marred with red scratches.



Obviously the cat’s owner wasn’t quite as quick on the draw as Jenny Starling.



‘I’ll be glad when this job is over,’ Jenny muttered, more to herself than to anyone else. She could no longer deny that she felt nervous, like some animals felt just before a particularly violent thunderstorm. It was almost as if the death of poor Jimmy Speight was just the opening act, and that worse was to come.



Firmly, she told herself not to be such a boob.



But, as if echoing her misgivings, the cat began to yowl once more from behind the biscuit tin, and the mournful ululating sound made the goosebumps rise on her forearms.









 
CHAPTER FOUR




Jenny tapped on the door and was bid ‘come in’ by a hale and hearty voice that did her spirits the world of good. Doing as she was told, she entered a room full of charm and character, and immediately thought, this is the real Beeches.



The walls had once been bright red, she suspected, but the flock velvet wallpaper had now faded over the many years to a handsome dusky pink. Deep but nicely worn carpet cushioned the feet underneath, and large, comfortable-looking chairs welcomed you with open arms. But it was not the room so much as the people in it that gave the impression that this was indeed the heart of the house. Mr Greer Senior, he of the hearty voice, was already rising, his open and friendly face creased into a smile that sent laughter lines crinkling at the corners of his pale grey eyes. He had darkish wrinkly hair and a well-padded frame, and held out a large hand that Jenny nipped smartly across the room to take.



‘You must be the fancy cook our reckless daughter has hired?’ he greeted her, his eyes taking in her size with apparent approval, his eyes twinkling. ‘I’m Mark, and this is my wife, Sherri.’



‘I suspect, sweetheart, that Miss Starling deserves a far better title than that,’ Sherri Greer admonished, smiling up at them from her seat on the settee. She was an elegant and more substantial version of her daughter, Jenny noticed at once. Her soft blonde hair was greying slightly, and swept around her skull in an artful design, no doubt courtesy of a local hairdresser’s skill with heated rollers. Her blue eyes, however, were warmer than those of her daughter, and life had stamped on her face far more in the way of character.



‘Please call me Jenny, but fancy cook will suffice,’ Jenny acknowledged cheerfully, ‘although I’m not sure Martha would agree.’



‘Oh dear. Yes, I rather thought Martha might be a little put out,’ Sherri sighed. ‘I do hope this rotten business about poor Jimmy hasn’t upset you too much? It’s such a shock, you know.’



Jenny murmured that indeed it was shocking.



‘Apart from that, I hope you’ve settled in all right?’ Mark Greer asked solicitously.



‘Oh, perfectly. I’ve been around the garden and noted all that I could use from the vegetable patch, and I’ve also put in orders with the various grocers, butchers and fishmongers that I use. I insist on the best quality food, and such things aren’t cheap.’ She thought she should warn them now. ‘But I really do need to get the menu confirmed now and, well, to be blunt, I’ve been having trouble pinning your daughter down. Perhaps the party coordinator would help?’



‘Goodness, you have been quick,’ Sherri said, impressed. ‘And you’re not the only one having trouble holding onto our daughter these days,’ she laughed, but the look she gave her husband was distinctly troubled.



Jenny looked politely blank, even as she marvelled at the trouble a handsome face could cause.



‘You’ll have no trouble tonight,’ Mark said comfortingly. ‘I’ve ordered the little minx to join us for dinner. She should be down any minute, Miss Starling — sorry, Jenny — so perhaps we could all collaborate on the menu together then?’



Just then the door opened and a well-preserved middle-aged woman came in. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Greer, are you still going to entertain the Women’s Institute tomorrow?’



‘Oh, Daphne, I totally forgot all about that — how clever of you to remember. But I don’t think I can cope with them just now, really, with poor Jimmy and everything that’s happened.’ Sherri Greer glanced at her husband for help.



‘I think you’d better cancel the meeting, Mrs Williams,’ he said crisply, a man evidently used to taking charge. ‘The good ladies of the village won’t mind going without their sherry and scones for one week. Oh, have you met the lady who’ll be catering the twins’ birthday party?’



Jenny smiled and walked towards the other woman, trying to place her in the hierarchy. Secretary? Housekeeper? Combination of both, perhaps. She put out her hand and smiled. ‘I’m Jenny Starling,’ she introduced herself quietly, and showed not a flicker of emotion as a pair of very cold hands briefly touched hers.



‘How do you do,’ Daphne Williams said.



‘Daphne will help us all to see that the party runs smoothly, Miss Starling,’ Sherri said confidently. ‘She keeps the old house and daily routine ticking along through all kinds of crises.’



Jenny secretly wondered. The lovely blue eyes of Daphne Williams looked dead. Not clouded, or worried, or even just tired, but dead.



‘I don’t know how we managed without her before she came to us,’ Mark agreed cheerfully. ‘How long have you been with us now, Daphne?’



‘Four years, Mr Greer,’ Daphne replied, her voice as dead as her eyes. Her usual manner must always be so markedly reserved, Jenny surmised, for neither of the Greers seemed to sense that something was terribly amiss with their paragon.



Jenny watched, feeling utterly helpless, as the elegantly silent and suffering Daphne Williams murmured an almost whispered goodbye and left the room. Then, just a few seconds later, the door suddenly flew open again and a vision in sea green appeared in the doorway. In marked contrast to the woman who’d just left, she seemed to vibrate almost obscenely with health, youth and life.



‘Oh, here you all are. I was wondering why the house looked as deserted as a morgue.’



Despite Alicia’s renewed good mood, Jenny found herself going cold at her choice of words. Nevertheless, she hastily whipped out her trusty notebook and gave Mark Greer, whom she’d already picked out as her greatest ally, a telling look. Catching on at once, he didn’t let her down.



‘Right, before dinner, let’s get Saturday’s banquet sorted out,’ he said, and in spite of Alicia’s moue of displeasure and protestations of being ravenous, they all sat down while Jenny determinedly held court.



She’d already planned the menu, of course, but she did so like to give her employers the fantasy of having had a hand in it. ‘I take it your twenty guests are of a mixed age?’ she began.



‘Indeed they are,’ Alicia said regretfully. She would obviously have preferred a younger group altogether, but Jenny suspected her mother of having put her foot down.



‘In that case, may I suggest a mixture of the traditional and novel?’ she began. ‘That way everybody must, if only by the laws of mathematics, come across at least one course that they thoroughly enjoy.’



Alicia sighed somewhat rudely, as the two older Greers looked at Jenny with relieved approval.



‘Perhaps we could start with soup.’



‘Soup!’ Alicia groaned. ‘Oh, that’s so boring.’



‘Cream of asparagus, perhaps, with Parmesan fingers as a garnish?’ Jenny ploughed on, reminding Mark of a battleship he’d once known. ‘Then, of course, a seafood savoury. I’d like to suggest crab, mixed with melted butter, some finely chopped gherkins, breadcrumbs and some cream. Served — very hot, of course — on either hot biscuits or toast.’ If she didn’t push forward with her campaign for real food, who would?



Jenny trusted modern chefs about as far as she could throw them. And her father was top of the list. Ever since he’d published an extremely popular book of low-fat menus that took roughly three minutes to prepare and were full of macrobiotic politically correct ingredients, the relationship between father and daughter had been very rocky indeed.



Hence the hideously expensive gift of the jewelled Swiss watch currently residing on her wrist, which he’d given her for her last birthday. Jenny had contemplated sending the bribe back, but she wasn’t that stupid. Besides, it was battery-free and kept perfect time.



‘Sounds delicious,’ Mark said heartily, who was very fond of gherkins.



For the next half an hour they batted forth a range of possible courses, finally agreeing on Jenny’s selection, naturally. This consisted of lobster, Dover sole, followed by small but tasty helpings of herb-crusted rack of lamb. And for puddings, a lemon sorbet to clear the palate and make way for a cherry and chocolate trifle, the whole to be rounded off with English cheeses and fine coffee.



‘Well, I think I shall have to stop eating right now if I’m to get through all of that,’ Sherri Greer laughed. ‘I must say, though, it all sounds wonderful.’



‘What does?’



They all turned as Justin strode into the room, hands thrust nonchalantly — but so
 effectively
 — into his trouser pockets, and Jenny wondered with reluctantly fond amusement how many actors could have staged an entrance so perfectly.



‘Our birthday banquet, as if you didn’t know,’ Alicia laughed. ‘I’ll bet you had your ear plastered to the door all the time we were talking.’



‘Rubbish. I’d trust Miss Jenny Starling with my life,’ Justin said, then glanced at the granite-faced cook. ‘Well, with my stomach, anyway.’ Jenny, having been paid the ultimate compliment, very nearly beamed. ‘That is, if all these flat-footed policemen swarming all over the place don’t put her off her baking,’ Justin added, with a wry grimace. ‘They’ve had me in yet again, wanting to know this and that. Honestly, it’s getting beyond a joke.’



‘Well, it did only happen this morning, dear,’ his mother said softly.



‘Somebody probably blabbed about that ticking-off you gave poor Jimmy,’ Alicia said sweetly and just a shade spitefully. ‘They’ve been talking to anyone and everyone they can nab all day.’



Justin flushed angrily. ‘Well, he deserved to be ticked off, the little sneak. It was about time somebody put him right.’



‘What on earth do you mean?’ Sherri asked in some alarm, looking from one of her twins to the other, her pretty face genuinely bewildered.



‘Oh, Mother!’ It was Alicia who replied first, her voice both amused and exasperated. ‘You seem to go about in a world of your own! Everybody knows Jimmy Speight was nothing more than a little snooper. He was always poking and prying around. That mother of his said he wanted to go into the newspaper business, and he was only practising! I ask you! A reporter? He didn’t have a brain in his head. Just a big fat nose.’



‘Which he regularly poked into places it didn’t belong,’ Justin added moodily. Seeing the quiet censure on his mother’s face, he added defiantly, ‘I caught him rifling through your handbag once.’



‘No!’ Sherri gasped, utterly shocked. ‘And he did such a good job on the begonias!’



‘He did such a good job on ladders too,’ Alicia added, her eyes sparkling in remembered outrage. ‘I caught him looking into my bedroom window on more than one occasion. And when I confronted him he had the cheek to say he was pruning the wisteria.’



‘Perhaps he was,’ Mark said heavily, who was obviously old-fashioned enough to disapprove of talking ill of the dead. The young lad had died in his garden that very morning, after all. The family owed some loyalty to the Speight memory.



‘Oh yes? And how could he prune and read my diary upside down at the same time, might I ask?’ Alicia snapped.



There was a cold silence for a moment. Then Alicia sighed deeply, and cast a mischievous glance at her brother. ‘Anyway, I can’t be the only one he snooped on. If he hoped to get some juicy bits of gossip from my diary and write them up and sell them to some gossip-mongering society rag or other, he must have really done something to get into your bad books, brother dear.’



Justin gave his sister an I-could-strangle-you look, but managed a nonchalant shrug. ‘Not really. It was just the usual snooping. I got sick and tired of it and told him either to cut it out or he would find himself without a job at all. Then he could devote all his time to trying to persuade the local
 Clarion
 to take him on.’



Alicia laughed. The local
 Clarion,
 Jenny assumed, was not exactly a racy or particularly adventurous type of newspaper. A big report on the church bazaar would probably have been the topic of its front pages for days.



‘I’m glad you think it’s funny,’ Justin said, miffed. ‘The police seem to think it all most significant. Although why, I can’t say. Perhaps they think I topped the little sod.’



‘Justin!’ Sherri Greer said, shocked.



‘Justin!’ her husband roared in echo, knowing that his son had gone too far this time. Mark probably didn’t roar all that often, since there was another long, and this time definitely sheepish, silence.



‘Well. The police get on your nerves,’ Justin said defiantly. ‘Implying this, insinuating that, and all with that sickeningly polite look on their faces. That Inspector Mollineaux, for instance, is a particularly officious sod. Still, at least he didn’t try and hint that we should postpone the party. But I was beginning to wonder if he might.’



‘Well, I should think not,’ Alicia said hotly, and with such injured outrage it made everyone smile, including Jenny.



‘That reminds me,’ Mark said, his voice suddenly serious enough to make everyone’s smile fade, ‘I meant to tell you, Jenny, that there will be twenty-two for the banquet, not twenty. I’ve invited Tom Banks and his wife to join us.’



Alicia shot her father a half-curious, half-appalled look. ‘Daddy!’



‘Why the hell did you do that?’ Justin asked, just managing to keep his voice on an even keel. One look at him, however, showed his extreme anger. The smiling nonchalance was gone, and in its place was a white, pinched, furious expression that was all the more unnerving for being held so severely in check.



‘I thought it was the least we could do.’ Mark stared at his son levelly. ‘Tom’s worked for Greer Textiles for twenty years, eight of those as assistant manager. Since he’s now
 retired’ —
 he gave the word a strange emphasis that his son couldn’t fail to miss — ‘this is the perfect opportunity to see him go in style.’



Justin’s lips twisted in a parody of a smile at his father’s words, and Jenny found her memory being jolted.



When she’d been in the shop, thinking about whelks, hadn’t some of the other customers been talking about a somebody-or-other Mr Banks who’d been fired by Justin Greer? She hadn’t been paying much attention at the time, and had promptly forgotten all about it.



‘I still don’t think that our birthday party is either the right time or place,’ Justin’s voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘Tom has already left the company, remember?’



‘Left? That’s not the way I heard it.’ Mark, confirming all of Jenny’s misgivings, was openly challenging now.



‘Regretting your own retirement, Dad?’ Justin asked, almost on a sneer. ‘You have seen this year’s figures, I take it?’



‘I’m well aware that profits are up.’



‘I’ve made our competition look feeble,’ Justin openly boasted. ‘And our blanket-making division is more than holding its own.’



‘I’m well aware of that, too.’



‘And I did it all without Tom Banks.’



‘I’m also aware of that.’



‘Well, then, I think . . .’



‘Tom Banks was a loyal employee and a friend. He still is, I hope. And he’s coming to your party.’ There was a finality in the elder Greer’s voice that nobody could mistake, and Justin flushed. He would not, Jenny was sure, be magnanimous in defeat. And she was quickly proved right.



‘Oh, have it your way,’ he said savagely. ‘You always do.’



Jenny watched him stomp out, and sighed deeply. Did the Greers actually intend to invite any
 friends
 to this party of theirs?



* * *



The atmosphere in the kitchen as Martha, Jenny, Chase and the almost monosyllabic Mrs Williams dined on Martha’s delicious steak and kidney pie was hardly conducive to good digestion.



‘Wonderful pie, Martha,’ Chase said and helped himself to some more mashed potato.



‘Thank you,’ Martha said smugly, and gave Jenny a telling look. A discreet electronic buzzer sounded, puzzling Jenny for a moment, before Martha jumped up and retrieved a piping-hot jam roly-poly from the oven, and she realized that it indicated a summons from the dining room.



‘I do so like your flower arrangements, Mrs Williams,’ Jenny said, deciding that if you couldn’t beat ’em, you might just as well join ’em. ‘It’s becoming rare nowadays to find somebody who knows how to handle flowers.’



Daphne Williams gave her a dead-eyed look, and forced a smile. It managed to make Jenny feel both sad and scared at the same time.



‘I daresay you’ll be busy soon, Chase, with all the weekend visitors arriving?’ Jenny ploughed on, and rose a questioning eyebrow in the butler’s direction.



‘Indeed,’ Chase said flatly, and reached for an extra pat of butter. Martha returned, and when everyone was finished, retrieved a second roly-poly pudding from the oven and cut out pieces — Jenny, to nobody’s surprise, receiving the last and smallest piece.



‘I daresay you were discussing the menu earlier then?’ Martha said at last, her own cook’s curiosity demanding satisfaction.



‘Yes,’ Jenny said, and spread out her pudding to allow the jam to cool off. Both Chase and Martha glowered at her silence. Two, after all, could play at that game. Jenny smiled sweetly, and began to eat her pudding.



‘Well, I don’t think we should be having a party at all,’ Martha sniffed, now in a right old hump. ‘This thing about poor Jimmy has right upset me, it really has. The police are all over the place. It’s like being in an episode of
 Crimewatch.
 And they’ve been on to poor Justin, just because he told Jimmy off that time. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t deserve it.’ Martha was in full spate now. ‘I heard Justin found him poking about in his room one time. I know that mother of his always said he was going to be a newspaper man, but if you ask me, he just liked knowing other people’s business!’



Chase coughed discreetly and directed a telling look in Jenny’s direction. Martha flushed guiltily.



‘I understand Miss Greer has hired an army of waiters and waitresses for Saturday night,’ Mrs Williams said, obligingly changing the subject and at the same time uttering the longest sentence Jenny had ever heard her say. She glanced at the older woman, surprised that she had even been taking notice. She’d seemed so distracted before.



Now, however, two spots of colour had miraculously appeared in her cheeks and her eyes were glittering. But Jenny could have sworn that it was anger that animated her.



‘Hmm. They’ll be needed, I expect,’ Martha said crisply. ‘All this fuss.’ She gathered the empty plates together and then stacked them in the sink before running the hot-water tap and squeezing in a dash of soapy detergent. She plunged her arms in without a second thought. Evidently, she didn’t believe in dishwashers, or else the Greers would have coughed up for one long ago, Jenny surmised. And the absent Vera was obviously a morning-only helper.



When Jenny appeared at her side, washing-up cloth in hand, Martha almost gaped at her. Jenny took a plate from her unresisting fingers and began to rub, vigorously. Unclean crockery was an anathema to her, as it was to all good cooks.



Martha sniffed but began to frown uneasily, and Jenny sympathized. It was disconcerting, when you’d got a good hate going, to have your foundations for dislike given a hearty wallop.



The clearing away done, Jenny left, intending to go to her room and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day. The meat should arrive early, but it had to marinate for at least eight hours. And that would only be the beginning of her preparations.



As she crossed the hall, the family emerged from the dining room, and at the same instant the front doorbell rang. Chase, moving with much more speed than anyone probably suspected him capable of, opened the door just as Jenny was halfway up the stairs and therefore in the best position of all to witness the scene that was about to unfold.



Had she known what was coming, of course, she’d have galloped up the stairs like a Grand National winner, but alas, she was not blessed with foresight, a disadvantage that very often caused her grave inconvenience indeed.



‘Darling!’ From the first happy and ear-piercing cry, Jenny felt her heart sink.



Chase, mortally offended at not being given a name, and therefore unable to announce the visitor, watched her sweep past him with a comically dismayed look on his face. Not that the human hurricane in designer gear seemed to notice.



The impression of force, Jenny saw at once, was largely projected, for the woman herself was tiny — standing in high-heeled shoes at not more than five feet tall. Her hair was the colour of rich corn, yellow and probably natural. Under the coat, a very curvaceous figure was hugged tightly by a blue silk dress, and tall stiletto heels made a staccato tapping on the tiles as she all but flung herself into Justin’s arms.



Justin, perforce, had to catch her, or who knows where she might have landed. ‘Chloe?’ he said, and obviously couldn’t have been more surprised if Father Christmas had just rushed in, ho-ho-ho-ing, seven months early.



‘Pet, I’ve missed you so much. I simply couldn’t stay away another day.’



Alicia, Jenny noticed, was having a great deal of trouble keeping her face straight. The elder Greers, however, were looking, in contrast, distinctly nervous at this latest development. From her aerial view, Jenny watched as the young woman kissed Justin’s cheek, leaving a fine smear of powder on his face. Her lips, painted a deep, luscious red, brushed his ear and she saw her teeth give him a nifty nip.



Jenny’s eyebrow rose.



‘Chloe, what on earth are you doing here? I thought you were coming tomorrow night.’ He sounded anything but pleased and welcoming.



‘Oh, petal, don’t be so banal,’ she accused. ‘Oh, yes, before I forget, I have some cases outside,’ she said, noticing the butler for the first time. ‘Could you be a dear and bring them in for me?’



Chase went white, then red. Jenny wondered if anyone had ever before dared to even
 think
 of Chase as ‘a dear’ and doubted it. Doubted it considerably. ‘Certainly, er, madam,’ he said, the hesitation between the two words making it as near to an insult as Chase would ever come, but both the elder Greers noted it at once, of course, and their anxiety visibly deepened.



It was obviously a bad sign, Jenny realized, when Chase became antsy.



‘A suitcase?’ Justin said sharply. ‘I thought I told you I’d booked a room for you at The Bell?’



The woman laughed. ‘Oh, you and your jokes!’ Her eyes were a surprisingly deep pansy brown that looked almost black, and they met his with an expression in them that would have made a rock think twice about claiming to be hard. ‘Justin, are you going to introduce me to the parents or what? After all, they do need to get to know their future daughter-in-law.’



Alicia, at this, guffawed out loud, then, at her brother’s furious look, clapped a hand firmly across her mouth. Sherri Greer swayed in shock, and Chase, who had just returned, dropped the cases on the floor. He stared at them for a second incomprehensibly then quickly retrieved them, hoping nobody had noticed such an unforgivable error.



‘Timbuktu,’ Jenny whispered under her breath. ‘I could just do with a nice trip to Timbuktu about now.’ She’d welcome a journey anywhere, in fact, that got her away from this madhouse.



‘You must be Mark,’ the blonde hurricane said, instantly zeroing in on the elder Greer. A wise choice, of course, for Mark Greer would always be polite to any lady. Of course, older men could also be very silly about pretty little blondes, as the blonde hurricane and, unfortunately, Mrs Sherri Greer also knew. As a consequence, the irresistible force of Chloe found herself facing the unmovable object of Justin’s mother, who stepped very neatly into her path.



‘I’m Sherri Greer. How do you do, Miss . . . er . . . ?’



‘Walker, Chloe Walker. I’m sure Justin’s told you all about me?’



‘That name sounds familiar,’ Mark said thoughtfully.



Again Alicia laughed, but since she still had her hand clasped to her mouth, it came out in a series of choked snickers. Once more her brother shot her a killing look, and Alicia nearly bent double. Evidently, there was a good joke going on, but nobody else besides the twins seemed to know the punchline.



‘Chase, take Miss Walker’s case up to the green room,’ Justin said, evidently in an attempt to regain the upper hand. ‘Then perhaps you could serve brandy in the lounge.’



Chase, relieved to have orders to follow, gave a dignified nod. Jenny smartly made way for him on the stairs and, as the butler passed her, glanced down. For an instant the tableau froze.



Sherri and Mark Greer were staring at the petite blonde, with varying expressions of dismay on their faces. Alicia was propped against the doorjamb to the dining room, evidently awash with mirth. The blonde in designer-everything was looking around the house with avid, hungry eyes, and Justin, in turn, stared at the interloper, a look of raw desire on his face mixed with a combination of exasperation, anger and amusement.



Jenny shook her head and sighed deeply. Here was yet more tension and strife coming into a house that was already flooded with it. She really didn’t like the way things were shaping up.



She didn’t like it one little bit.









 
CHAPTER FIVE




‘Where do you want these crates of bubbly stacked then, missus?’



Jenny, up to her armpits in potatoes, turned her head and sighed wearily at a somewhat scruffy-looking delivery man. ‘Don’t ask me, I’m only the cook. It’s the party coordinator you need.’



The party coordinator had descended on The Beeches that morning and had made it very clear, very quickly, that she was going to vigorously defend what she regarded as her turf.



‘Where can I find him then?’ the delivery man wondered aloud.



‘You’ll find her somewhere in the house, organizing something or other. She’ll tell you where to put it, believe me!’ Jenny said, with feeling.



It was 10:30 in the morning, the meats were marinating, and she, Vera and even Martha were beginning to make a sizeable dent in the huge mountains of vegetables that needed preparing. Nevertheless, Jenny’s timetable was tight, and she didn’t need any distractions.



‘A blonde lady told me the crates were to go in the kitchen,’ the delivery man insisted stubbornly.



‘There’s no room in here,’ Jenny pointed out reasonably, feeling her patience beginning to wear thin. ‘We’ll be tripping over them all day. Martha, is there a wine cellar in the house?’



‘Of course there is,’ Martha said flatly and returned to her carrots, her glee evident. She was enjoying the spectacle of the unflappable fancy cook beginning to show signs of strain, just like the rest of the mere mortals.



The party coordinator couldn’t have chosen a better moment to put in an appearance. She was whippet-lean, dark and business-suited, a forty-something only recently divorced.



‘The catering staff will be arriving shortly, and they’ll help with the decorations and so forth,’ she announced, to no one in particular. ‘Ah, the champagne has arrived, I see.’



‘It needs to be stored in the wine cellar. I have to keep the kitchen as uncluttered as possible,’ Jenny said firmly.



‘Alicia wants the wine stored in here, I’m afraid.’ The coordinator shrugged one padded shoulder. ‘She’s worried that the catering staff might start dispatching Mr Greer’s best wines and ports by mistake if the party wines are also allowed into the cellar.’



‘Oh, for . . .’ Jenny began ominously, but was interrupted before she could get in full flow.



‘That’s all right.’ Daphne Williams, entering the kitchen at that moment, quickly proved her worth. ‘I cleared a space in the back pantry for it last night. It’s cold enough in there, and the catering staff will be bringing wine coolers for the bulk of it anyway. Follow me, please.’ She turned to the delivery man, who obeyed instantly.



The coordinator went off to coordinate something and Jenny promptly forgot their existence. She had to ice the cakes. Alicia had opted for a traditional fruit cake with white icing for her own cake, and it was always best to do that five hours before eating.



Justin and Alicia, apparently, had an arrangement. On their birthdays they shared a party, but each got their own toast, each got an individual cake and so on, and took it in turns to open their presents. Originally designed, no doubt, to save childish arguments and tantrums.



Jenny began to think about which sauces needed to be made first, especially those that needed to chill.



‘Hello, Mr Chase,’ Vera piped up timidly and tearfully from behind a mound of onions.



‘Vera,’ Chase responded with a brief smile as he headed straight for Martha. ‘You heard about that woman’s unexpected arrival last night?’ he asked, his voice lowered to a whisper but carrying clearly across the quiet room.



‘From Daphne, yes. She had to take in fresh towels this morning. Apparently she was in bed in the nude!’ Martha’s voice lowered to a scandalized hiss. ‘I think that’s so
 common,
 don’t you!’



Chase sniffed. ‘I’m not surprised. I do hope Justin doesn’t, well, that he isn’t at all
 serious
 about the, er, lady.’



‘I don’t think he is,’ Martha said judiciously, moving closer as Chase leaned eagerly forward. ‘I was up early this morning — well, I had to be, didn’t I? Couldn’t expect that one’ — Jenny didn’t look up, but knew in which direction they were now looking — ‘to do any of the real work herself, could I? And I had the family breakfasts to think of. Anyway, I was passing Mr Greer’s study, as you do, like, when I heard him and Justin arguing something rotten.’



‘No!’



‘Yes! Mark was asking him what on earth did he think he was doing, bringing a girl like that into the house, and Justin said he had a right to invite her to his party if he wanted to.’



They broke off as Mrs Williams walked the delivery man back through the cavernous kitchen and out into the hall.



‘So, Mark says, yes, that’s all right, but why invite her for the whole weekend? Well, that’s when Justin gets really angry, see? He says of course he didn’t invite her to the house, did his father think he was stupid? He was going to put her up in the pub. Then Mark says, well, that’s all very well, but couldn’t he see that she was the kind of girl who wasn’t going to take no for an answer? And what was all this daughter-in-law business about? Were they engaged or what? Well, Mark put it better — you know how nice he talks,’ Martha broke off, more to take a much-needed breath, Jenny suspected, than through any real desire to praise her employer.



Chase nodded encouragingly.



‘Anyway, Justin, he’s getting really hot under the collar now, and says that no, of course they aren’t engaged. His father says that she obviously thinks differently, and then Justin laughs, and says that’s her problem, since he never promised her nothing.’



‘Ah,’ Chase said, beginning to relax. ‘I must say, I always credited Justin with greater taste than seemed evident last night.’



‘I know. But young men and women like her can get themselves into all sorts of trouble.’



‘Well, at least it looks as if we’re over the worst of it,’ Chase said with some relief.



From her growing pile of mixed veggies, Jenny sighed deeply. Over the worst, my eye, she thought inelegantly. From what she had seen of Chloe Walker last night, she was only just beginning to fight, and Justin was obviously in the grip of a powerful lust for her. And when a strong-minded woman was desired to that extent, she could do an awful lot of damage. Chloe Walker was obviously angling to live the good life, that much had been obvious, and she wasn’t likely to settle for anything less. Not if Jenny was any judge of character.



No, she rather thought that marriage to Justin would suit Chloe very well indeed, as Justin was no doubt going to find out when he tried to dump her.



Just then Daphne, who had returned to the room unseen, coughed discreetly and Chase flushed guiltily.



‘Anyway, mustn’t gossip,’ Martha said lamely, and worsened her gaffe by clumsily changing the subject. ‘I’m glad those police have finally gone, anyway. All those blue uniforms about — it was enough to give you the shivers all over.’



‘They’ve not all gone,’ Daphne corrected her quietly. ‘The plainclothes detectives are still here.’



‘Oh. Those two,’ Martha said glumly. ‘I don’t know what they keep hanging around for. It was obviously an accident, wasn’t it? They should talk more with Jimmy’s mother, if you ask me. That Jean Speight.’



Chase gave a very loud cough, overdoing it somewhat and sounding as if he was coming down with a severe case of laryngitis. It made even Martha stop in mid-flow.



‘I’d better go and see to the flowers,’ Daphne said, her face once more white and tight. Jenny watched her go and frowned. She was riding an emotional seesaw, that one, Jenny mused uneasily, and wondered what it was that was making her so miserable.



‘You’ll have to be careful what you say around Daphne, Martha,’ Chase prompted once the door had closed behind the housekeeper. ‘You know what good friends she is with Jean Speight.’



Martha sniffed. ‘Yes, I know. I can’t understand it myself. I’d never have thought that a woman like Daphne would have much to do with the likes of Jean Speight. Her husband’s only a dustbin man, after all.’



And with that parting shot, she turned back to her sink.



* * *



‘Would you like to inspect the dining room, Miss Starling?’ Daphne Williams asked about an hour later, once more firmly hidden behind her perfect housekeeper-cum-private secretary persona. ‘It seems the party coordinator knows what she’s doing, after all.’ She smiled gently, watching with interest as the Junoesque cook mixed some stuffing that would later be encased by rashers of bacon and cooked with the chops.



‘I’d love to,’ Jenny agreed, pushing aside her qualms about the organizer’s taste in dining rooms. She had to keep reminding herself that she was there to do a job and nothing more. And if the Greers had warring Vikings for offspring, a suffering ghost for their housekeeper and dead gardening boys in their pond, it was nothing to do with her.



‘I’ve just got to finish this stuffing first or it’ll harden too much,’ she carried on. ‘Vera, can you bring me some more sage and tarragon from the herb garden, please?’



Once the stuffing was finally mixed to her satisfaction, she checked on all the stocks, tasting and adding a little more freshly ground black pepper where needed, and then watched Vera for a moment, just to be sure she was coring the horseradishes properly.



As she stepped out of the kitchen, Jenny took several deep breaths then checked her hugely expensive watch. She noticed Daphne start then stare at it, her blue eyes widening appreciatively. It was nearly noon. A long way to go yet, but so far everything was coming along nicely.



‘Hello, Miss Starling, have you seen . . .’ Alicia came upon them, then hesitated for a moment as she too caught sight of the gold and diamond watch. ‘. . . er, Mummy?’ she finished.



At her lilting voice, Jenny jumped around guiltily. Whenever she was caught out of the kitchen on zero day, she always felt absurdly traitorous. ‘I’m afraid not, Alicia.’ She used the woman’s first name deliberately.



Daphne Williams discreetly excused herself.



‘But now that I’ve run across you, could you come to the kitchen and check the birthday cakes for me?’ Jenny pounced. ‘I need to know the exact wording of what you want on yours, and what style you’d like. Italics are always nice, but I can best show you by demonstrating on a cold marble board.’



Alicia laughed. ‘Oh, Miss Starling — I mean
 Jenny —
 that won’t be necessary.’ She took a backward step, as if afraid the cook would force her inside. ‘I trust you completely. Just put the usual kind of thing. I’m sure it will look just perfect.’



Jenny watched her go, feeling vaguely annoyed, then shrugged and made her way to the dining room. There she paused, looking around with pleasure. Long dark-green velvet curtains hung at French windows, and a deep peach carpet lent the huge dark mahogany table a complementary splendour. Paler peach walls, with apple-green alcoves, gave the impression of walking into a blossom-laden arbour. When Daphne had placed the flower arrangements at strategic points in the gaps evident on the table, it would look magnificent.



She walked to the table itself and checked the settings. It was, as she’d half-suspected, immaculate. A dainty, circular lace tablemat was set at every place, along with a crisply folded snowy-white napkin. The lines of knives, forks and spoons were laid out correctly, and crystal wine goblets, dusted and buffed, stood in perfect formation. The tablecloth was of a deep bottle green, which was not only a perfect foil for the room’s colouring but would also make a perfect backdrop for good food, red wine and flowers.



She toured the table from one end to the other, checking the line with her eye, and was coming up to the far end when she noticed something white on the floor. As she bent down to retrieve it, she saw that it was a napkin. A good job she’d checked after all, though whether any guest would have noticed it was debatable.



She had just taken it between her fingers when she heard the door open, and voices, in mid-conversation, echoed across the empty room.



‘. . . and I really do think you should see our point of view,’ Sherri Greer said, her voice chiding. ‘Oh, doesn’t it look lovely.’



Jenny was just starting to straighten up when a spasm of cramp crossed her back, making her wince.



‘What? Why?’ Alicia said airily. ‘I really don’t see why I should see your point of view at all, Mummy dearest. I told you, Keith and I are going to get married. And since we’ve been sleeping together for ages anyway, I don’t see why finally making it legal should worry you all so much.’



Jenny dropped back to her haunches and almost groaned aloud. The cramp was killing her! Unfortunately, she was prone to attacks of it now and then.



Obviously exasperated by the look on her mother’s face, Alicia laughed grimly. ‘Don’t tell me that you and Dad didn’t do it before you got married,’ she challenged scornfully.



‘We were far more careful then,’ Sherri admonished. ‘Besides, Keith’s a married man, Alicia! With children too. And if, well, anything should happen, he wouldn’t be free to marry you.’



Jenny’s left leg started to twinge warningly and, wincing and gritting her teeth, she very carefully, and very slowly, began to stretch out flat on the floor. It was agony.



‘You mean if I get pregnant?’ Alicia said bluntly, then laughed. ‘Oh, Mum, don’t be daft! There’s every contraceptive under the sun available nowadays. They’ve even invented flavoured condoms, you know!’



Under the table, Jenny felt her muscles slowly beginning to relax. It was utter bliss.



‘Alicia!’ Sherri said again, as if repeating her daughter’s name in a pained whisper was all that she could manage.



‘Well, it’s true,’ Alicia said defiantly. ‘And what’s more, where Keith and I go, to this nice little hotel in West London, there’s this huge new chemists that has huge stocks of everything you could imagine. So you see, you needn’t worry about being made an accidental grandmother.’



Sherri groaned out loud and Jenny felt like doing the same. The only good thing about pain that Jenny had ever discovered was when it stopped. Finally, with the pain receding, Jenny began to relax, and then concentrated on the important things once more. She needed to clarify some butter, and if she didn’t get out of here soon, she might forget.



‘Oh, don’t worry, Mum, I know how to take care of myself. I always go into the shop myself and get what I need. I’m not so naive as to leave it up to Keith. Men are so lax about that kind of thing, aren’t they?’



‘I’m not listening to this anymore,’ Sherri said grimly, and from her somewhat unconventional position lying flat under the table, Jenny saw one set of high heels turn smartly and leave the room. Alicia quickly ran after her, and after waiting a cautious moment or two, Jenny was able to climb stiffly from off the floor, the offending napkin still clutched tightly in her hand.



Once mobile again, Jenny made her way briskly to the kitchen. There, as she’d suspected, the butter hadn’t yet been taken from the fridge and would need to soften a little first. ‘Vera, can you open the windows, love?’ she called, her round face flushed from the heat of the stove. ‘It’s already so damned hot in here.’



Vera quickly agreed and Martha smiled happily. ‘Want some help with that?’ she asked sweetly.



‘No thanks,’ Jenny said stiffly. ‘You can chop me some mint, though, if you’re not doing anything.’



Martha gaped at her, then marched out of the kitchen in high dudgeon. Vera giggled.



A dark shape jumped up onto the windowsill outside, and the cat stared in, his tail flickering angrily.



Vera moved hastily away.



Out on the front lawn a huge marquee was being erected, with the party coordinator in close attendance, and Jenny glanced up, distracted, as a couple of busy young men flitted past the window.



‘Doesn’t the tent look pretty?’ Vera said. ‘I love those stripy ones, don’t you? It always reminds me of a fair.’



Jenny glanced towards the marquee. The party staff were certainly hard at it all right, and she only hoped they’d still look fresh come the evening. It was a hot day and all that running about couldn’t be doing them any good. The uniforms were smart though. Dark blue trousers for the men and pencil skirts for the women, with white shirts or blouses with rounded blue collars. They looked cool and elegant, and Jenny only hoped they’d stay that way.



If there was anything guaranteed to put a guest off his food, it was having it served by a waiter with a sweaty armpit.



‘Yes, very nice, Vera,’ Jenny muttered absently, and was about to carry on stuffing some tomatoes when she just caught a glimpse of a frizzy blonde head, and turned back sharply to look once more.



That particular waitress had her back towards the cook, though, and quickly disappeared behind the half-erected marquee, her tight blonde curls bouncing in the sunlight. And yet Jenny knew that she had seen that frizzy blonde head somewhere before, and quite recently. But where had it been? Then she shrugged, and promptly put it out of her mind.



She needed all her concentration for the prawns she was using to make prawns magenta. She took them out of the fridge and gave them a careful, suspicious sniff.



* * *



Out in the garden, Inspector Mollineaux, with Sergeant Mollern at his side, stood on a pretty little rustic bridge and stared down into the pond.



The body of Jimmy Speight had been autopsied and was due to be released to the local undertakers soon. A light rain during the night and now the bright sunshine had all but obliterated the traces left by the heavy boots of the policemen who had crowded around the pond yesterday. All was peace again. A boy might never have died there.



‘Looks like an accident, sir,’ Mollern said, with no inflection at all in his voice.



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux agreed. ‘The blood we found on the branch floating beside him matches his and is perfectly consistent with him hitting his head on it.’



‘And he could very easily have grabbed at the branch, half-dazed, like, in an attempt to stop himself falling in and broke it off,’ Mollern continued, still in that emotionless way so many people found disconcerting.



‘Oh yes. It’s all very feasible. Very neat and tidy,’ Mollineaux agreed. ‘Except the boy was a nosy little sod. Everyone agrees on that. And when nosy people end up dead in ponds . . .’ He shrugged graphically but didn’t voice out loud the conclusion of his train of thought.



Mollern sighed. After a while he said thoughtfully, ‘Justin Greer had that big barney with him.’



Mollineaux stirred. ‘You know, I’ve been hearing some interesting things about Justin since he’s taken over the running of the company,’ he replied thoughtfully. ‘He’s getting awfully rich, awfully quickly. He’s expanded their online sales massively. Well up too on foreign trade, the European market, and taking advantage of the subsidies system and so on. I just wonder if it’s all strictly on the up and up.’



Mollern nodded. ‘A clever man on a computer can hide all sorts of things nowadays, if he knows what he’s at,’ he agreed. ‘Justin might only be just twenty-one, but the money market is traditionally a young man’s game, isn’t it? Look at all those young rogue traders who lost banks millions. And I understand Jimmy Speight was a bit of a computer whizz himself. If he managed to get access to Greer’s computer, who knows what a clever hacker might have found out?’



For a long while, the two policemen stood on the pretty bridge, looking into the pretty pond, and saying nothing.









 
CHAPTER SIX




At three o’clock the band arrived, and Jenny watched a scarecrow lookalike carry a red and black electric guitar across the lawn and enter the ballroom through the open French windows. A skinhead followed, carrying and dropping a drum kit, then a very beautiful young man indeed who carried nothing at all. Must be the lead singer, Jenny surmised. On his heels came a small troop of roadies, electricians and other technicians.



Sherri Greer, who was attempting to stay out of the party coordinator’s way while at the same time seeing that nothing went amiss, was looking more and more frazzled by the minute. Eventually, she flopped down on the garden bench next to the roses in front of the kitchen window, and blew out her cheeks in a gesture of defeat.



As Jenny began to slice potatoes wafer-thin, which were to be placed on top of a vegetable stack, she watched Alicia emerge from the herb garden at the far end of the greenhouse and smooth down her badly wrinkled dress. No prizes for guessing what she’d just been up to, or with whom.



Jenny hastily bent her head and began to brush melted butter on top of the vegetable layer. Now all it needed was a few hours in the fridge before cooking, to harden it slightly.



‘Oh, Mum, there you are. I was hoping I’d get you at a good moment. Have you seen my outfit for tonight? Justin lent me the money for it, since I’m short. I really don’t know why you and Dad don’t just let me have a credit card.’



‘No, I haven’t seen it,’ Sherri hastily cut across her daughter’s whining recital. ‘Perhaps Mrs Williams is pressing it for you.’



‘No, Mum, I don’t mean that it’s gone missing. I meant have you
 seen
 it? It’s a gorgeous electric-blue silk, with a silver-thread motif. It’s absolutely fabulous. I got it from this wonderful boutique I know in Chelsea.’



‘I don’t wish to know about your haunts in London, dear,’ Sherri said sharply. But Alicia pretended not to understand the chilly reference to her favourite trysting spot, and when Jenny happened to glance up, it was to see her nestle beside her mother, twirling a carnation absently between her fingers.



‘I was just thinking how well your sapphire and diamond set would go with it. Being dark blue, I mean,’ she said casually.



‘I was going to wear those,’ Sherri said sharply, and Alicia shrugged an elegant shoulder.



‘Oh? What dress are you going to wear?’



‘My orange taffeta.’



‘And you were going to wear sapphires with it? Oh, Mum, come on! I always said you had no dress sense, and this proves it.’



‘Really?’ Sherri said mildly. ‘And what would you suggest I wear?’ Her silky words gave Jenny the satisfying sensation that Alicia could not quite fool her mother as well as she thought.



‘With an orange dress? Well, that amber and silver set you have, for instance. Or even emeralds, but you’d need other green accessories. Have you got a green bag and shoes?’



‘Somewhere.’



‘Well, there you are then. Then I can have the sapphires.’



‘You can
 borrow
 them, yes,’ Sherri corrected tellingly.



‘Thank you, Mumsie! Although, you know, I really ought to have
 some
 jewellery of my own.’



‘All my gems will come to you in the will,’ Sherri said with a finality that was unmistakable, and then rose with a sigh. Jenny smiled over her julienne carrots. ‘Now I’d better go and see how that band you hired is getting on. I’m sure our small ballroom is not at all what they’re used to.’



As the two women wandered to the French windows and disappeared, Jenny checked her watch for about the thousandth time and sighed in relief. Back on schedule.



‘What do you want done with this stock, Miss Starling?’ Vera piped up from the stove. ‘It’s been barely simmering for hours now.’



‘Good,’ Jenny said with a satisfied smile. At last, things were coming together. ‘Did you put in the fresh basil, like I said?’ In the ominous silence that followed, Jenny glanced over her shoulder, took one look at Vera gnawing industriously on her lower lip and shook her head. ‘I’ll go and get it,’ she said, wondering at the same time where Martha had disappeared to. No doubt the resident cook was endeavouring to teach her a lesson by making herself scarce just when things were beginning to get hectic. Jenny could have told her it would be a wasted effort. She was used to working alone under pressure, and much preferred it to having people under her feet.



She was just returning from the herb garden, crossing the pleasantly cool hall with a sizeable bunch of basil grasped firmly in her hand, when Chloe Walker appeared on the landing, swathed in black silk and emanating a cloud of expensive French perfume.



She peered over the balcony in such a way that Jenny wondered if she secretly needed glasses. No doubt the young lady would rather go blind than cover up those huge pansy eyes of hers. Someone should sit her down and persuade her to buy contact lenses.



‘Oh, at last. You must be the cook.’ Chloe let her eyes flicker briefly and disdainfully over her. ‘I’m absolutely ravenous. Bring up a sandwich, will you? Smoked salmon, I think.’



Jenny, her mind reeling as it tried unsuccessfully to grapple with the concept of placing delicately smoked salmon between bread, let the girl slip away before she could properly vent her spleen. Slamming into the kitchen, she barked at Vera to slap a single layer of the smoked salmon from the fridge between some bread, and stormed to her soup pot. She was so incensed, she didn’t even stop Vera from putting margarine on the bread. Instead she smiled and took the plate from the baffled daily’s hand and marched back into the hall.



There she stopped dead at the sight of the stranger in the hall, and blinked. The man was dressed in full evening dress, but of the white-suited variety, and was so enormously fat that the outfit served only to make him look like a giant meringue. His hair was of an unfortunate crinkled black, but his skin was quite pleasantly tanned. His appearance, however, might have been more quickly assimilated had it not been for the huge and odd bouquet of flowers he was carrying. In his hand was the biggest bunch of bird-of-paradise flowers and assorted greenery that Jenny had ever seen. They looked about as out of place in the genteel and ever-so-British hall of The Beeches as a pair of exotic parrots would have looked in a Liverpool dockyard.



‘Arbie!’



Alicia Greer sailed into the tableau, and Jenny watched, fascinated by the combination they made. Alicia went straight to the stranger and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Are these for me? Oh, Arbie, you shouldn’t have,’ Alicia said, then laughed at the disconcerted look that passed over his moon-like face. ‘Oh, Arbie, I’m only teasing. Don’t worry, I know just who they’re really for, and I must say I wish you loads of luck. You’re gonna need it.’



Although Jenny had no idea what was going on, she had the sudden and unshakeable feeling that Alicia Greer was being very spiteful indeed. ‘Have you brought the rest of the flowers with you?’ she carried on, glancing over his shoulder to the driveway, where a dark green van was parked. ‘I see you have. I hope they’re all as lovely as these.’



‘They’re just what you ordered, Alicia. Would I ever dare bring anything else?’ His voice was very nearly amused.



Jenny began to sidle around them, a little difficult for a woman of her stature to accomplish, but luckily the pair seemed too intent on their business to pay her much heed.



‘Orchids, lilies, loads of roses of course, carnations . . .’ The man was ticking them off on the fingers of his left hand — not easy when his other hand encased what looked like a whole Borneo jungle.



‘And freesias. Lots of freesias,’ Alicia prompted. ‘I adore their scent.’



‘I’ve emptied the greenhouses of them,’ the unusual and mysterious Arbie assured her.



Jenny, having gained the stairs, nipped smartly up them and then began to knock on doors. At last, from behind one, a small voice piped up. Jenny entered and stared at an empty room. Just then, Chloe emerged from the bathroom, her hair swathed turban-like in a towel, a Japanese silk bathrobe wrapped around her curvaceous body. ‘Ooh, lovely. Put it in the sitting room, will you? Wasn’t it thoughtful of Justin to give me a suite?’



Jenny didn’t think a comment was called for, and did as she was told, mainly because she felt such a sudden and strong sense of pity for the woman. She was so desperate to make the move from working to upper class; so needy for all the good things in life. And so determined to appear to be something she so obviously was not, and could never be. Jenny could only hope that when the time came, Justin would let her down lightly, but she rather doubted it. She doubted it a lot.



She’d just put the plate of foul sandwiches on a rather nice table when she heard a knock on the door and Chloe grunt in exasperation. An instant later, she heard the door click open.



‘Hello, Chloe. Guess who?’



Jenny instantly recognized the voice as belonging to the man with all the flowers.



‘Arbie! What the hell are you doing here?’ Chloe’s voice suddenly lost all the imitation dulcet qualities, and the raw edge of real anger grated through.



‘Why wouldn’t I be here? I’ve known the Greers for years. It was me who introduced you to Justin, remember?’ The pause between the last two words was a distinctly bitter one.



‘Arbie,’ Chloe sighed, and a cajoling note crept quickly into her next words. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to be invited. Surely you don’t want to come? Wouldn’t it be easier on everyone if you stayed only for a little while, just to be polite, and then went home?’



‘Better for whom?’ Arbie asked, his voice so soft and yet so full of repressed rage that Jenny actually shivered. A caterpillar of real fear and unease began to creep up her spine.



‘For all of us, of course,’ Chloe said, her tone of voice full of coo and confidence. It made Jenny shake her head in amazement. Was the girl blind or just without any common sense at all? Couldn’t she tell she had a tiger by the tail in there? Obviously not, for Chloe carried on as blithely as a butterfly. ‘You know it’s no good, don’t you? Be a little angel, Arbie, and, oh, are these for me? They’re lovely, really.’



Evidently Arbie had handed over the blooms in an attempt to forestall her, for she saw Chloe briefly cross the open doorway in order to lay the bouquet on a table by the window before turning back to her visitor.



‘I’m glad you like them. They always remind me of you.’ Arbie’s voice was softer now and genuinely smitten.



‘Oh, Arbie, don’t,’ Chloe said. ‘It’s all over. Please, just accept it.’



‘No.’



It was that simple. Jenny knew it, even though she couldn’t even see the expression on his face. He was not the kind of man who said one thing and meant another. Moreover, he was obviously the kind of man who could become obsessive. Chloe would have to tread warily. Very warily indeed, she thought.



‘Well, you’ll just have to,’ Chloe snapped, her voice rising as her temper did likewise. ‘Justin and I are to be married. So you’ll just have to accept it.’



‘Do you want me to do the wedding flowers?’ Arbie asked, his voice so mockingly amused and vicious now that even Chloe, at last, seemed to get the message.



‘Don’t be so cruel!’ she gasped. ‘I wouldn’t dream of asking you. Do you think I’m so heartless?’



‘As a matter of fact, yes,’ Arbie said, and in that moment Jenny realized that she should never have pictured him as a meringue. A meringue crumbled at the onset of a spoon, but there was nothing soft about Arbie the florist. Rock cake, perhaps.



‘Not that it matters, of course,’ he carried on, and from the sitting room Jenny could picture him prowling around the room. ‘Because he’ll never marry you, not in a million years. I know Justin. Better than you do, it seems.’



‘Liar!’ Chloe shot back. ‘You’re just saying that, hoping I’ll take you back.’



‘Hoping you’ll settle for a rather less rich, less handsome catch, you mean,’ Arbie corrected her. ‘You might as well say it. You see, Chloe, I know you too. Inside and out. And it still doesn’t matter.’



Jenny glanced at her watch. Damn! She was behind schedule
 again.
 She’d never had a job go so unevenly before. Why couldn’t Chloe Walker have the good sense to marry Arbie and have done with it? He must have money to have attracted her in the first place, and he evidently loved her something stupid. He’d put up with her infidelities, shower her with gifts and never cheat on her. An ideal husband, in fact. But no, she had to try for Justin Greer, of all men. Just because of his pretty face and lean body.



‘Get out,’ Chloe said, her voice wavering. Perhaps, at last, she was beginning to see the real Arbie, not the fool she thought she’d hooked and then discarded for a better catch. For now there was something approaching real fear in her voice.



‘Oh, I’ll go for now. I have to oversee the flowers, but as you can see, I’m already dressed for the banquet, so I won’t even need to go home to change. Oh yes, Alicia invited me to it. Didn’t you know?’



And with that excellent parting shot, the door opened and then slammed shut. Taking a big breath, Jenny stepped out into the bedroom. Chloe Walker stared at her, her pansy eyes widening in dismay as she watched the Junoesque cook bolt for the door and realized she must have heard every word.



* * *



‘Oh, Alicia.’ Jenny, having just escaped Chloe Walker’s room, noticed Alicia and Justin coming out of the library. ‘I need you to check the cake. I’ve iced it in a way I hope you’ll like.’



‘Oh, lovely. Where is it? In the ballroom?’



‘No, the kitchen.’



‘Oh. Well, I think Justin should be the one to check it, don’t you? Then it can be a surprise for me,’ she said with an offhand laugh, and promptly disappeared back into the library. Jenny sighed deeply. Honestly, anyone would think Alicia was allergic to the kitchen.



‘Lead on, Macduff,’ Justin said, giving her a knowing grin. ‘And don’t try to domesticate my sister. It’s a wasted effort.’



Jenny shot him an arch look. ‘My dear Mr Greer. I wouldn’t dream of trying to teach your sister, or yourself for that matter, anything at all.’



Justin was still laughing when he stepped into the kitchen and looked around with impressed eyes. ‘Everything seems to be going well. Hello, gorgeous,’ he said to Vera, who blushed to the roots of her hair. If they’d been able to see them, her toes would probably have been beetroot too. ‘So where’s this cake of my sister’s?’



‘In the back pantry, keeping cool,’ Jenny said, and led the way. Justin looked first at all the crates of champagne, and then his eyes saw the cake, and widened. He stepped closer. It was six layers, artfully held up by white columns, almost like a wedding cake. Except that the icing was a lovely deep cream colour, and was decorated with lemon and orange icing sugar roses. On the bottom and largest tier, in flowing orange lettering, were the simple but exquisitely rendered words:
 Happy 21st Birthday Alicia.



He held out a finger, intending to snitch an orange rose, and found his wrist smartly encased in a grip of steel. He turned and found himself not two inches from Jenny’s nose. For the first time he really noticed her eyes, and was amazed at their deep blue beauty.



‘Don’t even think about it,’ Jenny advised him, and smiled sweetly.



Justin straightened up and grinned. ‘You know, Jenny Starling, if you were six stone lighter, I think I’d marry you.’



Jenny, mortally offended, stared at him for a shell-shocked instant, then spun on her heel and stormed into the kitchen. The grey cat, prowling around the waste bucket for scraps, took one look at her and hissed massively. Jenny hissed back.



Marry her indeed, Jenny fumed. Hah! Did she look as if she had so little taste that she would actually marry a man like Justin Greer?



‘I do hope you can get that monstrosity into the ballroom without an accident.’ Justin’s laughing voice followed her across the room, and a little while later he emerged from the pantry, closing the door behind him. ‘I’d hate to see that marvellous edifice, like Humpty Dumpty, having a great fall.’



‘Don’t worry,’ Jenny said grimly. ‘I’ll see to it. It only needs me and one other to handle it. Perhaps the florist. He looks as if he could handle anything,’ she said, more to herself than to anyone else. She was still subconsciously worrying about Arbie and the grasping Chloe.



‘Florist?’ Justin said, his voice sharpening.



‘Hmm. Arbie somebody-or-other.’



‘I doubt he’ll be around for long. You’d better be quick. I saw them unloading the last of the flowers just now. Daphne’s in seventh heaven.’



‘But he’s staying to the banquet,’ Jenny said, looking around in surprise. ‘Your sister invited him.’



Justin stared back at her, his handsome face darkening. ‘Did she now?’ he said, his voice suddenly low and ominous, all good humour vanishing. ‘Did she really?’



Jenny turned and began rattling pots and pans in a tellingly loud manner. ‘I imagine Alicia felt that she could invite who she liked,’ she said diplomatically, her voice deliberately vague. From behind her, Justin laughed harshly.



‘No doubt she did, the little mischief-maker. But then, two can play at that game. And
 I
 can invite who
 I
 like as well.’



Jenny spun around sharply, not at all sure she liked the sound of that, but he was already halfway out the door. Jenny threw her head back and gave a yell. Vera dropped the pan she was stirring and the cat shot two feet in the air, turned, landed, and streaked to the door.



After her shriek of pure frustration had finished rattling around the rafters, Jenny felt much better, and calmly began seeing to the various sauces, while Vera watched her anxiously.



She’d be glad when this damned party was over. But she didn’t realize, then, just how permanently ‘over’ the party was going to be — for someone.







 
CHAPTER SEVEN




‘Hello in here. Anything I can do to help?’



Jenny looked around and smiled vaguely at Mark Greer as he came down the few steps that led into the kitchen and took a deep, appreciative sniff.



‘Thanks, no. Everything’s just about ready, final touches notwithstanding.’



‘Ah, it’s those final touches that sent me down. Alicia wants to make sure that the flat wines are uncorked and breathing. She doesn’t trust the wine waiters to do it, apparently.’



Jenny, taking a delicate taste of her cherry sauce, nodded and then quickly showed the elder Greer to the back pantry. ‘Look at all that champagne!’ Mark gasped, turning a shade green. Then he forced a laugh. ‘I’d better get someone to take a few crates into the ballroom. My daughter must think people are going to bathe in it.’



Jenny smiled distractedly, her mind on her prawns magenta. She mustn’t forget the final squeeze of lemon.



‘These are the reds then. And the whites are, oh yes, over there. Why are these two dozen champagne bottles set aside?’ Mark asked.



Jenny glanced in, and shrugged. ‘I don’t do wine,’ she said firmly.



‘I believe, Mr Greer, that Al wants those for the toast.’



Both Jenny and Mark jumped at the unexpected interruption, with Mark going slightly stiff-backed at the sight of the young man in front of him. Not that Keith Harding didn’t polish up well in an evening suit. He did. The black and white ensemble only served to make his hair more richly thick, his athletic body more manfully elegant and his handsome face even more pronounced and undeniable.



‘Oh. Ah, right. I’d better leave it here then.’



‘I saw you come in,’ Keith said, by way of explanation, ‘and wondered if there was something I could do. Al asked me to come early. I daresay she thought an extra pair of hands around the place wouldn’t hurt.’



‘Er, no. Well, perhaps you could lug a crate of this champagne into the ballroom for me then?’ Alicia’s father obliged. ‘We can’t have the waiters traipsing in and out of the kitchen too often tonight.’



‘No,’ Jenny said quickly and loudly. ‘We can’t.’ She went to the fridge to check on her mousses.



As the two men left, Keith Harding carrying the crate with a telling ease, Jenny watched them go, her eyes troubled. Things were all topsy-turvy in this house. Nobody wanted Alicia and Keith to marry, except Alicia and Keith. Arbie the florist was a powder keg getting ready to explode, and Justin, unless she missed her guess, was about to pull a fast one on his sister. It all made her deeply uneasy. She sighed, trying to talk herself out of her doom-laden mood, and checked her watch. One hour until the banquet was due to begin.



‘Hello. Alicia sent me down for some champagne.’



Jenny swung around, annoyance leaping across her face. The kitchen was like Piccadilly Circus tonight.



‘Sorry,’ Arbie said, obviously and accurately reading her expression. ‘I wouldn’t bother you otherwise — I know how annoying it can be when you’re trying to work — but Alicia insisted. Champagne?’



‘In there.’ Jenny nodded to the pantry and watched him go, then gave a start and rushed to the oven to check the various meats. They were, as she’d really expected, cooking perfectly. Arbie appeared a little while later, puffing slightly, just as Mark and Keith came back.



‘Hello, Arbie,’ Mark said cheerfully. ‘Alicia has you working as well, I see. She seems to think guests are invited for her private whims, rather than to be entertained.’



Arbie smiled such a knowing smile that Jenny felt disconcerted. Here was a man who missed very little, and understood a great deal about human foibles, she thought. She wondered how such an obviously sensitive and intelligent man coped with life’s blunt instruments. She wondered, too, how he felt about Alicia Greer and her cruel little games. As she watched his white-suited comical figure stagger under the weight of the wine, she wondered even more how he felt about Justin Greer’s golden beauty, inherited wealth and easy elegance.



‘I don’t mind,’ Arbie, the easygoing friend of the family, said lightly. ‘I daresay I shall be drinking my fair share of the stuff tonight, anyway.’ And he laughed, joining in Mark’s happy acknowledgement.



Jenny nodded, finding it all very interesting. Arbie was obviously a ‘good sort’ to Mark Greer. To Alicia he was a joke. To Chloe Walker he was a meal ticket. Jenny got the weird feeling that he could be all things to all men. But when he looked in a mirror, who did
 Arbie
 see?



As he struggled up the steps and nudged open the door to the hall, Jenny sighed in relief at the sight of a gaggle of catering staff coming their way.



‘Well, I suppose we’d better let you get on with it,’ Mark said jovially to the impressive cook. ‘We’ll leave the champagne for the toast until the final minute, if you don’t mind. Ah, here they come. Don’t they look smart,’ Mark said as the waiters and waitresses, indeed looking very smart and crisply clean and tidy, filed past.



Keith Harding, looking and no doubt feeling uncomfortable, pressed back into the wall to let them pass, then suddenly froze.



Jenny clearly saw his eyes widen and his face muscles collapse in total surprise. And a moment later, she saw why.



Margie Harding, carefully standing at the back of the group and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, stared grimly at the floor in front of her. And then Jenny remembered seeing her frizzy blonde head earlier on that afternoon, in the garden. Hard on the heels of that memory came another. Jenny’s glance fell to the rounded collar of her blouse. The one she’d been buying in the jumble sale. The one that she had indeed dyed, for her uniform looked exactly the same as the others. But surely legitimate members of the catering firm had their uniforms supplied? Jenny felt a cold chill run down her spine. What the hell did she think she was doing?



Margie glanced up at her husband, who was staring at her blankly, a peculiar expression in his eyes.



‘You wanted to speak to us, Miss Starling?’ The head waiter, a very competent individual named Georges, grabbed her attention, more with his French accent than with his actual words. Jenny smiled automatically, dredging up her pep talk from memory, and out of the corner of her eye saw Mark Greer leave the room. Keith Harding, she noticed, stayed exactly where he was.



‘Er, yes. I’m sure you all know the routine. And the party coordinator has gone over things with you.’ There was a general, well-repressed groan of agreement. ‘However, I just want to go over the menu, just to get the timing right. The soup needs to be served quickly, so I suggest . . .’ Jenny rattled through the procedure, her mind and her eyes on the husband and wife standing only yards, but light years, apart.



Georges, knowing and always impressed by professionalism when he heard it, listened intently, but Jenny, who would normally have been pleasantly flattered, hardly noticed. When she was finished, Georges reassured her that he would follow her instructions to the letter then clapped his hands imperiously and collected his brood. As they trailed past him, Keith reached out and grabbed Margie’s arm. She didn’t, Jenny noticed, make any move to pull away.



It became deathly quiet in the kitchen as the last of the staff left. Vera had been asked to stay on, just to help with any little emergencies — spilt drinks, dropped plates, and such — but she and Martha had disappeared about an hour ago, no doubt to sulk somewhere out of the hurly-burly and sip some of the Greers’ finest port. Now, only the sound of simmering saucepans and spitting meat disturbed the silence. From the shadows at the top of the stairs, Margie finally spoke. ‘Hello, Keith.’



‘Margie.’ His answering voice was quiet and unbelievably tired. ‘What are you doing here? Have you gone completely round the bend?’



‘I had to come. You wouldn’t talk to me. You wouldn’t come to the phone at work. Every time I saw you on the street you ran away from me. You moved from your mum’s house, and she wouldn’t tell me where you’d gone. The only place I knew where to find you is here. Tonight.’



Jenny saw him run a hand wearily through his hair. ‘I moved out. I left you. Don’t you understand?’



‘Other men leave their wives, but they don’t avoid them. It’s just childish, that’s what it is.’ Margie’s voice was getting tearful now, and Jenny shifted uneasily. She wished they’d go. She’d had enough of fraught human relationships to last her at least a month. What was it about The Beeches that seemed to ferment unrest?



‘I tried that. Remember? Coming to see you and the kids. And what happened?’



‘Well, what did you expect to happen?’ Margie asked, anger and tears now in equal proportion. ‘I wanted you back. I
 still
 want you back. Did you expect me to just give up? To not even try to get you to come back home where you belong?’



‘I tried to warn you it was no good. I tried to tell you if you didn’t stop that I wouldn’t come again. But you wouldn’t listen,’ his voice rose to a kind of hopeless wail.



‘And what about the kids?’ Margie asked, all trace of tears now gone. ‘You stop coming to see me, you stop coming to see them. Or are you so wrapped up in your new life that you didn’t notice?’



‘Of course I noticed,’ Keith snapped, his own voice bitter now. ‘I hate not seeing them. But you didn’t think of that when you drove me away, did you?’



In the silence, Jenny clearly heard the other woman gasp. ‘You think it’s all my fault?’ Her voice was incredulous. And the tears were back. ‘I love you. Oh, Keith, I’ve always loved you. Ever since we were kids at school, there was never anyone else. There won’t ever be anyone else. You know that. Why are you being so bloody stupid?’



‘Oh, Margie, don’t.’ Keith sighed deeply. ‘Why can’t you just accept it? I have to have her, Margie. It’s like it is for your old dad and his whisky. I can’t stop. I can’t give her up. Don’t you understand? I just can’t.’



Margie began to cry. Soft, heartbroken sobs that had her husband reaching for her and holding on, but not giving in. ‘It’s no good, Margie,’ Keith said softly. ‘It’s no good. We’re through.’



‘Don’t say that!’ Margie howled, pulling away. ‘You’ll never become one of them, no matter how much she tries to make you one. You’ll always be poor, and they’ll always have money. Just because of that, they’ll never accept you. Everyone else knows it except you! You’re the laughing stock of the village.’



The harsh words rang around the quiet room.



‘I know,’ Keith said, his voice flat and bitter. ‘You think I don’t know all that? But it doesn’t matter. That’s what you don’t get, Margie. What nobody gets. Alicia and I can’t live apart. We can’t
 be
 anything if we’re not together.’ His voice was passionate now. Desperate, almost possessed.



Jenny winced. She stared at the oven, then at the fridge, then out of the window. The marquee was up, she noticed vaguely. The tables would be set up, and she really should set about transferring the buffet. She wished these two young people would go. Just take their pain and their tragedy, and get out of her kitchen.



‘She’s a witch, that’s what she is,’ Margie said bitterly. ‘If we’d lived 300 years ago I could have had her burned alive for putting a spell on you. And I would do it too. Just give me the chance!’ There was such hate in her voice that her husband stared at her, as if at a stranger. Finally, he shook his head.



‘Go home, Margie. Go home to the kids and just forget about us. OK? I’ll see you and the kids don’t suffer. You’ve been getting the money all right?’



Margie began to cry in earnest now. It was obviously more than her husband could take, for he suddenly roared, ‘Go home!’ making both women jump. Jenny, having thoroughly had enough, picked up an empty tray and very loudly slammed it down on the table.



The voices above her promptly lowered to become a whisper, but such were the acoustics that Jenny could still clearly hear them. ‘I won’t let you go,’ Margie warned. ‘You may think I will, but I won’t.’ And there was something maniacally stubborn in her tone.



Jenny heard a door open somewhere in the hall, and looked over her shoulder. Then they all heard a blithe voice calling Keith’s name. Then, ‘Oh, Daphne, have you seen Mr Harding?’



‘I believe he’s in the kitchen, Alicia.’



‘The kitchen?’ Alicia’s voice came sharply. ‘What on earth’s he doing in there?’



‘Helping your father with the champagne crates, I understand.’



‘Oh, hell!’



As Jenny began to move rapidly across the room, to do what, she wasn’t quite sure, Margie backed away, her face white and pinched. At the same time Keith opened the door and left quickly. Nobody, it seemed, wanted a confrontation. When she was sure the coast was clear, Margie left as well, looking stiff and drained. She never gave the cook so much as a backward glance.



For a long time Jenny stared at the closed door, her heart thudding painfully. When the door suddenly flew open again she nearly screamed, but only Martha, Georges and two of the waiters appeared in the doorway. ‘Time to load up the marquee, yes?’ Georges said, eyes twinkling and moustache twitching. ‘The dining guests are already arriving. The party crowd will not be far behind, and they must have their nibbles, yes?’



‘Yes,’ Jenny agreed automatically, and watched them unload the food from fridges, ovens, cupboards and table tops, never once remonstrating at the proper way to transfer stuffed tomatoes from baking tray to platter.



‘Getting worried, eh?’ Martha Vaughan said smugly. ‘Don’t worry. They won’t dare complain. Not about such an accomplished cook as yourself.’



Jenny glanced at Martha and smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said sweetly. ‘Perhaps you’d care to give me a hand with the giblet gravy?’



Martha paled but gave in gracelessly. ‘I wouldn’t have thought the likes of you would have known what good old-fashioned giblet gravy was,’ she sniffed. ‘I thought you fancy cooks always dined on them foreign sauces?’



‘You can’t beat giblet gravy,’ Jenny said sincerely.



‘No,’ Martha said, stunned into agreeing with her. ‘Oh. Well. That’s all right then.’ Then, realizing that an olive branch had been offered, and feeling strangely obliged to take it, the resident cook said as pleasantly as she could manage, ‘That cake of Alicia’s looks a treat.’



* * *



The noise level was beginning to filter through to the kitchen now — a low, rumbling sound of conversation. Jenny glanced at her watch. It was six fifteen and everything was ready. The first course was simmering, ready to be served, and the meats were going to be ready at the optimum moment. Chase had reported that all the dining guests had arrived. Georges was primed, the wine had breathed, and the Greers had descended, resplendent in tuxedos, gowns and jewels. The band had been told to stop their noisy and tuneless ‘warming up’ in the ballroom, and were despatched to the marquee. The marquee itself was installed with food and wine and the party lights were twinkling away in the garden.



Everything was ready.



And Jenny, like a horse at the starting gate, was waiting for the flag to be raised. She should be happy. The food was perfect. The tables were beautiful. There had been no major mishaps. She should have been feeling a serene sense of satisfaction. Instead she was afraid. She simply couldn’t help feeling that there was something very wrong. She’d tried to shrug it off, reminding herself to simply take care of the food. That was what she was being paid for, after all — to cook.



‘I’m going to check on the guests,’ she said abruptly, and Georges, who had become convinced of her culinary sainthood, nearly fainted.



Martha gaped at her, then hissed, ‘Are you mad? You’re not supposed to go out there until Mr Mark makes his speech and thanks the staff.’



Jenny knew that. She was flying in the face of etiquette, and nobody would like it. She didn’t like it herself. ‘I’m going to check the guests,’ she said again, and marched briskly out of the kitchen. She knew she was going to regret it, even as she did it.



She just didn’t know, then, how much.







 
C
 HAPTER EIGHT




Despite her determination, Jenny stood in the hall for several moments, glancing nervously at the ballroom doors. The sounds of gaiety clearly emanating from within made her fears seem suddenly ridiculous. And yet there was the dead garden boy. But what, really, did an accidental death have to do with a birthday party? Jenny shook her head.



Then a dull thud from across the hall made her turn and frown. A door stood slightly ajar. Giving the ballroom a final anxious glance, she sighed and crossed the hall, pushing the door open very slightly and glancing in. For a moment she thought the room was empty. Perhaps it was only the cat, exploring and knocking something over. Then a shadow moved, and Jenny felt the back of her neck prickle.



The room was Mark’s study. A large desk was covered in papers, and a comfortable-looking swivel leather armchair was positioned behind it. The room was gloomy, for the heavy velvet curtains had been drawn across the windows. Now who would do that? Not Chase, she was sure. It was his last job of the evening to close windows and draw curtains, and generally lock up, and she could see no reason why a member of the household would want the curtains closed on such a lovely and still-light May evening.



Then she realized that the window overlooked the large lawn with the marquee. And so anyone looking in from there would be able to see clearly what was going on inside the study.



The shadow moved again, and this time the sound of rustling papers carried clearly across the room. Jenny realized that whoever was inside must have drawn the curtains in an effort to conceal what he was doing. But what exactly was that? From the sound of it, he was rifling through the papers on the desk. Not a burglar then. Even if the timing had not been so wrong, the visitor was ignoring the other valuable objects in the room; even from the doorway, Jenny could see the gleam of silver candlesticks on the fireplace mantel, for instance.



Then the stranger did something that almost made Jenny change her mind. He picked up something that glinted even in the dimmed light of the room. Something jewel-like. She was just about to demand to be told what was going on, when the stranger lifted his hand and she saw the object clearly. It was a decorative paper knife, one of the dagger-like, jewelled objects people brought back from their holidays in places like Spain and India. The shadowy figure slipped the object, handle first, into his inside pocket.



Jenny opened her mouth to speak just as a blast of noise hit her from behind. The ballroom doors had been pushed open, and a stream of chatting guests began to file into the dining room opposite. Jenny automatically shot a glance at her watch.



Six thirty. For the first time in her career, she was not present when the first course left the kitchen. She turned back to the stranger, who had stopped halfway across the room, and was staring at her in slack-jawed dismay. She could see now that he was an older man, much older than she had previously thought. He was sturdily built, with a bluff and, she was sure, normally friendly face. Now he looked only surprised and disconcerted. He walked to meet her with reluctance in every step.



‘Tom! There you are!’ From behind her, Mark Greer’s voice sounded wonderfully normal and unconcerned.



‘Hello, Mark. I was just taking a breather.’



‘I know what you mean!’ Mark said, with a surprising gentleness. ‘Don’t much care for parties myself. Hello, Jenny, is something wrong? Don’t tell me the soup has burned and we’re all going to have to start off with corned beef sandwiches!’



Jenny managed a tight smile. ‘Oh, I always check everything is ready just before the off,’ she lied with all the assured panache of a politician. ‘Make sure all the guests are seated, that the pathways are clear, that sort of thing,’ she elaborated, and glanced tellingly at the stranger. ‘Like this gentleman here,’ she said softly. ‘He didn’t seem to know his way to the dining room.’



‘What! Tom not know the way to food?’ Mark took his friend by the shoulders. ‘We can’t have you missing the best meal of your life, eh? Especially since it’s partly a celebration of your own retirement as well.’



Jenny glanced sharply at the man she now knew must be Tom Banks, the recently sacked executive, and wondered exactly what he wanted with a sharply bladed paper knife. She began to open her mouth to warn Mark, and then closed it again as the two men entered the dining room. After all, what could she say? ‘Oh, excuse me, Mr Greer, but did you know your friend is a thief?’ Or, even better, ‘Excuse me, Mark, but I think your old friend is about to stick someone with your paper knife?’



‘And what are
 you
 doing here, pray tell?’ a voice asked from just an inch behind her left ear and Jenny spun around. The kitchen cat would have recognized the hiss she gave. But Justin merely grinned at her mockingly. His blond hair and blue eyes set off the black and white of his evening dress in a manner that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Hollywood movie.



‘I thought you were supposed to be panicking in the kitchen, making sure every morsel is perfect. What happens if a waiter leaves the kitchen with a splash of soup on the soup-bowl rim? Won’t the world come crashing to an end?’



‘I never panic,’ Jenny corrected him sharply, ‘and if Georges lets a waiter out of that kitchen with the soup anything more than the regulation two inches below the tureen rim, I’ll boil and eat Martha’s cat.’



‘Now that I’d like to see,’ Justin guffawed. ‘I can’t see
 that
 animal standing for being plucked and seasoned.’



‘Why aren’t you in the dining room?’ Jenny counter-attacked sharply, exasperated and angry with him. He was making her like him again, and that was just too much.



‘Family has to take care of guests, you know. Mother went in with the early birds. Father took care of his cronies. Alicia and I have to round up the stragglers and get them seated before the soup.’



‘As if you’d care,’ Jenny growled.



Justin grinned. ‘How well you know me, darling Starling.’



Jenny stared back stonily, and Justin laughed. ‘All right, if you must know, I’m waiting for my date. I want to make sure she behaves herself.’



‘And why wouldn’t she?’ Jenny asked archly. ‘I’m sure Miss Walker wants only to impress.’



Justin laughed. ‘How well you know us all, darling Starling. Actually, Chloe
 would
 have wanted to impress the daylights out of everyone, reassuring them all that she knew which fork to use, and demonstrating that she would never,
 ever
 put her peas on her knife. But that was when she actually thought she might become one of the family,’ he added, his voice now both grim and vicious.



Jenny stiffened. ‘You’ve broken off your engagement?’ she asked quietly.
 ‘Now?’
 And again that sense of impending doom washed over her.



‘Engagement? Hah, we were never engaged, except in Chloe’s own mind. And I told her so, in no uncertain terms, not an hour ago. Don’t want her blabbing about weddings and marriage to all the other guests. But now I’m not so sure that she hasn’t planned a little revenge of her own. She can be a trifle wild, can Chloe,’ Justin acknowledged, with such cheerful disregard that Jenny felt like throttling him.



‘You should be more damned careful!’ she said instead, and with such a note of genuine fear that Justin gaped at her, all amusement draining from his face. ‘I mean, women don’t like to be used,’ Jenny felt compelled to justify herself. ‘And Alicia’s gone to so much trouble to make this party a success for you both. It would be a shame to have it ruined because of your awful timing. Not to mention lack of basic human compassion,’ she added drolly.



‘Darling Starling, are you telling me off?’ he half-laughed. But his eyes were narrowed, and he was clearly unhappy with her lecture.



‘Yes. I am.’ Jenny looked at him levelly.



Justin laughed then. Whether or not it was genuine, Jenny couldn’t tell. ‘Oh-oh, here she comes. Doesn’t she remind you of a tigress?’



Chloe Walker, a vision in flaming red silk, slunk across the hall, very much reminding Jenny of a tigress. Her dark eyes were blazing with black fire.



‘Does Arbie know about this?’ Jenny suddenly asked, surprising herself almost as much as Justin.



He stared at her, the amusement definitely genuine now. ‘I doubt it. Although I daresay Chloe will get around to telling him eventually. Oh, not the truthful version, of course. She’ll tell him
 she
 dropped
 me,
 and he, like a fool, will believe her. Or pretend to. Not that she’ll stay with him long, of course. Arbie makes a good safety net, but she’ll be on the lookout for another meal ticket soon. Won’t you, darling?’ he added in a slightly raised voice as Chloe finally reached them.



She glanced sharply at the cook, although Jenny knew she hadn’t overheard their conversation. Then she smiled at Justin, showing her lovely white fangs, and looped her hand under his elbow. Her nails, long and red, curled around the black satin of his sleeve. Her smile was indeed animalistic, and Jenny wondered just how well Chloe had taken her dismissal by Justin Greer — how she had reacted to having the dream of the good life taken away, and of being made to look a fool in front of her ex-lover.



As they headed to the dining room, Justin turned back and winked at Jenny over his shoulder. The cook shook her head at him angrily, her lips grimly tight. Torn between her intense desire to return to the safety of the kitchen, and her unremitting conscience, which demanded that she do something, she stood there wavering.



The dining room was now almost full, but she simply couldn’t go in there. A cook in the dining room was just asking for trouble. Instead she walked to the ballroom, where only a few guests remained, and she hastily stood to one side as they passed, glancing at her curiously. She was not dressed as a party guest, nor was she in a caterer’s uniform. All the guests were strangers to her, and Jenny ignored them, sure that the threat, whatever it was, did not come from their quarter.



Finally, only Alicia and an older couple remained, Alicia clearly trying to chivvy them towards the door. She glanced up and saw Jenny, and a peculiar expression crossed her face.



‘Everything’s all right in the kitchens, Miss Greer,’ the cook reassured her quickly, and Alicia laughed.



‘See, Moira? Even the cook has come up to try and hurry you along. Frank, you’re going to love this banquet. Miss Starling here is one of the best cooks in the country.’



‘That right?’ Frank leered at her, obviously already well away on the wine. No wonder Alicia was having trouble with them. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world’ — he burped — ‘in that case.’



Jenny stepped aside to let them pass, and Alicia paused beside her, watching the couple sway their way into the dining room. ‘Is there something wrong, Miss Starling?’ Alicia asked, turning to her. She looked spectacular in her blue dress and borrowed sapphires — young, vibrant, alive and beautiful.



Jenny sighed and shook her head. ‘No.’



‘Good. Well, then, I’ll go and join the others and announce dinner is served. Everything set?’



‘Everything’s set,’ Jenny echoed, and hoped she was right. It might be chaos down in the kitchen by now for all she knew. As she watched Alicia sail into the dining room, queen of the evening, Jenny had never felt more oddly depressed. Perhaps she should see a doctor. Perhaps her hormones were out of whack or something.



She was about to return to the kitchen where she belonged when a figure stepped through the French doors and into the ballroom. He was a tall man, lean and dark, and aimlessly began to wander around, looking at the paintings and ornaments, then pausing beside a buffet table to take a nibble. Then the man turned her way, spotted her, and his face became as still as rock. He looked almost unreal for a moment. She felt a purely instinctive desire to run, and quickly quashed it. She raised her chin and one eyebrow, stiffened her back and her resolve, and waited.



‘Hello. Looks like I’m not the only late arrival around here. Oh, you can’t be a guest, can you?’ he added, as he ran his eyes over her in a thorough inspection, noting more her luscious curves and beautiful eyes then her plain summer dress. ‘I can’t see Alicia allowing the competition somehow.’



‘I’m the cook,’ Jenny said stiffly. ‘If you’re dining, you’re a little late. Miss Greer has just gone in.’



‘I’m not.’ His lips twisted in what, Jenny supposed, was meant to be a smile. ‘And I doubt, very much, if Alicia even knows I’m here.’ He dug his hands deep into his pockets and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a fancily engraved silver lighter. ‘Smoke?’



Jenny reared back. ‘Hell, no! They ruin the tastebuds.’ He might have been offering her opium, for all the shocked disdain her tone carried. The man looked at her in surprise, and twisted his lips again. Then his eyes seemed to narrow, although she could have sworn none of his facial muscles actually moved. ‘I’ve seen you somewhere before,’ the stranger said matter-of-factly, and Jenny felt her heart jump.



‘I don’t think so. I would have remembered you had we met.’



‘I didn’t say we’d met,’ the stranger corrected softly. ‘Only that I’d seen you before. I never forget a face.’ The man paused, considering, and Jenny began to have difficulty breathing. ‘Ever had your picture in the papers?’



‘Do you have an invitation?’ she asked coldly, neither denying nor confirming his question.



‘You mean a written one? One of those elegant square bits of paper with gold italics on it? My name, and everything?’



‘Yes.’



‘No.’



Jenny watched him light the cigarette. He was, she suddenly realized, very attractive, in a strange and dangerous sort of way.



‘I think you should leave,’ she said.



‘Do you?’



‘Yes.’



‘You could always chuck me out,’ the man agreed. ‘You’re a veritable Titan. Who knows, you might even manage it.’



‘Yes — I just might,’ she agreed pleasantly.



Behind her, a door opened and Georges appeared from the kitchen, carrying aloft a lovely Spode soup tureen. Behind him a line of waiters and waitresses marched past, several of the men carrying matching tureens. Georges spotted her but never even paused in his stride, and Jenny almost wilted in relief. She could trust the Frenchman to keep things on track.



When she looked back, the ballroom was empty. Jenny blinked and dragged in a breath. That was quick! The man must have moved like greased lightning. No doubt the gatecrasher, once caught, had thought better of it.



Jenny looked once more around the deserted ballroom, then stepped back and closed the doors. Then she glanced through the open dining-room door, watching the waiters and waitresses expertly ladling out the soup, Georges pouring from a great height with deft ease. She stayed only long enough to watch the first few diners take their first sip and make happy noises over its texture, taste and general excellence, and then turned back for the kitchen and sanctuary.



* * *



Martha looked up as she walked down the few steps and stopped in the middle of the now-deserted kitchen. The resident cook opened her mouth, no doubt to say something snide, but the look on Jenny’s face stopped her. Instead, she nodded to the oven. ‘Better check them lobster thingummies,’ she reminded, almost kindly, and Jenny nodded absently.



The cat, from the top shelf of the condiment cupboard, watched her take the lobster dishes from the oven and leave them to cool on the worktops. The cat licked his whiskers and waited.



‘Did anyone say anything?’ Martha asked, and Jenny absently shook her head. ‘Ah well. Perhaps it’s just as well.’



Jenny, even more absently, nodded. She saw again Justin’s cheeky wink over his shoulder. The strange look on Alicia’s face. She saw, in her mind’s eye, Tom Banks putting the paper knife in his pocket. And she recalled the stranger, asking if she’d ever been in the papers.



‘I just feel so damned unsettled,’ Jenny muttered out loud, more to explain her own behaviour to herself than anything else.



‘Don’t we all, love,’ Martha said with feeling. ‘This business with Jimmy Speight has left me feeling as if everything’s changed somehow. I dunno, it feels as if the whole house is different. I’m beginning to think it was a bad day when the Speights moved into Rousham Green. That I am.’



Jenny frowned. ‘You mean they aren’t locals?’



Martha sniffed. ‘No, they’re not. Moved down here from somewhere in the west about four years ago. Wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t Welsh,’ she added gloomily.



Jenny frowned again. Four years ago. Now where had she heard that before? Somebody else had done something four years ago too. But she just couldn’t quite seem to remember — oh yes. Daphne had come to The Beeches four years ago too. Now that . . .



Her thoughts broke off as, out of the corner of one eye, she saw the cat bunch his muscles, ready to make his move on the lobster morsels. Just as he leapt, she deftly lifted the tray away and the stunned feline found himself landing on an empty worktop. There he stared at her with dumbfounded eyes.



‘You’ve got to be quicker than that, my good moggy,’ Jenny informed him gently, and actually gave him a chuck under the chin. But even as she stroked the astonished feline, Jenny had the uncanny feeling that someone out there in the house, somewhere, somehow, had been very much quicker off the mark than even Jenny Starling, supercook. And that before long, everyone was going to know about it.







 
CHAPTER NINE




Jenny was feeling pretty stupid. It was not a feeling she was accustomed to, and it was the only thing that had the tendency to make her gush. Mercifully aware of this foible, however, she now firmly clamped her lips together as Georges and his army departed with the final course.



It was nearly eight o’clock, and all was well. Nobody had complained about the meat being undercooked. Nobody had choked to death on her soup. Everyone had roundly admired her seafood dishes. Disaster had never seemed so far away.



So, she’d made a fool of herself for nothing. She’d just have to think of it as one of life’s painful little lessons and chalk it up to experience. Unless, of course, somebody keeled over during the dessert, while gasping out curses on the cook’s head.



But nobody did. Fifteen minutes later, Georges came back with empty plates and a beaming face. ‘Ees a triumph, Mademoiselle Starling. Never ’ave I ’eard the guests rave so about the food.’



Martha harrumphed loudly, and her cat yowled. Georges quickly stacked the dishes, noting with stunned surprise that the previous dirty plates were washed and dried and ready to be packed away. He glanced at Martha, who glowered at him, and slightly shook his head. No, definitely not that one. Then he turned to Jenny, and nodded. He’d been right the first time. A real professional. That momentary madness earlier must have been just nerves. And Georges could allow that. All great creative artistes were allowed nerves.



‘The coffee ees ready?’



‘Of course,’ Jenny said, and whipped out a plate of crackers, biscuits and wafers, freshly cooked and as crumbly as good soil after an experienced gardener had been around it. Georges let himself have a crafty sniff as he held a tray aloft. Bliss.



‘Well, that’s that then,’ Martha said gloomily. She’d been hoping the fancy cook would fall flat on her face all day.



‘’Fraid so,’ Jenny acknowledged, almost sympathizing with her.



‘Mr Greer would like the staff to put in a brief appearance at the table,’ Chase announced from the top of the three steps that led down into the kitchen, stiff-backed and so dignified he almost crackled. Martha got to her feet quickly. ‘I’m all for that, Mr Chase,’ she said, determined that no one must forget that the resident cook had played her part (even if she hadn’t) and that she hadn’t taken offence at being so rudely usurped by a stranger in her kitchen (even if she had).



Jenny followed them out.



The dining room was replete with satisfied diners. At the head of the table, Mark Greer rose formally and tapped his spoon against his glass. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to thank you all for coming’ — there were muted sounds and rumbles of acknowledgement — ‘and trust that you’ve all had a good time. I’d like to thank our caterer, Miss Jenny Starling, for producing such a truly wonderful and memorable meal.’ He paused and raised his glass to her, and Jenny beamed as everyone looked her way and applauded. ‘I’d also like to thank our own resident cook, Martha, and all the catering staff, who served us so well. The staff.’



Mark and the guests raised their glasses in a toast, then Chase led them all out again, probably miffed at not having been given a mention. Jenny caught Tom Banks staring at her, and she met his eyes briefly. He looked away first. Out in the hall once more, she could hear the band revving up in the garden, and the sound of many voices raised in conversation. Large Chinese lanterns were now being lit out in the gardens, and would look lovely once true darkness had fallen.



Again, she felt stupid. Everything was going swimmingly. There was not a hitch in sight.



* * *



Vera was sitting in the corner chair, dozing. The last of the dishes were stacked away, and a waiter came in to collect more champagne and the special vintage for the toast to the birthday boy and girl. It was nearly midnight.



Jenny watched Martha tuck into a piece of lemon tart that Chase had brought down from the buffet tables, and smiled.



She glanced once more at the clock ticking away on the wall, and thought of tomorrow, when she would be off. There was a hotel in Taunton that she knew would always welcome her with open arms. There was, if it came to it, a hotel in practically every county in England that would take her on, on the spot, should she show up on their doorstep. Or she could go north — Edinburgh was nice this time of the year.



The kitchen door burst open so quickly that it slammed against the wall and ricocheted back. Vera leapt out of her chair, and Martha’s last bite of tart shot out of her spoon. The door, being pushed open for the second time, revealed only Chase.



But a vastly different Chase from the one Jenny knew. His eyes were huge, like those of an owl, and all colour had fled from his face. His lips moved, but no sound came out, and he staggered down the steps as if he were drunk.



‘Whatever is it?’ Martha cried. If Chase were in such a state then the world must be coming to an end, at the very least, she was clearly thinking. Jenny’s heart also pounded. Once again that feeling of disaster pounced on her, chilling her blood and mocking her previous relaxation.



‘They’re dead,’ Chase finally managed to croak.



‘What?’ Martha gasped. Her trembling lips made her next words almost inaudible. She looked ashen. ‘Who’s dead?’



‘The twins! Justin and Alicia,’ Chase said wretchedly. ‘They’re dead.’



Jenny groped her way to the kitchen chair and sat down heavily. In front of her was a half-empty bottle of champagne that Martha had opened and guzzled, glaring at the upstart cook as she’d done so, and daring her to object. Jenny, of course, hadn’t. Now she reached for an empty glass and poured herself a good slug. If ever she’d needed a drink, now was it.



Jenny took a hefty gulp.



‘They’re saying it was the champagne,’ Chase carried on, totally stripped of all his authority and suddenly appearing heartrendingly human. ‘They say it was poisoned. At least, that’s what young Dr Bannister thinks.’



Jenny promptly sprayed the contents of her mouth towards the sink. Some of it actually reached. The cat, getting some of the fallout, flattened himself against the tiles and growled.



All three heads turned her way, their eyes straying to the champagne she was holding. Jenny hastily put the glass down and pushed the chair away from the table, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and staring at the bottle of finest Mot & Chandon as if it were a spitting cobra, getting ready to strike. For a second or two nobody spoke. Then Martha began to sob. The sight of the usually stalwart cook, so overwrought, was too much for Vera, who began to shake and tremble like a leaf in a hurricane.



Chase merely stood there, looking blankly at the wall.



Jenny slowly rose, and found somebody had transplanted her kneecaps with jelly. She nevertheless managed to walk to the steps, and emerged into a hall that was eerily silent. The doors to the ballroom stood open, and from the study she could hear somebody calling for an ambulance. As she crossed the floor, the phone was put down and picked up again, and the same voice, young, harried but admirably firm, called for the police.



Jenny pushed open the doors, which were already ajar, and looked around her. It was an eerie, almost unbelievable scene. A hundred people stood about in total silence. Some were clinging to the walls, some of the women were weeping. Men looked at each other, and around, then down at their feet. The atmosphere was leaden. In bizarre contrast, gaily coloured balloons swayed from the ceiling, and party streamers, all the bright colours of the rainbow, festooned the walls, draped over the tables and lay on the floor.



The only signs of movement came from one corner where a small semicircle of stout-hearted or ghoulish souls had gathered.



Jenny found herself walking towards them, compelled by some force she couldn’t have named if offered a million pounds. People parted easily to let her pass. Being so tall, Jenny could clearly see between the shoulders of two male guests the sight that had changed the ballroom from one of gaiety to tragedy.



Mark and Sherri Greer stood to one side, their hands clinging tightly together as they stared, white-faced and too shocked to weep, at the sight of their children, lying stricken on the floor.



Justin lay on his back, his eyes wide open and staring at nothing. His hands were clenched into fists, but whether it was pain, rage or fear that had clenched them in those final moments of life, Jenny would never know. His legs were bent, his head thrown right back. His mouth was open, and just a trace of saliva gleamed on his chin. He’d obviously had some kind of convulsion before dying.



It seemed to Jenny, still reeling under the influence of shock, that it was a very inappropriate way for someone of Justin’s elegance and beauty to die, and she felt a sudden and overwhelmingly fierce rush of rage wash over her.



She remembered him alive, winking cheekily at her over his shoulder as he led his just-jilted lady friend away, and she too wanted to weep.



A small sound had Jenny’s head swivelling around. Alicia Greer was lying on the floor not a foot away from her twin, but she was being cradled in Keith Harding’s arms. He held on to her fiercely, only moving at all when another young man, kneeling in front of them, checked Alicia’s small white neck.



It seemed a bizarre thing to do, until Jenny’s dazed mind finally began to work at something like its proper level. The stranger was obviously the doctor that Chase had mentioned, one of the guests, and he was checking her pulse. Which meant that Alicia Greer, at least, was not dead. Not yet.



But as Jenny looked at her deathly pale face, she thought she had never seen anyone more close to it. She could only barely make out the very slightest rise and fall of Alicia’s chest as she breathed, as shallowly as a robin. Her long, white, lovely limbs also had a bent, thrashed look, but her convulsions were now obviously over. Her delicate eyelids looked blue, and her painted lips hung obscenely open. She was a pathetic sight.



Jenny raised her eyes to Keith Harding, and took an involuntary step back. He looked ferocious. Stricken. And vastly terrified. In fact, she’d never seen a stronger, wider range of overpowering emotions on any one human face before. Tears streamed from his eyes unnoticed, for he did not heave with sobs, or gulp, or in any other way express his grief. Instead he stared down at Alicia’s head, his hands shaking as they held on to her.



Keith looked across at the doctor, his eyes pleading. ‘Don’t let her die.’ His voice was choked, but urgent, and several of the people around them looked away, unable to bear such raw emotion.



‘An ambulance is on the way,’ the doctor said reassuringly. ‘It will have a stomach pump. We have to hope . . .’ His voice trailed off, and Jenny understood. Alicia looked so beyond hope it was pitiful.



Keith bent over his love, and let his tears fall on her unknowing head. ‘Don’t leave me,’ he whispered, so quietly that only the doctor, Jenny and probably Sherri and Mark Greer were close enough to hear him.



Keith hadn’t, as far as Jenny knew, even looked in Justin’s direction.



Jenny took a deep breath and straightened her back, then lifted her eyes from the horrific scene and searched out Chloe Walker in the crowd.



She was standing not far away, clinging to a broad shoulder and staring at her dead lover with apparently genuine horror. Not grief. But then, Jenny wouldn’t have expected that. Her eyes moved to the man she was leaning against. It was, of course, Arbie, who had wasted no time in becoming a pillar of support.



But just how quickly, Jenny wondered, had he seized the advantage? Had he given even a single thought to anyone but himself, or Chloe Walker? He was not even looking at Justin, Jenny noticed with bitter eyes, but was instead staring down at the blonde head leaning against his upper arm.



He looked very, very happy.



Jenny turned to scan the rest of the room, and met only blank, disbelieving faces.



Except for the man stood by the mantelpiece.



Jenny recognized him immediately. The gatecrasher. So he hadn’t left after all. He was smoking, and his face was merely thoughtful. It came as such a shock to see that level of indifference amongst so much shock and bewilderment that Jenny actually shivered. The gatecrasher met her gaze, hesitated, as if unwilling to acknowledge her, then smiled, as if recognizing the inevitable. His eyes narrowed on her, sensing trouble.



Jenny looked away. Later, she thought grimly. Later.



Unable to stop, and feeling like a magnet drawn by some macabre force, she found herself once more looking down at Justin Greer. The rage was still there, deep in her soul, but she was channelling it now. Nobody deserved to die like this. In convulsions, in pain and fear, at their own birthday party, and seeping out their life in front of hundreds of gaping people.



Whoever had done it would not get away with it.



A nagging feeling of something being missing had been teasing her subconscious ever since she’d entered the room, and suddenly she knew what it was. Jenny looked around but, as expected, she could not see the face she was seeking.



Where was Tom Banks?



Jenny’s lips thinned. She would be glad when the police arrived. This was all getting too much — way too much. Turning back for the final time, needing to get back to her kitchen, wanting with a longing that was almost physical to return to her normal, safe world, she glanced once more at Justin and Alicia Greer, and shook her head.



It was just as she started to turn away that she noticed that Keith Harding was staring now into the crowd, and the look on his face was so strange, so enigmatic, that it stopped her dead. Tracing the path of his eyes, feeling almost afraid to see, but knowing that she must, she realized that Keith Harding was staring at his wife.



Margie.



Jenny had almost forgotten about Margie. Now, as she too looked at the frizzy-haired blonde woman, she saw that Margie Harding was stood statue-still, her eyes wide and dark with a strangely triumphant expression. She looked neat and efficient in her forged waitress’s uniform. To complete the picture, she was still holding her tray, professionally steady and at the recommended waist level.



The tray, Jenny noticed with deep and grim dismay, was full of champagne glasses.









 
CHAPTER TEN




The kitchen was so quiet that Jenny could hear the cat snoring. She wasn’t sure where he was — perhaps in the big mixing bowl under the sink, a favourite ambush spot — but the wheezy sleeping sound was offset only by the mechanical precision of the ticking clock. Chase put the kettle on for the fifth time. It was nearly two in the morning. The ambulance had arrived and taken Alicia away. Nobody yet knew whether she was alive or dead.



The police had followed on shortly after, and everyone had been ushered from the ballroom into side rooms. Constables were now taking the names and addresses of the last of the guests, who’d been leaving in small numbers during the early hours.



Jenny had pointed out to a very young-looking constable the gatecrasher, and recommended that he take good care in checking his identity before allowing him to leave. She wouldn’t have put it past that cold-thinking, slippery individual to leave a false name and non-existent address. She could only hope that the constable was not as inexperienced as he had appeared.



Chase handed out yet more cups of tea. Vera was asleep in the chair and he left her cup on the sideboard beside her. It was an oddly touching gesture. Jenny smiled her thanks as she was given her own cup, but left it cooling on the kitchen table.



Everybody started nervously when the door opened, and a constable asked them to come to the library. Martha shook Vera awake, and they all trooped out like weary and chastised schoolchildren.



The library was crowded with catering staff. Faces were white with exhaustion and lips were pinched tight in tension. Even Georges seemed to have lost his verve and vim. Wearily, one or two on the sofa moved over, allowing Martha to sit, and a young waiter hastily took his feet off a chair as Chase gave him a killing glance. Vera disappeared to a window seat, shrinking back behind the curtains as if they could hide her from the hideous events of the night. Jenny took one of the wooden-backed chairs, no doubt scrounged from various rooms, and sat with her back to the wall.



It was, as it was to turn out, a very apt choice.



For a while, nobody spoke. The constable standing at the door and looking as if he expected one of them to try and make a bolt for it at any moment stifled the inclination to talk very effectively. Finally, it was Martha who could bear no more.



‘Have the police talked to you yet?’ she asked the limp waitress next to her, who shook her head wordlessly.



‘Any word on Miss Alicia?’ Chase asked, of no one in particular. Nobody spoke. It came almost as a relief when the door opened and Inspector Mollineaux walked in, with Sergeant Mollern at his side. The resident staff knew them at once, of course, but the catering staff eyed them both with a mixture of relief and apprehension. Jenny could well imagine what they were thinking. Sergeant Mollern looked as if he caught (and ate) perpetrators for breakfast, whilst Mollineaux looked formidably intelligent.



‘Sorry to keep you all waiting. I’m Inspector Mollineaux,’ the grey-haired policeman introduced himself, his accent totally lacking any inflection whatsoever. ‘This is Sergeant Mollern.’



There were half-hearted murmurs of greeting, but nobody was surprised when Inspector Mollineaux remained standing. The polite greeting was as socially relaxed as the policeman intended to become. ‘There’s no need to tell you all that there’s been a tragedy here tonight,’ he began, looking around. His eyes, Jenny noticed, were of a peculiarly colourless variety tonight. If pressed, she could only call them grey.



No doubt being called to The Beeches for a second time, to deal with a second death, had left him feeling in a rather grey mood as well. ‘Mr Justin Greer is dead. I have no news, yet, of the condition of Miss Alicia Greer, but at the moment we are working on the assumption that Mr Greer was murdered.’



There was a ripple of sound, but nobody was really surprised.



‘I have been talking to the guests, and now have a good general idea of the events of the night. However, since this was a birthday party, and you, as staff, had much more to do with the actual running of the show, so to speak, my sergeant and I now want to hear from you in much more exact and precise details, concerning the events of this evening.’



The group looked around uneasily but Mollineaux seemed impervious to the fear in the room. No doubt he was used to it. Sergeant Mollern, Jenny noticed vaguely, was jotting down notes so quickly it could only have been in shorthand, and she felt herself relax a little. They might have been forced to tread warily around the Jimmy Speight case, but now they had the bit well and truly between their teeth, and it boded well for the investigation. No policeman was at his best when he had superiors constantly breathing down their necks to take it easy and not upset the VIPs.



‘Since we are not yet totally sure of the cause of death in Mr Justin Greer’s case, we’ll begin tonight with the arrival of the first guests. I shall ask questions, and whichever of you feels most able to help should answer. Is that clear?’



Jenny found it very clear indeed, but wondered how many of the others did. His reference to what they would discuss ‘tonight’ could only mean hours and hours of more questioning in the days to come.



‘Very well. We’ll begin with the first guests. Who is the butler here?’ As if he didn’t know!



Chase coughed once, then stiffened as the eyes of the inspector fell on him. ‘You are?’



‘Chase, sir.’



‘Oh yes, of course, Chase. You admitted the first guests?’



‘Yes, sir.’



‘Who were?’



‘Mr and Mrs Drake, sir.’



Jenny noticed Mollern glance at a list of guests and mark their names. He gave the inspector nothing more than a look, but it spoke volumes. Jenny relaxed even more. These men had obviously worked together a great deal, probably for years, and she was glad. She had the feeling that discovering Justin’s (and possibly Alicia’s) killer was not going to be easy. And Jimmy Speight’s killer? The thought slipped into her mind so craftily it almost made her jump. But just because there’d been a murder tonight, did it really necessarily follow that Jimmy had been murdered too? She rather thought that it did. If not, then it was one hell of a coincidence, Jenny mused sourly. Perhaps Jimmy had seen Justin’s soon-to-be killer doing something incriminating, and so had had to be silenced beforehand? Or had Jimmy Speight been in on the plan all along, and his accomplice had decided that he couldn’t be trusted to keep his mouth shut, and so had silenced him before the murder investigation of Justin could get underway?



Things were beginning to get very complicated.



‘Can you tell me, as near as you can remember, the sequence of arriving guests that followed?’



Chase did admirably well, all things considered, and Jenny could see that the inspector thought so too. He was already mentally noting down Chase as an excellent witness.



‘Now, the dinner, not the party, began when?’



‘Six thirty.’ Again, it was Chase who appeared to have been elected spokesman and nobody seemed keen to disagree with the unspoken decision.



‘Right. And it was served by whom?’



Chase pointed out the waiters and waitresses. As head waiter, Georges was obliged to take over the description and progression of the meal. This he did in great culinary detail, with neither policeman attempting to stop him. Each course was described, the method of transportation and order of serving, plus the approximate time of arrival in the dining room.



‘And this was all prepared by?’



Jenny sighed deeply and raised a hand. ‘Myself, Inspector.’



Mollineaux turned and looked at her. Getting no reaction from his superior, Mollern looked at his boss, then glanced sharply at the cook. ‘Refresh my memory, Miss Starling,’ Mollineaux said slowly, although they were both aware that it needed no such jogging. ‘You were hired by?’



‘Alicia Greer.’



‘When?’



Jenny obligingly told him. She then went on to describe in detail where she’d purchased every single item of food, and Mollern made a separate list of the foodstuffs that came directly from the garden. Mollineaux then had the temerity to inquire about what lengths she went to to ensure hygiene, and was given a very precise lecture that had Georges beaming with approval, and left neither policeman in any doubt whatsoever that food poisoning could not possibly have originated from neglect.



Jenny had no doubt, however, that an army of police specialists were even now ransacking the kitchen and taking samples of anything and everything they could find. She wondered what they’d make of the cat when they found it. Not that she’d ever allowed its presence to compromise her food.



‘I see,’ Mollineaux said neutrally as Jenny’s stint finally came to an end. ‘So, after the dinner was over, the guests joined the others in the ballroom and marquee. What time did the party guests — as opposed to the diners — begin to arrive?’



Once more, Chase stepped into the breach. Apparently, the rooms had begun to fill as early as seven o’clock. Various waiters and waitresses reported circulating with the food, wine and champagne. Everyone agreed that the party was a roaring success. The band had already been questioned, and Jenny could only guess at the mental collations going on in Sergeant Mollern’s head. Who had done what. When. Where. Who had become drunk. Who had left early. Slowly, over the next few hours, the map of the party was being painstakingly spread out before the police.



The diners had left the dining room at about eight, and then the party really began to swing. Everyone agreed that Alicia danced mostly with ‘her young man,’ as Chase so elegantly put it. Chloe Walker, it seemed, had danced with almost every male in the room, with the exception of Arbie Goulder. Every guest, as far as the waiters and waitresses could remember, had eaten of the savouries, a satisfying number of them complimenting the unknown cook. Everyone had drunk the champagne and wine, with the exception of two guests — one due to medical reasons, the other on the grounds of religion. Most had had the forethought to come in taxis, and thus weren’t driving.



‘Very well.’ Although dawn was by now beginning to break beyond the library windows, Mollineaux still looked as fresh as a daisy. ‘Now, it’s getting on towards midnight at the party. We’ve got the names of the guests who left early — Judge Wainwright and his wife, due to their age, and Miss Lucy Jones and her escort, due to, er, probably amorous intentions.’ Nobody snickered. It was not a snickering occasion. ‘What happened next?’



‘The cakes came in, sir,’ Chase said, and Jenny remembered the two waiters who had come to the kitchen to carry Alicia’s fancy cake out. It was, to all intents and purposes, the ‘main’ cake.



‘It had candles?’



‘Yes. I put them on,’ Jenny admitted. ‘And lit them.’



‘It looked a lovely sight,’ Georges piped up, his remembered admiration for the cake overriding momentarily his desire to be as inconspicuous as possible. There was a low murmur of agreement.



‘Indeed it did, sir,’ Chase agreed, taking up the story once more. Jenny began to suspect that he was beginning to enjoy his moment in the limelight. ‘With the lights off, and only the candles burning, everybody applauded.’



‘The lights went off?’ Mollineaux prompted.



‘Yes, sir. It was one of the highlights of the evening.’



‘Of course. And who gave the signal? For the lights to be switched off, I mean?’



‘Miss Greer.’



‘Alicia Greer?’



‘Yes, sir.’



‘I see. And she was stood where?’



‘By the table with the presents, I think,’ Chase said.



‘No, you’re wrong,’ one of the waiters spoke up. ‘She was by the champagne table.’



‘Was anyone else with her?’ Mollineaux turned to the young man, who scratched his head in thought. ‘Her boyfriend. And that funny fat bloke in the white suit.’



‘Mr Goulder?’



‘Dunno his name. He was the only one wearing a white dinner suit.’



Mollern nodded.



‘Anyone else?’ No response. ‘This was the table that housed the champagne that was shortly to be used in the toast?’ Mollineaux clarified.



‘Yes it was,’ yet another waiter spoke up. ‘I’d just popped the corks on them. Miss Greer told me the toasts were to come straight after the cutting of the cake.’



Mollineaux nodded. ‘So, standing around this table were Miss Greer, Mr Keith Harding, and Mr Goulder. Anyone else?’



‘That tiny blonde lady was there,’ a waitress’s timid voice piped up from the back. ‘The one in that lovely scarlet dress.’ After a quick debate, they all agreed she was referring to Chloe Walker.



Jenny could feel her heart begin to pound sickeningly. This was terrible. Were all the prime suspects gathered at that damned table? And why was the inspector so interested? It seemed to confirm that it was the champagne that had been poisoned after all, that it wasn’t just a melodramatic rumour doing the rounds.



‘Anyone else?’



‘Mr Banks, sir,’ Chase spoke up. ‘I remember now. I was looking at Miss Greer so’s not to miss her cue to turn off the lights, and I remember her turning and saying something to Mr Banks.’



‘You were the one to turn off the lights?’



‘Yes, sir.’



‘And Mr Banks is?’ Mollineaux asked, although he already knew the answer.



For the first time, Chase began to look uncomfortable. ‘He is, or was rather, an employee of Mr Greer’s company, sir.’



‘Was?’



‘He retired, sir. Some weeks ago.’



‘I see. Anyone else?’



It was generally agreed that several guests had been or were near to the table, the ballroom being so very crowded. ‘That man that was arguing with Miss Greer, earlier. He was there,’ Georges said thoughtfully, then flushed as all eyes turned to him.



‘Arguing?’ Mollineaux said sharply. ‘Why didn’t you say this before? What man?’



Georges shrugged, suddenly very Gallic and very afraid. ‘I didn’t think, sir, Inspector, sir. I thought nothing of it. I was returning from the table with a tray of glasses when I saw Miss Alicia and the gentleman by the big alcove of flowers. They had no drinks, so I approached, but then I saw they were arguing, so I went away again.’



‘Arguing about what?’ Mollineaux asked, with no trace of tension in his voice, which Jenny found herself admiring.



She hadn’t been present for most of the time when Mollineaux had been questioning the others about Jimmy Speight. Now she could understand why they’d been so rattled. She couldn’t imagine him leaving a stone unturned concerning their movements on that tragic morning.



‘I could not tell,’ Georges said, indignant now that he was suspected of eavesdropping on the guests. ‘Miss Alicia had her teeth clenched, like this’ — he gave them all a graphic demonstration — ‘and she was sort of hissing her words. Her face was flushed and angry, that’s how I knew they were arguing. So, naturally, I do not intend to embarrass the hostess by offering drinks, so I go elsewhere.’



‘Naturally,’ Mollineaux said dryly, and a brief glance of annoyed disappointment flickered over the face of his sergeant. ‘How did the man seem to be taking all this?’ he asked remorselessly, and again Georges gave a Gallic shrug.



‘He didn’t seem to mind,’ he said, very nearly smiling in remembered admiration of the other man’s machismo. ‘He looked, you know, amused. The ladies can be so combustible, yes?’



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux said, so tonelessly that Georges’ man-of-the-world smile collapsed like a bad souffl.



‘Did anyone else witness or overhear this argument?’



Nobody had.



‘Can you describe him, please?’ Mollineaux turned once more to the now downcast Georges, who did his best. And as details of the man’s description slowly emerged, Jenny found herself stiffening. She coughed discreetly, but needn’t have bothered. Neither Mollern nor Mollineaux had missed her reaction.



‘Yes, Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux prompted.



‘I think that sounds like the gatecrasher,’ she said, and Mollern quickly flicked back through his notes. For the first time, he spoke.



‘A lady told one of our constables about a gatecrasher earlier on. That you, Miss Starling?’



‘Yes.’



Mollern glanced at his superior. ‘Trevor Watkins, sir.’ He said the name as if it were in capital letters and inverted commas. Several of the waiters gave one another uneasy glances. The name was not totally unfamiliar, it seemed. Even Martha recognized it.



‘What, that crook?’ she gasped, before she had time to choose her words more carefully.



Mollineaux smiled at the resident cook, but there was no humour in his eyes. ‘I should point out, madam, that no formal criminal charges have ever been levied against Mr Watkins.’



No. That was probably true, Jenny surmised. She felt instinctively that he was too slippery by half. But the police knew about him all right. A lot of people did, apparently.



‘You were right to warn us, Miss Starling,’ Mollern continued. ‘Mr Watkins has quite a reputation.’



‘Yes. So I gather. But for what, exactly?’ she couldn’t help but ask.



‘Oh. This and that,’ the sergeant replied, unhelpfully.



Mollineaux shifted from one foot to the other, and Mollern abruptly fell silent. ‘Are you sure that Mr Watkins was at the table with Miss Greer?’ he asked Georges, who nodded. ‘Very well. Now, to continue. The lights went out and the cake came in. What happened next?’



‘Mr Justin gave a short speech and cut the big cake. Several guests took photographs,’ Chase said. Apparently, Alicia had left the speech-making to her brother. It figured.



‘And then?’



‘The lights went back on, and Miss Greer joined her brother. She called for champagne for the toast.’



‘Who served the glasses that the Greer twins drank from?’



There was a long, pregnant pause. Eventually a voice spoke from somewhere near the back. ‘I did.’



It was a waitress with frizzy blonde hair. None of the other catering staff knew her by name, but Jenny recognized her at once. She was, of course, Margie Harding.



‘And after the toast was given?’ Mollineaux carried on, seeming to give no undue importance to this piece of information.



‘Everyone drank,’ Chase said, beginning to lose colour.



‘And then what happened?’



‘Mr Justin fell to the ground. A moment later, Miss Alicia did the same,’ Chase continued. He said the words stiffly, and with little emotion, but they dropped like leaden weights into the sudden silence.









 
CHAPTER ELEVEN




Jenny didn’t bother going to bed after the catering staff were let go and the rest of the household regulars were dismissed. It was already 5:30 a.m., and bed didn’t seem worthwhile. Besides, who could sleep?



She learned from the inspector that Sherri Greer was upstairs, and sedated. Mark Greer was still at the hospital, but there had, as yet, been no word of Alicia. The police were everywhere, not surprisingly, and the library had been commandeered as an ‘incident room.’ She’d noticed Chase practically tiptoe past it the last time he had brought tea to the troops.



Finding herself at a loose end, she took herself off for a walk around the village that was, as yet, still asleep and largely in ignorance of the events at The Beeches. She knew that wouldn’t last long. Once word got around about the sensational happenings, the quiet country village would resemble an ants’ nest. And the arrival of the press wouldn’t help. Jenny shuddered. She didn’t like the press. Not one little bit.



Leaving the village behind, she began to traipse across the meadows, finding herself facing the large lake an hour or so later. There she stopped and sighed. It was nearly seven now, and the sun was beginning to generate a little more warmth. Birds, with hungry mouths to feed, dashed everywhere, and out on the well-stocked lake, a carp jumped. It looked idyllic. But a sense of darkness still hung over her. She sat down on the dry grass and arranged her voluminous skirt around her knees. Then she sat, stiff-backed, staring out across the lake.



There was no point in trying to pretend it hadn’t happened, she mused grimly. Facts had to be faced. And, as far as she could see, there were four possibilities. One: someone had intended to murder Justin Greer, and had succeeded. Two: someone had intended to kill Alicia Greer, and may (or may not) have succeeded. Only time would tell. Three: Someone intended to kill them both. Or four: someone had intended to kill someone else entirely (identity yet unknown) and had failed.



Four seemed very unlikely, and although she put it to the back of her mind, she knew she would still have to consider it. Even as improbable as it seemed, stranger things happened at sea — as her grandmother had always insisted on pointing out.



So, was it one, two or three? Either way, it was an undoubted fact that Justin was dead. And who wanted him that way? Arbie for sure, Jenny thought sadly. Chloe Walker possibly. Clich or not, it was often true that a woman scorned was a very dangerous animal indeed. And add to the fact that Chloe had just lost out on her dream of a rich and easy life, then Jenny could well see the self-absorbed and single-minded Chloe exacting a horrible revenge.



And then there was Tom Banks. The disillusioned, fired, but once-loyal company man. What thoughts ran through the mind of an otherwise decent, ordinary man when his working life came to an abrupt end? His loyalty rewarded with unfairness. His livelihood cut off. Just what lengths might he go to? And, Jenny reminded herself grimly, shifting on the hard earth and trying without success to find a comfortable spot, just what on earth had he wanted with a paper knife? Justin had not been stabbed. And if it had been poison (and Jenny really had no doubts about that), what use was a knife?



Unless it had been dipped in poison and then put in a glass or a bottle? Jenny sighed angrily. Now that really was far-fetched, and a very depressing indication of how lost and floundering she was.



So, supposing Alicia had been the intended target? Well, only Margie Harding would want her dead. Her husband was besotted with the beautiful blonde, that much was obvious. Unless love had turned to hate somewhere along the line, in which case, had Keith secretly begun to resent the break-up of his once happy marriage? Did he miss the love and companionship of his children more than he let on? Had he come to resent Alicia and her money and her possessive ways? Perhaps he was riddled with regrets. In which case, Keith Harding was a
 very
 fine actor.



And then there was the gatecrasher, the very unwelcome, very shady Trevor Watkins. Had his argument with Alicia been serious? Deadly serious?



Jenny sighed. It was no good — she had, as yet, nowhere near enough information to go on. And pointless speculation would only drive her up the wall.



She wished she had lunch to prepare; that would at least give her something to do. But Martha had reclaimed the kitchen the moment the last of the police had left. And, of course, she mustn’t forget Jimmy Speight. Had he been murdered also, and if so, why? Gossip had it that he was a prize snoop. Had his long nose sniffed out some trouble somewhere? Had Justin’s argument with the boy been more than that? Had Justin in fact killed him? And if so, had someone known it, and killed Justin in revenge?



If the death of the gardening boy had been no accident, Jenny mused, then the perpetration of it pointed firmly towards the residents of The Beeches. But she couldn’t see how either of the boy’s parents, intent on revenge, could have turned up at the party without being spotted. A dustbin man and his equally lowly wife would have stuck out like a sore thumb at the party of the local lord of the manor. And who could there have been at that party who even knew Jimmy Speight, let alone wanted to avenge his death?



There were just so many unanswered questions. Still, she couldn’t sit here brooding all day long, she acknowledged, and got slowly to her feet.



* * *



When she returned to the house, the first person she saw, in a group of people milling aimlessly about in the hall, was Mark Greer, who’d obviously only just returned from the hospital. He was holding a glass of brandy and looked almost happy. It made Jenny stop dead in her tracks.



‘Another glass, sir?’ Chase asked, and it was then, noticing that the bounce was back in the butler’s step, that she realized there must have been good news from the hospital.



‘Thank you, Chase. I really shouldn’t — it’s such an ungodly hour for it. But I will. To Alicia, my darling daughter, and may she have a speedy recovery. I just can’t tell you what it meant when the doctors finally told me she was going to live.’ His voice, drained and exhausted though it was, was full of the joy and relief he must have felt, and Jenny felt herself swallow. Hard.



Inspector Mollineaux, she noticed, drank to the toast with a mug of tea. Martha was dabbing her eyes on her apron, and even Sergeant Mollern allowed himself a smile. It was at the high point of this heart-warming scene that cold reality intruded with an abruptness that was shocking.



‘Ah, Miss Starling. Where exactly have you been?’



Jenny jumped guiltily, and immediately felt angry at doing so. She gave Inspector Mollineaux, who had spoken with such sharp suspicion, a cold glance. ‘I took a walk around the village and lake.’



‘I see.’ The inspector was obviously not best pleased. ‘I was wondering if you had any objection to staying on for a few days. I know you’re due to leave today, but I’ve asked Mr Greer and he assures me they have the room.’



‘To be sure,’ Mark agreed wearily. ‘I’m sure Martha would appreciate the extra help.’



Jenny was sure that Martha would do no such thing, but she smiled absently at him. For a moment she said nothing. Finally, she turned to Mollineaux, her chin angled at a slightly higher degree than normal. ‘I imagine you’ve asked others to stay on as well?’



Her voice held a distinct challenge. If she was a suspect, she wanted to make damned sure she was not the only one.



For a second, Inspector Mollineaux looked startled at her quick wits, then his eyes narrowed. For a long moment the two of them stared at one another, he looking at her like a fox might contemplate a buzzard. He knew it was no ordinary bird he had here, and the talons and beak made him pause.



‘Yes. That is, I will, once they rise,’ Mollineaux conceded reluctantly. ‘The overnight guests have very wisely tried to get some rest.’



‘And . . .’ Jenny hesitated and glanced at Mark. But there was no help for it. ‘And Mr Banks?’ she asked quietly.



Mollineaux nodded. ‘I have told Mr Banks not to leave his home town.’



‘Eh? What’s Tom got to do with it?’ Mark roused himself, the enormous strain of the last few hours beginning to tell in the shortness of his temper. ‘Tom’s a good man, and Justin should never have fired him. He wouldn’t have, if I’d known in time what was going on. I won’t have Tom upset like this.’



‘Just standard procedure, Mr Greer,’ Sergeant Mollern interrupted, soothing ruffled feathers with an expertise that was surprising in such a blunt-looking individual. ‘We must keep tabs on all the guests at the party.’



‘And what about that Watkins man then?’ Mark demanded belligerently. ‘I hear from one of your constables that he’s an out-and-out crook. You don’t want me to put him up in the house as well, do you?’ he asked, but heavily, as if he already knew the answer.



‘If you wouldn’t mind, sir. I’ve already had a word with our Mr Watkins and told him that I would appreciate it if he stayed available for questioning for a few days. A constable’s escorted him back to London, but he’ll be returning with a bag.’



Sometimes, living deep in the countryside had a price, like no nearby hotel being available to put up unwanted guests, for instance. Mollineaux was sympathetic but firm, and Jenny suspected that it wasn’t often he didn’t get his own way.



‘Very well.’ Mark gave in without a fight. He seemed drained of all energy suddenly. ‘Now, I really must go and see if my wife’s awake yet. If she is, she’ll want to know about Alicia.’



‘Of course, sir.’



The small group watched him in silence as he made his way upstairs, a stoop-shouldered, broken man. Then, as if on cue, Chase headed off and Martha scurried for the kitchen, and Jenny was just turning to head for the sanctuary of her own room when Mollineaux called her back.



‘Just a moment, Miss Starling.’



Reluctantly, she followed him into the small lounge off the library, which he appeared to have made his own private office. He waved her into a chair, which she took, and noticed that Sergeant Mollern had entered and stood by the closed door. She glanced warily at Mollineaux, who smiled at her. He was a handsome man, and he had a handsome smile, but Jenny wished heartily that he was smiling at someone else.



‘I must just make a phone call. I won’t be a moment.’ He lifted the receiver, and dialled once. ‘Hello, get me Vanchester 305621, please. Inspector Hopcroft.’



Jenny almost groaned out loud. She’d known this was coming, ever since she’d seen the look of recognition in his eyes earlier on. Oh well. Best to get it over with, she supposed.



‘Hello? Clive? This is Randolf. Yes. Mollineaux.’



Jenny had never thought of Mollineaux as a Randolf. A Lawrence, perhaps. Or maybe even a Geoffrey.



‘Yes. Oh, I’m fine. What’s it like up north?’ Mollineaux dispensed with the pleasantries without taking his eyes off the woman seated, so composed, in front of him. ‘The thing is, we’ve had a particularly nasty murder down here. A young man at his birthday party was poisoned. His sister very nearly died along with him. Yes. I know. The thing is, we’ve got problems, as you can expect, with a house full of guests, staff and whatnot, and as of yet we’re not even sure who the intended victim was. We’ve also got another, rather peculiar fly in the ointment, and that’s why I’m calling you. You’ve come across this particular fly before. She goes by the name of Jenny Starling.’



Mollineaux paused, then nodded. ‘That’s right, a cook. A rather, er, striking lady. Now if I remember right, wasn’t she a suspect in that murder you had up there a year or so ago?’



There followed an even longer silence, during which time Mollineaux’s eyes widened, narrowed, and widened again. Finally, he sighed heavily. ‘I see. So Chief Inspector Gunn was . . . Yes. And it was really like that? Yes. I see. Right. And she had nothing to do with it at all? Not even a doubt or two? No. Right.’ Mollineaux sighed again. ‘In this case the family is rather prominent, and I’m already coming under pressure from the top brass for a quick solution. But yes, I’ll bear it in mind. Bye, and thanks.’



Mollineaux hung up and leaned back in his chair. ‘That was a very interesting call, Miss Starling,’ Mollineaux began, and she had no trouble at all in picking up the undertones of sarcasm. ‘According to our mutual friend, Chief Inspector Gunn and his team didn’t solve the Enderby murder at all. You did.’



Although she couldn’t see him, Jenny had the distinct impression that Sergeant Mollern had just shifted uneasily behind her.



‘Well, I wouldn’t say that,’ she demurred faintly.



‘No? According to our friend Inspector Hopcroft, Enderby’s killer would have got away scot-free, if it hadn’t been for you. Only you, it seems, managed to sift through the clues and come up with the name of the killer.’ Mollineaux’s voice had been getting progressively tighter, chillier and more sardonic as he’d talked, and now Jenny sighed deeply.



‘Oh damn,’ she said forlornly.



‘Yes, Miss Starling. I think “oh damn” sums it up very well. And now, here we are, with yet another murder. Tell me, Miss Starling, do you collect them? Like stamps?’



‘Oh damn.’



‘I don’t have to tell you, do I, Miss Starling, that I don’t want you running around like some kind of female Sherlock Holmes wannabe, out-thinking and out-sleuthing us poor old coppers?’ Mollineaux was getting downright irate now.



‘No, Inspector, you don’t,’ she said meekly.



‘Good. So there will be no questioning of the suspects?’



‘No, Inspector.’



‘No sifting through the rooms for clues?’



‘No, Inspector.’



‘No accusations, no following of suspects. No interference, in fact, of any kind whatsoever?’



‘No, Inspector. And if you would kindly let me get in a word or two, I’d like to point out that I never intended to do any of those things. Contrary to the impression you may have received, Inspector Mollineaux, I am a cook. That’s all. That’s all I’ve ever wanted to be, and that is all I ever intended to do when I worked for Mr Enderby. It was just unfortunate that Chief Inspector Gunn was . . .’ She tailed off, unsure of how to put things delicately.



‘Incompetent?’ Mollineaux offered helpfully. ‘According to Inspector Hopcroft, that is.’



‘Well, let’s just say that he was, er . . .’ Jenny stopped, aware that she had talked herself into a corner, and tried again. ‘I’m sure that what happened at Enderby Hall will be nothing like what happens here,’ she finished, somewhat lamely.



‘I should hope not, Miss Starling,’ Inspector Mollineaux said coldly. ‘Otherwise I might start to think that the murder of Enderby gave you ideas. That it might have inspired you, so to speak. Do I make myself clear?’



‘Oh, quite,’ Jenny said quickly. She was tempted to ask how the murder of an old man, stabbed to death in a locked pantry in a deserted house, could possibly give her ideas on how to murder a young man by poison in a house crammed full with people. But, very wisely, she managed to resist the impulse.



Instead, she smiled. ‘Is that all?’



‘Hmm? Oh, yes,’ he agreed vaguely, dismissing her with a brief wave of his hand.



Jenny rose and was halfway to the door when Mollineaux stopped her. ‘Oh, Miss Starling. About putting us on to Trevor Watkins. I want to thank you for that. If he’d been allowed to leave we might never have known about him. And it may not come as much of a surprise to know that we would dearly love to get something on our Mr Watkins.’



‘No. I’d already guessed that he was not the most popular of men with the police. I was glad to be of help.’



‘Yes. But no more help of that kind, all right, Miss Starling?’ he added firmly.



Jenny looked at him, blinking the blink of the innocent. ‘Of course not, Inspector. As if I would.’



Randolf Mollineaux looked at her and shook his head wearily. ‘Good day, Miss Starling.’



Jenny needed no second prompting, and was out the door like a greyhound. Given her full and rounded figure, it was an impressive accomplishment, and Sergeant Mollern watched her cross the hall and hare up the stairs with wide and wondering eyes.



He shut the door, still smiling. ‘She’s an impressive woman, sir,’ he said, deadpan. ‘And quite beautiful too. Have you noticed?’



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux said, shooting him a warning look. ‘Unfortunately, she’s also a very clever woman, Sergeant. I thought as much the first time she opened her mouth. And our friend Clive Hopcroft has just confirmed it. In spades.’



‘You think she really did solve the Enderby case then?’ Mollern asked, interested. He always liked to know the latest gossip.



‘Well, did you really believe that Chief Inspector Gunn, of all people, had actually pulled it off all by himself?’



‘Well, no,’ Mollern said. ‘I just assumed it was Hopcroft who’d solved it.’



‘As did everybody else. But according to Hopcroft, it was our friend there.’ Mollineaux pointed at the door, through which Jenny had so recently departed.



‘So, do we take her off our suspect list?’



Mollineaux smiled. ‘She was never really on it. And I, for one, don’t think for one minute that she poisoned the Greer boy. But let’s not tell her that.’ And he grinned devilishly.



Mollern grinned back. ‘Right. And in the meantime, I take it that I keep a close eye on her?’



‘Oh yes,’ Mollineaux said quickly. ‘If Hopcroft is even only half right in singing her praises, she’s got a brain like a steel trap. Which might prove very useful to us, but very dangerous for her.’



‘If the killer realizes just how sharp our cook really is, you mean? But it’s not all that likely to happen, is it?’ As Mollineaux glanced at him inquiringly, Mollern cleared his throat. ‘Well, I mean, nobody really takes her seriously, do they? A voluptuous woman cook, I mean, well, nobody would ever dream she could be a danger to them.’



‘I hope you’re right,’ Mollineaux said feelingly. ‘Because whoever killed Justin Greer is still in this house, or at least in this village. I can feel it in my bones. And if Jimmy Speight wasn’t murdered by someone either living in this house, or strongly connected to it, I’ll be very much surprised as well.’



Mollern sighed. ‘The trouble with the Speight case is, we’ve got nothing solid to go on. Both Mr and Mrs Greer say they were in bed between five and seven, and so they probably were. I can’t see why either of those two good people would want to bump off their gardener.’



‘And of course Justin and Alicia claimed the same thing.’ Mollineaux took up the train of thought. ‘Although in Justin’s case we at least have the inkling of a motive.’



‘And then there’s the other staff,’ Mollern carried on. ‘I can’t see that the cook, butler or that nice housekeeper had any kind of motive either, although they were all annoyed at his snooping. Yet somebody bashed that lad on the head with a branch and pushed him into the pond.’



‘And if I’m not mistaken,’ Mollineaux said grimly, ‘our clever friend Miss Starling has already come to the same conclusions. And if she starts to get some good ideas, and the killer realizes that she has, then . . .’



Mollern nodded. ‘She’ll be well and truly up a well-known creek with paddles in short supply,’ he agreed glumly.







 
CHAPTER TWELVE




‘Ah, Miss Walker. I’m glad you’re feeling better,’ Inspector Mollineaux said heartily.



Chloe Walker, descending the stairs and holding on to Arbie as if he were a lifeline, tried her best to look pitiful and pale. She didn’t quite succeed. ‘I can’t say as I really do, Inspector.’ She smiled wanly at the policeman, ignoring Chase and Jenny, who were also in the hall, one passing on to the lounge with a tray of brandy, the other just on her way out.



‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Mollineaux said blandly. ‘I shall have to take this opportunity, however, to ask you to stay on at The Beeches for the time being. Perhaps Chase will take your bags back upstairs?’



The butler nodded gravely, settled his tray, and headed purposefully up the stairs. No one failed to see how Chloe’s hand clutched her case more tightly, nor did they miss the pleading look she cast Arbie’s way.



Arbie, in immediate response, tightened his hold on her other cases. ‘Exactly why do you want Miss Walker to stay, Inspector?’ he demanded. ‘Surely you can see she’s upset? She’s just lost her fianc. The last thing she wants to do is stay around and be reminded of the tragedy. I have offered to drive her back home and—’



‘I’m afraid that’s not possible, sir, at the moment. I have also asked all the outside staff and overnight guests to remain in the vicinity as well, if possible.’



There was such steel in Inspector Mollineaux’s voice that Arbie was forced to concede. ‘Oh, very well,’ he agreed reluctantly. ‘But I insist on staying also. Miss Walker needs a friend. Especially in this environment.’



Mollineaux smiled. ‘I’m so glad you feel that way, sir. I was about to ask you to remain also. You may, of course, leave to collect a few belongings.’



Arbie didn’t miss the significance of the statement. But whereas Chloe Walker looked down at them with fear and consternation on her pretty face, Arbie Goulder very nearly smiled. His eyes held those of the inspector for a long moment, then he nodded. ‘I shall, of course, be pleased to stay,’ he said affably.



Mollineaux turned away. As he did so, he caught sight of Jenny, watching it all with a lively interest, and his lips twisted wryly. They were, no doubt, both thinking much the same thing. Arbie might look ridiculous in his white suit, and may appear as a figure of fun with his round girth and strange hair, but inside he was as hard as iron. There would be no cracking Arbie Goulder, of that Jenny and Mollineaux were in silent accord.



‘Oh, Arbie, I’m afraid. I don’t want to stay. What if I’m next?’ The pitiful wail came from Chloe Walker, who in stark contrast to her escort looked as if she were about to come apart at the seams.



‘It’s all right,’ Arbie said soothingly. ‘I’ll be with you. I promise. I won’t let you out of my sight.’



Jenny winced at what seemed to her to be more of a threat than a comfort, but Chloe didn’t seem to mind. As she watched the couple return up the stairs, the travelling cook felt almost sorry for Justin’s erstwhile fiance. Chloe might have been able to handle Arbie with ease in the past, but now, Jenny sensed, the shoe was on a very different foot indeed. And if Chloe thought she could use him a second time and then cast him aside for someone else, she had better think again. Arbie was far too wily a bird to be fooled twice.



* * *



Jenny didn’t go far. She didn’t, in fact, leave the garden. It was nearly noon, and the village was now boiling with the news, and the last thing she wanted to do was be pumped for information by the locals. Instead she toured the garden, watching as the gardener, an old man with a remarkably supple back, set about planting the autumn dahlias.



She was worried about Margie Harding. No doubt the police had insisted on taking everyone’s name and address. Had she lied? Given a false name, or compromised and reverted to her maiden name? If she had, the police were sure to find out in the end. And if she’d told the truth, surely one of the eagle-eyed young police constables would have noted that her last name was the same as that of Alicia Greer’s unpopular lover. What would the police make of it all?



Jenny was sure it wasn’t looking any too good for the abandoned wife and mother. No matter whether she had lied or told the truth, her illicit presence at that party was going to prove a major stumbling block. Jenny could only hope that she hadn’t done the actual murder.



Sighing deeply and unable to find peace of mind even amongst the flowers, she lingered for a while longer in the herb garden and then returned to the house — and promptly wished she hadn’t, for something was most definitely up.



‘Ah, Miss Starling.’ Mollern pounced on her the moment she set foot in the hall, and on his face was such an expression of polite neutrality that she knew instantly that she was in trouble. ‘The inspector has gathered all the staff together in the library. Perhaps you could join us?’



Jenny smiled. ‘Of course,’ she agreed, her voice even more polite and gracious. So that’s why the gardener had suddenly disappeared. She’d wondered why he’d left a row of chrysanthemums undone.



The library was quiet when she entered, as if the very walls had absorbed the tension emanating from its residents, and Jenny had a sense of dj vu as she looked around. Chase was sitting, stiff-backed, in one of the chairs, and looked uncomfortable. By the unlit fire, Martha and Vera sat on a small sofa, Martha actually holding Vera’s hand. So they’d gone into the village and got Vera, had they? That seemed a little cruel, as Vera’s timid soul must have been terrified. The daily had gone home at the first opportunity and no one had really expected to see her set foot in the house again.



The gardener stood by a large bay window, as if he could not bear to be out of the daylight for long. Daphne Williams was staring at one of her own flower arrangements, looking, as ever, the epitome of genteel British womanhood. The party coordinator glowered beside her, looking most put out, and Jenny wondered what important function she’d been hijacked from.



The Junoesque cook took the only other available chair, by the desk. It was instantly apparent why it was the only one free. Inspector Mollineaux was sat on the other side of the desk.



‘Now that we’re all here, I’d like to ask you all some questions on the actual running of the house,’ Mollineaux began, and Jenny shot him a quick, surprised glance.



He’s lying, she thought instantly. He couldn’t care less how The Beeches was run. Something had broken. She suspected that the police had had to send the samples of food and wine to London, which had the sophisticated laboratories needed to analyse poisons. And no doubt the murder of the prominent businessman’s son at Rousham Green had been given top priority. Even so, they must have been very quick off the mark to come up with the goods so soon. And yet, here they all were.



Jenny’s heart sank. This did not look good. It did not look good at all.



‘Mrs Williams. Perhaps you could start. You have help in cleaning the house?’



‘Yes. Two girls come in from the village on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.’



‘And you use what? Furniture polish? Wax? Disinfectant?’



The tension in the room escalated as the others finally caught on. Mrs Williams frowned, but looked not at all uneasy. She proceeded to give the inspector a thorough and calm outline of the materials used to keep the house clean, where they were kept, where they were bought, and who had access.



‘And, Chase. Your duties would include the upkeep of the silverware? Shoes? That sort of thing?’



Taking his cue from the housekeeper, Chase also gave a thoroughly calm account of where the cleaning materials he used were kept. He tended to guard his territory a little more fiercely than Mrs Williams, but all the materials were kept in unlocked cupboards where anybody, with a mind to it, might find and use them.



‘And, Thorne, isn’t it?’ Mollineaux turned to the gardener, one eyebrow raised.



So that’s his name, Jenny thought. And how apt it was. His face was creased and darkened with the long years spent working outdoors, and his fierce scowl made him look like a prickly character.



‘Yes.’



‘You’re the head gardener here?’



‘That’s right.’



‘You work in the greenhouse? Amongst other places?’



Jenny knew a leading question when she heard it, and stiffened. The greenhouse? What, exactly, was kept in the greenhouse? Unbidden, her mind flipped back to the first day she had arrived, when she’d toured the greenhouse in search of edibles. What had been in there exactly?



When she remembered, she almost groaned out loud.



The gardener, however, seemed oblivious. ‘I do, yes.’



‘You buy the fertilizer. And other substances?’



‘Uh . . .’



‘Weedkiller, for instance,’ Mollineaux prompted silkily, and glanced at Jenny out of the corner of his eye. His lips almost twitched. She was staring morosely out of the window, already miles ahead of everyone else in the room — with the exception of the two policemen, of course.



‘Yes.’



‘You made the stuff in the bottle Sergeant Mollern found this morning. A derivative of rhubarb leaves, he tells me.’



‘That’s right. Powerful good stuff it is an’ all,’ the old gardener conceded comfortably.



Mollineaux smiled. He couldn’t help it. Across the table, Jenny stiffened even more. Here it comes, she thought glumly.



‘And the paraquat. Did you buy the paraquat, Mr Thorne?’



Even as the rest of the staff, alerted by the gentle tone Mollineaux had suddenly adopted, began to look anxious, the gardener only leaned complacently against the windowsill. ‘Aye, but that was more’n twenty years ago now. They don’t make it nowadays, see? T’weren’t much of it left, I reckon. I stopped using it ages ago.’



Chase and Martha exchanged quick, assessing glances. Two natural allies, they were already thinking alike. How best to wangle out from under, while dropping somebody else well and truly in it. And Jenny didn’t need two guesses in order to name their first choice.



‘I see. Tell me, Thorne, apart from yourself, who else had access to the paraquat?’



At the need for a more than one-syllable answer, Thorne sighed. ‘Anyone who went in t’greenhouse, I reckon.’



‘Hmm.’ Mollineaux wrote the observation ostentatiously in his notebook and Jenny felt like slapping him. ‘Chase. Do you go into the greenhouse?’ he suddenly asked sharply.



‘No, sir. It’s not my province,’ the butler replied instantly.



‘No. Mrs Williams? You must go in. For flowers and such?’



Daphne Williams cocked her head very elegantly to one side and thought for a moment. ‘Not really, sir. The greenhouse is mostly used for vegetables and fruits. Mr Greer insists on it. He’s a very practical man. I mainly gather flowers and such from the garden itself.’



‘I see.’ Mollineaux scratched his nose. ‘And your young girls? Would they have reason to go into the greenhouse?’



The housekeeper, for the first time, looked angry. ‘Of course not. I supervise my girls very well. They get paid wages to clean the house, Inspector. I don’t let them go mooning off to the greenhouse.’



‘No. Quite. So that leaves you, Mrs Vaughan. As the cook, I imagine you’re in and out of the greenhouse a lot?’



Everyone looked at Martha, who paled visibly. ‘Not recently I didn’t,’ Martha said shortly, expelling her breath so explosively she almost shouted. ‘I didn’t need to, did I? Not with
 her
 coming to do the party and all.’ Martha sniffed. ‘I didn’t have nothing to do with the food, did I?’ she reiterated, just in case she hadn’t hammered home her point quite enough. ‘In fact, there’s only one person here that I knows of that went into the greenhouse, because she came back with a list in her fancy notebook.’



And with that, Martha went suddenly quiet. Not that she needed to say anything else, Jenny thought glumly. No siree. As if they were one, everybody suddenly looked at her.



‘Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux prompted.



It had to be paraquat, didn’t it? Jenny allowed herself the luxury of a quick, quiet fume. It couldn’t have been good old-fashioned arsenic, could it, that once popular poison that regularly saw off unwanted Victorian wives and husbands? Or even one of those untraceable South American blow-dart poisons that were so popular in classic whodunits. Oh no. It had to be paraquat.



‘Miss Starling?’



She looked up, one eyebrow raised. ‘Hmm? Oh, the greenhouse. Yes, I went in there. I wanted to see what was available. Not much, as it turned out. Some tomatoes and marrows, but not much else.’



‘Hmm. And did you happen to notice the paraquat?’ Mollineaux asked blandly.



Jenny looked resolutely across at him. ‘Yes,’ she gritted through her teeth. ‘I did.’



‘Was the bottle full or empty?’



‘More than half gone, I would say,’ she answered sweetly.



‘Did you notice if the top was on or off?’



‘On.’



Mollineaux glanced at her, silently impressed by her no doubt accurate observations. ‘I don’t suppose you noticed if the dust on it had been smudged?’



‘No. I didn’t notice that,’ Jenny said slowly, and thoughtfully.



‘Hmm.’



‘I take it, sir . . .’ Chase, unable to stand it any longer, cleared his throat. ‘I mean, was Mr Justin killed by paraquat?’



The room held its collective breath.



‘Yes, Chase. He was,’ Mollineaux confirmed quietly.



Now why, Jenny wondered, suddenly confused, did he confirm it? The police didn’t usually go around volunteering information. In fact, the less the general public knew, the better they liked it. Except, of course, that the people in this room were not exactly the general public. And no doubt Mollineaux was playing a very clever game. He wanted the killer to know that they knew. He wanted, in fact, everybody in the house to know. The more nervous everyone was, the more likely things were to come out. It was a clever ploy, but dangerous, and Jenny gave him a disapproving look.



‘Well, that’s all for now. Thank you for your co-operation. I do, of course, expect you to keep this knowledge to yourself.’ Mollineaux glanced at Vera and Martha. ‘No gossiping in the village, yes?’



The two ladies quickly ducked their heads and eagerly followed old Thorne out the door. ‘Not you, Miss Starling,’ Mollineaux said as she made to rise, and Mollern saw the look of satisfaction that passed between butler and resident cook.



Noticing it, Mollern realized grimly that their Miss Starling didn’t have many friends in the house. And that was too bad. She might well need a friend before this affair was cleared up.



‘So,’ Mollineaux said, when the room had emptied and quietened down, ‘it’s a very nasty business, Miss Starling.’



‘I noticed,’ she said dryly.



‘The staff seem to think you’re the number one suspect,’ he mused, leaning back in his chair and looking suddenly tired.



‘I noticed that too,’ she agreed, even more dryly.



For a while the three very disparate people were silent. The police didn’t seriously suspect her, and she knew it. But they had to keep an open mind. She knew that too. Finally Jenny said, ‘There’s no doubt then? About the paraquat?’



‘None at all. The coroner’s report was most clear. Death by paraquat poisoning. It’s ancient stuff, of course, and they hardly ever come across it now. The hospital was informed at once, but Alicia Greer seems to be over the worst already. They’re thinking of releasing her as early as tomorrow. It’s a good job she didn’t drink all her champagne, as her brother did.’



‘Yes,’ Jenny agreed absently. Her mind was on something else. ‘Can they tell if the paraquat that killed Justin was the same as the stuff in the greenhouse?’



Mollineaux looked at her curiously. ‘Justin? I didn’t know you were on first-name terms with the deceased.’



Jenny could have kicked herself for making such a slip. ‘He was an informal sort of man.’ She shrugged casually.



‘Did you like him?’ Mollineaux asked sharply.



‘I did my best not to. To have liked Justin Greer, Inspector, would have shown very poor taste on my part.’



Mollineaux’s eyes narrowed for an instant. He’d had several conversations with Justin before his demise and knew exactly what she meant. ‘Yes,’ he said judiciously. ‘And to answer your question, the lab is still working on it. Once they break the poison down further, I’m confident that they’ll eventually be able to make an identical match, if it’s the same stuff that’s in the greenhouse. But we are working on the premise that that’s what the killer used. Why?’ he asked suddenly, sitting up straighter in his chair, Clive Hopcroft’s warning about her clever intellect suddenly leaping up and hitting him in the face. ‘What are you thinking?’ he demanded sharply.



Jenny shrugged. ‘It’s nothing specific. It’s just that paraquat is very much a gardener’s province, isn’t it?’



‘Yes, but you heard for yourself. Anyone could have gone to the greenhouse and siphoned some off.’ He was not about to tell even Miss Starling about the startling discovery they had found in one of the waste bins in the ballroom. ‘And you can’t really see old Thorne bearing a grudge against the young master of the house, can you?’



‘No,’ Jenny said quietly. ‘But Arbie Goulder runs a very large nursery business. He must have acres of greenhouses in order to accommodate all those orchids and bird-of-paradise flowers of his.’



She glanced down at her nails innocently.



By now, Mollineaux would be well clued in on all the gossip. He must know about Chloe Walker being snatched from Arbie by the more handsome, not to mention much wealthier, Justin.



‘And Mr Goulder, of course, had all the reason in the world to bear a grudge,’ she pointed out gently. ‘You’re assuming the killer went to the greenhouse for the poison. But have you considered the fact that he may well have come already fully equipped?’







 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Trevor Watkins arrived back in time for lunch. Martha promptly refused to cook for him, and Jenny was torn between the itch to get her fingers on some minced lamb and distaste at the thought of who was going to benefit from her excellent, own-recipe shepherd’s pie. Eventually the minced lamb won, which didn’t really come as a surprise to anyone.



‘I don’t know what the police are coming to,’ Martha sniffed to Vera, who, to everyone’s surprise, had not gone straight home after the questioning but had decided to stay on. The poor thing probably needed the wages, Jenny reflected. She’d heard somewhere that Vera had two aged parents to support. ‘Fancy asking a man like that to stay here. I mean,
 here
 , of all places. This is a respectable house, this is.’



Vera nodded. ‘It’s terrible,’ she agreed.



‘I’ve heard all sorts of nasty things about that cockney,’ Martha went on wrathfully. ‘My Dave says he stabbed a bloke in a nightclub once. Not that they ever had him up for it, of course. Too many witnesses said he was somewhere else.’



Martha broke off to watch Jenny carefully as she added tomatoes and carrots to the minced lamb mix. Jenny didn’t mind. A good shepherd’s pie recipe should be passed on. ‘That’s the trouble with men like him,’ Martha continued to bend Vera’s willing ear. ‘Nobody dares stand up to him. I even heard,’ her voice lowered in a passing nod to delicacy, ‘that he arranges for girls who need abortions to get it done without going to proper doctors and stuff.’



‘Ooh, Mrs Vaughan!’ Vera said, shuddering. ‘I thought it was easy enough to get terminations nowadays.’



Martha patted her shoulders gently. ‘Not always it isn’t, Vera, not always. Not if you’re desperate to keep it a secret, for instance, or if you’re a Catholic or whatnot. And there’s still some doctors that won’t give permission easily. But there, I’m just saying, I won’t cook for the likes of him, and that’s that. My Dave said that Trevor Watkins cut some chap’s ear off once, just because he owed him money.’



‘Well,’ Vera said, recovering somewhat. ‘What can you expect when you run one of those casino places? Of course people will owe you money.’



‘Casino?’ Martha echoed, her voice raised so many octaves that Jenny thought the glass lampshade might splinter. ‘Nothing so fancy, my dear. Gambling dens, that’s all his establishments are.’ She sniffed judiciously. ‘What I can’t figure out is why he was at the party at all.’



Jenny, who was busy adding oxtail soup to her bowl, had a good idea about that. She hadn’t forgotten Justin teasing his sister about her gambling debts that day at the lake. Nor had she forgotten Justin’s wrathful tone of voice when he’d pointed out to her that if Alicia could invite Arbie, he too could invite whomever he liked.



Although she had no proof, Jenny would have bet a considerable amount of her payment for this job that Justin had telephoned the reviled Trevor Watkins and invited him to the party in revenge for his sister’s mischief-making.



Not that Alicia’s sins were any of her business, Jenny reminded herself hastily. She’d promised the police she was going to stay out of it. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t
 think,
 did it? Next to cooking, thinking was one of the things she did best.



She sighed and headed for the potatoes. Mashed with milk and lots of butter and some parsley and garlic, that was the secret for a really good shepherd’s pie.



* * *



Chase returned from the dining room, looking his years. The events of the last forty-eight hours were beginning to take their toll, Jenny noticed with a pang. ‘Compliments to the cook on the shepherd’s pie, Martha,’ Chase said, unknowingly heaping praise on the enemy.



Martha gave him an exasperated look, but when he sank heavily onto a chair, her expression softened. Without daring to give Jenny a glance, Martha rose and dished out a good plateful of the pie for Chase, who sat staring at it morosely, making no effort to eat. Jenny didn’t take it personally. The poor man had obviously lost his appetite.



‘I don’t know what to do, I really don’t,’ Chase said. ‘The dining room was always a place of conviviality before. But Mrs Greer’s still in her bed, and Mr Greer sits there hardly saying a word. Then there’s that awful woman, who came down to lunch dressed in a cocktail dress. Can you imagine?’



Jenny could. No doubt Chloe, in her naivety, thought the rich always dressed for dinner. Even if it was lunch.



‘Praise be for Mr Goulder, that’s all I can say,’ Chase said. Obviously a businessman who ran something as British as a nursery was not in the same class as other businessmen, Jenny assumed. Besides, Arbie had the mark of a man who had gone to all the right public schools, even if he had never managed to totally fit in. And in the gloomy atmosphere of the dining room that Chase had just described, she could well see how the butler would latch onto Arbie as a lifeline. The world at The Beeches was coming apart, and it must be painful to watch.



‘I suppose that Watkins man was there,’ Martha said, unable to let go of her favourite pet hate.



Chase sniffed. He didn’t need to say anything more on that subject. ‘Inspector Mollineaux was there.’ He changed the subject, leaving Martha wrong-footed. Obviously the cook wasn’t on such sure ground with Mollineaux as she was with Trevor Watkins.



‘It’s so difficult,’ Chase said. ‘Knowing how to deal with the police. Especially with Mr Greer actually present.’



Martha frowned. ‘In what way?’ she asked curiously.



‘Well, I mean, what does one say, or not say?’ Chase asked plaintively. ‘I certainly want to do my duty,’ he began, his pomposity easily forgiven, since it came mixed with such obvious sincerity. ‘I do so want the police to catch Justin’s killer. But how does one know what helps, and what doesn’t?’ he appealed helplessly. ‘Take Mr Banks, for instance . . .’ The butler suddenly hesitated, and Jenny realized she was sitting tensely on the edge of her seat now.



She forced herself to relax, knowing that she could rely on Martha to ferret out the juicy bits.



‘What about him?’ Martha asked anxiously. ‘I like Mr Banks. He’s one of the last of the real old-fashioned gentlemen.’



‘Exactly,’ Chase said, relieved to find someone who understood his dilemma. ‘And Mr Greer is very fond of him too. After all, they worked together for so many years. So should I tell the police that I saw Mr Banks coming from Justin’s bedroom on the night of the party, or shouldn’t I?’



Jenny licked her painfully dry lips and forced herself to wait patiently for Martha to ask the question.



‘Did you?’ Martha asked, right on cue but obviously surprised. ‘When?’



‘About eleven thirty. That’s just it, you see.’ Chase’s impassioned cry made Vera start nervously. ‘I can’t see how that could possibly have anything to do with the murder. Justin died in the ballroom, not his bedroom. So it might just embarrass Mr Greer if I told the police. On the other hand, how do I know that it might not be important? I don’t want to do anything to make the job harder for the police, do I?’



Martha gnawed her lip, finally understanding his dilemma. Jenny cleared her throat and Chase looked at her instantly, his face hopeful rather than resentful for once. As an interloper, Jennifer Starling was not to be tolerated. But in times of crisis, Chase was learning — as quite a few others had learned before him — that there was something comforting about the impressively large cook. Something honest and decent and, well,
 dependable,
 that you could rely on.



‘If I were you, Chase,’ Jenny said gently, ‘I should take Inspector Mollineaux discreetly to one side and tell him all you know. If you ask him to, I’m sure he won’t tell Mr Banks or Mr Greer where his information came from. It’ll probably turn out that Mr Banks has a perfectly rational explanation anyway,’ she continued bracingly, even though she secretly rather doubted it. ‘In which case, the matter can be cleared up quickly. It’s far better to be honest about these things. Don’t you agree?’



Chase sighed. ‘I expect you’re right,’ he agreed reluctantly, and glanced at Martha for further guidance. But not even Martha could find fault with the advice. Chase sighed and rose, his food untouched. Jenny watched him go, and wondered what Mollineaux would make of the news.



As for herself, she couldn’t see how it was particularly relevant. Unless it transpired that Justin had left the party and gone to his room for some reason. And even if that was the case, she couldn’t see how Tom Banks could have done something in Justin’s room that would have resulted in him dying half an hour later in the ballroom.



The man was not a magician, after all.



Was he?



* * *



That afternoon, the weather changed. The sun, as if ashamed of itself for shining so brightly on a house of tragedy, took itself off behind a bank of lowering, thunderous-looking clouds, and the temperature dropped dramatically. In the ballroom, the police presence had dwindled considerably now that all the rifling, tidying, cataloguing and general sniffing around had been completed. There were still two constables left, however, to make sure that no one interfered with what evidence remained.



When Jenny entered the room, a tray in hand, she was the immediate focus of their attention. ‘Hello, lads,’ she said cheerfully, firmly establishing herself as the adult in charge. ‘I thought you boys would appreciate some tea and scones. I made them fresh this afternoon and they’re still warm. I have apricot and strawberry jam. I know you boys don’t appreciate gooseberries, though why I can’t imagine. Although, as a matter of fact, wild damson jam is my all-time favourite.’



Before she’d even finished she could almost hear their saliva glands beginning to stir. The slightly older constable glanced at his companion and nodded permission. ‘Can I put the tray on that table there?’ She pointed at the table which had hosted the champagne, but which was now totally bare. Again the older constable took charge. He still looked ridiculously young and uncomfortable in the stiff blue uniform, and his rather ruddy complexion had paled a little at the cook’s choice of table, but the inspector had said all the evidence had been collected. He could see no harm. Besides, the smell of the scones had wafted over the air and his stomach was in danger of rumbling.



‘Certainly, Miss Starling,’ he said, deliberately using her name. He’d been taking careful note of all that had been going on, and had memorized everyone’s name, and was rather proud of the fact.



Jenny found the gesture oddly touching. ‘Sugar? Milk?’ She poured the mugs of good strong tea as specified, glad when the two lads sidled closer to take them. She cut into the scones and reached for the jam pots. ‘Apricot?’



‘Strawberry, please,’ the youngest constable spoke at last. To Jenny’s eyes he looked as if he should still have been at school, but then, she supposed, even Mollineaux must have started out like this, although that was almost impossible to picture.



‘There you go.’ Jenny handed out the plates and watched in satisfaction as both men took huge bites. ‘That’s better. I daresay they forgot to feed you?’ Jenny gushed, playing the well-meaning but slightly dippy cook to perfection, then poured herself her own mug of tea.



By now, neither constable was aware of the incongruity of her doing such a thing. Her opening gambit had successfully induced a feeling of ‘them and us’ just as she’d intended. ‘You lot must have been so busy the last few hours. I know we all have — in the kitchen, I mean. Well, you have to carry on, don’t you? Even when tragedy strikes, ordinary people like us just have to get on with things,’ she rumbled on cosily.



‘That’s true,’ the older constable said, licking his lips free of jam. ‘My partner will be wondering where I am. I should have come off duty hours ago.’



‘Me too,’ his companion agreed. ‘But my girlfriend knows I’m not in an ordinary job. No office clerk hours for us, eh, Pete?’



The older one shook his head, and eyed the plate of scones. Jenny promptly bent down and sliced into another, this time adding apricot jam. These lads were all alike. Strawberry mad. They didn’t seem to realize that other fruits were just as tasty.



‘Well, when something as terrible as this happens they can’t expect you to work normal hours, can they?’ she asked approvingly. ‘And it’s so awful, isn’t it? Not that I knew the victim much, you understand,’ she continued chattily. ‘I was only here to cook for the party,’ she carried on, allowing distress to put a wobble in her voice. ‘But his poor parents!’ She let the silence hang there for a moment, then tut-tutted and shook her head. ‘How could anybody predict that some wicked person would put poison in the champagne?’



The older lad shook his head. ‘There’s some evil people about, Miss Starling,’ he said sadly, and Jenny nodded gloomily.



‘I don’t doubt it, especially after last night. That poor boy, dying in front of all those people. You know, I just can’t for the life of me think how it was done. I mean, with all those people around, you’d think somebody would have seen something, wouldn’t you?’ she asked guilelessly.



‘You would,’ the youngster agreed. ‘Especially with the needle and all.’



Jenny sighed deeply and nodded. ‘I know. It’s terrible. Still, at least your Inspector Mollineaux knows what he’s about.’ She spoke quickly but calmly. She mustn’t let them realize the mistake they’d made. Spooking them now would make them clam up faster than a reprimand from Sergeant Mollern.



But it was very interesting to learn about the needle.



‘That’s true. Nothing much escapes Inspector Mollineaux,’ the older one agreed.



Jenny was just about to ask something innocuous when the door opened and Sergeant Mollern stepped into the room. His eyes went from the young constables to Miss Starling, then to the plate of scones, then back to Miss Starling. He looked, she was offended to see, very suspicious.



‘Just bringing your lads some food, Sergeant,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Fresh-baked scones. Would you like some?’



‘No thank you, Miss Starling.’ He opened the door wider and stood by it, waiting pointedly. Jenny gave him a sweet look as she passed and tried not to notice when the door slammed shut — hard — behind her.



In the ballroom, Mollern walked slowly over, noticing that the lads had begun to shuffle their feet. At the table he looked down at the scones. They were crammed with sultanas and steamed slightly. His mouth watered. He glanced once more at the constables, his face grave. ‘I do hope you haven’t been discussing the case with the cook?’



‘No, Sergeant,’ they chorused in unison.



‘Good. Don’t forget that Justin Greer was poisoned. And in poisoning cases we nearly always look to the cook first,’ he lied, and had the pleasure of watching them go green around the gills. Their eyes flitted to the scones. The younger one swallowed hard. ‘Right then. You two get off home. Be back at eleven o’clock tonight, mind. Inspector Mollineaux wants a police presence in the house round the clock. Just in case somebody else gets poisoned.’



He watched the two scuttle away, a happy grin on his face. Immediately once the door was shut, he quickly turned to the scones and ladled out some apricot jam. He sunk his teeth in with a sigh of bliss. They were the best scones he’d ever tasted.



* * *



Jenny was crossing the hall, the slammed door still ringing in her ears, when the main door flew open in a flurry of wind and rain. The ominous black clouds had at last let loose a downpour that had caught Daphne Williams unprepared as she’d been returning to the house with a few items she’d bought in the village. She put her bag down and slipped off her cardigan to give it a good shake, her usually elegant chignon looking bedraggled and wet.



It was this that made Jenny stop in mid-stride. Not because she was surprised that the housekeeper’s panache should suffer in the rain, just like everyone else’s, but rather the actual, physical sight of the wet, fair hair itself. With an icy shock, she knew she’d seen it before.



Hair of exactly that silvery gold shade. Hair that wet. A scant second later, as she remembered exactly where, the cold feeling intensified even more to form a solid block somewhere in the middle of her spine.



At that moment Daphne noticed her, and gave her a rather weak smile. ‘Hello, Miss Starling. I wouldn’t go out if I were you.’ She indicated her wet skirt and blouse with a wry, self-conscious grimace.



Jenny smiled, but knew that her face must look stiff and unnatural. ‘Yes. I think I’ll have to postpone my daily walk.’



Daphne retrieved her bag and made as dignified a dripping exit as possible. Jenny watched her go, her eyes thoughtful and worried.



The last time she’d seen sodden hair of that colour, it had been on the body of Jimmy Speight as he’d been dragged from the pond. Jimmy Speight, whose family had moved here four years ago. Around the same time that Daphne had started work for the Greers.



Jimmy Speight was adopted, according to local gossip.



And Daphne had gone out of her way to make friends with the Speights, which had puzzled even Martha.



Back in the kitchen, Jenny poured some flour in a bowl and added a good dollop of butter to it. She was preparing rhubarb crumble, but her mind was on other things.



She didn’t see the cat slink through the door, hug the shadows by the wall and stealthily slide under her table.



She knew she’d have to tell Mollineaux her theory about Daphne, although she was not looking forward to it. For if Jimmy Speight was Daphne’s biological son, it would put her squarely in the middle of everything that was going on.



Now she could understand why Daphne had been acting so oddly. And sympathize. For the day Jenny had arrived here, Daphne had just learned that her son was dead. And, even worse, she had been denied the simple and natural need to grieve. For how could she grieve without telling the whole world why?



Jenny sighed deeply. Surely she could have had nothing to do with the murder of Justin, could she? Unless she had reason to suspect that Justin had killed her son.



Jenny sighed again, even more deeply, and turned her thoughts to what she’d learned from those nice young policemen. A needle — surely they meant a hypodermic?



Jenny began to vigorously rub the flour, sugar and butter together. How did a hypodermic needle fit into all this? Could Justin have been injected directly with neat paraquat? Surely not. She couldn’t see Justin standing still while somebody jabbed him with a needle. Unless the crush at the party was so intense someone had been able to jog against him, inject him, then move away. But surely, surely,
 somebody
 would have noticed.



Unless he’d been injected upstairs in his bedroom, by Tom Banks.



Oh, right, Jenny thought exasperatedly, and Justin never thought to mention it to anybody, but had rejoined the party, laughed, drank and eaten for half an hour, then fallen dead after the toast.



Very likely.



But if Justin hadn’t been injected directly (and surely the coroner would have found the mark), then how did the needle fit in?



Just then she felt a swift injection in her ankle and she shot back, her heart leaping into overdrive. For a fraction of a second she thought that death had come to claim her, and that the murderer had just given her a fatal injection of paraquat.



Then a grey streak shot from under the table, bounded onto the dresser, knocked off a cream jug and shot out the window.



Jenny watched the cat go, and almost laughed. ‘Wonderful timing, cat,’ she murmured in a voice rich with admiration and profound relief. ‘Wonderful timing.’



Then her smile fled. She said again, very quietly and thoughtfully, ‘Wonderful timing,’ and returned to her mixing bowl.



Yes. It really must have been wonderful timing, she thought savagely. However it had been done.







 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Mollern put down the telephone just as the inspector walked through the door. It appeared that Mollineaux had managed to catch a few hours’ sleep, but the evening sun was giving all the overtired policemen still at the crime scene ideas about home, wife and bed.



‘The lab, sir.’ Mollern indicated the telephone. ‘The syringe
 did
 contain paraquat as we thought.’



Mollineaux nodded, not at all surprised. ‘I’ve just heard from the hospital. Alicia Greer is being released tomorrow.’ He looked, however, paradoxically grim at the good news. It was explained a moment later when he added quietly, ‘She insists on coming home. Her father, too, won’t hear of anything else.’



Mollern sighed. ‘We have to get rid of the house guests then. Can’t keep them here with Miss Greer about. Especially Watkins.’



So far, Watkins had continuously denied that any argument had taken place on the night of the party. But with Alicia back home to say different, he might not feel so cocky.



Mollineaux slowly sank into a chair and ran a hand over his lips. He looked both thoughtful and tense. Finally he shook his head. ‘No. They stay. And so do we. I’ve arranged with Mark Greer for us to move into one of the bedrooms in the attic. Shared accommodation, I’m afraid, Sergeant. But there it is.’



Mollern shrugged philosophically. ‘Just like going back to my army days, sir.’ He didn’t add that such an unusual step meant that Mollineaux must be very concerned about the return of Alicia Greer indeed. He didn’t need to. He too could feel that things were about to break.



‘We’d better have another word with our cook,’ Mollineaux continued. ‘Get all the gen we can before we start putting the wind up our little gang.’



Mollern smiled. ‘I’m looking forward to putting it to that Arbie chap almost as much as I am to lighting a fire under our friend Watkins.’



Mollineaux smiled wearily. He hadn’t failed to notice his sergeant’s antipathy towards Arbie Goulder. In many ways it was quite understandable. There was something about Goulder that would rub any policeman up the wrong way. Perhaps it was his lack of fear that was so annoying. Perhaps it was his obvious intelligence. Brains, not brawn, were a policeman’s chief enemy after all. A clever criminal, sad though it was to contemplate, could very often get away with murder.



‘Right. Kitchen,’ he said, more to bolster his own flagging energy than to spur on Mollern. Although the junior man had had as little sleep as anyone else, there was something of the tireless dynamo about his squat, powerful frame that Mollineaux had often had to rely on in the past.



‘Now that our theory about the needle and what it must mean has checked out,’ Mollern said, leading the way, ‘what do we do if our suspect list changes?’



Mollineaux closed his eyes briefly. ‘Don’t even think it, Sergeant,’ he chided wearily. ‘Don’t even think it.’



* * *



Jenny looked up as the two policemen descended the few steps into the kitchen and glanced across at Martha. The cook resolutely turned her back and put every ounce of effort into upgrading her ears. Mollineaux coughed. Martha continued to deal with the ingredients of a rice pudding. Mollineaux coughed again, and not even Martha could ignore it. Reluctantly, she put her ears on stand-down, and turned inquiringly.



‘If you wouldn’t mind, Mrs Vaughan. We’d like to have a few moments alone with Miss Starling here.’



Martha sniffed, but shot a look of triumph at Jenny as she left.



‘Are you about to make her day?’ Jenny asked, amused, and when Mollineaux raised a questioning eyebrow, added drolly, ‘Are you about to arrest me?’



‘Nothing so dramatic,’ Mollineaux assured her. ‘We just need your help. It’s about the afternoon of the party.’ Jenny nodded, her alert eyes moving from sergeant to inspector and back again. ‘The champagne arrived when exactly?’ he asked.



‘About ten, I think. A delivery man brought it in.’



Mollern questioned her closely about his appearance and made notes. ‘And you directed him to the pantry?’ he continued smoothly.



‘No. The housekeeper did.’



‘Mrs Williams?’ Mollineaux said sharply. ‘Why did she do that?’



‘Alicia told her to, apparently,’ Jenny said, wondering why the police were so concerned about the arrival of the champagne all of a sudden. At their continued silence, she felt obliged to explain further. ‘Apparently Alicia was afraid that if the wines were put in the cellar, along with the rest of her father’s vintages, there might be a mistake made, and some of her father’s other, far more expensive wines might be retrieved by mistake. Apparently Mr Greer buys wine more as an investment than to actually drink,’ she added, unable to keep the disapproval out of her voice. In her opinion, wine was made for drinking, even if she very rarely imbibed herself.



‘I see,’ Mollineaux said. He didn’t look happy, Jenny thought — not happy at all. ‘And after the wine was stored in the pantry,’ the policeman continued, so nonchalantly that Jenny instantly knew they’d come to the crux of the matter, ‘who else had occasion to go into the pantry?’



So that’s it, Jenny thought, the answer coming to her in a flash. The syringe the young policeman had talked about must have contained paraquat. Which meant that the police believed it had been used to inject the champagne with poison through the cork. What else? How very clever. How very,
 very
 clever, she mused.



‘Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux prompted sharply, not at all liking the look of comprehension that had flickered briefly across her face.



‘Eh? Oh, the pantry. Yes. I can see that’s very important,’ she murmured, trying to rein in her racing thoughts. ‘Well, the first one to go in there was Justin Greer, to look at his birthday cake.’



But that obviously didn’t count, Jenny realized, then brought herself to an abrupt halt. Or did it? Justin had certainly been in the pantry long enough to take out a paraquat-filled hypodermic and shove it into a champagne cork. Had he, in fact, meant to murder someone else and somehow it had all gone terribly wrong? Or had the intended victim perhaps found out and turned the tables (or rather the champagne bottles) on him?



‘Miss Starling,’ Mollineaux said again, beginning to feel hot under the collar. If he didn’t know better he could swear the cook was already ahead of him. But that was impossible.



‘What? Oh, sorry. Who else. Hmm, let’s see. Mr Greer, Mark Greer that is, came down with Mr Goulder. Alicia had asked Mr Goulder to bring some of the wine to the ballroom.’



Mollern, who had perked up considerably on hearing Arbie’s name, scribbled happily. ‘And Mr Goulder was alone in the pantry?’ Mollineaux persisted, which made Jenny abruptly frown. She was mad at herself because, of course, she hadn’t been paying particular attention. Which meant that she just didn’t know.



‘I’m not sure,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘Mr Greer could have handed out a crate to him. Or he could have gone in after it himself. I just don’t know.’ She could see the disappointment on their faces and felt guilty. ‘Well, it’s hardly my fault,’ she snapped. ‘I was rushed off my feet preparing a six-course meal and party nibbles. How was I to know somebody would be injecting paraquat into the champagne?’ she challenged them grimly. ‘If I had, I can assure you, I’d have been taking more notice.’



Mollineaux stared at her, his jaw very nearly falling to his knees. ‘Injecting paraquat into the champagne?’ he repeated. His face darkened. ‘And how, pray tell, did you know that, Miss Starling?’



Jenny felt like giving herself a hearty kick on the shins. If she hadn’t been wearing such heavy sensible shoes, she might have done just that. ‘Er, well, I just happened to, er, overhear something about a hypodermic found somewhere and, naturally, when you came here asking about who had access to the pantry with the champagne in it, I just put two and two together. Tell me, Inspector, where was the needle found exactly?’



‘In one of the bins in the ballroom. The one under the champagne table to be exact,’ he said grimly. ‘Since you seem to know so much already, you may as well know it all.’



Jenny flushed guiltily. ‘Yes, well. Now, who else went in to the pantry?’ She quickly turned back to the original questioning, hoping she hadn’t got either of the two young constables who’d inadvertently spilled the beans into trouble. Or that she’d marked herself out as suspicious for knowing more than she ought to. ‘Mr Harding carried out a crate.’



‘Keith Harding?’ Mollineaux said, thankfully turning his attention elsewhere. ‘When was this?’



‘The same time as Mr Greer and Arbie.’



Mollern glanced across at his superior and Jenny could tell they were both thinking the same thing. Why might Keith Harding poison the champagne? The answer, of course, was obvious to all three. To kill Justin who so heartily disapproved of him and was intent on making trouble. And who had been on hand to prevent Alicia drinking too much of the champagne herself? Again, Keith Harding.



‘Even so,’ Jenny said, thinking her thoughts out loud, ‘that would have been very risky. He does love her, after all.’



Mollern nodded, not seeming to notice that the cook was echoing his own thoughts almost to the letter. ‘I think he’s genuinely in love with the girl too,’ he said judiciously. ‘So would he take such a terrible risk with her life?’



‘And again, I’m not sure if Keith actually went into the pantry alone, or if—’ Suddenly, she stopped. Both Mollineaux and Mollern glanced at her quickly. ‘I suppose,’ she said thoughtfully after a moment or two, ‘that the champagne must have been injected while it was still in there.’ She nodded to the back pantry. ‘It couldn’t possibly have been done in the ballroom?’



Both policemen shook their heads at once. ‘Too crowded. With so many people around, someone would have been bound to notice if a hypodermic was whipped out and stuck into a bottle.’



Jenny sighed. ‘Yes. I suppose so. But, in that case, it doesn’t make sense,’ she said, her voice so chagrined and disappointed and frustrated that both policemen had to fight back a smile. Mollineaux was not about to ask her to explain herself, however. He was well aware that a lot of things about this case didn’t make sense. And number one on that list of things that didn’t make sense was how the killer could possibly have arranged for the poisoned bottle to be served only to Justin and Alicia Greer and nobody else.



‘The wine waiters are all agreed that they began filling the guests’ glasses for the toast just before the cake was brought in.’ He went over it again out loud, just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He was confident that if he had, Jenny Starling would soon pounce on it. ‘They took the champagne from the table, where the head wine waiter had uncorked it, a chap of unblemished record who didn’t know the Greers from Adam. Under all those watchful eyes, they’d circulated with the glasses until every guest had one, and then Alicia Greer gave the signal for the birthday cake. The lights went out, everybody oohed and ahhed over the cake, then the lights came on again. Alicia went to her brother and signalled for their glasses to be filled. Another waiter — no, a waitress this time — was handed two glasses from the head wine waiter, who swears he poured the glasses from a bottle he picked at random, and again with over a hundred eyes watching the waitress took the glasses to the brother and sister. Justin and Alicia drink and . . . hey presto.’



‘What about when the lights went out?’ Jenny said.



‘No good.’ Mollineaux shook his head. ‘I’ve checked with everyone at the party. They all said it went dark — practically pitch-black. Nobody could have seen to pour poison into a champagne glass. Besides which, we already have a hypodermic filled with paraquat. No. It just doesn’t make sense. Somebody pre-injected the champagne or why the needle? — and somehow,
 somehow,
 arranged that only Justin and Alicia drank from it.’



‘Which brings us back to the waitress,’ Mollern said, and looked at Miss Starling thoughtfully.



Jenny looked away. ‘Yes,’ she agreed miserably.



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux echoed her prim word sardonically. ‘Do you, by any wild chance, happen to know who that waitress is, Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux asked, so silkily she knew that the game was up.



‘Hmm? Oh, yes, I believe she was, no, still is — for the moment anyway — Mr Harding’s wife. Estranged wife, I suppose I should say. I take it that you’ve questioned her?’ she added casually.



‘Oh yes,’ Mollineaux said grimly. ‘We’ve had one of our top interrogators questioning her for hours now.’



Jenny felt a wave of sympathy for Margie Harding wash over her, and winced. ‘And you’ve run into the same problems as before,’ she mused. ‘Margie Harding, to my knowledge, never set foot in the pantry. So she couldn’t possibly have injected the paraquat beforehand.’



‘No,’ Mollineaux said heavily. ‘She also had nothing to do with the opening of the champagne, or the distribution of it. The head waiter, or one of his more trusted minions, always opened the bottles. They then poured and gave trays of the stuff to the waiters and waitresses to circulate with. Including our Mrs Harding.’



‘Still,’ Mollern said, ‘she did hand over the fatal glasses to Justin and his sister.’



‘But she wasn’t stood at the champagne table before the toast,’ Jenny pointed out quickly, and both men nodded gloomily. ‘Also, it was the head waiter who actually poured out the glasses. From a random bottle. And somebody would have seen her if she’d tried to poison just one glass, surely?’



Jenny simply didn’t want it to be Margie Harding. Of all the suspects, she was the only one Jenny actively
 wanted
 to be innocent. Any of the others — Arbie, Trevor Watkins, Chloe, even Keith — any of those she could cope with as a murderer.



‘Pity, though,’ Mollern said. ‘She had the motive, and so very nearly the opportunity. And I don’t think much of her reasons for being at the party. I don’t believe a woman would go to so much trouble just to be near her husband.’



‘Then you don’t know much about women, Sergeant,’ Jenny said crisply, and rose to her feet. ‘Cup of tea?’ she asked pleasantly. Both men quickly agreed, and the cook took out a large round fruit cake. ‘Baked this morning,’ she said. ‘When Martha wasn’t looking,’ she added, eyes twinkling. For a while, silence reigned as tea was sipped and cake appreciatively munched.



‘So, what next?’ Jenny asked, and Mollineaux, after giving her a quick, exasperated look, finally gave in to the inevitable.



‘We question Arbie and Keith about the crates,’ he confirmed, his voice as discouraged as he must have felt. ‘But they’ll only deny everything. I don’t suppose anyone else could have come down during that morning and afternoon. Chloe Walker, perhaps?’



‘I doubt it,’ Jenny said miserably. ‘If they had, I’m sure Martha or Vera would have seen and mentioned it, even if they’d chanced to come down on one of the rare occasions when I wasn’t in the kitchen myself.’



‘Besides, Chloe Walker has no motive,’ Mollern said, sighing. ‘She lost all her chances of a wealthy marriage when Justin died.’



‘Oh but . . .’ Jenny said, and then stopped.



Mollineaux, reaching for a second piece of cake, stopped in mid-action and looked up, gimlet eyes glinting. ‘Oh but what?’



‘Well, Justin had already broken it off with Chloe,’ Jenny admitted reluctantly. She
 hated
 being a stool pigeon. ‘He told me so just before they went into dinner. He said he was keeping an eye on her in case she caused a scene. Well, in case she took reprisals was more accurately what he hinted at.’



‘I wish you’d told us that before,’ Mollineaux said, too weary to be really angry, and Mollern suddenly began pushing back his notebook pages with an energy that had both Mollineaux and Jenny staring at him expectantly. Eventually, and with a small grunt of triumph, he stopped and tapped a page with his pencil.



‘I thought so. One of the guests said they saw Chloe Walker leave the party for a brief spell, somewhere about eleven thirty p.m. She went out into the garden for some fresh air apparently. The last he saw of her, according to his statement, she was heading towards the greenhouse.’



Where there was paraquat.



‘Really?’ Mollineaux’s eyes began to gleam.



Jenny’s lips twisted wryly, instantly seeing the flaw. ‘And she just happened to have a handy hypodermic needle in her handbag, I suppose?’ Both men wilted slightly. ‘Unless the needle is a blind,’ Jenny mused, only half-serious.



‘The classic red herring you mean? To put us off the track?’ Mollern rolled the thought around — with some scepticism, it had to be said — while Mollineaux sighed heavily.



‘I wouldn’t put it past our killer,’ he agreed morosely. ‘The more we get into this case, the more intricate it becomes. But that needle narrows it down a little. Don’t you agree, Miss Starling?’



Jenny did. She could quite see that if she was right about the business with the hypodermic, then it narrowed it down very considerably indeed.



To just one, in fact.



But it still didn’t make sense.



Mollern pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘I suppose we’d better see Miss Walker about that turn in the garden.’



‘Hmm? Oh yes,’ Jenny murmured, and then gave a clearly visible start as memory gave her a jab in the ribs. ‘Oh, there was just one other thing.’



‘Yes, Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux asked, his voice so calm it made her double-take.



‘You know that little talk we had. About my not interfering,’ she began carefully, not trusting Mollineaux’s calmly inquiring look one little bit.



‘Yes, Miss Starling,’ he said smoothly, ‘I remember it well.’



Jenny swallowed. ‘Well, I took it to heart, I assure you,’ she said quickly. ‘But I assumed that you didn’t mean for me not to make a suggestion or two, if a thought occurred to me.’



Mollern glanced at his superior and very nearly smiled at the look on his face.



‘Yes, Miss Starling?’ Mollineaux said, by a great effort of will actually managing to avoid grinding his teeth. ‘And I take it that a thought has actually occurred?’



Jenny took a small step sideways, just out of his reach. Well, you never knew. ‘Yes. I think you might find that Daphne Williams is Jimmy Speight’s real mother.’ She got it all out in an undignified rush.



Mollern, who thought he’d been prepared for anything and was waiting with his notebook at the ready, very nearly dropped his pencil.



‘You did know he was adopted, didn’t you?’ Jenny added quickly, just to break the rather deep quiet that had suddenly fallen over the kitchen. Mollineaux stared at her for a moment, then seemed to pull himself together.



‘Yes, Miss Starling. We had managed to gather that much information all by ourselves,’ he acknowledged, the sarcasm so finely dealt out that she almost missed it.



She blushed. ‘Good. Well, that was all.’ She made a vain move in the general direction of the door.



‘Just a moment,’ Mollineaux said, his voice rising loudly before he brought it back firmly under control. ‘Just what makes you think that the housekeeper is Speight’s real mother?’



So Jenny told him. When she had finished, and Mollern’s ever-busy pencil had finally scratched to a halt, Mollineaux had calmed down in fact as well as in appearance. He was silent for a few moments, and then said quietly, ‘It’s very slim evidence on which to base a theory, Miss Starling.’



‘Oh yes, I know. That’s why I wondered if you could possibly check it out more thoroughly before we . . .
 you
 . . . talk to Daphne.’



‘I’ll get onto it,’ Mollern offered. ‘It might be tricky getting names from the adoption agency. They can be very strict about things like that. But a murder investigation cuts a lot of red tape.’ And with that gem of wisdom, he took a step backwards, and complete pandemonium broke out.



A sound that would have made a fire-engine siren seem piffling by comparison rocketed around the room and made Mollern jump even further back, going into an instinctive half-crouch. Mollineaux also shot back and flinched as a grey streak leapt, hissing and spitting, onto the table. The cat, whose tail Mollern had just trodden on, ran maniacally across the table, jumped into the sink, shot out again, paused on the marble-topped workspace for an emergency lick, then shot up to the top of the dresser, landed on the table again, and would have set off on the circuit all over again if Jenny hadn’t quickly grabbed it.



‘Be careful!’ she said crossly to the sergeant, cradling the panting cat close to her impressively padded breast and tucking his twitching and stinging tail firmly under its own furry body to keep it warm. She began stroking the ears back from its head with long, gentle strokes.



Mollern flushed red. ‘Sorry,’ he said instantly. ‘I didn’t know it was there,’ he added defensively. He looked at the cat guiltily. Mollineaux, on the verge of unrestrained laughter, nodded his head to the doorway and Mollern, still feeling like a first-class bully, slunk off.



Together the policemen left to question Arbie and Chloe Walker and then get on to the adoption angle.



Jenny continued to absent-mindedly stroke and comfort the cat, her mind on other things. That needle bothered her. And the conclusions she’d tentatively drawn from it bothered her even more. And she did so hope Margie Harding hadn’t had too hard a time of it.



Her thoughts came to an abrupt halt when someone started a lawnmower going in the kitchen. Jenny looked around quickly, but she was most definitely alone. Then, realizing where the sound was coming from, looked down. The cat, eyes closed, was purring contentedly, not to mention awesomely noisily, its fluffy grey cheek pressed against her sternum.



Jenny was so flabbergasted that she stopped stroking.



The cat opened his wide orange eyes and stared at her. He, too, looked surprised. All at once his ears began to flatten, and Jenny put the animal down even more quickly than she’d picked it up. All available claws protracted, but by then Jenny was already making her way to the steps.







 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Arbie looked up from his gin and tonic and grimaced as the door opened. He’d been about to ask Chloe to marry him, and this time he was sure she’d say yes. He’d give her no other option. So he was furious at the interruption.



It was a little early to be drinking, but he hardly cared what the police thought, and so he met Inspector Mollineaux’s ironic eyes with a jaunty smile.



‘Ahh, here you are, Miss Walker. I was wondering where you’d got to,’ Mollineaux said jovially. Chloe flushed. She took a large sip of her own gin and tonic and stared at the unlit fireplace. ‘I have a few questions, Miss Walker. I’m sure you won’t mind?’



‘Perhaps she minds very much,’ Arbie shot back, his voice lowering dangerously.



‘I don’t see why,’ Mollineaux said mildly. ‘You do want to help us find Justin’s killer, don’t you, Miss Walker?’



‘Of course I do,’ Chloe said quickly, and cast Arbie a ‘shut up’ look.



Arbie rapidly changed tactics. He shrugged amiably but at the same time hitched his chair just a little closer to Chloe. Mollineaux chose to sit opposite her, on a little two-seater sofa. He gave Mollern a blank look, which his sergeant instantly read, and joined him on the sofa. Chloe now faced two implacable officers of the law, and she crossed her legs nervously, showing off long, silk-clad limbs to perfection. Neither man so much as glanced at the feminine attractions on show, but Arbie looked at her with hungry eyes before forcing himself to look away again. It was impossible to tell whether he was amused or annoyed.



‘Now, Miss Walker. You and Justin Greer were engaged to be married, is that correct?’ Mollineaux started off gently.



‘That’s right.’ Her voice came out as a nervous squeak, and she coughed and said again, more forcefully, ‘Yes. We were.’



‘But didn’t Justin break off your engagement just before the party?’ Mollineaux asked, looking genuinely puzzled and sounding only mildly curious.



Arbie Goulder instantly stiffened. He saw the danger at once, although Mollineaux didn’t believe the object of his desire had done so. Chloe looked surprised that the police had found out, and certainly angry and a touch humiliated, if the colour in her cheeks was anything to go by. But she didn’t look scared. Not well up on the brains department, Mollineaux thought interestedly.



‘Why do you say that?’ Arbie challenged, before Chloe could speak.



‘We have it on good authority,’ Mollineaux said, meeting the florist’s gaze with equanimity.



‘Oh?’ Arbie looked downright disbelieving. ‘Whose, may I ask?’



‘Certainly,’ Mollineaux granted. ‘Justin Greer himself.’



Chloe gasped and put a hand to her mouth. All three men looked at her. ‘What sort of cheap crack is that?’ Arbie asked angrily, his voice rising at last as the policemen finally succeeded in dragging a genuine reaction from him. ‘Greer’s dead.’



‘Oh, you noticed?’ Mollineaux said sardonically, then before Arbie could open his mouth, slipped in quietly, ‘Before he died he told someone that he had just, er, disengaged himself — as it were — from his fiance. Is that true, by the way, Miss Walker?’ He suddenly turned to Chloe, giving her no time to think.



‘Well, yes,’ she admitted, proving that, overall, it was far less taxing to tell the truth than to invent a lie. Arbie gave her an exasperated look, and Mollern smiled over his notepad.



‘How did you feel about this, Miss Walker?’ Mollineaux asked softly, and put up a hand as, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Arbie’s mouth open. ‘I can, of course, take Miss Walker to the station to be questioned without interruption,’ he pointed out warningly. And as Chloe gave another gasp of dismay, Arbie furiously sank back in his chair defeated. Mollern was sure he could actually hear him fuming.



Mollineaux turned again to the beautiful woman opposite him, who re-crossed her legs. He waited.



‘Well, naturally I was surprised.’ She gave an agonized glance to her one-time lover, obviously seeking reassurance. Arbie, unable to help her, gave Mollineaux a look that could kill.



‘Only surprised?’ Mollineaux asked, his voice rising in disbelief. ‘Weren’t you upset?’



Chloe flushed. ‘Of course I was. Very.’



‘Hmm. Upset enough to want to kill him, Miss Walker?’



‘Don’t be ridiculous. How could I kill him?’ Chloe shot back, getting to the very heart of the matter, perhaps more by luck than judgement. And Mollineaux just stopped himself from sighing out loud. Yes, how indeed? Instead, he changed tack.



‘You left the party at about eleven thirty for a turn around the garden,’ he stated, as a fact. ‘Where did you go?’



Chloe looked blank. ‘I did? Well, to get some fresh air, I suppose.’



‘Yes. But where did you go?’ Mollineaux persisted, and could see Arbie fairly squirm in his chair. Chloe merely shrugged a very pretty shoulder. She opened her wide pansy-brown eyes even further.



‘I can’t remember. Just around the lawn, I think. Smelled the roses, you know, that kind of thing. Too much party can get you down sometimes. Especially if you’re not in the mood for it.’



Well, it had certainly got Justin Greer down, Mollern thought, but didn’t hesitate in his shorthand scribbling.



‘I see. You obviously like flowers.’ Mollineaux glanced sardonically in Arbie’s direction before continuing. ‘Did you go to the greenhouse? To see if there might be any orchids?’



Chloe shook her head. ‘No. I would have remembered if I’d done that.’



Mollineaux continued to stare at her thoughtfully. ‘I see. Well, thank you, Miss Walker. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to talk to Mr Goulder now. Alone.’



Chloe was very swiftly out of the chair and out of the room. If wild horses wouldn’t have dragged Arbie from her side in times of danger, the same wild horses couldn’t have kept Chloe Walker by
 his
 side, when it was his turn to face the firing squad.



‘Now, Mr Goulder. Wasn’t it unusual for you to “do” the flowers for the Greers’ party, when not long ago Justin pinched your girlfriend?’



Arbie smiled, not at all put out. ‘Alicia asked me to “do” the flowers, as you so delicately put it.’



‘And you didn’t object?’ Mollineaux asked, letting his voice drip disbelief. ‘You didn’t mind providing the flowers for your hated rival’s birthday party?’



Arbie let the ‘hated rival’ pass. ‘Naturally not. I’m a businessman, Inspector. I don’t run my nurseries as a rich man’s hobby but as a business. Alicia paid full whack for every daisy and rosebud, I promise you.’



‘Yes, I’m sure that’s all perfectly understandable,’ Mollineaux concurred placidly. ‘But you stayed for the party afterwards. Why on earth would you want to do that?’



‘Alicia invited me,’ Arbie said with a shrug.



‘That’s all? You didn’t, perhaps, want to stay in order to see Miss Walker again?’



‘Of course I did,’ Arbie admitted readily. And said nothing more.



It’s like trying to get blood from a stone, Mollineaux thought wrathfully. He has no pride. He readily admits to chasing a woman who had previously given him the elbow, and he doesn’t care a jot for the opinion of others. And that made him not only unusual, but dangerous as well. Mollineaux did not like him. But was he a killer?



‘You keep paraquat at your nurseries, Mr Goulder?’ he asked, deciding a blunt instrument was the only chance he had of battering down the florist’s defences.



Arbie blinked. ‘I might have some, forgotten about, amongst the old stock, but I doubt it. Why do you ask?’ There was such a wealth of suspicion in his voice that Mollineaux felt his heart sink. His instinct told him that nobody could act that well. He glanced at Mollern and saw a similar dismay deep in his own eyes. Arbie Goulder seemed so right for it. He had motive, and, somehow, opportunity. They didn’t know yet just how Justin had been poisoned, but everyone at the party had opportunity, if only they could figure out how. Moreover, Arbie was psychologically right for it. Tough. Arrogant. Clever. But did he actually do it?



Mollineaux sighed. ‘That’s all for now, Mr Goulder.’



‘He was poisoned with paraquat, wasn’t he?’ Arbie said. ‘That’s why you wanted to know if Chloe had gone to the greenhouse. Old Thorne might still have some of the stuff tucked away somewhere. So that’s what killed Greer,’ Arbie deduced thoughtfully. He didn’t sound particularly sympathetic. Nor, alas, did he sound particularly guilty.



Mollineaux rose to his feet, fighting his anger. He glanced at Mollern, who also rose, and together the two policemen left, well aware that Arbie watched them go with mocking eyes. Outside he gave Mollern a speaking look and sighed deeply. He’d never known a case so complicated and so full of unhelpful witnesses and potential suspects.



‘Let’s get onto the Daphne Williams angle,’ he said heavily. ‘There, at least, we should be able to make some sort of headway.’



* * *



Jenny woke up the next morning and dressed. She had slept badly, tossing and turning and trying to pick holes in her own theory. But no matter how she kept rearranging it, it always came out with the same name. But there was still so much that she didn’t understand. Besides, one piece of evidence alone didn’t convict a killer.



‘Oh hell,’ she murmured to herself and walked to the window, which was, of course, wide open. Even in the depths of winter Jenny slept with her bedroom window wide open. Fresh air was better than medicine, her mother was always saying. And she should know. She practically lived up in doomed trees in makeshift tree houses.



Out of the window she saw Trevor Watkins wander over in the direction of the herb beds, and was instantly out the door. Jenny very badly wanted to have a word with the cockney crook.



She followed the vile scent of cigarette smoke across the lawn, past the delightful herb garden to a rock garden on the other side. And there, sitting on a drystone wall was Trevor Watkins, glaring rather testily at a noisy robin singing in a nearby plum tree.



‘Hangover?’ Jenny asked sweetly, and saw the way the man tensed. His feet were flat on the ground, ready to move. His free hand was palm down on the wall, enabling him to launch himself at any attacker. Jenny would have bet her fee that he had a weapon, probably a knife, on him somewhere. His eyes passed over her swiftly, and he slowly relaxed.



‘Hello,’ he said pleasantly. ‘And yes, as a matter of fact, I did have a bit too much to drink yesterday evening.’



‘Our friends the police been giving you a hard time?’ she asked, glibly and totally without sympathy.



‘They take it in relays,’ Watkins agreed, neither missing her sarcasm nor acknowledging it. ‘I keep telling them Justin rang me up and invited me to the party, and they keep saying no way. I keep telling them I came down only to have a nice time at a fancy do, and they keep telling me that I killed Greer. I keep saying why on earth would I, and they say that perhaps it was Alicia I was after. They keep asking about the argument I had with her, and I keep saying what argument? As an hour’s diversion it’s bearable. As an all-day sporting event, it lacks a little something.’



Jenny nodded and took her place a little along the wall from him. ‘So why not just tell them that Alicia owed you money and have done with it?’ she asked, and saw him pause in the act of lifting the cigarette to his mouth.



Trevor Watkins turned and glanced at her. His face was totally blank. ‘Come again?’



Jenny shrugged. ‘I heard Justin tease his sister about her gambling debts. Just over there, in fact.’ She nodded her head to her left. ‘By the lake. Then I hear around and about that you own a gambling place. I imagine Justin could be just as mischievous as his sister, and invite you to the party. Ergo . . .’



‘. . . Alicia owes me money,’ Trevor finished. ‘How very clever you are. And how right. Alicia
 does
 owe me money,’ Watkins admitted, for the first time his voice revealing a ruthlessness that must always have been in his character. ‘But I doubt that you’re as clever as you think,’ he added, standing up and grinding the cigarette out under his heel. He stared at her levelly, to see if she’d got the not-so-subtle hint, and Jenny stared unflinchingly back. Trevor grinned. ‘You’re a game bitch, I’ll give you that,’ he said, almost cheerfully. ‘But don’t cross me, there’s a love.’



And with that, he was gone.



Jenny watched him go, her heart thumping. She was sure that she had come off the worst in that little exchange, and she wasn’t thinking of the threats either. Those she totally disregarded. They were second nature to someone of Trevor’s mentality. ‘I doubt that you’re as clever as you think you are,’ he’d said. And Jenny had the dismaying feeling that he was right. She was missing something. Oh, she was on the right track, she was sure of that. And no doubt Trevor Watkins was going to prove to have played a very big part in it all. But what that part was, she had failed to find out.



No doubt she was not as clever as she thought she was.



* * *



When she finally left the wall, about an hour later, she was just in time to see a car pull into the drive. For the first time she saw Sherri Greer, standing by her husband’s side, waiting at the door. She looked pale and hollow-eyed, but a smile trembled on her lips as a figure climbed out of the car and stood looking vaguely around in the bright morning sunlight.



Jenny’s eyes roamed straight past Keith Harding and alighted on Alicia Greer, who moved into her mother’s outstretched arms with a small sob. Her father completed the circle, closing his arms around his daughter’s shaking shoulders as Keith Harding, still the outsider, looked on unnoticed.



Jenny slowly approached, aware that Chase, Daphne Williams and Martha were all clustered in the doorway, not wanting to miss the triumphant return of the young mistress of the house. Jenny stopped silently when she reached Keith Harding’s side, and watched. Standing as tall as he, she did not have to look up to notice that his jaw was clenched tight, and that a little muscle ticked away furiously by the side of his mouth. His fists, too, hung at his sides, clenched so tight that his knuckles were white. He looked deeply unhappy.



As if sensing that someone was missing, Alicia turned and smiled at Keith, her eyes glancing across the few inches of space to Jenny.



Her expression changed abruptly. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, her voice pinched and tight, her already pale and ill-looking face going even paler. ‘One of the nurses told me about you,’ Alicia said accusingly, her voice, weak and exhausted though it was, still clearly echoing across the suddenly thick and motionless air.



Obviously she was still unwell. It was not surprising that she swayed weakly against her father’s supporting arms. The poison may have been pumped out of her system, but its effects would obviously make her feel ill for some time to come, Jenny guessed. Not to mention the shock and grief of losing her twin.



Alicia’s eyes were large, bright with burning emotion, and fixed on Jenny.



Behind her, the cook saw Mollineaux’s silver head appear.



‘What are you talking about, dear?’ Sherri Greer asked anxiously. Having her daughter return home had rallied her spirits considerably. It had been the only thing that had managed to drag her from her bed. But she wondered now if the hospital hadn’t released her too soon.



‘That woman,’ Alicia said, pointing imperiously at Jenny, ‘was arrested for murder once before. I know. A nurse told me. She’d been reading the papers about Justin’ — the young voice faltered as tears threatened — ‘and she remembered Miss Starling’s name before. One of her other employers was murdered too!’



This dramatic announcement made Martha gasp in delight. Chase gave a very happy sniff of displeasure. Jenny met Mollineaux’s eyes and gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shrug. Well, it had been bound to happen. Her thoughts stopped abruptly as by her side Keith Harding swung around to face her, his eyes murderous. Jenny took a very hasty and utterly instinctive step back.



‘You lay a hand on her,’ Keith hissed, his face wild, ‘and I’ll kill you. Do you hear?’ And since he was shouting fit to be heard in Alaska, Jenny had no trouble at all in hearing him.



She sighed in relief as, out of nowhere, Mollern — good, squat, very
 solid
 Mollern — appeared at her right shoulder and laid a restraining arm on Keith Harding, who didn’t even seem to feel it. He was too busy staring at the cook in animalistic rage. And in that moment, Jenny had no doubt at all that Keith was capable of murder. Hers.



‘I can assure you, sir, that Miss Greer is in no danger,’ Mollern began soothingly. ‘Both myself and Inspector Mollineaux are staying on at the house. And Miss Starling, I can assure you, has never murdered anyone.’



Keith Harding continued to stare at Jenny, hate and loathing and fear emanating from him like a noxious cloud.



‘That’s as may be,’ Keith gritted, his voice cold and hard. ‘But I’m staying too. I’m moving into the room next to Alicia’s and anyone,
 anyone
 ,’ he reiterated, leaning closer to Jenny menacingly, ‘who comes near her is going to answer to me.’



As he turned and headed towards Alicia, Jenny couldn’t help but notice that for once, and at last, Mark and Sherri Greer were openly approving of him. Alicia, however, wasn’t quite through yet. ‘And there’s another thing,’ she said spitefully. ‘Where did she get that watch she wears?’



Jenny, taken by surprise, instinctively raised her watch and looked at the obviously expensive gold and diamond timepiece. Everyone else looked at it too. Mollineaux raised a questioning eyebrow.



Jenny shrugged. ‘It was a gift,’ she said flatly, definitely in no mood to explain herself, or her father’s extravagance.



Alicia snorted. ‘More likely you stole it,’ she accused.



Mollineaux coughed warningly. Taking the hint, and together as one family, the Greers and Keith Harding turned and walked into the house, Alicia between them, the most precious object in all their lives. Keith shot her a final, hate-filled warning look over his shoulder.



Mollineaux joined Jenny out on the gravel, looking relieved that the nasty scene was over. ‘You can’t blame him,’ he said softly, glancing at the now closed door. ‘He almost lost her.’



‘No,’ Jenny said, robustly beginning to rally. The whole episode had shaken her more than she’d care to admit. ‘I don’t blame him at all,’ she assured him stoutly.



The two policemen exchanged relieved glances. They both felt a renewal of respect for the impressive cook as, in unspoken accord, they also began to head for the house. ‘And I meant what I said,’ Mollern added reassuringly. ‘Alicia Greer will be well protected.’



But Jenny was hardly listening. Somehow, she needed solid proof before she could voice her theories out loud.



‘By the way,’ Mollineaux said, as neutrally as possible, ‘that tip you gave us about the housekeeper turned out to be right on the button. We finally got confirmation this morning. Daphne Carter, as she was then, gave her son up for adoption seventeen years ago, almost to the day.’



‘Oh? Good,’ Jenny said, and then wondered. What was so good about it? It meant poor Daphne was now in for a grilling, and just when she was at her lowest ebb.



Mollineaux coughed. ‘We will, of course, have to question her again,’ he remarked, and glanced across at Mollern, who was studiously inspecting his shoes. ‘We thought it might be best if she had someone with her. Another woman, I mean.’



Jenny glanced quickly at him, just managing to keep the horrified look from her face. ‘Me, you mean?’ she asked bluntly.



‘Well, it either has to be you or Mrs Greer. And considering the delicate nature of our enquiries . . .’ He trailed off, having no need to go any further.



‘No,’ Jenny sighed. ‘And if it turns out to be irrelevant, there’ll be no reason at all to tell the Greers about Jimmy Speight’s true parentage. Right?’ she asked, her chin rising in challenge, and was satisfied when Mollineaux agreed with her.



If she was going to have to fight Daphne’s corner, she’d make sure she did it properly.









 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN




They found Daphne Williams in the library, catching up on the household expenses. Mollern carefully closed the door behind him and checked that the windows were closed. The housekeeper glanced apprehensively at the policemen, curiously at Jenny, and then, quite suddenly, as if aware of what was to come, became very calm.



‘Inspector Mollineaux,’ she acknowledged quietly.



He coughed. ‘Mrs Williams, I’m afraid we have a few questions that we have to put to you. I’ve asked Miss Starling to be present to . . . er . . .’



‘For moral support, Daphne,’ Jenny said firmly and went to sit beside the housekeeper. ‘In a few days I shall be gone and I expect you’ll never see me again. Often we can turn to strangers for help when our friends are the last people we’d want to see.’



Daphne smiled, but her calm blue gaze went quickly back to Mollineaux. ‘Ask away, Inspector. I shall be quite truthful and as concise as I can be, I assure you.’



‘Thank you, Mrs Williams. I’ll try to be as brief as possible.’ Mollineaux walked to the empty fireplace and turned. ‘You were the natural mother of Jimmy Speight, were you not?’



If he expected consternation, he was disappointed.



‘Yes I was,’ Daphne agreed quietly and without any sign of surprise that they should know this.



‘And you followed the Speights down here to be near your son?’



‘Yes I did. I learned, quite by accident, who had adopted my son, and, well, I became curious. And once I’d seen him, I had to keep on seeing him. Not to tell him who I really was, of course,’ she added quickly. ‘No. I made my decision seventeen years ago and I could see that he was very happy with his adopted family. I had no intention of causing either Bernie or Jean or Jimmy any trouble.’



‘That’s why you made friends with Jean Speight,’ Jenny said softly. ‘Just so you’d have the excuse to be around Jimmy from time to time?’



Daphne glanced at her, and gave a wry sort of smile. ‘Exactly. And then I was able to get him a job here. It was me who recommended him to Thorne and Mr Greer. So I could see a bit more of him. It was enough,’ she added quietly.



Mollineaux sighed. ‘And on the morning that your son died, did you see him arrive?’



‘No. He came early that morning, because of the football. I was going to go into the village and watch him play. I’d already arranged to have the afternoon off.’ Her voice began to crack, just slightly. Jenny took her hand and squeezed it. After a startled pause, Daphne squeezed back.



‘So you don’t know what his movements were likely to have been?’



‘I expect the first thing he did was make himself a cup of tea, Inspector. As all the staff do.’



‘So everyone has access to the kitchens when Martha Vaughan is not around?’ Mollineaux asked.



‘No, Inspector.’ Daphne smiled. ‘They keep a small gas stove and kettle in the little shed, by the greenhouse. Teabags and some sugar too, but not milk. It goes off too quickly in the summertime. They prefer to have their own hidey-hole.’



‘I see,’ Mollineaux said. ‘Mrs Williams . . .’



‘It’s not really Mrs Williams,’ Daphne said, with another wry smile. ‘It’s always been Carter. I never married, but when I started seeking housekeeping jobs it was easier to play the widow. You understand?’



Mollineaux did, but was not about to be sidetracked. ‘I’ll stick with Mrs Williams then. Mrs Williams, had you heard about the argument Justin Greer had with your son just prior to his death?’



‘Yes,’ Daphne said quietly. ‘Jean had told me that Jimmy wanted to be a reporter. He wrote a lot of pieces for various magazines and papers. Quite a few were accepted,’ she added proudly. ‘I knew that he was insatiably curious about life and people, but also that he could get into trouble because of it. Not everyone understood him as I did.’



‘And what did you think of Justin giving him a dressing-down?’ Mollineaux asked neutrally.



Jenny felt herself tense, but Daphne seemed unaware that she was heading for dangerous ground. ‘Well, I didn’t like it, of course, but I understood it. And Justin was quite within his rights to resent Jimmy poking around in his private things.’



‘So you did nothing about it?’ Mollineaux prompted, and Daphne frowned.



‘Of course not. Why would I?’



‘Mrs Williams, do you think that your son’s accident really
 was
 an accident?’ he asked softly, and saw her stiffen in shock.



‘Of course I do,’ Daphne said, and then paled as the realization hit her. ‘You think someone
 killed
 Jimmy?’ she whispered, aghast.



‘In view of what happened the other night, I think it’s a possibility,’ he said, as gently as he could. ‘Do you have any idea who might want either your son or Justin and Alicia Greer dead, Mrs Williams?’



But Daphne seemed to be hardly listening. Finally she shook her head. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘No, I don’t.’



Mollineaux glanced at Jenny, who gave a very slight, almost imperceptible shrug. ‘Well, I think that’s all for now, Mrs Williams. We will, of course, keep this conversation strictly confidential,’ he added. But as the housekeeper rose and walked on stiff legs to the door, he doubted whether she understood or appreciated his discretion.



Once the door closed behind her, the tension eased.



‘I believed her,’ Mollern said at last. ‘About thinking her son died accidentally, I mean.’



Jenny stared at the empty fireplace, thinking furiously. ‘If Jimmy Speight was having tea in the shed,’ she eventually spoke her thoughts out loud, ‘then he’d have had a clear view of the greenhouse.’



‘And anyone who’d gone into it to steal some paraquat.’ Mollern, quick as lightning, picked up the thread.



‘Which means either a stranger,’ Mollineaux continued. ‘Or someone from the village he knew.’



‘Why a stranger?’ Jenny asked, so quietly that it was almost a whisper.



Mollineaux shrugged. ‘I can’t see either Sherri or Mark Greer poisoning their own children. Justin is dead and Alicia nearly died. That leaves the staff. I can’t see timid little Vera nor Martha Vaughan wanting to do away with Justin or Alicia.’ His lips twisted wryly. ‘And I refuse point blank to say that the butler did it. No. It had to be someone else. And Jimmy Speight saw who, and had to be silenced.’



Mollern scratched his head. ‘Arbie Goulder wouldn’t need to steal paraquat, having plenty of poisonous stuff at his own nursery. And Chloe hadn’t even arrived by then, nor had Watkins. I don’t get it. The more we find out, the less clear this case becomes,’ he said plaintively.



But Jenny didn’t agree. It was becoming clearer by the moment.



‘Well, thank you for your help with Mrs Williams,’ Mollineaux said to Jenny. ‘I know your presence helped us all through a difficult interview,’ he added, in obvious dismissal.



Jenny smiled, took the hint, and left.



* * *



Having left the library, however, Jenny didn’t want to go to the kitchen to face Martha’s self-righteousness after the morning’s fracas. Instead she wandered about her room for a bit, generally feeling sorry for herself. Restless and unable to settle, she grabbed her bag and headed for the door, relieved to see that the hall was deserted. Outside, however, Mollineaux and Mollern had re-emerged and were standing on the porch, discussing tactics.



No doubt they’d settled Alicia down and asked their preliminary questions. She wondered what they’d found out, but knew better than to ask. ‘Hello again. All finished?’ she asked instead, bright and cheery and showing no signs of her previous strain.



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux agreed, as unforthcoming as she’d expected.



‘Off somewhere?’ she tried again.



‘We thought we’d left Tom Banks to stew long enough,’ Mollineaux commented mildly, not fooled by her delicate questioning, but not dissatisfied either. He was beginning to realize that Jenny Starling could be very useful, if you handled her right. ‘No doubt by now he thinks he’s missed the police net. It’s about time we pointed out he hasn’t. As a motive, his is as strong as any,’ he added, unnecessarily.



‘Hmm,’ Jenny said thoughtfully. ‘When you get there, ask him about the paper knife he stole from the library.’



‘What?’ It was Mollern who asked the startled question and Jenny sighed and dutifully related the events of the night of the party and her interruption of Tom Banks pursuing some, to say the least, enigmatic activities.



Mollineaux’s face had grown more and more grim with every word she uttered. ‘You should have told us all this before,’ he snapped when she’d finished, and she had the grace to look a little abashed. However, she quickly rallied.



‘Well, Inspector, if Justin had been found stabbed with a rather pretty, oriental-type paper knife, I no doubt would have done,’ she parried neatly, and this time it was Mollineaux’s turn to look discomfited. To cover it, he gave her a killing look and left the porch at a leisurely pace, heading towards their police car, parked out of sight on one of the long bends in the drive.



Jenny followed his lead without even thinking about it, Mollern bringing up the rear.



‘Yes. We will definitely bring the paper knife up,’ Mollineaux conceded. ‘Not that I can see how the two incidents connect.’ He paused and rubbed his chin wearily. ‘I just don’t see how the poisoning was done,’ he said helplessly, his voice full of defeat. ‘However it works out, I can’t help but believe that the murderer, to get the poison to Justin and Alicia Greer, must have taken some incredible risks, and most of all with the other partygoers’ lives. It makes me shiver to even think it, but perhaps the killer didn’t
 care
 if others died as well. Perhaps it was only luck, or divine providence, that steered the poisoned champagne so that it hit its intended target right away.’



For a long while the three people stood in silence, each contemplating that hideous thought. Eventually Mollineaux shook his head again. ‘To take such a risk is beyond belief.’



Jenny, her eyes narrowed and her thoughts far away, slowly nodded. ‘Yes,’ she agreed thoughtfully. ‘It was such a
 desperate
 risk to take. Quite, quite reckless in fact.’



Both the policemen looked at her quickly, struck by an identical thought. Namely, that Jenny Starling wasn’t thinking along the same lines that they were. She seemed, in fact, to be thinking about something else entirely. And not just thinking, but
 knowing.



* * *



Tom Banks looked up from his paper as three short sharp raps came on the door. His wife looked up from the houseplant she was pruning and frowned, but made no attempt to answer it. With a sigh, Tom rose and went to the door and found himself face to face with officialdom.



‘Mr Banks?’ Mollineaux didn’t wait for confirmation. ‘I’m Inspector Mollineaux, and this is Sergeant Mollern. May we come in for a few moments? We’re making routine inquiries about the murder of Justin Greer.’



‘Oh, yes, of course. Come in.’ He veered off to the left. ‘Let’s use the little front room, shall we?’ he murmured. ‘It gets the sun this time of year.’



Comfortably seated in an old but well-made armchair, Mollineaux nodded to his sergeant, who, less comfortably perched on the edge of a very low sofa, retrieved his notebook and pen. Tom Banks, standing nervously in front of the unlit fireplace, didn’t seem to notice the policeman’s telling gesture.



‘Now, Mr Banks. You were invited to Mr Greer’s party more or less at the last minute, weren’t you?’ Mollineaux began nice and easy.



‘That’s right. I daresay Alicia never thought of it. Mark invited me.’



‘That was nice of him,’ Mollineaux agreed blandly, then added silkily, ‘It was by way of a retirement farewell, wasn’t it?’



Tom Banks flushed. ‘Yes.’



‘You’re fifty-five, aren’t you, Mr Banks?’



‘Yes.’



‘A bit early to retire, isn’t it?’



Tom began to fidget. He reached into his trouser pocket and withdrew a pipe, then stared at it, realizing he had nothing to light it with. ‘Yes,’ he finally agreed. ‘When Mark’s son took over the firm he started like a new broom. Mark thought a twenty-year-old whizz-kid was good for business,’ he added grimly. ‘And since he’d made enough personal money to enjoy an early retirement, well, that was that.’



Mollineaux tut-tutted sympathetically.



‘Greer Textiles used to be a happy firm to work for.’ Tom, obviously embittered, had the bit well and truly between his teeth now. ‘The workforce was well motivated and contented. Mark really knew how to run a company. But Justin, well, he only cared about making himself his own fortune. And it didn’t seem to matter to him what he had to do to get it, either.’ He seemed to run out of steam momentarily, and Mollineaux watched him carefully.



‘You didn’t like Justin Greer, did you, Mr Banks?’



‘No, I didn’t,’ Tom admitted readily enough, then suddenly looked up from his pipe, as if only now scenting danger. ‘But I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re thinking.’



‘Do you do much gardening, Mr Banks?’ Mollineaux changed the subject, not commenting one way or another on his declaration of innocence.



Tom blinked, totally wrong-footed. ‘Huh? Er, no, I don’t. That’s Fran’s province. She’s in the sitting room now, as a matter of fact, tending to the houseplants. She loves to potter about in the garden. A result of spending all her time at home alone, I suppose,’ he acknowledged, as if, for the first time in all their long years of marriage, wondering how his wife must have spent her time during all the hours he’d been at the office.



His statement had the unerring ring of truth in it, and Mollineaux and Mollern exchanged glances. Damn. No use asking
 him
 about paraquat then.



‘I see. Tell me, Mr Banks, what were you doing rifling in the Greers’ library on the night of the murder, and what, exactly, did you want with a paper knife? Come to that, what were you doing in Mr Justin Greer’s bedroom? You were seen on both occasions,’ Mollineaux added quickly, just to nip in the bud any blustering denials.



But Tom Banks didn’t seem all that interested in denials. He shrugged his shoulders and put his pipe back into his pocket. ‘It was bound to come out, I suppose,’ he acknowledged with a heavy sigh. ‘I was looking for evidence, Inspector. That’s what I was doing in the library and in his bedroom.’



Both policemen perked up. ‘Evidence of what?’



‘Bribery and corruption,’ Tom said starkly. ‘I don’t suppose you know much about the textile business, Inspector?’ he asked, and Mollineaux had no trouble admitting that he didn’t.



‘Before Justin took over, Greer Textiles was a respectable firm, but not one of the top ones, and it wasn’t making anywhere near enough money to suit Justin. Then, all of a sudden, we began landing prestigious orders. A new fancy hotel in London. A marquis of somewhere or other wanting the baronial pile refitted. One or two huge foreign orders that had been rumoured to be heading towards top manufacturers, that kind of thing. Suddenly they were being landed by Greer’s.’



As the policemen continued to look blank, Tom Banks sighed angrily. ‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? Young Justin had to be giving out backhanders to somebody. He also had to have spies in the other camps to know exactly what offers were being tendered, and so undercut them. And where so much dodgy business was going on, there must have been records. Justin couldn’t have kept it all in his head. The scandal if it had all come out! It was too much. I just couldn’t stand by and do nothing.’



Tom began to look a little abashed now, and his next confession explained the uneasy look. ‘I kept the paper knife, after I couldn’t find any evidence in the library, in case I came across a strongbox in his bedroom. I thought I might be able to jemmy the lock.’



‘I see,’ Mollineaux said, straight-faced. ‘And did you find any evidence in his bedroom, sir?’



‘No. He must have kept it somewhere else. But not in his office — I’d searched that before leaving the company. Nobody could ever accuse Justin of being stupid, Inspector. He had his father well and truly bamboozled. If Mark had ever found out what he was up to . . .’ Banks trailed off, suddenly looking like a very sad old man. ‘We worked for years together to make that firm a success. But the merchandise they’re running off now is just miles and miles of cheap and nasty stuff.’ He shuddered visibly. ‘Oh, it’s profitable all right. It makes the money. Mass market, and all of that. But Greer’s reputation as makers of fine carpets and blankets and materials is all but destroyed. And yet it’s still pinching a lot of the prestigious contracts away from the top dogs. Although that’ll all stop now that Mark’s back in control, of course. I only hope he doesn’t find out what his son was doing. That’s what I’m hoping for now. It’s bad enough as it is, with Justin being murdered I mean.’



He stopped abruptly, as if only now realizing that the man he’d been vilifying as a crook and a vandal had been poisoned to death. Again he shook his head. ‘But I didn’t kill Justin Greer,’ he said simply. ‘I’m not a murderer.’



Mollineaux believed him. He was really rather a pathetic figure. ‘Well, I don’t see why Mark Greer should get to hear of your midnight escapades,’ Mollineaux said, seeing the relief flood across Banks’s grey and haggard face. ‘No doubt he has enough to cope with as it is. You may be pleased to hear that his daughter has just returned from hospital.’



He watched the man closely, but Banks showed little reaction at all to the news of Alicia’s return, except to give a brief smile of relief.



‘Well, thank you, Mr Banks, that’s all for the moment. You don’t have any immediate plans to leave town, do you?’



Banks agreed that he hadn’t, and showed them out. He shut the front door with a weary feeling of relief, and returned to the sitting room, prepared for a grilling by Fran. But his wife was nowhere in sight. He went through the open French windows and saw her on the lawn. Better get it over with, he supposed.



As he approached, he saw that she was wearing protective rubber gloves, and was making up a solution of something or other in a large bucket. As her husband walked towards her, Fran Banks poured a carefully measured dose of paraquat into the water.



* * *



Jenny heard the overhead bell tinkle and looked up. She was in Meg’s Tea Room, a tiny little establishment she’d discovered tucked away overlooking the village green. No doubt it was only open during the tourist season.



The tiny converted cottage had no more than four little tables crammed onto a meagre floor space, but they were covered with pretty red and white check tablecloths, and each housed a vase of freshly cut flowers. From the kitchen, where Jenny had instantly pointed her nose, came the smell of freshly baking scones and on the counter stood a large china teapot. The teapot and the smell had induced her to stay.



She had enjoyed the excellent tea and well-cooked scone in solitary splendour, and now she looked up at the sound of the bell, not particularly pleased to have company. Then she saw Margie Harding, looking dead on her feet in the doorway, and quickly changed her mind.



‘Hello, Mrs Harding,’ Jenny said pleasantly, and saw the woman’s eyes widen as she recognized her. She began to make a U-turn, no doubt anxious to escape, when Meg emerged from the kitchen. She appeared to be eighty, if she was a day, but she bustled like a spring lamb, and there was steel in her slender frame.



‘Hello, Margie. You look like you could do with a good cup of tea, my girl,’ Meg said, more as an order than an observation, and disappeared back into the kitchen to start a new brew.



Surrendering to the inevitable, Margie came fully into the room, glanced at Jenny, who smiled sympathetically back, and shrugged her thin shoulders. She joined the Junoesque cook at her table, slumping down with a complete lack of energy.



‘Those policemen can be very thorough,’ Jenny accurately assessed the reason for her inertia. ‘If they asked me one question about the cooking I did for that damned party, they asked me a thousand. Honestly,’ she grumbled chattily, ‘how many times can you reassure a policeman that you always wash your hands after handling meat?’



Margie, for what seemed like the first time in years, felt her lips twitch. ‘You think you had it bad,’ she said with a sigh.



‘Yes. Well, you were rather suspicious, worming your way into the party like that. I daresay the police thought it all very interesting,’ Jenny pointed out reasonably, making it clear straight away that she knew what she knew, and wasn’t going to beat about the bush.



Margie gave her a startled look, then, seeing nothing but sympathy in the surprisingly beautiful blue eyes of the woman sat opposite, shrugged wearily. ‘I needed to see him. I had to see him. It’s as simple as that.’



Jenny sipped her tea. ‘I know. But I don’t suppose the police thought it was so simple.’



‘No. They didn’t.’



‘And it was really bad luck that you should be the one to serve the champagne for the toast.’



Margie flushed angrily. ‘You can say that again. I wish Will had served it. Or Martin. Anyone but me!’



‘But you couldn’t resist having a closer look at Alicia, I expect. Up close, I mean, hmm?’ Jenny prompted softly, and Margie bit her lip and looked away.



After a moment, she looked back again. ‘She didn’t even recognize me,’ she said, not denying the cook’s totally accurate guess, and her voice was low with remembered disbelief. ‘All the times we met in the village before she and Keith, well, you know, but for all those times we bumped into each other, it just goes to show she didn’t even notice me. I was just another frumpy housewife to her — another little nobody. Not the beautiful lady of the manor. Oh no.’



Jenny ignored the understandable bitterness. It was only to be expected. ‘But Keith must surely have seen you. Why didn’t he stop you, or at the very least take the tray off you?’ she asked.



‘Why should he?’ Margie asked, genuinely puzzled. ‘He didn’t know the wine was poisoned.
 I
 didn’t know it was poisoned. Though I’m not surprised someone other than me wanted to kill her,’ Margie carried on, her voice dripping with spite now. ‘You should have seen her that night. Issuing orders like Napoleon, she was. Do this, do that. Put that there. No, not there,
 there.
 I don’t know why she got that party coordinator in. She was always interfering. Everything had to be exactly right. The cake had to be brought in on the stroke of midnight, not a minute later. The wine had to be opened for such and such a length of time before serving. It had to be the right temperature. She was an absolute bitch about it all,’ Margie said, her hands curling into tight fists as she talked. ‘I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if the head wine waiter hadn’t done it, because she gave him hell. She gave us all hell, treating us like slaves rather than caterers. Even the head waiter said he’d never known a hostess so fussy. She hovered over all of us all night, like the Wicked Witch of the West.’



She seemed to run out of bile at last, and Meg chose that moment to come out with more tea. If she was surprised to see her two customers sitting together she didn’t show it. She simply set down another pot of tea on the table, glanced at Margie’s pale and shaking frame, and muttered something about soda bread doing the trick, and headed back to the kitchen.



‘You shouldn’t let hate sap you of all your energy, you know,’ Jenny cautioned her at last. ‘You never know when you may need it. Energy, that is, not hate.’



Margie, who’d obviously not taken on board a word of the good advice, absently stirred the spoon around her cup. At last, she looked up, her face pale and tight and oddly defiant. She met the cook’s level-eyed gaze without flinching. ‘I’m sorry her brother died, you know,’ Margie said quietly. ‘Not because I liked him — I didn’t. But because he died and not her.’



Jenny nodded, not at all shocked by the other woman’s statement. ‘Yes,’ she said enigmatically. ‘I know.’









 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Mollineaux had just stepped into the hall with Tom Banks’s words still rumbling around in his brain. They already knew that rumours had been circulating about Justin Greer’s fast business practices, but there was a big difference between aggressive business tactics and
 illegal
 business tactics. Had Justin been knee-deep in bribery and corruption? And if so, could it be that there was a motive for his murder that they hadn’t even thought of yet? A purely business-related motive? The thought worried him.



Who was most mixed up in the company business? Who would want Justin’s illegal activities stopped at all costs? Who had the most to lose if Greer Textiles became embroiled in a legal scandal? Tom Banks was retired, and in any case had only been an employee. That left the boy’s father.



‘Inspector? Sir?’ The urgent voice of one of the young constables who manned the incident room interrupted his rather unsavoury line of thought. He looked up, a half-annoyed frown on his face. ‘Telephone, sir. The lab boys,’ the constable said quickly, sensing his superior’s displeasure.



Mollineaux hurried forward, Mollern not far behind. The inspector headed straight for the desk, sitting down as he reached for the telephone. A few seconds later he was glad that he had, for the lab boy’s news came as a distinct, if not to say nasty, shock. Mollern saw his face go slack in surprise.



‘What?’ Mollineaux croaked, then quickly cleared his throat. In a more normal tone of voice, he asked, ‘Are you sure?’ Mollern waited as the silence stretched out, and could feel his nerves doing the same. ‘Are you sure you have all the corks?’ Mollineaux asked next, and waited, tapping a finger absently against the base of the telephone as he listened. ‘I see. Yes, I’m sure you are. All right. Thanks,’ he added, not particularly sincerely, and hung up. He looked at his sergeant morosely. ‘Well, that blows it. Damned if it doesn’t.’



‘Sir?’



Mollineaux leaned back in his chair and sighed heavily. ‘This case is going to drive me insane,’ he said wearily. ‘Or to an early retirement, at any rate,’ he added more moderately. ‘That was the lab. They’ve checked all the corks under their microscopes, and guess what? Not one of them has a puncture hole of any sort.’



Mollern’s jaw dropped. ‘What? Not one of them? Then they must have missed one. A cork, I mean. There was a hell of a mess here that night. Empty bottles and party rubbish everywhere.’



Mollineaux shook his head. ‘No, they checked. The number of the empties and full bottles tallied exactly with what was ordered for the party, and they definitely have all the corks accounted for. Besides which, the chief techno just gave me a lecture on cork markings. Apparently each cork was marked with a star or another symbol, denoting excellence. The best champers, of course, was kept for the toast. And not one of them had a puncture mark.’



Mollern sighed. ‘And we thought we were lucky that the waiters all had those popper things that get the corks out without the need for a corkscrew.’



‘That was Mark Greer’s idea. He was worried that using a corkscrew might lead to bits of cork falling into the wine.’ Mollineaux heaved a massive sigh. ‘So what does it actually mean? Did our killer bring a spare cork to the party and pocket the punctured one?’



Mollern perked up instantly. ‘Well, he must have done, sir, mustn’t he? Otherwise why the needle? Our man really is a crafty one. You have to give him that. He thinks of everything.’



‘Yes,’ Mollineaux agreed heavily. ‘And he’s also lucky. He was damned lucky about that paraquat being so potent, or had he carefully planned it that way?’



‘Sir?’ Mollern asked, lost.



Mollineaux glanced at him, then made a vague gesture with his hand. ‘Sorry, you weren’t there when I got the facts from the science boys. Apparently paraquat burns the mouth when drunk, which was why it was put into cold champagne. But even more clever than that, it would normally take weeks for paraquat to kill somebody, according to the lab boys. But it seems that the poison used was extracted right from the bottom of an old bottle, where the sediment was most concentrated. Oh, the boffin came out with long chemical phraseology for it, but with the upshot being that the paraquat that killed Justin was mutated stuff that killed almost immediately. And I was just wondering. Was it important for the killer that Justin died
 quickly
 or was it just that the killer happened to pick an old bottle, and using the needle meant that the dregs of the bottle were siphoned up by pure chance? See what I mean?’



Mollern did, but like his superior, had no answer to give. This new development also meant that the paraquat had now definitely come from the Greer greenhouse, and not from Arbie Goulder’s nurseries.



Mollineaux rubbed his eyes and sighed. ‘I don’t like all this,’ he finally said plaintively. ‘Syringes and mysterious corks. We’ve got suspects coming out of our ears, not to mention Watkins. It’s all just too much. I get the feeling that we’ve been manoeuvred, somehow, Mollern. Toyed with almost. And I don’t like it. And I especially don’t like Watkins.’



Both policemen fell silent as they savoured the possible delights of incarcerating, at last, the notorious Trevor Watkins.



‘That’s if he actually did it,’ Mollineaux added gloomily. ‘As it stands, I still haven’t the foggiest idea what went on that night.’ That thought seemed to trigger another, for he glanced quickly at his watch. ‘Have you seen Miss Starling around?’ he asked, hoping his voice sounded neutral.



Mollern shook his head. ‘Not since this morning. She was off to the village, I think.’ And he looked at his superior with sympathy.



* * *



Jenny was at that very moment walking the last few steps up the tree-lined avenue and pausing for breath under the last shady lime tree. She looked at the house with disfavour. And The Beeches seemed such a nice pleasant place that first morning she had come here.



Automatically, she turned and headed for her sanctuary, the herb garden. Although Martha had now banned her from the kitchen, stating fiercely that they would all be poisoned by one of her shepherd’s pies, she could still, at least, walk among the basil and thyme and go over old recipes in her head. Which was always a soothing pastime. But she never actually made it. She was just passing the roses when a shadow moved and the rustle of parted bushes caused her to spin. Hackles rose up all the way along her spine.



She turned to face not the expected Trevor Watkins but Keith Harding instead. For a moment she simply looked at him, waiting. She was ready to scream, if absolutely necessary, and even use her impressive build to good effect as a last resort. She’d taken a self-defence course a few years ago, the instructor taking one white-faced look at her before putting on extra padding. And it had definitely come in handy from time to time.



But Keith Harding didn’t look hysterical. In fact, he looked a little nervous. ‘Hello, Miss Starling. I was hoping to catch up with you.’



Jenny relaxed slightly, and smiled politely. ‘Oh?’



‘Yes. I wanted to say sorry for what I said earlier. I mean, when I brought Alicia home I was, well, I didn’t want her to come back here at all, to be perfectly honest, and I was feeling upset. I wanted her to stay at the hospital, where she’d be safe.’



Jenny nodded. ‘I’m sure you did,’ she said blandly, but something in her voice made his chin rise, and all appeasement seemed to leave him. For a long while they continued to look at each other like a pair of wary cats. Eventually, Keith let himself relax a little.



‘Inspector Mollineaux put us straight. About that last time, I mean — you being mixed up in murder and all that. I know now that you had nothing at all to do with your employer getting killed, and, well, I want to say sorry for . . .’ He trailed off and shrugged helplessly.



‘Threatening me?’ Jenny suggested mildly.



‘Yes.’



‘Apology accepted.’



Keith blinked, surprised at her easy acceptance, then rubbed his sweating hands on his trousers. He was dressed in simple black slacks and a white V-neck pullover. Alicia’s choice, she was sure. He was beginning to look as if he belonged in his environment, and she could almost see his past, working-class life slipping away from him. Soon he would wear tennis whites and learn to play. Probably well, too, for he was athletically built. It all seemed so pathetic somehow.



‘I saw Margie this morning,’ she said bluntly, giving him no warning. ‘In the tea shop actually,’ she continued casually, and saw him wince.



‘How is she?’



‘Fine.’ She positioned herself so that the sun was behind her and she could see his eyes clearly, before she next spoke. ‘The police gave her a hard time.’



He tensed, then nodded. ‘I daresay. She was the one who served the champagne toast.’



‘Not exactly,’ Jenny corrected him. ‘She carried the tray. The wine waiter poured the actual drinks.’



‘Oh. Yes, of course.’



He really is handsome, Jenny thought, utterly unbiased. She could quite see why Alicia would fall so hard for him.



‘You didn’t . . .’ Keith hesitated, then took a deep breath. ‘You didn’t happen to see the kids too, did you? Were they with her? Did they look all right?’



Jenny thought back to the two old biddies in the village shop, no doubt busily knitting their cardigans for the village ‘unfortunates’ and forcing Margie to accept their charity. She felt her heart harden. ‘No,’ she said abruptly. ‘She was quite alone.’



Keith looked her straight in the eye. ‘You think I’m a right bastard, don’t you, Miss Starling?’ he said bleakly. ‘But I love my children. I still, in a way, love my wife. I never wanted any of them to get hurt.’



Probably all very true, Jenny silently agreed. ‘But they have been,’ she said simply, and had the satisfaction of forcing him to drop his eyes. He hung his head to stare at his shoes. New shoes, Jenny noticed. Alicia wouldn’t want his old dirty pair muddying the carpets in The Beeches.



His dark hair fell forward across his face, putting his eyes into shadow. ‘I know,’ he mumbled at last, ‘but there’s nothing I can do about it.’



Keith lifted his head at last and his face once again was absolutely resolute and Jenny sighed. People, and poets in particular, tended to think of love as noble, self-sacrificing and all-important. They often forgot how destructive it could be to others.



‘Anyway, I just wanted to say sorry,’ he reiterated, no doubt anxious now to be away from her disapproving and uncomfortable presence. Like many before him, Keith was beginning to suspect that this strange, large but sexy and deeply enigmatic woman saw a whole lot more than you wanted her to. ‘But I meant what I said, about protecting Alicia,’ he warned her, and Jenny shrugged.



‘I’m sure you do. And I rather suspect Inspector Mollineaux hopes you’ll keep a special eye on our unwanted guest, Trevor Watkins.’



Keith’s lips twisted. ‘That creep I keep seeing around? Who is he, anyway? Mr Greer won’t talk about him.’



‘I’m not surprised. He owns nightclubs, casinos and, er, does various other things. Definitely crooked is our Mr Watkins. Poor Sergeant Mollern practically drools whenever he’s near. He can’t wait to slip on the cuffs.’



Keith’s handsome dark brows drew themselves together into a frown. ‘But why does Mollineaux want him here? What was he doing at the party anyway?’



‘Oh, I’m pretty sure Justin invited him. To play a prank on his sister.’



Keith’s eyes darkened. ‘What kind of prank?’



Jenny gave a masterfully nonchalant shrug. ‘Oh, I daresay he just thought it was funny. With Alicia owing him so much money in gambling debts. I suppose . . .’



‘Gambling debts?’ Keith said, his voice and face totally stunned. ‘Don’t talk daft! Alicia doesn’t gamble!’ He began to look both exasperated and angry. ‘Why do people always think the worst of her? Alicia has brains, you know, as well as beauty. She’s too damned sensible to do anything so stupid as gamble. Oh, what’s the use in talking to you,’ Keith finally snapped. ‘Everybody wants to think the worst of her. They’re just damned jealous, that’s all it is.’



And with that, he turned and ploughed back through the rose bushes, oblivious to the thorns snagging his lovely white V-neck jumper.



Jenny watched him go with troubled eyes. Because, thinking about it now, she really rather believed him. Alicia
 was
 too smart to gamble. Gambling was a mug’s game, and Alicia liked her high life too much to risk just chucking it away on a toss of the dice. In which case, Justin had got it all wrong about his sister.



So where did that leave her? And, more importantly, where did it leave Trevor Watkins?



* * *



‘There she is, sir,’ Mollern said, nodding in the direction of a garden seat that was nestled in a large hedge of box. Mollineaux nodded and set off across the lawn, wondering vaguely how old the box hedge must be. Centuries, he was sure. Didn’t box grow really slowly?



Jenny, who had headed for the seat, shade and solitude in order to cogitate on Keith Harding’s angry but probably accurate assessment of his love life, glanced up as the policemen drew level with her. Without waiting to be asked, she shifted herself along a bit, allowing them to sit, one either side of her.



‘Good . . .’ Mollineaux checked his watch and saw that it was five past twelve, ‘. . . afternoon, Miss Starling. Did you enjoy your walk?’



‘Yes, thank you. I went to the village and saw Margie Harding.’



Mollineaux nodded. Yet another promising suspect with a strong motive. He sighed. ‘Did she have any fresh light to shed on the murder?’ he asked, without much hope. He was beginning to think that the Greer case was going to be left on the ‘unsolved’ pile. Which was never good for a copper’s chance of promotion.



Jenny said nothing. She was barely listening. She was sure, in fact she was absolutely
 convinced,
 that someone, at some time in the past, had said something vitally important, and she just couldn’t for the life of her think what it was. No doubt it had been mentioned in passing by someone, and had seemed unimportant at the time. But she had the tantalizing feeling that it held the clue that would bring the whole intriguing puzzle into one sharply focused picture at last. But what was it? Who had said it? When?



Mollineaux, still waiting for an answer to his question, looked at her and instantly recognized someone who was deep in thought. He looked across to his sergeant, who waited placidly. ‘We’ve had some rather interesting news from the labs. About the corks,’ he said, burning the last of his bridges. If his chief ever found out he’d confided vital information to a suspect, he’d be finished.



Jenny knew it was no use trying to force a memory. She would simply have to wait until her subconscious chose to spit it out — whatever
 it
 was. She sighed deeply and leaned back against the slatted wooden planks.



‘The corks?’ she echoed, trying to force her mind onto a different track, and eventually nodded. ‘Oh yes. The corks. I daresay they told you that none of them had a puncture mark,’ she guessed offhandedly.



Mollern nearly fell off the end of the seat. Mollineaux simply stared at her. ‘You knew that none of the corks would have been tampered with?’ he asked at last, his voice a disbelieving squeak.



Jenny, still half-lost in another world of thought, nodded vaguely. ‘That’s right. When I found out the syringe had been discovered in the bin under the wine table, I suspected that your theory was wrong — about somebody sneaking into the kitchen and injecting the paraquat into the champagne when it was still in the pantry, I mean.’



Suddenly, as if aware that the atmosphere had turned decidedly chilly, Jenny half-turned on the seat, and laid a consoling hand on Mollineaux’s sleeve. ‘Not that it wasn’t a wonderful theory, of course,’ she said, and could have added that the killer also expected the police to latch onto it. However — call her psychic — she didn’t think Mollineaux was in the mood to know he’d been second-guessed by the murderer.



‘Thank you,’ Mollineaux said, through gritted teeth. ‘So it was a good theory, but false. You, I’m sure, know how it actually
 was
 done?’ he added, having little choice but to believe it. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know who the killer is as well, would you?’ he added sarcastically, and Jenny, who was once again trying to capture that elusive memory, stirred.



‘Hmm? What? Oh yes,’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘I’ve known who killed Justin for some time now. And how it was done. No, what really worries me,’ she carried on, oblivious to the fact that two sets of jaws had practically hit the lawn either side of her, ‘is
 why it was done.
 It has me absolutely baffled.’ And she shook her head in frustration.



She paused, but still the memory that tantalized her refused to come. ‘Strange, isn’t it,’ she mused, turning to Mollineaux again. ‘Usually the motive is always the first thing you . . . figure . . . out . . .’ Her words slowed and then trailed off as she became aware of his thunderous face.



She looked at Mollern and saw a similar rage in his own suet-like features. Hastily, she turned back to Mollineaux. ‘But I thought that you
 knew
 as well,’ she said, genuinely surprised. ‘I mean, you’ve had access to all the evidence as well. And questioned all the suspects.’



Aware that she was being less than tactful, she stopped talking. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. They really were still in the dark.



‘Miss Starling,’ Mollineaux took a deep, long-suffering breath and turned on her, feeling like a modern martyr.



‘Yes, Inspector,’ she said meekly.



‘You will tell me, clearly and precisely and in detail, exactly how you suspect the murder was done, and by whom. Is that clear?’



‘Yes, Inspector,’ she said meekly.



‘Right now!’
 he roared, making her jump.



So Jenny told him. Sheesh. He really was a grouse!









 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Jenny came down to breakfast the next morning feeling tense and on edge. She knew that Mollineaux and Mollern would return, either with the proof she expected or — just as conceivably — not. In which case she was wrong about everything, and would have to start all over again.



But she didn’t think she
 was
 wrong.



The dining room was full and noisy, but as she pushed open the door and walked in, everyone fell silent. It did nothing at all to help her nerves. Then Mark smiled at her, and said pleasantly, ‘Good morning, Jenny. Bacon?’



Jenny never said no to bacon.



At the far end of the table, Chloe Walker leaned closer to Arbie and said something quietly into his ear. Arbie smiled. Next to her mother, Alicia watched Jenny with a rather petulant interest, but she soon found the spectacle of the hired cook helping herself to scrambled eggs, kidneys, bacon and fried tomatoes less than stimulating, and quickly turned to Keith. At the far end, with nobody sat next to him at all, was Trevor Watkins. He watched the cook with blank, unnerving eyes.



Jenny took a seat next to Mark, glad that Mollineaux had put him right about her real role in the murder of her previous employer. She turned to Sherri and said apologetically, ‘I really would prefer to eat in the kitchen, but I’m afraid that Martha . . .’ She trailed off helplessly, and shrugged.



Sherri smiled understandingly, and Jenny noticed with some relief that a little colour had returned to her face. But her hands, as she raised her teacup to her lips, still had an infinitesimal tremble.



Jenny poured herself a cup of tea and glanced across at Chloe, who looked radiant in a dark-chocolate silk blouse and cream skirt. The ensemble showed off her blonde hair and pansy-dark eyes to perfection. Her hand, Jenny noticed, was curled around Arbie’s sleeve.



Arbie himself was the life and soul of the breakfast table. He chatted happily with Mark, who was obviously grateful for his presence, and together the two men cordially dissected the current political scene and the cricket scores.



Chloe, from time to time, cast interested eyes in Trevor’s direction. No doubt she’d learned who and what he was, and like a lot of silly women, was intrigued by the handsome ‘bad boy’ of the bunch. Not that Jenny was all that worried. Chloe was far too mercenary to make a play for Watkins. It could only be a matter of time before he was the guest of one of Her Majesty’s Prisons, and that would not suit Chloe at all.



Jenny wondered what Margie Harding was doing at that moment. She wondered, too, how she would react when Mollineaux returned with his warrants. News would travel fast in a village the size of Rousham Green. She glanced quickly at Keith Harding, her eyes moving away the instant they turned in her direction. It was almost over. She could feel as much. And would she ever be glad to leave The Beeches behind.



Then she felt guilty as she thought of the devastation she’d be leaving in her wake. She glanced again at Sherri and wished she didn’t look so frail. Then Jenny turned a rather different gaze onto Mark, who was arguing amiably with Arbie about England’s chances against Australia at Lord’s. Jenny shook her head slightly and sighed.



The breakfast party broke up surprisingly quickly. Chloe and Arbie rose together, Arbie murmuring something about reading the papers in the lounge. Keith and Alicia simply left, telling nobody where they were going. And Jenny, not wishing to be left with Trevor Watkins for any longer than need be, quickly followed suit.



Outside it was another warm day. The birds were singing, and as she stood indecisively on the porch, she saw a blue tit with a beak full of insects head for a broken drainpipe near the kitchen drains, and disappear. A moment later, with the food safely delivered to ever-hungry chicks, it flew off again in a whirr of lemon, blue and white feathers.



How idyllic it all seemed. And yet there was murder here, betrayal and death. An ugliness that wasn’t visible but could, nevertheless, be felt. And a moment later, the returning car of Mollineaux and Mollern turned up the drive and pulled to a halt under the shady beeches.



Jenny didn’t want to meet them. She wanted to go to the herb garden and come out only after it was all over. But she couldn’t. She’d made a silent promise to Justin that she would see his murderer punished.



With yet another sigh, she straightened her shoulders, took a quick look around and, confident that nobody was about, set off across the gravel. Mollineaux and Mollern, she noticed, waited at the car for her, making no move to meet her halfway. They too wanted to be out of earshot of the house. Even before she reached them, she could see in their faces that they’d been successful.



‘You were right,’ Mollineaux confirmed quietly as soon as she joined them under the beech tree. Above her, a slight breeze whispered in the leaves.



‘It was where I thought it was?’ she demanded, and Mollineaux nodded.



‘It took us some time to find it. But yes, between us we tracked it down.’



Jenny nodded. ‘And the man is willing to testify who he sold the needle to?’ she asked, wanting to be sure of where they all stood.



Mollineaux nodded. ‘No doubt of it. He made a positive identification from the photograph.’



Jenny sighed. ‘Damn. Oh damn. It’s going to mean a life sentence, isn’t it?’ she asked wearily.



‘Probably,’ Mollineaux agreed. For a long while the party of three stood in the shade, listening to the beech and lime trees whisper around them.



‘So,’ Jenny said, making a determined effort to be practical, ‘we have some physical proof, at least. You agree with me on how it was done?’



Mollineaux nodded. ‘Now that you’ve explained it, we can’t see how it could have been done any other way,’ he agreed ruefully.



‘Yes, but will a jury see it that way?’ Jenny wondered. ‘I’m still not happy about it all. If only I knew
 why!
 The picture just isn’t complete yet.’



She didn’t fail to notice the look that passed between the two policemen, and she lifted an eyebrow at Mollineaux.



‘You’ve hit the hammer right on the nail head, Miss Starling,’ he agreed. ‘Without motive, we’re missing a huge chunk in our case. And when we run it past our chief and the lawyers . . .’ He shrugged expressively.



Jenny sighed heavily. ‘Yes. I see your point.’



‘It’s not that we disagree with you,’ Mollineaux hastened to add. ‘Or that we’re giving up. But we must have that motive.’



Jenny again nodded. ‘The really irritating thing is, I’m sure that somebody, at some time, has already pointed it out to me, but I just can’t quite get a hold of it. Oh, it makes me feel so stupid!’



Mollern allowed himself a smile. ‘I can assure you, Miss Starling, you’re definitely not that!’



Jenny gave a ladylike grunt of disbelief. ‘So, what do we do now?’ she asked Mollineaux, who spread his hands.



‘Now that Mollern and I know where to concentrate our efforts, we’ll do some serious digging. Who knows, perhaps we might actually earn our pay and come up with some answers for ourselves,’ he added, just a shade bitterly. And together, the two policemen returned to the house, Jenny watching them go with troubled eyes.



* * *



An hour or so later, it was as if Jenny had stepped into a twilight zone, courtesy of a strong sense of dj vu.



After watching the slump-shouldered policemen disappear into the hall, she had turned straight away for the herb garden to do some serious thinking. On the whole, it hadn’t helped. Knowing who and how didn’t equal knowing why. And she was so deep in thought that they were almost on top of her before she realized it.



From the gap in the hedge, the young, passionate voices catapulted her back in time to that first moment she’d heard them together.



‘I’ll be glad when all these policemen leave,’ Alicia’s voice, petulant but defiant, wafted on the rose-scented breeze and had Jenny’s head snapping up.



‘I won’t,’ Keith’s voice came back. ‘I feel safe with them around. If anything happened to you, I think I really would die.’



‘Oh, Keith!’



There was a long, tender moment of silence, and Jenny had no difficulty at all in guessing what was happening just a few yards away on the other side of the green hedge. Quickly she stirred herself and stepped into the corner, withdrawing into the shadows and trying to shake off the cold shiver of dj vu currently playing with her spine.



‘Wasn’t it funny, that fat cook turning out to be some sort of amateur sleuth?’ Keith asked, and Jenny saw the hedge bulge. She could just picture him leaning against it, his handsome face creased in a smile, his smouldering eyes fixed on his love.



‘Oh, don’t remind me,’ Alicia groaned. ‘She must have watched too many of those Agatha Christie serials on television. I’ll be so glad when everything’s back to normal. It’s all been so horrid. I just want peace again.’



‘Peace?’ Keith teased. ‘I thought we were going to get married?’



‘Won’t that be peaceful, then?’ Alicia purred a challenge, and Keith laughed.



‘Hardly. Besides, we’re going to have children, aren’t we? Lots of tots.’



And what of Margie’s children? Jenny couldn’t help but wonder. It was all very well starting a new family to assuage the guilt and longing for offspring that obviously still plagued Keith Harding, but what of his first family?



‘Well, I don’t know about lots,’ Alicia’s voice laughed back. ‘One or two, perhaps. I don’t want a huge family, petal mine. That’s so lower class.’



Keith laughed, but there was not much humour in it. ‘I am lower class, Al,’ he pointed out grimly. ‘I like to watch football on a Saturday afternoon. I don’t go in for all this so-called sophistication of your lot — all this playing around with booze and drugs. Playing your silly little upper-class games and then expecting your rich daddies to bail you out when it’s time to face the consequences. I like eating sausage and mash, and being a man in my own home.’



‘Well! A proper caveman, aren’t you?’ Alicia teased, but Jenny could detect just a touch of strain in that sweet and teasing voice. ‘Come on, my big brave Neanderthal. Let’s go to the summerhouse.’



‘What? Now?’ Keith sounded surprised, but allowed himself to be led away, and Jenny emerged from the shadows and stood in the bright sunlight.



At the back of her mind she felt a nibble. The nibble became a sting and then, in a flash, she heard again the passing remark that had been torturing her all night. And suddenly she knew.



For a while she simply stood still, running it all through her mind. And then she nodded.



* * *



Mollineaux looked up as the door was opened without so much as a knock. The reprimand that was on his lips died when he saw that it was not some offending constable after all. He needed only one look at Jenny’s face to feel his heart jump.



‘You know, don’t you?’ he said simply, and Mollern, turning at the sound of his superior’s voice, was just in time to see the cook nod.



‘Yes. I do. And I want you to make out another arrest warrant.’



‘Another one? You mean there was an accomplice?’ Mollineaux was surprised.



Jenny lowered herself into the chair facing him and smiled. ‘You’re going to enjoy this, Inspector,’ she promised. ‘The warrant is for Trevor Watkins.’



Mollern wanted to whoop for joy, but instead he reached for his notebook and began to scribble furiously as Jenny spoke in a quiet, tired voice. ‘You can charge him with blackmail, for a start.’



Carefully and succinctly, she told the police why. When she’d finished, Mollineaux was silent for a long time. ‘We’ll have a hard time getting him to confess,’ he said at last. ‘Watkins is a tough nut. He won’t crack.’



‘Find the clinic then,’ Jenny said bluntly, too tired now it was all over to even think about being tactful. ‘Now you know what you’re looking for, it shouldn’t be hard.’



Mollineaux nodded. ‘I agree. With the testimony of the doctor concerned, Watkins will have no choice but to really “help us with our inquiries”.’



‘Especially if you point out that a case could be made against him for accessory to murder,’ Jenny pointed out.



Mollineaux frowned. ‘From what you’ve told me, I’m not sure that it could.’



Jenny smiled. ‘If it wasn’t for Watkins, Inspector, Justin Greer would still be alive today. If you look at it all in a certain way.’



Mollern smiled. He could look at it that way all right. But he doubted a jury would. Still, blackmail was a start.



‘Right.’ Mollineaux slapped his thighs with his hands and rose quickly. ‘Back to London, Jack,’ he said to Mollern, for the first time using the sergeant’s first name. ‘We’ve got work to do. And when we’ve found the doctor, we’ll haul Watkins in.’



Mollern grinned. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said happily.



* * *



They came for Watkins remarkably soon. Jenny had expected them to be gone for the day, but at 4:30 that afternoon they came back and very politely asked Trevor Watkins, who’d been playing patience with an infinitely bored expression on his face, to accompany them to the station. He very quickly stopped looking bored.



Only Jenny and Chloe Walker, who both happened to be passing through the hall, saw them leave. Mollineaux gave Jenny a brief nod in passing, but didn’t speak.



When she turned around, Chloe Walker was staring at her intently. She looked like nothing more than a frightened little girl who was well out of her depth. Jenny smiled. ‘Would you take a little advice, Miss Walker?’



Chloe nodded wordlessly.



‘Go home,’ she said flatly. ‘Go back to your mum and dad in their council house and find a job—’ She stopped, seeing at once she was wasting her breath. Chloe was already backing away and shaking her head. On the landing, above her, Arbie watched and smiled as Chloe joined him, and together they disappeared into one of the bedrooms.



Jenny shrugged and turned for the kitchen. Some people just couldn’t be helped. And Martha or no, she needed to bake something.



Anything.



* * *



It was nearly seven o’clock when the police returned. Martha spared a few seconds out of her self-imposed task of watching every move Jenny made in order to look out of the window.



When she did, the old cook sighed deeply. ‘Here they are again. They’re coming and going like fiddlers’ elbows today,’ she commented, and Jenny, who’d just taken her cake out of the oven, felt the room grow cold.



‘Hello,’ Martha said, her voice dropping an octave. ‘There’s a whole gaggle of ’em this time. Who’s the fancy one in all that braid, Mr Chase?’ she asked, and the butler quickly joined her by the window, not wanting to miss out on anything.



Jenny reached for a knife and with the utmost concentration, began to prise her cake from the tin. Nevertheless, she heard every word that was said.



Chase straightened. He knew top brass when he saw it. He moved quickly in order to answer the door on time, and as Jenny transferred her steaming cake onto the cooling tray, she heard their voices in the hall. Martha quickly shot up the stairs, anxious to earwig. Jenny gave her cake a morose look.



‘You couldn’t have taken another ten minutes to cook, could you?’ she asked it balefully. Reluctantly, she too left the kitchen and trudged wearily up the few steps and out into the hall. There, the first person she saw was Mollineaux. He was stood next to his chief, and caught the cook’s eye. Jenny leaned against the open kitchen door and waited, a feeling of dread settling over her.



But it had had to be done, of course.



Chase, sensing something momentous was about to happen, quickly disappeared into the drawing room and emerged a few moments later with Mark and Sherri Greer.



‘Mr Greer,’ Mollineaux said, his voice heavy with the weight of authority. ‘This is Detective Chief Superintendent Wainwright.’



The chief, used to power, nodded at the prominent businessman, just as a door opened above. Chloe Walker and Arbie emerged onto the landing and peered down at the scene. Nervously, Chloe grabbed her companion’s sleeve and hung on tight.



Just then, a sudden tinkle of light laughter cut across the scene, the sound so unexpected and so shockingly inappropriate that nearly everybody winced. Out of the dining room came Alicia Greer and Keith Harding, both dressed for dinner. Alicia was wearing a mint-green dress that floated around her like angel wings. Keith looked awesomely handsome in a black tailored evening jacket. They both stopped dead at the scene awaiting them.



The atmosphere became so oppressive that Jenny saw Martha put a hand to her throat, as if she had difficulty breathing, and Jenny knew how she felt.



Mollineaux took a step towards the beautiful couple standing together. As he moved, he withdrew a long, white, stiff-papered document from his jacket pocket.



‘I have a warrant for your arrest,’ he said, his voice loud and portentous, his eyes fixed on their target.



Keith Harding took a step back, as if he’d been physically punched. He opened his mouth. ‘What . . . ?’ But he had no opportunity to say anything more, for Mollineaux was upon them. He reached out and something silver flashed in his hands, and everybody stared. It was a pair of handcuffs.



‘Alicia Justine Greer, I arrest you for the murder of your brother, Justin Mark Greer, on the night of May the—’



‘NO!’ The strangled, howling scream came not from the lady herself, but from Keith, who launched himself at Mollineaux, knocking the man away. Mollern was there like a flash, his bullish strength easily manhandling the thrashing and hysterical younger man away.



‘Take it easy, son,’ he said soothingly, but nobody believed Keith actually heard him.



He was staring at Mollineaux who, now free, quickly slipped the cuffs onto Alicia’s white, shaking hands. Alicia, Jenny noticed, wasn’t even looking at the policeman arresting her. Instead she watched Keith struggling helplessly against Mollern’s steely grip, her eyes dazed and disbelieving. Mutely, she shook her head.



Keith, at last, grew still. He stared into her large, tear-filled blue eyes, and Jenny saw the knowledge finally hit him. He seemed to crumple. The hall was deathly silent.



Finally, Mark Greer’s voice croaked out of him. He said only one word.



‘Alicia?’



But Alicia didn’t answer. There was nothing, really, that Alicia could say.







 
CHAPTER NINETEEN




Jenny walked slowly down the stairs, her suitcase in hand.



The hall was quiet and empty, with no echo of the dramatic scene that had been played out only a few hours before. Now it dozed in the early evening mellowness. The grandfather clock ticked ponderously, the only sound to be heard.



Alicia had been taken away, and Keith had gone with her, as had her parents. Jenny could imagine Chase and Martha in the kitchen, sitting in numb silence, sipping tea and trying not to meet each other’s eyes. Jenny had no idea where Daphne was, and made her way to the door feeling a little bit like a thief stealing away in the middle of the night.



She opened the large doors and stood for a few moments, looking around. Then she sighed, straightened her back, and closed the door firmly behind her. Most definitely time to leave.



But as she took her first step away from The Beeches and towards her van, a car pulled up the drive and swept around the curve, pulling to a halt in front of her. Jenny watched as Mollineaux and Mollern wearily climbed out.



‘Inspector,’ Jenny said, stowing away her case into the van. ‘I hope you have no objection to my leaving now?’



Mollineaux shook his silvered head and smiled. ‘None at all, Miss Starling.’



‘How are Mark and Sherri?’ she asked quietly.



‘They’re bearing up as best they can. They don’t believe she did it, of course. And they’re bringing in some fancy lawyers.’



Jenny nodded. ‘Of course.’



‘She won’t get away with it though.’ Mollineaux sounded confident. ‘That’s why the chief is doing all the processing now. He wants his face in the papers. He wouldn’t be so keen to be involved unless he knew we had a good enough case for a conviction. No, she’ll be indicted for killing her brother all right. But we aren’t so sure about our chances of convicting her for Jimmy Speight’s murder,’ he admitted grimly. ‘That’s why we made no mention of it when we arrested her. It’ll be a matter for the CPS to decide whether or not the prosecutor goes for a double-murder trial.’



‘She did kill him though,’ Jenny said quietly. ‘I’m sure of it. Poor Jimmy couldn’t have resisted spying on her when he saw her come down to the greenhouse so early in the morning. It was well known that Alicia wasn’t an early riser.’



‘And with his “journalistic” instincts aroused, he’d have crept along to see what she was up to,’ Mollineaux agreed, almost picturing in his mind how it must have happened. ‘And wondered why she’d injected a hypodermic with paraquat.’



‘And Alicia saw him spying. Which meant she’d have had no other choice but to kill him,’ Jenny agreed. ‘Because when her brother died of paraquat poisoning a day later, well, little Jimmy Speight would have been able to point the finger right at her.’



Mollineaux nodded. ‘I imagine it was a simple matter for her to lure him onto the bridge. For a woman of her looks and abilities, she could easily have come up with some excuse.’



‘And, of course, although poor Jimmy must have been curious, he wouldn’t have had any reason, then, to be in mortal fear of his life. Besides, men never do think they have to fear women, do they?’ Jenny swept on sadly. ‘But Alicia could have “accidentally” broken off the branch, laughed about her clumsiness, and then whacked him over the head with it before he even knew what was happening.’



‘I agree that’s how it almost certainly happened,’ Mollineaux agreed. ‘But whether it’ll come out at the trial or not . . .’ He shrugged helplessly.



Jenny nodded, not wanting to dwell on it. ‘Well, I’d better be off, I suppose.’ She opened the door to her van and Mollineaux looked at her with a mixture of amusement and frustration.



‘Damn it, Miss Starling. Just how did you
 know
 Alicia was our killer? I mean, what made you think of it all? Work it all out, I mean?’



Jenny shrugged helplessly. ‘Well, it was more or less obvious right from the start that it had to be Alicia,’ she said, then hesitated as she heard Mollern give a rather disbelieving snort.



Knowing this could take some time, Jenny tried to marshal her thoughts into some sort of reasonable order. ‘Right from the beginning, I had to ask myself,
 who
 was the most likely person to have orchestrated the poisoning? Who had the most chances to arrange it all? And the only person who came to mind was either Alicia or the party coordinator. But why would a party coordinator want to poison her customers?’



She glanced at the two men. ‘Think about it,’ she urged them quickly. ‘Who hired me in the first place? Alicia. And why, specifically, would she want me to cater the party?’ Jenny shrugged. ‘I think it could only have been because she’d read about me in the papers all those months ago, and knew I’d been mixed up in murder.’



‘So you thought she wanted you there for a sort of warped moral support?’ Mollineaux asked, puzzled, and Jenny snorted.



‘Hardly! She wanted me there to be a prime suspect. A cook with a reputation for murdering people! What better distraction could there be for her? Whilst people were looking askance at me, who would think of looking at her? But of course, I wasn’t the only one she had set up. She invited Arbie Goulder for exactly the same reason. He had a glaring motive for wanting Justin dead. And that was another thing that made me suspect her,’ she continued. ‘It just didn’t add up with Alicia’s almost manic desire to make the party perfect for her brother.’



Mollern grunted. ‘That’s what gives me the creeps. Her pretending to throw the best birthday party ever, just so she could kill him.’



Jenny frowned. ‘I rather think, you know,’ she said quietly, ‘that Alicia really
 did
 want the party to be the best ever. I think she went to so much trouble to make it the happiest day of his life, just because she
 was
 going to kill him. In her own twisted way, Sergeant, I think she actually loved her brother. And she wanted his last day to be perfect.’



This time, Mollineaux shivered at the thought. ‘You think she’s mad, then?’



But Jenny quickly shook her head. ‘Oh no, Inspector, not mad. Just utterly selfish. She loved her brother, but with him dead, she knew the company would have to come to her one day. Of course she’d have sold it right away, with a big portion going to Trevor Watkins to keep him silent. But that was as far as her magnanimity went. Justin was doomed, I think, from the moment she met Keith Harding.’



For a while they were all silent, until Mollern shifted restlessly. ‘I still don’t see why you were so sure.’



‘Oh, there were lots of other little things as well,’ Jenny said quickly.



‘Such as?’ Mollineaux asked, anxious to know. He’d just watched this woman solve a most baffling case, and he badly wanted to know how she’d done it.



‘Well, for a start, there was the way she avoided going into the kitchen on the morning of the party,’ the big cook said, and seeing their blank gazes, went on to explain. ‘When the champagne was delivered, she knew that eventually, if all went according to her plan, anyone who had entered that kitchen would be a suspect. That’s why she deliberately sent Arbie down, to give him the supposed opportunity to poison the champagne. At the same time, she had to make absolutely certain that everybody knew that she had
 not
 gone down, thereby putting her in the clear.’ Jenny paused for breath and thought back. ‘Yes, that was very clever. I asked her twice, you see, to come into the kitchen — to look at the cake and so on — and both times she practically ran in the opposite direction. That’s why she was so angry when she learned that Keith had volunteered to help with the wine, because it would later point the finger of suspicion at him, who also had a motive for wanting Justin out of the way. Something she had never intended to happen.’



Mollineaux nodded. So simple — now that it was pointed out to him. ‘Anything else?’ he asked, and Jenny nodded.



‘The way she ran the party,’ the cook continued. ‘She went way over what was to be expected of a conscientious hostess, and hardly necessary, since her father was paying the party coordinator an exorbitant amount, just to make sure that everything ran smoothly. The wine waiter, Georges, and all the rest of the staff told us that very first night when you interviewed us all together that it was Alicia herself who’d timed the arrival of the birthday cake. Later, we found out it was Alicia who insisted that the wines be uncorked five minutes before pouring. And, of course, it was Alicia who insisted that the wine and champagne be put in the kitchen in the first place. Why, I wondered, did she object to them going into the wine cellar? Good catering staff could tell wine that had been racked for years from crates that were newly arrived.’ Jenny shook her head. ‘No. All along, it was Alicia who had the best opportunity to organize the crime. And then there were the less obvious clues, such as her personality.’



Neither policeman felt comfortable when it came to dealing with the psychological aspects of cases. But they listened attentively, nonetheless.



‘Right from the start, it was obvious how much Alicia loved money and the easy life,’ Jenny pointed out, prosaically enough. ‘It was also obvious that, for some reason or other, she never seemed to have much money herself. She had to scrounge off her own brother to buy herself a new dress for the party, for instance. She cadged her jewels off her mother, and even tried to persuade Sherri to hand over to her the gems on a permanent basis. She’d got her father to buy a house for herself and Keith Harding once they were married, and since she could so obviously wind her father around her little finger, it was highly likely that Mark gave her a very generous allowance as well. So I had to ask myself — where did all her money go? She’d even sold her fancy car and bought a very modest little runaround, and that must have gone very much against the grain for someone like her.’



Jenny smiled a little grimly. ‘At first, I believed Justin when he said that she’d lost it all gambling. But Keith Harding himself pointed out that Alicia was much too clever for that.’



Jenny cleared her throat, wishing she’d thought to have a long, cool drink before leaving. All this talking was making her throat dry.



‘Alicia was certainly clever all right,’ she soldiered on gamely. ‘But she was also inherently lazy. So why, I had to ask myself, did this idle, selfish, rich little girl want her brother’s party to be so perfect that she felt compelled to do so much work herself? It just didn’t fit in with Alicia’s selfish personality. And that was another arrow that pointed straight at her.’



For a while she remained silent, letting the policemen assimilate her thinking. At last, Mollineaux nodded, silently admitting that she had a point. Policemen tended to go for the certainties — motive, opportunity and evidence. Now he could admit that he should also have taken personality into consideration. Once again, now that it was pointed out to him, it all seemed so obvious.



‘So you had a good general idea it was Alicia,’ Mollineaux said. ‘But suspicion is one thing. How did you get from there to producing the evidence for us? That hypodermic, for instance. We found the love-nest hotel Alicia and Keith shared by showing their photos around and using a little discretion. And from there we found the big new chemist shop. Oh yes, I know.’ Mollineaux raised a hand as Jenny was about to speak. ‘I know that you overheard Alicia and her mother talking about this big chemist shop she went to. And I can see — just — how you came to believe that she must have bought the hypodermic needle there.’ Mollineaux, too, was forced to pause for breath, and he shook his head helplessly. ‘But I still don’t understand how you worked out the actual mechanics of how the murder was done.’



‘Ah, that,’ Jenny said thoughtfully. ‘Oh, that was because of the needle, Inspector.’



‘But you knew it hadn’t been injected into the corks,’ Mollineaux said, sounding just a little exasperated now.



‘Oh, it wasn’t what it was
 used for,
 Inspector,’ Jenny explained gently, ‘
 but
 where it was
 found
 that made it all so clear.’ Then, seeing only two sets of blank eyes looking back at her, she sighed. ‘Don’t you see? The moment I heard that a hypodermic needle that had contained paraquat had been found in a bin in the ballroom, I immediately asked myself a very simple question. Why?’



‘Why?’ It was Mollern who echoed her, his large moon-shaped face totally baffled.



‘Exactly,’ Jenny said. ‘Why? Say the killer had injected the champagne through the cork, as we were meant to think.
 As Alicia intended us all to think.
 Why would the killer then take the needle into the ballroom and throw it into the bin? If the poisoning had been done in the afternoon before the party had started, the killer would have had ample time to get rid of it, wouldn’t he? He could have buried it in the garden, or thrown it in the lake — it would never have been found then. Or simply have taken it home with him and put it in the bin. But no. The killer had all these opportunities to get rid of the evidence, and what does he do? He puts it in the bin in the ballroom under the champagne table, where the police were bound to find it.’



‘I get it,’ Mollern said, realization dawning. ‘Alicia wanted it found.’



Jenny smiled gently. ‘Well, not exactly, Sergeant. I think she left it in the bin mainly because
 she had no other choice.
 She actually injected the poison into the champagne at the party, not through the cork earlier, as you thought. And, of course, once she’d done that, she had no other choice but to get rid of the needle, the vital evidence, as soon as possible. Which meant then and there, in the ballroom. Because, you see, of all the people there,
 only Alicia Greer never had the opportunity to get rid of it anywhere else!
 People surrounded her all the time. And then she was taken to hospital afterwards, where the police or a nurse would have been bound to find the needle had she slipped it into her handbag.’ Jenny looked from one to the other of them. ‘Don’t you see? Of all the people in that ballroom, she alone was the only one who would have had no opportunity to get rid of the needle after the deed was done. Thus it was found in the bin. As soon as I knew that, I was sure it was Alicia.’



Mollern sighed gently. ‘That’s really breathtaking, Miss Starling. Almost as breathtaking as when you told us how she did it. The actual poisoning, I mean.’



‘Oh, that.’ Jenny dismissed that piece of deduction with a wave of her hand. ‘But you see, only Alicia could have done it that way. You see, the wine waiters told us that Alicia gave the signal for all the guests’ glasses to be filled for the toast. And it was Alicia who had the cake brought in when only she herself and Justin were the last to be served. And she was stood right by the wine table, ready and in position when the lights went out, to poison the champagne. And, luckily for her, all the main suspects were also close by. Arbie, Trevor Watkins, even Margie Harding, although Alicia knew nothing about her at the time. The actual poisoning was simple. All the guests had their glasses full, so there was no danger of any of them getting a dose of the poisoned bottle by mistake. The cake came in on her signal, and the lights went out. Everyone remarked how dark it was, and nobody’s eyesight had time to adjust from the bright glare to the sudden loss of light. That included Alicia’s own eyesight of course, hence the needle. She’d had the wine waiters open the champagne bottle for herself and Justin a few minutes in advance, so it was already open and waiting. In the darkness she couldn’t possibly have poured in the paraquat from a little vial, for she was as blind as the others, and it would have been too messy and hit-and-miss. But with a hypodermic it was easy. All she had to do was feel for the opening of the bottle with her fingers, carefully insert the needle tip inside the neck of the bottle, push the plunger, toss the hypodermic into the bin — a bin, incidentally, which she’d had placed there — and Bob’s your uncle. The lights come back on, and there’s the poisoned bottle of champagne, all innocent and waiting. And no chance of getting a full set of fingerprints either, from off just the rim of the bottle.’



Jenny took a deep breath. ‘The wine waiter said he chose the bottle at random, and no doubt he thought he had. But picture the scene — the host and hostess need their glasses filled. Standing on the table, no doubt a little bit in front of all the others, subtly placed at the front, was this bottle of champagne. Of course he picked that one.’



The two men, enthralled by her narrative, allowed themselves to relax. ‘So poor Margie Harding, being in the wrong place at the wrong time, received the poisoned drinks from the wine waiter and gave them to Justin and Alicia in all innocence,’ Mollineaux finished.



Jenny nodded then noticed Mollern frown. ‘Something wrong, Sergeant?’



Mollern scratched just below his left ear and sighed. ‘I just can’t get over the way Alicia Greer took a swallow of that drink, Miss Starling. Knowing that it was poisoned, I mean,’ he said at last, and Jenny nodded.



‘Yes, I know. It was such a desperate risk to take,’ she agreed, which made Mollineaux glance at her quickly. So
 that’s
 what she meant, he thought with a smile, remembering the time they’d talked about the risks the killer had taken. He and Mollern were talking about the risk they thought the murderer must have taken to poison the wine. Only Jenny Starling was thinking about the risk Alicia had taken in taking a sip of the champagne she knew to contain paraquat.



‘I daresay she only took a tiny sip,’ Mollineaux said.



‘Yes,’ Jenny agreed. ‘Still, I wouldn’t have done it.’ She shuddered. ‘But what really had me worried was the why of it all. Why did she kill her brother? She was short of money, yes, but she was getting by. She could always squeeze what she wanted from either of her parents or Justin himself for that matter. They all indulged her. Cars, houses, jewels. No, there had to be a definite reason
 why
 Justin had to die. And I just couldn’t see what it was.’



‘But you finally figured it out,’ Mollern said quickly.



‘Hmm. Eventually,’ she agreed ruefully. ‘And it was Keith who told me, though I’m sure he didn’t mean to. When he pointed out so confidently that Alicia didn’t gamble, I had to think of another reason. And I was sure it still involved Trevor Watkins. That argument they had at the party was surely significant. As was the way Watkins came so meekly to stay at the house. I knew he would never have put himself in the middle of a murder investigation unless he was looking out for his own interests. But what were they? And then I heard Keith talking about having children, and I realized just how old-fashioned he really is. If you ignore his single aberration of falling in love with Alicia, what do you have left? A hard-working, simple man, who loves his wife and kids. And Alicia, who loves him devotedly, knows him better than anyone, of course.’



‘I still don’t see . . .’ Mollineaux began and Jenny smiled.



‘Neither did I, till I remembered something Martha had said. Yes, Martha, of all people.’ Jenny allowed herself a slight smile at the irony of it. ‘When she was talking to Vera about Trevor Watkins’s reputation, she mentioned the fact that he organized discreet abortions. Nowadays you need the consent of two doctors to have an abortion, and they’re mostly granted on the grounds of the woman’s mental health. But I’m sure if you ask around you’ll find that the Greers’ family doctor is the kind of man who disapproves of abortion, the kind who’d make it as hard as possible for his patients to go down that route. And Alicia would know how easily a rumour could start, especially in a small community like this. So she’d have to go to someone who could arrange it all very quietly. Two tame doctors who’d agree to it and a clinic far, far away was what she needed, and the deed was done. And so, suddenly, it all made sense. Keith Harding was hardly likely to have been Alicia’s first lover. Even in this day and age, birth control isn’t a hundred percent effective all the time. Her mother and father, though appalled, would forgive her if Trevor Watkins had told them that their precious daughter had had an abortion, and Alicia and Watkins both knew it. But when Alicia fell in love with Keith, who had kids of his own, well, then it all changed. Alicia knew Keith would find the thought of abortion totally unacceptable. He might not be able to forgive her an abortion, and she simply wasn’t willing to take that chance.’



‘And so Watkins began to blackmail her,’ Mollineaux finished. ‘No doubt after Justin was murdered he realized right away who must have done it and why. With Justin dead, she was the main heir.’



‘Exactly,’ Jenny said. ‘I always knew that man was aware of much more than he was letting on.’



‘I can see why Alicia couldn’t risk Keith finding out about the abortion,’ Mollineaux agreed, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘But why not kill Watkins, instead of her own brother? It would have saved her from having to pay off blackmail for the rest of her life, especially if, as you think, she really did love her brother after all, albeit in a twisted sort of way. I know she wanted to inherit the company, but is that really all there was to it?’



Jenny sighed. ‘Money aside, I’m sure she would much have preferred to kill Watkins, Inspector, but how could she have managed it?’ She shrugged graphically. ‘Watkins is a crook, with an animal’s canniness. No doubt he was also surrounded by minders down in London. How could she kill him and get away with it? Buy a gun? From where, and how to shoot him without getting caught? She could hardly attack him with a knife in a dark alley. No. She needed an environment where she could stack the odds in her favour. After all, getting caught and spending her life locked away from Keith was definitely not in her plans. She couldn’t arrange to kill Watkins. But her brother Justin, right here on her home ground, and with all the time in the world to think out a plan, and be in a position to arrange it all, that was different. That was doable.’



Mollern, who’d listened to all this with growing horror, said gruffly, ‘So Justin Greer died just because he
 could
 be murdered?’



Jenny heaved a heavy sigh and nodded. ‘That’s about the size of it, Sergeant. Alicia must have her darling Keith, and she must have money. With Justin gone, she believed she would have both.’



‘And so she might,’ Mollineaux said grimly, ‘if not for you. And to think, that day she came home from hospital, I actually wondered if she might be in some danger.’ Mollineaux smiled. ‘I just don’t know how to thank you, Miss Starling,’ he said softly, and held out his hand.



‘Please, call me Jenny,’ she said cheerfully.



Mollineaux nodded and glanced at her van. ‘So, where are you off to now?’



Jenny shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea. But I expect I’ll find somewhere to lay my head,’ she said airily.



‘You mean you don’t even know where you’re going next?’ Mollern asked, sounding appalled at the thought.



‘Not at the moment,’ she agreed. ‘I’ll stop at the first good hotel that comes along. There’s bound to be a job for a good cook somewhere. There aren’t that many of us about, you know,’ she informed them seriously.



Saying a final goodbye, the two policemen walked over to their car, got in, and drove away. She gave them a wave as they went and was just about to get into her van when she paused, spying a grey form perched on the wall with its back to her. Very stealthily tiptoeing up, she used her height to peer over the stone wall. As she suspected, there was a nice soft lawn on the other side. Very quickly she planted a hand firmly on the cat’s unsuspecting back and gave a firm but gentle push.



The cat gave a muffled ‘meumphhh’, not having either the time or the breath to let out a good bellowing miaow, and disappeared over the wall.



Jenny Starling smiled, climbed into her van and drove off into the evening sunshine.











THE END
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PROLOGUE




An old woman toddled up the freezing aisle, a glorious Christmas cactus clutched in one gnarled hand, a knotty hazel walking stick grasped in the other. From the pulpit, the equally ancient vicar smiled benignly at her as she placed it on an old crumbling window shelf, and felt himself shiver in his robes. In spite of global warming, it was an unusually viciously cold and frosty morning, and the church felt like a freezer.



Overhead, the church bells pealed, echoing sharply across the rural Oxfordshire valley. It was the last Sunday before Christmas and perhaps because of that, the church actually had a few worshippers in it for a change. Two old men, bachelor twins of the parish, coughed and sneezed in the front row, victims of the latest flu virus, and the vicar sighed in sympathy. He now had three other churches to cover in his extended parish, and actual snow was forecast! It was many years since this part of the country had seen any significant snowfall, and the man of the cloth, to be frank, could have done without it.



Ah well. The children loved it so.



Reverend Adam Clode had come to the parish of Westcott Barton just over forty years ago. A small village in the heart of Oxfordshire, it had undergone the usual changes over that period of time. It had seen two cul-de-sacs of council houses built on a patch of wasteland, and had lost the village school and post office. And, of course, the rise in house prices had forced out many of the long-standing families, as incomers with money bought up the homes needed by the local youngsters. For all that, it still remained a largely close-knit farming community.



The vicar watched as several young boys dashed in, looking irreverent, but carrying great boughs of holly. The vicar winced at the sight of the roughly broken stalks, and gave up a brief prayer that the children had combed the woods for them, and not raided the gardens of any of his parishioners.



He met the eyes of the richest farmer in the county, Stanley Kelton, beneath their fiercely bushy brows, and quickly looked away. He prayed even harder that the boys had not wandered into Kelton woods for the holly. If Stanley now came across denuded holly bushes on his land he would soon be back to church, but not for morning worship. Adam Clode could almost hear the farmer’s imagined but withering tirade now.



By his side, Stanley’s daughter Delia sighed in boredom, her two brothers staring absently at the hymn numbers on the wall. Given the choice, the vicar knew that none of the Kelton offspring would come to church at all. Like the rest of the country nowadays, he suspected they were at best indifferent, if not downright atheists. But Stanley Kelton must have insisted, and what Stanley Kelton wanted, Stanley Kelton got.



A moment later, the vicar found himself meeting the very different gaze of Sidney Kelton, Stanley’s older brother. His blue eyes were gentle, and when he smiled at the vicar (almost as if he could read that reverend gentleman’s unease and wanted to offer some comfort), Adam smiled back automatically, feeling unaccountably better.



Mrs Jarvis, the Keltons’ cleaner and a long-time member of the church’s unofficial care-taking committee, carefully lit the long white candles. Their flames flickered quickly, casting shadows across the sixteenth-century walls. Soon the smell of candle wax scented the air, and the holly, now placed along the alcoves by one of the sneezing bachelor twins, glinted in dark green glory.



The bells continued to peal joyfully and echo across the crisp air, and suddenly, without warning, the
 real
 spirit of Christmas seemed to settle magically over the church and its tiny congregation. In these times of commercialization, and over-hyped advertising urging you to spend, spend, spend, Westcott Barton, for a few minutes at least, seemed to retain a little of the spirit of Christmas past.



The old vicar straightened up as his arthritis was forgotten and the bitterly cold air in the church became irrelevant, and looked down at the pinched, cold white faces and red noses of his congregation. They waited for the sermon with patient resignation. Impulsively, the vicar reached for his songbook and called out for the carol ‘God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen’
 and the congregation caught the mood in an instant.



The organist, nodding and shivering over the battered organ, sprang into life like the enthusiastic schoolteacher that he was, and voices, hoarse with colds, out of tune but gutsy, rang around the church. It was the Sunday before Christmas; there was going to be snow for the children, mulled wine for the adults and a rousing carol to lift the heart.



The season of peace and goodwill was truly upon them. And yet, in the seemingly blameless congregation, amid the holly and the singing, silently, carefully,
 purposefully
 , someone was plotting cold-blooded murder.









 
CHAPTER ONE




The bone-shaking tractor pulled to a somewhat coughing halt as the driver peered out of his snow-frosted side window. ‘There’s the road to Westcott Barton, missus. Not much of one is it? And I doubt it’ll be cleared any time soon either. Think you can manage it? I’d offer to take you down there, but I’ve promised a smallholder in the next village I’ll help him move his sheep before it gets dark.’



By his side, perched precariously and distinctly uncomfortably on a rusted wheel arch, an impressively Junoesque woman with beautiful blue eyes squinted through the glass.



As the farmer had said, the lane wouldn’t be much of a thoroughfare even in good weather. A single track, it was hemmed in on all sides by straggling blackthorns, and burdened with a recent and spectacular snowfall of nearly two feet, it resembled nothing so much as an obstacle course.



Jenny Starling, travelling cook, sighed deeply, hefted her holdall past the rear of the driver’s seat and half rose. The farmer, a middle-aged man with a hooked nose and curious eyes, took one appreciative glance at her generous curves and decided she would most definitely need a helping hand down. He quickly opened his door and slid out, sinking into a snowdrift which came over the top of his wellingtons and promptly turned his shins numb.



He cursed mildly, but watched with bemused respect as the attractive twenty-something woman climbed out of the cramped tractor with unexpected ease and grace. Her coat was a bulky padded blue, matching the knitted bobble hat that hid a glossy array of dark brown curls. On her feet were sturdy leather boots that sensibly fitted far more snugly than his own wellingtons. She was already hoisting her holdall down after her, before the farmer could offer to reach up for it.



And he
 had
 been about to offer. Although he’d come across his unexpected and unusual hitchhiker on a deserted winter road — and his mother had always maintained that only riff-raff thumbed rides — there had been something about the woman that had instantly screamed ‘class’ at him.



In fact, Jenny usually travelled everywhere in her trusted cherry-red catering van, but not even her gallant and stalwart steed would have been able to handle the snow-packed roads, so she’d been forced, very reluctantly, to leave it under cover in a long-term car park not far from Burford. Unfortunately, all the local buses had been cancelled due to the previous day’s snowstorm, leaving her with no other choice but to hoof it unless she wanted to let her clients down.



Which she most definitely didn’t. Jenny had her reputation for reliability to maintain.



Luckily, she hadn’t gone far when the tractor had rumbled up behind her and she’d raised a hopeful thumb.



Now the farmer watched her as she negotiated around the snowdrifts and stood by a drunkenly leaning signpost, rubbing her gloved hands briskly together for some much-needed warmth in the crisp morning air.



England hadn’t had a really bad winter to speak of for some time, and Jenny hoped the snow would soon go. Still, she couldn’t help but be thrilled by the sudden blanket of white that had descended on the countryside. Everywhere children were tobogganing, making snowmen and laying in ambush for the postmen with a stock of snowballs. At first, it had made her feel like singing ‘Winter Wonderland’
 over and over again.



Until the novelty of it all wore off, that is. The thing was, she’d forgotten how damned
 inconvenient
 snow could be!



Ivy grew darkly in the hedgerows around her, and by the side of the road mysterious animal tracks dotted the snow. She could see the unmistakable track of a fox, the paw prints placed in a single straight line, and the light feathery trail of his brush where it had dragged along the ground. Any number of birds had left little clawed trails, but nothing much moved now — only a single crow overhead, cawing raucously as it headed for a bare sycamore.



Her eyes turned to the only sign of habitation for miles around and roved thoughtfully over the rooftops and chimneys of the village that nestled about a mile down in the valley.



‘It’s not actually the village itself I want, but Kelton Farm. Do you know it?’ she asked, turning back to the farmer, thankful that there was no wind to drop the temperature even further.



At the mention of the farm, however, the tractor driver visibly stiffened. His eyes, which had been both speculative and friendly, suddenly turned hostile. Despite the all-pervading freezing cold, Jenny felt the temperature drop yet another notch, and her heart fell.



‘Sure, I know it. You want to take this lane for half a mile or so and then take the first path on the left — if you can see it in all this,’ he waved his hand at the blanketing snow. ‘I doubt old man Kelton has had the track cleared just to make life easier for visitors, mind. He would have better use for the few tractors he’s got, I reckon, and he certainly wouldn’t want to get his precious cart horses out just for that.’



There was unmistakable contempt in his tone now, and Jenny arched one eyebrow delicately into her fringe of dark hair. ‘Horses?’ she almost squeaked in surprise. ‘You mean proper cart horses?’ she asked quietly, feeling a thrill of romanticism ripple through her.



‘That’s right,’ he snorted. ‘He uses mostly horses, and charges a fortune for folks to come and watch what he calls “traditional farming” being done. He gets all sorts out here — school trips and tourists and whatnot, and all of them paying good money for the privilege. He sells his produce to them organic people who go crazy for it, plus he rakes off all the grants he can get from the government for being so “green.” That’s not to mention the half-baked hippies who pay a fortune to live in his run-down cottages and get a taste of the “real thing.” They think because they have to pump water out of a well by hand and live by gas lamps and candlelight, that they’re experiencing something special. Truth is, the canny old sod doesn’t have to pay for the upkeep or maintenance of the cottages and he can still make a tidy profit out of ’em.’



‘But surely, in this day and age he has to meet certain standards?’ Jenny objected.



Her knight of the road snorted disdainfully. ‘Not him! Besides, nobody complains do they? Like I said, they think they’re getting a taste of the good old days — growing their own veg and raising rabbits or whatever. He even set up a fancy petting zoo for kiddies in the summer — charges nearly five quid for entry. Can you believe it? Five bleeding quid!’



Jenny shrugged, wondering if it was just jealousy talking. Nowadays, she knew that many farmers had to subsidize their incomes. Maybe Stanley Kelton was one of those wise and heart-warming souls who bred rare species in an effort to save them from extinction. She knew a lot of the UK’s oldest and more rural breeds of farming animals were in danger of dying out, in which case he would need the extra capital for their upkeep.



‘You ask me, he likes to think he’s some kind of lord of the manor still living in Victorian times. And what’s to stop him? He’s got all his family too scared to stand up to him. And Kelton Farm’s the biggest around here,’ the farmer finally admitted, grudging every syllable. ‘His farmhands have got no choice but to play along with him, if they want to work that is. Even though it’s bloody back-breaking work doing things the old-fashioned way. You ask me, he’s just too tight-fisted to pay good money on modern equipment. There’s a saying around here. You can always trust a Kelton to get blood out of a stone.’



And he gave a gurgling laugh.



Jenny sighed deeply. It was going to be one of those Christmases. She could just feel it. The farmer, noting her gloom and unable to contain his curiosity any longer, gave an artificial cough. ‘You, er . . . going to work there yourself, then?’



Jenny smiled rather grimly. ‘I’m afraid so. But just for the two weeks over Christmas. I’m their cook.’



‘Their
 cook
 !’ the farmer echoed, too stunned to remember his good manners. When he found those disconcertingly lovely blue eyes centred on him once more, he felt himself blush; at forty-two, it was something he hadn’t done since his teen years. ‘Sorry, missus. It’s just that it’s not like Stan to hire somebody he didn’t have to. Not when he’s got a daughter, like, to do all the drudgery and cooking for him.’ A glint of mischievous glee suddenly lightened his dour face. ‘Oh, I get it! Joanne, that’s my wife, she told me that she’d heard young Delia was threatening to stop work over the Christmas season. Looks like she got up the gumption to stick by it too. Good on her, I say. But I said to Jo at the time, I couldn’t see Stan going without his mince pies and turkey.’ Crow’s feet appeared at the corners of his eyes as he grinned at some private or local joke that Jenny fervently hoped wasn’t going to backfire on
 her
 .



Whatever the family tensions were at Kelton Farm, the last thing she wanted to do was stand on anybody’s toes. She sighed again, more deeply than ever.



Yes, it was definitely going to be one of those Christmases. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better be off,’ she muttered, never one to falter in the face of adversity. She glanced at the leaden skies all around her and frowned. ‘There’s more snow up there,’ she added quietly, her words rousing the farmer from his musings.



‘I reckon you’re right there,’ he agreed briskly. ‘You mind them ditches then. Stick to the middle of the road,’ he advised, climbing back into the cabin of his shuddering tractor and continuing on down the road with a blithe wave of farewell in her direction.



Jenny looked all around her at the snow and sighed. Wonderful! How was she to tell what
 was
 the middle of the road amongst all this blanketing whiteness? She gave a mental shrug and hoisted her tough nylon holdall firmly over one shoulder and set off.



If she suddenly found herself knee-high in a foot or so of frozen water, she supposed that she could safely assume she’d come across a ditch.



It was Christmas Eve tomorrow, and who knew what sort of welcome awaited her at her new place of work? Still, things could be worse, she told herself philosophically. At least she had a job — well, for the next two weeks at any rate.



She’d been staying in Oxford where she was hoping to secure a position in one of the many college kitchens, once the next term started. Although she’d secured a little bedsit near Keble College, her kitchen in the converted Victorian house consisted of a single gas ring, and the thought of spending Christmas alone had been a depressing one, her father still in France and her activist mother off on some crusade or other about Christmas trees. So when she’d seen the two-week job as cook at Kelton Farm advertised in the local paper, it had roused her interest immediately. And not even the derisory wages on offer had put her off. She cooked for the love of it, as well as for money. And the thought of spending a good old traditional Christmas on an English farm, cooking all those good old traditional dishes, seemed almost too good to be true.



Now, as she trudged her way through the snowdrifts, she told herself that the next time mawkish sentiment reared its seductive head, she’d look the other way!



Stan Kelton hardly sounded like a maiden’s dream of an employer, and a rebellious daughter could cause her no end of problems. She only hoped there’d be no funny business this time. Through no fault of her own, she had, in the past, had to sort out some very nasty murders. People nowadays had no self-control, she thought crossly.



After a while she stopped walking, both to catch her breath and because something else had caught her attention: to her left, two rows of wooden stakes, standing a few feet apart and about a foot above the ground, led off over the crest of a hill. She put her holdall down and looked back down the road, thinking. Had she come half a mile? Straight on, the tower of the village church certainly looked closer. And that row of posts signified to her a set of fences running alongside a road. And, looking more closely still, the snow there did seem to be a few inches lower than the surrounding mass, as if, a few days ago, someone or something had passed along, flattening the first layer of snow tight. The new snowfall, however, looked ominously pristine.



‘Oh, wonderful,’ Jenny muttered. Above her, a flock of jackdaws rose noisily from a bare oak tree, scuffling and arguing. For a moment she watched them, envying their ease of movement as they set off towards the village. Then with a somewhat self-pitying sigh, she resumed her trudging. She only hoped the farm was just over the hill. Snow looked pretty, but it was hard going on the legs. Her calf muscles were already begging for mercy and her toes had long since said bye-bye to the rest of her.



But if the farm turns out to be three or four miles over the hill, she thought resentfully, I hope someone finds my frozen body and gives me a decent burial.



A lone jackdaw came to roost on one of the posts, and called out a cheery greeting to her as she went past. ‘Jack!’



‘Oh, shut up,’ Jenny snarled at it, and hefted her holdall just a little higher under her armpit.



Since there’d been no telephone number attached to the advertisement, she’d written a letter, citing her previous experience and employers, and had been accepted by return of post. In that letter, Mr Stanley Kelton had specified this morning as her time of arrival. The least he could have done was have one of his horses plough a path up this blasted track, she thought, feeling more and more put upon with every plodding step.



At last, she crested the small rise and looked down, thankfully, onto a large, square Cotswold-stone farmhouse spread out below her. Although it was nearly eleven o’clock in the morning, the sky was so overcast it felt almost dark. In several windows, orange light spilled cheerfully onto the snowy courtyard surrounding it. From the set of stables off to the left, and attached to the house by a makeshift corrugated iron passageway, she could see steam gently rising into the air, although no horse, very wisely, hung his head over the half-doors into the frigid air beyond.



As she looked, a black and white shape trotted across the cleared courtyard and scratched at the door to the house. The sheepdog was evidently out of luck, for as the cook thankfully picked up a little speed, the prospect of hot tea and an even hotter kitchen fire spurring her on, the dog trotted back disconsolately and disappeared into one of the stables. There, at least, the body heat of the animals would help to raise the temperature a little.



She was out of breath but in a much happier frame of mind when she finally reached the door and banged on it sharply. At the sound, the sheepdog sped across the yard and comically skidded to a halt at the sight of a stranger in his domain. Guiltily, not to mention rather belatedly, he started to bark. Jenny glanced at him, not in the least intimidated.



‘Shut up, Pooch,’ a young and attractive voice said, right in her left ear, and Jenny quickly turned around.



‘Hello. Are you Miss Kelton?’ she asked with a bright smile. She believed in making a good first impression.



‘Yes?’



Delia Kelton looked to be about eighteen or so. She had shoulder-length blond hair, the colour of ripening wheat, and deep chocolate-brown eyes. She was in a red woollen dress that was well-worn and far too small for her. The effect showed off too much leg, and pulled too tightly across her rather well-developed breasts. No doubt her strike over Christmas was probably the least of her father’s worries, Jenny thought wryly.



‘I’m Jenny Starling,’ Jenny said, to no effect. ‘I’m the cook?’ Still no reaction. Delia continued to look at her, a puzzled frown pulling at her brows. ‘Mr Kelton has hired me for two weeks. To help out with the Christmas dinner and so on . . .’ she trailed off, dismayed to see a look of petulant fury fill the girl’s otherwise pretty face.



It was at once obvious that her father had not told her what he’d done. No doubt, Jenny thought with intuitive accuracy, Delia had hoped that her threat to stop work over Christmas was going to win her some concession or other. And Jenny’s untimely arrival was living proof that she had failed.



‘Oh hell,’ Jenny said glumly.



Delia glanced at her sharply, her eyes narrowing. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said at last, grudgingly.



And as the unexpected visitor passed by, her well-padded figure such a striking contrast to her own slim frame, Delia frowned. She had the uncanny feeling that the other woman had understood far more than she should have done, just from a few simple words. It left her feeling oddly vulnerable, and wrong-footed.



‘I suppose I’d better show you to the kitchen then,’ she said, with more hostility than she’d meant. ‘I daresay you’re cold after that walk,’ she added quickly, by way of shame-faced recompense.



Jenny nodded gratefully, and followed her hostess into the most pitiful kitchen it had ever been her misfortune to come across.



Although the room itself was perfectly adequate — large, square and well equipped — everything else was a sight. The floor was a picture of muddy footsteps, thawing into little pools of water. Obviously, the men of the house just tramped through with muddy, snow-covered wellingtons whenever they pleased. The fire in the Aga was low, and untended; the sink was full of unwashed dishes. On the table were a few crusts of bread and a piece of uncovered, hard-looking cheese. No kettle boiled. No smell of delicious baking permeated the air.



And surely — she glanced at her watch; yes, it was now almost eleven thirty — wouldn’t the men be coming in for their lunch soon? In weather like this, they’d need something hot.



Delia watched the stranger’s eyes narrow.



Jenny quickly pulled off her bobble hat, revealing a cascade of surprisingly pretty, glossy dark hair. When the big cook looked once more her way, Delia found herself looking into piercing blue eyes that seemed to cut right through her.



Jenny didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to.



‘I’ve refused to have anything to do with the place,’ Delia said, instantly on the defensive. ‘I told Father so, but he thought I was bluffing. Well, he knows differently now.’ Her chin angled up as her voice rose into semi-hysterical defiance.



Still Jenny made no comment, but she wearily shrugged off her coat. Beneath it she wore a heavy ivory-coloured woollen sweater and a longish brown skirt. Her ample but sexy hourglass shape made the girl’s eyes widen.



‘How long is it since the men have eaten a cooked meal?’ she asked briskly, instantly the consummate professional.



Delia pouted. ‘They make themselves poached egg on toast. Stuff like that. Oh, all right! Four days,’ she finished in a burst, her pout going into overdrive.



Jenny shuddered. Food was the great love of her life, and the thought of anyone going without a proper quantity of it for so long was horrendous! ‘I see. How many will I be cooking for?’



Delia met the unwavering blue gaze, and was the first to look away. The kitchen had somehow taken on an air of sudden animation, as if it were magically aware of the presence of a maestro. Delia herself was becoming aware of the force of the other woman’s personality, and felt an uprising of panic.



‘Well, there’s my dad and Uncle Sid. Bert, my older brother, and his son Jeremy, and Bill. Bill’s my other brother. And myself of course, and Mrs Jarvis. She’s our daily. Part of her wages is a cooked meal. She’s a widow, lives on her own. She’s late in today. I daresay with the snow and everything . . . anyway, that’s all. Bert’s wife left him, and Bill isn’t married. Nobody stays around here unless they have to,’ she finished her somewhat rambling inventory with a bitter grimace.



‘Humph,’ Jenny grunted, and began a thorough check of the kitchen, noting utensils and supplies as she went. Delia watched her, clearly fascinated: the cook missed nothing.



After ten minutes, she’d assembled a pile of leeks and potatoes from the cold cellar, and extracted some ham from the fridge. Herbs from the herb closet followed, and when, later, two men walked in, a blast of frigid air accompanying them, the room was filled with the smell of potato and leek soup and freshly baking bread.



Bert and Bill Kelton both moved cautiously into the middle of the kitchen, staring first at the nearly six-foot-tall figure of the unknown cook, then at their sister, then at each other.



Jenny, noticing both their caution and lack of words, frowned over her saucepan. This would never do. She turned, looked them over and nodded. ‘Gentlemen, I’m Jenny Starling. Your father hired me to cook for you over the Christmas season. There’s ham, potato and leek soup for lunch, with bread fresh from the oven. Sit down, and I’ll lay the table.’



Bert, who was obviously the elder, slouched wordlessly at the table. He was, Jenny would learn later, forty-six years old, and his thick brown hair had begun to turn grey. He watched the world through such sad brown eyes that he reminded Jenny of a bullock about to go to the slaughter. He seemed utterly defeated, but quite by what, she couldn’t tell.



Bill, younger by ten years, still moved like a man in his prime. His hair was fair, like that of his sister, but his eyes were a soft grey-blue. ‘Smells good,’ he said, and gave Jenny a smile that would just have to do as her official welcome. She accepted both his compliment and greeting with a bow of her head then looked up as one of the inner doors opened.



The man who came through shuffled, as though raising his slipper-shod feet to take individual steps was beyond him. In fact, everything looked beyond him. He was tall, but stoop-shouldered. Consequently, the old grey cardigan that he wore hung almost to his knees. His hair was white and sparse, and on his skull, age spots showed like giant freckles. His chest looked caved in, and as he moved he wheezed. His eyes, however, were the same grey-blue as his younger nephew, and Jenny instantly knew that this could not be the Stan Kelton who had produced such contempt in the knight of the road who’d given her the much-needed lift that morning.



No, this could only be Uncle Sid.



‘Hello there, and who’s this?’ Sid Kelton asked amiably. ‘And what’s that delicious smell?’ he added, his voice as paper-dry as a desert wind. His smile, though, was warm and sunny, and Jenny found herself rapidly moving forward and drawing a chair out for him to collapse into.



‘Good morning, Mr Kelton. Your brother hired me to cook for the family.’



‘Oh?’ Sid Kelton looked troubled and glanced sympathetically at his niece.



‘Just for the Christmas season,’ Jenny added quickly, wanting to ease the old man’s anxiety. She was rewarded by a look of relief, and nodded to herself, returning to her stove to make sure her soup wasn’t sticking to the bottom. It was a thick, nourishing soup, the way any good soup should be. But as she stirred, she made a mental note: whatever the reason behind Delia’s rebellion, it was obvious that her uncle was on her side.



And Jenny couldn’t help but feel that any side Sid Kelton was on was the side she wanted to be on too.



‘You managed to clear off Spokeswain Bridge then, you two?’ Sid was asking behind her, and both men were halfway through a humorous account of trying to find the river and the small bridge that crossed it in the blanket of snow, when the outer door was flung open and a blast of snow-washed air came in.



Jenny turned, frowning fiercely as yet another pair of dirty, snow-encrusted boots came into view. With a very audible ‘tut’ of annoyance, she went straight to the cupboard where she’d noticed a mop, and brought it out. She began to mop the floor with quick and efficient strokes and only when she’d finished, and put the mop away, did she look up.



She’d been aware of total silence throughout her endeavours. She’d also been aware of how the atmosphere of the room had compressed. It was as if all the previous warmth she had put into it, the stoking of the fire and the smells of good food, had somehow been brought to nothing.



And when she looked up and met Stanley Kelton face to face, she understood why. Fierce brown eyes glinted from beneath bushy brows, but there was no touch of animal softness in these orbs. Stan Kelton was a bullish-looking man, from the width of his shoulders to the thickness of his waist. His large, beefy hands were chapped and reddened by the coldness outside, but he seemed oblivious to physical discomfort. His eyes ran over her, but there was no curiosity in them.



‘You’re the cook then?’ he said flatly, and it came as no surprise that his voice was loud and dominating.



Jenny felt her backbone stiffen. ‘I am,’ she said, in a decibel above that she’d normally use. ‘And I’d appreciate it if you men would remove your boots before coming in here. The floor is a disgrace.’



Behind her somebody gasped. Or rather, several people gasped. Jenny had the feeling that nobody, but
 nobody
 , spoke to the old man like that. But Stan Kelton did not, as she had half expected, explode into a show of temper. For a long moment he simply considered her in silence. Then he walked over to the stove, lifted the lid off the saucepan, reached for a spoon and took a taste.



Now everyone seemed to hold their breath except for Jenny. Jenny Starling already knew that the soup was excellent.



Stan Kelton turned back to her. ‘Good soup,’ he said. ‘But nobody takes their boots off before coming in here, especially not in weather like this. There’s no porch out there, and I ain’t going to stand around in the cold, trying to prise my wellies off just to suit you. Get used to the mop.’ And with that he walked to the table, took the chair that was positioned at the top, and sat down.



Head of the table. Head of the house. His power was so obvious it was almost farcical. ‘Is that bread ready yet?’ he asked.



Jenny regarded him steadily. Quickly, she measured the trouble of an argument against any possible gains, and shrugged philosophically. ‘In a few minutes. Then it must cool. Eating hot bread is bad for the digestion.’



She waited, as if expecting him to comment. Her gaze never wavered.



‘Aye,’ he finally said, and leaned back, stretching his cramped muscles. ‘I expect you’re right. You seem to know what you’re about, right enough. I don’t have to tell you what I expect, food wise, do I?’



‘No,’ Jenny said coolly. ‘You don’t. I’ll make the mince pies tomorrow. Will it be turkey or goose, Christmas Day?’



‘Goose, woman,’ Stan Kelton said firmly.



Jenny nodded. ‘Goose it is. Christmas pudding then, to follow?’ She didn’t wait for his assent. They already understood one another perfectly. Wordlessly, she turned back to the stove.



Sid Kelton looked at his brother thoughtfully, then glanced across at the two boys. He frowned. Delia watched the cook, playing nervously with the buttons on her red dress. Jenny stirred her soup and sighed.



Well, this was a cheerful place and no mistake!



As she took the bread out of the oven and laid it on a tray to cool, she began to wish that she were back at her bedsit in Oxford. One small gas ring or not.



Merry Christmas, Jenny, she told herself wryly!









 
CHAPTER TWO




The last drop of soup had gone (and she’d made six pints) and the last crumb of bread had been devoured (hard luck on any birds hanging around in the courtyard hoping for some crumbs). And the kitchen floor was once again muddy, where the men had left the table and tramped back
 out
 again.



Jenny surveyed the sink full of washing up and the dirty floor and sighed heavily. At the table, only Delia remained. She stayed stubbornly seated, arms folded firmly across her chest, her expression mutinous. Not that Jenny had expected any help from that quarter.



‘Has your uncle gone for a nap?’ she asked instead, returning to the mop, which was already beginning to feel as familiar as a lifelong friend, and setting to on the floor. Although it wasn’t technically part of her duties to be a cleaner, she simply couldn’t abide a kitchen that wasn’t clean. No doubt her celebrity-chef father would have minions to see to his every whim, but his travelling-cook daughter had to make shift for herself.



When the younger girl didn’t answer, Jenny smiled. ‘After a meal it does a man good to sleep for a while,’ she offered pleasantly, which would be her one and only attempt at friendship. Should it be rebuffed, she could quite happily leave the petulant little madam to her own sulky devices. She was here to cook, not to be popular.



Delia eventually shrugged. ‘For an
 invalid
 to take a nap you mean?’ she corrected her. But there was no malice in her voice, and she half turned to look affectionately at the door to the hall, where Sid, no doubt, probably
 was
 already dozing by the fire. ‘It was a wicked bout of pneumonia and an asthma attack that did it, you know,’ she said sadly.



Jenny, with the floor once more looking respectable, stopped mopping and looked up. ‘Ah,’ she said softly, in immediate and sympathetic understanding. ‘His chest is weak?’



‘Yes,’ Delia confirmed. ‘He was in hospital for nearly six months, back in the seventies. When he came back to the farm, he just couldn’t pick up where he left off. Didn’t have the physical stamina anymore, y’know? And he was still youngish then, I suppose,’ she mused doubtfully. ‘Lucky for him, Dad was here,’ she added, her voice so suddenly loaded with vitriol that Jenny, caught in the act of adding washing-up liquid to the dishes, quickly turned her head.



‘What do you mean?’ she asked sharply, not sure why her own curiosity was so firmly aroused. She didn’t really want to learn any more about the intricacies of the Kelton family, after all. She just wanted to keep her head down, work out the two weeks, and hotfoot it back to Oxford before any funny business (or downright
 unfunny
 business) took place.



Yet there was something so incredibly desperate in the girl’s voice that, before she could stop herself, she’d already asked the question.



‘Uncle Sid’s the oldest, you see,’ Delia said. ‘It wasn’t just his illness that made him look years older than Dad.’



‘I don’t follow,’ Jenny said, giving up the fight and turning from the sink. She took the chair opposite the girl and looked at her frankly. Delia didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she looked only too happy to dish the family dirt.



‘When the farm was first built, about three hundred years ago, the original owner was, well, a bit of a rogue, as Mrs Jarvis would say. He was rich; he didn’t have a title, but he was wild and crafty and used to getting his own way,’ Delia began, although quite why she chose to start her story so far back in history Jenny, for the moment, had no idea.



‘His name was Greenslade. A gambler and womanizer, he lived a right old life of Riley,’ Delia continued, her brown eyes coming alive. ‘I daresay he saw a bit of the world,’ she added, so wistfully that the cook almost winced. The girl’s desire to do the same was so palpable, it almost throbbed in the air between them.



‘Anyway,’ Delia shrugged off her daydreams and got back to the story. ‘He married some local woman who was rich and all that, but apparently they didn’t get on so well. She didn’t like his womanizing I expect,’ Delia opined with a shrug of her shoulders, as if to say that all men were the same, and what else could she have expected? ‘He certainly had a few children on the wrong side of the blanket, anyway,’ she continued. ‘Eventually, things got so bad between them, that the wife moved out of their newly built farm and went back home to her mother. Greenslade was livid, apparently, since she took the children, their children that is, with him. So he hunted around for all his other offspring, the illegitimate ones I mean, and had them come to live with him!’ Delia grinned widely. ‘Imagine the scandal that caused! But not content with that, he had his lawyers draw up an entailment for the farm in perpetuity, stating that the oldest son, no matter whether he was legitimate or not,
 had
 to inherit the farm. That really was one in the eye for his wife,’ Delia laughed, obviously applauding Greenslade’s revenge.



Jenny pursed her lips. It was, she had to admit, very racy stuff. ‘I expect that curbed a lot of your ancestors’ more, er, rampant behaviour,’ she mused, a twinkle in her eye. ‘Knowing that your peccadilloes with the milkmaid might turn out to be sons that’ll inherit the family manor, I mean.’



Delia giggled. ‘I’ll bet it did. Perhaps that’s why Dad’s such a hypocrite. He can’t stand going to church, but his father attended regularly, and made him go, so now we all have to toe the line as well. I daresay the Kelton men had it hammered into them right from the start to stay on the straight and narrow, or else.’



Jenny nodded, but her eyes were thoughtful. ‘You really don’t like your father very much, do you?’ she asked quietly. ‘And I don’t mean you just don’t get on. Lots of daughters and fathers, I expect, don’t get on. But you seem to actively
 dislike
 him.’ There was no judgement in her voice, no spurious nosiness, but even so, Delia’s pretty face filled with colour.



‘I hate him,’ she confirmed vehemently, and raised a shaking hand to brush a lock of fair hair from her forehead. ‘But then, so do Bill and Bert. So does Mrs Jarvis, if it comes to that. As does everyone who even remotely knows him, in fact,’ she finished, with a forced and unconvincing laugh. She met the cook’s eyes defiantly, and tossed her head. Her young voice rang with passionate conviction. ‘I daresay even Uncle Sid hates him, deep down. He’s every right to, when all’s said and done. Dad even got his way with him.’



Jenny gave herself a mental shake. It had given her quite a turn, finding out the real depths of Delia’s feelings. Even though she herself had already felt a fair bit of antipathy towards Stanley Kelton, and considered him a sorry excuse for a human being, she couldn’t help but feel that it seemed somehow unnatural for a daughter to feel the same way.



Even so, she believed instinctively that the reason, and the fault, lay firmly at Stan Kelton’s own doorstep, so perhaps it was not so unnatural after all. Love had to be earned, in Jenny’s experience, every bit as much as respect.



Now, with Delia’s last observation, she turned her thoughts back to more practical matters. ‘What do you mean by that? Your Uncle Sid doesn’t seem the sort of man to hate anyone,’ she chided, but only gently. The girl was obviously very highly strung, and it probably wouldn’t do to get her too heated.



Delia hung her head and sighed. ‘No. You’re probably right. Sid’s a dear old thing. But don’t you see? It’s doubly important for the Keltons that the oldest son should inherit. And by rights, that should have been Sid, and any son that Sid might have had. But Dad got his own way yet again. It must have really enraged him, being born the second son. But he never let that stop him. He’s always wanted the farm for his own.’



‘But it does belong to Sid, doesn’t it?’ Jenny asked, puzzled. ‘I mean, even if your father does most of the physical labour that your uncle can’t, surely the farm still belongs to Sid? Legally and all?’



‘Oh, technically, I suppose it does,’ Delia said, and then stood up angrily. ‘But who was the one who married, and had the next son to inherit the precious farm? Who sits at the head of the table, hmm?’ She tossed her head, her colour high once more. ‘Not Uncle Sid, is it?’ she hissed. ‘It’s
 him
 ! He always gets what he wants. He’s like a big fat leech, feeding off everyone else.’



On a sob, Delia turned and fled the room and a moment later Jenny could hear footsteps pounding up some stairs. She sighed, and glanced at her own holdall. She hadn’t even been shown to her room yet. But she was in no hurry. It would probably be freezing cold up there, and she was quite content to stay in the warmth of her kitchen.



She attacked the dishes, musing as she did so on the odd family history. At some point the farm must have changed hands through some reckless action of an inheriting son. Unless, of course, the original Greenslade’s bastard son had been a Kelton. Still, it did seem a pity that Sid had not married and produced a son. It would probably have done Stanley Kelton a world of good to not get his own way for once.



She wondered if his ill health was the only reason for Sid not marrying, or if there were yet more family skeletons waiting to be discovered in the Kelton Farm cupboards.



She was just finishing the dishes when the door opened on a blast of cold air. The woman who came in paused by the fireplace to remove her sodden boots, at least sparing most of the kitchen floor, and it was this simple act that identified her. Mrs Jarvis, the daily — had to be. Only a daily would think about sparing herself the work of clearing up after her own muddy footprints. As she turned and caught sight of the cook, she froze comically, her mouth falling open in stunned surprise.



She glanced around quickly, almost as if to check she had come to the right house.



‘Hello, I’m Jenny Starling. Mr Kelton hired me to cook over the festive season. You must be Mrs Jarvis?’ She beamed at her amiably.



Mrs Jarvis slowly removed her headscarf, revealing tired grey curls in need of a new perm. Her face was heavily lined, her eyes sunken in her head. Jenny wondered, with a concerned pang, what had made the woman look so ill and defeated.



‘Is young Delia around?’ the daily asked, her voice sounding as tired as the rest of her looked, and making no attempt to even acknowledge the introduction.



‘Upstairs I think,’ Jenny said, and watched as the older woman walked through into the hall. There she heard her shouting up that the footpath to The Dell was now open again. When she came back she took in the newly mopped floor and sniffed the air, still redolent of soup. She looked like a wary old cat that had come home to find a new kitten installed.



‘My cottage and Cordelia Bray’s place lie just over the hill,’ she said, by way of explanation for her shouting up to Delia. ‘Delia’s great pals with Sissy Bray, Cordelia’s girl. Bill and Bert have just now managed to clear a path through. Otherwise I’d have been in just as early as always,’ she continued defensively. ‘But you have to cross the bridge over the river, and in this snow, I didn’t dare try and find it until—’



Jenny, suddenly understanding the reason for this wave of nervous chatter, waved her hand airily. ‘Oh, that’s all right. No need to explain to me. I’m just here for a couple of weeks to cook, that’s all, then I’ll be on my way again.’



Mrs Jarvis looked infinitely relieved. And, most oddly, at the same time she also looked fiercely resentful. ‘Oh. I thought the devil was up to one of his tricks again.’



Jenny blinked and wondered, once again, what had turned Mrs Jarvis’s world on its head. And whether or not it might have affected her mental processes. Having to work with a mad housemaid on top of everything else would really put the cherry on top of the Christmas cake! Unless, of course, she was one of these profoundly religious people.



Catching the look on her face, Mrs Jarvis managed a smile. It looked pitiful, but it was definitely a smile. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not mad. I was talking about Stan Kelton. I call him the devil, because that’s what he is.’



Jenny couldn’t help frowning. As Delia had foretold, here was yet somebody else who hated Stan Kelton. But to call him the devil was surely a bit over the top, wasn’t it?



‘I’ve only just met Mr Kelton,’ she said cautiously and turned back to the stove, where she had lamb chops ready for dinner. Some dried rosemary mixed with flour and lots of breadcrumbs and some salt would make a nice crust for the tender meat. Mashed potatoes (mashed with real butter and the cream from the top of the milk) would do just nicely. And there was diced carrot and swede for vegetables. She nodded. Good, filling, tasty food. That was what concerned her. She doubted that farm workers would be impressed by cordon bleu proportions and experimental cuisine. Hot and filling, that’s what was obviously required around here.



She definitely did
 not
 want to know why Stan Kelton was the devil, or what tricks he might have played on poor Mrs Jarvis. It was none of her business. But even as she told herself this, Jenny Starling was painfully aware that it might well turn out to be her business after all. Things had a way of happening around her.



Her father, a chef over in France, had recently begun mentioning in his letters a medium known for relieving people who were jinxed. Jenny had very politely told her beloved daddy what to do with his medium. Still, she was bound to admit that things did have a nasty habit of happening around her. But she preferred to think of it as fate, as if some obscure destiny had allotted to her the role of Nemesis, and was determined to wait for her to be in just the right place, at just the wrong time, in order to bring about the tragedies it had in store.



And you’re getting way too fanciful, Jenny, old girl, she told herself stoutly. It was Christmas Eve tomorrow, and what could possibly go wrong on Christmas Eve?



Delia came down, muffled from head to toe in a long coat, scarf and gloves and rushed out the door without a word. Mrs Jarvis watched her, and shook her head.



‘Poor girl. She’s so desperate to get away from here, it fair breaks the heart to watch her. And Sissy is just as desperate to get away from her poor mum. Cordelia’s a self-made invalid, you know,’ she said chattily to Jenny, but without any obvious rancour. ‘You know the type. Her husband was killed in a car crash last year, and she took to her bed and never left. She could leave it if she wanted to, of course, at any time, but why bother? Her Sissy’s about the same age as Delia, and they spend all their time together plotting their escape to London. I know, I’ve heard ’em, chattering like two excited magpies.’ Mrs Jarvis paused, but only for breath. ‘Of course, they’ll never get away. Cordelia could make a stone feel guilty, and she’ll never let her Sissy escape. She’d have to face up to life if that happened, wouldn’t she? And that devil will never let Delia go either. He keeps her penniless you know. No wonder she finally snapped and said she wasn’t going to cook a thing this Christmas. He never even pays her a pittance of a wage for all the work she does around here. Too scared she’d hoard it and be off, I expect. Slave labour is what the devil demands from all the family. And all she’d need is the price of a train ticket and she could be gone. Poor kid doesn’t even get new clothes, not unless the devil buys them for her.’



Jenny, who’d been busy making the crust for the meat, finally gave a great sigh and swilled her hands under the sink. So that was why Delia had been wearing a dress that was far too small for her. And Mrs Jarvis was determined to make sure that everyone knew it too. But what was she supposed to do about it? Delia could find herself a job in Oxford or Cheltenham if she really wanted to. But breaking free took courage. And courage was something nobody else could give you.



‘I daresay you want to get on,’ Jenny said firmly. ‘I don’t know if you used to help out in the kitchen, but I think I can manage it all on my own. That’ll take some of the load off, I expect,’ she added pointedly.



Mrs Jarvis met the younger woman’s level stare, and sighed. She was obviously not going to be drawn, and that was all there was to it. ‘Fine, I’ll start in the parlour,’ she said flatly. ‘The fire there always needs raking out. But,’ she half turned and gave the cook a toe-curling look of contempt, ‘you can thank your lucky stars, young missy, that you’re only going to be around here for a few weeks. Stay any longer, and you’ll become just like the rest of us. No matter how much you think you wouldn’t. That Kelton devil can destroy the spirit of anyone he wants. You included,’ she jabbed a finger in the air.



Jenny almost expected her to spit, as well. But with that rather bone-chilling prophecy, she swung around and shuffled out of the room.



Despite herself, Jenny shivered. ‘Well, honestly, it’s like living in an episode of a soap,’ she muttered, more for the comfort of hearing her own voice than anything else. ‘Or like something out of one of those Gothic novels,’ she carried on crossly. ‘An old farmhouse, cut off by snow, a dour old servant, going around prophesying doom and despair . . . and stop talking to yourself,’ she admonished herself briskly, suddenly realizing what she was doing.



From behind her came a dry chuckle. ‘Good idea. Folks around here might get the wrong idea, finding their cook muttering to herself over the custard. The thought of a loopy cook tends to make most folk nervous.’



Sid Kelton slowly made his way to the table, his twinkling eyes and wide smile belying his words. Jenny found herself chuckling.



Chuckling!



This would never do. She stopped at once, and reached for the kettle. ‘A cup of tea, I think,’ she said firmly, and Sid, about to sink into a chair, looked up, ears cocked at the sound of scratching at the door. ‘The pooch,’ he said anxiously. He looked at the distance to the door, then down at the comfortable chair, so close, and sighed. But by the time he’d looked back up, Jenny was already on her way to the door. She opened it, a blast of icy air hit her, and a black and white streak shot past her and vanished. Jenny closed the door, blinked, and looked around the kitchen. No sign of it. She moved to the sink, put the kettle on, and gave a quick check under the table.



No pooch.



She walked over to the cupboard to extract the sugar and glanced behind the dresser. A narrow space, but no pooch. She moved to the fridge, got out the milk and checked under the claw-footed Welsh dresser. No pooch.



From the table, Sid watched her surreptitious search, his eyes shimmering with unshed tears of mirth.



Don’t tell me, Jenny thought grimly. We’re back to the Gothic novel again, and the pooch is going to turn out to be a ghost dog. Saved his master from drowning fifty years ago, but died valiantly himself in the village duck pond. Now he haunts the farm, fooling visitors into thinking he’s a real, live, flesh-and-blood mutt.



She glanced at the shut door that led out to the hall. No doubt the dour Mrs Jarvis had chased poor Sid from his place by the fire, but he’d shut the door behind him when he’d first come in. So where in the world had the mutt disappeared to? She’d never seen an animal move so fast.



She made the tea, returned to the table, handed Sid his mug and sat down. She took a sip. Sid watched her thinking about it, sipped his own brew and wondered what she’d do next.



Jenny, after having thought it through, lifted the tablecloth, ducked down and checked the chairs. And there, sat next to Sid and curled up tightly on the chair so that his tail didn’t droop and give away his position, was the dog. One of Sid’s hands rested on his head and fondled one floppy ear. The mutt, alerted to movement, turned doleful eyes in her direction.



His expression was perfectly pathetic. It was clear that he expected to be evicted once more into the snow, and was doing that heart-melting don’t-hurt-me, big-brown-eyed thing that a variety of animals did so well.



Jenny straightened up, glanced at Sid and sighed. ‘I suppose I shall have to get used to keeping a lookout for dog hairs,’ she said mildly.



Sid smiled. ‘We knew we could trust you the moment we set eyes on you. Didn’t we, Pooch?’



From beneath the table came a whine. It didn’t sound so sure. ‘The thing is,’ Sid said, his dry, laboured breathing breaking into a choking laugh, ‘Pooch doesn’t like sheep. He’ll do anything to avoid going out with the boys. And Stan won’t have the dog indoors. Says it ruins a good sheepdog.’



Jenny met Sid’s eyes and began to chuckle again. A sheepdog that didn’t like sheep! Now she’d heard it all. She shut off the laughter abruptly in mid-gurgle as the door opened and Mrs Jarvis came in, took one hurt look at the teapot and went out again.



Jenny sighed. ‘I suppose I should have called to her that we were having tea,’ she said, feeling instantly guilty. ‘I was going to offer to make her one as soon as she came in. She looked frozen. But . . .’ she trailed off quickly.



‘But I bet she never gave you the chance, hmm?’ Sid said, his smile going, the twinkle in his eyes fading, leaving them looking dull and cloudy.



Jenny felt her own good mood vaporize. ‘She looks ill,’ she said, by way of explanation as well as excuse. Not for anything would she tell Sid about Mrs Jarvis’s tirade against his brother. For one thing, she’d never betray another woman like that. Besides, it would hardly be diplomatic.



But Sid didn’t need telling. Instead, he reached for his spoon and began, unnecessarily, to stir his tea. For a long moment, the only sound was that of his laboured breathing. Once more, Jenny felt herself being drawn into the drama of the Kelton family saga, and opened her mouth to tell Sid that she really didn’t want to know.



But she’d left it too late.



‘Mrs Jarvis was widowed recently. A few months back, in fact. Her husband, Tom, had a smallholding just over in The Dell. A fair few acres, some sheep, goats, free-range chickens and eggs, that sort of thing.’



‘Oh, I see,’ Jenny said sadly. It was not illness, as such, that had drawn the lines of defeat on Mrs Jarvis’s face, or scored the wounds deep in her soul.



‘The thing is,’ Sid continued diffidently, ‘she blames Stan.’ He sighed heavily, and shrugged his painfully thin shoulders. ‘So does everyone else, for that matter,’ he added, with determined truthfulness.



Jenny felt a cold hand snake up her back. ‘Oh?’ she asked warily. ‘Why’s that?’



Sid looked up and met her eyes. He looked pretty defeated himself. ‘Because he
 was
 to blame, I expect,’ he admitted quietly. ‘The Dell adjoins Kelton land. It’s good grazing, and the big barn Tom Jarvis had built near the spinney was ideal for an over-winter feeding place and shelter for our own flocks. But Tom Jarvis didn’t want to sell. And,’ Sid sighed, forcing himself to face up to facts, ‘I daresay Stan wouldn’t really have offered him a fair price.’



So Delia was right, Jenny thought glumly. Stan Kelton
 did
 own the farm in all but name. He did the buying, the selling, and no doubt everything else as well.



Sid stopped stirring his tea and looked up. ‘Things began to happen after that.’ His voice was flat and curiously lifeless. ‘The river got mysteriously dammed and flooded the lower pasture of The Dell — Tom lost his whole flock of sheep. Then, at market, Stan began to undercut him, selling at a loss to himself just to ensure Jarvis, too, lost money. He was forced to take out a bank loan . . . and they foreclosed on him,’ Sid continued grimly. That he felt guilt and remorse over what had happened to his neighbour was obvious, even though it was none of his own doing. That his brother Stan felt neither was a foregone conclusion, lying heavily between them. ‘There was a rumour that Stan was threatening to take Tom to court over every little thing, knowing that Tom wasn’t much for forms and letters and such, and couldn’t afford a solicitor anyhow.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘It was probably true,’ he acknowledged, his papery voice little more than a whisper now. ‘It’s just the sort of thing he’d do. But, whatever was said or not said, the result was that Tom Jarvis died of a heart attack brought on by all the stress, and Stan got the land cheap from the bank, just like he wanted.’



Delia’s impassioned speech of less than an hour ago suddenly flooded back into Jenny’s mind. Stan Kelton always got what he wanted. A leech, living off the blood of others . . .



‘But why on earth is Mrs Jarvis working here?’ she asked, instead of asking why Sid Kelton let his younger brother get away with such things. For she already knew the answer, as must everyone else: Sid was simply no match for Stan. He probably never had been. And yet, she couldn’t find it in her heart to think less of Sid. Instead, she found herself despising Stanley Kelton all the more.



Sid shook his head, his skin stretched tight across his face, his eyes seeming to sink ever deeper into his head.



‘Their cottage went with the land,’ he explained. ‘Poor Gladys was facing eviction. But my brother didn’t really need the cottage — our shepherds and farmhands all live in estate cottages already. Plus we own a fair few properties in the village itself. And, I daresay, not even Stan had the nerve to throw a widow out onto the streets. He may not care what people think of him, but even Stan knows he has to live in these parts. And there are some limits, even for him.’



He sighed and drained his mug of tea. He didn’t look any the better for it.



‘Besides,’ he continued, ‘Stan has an eye for a bargain. He let Gladys stay on at the house, provided she came and worked here. Delia never was much of a housekeeper, and of course, he doesn’t have to pay Gladys anything like a decent wage. He takes half her pay before she even gets it, as rent for the cottage. Yep, always had an eye for a bargain has Stan.’



When he finished, he looked and sounded exhausted. In silence, Jenny collected their mugs and took them to the sink. What could she say? What could she possibly say?



The devil, poor Gladys Jarvis had called him. Playing evil tricks.



How right she was, it seemed.









 
CHAPTER THREE




The dog had stayed on in the kitchen when Sid returned to his place by the fire in the living room. Obviously the mutt knew better than to enter the inner sanctum of the house, even with Sid for protection. Now he lifted his head and shot to his feet. His ears, which had been flopped lazily over his nose, sprang to quivering attention. In a flash he shot like a black and white streak of lightning to the big Welsh-style dresser, which stood about four inches off the floor on sturdy square legs.



There, before her astonished eyes, the dog did a trick worthy of any stage magician (or octopus) and flattened his flanks and rear end enough to sidle into the tiny space. Even so, his spine scraped along the top of the wood, making her wince in empathy. His shining eyes disappeared into the gloom and the last bit of all to disappear was his plumy tail, withdrawn into the cavity like a mouse going down a hole.



Jenny fought the sudden urge to applaud and quickly turned away from the dresser. After a performance like that, she was not about to give the animal’s position away. She’d just picked up a spoon with which to stir the gravy when the door opened on the now-familiar blast of snow-chilled wind. She was already reaching resignedly for the mop by the time the last of them had straggled in.



Bill, the younger of the sons, gave her a guilty look as she quickly eradicated his soggy and muddy footprints from the floor, along with all the rest. Bert, she noticed, headed straight for the table and sat with the quick and grateful slump of a truly exhausted man. Yet he looked fit enough. It was not the actual work, she thought wisely, that was sapping his energy.



Like a king ascending his rightful throne, Stan Kelton sat in the head chair and unbuttoned his coat. His hands were huge and dirty, and Jenny wondered how many sheep he had dug out of the snowdrifts that day.



She came and stood by the table. ‘Are you going to wash your hands?’ she asked him bluntly, and what little desultory conversation there had been, mostly Delia asking Bill if the road to the village was cleared yet, stopped abruptly.



Stan Kelton met her eyes, then glanced down at his hands. ‘Later, perhaps,’ he growled, bristling at her challenge. ‘Why?’ He thrust his whiskered chin forward, brows beetling in anticipation of her defiance.



Jenny pursed her lips. ‘You can eat straight after you’ve been rolling about in manure and clearing out the chicken pens for all I care,’ she conceded loftily. Her voice was now as cold as the snow outside, ‘So long as neither I nor my food are blamed for it if you come down later with the galloping gut-rot.’



She straightened her back and met his eye, which was not easy since she stood at six feet one inch tall. She didn’t even so much as blink. One way or another, she’d had a lot of practice at this sort of thing. She’d once had a lot of trouble over just this issue, concerning a canal engineer she’d once cooked for, and his very inquisitive pet rat. That unfortunate alliance had resulted in a truly lamentable incident that had left a rather queasy feeling in her stomach for quite a few weeks afterwards.



She had learned from that very hard lesson to get things straight about matters of hygiene right from the start.



Stan held her gaze for a moment, then grunted. She took that to mean an acknowledgement, nodded once and returned to the oven. Once there, she dished up the meal in silence, served it, and in silence it was eaten. After a few tentative bites, Bill, Delia and young Jeremy, Bert’s son, dug in heartily, the young nearly always being the most ravenous. It did her heart good to see such sturdy appetites.



Bert ate with a stolid resignation that was painful on the eye. Jenny hated to see anybody eat and not thoroughly enjoy the experience. Indeed, it was so totally unnatural it gave her goosebumps. She eyed him thoughtfully over the mashed potatoes.



Stan Kelton himself ate everything with gusto, in painful contrast to his older brother, who could only manage a small portion of his food. This Jenny also found distressing, but forgivable, since poor Sid looked physically incapable of eating a hearty meal.



She found the silence oppressive, but knew better than to break it. Only after the last plate had been pushed away did someone speak, and then, predictably, it was the tyrant himself.



‘Well, that was all right, Miss . . . er. . . ?’



‘Starling.’



‘Right. Starling. But a bit plain. I expected something fancier from a professional cook.’



Sid coughed. ‘I thought it was delicious, my dear. I only wish I could have eaten more. I do like my potatoes like that. Parsley and herbs sprinkled on them before they go into the pan, yes?’



‘Yeah, nice grub,’ Bill suddenly said, his shoulders hunching, as if expecting a blow. His eyes, however, blazed defiance, and when they met the gaze of his father, they refused to drop.



‘And what would you know?’ Stan sneered at him, his large body stiffening at this unexpected show of rebellion. ‘You’re as green as a cabbage, boy. And about as useless.’



Jenny stared at him in astonishment. For a start, she couldn’t believe that Stan Kelton felt the need to even reply. It was such a small thing to get riled about. Surely the man wasn’t such a megalomaniac that a mere comment about food would need to be trampled on so thoroughly?



No, she was sure that wasn’t the issue. As Bill glowered and turned red, she suddenly understood that this argument had nothing to do with her food. Which was a relief, to be sure. No, this had been brewing for some time by the looks of it. It had only needed Bill to work up the nerve to go against his father, even in so small a way, for the floodgates to open.



As Sid reached out and laid a warning hand on Bill’s arm, Stan Kelton got to his feet. His fists, Jenny noticed, were clenched at his sides. He looked ready to explode.



‘I’ve made an apple and cinnamon tart for pudding. With custard, of course. Who wants some?’ she asked quickly. She hated scenes. People, she thought grimly, really should have more sense than to go out of their way to create them. Especially at mealtimes!



‘I do,’ Bill said quickly, his ruddy, handsome face darkening still more as he continued the pointless defiance. ‘I can’t think of anything else I want more,’ he added, just in case he hadn’t made it plain enough.



Stan Kelton laughed. It was as dismissive and derisive a laugh as the cook had ever heard. It made even her teeth clench together, as if someone had just scraped a long hard nail against a blackboard — and she wasn’t even the recipient of it.



‘Have your apple pie, lad,’ Stan sneered, relegating Bill from thirty-six to sixteen with contemptuous ease. ‘It might put some lead in your pencil, though I doubt it.’



Bill at once reared to his feet like an angry lion. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ he challenged, blue eyes blazing.



His father’s implacable brown eyes stared back at him. ‘I mean, boy, that it’s Bert who’s had to be careful. And he was, more praise to him. He had young Jeremy there in proper wedlock.’



Jeremy, a young lad who seemed to have the ability to disappear into the wallpaper, since Jenny had hardly noticed him at all, blushed like a beetroot, and ducked his head. He was a handsome boy, with rich brown hair and the dark gentle eyes of a deer. His natural shyness would have made him easy cannon fodder for his grandfather, Jenny guessed, with real pity. But, fortunately for him, it was his uncle Bill who was standing against the firing squad wall at this particular moment in time.



‘You were always free to go about and sow your wild oats where you liked,’ Stan continued, his sneering voice grating on everyone’s nerves. And under the dresser, even the mutt shivered. ‘But I don’t see much evidence of oats around here. What’s the matter, lad? Not capable?’



‘Enough of that!’



The voice was weak, for it came from Sid, but the tone was surprisingly forceful. It stopped both Stan and Bill in surprised mid-threat.



‘Aye, enough,’ Stan said quickly, before Bill, who was staring at his uncle in astonishment, could respond. ‘Let’s sit down and all have some of this here tart. It’s what I’ve paid hard-earned cash for, anyways.’



Jenny turned to her oven, lips pursed. Paid for, indeed. Anyone would think he’d forked out a fortune instead of just the going wage. She had a good mind to give him mince tomorrow — and as greasy as she could make it. But pride forbade it. She wouldn’t serve greasy mince to the sheepdog let alone a human being — even if said
 Homo sapiens
 was named Stan Kelton.



She took the huge jug of creamy and steaming custard, flavoured with rum, to the table, and cut the large tart into generous portions.



Delia, she noticed, had the grace to blush as she met the cook’s eyes. But, like her brother, she too seemed hell-bent on rebellion, and Jenny still couldn’t see Stanley getting any cooked meals from his daughter when her own two weeks here were up.



Now wasn’t that a shame?



* * *



‘You’d better come with me and pick out the goose,’ Bert said to her an hour or so later. The kitchen was cleared of both debris and inhabitants, and his unexpected presence just behind her left shoulder made her jump in surprise.



‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, taking a shuffling step back. Close up, he looked even more tired than before. His skin was striving to match his greying hair.



‘Goose?’ she echoed blankly, then nodded. ‘Oh, goose. I didn’t see any as I came in this morning.’



‘They’re probably still in the barn. Delia’s supposed to let them out first thing, but I daresay she forgot.’ He walked towards the door, pausing by the dresser as he did so. ‘Come on, out of it.’



No movement.



‘Pooch!’ he growled, his no-nonsense tone causing one white paw to emerge, followed by a black nose. Like a snake, the dog wriggled out into the open and gave Bert his most impressively pathetic look. ‘Come on, out,’ Bert said, but managed a bare tilt of his lips.



‘I’ve never seen a dog get into such a small space before,’ Jenny said, unaccountably moved by the man’s smile. She wondered how long it had been since he’d smiled last.



‘You’d be surprised,’ Bert said, glancing down at the droop-eared, droop-tailed dog. ‘He hates sheep, you see, that’s his problem. He’ll do anything to get out of coming into the fields with us. Never known a sheepdog like him. Oh, he can do the job, but you can almost hear him muttering and complaining about it under his breath as he rounds them up. And he hates sleeping in the barn at night. I’ve had to search the house many a night to find his hiding place. If Dad catches him in the house, even once . . .’ he let the sentence trail off, but frowned down at the dog.



The mutt wagged a hopeful tail.



‘Stupid hound,’ Bert muttered, but absently stroked the dog’s silky head before turning back to look at the cook. ‘I should get your coat, if I were you,’ he advised her. ‘It’s perishing out there. More snow to come, I reckon,’ he added. And as he looked at her, his eyes seemed to focus on her properly for the first time. And he was not the first man to realize that the Amazonian cook was surprisingly attractive.



Jenny agreed with his assessment of the weather a few moments later, as she stepped out into the dark courtyard and shuddered in the cold. The dog slouched by Bert’s side as they headed across the yard, their boots crunching deep in the snow, the light from the kitchen window giving the night a lovely orange glow. Running alongside one wall of the house was the ramshackle corridor that led to the stables. It was probably bitterly cold in there as well, but at least it gave anybody going from the house into the stable block shelter from the elements.



As soon as Bert pushed open the door to the barn, something flew out of the darkness from within — something white, spectral and honking.



The dog gave a yelp of alarm and shot off into the gloomy interior, haunches a bare few inches off the ground, tongue lolling from his mouth in silent terror, the honking spectre fast on his heels.



By her side, Bert gave a low chuckle. ‘That gander hates Pooch with a vengeance. Mind you, that gander hates everybody. The geese are further on in.’ He turned and lit a small old-fashioned paraffin lamp that had been hanging on the doorjamb. ‘Just point out the bird you want, and I’ll see to it for you.’



Jenny wondered if the Keltons were so hard up that they couldn’t afford to have electric light laid on in the outbuildings, then decided that it was far more likely that Stan Kelton was so mean that he didn’t see why he should bother when sixty-year-old lamps still worked. And worker safety or risk of a fire be damned.



Jenny sighed and followed Bert inside. From somewhere came an outraged, terrified yelp that indicated the gander had scored a direct peck on Pooch’s posterior. Off to her left, the mutt quickly scrambled up a wide wooden ladder that led to the loft above, and for a moment the thwarted gander paced at the bottom, honking angrily.



No doubt he did so every night, frustrated by his inability to climb. Bert, or whoever was in charge of the geese, must keep their wings clipped, thus preventing flight. How annoying it must be for him, Jenny thought sympathetically, and turned to peruse the geese, her experienced eye picking out a young, tender-breasted bird.



She pointed it out, and Bert nodded. She turned away as he caught and casually dispatched the bird with a single, humane twist to the neck with his big strong hands. City slickers would have fainted on the spot.



It made even Jenny feel slightly sick.



Finally sensing another alien presence in his barn, the gander left the cowardly mutt to his hayloft and came hissing out of the night, wings stretched out to an impressive length either side of him. Jenny turned and watched his approach, not in the least put out. As the gander gained the last five yards, she moved rapidly to one side, and put her hands on her hips. The surprised gander slid past her, skidded to a halt and turned around, neck extended, beady eye trained on her shin.



Before it could give even one honk, she said quietly, ‘I’m here to pick out the Christmas goose.’ She leaned down, looked the bird in his gimlet eye and said even more quietly, ‘But I could always make it a Christmas gander.’



The bird blinked. He took a step back, then another, then blinked again.



Jenny nodded.



She’d always had a way with animals.



* * *



It was Bert who showed her to her room that night, apologizing as he did so for nobody thinking to see to her comfort earlier. ‘Think nothing of it,’ Jenny said airily, following his solid frame up the stairs.



Her room, as she’d expected, was as cold as sorbet but spacious enough, with plenty of blankets on a fair-sized bed. Bert rubbed his hands and blew on them, for perhaps the first time playing the part of host, and running head first into the fact that Kelton Farm was not the most hospitable of places.



‘There should be a fire lit in here,’ he muttered, and stared at the empty grate as if he’d never seen it before. He never even seemed to question the fact that there should have been central heating installed years ago. ‘I’m surprised Uncle Sid didn’t light one. He’s usually the thoughtful one around here,’ he added, with a twist of his lips. ‘After Janice left . . .’ he began, then abruptly cut off the sentence, as if expecting a reprimand.



Janice was probably his absentee wife, Jenny guessed, and no doubt mention of her around here was strictly taboo. Stan Kelton would have made sure of that. He wouldn’t have taken kindly to one of his minions escaping from under his very nose, of that Jenny was convinced.



So when the new cook made no comment, but merely looked at him curiously, Bert sighed and shook his head. ‘My wife,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘She walked out on us. But if she’d still been here, you would have had a fire in your room.’



He said nothing more, but turned and left, just a little greyer, just a little more tired, than before. Yet those few simple words of his said more about Janice, and Bert’s feelings towards Janice, than anything else could have done. She wondered, sadly, how Jeremy had felt about his mother’s leaving and why the boy hadn’t gone with her. He looked to be about eighteen now. How long had Janice been gone exactly? Not long, she would have thought, not with Bert still pining so strongly for her.



She did not ask herself why Janice had left. That was obvious, and could be summed up in two words: Stan Kelton.



* * *



She awoke around six. It was still dark outside, and snowing lightly. She rose and dressed in a hurry, the cold nipping at her skin like tiny pincers. And she had a lot of skin on her large frame to be nipped.



In the kitchen she quickly got the fire going and the stove lit with the plentiful supply of logs kept by the grate. Without a thought she went to the door, unlocked it and opened it. The dog shot in and vanished. He no doubt had a secret gander-free exit from the top of the hayloft. Besides, any dog would rather jump for his life than risk the pecking beak of the white wonder.



Jenny made herself a cup of tea, and decided on porridge. Just because, she was sure, Stan Kelton was a bacon-and-eggs kind of man.



It was still practically dark when Mrs Jarvis arrived, the chip on her shoulder accompanied by a mass of snowflakes. Without a word, Jenny made the woman a cup of tea, and rose to see to the porridge. The men would be down soon, she was sure, and anxious to make the most of the meagre winter light.



‘I see you’ve got the goose then,’ Mrs Jarvis said, nodding to the bird that was hung up just inside the open larder door.



‘Bert reminded me last night,’ Jenny agreed, and hefted a milk churn from the cold cellar.



‘Ah, Bert’s a good lad,’ Mrs Jarvis agreed, shucking off her coat and curling her cold hands thankfully around the mug. ‘And I notice the devil is beginning to realize the same thing. Last year, when I first came to this hellhole, he was all for young Bill. Young Bill was the brains, the one with the get-go.’ Mrs Jarvis frowned down into her mug. ‘And I suppose he is, really. Poor Bert’s never been the same since Janice left. Poor lass could stick it no more. Can’t say as I blame her. Twenty years in this place is more than any flesh and blood can stand.’



Jenny measured out the oats, and recalled last night’s ugly little scene. ‘Bill doesn’t seem to be in favour anymore,’ she commented thoughtfully.



‘Oh, he’s all for Bert now, and takes every opportunity to jump down Bill’s throat,’ Mrs Jarvis agreed. ‘He does it on purpose, of course. Keeps them at loggerheads, I mean. All for one of them one moment, then cosying on up to the other the next. I reckon he wants his two sons fighting each other, instead of teaming up against himself.’



Jenny staunchly ignored the paranoia that was building up all around her, and concentrated on her porridge.



‘The road’s clear to the village now at any rate,’ Mrs Jarvis carried on chattering, but the relief in her voice was obvious. ‘It’ll mean I can get to the shop for my Christmas stores. You don’t mind if I take an hour off a little later on, do you?’



Jenny had just assured her that of course she didn’t mind — and besides which, it was none of her business anyway — when, from outside, came a sudden cacophony of sound that was a mixture of honk, yell, thud and swearing.



‘That’ll be the postman,’ Mrs Jarvis said matter-of-factly. ‘The gander gets him every time.’



From above came the sound of feet clumping down the stairs, quickly followed by a lighter set of feet. Stan Kelton came in, the post in one hand, a pipe in the other. Behind him, Delia sulked her way into the kitchen, her eyes fixed on the post.



As they all watched, Stan Kelton sorted through the mixture of Christmas cards and bills and then paused, his eyes narrowing on one envelope, which was obviously a personal letter. He tossed the rest of the mail on the table and then tore the envelope, unopened, in half, then in quarters. He turned to the fire and threw them into the flames, waiting to see them curl up and turn to ashes.



When he turned, Bert was stood in the doorway. ‘What was that?’ he asked, his face a pasty white.



‘Nothing that concerns you, lad,’ Stan Kelton said. ‘Sit down and have some breakfast.’



At the mention of breakfast, Jenny rushed to her porridge, but it was simmering nicely. As if it’d dare do anything else.



‘That was from Janice, wasn’t it?’ Bert persisted, as Bill sidled around him.



Bill’s face tightened. ‘What was?’ he asked, coming to his brother’s aid, as if Bert was the younger, and he, Bill, owed him the protection of an older sibling.



‘Dad threw an envelope on the fire,’ Delia piped up, all three Kelton children united in their mutual dislike for the man who was their father.



Jenny hastily reached for some brown sugar. Porridge needed brown sugar. She did not, most definitely did
 not,
 want to get mixed up in any more Kelton dramas.



‘Was it from Janice?’ Bill asked, and stiffened as his father gave him a sneering look.



‘Nothing to do with you, boy. Keep your nose out.’



‘If it was from Janice it had nothing to do with you, either,’ Bert said, his hands clenching and unclenching into fists by his side. ‘Was it from her?
 Was it?
 ’ he roared, goaded beyond endurance.



Stan Kelton shrugged and turned to the table, ignoring Bert’s pain. ‘Who’s to say now?’ He sat down and then frowned. ‘Hey, you, cook. What’s that you’re doing?’



Sid came into the room, the last down, and sniffed appreciatively. No doubt he would be able to manage porridge much better than a fried breakfast, and she smiled at him widely as she returned to the table with a huge saucepan of porridge in her hands. She placed it carefully onto the wooden mat she’d put in the centre of the table. ‘Porridge,’ she said, with satisfaction. ‘Creamy and a little sweet, with plump sultanas and piping hot. Just what you need on a morning like this.’



‘Porridge?’ Stan echoed, his eyes narrowing. ‘We have bacon and eggs for breakfast round here.’



‘Oh really?’ Jenny said, her eyes widening innocently. ‘Sorry.’



‘Janice always liked porridge,’ Bert said, his eyes still on the fire. ‘She must have bought some oats before she left.’



With that, he turned and headed for the door, going out into the cold of the day with not so much as a cup of tea to warm him up. Bill and Delia looked at one another helplessly, then joined their father at the table. Jenny, lips pressed into a grim line, dished out the porridge.



Stan Kelton would just have to like it or lump it.









 
CHAPTER FOUR




Jeremy was the last to finish his breakfast, since he’d asked for a third bowl of the delicious porridge, and when he glanced up, still licking his lips, it was to meet his father’s fond eyes. For Bert had returned after about ten minutes’ absence, sat down at the table and without a word helped himself to porridge, all the while carefully avoiding his own father’s eyes.



Now Jeremy grinned shyly. ‘Going down to the pub tonight, Dad? Seeing it’s Christmas Eve and all,’ he added hopefully, his brown eyes shining in anticipation. A night out was obviously a rare treat for him, and Jenny marvelled anew at the restricted lives that all the younger Keltons seemed to lead. Did they not realize that it was the twenty-first century, and that serfdom had gone out in the middle ages?



Bert smiled and nodded, and started to say, ‘Why not?’ when Stan Kelton, in the process of selecting his wellingtons from the line-up of similar footwear by the door, turned sharply.



‘There’ll be no pub crawling for you tonight, my lad,’ he said coldly, and thrust one foot into a depth of smelly welly. His eyes glittered as they turned on his crestfallen grandson. ‘Don’t think I don’t know why you’re in such a lather to get to the Lamb and Dog, boy,’ he carried on, thrusting his other foot into the other wellington before turning back into the room, one solid mass of implacable bulk.



His face, Jenny noticed curiously, was just slightly flushed.



She glanced back at Jeremy, who, in contrast, was a stark, chalky white. Hastily, she began to inspect the porridge dregs in the saucepan, relieved for once that porridge could set like concrete and required a lot of hard work and attention to remove it. She reached for the scrubbing brush and set to. Vigorously. She managed to make a lot of noise as she did so, hoping that they would take the hint and leave her to work in peace.



No such luck.



‘Leave the boy be,’ Bert said, but his voice was tired and limp, as if all the fight had gone out of him. Although she didn’t turn to see, Jenny could just imagine the stricken, unhappy look his son must have cast his way. Obviously, there was to be no protection or help from his father. The cook wondered briefly what the lad had done to earn his grandfather’s displeasure, then shook her head. What business was it of hers?



Besides, as far as she could see, it didn’t take much to rile Stan Kelton into making sure that you fell into line. That line being right under his thumb of course.



She began to hum, loudly, something from Abba. She’d been to see
 Mamma Mia
 at the theatre last month and the tunes were sticking, maddeningly, in her head.



‘That flighty daughter of Jack Grantly’s ain’t for you, boy, I’ve told you that before,’ Stan continued gruffly. ‘Liz Ashcroft’s been making eyes at you since you went to school — and she’ll inherit her dad’s farm one day, what with that useless wife of his never having had any boys. If you had any sense in that head of yours, you’d make your way over there tonight and give her a Christmas present, along with a kiss. You do know how to kiss, boy, don’t you?’ he taunted.



Jeremy’s head sank lower. ‘I ain’t got her a present,’ he mumbled.



‘Well, go into town and get her one,’ Stan roared, running out of his meagre supply of patience. ‘A proper one, mind. Something a gal would like. I happen to know that she brought yours over a week ago.’



Jeremy flushed. Though naturally timid, he seemed reluctant to cower totally before his grandfather’s intimidating authority, even though Stan had moved back to the table and was now towering over him.



‘I want to see Mandy tonight,’ he mumbled insistently, but even more quietly, his voice so soft it was almost inaudible.



‘Forget Mandy Grantly!’ Stan Kelton’s voice on the other hand echoed around the stone-flagged kitchen with all the drama of a Zeus-like thunderbolt accompanied by a lightning strike.



Jeremy’s neck had disappeared into his shoulders altogether when Jenny eventually turned around. Her saucepan was immaculately clean, and the table needed clearing. She thrust out her chin and walked determinedly forward. As she did so, she saw Sid reach out and pat his nephew’s arm.



‘You go to the pub tonight, lad. If the road was clear, I’d even come with you.’



Stan Kelton glanced at his older brother, shook his head in contemptuous dismissal and tramped to the door.



Bert stood up heavily. ‘Go to the pub,’ he agreed briefly, and followed his father silently out of the door. There were pregnant sheep to be seen to; he’d just spent another sleepless night, and those few, brief words of encouragement for his beleaguered son were all that he could muster. If Janice had been here, then together, the two of them could have protected Jeremy from his father’s manipulations. But Bert knew that he lacked the strength on his own.



He lacked everything, it seemed.



As he left the room, tears were streaming down his face, but nobody saw them. And once outside, they quickly froze onto his face and dropped away into the snow.



No doubt Delia would have echoed the same sentiments to her nephew, had she not already fled the family farm for her friend’s house in The Dell. Jenny had watched her go. Delia’s colour had been high and her eyes were unnaturally bright. She’d wondered, briefly, if today was going to be the day when Delia and her other trapped friend would finally flee to London. Perhaps, Jenny had thought hopefully, watching her go from the kitchen window, today was finally the day when Delia would not return home.



She’d certainly looked excited enough, and was far more tense and twitchy than usual. Something was definitely in the air, and Jenny felt herself tensing up, in the hopes that nothing went wrong for her. She’d only been there a day and a night, and already she couldn’t wait to get away herself.



But even as she gave up a little prayer for Delia, Jenny felt the onset of a deep feeling of unease. In her heart, she couldn’t see any of the Keltons getting out from under the yoke of the farm and the man who ran it. They were too brainwashed, too beaten down, like flies trapped in a particularly viscous form of amber.



Jenny sighed.



Suddenly, someone thumped the table with a hard walloping whack. She jumped and watched Bill push his chair away and spring to his feet. ‘That old sod won’t be happy until we’re all as miserable as he is,’ he gritted, his teeth clenched in fury.



Sid looked up at him in alarm. ‘Take it easy, lad. Things will work out, you’ll see. Things will start changing around here soon, I promise you.’



But Bill wasn’t in the mood to listen to such platitudes. Instead he threw on his coat as if he hated it, as if he hated the whole world in fact, and stormed out of the farm, slamming the door behind him with a vicious bang. Jenny winced as yet another blow thundered through the kitchen, then let out her breath in a wavering sigh.



Forcing all thoughts of the Keltons and their problems from her mind, she set to clearing the table, giving it a good hard therapeutic scrub, and set about assembling the ingredients for her mince pies. She’d already made and thoroughly mixed her mincemeat last night, since she’d added a fair amount of brandy, which needed an overnight period to really soak into the raisins, sultanas, currants, orange peel and suet.



Jeremy was the last to slouch out, watched openly and anxiously by his uncle, and surreptitiously by the cook. Both of them hoped that the lad would go and see his Mandy tonight, but both of them secretly doubted that he would.



When the door closed behind him, Sid sighed sadly. Jenny met his glance and raised one eyebrow, and Sid shrugged tiredly. He rubbed a hand across his forehead and leaned back in his chair, exhausted by all the various family tensions. ‘Stan wants Jeremy to marry Liz Ashcroft because her father owns the farm that joins our land out on the west border. Ashcroft has a fair few acres, of course, but to be fair, I suppose Liz is far more likely to make a good farmer’s wife than the pub landlord’s daughter anyway,’ Sid explained, trying to be scrupulously fair to his brother but failing miserably.



Jenny put down a large empty glass mixing bowl. ‘Mandy is pretty, is she?’ she asked bluntly, and Sid began to chuckle softly.



‘Like a picture.’



Jenny put down her wooden spoon. ‘Whereas Liz . . . ?’ she trailed off, one eyebrow raised in an invitation for him to finish the sentence.



‘Has a good heart,’ Sid obliged sadly and tellingly.



The two looked at one another for a moment, then Sid sighed and rose to leave. ‘I’d better get on with the books. That’s my job around here — all the admin. I do the form filling, and apply for the grant applications, pay the bills and order supplies and so on. It’s something I can do in the warm by the fire, see. Besides, accountancy isn’t our Stan’s strong point.’



Jenny could well imagine.



Minutes later, she jumped when, from the shadows by the sink, Mrs Jarvis came into view, her face creased into a spiteful smile. Jenny had forgotten all about her presence. She’d kept herself very quiet and unobtrusive during the breakfast entertainment. No doubt, though, she’d been lapping it all up.



‘Looks like the devil’s family is turning against him at last,’ she said, nodding her head in acute satisfaction. ‘You mark my words, they’ll all leave him eventually. Just needs one to get up the nerve, and the rest will go, like a line of dominoes toppling over. And serve him right, too,’ she gloated.



Jenny sighed. Mrs Jarvis, with her tales of doom and gloom, she could do without.



‘Mrs Jarvis, weren’t you going to go into the village to do some shopping today?’ she reminded her, and none too diplomatically at that. But if the daily felt any shame, she hid it well. Instead her hands flew up to her cheeks in remembrance.



‘Lumme, yes, so I was. Oh, blast and damnation, I left my purse and shopping bag back home.’ She sighed angrily. ‘I’d best go back and get it. You won’t mind if I take the morning off, then?’ she reiterated, as if desperate for reassurance or permission. But she was already walking to the door, donning her coat and muttering evilly to herself about her bad memory and the fate of devils.



Jenny watched her go, and hoped she didn’t run into Stan Kelton on the way back to The Dell. With the foul mood they were both in, one or the other of them was unlikely to survive the encounter!



* * *



The first batch of twenty mince pies was in the oven by the time Stan Kelton came back. It had stopped snowing, but his hands were red and raw with the cold, and when he passed by her to check on something in the cellar, she could feel the cold coming off his clothes in shiver-making waves.



She reached automatically for the mop, which she now kept
 outside
 the cupboard. Why bother keeping it inside, when she was perpetually using it, she wondered peevishly, grumbling to herself as she worked.



‘I’m just off to the tack room.’ Stan’s comment stopped her in mid-mop, and she watched, totally exasperated, as he walked back across the floor in his muddy wellies. She looked at the floor, and its single track of new, muddy footprints, and leaned on her mop, slowly counting to twenty. She balefully watched him walk to a side door she’d never seen used before, and there he took off his wellingtons and slipped on a waiting pair of old, cracked-but-dry work boots. She supposed he liked to keep the stables as dry and mud-free as he could. He obviously cared more about his carthorses than he did his own home.



As he disappeared into the corridor beyond, she breathed a sigh of relief. At least he was now out from under her feet, so once she’d mopped the floor
 again
 it should be all right for a few hours at least, until everyone piled back in for lunch.



Wielding the mop, she set to once more, muttering colourful curses under her breath that she’d learned from an old admiral she’d once cooked for. The range of swear words would have turned a Pimlico prostitute pink.



She had prepared baked potatoes with a cheese and onion topping for lunch, and after Stan’s cutting remark about her plain food yesterday, had decided to make good use of four of the rabbits hanging in the cold cellar to make savoury rabbit with tarragon sauce for dinner. To go with it, she’d prepare some duchess potatoes and braised baby vegetables.



For dessert, she’d decided on apricot and ratafia tartlets, which was very posh fare indeed. Let him talk about plain food when he had that feast set before him! Although, Jenny fumed silently, he’d probably then complain that the food was too fancy.



At last, she could finally put away the hated mop, and fetch the rabbits. When she came back, Sid had returned from the living room and his books, and was brewing a pot of tea.



‘Just what the doctor ordered,’ Jenny said, giving him a wide grin. Lifting a crock dish and finding only two eggs inside, however, wiped the grin right off her face. ‘No eggs?’



‘They’re kept in the chicken house, in the little lean-to leading off it,’ Sid told her. ‘You can’t miss it. They’re next door to where the geese are kept.’



Jenny thought of trekking across the bare arctic of the exposed farmyard and groaned.



‘Don’t worry. I’ll have a steaming cuppa ready for you when you get back.’ He gave her a sympathetic grin.



Jenny, once more muttering some of the admiral’s more choice epithets under her breath, donned her coat and boots and left via the front door. She was not, definitely
 not
 going to go out the back way and be forced to make her
 own
 wet and muddy footprints on the floor when she came back. She’d be having nightmares about that damned mop if she did!



She crossed the courtyard, glad to see that one of the boys had shovelled most of the snow out of the way and piled it up against the surrounding walls. She made her way quickly past the goose shed, shivering in the icy wind and giving the gander the evil eye as he came out hissing at her, promptly sending him hissing back again.



The chickens, she saw with pleased satisfaction, were tried and true black leghorns, with a few Light Sussex hens thrown in for good measure, with a handsome Light Sussex cockerel to rule the roost. But to get to them she had to battle her way through three feet of snow, and it was heavy going. Once in the spacious henhouse, however, she tossed them some grain from the sack, to save Delia the trouble when (or if) she returned from her visit to her friend.



Inside the lean-to, she paused to get her breath back and give her arms a good thumping. She stamped her feet vigorously, but her circulation was loath to return. Good grief, it was cold. But that same cold weather, she was sure, had kept the eggs reasonably fresh. Nevertheless, as she found the store of stacked eggs, she carefully weighed each one. They felt cold and solid, and the shells were a good deep colour.



She carefully re-latched the chicken-house door behind her and trudged her way back to the farm’s front door, taking off her boots in the dry shelter of the porch and standing them next to the door once she was inside the hall.



She was glad to get out of her coat and hustle back into the warmth of her kitchen. Sid was sat with his back to her at the table, and the kettle was bubbling merrily away on the stove.



‘So much for having my cuppa waiting for me,’ she said cheerfully to him as she passed. Her mood was gradually lifting into something lighter, even happier. The tastebud-arousing smell of cheese and onion permeated the room, and she had the prospect of a lavish meal to cook ahead of her. That alone was always guaranteed to make her beam. Besides it
 was
 Christmas Eve, after all.



She began to hum ‘Jingle Bells.’



She walked to the stove and removed the kettle, checked that Sid had spooned a good amount of tea into the teapot — he had — and reached for the sugar. The tea made, she checked her mince pies, saw that they were nicely browned on the top and took them out. The next batch of pies was ushered in, and Jenny quickly shut the stove door, anxious to let none of the precious heat escape.



Unable, ever, to resist steaming-hot mince pies fresh from the oven, she took down a plate and with much ‘oohing’ and ‘ouching,’ transferred four of the piping-hot mince pies onto it with her bare hands. After all, who would want to eat only
 one
 mince pie?



She turned, the teapot in one hand, the plate of mince pies in the other, and carried them triumphantly to the table and set them down. ‘Now, Sid, what do you make of those?’ she asked with a grin and looked up.



And her smile froze on her face. She felt her eyes widen and begin to ache, and an instant later, she felt her knees start to buckle under her. Luckily, the chair next to her was already pulled out, and she quickly clutched the table as she sank down onto the seat with a hard ‘whump.’ The table rocked a little as she did so, for she was still clinging onto it, her knuckles white with the intensity of her grip.



It made Sid, whose arms were both lying limply across the tabletop, tremble just slightly.



But Sid didn’t feel it.



Sid wasn’t feeling anything at all.



Jenny, her mouth as dry as the Sahara, took a deep steadying breath, and held it.



She did not cry. She did not scream.



For a long, long moment, she merely sat and stared at Sid, as if unable to believe what she was seeing.



Like a nightmare, her mind played back the last few minutes. When she’d walked in, Sid had been sat with his back to her, his sparse hair pale in the overhead light. It had been so dark that morning, she’d never bothered to turn the kitchen light off. It had seemed to her then that he’d been sitting there naturally enough.



Jenny swallowed hard, fighting back nausea as she replayed in her mind the making of the tea, the transference of the mince pies and her walk back to the table.



Only to confront this monstrosity.



Jenny blinked, and took another, even deeper, steadying breath.



Sid continued to sit silently opposite her. He even seemed to be watching her, and patiently waiting. Although waiting for what, she could not have said. His eyes were open, she noticed. His mouth shut. He looked, in fact, like he always did. The teapot and mince pies steamed on the table in front of him, ready to be served.



And still Sid just sat there, a long, thick-bladed knife embedded in his chest.



So still. So quiet.



Vaguely, through a curtain of shock, Jenny recognized the knife as one belonging to the set in the drawer by the sink.



Suddenly she shuddered, her mind finally engaging into a proper gear instead of just spinning around uselessly. What was she doing wondering about a vegetable knife when she had to . . . to . . .



Jenny Starling took the last of her deep steadying breaths, closed her eyes for a moment, and then opened them once more.



She now felt perfectly calm.



She had to get help, of course. Oh, not an ambulance or the doctor. Sid was gone far beyond all of that. But the police. Yes. She needed the police.



She stood up, and blinked. If there was a telephone here at Kelton Farm, she had never seen it. She suspected that Stan had probably refused to have one installed. But surely, in this day and age, somebody must have a mobile? Although, in this house, she wouldn’t have bet on it. For a start, she doubted that the wages Stan Kelton paid would allow anybody to be able to afford even such a minor luxury.



Then she realized that even if one of the others did have a mobile, she had no idea whereabouts on the farm they were in order to find them and ask them to use it. Then with a mental head-slap, she ran to her bag and delved inside for her own phone. Shock was definitely making her woolly-minded!



To her dismay, however, there was no signal, which meant she’d have to walk into the village.



Feeling stiff and disjointed, she walked to the hall, re-donned her boots and coat, this time putting on her scarf and gloves, and left the farm. She still felt gloriously numb — calm and numb. Once out of the courtyard and onto the lane, she was again in the grip of winter’s chilly hand.



It never once occurred to her to seek out Stan Kelton and ask for his help.



The snow banks on either side of her were high and intimidating, covering hedge and fences alike. It was frosty, the air nipping at her nose and ears. Luckily, there was no wind, for she’d forgotten her hat. Funny, the things you think when the world has suddenly turned topsy-turvy on you.



She had gone a little way up to the road before she realized that she’d automatically been plodding in the footsteps she’d made in the snow on the way up to the farm yesterday. Then, of course, she’d been coming up to the farm, instead of leaving it, so she was putting the toe of her boot where her heel had once been.



She began to slow down as her mind insisted there was something important she had to do. Think, damn it, she thought grimly to herself.
 Think
 . What was it? What was wrong? And suddenly, without warning, the numbness left her, and her mind, bright, clear and sharp, suddenly came up with the answer.



It had snowed lightly in the night, and so
 should have obliterated the tracks made by the bottom of her boots
 . But in that case . . .



Jenny stopped dead in the middle of the snowy landscape. She bent and peered more closely into the tracks she’d made yesterday. And there, clearly defined, were the ridges of another boot, one that was longer and wider than her own had been.



Someone else had come to the farm since yesterday, stepping into the footprints she herself had made. Someone who’d walked up the farm road and stabbed Sid. Then, just as quickly as the thought leapt into her mind, it leapt out again. Of course someone had come that way this very morning. Had, in fact, delivered the mail and duly been attacked by the gander: the postman! And Sid had been alive and well long after the postman had delivered his mail and left. Plus, of course, Mrs Jarvis had been going to and fro.



She knew she was only trying desperately to keep her mind off what had happened back at the farm. But surely that was excusable? She didn’t
 want
 to think of Sid sitting there, with that obscene black-handled blade in his chest. His blood staining his shirt. His eyes open and patiently waiting . . . waiting . . .



No, far better to think of other things.



She knew she wasn’t operating at her best; shock was slowing down her thinking. The way she’d panicked over the phones before remembering to try her own mobile was proof of that. It was not like her to be so incompetent.



Although she was unaware that she’d walked on a fair way as she’d been thinking things through, she found herself stopping again and staring once more at the other tracks before her. The snow all around was pristine, except for the tracks left by first herself and then the postman.



But what if someone had used these tracks
 after
 the postman had been and gone? If someone
 had
 come from the village to murder Sid, then she herself was eradicating the marks of their footprints with her own! And the police would certainly want to be able to take photographs of the boot prints, just to make sure.



Guiltily, she took a quick step sideways out of the tracks, and sank her feet into nearly three feet of virgin snow. From now on she would just have to wade her way through the snow and leave the tracks well alone. Anxiously, she looked up, gauging the sky. It didn’t look as if it was about to snow any time soon. But if it did, it would eradicate the tracks for sure.



Carefully, and still feeling about a hundred years old, she took off her scarf, selected the clearest set of boot prints she could see, and covered them with her scarf, anchoring it down in the snow so that any wind coming up wouldn’t easily blow it away. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the best she could do to preserve a section of the tracks.



That done, she straightened painfully and began once more to plough her way stoically through the snow, stumbling now and then, mindful that there were ditches near the hedge. But even as she trudged grimly on and at last emerged onto the main road to the village, she knew, deep in her heart, that the police would find those boot prints
 had
 been left by the postman after all; that no one from the village, or a stranger from outside the village, had made his way to Kelton Farm and killed poor Sid.



A tractor had flattened the snow down on the road to the village, which meant she could walk faster. She quickly spotted the cheerful bright-red splash of an old-fashioned telephone box that BT hadn’t yet got around to upgrading, and made her way towards it, her breath harsh and loud in her ears.



The telephone booth was flanked on one side of the road by a row of cottages, but apart from smoke pouring from their chimneys, there was no other sign of life. No doubt people were inside, doing their own Christmas baking, or were down in the centre of the village, buying their last-minute groceries from the tiny village shop.



She was glad to be spared the curious glances and prying questions of the locals. She stepped inside the ice-cold glass booth, and lifted the receiver. But even as she did so, she was already grimly convinced that whoever had killed Sid must have come to the farm from the field, or from the direction of The Dell.



There was simply no getting away from it.



Someone who lived or worked at Kelton Farm had killed Sid. But why?
 Why?









 
CHAPTER FIVE




Jenny watched the car as it pulled to a careful halt in front of her, the front wheels sliding a little on the compacted snow still covering the road. She’d left the shelter of the telephone kiosk the moment she’d seen the car appear in the distance, and now she shivered forlornly.



It had
 looked
 like a police car, even though it was a common model with no markings on it at all. The man who climbed out of the passenger seat was one of the greyest men she had ever seen. His hair, his eyes and his coat were all grey. He was tall, lean, and so totally unremarkable that Jenny couldn’t help but feel a deep pang of misgiving. Let it just be a policeman’s disguise, she thought desperately. Then told herself not to be such a muffin. The man was probably as brusque, lively and efficient as any other officer of the law. First impressions, after all, were not always right.



The man who emerged from behind the driver’s wheel was a startling contrast. He was at least a foot shorter than his superior, and had a head of deeply ginger, riotously curly hair. Over the roof of the car his blue eyes shone like tiny blue lamps as they quickly ran over her, assessing and missing nothing. He reminded Jenny of a Jack Russell terrier spotting a rat.



Yet another policeman emerged from the back, this one a mere lad in uniform. His eyes widened slightly as they took in Jenny’s height and rounded girth, and the beauty of her eyes.



He looked both nervous and excited at the same time. Probably his first murder case, Jenny surmised.



‘Are you the woman who called a short while ago about Kelton Farm?’ the tall, grey inspector was the first to speak, his voice, if possible, as grey as the rest of him. It was a flat, rather unnerving monotone.



Jenny nodded. ‘I am. Yes.’ She introduced herself.



‘I see. I’m Inspector Moulton, this is Sergeant Ford.’ He didn’t bother to introduce the constable, who was doing his best not to look too impressed by the proceedings. She found that his eagerness made her want to just sit down and cry. She determinedly quashed the feeling; she could have a good cry later, in the privacy of her own room, she promised herself. Right now, she had to keep it together — for Sid’s sake.



All three policemen took a step closer to her, whether by accident or design, surrounding her on all sides, as if they were expecting her to make a bolt for it — although where she could possibly bolt to in this weather, and in this remote area, she wasn’t sure.



‘And what can you tell me of this incident please?’ the inspector asked, his eyes never leaving her face.



Frank Moulton didn’t show it, but he was a worried man. Frank never showed anything of his feelings, which was probably the main reason he’d climbed as high as he had. Had his superiors the faintest idea of the extent of his own feelings of inferiority, he’d still be directing traffic. And probably feeling a lot happier than he did now.



Born and raised in a small village not two miles from Kidlington, where the Thames Valley Police Force had their headquarters, Frank was a countryman at heart. He had a simple soul, was basically honest and uninspired, and totally unsuited to his chosen profession. He’d walked a beat for years, quite happily nabbing poachers, the odd petty thief, and one or two of the more persistent housebreakers. He’d become sergeant simply because he’d had enough academic competence to pass the exam, and had become inspector ten years later, via his seniority.



He had never worked a murder case on his own before. No doubt the brass thought that someone with Frank’s rural knowledge would be the most competent officer to handle a murder on a farm, so the phone call this morning concerning the murder of a farmer had come as a distinct and somewhat nasty shock to his system — and had been tinged with just a little understandable excitement and curiosity. Nevertheless, the thought of being the senior investigating officer on a real live (so to speak) murder case, was giving him a severe case of the jitters.



On the journey over, he’d half hoped to find some hysterical female who’d simply misread a nasty farming accident. But now, as he looked at the woman standing so patiently before him, he felt his hopes in that direction fading. And they evaporated altogether when she began to speak.



‘I’m working as a cook, over the Christmas holidays, for a Mr Stanley Kelton and his family.’ She quickly ran through all the family members and the sequence of events that morning, leaving nothing out. ‘When I left to go to the chicken house for the eggs, Sidney was making the tea. When I came back, he was sitting at the kitchen table with a large knife embedded in his chest,’ she finished bluntly and succinctly, but her voice took on just the faintest hint of tremor on the final words.



Sergeant Ford, who’d been taking quick and precise notes throughout, lifted his head and narrowed those laser-like eyes in her direction. She certainly sounded calm enough. Looked it, too. His eyes ran over her impressively shaped bulk, her level, quite extraordinarily beautiful blue eyes, and noted her pallor. Yes, she was upset, but hiding it very well.



Competence was written all over her. They couldn’t, he thought happily, have asked for a better witness.



‘And where is this farm exactly?’ Inspector Moulton asked, his voice betraying none of his dismay.



‘Back up this way.’ She pointed in the direction they had just come from. ‘The track to the farm hasn’t been cleared, I’m afraid, so you won’t be able to drive up there. Well, not unless you have access to a 4x4, or can get one of the other farmers to take you in his tractor. Or order the council snow-plough to come out here.’



She did, however, get into the car with them (the constable in the back having to squish up in the far corner,) in order to direct them to the turnoff. Once parked, they all got out and observed the two separate tracks in the snow.



Jenny quickly told them about the tracks, her theory about the postman’s boots, and what she had done about covering up two sets of prints with her scarf. As she did so, she noticed the sergeant give a very quick smile. She’d obviously done the right thing, and it made her feel a lot better. She’d half expected to be given a rocketing about tampering with evidence.



She was, however, getting distinctly bad vibes from the inspector. She hoped, very much, that Inspector Moulton was hiding his light under a bushel. But if, as she was beginning to suspect, he didn’t actually have a light to hide, she was in deep trouble.



Deep
 trouble.



* * *



Inspector Moulton told the constable to stay with the car to prevent anyone else calling at the farm and with orders to send for SOCO (scene of crime officers), forensics and the police doctor. Now it seemed they really did have a murder on their hands, Moulton wanted as many other officials around as possible. That way, if mistakes were made, he had someone else to blame them on.



The three of them then walked up the snow-clogged lane, stepping in the cook’s second set of footprints to the point where she had left the scarf. Moulton stared at the incongruously bright blue and red scarf lying against the snow for some while, but said nothing. He was not, in spite of his inferiority complex, actually a foolish man. He just knew from experience that the less he said, the less likely he was to dig a hole for himself that he’d need to climb out of later.



They continued on until they reached the crest of the hill, at which point they paused and looked down on Kelton Farm. It looked exactly as she had remembered it from her first sight of it yesterday, Jenny realized. Which was eerie. And was it only yesterday she had first come here? It felt like years now.



But the farm shouldn’t look the same, she thought resentfully. It should look different. A man had been killed there, brutally murdered. A nice old man who wouldn’t hurt a fly. It had no business looking its usual, squat, square, sturdy self. It should look dark. Sad. Evil.



She shook her head and sighed deeply, telling herself not to be such a drama queen, causing Sergeant Ford to give her a quick, anxious look. But apart from the sigh she made no comment, and together they walked down to the farm, Inspector Moulton making a great show of looking around the courtyard, although to what purpose, it was hard to tell. Almost everyone from the farm, and the postman to boot, had trampled around there. Not to mention the geese and the dog.



Jenny led the way into the hall, and removed her boots. Guiltily, both Inspector Moulton and Sergeant Ford quickly did the same, and the cook gave a brief nod of satisfaction. At least their mothers or wives had trained them well.



‘This way,’ she said, with obvious reluctance, and they followed her across the hall to the large heavy door that opened into the kitchen. Jenny took three steps inside, and stopped dead.



A sea of Kelton faces turned her way: Bert looked haggard, and was standing the nearest to her, leaning heavily against the dresser; Bill was standing by the far door, pale and tense; Delia was sobbing quietly by the sink and Jeremy was standing by her, awkwardly patting her back. They all turned and stared at her, but it was Stan Kelton, standing just a little way from his brother’s body, who reacted first.



‘There she is!’ he bellowed, and took several steps towards her, his meaty hands clenching and unclenching, as if in anticipation of closing around her throat. He stopped abruptly as first Moulton, then Ford, emerged on either side of her, and stood surveying the scene.



Without a word, and with not a hint of his reluctance or anxiety showing, Moulton walked forward and moved slowly around the chair to face Sid Kelton head on. His grey eyes fell to the handle of the knife sticking out of the dead man’s chest, and he slowly took a carefully silent, but deep breath.



He hadn’t expected the man to be so old, or look so ill and pitiful.



‘Who are you lot, then?’ Stan asked, but from the tone of his voice he obviously already knew.



‘Sergeant Ford.’ The sergeant pulled out some form of identification, which Stan barely glanced at, and then nodded in his superior’s direction. ‘Inspector Moulton. And you are?’



‘Stan Kelton,’ Stan replied, his voice at last falling to something approaching a normal decibel. But it was only temporary. ‘What the hell’s going on here?’ he quickly added, his voice becoming aggrieved and downright threatening once more.



‘I was hoping
 you
 could tell
 us
 that, sir,’ Inspector Moulton said, taking the opportunity to get out of Sid Kelton’s painful presence and turn his attention to the blustering younger brother.



The cook had described the family well, for he had no problems picking out the family members. Nevertheless, he went through the motions of having each of them formally identify themselves. It passed the time well, and gave him time to think. Although what he was going to do next, he had only the most general of ideas.



When Delia, the last to give her full name, age and — ridiculously — address, had finished, there was a long, cold, frightening silence. Everyone looked at everyone else. Finally, predictably, it was Stan Kelton who spoke first. ‘Well? Aren’t you going to arrest her?’ he roared, chin thrust forward, fierce brown eyes blazing.



Moulton felt a rush of hope, but his voice was totally neutral, as he said casually, ‘Arrest who, sir?’



‘Well, her of course,’ Stan said, pointing an imperious finger in Jenny’s direction.



Ford looked at her quickly at this, and saw a look of exasperated contempt cross the cook’s otherwise completely composed face.



‘We come back here,’ Stan Kelton continued, picking up a really good head of steam now, ‘and find Sid . . . poor Sid . . .’ his impressive voice choked a little, ‘sitting there . . . like that . . .’



At this point, Sergeant Ford sidled around to get his first good view of the deceased, and paled slightly. As it had struck his superior a few moments before, he felt an acute wave of pity for the old man wash over him. His eyes were open, and Ford hadn’t expected that. They seemed . . . not accusing, as you might expect, but more . . . Ford didn’t know. He had never had to investigate a murder before.



He turned quickly away.



Jenny noticed the policeman’s unease, and felt her heart sink. As time wore on, she was becoming more and more glumly certain that it was going to be left up to her, yet again, to sort out the whole sorry mess and unearth the identity of the killer.



Stan Kelton roused himself. ‘As I said, we found poor Sid like that, and
 she
 was the only one missing!’ he exclaimed impressively. ‘And the knife’s from the kitchen. And she’s the only stranger here. It’s obvious she did it.’ He finished on a flourish, but his eyes, Jenny noticed, were hot and troubled, the first genuine emotion she had ever seen in him besides anger.



And in that moment, she felt genuinely sorry for Stan Kelton. It must have been a shock, even for him, finding poor Sid like that. Sid, who was his brother, his own flesh and blood, after all. Her pity quickly fled, however, when she found herself the object of all eyes.



Exasperated, she glanced at Moulton. ‘Well, of course I was gone. I had to go to the village to phone you lot. The farm doesn’t have a landline of its own and there’s no signal around here for a mobile phone; well, not on mine anyway. What else was I supposed to do, finding poor Sid like that? Wait around here and see who might be next?’ She left unsaid the fact that, with a killer on the loose, she might have been forgiven for fearing for her own skin as well.



Moulton looked back to Stan.



Stan stared at her. ‘Well, none of us did it,’ he challenged belligerently. ‘That only leaves you.’



Moulton looked back at the cook.



‘And why would I do it?’ she shot back, just as bluntly. ‘I’ve only been here one day, and I’d never met any of you before then. What reason would I have to kill any of you?’



Moulton looked back at Stan. He reminded Jenny, who was beginning to feel distinctly irritated with him, like a spectator at a tennis match.



‘But you were the only one here,’ Stan was all but shouting now.



Moulton looked back at the cook.



‘You were only in the stables,’ Jenny reminded him flatly. Moulton looked back at Stan.



Ford coughed discreetly. Stan, Moulton and Jenny all looked at him, surprised by the interruption.



‘Perhaps,’ Sergeant Ford said reasonably, ‘it might be helpful if we establish a timeframe for this, er, incident. Miss Starling, you told us you saw Mr Kelton alive when you went to fetch some eggs. What time was that, would you say?’



Jenny, relieved that someone was making some sense at last, paused. ‘I’d done the baked spuds for lunch, and they were half done. We’d had elevenses . . . I’d say it was between half eleven and twelve. You’ll have a record of my phone call, though, so we can help trace it back from that,’ she reminded him, and Moulton glanced at her quickly.



Now how did a simple country cook come to know so much about police procedure, he wondered.



No, Frank Moulton was not a foolish man. Just a man who knew that he was in over his head. He let the moment pass without challenging her. Time for all that later.



Ford, scribbling industriously, merely nodded, having missed completely what his superior had so quickly picked up. ‘And how long did it take you to fetch the eggs? A minute?’



‘Oh no, much longer than that,’ Jenny said, and ignored Stan Kelton’s sour grunt of disbelief. ‘The path to the chicken shed hadn’t been cleared of snow, so I had to walk through it to get to it. Then I had to clear a big batch of snow from in front of the door with my feet before I could open it up. Then I was very careful selecting the eggs when I was there, weighing them, you know, to make sure none of them were addled,’ she added, seeing Ford’s puzzled glance lifting up from the notebook. ‘There’s nothing worse than the smell of rotten eggs. I had to make sure none of the eggs were light, and therefore off, before I brought them back to the kitchen,’ she continued the culinary lesson determinedly.



Opposite her, Stan Kelton shifted restlessly.



‘Then I fed the chickens, so that Delia wouldn’t have to bother, then I had to re-shut the lean-to door, come back, take off my boots and coat and come back in here. I would say I was gone at least, at the very
 least
 ,
 five minutes. Much closer to ten, I would have thought.’



Sergeant Ford, whose legs were still aching after tramping through the snow to get there, thought her assessment was probably a very accurate one. It would take some time to clear three foot of snow from in front of a door. ‘I see. So, what we need to know now is, where was everyone between eleven thirty and twelve thirty?’ He looked up and around generally, his eyes alighting on no one in particular.



‘I was with Sissy,’ Delia said at once, and flushed when everyone turned to face her. ‘Sissy Bray, my friend. I was at her house,’ she added, suddenly aware that in her haste to clear herself she had come across as rather callous and selfish, even if it had been a perfectly natural impulse to do so. She was young and in shock, after all.



Unless she was a much cleverer actress than any of them credited.



‘And at what time did you return here?’ Ford asked, not giving his superior so much as a glance, apparently unaware that he was subtly usurping the inspector’s authority. Moulton, though, was glad to let him get on with it and simply watch and listen.



‘About, oh, I don’t know. Quarter to one?’ She turned about the room until she found her brother, Bill.



Bill moved from his position by the back door and nodded. ‘That’s right. I was here then.’



Ford turned to him. ‘And what time did you get back here, sir?’



Bill shrugged. ‘I can’t say. I didn’t think to look at the time. The first thing I saw when I walked through the door was . . .’ he trailed off, unable to say the words, but he pointed a shaky finger in his uncle’s direction.



‘I see,’ Ford said, not without sympathy. ‘And where had you been all morning?’



‘In the lower pasture, making sure there were no more trapped sheep.’



‘Alone?’



‘Aye, we split up to cover more ground,’ Bert answered, picking up the thread of conversation with surprising authority. Without being asked, he gave his own whereabouts, about half a mile from that of his brother. ‘I found a ewe, but she was a goner,’ he added, almost to himself. ‘I got back here . . . I dunno . . .’



‘Not long after me,’ Bill confirmed thoughtfully. ‘If you remember, you asked me what I was standing around for like a spare scarecrow,’ he reminded his brother.



Bert nodded. ‘That’s right. And then I saw Uncle Sid as well. Now I think about it, I saw you going in just as I was coming down the footpath.’ Bert added quickly, ‘You couldn’t have been here more than a minute or two before me. I left the ewe on the side of the footpath about quarter of an hour after I heard the church clock strike twelve. It must have taken me another fifteen minutes to get here.’



‘About twelve thirty then?’ Sergeant Ford probed carefully. ‘For both of you?’



‘Aye,’ Bert nodded.



‘What happened then? After you arrived?’



‘I went to fetch Dad,’ Bill said. ‘I knew he was working in the tack room; we’re going to need the horses soon. A thaw’s on the way,’ he added, apropos of nothing.



Nobody asked why the horses would be needed, or how he knew that there was a thaw on the way. Country folk knew about weather, and nobody in the room was interested in horses just then.



‘I came in through this door,’ Stan picked up the story at this point, and nodded to the side door that was still standing open to the dark corridor beyond, ‘just as Delia came in through the back door. I wasn’t in time to stop her seeing . . .’



Delia began to cry again. In the warm, quiet room, her sobs echoed eerily. It was an ancient sound, reminding the cook of just how many women, through the ages, had cried for their menfolk, who’d been killed without reason.



‘Do you want to go upstairs, Dee-Dee?’ Jeremy murmured, half taking her arm in an effort to prise her away.



‘And you, sir?’ Sergeant Ford said quickly, realizing that Jeremy was the only one yet to give an account of himself.



‘Jeremy was the last of all of us to get back here,’ Bert quickly leapt to his son’s defence. Perhaps
 too
 quickly, Jenny thought curiously. Bert had also been anxious to point out that his brother had arrived only moments before he had. Why did he feel the need to protect so many, unless he believed they needed it?



Yes, Bert Kelton for one didn’t believe his father’s accusations against the cook. Interesting, that, Jenny thought. Very interesting.



‘And where had you been all morning?’ Ford asked the youngster, with no particular emphasis, but again, before Jeremy could open his mouth, his father leapt in.



‘Up at the far corner of Dingle field,’ he said quickly. ‘That’s over near Ashcroft’s place, as far from here as you can get on our property.’ He made it a point to draw their attention to the fact. ‘He was taking some winter feed to the yearling rams we’ve got up there. Need to keep them fat for market,’ he added.



But again, no one was interested in the livestock.



‘I see.’ It was Moulton who said the words, but Jenny was beginning to wonder if he saw at all.



Ford did.



She certainly did.



Any one of them could have done it.



Bert, Bill and Jeremy were all alone. Any of them could have come back to the farm, watching and waiting for an opportunity, then observed the cook leaving for the hen house, and crept into the kitchen to kill Sid. Then it was just a question of quickly making their way back to the fields, only to return at lunch time all innocent and seemingly unknowing.



Delia might have the best alibi of all, if her friend and her friend’s mother, Cordelia Bray, could assure them that Delia had been in their sight all morning.



Stan Kelton, working in the tack room, was the nearest on the spot of all of them. And, to police eyes, she herself was right on the spot as well. Nobody, nobody at all, had an alibi.









 
CHAPTER SIX




Detective Chief Inspector Bryant arrived with a small army of men less than half an hour later. A small man, he had a small man’s bluster, amply backed up by a large moustache and a suit that Sergeant Ford would never have been able to afford if he’d lived on bread and water for a month.



‘So, Moulton,’ the chief inspector said, rubbing his hands together briskly and peering carefully at Sid Kelton’s body, which hadn’t yet been either moved or touched. ‘Looks like a pretty nasty but straightforward business.’ Which was somewhat unhelpful, Jenny privately thought, but had more sense than to say.



Moulton nodded obediently, if a shade dubiously. Although he rather doubted the accuracy of his superior’s summation, he was, nevertheless, the only one present to actively welcome his officious and pompous company. With the chief inspector on the scene, he felt that heat was off himself. Or so he thought.



‘What’s the story so far then?’ Bryant asked with ghoulish relish, his little button eyes snapping around the room, resting on each member of the Kelton family in turn. He seemed to be buzzing with thought and speculation, and Jenny felt her spirits finally lift a little. At least the man had a bit of get-up-and-go about him.



The sheepdog, which was obviously unnerved by all the activity, and on hearing yet another stranger’s voice in the midst of his territory, chose that moment to decide that he really couldn’t keep quiet any longer, and let out an ear-piercing bark. At the same time, he jumped down from the seat under the table and proceeded to give Bryant’s ankle a thorough sniffing.



The dapper chief inspector leapt back as if he’d been shot. ‘You great hairy miserable dollop,’ he squeaked, although no doubt he’d meant it to come out as a leonine roar. He hopped nervously from foot to foot and scowled down at the animal ferociously.



Not a particularly dog-friendly sort of man, the chief inspector, Jenny mused, hiding a smile behind her hand and pretending to smother a cough.



The sheepdog, never having heard a human being make quite that sort of noise before, looked up at him curiously, head turned to one side, ears pricked up in interest. Perhaps he’d do it again?



Bert stepped forward without a word and grabbed the dog by the collar. The mutt tenaciously dug all four sets of claws into the flagstones as best he could, guessing — quite accurately — that he was about to be turfed out ignominiously on his ear. His claws scraped gratingly across the floor as Bert pulled him to the door and neatly ejected him.



Bryant straightened his tie and pretended his dignity had not been severely ruffled. Taking the cue, Moulton nodded at Ford. ‘Sergeant Ford, read back the initial statements please,’ he ordered, a past master in how to pass the buck without seeming to.



But Ford related the events without mishap, even managing to make it sound as if he’d covered much more ground than he actually had, in the half an hour or so that had been made available to him.



Inspector Moulton was not the only one who knew how to deal with the top brass.



In a corner, trying to appear as inconspicuous as possible (not an easy feat, to be sure, considering her size and visual impact), Jenny watched and listened, her heart sinking ever deeper into her boots. If Moulton had failed to fill her with confidence, Chief Inspector Bryant was now filling her with downright foreboding. Unless she was mistaken, he was showing all the signs of a rat about to desert a sinking ship. And her gloom was quickly vindicated.



‘Right, well, I can see you have everything under control,’ Bryant said, much to Moulton’s utter dismay. ‘Needless to say, we’re going to keep on this till we have a result,’ Bryant turned quickly, spearing his underling with a gimlet glance, checking for any sign of rebellion.



But although Moulton could have matched Jenny Starling, misery for misery, not a flicker of it showed on his face. ‘Of course, sir,’ he said, voice as bland as milk.



Bryant’s tense little shoulders relaxed and he nodded. Good man, Moulton. He might not have many high-ranking cases under his belt, but it was clear that nothing fazed him. And clearly, the man was far more at home in this kind of environment than himself. That damned dog with its muddy paws. Another moment and it would have stuck its nose in his crotch, no doubt.



He looked at his watch. ‘Right, the boys should have taken casts from those footprints by now,’ he said, and mumbled, rather reluctantly, ‘Good thinking, that, Moulton. The scarf. It showed initiative.’



Sergeant Ford cast a quick, guilty glance at Jenny, but Moulton was already taking the credit with a dry, ‘Thank you, sir, I do my best.’



Bryant bristled out, as energetically as he’d bristled in. Stan Kelton, who’d remained narrow-eyed and stiff-lipped throughout, let out a snort as the door closed behind him. ‘Fat lot of good he was,’ he snarled.



Nobody, for once, disagreed with him.



The police surgeon arrived just as Bryant exited, and walked straight in to examine the body, not even glancing at the silent assembly. As he touched Sid’s neck and officially proclaimed him dead, Delia made a small sound and fainted. Luckily, Jeremy was on hand to catch her.



The doctor, a fat-faced individual in his early sixties, looked up from the body and sighed, but not totally without sympathy. Delia was a pretty young girl, after all, and looked a pitiable sight, lying limply in her nephew’s strong arms.



‘Better take her upstairs. Sleep’s the best thing for shock. Make sure you cover her with plenty of blankets, mind,’ he added, and gave the young lad an encouraging smile.



‘Ah, let’s all get out of here,’ Stan Kelton said heavily, and for once his sons were quick to comply. In the living room they huddled around the fire, each and every one of them studiously avoiding looking at the set of accountancy books that Sid had been working on just a few hours ago. They were still lying around haphazardly on the small coffee table next to his favourite armchair, as if expecting him to come back any moment and take up where he had left off. And the fact that he would now never be able to do so made a lump rise to more than one throat.



* * *



Jenny remained in the kitchen, watching everything. For one thing, it was her domain and she’d have felt out of place in the living room with the rest of the family. For another, she was curious to see if the doctor found anything abnormal during his initial examination. Although what that might be she had, as of that moment, no idea.



Apparently there was nothing to catch his attention, and within the hour the police team had bagged the knife, which the doctor had carefully removed, and had collected several small bits and pieces that would be taken away for analysis. Finally, two sturdy constables came and carried the body away. Jenny supposed they would be having trouble getting a mortuary van out to the farm. Not for the first time, she cursed the snow that was keeping the Kelton home so isolated.



Without Sid, the room seemed strangely empty.



As the last of them left, Jenny finally roused herself. ‘Can I clean the floor now?’ she asked, looking around the filthy floor and already reaching automatically for the mop.



Moulton jumped, having forgotten that she was there, and then looked down at the floor. He frowned. ‘Ye-es,’ he said, reluctantly and uncertainly, elongating the word as he did so. He’d seen for himself a team of men search the floor and pick up the odd piece of frozen mud. And there was nothing to be discovered from the muddy footprints themselves, that was for sure. The Kelton family and half the Thames Valley Police Force had trampled all over the kitchen floor that morning.



Still, he didn’t like it. He didn’t like making decisions at all. Not even the small ones.



Jenny picked up the mop and set to. She felt utterly depressed.



‘I shall need your full name and current address . . . er . . . madam,’ Ford said, for the first time realizing that he hadn’t asked her for the information before. When she’d introduced herself at the telephone kiosk, she’d only referred to herself as Miss Starling, and both men had more or less promptly forgotten it, in the current excitement.



He shot Moulton a guilty look.



Jenny, her mopping finished, sighed deeply. Her parents had run true-to-type in the eccentricity of forenames for their only child.



‘My name,’ she said firmly, ‘is Miss Jennifer Zenobia Lucretia Minerva Starling.’ She added the address of her little bedsit as an afterthought. She doubted she’d be staying there for long anyway.



Both Moulton and Ford were staring at her openly now, her simple introduction more than enough to make them both gape. Moulton in particular felt like falling to his knees and kissing her feet, but thankfully restrained himself.



‘Miss
 Jenny
 Starling?’ he repeated, hardly able to believe his luck. ‘You, er, are the
 same
 Jenny Starling who had a hand in helping to solve that nasty poisoning business at a birthday party last summer, aren’t you?’



He just managed to contain a whoop of joy as she nodded reluctantly.



‘And you solved that locked-room murder case the year before, right?’ Sergeant Ford piped up.



Again, the cook nodded reluctantly. ‘I did have the pleasure of helping some people out of a bit of a tight spot, yes,’ she said, in massive understatement.



‘Splendid,’ Moulton said happily. He didn’t add anything else, but then he didn’t need to. Jenny glanced at Sergeant Ford to see if he shared his superior’s unusual enthusiasm. Ford, though, was frowning. And it was a very familiar sort of frown indeed to the unhappy cook. She’d seen it on many a policeman’s face in the past, which was not surprising really, since she had it on good authority that her name was now famous — or, more accurately,
 infamous
 — in police circles. Nobody liked a busybody around to muddle up his own investigation, even if she
 did
 have a very disconcerting habit of being useful at times. It all smacked too closely of popular detective fiction for most coppers to stomach.



Usually, Jenny made it her practice to avoid policemen, who in turn were very grateful for her efforts in this direction. But Moulton, it seemed, was going to prove the exception to the rule, as his very next words showed.



‘So, Miss Starling, what do we do next?’



She was just about to open her mouth and say that she didn’t particularly want to do anything next, when the door opened on a blast of cold air, and Mrs Jarvis bustled in.



‘Oh, but that’s cold out there. Mind if I have a cuppa before I go on to the . . . vill . . . age . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she took in the presence of the two strangers and, for the first time, sensed the unmistakable odour of tragedy in the air.



Her appearance on the scene gave Jenny the sudden and disorientating sensation that she was in the middle of a not particularly good farce. She almost expected an unseen audience to laugh and applaud at this entrance of the light comic relief.



‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Mrs Jarvis said in alarm, pulling off her bobble hat and her cheeks turning rosy red in the warm air of the kitchen.



‘Who are you, madam, if I might ask?’ Ford leapt in, notebook in hand.



‘Well, I’m Mrs Jarvis, of course,’ she said, as if she suspected Ford fell little short of a Toc H lamp in the brightness stakes.



‘She’s the daily here,’ Jenny explained quietly.



‘What’s wrong?’ Mrs Jarvis demanded sharply, her lower lip beginning to tremble. ‘You’re the police, ain’t yah?’ she challenged with her hands on her hips, her voice defying them to deny it.



‘We are, madam. I’m sorry to say Mr Kelton has been murdered. Would you mind telling me where you’ve been this morning?’ Ford tried again.



Mrs Jarvis’s jaw dropped for a moment, and then her eyes began to glitter. A wide and unpleasant smile quickly curved along her face. Both policemen began to stare at her in astonishment.



‘No, Mrs Jarvis, that’s not it!’ Jenny said sharply, understanding that smile and the meaning behind it all too well. ‘It wasn’t Stan,’ she added quickly, than added more quietly, her voice bleak, ‘It was Sid.’



Mrs Jarvis gasped once, went white, and tumbled onto a chair, one hand pressed against her skinny bosom.



‘Sid?’ she whispered. ‘Oh no, not Sid!’ she all but wailed. ‘No, that can’t be. It’s the devil. He should have been the one killed,’ she mumbled, in her state of shock and confusion seeming not to care that Sergeant Ford was writing down every incriminating word she said. She suddenly sat up straight, her nostrils flaring. ‘Who did it? Which dirty dog did it?’



Suddenly she shot up to her feet again, the chair wobbling behind her and finally falling to the floor, the crash it made sounding loud and harsh in the quietness of the room. ‘It was
 him
 , wasn’t it?’ she breathed, her eyes going alarmingly round and wide. ‘He did it. The devil!’



Sergeant Ford frowned over his notes. What had started out as a promisingly unusual reaction from a potential suspect looked to be turning out into nothing more than the ravings of a religious lunatic.



‘We don’t know who did it, Mrs Jarvis,’ Jenny said warningly, but the daily was having none of it.



She turned to Moulton, instinctively picking him out as the one with superior rank. ‘You must arrest him. Right now.’



Moulton coughed into his fist. ‘I doubt if even the chief constable himself has the power to arrest the Devil, madam,’ he responded, deadpan.



‘Not the real Devil, you idiot,’ Mrs Jarvis said, almost jumping up and down on the spot in frustration. ‘I mean
 him
 !
 Stanley
 .’



Ford and Moulton exchanged uneasy but speculative glances. Jenny shook her head and sighed. She was getting one mother and father of a headache.



‘What makes you think Mr Stanley Kelton killed his brother, Mrs Jarvis?’ Ford asked, his tone so reasonable that it made Jenny’s teeth grate together.



‘It stands to reason, don’t it?’ Mrs Jarvis said, her tone getting higher and higher as she stared from policeman to policeman. ‘How dense can you be?’ she wailed, her Oxfordshire old-country accent becoming ever thicker as she became more and more distressed. ‘That man’s the devil himself. He cares about nothing and no one. He thinks he’s above everyone and everything . . .’



At last, sensing that she might be making a bit of a fool of herself, Mrs Jarvis trailed off. She looked at the policemen for several minutes, breathing deeply. Then she slowly sat down once more.



Eventually, she looked across at the cook. ‘Well, it has to be him,’ she insisted petulantly. ‘It has to be,’ she repeated in a hiss, although Jenny had offered no adverse comment. ‘You mark my words,’ she rallied a bit, ‘when all’s done and dusted, it’ll turn out to have been that devil what done it.’ Then an astonishing look of cunning crossed her face. ‘Or was responsible for it, anyhow,’ she added, somewhat more cryptically.



Jenny couldn’t help but feel a great deal of sympathy for her. If one of the inhabitants at Kelton Farm was the murderer (and who else could have done it?), she too hoped that it was Stan Kelton. But, she wondered bleakly, wasn’t that just the ultimate in wishful thinking? At this point, there was no more reason to suspect Stan than anybody else. She’d have to be careful and not let her own dislike of the man colour her judgement, she told herself firmly. What she needed now was to keep a clear and level head. And she certainly couldn’t rely on any help from Mrs Jarvis in maintaining it.



‘What did you do after leaving here this morning, Mrs Jarvis?’ she asked quietly instead, and from the corner of her eye, saw Sergeant Ford bristle. She was obviously trespassing on his terrain now, but it couldn’t be helped; she had a better insight into the inter-relationships seething around at Kelton Farm than either policeman, which gave her an unfair advantage. Luckily, the sergeant made no comment, but duly jotted down Mrs Jarvis’s story quickly and concisely, contenting himself with just the odd, fulminating look in the cook’s direction.



Mrs Jarvis, it seemed, had returned home for her purse, stopped to make herself some lunch, and then decided to pop in for a cuppa at the farm before going on to the village. What she didn’t admit to, but what all of them knew, was that she’d been deliberately dragging her feet, so to speak, because it was Christmas Eve, and she resented having to work it at all.



As an alibi, it was no better than anybody else’s. She could have returned at any time and killed Sid.



With her story told, she seemed reluctant to leave, such was her curiosity. And it was Moulton who finally had to more or less manhandle the daily out of the kitchen and send her on her way to the village to do her postponed bit of shopping. And once she’d arrived there, they all knew that she’d make it her business to spread the gossip as quickly and as self-importantly as possible.



‘I take it you’ve got a search party out, scouting for any footprints leading to the farm across the fields from the village?’ Jenny said as the room once more fell silent.



Moulton blinked.



Jenny sighed. ‘With all that snow lying around, we should make sure no one came here from the village, or from the main road. Whilst I don’t think it likely that a stranger did kill Sid, it’s probably a good idea to eliminate all other possibilities first,’ she explained, feeling unutterably weary.



Without a word Moulton left, no doubt to give the order for a team of constables to start scouring the fields for tracks.



Ford glanced at her, something approaching respect in his eyes. He was beginning to think she might prove to be useful after all. He was used to doing Moulton’s thinking for him, and he had to admit that, like his superior, he too had begun to feel a little out of his depth in this case.



It was nice to have an old hand, so to speak, hanging around — even if in a strictly unofficial capacity, of course.



‘So you think it was an inside job then?’ he asked, as his superior returned.



‘I’m afraid so,’ Jenny agreed wearily. ‘Especially since the dog was here all the time. I’d forgotten about Pooch,’ she admitted. ‘If a stranger had done it, then surely Sid would have showed some surprise? Some alarm? The dog would have barked, at the very least. And I’m sure Pooch would have attacked any stranger that went for his master. And I heard no such rumpus.’



She thought of Sid, fondling the dog’s ears. Pooch would wonder where that kind hand had got to, in the weeks to come. The thought threatened to bring tears to her eyes, and she briskly shook her head and snapped out of it. Getting maudlin, that’s what it amounted to. So she’d better watch it!



She glanced up as Ford put away his notebook, the gesture reminding her of someone else. Now who . . . ? Of course! Philip Endecott.



When she’d reached the age of twenty-one her father had become convinced that his only child would die an old maid unless he did something about it. Consequently he’d hinted, bullied, cajoled and whinged until she and Philip Endecott, a turf accountant from Banbury, had finally agreed to become engaged. Philip had fallen in love with her Yorkshire puddings and jam roly-poly. Or was it her bread and butter pudding? Of course, Jenny had had no serious intention of marrying anyone at such a young age — let alone Philip Endecott. But agreeing to the pretence had kept her father quiet, and in the end, once his hysteria had worn off somewhat, it had been easy enough to convince Philip that he really
 didn’t
 want to marry her either, divine Yorkshire puddings or not.



Funny, the last she’d heard, Philip Endecott had joined a monastery in deepest Peru. She frowned thoughtfully. Surely she hadn’t scared him
 that
 much? Although, now she came to think of it, she had threatened to do something very physical with a spatula unless he stopped bothering her . . .



‘Miss Starling!’ Moulton’s raised voice snapped her out of her reverie.



‘Hmm?’ She blinked and straightened up. ‘What?’ she asked briskly.



‘I was saying,’ Moulton explained patiently, ‘that the men are searching the fields now. The body’s gone, and everything’s quietened down.’



‘Hmm,’ Jenny said flatly.



But Moulton was not a man to be easily put off. He’d found his salvation, and was going to cling to it tenaciously come what may. ‘So, what do you suggest we do next?’ he prodded.



The cook looked at him thoughtfully. Never before had she been called upon to take such a direct part in a murder investigation. Usually, she spent much of her time assuring the policeman in charge that she had no intention of interfering. Now, faced with Moulton’s patiently waiting face, she felt a sudden blast of panic. What if she couldn’t do it? What if Sid’s murderer got away with it?



No! Such a thought was unthinkable. Jenny Starling visibly stiffened her shoulders, which made Moulton, at least, feel much happier about things. ‘Well,’ she said practically, ‘if we can’t do anything positive yet, we can at least see if we can rule out Delia from the list of suspects,’ she said firmly.



Moulton looked blank for a moment, then said, ‘We go and see Sissy Bray and her mother?’



‘Right,’ Jenny said. ‘And, er, Inspector? We’ll all go out the front way, if you don’t mind. I’d rather we got into the habit of coming and going that way. It’ll save me from spending my
 entire
 time mopping the floor!’









 
CHAPTER SEVEN




Cordelia Bray didn’t
 look
 like much of an invalid, although Jenny had to admit that she certainly knew how to
 be
 one. For the cook found herself instantly agreeing with Mrs Jarvis’s rather spiteful opinion of her next-door neighbour within moments of meeting her.



A well-cushioned woman, she lay on a long, comfortable sofa, and was dressed in a cosy, warm-looking dressing gown and slippers, next to a roaring log fire. By her side was a table on which rested an empty teacup, a bowl of fruit, a box of chocolates, and several popular women’s magazines.



Her hair had been carefully washed and brushed, and was still more golden than grey. Her lips were coloured with a very discreet lipstick, and her face powdered to a becoming pink. Since she couldn’t have been expecting visitors, and thus must repose beautifully like this all day long, it was obvious that her appearance meant even more to Cordelia than her supposed ill health.



Her voice was decidedly weak, though, as was the look in her eye, as she made a feeble attempt to sit up a little straighter. Now, was that simply play-acting or a case of genuine lethargy, Jenny wondered, with just a touch of unease. She supposed that if you played the invalid for long enough, and didn’t exercise or use your muscles much, then someday you might very well discover that you’d become an invalid in reality.



The thought was rather horrific.



‘Sissy, did you say these were the police?’ she breathed, her eyes widening in alarm, her hands fluttering in panic. Jenny wasn’t sure if the panic was real, either, or if Mrs Bray merely thought that it was the done thing to do, when your daughter ushered in such unexpected visitors to your living room.



In contrast to her mother, Sissy Bray looked the epitome of wholesome health and youth. She was Delia’s age, but rather more plain and serious in her manner than her friend, and she hovered about the room as if unsure of what to do next.



Jenny could well imagine that apart from Delia, there were very few callers at their cottage. Apart from anything else, it was in such an isolated spot, with a mere footpath leading to The Dell from Kelton Farm. No car could be driven right up to the front door, and in this day and age, she cynically expected that that fact alone would put off a lot of would-be callers, anyway. She doubted that the green message — i.e. cycle or walk — counted for much in this small rural community.



As the girl, all gangly arms and legs, finally decided to settle on the arm of a huge, padded armchair, Jenny wondered with sympathy if the very isolation of her home added to the girl’s obvious desperation to escape from it.



‘I’m Inspector Moulton, Mrs Bray,’ the inspector began gently, responding as most men would to the sight of a supposedly helpless, quite good-looking female. He even managed a smile. Ford actually blushed as Cordelia swept her eyes briefly over him.



‘Please, gentlemen, do sit down. I’m afraid I can’t rise . . .’ Both men fell over themselves to assure her that she mustn’t upset herself, and Cordelia sank graciously back against the pale mint-green cushions that complemented her colouring so well.



‘Sissy, you must make some nice hot tea for our callers. The weather’s so foul, isn’t it? Of course, it’s nice to have snow for Christmas for a change, but . . . oh, dear,’ she gave a lovely little shudder that rocked her ample bosom just nicely, and then sighed deeply. ‘So much of it! I swear, I think we’ll be snowed in here for weeks!’



Moulton murmured, vaguely tut-tutting condolences and assurances, whilst Ford, somewhat reluctantly it seemed, reached for his notebook. Her performance over for the moment, Cordelia finally gave her female visitor a quick scrutiny.



Her eyes were faintly contemptuous as they took in her unusual height and well-endowed hourglass figure, but her gaze sharpened and then she took in a quick gasp of air as she met Jenny’s eyes. Not only were they far more beautiful than her own, but they were looking at her as if they could see right through her.



Cordelia quickly looked away. She coughed gently. ‘Well, gentlemen, I must say I didn’t expect to ever entertain a policeman in my home. There’s nothing
 wrong
 is there?’



At that moment Sissy returned with a tray. She had been so quick, the cook instantly surmised two things. One was obvious — the poor girl had to keep a kettle constantly on the go to have a steady supply of hot water ready; and secondly, she didn’t like to be out of earshot for any longer than was strictly necessary.



That, Jenny supposed, could be put down to simple curiosity. Then again, perhaps the girl didn’t trust her mother to be alone with them? And if that was the case, what was it she was afraid of that Cordelia might say?



Jenny watched the teenager closely as she stirred the tea. It had been a cold walk from Kelton Farm to The Dell, and the prospect of hot tea was more than welcome.



Sissy had none of Delia’s natural poise or grace, she noted clinically, but even so she seemed to pour out the tea in jerks and nervous starts that went far beyond the fumbling of an awkward teenager. She was obviously tense and on edge about something. But that might just be put down to the alien presence of the police in her living room.



Ford helped himself to two lumps of sugar; Moulton had one. Jenny took her own cup from the girl and smiled at her encouragingly. She got absolutely no response. It was as if the girl barely knew she was there.



She’s definitely nervous about something, Jenny thought uneasily, and suddenly had a very strong premonition that this interview was not going to give them the results she’d been hoping for.



‘Now, Mrs Bray,’ Moulton began. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a little trouble over at Kelton Farm,’ he admitted, and Sissy’s cup rattled noisily in her saucer. She quickly picked up the cup and took a sip, but nobody in the room had missed the telltale reaction.



Her mother cast her a quick, black look. It boded badly for Sissy later on, Jenny thought; Mother was going to lay down the riot act about something and no mistake. Now though, and mindful of her visitors, she merely lifted one delicately arched eyebrow and tried not to look too curious. ‘Oh? Well, I’ve never been over there, of course. I’m completely housebound, I’m afraid. So I don’t quite see . . .’ as delicately as she could she urged them to get to the point.



She wants to get her daughter alone as quickly as possible, Jenny thought in quick comprehension, and felt her sympathy for the girl grow in leaps and bounds. Mrs Bray’s stranglehold on her only child had to be protected at all costs. Jenny could well understand why she would deem any news, no matter how seemingly irrelevant, as a possible threat to her cosy life here in The Dell.



‘Yes, well, it’s Delia Kelton we actually want to talk to you about,’ Moulton said. He was not about to tell the charming and unfortunate Mrs Bray all about the murder — it was hardly police policy to go about dispersing information to the general public — but he did need to get to the facts.



Cordelia shot her daughter a fulminating look. ‘Yes, well, I don’t think I should say much about Delia,’ she began sweetly. ‘You see, I don’t really approve of the girl,’ she carried on, fluttering her hands helplessly.



I’ll just bet you don’t, Jenny thought grimly. She was too much of a disruptive influence on Sissy, no doubt. And too dangerous by half, with all her ideas of running away and maybe sharing a flat together and getting a job and becoming free of their respective prisons and jailers.



‘So, I wouldn’t want anything I say to colour your, er, judgement, so to speak,’ Cordelia was finishing, so reasonably and with such impeccable fairness that Jenny shot her a quick look. She thinks something’s happened to Delia, the cook realized with sudden comprehension. Now why should she think that?



‘Oh, of course not. But really, all we need to know,’ Moulton rushed to assure her, ‘is whether or not Delia came here this morning, and if so, how long she stayed for.’



‘Oh,’ Cordelia said, sounding (to Jenny’s ears at least) a trifle disappointed. ‘Yes, she did come this morning. About . . . what time, Sissy?’ she turned to her daughter, who was staring down with intense interest into her cup.



Sissy raised and lowered her shoulders sullenly. ‘I dunno. Just after breakfast. About nine.’



Ford meticulously scribbled down a note of the time. ‘And what time did she leave, do you think, Miss Bray?’ he prompted her softly.



Again, the teenager’s shoulders rose and fell in silent misery. ‘I dunno. Just before lunch.’ Suddenly, Sissy lifted her eyes and stared straight at her mother. ‘She’s not allowed to eat here, you see. She has to go home for lunch.’ Her voice, although even and steady, spoke volumes.



Cordelia flushed angrily, then, aware of her audience, half turned to the two policemen sitting opposite her, and opened her eyes piteously wide. ‘The young these days don’t understand about hardship, Inspector. You see, I only have my widow’s pension, and with the price of food these days . . .’ Her hands did a helpless butterfly act. ‘I simply couldn’t afford to . . . well . . . you know,’ she said, her voice wavering slightly, her head dipping in very seemly humility. ‘But the Keltons of course are really quite wealthy . . .’



‘Oh, quite, of course,’ Moulton said and cast an angry glance at Sissy. ‘Children nowadays don’t have much idea about the importance of money,’ he agreed, his voice chilly.



‘Hah!’ Jenny could restrain herself no longer. She was pretty sure that Sissy Bray knew an awful lot about the hardships of life. Both men turned to stare at her, surprised by her snort of disbelief. Cordelia watched her teacup with as much industrious concentration as Sissy had previously been watching hers.



Aware that she now held centre stage, and had no one to blame for it but herself, she gave a small cough.



‘I take it that Delia stayed in here most of the time, Mrs Bray?’ she said, and when the woman shot her a puzzled look, nodded around the room. ‘In the living room, I mean.’



‘Oh. I see. No, as a matter of fact, Sissy always takes Delia upstairs to her bedroom,’ she said, her voice dripping with disapproval. ‘She keeps her magazines up there, you see, and her stereo, and that dreadful computer that she’s always on, day and night. You know how silly girls are, with their fashion magazines and pop stars and things,’ she said, not to Jenny, but to Moulton.



In Cordelia’s world, it was obviously only the men that mattered.



‘I see,’ Jenny said, her voice droll, and turned to Sissy. ‘Miss Bray, did Delia leave your room for any length of time during the morning?’



Sissy was now looking distinctly puzzled. ‘Leave? No, I don’t think so. Of course, I had to keep popping downstairs to see to Mum,’ she said, and the cook nodded wisely. Yes, I’ll just bet you did, you poor chump, she thought grimly.



‘But apart from that, you were together all morning?’ she persisted, beginning to feel relieved that at least one Kelton was now properly out of the running for the murder of poor Sid.



But Sissy was nodding, even as Cordelia was shaking her head.



‘Don’t forget my bath, darling,’ she reminded, her voice sweetness itself. She didn’t know why, but Delia Kelton was in some kind of trouble, and that was too good an opportunity to miss for someone like Mrs Bray.



Jenny glanced at her briefly, then turned back to her daughter as the girl sighed heavily. ‘Oh yes. I had to give Mum a bath.’



‘When was this?’ Ford piped up, his ever-ready notebook quivering in his hand.



‘Just before lunch,’ Sissy said. ‘I remember, because when I got back, me and Dee-Dee didn’t have much time left to talk.’ And the fact that Sissy had desperately wanted to talk to her friend Jenny didn’t doubt, for Sissy still looked the epitome of misery. Had Delia stormed out after some kind of argument? Sissy seemed to be regretting something. But what exactly? And surely a spat between young friends could have nothing to do with Sid Kelton and his death?



‘How long, do you think, did it take you to give your mother her bath?’ she asked gently, and Sissy shrugged.



‘I dunno. Half an hour or so I should think. It takes a while to run the water just right, and get Mum in and everything—’



‘Sissy,’ Cordelia said, glancing quickly at the men. ‘I think that’s enough.’



Moulton shifted uneasily in his chair. He, too, had no wish to go into details about poor Mrs Bray’s ablutions.



‘And this was just before lunch,’ Jenny said. ‘Say . . . one o’clock?’ she asked hopefully.



But her luck was out. ‘Oh no,’ Sissy said quickly. ‘We usually eat around twelve thirty.’



So Delia had been alone when Sid was killed. And had been alone for a good half an hour or so. Plenty of time to go to the farm and come back again. And she’d have known, from her past experiences at The Dell, roughly how long it would take Sissy to bathe her mother.



Damn!



Opposite her, both policemen were thinking much the same thing. Ford glanced at Moulton who reluctantly rose to his feet.



‘And you never popped back into your bedroom for something, even once, and saw Delia?’ Jenny fished, just to make sure, but Sissy was already shaking her head.



‘I daren’t leave Mother alone in the bath,’ she said simply. Jenny nodded and sighed. And, of course, Delia would know that as well. So that was that.



Sissy rose to see them out, but once on the doorstep she quickly grabbed Jenny’s arm. Moulton and Ford were already making off down the footpath, not anxious to linger on the cold doorstep. A chill wind was springing up in the east.



‘I hope she makes it!’ Sissy hissed, her voice rich in defiance, and Jenny met her dancing eyes with a sad look. For with those few simple words, she understood at once what Sissy was thinking, what she had been thinking all throughout the interview.



‘Delia hasn’t left home, Sissy,’ she said quietly. ‘It isn’t about that.’



Sissy’s small mouth fell open, her colour ebbing away. ‘But I thought . . . I thought that horrible father of hers had brought the police in to find her . . .’



Jenny shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not.’ She looked behind her and saw Ford and Moulton had stopped, realizing that she was not following. Quickly, before one or the other of them started coming back, Jenny said quietly, ‘You and she were planning to leave today, weren’t you?’



Sissy automatically glanced over her shoulder back into the house, no doubt expecting her mother’s accusing presence to loom over her at any moment.



Then she glanced back at the big cook and nodded miserably. ‘Tell her I’m sorry, will you? But she already knows Mum found my money. I told her it was gone . . .’



From inside the house, Cordelia called her daughter’s name imperiously. The girl reacted as if to a whiplash.



‘I must go,’ she said, and turned back. Then she hesitated. She looked back over her shoulder one last time and said quietly, ‘If Dee-Dee didn’t leave . . . is she in any trouble?’



Jenny nodded slowly. ‘I think she may be, yes,’ she said quietly.



Behind her came the crunch of feet in the snow, and Sissy quickly retreated and shut the door. When Jenny turned back, both policemen were standing in front of her, looking curious.



‘Well?’ Moulton said.



She shrugged. ‘Delia and Sissy had planned on leaving home today,’ she said quietly. ‘But something went wrong.’ She would rather not have given the girls away, but she’d learned before, from bitter past experience, that anything in a murder inquiry might turn out to be important, no matter how unrelated it might seem at the time. She’d also learned that it wasn’t particularly clever to keep things from the police.



They tended to be just a bit touchy about it.



Moulton frowned. ‘She was going to leave her mother? All alone, in the state she’s in? And on Christmas Eve, of all days?’ Moulton sounded shocked out of his boots.



Jenny stared at him for a moment, then sighed heavily. She said nothing however.



She was used to the stupidity of men.



* * *



Back at the farm, everyone except Delia was sitting around the kitchen table. The remains of the baked potatoes with cheese and onion topping littered the surface, though very little of it had actually been eaten. Still, she mused, it was better than leaving it in the oven to burn.



She cleared it up without comment. She had dinner to cook, which would have to be a little later than usual. Not that she expected that anyone would complain, under the circumstances.



Bill and Bert sat morosely silent, as if still unable to believe what had happened to their uncle. No doubt it was only Sid’s kind and peace-keeping presence that had made life tolerable for them both at Kelton Farm. But now, with him gone, the future must look bleak indeed.



Jeremy looked nervous. He fiddled with a slice of bread, spreading crumbs around and casting his father quick, worried glances.



Stan Kelton cleared his throat. ‘I know it’s Christmas tomorrow,’ he began, his voice gruff, ‘and if you coppers want to get back to your families, you can,’ he agreed magnanimously, as if he really had any say in it. ‘But if you want to stay here the night, that can be arranged as well. There’s two rooms you can have. Bill can light you a fire in each, if you like. If you don’t, you’d best be going now. There’s another snow squall on the way.’



Ford looked longingly at his superior. He was married with two kiddies under five. He
 had
 to get home to read them a story and later on creep into their room and fill their stockings. And for him not to be there on Christmas morning to see them open their presents filled him with a sense of gloom.



On the other hand, this
 was
 a murder case. And Sid Kelton had been a relatively wealthy and important man, a man of considerable property. They couldn’t just take the holiday time off without someone high up back at HQ having something unflattering to say about it.



But Moulton, for once, surprised him. He hadn’t missed the gloomy look his sergeant had given him, nor was he unaware of his duties. ‘My sergeant will be leaving,’ he said with quiet authority. ‘But I myself will be staying.’



Ford smiled with relief, even as he felt a wave of guilt wash over him for all the times he’d mentally sworn at his superior, or run him down. But, truth be told, Moulton wasn’t making all that much of a sacrifice. All his children had grown up, and he knew his wife could easily go to their daughter’s for Christmas Day, to save being alone. He asked Ford to tell her as much, and a few minutes later the sergeant left, restraining from whistling cheerfully until he was decently out of earshot of the farm.



Jenny set to work on dinner. As she worked, though, her mind hummed. Delia had left the place that morning, expecting never to come back. No doubt she’d been smuggling out the odd item of clothing, over the weeks, and leaving them with Sissy to hide. And Sissy herself had been hoarding some money, no doubt from the housekeeping.



But when Delia had arrived at The Dell, all excitement and anticipation, it was only to learn that Cordelia had discovered the stash and confiscated it, no doubt thoroughly berating and demoralizing her daughter as she’d done so.



So Delia would be on her own, if she left. And worse even than that, alone and without money. She would have had no choice but to return home in defeat. So she’d have come back to the farm feeling thoroughly enraged, miserable and totally frustrated.



And discovered her uncle, sitting at the table. Good old Sid, who was the
 real
 owner of the farm, but who lacked the will and backbone to stand up to her father. Sid, who must have had plenty of money of his own. Had he ever offered her any? Sid, frail and helpless, just sitting there and perhaps smiling at her, totally unaware and seemingly uncaring about the devastating blow she’d just been delivered.



Jenny sighed heavily. It was possible that Delia could have exploded in a moment of madness. But was it
 likely
 ?



She didn’t know. Not yet. She would try to get to know these people much better in the coming days. To talk to them and listen to them. And hope that one of them let something slip . . . One thing was for sure, she thought grimly, it was going to be a very strange Christmas with a police inspector as a guest, and everyone watching everyone else, and silently wondering,
 Was it you?



And for one of them, it would be the strangest Christmas of all. Watching the policeman. Waiting to see if he seemed to uncover any clue or any scrap of evidence.



Wondering if he, or she, had really got away with it . . .









 
CHAPTER EIGHT




Delia awoke on Christmas morning to the sound of church bells drifting across the valley. For a long moment she lay snug and safe in her warm bed, listening to the Westcott Barton church bells tinkling joyously in the clear, frosty air, her mind, for a moment, blissfully blank.



It’s Christmas, she thought then, still sluggish from sleep. And for a moment, everything was still all right. Then, like a cold wave suddenly breaking over her, she thought,
 London
 , and wanted to cry. Then, an even colder wave hit her, and she forgot all about her aborted dreams of escape, and she thought instead:



Uncle Sid
 .



Delia closed her pretty brown eyes for a long painful moment, and her hands curled into fists by her side. If only . . .



She groaned and sat up, and immediately began shivering in the frozen air; she had let the fire go out before going to bed. Hardly surprising in the circumstances, and not for the first time, she swore bitterly to herself about the lack of central heating. The next time she was in town, she’d buy herself an electric fire for her bedroom, no matter how much her father moaned about the cost of power nowadays. Then her spurt of defiance fizzled as she realized that the cost of such appliances was bound to be expensive, and she couldn’t afford to squander even a single pound coin.



She quickly huddled into a tweed skirt that had belonged to her mother, and pulled on a blouse and a pale blue sweater which was now a shade too small for her. Goosebumps peppered her wrists as she rubbed her hands together for warmth, and to stop her fingers tingling in the cold.



She wondered yet again what sort of kink it was in her father’s makeup that made him so penny-pinching when he was one of the wealthiest men around. Could he be mentally ill?



She was just about to get up and make the bed when a small white packet propped on her dressing table caught her eye. She’d missed it yesterday, being too numb and shocked to notice anything much. Now she frowned and moved cautiously around the bed, her heart suddenly hammering in her chest. She felt suddenly deeply afraid, but couldn’t have said why.



She noticed her own name written on the front, and immediately recognized the handwriting.



Sid’s writing.



With shaking hands she reached for the packet, which felt as cold as pity in her hands, and fumbled with the sealed flap. But, nightmarishly, it seemed to resist her probing fingers, and in the end, she angrily pulled the top off in a sudden jerk, dropping it onto the floor as the thing came apart in her hands.



An explosion of twenty-pound notes fluttered in the air and landed on the thin, faded carpet. For a long moment, Delia simply stared down at the money. Then, like a wondrous child, she bent and carefully collected them all together. There was fifteen hundred pounds’ worth of them when she’d finished counting, which was more than enough to get her to London. She could even rent a little bedsit, whilst she hunted about for a job. She could also take Sissy. But why had Sid done this now?



Suddenly, feverishly, Delia grabbed for the envelope and looked inside. Then she froze as she saw a slim, singly folded piece of paper tucked inside, and licked her painfully dry lips. For a moment, a mad, near-hysterical moment, she wanted to tear the letter into shreds before she could read it. But the moment passed quickly.



She simply
 had
 to know.



Slowly she extracted the note and read the few brief words written on one side.



My Dear Delia,



Happy Christmas, my beloved niece.



I hope you find the life you’ve always wanted, and love what you find.



Your loving uncle, Sidney.



For a long moment, Delia stared at the words, as if unable to comprehend them. But, slowly, very slowly, several things became horribly clear.



Sid had known, must have always known, that she intended to leave the farm, and soon. And that he’d always intended to help her. He’d left it until Christmas Day to tell her so. Left it until she was eighteen and could legally act however she liked. He’d left it—



‘Too late,’ Delia whispered, and two large tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘Oh, Uncle Sid,’ she whispered, her words bouncing off the walls of her room and coming back to her, deepening her grief. ‘Why did you leave it until it was all too late?’



* * *



Bert Kelton paused as the first church bells of the morning pealed across the valley, and looked instinctively towards the village. There, through the bare skeletons of trees, he could just make out the spire of the church and a flock of rooks filling the bare branches of the ash tree beside it.



He turned his back on the sight and made off quickly in the opposite direction, ignoring the bite of fierce frost on his bare hands. He glanced down fondly at the dog trotting in resigned misery beside him. Sid’s dog, really, Bert thought. Sid was the one who kept him hidden under the kitchen table. Many was the time when Bert had had to come in and hoist the dog out of the kitchen before his father got home, knowing that Stan would give the dog a kick in the ribs for daring to come inside.



He could still see Sid’s eyes twinkling at him in silent gratitude, could still see his uncle’s old and ill face crack into a smile as he watched Bert drag the reluctant mutt out into the yard.



‘Come on, Pooch, cheer up,’ he muttered. ‘We have to round the sheep up out of Dingle field. If the thaw comes, the meadow’s bound to flood.’



He didn’t, of course, have to do it on Christmas morning. Neither did he have to do it alone. But he couldn’t face his first Christmas without Janice being there to wish him a Merry Christmas with a laugh and a hug and a kiss under the mistletoe.



Beside him, the dog heaved a great shuddering sigh, as if he’d understood every word, and wasn’t looking forward to it. The sound distracted Bert, who glanced down in the dog’s direction once more and gave a dry, painful laugh. ‘You’re the only sheepdog I ever knew who didn’t like sheep,’ he said, and instantly felt Sid’s ghost was beside him.



‘Ahh, but that’s what makes the hound so interesting,’ Sid had said, when Bert had first told him about the young pup’s aversion to farm work.



Bert almost glanced around, as if expecting to see Sid’s ghost walking beside him, but resisted the impulse with gritted teeth. Instead, he frowned and put his best foot forward, intent on putting as much distance as he could between himself and the farm. He knew, one day, he simply
 wouldn’t
 be able to go back. Every day, he had to fight an ever-stronger urge to just turn his back and walk away. Only the fact that he didn’t know where Janice was stopped him. Unless he stayed, and managed to intercept any letter from her before his father got to it, he’d never know where she was.



He didn’t even want to think about what he would do if she ever stopped writing. If she finally believed he didn’t want to know her. Talk to her. Be with her. If that happened, he thought, he could kill—



‘Damn it, Sid, it was all your fault,’ he said aloud, making the dog look up at him, one ear cocked inquisitively. Bert rubbed a hard hand over his brow, and sighed deeply. ‘If only you’d kicked him off the farm years ago, none of this would have happened. I’d still have Janice.’



But Sid hadn’t acted. And now Sid was dead.



In the meadow, Bert surveyed the sheep, which were huddled all along one hedge, away from the wind and nestling in the lee. The snow was barely on the ground there, and they would be reluctant to plough their way through the deepening snow towards the gate.



He glanced down at the dog, which was watching the sheep with misery in his soft brown eyes.



‘Off you go then,’ Bert gave the command, and the dog began crossing the field obediently, forced to make his way through the snow in leaps and bounds, rather than in a straight, walking line.



Bert moved around the field to check out the spot where the wind, sweeping in from the east, had cut a shallow path in the snow. With a few sharp whistles, the dog had them heading that way.



Pooch was puzzled. He knew from past memory that the sheep had to go through the gate, so why was his master giving him commands to take them somewhere else? Then the snow under his paws became less deep, and he understood. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. He began to pant happily, pressing his belly into the ground, watching, turning back, rounding up the silly white objects that didn’t seem to have a brain in their woolly heads.



Then he heard a sharp whistled command that warned of a stray, saw one stupid ewe heading off on her own, and went after her. He nipped at her heels, never, of course, actually touching her. The stupid sheep bleated, skidded to a halt and turned.



And suddenly the world fell out from under him.



Pooch gave a single yip of surprise. He had not forgotten that there was a pond in this field, but the mutt simply hadn’t known where it was, under all the whiteness that surrounded him. Now, terrifyingly, his rear end was immersed in cold, stinging water, and the dog gave a terrified yelp.



He stared at the stupid woolly-headed ewe that was trotting away and joining the others as if it hadn’t a care in the world, and let out another heart-rending yelp as he felt his front paws sliding back on the ice. Desperately, he scrambled with his front paws, trying to dig them in, but he could get no purchase on the ice. His back legs doggy-paddled in the freezing water, and scrambled vainly for a foothold. He was in the pond from his back legs to halfway up his spine now, and he lifted his head and howled. The mutt could feel the heat draining out of him, and he looked across to where his master was . . .



But his master wasn’t there. The dog whimpered; he hated being alone. He remembered the kind hand of his older master on his head, and wondered where he was. He wanted to be by the fire. And the big human female that had come to his home recently now regularly gave him scraps of meat. He liked her. He didn’t like it when there wasn’t a human around.



He howled for his master, scrambling in the ice but sinking in ever deeper. He was in almost to his shoulders now. And then, suddenly, the most wonderful sound he’d ever heard in all his canine life came from right behind him.



‘All right, Pooch, hold on, boy.’



The dog turned his head and saw his master lying flat on his stomach, one large beefy hand reaching out to him. Fingers curled around the scruff of his neck, hurting him, but Pooch didn’t even whimper as Bert carefully pulled the dog from the icy pond. Pooch trustingly let go of his claw-hold on the ice, allowing himself to be totally submerged for an instant, before Bert could pull him clear.



Bert wriggled back cautiously, very much aware that he couldn’t tell how far out on the pond he was. For a long while he wriggled carefully backwards, splaying his body weight as best he could and pulling the unresisting, shivering mutt with him. Only when he was sure he was clear of the pond did he sit up and drag the shaking dog onto his lap, wrapping his arms around the dog, rubbing warmth back into his quaking furry body.



He’d heard the ice crack a split second before he’d seen the dog slip in, and his heart had almost stopped. Unlike the dog, he
 had
 forgotten about the pond, his mind being on other things. If the dog, Sid’s dog, had died because of his stupidity, he wasn’t sure what he’d have done.



‘I’m sorry, Sid,’ Bert said, and found himself foolishly hugging the dog to his chest, crying all over it like a baby. ‘Oh, Sid, I’m so sorry . . .’



Bert Kelton’s shoulders shook as he sobbed like a man finally broken.



Relieved to be out of the cold, and so glad to be held in human arms again, Pooch reached up and began to lick his master’s face, tasting strange, salty water. He wondered if his other master would give him a biscuit when he got home. Pooch felt as if he deserved one.



He didn’t understand yet that his older master would never give him a biscuit again.



* * *



At the farm, Jenny put the goose in to cook and looked up as the door from the hallway opened. The first one down this Christmas morning was not Stan, as she’d expected, but Bill. He walked in, looking like a man who’d spent the night tossing and turning. His hair was rumpled, his skin tight, and his blue eyes blazed in dry, red-rimmed anger. But it was a vague, undirected anger, and all the more debilitating for it.



‘Do you want bacon and eggs?’ she asked him softly, able only to offer him food, when what he so obviously needed was something far more precious. She was not surprised when he shook his head. He stood staring around him, looking lost. He was a handsome man, Jenny thought, with a slight awakening of interest, but she knew he was a way into his thirties. Why wasn’t he married?



‘I’ll get you some tea,’ she said. ‘Nobody else is down yet, but I thought I heard the door go just before I got up.’ She kept her voice deliberately casual, deliberately normal.



‘That was Bert,’ Bill said. ‘I saw him leave about six.’ It was still dark at six, Jenny thought, frowning. What could you do on a farm in pitch darkness?



She poured the tea, handed him a mug, heard the creaking movements of someone walking about overhead and put the bacon on to fry.



It was Inspector Moulton who put in an appearance a few moments later, his nose twitching. Still no Stan, she thought, and repressed an uneasy shiver. He’d be down in a minute. There really was no need for her to worry about a second murder, she told herself firmly. She was just being jumpy, that was all.



‘I don’t know what we’re going to do without Sid to keep our spirits going,’ Bill said at last, finally confronting his demons and ignoring the policeman altogether. But that probably had more to do with exhaustion, the cook thought charitably, than bad manners.



Moulton glanced at Bill thoughtfully. The younger son — so he wouldn’t be inheriting the farm. Unmarried too, as he recalled.



‘Tell me, Mr Kelton, why do you stay on here, if you dislike it so much?’



Jenny had filled him in on the family’s complex and, in her opinion, downright unhealthy relationships last night, and he was frankly curious about Bill Kelton. Delia, as a young girl, might have no choice but to stay there; she had no money, and Moulton was of the firm opinion that, even in this day and age, it was better for daughters to stay in the protection of a family unit until they got married.



And Bert Kelton would one day inherit the farm, as would his son Jeremy after him, so he didn’t question their allegiance to it. But Bill Kelton would not inherit. Bill Kelton worked long hours, for probably small rewards. He was also a bachelor, and yet he was a handsome enough man. Oh yes, Moulton wondered very much about Bill Kelton.



Bill looked across at him now, and gave a weary, pitying smile at how little strangers could understand. ‘I’m a Kelton,’ he said, as if that explained everything. ‘I can’t get away from here any more than Bert can. Or Delia.’ He reached for his mug of tea as though it was a hefty shot of whiskey, and gulped it down. Indeed, he almost sounded like a drunken man, and yet he was terrifyingly sober. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said softly, and began to laugh.



Jenny stiffened. Enough of that! Hysteria on Christmas morning was more than she had bargained for. ‘Mr Kelton,’ she began, her voice hard and bracing. ‘I think—’



‘I don’t pay you to think, Miss Starling,’ Stan Kelton’s voice boomed across the room, making Moulton jump and spill his tea. ‘I pay you to cook.’ He glanced at the stove and the crisply frying bacon. He nodded, walked to the table, poured a mug of tea and sat at the head, ignoring his son, who stared blankly at the wall.



Moulton glanced at Jenny and nodded thoughtfully. He’d thought she’d been exaggerating the family tensions when she’d talked to him last night. Now, though, he could see for himself what she meant. The very air around them seemed to be bubbling. The whole place had the feel of a pressure cooker, about to explode at any moment. And yet, surely, Moulton thought with a frown, it had already done so? Sidney Kelton had been murdered, after all.



Yet Stan Kelton was a presence that nobody could ignore. Even now Sid was fading, as if he’d never been, like an old sepia photograph that had been left out too long in the sunlight. Even Moulton felt the blast of this man’s powerful personality and had to stiffen his backbone against it. ‘Mr Kelton,’ he said firmly, ‘I wondered if we might go over some old family history,’ he asked, meeting Stan’s eyes with his usual, deceivingly level look. ‘I need to know as much about Sidney as I can learn.’



Stan scowled and shrugged. ‘Don’t see what good that’ll do,’ he grunted, but lumbered to his feet. ‘I’ll go look out all the family papers and the album. We can go over them after breakfast.’



* * *



Delia didn’t come down for breakfast, and Jeremy found the kitchen deserted when he walked in, half an hour later. There were dirty plates in the sink, so he knew that the others had been and gone, but he couldn’t bring himself to care where everyone was. He felt as if he were the only one left on the face of the planet. Never had he felt so lonely. Or so guilty.



If only he hadn’t quarrelled with his uncle. If only he’d listened more carefully to what he’d been trying to tell him.



He helped himself to some of the bacon in the frying pan, put it between two slices of freshly baked bread, added a dollop of brown sauce, then sat at the empty table, unable to eat it.



Instead, he found himself staring at the chair where his Uncle Sid had been sitting yesterday, a knife buried in his chest, his eyes wide open.



Looking at him accusingly . . .



* * *



Bill pulled his scarf tighter around his chin as he looked out across the village. He had left the others in the living room to discuss the precious Kelton family history, mumbling some excuse about going out to find Bert. No one had objected to him leaving, although that strangely sexy-looking cook had given him a searching look.



The truth was, Bill simply could not bear to be in his father’s company a moment longer than necessary. For as long as he could remember, poor Bert had been the slow one, the clumsy one, the useless one, and he, Bill, had been the brains and the firm favourite. Then, suddenly, over the last month or so, his father’s ire had turned for some reason against
 him
 , until he was convinced that his father actively
 hated
 him.



Not that that wasn’t fine with Bill. In fact, in many ways it was something of a relief, for Bill could not remember a time when he had ever loved his father, and now he no longer had to feel guilty about it.



As he stood out in the cold, he wondered where Bert was. He wondered how Delia was. He wondered if Jeremy would be the first Kelton to escape Stan Kelton and the curse of Kelton Farm.



He didn’t wonder about Sid. He didn’t even want to
 think
 about Sid.



* * *



In the living room, Jenny, Moulton and Stan sat around the fire, the Kelton papers spread out on the table.



‘So, where do I start?’ Stan said, then carried on before Moulton could reply. ‘Well, Sid was born in May 1940, and I was born a year later.’ He sorted through the album and picked out their baby pictures. Even as chubby infants, Stan had looked the stronger, the bigger, the one who frowned, while Sid was the baby who chuckled. ‘When I was twenty-two I married Eloise, when she was just sixteen,’ Stan continued, and once more hunted through the album until he came to the only coloured photograph in it.



It was an expensive studio shot of a beautiful young woman with long, fair wavy hair and the deepest velvet brown eyes Jenny had ever seen. ‘In 1964, we had Bert.’



‘You were living here then?’ Moulton put in, not bothering to point out that Stan Kelton was dwelling on
 his
 life, not on that of his brother’s.



Stan nodded, looking surprised. ‘Of course. Where else?’



Moulton nodded. ‘Go on.’



‘Well, Sid had a really bad bout of illness many years ago. Asthma, pleurisy, pneumonia. You name it. When he came out of hospital . . . well.’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘He was just buggered.’ Stan paused as if about to say something else, then merely sighed. ‘In ’74, Bill was born, then Delia, a long while after that. Eloise died giving birth to our daughter,’ he said bluntly. ‘Probably had her too late in life.’



He didn’t sound particularly regretful, angry, or even much interested. Not now, anyway.



Jenny’s eye fell to the portrait of the beautiful Eloise and wondered. Had Stan Kelton ever loved his wife? She had certainly been lovely enough. But, somehow, she couldn’t quite accept that looks alone had been reason enough for Stan to marry her. Stan, who according to his own daughter, always got what he wanted.



‘Eloise,’ Jenny said carefully. ‘Was she a . . . did she come from a wealthy family?’ she asked, as delicately as she could.



Stan looked at her, and then grunted a brief, hard laugh. ‘Not particularly, no. She lived in the village. Her father owned a butcher’s shop.’



‘Oh,’ Jenny said, genuinely surprised. Perhaps, after all, Stan Kelton had married for love. But she still somehow doubted it. Oh yes, she doubted it very much.



‘And what happened to Sid, all this time,’ Moulton asked, curious in spite of himself.



Stan shrugged. ‘Sid came to look upon my family as his own. He treated them like his own kids.’



‘He never, er,’ Moulton took a breath, ‘found any companionship from a lady himself?’



Stan grunted. ‘Like I said, Sid came home from hospital a different man. He was always sickly. Couldn’t walk far without wheezing. Couldn’t do any of the heavy work. Didn’t seem to bother the ladies much, either. And over the years . . .’ Stan shrugged.



Yes, Jenny thought grimly. Over the years, you just took over. And Sid let you. But why? Granted, Sid wasn’t as naturally aggressive as his brother, but he had been a younger man then. Still, losing his health could have been traumatic for him. Yes, that could affect a man very badly, especially a previously fit one; a man who relied on physical strength and stamina to do his job and run the family farm. And yet . . . Jenny sighed, sure that there was more to all of this than Stan would have them believe. It just didn’t make sense. Something was missing. She couldn’t help feeling that a vital part of the jigsaw was being kept back from them.



Moulton thanked Stan stiffly and the farmer grunted, getting to his feet, not liking to be so obviously dismissed, but for once, disinclined to make an issue out of it. ‘I suppose we’d better get together round the tree and open the presents,’ he said, and shook his head. ‘Don’t feel much like it, though,’ he muttered, then glanced quickly down at them, as if daring them to comment, as if showing even a glimmer of humanity was something to be ashamed of. Guarded against. Wisely, they said nothing, but both of them watched him thoughtfully as he walked away.



‘A strange man, that,’ Moulton said at last.



‘Hmm,’ Jenny murmured. But she was thinking not of Stan, but of Sid. And the more she thought of Sid, the more her eyes were drawn to the photograph of his lovely sister-in-law, Eloise. She of the lovely dark eyes. What secrets, Jenny wondered, had
 she
 taken with her to her grave?









 
CHAPTER NINE




Jenny bent over the half-cooked goose and gave it a thorough basting. One of the many good things to be said about goose, she thought with immense satisfaction, was that there was always plenty of fat in the bottom of the pan. It was never going to go dry, unlike turkey, which could be a bit tricky. And goose fat made the best roast potatoes ever!



The smell of the onions roasting on either side of the bird filled the air with that particularly mouth-watering phenomenon that cooking onions always produced, but unfortunately there was no one else around to fully appreciate it with her. She checked to make sure that her stuffing of sage, onion, stewed apple, herb, sausage, celery and sweet chestnut was still firmly packed deep inside the bird, and nodded, well satisfied to see that it was.



She didn’t really mind the fact that the family had been avoiding the kitchen all that morning. On the contrary, it gave her some desperately needed time to
 think
 . Someone had turned a radio on at breakfast, and now a church service from Oxford Cathedral, in the heart of Christ Church College, came clearly across the airwaves. A poignantly sweet rendition of ‘Silent Night’
 by the Christ Church Choristers helped to dispel the gloom that hung over Kelton Farm.



She set to on the potatoes with gusto. It was simply impossible, in Jenny’s view, to have too many roast potatoes.



She jumped when the door from the hallway opened, but it was only Moulton. ‘They’re all still huddled in the living room,’ he said gloomily, by way of greeting.



‘Humph,’ the cook said enigmatically.



‘That eldest lad — Bert. He came back an hour ago, soaked through and shivering fit to shift the rafters. Says he had to go in a pond after that dumb mutt of theirs.’



‘Humph,’ Jenny repeated.



Moulton sat down at the chair, very carefully not choosing the chair that the late Sid Kelton had frequented, and reached for the perpetually filled teapot. ‘Well, I did
 ask
 to be filled in on the family background,’ Moulton sighed, ‘and I got it. In spades. I’ve heard all about poor old Sid’s “great hospital stay,” and all about how the oldest Kelton male, whether legitimate or not, has to inherit. I was even given the opportunity to go over the farm’s accounts for the last two decades, if I wanted. I declined. I think they had it in their heads that I suspected the deceased of committing some sort of financial jiggery-pokery. Not that I’d be able to tell if he had, mind. We have forensic accountants for that sort of thing,’ Moulton explained, with just a hint of pride. ‘But from what I can tell, I think the Keltons are doing very well for themselves. Very well indeed. Which is odd, when you consider how they live. You’d think none of them had a penny to rub together.’



Jenny sighed. ‘Keeping a tight hold on the purse strings is just one of the ways Stan keeps them all in line,’ she explained flatly.



‘You’d think at least one of them would have the gumption to stand up for themselves.’



‘Humph,’ Jenny said, obviously on a roll.



Moulton sighed heavily. ‘I do think you could be a bit more helpful, Miss oh-so-clever-Dick Starling,’ the policeman protested mildly. Then added casually, ‘After all, I can’t give my permission for you to leave the farm until after it’s all sorted out.’



‘Humph,’ Jenny said, but this time with much more feeling. Moulton glanced at her, totally surprised that his none-too-veiled threat hadn’t, at the very least, produced an indignant retaliation. But Jenny knew all about policemen; they tended to be a perfidious lot on the whole, in her experience.



‘Well, you must have some ideas by now,’ Moulton prompted, with just a hint of exasperation. ‘It’ll be quiet today, being Christmas Day and all, because the super will be at home with the family, but tomorrow, mark my words, he’ll start leaning on Bryant, and then Bryant will start leaning on me.’



So you start leaning on me, the cook thought wryly, and reached for the horseradish to make some fresh sauce. It would make a good alternative to bread sauce. Or perhaps she should make both? Yes, she’d make both. She began to scrape the astringent root vegetable vigorously.



Behind her, Moulton heaved an enormous sigh, then nearly jumped out of his skin as it seemed to echo right back at him.



The dog, curled up in his favourite spot on the chair next to him and nicely hidden by the tablecloth, had a total affinity for any creature that could sigh as mournfully as that.



‘What the hell?’ Moulton said, but, perversely, Jenny decided not to enlighten him. Instead, she paused over her worktop and ran her hands across her pristine apron.



‘I do have some ideas,’ she acknowledged at last. ‘For instance, I can tell you any number of reasons why people around here might want Stan dead,’ she began, her voice thoughtful. ‘Bert’s wife left because of him. And Bert, if I’m not mistaken, is a man very close to the edge.’



Moulton sat up, looking distinctly happier.



‘Delia is desperate to get away, and regards her father as a jailer,’ she carried on inexorably. ‘And desperate people can do desperate things. Bill . . .’ She paused thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Hmm. Bill was once the prince regent around here and is now the whipping boy for some reason, and most definitely doesn’t like it.’



‘Ah,’ Moulton said. ‘I was wondering about that lad.’



‘Hmm,’ the cook murmured. So was she. ‘And Bill has a temper,’ she mused, her voice so neutral that even Moulton, the reigning champion of neutrality, was impressed. ‘Jeremy wants to marry the pub landlord’s daughter, but his grandfather’s pushing for a marriage to a local landowner’s daughter. And that, I imagine, could drive even a relative saint into a fit of murderous frustration.’ And then there was Mrs Jarvis, who perhaps had the best motive of them all. But for some reason, Jenny was loath to tell the inspector about that just yet.



Instead she frowned over the horseradish sauce. Bread sauce was more traditional. Perhaps nobody would want it? She hated to see good food going to waste.



‘All good motives,’ Moulton said happily.



‘Hmm? Oh, yes. Only one thing wrong with them,’ Jenny pointed out logically. ‘It wasn’t Stan who got himself murdered.’



Moulton stared at her. For a moment there, he’d allowed himself to get carried away. Now, suddenly, he slumped back. ‘Damn!’ he said distinctly. ‘It’s as if the wrong brother has been murdered. This whole setup’s beginning to get on my nerves.’ And Moulton hated his nerves to be bothered. It tended to upset his whole day.



He heaved another woebegone sigh.



From the depths of his paws, the sheepdog did the same. It was so good to have someone in the house who could appreciate a really good sigh.



Moulton again nearly jumped out of his skin and glanced furtively around the kitchen. The cook, who was reaching for the bread, seemed not to have heard it. He looked over his shoulder, but the door to the hallway was firmly shut. There was nobody in the kitchen but the two of them. He felt the hairs begin to rise on the back of his neck. He didn’t believe in haunted places, he reminded himself staunchly. And nobody but a fool would think, for even one minute, that a murdered man hung around the scene of his demise, sighing mournfully. That was nothing more than an old wives’ tale, or something out of a Victorian Gothic novel or ghost story.



‘There’s an echo in this place,’ Moulton said uneasily.



‘Humph,’ Jenny took up her earlier theme, and sounded distinctly unimpressed. ‘What did the forensic people find out yesterday?’ she suddenly shot at him.



Glad to get back to more mundane matters, Moulton quickly told her. No footprints had led from the village to the farm, so that was out. And the footprints made by Stan, Bert, Jeremy and Bill were all consistent with them hunting for buried sheep. ‘Of course, several tracks lead to the farm and back again, from several directions, but that hardly helps us. We already know the men had to come and go from the farm to the fields. And would have done so all morning, I expect.’



Jenny sighed. ‘No fingerprints on the knife?’



‘No,’ Moulton sighed back. And waited for it.



Sure enough, a deep, mournful sigh seemed to echo from the direction of the table. And — slowly he turned his head, his neck hairs playing the last few strands of ‘Colonel Bogey’
 — the sigh definitely
 did
 seem to come from Sid Kelton’s chair.



The dog, who was actually sitting in his usual seat next to Sid’s chair, chose that moment to let rip with another sigh just for good measure.



Moulton licked his lips. They felt distinctly cold.



‘That settles it then,’ Jenny said, dragging the policeman’s attention back to the matter in hand. ‘Nobody has a motive, nobody has an alibi and nobody left any evidence.’



Moulton’s heart sank. ‘You’re not giving up, are you?’ he asked, appalled. His first murder simply couldn’t be tossed onto the ‘unsolved’ pile. He’d never live it down.



‘Of course not,’ Jenny said crossly. Give up, indeed! ‘I’m merely saying that the only way to find out
 who
 killed Sid, is to find out
 why
 someone would have wanted to kill Sid.’



Moulton blinked, slowly and thoroughly thinking it over. ‘You don’t think somebody could have mistaken Sid for his brother?’ he eventually asked. ‘It would all make some sort of sense then.’



Jenny, the bread sauce made, was now in the middle of making the (very potent) brandy sauce for the Christmas pudding. One thing she abhorred was wishy-washy brandy sauce.



‘Humph,’ she said thoughtfully, but after a pause shook her head. ‘I don’t see how he could have been. Sid was a clapped-out poor old soul. Stan is a bull of a man. Besides, Sid was stabbed from the front. No, whoever did it had to have known exactly which brother it was that he or she was killing.’



Moulton sighed, then promptly wished he hadn’t. He got to his feet noisily, and moved very smartly out of the room as the dog let rip with a really gusting sigh that must have started from the very pads of his paws.



Jenny watched the policeman go, her lips twitching. She promptly fished out a giblet from the giblet gravy, blew on it to cool it, and ducked under the table with it. The animal deserved a treat; that was the best entertainment she’d had in years.



‘Merry Christmas, Pooch,’ she said, giving the startled dog the best treat of his life. She watched him get his slavering chops around it, and nodded once, briskly, before straightening back up. She liked to reward diligence.



* * *



It was nearly one o’clock, an hour before lunch was due to be served, when someone came through the outer front door. Jenny craned her neck, and waited. Whoever the caller was, he or she was actually pausing to remove their boots. And the Junoesque cook’s heart warmed: someone with thoughtful manners at last.



A few seconds later a youngish girl appeared, unwinding her long knitted scarf from around her neck to reveal a nipped red nose and large pansy eyes. Her hair was a wild nest of raven-dark curls. She would have made a perfect model for a Romany princess by one of those pre-Raphaelite masters who actually knew how to paint. The girl stopped when she saw that there was a stranger in the kitchen and gave an uncertain smile.



‘Hello,’ Jenny greeted her cheerfully. ‘Would you like some mulled wine? I’ve just this second finished a batch.’ She indicated a vast punchbowl, full of gently steaming wine, awash with spices, lemon and orange segments and the warming smell of melted honey.



‘Oh, yes please,’ the girl said, instantly winning approval. ‘I wondered if . . . if . . . Jeremy was around,’ she added, as Jenny, ladling out the beverage, handed her a cup. And with those few tentative words, Jenny was able to place her.



Mandy, the infamous landlord’s daughter, she mused with an inner smile. No wonder young Jeremy was so smitten. ‘He’s with the family at the moment,’ Jenny said, then paused discreetly. ‘There’s been a family tragedy.’



Mandy nodded. ‘I know. Mrs Jarvis told my mum yesterday.’ And she would tell anyone else that she could find, no doubt, Jenny thought ruefully. She glanced thoughtfully into the large, anxious eyes, and smiled.



‘I’ll see if I can smuggle him out for you,’ she said, and was rewarded by a beaming smile of gratitude.



Jenny tapped on the parlour door and gingerly poked her head in. Her eyes fixed on Jeremy. ‘I was wondering, could I borrow young Jeremy to help me bring up one of the large jugs of cider from the cellar?’ she asked sweetly. She was, in fact, perfectly capable of lugging about much heavier objects, but nobody here had to know that.



Stan, who’d been staring into the fire, looked up at the interruption, and waved his hand in vague consent. The quickness with which Jeremy fled the tensely silent room was hardly surprising. Bill returned to his day-old newspaper. He’d been on the same page for the last half hour. Bert and Delia returned to playing their desultory game of cards. Neither of them knew which one was winning.



Christmas Day it wasn’t. Even the presents under the tree remained unopened.



Jenny led Jeremy to the kitchen, smiling when he jerked to a halt at the sight of his sweetheart. ‘Mandy!’



Mandy flew into his arms like a cooing homing pigeon and Jenny hastily turned back to her Brussels sprouts. She gave a discreet cough. ‘I really do need that cider jug, young Jeremy,’ she said, thinking of baked apples stuffed with mincemeat and cooked in cider for tomorrow’s pudding.



Jeremy’s young face flamed. ‘Oh, er . . . right you are, Miss Starling,’ he said, and tugged Mandy’s hand. ‘You can come and help me find it,’ he said, his eyes speaking volumes.



Mandy followed him eagerly to the pantry door that led off down into the chilly cellar. ‘Jerry, I just had to come. When I heard what had happened . . .’



‘Ssshhh,’ Jeremy said, glancing over his shoulder. He was not quick enough, however, to see Jenny’s shoulders stiffen with suspicion. ‘Come on, we’ll talk down here,’ he whispered, and led the way down to the dark dampness beneath.



Jenny walked slowly over to the pantry door that gave access to the underground room and nudged it open. Like most cellars, sound echoed off the thick walls, and a ghostly conversation could be clearly heard, wafting up the dark staircase.



‘I don’t know what to do,’ she heard Mandy say, her voice, even muffled, sounding obviously upset.



‘We don’t have to do anything,’ Jeremy said, his own voice anxious to soothe.



‘But, what if people find out?’ Mandy all but wailed.



‘How can they find out, Mand?’ At this point, Jenny felt herself becoming extremely uncomfortable, and roundly cursed Moulton. If he’d been anywhere near halfway competent, she wouldn’t be forced into snooping at doorways like this. It made her feel distinctly grubby. But someone had to get justice for poor Sid.



‘But there are policemen everywhere in the village,’ Mandy said, her voice becoming tearful. ‘They’re asking everyone all sorts of questions. Did they see any strangers? Did they leave the village, and if so, did they see anyone along the roads? And you’d be surprised how many people
 were
 out and about yesterday, Jerry, in spite of the snow and everything. Mr Dorrell was out walking to Ashcroft’s place to get his turkey; Dad, as you know, was out with Fred getting in the beer. He didn’t want to be left over the holidays without stocking up. Everyone was doing last-minute shopping . . .’



‘Mand, Mand,’ Jeremy stopped her. ‘You worry too much.’



‘And you don’t worry enough,’ Mandy shot back, her voice sharp and cross now.



Jenny nodded her head in approval. Much better. It was often far better to take the offensive.



‘You don’t know the police like I do,’ Mandy said, suddenly sounding sixty, rather than sixteen or so. ‘They dig and dig and get to the bottom of everything. What if Mr Dorrell noticed that you weren’t in the far corner of Dingle field yesterday, like you said you were? He has to pass it on his way to the Ashcrofts’ place, you know. People have a way of finding out about lies.’



The cook nodded in agreement. Good point, Mandy, she thought sadly. Somebody already has.



‘Mand, you’ve got to stop this,’ Jeremy said, but his own voice was less confident now. ‘We don’t know what time old Dorrell went to get his damned turkey. It could have been hours before or after I was supposed to be in the Dingle field. And even if it was at the same time, all I’ve got to say is that I must have been bent over, digging out a ewe, and old Dorrell didn’t see me because I was below the hedgeline. And who’s to call me a liar?’



Me, for one, Jenny thought gloomily. If it came to it. But if you weren’t out and about in the fields, my lad, she mused grimly to herself, just where
 were
 you? And what were you up to?



‘I’m scared, Jerry,’ Mandy said miserably. ‘If my dad finds out, or if
 your grandfather
 finds out . . .’ she trailed off, and Jenny could see in her mind’s eye the way the young girl had probably shuddered at the thought.



In fact, Jenny could well imagine that both of them were shuddering down there in the darkness, thinking about what Stan Kelton would do if he found out — well, whatever it was that the youngsters didn’t want him to know about.



‘Well they won’t,’ Jeremy said, trying to sound very brisk, very sure and very grown up, and failing in all three departments. ‘Now, let me get this cider for old cookie, and then you must get off back home. Granddad mustn’t know you called in.’



Old cookie indeed, Jenny thought, lips twitching, as she smartly nipped back to her oven.



The two lovers emerged, a suspiciously long while later, both sets of eyes shining like stars. It was amazing, Jenny thought whimsically, looking at Mandy’s glowing face, what a few stolen kisses could do for a girl’s complexion.



* * *



At two o’clock precisely, Christmas dinner was served. In deference to the family, Jenny had arranged for her dinner and that of Inspector Moulton to be taken on trays in the parlour, whilst the family sat down at the kitchen table.



She’d done her best to eradicate the memory of Sid, and felt guilty even as she’d done so. She’d removed his chair, and placed in his setting a large holly, ivy, mistletoe and laurel table-piece that she’d made yesterday, winding pretty and festive red ribbons amongst the greenery. The range of vegetables in vast dishes and the gravy boat steamed gently. She’d lit the Christmas candles, put the goose at the head of the table for Stan to carve and stood back to watch the proceedings.



Stan was the first in, as always, and stood looking at the table. His face was unreadable. Bill and Bert smiled their thanks at her, both efforts rather strained to be sure, but a nice thought for all that.



Delia stared at the flickering candles, her eyes swimming with unshed tears as her father cut and dished the meat. Jenny and the inspector hastily helped themselves to their portions and left the family in peace.



Nobody had spoken a word.



In the parlour, the inspector dug into his dinner, his face registering his delight. The goose was cooked to perfection and the stuffing . . . he almost sighed with bliss, but restrained himself.



He’d gone off sighing.



Jenny cut through a roast potato, crisp and golden on the outside, white, piping hot and fluffy on the inside. And left it untouched on her plate. It was only the fourth time in her life that she’d failed to have an appetite.



‘Not much of a Christmas for them, is it?’ Moulton said, with obviously genuine sincerity, and for the first time since this whole sorry mess began, she felt herself warming to him. Just a little.



She shook her head. ‘No. Not much.’



It was not much of a Christmas for any of them.



And, if she could help it, it would not be much of a New Year either for whoever had murdered Sid.









 
CHAPTER TEN




Boxing Day dawned bright and sunny. Outside her window, the icicles clinging to the eaves began a noisy and annoying drip-drip-dripping that Jenny wasn’t too sure that she appreciated very much. On the other hand, if it presaged a thaw, it meant that she’d have no difficulty in leaving the farm when she’d completed the time she’d agreed to cook for the Keltons.



And she’d hardly have been human if she wasn’t looking forward to being able to go.



With a sigh, she rose and dressed quickly in her cold bedroom, yawning slightly as she traipsed downstairs to the kitchen. Once there, she lit the fire, let in the mutt and started breakfast. Moulton was the next down, the dark circles under his eyes mute testimony to his own sleepless night.



‘Morning,’ he said without enthusiasm, slumping down into the chair and managing to look even greyer than usual, a feat which, hitherto, Jenny would have thought was nigh on impossible.



She laid out the first round of sausage, bacon and eggs, and sat across from him, sipping her tea, watching him eat with automatic and instinctive approval, and thinking.



‘After the others have come down, I think we should pay a visit to Mrs Jarvis,’ she finally said.



Moulton, in the act of dunking his fried bread into his egg, glanced up, his eyes suddenly wide and alert. ‘Oh? And why’s that?’



Jenny smiled grimly. ‘For the simple reason that, at the moment, she has to be our prime suspect.’



Moulton blinked. ‘The domestic?’ He sounded doubtful. ‘Why her?’ He began to wonder, on a rising tide of panic, if Miss Jenny Starling’s reputation as a sleuth wouldn’t, after all, turn out to be one of those modern urban legends that were more whimsical than factual. The thought was enough to send him into a funk so blue as to be very nearly black.



Jenny feloniously speared one of his sausages onto her fork and took a bite. ‘Hmm, I know. I don’t like it either,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I can’t really summon up much enthusiasm for the assumption that Mrs Jarvis is our killer, but that doesn’t alter the fact that she
 is
 the most likely. And more often than not, it is the most likely one who turns out to be the murderer. Haven’t you found that?’ she asked, shooting him a genuinely curious look.



Moulton, who’d only ever been involved on the fringes of a homicide case before, frowned. ‘If you say so,’ he said, patently unconvinced, and not about to tell her just how new he was to all of this.



Jenny leaned back in her chair, and waved her sausage casually in the air. ‘First of all, you have to agree that motive is everything in this case. Right?’



Moulton thought about it for a moment cautiously and then decided that it wasn’t a trick question, and nodded. ‘Right,’ he agreed, albeit still a little warily.



‘And you have to agree that the only possible motive that seems to be going is one of resentment against Sid for not standing up to his brother. After all, if Sid had stuck to his guns, been more of a man if you like, then everyone would have had a much happier life around here. That’s true to say, yes? I mean, Sid was fairly wealthy, but he had no tangled love life that we know about, and he wasn’t the sort of man to make enemies that would hate him enough to want to kill him just for the pleasure of relieving him of this mortal coil. You agree?’



Moulton slowly nodded. That made sense. Life on Kelton Farm
 would
 have been a lot happier for everyone if Sid had been in charge. ‘I still don’t see how that puts Mrs Jarvis ahead of the others, though. I mean, she only worked here — she didn’t have to live and breathe the bad atmosphere around here, twenty-four seven, like all the others.’



Jenny took another bite of sausage then slipped it off her fork. To the policeman’s utter astonishment, she then thrust her hand under the table. He heard a distinct ‘slurp’ and when her hand re-emerged, minus the sausage, he finally remembered the dog. And a wave of utter relief washed over him. For a moment there he thought he was having another one of his nasty nightmares, and he was really still asleep upstairs.



‘It’s all a matter of degree,’ Jenny said, dragging Moulton’s mind back from the verge of boggling.



‘Huh?’



‘Bert lost his wife, but has to know, deep in his heart, that it’s as much his fault as his father’s. If he’d just gone with her or stood up to Stan, things might have been different. Bill is angry at being treated badly all of a sudden, but he’s a grown man — he can either lump it or leave it. Delia and Jeremy are young, and can, if they can work up the courage, simply leave. It would be hard, but not impossible. And, don’t forget this, because I think it’s important: all those who live in this house were genuinely fond of Sid, as far as I can tell. Now Mrs Jarvis, on the other hand, has suffered the greatest and most irreparable loss of all. Her husband, the sanctity of her home, her independence and her dignity, are all gone. Of them all, she has the biggest potential grievance against Sid. And she might not have been so fond of Sid as she’s always claimed. And he’s not her blood relation either, is he?’



She was taking it for granted that Moulton had run a background check on all the suspects, and now knew all about the daily’s tragic past. In this, she was quite right, and Moulton’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully.



Now that she explained it in so many words, it all seemed so simple. In her grief, Mrs Jarvis might have got her mind all twisted up about things, brooding alone in the cottage that was hers no longer, and all because of the Kelton brothers. Yes, he could see how that could happen. Although surely it would be Stan she would try to kill, and not Sid? Except, of course, Stan was a strong bull of a man and could swat her like a fly, whereas Sid was frail and weaker, and for a woman, made a much more easy target. He found himself shivering at the thought, and reached for a piece of warm toast.



‘And then there’s the second thing against her,’ Jenny said thoughtfully, blowing across the surface of her piping-hot tea and taking a tentative sip.



Moulton knew better than to stick his neck out for a second time. ‘Which is?’ he asked simply and straight to the point.



The cook smiled sadly. ‘If you were going to kill someone, you’d want to blow as much smoke over it as you could. Yes?’



Moulton sighed. ‘Unless you didn’t care if you got caught. But no, that sounds reasonable enough.’



‘Yet, on the morning of the murder, all the Kelton family came back and just stood there, well, milling around and not doing much at all in the smokescreen department. Apart from Stan accusing me, nobody said anything, or did anything that you could say was out of the ordinary.’



Moulton blinked. ‘So?’



‘So,’ Jenny said, beginning to feel unutterably weary. ‘Mrs Jarvis was the only one who went out of her way to make it plain how much she hated
 Stan
 . She was always drawing our attention to Stan, and away from Sid. She even went so far as to call Stan the devil. Of Sid, she said practically nothing. Now, assume for a moment she is our killer. What does she do? She comes back to the farm only when she knows that someone must have discovered the killing by now and called in the cops; and she waits until most of the initial rumpus must be over and then comes to the farm and pretends to be in total ignorance. And when we tell her that somebody’s been killed, she immediately thinks — or would have us
 think
 that she thinks — that it is Stan who’s dead, thereby distracting us yet again. And when she’s told that it’s not Stan but Sid, she puts on a very good performance of surprise and shock. All very dramatic, and the only one of all the suspects that stands out, just for that reason.’



‘With the result that we immediately think that she didn’t do it, because a killer wouldn’t act so outlandishly?’



Jenny sighed. ‘It all depends, you know, on how clever Mrs Jarvis really is. And how well she can act.’



Moulton grunted, not particularly interested in such details. It would simply be very handy if they could nab Mrs Jarvis for the killing. It would be a crime solved in record time, and the super would be very happy at not having to arrest a member of a wealthy and respected local family. And yet . . .



‘For all that, I still can’t see Mrs Jarvis sticking a knife into a harmless old man,’ he said dismally.



‘No, neither can I,’ Jenny agreed glumly.



* * *



Mrs Jarvis’s cottage was an almost exact replica of the Brays’ cottage opposite. As Jenny and Moulton walked up the cleared front path, the cook saw the curtains twitch in the living room opposite and hid a small smile. No doubt Sissy was keeping an eye on things — by now she must have heard about her friend’s uncle getting himself murdered. Or perhaps it was the ‘invalid’ herself who was intent on satisfying her curiosity? She wouldn’t put much past Cordelia.



Mrs Jarvis looked surprised to see the cook, and her eyes, when they slid to the policeman beside her, widened nervously. But there was nothing in that, they both knew. Nobody liked a visit from the police, especially respectable, working-class cleaning ladies.



‘May we come in, Mrs Jarvis?’ Jenny asked. ‘The inspector here wanted to get to know more about the Kelton family, and I told him nobody would know more than you.’



At this unashamed piece of flannel, Mrs Jarvis brightened visibly. ‘Oh, right you are. Come on in then, come on in, and I’ll put some mince pies out.’



Inside, the cottage was cramped with furniture and various knick-knacks, but it was cheerful enough, and Jenny gratefully took a seat on the settee in front of the fire, allowing her snow-caked boots to melt messily. Moulton chose a hard-backed chair to one side.



Mrs Jarvis quickly came back with tea and mince pies and settled herself into what was obviously her favourite, slightly sagging armchair. With her iron-grey hair escaping her untidy bun, her thick stockings wrinkling at her ankles and her flowered apron splashed with a bit of flour, she looked the least likely murder suspect you could ever hope to meet.



Jenny smiled. ‘We were wondering, Mrs Jarvis, if
 you
 had any ideas over who would want to kill Sid,’ she began, and Moulton, who’d just taken a mouthful of tea, promptly choked on it. ‘You see, we just
 can’t
 figure it out,’ she added helplessly.



‘Oh, I know, isn’t it terrible?’ Mrs Jarvis’s large, rather watery eyes watered even more.



‘Now if it had been Stan that died . . .’ Jenny murmured, and trailed off.



As predicted, Mrs Jarvis jumped right in. ‘Oh, you don’t have to tell me! I know. Everyone wants that devil dead. But poor old Sid?’ She shook her head. ‘It fair turns my stomach. I’m telling you, I’m not sure if I can come in to work tomorrow. Being in that house . . .’ she shuddered.



‘Of course,’ Jenny said, ‘somebody might think that Sid was the real cause of all the trouble over at the farm,’ she dangled the bait craftily. ‘After all, Stan only got away with what he did because Sid let him. When all’s said and done, Sid was the true owner of the farm.’



Mrs Jarvis’s face flushed angrily. ‘Now, don’t you go talking such nonsense,’ she snapped. ‘You’ve only been there five minutes, young missy. What do you know about it? Eh?’ Her chin jutted out pugnaciously. ‘Poor old Sid never had a chance against that monster, no more than the rest of us did!’ Her eyes blazed and she clanked her cup down angrily onto her saucer. ‘What that poor old man suffered at his brother’s hands . . .’ Mrs Jarvis’s bottom lip began to quiver. ‘I don’t know how anyone could have stood it.’



Jenny glanced across at Moulton. They were both thinking much the same thing. If Mrs Jarvis was acting, she could put Judi Dench or De Niro to shame.



‘That man never drew a happy breath in his life, thanks to that brother of his.’ Mrs Jarvis, having paused for breath, was more than ready to continue the battle in Sid’s defence. ‘My ma said, right from the time they was boys, that Stan was determined to get the farm off his brother. She always said, my ma, that Stan Kelton would stop at nothing. He hated being the younger son, positively
 hated
 it. He was a proper demon, even when young, to get his hands on Kelton land. And look how right she was!’ Mrs Jarvis huffed impressively. ‘When I think of poor Eloise, I could just cry.’



Jenny, who’d been about to admit defeat and scrub Mrs Jarvis from her mental list of suspects, suddenly stiffened. ‘Eloise? You mean Stan’s late wife?’



‘Hah!’ Mrs Jarvis all but shouted. ‘She should have been Sid’s wife by rights. Everyone knows that.’ And she nodded sagely.



Jenny settled back against the settee, her head slightly cocked to one side. ‘Oh?’



Moulton, who’d been about to suggest they leave, having arrived at the same conclusions as the cook, saw the change that came over her and found himself fascinated. Her eyes had developed the look of a cat sat waiting at a mouse hole. She languished on the settee like one of those Buddha statues that tourists came back with from India, looking slightly ridiculous and totally unthreatening. And yet, Moulton seemed to understand for the first time just how dangerous Jenny Starling actually was. Her reputation was certainly no whimsy and he was suddenly sure that if anybody could see her way through this damned case, it would be her. And with that realization, he felt a great weight lift from his shoulders.



Even though he couldn’t understand why she should be so interested in old family gossip, he was willing to bet his last pay cheque that she knew what she was doing. And that whatever she learned would all be of use in the end.



So he tuned in his ears and took it all in.



‘Eloise was a lovely young gal, Miss Starling,’ Mrs Jarvis said, her voice softening a little now, as she cast her mind back through the years. It was amazing, Jenny thought absently and not for the first time, the power that nostalgia had over people. The good old days were always golden, it seemed. ‘We went to school together. She was a little older than me, but she never looked down on us younger ones, the way you can when you’re a kid. She was as sweet on the inside as she looked on the outside, and all of us kids knew that Sid Kelton was head over heels in love with her. When she was fifteen, he asked her to the church dance. They looked really good together. Old man Kelton, Sid’s father, was right pleased about it too, her being a butcher’s daughter, like. And then . . .’ her face clouded, ‘then Stan got wind of it. And that was that.’



Jenny again said, ‘Oh?’ and the single bland syllable was once more enough to launch Mrs Jarvis on in her tirade.



‘Well, Stan couldn’t have that could he? Sid would marry, have a son, and that would be that. Stan would never get his hands on the farm. So he did the most wicked thing you could ever think of.’



Jenny’s eyes widened in sudden understanding, and she slowly nodded. ‘He seduced Eloise,’ she guessed, her voice flat and grim.



Mrs Jarvis nodded. ‘I daresay you want to blame Eloise for that. After all, if she was in love with Sid, she should have had the gumption to stick with him. But you didn’t know Stan in them days. He was a handsome devil, much more so than Sid. And he had, oh, I don’t know how to describe it really. A kind of . . .
 energy
 that fair took your breath away. All the girls felt it. And when he’d made up his mind, nobody could say no to him. Before anyone knew it, he’d swept her off her feet. Poor Eloise, she was such a simple-hearted gal. I don’t suppose she knew what hit her. And then . . . there she was, married to the wrong brother, living at the farm with her real true love lost to her forever.’



Jenny ignored this rather over-romantic assessment. ‘But didn’t Sid carry on living at the farm as well?’ she asked, sounding puzzled.



‘Aye, he did,’ Mrs Jarvis said. ‘It was his home, wasn’t it? Where else was he going to go? But it must have been torture for him — well, for them both really, I imagine. But it got Stan what he wanted, didn’t it?’ she pointed out savagely. ‘Sid never did look at another woman after Eloise. And when he came back from hospital that time so . . . well . . . he was like a shell of a man. A thin, pitiful husk with no guts left in him — no gumption at all,’ she shook her head sadly. ‘By then Eloise had had Bert, of course. A few years later she had Bill, then finally Delia. And Stan had the farm in every way that mattered and, more importantly, he knew that Bert, his own son, would one day inherit as well. What did it matter to him that he made Eloise and Sid’s life a misery? I sometimes think it was an act of mercy that Eloise died when she did, giving birth to Delia and all, I really do. It got her out from under it all, and far and away to a better place. It fair broke Sid’s heart though, for all that.’



Jenny nodded. It all had such a tragic ring of truth about it. She glanced tellingly at Moulton, who took the hint and got to his feet.



‘Well, thank you, Mrs Jarvis, for your time,’ he said politely, and Mrs Jarvis flustered and blustered, and pressed another mince pie on them as she led them to the door, all animosity now forgotten.



Once outside, Jenny glanced across thoughtfully at the Brays’ cottage, but after a pause, turned back down the little footpath.



‘Well, that seems to be that,’ Moulton said, his mouth still full of the mince pie he was munching.



‘Yes,’ Jenny agreed thoughtfully. ‘But it does open up some rather interesting questions though, doesn’t it?’



Does it? Moulton wondered, and glanced across at her, then promptly slipped in the snow and fell flat on his backside with a painful yelp.



‘Careful!’ Jenny said sharply, quickly hiding a smile. ‘It’s the thaw. It always makes things more slippery,’ she added with unctuous sympathy.



Moulton cursed roundly and struggled to his feet. He glared at the cook, wondering why she should be as sure-footed as a mountain goat. With her hourglass bulk, she should be as precarious as an elephant on an ice rink.



‘Questions?’ he finally said petulantly. ‘About what?’



‘About Sid of course,’ Jenny said impatiently. ‘I think, you know, that you and I should go to the pub after lunch. Have a Boxing Day drink, what do you say?’



Moulton rubbed the cold wet snow off his derrire and scowled at her, wondering what she was up to now. And mourning the loss of his mince pie, which had landed in a particularly grey and slushy snowdrift.



* * *



The Lamb and Dog
 was nicely crowded with lunchtime post-Christmas revellers when Jenny and Moulton walked in a few hours later. There was one of those brief, embarrassing lulls in the level of conversation as the locals assessed the newcomers, but when Jenny carefully nudged her way to the bar and ordered two brandies, the landlord happily obliged and normal talk quickly resumed.



Mandy’s father was a big blond man, which meant that his daughter had to take after her mother. His eyes were as curious as those of a bird as he handed the brandies over. Jenny pushed Moulton’s glass along the bar, where he’d managed to wedge himself in, between the greengrocer and a church warden. She left her own drink untouched on the bar. She rarely drank, and certainly not to excess, ever since that cringe-making incident a couple of years ago concerning herself, a couple of Trafalgar Square pigeons and a merchant seaman who went by the unfortunate name of Alphonso Font.



‘You’re the cook up at the farm, then?’ Mandy’s father asked, and she smiled at him, glad to have been given such a perfect opening.



‘That’s right. Although I’m wishing now I’d never answered the damned advert.’ She heaved a much put-upon sigh.



The landlord nodded sympathetically. ‘I can imagine. It’s not what you’d expect, is it?’ he added, somewhat unnecessarily, Jenny thought. Then he nodded down the bar. ‘That the cop in charge then?’



Jenny, aware of the many ears that were quivering like antennae in her direction, nodded firmly. ‘I’m afraid so. The poor man had to stay Christmas Day up at the farm. Today, we both needed to get out and about a bit. It’s terrible up there at the moment — the atmosphere and all, you wouldn’t believe it. And when I think of poor old Sid . . .’ she let her voice trail off sadly.



There was a general sighing all around her. And just as she’d hoped, it broke the ice.



‘I knew old Sid well,’ a deep-pitched voice piped up from her right, and when she turned to look, found that it belonged to such a weathered, craggy face that the man could only be a farm worker. The years of his outdoors life were stamped all over his body. ‘Known him yonks, I have.’



‘I was only there a day before . . . well . . . it happened . . . but he seemed like such a nice old man,’ she agreed, her voice soft and sad. There was something so homely and downright comforting about her that the villagers’ natural reticence around strangers waved a collective white flag and sank beneath the waves.



‘He was. There was nothing wrong with good old Sid,’ somebody else said, with rather too much emphasis on the ‘Sid.’



But Jenny was not here to find out how much the locals hated Stan — that much she was taking for granted. No, it was Sid’s past that she wanted to ferret out.



‘It seems such a shame that he never married,’ she mused. ‘I mean, that he never had a son to look after him. I suppose it’s not my place to say this, but his brother did seem to . . . well . . . to bully him a little. I couldn’t help but wonder why no woman had snapped Sid up a long time ago. In his younger days, he must have cut quite a dashing figure, I would have said.’



Not that I’d really noticed for myself, she left unsaid, but her tone left little room for doubt.



Her quaint old-fashioned words, her implied modesty and her very appearance, which so perfectly matched that of the archetypal rotund and friendly cook, soon had cautious tongues loosened, and she was the darling of the bar in next to no time. Moulton could only admire the performance in respectful silence and keep to the background, so as not to queer her pitch.



Everyone began to reminisce about Sid Kelton. She heard again the story of Eloise, and was not surprised to have Mrs Jarvis confirmed in her opinion that everyone knew that Eloise was Sid’s girl, and should have been Sid’s wife by rights. She heard, yet again, the sad tale of the changes in Sid when he came back from the hospital.



‘Coughing something awful, he was.’ One farm worker, now long since retired, finished off his account of meeting Sid in the pub a few weeks after he came out. ‘Hardly recognized him. Like a man who’d had all his juice sucked out of him, leaving just a dry old stick in his place. And him then having to go back to the farm, with Eloise being there, and young Bert and all . . . I can tell you, I felt right sorry for him, so I did.’



There was a general murmur and shaking of sorrowful heads. Jenny sighed and shook her own head mournfully. ‘It seems such a shame. But surely some of the village girls were interested?’ she fished openly, but again there was a general murmur of regret.



‘Sid didn’t want no one but Eloise,’ the landlord took up the tail. ‘My ma tells me my own sister Fanny was fond of Sid, and would have took him on, even with his chest being like it was, but Sid . . . well, poor old Sid never did get over Eloise.’



‘But surely,’ Jenny said, her round face a picture of sympathetic innocence, ‘before that bad spell in the hospital . . . well . . . him being a young man still, surely there were some local girls he . . . ?’ She said it with such understanding, and with her wide blue eyes so lacking in disapproval, that nobody took offence.



‘Young men liked to sow their oats,’ someone muttered at the back, and there was a general guffaw of laughter.



‘I know what you mean.’ It was the church warden (who else?) who was the first to admit to his own peccadilloes. ‘I was head over heels in love with Lucy Wentworth. Remember her?’



There was a general salutation to the absent Lucy Wentworth, who’d been a good-hearted (not to mention liberal-minded) woman, by all accounts.



The landlord winked at Jenny, who let the church warden ramble on. ‘In the end, I never did see her again. She ran off to Liverpool with some prat from the Territorials.’



There was another loud wave of laughter, and into the companionable silence that followed, Jenny dangled her hook. ‘So was there someone poor Sid turned to? With Eloise out of the picture?’



But nobody knew of any woman Sid might have turned to. At his place along the bar, having kept as silent as a mouse, Moulton finally (if belatedly) caught on to what she was doing. She was fishing to see if Sid could have had an illegitimate son. And with the Kelton farm always going to the eldest, regardless of whether or not he was a bastard, he could see how important that might be. And that it would be a possible motive for Sid’s murder went without saying.



But nobody, it seemed, knew of Sid having a dalliance with anyone. And in a village of this size, everyone almost certainly knew everyone else’s business. Everyone had known of the church warden and the luscious Lucy, for instance.



‘But surely, after he came out of hospital then,’ she continued to probe mercilessly, ‘he couldn’t have wanted to live all those years without a little female company?’



And she looked so charmingly curious, the way fat cooks are supposed to be, that nobody ever wondered why she should be asking them so many questions. But yet again, everybody swore that poor old Sid wasn’t the type to get any lass into trouble.



And now the poor old bugger was dead.



The mood began to turn nasty. When were the coppers going to arrest somebody for it? How could anyone in the village feel safe with some lunatic going around stabbing people in the chest?



Moulton took the hint, swallowed the last of his brandy, and beat a hasty retreat.



Jenny stayed on, however, and in exchange for their gossip, fulfilled her part of their unspoken bargain by describing what had happened up at Kelton Farm on Christmas Eve from an eyewitness point of view, being careful not to get too morbid, or give out too much detail.



‘It’s more than I can stand, I can tell you,’ she said at last, and, like a cinema when the film had come to an end, everybody parted to let her leave, fond eyes watching her go.



A nice gal, that. And a good cook too, every one of them would have sworn. It was only after she’d gone that the landlord noticed that her brandy still stood, untouched, on the bar.









 
CHAPTER ELEVEN




On the way back from the village pub, Jenny turned off into the fast-melting lane that led to the farm and saw, walking just a few yards ahead of her, a familiar, cheery, carrot-topped figure.



‘Sergeant Ford!’ she called, and saw his head swivel around with a jerk of surprise. But the policeman’s face broke into a pleased smile as he spotted her and he paused to allow her to catch up to him. As she passed the spot where she had covered some of the footprints with her scarf, she noticed that the melting snow had all but obliterated the patterns on the boots.



Everywhere, things were dripping. The trees had lost their heavy burdens of snow, and a deep ditch, either side of the land, was flooding with meltwater. In the sky above, a pale, sickly-looking sun was beginning to poke some tentative rays through the clouds. The going was fast becoming treacherous, and in more ways than one, the cook thought to herself grimly.



Unless she was very much mistaken, the killer who must still skulk undetected at Kelton Farm would be beginning to relax by now, and growing more and more confident that he or she would never be exposed. And that was usually when mistakes were made, in her experience. Or was that just wishful thinking on her part?



Ford, his cheeks reddening in the nippy air, watched as the six-foot-tall cook approached, his eyes taking in her surprisingly pleasing and shapely girth and sure-footed progress. She never seemed to trip or stumble, for she had that kind of grace with which large people were sometimes gifted. She looked so totally as he remembered her that he was half expecting her to have the puzzle already solved, and announce that he was just in time to make an arrest.



Now wouldn’t that be nice, he thought, with an inward and well-concealed grin. ‘Miss Starling. I hope you had a merry, well at any rate, a reasonable Christmas,’ he murmured, just managing to stop himself from sounding too cheerful, whilst at the same time guiltily aware that he, himself, had had a marvellous time.



Sledging with his kids had driven all thought of murder and mayhem from his mind, at least for a day. His wife had been very appreciative over that little silk trifle of a negligee he’d given her, too!



Jenny smiled grimly, but overlooked his near gaffe. The less they said about the kind of Christmas she’d had the better, in her opinion. ‘Have your people traced the owner of those footprints yet?’ she huffed, glad to stop beside him and get her breath back.



‘They belonged to the postman, I’m afraid,’ Ford said. ‘Just as we thought. We questioned him, of course, but he didn’t see anybody suspicious hanging about.’



‘Hmm. And he’s all right too, I suppose?’ she asked curiously.



‘Been doing the job for nearly twenty-two years. Married, six kids and genuinely sad to hear about Sid Kelton. Apparently, Sid used to have him in for a cup of tea, whenever Stan Kelton was well out of the way. He’d put a drop of brandy in it for him too, so the postie says, when the weather was really bad.’



Jenny merely nodded. She was hardly surprised, either by the postman’s undoubted innocence, or by Sid’s kindness. When his brother wasn’t around, that is.



‘Inspector Moulton was expecting you this morning,’ she warned him, and saw his already chapped face redden to an even deeper shade of beetroot. Not that she could blame him for stealing an extra morning off. But she’d heard Moulton muttering under his breath about his sergeant’s absence, as he’d beat a hasty retreat from the Lamb and Dog.



Ford muttered something about having to check in at the police station first. It sounded a likely story, even to her unofficial ears. She could only hope that he would have thought of something better by the time they got back.



They set off for the farm together amicably enough, Ford subdued and rapidly losing his Christmas spirit, Jenny thoughtful and pensive. She had learned nothing much of value in the pub, except that Sid had almost certainly left behind no by-blows to queer the pitch. Not that it would have put her any further forward if she had discovered a bastard son.



Even if Sid
 had
 had a son to inherit and thus take away the farm from Stan Kelton, then Sid’s murder still wouldn’t have made any sense. Sid had been old and weak, and couldn’t have been expected to live for many more years. All his unknown heir would have needed to do was wait for nature to take its course. Besides, with so many people abandoning farming nowadays, who was to say that any child of Sid’s would even want to inherit the farm? No. Until she could understand the
 why
 of it all, she was lost.



As they approached the farmhouse, Ford slipping and sliding a little in the thawing mud and snow, the gander suddenly shot out of ambush from behind a rusting cart. Hissing mightily, his neck was elongated and bent at such an angle that his sharp beak was making straight for Sergeant Ford’s most vulnerable spot. Whether this was due to luck or dastardly experience, Jenny wasn’t quite sure.



‘Oi!’ Ford yelped, and took smartly to his heels.



Jenny watched the pair of them steam away across the cobbled yard, and looked up towards the farm. A fire was sending white-grey smoke out of the chimneys, the dog and Bert were out in the fields at the back, and things were getting back to normal in a way that the cook didn’t much like. Already it was as if Sid were fading away, forgotten and ignored, whilst the murderer breathed ever more easily. It didn’t help her dour mood that the more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that Sid had been trying to tell her something, sitting there at the table, his wide blue eyes open but lifeless.



But what?



Jenny paused in the courtyard, vaguely watching as Ford ineffectively tried to safeguard his vulnerable bits from the gander’s long reach and strong, uncannily accurate beak.



Once more, in her mind, she went over that terrible scene of only two mornings ago. Back from getting the eggs. Boots, scarf and coat off. Into the kitchen. Kettle boiling. Making tea. Getting the hot mince pies out. Walking back across the, for once, blissfully clean and dry floor and sitting down in her chair, looking across and . . . Sid. Dead. Blue eyes open and looking at her. Except, of course, they weren’t really looking at her — they couldn’t.



Now what,
 what
 out of all that was she missing? Something about that scene was niggling away at her, taunting her that if she could only figure out what it was that was wrong, she could have the whole thing solved. But the only aspect of it that stood out in her mind’s eye were Sid’s own watery blue eyes gazing back at her as if trying to tell her something. Blue eyes? Jenny frowned, wondering. There seemed to be something lurking at the back of her mind about Sid’s blue eyes. Some snippet of forgotten or barely remembered information about . . . well, what exactly?



But the more she pressed her subconscious for it, the more confused she became until, annoyingly, the only thing that sprang to her mind at all about blue eyes was an old country and western song that her father had been fond of about
 Blue eyes crying in the rain
 . An old Willie Nelson song, wasn’t it?



And a fat lot of good that did her!



She looked up, distracted, as a door banged shut behind a furiously cursing Ford, who’d at last managed to get into the house with little worse than a solid peck on his backside.



Jenny went back to walking, and thinking. Halfway across the courtyard, the gander, flushed and overconfident after his successful tangle with — and routing of — the law, rashly decided that the time had come to regain his badly dented ganderhood and take on the big woman interloper.



He set forth with his neck outstretched, wings outspread, and hissed with gusto. Jenny, who was far too big to be able to run (or even jog) with anything approaching dignity, merely looked up and waited for her moment.



The gander was just within beak-distance, and they had a firm eye-lock on each other, when she said firmly and quite clearly, ‘I could always make goose-liver pat for a starter.’



The gander, upset by her confident tone, began to back-pedal furiously, way too late, of course, and he began to skid precariously on the icy cobbles, his webbed feet finding little purchase in all the icy slush, and within a blink of an eye he shot past her like a water-skier out of control. She heard a dull thud, and as she turned, saw a single white feather float past her. She was just in time to see the gander stagger away from the rusting wheel of the cart, into which he’d run, full pelt.



‘Stupid bird,’ Jenny muttered, then smiled wryly. She was hardly proving to be a shining light of intelligence herself. Blue eyes crying in the rain, indeed.



Hah!



* * *



Ford and Moulton were locked in a serious conference in the lounge when Jenny checked that her ham, leek and leftover goose pie in the oven could do with another half hour. The vegetables were done, salted and ready to be cooked, and her kitchen was in immaculate order. As usual, she had her domain to herself.



So a small unhappy sound had her lifting her head instantly, eyes wary. She relaxed and smiled briefly at Delia, who hovered in the doorway, wringing her hands together in front of her and looking totally miserable. ‘Hello, Miss Starling. You’re back.’



Jenny knew she wasn’t required to answer, and didn’t. Delia continued to wring her hands. ‘Inspector Moulton says he’s finished with Uncle Sid’s room now. He says we can clear it out, if we like.’



The cook nodded. ‘And your father asked you to see to it?’ she guessed bluntly. Such indifferent heartlessness was typical of Stan, Jenny thought crossly. She doubted that it had even crossed his mind that it was a task that Delia must dread.



Delia nodded. ‘I wondered if, well . . . if dinner can wait for a while if . . .’



‘You want me to help?’ Jenny quickly came to her rescue. Not only was she genuinely sympathetic — after all, to a teenage girl, death was not something to be born stoically — but she was curious as well. To be offered a legitimate reason to look through Sid’s things was an opportunity too good to be missed. ‘Of course I’ll help. We’ll need plenty of bags.’



Delia, wilting in relief now that the task need not be faced alone, ran ahead to fetch out from the staircase cupboard some strong, sturdy black bin bags. Then she followed the cook up the stairs. Once outside Sid’s door, she would have lingered apprehensively, no doubt working herself up into a good head of skittish steam, had she not been dealt with firmly.



‘Now,’ Jenny pushed open the door and stepped briskly inside. ‘Will anyone in your family be wanting Sid’s clothes, do you think?’



Delia blinked. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think they’ll fit Dad, or Bert.’



‘What about Bill? No, he’s not as big as Bert I know, but still he’s not skinny enough. They’ll fit Jeremy though, won’t they?’ She raised one eyebrow questioningly. ‘He’s only a bit of a twig. But they might be a bit old-fashioned for a youngster. What do you think?’



Delia, for the first time since Christmas Eve, managed to laugh. ‘I don’t think Jeremy will want Uncle Sid’s old cardigans and baggy trousers, somehow!’



Jenny smiled, glad to see some of the terror leave the girl’s dark eyes. ‘No, I expect not. Right then, all his clothes should go to charity, yes?’



Delia nodded. Making that decision, for some reason, had her feeling suddenly very grown up.



‘Right then. They need to be folded carefully and put into the bags.’



Delia, once guided, set to with a certain resignation. The girl had really suffered for want of a mother, the cook thought with a pang, as she watched Delia settle down by the wardrobe. It couldn’t have been easy, all those formative years, growing up in a household full of men.



Jenny, having sorted out Delia to their mutual satisfaction, realized that she was now free to look around. This she did with meticulous care.



On Sid’s bedside table was a pair of dark-rimmed reading glasses, a glass for his teeth, a roll of indigestion tablets and a table lamp. She moved on to the small dresser against one wall, going through the drawers and carefully putting away folded shirts and cardigans, but coming across nothing more helpful than a small battered box that, once opened, revealed a small gold locket inside.



Checking that Delia was still busy with her uncle’s suits hanging in the wardrobe, Jenny prised open the locket with a sturdy thumbnail. She was hardly surprised to find a faded picture of Eloise in one side, and a very young Sid in the other. She sighed, and carefully put the box to one side. Delia should have that, of course. She’d give it to the girl later, when she was feeling a little stronger and less weepy.



The bottom drawer felt heavier the instant she went to open it, and, looking down, she quickly saw why. It was filled with magazines, some of them ancient. Her eyebrows rose for an instant, then resettled themselves. She shouldn’t have been so surprised. After all, what could poor Sid have had to do all day except read? She knew the radio that played constantly had been his, and that he’d been in the habit of turning it on first thing in the morning and leaving it on — a habit that Bert seemed to have taken up where his uncle had left off. But that, Jenny suspected, had only been Sid’s way of creating some noise, in an effort to make the deserted farm seem less lonely during the day.



She lifted out huge piles of
 National Geographic
 , science magazines and innumerable gardening magazines. Sid had obviously been a fact buff, rather than a fiction reader.



She glanced down at one magazine, not surprised to see that it was over twenty years old. He was obviously a hoarder.



‘I see Sid liked to read a lot,’ Jenny mused, and Delia glanced uninterestedly over her shoulder.



‘Hmm. Bert always picked them up whenever he went to the doctors or dentists or whatever. Sid had piles of them, just waiting for him to get around to browsing through them. He was always trying to get me to read them,’ she said, her voice a little wistful. ‘He thought it was educational. “Look at this, our Del, all about this tribe in South America,” he’d say. “They hunt with poisoned darts.” And I’d read the article, just to keep him happy, but really, I wasn’t much interested. He used to read my fashion magazines sometimes, saying how pretty I’d look in this or that. But I think he just liked to look at the pretty models.’ Delia’s voice ended on a wobble, and Jenny thoughtfully turned away.



She stacked the rest of the magazines at the foot of the bed, and double-bagged them into the sturdiest bags of all. They weighed a ton. ‘I think the old folks’ homes and day care centres should have these,’ Jenny said, and Delia nodded, not even looking at them.



‘Whatever you say.’



The cook turned to the bed next, carefully stripping it down and putting the sheets to one side to be washed. She was just pulling the bottom sheet out when a multicoloured object half slipped from beneath the mattress.



Jenny picked up the vintage magazine and flicked through it. It was one of those science-explained-for-the general-reader publications. It fell open at an article about genetics, and how baby rabbits with brown eyes were unlikely to produce blue-eyed bunnies and vice versa. It all sounded rather old hat to her — nowadays, surely genetics was far more advanced, post Dolly-the-sheep. She tossed it aside without much thought and sighed.



Fascinating, Jenny thought wryly, and was once more back to
 Blue eyes crying in the rain
 . Typically, now that she’d remembered the song again after all this time, she was beginning to wonder if she was ever going to get the tune out of her head. It had been buzzing about in the back of her mind all afternoon.



She sighed, tossed the magazine into the already bulging bag with the others, and continued her search.



A few minutes later she found a bag of mint imperials, tucked guiltily away in his sock drawer. That, a bag full of assorted change, a small but unmarked calendar and a safety pin was the sum of her haul. Which wasn’t exactly helpful.



She looked at the mint imperials and smiled. He might not have felt like sharing them when alive (and every man needed a vice) but he would hardly mind now. She offered one to Delia, who looked at the white bag and burst out laughing.



The young girl took one and sucked it with a slight grimace at the astringency of it. ‘Good old Sid,’ she sighed, rolling the hard sweet into one cheek pouch. ‘I used to get these for him from the village shop. I never fancied them much, but Dad was always guzzling them down, so Sid always kept a little stash somewhere, just for himself.’



Jenny helped her cart the bags of clothes and magazines to the hall, where they’d just have to stay until tomorrow.



‘I think I heard Bert saying that he was going into Burford tomorrow,’ Delia muttered. ‘He can take them somewhere.’



She turned abruptly and left the pathetic bundles in the hall. No doubt it had suddenly occurred to her that it wasn’t much for a man to leave behind him after his death.



Jenny returned silently to her kitchen.



There she found Ford and Moulton, tucking into a slice each of her Christmas cake, and discussing the case in desultory tones.



‘Find anything of interest?’ Moulton asked, perking up a little at the sight of the cook. Jenny sighed, but dutifully gave a brief but thorough rundown on her afternoon’s activities and finds.



‘Old magazines,’ said Ford dispiritedly. ‘Wonderful.’



Jenny grimaced. ‘What did you expect? A letter, starting off, “In the event of my sudden death, I would like it to be known” . . .’ She broke off, aware that she was being snappish with the wrong people. She sighed deeply. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I can’t get it out of my head that I’m missing something. Something important.’



Sergeant Ford poured her out a cup of tea. ‘Don’t get in a tizzy about it, Miss S. We all have days like that.’



Jenny took a long sip and sat back with a sigh. ‘Yes, but this is different. At the back of my head, a little imp is saying that it’s all so simple. I’ve seen something or heard something or know something that makes it as clear as a pikestaff who murdered poor old Sid, and why, and I’m just not
 getting
 it.’ She thumped an angry fist on the tabletop.



Moulton shifted uneasily in his seat. ‘Have you ever had this feeling before?’ he asked, trying in his own way to help her out.



Jenny heartily wished he wouldn’t bother.



She smiled ruefully. ‘Yes. Twice, in fact. Once at a certain birthday party, and once in a locked room.’



The two policemen looked at each other knowingly. ‘But both those times . . .’ Moulton trailed off delicately, not actually wanting to say out loud that both those times she’d actually unmasked the murderer, right under the nose of the attending police inspector.



Jenny grunted inelegantly. ‘Oh yes, it came to me
 eventually
 ,’ she admitted. ‘And both times, it was shocking how simple it all really was. And even more shocking was how clear it became just how
 stupid
 I’d been,’ she said, somewhat ungrammatically.



Absently, she reached for a slice of cake and took a generous bite. Luckily, it would take more than embarrassing remembrances of past stupidities to put Jenny Starling off
 her
 food.



‘No, there’s no getting away from it. We’ve learned all we’re going to learn,’ she murmured. ‘Nobody’s going to come out of the woodwork now and say they saw X sneaking back into the farm on Christmas Eve. None of your people are going to miraculously send a message saying the forensic lads have come up with a piece of cast-iron evidence pointing to X. Nobody here’s going to break down and admit what they know, or think they know. Where we are now is where we’re going to stay, until one of us uses our loaf and figures out what it is that’s staring us right in the face.’



The two policemen looked at each other, both fighting a growing feeling of dismay. Without saying it aloud, each acknowledged that they didn’t have a clue.



‘My pie!’ Jenny suddenly wailed, making them both jump out of their skins, and dived for the oven. But her pie was a lovely golden brown, not daring to be anything else. She removed it to the hot plate and returned, limp with relief, to the table.



There she slumped in her favourite chair and glanced across to the space where Sid’s chair had once stood.



Sid, waiting so patiently for her to bring his killer to justice. Sid with his wide blue eyes, open and staring.



And from the radio, playing somewhere in the background, the melancholy voice of Willie Nelson began to sing:



‘
 In the twilight glow I see her, Blue eyes cryin’ in the rain . . .
 ’



‘Oh shut up!’ Jenny Starling snarled at it.









 
CHAPTER TWELVE




Bert walked in from the raw wet and cold of the fields, but wished he was still out there, for all the warmth and supposed security the farmhouse kitchen had to offer him. He closed the door wearily behind him before traipsing further into the room, his boots sounding loud on the uneven tiles, his gait unsteady.



The big cook was just adding a pinch more salt to a saucepan that was spurting forth a marvellously scented steam. One quick relieved look told Bert that there was no one else around, and his shoulders slowly slumped in tiredness and relief.



Jenny gave the saucepan a good stir, and the scrumptious smell of herbs filled the air. Bert watched her in silence for a while, his shoulders beginning to ache now the tension had left him. There was something so soothing about the domestic scene being played out around him that was all the more blissful for being so unexpected. Normally Delia would be the one cooking, and feeling resentful and surly as she did so, which meant that her culinary offerings usually consisted of oven chips and pies bought from the supermarket.



He’d been dreading coming back to the farm. Or rather, to be more accurate, he’d dreaded returning to the Kelton household more than usual. Perhaps it was the lack of all the other Keltons in the room, or perhaps there was something about the cook herself that gave Bert such a welcome feeling of relief and succour. There just seemed to be something so dependable and so warmly human about the big attractive cook that instantly made Bert’s heavy heart lift.



He missed his wife suddenly and ferociously, and felt utterly weary as he pulled back his chair and slumped down. Beside him, the dog slunk under the table and settled his chin on top of his new master’s boot. He gave a huge sigh.



To the dog, the kitchen was heaven simply because it was sheep and gander free.



Jenny turned, glanced at the floor and the line of wet and muddy tracks, sighed heavily and reached for the mop. Bert coloured.



‘Sorry.’



‘What you apologizing for?’ Stan, who’d been watching the scene unnoticed from the hallway door, now belligerently demanded. He moved into the room and took his usual chair. ‘I keep tellin’ you. A floor was made to be walked on.’ He scowled at the cook, who continued to mop in dogged silence, then turned back to Bert. Not surprisingly, every scrap of well-being he’d been feeling had completely drained away.



‘Where’s the Old Bill, anyway?’ Stan barked, at nobody in particular.



‘Upstairs,’ Jenny responded shortly. They’d gone into a huddle after a report had been delivered to Moulton. By the look on the inspector’s face, no doubt it had also contained a sharp reminder from his superiors to get on with it and make an arrest as quickly as he could. She hadn’t seen a paper in days, and wondered if the press was making a big noise about it. Murder in a snowed-in farm had probably made titillating Christmas fare for many newspaper readers.



Moulton had huffily decided on a strictly all-police conference in the privacy of their ‘incident’ room — also known as Moulton’s ice-cold bedroom. Jenny wished them luck for their brainstorming session, but she didn’t exactly have high hopes.



The outside door flew open for a second time and Bill came in, slinging his heavy-weather coat onto the chair and creating a freezing draught as he did so. He reached for the teapot. Jenny sighed heavily, and once again reached for the mop.



Bill watched her angry jerking movements as she cleaned the floor yet again, then glanced at his father’s set face. He noted the beady eyes, just waiting for him to say something — anything — so that he might jump down his throat, and pressed his lips firmly together. He scraped back his chair with a loud screech and sat down. The glare he gave his father was one of pure and undiluted hatred.



Moulton, who’d very quietly crept down the stairs on hearing the return of the Kelton men, found himself shifting uneasily at the sight of it. He’d seen hate in many a man’s eyes before, but none that pulsed with such burning intensity. If looks could kill, he thought grimly, they’d have a second homicide to investigate, right there and then.



‘There’s two more ewes dead,’ Bert said flatly, apparently unaware of the antagonism raging around him. Either that, Jenny thought grimly, putting away her mop, or he was by now so totally inured to it that he didn’t even acknowledge it anymore. ‘And if this thaw continues, we might have problems with flooding in the lower meadow.’



‘We already have,’ Bill said. ‘I noticed the brook is already coming over the banks.’



‘We’d better tell Mrs Jarvis not to come in until we’re sure the bridge is safe then.’ Bert shifted his weight a little, forcing the dog to lift his chin patiently and wait for the boot to resettle itself into a proper chin-rest once more. He didn’t sigh though; he’d heard Stan Kelton’s voice, and knew better than to give his presence away.



‘We’ll see about that,’ Stan said. ‘I pay that woman good money.’



‘You pay her a pittance,’ Bill corrected, his big hands closing into fists.



Stan Kelton’s head reared back. His brown eyes became as black as thunder. Bill’s blue eyes stared back, as cold as ice.



‘And I suppose, if the farm was yours, you’d run it into the ground, paying everyone ridiculous wages? You’re soft, boy, that’s your trouble. You’ve got to be liked, just like your uncle had to be liked. Well, what good did being so damned well-liked do for him, eh? You tell me that!’ Stan roared, thumping his fist down on the table.



Moulton moved forward, taking a chair next to the cook and accepting the ubiquitous cup of tea from the always-full teapot.



Bill glanced at the policeman and sneered. Nevertheless, he subsided into his chair and contented himself with merely giving his father yet another killing look. ‘I suppose you’d rather our daily try to cross the bridge and get swept away and drown, right, Dad?’ he drawled, his fair hair flopping over his forehead as his chin jutted pugnaciously forward.



Bert sighed heavily. ‘You just can’t let it go, can you?’ he asked, but whether he was talking to his brother or his father, neither Moulton nor Jenny could easily tell.



Stan leaned forward, his bullish neck straining with thumping little nerves, his face flushed an ugly, angry red. His eyes were all but popping out of his head. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ he bellowed.



Bill leaned forward also, putting the two men nearly nose-to-nose.



Jenny took a sip of tea, and watched them, the expression on her face one of mild interest.



‘It means what it sounded like,’ Bill snarled back. ‘You all but killed her old man. Why not go for the double?’



‘You jumped-up little bastard!’ Stan yelled, and reached out meaty hands that went straight for his son’s neck. Bill, taken by surprise, was half dragged across the table before he could get a firm grip on anything to keep his feet anchored to the floor.



Jenny hastily removed her plate of mince pies from the table and out of the fighting arena. Really, these men had no manners! It had taken her hours to make them, and she wasn’t about to see them scattered and trampled underfoot in a melee.



‘That’s enough!’ a voice roared, so loud and commanding that Jenny nearly dropped her teacup. For the sound had definitely, but definitely, come from Moulton.



Moulton!



Both men did a swift and comical double take. At the same time, pounding footsteps could be heard speeding across the ceiling and rapidly thumping down the stairs. Ford, reacting to the unusual sound of his superior’s raised voice, rushed in panting and wild-eyed, then skidded to a stop in the middle of the kitchen, taking in at once the frozen tableau and glancing quizzically at his chief.



Bill Kelton was still half-hauled across the table, and Stan’s hands were still clamped tight on the collar of his son’s shirt. Both were staring at Moulton in astonishment. The policeman was sitting stiff and bristling like an insulted cockerel, his face flushed.



Jenny, who was also staring — with some admiration — at the usually meek and mild Moulton, suddenly realized her mouth was hanging open, and closed it with a decisive snap.



Ford didn’t know whether to laugh, do some shouting of his own or come indignantly to his inspector’s aid.



‘Mr Kelton,’ Moulton said, his voice once more bland enough to dry paint. ‘Please release Mr Kelton.’



Stan blinked, looked across at his son, seemed to notice for the first time that he still had him by the throat, and with a growl thrust him backwards and contemptuously away. When he landed back in his chair, it rocked a little under Bill’s solid weight.



‘Get out,’ Stan snarled at him. ‘Just pack your bags and don’t come back.’



Bert’s head snapped up. Bill’s stormy blue eyes widened with incredulity.



Jenny, under cover of the table, gave Moulton a very sharp kick in the shin. Moulton winced, but (very manfully, Jenny thought) refrained from yelping. He stared at her. The cook slightly — and warningly — inclined her head towards Bill.



Moulton blinked, not getting it.



Jenny gave him another sharp kick in the shin. It was, she was later to recall, one of the more satisfying moments in her life.



Moulton winced again.



Eventually she sighed heavily. If you wanted a job done . . . ‘I think, Mr Kelton, that the police will have something to say about Bill, or anyone else for that matter, leaving the premises just yet. I think Inspector Moulton will want everyone available for interview. At least until everything’s settled.’



Moulton fought the desire to rub his abused shin, but caught on at last. He nodded briskly instead. ‘Quite right. No one leaves here until I say,’ he said forcefully. Although, in fact and in law, he had no means of enforcing that order.



And bully for you, Jenny thought wryly.



* * *



After an excellent dinner, and a superb Bakewell tart, Jenny cleared away with her usual efficiency and found, for once, that she was becoming heartily sick of her kitchen! With a final mop of the floor (she seemed to have spent the last few days doing nothing else, so why fight it?) she left her natural domain to sail forth into the sitting room.



Delia, Jeremy and Bill had all decided to go to the pub and brave the village gossip. They had to do it sometime, they reasoned, so why not tonight?



Jeremy, of course, had needed no persuading to go and see his lady-love, and Delia had already started her campaign to become Bill’s favourite shadow. Ever since Bert had told her about Bill’s upcoming exile, Delia had seen her chance.



Even though she now had Sid’s money to help her, the thought of leaving the farm and setting off on life’s great adventure on her own had clearly been daunting for the inexperienced teenager. Without her best friend to share the upheaval with her, some of her bravery had, understandably, fled. But with an older brother to look after her . . . well, that was different. They could go to London together. Set themselves up in a two-bedroomed flat. Look for work together. And Bill, seeing right through her, had smiled and been the one to make the suggestion that they all go to the Lamb and Dog
 and get pie-eyed.



Stan had snorted and taken off to the stables, muttering something about harnesses that needed cleaning. So Jenny had confidently expected to have the room to herself, but as she entered, someone stirred on the sofa and a moment later she saw Bert lean forward to toss a three-day-old newspaper onto the table. He looked up and saw her hovering in the doorway, and smiled wryly.



‘Come on in, Miss Starling. I daresay it’s a relief to get out of the kitchen for once.’ He stood up to chuck another log on the fire, and leaned one arm along the mantelpiece to watch the spluttering sparks fly up the chimney. It was strangely mesmerizing, and Jenny followed the light show with interest.



‘Your two companions in detection have decided to opt for an early night. The young sergeant has decided he’d better stay on here too for the time being. I rather think he suspects one of us might take a midnight stroll into Inspector Moulton’s room to slit his gizzard.’



Jenny stared at his tense back thoughtfully. Once again she was struck with the feeling that Bert was very much an unknown quantity in the Kelton family. When she’d told Moulton earlier that she didn’t think anyone was going to say anything that they hadn’t already said, she’d been thinking mostly about Bert. For Bert, she suspected, knew far more, or at least
 suspected
 far more, than he was willing to say. She hadn’t forgotten, on the morning they’d discovered Sid’s body, how anxious Bert had been to corroborate both Jeremy’s and Bill’s story about when and in what order they’d returned to the farm.



Or had he just been anxious to give himself an alibi? Saying he saw Jeremy and Bill ahead of him certainly tended to deflect suspicion from his own time of arrival on the scene.



Bert, as if aware of the cogs silently turning in her mind, turned from the fireplace, his face flushed from the heat. His gentle brown eyes watched her for a moment, his eyes questioning.



Jenny nodded towards the Christmas tree. ‘You should give that some water. Its needles will start shedding, else.’



Bert glanced at the tree. It seemed years, not a week, since Delia and Jeremy had decorated it, giggling over the decorations like five-year-olds. His eyes fell to the carpet beneath the tree, where a few presents still lay unopened.



‘Sid’s presents to us,’ he said, as if she’d asked a question. ‘I haven’t been able to open mine. The others must feel the same way.’



Jenny nodded, and made her way to the sofa, where she sat down and reached for the paper.



Bert watched her in silence for a while, his lips bearing the ghost of a wry smile, then he walked to the tree and stooped over the presents. He quickly read the labels, and picked up his own. It was a rectangular, well-padded present. He moved back to the armchair at a right angle to the grate and sat down, absently pulling at the brightly coloured Christmas paper. His eyes strayed over the top to look at the cook.



‘I’ve been watching you, Miss Starling,’ Bert said, his tired voice so calm and without inflection that Jenny was almost alarmed.



‘I know you have,’ she replied just as calmly.



Bert nodded. ‘The Old Bill . . . they don’t treat you the same as the rest of us. At first I thought . . .’ he gave a good solid rip on his parcel, and found himself holding a brown legal-looking envelope. He’d been expecting socks or handkerchiefs. That was Sid’s usual offering. Now what the hell was this all about?



He glanced up, realized the cook was waiting for him to continue and struggled back to what he’d been saying. ‘I thought it was because you were a stranger,’ he muttered. ‘Someone with no reason to kill poor old Sid. But then I began to wonder. And I noticed how you watched everybody,’ he carried on, turning the envelope over and over in his hands, his restless movements at odds with his clear, calm voice.



It couldn’t be easy, Jenny thought, opening a Christmas present from a dead relative. No wonder he wanted his mind on other things when he did so.



‘I noticed how nothing ever escapes your attention,’ Bert continued, his voice almost dreamy now. ‘And then, when I got to know that ridiculous Moulton better, I realized that it was
 you
 who was really in charge here.’ His simple, honest face creased into a frown. ‘And I don’t understand why.’



Jenny found herself totally unprepared, at a dangerous crossroads. Should she tell him about her past successes in the field of murderer-finding? If he was the killer, it wouldn’t, perhaps, be the smartest thing she’d ever done. So should she lie? Pretend to be one of those undercover detectives, whose tales of derring-do were so popular on the telly nowadays?



No, too outlandish by far.



Bert, perhaps never expecting an answer from her, returned his interest to the envelope. With fingers that shook, he prised it open and pulled out the wedge of papers it contained, frowning in surprise.



He opened them out, and a loose-leaf note fluttered onto his lap. He picked it up and read it, and as he did so, his face transformed itself into one big picture of massive shock. His eyes rounded. His lower lip fell open, and all the colour fled from his cheeks.



Jenny quickly craned her neck and read the upside-down address of one Janice Kelton. It was a Woodstock address, and after a quick bit of mental geography, gauged that it was probably no more than ten miles away from the farm.



‘All this time she’s been so close,’ Bert mumbled, his voice as hurt as that of a child who’d just been robbed of his lollipop. ‘I could have walked the distance . . .’



If only you’d known where to walk to, Jenny finished the thought for him. But — the cook suddenly straightened up. How had Sid known where Janice had taken refuge? And why had he waited until Christmas Day to tell Bert?



Jenny stared at the legal-looking document, still lying untouched in Bert’s lap. She licked her lips, her fingers literally itching to reach out and take it.



‘What are the other papers, Bert?’ she asked at last, unable to bear the suspense a moment longer, her voice almost a whisper. She didn’t want to break the suddenly fragile mood, but her curiosity was in danger of eating her alive.



Bert blinked, then looked down. He’d forgotten that there was anything else. All he’d been able to think about was finding Janice again, getting Janice back. And an escape, finally, from Kelton Farm.



Impatiently, wanting to get back to thoughts of Janice, he picked them up and started to read. The frown that came to his brows deepened the further he read, until his weather-beaten face had so many cracks and creases in it that it looked like one of his own fields after ploughing.



‘I just don’t understand this,’ Bert said at last, after turning the last page. ‘I need a lawyer.’



Jenny, for one wild moment, thought he was confessing to the killing of his uncle. Then Bert held the papers out to her, as if people confided their private family business to their cook every day. Jenny took the offering and instantly saw what he meant.



The document was written in the worst kind of legalese, with parties of the first part doing something in Latin with the party of the second part. But, even with great chunks of the document lost to red-tape mentality, she managed to grasp most of it.



Sid Kelton had not only known where Janice Kelton had escaped to, he’d also set her up in her own business. An antique shop, to be exact. And not only did Janice benefit, because the business was in Bert’s name too.



She looked up to find that the elder Kelton son was back to staring at the precious address of his wife. ‘An antique shop?’ Bert said, dazed, having figured out as much as Jenny. ‘Of course, she always loved buying old things,’ he murmured thoughtfully, his voice dazed. ‘She was forever dragging me off to village fetes, and those auction thingies where some old lady had died, and the contents of her house were being sold off. She bought all sorts of knick-knacks, mostly china. Dad said it was all rubbish, but—’



‘But I bet she knew what she was doing,’ Jenny guessed shrewdly. And, she added silently, I’ll bet my last wage packet that
 Sid
 knew that
 Janice
 knew what she was doing.



‘Perhaps Janice used her own collection for stock, to start her off,’ she hazarded, and looked thoughtfully at the half-owner of ‘The Old Duke’ antique shop, West Bladon Road, Woodstock. According to the papers, the shop had started up business just a few months after Janice had first left.



But why hadn’t Sid said anything about all this? Bert stared at her. ‘I don’t understand it,’ he said at last.



‘No,’ Jenny said softly. ‘I don’t, either.’ But it was time she found out.









 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Once she’d discovered a promising new trail to follow, Jenny was loath to give it up and just retire meekly to bed. What’s more, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she was being totally
 dense
 about something.



And in circumstances like these, action was definitely called for. Even if her brain cells refused to get in gear and come up with something useful at least she could ferret out some more information. Even if she didn’t then know what to do with it!



So it was that she and Bert stayed up waiting for the others to get back from their night’s carousing, long after Stan had said a grumpy goodnight and had followed Moulton and Ford up the stairs to an early bed.



It was nearing midnight when Jenny heard the dog outside give a soft, welcoming bark, and moved out into the hall with Bert not far behind her. Why they should both feel that tonight was going to be so important — for everyone — neither of them could have said, but the air of expectancy was so thick that it could almost be cut with a knife.



Jeremy was the first to come through the door, his young face flushed, not so much with the dubious merits of alcohol, but as a result of a whole evening spent openly and above board with the beauteous Mandy.



Bill, though, following him into the relative warmth of the house, was most decidedly a little the worse for wear. His nose was just beginning to sprout a nice crop of red veins, and his speech, when he greeted his older brother and the cook with cheerful gusto, was just slightly slurred. But whether he had been drinking to celebrate his unexpected release from Kelton Farm (Moulton and the Thames Valley Police Force permitting), or was mourning the loss of what was, after all, his home and livelihood, she was not so sure.



She rather suspected Bill wasn’t, either.



Delia, the last in, shut the outside door quietly behind them and glanced upstairs, no doubt expecting her father to poke his head over the banisters at any moment, bellowing brimstone and curses.



Jenny had no difficulty ushering them all into the lounge, with the promise of a hot drink and a late-night snack. She left to make strong cocoa — Bill at least, needed his head clearing — and loaded a tray with fresh bread, cheese and pickles. She came back to find everyone sitting on the sofa, like peas in a pod, staring happily into the leaping flames in the fireplace.



For the first time she noticed how very much alike Bert, Jeremy and Delia all were. The dark eyes and strong Kelton features. Bill, too, had the Kelton nose and chin, but the resemblance ended there. A family united. Except for one. One, at least, was now very much an outsider.



She put the mugs down and watched, pleased, as young Jeremy reached for his cocoa with evident pleasure and sipped the strong, milky brew. Delia made a face. ‘Cocoa! I can’t remember the last time I had that,’ but when she retrieved a mug, Jenny noticed that she sipped it with just as much juvenile appreciation as her nephew.



Bert was watching the cook closely, a war of fear and resignation waging behind his eyes. She resolutely ignored the wary, rather frightened look he sent her way; sentiment had no place in a murder inquiry. Besides, the look of fear in his eyes might well be for himself:
 someone
 in this house had killed Sid.



‘I think your father has something to tell you, Jeremy,’ Jenny said, getting straight to the point. Bill, whose head had been lolling back on the sofa, suddenly snapped upright. Delia froze, cocoa mug halfway to her lips. Jeremy flushed.



Suddenly, the feeling of well-being and comradeship fled. Eyes shifted to look at one another, then just as quickly shifted away again. Delia fought back a nervous titter. Something was in the air tonight, something that had, until recently, been a stranger at Kelton Farm. Namely: change. And she wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that.



For years, time had plodded on as always, seemingly without any hope of things being different. Now, this Christmas, the Kelton world had been turned on its head. And was evidently still turning. Now, everyone turned to look at Bert to find out the latest twist. The latest shock. The latest danger.



Bert stared down at his large, calloused hands for a few moments, then sighed. ‘I opened Uncle Sid’s Christmas present to me today. Inside was Janice’s address, and the deeds to an antique shop.’



There was a small gasp. From Delia, Jenny thought, but didn’t take her eyes off Jeremy.



‘A shop?’ It was Bill who spoke — or rather slurred — the question, his voice raised a notch in squeaky surprise. ‘What do you mean, a shop? A proper shop, with stuff in it to sell?’ Obviously the alcohol he’d consumed wasn’t helping his mental synapses to fire properly.



Bert nodded. ‘Apparently, Sid set up Janice in the antique shop almost straight away. She’s been living and working in Woodstock all this time.’



Jenny wondered, briefly, why no one had discovered Janice’s new profession, but then, just as quickly, stopped wondering. When the Kelton family went to Woodstock, it was to buy groceries, hardware or farm equipment. Or, in Delia’s case, check out the boutiques. Which one of them would even think of looking around yet another tourist trap of an antique shop? And which neighbour would risk Stan’s ire by mentioning Janice’s new venture to any other member of the Kelton family, should they have accidentally found out about it?



‘I don’t get it,’ Jeremy finally said. ‘Mum’s in Woodstock?’



‘With her own business,’ Bert confirmed. ‘Or rather, our own business. It’s half mine apparently, according to the papers in Sid’s present.’



‘Bloody hell!’ Bill said, all squeakiness gone. ‘What came over old Sid? It’s not like him to be so . . . surprising.’



Jenny, the only one not sat on the sofa, but facing them in the armchair, was in a perfect position to note any tiny reaction, and instantly saw that Delia had stiffened. She looked like a cat that had just spotted a very fast, very hungry-looking dog.



The cook’s eyes zeroed in on her like hunting Spitfires. ‘What did Sid give you, Delia?’ she asked softly, catching the girl unawares and giving her no time to martial her thoughts or prepare her lies.



Delia gaped at her, wondering why the cook was picking on her all of a sudden, then belatedly noticed that she was now the centre of attention. Bert, Bill and Jeremy were staring at her in a way that she most definitely didn’t like.



‘Oh all right!’ she snapped, but her anger was more an instinctive reaction to fear than anything else, Jenny surmised. ‘The night . . . the night it happened . . . no, the next morning . . .’ she fought hard to keep her voice under control and clear her head, licking her lips nervously. She had to think clearly — it was obviously important. ‘I woke up and saw an envelope with my name on it on my bedside table. It was Sid’s handwriting. In it was some money.’



‘How much?’ Bill asked, surprised by yet more evidence of Sid’s largesse.



‘Quite a bit, actually,’ Delia said. ‘All in twenty-pound notes.’



She paused, but wasn’t at all convinced that she wanted to let her family know just how much Sid had given her. She needed time to think this through. After all, a girl had to look out for herself. Especially now.



‘There was a letter as well,’ she added quickly, anxious to find her way onto less hazardous ground. ‘It said . . . well . . . it wished me luck in a life away from here.’ Once again her voice was wobbling, and her eyes were flooding with tears.



Genuine grief for a lost uncle, or merely superb acting? Jenny wondered. She was beginning to suspect that the clue to this whole mess depended on the reason behind Sid’s sudden generosity. For a man who didn’t have much beside the farm, he’d obviously been depleting whatever savings he’d had to splash out on his nearest and dearest. But why now? Why this Christmas? What had changed? If she knew that, she thought, she would know who had killed him. And why.



She’d learned from Bert earlier on that Sid’s past Christmas gifts had been of the usual variety: socks, hankies, perfume for Delia, that kind of thing.



Of course, Sid might simply have thought that Delia was now old enough to leave home, and there was nothing more sinister to it than that. Perhaps he hadn’t felt able, in all good conscience, to give his niece the money to leave until he was sure that she’d become old enough, and presumably sensible enough, to put it to good use.



But what about Bert? It could have been sheer coincidence that Janice had left him at the same time that Delia had come of age, thus forcing Sid, yet again, to be more than usually generous to a member of his family. Or then again . . .



Jenny glanced quickly at Jeremy, who was staring at his aunt with puzzled eyes.



‘Jeremy?’ the cook said sharply, and noted out of the corner of her eye how Bert came to instant attention. ‘What did your uncle give you?’



Jeremy blinked. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t opened his present yet.’



As one person, everyone turned to look at the tree, and the two presents remaining. Wordlessly, but grim-lipped, Bert did the honours and fetched Jeremy’s present.



It was tiny — a mere box, not more than three inches square. Jeremy winced as his father dropped it into his hands, and for a long moment simply sat and stared at it, too frozen by a sudden, unnamed terror to open it.



Jenny waited patiently. Delia sat forward on the sofa, fascinated to see what was inside. Bill, Jenny noticed with one quick, comprehensive glance, was sobering up fast.



Eventually, aware that there was no ducking it, Jeremy took off the wrapping paper, the smallness of the parcel and his own nervous fingers that had suddenly become all thumbs making the task a nerve-rackingly long and clumsy one. Eventually, though, he had a small, plain blue box in the palm of his hand. He lifted the lid.



Inside was a set of car keys.



He stared at them, his young face slowly draining of colour. The insignia on the keyring was for a small mid-range hatchback. Not a hugely expensive car, to be sure, but a car. Something Jeremy, from the look on his face, had not expected to be able to afford to buy for another good few years yet.



‘A car.’ Jeremy said the two words as if quoting from a tablet of stone.



‘What about it, son?’ Bert said, his voice tense and nervous. Even Bill, usually the least observant of the Kelton bunch, noticed it, and gave his elder brother a quick, curious and touchingly anxious look.



How these Kelton men liked to stick together, Jenny thought. It was touching how a tyrant could unite his enemies in a way that no other bond could. Had Stan Kelton but known it, he’d created a strong, supportive, loving family unit here. She had a good mind to tell him so, just to have the entertainment of watching him grind his teeth in frustration! But, of course, she wouldn’t be so petty as to point it out to him. Well, not yet anyway.



Jeremy reverently lifted the keys into his hand, and noticed a slip of paper underneath. He seemed not to have heard his father’s question. He opened it out, his eyes blank as he read the few words.



‘It’s an address,’ he said quietly. ‘Of a garage in Woodstock. The car must be there.’



‘Why a car, Jeremy?’ the cook asked quietly but firmly as Jeremy closed his fingers possessively around the set of keys.



He looked up at her then, not sure he wanted to answer, then glanced across at his father, and finally at all the others, patiently waiting. He felt like Delia had only minutes before. Something was in the air — something important — but he had no idea what the implications might be for himself, or for anyone else.



‘Several weeks ago, the beginning of November I think it was, I was in here with Sid. He’d finished with the accounts and I was back early from collecting the horse feed from Simon. Sid called me in. At first I thought he just wanted a chat, like. You know how lonely he could get, and how he always kept you nattering just when you wanted to get off, or had work to do.’



Delia smiled and nodded. Bert shifted uneasily on his chair. ‘Anyway, somehow the conversation got around to what I would do if I left the farm,’ Jeremy continued, slowly feeling his way into his recital. Jenny found his carefulness with words very interesting. He might be young, but he was not rash. Interesting, that.



Bill’s bleary blue eyes, the cook noticed, had shed the very last vestiges of drunkenness at his nephew’s surprising statement, and she didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know why. For years, the Kelton men had been all but semi-willing prisoners of Kelton Farm. Now, in the space of a day, one had been threatened with eviction and one had been sounded out on another potential escape. What the hell had been going on? For something obviously
 had
 been going on. And why hadn’t he known about it?



Bill ran a hand across his face, and began to sweat; he could feel it starting to ooze from his pores. The room was hot. He wanted to go out and get some air but something else kept him rooted to the spot.



Bert breathed in, hard. ‘And what did you say, son, when he asked you what you would do?’ he asked gruffly.



Jeremy looked at his father helplessly. ‘What could I say? I said I was never going to leave, so what was the use in dreaming? But Sid was insistent. Looking back now . . . I wonder . . . but at the time, I just thought he was trying to get at me. You know, force me into doing something about, well, living here.’ Jeremy flushed and carefully moved his eyes away from those of his father. Bert’s hands clenched into fists, then, very slowly, unclenched.



Everyone in the room knew what Jeremy had meant. Sid had been urging him not to be like his father — not to get trapped there on the farm. To break away, as Janice, his mother had done. To be his own man.



‘I got rather . . . well, to be frank, I got angry,’ Jeremy said, being scrupulously honest. ‘I told him to shut up about what I’d do. I wouldn’t do anything. I
 couldn’t
 do anything.’ The lad’s voice had been getting gradually louder and more strident with remembered frustration, no doubt just as it had done back in November, when talking to his uncle. ‘But Sid wouldn’t back down,’ Jeremy continued, his voice falling back into a more normal — and puzzled — tone. ‘It wasn’t like him. You all know how Sid hated to argue. He’d always back down to avoid a fuss. But this time he didn’t,’ Jeremy frowned. ‘He kept pushing, and pushing. He said there must be something I wanted. Something I dreamed of. He said young men always dreamed of
 something
 . That’s when I blurted it out, like. About wanting a car.’



Bert leaned forward, forcing his son to look at him. ‘Why a car, son?’



Jeremy gave a slightly embarrassed, slightly defiant laugh. ‘I told him if I had a car I could get away. I could pick Mandy up, and drive off into the sunset. With a car I could get a job — turn the car into a taxi, maybe. I don’t know, something. I always thought if only I had wheels I could really get away. No more stupid horses playing up to the agri-tourists. No more long boring bus rides into Oxford or Burford. No more walking into the village and walking back. A car of my own somehow seemed like the answer to everything. And Sid seemed to understand when I told him. He was so kind about it all. I even confessed that sometimes, at night, I dreamed of rolling up outside the Lamb and Dog
 in a car, my very own car, and tooting on the horn. I imagined Mandy sticking her head out of the window, perhaps frowning at first because of the noise, and then seeing it was me.’



The lad’s face was bright now, his eyes glowing and his voice full of the promise of his youth. Jenny wasn’t the only one in the room who found a lump coming to her throat.



‘I imagined her running out the door and dancing around the car, talking a mile a minute, the way she does. And then, when she fell quiet, I would ask her to marry me — to come away with me in the car, far, far away from Westcott Barton. We’d never have to see a farm or a village pub again . . .’



Jeremy trailed off, only now becoming aware of how much he’d bared his soul, and he suddenly blushed to the roots of his hair. His hand though, Jenny noticed with a wry smile, was still closed tightly and possessively around the car keys.



And why not, she thought. Why shouldn’t a car, a simple, ordinary car, be the difference between a life of drudgery, and the hope of a whole new, shining future? Stranger things happened at sea all the time, so her grandma had always contended.



Jeremy’s dream was by no means as foolish as it might sound. Mandy probably would abandon her father and the Lamb and Dog
 for a young man with a car in a trice! Especially when that man was Jeremy. After all, in such unique circumstances as these, a mere car was the equivalent of a maiden’s dream of a big white horse that would take her far away from the drudgery of her everyday life.



And Sid had probably realized the same.



‘So,’ Jenny said, letting her breath out in a whoosh. ‘A shop for Bert, a car for Jeremy, money for Delia . . .’ She turned and looked at Bill.



Bill stared back at her, blinking quickly. It had only just begun to occur to him that all of this was hardly any of the cook’s business, but now the thought simply fled; he had other things on his mind. He got to his feet, with just a residue of lightness in the head, thanks to the pub’s rather potent scrumpy, and retrieved the last package from under the tree.



Quickly, almost feverishly, he yanked the cheerful paper aside. It was a deep, square box, which turned out to be a complex model of a three-masted sailing ship.



Jenny, who had noticed several models of ships scattered around the farmhouse, had already surmised that one of the Kelton men must be a model buff.



Bill stared down at the gift, his eyes bemused. ‘She’s a beauty,’ he said absently, looking at the picture of the finished model on the lid of the box. He’d spent many happy hours making up the ships, most of which Sid had bought for him as Christmas and birthday presents.



‘But it’s hardly a new life, is it?’ Bill spoke out loud the thought that everyone else in the room was thinking, his voice hard and flat.



First his old man had turned on him for some reason, and now Sid? Bill could almost understand his father’s nastiness — Stan probably thought it was high old sport to make a fuss of him for the first half of his life, then turn against him for the second half. But
 Sid
 ? Sid, who didn’t have a mean bone in his body. Why had Sid thought that all the others deserved a new life, but not him? Bill’s knuckles turned white as his grip tightened compulsively on the box, and one cardboard side slowly began to cave in. Slowly, through his pain and anger, he became aware of a great silence. He looked up sharply, meeting the cook’s eyes first. Funny, he’d never noticed before how beautiful they were. They were bluer than his own, fringed by dark lashes, and quite, quite, extraordinarily lovely.



The look in them, however, was totally unreadable. It was like looking into a mirror, where he could see only his own reflection. It left him feeling oddly unnerved.



Quickly he looked across at his brother, but Bert was still frowning at Jeremy. Delia, beside him, impulsively reached out and grabbed his hand. She gave her brother’s fingers a simple, comforting squeeze. For some reason, it made his heart leap.



Did they all think . . . ? Did Delia think . . . ? He swallowed hard. Oh Lord, what should he do now?



Jenny sighed deeply, and rubbed one finger against her nose. It was a habit of hers, when she was deep in thought. Had anyone pointed it out to her, of course, she would have denied it strenuously.



So, it turned out now that Sid had been behaving very strangely just before his death. For a start, he’d been spending his money as if there were no tomorrow. She felt a cold hand clutch her, somewhere deep in her throat, as she realized that, for Sid, there
 had
 been no tomorrow. Had he known he was going to die? Perhaps he’d had some sort of premonition? She thinned her lips angrily. Now don’t start getting morbid, she told herself grimly. Or fanciful. Now is a time to be practical. And think, damn it! Think!



Stan might run the farm, but the profits, at least legally, must have belonged to Sid. And, for some reason, this year, Sid had decided to spend his money like never before, with the vast majority of it being spent on Bert. There was no getting away from that. Setting someone up in a business was a major undertaking.



Jenny looked across at the elder Kelton son, her mind whirling. Why had Sid done it? Did he have a guilty conscience about something? That was the most obvious answer. But about what? What could kind, ineffectual, good old Sid have to feel guilty about? Money for Delia; a dream come true for Jeremy; a whole new life away from the farm for Bert and his long-suffering wife, Janice.



And why nothing for Bill?



Jenny’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Either Sid had nothing to feel guilty about in Bill’s case, or . . . Sid didn’t feel he owed Bill anything. The cook turned to look thoughtfully once more at the younger Kelton son.



Bill was staring blankly at the beautiful picture of a three-masted sailing ship in his hands. His face was as closed as a baker’s shop window during a yeast shortage, yet something was definitely going on behind those cloudy blue eyes.



What on earth could he be feeling? Betrayal? Confusion? If he’d killed Sid, maybe even vindication? Who could say?



Jenny sighed. She’d have to inform Moulton and Ford about these latest developments before she turned in. Moulton would have a fit if she kept him in the dark for even a night.



But she doubted he’d be able to see the light, any more than she could.



Sid had definitely been up to something in those last few weeks of his life. Why did he want everyone out of Kelton Farm? Was he thinking of selling it? If so, that put Stan Kelton firmly back in the frame. Previously, she hadn’t really considered him because he’d had no motive.



But even as she liked the thought of it, she somehow simply couldn’t imagine Sid selling the family farm. The land was as much in his blood as it was in that of Stan or any of the other men folk.



As she climbed the stairs, hearing the others trooping up after her, all of them no doubt locked deep into thoughts of their own, she suddenly wondered what Sid had given his brother Stan for Christmas.



She’d noticed that Stan’s present was the only one missing. Somehow, she didn’t think Stan would be in any hurry to tell her.









 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Jenny awoke bleary-eyed and disgruntled, and promptly discovered that a sheepdog was lying firmly across her chest. As she blinked, rather surprised by this development, the dog — with his nose a mere few inches from her face — executed a wide yawn that displayed fangs, pretty ribbed pink gums and a swinging pair of tonsils. Not to mention a case of extremely bad breath.



‘Gerroff,’ Jenny growled, and rolled the mutt off her chest and onto the floor. Immediately, she began to breathe easier. Literally.



She watched the dog warily as she dressed and combed her hair, wondering how it had gained access into the house. It must, she concluded, have seized the opportunity to sneak in with all the others last night. No doubt it had slunk into the shadows and hid itself somewhere in the hall. She wouldn’t put it past him to be able to wriggle himself into the casing of the grandfather clock. Any dog with the abilities of this one should join a circus act, Jenny mused.



The black and white mutt leapt lithely back onto her unmade bed, turned a few circles on the still-warm blankets, and settled down with a beatific sigh.



‘Gerroff,’ the cook said again mildly. The dog looked at her.



Jenny looked at the dog.



The dog got off.



Together they trotted down to the kitchen to start a new day. Soon eggs, bacon and sausages were sizzling in the frying pan, tea was brewing, a cheery fire was seeing off the last of the snow’s cold hold on the farm, and Jenny began to see light. Or rather, began to think that she would soon.



Stan Kelton clumped in a few minutes later — quite a feat, since he was wearing nothing more than socks on his feet — and glanced at the stove. ‘I want fried bread today as well.’



No ‘please’ of course. No ‘good morning.’



Jenny inclined her head, regal as a queen. ‘Certainly.’ Stan poured himself a cup of tea. ‘And Christmas is over. I think you can leave now. I know you’ve still got a week to go, if we stick to the letter of our agreement, but I won’t hold you to it. Under the circumstances.’



‘Very magnanimous of you, I’m sure,’ Jenny murmured, not a trace of sarcasm in her voice. ‘But I think the inspector might have something to say about that.’



Stan’s fiercely bushy grey eyebrows met over his eyes. He watched the cook add several slices of bread to the frying pan, his lips tight. ‘Hah! You’ve got those cops eating out of your hand,’ he said, more as a statement of fact than as a question. ‘Everyone knows that.’



Jenny turned, ready to defend with her last breath the honour of the Thames Valley Police Force, then saw there was no need. Behind her, in the doorway, Moulton coughed discreetly. Stan Kelton, far from embarrassed, shot him a dirty look over his shoulder. ‘You’ll be wanting some grub then, I expect?’ he asked bluntly. ‘Eating me out of house and home. And expecting me to keep a cook on when I don’t need her no more.’



Stan took his customary seat as Jenny brought the frying pan to the table, and dished out a huge breakfast for the two men, and a slightly (but only slightly) less huge breakfast for herself.



She put some bread under the grill to toast, and returned to the table.



Moulton nodded at her. ‘Miss Starling is helping us with our inquiries,’ he began, ignoring the way the cook winced, and enthusiastically cut into his bacon. Just as he liked it: crispy but not so crispy that it shattered under the fork. ‘As a matter of fact, Miss Starling has helped a lot of policemen with their inquiries,’ he added, casting Stan a sly glance from under his hooded lids.



If he was pleased to see the way Stan Kelton gaped, Jenny supposed she couldn’t really blame him.



‘Eh?’ Stan asked, somewhat inelegantly. ‘What do you mean?’ He glared at his cook, who was just opening a jar of marmalade. ‘She doesn’t look the criminal sort to me. If she is—’



‘Mr Kelton, Miss Starling is certainly not the criminal sort,’ Moulton cut in, unwilling for some strange reason to sit by and let the Junoesque cook be insulted. It was not as if he liked the woman, of course. He didn’t. Nor was it male gallantry. In fact, if asked, Moulton couldn’t have said why it was that he was so eager to leap to her defence. He just was.



‘Miss Starling happens to have been involved — strictly as an observer, of course — in a few of the most puzzling murders this country has seen in the course of the last few years.’



Stan’s lower jaw literally dropped. ‘Eh? She what?’



Moulton sighed but opened his mouth to continue to spread the tales of her prowess, and Jenny wondered despairingly if she really could consider herself justified in giving his shins yet another hearty, well-deserved kick. But she supposed not, and sighed.



‘Miss Starling has several times, er, helped the police to ascertain the identity of the guilty party,’ Moulton confessed.



Very policeman-like language, Jenny thought, her lips twisted into a grim smile as she collected the toast. He certainly wasn’t going to say that the police had been baffled (that phrase so beloved of the tabloids) and that she had as good as handed the culprit to them on a silver platter. On the other hand, it was what he
 didn’t
 say that made it so obvious that that was exactly what she
 had
 done.



And now, Stan Kelton would be on his guard.



Thanks a bunch, Inspector Moulton, she thought with a sigh. She glanced up as she returned to the table with a plate of steaming golden toast, and noticed Stan watching her with a new light in his eyes, and a very firm line to his lips.



Wonderful!



Moulton, perhaps aware of having upset the cook in some strange way — women could be very odd at times, he knew — had enough sense to eat his breakfast quickly, and without another word, and then took himself off to Ford’s room. He was anxious to fill his sergeant in on what Miss Starling had told him last night.



When she had knocked on his door, at an hour well past midnight, and he’d awakened to see her standing over him, his heart had lurched. For one awful, yet oddly exhilarating moment, he’d thought . . . but of course, he wilted now in remembered relief, she had only had business on her mind, and what she’d told him had certainly been interesting. But for now he quickened his step, anxious to get free of the tense atmosphere in the kitchen.



Jenny watched the great big booby disappear into the hall and sighed. She glanced across at Stan, who slowly leaned back in his chair. ‘So. We’re in the presence of a clever-Dick amateur detective, are we? I thought those only existed in novels and on the telly.’



Jenny shrugged. ‘I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and needed to get myself taken off a suspect list. To do that . . .’ she shrugged again and trailed off.



Stan’s slightly sneering smile began to slide off his face. Slowly, he leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. ‘You mean you really have solved murders before?’



Jenny buttered her toast, speared her fried egg with a very savage prod from her fork, and reached for the salt. ‘Yes,’ she admitted shortly.



Stan stared at her for a long while, but she said nothing more. Angry at not forcing her to buckle under, the farmer glanced over his shoulder, but no one else seemed to be stirring just yet. Slowly, he leaned even further forward across the table, his hands coming together to lie in a twisted knot in front of him.



When Jenny reluctantly looked up into his eyes, she didn’t — but most definitely
 didn’t
 — like the look in them.



‘When you find out who killed Sid,’ Stan said, his voice for once held way below its natural bellow, ‘I want you to tell me before you tell the cops.’ His brown eyes bored into hers; his face had lost all colour and his chest heaved, as if he were having difficulty breathing.



‘Oh?’ Jenny said, her voice as light as one of her sponge cakes. ‘And why should I do that?’



Stan Kelton leaned back in his chair, his eyes glittering. ‘You know very well why I want you to do that.’



Jenny reached for a second piece of toast, and put a slice of bacon onto it, then folded the toast over to make a sandwich. She took her own sweet time about it. When she finally looked back at him, her eyes were like mirrors.



Bill had come up against that same phenomenon only last night, and now it was his father’s turn to look into the cook’s eyes and see nothing else but his own reflection there.



‘The murderer of Sid Kelton,’ Jenny said quietly, but in a tone of voice that sounded as if it could travel to the heavens themselves, ‘will go to prison for the rest of his or her life for it. We’ve had enough trouble in this house without adding vigilantism to it.’



Stan’s hands clenched into fists in front of him.



‘The state will see to justice, Mr Kelton,’ she assured him quietly. ‘Never you fear about that.’



* * *



Everyone was at the breakfast table (including Moulton, who’d come down to keep Sergeant Ford company) when the letterbox rattled, and for the first time since the very first fall of snow, the daily newspaper slipped through the door and thudded onto the mat.



Jenny, washing up at the sink, glanced through the window to see a young lad all but sprint for the rapidly clearing lane. No doubt it was not the gander this time that made him want to make such a hasty departure, but the desire to be as fast and as far away from Kelton Farm as possible. No doubt the villagers had been talking of nothing else but the murder since Christmas Eve. She could well imagine the paperboy’s friends teasing and taunting him about having to deliver a paper to the ‘death house.’



A moment later, Stan Kelton roared in outrage. The unexpected shout made everyone jump, including the cook, and it quickly became clear that the villagers of Westcott Barton had not been the only ones talking about it.



‘Look at this!’ Stan bellowed, his roar making the dog, currently hidden behind the cooker of all things, whimper in fright. Jenny quickly banged a pot lid to cover the tiny sound, but Stan had his mind on other things anyway.



‘The bloody vultures!’ Stan’s face was red, his blood vessels popping spectacularly. In his hands, the local paper shook in a frenzy of rage, and Moulton glanced sourly at the big blazing headlines.



LOCAL FARMER STABBED IN THE CHEST IN HIS OWN HOME. POLICE HAVE QUARANTINED KELTON FARM.



Moulton sighed. They hadn’t quarantined the farm, of course, but when had the truth ever stood in the way of a good story?



Regardless of its accuracy, one thing was for sure: once his chief saw it, he’d be given enough paperwork to paper the walls with, if Miss Starling didn’t pull her finger out soon and point out the killer.



If there was one thing his chief hated, it was to be made a fool of in the press. And if there was one thing Moulton hated, it was to be on the receiving end of his chief’s displeasure.



Stan indignantly began to read the article, which was by and large factual, but written in such a way as to make the very most out of innuendo and gossip. It also stressed that the police had been unable to find any evidence of a stranger having called at the farm to kill Sid, and speculated why two police officers were actually staying at the farm. And, they wondered out loud, and oh-so-innocently, how difficult it could be to unmask the killer, when there appeared to be such a limited range of suspects.



If only they knew!



Of one Jenny Starling, there was as yet no mention, and the cook felt a little guilty at feeling so relieved. But give them time, she thought grimly. Give them time.



The Kelton family listened to the recital in dour silence. Sid was described as a ‘gentle, well-liked man’ whilst Stan was the ‘very respected source behind the Kelton wealth.’ And for ‘respected’ everyone could read ‘feared’ with no difficulty.



The unnecessarily gory details of the murder were the worst, and Jenny’s guilt intensified. No doubt the reporters had questioned the villagers, who’d been only too happy to pass on to them what the Keltons’ cook had said. Oh well, it had always been inevitable. It only made things that much more uncomfortable.



For the killer as well, she hoped.



* * *



At just gone ten o’clock, Moulton put his head around the door, noted that the cook was at last alone, and beckoned Ford in after him. He shut the kitchen door carefully behind him, causing Jenny to look up over the mound of lamb she was washing under the tap.



‘Inspector,’ she said, rinsing the meat. ‘Lancashire hotpot for dinner, with plenty of onions mixed in, with cauliflower and carrots. And I thought I’d do a raisin and—’



‘I don’t care what’s for dinner,’ Moulton said quickly, knowing how lyrical the cook could wax when it came to food. Ford, who’d been licking his lips in anticipation, stiffened his backbone contritely.



Jenny sighed and nodded to the table. ‘Let’s sit down then, shall we? Delia’s off to the Brays’ and Mrs Jarvis hasn’t come in yet.’ She wondered, privately, if Mrs Jarvis would ever come back to the farm. ‘The men are all out in the sheep pen, so that’s something to be grateful for. Bert muttered something about dyeing the pregnant ewes blue and the others red.’



But Moulton was even less interested in the daily running of a sheep farm than he was in what was for dinner. Well, not quite. He did have to admit that Miss Starling was a cook who could make even a fasting monk think twice, but . . .



‘Look, what do you really make of all these strange Christmas presents of Sid’s?’ Moulton dragged his thoughts firmly back to the matter in hand. ‘Ford and I were saying only just now that in quite a few murder cases, it’s usually the way that the victim has behaved oddly in some way before he or she is killed. And, more often than not, it’s usually the reason why they acted queerly that got them killed.’ Moulton, aware that he’d been rather less than clear, grappled for an example. ‘I mean, I was reading about a case last summer where a man suddenly started coming home late, smelling of perfume, and making excuses to his wife. She knew he was having an affair, and killed the poor sod with his own garden spade.’



Jenny sighed. ‘Men can be very stupid sometimes.’



Moulton flushed. ‘That wasn’t the point I was making,’ he gritted. ‘I’m saying that Sid Kelton
 had been
 acting strangely lately.’



‘Hmm,’ she agreed. ‘But I don’t see why that would have got him killed. After all, he wasn’t exactly doing anything nasty was he? Quite the opposite, in fact. Why would Delia want to kill the man who was giving her escape money? Or Bert kill the man who’d been so good to the wife he obviously still adores? Do you really think Jeremy was so angered by his new car, he took the steak knife to his uncle?’



Moulton sighed, then suddenly perked up. ‘But none of them knew, did they, that they were going to get such generous gifts?’



‘Agreed,’ Jenny said. ‘But how much farther forward does that get us?’



Ford sighed. ‘But it has to be significant,’ he whined. ‘Sid had been acting out of character.
 Somebody
 for
 some
 reason must have taken exception to it.’



‘Granted, but why exactly?’ she wailed in frustration.



* * *



The men had returned for lunch. Jenny had happily prepared leeks stuffed with ham and cheese and baked in the oven. With it, she’d served freshly baked bread rolls, and brought out the Christmas cake for afters.



Delia, it seemed, had, for once, been invited to stay on for lunch at the Brays’. Perhaps even Cordelia felt obliged to offer the grief-stricken girl a few crumbs of comfort.



The cook was just clearing the table when her sharp hearing detected a somewhat timid knock at the front door. Since thick walls, shut doors and general conversation had kept it from the others, she wiped her hands on the towel and went out into the hall. There she opened the door to a tall, thin woman, with a very nice complexion and large, anxious eyes.



The visitor was obviously surprised by the cook’s appearance and blinked in evident confusion. ‘Oh. Er, hello. I was wondering . . . er . . . if my husband, Bert Kelton, was home?’



Jenny smiled widely. ‘You must be Janice? I’m the cook, hired by Stan for the Christmas holidays. Please, do come in.’



Janice smiled nervously and walked in with some trepidation. And who could blame her for being unsure of her reception, Jenny thought. She took the other woman’s coat, scarf and gloves and lent her much-needed support by following her into the lion’s den. In the doorway Janice abruptly halted, the sight of Stan Kelton’s broad back having that effect on a lot of people.



It was her son who saw her first. Jeremy leapt to his feet, his face alight with happiness, and Jenny instantly saw that the lad had inherited his slim build from his mother. His rather pretty face, too, for that matter. ‘Mum!’ he cried, beaming at her, and Bert instantly lifted a white face to that of his wife. It was as much movement as he could manage, for after that he sat, seemingly frozen, in his chair.



Stan Kelton reared up to his feet and spun around. Janice would have taken an instinctive step back, but Jenny had positioned herself right behind her, and a bulldozer would have something to do to shift Jenny when she’d made up her mind to do something, much less a mere willow of a woman like Janice.



‘Mrs Kelton, I’d like to introduce you to Inspector Moulton and Sergeant Ford,’ Jenny said, a little louder than need be, and stared tellingly at Stan as she did so.



Stan slightly subsided. Even he felt inhibited when it came to family feuding in front of a police audience.



‘Hello, everyone,’ Janice said, her voice small and unsure in the suddenly silent room. ‘I—’ She stopped, looked at her son, looked at her husband and said in a quiet, deeply pained voice, ‘I read in the papers this morning about Sid. I had to come.’



That simple.



Jenny knew that, normally, the police would have been to see Janice long before now, and she wouldn’t have had to read about Sid’s death in the newspapers. But being Christmas, and so short-staffed, she supposed they hadn’t yet got around to it. Similarly, she supposed Janice had spent a rather lonely Christmas, so wouldn’t have heard any local gossip about Sid’s murder.



Bert, at last, slowly rose to his feet. ‘Janice,’ he said, his eyes drinking her in like a man that had been crawling across the Sahara for a week, just sighting his first oasis.



Janice took a tentative step forward. ‘You haven’t been in touch — all my letters, my Christmas cards, my gift for Jeremy . . .’ She looked hurt and confused. ‘Did you not get them?’



Before Bert could explain, Stan growled, ‘I thought when you left in such a high and mighty dudgeon, my girl, that you said you wouldn’t ever set foot in this house again!’



‘Oh for Pete’s sake!’ Bill roared, before anyone else could jump in. ‘Janice loved Sid, just as much as the rest of us. And it’s Christmas! Why shouldn’t she be here?’



Moulton coughed. ‘Please, sit down, Mrs Kelton,’ he said politely.



And Stan was forced to watch, helpless and outmanoeuvred, as Janice Kelton walked into the room and went straight to the empty chair beside her husband. Slowly, with tears in her eyes, she reached out to take his hand. Bert, hardly able to believe his luck, squeezed his fingers around hers.



Jenny watched them, and wondered. In fact, she wondered very much.









 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Jenny went straight to the stove to put the kettle on. If Janice Kelton could work up the courage to come back to Kelton Farm, the least, the very
 least
 she could expect was a good cup of tea and some warm mince pies with clotted cream.



Stan Kelton glared at his daughter-in-law, scowled at Bert, saved the most dirty of his looks for the two policemen, then very firmly sat down again. He was not about to leave Bert alone with Janice, a fact that was surely now obvious to everyone.



‘Mum, Uncle Sid gave me a car for Christmas,’ Jeremy broke the awkward silence first, his youthful enthusiasm making even Moulton smile. If it weren’t for the fact that the lad might be a killer, Moulton wouldn’t have a thing against him.



Janice half laughed, no doubt feeling overwhelmed at being with her family again, and relieved that the first awkward moments were now behind her, even if the presence of the silently fuming Stan could hardly be ignored. ‘Did he? That was nice of him. But I thought, I mean the papers said that Sid died on Christmas Eve.’ Her voice was puzzled, as well it might be.



‘He did,’ Stan said flatly.



Janice’s eyes flickered in his direction, then away again. She looked at Bert, who was still holding onto her hand and not about to let go. He still looked as dazed as a bear that had stumbled into a honey factory. A slightly silly grin was beginning to spread over his face. His eyes ran over her features hungrily, and he was breathing in deep, almost panicky gulps.



Bill gave Janice a happy nudge in the ribs, and winked at her when she smiled at him.



‘I opened the present yesterday,’ Jeremy was forced to explain, his youthful zest becoming flatter and flatter. He looked from his mother to his father, then at his scowling-faced grandfather, and wondered, rather belatedly, if there wasn’t a fresh disaster just looming on the horizon. In his joy to see his mum again he’d forgotten, for one lovely, giddying moment, just how bad things really were here.



Jenny very firmly put a mug of steaming tea down in front of the visitor, and a plate of nicely warmed mince pies. Janice helped herself to two sugar lumps from the bowl and a generous dollop of milk. ‘Those look wonderful,’ she said, nodding at the mince pies.



Jenny beamed. What an obviously nice and good woman Janice Kelton was.



Bill rose determinedly to his feet. ‘Well, Dad, we’d better get back to them ewes. It’ll be dark by four, you know, and we’ve still got a good three score to do.’



Stan’s lower lip curled nastily. ‘I know when it gets dark, boy, and I can count.’ His voice was so filled with contempt that Sergeant Ford actually winced. Janice’s face paled in shock. She gaped at Bill, who was red-faced and breathing hard, like a bull that had just spotted a red cape. She hastily transferred her surprised glance to Stan. Obviously, when she’d left, Bill had still been very much the blue-eyed boy. But Stan’s lip curled even more in distaste. It gave his face such a hateful expression that Janice felt all her old antagonism and despair rise up to fill her throat.



‘The ewes won’t dye themselves,’ Bill’s voice gritted past his teeth, and he took a determined step towards his father. It was almost as if he was willing to physically manhandle his father out of the room, to give Bert and his wife time on their own. Moulton, for one, was convinced that Bill was about to attempt to pluck his father from the chair right there and then.



Stan obviously thought so too, for he suddenly lurched to his feet, looking ready to kill his younger son if he tried it.



Janice’s jaw dropped.



Moulton said firmly, ‘If you wouldn’t mind, Mr Kelton, I would like to talk to your daughter-in-law and your son, Bert, alone for a few minutes.’



Stan’s murderous gaze swivelled in the policeman’s direction. He glanced briefly at Bert, still sat firmly beside his wife and still holding onto her hand like a drowning man holding onto a lifejacket, and a very odd look passed over his face.



Jenny, who just caught it, thought for one insane moment that it was a look of fear, but at the same time, almost a look of love.



She immediately thought she must have imagined it, but then, after he’d stomped out, a triumphant Bill fast in his wake, she wondered. Why
 wouldn’t
 Stan Kelton love his eldest son? Even a man such as himself could be afraid of losing yet another member of his family. It was only natural, after all. She really mustn’t let her dislike for the man influence her thinking.



When the door slammed shut behind the two men, Janice turned to Bert, her face still showing her shock. ‘I thought Bill was his favourite,’ was the first thing she said, and Bert smiled wryly.



‘He was. Now I am. Neither of us knows who’s coming or going. It’s Dad at his best.’ There was a world of defeat and hate in his voice.



Janice blinked, then shook her head. She didn’t like to see Bert, her easygoing, good-hearted Bert, like this. Quickly, she changed the subject. ‘I really am sorry about Sid,’ she said softly, and looked across at her son. ‘I know how you both loved him. So did I.’



At that point, Moulton took over, and began a rather pompous but undeniably official interrogation, but Janice could tell him nothing new. She herself had been in her shop all day Christmas Eve, and quoted the name of an assistant who could corroborate it. She also offered the name of two regular customers whom she’d served in the shop that day, one who’d bought an eighteenth-century Toby jug at around 11:30, and one who’d bought a Victorian jet mourning ring at just before one o’clock.



Not that Moulton had seriously considered her as a suspect, of course. But it paid to be thorough.



He sighed at Ford, nodded at the reunited couple and their son and caught the cook’s slight nod towards the hall door. Mumbling excuses, they all left Bert Kelton and his family alone, and went into the living room.



‘Well, that’s one in the eye for Stan Kelton anyway,’ Ford said, with just a hint of satisfied malice in his voice. ‘You think Bert will leave now?’



‘I shouldn’t be surprised,’ Jenny answered. ‘He’s been so miserable without her. And now that they have another place to live, and another business to keep them going, I can’t see him letting his father keep them apart for a second time. And neither,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘can Stan.’



‘You caught that look on his face then, eh?’ Moulton asked, but without his sergeant’s spite. He too could feel sorry for a man who was about to lose, through his own cruelty and injustice, his oldest son and heir.



‘Hmm,’ Jenny murmured. ‘I wonder if Sid’s happy — wherever he is.’



‘When this is all over,’ Ford mused, ‘it wouldn’t surprise me if our young Delia and big brother Bill also swanned off into the sunset.’



‘No,’ Jenny agreed thoughtfully. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me either.’ And wondered some more.



* * *



Mrs Jarvis skidded slightly on the last of the rapidly vanishing snow, and looked up as the courtyard of Kelton Farm came into view. She’d had her lunch, settled down to do some knitting and found the afternoon suddenly stretching interminably ahead of her, like a long wet weekend. She’d convinced herself that she really wasn’t going to go back to the farm — it wasn’t safe. She had common sense enough to know that. And yet here she was. She sighed as she opened the gate and walked in, ignoring the gander, which returned the insult by ignoring her. It was obviously beneath the bird’s dignity to terrify such a nonentity as the daily.



Her spine tingled and her steps slowed as she approached the side door, and she knew herself for being all kinds of a fool. None of the Keltons would be surprised if she stopped coming. She was just storing up trouble for herself, and no mistake. But she just had to
 know
 . What had they learned? It had been three days since Sid had died. If they’d found anything out, it was imperative that she discovered what it was.



She stiffened her backbone, opened the door and breezed in. And stopped dead. There, sat at the kitchen table and as large as life, was Janice Kelton. Moreover, Bert was leaning over her, looking as if he’d just been kissing her, and young Jeremy was grinning from ear to ear. Well!



Janice felt the cold draught and drew away. She glanced across and was immediately relieved to see that it was only the old daily, and not Stan Kelton returning from the sheep pens. ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Jarvis. How are you?’ she asked brightly.



Mrs Jarvis blinked. ‘Eh? Oh, I’m all right. My chilblains are giving me jip again though.’



‘Oh, what a nuisance,’ Janice said, then added craftily, ‘Why don’t you go through to the living room, where it’s warmer?’



Bert smiled at his wife’s genuine kindness and very useful tact, and watched as the old daily, very warily, walked past them, shot them an avidly curious look over her shoulder and disappeared into the hall. Jeremy laughed out loud at the exaggerated theatrics.



Bert, who’d also been watching their unexpected visitor, found his eyes swinging back to his son, and all the laughter in his own face fled. Unknowingly, his hold on his wife’s hand tightened. Janice caught the sudden, frightened look on his face, and her own heart leapt as a sudden shaft of panic swept through her. A cold sense of foreboding snaked up her spine and made her shiver.



What was wrong? What could possibly be wrong now, just when they’d got everything sorted out?



She’d told Bert all about how Sid had found her sharing a flat with an old school friend, and how he’d sounded her out about what she’d like to do with the rest of her life. She’d told him, thinking he’d only asked out of friendly curiosity, and had been shocked but delighted when he’d returned a month later with the papers all drawn up that made her the new half-owner of The Old Duke
 antique shop.



She’d gone on so happily to tell Bert how she’d turned the flat upstairs into a cosy little place for three, always hoping her husband and son would soon join her, and about how well the shop was doing. She’d also told him how Sid had insisted she say nothing to Bert about it all until after Christmas. It was all so totally out of character for Sid, and it had seemed like such a long time for her to wait, but, after all, Sid was giving them the shop. So, reluctantly, she’d agreed.



Then she’d gone on to tell Bert how nice it was to live in town. And just to make sure he was getting the message loud and clear, she’d gone out of her way to stress how much she was looking forward to him travelling the country with her, helping to buy up stock. For good measure, she’d also added how nice it would be to have someone warm beside her in bed again, and Bert had laughed, and kissed her, and his arms had felt so strong and safe and reassuring.



Life, in the last ten minutes, had become wonderful again. Bert had sworn he would leave the farm and join her there, along with Jeremy of course. Janice had been so happy. But now she was suddenly afraid again.



Because Bert was afraid.



‘Bert, what is it?’ she asked softly, and saw Jeremy’s happy face crease into a frown.



Jeremy shifted uneasily on his chair. His father really was looking at him in a most peculiar way. ‘Dad?’ he said sharply.



Bert dragged his eyes away from his son and returned them to his wife. There could be no dark doubts gnawing at him with her pretty eyes shining on him.



‘Bert, what is it?’ Janice whispered again. ‘You’re frightening me.’



‘It’s nothing,’ he said gruffly, wishing it were true.



‘It’s something,’ Janice insisted. She knew her husband well. ‘What? Can’t you tell me? We shouldn’t have secrets from each other, not now. We need to be strong.’ Stan, she knew, would not let Bert go without a fight.



Bert sighed. It seemed to come from the depths of his soul. ‘It’s just that all this talk of the future . . .’ he trailed off helplessly.



Janice’s heart plummeted. She should have known that it wouldn’t be so easy to pry Bert away from this damned farm, and the influence of that malevolent force, his father.



‘And none of us even know if we
 have
 one,’ Bert continued, almost in a whisper.



Janice paled even more. ‘What do you mean?’



Bert glanced at his son, then quickly looked away again. ‘That policeman — Inspector Moulton. He’s not going to give up, you know.’ Bert’s voice had a hard edge to it now, which was strangely at odds with the resignation so apparent in his face. ‘He won’t let any of us leave here until he knows who killed Sid.’



Janice almost laughed out loud as she wilted in relief. Was that all? For a moment there, she’d thought Bert was having second thoughts about coming back to her.



‘But he must find out who did it soon,’ Janice said, offering what she thought must be comfort, and saw instead a ripple of some unnamed but terrifying emotion cross her husband’s face. It was like watching a dark wave, a sinisterly dangerous current, rushing by beneath an otherwise placid-seeming pond.



Something, Janice thought, her mouth going paper-dry, was terribly wrong with her husband. A dread that she couldn’t give name to — or maybe didn’t dare give name to — clutched her heart, making her chest ache and sending a violent shiver down her spine.



Again, she noticed Bert’s eyes dart across to those of their son and then quickly, painfully, move away again.



And this time, Janice felt the bottom drop out of her world. Every vestige of colour bleached out of her face. She turned wide, panicked eyes towards her son. Jeremy?



Oh no.
 NO!



Jeremy, who’d become more and more fidgety, suddenly found his mother looking at him with stricken eyes. It was more than he could bear. ‘What?’ he demanded, his face becoming flushed. ‘
 What?
 ’



Bert shook his head. ‘It’s no good,’ he said finally. ‘I know . . . I
 know
 , son.’ His hand left those of his wife, and moved to capture the cold hands of his son. He squeezed them hard. ‘It’ll be all right,’ Bert whispered in encouragement. But he knew, in his heart, that it never would be.



Jeremy transferred his stare to his other parent. ‘What? You know what?’ he demanded, exasperated and more than a little unnerved now.



Bert gave Janice an utterly despairing look. He shook his head. ‘I know Jeremy wasn’t in the fields when Sid was killed,’ he told her. ‘I went down to the lower forty to ask him if he’d noticed any fox tracks coming out of the spinney.’



He turned, finally, to look his son in the eye. ‘And you were nowhere to be seen.’



This time it was Jeremy’s turn to have his face fade to white. His lips fell apart. His eyes widened to enormous dark pools. ‘You think . . . All this time, you’ve thought that I . . . ?’ He swallowed hard, on the verge of tears.



Janice covered her hand with her mouth. Her son had lied to the police. He had no alibi. Sid . . .



‘I think I can help out there,’ a cool voice suddenly cut into the scene, and Janice almost jumped out of her skin.



Bert swivelled round, his eyes narrowing on the cook. ‘You,’ he said, but whether it was a curse, a resigned statement or a benediction, she couldn’t tell.



‘If you ask him,’ Jenny said, very patiently, ‘I think you’ll find that he sneaked off to see Mandy. Her father, apparently, was out of the pub that day and they arranged to snatch some time alone. Isn’t that right, Jeremy?’



Jeremy was still staring at his father, his one thought still stuck in the same hideous groove. ‘You thought I’d killed Uncle Sid?’ he said at last, his young voice suddenly sounding ancient and tight with betrayal and disbelief.



‘
 No
 ,’ Bert said, the word so full of despair and denial that it penetrated even Jeremy’s icy anger. ‘I never thought you might have done it!’ Bert wailed. But, he thought, pressing his lips tightly together so that he could not possibly speak his thoughts out loud, I was so afraid you might have seen who did . . .



And kept quiet about it.



Jeremy threw himself against his father, burying his face against his shoulder, everything suddenly all too much for him. He was still so young, after all, and had felt so miserable for so long. Bert caught him, his big burly body wilting with the release of tension. Janice gave a dry sob, and rested her hand against her son’s shoulder. She gazed at her husband, amazed at all that he must have gone through, since Sid’s awful death.



Over the boy’s head, Bert met the cook’s narrowed thoughtful eyes. And he hoped, oh he so fervently hoped, that she wasn’t really the mind-reader she so often seemed to be.



* * *



In the living room, Mrs Jarvis fidgeted on the sofa, and periodically gave the policemen a penetrating gaze.



The cook had just gone to make her some tea, after the inspector had said, rather enigmatically, that he thought ‘they’ had had enough time. ‘They’ being Bert and Janice, Mrs Jarvis surmised accurately. But, enough time for what? Had they arrested Bert of all people?
 Bert!
 Was that why Janice was there?



Jenny came back five minutes later, tea tray in hand. ‘I think Mrs Kelton is about to leave,’ she said to Moulton, her voice totally neutral and giving no hint as to what had taken place in the kitchen.



Moulton rose, wandered into the hall, saw Bert kissing his wife on the doorstep, and felt abruptly embarrassed. He half turned his back. Sometimes, although eavesdropping was a vital part of the job, he found it extremely distasteful. Not that people had a right to expect privacy during a murder investigation. But still . . .



‘But why can’t you stay here?’ Bert was wheedling, the longing in his voice carrying clearly across the distance and making Moulton colour slightly. Ford, who’d also risen with his superior, very thoughtfully looked elsewhere. It wouldn’t do for Moulton to catch him smiling.



‘Because you know what it would be like,’ Janice Kelton’s pretty, rather lilting voice also carried clearly to the two policemen. ‘Stan would . . . well . . . it would be very awkward. No, it’s far better if I go back to the flat and get it ready for you. And Jeremy. He will come too, won’t he?’



Bert murmured something Moulton didn’t quite catch, and a few moments later he heard the front door shut quietly.



Moulton turned, nodded at Bert, and went back into the living room. He glanced at the daily. Now why, he wondered, momentarily distracted, had
 she
 been in such a hurry to return?



‘I think Miss Starling could do with a hand in the kitchen, Mrs Jarvis,’ he said, anxious to get her out of the room so that he and Ford could confer. Not that he could see what Janice Kelton’s turning up had added to the puzzle, but you never knew.



Jenny easily took the hint, and stood up. ‘Come on, Mrs Jarvis, you can bring your tea. I’ll cut you a nice piece of my Christmas cake.’



Mrs Jarvis sniffed. ‘I’ve still got plenty of my own cake left,’ she pointed out. But, five minutes later, as she took a large bite out of the fancy cook’s cake, she had to admit that it really
 did
 taste very nice. And it
 was
 so beautifully iced.



* * *



Ford pulled the curtains across the window and sighed. These dark winter days were so depressing. It was only five o’clock, but it was already as dark as midnight outside. He made his way to the kitchen, his spirits soaring as he sniffed the air. ‘Lamb,’ he murmured, his stomach rumbling. He came up alongside Delia in the hall, who was also making her way down for dinner.



‘Hungry?’ he asked her cheerfully, and then felt instantly deflated as she gave him a miserable look.



‘Hardly,’ Delia said coldly, and put a spurt on, no doubt in order to get out of his orbit as quickly as possible. The police, she thought angrily, could be so insensitive at times. As if she was hungry! She wondered, sometimes, if she’d ever feel hungry again.



Moulton was already at the table, Ford noticed a shade sourly, and Jenny checked her watch as she saw Ford and Delia take their own places. Mrs Jarvis, busy scrubbing out the shelves, heard her own stomach rumble, but she knew instinctively that the cook would put out a plate for her, too. Jenny Starling was the kind that would.



‘They’re late,’ Jenny remarked, but no sooner were the words out of her mouth than the door opened and Stan Kelton walked in, a heavily scowling Bill right behind him. Bill shut the door with a nice, reverberating slam.



Upstairs, Bert and Jeremy heard it clearly and made their own way down. They’d packed a lot of their stuff already, anxious to make the move to Woodstock as soon as possible. Bert had felt the need to do something positive, and packing was as positive as it got. He
 would
 leave the farm and the packed suitcases now lining his bedroom walls proved it.



Jeremy, too, had been more than happy to pack. Although he now had a car, and he’d propose to Mandy at the very next opportunity, he was realistic enough to know that the wedding was still a long way off yet. He’d need to get another job, and would need to find a place to live whilst he did it. And he couldn’t see his grandfather letting him stay on living at Kelton Farm once he knew that he had no intention of continuing to work on, or inherit it, in due course.



Besides, the thought of living in a town was exhilarating. Even if it was only good old Woodstock.



Jenny watched the seats around the table steadily fill up and reached for her oven gloves, then found her eyes falling to the wet and muddy floor. She shot a dirty glance at Stan and Bill, who were too busy trying to out-scowl each other to notice the mess they’d made, and reached for the ever-ready mop, throwing the oven gloves back down onto the table.



Jenny resentfully hoped that they all felt starving, and she set to with the mop as slowly as she could possibly manage. It would do them good to sit with empty growling bellies, whilst she was forced,
 yet again
 ,
 to clean the damned floor!



She continued to mutter darkly under her breath as she worked. Her eyes absently followed the progress of the mop head. It was one of those grey, raggedy sort of mops, and as she slowly swept it rhythmically from side to side, the material absorbing the melted snow and mud on the tiles, her movements began to wind down and, finally, stop altogether.



She felt a tingling start, somewhere deep in the back of her mind. Something . . . something . . . something about that morning, when she’d returned to find Sid stabbed through the chest. Something about the state of the floor.



Moulton, who’d glanced casually her way, suddenly sat bolt upright. Ford, catching the movement, followed the line of his sight, and his own eyes narrowed on the cook.



Jenny Starling had such a tight, strange look on her face that Ford felt his own heartbeat pick up a pace.



Jenny didn’t notice their attention. She was too busy going back in time, and was once more coming in from collecting the eggs on that crisp Christmas Eve morning. She took off her hat, coat, scarf and boots in the hall. She came into the kitchen and crossed over the floor . . .



She looked down at the mop, at the dirty and wet footprints. She had crossed over the floor in just her bare socks, to put the kettle on and get the mince pies out of the oven. And Sid was sat there, dead.



Jenny felt herself sway and closed her eyes. ‘Of course,’ she whispered.
 Of course!



By now, everyone in the room had become aware of the two policemen’s sudden taut silence, and now, almost as one body, they too began to stare at the cook. Everyone seemed to hold a collective breath.



And one heart in particular began to pound. Sickeningly. The silence was so complete, even Jenny’s whisper reached them all clearly.



Moulton licked his lips. At last.
 At last!
 It was coming. He could feel it. He felt his body strain, wanting to move, wanting to
 dance
 with excitement, but he forced himself to be still. Nothing must break her concentration now.



But, for a long moment, the cook did nothing more dramatic than continue to stare at her mop.



Her mind leapt and churned as images, thoughts, conclusions and finally the truth, the so clearly self-evident truth, all tried to cram into her mind at once.



How
 stupid
 she’d been. It was so blindingly obvious now who had killed Sid. There was only one person it
 could
 have been. All this time, she’d been on the wrong track, thinking she had to find out
 why
 Sid had been killed, when the evidence of
 who
 had killed him had been right under her nose all this time!



She almost groaned out loud.



The Kelton family sat frozen at the table. Each and every one stared at the cook, waiting, waiting, knowing as instinctively as Moulton had known that the moment was now here.



Some of them were surprised that it was the cook, of all people, who had somehow discovered who the killer was. Some, Bert among them, was not surprised at all.



Like racers poised at the starting line, trembling, every nerve straining, waiting for the pistol to fire, the Kelton clan waited for the cook to speak.



Jenny, however, was totally unaware of them. Her mind was whirling like a dervish on ice skates. So, she knew who. But she still didn’t know why. It seemed to make no sense at all.



And yet it must. And suddenly, it did.



Once again the images flashed in her head as more of the truth, until now held back, came flooding into her mind in a dizzying deluge. And, once again, once you understood how to look at things, it all became so obvious. There had been so many clues. So many obvious pointers. And she’d been blind to them all.
 Blind!



Because the reason Sid had been killed was just as obvious as the identity of his killer.



Jenny almost smiled. Almost, but not quite.



Blue eyes crying in the rain.



Even her subconscious had been trying to get her attention pointed in the right direction.



‘Of course,’ she said again.



And turned to look straight at Bill Kelton.









 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Bill went pale.



He held the cook’s penetrating gaze for just a few seconds, then turned to look first at Bert, then Jeremy, and finally his father. ‘What are you all looking at me for?’ he asked aggressively, his chin jutting forward, his skin suddenly filling with colour again.



In her corner, Mrs Jarvis sank down onto the nearest chair, her heart thumping. She felt quite sick.



Moulton stood up. ‘Mr William Kelton, I am arresting you for—’



‘Inspector, please do stop that,’ Jenny said firmly, putting the mop to one side, and walking to the table to slowly pull out her chair.



Moulton blinked at her. ‘But . . . I thought you had it all sussed? You looked like you had,’ he accused her, his voice almost comically aggrieved.



Jenny sat down briskly, and folded her hands in front of her, laying them on the table and looking at them thoughtfully. ‘I do indeed have it all sussed, as you so quaintly put it,’ she said shortly. ‘But Bill isn’t the killer. He’s the reason
 why
 Sid was killed, yes, that I’ll grant you,’ she carried on, quickly marshalling her thoughts. ‘But please don’t jump the gun — if you’ll pardon the figure of speech.’



‘
 What?
 ’ Bill roared, his fair brows drawing into a deep frown. ‘Now, look here, I don’t know who you think you are, or why everyone around here seems to think you’re the next best thing since the invention of the wheel all of a sudden, but I never had anything to do with poor old Sid getting killed. So you watch your mouth!’



‘You watch yours, my lad,’ Moulton snapped grimly, and turned to look at Miss Starling. He only hoped she knew what she was doing.



The cook, he noticed at once, was looking a little paler than usual, but her eyes were steady, as were the hands she held out in front of her. What’s more, she appeared to be perfectly calm, Moulton noted with growing relief, and best of all, perfectly rational. But more than all of that, she had a quality of stillness about her, Moulton realized with a little atavistic shiver, that was close to near supernatural composure. She looked somehow immovable, like a mountain.



Moulton, somewhat reassured, sat back down. Bill glowered at him.



‘I don’t understand.’ It was Delia who was the first to admit her ignorance. ‘You said Bill was the
 reason
 why Uncle Sid was killed. But why?’



Jenny lifted her head briefly in Delia’s direction, then slowly turned her head a few degrees. She was looking now towards the head of the table. ‘Would you like to tell them all why Sid was killed, Stan, or should I?’



It was the first time she’d ever used Stan Kelton’s first name to his face, and it would be the last.



Stan Kelton stared at her. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said flatly. But his eyes were shifting rapidly from side to side, unable to settle anywhere. And, under the table, Jenny distinctly heard his feet scrape sharply across the floor in agitation. His big body had jerked, on being asked such a simple question, but he’d brought himself rapidly under control and was now sitting quite, quite still.



Moulton and Ford exchanged glances. Neither of them spoke. Bill stared at his father. Delia stared at Bill. Jeremy began to bite his nails. Only Bert, it seemed, stared naturally ahead, looking almost easily from the cook to his father, his expression unreadable.



‘I think you know exactly what I’m talking about,’ Jenny contradicted him, her voice elevating just a little, her blue eyes becoming almost electric as she continued to meet Stan Kelton’s granite-faced gaze. ‘You killed your brother, and you killed him because of Bill.’



Bill shifted on his chair. He spared just a single glance for the cook, then kept his eyes fixed on those of his father. Suddenly, he knew he didn’t have to defend himself anymore. And it was a hideously wonderful feeling.



Stan Kelton’s big hands slowly clenched into fists as he assimilated the cook’s inexorable words, but — at the same time — a rather hideous smile began to pull at his lips. It made him look grotesque.



Delia shivered, and looked away. It was her father, and yet it was a stranger. She couldn’t, she realized a little wildly, even think of the figure at the head of the table as a ‘him’ anymore, so inhuman had he suddenly become.



‘You killed your brother,’ Jenny said again. Her voice was so flat, it was a mere statement of fact, not even an accusation.



‘Prove it,’ Stan said, equally as flatly.



And something in the room shifted. Until that moment, the Kelton offspring had not
 quite
 believed it. They’d
 wanted
 to believe it, yes. He was a tyrant, after all — but a murderer? But when Stan finally uttered those flat two words, which might just as well have been a confession, none of them were able to deny it anymore.



An almost inaudible sound echoed around the kitchen, a communal hiss of reaction. Delia let out her breath on a trembling sigh. Jeremy’s teeth miscalculated the length of a thumbnail, and his two sets of molars came together in an audible click. Bert’s chair creaked as he slumped against the back of it. Bill made the loudest noise of all — a kind of low, rumbling growl.



Jenny glanced at Moulton, and frowned. Knowing who the killer was and proving it were two very different things, after all. And the only piece of evidence she had was so flimsy as to be a defensive lawyer’s dream. But it was not her job to prosecute — merely to uncover. She shrugged the worry off, like a duck shedding water off its back.



‘There were so many things that pointed to you, and to the motive, that at first I couldn’t see them,’ she began — somewhat confusingly. ‘Not being able to see the wood for the trees is one of my failings, I’m afraid,’ she admitted.



Ford hastily got out his notebook and began to take down every word she said in rapid, precise shorthand. His face was pinched with excitement.



‘But all the pointers only came together in my mind just now,’ she added, somewhat unnecessarily. ‘When I was mopping the floor.’



Moulton glanced briefly at the mop, then away again. He didn’t want to miss a single nuance of expression on Stan Kelton’s face.



‘You see, ever since I came here, I’ve been mopping that dratted floor,’ Jenny continued, her voice almost dream-like now, as her thoughts rallied together. ‘The very first thing I did, in fact, on the very first day I came here, was to mop the floor.’ She paused and looked up at Delia. ‘You probably remember that?’



Delia nodded. ‘And when Dad came in, you told him off, and he told you that you’d better get used to it.’ She glanced just once at her father as she spoke, then hastily shifted her gaze back to the pepper pot on the table.



Jenny nodded. ‘Indeed he did. He told me that the kitchen door led straight out into the courtyard, and that nobody was going to take off their boots outside, getting their socks wet and their feet cold, just so that I wouldn’t have to mop the floor. Even I had to admit, he had a point.’



The cook allowed a slight, whimsical smile to cross her face. ‘So, every time the men came in from the fields, I had to mop the floor. I mopped it the first day. I mopped it the second day. On Christmas Eve.’



With the last few words, everyone suddenly perked up, and paid greater attention. Even Moulton had been wondering why she was going on about mops. Now his eyes sharpened — but not on Miss Starling. He still had his gaze fixed firmly on Stan Kelton’s face, so he didn’t miss the sudden shifting in the man’s dark brown eyes. Nor did he miss the telltale movement as Stan’s jaws clenched tighter together.



She’s on to something, he thought, excitedly. By gum, she’s actually on to something!



‘You probably remember, Bill, Bert, that the floor was clean and dry that morning? The morning Sid had breakfast with us for the last time?’



Bill looked at Bert, who was already nodding his head. ‘Yes. I remember,’ Bert confirmed simply. ‘None of us had been out and brought back any muddy footprints yet.’ There was something much stronger about Bert now, she noticed with satisfaction. He was quietly confident and competent.



‘But, Inspector Moulton,’ Jenny turned to the inspector, forcing him to shift his gaze back to her, ‘when you came to the farm for the first time, the floor was once again as muddy and wet as ever.’



Moulton nodded. ‘Of course. When I got here, all the Kelton men, and Miss Delia, were already here, having come in from outside.’



‘And the floor was wet and dirty because of it,’ Jenny confirmed. ‘Yes.’ She rearranged the salt pot, which was slightly out of alignment, and frowned thoughtfully. ‘You see, all along I felt that I was missing something. Whenever I thought back to that morning, and went over it, I knew, I just
 knew
 there was something I had overlooked. And it was only a moment ago, as I was mopping the floor, that I knew what it was.’



She looked straight at Stan Kelton.



‘After I’d collected the eggs, and took my coat and boots off in the hall, I came back into the kitchen and walked all over this floor.’ For a moment, both of them glanced down at the tiles in question. ‘I went to the sink to fill the kettle. I went to the stove to get out the mince pies and finally I went to the table, where Sid was. And that’s what I should have remembered,’ she finished, as if it must all be perfectly obvious now.



‘You walked to the table?’ Bill asked, fascinated now in spite of himself. ‘I don’t get it. What’s significant about that?’



Moulton was wondering the same thing, but since he was once more back to watching Stan Kelton like a kestrel hovering over a mouse, he saw at once the expression of rising panic creep into the man’s eyes. Whatever the significance was, Stan Kelton understood it only too well.



‘What’s significant, Bill,’ Jenny said, ‘is that I was walking about in just my socks.
 And my feet didn’t get wet.
 They stayed perfectly dry.’



Bert slowly leaned forward, a light of understanding dawning in his eyes. He nodded. ‘The floor was still dry,’ he repeated slowly, turning to stare at his father. ‘If one of us had come in from the fields, or Delia from the Brays’ place, in order to kill Sid, we’d have left a trail of wet and muddy footprints on the floor. But that day . . . that day . . .’ he couldn’t go on.



But by now Bill, and both policemen, had also caught on. ‘You were in the tack room,’ Bill said, taking up the tale, his eyes turned to the door that led off to the corridor that opened out onto the stables. ‘You never had to go out in the snow that morning. Your feet would have stayed dry. And yours were the
 only
 ones that would have.’



‘And did,’ Jenny confirmed. ‘You know the stables well, Bill. Could Stan have seen me pass by on the way to the hen house?’



‘Easily,’ Bill said quickly.



‘Then that’s what he did,’ Jenny nodded. She turned her chair just enough so that she could face Stan Kelton head on without having to keep on swivelling her head. ‘You saw me leave, took your chance and came in through that door.’ She pointed to the little-used door.



Everyone else quickly turned to look at it.



‘You came in, perhaps said “hello” to Sid, and went across to the knife drawer.’ As one, heads swivelled to the knife drawer. They could all see it playing out in front of them. Delia wanted to cry out at her ‘stop it,
 stop it
 ,’ but her mouth was too dry. Instead, just like all the others, she forced herself to listen in grim, painful silence, as the recital went on.



‘Sid wouldn’t have thought anything of it,’ Jenny speculated. ‘You were working on the bridles or what have you. You might have needed a sharp knife, or even one of the skewers that I noticed you keep in there to pierce the leatherwork. I don’t suppose he was even alarmed when you turned and came back here, to this table, with the knife in your hand. Was he?’



Stan Kelton said nothing, but his big body began to move forward, towards the edge of the chair. Moulton, too, instinctively moved forward. If the man was going to make a run for it . . . He glanced at Ford, still busily scribbling away in his notebook, and relaxed a little. He was a good man, Ford. Together, they’d keep Stan Kelton in his place.



‘The actual stabbing itself didn’t take long,’ Jenny went on remorselessly. ‘The police doctor confirmed that it was a single blow. You’re a strong man, Mr Kelton, and Sid . . . well, there wasn’t much flesh and blood to Sid,’ she said sadly.



Delia gave a trembling sob. Bert reached up a hand and gently stopped his son from nibbling yet more of his nails.



‘And that’s it, is it?’ Stan Kelton asked at last, his voice mocking. ‘That’s your so-called evidence. Any one of them,’ he waved a meaty paw at his tense family, ‘could have taken off their boots outside, then put them on again after the killing.’



‘And risked wasting all that time?’ Jenny asked sceptically. ‘I don’t think so. They’d want the deed over and done with and to get well away from here in the shortest possible time. Nobody in their right mind would want to dawdle outside, taking off or putting on boots, when they might be seen at any moment either by myself, coming back from the hen house, or any other chance caller or even Mrs Jarvis. Besides, habits are hard things to break. By their very nature, people indulge in them without ever realizing it. It wouldn’t have occurred to any of you, yourself included, to stop and take off your boots first, before coming inside. Even if you were coming inside to commit murder. You wouldn’t even have given it a thought, you’re so used to just coming right on in.’



And everyone at the table knew she was right. But Moulton and Ford knew something else.



It was not enough.



Stan Kelton seemed to know it too. ‘You’re just whistling in the wind,’ he jeered.



Jenny smiled. ‘If that was all, perhaps.’



She didn’t miss Moulton’s look of glee, even seeing it out of the corner of her eye, and Stan, face to face with him, had no chance of ignoring it. His big hands jumped, and he made a great show out of folding his arms arrogantly across his chest.



Not so confident as you’d like to make out, are you, matey? Moulton thought silently. He now had no doubt that Jenny Starling had picked the right man.
 Again
 . But they needed more evidence. Much more. And he still didn’t know why Bill Kelton should have provided the motive. Come to that, he still had no idea what the motive was.



As if he’d somehow plucked the inspector’s thought from out of the airwaves, Bert looked across at his father. His face was blank, except for a look of pain, set deep in the back of his eyes.



‘Why did you do it, Dad?’ he asked simply. And spoke for all of them. For now, nobody in that room doubted that Stan Kelton was a killer. It would take some getting used to — to have a murderer for a father. Bill shuddered; he felt sick to his stomach. Tainted blood. That’s what he had. The thought was like a black sucking mud, making him sweat all over.



Stan Kelton blinked at Bert, angry colour rising into his face. He opened his mouth, then quickly closed it again.



‘He’d like to tell you,’ Jenny said coldly, ‘that he did it all for you. Just to see your face.’



And from the fulminating look of loathing Stan gave her, it was obvious that her words were as accurate as hitting a bullseye.



‘I thought you said Bill was the reason,’ Jeremy, for the first time, spoke. His voice sounded hopelessly young and lost in the tense silence of the room.



Bill frowned, but said nothing.



‘And so he is,’ the cook said, confusingly. ‘Isn’t he, Mr Kelton?’ she goaded softly.



Stan gave her a look filled with fear and hate, but he was not so far gone that he didn’t know enough to keep quiet. She didn’t have enough to convict him and they both knew it. So the less he said, the better.



But Jenny was relentless. ‘At first, I was totally puzzled by the lack of motive in this case,’ she mused, sounding so policeman-like that Ford smiled over his notes. ‘Everybody hated Stan, but everyone loved Sid. Yet it was Sid who was killed. It made no sense. It made me feel, and continued to make me feel for a long time, as if I was investigating the wrong murder.’



Moulton gave a slight nod. He remembered saying the same thing to her, not so long ago.



‘But all the time the clues were right under my nose,’ the cook continued, her self-disgust plainly evident.



‘If they were under your nose all the time, Miss Starling,’ Bert said gently, ‘they were under ours as well. But I never saw them. And I still don’t.’



‘Me neither,’ Bill said. ‘I wish you’d get on with it,’ he added, but not harshly. The truth was, the strain was beginning to tell on his nerves.



Jenny sighed. She was feeling tired now. ‘Yes. Of course. Well, the first thing that struck me as odd was the way that Stan was treating his two sons so strangely. From what Mrs Jarvis said,’ Jenny glanced in the daily’s direction, only to see the old woman glance back at her. She had an ugly look of glee and triumph on her face as she contemplated her hated enemy’s downfall, and Jenny looked quickly away. ‘Yes. Er . . . Mrs Jarvis told me that Stan had previously been all for Bill, and all against Bert. And that made sense.’



She paused, glanced apologetically at Bert, but carried on. ‘It was obvious to me that Bill was the dominant brother, and that Bert was much more easygoing. I could quite see why a man like Stan Kelton would be proud of Bill, a go-getter, and rather scornful of Bert, who seemed rather placid by nature. But now, suddenly, things had turned full circle. It was Bill who was the despised one, and Bert who’d become all important, in Stan’s eyes, at least. In fact, Bert was so important that Stan even destroyed Janice Kelton’s letters to him. It was obvious he was determined to keep them apart, and make sure that Bert stayed here. And it was just as obvious that he wanted Bill out. Now that just didn’t make sense.’



‘I told you,’ Mrs Jarvis piped up, her voice as full of terrible glee as her face. ‘I told you he always kept the boys at loggerheads. Now he’ll pay.’ She all but cackled.



‘Yes, you did,’ Jenny agreed, her voice cold. ‘But I never accepted that as a reasonable explanation. If Stan had wanted to keep his sons arguing amongst themselves, he would have been all for Bill one week, then all for Bert the next. Little and often is the only way to sow real contention in a family, a fact that a man of Stan Kelton’s character would be only too well aware of. But for all of his life, Bill had been the favourite. No. This was something else. Something specific must have happened to change the way that Stan Kelton saw his sons. That was the first thing that set me thinking.’



Now that she explained it to him, it set Moulton thinking too. But, try as he might, he was damned if he could see where she was heading with all of this.



‘Then we had the surprise of Sid’s Christmas presents to the family,’ Jenny carried on. ‘And I had to ask myself, what was Sid up to?’



Stan Kelton snarled. There was no other word to describe the noise that rumbled from his throat. ‘He was up to no good, that’s what he was up to,’ he rasped.



‘He certainly had something on his mind,’ she agreed, not allowing him to rile her. ‘And the only conclusion that I could come up with was that Sid wanted Bert out, and Bill in, as much as you wanted it the other way around. Why else would he ensure Bert and Janice had a new place to live, and a new business to keep them going, if he didn’t want Bert to leave? He had already arranged for Delia to have some money to get away, and for Jeremy to have a new car. He didn’t want to leave anyone out. But the main beneficiary of Sid’s generosity was Bert, which would have put him, Sid, directly at loggerheads with Stan, his younger brother. And that worried me — because always before, Sid had let Stan have his own way, in order to live a quiet life and keep the peace in the family.’



‘But Sid didn’t give me a spectacular present,’ Bill felt compelled to point out. It was ridiculous, he thought, how much that still hurt him. Even now, amidst all of this.



‘Ah,’ Jenny said. ‘But he never intended to leave you out, Bill,’ she said softly. ‘He intended you to have the biggest prize of all. Isn’t that right, Mr Kelton?’ She turned once more to Stan, who was going an acid shade of puce.



‘The
 stupid old sod
 ,’ Stan sneered. ‘As if I’d let him.’



Moulton glanced quickly at Bill, just long enough to see that the young man was as puzzled as himself.



‘Let him do what?’ It was Bert who asked the million-dollar question.



‘Why, let him have the farm, of course,’ Jenny said.



There was a long, long moment of silence, during which Stan Kelton’s eyes became murderous as he stared at the cook. Moulton moved another notch forward on his chair. Stan looked like he was getting ready to throttle her.



‘But only the oldest son can inherit the farm,’ Delia said, puzzled.



‘Yes, I know,’ Jenny Starling said. ‘Bill is the oldest.’



Bert shifted on his seat. ‘I’m afraid you’re wrong there, Miss Starling,’ he said. ‘I’m the oldest.’



‘You’re the oldest son of
 Stanley
 Kelton, yes. Or, rather I should say, you’re the
 only
 son of Stanley Kelton. Bill,’ Jenny said, and looked across at him, ‘is the only son of
 Sidney
 Kelton. And since Sid was the oldest son, Bill is the rightful heir.’



Bill stood up abruptly. He stared first at the cook, then at the man at the head of the table that he’d always called Father, opened his mouth to say something — he wasn’t sure what — and felt himself sway.



Just as abruptly, he sat back down again.



‘Just like an old woman. Coming over all wobbly,’ Stan Kelton sneered, causing a dull, ugly flush to rise up over Bill’s face. ‘Just like Sid, in fact,’ he spat, loathing and hate spewing from him like venom from a snake’s fang. ‘No damned backbone.’



‘You thought he had plenty of good stuff in him when you thought he was
 your
 son,’ Jenny shot back promptly, and didn’t so much as flinch when he turned his venomous stare on her. Instead she stared steadily back at him, completely armoured against his evil.



‘I’m not your son,’ Bill breathed, as if unable to take it in. ‘I’m not your son,’ he repeated, more strongly, and suddenly began to laugh. If there was just a little hysteria in it, nobody in that room (with the exception of Stan Kelton) begrudged it him.



He
 was
 going through the grinder, after all.



Then, suddenly, Bill stopped laughing. He said just one word: ‘Sid.’



Jenny looked at him sympathetically. ‘Yes. I’m so sorry you lost him, before you ever had the chance to understand. Sid was your father.’



Bill looked at Miss Starling, his face slack with shock, his eyes round. ‘But . . . how?’



Stan snarled and sneered again, and Moulton said sharply, ‘Shut up, you, if you know what’s good for you.’ And there was something so surprisingly sharp and
 hard
 about the inspector’s voice that Stan found himself instinctively obeying. It was probably a novel experience for him.



Jenny reached out to take Bill’s cold hand in her own, then glanced across at Bert. ‘Do you know about your mother, Eloise, and Sid being in love before she ever met Stan Kelton?’



It was Bert who nodded. ‘I heard some women gossiping once, at the church fete, oh, years ago. You were only about fifteen.’ Bert looked at his brother, who was now only his half-brother, his eyes troubled. ‘I heard them say how Mum and Sid should have been the ones to marry. That Dad had split them up on purpose.’



Bill swallowed hard. It was a lot to take in all at once.



‘Even then,’ Jenny said, ‘Stan Kelton was determined at all costs to have the farm. He was willing to do anything to get it. Including breaking his brother’s heart, stealing the girl he loved and marrying a woman that he himself felt nothing for, just to sire sons that would one day take over the farm.’



She leaned back in her chair, her smile wry. ‘I was very dim, there,’ she admitted. ‘I thought it might be interesting to find out if Sid had had any children on the wrong side of the blanket, and even asked around the village. But it should have been quite obvious to anyone with any brains,’ she grimaced at her own stupidity, ‘that no two people who were in love could live together in the same house and not turn to one another for solace. Eloise and Sid would have to have been made of stone
 not
 to have had an affair. I should have realized that fact, right from the start.’



She gave another sigh at her own dimness, and turned once more to Stan Kelton. ‘It must have been quite a blow when Sid told you that Bill was really his, and must inherit.’



Abruptly, the entire colour fled from Stan’s face.



‘I imagine you must have rallied quickly though,’ she added sadly. ‘Janice tells me that Sid asked her not to tell Bert about the antique shop until Christmas, so it gave you some leeway. What did you do?’ she asked Stan, without expecting an answer. ‘I imagine, when you realized that there would be no deterring him, that you asked Sid not to say anything to the others until after Christmas as well? Put on a bit of a production, did you? Tell him how much Bert would be upset? No doubt you asked him for some time to prepare him for all this? Time to get used to the idea of no longer inheriting? Time to get used to losing Bill as a son? And Sid . . .’ Jenny shook her head. ‘Sid would have been kind-hearted enough to agree, wouldn’t he? I can almost hear him saying it. “All right, Stan, we’ll have one last family Christmas together, just as we are. But after that . . . I’m talking to Bill.” It would have gone something like that, wouldn’t it.’



Stan Kelton was amazed at her powers of deduction. It had, in fact, gone very much like that. Sid had been a sentimental old fool. But Stan was hardly about to say so.



‘It was that stupid old magazine article that did it, you know,’ Jenny said, once again setting everyone else all at sea. ‘I don’t think Eloise ever told Sid that Bill might be his son. I think, even then, she would have been afraid of what would happen. And she certainly wasn’t about to tell you,’ she met Stan’s eyes, doing nothing to try and hide her own contempt. ‘No, if she had told him Bill was probably his son, Sid would have made his stand a long time ago. Who knows, Eloise might have given the man she really loved one last blessing in keeping the truth from him. After all, it ensured that he lived, in relative peace at least, for another thirty years or so.’



And nobody doubted her wisdom, because nobody doubted that a younger Stan Kelton would have been any less murderous than a middle-aged Stan Kelton.



‘Old magazine article?’ Delia finally said, remembering that day they’d cleared out Sid’s room. ‘He was always reading them,’ she added wistfully. ‘He’d even liked going through really old ones people were throwing out for recycling. He was a great reader of bits and bobs, but it did mean that he wasn’t often up-to-date in what was what. But what have they got to do with all this?’



‘One of them,’ Jenny explained patiently, ‘was tucked out of sight, away from all the others, hidden under the mattress. That alone should have told me,’ she added exasperatedly, ‘that there was something that set it apart from the rest. Why else would Sid carefully hide it under the mattress? I should have immediately read it from cover to cover. As it was, luck was on my side. I read enough to make it clear to me now what must have happened.’



‘But what was in it that was so important?’ Bert asked raggedly.



Jenny shrugged. ‘An old and not up-to-date article on genetics, about the blue eye/brown eye gene, and which was dominant,’ she said drolly, and took pity on his blank stare. ‘Never mind the statistics, since they can be confusing. The upshot was, Sid got it into his head that since both Stan and his wife had brown eyes, the fact that Bill had blue eyes — like his own — meant that Bill must be his son.’



Everyone looked at Bill. Strange how they had never taken any notice of his eyes before. But Sid and Bill had been the only blue-eyed ones amongst them all. Funny, how you took things for granted, and never questioned them.



‘I remembered thinking what beautiful brown eyes Eloise had when Stan Kelton showed us all the family album,’ Jenny continued. ‘I couldn’t figure out why I kept thinking back to Sid, sat at that chair, his eyes open even in death, as if he was trying to tell me something.’



Delia shivered. ‘Oh, don’t.’



‘But he was trying to tell you something,’ Bert said, his voice little more than a whisper.



Yes,’ Jenny said. ‘His blue eyes were definitely trying to tell me something. To make matters worse, even that dratted song about blue eyes crying in the rain kept playing in my head. But still I was too dim to see it. But you can see why Sid thought the way he did — and why he decided he needed to act the way he did. And the real tragedy is, a simple DNA test would have proved it one way or another. But, ironically — and in a way — it doesn’t really matter which one was the father — only that both brothers believed Bill was Sid’s. And that provided ample motive for murder. Luckily for us all, Stan Kelton made mistakes.’



‘Such as?’ Moulton asked.



‘Telling Bill to pack his bags and get out was the worst. Stan was a man who liked to keep his family around him, and very much under his thumb. Giving Bill his freedom was just so out of character. And then, when he realized that I had experience in murder investigations, he tried to throw me off the scent by asking me to give him the name of the killer first, in order to exact retribution, he’d have had me believe.’



Jenny straightened and turned to give Stan Kelton a final, level gaze. ‘But I told him then that the murderer of Sid Kelton would spend the rest of his life in prison.’ Her own lovely blue eyes suddenly lost all their contempt and became, instead, rather flat. ‘And so he will,’ she added.



‘So he will,’ Moulton agreed. ‘Since you’re the only one with a motive, Mr Kelton, and we have the evidence of the kitchen floor, no jury in the world will let you off. You can—’



Bert gave a cry of warning as Stan, with shocking quickness, launched himself from the table. But he wasn’t interested in the door, or in a bolt for freedom. He only wanted to get his hands on his cook.



‘
 You bitch
 ,’ he roared, knocking over his chair and grabbing her by the throat before she had a chance to rear back. Ford dropped his notebook and sprang to his feet. Bill and Bert did the same, but someone else was quicker by far.



A black and white flash shot out from under the table as the sheepdog, with a hair-raising snarl, sank his teeth firmly into Stan Kelton’s backside.



The dog had waited such a long time to do it.



In an instant Jenny was free as Stan Kelton roared in pain, and in the next instant, Moulton and Ford were all over the furiously cursing farmer, handcuffs at the ready.



‘Remind me to give that dog some of the best steak I can find,’ Jenny said, to no one in particular, as she rubbed her sore throat.









 
EPILOGUE




Jenny hefted her holdall out onto the landing floor, then turned for a final glance around her room. The bed was made, the fire was safely out and the fireguard was back in place. She hoped Bill would have central heating put in soon. If he didn’t, any wife he might take most definitely would!



She nodded once and shut the door firmly behind her. As she turned and bent once more to her holdall, a door further down the landing opened and Bert Kelton stepped out. She straightened up and glanced at her watch. It was barely eight o’clock.



Moulton and Ford had taken Stan away yesterday afternoon, after cautioning him. Jenny, who had been very much aware that the remaining Keltons badly needed time, space and, above all,
 privacy
 in which to sort themselves out and do some serious talking, had pleaded tiredness and the desire for an early night.



But only after serving dinner, of course. Everything stopped for food, in Jenny Starling’s book.



Now, Bert watched her coming towards him and his eyes dropped to the holdall. ‘I didn’t realize you were going to leave today, Miss Starling,’ he said, his voice as warm as she’d ever heard it.



She was glad that the ‘real’ Bert was at last emerging from the former shadow that had been Bert Kelton when she’d first arrived. Now he walked upright and lightly, and his face had lost its haggard and haunted expression, making him look years younger.



‘I think it’s probably best,’ Jenny said primly. She had no desire to remain at the Kelton residence after delivering up one of their members to the police, even if the rest of the Kelton family were happy that she had done so. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘I was only hired for the Christmas season.’



‘There’s still New Year,’ Bert said. ‘I know Bill wouldn’t mind if you stayed on a bit longer.’



Jenny smiled. ‘I think, you know, that he might. Anyway, I want to be off before it starts snowing again. Have you seen the weather outside?’



Bert had, and he agreed with her. Another blizzard seemed to be on its way, and who could blame her for not wanting to get snowed in at Kelton Farm for a second time?



‘I see. Well . . .’ He held out his hand, a little awkwardly, and Jenny promptly took it and gave it a firm shake. ‘I’m really glad you came to us, Miss Starling,’ Bert said earnestly, and even as he said it, he realized what a massive understatement it was, and laughed.



Jenny met his sincere gaze, but her own was shrewd. ‘Truly? I thought, once or twice you know, that I had you worried.’ Her eyes twinkled.



Bert had the grace to blush, even as he shrugged it all off. ‘I know. It was because of Jeremy, you see.’



‘But you never really suspected him?’



‘Oh no. No, but I thought he might have seen who had done it.’



Jenny nodded. ‘And you suspected Bill?’



Bert gaped at her. ‘How did you know?’



Jenny smiled. ‘You were rather quick, that morning when I came back with the police, to confirm both Jeremy’s and Bill’s story about the order in which you all came back. It made me wonder why.’



Bert laughed. ‘Bill’s temper has always worried me,’ he admitted wryly. ‘There’s just no fooling you, is there?’ he said, then murmured a heartfelt, ‘Which is just as well!’ under his breath.



Jenny pretended not to hear. ‘Well, goodbye, Mr Kelton. I take it you’ll be joining your wife in Woodstock soon?’



Bert nodded happily. ‘But Jeremy’s agreed to stay on here for a few weeks, just until Bill’s had the chance to hire some more locals. That’ll be a popular move, at any rate. A good thing too. We Keltons have got some fence-mending to do. Not that anybody will care about Dad being . . . well . . . Let’s face it, nobody will care about Dad,’ he said simply.



‘Quite,’ Jenny said, briskly. Useless platitudes never had been her forte. ‘I hope you enjoy the antique business, Mr Kelton,’ she said, and smiled and turned for the stairs.



Halfway up, she met Delia. The girl gave her a beatific smile. ‘Me and Sissy are going to move into Woodstock. Bert and Janice have promised to help us find a flat. And now that I have Uncle Sid’s money to get us started, it doesn’t matter that that old bag, Cordelia, stole Sissy’s, does it?’ she chirruped happily.



Jenny smiled. Indeed it didn’t. And she approved of Delia staying well within range of her family. Some girls matured more quickly than others, after all, and she could well imagine that Janice would keep a motherly eye on her young sister-in-law — at a distance, of course.



‘I’m very glad to hear it, Delia,’ Jenny said, and moved to one side as the teenager shot past her, all restless, happy energy. How fast the young healed, the cook mused, setting down her holdall beside the front door and making her way into the kitchen. There she paused on the threshold, pensively observing Bill Kelton’s back as he stood at the sink.



She must have made a slight noise, for he turned, saw her, and hesitated. Although his look was friendly enough, it was also strained, and Jenny smiled slightly.



‘I have my bag outside,’ she said straight away. ‘I thought, under the circumstances, it would be best if I didn’t stay for the New Year.’



Bill smiled in obvious relief. And immediately felt guilty. ‘Miss Starling,’ he said, taking a deep breath. ‘I owe a lot to you. We all do, of course. Nobody likes being under suspicion of murder. But I owe you more than most — and I have the farm now. Bert’s leaving for good, did he tell you? Him and Jeremy both.’



Jenny nodded.



‘Bert said he never really wanted to inherit the farm anyway, and especially not now that he’s back with his wife and has a whole new life to look forward to. He just wants to forget about this place,’ he waved a hand vaguely around to encompass their surroundings.



‘Does that mean he think’s Sid’s your father? Do you? Are you going to have a DNA test?’ Jenny asked, with pardonable curiosity.



Bill shrugged. ‘No, I’m not getting tested. Why bother? I prefer to think of Sid as my father. So Bert and me, we’re going to go to a solicitor and get it all sorted, legal-like. Bert will sign some papers saying I’m the eldest son of the eldest son, so it’s all official.’



‘Well, that’s what Sid would have wanted,’ Jenny agreed softly.



‘Yes. Anyway,’ Bill said gruffly. ‘I wouldn’t want you to leave thinking that I’m not grateful.’



Jenny smiled. ‘It never crossed my mind, Mr Kelton.’



Bill smiled in relief, his tense shoulders relaxing. ‘Good, and if there’s anything I can ever do for you, just let me know.’



‘Well, as a matter of fact,’ she said, hesitating, unsure how to be tactful about it, and saw Bill immediately tense up again.



‘Yes?’



Jenny coughed. ‘Well, er, there is a question of . . . well, my wages.’



Bill gaped at her, and then began to laugh. ‘You mean you haven’t been paid in advance?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t that just like the miserly old sod.’



He left the room for a few minutes, and then returned with a gratifying number of twenty-pound notes. And although they amounted to far more than she had agreed to be paid in her letter to Stan Kelton, Jenny promptly put them away in her purse.



Waste not, want not!



‘Well, goodbye, Mr Kelton. I want to drop in at Kidlington before going back to Oxford. I never got the chance yesterday to say goodbye to Inspector Moulton and Sergeant Ford.’



‘Oh, of course,’ Bill said, following her out into the hall. Jenny shook his hand briefly, and firmly waved away his offer to walk her to the bus stop in the village, where the buses were once again running.



But, from the look of the sky, not for much longer, she mused. She’d better put her best foot forward. As the door closed behind her, Jenny took a deep breath, hefted her holdall over one shoulder, and set off. Never had she been so glad to leave a place behind!



She had covered no more than half a dozen yards when the gander spotted her. His beady eye alighted on the holdall, and he gave an avian hiss of triumph. He couldn’t, of course, let her go without one last attempt at showing her just who was boss.



Jenny, who’d been keeping an anxious eye on the iron-grey snow clouds above her, heard the hiss just in time. She turned and deftly lifted one ankle out of the firing line of an extended beak. The bird, massive wings still extended, executed a perfect Charlie Chaplin-like turn on one webbed foot, and came back for a second try.



A cold wind, full of snow and ice, suddenly gusted across the yard, and Jenny shivered.



‘You know,’ she said thoughtfully, and loudly, ‘I really could do with some goose feathers to make myself a nice warm quilt — especially in this weather.’ And she took a quick step forward, as if she fully intended to start chasing
 him
 .



Just passing the kitchen window, Bill Kelton heard a fearsome honking, and looked up just in time to see his gander head for the barn as if all the foxes in Hades were after him.











THE END
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CHAPTER ONE




Jenny Starling pulled her rather distressed-looking but nearly always reliable cherry-red van to a halt on the crest of a hill and turned off the engine. She removed the ignition keys and put them in the pocket of her lightweight linen jacket, then walked to the edge of the road and looked down at the winding River Thames below.



It was July, and in the fields the barley was just beginning to think of changing its mantle of green for a more mellow hue. The sun shone high and powerful overhead, and somewhere in the distance a church clock struck one. She hoped that it was the church clock in the village of Buscot, which, so her map assured her, was positioned just down the road.



Beside her, in a hawthorn thicket, a yellowhammer whistled merrily for his bread and cheese, whilst corn buntings trilled cockily from the highest bushes in the hedges that ran in patchwork lines across the valley. Dog roses and wild poppies bloomed like mad things.



Jenny took a big breath of fresh air and smiled with satisfaction. It was nice to leave the city of Oxford behind every now and then, although she was quite content with her present job as head chef at St Baptista’s College.



What she wasn’t so happy about was the two weeks’ holiday she was being practically forced to take. Union rules, or so the college bursar had said.



She sighed glumly.



Jenny didn’t particularly approve of the — to her mind — somewhat ludicrous habit her fellow holidaymakers had of flocking to some foreign coast every summer in the hope of turning lobster red in the sun. She didn’t find the prospect of getting sand in her shoes exactly appealing, she objected to children depositing sticky ice creams on chairs and benches, and, most of all, she disliked having to eat somebody else’s cooking. All of which meant that Jenny inevitably stayed firmly put during the annual summer migration of the great British public, and usually became thoroughly bored in the process.



Which was why she was always on the lookout for the odd strictly temporary job, to tide her over during the slow, boring weeks of her supposed vacation time.



She straightened her majestic shoulders with another sigh. Wallowing in the pastoral beauty around her was all very pleasant, she supposed idly, but she had an appointment at 2:15 with a certain Mr Lucas Finch, who was in need of a cook for the weekend, so she couldn’t dawdle about indefinitely.



A light breeze lifted a few dark glossy curls across her broad forehead as she walked back to the van. At six feet tall, and with a figure that could best be described as Junoesque, she had some difficulty in squeezing her curvaceous frame behind the steering wheel and not for the first time promised herself that she’d look around for a bigger van. One that could hold even more of her catering equipment, and perhaps even come with power steering, air conditioning that worked and, best of all, more leg room for plus-sized drivers!



She steered the old van (which now had painted on one of its panels a very twee scene of unicorns and fairy-tale castles, courtesy of her artistically frustrated mother) slowly down the narrow country lane. She hadn’t passed a single vehicle since turning onto it, and it had a little-used and rather forlornly neglected air.



She had gone only about half a mile down the hill when, coming up the other way, she noticed a man on a rusty and badly squeaking bicycle, who was pedalling away with something less than enthusiasm. A moment later she pulled up in front of him and once again switched off the engine and got out. Her van’s ancient internal combustion system was apt to be very loud and noisy and wasn’t above giving the occasional backfire, which tended to make people jump. Herself most of all. The cyclist’s head was well down as he attempted to urge his squeaking steed up the hill, and at first he simply didn’t realize that she had stopped right in front of him. A bag of what looked like groceries lay firmly strapped across the handlebars, which were wobbling rather alarmingly.



Jenny coughed. Loudly.



The man’s head jerked upwards and the handlebars corkscrewed, promptly pitching him head-first off the saddle. He landed, rather artistically Jenny thought, right at her feet. He looked as if he was coming up to retirement age, with a small white moustache and more wrinkles on his face than a candlewick bedspread.



She quickly moved her considerable frame into action and went to see if he was all right.



‘Hell’s bells and buckets of blood,’ the man muttered, but the lack of heat in his tone made it sound more like a greeting than a curse. No doubt, Jenny surmised, pedalling for miles on a reluctant bike in the hot summer sun would sap the passion out of anyone. But at least he wasn’t hurt.



As she knelt down beside him, the man rearranged himself so that he was sitting on his bottom (as opposed to his elbow and nose) and stared at the fallen bike in the road. The front wheel was still spinning jauntily, if rather uselessly.



‘Damn useless piece of junk,’ the cyclist huffed. ‘I’d be better off walking.’



And then, as if suddenly remembering the cause of his downfall, his head turned and swivelled sharply upwards, the visor of his cap shading his eyes. What he saw was a wonderful figure of a woman. She was dressed in a very long, very sensible summer dress of cornflower blue with a matching jacket that perfectly complemented the shade of her large and quite beautiful eyes.



The man blinked.



The last time he’d seen a woman of this shapely size was in the far-gone days of his youth when women had hips and breasts, and the hourglass shape that made a man’s mouth water.



‘Excuse me,’ Jenny said politely, looking down at the man who happened to be sitting on one of her feet. ‘Could you tell me if I’m anywhere near Buscot?’



The cyclist blinked again. Then, rather reluctantly, he struggled to stand upright, grunting and groaning with theatrical vigour as he did so. He put his hands in the small of his back and stretched. Then winced. Then nodded.



‘Buscot’s just round the bend . . . er . . . love. You can’t miss it.’ Since Jenny hadn’t actually considered the possibility that she
 might
 somehow manage to drive through an entire village without noticing it, she gave him a brief smile of agreement.



‘Thank you. Now, could you tell me how to get to—’ she quickly stood up and delved into the van’s small glove compartment and withdrew a letter ‘—Wainscott House?’



The old man, forgetting his various bruises for a moment, gave her a rather odd look.



‘You’ll be wanting Lucas Finch then?’ he asked. His eyes, which the cook guessed were rather short-sighted, narrowed ominously.



Jenny, as a rule, didn’t go about discussing her private business. But since she had — albeit unintentionally — been the cause of his rather abrupt introduction to the tarmac, she supposed that she owed him at least a little something by way of recompense. Besides, she might learn something about her employer. She nodded briefly. ‘That’s right.’



The old man suddenly shrugged. ‘Wainscott House is the last house in the village, right next to the river. Big, square, solid lump of a place it is. You can’t miss that, either.’



Jenny smiled, and almost knocked the poor man flat for a second time. She had, the cyclist mused with a wistful sigh, the loveliest smile he’d ever seen on a woman. Including those of his favourite screen goddesses of yesteryear such as Rita Hayworth and Veronica Lake.



Then he shook off such silly maundering and reached for his bike, hefted it onto its wheels and stared glumly down at it. ‘Another two miles to go,’ he muttered and sighed so heavily that Jenny thought he’d pop the buttons off his shirt. He set about readjusting the shopping bag onto the handlebars, and Jenny bent to retrieve a small jar of instant coffee from the roadside verge that had escaped from between the knotted handles of the carrier bag.



He thanked her for it, shoved it back inside, then turned rather abruptly and gave her a very long look. ‘Lucas Finch ain’t all that popular around these parts, love. Just thought you should know that.’



Jenny, who’d just started to lift one foot in the direction of her van, put it very firmly back onto the ground. ‘Oh?’ she asked, her voice inviting confidences or downright gossip.



Jenny had had quite a few experiences with people who weren’t too ‘popular.’ And sometimes, those occasions had ended in murder.



‘Ahh. A bit of a villain, we reckon.’



Jenny’s left eyebrow began to elevate towards her hairline. ‘Oh? How so?’



The old man sniffed. ‘Well, he’s a cockney for a start,’ he said judiciously. ‘Everyone knows what them big city fellers can get up to. You can’t trust even the so-called professional classes neither nowadays. I blame the bankers for the mess everyone’s in now, I can tell you.’



Jenny bit back a smile and the urge to say ‘Don’t we all?’ but nodded gravely. ‘Anything else?’



The man took off his cap to reveal a sparse crop of grey hair, and scratched his scalp. ‘Oh, there’s rumours all right. He reckons he grew up in a poor slum, but now he’s rolling in lolly, got his own business. Well, how did he get the money to start all that up, hey, if he’s not crooked?’ He thrust his jaw out pugnaciously. ‘That’s what we’d all like to know.’ He sniffed again. ‘’Sides, he’s got a parrot. One of them big, colourful things, with a long tail and a vicious beak,’ he added ominously, as if that somehow clinched matters. ‘You just watch yourself, love, that’s all,’ he finished, giving her a concerned look. ‘You just watch yourself.’



Jenny smiled again, and the cyclist reared back. He’d managed to stay a bachelor for all of his life precisely because he’d avoided women with lovely smiles. ‘Well, I’d best be off,’ he muttered hastily and gave his bike an experimental push. It squeaked like a mouse catching sight of a pound of cheddar.



Jenny winced and quickly set off in the direction of the village.



The old man, after a few moments’ thought, turned to watch the woman in the oddly painted old van disappear into the distance. She’d climbed into her seat with that very fetching kind of grace that some very large women seemed to possess. She’d walked well too. Almost flowed across the road.



The man frowned. He rather liked the gal. She looked like a good, honest sort. He only hoped she knew what she was doing, getting herself mixed up with the likes of Lucas Finch.



He shrugged, and pushed his complaining bike all the way to the top of the hill, before remounting it and wobbling his way precariously to the next village but one, where he had his home.



* * *



Wainscott House was indeed situated less than a stone’s throw from the wide River Thames. Jenny parked her van off the road under the shade of a tall horse chestnut tree, locked it up carefully and walked to the white picket gate.



It was not that she suspected that anyone would want to steal the old clunker, especially since her mother and her paintbrush had vented their spleen upon it. But she did have a lot of cookery equipment stored in it, and it would break her heart to lose it if some drunken louts took the van for a joyride and wrecked it.



The house was a solid, square structure, no doubt an old farmhouse in former days. It had a delightful front garden; a ‘proper’ garden, as her grandmother would have said. At the side walls grew hollyhocks and delphiniums, foxgloves and Canterbury bells. A stone path led straight down the middle to the front door, and was edged by pansies, marigolds, love-in-a-mists, feverfew and Sweet Williams. A honeysuckle grew up the front porch, framing the old wooden door with fragrant blooms. Bees and butterflies wove their happy pollen-drunken way through the warm air, filling it with sound and fluttering colour.



Jenny sighed in rather envious bliss at the picture-postcard perfection of the scene, then glanced at her watch. She was early. Too bad. She marched up the path, set down her small case that she kept permanently packed for such short-term assignments like this one, and very firmly thumped on the door.



And Jenny
 could
 thump very firmly when she needed to. A moment later the door was opened by a tall, thin, grey-haired man, with watery blue eyes. On his left shoulder sat a large scarlet macaw. Its beady eyes settled on her as the bird cocked its head curiously to one side.



‘Hello,’ it said. Quite clearly. Jenny smiled at it.



Lucas Finch gaped rudely at the shapely giantess in front of him, and his jaw fell comically open. ‘Bugger me,’ he said at last.



Jenny, not a whit put out by the rather unconventional greeting, smiled politely and held out her hand. ‘I’m Miss Starling,’ she said firmly.



As if she could be anybody else.



Lucas started, making the parrot’s tail upend in an effort to keep his balance, and then thrust out his own hand to take hers in a hearty grip. ‘Lucas Finch,’ he said jovially.



‘I wrote in answer to your advertisement for a cook for the weekend?’ she prompted, when he made no move to either speak or invite her in.



Lucas blinked, then suddenly seemed to recover his equilibrium. ‘Oh, right. Yes. That’s right. Er . . . yes. Er . . . won’t you come in?’ He stepped back, and led her into what, just forty years ago, people referred to as the front parlour. It was now decked out to be something of an office-cum-study with a splendid view across the river and to the copse of trees on the opposite bank.



‘Er . . . won’t you sit down?’ he asked. He looked for all the world like a man who, having got what he wanted, now hadn’t the faintest idea of what to do with it. ‘Er . . . drink?’



Jenny smiled. ‘A cold glass of squash would be nice?’ she asked, hopefully.



‘Squash?’ Lucas, who had gone automatically to the drinks cabinet, put down the decanter of whisky he was holding, and half turned. ‘Er . . . right. Squash.’



He was indeed, as her cyclist friend had informed her, most definitely a cockney. His words came down his nose with a cockney twang that would tarnish silver. ‘Squash,’ he said again, and stared forlornly at the drinks cabinet.



‘Or cold milk, if you prefer,’ Jenny added, guessing correctly that Mr Lucas Finch had probably never purchased squash in his life.



‘Milk!’ He brightened at once and disappeared briefly, returning a minute or so later with a glass full of the white liquid. It was so cold the glass had developed tiny beads of condensation, and Jenny took it gratefully. She and hot weather didn’t always see eye to eye. Eagerly she took a few good hefty swallows.



Lucas watched her generous chin wobble just slightly as she drank, and backed into a chair, unable to take his eyes from such an impressive sight. As a self-made man, and definite ‘character’ himself, he instinctively knew another ‘character’ when he came across one. And, because he was at heart a gregarious, people-friendly sort of chap, he found himself quite taking to his temporary cook.



Jenny put down the glass on her left knee, and glanced at him patiently.



Lucas smiled. ‘Right. You’re the cook,’ he said, then suddenly brightened. ‘Of
 course
 you are.’ As if, he might just as well have added out loud, you could possibly be anyone else.



Jenny caught on at once, and far from being offended, positively beamed at him. ‘My father always says you can’t trust a thin cook. It makes people feel uneasy,’ she said promptly.



Lucas Finch laughed. The parrot laughed.



Jenny laughed. Then, typically, got straight down to business. ‘Now, Mr Finch,’ she began briskly. ‘I understand you require a cook from Saturday breakfast to the Sunday evening meal?’



Lucas nodded, relaxing back into his chair. ‘That’s right.’ He was suddenly very much the businessman now, and potential host. ‘I have guests coming for the weekend. I don’t often entertain, but when I do, I like to do it right. I hate anything to be stingy. I have a housekeeper here, of course, but for guests, I like to push the boat out.’ And he laughed, as if at some private joke.



‘Exactly,’ Jenny concurred, her voice rich with approval. ‘Now, how many are you expecting?’



‘Well, there’s young David Leigh and his pretty little wife, Dorothy. She’s just discovered she’s up the spout, by the way, so if you see her barfing into the river, don’t think it’s something you cooked.’



Jenny’s polite smile froze. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ever so sweetly, if through gritted teeth. ‘I won’t.’
 As if!
 The damned cheek of it. Even pregnant women,
 especially
 pregnant women, found her food sheer ambrosia.



Lucas, if he’d known her better, would have started grovelling in apology immediately. But since he didn’t, he merely nodded, and carried on blithely. ‘Then there’s that old codger, Gabriel Olney, and his wife, the luscious Jasmine. Now I wouldn’t mind planting her in my garden, I can tell you.’ And he drawled the double entendre with such a childish delight that it was almost impossible for Jenny to take offence. Although a woman’s libber would have jumped right down his throat at such an openly sexist remark, she mused with a wry twitch of her lips. ‘Bugger me if she ain’t a little goer. She’s not so young, actually, but all the better for it, if you know what I mean?’



Jenny, stifling a sigh, began to understand what the hapless cyclist had meant. Politically correct, Lucas Finch most definitely wasn’t. Suddenly, she was not at all surprised that Mr Finch wasn’t ‘all that popular around these parts.’ Even in this day and age, villagers, as she knew only too well, tended to be an insular and conservative lot.



And for different reasons entirely, he was beginning to become very unpopular with his cook as well. Any implied slur on her cooking was guaranteed to get her gander up.



‘So it’s just the four guests?’ she clarified. She’d have to keep Dorothy Leigh’s delicate condition in mind, of course. Plenty of vegetables and rice dishes for her.



‘Right. Oh and myself, and yourself, of course, and Captain Lester and the engineer. Oh, and Francis. My manservant,’ he added. He said the final words very much like a magician might say ‘abracadabra’ before producing a rabbit from a hat.



Jenny found it, much to her chagrin, rather touching. That Lucas Finch must indeed have had a poverty-stricken upbringing, she didn’t doubt. The way he liked to throw his money about when entertaining was a sure sign. And now, the very reverence with which he referred to Francis by the ultra old-fashioned title of manservant made her heart contract in compassion. No doubt to the young Lucas Finch, growing up in London’s grime, the thought of him ever having a servant must have been as fantastic a dream as owning a goldmine.



Of course, what the absent Francis felt about being described as a manservant to Lucas probably didn’t bear thinking about. Jenny shrugged the thought aside. She was allowing her mind to wander off the point.



‘So you have—’ she made a quick mental count ‘—five guests, and . . . er . . . the engineer? And Francis and myself.’



Lucas frowned, looking puzzled.



‘No,’ he said. ‘There’s just the Olneys and the Leighs.’



‘And the captain?’ Jenny prompted. He counted as a guest, surely?



Lucas looked at her as if she was mad. ‘The captain steers the boat, love,’ he explained with a gentle patience that would have been kind, if it hadn’t been so patronizing. ‘He won’t be eating with us, although I suppose you’ll still need to put him aside some food. And the engineer too, I guess.’



Jenny fixed him with an eye that was beadier than the eye the parrot was giving her. ‘Boat?’ she echoed sharply.



‘Course,’ Lucas said, looking surprised now. ‘The
 Stillwater Swan
 .’ He said the name as lovingly as Romeo would have addressed Juliet.



‘The
 Stillwater Swan
 .’ Jenny repeated his words flatly and felt herself flush. She was beginning to feel as if she and the parrot might have a lot in common after all. ‘I don’t recall the mention of any boat in our correspondence, Mr Finch,’ she said, her voice like steel.



The fact was, Jenny was not so sure that she liked the sound of the word ‘boat.’



Her father, who’d been a top chef in London and then Paris for most of his career, had told her once about working on the
 Queen Elizabeth II
 . And all about some of his more harrowing experiences during a typhoon just off Bora Bora. She still, to this day, had nightmares about trying to cook a seven-course dinner in a kitchen that wouldn’t keep still.



Lucas Finch suddenly slapped his forehead in a well-blow-me-down gesture, making the parrot on his shoulder jump nervously.



‘You silly sod,’ the parrot said, quite clearly.



Jenny glanced at the bird in some surprise, then shrugged. No doubt the bird had picked up quite a few less than salubrious phrases from its master over the years. It was just a sheer coincidence that it had chosen to utter the comment at such an appropriate moment.



‘Of course, I didn’t say, did I?’ Lucas grinned at his own neglect. ‘Come on, er . . . Miss . . . er . . .’



‘Starling.’



‘Starling. I’ll show you my pride and joy.’



Jenny wasn’t any too sure that she wanted to be shown Lucas Finch’s pride and joy. Nevertheless, she got rather reluctantly to her feet, and followed his tall, grey-haired figure through the house and out into the vast back garden where, at the bottom, the River Thames meandered by, like some stately relative just calling in for a visit. And there, moored to a large wooden landing, was the most beautiful sight Jenny had ever seen.



The ‘boat’ was a large, flat-bottomed, two-storeyed paddle steamer — obviously purpose-built and to spec, in order to traverse England’s biggest river. Not exactly a Mississippi riverboat special, it was certainly unusual and undeniably elegant. It had class written all over it.



It was also, as its name suggested, painted a bright, almost blinding white, with black and orange trim. As they approached it, the cook noticed how the steam whistle that rose above the structure was carved like the neck and head of a swan, with its orange-painted beak wide open to allow the steam through.



The riverboat had tiny balconies on the upper storeys, with hanging baskets affixed to the walls, frothing over with blue, red, green and yellow. Its brass fixtures gleamed like gold. Its planked decking was dry and clean, and a light gold in colour. The windows on both floors were wide and pristine, and glass sliding doors led out onto the lower deck. It was most definitely a rich man’s toy.



‘Isn’t she summat?’ Lucas Finch asked with masterly understatement and beaming pride, and Jenny nodded.



‘Oh yes,’ she agreed, her blue eyes sparkling. ‘She certainly is summat.’



‘Want the guided tour?’



Jenny nodded. If she was to spend the weekend cooking on this lovely vessel, she most certainly did want the guided tour. Especially of the kitchen. Or, she supposed she should say, the galley.



The
 Stillwater Swan
 didn’t so much as bob at her mooring as they stepped from the jetty, through the open boarding gate and onto its lower deck. Jenny went straight to the rear and looked at the large paddles below.



Long, elegantly curved paddles rested in the still, clear water of the Thames. She could just imagine them turning, gently and smoothly pushing the boat along. What was it about paddle steamers, she mused meltingly, that so boggled the imagination? She felt like a giddy schoolgirl about to go to her first dance. She’d cooked in castles, in colleges, and indeed in some of the stateliest homes of England in her time. But this was something special. Perhaps it was the magic of steam, or simply the call and romance of a bygone era that made her heart flutter.



‘This here’s the engine room.’ Lucas briefly opened the door, giving her a glimpse of a large but modern boiler, and a row of technical-looking, state-of-the-art dials. ‘The coal and water are stored here.’ He nodded to the side, where a small door led off to the storerooms. ‘We also have another freshwater butt on the starboard side, in case of fires, or if the tanks run low.’



Jenny nodded but in fact knew nothing about the mechanics of how such a boat must work. Nor was she particularly interested. Just so long as when she turned on the taps in her kitchen — no,
 her galley —
 the water came on, then she was happy.



‘But the guests, of course, have nothing to do with the dirty, smelly end,’ Lucas laughed. ‘Up there—’ he nodded above, to the balconies on the second storey ‘—are three bedrooms and a bathroom. Double beds, mind. And thick carpets. And real antiques. When I had the
 Swan
 built, must be over ten years ago now, I had her fitted out with nothing but the best.’



Jenny ignored the boasting, having got her measure of the man by now.



She didn’t doubt that Lucas always had to have the best of everything, and for once she was not amused or touched by his extravagance. The
 Stillwater Swan
 , it was plain,
 simply deserved
 the best of everything.



She followed him as he led her to the main salon, which also served, she saw at once, as the dining room.



In the centre of the room was a large, gleaming mahogany table that could easily have seated twenty. The cook could just imagine it set with a snowy white cloth (what other colour for the
 Stillwater Swan
 ?) and awash with gleaming crystal, a towering candle-and-flower centrepiece, and silver cutlery set for a seven-course feast.



She began to practically quiver in anticipation.



Lucas Finch watched her reaction with a smile of satisfaction, and nodded. In that instant, he knew that this surprising cook would not let him down. His guests would be treated to nothing but the best. ‘I’ve got flowers arriving later on tonight, plus the delivery of food.’



At the magical word ‘food,’ Jenny turned to him, her blue eyes sparkling. ‘Yes?’



Lucas smiled. ‘Don’t worry, love, you can check it all out for yourself, and if I’ve forgotten anything then tell me. I have an arrangement with the butchers and greengrocers around here. What I want, I get.’ And his eyes glinted, just for a moment losing their jovial, laid-back twinkle.



Jenny made a mental note to watch out for that particular gleam. Only truly ruthless men could get quite that expression in their eye. She followed with a rather wry smile as he led her to the galley, which was nowhere near as poky as she had feared and imagined.



A large gas cooker stood in one corner, surrounded by adequate worktop space. Cupboards were arranged in that very neat way that was peculiar to boats, taking up the minimum amount of space, whilst at the same time making the most of every square inch. A large sink and a small table completed the ensemble. All in all, not too shabby.



She made a quick inspection of the utensils — plenty of pots, pans, and cutlery. She had with her, of course, packed securely in the van, her own portable set of knives, spoons, spatulas, etc. No cook worth her salt travelled without them.



After a long, thorough inspection, she nodded, turned to look at him, and smiled. ‘This will do nicely,’ she said judiciously.



Lucas Finch grinned.



The parrot on his shoulder coughed.



‘I’m afraid you’ll have to kip in the adjoining cook’s bunkhouse,’ he said, and went to a small door set in one bulkhead. It opened into a tiny bedroom, which contained a single bed and a narrow wardrobe with one drawer at the bottom. There wasn’t so much as a porthole, and Lucas pulled on a cord that turned on a rather weak light. Jenny eyed the bed with a jaundiced eye, and then shrugged her massive shoulders. It was only for one night, after all.



‘It’ll do,’ she said shortly, and turned back to her galley. ‘So you’ll be wanting a full English breakfast for Saturday and Sunday mornings?’



‘Right. Might as well start the cruise off on a good nosh-up,’ he agreed cheerfully, and Jenny positively beamed at him.



He was a man after her own heart, despite the rather rough edges.



‘Then something light for lunch — salad, pt, something like that,’ he said enthusiastically, ‘then as lavish a meal as you can manage, say, round about eightish at night?’



Jenny gave him a long, considering look. ‘I can manage a very lavish meal, given the right ingredients,’ she warned him. It was her dream to be let loose on a no-holds-barred feast. She tended, she knew, to go rather over the top though.



Lucas laughed. ‘I bet you can.’



Jenny looked at him archly. ‘How many courses had you in mind, Mr Finch?’



Lucas leered at her. ‘Surprise me, darlin’.’



‘Give us a kiss,’ the parrot interpreted helpfully.



Jenny looked at the bird thoughtfully, then glanced at its laughing-eyed owner.



‘I might just do that,’ she murmured. And then smiled. Well, he’d asked for it!









 
CHAPTER TWO




Jenny had no intention of sleeping in the narrow and cramped room on the
 Stillwater Swan
 that night if she could possibly help it. And certainly not when Wainscott House itself was standing nearby practically empty and presumably just full of comfortable bedrooms with nice big beds! She’d arrived on a Friday afternoon strictly for Mr Lucas Finch’s convenience, and she intended to sleep in one of the spare rooms at his country residence that same Friday night for her own.



A labourer was still worthy of her hire, after all. And so she set about securing these sleeping arrangements with all her usual tact and diplomacy — not to mention downright sneakiness. As with most things, timing was everything.



Just before the deliveries of food were due to arrive, Jenny was sitting on a garden chair under a large plum tree, with her small case by her feet. She had deliberately kept it by her side, and now she gave it a thoughtful glance. She was waiting, very patiently, for the opportunity to deposit it where she wanted it and, inevitably, her patience was eventually rewarded.



Catching sight of a grey-haired figure at the kitchen sink, she promptly rose to her feet, grabbed her case and made her way to the kitchen through the well-tended vegetable garden. The housekeeper, busy filling a glass vase with water ready for a spray of gladioli, jumped a little as a large shadow fell over her, then turned sharply, her rather frosty face thawing a little at the sight of the cook. She obviously had no objection to her employer asking an outside agency to cook for his weekend guests, and Jenny guessed that the woman was glad to have a weekend off. So much the better — in her subconscious at least, she probably already felt as if she owed the new arrival a favour.



Jenny smiled at her pleasantly. ‘Hello. You must be Mr Finch’s housekeeper?’ She held out her hand, forcing the woman to put down the vase. ‘I’m Miss Starling — but please, call me Jenny.’



The older woman shook her hand, looking a little flustered now.



‘I was hoping you could show me to my room?’ Jenny said, and looked at her case helplessly. ‘I’m expecting the food to be delivered soon and I must go over it all. I wouldn’t put it past the greengrocer to try and palm me off with bruised peaches or marked plums.’



The housekeeper, who introduced herself as Beatrice Jessop, tut-tutted and agreed that nowadays shopkeepers would indeed take the most atrocious liberties, should you let them.



‘Exactly,’ Jenny agreed, as if she’d been listening to the Wisdom of Solomon. ‘So I’d really like to just unpack my night things and stow away my case before rolling up my sleeves, so to speak, to do battle. I imagine I’m to be put up in the room next to yours? We are the only two ladies in the house, I presume? Or does Mr Finch have a partner?’



The housekeeper, who’d obviously had no such orders from her employer to prepare a room for the cook, very quickly agreed that, obviously, Jenny was to have a room next to hers. Where else? Professional women should stick together after all. And no, her employer was so far very much a bachelor.



Soon Jenny was helping the by now thoroughly thawed housekeeper to make up a fresh bed in a pleasant and large room at the rear of the house. It had a charming view overlooking the village, with its old church, well-maintained village green and picturesque cottages.



Mrs Jessop then very tactfully withdrew, and Jenny slipped a voluminous — but quite sexily diaphanous — white nightdress under her pillow and straightened up again. She gave the sturdy double bed a satisfied smile, nodded once in satisfaction, and left the room. On the landing she couldn’t resist stopping at the window to look down at the winding, wide river, and the
 Stillwater Swan
 at her mooring. From the second floor, the boat looked even more impressive. Having an overall, prow-to-stern look at it, she saw at once that it was surprisingly large. It was a good thing, she mused, that the river had been recently dredged and enlarged or she’d doubt the
 Swan
 would be able to clear it. Although she supposed that good old Father Thames had seen — and accommodated — much more prestigious boats in his time.



She’d spent the afternoon minutely exploring every inch of the beautiful paddle steamer, unable to resist it. It had, she knew, three large bedrooms on the top floor, including the master suite, which faced the front. A spacious bathroom had every modern convenience, including flushing toilet, shower and full bath. Down below, as well as the main salon/dining room and galley, it had a games room, and another toilet. At the rear was a large expanse of open decking, on which to play quoits or even, if you didn’t mind being just a touch cramped, a game of badminton.



Jenny looked at the gleaming white vessel and felt herself smile. She couldn’t have stopped herself from falling in love with the craft even if she’d tried to. It so effortlessly brought back memories of the elegance and lan of days long since perished. She could just imagine Greta Garbo lounging on one of the main salon’s white leather couches with a gold cigarette holder about a foot long in one hand, and swirling a fluted glass of champagne in the other. Clark Gable wouldn’t have given a damn whilst playing poker in the games room, and Nol Coward wouldn’t have looked a whit out of place holding court by the mock fireplace in the salon. It wasn’t very often she got an assignment as glamorous and as different as this one.



She took a long deep breath of pleased anticipation. She could hardly wait for the morning to come. The lure of a short river cruise was beginning to make her feel as excited as a little girl on Christmas Eve.



With her bed-finding mission now satisfactorily accomplished, Jenny made her way tranquilly back to the garden.



Wainscott House, she saw at once, had been built around a large quad. In the middle was a large square lawn, with a sundial in the exact centre, which looked both old and original, and she wondered if it had truly come with the house. This lawn was in turn surrounded by colourful and tightly packed herbaceous borders. The house occupied two sides of the square, and on the opposite sides were two small converted cottages that had once been stables, and a variety of outbuildings.



From one of the large cottage doors, wide enough to have admitted the horses that had once lodged there, a man stepped out and into the sunshine. He wasn’t a tall man, and he wasn’t a young man, and from the way he moved down the path in a curiously circular, rolling gait, Jenny had no difficulty at all in labelling him as an old sea dog. Only sailors walked like that in her experience. Which was considerable. Either that or he was someone who had had way too much grog. This, then, she surmised, could only be the captain.



Jenny left her seat in the shade in order to waylay him. ‘Hello. You must be Captain Lester?’ she asked pleasantly.



The man jerked to a halt, obviously taken aback by the sound of a woman’s voice. Jenny wasn’t surprised. She hadn’t thought that the housekeeper, Mrs Jessop, was the kind of woman to take to crusty old sea-salts, and from what she knew (or rather guessed) of a sailor’s lonely life, they probably preferred to keep themselves to themselves. Not that she supposed that piloting a riverboat was the same thing as taking to the oceans.



Still, one sailor, or so she’d discovered in her early twenties, was very much like another.



‘Aye, that’s right. Tobias Lester, ma’am, at your service.’ Tobias Lester was, she supposed, in his mid-fifties. His hair had once been golden but had now settled into that silver-blond salt-and-pepper shade that could be so appealing on a man. His eyes were the same blue-green of the sea, and looked attractive in a rather round, pleasantly creased face. His skin had the look and consistency of leather — no doubt as the result of years of working outdoors.



‘I’m your cook for the weekend,’ Jenny introduced herself, instantly liking the older man’s warm smile of greeting.



Tobias Lester’s smile widened. ‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am. A sailor’s always glad of a first-rate cook. I joined the merchant navy when I was just eighteen, and reckon I’ve sailed every sea that’s out there. But I can’t say that any of the ships I was on had what you might call a first-class cook — not a priority, see? But with pleasure cruises, well, that’s different, isn’t it? Got to keep people happy. Will this be your first cruise?’



They began to walk in unspoken mutual consent down the path and out towards the river. Jenny took the captain’s assumption that she was, in fact, a ‘first-rate cook’ for granted. But it pleased her nonetheless. What a
 nice
 man Captain Lester was.



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes, it is my first time on the water.’ And then, thinking rather uneasily of Bora Bora and typhoons, she added a shade uncertainly, ‘I hope the going won’t be too rough.’



Captain Lester laughed heartily. ‘Good grief, no! The river’s as flat as a millpond. It’d have to be, I reckon — the
 Swan
 ’s a flat-bottomed boat, you see. She can’t take much rocking about.’



Jenny nodded but didn’t really see at all. What she knew about boats could be written on the back of a pea. And a dried, very shrivelled pea at that.



‘She hasn’t got a V-shaped hull,’ the captain continued, showing remarkable patience at a landlubber’s obvious ignorance. ‘If we hit a wave, she has no real way of riding it out comfortably. That’s why Lucas called her the
 Stillwater Swan
 , see? There’s a vast difference between the way river craft are made and ships that have to put out to sea.’



Jenny smiled, much relieved. ‘So it’s a guaranteed smooth ride then, is it?’



The captain laughed his hearty laugh again, his eyes crinkling attractively at the corners. ‘That I can promise you, ma’am. Even if it rains. Which—’ he looked up judiciously into a bright blue sky ‘—it won’t.’



And sailors knew these sorts of things. Or so she’d been led to believe. And, in truth, she was quite prepared to take his word for it.



The captain had an easy-going manner that would enable him, she imagined, to get on well with anyone who crossed his path. But he also had that unmistakable air of competence about him that made you feel you could trust him as well as like him. It came as no surprise then that the socially active Lucas Finch had chosen this experienced and presumably retired seaman for his captain. He looked the part, he wouldn’t embarrass him or his guests with too much social ineptitude, and he so obviously knew what he was doing.



The perfect man for the
 Stillwater Swan
 , in fact.



The cook glanced back at the house, her face thoughtful. ‘You live in the converted cottages, Captain?’ she asked, slightly curious. She hadn’t expected Lucas Finch to be such a considerate employer.



‘Yes, that’s right. Me and Brian O’Keefe, the engineer.’



‘Mr Finch must use the
 Swan
 a lot then — if he likes to keep his staff so close?’ she probed, wondering why she was so curious. Perhaps, she thought wryly, it was the siren call of wanderlust catching up with her rather late in life. But she found herself, rather unexpectedly, envying Lucas Finch and Captain Lester the idyllic life they appeared to lead.



‘Oh yes. Lucas loves the
 Swan
 almost as much as I do,’ the captain mused, casting such a loving look over the gleaming white boat that Jenny very nearly felt uncomfortable. ‘When I first came here, I’d been in the merchant navy for so long it was getting harder and harder to keep finding a ship to take me on — they like their tars young these days. Can’t say as I blame ’em,’ he added, sighing, then shrugged. ‘It’s a young man’s game, I suppose.’



Captain Lester, Jenny realized, like a lot of solitary people, could become very loquacious when given the opportunity. Not that she minded. She was at a loose end until the food came anyway, and she was genuinely interested to hear about a life led on the water.



‘So when I saw this advertisement, like, for the skipper of an old river paddle steamer, I was down here like a shot. Especially when it came with board and lodging on site. Thought it was going to be one of those touristy things, though. You know what I mean? Take a cruise up the Thames for a hundred quid a day, with a licensed bar thrown in. That sort o’ thing. I was expecting wedding parties and rowdy office outings and whatnot.’



He shook his head sadly at the thought of it, and Jenny nodded glumly in sympathy.



‘So you could’ve knocked me down with the proverbial feather, like, when I came here and met Lucas — Mr Finch. When he told me he was a private owner, I was quite surprised. And then he took me out to the
 Swan
 . . .’ His voice trailed off, and Jenny once more nodded in perfect understanding. Yes, she could well imagine his reaction.



As she herself looked at the boat, it wasn’t hard to understand what a dream come true she must have been to someone like Tobias Lester. He must have felt himself approaching the scrap heap, with nothing but rented accommodation in some anonymous town to look forward to, and a slow and lonely descent into old age. To find himself in charge of a beauty like the
 Swan
 , and with the added security of a full-time job as well, it must have felt like all of his Christmases and birthdays had come at once.



As if sensing the direction of her thoughts, Tobias Lester leaned back against a large wooden pole that marked the beginning of the landing stage, and folded his arms across his muscular chest. ‘I’d more or less resigned myself to a life with my sister, see, up Banbury way. She’s a widow. Got a nice enough little semi, a bit o’ garden. Shops nearby. It’s alright, I suppose. If you like that sort o’ thing.’



But a bit of a graveyard for a man like you, Jenny instantly surmised, and shuddered. She could well imagine the gloom and despondency with which Tobias Lester must have considered a semi in Banbury. The fact that his words confirmed her hypothesis on his character came as no surprise to her at all. She’d always been good at reading people, and their situation in life.



‘And then I saw her.’ The captain nodded his head towards the beautiful white vision, his voice so full of love and slave-like devotion that, for the first time ever, Jenny understood why men insisted on calling a boat ‘she.’



‘Course, when Lucas said he intended to take her out at least once a week, I took it with a pinch o’ salt, like. He’d just had her commissioned, see, and I thought . . .’ Aware that he was becoming a little less than discreet, he shrugged his shoulders and trailed off.



Jenny, of course, had no such scruples. ‘You thought it was just another rich man’s toy?’ she stated flatly. ‘That he’d soon get bored with it, and leave it to slowly rust away, out of sight somewhere?’



Tobias gave her a thoughtful glance, and then nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought, right enough. And glad I was to be proved wrong. Lucas has had her for years now, and we still go out in her near enough every week. Course, he likes to show her off, so we often take guests up to London or Oxford and back. Sometimes even further — though the river gets narrower the further north you go, and it wouldn’t do to get the
 Swan
 stuck. Not that I mind the company of guests, you understand?’ he added anxiously. ‘A boat like the
 Swan
 deserves to be shown off. She was made for folks to enjoy. But I like it quiet too –when it’s just us.’



Tobias settled himself more comfortably against the post. ‘I remember, deep one winter, we took her out just after an ice-breaking barge had been through. We’d had a hoar frost the night before, and the sun came up next morning as pale as a lemon. Well, we took her out, and she was the only boat on the water. All the weeping willows was hanging over the banks, like them silver strings you put on Christmas trees. Must have been a Sunday morning, too, ’cause as we went, we could hear the church bells a’going. No one was with us on that trip, neither. Just me and Brian, Lucas and Francis. I’ll never forget it. People tend to think that a riverboat’s just for the summer. T’ain’t true.’ He shook his shaggy, leonine head, and Jenny, who’d been almost hypnotized by the vision of it in her mind, suddenly opened her eyes a little wider and gave herself a mental shake.



This would not do!



‘Well, I suppose I should inspect the cupboard space on board. I don’t want to take any food that might spoil.’



‘Oh, we’ve got a refrigeration unit on board, didn’t you see it?’ Tobias asked, as proud as any father talking of his daughter’s prowess.



Jenny, thoroughly delighted now, admitted that she hadn’t seen it, and she followed him happily to the galley to be shown a small but handy fridge, tucked away under the sink.



* * *



Hundreds of yards away, in a neat and newly renovated cottage in the middle of the village, David Leigh looked up from his desk and glanced through the window towards the river.



He should be at the office, by rights, but Archie Pringle, senior partner of Pringle, Ford & Soames, Solicitors, had been more than happy to give him the afternoon off when informed that the junior man had been invited to join Lucas Finch on a weekend river cruise.



Not only was the
 Stillwater Swan
 something of a celebrity around and about, having been featured in several lifestyle magazines and local newspapers, but Pringle, Ford & Soames would be very happy indeed to get their hands on some of Lucas Finch’s much-vaunted business dealings. It was well known that Finch had made the majority of his fortune in biscuits, and owned several factories that still produced such delights as ‘Jimmy Jammy Fingers’ and ‘Peach Puffs.’ There was a lot of mileage to be got out of a biscuit king, so Archie Pringle was more than happy (if a little envious) to let his junior have a little leeway in the hopes of landing some of Finch’s business. And if, as rumour had it, the start-up money for Lucas’s empire had been a shade, well, shady, then that was just too bad. In this uncertain economic day and age, it paid even well-established and respectable solicitors not to be too choosy who they did business with.



David Leigh, however, was not feeling particularly grateful for his unexpected leisure time. In fact, as he looked out at the river and thought about tomorrow morning and the start of the cruise, happiness was the furthest thing from his mind.



He pushed the papers he’d been working on away and rose to his feet, feeling stiff-necked and badly knotted up. It was his nerves, he knew. The tension was getting so bad that he thought, just sometimes, that he might go stark staring mad any minute now. He felt like he wanted to scream and rant and rave, but didn’t dare to, because he was not sure that he would be able to stop once he’d started.



Instead, he walked slowly towards the window, and his eyes went immediately to the almost fairy-like figure of his tiny wife, who was busy picking some raspberries at the bottom of the garden. She looked incredibly lovely, dressed in a pale, floating summer dress, her ash-blonde hair blowing in the breeze.



Although the doctor had assured them that she was indeed three months pregnant, she still looked as slender as a reed. At only five feet two, with tiny wrists and ankles, David could hardly imagine her big with child.



He sighed, then winced as a haunting note filled the air. At the bottom of the garden, Dorothy Leigh looked up and frowned. She knew the sound well, of course. Everyone who lived in Buscot did. It was the hauntingly lovely steam whistle of the
 Stillwater Swan
 .



Brian O’Keefe must be testing the boilers in preparation for the cruise tomorrow.



Dorothy paused in picking the luscious, tart berries, a small frown tugging at her pale brows. She wasn’t looking forward to tomorrow. Or Sunday. She wished, in fact, that they weren’t going at all.



She knew that Lucas Finch had what her mother coyly called ‘a thing’ for her, but it was not the thought of fighting off Lucas’s rather coarse passes that worried her.



Her green-eyed gaze turned back to the house and she thought she saw a figure step hastily back from the bedroom window. Not possible, of course. David was hard at work on old man Filey’s last will and testament. The silly old goat was always chopping and changing it about, much to the amused annoyance of his loving kith and kin. He’d probably left his imagined fortune to his cat this time, or to his sour-faced sister, who was, for some reason, currently in favour with the old man.



Dorothy sighed and resumed picking the berries. If asked, she couldn’t have said quite
 why
 she was so uneasy. She only knew that she was. She just couldn’t shake off a feeling of . . . well . . . of doom, almost. Her old granny would condescendingly have put it down to her condition, but Dorothy knew it wasn’t that.



There was something wrong with David.



But she knew that her husband would only give her one of his long-suffering, lightly amused looks if she tried to ask him about it, so she didn’t bother. But a wife knew these things.



And so she went on patiently picking berries, and wishing that Lucas hadn’t asked them out on the boat.



Inside the house, David Leigh walked back to his desk and pulled out a piece of paper. He looked at it for a long, long time, his face curiously pinched and grim. Yet anybody looking over his shoulder wouldn’t have seen anything remarkable about the correspondence at all. It was simply a lengthy, handwritten letter from one of Pringle, Ford & Soames’s clients, outlining some conveyancing work that he wanted done on a property out Faringdon way.



But what David Leigh did next might well have surprised any observer.



Slowly, carefully, and on a separate piece of paper, he began to write an exact replica of the letter. Word for word. And in handwriting that was fast beginning to look indistinguishable from the real, original thing.



With just a bit more practice, David thought with a near-hysterical and grim twist of his lips, he could have a lucrative second career as a forger ahead of him.



* * *



In the beautiful old town of Woodstock, Gabriel Olney checked his tie in the mirror. It was perfectly straight and impeccably knotted. It was navy blue, and bore the insignia of a very good public school. He stood ramrod straight, looking every inch the colonel he had once been. He was not tall, at five feet eight, but the very rigidity with which he habitually stood to attention made him
 seem
 taller. He was going to be sixty-one on his next birthday, but he was as lean and fit as a whippet.



His dark grey eyes checked that his moustache was properly trimmed, and that his dark blue ‘sailing’ jacket was without a crease. He gave a brass button an eagle-eyed check, but it shone as only good old-fashioned spit and polish could make it shine. He gave a grunt of satisfaction.



Unlike David Leigh, Gabriel Olney was looking forward to the weekend. Very much so.



He smiled a rather hard, gimlet-eyed smile as he took off the jacket and began, very carefully and very neatly, to pack his small overnight case. His wife’s larger case already lay half packed on the bed, crammed with garments she’d simply tossed in, willy-nilly.



He gave it a scathing look.



When his shaving things were neatly stowed, and his deck shoes (encased in polythene, of course, to ensure that they could make no dirty marks) were neatly tucked away at the side, he shut the lid and zipped it up. Then he straightened and reached into his wallet. From it he exacted a cheque.



It was a very
 large
 cheque.



As he looked at the row of noughts, he smiled with gloating satisfaction.



And if the same fictional somebody who might have been watching David Leigh had now been stood peering over
 his
 shoulder, they’d have been very surprised indeed. For the cheque was not made out
 to
 Gabriel Olney, but was made out
 by
 Gabriel Olney to Lucas Finch.



But still Gabriel, late colonel in what he considered to be one of the best regiments in the land, smiled with eminent satisfaction as he considered the vast sum of money he intended to part with.



* * *



At that particular moment in time, Jenny Starling was also smiling like the cat that got the cream. And found a canary in it to boot.



She was standing in the large kitchen of Wainscott House, going over every item the butcher, fishmonger and greengrocer had brought in their smart little refrigerated vans.



The butcher had arrived first, bearing lean cuts of venison, marbled steaks, prime lamb, fresh pork and smoked bacon. Not even Jenny had been able to find a single fault with the tender meat.



The fishmonger had arrived just as she’d finished carefully storing the meat in the large fridge at Wainscott House. She would only remove the food to the
 Stillwater Swan
 first thing in the morning.



The fishmonger had fared rather less well than the butcher, for Jenny had insisted that he take away his mussels and return with a batch that suited her fastidious tastes better. She’d compounded his misery by rejecting two of his trout, which, she insisted, after a beady-eyed look at their gills, could be chucked in the bin, thank you very much. But she was happy with the prawns, crab, salmon and whitebait, although she did reject his oysters.



Jenny disliked cooking oysters, ever since that very distressing incident concerning the Russian ambassador’s wife, and the six bottles of vodka.



The greengrocer, last of all to arrive, had to watch and wince as she minutely inspected every vegetable and piece of fruit that he laid out for her, from the leeks to the quinces, the asparagus to the grapes. He left with only a few bruised apples, some unwholesome-looking bananas and a dented kiwi.



All in all, not a bad haul, Jenny thought, looking at her list of goodies. Already her heart was thumping. Breakfast was easy enough, of course, for a full English breakfast was a must. She could make some fresh sausages with the pork and the herbs she’d already gathered from the kitchen garden, served with smoked bacon, grilled tomatoes and of course, plenty of fried eggs, which always went down a treat with the men.



For the ladies, though, and especially Dorothy Leigh, Jenny would include the options of delicately flavoured omelettes, porridge and perhaps a little French toast.



Lunches, too, would be a snap, with plenty of salads, a cold chicken and ham pie, perhaps even a huge fruit salad, to help keep the guests cool and refreshed on a hot summer’s day.



But the evening meal . . .



Jenny sat down eagerly, pulling the list of goodies towards her and letting her imagination run riot.



There would have to be hors d’oeuvres, of course — smoked salmon blinis, asparagus wrapped in pancetta, mini bruschettas . . . She sighed in bliss. Then, for a second course, perhaps some lobster cocktails — and she mustn’t forget soup, of course. A rich game soup, or, no, perhaps something lighter . . . pea and mint, or lettuce and spring onion. Yes, very nice on a sultry summer evening.



And for the main course . . . Jenny’s heart very nearly sang a song. Well, Lucas Finch had promised her she could go wild. Perhaps eels. No, perhaps not. Not with a pregnant woman seated at table. Veal fricassee, perhaps, or venison  la royale.



Hmm . . .



And desserts that looked as beautiful as they tasted. They’d have to be cold, of course. A pity that, but it
 was
 high summer. Almond cream with greengage jam would go lovely with a variety of things. Apple gateau, or apricot souffl . . . yes, especially for Dorothy Leigh. Or maybe a baked Alaska.



Someone coughed.



Jenny looked up ferociously. She’d just begun to elevate herself into the lofty heights of foodie nirvana and she wasn’t too pleased to be brought down to earth with such an unkind bump.



‘Yes?’ she snapped. To a perfect stranger. Jenny blinked, and immediately apologized. ‘I do beg your pardon. I was miles away.’



The stranger inclined his head. And in that instant, Jenny was forever to believe that this man did
 everything
 silently. She had certainly not heard him come in, and since the kitchen was tiled, she
 should
 have heard him. And when he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper.



‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Miss Starling, but Mr Finch wondered if you would care to prepare this evening’s meal, or would you prefer for Mrs Jessop to do so?’



That this was the famous ‘manservant’ of Lucas Finch, Jenny was in no doubt. He was dressed in a white houseboy’s jacket that reminded the cook of all those films set in India, where the pukka sahib was waited on by expressionless Indians with round, soulful eyes.



But Francis Grey didn’t have round, soulful eyes. He was about fifty, she supposed, slim, and had an air of being so neat and tidy he hardly looked human. Not a hair was out of place. On this hot July afternoon, not a bead of perspiration dared quiver on his forehead.



‘Oh, I’d be delighted to cook the evening meal,’ Jenny said quickly, and with some considerable relief. She knew that Mrs Jessop could make a decent bed and arrange a mean gladioli floral display, but Jenny believed — quite rightly — that
 nobody
 could cook like she could cook.



‘How many are going to dine?’



Francis Grey blinked. ‘Just Mr Finch. Mrs Jessop and myself eat in here.’ He indicated the kitchen, and at the same time, and in some mysterious way that not even the perspicacious Jenny Starling was quite able to fathom, indicated that she also was to dine in the kitchen. Not that Jenny had ever intended to do anything else. Still, it rankled to have a ‘manservant’ make it quite so plain. She inclined her head somewhat stiffly. ‘And the captain and . . . er . . . Mr O’Keefe?’



Francis smiled. His face, Jenny noticed in disconcerted surprise, was so bland, so
 nondescript
 , that even though she was looking right at him, she’d have been hard pressed to actually describe what he looked like.



‘The crew see to their own meals,’ Francis said, somehow relegating the
 Stillwater Swan
 and her servants to another planet.



Jenny nodded. ‘Very well. What time would Mr Finch like to dine?’ she asked stiffly.



‘Eight-thirty is the usual time,’ Francis said, then he bowed and left. Or rather, not so much left as somehow floated away.



Jenny watched him go, and then, for some strange reason, shivered. Hard.









 
CHAPTER THREE




Jenny arose, somewhat reluctantly it had to be said, with the dawn chorus. She tiptoed stealthily down to the kitchen, not wishing to disturb either Lucas or Mrs Jessop, and yawningly made herself a cup of tea. This she sipped for a moment before deciding to take it out onto the lawn.



All around her, the cool early-morning air resonated with birdsong. The grass was still moist with dew, and far in the distance she could see a farmer, riding a red piece of farm equipment to the slope of a hill, no doubt in order to turn the hay. She sipped her delicious hot brew and watched the bees disappearing up the fluted bells of the foxglove flowers.



It was going to be another glorious day, as Captain Lester had so ably predicted yesterday. Already the sun was promising to blast its furnace-like heat down on her head as she made her way to her by now favourite spot under the plum tree. It looked, to her experienced eye, to be an old-fashioned Victoria plum, and she wished she could be here in the autumn to sample its fruit. Victorias made perfect plum tarts.



The very rustic-looking wooden bench groaned just slightly in protest as she sat down on it, and a thrush, who was in the process of whacking a snail against a stone, paused to eye her with rather dubious interest. He needn’t have worried — she was not that interested in sharing his breakfast. A nasty French habit, that. Snails. She could cook anything, but snails were the exception.



Jenny ignored the bird and continued to sip blissfully away at her tea. It was so nice to be on holiday, after all. She was just down to the final mouthful when she heard a cheerful whistle (of the non-avian kind) coming from the direction of the river. The tune was ‘Messing About On The River’ — a rather apt title under the circumstances, she mused with a smile.



Curious, Jenny strolled to the gate and stood leaning against what had probably once been a chicken coop to watch a dark young man step lithely aboard the
 Stillwater Swan
 . As he did so, he hefted a large bag of coal under one arm as if it were nothing more than a feather pillow. No doubt, the impressed cook surmised, this was Captain Lester’s neighbour and fellow worker, the engineer Brian O’Keefe.



She wondered idly whether his name could be put down to Irish or Scottish ancestry, but when he disappeared into the
 Swan
 ’s boiler room, she shrugged and glanced at her watch. It was still only a quarter to six. She had plenty of time.



She returned to the kitchen and began the task of moving her precious food packages to the
 Swan
 . Although from time to time she still caught snatches of ‘Messing About On The River’ issuing from the boiler room, Brian O’Keefe never stuck his head out to ask who was about, although he must have heard her.



Perhaps, she thought rather dourly, he was one of those obstinate individuals who did nothing more than what was strictly their job, and resented doing even that. She hoped not. She was looking forward to this cruise, and didn’t want anything to spoil the ambience.



By seven, her galley was fully stocked. She’d added plenty of herbs and some more fresh vegetables from the kitchen garden to the final tally, and her last act was to place her knives and assorted instruments reverently into a drawer. She gave the oven another look over, although she’d already tested it thoroughly yesterday afternoon. One of the disadvantages of being a travelling cook was that you were always using ovens that you didn’t know. And, as every cook knew, sometimes to their cost, all ovens had their own idiosyncrasies and funny little ways that could trip you up. Flat souffls and burnt duck were amongst the worst that could happen. But Jenny was confident that the specimen on the
 Swan
 didn’t have too many surprises in store for her now.



One of Jenny’s worst nightmares was the thought of an oven giving up the ghost altogether. Although she was perfectly capable of producing a good meal using rings and grill alone, she didn’t much care to have her ingenuity put to the test. (Using microwaves didn’t even cross her mind.) But the gas bottles were full and the cooker was a relatively new and trustworthy brand. She nodded, gave the boiler room a passing look as she left, and returned to the house.



Mrs Jessop looked surprised to see her, and then looked faintly approving as she realized that the cook must have already been hard at work for some time. The younger generation didn’t know they’d been born, Mrs Jessop was wont to say. Not that she’d say it to this Miss Starling. She had infinitely better sense than that!



The two women were cosily drinking tea together when the parrot, in a flurry of scarlet and blue excitement, fluttered by and landed squarely on the teapot lid. Apparently the creature had little feeling in its scaly feet, for instead of squawking and hopping off the hot ceramic rather smartly, it merely turned, cocked its head to one side, and fixed Jenny with a curious, pale eye.



‘Wotcha,’ the parrot said amiably.



Jenny blinked. ‘Good morning,’ she replied.



Lucas Finch came in at that moment, yawning mightily. It was an experience somewhat similar, Jenny mused, to that of peering down the Mersey tunnel on a smoggy day.



‘Mornin’, ladies,’ Lucas said, and scratched himself vigorously under his left armpit before fixing the teapot with an avaricious stare.



Mrs Jessop quickly and competently shooed the bird off, and poured him a cup.



Jenny wondered what the oh-so-correct Francis would make of this cosy little domestic scene. She somehow doubted that he would approve.



Lucas pulled out a chair and sat amicably next to his temporary cook, took a hearty slurp of tea, and then sighed blissfully. ‘The gannets will be arriving in another half an hour or so, love,’ he warned her cheerfully. ‘David and Dot only live down the road, and old Gab and Jasmine like to be on time. He’s an ex-soldier, you know,’ he informed her a trifle glumly, then rolled his eyes. There was something about the way he spoke that roused the cook’s instinct for trouble.



Jenny glanced at him curiously. ‘Were you once in the army, Mr Finch?’ She fished for information gently and was somehow not surprised to find that she had hit some kind of nail right on the head.



Lucas jumped as if he’d just been goosed, and Mrs Jessop began to study her teacup. She stared at it so hard that Jenny wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d been attempting to read the tea leaves, which was definitely a fine art in this day of the ubiquitous teabag. So long as there were no tall, dark, handsome strangers lurking about in the bottom of her cup, Jenny wished her luck. Tall, dark, handsome strangers, in her opinion, were far more trouble than they were worth.



‘Yeah, I was in the army a lifetime ago,’ Lucas finally and rather reluctantly admitted. ‘A soldier, too. Saw action in the Falklands.’ He sounded definitely defensive about it — a strange reaction for a man most people would automatically call a hero. He slurped another great mouthful of tea. ‘Well, I’d better make sure Brian and Toby are on the ball. Er . . . you all set then, love?’



Jenny nodded, and promptly outlined the varied and substantial breakfast menu she had planned. ‘When would you like it served?’ she added, and watched him swallow the last of his tea, before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Far from finding his coarse mannerisms off-putting, they roused in her a sort of amused affection.



‘About nine will do,’ he said, after thinking about it for a moment or so. ‘We don’t want too early a start. We’ll take an hour, have a leisurely breakfast on board, and then set off about ten. I don’t like to eat and cruise at the same time — you miss too much, stuck in the main salon.’



Jenny, who didn’t like anything to compete with her food (including a paddle steamer), smiled happily. ‘I quite agree. That sounds like a very good idea.’



She watched him leave, looking rather better for his morning slurp of tea, and smiled wistfully. For all his uncouth ways, she rather liked Lucas Finch. She would bet a fairly substantial amount of her wages that he was not half as bad as he’d like people to think. Or maybe not, she added mentally, after another moment’s thought.



‘If you don’t mind me giving you a piece of advice,’ Mrs Jessop’s tentative voice broke in, and Jenny quickly turned back to her.



‘I’m always willing to listen to advice,’ she said, quite truthfully. Whether or not she took it was an entirely different matter, of course.



‘I shouldn’t talk about the Falklands War too much in front of Mr Finch, if I were you. He’s apt to be a bit sensitive about it.’



‘Oh?’ she said mildly — and craftily. It had been her experience that the less you seemed to want to gossip, the more gossip came your way.



Mrs Jessop’s genteel face took on a look of mild distress. ‘People can be so . . . unkind, sometimes,’ she said, her hands fluttering over her cup. ‘There are all sorts of nasty rumours going around that . . . well, I really don’t know how they start. But in a village . . . people can be so
 spiteful
 , can’t they? And I’m sure there’s nothing in it, really. Just because Mr Finch was a Londoner, you see. And, well, sort of very aggressively working class, so to speak.’ She gulped out the last words in a slightly embarrassed rush. ‘And just because he grew up in a neighbourhood with some rather, well, shall we say
 undesirable
 men, people will take on so,’ she finished firmly, looking faintly relieved to come to the end of her somewhat rambling sentence.



Jenny had no difficulty in interpreting this rather obtuse explanation. It was quite obvious that people in these parts believed Lucas Finch to have been one of those parasites who had somehow profited from war. The kind of man who’d made a fortune from other people’s misery, in fact.



Jenny sighed. She thought that the locals probably had it right. Men of Lucas Finch’s ilk could turn a war into a goldmine, and regularly did. So had he been an arms dealer in the not so distant past? Or simply one of those men who could supply whatever was needed cheaper than anyone else, and thus raked in the readies? It was, she supposed grimly, just as well that she wasn’t a gambler by nature. Lucas Finch probably
 was
 just as bad — or worse — as he made out. And liking him just showed spectacularly bad judgment on her part!



But she smiled kindly at Mrs Jessop — who obviously needed to consider her employer more in the light of being a rough diamond, rather than an out-and-out crook — and agreed that, yes, people could indeed be very spiteful when they wanted to be.



* * *



At half past eight, a rather impressive-looking Jaguar XJS pulled up on the gravelled entrance at the front of the house with just a little jaunty spurt of gravel. Jenny, who was just walking back to the boat, found herself curious, and paused to watch the couple who emerged.



In spite of the sports car being what she considered to be a young man’s toy, it was a silver-haired man who climbed out from behind the wheel. From the ramrod-straight way in which he marched to the passenger’s side and held open the door, she had no trouble in recognizing an ex-soldier.



This then was Gabriel Olney.



Expecting a similarly silver-haired, genteel officer’s wife to make up a matching set, the cook was faintly surprised by the woman who stepped very elegantly from the car. She was, Jenny saw at once, extremely stylish. Everything about her fairly screamed it. Her hair was dark and shaped into a short, very chic geometric cut, and when she turned and smiled rather perfunctorily at her husband, Jenny caught a glimpse of liquid chocolate eyes as dark as her hair. But she wasn’t quite as young, perhaps, as she was trying to make out. Jenny put her somewhere in her mid-forties, but her figure was as smart as that of a twenty-year-old and her clothes must have cost the earth. She wondered, without so much as a single pang of envy, how many times Jasmine Olney did her shopping in Paris.



Then the pair passed on into the house, and the curvaceous cook returned to the
 Stillwater Swan
 to tend to her tomato and herb omelettes and the nicely sizzling bacon.



Ten minutes later, Jenny glanced with satisfaction at the browning sausages and checked her watch. It was nearly nine.



She didn’t like to prompt her employers, but food should be enjoyed when at its premium. She turned down the heat on the stove and, wiping her hands on a pristine towel, made her way out to the open decking at the
 Swan
 ’s stern. She could see at once that the planking had been freshly marked for quoits. So Brian O’Keefe
 had
 been busy after all.



As she moved across to the open landing gate, she saw the engineer himself walk past, a block and tackle draped casually over one shoulder. He paused and gave her a brief but all-encompassing look. It was the kind of look that missed nothing, and left you feeling somehow unnerved — and not in a nicely feminine and appreciative way either.



Brian O’Keefe, Jenny saw at once, was tall, dark and extremely handsome, which was three strikes against him right from the start. He was, she guessed, of Irish ancestry, and had the dark, brooding good looks of that race, and their clear, dark blue eyes. He had the bad manners to look at her as if he found her wanting.



Jenny sniffed. Hard.



Just then, Gabriel and Jasmine Olney appeared at the landing stage, with Lucas Finch and two young people of almost remarkable appearance. Remarkable in that they seemed to go together like two halves of the same coin.



These, Jenny surmised, must be David and Dorothy Leigh. Dorothy was a small, elfin, fairy figure of a woman, and no sign of her condition yet showed. She rather nervously tucked a long lock of pale hair so blonde it was almost silver behind her ear, and looked up at her husband. On her face was a look of such adoration that Jenny very nearly winced.



David Leigh was a perfect foil for his wife. He was taller, but not so tall that he made Dorothy look dwarfish. He was lean, but had a look of strength about him that was in perfect contrast to her rather ethereal figure. His hair was a rich shade of brown, very earthy, to offset Dorothy’s own silver hue. What he made of her look of adoration, though, the cook couldn’t tell.



He hadn’t seemed to notice it.



‘Ah, just coming to round us up, hey, love?’ Lucas’s voice seemed to suddenly galvanize the tableau into action.



Jenny smiled and nodded. ‘Breakfast is ready,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve written out the menu and left it at the table.’



‘How marvellous,’ Gabriel Olney said, patting his ridiculously lean stomach. ‘I’m starving.’



Jenny was distressed to see just how lean the old soldier was. Although she didn’t suspect him of being ill, she did suspect him of not eating enough. Stripped off, she could probably count every single rib the man had. She made a firm note to pile Gabriel Olney’s plate with extra sausages.



Jasmine Olney made no comment on her husband’s starvation, real or otherwise. Her eyes had gone straight to Brian O’Keefe, and had stayed there.



It was not surprising. With his shirt undone all the way to his waist in an effort to beat the heat, he was really something to look at. Especially since, with the block and tackle slung casually over his shoulder like a bag of swag, he reminded the cook of a pirate from one of those 1940s films, the kind that Errol Flynn had done so well.



O’Keefe himself was not unaware of his new audience, she noticed, with a wry twist of her lips, for he turned on Jasmine Olney the same kind of quick but comprehensive glance that he’d given the cook just a few moments earlier.



His own lips, Jenny noticed, turned up into a twisted smile that was almost insolent. Jasmine Olney flushed. She looked annoyed. And pleased. The sexual tension between them was so palpable that Jenny wished she had a knife about her person, just to see if she could actually cut it.



Lucas Finch was too busy ogling Dorothy Leigh to notice, but Dorothy had seen the speaking look that had passed between the dirty, sweating engineer and the impeccably groomed Jasmine Olney, and she quickly looked away in embarrassment.



Her eyes skidded to a halt as they met Jenny’s probably equally embarrassed expression, and the two women promptly pretended not to notice that there was anything at all amiss.



‘I’ve cooked some porridge as well as some tomato and herb omelettes, for those who might not prefer a full English breakfast,’ Jenny said, clearing her throat. In her opinion, food was an excellent choice of conversation whenever a social gaffe had been committed. It was so comfortingly safe.



‘Hmm, lovely,’ Dorothy quickly said. Jasmine Olney merely smiled.



Brian O’Keefe nodded and strode off, rudely not saying a single word to anybody.



Gabriel Olney’s lips tightened a mere fraction. ‘A surly fellow, that,’ he muttered, to nobody in particular.



Lucas tore his eyes from Dorothy and met those of his guest. ‘Hmm? Oh, yes, I dare say he is. But he’s a damn good engineer.’



‘Did you see that positively
 torturous
 thing he was holding?’ Jasmine purred. ‘It looked like he was taking off to a dungeon with it. I do hope you don’t have a prisoner’s brig on this boat, Lucas,’ she laughed, and gave her husband a highly amused glance.



She was, Jenny thought with some surprise, deliberately baiting him. In her experience, wives with a roving eye usually tried to hide it from their spouses, not rub their noses in it.



For the first time since arriving at Buscot, Jenny began to feel distinctly uneasy.



‘It was only a block and tackle,’ Dorothy Leigh said, dampeningly.



‘And how would a pretty little thing like you know that, my dear?’ Gabriel said, allowing his words to drop to a caressing whisper. His eyes smoked over Dorothy with such undisguised approval that both David Leigh and — more comically — Lucas Finch stiffened in anger.



Jasmine looked more amused than angry at this attempt to upstage her. No doubt, Jenny surmised, she thought her husband was merely trying to make her jealous in his turn. Getting his own back, so to speak. Jenny thought it all rather childish, and wished they’d knock it on the head.



She had good food waiting!



And then she noticed how David Leigh was looking at Gabriel Olney and caught her breath. Her unease intensified into something solid and ugly. She was beginning to think that this river cruise might not be as pleasant as she’d hoped. For there was more than mere pique in the look that David was giving the old soldier. Now, any man with a wife as pretty as Dorothy was bound to have to put up with a fair bit, Jenny supposed — men did so like to ogle, after all. But whereas David Leigh had been faintly amused by Lucas Finch’s obvious infatuation with her, he was looking at Gabriel Olney as if . . .



Well, as if he’d like to kill him.



‘My father worked on building sites for most of his life.’ Dorothy answered Gabriel’s question as if he’d been serious. She seemed unaware of the undercurrents passing around them, and her voice was still rather matter-of-fact. ‘He owned his own construction company. I often used to meet him at work in the summer holidays,’ she recalled, her face softening in remembrance of those happy days. ‘He used to let me help to mix the cement and put some bricks in place. He even let me use the crane once. I sat on his knee, of course, and he guided my hands. It was great fun,’ she finished, with a seemingly genuine, carefree laugh.



Gabriel smiled. ‘You could sit on
 my
 knee any time, my dear,’ he purred, so archly  la Terry Thomas that Jenny almost expected him to caress his moustache villainously as well.



Dorothy gave him a rather furious look, rivalled only by David’s.



‘Well, let’s get at this breakfast,’ Lucas Finch said, a touch icily, giving Olney a rather speaking glance as he moved past him. Then, just as everyone, with varying shades of relief, turned to follow, he suddenly stopped and gave a loud piercing whistle.



Jenny was not the only one who jumped.



From the direction of the house came a long scarlet-and-blue streak, and a moment later the parrot headed unerringly for Lucas Finch’s shoulder. Jenny felt the slight breeze on her face as its wings whirled past her.



‘Oh, Lucas, do you have to bring that filthy thing along with you?’ Jasmine asked petulantly. ‘I’m sure I read somewhere that they carry some horrible, unpronounceable disease or something.’



The parrot, firmly settled on its master’s shoulder, turned and eyed Jasmine keenly. It cocked its head to one side.



‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, love,’ it advised. Everybody laughed. Including Jasmine.



* * *



Jenny added a sprig of basil as a finishing touch to the plate of omelettes and then turned around, only to find Francis standing right behind her in the doorway. Once again, she hadn’t heard him enter. She managed not to jump.



He was dressed in white trousers (impeccably creased), a white jacket (impeccably ironed) and white tennis shoes (impeccably clean).



‘This is for Mrs Leigh,’ she said shortly, thrusting the tray into his waiting hands.



Francis didn’t bother to even nod, but turned silently and left. Jenny angrily dismissed the man from her thoughts. He was simply too pesky to be bothered with.



She checked her sausages, put the bread in to fry, and squeezed some more oranges. She added ice to the jug, and put it to one side. It wouldn’t be long before Francis discovered it and bore it away to table. In fact, she was rather glad that she wouldn’t have to serve at table. Jenny felt far happier in her kitchen. So even Francis had his uses, she reminded herself philosophically, and warned herself not to start making mountains out of molehills. There was no reason why they shouldn’t all have a perfectly pleasant river cruise.



The men chose to have both porridge and the full English breakfast, and after dishing these out, Jenny heaped a plate up for the captain, adding to his tray a mug of tea and some cutlery.



Since the galley was just to the left of the bridge (which was situated right at the front of the boat, on the lower deck), Jenny had the perfect excuse to take a look at it. It was the only part of the boat she hadn’t yet seen.



A tiny door in one corner led to the all-important room, and she knocked and opened it rather timidly.



Tobias Lester looked up, his face breaking into a smile at the sight of the steaming food. He was sitting in the room’s sole chair, which was at that moment tucked behind a tiny desk in one corner.



Jenny handed over the tray, then stood back and looked around. The room was much smaller than she’d thought, but it had a large wraparound window, giving the captain a splendid 180-degree view of his surroundings. Which could only be a good thing, she guessed. She supposed a lot of the smaller river craft and narrowboats that also used the river would find the
 Swan
 somewhat intimidating — especially if the owners thought the man steering the big paddle steamer couldn’t even see them! As far as she could tell there were no side mirrors like in a car to give him a view of what was behind him, and she wondered if that ever worried him.



It would certainly worry
 her
 !



In the centre of the small wooden room was a ship’s wheel. It was entirely made of wood, and was beautifully carved, with the typical large wooden handles that could spin it all the way around. And into her mind flashed all the seafaring pictures she had ever seen, where gallant ships’ captains spun the wheel helplessly as their ship battled the storm. She had to resist the infantile urge to mutter ‘hard to starboard, mate’ or ‘splice the mizzen mast.’



Not that she had the faintest idea what a mizzen mast was, or how to splice it.



‘Hmm, lovely,’ Tobias said appreciatively, dunking a sausage into the yolk of an egg. He had the tray balanced on his lap with all the ease of someone used to eating this way. ‘They all aboard then?’ he asked, looking amiably to the back of the boat, and the cook nodded.



‘Yes. All present and correct.’



Tobias smiled at the phrase, and then sighed. ‘Mind you, I don’t expect it will be all that jolly a jaunt,’ he muttered, more or less to himself, although he didn’t sound particularly concerned.



Jenny looked at him quickly. ‘Oh? No. I must say I thought they seemed a rather unlikely group.’



Tobias smiled but rather annoyingly merely shook his head, refusing to be drawn further.



But Jenny was not about to be put off so easily. ‘Mrs Olney in particular seemed rather out of place,’ she probed as delicately as she could, and Tobias gave her a quick, assessing look.



‘You don’t miss much, do you, Miss Starling?’ he said, but it was more of a statement than an accusation. ‘I noticed it about you yesterday. I said to Brian this morning, I did, that this new cook knows her onions in more ways than one.’



Jenny obligingly smiled at the weak joke, but said nothing. Tobias picked up a piece of fried bread, bit into it, caught the cook’s patiently waiting eye, and sighed.



‘Thing is, Mrs Olney’s a bit of a . . . well . . . a bit of . . . Anyway. The word is that she keeps a chap down in London,’ he finally coughed up.



Jenny delicately raised an eyebrow. ‘I imagine she goes there to shop,’ she said, determined to be fair. First impressions could be so misleading sometimes.



Tobias smiled, and resigned himself happily to a good gossip. ‘When I say that she keeps a chap down in London, I mean she actually
 keeps
 a man down there. Pays the rent on a little flat, apparently. It seems that one of her bitchy friends from up Oxford way actually heard from another friend who was looking for a flat of her own that Jasmine had, on the sly, rented out a bedsit in the West End. And, of course, she simply had to call in to look it over, and ask Jasmine for advice on getting her own flat set up.’



‘Of course she did,’ Jenny acknowledged drolly.



‘And who should answer the bell but this big dark Adonis — the friend’s choice of word, that, not mine. Well, of course, the word got round.’



Jenny smiled wryly. ‘I bet it did! But surely, her husband . . . ?’ Tobias Lester suddenly became very reticent about ‘the husband.’ He shrugged, muttered something about a man’s married life being his own affair, and set about attacking his bacon.



Jenny promptly took the hint and left.



But afterwards, back in the galley, as she set about creating a mountain of toast and testing Mrs Jessop’s homemade marmalade (and adding just a touch of much-needed lime juice), she wondered why Tobias Lester would be willing to gossip about Jasmine Olney, but not about her husband.



And then she promptly reminded herself that it was none of her business, and began to industriously chop some spring onions.



This was, after all, her holiday too.



She had no idea then that in her other role as a reluctant but effective amateur detective, it was going to become something of a busman’s holiday before the weekend was over.









 
CHAPTER FOUR




Jenny heard the engines throb into life and quickly finished the washing up. She left the crockery to drain and wiped her soapy hands on a towel as she went. She left the galley, moving through the main salon, and then stepped out onto the starboard side deck. There she walked to the rails and watched in pleasurable satisfaction as the riverbank began to fall away.



There was nothing quite like that first moment when a boat left the dock, be it an ocean liner about to cross the mighty Atlantic, or a river boat about to cruise through the English countryside. There was always that little tingle of anticipation, that atavistic sense of more than mere physical movement. You were afloat, and who knew where the tides of fate might take you?



Slowly, virtually silently, and with a smoothness that rivalled silk, the
 Stillwater Swan
 took to the centre of the River Thames, her course heading due east, towards the dreaming spires of Oxford. And with the sun facing her bridge, both of the
 Swan
 ’s side decks were darkened in a comfortable shade. As this fact had also been noted by others, Jenny could just faintly hear the guests on the port side, chattering in excitement.



The houses and cottages of Buscot were slowly left behind, and rows of weeping willows and ash began to crowd down to the banks. A pair of mute swans watched their namesake with unimpressed dark avian eyes and ruffled their feathers slightly.



Jenny pulled a wooden but comfortable and, more importantly,
 substantial
 deckchair nearer to the railings and sat down. A touch gingerly, she acknowledged it was true. In the past, she’d had some rather unfortunate dealings with deckchairs. It was a sad indictment of the new millennium, she’d always thought, that more than a decade into it, nobody had yet learned how to make proper garden furniture.



A pleasant, cooling breeze rippled across the water. At the side of the river, and well out of the main current, lime-green river reeds swayed gently with the passing movement of the boat, whilst yellow-flowering native water irises grew in rich profusion in the margins at the banks. Water-crowfoot, rife with tiny white flowers, flowed past the boat just below the surface of the water, like the adorned hair of some fabulous water maiden. The turquoise and orange flash of a kingfisher darted into a bank, no doubt with an offering of food for hungry chicks.



Every now and then on the bank, tall amethyst plumes of a native wildflower Jenny couldn’t put a name to pointed proudly to the sky. And in the open meadows, cattle that had come down to drink shied nervously away from the large white boat with its turning wheels and strange, melodious whistle, watching it go past with brown velvet eyes.



In a world of traffic-jammed motorways, mobile phones, email, computers and stress, it was like taking a step back into the past. Jenny could have stayed there all morning. It was one of the very rare times when she could almost wish she didn’t have food to prepare.



Behind her, through the open French doors that led into the salon, she heard voices, however, and sighed deeply. She got reluctantly to her feet, giving the passing scenery a last wistful glance. They were, she knew, due to stop near the village of Kelmscott for lunch, which was not that many hours away.



Time to work.



Besides, Jenny had no wish to overhear anybody’s conversation. She still had vivid memories of a birthday party that she had been hired to cater, and the murder that had followed. The family concerned, as she recalled, had all had the unfortunate habit of talking about something confidential just when it was impossible
 not
 to overhear them!



So she coughed loudly as she stepped into the main salon to announce her presence, nodded pleasantly at David and Dorothy Leigh, who were the first to forsake the open air and were currently engaged in reading the morning papers, and returned to her galley.



There, she quickly set about making celery sauce, along with some egg and potato cutlets, an asparagus dip, and a French bean and endive salad. To supplement the snack (Jenny had never been able to think of a cold lunch as anything but) she made some cheese straws and mini frittatas. To go with it, she baked some milk loaves, as well as some wholemeal baps. All in all, a nice way to spend the morning.



It was just as well, perhaps, that she hadn’t stayed on the deck, for in the main salon, David and Dorothy Leigh were not particularly happy bunnies.



David restlessly tossed a copy of
 The Times
 onto the table, and glanced uneasily over his shoulder. It was the result of a guilty conscience, he supposed, but he couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that he was always being watched. As if the others had somehow been able to pick up on his dark thoughts and had taken to keeping an eye on him, perpetually on the lookout for any tell-tale signs of imminent criminal behaviour.



But in spite of his fears, Lucas, Gabriel and his wife were all still on the port deck, playing their silly game of quoits and taking no notice of him whatsoever.



David’s hand went automatically to his breast pocket and then just as quickly moved away again. But it was proving impossible to ignore the simple, square piece of folded paper he kept there. He could have sworn he could feel it scraping his skin and, even more alarmingly, that it was creating a warmer patch over his heart. It was all psychosomatic, of course. That, and a severe case of the jitters. In fact, he felt physically sick whenever he contemplated what was to come, and as a consequence was desperately seeking some sort of distraction to keep his mind off it.



He sighed heavily and then frowned as Dorothy’s fair head turned alertly at the sound. The eyes that met his were the colour of jade, and at that precise moment, cloudy with worry.



‘Are you all right, David?’ she asked anxiously, for about the fifth time that morning.



David Leigh forced himself to smile happily. ‘I’m perfectly fine. I don’t know why you keep asking. Naturally, I’d be a lot happier if you didn’t flirt with that silly creature, Olney.’



He had to make a concerted effort not to swear roundly at the mere mention of the man’s name, but he’d never thought it possible that a human being could hate so much. He’d certainly never thought that he, David Leigh, would have such a capacity for rage. He’d always thought of himself as a modest, fairly normal sort of man.



Funny how you never really knew yourself.



Dorothy flushed. ‘I’m not flirting with him,’ she denied vehemently, feeling more and more sensitive on this matter. Ever since they’d come on board, Gabriel had been making a perfect nuisance of himself. ‘It’s just that no matter what I say, he twists it around, making it sound . . . oh, I don’t know. Smutty somehow.’ She nodded her bright head briefly in satisfaction. ‘Yes, that’s the word exactly. Smutty.’ She produced the word with a triumphant but disgusted sigh.



David snorted. ‘The man’s an animal — no, worse than that. He’s a joke.’ Once again he bit back the more ugly expletive he’d have liked to use, and forced himself to relax.



His hand lifted to check, once again, that the square piece of writing paper was still safely ensconced in his pocket. Then he suddenly realized that his wife was watching, and quickly carried on the movement upwards, determinedly lifting his hand past his chest to go on to rub the back of his neck. It was not a wholly disguising move, for his nape did indeed feel hardened with knots, and his back fairly ached with tension. He’d be glad when this was all over with. He only wished he had a more
 definite
 plan.



‘Have you noticed the way he’s been acting?’ he fumed. Like a man with a bad tooth who felt compelled to keep biting down on it, he couldn’t seem to keep off the subject of his simmering rage. ‘Buttonholing poor old Captain Lester, demanding to know how everything works, and then having the damned cheek to ask Lucas about the boat’s running costs and so forth. None of his damned business, if you ask me. I could tell Lucas didn’t like it.’ David scowled at the newspaper, unaware that his wife was becoming ever more agitated. ‘And he keeps running his hand across the deck rails, almost patting the damned thing! Anyone would think that
 he
 owned the
 Stillwater Swan
 . He was all but caressing that brass bell Lucas has had fixed on the outer wall to the bridge.’



Dorothy watched her husband, her eyes darkening anxiously. ‘You look tired, sweetheart,’ she said softly. ‘You shouldn’t work so hard. I know it’s all these extra clients you’re taking on, and I know we could do with the extra money. But you’re wearing yourself down to a frazzle — it’s no wonder things are getting on your nerves a bit.’ She moved to stand behind him, running her fingers gently through his hair. ‘You know you’ll make partner one day,’ she coaxed, ever the sweet, perfect wife. ‘Old Soames will . . .’ She paused delicately, searching for the right words that didn’t sound too mercenary, then gave a soft sigh. ‘Well, he is getting on a bit, and Archie Pringle and old Mr Ford both know that they need new blood.’



David sighed angrily. ‘It’s not that,’ he said, then could have kicked himself. If Dotty thought it was the pressures of work getting to him, why on earth hadn’t he let her go on thinking it? Instead he’d opened his mouth before thinking. If that was an example of how he was going to carry on, he was probably going to get caught. And then what would happen to Dotty and the baby?



‘Damn that man!’ he suddenly burst out, slamming one fist into the palm of his other hand, and feeling the shock of it tingle all the way up his arm.



Dorothy jumped back instinctively at the hard ‘whack,’ and her lower lip began to tremble. She moved around to stand in front of him, needing to see his face.



‘It’s all about him, isn’t it?’ she said, her voice tiny. ‘Gabriel Olney.’



For just over a month now, David had stiffened whenever the other man’s name was mentioned. And she couldn’t understand why. Olney had been a client of her husband’s firm of solicitors for years, and David hadn’t seemed to mind before.



At those quiet, almost whispered words, David shot a quick look up at her that thoroughly alarmed his wife.



Dorothy stared down at him for a moment in utter amazement, which quickly turned to a sickly kind of fear. For a moment, she thought, dazed, David had looked, well, almost
 afraid
 .



But why? Unless . . . She crouched down in front of him with a quick, subtle agility that took her husband’s breath away. In spite of her ethereal appearance, Dorothy Leigh was, in fact, a very fit young woman. She’d been a walker for all her life, and still enjoyed taking Josie, their collie, for five-mile rambles. She’d always had a hearty appetite, and she was, as her doctor had robustly reassured her, absolutely in top shape. No need to cut out the walks — in fact, the GP had told her, exercise was good for her in her condition. When told that she was going on a cruise and would like to take the opportunity for a long swim, he’d happily agreed that it was a good idea, just so long as she didn’t strain herself.



Now, Dorothy bent lithely down by her husband’s side, anxiously reaching out for his hands that were fluttering in a rather distressing and aimless sort of way in his lap.



‘David,’ she said firmly, but her lower lip was still trembling. ‘Darling, it’s
 all right
 . That ridiculous old man means nothing to me — nothing at all. Just because he keeps ogling me all the time, and dropping his awful hints and things, it doesn’t mean that I find him in the least little bit
 attractive
 !’



She dropped her pretty silver head onto her husband’s lap, just missing the half-astounded, half-impatient look he gave her.



David stared down at her bent head thoughtfully and then absently began to stroke her hair. Of course he didn’t believe for one instant that Dotty, his loyal, devoted Dotty, felt anything at all for that odious bastard. Once again, she had misinterpreted his feelings. But this time, he didn’t disabuse her of the fact.



If she thought it was all down to simple jealousy, so much the better. It would keep her safe. She must never learn the truth, for if she did, and suspected something after it was all over, that
 he
 had actually . . . He shuddered suddenly, causing Dorothy to clasp his hand so hard it turned his fingers numb. No, ignorance was the best thing for her, David reasoned to himself.



So he sighed, and tried to ignore the piece of paper burning a hole in his chest, and turned his feverish mind once more to working out a plan.



A really good, first-class plan.



‘I just can’t stand to see him touch you, that’s all,’ he murmured absently. His voice lent a certain, convincing hardness, since he also happened to be speaking the truth. David hated everything Olney did. He hated the way he walked. The way he talked. The way he stroked that moustache of his.



He hated the way he continued to breathe.



Dorothy lifted her head, and her lovely green eyes were misty now. ‘Oh, David, you know I love you more than anyone or anything else in the world. More than my own life, in fact. Even . . .’ She touched her still-flat belly tentatively. ‘Even more than our baby.’



David looked down into her trusting, adoring eyes, and groaned. ‘Oh, Dot! I couldn’t bear to lose you,’ he said, and meant it. Dotty was the only thing that had been keeping him sane.



Ever since that research he’d done for General Wainwright. Ever since he’d learned what Olney had done.



‘I think I’d die if you left me,’ he added, but his mind was once again on the piece of paper in his pocket. And the plan. He simply
 had
 to think of a really good plan. And he didn’t have much more time in which to do it, either.



* * *



Jasmine Olney lost the game of quoits with such skill that neither Lucas nor her husband could possibly have guessed at it. She had changed into a pair of white shorts that showed off her tanned legs to perfection, and wore a scarlet top that contrasted wonderfully with her short cap of dark hair.



Lucas could see why old Olney had married her. Not too young to make him look ridiculous, but stylish enough to grace any man’s life. Pity she was such a little man-eater. He watched her with unambiguous lasciviousness as she laughed and stood with her hands on her hips. She was panting a little too hard for it to be genuine, which of course drew attention to her firm breasts, and she waved a hand in front of her face.



‘Phew, it’s warm. I think I’ll leave you two men to battle it out,’ she said, reaching for a long glass of the cook’s homemade, delicious lemonade and rattling the ice cubes thoughtfully. It could do with a drop of gin, Jasmine mused, but knew better than to indulge.



Gabby could be such an old-fashioned sod when it came to drinking in the mornings.



‘Are you up for it then, Lucas?’ Gabriel asked, and eyed the deck thoughtfully. ‘I suppose you could set up quite a few things out here. Bowls, even?’ He was rather partial to bowls.



Jasmine looked at the greedy glitter in her husband’s eye and smiled grimly. She knew exactly what his little game was, of course. But she would spike
 that
 , make no mistake about it. She flapped her hands in front of her face again, making a great show of it, and said petulantly, ‘It really
 is
 hot. I think I’ll go upstairs and take a shower.’ She smiled vaguely in their direction and left, confident that neither man thought her departure in any way contrived.



But she might have thought differently if she’d glanced back casually over her shoulder and seen the way her husband watched her go, his dark eyes glimmering with amused malice. But she was too self-absorbed to do so, and thus went blithely on.



On the rail, the macaw also watched her go, and then flew across the deck to land on a round white-and-orange lifesaver. It began to nonchalantly preen itself.



‘Bugger me, Gab, old son, but I envy you that wife of yours,’ Lucas said jovially. He was in a good mood. He was always willing to be generous to his guests when the
 Stillwater Swan
 was gliding across the water.



Gabriel Olney merely grunted.



Jasmine went straight to the stairs, genuinely glad to be out of the heat, and walked swiftly to their room.



Lucas had the master suite, of course, facing the prow, but she was quite happy with the bedroom they’d been allotted, which looked out over the port and rear of the boat. Once inside, however, she abandoned all thoughts of ablutions and walked instead to the chair by her husband’s side of the bed.



He had changed into casual clothes for the deck games, and she went straight to the navy blue jacket that he had, typically, arranged with an almost obsessive neatness over the back of the chair. Her hand slipped into the breast pocket and removed the wallet. She ignored the large wad of paper money, and instead rooted through the side pockets, with all the concentration of a pig hunting out truffles. She gave a slight gasp of triumph as she withdrew a stiff piece of paper. It was obviously a cheque, and as she opened it, her eye fell to the written-in amount and she gasped once more. Louder this time.



The sum, as she had suspected, was almost large enough to wipe out their entire savings. Or, to be strictly accurate, Gabby’s entire savings, since Jasmine hadn’t a bean to her name.



She had married Gabby solely for his money, of course, and the lifestyle of ease and plenty that came with it. He had married her to have an attractive wife and a bedmate whenever he felt the urge. It had been, as far as she was concerned, a perfect arrangement.



Trust Gabby to try and renege on it.



She’d suspected the way his mind had been working for some time now, ever since Lucas Finch had first invited them onto the paddle steamer last year. Gabby’s eyes had simply lit up at the sight of it.



Jasmine took the cheque firmly between her fingers and tore it in half, then put the pieces together and tore again. She dropped the four fragments of paper into the pretty copper wastepaper bin nestled neatly under the side table and nodded.



She jumped as a slow handclap started up behind her, and spun around, her face a picture of fury and angst at the sight of her husband.



‘Well done, m’dear,’ Gabriel Olney said, and brought the mocking applause to an end. ‘Unfortunately, I can easily write out another one.’



Jasmine bit her lip furiously.



‘And, needless to say,’ Gabriel continued, looking eminently amused, ‘I will do so.’



Jasmine tossed her head back. She was not defeated yet — not by a long shot. ‘Lucas will never sell to you. You know he won’t. You can wave twenty cheques under his nose and carry on doing it until your grasping, greedy little fingers fall off.’



Gabriel smiled, somewhat grimly. ‘And that’s just where you’re wrong for once. Oh, he’ll sell all right.’



There was something so confident in her husband’s tone that Jasmine felt a small trickle of fear shiver down her back.



‘Hah!’ she snorted with a bravado that she hoped didn’t sound as false as it felt. ‘He told you flat out the last time — I heard him. The
 Stillwater Swan
 is not for sale.’



Gabriel smiled and inclined his head. He was enjoying this game. ‘So he did. But—’ his smile widened ‘—that was then, and this is now. Things have a way of changing. And this time, I think he’ll have a change of heart.’



Jasmine’s eyes narrowed. ‘Just why did you go up to London last month?’ she asked suddenly, her voice sharp.



Gabriel laughed. He had to hand it to Jasmine, she was as smart as a whip. ‘I told you. Just to visit my club.’



Which was, in a way, strictly true. He
 had
 gone to the Regiment Club, a club whose membership — as its name suggested — consisted entirely of retired officers of the British army. What he hadn’t told her was what he had gone to find out. And succeeded in finding out, beyond even his wildest dreams.



Jasmine narrowed her eyes. ‘I’m not going to let you waste all our money on this floating heap, Gabby,’ she warned, her voice lowering ominously. Her dark eyes flashed, reminding her husband of a tigress he’d once seen in London Zoo, pacing furiously in her enclosure and watching the human visitors with repressed feline fury. She had looked at him just as Jasmine looked at him now. He glanced at her hands, almost expecting her elegantly painted red nails to turn into sharp claws. She was such a cat. She looked like one, and she had the morals of one. An alleycat!



‘My dear Jasmine, you can’t possibly stop me from spending
 my
 money,’ he stressed insultingly, ‘in any way that I want.’



Jasmine stamped her foot. It was a ridiculous habit, she knew, and one left over from her rather spoilt childhood, but she had never managed to break it. ‘I’m warning you, Gabby,’ she said, her voice lowering to a hiss. ‘I need that money. I like buying clothes and jewellery. I like going to Ascot, and Stratford for the Shakespeare. I like taking holidays in France and the Caribbean, and I won’t give it all up just so that you can go and play captain.’



Gabriel smiled. ‘I don’t intend to “play” at all. Once the
 Swan
 is mine, I intend to learn to navigate her and overhaul her myself. No namby-pamby crew for me. This is a man’s boat. It needs a man who can appreciate her, nuts and bolts and all. Lucas is no man. He just plays at being her master. He doesn’t deserve a queen like this.’



He laughed openly at the look of chagrin that crossed his wife’s face. ‘What’s the matter, Jasmine?’ he scoffed softly, his voice becoming deliberately cruel now. ‘Afraid that that young lad of yours will leave you if you can no longer afford to keep him in the manner to which you’ve allowed him to become accustomed? After all, there are plenty of other women around who can afford to buy him fancy watches and little runabouts, aren’t there?’



Jasmine felt the breath leave her lungs in a quick ‘whoosh.’ She hadn’t realized Gabby knew about Matthew. ‘You . . . you . . .’ she spluttered, and then couldn’t think of anything suitably scathing to tack onto the end of it.



Gabriel threw back his head and laughed. ‘It’s your own fault, Jasmine,’ he said at last, his face settling into a harsh, unyielding mask. ‘You reneged on our agreement first. There was nothing in our “understanding” that allowed you to be unfaithful. I never agreed to being made a laughing stock!’ he all but roared. ‘If the good life wasn’t good enough for you, then you’ve got no one else to blame now that I’m taking it all away again.’



Jasmine’s hands clenched into fists. She could feel her nails digging into her palms, threatening to draw blood, but she continued to stare at her husband helplessly with her smouldering tiger eyes.



‘Never mind, darling,’ Gabriel commiserated with patent insincerity. ‘It won’t be so bad living on the
 Swan
 . Oh, I’m going to sell the house, didn’t I tell you?’ he added, seeing her look of astonishment. ‘I’ll need the capital to keep the
 Swan
 running. The old gal needs a lot of money to keep her looking her best. A bit like you in that respect.’



Jasmine drew in a deep shaky breath. ‘If you think I’m going to let you ruin my life . . .’ she said, then abruptly clamped her lips together to prevent herself from saying something she might have cause to regret later. Instead, she turned and, walking on legs that felt distinctly unsteady, crossed the room and slammed the door shut viciously behind her.



Down in the galley, Jenny heard the bang, but was too busy preparing her lobster patties to wonder about it.



Later, of course, she would wonder about that, and so much more. In fact, she would minutely ponder on everything that anybody on the
 Stillwater Swan
 did, said or arranged that day.



Simply because it was about to become so very, very important.









 
CHAPTER FIVE




Jenny piled up a plate of salads and bread and took it to the boiler room. The cruise had not stopped at the village of Kelmscott as they’d originally planned, since the
 Stillwater Swan
 had made such excellent time, but had carried on instead to a lock near Radcot.



Once safely moored, Brian O’Keefe had turned off the engines, but had not emerged from the boiler room. Jenny, who had a phobia about anybody in her vicinity not being properly fed, had reminded herself of the old adage about Mohammed and the mountain, and promptly made like a waitress.



With the rest of the guests in the dining room, imbibing chilled white wine as if it was going out of fashion, the cook felt perfectly safe in taking a loaded plate out onto the port deck and down to the boiler-room door. Besides, if any little dining crisis did arise, she had no doubt at all that Lucas Finch’s silent manservant would be more than capable of dealing with it. He was the kind of individual you could imagine dealing with any situation — from a social faux pas to nuclear war.



Brian O’Keefe answered the smartly rapped knock at once. He glanced at the cook, then at the plate, and smiled. It was one of those smiles that transformed a face. Instantly the dour, brooding Irishman was gone, and a happy-go-lucky charmer took his place, as if by magic.



‘Thanks, missus,’ he said. He took the plate and backed into the room, like a tortoise retreating into its shell.



The door closed firmly in her face.



Jenny looked at the wooden planks, barely an inch from her nose, and slowly raised one eyebrow. Then she shrugged. So long as he cleared his plates, the rest of his manners could go hang, as far as she was concerned. She wandered slowly along the rear decking, glad of the lightly freshening breeze.



The flight of stairs that led to the upper floor was located on the rear deck, as was the outdoor games area, with a small corridor leading to the starboard deck, and doors off it into the games room and main salon. The port deck that ran the entire length of that side of the boat doubled as a curling deck.



Jenny wandered over to the railings and looked out across the river, thinking what a very well designed boat the
 Stillwater Swan
 truly was. She could quite see why Lucas Finch loved it so.



Just then her sharp ears heard the faint but unmistakable sound of quacking ducks. She quickly craned her neck and looked both ways, but there were no birds in sight. Being fairly close — well, as the bird flies — to Aylesbury, was it too much to hope that some of those famous white birds had migrated this far?



The progression of her thoughts was as natural as it was habitual. Roast duck pieces with orange sauce, she mused, would make a very good starter. Or, if she was lucky enough to catch two or possibly even three of this year’s prime fledglings, she could even have them for a main course.



She quickly made her way to the games room, found a cupboard full of fishing equipment, selected a sturdy landing net, and made her way back to the rear deck. Her guests, she knew, would be eating for a good hour, and it had been made clear that serving and overseeing the actual table dining was strictly the province of Francis, whom she had no intention of crossing. And after lunch, Lucas’s itinerary called for another hour’s mooring, to allow for anyone who wanted to take a pleasant country stroll to help their lunch go down.



So she had plenty of time.



Jenny stepped onto the soft grassy bank and set off determinedly in the direction of the quacking.



At the table, Lucas Finch tucked happily into a lobster patty and smacked his lips loudly. The parrot on his shoulder eyed a grape from the artfully arranged and appealing centre bowl of fruit with an avaricious gleam to his eye. He too smacked his lips — which was quite a feat, considering that he didn’t have any.



‘That lovely Amazon of a woman knows how to cook, you’ve got to give her that,’ Lucas said happily, his cockney twang twanging, and his lips smacking once again as the sauce spurted pleasingly to the back of his throat. He detected prawns and tomatoes and something else particularly delicious that he couldn’t quite place.



‘Hmm, I’ll willingly second that,’ Jasmine Olney said, eyeing her own heaped plate of salad leaves. ‘The dressing on this is just divine.’



Her husband gave her an arch look. ‘I didn’t know you were up on things heavenly, m’dear.’



David Leigh shot Gabriel a killing look. Lucas, intercepting it, offered a basket of delicious bread his way. ‘Try some of this, David, me old china. It’ll put lead in your pencil.’



‘Me old china,’ prompted the parrot, just in case David had failed to get the point.



David accepted a piece of bread. ‘Dorothy, my lovey?’ Lucas asked.



Dorothy shook her head. ‘No thanks, Lucas. I want to take a short swim after lunch and don’t want to get too loaded down with heavy food.’



‘You shouldn’t do that,’ Lucas said, aghast, ‘it’s dangerous. Or so my old mum used to say,’ he added a shade shamefacedly, feeling just a little chided by the amused look Dorothy gave him.



‘That’s why I don’t want a big meal now,’ Dorothy reiterated patiently. Really, there was nothing wrong with Lucas. He was a good sort, more or less. Not at all the big bad wolf that most people made him out to be. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll wait a good while before going in the water, I promise.’ She raised her hand in a cheeky Boy Scouts pledge. ‘But I simply couldn’t resist bringing my swimsuit. Who knows for how much longer it will fit me?’ she giggled, and Lucas almost melted.



After all, what woman didn’t feel that way when they were going to have a young ’un, he mused fondly.



‘And it’s so hot,’ Dorothy added, in the rather odd, tense silence that followed.



She glanced at her husband, wondering why he was so quiet. She could usually count on David to be both witty and fluent at social gatherings. He was always much more at ease at parties than she was. It was probably due to his job, she supposed. David was always so good with people. She just didn’t have the knack. She never quite knew when someone was teasing her, or making a joke. Sometimes she worried that her husband needed a much more intelligent woman by his side, and she felt a sudden wave of inadequacy sweep over her.



‘I’d join you, m’dear,’ Gabriel said, ‘but alas, I didn’t think to bring my swimming trunks. I suppose I could always try it au naturel?’ He smiled and fingered his moustache as Dorothy flushed beetroot.



Jasmine shot him a half-furious, half-amused look.



Lucas Finch thought about the skinny and ageing Gabriel Olney in his birthday suit, trying to impress the beauteous Dorothy, and burst out laughing. On his shoulder the parrot promptly did the same. It really was a superb mimic, and it sounded as if Lucas’s laughter was echoing mockingly around the room.



Gabriel looked first at the bird, then at the man, a darkening flush coming up under his own skin.



Under the table, David Leigh held his knife so hard it almost snapped.



Lucas, belatedly aware that, as a host, he really shouldn’t be laughing at a guest, coughed into his napkin. ‘More wine, Gabriel?’ he asked, and poured him another glass. Then he noticed David’s tight, white face, and hastily refilled his glass too.



On his shoulder, the parrot considered how best to purloin one of the grapes.



* * *



An hour later, Jenny returned to the
 Stillwater Swan
 , luckless and duckless.



She put the landing net away, humming happily as she did so, and noticed in passing that the dining room was now empty, and the table had been cleared. No doubt thanks to that paragon, Francis, she mused sourly, and returned to her galley.



There, the dirty plates and things awaited her. Obviously Francis and duty departed at the galley door. Not that she really minded. Jenny disliked having anyone lurking about in her kitchen anyway — especially after that shocking incident with Professor Mawwhinney’s pet rattlesnake. But was it her fault that reptiles liked to seek out warm places? Besides, it hadn’t been her that had loaded the dishwasher that day.



She quickly washed and wiped, and walked to the full-length food cupboard to inspect the shelves and quickly gather together the ingredients she needed, then began heaping them in related piles onto the table.



A quick glance at her watch reassured her that she had hours yet, and so she left the spick-and-span galley and made her way to the starboard deck. Since the port deck was the centre of all the activities, Jenny had come to regard the starboard deck as her own. She took her old deckchair of this morning and put it in her favourite spot, and settled back with a happy sigh.



As she did so, a fine pair of two-month-old mallards floated past the side, on the lookout for bread scraps. Jenny eyed them with a jaundiced eye, then returned to the galley. She came back with the leftover bread rolls and tossed them over the side.



The ducks gobbled them up, then promptly showed her their tail feathers.



Jenny smiled.



Just then, she saw a human-shaped shadow appear on the deck and looked up automatically. Above her were the bedroom balconies, and on the one nearest the prow of the boat, she saw a pair of milky-white arms appear, and then some wisps of silver-gold hair.



Dorothy Leigh looked out over the side, cautiously and sensibly eyeing the river to check on the density of the weeds. Seeing that the river was clearest on the right-hand side of the boat, she grabbed a towel and skipped lightly down the stairs. She was glad of a few moments to herself. Between them — but for vastly different reasons — her husband and Gabriel Olney were beginning to make her feel acutely miserable.



She walked to the rear deck and opened the boarding gate, which now opened out into the middle of the river, and with a slight gasp — for no matter how hot the summers were, the rivers in England always felt icy — she slipped lithely into the clear water. It wouldn’t have done to do so when the majestic paddles were turning, obviously, but with the boat stationary she felt perfectly safe.



Jenny heard a slow steady splash, and opened one eye. If those ducks had returned for more bread, she’d . . . She opened the other eye as the silver head of Dorothy Leigh came into sight. She began to open her mouth to call out that it was dangerous to swim after a big meal, and then shut it again.



After all, it was none of her business.



Besides, the cook conceded a few minutes later, Dorothy Leigh was obviously not about to get into difficulties. She swam several hundred yards in an excellent overarm crawl, then swam back in a more leisurely but strong breaststroke.



She was obviously a very fit young woman. It was a good sign, Jenny thought with satisfaction, for both the baby’s sake and the mother’s. The general medical view nowadays was that cosseting pregnant women, as a rule, did them far more harm than good. Or so she’d read. She herself had no immediate plans on motherhood, no matter how much her divorced parents might collectively wheedle and moan about the lack of grandchildren to spoil.



Jenny closed her eyes again, but contrary to appearances she didn’t doze. Jenny Starling never dozed on the job. She thought instead of the evening meal that she was going to prepare, and was happily imagining the looks of stunned and happy amazement on the faces of the guests as they took their first mouthful.



It was a very pleasant daydream with which to pass the afternoon away.



A pity, really, that it was the last moment of real contentment that Jenny Starling was going to enjoy on that particular trip.



* * *



The cook was just going down the corridor that ran between the walls of the salon and the engine room when she saw Jasmine Olney cross the open space at the far end.



Jenny had been heading for the games room. She’d noticed that it also doubled as a library, and had shelves of books of the thriller, murder mystery and more salubrious kind. And she was rather partial to the classic whodunnit era of British literature. Seeing Jasmine, though, she hesitated.



She didn’t like being too conspicuous to the guests, but on a boat of this size (not to mention being of a rather noticeable size herself) it wasn’t always possible to be invisible.



The boat was once more under way, heading for its overnight stop near the quaintly named village of Chimney. The three o’clock sun was at its highest point, and Jenny was seeking a cooler spot where she could read for an hour or two in peace before the controlled panic that always preceded a big, complicated dinner.



When she stepped out onto the rear deck, however, it was deserted. Which was decidedly odd, since the only way to get off the rear deck was to go along the port deck, or enter the salon or games room, both of which led off in the opposite direction from that which she’d seen Jasmine go.



Then she heard a throaty feminine laugh, more like a purr than any sound a human being might make, and it was definitely coming from the engine room. Jenny very quickly walked into the games room and selected a book. She most definitely did not want to know what Jasmine Olney found to laugh about with Brian O’Keefe in the privacy of the boiler room.



No siree. In Jenny’s vast experience, it didn’t pay to mind anybody’s business but your own. And if only more people observed that rule, she thought grimly as she selected a Patricia Wentworth novel, then she might not have been called upon to help solve such a depressingly large number of murders.



She took the novel and headed very firmly away from the engine room to her own galley, where it was safe.



* * *



Gabriel watched Lucas saunter to the railings on the port deck and glanced around. Dorothy and David were busily engaged in a game of draughts, and his wife had had the good sense to make herself scarce, so now was the perfect time to have it out with Lucas.



Gabriel was still smarting over the way Lucas had laughed at him at lunch. Well, he thought, stepping out onto the deck and carefully shutting the sliding glass doors behind him, now it was his turn to have a really good laugh. Being as he was the one who was going to laugh last, as it were.



It all started off reasonably enough. ‘Lucas,’ Gabriel said, nodding amicably.



On the rail, the parrot scratched himself vigorously behind one ear. A small scarlet feather disengaged itself and floated on the breeze to settle on the water. No doubt it would puzzle quite a few anglers before the day was out.



Lucas turned, his smile widening innocently. ‘Gab,’ he said, and nodded back.



Gabriel leaned his back against the sturdy white-painted wooden rails, which came up almost to the lowest point of his shoulder blades. ‘Great trip,’ he said, feeling his way into it. He’d waited so long for this moment that he wanted to savour it. Besides, he never had been the kind of man to rush into things.



Lucas caught something in his tone of voice, though, and his smile began to falter. He looked at his guest with a slightly quizzical air. ‘It always is,’ Lucas boasted. And it was no idle boast, either. Gabriel had taken four trips on the
 Stillwater Swan
 , and all four had been magnificent.



‘I was wondering if you ever took her to London?’ Gabriel said, studying his fingernails. But his eyes glittered with glee. ‘I think I will, you know. Perhaps this autumn.’



Lucas felt himself stiffening. ‘Not still singing that same old song are yer, me old china?’ he said, and turned to face sideways. There was something about the way old Gabby was smiling that Lucas didn’t much like. ‘I’m getting a bit tired of telling you the
 Swan
 ain’t for sale. I’m thinking of getting some cards made up saying just that, so that I can just hand one out whenever you bang on about it. Save my breath, like.’



Lucas had invited the Olneys on so many trips just because, like most people, he appreciated having his possessions coveted. And old Gabby had wanted the
 Swan
 from the moment he’d clapped eyes on her. All very gratifying, of course, but now the old sod was beginning to get on his nerves a bit with this bee he had in his bonnet.



Lucas made up his mind then and there that this was the last time he’d invite him on board.



‘Hmm.’ Gabriel continued to study his fingernails with exaggerated care. ‘I brought a cheque to exchange for this magnificent lady along with me, but the wife found it, you know, and tore it up. Jasmine doesn’t appreciate quality like I do. Can’t expect it of her, I suppose,’ he sighed. ‘She’s so typically middle class. It takes the upper classes, or, oddly enough, the lower classes—’ and he paused here to give Lucas a telling look ‘—to really appreciate quality.’



Lucas was too thick-skinned to be insulted. Instead of blowing up, as Gabriel had half expected, Lucas merely laughed.



‘Poor old Jasmine,’ he said, not altogether insincerely. Who could envy anyone married to a boring lech like Gabriel? ‘Still, it was just as well that she did tear the cheque up, you know. As I told you last time, and the time before that, the
 Swan
 isn’t for sale.’ And Lucas gave the wide white rail an affectionate pat.



‘Ah, but that was before,’ Gabriel said, and he reached into his voluminous pocket to withdraw a rather chunky set of papers.



‘Before what?’ Lucas asked cautiously, his cockney twang becoming more pronounced as he began to feel decidedly uneasy.



‘Before I got a friend of mine from the MOD to copy me these,’ Gabriel said, and handed them over.



* * *



In the games room, Dorothy jumped the last of her husband’s pieces. ‘There. I knew you weren’t paying attention,’ she teased. ‘You can usually beat me hands down.’



She’d showered and washed her hair after her swim, and now her long locks fell around her shoulders like a gossamer cloud. She was wearing a periwinkle-blue summer frock, and David, for a moment pushing his troubles to one side, looked at her with appreciative eyes.



But before he could reply, they both nearly jumped out of their skins.



Out on the deck, Lucas Finch roared something so loudly and so furiously that he was all but incoherent. In the summer heat, every door, window and porthole on the
 Swan
 had been left open, allowing the outraged bellow to be heard in every room.



In the galley, Jenny dropped an onion, nearly cutting her finger into the bargain, and cursed rather roundly. She’d learned a rather interesting vocabulary of swear words from an admiral she’d once worked for. What curse or scandalous epithet that man hadn’t known hadn’t been worth hearing. He could even have taught Lucas’s parrot a thing or two.



She stooped down and picked up the fallen vegetable, put it in the sink to wash, and then wandered to the door of the galley. Outside, the main salon was empty, but the door to the games room stood open.



She could clearly see Dorothy and David Leigh, their mouths hanging comically open, staring out onto the port deck.



There, Jenny saw, Lucas Finch had Gabriel Olney by the throat. Literally.



The cook firmed her lips grimly. She wanted none of
 that
 on this trip. She marched briskly across the games room, bypassing the Leighs, who seemed rooted to the spot in shock, and quickstepped to the French windows.



By now, Gabriel Olney was turning rather purple. Rather like the shade of a good Victoria plum, Jenny thought irreverently.



She pulled open the door, just as Lucas Finch snarled. ‘Where did you get it, Olney?’ the cockney asked, all but shaking the older man like a terrier might shake a rat.



Even his own parrot thought this was a bit too much, for he was pacing agitatedly up and down the rail, saying, ‘Who rattled your cage then? Aye, aye?’ over and over again, at a rather hysterical pitch.



‘Mr Finch, put that man down at once!’ Jenny barked, her voice cutting across the air like a schoolmistress’s voice cutting across a classroom of naughty children. It made Lucas drop his man in shock.



Gabriel began to gasp like a beached fish. His hand went automatically to his throat, and his eyes began to lose that rather distressingly bulged look.



‘I will not have that sort of thing going on,’ Jenny added, aware that she was sounding like an escapee from a rather bad British film, but not caring much. Her eyes glittered angrily. All too often in the past, she’d been minding her own business, just doing her job and cooking good food, when somebody decided to bump somebody else off. And the worst of it was, it was usually left to her to find out the who and why of it! Well, she was getting heartily sick of it.



‘Now, behave yourself,’ she finished, eyeing first the slack-jawed Lucas Finch, and then the fast-beginning-to-rally Gabriel Olney.



‘Finch, you . . . you . . .’ he spluttered, and Jenny turned on him with a gimlet gaze.



She raised one finger in his direction. ‘Mr Olney,’ she said. Just that. Nothing more. Gabriel Olney stared at her, then fumed at Finch, then began to stroke his moustache.



The parrot coughed and began to thoroughly inspect his claws for dirt.



Jenny, once assured that peace had been resumed, nodded, turned and left, glancing curiously at the Leighs as she did so. She couldn’t help but notice that both of them looked delighted at Gabriel Olney’s obvious physical discomfort.



She walked to the galley, poured a glass of lemonade and returned with it. Without a word she handed it to the now silent Gabriel, who, after a startled pause, took it and tentatively swallowed, wincing at the soreness of his throat. He managed to croak rather desultory thanks.



She once more bypassed the quiet but gleeful Leighs, and returned to her galley and the basting venison.



And that, she thoroughly hoped, was the end of that. It was, of course, something of a forlorn hope.



* * *



Jenny sprinkled some thyme on the top of the dishes of cold cucumber and watercress soup, and handed the tray across to Francis.



Francis carried it solemnly to the sideboard in the dining room, and glanced poker-faced at the guests.



The table had been covered with a pristine white cloth. In the centre rested sparkling silver candlesticks with tall, elegantly tapering green candles. Around the base was a froth of pink, red and white carnations. Deep red napkins rested beside places set with green Worcester plates. Even if he said it himself, Francis thought smugly, he had done a wonderful job with the table. Small crystal finger bowls filled with scented water matched the pattern of the crystal goblets.



It was a lovely scene, and the guests sat around it were as elegant as the table. The ladies, catching the spirit of the cruise, had all changed into their finery.



Dorothy Leigh, of course, would look stunning in a sack, but was wearing a silver and gold lam evening dress, radiating beauty and health. In a different way, the scarlet-garbed and dark-headed Jasmine Olney looked equally eye-catching, but was aided by a stunning diamond necklace, which she wore with undeniable panache.



The men, including Lucas, were all dressed in tuxedos. It was a pity, Francis thought, that none of them were talking. Only the gentle ‘clink’ of Francis’s soup plates being distributed broke the silence.



Dorothy Leigh was the first brave soul to attempt to do anything about it.



‘I had a wonderful swim this afternoon,’ she said, to nobody in particular, and lifted her spoon for a tentative sip of soup. She wasn’t quite sure what she thought about cold soups — she could only ever think of soup and imagine steaming broth — but this was delicious. It had a lovely flavour; not cloying, but not wishy-washy either. It was clear and deliciously tangy. ‘Mmm, this is lovely,’ she said, prompting Lucas to half-heartedly reach for his own spoon.



Only Gabriel ate with a hearty appetite, and if he occasionally winced when swallowing, it didn’t seem to annoy him too much. In fact, he was looking almost unbearably smug. Not that he was openly grinning. Nor had he yet said a word. But everyone, especially David Leigh (who seemed to have particularly sensitive antennae as far as Olney was concerned), sensed a very strong feeling of
 gloating
 emanating from the man. It seemed to waft from him in a particularly noxious but invisible cloud. It was almost unbearable for David to sit still for it, when all he wanted to do was launch himself across the table and smash his fist into that oily face. Smash and smash and smash . . .



Francis turned, glanced once at Lucas, and almost paused at the expression on his employer’s face. He recovered at once though and carried on, walking back to the galley in soft-footed silence, but a long, almost telepathic look had already passed between them.



Dorothy noticed it especially.



She’d remarked to her husband on their earlier trip on the
 Stillwater Swan
 that Francis and Lucas made a very odd pair. Lucas was just so cockney, and Francis was so proper. They should have been oil and water, but weren’t. They seemed to
 conspire
 against the world in some odd sort of way. It was almost spooky.



Now she took another sip of soup, and tried again to break the deadlock.



‘I must say, I really do like this,’ she offered stiltedly. ‘You wouldn’t have thought our cook would have had such a subtle hand, would you? Not to look at her, I mean,’ she laughed. ‘When I went for my swim this afternoon I saw her sitting out on the deck, and I could have sworn she was asleep.’



‘Probably stuffed herself on all the leftovers from lunch,’ Jasmine said cattily, and totally inaccurately.



Jenny always prepared a plate of food for herself at the same time as she prepared the plates for the guests.



Jenny was no mug.



In the galley, Francis returned, his face thoughtful.



Something was up, that was for sure. He’d never seen Lucas look so upset and uneasy before.



Just then, Captain Lester came through from the bridge. The
 Swan
 was moored not a mile from Chimney, and he accepted the plate of soup the cook gave him with a somewhat distracted air. He looked at Francis.



‘Any idea why Lucas wants me and Brian to join them—’ he nodded in the salon’s direction ‘—after dinner, for drinks?’



Francis frowned. First of all, he had no idea what Lucas intended, which normally was totally unheard of. Lucas always told him everything.
 Everything
 . And secondly, Lucas never asked the captain or O’Keefe to mingle with the guests at dinner time. During the day, yes. But never during the more formal evening meal. It broke the atmosphere of elegance and olde-worlde dining that Lucas strove to create, and which he himself enjoyed so much.



‘It must be something unusual,’ Tobias Lester added — a shade uneasily, Jenny thought. ‘I said as much to Brian when he asked us.’



‘When was this?’ she asked automatically, then could have kicked herself for asking. After all, it was none of her business.



‘About five.’



After the scene with Gabriel Olney then, she thought, before she could stop herself.



She sighed as she watched Francis depart then return with hardly touched soup bowls. She stared at the bowls grimly and handed over stuffed crabs on a bed of rice.



Even Tobias, usually a hearty eater, couldn’t do the crab she handed him justice. She made up a tray for the engineer, intending to take it to him later. Perhaps
 he
 , at least, would appreciate it.



The cook became grimmer and grimmer as the evening wore on, and the plates kept returning, barely picked at.



What was wrong with these people? she fumed. She went to all the trouble of creating a multi-course masterpiece of contrasting tastes, textures, sights and smells, all of which were culinary delights, and they didn’t even have the good manners to eat them.



It was enough to make her spit tacks.



Well, she’d see they ate the baked Alaska, if she had to ladle it out herself and spoon feed the lot of them!



So it was that Jenny Starling herself brought in the towering, impressive dessert and put it on the sideboard for Francis to serve.



Tobias Lester was asked to send for the engineer, and Lucas Finch, looking curiously stiff-faced and unnaturally silent, poured a dozen glasses of champagne. David Leigh accepted his glass, looking merely bewildered. Dorothy politely refused, on account of her condition. Jasmine took hers, and peered over the rim of it at the sour-faced Brian O’Keefe, giving him an openly and blatantly smouldering look. Lucas’s hands shook as he held his own glass.



Only Gabriel Olney looked at ease. As well he might.



‘I’ve called you all here to join me in a toast to the new master of the
 Stillwater Swan
 ,’ he said, dropping the bombshell in a voice so monotone that it was obvious he had been rehearsing the simple stark line for a long time.



Jasmine Olney gasped audibly.



Tobias Lester looked as if he’d been poleaxed.



Brian O’Keefe went as pale as his swarthy colouring would let him, which was surprisingly pale indeed.



Francis almost dropped his glass. His eyes flew to those of his master.



Lucas’s left eye twitched as he raised his glass. ‘To Gabby,’ he said, and swigged the finest Krug as if it were cyanide.









 
CHAPTER SIX




It was just beginning to turn dark, that lovely deepening of lavender into something more nocturnal. A warm breeze played like velvet over the skin, whilst a gibbous moon celebrated by turning from the colour of milk to the more emphatic colour of a mature cheese.



The last of the aerial patrols of swooping swifts peeled off high overhead, their screeching and screaming calls piercing the night air in a last hurrah. A rarely seen, soft-winged barn owl set off on his night’s hunting, whilst the sky steadily turned to sapphire and the stars began to twinkle like an accompaniment of diamonds.



Jenny rested against the deck rails on the port deck, glad that the evening meal was over and the debris from it all cleared away, and she could now mourn it in a dignified silence. Tomorrow, for lunch, she would have to do something clever with all the leftovers. She refused, but simply
 refused
 , to let good food go to waste.



She heard a soft footfall behind her and half turned, seeing the leonine head of Tobias Lester as he crossed the rear decking and pushed open the engine room door. ‘All settled down for the night?’ She heard his voice, dull and flat, echo easily across the stillness of the night.



Brian O’Keefe’s reply was a terse affirmative. Both men sounded tense, and little wonder, Jenny mused. And as the captain and the engineer talked together quietly, she strained to catch their words, but couldn’t quite manage it. They sounded friendly enough though, as if adversity had bonded them together with a far stronger cement than the mere shared duties of keeping the
 Swan
 in good working order.



In fact, the more they talked, the more conspiratorial their tone seemed to become — as if they were plotting some scheme, and thus needed to whisper.



The thought made her feel uneasy.



Jenny sighed, knowing she had to get away from the murmur of masculine voices, otherwise she was going to become downright paranoid. On the other hand, she had no wish to retire early. Her bedroom was a cramped space in which she could hardly turn around, and she was still roiling and simmering with righteous indignation over the fate of her feast. Perhaps a moonlit stroll would calm her and bring about a return of her equilibrium. As a large person, with a large personality to match, Jenny Starling cherished her equilibrium. She liked to feel centred and balanced.



She left the boat, glad of the light from the nearly full moon, and found a well-worn path that meandered through the open meadows. Buttercups had closed up their business for the night, their petals furled tightly into pale orbs. Every now and then, the perfume of clover wafted on the warm night breeze, and moths and bats winged by in a mutual, potentially fatal ballet. After a while, Chimney’s church clock tolled out the hour of eleven. Jenny paused to listen, then somewhat reluctantly turned back towards the
 Stillwater Swan
 .



She wasn’t happy with the way things were going. What on earth had induced Lucas Finch to sell the boat to Gabriel Olney of all people? That afternoon’s rumpus between the two men had obviously played a big part in it — it hardly took a genius to come to that conclusion! And if she had figured out as much, so had everyone else.



One thing was for certain: no one but Gabriel himself seemed at all happy about it. Even his wife had been shooting daggers at him all evening, which was faintly surprising. She’d have thought a woman like Jasmine Olney would have relished being the mistress of such a prestigious acquisition as the
 Swan
 . She could easily see the chic and stylish Jasmine holding soires and playing the gracious hostess to a party of B-list celebs. Obviously there was something else going on in the Olney marriage that was causing friction.



And something was seriously biting David Leigh. Every time she went near him, she could feel him practically vibrating with angst. It was scaring his sweet and devoted wife too, and that couldn’t be good for her.



Jenny sighed deeply and wearily. Things were becoming nasty, and no doubt about it. And although she’d only known them a short time, the passengers and crew of the
 Stillwater Swan
 were beginning to exert their influence over her. She’d be glad to get back to the security of Oxford, before she became even more embroiled. Still, she cheered herself up with the thought that there was only one more day to go — and a Sunday, the traditional day of peace and rest, at that.



Hah! A little voice sneered at the back of her mind, and she determinedly ignored it.



They had a long stretch of river to negotiate tomorrow, with no further villages in which to moor before their final destination of Swinford. There she would spend the night at the local pub, then catch the first bus back to Wainscott House and collect her trusty little van.



Perhaps next year she really
 would
 take a holiday. Oh, not to the seaside, but inland somewhere. Scotland, perhaps. She could learn how to make a proper haggis.



As she approached the river, she heard the low murmur of voices from the riverbank, and stopped, in some amazement, to watch Tobias and Brian put up a fairly large tent.



As Brian rolled out some sleeping bags, the cook suddenly realized that, with all the rooms on the
 Swan
 currently occupied, the crew had no other choice but to camp out on the shore. She glanced to the right, and sure enough, pitched a good few yards away was a slightly smaller but very neat little tent.



The good Francis, no doubt, preferred not to kip down with mere engineers and a glorified — if nautical — chauffeur. Jenny coughed, just to alert all concerned that she was about, and then stepped out from the shadows of the trees.



‘Good evening, Captain,’ she said pleasantly, and saw Tobias turn her way briefly. In the darkness she couldn’t make out the expression on his face.



‘Hello there . . . er . . . Cook,’ he said, his voice still stuck in a flat, dreary monotone. No doubt in the aftermath of Lucas Finch’s announcement he had forgotten her given name, but Jenny didn’t mind. Being called by her title was more gratifying anyway.



She walked to the wide plank that connected the
 Swan
 safely with the bank and stepped onto the deck, almost bumping into somebody coming the opposite way. It was, of course, the other person who rebounded off her girth and had to take a few staggering steps backwards. ‘Sorry,’ Jenny said automatically.



‘That’s all right, dear lady,’ came back the unmistakable voice of Gabriel Olney. ‘I should have been looking where you were going,’ he added with what he supposed was dry wit. His voice, unlike that of the captain, was rich with feeling. Too much feeling, in fact. Jenny didn’t appreciate being patronized.



‘Yes, perhaps you should,’ she said, somewhat coolly. ‘I am, after all, big enough to be seen,’ she added, totally flooring the old ex-soldier, who stared after her as she left, his mouth falling open in surprise.



Jenny, about to carry on and stomp off to her bedroom in high dudgeon, suddenly remembered the cramped proportions of said bedroom, and did an abrupt turn in the direction of the railings instead. A few more breaths of air before turning in would do her no harm, after all.



She heard Gabriel’s footsteps on the plank, and a moment later saw his dark shape silently make its way towards the large tent.



‘Ah, chaps, I was hoping to catch you alone for a few minutes,’ she heard him say jovially. ‘I thought it best to tell you straightaway, so there would be no misunderstandings, so to speak.’



Jenny, who had already guessed exactly what it was that Gabriel Olney wished to say — namely ‘you’re both fired’ — hastily decided she’d had enough air for one night, and stepped through into the games room.



Although most of the lights had been turned off now that the
 Swan
 ’s engines were idle (the bulk of the electricity coming via a generator that the turning paddle wheels kept charged up), she easily made her way into the salon. She’d gone through the room so often, her mind had memorized the layout of it without her conscious thought. From there she went through the galley and into her own little cubbyhole of a bedroom. There she brushed her teeth at a tiny washbasin, donned her nightgown and crawled into the tiny bed.



It squeaked and groaned like a tub of trampled mice. Jenny gave a grunt, turned off the puny overhead light, and rolled onto her side. She only just managed to stop herself falling off the narrow mattress, and gave a long, tremulous sigh.



Then she closed her eyes and went to sleep.



* * *



Breakfast next morning was an odd affair. Lucas Finch was determinedly jovial. It was almost as if he was trying to fool himself into thinking that he didn’t really care that the
 Swan
 was lost to him. He helped himself to huge amounts of food, and ate it with every outward appearance of pleasure.



Francis watched him with blank eyes that Lucas would catch now and then, and ignore.



Jasmine simply sat and glowered — at her husband, at Lucas, and at the parrot.



The parrot, sensitive soul that he was, was very much aware of her acrimonious gaze and paced nervously across the sideboard. So intent was he on keeping an eye on Jasmine that when he reached the end he kept on walking, and with a squawk of utter surprise fell off.



Jasmine laughed nastily.



Lucas looked down at the parrot, which turned and looked up at him, and said mildly, ‘What a pillock.’



He returned his attention back to his eggs and bacon, and beamed at Dorothy Leigh, who was half-heartedly picking her way through some deliciously fragrant scrambled eggs with herbs.



‘Do you have any pets, love?’ he asked, and nodded at the parrot, which had flown back to the sideboard and was eyeing his dish of nuts and fruit with a somewhat bilious eye.



Dorothy smiled. She was rather fond of the parrot. ‘I have a dog. She’s a collie, actually. I have a devil of a job keeping her coat in top condition. I seem to spend hours grooming her.’



Lucas cast the parrot an amiable look, and then reached for a piece of peach with which to tempt him. ‘The things you do, hey?’ he said softly, watching the bird eat, with a crinkle-eyed smile.



Dorothy gave him a rather tender look. She thought Lucas was being a really good sport about all this, and she liked that in a man. She had no idea what Gabriel had done to him to make him part with the boat, but she knew it must be breaking his heart. Yet here he was the next morning, acting as right as rain, and trying to make sure that all his guests were having a good time. He might be a diamond in the rough, but at least he was acting like a real man should.



When he turned back from feeding his bird, she gave him a dazzling smile.



Gabriel watched her, his lips twisting into a malicious grin.



Let old Lucas have his moment of glory. He could afford to be magnanimous, now that he had what he wanted. Now, all he had to do was get rid of Jasmine.



David Leigh suddenly pushed his plate away. ‘If you don’t mind, I think I’ll just . . . er . . . go and change. I was hoping to take a walk before we started off.’



Lucas glanced at the young solicitor. He had difficulty in focusing his thoughts. All he could think about was the
 Swan
 . His lovely, elegant and beloved
 Swan
 . ‘What? Oh, yes, that’s fine. We won’t set off until ten o’clock or so. Take your time, me old china,’ he said heartily.



David nodded. Dorothy tried to catch his eye, but he studiously avoided looking at her as he rose. She gnawed on her lower lip worriedly as she watched him go. He’d said nothing about her joining him for this walk of his. Should she go up to their room and invite herself along? Or was he desperate for some time alone? Oh, if only Gabriel wasn’t aboard for this trip. She was sure that all of this tension was his fault. Poor Lucas. Poor Jasmine. And poor, poor David. She stabbed her mound of eggs viciously with her fork.



But she was not the only one who’d be glad when this trip was over. Jasmine Olney, for one, was desperate to get to the bank. If only she could withdraw some money before the second cheque Gabby had written out could be cleared, she might yet be able to salvage something. Better still, if she could only think of some way of getting her hands on
 all
 their money! She’d be off like a shot. Let Gabriel divorce her if he couldn’t find her!



Lucas was finding it harder and harder to carry on playing the role of genial host. All he could think about was what would happen once they docked. For as soon as David Leigh had drawn up the papers, and they’d been signed and processed, the
 Swan
 would glide out of his life forever.



With Gabriel Olney at the wheel.



It was a thought that left a gaping hole in his soul. He couldn’t bring himself to look across at the gloating ex-soldier. If he did . . . His hands curled so hard around the knife he was using that his fingers ached.



* * *



Jenny, knowing that everyone was at breakfast, had taken the opportunity to use the bathroom. She had luxuriated in a ten-minute soak in the tub, and now, powdered and glowing a healthy pink, she opened the door, wearing a fresh summer dress of pansy purple.



As she shut the door behind her, she heard a second, echoing click, and stared at the door handle blankly for a moment. Then she quickly turned around and saw David Leigh coming through the open door opposite. She made a rapid show of rooting about in her toiletries bag, checking that her soap and flannel were present, and not even glancing up as David Leigh passed her.



If she had done so, she might have noticed the rather pensive glance he gave her. Only when she heard his light steps going quickly down the stairs did she close the bath bag and look up thoughtfully.



The bathroom was on the port side of the boat, at the rear. That meant that the bedroom opposite her, the bedroom that David Leigh had just exited, was on the rear side of the starboard deck. But yesterday she’d clearly seen Dorothy Leigh lean on the balcony of the bedroom nearest the
 prow —
 the front end of the boat. Or the pointed end, as her father had been wont to call it. So either Dorothy had been in Gabriel Olney’s bedroom yesterday — a patently absurd thought — or David Leigh had emerged from the Olneys’ room just now.



Now what, Jenny thought grimly, had he been up to in there? She frowned, then sighed, and went slowly down the stairs.



Just a few more hours, she thought encouragingly. A few more hours and she’d be free and clear. There was no need to be so pessimistic. After all, what could happen in just a few hours? Unfortunately, as Jenny knew only too well from past and bitter experience, an awful lot
 could
 happen. But surely that wasn’t going to happen here? No. She gave a mental head shake and told herself not to worry.



She was beginning to let this paranoia where murder was concerned get the better of her, she thought grimly.



She made her way towards the galley via the starboard deck with determined optimism, and glanced in the window to the dining room as she did so.



David Leigh had reappeared, and was tucking into his sausages with every appearance of appetite. Opposite him, Gabriel Olney reached for some more toast.



Well, at least it appeared that
 this
 meal was going to be consumed, she noted with a satisfied nod. In a much better frame of mind now, the uneasy cook stepped into her domain, and awaited the arrival of the dirty dishes.



* * *



Using the block and tackle, Brian O’Keefe hauled the heavier logs he’d chopped up on the riverbank earlier that morning and winched them on board, placing them onto a trolley. It was an old porter’s trolley, exactly like the kind they used in railway stations, with long upward handles and four tiny wheels attached to a low wooden base. He pushed the trolley towards the storeroom, and upended the wood onto the floor. He’d chop them into more manageable logs later. Lucas liked to raise steam the old-fashioned way. The sun was rising higher in the sky, and they’d be setting off soon. He’d have to start hauling in some more coal soon. Then he’d need to wash up, because bloody coal dust got everywhere.



He moved down the small corridor to the starboard deck, and once there, turned towards the rear. He walked to the very end and lifted the lid off a wooden box, where the non-essential equipment was habitually stored. He had, at that point, no idea that he had an audience.



He dropped in the block and tackle and let the lid drop with a small thud. His shirt was already beginning to stick to his back, so he pulled it off, turning to the freshwater butt stored at a right angle to the trunk. It was about four feet high, a foot or so wide, and was full of blessedly cool water. It was used as a backup, in case the boat ran out of water for domestic use.



Brian scooped a large amount in his cupped hands and sluiced it over his face, shivering happily as he did so. He felt it run over his chest and down his nape, and sighed loudly. He put the lid back on, mindful of how easy it was for water to evaporate in this heat, and turned.



Then stopped dead in his tracks.



The large and oddly attractive cook and the pretty blonde woman were sitting on chairs at the other end of the deck, openly watching him. He smiled at them, gave a slight nod, and with a rather wry twist of his lips, headed back down the corridor towards his engine room.



He hoped they’d enjoyed the show. Now it was time to work up some steam.



Jenny, who had indeed thoroughly enjoyed the show, turned back to her contemplation of the river whilst also reviewing the tempting display of rippling, masculine muscle she’d just seen.



She’d been a little surprised to be joined by Dorothy Leigh just ten minutes earlier, but she could quite understand why. With her husband off on a lone walk, she hadn’t felt like joining the others on the port deck. With the mouse away, the cat in Gabriel would have been apt to play.



A few minutes later the engines began to throb, so presumably David had returned from his walk. That he seemed to be in no hurry to seek out his wife, however, was soon obvious, for as the
 Swan
 began to move out into mid-stream they remained alone on the deck.



‘Really, I do wish Lucas hadn’t invited Mr Olney along on this trip,’ Dorothy said suddenly, as if she’d uncannily read the cook’s thoughts. ‘He can be so . . . well . . .’ She fumbled in vain for the right words. ‘I don’t think he realizes how people can misinterpret his teasing.’ She had eventually settled for something of an understatement, and glanced at her companion awkwardly.



Jenny cast her a quick, thoughtful look. She herself had seen the way Gabriel had openly pursued Dorothy, and was a little surprised by the married woman’s naivet.



‘I don’t think that he is teasing, is he?’ she said, but very mildly. ‘A man like that, a man who’s so obviously dissatisfied with his marriage, is always on the lookout for a good excuse to break away from it. And what better excuse is there than to find another woman?’



Dorothy stared at her aghast. ‘But I’ve done nothing, I’ve said nothing to make him think that I . . .’ Her voice spluttered out in an appalled whisper, and Jenny cursed herself for her lack of tact, and quickly shook her head.



‘No, Mrs Leigh, I didn’t mean to suggest that you had,’ she said, gently but firmly. ‘I’m merely pointing out that, to a man like Gabriel Olney, you make a very good target.’



Jenny, in fact, doubted that Gabriel
 was
 serious in his pursuit of the pretty blonde. Apart from his natural and somewhat loathsome method of flirting, he was probably only trying to push Jasmine to the limit, thus forcing her to seek a divorce.



The very fact that Dorothy was pregnant, not to mention happily married, had probably made Gabriel feel very safe indeed. After all, what man wanted a pregnant woman for a mistress? No, Jenny was mostly convinced that he was just using Dorothy as a convenience. A quick flirtation, a good excuse to give to a judge in a divorce hearing, and he’d be free of Jasmine once and for all. What would it matter to a man of Gabriel’s unfeeling arrogance if he ruined Dorothy’s marriage in the process? So long as he got what he wanted. Then it would be just himself, and the
 Stillwater Swan
 .



Jenny felt a ludicrous surge of sympathy for the boat. It was as if she was beginning to think of the elegant white vessel as a living creature!



On the bank, a party of Girl Guides shouted and pointed in excitement as they caught sight of the steamer. Their group leader impulsively waved, which, of course, immediately set the rest of the gang off. On the bridge, Tobias Lester must have spotted them, for the next instant the melodious, haunting tone of the
 Swan
 ’s steam whistle rent the air, letting off a cloud of steam as it did so.



The girls on the bank became frantic with excitement, jumping up and down, making Jenny smile.



Beside her, Dorothy Leigh did not smile. In fact, Dorothy Leigh looked very near to tears.



* * *



Knowing she could do nothing to help her, Jenny left Dorothy to her thoughts and returned to the galley. Noon was fast approaching, and she wanted to make some chestnut forcemeat to wrap in cold chicken, to go with the salad. Whilst she was at it, she supposed, she could also make some devilled butter and some tomato cream butter. It went so well with the cold meats and garlic bread she had prepared.



On the port deck, an energetic game of some sort was being played, and from time to time the cook could hear the odd shout of triumph or groan of displeasure.



Dorothy, drawn by the same sounds, made her way to the other side of the boat, and immediately spotted her husband sitting in a deckchair and observing the activity with a brooding air.



Lucas and Jasmine were teamed up against David and Gabriel. It was an odd arrangement, and one that made David want to laugh out loud. If only they knew.



Lucas rattled about, sweeping a highly polished round piece of wood along the smooth planking, bringing it to within only inches of the target. It was a sort of curling-cum-bowls game that went so well with life on board a boat. Jasmine applauded his accuracy. ‘Well done, partner,’ she squealed theatrically, throwing her arms around his neck and giving him a kiss.



Lucas smiled at her somewhat bleakly. He was having a hard time of it. He wanted nothing more than to go somewhere and shout and scream.



In fact, he wanted to kill.



The
 Swan
 was lost. This might be the last time he ever cruised aboard her. And the wife of the man who’d taken her away from him was kissing him, playing her own damned silly little games.



‘Your turn, Leigh,’ Gabriel prompted, from where he was watching at the rails.



David, who from the dark circles under his eyes obviously hadn’t slept well, got up tiredly and with some difficulty from the chair and walked towards his own ‘stone.’ As he did so, Gabriel moved over to his spot, taking his place in the chair.



Dorothy, who had been leaning on the back of the chair, quickly straightened and went to take a step away, but before she could move, Gabriel grabbed her wrist.



‘Stay and keep me company, Dotty. Your husband and I are partners, after all,’ he laughed, and indicated the improvised game under way.



Dorothy swallowed hard. Her throat felt suddenly dry. ‘I don’t think . . .’ she said, then gasped to a halt as, with deliberate insouciance, Gabriel took her hand, which he was still holding, and raised it to his lips. As well as being old-fashioned, the gesture was also curiously intimate.



She cast an agonized glance at her husband’s back. Luckily, he was too busy concentrating on aiming his stone to look behind him at what was going on. But Gabriel
 was
 looking at his wife, his eyes glittering with amused animosity.



Jasmine returned the compliment, staring at him with hard, hating eyes.



‘You know, m’dear, you really shouldn’t be so standoffish,’ Gabriel purred as Dorothy snatched her hand away, her furious scowl making Jasmine laugh scornfully. Olney flushed an ugly red.



David, hearing the laugh, turned, saw the direction of Jasmine’s gaze, and looked over his shoulder. He saw Dorothy’s scowl and Gabriel’s sudden smirk, and the wooden ball in his hand twitched as a spasm of uncontrolled rage washed over him. His fingers curled tight around the wooden stone.



And then David looked down at the smooth, hard wooden ball, as if seeing it properly for the first time, and began to smile.



A few yards away, Gabriel lowered his voice to a husky whisper. ‘You really shouldn’t antagonize clients of your husband’s firm, m’dear,’ he chided her gently, studying Dorothy’s mutinous face with a half-angry, half-amused smile. Really, the woman was such a child. ‘After all, if I were suddenly to withdraw my business from the venerable offices of Pringle, Ford and Soames, they’d be somewhat concerned. And if I should tell them that it was because I wasn’t happy with the performance of one of their juniors . . .’ He shrugged eloquently.



He knew that baiting Dorothy was rather unsporting, a bit like shooting fish in a barrel, in fact, but he was in a fey kind of mood. Jasmine was wearing on his nerves like a bad-fitting uniform, and he was in just the right frame of mind to curse all women.



Dorothy gasped and went pale. ‘You wouldn’t,’ she said. The very way she said it, with such an appalled air, made Gabriel feel even more vicious.



‘I just might,’ he said, keeping his voice deliberately light. ‘Why don’t you try being nice to me for a change, hmm?’ he goaded, his eyes on his wife, who was watching them with narrow-lidded alertness. ‘After all, it’s not much to ask, is it?’ he murmured, recapturing her hand and pressing the back of it to his lips.



Dorothy could feel his moustache on the back of her hand, and shuddered. The touch reminded her of the bristles on a pig’s back.



Jasmine’s eyes became glued to those of her husband. So, he was angling for a divorce, was he? Leaving her out in the cold, with precious little money and no security. She felt a lance of fear hit her. Although wild horses wouldn’t have made her admit it out loud, she knew that she was well past the first flush of her youth. Finding another rich husband as a poor, middle-aged divorcee would be no picnic.



She had to put a stop to it. And she had to put a stop to this ridiculous boat business as well. Her nails curled into her palms so hard it made her wince.



Gabriel fiddled with Dorothy’s cold fingers. He kept a wary eye on Leigh, but the solicitor seemed to be staring off into the distance in some sort of trance.



‘When a person’s in a much stronger position than you are, my dear little Dotty,’ Gabriel mused, thoroughly enjoying himself now, ‘you really do have to be careful. I mean, what would your husband say if I were to imply that the child you carry might not be his, for example? Now wouldn’t that create a stir? And all because you couldn’t take a compliment or two.’



He twisted his neck to look up at Dorothy, who stood as if turned to stone. ‘Now, it wouldn’t be so hard, would it, to play along a little? To help me play a little game with Jasmine? She’s been rather naughty, you know, and deserves to be taught a lesson.’



But Dorothy was hardly listening. She was thinking how odd and tense David had been lately. But surely he didn’t think . . . He
 couldn’t
 have got it into his silly head that she might have been unfaithful.



Gabriel turned, satisfied that he and the lovely Dorothy now had an understanding, and turned to glance once more at his wife.



His smile was wide as he kissed one of Dorothy’s cold fingertips.



It was at that precise moment that David Leigh turned to look at him. He had his plan now, his precious plan, firmly completed in his mind. And there was nothing to stop him going ahead with it.



Nothing at all.









 
CHAPTER SEVEN




Jenny glanced into the main salon, checking for the arrival of hungry lunch guests. So far, only the Leighs were hovering around, David looking casual in a light, fawn-coloured pair of slacks and a dazzlingly white shirt. His face, however, had a curiously shuttered look, as if he were trying to hide some kind of strong emotion.



He made Jenny feel instantly uneasy, because instead of emanating waves of angst and anger, he seemed to be on some sort of a high. When he glanced at her, and then quickly away again, she thought she caught glimpses of both relief and resolve, in equal measures, cross his face.



It should have made a nice change from his usual glowering, gloomy countenance, but somehow it didn’t. Instantly, the statuesque cook wondered what he was up to. Or, perhaps to be more precise, she wondered what had occurred to him to put that different look on his face.



In spite of the heat, Jenny felt herself shiver.



Dorothy Leigh looked extremely fetching in a light summer dress, a lovely shade of powder blue. It contrasted wonderfully with her silvery gold hair. Jenny thought how pretty the colour was — the same colour as meadow blue butterflies. It was a rather more soothing exercise, after witnessing the husband’s volte-face, to contemplate the pretty wife. She was so obviously in love with her husband, and had a baby on the way. In many ways, she looked the picture of contentment. But in that moment, Jenny didn’t envy Dorothy Leigh at all.



With a mental shrug, the cook returned to the galley and checked that the bread was just the right temperature, and glanced around, expecting Francis to appear at any minute.



But Francis, most unusually, was a few minutes late, and lunch didn’t begin until nearly a quarter past one. Not that it mattered, but Jenny was already counting off the hours. She’d asked Tobias Lester that morning what time he expected them to dock at Swinford, and was told it would probably be at any time between six and seven o’clock that evening.



So just six more hours to go.



But the cruise wasn’t over until the final evening meal, of course, and for that the cook intended to excel herself. In fact, she was beginning to feel quite cheerful again just thinking about it.



What was said between the guests over lunch Jenny had no idea, nor did she care. It was because of these moody, squabbling people that her little cruise had been quite ruined. Some people could be so damned thoughtless, she fumed crossly, as she added grated chocolate to her coconut and chocolate trifle.



As soon as lunch was over, and the debris had been cleared, cleaned and put away, Jenny took herself off for a nice leisurely stroll. It felt good to get away from the boat for an hour or so, but as much as she enjoyed her ‘me’ time, and delightedly watched the antics of a pair of kingfishers with chicks, much later Jenny was going to wish that she had stayed firmly put on the boat.



Or maybe not.



* * *



Dorothy felt keyed up and nervous. She paced in the games room, casting anxious glances at her husband every now and then and sighing morosely. But, as is sometimes the way with things, in direct contrast to his spouse David now seemed almost happy. It was as if whatever bogeyman had been pursuing him these last few months had suddenly taken a sabbatical. She was glad of that, of course. David had always been her rock and her anchor, and she felt lost whenever he was upset. In these modern days, Dorothy knew she was considered by many of her friends to be something of a throwback, being content as she was to be simply a wife, and soon now a mother. It made her sick with worry whenever she contemplated the thought that she might lose him.



David was unaware of his wife’s tender eyes upon him. As he leaned back in his chair, his thumbs lazily twirling in his lap, his eyes slowly wandered over in Gabriel’s direction. It was all set. He had everything planned at last. It had all seemed to fall into place, as if it was meant to be. Never a religious man, or even a particularly superstitious one, he now felt as if there might be something to this fate malarkey after all. It certainly felt as if something or somebody was on his side all at once, lining all the dominoes up in a neat row, just waiting for him to topple the first one. All he needed now was the right opportunity. And surely it would come. With his newfound belief in providence, how could it not?



On the sofa, Jasmine Olney lazed with all the instinctive, sybaritic indolence of a cat. Every now and then she turned a page of her fashion magazine, and cooed or sneered at the pictures revealed.



Tobias Lester looked in tentatively from the French doors that led out onto the port deck and coughed discreetly. ‘The cook’s not back yet, Lucas,’ he said quietly, and glanced at his watch. But he was not angry. In fact, it suited the captain of the
 Stillwater Swan
 very well to have a slight delay before starting off.



It would give them more time.



Lucas, who was sitting in a big black leather armchair, staring at nothing in particular, shrugged lethargically at this news, nearly upending the parrot, which squawked indignantly on his shoulder.



‘It won’t make much difference if we wait another hour,’ he said drearily, and Tobias nodded. His thoughts exactly. He scratched the back of his neck, finding the hairs there to be stiff and cold. He was getting too old for this sort of thing. He was beginning to wonder if he should have let Brian talk him into it.



By the drinks cabinet, Gabriel, who was busy pouring himself a whisky and soda, stifled a sneer. Such slipshod timetables would not be permitted once
 he
 took over.



‘I know,’ Dorothy said quickly, as if she could bear the simmering tensions no longer, and must do something —
 anything —
 to make things more lively and friendly, a bit more . . . well . . .
 normal
 . ‘Why don’t we hold a darts tournament?’ she asked hopefully.



Lucas glanced at the full-sized dartboard attached to one wall, his blank gaze altering not a whit. Then he looked at Dorothy’s pretty, unhappy face, and silently cursed. He made a valiant effort to rouse himself.



‘Well, we haven’t played yet,’ he agreed, and glanced at Gabriel. ‘Olney?’ he asked curtly.



Gabriel shrugged. ‘Why not?’



‘David?’ Lucas glanced at the young solicitor, who shrugged without much enthusiasm but without any undue reluctance either.



‘Suits me.’



‘Tobias, perhaps you’d join us?’ Lucas asked, looking a shade guiltily at the captain. Tobias loved the
 Swan
 almost as much as himself. And the captain had told him just this morning that Olney had informed both himself and Brian O’Keefe that their services would no longer be required once the papers transferring ownership were signed. So a final afternoon’s get-together could surely do no harm.



Tobias stepped fully — not to mention eagerly — into the games room. Everything was going better than he could have hoped. Nevertheless, the smile he gave seemed rather wooden. He glanced slyly at his watch, then forced the smile on his face into a fully-fledged beam. He had to be careful. ‘Sure. I used to be a bit of a player once.’ He laughed and rubbed his hands together. ‘Perhaps we can give the ladies a run for their money.’



Lucas gave him a rather curious look.



‘Oh, count me out,’ Jasmine Olney said at once. ‘I never learned to play.’



Nobody was surprised. Anybody in the room would have bet money that Jasmine Olney wouldn’t know a double top from a dart feather.



‘And I don’t mind just watching,’ Dorothy said firmly in a show of feminine solidarity, and settled herself onto the nearest chair, arranging her pretty powder-blue skirts around her.



Jasmine yawned mightily and flipped over another page of her magazine. She’d only brought one with her — a French fashion magazine — and she was already thoroughly bored with it. But really, what else was there to do in a dead-end hole like this? she thought savagely. The thought of living here permanently, endlessly cruising through the boring countryside, was enough to send a visible shudder running through her.



‘What about Brian?’ Lucas asked, bringing out the dart sets from the top drawer of a short bureau. ‘That is, if you can get the surly bugger to come out of the engine room.’



‘He’s chopping wood,’ Tobias said quickly. ‘We need it for later on. It’ll take him a while.’



Lucas nodded, then glanced at David. ‘You and me, then, me old china?’



David nodded, more than happy with that arrangement. Tobias cast Gabriel a brief, angry look, and quickly turned away, ostensibly to inspect his darts. The last thing he wanted was Olney for a partner. On the other hand, it was rather ironic, when you thought about it.



And so the game began.



Lucas, to nobody’s surprise, was a rather good darts player, and achieved a double with his first throw.



Jasmine turned another page of her magazine and blinked. There, tucked in the pages, was a single piece of neatly folded white notepaper. It said a lot about Jasmine Olney’s personality that she didn’t gasp, start or so much as cast a quick guilty look around her. Instead she merely ran a finger along the edge of her page in masterly nonchalance, and took a slow look up.



The men were all gathered around the dartboard, and little Dorothy goody two shoes was watching her husband with wide, adoring eyes.



Jasmine slowly unfolded the notepaper. It was in handwriting she didn’t recognize, written in black ink and with bold upsweeping lines.



Jasmine,



Meet me upstairs, in your room, at two o’clock. Keep near the door and keep a sharp eye out, just in case your husband comes a-calling.



I can’t wait to touch you. You’ve been driving me crazy ever since you stepped on board.



But then, I expect you already know that.



B O’K.



B O’K, Jasmine thought, her lips curling into a whimsical, highly self-satisfied smile. Brian O’Keefe. So, the engineer had been playing little games with her all along, had he? Pretending not to notice whenever she looked his way, giving her those arrogantly knowing little smiles. She had begun to feel a bit put out about the engineer. She wasn’t used to men not reacting to her the way she expected.



Now, though, she almost purred.



Not that she’d allow anything to happen, of course. Not now, and certainly not here, aboard this damned boat. Gabriel might catch them out, and that really wouldn’t do. Giving him any ammunition in the divorce courts — even in these days of so-called fault-free divorces — wouldn’t do her chances of a hefty alimony settlement any good. Especially if the case got assigned to some silly old fart with old-fashioned views.



Jasmine’s eyes narrowed to slits. No, that wouldn’t do at all. Still, it would be interesting to see what the swarthy engineer had to say for himself. How he handled himself. A few passionate kisses on a slow, Sunday afternoon — no harm in that, surely. A little heavy petting too, if he played his cards right.



Jasmine carefully refolded the paper and took a surreptitious look around, and was mollified, for once, to find that nobody was paying her the slightest bit of attention.



David Leigh was at the oche now, and still struggling to get his first double to allow him to start accumulating his own score. She turned a page of her magazine, checked her watch — which said nearly ten past two — and smiled.



She was already late. Perhaps he was waiting for her upstairs even now? She gave a pleasurable shiver, then yawned widely and stood up. ‘Well, I’m going to take a little nap in my room,’ she said, her voice dripping ennui.



Her husband barely gave her a look. It was not hard to see why. Gabriel was already forty points down on Lucas. Jasmine could have crowed over her good luck. Her husband was a competitive man in everything he did — even a silly game of darts would keep him riveted until he had won.



Of course, it also meant that if he lost, he’d be impossible to live with for days. Jasmine shrugged, smiled at Dorothy, who asked her if she had a headache or needed some aspirin, shook her head ‘no’ and sauntered away.



Her room was empty, but as she’d walked towards the closed door she could have sworn she’d heard something — some kind of noise coming from inside. Obviously, though, it had been wishful thinking, for the bedroom was deserted. Even the windows had been closed, and not so much as a lace curtain moved in the still air.



But she didn’t really mind her would-be lover’s tardiness.



The captain had said he had a lot of wood to chop. He’d probably be all sweaty and callus-palmed when he came.



The thought brought a happy, feline smile to her face. She picked up a chair and set it about a foot from the door, where she was sure to be able to hear anyone coming up the stairs in plenty of time.



* * *



Downstairs, Dorothy slowly began to go pale. She leaned back in her chair and breathed deeply, but it didn’t take her husband long to notice her distress.



‘Dotty, are you all right?’ he asked sharply, and quickly came across to take her hand. Behind him, both Lucas and Gabriel looked around curiously.



Dorothy smiled, a shade unconvincingly. ‘I’m feeling a bit . . . iffy, really,’ she said, a shade embarrassed. ‘I expect it’s morning sickness. Although the doctor didn’t say anything about getting it in the middle of the afternoon!’ She tried to make a weak joke out of it, making Lucas’s heart swell at her pluckiness.



He abruptly put down his darts and walked across. ‘Can I get you anything, love?’ he asked anxiously. ‘You really do look dicky. I can ask Francis if there’s anything in the medicine cabinet for jippy tummies.’



‘I don’t think that she should take any medication that hasn’t been specifically prescribed for her by a doctor, not in her condition,’ David said sharply, and Lucas, to do him justice, looked suitably appalled.



‘What? Oh, right you are. No, of course she mustn’t. You can tell I’m a bachelor boy, can’t yer, born and bred. Got no sense, ’ave I, eh, girl?’ He guffawed and winked at Dorothy, who managed a rather wan smile in return.



‘I think I’d better go upstairs to the . . . er . . . bathroom,’ Dorothy said, her eyes assuming a wild, helpless look.



David quickly took her by the arm and helped her upstairs. After that, the darts match was naturally abandoned. Having no wish to stay in the same room as Gabriel Olney, Tobias quickly excused himself to go to the bridge. He went smartly along the port deck and shut the door firmly behind him. There he looked at his watch. He was sweating now. He would be glad when it was all over.



Blast that cook! Where was she? Suddenly he had the intense desire to be on the move again.



Upstairs, Jasmine Olney stiffened as she heard footsteps and voices, but opening the bedroom door a crack and peeking out, she saw only the Leighs.



Dorothy paused outside the bathroom. ‘David, why don’t you go to our room and finish up those papers you brought with you? I know you wanted to get them done before we docked,’ she urged him, with typical patience and understanding.



David shook his head stubbornly. ‘They can wait.’



Dorothy put a hand to her stomach and swallowed hard. Her eyes became very wide and appealing. ‘Please, David, I’d rather you didn’t hang around out here. It’s . . . well . . . so
 embarrassing
 , being sick and everything. I’d rather you didn’t, well, have to hear me, and so on. Besides, I think I’ll be here for quite some time. And it’s nice and cool inside. There’s no point in you hanging around out here — it’s not as if there’s anything you can do, you know, darling,’ she added, cupping his face in her palm. ‘I’ll be all right, you’ll see. And I’ll come straight to our room as soon as I’m sure this bout of sickness has passed.’



She gave his hand a squeeze.



David nodded at once, sympathetic and anxious to please, and gave her a quick peck on the forehead. He turned, still obviously rather reluctant to leave her, but after a moment’s hesitation walked on into their room.



Jasmine, afraid of being spotted, quickly pulled the door shut. She heard the bathroom door open and close, and breathed easier. It wouldn’t do for the sickeningly cooing couple to notice when the engineer came to her bedroom door!



Downstairs, Gabriel wandered out onto the starboard deck. It was the first time he’d been on that side of the boat for quite some time. He stood watching the view of the deserted riverbank with a pleased smile on his face.



All was peaceful and quiet on the
 Stillwater Swan
 .



* * *



Jenny looked somewhat guiltily at her watch, and knew she must have held the boat up a little. It was nearly three o’clock. She stepped on board, made her way to the bridge, told the somewhat disgruntled Tobias Lester that she was back, and made for her galley.



There she found the parrot raiding her bag of raisins. She eyed the bird, which had been caught red-handed. Or rather, red-clawed, with one bit of fruit already in his beak, and the split bag open on the worktop.



Jenny walked forward, left the spilled raisins on the side — after all, she could hardly use
 those
 now — and folded the bag back into some semblance of order.



The parrot watched her, head cocked to one side. ‘’Ere, what’s your game then?’ he demanded, in Lucas’s wide, cockney drawl.



Jenny paused, looked at the bird, and fed it another raisin. Really, it was extraordinarily uncanny the way the bird could come out with apt phrases at just the right time. You could almost be fooled into thinking you could hold a normal conversation with it.



She removed the various meats from the fridge and set them, in various sauces, to cook in the oven. She took a veritable mountain of vegetables from the tiny cold cupboard next to the fridge and set about chopping, peeling, dicing, mincing and shelling. It was a task that would have daunted many a lesser person but only served to fill the cook with a sense of peace.



* * *



Upstairs, Jasmine Olney still waited in vain for Brian O’Keefe. She was beginning to get right royally angry. When she heard the engines turn over, and she knew it would be impossible for him to leave the engine room now, she left her post by the door, yanked the handle open, and marched out onto the landing. Although she could hardly go straight to the engine room and tell the oaf off, she would certainly think of a way to make her displeasure felt.



When she thought of him, sniggering away in his cubbyhole, imagining her waiting for him up here, all hot and bothered, she felt like she could literally kill him.



She was just in the mood for it.



As she passed the bathroom, the door opened and Dorothy Leigh emerged. She looked, even to Jasmine’s unsympathetic eye, a little pale and tremulous. It must be horrible feeling sick all the time, she acknowledged vaguely. It was one of the many reasons why she herself had always refused to have children.



Hearing the two women exchange greetings, David opened the door to his bedroom, spotted his wife, and stepped out.



‘What you need is a nice cup of tea, darling,’ he said soothingly. ‘Let’s find Francis and get you one.’



Somewhat reluctantly, Jasmine thought, Dorothy allowed herself to be led back downstairs.



Poor Dotty, she thought, with a savage twist of her lips. No doubt if she started to feel sick again she’d have to make a dive for one of the side decks. Really, men could be such inconsiderate pigs at times. Why couldn’t her husband have just let her go back to their room and lie down, as she so obviously wanted to do?



Even as her husband led her away, Dorothy cast a forlorn and longing look over her shoulder at the door to their bedroom.



But Jasmine had no sympathy for women who couldn’t stick up for themselves. And with a shrug, she followed them down the stairs.



* * *



Jenny sluiced some cold water over her face and let her wrists run under the cold tap. It was hellishly hot in her cramped little galley. She glanced at her watch. It was now nearly 4:15. Time for a breath of air in her favourite spot.



To her surprise, the main salon was empty when she walked through it. In fact the whole boat, she noticed for the first time, seemed to have an almost deserted air.



It felt like being aboard the
 Mary Celeste
 .



But as she stepped out onto the starboard deck with a sigh of pleasure, she realized just how misleading this feeling was, and she stopped, just a little miffed to find that her ‘territory’ had been invaded.



David Leigh turned warily as he sensed another presence, but visibly relaxed on seeing who it was. Beside him, sitting in the cook’s favourite deckchair, Dorothy watched the passing scenery with apathetic eyes. She looked rather pale, Jenny thought, and guessed instantly that the curse of the dreaded morning sickness had hit. ‘I think some dry toast and tea might be in order, don’t you?’ she murmured.



Her husband looked at her gratefully. ‘Just what I thought, but I couldn’t find Francis to ask him.’



Jenny shrugged, retreated back to her galley, and emerged five minutes later with the unappetizing but tummy-settling food.



She nodded in satisfaction as Dorothy took a sip of weak, milky tea. She looked really washed out, poor thing, the cook noted with some concern; her hair seemed to have lost some of its lustre, and her cheeks were sallow and her neck was drooping. Even her pretty powder-blue dress looked less like a meadow blue butterfly in colour and more like a limp delphinium. She really shouldn’t wear that dress in a shady place, Jenny thought inconsequentially — it obviously needed the sun to bring out its best. Then Jenny glanced at Dorothy’s miserable face, and realized that being in the sunshine was probably the last thing on her mind.



Far better to leave her out here, where it was at least cool and a bit of breeze was to be had.



‘Well, I’d best get on.’ Jenny backed away, thinking somewhat glumly that it would have to be the port deck or rear deck after all.



The games room, too, was oddly deserted when she passed through it.



Out on the port deck, only Lucas Finch stood at the railings, watching the passing riverbanks with a glum air. He looked odd, almost undressed, Jenny thought, and then suddenly understood why. He was without his ubiquitous bird. The perfidious parrot had momentarily deserted him for the lure of raisins.



Jenny walked slowly away from him, not wishing to interrupt his solitude, but noticing as she did so that the planking, just a few yards from his left foot, was wet.



Very wet indeed.



She felt a surge of alarm, and hoped that they weren’t sinking!



Then common sense quickly took over from a landlubber’s (and non-swimmer’s) natural momentary panic. Of course they weren’t sinking! The boat was as steady as a rock.



But
 something
 had made that big pool of water on the port deck. Perhaps the engineer had had to bring on some water for something or other. Her ignorance of the workings of the boat’s steam mechanism wasn’t something that concerned her.



She shrugged the thought aside and revelled in the cool river breeze as she took a slow turn on the rear deck. There she watched Brian O’Keefe stow away a rather vicious-looking axe, and then pondered the great paddles as they slowly and hypnotically turned, churning the clear water up into a wide white frothy path in the
 Swan
 ’s wake.



Where was everybody?



Then she remembered her kidneys, which were soaking in red wine. Not her own kidneys, of course — Jenny seldom drank to excess — but the kidneys that were going to go into the little individual steak and kidney puddings which were due to be served as a starter. She rapidly headed back to her galley.



Too much red wine was bad for kidneys.



The parrot saw her enter and quickly scoffed the last of the raisins, just in case she felt inclined to pinch one or two for herself. The parrot obviously understood Jenny Starling far better than any of her fellow humans, and proceeded to whistle a fairly passable rendition of the ‘Colonel Bogey March’ as he watched her work.



She chopped some chives, checked the single cream was still fresh and usable, and then jumped a little as she felt a slight scratch on her shoulder.



By turning her head just a little to one side, she could see nothing but scarlet and blue.



She felt rather flattered that the bird, on such short acquaintance, should trust her enough to choose to sit on her shoulder, but she wasn’t any too happy about the possible hygienic repercussions.



She’d have to shoo him off, she supposed glumly.



But first she could gather all the jars, tins, cans and glass bottles she might need from the supply cupboard. There was no harm in that, after all, with everything being hermetically sealed.



So it was that when Jenny opened the door to the supply cupboard, she did so as Long John Silver might have done, with a smile on her face and a parrot on her shoulder.



She pulled the simple wooden door open, her mind on chutney and pickles. And Gabriel Olney stared back at her, his eyes wide open, his moustache rather droopy. Jenny, stunned to find an interloper amongst her comestibles, had just opened her mouth to ask him what the bloody hell he thought he was doing lurking about in her cupboard, when he began to fall forward.



More instinctively than anything else, she smartly stepped to one side and out of the way. And Gabriel Olney, with a rather squelchy ‘whoomp,’ fell flat on his face at her feet.



He was, of course, exceedingly dead. ‘Well, bugger me,’ said the parrot.









 
CHAPTER EIGHT




For several seconds Jenny stood rigid in surprise, staring down at the back of Gabriel Olney.



After a few more seconds, and very, very slowly, her brain began to function again, receiving messages from her eyes that she noted without really realizing that she was doing it.



Gabriel Olney was wet. His shirt was wrinkled and clinging to his skin, as only wet cotton can. There was no blood. At least, none as far as she could see, and she couldn’t remember seeing any on his chest either, for that scant second that he had been upright in the cupboard, facing her.



He was missing one elegant boot. Funny, she’d never noticed his boots before. They were just above ankle-height, made with fine black leather, and had rather thick, soft soles. For a moment she was puzzled by those soles, and then realized that they’d probably been made specifically for people who lived or worked on boats. It was typical of Olney’s personality that he had gone the whole hog and bought a complete new wardrobe to go with
 Stillwater Swan
 .



She seemed to stare at his left foot for a long while. It was completely bare. He hadn’t even a sock on.



His back was not moving. There was no reassuring rise and fall of a man who was breathing. But Jenny already knew that it would be pointless to check to see if he was still alive. In her heart of hearts she knew he was dead and probably had been for — well, who knew how long?



It was at that point that she herself took a long, deep, shuddering breath, unaware until she did so that she’d been holding it in all this time. She felt a dizzy wave hit her and quickly moved back, so as to avoid touching Gabriel. The parrot on her shoulder lurched a little, unused to her way of moving, and his long scarlet and blue tail flattened against her back for balance.



Jenny walked the short distance to the galley door, opened it, went through, and then firmly shut it behind her, all still in a state of blissfully numb shock. She couldn’t feel her legs beneath her. She had the distressing sensation of seeing and hearing things as if from a great distance.



But she couldn’t give in to that sort of thing. Dimly, she began to recall the routine from past, bitter experiences with sudden death.



No one must be allowed into the room. No one must disturb the body or any possible evidence. She had to call the police.



It was this last imperative that finally washed away the last vestiges of her numbness, forcing her to think. How
 could
 she phone the police? They were on a boat, in the middle of the River Thames, cruising sedately through the deserted Oxfordshire countryside. But surely someone on board had a mobile phone? She’d left hers locked in her van, not wanting to risk losing it on the river. But the others would have one. Or would they? Mobile phones were just the sort of thing you deliberately left behind on a getting-away-from-it-all river cruise.



‘I must see the captain,’ she thought, and the sound of her own voice surprised her. Talking to herself out loud simply would not do. She must pull herself together. But Tobias Lester represented, if nothing else, an authority figure, one who had always struck her as level-headed and competent beneath that avuncular exterior. And right now she felt in need of some friendly human company that she could rely on.



Moreover, he was in charge of the boat, and they’d have to dock somewhere, wouldn’t they? She gave a quick, brisk shake of her head, as if the movement could somehow physically kick-start her sluggish brain into working order again.



She checked the galley door but quickly discovered that it had no locking system. So she dragged one of the main salon’s ladder-back chairs to stand in front of it. It was hardly ideal. Anybody could remove it and go in whilst she was informing Tobias Lester of their circumstances, of course, but there was nothing else for it.



Besides, nobody but Francis, perhaps, would have any reason for wanting to go into the galley.



Except the murderer.



Jenny shook her head, angry at herself. She really must pull herself together.
 Why
 would the murderer
 want
 to go back there? He or she was safely away at some other point on the boat by now, and the last thing on their mind would be to come back and incriminate themselves by riffling through the scene of the crime. And that old chestnut about the criminal always returning to the scene of the crime had gone out with the ark!



Jenny, very well aware that she had spent valuable minutes thinking all this through, and was consequently dithering like somebody’s idea of a dotty maiden aunt, firmly marched out through the games room and onto the port deck, and from there made her way forwards to the bridge. She knocked firmly and opened the door, not waiting for a summons.



By the wheel, Tobias looked around in surprise. He looked disconcerted at her abrupt entrance, but nothing more than that, as far as Jenny could tell.



But the murderer must know that it would be the
 Swan
 ’s cook who discovered the body, and would therefore be prepared, when first spotting her, to act as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.



‘Cook, I don’t think Lucas would like—’



‘You have to dock at once,’ Jenny interrupted rudely. ‘Is there a phone on board?’ Not waiting for an answer, she continued, ‘If not you’ll have to send someone, Brian O’Keefe, I suppose, to the nearest village to telephone for the police.’



Tobias stared at her as if she’d suddenly acquired several bats in her belfry.



‘Dock? Here?’ He glanced automatically towards both banks, his trained eye instinctively looking for the best place to berth, even as he shook his head. ‘There’s no phone on board — Lucas insists on it. And we’re down in the valley here, in a bad reception area. Most mobiles wouldn’t work anyway. But—’



‘Gabriel Olney is dead,’ Jenny said shortly, and was very careful to state nothing more than the bare truth. She’d watched a lot of police activity around murder cases in her time, and one thing she’d noted was that they never gave information away. And it was, she had always thought, a very good policy to mimic.



Tobias’s leonine head abruptly swung her way. His eyes went wide, and he went just a touch pale. ‘Dead?’ he echoed blankly.



Jenny nodded. ‘We must dock and send for the police. At once.’ She repeated it all patiently, knowing that — if genuine — shock could momentarily befuddle the clearest of minds.



It had befuddled hers. But never for long.



Tobias nodded, seeming to grasp the seriousness of the situation at last, and began to push and twiddle various levers and knobs, slowing the vessel down and heading her towards the right-hand bank. Satisfied that he was doing as he’d been told, Jenny nodded and left, determined to stand guard in front of the galley door.



Just in case.



In the main salon, Lucas Finch stepped in from the direction of the rear corridor. ‘Hello, love. The boat’s stopping, did you notice? I wonder what Toby’s up to.’



The parrot on her shoulder, spotting his master, gave a little wriggle and was quickly airborne, flying back to Lucas. It settled on his shoulder and began, very gently, to gnaw on a claw.



Jenny walked steadily to the chair in front of her galley and very firmly sat down on it. It would take a better man than Lucas Finch to shift her now.



‘I told Captain Lester to dock,’ she admitted coolly. ‘Gabriel Olney is dead. Do you have a map of the immediate area?’



Lucas stared at her. His face seemed to shut down — only his eyes glittered. And in that moment, Jenny could clearly see the man who profited from war. The man who’d earned himself (by fair means or foul) a considerable fortune. He didn’t say anything for quite some time. When he did, it was to ask a question.



‘Why do you want a map?’



‘You must send Brian O’Keefe to the nearest village to ring for the police. To do that, we need to know where the nearest telephone is likely to be. I understand mobiles don’t work very well here, and that you don’t allow any on board anyway?’



Lucas looked at her levelly, perhaps a little surprised by her cool-headed logic, but nodded acquiescently. ‘I have a full-length map of the River Thames in the drawer somewhere.’



He turned to a large, all-purpose set of drawers set flush to one wall, and riffled through the top one for a map. Once it was found, he carefully unfolded it and spread it out on the dining table. ‘I’ll have to go and get Tobias. He’ll know best what our exact position is.’



Jenny nodded. By now, the boat was almost at a complete standstill.



Out on the starboard deck, although they must have noticed that they were docking, David and Dorothy Leigh never came to investigate. Outside, on the rear deck, Jenny heard rapid footsteps and saw the engineer heading quickly towards the bridge. No doubt he too wanted to know the reason behind the unscheduled delay.



As he passed the French windows that led to the games room, through the open inner door Jenny clearly saw Jasmine Olney suddenly rear up from her position on a deckchair and grab Brian’s arm. What she might have been about to say to him, however, was never uttered as Lucas and Tobias chose that moment to step out of the wheelhouse.



‘Ah, Brian, secure the boat then come into the salon will you?’ Tobias ordered, making Jenny blink a little in surprise, for he had assumed command with an ease and natural affinity that halfway stunned her. And yet she knew that it shouldn’t have done: Lester was a very competent man. Very competent indeed — hadn’t she herself instinctively gone to him when times had got tough? Somehow, she seemed to have forgotten that. He was such a modestly unassuming man, he made it easy to forget how capable he must be. It was a trait that could come in very handy.



Had Gabriel Olney, too, forgotten that?



Jenny shook her head, telling herself it was useless to speculate. Besides, the police would be here soon. It would be up to them to find out who’d killed the ex-soldier.



Jasmine, perhaps sensing that now was not the time to pick a fight with the engineer, subsided reluctantly back onto her deckchair. Lucas paused, looked at her, seemed about to say something, then shook his head.



Lucas joined Jenny and the captain, Tobias Lester efficiently checking the map. He glanced at his watch, did his mental arithmetic, and put his finger firmly on one point.



‘I’d say we are here, give or take half a mile or so. That makes the nearest village Carswell Marsh, which is about three miles south of here. It’s all across fields so Brian should make good time.’



‘Good time for what?’ Brian asked, catching the last sentence as he came in. He nodded at Tobias. ‘I’ve got her well secured. What’s going on?’



‘Gabriel Olney’s dead. You have to go and get the rozzers.’ It was Lucas who answered, but Brian O’Keefe stared at Tobias Lester for a long, hard time. Then he finally nodded. ‘Right,’ he agreed curtly.



Jenny had the strong feeling that, whatever his immediate thoughts, Brian O’Keefe would never utter them now.



‘Once you’ve phoned them,’ Jenny spoke up, her voice quite steady and firm now, ‘you’ll have to wait for them and then lead them back here to the boat. Especially if there’s no road for them to follow.’



Brian glanced at her, saw her strange seating arrangement for the first time, and cast a curious look at the closed galley door. Then he checked the map for himself, saw where he had to go, and shook his head. ‘There are no roads near here indicated on the map.’



‘Right, then you’d best set off fairish, like,’ Lucas said, and rubbed his nose. ‘Think you can find the village all right?’



Brian O’Keefe smiled wryly. ‘I can smell a pub from five miles away. I’ll find the nearest one to me, no trouble.’



The three of them watched him go in silence. He was young and fit, and set off across the fields like a hare.



Lucas slowly swivelled his eyes through the open door of the games room and out towards the port deck. His eyes moved quickly away again from the beautiful dark-haired woman sat sunning herself, and moved apprehensively to those of his captain.



‘Someone should tell Jasmine,’ he said heavily.



Tobias looked appalled. ‘Not me.’



As one, both men turned towards Jenny. Jenny said, very firmly, ‘I’m not leaving this room.’



Lucas opened his mouth to say something, then glanced at the door behind her. As if sensing the tension in the air, the parrot on his shoulder bobbed his head up and down uneasily.



‘He’s in there then, is he?’ Lucas finally asked. Rather pointlessly, she thought. Jenny nodded. ‘And you don’t want anyone going in there?’ Lucas carried on the theme, his suspicious, thoughtful tone of voice making Tobias suddenly jerk his head towards the cook, a questioning look on his face.



‘You said he was dead,’ Tobias said, almost accusingly. ‘You didn’t say how.’ He chose his words with an odd kind of care, almost as if he was afraid of the answer.



‘I’m not sure how he died,’ Jenny said, quite truthfully. ‘And it’s useless to speculate. We’ll just have to sit quietly until the police come. And I think it will be a good idea to tell Mrs Olney nothing, for the moment. Unless she asks, of course.’



Naturally, both men agreed, and sincerely hoped that she wouldn’t.



* * *



The police arrived in a surprisingly short time. Brian must have run all the way to the village, and the nearest police station must have been close by, for barely an hour had passed when O’Keefe returned to the
 Stillwater Swan
 with what looked like a herd of constables and plainclothes detectives.



Jasmine, who’d never left her seat in the sun, looked up with every apparent evidence of bewilderment as strange men began to file into the main salon, and she took off her sunglasses to follow their progress inside with her eyes.



Jenny slowly rose from her chair, trying to sort the men out. The tall, stoop-shouldered man with glasses and carrying a black bag was the easiest man to allot, since this had to be the police medical examiner. Two other, rather cherubic-faced men carried what looked like briefcases. From past experience, she knew that these had to be the forensics experts. But they were both looking at the oddest little man Jenny Starling had ever seen. (And in her time, she’d seen some very odd-looking men indeed.)



He couldn’t have been more than five feet in height, for a start, which made her wonder how many powerful people he must have known in the police department to allow him to get around the minimum height restriction rules. Or did they even still exist?



But it was not just his height (or rather lack thereof) that made her goggle at him. He was, without doubt, quite simply the most ugly individual Jenny had ever seen. His eyes were tiny, button black and set deep in his face. His chin was non-existent, his mouth a rather lipless gash. But it was the turned-up nature of his nose, which the cook suddenly saw as he turned and looked directly at her, that made him look most like a human variety of a pug dog. It was so squashed up it looked almost comical. And the nostrils . . . yes, they were almost pointing upwards.



If he ever got caught out in the rain he’d surely drown, Jenny thought inconsequentially, and suddenly became aware of the hysteria behind that thought. Not to mention the unintentional unkindness. She mentally apologized, stepped to one side, and pointed into the galley. ‘He’s in there,’ she said quietly, and the small man gave her a single, sharp glance, nodded and led the way briskly inside.



The medical examiner was close on his heels. The two forensics men, and the final man of the group, a big, solid, blond individual who was presumably a sergeant, stayed by the door, awaiting orders.



Jasmine said, rather loudly, ‘What on earth is going on?’



‘If you please, madam,’ the sergeant said in a deep, pleasant bass. ‘Take a seat. We’ll know more shortly.’



Hearing sudden and unexpected voices, David and Dorothy Leigh at last appeared in the doorway leading from the starboard deck and stared at the strangers in disbelief.



Inside, Inspector Neil Rycroft, he of the pug face, stared at the dead man on the floor and watched the medical examiner give his usual brief but thorough examination.



‘Dead no more than four hours, no less than one. No outward signs of violence. No cuts, bumps, contusions or entry marks that I can see. No signs of strangulation.’



‘He’s wet,’ Rycroft said. His voice was high-pitched, almost childlike in tone, but curiously expressionless. He didn’t seem to be accusing the medical examiner of missing the obvious, nor did he seem to be coming to any conclusions himself. That voice had misled many a criminal — and many a criminal’s solicitor — into thinking that Neil Rycroft was a bit of a simpleton.



Which he most definitely wasn’t.



The ME obviously knew Rycroft’s ways well, for he merely responded, just as impassively, with a single ‘yes.’



‘Drowning would seem to be the obvious cause of death,’ Rycroft added thoughtfully.



The doctor grunted and stood up. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve completed an autopsy. We’re a bit stacked up at the moment though. A lot of those train-crash victims from Richester way have been sent down to our labs. It’ll be a few days before I can give you any details.’



Rycroft sighed. ‘Right. But you think he drowned?’



The surgeon turned the corpse over, did some rather disgusting medical things and then nodded.



‘I’d say, unofficially, there was little doubt of it,’ the surgeon said, then added cautiously, ‘but don’t quote me just yet. And certainly don’t put anything down on paper until I can confirm it.’



The inspector nodded, showed the surgeon out, and beckoned his forensic boys in. He shut the door carefully behind them, then stood looking at the group scattered throughout the main salon.



‘Who discovered the body?’ Rycroft asked, looking automatically at Tobias Lester.



It was odd, Jenny thought, just a shade miffed, how men of authority seemed to naturally seek out another of their kind.



Tobias nodded at Jenny. ‘Our cook did.’



The inspector and his sergeant glanced at the large, calm woman, their eyes assessing. She looked like an avenging goddess from some long-forgotten mythology — six feet tall, voluptuous and rather beautiful, in an odd way.



The parrot, which had returned to his perch on her shoulder, gave them pause, but not for long. No doubt in the course of their professional life they came across all sorts.



‘You found him like that?’ Rycroft jerked his head towards the galley.



Jenny shook her head. ‘No.’



Rycroft stiffened. It was a rather absurd gesture in one so small and ugly, confronting one of Jenny Starling’s girth and six-feet-tall frame. ‘You really shouldn’t interfere with a body, you know,’ he said crisply, disapproval now rife in his high voice.



‘I
 do
 know, as a matter of fact,’ Jenny shot back just as crisply. ‘When I went into the galley at about half past four, everything was perfectly in order. It was only when I opened the door to the cupboard that Mr Olney fell out. I left him where he lay. I touched nothing, immediately put a chair in front of the door, left to tell the captain to dock the boat and send someone for the police, then sat in the chair in front of the door until you came. Nobody went in or came out of the galley, unless they did so during the brief minute I left to inform the captain what had happened.’



She stated the facts in a calm, unassertive manner, but she noticed both policemen’s eyes sharpen on her in sudden avid interest. She could almost read their minds.



Very calm. Very cool. Very correct. All very praiseworthy but totally unnatural. We’ll have to keep our eye on this one
 .



Jenny had seen that look before in a policeman’s eye. Alas, all too often. She was dreading the time when they finally got around to taking down names and details — her name would be mud in the vast majority of police stations in and around Oxfordshire and the Home Counties.



‘I see. Very commendable,’ Inspector Rycroft said dryly. ‘Since you seem to have such a good grasp of events, perhaps you could give Sergeant Graves here a list of all the people on board? I’d also like a rundown of the ship’s itinerary.’



Tobias winced at the term ‘ship.’



Lucas stirred, thinking that he, as host, should be the one to do the talking, then suddenly remembered that these were rozzers — and Lucas Finch and rozzers had never mixed — and just as quickly subsided again, more than happy to leave the dirty work to the cook.



Jenny glanced at the sergeant, who was waiting, pencil in hand, hovering over his ever-ready notebook.



Jenny knew all about policemen’s notebooks too.



‘The mur— the dead man is Mr Gabriel Olney,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure where he lives but I’m sure that Mrs Olney, Mrs Jasmine Olney, will be able to tell you,’ she began, getting off to a thoroughly disastrous start.



First of all, she’d almost said ‘the murdered man’ when, in reality, she really had no reason to believe it was murder. Apart from the fact that he’d fallen out of the kitchen cupboard, of course. She’d have bet her last penny that the inspector hadn’t missed the tell-tale slip. And secondly — much worse — she’d boldly stated the fact that it was Gabriel Olney who was dead when his widow, who was standing not more than ten yards away, had not been given a shred of warning.



It just went to show, Jenny thought sourly, that practice hardly made perfect.



Jasmine abruptly sat down, and blinked.



At this point, Rycroft and Sergeant Graves glanced at her curiously. Rycroft said, reasonably softly, ‘Mrs Olney? You had no idea of your husband’s death?’



Jasmine shook her head. Then she blinked again. She seemed to be unable to find a thing to say. Eventually she licked her dry lips and said, somewhat unsteadily, ‘No one told me.’



‘We thought it best not to,’ Jenny said quickly, but inside she could have kicked herself for her thoughtlessness.



But then again, said a suspicious little voice that would insist on piping up in the back of her mind, Jasmine might have known all along about her husband — if she was the one who’d put him in her cupboard in the first place.



Rycroft glanced back to the cook, obviously puzzled. He thought that either the cook was the most cold-hearted woman he’d ever met, or the shrewdest.



He would soon learn which.



‘Carry on, please,’ he said, his disconcertingly high-pitched voice once again as bland as milk.



‘There’s Dorothy and David Leigh.’ She nodded to the young couple, who were still standing transfixed in the doorway to the starboard deck. ‘They live in the village of Buscot, the same as Mr Lucas Finch, the owner of the boat.’ She hesitated over the word ‘owner,’ not sure of her ground. Had Gabriel Olney already legally bought the
 Stillwater Swan
 ?



If he noticed her sudden stumble, Rycroft didn’t mention it. ‘Go on.’



‘There’s the engineer . . .’



‘We know all about Mr O’Keefe, madam,’ the sergeant said helpfully, and Jenny nodded. Of course, they’d have questioned him thoroughly on the way here.



Again Rycroft wondered at the statuesque cook’s apparent understanding of the way the police mind worked. He began to feel distinctly uneasy. There was something about her that looked familiar, now that he thought about it. Not that he’d ever met her before — Rycroft had an excellent memory, and someone as noticeable as the cook would have stuck in his mind like a rose thorn.



Nevertheless . . .



‘Who else is on board?’ he prompted crisply.



‘Captain Tobias Lester.’ She nodded at the captain. ‘He lives in a cottage on Mr Finch’s estate at Buscot. And then there’s Francis . . . er Grey,’ she said, for the briefest of moments having forgotten his surname. It was not, perhaps, surprising. Francis had a way of making himself seem almost non-existent.



Which reminded her. Just where
 was
 Francis?



‘Mr Grey is Mr Finch’s manservant. The Leighs and Olneys are Mr Finch’s guests. I was hired to cook for the weekend. We set off from Buscot yesterday morning about . . . ten o’clock?’ She glanced questioningly at the captain, who nodded.



At that point Tobias took over, very competently giving the police the
 Stillwater Swan
 ’s timetable and docking points over the past two days. When he’d finished, Rycroft nodded, turned back to the cook and said smoothly, ‘You’ve left yourself out, madam.’



Jenny sighed. ‘My name,’ she said heavily, ‘is Miss Jenny Starling.’



And waited for it.



She didn’t have to wait long.



Opposite her, Sergeant Graves started to write it down, and mumbled automatically, ‘Do you have any other given names, please,’ before his head shot up comically. ‘Did you say
 Starling
 ?’



Jenny, who considered her parents to have gone rather mad in the first-names department, saddling her with two other totally unusable ones, was glad not to have to say what the rest of them were in front of witnesses.



‘Yes. Starling,’ she repeated heavily.



Rycroft was staring at her, his face falling into a look of utter dismay. It was most unfortunate. Folds of skin suddenly seemed to mould themselves into the semblance of a chow, and a rather sick-looking chow at that.



‘Sir, we’ve finished.’ The two forensic experts chose that moment to emerge from the galley. Rycroft glanced at them, eyebrows raised. They shook their heads. ‘Plenty of fingerprints — probably all legitimate. We’ll have to take samples from everyone present. Nothing much else — or rather, too much of everything else to be of use, I’m afraid. It’s a storage cupboard after all. It’ll take days to identify and sort out all the trace elements in there. But we’ve all the photographs we need.’



Which meant, Jenny thought, no obvious murder weapon, no traces yet or fibres. Someone, she thought grimly, had been very clever. Very clever indeed.



And that someone was on this boat now.



Rycroft sighed. ‘Take a thorough look over the rest of the boat, will you?’ he said curtly, and resumed his scowling contemplation of the cook.



Tobias and Lucas cast first the policemen, then the cook, curious looks. ‘Is something wrong?’ Lucas asked, rather absurdly given the circumstances.



But both policemen ignored him. They were staring at the cook as if at a rather unusual specimen in a zoo.



‘So you’re Jenny Starling,’ Rycroft said, his voice flat and yet very much aggrieved.



‘Yes,’ she agreed flatly. ‘I’m
 Miss
 Starling.’



‘And you’re at it again,’ Rycroft sighed. ‘In my patch, this time.’



‘I’ve not been at
 anything
 again,’ Jenny denied hotly. ‘All I do is mind my own business and cook good food. If people around me will go around kill—’ She abruptly bit off her angry words as Jasmine Olney suddenly raised her dark head and looked at her speculatively.



What Rycroft might have said to that they never knew, for at that moment one of the forensics boys came running in, his cherubic face flushed with excitement. ‘Sir! Sir, come and see this.’



Naturally, after that,
 everybody
 rushed outside to the port deck, where the second forensics man waited. He was in more or less in the exact same spot that Lucas had been standing in just a short while before.



Jenny saw again the same wet planking as everyone — the Leighs, Jasmine, the captain, Lucas and Brian — jostled around her. What she
 hadn’t
 noticed before was the piece of rope that was tied from the bottom of the railings, and that disappeared over the side to dangle in the river below.



As Rycroft walked carefully around the wet decking, the forensics man pulled up on the rope.



And at the other end, sopping wet and dripping river water, was Gabriel Olney’s missing boot.













 
CHAPTER NINE




For a while, Inspector Rycroft simply stared at the boot, a totally unreadable expression on his remarkable face. He had not, of course, missed the fact that Gabriel Olney’s corpse had been minus one of its boots, but until now he hadn’t really come to any significant conclusion to account for its absence. Murder victims, in his experience, were apt to struggle, and in a struggle, all kinds of things could go astray, including items of clothing. Now, though, the salutary sight brought an obvious implication with it, and one that made his blood run cold.



He leaned over the rail and glanced down into the river below. The rope was thick and sturdy, and ropes, he imagined, were probably plentiful in the storeroom of a boat such as the
 Stillwater Swan
 . So, no mystery as to where the murderer might have acquired the murder weapon then. For now there could be no doubt that it
 was
 murder they were dealing with.



He examined the knot closely and hopefully, but it looked simple enough. Not a complicated nautical knot certainly. Which meant that if Tobias Lester was in any way involved, then he’d been clever enough — and cool-headed enough — to remember to tie a knot that any other landlubber might have used.



He glanced down the side of the boat once more, his brow furrowed in thought. The river surface was nearly two feet from the bottom of the railing, where the rope had been securely tied.



So if someone had knocked out Olney, tied the rope round his foot and then hefted him over the side to watch him drown, it would have taken a person of considerable strength to pull him back up again. The victim was far from fat, it was true, but still, he was an adult male. And would have been — literally — a dead weight.



He certainly couldn’t see any of the ladies involved being capable of such physical manoeuvrings. Except for Jenny Starling, perhaps. She looked big enough to throw
 anybody
 around. But then again, a generously curvaceous hourglass figure didn’t necessarily mean that she had superior upper-arm strength or muscles like Jean-Claude Van Damme.



And in any case, he thought with an inner wince, Jenny Starling, as everyone on the local force knew only too well, had a reputation for
 solving
 murders. Not for committing them.



Worse luck.



Rycroft would have been delighted to be the copper to rid the force of the pesky presence of the successful but strictly amateur sleuth, but no matter how tempting the thought, Rycroft just couldn’t see the phlegmatic cook suddenly turning into a deranged killer.



No, he had to be looking for a man to have done a job like this. Although why the murderer would pull Mr Olney up again to present in the galley cupboard rather than cutting him loose into the river was anybody’s guess.



He nodded to the forensics team, knowing without having to tell them that they’d give the rope, boot and the rest of the boat a meticulous going-over, and turned to observe the faces of the others.



Lucas Finch was staring at the rope as if it were a snake. The parrot, perhaps out of instinct or simply because of avian loyalty, snuggled closer to Lucas’s neck and suddenly began to croak/croon a swing-time rendition of ‘Stranger on the Shore.’



It made everybody feel abruptly uncomfortable.



The handsome young couple, the Leighs, were furthest away, and he noticed them begin to back off, the pretty blonde whispering something into her husband’s ear. The pair then rapidly disappeared back into the games room. Brian O’Keefe looked implacable. If he recognized the rope specifically, he gave no indication of it. But he shot the skipper a quick, thoughtful look that was more puzzled than anything else.



Jasmine was still staring at her husband’s boot as if spellbound.



‘I’ll have to ask you all to assemble in the salon and give me an account of your individual movements for this afternoon,’ Rycroft began crisply, ushering them backwards like a farmer’s wife shooing a flock of recalcitrant chickens.



Jenny led the way, selecting a large black leather armchair for herself. She knew full well just how time-consuming these things could be. You might just as well make yourself comfortable.



Sergeant Graves brought out his notebook yet again. Rycroft fixed Jenny with a gimlet eye. ‘Right, Miss Starling, we’ll begin with you, shall we?’ he asked, somewhat maliciously.



Jenny inclined her head. ‘I prepared lunch for one o’clock as usual. It started a little late, as Francis didn’t come to the galley to start serving until about a quarter past. Mr Olney ate the same dishes as everyone else, I believe.’



Sergeant Graves’ lips twitched. She certainly wanted to make it clear that there was nothing suspect about her food.



‘After I’d cleared away the dishes, I decided to take a long walk. It was hot in the galley, it was our last day out, and I wanted to stretch my legs.’



Sergeant Graves, for one, didn’t doubt it. A woman the size of the cook would no doubt find the tiny galley something of a trial.



‘I returned about three o’clock and informed the captain. I started preparing the vegetables and various other edible items for the dinner this evening. I did not, at that point, go to the cupboard,’ she added quickly, seeing that Rycroft was about to ask just that.



‘At about a quarter past four, I went out for some air on the starboard deck, and found Dorothy and David Leigh already out there. Mrs Leigh looked unwell, so I returned to the galley to make her some weak tea and some toast. I then took it out to her. I took a short turn around the boat, going on down the deck, through the back corridor, out onto the rear deck and, lastly, along the port deck. Mr Finch stood on the port deck, alone. I noticed at that point that the planking next to him was wet. I then returned to the galley. I had been gone only five minutes or so. When I returned, I opened the cupboard door to get some chutney and pickles and discovered the body.’



Lucas had stirred a little angrily at her mention of him and the wet planking, and then sighed wearily. It was no good blaming the cook for merely stating facts. The rozzers, he knew, would ferret about asking questions and no doubt unearthing all sorts of unsavoury titbits about himself and his guests before all this was over.



‘Thank you, Miss Starling,’ Rycroft said. ‘Very succinct,’ he added a touch dryly. ‘Mr Finch?’



Lucas stuck out his long, spindly legs and closed his eyes for a moment. He seemed to have aged somewhat in the past few hours.



‘Let’s see. We all had lunch together. And yes, Gabby did eat the same as the rest of us. It was all very tasty.’ He bowed to the cook.



Sergeant Graves’ lips twitched again.



Jenny — who noticed everything — thought somewhat inconsequentially that the sergeant’s personality did not match his name very well. He seemed to be brimming over with repressed good humour.



‘After lunch, we all sort of moped around for a few minutes, then Dorothy — Dorothy Leigh, that is — proposed a game of darts. Er . . . let’s see. The captain had come in at that point to say that the cook hadn’t yet returned, so I dragged him in on the game. David Leigh and myself played Gabby and Tobias. Or was it the other way round? Buggered if I can remember now.’



‘What time was this?’ Rycroft asked quickly.



‘About twoish? Somewhere round then. Mrs Olney said she couldn’t play, and Dorothy said she didn’t mind just watching. So we played for . . . I don’t know, twenty minutes. Maybe less. Then Dorothy became rather ill, and her husband took her upstairs. After that, the match was abandoned, of course, and we all dispersed. I think Gabby went out there—’ he pointed ‘—onto the starboard deck. I don’t know how long he stayed out there, of course, or where he went afterwards. I myself went out onto the rear deck to snooze for an hour or so. Then I sort of wandered around the boat for a bit. I’d only just stepped onto the port deck a few seconds before I spotted Miss Starling. I too noticed that the deck was wet, but I assumed Brian had been taking on some river water.’



‘What time was this?’ Rycroft asked again.



But Lucas wasn’t so sure. He thought it was sometime after four.



‘Then I took a turn round the end of the boat, checked that everything was OK and all that. Then I noticed the boat was slowing and turning into the bank and wondered why. It wasn’t a scheduled stop, and nobody had come to tell me about it. I was just going to the bridge to find out what was going on, and as I came into the salon, I found the cook sitting in the chair by the galley door. She told me what had happened. Then we arranged for you lot to come and . . .’ He shrugged. ‘That was that.’



‘So the last time you saw Mr Olney alive was at about half past two, when the darts match broke up?’



Lucas nodded.



‘Captain Lester?’ Rycroft glanced at the captain.



‘I had lunch, as usual, on a tray in the bridge. The cook brings it to me, or I go into the galley for it. I think I went to the galley to collect it today. We were due to sail at two, but I knew the cook had gone for a walk and hadn’t reported back, so I went to tell Lucas we’d be delayed. Then we played darts, as he said, until poor little Dorothy got so sick. Then I went back to the wheelhouse.’ He paused and took a breath, obviously considering his words carefully. Once again there was that air of calm competence about him. ‘Sometime near . . . three o’clock, I should think it was, Miss Starling reported back and I took the
 Swan
 out. I was on the bridge until Miss Starling came in, about half past four, to tell me we had to stop and get the police. And that’s about all I can tell you.’



Sergeant Graves licked the end of his pencil and turned another page. So far, everybody seemed to be singing from the same hymn sheet, he thought sourly. If anybody knew anything, nobody seemed in any hurry to speak up.



It was all very prosaic, but even as the laborious process of establishing everybody’s alibis went on, Jenny knew arrangements were probably being made to collect Gabriel Olney’s body. And back at the local station, she was also sure that a veritable army of policemen were busily checking into the backgrounds of all those concerned.



The murder of a man of Gabriel Olney’s status would almost certainly be given top priority. She wondered what the diligent sergeants and constables would unearth about all of them. And any skeletons in the closet, she warned her fellow shipmates silently, had better get ready to be thoroughly rattled.



‘Mrs Olney, I know that this is a hard time for you, but if you could just tell me what happened this afternoon?’ Rycroft asked the dark-haired woman a little less curtly.



Jasmine Olney took a deep breath. She’d seemed to be genuinely bewildered throughout the whole experience, but now she could clearly be seen to pull herself together somewhat.



‘I’m afraid I can’t help you much there, Inspector,’ she said, her voice composed but a little husky. ‘Like the others, I had lunch, then followed them into the games room. I can’t play darts, so I read a magazine for a while and then, while the game was still going on, I left to take a nap in my room. Mrs Leigh –she’s very sweet — asked me if I was all right, or wanted an aspirin, but I said no. I wasn’t ill, just sleepy. I took a nap for . . . oh, I don’t know, about an hour or so. When I came back down it must have been about ten past three or thereabouts. I met the Leighs on the upstairs landing and we all came down together. I thought I’d get some sun, so I took a chair on the port deck and sunbathed. I stayed there until you policemen came. Oh, no, wait a moment, I think the engineer passed me about an hour or so before that. And that’s all I know.’



Jenny kept her mouth firmly shut. No doubt either she or the police would find out sooner or later just what all that fuss had been about between Brian O’Keefe and the newly created widow. Although it wasn’t hard to guess. Some serious flirting had been going on, and somebody had probably overstepped the mark, or misjudged the mood. On the whole, she thought it was far more likely to be the more volatile Jasmine at fault than the cocky engineer.



‘You didn’t see your husband at all in that time?’ Rycroft asked, his voice openly surprised now.



Jasmine started. ‘Well . . . er . . . no, actually I didn’t. I assumed he was reading out on the rear or starboard deck. He is a very avid reader . . .
 was
 a very avid reader, I suppose I should say,’ she corrected herself, her voice beginning to wobble just slightly. She reached for a tissue and leaned back in her chair, her pretty dark eyes filling with tears.



Rycroft coughed uncomfortably, and muttered squeakily, ‘Er, yes, quite so, madam.’



He looked up then, and saw for the first time that the Leighs were not present. Had not, in fact, been present since the group had returned from inspecting the dripping boot.



‘Sergeant, I think you’d better go upstairs and ask the Leighs to come down,’ he snapped, his voice dripping disapproval. ‘I don’t remember giving them permission to leave.’



‘Mrs Leigh is pregnant, Inspector,’ Jenny explained helpfully. ‘I think she’s been suffering from morning sickness rather badly this trip, poor thing. A shock like this probably made her feel even more ill, and I imagine her husband insisted that she lie down.’



Rycroft, unbelievably, blushed beetroot. ‘Oh? Yes, well . . . er . . . we’ll still have to take a statement from them. And this Francis fellow. Where the hell is he?’



As the sergeant left to fetch the Leighs, Lucas shifted himself from the chair. ‘I think you’ll find he’s in the small room off the galley. That’s usually where he skulks off to, if he wants some time alone. I’ll go get him,’ he offered helpfully.



Jenny opened her mouth to say what a damn cheek it was for Francis to use her bedroom in such a way, then subsided. To be fair, she could hardly call it ‘her’ bedroom. All it contained was her still largely unpacked suitcase.



Francis, in due course, reappeared with Lucas, but could add nothing to the proceedings. He’d served lunch, and apologized for being late about it. After lunch, he’d made sure drinks were served, then took himself off to the small bedroom for a bit of a lie down. He had, he confessed shamefacedly, fallen asleep and hadn’t awakened until right this minute. He apologized profusely to Lucas, who looked more amused than anything else.



At this point, the sergeant led the way back down the stairs and into the salon with a somewhat chastened husband and wife close on his heels.



Dorothy Leigh did indeed look pale. She was wearing one of those very fluffy, long-haired jumpers in a pretty pink shade, and a long, warm-looking caramel-coloured skirt. On a hot day such as this one, it was clear she must be suffering from shock to feel so cold. She sat down in the chair that Inspector Rycroft hastily pulled out for her, rubbing her hands together for warmth, and her husband pulled up his own chair, deliberately close to her. He took her hand in his and met the inspector’s gaze clearly.



‘Now, Mr Leigh. You’re a solicitor, I believe?’



David nodded.



‘Then you’ll understand why we need a full statement from both yourself and your wife as to your movements this afternoon?’ Rycroft pressed.



Again, David nodded. And started first. He spoke in a sure, confident, almost challenging tone of voice, as if he dared the police to disbelieve what he was about to say.



‘We all had lunch, then went into the games room. Dorothy asked if anybody was interested in a game of darts. We played for a while, then I noticed that Dorothy looked ill. My wife is expecting our first child, Inspector, so I hope that you will be rather considerate of her?’



Rycroft assured him hastily that, most likely, apart from getting her statement, Mrs Leigh need not be bothered any further.



‘Right. Well, I noticed she was ill, and took her upstairs. I left her in the bathroom. She insisted I leave. She wasn’t well, you understand, and didn’t want to be . . . er . . . disturbed.’



Rycroft assured him just as hastily, and with more blushes, that it was all very understandable.



‘I went on into our room to work on some paperwork that I’d brought along with me. I know it was unusual, and probably rude, to bring work on board, but it was a last will and testament that simply had to be done and handed in on Monday, and I knew Lucas wouldn’t mind.’



Lucas, at this point, waved a hand in a vague sign of agreement. ‘Business is business,’ he muttered magnanimously.



‘I worked on the will for about . . . oh, three quarters of an hour or so. I was worried about Dotty, so I went out to check on her, but she was just coming back out of the bathroom at that point. I think Mrs Olney came out of her own room just then, and we all came downstairs together. Dotty and I went to sit out on the starboard deck. It’s quieter out there — all the games and things are played on the port side. And I thought Dotty could do with some peace and quiet. We sat there for something like an hour, I suppose it was, just watching the countryside go by, then the cook appeared and asked Dotty if she’d like some tea and toast. It was very kind of her. She brought it out, then left. We noticed the boat was docking, but thought it might be because of something technical — you know, the engine going wrong or something.’ He shrugged vaguely.



Sergeant Graves’ lips twitched. It was obvious to him that the young solicitor was not mechanically minded. Probably the sort, Graves thought mildly, to send his car to the mechanic to have a flat tyre changed.



‘Anyway, we stayed on the deck until we heard strange voices. It was you and your men. And that’s all I know.’



‘Hmm. And you didn’t see Mr Olney after the darts match broke up?’



David shook his head firmly. ‘No.’



‘Hmm. Nobody seems to have seen Mr Olney at all after the darts match, until his body was discovered. That’s nearly two hours or so. Unless you saw him, Mrs Leigh?’



Dorothy tucked her cold hands under her armpits in a touching, vulnerable gesture, and shook her head. Her pale hair shimmered in the sunlight.



‘No. After David and I left the darts match, I stayed in the bathroom for what seemed like ages. Well . . . I was a bit afraid to leave, actually. I do so hate to make a fuss, and it was all rather embarrassing. After I went downstairs with David to the deck, we just stayed there all afternoon. The cook brought me some tea and toast, and I ate it, and felt a bit better. And now all this! I’m sorry, but I really do think I should go back upstairs. I’m feeling a bit queasy again.’



She did, in fact, look very ill, and she had begun shivering. How much of it could be put down to shock, her timid nature or to her condition, it was hard to say. Jenny, who knew little about pregnancy, watched her with some concern.



Inspector Rycroft hastily assured her that this would be all right, and the Leighs once more departed, David’s arm firmly around his wife’s shoulders. But presumably Dorothy Leigh once again wanted no witnesses to her illness, for he came back down again after just a few minutes, looking restless and unhappy and muttering about sending for a doctor if she didn’t look better soon.



‘Now, Mr O’Keefe.’ Rycroft turned to look at the engineer. ‘Can we have your movements, please?’



The engineer smiled grimly. ‘I was where I always am — in the engine room.’



‘You must have left it from time to time, though, sir,’ Sergeant Graves said mildly.



The engineer shrugged. ‘Not so’s you’d notice. And no, I never saw Olney.’



It wasn’t much of a statement, and Jenny knew that neither of the policemen would let it stand at that, but for now Rycroft seemed disinclined to pursue it.



Instead, he got together with Sergeant Graves and painstakingly wrote out a timetable.



Glad that Leigh had returned, for he wanted everyone to hear what he had to say, he coughed as impressively as his high-pitched voice would let him, and was satisfied to see all heads once more turn in his direction.



‘Right then. According to your statements, I’ve compiled the following list of events and times. The times, of course, are approximate only, and we can allow five to ten minutes either side of them to take into account any inaccuracies.’



Jenny, although finding him somewhat pedantic, was also glad to find him very competent. It made life so much easier when you had a policeman in charge who actually knew what he was doing.



‘Right then.



‘1:00 p.m. to 1:50 p.m. Lunch. All present expect for cook, Francis Grey, Captain Lester and Brian O’Keefe, who ate in separate parts of the boat.



‘2:00 p.m., Mrs Leigh proposes darts match. At the same time, or thereabouts, Miss Starling leaves the boat for her stroll.



‘2:10 p.m., Mrs Olney goes up to her room.



‘2:30 p.m., Mr and Mrs Leigh leave the games room. One goes to the bathroom, the other to their bedroom.



‘2:35 p.m., the captain goes to the bridge. Mr Olney goes to the starboard deck, presumably alone. At the same time, Mr Finch “wanders about the boat.”



‘3:00 p.m., Miss Starling returns to the boat, and the
 Swan
 sets sail. Miss Starling goes to the galley.



‘3:10 p.m., Mrs Olney and the Leighs come back downstairs. The Leighs go to the starboard deck — Mr Olney not present at that time — and Mrs Olney goes onto the port deck to sunbathe.



‘4:15 p.m., Miss Starling notices the Leighs on the starboard deck and returns to galley.



‘4:20 p.m., Miss Starling takes Mrs Leigh some tea and toast and takes a walk around the boat. She notices the port deck is wet. Mr Finch is on the deck, and notices it too.



‘4:30 p.m., Miss Starling discovers Mr Olney’s body in her cupboard.



‘4:40 p.m., Mr O’Keefe sets off to report the matter.



‘Now, does everyone agree with that timetable?’



There were a few glances cast around between members of the group, but nobody spoke up against it.



‘Right. Can anybody add anything to that timetable?’



Brian O’Keefe, somewhat surprisingly, spoke up immediately. ‘Yes. I can.’



All eyes swivelled in his direction. ‘Yes, Mr O’Keefe?’ Rycroft asked.



‘The port deck wasn’t wet at four o’clock. I know, because I was going to go to the bridge to ask the captain if we would need any more wood cutting.’



‘I see,’ Rycroft said thoughtfully. Then, ‘You didn’t mention this, Captain Lester,’ he added abruptly.



Tobias gave Brian a furious and — to Jenny’s mind, at least — slightly surprised look, and opened his mouth to reply, but was forestalled.



‘Captain Lester didn’t forget,’ Brian cut in quickly. ‘It just so happened that I never got as far as the bridge. I could see for myself where we were, because that part of the river was particularly memorable. We were on a very straight stretch of the Thames — it goes on for very nearly two miles or so, so I knew exactly where we were and knew for myself that we were all right for fuel. I didn’t notice Mrs Olney sunbathing, though, but I
 did
 notice that the deck was perfectly dry. If it hadn’t been, I’d have checked it out immediately. I knew that I hadn’t taken any river water on board, and it would be my job to investigate any water spillage at once. On a boat you have to be careful,’ he added firmly. ‘At four o’clock that deck was dry — that I’ll swear to on a stack of Bibles.’



Rycroft looked at him thoughtfully for a long time, but when he did speak, it was to Jasmine Olney.



‘Mrs Olney. You said you were on the port deck all afternoon after leaving your room? How is it that Mr O’Keefe never saw you sunbathing there?’



Jasmine blinked. ‘Oh but I don’t . . . oh yes, yes, I remember now. I went upstairs to my room, briefly, to fetch my magazine. Oh, yes, and of course I changed too. Put on a little make-up in preparation for dinner. I was only gone about ten minutes — less probably. It just slipped my mind. It must have been then that Mr O’Keefe looked out.’



Rycroft nodded. An interesting omission, but perhaps perfectly innocent. It was the sort of uninteresting detail that might slip your mind — especially after receiving a shock. And becoming a widow must be something of a shock, even for someone as self-possessed as the lovely Jasmine Olney.



‘I see. So. The big question is, where was Mr Gabriel Olney all this time?’



But to that, nobody had any kind of an answer.



Rycroft sighed. ‘Come now, ladies and gentlemen. You must realize that this death is, to say the least, suspicious. It looks, on the evidence so far, that somebody tied the rope to Mr Olney’s foot, tossed him overboard, and drowned him at some time between four and four fifteen. Then, probably whilst Miss Starling was taking Mrs Leigh her tea and toast and circumnavigating the boat, that same somebody stashed his body in her galley cupboard. You, Mr Leigh, were on the starboard deck, yet you say you heard nothing?’



David Leigh’s lips firmed. ‘I’m not
 saying
 that I heard nothing, Inspector. I’m stating it as a fact.’



‘You, Mrs Olney? You never noticed anything unusual when you returned to your deckchair?’



Jasmine bit her lip. ‘I noticed the deck was wet, of course. And I think I saw Lucas just disappearing into the games room. But I didn’t see Gabby.’



The inspector glanced at Brian, who merely shook his head. It was a most unsatisfactory state of affairs.



‘Well,
 someone
 must have killed him,’ Rycroft growled. Sergeant Graves’ eyes swivelled everywhere, seemingly at once, but nobody gave so much as a guilty start.



‘Couldn’t somebody have swum across from the riverbank and done it?’ Lucas asked, somewhat diffidently.



Rycroft snorted. ‘It’s possible, Mr Finch, but hardly likely, is it? You yourself were stood at that deck not a minute before it must have happened. Did you see anybody swimming back to shore?’



Lucas flushed. ‘No, I didn’t,’ he muttered angrily. ‘And it was just a thought.’



The parrot very neatly relieved himself on Lucas’s shoulder. The millionaire, though, merely took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped it off without any obvious signs of distaste, as if he was used to it — as he probably was.



‘So I repeat,’ Rycroft said, turning away from the boat owner and his disgusting parrot with a look of chagrin on his face and a rather supercilious sneer on his ugly mouth, ‘who murdered him?’ He thumped a small fist onto the tabletop as he did so and made everyone jump most theatrically.



It was at this dramatic moment that one of the forensics boys stepped into the electric silence and said loudly and excitedly, ‘Sir, I think you’d better come upstairs. We’ve found a suicide note!’









 
CHAPTER TEN




For a moment, nobody moved. It was so unexpected, so . . .
 impossible
 , that nobody seemed able to take it in.



It was at that moment that Jenny looked across at David Leigh, and felt her whole body stiffen with shock. For David Leigh looked appalled. Stricken. Disbelieving. He looked, in fact, the very opposite of what Jenny imagined he should.



That he hated Gabriel Olney was obvious. The looks he had given the man when he’d been alive had hardly been meant to hide the fact. And now he was dead, and if there was a possibility, no matter how fantastic, that it was not murder after all, then surely the solicitor should be relieved? Or, at the very least, fascinated.



Instead he looked sick at heart. It was very odd indeed. Unless of course . . . Jenny’s eyes became thoughtful, and then just slightly puzzled.



Inspector Rycroft came out of shock first and uttered a soft but very colourful exclamation, and tossed his ugly head at the forensics man. ‘It’s in his bedroom?’ he barked sharply.



‘Yes, sir.’



‘Right. Lead the way.’



Once again, everybody went after him, like a flock of curious sheep. Once again, the policeman, rather surprisingly, made no move to stop them. Then again, the cook thought, as she took up the rear and climbed the stairs, perhaps it was not so surprising after all. She’d noticed that both Graves and Rycroft had very sharp ears. And
 very
 quick
 eyes. Between them, in a matter of seconds, they could look at every face and, no doubt, fairly shrewdly gauge every mood. And as this particular case seemed determined to take on so many twists and turns, faces could reveal an awful lot about how people reacted to them. Hadn’t she just seen an example with David Leigh?



No, Rycroft might be a shade unorthodox in his ways, but there was method in his madness. And she couldn’t help but wonder what the policeman made of this latest twist in the case. He must surely have come across any number of suicides during his career so far. Weren’t most of them supposed to leave notes? And although she was no expert, she could well imagine that different personalities would choose various different ways in which to end their lives. Women, she’d read somewhere, tended to choose things that didn’t mar their looks — taking pills being a leading choice, as well as that old standby, putting your head in a gas oven. Men, she rather thought, didn’t mind so much using a gun for a quick but messier way out, if they had access to one.



But she was willing to bet that as a method of suicide, drowning yourself in such a spectacular manner must put Gabriel Olney in a league of his own.



Much as she might applaud the investigating officer’s reliance on his observance of the witnesses to help his case along, she guessed that both Rycroft and Graves had been momentarily too stunned themselves to notice the young solicitor’s reaction.



Now, Jenny began to wonder about this so-called suicide note.



In fact, she wondered about it a great deal.



* * *



The Olneys’ bedroom offered mute testimony to the personalities of the two occupants. On Gabriel’s side, the room was immaculately neat. His clothes were hung circumspectly in the wardrobe and all his drawers were tidily shut. His shoes were carefully aligned on the shoe tree provided, and his side of the dressing table held toiletries in rows of pristine precision.



Jasmine’s half of the room, in contrast, was in utter chaos. A scarlet silk shift lay half on, half off her side of the bed. A pair of silk stockings, looking shockingly intimate under the macabre circumstances, lay trailed across the carpeted floor. Her side of the dressing table was a riot of mess, with jars of cream with their tops removed and lipstick tubes undone, leaving greasy pink, red and purple lines on top of the wooden surface. A make-up bag was tossed haphazardly onto the bedside chair.



The forensics man led them to the top drawer of the dresser — obviously nabbed by Gabriel for it contained socks, ties, a spare shirt and a solid gold pair of cufflinks.



It also produced a single piece of folded paper.



Rycroft raised an eyebrow at the forensics man, who interpreted it easily. ‘It’s been dusted for prints, sir. There’s only one set — belonging to the deceased.’



Rycroft grunted.



Jenny nodded. Yes. That made sense, if what she suspected had happened
 had
 happened. It would have been a bit touch and go as to whether only Olney’s prints were on the paper, but if Jasmine’s were on it too, well, it would hardly be a surprise, would it? It would all depend on the circumstances. Her thoughts were abruptly cut off as the senior investigating officer moved forward.



Rycroft very carefully unfolded the paper and read the lines aloud with quick, bland precision.



Dear All,



Sorry to do this to you. Be a bit of a shock, I suppose, but there are reasons. Aren’t there always? Bury me next to the parents at Gatesham, will you? Oh, and keep the flowers down to a sensible level, Jasmine. No need to go over the top.



Gabriel.



Into the profound silence that followed, there came a half laugh, half sob, shocking in its abruptness and lack of self-control.



Jasmine Olney quickly put a hand to her mouth as everyone turned to look at her, Rycroft, at least, looking a shade guilty at his lack of tact. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Olney. That was stupid of me,’ he apologized at once.



But Jasmine shook her head. ‘It’s not that,’ she found her voice at last. ‘It was just that . . . well, it
 sounded
 so like him. It had his . . . flavour. I could almost imagine him saying it out loud. It, well, it just took me by surprise a little, that’s all.’



Rycroft nodded, but quickly sorted through all the flotsam to find the real nugget. ‘In your opinion then, you think your husband probably wrote this?’



Jasmine nodded, then asked tentatively, ‘May I see it? I know his writing well, of course.’



Rycroft hesitated for a scant second, then slipped it into a clear plastic evidence ‘envelope’ and handed it over.



Jasmine read it, her face perfectly still. ‘It looks like his writing to me,’ she said at last.



‘Do you have a sample of his writing with you?’ Rycroft asked, but Jasmine quickly shook her head. ‘Never mind. We’ll send a constable over to your house to pick up a sample, and then send that, together with this note, to our experts at the Yard. We’ll soon know whether this document is a forgery or the genuine article.’



Jenny hid a smile. So the policeman doubted the veracity of it. It was hardly surprising, in the circumstances. She herself had no doubts at all that it was a forgery. Nor did she have any real doubts as to who had written it. Of them all — a ship’s captain, an engineer, a cockney businessman, a housewife, an unfaithful spouse, and a solicitor — it was obvious to her, at least, that only one of them had the professional know-how to create a reasonable forgery.



She wondered, idly, how many clients David Leigh had defended on such charges.



Rycroft handed the note to his sergeant, who quickly left to hotfoot it back to the village with the evidence. No doubt at Carswell Marsh they already had a small contingent of police awaiting more orders.



‘Right, carry on.’ He nodded to the forensics expert. ‘I want a list of all the equipment on board, and I want anything in any way out of the ordinary reported to me immediately.’



‘Jenkins is already doing the inventory, sir,’ the man replied smartly, and began promptly taking samples out of every toiletry item on the table. Not that they seriously suspected poison, the cook knew, but still, it paid to be thorough. And there was always the possibility, of course, that Olney had been drugged first. A woozy or unconscious man was more easily disposed of, after all. Still, a Mickey Finn applied through his aftershave lotion was just too James Bond for her to take seriously.



Rycroft turned and raised his eyebrow at the crowd, who had no trouble interpreting this silent but graphic gesture, and Tobias Lester led the exodus back out of the bedroom and downstairs to the salon.



There everyone hung about looking a trifle lost.



Jenny glanced at her watch and frowned. She approached Rycroft tentatively.



Rycroft looked up at her. Jenny looked down at him.



‘Well,’ Rycroft barked, ‘are you now going to tell me whodunnit, where, why and how?’



Jenny blinked. ‘Actually, I was going to ask you if you still wanted me to cook dinner. I assume the sergeant will be returning, and that you will be staying the night on board, and I thought you might be hungry. And the others, of course . . .’ She glanced across at them. ‘Although they’re in shock now, when it wears off, as a man of your experience probably knows, it can often leave people feeling ravenous.’



Rycroft wilted. ‘Oh. Right. Er . . . the body’s still in the galley. I’ll just go and take a look before the sergeant gets back with the others. They’ll have made arrangements by now and will be waiting for permission to remove it. If everything’s been seen to, I can’t see any reason why you can’t resume your duties.’



Jenny nodded and followed him to the galley. Rycroft looked displeased, but again made no move to shoo her back. Which was probably just as well, really. When he moved through the opened door, the cook made sure to shut it firmly behind her. She didn’t want any of the others — especially Jasmine — to catch a glimpse of her husband’s corpse.



It was only good manners to give the widow the benefit of the doubt in a case of murder, she always thought.



‘And it is murder, of course,’ she murmured out loud, and then could have kicked herself. About to kneel down beside Olney’s body, Rycroft suddenly looked up in mid-crouch, his eyes narrowing.



Then at last he smiled and straightened up.



‘I agree. I’ve never known anybody yet tie a rope around their ankle, throw him or her self into a river, drown, and then get up and tidily stow themselves away into a cupboard.’



Jenny sighed.



‘Any idea about the note?’ Rycroft asked, hating himself, and having to force out every syllable.



But Jenny surprised him. First of all, by having an answer, and second of all, by divulging it so quickly.



‘Hmm. I rather think you’ll find that’s the result of David Leigh’s handiwork. As Olney’s solicitor it would have been an easy matter for him to get Olney’s fingerprints on a piece of paper. Slipped underneath or on top of other papers that needed Olney’s signature, for example. Or maybe he just filched a bit from the Olneys’ bureau on some social occasion — I suppose they would have entertained the Leighs in their home at some point. And of all of us, he’s the most likely person to have specialist knowledge — or have access to specialist knowledge — on the subject of forgery. How to do it, and how to avoid detection.’ She waved a long and rather elegant hand in the air in a vague gesture. ‘You know, that sort of thing.’



‘Hmm.’ Rycroft, after his initial surprise, thought it over. ‘But why forge a suicide note, and then put the body in a cupboard and fairly advertise the fact that it was murder?’



Jenny frowned then shrugged. ‘Just because he forged the note doesn’t necessarily mean he did the killing,’ she pointed out reasonably.



‘He was in cahoots with someone else, you mean?’



Jenny thought about it, then shook her head. ‘No, that would hardly make sense either. I think, perhaps, David Leigh intended to kill Olney. Or at least had fantasized about it. But somebody else beat him to it.’



‘Or else he was very clever, and planned it to look that way. A sort of double bluff,’ Rycroft said, giving the cook a fascinating glimpse into the way his convoluted mind could work. ‘Any idea
 why
 , though? We need a motive.’



Jenny was beginning to
 like
 the way Rycroft’s mind worked. He went right for the nub of a problem with the unerring instinct of a weasel going down a rabbit hole. She liked that in a policeman.



‘I have no idea, specifically,’ she admitted. ‘I can only say that it was obvious that David Leigh hated Gabriel Olney intensely.’



At that, Rycroft perked up. ‘Oh?’



But now Jenny was staring at the body. She looked in detail at Gabriel’s shirt, now dry. Her eyes followed the clean white folds, and then moved down, over his dark blue slacks, to his bootless, pale foot.



‘Can you turn him over?’ she asked respectfully.



Rycroft did so, somewhat impatiently. ‘So you think Leigh hated Olney? That’s significant, at least.’



‘Hmm?’ Jenny said, distracted, still staring at the body. Rycroft looked down, but couldn’t see what was so fascinating to her. Olney was beginning to dry off now. His hair was dry and clean, but his moustache was still somewhat limp.



‘David Leigh, Miss Starling,’ Rycroft prompted with a touch of asperity.



Jenny dragged her eyes from the body, a puzzled frown still wrinkling her forehead. ‘Leigh? Oh, yes, David Leigh. He hated Mr Olney certainly, but he was not the only one, I’m afraid.’



Rycroft felt his spirits sink. ‘Oh? Who else was there?’



Jenny shrugged. ‘Well, Mr Olney was making a very determined play for Mrs Leigh.’



‘Ah,’ Rycroft said. ‘So that’s why Leigh had a down on him,’ he said, totally missing the point.



Jenny, with a slightly sinking heart, hoped that he wouldn’t prove to be one of those officials who had a frustratingly one-track mind.



‘I don’t think so,’ she said firmly, watching the man’s face fall. ‘I don’t even think, in fact, that he noticed much. Or, if he did, it certainly didn’t
 worry
 him. And nor should it have. Dorothy Leigh is devoted to her husband — anyone with even a half-decent pair of eyes in their head can see that. She’s the sort of woman whose life revolves around that of her husband and home. And, when the baby’s born, around her child too. I doubt she’d even think of looking at another man.’



Rycroft nodded, obviously thinking that that was only as it should be.



Jenny was rather of the opinion, however, that too much devotion and adoration could be just as dangerous as too little.



‘So Olney was after her because of the challenge, was he? Some men are like that.’ He looked down at the corpse but his face revealed neither disgust nor admiration. ‘An ex-soldier, I believe.’



But again the cook shook her head. ‘I don’t think that was it, no. Oh, it added a little piquancy, I suppose. But what he really wanted was a cat’s paw.’ And when Rycroft looked blank, added succinctly, ‘Divorce.’



Rycroft stared at her. ‘You think he wanted to divorce his wife?’



Jenny nodded. ‘I do.’



‘Why?’



The cook thought of Jasmine’s hot and hungry look that first morning, when she’d spotted Brian O’Keefe’s half-naked torso, and shrugged.



‘I imagine it had something to do with a man. Mrs Olney is very attractive, as you’ve probably already observed, and she is twenty years or so younger than her husband.’



Rycroft grunted. ‘So that’s the Leighs and Mrs Olney. Anyone else who might want our chap here dead?’



Jenny sighed. ‘I’m afraid so. Mr Olney and Lucas Finch had a terrible argument yesterday afternoon.’



‘How terrible?’



‘Mr Finch had Gabriel Olney by the throat. Quite literally, I mean. I had to insist that Lucas put him down. Mr Olney was turning a quite unbecoming shade of purple,’ she said, in massive understatement.



Rycroft swore roundly. As an effort at profanity, it was well beneath the parrot’s expertise, but the high squeaky voice with which he made his delivery might well have caught the bird’s attention, had he been present.



‘Anyone else?’



‘I think you’d better talk to Captain Lester about that,’ Jenny said at last. ‘I don’t know any of the details, but yesterday evening Mr Finch announced that he’d sold the
 Stillwater Swan
 to . . .’ She nodded down at the corpse, her eyes once again lingering in a puzzled frown on the cleanly drying body at her feet.



‘Sold the
 Stillwater Swan
 ? What, this boat?’ Rycroft asked doubtfully, and obviously not grasping the significance at all.



Jenny sighed. As a general rule, she would never knowingly drop anybody in the cacky-cart, but when it was murder, you had no choice but to be a tattletale.



‘Lucas loves this boat like . . . well . . . like Dorothy Leigh loves her husband — with a blind kind of devotion. And I have no doubt whatsoever that he was somehow coerced into parting with it.’



Rycroft considered this for some time. ‘So. Our victim was blackmailing Lucas?’ he mused at last.



‘I can’t say that for sure, of course, but there was definitely some sort of paperwork involved in the argument yesterday. I saw Mr Olney put some papers away in his pocket,’ the Junoesque cook agreed.



‘Right.’ If he was feeling a bit battered by the relentless information being poured down on his head, Rycroft showed no sign. ‘So that’s—’ he counted them off ‘—four possible people who wanted our chap dead?’



Again, the cook heaved a massive sigh. ‘Both the captain and engineer work full-time for Lucas Finch. Both live in cottages on his grounds. Gabriel Olney was a do-it-yourself kind of man. He wanted the
 Swan
 to himself. I believe, although I don’t actually know,’ she said, determined to be scrupulously fair, ‘that last night Olney told Tobias and O’Keefe that their services would no longer be required.’



Rycroft sighed. Heavily. ‘So they lose their jobs and their homes as well in one fell swoop.’



Jenny shrugged. ‘Lucas might have been prepared to let them stay on at the cottages, but I’m sure he would have charged them rent.’



Rycroft finally hunkered down on his knees and looked at the dead man glumly. ‘Not very popular, were you, chum?’ he murmured. ‘Is there anybody you didn’t tick off?’



Jenny also took the opportunity to stoop down beside the body, her nose twitching.



She carefully shut her lips most firmly and then took several long breaths up her finely quivering nostrils. She had a cook’s delicate nose, one that was used to picking up the faintest nuances of aroma.



Rycroft watched her in amazement and fascination for a moment, and then hastily — very hastily — followed suit. Rather belatedly he remembered her fearsome reputation and felt a moment of panic. Had he missed something? It would be just too damned humiliating to have the case solved by a modern-day Miss Marple!



One moment of panic spread into more moments of panic, however, as his nose picked up nothing. No scent at all. So what the hell was she getting at?



‘What can you smell, Inspector?’ Jenny asked at last, that puzzled frown once more back on her face.



Rycroft made a very agitated movement with his hands and abruptly stood up. ‘Nothing,’ he snapped, aggrieved. ‘I smell nothing at all.’



Slowly, the cook rose to her own towering height, unknowingly adding to the inspector’s ire.



‘No,’ she finally said. ‘I can’t either,’ she added thoughtfully, making the policeman yearn to yank out great clumps of his hair by the roots.



Mercifully for him, there was a sudden knock on the door and Sergeant Graves entered. He’d been gone such a short time, the cook surmised that the police must have rigged up some sort of transport system to and from the boat site. Probably some sort of scrambling-style motorbike or a quad bike. Something, at any rate, that was easy and safe to use over farming terrain.



She wondered what the farmer thought about having the police crossing his fields. Probably not a lot, she mused with a wry twist of her lips.



‘We’ve got a 4x4 outside, sir, to take the body,’ Graves said respectfully.



Jenny discreetly left. Rycroft watched her go, his face gloomy. ‘Everything we heard about her was spot on, you know, Graves,’ he said despondently. ‘She’s already onto something, but I’m damned if I know what it is. She’s got David Leigh pegged as the forger of the suicide note, and I’m not willing to bet so much as a penny that she’ll be proved wrong. And she’s got the rundown on every blasted person on the boat.’



Briefly, Rycroft filled his sergeant in on Miss Starling’s view of the suspects.



Graves whistled between his teeth. ‘Still, it does make our job much easier, doesn’t it?’ he finally said. ‘I mean, she’s not known for hogging the limelight, is she?’



Rycroft reluctantly admitted that she wasn’t. As far as the public was concerned, all the murders that she’d helped solve before had been put down to the credit of the various police officers involved. There was
 that
 to be said for her.



‘But,’ Rycroft said grimly, ‘I want us to get there first. Have David Leigh checked out thoroughly — he had some reason, other than the victim making lovey-dovey with his wife, to hate Olney, and I want to know what it is. Also, find out what you can about the widow’s socializing habits. There’s a man lurking about somewhere, I’m sure of it. And I want Olney’s room turned inside out. He had some papers on him that had Lucas Finch grabbing him by the gullet. I want to know exactly what they are. And prioritize the background check on our Mr Finch. I’ve got an idea I’ve run across that name before somewhere. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if our cockney chum hasn’t got form of some kind.’



Sergeant Graves nodded as he made copious notes, and left with the two sombre-suited men who had come to remove the body.



Rycroft watched Gabriel Olney being loaded onto the stretcher, but still couldn’t for the life of him see exactly what it was about the body that had so intrigued the cook.



* * *



Once the galley was cleared, Jenny proceeded to prepare dinner. It was no longer going to be such a lavish feast. For a start, it wouldn’t have been appropriate. Secondly, it was getting too late in the evening, and the guests and the two policemen would need something in a hurry. And thirdly, with more people to cater for, she couldn’t afford to be so lavish with the food.



She knew how these investigations could drag on. She could see them all still being on board the boat tomorrow night as well.



She put the finishing touches to a huge steak and ale pie and stepped outside, on the lookout for Lucas, to announce that dinner was ready.



But only Rycroft, Graves (who had returned after setting his superior’s orders in motion) and the two forensics sat around the main salon. The others, perhaps not surprisingly, had taken themselves off to less harrowing, calmer parts of the
 Swan
 ’s interior.



She wondered if somebody had sent for a doctor, just to check over Dorothy Leigh. A woman in her condition had to take care of herself and her unborn baby.



‘We’ve gone over everything, sir,’ the chief forensics man was saying. ‘Apart from the wet planking on the port deck, there’s nothing else amiss. In the rear engineering sections, there’s only the usual equipment you might expect. An axe for the wood, with a large plastic sheet covering the woodpile. It’s totally dry. There’s a loading trolley, a half-full coal room and plenty of oily rags. The equipment box for odds and ends is at the rear starboard deck. Again, it contains nothing more than you’d expect. Ropes, the same kind as the one used on the deceased, a block and tackle, boxes of nails, spare gauges . . . I’ve written it all down.’ He handed the detective the list.



Rycroft scanned it without much enthusiasm. ‘And the boat itself? Any irregularities or instances of cut corners that could be offences?’



But the man was already shaking his head. ‘Not that I know of, sir. Of course, this isn’t my field. But there’s a ship’s horn and a bell at the forward end. There are four life-rings, two on each side, both located at front and rear. Firmly fastened and fully inflated. The one on the rear starboard side, just above the equipment box, is on an especially large bracket. I imagine it was once used to hold something much heavier. And there’s a small lifeboat, situated at the rear, enough to seat ten people at a pinch. No, I’d say that the ship’s well run and as safe as houses.’



Rycroft nodded gloomily. ‘I expected as much. But best to make sure. Well, that’s it then. And you’re sure there are no papers in Olney’s room?’



The forensics man shook his head.



So they’d gone missing, Jenny mused. Interesting, that. ‘And you’ve found nothing suspicious around the scene of the crime itself?’ Rycroft pressed.



But it seemed that they hadn’t. Lucas Finch’s fingerprints were on the railing top, but then so were practically everyone else’s. More importantly — and revealingly — there were no fingerprints at all around the bottom of the railing, where the rope had been tied.



‘Humph. The killer obviously wore gloves,’ Rycroft sighed. ‘And presumably threw them away afterwards.’



By now, Jenny knew, all the rooms on the boat had been thoroughly searched, and nobody had brought a pair of gloves with them. In high summer it was not so surprising, she thought. But surely, if somebody
 had
 brought gloves with them, it would mean the killing was premeditated.



Somehow, Jenny Starling had the feeling that the killing of Gabriel Olney had been anything but. Still, you didn’t need gloves in order not to leave fingerprints, she quickly surmised. Any piece of cloth wrapped around the hands would do. But she didn’t think it would be very politic to point that out to Inspector Rycroft right now. He was already looking considerably miffed that the killer was not in any apparent hurry to make his life easier for him.



‘Dinner is ready, Inspector,’ she said quietly, making the man jump and look around at her suspiciously. He wondered fleetingly how much she’d heard, then shrugged. The forensic report had hardly been important.



But, in fact, Jenny had found it fascinating. And very illuminating.



‘Right. Well, go and find the others, will you, Miss Starling? We might as well all eat a decent meal together like civilized human beings. Even though one of them isn’t.’



Jenny blinked at that rather unexpected statement, but followed the departing forensics team out onto the deck. This policeman certainly liked to do things differently all right. And she rather suspected he had the reputation as being a bit of a maverick, back at the old cop shop. She wondered if he was popular with his superiors, and somehow doubted it.



On the riverbank, the cook noticed two constables helping Brian O’Keefe set up the tents. She wondered where Rycroft and Graves would be spending the night.



She only knew that neither of them would be sleeping in
 her
 bunk. Nobody was going to filch her digs from her. No damned way!



She was just about to call out that dinner was served, and ask O’Keefe if he knew where everyone was, when she heard the sound of a motorbike.



She watched another young constable dismount and practically leap onto the boat. She wisely took a quick step back as he rushed past and then followed him in, wondering what all the excitement was about.



‘Sir, Constable Wright, sir.’ The young, red-faced bobby faced his superior with brightly gleaming eyes. He didn’t look any older than eighteen, Jenny thought with a smile. No doubt he’d never had a murder case before, and this was the height of excitement for him.



‘Slow down, Constable,’ Rycroft ordered prosaically. ‘You have news?’



‘We do, sir. We’ve been walking the riverside route the boat took, searching for witnesses who might have seen anything,’ he began, getting it all out in one shaky breath.



‘My idea, sir,’ Graves put in quietly. Obviously he was used to working on his own initiative, and was encouraged to do so, for Rycroft merely nodded.



‘Well, sir, we’ve found a chap — a fisherman — who says he saw the
 Swan
 going by, and noticed some man climbing down from the top balcony of the boat onto the bottom deck.’ The youngster paused, looking as pleased as punch to be able to deliver his next bit of news. ‘And he swears the figure was climbing down from the top at the rear end of the boat, sir. That would make it the victim’s room!’









 
CHAPTER ELEVEN




For a moment, Inspector Rycroft merely stared at the triumphant constable, his peculiar face splendidly inscrutable. You could almost hear his brain working, so obviously was he mulling the information over. Then he grunted.



‘This fisherman,’ he began. ‘I hope you checked that he had the proper licences and permits?’



The constable’s jaw dropped. Whatever he’d expected, it most certainly hadn’t been that. Come to that, it wasn’t the first thing that had leapt to Jenny Starling’s mind either. But then, she wasn’t as pedantic as the inspector.



‘Well, no, sir. I mean, sir, it slipped my mind, sir,’ he mumbled. ‘I thought you should have his information urgently, sir,’ he rallied. For it had suddenly occurred to the youth that there was a distinct possibility that his superior officer was having a little joke at his expense. Jenny wasn’t so sure.



Whether he was a secret leg-puller or not, Rycroft merely grunted again at this explanation. But behind the somewhat laconic facade, Jenny could sense that his astute mind was still rapidly working away at this new information and what it could mean.



She herself was feeling just a bit distracted. The mere possibility that Rycroft might have a sense of humour was enough to boggle the cook’s mind.



‘You have this witness at the station?’ Rycroft asked, to which the constable nodded so energetically his helmet nearly fell off.



‘He’s made a full statement?’



The constable very ceremoniously withdrew a sheet of paper. Rycroft read it, his eyebrow going up.



When he spoke, however, it was to Tobias Lester. ‘I take it that there is only one man on board who fits the description of a male, between the ages of twenty to thirty, with thick black hair, and dressed in white work trousers and a white shirt?’



Tobias met the policeman’s eyes for a scant second, and then looked swiftly away again. He looked, Jenny thought, almost angry. ‘You know the answer to that as well as I do, Inspector,’ he finally said, somewhat grimly. ‘Brian O’Keefe is the only young and black-haired man aboard this boat.’



As he spoke he looked at David Leigh. But David, although brown-haired, wore neither white trousers nor a white shirt. Only an engineer traditionally wore white.



Rycroft nodded. He too had noticed the captain’s reaction, but was less surprised by it than Jenny. As a man who had charge of subordinates himself, he knew how easy it was to feel protective of them.



The crew and guests of the
 Stillwater Swan
 had gathered in the main salon/dining room ostensibly for dinner, but the inspector knew that it was really curiosity that had gathered them together so rapidly. From their various positions on the boat they must have heard the motorcycle and looked out to see the excited entrance of the constable. One and all, they’d come down quickly and congregated to see what all the fuss was about, and had been richly rewarded for their efforts.



Only Jenny, alone among them, looked not so much relieved as thoughtful at this latest news.



Nobody liked to have the charge of murder hanging over their heads, and if it had to be somebody, then everyone was secretly relieved that it should be Brian O’Keefe. Brian O’Keefe, after all, was the outsider. The hired help. Brian O’Keefe, it had to be said, was not one of
 them
 .



The inspector looked once again at Tobias who, to give him credit, was looking exceedingly unhappy, and said quietly, ‘I take it that the engineer is in the boiler room?’



The captain nodded reluctantly.



Sergeant Graves led the way to the door, then, as an afterthought, turned to wave one meaty paw at the assembly, silently indicating that he would like them to remain seated. This time, the policeman didn’t want an audience.



Jenny, though, had other ideas, and nodded at Francis. ‘The dinner is prepared and ready in the galley, Mr Grey,’ she said briskly, then turned on her heel and firmly followed the two officers out onto the deck.



Francis Grey thinned his lips at being spoken to like a servant by what he deemed to be nothing more than another servant, then glanced at his employer to see if he too had noticed the outrage. But Lucas, who had his own views on the enigmatic cook — which didn’t include getting on her bad side! — merely shrugged and said quietly, ‘Well I for one am hungry,’ and like the good host that he was, ushered his guests to the table.



Francis took the hint with apparent magnanimity and quickly disappeared into the galley.



Out on the deck Jenny softly called Rycroft’s name. Since he was by now at the rear deck he had to pause and wait for her to catch up. The sun was just setting, casting a lovely red-orange glow over the river. The solid bulk of the sergeant cast a great shadow over the tiny man, but he appeared not to notice it.



‘Can I ask at what time this witness saw Mr O’Keefe climbing down onto the lower deck?’ she asked, as soon as she’d drawn level with them.



Rycroft quickly consulted the witness statement again, his eyes narrowing. He looked as if he might like to let rip with a curse, but restrained himself with an effort. Unfortunately, this self-restraint made his face quiver and his eyes bulge. To Jenny’s somewhat alarmed eye, he looked a bit like a frog made out of blancmange that she’d once created for a child’s birthday party.



Which gave her an excellent idea to recreate the design, this time as a birthday cake. The dons at the college where she worked often called upon her to bake a cake for their offspring.



‘It says here it was about a quarter past two,’ Rycroft admitted grimly, snapping the cook’s attention back to the matter in hand.



She sighed deeply. ‘I see.’



Graves’ great bulk shuddered, just once, as he too understood the full import of the timing. If the murder hadn’t been committed until between 4 and 4:15, then . . .



‘What the blazes was he up to?’ Sergeant Graves muttered more to himself than to anyone else.



‘I shouldn’t attach too much importance to this business, Inspector Rycroft, if I were you,’ Jenny said quietly. She was always reluctant to offer advice, mainly because people so seldom had the good sense to take heed of it when it was offered. She did so now only because she was sure that Rycroft was the sort of man who could get very nasty if he was seen to be publicly embarrassed.



‘Oh?’ Rycroft said icily.



Jenny smiled. ‘I think you’ll find that O’Keefe was searching for the papers that Gabriel Olney was brandishing about yesterday afternoon, during the fight he had with Lucas. I think that he and probably the captain got their heads together sometime yesterday evening and mapped out a plan of action.’



Rycroft thought for a second or so and, intrigued in spite of himself, said somewhat less coolly, ‘Carry on.’



‘I think they thought that if they could destroy whatever Olney was using to blackmail Mr Finch, then the plan to sell the
 Swan
 would fall through, and their jobs and homes would be safe.’



‘But surely Olney would have made copies?’ Graves pointed out with reasonable logic.



Jenny shrugged. ‘I imagine that occurred to them too. But it was worth a chance. After all, it wouldn’t be hard. During dinner, O’Keefe was always absent, so nobody would remark on it. He could take a good long hour to meticulously search the Olneys’ room. If he found the papers, well, all to the good. If it turned out that Olney could produce duplicates when the time came to hand over the deeds to the boat, well, what had they lost? I should think that to men of action like O’Keefe and Captain Lester, they would consider it a chance well worth taking. And better by far than attempting to do nothing about it at all.’



Rycroft slowly stroked his chin. ‘So you don’t think it has anything to do with the murder itself?’



But on that, Jenny was too wily to be drawn. She merely shrugged and said that, at the moment, she couldn’t see how it could have.



Rycroft reluctantly agreed, but nevertheless proceeded to march straight into the boiler room like an invading fury.



Jenny, who’d not taken a really close look around inside the engine room before, took the opportunity to follow them in and have a good nose.



The room was more or less divided into two, with the wood and coal in one section of the room and the actual boiler and engine in the other. O’Keefe, who’d been sat on top of a fairly respectable woodpile, slowly stood up. His feet rustled a crumpled sheet of thick plastic that he’d cast aside and which now lay on the floor.



‘Yeah?’ he asked, not quite surly, not quite polite.



‘We would like to know what you were doing in Gabriel Olney’s room at two o’clock this afternoon,’ Rycroft said.



O’Keefe gave him a long, slow, measuring look. No doubt he was wondering what the policeman actually knew, and how much he had merely guessed.



Rycroft smiled. It was quite a nasty smile. ‘You were seen, O’Keefe,’ he said shortly. ‘So let’s not have any fun and games, hmm?’



Brian ran a dirty hand through his dark hair, then shrugged. ‘Oh. Right. Well then, I suppose I’d better tell yer. I was looking for them papers of Olney’s.’



If he thought anyone would be surprised by his answer, he was thoroughly disappointed. Rycroft merely gave a what-did-I-tell-you-about-this-damned-cook look to his sergeant, and Graves gave a there’s-more-to-you-than-meets-the-eye look to Jenny Starling, and O’Keefe was left to wonder, in some frustration, just what it was that was going on.



‘Did you find them?’ Rycroft got on with it brusquely. Reluctantly O’Keefe nodded.



Rycroft held out his hand.



O’Keefe stared at it for a moment, then shrugged, then smiled. It was a roguish smile. O’Keefe shook his head. ‘I ain’t got ’em on me. I hid ’em upstairs, in the lav.’



‘Go and get them,’ Rycroft ordered shortly.



O’Keefe nodded and moved forward. Just when he’d got to the door, Jenny, whose mind had wandered a little, suddenly snapped to, and said curiously, ‘Is this the wood we saw you bring on board yesterday?’ She nodded at the woodpile on which he’d been sitting.



The engineer, somewhat surprised by the cook’s presence, not to mention the copper’s tolerance of her, looked at her suspiciously. ‘What’s it to you then?’



‘Just answer her,’ Rycroft snapped, although he too wondered why the infuriatingly useful woman wanted to know. He wondered just where she could possibly be headed with the seemingly irrelevant question.



‘Yeah, it is,’ O’Keefe said slowly.



‘Is it dry?’



‘Yeah, it is.’



Jenny nodded. ‘So why did you cover it with plastic?’ Rycroft, who’d been becoming impatient with the cook’s continual questions, suddenly began to look alert.



O’Keefe, too, stared at her. ‘I didn’t,’ he said at last. ‘I found it on the wood this afternoon. I was the one that took it off — it can make the wood sweat, see, in this kind of heat. Which is the last thing I need.’



‘What time this afternoon?’ Rycroft cut in, not because he thought the answer important, and not because he could see any significance in it. He just wanted to get the question in before the cook could.



But Brian shrugged. ‘I dunno. After lunch sometime. Before we started off. Just coming up to three, summat like that.’ He shrugged in obvious indifference. Or was he just faking it?



Jenny felt her heartbeat quicken. So, she was right! But knowing how a murder was done was not the same thing as knowing who had done it.



Rycroft, sensing that the cook was now way ahead of him, as usual, snarled at O’Keefe to get going, then stared at the woodpile and the sheet of innocuous plastic. But try as he might, he couldn’t see what wood, plastic and the engineer had to do with anything.



Jenny, rather wisely, chose that moment to excuse herself and check that her fruit tarts weren’t burning.



Rycroft made no move to stop her. Only when they were safely alone did he turn to Graves, one eyebrow lifted.



‘Well?’



But Graves couldn’t see what the cook had been getting at either. It left both men feeling rather frustrated, not to mention nervous. So far, no policeman had out-thought the cook. Both of them were anxious to be the first, and thus restore honour to the Oxfordshire constabulary. But they were beginning to lose their previous self-confidence.



Which went part of the way, at least, to explaining why they were so hard on Lucas Finch when they returned to the dining room some ten minutes later.



By then, the soup had been mostly consumed, and Jenny put two servings of the main course into the oven to keep hot, for the policemen to enjoy later. When they stepped back into the dining room, she was just emerging from the galley with a large, shortcrust pastry tart, filled with apricots, raspberries, blackcurrants and plums, in an apricot-brandy jelly. This she put onto the side table to come to room temperature, which is when it should be served to be at its best, and noticed the pinched and disapproving look on Rycroft’s face. Graves, she noticed, for once
 did
 look grave.



The parrot on Lucas’s shoulder dipped its head from side to side. ‘What’s up with you, shortarse?’ it asked, rather loudly.



Rycroft went beetroot.



Lucas, for once, could have throttled the bird. ‘Don’t mind him, Inspector,’ he said hastily. ‘It’s what I’m always saying to him. First thing in the morning, I open up his cage — he always sleeps in one at night — give him a raisin and say, “What’s up with you, shortarse?”’



He trailed off miserably as he became aware that his explanations and apologies were falling on deaf ears.



Rycroft, with the manner of a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, took a fairly thick wad of papers from out of his suit breast pocket and said grimly, ‘Do you recognize these, Mr Finch?’



It was immediately apparent, to Jenny at least, that Jasmine Olney certainly recognized them. She watched them pass across the table, from policeman to her host, her eyes widening.



She’d seen her husband reading them several times over the past week. If only she’d known that they were so important!



Her look of vexation made Jenny wonder what else Jasmine Olney might have overlooked.



Lucas went white, then grey, then back to white again. He swallowed hard. ‘Yes, I recognize them,’ he croaked.



David Leigh glanced at Lucas, his solicitor’s instincts coming to the fore. His firm was courting Lucas Finch and his accounts assiduously. If he could leap into the breach now and come to the rescue, who could say how grateful Lucas might be? But before he could open his mouth to reassure Lucas that he needn’t answer any of the inspector’s questions, Rycroft was steaming ahead.



‘Are they accurate?’



Lucas flinched. ‘They’re accurate,’ he agreed. ‘In as far as they go.’



Dorothy Leigh pushed her untouched plate of food away, and gave Lucas a sympathetic look. She touched her husband’s arm, silently urging him to step in.



But David had had time to think things through, and was, as a consequence, somewhat more cautious than he might have been just a few moments earlier. ‘Lucas, if you need legal representation, then you can hire me now, on the spot. At least then you’ll be covered by legal privilege if—’



But Lucas held up his hand. ‘I don’t need a solicitor, thanks, Dave. What the inspector has there are army records of an old court martial. A court martial in which I was cleared of any wrongdoing. Isn’t that so, Inspector?’ Lucas raised his voice, and his chin.



Obviously, Rycroft thought, he intends to bluff it out. But then, what other course was left open to him, he mused with an ugly sneer.



‘The military court hardly cleared you, Finch,’ Rycroft bit out. ‘It merely had to conclude that there was not enough evidence to convict you.’



Dorothy Leigh gasped, but Tobias Lester, Jenny saw, was not looking at all surprised.



No doubt he and O’Keefe had already read the document. Tobias had been present at the darts match, Jenny instantly surmised, knowing all the time that O’Keefe had been searching Olney’s room. She wondered, idly, if maybe O’Keefe and the captain had planned to do a little blackmailing of their own, just to ensure that they kept their cottages, at least.



Of course, since the court martial was a matter of record, whether or not Olney
 had
 kept copies was irrelevant. In which case, something more drastic would have to be done. And the obvious solution was to make sure that Olney didn’t live to wrest the boat away from Lucas. It could have happened that way, Jenny mused. Two strong men of action — what chance would Olney have had against the both of them?



But she was getting well into the realms of guesswork now, which was something that she didn’t like to do. It was far too easy to come up with beautifully crafted theories that fizzled out in the light of more solid proof. Besides, it was far easier to concentrate on one thing at a time.



Which meant Lucas Finch and his court martial.



‘But what was the court martial about?’ she asked out loud, knowing that it was the thought on everyone’s mind.



Lucas gave her an
 Et tu, Brute?
 look and the parrot blew a raspberry.



It was a very good raspberry, and it set Graves’ lips to twitching once more.



‘It appears that our friend Mr Finch here commandeered medical supplies during the Falklands War,’ Rycroft grated. ‘Medical supplies that proved to be very lucrative for certain players in the street drugs trade. It must have made you a lot of money too, Finch,’ he finished disdainfully.



But by now Lucas had had time to rally, and he merely smiled grimly. ‘If you’ve read those documents thoroughly, Inspector, you’ll know that nothing was ever proved.’



‘But it put the wind up you enough to make you agree to sell this boat though, didn’t it . . .
 sir
 ,’ Graves put in, his voice dripping with disgust. ‘No doubt if your friends in the drug trade learned that you and your past dealings with them were about to become public knowledge, they might have got a little worried about your continuing ability to keep your mouth shut, hmm? Is that why you knuckled under? It certainly wasn’t because you cared about your reputation, was it, Mr Finch?’ he sneered.



Lucas returned to a dull grey colour, all but admitting that the sergeant had hit the nail right on the head.



But he said nothing.



Rycroft turned away in disgust. Then he glanced across at the assembled company, who were all being very careful not to look Lucas in the eye.



‘I want everyone to spend the night on board,’ he said heavily, half expecting to be the brunt of the usual grumbling that such an order might be expected to generate. But, somewhat to his surprise, nobody demurred. Obviously they had been expecting such an order, and none of them seemed inclined to rail against it.



It was an odd reaction, Rycroft thought. And their meek acceptance unnerved him somewhat. He even wondered, for a brief, wild, insane moment, whether it was possible that they were
 all
 in on it together. Each and every one of them had their own reasons for wanting Gabriel Olney dead.



Was that sort of thing even possible, he wondered, breaking out into a cold sweat. He’d never had to deal with a fairly large-scale conspiracy case before. And they were absolute sods to prove.



Then sanity overtook him again. He’d been at work all day, rushing about in the heat, and getting nowhere. He was just overtired, that was all.



‘Have the lads set up our tents for the night?’ he asked his sergeant, his weariness very apparent now.



Graves nodded.



‘Then I think I’ll turn in.’



‘Don’t you want any dinner, Inspector?’ Jenny said, her voice rife with disapproval. ‘I’ve kept some hot for you. And for you, too, of course, Sergeant Graves,’ the cook added cunningly. ‘I was just about to ask Francis to serve the main course anyway.’



She had not misread her man. Sergeant Graves hadn’t grown up to be such a strapping lad by nibbling on lettuce leaves. His big face lit up and his stomach growled, quite audibly. The parrot cocked his head to one side, the better to hear this intriguing new noise.



Rycroft, admitting defeat, sat down in a vacant chair, a rather amused gleam in his eye as his sergeant quickly did the same. But a scant minute later he was forced to admit that he was glad he had, as an extremely appetizing dinner was put down in front of him. The smell coming off the meat alone had his mouth watering.



Jenny stayed only long enough to watch the sergeant begin to wolf down his dinner, before taking a plateful to the engineer, who, rather wisely, had returned to the boiler room to keep his head down.



She came straight back, however, appeasing Rycroft somewhat. If she’d stayed behind to question the engineer further, he might just have been tempted to order her off the boat and back to Oxford, just to get her out from under his feet.



But he was too good a policeman not to admit that she had proved helpful so far, and might do so again. And as much as he wanted to beat the cook to the punchline, so to speak, he wanted to apprehend the killer more.



Rycroft hated murder. He hated civil disobedience of any kind.



* * *



Perhaps not surprisingly, the rest of the dinner was a quiet affair, and quickly over. Lucas had lost his appetite for his fruit tart, though the parrot had been a gentleman about it, and had helped him to clear his plate, much to Graves’ amusement and Rycroft’s finicky disgust.



Jasmine suggested a game of cards, and cast a look of silent appeal across the table at Dorothy, who, with typical feminine intuition, picked up on it at once and plucked at her husband’s sleeve in gentle persuasion.



All three disappeared into the games room. Lucas said, somewhat grimly, that he wanted a word with O’Keefe, and quickly left. No doubt over dinner he’d been figuring out who had removed the papers from Olney’s room, and why. He must have been both astonished and relieved when the police search had failed to turn them up in Olney’s room.



Jenny wouldn’t want to be in the engineer’s shoes at that moment. Not that Lucas could fire him, of course. Not with what O’Keefe now knew. And that led her onto another line of thought.



Had Olney been killed because of what he knew? Lucas was now, in anybody’s book, looking to be the prime suspect. And a man with such a ruthless nature had to be top of Rycroft’s list.



She cleared away the dishes, with the help of the silent, heavily disapproving Francis. Jenny was glad when the silent servant did his usual disappearing act. There was something very nerve-wracking about him. Perhaps it was because she was never sure just what he was thinking.



She even went so far as to watch him leave the
 Stillwater Swan
 and enter his neat little tent on the riverbank. The thought of him sleeping the afternoon away on her bed gave her the shivers.



If he had slept the afternoon away at all, that is.



She had seen for herself how oddly devoted Francis Grey was to his employer. She’d also noticed, during the revelation about Lucas’s ugly past, that Francis had never so much as winced. That he already knew about Lucas’s evil deeds during the seventies and eighties was, to her mind at least, beyond doubt. And yet still Francis was happy to carry on working for Finch. Finch, a lowly cockney. Finch, the very antithesis of a gentleman.



And yet Francis was so very much a gentleman’s gentleman. What was going on there?



No, Jenny didn’t appreciate having Francis around, but that didn’t necessarily mean he would commit murder, just on his employer’s say-so. When all was said and done, Francis had no real motive for killing Gabriel. His position as valet was safe, whether the
 Swan
 was sold or not.



Besides, Jenny couldn’t help thinking that now she knew
 how
 the murder had been committed, she should know
 who
 had committed it.



In the back of her mind, she knew that she had seen something important that afternoon. Something very important. And somebody, much earlier on, had said something that kept haunting the fringes of her memory, but refused to surface. And, like a bad sense of dj vu, there was something else that somebody had said later on that kept niggling at her. Something Jasmine Olney had said.



But what?



Jenny sighed and checked her food supplies for possible breakfast dishes. She made up a short mental menu for tomorrow morning then decided to take a slow stroll around the decks to clear her head.



She, like Rycroft, was beginning to get overtired. A good night’s rest and who knew what the morning might bring?



She stepped through the French doors onto the starboard deck.



The night was beautiful. There was a full moon and the first few twinklings of evening stars. The sky was just turning that lovely soft sapphire shade before full darkness descended.



She folded up her favourite chair and put it back against the deck wall, and did the same with a second one, frowning a little as she did so. Two chairs? Then her puzzlement cleared. Of course — the Leighs had been sitting out here earlier. She must be even more tired than she thought to have forgotten that.



She continued on to the end of the side deck, glanced at the equipment box and the round red and white inflated life ring that was hung above it, then turned down the corridor to the rear deck.



She glanced at the boiler room, her ears pricked. It was quiet, however, so presumably Lucas Finch had given the engineer his rollicking and left. Nevertheless, she didn’t go in. She’d seen all she needed to see in there.



She took her time strolling along the port deck but when she got to the front of the boat, the decking was now dry. The rope and boot were gone — obviously with the forensics team.



That boot had been clever. Very clever. She sighed and stepped into the games room.



Jasmine had apparently just lost her game of gin rummy, for she tossed down her cards with a softly muttered ‘damn’ and stood up. ‘I need a drink,’ she added, and walked over to the drinks cabinet.



Lucas, sat on a sofa and ostensibly reading a book, glanced up when Jenny entered, but said nothing.



Even to Jasmine, he could see that he was a
 persona non grata
 . Jenny wondered how long it would take for fresh rumours to start circulating about Lucas around the village of Buscot, and supposed it wouldn’t take long. This time, however, the rumours would have rather more substance to them.



She found it hard to feel sorry for him. But at least he had his faithful bird for company.



The parrot, as if in agreement, proceeded to preen itself and cast tiny scarlet feathers all over his master’s shirt.



Dorothy stood up slowly but shooed her husband back into his seat as he rose to join her. ‘Miss Starling, do you think I might have a milky drink to take to bed with me?’ she asked, and Jenny instantly beamed approval.



‘Of course you can. Would cocoa be all right?’



Dorothy nodded. ‘I haven’t had cocoa in years,’ she said wistfully and followed her through into the main salon to hover by the galley door as the cook quickly set about making her the hot drink.



Hearing a rustle behind her, Dorothy half turned in surprise as Inspector Rycroft, who’d gone unnoticed on a large sofa, suddenly rose.



This time he was going to hit the sack. He only hoped that Graves didn’t snore. As if on cue, the burly sergeant also rose from the depths of a shadow, where he’d been putting his feet up on a recliner chair in one corner.



Dorothy quickly glanced through the door to the games room, and gently coughed.



Jenny heard it first, and walked to the door. ‘Inspector,’ Jenny said quietly yet firmly.



Rycroft rounded on her. ‘What is it now?’



Jenny, however, didn’t take offence. Instead she merely nodded to the woman stood beside her.



‘I think Mrs Leigh has something to say to you,’ she hazarded gently.



Dorothy Leigh gave her a rather surprised look, then quickly glanced at the inspector, then once more cast the games room a rather anxious look.



Graves and Rycroft stiffened like dogs picking up a scent. ‘Yes, Mrs Leigh?’ Rycroft said softly, instinctively moving away from the games room and closer to the pretty, fair-haired woman who chewed her lower lip in a becoming, if indecisive, manner.



‘Well, it might be nothing,’ Dorothy said, a touch nervously, ‘but I suppose I really
 should
 mention it . . .’



‘Anything can be important, Mrs Leigh,’ Rycroft agreed firmly.



Dorothy nodded. ‘Well . . . it has to do with Mrs Olney.’









 
CHAPTER TWELVE




Rycroft’s eyes briefly flickered at the name of the grieving widow, but other than that he merely raised his expressive eyebrows. This silent demand, designed no doubt to intimidate more information from its recipient, wasn’t really necessary on this particular witness, Jenny thought, but supposed it had become something of a habit of his, and one that must have served him well in the past.



As it was, Dorothy quickly wrung her hands together and glanced yet again towards the games room, as if fearing that the woman in question had super-sensitive hearing and could somehow listen in on her near-whispered words.



‘It was during the darts match,’ Dorothy began reluctantly, her pretty blue eyes creasing into a frown. ‘I don’t know
 what
 it was, exactly,’ she admitted, confusingly, ‘but I’m sure it was the real reason why she suddenly left the room.’



Rycroft smiled politely. ‘Yes, Mrs Leigh. Now, could you tell me exactly what it is that you’re talking about?’



Dorothy flushed. ‘Oh. Sorry, aren’t I making any sense? I happened to look across at Jasmine to ask her if she wanted a drink, when I saw her turn a page of her magazine.’



‘Magazine,’ Rycroft repeated blandly. He glanced at Graves, who merely gave an infinitesimal shrug of his mammoth shoulders.



‘Yes. Her magazine,’ Dorothy continued, apparently unaware that the two men were beginning to regard her as something of a featherbrain. ‘And in between the pages of the magazine, I saw a white piece of paper.’



‘Oh?’ At this, Rycroft perked up considerably. Jenny, who was watching both of them carefully, was struck once more at the pug-like looks and tendencies of Inspector Neil Rycroft.



Dorothy nodded. ‘At that moment, of course, Mrs Olney glanced up, but I’d already begun to look away.’ She said this with some evident relief, and Jenny could understand why. A woman like Dorothy Leigh would have been raised to try and avoid embarrassing little moments as if they were the plague.



The information was definitely interesting and Jenny nodded to herself as she quickly took in its full import, but neither of the policemen seemed to notice. She doubted that they’d picked up on Dorothy Leigh’s obvious piece of very clever feminine deduction, either. Namely, that it could only have been from a man. It took another beautiful woman to second-guess someone like Jasmine Olney.



So. There was more to Dorothy Leigh than one might think, the cook mused. But then, wasn’t there always more to any woman than a mere man might think?



‘Anyway,’ Dorothy said, beginning to look a little shamefaced, ‘I waited a moment or two and then looked back. I was . . . well, curious, I suppose. And I saw at once that Jasmine was reading it. The piece of paper, I mean, not the magazine,’ Dorothy added hastily.



Rycroft nodded, apparently insensible to the fact that he’d just had his intelligence rather cleverly insulted.



Graves’ lips, however, did their usual twitch. So, there was a lot more to the burly sergeant as well, Jenny mused fairly, than was obvious at first glance. Jenny had never been able to understand why the public in general always thought that a big, hefty man had to have a small brain.



She began to wonder whether it might be Graves, and not Rycroft after all, who provided the intelligence for their successful partnership.



‘After she’d read it, she sort of turned a few more pages, yawned, and said she was going up for a nap,’ Dorothy concluded. ‘Naturally, I wondered who the note was from.’



Again the cook nodded to herself. It all sounded very much like Jasmine Olney-type behaviour to her. She didn’t doubt that Dorothy Leigh was telling the truth.



Rycroft pursed his lips. ‘Could you see what was written on this note?’



But Dorothy quickly shook her head. ‘Oh no, I was sitting several seats away. I can only tell you that it wasn’t a very long note.’



Jenny gave a very slight cough. ‘Did you notice which magazine it was in?’



Dorothy smiled. ‘It was one of those fancy French fashion things. I remember particularly because I’ve always admired the actress who was on the cover.’



Jenny’s eye quickly scanned the room and alighted on the coffee table, on which resided two magazines. Rycroft, catching on, all but sprinted for the table, moving off the spot like an athlete hearing the starting gun.



Jenny, of course, who’d had no intention of making such an undignified dash for the evidence, felt her own lips begin to twitch. Ruthlessly, she firmed them into a hard straight line. Sergeant Graves’ example of hidden mirth could be most habit-forming.



The junior officer was a handsome man, too, Jenny noted absently and then frowned ferociously. If mixing business and pleasure was a no-no, then how much more of a no-no was mixing murder enquiries with pleasure? She quickly turned away from the sergeant and turned her mind strictly to Rycroft, who was returning to their position clustered around the door and riffling the pages of the magazine as he did so.



Then he gave a soft exclamation and withdrew a single piece of paper. ‘I’d have thought she’d have got rid of this by now,’ he said, avidly scanning the few lines.



As he read the ‘B O’K’ signed at the bottom of the note, he drew his breath in sharply.



‘O’Keefe again,’ he said, then suddenly remembered that Dorothy Leigh was still present. He quickly curled the note into his fist. ‘Oh, er, thank you, Mrs Leigh, for bringing this to our attention.’



Jenny very helpfully poured Dorothy’s milky drink for her and urged her to get to bed.



She was not quite as pale as she had been earlier on, and indeed, dressed in a long-sleeved mint-green dress, she now looked very fetching. But her eyes showed signs of strain, and the cook didn’t urge her to bed merely to help out Rycroft, who obviously wanted her gone.



As she watched Dorothy move across the main salon, her husband quickly joined her from the games room. Obviously, he’d been watching out for her, too. Together the young couple left the room. As a show of simple togetherness it was touching in a way you seldom felt about couples nowadays, Jenny mused with just a little sigh.



Obviously the sergeant thought so too.



‘Sweet,’ Graves said succinctly, but Rycroft was once again scanning the note. He handed it to Graves, who then, after a moment’s thought, handed it to the cook.



Jenny read the note thoughtfully. It purported to be from Brian O’Keefe, and it urged Jasmine to go to her room and wait for him. It asked her to keep a lookout at the door in case her husband should show up.



It was a very clever note, Jenny thought judiciously. Very clever indeed.



‘Right then,’ Rycroft said. ‘Let’s get O’Keefe in here. I want another word with him,’ he added ominously.



But as Graves started off, Jenny halted him in mid-stride with just one quiet, very well placed word. The word was, ‘Why?’



Rycroft and Graves both stared at her. ‘Why?’ Rycroft squeaked. ‘Because I want an explanation for this damned thing.’ He rattled the note. ‘That’s why.’



‘But O’Keefe didn’t write it,’ Jenny said patiently.



Graves returned to the doorway. He looked interested more than upset. Rycroft, on the other hand, was beginning to feel decidedly frayed at the edges.



‘Oh? You’re a handwriting expert, are you?’ he snapped. Jenny sighed crossly.



‘No, I make no such claim. But why, if he was all set to search Gabriel Olney’s room, would Brian invite Jasmine Olney to meet him there? He chose lunchtime to do the search precisely because he thought there would be nobody about to disturb him. So he’d hardly invite Jasmine to come and do just that, would he? Admittedly it was at the end of lunch, but it would’ve been cutting it too fine for him to take a risk like that.’



Rycroft opened his mouth and then abruptly closed it again. He stared at the note in his hand, his face openly aggrieved.



‘Perhaps they’re in it together?’ he said tentatively, then instantly corrected himself. ‘No, if that were so, there’d be no need for them to pass cute little notes to each other.’



‘Then who did write it?’ Graves finally asked.



Jenny shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’



But she was sure that she
 should
 know. All the clues, she was convinced, were right there in front of her. She just wasn’t seeing them clearly. She needed to rearrange them. She needed to sift through the camouflage. She needed to sleep.



‘I think we should all turn in,’ she said wearily. ‘I’m almost asleep on my feet now.’



But Rycroft, terrier-like, had the rat between his teeth once again, and had no intention of giving up shaking it about just yet. ‘Well, I for one want a word with Mrs Olney. Graves,’ he snapped.



The sergeant dutifully went into the games room and extracted the widow. As soon as she saw the magazine and note in the inspector’s hand, she stiffened, then seemed to wilt.



Her smile was somewhat ironic. ‘I see you’ve found the mysterious note, Inspector,’ she murmured. But she seemed more amused than afraid. She was wearing a low-cut black evening dress, and her eyes were heavily accentuated with mascara — despite her grief, Jasmine Olney hadn’t neglected to dress for dinner. She looked both attractive and dangerous. Both men felt themselves put on their mettle.



Rycroft nodded. ‘Can you explain it to us, please, Mrs Olney?’



Jasmine elegantly shrugged one white shoulder and raised a hand to fiddle with the single row of pearls at her neck.



Jenny noticed at once that they were real. Then she wondered exactly how much money Gabriel Olney had left, and whether he’d left it all to his wife. Or had David Leigh, in the last week or so perhaps, made up a new will and testament for Gabriel that had left his money entirely elsewhere?



‘What is there to explain?’ Jasmine shrugged. ‘I found the note in my magazine this afternoon, during the darts match. It seems like years ago now, not merely a matter of hours. Anyway, I went upstairs. He never came. And that’s the whole story,’ she added mockingly.



Her voice, although kept deliberately flat, had an undertone of real anger to it. Jenny, for one, had no trouble in detecting it at once. Nor did it surprise her. Jasmine Olney was clearly not the type of woman who would appreciate being stood up. Her ego was too fragile for such an insult to go unnoticed.



‘Why didn’t you tell your husband about it, Mrs Olney?’ Rycroft asked. ‘Or did you?’ he added sharply.



The cook saw at once where Rycroft was leading, of course. If Gabriel Olney knew about the supposed assignation, might he have tackled O’Keefe and been killed for his pains?



But Jasmine laughed openly at the question. ‘Tell Gabby? Why on earth would I do that?’ She sounded both genuinely puzzled and wary at the same time, like a mouse spying a twitching whisker at the mousehole.



Both men looked distinctly disapproving. ‘I see,’ Rycroft finally grated through severely clenched teeth. ‘So you went upstairs to meet a lover?’



But again Jasmine laughed, relaxing now that she understood the policeman’s interest, and apparently not one whit put out by the inspector’s obvious disapproval. ‘Hardly that, Inspector,’ she drawled. ‘I’d only set eyes on Brian O’Keefe yesterday. No, I never intended to let him . . . do . . . anything. I was merely curious, that’s all.’



Rycroft looked a little mollified at this. ‘I see. And you say Mr O’Keefe never showed up?’



‘No, he didn’t,’ Jasmine said shortly.



‘Did you hear anything whilst you were in your room, Mrs Olney?’ Jenny put in, making Rycroft fume silently at her cheek.



Jasmine glanced at her, surprised by the cook’s presence, but she answered her question readily enough. ‘No. At least, not when I was
 in
 my room. But now that you mention it . . . just before I got to the door I thought I heard something inside. But . . .’ She shrugged. ‘There was nobody there.’



Jenny nodded. Brian O’Keefe had good hearing. Or a guilty man’s super-sensitivity to sound. In any event, he’d managed to get out before being caught in the act of searching the room.



‘Was the window shut or open when you went in?’ she asked, earning herself yet another wrathful look from the inspector. This she met with such calmness that it only infuriated the tiny policeman all the more.



Jasmine frowned. ‘Well . . . now that I think about it, the window was closed. But it had been open previously. Gabriel always liked to sleep with the windows open. He was a soldier, you know,’ she added, as if this explained any and all of her husband’s idiosyncrasies. ‘And the day was so hot, I’m sure he wouldn’t have closed them for any reason when we got up. Why would he?’



She looked sharply at the two policemen, then at the cook. ‘Why do you ask?’



But at this point, Rycroft hastily dismissed her. She went, casting suspicious, thoughtful looks over her shoulder as she did so. ‘O’Keefe shut the window behind him, of course,’ Rycroft said, when the widow was safely out of earshot. ‘He must have heard her coming and bolted for it.’



‘Hmm,’ the cook made a soft sound of agreement. ‘He probably shut the window to help mask the sounds of his climbing down to the lower deck.’



That would have been the starboard deck, she suddenly realized. If she’d followed her usual habit of sitting out on the starboard deck after lunch, instead of going for a walk, she’d have been treated to a very interesting spectacle indeed. Instead, she’d been a good mile away at the time.



Such was the luck of travelling cooks.



Graves nodded. ‘So O’Keefe can think quickly on his feet.’



Jenny sighed wearily. There were far too many clever people on board this boat for her liking.



‘I’m going to bed,’ she said shortly. ‘My head’s spinning.’



* * *



The next morning Lucas suggested a walking party to the village of Carswell Marsh, to buy papers, to phone relatives and explain what had happened and, in David Leigh’s case, to phone his employers to make general arrangements for a short leave of absence.



Besides, Lucas wanted to buy some crackers for his parrot. Rycroft had no objection to this, and at ten o’clock Lucas, Jasmine, the Leighs, O’Keefe and the captain set off on their cross-country walk. No doubt they were all relieved to get away from the boat for a while, not to mention get out of sight of the policemen and all their questioning. Besides, it was a perfect day for such a tramp across the meadows.



Jenny, who was sitting out on the starboard deck watching a pair of moorhens and their chicks swimming in and out of the river reeds, had declined the offer. She had no one to telephone, and besides, she had some thinking to do.



It didn’t take the policemen long to find her. Graves pulled up a similarly hefty chair to the one the cook had requisitioned, whilst Rycroft perched with perfect ease on a flimsy wooden and canvas folding deckchair.



‘Well, Miss Starling,’ Rycroft said. ‘You’re the expert,’ he added sarcastically. ‘What are your thoughts so far?’



Jenny dragged her eyes from the moorhens and looked at him. She sighed unhappily.



‘I think,’ she said, ‘that someone has either been very clever, or very lucky, or both. Unless . . .’ But the thought that suddenly popped into her head was a little too far-fetched to voice without first thinking it over.



And thinking it over very carefully, at that.



‘I don’t suppose you’ve heard from the medical examiner yet?’ she asked curiously.



Rycroft shook his head and explained about the railway disaster that had slowed things up.



Jenny sighed. ‘A pity. I would have liked to know if Mr Olney had been drugged. I don’t believe he was, of course, but . . . it’s nice to be
 sure
 of these things, isn’t it?’



Rycroft blinked. ‘Drugged? What made you ever imagine that he’d been drugged? The medico was sure that he drowned.’



Jenny nodded. ‘Oh yes, I’m sure that he did too.’



Rycroft slowly leaned back in his chair and took several deep breaths. He hated questioning women. They were so damned . . . illogical.



‘If there were drugs involved, then it was premeditated.’ He tried a different tack, and the cook willingly went with him.



‘If Gabriel was drugged, yes. But I don’t think he was. And I don’t think, somehow, that this was pre-planned. It smacks too much of desperation for that.’



Rycroft glanced at Graves to see if he was faring any better. Apparently he was, for he said slowly, thoughtfully, ‘You have some kind of problem with the method of killing, Miss Starling?’



Jenny started. There was no other word for it. She opened her eyes very widely and said, with total sincerity, ‘But of course I have. Don’t you?’



Rycroft clutched the side of the chair until his knuckles turned white.



Jenny stared at them, bewildered. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But I thought . . . I mean, it’s so obvious that I was sure that you must have . . .’



Aware that she was not exactly earning herself any brownie points, she took a deep breath and started at the beginning.



‘On the face of it,’ she explained, ‘the rope and boot on the port side of the deck suggests that Mr Olney was overpowered, that the killer tied the rope to his foot, hauled him over the side, let him drown, pulled him back and put him in the cupboard. Yes?’



Rycroft let go of the chair, and nodded. ‘Yes.’



‘But that’s so patently absurd as to be laughable,’ she said, her voice rising an octave into a near-squeak of incredulity. ‘To begin with, how did the killer overpower Mr Olney? He was fit enough, and an old soldier to boot.’



Rycroft was beginning to feel uncomfortable. It occurred to him that whilst he had spent his time
 investigating
 , Jenny Starling had spent her time
 thinking
 . And he was beginning to appreciate just how exasperated his colleagues must have felt on their previous murder investigations where she had also been involved.



Now, he shrugged and tried to keep up with her. ‘Well, we assumed the killer gave Olney a crack on the head before trussing him up,’ he said, somewhat defensively, and looked at Graves, who nodded his agreement.



‘But didn’t the medical man say he could find no obvious cuts, bruises or outward marks of violence on the body?’ she reminded him. ‘At least, when I looked at Mr Olney with you, Inspector, I couldn’t see anything. Only his fingernails looked a bit broken, and his knuckles looked slightly discoloured. I don’t know enough about pathology, of course, to know if bruises can develop after death or not. But apart from that, there seemed to be nothing wrong with Mr Olney at all. Or am I wrong?’



Rycroft ran a finger around his collar. ‘No, you’re not wrong,’ he admitted uneasily. He too had noticed no obvious wounds on the body. And any medico examining a body — even giving it a very quick and preliminary look-over at the scene — would have noted any bashes on the head.



‘And surely one of the very first things a doctor checks is a body’s head?’ Jenny said, eerily echoing his own thoughts.



Rycroft reluctantly admitted that it was so. Looking back, he could see in his mind’s eye the police surgeon running his hands carefully over Gabriel Olney’s head.



‘And he didn’t report to you later on any bumps or bangs on Mr Olney’s head?’ she pressed.



Rycroft frowned, not liking the feeling he was getting that he was being backed into a corner. ‘No. He didn’t,’ he confirmed shortly.



‘So I repeat,’ the plump cook said, ‘how did the killer overpower Mr Olney?’



‘He couldn’t have. Unless he was drugged,’ Sergeant Graves said. ‘But you said you didn’t believe he was drugged.’



Jenny sighed. ‘No. I don’t think so, but I don’t
 know
 so. Not for sure. That’s why I wanted to know if you’d got the post-mortem report.’



Rycroft grunted. ‘Well, say for the moment the killer
 did
 dope Mr Olney somehow. He tied him up, chucked him over the side, and drowned him.’



But Jenny was already shaking her head. ‘Inspector, does that sound reasonable to you?’ she asked, and Rycroft was back once more to clutching the side of his chair.



‘Consider the difficulties,’ she urged, for all the world like a teacher instructing a classroom. ‘The killer would have to have doped Mr Olney sometime in the afternoon. Without being seen. He — or she — would then have had to either hide the unconscious man, or go through the rigmarole with the rope and drowning that you’ve just described, again
 without being seen
 . Then the killer would have to hide the body in my cupboard — still without being seen. How? How could all this be done?’



Rycroft swallowed hard. ‘We know that at four o’clock the deck was dry,’ he began. ‘The killer could reasonably guess that the captain would be on the bridge, and O’Keefe in the engine room.’



‘Providing it was neither of them that did it,’ she put in.



‘Right,’ Rycroft conceded.



‘And he knew that Jasmine would be in her room,’ Graves put in brightly.



‘Right. The note was a decoy,’ Rycroft agreed.



‘But by four o’clock Jasmine had been out of her room for a good forty-five minutes,’ she pointed out, hating to rain on their parade. But facts were facts.



Rycroft groaned. ‘But she went back up to her room for a quarter of an hour,’ he suddenly remembered. ‘To change, or whatever. And at just about four o’clock too.’ He was reluctant to let a good theory go to waste, just because the facts didn’t fit.



‘The Leighs were on the opposite side of the boat,’ Graves added, getting carried away with the theorizing now, ‘and you were in the galley.’



‘So how did the killer get the body into my cupboard?’ she asked bluntly.



‘When you were taking Dorothy Leigh her tea and toast,’ Rycroft said quickly.



Jenny looked from one policeman to another. ‘But don’t you see how
 risky
 this all is?’ she asked, exasperated. ‘What’s to stop me from going back to the galley straight after taking Dorothy her toast? The killer couldn’t
 know
 that I would take a stroll around the boat. And besides all that, Lucas Finch was wandering around all afternoon. He could have bumped into the killer at any point in these proceedings.’



‘If it isn’t Finch we’re after.’ This time it was Rycroft’s turn to put in the little dig.



Jenny ignored this childishness and kept doggedly to the point. ‘What’s to have stopped the Leighs from leaving the starboard deck? How could the killer know how long Jasmine would be gone? She might only have nipped up to the loo. She could have been gone only a minute or so. But in that time the killer dragged Olney’s body to the side, drowned him and carted him back to my cupboard? I don’t think so.’



Graves scratched his chin. ‘If he or she did, it sounds . . .’ He looked lost for words.



‘Desperate?’ Jenny supplied one for him helpfully. ‘Suicidal?
 Risky
 ?’



‘And yet, it worked,’ Rycroft pointed out.



‘But did it?’ she asked sceptically. ‘If so, how come the deck was wet, but not the route the killer must have taken to my galley? Why wasn’t the galley floor wet? It wasn’t, you know. Only the cupboard floor was wet.’



‘I know that,’ Rycroft snapped, although in fact that detail had totally escaped him. ‘The killer must have covered him in something dry.’



‘The plastic sheet,’ Graves suddenly whooped, remembering the cook’s fascination with the engineer’s woodpile and its covering and now understanding it. ‘It was bound to dry out quickly in the boiler room, and putting it in the engine room meant that it was also out of sight.’



‘So the killer must have waited until Brian O’Keefe had stepped out of the engine room,’ she said. ‘He has to every now and then, of course,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘I’ve seen him. He checks in with the captain every so often for a start. Then he checks the paddles at the back. Oils things. But it all takes time. How did the killer know that O’Keefe was going to conveniently leave the engine room and allow him or her time to put the wet plastic over the wood to dry out?’



‘But O’Keefe did leave the engine room,’ Graves pointed out. ‘He was going to ask the captain where they were. But then recognized the straight stretch of river, or so he said. So he was out of the engine room for a few moments at least.’ Then he frowned. ‘Of course, the killer would still have to have been nippy. Very nippy now that I think about it.’



‘Incidentally,’ Jenny put in, ‘I hope you realize the significance of that straight stretch of river.’



Rycroft glanced at her. He didn’t look pleased. ‘Significance?’



The cook sighed. Did she have to point out even the obvious?



‘The
 Swan
 travels at about four miles per hour. On a straight stretch of river, such as the one we travelled down yesterday afternoon, the captain could have tied off the wheel, murdered Olney, and gone back, without anyone knowing. With the boat travelling slowly, the straight stretch could be made to last for at least half an hour, and the boat would be perfectly safe without anyone steering her. Other boats would be sure to see her coming a long way off and steer to either side of her, so there’d be no question of a collision to give the game away. The captain could have left the wheelhouse any time during that period. It’s a wonderful sort of alibi to have. Everyone thinks the captain
 must
 be steering the boat. But that’s not necessarily so.’



Rycroft sighed, fighting back the urge to scream. Loudly. ‘We’ve already established that nobody had an alibi for every moment of that afternoon, Miss Starling. I think we can agree that anyone
 could
 have done it.’



Sergeant Graves shifted uneasily in his chair. ‘What exactly are you getting at, Miss Starling? Are you saying that Mr Olney
 wasn’t
 drowned on the port deck?’



Jenny shook her head, more in sorrow than in denial. ‘I’m just pointing out how impossibly risky the whole thing must have been, if the evidence is to be believed,’ she explained patiently. ‘And haven’t you asked yourself
 why
 Gabriel Olney was put in my cupboard? If the killer did heave him over the side, tied by one foot to a rope to ensure that he drowned, why didn’t the killer then simply undo the rope and let Gabriel’s corpse float down the river? In due course, he’d be noted as missing, we’d quickly set up a hue and cry, and his body would be found somewhere on the Thames. The police would conclude, with no bumps or signs of violence on the body, that he’d simply fallen overboard and drowned. Even if you
 did
 suspect foul play,’ she cut in quickly, as Rycroft opened his mouth to hotly deny that they’d come to such a conclusion so quickly, ‘what
 proof
 would you have? You might suspect that there was something rotten going on, but you’d be more likely to drop it and label it an accident after a diligent investigation, if Olney had been found floating face down by some innocent bystander walking their dog. But by putting the corpse in my cupboard, it was like advertising the fact that it was murder. Why?’



Rycroft was beginning to get a headache. ‘Do
 you
 know why?’ he asked hopefully.



But Jenny shook her head. ‘It seems to make no sense. But then so many things about this case don’t make sense. Haven’t you noticed how . . .
 messy
 things are?’ she demanded, beginning to sound thoroughly exasperated herself now. ‘Hasn’t it struck you how muddled up everything is? Brian O’Keefe searches the Olneys’ room, but somebody sends a note to Mrs Olney that sends her upstairs, and so she almost catches Brian out, forcing him to flee down the balcony. David Leigh forges a suicide note, but the killer goes out of his way to make sure everyone knows it was murder. Everyone seems to be falling over everyone else’s feet.’



‘Coincidence?’ Graves murmured. ‘Or something else?’



‘If it’s something else,’ Jenny said gloomily, ‘then a whole lot of them are in on it together. But it’s too messy for that. Too uncoordinated. If it was a conspiracy, you could expect them to make a better job of it. As it is, it’s been like a comedy of errors from start to finish. And yet the murder itself must have been very clever. The rope, the boot, the plastic sheet . . . the incredible timing. You just can’t put it all down to luck on the killer’s part.’



Rycroft got briskly to his feet. ‘Sergeant, I want you to go to the village and speak to the medical examiner. Tell him I want a toxicology test run on Olney immediately. Wait around and keep chivvying them if you have to, but make sure they get on with it, and then bring the results back with you. At least we can clear up the question of whether or not he was drugged.’



Graves nodded and left.



When he was gone, Rycroft looked at the cook thoughtfully. ‘I think you’ll find, you know,’ he said slowly, ‘that Olney was drugged. If, as you say, he wasn’t knocked on the head, then how did the killer get him to meekly agree to having a rope tied around his leg? Not to mention allow himself to be tossed overboard without so much as raising a shout?’ Rycroft shook his ugly head. ‘No. If somebody was trying to drown me, I’d scream blue bloody murder.’



Jenny nodded. It was a good point.



‘But nobody heard anything,’ Rycroft continued. Really, it was amazing how talking things through with the big, handsome woman helped him to see things more clearly. ‘And on a boat this size, surely somebody, somewhere, would hear a man cry out? No, Olney must have been drugged.’



But Jenny didn’t think so. Jenny, in fact, was pretty sure she knew exactly
 how
 Olney had died, and it was not in the way the killer wanted them to think.



But that still didn’t get her any further forward in finding out
 who
 the killer was.



She only knew that the killer was clever. That the killer had been desperate.



That the killer had either been very lucky or very confident. And that thought, for some reason, made the cook feel deeply unhappy.









 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Jenny put back the last bag of mixed vegetables into the cooler and checked off her list of ingredients. It wasn’t anywhere near as long as she’d have liked it to be, but she could still do enough with it to be able to hold her head up high, come the next mealtime. She sighed, put down the pen and pad of paper, and stepped out of the galley.



Luckily, the others must have decided to stay on and lunch at the pub in Carswell Marsh, so she’d only had to prepare lunch for herself and Inspector Rycroft, which would help eke out the meagre rations. Sergeant Graves had not yet returned. It was still only 2:30, however, and she expected him back in time for dinner.



She wondered if he’d think to bring more supplies with him, but doubted it. Men tended to think good food appeared out of thin air. Unless they lived alone, of course, in which case most of them seemed to think it came from a pizza box.



She found Rycroft on the rear deck, staring gloomily at the paddle wheels.



‘Inspector,’ she said quietly. ‘If you want us to spend another night on board, I’m really going to have to get some more food in.’



The inspector sighed but nodded. ‘Make out a list. I’ll have one of the constables go into the nearest town for it,’ he said, still staring at the elegant blades.



Jenny nodded, was about to return to the galley, then hesitated.



Rycroft was looking slump-shouldered and miserable. ‘It’ll be all right, you know, Inspector,’ she said softly, but with rather more confidence than she actually felt.



The policeman turned to give her his usual, all-purpose raised-eyebrow look. The cook sighed and left him to it. No doubt he was under pressure from his superiors to clear up this murder quickly. It was not his fault that this particular case was proving to be a very frustrating, not to mention very oddly executed crime. She only hoped that when Sergeant Graves returned, he brought with him some helpful information.



As it happened, she didn’t have long to wait.



She’d just finished writing out a full list of the supplies she’d need, and had already set about making a savoury beef stew for dinner, when she heard the roar of the motorbike returning. She stepped outside to see what was afoot.



Rycroft was still on the rear deck, but now his eyes were avidly following the progress of his sergeant. Graves leapt on board and nodded to his superior. ‘Sir.’



Jenny coughed, just to announce her presence, but neither policeman seemed inclined towards privacy.



‘You have the test results?’ Rycroft asked abruptly.



Graves nodded. ‘But only because they sent down some relief from the John Radcliffe and the doc was able to start work on our Mr Olney last night. He confirms there was no knock on the head, and, by the way, he did detail several broken fingernails and some — but not much — bruising of the knuckles on both of Olney’s hands.’



Rycroft rather angrily waved away the confirmation of the cook’s sharp eyes. ‘Was he drugged?’ he demanded impatiently.



Graves shook his head. ‘Not that the doc can tell. Of course, not all the tests are in yet, but we can say that Olney certainly wasn’t drugged with any of the usual, easily available drugs.’



‘And nobody on board has expert medical knowledge, or access to anything more exotic to make a do-it-yourself Mickey Finn,’ Rycroft murmured to himself. So that would also seem to confirm Miss Starling’s hunch, he admitted to himself grimly.



So how the hell had the killer managed to drown Olney without the beggar putting up a fight? He shot the large woman an angry look.



As if it’s my fault, Jenny thought wryly, but had better sense than to let even the ghost of a smile cross her face.



‘But that’s not all,’ Graves said, and from his voluminous breast pocket began to pull out several official-looking police reports. ‘Our lads have been busy. And the stuff they’ve got on David Leigh is quite something.’



By unspoken mutual consent, the three of them walked back into the main salon and spread the papers on the table. The others still weren’t back from the village, but Rycroft wasn’t worried about that. He’d sent constables with them to keep an eye out, just in case somebody made a bolt for it.



Now, though, he had other things on his mind.



‘First, the handwriting experts confirm that the suicide note was a forgery. It’s definitely not Gabriel Olney’s handwriting, although the boffin at Brasenose that we use said that it was a very competent, but not, in his experience, professional job.’



Rycroft nodded. ‘So we’re dealing with a gifted amateur.’



‘We also showed him copies of David Leigh’s handwriting, and he gave us the thumbs up. In his opinion, it’s likely that Leigh was the forger.’



‘In his opinion, it’s
 likely
 , is it?’ His lips twisted sardonically. ‘They don’t like to commit themselves, do they?’



Graves smiled. ‘But it gets better, sir. Do you remember Gimsole? The constable who worked on that fraud case over in Banbury?’



The inspector nodded. ‘A good man to have on old-fashioned paperwork — especially when it comes to records that aren’t on computer yet. He has a nose for it, I think his superiors said.’



‘Right. Well, we had a spot of good luck there. Gimsole was put onto tracking down David Leigh’s past doings. Any other PC might have missed it. But Gimsole’s a thorough little nerd,’ he said affectionately. ‘Now, it appears that some old retired general or other had retained Leigh to look into some past military records for him. He was writing his memoirs, or something, and he had friends at the War Office and at the local branches of ex-soldiers’ clubs—’



‘Get on with it, Graves,’ Rycroft snapped. He was obviously not in the mood to appreciate the finer details.



Graves nodded, not a whit put out by his superior officer’s crabbiness. ‘Right, sir. It appears that when he was doing this rather sensitive digging for the general, Leigh stumbled onto something that hit rather closer to home. Gimsole was able to follow the paper trail Leigh left behind, although he’d tried to cover his tracks. Gimsole was really very clever . . .’



‘Graves,’ Rycroft gritted. Nor was he in the mood to appreciate Gimsole’s famous ‘nose’ either, it seemed.



‘Sir,’ Graves said apologetically. ‘It seems that the memoir-writing general, our Colonel Gabriel Olney, and a Lieutenant Arnold Leigh — David Leigh’s father — were all involved in the same regiment. As you know, a lot of local lads were part of the—’



‘Graves,’ Rycroft positively growled now.



Which in itself was some feat, Jenny thought in startled appreciation, given the fact that the inspector’s natural voice was practically falsetto.



‘Sorry, sir,’ Graves said yet again, obviously wondering what had happened to put his superior in such a bad mood. ‘The upshot is,’ he carried on, pretending not to notice Rycroft roll his eyes in relief, ‘that Gabriel Olney was in the Falklands conflict, and in charge of a group of men which included Arnold Leigh. It seems that Gabriel sent Leigh off on a suicide mission. He later told his superior officers that he needed to get a written message through the lines as he believed the usual channels had been compromised, but no message was found on Leigh’s body when he was picked up by the medical team. He died in the ambulance before he could be got to the military field hospital by the way. Anyway, nothing was done about it immediately. Olney was not the only colonel by a long shot to make a mistake and get one of his people killed.’



Rycroft had begun to look interested now, as had Jenny. ‘You say that David Leigh uncovered all this?’



‘Gimsole says that he did. Oh, he started off chasing down proof of the general’s daring deeds, but when he came across the reports on Arnold Leigh, his own father, he abandoned his client’s interests to satisfy his own curiosity. Apparently, the official version of his father’s death had differed somewhat from what the family had been told,’ he added dryly.



‘Understandable,’ Rycroft said shortly. ‘But I have a feeling there’s more to this than meets the eye.’



Graves nodded. ‘There is,’ he confirmed, his voice going a tone harder now.



Jenny shifted uncomfortably on her seat, already sensing that something very nasty was about to rear its ugly head.



‘A sergeant . . . one . . .’ Graves quickly checked the report. ‘Watt Gingridge, who was a friend of Arnold Leigh’s, wrote to a friend back home saying that Gabriel Olney had deliberately sent Leigh off on the mission, knowing that he’d get killed, and that he lied when he said he’d given Leigh important papers to carry. He further wrote that Arnold Leigh had told him that he’d seen Olney desert the platoon earlier that day, when the firing was most intense.’



Rycroft scowled. ‘There were some nasty skirmishes in the Falklands,’ he recalled, his voice grim.



Graves ignored the interruption. ‘He also told Gingridge that he believed that Olney
 knew
 that Leigh had seen him run away, and was afraid that Leigh would report his cowardice to the general. This Watt Gingridge alleged that Arnold Leigh had come to him after Olney had given him the orders to try and get through enemy lines, and told Gingridge that Olney was deliberately sending him to his death to keep him quiet. He wanted Gingridge to give a sort of “goodbye” letter to his wife. Apparently, though, he never told her of his suspicions in the letter. Perhaps he was scared that if he did, and she went after Olney in the courts, they’d give her a hard time. You know how the army likes to keep their disgraces strictly on the Q.T. Anyway, Gingridge took the letter and duly sent it to Leigh’s widow when Arnold had been confirmed missing and then killed in action.’



Rycroft swallowed hard. ‘What a bastard,’ he said quietly. But there was such a wealth of feeling behind the simple sentence that it made a cold shiver sneak across Jenny’s spine.



Graves nodded. ‘But it didn’t end there. The friend that Gingridge wrote to had another friend in the War Office and he passed the letter on. Unfortunately, by that time Gingridge himself was reported killed, and although the MPs had Olney in and questioned him, they could prove nothing. Besides, the powers that be had troop morale to think of, not to mention the kind of bad reaction that would follow in the press if it ever came out. And it seemed that once Olney had been given the requisite short sharp shock, he apparently knuckled down and acquitted himself reasonably well until the fighting was over.’



‘Unless he fled under fire again, and this time there was no poor sod to see him do it,’ Rycroft grunted. ‘Once a coward, always a coward, I say.’



Graves nodded. ‘Anyway, David Leigh uncovered the original Gingridge letter, and the notes of the interview between the tribunal and Olney. Like I said, the old general who’d hired him to help with the memoirs had clout, and since it was his lads and his regiment in the first place, Leigh got access to stuff they normally keep under very close lock and key. Of course the general whose memoirs Leigh was helping to research knew nothing about what Leigh was up to, or he’d have put a stop to it. And I daresay Leigh wouldn’t have been in any hurry to bring it to the general’s attention either. I reckon he didn’t want it to get official or become public any more than the army did. He obviously decided he was going to go about things very differently,’ Graves concluded flatly.



It was impossible to tell from either his face or his tone of voice whether he approved of David Leigh’s desire for personal revenge or not.



‘So David Leigh knew that Olney was a coward who’d deliberately killed his father?’ Rycroft sighed. ‘No wonder he wanted to take matters into his own hands.’



‘Just think of it,’ Jenny said softly, her voice thick with compassion. ‘David Leigh would have spent years thinking that his father was a war hero. That he’d willingly sacrificed his life for his country and comrades. That his death had been tragic but heroic, and most of all, accidental. Other men died in the Falklands, after all, and his father had just happened to be one of the unlucky ones. But then to suddenly find out that it had not been fate, an accident or bad luck after all, but a deliberate act by his commanding officer . . .’ She let her voice trail off.



Jenny felt, in fact, rather sick. And she was obviously not the only one to feel that way.



‘Olney deserved what he got,’ Graves suddenly said. ‘My granddad was a fighting man too, in the last war. He told me what it was like out there in the thick of it. You had to rely on your officers. You had to keep faith with your mates and trust that the bigwigs knew what they were doing.’



Rycroft shook his head. ‘Olney abused his power,’ he grunted. ‘No two ways about it.’



‘Couldn’t Arnold Leigh have refused to go?’ Jenny suddenly asked. ‘If Olney didn’t give him any papers, but just ordered him across the lines . . .’ She trailed off as both men looked across at her. It was not a scornful look they gave her, but rather a sad one.



‘Olney could have had him court-martialled for disobeying orders.’ Rycroft took it upon himself to educate her.



‘Or had up on charges of cowardice,’ Graves added. ‘And that would have haunted him for the rest of his life. No, poor Arnold Leigh was finished whatever he did. In the end he did the only thing he could. The thing that I would have done if I’d been in his place.’ Graves shook his head, with infinite pity for the dead soldier. ‘He told a good mate what was happening, and wrote a letter home.’



Jenny shivered. ‘No wonder David Leigh hated him so much.’



‘And killed him,’ Rycroft said, glancing at Graves, who looked as unhappy as his superior. ‘We have proof that he wrote the suicide note — or as much proof as we need. A jury will believe our Brasenose don all right — he makes an impressive witness in the stand. And David Leigh was on board the boat when it happened. He had both motive and opportunity.’



Graves withdrew a long document from his pocket and handed it over. ‘I took the liberty, sir, of getting a warrant for Leigh’s arrest.’



But he didn’t sound happy about it and Rycroft took the document looking equally miserable. ‘Right,’ he said reluctantly.



Jenny coughed. ‘I think you’re forgetting something,’ she said quietly.



Rycroft, who’d had just about enough for now, turned on her angrily. ‘Look, Miss Starling, I know you’re used to being the centre of attention whenever somebody’s been murdered, but this time you’ll just have to accept the fact that we, the police, have solved this case, and not you. Now, I’ve got to make arrangements to arrest a man who, in my own personal opinion, was fully justified in doing what he did. So give me a break, will you?’ he snarled, and took a deep, shaky breath.



The Junoesque cook was silent for a moment. She was very much aware that Rycroft was genuinely upset, as was Graves. But they were thinking with their hearts and not with their heads, and might be about to make a very costly mistake.



‘Inspector,’ she said patiently. ‘I think it’s obvious that David Leigh came on board this boat determined to kill Gabriel Olney. I think it’s also obvious why. We also know he forged a suicide note and put it in Olney’s room. I think he did it yesterday morning. I myself saw him coming out of the Olneys’ room. I’d had a bath, and noticed him leaving.’



Rycroft nodded. ‘That’ll be useful evidence, Miss Starling,’ he said flatly. ‘The case against Leigh is building up nicely. He could have killed Olney any time between four and four fifteen. We only have his wife’s word that he stayed with her, and that’s less than worthless. They’re devoted to each other, that’s perfectly obvious to anyone who sees them together — either one of them would lie their heads off to protect the other.’



Jenny sighed. ‘I agree. But answer me this. If David Leigh planned to kill Gabriel Olney and fake it to look like suicide,
 why did he put Olney’s body in my cupboard
 ? What kind of suicide is that?’



Rycroft, who’d risen to give orders to a constable to take him to Carswell Marsh to arrest David Leigh, suddenly sat down again. He stared at the cook, his face a mixture of relief, bewilderment and, lastly, sheer frustration.



‘Only an idiot would do something that so obviously pointed to murder,’ Jenny carried on ruthlessly. ‘If David Leigh had killed Olney, he would have simply let his body fall overboard and be taken away by the river. What evidence would there be then to say that Olney hadn’t committed suicide? That, surely, must have been his plan, yes?’



‘But Leigh had the perfect motive,’ he finally said mournfully.



‘So did Mrs Olney, sir,’ Graves put in. Like his superior, he too felt a certain relief that the cook was standing up for David Leigh so strongly. He himself would have been tempted to kill Olney, if he’d discovered that the ex-colonel had deliberately sent his own father to his death. And like Rycroft, he also hadn’t felt any of the usual pleasure and satisfaction that normally came when you were about to arrest a murderer.



Now Rycroft looked at Graves. ‘You have something else for me?’



Graves nodded. ‘The Olneys were well off, but not rich. Olney knew that Lucas wouldn’t part with the boat unless Olney offered him a good price for it. Lucas wouldn’t value his reputation to
 that
 extent! But Olney wanted the
 Swan
 , and he was prepared to wipe out his bank balance to do it.’



Graves handed over the banking material that clearly showed the amount of money Olney had been worth, and Rycroft pursed his lips in a silent whistle. ‘Olney
 would
 have been wiped out,’ he said, surprised.



The forensics boys had pieced together the pieces of torn cheque they’d found in Olney’s wastepaper basket and Graves had affixed it to the banking documents. ‘I reckon Olney would have had to sell the house, sir, just to keep this boat running,’ Graves pointed out. ‘And Mrs Olney has expensive habits,’ Graves added, handing over yet more paperwork, this time in the form of bills, receipts and expenditures.



This time, Rycroft whistled out loud. ‘She spent more money on clothes in one week than I earn in a month,’ he said, his voice a scandalized squeak. ‘Theatre tickets, travel expenses to Paris . . . good grief. No wonder she tore up that cheque. I’m assuming she was the one who found it and tore it up?’



‘I think that’s a fair assumption, sir,’ Graves said, his lips once more twitching.



‘So if her husband spent all his money buying this boat, and sold the house to pay for the
 Swan
 ’s upkeep, she could expect to see her pretty and expensive little habits sent down the tubes, and no messing about.’



Graves nodded. ‘And she’s been keeping a man, sir — a very handsome bloke who is supposed to be some sort of an artist. Not that Constable Greenly was able to find any gallery or individual who’d actually bought one of his pieces.’



Rycroft read through the report on Jasmine Olney’s London flat and extra-marital activities with a look of fastidious distaste on his face. As usual, he got straight to the point. ‘You had someone check out Olney’s solicitors?’



Graves nodded. ‘Very interesting, sir. For a start, Olney used David Leigh’s firm, as you know. Pringle, Ford and Soames. It was Mr Ford who confirmed the contents of Olney’s will for us. It all goes to the widow, although Olney had made an appointment for next week to make an alteration to his will and also to discuss a totally different subject.’



‘Oh?’ Rycroft asked, his nose almost twitching as he scented a new hare.



‘Hmm,’ Graves said. ‘Mr Ford, when pressed, admitted that Olney had indicated that he wanted to make a new will, cutting out Mrs Olney altogether. He also said that he’d asked Ford if he would take on his divorce case for him.’ Graves smiled grimly. ‘He was about to give her the old heave-ho. And I think, given the type of woman she is, she must have at least suspected as much.’



Rycroft sighed. ‘So. The widow had a motive every bit as strong as that of David Leigh. As you say it’s hard to imagine that she would have missed the clues that indicated that her husband was about to divorce her and cut her out of his will.’



Nobody objected to Rycroft’s logic.



‘And she says she was in her room at four o’clock to four fifteen, changing and putting on make-up, but nobody saw her. She could have killed him—’ Here Rycroft suddenly broke off. ‘Damn! No, she couldn’t. I know Olney wasn’t a big man — he was built like a whippet. But even so, I can’t see a woman being strong enough to overpower him, drown him, and then cart his body about and shove it in Miss Starling’s cupboard. We’ve
 got
 to be looking for a man.’



Graves sighed. ‘Lester could have done it. As Miss Starling pointed out, there was that long straight stretch of river. He could have tied the wheel off, killed Olney and shoved him in the cupboard. The same can be said of O’Keefe and Lucas Finch. And speaking of motives . . .’



Rycroft nodded. ‘In getting rid of Olney, Lucas gets to keep his blessed boat and get rid of a blackmailer.’



Jenny heaved a massive sigh. ‘So many people wanting Gabriel Olney dead,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘So many of them . . .’ And then, suddenly, like a bolt from the blue, it all made perfect sense.



Everything she’d seen, and not realized she’d seen. Everything she’d heard and not truly understood. What she’d already surmised about the murder method. It all combined to suddenly collide in one brilliant kaleidoscope to make total and utter sense.



In one instant, she saw it all. From start to finish.



She got up abruptly. ‘I think I’ll make a cup of tea. Who wants one?’



‘What? Oh, yes please,’ Rycroft said. He was going over the papers again, trying to sort it all out into some kind of order. But Sergeant Graves had been watching the cook. He’d seen her suddenly stiffen. He’d noticed her eyes go round in shock. He’d seen her go suddenly pale.



‘I’ll give you a hand, Miss Starling,’ Graves said firmly, pretending not to notice the go-away look she gave him.



She needed to think, damn it. She
 had
 to think!



Just then, the sound of cheerful voices floated across the fields, and the party of boaters suddenly appeared through the gap in the hedge.



‘Better make that teas all round,’ Rycroft said drolly. ‘The wanderers have returned.’



Jenny could have screamed. She’d never known a worse case of bad timing.



She walked crisply to the galley and set about making the tea. Behind her she heard the door close quietly. When she turned, Sergeant Graves was leaning against the door, and was in the process of folding his arms across his chest. His handsome, blunt face looked at her in open admiration. ‘You know, don’t you?’ he said simply.



Jenny firmed her lips and reached for the teabags.



Graves watched her in silence for a minute, and then said quietly, ‘Are you going to let me in on it?’



The cook smiled grimly. ‘That’s rather a telling slip, Sergeant Graves. Am I going to let
 you
 in on it. Not
 us
 ?’



Graves’ lips twitched. ‘Inspector Rycroft is a fine officer.’



‘But you’re a better one,’ she shot back.



‘You’re stalling, Miss Starling,’ Graves said quietly, shaking his head and forcing the cook to stop her frantic tea making and look at him more closely.



‘You really
 are
 good,’ she said at last, sounding just a little — not much, just a little — surprised.



Sergeant Graves smiled. ‘Thank you,’ he said simply. ‘But you’re better — is that what you’re waiting to hear? Now — out with it. Who did it?’



Jenny turned back abruptly to the kettle and fiddled with the gas. She didn’t like to be hurried. She wasn’t being given time to mull it all over. And she needed time.



‘Miss Starling,’ Graves pressed her firmly. ‘I want that name.’ Jenny slowly put down the kettle, turned, and took a deep breath.



‘You’re not going to like it,’ she warned him.



Graves’ face tightened. ‘Nevertheless,’ he said simply, ‘murder is still murder.’



Jenny stared at him for a long, long moment. Then she sighed. ‘Yes,’ she agreed sadly. ‘I suppose, when all’s said and done, murder
 is
 murder.’



The kettle began to boil and she turned and filled the teapot. She put the cups, milk and sugar onto a huge tray, added the full teapot and lifted the whole into the air. When she turned, Graves was still standing firmly in front of the door.



Jenny thought for a moment, then gave a brief nod. ‘All right,’ she said flatly. ‘Do you still have that warrant for David Leigh’s arrest?’



Graves paled, but nodded calmly. ‘Yes.’



‘Then I suggest you use it,’ she said fatalistically.



Graves paused, then inclined his big head and opened the door for her. Jenny went through into the main salon, and put the tray down on the table. Now the whole cruise party was gathered together once more. After their long, hot walk, everyone congregated around it eagerly.



As Graves bent over Rycroft and whispered something in his ear, David Leigh poured a cup for his wife and took it to her where she sat on the sofa. There he rested it on the wide wooden armrest for her to allow it to cool, before returning for his own cup.



Rycroft cast the cook a quick, searching look, then nodded at Graves. Graves extracted the warrant, which he’d returned to his coat pocket, and straightened up.



Brian O’Keefe, who’d grabbed a mug of tea and was about to scarper back to the engine room, caught the look on the sergeant’s face and froze. Tobias Lester and Lucas Finch stiffened as Graves suddenly coughed very loudly.



Everyone turned to look at him.



Graves moved a little to his right, just to be within grabbing distance of David Leigh should he decide to try and make a run for it.



‘Mr David Leigh,’ he said, his voice as grave as his name. ‘I have a warrant for your arrest on the charge of murder. You do not have to say anything . . .’



David Leigh stared at him, slack-jawed. As a solicitor, of course, he was probably more aware of his legal rights than the policeman arresting him, but he looked so surprised and stricken that Jenny wondered nervously if he was even taking it in at all.



She felt a fierce thump of contrition hit her. Then, just as the cook had known she must, Dorothy Leigh suddenly jumped to her feet, knocking over her cup of tea to the ground.



Nobody noticed the minor mishap. Everyone was too transfixed by the drama being played out in front of them to pay any attention to such a small thing.



‘No!’ Dorothy cried out desperately. ‘You can’t!’



Lucas made an instinctive move to go to her, but Dorothy was already rushing towards her husband and Sergeant Graves.



The others continued to stand, frozen in shock. Ever since the body had been discovered, each and every one of them had known that a killer was amongst them. But although they might have suspected each other in turn, none of them had ever really thought that the police would make an arrest.



Now, they could only watch in helpless fascination as one of their number — the quiet, handsome young solicitor — was culled from the herd.



‘. . . anything you do say will be taken down and can be used in evidence against you,’ Graves continued, ignoring Dorothy’s shouted denials. ‘If you choose not to say anything that you later rely on in court . . .’



Dorothy had now reached her husband’s side, and she clung to him, grabbing his arm, thrusting herself forward to stand between the man she loved and the forces of the law.



‘Mrs Leigh, please move out of the way,’ Inspector Rycroft said, anxious to avoid any roughhousing. Mrs Leigh, in her condition, could seriously hurt herself if she accidentally got in the big sergeant’s way.



He reached for her arm, but she shook him off angrily. Her blue eyes blazed like lightning bolts. ‘No!’ she shouted again. ‘You can’t arrest him. You can’t.’



‘Mrs Leigh, please,’ Rycroft said. ‘We have proof that your husband forged the suicide note we found in Mr Olney’s room. We have proof that Olney was responsible for his father’s death during the Falklands War, and that Mr Leigh knew about it. We—’



‘No, you don’t understand!’ Dorothy all but screamed now, as she listened in mounting panic to the evidence that was being piled up against him.



As it began to sink in,
 really
 sink in, that they meant to try her husband for murder, she bit back the useless urge to scream out loud. Instead, she forced herself to try and explain. ‘You can’t arrest him. He didn’t do it!’



Unnoticed by everyone, Jenny Starling slowly sank into a chair. She was beginning to feel sick again.



And she was beginning to feel guilty. But, as Graves had said, murder was murder.



‘Mrs Leigh, why don’t you go and lie down?’ Rycroft said, his words at last bringing David Leigh out of his fugue of shock.



‘Yes, darling, you mustn’t upset yourself,’ he said anxiously, looking around for help and settling on Lucas. ‘Lucas, you must take care of her. Get her a doctor or something,’ he said vaguely. Even in his own perilous position, his thoughts were all for his wife.



But Dorothy almost snarled at Lucas as he went to take her arm. ‘Let go of me. Oh, don’t you see?’ She looked at Tobias, then at Brian, then at Jasmine. ‘They’ve got it all wrong! David didn’t kill Gabriel. I did!’



She rounded on Rycroft. ‘You’ve made a mistake. I killed Gabriel. I did. I did!’



Rycroft nodded soothingly. ‘All right, Mrs Leigh,’ he said, still trying to manoeuvre her from between her husband and his sergeant. ‘Why don’t you calm down and then you can tell us all about it, hmm?’



Dorothy, aware that she was being patronized, and worse, that she wasn’t being even remotely believed, stared at him in helpless horror.



It was left to Jenny to come to her aid. Into the tense silence that followed, the cook’s words dropped like stones. ‘I would listen to her, if I were you, Inspector,’ she said quietly. ‘Mrs Leigh knows what she’s talking about.’



And then Sergeant Graves’ head whipped around, his handsome face paling as he fixed the cook with an accusing and then slowly comprehending look.



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘Dorothy Leigh.’ And then, haltingly at first, but with growing desperation, Dorothy Leigh proceeded to tell them all just how she had murdered Gabriel Olney.









 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN




‘Well, so long, love,’ Lucas said to Jasmine, wondering if he should give her a hug. On the one hand, she was a very tasty piece, and he hugged tasty pieces almost as a matter of course. However, on the other hand, she
 was
 a widow whose husband had just been murdered whilst on his boat.



Jasmine solved the problem for him by nodding rather briskly at him and then firmly picking up her case. She tolerated Brian O’Keefe’s helping hand on her elbow as he guided her across the wooden planking onto the riverbank, then just as briskly nodded at him and marched off.



She was smiling, however, as she did so. As well she might. She was free, rich, and had a handsome lover waiting for her.



Jenny watched her go, then sighed.



It was late afternoon and all the fuss and excitement was over. Instead of having the inconvenience of accompanying their prisoner across the fields to Carswell Marsh, Rycroft had ordered Lucas and Tobias Lester to sail the
 Swan
 on down to Swinford, as had been originally planned, where he’d arranged to have a police car waiting for them.



It had been a short but odd journey. In deference to her condition, Rycroft had allowed Dorothy Leigh to go to her room and lie down. Naturally he’d had Graves stand guard outside the door, but her husband had been allowed to sit with her, just to make sure she didn’t do anything silly.



No doubt they’d also made good use of the couple of hours peace and quiet left to them to discuss her defence and map out a strategy for her trial.



Jenny hoped so.



As soon as they’d docked, Graves and Rycroft had left with their prisoner, David Leigh following on close behind, and Jenny had taken advantage of the peace and quiet to give the galley a thorough clean and to pack her case.



Lucas had sent Francis back to Buscot to ready the house for his return, so the silent valet was no longer on board. Jenny was glad. She still found him creepy.



‘Well then, ready for the off, Miss Starling?’ Lucas asked, coming to rest by the port deck rail, once more back to his relaxed and normal self.



The parrot hopped off his shoulder and waddled along the railing towards the big cook, who reached into her handbag to withdraw six thin wafer biscuits. She’d cooked them especially for the bird whilst the
 Swan
 was sailing to Swinford.



The parrot took the offering with a solemn blink of his eyes, and proceeded, surprisingly neatly, to scoff the lot.



‘I’ll have to get a lift back to Buscot to pick up my van,’ Jenny agreed. ‘But I can’t say I’ll be sorry to get off the boat,’ she added archly. ‘After you’ve paid me my fee, of course.’



Lucas grinned at her, then produced his wallet and counted out her wages. Jenny thanked him and put the money safely away in her handbag. Just as she snapped the catch closed, she heard a car pull up and watched it park neatly on the grass verge.



She was not particularly surprised to see Rycroft and Graves emerge.



‘It’s all right, sir, she’s still here,’ she heard Graves say. A moment later he negotiated the planks and stepped through the boarding gate. The look he gave Lucas was enough to send him, and his parrot, scurrying off into the main salon, and well out of the way.



Inspector Rycroft joined his sergeant and the cook on the port deck, and grabbed the only deckchair. He looked rather frayed at the edges.



‘Everything . . . done?’ she asked delicately.



Rycroft grunted. ‘When we got to the station, David Leigh forbade his wife to make a statement and immediately got on to some big-shot silk he knows in London. A QC who’s never lost a case, or some such thing. When we left, Mrs Leigh had been charged, and was awaiting the doctor. I thought it best to call one in.’



Jenny nodded. ‘A good idea,’ she concurred.



Sergeant Graves, who’d left to purloin the solid chairs that were still sitting out on the starboard deck, returned at that moment and very firmly set them up.



The cook took the hint and sat down, resting her packed suitcase at her feet.



‘Now then, Miss Starling,’ Rycroft began, settling himself back in a chair, for all the world like a boy scout settling around a camp fire, all set to hear the best ghost story ever told. ‘I want to know exactly how you deduced that Dorothy Leigh was the killer. Or was it just a good guess?’



‘A good guess?’ she squeaked, so indignantly it set all her magnificent flesh aquiver.



It was, Sergeant Graves had to admit silently to himself, a most impressive sight.



‘Sorry,’ Rycroft said hastily, realizing he’d rather badly overstepped the mark. ‘But I do want to know how you knew she was the culprit.’ He himself had never seriously even suspected her.



Jenny sighed, but was mollified. ‘Well, for a long while I didn’t know it was her,’ she began, scrupulously honest, even to the last. ‘Even when I discovered
 how
 the murder had been committed, it didn’t tell me the
 identity
 of the murderer.’



‘Yes,’ Graves broke in, unable to contain himself. ‘But just how the Dickens did you get onto
 that
 in the first place?’



Jenny shrugged. ‘Well, right from the first, I found that rope and boot very suspicious. As a way to drown a man, it seemed so far-fetched and needless. Why not just cosh Olney over the head and heave his body into the river? That made much more sense. It could be argued that Mr Olney had somehow fallen overboard, banged his head on the side of the boat on the way in and drowned. But the rope and boot was so theatrical. Tying a man up by his ankle, dangling him over the side of a boat and drowning him. It was so outlandish. And when I saw the body for myself the second time, and I was able to take a more detailed look at it, and could detect no bumps on the head . . . well, I began to doubt the scenario the killer had set up even more. So, when the medical examiner confirmed that Gabriel hadn’t been drugged either, I was absolutely convinced that the rope and boot had been deliberately planted.’



‘The classic red herring so beloved of classic detective fiction, in fact,’ Rycroft murmured appreciatively. Now that the murder had been solved, he could afford to relax and be magnanimous.



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes. Exactly. But the police surgeon told you that Mr Olney
 had
 , in fact, drowned.’ She paused. ‘And his corpse was undoubtedly wet, and had left a pool of water in the cupboard. So, the facts pointed to drowning as the murder method. But not in the way the murderer wanted us to think. It was obvious, then, that I had to think of another way in which the murder had been committed. How else could Gabriel Olney have been murdered by drowning?’



‘And you came to the conclusion that he must have been drowned in the freshwater butt,’ Graves murmured, his excitement every bit as intense as that of his superior now.



Jenny smiled. ‘I didn’t just grab that conclusion out of thin air, you know,’ she said, trying to curb their eagerness. ‘I did have a few clues pointing me in that direction.’



Rycroft leaned forward in his chair. ‘It had something to do with the way you sniffed the body, didn’t it?’ he demanded, his rather indelicate way of putting it making the cook colour slightly.



‘Er, yes,’ she agreed. ‘I was puzzled by the fact that I couldn’t smell the river on him, you see. Even a river as clean as the Thames smells . . . well, like a river.’



Rycroft leaned back in his chair, his expression sublime. ‘Ah. That’s what you meant when you asked me if I could smell anything. And when I said I couldn’t . . .’



‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘Only fresh water would leave no odour at all. And then there was the fact that Mr Olney’s body had dried out in such a
 clean
 way. I looked and looked at him, but I couldn’t see a bit of river weed, or slime, or even a smidgen of river mud on him.’



‘So that’s why you stared at him with such a puzzled look on your face,’ Rycroft mused.



Jenny nodded. ‘Exactly. So, because there was no river smell on him, or weed or mud, I came to the conclusion that he must have drowned in clean, fresh water, and not in the river at all.’



Graves nodded and, like so many police officers before him, said thoughtfully, ‘It all makes perfect sense, now that it’s been explained to me.’



‘Yes, but I still don’t see how you came to suspect Mrs Leigh,’ Rycroft said impatiently. ‘Why not her husband? Or Lucas? Or any of the others. They all had equally strong motives.’



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes, they did. And that’s what started me off looking in the right direction,’ she added, once more confusing the other two. ‘You remember when we discussed how risky it all was, how the murder itself smacked of such desperation?’



Both men nodded.



‘Well, I kept asking myself, what made the killer so sure that he, or she, could possibly get away with it? On the face of it, the murderer seemed so reckless and very willing to take as many risks as he or she needed to. Anybody could have caught them out. I asked myself, if I were the murderer, would I be so willing to leave everything to chance, even if I were as desperate as desperate could be? And I came to the inescapable conclusion that no, I wouldn’t.’



Rycroft frowned but said nothing. He was following her thinking, but still for the life of him couldn’t see how the cook had made the jump (and the correct jump, as it turned out) to Dorothy Leigh.



‘So, I put myself in the killer’s shoes,’ Jenny continued. ‘If I took it for granted that the killing wasn’t
 quite
 as reckless as it looked, then the killer must have done something to lessen his or her chances of getting caught. So I looked out for anything that would point in that direction. And, of course, there was one obvious, in fact
 glaring
 example.’



Rycroft blinked.



‘The note to Jasmine Olney,’ Graves said matter-of-factly.



‘Exactly,’ Jenny said. ‘Somebody had ensured that Jasmine Olney would go to her room and stay there, for some considerable time, because she was expecting Brian O’Keefe to pay her a visit. Now the writer of that note could have been anybody, of course. Everyone had seen how Jasmine ogled the engineer. It could safely be assumed that Jasmine would take the bait. But we knew that O’Keefe didn’t send the note, because he was searching her room at the time and nearly got caught. No, it was a fair bet that it was the killer that sent it.’



‘So you eliminated Jasmine as a suspect?’ Graves chipped in.



Jenny nodded. ‘But there was also one other point about that note that struck me quite forcibly at the time.’



She glanced at Graves, who reluctantly shook his head. ‘The writer was at pains to make sure that Jasmine stayed
 near the door
 ,’ she emphasized.



‘That’s right,’ Rycroft agreed. ‘In case the husband came up,’ he added, remembering the note in perfect detail.



‘Yes. But why would the killer want Jasmine to stay near the door?’ the cook asked. ‘At the time, I had no idea, but I always kept it in mind.’



‘All right,’ Graves said, his big hands interlocking in his lap as he followed her reasoning through. ‘The killer managed to get Jasmine out of the way. But nobody else, as far as I can see, was lured into any kind of trap.’



Jenny smiled. ‘Except David Leigh,’ she chided mildly. ‘Dorothy urged him to go to his room to work on the will he’d brought with him. As a solicitor’s wife, she knew it would keep him busy for nearly an hour or so. And the last person Dorothy wanted hanging around was her husband. She adored the man. For a start, she wouldn’t want to involve him, and for another thing, she was terrified that if he realized what she’d done, he might be so disgusted with her that he’d leave her.’



‘But the man adores her,’ Rycroft snorted.



‘Yes, but she was willing to take no chance of losing him. That’s the reason she killed in the first place. And in that, I think I was a little at fault there,’ Jenny said, with genuine regret and self-horror. ‘I was the one who pointed out to her that there was more than just an annoying flirtation behind Gabriel’s pursuit of her. I more or less came straight out and said that the man was planning on dragging her name through the divorce courts — or at least, bandying it about in a very public manner.’



Sergeant Graves shook his head. ‘You can’t blame yourself for that, Miss Starling,’ he said. ‘You weren’t to know how unstable she was. Besides, if Olney had gone ahead with his plans — and knowing the kind of man he was, I’m sure that he would have done — she’d soon have realized for herself what was afoot, and killed him anyway. She’d just have done it a little later than she did, that’s all.’



Rycroft shifted impatiently on his seat. ‘All right, so you realized the killer had got Jasmine out of the way. And David Leigh was sent off to his room to work on the will, so that was him out of the way. Did . . .’ Rycroft suddenly sat bolt upright. ‘Wait a minute. Jasmine was in her room from about two fifteen to three ten. The same as David Leigh. But the rope and boot and the wet planking on the port deck weren’t discovered until four fifteen!’ Rycroft was almost incandescent with disbelief. ‘The timing’s all wrong.’



Jenny and Sergeant Graves both smiled at the ugly little man with almost identical patient smiles.



‘But, sir,’ Graves said, not wanting it to be the cook to explain the obvious, ‘if the rope and boot were a decoy, so was the wet deck. Mrs Leigh faked the
 timing
 of the murder, just as she faked the method of the murder.’



‘Oh.’ Rycroft leaned back. ‘So when Miss Starling went back to the galley after asking her if she wanted some dry toast and a cup of tea, she slipped away from her husband and set up the rope and boot and wet the planking
 then
 ?’



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes. Luckily for her, though, Jasmine Olney had chosen that moment to slip upstairs to change. Other than that, it was as simple as ABC. There were plenty of places on board she could have hidden Olney’s boot and a length of rope. No doubt she told her husband she was just going upstairs to get an aspirin, or to nip to the loo or something. It wouldn’t have taken her a minute to set up the rope and boot and lower a bucket down on the rope to slosh water all over the deck.’



‘Or her husband might have known what she was up to,’ Rycroft said darkly, then just as quickly shook his head. ‘No. No, of course he didn’t. She didn’t want him to know, as you said, and he couldn’t have faked his shock on hearing her confession.’



Jenny nodded.



‘You were talking about how the killer lessened the odds on being discovered.’ It was left to Sergeant Graves to get them firmly back on track. ‘You’ve proved she kept Jasmine Olney and her own husband out of the way. But what about the others?’



Jenny sighed. ‘I couldn’t find any proof that any of the others had been deliberately waylaid.’



Rycroft pursed his lips. ‘So that still left Lucas, Brian O’Keefe and Captain Tobias who could have come across her killing Olney? Not to mention yourself and Francis Grey, as well.’ He whistled softly.



‘Yes, that’s right, although she knew I was going for a walk that afternoon, and Francis makes himself so scarce he’s practically absent, so I don’t think she’d have been too concerned about us.’



‘She was still taking an awful lot of risks, though. By his own admission, Lucas had been wandering around the boat at random. He could have come across her at any time.’



‘Ah,’ Jenny said, ‘but that was one of the other things that made me realize that Dorothy Leigh was the only one who could have killed Mr Olney.’



This time it was Graves who frowned in puzzlement. ‘I don’t follow you, Miss Starling. How do you come to that conclusion?’



Jenny smiled. ‘Tell me, Sergeant, just what do you think Lucas would have done if he
 had
 seen Dorothy Leigh kill Gabriel Olney? Bear in mind that with Olney dead he gets to keep his boat and be rid of a blackmailer. And keep in mind too that Lucas was very fond of Dorothy. Do you think he’d turn her in, or pretend he’d seen nothing and keep his mouth firmly shut?’



Graves opened his mouth, then shut it again.



Jenny nodded. ‘Now, what do you think would have happened if
 Brian O’Keefe
 had seen her? Could you seriously see a good Irish God-fearing Catholic handing over a pregnant woman to the cops? Bear in mind too that Brian O’Keefe, like most men of his sort, do their best to avoid the police as a matter of principle. Much the same could be said if Tobias Lester saw her. Both Lester and O’Keefe stood to lose their jobs and their homes. But with Olney dead . . .’



Rycroft nodded. ‘I begin to see what you’re getting at. She relied on the fact that everybody had reason to want Olney dead.’



‘And that nobody — or at least, none of the
 men —
 would want to see a pregnant woman go to prison for it,’ Graves said. ‘Not if avoiding it meant that they only had to keep their mouths shut.’



Jenny nodded. ‘Right. As outrageous as it might sound in this day and age, she was actually relying on male gallantry to keep her safe, if she was seen,’ she admitted. ‘But that’s not really out of character for her. For all her life, Dorothy Leigh has been treated like delicate china. Her petite build and fair colouring has guaranteed that men have always placed her on a pedestal. She’d take it for granted that, if the worst did come to the worst, and she was seen killing Olney, that the men would band together to protect her. Especially when she could tell them what Olney had threatened to do to her and David. Only Jasmine Olney might want to see her husband’s killer get caught,’ the cook pointed out, ‘and then, not so much out of a desire for justice, but more likely because it would put her in the clear.’



Jenny thought about the widow for a moment and smiled wryly. ‘That’s why Jasmine
 had
 to be got out of the way. And, incidentally, why the note stressed that Jasmine should stay by the door. Dorothy wanted her as far away from the window as possible. The freshwater butt, remember, was on the starboard deck. It was the one thing that could have caught her out if Jasmine had happened to hear anything outside. But even in that, Dorothy Leigh was lucky. Brian O’Keefe
 shut
 the window
 as he escaped down onto the lower deck. So, as it was, Mrs Olney didn’t hear a thing as her husband was being drowned just yards away, more or less right under her window.’



Graves sighed. ‘That’s another thing that gets me. In fact, it’s the only thing that makes me glad that we actually caught her. It was such a cold-hearted way to kill a man.’



Jenny sighed. ‘She was desperate. And, no matter what you feel about it, you have to admit that it
 was
 very clever.’



Rycroft nodded. ‘How do you think it was accomplished, Miss Starling?’



The cook shrugged. ‘Very easily, I should imagine. She got the trolley and the plastic sheet from the engine room when O’Keefe was elsewhere and took them to the water butt. Then she hunted out Gabriel and told him some pretty story — something along the lines that an earring had dropped off and fallen in the water butt and that her arms weren’t long enough to reach the bottom, and could he help? You must remember that Olney had been pursuing her for some time. He’d jump at the chance to perform such a simple, gallant little task. It would earn him brownie points with the lady, if nothing else. And you must also remember the kind of man Olney was — he no doubt thought it was only a matter of time before Dorothy Leigh fell for his charm. He probably thought that her request to come to her aid was just
 her
 way of flirting with
 him
 .’



Graves snorted. ‘So she takes him to the water butt, and he leans in and starts fishing around for the bauble, but can’t find it.’



‘So he has to stand right up on tiptoe and lean even further in. Yes,’ Rycroft said softly. ‘I can see how that would work.’



‘Then,’ Jenny finished, ‘it was a simple matter to grab his legs and upend him head-first into the butt.’



‘I wouldn’t have thought she’d have had the strength though,’ Rycroft said dubiously.



‘Oh, but there you fall into the usual trap of all men,’ Jenny said complacently. ‘You assume that if a woman is thin and dainty, then she must also be mentally and physically weak. Whereas, in fact, Dorothy Leigh was neither. I saw for myself how good a swimmer she is, that first day on board the
 Swan
 . And she said herself that she often took their dog for long walks. She may have been three months pregnant, but she was also an extremely fit young woman. Besides, as you pointed out yourself, Gabriel Olney was a thin man. It wouldn’t have taken much just to hold his legs whilst he thrashed about in the water butt. The butt itself is four feet deep and narrow. A man, submerged head-first, with somebody holding his legs so that he can’t get a good purchase, would very quickly drown. He would have only his hands with which to try and lift himself up, and on a smooth-sided, round wooden barrel . . . well. As the medical examiner said, he broke some fingernails and bruised his knuckles. But that was all. It would have been over very quickly.’



Both men were grimly silent. Then Rycroft stirred. ‘But how did you figure out what she did next? Even as fit as she is, she wouldn’t have had the strength to drag his dead body out of the butt and cart him to your cupboard. Not quickly, anyway.’



Jenny smiled. ‘Ah, there I had the advantage over you,’ she admitted. ‘When Mrs Leigh first came on board, Brian O’Keefe was carrying a block and tackle over his shoulder, and Mrs Leigh admitted that she knew what it was. She explained that her father had worked on a building site all his life and that she, like so many fond daughters, as a child had loved to visit him and watch him work. It was obvious that she would know how a block and tackle was used. Then, when we were out on the starboard deck, we both observed Brian O’Keefe use the equipment box. Which, incidentally, is conveniently situated right next to the freshwater butt. And, as a final cherry on the cake, your own forensics man, when giving you a rundown on the condition of the ship, told you that the life-belt ring above the equipment box and right next to the water butt was hanging on a particularly strong bracket.’



Graves smiled. ‘So you knew that Dorothy Leigh would be able to use the strong bracket to set up the block and tackle to haul Olney out of the water butt and . . .’ He trailed off, not yet quite sure of his ground after that.



Jenny happily came to his rescue. ‘She would have put the plastic sheet onto the trolley and lowered the body onto it. Remember, she’d be at pains to keep the deck, and the trail to my galley, totally dry to cover her tracks. Then it was just a question of wheeling the body to the cupboard, upending the trolley — those railway-porter type trolleys are so good for that sort of thing — and shutting the cupboard door quickly, before he could fall back out. Not forgetting to take the plastic sheeting back to the engine room to dry off, of course.’



‘But why hide the body in the cupboard at all? Why not use the block and tackle to put the body over the side?’ Rycroft asked suddenly.



But Jenny was already shaking her head. ‘No time. She’d have had to winch the body sideways, swing him out, and drop him overboard. It would take much longer, and besides, with both Jasmine Olney and David Leigh in their rooms above her, one or the other of them would be bound to hear the splash as his body hit the water and look out. On board a boat, a big splash would be a dead giveaway that someone had gone overboard. And how would she be able to explain then what she was doing out there, with the block and tackle all set up? No, silence and speed were her main requirements.’



‘So she hid the body in the only place she was sure it wouldn’t be found too soon.’ Graves nodded. ‘Your cupboard.’



‘Right. There aren’t many places on a compact boat where you can hide a corpse, after all. And she knew I was out on my walk at the time,’ Jenny reminded them. ‘Of course, during all this time, Dorothy was supposed to be upstairs in the bathroom, suffering the pangs of morning sickness.’



‘Faked, I suppose?’ Graves said.



Jenny shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But perhaps not. I think the thought of what she was about to do probably did make her feel genuinely ill. And the shock and strain she showed afterwards was certainly real enough. She was not a natural-born killer, after all. Just desperately in love with her husband and terrified of losing him.’



‘She’ll get prison, of course,’ he said, but didn’t sound at all happy about it.



‘But not for life,’ Jenny said matter-of-factly. ‘That husband of hers is no fool. And that fancy QC he’s retained won’t be either. Together, they’ll arrange for her trial to start just when she’s heavily pregnant. And they’ll have no shortage of witnesses to testify what a bad lot Gabriel was. And what jury, when faced with a pretty, fair, petite, heavily pregnant woman will go hard on her, when she murdered a man who threatened to destroy her life? Who threatened to have her husband dismissed from his job and — far worse — who threatened to tell her husband, quite untruthfully, that the child she carried wasn’t his?’ Jenny shook her head. ‘No. Gabriel’s attempted blackmail of Lucas will come out, and David Leigh will be at pains to point out that Gabriel Olney was a coward, a deserter, and a murderer himself. He as good as murdered Arnold Leigh, after all, and the jury will see it the same way. Maybe the QC will even put forward temporary insanity as a defence. Any man can argue that a pregnant woman is prey to depression. No, they’ll pull out all the stops and get it down to manslaughter I should think.’



Graves found himself hoping that the cook was right. He had no desire to see Dorothy Leigh spend the rest of her life in jail for doing away with Olney.



‘I think you’re right,’ Rycroft agreed. ‘If ever there were mitigating circumstances, this case is full of them. Well . . .’ He rose to his feet and stretched. ‘We have to get back to the station. Can we give you a lift, Miss Starling?’



But the cook shook her head, and explained how she needed to get back to her van. Best to call a taxi. She waved the two policemen goodbye, giving the burly, handsome sergeant a slightly wistful final look. Then, when the car was out of sight, she lifted her case and walked slowly down the deck.



The sun was just beginning to redden as she stepped onto the lush green river bank and started towards the village and a telephone.



Suddenly there was a loud squawk, and a scarlet and blue flash shot past her to land on the limb of a nearby tree.



Jenny looked at it fondly. ‘So long, featherbrain,’ she called cheerfully.



‘Goodbye, sweetheart,’ the parrot said, and gave her a long, low, flattering wolf whistle.











THE END
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PROLOGUE




The jewelled dagger glinted in a shaft of bright June sunlight, its shadow as black as death against the wall on which it was hung.



It was a strange-looking piece. The handle was thick and curved, designed to fit snugly in the hand, and was richly encrusted with rubies, emeralds, pearls and sapphires. In contrast, the blade was as straight as a die; long, narrow and almost rounded, but coming to a wickedly sharp point. It looked more like a stiletto that some nineteenth-century Italian nobleman might once have carried for his personal protection than the patently older and authentically Indian weapon that it actually was.



Suddenly, the sparkle of its gems was dimmed as a shadow fell across it, and thoughtful eyes studied it minutely. The killer looked at the dagger for a long, long while, planning just how, where and when to use it.



Finally satisfied, the killer nodded and moved away, and once more the Indian dagger basked in the light, its gems sending shafts of lively colour across the ancient walls.









 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE




The ancient, bright cherry-red van whined like a wasp as it buzzed up the country road leading to the ever-growing Oxfordshire town of Bicester. Although it was the first week of June, it was unseasonably cold, and its driver was wearing a warm outfit and gloves. Miss Jenny Starling, travelling cook and one-woman crusader for real food, was constantly on the alert against colds. Her profession and sneezing and coughing were not exactly compatible.



The turn-off to the small village of Upper Caulcott, where Jenny was headed, suddenly appeared and she indicated right, keeping a wary lookout for any road signs that might lead her to Avonsleigh Castle. As she drove, she wondered what her best approach would be for the important interview that lay ahead.



She had seen the advertisement for a chef at Avonsleigh Castle in the
 Oxford Times
 just last week and had promptly applied for it, enclosing her full CV plus a pile of impressive references, and had not been surprised to be summoned for interview. But she had never so much as set foot in a genuine lord’s pad before.



She sighed deeply and tried not to anticipate. She would play the interview by ear, as she had always done in the past.



Jenny soon found herself entering a small but attractive village where a Victorian coronation oak spread splendid branches over the village pub, and she stopped to ask an old man walking his dog the way to Avonsleigh.



‘The castle’s just up ahead on the hill,’ the old man said, pointing his walking stick in the general direction. ‘Follow the bend around, and you’ll be bound to see it. Bugger’s big enough,’ he stated amiably, and grinned at her.



Jenny grinned back and set off, and soon found herself at her destination. The bulk of Avonsleigh Castle had been built just after the civil war and looked more like a really large manor house than anything else, but it did have a few turrets and a dry moat to boast of.



As the van reached a tiny wooden drawbridge and crossed it, the air echoed to the empty clang of iron and wood as they went over, and she pulled the van to a stop in a small quad. There, she withdrew her six-foot Junoesque frame from the van with unconscious grace, and took off her white knitted hat, revealing a lush, shoulder-length bob of thick, dark brown hair.



To the east were the stables which, she saw to her disappointment, had been converted into a tea room for the tourist visitors. To the west was the main entrance, gained through a set of iron-studded oak doors that looked massive, heavy and ancient. Jenny knew better than to approach them, and looked around instead for a side entrance.



As she did so, a small wooden door set in the south-facing wall opened slowly, and a man emerged. At about five feet ten, he was dressed in a dark blue suit and impeccable white shirt. Even from a distance, he was unmistakably a member of staff.



Jenny locked the van, then walked towards him, her clear and quite beautiful blue eyes assessing him as unobtrusively as his own gaze assessed her. When they were face to face, both had come to the conclusion that the other would do very well.



‘Miss Starling?’ the man murmured, and Jenny smiled and inclined her head, then followed him into a small anteroom that was extremely cold, but at least well lit. Jenny fought back a shiver as he took her coat, and followed him out into the main hall, which was as impressive as anything she had ever seen. Traditional stone slabs stretched across the floor, whilst bulging and thick walls were painted a dazzling white. Standing guard were several suits of genuine armour, and hanging from a high ceiling was a huge old-fashioned, candle-bedecked crystal chandelier that tinkled melodiously in the draught.



Jenny, wide-eyed, continued to follow the butler as he led the way past a sweeping, ornately carved wooden staircase. Lining the walls were landscape paintings, and Jenny noticed a woman standing halfway up the stairs, studying one with intense interest. She had time to wonder briefly who the other woman might be, and then the butler was taking her down another cold passageway that seemed to twist and turn forever.



Eventually he reached a door and tapped discreetly, before ushering her inside. The contrast was almost overwhelming. From cold bare walls to a vast expanse of warm, carpeted, light-painted elegance was a bit of a shock to the system, but Jenny supposed she’d get used to it. If she was to work in a castle, she had better quickly become castle-orientated.



The room itself had windows that faced a flagstone terrace, which in turn gave way to lawns, interspersed with bushes, rose beds and herbaceous borders. The view across to the village was awe-inspiring. The walls here were also crammed with paintings, there having been several avid art collectors in the Avonsleigh ancestry.



Jenny gave them a quick, appreciative glance, and then the butler coughed. ‘Miss Starling, m’lady,’ he said simply and withdrew, leaving her alone with every sense snapped alert.



At first she thought there was only one other person in the room, in the form of Lady Avonsleigh, Vivienne Margaret, who, she would quickly learn, was called simply Lady Vee by friends, family and staff alike. She sat on a sturdy French-looking sofa, dressed in English tweeds and very sensible lace-up walking shoes. She had obviously reached her sixties, and her hairdresser had insisted on a light blue rinse. Her heavy jowls gave her the look of an amiable bulldog. Her hands, however, were littered with rings encasing stones that would make even the most hardened of jewellers break out in a cold sweat.



At her feet, a filthy English Setter slumbered in grey-spotted bliss.



Lady Vee looked up at the same moment that Jenny looked down, and the two women instantly recognized the other. Not that they’d ever met before — they just simply and instantly knew what kind of person the other was, and was glad of it. Jenny knew there was a word for it —
 simpatico
 was it? — or something along those lines.



‘Please sit down, Miss Starling,’ Lady Vee said, her voice booming out like a foghorn. She’d probably become used to shouting in order for the servants to hear her through all these solid doors, Jenny thought tolerantly, and promptly sat down. Already she knew this interview was going to go well.



‘George, ring Janice for some tea would you, there’s a dear,’ Lady Vee prompted, and it was only then that the cook noticed the man seated in a huge wing-backed chair placed at a comfortable right angle to a blazing fire.



As Jenny watched, the rake-thin man with a huge nose and fiercely blazing blue eyes reached forward and pulled on a bell rope hanging discreetly against one velvet floor-length curtain. His lordship (who else could it be?) then leaned back. Throughout the entire procedure, he had not taken his eyes off the book he was reading. Like his wife, he was dressed in traditional countryman’s clothes, and was wearing a particularly odoriferous pair of wellington boots.



She turned back immediately to the boss. As imposing as his lordship undoubtedly was, Jenny was under no illusions as to who was the true master of Avonsleigh Castle.



‘Well, I suppose we’d better make a start,’ Lady Vee said briskly. ‘I must say your references are particularly impressive, Miss Starling. You make a lasting impression on your employers, it seems,’ she added, brown eyes definitely twinkling.



Jenny said modestly, ‘I seem to, yes.’



Just then the door opened and a very pretty blonde-haired maid walked in, carrying an enormous tray on which sat a teapot covered with a cosy in a particularly garish design, a tall silver milk jug, obviously Georgian, with a matching sugar bowl and spoon. The cups and saucers, a delicate rosebud design, were Royal Doulton, or Jenny was a monkey’s uncle. And Jenny Starling definitely was
 not
 a monkey’s uncle.



All in all, it was a very revealing tray. Wealth sat side by side with English eccentricity in a way that immediately soothed the nerves and reassured her.



The maid transferred the whole assembly onto the table in a matter of seconds and withdrew. ‘We’ll let it brew, of course,’ Lady Vee said, making Jenny fairly beam. Someone else who appreciated proper tea! Yes indeedy, she thought, mentally hugging herself with joy. Things were off to an auspicious start.



‘Now, perhaps you could give us some idea of, say, an average meal. What would you cook for my husband and me, on a day like today?’ Lady Vee abruptly came straight to the point. Jenny liked that. And the fact that she was conducting the interview herself bode well. Here was a person who took her food seriously. As she should.



Jenny looked out of the window at the cold day, remembered the chilly corridors and dismissed anything remotely to do with salad. She glanced back at the boss. You didn’t get all those chins eating lettuce and tomatoes, she judged happily, and smiled. ‘Well, your ladyship, I am basically a traditional cook. That is, I specialize in English cuisine.’



Out of the corner of her eye, and for the first time, she noticed the man of the house lower his book. No doubt he had attended Eton and then Oxford, and thus had been raised on spotted dick and custard. In Jenny’s opinion, children never outgrew their favourites, and taking a deep breath, she leapt right in.



‘I think a steak and onion pudding — made with real suet, mind — would go down well, so long as it’s steamed for a good three hours. And no microwave oven nonsense either,’ she added, and paused to gauge her audience’s reaction.



Over to her right, his lordship’s book had lowered all the way to his lap now, and his wife’s bright cheeks had become, if anything, even a little rosier. ‘Vegetables, of course, depends on personal taste and the season, but good early broad beans, and spring cabbage, if seasoned right, are good sources of iron.’ She noticed his lordship’s hands tighten on his book and, sensing she was losing him, added quickly, ‘and of course, potatoes must always be served. With a steamed steak pudding, I would serve them mashed, with lots of milk and butter. And plenty of them. There’s nothing so . . . unappealing . . . as . . . stingy potatoes,’ Jenny said, suddenly — and potentially catastrophically — losing all her concentration.



It had never happened to her before, but on this occasion it could most definitely be forgiven, for on the table in front of her, the teapot, in its brightly knitted cosy, was beginning to move slowly across the silver tray.



So she didn’t see his lordship lick his chops with satisfaction, and totally missed the sigh of pure pleasure that Lady Vee gave over this recital of potato worship.



‘And for pudding?’ George, for the first time, actually spoke. He was leaning forward eagerly in his chair now.



Jenny, with some considerable effort, managed to drag her eyes away from the perambulating teapot and forced her mind back to the job in hand. But it took some doing. She expected teapots to stand still, after all.



‘Well now, if you’ve had a heavy main course, a lighter pudding is usually advisable,’ she began. Then, realizing that she was about to lose him again, added hurriedly, ‘But by that I don’t mean any of these fancy foreign puddings. No. Let me see — rhubarb should be just superb at this time of year. There’s nothing like fresh rhubarb served with a good vanilla custard . . . after a . . . heavy dinner . . .’ Jenny trailed off again, noticing that the tea cosy was picking up just a little bit of speed now. Not that it was exactly galloping across the tray, mind. Just inexorably moving. And moving, moreover, in
 her
 direction.



Only by the greatest effort of will did Jenny manage to remain sitting in her seat. Her eyes, however, became wider and rounder as the tea cosy ambled her way. Try as she might, she couldn’t recall ever having heard of a haunted teapot before. Haunted houses by the dozen, naturally. Haunted railway depots, no problem. There’d even been reports of a haunted shoe factory once. But a possessed teapot?



She supposed that any self-respecting castle would have its own ghost, but she wished the phantom would make itself scarce, at least until she’d secured a position here. It was definitely putting her off her stride.



‘And how would you cook the rhubarb?’ Lady Vee asked, swallowing hard as she contemplated the thought of rhubarb and custard, steaming hot from the kitchens.



Once more, Jenny dragged her eyes from the moving tea cosy and concentrated on securing the job that she already knew, in her heart of hearts, was hers for the taking.



‘Oh, no water, definitely not. Rhubarb reduces easily, and rhubarb juice should never be contaminated with water,’ Jenny’s voice was just a tad shaky. ‘A touch of orange juice — pure, mind — is all it would need. And a certain amount of sugar of course.’



The boss was already nodding her head in undisguised glee. ‘Yes, yes. I certainly agree.’



‘And not too much sugar either,’ the cook added. ‘Custard, made with the cream off the top of the milk is all the contrast that’s needed.’



‘Used to eat raw rhubarb as a boy m’self,’ George put in unexpectedly. ‘Old Smithers, the gardener, used to laugh himself sick over it.’ And with that, he abruptly returned to his book once more.



The tea cosy was now only inches away from the edge of the tray, and thus Jenny’s lap. The gaudy blues, oranges and greens of the knitted horror were sending cold shivers up and down her spine.



‘Do you have any specialities?’ Lady Vee prompted eagerly. Either she hadn’t noticed that her teapot was on walkabout, or she was so used to the castle’s restless spooks that she now took no notice. Jenny only hoped that she could acquire some of her ladyship’s
 savoir faire
 . As it was, her hands were clenching and unclenching nervously in her lap, and her top lip was becoming . . . yes . . . was most definitely becoming moist.



‘Er . . . well, bacon clanger springs to mind,’ Jenny said desperately, her eyes glued to the tea cosy. It never slowed or stopped, just kept up its ponderous, remorseless pace. It wouldn’t be so bad if the spook moaned or rattled the odd chain or two. That at least might serve to break some of its fearsome attraction for her. With a huge effort, the cook looked back at her ladyship. ‘Made with proper bacon — or even boiled bacon if you prefer, and of course, plenty of leeks. That’s the secret of a good bacon clanger,’ she gulped, hoping her voice wasn’t as high-pitched as it sounded to her own ears.



‘And for pudding?’ George asked yet again, leaving Jenny in no doubt as to where his heart lay. It gave her fresh nerve, and she positively beamed at him. She did so approve of a man who liked his puddings.



‘Oh, let’s see. Jam roly-poly — but no, that’s too much dough at one sitting. Any fruit crumble would be good. Or even a milky dish — rice pudding perhaps, or tapioca. Then there’s treacle tart, or apples, cored and stuffed with mincemeat and baked in cider . . .’



She turned back to the boss, deliberately keeping her gaze averted from the table. Any moment now the possessed pot would reach the edge, and then what would it do? Interview or not, if it leapt into her lap, Jenny thought she might very well scream the place down.



‘Wonderful,’ Lady Vee sighed, and then a look of doubt crossed her face.



But not even a haunted teapot could put Jenny Starling off her stroke when it came to the crunch, and the wily cook instantly guessed the cause of that troubled look and set out to remedy it. ‘Of course, these traditional foods are all very well when cooking for the family, but they won’t do when one is entertaining,’ she carried on briskly. ‘Naturally, when you have guests I wouldn’t dream of serving such dishes.’



She saw his lordship wilt, and the glum but resigned look that passed over the face of his wife. ‘Of course, that doesn’t mean you need to suffer,’ Jenny added quickly. ‘For instance, salmon en crote, with the pink flesh showing through a lattice of gold puff pastry and shaped like the fish itself looks splendid enough to satisfy any guest, but it tastes delicious. And then there’s game. Very elegant, but also tasty and filling. Pigeon pie, pheasant under glass, quails in aspic . . . er . . .’



The teapot had reached the edge of the tray, seemed to hesitate and then began moving back. Presumably the spook inside the porcelain had no head for heights.



‘And puddings can be even better,’ she continued, wondering if it would be considered a social gaffe to warn Lady Avonsleigh that a haunted teapot was headed her way. Perhaps etiquette demanded that one simply ignored that kind of thing? ‘For instance white chocolate and elderflower gateau looks very elegant and sophisticated, but tastes much better.’



Jenny turned back to Lord Avonsleigh, who was blinking rapidly, and no doubt trying to conjure up the image of a white chocolate cake. Then his gaze fell to the teapot and his mouth dropped open.



‘Good Gad!’ he yelped. ‘Poltergeists!’



His wife jumped at her husband’s no doubt unexpected and uncharacteristic display of liveliness, glanced at the teapot and sighed. ‘No, dear. It must be Henry again.’



‘Oh,’ his lordship subsided immediately and once again pulled the bell rope, before picking up his ubiquitous book. He sighed deeply.



‘When can you start, Miss Starling?’ Lady Vee asked, and Jenny, again with some effort, dragged her thoughts away from Henry and smiled. From her hosts’ reaction, obviously ‘Henry’ was a friendly ghost. Or one who was, at least, not likely to start hurling the furniture about.



‘I have my suitcase with me, as it happens,’ she replied. ‘I could start right away,’ she added simply. The advertised post had included a live-in option.



Lady Vee beamed her pleasure, and didn’t see the need to comment on the truly amazing gall required to come to an interview with her case already packed. Besides, having now met Jenny Starling it seemed somehow quite appropriate.



Just then the door opened and the pretty blonde maid returned. Lady Vee pointed at the tea cosy, still ambling, and the maid sighed. ‘I’m sorry, m’lady. Henry does have this way with him . . .’



Her ladyship, not looking a bit put out, merely smiled. Again, Jenny turned her thoughts to Henry. Obviously a well-known ghost, and not one to strike panic into the hearts of the castle’s denizens. A young page perhaps, killed in some forgotten battle?



The maid walked to the table and unceremoniously plucked off the tea cosy, revealing the tortoise that lurked underneath. The reptile raised its scrawny neck and gazed about in stolid, reptilian dignity.



Jenny just managed to stop herself from laughing hysterically out loud. ‘A tortoise,’ she said, and caught Lady Vee’s questioning glance. Jenny forced her face into neutrality. ‘I did just wonder . . . ghosts . . .’ she murmured diffidently, waving one hand vaguely and casually in the air and letting her voice trail off gently.



Lady Vee, suddenly realizing that this wondrous cook had just sat through the entire interview in a state of fear and trepidation without so much as raising a single squawk, felt almost humble.



‘Janice, ask Meecham to prepare the blue room for Miss Starling at once. She’ll be staying,’ she said simply.



And the two women beamed their mutual contentment at each other.









 
 
CHAPTER TWO




Jenny’s suitcase was in fact a heavyweight nylon rucksack, and after she’d retrieved it from the back of her colourful van she allowed the butler to escort her to her room.



The blue room turned out to be just that. As Meecham, who’d insisted on taking the bag from her, set it down, Jenny found herself very glad that she happened to like the colour blue. If she hadn’t, the room would have driven her insane in a matter of hours. For a long moment the statuesque cook stood in respectful silence by the bed. It was a full four-poster, complete with swathes of blue and gold material and intricately carved posts of a wood so dark it might have been ebony. In this room too, the walls were smothered with paintings.



‘Would you like to unpack now, Miss Starling, or shall I take you to the kitchens?’ Meecham enquired.



‘Oh, the kitchens, please,’ Jenny said at once. Her bedroom had a lovely view of the meadows that lay on the north side, but the kitchen was always where her heart was.



Meecham smiled in approval. The old cook had left last week and, like the rest of the staff, he’d hoped that a new cook would be appointed before she left, since everyone knew that the kitchen help would hardly prove to be an adequate stand-in.



‘There are several members of staff besides myself who eat in.’ He decided to start her education right away as he took her down stairs and corridors that would have made the maze at Hampton Court Palace seem like a doddle. ‘As well as myself there is my daughter, Gayle, who also acts as a guide at the castle — the family apartments are of course strictly private. Then there’s Elsie Bingham. She’s in charge of the kitchen work and the most important member of staff as far as you’re concerned, I’m sure. Janice, the young lady who served your tea, also eats her midday meal with us. She sometimes works in the tea room in the afternoons. None of the gardening staff eat in,’ he added in reassurance, just in case this competent-looking woman wasn’t quite as experienced as she made out.



He turned after negotiating one particularly narrow twist, and saw a look of amused but friendly understanding on her face, and gave a small nod of satisfaction. Obviously his warning had been unnecessary.



‘Then there’s the teaching staff.’



‘Teaching staff?’ Jenny asked, wondering how much further it was to the kitchen, and feeling more and more relieved that it would be Meecham’s job to serve the food.



‘Yes, Lady Roberta is sixteen, and the only grandchild of Lord and Lady Avonsleigh. They had two sons, but the elder and his wife were killed in a boating accident ten years ago. They had one daughter, Lady Roberta, and she is being educated at the castle. Naturally.’



‘Of course,’ Jenny murmured, but was actually rather surprised. In this day and age surely not many members of the British aristocracy were still taught at home by tutors?



‘The youngest son and now heir is Sir Richard, but he’s abroad at the moment. America.’ Meecham paused. ‘He is, I believe, bringing home a new bride in a few weeks’ time.’



Jenny hoped the new arrival wouldn’t feel too out of place here. It must be hard, uprooting to a totally new environment.



‘Mr Powell-Brooks is primarily Lady Roberta’s art teacher,’ Meecham carried on. ‘The Avonsleigh family has a long history of art appreciation, and for centuries all the Avonsleighs have been taught both theory and practice when it comes to fine art. It’s a tradition that will, I’m sure, never be broken.’



Regardless of talent or aptitude, Jenny surmised wryly. Although she could imagine the poor old man upstairs being forced into art lessons as a child, she just couldn’t see him producing anything more than a few pathetic daubs. Still, no doubt her ladyship, having married into the family, had been spared the ordeal.



She wondered how Lady Roberta was doing.



‘Mr Powell-Brooks also takes some other lessons, standing in for . . . the governess . . . when appropriate.’



Jenny wondered if she’d imagined his slight hesitation when mentioning the governess, but just then he opened the door onto the most spectacular kitchen she’d ever seen.



And Jenny Starling had seen plenty.



It was the size, of course, that first struck her. Here, in the olden days, over twenty servants had worked and toiled together, butchering, baking huge amounts of coarse bread in vast ovens, and preparing meals for hundreds of people. The walls had been recently whitewashed, and huge ovens proliferated. Real copper pots and pans hung from wooden pegs, contrasting oddly with the more modern appliances of dishwasher and microwave.



In spite of all this, Jenny was struck at once by the welcome warmth and homely feel of the place. There were several easy chairs scattered about, and in the centre of the room a vast, spotlessly clean wooden table dominated its surroundings. It had a full complement of high-backed chairs and, sitting in one, drinking a cup of tea, was a woman who was probably in her forties but looked older. Her hair was pulled back and her hands were thin and knobbly. She was, Jenny surmised, a woman who knew what hard work was all about.



Meecham coughed, and the older woman looked up. Her eyes fastened on the cook, a look of fear and hope curiously mixed in her dull grey eyes. Jenny understood it at once. A cook could make life hell for a co-worker, and she was anxious at once to reassure her. She was already moving forward with a kind but firm look on her face. ‘Hello, you must be Elsie.’ She held out her hand, and the older woman flushed and gave a brief handshake.



‘I’m the new cook. Please call me Jenny. I’m sure we shall get along splendidly.’



Elsie glanced away, reserving judgement. Satisfied that she’d done as much as she could on a first meeting — only time would reassure her most important helper that all would be well — Jenny turned back to Meecham. ‘The ovens are all electric?’



Meecham nodded. ‘We’re not on the gas main here.’



Jenny was content. Although she could cook on anything, she preferred electric.



For the next half hour she toured her domain, making mental inventories, approving of some of the older equipment whilst making mental notes to bring in a few new gadgets of her own.



‘Well, Elsie, I think a cup of tea would be welcome about now,’ she hinted gently at last, and her helper, without a word, set about the task.



Just then the door opened and a young woman walked in. She could only be Gayle, Meecham’s daughter, for she had her father’s dark eyes and slightly supercilious face. Yet she also had a slender grace that probably made most men look twice. Her hair was pulled back, revealing a long, graceful neck. Nowhere near beautiful, and yet, in a way, very attractive.



‘Gayle, this is Miss Starling, the new cook. My daughter Gayle,’ Meecham introduced them smoothly. Gayle gave the cook a smile that was pleasant enough, but which was distinctly distracted. She caught her father’s eye, and Meecham, reading her look instantly, wordlessly excused himself and moved away, father and daughter retiring to one corner.



‘They’ll all be here in a minute,’ Elsie muttered behind her, her broad country accent very agreeable on the ear.



‘All?’



‘Everyone comes down here,’ Elsie said, ‘save for their nibs. It’s warm you see. And cosy. And the old cook always had scones or cake or summat about that you could nibble on.’



Elsie gauged the new cook to be in her late twenties, or at a push, early thirties. She looked far too young, anyway, to be able to cope. But Jenny instantly and gratefully took the hint. As soon as she’d planned and begun the evening meal, she’d get onto it. The kitchen was expected, it seemed, to keep a constant source of cakes and buns on hand. So be it.



Over in the corner, Jenny saw Gayle Meecham shake her head vehemently. She didn’t look happy, but her father was obviously winning whatever argument they were having. Eventually Gayle sighed and left, but as she opened the door to go, a bubble of energy burst through it dressed in a paint-smeared smock, and with long brown hair flying. Gayle very wisely stood aside to let the human dynamo in.



‘Hello, Meech. Anything good to eat? I’m starving!’



Jenny instantly felt stricken. The very words ‘I’m starving’ struck instantly at her heart like a skewer. And uttered by a growing girl, they were doubly pathetic.



‘I’ll have some toasted sandwiches ready in a jiffy,’ she promised automatically. They were the only things that were hot, filling, and could be made in next to no time.



‘Lady Roberta, this is Miss Starling, the new cook.’ Meecham introduced them, unfazed by being referred to as ‘Meech.’



‘Hello there,’ the brown-haired, paint-smeared energy bundle said, and quickly plopped down into one of the padded chairs. Behind her came a young man, rather less paint-smeared, who made straight for the fire. He was tall, lean, and looked slightly effete. One could imagine him in an amateur dramatics society playing Byron, or one of those tragic, doomed young men. He was so handsome he almost hurt the eyes.



Roberta, Jenny noticed, even over the bread and cheese she was preparing, never took her eyes off him, and she hid the small smile tugging at her lips by turning to the grill.



‘Would you like a toasted sandwich, Mr Powell-Brooks?’ Jenny asked, and the young art tutor turned, no doubt surprised to be addressed by a stranger.



‘Oh, no, thank you. Unlike some greedy little monkey I can mention, I can actually hold out until dinner.’



Roberta grinned then pouted. ‘Killjoy,’ she said, then added, ‘Oh, Malc, I’ve used up all the red. You remember that sunset I did last night?’



Malcolm Powell-Brooks looked over at his young pupil, a smile of resigned exasperation on his face. ‘What,
 all
 the red? What did you apply it with? A shovel?’



‘What’s that about a shovel?’ a new voice asked, and Jenny turned to see the pretty blonde maid come in. Tomorrow she would have to start baking some good solid cakes; caraway seed cake, walnut and coffee perhaps. Even though she had only just this minute arrived, she felt as if she were failing them all by being unable to produce scones from thin air.



‘Lady Roberta, your Henry has been up to his usual shenanigans again,’ the maid reproached mildly. It was obvious that the servants at the castle enjoyed a friendly and relaxed atmosphere with their employers, no doubt due to long association.



Janice really was extraordinarily pretty, Jenny thought, as she removed the toasted cheese from the grill and added some Worcestershire sauce and sliced tomato, before pressing the pieces together and cutting it into triangles. Lady Roberta took it with a face-splitting grin and instantly tucked in.



Jenny guessed that Janice’s job was to keep his lordship and Lady Vee’s private living area clean and polished, and that a small army of villagers came in to see to the rest of the castle.



Jenny watched, bemused, as her solitary diner consumed the still sizzling cheese with satisfying gusto. Her gums, Jenny thought absently, must come iron-plated.



‘Oh, Henry. He gets everywhere,’ Roberta said airily between mouthfuls. ‘I was only five when I got him, Miss Starling,’ she explained, taking it for granted that the new cook would know what she was talking about. ‘At that age, I thought a tortoise would be amazing fun. But old Courts, the gardener, he fenced off all the vegetable gardens so that Henry couldn’t get in and munch his grotty old lettuces. So Henry gets bored, and in the summer he sticks his big fat nose in everywhere. Can’t blame him, I suppose. In winter, he just disappears. Under the stairs, I expect, or one of the airing cupboards. Nobody’s ever found out where he goes.’



‘Mr Courtenay was quite right to keep that animal out,’ Elsie surprised Jenny by piping up. ‘And you like his grotty lettuces right enough, your ladyship, when they come in a salad.’



Roberta grinned, totally unabashed. ‘Quite right too, Else.’ Jenny, recognizing the young lady’s penchant for shortening names, wondered what she’d come up with in her case. Was she doomed to be called Jen, or maybe even Old Star for the rest of Roberta’s residency? The thought made her shudder.



Meecham, now sat at the table after the conference with his daughter, accepted a cup of tea. When the kitchen door once again opened and closed with an echoing thud, everyone looked around. But the woman who walked in seemed not to notice that she was momentarily the focus of all eyes, and made her way calmly to the table.



Jenny judged her to be in her early thirties. She had short but nicely cut blonde hair and a heart-shaped face. Big blue eyes looked out on the world with a kind of unkind wisdom that made the cook feel instantly uncomfortable. She should have been quite beautiful, but somehow wasn’t.



‘I see we have a new arrival,’ the newcomer said, her voice flat and curiously bland.



‘Jenny Starling,’ Jenny said, thrusting out her hand and finding it taken in a warm strong grip.



‘I’m Ava Simmons, Lady Roberta’s governess.’



Jenny, who remembered seeing her on the stairs not an hour ago studying a painting, nodded politely.



‘Simm, want a sandwich?’ Roberta asked, quickly biting into the last piece of hers, lest someone take her seriously.



Ava Simmons smiled at her pupil in genuine fondness. ‘No, thank you, Lady Roberta. I’m quite sure I can wait for my dinner.’ The gentle reproof, much to the cook’s relief, slid right off Roberta’s back like water off a duck’s feathers.



Without asking, Ava helped herself to a cup of tea, and seated herself at the table, sipping gently. No one spoke. Slightly puzzled at the abruptly repressed atmosphere that seemed to have settled over everybody, Jenny felt the sudden need to dent the silence.



‘Have you worked here long, Miss Simmons?’ she asked, and the governess gave her a grateful look.



‘No, just coming up for a month. Lady Vee and Sir George decided that at sixteen Lady Roberta’s school lessons should gradually give way to rather broader experiences.’



‘She means,’ Roberta said, rolling her eyes, ‘that my grandparents want me to walk and talk like a lady. Good old Simm has me pacing the nursery with books on my head.’



Everybody smiled as they pictured the absurd spectacle. And yet Jenny had detected just a hint of asperity in Lady Roberta’s voice. It also explained the awkward silence. Miss Simmons was new to the job, and it would take her a while to fit into the tight niche that no doubt existed here.



As cook, Jenny’s own acceptance was taken a little more for granted. No one wanted to get on the bad side of the cook, after all. They could end up with lumpy gravy and burnt chops.



‘That reminds me,’ Malcolm Powell-Brooks said, out of the blue. ‘That skylight needs to be widened in the studio. We’re not getting enough light. Do you think you could get some workmen in, Meecham?’



Meecham nodded, and promised to get onto it. Ava Simmons sighed. ‘You should see the studio, Miss Starling. It would put a professional artist to shame.’



‘Only the best for my pupil,’ Malcolm said, but his jaunty smile seemed just a little bit strained. ‘When you’re teaching the granddaughter of a family of art collectors like the Avonsleighs, only the finest canvases, best paints and most professional brushes will do. Right, Rob?’



Lady Roberta grinned, hoisted by her own petard. She pouted again. ‘Rob, indeed,’ she muttered, but her eyes sparkled and looked adoringly on the visage of her idol.



Ava Simmons looked away, frowning slightly, and Jenny wanted to tell her not to worry — that sixteen-year-old girls were apt to get crushes on their teachers, especially ones who looked like Malcolm Powell-Brooks. Nothing ever came of it.



Usually.



‘Besides, I’m going to be a great artist someday,’ Lady Roberta said, with all the confidence of a teenager. ‘I’ll be the first really famous female artist ever. Have you noticed how all the really famous ones are men, Miss Starling?’



Jenny, grateful to be spared any shortening of her name, smiled. ‘I hadn’t really thought about it.’



‘Well, they are,’ Roberta said sulkily. ‘It’s all right for Malc. He could make a name for himself if he wanted, just because he’s a man. But nobody takes a woman artist seriously.’



‘Now you know that’s not true,’ Malcolm said with a gentle smile. ‘We’ve studied some of the women artists. Besides, you know that I don’t paint professionally. Just because I got a degree from the Ruskin, doesn’t mean I have talent. You can be taught to appreciate fine art, but that doesn’t make you an artist. Right, Ava?’ He suddenly turned and smiled full-face at the governess.



To Jenny’s surprise, Ava Simmons went extremely pale. At the same time, she distinctly heard Elsie give a snicker over by the kettle, where she was making some fresh tea. Ava managed a strained smile. ‘Quite. My father owns the Giselle Gallery in Bicester,’ Ava said, for the new cook’s benefit. ‘As a teenager, I, too, wanted to go to the Ruskin School of Art at Oxford, but it didn’t work out.’



‘Poor Simm,’ Roberta said, looking genuinely sorry for her. ‘You see what I mean? Nobody takes women artists seriously. But I’m going to be famous one day, with Malc’s help. I am good, aren’t I, Malc?’ she asked, turning such pleading eyes up to her tutor that Jenny again felt her own lips twitch.



Malcolm Powell-Brooks walked over and gave her head an affectionate pat. ‘Not bad, little monkey. You’re not bad at all.’



Roberta, obviously not best pleased at being treated so openly like a child, sighed heavily. Ava Simmons scowled and looked away. Everyone tactfully turned their attention back to their tea. The air seemed to grow heavy and oppressed.



And Jenny, with a trickle of unease, wondered if things were always this tense at Avonsleigh Castle.



She hoped not. Souffls never rose in a tense kitchen.









 
 
CHAPTER THREE




Jenny walked across to the oven, donning thick oven gloves as she went. Keenly aware of her audience, she withdrew a massive Lancashire hotpot from the middle tray. This was the staff’s dish of course, designed to feed seven. Steaming and heavy, she transferred it onto a wooden stand on the sideboard, where Elsie was waiting, nose twitching, ready to dish it out.



Being interviewed in the morning, accepting the job, and then cooking her first meal all on the same day had been a challenge, and one she’d thought about carefully. And, mindful of her promise to her employers, she had decided to cook something very English, delicious and filling.



The rich aroma soon filled the kitchen, and behind her she could almost feel the others relax. Once more at the oven, she removed the second, smaller hotpot, and Meecham instantly commandeered it. Heaping a variety of green vegetables into a dish, she watched as Meecham added it to an enormous silver tray.



She’d already ascertained from Elsie that Lady Vee and Lord Avonsleigh weren’t overly keen on too many courses (except when entertaining) but still wondered if she ought to have at least made some soup, or another kind of starter. But it was too late to worry about that now.



At the table, with the hotpot and vegetables now ladled out, there was a very satisfactory silence. Jenny took her seat at the head of the table, as befitting her position, and took her first bite. It was, as she’d always known it would be, delicious.



‘Is Danny coming over tonight, Janice?’ Gayle Meecham asked, reaching for a glass of water and taking a sip. Janice swallowed a good mouthful of food, and nodded.



‘About eight, he said. Not that we’re going anywhere special. Just down to the Jolly Farmer. Still, it gets me out of this place,’ she said cheerfully and tucked in once more, and with evident enjoyment. Jenny rather approved of Janice.



Opposite her, Ava Simmons raised her napkin and gave her lips a gentle pat before reaching for a small glass of wine. Up a place, and opposite, Elsie watched the governess with derisive eyes. Malcolm Powell-Brooks waited patiently for his food to cool. Lady Roberta, of course, ate with her grandparents. No doubt she’d much rather eat down here with the servants who were her friends, Jenny suspected, and of course, with her art tutor, who must be the cause of many a blush-making teenage dream.



‘I’d have thought you’d want to meet him at the pub rather than have him come up here, Janice,’ Malcolm said, and smiled mischievously as her pretty blonde head shot up. Both of them turned and glanced at Ava Simmons, who seemed oblivious to it all.



Jenny noticed Janice flush a dull, unbecoming red, but before she could make any gentle probing as to what Malcolm was insinuating, Meecham reappeared. In spite of herself, Jenny was uncomfortably aware that she was watching him anxiously. Noticing her scrutiny, he smiled gently.



‘Their lordships would like to express their approval and satisfaction, Miss Starling,’ the butler said in his usual pedantic tone. Translated: they had lifted the lid, taken one delighted look, and tucked in like gannets.



Jenny beamed, and for the first time that evening, fully relaxed. She glanced over her shoulder to the stove and the two big pots steaming away gently, and then at the kitchen clock. Perfect timing. The two raspberry-jam steamed puddings would be cooked to perfection in another fifteen minutes.



‘Has anyone seen my knitting needle? My number ten?’ Elsie suddenly piped up, her voice abrupt and accusing. ‘I know I had it the day before yesterday. I was knitting a cardigan for Bunty’s youngest.’



‘Are you sure it’s not in your bag, Elsie?’ Gayle asked, ignoring the exasperated looks the others cast in the kitchen maid’s direction.



Elsie’s unlovely face became set. ‘No, it ain’t. First place I looked, weren’t it? It’s not there. The other one is. Someone must have took it, that’s all.’



‘Who’d want to steal just one knitting needle, Elsie?’ Janice piped up reasonably. ‘Perhaps it went the same way as that slipper of yours.’ She glanced across at Jenny and winked. ‘Or that thimble you swore somebody had pinched.’



Elsie merely glowered. ‘Someone put that slipper under my chair. I never do that. I always have me slippers on, else they’re kept under me bed. I know who it was, all right. That young ladyship. Little minx. Thinks I don’t know where I put things. But I ain’t so daft. And that thimble shouldn’t have been in that drawer. I never keep me thimbles in that drawer.’



‘Oh well, I’m sure it will turn up, Elsie,’ Gayle said placatingly.



When everybody had finished, Jenny did a quick check of the plates. Elsie, Meecham, Janice and Gayle had left clean plates. Only Malcolm and Ava Simmons had left some, mostly vegetables. All in all, she was satisfied.



‘That’s the bell, Dad,’ Gayle said, prompting her father as a faint but plainly audible bell tinkled overhead. So Meecham was a little hard of hearing, Jenny noted idly. Or was he just preoccupied?



The butler followed her to the stove and watched with evident approval as she removed the family’s pudding from the pot, took off the greaseproof paper, traced a knife around the edge and upturned it. The sponge came out clean, golden and light, the generous helping of runny, piping-hot jam trickling down the sides in a delicious stream. A jug of proper custard was placed by its side and Meecham left, moving at a fair old clip. When she turned back to the stove, Jenny was just in time to see Elsie already turning out the larger servants’ bowl onto a plate.



The cook hadn’t heard her, and for a moment she felt slightly uneasy. She
 should
 have heard her crossing the flagstone kitchen floor. She
 should
 have heard her lifting the lid and clattering about. As she watched the tired-looking maid at work, she realized that Elsie was deceptively deft. Her movements were slow but graceful. Now wonder she moved and worked so silently.



Jenny would have to remember that.



Once again, the table was silent as everybody tucked in according to his or her manner. The staff were now beginning to solidify into distinct personalities: Elsie, with her habit of losing knick-knacks and complaining; Janice, with her healthy appetite and content, slightly smug beauty; Ava, a lady born and bred, and perhaps a little resentful that she had to earn her living; Malcolm, the fastidious, slightly spiteful art tutor; and Meecham, a kind-hearted man, who seemed to fit in at Avonsleigh like a key fitting into a lock. Only Gayle remained a mystery. Protective of Elsie, yes; kind-hearted, like her father no doubt. But Jenny, as yet, knew next to nothing about her. What went on behind that aloof exterior? And was it her imagination, or was Gayle upset about something?



Meecham returned, gave the cook another smiling nod, and had just sat down when the door burst open and a young man athletically leapt down the steps, landing nearly in the middle of the kitchen. He was dressed in a heavy leather jacket and carried a crash helmet in his hand
 .
 His hair was windblown, jet black and flopped about on his forehead, forcing him to keep brushing it back. The newcomer’s jaw was busy chewing gum. ‘Hello, Jan. Troops.’ He nodded to the rest of the table, his glance stopping at Ava Simmons. ‘Ava, you’re looking ravishing tonight,’ he said, his blue eyes twinkling down at her.



‘Daniel,’ Ava Simmons said, barely turning her head.



‘Danny, want some of my pudding?’ Janice put in quickly, and hitched up a spare chair beside her. Danny obliged, but turned the chair around, sitting on it so that the back of it rested against his chest. He looked too old to be playing those sorts of games, Jenny thought with a hint of asperity, looking at him closely. He was no teenager. More in the mid-twenties, she would guess. He accepted Janice’s pudding, totally unaware of the sacrifice she was making, and spooned in a gigantic mouthful. It made even Jenny blink.



Elsie was watching him closely too, Jenny noticed, and felt a slight shudder of shock. Surely Elsie, of all people, wasn’t attracted by this show of swaggering machismo? But no, she saw an instant later, Elsie wasn’t. She was watching him with a kind of superior smile that changed to the now familiar smirk when the conceited Danny once more glanced Ava Simmons’s way.



Janice, not liking the way his eyes tended to stray either, pulled on his arm. ‘I’m ready for the off, Danny. Where’s the bike?’



‘Near the gatehouse, of course, where else? I can’t drive it into the quad, can I?’ Janice flushed. ‘Hey, Ava, want to take a ride on my Harley? It’s got a really wide seat,’ he cajoled.



Jenny heard a distinct giggle. Or titter. It could have come from almost anyone, for she was not alone in realizing what an incongruous picture Danny’s offer conjured up — the genteel and proper Miss Simmons on the back of a motorbike.



Ava smiled, not too unkindly, Jenny thought, given the circumstances. ‘Thank you, Daniel. But I don’t have a helmet.’



Very tactful, Jenny thought idly.



Danny seemed not to recognize the dismissal however, and shook off Janice’s hand, which had tightened annoyingly around his wrist. ‘I can get you one. I’ll bring one over next week.’



‘Danny,’ Janice said, drawing out his name into two very long, very annoyed syllables.



‘All right, all right, I’m coming. Just let me finish this pud. Good stuff, this,’ he added, finishing off the dessert in three giant, jaw-breaking mouthfuls.



They all watched the unlikely lovebirds depart, Meecham and his daughter with some amusement, Malcolm more with exasperation than anything else. Elsie merely sneered. It was, Jenny was coming to realize, the kitchen maid’s near-permanent expression.



* * *



A half hour later, she and Elsie set about clearing and washing up, managing to finish the work in a matter of minutes. They divided their tasks equally and automatically, working in a comfortable silence. She had just wiped down the largest bowl, and was about to put it back in the cupboard when Meecham coughed discreetly behind her. She looked back over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow.



‘Lady Vee and Sir George would like to see you, Miss Starling. In the sunroom.’



Jenny nodded, put down the bowl on the shelf, and heard a curious, not to mention ominous dull thunk. Curious, she peered into the recess of the cupboard, saw something move, and reached inside.



When her hands emerged, she was holding Henry. For a second the reptile blinked at her, and she blinked back at it. Then, without a word, she carefully put it on the floor, returned the bowl to its proper place, and turned to follow Meecham. She spared only a moment to wonder how the tortoise had got onto the cupboard shelf, which was at least three feet off the ground. Perhaps there was a resident ghost playing pranks on her after all.



But her thoughts were mainly centred on the upcoming meeting. Perhaps the family hadn’t been as happy with the food as Meecham had led her to believe? Had Elsie lied when she said they didn’t go in for lots of courses when they dined alone? So nervous was she, she barely glanced at her surroundings as Meecham led her down the maze-like corridors to a small room decorated in pale yellow. The butler bowed silently and left.



Her ladyship looked up from a surprisingly garish tabloid newspaper and beamed. ‘Ah, Miss Starling, there you are. I just wanted to say what a delightful meal that was. Haven’t had Lancashire hotpot for ages. Our old cook was from Devon, you know.’



Jenny didn’t, but didn’t care. She hadn’t been told politely to sling her hook, and that was all that mattered.



‘Lovely puddin’,’ his lordship rumbled in agreement from the depths of an old armchair, without bothering to open his firmly shut eyes.



‘George always naps after dinner,’ said Lady Vee, anxious that the new cook should not take offence. Not after the meal they’d just had. ‘I just wanted to say how much we enjoyed it, and also to warn you that we’re expecting friends tomorrow for tea.’



‘Not dinner?’ Jenny asked quickly.



‘No, just tea. Well, not even that really. The colonel and his wife will be arriving about three, I expect, so if you could just have a little something ready. Just a scone or two would be fine. The colonel’s got a bit of a thing about dining out. Can’t stand to do it. His poor wife hasn’t eaten in a restaurant for twenty years.’



Jenny nodded. And she knew better than to be fooled by this ‘just a scone or two’ business. ‘Some Madeira cake, perhaps?’ she murmured. ‘And the odd savoury? Some small flans — cold, of course — and some sandwiches? I’ll bake some fresh bread after lunch.’



Her ladyship beamed. ‘Splendid, splendid. Well, I won’t keep you. You must be exhausted. I can’t tell you how grateful we are, can I, George, that you were able to start work straight away.’ In answer, a loud snore came from the depths of his lordship’s chair.



Jenny smiled, and withdrew. Once the door was shut behind her she found herself in a small anteroom. Wryly, she realized that she had been too worried to take notice of all the twists and turns in getting here and was now thoroughly lost. She glanced around her at the now expected plethora of paintings, and lingered over a charming picture of water lilies on a misty lake. But as she slowly walked off in what she hoped was the right direction, a gleam of jewel-like light caught her eye, and she turned back, glancing up in surprise. For there on the wall above her was the most beautiful — and outlandish — work of art she’d ever seen. A lavishly jewelled dagger with a narrow, straight blade hung in solitary splendour in a little alcove in one wall.



As she looked at it, so beautiful and so deadly, she felt a shiver run over her spine. It was an unexpectedly strong shiver, and it raised goosebumps on her arm. A feeling of foreboding crept into the back of her mind, and she briskly, almost angrily, pushed it back.



Nothing was going to go wrong, she told herself. Not this time. Besides, she had other things to think about.



Like tea for four tomorrow. And a finicky colonel with a phobia about food. Perhaps she should make some sausage rolls, warm from the oven. Surely he couldn’t resist those . . .









 
 
CHAPTER FOUR




Jenny awoke, surrounded by four posts, swathes of electric-blue silk, and a feeling of wellbeing. The bed beneath her was wide and well padded, and supported her Junoesque figure admirably, and for a moment she lay in blissful silence. Already, Avonsleigh felt like home. She and Lady Vee had an understanding that was as strong as only two like-minded women could make it. She had an able, if sour, helper in Elsie, and the butler was a man of understanding. A perfect recipe for longstanding and satisfying employment if ever she’d heard it.



And now for breakfast. She glanced at her watch, found it was only 6:30, and smiled. Traditional English breakfast of course — bacon, sausages, tomatoes (if the greenhouses had any), eggs fresh from the hen house and those kidneys she’d discovered yesterday at the back of the fridge. Now who, she mused, had tried to hide
 them
 away?



Lunch at the castle was always a simple affair — something light or just sandwiches, Elsie had told her. And the trick to good sandwiches, Jenny knew, was variety and properly baked bread. But today there was this tea, which wasn’t really tea but a chance for her new employers to show off their new cook to their — hopefully — suitably envious friends.



Jenny stretched in bliss, contemplating a full day’s cooking ahead of her, yawned extravagantly, then rolled out of bed.



She quickly washed, dressed, and brushed her cap of dark, shining hair into tidy order. In the bedroom’s large and anciently spotted mirror, her blue eyes shone.



Little onion tarts. She’d have a quick tour of the river that meandered through the outlying meadows and see if she could find some watercress. Make some mayonnaise. Yes, she had a busy day ahead. Just how she liked it. And then there was dinner.



Jenny was still contemplating dinner when she reached the kitchen and found Elsie already ensconced and inevitably drinking tea. ‘Good morning, Elsie. You’re an early riser, I see.’



Elsie grunted, but was already on her feet and pouring out another cup. ‘Usual breakfast then?’ she asked, as she watched Jenny set about the frying pans and check the vegetable oil.



‘Yes. The sausage skins need puncturing, please, and be sure to give the bacon rind a good scoring. Does the family like their bacon crispy?’



‘Ah, his lordship likes his practically burned.’



‘OK.’ Jenny relaxed over her first cup of tea and thought about dinner. Steak and onion pie, mashed potatoes boiled with sprigs of mint, glazed carrots and diced swede, lightly buttered. And for his lordship’s pudding? Well, she’d promised him rhubarb and custard, so that settled it.



Outside, the sun began to shine as if it meant it for the first time in a week, so she set about opening all the windows and side doors leading out to the vegetable gardens. Her menu was planned, the sun was shining, and Elsie was firmly in her corner. Nothing could go wrong now.



She should have known better. She really should.



* * *



‘Ahh, Miss Starling,’ her ladyship said, her usual greeting now causing not a hint of panic in the cook. ‘That breakfast was superb.’



‘Good bacon,’ Lord Avonsleigh grunted over his paper and toast. She had been called to the breakfast room just before nine o’clock. She was glad she hadn’t put the bread in the oven yet. She liked to keep an eye on that.



‘About Colonel and Mrs Attling. I thought, since the weather’s changed, we’d have it out on the terrace,’ Lady Vee swept on. ‘Normally when we entertain friends we do it in the sunroom, it has such a pleasant aspect, but the colonel spent a lot of time in the Far East, you know, and simply can’t stand to be indoors if the sun is shining.’



Jenny nodded sympathetically in understanding. ‘Lemonade?’ she hazarded softly, and Lady Vee beamed.



‘Mrs Attling is so fond of it,’ she agreed. ‘I’ll tell Meecham about the change of venue. If you could have everything ready for three?’



Jenny nodded. ‘Three it is,’ she murmured.



Back in the kitchen, with the staff’s breakfast cleared away, the day began for her in earnest. It also began in earnest for others.



A killer among them . . .



* * *



Upstairs, in a large and airy room that Lady Roberta rather liked, she watched Miss Simmons pace about in front of her. On the CD player was a Bach concerto that neither of them were listening to, although Roberta knew she’d be asked questions about it afterwards.



Roberta glanced at her watch. Another hour and a half and she would be with Malcolm. What would he make of her sunset painting? Would he lean over behind her, right up close, to point something out, as he sometimes did? Roberta hoped so. She could smell his aftershave if he did that, and his cheek was so close to hers that she could touch it, if she suddenly swung her head around. Although he was getting wise to that trick, she remembered mournfully. Still, sometimes his shoulder would touch hers, and the shivers that went through her were delicious.



‘Listen carefully to this piano piece, Lady Roberta. I have the music sheet for it somewhere, and we’ll see how well you can play it this afternoon.’ Roberta nodded attentively. Then glanced at her watch. An hour and a quarter. Ava Simmons continued her pacing, her brow deeply furrowed.



Lady Roberta’s tutor was in fact deep in thought. Tomorrow he would come, and then . . . well, then she would act. She didn’t want to do it. The whole thing was so distasteful. But she had never shirked her responsibilities, and she wouldn’t start now. Other women might jib at doing what she was going to do, but she was made of sterner stuff. She had faced a lot of unpleasantness in her short life. With her father being like he was — a monster — and her mother abandoning her when she was but twelve — yes, Ava Simmons was made of strong stuff indeed.



* * *



In her ladyship’s bedroom, Gayle Meecham reached for the afternoon dress that Lady Vee had selected, and took it to the dressing room. There she put on the iron, and waited for it to heat up. When the family chose to entertain family and friends, Gayle would usually act as an extra maid.



The butler’s daughter sighed deeply and ran a hand across her forehead. She had a headache, but that was not unusual. Just lately, her head seemed to be perpetually throbbing. If only she’d had the courage to disobey her father yesterday morning. Nothing good would come of what they were planning. She knew it, deep inside. It was nasty, there was no other word for it. As she’d tried to tell him yesterday, two wrongs did not make a right. They never had, they never would. But would he listen? Which meant that now she had no choice. Her father was a clever man in many ways. He managed the running of the castle — and his lordship — with tact and gentle aplomb. But when it came to the realities of the world . . . well, her father needed Avonsleigh as much as Avonsleigh needed him. He couldn’t really exist in the outside world. Which was why, when the outside world had come crashing into their lives just weeks ago, she knew it would be up to her to look after him.



He would never get away with what he was planning without her help. He simply had no real flair for villainy. At heart, he was a gentle man. But a man obsessed. And she wished, oh she
 wished
 , that he would change his mind.



It would happen today, or more likely tomorrow. And once that initial step had been taken, there would be no going back.



She reached for the iron and absent-mindedly tested it with her finger. An instant later she gave a small cry and pulled her hand away quickly. The iron was red-hot. Too hot for the dress, and she quickly turned the dial down a few notches.



It was not like her to be so careless.



For a long while, Gayle Meecham stared at her burnt finger, her headache gradually getting worse.



* * *



Up in the studio, Malcolm Powell-Brooks stared at the painting in front of him. He’d been working on it all morning, safe in the knowledge that Roberta was being kept firmly out of the way by the redoubtable Ava. His lips twisted as he stared at the grey and green landscape on his easel. It was not good enough. He knew it. Hell, any second-rate first-year art student would know it was no good.



With an angry sigh he threw down his paintbrush and walked to the window. Damn it all. He was just so distracted and unable to concentrate. He was worried. And scared. Oh yes, he thought grimly, he was scared. Damn her!



* * *



Janice gave the huge Ming vase a final flick with her duster and turned away, oblivious to the fact that her duster had just caused to wobble a vase worth nearly 10,000.



The ubiquitous treasures of Avonsleigh might make the occasional museum executive gasp in delight, but Janice took little notice of the art around her. She came from a big family, and had moved out of her parents’ cramped council house just as quickly as she’d been able to, so she was grateful for her large room at the castle, and the peace and quiet she enjoyed in her hours off.



Today, though, she was in no mood to count her blessings. She knew what Danny was up to. Oh yes, she knew. She was nowhere near as stupid as some people liked to think. And she wouldn’t let him get away with it. She was meeting him this afternoon, and she would have it out with him once and for all. If he thought she was going to stand for it, he’d better think again. Nobody messed Janice Beale about.



She was pretty enough to have any man she wanted, and it was high time that Danny learned that. She would put a spoke in his wheel, all right. Oh yes, she thought grimly, as she gave an eighteenth-century wall plaque a vigorous dusting. She’d fix his plans, good and proper.



* * *



Jenny’s huge mound of sandwiches dwindled to an empty plate as lunchtime came and went and the staff of Avonsleigh did likewise. Roberta, Jenny noticed, skipped having lunch with her grandparents and tucked into the watercress and egg mayonnaise sandwiches as if she was ravenous. Meecham, the cook noticed with a slight frown, ate practically nothing. Malcolm was the first to leave the kitchen, but Janice took his place, tucking in and saying very little. Jenny, used to judging people from the perspective of food, began to feel uneasy.



Something was up. It was nothing she could put her finger on precisely, but there was an undercurrent present today that had been absent yesterday. Or had it been there all the time, and she was only now picking up on it?



‘What kind of garden furniture has been set up on the terrace, Mr Meecham?’ she asked, determined to break the rather oppressive silence.



Meecham jumped, as if dragged from a vast depth of thought. ‘Hmm? Oh, a huge wrought-iron table, solid as a rock. Plenty of room for all your goodies.’



Ava Simmons glanced at the cook and smiled. ‘Are you settling in all right, Miss Starling?’ she asked thoughtfully, and Jenny smiled.



‘Yes, thank you, Miss Simmons. Would you like another sandwich?’



Ava declined with murmured thanks, and then glanced over at Roberta. ‘Lady Roberta, we have those Byron poems to discuss.’



Lady Roberta sighed theatrically, but in truth didn’t mind. She’d found his scandalous life story rather titillating. Besides, she’d once seen a painting of the poet, and he’d looked a lot like Malcolm. Those same brooding eyes. That same rakish air of smouldering passion. ‘Mad, bad and dangerous to know,’ Roberta quoted Lady Caroline Lamb with a cheeky grin. ‘I’m surprised you dare to read him, Simm. Aren’t you afraid he’ll corrupt me?’ she added, her voice just a touch sharp.



Jenny turned in time to see a rather spiteful or perhaps
 angry
 look flit across her young face. Since girls today probably knew more about sex than many of their elders, she wondered why a no doubt very worldly-wise teenager wanted to bait her tutor with something so innocuous.



Ava Simmons, though, merely smiled. ‘Glad to see you’re using your initiative, Lady Roberta,’ she responded smoothly, not a whit put out. ‘Not to mention your grandfather’s rather excellent library.’



Roberta looked for a moment as if she might stamp her foot in a fit of old-fashioned temper, but then a reluctant smile crossed her face. She really was a likeable teenager, Jenny thought. She might not like her tutor, but she certainly respected her. Not many sixteen-year-olds had that kind of maturity.



As her kitchen emptied once more, the cook turned her thoughts to the important things in life. Onion tarts. Fresh bread. Her feeling of unease was firmly brushed away.



But it would come back. And with a vengeance.



* * *



In the cool of the butler’s pantry, Meecham reached for an old jam jar that contained his mother’s secret recipe. She claimed it could clean the dirt from the devil, and he was inclined to believe her. Many people had remarked on the sparkling quality of the Avonsleigh silver.



Fastidiously rolling up his shirt sleeves, Meecham reached for a clean cloth, dipped it in the pale yellow goo from the jam jar, and reached for the dagger. For a moment he admired it, turning it this way and that. No wonder the colonel always examined it whenever he came. No doubt it reminded him of long-ago days in Malaysia. Or wherever.



Meecham smeared the handle and began to rub vigorously, using his fingernails to delve into the crevices created by the gems, humming away softly as he worked. Time flew by, and he jumped when the pantry door flew open and the new cook stood there, looking worried.



‘Mr Meecham, we’re out of flour! I can’t believe it. Didn’t the old cook keep the larder well stocked?’



Miss Starling, Meecham mused, would
 never
 panic. Her voice was calm, if just a little high. Jenny was, however, as
 close
 to panic as she ever came.



The butler smiled. ‘The flour is kept in the cellar, Miss Starling, along with the wine, the root vegetables and some of the overwintering fruit. Elsie will know where to find it.’



Jenny let out a long, infinitely relieved breath and smiled. Of course Elsie would know. She should have asked her in the first place. She glanced down at the dagger in his hand, but her mind was on flour. Not on sudden death.



‘Thank you, Mr Meecham,’ she said with a quiet, self-derogatory smile, and withdrew. Crisis over.



Meecham carried on cleaning the dagger. He cleaned it for a solid hour. Lovingly, and with infinite patience.



* * *



Ava Simmons glanced at her watch, and saw that the time was getting on. Where was that child? Byron over, she was supposed to meet her here in the music room after a short break. No doubt she was in the artist’s studio, mooning over that man again.



Ava ran a hand along the grand piano, smiling at the perfectly tuned chords that echoed across the room. Both Lady Vee and her husband were tone deaf, but who cared when they could afford such a piano, and such a room? The tiled floor and plain walls echoed back the sounds of musical instruments perfectly.



Ava sighed enviously and walked with masked impatience to the door. She would just have to drag the girl away from Malcolm Powell-Brooks. As usual.



As she opened the door and crossed the short, flagged inner hall, she noticed that the door to the conservatory was open, and she paused, surprised. Old Seth, the head gardener, was always on about the importance of the conservatory being kept at a constant temperature. There were some valuable and quite beautiful orchids in there, she knew, and anybody visiting it always shut the door after them, from the family right down to Elsie. It had become second nature to everybody living at the castle.



With an exasperated sigh, she reached for the door and was about to close it, when she saw someone move inside.



Someone beckoning to her.



Curious, Ava Simmons walked in.



* * *



Colonel Attling turned off his purring Bentley and walked briskly around to his passenger door, opening it for his wife with a distracted air. He was looking forward to talking to old George again. He knew how to fish, too. Perhaps he could wangle a day out on the Avonsleigh trout lake.



His wife looked at his distant expression and smiled indulgently. She smiled again as Meecham met them at the door and led them solemnly through the castle towards the sunroom. In a small hall, both of their hosts were waiting. Mrs Attling ran sharp eyes over Lady Vee’s impeccable peach dress and was relieved that she herself had worn mint-green. It could be so embarrassing, even amongst old friends, to clash with one’s hostess. Colour-wise, that is. ‘Vee, dear.’



‘Millie! So glad you could come. We have a new cook at last!’ her ladyship began, cutting to the crux of the matter immediately. Millicent, too, was a gastronome of similar taste, and both women had been worrying about the lack of a cook at Avonsleigh.



‘You look pleased with her,’ Millicent said, ignoring her husband, who had stopped in his usual place to admire the usual item.



‘I am. She’s a treasure. Just you wait . . .’ The two women moved off, chattering like well-bred magpies, so that his lordship and the colonel could begin their own pleasures.



‘I still wish you’d sell it, old chap,’ the colonel said, staring up at the jewelled dagger with envious, covetous eyes. ‘I know the old pension doesn’t stretch too far these days, but I have the odd acre or two on the estate I could sell off.’



Lord Avonsleigh laughed. ‘You could no more sell your land than I could dismiss Meecham, Bill, you old fraud,’ he chortled, and the colonel laughed in agreement. Nevertheless, he gave the dagger a last, yearning glance before following his old friend through to the sunroom to join the ladies on the terrace beyond.



Behind him, a huge grandfather clock boomed out the hour of three o’clock.



‘Damn thing’s deafening,’ his lordship muttered over the roar, and the colonel laughed.



‘What good’s a clock if you can’t hear it, eh?’ he bellowed back.



On the terrace, the sun shone with such pleasant strength that Lady Vee quickly raised the parasol positioned in the centre of the table. The two men elected to sit fully in the sun.



‘I do love this little garden,’ Millicent said, looking around. Lavatera bushes thrust pink blooms into all corners of the small square, whilst a lavish rose bed was surrounded by a diamond of perfectly clipped boxed yew. Directly facing them was the conservatory, and Millicent let her eyes wander over it. ‘Is that a new orchid I can see growing there, Agnes dear?’ she asked, pointing to the glass house and a spray of creamy blooms.



Lady Vee smiled. ‘It’s Seth’s passion. Orchids and something else unpronounceable. I like to indulge him. He grows such wonderful onions.’



Meecham coughed, as if on cue, and placed on the table a huge selection of goodies. Onion flans, large sandwiches (with the crusts still on, of course) overflowing with tender ham, home-made chutney and lettuce. Sausage rolls, warm and flaky from the oven. A large Madeira cake eclipsed a slightly smaller fruitcake. A huge glass jug full of real lemonade, filled with ice and trickling with condensation set everyone’s parched throat contracting in happy anticipation.



The colonel’s wife and Lady Vee looked at one another without saying a word. No words were needed. A real cook, at last!



Then they smiled as the colonel, eyeing the delicious fare, said haltingly, ‘I say, that looks rather good. Perhaps I might just try one of those eggy flan things.’



Half an hour later only some Madeira cake remained on the table, and Meecham, retrieving the depleted tray, smiled happily. Miss Starling would be pleased.



‘How about a game of billiards, Bill?’ Avonsleigh asked, knowing his friend well, and the two men rose with some alacrity.



Lady Vee also rose. ‘It’s getting rather warm out here, Millie. Why don’t we . . . ?’ she murmured happily. As a group, and led by the impassive Meecham, they all trooped through the sunroom and back into the hall.



There it was Meecham who stopped first, and so abruptly that the colonel almost rear-ended him. ‘I say, Meecham old chap,’ he began, then stopped as he took a proper look at the man. The butler stood stock-still, staring up and to his left, his jaw literally dropping open. As a spectacle, it was unparalleled.



The colonel quickly followed the other man’s gaze, and blinked. His own jaw quickly followed Meecham’s example.



For on the wall, the jewelled dagger gleamed in the sunlight. But nobody, for once, was looking at its spectacular gems. Because, dripping from its blade and running in a small, ragged trail down the white wall, was a thin trickle of thick red liquid.



Lady Vee and Lord Avonsleigh gaped.



Mrs Attling also stared, and was the first to speak. ‘Why, it looks like blood,’ she said, the final word almost a whisper.



The grandfather clock boomed the half hour and broke the spell that had held them all in a frozen tableau of stiff-limbed, wide-eyed disbelief.



It also made everyone jump out of their collective skins. ‘Meecham, you’d better . . .’ his lordship paused, thought, and then said, more strongly, ‘Meecham, check the household. See if anyone is missing.’



Meecham, with some effort, pulled his glance away from the dagger, blinked once, and then pulled himself together. ‘Yes m’lord,’ he said quietly. ‘At once.’



‘Let’s go back into the sunroom,’ Lady Vee suggested, her booming voice for once subdued. ‘I suddenly feel rather chilly.’



The colonel went quickly to his wife and guided her inside, and the two men exchanged worried glances over the top of her head. It
 had
 looked like blood. Ridiculous of course. At Avonsleigh, of all places. And yet . . .



A few minutes later, Meecham returned. He looked deathly pale. His eyes were round and enormous. He cleared his throat, but his lordship was already on his feet.



‘I’m afraid, sir, that the tutor, Miss Simmons, is in the conservatory,’ Meecham said.



His words were so innocuous that for a moment George wanted to laugh. Then, seeing his butler sway slightly, he snapped sharply, ‘So what, man? She can be in the conservatory if she wants to be.’



‘Yes, m’lord, I know,’ Meecham said. ‘But she’s dead.’









 
 
CHAPTER FIVE




Detective Inspector John Bishop looked up as the castle loomed into view, and felt his mouth go slightly dry. By his side, Sergeant Myers concentrated on his driving. Behind them was a police van packed with forensic people and SOCOs.



‘Shall I pull into the castle proper, sir?’ Myers asked, and the inspector nodded.



‘Might as well.’



A moment later, they pulled up beside a rather handsome Bentley and stepped out. Immediately a pair of massive double doors swung open with what looked like surprising ease, and a butler stood there. He looked, the inspector thought, rather pale and wide-eyed, but apart from that he was the picture of an impeccable English manservant — surely a dying breed nowadays. He even coughed discreetly, just in case he had gone unnoticed.



Bishop and Myers approached, the SOCOs not far behind. ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ Meecham addressed the taller, stockier man instinctively.



‘And you are?’ Bishop asked, not sharply, not softly.



‘Meecham, sir, the family’s butler. His lordship asked if he might see you right away. He and her ladyship are in the Turner lounge.’



Bishop felt his neck muscles stiffen. And so it begins, he thought miserably. The aristocracy asserting their power. Making sure that he knew he was only a humble copper, whilst they were the Avonsleighs, who were to be obeyed and waited upon, even by British officialdom.



He knew he’d have to cope with this inferiority complex of his, ever since the extraordinary call had come in to his office in Kidlington, where the Thames Valley Police had their headquarters. Not that they got calls like this every day. A killing at Avonsleigh Castle! He had barely put down the phone when his superior had called, demanding that he act with tact, discretion and the proper respect. All very well, Bishop thought. But just how
 did
 you treat a peer of the realm when someone had just bumped off their granddaughter’s governess in the conservatory? He felt as if he’d wandered into a game of Cluedo!



Well, respectful as he might be, Bishop thought grimly, they had to be included on the list of suspects at least, if not openly questioned as such. Damned if he knew how to go about it though. Still, he was a policeman, and the sooner he stamped his authority onto the scene, the better. ‘My sergeant and I will be glad to come, sir, but I want my men shown to the scene of the crime at once.’



Meecham merely nodded, and glanced behind him. ‘Gayle, can you take these gentlemen to the conservatory?’ As he spoke, a younger female version of himself stepped out of the shadows and appeared in the doorway behind him.



‘Certainly. Would you come this way please?’ Her voice was as cool and controlled as she herself looked.



Bishop, his sergeant and the butler stepped out of the way to allow the forensic boys through, and watched as the white-suited team followed the girl into the cavernous interior of the great hall. They made an odd, solemn procession, and for a moment Bishop felt as if he’d just stepped back a few centuries.



It was an eerie feeling.



‘This way, sirs,’ Meecham said, stepping back into the vast flagstone hall with its dominant chandelier, guarded by the empty suits of armour.



Bishop tried his best to be unaffected by all the history, but failed rather miserably. The castle, he knew, had stood for centuries, and the influence of the Avonsleighs was felt for miles around, in every circle of rural life. His lordship owned the village of Upper Caulcott, lock, stock and barrel. Farms for miles around occupied his land, and were worked by his tenants. He was a JP, and sat on practically every local influential committee there was going. His wife led the WI, was active in church circles, and was widely respected by all the local women. Their power was solid and ethereal — hard to define but impossible to deny.



By his side, Myers adjusted his tie, proof that not even he was immune to the atmosphere of might the castle seemed to ooze from its very walls. Here I am, the very heart of Britain, it seemed to say. So, watch your step, matey!



This slight sign of nervousness from his extremely dapper and usually cocksure sergeant made Bishop, perversely, relax just a little. Myers was such an able social animal that to see him discomforted was almost worth the wear and tear on his own nerves.



His amusement, however, was short-lived. The moment he stepped into the final room, after a warren-like maze had led him to the east wing of the castle, he knew why they called it the Turner lounge. There were nothing but original, striking, if minor Turners on every wall. Even he, who’d gained his knowledge of art from the Sunday newspaper supplements, knew priceless art when he saw it.



From a large pink sofa a man rose slowly, and both policemen felt his aura of unassuming power immediately. He had a thin figure, offset by a large nose and deep, penetrating eyes. In them, you could clearly see the bloodline of the Avonsleighs, and Bishop could well imagine this man transplanted to the Battle of Waterloo, giving Napoleon some stick. Or the Battle of Hastings, fighting alongside the doomed Harold.



‘The police, m’lord,’ Meecham said, and then realized that he’d failed to get their names. He cast a stricken and apologetic look to the older man that he read at once. Both Myers and Bishop noticed it too, of course, and wondered what his lordship would do next.



He walked forward and held out his hand. Bishop hastily shook it. ‘Inspector . . . ?’ George probed bluntly.



‘Bishop, sir. This is Sergeant Myers.’



From his advantage of a few inches, Lord Avonsleigh looked down at the sergeant, one eyebrow slightly lifting.



He was a rather unusual figure for a policeman, George thought, in that he was dressed in a good-quality suit, and wore a rather daringly coloured tie. His hair was jet black and brushed back in a rather foreign style, but his square, pugnacious face was so English it could have been stamped with the Union Jack.



‘Well, I think you’d better come in, have some tea, and listen to what’s been going on. Thank you, Meecham,’ he said, gently dismissing his somewhat fazed butler. Meecham left, with rather a little more speed than was strictly dignified.



‘My wife, Lady Avonsleigh, Colonel and Mrs Attling,’ he said, glancing at the remaining three people in the room. Bishop nodded.



The colonel looked every inch the retired officer he undoubtedly was. No doubt he regretted not being born when India was still a part of the British Empire. His wife looked as if she lived constantly, but quite contentedly, in his shadow. One of those quaint Englishwomen who had surprising reserves of iron beneath the blue-rinsed hairdo and flowery summer frock.



Her ladyship was quite simply formidable. She looked alert, capable and totally at ease. Her chins quivered as she leaned forward and poured suspiciously pale tea into two exquisite china cups.



Bishop took a chair unhappily, wincing as it creaked under him. It looked antique, and he only hoped it would hold. He was a large man, big-boned and heavy-set. He accepted the tea with a nervous start and an equally nervous smile as Lady Vee handed it over, and his nose twitched as the highly scented steam began rising from the cup. He knew it! One of those fancy, foul-tasting teas with an unpronounceable name.



He balanced the Royal Doulton cup in his massive hand, never intending to lift it to his lips. By his side, Myers drank with evident enjoyment. Since most of his salary went on clothes, he could rarely afford the rest of life’s finer offerings, and he obviously intended to make the most of it when one came his way.



‘Well, sir . . . I mean, your lordship,’ Bishop corrected himself quickly, trying to reassert some sense of authority. It was not easy, surrounded by masterpieces and the silent, watchful company of his powerful audience. ‘Perhaps you might explain, as concisely as possible, exactly what has happened?’



George nodded, but didn’t speak for several seconds, obviously composing his thoughts. It was a good sign.



‘Well, Inspector, it’s really rather simple. Colonel Attling and his wife arrived for a visit just before three o’clock. As usual, we paused by the sunroom hall to admire the Munjib dagger, a rather fine example of Indian jewelled weaponry. The grandfather clock had just struck three. We all went onto the terrace, where we enjoyed a light tea in the sun and some general pleasantries. About half an hour later, we left the terrace and went back inside, the colonel and myself to play billiards, the ladies to . . . er . . . enjoy some conversation.’



He hasn’t a clue what ladies get up to, Bishop thought with a tiny spark of amusement. His concentration, though, suffered not a whit, and he listened avidly as Lord Avonsleigh continued.



‘As we walked into the small hall, we noticed that Meecham had suddenly stopped dead. It was . . . er . . . very unlike him.’



I’ll bet, Bishop thought grimly.



‘Naturally, we all looked to see what had upset him so, and followed his gaze to the dagger and saw for ourselves that, well, at the risk of sounding overly dramatic, we saw that it was dripping with blood.’ He coughed, as if embarrassed by this statement. ‘The clock then struck half past three, which made me, for one, almost jump out of my skin. I asked Meecham to make a thorough check of the castle. The rest of us went back to the sunroom to wait. Some minutes later — I can’t say how long, I’m afraid — Meecham came back and informed me that Miss Simmons, my granddaughter’s governess, was in the conservatory. Dead. I immediately ordered him to post one of the servants outside, to let no one in or out, and to touch nothing, and then inform the police.’



At this point he glanced at the colonel to see if he had missed anything out, but his old friend smiled reassuringly.



Bishop nodded. ‘I see. Thank you, that’s very clear. Perhaps you could tell us who else was in the castle at the time?’



Lord Avonsleigh nodded, already anticipating the question. By his side, Myers had been taking notes in competent shorthand, but now changed to longhand to write down the list of names.



‘Of course. Well, there’s my granddaughter, Lady Roberta, and her art tutor, Mr Malcolm Powell-Brooks. There was Meecham, of course, and his daughter Gayle, who is maid to her ladyship and also a tour guide here at the castle. Janice Beale, parlour maid, Elsie Bingham, kitchen maid, and our new cook, Miss Starling.’



By his side, Myers suddenly dropped his pencil. Bishop, in particular, looked suddenly sick. Both Avonsleigh and the colonel stared at the stricken policemen in some surprise.



‘Miss Starling, did you say?’ Bishop finally asked, his voice just managing to rise above a rasping, appalled whisper.



Lady Vee’s eyes sharpened on the inspector.



‘Yes, Inspector. Miss Starling,’ his lordship confirmed briskly. ‘Dashed if I know her first name. Do you, Vee, old gal?’ He turned to his wife, aware of a slight loss of colour in her cheeks.



‘Eh? Oh no, I can’t remember if it was mentioned on her references,’ she murmured, her eyes never leaving the inspector’s face. Damn it all, don’t say there’s a problem with our cook as well, she silently wailed to herself. That really would be too much.



‘A small lady, is she?’ Myers spoke for the first time, his voice hopeful.



Lord Avonsleigh snorted. ‘Big as a horse, praise be. Fine figure of a woman, mind. Can’t trust a skinny cook, I always say.’ Then, aware of the dismayed look the two policemen exchanged, he moved very swiftly to the edge of his seat, his eyes narrowing. ‘Why do you ask?’ he demanded sharply.



Bishop managed a rather sickly smile. ‘It’s just that Miss Starling is rather well known in police circles, sir.’



‘Good grief!’ his lordship cried. ‘You don’t mean to say she did it?’



‘Not our
 cook
 !’ wailed Lady Vee forlornly, and so loudly that both policemen jumped. Quite visibly.



‘Oh no, nothing like that,’ Bishop hastened to reassure them, wondering what had suddenly set them off. And things had been going so well, too.



‘I think you’d better explain yourself, Inspector,’ his lordship said crisply, and Bishop felt his whole body snap to attention.



‘Yes, sir. I mean, your lordship. Miss Starling has, in the past, er, helped police with their inquiries. That is, she has been instrumental in helping us solve several murders.’



‘Several?’ Lady Vee echoed, her chins wobbling alarmingly.



‘Yes, m’lady. Well, to my own certain knowledge, Miss Starling helped police officers to . . . er . . .’ he trailed off, not quite sure how to put it.



‘She solved the murders for you, you mean?’ Lady Vee cut through the waffle ruthlessly, and Bishop, defeated, mumbled something vaguely affirmative.



‘Splendid,’ Lady Vee breathed with relief, the awful feeling in the pit of her stomach happily subsiding. In fact, she positively beamed. The next instant, she reached for a bell rope and pulled, and Bishop cast his sergeant an anxious look.



Now what?



A moment later Meecham promptly appeared, was asked to fetch Miss Starling at once, and promptly disappeared again.



‘What can you tell us about Miss Simmons, sir?’ the inspector asked, feeling a trickle of sweat run down his back. Murder at the castle was bad enough, but to have the infamous Jenny Starling in attendance as well — what had he done to deserve
 that
 ?



He knew that his colleagues at other stations, namely an Inspector Mollineaux, thought very highly of the woman indeed, but he himself shared the view of the majority at his own station. Amateurs were a pain in the—



‘Well, she’s only been with us about a month,’ his lordship fortuitously interrupted his musings. ‘Her first name’s Ava, I believe. Her father owns the Giselle Gallery in Bicester — you may know it. She was brought in to teach Roberta, well, a little more refinement,’ he explained. And the indulgent twinkle in his eye as he contemplated his wayward granddaughter left neither policeman in any doubt that the little girl was the apple of his eye. ‘She was in her early thirties, I imagine. Quiet, competent. I liked her well enough. What else can I say?’



‘Did she have a boyfriend?’ Bishop probed delicately, but it was Lady Vee who answered. No doubt because she knew that her husband wouldn’t have a clue.



‘No, I don’t think so, Inspector. She kept herself very much to herself. Not that she was unattractive, of course,’ she added hastily. ‘But if she had a sweetheart, she was very discreet about it.’



‘I see,’ the inspector said gloomily. In many cases where young women were killed, it was usually a man friend who was responsible. Jealous or drunk, normally.



‘Could anyone else have gained access to the castle, my lord? This afternoon, I mean?’ Myers put in a question of his own.



Lord Avonsleigh scratched his head, and shrugged. ‘I imagine so, Inspector. There’s the gardening staff, and some of the local women who come in from the village to help Janice with the heavy work. We have tourists in during the summer, so there’s always lots of entrances and exits left open. But it’s not a visitors day today,’ he added, making the policemen fairly wilt in relief. ‘The doors are never locked during the day, but even so, I rather doubt that anyone could have just wandered in, stabbed our governess and wandered out again, do you? Not without being seen by
 somebody.
 ’



Bishop secretly agreed with him. Still, you couldn’t rule anything out.



Just then there was a discreet tap on the door and Meecham walked in, followed by a tall woman with an extremely curvaceous figure who looked around with wary but quite lovely blue eyes.



Miss Jenny Starling herself. Bishop felt his heart sink.



‘Thank you, Meecham,’ his lordship said, sensing his butler’s heartfelt desire to flee.



He fled.



‘Ah, Miss Starling.’ Lady Vee beamed. ‘Inspector Bishop here has just been telling us of your exploits.’



‘Oh?’ Jenny said warily. She knew that something was wrong. The kitchen had been deserted all afternoon. And there had been a strange atmosphere. As a consequence, her shoulders were quite tense. Now the police were here. What on earth was going on? And what had the police been telling Lady Vee, exactly? Nothing good, that was for sure, she thought, pursing her lips grimly.



‘I’m afraid we’ve lost our governess, Miss Starling,’ his lordship said, trying to break it to her gently.



Jenny blinked. Lost? Lost her where?



‘Someone’s killed her,’ her ladyship added flatly, seeing the cook’s rather puzzled look and knowing full well that gentleness was not required. Their new cook was obviously the kind of woman who could cope with almost anything.



Except, perhaps, a tart that refused to brown. ‘Oh, goodness me,’ Jenny said, taking a deep breath.



Ava Simmons, dead? All that waste! She’d been so young. Jenny bit back the sensation of anger and dismay that swamped her, and forced herself to look levelly at her employer.



‘Exactly,’ her ladyship continued crisply. ‘And since you seem to be rather good at this sort of thing, I want you to accompany the inspector here wherever he goes, and lend a hand.’



Jenny gaped, then glanced across at the equally gobsmacked inspector. The inspector glared back. It would have been impossible to say which one of them looked the more dismayed.



‘Oh,’ Jenny said again, flatly.



‘It will help enormously to have a friendly face sitting in on all the questioning, don’t you think, Inspector?’ Lady Avonsleigh issued the challenge, obviously not expecting a fight.



‘I expect so, m’lady,’ Bishop answered glumly, his lack of enthusiasm plain to one and all.



‘That’s settled then,’ she said happily, steamrollering over him in what was probably her classic style.



‘Is there anything else we can do for you, Inspector?’ Lord Avonsleigh asked, obviously not without sympathy for the policeman, and Bishop, relieved, put down his untouched cup of tea and rose.



‘Not at the moment, sir, thank you. Perhaps I can speak to Meecham now?’



‘Of course, of course. I daresay he’s in the kitchen. Miss Starling will show you the way.’



Jenny obliged, very much aware of two pairs of hostile eyes boring into her broad back with every step she took. Not that she was unduly worried about that — she had other things on her mind.



Ava Simmons dead. Killed. Murdered. But who? And why?



* * *



In the kitchen, only Meecham and Elsie sat around the table. The butler half rose, then nervously sat back down again as the policemen came into the room. He looked pale, and the hands holding his tea cup shook.



Not a strong character, this, Bishop thought. A rather timid soul. But good at his job, he’d bet.



‘Mr Meecham,’ Bishop greeted him kindly. ‘I’d like you to tell me exactly what you saw this afternoon.’ He got the ball rolling immediately, nodding to Myers, who was already poised, notebook handy. Both policemen sat opposite the butler, presenting a formidable show of force.



Meecham swallowed. Hard. ‘Well, sir. I took the food out to the party on the terrace about, oh, five past three, no later. And I returned just before half past to retrieve it.’



‘Bit quick, weren’t you?’ Bishop asked, and Meecham flushed.



‘They are hearty eaters, and the colonel has, well, a thing about food.’



‘A thing?’ Bishop repeated, surprised.



‘Yes, sir.’ But Meecham would not be drawn. He was, after all, still a butler. And discretion was his middle name.



‘I see. Then what?’



‘On our way out I noticed the dagger, sir. It was covered in blood — it was dripping down the wall.’ The butler shuddered and took a hasty sip of hot tea, and Jenny found herself wishing she had a mug of her own.



Vividly now, she recalled the bejewelled dagger to mind. And the fact that someone had used such a beautiful object to commit such an ugly act made her feel outraged. To be stabbed to death was awful.



Jenny, aware that she was in slight shock, briskly set about making herself a cup of strong, very sweet tea, at the same time keeping her ears firmly open as the police questioning continued. She knew from bitter experience that there would be many more hours of it to come yet, and she needed to keep her wits about her.



‘You didn’t notice it dripping in blood when you went to retrieve the tray, though?’ Bishop asked sharply, pointing out the inconsistency with a sharp tone.



Meecham paled further. ‘Er . . . no, sir, I didn’t. I don’t suppose I looked.’



‘But you
 did
 on the way out,’ Bishop pressed suspiciously. ‘When the others were with you?’



Meecham nodded miserably. ‘Yes, sir, I did. I don’t know what made me look up at it. Probably because I knew the colonel was behind me, and I remembered how he admired it so.’



‘Hmm.’ Bishop made no comment. In truth, he was not
 all
 that suspicious of Meecham. God forbid, the butler did it: he’d never live it down back at the police station.



He would have to go and see this dagger before the forensic boys took samples. He was very curious to see it for himself
 in situ
 . ‘What next?’



‘His lordship asked me to check on the staff, sir. To see if anyone was missing. I knew that Janice was out, sir, as it’s her afternoon off. And I could hear Lady Roberta in the music room. She was playing the piano, so I went there first. I expected Miss Simmons to be there too, but it was Mr Powell-Brooks, the art tutor, who was taking the piano lesson.’



‘Was that unusual?’



‘No, sir. Mr Powell-Brooks is quite an accomplished pianist. He would sometimes take a lesson, if Miss Simmons was ill, or a little late in turning up.’



Jenny frowned, and glanced across her cup. Surely Ava Simmons was not the kind to be late? And since she’d only been here a month, she’d still be anxious about her timekeeping. Why wouldn’t Meecham or Powell-Brooks have realized the same thing? Or perhaps they had.



‘I see. Then where did you go?’



‘Here, sir.’



‘That’s right, Inspector, I remember.’ Jenny spoke to him directly for the first time. ‘Mr Meecham opened the door and glanced in. I remember that he looked rather pale and distracted. I can’t say what time that was exactly, though.’



‘And you were here alone?’ Bishop asked her harshly, and with an abruptness that was most definitely rude.



‘With Elsie,’ Jenny corrected him gently, getting in her alibi first, before he had a chance to ask her for it.



Bishop glanced at the kitchen maid, who raised her chin and stared at him like a dog that was getting ready to bite.



‘I see,’ Bishop said, backing off. Very wisely, Jenny thought. ‘And then?’ He turned back to Meecham.



‘I knew my daughter was in her ladyship’s bedroom, sir, getting her bath things ready and a fresh set of clothes.’



So soon in the afternoon, Jenny thought with some surprise, then gave a mental shrug. Since she wasn’t familiar with Lady Vee’s ablutions, she supposed it could be a fair statement. Although given she had guests that had only arrived half an hour previously it seemed highly premature.



‘So only the governess was unaccounted for,’ Bishop said. ‘What made you go straight to the conservatory?’ he asked quickly.



Meecham jumped. ‘I didn’t, sir. I went to her room first, but no one answered my knocking. I searched several rooms before noticing that the conservatory door was standing open. Since the gardener is most insistent it should always be kept shut, I naturally went to see, and there she was.’



‘How was she lying?’



‘On her back, sir.’



‘What was she wearing?’



Meecham blinked. ‘Er, I don’t think I noticed, sir.’



Bishop nodded. Probably hadn’t, poor beggar. Shouldn’t wonder if he didn’t pass out for a few moments. He looked the type. ‘I see. Thank you, Meecham. If you could just show me where the dagger is hanging, that will be all for the moment.’



In spite of Lady Vee’s obvious wishes that she dog the inspector’s footsteps and thus keep her informed, the cook made no move to rise and follow them.



Bishop noticed and audibly sighed with relief, and quickly followed the trembling butler out of the kitchen before she could change her mind.



‘So she’s dead then.’



The flat, abrupt voice belonged to Elsie, and Jenny glanced at her. ‘Seems so,’ she agreed quietly. The kitchen maid nodded and reached for her cup. Her gnarled hands, Jenny noticed without surprise, were shaking.



Looking up quickly, the cook saw an expression, so fleeting it was almost impossible to pinpoint, flash across the maid’s morose face. But her next words were prosaic enough.



‘There’ll be hell to pay, I expect,’ Elsie said glumly.



Jenny sighed, remembering the policeman’s hostile but resigned expression when Lady Avonsleigh had all but demanded that the cook be kept informed.



‘I daresay there will be,’ she agreed.



She felt suddenly tired. Ava Simmons was dead. And someone in this castle, this afternoon, had killed her. And her ladyship wanted Jenny to find out who did it. Was it just because Lady Vee didn’t have confidence in the police? Or, more likely, did she just want a friendly eye and ear in the police camp?



Or, Jenny thought with a sickening lurch in her stomach, was she worried about what the police might discover?









 
 
CHAPTER SIX




Bishop stared at the dagger, fascinated in spite of himself.



The dagger handle was relatively clean, and gleamed in small pinpoints of jewel-like light — deep red, emerald green and gold. In contrast, the blade was covered in drying blood. On the white wall, the trickles of blood that had run from it were turning into rusty stains that chilled his own blood and sent shivers up his spine. No doubt about it, he mused — it was a macabre sight.



‘Better get the forensic lads over here when they’ve finished,’ Bishop said, speaking his thoughts out loud. Not that he expected them to find any fingerprints on the handle. ‘Right, Meecham. The conservatory.’ Bishop dragged his eyes away from the Munjib dagger and glanced at the butler, who was going slightly green around the gills.



Meecham left with alacrity, only to slow down and come to an abrupt halt just a few yards from the conservatory. Taking his dismissal for granted, he then left quickly. If either policeman had been paying more attention, they might have wondered if there was more to his actions than mere squeamishness.



Almost blindly, Meecham moved quickly down the corridor. He had to reach Gayle. He had to ask her to run to the gatehouse, quick. It might not be too late.



‘The doc’s here,’ Bishop muttered, watching the police surgeon as he bent over the body, inspecting methodically but touching very little. ‘Must have arrived not long after we did.’ For several moments the two policemen watched the team at work — the forensic people examining in minute detail the flagstone floor of the conservatory, the doctor in attendance on the corpse.



Even in death, Ava Simmons had managed to retain her dignity. Her skirt had risen slightly, but still covered her knees decorously. Her lips were closed, not gaping open, as was the case of so many corpses Bishop had seen over the years. Her eyes were closed, as if asleep. Even her hair was mostly still neatly in place. Only her blouse marred the picture of gentility. Over the region of her heart was a bright red patch that had leaked onto the floor. It looked so out of place on the otherwise meticulous governess that Bishop had to look away.



The doctor looked up, saw them, and rose slowly. ‘Inspector Bishop. You bagged this one then?’ he asked jovially.



Bishop nodded sourly. ‘Myers, take one of the lab boys to that little dagger, would you?’ He himself was not sure he could find the way back, but he knew Myers had all the instincts of a homing pigeon.



‘What can you tell me?’ Bishop asked when the others had left, already knowing that it would not be much. MEs were notoriously close-mouthed when it came to putting their reputations on the line.



‘The body’s still slightly warm to the touch,’ the doctor said, and glanced at his watch. ‘It’s nearly five now, and I would say she’s been dead not more than four hours, not less than one. Given that this room is so warm anyway. But don’t quote me.’



Bishop nodded. ‘We’ve got it narrowed down to between three o’clock and three-thirty.’



The doctor nodded. ‘Death due to a single stab wound to the heart, as far as I can tell,’ he continued, the usual caution now creeping into his voice. ‘Death would have been practically instantaneous, I would have thought. But don’t—’



‘I know, I know. Don’t quote you.’ Bishop sighed and looked around at the shelves of plants still neatly standing side by side, and the undisturbed stack of pots on the floor not far from the body. ‘She didn’t put up much of a struggle,’ he noted sadly.



The doctor shrugged. ‘She probably wasn’t given the chance. The wound was caused by a long, very thin and sharp-pointed blade. Slightly rounded, I would have said. Unusual.’



Bishop nodded. ‘There’s a dagger covered in blood coming our way. It fits the description.’



The doctor sighed, looking down at her. ‘A woman in the prime of her life, Inspector. She looks a nice sort.’



Bishop nodded. Ava Simmons
 did
 look a nice sort. Not the kind that would end up murdered.



‘Bit of a feather in your cap, this case, isn’t it?’ the doctor asked, and Bishop snorted. He was saved from answering by the return of Myers, the dagger enclosed in an evidence bag, which he handed over to the doctor. Nobody expected that the blood would not match that of the victim. Or the blade that of the knife wound.



‘Well, I suppose we’d better get on with it,’ Bishop said. ‘I want another word with our delightful Miss Starling.’



At the mention of the name the doctor looked up in surprise, then grinned at the morose expression on the inspector’s face. Even the pathologists had begun to hear of the growing fame of Jenny Starling. The last of the great amateur detectives, no less.



Wisely though, he said nothing, but Myers winked at him behind his inspector’s back as the two men left.



* * *



Jenny looked up in surprise as Meecham all but rushed into the kitchen and came to sudden halt. He looked around in surprise. ‘Is Gayle not here?’ he asked, slightly out of breath.



Jenny shook her head, her eyes curious. ‘Obviously not,’ she said softly. ‘Is something wrong, Mr Meecham?’



Meecham flushed, suddenly aware that he was acting strangely. ‘Er, no. I thought that she was in her ladyship’s rooms but she’s not. Nor is she in her own room. I was, er—’ He broke off as the door opened and his daughter walked in. ‘There you are, Gayle. We have to, er . . .’ He glanced back over his shoulder and moved further away.



Jenny headed for the oven, her ears pricked. In spite of that, she caught only the odd word or two. ‘Gatehouse’ she was sure was one of them. And ‘must intercept.’ Even whispering, Meecham sounded distraught.



Over the cover of a saucepan lid, the cook looked across at father and daughter, and saw Gayle lay a calming hand on her father’s arm. Very briefly she shook her head, and although Jenny never heard her, could lip-read the two words clearly. ‘Too late.’



Meecham’s shoulders drooped and he trudged wearily back to the centre of the kitchen, slumping down at the table.



Elsie, moving in that unerringly silent manner of hers, quickly placed a steaming hot cup of tea in front of him. Jenny was not the only one in that kitchen with sharp eyes and ears, apparently. A moment later, the door opened again, and this time the two policemen walked in. Bishop glanced at her, then saw Gayle and paused.



‘Ah, Miss Meecham.’ Bishop gave her his best ‘kindly uncle’ smile and indicated a chair. Gayle gave him a single blank-eyed look, and sat down. Myers moved opposite, pulling out his notebook. Jenny didn’t miss the flash of fear in Gayle’s dark eyes. Nevertheless, she folded steady hands in her lap, and waited patiently. There was something both stoic and tense about her.



Bishop leaned back in his own chair, making it squeak. ‘As you can imagine, Miss Meecham, we have to ask everybody in the castle where they were this afternoon and what they might have seen or heard. Also, of course, any other thing they may need to tell us. Nobody likes to speak ill of the dead, I know, but often the only clue to someone’s murder lies in the personality of the murder victim. You understand?’ Bishop asked, surprising Jenny considerably. She hadn’t thought that Bishop had so much finesse, let alone understanding. Subconsciously, she began to relax. Ava Simmons was in good hands.



‘Yes, Inspector. I shall do whatever I can to help, of course,’ Gayle said coolly. If Bishop had hoped to win her over, it was very apparent that he hadn’t succeeded.



‘Can you tell me where you were from three o’clock to half past three this afternoon, Gayle?’ Bishop asked briskly, cutting out the soft flannel now, since it was obviously wasted on her.



‘I was in her ladyship’s bedroom. I was getting her bath ready.’



‘For half an hour? And when she has guests?’ Bishop asked, his scepticism rife.



‘She always has a bath in the afternoon, Inspector, so I knew she’d want everything ready as soon as the colonel and his wife had left. I didn’t run the water, of course, but the towels have to be heated, and her ladyship’s change of clothes pressed. The soap, talc, bath salts and shampoo all have to be retrieved, and her ladyship’s rollers have to be heated . . . Really, Inspector, must I go into the
 intimate
 details of Lady Vee’s toilette?’



Good for you, Jenny thought with a quickly suppressed grin, seeing a dull red flush creep over Bishop’s thick, bullish neck. He hastily backtracked, hideously embarrassed.



It was a perfect blind, and the cook knew it. Perhaps Gayle really
 had
 been doing all that she said she had. But if she hadn’t, she’d certainly made sure Bishop wouldn’t keep harping on about it.



Jenny’s eyes narrowed on Gayle’s calm face. She really was a very competent girl. Very able. A very good liar, perhaps.



‘And you were alone?’ Bishop pressed, recovering his equilibrium somewhat.



‘No. Father was in the next room. His lordship’s dressing room.’



‘Oh?’ Bishop turned to Meecham.



‘Yes, Inspector. After delivering the tea tray, I knew I would not be needed for a while. I had Lord Avonsleigh’s smoking jacket to sponge — he likes a cigar before dinner.’



‘You were concerned about his smoking jacket at three o’clock in the afternoon?’ Bishop asked, his voice dripping with open disbelief now.



‘I said it needed to be sponged, Inspector. As you know, velvet takes a long time to dry,’ Meecham responded, trying not to underline the inspector’s ignorance too much. It didn’t do to alienate the police.



Bishop sighed deeply, obviously feeling out of place in this world of lords and ladies, smoking jackets and butlers. Jenny almost felt sorry for him.



‘I see. But either one of you could have left the room at any time without the other seeing?’



‘We talked all the time,’ Gayle said quietly. ‘If one of us had failed to answer, well, we would only have to take a few steps to reach the next room. Father left just before three-thirty to take back the tea tray. I finished up what I was doing, then met my father in the hall a short while later. He told me about Miss Simmons.’



‘I see,’ Bishop said flatly. So father and daughter were alibiing each other. It was not totally unexpected, but it left him no further forward. It could all have been as they said. Maybe.



Bishop turned reluctantly to the cook. ‘And you, Miss Starling? Where were you?’



‘I was here the whole time, Inspector, as I said before. First, preparing the tea tray, then, afterwards, the evening meal. Which reminds me . . .’ She got up to check that Elsie had peeled the potatoes.



‘And you never left the kitchen once?’ Bishop asked sharply. He could almost wish that
 she
 had done it. That would remove a thorn from many a policeman’s side.



‘No, I didn’t,’ Jenny said shortly, accurately reading his thoughts. Damned cheek!



Bishop turned to the ferocious-looking kitchen maid with conspicuous courage. ‘And you, Miss Bingham?’ Bishop pulled her name from the depths of his rather good memory.



‘I was here too,’ Elsie said quickly, her voice gruff and challenging. ‘All afternoon.’



Hearing this blatant lie, Jenny paused in the act of filling the vast saucepans with water. She looked over her shoulder, her eyes colliding with that of the inspector. Jenny sighed. ‘That’s not quite true, Elsie,’ she pointed out as casually as she could manage. ‘I did ask you to go down to the cellar for some flour and swedes. Remember?’



Elsie scowled, but nodded. ‘Oh. Ah, so you did.’ She didn’t look particularly put out or defensive. She sounded as if she’d just forgotten the incident.



‘What time was this?’ Bishop asked quickly, and the two women exchanged a long, measured look.



‘About quarter past three, I think,’ Jenny admitted reluctantly.



‘How long did it take you, Elsie?’ Bishop asked, and saw the old girl’s head swing back sharply in his direction. Her eyes were as hard as a hawk’s.



‘A few minutes, I expect,’ Elsie said. ‘The cellars are right dark, and them steps are dead steep. I took me time. I’ll show you if you like.’



Bishop nodded to Myers. The instructions were unspoken, but plain to everyone in the room.
 See where the cellar is in relation to the conservatory. Time your movements. See if the old girl could have done the killing, retrieved the foodstuffs and come back all within a few minutes.



Jenny watched them go, her eyes troubled. She glanced back to Bishop, and with the potatoes ready to go, returned to her seat. Things were moving too fast. She needed to slow them down and start thinking.



‘Would it have taken long, do you think, Inspector?’ she asked the first of many questions that would need to be answered. ‘The actual killing, I mean?’



Bishop shook his head. ‘No. It was a single blow. She wasn’t expecting it. She didn’t struggle. It could have taken less than a minute.’ Now that he had accepted the inevitability of Miss Starling’s involvement, he was finding it surprisingly easy to talk to her. Like several police officers before him, he was beginning to suspect a sharp intelligence at work under that rather startling exterior. She might look like a surprisingly lovely, statuesque cook, Bishop thought, but she’d got a mind like a steel trap.



Jenny nodded. ‘I see,’ she said heavily. Poor Ava. She couldn’t have known much about it. There was at least that blessing.



Just then, the door was flung open and Roberta bounded into the room. She looked like a wild thing, her hair flying and her eyes red from weeping. She headed straight for Jenny, homing in for comfort.



‘It isn’t true, is it?’ Roberta gasped, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand and sniffling loudly. All traces of the cocky teenager were gone, and she was, temporarily at least, little more than a child, suddenly confronted with one of the harsher facts of life. Unfair, sudden and ugly death.



‘I’m afraid it is, Lady Roberta,’ Jenny said gently.



‘I don’t believe it. It can’t be true. I
 didn’t like her
 !’ Roberta wailed, making perfect sense to the cook, but startling Bishop into sitting forward and taking sudden, intense notice.



‘I know,’ Jenny said soothingly. ‘When someone dies that you don’t much like, it seems worse somehow. You feel guilty that you didn’t like them better. You wished you’d made friends.’



‘That’s it exactly. Oh, Miss Starling, you
 do
 understand,’ Roberta said, relieved. ‘I really couldn’t believe it when Gramps told me,’ she carried on, sniffing even more loudly.



Jenny reached into her voluminous apron and extracted a hankie. Roberta used it robustly. ‘It’s absolutely awful,’ she said at last. ‘Something has to be done. They can’t get away with it. Whoever did it, they have to pay, Miss Starling,’ she said, with all the vehemence of the young.



Jenny nodded. ‘Whoever did it will be caught,’ she said grimly. ‘I promise.’



‘So do I,’ said Bishop, his deep voice making Roberta jump. She looked around, blushed, and quickly stood nervously to one side, putting her hands behind her back.



‘Oh. Hello. You must be a policeman,’ she said, with touching aplomb.



Bishop smiled warmly. Not even he was immune to girlish charm, it seemed. ‘Indeed I am. And I’m glad to hear you say what you just did. I know you’ll be a great help in finding Miss Simmons’s killer.’



Roberta beamed, and Bishop beamed back.



He has a daughter of his own around about her age, Jenny realized in a sudden flash of intuition. Well, well.



‘I will, if I can,’ Roberta added, with an anxious frown. ‘But what can I do?’ she added eagerly.



‘Well, for a start, you could tell me where you were between three o’clock and half past this afternoon. That would be a great help.’



‘Oh, that’s easy,’ Roberta said, a little disappointed by the banality of the question. Now that the shock was wearing off, the resilience of the young was taking its place. Now she was excited. Keen for the adventure to begin.



And Jenny felt a sudden stab of fear.



She was so young. Too eager. Which meant she was vulnerable. What if she actually found something out? With her insatiable curiosity, it could lead to all sorts of trouble.



‘I was in the music room playing the piano with Malc.’



‘Malc? Oh, Mr Powell-Brooks.’



‘That’s right. We got there about, oh, just before three, and we were still playing when Gramps came to tell us why Simm hadn’t shown up.’



Bishop followed this breathless explanation with ease. ‘So she was supposed to take you for piano?’ he clarified.



‘Yup. But Malc can play just as well as she can,’ Roberta said with a cheeky grin. And she much preferred him to teach her too, she added silently.



‘And you never left the music room? You or Mr Powell-Brooks?’



Roberta shook her head.



Bishop nodded. ‘I see. Tell me about Miss Simmons,’ he began, but was interrupted by the return of Elsie and Myers.



The sergeant gave his superior a meaningful look, but neither spoke. Jenny vowed to find the food cellar the first chance she got, but she already knew, with a sinking heart, that it would turn out to be not far from the conservatory.



‘Can anyone tell me anything about the dagger used to kill Miss Simmons?’ Bishop asked, looking around without much hope.



Obviously there was no point in trying to keep the identity of the murder weapon a secret — not when so many had seen it covered with blood. ‘Has it ever gone missing before? Did anyone see anybody else taking unusual notice of it?’



Jenny, in the act of raising a cup of tea to her lips, suddenly stopped. Instantly Bishop’s eyes fixed on hers.



The cook was remembering her call to the butler’s pantry, and she glanced guiltily at Meecham. At the same moment, Meecham remembered what he had been doing, only an hour before Ava Simmons was killed.



He looked at the inspector, going deathly pale.



‘I didn’t kill her,’ he said weakly. Gayle gave her father a stricken look, and Jenny felt her mouth go suddenly dry.



She thinks he may have done it, Jenny realized, in a sudden flash of intuitive understanding. But why?









 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN




Bishop tried to keep a rising sense of excitement firmly in check as he stared at the butler impassively.



‘I hadn’t realized that anyone
 had
 accused you of the murder, Mr Meecham,’ he said mildly. And Jenny, sensing that Inspector Bishop was at his most dangerous when appearing to be at his most reasonable, found herself stepping in where angels would, at the very least, have thought twice about treading.



‘I think, Inspector, that Mr Meecham is worried that because he was the last person to be seen handling the dagger, it might make him the prime suspect,’ Jenny explained, her cool and reasonable tones dripping into the tense air like soothing ointment.



Out of the corner of her eye she saw Meecham cast beseeching eyes in her direction. Bishop, on the other hand, turned gimlet eyes her way. ‘Oh yes, Miss Starling? And just how do you happen to know this?’ he demanded.



‘Because I saw him cleaning it, of course,’ Jenny said simply, taking the wind out of his sails with no effort at all.



‘Oh?’ Bishop turned back to the quivering Meecham.



‘Well, yes,’ Meecham said. ‘Of course I was the last to handle it. Nobody else would have any business even touching it.’



‘You are the one who cleans it?’ Bishop asked gently, one bushy eyebrow disappearing into his hairline.



Meecham gulped. ‘Yes, Inspector. You see, I knew that the colonel was visiting today, and whenever the colonel visits, he always wants to see the dagger. That’s why the family always entertain them in a room that leads past the dagger, so that the colonel doesn’t have to actually ask to be shown it. They’re very consid—’



‘Yes, yes,’ Bishop interrupted, feeling the excitement beginning to abate. Drat that cook. Giving the butler confidence just when he needed to be kept off-balance. He cast Jenny a fulminating gaze, which was totally wasted on her. She merely glanced placidly back at him, her lovely blue eyes making him uncomfortably aware of her sex appeal.



‘But what has that to do with you being the last to handle the dagger, Meecham?’ Myers, seeing that his superior was distracted, quickly leapt in, keeping up the pressure.



Meecham turned bewildered eyes in the dapper sergeant’s direction.



‘Well, I had to clean it, of course,’ Meecham said, puzzlement plain in his voice. ‘Whenever the colonel comes, I always clean the Munjib dagger. I am the butler, after all,’ he informed them imperiously, his tones beginning to ring with indignation. ‘It’s my job to ensure that everything runs smoothly when they’re entertaining. Why, if the colonel saw the dagger in anything but a spotless condition, his lordship would be mortified. He’d be—’



‘Enough!’ Bishop roared, holding up a huge hand and winning instant silence. For a moment he closed his eyes, then he took a deep breath, his massive shoulders heaving up and down. Then he opened his eyes once more. He turned to Meecham, his voice so sweet and reasonable that Jenny had to turn away to hide her smile.



‘I understand, Meecham, that you cleaned the dagger. That you always clean the dagger when the colonel comes. That you take it as your life’s work to keep the blasted dagger spotless,’ his voice was beginning to rise again. Realizing it, he smiled and lowered his tone once more. ‘Can you tell me when?’



‘When?’ Meecham echoed, overawed by the display.



‘Yes,’ Bishop gritted through teeth that would surely be worn to a nub if he carried on grinding them in the way that he was doing. ‘When. At what time was the dagger taken down from its usual place, and when did you put it back?’



‘Er, it would have been about half past two when I finished and put it back. I’d been at it for at least an hour. It’s hard to get between the gems without . . .’ Meecham quickly trailed off when the inspector’s eyes closed and the shoulders heaved once more.



‘Thank you. I see.’ Bishop rose and beckoned to his sergeant, then left. He wasn’t particularly sure where he was going. He only knew that he wanted to get out of that kitchen before he found himself tearing out great chunks of his hair — which he could ill afford to lose.



‘Not very helpful that, sir,’ Myers said diplomatically. ‘Let’s see what the gardeners have to say, especially that one who’s in the conservatory all the time. Plus, I want to take a look at the conservatory from the outside.’



That sounded reasonable enough, Bishop thought. And he needed some fresh air. It was going to be a long, long day.



Myers’s lips twitched, but he made no comment. Myers was nobody’s fool.



* * *



Jenny was relieved to see that Meecham was finally regaining his equilibrium. At 7:30 on the dot, Jenny loaded the tray with steak and onion pie, mashed potatoes, and diced swede and carrots, and watched Meecham go away with it, straight-backed and dignified. As Elsie saw to the others, Jenny wondered exactly why she had come to Meecham’s rescue so swiftly.



Oh, she liked him, right enough. And felt sorry for him. And yet, for all she knew, Meecham
 might
 have killed Ava Simmons. Or Meecham and Gayle together. That sounded rather more likely. Meecham was not exactly made of iron, whereas Gayle . . .



But was that fair to Gayle?



She hated how murder brought out every suspicious inch of her normally sweet nature. She sighed, and checked the rhubarb for acidity. It tingled against her inner cheeks perfectly. At least something was going right today. As she turned, she glanced around the despondent diners at the table, realizing that someone besides poor Ava was missing.



Of course, Janice! It was her afternoon off.



They were a quiet bunch that evening. Malcolm found himself wishing that Roberta were present. She could be a little pain sometimes, and her crush on him a bit embarrassing, but he’d have welcomed her chatter and youth with open arms. His nerves were like violin strings. Elsie, opposite him, seemed to be pushing her food around her plate in a manner that was guaranteed to irk Jenny no end. Gayle ate almost defiantly, the cook thought, with some worry. This girl feels guilty about something, Jenny was sure of it. But what possible motive could Gayle have for killing Ava? What motive could any of them have for that matter?



‘Pass the salt please,’ Malcolm said, to no one in particular, just to break the silence. Elsie obliged. Meecham returned. Jenny watched him sit down and stare at his food. He didn’t even bother to so much as pick up his fork.



‘Oh really, this is ridiculous,’ Jenny snapped, making everyone jump. ‘We might just as well get it all over with and talk about it,’ she carried on briskly, only to jump out of her own skin when a soft voice suddenly asked from a gloomy corner of the kitchen, ‘Talk about what?’



The whole table turned around, white-faced and round-eyed. But the female voice belonged not to the vengeful, accusing ghost of Ava Simmons, but to a rather puzzled-looking Janice. She had just entered through the side door leading from the garden, and was walking forward with a determinedly jaunty step.



‘Didn’t get to have any dinner after all,’ she chirped. ‘Danny was supposed to take me to the fish and chip shop, but . . .’ Her cheerful chatter trailed off as everyone continued to stare at her blankly. ‘What’s up? Don’t say you’ve eaten it all,’ she laughed, but her laughter was hollow, and her eyes flitted about restlessly.



Jenny quickly ladled out the last morsels of the staff pie onto a plate and piled it high with vegetables. ‘Sit down, Janice,’ she said softly, and waited until she’d done so.



‘What’s up for Pete’s sake,’ the chambermaid wailed, giving another hollow laugh. ‘It’s like a morgue in here.’



Her choice of words couldn’t have been worse. Beside her, Elsie snorted. ‘’Tis. Just like it, my girl. Someone’s killed her.’



Janice paled. ‘Killed who?’ she squeaked, then, for the first time, noticed the empty seat. ‘You mean Ava?’ she whispered, looking straight at Jenny for confirmation.



‘Eat your dinner,’ Jenny said flatly.



‘But . . . what happened?’



‘Someone stabbed her,’ Elsie said bluntly. ‘With that fancy Indian dagger of his nibs’s. In the conservatory, they say. Anyway, she’s dead, and that’s that.’



And with that, Elsie took a determined bite of steak.



‘We’re sorry, Janice, to have it blurted out like that,’ Gayle said, giving Elsie a reproving look. ‘It’s a bit of a shock, I know.’



Jenny barely heard Gayle’s soothing words to Janice, who had started to weep quietly over her plate. She was still staring at Elsie. That the kitchen maid had been brutally blunt was not in question: it was the fact that she had been
 so
 brutal that held Jenny’s attention.



It had always been her opinion that people who came out with callous statements in times of tragedy did so not necessarily because of a lack of feeling, but more often than not in a vain attempt to cover up deeper feelings. Without any evidence save her own instinct, she was sure that Elsie, placidly mashing gravy into her potatoes, was in the grip of some strong emotion.



But what? Fear? Grief? Anger?



‘Oh, how terrible!’ Janice wailed at last. ‘I can’t believe it!’



‘I’m afraid the police will want a word, Janice,’ Malcolm Powell-Brooks interrupted her, running a harassed hand through his hair.



Jenny glanced at him, aware that the only occasions she’d seen him without his habitual artist’s smock were at mealtimes. Although it was never as paint-smeared as Lady Roberta’s, it did tend to cover him like a tent, with voluminous pockets and loose sleeves. Now, dressed for dinner, Jenny could quite see why Lady Roberta was so star-struck, for he looked exceedingly handsome in his lightweight blue suit. Especially tonight, when shock had made him paler than ever, lending him the air of a Shakespearean tragic hero.



‘I don’t know anything,’ Janice said quickly, interrupting Jenny’s musings. ‘Why should the police want to talk to me?’ she added defensively. ‘I wasn’t even here.’



Meecham, who had obviously not been listening but had been off in a world of his own, suddenly rose and glanced tellingly at the clock. Jenny jumped up and ladled piping-hot rhubarb into a beautiful dessert bowl, and gave the custard a final reheating. It was creamy and pale, and just a little sweeter than usual. But for once, the cook’s thoughts were on other matters. And it took something very momentous indeed to take Jenny Starling’s mind off food. Especially a decent custard.



‘Janice, what time did you leave, exactly?’ she asked, taking the rest of the dessert to the table and feeling not at all offended that nobody rushed to ladle out some helpings.



Janice gave her an odd look, and the cook smiled beguilingly. ‘It’s just that the police are bound to ask, and sometimes you can get so confused if you haven’t got things straight in your mind first,’ Jenny wheedled craftily.



‘Oh. Yes, I suppose so,’ Janice said, her pretty blonde brows furrowing in concentration. ‘Well it must have been, I don’t know, a quarter to two when I left here.’ She didn’t sound very sure, but Jenny put that down to her rather vague nature. Some people were just naturally not very well organized.



‘And where did you go?’ the cook persisted casually, reaching for the rhubarb.



‘To meet Danny, of course.’ Janice sounded surprised. ‘We had arranged to meet at the bottom of the hill, so I took the shortcut through Seth’s precious vegetable garden and down the old footpath. You know.’



Jenny didn’t know, since she’d not yet had time to even explore the castle properly, let alone the surrounding village, but it all sounded reasonable enough.



‘Why didn’t Danny come up to the castle?’ Malcolm asked, just a little of his old mischievous self breaking through.



Janice gave him a fulminating glance. ‘Like I just said, I’d already arranged to meet him at the bottom of the hill, that’s why,’ she said waspishly.



Didn’t want him hanging around Ava, more like, Jenny thought. She’d seen for herself the way Danny had been trying to worm his way into the governess’s favour.



Which was odd that, when you thought about it.



‘And did you?’ Jenny asked, firmly keeping her mind on the matters at hand. ‘Meet him there, I mean?’



Janice glanced at her quickly. ‘Why do you ask?’ she challenged defensively, only now realizing how cleverly the cook was grilling her.



Jenny shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly. ‘It’s just that the police are bound to ask you, that’s all.’



‘You see, Danny would be your alibi, dear heart,’ Malcolm said helpfully.



‘Oh, I get it,’ Janice said miserably.



Something’s wrong, Jenny thought astutely, and sighed heavily. She had hoped that at least one person could be eliminated from the list of suspects, and Janice, being the only one not here this afternoon, had looked like the ideal candidate for being in the clear. Now though, even that looked unlikely.



Meecham returned, empty dishes bearing mute testimony that at least the family’s appetites continued unabated. And why shouldn’t they, Jenny thought, with just a pinch of asperity. They were the only ones who didn’t have a possible murder charge hanging over their heads.



Nobody suspected them, after all. Unless . . . Jenny paled slightly. Oh no. Don’t go there! Firmly, she turned her thoughts back to Janice. ‘So, was Danny waiting for you?’ she prompted, and Janice bit her lip unhappily.



She shook her head reluctantly. ‘No. He stood me up, didn’t he.’



‘Oh hell,’ Jenny said, with feeling. ‘Did you go straight into the village? Were you seen?’



‘Oh yes,’ Janice said eagerly. Too eagerly.



By her side, Meecham paused in the act of pouring out some custard. He glanced quickly at Janice, then away again.



‘What did you do then?’ Jenny prompted. Really, she thought crossly. This was like trying to pull teeth.



‘Oh, not much. Took the bus into Banbury. Did a bit of shopping. Saw a film.’



‘Which one?’ Jenny asked quickly, and added offhandedly, ‘If it was any good, I might take a look myself.’



‘Oh it was some sort of weepie,’ Janice said, then frowned. ‘You know, one of those sugary-sweet American ones? Thing is, I can’t quite remember what it was called.’



This struck Jenny as odd, given the girl had only just seen it, but supposed it was plausible — after all, those films were all the same. ‘And you never returned to the castle? When Danny didn’t show up?’



Janice vehemently shook her head, and again Meecham stared at her, then turned away abruptly. But by then Jenny had already gone to the stove and so missed the butler’s sharp glance.



The cook’s thoughts were elsewhere anyway. Janice had been stood up. Danny had failed to show. Where had he been instead?



‘I think, Janice,’ Jenny said, beginning to stack the dishes, ‘that you should find the police and tell them the truth. There’s an Inspector Bishop and a Sergeant Myers about somewhere. I’m sure they haven’t left. I should go and see them and get it over with, if I were you.’



She returned to the table, noting that Janice couldn’t quite meet her eyes. ‘It would be better if you sought them out and offered your own story, rather than wait for them to come to you. It might look a bit odd, otherwise,’ she added quietly, sure that the maid had got the message by now.



Jenny sat down and then promptly shot back up again, with just a small ‘yip’ of surprise. Startled, everyone half-rose, varying looks of panic on their faces as they stared towards the cook.



Jenny, though, had not been stabbed.



Staring down at her chair and rubbing her ample bottom, which was tingling unhappily, she reached forward and lifted Henry from her chair, holding the tortoise aloft and scowling at the aloof-looking reptile.



‘How the dickens did this creature climb onto my chair?’ she asked breathlessly. If the circumstances had been different, she might have believed one of her fellow diners had put him there deliberately as a practical joke.



The tortoise certainly got about for such a cumbersome animal.



Elsie was the first to break out into laughter, which immediately set everyone else off. Jenny held Henry out in front of her as if he had leprosy, and laughed the hardest of them all.



Naturally, because they were all laughing like loons, Inspector Bishop chose just that moment to walk into the room.









 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT




Inspector Bishop came back the next morning at 7:30, having slept like a log. He must have woken up like one too, for as he walked into the castle’s warm kitchen his face was wooden, and he was walking in a particularly stiff manner. He’d come to keep Miss Starling ‘appraised.’



He’d had a phone call at his house late last night from the chief constable himself who’d told him to get this case solved fast. But word was now rife in the village. Already, he could feel them banding together. Who knew what clues were being buried? What alibis were being sharpened up? If the killer was local and popular, it would make his life practically unbearable.



Jenny took in the policeman’s misery with one all-seeing glance and grabbed a plate. She herself had been up since six, unable to sleep, her mind going round in circles. Although it was true that she had helped the police in the past, she’d never been caught up in anything quite like this. For a start, nobody at the castle appeared to have a
 motive
 for killing Ava Simmons. At least, none that she knew of. But then, she was a stranger here. She didn’t know these people well. The castle might be teeming with all sorts of secrets that she had no way of tapping into. And yet, she must. She didn’t like murder. And she certainly didn’t approve of people getting away with it.



She carefully lifted three sizzling sausages, two rashers of thick bacon, two fried eggs, tomatoes and fried bread from the pan and transferred them to the plate.



Where to start? Ava Simmons — respectable woman, middle class, well educated and perfectly pleasant — just wasn’t your average murder victim. So why was she dead?



Bishop, who’d come away from home on a piece of toast and a boiled egg, watched the approaching plate with acute envy. That envy turned to astonished delight when the cook put it in front of him. ‘There’ll be toast and marmalade to follow, Inspector,’ she said mildly, and poured herself a cup of tea.



‘So, I expect you’ve questioned all the cleaners from the village and checked their alibis? And the gardeners?’ she began, so conversationally that Bishop, tucking into a succulent sausage, nodded his head without even thinking about it.



‘I did, but no dice.’ Bishop waved a fork smeared with egg, and shook his head. ‘Not that it’s likely one of them did it. No, I think we can rule them out.’



Jenny sighed. She’d rather feared as much.



‘Sir George, Lady Vee, the colonel and Mrs Attling were all together at the time of the murder,’ she murmured, missing the strange look Bishop sent her way. Then he was smearing tomato over his fried bread and crunching down in bliss. ‘So that leaves us . . .’ she finished softly.



Bishop nodded, looking at her closely. The fact that she had even dared to suspect Lord Avonsleigh and company had raised her inestimably in his opinion. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.



At least the woman seemed to have some ability. ‘Yes,’ he agreed bluntly. ‘And of you lot, Meecham and Gayle alibi each other. Lady Roberta and her art tutor do likewise. You and Elsie were together apart from that one time. By the way, I’ve had Myers do a dry run on that cellar thing, and Elsie
 could
 have done it, but only at a real stretch. And that’s assuming that she knew Ava Simmons was in the conservatory beforehand. Even so, she would have had to run at a fair old clip all the times in between, and I doubt the old girl has it in her.’



Jenny, remembering Elsie’s silent gait and surprising agility, wasn’t so sure. But she was not about to tell the inspector that.



‘I don’t see how Elsie could have known that Ava would be in the conservatory,’ she said instead. ‘Unless they’d arranged to meet there. You didn’t find any note, did you?’ she asked, without much hope.



Bishop shook his head, dunking his bacon in egg yolk. ‘Nope. Only correspondence we found in her room was the odd letter to her father, and a letter from the Lady Beade Girls’ School, offering Ava Simmons the post of fine art tutor. So we know she was leaving. Or seriously thinking about it, anyway.’



Jenny felt a cold shiver pass over her arms. She couldn’t help but frown, and the inspector paused in his ravenous eating, watching her closely. Catching his eye, Jenny gave a slight shrug. ‘I find that very odd, Inspector. Ava had only been here a short time. Why would she seek a new job so soon?’



‘Perhaps she knew she’d made an enemy of someone here at the castle and thought she’d better get away. Quick.’



Jenny waved her hand. ‘That’s the first thing that occurred to me. But . . . I’ve heard of the Lady Beade School. It’s a top-notch affair. I can’t understand why they’d offer a provincial gallery-owner’s daughter the job of art tutor. I mean, they could have their pick. Now if it had been Malcolm Powell-Brooks they’d asked, I’d have understood it. He graduated from the Ruskin School of Art in Oxford. But Ava Simmons?’



‘She was the governess, or tutor or whatever, to a lord’s granddaughter,’ Bishop pointed out lamely.



‘The Lady Beade has daughters of nobility coming out of their ears, Inspector,’ Jenny pointed out with a small smile. ‘No. It all strikes me as particularly odd. Do you think you could spare someone to go down to Lady Beade’s and learn a little more? When did she apply? Before or after coming here? Why was she chosen? That sort of thing.’



Bishop nodded his head. He told himself it was the least he could do for someone who’d given him such a good breakfast. And he’d be humouring her ladyship, and her orders to keep the cook ‘appraised.’



But in his heart, he suspected that Jenny Starling had
 got
 something. That she’d picked up on something that he had missed. Perhaps bringing the cook in on the investigation wouldn’t be such a bad idea, after all.



* * *



By nine o’clock the kitchen was full, and Bishop wisely absented himself. Jenny noted that most of her colleagues had regained their appetites. Only Meecham seemed uninterested in the feast, and nibbled desultorily on a piece of toast.



‘Well, I suppose I’d better go up and see their nibs,’ Malcolm said, a little nervously. ‘I mean, someone has to take over Roberta’s other lessons until a replacement has been found.’



‘I’m sure they’ll be relieved by your offer to stand in, Malcolm,’ Gayle reassured him kindly, and watched him go with fond eyes.



Jenny glanced at her thoughtfully, then at the disappearing back of the art tutor. So that’s the way the wind blows, is it, Jenny mused. And worried. Would someone of Malcolm’s ilk look on a maid-cum-tour-guide as a possible partner? She rather doubted it.



She shook her head and hoped for the best. Gayle was a sensible girl. Let’s just hope she was only being her usual, helpful self. Gayle as the peace-maker — not Gayle the smitten.



‘I hear the police have been in the village, questioning people,’ Janice said quietly, looking wan and dark-eyed. ‘I expect they’re learning all sorts of things by now.’ She fingered a small brooch on her dark blue blouse nervously. Jenny had never seen her wearing it before. It was a silver ballerina, and looked totally out of place on her uniform.



Janice, unaware that she was fingering the brooch so compulsively, was thinking about her Danny. He’d been in just a little bit of bother with the police once. Something about not being properly insured on his motorbike. If word got back to her dad she’d be for it.



‘Damn coppers,’ Elsie barked. ‘They’d better not go near my old mum. Upsetting her and all.’



Jenny was surprised to hear that Elsie’s mother still lived. She’d assumed that Elsie lived in at the castle, but perhaps she went home every night.



‘Don’t worry. All that’s old news, Elsie dear. Why would the police want to know about it?’ Gayle said, making the cook’s ears perk up.



‘What old news?’ Jenny asked, with a carefully general smile.



Gayle, however, looked promptly disconcerted. She darted an apologetic glance to Elsie, who was showing definite signs of unease.



‘Oh, nothing. Nothing really,’ Gayle murmured lamely. Jenny let the embarrassed silence deliberately drag. She glanced at Elsie, who was staring into her cup of tea, then at Janice, who looked away quickly.



‘Oh, well, I don’t suppose it matters now,’ Elsie finally said gruffly, the silence stretching her nerves. ‘Me old mum never married me dad. Whoever he was,’ Elsie added bitterly, lifting her chin defiantly.



Jenny met her gaze without expression. Although illegitimacy meant nothing nowadays, she supposed that when Elsie was born her mother would have been branded a scarlet woman. And even nowadays, in villages full of mostly older folk, she supposed something of a slur still attached itself to unmarried mothers.



‘No, Elsie, I shouldn’t think it matters a bit,’ Jenny said kindly. ‘You want some more bacon? I fried some extra.’



For a second the old kitchen maid’s eyes swam, and Jenny realized with a pang that she’d been expecting some kind of cruel put-down. Being born illegitimate had obviously been a burden that had haunted her all her life. It was all such a shame since nobody would give it a second thought nowadays.



Elsie, in fact, lived in unnecessary dread of the fact that her employers might find out about it, and give her the sack. Even the old cook had always been a little scornful about it. That this new cook was so obviously different caught her off guard. She felt her stomach tremble in the way that it always did when she felt herself getting mushy, and she sniffed. Loudly.



‘All right. Wouldn’t say no,’ she agreed, more harshly than she’d meant. Jenny, however, didn’t seem to notice. She returned with the frying pan and heaped out some bacon onto Elsie’s plate.



Elsie began to eat with evident pleasure.



But at the back of her eyes lurked a look of fear that pained Jenny for the rest of the day.



* * *



Malcolm Powell-Brooks hesitated at the door to the breakfast room. His palms felt just slightly damp. Then he knocked briskly, and tensed. He hated dealing directly with Lady Vee. She was just so damned formidable.



Her ladyship boomed at him to come in, and he obeyed, noting with relief that they had finished eating. Roberta glanced up and began to glow at the unexpected treat of seeing him so soon.



Lord Avonsleigh glanced at his granddaughter’s shining eyes, and felt his lips twitch.



‘Er, good morning, my lord, m’lady,’ he turned to each of them, glanced at Roberta, wasn’t quite sure what to say to her, and turned back to his lordship. He cleared his throat, opened his mouth, and wondered where to begin.



George smiled and rose. ‘Sit down, dear fellow. What can we do for you?’



Lady Vee watched the art tutor seat himself and wished she was thirty years younger. She’d liked to flirt when she was a girl, and Mr Powell-Brooks was just the kind she went for. She couldn’t blame Roberta for mooning over him like a lovesick calf. It was good for a girl to do so.



‘I was wondering, that is, I thought I should come and offer my services as a temporary tutor, until, well, someone is sent to replace Miss Simmons. I have a fairly good working knowledge of literature,’ Malcolm plunged on, feeling his palms growing wetter by the minute. ‘I don’t know much about . . . well, er, female deportment and that sort of thing, but I know a good bit about music, as you know, and philosophy and so on. Just until—’



‘We get a replacement for poor Miss Simmons,’ Lady Vee interjected for him, noting his rising panic with a gentle smile. ‘Quite so.’ The dear boy was blushing to the roots of his hair.



‘Yes, that’s it,’ Malcolm said gratefully.



‘Thank you for the offer, Brooks,’ Lord Avonsleigh said heartily. ‘I think we’ll have to take you up on it for the time being. Unless, of course,’ he added, winking across at his wife, ‘Roberta objects?’



Lady Roberta most definitely didn’t, and nearly fell over herself making it plain. Malcolm met his lordship’s eye with an apologetic ‘what can you do but wait until she grows out of it?’ look, and relaxed.



He’d had to offer. It would have looked most odd if he hadn’t.



‘Well, I’m sure Lady Roberta can fill me in on Miss Simmons’s teaching regime. I . . .’ He was getting to his feet, anxious to take his leave, when there was a tap on the door and Meecham walked in.



‘Excuse me, my lord, but there’s a gentleman here with an appointment to see Miss Simmons. I thought, under the circumstances . . .’



‘Good grief, yes.’ Lord Avonsleigh rose, and smiled as a tall, silver-haired man, who was eighty if he was a day, walked into the room. ‘I think you’d better get Inspector Bishop, Meecham,’ he said, walking forward and holding out his hand.



Before it was taken, however, Bishop appeared at the doorway. Nothing went on in this castle that he didn’t know about, for he’d seconded a few constables from Bicester to patrol the place on the pretext of providing extra security. In reality, they were his eyes and ears, and badly needed they were too.



The bewildered old man glanced at the inspector, then at Avonsleigh, looking distinctly puzzled. If he’d known that Ava was going to have him meet his lordship he’d have worn his best tie. ‘I’m sorry, Lord Avonsleigh. I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.’



Lady Vee went forward and gently led him to a seat. ‘Tea, Meecham,’ she said briskly. ‘We’ve run into a spot of trouble, I’m afraid, Mr . . . ?’



‘Oh, excuse me. Grover, Anthony Grover. How do you do?’ She took his hand and pulled out a seat close to him.



‘You’ve come to see Miss Simmons, you say?’ she probed gently, not even glancing in Bishop’s direction.



Unable to do a damned thing about it, Bishop took a seat and ground his teeth.



‘Yes, that’s right,’ Anthony Grover said, looking around, his watery blue eyes falling on a Turner landscape and lighting up before returning to those of Lady Vee. ‘Is there something wrong?’ His old voice wavered, as if it was all getting to be just a little too much. Lady Vee brightened in relief as Meecham returned with the tea. The poor old boy was going to need it.



‘I think you’d better have three sugars, Mr Grover,’ she said, gently hinting at shocks to come. ‘Did you know Miss Simmons well?’



Meecham retired. Malcolm Powell-Brooks, who’d sunk back into his seat and was wishing himself miles away, held his breath.



‘Oh yes, since she was a girl, really. I knew her father slightly.’ His lips twisted into a distasteful grimace.



‘Oh dear,’ Lady Vee said on a huge sigh. ‘I’m afraid I have bad news. There’s not a kind way of doing this, but, well, Miss Simmons was killed yesterday. Murdered, I’m very sorry to say.’



Anthony Grover went grey, and his rheumatic hands clenched his cup so hard that the fine china looked in imminent danger of breaking. ‘Murdered? How? Who?’ he spluttered, his voice turning into a croak.



‘We don’t know at the moment,’ she said, reaching out and holding the old man’s hand. It was deathly cold.



‘Oh, poor little Ava,’ Anthony said. ‘When she wrote and asked me to come and see her, I thought it was—’



‘She wrote to you?’ Bishop asked, unable to restrain himself any longer.



Startled by the abrupt question and loud, unsympathetic voice, Anthony Grover half-turned to meet the policeman’s alert gaze, the tea sloshing dangerously in his cup. ‘Yes. I received the letter two days ago. She asked me to come and see her today at ten o’clock.’



‘Did she say why she wanted to see you?’ Bishop asked, then, as an afterthought, introduced himself.



‘No. She said she wanted my opinion on something. She was always coming to me for advice. She looked on me like an uncle, I think. Her father, well, her father was always busy with the gallery. He had little time for her.’



He doesn’t like Ava Simmons’s father, Bishop thought instantly. He’d have to have Mr Simmons checked out rather more thoroughly. ‘I see. And she said nothing else in this letter?’ he prompted.



‘No, Inspector. Nothing.’



‘Was the tone of the letter unusual in any way? Did she sound worried or frightened?’



‘No, not that I could tell. I thought she might want my advice on textbooks. I was a teacher you know. Art.’



‘I see,’ Bishop said, disappointed. Another dead end. He couldn’t even stretch a point and wonder if Anthony Grover was the missing boyfriend. Women might go for older men, but not that much older.



He heard a quiet sigh and glanced across, surprised to see Malcolm Powell-Brooks cowering in his chair.



‘When was the last time you saw Miss Simmons?’ Bishop pressed on. He had no clues, no leads, and was determined to milk any evidence at all for all it was worth.



‘Oh, months ago,’ Anthony Grover said, his eyes watering. ‘I never thought it would be the last time.’



‘No, of course not,’ Lady Vee said kindly, patting the old man’s hand and giving Bishop a killing look. ‘Drink some tea, Mr Grover. It will make you feel better.’



Anthony Grover drank some tea. Avonsleigh caught Bishop’s eye and beckoned him over into one corner to grill him on his progress. Malcolm took the opportunity to leave, Roberta quickly trailing after him.



Lady Vee took Anthony’s arm. What he needed was distracting. ‘I daresay you’d like to see some of our paintings, Mr Grover?’



The old man perked up a little. ‘Well, yes, I would. I’m all too aware of Avonsleigh’s wonderful reputation in the art world. I quite envy the experts you allow to come and look around. I daresay you choose them carefully? Everyone must press you for an invitation.’



‘Oh, yes, well, one must do one’s best,’ she said airily. ‘And our resident art expert lets us know when the paintings need cleaning. Wouldn’t do to have them dirty, eh?’



The old man looked at her, hiding his smile. She was a charming, warm, eccentric character but was an obvious philistine when it came to art. ‘That Turner caught my eye,’ Anthony murmured, steering her in its direction. And Lady Vee, glad to have taken his mind off the tragedy, smiled and let him have full rein.



As Bishop filled in Lord Avonsleigh on his progress so far — which was frankly none — Anthony Grover stared in astonishment at the Avonsleigh Turner.



He stared at it for quite some time.









 
 
CHAPTER NINE




Jenny stood aside to let Meecham and his elderly companion pass by in the small corridor. She watched them go for a moment, a worried frown on her face. The old man had looked decidedly shaken.



Glad that she had taken the time before going to bed last night to do a thorough tour of the castle, and at last get all the rooms and their layout (more or less) straight in her mind, she had found the breakfast room with little trouble. Now she knocked on the door, waited for Lady Vee to boom her usual welcome, and walked in.



Lady Vee glanced up, a smile immediately lighting up her face and setting her jowls quivering. ‘Miss Starling, how wonderful. Any news?’



Jenny smiled, taking the seat indicated. ‘I’m sorry, no. The police don’t seem to be much further forward. Inspector Bishop told me the findings of the pathology report. It was Ava’s blood on the dagger, of course, and the wound was fairly consistent with the murder weapon being the dagger. So, no surprises there. Though there is one interesting little thing I picked up on.’



She went on to explain about the curious letter from the Lady Beade School, her ladyship agreeing with her that it was most odd.



‘I for one don’t believe she meant to leave us,’ Avonsleigh, sitting by the fire with a newspaper in his lap, spoke up for the first time.



Jenny glanced at him with renewed respect. ‘I agree, my lord. Although I only knew her for barely a day, she didn’t strike me as a woman getting ready to leave here. In fact, she seemed, if anything, determined to protect Lady Roberta,’ she added quietly, wondering what reaction the bait would get.



Lady Vee laughed. ‘Oh she was, bless her heart. Why, she came to us only a week ago and told us that Roberta was forming an “undesirable attachment” to Mr Powell-Brooks,’ she confirmed, her eyes twinkling. ‘Of course, we already knew that — we’ve got eyes in our heads, haven’t we? We told her that Roberta, for all her exuberance, was actually a very steady and reliable sort of girl. She might moon over our handsome Mr Powell-Brooks, but then, what teenage girl wouldn’t moon over him?’ Her eyebrow rose in a question, and Jenny smiled back her answer. ‘But she’s far too sensible to dream it would come to anything more than a bit of mutual mild flirting.’



‘And how did Ava react to that?’ Jenny asked curiously.



‘She seemed a little taken aback that we knew,’ Lady Vee replied after some thought. ‘I got the impression that she believed we lived in an ivory tower and didn’t know the more mundane details of what went on in our little fiefdom. It was really kind of her to worry, and we told her so, but when we explained that we’d already had a quiet little word with Malcolm about it, she seemed satisfied.’



‘Really?’ This time it was Jenny’s eyebrow that rose. Lady Vee settled herself back. It had been a long time since she’d had a good gossip with someone worthy of it.



‘Yes. You see, Roberta was making calf eyes at him only a matter of days after his arrival. That would have been over a year ago now, when she was only fifteen. Well, we weren’t really worried, of course, but thought it best to have a word with him. Just in case he had some silly idea about marrying into money and all that.’



‘Oh quite,’ Jenny said hastily.



‘We want none of that,’ her ladyship said with a small shiver. ‘But, as it happened, we needn’t have worried. Mr Powell-Brooks was very good about it. Rather a quiet type, for all his good looks. He had to splutter about a bit since he’s not particularly erudite, but for all that he made it plain that what he wanted was a nice steady job and nothing more. He explained that it was the privilege of living at Avonsleigh, surrounded by all this . . .’ — Lady Vee waved a casual hand at the wall, on which reposed Gainsboroughs, Constables and Turners as if they were printed posters — ‘that made him want to work here. In fact, he was far more anxious about Roberta’s little infatuation than we were — in case we gave him the sack, you see?’



Avonsleigh rustled his paper, and both women turned to look at him. ‘Thing is, the fellow confided in me that a spell here would set him up for life. In the art world, that is. He hopes to go on to something in a museum apparently, and having the name Avonsleigh on his rsum would be the lynchpin. Poor chap was dead scared Roberta’s crush would put the kibosh on it.’



‘In the end,’ Lady Vee picked up the tale, ‘
 we
 ended up reassuring
 him
 !’



Jenny nodded. ‘I see. He’s of a much more practical turn of mind than you might think to look at him.’



‘Yes,’ her ladyship agreed. ‘And the more we’ve come to know him, the more relaxed we’ve become. He humours Roberta without encouraging her, you see. That way, her grand passion can gradually fizzle out without her feelings being hurt.’



Jenny, remembering their light bantering, nodded. ‘So he knows which side his bread is buttered?’



‘Exactly.’ Her twinkling eyes suddenly glittered into a hardened expression. ‘We could make life very difficult for Mr Powell-Brooks if we’d a mind to, and he knows it.’



Jenny nodded. ‘So Miss Simmons never mentioned it again?’ she prompted, remembering the way Ava had looked upon her charge and the art tutor so disapprovingly the day Jenny had first arrived at the castle.



‘No. Mind you, Roberta got to hear about Miss Simmons telling tales. The walls have ears in this place.’ Her ladyship sighed. ‘Little minx knows how to throw a temper tantrum when she wants to, let me tell you! She accused her governess of spying on her and telling lies, and trying to ruin her life. The usual dramatics. She demanded we fire her immediately. We told her in no uncertain terms that wasn’t on, and that it was part of a governess’s job to keep an eagle eye out for her charge’s welfare.’



‘Hmm,’ Jenny said. So that was why Roberta hadn’t liked her governess. Hardly surprising! The question was, how far did that acrimony really go? She had a feeling that it was not all that far. But what if the girl had really fancied herself in love with her art tutor? Teenagers were notoriously unpredictable, what with all those hormones raging about. But could she really see Roberta killing her governess in thwarted rage? It was an uncomfortable thought.



‘Did Mr Powell-Brooks know about Ava’s disapproval of him?’ she asked delicately.



Lady Vee glanced up at her sharply, aware of the direction of her thoughts, and felt her respect for this Amazon of a cook swell even further. ‘I would think he must have done. Roberta’s not the sort to keep secrets. When she’s upset, the whole world has to know about it — and why.’



Jenny sighed. But if Malcolm knew his job was safe, he had no real reason to kill Ava, had he? Besides, he and Roberta were together the whole afternoon. Unless they were in it together, maybe? No, now she was being fanciful. Besides, Jenny was sure that Roberta’s reaction on hearing the news of Ava’s death was perfectly genuine.



So, another dead end there.



Jenny sighed deeply. ‘The thing is, there seems to be no reason for it at all,’ she said at last, feeling vexed. ‘I shall have to go to the village and ask around. Try to get some kind of a feel for what’s been going on up here.’ She suddenly realized that might sound insulting and looked up quickly, but Lady Vee was already nodding her head.



‘Good idea. Between you and me, I don’t think this Inspector Bishop chap has much go in him. George had a word with him this morning, when Ava’s friend showed up, and he hadn’t got anywhere, had he, George?’



Avonsleigh, buried deep in the cricket scores, grunted.



‘Ava’s friend?’ Jenny prompted, and Lady Vee obligingly gave her an accurate account of the old man’s arrival and the subsequent revelations. Jenny listened and wondered. Ava Simmons had definitely been up to something. Something that had resulted in her murder. But what?



‘I understand it’s all being kept out of the papers,’ Jenny mused.



‘As far as possible. But one can’t control the gossip in the village though. Or expect one’s friends to . . . Oh hell’s bells, that reminds me. Miss Starling, we’re giving a dinner party tomorrow night. It was arranged weeks ago, and I quite forgot about it.’



‘I expect people will know it’s been cancelled, m’dear,’ his lordship said, and then froze as two pairs of disbelieving female eyes shot his way.



‘Don’t be so daft, George,’ Lady Vee said in total disregard for her husband’s noble dignity. ‘Everyone will be absolutely gasping to come. I bet they can’t wait to set foot in the place. I shall probably end up giving them a guided tour of the conservatory and everything.’



Jenny nodded sagely. ‘People are such ghouls.’



‘Quite. Besides, if we cancelled . . .’ she broke off and glanced guiltily at her husband, then she met the cook’s eye and nodded grimly.



Jenny understood exactly what was on Lady Vee’s mind. If they cancelled, people might start to think in very peculiar ways. Lord Avonsleigh was late middle-aged, and Ava had been a reasonably attractive younger woman. And soon the rumour that there was no smoke without fire would take hold, and who knew where that would end? No, it was best to carry on as normal, show solidity as a couple.



Again the two women nodded at each other in complete understanding. He must be protected at all costs.



‘How many are coming, m’lady?’ she asked, and Lady Vee frowned.



‘I suppose we’d better get it sorted out now. Let’s see . . . there’ll be eight altogether. Now, old Stebbins can’t touch fat, and Ethel doesn’t like anything green, and Jasper Cotton is a total hypochondriac. See to it, will you, Miss Starling?’ she asked, and everyone in the room knew that it was seen to.



Just then Meecham entered. ‘The vicar and his wife, m’lady.’



Behind him came a dog-collared individual so small and pucker-faced that he instantly reminded Jenny of a pug. ‘Lady Vee, I thought we simply had to come . . .’ he began, oozing concern.



And so it begins, Jenny thought sadly, and took the opportunity to excuse herself. She had a menu to prepare. And a trip to the village was definitely in order.



First, however, she went to the kitchen and removed the coffee and walnut cake from the larder. She’d cooked it first thing, and it was just nicely cooled. She quickly transferred it to a silver platter, put the domed lid on top to keep any flies out, and left it on the sideboard.



A moment later, Meecham returned carrying a pile of silver, which he dumped onto the sideboard with a small sigh.



‘Work’s by far the best thing, Mr Meecham,’ Jenny said gently. ‘Keeps your mind off things.’



The butler nodded and went to get his cleaning things. After the incident with the dagger, he didn’t think he could clean anything unless it was out here in the open, with everybody watching him.



Janice came in for the tea things Jenny had automatically prepared, knowing her ladyship would have ordered it for her — albeit unwanted — guests. Meecham saw Janice lift the tea tray from the sideboard, and quickly took control of it. ‘You know I always serve when there are guests, Janice,’ he chided.



‘There’s cake on the platter,’ Jenny said, already on her way out.



Meecham retrieved the domed dish, frowning at the weight, and returned to the breakfast room.



Over on the sofa, Lady Vee was fending off the vicar’s wife whilst agreeing how terrible it all was. Avonsleigh, obliged to give up his favourite chair, was now sitting by the table. Meecham put the tea things onto the small coffee table in front of Lady Vee and retired to the main table to cut the cake.



He carefully put out the gold and navy Worcester plates and eighteenth-century silver cake forks and lifted the dome. And there, blinking up at him, was Henry. The tortoise opened its mouth as if about to ask the butler what he thought he was playing at, and without blinking an eye, Meecham quickly and neatly covered the reptile again with the domed lid and cast a hasty glance around. Her ladyship was still entertaining the vicar’s wife, and the vicar himself was still in his lordship’s usurped seat, roasting his toes in the hearth. Meecham glanced to his right, where Lord Avonsleigh was barely inches away, eyes twinkling. ‘The cook seems to have left the cherry off the top of the cake, my lord,’ he murmured. ‘I think perhaps I should retrieve it.’



Avonsleigh nodded solemnly. ‘I think you better had, Meecham,’ he agreed, and wandered over to the fire to chat to the vicar about Sri Lanka’s chances in the next test match.



Meecham sprinted back to the kitchen, resisting the urge to drop kick the tortoise out of the back door. On the sideboard was another domed platter, and this he lifted, spying a splendidly iced and nut-decorated cake underneath. He then sprinted back to the breakfast room, caught his breath, entered and proceeded to serve the cake with aplomb.



* * *



The village of Upper Caulcott was typical of North Oxfordshire, except that it had managed to keep a small post office-cum-general shop with a small butcher’s counter. There Jenny made the proprietor’s day by ordering prime venison and two brace of pheasant, and if he could source eight medium-sized freshly caught trout she’d have those too, to be delivered to the castle as and when possible.



Mr Jenkins promised a timely delivery, and watched the new cook go towards the post office counter, wishing he’d had the gall to ask her about the murder. The wife would kill him when she heard about the visit but that he had no titbits of gossip to tell her. The whole village was positively buzzing. The trouble was, the new cook up at the castle was both beautiful and large, a combination which had always kept him tongue-tied.



The lady behind the counter quickly sold her some stamps, and was able to give her directions to the house of Elsie’s mother.



Jenny was not surprised to see that Miss Bingham lived in the poorest looking cottage in the village, a two-up two-down affair of badly rotted casements and paint-flaked doors. She knocked briskly at the front door and waited. A sound from around the back had her opening a rusty side gate and taking the garden path past rows of neatly cultivated vegetables.



An old woman stood at the end of the garden, tying up runner beans. She had Elsie’s scowl and stooped, overworked stance. Jenny wondered how much the old lady relied on her daughter’s wages, and had a fair idea that she didn’t grow so many vegetables simply as a hobby. Jenny vowed to send Elsie home with something nourishing in a pot every day from now on.



She saw the old lady notice her and stiffen. ‘What do you want then?’ she challenged gruffly.



Jenny smiled and approached her, careful not to bruise any of the cabbages growing right up against a narrow grass path. ‘I’m the new cook up at the castle,’ she began, and saw the old woman pale in fright. ‘I just wanted to stop by and say hello, and tell you what a wonderful helper your daughter is, and what a good job she’s doing,’ she added hastily.



Miss Bingham relaxed. ‘Ah, Elsie’s a good worker. Always was. Want a cup of tea?’



Jenny accepted, knowing it would have been a gross insult to refuse. She followed the old woman into the dark, sparsely furnished cottage. The tiny kitchen held two hard-backed chairs and Jenny took one, watching the old woman as she set about making the tea. ‘Take milk?’ the old lady asked abruptly.



‘Yes, please.’



‘I suppose their nibs are glad to have another cook at last,’ Miss Bingham finally said, taking the other chair, which wobbled alarmingly. Looking down, Jenny could see where two of its legs had been crudely mended.



‘Yes, they are,’ she responded mildly. ‘I must say though, it’s been rather awkward, starting a new job only to have something so awful happen.’



The old woman’s hands closed around her mug in a compulsive movement that made Jenny’s eyes widen.



‘I daresay,’ she muttered, something so neutral in her voice that it had almost the opposite effect of making it sound furtive.



‘The police, of course, are being such a nuisance, questioning everyone,’ Jenny carried on carefully. She had an idea that once Miss Bingham clammed up, there’d be no prising the old lady’s lips apart again. So she mustn’t scare her. ‘They do keep on and on about things.’ She sighed heavily.



‘Well, we ain’t got nothing to worry about — Elsie and me, we’re all right,’ the old woman said firmly. And couldn’t have made it more obvious that she was almost sick with fright.



‘I know a little bit about the way the police work,’ Jenny said, then seeing the old woman’s eyes sharpen in alarm, added quickly, ‘We had a robbery once at a restaurant where I worked. They just poke and pry and dig into everyone’s backgrounds and learn things that don’t have a thing to do with the crime in question,’ she continued craftily. ‘I was so embarrassed I had to leave. Still, to be fair, I don’t suppose they can know what’s important and what isn’t, so they have to check out every little thing. Trouble is, all us innocent ones suffer too, just so they can get to the guilty.’



Miss Bingham paled even further, but said nothing. Jenny took a sip of tea, desperately trying to think of a way to move things forward.



‘I daresay that’s so,’ Miss Bingham said heavily at last, and then glanced up at the cook, her eyes small and dark, reminding Jenny of a chicken. A chicken with a sharp beak — a chicken that would do anything, and tackle anyone, who threatened her chick. ‘You say you like my Elsie?’



‘Yes I do, I admire her very much,’ Jenny said honestly. ‘She’s a hard worker, which is rare these days, and I think she’s probably had a hard life. She confided in me about, well, how things haven’t been easy for you either.’



‘She did, did she?’ the old woman said, obviously surprised. ‘Well, I suppose it was bound to come out. There’s folks in this village old enough to remember . . .’



‘Remember what?’ she asked gently, holding her breath as the old woman seemed to hesitate.



‘Hmm? Oh, to remember who it was who got me into trouble all them years ago. He were a local lad, should have married me, but he didn’t. He weren’t already married or nothing like that, and his dad was a farm worker, just like mine. But he had big ideas, did Basil. Even then. And I suppose you have to give the devil his due, he made all his big ideas come true.’



The old woman sighed. ‘But it was terrible hard. Me dad threw me out when he heard I was in the family way, and I had to have our Elsie in one of them women’s shelters. Then his lordship, the old lord this would be, he let me have this cottage for a peppercorn rent. I used to work at Miltons, the factory in Bicester. Worked there for years I did, till it closed down. Just made enough to keep us both going. Then Elsie left school and they took her on as a kitchen maid up at the castle, and she’s been there ever since. But all this time, Basil was living it up in leaps and bounds. Did really well for himself without a wife and kiddie tying him down,’ she added bitterly. ‘But the thing is . . .’ The old woman suddenly reached across and grabbed Jenny’s hand in a fierce grip, her eyes wide with fear and begging for understanding.



‘Elsie took it all so very hard. She found out when she was working up at the castle who her dad was. I never talked about him, see. She was about twenty when she found out. I talked her out of going to see him — I knew he was a selfish sod, and wouldn’t want to know about a grown-up daughter — especially one who was nothing more than a skivvy. I told her it would do no good. Basil was always a hard man, even when he was a young ’un. Oh he was a charmer all right — I wasn’t the only girl he managed to sweet-talk into giving him what he wanted. But as he got older, I reckon he got meaner. You could ask Mr Meecham and his daughter about that,’ she added, making Jenny blink in surprise.



Then the old woman shook her head. ‘But there, that’s not for me to talk about. I got troubles of my own,’ she said, dampening Jenny’s hopes of getting yet more information from her. ‘If them coppers find out who Elsie’s dad is, well, they might get the wrong end of the stick, mightn’t they? Then what’ll we do?’ she wailed, suddenly looking very old and frightened indeed. Instinctively, Jenny tightened her grip on the old woman’s hand comfortingly.



But she needed to get things clarified. She hadn’t wanted to interrupt Miss Bingham when she was speaking, but now she had no choice.



‘But why should they get the wrong end of the stick, Miss Bingham?’ she asked gently. ‘What has Basil to do with the murder up at the castle?’



Miss Bingham stared at her as if she was stupid. ‘Because Basil was
 her
 dad too.’



And then, suddenly, Jenny understood. She felt a cold, nasty feeling in her stomach and swallowed hard. ‘You mean, Basil is . . . ?’



‘Basil Simmons,’ Miss Bingham said heavily and nodded. ‘Him that owns that fancy art gallery.’



And Jenny could now see the old woman’s predicament. Ava Simmons’s father was also Elsie’s father. They were sisters — well, half-sisters to be precise.



And Elsie would have known it. But had said nothing. Because Jenny was sure, looking back on her brief time spent with Ava when she was alive, that the governess had had no inkling that Elsie was of her own flesh and blood.









 
 
CHAPTER TEN




Jenny began to puff as she climbed the hill. Above her, the castle towered and glowered, blocking out the light and casting her in its shadow.



Miss Bingham’s words were still ringing in her ears. According to the old lady, the fact that ‘that girl who got herself killed’ was Elsie’s sister didn’t mean ‘my Elsie had gone and done it.’



No, it didn’t, she mused. But it certainly gave her a motive, Jenny thought, pausing by the side of the road to catch her breath. Here, she took the opportunity to look around her. Spread out below her was Upper Caulcott. Beyond the village a winding river cut through meadows of wild flowers, planted barley, and grazing black and white cattle. Willows lined the river, and birds flitted and dashed, busy raising chicks. It all looked so beautifully pastoral, and the castle itself, so very British.



And yet something, somewhere, was utterly rotten. Jenny sighed wearily and continued her climb, for the first time feeling reluctant to go back to the castle. The perfect job of less than three days ago was already becoming a burden on her shoulders.



But it could all come right again — or so she hoped — with her usual optimism. Once this murder was solved, the castle would soon recover its warm, friendly atmosphere. Life would gentle itself down. The years would pass, and she could settle like sediment in the first truly permanent job of her career. It was probably time for her to settle down. But first things first. She sighed, and forced her mind back to the matters in hand.



So Elsie had always known that Ava Simmons was her half-sister. But Basil Simmons had married Ava’s mother, whereas he’d rejected her own. Ava had had a fine education, and had become tutor to a lord’s granddaughter. She looked, spoke and acted like a lady of some standing. Ava got to call the kitchen maid Elsie.



Elsie, on the other hand, had been labelled a bastard all her life. She would have been taunted by the children at the local school, and ostracized by their parents. When she left school she’d gone straight into her menial work at the castle. Elsie was old before her time. She had had to work like a horse, forced to call her own sister Miss Simmons. And a thing like that could eat at the soul. The injustices of life had been known to drive people to the brink of madness. How Elsie must have resented the new governess! Seeing every day in Ava Simmons what she herself had missed in life. What she herself could have been, had Basil Simmons married her own mother. People would have called
 her
 Miss Simmons. Instead she had to scrub the kitchen floor. Wait on everyone. Fill the slot of the lowliest maid in the castle. How could she stand it? And had she finally, in a burst of resentment and hatred, killed her own sister?



Jenny hoped not. Jenny very
 fervently
 hoped not. But one thing was for sure: Inspector Bishop would just have to find out about Elsie’s parentage for himself. Until she had some genuine proof of guilt, she was not about to go and add to her kitchen maid’s misery.



* * *



When Jenny returned to the kitchen, Malcolm Powell-Brooks was washing out some little glass jars in the sink. Janice, Meecham and Gayle were all sitting down to their tea break and finishing off the walnut and coffee cake. No doubt the vicar and his lady wife had left, their curiosity finally satisfied.



‘I hope those are not oils, or anything poisonous, Mr Powell-Brooks,’ Jenny said sharply, watching bright azure-stained water slide down the drain. ‘I do have to prepare food here, remember.’



‘Oh no, nothing like that,’ Malcolm assured her, rinsing out a mint-green stained jar and standing it on the sideboard. ‘It’s watercolour. See how easily it washes out? A good spurt from the tap’ — he demonstrated on a jar of sickly yellow — ‘and it’s gone.’ He presented the clean glass jar for her inspection.



Jenny nodded dubiously. She didn’t approve of strange goings-on at her sink. She poured herself a cup of tea and sat down opposite Janice, who glanced at the art tutor’s back and grinned.



Leaning closer to the cook, she lowered her voice. ‘Don’t you believe it, Miss Starling. He washes out oils too. I saw him only last week cleaning out a jar so thoroughly he used an old knife to delve down around the bottom of the inside rim. He even used some bleach, and was cleaning it for a good ten minutes. No way
 that
 could have been watercolour.’



Jenny sighed. ‘Well, whatever the old cook let him get away with, he won’t get away with it now,’ she said firmly, and resolved to keep a careful eye on the art tutor in future.



Elsie chose that moment to come up from one of the cellars. She was carrying a huge sack of potatoes. ‘You said you was doing shepherd’s pie,’ she said, dumping them over by the sink, unceremoniously shoving the art tutor to one side. Her bulk and surliness meant Malcolm didn’t even sigh in protest. ‘Their nibs likes their pie with lots of spuds,’ Elsie added, grabbing a cup and sitting down heavily.



Jenny, with her new knowledge, looked at her sharply, and what she saw gave her cause to think. Elsie’s eyes were red-rimmed and slightly swollen, so she’d obviously been crying. Crying for her dead sister perhaps? It had probably only just now hit her — she had lost a sister, and it wouldn’t matter that her sister had not even known that she, Elsie, was her own flesh and blood. Losing a relative, no matter what the circumstances, was bound to tell on you sooner or later.



Jenny was glad to see the tears. But they proved nothing. ‘Well, I’d better take these back to the minx,’ Malcolm said, picking up the clean little jars and putting them in one of his painting smock’s many pockets. ‘Janice, did you get me that red paint I asked you for on—’ he broke off as he realized that it had been the day of the murder. ‘Oh, forget it. I’ll get some more myself. I have to go into Bicester later on.’



Janice watched him go, biting her lip and fingering her ridiculous brooch. Then she too jumped up, muttering something about dusting, and gave the brooch a final tweak. Jenny wished she would stop it. It was getting on her nerves.



When the door had closed behind her, Elsie too made a move. ‘I’d better go see old Seth. You want some tomatoes out of the hothouse?’ she asked.



Jenny did. Tomatoes did wonders to pep up minced beef. The cook watched her go then turned to look at Meecham. ‘I went to see Miss Bingham this morning,’ she said quietly. ‘I think she’s worried about Elsie.’



Meecham cut himself another slice of the delicious cake and wondered where Henry was. He worried when he couldn’t keep an eye on that reptile. One more incident like this morning’s and his heart wouldn’t stand it. Thank goodness only his lordship had noticed his blunder.



‘Oh?’ he murmured, vaguely aware that the cook was waiting for a response. ‘I don’t think she need worry.’ Suddenly he stopped slicing and looked across at the cook. He paled slightly. ‘You mean, does she think there might be another murder? That one of us might be killed?’



Jenny quickly shook her head. ‘Oh no. Not that. No, I don’t think there’s a madman on the loose in the castle or anything. I think she was more worried that the police might get it into their heads to arrest Elsie.’



‘But that’s silly,’ Gayle chimed in with a small, nervous laugh. ‘Why should they do that? Elsie had no reason to kill Miss Simmons.’ She reached for the sugar bowl and spooned in a level teaspoon, her hands shaking slightly.



So they know who her father is, Jenny thought accurately. They’d always known.



‘No, perhaps not. But she seemed to think someone else at the castle might have reason to, well . . . disapprove of Miss Simmons,’ she continued, watching them both carefully.



She had not forgotten Miss Bingham’s quickly cut-off hint that the Meechams themselves might have a skeleton of their own in their closet that they’d be anxious to keep concealed.



Meecham swallowed and glanced across at his daughter. Gayle was staring at the cook with a level, assessing glance that made Jenny want to shift uncomfortably in her seat. She did no such thing, of course, but gazed back equally coolly.



‘You
 have
 been busy, haven’t you, Miss Starling?’ Gayle said finally. But there was no malice in her voice, just the hard, heavy ring of reality. ‘I’ve been doing my homework too, as it happens. I thought the police were treating you a little differently from all the rest of us. And it couldn’t only have been because you were so new here.’



‘Gayle!’ Meecham said, aghast.



‘So I went into town myself this morning,’ Gayle continued, ignoring her father’s reproof, ‘and went to the newspaper office. I asked around, made a phone call or two to a reporter friend of mine, and guess what? Your name rang a bell. In fact, it rang several bells.’



‘Gayle, what are you saying?’ Meecham asked, looking at the cook in some alarm.



Jenny took a sip of tea, and placidly let Gayle get on with it.



‘It seems, Father, that Miss Starling is something of an amateur detective. In fact, you have quite a few solved murders to your credit, don’t you, Miss Starling?’



Jenny sighed and nodded. ‘I have been able to help the police on the odd occasion,’ she agreed modestly.



‘And you’re helping them now, aren’t you?’ Gayle continued, still in the same flat monotone. ‘I daresay Lady Vee wants some eyes and ears below stairs.’



‘Now that’s enough,’ Meecham said. ‘You won’t speak about her ladyship in that way.’



Gayle reached across and patted her father’s hand reassuringly. It was almost, Jenny thought, as if
 she
 were the parent and Meecham the child. ‘No, Father. But Miss Starling has been busy. You know about Elsie, don’t you?’



Jenny nodded. There was no point in denying it.



‘And you won’t stop digging until you know everything about us, will you?’ she added fatalistically.



‘Gayle, I really don’t think . . .’ Meecham began nervously, but Gayle again patted his hand, effectively silencing him.



‘It’s better if it comes from us, Father,’ Gayle said with a sigh. ‘Besides, the police are bound to find out sooner or later. You see, Miss Starling, we weren’t always tour guides, or even butler and maid. My father and mother once owned a farm. Oh, it was a small farm, and not very prosperous, but it was theirs. They owned the land, they farmed it, and were well respected by their peers. This was to the west of here. Near the Gloucestershire border. I lived on the farm until I was eight.’



Gayle paused to glance at her father, who was staring down at his uneaten cake, his face a picture of misery.



‘We had a bad winter one year. Lost too many sheep. We had to take out a bank loan.’



Even when she was eight, Jenny thought astutely, it was ‘we.’ Not ‘Mum and Dad’ but ‘we.’ Gayle must have had to grow up very quickly, the cook surmised, bracing herself for the tale of woe to come. And there must be one to come. Farmers and landowners didn’t become servants by choice.



‘For a while, it looked as if things would pick up. But then there was a second bad winter.’ Gayle sighed, obviously remembering it all very well indeed. ‘My mother was the daughter of a local factory owner. It wasn’t a big factory, not a nationally known one or anything like that, but it had done all right in the past. My grandfather gave my parents a painting as a wedding present. Oh, it wasn’t by Turner or Constable, like they have around here, but one of the minor Victorians. It was a pretty picture of a girl with long blonde curly hair cuddling a Red Setter dog. Very pretty. Very popular.’



Gayle picked up a spoon and began to stir her tea. ‘We decided to sell it in order to pay off the bank and keep the farm. We took it to an art dealer we knew. He’d just opened a gallery in Bicester. We’d seen it written up in the newspapers.’



Jenny felt her spine tingle. ‘This art dealer . . . ?’ she prompted, her voice bland, but she already knew the answer.



Gayle nodded. ‘Basil Simmons. He told us that the painting wasn’t worth much. This was before the Victorians became so popular. He said nobody wanted ‘chocolate-box’ pictures much. Said the painting wasn’t even that well painted, and that it wasn’t by a very well-known artist. But he said he’d buy it, if we were really desperate.’



‘And of course, we were,’ Meecham spoke for the first time, his voice bleak with remembrance.



‘My mother managed to get the price up high enough to pay off the bank. Just. So we sold it to him.’



‘But we didn’t have enough money to buy more sheep to cover those we’d lost. Also, the cost of feed and grain had soared,’ Meecham added, sounding for the first time like the farmer he had once been.



‘You lost the farm,’ Jenny said flatly, with some effort managing to keep her heartfelt pity out of her voice.



‘Yes,’ Meecham echoed sadly. ‘We lost the farm. We moved to Banbury, into a poky little flat. I got a job in a hardware store. My wife had to take on any odd job she could find. Working part-time, for a pittance. By then, her own father had died and her brother had inherited the factory. He had seven children of his own; he couldn’t help us. The heart just seemed to go right out of Judith,’ Meecham said, his voice trembling as he remembered. ‘Within a year we’d lost her.’



And so Gayle had taken her mother’s place, Jenny thought shrewdly. At, what? Ten, eleven years old? Cooking, cleaning and probably taking over the family finances.



‘I finally took on a more permanent job as butler to one of the local families,’ Meecham continued. ‘The old man who’d been the butler there for years and years taught me all he knew about the job before he left, and I found I was good at it. Then I came here about, oh, eight years ago. And since then we’ve been really happy, haven’t we, Gayle?’ he asked anxiously.



Gayle nodded quickly. ‘Oh yes, Father. I love it here,’ she assured him. ‘I took over as her ladyship’s maid when the old one left. Not many girls can say they are maids to a real lady these days,’ she said, her voice deliberately excited. ‘Lady Diana made all that seem so glam.’



But was she really happy here? Jenny wondered. Or was it all a sham, to help reassure her father that he was not a failure?



‘Yes, but I still don’t quite understand why Miss Bingham should think you might have a reason to come under suspicion,’ Jenny said, putting it as delicately as she could.



Opposite her, Gayle’s lips twisted. ‘Oh, but she was right,’ she said, her voice hardening. ‘You see, about three years after we’d sold the painting to Mr Simmons, we were passing his shop and saw our painting in the window. It had a sold sticker on it, and the price was still on the frame. It was, well, let’s just say it was for a whole lot more than he paid us for it. A whole lot more.’



Jenny could well imagine. She was beginning to build up a good, solid picture of Basil Simmons from various sources, and it was not pretty.



‘When I tackled him about it,’ Meecham said heavily, anger at last creeping into his voice, ‘he said that he’d deliberately held it back until people had started wanting Victoriana again. He said it went in waves. That art was like clothes — things came into fashion and went out. He said that now people wanted pretty paintings. And that the painting had turned out to be by quite a well-known artist after all.’



Meecham swallowed, his face becoming pinched with resentment. ‘I threatened to call in the police, but he just laughed. He said that I had agreed to sell it, and that was that. Said it was a case of seller beware.’



Meecham’s hands clenched into fists, turning his knuckles white. Wordlessly, Gayle reached across and the two held hands tightly. ‘I became really angry. I told him he couldn’t get away with cheating people. I said that I had a good case for fraud. But he just laughed, and asked me if I could afford a lawyer, and to be tied up in the court system for months. Then he said that everyone would think me a fool for being taken in and would laugh behind my back. And what would my employer think about that? And he was right, of course, on all counts. I couldn’t afford a court case, but he was doing well by then. His shop was making a lot of money. And no employer wants a butler who’s in the public eye. By our very nature, we have to be discreet. We have to be unobtrusive.’



Jenny nodded. And Meecham liked being unobtrusive; this she understood instinctively. Life had dealt him some very hard knocks, and he didn’t possess the kind of character to withstand them easily.



No wonder he clung on possessively to his life here in the castle. His lordship was a good and kind employer. His life was ordered, and he was well taken care of. He no longer had to worry about providing for his family, or that life was going to knock him down again. And then Ava Simmons had come to the castle, reminding him of the small fortune he had lost. Reminding him that if it weren’t for her father all but robbing him blind, he might still have owned his own farm — that his wife might have still been alive.



Jenny sighed heavily and glanced at Gayle. ‘Did Ava know? About her father and the painting, I mean?’



Gayle shook her head. ‘We don’t think so. I don’t think she could have spoken to us, acted like nothing was amiss, if she’d had any idea.’



Jenny nodded thoughtfully. ‘I can see why Miss Bingham knew you had no love for the Simmonses. I suppose she kept track of Basil. That’s how she knew about it.’



Gayle nodded. ‘Not much gets past the old lady, or Elsie for that matter.’



No, Jenny thought. I don’t suppose it does. ‘But that only gives you a motive for killing Basil Simmons,’ she said bluntly. ‘Not for killing his daughter, surely?’



Meecham suddenly withdrew his hand from his daughter’s strong grip and stood up. ‘Of course not,’ he said stiffly. ‘Why, we had nothing against the girl. Did we, Gayle?’ he asked, and looked at his daughter for help.



Didn’t he always, Jenny thought, with a sudden mixture of anger and pity.



‘No,’ Gayle said staunchly. ‘Of course we had nothing against her.’



She’s lying, Jenny thought instantly. For Gayle’s eyes had dropped, unable to meet the cook’s own. And Meecham’s sudden show of bravado was as false as his words. They were hiding something. They had resented Ava Simmons. Bitterly. Even if she hadn’t been aware of it, she had grown up and flourished partly on the proceeds of the Meecham family painting. She had lived a good, easy life in her father’s house. A house paid for by Basil Simmons’s treachery. They must have resented her. They wouldn’t be human if they hadn’t.



But did they kill her?



Jenny sighed again and shook her head. ‘And to think only yesterday I was mourning the fact that nobody had any motive for killing Ava.’ She spoke her thoughts out loud. ‘Now, everyone does. Roberta and Malcolm could have resented her meddling, although that’s a motive so weak I think we can discount it altogether. Elsie could have been jealous. And now you, too, have a good reason to want revenge.’ She shook her head. It was all too much. ‘Well, at least Janice is out of it all,’ she consoled herself, and saw Meecham suddenly jerk, as if someone had just pulled an invisible string.



She glanced up quickly. ‘Isn’t she?’ she demanded sharply.



Meecham stared back at her, then jumped again as Gayle said, equally sharply, ‘Father?’



Meecham collapsed back into his chair, unable to withstand the onslaught of two feminine demands. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything . . .’ he began, then sighed. ‘It may not mean . . .’ he trailed off, obviously battling with his conscience.



‘I think you’d better tell us,’ Jenny said gently, whilst wondering despairingly, now what?



Meecham nodded. ‘I suppose it’s for the best. That afternoon, when his lordship asked me to search the house, after we saw the dagger, I went to Ava’s room, like I said. But I didn’t just knock, I opened the door. And I saw . . .’



He paused, getting the memory straight in his mind. ‘There’s a mirror, facing the door, as you go in. And in it, I saw the reflection of myself holding the door open, and also someone hiding behind it. Hiding behind the door, I mean.’



‘Janice?’ Jenny asked glumly.



Meecham nodded. ‘Janice,’ he confirmed quietly.









 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN




Jenny reached for a jar of the old cook’s preserved pears and opened the lid. She sniffed suspiciously. She supposed they would be all right. But she was now habitually wary of anybody else’s preserves ever since that very tragic incident involving a sultan and his pampered Persian cat.



She drained the large, juicy pears, silently congratulating the gardener on his skill, and washed and diced them. Next, she laid them out in a huge baking dish with some greengages and a good sprinkling of sultanas. Adding sugar and a dash of brandy, she put it to one side and set about making the shortcrust pastry to go on top.



Jenny worked automatically, for her thoughts were very much elsewhere. On Meecham, to be exact, and what he had just told her.



Gayle had left to see to Lady Vee, and Meecham, no doubt wanting to be alone with his thoughts, had skulked off somewhere, leaving her free to digest this latest revelation.



Would losing the family fortune, so to speak, drive him to kill a relatively innocent party? There was no reason to suspect that Ava Simmons even knew of her father’s perfidy, let alone condoned it. And she would have been a child herself at the time of the sale of the Meecham family painting.



No, it just didn’t ring true. Now if
 Basil
 Simmons had turned up stabbed to death by a dagger, then yes. But Ava?



Jenny rolled out the pastry with a marble rolling pin — she never used a wooden one; pastry needed the cold strength of marble behind it — and sighed. And what was all this about Janice? She could think of no good reason why the parlour maid should have been lurking about in the governess’s room, unless on some errand of skullduggery. Could Meecham have been lying? Trying to throw the spotlight onto somebody else? But Jenny really didn’t think so. He wasn’t that spiteful. She pulled a dish towards her without really seeing it and laid the pastry on top. Her fingers began to crimp the edges automatically.



She remembered now the way that Meecham had stiffened whenever Janice had said that she had not returned to the castle the afternoon of the murder. So she probably
 had
 gone to the governess’s room. But why?



She looked down at her pie, admiring the dome shape and bulky dimensions. She liked her fruit pies to be
 fruit
 pies. Not all air and pastry pies. But, as she stared down at the pleasing domed top of the pie and the anaemic-looking, uncooked pastry, a small frown furrowed her brow. For a second she couldn’t think what was wrong. But her brain was sending out urgent signals that
 something
 definitely was. Then it hit her. The pie was only supposed to rise like that
 after
 it had been cooked.



She spotted the pear-and plum filled bowl still sitting in the centre of the table, and staring down in consternation at the pastry-covered dome, she sighed.



Carefully uncrimping the pastry from around the sides she lifted it off Henry, who stared up at her, his small, bulging eyes twinkling. He’d managed to grab a piece of the pastry before it had all been lifted fully off him, and now proceeded to chew it with an expression of complete distaste on his reptilian face.



With a long-suffering sigh, the cook hoisted the pastry-munching tortoise off the table and onto the floor and watched it slowly head for a sunny corner. But she didn’t have any high hopes of it staying there. One day, she was sure, his lordship and Lady Vee were going to tuck into a dish and find a nicely baked Henry underneath. And protesting her innocence wouldn’t—



Just then Janice returned, cleaning cloths in her hand, her face flushed with sweat and hard work. ‘That’s the hall floor done. Phew! It takes me and the dailies who come in hours to do it, but it looks so nice when it’s waxed and polished. Of course, the tourists will only dirty it again.’



‘Yes, I imagine so,’ Jenny said neutrally, washing her hands and then setting about making some fresh pastry. ‘Tea?’



‘Oh yes please. Everybody else is going through his or her movements on the day . . . you know . . . with that policeman. He’s cornered poor Lady Roberta and Malcolm. Next he’s got Meecham and Gayle lined up. He wants them to do exactly as they did on that afternoon. I don’t know what he thinks it’ll all prove,’ Janice continued chattily. ‘That sergeant of his is hanging around with a stopwatch, and scribbling away in that notebook of his. It fair gives me the creeps. Course, Lady Roberta loves it. A bit of a lark for her, I suppose. No, that isn’t altogether fair,’ Janice corrected herself studiously. ‘She’s very determined to help the police catch whoever it was.’



‘Yes, Lady Roberta has a very keen sense of justice,’ Jenny agreed, pouring out some tea for the maid and looking for an opening. ‘Youngsters usually do. It’s only when they get older that they get more cynical. Teenagers just
 feel
 things more, I suppose.’ Which, Jenny thought grimly, was both a good and a bad thing.



‘Ah well. I suppose the police have to do their job. I’m just glad I’m well out of it, I can tell you,’ Janice said, sitting down and pushing her corn-coloured locks off her forehead in an unconsciously sexy gesture that would have had any man watching drooling in pleasure.



‘Yes. Well, I’m not quite sure that’s the case, are you, Janice?’ Jenny said, ever so mildly. ‘I mean, Meecham did see you in Ava’s room shortly after she was murdered.’



‘What?’ Janice gulped, her voice rising and choking so that it came out in a strangled gurgle. Her face flushed red then paled into a colour resembling the discarded pastry on the table.



‘He saw you, I’m afraid,’ Jenny carried on gently as she continued with her second batch of pastry. All the time, Janice continued to stare at her wordlessly.



‘I don’t know what you mean. Honestly, I don’t,’ she said eventually, totally unconvincingly. Jenny added cold water to her pastry and mixed and waited.



Janice stared petulantly at the new cook, and decided to get angry. ‘What business is it of yours, anyway? You’re always poking your nose in. Just because—’



‘Janice, I think you’d better calm down,’ Jenny said firmly, overriding the other girl’s growing indignation. ‘If Meecham tells the police what he told me, they could be here at any time, demanding that you tell them what’s going on. And they won’t stand for any of this waffle,’ she warned grimly.



Janice’s pretty little chin wobbled and her lovely blue eyes began to brim. Jenny sighed deeply. ‘Janice, why don’t you tell
 me
 what happened? Then it’ll be easier to face the police when they ask.’



‘But you’ll believe me,’ Janice wailed illogically, ‘and they won’t.’



‘Why on earth not?’



‘Because they’re
 men
 !’ Janice spat out, her eyes flashing with electricity now.



Jenny, pastry made, sat down and leaned back in her chair. ‘Ah,’ she said flatly. ‘Danny.’



Janice flushed. Her lower lip pouted and wobbled, then firmed. ‘Oh all right,’ she sighed petulantly. ‘Like I said, I was supposed to meet him. I said he didn’t show up and I went into town shopping. Or did I say I went to the pictures?’ Jenny didn’t bother commenting. ‘Well, the truth is, he
 did
 meet me. He was waiting at the bottom of the hill, but he said it was the last time. He said he wanted a real woman. That was how he put it. As if I weren’t good enough for him!’



She broke off, her sneer not quite managing to keep up with her pain. She looked down at her hands, surprised to find them gripping her mug so tightly.



Jenny added another spoonful of sugar to it and stirred. ‘Drink it all up, there’s a good girl,’ she said solicitously, then carried on smoothly, ‘And what did you say to this nice little speech of his?’



Janice laughed, but it was a forlorn sound. She obediently drank some tea. ‘Well, I didn’t know what to say at first. He sort of . . . floored me, you know?’



Jenny didn’t, but nodded anyway. She herself would never let a man be in a position to ‘floor’ her.



‘So I asked him, why? You know, the way you do,’ Janice said earnestly. ‘And he said that he wasn’t a lad any more. He had his future to think about. He was in a dead-end job, he said, and he wanted something more out of life. Well, I knew right away what he was getting at, didn’t I? So I said to him, “You just want to live off a well-to-do woman, you do,” and he got all angry. Well, then I got angry as well. I started teasing him, like.’



Janice paused to sniff, but as the cook made no accusing or encouraging noises, sniffed again and carried on. ‘I said everyone at the castle knew about his little crush on Lady Roberta’s governess — he’d made it so obvious — and that they were all laughing at him behind his back for thinking he would even stand a chance.’



Janice paused, and Jenny sighed. She had a strong suspicion that Janice’s narrative had been watered down a bit, no doubt in deference to her genteel ears. ‘I see,’ she said. And did. In short, they’d had a good old-fashioned barney.



If Danny really
 had
 thought he could make a play for Ava Simmons, what on
 earth
 had been going through his head? No doubt he had his greedy little eyes on the Giselle Gallery. After all, Basil had only the one child to leave it to, and he must be getting on in years. No doubt Ava would have inherited it, had she lived. Which meant that Ava’s husband would have been set for life.



It wouldn’t occur to him that he knew nothing about art, let alone business. But then, he wouldn’t have needed to, Jenny corrected herself instantly. Ava had had enough brains for both of them. This, Danny had probably understood instinctively. But then, Jenny thought with a wry twist of her lips, Ava would have had too much sense to ever fall for a man of Danny’s dubious charms.



She vividly recalled her first day at the castle, when Danny had offered Ava a ride on his motorbike. She’d been coolly amused and completely uninterested. And Danny, the foolish oaf, had chucked a perfectly nice girl like Janice in pursuit of a dream that would never, in a million years, have materialized.



‘Well, I suppose it was for the best that you saw him in his true colours before things went too far,’ Jenny said prosaically, and murmured consolingly when Janice burst into tears. The cook reached into her apron and produced a clean handkerchief, and let the wretched girl alone until she’d cried herself out. Then she made some fresh tea.



‘Now then. I think you should tell me why you were in Ava’s room, don’t you?’ she said firmly, squarely meeting the maid’s eye.



Janice nodded meekly. The tears had obviously wrung her out and she had no fight left in her. ‘I went to her room to hide my brooch in her things,’ she said flatly, not even recognizing the incongruity of her own words.



‘Your brooch?’ Jenny repeated, totally wrongfooted.



Janice nodded. ‘I wanted to get back at her, you see. For taking away my Danny.’



Jenny opened her mouth to tell the poor, silly girl that Ava had done no such thing, then promptly shut it again. ‘And you thought what exactly?’ she prompted gently.



‘Well, I planned, the next day like, to say that I couldn’t find it. My brooch, that is. It’s the only good bit of jewellery I have.’



Jenny looked dubiously at the object in question. Janice was back to fingering it, which at least explained her preoccupation with it throughout the last few days. It was a simple silver ballerina, with sparkling rhinestones for the tutu. It was slightly garish but pretty enough. And, of course, Ava Simmons wouldn’t have been caught dead wearing it.



‘Er, yes,’ Jenny said. ‘Go on.’



‘Well, I meant to make a big fuss. Like Elsie did about that knitting needle of hers. Go on and on, like she does, whenever she loses something. Except, of course, my brooch wouldn’t turn up down the side of a cushion or anything, like Elsie’s knitting needle probably will. I was going to insist on searching everyone’s room for it. Not that I’d do it, of course. I’d start with Ava’s room, and there it would be. See?’



The cook did see. It was pathetic. Everyone would have seen through it in an instant.



‘And then they’d have given her the sack, right?’ Janice continued, her blue eyes watering again. ‘But I didn’t know she was dead, did I?’ she wailed, her voice rising to a forlorn shriek. ‘I didn’t know the poor g-girl was l-l-lying dead downst-st-stairs!’ she hiccupped, and set off on a fresh bout of weeping.



Jenny walked around to her and patted her shoulders awkwardly.



‘I’ve been feeling so guilty ever since,’ Janice sniffled, feverishly twiddling her brooch. ‘It was so aw-awful of me. Do you think Ava would forgive me? I mean, if there’s a heaven, or whatever?’



Jenny looked down at the wretched blue eyes and felt touched by their simple pleading. ‘Yes,’ she said firmly, and with infinite kindness. ‘I’m sure Ava has already forgiven you, Janice.’



And Janice, hearing the surety in the cook’s voice, believed her. Jenny Starling was the sort of woman who always meant what she said. But Janice carried on crying for a long, long time nevertheless.



* * *



Jenny slept badly. Her dreams were haunted by Janice’s guilt and the Meechams’ misery. She was chased through the night by the spectre of Ava Simmons, the beautiful Munjib dagger lodged in her heart, calling out for help. For justice. For revenge.



She awoke late, sweating and unhappy. She looked at her clock, saw it was past eight, and leapt up, washing and hastily dressing. She ran to the kitchen, expecting reproaches and angry sighs, but found instead Bishop, all on his own, cooking sausages. She looked around questioningly. ‘The others?’



‘Not hungry,’ Bishop said with a grin. ‘They took one look at me and decided to skip breakfast. Can’t think why.’



Jenny quickly set about making porridge for their nibs. While they were tucking into that she could get the eggs and bacon on. Meecham came and transferred the bubbling porridge to a silver dish, gave the policeman a reproachful glance as he did so, and left without speaking a word.



‘I hear you had them going through their paces yesterday,’ Jenny said conversationally, taking over the cooking and watching the bacon crisp up.



‘And much good it did me,’ Bishop grumbled, leaning against the side of the sink and looking almost human. ‘As far as I can see, Lady Roberta and the art tutor are out. I can’t see Lady Roberta lying for him, and she insists they were in the music room together all the time.’



Jenny nodded in agreement. ‘No, I can’t see Lady Roberta providing anyone with a false alibi. Not even for the love of her life.’ But she was frowning.



Bishop didn’t seem to notice. ‘The Meechams, now, either one could have done it. Father wouldn’t snitch on daughter, or vice versa. But they have no motive.’



Jenny bit her lip. Her frown deepened.



‘The parlour maid is out of it. Several people saw her in town on the afternoon of the murder, and again she had no motive.’



By now, Jenny’s frown was making her face ache.



‘And Elsie — you’re sure she never left the kitchen except for that one time?’



Jenny nodded. ‘I’m sure,’ she said firmly.



Bishop sighed. ‘We went over the timing again. The fruit cellar is just along the corridor from the conservatory. She could have done it — at a pinch,’ he added. ‘But we’re no further forward,’ he continued gloomily. ‘This afternoon I’ve asked his lordship, his wife, and the colonel and his wife to replay their own actions. I don’t suppose that will help either, but you never know.’



‘So you’re no further forward than yesterday?’ she commiserated, cracking in some eggs and standing back as the frying pan spat at her in protest. She sighed deeply. It had to be done. Even if it made her feel like a prize telltale. Murder was murder. And withholding evidence was a criminal offence.



‘I think you’d better sit down, Inspector,’ she said quietly and, as he gave her a quick glance full of suspicion, she said softly, ‘About those motives . . .’



Quickly and concisely, she told him what she’d learnt. Bishop listened, first in growing anger, then in growing respect. When she’d finished he was silent for a long while and then nodded.



‘I’ll have to get all this confirmed, of course,’ he said. ‘And I suppose I’d better call in and have a word with Basil Simmons. One way or another, his sins seem to be wrapped up in all this.’



Jenny couldn’t agree more. ‘So, that’s all I have,’ she said glumly. ‘And you have nothing? All these possible motives are interesting, but hardly helpful. We have no real clues,’ she said in frustration.



‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ Bishop said smugly, and the cook glanced at him quickly.



‘Oh?’ She hated being kept in the dark.



‘The Lady Beade School,’ Inspector Bishop said, enjoying his momentary sense of power, ‘have never even heard of Ava Simmons. Let alone offered her a job.’



Jenny stared at him. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said blankly.



The inspector’s sense of power vanished. His face collapsed. ‘Well, neither do I,’ he admitted. ‘It seems like a stupid practical joke. I mean . . .’ He went on to curse all practical jokers, but Jenny wasn’t listening. Because the cook had suddenly ‘got it’ after all. And the inspector was wrong: it wasn’t a practical joke at all, but a serious attempt to get Ava Simmons dismissed.



Suppose Ava had taken the letter at face value? She’d have handed in her notice, and by the time she’d learned that the Lady Beade had no intention of offering her such a prestigious post, it would be too late. She could hardly go back to their nibs and ask for her job back. It would be too embarrassing.



And who wanted Ava out?



Elsie, of course, but Elsie didn’t have the sophistication to write such a letter. Whoever had planned it must have had some special headed notepaper printed up. One with the Lady Beade address embossed at the top.



No, this was the work of a cold, clear, clever head. It was the work, Jenny was convinced, of Gayle Meecham.



Jenny jumped as Meecham himself appeared by her side, and she felt absurdly guilty. After all,
 they’d
 been the ones pulling such a dirty trick. She had nothing to reproach herself with. Then she saw Bishop looking at him speculatively, no doubt thinking about the painting he’d sold to Simmons, and felt guilty all over again.



She pulled herself together, dished out the family’s breakfast, thanked Meecham stiffly as he relayed Lady Vee’s appreciation of some fine porridge, and watched him go.



So that was what all that whispering between father and daughter over in the corner had been about, she thought grimly. Meecham and Gayle had probably posted the letter that first day Jenny had arrived, so it would arrive stamped and authentic-looking, all ready to give Ava Simmons such a pleasant surprise the next morning.



But after the murder, Jenny thought, with a little bit of justified satisfaction, they must have been in a real flap. If the letter fell into the hands of the police, they’d find out that it was a hoax. And if it could be traced back to them, it would put them right in the spotlight.



Janice had her brooch.



The Meechams had their letter.



‘Fools!’ Jenny said angrily, and then smiled at Bishop, who gaped at her questioningly.



‘Practical jokers,’ she said faintly. ‘Would you like some fried bread with that, Inspector?’



* * *



Colonel Attling walked steadfastly past the bloodstained wall where the Munjib dagger had been displayed, his gaze firmly forward. Behind him, the Avonsleighs and his wife understood his feelings precisely. They all agreed a trial run of that terrible afternoon was needed, but none of them were comfortable with it.



Bishop coughed discreetly to halt the colonel. ‘So, this is where you paused, and admired the, er, dagger,’ he said. ‘What then?’



‘The clock struck three,’ his lordship said, wondering if all this was necessary, but willing to go along with anything at all that might help. He would have to call in on Basil Simmons soon. Offer his condolences and all that. A chap had to do the right thing. But he was not looking forward to it. Meeting a man whose daughter had been murdered whilst under your roof was not something easily done.



‘Right, the clock,’ Bishop said, and they all turned to look at the large, rather splendid eighteenth-century British timepiece. ‘Then . . . ?’



‘We all went onto the terrace,’ Lady Vee said, standing close to her friend, who was beginning to look a little green around the gills.



They all trooped obediently onto the terrace, where they took their original places. Bishop raised the sunshade, as it had been raised on that day (though it was cloudy now) and made sure everyone was sitting in exactly the same places.



The inspector himself drew up another chair and sat just slightly behind Lady Vee.



The conservatory was in plain view only a few yards away. In fact, its lush foliage and spectacular orchids made it a natural focal point of attention.



‘And you talked about general things. Mrs Attling, you admired an orchid, I believe?’ Bishop said, trying to relax the atmosphere, which had grown suddenly tense.



‘Yes. Er, that one there. Of course, it wasn’t quite as far out in bloom a few days ago,’ Mrs Attling said, pointing out the flower in question. Everybody looked at the conservatory. Bishop nodded to Myers. Myers smartly nipped across the terrace and went through the sunroom, ignoring Meecham, who was hovering, waiting to play his part in the drama. In the butler’s hand was a tray, but no food. Even Bishop hadn’t demanded that much authenticity.



In the hall Myers nodded to a young woman police constable who walked into the conservatory, standing on the very spot marked on the floor where Ava Simmons had met her death. Next, he walked up to her and touched her. The policewoman obediently lay down on the floor, careful to keep her skirt modestly covering her knees.



Myers looked up. And gaped. He had a clear view across the lawn. In fact, he could pick out every detail of the scene on the terrace, right down to the colour of the jug on the table, for less than twenty feet separated them. On the terrace, Myers’s own dismay was echoed on the faces of everyone at the table.



‘But that’s . . . I mean, we could see everything,’ his lordship spluttered.



‘I don’t understand,’ Lady Vee said faintly.



Bishop could feel a cold fist of panic strike his gut, but he cleared his throat, swallowing it down. ‘Perhaps it is because we were looking at it too obviously. Er, talk between yourselves. Let your eyes roam around the garden a bit. Er, Lord Avonsleigh, turn your head to talk to Mrs Attling,’ Bishop recommended, and gestured to Myers to start again.



Obediently, the policewoman rose and the two departed. The scene was played out again. But again, it was obvious to everyone on the terrace just what was going on in the greenhouse. Even his lordship, who was sitting at the most disadvantageous angle, being almost at a right angle to the conservatory, caught the movement out of his peripheral vision and turned to look.



Lady Vee, Mrs Attling and the colonel, who were all, in varying degrees, practically facing the greenhouse, couldn’t help but look up when Myers and the policewoman re-entered the conservatory. The movement was naturally eye-catching.



And Miss Simmons had been wearing a white blouse, Lady Vee thought in some consternation. That would have been even more obvious than the navy-blue uniform of the policewoman and Myers’s own dark suit.



‘I just don’t see how we could have missed it.’ She was the first to speak, after Bishop had had them all go through it a third time.



‘And all your chap did just now was touch her on the shoulder,’ the colonel pointed out. ‘On the day, the murderer must have actually stabbed the poor woman. Wouldn’t it have been even more . . . well . . . obvious? How could we have sat here and not seen it?’ he asked, his voice wavering in disbelief.



Avonsleigh stared at him. Then at his wife, who, for the first time since their marriage, looked totally bewildered. And the fact that Vivienne Margaret was all at sea made him break out in a cold sweat. He looked at Bishop.



Bishop looked at him.



They all looked at the conservatory.



But no matter how many times Myers went through it, and no matter how they arranged the chairs, it always came out the same.



They must have seen the murder. But they hadn’t.



They hadn’t!









 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE




Jenny sat back in the heavily brocaded chair and stared at Lady Vee.



She stared back. At her feet, the dog snuffled in his sleep, his paws twitching. He had treed a particularly smelly squirrel and was having a high old time. Her ladyship ignored his odd wuffle and continued to stare at her cook, who was developing a faraway look in her eye. She’d just finished bringing Jenny up to date on their afternoon’s extraordinary discovery on the terrace.



‘And Inspector Bishop tried every angle?’ Jenny asked at last, and Lady Vee nodded vigorously.



‘We did everything but actually sit with our backs to the conservatory. I just don’t understand it.’



‘Damned odd,’ Lord Avonsleigh said. For once he was book and newspaper-free, and he looked faintly undressed, just sitting there.



‘On the day of the murder,’ Jenny said cautiously ‘had the gardener put anything in the conservatory? Some large plants? Big ferns. Boxes, anything of that kind?’



Lady Vee shook her head. ‘A clever idea,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘but no. I would have remembered. The conservatory was just the same today as I remembered it that awful day. And believe me, I’ve gone over that afternoon many times in my mind. I’ll ask Seth, mind, just to make sure but . . .’ She shook her head firmly, her jowls wobbling. ‘No, I’m sure there was a clear view when Miss Simmons was killed.’



‘And you definitely saw nothing?’ Jenny probed delicately.



‘Nothing.’



‘Not a sausage,’ his lordship confirmed mournfully. The dog, responding to the word ‘sausage’ even in his sleep, gave a yearning sigh.



Baffled, Jenny shook her head. ‘Nothing caught your eye, I suppose? Elsewhere in the garden, I mean. You didn’t all look away at anything at any time while you were out there? A passing kingfisher, perhaps, or a squirrel, a stray cat — anything that might have caught your undivided attention and taken it away from the conservatory for a few seconds?’



Lady Vee thought long and hard before replying. ‘Again, Miss Starling, it’s a good idea, but I can’t remember anything of that kind. George?’



He shook his head and sighed. ‘No. I’m sure there was nothing. We just sat and chatted. There’s no getting away from it, I’m afraid,’ he said grimly. ‘That poor girl was killed right under our noses and we didn’t see a thing.’



Jenny shook her head firmly. ‘No, my lord. That’s simply not possible.’ Her voice was hard and flat, and both glanced at her in surprise.



Jenny noticed and smiled faintly, but her backbone was stiffening. ‘If something’s impossible, it’s impossible,’ she said flatly, ‘and that’s that. Ava Simmons couldn’t have been killed without you seeing her, so she wasn’t. That’s the only way to think of it. To do otherwise is playing right into the killer’s hands. You can’t give him or her that advantage.’



Lady Vee felt a not unpleasant chill flash across her skin. Although she’d asked her cook to be her eyes and ears, she hadn’t truly, in spite of her ‘experience,’ expected Miss Starling to be able to actually
 do
 anything. Suddenly, listening to the determination in the cook’s voice, she knew she’d been mistaken: Jenny Starling
 had
 caught murderers before, and now she could see why. And how. She glanced at her husband, who met her eye and nodded.



He had felt it too.



For the first time since the awful incident, Lady Vee began to see light at the end of the tunnel. ‘But Miss Simmons
 was
 killed in the conservatory,’ she said, frustration and puzzlement making her voice even louder than usual.



‘She was
 found
 in the conservatory, yes,’ Jenny corrected. ‘But if none of you saw her killed there . . .’



‘You think her body was moved?’ Avonsleigh queried. ‘But the police found no evidence of it.’



‘No. But we already know that our killer is a very clever killer indeed, don’t we?’ the cook said softly. ‘Our killer has been, perhaps, too clever for his or her own good. At least, that’s what we must hope for.’



‘But the blood on the floor,’ his lordship said. ‘I had a word with one of those lab boys before they left. They explained that after death, bleeding stops slowly. And they found a lot of blood on the conservatory floor. Even if the killer
 had
 killed her somewhere else, then carried her to the conservatory, he must have done it fairly quickly after killing her. And then we’d have seen him do it. Back to square one again. Not to mention the fact that he’d have got blood all over him, and probably left a trail on the floor leading right back to where the deed was actually done. Meecham located everyone fairly quickly — too quickly for the killer to have bathed or changed, one would have thought. Or wipe up his mess. And why go to all the bother of that?’



Jenny sighed. ‘It
 is
 a puzzler all right,’ she agreed mildly. Lady Vee, surprised by the quietness of the observation, looked at her quickly.



‘You don’t sound very angry, Miss Starling,’ she observed, a trifle timidly, lest she upset her.



But she needn’t have been so wary. Jenny merely smiled at her. ‘Oh, I don’t get angry, m’lady. Or at least, I don’t
 stay
 angry for long. It clouds the thinking, you see. And this case is going to need a lot of thought. Which reminds me, would you mind giving me the address of that gentleman who called who was expecting to see Ava?’



‘Of course,’ Lady Vee said at once. ‘Mr Anthony Grover. I know I asked him for it. I was going to call in one day and see how he’s getting along. It was a bit of a shock for the poor old chap, to come here expecting to see a friend, and learning instead . . . Quite. But I don’t think he’ll be able to help you much. Inspector Bishop asked him all sorts of questions at the time, and nothing seemed to come of it.’



Jenny hid a smile. ‘Yes, I’m sure Inspector Bishop was very thorough. But I can’t help but think that Mr Grover might know more than he thinks he does. Besides, Inspector Bishop’s style of questioning and mine are very different. You just never know. And,’ she added wryly, ‘it’s not as though we are swimming in clues, is it? Anything at all might be helpful at this point.’



‘True. Beggars can’t be choosers,’ Lady Vee concurred, rooting in her bag and coming up with the address. Anthony Grover lived in a small village not far from Weston-on-the-Green. The cook copied it onto her notepad with a smile.



‘Thank you. Believe me, if Mr Grover does have some useful knowledge, albeit unknowingly, I’ll find it out.’



Lady Avonsleigh again felt that shiver of coldness cross her skin, and wished the killer of Ava Simmons had been there. If he or she could have heard the cook speak and seen the glint in her eye — well, the killer would not be feeling so very smug now, of that she was sure.



‘I just hate the thought of someone in the castle gloating,’ she confided, her voice very angry indeed. ‘And with this dinner party tonight, I really don’t know how I’ll manage.’



‘You’ll manage, m’dear,’ his lordship said placidly. ‘You always do.’



‘Humph. Speaking of which, how is it all going, Miss Starling?’



The cook smiled, relieved to be back on familiar ground. ‘I’m starting with asparagus soup — full of iron and vitamins for your hypochondriac, but a melon boat for the one who’s allergic to greens, followed by a fish course of baked trout. Good brain food and low fat. Then I have individual venison pies, which I’ll serve up with carrots and celeriac, and plenty of roast spuds — nothing green there!’



She paused for breath, and Lady Vee clapped her hands. ‘Wonderful. Oh, Miss Starling, you are a treasure.’



‘What’s for pudding?’ asked his lordship promptly, who could always be relied upon to get his priorities right.



* * *



That evening, Roberta joined them in the kitchen, her face alive with curiosity. She watched the new cook attentively, hovering over her as the final countdown to the dinner began. She loved the atmosphere in the castle when her grandparents entertained, and she’d always liked to watch the previous cook at work. The old dear had always seemed to work on the point of nervous breakdown, and without fail had always complained that she was getting too old for this sort of thing.



Eventually, of course, she really
 had
 become too old, because she’d retired. But Miss Starling, Roberta soon realized, was a whole different kettle of fish. Oh, the excitement was the same, there was the same sense of bustle; Elsie was rushed off her feet, and the stove seemed to be crowded with bubbling pots of sauce and simmering vegetables, all releasing mouth-watering aromas. But Miss Starling had everything under control. There were no last-minute panics. She didn’t wail, like the old cook had, that she’d forgotten this or burnt that.



Now, watching her sprinkle almonds over the rows of sizzling trout before putting them back for a final baking, she said forlornly, ‘I wish the police would tell me what’s going on,’ and pouted.



Her petulance was a little spoiled by the eager sniff she made as Jenny lifted the lid off a bubbling pan and the enticing smell of garlic and herbs wafted past her nose.



‘I daresay they think you have enough to cope with,’ Jenny said mildly. ‘What with your studies and your painting and now this dinner.’



Roberta laughed. ‘Huh!’ she agreed disgustedly. ‘And I’d rather eat here tonight anyway. Gramps invites the
 dullest
 old farts to his dinner parties.’



The kitchen was mostly empty. The others, in deference to the cook’s need for space and peace in which to work, wouldn’t file in until it was time to actually eat. All the staff loved it when the castle entertained, of course, because it meant that they too enjoyed the feast, albeit downstairs. And they had all, at various times and displaying various skills, pumped her for information on the menu.



Meecham was particularly fond of trout, she’d learned, and Janice had a liking for venison. It was, she’d said, posh food. The sort she never got to eat anywhere else. No doubt they were all scattered about, just counting down the minutes. Meecham would show up soon, since he, Janice and Gayle were all going to help transport and serve the food. But at the moment, only Roberta and Elsie were there, Elsie helping, Roberta actively hindering.



The young lady sat on the side of one of the work units, her long legs swinging, heels tapping on the cupboard doors in a most annoying way. She had at least discarded her filthy paint-smeared smock and was wearing a dress that was becoming just a little too small for her. She licked a spoon that she’d filched from the table and her face wrinkled in disgust. ‘Ugh, asparagus,’ she shuddered and threw the spoon into the sink.



Jenny sighed. ‘Don’t you have anything better to do, Lady Roberta?’ she asked, without much hope.



Although she might appear the epitome of control, she, like all great cooks, suffered from nerves. Was the trout done enough? Did the soup need more flavouring? Asparagus could be bland, and Lady Roberta’s ‘ugh’ didn’t bode well. Underneath, of course, she knew everything was perfect, but still . . .



‘No, as a matter of fact I don’t,’ Roberta said unhelpfully. ‘I was trapped by that Inspector Bishop again today. Really, it’s becoming so boring. He keeps asking the same old questions, over and over again. Was I sure what time I got to the music room, and I was. Am I sure that Malc never left, and I am. Could I be mistaken about this, that or the other. Today it’s “Was Malc acting strangely?”’



Jenny, staring at the celeriac, wondered if it had taken on a slightly greenish hue, or was it just her imagination? ‘Hmm? And was he?’ she asked, wondering if she ought to put in a dash of lemon juice, just in case. Lemon juice would whiten it up, but what about the acidity?



‘No, of course he wasn’t,’ Roberta said scornfully, unaware of the cook’s dilemma. ‘He was the same as always. He wandered around, like always. He never can keep still. He was fingering a pot of red paint, just like he always plays with his paint pots. He’s always fiddling with brushes and things too. I swear he keeps a whole shopload of stuff in that smock of his. You know I really don’t think that Inspector Bishop has a clue as to what’s going on,’ Roberta said, youthful scorn and disappointment rife in her young voice.



And that makes two of us, unfortunately, Jenny thought morosely.



* * *



Upstairs the guests began to arrive. Lady Vee, her back to the wall, figuratively speaking, had brought out the big guns. She was wearing a full velvet evening gown and dripped diamonds so huge they made the chandelier cringe. By her side, her husband stood in stalwart support.



‘Vee,
 darling
 , how brave of you to carry on like this,’ her first guest said, setting the tone.



The rest of the evening was spent, as she had predicted, going over the details in minute gory detail, satisfying even the most avidly curious. She smiled until her teeth ached, whilst her husband put on such a brave face his jaw felt like it was going to fall off. The food, of course, was superb, and they rounded it all off with a tour of the conservatory.



The evening was, by all accounts, a roaring success. When it was all over, Lady Vee retired to her bed muttering about ghouls, and Jenny, sat in her now deserted kitchen, muttered about dinner parties. Long into the night, both women lay awake, thinking about the invisible murder of Ava Simmons.



And what they were going to do about it.



* * *



Anthony Grover’s house was typical of that of a retired teacher: small, modest, impeccably neat and rather depressing. Only the garden showed signs of departing from the norm.



Jenny had come in her cherry-red van, which was now parked outside, its resplendent paintwork making it stand out like a sore thumb in the respectable street. Its personalized number plate EAT ME1 didn’t do it any favours either.



She stood by the gate, looking around and marshalling her thoughts. The garden was superb. Swathes of colour seemed to flow from one end to the other, following the colours of the spectrum. There was something about it that reminded her of those paintings by Frenchmen — all dabs and impressions of things — and it was then that she recalled Anthony Grover had been a teacher of art.



Ava’s father owned a gallery.



Avonsleigh was famous for its paintings.



‘There’s an awful lot of art about,’ Jenny mused thoughtfully, only just now realizing it. Not being particularly artistically-minded herself, she hadn’t really thought much about it before. There must be something in it, she thought. No wonder Malcolm Powell-Brooks loved working at the castle, and was far more interested in keeping his job than in fulfilling that minx Roberta’s fantasies.



She opened the gate and walked up to the door, her tread firm. She’d asked Lady Vee before leaving if she would telephone Anthony Grover and pave the way for her, otherwise he might object to a caller out of the blue, nosing into his private affairs. He might even, heaven forbid, think that she was a journalist.



He answered the door after only a few seconds, confirming her assumption that he was expecting her. Although she had already seen him briefly at the castle, she was a little unprepared for the fragile, practically wizened figure who stood before her. His shoulders had the stoop of those who suffered from some form of arthritis, and his voice wavered alarmingly as he smiled warmly and greeted her. The death of Ava Simmons must have been a hard blow for him.



‘You must be Miss Starling. Her ladyship told me you might drop in. Were you a very good friend of Ava’s?’



Jenny followed him in to a small sitting room that overlooked the back garden. It was, if anything, even more beautiful than the front garden. ‘I’m afraid not,’ she admitted ruefully. ‘I hadn’t worked at the castle long before it all happened,’ she went on, as delicately as possible, and took the seat he offered her.



He left before she could protest, and returned a few minutes later with a tea tray. In the meantime she’d looked around, noting the few but lovely paintings on the walls, and had become the recipient of a large tabby cat’s extravagant affections.



‘Oh, that’s Jemima. I hope you don’t mind,’ he said, looking down at his cat, which was now firmly curled up on the cook’s amply padded lap.



‘No, I quite like cats,’ Jenny said truthfully, giving the feline a stroke that went from nose to tail, and was rewarded by a loud, extremely satisfied purr.



‘Oh good. Some people don’t, you know. Ava wasn’t particularly fond of cats.’



Jenny sat up just a little straighter. This was what she was after. Information. Any kind of information. Background. Personality. Anything at all that might help her cast a light on Ava. ‘No? Well, as you said, some people don’t. Didn’t she like them as a little girl?’



Anthony Grover shook his head with a small smile. ‘No, not even then. I lived in Bicester for a long time, practically next door to the Simmonses. That’s how we got to know each other,’ he explained, settling down into his own chair with some difficulty and an obvious wince. ‘Her mother died when she was very young, and her father, well, he worked a lot. Since she went to the local school where I taught, and since she so loved anything to do with art, she got into the habit of coming around to my house, to look at my art books mostly. Sometimes I even took her into Oxford, to the museums. She loved it. She was such a studious little girl.’



‘Did she go to university there?’ Jenny prompted, although she already knew the answer.



Anthony shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. Not that she wouldn’t have been capable, mind you. But her father didn’t approve of expensive education for women. He has very strange ideas.’



Jenny didn’t miss the grimness in his voice. She waited until he’d poured out the tea and accepted her own cup. ‘From what I’ve heard of Mr Simmons, he’s not a very likeable man,’ she offered tentatively.



Anthony Grover smiled at her. ‘You needn’t fence with me, Miss Starling. I may look ancient, but I’m not going to fall apart at the first hint of plain speaking. Basil Simmons, to put it bluntly, is a bastard. Dishonest, cold, ambitious and money-grabbing. He’s a social climber of the most odious kind, and a hypocrite to boot. And Ava, of course, was far too intelligent not to have seen it all for herself. Which was why, of course, she left home at the first opportunity.’



‘So Avonsleigh was not her first job?’



‘Good heavens no, although she was so very happy to be appointed there. Its main reputation is for its paintings, of course,’ he added, as if this explained everything. ‘When she first arrived, she wrote such long letters to me about touring the castle and practically haunting the corridors in every spare moment she had. She said you never knew what you were going to find next. You could go into a perfectly ordinary, barely used room, and there was an El Greco. Or into the library, and be practically assaulted by Gainsboroughs. And then . . .’ He paused, and took a slow sip of tea. ‘And then her letters became less . . . I don’t know. Less full of life. Less cheerful. I could tell something was wrong. She didn’t seem to be getting on with the other staff. I had the impression . . . I don’t know. Not that she was being threatened or anything like that,’ he clarified, ‘but that she was not
 happy
 about something. She wrote once asking me how I would go about approaching a lord with some bad news. Or how I would ask a lady an awkward question. I got the impression that she wanted to tell them something unsavoury about one of the staff. That there was one who was being more than just unfriendly — but that’s only my opinion,’ he added hastily, his wavering voice firming for just a moment. ‘She never actually came right out and said anything of the kind in her letters, you must understand,’ he gabbled, anxious lest he had given the wrong impression. ‘I’d have told the police at once if she had. Besides, a nice young constable came around and asked if Inspector Bishop might see them — her letters, I mean. They still have them, as far as I know.’



Jenny took a sip of tea, frowning. This didn’t sound good. No, not good at all.



‘So you weren’t surprised when she wrote and asked you to visit her there? At the castle, I mean?’



‘Not really.’ Anthony sighed. ‘I suppose she’d got into the habit of coming to me in times of trouble.’



‘I see.’



‘But when I got there, it was already too late,’ he added miserably. ‘Lady Avonsleigh was very kind about it, though. I’m sure she was very kind to Ava, too. She led me on a tour of the room they were in. She said Ava used to love looking at all the paintings, so she must have taken an interest in her, mustn’t she?’



Jenny smiled at him gently and nodded. ‘Yes, indeed.’ The first time she herself had seen Ava Simmons, she’d been on the staircase, looking at a painting. ‘Yes,’ she repeated thoughtfully. Then, more cheerfully, ‘Yes, her ladyship is a very kind woman. Did you like the paintings you saw? Perhaps you’d like to come again? I’m sure Lady Vee wouldn’t mind if I gave you a tour of the place. They often do have art experts in, you know.’



‘Oh, I’d love to,’ Anthony said, then his old face creased into a worried frown. ‘But I think you’d better ask them first. It might, well, I wouldn’t like to embarrass them.’



‘But why would you do that?’ Jenny asked, surprised.



‘Oh, well, you know,’ Anthony said, beginning to look distinctly unhappy now. ‘It’s just that when I was looking at the paintings her ladyship was showing me, I couldn’t help but notice that one of them was a copy.’



‘A copy?’ Jenny echoed blankly.



‘Oh yes, it’s not uncommon,’ Anthony said quickly, anxious to explain. ‘In most of the great families, there were times when one of the sons would gamble away too much money, or make wild speculations on the stock market or something like that. They made a habit of that sort of thing in days gone past. Some sons all but bankrupted their noble families at the gaming tables in London. And when that happened, the families would be forced to sell off some assets: silver, paintings, land, that sort of thing. And, in the case of heirlooms and such, they’d have a copy made, so nobody would know. Oh, it’s quite common, even amongst royalty,’ he continued, falling into teacher mode without even noticing.



Jenny could see that Anthony Grover had been a very good teacher indeed. His voice was alive with enthusiasm. He could make even dry-as-dust history sound interesting.



‘All the great houses have histories riddled with naughty sons,’ he assured her gleefully. ‘The Avonsleighs are no exception, I expect. But, of course, it might embarrass them to have an art buff like myself call in unexpectedly, like the other morning, and, well, catch them out so to speak. And I certainly wouldn’t want to give that impression, you know,’ he added, his old eyes twinkling. ‘That I’d caught them out, I mean. It doesn’t do to probe too closely into the finances of noble old English castles, you know.’



Jenny hastily agreed that indeed it didn’t. Any skeletons their nibs might have, she maintained, should stay firmly locked in the family cupboards. ‘But I’ll ask her ladyship and arrange for a tour nonetheless,’ she added, glad to see the old man’s face light up. ‘And you can think of nothing else Ava said? Did she ever telephone you?’



‘No. She much preferred to write. She said in this computer age of emails and whatnot that proper letter-writing was becoming a lost art. She was old-fashioned in many respects,’ Anthony said, his voice sad and full of pain.



Jenny nodded with a small sigh. She didn’t know what else to say. Or ask. She thanked him warmly, rose, and left the old man with his grief.



On her way back, she drove mechanically, lost in thought. If Bishop had found anything even remotely suspicious in Ava’s letters to her old mentor, he’d have been on to it by now. So Ava had not made it known which member of staff was giving her so much trouble. But by now, Jenny Starling had a good idea.



And even if she was no closer to solving how the murder was done, she now believed that she had a good base from which to start. But she’d have to be careful. Very careful. As she’d told Lady Vee only yesterday, the killer was clever.



Clever enough to commit an invisible murder, in fact.









 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN




The moment Jenny woke up the next morning, she knew she’d heard something important. Not just from Anthony Grover, but from someone else. What was it?



For a long while she lay in bed, trying to remember, without success. Unable to return to sleep, it was barely dawn when she took her bath, but the hot steam did nothing to loosen her mental processes. She’d heard something vital, she just knew it, but it hovered on the fringe of her mind, like a tantalizing butterfly that refused to be netted.



As she dried her hair and dressed, she firmly, if reluctantly, put the matter to one side. There was no point in worrying away at it. She knew from past experience that her subconscious would carry on with the job for her, mulling it over until the answer popped back into her mind like a nicely done piece of toast.



In the meantime, she had work to do.



At some point she would have to have a word with the Avonsleighs. If what she suspected was true, well, it would not be pleasant. There would be a scandal. A fine reputation would take a severe knocking.



Of course, there was always the possibility that she might be wrong. She had not, as yet, any clue at all as to
 how
 the killer had done the killing. The invisible murder of Ava Simmons still made no sense at all. And everyone had a reasonable alibi.



The killer included.



But, as she set about making breakfast, she knew she was not wrong. A visit to Basil Simmons today was a must. It would tidy things up in her mind. If only she could remember what it was that she’d heard!



Whenever she was uptight, Jenny cooked.



That morning, their nibs were presented with a citrus fruit cocktail, freshly made and pleasantly chilled, then kippers, still sizzling, followed by a home-made muesli they’d never heard of, but which Meecham informed them cleared the palate of the fish for the next course. The full English breakfast followed.



In the breakfast room, Lady Vee leaned back, the final mouthful gone, and said, ‘I wonder what’s up?’



Her husband, puffing over his last forkful, determined not to leave a single tomato left unturned, looked up. ‘What do you mean?’



She smiled at him warmly. ‘You are such a duffer, George,’ she said fondly. He smiled. The smile, however, quickly vanished when his wife continued in a quiet, worried but calm voice, ‘I think, you know, that we might hear from Miss Starling today. About the murder.’



‘Oh?’



His wife contemplated the delicious feast they’d just eaten, and sighed. ‘And I don’t think it’s going to be good news, George.’



After forty-one years of marriage his lordship was, by now, quite rightly convinced of his wife’s infallibility, and his spirits sank. ‘I was going to go and see Ava’s father today,’ he murmured, and his wife shook her head.



‘I would leave it a day or two, dear,’ she advised sagely. ‘Just in case.’



* * *



Jenny had never set foot in an art gallery before, mainly because art was most definitely her mother’s arena, and she knew better than to even so much as dabble a toe in it.



When she wasn’t saving the trees, whales, or whatever else needed saving, Jenny’s mother was painting; and painting anything at all that took her fancy. Her daughter’s long-suffering van, council walls, park benches — once, even a neighbour’s poodle, using body paint of a peculiarly fetching shade of lilac. (The dog’s owner
 still
 wasn’t speaking to her.)



Consequently, as she drove into Bicester, Jenny firmly thrust aside worrying thoughts about her ignorance of art, and wondered instead if Basil Simmons was going to live up to his seedy reputation. But the fact that he hadn’t yet set foot in the castle told its own story, surely? When your daughter is murdered, you’d think most men would at least want to talk to the people involved. Did he simply not care? Or was he playing a crafty game of his own?



She parked, straightened her shoulders, and walked into the town centre.



The Giselle Gallery was not hard to find. It occupied a central spot in Sheep Street, the ancient central spine of the town. The tower of St Edburg’s dominated the skyline, and the gallery came a close second. It was an old building, with an imposing faade of well-maintained masonry. It
 looked
 important. A simple brass plaque off to one side of the door bore the one word
 Giselle
 in italic script.



To one side of the gallery was a hardware shop, to the other a newsagents. The mundane next to the magnificent looked incongruous, but only served to make the gallery look even more like the grande dame that it undoubtedly was.



Jenny took a deep breath and walked in, not knowing what to expect.



She’d worked for a very successful modern sculptor once, in a very run-down area of London that he’d seemed inordinately proud of, perhaps because he was the son of a lord. He’d worn his hair long, a beard even longer, and had an unfortunate habit of forgetting to get dressed in the morning, often leaping out of bed naked and starting work immediately.



She had not stayed long.



The nakedness itself didn’t bother her much; after all, if he could be brave enough to solder metal with an acetylene torch, sparks flying, whilst stark naked, who was she to be a killjoy? But when she found him using her custard to paint a metal sunflower, and he had asked her to make up some gravy so that he could make it look drooped — an allegory for something or other — she’d very quickly packed her bags and left.



People who didn’t eat merely worried her. People who used food for something other than the purposes of eating were, in her opinion, quite simply off their trolley.



But this gallery bore no resemblance to anything Jenny could recall from her brief, unhappy stay in Clapton.



She walked into a high-ceilinged room with enormous windows that let in floods of light. The walls were painted a slightly off-white colour that soothed, rather than dazzled the eye. As she looked around, she was surprised to see how spaciously the drawings and paintings were laid out. She’d expected them to cram the walls. On tall pedestals stood arrangements of orange tiger lilies. In one corner, a small, dark wooden desk housed a telephone, an old-fashioned pen and ink set, a pile of creamy stationery, and a young man of extremely dapper appearance.



Sergeant Myers would instantly have recognized a kindred spirit, Jenny thought with some amusement as he rose and walked, or, more accurately, glided towards her. His suit was navy blue, the stripes almost imperceptibly thin. His black shoes gleamed. His tie, a deep red, glowed like a ruby. His only piece of jewellery was a watch. ‘Good morning, madam. May I help you, or are you merely browsing?’



Jenny smiled. ‘Browsing. For the moment,’ she added. Faced with such a paragon as this, she was not quite sure how to ask to see the owner. She was sure a blunt “Is Mr Simmons in?” would not go down well. She was, she realized somewhat belatedly, in ‘appointment only’ territory. And she didn’t have one.



‘Ah, yes, it’s such a pleasure isn’t it,’ the young man continued, ‘to feast your eyes on works of art? As you can see, here at the Giselle we like to give every piece enough room to breathe. There is none of that vulgar showmanship that’s unfortunately become so popular in London nowadays. Mr Simmons is most insistent on it.’



‘Yes, I’m sure,’ Jenny murmured, fighting back a desire to panic. ‘His daughter felt much the same way. We were great friends, you see,’ Jenny continued, not a blush in sight, ‘and she taught me an awful lot about art.’



The young man’s face clouded most theatrically. ‘Ah, yes, poor Miss Simmons. You, er, know what happened?’ he probed delicately.



His eyes were running over her almost feverishly. What height! What curvaceous, amply-proportioned form! And those eyes! He could see her in a Rubens painting, a simple white swathe of material draped over her magnificent naked form. He could mentally recreate the blend the great master would use for her skin tone. And her profile . . . His rapturous thoughts broke off as the woman turned to him and speared him with those same beautiful eyes. In them was an expression that caused his face to flood with colour.



Jenny watched him, wondering what on earth had made him stare at her like that. He was very nearly drooling. ‘Yes, I did know. As a matter of fact, I was wondering if I shouldn’t call on Mr Simmons and offer my condolences,’ she replied stiffly.



‘Oh. Ah, yes,’ the young man said, recovering a more normal skin tone. ‘Well, I’m not sure that . . .’ His eyes flickered past hers and Jenny was turning sharply before he could even begin to stop her.



Through the large window, looking sideways down the building’s faade, she could see a small side door open. It was a door that obviously led exclusively to the upper floors, perhaps even to Basil Simmons’s private rooms, for she knew he lived over the gallery. But it was not the layout of the building that concerned her so much as the figure walking down the steps. A figure she knew very well indeed.



Elsie Bingham paused on the bottom step to button up a rather ancient-looking coat that Jenny had never seen before — her Sunday best, probably. Dark blue, with large gold buttons that, even from this distance, looked tarnished and chipping, it had a little white ball of some kind of fur, probably rabbit, pinned to the lapel. But it was not Elsie’s attempt at sartorial splendour that caught her attention the most, it was the look on her face.



It was a look Jenny Starling would never forget. It was triumphant. Gloating. Savage.
 Happy
 .



For the first time in her life, perhaps, Elsie Bingham looked positively happy. Jenny watched her set off up the street, her step for once light and jaunty. Oh Elsie, Jenny thought pityingly. Oh Elsie, what have you done?



‘I can see he must be free now,’ Jenny pointed out with ruthless logic, even as she was wondering what on earth her kitchen maid had been up to.



‘Er, yes. Perhaps I should tell him you’re here. Mrs . . . ?’



‘Miss Starling,’ she corrected, giving him another one of those looks that made him blush. He hoped she wasn’t a mind-reader. But really, she was a walking Rubens or Titian model. He hurried away and a few minutes later came back. He looked puzzled. ‘I’m afraid Mr Simmons says he doesn’t know you.’



Jenny smiled. ‘Go back and tell Mr Simmons that although he may not know me, I do know the identity of the visitor who just left. And while you’re at it, you might also tell him that I am employed at Avonsleigh Castle.’



The young man went white, looked as if he might faint, but managed to turn and get himself out of the room. On his way up to Mr Simmons’s private rooms he began to shake. Rumour had it that the murderer of his employer’s daughter still worked at the castle. The police were also said to be baffled. And to think, he’d been alone in the same room as a murder suspect. And he’d been imagining her naked!



The young man shuddered, and almost fainted again. A few minutes later, Jenny stood in the same room as Basil Simmons.



The assistant had escorted her up in a most curious way, keeping a distance of at least several yards between them, and always making sure his back was never turned towards her. Since he had mounted the stairs first, that meant that he had gone up sideways, like a crab, his back pressed firmly to the wall. Now he sidled around her and shot out of the door like a petrified rabbit.



Jenny watched him go, astonishment written clearly across her face. ‘What on earth’s wrong with
 him
 ?’ she asked, and a voice, nasal and cold, answered from the heavy shadows in one corner of the room. The office, unlike the gallery below, was poky, dark and depressing.



‘He thinks you might be a killer, I imagine. He doesn’t have a great supply of backbone, does Neville.’



Jenny turned abruptly to the shadows, her eyes narrowing. She deliberately said nothing. After a long war of wills, Basil Simmons finally moved, coming out into the light and revealing himself to be a man of average build and height, with normally greying hair, normally ageing skin, and a thin, cruel mouth. His eyes were heavy-lidded and slit. They revealed nothing at all.



But Jenny instantly understood that this man could smile. This man could charm. This man could radiate warmth with as much ease as he was now radiating arctic coldness.



‘Mr Simmons,’ she said. Then, more softly, ‘Yes.’



Something flashed in his eyes. He’d been recognized, his soul analysed and charted, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one little bit. He moved briskly to a chair in front of a desk and sat down. He indicated the chair in front of him.



‘Please sit down, Miss Starling. What can I do for you?’



‘Well, you might start by telling me what your daughter was doing here,’ she said, not at all fooled, or cowed, by his attempt to dominate the room.



For possibly the first time in his life, Basil Simmons looked surprised. Then his eyes went flat. ‘My daughter is dead, Miss Starling, as you must know if you do, indeed, work at the castle.’



‘I wasn’t referring to Ava,’ Jenny said quietly.



Basil glared at her. ‘My private life is none of your business.’



‘It is when murder has been committed, Mr Simmons,’ she shot back. ‘According to the police, Elsie had a legitimate motive.’ She used the word ‘legitimate’ deliberately, and was rewarded by a sharply indrawn breath.



‘I do believe, Miss Starling,’ he said quietly, ‘that you’re poisonous.’



‘Only when I have to be, Mr Simmons,’ she said softly. And smiled.



Basil Simmons stared at her in total surprise. She didn’t look like a cobra. She looked plump and harmless and also unexpectedly, but definitely, beautiful. But a cobra she was. And for the first time in his life, he didn’t feel so much like a mongoose as a fat, juicy rat.



‘What do you want?’ he asked abruptly. He wanted this woman out of his house. Out of his gallery. Out of this room. He was sweating now. He didn’t like being in the vicinity of someone that he couldn’t manipulate, swindle or intimidate.



‘Did you murder your daughter, Ava?’ Jenny asked quietly.



‘No,’ Basil Simmons said shortly.



He didn’t, the cook noted with interest, sound surprised by the question.



‘Do you care that she’s dead?’



‘Not much. She left home years ago. I haven’t seen her since.’



‘Have you ever been to Avonsleigh?’



‘No.’



‘Have you ever sent one of your, er, representatives, on any of the tours of the Avonsleigh art collection?’



Basil Simmons hesitated. ‘I have, yes.’



‘For what purpose?’



‘Curiosity.’



Jenny said nothing for a moment.



Basil shifted restlessly. ‘That’s the truth,’ he said, with just a hint of panic in his voice now. He had, in fact, been telling her nothing but the truth. He knew instinctively that that was the only way to get rid of her. His palms began to itch.



Jenny continued to look at him thoughtfully. She, too, believed him to be telling her the truth. His answers were much what she expected. But that was not what she had come for.



‘Do you want to see the killer of your daughter caught, Mr Simmons?’ she finally asked, her tone of voice as mild as milk.



It was Basil Simmons’s turn to stare. He licked his lips, which felt as dry as the Sahara. ‘I, well, yes. Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. She was
 my
 daughter. Do you understand?’



Jenny did. Perfectly. Ava had been unloved and almost certainly unwanted, since she’d been born female and therefore not the all-important son. But she
 was
 his property. She
 had
 come from his loins. He probably felt miffed that someone had snuffed her out without so much as his permission or say-so. But it was enough for her purposes. She nodded and rose. ‘If I call and ask you to come to Avonsleigh, will you come, and do exactly what I say?’



At first he felt only a flood of relief that she was going. Then her words penetrated. ‘Will it be dangerous?’ he asked quickly.



Jenny’s lips twisted grimly. ‘No, Mr Simmons. At least, not dangerous for
 you
 .’



Basil Simmons shuddered, quite visibly. ‘All right,’ he agreed, his voice barely a whisper. ‘All right.’



Jenny nodded and left.



Outside, she took a deep breath of cool, clean air. ‘What an awful, ugly man,’ she said out loud, but luckily no one was within hearing distance. Then she added, sadly, ‘Poor Ava.’ She was still shaking her head as she turned and headed back to the car park.



From his poky window, Basil Simmons watched her go. His sweating frame felt cold now. He quickly began to convince himself that he had not really been afraid, that he had always been in control of the situation, but he knew, even then, that when the call came, as he knew it would, he would go to Avonsleigh. And that he would do what she asked of him.



* * *



Jenny watched Elsie all day long.



The kitchen maid did everything but hum. She smiled at Henry when she found the tortoise in a sack of carrots. She discovered her battered old handbag was missing, but only said it would probably turn up, making even Janice, not the most observant of girls, look at her in some surprise. She even smiled at Malcolm when he sloppily washed out some paint jars in the sink, leaving them to drain on the sideboard and leak pale blue, mint-green and sickly yellow stains onto the steelwork.



Dinner came and went. Jenny’s bacon clanger with leeks was a rousing success, as was her pineapple rice pudding.



With infinite patience, Jenny waited until they all began to file out of her kitchen. Janice had a date with a new boyfriend at the Jolly Farmer. Malcolm dodged Roberta and fled to his room. Roberta sulked, then went to her own. Meecham and Gayle went to see to their respective charges, Meecham to lay out his lordship’s smoking jacket and slippers, Gayle to see to her ladyship’s nightly ablutions.



Elsie was halfway into her coat before Jenny finally managed to catch her alone.



‘Elsie, can I have a word please?’ she asked gently but firmly, and the kitchen maid froze. She recognized the tone at once, and her eyes rounded. Fear came into them.



‘It was my morning off, you know,’ she said quickly. ‘And I prepped them leeks as soon as I got back.’



‘I know. It has nothing to do with your work, Elsie.’



Some of the fear left. Elsie continued getting into her coat, but walked reluctantly towards the cook as she did so. ‘Yes?’



‘Elsie, I went to see Mr Simmons today.’



Elsie went white. ‘Oh. Ah. Well, to offer your condolences, like, I expect.’



‘Not quite,’ the cook said wryly, but let it pass. ‘I saw you leaving. I was wondering, to be frank, what had taken you to the Giselle.’



Elsie’s face took on a stubborn look. ‘Just offering me respects, that’s all,’ Elsie said. ‘I thought someone should do it.’



Jenny recognized the glint in her eye at once, and knew what it meant. Elsie would stick to her story come what may. Unimaginative, downtrodden people, she knew, could be very stubborn indeed when the need arose.



She sighed wearily. ‘I see. Well, goodnight, Elsie,’ she said. There was no point in saying anything else now. To pursue it would only make the kitchen maid even more truculent.



A look of relief flashed across Elsie’s pinched face before she turned and left. Jenny watched her go, her eyes troubled, for Elsie simply did not have the right weaponry to go up against a man like her father.



She was going to come a cropper if she didn’t watch out.



* * *



Meecham knocked on the door timidly. His employers had retired to a small but cosy room that adjoined their huge bedroom. They often had a nightcap there before bed. Lady Vee was already dressed in a voluminous nightdress and dressing gown; his lordship was in his smoking jacket and slippers.



It was nearly midnight.



‘I’m very sorry to disturb you’ — Meecham half-bowed to each in turn — ‘but Miss Starling begs an audience. I did tell her it was very late, but . . .’ He let the sentence finish itself, and missed the speaking look that passed between husband and wife.



‘It’s quite all right, Meecham,’ Avonsleigh reassured his upset manservant. ‘Lady Vee and I are quite happy to receive Miss Starling whenever she chooses.’



Meecham hid his look of surprise and withdrew. A moment later, Jenny walked in. ‘I apologize for the lateness of the hour,’ she began, but Lady Vee rose with a pooh-poohing wave of her hand and reached for the sherry bottle.



‘A nightcap, Miss Starling?’



Jenny rarely drank — well, rarely enough — and she looked at the glass of dark brown liquid a little apprehensively. Then she remembered what she was here to say, and nodded. ‘Yes please, your ladyship.’



Again a look passed between husband and wife. Both had already ascertained that their new cook didn’t so much as make even the odd little foray into the cooking sherry. Their old cook had been apt to make a lot of dishes that required brandy in them. And rum. And cider. So this show of unexpected tippling from someone of Jenny’s ilk only confirmed her ladyship’s earlier fears.



Jenny took a small sip, wrinkled her lips in distaste, and caught Lady Vee indicating a chair. She sat down and then quickly shot up again. She sighed, removed Henry from the padded stool and, not quite knowing what to do with him, sat down and left the reptile to crawl about on her lap.



She took another sip of sherry, then a deep breath.



‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you a rather, well, impertinent question, my lord,’ she said, looking at George. ‘I hope you won’t think it too appalling, but I simply must know the answer.’



She paused, giving him time to make the usual splutterings.



George, however, decided to forgo the usual splutterings and merely glanced at his wife questioningly.



Lady Vee sighed. ‘You know who did it, don’t you?’ she said flatly.



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes, m’lady,’ she said simply. ‘I think I do.’



‘And it’s bad, isn’t it?’ Lady Vee said, her booming voice falling to something very near a whisper.



Jenny frowned. ‘It’s going to be embarrassing,’ she said, groping for the right words. ‘I’m afraid there’ll be a bit of a scandal.’



‘A scandal that will be bad for one of us?’ Avonsleigh asked, his voice firm and steady.



He’d always, Lady Vee thought fondly and gratefully, been a very good husband to have in a crisis. She reached out for his hand, and grasped it tightly. He’d been her rock in the aftermath of the death of their firstborn son and his wife. He’d been a pillar of strength then, and he was being one now. She squeezed his hand tightly, and felt it being squeezed back.



The cook didn’t miss this telling gesture, and she swallowed a sudden lump in her throat.



‘It’ll be bad for Avonsleigh, yes,’ Jenny confirmed, careful with her choice of words. ‘But I have to remind you, it’s all theory at the moment. I still don’t see how the actual murder was done, and until I figure that out, I don’t have a chance of proving anything.’



She looked each of them squarely in the eye.



Lady Vee nodded. ‘I think,’ she said quietly, ‘you’d better tell us all you know. Or rather, all that you suspect. And then ask your question.’



So Jenny told them all she knew. And then she asked her question.









 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Inspector Bishop pulled up at the castle, stepping on the brakes so hard that gravel spurted from beneath the car wheels. It had not yet been a week since he’d received that first call saying that there’d been a murder up at the castle, but it felt like a lifetime.



Now, though, he felt as happy as he’d ever been since the whole mess started, for things were moving at last. If the inhabitants of the castle had not seen him around very much recently, they would soon find out why.



‘Meecham first, sir, or the girl Janice?’ Myers prompted.



‘Oh, we might as well start with the butler, I think,’ Bishop said, unfolding his frame from the car and taking a deep breath of the morning air. ‘Any word from our friend, Miss Starling?’ he asked drolly, and Sergeant Myers shook his head.



‘Not a peep, sir.’



Bishop caught an undercurrent in his sergeant’s voice and glanced across at him. His own lips twisted. ‘I know. Ominous, isn’t it? But for once, we have the upper hand. So let’s go and shake the tree and see what apples fall out,’ he said cheerfully.



Meecham showed no signs of strain when he answered the summons to the secondary door. By now, he was used to policemen tramping in and out of the place whenever they pleased. Two constables were always wandering about somewhere, their faces changing with every eight-hour shift. ‘Good morning, sir. Sergeant,’ he greeted them mildly.



‘Meecham. Is your daughter around? I’d like a word with you both. In the kitchen, I think,’ Bishop said briskly, in such a no-nonsense manner that even Myers felt himself wince.



Meecham’s lips tightened, but he showed them into the cavernous kitchen and left to fetch his daughter. By the sink, Jenny was peeling onions. ‘Good morning, Inspector, Sergeant,’ she said cordially, nodding to each of them.



Bishop, seeing that they were alone for the moment, walked over quickly. ‘What’s all this I hear about you visiting Basil Simmons yesterday?’ he asked peremptorily, and was forced to cool his heels while Jenny rinsed the onions under the tap and retrieved a rather formidable knife from a drawer before answering.



Instinctively, Inspector Bishop took a step back.



‘I thought it might prove to be fruitful,’ Jenny said, and began slicing with such speed and dexterity that Bishop watched, fascinated. After only a few moments, however, his eyes began to water painfully, and giving her a sharp look, he sensibly retreated.



‘And did it?’ he persevered, once he was sitting at a safe distance from the sink.



‘I think so, yes.’



Meecham chose that moment to return, saving the cook from a further grilling. But, Bishop vowed silently, he’d get back to her on that. It had sounded rather interesting.



‘Ah, Mr Meecham. Gayle. Please sit down,’ he said, so jovially that Jenny momentarily stopped chopping.



‘Perhaps you’d care to tell us all about your cousin, Louise,’ Bishop said softly, and had the satisfaction of watching Meecham pale quite spectacularly. ‘You know, Mr Meecham. The one who works as a secretary at the Lady Beade School?’



Jenny sighed loudly. Bishop ignored her. Meecham and Gayle continued to stare at him mutely. They looked, Bishop thought grimly, like a pair of rabbits caught in car headlights.



‘You see, we found a letter in Miss Simmons’s room offering her a job at the school. But the school said they made no such offer. When my sergeant took the letter to them, they were rather puzzled. The letterhead, you see, was genuine.’



Jenny sighed again, even more loudly. She’d suspected that they’d had the letterhead printed up somewhere, and not that they’d convinced a relative to steal a sheet of genuine paper. Silly beggars. She only hoped Bishop wasn’t going to be bloody-minded about it. He was just in the right mood to get the cousin fired from her position, if rubbed the wrong way.



Meecham coughed. ‘I see you’ve found us out, Inspector,’ he said, seeing at once that it was useless denying it. ‘But you mustn’t blame Louise. We told her it was for a practical joke.’



‘That’s right,’ Gayle said quickly. ‘Louise would have been very upset if she’d known what we had in mind.’



‘Which was, Miss Meecham?’ Bishop asked silkily. Jenny began chopping furiously. The sound ricocheted around the room, making Myers give her a nasty sideways glance.



‘To get Ava out of the castle, Inspector,’ Gayle said, her voice calm and level.



‘Because of the painting her father swindled you out of? Oh yes, I know all about that, too,’ Bishop said smugly.



Gayle cast an accusatory look at Jenny’s back. ‘I see. Well then, you know it all,’ she said flatly.



‘Which means, Inspector,’ Meecham began, a little too eagerly, ‘we’re not likely to have killed Ava, when we already had a plan underway to get her out of the castle.’



‘Perhaps,’ Bishop conceded. ‘On the other hand, a very clever person might think that a nice red herring like that would be just the job to throw suspicion off himself or herself. Don’t you think so?’ he asked craftily, and Gayle actually gasped, for the first time ever, as far as Jenny knew, losing her composure.



‘You mean you think that we might have written the fake letter and then killed Ava, knowing that you’d find the letter and believe . . . ?’ Gayle’s voice trailed off helplessly.



‘Just what you wanted us to think? That you’d have no reason to kill her, since you were already in the process of turfing her out?’ Bishop finished for her. ‘It’s very feasible, don’t you think, Miss Meecham? You must admit, it does have a certain something.’



Gayle’s eyes darkened. It was a phenomenon Bishop had only seen once or twice before, and it had always sent the hairs on the nape of his neck standing to rigid attention. ‘That’s insane, Inspector,’ she said, her voice as dark as her face.



‘Or very clever, Miss Meecham,’ Bishop corrected, his voice now like honey. ‘And I happen to think you’re a very clever person. Perhaps, even, the cleverest person here.’



Jenny couldn’t help but admire both his thinking and his perspicacity. Of them all, Gayle
 did
 have the best brains. Apart from herself, of course. She reached for a pile of chicken breasts and began to remove the skin, going over Bishop’s theory in her mind. It was a good one. Meecham and Gayle did have a perverse kind of alibi with that silly letter of theirs. Yes, Bishop was no fool.



‘Is that all, Inspector?’ Gayle asked evenly, and watched a flash of fury pass over his face. She smiled. ‘We admit we faked the letter from the school. We admit we wanted Ava Simmons out of the castle. We don’t admit that we killed her, because we didn’t. Now, is there anything else?’ she repeated, her eyes all but glowing a challenge because she knew the inspector was powerless. Without clues. Without proof.



And Bishop knew that she knew it.



‘No,’ he finally snapped. ‘There’s nothing else.
 For the moment.
 ’



‘Good, because I must see to her ladyship. She likes me to do her hair on the days between her professional hairdresser’s visits.’ Gayle rose and pushed away magnificently from the table.



Meecham, seeing his daughter leaving, quickly rose too, lest the inspector badger him some more when he was alone and defenceless.



But Bishop had had quite enough of the Meechams. When they’d gone he shot Myers a disgusted look. ‘That’s one cold woman, Sergeant,’ he said, and Myers nodded faithfully in agreement.



Jenny sighed again and Bishop, seeing the onion torture was over, returned to the sink. ‘And what did
 you
 make of all that, Miss Starling?’ he asked smugly, waiting for praise.



‘It was interesting,’ Jenny conceded. ‘But then I already knew that Gayle was a very capable girl. She’s had to be, looking after that father of hers. And the fact that she wouldn’t be bullied means she’s a very unusual girl indeed. I imagine she’d have made an excellent Mother Superior in the Dark Ages. Head nuns had immense power in those days, you know — had control of lands and sometimes vast wealth. They were the only women who were allowed such power.’



Bishop stared at her, unprepared for a history lesson. Then, aware that her placid profile showed no signs of surprise, said icily, ‘You knew, didn’t you?’



‘About the letter? Yes, I guessed. About the cousin? No. It was obvious someone at the castle wanted Ava out. Elsie didn’t have the brains and Janice didn’t have the imagination. That left Lady Roberta, who resented her governess’s interference in her little infatuation, Malcolm Powell-Brooks, who might have been worried that Ava’s continuing complaints would get him fired from his prize job, or the Meechams. Roberta is too young to have thought of anything so ingenious and I doubt Malcolm had ever heard of the school. That left the Meechams.’



Bishop nodded. ‘You make it all sound so simple. But we’ve come up with something that even you don’t know about, Miss Starling,’ he said, goaded into bragging. ‘Myers, bring that pretty little blonde piece down here.’



Jenny glanced at the inspector as she seasoned the chicken breasts and placed them in her own special recipe marinade. ‘Didn’t Janice tell you about her brooch, Inspector? I thought she had. I told her—’



‘Oh yes, we’ve gone through all that,’ Bishop assured her. ‘Meecham admitted lying, or at least not telling the whole truth about what happened when he went to Ava’s room the afternoon of her death. A rather dark horse, Meecham, don’t you think?’



Jenny refused to be drawn. She reached for a pile of mixed herbs and began to defoliate them. The secret to a good chicken casserole was always in the herbs.



‘And Janice confessed to planting the brooch in Miss Simmons’s room,’ Bishop continued thoughtfully. ‘Isn’t it funny how everyone had something against her and did something about it, but nobody actually killed her?’ he mused sarcastically.



Jenny’s lips twisted into a grim smile. ‘Yes. Isn’t it just.’



Janice walked hesitantly into the room, catching the last few words, and cast the cook a terrified look. Behind her, Myers closed the kitchen door with a firm
 whump
 , making Janice jump. Just as she was intended to, of course.



Jenny glanced reprovingly at Bishop, one eyebrow raised. Bishop ignored her and turned to Janice. ‘Now, young lady, I think it’s about time you told us about this boyfriend of yours.’



‘Barry?’ Janice said, caught on the hop and thinking of her latest beau. ‘We only went out last night—’



‘Not Barry.
 Danny.
 How many boyfriends do you have, Miss Beale?’ he snapped.



Janice blushed. ‘I told you. It’s all over between Danny and me.’



‘Yes, so you said. You also said that when you met Danny the afternoon of the murder, he left on his motorbike after breaking it off with you.’



‘Well?’ Janice said, clearly getting a little of her spirit back, and raising her chin defiantly. ‘He did.’



‘He didn’t go far,’ Myers said abruptly from behind her. ‘His motorbike was seen on the other side of the spinney, not a quarter of a mile from here. Our witness said it was there from nearly a quarter to two until four o’clock. Care to tell us what it was doing there?’



Janice flushed. ‘How should I know? I’m not his keeper anymore.’



‘You didn’t see him about? From the window of Miss Simmons’s bedroom, perhaps, when you were trying to frame her for being a common thief?’ Bishop asked, his voice so conversational it was doubly insulting.



Janice gasped. Jenny sighed again. Loudly.



‘No. I never saw him. What would Danny be doing at the castle anyway?’ she challenged, but her voice was no longer confident.



‘Yes, that’s what we wondered,’ Bishop said softly. ‘As it stands, we’re supposed to believe that you and Danny boy had a raging fight and broke up. But we have only your word for that. Don’t we?’



Janice stared at him, her mouth going dry. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked faintly.



‘This murder, now, was a very clever murder,’ Bishop mused, smiling like a cat at a mousehole. ‘You see, Janice,’ Bishop said silkily, ‘perhaps it was too clever for just one person to commit on their own. Perhaps it took two. And perhaps, to throw us off, these two conspirators pretended to break up. One goes back to the castle openly whilst the other one sneaks in the back way, hiding his motorbike in the woods.’



Janice stared at him. ‘But why would we kill her?’ she asked, and unintentionally stopped Inspector Bishop dead in his tracks.



Mixing up a chicken stock, Jenny grinned widely. But she was careful to keep it hidden. She reached for some cornflour, and waited. Get out of that, Inspector, she thought wryly.



‘Don’t think we won’t find out, young lady,’ Bishop snarled, forced into threats.



Janice tossed her head bravely. ‘You know what I think? I think Danny was just doing some poaching. He does that, you know, often. And not just rabbits and pheasants, neither. I was with him once when he borrowed a van from his mate and there was a whole deer in the back . . .’ Janice broke off, aware that perhaps she was not doing herself any favours. ‘Not that I know where he got it from, of course,’ she added hastily. ‘He never told me anything about what he got up to. Everybody knows the gamekeeper here complained about somebody having a deer or two, but he’s never caught anybody at it,’ she finished, in a final flash of defiance. ‘He’s too clever, is Danny. Fancy thinking he might have done something to her,’ she muttered darkly. ‘He was sweet on her, he was.’



‘Yes,’ Bishop said, his eyes glittering. ‘We know. Or was all that just a ruse too, hmm? After all, Danny made his play for her very obvious. Everyone here knew about it when we asked them. They all thought it was so funny. Danny trying it on with someone like Ava Simmons. He didn’t have a hope, did he?’ Bishop taunted, fishing for any kind of a response. ‘But perhaps he wasn’t as stupid as we think. Perhaps he knew, all along, that Ava Simmons wouldn’t give him the time of day. Perhaps he just
 wanted
 people to think he believed otherwise!’



‘You’re mad, you are,’ Janice said. ‘Now I’ve got work to do. Suits of armour don’t shine themselves, you know.’



As with Meecham before her, Bishop was forced to watch yet another suspect slip blithely away. He felt like slamming his fist on the table, but very wisely resisted the temptation. He glanced at Miss Starling. ‘Well?’ he snapped grimly.



Jenny dunked some tomatoes into boiling water to soften their skins for peeling. ‘I think Danny
 is
 a particularly stupid person,’ Jenny said mildly. ‘But Janice is not nearly as stupid as you imagine.’



And with that, Inspector Bishop had to be satisfied. He looked around, sensed something was missing, thought about it for a moment, then snapped his fingers. ‘Where’s that helper of yours? She’s usually skulking around with a face like a gargoyle.’



‘I gave Elsie the day off,’ Jenny lied.



The fact was, Elsie had, very uncharacteristically, left her a note saying that she needed the morning off. Jenny had found it on the kitchen table that morning when she’d come down. The cook hoped Elsie hadn’t done anything stupid, but she rather suspected that she had.



‘Hmm,’ Bishop said. ‘I think I want a word with her. Myers, let’s take a walk down to the village.’



* * *



Lord Avonsleigh hung up the phone and looked across at his wife. ‘He’s agreed to come,’ he said quietly. ‘Do you think we did the right thing? Asking
 him
 , I mean.’



Lady Vee stirred a little on the sofa, and began to fiddle absently with the double rope of priceless pearls hanging around her neck. ‘Yes, I think so. Miss Starling sort of hinted that he’d be the best man for the job. And I’d be inclined to agree with her.’ Her eyes sharpened on her husband. ‘Wouldn’t you?’



He smiled. ‘Yes. You think she’s hit the nail right on the head, don’t you?’



His wife’s face became grim. ‘Yes. I think she has. But what do
 you
 make of it all? You said very little last night.’



‘Well, we’ll soon find out. He’s coming right over. I sent a car for him.’



‘He’ll be here any minute, then,’ she acknowledged miserably.



Avonsleigh nodded. ‘Cheer up, old girl. It might not happen.’



She glanced at him sharply. ‘It already has, George,’ she said, then winced an apology. She reached across and took his hand. ‘George, if the worst comes to the worst . . .’



He nodded. ‘We’ll manage. We Avonsleighs always do.’ For a few moments they were quiet. ‘Bishop’s back,’ he said at last, giving one of his wife’s knuckles an absent-minded kiss and letting go of her hand. ‘I saw his car outside.’



‘Hmm. Well, he won’t interfere. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,’ she replied dismissively. ‘But we’ll have to make sure that
 you know who
 and our guest don’t meet.’



Lord Avonsleigh’s lips tightened grimly. ‘They won’t,’ he promised. ‘I’ve already seen to
 that
 .’



‘But be careful, George,’ Lady Vee warned. ‘Remember what Miss Starling said. It’s imperative that we don’t act any differently. We don’t want to spook our quarry, so to speak.’



His lordship nodded. He glanced at his watch. Soon they would know, one way or the other.



* * *



Inspector Bishop walked into the music room and looked around. He walked over to the piano and tinkled a few notes, then sat down at the stool and played ‘Chopsticks’ with just a dash of panache. He was at a loose end, and felt like it. Neither Elsie nor her mother had been at home, and he had sent Myers to make inquiries round and about the village.



If Danny was the local meat supplier on the QT, they’d have to have an equally quiet little word with him, too. He sighed. He played again, then spun round as somebody clapped behind him.



‘Ah, Miss Starling. Oh, and you too, Lady Roberta,’ he said, getting clumsily to his feet.



‘Hello, Bish,’ Roberta said, bouncing into the room and eyeing the piano. ‘What
 was
 that lovely little composition you were playing?’ she asked, her eyes twinkling.



Bishop all but blushed.



Jenny took pity on him. ‘Isn’t Mr Powell-Brooks supposed to be standing in for your governess, Lady Roberta?’



‘Oh, Malc will be here in a minute. He’s just tidying up the studio. The workmen have put their backs into it at last and have finally finished putting in the larger skylights. There’s bags of light now, but sawdust all over the place. It’s driving Malc mad. He insists on a spotless studio. Dirt can get into the paints, you know. But I can start without him.’ She took a seat, and belted out a dramatic piece that shook the window frames. She gave Inspector Bishop an angelic smile.



‘While we’re here, er, your ladyship, perhaps you can go over that afternoon again,’ he murmured, not to be outdone.



‘Oh, Bish!’ Roberta groaned. ‘Not again! I told you over and over. Malc and I got here just before three o’clock.’



‘Not a quarter past three?’



‘No. Three o’clock. We began to play some pieces, you know, warming up, waiting for Simm.’



‘What pieces. Can you remember?’ Bishop asked, but his tone was automatic. Perfunctory. He was not, Jenny suspected, really listening.



‘Some Handel. Some Bach. A bit of Beethoven. You know, usual stuff. Oh yeah, and the “Minute Waltz.” I remember that because that was when Malc went to see if Simm was anywhere near. It was getting late by then.’



Lady Roberta suddenly became aware that both of them were staring at her in surprise. ‘What?’ she said. Then again, more angrily, ‘What?’



‘You said Mr Powell-Brooks never left this room,’ Bishop accused her, trying to keep his tone polite. Trying to remember that she was a lady. Literally.



‘But he didn’t,’ Roberta said, and then waved a hand angrily as she realized the mistake she’d made. ‘I mean, he only went to the end of the corridor to see if she was anywhere about. He wasn’t gone a minute. In fact, Inspector, I know he was gone less than a minute, because of the “Minute Waltz,” you see,’ Roberta said scornfully. ‘That’s why I forgot about it. I mean, what you
 really
 wanted to know was if Malc could have killed Simm, and I knew he wouldn’t have had time,’ she carried on, suddenly finding the need to justify herself. ‘So that’s all all right then, isn’t it?’ she added, her chin tilting up challengingly.



‘That’s all right, Lady Roberta, we all forget things sometimes,’ Jenny broke in, stepping between the exasperated policeman and the indignant lady with a calming voice and a sweet smile. ‘Why don’t you just start at the beginning and go through it minute by minute? Lady Roberta, did Mr Powell-Brooks leave the room more than that one time?’ she began, trying to make sense out of Roberta’s somewhat garbled reasoning.



‘No, he didn’t,’ Roberta said firmly. ‘And I only forgot about that one time he did leave because he was only gone a few seconds.’



‘How can you be so sure?’ Bishop asked quickly. ‘Time can play funny tricks. A long time can seem a short time, and vice versa.’



Roberta stared at him scornfully. ‘I know that. But in this case, I know it was only a short time because of the “Minute Waltz,”’ she repeated, her voice rising in obvious exasperation, her expression clearly stating that she thought the inspector a proper dunce.



‘Tell us about the waltz, Lady Roberta,’ Jenny said calmly, giving the inspector a shut-up-and-listen look.



Bishop shut up and listened.



Roberta put her head to one side contemplatively. ‘It was, I don’t know — about three-fifteen or so,’ she began, obviously making an effort to be perfectly accurate. She was in the doghouse, and knew it, and was touchingly anxious to make amends. ‘Simm was well and truly late by then. I’d just done some Bach, I think, when Malc glanced at his watch. He looked a little miffed. He said he wondered where Simm was, and told me to play something different. He asked me to play the “Minute Waltz,” and said that that was about all I was good for. But he was teasing, you know.’ She broke off, glancing at the cook for backup, and Jenny nodded soothingly.



‘Yes, I know. What happened then?’



‘Well, I started to play it. Malc said he’d just go down the corridor and see if Simm was in the hall or looked like shaking a leg. He went out and came back again a few moments later. He said she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I hadn’t even finished playing it. So you see, he can’t have been gone that long. He couldn’t possibly have killed Simm in that time, could he? So all this fuss is about nothing,’ she finished huffily, and, turning her back on both, her spine stiff with antipathy, she began belting out another dramatic piece.



Bishop and Jenny, not wanting to go deaf, left her to it. Bishop walked quickly down the corridor and saw that it took them out into the main hall. He turned the other way and they found themselves in a small, little-used room that led out onto the same terrace as where the Avonsleighs and their guests had had their tea that fateful day.



‘He couldn’t have nipped out this way,’ he murmured to himself, ignoring the cook’s presence. ‘They would have seen him.’ Quickly he turned back. At the entrance to the music room he took out his watch, paused, then took off at a brisk trot.



Jenny was at his heels, although she didn’t much like brisk trots. She didn’t much like brisk anythings — she simply wasn’t built for ‘brisk.’



But to get to the conservatory, they had to cross the hall, go up some steps, run down a long corridor and then down some steps again. It was almost a square route to the conservatory and, even as they entered, Jenny knew that a minute was almost up.



Nevertheless, Bishop made a stabbing motion, turned and sped back. Back at the music room, panting a little, Bishop checked his watch.



‘Well?’



‘Two minutes, ten seconds,’ he said.



‘And that’s without the dagger,’ she said.



‘Eh?’



‘The Munjib dagger. It was down off this little hall here.’ She indicated the hall to the left of the music room. The inspector walked a few yards, and stared up at the bloodstained wall where it had been on display.



‘Damn. I forgot about that. He’d have to have retrieved the dagger first. Unless he already had it?’ he added, his voice rising hopefully.



‘He can’t have done,’ Jenny squashed that hope ruthlessly. ‘The Avonsleighs and the colonel were admiring it at three o’clock, remember?’



‘Damn. That’ll add another few seconds onto the time.’



‘And I don’t think Ava would have died quite as quickly as you made out,’ Jenny said sceptically, copying his quick stabbing movement. ‘And if he’d returned with some blood on him, Roberta would have noticed. She has eagle eyes, that one. And don’t forget the fact that he must have somehow rigged it all up so that the Avonsleighs and guests didn’t even so much as see him enter the conservatory, let alone kill her.’



Bishop groaned. ‘And I thought we were onto something then. But wait a minute, this “Minute Waltz” thing — what if Lady Roberta played it too slowly? Made it a three-minute waltz?’



Jenny smiled and shook her head. ‘I don’t know all that much about music, Inspector, I have to admit, but I think you’ll find that the “Minute Waltz” is taught to young pupils in order to get them used to tempo. If I remember correctly, it is called that because, played right, it is about a minute and a half long. Only a rank amateur would get the timing wrong. Somebody as advanced as Lady Roberta should, by now, have impeccable timing.’



As if to confirm her words, a dramatic and famous piece from Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony wafted out of the music room.



Bishop sighed. ‘So Powell-Brooks was gone for only a minute. Nowhere near enough time to kill the governess.’



‘No,’ Jenny agreed thoughtfully.



Bishop would do the timing again. Do a bit of exploring. Perhaps there was a shortcut to the conservatory. But he was sure there wasn’t, and half an hour later had to admit defeat.



Malcolm Powell-Brooks had had nowhere near enough time to kill Ava during that minute or so.



Yet another dead end.



Jenny, ignoring the inspector’s efforts, continued to contemplate the dagger for a long, long time.









 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN




That evening, Inspector Bishop tramped wearily into the kitchen. As usual, whenever Inspector Bishop came in, everybody else went out. Dinner had just that minute finished, and Elsie hastily wiped the last plate and stacked it. Janice and Malcolm glanced at each other and grimaced, whilst Meecham and Gayle rapidly pushed away from the table.



They were all used to the inspector’s odd little talks with the cook by now. But word had filtered down, as it always seemed to, that their employers blessed this arrangement, so nobody mentioned it. At least, not openly.



‘Well, I think I’ll read a book and have an early night,’ Malcolm said, stretching and yawning a little too enthusiastically.



‘Ah, and I’ve got some knitting to do at home,’ Elsie put in quickly. ‘Now that I’ve bought a new number ten, that is. That knitting needle of mine never did turn up,’ she grumbled dourly, reaching for her cardigan.



‘Never mind, Elsie,’ Janice said, winking at Gayle, who for once didn’t respond. Instead she followed her father quickly out of the door. From there on, it was a mad rush to see who could get out next. Bishop watched the last departing back and smiled grimly. Jenny eyed him sympathetically, and poured fresh boiling water in the teapot.



Outside, the evening light was beginning to turn golden. She looked out of the narrow windows towards the lowering sun, and sighed, not unhappily. She liked the long summer nights.



‘Here you go, Inspector. A piece of plum cake? I made it this afternoon.’ Inspector Bishop did not pass up on the cake, but then, he wasn’t expected to. ‘No Myers tonight?’ Jenny asked, letting one eyebrow rise interrogatively.



‘No. I’ve sent him off to check up some facts with an electrical shop. It seems your kitchen maid and her mother spent the morning buying a new television. Digital whatnots galore, apparently,’ Bishop explained, without rancour. He’d gradually found it less and less of a chore to confide in Jenny Starling so that now he did it automatically. And he had to admit, she’d steered him all right so far.



‘Which makes me wonder,’ he continued thoughtfully, reaching for the sugar bowl and heaping two teaspoons into his mug, ‘how it is that Elsie Bingham can suddenly afford it.’



Jenny smiled and sat down. She gave a mighty yawn behind her hand and then settled back. If the inspector wanted to spar, she had no objection to obliging him. ‘I imagine her father paid for it,’ she said mildly, and gave him a reproving look. ‘As if you hadn’t already figured that out for yourself.’



Bishop looked a shade abashed, then shrugged. ‘Blackmail?’ He said the one word tonelessly.



Jenny frowned. ‘I prefer to think of it in a rather more charitable light, Inspector. More a case of belated child maintenance, I think.’



Bishop conceded the point. He had no sympathies with a man who got a woman pregnant and then abandoned her and his own child. ‘Serve him right,’ he agreed heavily, then frowned. ‘I wouldn’t have thought our Basil was the type to stand for it though,’ he added, voicing something that had been puzzling him all afternoon, ever since Myers had reported on the delivery van and television set.



‘No,’ Jenny agreed with him thoughtfully. ‘I’m worried about Elsie.’



Bishop chewed on some cake, his taste buds going down on bended knees to thank him. ‘It’s especially odd since we don’t know what she’s blackmailing him
 about
 exactly,’ he aired his thoughts out loud. ‘I mean, what is she holding over him? We don’t believe Basil killed his own daughter. Do we?’ he asked sharply. When Jenny shook her head, he carried on thoughtfully. ‘And if
 Elsie
 killed Ava, it would give
 Basil
 the opportunity for blackmail, not the other way round. So how’s she wringing the cash out of him?’



Jenny shrugged. She felt as weary as the inspector. And she was anxiously awaiting word from Lord Avonsleigh. ‘Well, my guess is that she’s indicated a certain cat might be let out of the bag regarding her true parentage, and that won’t have gone down well. When Ava was first murdered, it didn’t really affect Basil financially at all — I imagine, if anything, he’s even attracted a few more clients to that art gallery of his than usual. Some out of genuine sympathy, but more, I expect, out of morbid curiosity. A little risqu glamour wouldn’t hurt — I daresay being associated, however tenuously, with the father of a murder victim goes down well in some ghastly social circles. But with Elsie threatening to make a far more sordid scene — go public about her father’s actions, hint at something dastardly in the house of Simmons — well, risqu glamour is one thing, but ridicule is another. No one wants to risk being made to look foolish — or crooked.’



‘Hmm,’ Bishop said non-committally, finishing his cake and looking longingly down for another piece. The cook instantly cut him another chunk. She couldn’t stand that ‘where’s all the food gone?’ look. It was the one thing guaranteed to cut her to the quick.



‘I suppose the gallery would lose a lot of its customers if Basil’s reputation as an upper-crust gent took a bashing,’ Bishop conceded. ‘But I don’t think he’ll stand for blackmail for long. If I were you, I’d have a word with your Elsie and persuade her that enough’s enough.’



Jenny nodded. She’d already made up her mind to do just that.



Bishop stared forlornly at his cake, his appetite temporarily deserting him as his troubles came flooding back. ‘I don’t mind telling you, Miss Starling, this case has got me tied up in knots.’ He pushed his plate away, clearing room on the table, and reached for the condiments. He put a salt cellar down in front of him.



‘We have the dagger. The blood on it was Ava Simmons’s, no doubt. The lab confirmed the stab wound more or less matched the dagger blade in every aspect. It has an usual rounded edge and a sharp point, as we know. So we know Ava was killed with the dagger.’ He reached for his cake and put it to his left. ‘We have Ava’s body in the conservatory. The amount of blood and lack of any traces anywhere else means that she
 had
 to be killed in the conservatory. But’ — he reached for the mustard, pepper, Jenny’s cup of tea and his own mug — ‘we have four witnesses, not twenty-five yards away, who saw nothing.’



For a moment, Bishop stood staring at the scene in front of him. ‘We know the dagger was clean and bloodstain-free at three o’clock. At half past, the deed had been done and it was back in its place, bloodied and guilty as sin.’ He paused, took a bite of plum cake, and sighed. ‘We’ve eliminated the garden staff, the Avonsleighs and guests, and the daily women. That leaves the main suspects. You’re out,’ Bishop said, complimenting her without thinking about it. ‘That leaves the Meechams, who had a tenuous motive but also a tenuous alibi; Janice, who had a motive and a slightly stronger alibi — although she was seen in Ava’s room, she was also seen in town at what could have been the time of the actual murder; Elsie, who had a motive and a middling alibi. She could
 just
 have killed Ava, according to our timing.’ He paused to sigh, then shook his head. ‘Lady Roberta and Malcolm Powell-Brooks both have a very tenuous motive and an all but rock-solid alibi. Unless they were in it together. I’m beginning to think, you know,’ Bishop said heavily, ‘that our killer is going to get away with it.’



Jenny reached for the teapot and renewed his mug. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it, Inspector,’ she said softly. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it at all.’



* * *



Inspector Bishop had just gone on his weary way home when Meecham came and informed her that his lordship would be pleased if she would join him in the breakfast room. His voice rose on the final two words, since it was now nearly nine o’clock at night.



Jenny let him lead the way, knowing how much the butler needed to feel that his position wasn’t being usurped. Once at their destination, George thanked him gravely and sincerely, further bolstering Meecham’s fragile ego, and he retired looking a little happier with himself and the world in general. From a shadowy corner, a man moved and came into the light.



‘Hello, Mr Grover,’ Jenny said quietly, then glanced at Lord Avonsleigh who nodded to a nest of chairs by a blazing fire and made sure Anthony Grover had the one nearest the flames. Even in summer, the thick castle walls retained their chill, making fires a year-round necessity. The rest of them grouped around the old man.



The cook caught Lady Vee’s eye. In the firelight, she looked older than usual, her eyes deeply shadowed. Jenny glanced again at his lordship. ‘My lord?’ she said quietly, and he sighed deeply, but nodded.



‘You were right, Miss Starling,’ he said heavily. ‘Quite right.’ For a moment, nobody spoke. Jenny stared into the hypnotic flames, her teeth worrying her lower lip. Then she sighed. She glanced at Anthony.



‘There’s no mistake?’ she asked softly, but already knew the answer.



Anthony Grover shook his head. ‘No. I was most thorough.’



‘How many?’ Jenny asked.



‘Five, that I’ve found so far. But I imagine there’ll be more,’ Anthony said. Avonsleigh had explained much of what had been going on, and Anthony had been only too eager to help. Anything to get justice for Ava.



Jenny imagined there would be more too. ‘I see,’ she said flatly. Although she was being proved right, she felt no satisfaction.



Lady Vee stirred. ‘Miss Starling, have you, er, found out yet how it was done?’ she asked hopefully, and Jenny sighed.



‘Not yet, no. It’s maddening,’ she went on, ‘since I know that somebody, somewhere, has said something vitally important. But I just can’t think what.’



Avonsleigh shook his head. ‘Vee and I have been going over it all day. We just can’t see how it could have been done. Knowing who did it, you’d think we’d be able to figure it out. It is
 so
 frustrating, as you say,’ he finished, giving the fire a ferocious prod with the poker. Some sparks flew out, and the English Setter, who’d sprawled out on the hearthrug, gave a sudden yip and jumped up, manically shaking off an ember that was singeing his fur. He gave his master a baleful look, heaved a massive sigh, and promptly re-sprawled himself.



From beneath Anthony’s chair, Henry began to crawl towards the dog. The glow from the fire bounced off his dark brown shell, turning it a deep blood red.



Blood red. Jenny stared at the tortoise, her gaze transfixed. Because, suddenly, she
 knew
 . She remembered Lady Roberta, swinging her legs as she chatted on, her young voice carefree and happy. She remembered Elsie’s missing knitting needle. She remembered a jar of red paint. And she remembered the dagger.



Her mouth fell open. ‘Good grief,’ she said. For a moment, she could think of nothing else to say, her mind was so stunned. ‘The dagger. It was the dagger all along.’



Lady Vee was sitting ramrod straight in her chair, staring intently at the cook. She knew that look. And although the actual words made no sense, she knew that their time was almost up. She glanced at her husband.



Lord Avonsleigh blinked. ‘But we always knew it was the dagger,’ he said. Had Miss Starling flipped her lid? But that particular thought had never so much as crossed his wife’s mind. Instead, she felt her muscles tense. No matter how painful and scandalous it was going to be to them personally, she and George had discussed this at length. Ava Simmons had to have justice.



As she looked into Miss Starling’s glittering eyes and waited, she knew it was coming. Soon. And her heart ached.



‘Miss Starling?’ Anthony Grover broke the silence, his voice puzzled and slightly worried.



‘Hmm?’ Jenny started and stared blankly at Anthony. Then she shook her head. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr Grover,’ she murmured solicitously. ‘We shouldn’t really keep you,’ she added warmly, and Lady Vee twigged at once.



Her ladyship rose and pulled the bell rope. ‘It is getting late, and I know how much we need our beauty sleep these days,’ she said, the picture of a concerned hostess. ‘Mr Grover, we can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for us. I can’t explain everything now, of course, but . . .’ She caught Miss Starling’s eye. ‘Perhaps I can call on you sometime soon and then we can have a little chat?’



Meecham arrived at that moment and Anthony Grover rose painfully to his feet, looking a little bemused but knowing a gracious dismissal when he heard it. ‘You’re very welcome, your ladyship. I was glad I could be of service. And yes, of course, please do call on me any time.’



‘Thank you again,’ Avonsleigh said, holding out his hand. A little flustered, Anthony shook it, and Meecham escorted the old man out. ‘The car will take you back, Mr Grover,’ his lordship assured him, and gave a glance to Meecham, who nodded.



When they were alone once more, Lady Vee glanced at her husband, then at her cook. Without a word, the three returned to their chairs and sat down.



Jenny said again, ‘Good grief. It’s so simple. Of course it is.’



His lordship stared at her. He was not quite as quick on the uptake as his wife. ‘You mean you know how it was done?’ he squeaked, his voice incredulous. To him, the problem had seemed beyond solving.



Jenny nodded. ‘Oh yes,’ she said artlessly. ‘And I can’t believe that I didn’t think of it before,’ she added, beginning to sound angry at herself. ‘I’m such a dunce. It was all so
 easy.
 ’



This time it was his lordship’s turn. ‘Good grief,’ he said. ‘Was it?’



Jenny nodded. ‘And now,’ she said coldly, her voice becoming icy with determination, ‘all that’s left is to get the proof.’



Lady Vee leaned back in her chair. She felt chilly. ‘How are you going to do that?’ she asked, squashing — for the moment — her rabid curiosity. ‘I mean, murder is hard to prove, isn’t it? How are you going to gather enough evidence to convince a jury?’ she wondered aloud. She, too, had been beginning to think that the killer of Ava Simmons was going to be too clever for them.



But no longer.



‘Basil Simmons is going to get all the evidence I need for me,’ Jenny said determinedly, a hard glint in her lovely blue eyes.



‘Good grief,’ Lady Vee echoed. She reached across, grabbed a cushion and put it behind her back. Then she shuffled in her seat, retrieved the tortoise from behind her and reached for a more comfortable cushion. This time made of feathers, not of reptile.



‘But how was it done?’ Avonsleigh demanded, not sure yet whether their total faith in the cook was justified. Besides which, he, too, was feverishly curious.



So Jenny told them how it was done.



When she was finished, they managed it in unison. ‘Good grief!’



* * *



Inspector Bishop awoke suddenly to the accompaniment of his wife’s elbow buried deeply in his ribs, aided and abetted by an awful racket. He winced, half sat up, and heard his phone ringing. He glanced at his clock, saw that it was 6:30, and groaned.



His wife gave him another nudge with her killer elbow. Bishop grunted, got out of bed and rubbed his side as he galloped downstairs in an old-fashioned set of pyjamas that would have had Myers howling in mirth. ‘Yes?’ he all but bellowed into the instrument.



‘Inspector?’ Jenny Starling’s voice came over loud and clear. ‘I’m about to prove who killed Ava Simmons. I think, perhaps, the police had better be here, don’t you?’



Bishop stared into the phone. He blinked. He opened his mouth, then closed it again.



He hung up without a word.



* * *



Jenny waited until Bishop and Myers arrived. They rushed into the kitchen like two dogs called late to dinner, their faces a picture of anticipation and anger. By the stove, Jenny was just starting the sausages.



She looked up and nodded. ‘Inspector. Just in time. See that these don’t burn, will you?’



Bishop stared at her, then at the pan full of sausages. ‘Where are you going?’ he yelped as she turned and headed for the door.



‘To call Basil Simmons, of course,’ she said. ‘He’s coming over. Didn’t I tell you?’



Bishop swore. He swore about once in a blue moon, and Myers, who’d just begun to obligingly turn over a sausage, stopped and stared at him. Hard. ‘No, Miss Starling,’ Bishop said through gritted teeth, as both his sergeant and the cook gaped at him in amazement, ‘you didn’t tell me. In fact, you told me nothing of what’s been going on.’ He ended on a sweet, sweet smile.



‘Oh well. I’d better explain then,’ Jenny said crisply. ‘But first, let me call Mr Simmons. I want to get it over and done with before any of the others come down.’



Bishop couldn’t argue with that. He turned, caught a grin on Myers’s face, and swore again. Myers hastily turned back to the sausages. A few minutes later, the cook returned.



‘Basil Simmons will be here at nine o’clock. I’ve arranged with the family to use the sunroom. There’s a large tapestry screen there that you can hide behind.’



‘And why should I want to hide behind a tapestry screen with Basil Simmons, pray tell?’ Bishop gritted.



‘You won’t,’ Jenny said, sounding surprised. ‘You and Myers will be behind the screen, Basil Simmons will be in the front of the room.’



‘Doing what?’ Bishop all but bellowed.



‘Proving who killed his daughter, of course,’ Jenny said mildly. ‘Really, Inspector, there’s no need to shout. I’m not deaf.’



Bishop swore again. Most colourfully.



* * *



At nine o’clock, Basil Simmons arrived. Meecham, who was operating on strict instructions from his lordship, showed him straight to the sunroom and left.



There, Jenny told the gallery owner exactly what to do and what to say. Bishop and Myers, now brought up to date, stood by in grim silence.



They didn’t exactly approve of the plan. It seemed unduly theatrical and amateurish to their official minds. But they had both been forced to admit that it was probably their only chance of catching their killer.



Basil barely glanced at them. But his face, as the cook talked, became tighter. Finally, he nodded. He, too, was not entirely happy with the plan. But he would go along with it.



At 9:15 exactly, the two policemen retired behind the screen. Jenny also retired, with gratitude, but to her kitchen.



She hated scenes. She loved her kitchen. Once in the sanctuary of the massive room, she began to cook. She was in the mood for it. For lunch, she would make egg croquettes followed by a bread and cheese pudding. Perhaps a fruit compote too. Busily, she began gathering the ingredients. She never looked at her watch, and she kept her mind firmly away from what was going on upstairs.



The kitchen, for once, was deserted. Lord Avonsleigh had arranged to keep everybody — save one — busy.



Jenny had just taken some stale bread from the larder and was beginning to grate it when the door opened. Myers stood at the top of the steps and beckoned her. His face was beatific.



Sighing, Jenny reluctantly left the kitchen and followed him across the hall. Outside, in the ancient quad, was a police car. And just being bundled inside, heavily handcuffed and looking both terrified and furious, was Malcolm Powell-Brooks.









 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN




The hall clock struck two as Jenny and a very happy Bishop and Myers climbed the stairs, following Meecham to Avonsleigh’s sitting room. It was a sun-filled room, with heavy oak panelling and large, comfortable leather-buttoned armchairs. He and his wife rose as the trio walked in, Meecham standing to one side and closing the door after them. He was already reverting to the archetypal butler — all cool reserve and calm complacency.



He was not the only one. With the dramatic events of that morning over and the removal of Malcolm Powell-Brooks complete, the whole castle seemed to bask in a lighter atmosphere. The sun seemed to shine a little stronger. The maids seemed to hum a little louder. The dog snored a little happier.



Lord Avonsleigh rose and offered his hand in congratulations to Bishop, who very nearly blushed. Lady Vee winked at Miss Starling and nodded to the small coffee table. On it rested the little fairy cakes and butterfly cakes that she’d baked less than an hour ago.



‘Tea, gentlemen?’ she prompted, and they all took seats grouped loosely around the laden table.



‘So, everything went well at the police station?’ his lordship asked by way of openers, and Bishop nodded.



‘Powell-Brooks has been charged with the murder of Ava Simmons, my lord,’ he confirmed happily. ‘He’s already talking to his lawyer now.’



‘No chance of him getting off, I suppose?’



‘No, my lord,’ Bishop said firmly. ‘We overheard everything said in the sunroom between Basil Simmons and our Malcolm, and Myers here got it on tape. Then there’s the testimony of Anthony Grover, and any other art experts you care to bring in. No, he’s not getting away with anything.’



‘You’re on the trail of my missing paintings, I hope?’ Avonsleigh said, and the inspector nodded.



‘We are, your lordship, and I hope we’ll locate them for you. But some, I think, are probably lost forever,’ he warned, wanting to prepare him for the worst. ‘Those sold to unscrupulous private collectors — well, I don’t think they’ll ever come to light again. But I’m sure we’ll track down enough to put the final nail in Mr Powell-Brooks’s coffin. It was very clever, my lord, the way you worked out what the swine was up to.’



Avonsleigh coughed behind his hand. ‘You’re praising the wrong person, I’m afraid, Inspector. It was Miss Starling who worked it all out.’



The inspector paused in the act of lifting his delicate teacup to his lips. The Spode china looked like a child’s toy in his massive hands, and Lady Vee felt a fair bit of relief when he carefully returned it to its saucer. The inspector looked at Jenny. Then at his sergeant. Then back to the cook. He sighed.



‘All right, Miss Starling,’ he said heavily. ‘I have to admit it, I’m dying to know how you figured it all out.’



‘Yes, so am I,’ added Lady Vee eagerly. ‘Oh, I know you told us who and why and how, but you never really explained how you came to, well,
 know
 it all.’



Jenny blushed. ‘Well, it was just a simple matter of thinking things through, that’s all,’ she said, looking and sounding acutely embarrassed.



‘Now it’s no good being modest,’ his lordship cajoled, sounding hearty and determined. ‘Spill the beans, as Roberta would say. We want to hear every last bit of it.’



‘In the minutest detail,’ his wife added, leaning forward eagerly on her seat. All four, in fact, were leaning forward, their expressions avid, and Jenny sighed heavily.



‘Very well. Let’s see. Where do I start? Well, we might as well begin with motives, I suppose,’ she said, settling back in her chair and marshalling her thoughts into order.



‘As you know, at first there didn’t seem to be
 any
 motives at all. Ava was dead and nobody, as far as we could tell, would want her so. And then, all in a rush, or so it seemed, everybody suddenly had a reason for wanting her gone. I discovered Elsie was really Ava’s half-sister, and must have felt resentful of Ava’s status. Meecham and Gayle had been cheated out of their farm by Basil Simmons. Janice’s boyfriend was making a big play for Ava. Even Roberta . . .’ There Jenny paused, aware that she might be about to step into treacherous terrain.



But her employers both smiled. ‘Go on, Miss Starling, do,’ Lady Vee urged her. ‘We won’t be offended. We’re much too intrigued to take umbrage, I assure you.’



‘Yes, well,’ Jenny coughed. ‘Even Lady Roberta had reason to resent her governess. Ava was concerned about the relationship between her charge and Malcolm Powell-Brooks, as she had every right to be, as it turned out. Malcolm set out to learn everything he could about Lady Roberta’s character. In fact, he relied on it. But that comes later. Where was I?’



Jenny pulled the wings off the butterfly cake on her plate and chewed thoughtfully, unaware that everyone else in the room was straining at the bit, willing her on.



‘Malcolm’s motive, or so it seemed, was that Ava was jealous of his art degree from Ruskin and was trying to make trouble, get him fired, that sort of thing,’ she mused slowly.



‘Yes, yes, so everyone had a motive,’ Bishop butted in, trying to hurry her along. He was dying to know how an amateur had solved one of the most puzzling cases of his career, and Myers gave him a sympathetic look. He, too, was eager to listen and to learn.



‘Yes, but none of the motives seemed, well, really
 appropriate
 ,’ Jenny said, groping for words. ‘I mean, just think about it,’ she urged them all. ‘Meecham and Gayle had worked here, quite happily, for years. And it was Basil Simmons, not Ava Simmons, who had caused their ill fortune. Is it likely, I had to ask myself, that they would kill Ava over
 that
 ?’



She made no mention of the Lady Beade School. If Bishop said nothing, she’d say nothing. Meecham’s secret was safe with her.



‘Hmm, I see what you mean,’ Lord Avonsleigh said. ‘It would have been a bit over the top.’



‘The same went for Janice,’ Jenny continued. ‘Granted, no girl likes to see her boyfriend make a play for another woman, but Janice is young and pretty and has had many young lads interested in her in the past, and will doubtless have many more buzzing around her in the future. She already has a new boyfriend now, in fact. Barry, I believe his name is.’ Again, she made no mention of the parlour maid’s little game with the brooch. ‘So was it feasible, I asked myself, that Janice would be so rife with jealousy that she would kill over it?’



‘Of course not,’ Lady Vee said. ‘Oh dear,’ she added, ‘how easy it all is with hindsight, and with someone to tell you what to think,’ she added, giving Miss Starling a glowing look. ‘What about Roberta and that dreadful man?’



‘Well, again, your ladyship,’ Jenny smiled back, ‘it was all much of the same thing. You yourself told me that you’d had a word with Powell-Brooks and was assured that he wasn’t taking Lady Roberta’s infatuation seriously. And that Ava seemed to accept your reassurances. So why would he feel threatened enough to kill her? No. Everybody
 seemed
 to have a motive. But, really, they didn’t add up to much. Which meant that there must be another motive. One I hadn’t seen yet. So, I had to resort to the three mainstays.’



‘Mainstays?’ his lordship echoed blankly.



‘Money, love and revenge,’ Inspector Bishop explained.



‘Exactly,’ Jenny said. ‘But there seemed little hope of finding a motive so well hidden that nobody had even suspected it. But, gradually, piece by piece, tiny clues presented themselves. Some were so general and out in the open that I almost missed them. Malcolm’s insistence that Lady Roberta have the best of everything, for instance. The best canvasses, the best paints, the finest studio. At first I assumed it was because of who Lady Roberta was, and because Avonsleigh’s reputation as a repository of fine art needed to be maintained. But, of course, when you put that aside, the fact remained that Malcolm, a fine art expert, had access to the best of everything himself. And was surrounded by some of the finest paintings in the world. Plus plenty of free time. Nobody interrupted him in the studio when Ava was taking Lady Roberta for her lessons. And with so many paintings in the castle, who would notice if one of them was not in its proper place for a short time? All he had to do was go into a little-used room and take a painting to his studio. Who would notice, or even comment? And what did that all add up to?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow.



‘An art forger’s paradise,’ Myers supplied, his eyes glittering.



‘Yes. And that brought us back to motive. Money. Lots and lots of money. Malcolm was ideally placed to copy the great masters, replace the original with his own copy, and sell on the masterpiece to private collectors. He was making himself a fortune. No wonder he was resentful of Ava Simmons’s interference. If he lost his job here, he lost access to all the paintings. The expensive paints. The old canvasses. That wonderfully equipped studio. Oh, yes, he was a clever man all right. He saw at once that nobody at Avonsleigh was sufficiently interested in art to notice or care what he got up to. Er, no disrespect intended, your lordship,’ Jenny added quickly, nodding to George.



He waved a hand. ‘You’re quite right, Miss Starling,’ he agreed, without rancour. ‘I respect Avonsleigh’s history, of course. Some of my ancestors have been the greatest collectors of art the world has ever known. My great-grandfather was an acknowledged world expert on those French chaps. But I myself never had any leanings that way. I was quite content to keep the tradition up, mind. Have Roberta taught art and keep a resident tutor on staff. What a joke on us that turned out to be,’ he added, a shade bitterly. ‘I wouldn’t have known a Joshua Reynolds from a . . . from a . . . Picasso.’



‘Oh, I think you might, dear,’ his wife said, a twinkle in her eye. ‘But I quite get your point, Miss Starling. We all are total dunces about art. But what I don’t understand is how he expected to fool all the others. We do, as you know, play host to several tours of art-lovers every year. Surely they would spot a fake at once?’



Jenny nodded. ‘Oh yes. But didn’t his lordship say that it was Malcolm who told you when paintings needed cleaning? If you think back, I believe you’ll find that several paintings needed “cleaning” just before a tour was due to arrive. Those paintings being his own fakes, of course. With such a huge collection, who would miss some? Besides, artworks do have to be cleaned. If anyone mentioned a blank space, and was told it was being cleaned, no art expert in the world would be suspicious. And after they’d gone, he’d just put the fakes back up again.’



‘Clever sod,’ Myers said bluntly, and received a swift kick in the shins from his superior. Myers coloured. ‘Oh, I do beg your pardon, your ladyship,’ he said to Lady Vee, and pulled at his tie, which suddenly felt much too tight.



‘Oh, you’re quite right,’ she replied, totally unfazed. ‘He
 was
 a clever sod.’



‘But it must have put a crimp on him when Basil Simmons’s daughter was appointed governess to Lady Roberta,’ Bishop said thoughtfully, and Jenny nodded.



‘Exactly. Not only was Ava concerned about the way he could manipulate Lady Roberta, she was an art buff herself. She must have learned a lot from that father of hers.’ Jenny just managed to stop herself from calling Basil Simmons something very uncomplimentary indeed. ‘And don’t forget, you don’t need to have a degree from the Ruskin to be knowledgeable. Her mentor, Anthony Grover, was an art teacher himself. Ava grew up with art. She studied it intensely. And it wouldn’t have taken her long to put two and two together. No, as soon as she began to suspect, Malcolm Powell-Brooks knew he was going to have to get rid of her.’



‘So you think she’d already spotted the fakes?’ his lordship said.



Jenny nodded. ‘Yes. I’m sure she had. The very first morning I arrived, I saw Ava midway on the stairs, and she was studying a painting very thoroughly. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, of course,’ she added, her voice losing some life. ‘If only I’d had my eyes and ears more open.’



‘Miss Starling, you mustn’t,’ Lady Vee said sharply, making the three men, who hadn’t yet caught on, look at her blankly. ‘There was no way you could have known what that rotter was up to. You’d only been here a day or two before Ava was actually killed. We’d all been around Malcolm Powell-Brooks for months, and none of us suspected a thing. You simply must not start thinking that you could have prevented it. Evil men kill, and more often than not there’s not a damned thing we can do about it.’



‘Oh, quite,’ his lordship said, looking as appalled as his wife. ‘None of this can be laid at your door, Miss Starling. Nobody here thinks you could have saved poor Ava.’



Bishop and Myers quickly added their own reassurances. Jenny sighed, not much comforted.



‘Besides, without you,’ Lady Vee continued, ‘that dreadful man would have got away with it. And nobody should get away with murder.’



‘Quite,’ her husband agreed. Then paused. ‘Er, about the murder . . . ?’



Jenny nodded. ‘Oh yes. The murder itself.’



‘Ah,’ Bishop said, his massive frame beginning to quiver like a hunting dog about to be let off the leash. Now they were getting to it.



‘That was the hardest part of all,’ she continued. ‘I mean, it all seemed so impossible, didn’t it? The dagger was on the wall, clean and innocent at three o’clock when the family and the colonel and his lady passed it. Then, half an hour later, it was covered in Ava’s blood and Ava herself was dead in the conservatory. And four people, who sat not many yards away and should have seen it all happen, actually saw nothing at all.’



‘So how did he do it?’ Bishop all but yelped. He had listened only hours ago to a man confessing to murder, but he still didn’t know how it had been done. ‘We do need to have all the information soon, Miss Starling,’ he pointed out in as reasonable a tone as he could manage. ‘The CPS is most anxious to know as well,’ he added sarcastically.



Avonsleigh shot him a reproving look, but Jenny missed it, so deep in thought was she.



‘Oh, the murder itself was so simple it defied description,’ Jenny eventually said, making all four of them want to shake her.



‘Simple?’ As head of the household, ostensibly, Avonsleigh took the lead. ‘I would have thought it was anything but,’ he huffed.



Jenny smiled. ‘Ah, but that’s what we were all supposed to think, my lord. But it wasn’t complicated at all. It was easy. Even though a large part of Malcolm’s plan went wrong, it was still easy.’



‘What went wrong?’ Bishop asked, momentarily distracted.



‘Why, the family having tea on the terrace, instead of in the sunroom, of course,’ she said, surprised that they should ask.



Lady Vee blinked. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said. ‘Why should that worry him?’



Jenny sighed. ‘The day before, everybody thought that the tea would be held in the sunroom, remember? It had been unseasonably cold for June, and nobody expected you’d eat al fresco. Then, the day of the murder, it turned really sunny and warm, and you decided to have tea on the terrace.’



‘That’s right, we did. But I still don’t see . . .’



‘The only one who didn’t know of the change of plan was Malcolm Powell-Brooks,’ Jenny ploughed on. ‘Meecham knew, since he had to deliver the tray. Janice, Elsie, Gayle and I all knew. Only Malcolm didn’t know because, as a tutor, and not a server, presenter or maker of food, he had no reason to be told.’



‘But what does that
 matter
 !’ Bishop all but shouted, making everyone in the room jump.



Avonsleigh understood how the man felt. He too was all at sea.



‘Don’t you get it?’ Jenny asked, looking around at them with wide eyes. ‘Malcolm was expecting you to be in the sunroom. Why else do you think he chose the conservatory in which to kill Ava? It was well out of the way of everything — nobody had any business being in there except the gardeners, whom he knew were all working on the pond. It was the perfect place to commit murder. Nobody would accidentally stumble on her body there. Nobody would interrupt him in the deed. There would be nobody to see him do it.’



‘But we did,’ her ladyship said, then stopped, confused. ‘No, wait a minute, we didn’t. Of course we didn’t. But we
 should
 have.’



‘Exactly,’ Jenny said, her voice rich with satisfaction. ‘You should have seen the murder, because you were on the terrace. Not in the sunroom.’



‘Hang on a minute,’ his lordship said, becoming more and more confused. ‘What does having tea on the terrace, instead of in the sunroom, have to do with anything at all?’



‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Bishop growled.



Jenny sighed. Really, they were being so dense! ‘Because the effect of having tea on the terrace meant that you should have seen the murder, but
 didn’t
 ! That caused us all so much trouble.
 Why
 didn’t you see the murder?’ Everybody stared at her for a long, long moment.



‘Because it wasn’t committed in the conservatory?’ her ladyship offered tentatively at last.



‘No, your ladyship,’ Jenny said patiently. ‘It was committed in the conservatory all right, just not between three and half past.’



Again, everyone stared at her.



‘But the dagger,’ Bishop said, his voice faint.



‘Oh yes. The dagger,’ Jenny said. ‘How that had me fooled,’ she admitted softly.



‘Look, I’ve had enough of this,’ Lord Avonsleigh said, getting quite heated. ‘Just assume, Miss Starling, that we’re all duffers. As thick as two short planks and all that. Just tell us, simply, step by step, how the man killed that poor girl.’



Lady Vee shot her husband a loving look. So did Bishop and Myers.



Jenny stared at them, utterly defeated. ‘But I just did,’ she wailed.



‘No, Miss Starling,’ Lady Vee said gently. ‘You didn’t. We’re nowhere near as clever as you. Just do as his lordship asked, please.’



Jenny, nonplussed but willing, shrugged. ‘Very well. At some time between half past two and three o’clock, Malcolm lured Ava into the conservatory and killed her. He then found Lady Roberta and together they went into the music room. There they stayed until Meecham found them and told them about the killing.’



‘But the dagger,’ Bishop said again, feeling a shudder of dj vu flicker up his spine. ‘The dagger was clean at three o’clock.’



‘But he didn’t kill her with the dagger,’ Jenny said patiently. ‘He killed her with Elsie’s knitting needle.’



‘Eh?’ Avonsleigh said, feeling a bit like Alice, who’d just stepped into the opening of the rabbit hole. ‘Knitting needle?’



Jenny blinked. ‘Elsie had lost a knitting needle. I learned she was always losing things, but I wonder now if Malcolm just stole little things from her to set up a pattern, so that nobody would think twice about it when she complained that her knitting needle was missing. I wouldn’t put it past him. Besides, if he’d used the dagger why would he put it on display for all to see? It was to misdirect us.’



‘But the medical examiner said it was the dagger,’ Bishop insisted, not letting himself get sidetracked. ‘The blood on the dagger definitely belonged to Miss Simmons.’



‘The medical examiner,’ Jenny corrected him, ‘said that Ava was killed by an oddly shaped, rounded-edged instrument with a very sharp point, consistent with the Munjib dagger,’ Jenny corrected him. ‘But a knitting needle is long and thin with a rounded edge. And honed at the tip, it too would have a very sharp point.’



Lady Vee leaned back in her chair slowly. ‘So he stole the knitting needle, sharpened it, and killed Ava some time before three in the conservatory. Then what?’



‘Then he went to the music room. Roberta confirms he didn’t leave for more than a minute. She said he was acting just like usual, fingering a small jar of red paint, teasing her just like always. It was the red paint that put me on to it all, of course,’ she continued. ‘Not that he didn’t always have paint in those pockets of his. That was not unusual. But Malcolm had run out of
 red
 paint the day before — or was it the same day? — that Ava was killed. Lady Roberta had used tons of it on a sunset painting she’d been doing. I myself heard Malcolm ask Janice if she would get him some more when she went into Bicester. So, if he’d run out of red paint, what was he doing fingering a jar of it in the music room? The answer, of course, was that he wasn’t.’



‘You mean Roberta lied?’ his lordship asked, aghast.



‘No, my lord,’ Jenny said quickly. ‘She didn’t lie. She just didn’t know what she’d seen. She assumed a little jar of red liquid in Malcolm’s hands would be paint. But it wasn’t.’



Lady Vee felt her stomach turn queasily, but she had to ask. ‘So what was it?’



‘It was blood,’ Jenny confirmed her worst fears. ‘Ava’s blood. He’d collected it from her wound after killing her. Janice told me that she’d seen Malcolm cleaning out one of his glass jars very thoroughly, even using bleach or whatever, and rinsing it out over and over again at the sink. At the time I thought it was because the jar had contained oil paint. But in reality, he just wanted to make sure that the jar was completely spotless, so that no traces of water colour, oil paint, turps or whatever would end up in the blood sample he intended to collect from his victim. Later on, after the murder, I saw him rinsing out some other glass jars in quite a haphazard way, so I knew he was not, by nature, a particularly meticulous man.’



‘But why did he collect the blood in the first place?’ Bishop asked.



‘To put on the dagger of course,’ Jenny said, ‘during the “Minute Waltz.” Lady Roberta was sure he was gone from the music room for no more than a minute, as he in fact was. But you were with me, Inspector, when we talked to her. The hall with the dagger was less than a few yards away. You yourself proved that he didn’t have time to kill Ava. But by then, Ava was already dead. What he
 did
 have time to do was take down the dagger, pour Ava’s blood over it, put it back on the wall and return to the music room. He knew Roberta would never give him an alibi if she thought he could have killed Ava. But if he could prove he was only gone for such a short time, then he was in the clear. Which is why he manipulated Lady Roberta into playing the “Minute Waltz” in the first place. It was perfect. Except, of course, the family was having tea on the terrace, and not in the sunroom, as he’d thought. So you never saw the murder.
 Because it had already been committed.
 If you had been in the sunroom, as he planned, nobody would have questioned it. Ava was dead. The dagger was clean at three o’clock, dirty at three-thirty, and he knew you’d see it. Ergo, Ava was killed during that time. Except that you all saw for yourself that she couldn’t possibly have been killed between three and three-thirty in the conservatory, because you’d have seen it happen. Apart from that, Malcolm had the perfect alibi. Roberta was the perfect witness. It was all so easy. But he must have had a nasty time when he learned that you and your guests had been on the terrace the whole time.’



Lady Vee stared at her aghast. ‘Then all that time we were having tea, the poor girl was lying in the conservatory — dead?’



‘Yes.’



Inspector Bishop slumped back in his chair. ‘Well I’ll be blowed,’ he said. And winced as Myers kicked his shin. ‘Beg your pardon, your ladyship,’ he mumbled.



Lady Vee leaned back in her own chair, ignoring his apology. ‘It
 was
 easy, wasn’t it?’ she said in wonderment.



Jenny nodded. ‘All that I needed to do then was to prove it. That was easy enough. All I had to do was get Basil Simmons to confront Malcolm. Tell him that his daughter had confided her suspicions to him, and demand to be let in on the action or he’d shop him. And in this case, Basil Simmons’s rather, shall we say, rough and ready reputation in the art world came in handy. Malcolm could well believe that Basil wanted in on the money. So he agreed. And in agreeing, he admitted his own part in the art fraud, and, by association, the murder of Ava Simmons.’



‘We did better than that,’ Bishop put in jubilantly. ‘Basil Simmons actually got Powell-Brooks to admit to the killing,’ he told them, giving a happy grin that would have made the Cheshire cat go green-eyed with jealousy. ‘And me and Myers here heard it all.’



There was a discreet tap on the door. Meecham walked in, his face wreathed in smiles. ‘Er, there’s a visitor to see you, my lord,’ he said, and stood theatrically to one side.



They all rose as a young man walked into the room. He was tall, lean and big-nosed, an obvious younger version of his father. By his side was a very lean, very beautiful, very elegant young woman.



‘Richard!’ Lady Vee yelled, launching herself to her feet, opening her arms wide and engulfing the young man in a big bear hug.



Bishop and Myers began to sidle out. Their job was done.



‘Mother!’ Richard, heir to Avonsleigh, stood back from her, smiling warmly, then shook hands with his beaming father.



‘My boy,’ Lord Avonsleigh said happily. ‘We weren’t expecting you for weeks yet!’



Meecham beamed. The two policemen had already disappeared. Jenny began to sidle to the door. She had dinner to prepare. Pigeon and pheasant pie. With that nice oxtail soup for starters, she thought. She was in a meaty mood.



‘Well, I couldn’t wait any longer to introduce you to my bride. I know you must be a bit disappointed, me marrying over in America and everything, but’ — the young man drew forward his blushing bride — ‘I just knew you’d love her when you met her.’



Lady Vee met the American woman’s eyes and smiled. ‘Hello, m’dear.’



‘Your ladyship,’ the new bride said, her accent thankfully quite mild, and not at all the drawling tone Lady Vee had come to expect from watching so many American films on the television.



Cynthia Beatrice, in fact, came from Boston, her ladyship would learn later, not Hollywood.



‘Oh please, call me Vee,’ Vivienne Margaret said. ‘Well, this is quite a surprise. And a wonderful one.’ She caught sight of Miss Starling, sidling to the door, and smiled. ‘It’s been quite a day, I can tell you. Richard, we have a lot of catching up to do. But first, you must be famished,’ she said.



Jenny’s ears pricked up almost as high as those of the English Setter, who was watching the proceedings with a swishing of his plumy tail.



‘Oh, we are,’ Lord Richard said.



‘Miss Starling,’ her ladyship said. ‘Some soup and sandwiches I think.’



‘I have some oxtail soup already made,’ Jenny said brightly, making for the door.



Now that the murder was solved, the castle was happy again. The heir and his bride had returned from overseas, and the cook could see only happy days stretching ahead of her. Long, happy days of cooking the great British dishes, in a great British castle, for a real lord and lady. Bliss!



‘Oh, not for me, thank you,’ Cynthia said quickly. ‘I don’t eat meat.’



‘Don’t eat meat?’ George said, his voice an appalled whisper.



Lady Vee’s jaw dropped.



‘Oh no,’ Cynthia said. ‘I’m a vegan.’



‘Vegan?’ Lady Vee echoed faintly. ‘But I thought you were an American?’



The newlyweds both laughed. ‘She is, Mother,’ Richard said. ‘But she’s a vegan, too.’



‘A vegan!’ Jenny yelped, unable to restrain herself. Everyone turned to stare at her. Lady Vee met the cook’s outraged face, and her own eyes mirrored the sentiment. Jenny drew herself up to her immense height, her back becoming ramrod straight. A vegan!



Lord Avonsleigh, for once as quick on the uptake as his wife, and knowing how his son would be desperate for them to be inclusive, saw his spotted dick and custard fade into the distance, and his shoulders sagged with resignation.



‘Yes,’ Lord Richard said, his voice quiet but firm. ‘Do you have a problem with that, Miss er . . . ?’ He had no idea who this stranger was, but he didn’t appreciate her look of horror one little bit. Any hint that his darling wife wasn’t as perfect as she so obviously was, was most definitely not going to be tolerated.



Jenny said nothing. She was, at that moment, and for the first time in her life, utterly speechless. Instead, she looked forlornly at Lady Vee. Lady Vee looked forlornly and helplessly back.



And before either one could disgrace themselves, Jenny turned and quickly walked out.









 
 
EPILOGUE




Meecham knocked on the door to the breakfast room and came in gingerly. He took a quick look around, but Lord Richard and the American bombshell were nowhere in sight.



Avonsleigh looked up from his paper. Lady Vee, who was standing at the window looking out over the west garden and the village, turned to glance at him, a mournful look on her face.



Meecham coughed. ‘The cook has just left, m’lady,’ he said miserably. His lordship ducked back quickly behind his paper, lest the butler see the sadness in his eyes. Meecham glanced at the breakfast plates. Segments of fruit and raw vegetables still lined them.



Meecham remembered the good old days of last week, when he’d collected empty plates marred only by bacon rind, smears of egg and the odd bit of tomato skin. He sighed and picked up the plates, then stared down at an untouched carrot stick and felt woefully inadequate. He coughed. ‘Er, we in the kitchen, that is, the staff, have taken of late to . . . er . . . buying some cereal, your ladyship. In a packet,’ he added, not sure whether they were au fait with cornflakes. When his lordship looked at him, he coughed again. ‘I was wondering, my lord, if you and her ladyship might, er, possibly benefit from a dish of cornflakes of a morning. That is, if . . .’



‘Meecham, you’re a godsend,’ Lady Vee boomed from her window, cutting across his nervous embarrassment. ‘By all means, sneak us a bowl of cornflakes whenever you can. But make sure
 he
 doesn’t catch you.’



Meecham bowed.
 He
 was the new chef Richard’s American bride had all but forced down their throat. An American, like herself, he was one of those new guru-type of individuals that had sprung up lately, preaching healthy living and cursing all animal fats.



‘No, m’lady,’ Meecham said, with feeling. ‘I’ll make sure the, er, chef doesn’t catch me.’



There was something almost rabidly fanatic about the new chef. The way he chopped vegetables was really alarming. And all the new kinds of vegetables he was bringing into the kitchen . . . well, Meecham didn’t like the look of them at all. Foreign things they were. Things you’d never even heard of, let alone wanted to eat. Ugli fruit for instance. Ugli it looked and ugli it tasted, in his opinion.



He sighed woefully. For a week now he’d been forced to watch Miss Starling showing the new chef around, standing aside as he cooked, her lips pulled into a thin, grim line. She’d looked fit to blow a gasket, but she never had. Instead, she’d always managed to cook around the chef, coming up with something good for the staff. And with Meecham’s help and some expert planning, they had even managed to slip the family the odd steak and kidney pie or fish and chip supper when the American bombshell and Lord Richard were dining out.



But no more. Miss Starling had given her notice on the day of Lord Richard’s arrival, and for a week they’d been dreading the day she’d go. And now the evil moment was upon them. Even the odd clandestine steak and kidney pie was now but a pipe dream. If only Lord and Lady Avonsleigh would make a stand and insist on having their usual food, with a concession made for Lady Cynthia, of course. But they knew that butting heads with their son so soon after his arrival was more trouble than it was worth.



Meecham heaved another sigh, collected the plates and left.



Lord Avonsleigh waited until he was gone, then got up and joined his wife at the window. ‘I must say, I do think it’s a bit thick,’ he complained. ‘I never thought Miss Starling was the sort to abandon us in the trenches.’



Lady Vee snorted. ‘Nor is she, George, nor is she. But you simply can’t ask a cook of her calibre to restrict herself to vegetables. It, well, it’s demeaning. It’s insulting. It’s like asking Sir Christopher Wren to restrict himself to designing garden sheds. Or asking one of those orchestra johnnies to play a violin with one string missing. It just isn’t cricket.’



Her husband nodded glumly. As ever, his darling wife was right. ‘She might have stayed on and cooked my puddings, at least,’ he mumbled, unwilling to let it rest.



‘With what, dearest?’ Lady Vee snorted. ‘I’ve looked up what “vegan” means. It means not only is meat off limits, but anything else that comes from a bird or animal. So poor Miss Starling wouldn’t be able to use eggs, so there goes any kind of sponge pudding. She mustn’t use milk, so bang go our tapioca and rice puddings. Unless it was fruit, fruit, fruit, it would never get past that creature Richard hired.’



George went pale. ‘I’ve been thinking, old girl. That new chef of ours. Do you think we might , well, bump him orf?’



‘Bump him orf?’ she repeated, giving her husband a fond look. ‘Well we might, George. And with Miss Starling gone, we’d probably get away with it too. But’ — she patted his hand fondly — ‘I don’t think it’s quite on, do you? After all, the chap’s a foreigner. You can’t go about potting foreigners. They do take on so.’



He sighed. ‘I suppose so. So what do we do?’



Lady Vee smiled. ‘We wait, George. Richard is the next Lord Avonsleigh, and his wife Lady Avonsleigh, so we must be careful not to alienate them. For the moment, the American bombshell — that’s what the staff are calling her behind her back, you know — is having it all her own way, because Richard is still so young and head over heels in love with her. But the honeymoon stage doesn’t last long, and the rose-tinted glasses will come off, sooner or later, you mark my words. And don’t forget, George dear, Richard is our son. He’ll soon start to crave a nice bit of rump steak. He’ll start dreaming of roast lamb and mint sauce. And then . . .’



‘Then we’ll get Miss Starling back,’ his lordship said firmly.



‘Exactly. I’ve got her details, and when the time comes I’m sure she can be persuaded to return. Despite having to always cook
 one
 vegan dish for the bomb . . . er, Cynthia, she’ll come back to us.’



His lordship sighed. He wondered if the colonel had a cook that knew how to make real spotted dick with custard. He’d have to get himself invited over . . .



‘Oh, look, there she is,’ she said, craning her neck. Below them, solitary rucksack in hand, Jenny walked briskly across the lawn. Her bright cherry-red van was currently in the village, lodged in the local mechanic’s front garden, getting itself a good overhaul.



‘She’s headed for the shortcut to the village,’ his lordship muttered, his voice thick with emotion. ‘I do hope she hasn’t felt
 too
 put out about all this,’ he added worryingly.



Lady Vee watched the cook put down her rucksack and suddenly veer off to the left, heading unerringly towards Seth’s carefully fenced-off vegetable plot.



She blinked. ‘I rather think, George, that she does feel a little bit bitter,’ she said mildly, her tone wavering on the verge of laughter. ‘Look who she’s just picked up.’



His lordship, a trifle far-sighted, leaned forward and peered closely. ‘Well, it looks like — good gad, it is. She’s got Henry! Vee, our cook’s kidnapping our tortoise!’ he yelled, aghast.



Vee bit her lip, laughter gurgling at the back of her throat. ‘I don’t think that’s what she has in mind, dear. Watch.’



He watched.



As she neared the carefully protected rows of beans, carrots, cabbages, lettuces, beetroot and radishes, the large, shapely cook stopped and looked around furtively. Then she quickly hoisted the tortoise over the chicken-wire fence and set him down firmly in the nearest row of lettuces.











THE END











 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ALSO BY FAITH MARTIN




DI HILLARY GREENE SERIES



Book 1: MURDER ON THE OXFORD CANAL



Book 2: MURDER AT THE UNIVERSITY



Book 3: MURDER OF THE BRIDE



Book 4: MURDER IN THE VILLAGE



Book 5: MURDER IN THE FAMILY



Book 6: MURDER AT HOME



Book 7: MURDER IN THE MEADOW



Book 8: MURDER IN THE MANSION



Book 9: MURDER IN THE GARDEN



Book 10: MURDER BY FIRE



Book 11: MURDER AT WORK



Book 12: MURDER NEVER RETIRES



Book 13: MURDER OF A LOVER



Book 14: MURDER NEVER MISSES



Book 15: MURDER AT MIDNIGHT



Book 16: MURDER IN MIND



Book 17: HILLARY’S FINAL CASE



Book 18: HILLARY’S BACK







JENNY STARLING MYSTERIES



Book 1: THE BIRTHDAY MYSTERY



Book 2: THE WINTER MYSTERY



Book 3: THE RIVERBOAT MYSTERY



Book 4: THE CASTLE MYSTERY



Book 5: THE OXFORD MYSTERY



Book 6: THE TEATIME MYSTERY



Book 7: THE COUNTRY INN MYSTERY







MONICA NOBLE MYSTERIES



Book 1: THE VICARAGE MURDER



Book 2: THE FLOWER SHOW MURDER



Book 3: THE MANOR HOUSE MURDER








GREAT READS





THE LYING GAME




AN OXFORD REVENGE



AN OXFORD SCANDAL



AN OXFORD ENEMY



AN OXFORD SECRET



AN OXFORD FRAUD



AN OXFORD TRIAL



AN OXFORD INHERITANCE



AN OXFORD SUSPECT



IMPOSTERS IN PARADISE







More coming soon!











 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FREE KINDLE BOOKS




[image: A picture containing timeline Description automatically generated]








Do you love great books at great prices? Join thousands of readers enjoying bestselling fiction by some of Britain’s favourite writers. You’ll get new releases and hot deals every week from one of the UK’s leading independent publishers.








Click here to start getting lovely book deals!








Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram







@joffebooks













Thank you for reading this book.







If you enjoyed it please leave feedback on Amazon or Goodreads, and if there is anything we missed or you have a question about, then please get in touch. We appreciate you choosing our book.







Founded in 2014 in Shoreditch, London, we at Joffe Books pride ourselves on our history of innovative publishing. We were thrilled to be shortlisted for
 Independent Publisher of the Year
 at the British Book Awards.








www.joffebooks.com








We’re very grateful to eagle-eyed readers who take the time to contact us. Please send any errors you find to
 
corrections@joffebooks.com

 . We’ll get them fixed ASAP.






[image: Logo Description automatically generated]













 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A SELECTION OF BOOKS YOU MAY ENJOY




THE MURDERER’S SON



BY JOY ELLIS






[image: A close up of a sign Description automatically generated]







UK
 
www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B01LWY0PUJ




US
 
www.amazon.com/dp/B01LWY0PUJ








What if your mother was a serial killer?
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A gripping crime thriller by the bestselling author of the Nikki Galena series.







Twenty years ago: a farmer and his wife are cut to pieces by a ruthless serial killer. Now: a woman is viciously stabbed to death in the upmarket kitchen of her beautiful house on the edge of the marshes.







Then a man called Daniel Kinder walks into Saltern police station and confesses to the murder.







But DI Rowan Jackman and DS Marie Evans of the Fenland police soon discover that there is a lot more to Daniel than meets the eye. He has no memory of the first five years of his life and is obsessed with who his real mother is.







With no evidence to hold him, Jackman and Evans are forced to let him go, and in a matter of days Daniel has disappeared and the lonely Lincolnshire Fens become the stage for more killings.







In a breathtaking finale, the truth about Daniel’s mother comes to light and DI Jackman and DS Evans
 race against time to stop more lives being destroyed
 .
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Then a bashed and broken body
 is found floating in the Oxford Canal. It looks like the victim fell off a boat, but Hillary is not so sure. Her investigation exposes a dark background to the death.







Can Hillary clear her name and get to the bottom of a fiendish conspiracy on the water?
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DISCOVER AN ABSOLUTELY GRIPPING RACE-AGAINST-TIME THRILLER FROM BESTSELLING AUTHOR CHARLIE GALLAGHER.







A young woman’s body is left in a metal container in a remote location. The killer is careful to position her under a camera that links to his smartphone. He likes to look back at his work.







HE IS WATCHING HER. BUT SHE ISN’T DEAD.







So he will return to finish the job.







Detective Maddie Ives is new to the area. She is handed a missing person report: a young woman with a drink problem who’s been reported missing fifteen times. It looks like a waste of time. But DS Ives has a bad feeling about the woman’s disappearance.







DI Harry Blaker is called to the hit-and-run of an elderly man left to die on a quiet country road. There is no motive and it looks like a tragic accident. But he’s been working Major Crime long enough to know that something isn’t quite right. The two officers find their investigations intertwine and they will need to work together.







BUT THEY MUST WORK FAST. TIME IS RUNNING OUT FOR THE WOMAN IN THE CONTAINER.













 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GLOSSARY OF ENGLISH USAGE FOR US READERS




A & E:
 accident and emergency department in a hospital



Aggro:
 violent behaviour, aggression



Air raid:
 an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets



Allotment:
 a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers



Anorak:
 nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket)



Artex:
 textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings



A level:
 exams taken between 16 and 18



Auld Reekie:
 Edinburgh



Au pair:
 live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman.



Barm:
 bread roll



Barney:
 argument



Beaker:
 glass or cup for holding liquids



Beemer:
 BMW car or motorcycle



Benefits:
 social security



Bent:
 corrupt



Bin:
 wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb)



Biscuit:
 cookie



Blackpool Lights:
 gaudy illuminations in a seaside town



Bloke:
 guy



Blow:
 cocaine



Blower:
 telephone



Blues and twos:
 emergency vehicles



Bob:
 money



Bobby:
 policeman



Broadsheet:
 quality newspaper (
 New York Times
 would be a US example)



Brown bread:
 rhyming slang for dead



Bun:
 small cake



Bunk:
 escape, i.e. ‘do a bunk’



Burger bar:
 hamburger fast-food restaurant



Buy-to-let:
 buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit



Charity shop:
 thrift store



Carrier bag:
 plastic bag from supermarket



Care home:
 an institution where old people are cared for



Car park:
 parking lot



CBeebies:
 kids TV



Chat-up:
 flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments



Chemist:
 pharmacy



Chinwag:
 conversation



Chippie:
 fast-food place selling chips and other fried food



Chips:
 French fries but thicker



CID:
 Criminal Investigation Department



Civvy Street:
 civilian life (as opposed to army)



Clock:
 punch



Cock-up:
 mess up, make a mistake



Cockney:
 a native of East London



Common:
 an area of park land or lower class



Comprehensive school (Comp.):
 high school



Cop hold of:
 grab



Copper:
 police officer



Coverall:
 coveralls, or boiler suit



CPS:
 Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward



Childminder:
 someone who looks after children for money



Council:
 local government



Dan Dare:
 hero from
 Eagle
 comic



DC:
 detective constable



Deck:
 one of the landings on a floor of a tower block



Deck:
 hit (verb)



Desperate Dan:
 very strong comic book character



DI:
 detective inspector



Digestive biscuit:
 plain cookie



Digs:
 student lodgings



Do a runner:
 disappear



Do one:
 go away



Doc Martens:
 heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole



Donkey’s years:
 long time



Drum:
 house



DS:
 detective sergeant



ED:
 emergency department of a hospital



Eagle
 :
 boys’ comic



Early dart:
 to leave work early



Eggy soldiers:
 strips of toast with a boiled egg



Enforcer:
 police battering ram



Estate:
 public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects)



Estate agent:
 realtor (US)



Falklands War:
 war between Britain and Argentina in 1982



Fag:
 cigarette



Father Christmas:
 Santa Claus



Filth:
 police (insulting)



Forces:
 army, navy and air force



FMO:
 force medical officer



Fried slice:
 fried bread



Fuzz:
 police



Garda:
 Irish police



Gendarmerie:
 French national police force



Geordie:
 from Newcastle



Garden centre:
 a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold



Gob:
 mouth, can also mean phlegm or spit



GP:
 general practitioner, a doctor based in the community



Graft:
 hard work



Gran:
 grandmother



Hancock:
 Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s



Hard nut:
 tough person



HGV:
 heavy goods vehicle, truck



HOLMES:
 UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents



Home:
 care home for elderly or sick people



Hoover:
 vacuum cleaner



I’ll be blowed:
 expression of surprise



Inne:
 isn’t he



Interpol:
 international police organisation



Into care:
 a child taken away from their family by the social services



Iron Lady:
 Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman



ITU:
 intensive therapy unit in hospital



Jane Doe:
 a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous



JCB:
 a mechanical excavator



Jerry-built:
 badly made



Jungle:
 nickname given to migrant camp near Calais



Lad:
 young man



Lass:
 young woman



Lift:
 elevator



Lord Lucan:
 famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found.



Lorry:
 truck



Lovely jubbly:
 said when someone is pleased



Luftwaffe:
 German air force



M&S:
 Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop



Miss Marple:
 detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie



MOD:
 Ministry of Defence



Mobile phone:
 cell phone



MP:
 Member of Parliament, politician representing an area



MRSA:
 A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria



Myra Hindley:
 famous British serial killer



Naff:
 lame, not good



Naff all:
 none



National Service:
 compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s



Net curtains:
 a type of semi-transparent curtain



NHS:
 National Health Service, public health service of the UK



Nick:
 police station (as verb: to arrest)



Nowt:
 nothing



Nutter:
 insane person



Nursery:
 a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale)



O level:
 exams taken between 14 and 16



Old bag:
 old woman (insulting)



Old Bill:
 police



OTT:
 over the top



Owt:
 anything



Pants:
 noun: underwear, adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible



Para:
 paratrooper



Pay-as-you-go:
 a cell phone you pay for calls in advance



PC:
 police constable



Pear-shaped:
 gone wrong



Petrol:
 gasoline



Pictures:
 movie



Pillbox:
 a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence



Pillock:
 fool



Pips:
 police insignia indicating rank



Piss off:
 as exclamation, go away (rude), can also mean annoy



Pissing down:
 raining



Playing field:
 sports field



Pleb:
 ordinary person (often insulting)



Portakabin:
 portable building used as temporary office etc.



Post:
 mail



Planning Department:
 the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property



PNC:
 police national computer



PSNI
 : Police Service of Northern Ireland



Prat:
 idiot



Premier League:
 top English soccer division



Proms:
 annual concerts held at the Albert Hall



Public analyst:
 scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes



RAF:
 Royal Air Force



Rag:
 newspaper



Ram-raiding:
 robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window



Randy:
 horny



Recce:
 reconnaissance



Red Adair:
 famous oil well firefighter



Resus:
 resuscitation room



Right state:
 messy



Ring:
 telephone (verb)



Roadworks:
 repairs done to roads



Rozzers:
 police



RSPB:
 Royal Society for the Protection of Birds



RTC:
 road traffic collision



RV:
 rendezvous point



Royal Engineers:
 British army corps dealing with military engineering etc.



Rugger:
 rugby (posh American football)



Sarge:
 sergeant



SCO19:
 Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command



Scrote:
 low life



Section:
 to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws



Semi:
 semi-detached house, a house with another house joined to it on one side only



Shedload:
 a large amount



Shop:
 store



Shout the odds:
 talk in a loud bossy way



Sickie:
 day off work pretending to be ill



Sixth-form college:
 school for high school students in final two years



SIO:
 senior investigating officer



Skell:
 tramp or homeless person



Skip:
 a large open container used for building waste



Slapper:
 slag



Smackhead:
 heroin addict



Snout:
 police informer



SOCO:
 scene-of-crime officer



Sod:
 an annoying person



Sort:
 to do or make



Solicitor:
 lawyer



Sparky:
 electrician



Spook:
 spy



Spuds:
 potatoes



Squaddie:
 a soldier of low rank



Stunner:
 beautiful woman



Super:
 superintendent (police rank)



Surveyor:
 someone who examines land and buildings professionally



Sweeting:
 endearment, like sweetheart



Tabloid:
 newspaper



Tea:
 dinner (Northern English)



Tea towel:
 drying cloth



Till:
 cash register



Tip:
 a mess



Tipsy:
 a bit drunk



Top himself:
 commit suicide



Torch:
 flashlight



Tutor:
 university teacher



Tower block:
 tall building containing apartments (usually social housing)



Twoc:
 steal a car, often just for joyriding



Upmarket:
 affluent or fancy



Wacky baccy
 : cannabis



Wally:
 silly person



War Cry:
 Salvation Army magazine



Wash:
 the washing machine



Water board:
 company supplying water to an area



White van man:
 typical working-class man who drives a small truck



WI:
 Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity



Widow’s weeds:
 black clothes worn by a widow in mourning



Wilco:
 will comply, i.e. ‘yes’



Wrinklies:
 old people



Yellowbelly:
 native of Lincolnshire



Yob:
 a rude or aggressive youth or person



Yorkie bar:
 type of chocolate bar
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