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CHAPTER ONE

‘Dead!’

Captain Reginald Mortimer Fosedyke flashed a hurried glance up and down the long corridor before bringing his attention back to the young woman accosting him. A World War I veteran, Captain Fosedyke was of medium height and wiry of stature, his full head of silver hair cut in a short back and sides, a neatly trimmed moustache visible between his thin lips and long narrow nose. He was immaculately attired in a smart three-piece black suit, stiffly starched high-collared white shirt, and well-worn but good quality black leather shoes.

Issuing an irritated sigh, he gave a disdainful tut. ‘Dead indeed! Miss Monroe, have you any idea how busy I am dealing with genuine hotel business without having my time wasted by a hysterical member of staff? Mr Roberts most probably had too much to drink last night and is sleeping it off. And what were you doing entering a guest’s room while they were still in residence anyway?’ he accused.

Connie Mary Monroe anxiously smoothed her hands down the front of her unflattering old-fashioned black chambermaid’s uniform, which despite its shapelessness  could not disguise her voluptuous curves. Why did it have to be her who had discovered the man? She wasn’t even supposed to be working today as it was her day off. She’d been looking forward to visiting her family but after her room-mate begged her, had agreed to cover for her so she could visit her sick grandmother. Though, knowing Valerie Bates as she did, Connie strongly suspected her grandmother’s illness was just a ruse to cover the fact that she was meeting a man friend. The monied, much older type probably. That was the sort Val favoured. Connie had spotted them a couple of times as she had passed by a café window, Val and her man, looking very cosy together, intimate almost. Connie herself could not understand why such a pretty woman as Val would go for the older type when she would have no trouble finding a nice man of her own age who’d gladly take her out and show her a good time.

‘Well, I did knock loudly several times, Captain Fosedyke. When I didn’t get an answer, I thought the room had been vacated and let myself in.’ Connie shuddered at the memory of finding the semi-naked middle-aged man slumped across the bed, stiff as a board, his skin waxen. It was immediately apparent he’d breathed his last hours before, seemingly as he’d been undressing for bed.

The shock of what she had so unexpectedly found hadn’t quite registered on her yet in the urgent need to deal with the matter, but Connie felt hurt that her boss hadn’t yet enquired after her own welfare. After all, it wasn’t exactly an everyday occurrence for a chambermaid to enter a room to prepare it in readiness for the next guest and find the only way the previous one was  going to leave was inside a wooden box. It was also annoying that the hotel manager had accused her of being hysterical. She wasn’t a silly girl, she was a woman of twenty-three, and not prone to attacks of hysterics whenever any out-of-the-ordinary occurrence presented itself. Boss or no boss she would let Captain Fosedyke know that.

She took a deep breath and said resolutely, ‘I did my First Aid badge in the Girl Guides and passed with flying colours. Mr Roberts is dead, Captain Fosedyke, I can assure you of that. When I checked for a pulse I couldn’t find one and he wasn’t breathing. I held a mirror under his nose to check.’

Before he could respond a young girl came rushing up to them. ‘Oh, there yer are, Captain Fosedyke.’ A look of relief spread over Mona Biddle’s extraordinarily plain face. ‘I’ve bin looking all over for yer. Chef . . .’

‘What is a kitchen assistant doing in the main hotel?’ Reginald Fosedyke interjected. ‘You’re well aware of the rules, they were made clear enough to you at the start of your employment. You’d better have a good excuse for venturing in here. Chef might be your immediate superior but the rest of the hotel is my responsibility. And straighten your cap! The Connaught is a prestigious establishment. We have standards to uphold and I will not allow those to be compromised. Is that clear?’

Connie tightened her lips. Captain Fosedyke was obviously blind to the fact that the eighty-roomed Connaught Hotel, a five-storey Georgian building on the London Road in Leicester, a five-minute walk from  the main railway station, had long since lost any pretensions to grandeur. The building was impressive enough with its pillared portico and revolving door. It had been commissioned over a hundred years previously by Charles Devonshire, owner of a considerable number of rental properties, who had decided to expand his growing business empire into the hotel trade, seeing the need for a better standard of accommodation for the more affluent visitors to the city. By 1956, however, the Connaught was well overdue for a face lift. Stepping inside this hotel was like travelling back in time to the early-1920s.

Hurriedly straightening her white mob cap, Mona peered fearfully at the hotel manager. ‘I’m sorry, Captain Fosedyke, really I am. Chef ordered me to find yer ’cos he ain’t got time himself. He’s a very busy man is Chef, I have ter do what he tells me or he’ll sack me.’

‘All right, all right, just get on with it,’ the manager snapped.

‘Right, yes. I’m sorry, Captain Fosedyke. Chef . . . well, he’s in a right temper ’cos apart from the meat delivery being late again, we’re short of a washer-upper. Well, kitchen assistant, ’cos that’s what I am, ain’t it? A kitchen assistant. Sounds posher than a washer-upper, ’ she said, a proud beam lighting up her unattractive face.

He looked at her, bemused. ‘And what has this all to do with me?’

She gulped nervously. ‘Well, when I asked Chef for some help he said as you pinched Ivy Bishop off us to train up as a silver service waitress, it’s your fault we’re  short-staffed so it’s up to you to give us someone to replace her. He said he ain’t got time at the minute to do all the interviewing and whatnot, not with everything else he has to do. I can’t manage all by meself, Captain Fosedyke. I’ve bin at it since six-thirty this morning and I ain’t got through all the breakfast dishes yet, let alone all else that’s stacking up. Look at me hands, they’re red raw,’ she said, thrusting them at him.

Whether the staff shortage in the kitchen was in fact down to Captain Fosedyke’s actions was immaterial. He was more annoyed at being summoned in this peremptory way by Chef. He looked up and down the corridor to make sure there were no guests observing them and narrowed his eyes at Mona. ‘Tell Chef to sort this out himself. Inform him I shall be paying him a visit, he can rest assured of that, but at a time of my own choosing.’ He flapped one hand at her in a dismissive fashion. ‘Now be about your business.’

Mona scooted off to the kitchen, not at all relishing the prospect of relaying the hotel manager’s response to Chef. Amelia Harbin, the head receptionist, was next to join them. She was a tall, extremely thin, formidable-looking middle-aged spinster. As usual she was dressed in a back-belted, mid-calf dress with a white lace collar and cuffs, a cameo brooch pinned to the shoulder. Her thick salt-and-pepper hair was scraped up into a bun which sat on the top of her head like a lump of unrisen bread dough. She ran the reception area like a military operation and woe betide anyone who tried to interfere with her domain, except of course for those who held a superior position to her own such as the Captain, Mr Sopwith, the assistant  manager, and Mr Griffin, the aloof proprietor, on whom she’d never set eyes during the thirty-odd years she had been employed at the Connaught.

Completely ignoring the presence of Connie she said to the Captain, ‘I need to speak to you, Captain Fosedyke, as a matter of urgency.’

He gave an irritated sigh and his response to her was curt. ‘Wait in my office please, Miss Harbin. I’ll be with you shortly.’

As the receptionist strode away all thoughts of her recent distressing experience flew from Connie’s mind as excitement whirled within her. An opportunity was presenting itself, a situation she had longed for for such a long time. Connie was desperate to improve her position at the Connaught and forever on the look out for an opportunity to prove to the management that she had the potential to be much more than a chambermaid. Despite her having been employed for over two years at the hotel, this was the first time such a chance had presented itself and she’d be a fool not to seize it. But did she have the nerve or not? She was well aware of the consequences should Captain Fosedyke perceive it as a breach of protocol. But should she let this opportunity slip away it could be another two years, or even longer, before another chance like this came along. The thought of remaining a chambermaid for longer than she needed to made the decision for her.

Taking a deep breath, her heart beating rapidly, she blurted out, ‘With due respect, Captain Fosedyke, it’s obvious you’ve your hands full. I could call the doctor and the funeral home to come and deal with Mr Roberts for you? I’ll make sure it’s all carried out discreetly so  our other guests don’t get wind. Well, as much as I can, of course. I expect we’ll need to look through Mr Roberts’s belongings, too, to get information about his next-of-kin so we can contact them.’ Her face clouded over. ‘This is going to be a terrible shock for them, isn’t it, Captain Fosedyke?’

He looked at her in irritation. ‘Miss Monroe, you have other duties to perform to ensure the comfort of our guests. We’re already short of two chambermaids since our former employees are of the mistaken belief they’ll fare better as chalet maids at a holiday camp.’ He eyed her warningly. ‘Now please return to your own responsibilities and leave me to mine. I trust I don’t need to remind you there should be no tittle-tattle on the subject of Mr Roberts, especially not within earshot of any of the other guests. Careless talk and all that.’ He added wryly, ‘If indeed Mr Roberts has departed this world, which has yet to be confirmed.’ He looked at Connie appraisingly then, and to her surprise his face softened and he actually smiled at her. ‘You’ve had a shock, no doubt. Go to the kitchen and get yourself a cup of tea. For five minutes, no more. Tell Chef I sent you, and if he has a problem to come and see me direct. Go on, off you go.’

With that the manager strode off. Connie stared after him. After what she had just been through a cup of tea was absolutely the thing she needed. Regardless, though, the kitchen was out of bounds to everyone but catering staff, even the owner himself, unless personally invited by Chef, and she knew that her intrusion was going to cause trouble, whatever the reason. It was well known that the hotel’s manager and head chef each  felt themself to be the most important member of staff. Each conveyed the impression that the place would fall down without them, and each constantly endeavoured to outdo the other in order to confirm their position as number one in the pecking order. She would like to believe that Captain Fosedyke had acted out of compassion in ordering her to go for a cup of tea but he was probably using her as a pawn in his feud with Chef.

Feeling she ought to inform her fellow chambermaid that she’d be absent from duty for a few minutes, Connie hurriedly returned to the second floor. As she turned into the corridor she heard her name being called and saw Dorothy Smith’s head poking out of the bathroom at the end. ‘Oh, there yer are, Connie. Where yer bin?’

‘I had to find the Captain and inform him of a problem.’

Dorothy’s eyes sparkled keenly. ‘Problem? What sorta problem? Must be bad to have ter tell Fossie about it?’

‘It was something and nothing,’ Connie said evasively. ‘Did you want me for a reason, Dot?’

‘Yeah, the lavvy chain is broke in here. The last person who used it didn’t flush either and it ain’t a pretty sight,’ she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

Connie shuddered at the vision she was conjuring up. This morning was proving to be one of the difficult ones. She sighed. ‘Well, do what we normally do in such circumstances, Dot. Put an “Out of Order” sign on the door and we’ll report it to Sid along with the other repair jobs we found needed doing this morning.  I’ve got to run an errand, I’ll be a few minutes.’

‘Errand? What sorta errand?’

‘Just an errand. And get a move on, Dot. We’ve only covered half what we’re supposed to do by now and time is wearing on.’ In truth, Connie had covered more than her fair share but as always when unfortunate enough to be on a shift alongside Dot was hindered by her slowness.

Dot snorted, ‘’Tain’t fair, Connie. We’re expected to do far more than chambermaids in other hotels.’

‘Yes, well, this isn’t any other hotel, is it? In fairness to the Captain we are short-staffed at the moment and at times like this we all need to pull our weight. And we do have a choice, remember. Put up and shut up or else get out.’

‘Well, as soon as I can find summat else suitable, I’m getting out,’ Dot announced. ‘I can’t understand why I got turned down by the Bell. I thought they’d snap me up, me being so experienced like.’

Connie understood only too well. Dorothy Smith was lazy, only doing what she had to, and even then her work wasn’t really up to scratch and she had to be constantly monitored. Other establishments where she had tried to get a job had obviously detected this trait in her at interview and declined to have her work for them.

‘I can’t understand you, though, Connie,’ Dot continued. ‘You ain’t the normal type that skivvies for a living. You could do much better for yerself.’

‘I intend to, Dot, but to get to the top you have to start at the bottom. Now, as I said, I won’t be long. By the time I get back you should have finished that  bathroom and made a start on the next lot of bedrooms. ’

After making sure that the door to the deceased man’s room was safely locked, Connie hurried off down the back stairs to the kitchen.




CHAPTER TWO

Gordon Stimpson, his stained cook’s whites straining alarmingly over his monstrous girth, was firing out orders like bullets as he stomped around the kitchen, flailing his arms wildly.

‘I said cut finely, you blithering idiot, not chop like you’re hacking at firewood!’

The young man to whom he was directing this verbal abuse gulped audibly. ‘The knife’s blunt,’ he offered by way of excuse.

‘Then sharpen it, you cretin,’ Gordon hissed sarcastically. Still reeling out insults about the state of the kitchen, he manoeuvred his huge bulk towards the stove dominating the back wall of the large room and stared, appalled, into a big saucepan of puce-coloured liquid being stirred by Melvin Jones, a gawky young commis of seventeen. ‘Good grief, what on earth is that?’ he bellowed.

Melvin looked at him, terrified. ‘Br . . . br . . . Brown Windsor soup, Chef.’

‘If that’s Brown Windsor then I’m yer bleeding Dutch uncle,’ Gordon screamed, grabbing up a wooden spoon to slap it down hard across the back of the young man’s hand. ‘Chuck it all away and start again.  The food that leaves this kitchen is my responsibility and I won’t have my reputation tarnished by your incompetence. Get it right next time or you can kiss goodbye to any hope you have of qualifying as a chef. You’ll be washing dishes for the rest of your life, boy, so be warned.’ He threw up his hands in despair, giving each of the three young apprentices a look of utter disdain. ‘I’ve had some stupid commis in my charge during my time but you lot take the biscuit! What makes you think any of you has what it takes to make a chef, eh? Now, I’m warning you all, you’d better pull yer socks up or yer’ll be out on yer ear. I’d have no trouble replacing any of yer. Jones, get a move on with the vegetables then start gutting the chickens for dinner.’ He slapped one paw-like hand to his forehead, letting out a despairing groan. ‘Oh, damn and blast, you can’t, can you, because that clot of a butcher hasn’t delivered yet. Get on the telephone and ask where the hell our order is. I’ve a lamb casserole to prepare for lunch or we’ll only have a fish course to offer the guests at this rate. Now where’s that excuse for a hotel manager? You did give him my message, didn’t you, Biddle?’

Mona, who had slipped in unobserved while Chef had been ranting and was back at her place at the enormous pot sink, tackling the ever-increasing mound of dirty dishes and greasy pans, gulped in trepidation as she turned to look at him, eyes fearful.

‘Er . . . yes, Chef.’

‘And?’

‘Eh? Oh, he . . . er . . . said he’d be along to see yer shortly.’

‘He’d better. I’ll teach that jumped-up little upstart  to pinch my staff,’ Chef fumed. ‘By the time I’ve finished with him, he’ll think twice about doing it again.’ He moved swiftly to the side of the young man next to Melvin at the stove and slapped his hand across the boy’s head. ‘Oi, stir gently, don’t beat! The roux for the fish sauce will separate if you carry on smashing it to death like that.’

Using all his will-power, Neal Richmond stopped himself from retaliating equally violently. A tall, carrot-haired, pleasant-faced young man, at twenty-three he was only months off qualifying as a fully fledged chef in his own right. Chefs were notorious within the trade for being generally bad-tempered, treating their apprentices as though they were brainless idiots, even slapping them when the mood took them. Sixty-year-old Gordon Stimpson lived up to the stereotype. Many times in the past, as Neal had painstakingly perfected his skills under the guidance of this foul-mouthed, temperamental man, he had quashed his own anger. The injustice of it was what hurt him the most. Neal had in fact been carefully stirring the roux, not beating it as Chef had accused him of doing, but the other man never, ever paid a compliment for a job well done, always finding fault whether there was any to find or not.

But tyrant though Gordon Stimpson was, with few commis chefs actually managing to complete their apprenticeship under his capricious tutelage, and boringly unimaginative though his menus were, Neal had long since realised he was better under this man’s charge than that of some others in the trade with the nerve to call themselves chef. Their culinary qualifications had in truth been gained working in transport  cafés or low-grade hotels where the quality of food offered was uniformly abysmal. Stimpson was better than that, on a good day anyway.

Neal had a bright future planned for himself. After putting up with what he had while he gained his qualifications, he wasn’t about to jeopardise it all just for the satisfaction of putting Chef in his place.

Stimpson was looking at him fixedly, a mocking smile on his thick lips. He was well aware that Neal wanted to stand his ground but if he dared then Gordon Stimpson would have grounds to sack the senior apprentice - just what he wanted to do. ‘Something to say, have you, Richmond?’ he goaded.

Reminding himself of his future plans, Neal glanced back at him blankly. ‘No, Chef.’

‘Sure, are you?’

He smiled politely. ‘Absolutely, Chef.’

Disappointment that he had failed to rile Neal was evident on Gordon’s face. ‘Huh. I bet you’d like nothing more than to have a go back at me, wouldn’t you, boy?’

Neal pretended to be hurt that Chef could even think such a thing of him. ‘I’m here to learn from you, Chef, and you’ve every right to chastise me should you feel I’m not coming up to scratch.’

Gordon glared at him. He didn’t like Neal Richmond, not one bit. It wasn’t anything to do with his sturdy resilient character but the fact that Neal was a far better cook than Gordon was himself; in fact, if he was honest, the lad was a natural. Gordon had very quickly seen the potential in this young man when he had agreed to take him on as an apprentice over four years ago. To begin with the Head Chef had welcomed his presence.  For the first time that he could ever remember he’d showed a commis what to do, and not only did Neal remember exactly what he had been instructed down to the last detail, he also made improvements to tried and trusted recipes, even coming up with completely new ones of his own.

Gordon soon put a stop to this. He was no fool. He knew full well that he’d been lazy about keeping up with changes in culinary taste. But, fortunately for him, his place of work was stuck in a time warp so it didn’t matter his own range was strictly limited. He might be a cut above some in his profession, but an outstanding chef he certainly was not and never would be. He didn’t need a commis showing him up. He was well aware he wouldn’t fare well should it ever come to having to seek another job in a decent establishment. He’d managed to secure this one by the skin of his teeth because he was the only chef who had applied for the position when it became vacant after the last incumbent retired after forty-five years’ service. Gordon Stimpson had created an easy life for himself here at the Connaught and also benefited from a very lucrative sideline; he wasn’t going to have all that whipped away from him easily. The likes of Neal Richmond he kept firmly in their place.

As Gordon stomped off, he grunted under his breath, ‘Smart arse.’

The sound of the back door opening caught his attention and he spun round to see Gertrude Braddock entering the room. ‘You’re early,’ he hurled accusingly at her.

The elderly woman flashed a scowl of annoyance at the fat man who with his monstrous rolls of blubber  and completely bald head always reminded her of a sow about to give birth. ‘Oh, and that’s a crime now, is it?’ she shouted back at him.

‘It is when you’re expecting to take over part of my  kitchen.’

She was already several years past the age when most women retire but nevertheless Gertrude Braddock was reliant on her job, needing her small wage to eke out the widow’s pittance she received from the government. Having lost her only son in the last war she was alone in the world now and the daily contact with people that this job afforded her gave her existence some meaning. A shame it had to be in the same kitchen as this odious man who was the bane of all who served under him. She wasn’t alone in wishing vehemently that something would happen to cause him to leave and then they’d be able to work for a more amiable boss. But until that happy day she’d sooner sell cakes on street corners in a howling blizzard, naked as the day she was born, than let Gordon Stimpson ever have the satisfaction of getting the better of her.

‘Your kitchen! Listen here, you,’ she replied, wagging a finger at him as she kicked shut the back door. ‘You might be under the impression you’re king pin in this kitchen, Chef Stimpson, but I’m a cook the same as you and you’ll give me the respect I deserve.’

Hands on hips, a sarcastic smile twitching his lips, Stimpson replied, ‘A pastry cook can hardly be classed in the same light as Head Chef. Eh, and remember, I’m the boss,’ he warned her.

‘Pâtissière, if yer don’t mind,’ Gertrude snapped back, then sniggered. ‘Yer might be me boss, and yer  can sack me if yer want, but you know as well as I do that you’ll not get another pâtissière of my calibre that’d last one shift in this hellhole with you. The only reason the two breakfast chefs have stuck it so long is ’cos their shift finishes before you come on and they have no contact with you.’

Gordon knew she spoke the truth and fought desperately to save face before the staff who were witnessing this ferocious exchange. He needed to put the old bag in her place once and for all. He was just beginning to worry that he wouldn’t succeed when his attention was caught by the inner swing doors opening. He turned his head, eyes nearly popping out to see a chambermaid entering his kitchen.

‘What the hell is a skivvy doing in here?’ he bellowed across at Connie. ‘Get out! Out!’ he screamed, gesticulating wildly.

‘Give the gel a chance to explain herself before you bawl her out,’ Gertrude shouted over as she waddled across to Connie. ‘For all you know she could have a perfectly legitimate reason for presenting herself here. What is it, lovey?’ she asked, reaching the girl. She smiled at Connie kindly. ‘Never mind Chef, he just likes the sound of his own voice,’ she said softly.

Connie smiled gratefully at her. ‘Captain Fosedyke ordered me to present myself in the kitchen for a cup of tea.’

‘Oh, he did, did he? Well, he knows very well the kitchen is out of bounds to the likes of yerself and that Chef would cause a stink about it. And it’s not like the Cap’n to excuse anyone from their work without a damn’ good reason. What is it then?’

‘Oh, er . . . I’ve had a bit of a shock.’

‘A shock, eh? Must be more than a bit of one for the Cap’n to offer tea and sympathy. What kinda shock?’ probed Gertrude, her eyes sparkling keenly.

Connie looked at her awkwardly. ‘I’m not at liberty to discuss what happened, Cook.’

Gertrude’s face clouded over. ‘Oh, I see.’ Her curiosity was aroused, though, and she intended to find out just what shock Connie had suffered. Putting a friendly arm around the girl’s shoulders, she said, ‘I’m early today so come with me into the room service kitchen and I’ll mek you a cuppa meself.’

The small room Gertrude guided Connie into adjoined the main kitchen. Here room service orders were prepared on a small separate stove: tea and coffee, toast and sandwiches. The ever-boiling blackened kettle was already singing merrily. Whenever possible, the restaurant staff would sneak in here for a crafty cigarette or beverage.

The on-duty room service waiter was setting trays when Gertrude and Connie entered.

‘Have you ’ote else yer can be doing?’ Gertrude addressed him as she stripped off her coat to drape it across a chair.

The young man shook his head at her. ‘I’m ahead of meself today, Cook. Just got to finish getting these trays ready then I’m all set for anyone ringing through their orders.’

‘Meks a change for you to be in front, Bernie. What’s up? Someone stuck a rocket up yer backside? Or more than likely the Cap’n gave yer a warning to pull yer socks up else yer for it. Well, yer might have thought  you was going to sit here with yer feet up reading the paper while yer waited for the telephone to ring, but you ain’t. You can finish off the trays later. For now give me a hand by getting all me stuff ready for me baking. It’s me own helper’s day off today, and me knowing Chef as I do, I doubt he’s allocated anyone else to assist me. Don’t look at me like that or I’ll give you cause to regret it, young man. If any guests ring down for room service, I’ll let you know. Now skedaddle, we want some privacy.’

‘I really ought to be getting back myself, Cook,’ said Connie, aware that the five minutes Captain Fosedyke had allocated her were almost over. ‘We’re short-staffed ourselves. Until the Captain gets new staff in, we’ve two maids less than usual.’

‘You sit yourself down,’ Gertrude ordered as she put leaves in a huge brown tea pot and gathered crockery. ‘Shock is a funny thing. Yer might feel fine but it can have a delayed reaction. And the Cap’n ain’t fool enough to think the five minutes he said yer could take was long enough for you to make yer way down to the kitchen and drink a cuppa.’

A minute or so later Gertrude put a cup of tea in front of Connie and, armed with her own, sat down opposite her at the table. ‘This could have done with a bit longer to mash but it’s wet and warm. I’ve put a good measure of brown sugar in. Just the thing for shock is a cup of sweet tea.’

Gertrude took a sip of her own and eyed Connie keenly. ‘You don’t seem the flibberty-jibbet type who’s easily shocked, gel. Not that I know you that well, if at all in fact, our paths hardly crossing ’cos of our different  lines of work. But you seem the sort to have her head screwed well on ter me. So . . . this shock yer’ve had . . . one of the male guests expose himself to yer, summat like that, was it? It has been heard of, yer know. A few years back, for instance. Priest it was an’ all. ’Course,  he reckoned it was all a mistake but I ain’t so sure, and the poor chambermaid he flaunted himself in front of was adamant he was lying in wait for her. But then it was his side that was took, and the poor gel was dismissed and him let off without paying his bill. Summat odd about priests, if yer ask me, what with them vowing to abstain for life from you know what.’ She put down her cup and folded her arms under her matronly bosom. ‘Well, it ain’t natural, is it? So . . . er . . . is that what happened to you? Guest exposed himself to yer, did he?’

Connie vehemently shook her head. ‘No, Cook, nothing like that.’ The Captain’s warning to her not to tittle-tattle still rang in her ears and she felt it best to steer this woman off the subject. ‘Have you worked at the Connaught a long time, Cook?’

‘Long time! Oh, my dear, I’ve bin here that long I’m part of the fixtures and fittings. Started as a kitchen hand at the grand old age of thirteen.’ Cradling her cup of tea, Gertrude leaned back in her chair, eyes glazing over distantly as memories of long ago surfaced. ‘I was lucky enough to learn me trade under Ethel Stubbs. What that woman didn’t know about baking wasn’t worth knowing! Her pastry was as light as a feather and her cakes so delicate you had to tie them down for fear they’d float off. And her puddings were to die for. She had a kindly disposition too: I never heard her raise her voice in all the time I worked for her, and the patience  of a saint. Just after I finished me training she went off to run a tea shop with her sister in Bournemouth. I expect she’s long dead now, bless her. I was fortunate, though, to have the likes of Ethel teaching me my skills. Can’t claim to have inherited her extraordinary talent but I could certainly give Mrs Beeton a run for her money.’ Gertrude gave a sigh. ‘Goodness me, it seems like a lifetime ago . . . well, it was, I suppose. Things were different then, let me tell yer. Well, the calibre of our guests at any rate. Royalty stayed here, yer know.’

‘Royalty? Really?’ Connie was impressed.

‘It was before my time, mind, ’cos it was in the middle of the last century and I might be getting on a bit but I’m not that old. The then Prince of Wales stayed here overnight when he came to Leicester to launch a venture for Thomas Cook at the railway station - yer know, him who’s the travel pioneer. He hails from Leicester,’ she said proudly. ‘’Course, that was in the hotel’s heyday. Oh, it was posh then, let me tell yer. Luxurious. Only the cream of society stayed here, could afford to, in fact, and the hotel employed enough staff to pander to their every whim. In those days you chambermaids would have been under the charge of the housekeeper. Good at her job but a right tartar she was. Nothing got past her and she ruled the cleaning staff with a rod of iron.

‘We had a commissionaire then too. What a sight he was! Great big burly chap dressed in a braided coat who’d meet the guests and escort them up the steps and into the hotel. Some guests used to bring their own maids to help them dress for dinner. Oh, that’s when yer saw all the finery! The men in their penguin suits, and women decked out in their best evening frocks  weighed down by diamonds and pearls. While they were dining, a string quartet played chamber music in the restaurant. Yes, them were the days, ducky. Though I suppose the sort of guests we get now are a cut above some, they can’t be classed as the top brass we had staying in those days . . . far from it . . . despite them acting as though they are. Nearest they have to servants these days is a daily, if they’re lucky. Servants are a bygone thing, the war saw to that. Women want more out of life today than cleaning up other people’s muck and fannying around after their every whim. And who can blame them?’

She pulled a face. ‘Though it ain’t just the guests who act above ’emselves, is it? Chef Stimpson carries on as though he owns the place and has a right to treat all his underlings as village idiots and get away with it. The Cap’n too won’t compromise when it comes to adhering to hotel rules and regulations, trying to keep standards the same as they ever was despite the fact this place is slowly sinking into a decline. As for that head receptionist . . . well, if she stuck her nose any higher in the air she’d get altitude sickness, and I pity the poor young girl that works for her as an assistant. I suspect she’s not allowed to breathe unless Miss Harbin gives her the nod first.

‘Mind you, it ain’t like when I was young. Then yer were expected to put up with yer job no matter what, with a thick ear from yer folks should you even mention changing it. Smallest thing they don’t agree with now and staff are off, whether they’ve got another job to go to or not. Years ago, tell people you worked in the hotel trade, especially at a place like the Connaught, and you  was looked on with respect. Nowadays they look at yer like yer stupid and ask if you can’t get anything better.

‘I met my husband working here, God rest his soul. Head porter he was in the days when there were three porters to run after the guests and they had enough money to hand out decent tips. He died ten years back from a heart attack he got lugging a guest’s trunk up the stairs when that dratted lift was out of order. Still, I suppose he passed away doing a job he loved, not that he got any recognition from the owner for his years of loyal service. Not even so much as a condolence card did I receive and we both worked here all our lives. Yet when Mrs Griffin herself passed on, all us staff were expected to pay our respects.

‘Mind you, sad day for the Connaught Hotel was the one Roxanne Griffin died. She might have been a toff but a lovely woman she was too, the sort you could go up to and say “Howdy do?” and she’d say “Howdy do?” back. Good-looking, a real beauty, with a new baby daughter and a husband who looked like Rudolph Valentino and doted on her. Knew all us staff by name and always showed an interest in how we were getting on in our jobs. I got the feeling she really wanted to know we was happy in what we did. As far as I know Edwin Griffin hasn’t been near this place since the day she died, nor the daughter. Wonder what she turned out like? Obviously far too stuck up to show her face in this rundown place.’ Gertrude frowned thoughtfully. ‘Forty years since her mam died . . . well, it must be. I was only in me twenties at the time. Good Lord, how time flies! It seems like yesterday.’

She looked wistful as she took a sip of her tea. ‘My  Lawrence would be so sad to see how this place has been left to go to rack and ruin despite poor old Sid Makepeace doing his best to keep up with the repairs. Sid tries his best, but he’s only an odd job man when all’s said and done. The Connaught should have been treated to a face lift years ago to stay in competition with the likes of the Grand and the Bell. Mind you, neither of them is what it used to be either, what with two world wars causing havoc in more ways than one, but they’re still a damned sight more upmarket than this place is now.’

‘I must admit the Connaught is a bit old-fashioned,’ Connie agreed. ‘But it has got character.’

Gertrude looked bemused. ‘Has it?’

‘Oh, I think so, most definitely. It’s a beautiful building and these high ornate ceilings are really stunning. That sweeping staircase too . . . well, I can just imagine all those dressed up ladies gliding down it in the past. The furnishings and décor might be showing their age now but you can still tell they were top quality when new.’

Gertrude was looking at Connie agog. ‘I never knew you young ’uns these days took much notice of things like that.’

Connie smiled. ‘Think all that catches our eye is a handsome face?’

‘Well, that’s all that caught my eye when I was your age,’ Gertrude laughed. ‘Actually, I was married by then with a baby on the way. Why aren’t you?’ she asked bluntly.

‘Because I’ve not found the right one yet, Cook.’

‘Oh, I’ve no doubt yer will, lovey, an attractive girl like you.’

‘I’m no beauty, Cook. I ain’t so blind as not to know that, even though my mam keeps telling me I am. My nose is too big, my mouth’s too wide and my eyes are too far apart. And I’m big-boned. I’m what the Scots would call a “bonny lassie”.’

Gertrude put down her cup and looked at her hard. ‘Well, yes, now yer come to mention it, you have got a big nose, haven’t yer? Anyway, yer might be big-boned, but them bones of yours are nicely covered. On the whole men like a woman who’s got some meat on her, gives them something to cuddle up to. My Lawrence did. He used to tell me that my bosoms were like two soft cushions. Well, a man can’t tell a skinny woman that, can he? There’s a nice lad waiting for you, my girl, and he’s just around the corner, you mark my words.’

Connie laughed. ‘Well, if he is then he’d better have something more about him than knowing what position Leicester City is in the Football League, and keeping his eye on the clock for when the pubs open.’

Gertrude chuckled. ‘There’s about a million to one chance of that, I’d say.’ She looked at Connie, impressed. ‘Well, you’re certainly a girl who knows what she wants. It does me heart good to meet a youngster not hell-bent on snapping up the first man who gives her the wink. I’ve really enjoyed talking to you.’

She leaned forward and fixed Connie with her eyes. ‘So . . . er . . . this shock that you . . .’ She stopped her flow abruptly as a noise from outside reached her ears. ‘That’s a vehicle drawing up. Car by the sound of it. What’s a car doing round the back?’ she questioned, rising to look out of the window into the yard. ‘Oh, I say, it’s a hearse! What on earth . . .’ She turned to  look at Connie, a knowing expression filling her face. ‘Oh, so that’s what shook you, is it? Yer found one of the guests dead. That’s it, ain’t it? Well, no wonder you was shook up, gel, not every day yer comes across a body. Who was it?’ she asked, a spark of excitement in her eyes as she waddled back to join Connie. ‘What was the cause, d’yer know?’

‘I’m sorry, Cook, Captain Fosedyke warned me not to talk about it. Oh, goodness, is that the time?’ exclaimed Connie, catching sight of the clock on the wall. ‘I’ve been here nearly twenty minutes,’ she cried, jumping up. ‘Oh, I hope Captain Fosedyke hasn’t clocked how long I’ve been gone.’

‘Stop worrying yerself, gel,’ Gertrude scolded her. ‘If he has, I’ll back you up - say that you fainted. Finish yer tea, for goodness’ sake. The old duffer is more than likely far too occupied trying to get the body out without any of the guests getting wind, in case they think we’re responsible for the death in some way, to notice how long you’ve bin gone.’

Just then the door into the main kitchen swung open and Gordon Stimpson sauntered in. He looked at Gertrude, a sneer on his face. ‘There’s a meat wagon outside being loaded with the body of a guest and rumour has it it was one of your French fancies that choked him.’

Gertrude’s face blackened. ‘You nasty man! May God forgive you.’

Connie cringed and decided it was best to slip out now before she found herself in the middle of a battle zone.
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‘If you want an enthralling saga, read Lynda Page’
Martina Cole





