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CHAPTER ONE

DR BARTHOLOMEW SLOCUM was definitely dead. Inspector Gerald Witherspoon stared morosely at the body slumped over the huge mahogany desk and fervently wished he were home sitting in front of a roaring fire instead of standing in a gloomy Knightsbridge surgery.

From behind him, he heard Constable Barnes clear his throat. Witherspoon thrust the image of a cozy fire and a glass of port out of his mind and remembered his duty. Straightening his spine, he moved determinedly toward the body.

Aware of the two pairs of eyes staring at his back, Witherspoon leaned forward and examined the dead man. It was not a chore he relished. The fact was, he was rather squeamish about dead people, but as corpses went, this was a rather nice one. At least it wasn’t covered in blood.

He heard an impatient shuffle of feet behind him, and that brought him back to the problem at hand. ‘Hmmm,’ he muttered thoughtfully, trying to sound both wise and official. ‘The gentleman is definitely dead.’

‘Yes, we know,’ said Dr Sebastian Hightower somewhat irritably. ‘That is, of course, why I summoned the police.’

‘Hmm, yes.’ Witherspoon turned and smiled faintly at the portly man standing next to Constable Barnes. Hightower didn’t return his smile. He gazed impatiently from beneath thick brown eyebrows and pointedly picked up his watch chain.

‘The doctor was obviously reading when death occurred,’ Witherspoon said. ‘See how his head is resting on that book. Except for the rather peculiar way his arms are flopped out, one on each side, you’d think he was merely taking a nap.’

‘Well he isn’t napping,’ snapped the doctor, glaring at Witherspoon. ‘He’s dead and the circumstances are very suspicious.’

‘Suspicious?’ Witherspoon echoed. He didn’t think there was anything suspicious about a dead person in a doctor’s surgery. Mind you there were more dead people in hospitals; but surely, if one couldn’t die in a hospital, a surgery was the next best place.

‘Look, Inspector, I do wish you’d get on with it. You’ve been here ten minutes and all you’ve done is stare at the fellow.’

Witherspoon stiffened. He was terribly unsure of what to do, but he wouldn’t tolerate the fact that it was starting to show. ‘Staring at the corpse, as you call it,’ he said coolly, ‘is the best way to begin an investigation. We don’t even know that Dr Slocum’s death is a matter for the police. Now, Dr Hightower, could you please describe how you came to find the deceased?’

Hightower sighed. ‘I’ve already told all that to your constable here.’

‘I’m sure you have, but I’d like to hear it myself.’

‘I came in and saw Dr Slocum slumped over his desk. At first I thought he was doing exactly as you said, taking a nap. But when he didn’t move after I’d called out several times, I realized something was wrong. I examined him quickly and checked for a pulse, then realized he was dead. But it was when I saw what he had clutched in his other hand that I decided to send for the police. Luckily, the butler happened to come in then, so I sent him for the constable on the corner.’

‘I see,’ Witherspoon muttered. He was annoyed with himself. He hadn’t even realized Dr Slocum was holding something in his fingers. Looking down, he saw a small vial curled in the palm of the dead man’s hand.

‘Precisely. Uh . . . exactly why did you think this vial warranted such an action? I mean, why did it strike you as suspicious? The gentleman’s dead, but there certainly isn’t any sign of violence. Perhaps the poor man has had a heart attack.’

‘Inspector Witherspoon,’ Hightower began slowly, as though talking to a thick-skulled child, ‘if you’ll trouble yourself to lift Dr Slocum’s head, you’ll see why I considered his death suspicious.’

Witherspoon swallowed hard and rolled the dead man’s head to one side. He tried not to shudder as a pair of open, beady grey eyes gazed up at him. The face surrounding those eyes was puffed up like bread dough, and the flesh was flushed a bright pink. A hideously swollen tongue protruded from between lips that had been stretched in a horrible parody of a smile.

Inspector Witherspoon quickly turned the face away and stepped back.

‘As you can see, he’s swelled up like a bullfrog,’ Hightower continued. ‘He may well have actually died of heart failure, but, I assure you, it was brought on by something else. I summoned the constable because of the vial in his hand. That’s Syrup of Ipecac, man. It’s got one use and one use only. An emetic. Dr Slocum’s been poisoned. Furthermore, I suspect he knew it and was attempting to treat himself when he died.’

‘Right, right, well, the police surgeon will be here shortly, and I’m sure he’ll concur with your opinion.’

Hightower snorted and reached up to stroke his full brown beard.

‘How did you happen to be here today? Did you have an appointment with the deceased?’ Witherspoon was sure that was an appropriate question.

‘My being here was merely a matter of chance.’

‘Chance?’

‘Yes.’ Hightower shifted his walking stick from one hand to the other. ‘Actually, I had an appointment with a patient who lives around the corner, but as I was early, I thought I’d call in on Dr Slocum. He didn’t see patients on Wednesdays. I decided to pop in and say hello. We hadn’t seen each other in a good while—’

‘He didn’t see patients on Wednesdays?’ Witherspoon interjected, sure that was a pertinent point.

‘No,’ Hightower replied, ‘he did not.’ He stared at the inspector curiously. Was the man going to repeat everything he said? ‘His surgery was closed on Wednesdays. But as I was saying before you interrupted, I thought I’d call in, but when I knocked on the door, there was no answer. I thought that was a bit peculiar, but as there was nothing I could do about it, I went on round to my patient’s.’

‘Why did you find it peculiar?’

Hightower, who wasn’t the most patient of men, took a deep, calming breath. ‘Because there was no one home, that’s what was peculiar.’ He lifted his hand in a wide arc. ‘Look at this place. The house does not run by itself. Dr Slocum had a full staff. Cook, footmen, a housekeeper, two maids and a butler. There should have been someone here.’

‘Perhaps he gave them all the afternoon off,’ suggested the inspector. He too had servants, and if the weather was fine and his house was in tip-top shape, he frequently gave them all the whole day off.

Hightower was shaking his head vigorously. ‘No, he wouldn’t have done that. Slocum was much too worried about thieves to give the entire staff the day out. Why, the man always made sure there were at least two footmen on the premises when he took his servants and went to his farm in Essex.’

‘You certainly are well versed in how the late Dr Slocum ran his household,’ Witherspoon said. ‘You must have been very close friends. Can you tell me—’

‘We certainly weren’t close friends,’ Hightower interrupted. He looked as though he’d been insulted. ‘The entire neighbourhood knew every dull detail of his domestic arrangements. He was always boasting about how efficiently he managed things. Just last Saturday he was out in the gardens at Mrs Crookshank’s afternoon tea, bragging to everyone about how clever he was. Bored everyone to tears too. That’s why I’m so familiar with the way he ran his household.’ Hightower paused to take a breath.

‘Yes, I can see your point. So you’re sure that Dr Slocum wouldn’t have given the servants a day off as a special holiday? Perhaps a treat for a job well done.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Hightower replied, looking a bit uncertain. ‘I know for a fact that he split their days out. Said it was more efficient that way.’

‘More efficient, you say?’

‘Yes.’ Hightower’s cheeks began to turn red. ‘Some of the staff got Wednesday afternoons off and the rest got Saturday afternoons off. Someone should have been here.’

Witherspoon nodded. ‘If no one answered the door, how did you get in?’

Hightower looked annoyed. ‘I got in through the back door.’

‘Through the back door? But I thought no one was home?’

‘There wasn’t anyone home,’ the doctor snapped. ‘I told you, I was visiting another patient and she lives around the corner. That means she shares the communal gardens on this block. After I finished examining her, she asked me to take a look at her rose bushes. They’ve got blight. I do have some small renown for growing exceptional roses myself. While I was checking her plants, I happened to glance up and noticed Dr Slocum’s back door was open. Naturally, I came to investigate. For heaven’s sake, man, I’ve told all this to the constable.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m sure you have, but—’

‘Look. Inspector,’ Dr Hightower pulled his pocket watch out again and scowled, ‘I really must be off. If you’ve more questions, you can come see me at my surgery in Harley Street.’

There were a lot of questions the inspector knew he should ask, but he couldn’t quite remember what they were. Thank goodness he’d be able to go home soon. He could think better on a full stomach, and furthermore, he could always think better after a nice chat with Mrs Jeffries, his housekeeper.

‘That’ll be fine, Dr Hightower,’ Witherspoon said quickly. ‘Just leave your address with Constable Barnes.’

The inspector decided he’d better do as the doctor suggested and get on with it. The fact that he was totally at a loss as to what to do next didn’t deter him. He frowned and tried to remember something his housekeeper had said recently. Oh yes, it was about that dreadful business in the Kensington High Street . . . Now what was it? His face brightened as it suddenly came to him. ‘If you’d been in charge from the first, Inspector,’ Mrs Jeffries had said emphatically, ‘you wouldn’t have made the silly mistakes Inspector Nivens made. Why, you’d have searched the murder scene yourself and not left it up to a constable!’

Of course, of course. That’s what he’d do next.

Witherspoon walked the length of the room, his footsteps muffled by the thick Persian carpet. He glanced down, noting the rich, muted colours of the rug, and thought that it was awfully fancy for a surgery. His gaze swept the room. The walls were painted white and the windows covered by tied-back green velvet curtains. Floor-to-ceiling shelves and bookcases filled one wall, and along the opposite wall there was a row of cabinets with a variety of vials and bottles of all different colours and shapes. The doctor’s heavy mahogany desk was in the centre of the room, and at the far end there was a dressing screen next to the examination table.

Except for the fact it was a bit more opulent than his own physician’s surgery, Witherspoon could see nothing out of the ordinary.

He crossed the hall, went into the dining room and walked quickly to the end of the table where the remains of Dr Slocum’s luncheon were sitting on a silver tray.

Witherspoon stared at the table but could see nothing unusual. A crumpled white linen napkin lay next to an empty wine bottle. He reached down and picked up the crystal goblet the deceased had drunk from, and noticed that there was a bit of wine still in the bottom of the glass.

‘Are you ready to see the butler yet?’ Constable Barnes called from the doorway.

‘In a moment,’ Witherspoon replied, setting the goblet next to a dirty plate littered with lamb chop bones. He picked up a soup bowl and saw that there was a bit of mushroom soup left in the bottom. Sighing, he glanced up at the constable, who was still waiting in the hall. ‘You’d better find a box, Constable,’ he said. ‘This might be evidence, so we’d better send the whole lot off to the Yard for examination.’

‘You think he might have been poisoned, then?’ Barnes asked.

‘There is always the possibility,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘I’d better have a word with the butler now.’

Wendell Keating, a small mouselike man with a wispy white moustache and watery blue eyes, stood waiting in the drawing room, his fingers clutched together in front of him.

Witherspoon advanced toward the servant. ‘Good afternoon, I’m Inspector Witherspoon from Scotland Yard and I’ve a few questions to ask you.’

‘Yes, sir, I’m sure you do.’

‘You know, of course, that Dr Slocum was found dead this afternoon in his surgery?’

The butler nodded but said nothing. 

‘We think he’s been poisoned.’ Witherspoon watched Keating’s reaction carefully, but the butler’s rigid features didn’t change. ‘What do you think of that?’

‘That’s terrible, sir.’ The servant’s voice was flat.

‘It certainly is.’ Witherspoon allowed himself a brief smile. ‘And it’s our job to find out how it happened.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now, why was the household deserted this afternoon?’

‘Dr Slocum gave us the afternoon off.’ 

‘But I have it on good authority that Dr Slocum’s regular habit was to give half the staff Wednesday off and the other half Saturday. Are you saying he gave you all the afternoon off at the same time?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’

Witherspoon began to get annoyed. ‘Had he ever done it before?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, when?’

Keating shrugged. ‘Sometimes. I don’t rightly recollect when the last time was. But occasionally, he up and gave everyone the afternoon off at the same time. It didn’t do no good to ask him why; he wasn’t one for telling his reasons.’

Further inquiry continued in the same vein, with Witherspoon asking every question that popped into his head and the butler answering precisely what was asked and volunteering no more. By the time the inspector ran out of questions, his head was starting to ache.

He did remember to ask the butler where he’d been that afternoon, though. But that answer didn’t help him very much. Keating had spent the afternoon visiting a sick friend in Kew. Witherspoon duly recorded the information and then dismissed the butler.

The inspector was tired, hungry and confused. Surely the information he’d received meant something, but what? He decided to wait until he received the police surgeon’s report before he did anything else. Perhaps Dr Hightower was wrong. Maybe the doctor hadn’t been poisoned after all. Even if he had, Witherspoon told himself as he marched into the hall and reached for his overcoat, that didn’t mean he’d been murdered. Accidental poisonings certainly weren’t unheard of.

Barnes met him in the hallway. ‘Do you want me to keep a constable here all night, sir?’

‘All night?’ Witherspoon frowned, wishing he’d thought of that himself. ‘Good idea, Constable. The rest of the servants aren’t back yet, so you’d best station a man here in the hall to keep an eye on things. Put another man out front as well. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.’ He reached for his hat. ‘Oh, and as the rest of the servants come in this evening, make sure you take their statements.’

‘Right, sir,’ Barnes held open the front door for the inspector. ‘Any ideas, sir?’

Witherspoon paused. He thought longingly of his former job in the records room at the Yard and wished he were back there. Yet it would never do to let on – everyone, including he himself, was amazed by his apparently phenomenal powers of detection.

He gave Barnes a knowing smile. ‘Lots of ideas, Constable. But then, any fool can have ideas. I don’t believe in ideas; I believe in facts.’

‘Absolutely, sir,’ Barnes quickly agreed.

‘A rigorous and logical examination of the evidence, Constable, that’s what will lead us to the truth. Let’s not jump the gun here. No, no, that would never do. If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a hundred times. Ideas are useless unless they’re correct.’

Mrs Jeffries walked briskly down the back stairs of the big house in Upper Edmonton Gardens and into the warmth of the kitchen. She paused by the doorway and smiled as she surveyed her cozy kingdom. Betsy, the housemaid, was sitting at the long trestle table, polishing a tray of silver. Mrs Goodge, the cook, was pulling a pan of bread out of the oven, and Wiggins, the footman, was standing in front of the cupboard. His hands were raised to his face, and he was poking himself in the cheeks.

‘Wiggins, what are you doing?’ Mrs Jeffries asked. ‘This is the third time today I’ve seen you standing in front of a glass with your fingers boring into your face.’

Betsy giggled. Mrs Goodge snorted. Wiggins dropped his hands and whirled to face her. ‘Uh, I was a . . . a . . .’ he stammered.

‘He’s tryin to poke dimples into his cheeks,’ Betsy volunteered. ‘Wiggins is sweet on the new housemaid from down the road. But she told ’im she only likes a feller with dimples. Our Wiggins thinks if he keeps on poking ’imself long enough, he’ll sprout a couple.’

Mrs Jeffries rolled her eyes. ‘Wiggins, that is nonsense. One is either born with dimples or one isn’t. No amount of prodding at your flesh is going to produce them. Now look at you,’ she advanced on the hapless youth, ‘you’ve got two huge red scratches on your face. Go put a cool cloth on it before you get infection.’

‘But I’ve got the beginnings of ’em,’ Wiggins protested, ‘and look ’ere.’ He picked up a copy of one of Inspector Witherspoon’s monthly magazines and thrust it toward the housekeeper. ‘See, look at this picture ’ere. That African’s got ears as big as saucers and ’e wundn’t born with ’em. He grew ’em, says so right ’ere.’

‘Wiggins,’ said Mrs Jeffries patiently. ‘It is possible to distort one’s flesh. But obviously you didn’t read the article that accompanied the picture. If you had, you’d know that Africans begin changing the contours of their flesh in very early childhood. They certainly don’t wait until your advanced age.’

Wiggins was nineteen.

‘But it’s workin’. Look, one’s starting right here.’ He pointed to his right cheek.

Mrs Jeffries ran out of patience. She wasn’t going to stand by and let the silly boy mutilate his face because of his latest infatuation, one of many, with a pretty housemaid. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Pretty is as pretty does. Any young woman who is more concerned with a man’s dimples than a man’s character has about as much sense as Lady Afton’s cocker spaniel.’

Wiggins gasped. Lady Afton’s spaniel was notorious. The animal was so stupid it didn’t even recognize its mistress. ‘But, Mrs Jeffries,’ the boy said, imploringly, ‘I really like this un.’

‘Wiggins, you like them all. Take my word for it, a young man as fine as yourself won’t have to settle for an empty-headed little chit like that. You can do better.’

‘Will dinner be served at the usual time?’ Mrs Goodge interjected. She finished smearing butter on the top of the loaves and moved to the table.

‘I’m not sure.’ Mrs Jeffries frowned as she noticed the cook limping slightly. ‘Just keep the inspector’s dinner in the oven. He’s usually home by now. Is your rheumatism acting up, Mrs Goodge?’

‘Only a bit.’ The cook heaved herself into a chair.

‘Leave the food on the stove and let the staff serve themselves for dinner. If your ankles are hurting, you need to stay off them. After dinner I’ll make you a poultice.’

‘Much obliged.’

Mrs Jeffries cocked her head as footsteps sounded on the pavement outside the kitchen window. ‘There’s the inspector now,’ she announced, bustling toward the stove. ‘You rest those ankles, Mrs Goodge. I’ll take his dinner up.’

Witherspoon was sitting at the dining table when Mrs Jeffries brought the tray in. She paused in the doorway and studied her employer. He was a tall, robust man with thinning dark brown hair and a neatly trimmed moustache. He had a long, rather angular face, a sharp, pointed nose and clear blue-grey eyes. He was staring dejectedly at the white lace tablecloth.

She knew what was wrong. She’d seen the signs before. Poor Inspector Witherspoon had been given another baffling case. Mrs Jeffries’s spirits soared.

‘Good evening, Inspector,’ she said cheerfully. She sat the tray on the sideboard, picked up his plate and placed it in front of him. He immediately brightened up.

‘Good evening, Mrs Jeffries. How are things here at Upper Edmonton Gardens?’

It was an evocative question, one he asked when he was desperate for her to ask him how things were at the Yard – a kind of code they used for nosing into each other’s business without actually having to come right out and pry.

‘The household is running smoothly,’ she replied, picking up a cup of tea from the tray she’d brought up and taking the chair next to him. At Witherspoon’s insistence, it was her habit to keep the Inspector company for his evening meal. ‘How are things at the Yard?’

‘Not so good, I’m afraid,’ he sighed. ‘Crime. The criminal element. There’s never any rest for those of us in the service of justice.’ He took a quick bite of roast beef and chewed hungrily.

Mrs Jeffries waited patiently.

‘Why, just today a highly respected doctor was found dead in his surgery. It could be murder. I tell you, Mrs Jeffries, I don’t know what this world is coming to. Everywhere you look – sin, immorality, vice, lascivious living.’

Mrs Jeffries privately thought these things weren’t any better or worse than they had ever been. To her way of thinking, human nature was the one constant in an everchanging world. But she contented herself with muttering a platitude as Witherspoon rambled on about the wickedness of modern life.

She was thinking about murder. 

‘Which doctor was it?’ she finally asked. 

The inspector was well into his lecture on immorality, so it took a few moments for him to realize what she was asking him. ‘Dr Bartholomew Slocum. He had a practice in Knightsbridge.’

‘How was the doctor murdered?’ Mrs Jeffries asked softly.

‘He may have been poisoned, but I’m not sure one can positively say the man was murdered. A vial of Syrup of Ipecac was found in his hand.’ Witherspoon shook his head. ‘But no, that still doesn’t prove Dr Slocum was deliberately murdered, despite the learned doctor’s opinion.’

‘But I thought you said the doctor was dead?’ 

‘Dr Slocum is dead. It was Dr Hightower, the man who happened to find the body, who hinted of murder. He’s the one that notified us. It’s pretty obvious to me that Hightower suspects foul play. I mean, why call the constable unless you think something is amiss? But until I get confirmation from our police surgeon, I’m not jumping to any conclusions.’

‘So you suspect the death might have been accidental?’

‘I hope so,’ Witherspoon replied fervently. He looked at the kindly face of his housekeeper and said hopefully, ‘It could have been, couldn’t it?’

‘Of course.’ Mrs Jeffries smiled gently. ‘I’m sure you’re absolutely right, Inspector. It was probably accidental. Mind you, you’d think with him being a trained physician he’d be very careful when handling poison. But, I suppose any of us could get careless.’

‘Hmmm . . .’ Witherspoon’s face fell. ‘I hadn’t really considered that,’ he mumbled. ‘He would be trained properly. And from the appearance of his surgery, one gets the impression he was a most careful man.’

Wisely, Mrs Jeffries let him finish his dinner before asking him any more questions. It was easier to wheedle information out of the inspector when his stomach was full.

‘I’ll have to interview the rest of the servants tomorrow,’ the inspector commented morosely. He hated questioning people. He could never tell whether or not someone was actually lying to him, and he knew, shocking as it was, that there were some people who lied to the police on a regular basis.

He glanced at Mrs Jeffries. She smiled serenely, as though she thought him capable of moving mountains. The sight bolstered his resolve. Of course he could solve this case if, indeed, there was a case to be solved. Wasn’t she always telling him how brilliant he was? Hadn’t he solved several ‘unsolvable’ crimes before? He stiffened his spine and smiled happily. He didn’t know what had gotten into him today; of course he could do it.

Mrs Jeffries rose to her feet and picked up the inspector’s plate. ‘Well, of course, sudden death is always upsetting, not to mention suspicious.’

‘Just so,’ the inspector agreed. ‘Yet, frankly, I can’t think why anyone would want to murder Dr Slocum. He appears to be a highly respected and presumably very able medical man, so it’s unlikely to have been a disgruntled patient. His butler didn’t accuse him of drunkenness or gambling, and he didn’t appear to need money.’ Witherspoon shrugged his shoulders. ‘So who would want to murder him? No, I’m beginning to think we’ll find his death was an accident after all.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised if you’re absolutely correct, as usual,’ Mrs Jeffries said cheerfully. ‘Of course, my late husband always said that a sterling character and a fine reputation did not exempt one from the sins of another. As a matter of fact, he often said the best of men had the worst of enemies.’

‘Uh, yes, well, he would have been one to know,’ Witherspoon mused thoughtfully. Mrs Jeffries’s late husband had been a policeman in Yorkshire for over twenty years. Yet the inspector still wasn’t sure what his housekeeper was on about. ‘Er, what did he mean by that?’

‘It’s quite simple, really. A good man, or woman, could easily make quite ruthless enemies by refusing to lie, or cheat or steal or cover up for wrongdoing, or—’ She broke off and smiled. ‘Why, Inspector, you were teasing me. You knew precisely what I meant.’

Witherspoon hadn’t been joking, but he wasn’t about to let her realize that. ‘Forgive me, Mrs Jeffries,’ he replied, giving her the world-weary and wise smile he often got from his chief inspector. ‘I apologize for letting my sense of humour overcome my sense of decorum. As you know, I have the very highest regard for your late husband’s accomplishments as a policeman.’

‘No apology is needed,’ she answered briskly. ‘When will you know for sure?’

His wise smile evaporated. He stared at her in confusion. ‘Know what?’

‘Whether or not Dr Slocum was poisoned.’

‘Ah, that. Yes, I’m hoping the police surgeon will have a report for me tomorrow.’

She nodded. ‘I suppose that will determine whether the gentleman was actually poisoned. But if he was poisoned, how will you find out if it was deliberate or accidental?’

Witherspoon’s face fell. Mrs Jeffries immediately said, ‘Oh please don’t answer that; it’s such a silly question. Naturally you’ll be able to determine whether or not it was murder by your investigation.’

Betsy came in carrying a tray. ‘Your coffee, sir,’ she announced. She placed the tray on the sideboard and poured a cup for the inspector. As she turned to go, Mrs Jeffries stopped her. ‘Betsy, is Smythe in the kitchen?’

‘He’s just got back from Howard’s,’ Betsy answered, referring to the stables where the Witherspoon coach and horses were kept. Not that the inspector used them often, but he’d inherited the coach, horses and Smythe from a distant relative, and even though it cost a king’s ransom to keep them in the city (hansoms were really so much more convenient), he hadn’t the heart to sell them off.

Mrs Jeffries smiled apologetically at the inspector and followed Betsy. ‘I must have a word with Smythe before he goes out.’

Smythe was sitting at the table, his sleeves rolled up his forearms and his powerful frame hunched over a heaping plate of beef and potatoes, when Mrs Jeffries came down the stairs. He started to get to his feet.

‘Please, don’t get up,’ she said quickly, motioning him back into his chair. ‘I just needed a quick word with you before you went out. I presume you are going to your usual place tonight?’ She gave him a guileless smile.

‘Ain’t missed a night in seven years, have I?’ Smythe said, watching her curiously. She sat down opposite him and glanced quickly around to make sure they weren’t being overheard.

When she turned to face him, her eyes were sparkling and her chin was cocked at the determined angle he’d come to know well.

She was up to something, he thought. A right good snoop probably. Smythe’s pulse picked up. He loved it when Mrs J started her poking and prying. Livened things up considerably, it did. He leaned across the table and gave her a conspiratorial grin. ‘All right, Mrs J. What you want me to do this time?’
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