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Lady Eleanor Bakewell lay in bed and flicked at her blonde fringe with a hand that trembled. Was it morning already?

The pale light that filtered through a gap in the curtains seemed to suggest that it was. She swung around, as if to get out of bed, then flopped back onto the pillow and closed her eyes.

A moment or two later, the door opened and admitted the neat figure of Eleanor’s maid, carrying a small tray holding a cup of fragrant coffee and the morning newspaper.

“Good morning, my lady. I hope you are feeling better this morning. I’ve brought you some coffee.”

“I’m not awake.”

“Yes, you are. I can tell. I’m clever like that.” The maid grinned.

“Stop it, Tilly. Can’t you see I’m ill?”

“Still? I thought you’d got all that out of your system.”

Eleanor grimaced. Tilly’s words were singularly apt. She shuddered at the memory of a night spent in illness.

“Anyway,” Tilly went on, “I’ve chicken broth in the kitchen, if you’d prefer it.” She placed the tray on the bedside table and bent over her groaning mistress. “Do you want me to call a doctor?”

“Heavens, no.” Eleanor struggled to sit up. “It was just a bout of food poisoning, that’s all. It’s the last time I go to Caravaggio’s for lunch.” She slumped back down again, as weak as a newborn lamb. “I knew I should never have accepted Hugh’s invitation, and I missed Cecily Pargeter’s birthday and engagement bash because of it.”

“That’s probably no bad thing.”

“Hmm? What are you muttering about?”

Tilly ignored the question and pulled back the curtains. “Let’s have a look at you.” She peered closely at her mistress’s face, as white as the pillow slip beneath it, and sniffed loudly. “Lumme! You don’t look so good, and that’s a fact.”

“Nonsense, old thing. All I need is some coffee inside me.”

With Tilly’s strong arm helping to lift her, Eleanor managed to sit up and reached for the cup on the tray. She took a sip, and then another.

“Perhaps you’d be as well to stay where you are for today, my lady. Lady Ann has been on the telephone, but you could call her later, or even tomorrow.”

“Ann? At this time in the morning?”

After Tilly, whom she had known all her life, Lady Ann Carstairs was Eleanor’s oldest friend and a notoriously late riser. She ran a party planning business and always tried to attend those celebrations that she organised. It led to a lot of late nights as a result.

“It’s nearly ten o’clock, my lady.”

Eleanor groaned and rubbed her hand first across her forehead and then across her stomach — a stomach that must be totally empty by now, after all the retching she’d done the previous evening. She would never eat crabmeat ravioli again.

“Already? All right, Tilly, I’ll get up. Did Ann say what she wanted?”

“No, my lady, but I suspect it might have something to do with this newspaper report. There was a murder last night in Mayfair.”

Eleanor’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her maid. “Oh?”

“At the home of Lord and Lady Pargeter.”

“Merciful heavens.” Eleanor drank the rest of the coffee in one go and reached for the paper.

“I have a friend, Ethel, who’s a parlour maid there.”

Eleanor nodded. “I remember you saying.”

“Anyway, the murder made the front page.”

“Run me a bath, please, old thing. Then I’ll have some of your chicken broth. It will make me feel better, and I can’t lie here all day feeling sorry for myself.”

“Yes, my lady.” Tilly turned away, hiding the broad smile that lit up her plain features under a mop of mousy brown hair. She had little doubt that her mistress would make a rapid recovery, now that she had something to take her mind off her malaise. The broth would play a large part in that recovery, too, all things being equal.

Eleanor, meanwhile, read the few paragraphs regarding the murder of Lord George FitzAlan Bancroft. It was light on facts, merely saying that the body had been found at the Pargeters’ home at sometime around midnight and that his lordship had died from stab wounds. Scotland Yard was investigating.

Eleanor did not know Lord Bancroft, though she seemed to recall meeting him at some society do or other and not taking to him. Thankfully, the Daily Clarion had also thought to include half a page of biography.

She gleaned no more from this than she had from the report of his death, merely that his chief interest was horse racing and he left behind a widow, Hermione, to whom he had been married for twenty-five years. A son from a first marriage had been killed in the war.

“But who killed Lord Bancroft?” Eleanor murmured. “And why do it at poor Cecily’s party?”

Once she had bathed, and with a good bowlful of Tilly’s chicken soup inside her, Eleanor declared herself to be feeling much better, or at least a shade less wobbly, and settled down to telephone Ann.

“Hello, old girl, how are you feeling?” asked Ann when they were connected. “Cecily said last night that you’d sent your excuses, but I didn’t realise it was food poisoning that had laid you low. Not until Tilly told me.”

“Yes, it was pretty gruesome, but don’t worry, I shall spare you the details. I’m feeling better now, thanks.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“You’re up early.”

“Darling, I’ve hardly slept. You missed a corker of a party.”

“So it seems. Want to tell me about it?”

A silly question. Ann would not have rung at that ridiculously early hour of the morning if she wasn’t agog to pass on the news.

“You must have heard,” Ann said. “George Bancroft was murdered at the party. It seems he got a taste of his own medicine.”

Eleanor pulled a face at Ann’s harsh assessment. “Oh? How so?”

“He was stabbed in the back, darling, and given how many others he’d done that to, I reckon it was no more than he deserved.”

“I can’t say that I knew the man, though I had met him once at some do, or other.”

Ann’s tinkling laugh came down the wire. “Then you can think yourself lucky. He had a severe case of desert disease.”

It was an old joke, dating back to their time at finishing school together. Any man who couldn’t keep his hands to himself was said to have wandering palms — hence desert disease.

“Was that the reason he was murdered?”

“Oh, I shouldn’t think so. He seems to have behaved himself, at least in that department, and spent the evening playing cards. Margaret, Cecily’s mother, had set up card tables in the library for the older guests, most of whom were the happy couple’s elderly relatives. She said they wouldn’t want to dance. Quite right, if you ask me. I wish more hostesses were that considerate. Anyway, that’s where they found him.”

“In the library?”

“Yes.”

“It must have been an awful shock for the Pargeters.”

“Oh, it was. Cecily was in hysterics when she was told, but seemed to enjoy being comforted by her betrothed, Arthur Huntington. He seems a sensible chap, as is her father, Sir Henry. He at least had the presence of mind to call Scotland Yard.”

“I don’t suppose any guests slipped away before the police arrived, did they?”

Ann gurgled with laughter. “Darling, I’ve no idea. Got your sleuthing hat on already, eh?”

“Nonsense. I was just wondering, that was all.”

“Well, you won’t be surprised to hear that the Yard sent around our old friend Chief Inspector Blount.”

“Then the investigation is in good hands.”

Ann gave a bark of derision. “Really, Eleanor Bakewell! Call yourself a private enquiry agent? You can’t leave it to the police. Stop feeling so sorry for yourself. Stir your stumps and start enquiring.”

“Aren’t you rather forgetting something?”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t have a reason to involve myself. I have no client.”

It was nearly six months since Eleanor had placed the first advertisement offering her discreet enquiry services into a select few of the more upmarket magazines and newspapers. She had had her fair share of successes in that time, though she had modestly put that down to luck, rather than her acute observational skills, or her sharp and agile mind, both of which were closer to the truth.

Nor did she charge an exorbitant sum. She had no need of money — Eleanor was the daughter of a duke and, thanks to a legacy from a rich aunt, independently wealthy. She asked only an amount she judged the client could afford.

That she had a job at all was merely because she had felt the need of mental stimulation. She lived in an elegant and comfortable apartment in Bellevue Mansions, Piccadilly, and all of her bodily needs were taken care of, thanks in large part to the wondrous Tilly.

She had one or two well-chosen and very dear friends, a whole raft of acquaintances, and at least one man — that she knew of — in love with her. She spent her days socialising and filled her nights with endless parties and celebrations.

Life had to have more meaning than that.

“Do you need a reason?” Ann asked. “Aren’t you interested in finding the killer?”

Eleanor gave the question a moment’s thought. “In general, yes, but not specifically in this case. I can’t go poking my nose in where it’s not wanted.”

“I bet you wouldn’t say that if you’d been there.”

“Hmm.”

“Come on, Eleanor. You might at least admit that you’re intrigued.”

“Perhaps. I’ll have to go and see Cecily, anyway. I still have her engagement present.”

“That’s the spirit.”

In the privacy of her own drawing room, Eleanor grimaced at the enthusiasm in Ann’s voice. “So, who else was in attendance, and when did all this happen?”

“Oh, the usual crowd. Tommy Totteridge and Sophie Westlake, Lady Crantock, and so on.” Ann gave out a long list of familiar names. “The entertainment was provided by the Dashing Dashwoods. Do you remember them?”

“Indeed I do. Twins with divine voices, and Polly was a great help in solving the Eisenbach murder. She’s a good observer.”

“So are you. It’s a real shame you missed the party.”

Eleanor wasn’t so sure of that. Who wanted to be at a party where a murder is committed? “I really wasn’t in any fit state to go out — and before you say anything —”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“Oh! All right. Go on, then, tell me what happened. What did you see and hear?”

Unfortunately, Ann was far from the scene at the time. She had been powdering her nose and chatting to a possible client when they had heard screams coming from the floor above.

“We rushed out and there was a crowd of people leaning over the balustrade asking what was going off. Someone called up that Lord Bancroft was ill, someone else said he was dead, and then Lady Pargeter came out from the morning room — they’d been using that room for dancing — and told everyone to calm down. She asked everyone to stay, said the police were on their way —”

“I bet that caused uproar.”

“Actually, it didn’t. I think everyone was either puzzled, or shocked. Everyone was asking everyone else what had really happened, but nobody seemed to know. Then most of them drifted off into the drawing room, where the Pargeters had set up a bar, and that was about it. It wasn’t long before the police arrived; they took everyone’s statement and let us go.”

“What time was that?”

“I guess it would have been around one o’clock by then. From what I could gather, the murder must have happened about an hour before.”

“Any idea who last saw his lordship alive?”

“No, but perhaps Cecily, or her parents, might know. Why don’t you go and ask them?”

“I might.”

Ann giggled. “Good-oh! Right, I must dash. Bye!”

Eleanor put the phone down and went into the kitchen where Tilly was busy at the stove. The maid took one look at the still pale, but pensive face of her mistress and mentally shook her head.

“You’ll be going out then, I take it?” she said.

“Hmm? You sound as though you disapprove.”

“Not my place to approve or disapprove, is it?”

“Relax, Tilly. I have no intention of going out, although I must deliver my present to Cecily soon. For now, I shall sit in my chair and recuperate a little more. I also have some correspondence that I need to attend to. Rest assured, intriguing as it is, Lord Bancroft’s murder is nothing to do with me. Despite what Lady Ann said, I won’t get involved and there’s an end to it.”
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In the event, Eleanor did little more than drowse by the fireside. Tilly had lit a small fire in the grate, more for comfort than for warmth, it being late May and the weather relatively mild.

Besides, in the maid’s eyes, her mistress looked half starved with cold and if a handful of coal could bring the bloom back to her cheeks, then it was well worth it.

When the doorbell rang, Eleanor stirred as if waking, only dimly aware of Tilly hastening to answer it.

It seemed an age before her maid reappeared, full of whispers and urgent pleading. Eleanor sat up straight and rubbed her hands over her face.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, my lady, but my friend Ethel Gill is here and she needs your help.”

Tilly stood aside to reveal a dark-haired mite with a snub nose and a shapely figure, who clutched her handbag to her chest and gave a tremulous smile. She was modestly dressed in dark grey wool and looked neat and tidy — the epitome of a demure parlour maid in the large London home of a titled family.

“Come in,” said Eleanor. She waved to the chair opposite. “May I offer you some refreshment?”

“That would be most welcome, my lady. Thank you.”

Tilly left to make tea as Eleanor leaned back in her chair and surveyed the visitor.

“What can I do for you, Miss Gill?”

“Oh, it’s Ethel, if you please, your ladyship. I hope you don’t mind me calling, but perhaps you’ll have heard about a murder we had last night at Lord and Lady Pargeter’s home in Grosvenor Square.”

“Indeed.”

“Well, the police seem to think it was me what done it, my lady, and I...and I...” She gulped and looked down at her hands. “Tilly’s told me, you see, how you solved murders in the past and I wondered if you could solve this one, ‘cause I didn’t kill no one. As God is my witness, I swear I didn’t.”

Eleanor did not pooh-pooh the suggestion that Ethel was suspect. She was prepared to listen to what the maid had to say.

“I see. Well, have you —”

“Please, my lady. I’ve got a little money put away, so I can afford to pay you.”

That wasn’t the question Eleanor had wanted answered. Ethel had clearly not been arrested, so why was she there in the middle of the working day?

“Have you been dismissed from your post?”

The maid frantically chewed her lip. “Not yet. Once I’d done my early chores, the housekeeper, Mrs Andrew, let me come out for an hour or two, so I came to ask for your help.”

“That was kind of her.”

“Yes, she’s all right, and it makes for a long day if you don’t get a break.”

“And how long have you worked for Lord and Lady Pargeter?”

Ethel scratched at her temple. “Nearly five years, my lady. It’s a good position and I’d ‘ate to lose it, but if I get arrested...”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Eleanor tried to sound reassuring in the face of Ethel’s rising agitation. She breathed a sigh of relief at the timely arrival of Tilly with the tea tray.

“Shall I pour, my lady?”

“Yes, please, Tilly. Now, Ethel, had you met Lord Bancroft before last night?”

“Oh, yes. He was a friend of his lordship’s and a frequent visitor.” Her small mouth twisted with distaste. After what Ann had told her, Eleanor thought she knew why. Ethel was attractive in an underfed way.

“Forgive me for asking this, but was he free with his hands?”

Ethel blushed, but agreed. “Yes, you had to stay out of his way when he called. All of us maids were wary of him.”

“Did you see him last night?”

“Yes. The butler, Mr Naismith, told me to tend to the fires in the library — that’s the room they were using for playing cards in — and in the Blue room. Usually, that’s the family’s private parlour, but a buffet had been set up in there for later.”

Eleanor accepted a cup of tea from Tilly and waited until Ethel had also been served. Tilly didn’t hover, or ask to sit in on the interview. She gave her mistress a nod and returned to her kitchen.

“Did he make a pass at you?”

Ethel reddened, but denied it. “No, my lady. I made sure I didn’t get close enough.”

“How many people were playing cards?”

“Only four when I went in there. His lordship and another man, and Mr and Mrs Isles.”

Eleanor didn’t bother to ask who they were. She would get that information when she visited Cecily.

“How often did you go into the library?”

“Just the once, my lady, though I was on that floor, doing various jobs, for most of the evening.”

“So, it wasn’t you that found the bo...him, then?” Eleanor caught herself in time. The mention of a body might be too brutal for the nervous maid.

“No, my lady. I was at the other end of the lower floor by then.”

“Did you hear any arguments? Any raised voices coming from there?”

Ethel sipped her tea, holding the delicate china cup in both hands. “No, not as I can recall. When I was mending the library fire it was very quiet. No one said anything, but there was a sort of atmosphere in there.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, you know, sort of intense. They were gambling, I think. I noticed everyone had a stack of discs in front of them. They had numbers on them, and Mr Naismith said they would be gambling chips.”

“He’s probably right. I understand from friends that Lord Bancroft was a betting man, so I can’t see him playing cards without a wager or two.”

Ethel shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about that. Oh! Wait now.”

Eleanor sipped her tea and did as she was told, observing the delicate pucker that disfigured Ethel’s brow. Something had occurred to the maid. Something important, if the frown was anything to go by.

“I was wrong when I said that no one said anything. As I was leaving the library, I heard someone swear, quiet like, and under his breath. Then his lordship says, ‘Too rich for you, eh?’. Then he says something about being deaf, I think, but I didn’t catch it all as I was halfway out the door by then.”

It seemed an odd thing for Lord Bancroft to say, and it was Eleanor’s turn to puzzle. She understood the part about the game being too rich, but the reference to deafness stumped her.

Perhaps the Pargeters could shed light on that when she called on them.

“Did you mention that to the police?”

Ethel shook her head. “No, my lady. I’d forgotten until now, though the police did ask if I’d heard what they was saying.”

“Did you speak to Chief Inspector Blount?”

The man known as Blount of the Yard was an old acquaintance. Eleanor had first met him at the beginning of the year when they had both been investigating the death of the American millionaire steel magnate Henry T Eisenbach. His avuncular style hid a sharp intelligence and a terrier-like determination to shake out the truth.

Eleanor had meant it when she told Ann that the case was in good hands.

“It was a constable what spoke to me, my lady. He asked me the same things — what I’d seen and heard, but he didn’t seem to believe my answers. He said I must have seen who killed his lordship, or done it myself.”

The tea cup rattled onto the saucer as Ethel replaced it with a shaking hand.

“That must have been most distressing for you, Ethel. Please don’t worry. The police often come across as harsh, but I’ve the greatest admiration for Chief Inspector Blount. He won’t want to arrest the innocent.

“Now, is there anything else you can tell me about yesterday evening?”

Ethel’s brow puckered again. “Not that I can think of, my lady.”

“Was Lord Bancroft in the card room all evening?”

“As to that, I can’t say, my lady. It was the only place I saw him, but I was moving about a bit, like I said.”

“Of course.”

It wasn’t hard to imagine Ethel and the other staff rushed off their feet throughout the evening.

Ann’s parties were meticulously organized. It often meant moving furniture, setting up tables for buffets and bars, rolling up carpets, and any number of other tasks which the servants would have to do along with their regular daily duties. Then, once the party was over and the last guest had left, they’d be required to put everything back to rights again. Only then could they stagger, exhausted, upstairs to their narrow beds in the attics.

Eleanor’s father, the Duke of Bakewell, had a very similar London town house in Berkeley Square, though he preferred to stay on his country estate in Derbyshire, miles away to the north. Rowsley Park covered many acres and both that and his stately home needed an army of servants to run it. Eleanor preferred to live in her serviced apartment in Bellevue Mansions, Piccadilly. As long as it contained the indefatigable Tilly, it had everything she needed, and Tilly had her own bedroom of comfortable proportions that she didn’t need to climb three or more flights to access.

As for the property in Berkeley Square, it lay shrouded in dust covers. Bakewell House had been shuttered since before the war, although Eleanor had recently installed a caretaker there, in the process giving a mother with two young children a roof over their heads. She paid Mrs Minshull a fair wage, enabling her to feed and clothe herself and the boys. It was an arrangement that worked to everyone’s advantage.

She brought her thoughts back to Ethel who had finished her tea and put the cup and saucer back on the tray. The maid looked apprehensive and Eleanor hoped that she had given her adequate reassurance that the police were not about to arrest her. While it was impossible to know what evidence the police might have against Ethel, the frail young woman opposite looked incapable of hurting a fly, let alone the burly man that Eleanor remembered.

And, on this occasion, he appeared to have kept his hands to himself.

“Other than the four people playing cards, did you see anyone else go into the library at any time?”

Ethel barely gave the question any thought. “I can’t say that I did. People were milling around all over the place and I wasn’t keeping my eye on that room in particular. I’m sorry, my lady,” she added when Eleanor looked crestfallen.

“No, that’s all right. It was a silly thing to ask. You can’t be expected to have noticed everybody’s movements, even if you recognised them and knew who they were.”

Ethel left soon after with Eleanor confirming that she would look into the matter and refusing, for now, to take any money from her.

“Let’s see how I get on first, shall we?” She smiled, hoping to dispel the maid’s fears. “And if you think of anything else that might be useful, do let me know. Telephone me at any time, or leave a message with Tilly if I’m not here.”

While Ethel was shown out, Eleanor fetched her hat and coat and put on her outdoor shoes.

Tilly returned, scowling at her mistress’s state of dress. “Are you going out straight away?”

“I might as well. There’s no time like the present, as they say.”

A loud sniff greeted this response.

“Are you sure you’re up to it, though, my lady? You were mighty sick last night.”

Eleanor suppressed the queasy feeling inside her and nodded. “Yes, I think so, thanks, but I’ll not drive the Lagonda. I’ll take a taxi to the Pargeters’, and I may make a few more calls from there.”

A short time later, Eleanor sat in the cab taking her to Grosvenor Square and admitted to herself that the feeling in the pit of her stomach had nothing at all to do with food poisoning. It was the same sense of nervous excitement that gripped her every time she began an investigation.

Now that she had a client, she had a reason for getting to the bottom of Lord Bancroft’s death.
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The Pargeters’ elegant Georgian house in the heart of Mayfair gleamed in the midday sunshine as Eleanor mounted the steps to the door. Much polish and elbow grease had been expended on knocker and handle. A tragedy may have struck within — though Eleanor thought it merely a crime rather than a tragedy — yet appearances must be maintained.

A single constable watched her go past from in front of the railings at the bottom of the steps, but the hordes of reporters she had expected to be there were conspicuous by their absence.

She briefly touched the precious glass vase, sturdily wrapped, that swung from a gaily striped ribbon looped around her wrist. She had put a lot of thought into its purchase and hoped Cecily, and Arthur, would like it.

The gift was Eleanor’s reason for her visit. She was also there on behalf of Ethel Gill, although she was not going to admit that. Margaret Pargeter was not the sort of woman to take kindly to a member of her staff being suspected of murdering anyone, let alone a guest in Margaret’s own home. Eleanor would have to play things very carefully and, if challenged, put her inquisitiveness down to natural curiosity.

Despite, or maybe because of, the calamity that had befallen the household the previous evening, she was given a warm welcome. Both Cecily and her mother, Margaret, appeared delighted to see their visitor.

“Lady Eleanor, dear, do come in. Thank you so much for the gift,” said Margaret, relieving their guest of her burden. She placed it on a table, together with an array of other gifts, at the far end of the spacious drawing room.

Margaret Pargeter was a tall, slender woman with a mass of dark hair barely tinged with grey. Cecily was a carbon-copy of her mother, except for the more fashionable styling of her shingled hair.

Eleanor smiled at the older woman, while her quick, practised glance swept over the display of silverware and crockery, linen and glassware. Cecily had received enough housewares to equip a small hotel, let alone a marital home.

Her own small offering would not be out of place, while at the same time standing out as something slightly different.

“You are most welcome. My apologies, once again, that I was too unwell to attend last night.”

“Sit down, Eleanor,” Cecily said. “You do look rather pale. I hope you have recovered.”

“Thank you.” Eleanor took a seat in a cosy armchair. “I’m on the mend, I think.”

“I hope so. I missed you, and you missed all the excitement.”

“Cecily! Really, dear.” Mrs Pargeter frowned at her daughter and gave Eleanor an apologetic look as she passed to sit in an upright chair by the empty fireplace. “Such levity is misplaced.”

“Yes, mama.” Cecily appeared not in the least put out by the reprimand. “I’ll ring for coffee.” She got up and went to the bell-pull, winking at Eleanor as she moved beyond her.

“It must have been most distressing for you all.” Eleanor smiled at her hostess. “Lady Ann Carstairs tells me you had to call for Scotland Yard.”

“Yes, we did.” She shook her head as if in disbelief. “I left all that in Henry’s hands. I can always rely on my husband to keep a level head in a crisis.”

Eleanor, who had been about to agree that men did have their uses, took one look at Margaret Pargeter’s prim expression, and thought better of it.

“Was it Lord Pargeter who found him?” she asked.

“No. Sadly, it was my aunt. She had been playing cards with him earlier, realised that she had left her bag in the library and went back for it.”

“Poor great-aunt Gwen was in a right old tizzy,” Cecily said. “She’s quite deaf, you know, and didn’t realise how loud she was screaming.”

“And so might you, if you’d been the one to find him. My poor auntie was quite devastated.”

“My condolences,” Eleanor said. “Were there many guests playing cards?”

“About eight, I should think. We’d set up two tables, anyway.”

“Did you know Lord Bancroft well?”

“No, I can’t say that I did. He was a friend, although not a close one, of my husband. They were members of the same clubs and shared a common interest in horse racing.”

“Ah, yes, I understand he owned a couple of racehorses. Do you follow the sport?”

“Not at all, though we always attend the Derby.”

Eleanor’s father had once remarked that horse racing may be the sport of kings, but it was also the game of fools. It was a sentiment she shared and she did not follow the sport, although she enjoyed riding when she was at home on the family estate.

The Epsom Derby, though, while it might be the jewel in the crown of the English flat racing season, was also one of the year’s social highlights. The great and the good, the nobody and the downright criminal would gather on the Epsom Downs Racecourse, twenty miles south-west of London, on the first Wednesday in June to see three-year old fillies and colts run a distance of a little over one and a half miles.

Eleanor regularly attended, enjoying the thrill of the races on Derby Day, but found the crowds and the noise off-putting. She was not a social climber, and didn’t need to ‘see and be seen’ in all the best, most fashionable places. Nor was she a betting woman, though it would seem Lord Bancroft had enjoyed more than a flutter.

“Does he have a horse in this year’s race?” she asked.

“Yes, Coral Sunset. He was urging Henry to put money on it.”

Eleanor would have liked to ask if Lord Pargeter had followed the advice, but unless he’d murdered the horse’s owner, his lordship was not the reason behind her visit. She must keep her mind on her objective and not let herself be sidetracked.

“So, what exactly happened last night?”

“It was all going swimmingly.” Cecily pouted. “Everyone was having a really good time.”

“How many guests had you invited?”

“Ooh, hundreds, I should think.”

“Nonsense, dear.” Lady Pargeter shook her head and gave an indulgent smile. “We sent out sixty-five invitations. Thirty went to Arthur’s family and friends, the rest to your own.” She turned to Eleanor. “We had a couple of elderly family members who couldn’t attend and then, of course, there was yourself, so I would think we had about sixty guests in all.”

Eleanor’s smile never faulted, but she kicked herself throughout the long-winded explanation. Had she not told herself to stick to her goal? Yet here she was encouraging Cecily and her mother to take a sidetrack.

Fortunately, Cecily appeared happy to stay on topic. “Well, anyway, the house was crammed with people. We had the Dashing Dashwoods providing entertainment. They’re fabulous, you know, and everyone was having such a great time until somebody stabbed old Betty Bancroft in the back and ruined it.”

“Really, Cecily. Whatever will Lady Eleanor think? One shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

Eleanor couldn’t see why not. If a man had been a cad in his lifetime, his death changed nothing. One didn’t become a better person simply by dying.

The feminine reference to his lordship intrigued her, but that would have to wait until she could get Cecily on her her own.

She waved a hand.

“No offence taken, and yes, I’ve seen the Dashwoods and agree. They put on a stunning show. Did Lady Hermione accompany her husband?”

“Sadly, no. We had hoped that we could entice her out, but she is a bit of a recluse as I’m sure you know. I telephoned her first thing this morning. The police went to inform her of the tragedy, but I thought I ought to offer our condolences.”

Lady Eleanor was saved from having to comment by the arrival of a footman with the coffee. He wheeled a trolley to the side of Lady Pargeter’s chair, and swiftly withdrew. In the meantime, Eleanor had mentally crossed Lord Bancroft’s widow off her embryonic suspects list.

She had no idea of the relationship between the peer and his wife, though she doubted it was a good one. He, by all accounts, was a notorious womaniser and gambler, while she occupied herself with embroidery and good works, but if she was at home when the murder took place, then she could not have been stabbing her spouse in the back at a party at the Pargeters’ London town house.

“I suppose the police asked all the usual sort of questions, did they? Like, when did you last see Lord Bancroft?” She accepted the cup of coffee that Margaret handed to her.

“Oh, yes.” Margaret nodded her dark head as she retook her seat. “Chief Inspector Blount was most kind and understanding. He apologised for having to ask questions at such a distressing moment and said he relied on our help. He was sure the case would be soon solved.”

“Well, I didn’t like him.” Cecily pouted again. It seemed to be a permanent look that she had adopted. She got up and fetched her own coffee from her mother’s outstretched hand. “He asked so many questions and wanted to know where I was all evening. Huh. I told him I didn’t know. I mingled, chatting to everyone, and I’d last seen his lordship around ten o’clock when he went to the library to play cards.”

“Of course, dear.” Margaret attempted to appease her spoilt daughter. “It was your party and you and Arthur were, quite rightly, the centre of attention.”

“Well, I certainly didn’t kill him. Anyway the last person to see him would be whoever killed him. You would think a Chief Inspector would know that.”

“Now then, Cecily.” Her mother looked stern. “I’m sure he had a good reason for asking.”

“Well, what did you tell him, then?” Cecily got up again, this time to get a cigarette. She offered the box to Eleanor who refused.

“Me? I’ve told you. I saw him around eleven, I think. He was talking to Henri Dubois and having quite a heated debate by the looks of it, but I was busy fetching a wrap from my room and didn’t pay much attention.”

“Henri Dubois?” The name was unfamiliar to Eleanor.

“Yes. He’s a French diplomat, a friend of the family. He is in town for a few days, staying at the Majestic Hotel, and called to wish Cecily a happy birthday.”

Eleanor sipped at her coffee and mentally filed that information. A heated debate sounded intriguing.

It appeared not to have occurred to either Cecily or her mother that somewhere, amongst their relatives, friends, and acquaintances they harboured a killer in their midst. Eleanor did not point this out. It wasn’t an appealing thought — better to leave them in blissful ignorance for the moment. They would know soon enough once an arrest was made.

She turned to Cecily. “How did Arthur take it?”

“Oh, he was wonderful,” she gushed. “He soon stopped the police from badgering me.”

Cecily clearly thought this was what a fiancé was for and almost preened before prattling on about Arthur and what an excellent husband he would make.

Margaret excused herself during this recital of her future son-in-law’s good points and, as soon as she’d gone and Cecily stopped to draw breath, Eleanor asked what she had meant by calling the dead man Betty Bancroft.

“Oh, that.” Cecily laughed. It’s just that he’s a bit of an old woman, always maundering on about horses. Although he was a friend of Papa’s I didn’t like him, quite frankly. He had a problem keeping his hands to himself when there were women about, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, he had a reputation for that. Did he live up to it last night?”

Cecily looked a little coy. “I didn’t see him do so, and he couldn’t try that on me. I had Arthur beside me for most of the evening.”

With Cecily sounding all set to launch into another paean of praise for her beloved, Eleanor finished her coffee, thanked her for her time, and beat a hasty retreat.

She did not think she had learned much. Now it was time to follow the lead she had been given and discover what others had to say.
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Eleanor’s next port of call was at the bachelor apartment of her old friend Tommy Totteridge, Viscount Marchwold, known affectionately as Totters. Tommy knew everybody, or so it seemed, and could be relied upon to give her an honest and unbiased opinion of Lord Bancroft. Tommy’s often bumbling manner disguised a sharp brain and observant eye — if he knew anything to the dead man’s detriment, he would tell her.

“Hello, Eleanor, old girl,” he said when she was announced by his manservant. “Delightful to see you. Understood you weren’t well, what!” He waved a glass towards her. “Fancy a cocktail?”

“No, thanks, Tommy. I’d better not.” She pressed her cheek to his, then stood back, admiring his smoking jacket and nattily folded cravat. “You’re looking very swish.”

“Thanks. Have to keep up appearances you know. Sophie’s coming round for lunch.”

Tommy, like Cecily, had recently become engaged. His fiancée was the beautiful Sophie Westlake and they were due to marry in a few weeks time.

He motioned her to an armchair and folded his lanky frame into a chair opposite.

“How is she?” Eleanor asked. “I’m sorry I missed you both last night.”

“Oh, she’s in fine fettle. Never better.” He took a sip of his drink and eyed her shrewdly. “I take it you’ve heard the shocking news, and that’s why you’re here?”

Tommy knew her too well for Eleanor to prevaricate. He wasn’t some conservative old duffer who thought a woman’s place was in the home. On the whole he approved of Eleanor’s work as a private enquiry agent.

“In large part, yes,” she said. “I’ve just called on the Pargeters. As I was unable to attend last night’s bash, I still had Cecily’s engagement present to deliver. I didn’t want her to think that I’d forgotten, or worse, not bought her anything.”

“And it made a handy excuse to gain entry at a...ahem...difficult time.”

Eleanor laughed. “Precisely, but as you’ve gathered, it wasn’t my only reason for going there.”

“How was Cecily? She appeared distraught last night after the body had been found. She almost collapsed into Arthur Huntington’s arms.” He shook his head. “Poor kid. She was in her element up until then.”

“She was fine this morning.” Eleanor wondered whether Cecily’s fit of the vapours had been overplayed, an excuse — if one were needed — to throw herself into Arthur’s embrace. Then she decided she was being unkind. A good night’s sleep would have done much to restore Cecily’s sunny view of the world. “Now, what can you tell me about Bancroft?”

Tommy grimaced. “Well, he was of my father’s generation and I know the old man wanted nothing to do with him. I can’t say that I knew the man well, but I didn’t care for him at all.”

“Why not?”

“Between you and me, I thought him a crashing bore. He had a bit of a reputation as a lady’s man and I always tried to keep Sophie away from him.”

“Yes, Ann Carstairs said something similar. He was a bit free with his hands, I take it?”

“So I’m told.” He looked disgusted. “Goes against the grain that, you know. Not the done thing and all that.”

Eleanor hid a smile. Tommy was always a gentleman. “No, indeed.”

“He also had a bit of a dodgy reputation when it came to gambling, as I recall, but that’s hearsay. I never bet, and I hate playing cards, so I can’t speak for certain, but the info came from a reliable source.”

“He spent almost his entire time last night playing cards, as far as I can find.”

“Did he win much?”

Eleanor grinned. “That I don’t know. I didn’t feel it was my place to ask.”

Tommy took a swig of his cocktail. “You’re going to have to get used to it, you know.”

“Used to what?” Eleanor wrinkled her brow. It wasn’t like Totters to be cryptic. His round open face reflected the candour and honesty within.

“Asking difficult questions. I can’t imagine a good detective gets far without putting people on the spot from time to time.”

“Oh, I see. Yes, you’re right, but there are ways around it.” She crossed one silk-stockinged leg over the other and brought her palms together. “You have to ask a non-leading question and hope that whoever you are talking to takes the conversation in the direction you hope for. Or, you misstate something, and hope they correct you, in the process answering the real question.”

“Ye...es.” Tommy seemed unconvinced.

“For example, I could say that I suppose Sophie’s coming around to bring you a bunch of bright yellow roses to brighten up that dark and gloomy corner over there.”

“Eh?” Tommy’s head spun around so quickly to see where Eleanor indicated, it was a wonder he didn’t put a crick in his neck.

Like Eleanor’s own flat in Bellevue Mansions, Tommy’s place held all modern conveniences and was comfortable and spacious, but it had been furnished with items from the family home. The dark and heavy wooden furniture seemed out of place in their new surroundings. They gave the otherwise light and airy room a sombre feel, at odds with the owner’s usually light-hearted disposition.

Eleanor would never have dreamed of saying this, and Sophie was not the sort of girl to notice her surroundings — not while Tommy was in the room. She had eyes only for him.

Tommy turned back to face his visitor and raised an eyebrow. “No, actually, she’s coming to discuss plans for moving into Marchwold House after we’re married. There’s a lot to sort out and —” He broke off at sight of Eleanor’s beaming face.

“There you are, you see. So much easier, and more polite than asking outright why Sophie was coming for Sunday lunch.”

It was Tommy’s turn to grin. “Oh, I see. Very good, though she could have just been coming to get a decent meal inside her. Mrs Westlake isn’t much of a cook.”

It was fortunate, then, that Tommy’s own manservant was more useful in the kitchen than his future mother-in-law. She recalled that Tilly often swapped recipes with Tommy’s man.

“Getting back to Bancroft...”

“Must we?” His lip curled. “It’s rumoured, you know, that he only got the peerage due to his friendship with a former prime minister. I wouldn’t be at all surprised. It’s the sort of man he was. If I were you, I’d have nothing to do with this one, old girl. Stay out of it is my advice.”

Eleanor shrugged. Now that Ethel Gill had asked for her help, she no longer had the option of staying out of it. Maybe, if the police arrested someone other than the Pargeters’ parlourmaid, she could step back and wash her hands of the whole affair, but until that day, Eleanor was honour bound to at least look into Lord Bancroft’s murder.

“You know me, Tommy. Besides, I have a client, and I won’t let them down if I can help it.”

“Ah,” he said. “Yes, that does change things, rather. Well, be careful, old girl. As well as having a dodgy reputation himself, some of Bancroft’s associates left a lot to be desired. I’d hate for you to be murdered, as well.”

Eleanor smiled at the concern on her friend’s face, but took his words seriously.

“I take it you saw him last night?”

Tommy nodded. “Yes, though thankfully he stayed mainly in the card room. In fact, once he’d entered, he probably never left. That’s where he was found, at any rate.”

“Yes, so Lady Pargeter told me. She also said she saw him talking to a French man, Henri Dubois. Did you see or hear him arguing with Bancroft?”

“Sorry, old girl. I can’t say that I did. Sophie wanted to dance and that was on the floor below, so apart from a brief glimpse of him early on in the evening, I don’t remember seeing him at all, and I don’t know this Dubois fellow.”

Eleanor bit back a sigh of disappointment. She had hoped for more from Tommy, and the thought of having to interview close to sixty of the Pargeter’s guests overwhelmed her. It would take ages — running around London and the Home Counties — and most of it a waste of time.

“Who do you think killed him, Totters?”

“Lor’, Eleanor, it’s no good asking me. You know brain work isn’t my strong point.”

“Well, then, if you had to guess?”

Tommy’s mouth turned down at the corners. He shook his head. “Almost anyone who knew him, I should think, though that doesn’t help you any.” He got up and went to refresh his glass, once again offering Eleanor a drink. She refused again.

“Well,” he said, as he resumed his seat, “I think you’ll find the most likely candidates among his racing pals. He was particularly fond of the gee-gees. He had his own string of racehorses and always attended the Classics. George Pardew, an old mate of mine, even saw him up in Doncaster for the St Leger.

“Hmm.” Eleanor waggled her foot. “Lady Pargeter said Bancroft has a horse in this year’s Derby and was urging her husband to back it. Who would you say was the best person to speak to about racing? Would it be your friend Pardew?”

He gave a tight-lipped smile. “Afraid he’s not around at the moment. Last I heard he was sailing to Singapore to take up a diplomatic post.”

“Oh. Singapore seems a little far.” Eleanor racked her brains for someone who could tell her more. “I’m acquainted with Edward, the Earl of Derby, and he keeps a stable, of course, but I suppose he’ll be busy at the moment. I can’t imagine he’d thank me for bothering him.”

“Yes, I understand he has high hopes of winning the race this year.” Tommy laughed. “Which is only right seeing as the Derby is named after one of his illustrious forebears.” He creased his brow in thought and started to mutter to himself. “There has to be plenty more, though. Hmm, no, he won’t do. Neither will Giles, he’s away up north and old ‘Hearty’ Hartington is probably past it by now.”

Eleanor smiled to herself, but did not interrupt. For all his self-deprecation, Tommy was more than capable of clear thinking and had an excellent memory. He’d be able to come up with someone to help her out.

“Got it!” he said, at last and gave a sheepish grin. “I was so busy running through everyone I knew who had an interest in racing that I forgot all about the professionals. I’m not acquainted with anyone who works for The Sporting Life, but I reckon Robbie Stewart’s your man. He’s the Daily Clarion’s horse racing correspondent and, for a newspaper man he’s pretty well respected.” He grinned. “Tell him I sent you and that he’s to take care of you.”

“Robbie Stewart.” Eleanor made a mental note.

“That’s the fellow. He knows the racing business inside and out, as you’d expect given what he does for a living. He’ll know all about Bancroft’s racing interests — and everyone else’s. He’ll probably give you a hot tip for the Derby while he’s at it.”

“Thanks, Tommy.”

“Oh, you’re welcome, though I can’t think that I’ve been of much help.”

“Yes, you have and I’m very grateful.” Eleanor got to her feet. “I won’t keep you any longer. Give Sophie my regards, and if either of you remember anything more about last night, anything that you think may be relevant —”

“Don’t worry. You’ll be the first person we call.”

Eleanor took her leave with a cheery wave, aware that her next port of call might not be so welcoming.

It hadn’t been a bad morning’s work, but she would need a plan of campaign before she took things too much further.
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Eleanor walked for a while after leaving Tommy Totteridge, digesting what he had told her and adding it to the information already gleaned from the Pargeters.

The sun rode high and the pavement felt warm beneath the soles of her patent leather shoes.

Eleanor loved London — its hustle and bustle, its vibrancy and life, the feeling of a city that never slept. She loved its parks and open spaces, its monuments and its churches. She loved every part of it from the neat Georgian squares of Mayfair and Belgravia to the grimy Victorian terraces of Whitechapel and Southwark.

She loved its fogs, its crisp autumn mornings, and sunny days like these, and she loved to travel around it, whether sitting in the back of a cab, or driving herself in the Lagonda.

Most of all, Eleanor loved its people. Men and women from all walks of life, all races and all classes lived, loved, worked and died in this vast seething metropolis. They rubbed along together, sometimes cheek by jowl, but able to make room for each other, laughing or squabbling as circumstances dictated.

London was never truly deserted, although, like now, its more high class thoroughfares might be empty. It was Sunday, and nearly lunch time. Upright citizens would be gathered around their dining tables ready to enjoy their lunch— the air was thick with the sweet smell of roasting meat — while those more crooked than upright would be lying low until darkness. As a result the streets were quieter than usual, and taxis harder to find.

It was also a day without racing — gambling being illegal on the Sabbath — and while the Clarion’s offices would be open, it was doubtful that Totters’ contact, Robbie Stewart, would be there.

With this is mind, Eleanor debated whether to return home or to press on with her investigation and try to get an interview with Mr Henri Dubois. The Majestic Hotel lay only a few streets away. Better to strike now when the events of the previous evening were still fresh in people’s memories.

Her decision made, Eleanor turned right onto South Audley Street in the direction of its junction with Curzon Street, her feet tracing a familiar and well-worn route while her mind was elsewhere, considering how best to approach Mr Dubois. The man was a stranger to her and might wonder at her involvement — which he had every right to do, given that she had not attended Cecily’s party. If she had given the matter any forethought, she might — while keeping quiet about Ethel Gill’s commission — have tried to persuade the Pargeters to employ her on their behalf to investigate Lord Bancroft’s death. Too late for that, now.

Her destination in sight, Eleanor hurried along.

The Majestic was not amongst the foremost hotels in London on a par with the Ritz and the Savoy, but it had a reputation for comfort and attentive service nonetheless. Eleanor mounted the wide shallow steps under the pillared portico, took a moment to admire the caryatids, and nodded at the uniformed flunkey who opened the door for her.

The wide expanse of the lobby held a mere handful of leather armchairs, their arms rubbed with wear, and several tall pots containing dusty ferns in arid soil.

However, the wall of walnut that surrounded the reception area was well polished, and staffed by a friendly-looking concierge.

“Mr Dubois, madam?” He smiled. “Yes, we have a guest by that name. I’ll see if he’s in his room — oh! There he is, now.”

He pointed beyond Eleanor, to where a clean shaven, dapper-looking man of medium height was stepping out of the lift and glancing around him. He headed towards them.

“Sir, this lady is asking for you.”

“Oh? For me?” Dubois stared at her blankly, then sketched a small bow when she offered her hand.

“Yes, Mr Dubois. My name is Lady Eleanor Bakewell. I wonder if you could spare me a moment of your time, please?”

Eleanor submitted without offence to a pair of eyes, as deep and blue as the Mediterranean, giving her a close and careful scrutiny. It lasted for but a moment before Dubois nodded, as if in approval, and said, “I was just about to take my lunch. Perhaps you would care to accompany me, my lady?” He smiled. “Unless it really is only a moment that you need?”

Eleanor had sworn she would never touch food again after the epicurean disaster that had kept her up all night with her stomach turning inside out and tying itself into more knots than a gift shop at Christmas. Yet now she felt ravenous.

“Thank you. I would be delighted to have lunch with you, Monsieur.”

“Then let us repair to the dining room. I am sure the Hotel Majestic serves an excellent rosbif.”

On the other hand, the thought of the regulation English Sunday lunch of roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, roast potatoes, vegetables, and gravy, was more than her stomach could handle — famished, or not.

“Um...”

Dubois put out a hand. “Are you all right, milady?”

“I’m fine, thank you.” A lady did not discuss her digestion with anyone, let alone a perfect stranger.

She gave him a bright smile, hoping to reassure him that she was well, and to put him at ease.

Perhaps she would settle for soup, or ask if they could make her an omelette. Either way, she could not back out now. His offer to dine with her was too good an opportunity to miss. It gave her plenty of time to ask him about Lord Bancroft in a, hopefully, relaxed and enjoyable setting.

“Do you like roast beef, Monsieur?”

He tilted his head, considering the question. “That depends.”

“Oh? On what?”

The French might be rightly proud of the cuisine of their own country, but that did not give this gentleman the right to criticise that of Eleanor’s own, if that was the cause of his hesitation.

His eyes twinkled with mischief. “On how well cooked it is, of course.”

Eleanor smiled at his clever double-entendre. “Ah. Naturally.”

He led her towards a set of double doors beyond which could be heard the clatter of crockery and the hum of lively conversation.

“Milady.” Dubois opened the door and waved Eleanor through with a flourish.

They were soon seated and took several moments to peruse the less than inspiring menu that an eager waiter had placed in front of them. Dubois laid the card down by the side of his water glass and sighed. “It is worse than I feared.”

Eleanor flashed him a sympathetic smile. “We have a saying here in England. The proof of the pudding is in the eating. Perhaps you should give them the benefit of the doubt.” She put her own menu to one side. “Have you not eaten here before, Monsieur?”

“Only breakfast. I arrived on Friday and have been dining with various friends, of whom I have many in London.” He beamed at her. “Fortunately, they are most hospitable.”

“When do you return home?”

“I am not sure.” He frowned, putting a deep crease on his otherwise smooth brow.

“Is something wrong, Monsieur?”

He opened his mouth, as if about to speak, but closed it again at the speedy return of the waiter.

Eleanor ordered a small omelette, but the Frenchman took longer. He wanted to know the ingredients of every dish, the length of time the rosbif had been cooked, even going so far as to question the competency of the chef. Satisfied with the answers he ordered a bottle of wine and sat back with a sigh.

“At least the wine should be drinkable. Now, milady, what was it you wanted of me?”

During his lengthy interrogation of the waiter, Eleanor had had ample time to scrutinise Mr Dubois. She had noted a saturnine man with a sharp nose, and a head of thin dark hair slicked back with pomade. A finicky man who appeared to be in his early fifties, though his skin was still smooth and unlined.

He didn’t look much like a killer, but then, killers were not of a type, as Chief Inspector Blount was wont to say.

As well as observing him, Eleanor had debated how best to approach Mr Dubois. All well and good to accept his kind invitation to lunch, but plying him with awkward questions and insinuations was hardly the way to recompense him for his generosity. She would have to tread carefully and be as much the diplomat as himself.

“I wanted to speak to you about last nights dreadful events at the Pargeters. I understand you spoke to Lord Bancroft shortly before he was found murdered.

His eyebrows rose, two dark circumflexes climbing his forehead.

“And what if I did? What, pray, does this have to do with you?”

Suddenly weary after a long and largely sleepless night, Eleanor abandoned any attempt at subterfuge and handed over her business card. He glanced down, picking up the small rectangle of thick card and staring at it in evident surprise.

“Vraiment?”

She nodded. “Yes, truly.”

“You will forgive me saying so, but that is an unusual...ah...occupation for an English milady, no?”

It was a common reaction — her friends and family had expressed the same astonishment — and she did not resent his doubt, though what he would have said if he knew that she was not only a lady but a duke’s daughter, too, she didn’t care to guess.

“Perhaps, but it is what I do, Monsieur. I thought that you could help me, especially as Lady Pargeter says she saw you talking to Lord Bancroft during the evening.”

Dubois dropped the card onto the table and sat back. He pursed his lips. “That is so, though not for long. He was anxious to play.” He sneered. “To gamble.”

“I understand he had a reputation for that, and for being a ladies’ man.”

He shrugged. “As to that, I would not know. Last night was the first time I had met him.”

A wine waiter’s sudden appearance at the table, waving a bottle in front of the Frenchman, prevented Eleanor asking the obvious follow up to that statement. What did they have to talk about if they had never met?

She controlled her impatience with difficulty, but when the sommelier had poured the wine and left Dubois forestalled her again.

“Come, milady, let us talk of things more pleasant during our meal. That will be a far better aid to our digestion. Then afterwards, I will answer your questions.”

She acquiesced with as good a grace as she could muster. What else was a lady to do? Besides, she thought grimly, I am well trained in small talk.

When the waiter had cleared their plates away and both diners had expressed satisfaction with their meals, Eleanor returned to her questioning, determined to discover what Dubois and Bancroft had discussed. It might be totally unconnected with the latter’s death, but until she was certain of that, her companion, no matter how charming, could not be discounted as a suspect.

“So, what did you talk about with Lord Bancroft when you saw him?”

“It is quite simple.” He smiled, but his next words baffled her. “I asked him what he had done with my brother.”
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It took half an hour and a pot of coffee shared between them for Henri Dubois to tell his tale.

He had come to England in search of his much younger half-brother, Charles Legrand, a budding jockey.

“Charles had ridden a few winners in France and Lord Bancroft wrote to him to offer him a ride in the Derby.”

“Did you see the letter?”

“Alas, no.” Dubois shook his head. “I wish that I had.”

A pity. Without the letter there was no proof of Dubois’ assertion.

“Go on,” Eleanor said.

“You are wondering how I knew this, yes?” He cocked his head to one side. “It is because Charles telephoned to me. Naturally, he was very excited at the prospect of riding in such a prestigious race as the Derby and wished to tell me all about it. Lord Bancroft had invited him to come over to England, to Epsom, and wanted him to travel immediately. He had included a ticket for the aeroplane with his letter.”

“Had you or your brother ever met him before?”

“Non. My brother explained that the letter had arrived out of the blue, as you put it, but he was not going to let an opportunity to ride in the Derby pass him by. He was on that evening’s flight from Paris to London.”

“When was that?”

“Last Friday. He said he would telephone again once he’d arrived, but he never did so, and that was the last time I heard from him.”

Eleanor thought about this. She knew little of the horse racing world, but one thing struck her as odd.

“Isn’t that unusual? For the owner rather than the trainer to approach a jockey, I mean.”

Dubois spread his hands and raised his shoulders in a Gallic shrug. He clearly knew no more about the workings of the sport of kings than Eleanor did.

“Did you come to England to find your brother, Monsieur?”

“Oui. Exactement ça. Understand, that I had no way of contacting Charles here — no telephone number for him, no hotel, no address. When he did not contact me as arranged, I came over the next day, yesterday. My only recourse was to try and contact Lord Bancroft, but there again, I had no letter of introduction. I did not feel that I could go to his house or accost him in the street and ask what had happened to Charles.”

Had anything happened to him, Eleanor wondered. Dubois had waited less than twenty-four hours before coming to England. Perhaps he had jumped the gun.

“So, I telephoned to my good friend and namesake Henry Pargeter and asked if he knew how to contact his lordship and, by a stroke of fortune, he tells me that his lordship will be at Cecily’s party.”

“How long have you known Lord Pargeter?”

“Oh, for quite some time. I am a member of the French corps diplomatique and once had the privilege of being an attaché to the French ambassador to the Court of St James’s. Lord Pargeter was in the Foreign Office at the time and we became acquainted. I spent many happy times with him and his wife. He often invited me to their home. This was several years ago — Cecily was only a little girl — but we kept in touch.”

Eleanor nodded. With his diplomatic credentials Dubois was unlikely to turn up on Bancroft’s doorstep demanding answers to his brother’s whereabouts. Doing so at a party in a private house was quite another matter.

“And so when you met Lord Bancroft and asked him about your brother; what did he say?”

Dubois sneered. “He told me the bald-faced lie. Not only did his lordship deny writing to Charles, he said he’d never heard of him. Preposterous!” He waved a hand. “Oh, he apologised for not being able to assist me and said that I must be mistaken, but I was not.” He leaned towards Eleanor. “I was shocked, and so surprised that I did not press him.”

“Naturally, Monsieur.” Eleanor was sympathetic. “It was neither the time or the place to demand answers.”

“Exactement! Yet, I wish now that I had. Who else is there to tell me what has happened to Charles? I cannot believe that my brother who came here, so full of excitement, so pleased that he would ride in the Derby, would not contact me once he had met Lord Bancroft and learned more about his offer. C’est impossible, et aussi, incroyable!”

Impossible and incredible? Perhaps. Without knowing Charles Legrand, Eleanor was in no position to judge. She would have to take Dubois’ word for it.

However, her mind raced ahead and her heart sank at what the Frenchman was about to ask her to do.

“Have you contacted the police?” she asked.

“Not yet. Although I mean no disparagement to your wonderful British bobby, I do not hold out much hope that they will find him. You, on the other hand...”

Eleanor sprang to disabuse him of the idea. “Do not have the resources of the police at my disposal, Monsieur.”

“No...o.” He smiled at her. “However, you know Henry Pargeter and his family, you know the nobility here and the sort of people it may be necessary to deal with. You probably have more than a passing acquaintance with milord Bancroft’s family, his friends, his cronies. Enfin, you are better equipped to handle a discreet investigation of this nature, n’est-ce-pas?”

Eleanor considered this mere flattery and was on the point of refusing his request outright, until a moment’s hesitation made her think again.

For herself, Ethel Gill’s simple request was all the justification she needed to go around asking questions about George Bancroft. However, some of the people she would speak to might not be as forthcoming if they thought she was poking her nose into things that did not concern her on behalf of a parlourmaid. Enquiring about a missing Frenchman on the other hand, especially if he was the brother of a diplomat, was far more likely to be accepted, and diverting attention from her main investigation could work to Eleanor’s advantage. It would effectively kill two birds with one stone, she thought, then shivered inwardly at the poor choice of words.

“Have you been to Epsom, Monsieur, and made enquiries about your brother there?”

His lips curved downward. “Not as yet, though it is the next logical step, I suppose. There again,” - he spread his hands - “I do not know anyone there, or where Lord Bancroft kept his horses. I am completely in the dark. You, on the other hand...”

“Yes, yes.” Eleanor forestalled the obvious comment.

“And my time here is limited. I must return to France soon, by Friday at the latest. I need an agent here, and I will pay you well for your efforts on my behalf. Ah! Pardon,” he said, catching sight of her face, now glaring fiercely at him. “I did not mean to offend.”

Eleanor took a deep breath. She preferred to take on only those cases in which she had a personal interest or those that intrigued her and piqued her interest. She was not some lackey to be hired and fired at will and resented being treated as such.

“Very well, Monsieur. I will see what I can do to assist you, and I am sure we can come to some arrangement agreeable to both of us. Do you have a photograph of your brother?”

“Alas, no. I did not think to bring one with me, but I can tell you that he is short of stature, slim, with blond hair and green eyes. Also his nose was broken in a fall from a horse and is now somewhat crooked. Will that suffice?”

“Yes, thank you. Will you be staying at the Majestic during the length of your stay in London?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“Then, I know where to contact you. All right, Monsieur, leave it with me and I will see what I can find.”

He thanked her effusively, and she rose to her feet.

A few minutes later they said their goodbyes and Eleanor departed the hotel with two questions uppermost in her mind. What had she let herself in for, and had she bitten off more than she could handle?
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Eleanor took a taxi back to Bellevue Mansions. The food and the wine had revived her, but it still seemed like an age since she had dragged herself from her bed that morning. Her head was reeling after Dubois’ request and bursting with all the information she’d been given. She needed time — and more importantly, her own space - in which to try to assimilate and make sense of it. The latter would be the hardest part, already she had noted certain contradictions, but one thing was clear — the dead man was neither well-liked nor well respected amongst those who knew him, including his peers.

Eleanor paid off the taxi, smiled at the doorman, and took the lift up to her apartment.

“Oh, there you are, my lady.” Tilly stared critically at her employer as she helped her off with her coat. “Are you feeling better? You’ve been gone so long I was thinking of sending out a search party.”

Eleanor raised a tired smile and crossed to her armchair by the fireside. “I’m fine, thanks, but it’s been an eventful morning and I could use a cup of tea.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes, thank you. I had lunch at the Majestic Hotel with a charming Frenchman.”

She lowered herself into the chair’s comfortable depths.

“Was he handsome, rich and well-connected?”

“I did not think to ask.”

Tilly sniffed and threw her a questioning look. When no reply was forthcoming she bustled off to fill the kettle and set it to boil.

Eleanor kicked off her shoes and grinned at the maid’s retreating back. Tilly would love to marry her mistress off to some lofty member of the British aristocracy or, at the very least, a peer of the realm, but the man Eleanor really wanted was neither of these things.

Sadly, the object of her desires lay out of reach for the moment, but one day, she promised herself, one day...

With a sigh she brushed aside intrusive thoughts of romance and steered her mind back to the matter in hand. What was she to make of Henri Dubois’ offer? She had no doubt that he had been in earnest, and on the face of it the commission seemed genuine. So why could she not shrug off the feeling that he had been playing with her? Had he set her off to chase wild geese hoping she would be distracted from finding Bancroft’s killer?

She picked up the notebook that always lay to hand on a small table and made a note of all that she had heard that might prove relevant. Then, she made a list of other people to talk to, the Dashwoods and Robbie Stewart at the Clarion, for starters. Those interviews would have to wait until tomorrow, though.

“Here we are my lady.” Tilly deposited a tea tray on the occasional table to Eleanor’s left. “Would you like me to pour?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes please, Tilly.” Eleanor glanced at the tray, noting the second cup. “Good. Pour yourself some and come and join me. I’m sure you are anxious to hear how I got on.”

“Yes, indeed, my lady.”

The maid did as instructed and perched on the chair opposite and sipped her tea as Eleanor gathered her scrambled thoughts and launched into her tale.

Tilly listened to her mistress’s account of her visit to the Pargeters without comment, and only nodded when Eleanor gave her opinion of Lord Bancroft’s character.

“After that, I paid a visit to Tommy Totteridge.”

“How was Viscount Marchwold?”

“Oh, he was fine, and contemplating married bliss with Sophie.”

“It won’t be long now until the wedding. Miss Westlake will make a lovely June bride.” Tilly sounded wistful.

“Yes, I’m looking forward to it.”

Eleanor continued with her recital until she got to the part where Dubois had asked her to take on a job for him.

“Really?” Tilly looked offended. “What a nerve. I thought you said he was a suspect.”

“Well, only in that Margaret Pargeter said that the last time she saw Bancroft alive he was talking to Mr Dubois. That doesn’t mean he killed him.”

“So, what does he want you to do?”

Eleanor sighed, exasperated with herself for accepting the Frenchman’s seemingly impossible task.

“I have agreed to try and find his missing brother and, as he returns to France soon, I have but a scant few days to do so.”

“What? But that’s ridiculous! Preposterous —”

Eleanor held up a hand to stem the flow of Tilly’s outrage.

“Oh, I daresay, if I succeed at all, that I will have longer than that, but it means I will be operating at a distance from my client.”

Tilly nodded. “And a telephone call to France is probably very expensive.”

Eleanor dismissed the cost with a flick of her fingers. “As to that I could always send a telegram if necessary. I just hope that this disappearance is connected in some way with Bancroft’s murder.”

“So that you can solve both cases at the same time?”

“Yes.” Eleanor caught the surprise on her maid’s face. “Why? Don’t you think I can do it?”

“No, I mean yes, my lady.”

Eleanor grinned. “Ha! You don’t fool me, Matilda Walton. Seriously though, Tilly, there might be any number of motives and suspects for the murder of his lordship, and I don’t envy Chief Inspector Blount of Scotland Yard on this one.” Eleanor sipped at her tea. “I have no idea what has become of Charles Legrand, but if the two events are linked then the connection must surely be horse racing.”

“There may be others,” Tilly said.

“There may, but it’s a good working hypothesis to start with. I’ll see how far it takes me before I have to change my course.”

“You won’t forget about Ethel, will you?” Tilly chewed at her lip.

“No, of course I won’t. Frankly, it would be quicker and easier to solve Lord Bancroft’s murder than it would be to scour the length and breath of England for a missing Frenchman. If I find a clue that helps explain either of them, then I stand a better chance of serving both my clients’ wishes.”

Tilly leaned forward, eagerness in every line of her slender body. “What can I do, my lady?”

She considered herself Eleanor’s protector, and would defend her with all the ferocity of a she-wolf with her cubs, using whatever weapon came to hand — rolling pins, potato peelers, and even sugar bowls if necessary. If her mistress was going into danger she wanted to be there by her side.

Eleanor, who knew this and had seen it amply demonstrated, thought for a moment before she answered. Her maid had rendered valuable assistance in all her previous cases. She was loyal, quick-witted, and had a steady hand on a gun. With Tilly at her back, Eleanor would have taken on the world, and been confident of victory.

“I’m sure there’ll be something, old thing, but for the next hour or so I need to sit and think.” She yawned, and stretched out her shapely, silk-stockinged legs. “Will you field any calls while I’m doing so, then later we can share a light supper together. Then I shall have an early night and catch up on my sleep. I have a feeling that tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

Tilly looked disgusted at being assigned such prosaic tasks as answering the telephone and cooking supper, but murmured her assent.

“Very well, my lady.”

Once she was alone, Eleanor recalled her conversation with the Pargeters. She would dearly like to know who else had played cards yesterday evening and if there had been any friction between them that had later turned into a fatal attack. To protect Ethel she had made no mention of the fact that she had been hired to investigate Bancroft’s murder, and she could hardly go back now and ask the sort of probing questions she should have posed in the first place.

Perhaps Ann would know the names of the card players. She made a note to call and ask her in the morning, then she would drive to Fleet Street and speak to Tommy’s contact at the Daily Clarion.

Satisfied that she had a plan mapped out, she gave a deep sigh, and promptly fell asleep.
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“I don’t know who played cards. Why don’t you ask Cecily Pargeter, or her mother?”

Ann sounded irritable and full of sleep when she answered Eleanor’s call the next morning. She was probably not long out of bed. Eleanor, on the other hand, after a full eight hours sleep, plus the time she had drowsed in the armchair, felt much refreshed and full of beans. She had polished off a hearty breakfast and was eager to get on with the day and start her investigation into the murder of Lord George Bancroft.

“I went to see the Pargeters yesterday, I still had my engagement gift to deliver, but I forgot to ask them. I don’t like to go back again. They don’t know I’ve taken on the case.”

“Ah,” said Ann, understanding the niceties of the problem. “Well, as far as I know, Margaret’s relatives, Sir Algernon Westwood, and Lady Drusilla Coverdale were in the library. Drusilla is an inveterate card player and only socialises in order to play. Her favourite game is poker.” She let out a tinkling laugh. “You have to admit she has the face for it.”

“She always looks sad to me. Does she lose a lot?”

“I couldn’t say. I’ve not heard any gossip to that effect.”

“All right. Go on.”

“Hang on, I need another gulp of coffee.” There was a pause, the clatter of crockery, and then Ann was back on the line.

“Honestly, Eleanor, you do call at some unearthly hours.” The clock on Eleanor’s mantelpiece said nine o’clock. “Now then, where was I?”

“Telling me who played cards on Saturday night at the Pargeter’s.”

“That’s right, so I was. I’m not sure that Sir Algernon actually played, only that I saw him in there.”

“Well, was he standing or seated?”

“Oh, I can’t remember. It was a busy evening.”

The line went quiet again. Then, despite claiming to have racked her brains, Ann came up with only one other name, that of Archie Shoesmith.

“I don’t know him, but Tommy Totteridge is quite pally with him. He’ll give you an introduction.”

Surprised to hear that there was someone in London that Ann did not know, Eleanor thanked her friend and put the phone down. She immediately picked it up again and rang the Bellevue Mansions’ garage asking for her car to brought around. A quarter of an hour later she drove the Lagonda along Piccadilly heading for Fleet Street.

The Daily Clarion, as befitted a major newspaper, had extensive offices and was easily found.

Eleanor parked the car and entered through the main doors to the bustling reception area beyond. Acutely aware that the two female receptionists were taking her measure, noting every line of her clothing and the perfect fit of her stylish cloche hat, and the slightly rakish angle at which she wore it, she gave her name and asked to speak to Robbie Stewart.

Around her people came and went. Reporters raced in and out, secretaries walked to and fro, some carrying files while others merely had notebooks in hand, and several people queued to place advertisements with a harassed looking young man behind an open window.

Eleanor watched in fascination. She had observed similar scenes before in the offices of the Daily Banner while investigating the death of its owner, Lord Bristol. Her contact then had been the charming Irishman, Danny Danvers. She hoped that Robbie Stewart was as informative and entertaining as his counterpart. Perhaps with a lovely soft burr to his speech and deep brown eyes.

“Lady Eleanor Bakewell?”

Eleanor had been so taken up with her flights of fancy that she had failed to hear the soft approach of the figure carrying an overnight bag who stood at her shoulder. She turned to face him. She looked up, and up, and up. He was over six feet tall, square of face with a jaw to match, but his eyes were a sparkling blue under a shock of blond hair. A binocular case hung around his neck atop a smart suit.

Not a Scotsman then, despite his name, but a veritable Viking. She held out her hand.

“Yes. Mr Stewart?”

“That’s me, though I’d prefer it if you call me Robbie. Most people do.” His blue eyes twinkled and he appeared to give her the same appraisal as the girls at reception had done. “What can I do for you?”

“I’ve been sent by my friend Tommy Totteridge. He said you might be able to help with my investigation into Lord Bancroft’s death. I am a private enquiry agent,” she said, in case that wasn’t clear.

“Are you, now?” He gave a throaty chuckle. “It’s an unusual line of work for a lady, though you’re a remarkably pretty one, I’ll grant you.”

“Really, Mr Stewart.” Were all reporters outrageous flirts, she wondered. “What has that to do with it?”

“Ah, ah.” He waved a finger at her. “I said Robbie, remember. Look, no offence intended, your ladyship.” Eleanor inclined her head at his apology. “Now” — he glanced at his wristwatch — “I can give you a moment or two. I’ve got to get down to Epsom and I don’t want to miss my train.”

Eleanor thought quickly. She needed far longer than a few moments to pick Robbie Stewart’s brains and a trip to Epsom had never occurred to her when she’d driven away from Piccadilly, but this could be an excellent opportunity to discover more about Bancroft’s connections. “I could give you a lift there if you like. My car’s just outside.”

“Is it indeed? Then, thank you, my lady.” He sketched her a bow and swept his arm towards the door. “Lead on.”

Eleanor heard his appreciative whistle as they approached the Lagonda. The sight of the gleaming coachwork and soft leather upholstery usually had that effect on passengers. By the time he’d walked around the car and got in, she had pressed the automatic starter and they were ready to go.

The journey would take about two hours by Eleanor’s estimation and she didn’t waste a minute in getting down to business.

“Did you know Lord Bancroft, Robbie?”

“Only by reputation. Of course, I saw him at various race meetings, but only from a distance.”

“What was his reputation?” she asked. Was his lechery well known outside the man’s own circle, or a closely guarded secret within it? Or was this something else entirely?

“That of a big-time gambler. Rumour has it that he wasn’t above cheating, either, though I’ve no direct knowledge of that.”

Eleanor’s heart sank at his words. Was this to be a wasted journey? If he knew so little then it began to look like it.

“How many horses did he have?”

“Five or six. They were mostly with different trainers, but there are at least two down at Ted Marshall’s yard just outside Epsom. I’m hoping you’ll take me there, Now that the man’s dead, and murdered at that, I want to see what they are doing down there.”

Things were looking up. “Yes of course,” she said. “Were any of his lordship’s horses any good?”

Robbie chuckled. “Well, that’s the question, and it depends what you mean by good. He had a couple of winners in minor meetings, but like every owner he dearly wished to win one of the Classics like the Derby.”

“Is Coral Sunset likely to fulfil that wish?”

Robbie threw her a look. “Oh, you know about the filly, do you?”

Eleanor, threading her way through the traffic south of the Thames, took a moment before she answered. “Not really. Other people I’ve talked to have mentioned the horse, that’s all.”

“Well, the answer is no. The current Lord Derby owns the favourite. If you wanted a safe bet that’s where you should put your money, but you won’t get great odds. Did you know that a filly named Eleanor won the Derby in 1801?”

“No, I didn’t but then that was a little before my time.”

Robbie laughed. “Do you ride, Lady Eleanor?”

“Yes, I learnt when I was six. My father bought me a pony.”

“And who’s your father?”

“The Duke of Bakewell.” She risked a glance in his direction and saw his eyes widen. Here it comes, she thought. There’ll be some comment about toffs.

In fact, all he said was. “I see, and I suppose you’re a member of the local hunt.”

Eleanor shuddered at the idea. The thought of some terrified creature being chased to the point of exhaustion, then being ripped apart in the name of sport horrified her.

“Not at all. I don’t like killing. I took part once, then refused to join in again. I did ride in a couple of point-to-point races when I was younger, but I don’t ride at all in London.” She ran a hand lovingly over the walnut dashboard. “Except in the Lagonda, of course.”

“A thoroughbred in its own right, eh?”

“You could say that. What about you? Do you ride?”

“Not as often as I could like. As a kid I always wanted to be a jockey, but as you’ve seen I grew too tall.”

Eleanor saw her opportunity and steered the conversation to where she wanted it.

“Have you heard of a French jockey called Charles Legrand?”

Robbie shook his head. “I can’t say that I have, but then I concentrate on the English calendar, though the Clarion sent me over to Paris to cover the inaugural running of the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe back in 1920. That was fun and I’ve been trying to persuade my editor to make it an annual jaunt.” He sighed. “He’s not taking the hint so far. Anyway, what has...Legrand did you say his name was?”

Eleanor nodded. “Yes.”

“What has he to do with Bancroft?”

Henri Dubois had not asked her to keep his affairs secret — it would have hamstrung her and she would never have agreed to it if he had — yet she was wary of revealing too much.

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Did Lord Bancroft have a regular jockey?”

Robbie barked with laughter. “No, he got whoever he could take. Jockeys are only human; they like to win races and earn their cut of decent prize money. They weren’t likely to do that riding one of Bancroft’s old nags.”

Eleanor didn’t respond for a moment. They had reached a crossroads and she was watching the traffic. She saw a gap and shot through. The car purred under her. Robbie just gasped.

“Yet his lordship must have thought the horses had shown promise if he bought them?” she said, when the way ahead was clear.

“He was just a bad judge of horseflesh, in my opinion, and he didn’t have the best of trainers until he switched to Ted Marshall. He’s the best and I’ve often wondered why he accepted the impossible task of turning those horses into winners.”

“Maybe he likes a challenge.”

“It would be more than a challenge. Ted’s a wonder with horses, but even he can’t perform miracles.”

He lapsed into silence, and Eleanor drove the last few miles towards the Downs pondering what she’d learned.

They were approaching the outskirts of Ewell, the town before Epsom, when Robbie spoke again.

“Have you ever been down here on Derby Day, my lady?”

Eleanor nodded. “Yes, I come every year, although the first time was with my parents before the war. I found that experience thrilling, but rather scary. I remember being terrified of getting lost in the crowd. Now I enjoy it. The atmosphere is wonderful.”

“Aye, it’s a massive event, no doubt about it. It’s the foremost event in the racing calendar, and also the social one, as you’ll know. It’s a world class event that attracts tens of thousands from every walk of life. People flock in from all over the country. They pour out of London at the crack of dawn in every sort of conveyance you can think of — cars, buses, trucks, charabancs, even horses and carts. The roads are jammed with traffic and hundreds of policemen are brought in to control and direct it. Even the railways get involved laying on hundreds of extra trains from London, and elsewhere.

The majority of racegoers bring their own picnics with them and, if they can’t get into the racecourse, they sit up on the downs, watch from a distance, and have a good time anyway.”

“And you?” Eleanor asked. “When do you arrive for the Derby.”

“Oh, I avoid all that chaos. I’d be a poor reporter if I left it till the day. I’m usually here about a week before, it depends on the year and the horses that are entered. I have a regular booking at a small bed-and-breakfast establishment in the town and phone and wire my reports in from the local post office. I cover the gossip, news from the stables, interviews with jockeys and trainers, the latest odds. All the stuff that the Clarion’s readers like to know about before the big day.”

“Do you bet?”

“What, on my poor wages?” He grinned at her. “Yes, I have a flutter, especially on the Derby. I think everyone does on the Derby. What about you?”

“Certainly not! It’s illegal.” It was Eleanor’s turn to grin, but illegality was not the reason behind her refusal to ‘have a flutter’, as he had put it. She simply had no interest in gambling of any flavour, whether it involved betting on sporting events, playing cards, or investing on the stock exchange. She wasn’t against the practice on principle, and on one occasion played roulette in a private casino club in Soho, because she thought the case she was working on at the time demanded it. She’d won rather heavily, too, as she recalled, though she had felt no compulsion to plough it straight back into the casino’s coffers.

“Robbie, getting back to Lord Bancroft, was he up to any dodgy business with his horses, do you think?” Eleanor wasn’t sure of how things worked in horse racing, or what the correct term was. Robbie would get the gist of her question and he should know what she meant, if Totters was to be believed.

“What, doping, nobbling, and running ringers? Let’s just say I wouldn’t put it past him. It may be the sport of kings, but I’ve no doubt it has its unscrupulous types and a dark underside, just as there is in many walks of life.” He sat up and peered through the wind shield then gave her directions towards a place named Banstead. “Take a right turn there and Ted Marshall’s place is about a mile further on, heading towards Burgh Heath.”

Eleanor obeyed his instructions and soon saw a large collection of buildings in the distance. She lifted her foot from the accelerator and slowed her speed.

“One last question, please, Robbie. If I wanted to know more about betting, who should I speak to?”

“Hmm.” His brow puckered and he twitched his mouth from side to side as he gave the matter some thought.

“You could do worse than ask Dickie Twang. He’s the most well known bookie and relatively legitimate, for a given value of legitimate of course. When it’s not a race day anywhere around the country, he’s to be found in the George and Dragon in Cleveland Street.”

“Taking bets?”

“No, no. That’s strictly illegal, as we both know, though I’m sure it goes on. You can mention my name, if you like. You’re more likely to get a hearing that way and you can’t miss him. He’s a large florid man who always sports a fancy bow tie, and is usually reading The Sporting Life newspaper.”

“All right, thanks.”

“Be careful, though,” he warned. “Twang is a registered bookie, but I don’t know that I’d trust him around women. You’d be walking into what passes for his office and might be a lion’s den.”

“His office? But I thought you said —”

“The law says that bookmakers can only take bets on a racecourse, or over the phone. It’s stupid, I know, but you don’t need me to tell you that British law is full of such oddities. Twang gives out the number of the phone box at the end of Cleveland Street and employs a couple of youngsters, urchins mainly, but they can write, as his runners. They hang around the box, answer when it rings, scribble down the details and take them straight to him. Technically, he is within the law by operating this way.”

Eleanor didn’t doubt it, but disliked the idea of him using children for the job. She supposed it was cheaper than paying a grown man a living wage.

“Here we are.” Robbie pointed to an imposing entrance gate.

Eleanor turned in and followed a short drive towards a complex of buildings, including a fine looking house that she assumed was the trainer’s home. Beyond the house Robbie directed her to the left where several cars were already parked.

“Thanks for all the information, Robbie,” she said, as she switched off the engine and opened the door.

“My pleasure, thanks for the lift. I seldom have such attractive and congenial company on my journeys.”

Eleanor ignored the flattery, her attention taken by sounds of a violent altercation coming from within the stable yard.

“What the —”

“I don’t know, but that’s Ted Marshall’s voice. Come on.”
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Eleanor followed the long-striding reporter as he moved at pace into the stable yard. The smells of the countryside made her nose twitch — acrid and aromatic, sharp, yet sweet with blossom.

In the middle of a large square, with four boxes on each side, two men faced each other. One was of medium height, looked about fifty years of age, and his thickset frame was smartly dressed in a grey business suit. He had his fists on his hips and his angry face jutted forward towards the yard’s other occupant. This last must surely be the owner, Ted Marshall. He was about the same height as the man verbally abusing him, though some ten years younger, and his wiry body appeared painfully thin inside his Wellington boots, corduroy trousers, plain shirt and leather jerkin.

“Damn you! I say the horse runs.”

Marshall was unperturbed by the belligerent posture adopted by the stranger.“And I say, it’s not up to you. George Bancroft is dead and the horse is part of his estate. It’s up to his executor to decide whether the horse runs, or not.”

“I’m the co-owner of Coral Sunset and I say she runs.”

He took a step forward and at this point Robbie Stewart looked set to intervene until Eleanor grabbed his arm and pulled him back into the shadows. Their arrival in the yard had not yet been spotted and she wanted to keep it that way. She might learn something useful from the argument.

“Wait,” she whispered. “Who is Marshall talking to?”

Robbie shrugged. “No idea. Don’t think I’ve seen him before.”

“But if he’s got a share in Coral Sunset...”

“It’s news to me if he has. Who knows if Bancroft sold shares in the horse?”

Eleanor nodded absently and glanced back at the men. Marshall had turned and was walking away.

“Do you know who I am?” The man in the suit demanded.

“Look, mate, you could be the Aga Khan as far as I’m concerned. How many times do I have to tell you? Until I hear from Lord Bancroft’s executor —”

“I tell you, I’m Sir Ralph Wallace and I’m co-owner of Coral Sunset.”

This was getting more interesting by the moment. Eleanor leaned forward not wanting to miss a word, but Robbie had other ideas. Before she could stop him he walked forward.

“Hello there, Ted. What news on your prospects’ chances for the big day?”

“Drat,” Eleanor muttered, as she followed him.

“Oh, hello, Robbie. They are doing grand, I thank you. They are all out on the gallops at the moment, but should be back shortly.” He spotted Eleanor. “Hello! Who’s this?”

Before Robbie could ruin everything and blurt out the reason for her visit, Eleanor stepped forward. “Hello, I’m Lady Eleanor Bakewell. I was coming to Epsom when I ran into my friend Robbie here and gave him a lift. I’m fascinated by your set-up. Would it be all right if I had a look around?”

By the look on the trainer’s face he would have liked to say ‘no’, but he recognised in Eleanor the answer to his prayers and a way to get rid of his troublesome guest.

So did Wallace, who glared at her. He could hardly continue to kick up a stink with a woman present, and a lady by all accounts, too.

That lady now addressed him. “I was saddened and so shocked to hear of Lord Bancroft’s murder. It makes me feel that none of us are safe in our beds. Was he a close friend of yours?”

Wallace stared at the ground. “No, merely a business acquaintance-cum-partner.” He looked at Marshall. “I shall have words with the Jockey Club about this disgraceful refusal to acknowledge my rights and wishes. You haven’t heard the last of this.”

“You do that, sir.” Marshall sounded unperturbed. “And don’t come back unless you have proof of co-ownership of Coral Sunset and a signed letter from his lordship’s executor that you have rights in the horse. Good day.”

“Bah!”

Wallace turned on his heel and strode off.

Eleanor watched him go with a thoughtful gaze, her mind whirling with questions and possibilities. Then, deciding she’d catch up with Sir Ralph Wallace later, she turned her attention back to the trainer.

“What are you going to do about that, Ted?” Robbie had produced a notebook and begun scribbling.

“Precisely nothing. I meant what I said to Wallace.”

“He was certainly very rude,” Eleanor said. “Had you ever met him before.”

“Never.”

“Well, I would have thought that as a mark of respect for Lord Bancroft, that Coral Sunset would have been removed from the starting line-up.”

Marshall laughed. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that, your ladyship. Not when there are considerable sums of money involved, though I’ll admit the horse is not likely to win.”

“Not unless the favourite falls over his own feet and breaks his neck.”

Marshall grimaced at Robbie’s words

“Not even then, and I sincerely hope he doesn’t,” said the trainer. “It would be a waste of a damn fine horse and I hate the idea of the death of any animal involved in this sport.”

Eleanor warmed to the man, his words earning her admiration and respect. She nodded her head in approval as well as agreement.

“Have you got the Earl of Derby’s horse here? He’s supposed to be the favourite isn’t he?”

“Sansovino? No, he’s trained over at the Stanley House stables in Newmarket with the Earl’s private trainer, George Lambton. As to being the favourite, I couldn’t say.

“It’s looking that way, Ted,” Robbie put in.

“Ah, but I’m not a racing tipster. I’m only a lowly trainer.” His weather-worn face creased into a hundred wrinkles as he gave a rueful smile.

“And how many horses do you have then, Mr Marshall?”

“We currently only have twenty, but I’m hoping there’ll be a few more before long, the end of the year anyway.”

Eleanor glanced around. “But you only have sixteen boxes.”

“Ah, that’s because this is the old stable block, originally built by my father for his own horses. We’ve expanded a bit since then. Come and have a look.”

Wondering how profitable it was to be a racehorse trainer, Eleanor followed him through a gap between the opposite set of stables, Robbie close behind her.

Had Bancroft invested money in the expansion of the stables as well as placing his horses with Ted Marshall? She didn’t like to ask that question.

Instead she said, “What work are you having done, Mr Marshall.”

“Oh, we’ve quite a bit on hand. We had new stables built some time ago and now we’re adding a new accommodation block for the lads and jockeys, and an isolation yard for any horses with the cough, or the like. If we have enough in the kitty after that, I’ve plans for a new tack room and a veterinary box.”

“You’re being very ambitious, Ted.” Robbie echoed Eleanor’s own thoughts.

“Well, everything got a bit run down and ramshackle during and after the war. We had a troop of the Horse Guards billeted here for a while before they were shipped overseas and it was a quiet time in the racing calendar. A lot of our stable hands enlisted and, sadly, not many of them made it back from France.” He cleared the stables and stepped out into sunshine, throwing his arms wide. “Now, though, we are building for the future.”

Robbie glanced to left and right. “Well done, Ted. Things have come on a lot since I was last here.”

“Very nice,” Eleanor murmured, impressed by the new stable block, although the walls of the accommodation Marshall had mentioned were little more than half built and two other structures still lacked a roof.

On the flat plain in the distance she made out a string of horses cantering along at speed, their jockey’s posteriors raised as they urged the horses onwards. It made a pleasing sight.

Less pleasing was the sound of a familiar voice, together with an unknown one, emanating from one of the stables. Even Ted Marshall grimaced.

“Dammit! Are they still here?”

Robbie frowned. “Something up, Ted?”

The trainer hastened to dismiss any notion his guests might have that all was not sweetness and light in the yard. “Oh, just a small difficulty we had over the weekend and needed to call the police in about. They were here again earlier before that man Wallace showed up and started throwing his weight around. I thought they’d have cleared off by now.”

Clearly they hadn’t, as two men appeared out of an end stable. Just as clearly they had spotted them and were heading in their direction.

Now what? Eleanor’s face became rigid.

Robbie, on the other hand, became more animated. “What the hell’s happened, Ted? Those coppers look like they mean business.”

Marshall heaved a sigh. “It’s a total mystery, and don’t you go writing any of this down,” he said, as the reporter’s pen hovered over his notebook.

“All right. Well?”

“On Friday night when Ned, the head lad, came to do his last rounds and make sure everything was safe and secure, he noticed a bit of a disturbance in the stables. The horses were restless, he said. Turns out there was a dying man in one of them, an empty one, thank goodness, but the horses had still picked up on it.”

“They would,” said Robbie. “Horses are intelligent animals.”

“Ned didn’t recognise the man, and was all set to give him what for and send him on his way when he realised he was in some distress. He was groaning and thrashing around, like. Ned saw that he was bleeding and knelt beside him, the stranger muttered a few words and then died, almost in Ned’s arms.”

“Dear me,” Eleanor said. “How very distressing.”

Marshall’s smile was rueful. “Yes, it took a good few glasses of my best brandy to calm Ned down, I can tell you.”

As he sounded rather peeved by this, Eleanor guessed it must be very good brandy indeed.

“The police have been here almost ever since, poking around, asking questions. No doubt this will be more of the same.” He turned his back on the approaching men and lowered his voice. “The florid looking chap in the cheap suit is Inspector Appleyard of the local nick. I don’t know the other man.”

Eleanor did, but saw no reason to enlighten her companions. Quite what the death of an unknown man in a stable yard near Epsom had to do with Major Peter Armitage of British Military Intelligence she could not imagine. If it suited his purpose for her to know, he would tell her in due course.

“Hello again, Mr Marshall.” Appleyard’s deep voice was friendly, apologetic even, as if aware that he was trespassing not only on the trainer’s land, but also on his time. “I won’t keep you long. I can see you’ve got visitors.”

“What is it, Inspector? The horses will be back from the gallops at any moment and I’ll need to speak to the lads.”

“Oh, this won’t take long. I wanted to double check what time your man usually closes up of a night time.”

“Closes up?” Marshall’s eyebrows rose. “We never close, we’re not an inn or a pub. Ned usually does his last rounds at about nine o’clock. I told you that on Saturday morning when you came.”

“Yes, yes, I just wanted to be sure things were no different on Friday.”

“Well, they weren’t.”

“And you’re sure the words Surrey dance, or dancer, mean nothing to you?”

Eleanor assumed these were the mystery man’s equally mysterious last words. She was not alone in being baffled by them for the trainer was shaking his head.

“Yes, I’ve already said so,” he said. “Those are the words that Ned thought he heard and they mean nothing to either of us.” He turned to the reporter. “Robbie, I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of a horse by that name, have you?”

Robbie ran a hand around his chin and shook his head. “No, sorry, can’t say that I do. There was a filly called Devon Lass who ran at Newmarket a couple of times after the war, and one by the name of Kentish Lady who won a few races sometime before it, but they are the only two I can think of that ever had counties in their name.”

Marshall beamed at him, as if a particularly bright pupil had produced the right answer.

“There you are, Inspector. Nobody has a greater knowledge of horseflesh than Robbie here. He’s like an encyclopaedia on the subject, so if he says there’s no such horse and never has been, you’re on the wrong track with your thinking.”

While the men had been talking, Eleanor had been content to listen and learn. The major had already flashed her a warning glance not to say anything. That was all well and good when she worked under his command in wartime France, but she felt no compunction to obey his orders here in peacetime Surrey.

“How did the man die?” she asked, and earned a glare for her pains.

Appleyard scowled. He did not mince his words. “He bled to death thanks to a gun shot to the stomach.”
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It was at this point, with Eleanor agog with curiosity and keen to ask questions, that Marshall decided to introduce her and Robbie.

“Oh, Lady Eleanor and I are old friends,” Armitage said, after Appleyard had introduced him in his turn. “I didn’t expect to see you here, your ladyship.” He gave his familiar guarded smile.

Eleanor, amused that Appleyard had given Peter’s name and rank without any explanation of his presence there, stared at the major through narrowed eyes. “I might say the same for you, Major Armitage. Have we called at a bad time?”

She might also have said the same to Marshall when she and Robbie had arrived and made themselves known to the trainer, but there was mischief in her eyes when she said it to Peter. The former had been grateful for their sudden arrival. The same could not be said of the latter.

Whatever was his interest in a murder at Bancroft’s trainer’s yard? Could the two crimes be connected in some way?

Peter frowned at her.

“Not at all, my lady. I think we are just about done here.” He turned to his companion. “You’ll let me know if you discover anything new, won’t you, Inspector?”

“Naturally. I trust you’ll do the same, especially if you find out who our mystery man is. That alone may be the hardest part of solving this whole bally affair.” Dejected, he shook his head.

They were interrupted by the clatter of hooves on cobbles and Marshall made his excuses and turned away.

Eleanor was torn between following him, she still had many questions to ask about Bancroft and his horses, and speaking to the major. In the end, Robbie solved the problem for her.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Ted,” he called after the retreating back. Then he looked down at Eleanor. “Well, that’s been quite a morning, hasn’t it.” His eyes twinkled. “There’s not been this much excitement at Marshall’s yard since the day they had a Derby winner, and that was a good while back.” He tilted his head. “Has the visit been of any use to you?”

“A little. Are you —”

“I’ll be staying here in Epsom until race day. I’ve a few other yards to go around, and I’ll phone my reports through to the office like I usually do. Thank you for the lift and the pleasure of your company. Now, I’d better retrieve my bag from your car before I forget it and turn up at my landlady’s without a change of clothing.”

“Do you want me to drive you back to Epsom?”

“No, thanks. One of Ted’s lads will do that later.”

“What about you, Major? Are you going back to Town?”

“Yes, and I’d be grateful for a lift, thanks.”

With these arrangements settled, Eleanor led the way out of the yard and back to her car. Here, Robbie lifted his bag out of the Lagonda, and surprised her by taking her hand and leaning in close. For a moment she thought he was going to kiss her, but instead he whispered, “Be careful, Lady Eleanor. He might be your friend, but I’m not sure I’d trust that major as far as I can throw him, and there have now been two murders, don’t forget.”

She wasn’t likely to do that. She nodded. “Thanks, Robbie. Don’t worry, I’ll take care. I hope to see you again soon.”

He stepped back. “Yes, come down on Race Day, and put your money on Sansovino. You won’t regret it. Toodle-pip!”

With a smile to Eleanor and a nod to the major, he turned on his heel and strode back to the stables.

Peter watched him go then opened the door for her. “What was all that about?” he asked as he handed her in.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Nothing? He seemed to get awfully close to say nothing. Is he your current beau?”

“Don’t be so ridiculous and Victorian, Peter. Anyone would think you were jealous.”

“Jealous be damned,” he muttered as he walked around the car and got into the passenger seat beside her.

Eleanor ignored him and nosed the Lagonda down the drive and out onto the road. “Just what were you doing at Epsom, Major?”

His face took on a pained expression. “Just what I told you I was doing— helping Appleyard.”

She thought that unlikely. The inspector had seemed a competent man. Why would he need the help of Military Intelligence? Anyway, how had Peter Armitage heard about an unidentified body being discovered near Epsom? No, of one thing she was certain. He would be here to serve his own purposes, not those of the Surrey constabulary, or Inspector Appleyard.

“I might ask the same question of you, my lady.”

Eleanor shot him a sideways glance. “Why? You wouldn’t believe me any more than I believe you.”

Armitage laughed. “Touché. All right, perhaps it’s time we pooled our information.”

That would be a first. Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“I’m assuming you have taken on the Bancroft murder?”

“Yes, but what has that got to do with the murder of an unknown man in a stable in Epsom?”

“Possibly nothing.”

“Yes, but why are you involved? You aren’t a detective.”

“Oh, I’ll leave that to sharper brains like yours, or the dogged determination of Chief Inspector Blount. I’m interested in Bancroft for other reasons.”

The words blood from a stone came to mind. Her foot twitched on the accelerator pedal. She wanted to stamp on it and send the major hurtling forwards in his seat, but losing one’s temper in a car was not a sensible idea, and if anything happened to her beloved, or the Lagonda, she would be devastated.

Eleanor gritted her teeth. “And they are?”

It was hard to picture the ageing gambler and philanderer as a threat to national security and yet he must have been if Peter was involved. The more she learned about the late peer, the more stains on his character and black marks against him she uncovered, and the greater her gratitude that she had never known him.

By his very nature, Bancroft must have made enemies, yet who they were remained a mystery. Perhaps the major knew and was keeping that information to himself.

She stopped the car and turned in her seat to face him.

“Peter, why were you at Ted Marshall’s yard?”

A muscle in his cheek twitched as he clenched his jaw. “I can’t tell you too much. All I will say is that it affects the highest in the land. Bancroft is suspected of swindling people out of a lot of money.”

“People?”

Who was he talking about? The highest in the land could only mean the royal family. That would explain why the major was being so cagey, but Eleanor’s mind balked at the thought of Bancroft’s sheer brass neck in thinking he could dupe the king and queen. Surely the monarchs weren’t stupid enough to be taken in. Ah...but she could think of one member of the royal household who might be.

The realisation of that identity must have shown on her face for Peter chuckled.

“I see you are on my wavelength, my lady.”

Perhaps, though she felt further clarity was needed.

“I think so, but wait. Is this personage themselves being swindled, or are they involved in swindling someone else?”

“Oh, swindled obviously. Our man may be spoilt, feckless, and lacking in acumen, but he’s not criminal.”

Eleanor twisted around in her seat and took a long look at the view behind her. In particular she noted the lie of the land and the way that Marshall’s establishment nestled into its surroundings. She had barely given the place a glance on her approach. She’d been concentrating on her driving and her conversation with Robbie.

Clouds scudded across the sky in a freshening wind, alternately leaving places in shadow, then highlighting them.

From this distance and height — she had parked on a slight incline — the individual buildings could be made out quite clearly. She could see the tracks and the paths that separated them, too.

“Which stable was the dying man found in?”

“The end one, the one closest to us.”Armitage replied. “Why?”

A small smile crossed her lips. “Oh, nothing. I just wondered, that’s all.”

She swung back in her seat, readjusted her skirt which had ridden up when she looked back, and restarted the engine.

“Isn’t your man off the hook now that Bancroft is dead?” she asked, as the Lagonda pulled smoothly away from the verge.

“One would hope so, but it’s doubtful that Bancroft was working alone.”

The major’s next words were muffled by the Lagonda backfiring. This display of irritability by the normally impeccably behaved vehicle so surprised Eleanor that she began thinking of reporting it to Sam at the garage instead of paying attention to Peter. She thought he’d said that a ring was involved and she nodded her agreement.

“Very likely.”

They lapsed into silence as Eleanor navigated the roads around Ewell. When she did speak again it was to say, “You know, Peter, I’m rather afraid that I know who your mystery man might be.”

He cast her a sharp look. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, very serious.”

“Why didn’t you tell Appleyard?”

“Because I’m not one hundred per-cent sure, and I don’t want to interfere with his investigation. I could be totally on the wrong track, but my instincts tell me that your man is tied up with another enquiry I have undertaken. It’s for a French diplomat by the name of Henri Dubois. Do you know him?”

“Can’t say as I do.”

Eleanor gave him the gist of the conversation the previous lunchtime, stressing the Frenchman’s commission to find his brother, and omitting any reference to her real interest in Dubois. Nor did she mention that, according to Margaret Pargeter, Dubois was the last person she had seen talking to Bancroft.

When she’d finished, her passenger nodded his head.

“Yes, it could be. A French jockey, new in the country, would explain why no one in Epsom recognised him, or could account for his presence there. He was certainly short enough in height to fit that role.”

“Have you seen him?” Eleanor shivered at the thought.

“Yes.” The answer was curt and Eleanor left it there. She didn’t need all the grisly details.

So, what happens, now?” she asked.

They both knew that she would continue to investigate Bancroft’s murder, but if past experience was anything to go by, Peter’s idea of sharing information was to take the larger share while leaving her with only crumbs, and these doled out grudgingly at best.

Eleanor would trust Peter Armitage with her life — and had done so on more than one occasion — yet she also had the wisdom to know that she could not change him now. Instead she intended to change her tactics and play him at his own game.

“I would like to speak to this Mr Dubois. I need to find out if you are right about the dead man being his brother.”

“Well, he’s staying at the Majestic. I can take you there now, if you wish.”

The major considered this, drumming his fingers on his knee. “Yes, please, and perhaps you would be kind enough to introduce us. Given the reason we are calling and the news we have for him, he might be grateful for a friendly face to soften the blow.”

Eleanor gripped the steering wheel a little tighter as anger surged through her at the way the major intended to use her. Well, they would see about that.

She drove on towards London, determined to make the introductions, then claim a prior appointment and leave Armitage to fend for himself.
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In the end Eleanor did nothing of the sort. The thought that she might learn something, plus an overwhelming sense of sympathy and fellow feeling, kept her rooted to the spot long after they were inside the Frenchman’s suite.

Dubois’s face had lit up at the sight of her, then immediately fallen when he saw she was not alone. It was clear from their sombre expressions that the news they carried was not good.

“Hello, Monsieur Dubois. This is Major Peter Armitage. May we come in?”

“Bien sûr, Milady.” He looked very dapper in his patent leather shoes and his black pinstripe trousers with their razor sharp crease. His dark hair had been slicked back with pomade, but the eyes underneath were filled with apprehension. With a flourish he waved them inside, then took up a position with his back to the window.

“Please be seated. Am I to take it that you have called about my brother?”

Eleanor glanced at the major and noted the way the forefinger on his left hand rubbed the thumb, a signal to leave it to him. She sighed with relief and sat down on the plush sofa.

“Yes, Monsieur.” Peter answered, taking a seat in an armchair at right angles to her. “Would you describe him for me, please.”

“I...I.” The Frenchman wrinkled his brow and glanced at Eleanor.

“Lady Eleanor has already given me a description of your brother, but I would like you to confirm it. His name is Legrand, I understand.”

Peter sounded on edge. That was normal, she supposed, given the nature of their visit, and she hoped for Dubois’ sake that she had got it wrong and the man in the stable was not Legrand.

She glanced around. The suite at the Majestic was comfortably furnished without being as luxurious as either the Ritz, or the Savoy. It contained another sofa and two more armchairs in addition to the ones that she and Peter occupied.

She wished that Dubois would sit, too. His face was in shadow, making it impossible to see his eyes or his expression.

“Yes, yes,” Dubois nodded. “His name is Charles Legrand. He is my half brother.”

“Well, if you don’t mind, Monsieur, I would like to hear what he looked like in your own words.”

For a moment it looked as though Dubois might refuse — no explanation had yet been given of who the major was, or his reason for being there — but in the end he acquiesced with a shrug.

“Very well.” He began to pace back and forth as he recited the details again. “Charles has blond hair and green eyes. He stands about this tall —” he tapped the flat edge of his hand to the top of his arm — “so, perhaps...um...five feet and one inch, and his nose is twisted. As I told Lady Eleanor, he broke it several years ago in a fall.”

“Then, I’m sorry to have to tell you, Monsieur, that the body of a man matching that description was discovered in a stable near Epsom on Friday night.”

“Mon Dieu!” At last, Dubois staggered to the sofa opposite Eleanor’s and sat down.

“Brandy, Peter,” Eleanor instructed, pointing to the drinks trolley she had spotted against one wall. She crossed the floor to sit beside the Frenchman. “Mr Dubois, I am so very sorry.”

Dubois looked haggard, but with admirable self-control he had himself in hand and accepted the glass that the major held out to him with a nod of thanks.

“Tell me everything,” he demanded.

In a gentle voice than surprised Eleanor, the major obliged, giving the Frenchman the bare facts as they were known to the police, and asking him if he was prepared to make a formal identification.

“Yes, of course. When would you like me to do that?”

“There’s no time like the present, though it will involve a trip to Epsom, I’m afraid.”

“Very well.” He drained his glass and turned to Eleanor. “Thank you, milady. If it is my poor brother who now reposes in the Epsom morgue, then I will be staying in England for longer than I had originally planned. No doubt there will many formalities for me to attend to. We will talk of this again when I return from there, yes?

“Of course, Monsieur. It is best to make sure that it is your brother first.”

She got to her feet and cast an enquiring look at Peter. Was he expecting her to drive them back to the Surrey morgue?

As if he divined her thoughts, Peter shook his head. “I’ll call Scotland Yard from here and ask them to send a car and driver. I won’t put upon you twice in one day.” He took her arm, drawing her to one side and lowering his voice. “Thank you for driving me back, and well done on what may be a cracking piece of...um...”

“Feminine intuition?” Her tone was glacial.

“I was going to say clever deduction.”

He smiled, but she wasn’t fooled.

Was he keeping her out of things now by not asking her to go with them to Epsom? No matter. She was glad not to have to make the round trip twice in one day. Before she left, though, there was something she needed to know.

“There is just one thing, Monsieur.”

He beamed at her. “Henri, please.”

She bowed her head in acknowledgement of the gesture. “Do the words Surrey dance, or Surrey Dancer mean anything to you?”

His face creased in mystification. “No, I do not think so. Why do you ask?”

She glanced at Peter who had made no mention of the cryptic last words of the dying man. He stared back at her blandly. As he must have had a reason for the omission she decided to leave it up to him to explain. The subject would no doubt crop up again when Dubois met Inspector Appleyard.

“It’s something that has cropped up in my investigations, Monsieur,” she said. “It is probably not important, please do not worry over it.”

“Ah, forgive me, milady. With my own sad news I had forgotten to ask about your researches into Lord Bancroft’s death. You make progress, yes?”

Eleanor’s smile was non-committal. “A little. Au revoir.”

Peter opened the door for her and she left the men to it and went back downstairs.

The day that had started out with such promise and a chance to learn more about the world of gambling and horse racing, and Bancroft’s place within it, had rapidly gone downhill once she and Robbie Stewart had arrived at their destination.

With the best will in the world, she could not walk away from the events surrounding Charles Legrand’s demise and pretend they had nothing to do with her. Monsieur Dubois had not asked her to find the culprit, yet she felt compelled to do so and uncover the truth of the matter.

If, as she strongly suspected, the two murders were connected in some way, she would have no alternative but to look into them both.

By the time she reached the lobby she was cursing the day she had ever heard the name of Bancroft.
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In the lobby she found a public telephone booth, went in, and asked to be connected to her apartment.

“Hello, Tilly.” Despite her weariness, she grinned at her maid’s posh telephone voice. “I shan’t be home for a while yet. I’m here at the Majestic in case you were starting to worry about me.”

“It’s a bit late for worrying,” Tilly muttered.

Eleanor’s grin widened, thankfully unseen by others from the privacy of the kiosk.

“I shall be a while yet as I have still have things to do. That includes a trip to a Lyons’ tea house as I’ve realised I’ve had no lunch.” A single sniff from the other end of the line told Eleanor what her maid thought of that failure. “Everything all right at your end?”

“Oh, it’s all hunky-dory and tickety-boo around here, my lady. I’ve sat with my feet up all day.”

Eleanor knew Tilly would have done nothing of the sort and had probably had an even more hectic day than Eleanor herself.

Tilly, positive treasure that she was, hated to be idle. She would have spent the hours since her mistress’s departure cleaning, cooking, mending, shopping, and doing the laundry.

She never complained about her workload and could always be relied upon in an emergency.

“Good,” said Eleanor. “I hope you helped yourself to a few chocolates from that box on the table while you were lounging around like Cleopatra.”

“I scoffed the lot.”

Eleanor laughed. “I shan’t be much longer, old girl. I’m just going to the theatre. See you soon.”

She put the receiver down before Tilly could ask any questions. She would tell her all about her day when she arrived back at Bellevue Mansions.

Talking to her maid had helped to lighten Eleanor’s mood. Although there was a mile or more between them, something in Eleanor’s tone, some hint of the sadness she felt, must have communicated itself to Tilly whose easy banter and gentle teasing had been all that was needed to lift her mistress’s spirits.

She felt even better after treating herself to afternoon tea at the Ritz, the delicately cut sandwiches and the hot refreshing beverage helping to revive her.

Duly fortified, Eleanor left the Lagonda under the watchful and appreciative eye of the hotel doorman and took a taxi to London’s theatre land.

On the corner of Green Street and Piccadilly, she paid off the driver outside the imposing portico of the Variety Hall Theatre then, instead of mounting the steps and entering the building at the front, she walked around the corner and down the narrow lane that led to the stage door.

Here, she handed over her business card and a moment later was led along the corridor to a dressing room.

She stood back while the doorman introduced her and waited until he said she could enter.

“Hello.” Eleanor greeted the Dashwood sisters. Polly and Penny were identical twins, blonde and curvaceous, with deep throaty voices that sang the blues like no white woman had any right to do. She extended her hand. “Do you remember me?”

“Course we remember you, my lady. You came asking questions after that rich American was murdered at the Rudolph Hotel last New Year’s Eve. We read in the paper that there had been an arrest in what they called the Piccadilly poisoning case.”

Penny, the more sober and sensible of the two, nodded her agreement. “Yes, that’s right. Was that your doing?”

Eleanor was modest. “Let’s just say I had a hand in it. I’m not at liberty to say more.” Polly had risen to shake her hand, but now sat back, next to her twin, in front of a long mirror attached to the wall.

The air was heavy with the smell of grease paint as the twins, dressed alike in matching satin wraps, removed and reapplied their make-up. They seemed happy to chat while they did so.

“I suppose you know why I’m here.”

“Yeah, we have been expecting you. There was a toff murdered at our last private engagement, and you’re the toffs’ sleuth, so... I said to Penny that you’d show up, didn’t I? I said I didn’t remember seeing you there, but that you’d show up before long. Didn’t I say that, eh?” Polly turned to her sister as if for confirmation of this act of near clairvoyance.

Eleanor laughed. “I’m not sure that I’d call myself that. I don’t always work on behalf of lords and ladies, you see. This time I’m working for a parlour maid who is worried she’s about to be arrested for the murder of Lord Bancroft on Saturday evening.”

“Did she do it?” asked Penny.

Eleanor shook her head. “It’s hard to tell, but I don’t think so. If she did, I’d have thought her far more likely to have smacked him with the coal scuttle than to have stabbed him in the back. Besides, she’s only a little slip of a thing, so I doubt she’d have the strength.” Or the gumption, she might have added.

“Blimey!” Polly looked disgusted. “Sounds like that old music hall song, dunnit? You know, ‘She Was Poor But She Was Honest’.” Softly she began to sing, “It’s the same the whole world over, It’s the poor what gets the blame. It’s the rich what gets the pleasure, Ain’t it all a bleedin’ shame.”

Penny scowled at her twin. “Give over, Poll. Remember who our guest is.”

Eleanor smiled. She knew the song well — who didn’t? It had been a popular music hall ditty since long before she was born — and agreed with a lot of its sentiments. “Don’t mind me. I happen to agree with you and in this instance I think the parlour maid is ‘poor but honest’.”

“Yeah, always the poor what gets the blame. So what can we do for you this time?”

Eleanor had given some thought to that question on her way there. On her first meeting with the Dashwoods they had proved themselves to be acute observers of what was going off around them. Given the arrangements on Saturday evening it was unlikely they would have seen Bancroft — the library-cum-card room was a floor above where the girls were performing — but they might have noticed something interesting, if not suspicious, about the other guests.

“Tell me about the evening. Everything about it that you can remember, starting from when you got there.”

“Blimey, that’s a bit of a tall order.” Polly’s brow wrinkled.

Eleanor chose her words with care, careful only to evoke their memories, not put ideas into their heads.

“Try if you will,”she said. “For example, was there anyone, or anything, that you noticed in particular — a dress, a piece of jewellery, perhaps. Was there a good atmosphere? Did anyone seem ill at ease, or look out of place?”

“Oh, I see. Well now, there was us and a trio of musicians. We got there at around nine o’clock. At private parties we arrive ready dressed and raring to go.”

“You do,” said Penny. “She gets all excited about the chances of meeting a rich single toff at one of these dos.”

“Ha! You’re just as excited at all the extra money we earn from a private function compared to the pittance they pay us at this dump. It was you suggested we take the offer.”

Eleanor would not have called the Variety Hall a dump. It was perhaps less salubrious than some London theatres, though she had no idea if it paid any worse because of that.

“Yeah, well, one of us has to have a head for business, otherwise we’d both starve.” Penny scowled. “Anyway, her ladyship isn’t interested in our arrangements. She wants to know what we saw and heard.”

“Okay, wait” Polly didn’t sound in the least deflated by the censure. “I know, if I do what Lady Eleanor suggested last time and close my eyes and picture the room we were in, something may come back to me.”

She promptly did just that, putting her hands over her eyes for good measure.

Penny shook her head and smiled indulgently at these antics and picked up a file which she applied to her nails.

“It was a swanky place,” Polly began. “Lots of well-heeled people. A large room with long red drapes at the window. We opened with I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate and that got them jumping.”

“She doesn’t need to know that, Sis. Stick to the point.”

“No, no, that’s fine.” Eleanor waved a hand. “It helps me to visualise things and get a feel for the mood. Go on, Polly.”

“We performed for two hours and then took a break. People had moved back and forth from room to room the whole time, and when we restarted the crowd had thinned. I think some of the older ones might already have left. During the second set I noticed the young couple the party was for...erm...” She clicked her fingers as if it would help her remember.

“Cecily and Arthur?” Eleanor prompted.

“Yes, them. They were standing a little apart. They seemed deep in conversation and he had a face like thunder.”

“He was angry, you think?”

“Yes, but not with her, or it didn’t look that way to me. I’m not sure if they were arguing, or not, but she kept shaking her head and had a hand on his arm as if to keep him at her side.”

Eleanor tapped a finger against her lips. She definitely needed to speak to Cecily and find out what that had been all about.

“Hmm. That’s interesting. Thanks, Polly. Did either of you see the dead man, Lord Bancroft?”

Penny shook her head. “I can’t say that I did, what about you?”

“Yes, we had stopped for a quick drink between numbers. He was talking to a woman when someone called him by name, that’s how I knew who he was. After that I only saw him from a distance. I think he was playing cards nearly all evening — and he was cheating.”

“Oh? How do you know?” Eleanor thought back to the upstairs layout at Pargeter House. It was a while since she had been there and no doubt it looked very different on the night of the party. Doors would have been folded back and opened wide, allowing guests to move freely between one room and the next. Could the Dashwoods have seen more than she’d thought?

Polly grinned. “Cos he had a card stuck in his sock.”

“And you saw that from the stage?”

“No, the room he was in was on a different floor, upstairs from where we were performing. I only saw it when we took a breather and I went to powder my nose. He scratched his leg and his trouser hem lifted.”

“So that’s what you were up to.” Penny scowled furiously at her twin. “You had a nosy around didn’t you? I thought you were a long time.”

Polly was unapologetic, “Yeah, so?”

Her sister’s face took on a sour twist. “So, I’ve told you before not to do that. If anything goes missing because one of the guests is light-fingered, it’ll be us what gets the blame.”

“What am I supposed to do? Cross my legs for nearly five hours? The Pargeter woman said it was all right to mingle and to help ourselves to a drink when we needed one. And she pointed out where the bathrooms were. I only saw the geezer and the card when I walked past.”

Eleanor silently agreed with her about visiting the bathroom, but wasn’t prepared to get into an argument with the sisters. That wasn’t what she had come for.

Penny, on the other hand, turned a cold shoulder towards her twin and stared into the mirror, peering critically at her own face. “I’m sorry, your ladyship,” she said. “We don’t appear to have been much help this time.”

“I’m not so sure,” Eleanor replied. “You’ve actually given me a lot to think about.”

“Well,” said the irrepressible Polly, “I’ve been thinking, and I reckon the murder must have happened during the announcement.”

This was news to Eleanor. She looked up sharply. “What announcement?”

“It was around midnight. Mrs Pargeter had told us to stop just before that as she had asked all the guests to assemble in the room where we were. A gong would be sounded to alert people. At the stroke of midnight it would be Cecily’s twenty-first birthday and everyone was to sing Happy Birthday to her. It was just after that, when everyone was still chatting and milling about when there was a scream from upstairs.”

Eleanor stared at her blankly. Neither Cecily nor her mother had made mention of any singing, though they had said something about a scream. She cast her mind back — ah yes, Cecily had said it was Aunt Gwennie, and that she was the one to have found Bancroft’s body.

“Do you remember that, Penny?”

Penny nodded and swung around on her stool to face Eleanor. “Yes. While everyone was singing, a servant — it might have been the butler — wheeled out a huge cake on a trolley. Cecily and Arthur were just about to slice into it when we heard the scream and the shouting that followed.”

“I see. Just one last question for you, Polly. Are you sure that the man with the card in his sock was Lord Bancroft?”

“Oh, yes. One of the other players called him by that name and told him to hurry up.” She leaned towards Eleanor, eyes alight. “Then the man with the card in his sock replied, ‘Patience, man, don’t be in such a hurry to lose your money.’” She giggled. “Funny thing to say, wasn’t it?”

“Funny? In what way?”

“’Cause you can’t lose money if you’re playing Patience.” Polly roared with laughter until her sister elbowed her in the ribs.

Eleanor smiled. “I must dash. Thank you both for your time.”

“You are welcome, my lady. Always a pleasure to see you,” Penny said, and winked. “I hope you manage to save that parlour maid.”

Eleanor hoped so, too.
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It seemed like years since Eleanor had left her apartment that morning, when in fact it had been little more than eight hours. Weary beyond measure, but with yet another party to attend that evening, she left the Lagonda at the garage and took the lift upstairs, there to flop into her armchair and let Tilly take care of her.

“Had another busy day, my lady?” The maid put a cup of freshly brewed tea at her mistress’s side. “Where did you get to?”

“Yes, I’ve been busy, but it’s been a strange day all round, full of odd coincidences and strange events. I’ve been to Epsom and back, had to pass on what I fear is bad news to poor Mr Dubois at the Majestic, had a long talk with the Dashing Dashwoods, and...” Knowing that Tilly did not care for the major, she hesitated to mention his unexpected appearance at Epsom, or his involvement in yet another of her own cases. Still, she would learn of it one way or another, so better that Eleanor told her now.

“And, our old friend is back.”

Tilly had been with her on that desperate mission to France in the spring of nineteen-eighteen, but even she — maid, friend, confidante that she was — never knew what had passed between Eleanor and the major once the mission had been accomplished and they had split into two groups and made their separate ways back to England.

The two young women met up again for a debriefing at the War Office, after which they had fled home, shedding the knowledge of being spies, slipping back into their previous existence, forbidden to mention their exploits to anyone.

By the time the Armistice was signed a few months later, it was as if their time in France had all happened to someone else, or in a dream.

Eleanor had locked the experience away — the danger, the constant fear, the excitement, but especially the closeness she had shared with Peter Armitage — rarely to be thought of again, until he had resurfaced in her life.

Sometimes Eleanor resented his reappearance into her well-ordered existence. Never one to be dishonest, and certainly not with herself, she did not deny her attraction to him, and the almost electrifying thrill of his touch, but he had a bad habit of turning up unexpectedly. She wanted nothing more to do with espionage.

Tilly’s eyes narrowed. She sniffed. “Armitage? What’s he up to now?”

“Investigating Bancroft, or so he said. Not his death, though. I don’t think he’s bothered who killed him, but his lordship was clearly up to no good and whatever he was doing has piqued the major’s interest.”

“Didn’t he tell you why he was interested? Oh, that’s typical of the man,” she said, when Eleanor shook her head. “He knows you are investigating the murder, which puts you in the way of danger, yet he won’t tell you what Bancroft was involved in which might help to reduce the risk.”

“Maybe he thinks I can take care of myself?”

Tilly did not look convinced. “Yes, well, if anything happens to you, he’ll have me to answer to.”

It was not an idle threat, and looking at the righteous indignation flooding her maid’s face, Eleanor quaked in her boots at the thought of what Tilly might do.

“Well, anyway, it looks as if Epsom is a washout when it comes to the actual murder.”

“How so, my lady?”

Eleanor rose and helped herself to a cigarette from the engraved silver box on the mantelpiece. “Because no one there was at the Pargeters’ party on Saturday.” She lit the cigarette and blew smoke at the ceiling. “Never mind, I learned a lot about Bancroft and his racing interests, so it wasn’t a total waste of time.”

“And now?”

“Now I shall phone Lady Ann. I need to know exactly who was in attendance on Saturday night.”

However, Ann’s response to Eleanor’s request for a list of party-goers names was not what the latter had hoped for.

“Sorry, darling, no can do.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“Because my hostesses wouldn’t like it. If it got about that I was handing out guests’ names willy-nilly they might kick up a stink. For all they know you could be some religious or temperance fanatic who would visit their dearest friends and harangue them about the perils of sin and alcohol.”

Despite herself, Eleanor spluttered with laughter. “Me? Come on, Ann, don’t be silly. I need to know who was there in order to do my job.”

“And what about my job, my business? I might lose it if I gave you those names. I’m sorry, but the answer is no.”

She sounded adamant and Eleanor felt her temper rise. “Did you tell the police who was there?”

“Yes, and so did Margaret Pargeter, so why don’t you ask her. Besides, I could hardly refuse to tell the police. Chief Inspector Blount might have arrested me for obstructing justice or something.”

What about obstructing me, Eleanor wanted to ask. Instead she changed tack.

“Are you going to Lady Crantock’s soiree this evening?”

“No, I can’t abide the woman, so don’t think you can try to get around me there. The answer is no.”

With that Ann put the receiver down with a clatter that rang in Eleanor’s ear. She stared at her instrument in disbelief before putting it — gently — back on its cradle.

“Botheration!”

She felt like bursting into tears and resumed her seat with a heavy heart. It was the first real argument between the two friends in all the long years they’d known each other, and she kicked herself for provoking it. She hadn’t expected Ann to react the way she did. Was there something else besides her concern for her business behind it?

She tried to dismiss the incident from her thoughts, wondering where to turn next in her investigation. Running through the possibilities in her mind, she had come to no firm decision when the telephone rang.

“’Allo, is that you, milady?”

Eleanor’s heart lurched. “Oui, Mr Dubois, c’est moi. Where are you?”

“I am returned to my rooms at the Majestic. I wanted to let you know that it was my poor brother in Epsom.”

“Oh, Monsieur, I am so very sorry.”

“Thank you. I shall be staying in London for longer than I planned — there is much to arrange, you understand — but I wanted to let you know the outcome and to thank you for your efforts.”

Her efforts? Eleanor had done nothing. She wished that she had found Charles Legrand alive and well and reunited the brothers, but the younger man had been dead even before she had heard his name.

“If there is any assistance I can offer you, Monsieur...”

“Thank you, but I hope I have things in hand and the police have been most helpful. I shall also have the support of my colleagues at the embassy, of course.

“Are you alone?”

“Non, your Major Armitage accompanied me back to London and is in the outer room at the moment.”

Eleanor gulped. “He is not my major, Monsieur.”

“Forgive me, I misunderstood.”

Was it Eleanor’s imagination that his voice, sorrowful up until then, suddenly brightened?

“In that case, milady, may I see you tomorrow? The police inspector whom I have seen this afternoon also asked about what Charles might have said to the man who found him. I have been thinking about that and I would like the chance to discuss it with you.”

“Certainly, Monsieur.”

“Excellent! Lunch at the Savoy, perhaps?”

Given his reaction to the food the last time they had lunched together, Eleanor was tempted to ask if he was tired of the Majestic’s menu, but as she never refused an offer of lunch at the Savoy, she readily agreed.

“I would like that. Is one o’clock convenient?”

“Oui, c’est bon. I will arrange it. Now I must pass you over to Major Armitage. He wishes to speak to you.”

Did he, indeed. She could guess what about, but then, in a sudden flash of inspiration, saw how she could use Peter in the same way as he was using her. It would solve two of her problems at once.

“Oh, does he? Very well.”

She heard a murmuring from the other end of the line and while she waited for Peter, ran the plan through her mind again. She could find no fault with it.

“Hello, Lady Eleanor.”

“Major. What can I do for you?”

“I wondered if you’ve had any further thoughts, now that your theory has, sadly, been confirmed.”

“Yes, as it happens. I also have some information pertinent to your interests, but I’m afraid that it comes with a price.”

There was a moment’s silence. Eleanor held her breath.

“Oh?” Armitage sounded wary. “And what might that be?”

“I find myself in need of an escort to a soiree tonight at Lady Crantock’s. I thought you might like to accompany me. You may learn something to your advantage.”

“And spend an evening with you, to boot, eh? How could I refuse?”

She relaxed at the hint of laughter in his voice. “How indeed? Call at Bellevue Mansions around eight, will you? We’ll have time for a cocktail before we go.”

“Thank you, my lady. I look forward to it.”

A gentle smile curved her lips as she walked into the kitchen to tell Tilly that the major would be calling that evening and that she had a lunch date with a Frenchman on the morrow.

Then she went for a leisurely bath while she worked out what to wear that evening, and how best to put part two of her plan into operation.
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Night was closing in by the time that Eleanor and the major climbed into the dark interior of the taxi and she gave the driver Lady Crantock’s address.

“I hope you’ll find the evening useful, Peter. Elspeth Crantock is rumoured to have been Bancroft’s mistress, though I don’t know for certain whether that’s true or not. If so, it seems unfeeling of her to go ahead with a soiree so soon after his death.”

Privately, Eleanor wondered what on earth she had seen in the man, though a plausible reason soon came to mind.

“Of course, she is an inveterate gambler, much like he was.”

“Then she may have been involved with the betting fraud we think he was behind. I’m stumped at the moment on the details, but as I told you, there’s a lot of money involved and Bancroft was at the back of it all.”

“Hmm.” The major still hadn’t explained why the offices of Military Intelligence were interested in what, on the surface, was a police matter. Schemes to milk people — rich and poor — had been around forever. How did this particular scheme, even if it had tried to swindle a member of the highest in the land, as the major had put it, affect the security of the country?

“Well, I don’t know whether it will be of any help to you, but there will also be plenty of guests at Lady Crantock’s who attended the Pargeters’ party on Saturday night. I doubt that any of them will be mixed up in anything underhand, but you may learn something.”

“Let us hope so.” He laid a hand over hers. “Either way, I’m glad I’ll have you with me. I don’t know how to talk to these people.”

“Nonsense, Peter.” Her voice dripped with derision. “You aren’t some bumbling schoolboy, or a poorly educated yokel.”

“No, but you have the ability to move among all classes and get them talking to you. I wish you’d come and work for me. You know how to prise information out of everyone.”

“Except for you, Major. You’re more tight-lipped than a clam.”

“That’s because my job and my life depend upon it.”

Eleanor shivered at the thought of the danger he regularly risked, and for a moment leaned in to him as he put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

It would be pointless to warn him to be careful. He always was, and she didn’t need to teach him his job. Most of what she had learned about observation and subterfuge had come from him, but deceit and trickery did not sit well with her. She could never forget that she was a member of the nobility, and noble is as noble does as her father often said.

Sometimes she longed to forget what she was and what he did, and dream of a life together for them both. She knew it was foolish, and his next words proved that he could never stop working.

“Did Dubois ask you to investigate his brother’s death?”

She pulled away from him. “No, he did not. I’m not sorry, I have enough to deal with as it is. I visited the theatre after I left you at the Majestic this afternoon. I went to speak to a couple of artistes called The Dashing Dashwoods.”

“Yes, I’ve come across them before.” He turned his head to face her. “Anything of interest there? Anything I should know about?”

She laughed, letting go of some of the tension that had begun to build inside her. “Only that Bancroft had a card in his sock on Saturday night.”

“So, he was a cheat as well as a crook. That’s hardly surprising is it? Did anyone else notice?”

“I don’t know. I’ve not been able to speak to anyone else. Polly Dashwood, the sharp-eyed one, says that she was walking past the door at the same time as Bancroft scratched his leg, lifting his trouser just long enough for her to glimpse the card.”

He snorted with laughter and she took a deep breath before embarking on stage two of her plan.

“The thing is, Peter, there were eight people playing cards that evening. Eight people who were least likely to have gone downstairs to sing Happy Birthday and drink champagne and eat cake. One of those eight must have killed Bancroft, yet, apart from him and an elderly couple called Mr and Mrs Isles — relations of the Pargeters — I’ve no idea who those people were.”

“Can you not ask the Pargeters?”

Her voice wavered. “I’d rather not. You see, they don’t know who my client is.”

“Am I allowed to know?”

Why not? She could trust him, and Armitage of all people would keep the information tight to his chest. Ethel Gill’s problems had no bearing on his investigation.

“As long as you keep it to yourself. It’s their parlour maid.”

“Oh, lumme. Yes, I see how that could be tricky.”

“I’m hoping that someone at Lady Crantock’s can point me to those eight people. I really need to speak to them. Do you know if Chief Inspector Blount has a list of everyone who played cards that evening?”

She gazed up at him, but in the darkness found it impossible to make out his expression. Was he scowling at her, or smiling slyly, fully aware of her attempt to manipulate him?

“He’d be a poor policeman if he didn’t. If you get no joy at tonight’s shindig, you’d better ask him.”

Annoyed at his refusal to help she shifted away from him. As usual with the major, he took but seldom gave in return.

Punctuality being the politeness of kings, to Eleanor there was no such thing as fashionably late and thus they arrived at Lady Crantock’s at the appointed time.

The major helped her down from the taxi and they mounted the steps to the open front door where a liveried footman greeted them and took their coats.

In the bright light of the crystal chandeliers, Eleanor glittered. She wore a sapphire blue dress with a princess neckline against which lay the largest diamond the major claimed ever to have seen.

“Ye gods!” he’d spluttered when she had made her entrance that evening. “I hope you keep that in a safe place.”

She’d laughed. “Tilly fetched it from the bank this afternoon.” She stroked a hand over the jewel. “My mother calls it the Romanov diamond. “She says her family ‘rescued’ it during the Revolution, though I’m not sure that’s true, her side of the family are rather prone to exaggeration. It was a gift from my parents on my twenty-first birthday.”

Eleanor also sported diamonds in her hair on a bow-shaped jet clasp.

“Eleanor, darling, how lovely to see you! You look stunning, my dear.” Lady Crantock swept out of a room to their right and briefly pressed her cheek to Eleanor’s. “And who do we have here?” She stepped back and gazed with approval at the major.

“Lady Crantock, may I present Major Peter Armitage?”

“Delighted, I’m sure.” She put forward her hand.

“My lady.”

Elspeth Crantock’s lips curved in a wide smile as the major took her hand and bowed.

She was a tall woman, and quite a bit older than she pretended to be. Eleanor knew her to be in her mid-forties, though the artfully applied make-up disguised that fact to all but the most astute observer. Her face certainly showed no signs of recent grief. Whatever her relationship with Lord Bancroft, it had not been a love match. Not on her part, anyway.

“Well, come on in. Let’s introduce you to everyone.”

She led them into a large lounge that ran the length of the house from front to back. It was already heaving with people, most of which Eleanor knew, though there were a number of unfamiliar faces. She felt the major tense by her side and slid a hand under his elbow.

“Relax, they don’t bite,” she murmured.

“Right,” said Elspeth. “The drinks are at the end, pitchers of cocktails, and the wherewithal to make more. Please help yourself. There’ll be cards, whist and blackjack, across the hall in another hour or so when everyone’s here. There are ghouls in the conservatory and —”

“Ghouls, your ladyship?”

Armitage shot Eleanor a glance as if there was some new meaning to the word that only those with a title knew. She lifted her shoulders and let them fall.

“Yes, there’s a knot of folks discussing poor George Bancroft’s death. I suppose you heard about that?”

Surprised at her frankness, and again noting no sign of distress in the hostess, Eleanor nodded. “Yes, I did. I was supposed to be at the party, but I was indisposed. Were you there?”

“No, I had a prior engagement.” She looked away quickly. “Hey everybody! Look who’s here. Eleanor and...erm...Peter!”

There were shouts of welcome and, murmuring an excuse, Lady Crantock left them to it and slipped away.

“Is she always that...cold?” asked Peter.

“She wasn’t exactly grief-stricken, was she? It might explain why she went ahead with tonight’s little shindig, though. In fact, I’d have said she was more scared than bowed with sorrow.”

Eleanor chewed at her lip as they made their way further into the room, her mind occupied on the cause of that air of fear she had detected in their hostess.

“I need a drink,” she murmured.

Even before they had reached the table with the refreshments, Tommy Totteridge and Sophie Westlake came towards them. Eleanor made the introductions and Tommy offered to get them cocktails.

“Please, Totters, I’m gasping.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Armitage. “I’d prefer a soft drink, and I can see you don’t have four hands.”

The men marched off and Sophie nudged Eleanor.

“He’s nice. Very handsome. Is he new?”

“New?” asked Eleanor, dragging her mind back to the moment.

“You haven’t said there’s a new man in tow and I haven’t seen him before, have I? I’m sure I would remember.” Sophie scratched her forehead under her fringe.

Eleanor had forgotten how scatterbrained Sophie could be, but then, according to Tommy, she was up to her neck in wedding plans.

“Oh, Peter’s an old friend.”

“Then why haven’t I seen him before?” Sophie persisted.

Eleanor reminded herself that the only reason she liked Sophie was because the otherwise empty-headed young woman was devoted to Tommy, one of Eleanor’s oldest and dearest friends. She might not be the brightest button in the box but she would make him a good wife.

“Is he new in town, perhaps?”

Realising that she needed to satisfy Sophie’s curiosity, if only to shut her up, Eleanor said, “No-o, but Peter doesn’t go out to parties much. He prefers the quiet life.”

As an answer it lacked a certain truthfulness, but it seemed to do the trick.

“Ooh.” Sophie nudged her again. “The dark and brooding type, eh?”

“Here we are, girls. Bottoms up!”

Delighted to be interrupted by Tommy, Eleanor took a glass from Peter. From the look on his face, he’d just undergone a similar interrogation to her own. She raised the glass to her lips to hide her smile.

“Lady Crantock said something odd when she showed us in.” Eleanor spoke before either of her friends could start again. “She said there were some ghouls discussing Lord Bancroft’s death.”

“Eh?” Tommy, busy smiling at his beloved, turned his head to address Eleanor. “Yes, it’s an odd way to put it, but I do see what she means.” He shook his head. “There’s a group in the conservatory talking, and bandying around theories, about the murder. Bad taste, if you ask me.”

“Who’s in there, do you know?”

“Oh, mainly chaps. Roger ‘Wilco’ Wilkinson, Archie Shoesmith, you know the sort.”

“There’s a couple of women with them,” said Sophie. “Prudence Lyndley and Deirdre Colehurst. They were both at Cecily’s bash as well, ’cause Deirdre was wearing the most scandalous dress and tonight she’s covered with fringe from head to toe. She looks like my aunt’s lampshade.”

Despite herself, Eleanor smiled at this artless comment, but the major had not forgotten their main interest that evening.

“Is there anything in their theories, do you think? Or were they just expressing shock and outrage?” asked Peter.

His sardonic tone wasn’t lost on Tommy, who gave a bark of laughter. “Your guess is as good as mine. Like I said, you know the type. Shoesmith works in a bank, Wilkinson in a solicitor’s. They are all would-be men about town, and I doubt they’ve got two brass farthings to rub together. As to actual facts, I’ve no idea. Why don’t you go and ask them yourselves?”

He winked at Eleanor, but his cynical manner dismayed her. Tommy was the mildest, most inoffensive, of men, kind and generous to a fault. Live and let live was his motto. She hoped that marriage wouldn’t change him — or their friendship. She flashed him an anxious glance.

“Good idea, I suppose we ought to mingle,” she said. “We’ll catch you later.”

She and Peter moved away towards the conservatory.

“There are no flies on that young man.” Peter remarked.

“Oh, Tommy’s pretty sharp, and he knows how to keep his mouth closed.”

“That’s good to know. Do any of the names he mentioned mean anything to you?”

Did Peter think she knew every man in London? “No, although I am acquainted with both the women.”

As she spoke she opened the left hand French window and stepped over the sill into the conservatory.

It was well furnished with sofas, chairs, and occasional tables, and bore a resemblance to a hot house Eleanor had once visited at Kew. Tall ferns in deep pots grazed the glass roof, orchids and lilies added colour, and the air was heady with the smell of earth, flowers, and cigarette smoke.

A group of six to eight people lounged at the far end. They had been laughing and chatting when the newcomers arrived but had now fallen silent. They looked up at the newcomers’ arrival,then lowered their gaze, ogling the gemstone at Eleanor’s throat.

“Be careful, my lady. Methinks you are not among friends here.”

Eleanor nodded. She didn’t need the warning, but it was as well to be reminded, and she would heed it.

“Hello, there,” she said, her glance travelling around the gathering, taking them all in with a practised eye. “Did I hear you mention Lord Bancroft? Wasn’t it awful?” She perched on the arm of a vacant chair. “I was supposed to be at Cecily’s party, but couldn’t make it. Did any of you attend?”

There were murmurs of assent from several of those present, but only one of the women — Eleanor thought her name was Phoebe Dunning — spoke up.

“I was there. It was a fun do until Lord Bancroft spoilt things.” She pouted and took a swig from her tall glass.

“Archie there, says he knows who killed him.”

Eleanor followed the speaker’s pointing finger and let her gaze rest on a thin bespectacled young man in a well-cut suit that, on second glance, had seen better days. He almost jumped in his chair, spilling liquid on his shirt.

“No, I didn’t. I said it must have been one of the card players, that’s all. It stands to reason, doesn’t it.” He fished in his trouser pocket and mopped his frontage.

“And you were playing cards, Archie. So it could have been you.”

This comment met with raucous laughter and Mr Shoesmith looked decidedly uncomfortable, his pale cheeks turning an almost fiery red.

“I only had one game. That’s all.”

Eleanor was about to ask who else had been playing when the French window opened and a sandy-haired man put his head inside.

“Hey, Elspeth says the card room is open. You coming, chaps?”

Most of those present shook their heads, though one or two drained their glasses and made a move for the door.

“Maybe later.” Shoesmith lowered his gaze.

“Ha! Has what happened to old Banco put you off, eh?”

Eleanor shuddered at this singularly disrespectful remark and would have given the speaker a dressing down were it not for Peter’s hand suddenly touching the small of her back.

However, the interruption had broken up the party, and the remainder, including Shoesmith, soon got up to refresh their drinks and move around.

“Dash it all,” said Eleanor. She thought she’d been making progress, she had been just about to learn who those all-important card players were when Peter had stopped her. Why?

She turned to remonstrate with her, but when she opened her mouth he covered it with his own. Her eyes widened, she put a hand up to push him away, but he caught it in his own.

“Someone was paying too much attention,” he whispered when he released her.

Eleanor patted her hair back into place and nodded. A kiss was fair recompense for a missed opportunity, she thought.

“Any idea who?”

Peter described a dark-haired man she did not recognise and they returned to the main room, but their quarry seemed to have vanished.

A little while later he took her home and watched her enter Bellevue Mansions before instructing the taxi driver to carry on.

Eleanor let herself in with her key.

“Tilly, I’m home,” she called towards the kitchen, then stopped short at sight of the huddled figure in the chair by the fire.

“My dear, what on earth is the matter?”

She knelt beside her maid who raised a tear-stained face.

“Oh, my lady. Thank goodness you are back. It’s Ethel. She has been arrested.”
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The night passed slowly for Eleanor. What sleep she had was fitful at best as she spent the hours berating herself for Ethel’s plight.

All she had done had been a waste of time. Sidetracked, first by Mr Dubois then by the major, she had raced around — up and down to Epsom, all around London — and got precisely nowhere. Oh, she had learned a lot, yet none of it seemed pertinent. In the meantime, Ethel Gill had been arrested and, for all she knew, now languished in a police cell.

And to top it all, she had had a row with Ann.

Disentangling herself from the rumpled sheets on her bed, Eleanor padded through to the bathroom and washed her face. She wasn’t one to succumb to self-recrimination for long. Ethel’s arrest was a setback, but it wasn’t the end of the story. It only made her more determined than ever to get to the bottom of things and prove the parlourmaid’s innocence.

First things first. She needed coffee.

She wrapped a robe about her and went through to the kitchen and was surprised to hear the kettle already singing and Tilly busy about her morning tasks.

“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked her maid. “Have you had any sleep?”

Tilly gazed at her with a critical eye. “About as much as you by the looks of it. Are you ready for breakfast yet? I picked up some fresh farm eggs at the market yesterday.”

“Coffee first, please. I’ll drink it in the lounge. I’m just going to fetch my notebook.”

I need another plan, she thought, a better plan of campaign than the half-hearted affair I came up with before.

“But where to start?” she said as she returned to the lounge.

“By drinking your coffee,” Tilly replied, walking in from the kitchen carrying a bone-china cup and saucer.

Eleanor nodded. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything further from Ethel?”

“No, my lady.”

“Right, once I’ve had my coffee, I’m going to take the bull by the horns and call on Chief Inspector Blount.”

Tilly sniffed. “Better get some clothes on first then, or it won’t just be Ethel getting arrested.”

Eleanor grinned at the maid’s retreating back, then took a deep gulp of coffee and began to scribble.

One of the things she had so far failed to do was to speak to Bancroft’s widow. She had shied away from the task out of consideration for the woman’s feelings, but that was assuming grief in a place where there may not be any. She did not know her ladyship well enough to know what she might, or might not, be suffering at this time. If the man’s mistress had not been overcome with anguish, then it was unlikely his wife was either.

There was also the small matter of who inherited, and if Lady Bancroft didn’t know, though Eleanor felt sure that she must by now, then she could always ask for the name of his solicitor.

The word solicitor reminded her of the young men she’d met last night. Totters had said one of them followed that profession, while the other, Archie Shoesmith, had been a banker.

That made her think of Lady Crantock and she remembered the fear that had lurked in her eyes. Was that connected, or another wild goose chase?

She had dressed and eaten breakfast and was enjoying another cup of coffee and a cigarette when the telephone rang.

Tilly answered and then announced that Lady Bancroft wished to speak to her.

“That’s timely. I was just thinking of calling on her.”

“She sounds rather fierce,” Tilly whispered as Eleanor levered her way out of the chair and took the receiver from her outstretched hand.

“Lady Eleanor speaking.”

She listened for some time, then said,”Very well, your ladyship, I shall be with you forthwith,” and put the instrument down.

“Well, well, well. That couldn’t have fallen better.”

She marched through to the kitchen and told Tilly she was taking the Lagonda and going out. “I have been summoned by Lady Bancroft who refused to say what she wants, but I need to speak to her anyway. After that I’m going to Scotland Yard.”

When she had spoken to Lady Hermione on the telephone, Eleanor had pictured a figure not unlike the late Queen Victoria, dressed in black bombazine and with a black lace cap upon her head. In fact, the widow in the overstuffed drawing room in Melton Square had not gone that far — she wore a deep purple dress and her hair was uncovered — yet she still presented a formidable figure.

“My condolences on your loss, Lady Bancroft.”

Her hostess nodded curtly, but did not offer her hand as she motioned Eleanor to a chair and wasted no time in getting to the point.

“It has come to my attention that you are investigating my husband’s murder, and I have invited you here to ask you to desist and leave this matter to the proper authorities.”

Eleanor, aware of the gimlet gaze directed upon her, tried not to show her surprise. Her enquiry into the murder was known to very few, none of whom Lady Bancroft was likely to be acquainted with, so how she had got wind of Eleanor’s interest was a mystery.

“Your husband —”

“My husband is gone and there is nothing you, or anyone else, can do to bring him back.”

She continued to stand and glower down at her visitor as if willing her to give way. Eleanor refused to be browbeaten. She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs.

“And his killer?” she asked. “Don’t you want them brought to justice?”

“Naturally, but the police will see to that. Besides, I should think being a private enquiry agent beneath the dignity of a duke’s daughter.”

Eleanor was beginning to find this constant refrain tiresome. In this day and age when women have so much more freedom, and with the party of the masses likely to be elected at the next General Election, having a title meant very little.

“What does your dear Papa have to say about it?” Lady Bancroft’s dark eyebrows rose up like two inverted ‘v’s.

“Oh, Father approves, although the Duchess isn’t so keen. She would prefer me to marry and become a lady of leisure.”

Lady Bancroft gave her a frosty look as if suspecting, quite correctly as it happened, that Eleanor was implying that her hostess did nothing useful with her time.

“You could always occupy yourself with charity work, as I do. I am the chairwoman of quite a few charitable organisations.” Her expression turned from frosty to smug.

Eleanor, however, offered charity where and when she saw a need and felt no desire to brag about it. She smiled at the memory of the last recipients of her largesse, the young paperboy, Joe Minshull, and his family, rescued from their hovel in Southwark and now ensconced at the ducal town house in Berkeley Square. She must visit them again soon and see how they were getting on.

“I understand that you did not attend the engagement party at the Pargeters’, Lady Bancroft.”

“Certainly not, I detest cards.”

“And horses? Are you interested in racing?”

Hermoine Bancroft sat up even straighter and looked down her long nose. “No. Now, please, I don’t know who has engaged you to ask questions about my affairs, but I suggest you desist and refuse their commission. Any further interference from you and I shall contact our solicitors, Freeman, Hardy, and Wallace. The butler will show you out.” She rang a bell at her side.

Eleanor rose to her feet. She made no mention of Ethel Gill. In her opinion, a call on her ladyship’s pity for a poor parlourmaid would fall on deaf ears and be a waste of breath.

“Good morning,” Eleanor said, and marched out of the room with her shoulders back and her head held high, though her mind was seething with possibilities.

As desperate as Hermione Bancroft had been to give nothing away, she had let some things slip and she mulled over how best to make use of them as she walked to her car.

She had her hand on the Lagonda’s door when it struck her that her visit to Lady Bancroft might yet prove even more fruitful.

Retracing her steps, she rapped again on the front door.

The butler showed not a whit of surprise at seeing her still on the doorstep.

“Yes, my lady?”

“Forgive me, I’m having a problem starting my car. Does Lord Bancroft have a chauffeur who might help me?”

“Indeed.” He poked his head around the door as if to check that she actually had a vehicle, and Eleanor waved at the Lagonda. If he was impressed he covered it well. “Pray step inside, your ladyship. I’ll fetch Sims to you.”

That wouldn’t do at all. She wanted no one in the house to hear what she had to ask him.

“I’ll wait in the car, if you don’t mind. Perhaps you could send him out to me.”

“Very well, my lady.”

On the arrival of the chauffeur a short while later, Eleanor continued with the subterfuge. She gave him her sweetest smile and fluttered her eyelashes.

“I can’t get the automatic starter to work. Could you give me a turn with the crank handle, please?”

She passed the item over and he took it absently, his eyes not on her but the Lagonda.

“Lovely motor,” he said, almost smacking his lips in appreciation of the car’s sleek lines and gleaming bodywork.

“Thank you. What sort of car do you drive for Lord Bancroft?”

“His lordship drives a Bentley. It’s nice, but not as classy as the Lagonda.”

“He drives himself then? Does he take the car out often?”

“Oh, his lordship is a keen motorist.”

As the man seemed more than happy to talk about his erstwhile employer, Eleanor went out on a wing and a prayer.

“Is he as keen on keeping it clean?”

He grimaced in disgust. “Not always. He went out last Friday and brought it back filthy with mud and muck.”

“Really?” She looked at him in wide-eyed innocence. “I wonder where he could have been.”

“No idea, but he came back late and it took me all next day to clean it.” He shook his head at this thoughtless behaviour on the part of his employer. “Then he goes and gets himself killed.”

“Yes, a shocking affair. Does Lady Bancroft drive?”

“Nah, not her, so I should still have a job.”

He grinned at the thought, and strode to the front of the car. A few moments later the engine roared into life.

“Thank you,” Eleanor called and passed him a few coins as he deposited the crank handle in the rear of the car.

Pleased with herself — if Hermione Bancroft hadn’t been forthcoming, her chauffeur certainly had — she headed off to Scotland Yard.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 16



[image: image]


Chief Inspector Blount lifted his not inconsiderable frame and reached across his desk to shake Eleanor’s hand.

“I though it wouldn’t be long before you paid us a visit.” His kindly grey eyes twinkled at her. “Always a pleasure, my lady.”

“Likewise.” She took the chair he indicated and sat demurely before him, legs and feet together, her hands resting on the bag in her lap. “So, then, I’ll get straight to the point. What evidence do you have against Ethel Gill?”

It said something for the degree of respect that Blount had for her — for Eleanor’s abilities, not her title — that he did not tell her to mind her own business and immediately show her the door, but gave her question some serious thought.

“Probably not enough to secure a conviction, though she does have a motive, the means were to hand, and she took her opportunity. It’s the girl herself that could cook her own goose.”

Eleanor’s brow wrinkled. “You mean, she’d fall to pieces in the witness box if it ever came to court?”

“Precisely. It would be like crushing a butterfly on a wheel.” His mouth drooped at the corners.

Eleanor squirmed in her chair at the thought of the young, timid Ethel suffering at the hands of a clever Counsel for the Prosecution who constantly tried to twist her words and trip her up. All that after being subjected to hour after hour of unremitting questioning as the police went over the same ground time and time again.

Eleanor had to find the real murderer and prove the police wrong. If she could present them with the real culprit they would have to release the parlourmaid.

“Has she confessed?”

Blount shook his head. “No, and between you and me, I don’t think she will.”

Good, that meant her client was showing some spirit. If nothing else, it bought her a little time.

Eleanor stared across the desk at the avuncular figure opposite. He might look like the proverbial stolid and plodding policeman, but looks were deceptive in this instance.

“What possible motive could she have had?”

Blount frowned. “You’ve spoken to her, I take it?”

“Yes, she came to me the morning after the murder, terrified she was going to be arrested and swearing her innocence.”

“Hmm.” His mouth twitched from side to side. “He assaulted her. Grabbed her around the waist, attempted to kiss her, she tried to break free, then reached for the knife and stabbed him with it.”

“What active imaginations you policemen have. It is preposterous. I doubt she’d have the strength.”

“Well now, my lady, she’s probably stronger than she looks. Carrying coal scuttles around all day would put powerful muscles on those thin arms, don’t you think?”

Eleanor hadn’t considered it, but gave the idea little more than a passing thought. In her estimation Ethel did not possess the mental constitution for murder.

“Have the Pargeters identified the knife as theirs?”

“Yes. We aren’t that daft that we thought the weapon her own — it was a paperknife with a very ornate handle, not the sort of thing a parlourmaid would be likely to possess — or that she had it about her person while she worked, just on the off chance.”

“But she had a far better weapon to hand. You’ve just mentioned the coal scuttle. If she was mending fires, wouldn’t she be far more likely to hit him with that, or the coal pan?”

He shrugged and spread his arms. “I’ll admit that we have no absolute proof, but, like I said, she had motive, means, and opportunity.”

So might a lot of other people who were all milling about on the upper landing. Besides if Peter Armitage had an interest in Bancroft...

“Are you aware that Major Armitage was investigating Lord Bancroft?” she asked, and at his nod went on, “I think it too much of a coincidence that his lordship should be killed by a parlourmaid when he apparently had dodgy business on the go elsewhere.”

“Nevertheless, coincidences do happen.” He let his shrewd gaze linger on her for a long moment. “There’s more to this, isn’t there? What have you got?”

“If I tell you, would you do something for me?” She held up a hand as he started to speak. “Please, I just want a list of everyone that played cards with Lord Bancroft that evening.”

He sat back, steepling his fingers against his lips. “You think one of them might have done it?”

“I don’t know, but I think it’s a possibility, yes.”

“A good bet, as you might say.” Again his eyes twinkled and he lifted the telephone by his side. “That you, Rigby? I want a copy of the list of people who played cards with Bancroft on Saturday night. Got that? Make it neat, mind, and bring it to me as soon as it’s done.” He replaced the receiver. “Right, then, your ladyship. I’m all ears.”

It was not the first time that Eleanor had discussed her cases with the man from Scotland Yard, but on those occasions she had been more sure of her facts, not still speculating wildly. He wanted proof and she had none, but the row with Ann had forced her into a situation where she was reduced to asking the Chief Inspector for help.

She hoped he’d consider what little she had to offer sufficient recompense for the favour.

Starting with her visit to Henri Dubois, she related her trip to Epsom and the angry man berating the trainer in the stable yard, the information gleaned from the Dashwoods, her attendance at Lady Crantock’s, and her call on Lady Bancroft that morning. She made her report in a clear and concise manner, which, as always, met with his approval. Blount was not to know that she had been trained to make such reports by none other than Major Armitage.

As she began her recital, the detective took a sheet of fresh paper from his desk drawer and made notes. He listened intently without interrupting, his face giving nothing away.

At one point she saw him shake his head, though whether in doubt or disbelief she could not tell, and he smiled broadly when she spoke of her interview with Polly and Penny Dashwood.

“Well, now, my lady,” he said when she fell silent, “you have been busy.”

“Oh, agreed. I have been gadding about like a mad woman, though I admit I have precious little to show for it.”

“That’s often the way with police work, however no need to look so glum. There are things here that we’ve missed” — he tapped his pen against his page of notes — “so I’m grateful for that.”

She inclined her head in acknowledgement of his thanks, but said nothing as a knock came upon the door and it opened to admit a lanky young man in police uniform.

“The list you asked for, sir.”

Blount stretched out a hand. “Thank you, Rigby.” He sat back, his eyes scanning down the sheet of paper. Eventually, he handed it across to Eleanor.

“There you are, my lady, and much good it will do you.”

“Have you interviewed all these people?” Without looking at the contents, she folded the paper and put it in her bag.

“Not all of them, no.”

He said nothing further and Eleanor tried not to scowl. This was the second time he’d given her only half an answer, and she refused to give him the satisfaction of asking which of the card players he had failed to speak to.

She changed the subject.

“Where is Ethel Gill, now?”

“Hmm. Here, in the cells. Miss Gill is due to go before the Bow Street magistrate within the hour. We won’t oppose bail.”

“I should hope not and I’m happy to put up bail for her, Chief Inspector. It was a shame you ever arrested her. She is likely to lose her job and, if the Pargeters won’t give her a reference, she may never get another. She could be out on the streets and destitute.” She wanted to add that, should that come to pass, it would be his fault, but she left it there. There was no point in antagonising him.

“And if she’s guilty?”

“She isn’t. Will you let her know that I will also arrange and pay for any legal representation required, please?”

“That’s very generous of your ladyship. Are you so sure she’s innocent?”

Just at that moment Eleanor felt far from sure, but she was not about to admit it.

“Yes, and I hope to prove exactly that.”

“Then I look forward to hearing from you when you do.”

Eleanor wished him good morning and left.
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She left Scotland Yard satisfied that she had what she’d come for, but still feeling the solution to the mystery was beyond her.

She had an hour or more yet before her lunch date with Henri Dubois, and that gave her time to call on Ann. If she was up and about yet.

The row with her best friend still niggled at her and, irrespective of who had the right of it, Eleanor felt the need to apologise.

Peter Armitage had remarked that he wished Eleanor would go and work for him, yet, if he wanted to recruit anyone he could do worse than Ann.

Ann could talk to anyone, and wasn’t afraid to use her charm and femininity in order to persuade people to part with information or secrets. She would perch beside them on their desks, swinging a shapely leg, or slip an arm through theirs and talk them — on some pretext or other — into giving her a guided tour of the premises

Eleanor shied away from these tactics, held back by her upbringing and a sense that it wasn’t quite appropriate behaviour for a duke’s daughter, but Ann had no such qualms. She was a thoroughly modern young woman, forging her way in the world and Eleanor respected her for that and the way that she had seized on her contemporaries’ desire to have fun after the war and out of it carved a career for herself. That she was successful, and her business went from strength to strength, only highlighted her attention to detail and business acumen.

Parking the Lagonda outside Lady Ann town’s house, Eleanor stood for several minutes on the step, wondering what sort of reception she would get. She had brought no gift, neither flowers, nor chocolates and Ann, or her maid, might well shut the door in her face.

She need not have worried.

Ann greeted her warmly and invited her in.

“Perfect timing, darling. I’m just about to have a pre-lunch cocktail. Come in.”

“Thank you. Only the one as I have a lunch date at the Savoy.”

Inside Ann’s spacious and comfortable drawing room, Eleanor allowed herself to relax.

“Ooh! Very nice. Anyone I know, darling?”

Henri Dubois had been at the Pargeters’ though Eleanor doubted Ann had noticed him.

“No, I don’t think so. Look, Ann, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t think much of me right now.”

“Don’t be silly.” Ann raised her brows at the same time as the cocktail shaker. “I think you’re swell, old girl. You’ve a far better sense of public duty than I have. I was being selfish and only thinking of myself when I refused to give you that list, and readily admit that the argument was my fault.”

She gave the cocktails a practised shake and poured the liquid into two glasses.

“Selfish? How so?” Eleanor asked as Ann handed her a glass. “Cheers!”

“Bottoms up!” Ann took a sip and nodded approval of her handiwork. “Because the Pargeters had some high-spending people at Cecily and Arthur’s engagement party, mainly from his side of the family, and I was angling for a bit of business that way. I’d done my research and knew that at least three of them have offspring that are either about to get engaged or married, or coming up to a significant birthday. I was hoping to interest them in my services and thought — oh, never mind what I thought. Let’s put it behind us.

Hey, are you all right?”

Eleanor gasped, wiping at streaming eyes. “What’s in this?” She held the glass at arms length while she coughed.

“Trade secret.” Ann laughed. “Don’t you like it?” She took another sip of her own drink. “Get it down you. It’ll put hairs on your chest, that will.”

Her companion was none too sure that she wanted hair in that precise location, and drinking what appeared to be a combination of paraffin and creosote was an odd, not to say lethal, way to go about it.

She took an empty glass from the drinks trolley and poured herself some water from a covered cut-glass jug.

“I think I’ll stick to this if you don’t mind.”

Ann arranged herself over a chaise longue. “Not at all. Come and sit down and tell me what you’ve been up to.”

Eleanor carried her water to an easy chair. Her throat still burned.

“I was summoned to Hermione Bancroft’s this morning and told to desist from my investigation into her husband’s death.”

“How frightful. How did she get to hear that you were investigating?”

“No idea. It’s a total mystery.”

“Did she give any reason why?”

“None whatsoever.”

“Hmm. I wonder.” Ann stirred the olive around in her glass. “Maybe she has something to hide.”

“I think it’s more likely that she didn’t want her husband’s shady dealings uncovered. If he was as big a cheat as I’m beginning to suspect, the shame of it will be enormous, especially if it gets into the press.”

“But that also gives plenty of people a reason to want to kill him.”

Eleanor grimaced at the thought. “I know, and Scotland Yard have arrested the Pargeters’ parlourmaid.”

“That’s ridiculous. What reason would she have to kill him?”

Giving Ann the gist of her conversation with Chief Inspector Blount helped Eleanor to clarify a few things in her own mind. She began to see a way ahead, though there were any number of people she still needed to interview, and many more connections still to be made before she could make sense of Bancroft’s murder.

“It sounds to me as if he’s taken the easy way out.” Ann swung the fashionable satin mule on the end of her shapely foot. “It’s a typical male reaction, don’t you think?”

Eleanor did not, but was too polite to contradict. “Well, I...”

“Anyway, if this Ethel is sacked, it’s a perfect opportunity for Tilly to get in there.”

“I was not aware my maid was looking for another job.” Eleanor’s reply was frosty. “She is quite happy where she is, thank you.”

The thought of life without Tilly was too terrible to contemplate. She could not remember a time without that mousy-haired young woman by her side. Tilly was friend, companion, nursemaid and cook, all rolled into one. Since childhood they had played, laughed, and cried together, and to lose her would be like losing an arm. She clasped her hands tightly together to stop herself from wringing them.

Ann gurgled at her friend’s obvious discomfiture.

“Don’t be silly. I don’t mean that Tilly should work for the Pargeters on a permanent basis. I meant that if she took their parlourmaid’s place for a while, she might hear something useful to your enquiry.” Smiling broadly, she picked up her glass and took a sip.

“You want me to send her to spy on my friends?”

“There’s no need to look at me like that. You aren’t that friendly with them.”

“True...” And she could fend for herself for a few days.

“They don’t know Tilly, so it seems like a golden opportunity to me.”

Eleanor pulled at an earlobe. “You could be right. Sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusions, and there may be something in what you suggest.”

“Yes, well, I could see you were having palpitations over there, so I thought I’d better put you straight about my clever idea.”

Was it clever? Tilly might be able to get the downstairs gossip, but would those upstairs — the people Eleanor was really interested in — still be talking about Bancroft and his murder this long after the event? Margaret Pargeter had barely referred to it until Eleanor had started asking questions, and that was only a matter of hours after the murder had happened.

Perhaps Lord Bancroft’s unpopularity made Margaret happy to sweep him under the carpet as if he had never existed, let alone come to an untimely end in her house.

The fact that neither she, nor Cecily, appeared concerned about who had killed Bancroft, implied that that they thought it must be someone well outside the family circle.

“I’m not sure what could Tilly could achieve,” she admitted.

For several minutes they talked the idea through. Ann was convinced that someone in the house had vital information that would absolve Ethel of the crime.

Eleanor said nothing more. Her busy mind was working on a different conundrum.

“What are you frowning at?” Ann peered at her.

“Hmm? I’m still puzzling over this Surrey dance, or dancer.”

“Oh? What’s that? Is it a name?”

Eleanor sighed. “I don’t know. Didn’t I mention it to you?”

“I don’t think so, darling.”

“Well, they are purported to be the last words of a French jockey, found shot to death in Bancroft’s stables, but I can’t make any sense of them.”

“How grisly, and what a strange thing to say.”

“Isn’t it? I wish I could work out what he meant.”

“Hmm.” Ann twirled her cigarette holder in her fingers. “Did you say he was a Frenchman? So, wouldn’t his last words have been in French? Anyway, how do you know what he said?”

With her friend’s questions coming thick and fast, Eleanor’s head began to spin.

“Hang on, Ann, hang on. You may have something there.” Eleanor began to tick the points off on her fingers. “He was found by a stable hand who heard him say Surrey dance just before he died. The man was a local. He found the dying Legrand and told Inspector Appleyard what he’d heard. He may not have understood French. Hmm. How am I doing so far?”

Ann grinned. “You’re on the right track, I think, old girl. Now, do you know a phrase in French that could sound like Surrey dance?”

Eleanor twisted her mouth. “No.”

“Well, I’m sure something will occur to you. Now getting back to Tilly. I strongly suggest that she works at the Pargeters’ for a day or so. If there is any evidence to be found Tilly will find it, although I’ll admit you’d have to live without your angel for a day or so. I —”

She broke off as Eleanor let out a whoop, catapulted herself out of the chair and planted a kiss on her friend’s cheek.

“What was that for?”

Eleanor thanked her, but gave no other explanation.

“I must fly, or I’ll be late for lunch.”

A few minutes later she drove off towards the Savoy grinning broadly at one little mystery solved.
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Inside the graceful, luxurious surroundings of the Savoy, Eleanor felt instantly at home. She was a frequent visitor, and a valued one, known to the manager and all of his front-of-house staff who always greeted her warmly.

The doorman smiled and raised his hat to her. “Good afternoon, your ladyship. A pleasure to see you again.”

“Thank you, Michael.” She swept past him in a cloud of Chanel perfume desperate, despite Ann’s attempts to put her off them for life, for a proper cocktail prior to her lunch. Even so, she promised herself only a single vodka Martini.

Henri was waiting for her in the foyer lounge and rose from his chair as she approached.

“Bonjour, Lady Eleanor. I hope you are well.” He bowed low over her hand.

“Quite well, Monsieur, thank you.”

He very formally offered her his arm and they almost promenaded into the American Bar. She suppressed a desire to giggle at the courtliness and correctness of the dapper Frenchman at her side. It seemed out of place in these modern times.

Surrounded by fellow drinkers and diners, they indulged in small talk until they were ready to go through to the Savoy Grill with its opulent Art Deco design.

“Perhaps it would be best if you asked the maître d’ to seat us in a quiet corner?”

Monsieur Dubois nodded his understanding, and although the restaurant was fairly full, the suave maître d’ was happy to oblige.

As eager as Eleanor was to discuss her theory, the niceties of selecting the food and wine had to be endured first. When these matters were finally settled, she sat back and smiled encouragingly at her companion.

“You said on the phone that you had been thinking of your brother’s last words.”

“Bien sûr, I have thought of little else, but alas” — he raised his hands and let them fall — “I can think of nothing, no meaning to them at all. And you?”

Eleanor wrinkled her nose. “Possibly. I think he was almost certainly speaking in his native language, and I wondered if what he actually said was Sourire de Reims. To an uncultured man like the stablehand that might have sounded like Surrey Dance, don’t you think?”

It was Ann, calling Tilly an angel, that had made Eleanor think of this as an explanation. The Sourire de Reims, the smile of Reims, was the statue of an angel — one among many, though the only one with a carved smile upon its face — that graced the north door of Reims cathedral.

Eleanor had seen the statue once before the war and had been saddened to learn that it had sustained damage during the conflict.

As an explanation of Charles Legrand’s dying words, she liked this very much, especially if she could find a link to Lord Bancroft. She sincerely hoped that the man across the table could provide that link.

Dubois nodded his head slowly. “It is possible, yes.” He heaved a sigh. “One always hopes that when one’s time comes one is going to utter something about life, it’s meaning, something important, or profound about the human condition.”

“A pithy little saying to be remembered for, you mean?”

He gave a weak smile. “Something like that, oui. Poor Charles must have been rambling. I do not know if he had ever visited Reims.”

“No, no, Monsieur.” She hurried to disabuse him. “I think your brother left us a vital clue.”

“Oh? How so?”

“What do you know of your brother’s horse racing career? Did he ever discuss the rides that he had.”

“Sometimes. I will admit that I did not always pay him the attention that I should have done, and my mind would drift if he started on the technicalities of his profession. By the time he became a jockey I was busy with my own career which involves an amount of travelling so, as I told you before, we did not see each other often. Occasionally he would telephone to me, and we also corresponded from time to time.”

He lapsed into silence.

Eleanor said nothing; she held her tongue and her breath, not daring to prompt him now. Dubois was an intelligent man, he would soon see what she was driving at and either confirm or deny her ideas.

It is debatable whether either of them saw the waiter place their meals in front of them and it wasn’t until he wished them ‘bon appetit’ that she became aware of him enough to murmur her thanks.

Not so Dubois. For a moment more he ignored his food, his eyes, dark and unfocused resting on Eleanor. Then, with a hint of a smile, he picked up his knife and fork.

“Ma fois! You are right, milady. I feel guilty now that I did not pay him more attention, but one of the horses my brother mentioned was called Sourire de Reims. I had forgotten all about it.” He started to eat.

“How long ago was this?”

“Hmm. Last year perhaps.”

Eleanor nodded, and started her own meal.

The Epsom Derby was a race for three-year-olds — a fact that had to be taken into account if her ideas about what Lord Bancroft was up to, and the swindle he was attempting to pull, were correct.

She continued to mull things over and asked no further questions during their meal.

She refused the dessert menu with reluctance and, after their plates had been cleared and Monsieur Dubois had expressed himself well pleased with the cuisine, returned to the prior conversation.

“Was Sourire a winner for your brother, Monsieur?”

He twirled the stem of his wine glass between his fingers, eyes twinkling. “Oh, assuredly, I would think, or else he would not have spoken of it. Either the horse, or winning the race must have meant a lot to him, if that was the last thing he said.”

“I think it was more than that. As I said, I think it was a clue to the reason he had been shot.”

“Oh? How so?”

“Because I think that when he arrived at the stable yard he recognised the self-same animal in one of the stables, and was trying to tell us that.”

“Is that why he was killed?”

“I think so.”

Dubois gave her a shrewd glance. “You know who killed my brother, don’t you?”

“Yes, Monsieur, I believe I do.”

“Then you must tell me.”

Eleanor wasn’t prepared to do that, not until she had proof. She had placed her suspicions in front of Chief Inspector Blount and it was up to him now, and Inspector Appleyard in Epsom, to find what firm evidence they could.

Reluctantly, she explained this to the Frenchman. His face darkened in anger. His fist clenched. She thought he would strike the table and leaned back in her chair, raising her hands.

This new, belligerent, Henri Dubois was as surprising as it was unwelcome. She forced herself to look straight ahead, though she desperately wanted to scan the room for exits. He frightened her. As if he recognised that, he lowered his own hand and his shoulders slumped.

“I beg pardon, Milady. You understand that I —”

“I understand perfectly, Monsieur.” She hastened to appease him. “Trust me when I say that there is nothing you can do about Charles’s killer now. Leave it with me, at least for a few more days, and then I will give you a full explanation, and you, and your brother, will get the justice that is your due.”
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Armed with the information Dubois had given her, Eleanor left the Lagonda at the Savoy and took a taxi to Cleveland Street. She asked the driver to travel its length and to put her down at the end.

“Are you sure, ma’am? It’s a bit of a rough area, this.”

Assuring him that she would be fine Eleanor paid him off, and walked back the few yards to the George and Dragon public house. She took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

Inside she stopped and let her well-practised glance rapidly survey the room. Sawdust lined the floor of the large square space while the bar ran along the back and right-hand side wall.

Despite it being the afternoon, the bar was busy. A foursome played dominoes at a table near the fireplace and several men threw darts at a dartboard hanging on the wall to the left.

The landlord was serving a man with a foaming pint and several barrels rested on the bar beside him.

Her quarry sat in the middle, at a table to himself, a newspaper spread out before him. He was florid and loudly dressed as Robbie Stewart had said he would be, his polka-dot bow tie clashing with the checks of his jacket.

Behind him two burly men with large fists and battered faces leaned their elbows on the bar and stared straight at her. Bodyguards, she reckoned, and nodded to show she had marked their presence. Holding a single business card between her fingers she put her hands at waist height, palms outward to show them she meant no trouble and presented no danger.

She stepped away from the door and the bar fell silent. Eyes swivelled in her direction Her focus remained on the bookmaker, Dickie Twang.

She halted some distance from the table and spoke in a low voice, “Mr Twang?”

“Who’s asking?” he said, in a deep rumbling voice.

She leaned forward and placed the business card before him. At her movement, the henchman at the bar came alert and looked about to rush forward. Without turning around, Twang put up a hand to forestall them.

“A private enquiry agent, eh?” He looked up and directly at her for the first time. “And what can I do for you, Lady Eleanor?”

“I’m hoping you can help me with a case I’m working on. Robbie Stewart of the Clarion sent me.”

His stare this time was more appraising. Eleanor submitted to it despite feeling uncomfortable and like a piece of meat in a butcher’s window. A shiver ran through her as she recalled Robbie’s words about entering a lion’s den.

“Yes,” he said finally. “Robbie always did have an eye for the best-looking women. Take a seat.” He pointed to the chair opposite his, and Eleanor did as she was told, perching on the edge of the hard wood. She was a long way from the relative safety of Mayfair and Piccadilly, and a frisson of fear curled in her stomach in this alien environment.

“Thank you. I have been engaged by a parlour maid who has been arrested for the murder of Lord George FitzAlan Bancroft, and I need to know more about him.”

“Why come to me?”

“Because I’m interested in Lord Bancroft’s horseracing schemes, and his gambling habits.”

Eleanor held her breath. If he was going to have her thrown out, now would be the time. After a moment he folded his copy of The Sporting Life and leant his forearms on it.

He sucked his teeth and Eleanor wondered if she could rely on him for an honest answer. He seemed to be weighing up what, and how much, to tell her.

“Well, now, I did a bit of business with him. His lordship always bet big and wanted the best odds, but everyone wants that, no matter how much they wager. He won and he lost, not as much as some, but him and me probably finished about even.”

Bancroft was fortunate in that case. Bookies usually came out on top – otherwise why would they do it? She remembered her father once saying that he’d never met a poor one.

“What do you call betting big? How much did he normally wager?”

Twang became cagey. “A darn sight more than that parlour maid ever earned, I’ll bet. Ha ha! Look, I can’t remember exactly. It varied depending on a lot of factors on the day — the odds, the going, the condition of the horse, even the choice of jockey. All I’ll say is that usually substantial sums were involved – but if you bet big you’ve got to be prepared to lose big.”

That made sense. Eleanor nodded. “Thank you.”

He shrugged, lifting his massive shoulders up around his ears. It would be a foolish man who welched on a bet with Dickie Twang. As if he’d divined her thoughts, he said much the same thing himself.

“His lordship was a slippery character, very slippery, but he had the sense never to try and pull a fast one on me.” He jerked a thumb behind him. “I have measures in place to prevent that. He knew what he’d get if he did.

“Now, was there anything else?”

Yes, it was time to test her theory on him, but how best to broach the subject?

“Have you heard anything about Lord Bancroft putting together a syndicate, Mr Twang?”

“I can’t say that I have, though it wouldn’t surprise me. Horses cost money – not only to buy, but in feed, stabling and training costs. Not everyone is as rich as Croesus, or the Earl of Derby, either. It makes sense to share the burden, though you’d also have to share any winnings once the trainer and the jockey had received their cut. Even the stable lad can expect a quid or two from a winning owner.” He lifted the glass by his side and took a gulp of beer. “There are plenty of legitimate syndicates around, but...”

“But?”

“Let’s just say, I wouldn’t join any that involved Bancroft. Oh, I took his money off him, that’s my business when all’s said and done, but I wouldn’t have trusted him.”

“With your money?”

“With anything.”

“With substituting one horse for another, for example? How easy would that be?”

He waved his hands in front of him. “Don’t look at me, ma’am, I’m an honest man.”

“But it goes on?”

“What do you think?” He leaned towards her again. “Look, it’s probably a more common problem than it should be, and we poor bookies can’t fix it. That’s down to the stewards and the Jockey Club. In the meantime we have to put up with it and, if there’s nothing that can be proved, we pay out.”

His mouth sagged at the corners. Despite his woebegone look, Eleanor wasted no sympathy on him.

“Are these horses likely to be coming in from the Continent?”

“They come in from everywhere, or so I’ve heard. If Bancroft was a swindler — and I’ve no proof that he was, mind — then it’s the sort of thing he might have been involved in.”

“I see. What odds are you offering on Lord Bancroft’s horse in the Derby?”

“Coral Sunset? Pshaw!” He blew out his lips. “A hundred to one. It’s a no-hoper. If you want to put your money on something with a chance, then Sansovino is the best bet.”

“Had Lord Bancroft placed a bet with you at those odds?”

Twang pursed his lips and wrinkled his nose as if debating whether to tell her or not. “That’s between a man and his bookie.”

Eleanor gave him a level stare. “The man is dead, Mr Twang.”

He sighed. “Yes, he had. A big one, as it happens, but if a man wants to waste his money, who am I to stop him?”

“How much is the Derby worth?”

“A lot, it’s one of the richest. This year the owner of the winning horse will pocket 11,775 pounds.” He smiled. “Nice money, eh?”

Eleanor’s eyes widened. Coral Sunset might have no hope of winning, but if Sourire de Reims did that was a princely sum Lord Bancroft and his chums would earn. Was it enough to risk pulling the switch and running what the major had called a ringer? Probably.

“Indeed,” she murmured, as she worked through the ramifications. “How are the winnings distributed? Who gets a share?”

He pulled at an earlobe. “Well, the owner will get the bulk of it, then there’s the trainer, the jockey, even the horse’s lad usually cops a pound or so. In the case of a winners’ syndicate it’s up to them to divide their share between themselves pro rata, or however previously decided.”

Twang grinned at her. “Does that answer your questions?”

Eleanor smiled and got to her feet. “Yes, thank you, Mr Twang. That has been most helpful.”

She turned and walked to the door, eager to shake the sawdust of the George and Dragon from her feet. The bookmaker had been friendly enough, but his men at the bar were a different matter.

Ahead of her, at the corner of the road, lay a bright red telephone box with a couple of urchins hanging around it. She recalled Robbie Stewart’s description of how Twang ran his business and assumed these were the bookie’s ‘runners’.

Wrapped up in her thoughts, she paid them little attention as she went past, although a few steps further on heard one of them say, “Wotcher, Biff.”

As she turned the corner a soft footfall came behind her. Convinced she was being followed, Eleanor did not turn around or quicken her pace. What reason could Dickie Twang have for setting one of his thugs on her tail?

Her mind seethed with possibilities, including the frightening thought that the bookmaker had done nothing of the sort and the man was simply trying to chance his luck. If so, she couldn’t expect any help from the denizens of these mean streets, and it could be anyone from the pub, rather than the henchmen. In which case, she was unlikely either to spot them, or recognise them if she did.

Why hadn’t she come in the Lagonda? She would have cursed herself for a fool, except that would have robbed her of breath, which was already coming in short gasps.

With no taxi in sight and her heart pounding she looked left and right for a way of escape. On impulse, she crossed the street and took a turning on the left, not knowing where it would lead, and hoped there’d be plenty of people about, perhaps returning home from work, to make her follower think twice about staging an attack.

Her natural ability to be still and observe things around her had been honed during the war into excellent surveillance skills, but even Peter Armitage’s training could not give her eyes in the back of her head. She needed to see who it was that dogged her footsteps, and to know how far he was behind her.

She did that by stopping a little further on and peering into the window of a shop selling ladies wear and looking at the reflections in the glass.

Sure enough a man loitered on the opposite pavement and leant against a house wall. She did not recognise him.

A bell rang as she pushed the door open and went inside and a curtain at the rear parted to reveal a middle-aged woman wearing a black dress that came to mid-calf. Her dark hair had been fashioned into a neat chignon on the nape of her neck.

“Can I help you, madam?” She spoke in refined tones, pronouncing the last word as ‘modom’.

“I’m being followed. There’s a man across the street watching me. Do you have a back door that leads away from this street?”

The saleswoman narrowed her eyes and stared past Eleanor’s shoulder, then she nodded.

“I see him. He’s an ugly looking brute. There’s a yard out the back and an alleyway leading from that. It’s a bit of a dog-leg and it brings you out on Clipstone Street. If you turn left there and walk along a yard or two, you ‘ll come to Great Titchfield Street where you should be able to get a taxi.”

Eleanor thanked her and bought a pretty chiffon scarf as recompense for the woman’s assistance.

“There you are, madam.” The woman handed Eleanor a neatly wrapped package. Clearly enjoying her part in the drama, she moved to a rack of dresses and lifted one off. “We’ll pretend you are going to try this on, shall we?”

She held the dress against Eleanor and pointed to the curtains.

“You take the dress in there and close the curtains. Leave the dress hanging up and go through the door in the rear wall and down the corridor to the back door. Good luck.”

Eleanor did as she was told and within five minutes was standing on Clipstone Street. She breathed a sigh of relief and hastened onward, aware that she might yet be followed when the man realised that she’d given him the slip.

She glanced back from time to time, but saw no sign of pursuit before she spotted and hailed a cab and headed back to the Savoy.

She dismissed the man from her mind. Who the man was and what he’d wanted remained a mystery.
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It had been a long fraught day with a party still to come that evening, and Eleanor felt exhausted as she drove back to Bellevue Mansions. However, she cheered herself up with the thought that she’d made real progress, and looked forward to Tilly’s tender ministrations and long soak in a hot bath.

She smiled at the doorman and went up in the lift, keen to throw off her shoes and relax.

“Tilly, I’m ho —”

Eleanor sensed the apartment was empty even before she’d stepped over the threshold. The very air felt cold and musty and only an eerie silence — no crackling fire, no distant singing kettle — rushed out to greet her.

“That’s odd,” she murmured as she shut the door behind her. “Perhaps she’s in the bathroom, or the bedroom.”

A thorough search of the six-roomed accommodation, however, confirmed Tilly’s absence. Nor was there any note to explain this strange dereliction of duty.

The apartment was neat and tidy, the fire laid in the grate, showing that the maid had done her daily chores, though there was no sign that she had been there since.

It wasn’t Tilly’s day off. She had not said she intended going out and might be late back, or that any of the errands she had to run would see her later home than her mistress.

Feeling perturbed, Eleanor filled the kettle and set it to boil on the gas stove, then — on the off chance, Tilly nearly always came and went by the rear stairs — rang down to the front doorman she’d only recently passed on her way in.

“Sorry, your ladyship. I can’t say as I’ve seen her all day.”

Eleanor made the tea then sat by the fireside debating whether to put a match to it. If Tilly returned before the tea had been drunk it would be easy enough to light. If not...

She sighed, wondering what to do for the best. Should she go in search of Tilly? But where? Without knowing how long the maid had been gone, or where to, it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. She could be anywhere in the country by now.

Finishing her tea, Eleanor carried the cup through to the kitchen where she checked cupboards and larder. A piece of fresh fish, covered in muslin, told her that Tilly had gone shopping that morning.

“Good,” she muttered. “I’ll start at the fishmongers.”

The shops were still open, and the buxom woman behind the counter at the fish shop remembered serving Tilly earlier in the day.

“I can’t say exactly when, ma’am. She comes in twice a week maybe, and she’s usually here around a half past nine. It was probably about the same time today.”

“Did she say where she was going after she left?”

“As to that, I can’t say. She’d already been to the baker’s across the road, cause I looked up and saw her come out of there heading this way, an’ she had a loaf of bread in her basket.”

“Did she seem as usual?”

The fishmonger blinked in surprise at the question, but answered readily enough. “I think so, though she was in a bit of a hurry, cause she didn’t stop to chat like she sometimes does.”

Eleanor moved on.

The grocer thought he’d served Tilly a little before ten, but the butcher hadn’t seen her since yesterday.

“I know where she’ll be.” Eleanor turned her footsteps north, towards the Bakewell family’s London town house in Berkeley Square.

“Miss Tilly, my lady?” Mrs Minshull bobbed a curtsey when she’d opened the front door. “She’s not here. We haven’t seen her for a day or two.”

With a heavy heart, Eleanor trudged home in the gathering twilight. She tried not to be unduly concerned, but Tilly’s life was not as free, as unstructured, as her mistress’s. Despite these being modern times, Tilly still had to work for a living. She would not come and go as she pleased.

Where are you, Tilly, you wretched woman, Eleanor thought, checking every face she passed in the gloom, hoping to see one that was infinitely dear, infinitely precious to her.

She arrived home without sight of the missing maid. The apartment was still unoccupied, and she sank into her chair with a sob.

After a moment she got up and reached for the cigarette box. It was time to think logically. Wherever Tilly was, she had gone willingly — the apartment was not in disarray, the door had not been forced.

Unless she had met with an accident. Tilly might be languishing in a hospital bed, confused and in pain, or undergoing surgery. The thought was too awful to contemplate, and Eleanor forced herself to pick up the telephone and asked the operator to connect her with the nearest place.

They had no patient with the name of Matilda Walton, though Eleanor felt no relief. There were dozens of hospitals in London.

She ended the call, kicked off her shoes, and strode bare-footed into Tilly’s bedroom. She had already checked in here once to see if Tilly was here, or had left a note on her bedside table, but she hadn’t thought to look further.

She wrenched open the wardrobe door and stood back with a cry.

“Oh!”

Tilly’s best dress hung in solitary splendour. Her two work dresses, two pairs of shoes, and a quantity of underthings were gone. So was the suitcase she kept on the top shelf.

She staggered backwards in the face of this calamity and sat with a thump on Tilly’s bed.

What did this mean? Had Tilly found another job and left? She felt like bursting into tears. It wasn’t so much that she had lost a maid that was so upsetting, but that she might have lost her lifelong friend.

Eleanor racked her brains for an explanation, but came up empty handed. No murmur of complaint about her pay, her duties, or her working conditions had ever passed the maid’s lips, nor had she given any intimation that she was unhappy for any reason.

She shook her head and wandered back into the drawing room for another cigarette.

With difficulty, it had been a long day with much to occupy her, she cast her mind back to the morning. Everything had seemed as normal. Tilly had not appeared worried, bothered, upset, or angry. If she had been peeved that Eleanor appeared to be spending more time on Henri Dubois’ commission than on Ethel Gill’s, she had given no sign of it.

Besides, it wasn’t true. Still convinced that the two cases were somehow connected, Eleanor thought that any time she gave to solving one would aid the other. Except, in her own mind, she had solved the mystery of Charles Legrand’s murder, and it didn’t seem to have helped at all.

With a sigh, she searched through her bag for the list that Chief Inspector Blount had given her and scanned down it. The names were clear, written in block capitals by a firm hand.

Somewhere here was the answer. One of these people must be the murderer.

She largely discounted the first two names, Mr and Mrs Isles. These were Margaret Pargeter’s elderly relatives, who had returned to their home in Norfolk, or was it Suffolk? Either way, she didn’t fancy visiting them.

Next came Lady Drusilla Coverdale. An unlikely killer, Eleanor thought. She was known to be fabulously wealthy and had a reputation for gambling only at cards and then very rarely.

Eleanor had once heard her remark that she hated all sport. If that included horse racing, then Drusilla was unlikely to have been involved in whatever nefarious scheme Lord Bancroft had cooked up.

John Wantage was an unfamiliar name to Eleanor, but the one beneath that belonged to Archie Shoesmith who had been one of the brash young men in the conservatory at Lady Crantock’s. He would definitely be worth closer inspection.

The last two names, Mr and Mrs Hart-Downing, were a couple of socialites that Eleanor knew slightly. Gervaise Hart-Downing was an up-and-coming barrister, while Clara was an excellent artist who owned her own art gallery in Soho.

Making a note to call on them tomorrow on some pretext or other, she laid the paper aside and went to phone Lady Ann.

“Archie Shoesmith, darling? An annoying little irk with ideas above his station.” Ann’s caustic comment spoke volumes. She clearly cared little for the young man. “Why do you ask?”

“Because he played cards with Bancroft on the night of the murder.”

“Did he, indeed? Champagne tastes on beer money, that one. Totters might know where he lives, but I don’t. Are you going to Julia Moorcroft’s party tonight? He might be there.”

Eleanor was quite capable of feeding and dressing herself without assistance but, with the lack of Tilly, she had debated giving the party a miss. Having accepted the invitation, it would have been rude not to have at least shown her face, but now she had another reason beside politeness to attend.

“Yes, I’m going. How about you?”

Ann’s tinkling laugh echoed down the telephone wire. “When have you ever known me miss a party? Actually, this isn’t one that I arranged. I did try to persuade Julia to let me organise it, but she said it was only an informal get-together and she didn’t see the point in paying me when she could do it as well herself. Ha! We’ll see.”

“Never mind, old girl.” Eleanor consoled her friend. “You can have a night off.”

“Oh, I’ve got a few of those coming up, but it will be nice to have the chance to relax and chat to people rather than flying around like a mad thing, checking the musicians have turned up and the caterers have provided what was ordered. Still, that’s my job.”

And it was Eleanor’s job to save Ethel Gill from a charge of murder.

She said, “see you later” to Ann with a cheerfulness she was far from feeling and put the phone down.

The thought of food was not appealing — she couldn’t face the fish and left it where it was for now — so she cut herself a slice of cake and ate that while going over what she had learned that day and ticking off the evidence of Sims, the chauffeur, and that of Henri Dubois.

This is where the missing Tilly would have come into the picture, acting as her mistress’s sounding board, either agreeing with her reasoning and conclusions, or pointing out the faulty logic and the fallacies Eleanor might have leapt to.

There was Ann, of course, but after her last refusal to help, Eleanor was loath to ask for further assistance from that quarter.

Engrossed in these thoughts and the vexed question of who else to turn to, it was several moments before she realised the telephone was ringing and there was no maid to answer it.

She flew into the drawing room and, gasping, gave her name.

“Are you all right, my lady? You sound a little breathless.”

Peter Armitage! Just the man!
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“What is all this, my lady?” he asked when he stood on her doorstep some half an hour later. “What did you mean, Tilly’s left you?”

As tempting as it was to fall on the major’s neck and sob out her woes — and a lesser woman might have done so — Eleanor was made of sterner stuff. She might be at her wit’s end, but she wasn’t prepared to let that show.

“Exactly that, Major. Come in and see for yourself.”

She stepped back and let him inside. Within a matter of minutes, during which he gave the apartment a thorough search, he agreed with her. He couldn’t do anything else, given the evidence. It is hard to lose a fully grown woman — even one as slim and diminutive as Tilly — in a mere six rooms.

“You are right, not that I doubted you,” he said, as he walked back into the drawing room from Tilly’s bedroom. “One consolation is the dress she had left behind. Now, you’d better tell me all about it.” He accepted the scotch and soda Eleanor put into his hand and sat in the chair opposite hers at the fireside. She gave a brief account of her day, and had the satisfaction of seeing the major’s smug smile when she relayed the two conversations she felt would interest him most.

“Excellent work, my lady. That confirms my own researches.”

It didn’t bring Tilly back, though.

“Is a syndicate the same thing as the ring you mentioned on the way back from Epsom?”

He shook his head, and stroked the scar on his jaw. “No. You are confusing two things. I actually said ringer and a ringer is the substitute you talked of.”

Eleanor wasn’t in the least surprised she was confused. After a day like she’d had how could she not be?

“So, Sourire de Reims was the ringer for Coral Sunset, brought in from France.”

“Yes, and Bancroft, we believe, having already bought the horse, was putting together a syndicate in order to defray his costs.”

“Hmm.” Eleanor screwed up her face and reached for a cigarette. She didn’t care for the major’s explanation at all. It left too many loose ends that didn’t fit.

She accepted the light he offered then rose to her feet and began to pace while taking each loose thread and tracing it back to its source — back to who had said what, where, and when.

The major said nothing, content to sit back and watch her perambulations. Eleanor almost forgot him. Her mind roamed free as she untied the threads of the problem.

When, in a sudden moment of clarity she untangled the last knot, she threw back her head and roared with laughter.

“Ye gods, Bancroft. What an old rogue you were.” She resumed her seat and smiled at her visitor, eyes shining. “I’m sorry, Peter, but I think you are wrong.”

He grinned at her. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Care to enlighten me?”

“Well, it was quite simple, really. Bancroft had already put together a syndicate to buy Coral Sunset, but the horse turned out to be a less than stellar performer. The syndicate had entered him for the Derby, but his lordship, knowing the horse had no hope, had decided to pull a switch and put Sourire de Reims in its place. I somehow doubt that the other members of the syndicate knew anything about that arrangement. Bancroft was pulling the wool over their eyes as well as everyone else’s.”

“Is that why he approached Charles Legrand? A French jockey who knew the horse?”

“Yes and no. It was a monumental coincidence — there must be hundreds of French jockeys, after all — but coincidences do happen.

“I imagine Bancroft probably wanted a French jockey, but definitely not one that knew the horse. The fewer people to know what he was up to the better.

“According to his brother, Legrand was an honest man. After Bancroft had collected him from the airport and driven him to Epsom to meet the horse, which the jockey instantly recognised, that’s when it all went spectacularly wrong for his lordship. Legrand, you see, would have refused to go along with the deception.”

“And Bancroft killed him for his trouble?”

Eleanor nodded. “To prevent him giving the game away, yes. I’m hoping that Inspectors Blount and Appleyard between them can confirm that Bancroft went to Epsom. As we came away from there the other day, I stopped and looked back.”

“I remember. You asked which stable Legrand had been found in.”

“That’s because I’d noticed a track running from the road, alongside the stables, and up into the Downs. The track was probably fairly muddy — it poured with rain last Thursday — but I think that’s where Bancroft parked his car and took Legrand into the stable to see the horse.”

“Wouldn’t it be dark by then?”

“Not quite. Not at this time of year. The stable hand Ned, found Legrand around nine o’clock when he did his last rounds. There would be light enough to see by at that time. Anyway, I’ve already asked the Chief Inspector to check his lordship’s car and speak to his chauffeur.”

“Let’s hope they find something to prove your theory after all your hard work.” He smiled and ran an index finger under his lower lip. “I haven’t been idle either. I can confirm that Legrand was on the late afternoon flight from Paris to London on Friday, and my contacts across the Channel have verified Monsieur Dubois’ statements about his brother, especially with regard to his career.”

Eleanor had seen no reason to doubt them, but trust Major Armitage to be not only suspiciously, but also thorough.

“Could you also ask them who bought Sourire de Reims, when, and how much they paid for him? Was it Lord Bancroft acting alone, or —”

“It was, I’ve already thought to check that. Of course, this still leaves us with the question of who killed Bancroft?”

She grimaced. “That’s a harder puzzle to solve. I suspect that with his plan for a ringer going ahead, his lordship was trying to persuade members of the syndicate — whoever they were — not to bet on the horse they thought was Coral Sunset in the Derby. With its poor previous results not inspiring confidence they would probably have agreed, the bookies didn’t rate its chances and were not offering good odds.”

“And his lordship, meanwhile, had placed a large bet with Dickie Twang?”

“Exactly. Possibly with other bookies, too. If the horse won, Bancroft would make a fortune and the horse, the real Coral Sunset, that is, could be sold for a lot of money.”

Armitage nodded. “All right. Now, what about Tilly? What do you plan on doing about her?”

“What can I do?” Eleanor bit back a sob. “I’m not going to report her missing, not yet. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since she was here.” She swept an arm around the room. “Ann Carstairs suggested that I ask her to infiltrate the Pargeter household now that they are a parlourmaid short. If Tilly has thought of that herself, she might be there.”

“And you can’t call them and ask. It would blow her cover.”

“Exactly.” Trust a spy to appreciate that point. “And if that is what she was planning on doing, why did she not leave me a message?” Eleanor sighed. “I’m just hoping and praying that she’s safe, wherever she is.”

He surveyed her shrewdly and took a sip from his glass. “And in the meantime?”

“We continue to investigate Bancroft.” She got to her feet. “I’m particularly interested in Archie Shoesmith and he’ll be at Julia Moorcroft’s party tonight, so you and I are going. If you’ll hang on here for half an hour, I’ll go and get ready. Help yourself to another drink.”
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Julia Moorcroft lived with her parents in a fine, if rambling, Victorian villa to the north of Belgravia. Eleanor had visited before, but this was the first invitation to a party, a fact Julia explained by her parents having recently departed for a month’s holiday in Scotland.

“I’ve been to oodles of parties lately, so I thought it time I threw one myself and, with Mama and Papa away, I’m making hay while the sun shines. Come in and make yourselves at home. All the usual crowd are here, or soon will be.”

She led them into a spacious drawing room filled with noise, laughter, and the chink of glasses.

“There’s a bar in the dining room through there. Help yourselves.” Julia pointed to an open door on the right, and left them when the peal of a bell announced more guests.

A familiar figure forced its way through the throng and Ann swooped down on them in a surfeit of fringes and a waft of perfume.

“Eleanor, darling! You made it.” She stated the obvious but her gaze was on Armitage as she stared up at the tall figure by her friend’s side. “Who is your handsome friend?”

Eleanor introduced the major only as Peter, an old friend from the war, and watched in amusement as Ann linked her arm with his and whisked him away. He threw a bemused glance over his shoulder at Eleanor who smiled and winked back at him.

Well aware of Ann’s sometimes predatory nature, she went to get herself a drink. Peter could take care of himself.

To the distant scratchy sound of a gramophone playing hot jazz with all the appeal of cold sago pudding, she made herself a vodka Martini from a selection of bottles set out on an oval table covered with a white damask cloth. Already several spillages marked the snowy cloth and for some reason she thought of Tilly, and gulped back a sob.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded at the doll-like woman who had appeared at her side, and brightened when she saw that it was Clara Hart-Downing. A stroke of fortune, at last.

“Yes, thanks, Clara. Just a hiccough.” She raised her glass and took a sip. “Is Gervaise with you?

“Oh, he’s around somewhere.” She waved a hand at the room. “What about you? Are you on your own?”

“Temporarily. My escort has been abducted by Lady Ann Carstairs.”

Clara’s chestnut coloured hair swayed as she shook her head in mock disbelief. Her rosebud mouth, the lips painted a bright scarlet, curved in a smile.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get him back. She doesn’t keep them long.”

Their laughter was interrupted by the arrival of a tall sandy-haired man with soft brown eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses.

“What’s amusing you two? Hello, Lady Eleanor. Long time no see.” He reached for a pitcher of gin cocktail.

The otherwise clichéd comment gave Eleanor the opening she needed. She didn’t waste it. “Indeed, Gervaise. I should have run into you last week at the Pargeters’, but was unable to attend. It seems I did well to stay home.”

“Oh, it was awful.” Clara’s pretty face clouded and she turned to her husband, placing a hand on his arm. “Wasn’t it, darling?”

“Yes, very grim. I’m just glad that it wasn’t either of us that found him. Fortunately Arthur Huntington was on hand to stop anyone from entering and seeing the grisly remains.”

“Poor Mrs Isles — the elderly woman who discovered Lord Bancroft’s body — she was screaming fit to burst which had everyone racing upstairs to see what the fuss was.”

Eleanor could imagine the surprise and confusion the screams had caused. She put that to the back of her mind as she latched onto what Gervaise had said. She had thought that Arthur was downstairs with Cecily when the alarm was raised, yet now it appeared that he was upstairs and not far from the library.

“It was lucky that Arthur was on hand,” she said, giving Gervaise a look of innocence. “I can imagine people panicking when they heard the screams. Especially if they knew it was murder. Arthur must have raced up the stairs after singing Happy Birthday to Cecily.”

Occupied with refilling their glasses, neither of the Hart-Downings answered her immediately, but she did not miss the look that passed between them. What were they hiding?

“Yes, he did leave in something of a hurry,” Clara said, gazing into her drink. “Though that was after we’d finished singing and there were still shouts of ‘hip, hip, hurrah’ not screams of blue murder.” She shuddered, and her husband put an arm around her.

“It’s odd to think that we were playing cards in the same room as his lordship not ten minutes earlier and then pfft! He was dead.”

Eleanor pulled a face. “I wonder why he was murdered. Perhaps it had something to do with the gambling.”

Gervaise shrugged, and when he spoke his voice held a note of superiority. “We wouldn’t know. Clara and I don’t gamble. We played bridge at our table.”

“We only stayed for a couple of rubbers,” Clara said. “Do you play, Lady Eleanor?”

Eleanor had an aversion to all card games that had started around the age of nine or ten when she had consistently lost at Snap to her older brother. At that point she had decided life was too short to waste on childish pursuits. Even at such a young age she had admitted to a degree of sour grapes at this decision, but in the intervening years she had never found cause to change her mind.

However, she was neither so crass, nor so unkind as to say this to the Hart-Downings, who were clearly avid players.

“Only occasionally. They are a staple in the family home over Christmas if the weather is bad.” She took a sip of her Martini. “Who else was playing that night at the Pargeters’? John Wantage?”

It was the only name on Chief Inspector Blount’s list that was unknown to Eleanor. She had assumed he was another relative of either Cecily or Arthur, but as her companions exchanged puzzled looks, she began to think she must be wrong.

“I don’t think there was anyone there with that name.” Clara sounded doubtful. Then, much to Eleanor’s secret delight, she passed her glass to Gervaise and began to tick off the names on her fingers.

“There was Lord Bancroft, Lady Drusilla Coverdale — she’s really keen to gamble at cards — and Cecily’s elderly relatives. Then there was us, Archie Shoesmith, and a dark- haired man who I think was called Ralph.” She shook her head. “Sorry, no John Whatever-you-said.”

The only difference in Clara’s list was the substitution of Ralph for John Wantage. Could they be the same man? No, wait! Where had Eleanor heard the name Ralph recently? She was about to ask for more about the mystery man, when Gervaise finally awoke to the fact that she was asking an awful lot of questions. It had taken him long enough. She was lucky to have got away with it as long as she had.

“What’s your interest in all of this, Lady Eleanor? If you’ll forgive me saying so, your ladyship is taking a devil of an interest in something, that on the face of it, doesn’t concern you. What is Lord Bancroft’s murder to do with you?”

Time for a little flattery. Eleanor smiled and spread her hands.

“Quite honestly, I’m intrigued. Ever since I read about the murder in the paper, I’ve been struck with the nerve of the person who stabbed George Bancroft. There he was, surrounded by observant and intelligent people like yourselves, yet he risked a terrible crime and got away with it. How did he manage it? And who was it?”

“Hmm.” Gervaise nodded. “I see what you mean.”

“But we weren’t there.” Clara tugged her husband’s sleeve. “Were we? Not when it happened. We’d had the call to go downstairs because it was nearly midnight.”

But someone hadn’t gone downstairs. Someone had stayed right where they were, or gone up the stairs when all else were heading down, and committed the ultimate sin. And to all intents and purposes got away with it.

“Ah, there you are, my lady.” Peter approached looking smug about something, and clutching a delicate cocktail glass that seemed incongruous in his hand. Eleanor had only ever known him drink whisky before.

She introduced him to the Hart-Downings.

“Nice to meet you,” Clara said brightly. “Now Gervaise and I are going to dance. Toodle-pip.” She clamped her hand around her husband’s wrist and led him away.

Peter watched them go, then turned back to face Eleanor. “Sorry, did I interrupt anything important?”

“Not really. I’d learned about as much as I was going to. What about you? You’re looking remarkably pleased with yourself. How did you get on with Ann?”

His smile broadened. “Fine. Lady Ann took me round, showed me off, and introduced me to more lords, ladies, and scoundrels than I could shake a fist at.”

“My friends aren’t scoundrels.” Eleanor pouted, but in truth, with the exception of Ann she didn’t count anyone there that evening as a friend.

“Well, Ann certainly isn’t and she now knows all about me. Parentage, schooling, war record. The lot.”

Eleanor doubted that. Her friend had undoubtedly tried to ferret out all she could about the major, but even Eleanor didn’t have that information. Armitage wrapped himself in secrecy and mystery. The man was a shadow, a cipher, and maybe he had to be, given what he did. So what story had he concocted to satisfy her friend’s curiosity?

“Oh? And how did we meet?”

“I glossed over that. I said I couldn’t quite remember, but it was about five years ago at a party somewhere. Luckily she seemed to think that was perfectly normal.” He grinned, then drained his glass. “Ugh. Lady Ann has good taste in close friends, but not in drinks. Are we finished here?”

“Not yet. Peter, have you come across the name Ralph in your investigation?”

“Surname?”

She wrinkled her brow. Since coming home to an empty apartment she’d been unable to think about anything else but Tilly. It was a wonder she recalled as much of the day prior to that as she did, yet some things had escaped her. The more she thought about it, the less sure she was that it had even been today. Perhaps earlier in the week? “I can’t remember. It might even be a surname.”

Peter rested a hand on her arm. “Don’t worry, it will come back to you. You’ve a lot more on your mind right now.”

She gave a curt nod. “Yes. Time now to have a serious talk with Archie Shoesmith, and he’d better be more forthcoming than the last time I saw him, or else.”

He blinked. “Or else what?”

“Or else, as I’m in no mood to play about, I threaten him with you!”

“Steady on, my lady.”

But she was already gone, forging a way through the chattering crowd — a woman on a mission.
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When the major caught up with Eleanor she turned to him and leant in close.

“Is that man here tonight?” she whispered. “The one who was paying too much attention at Lady Crantock’s?”

He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I haven’t seen him,” he murmured in her ear.

She pulled back, out of his embrace. “Did he have dark hair? Clara and Gervaise said that the man called Ralph was dark haired.”

“Yes, he had dark hair, but that means nothing. Have you any idea how many people in the country have brown or black hair?”

“No. Do you?”

“I haven’t the foggiest notion.” He grinned. “All I’m saying is that it isn’t much to go on. I’ve got your back tonight, but if you start asking the wrong person difficult questions, be careful.”

Peter seemed to think he was her lifeguard, there if she got into deep water, but Eleanor was a competent swimmer and hadn’t yet found herself in a situation she could not get out of. A touch of thought and ingenuity were usually all it took. Only when, and if, the forces of law and order were needed did she call for reinforcements.

She considered his warning unnecessary. Eleanor hoped that Archie Shoesmith would know the full name of the mystery card player. If he didn’t — or refused to divulge it — then she would go and ask Margaret Pargeter. That, however, she considered a last resort.

She couldn’t quite put her finger on the reason for her reluctance to return to the scene of the crime, except that when she’d visited on the day after the murder, Cecily’s mother had seemed to think Lord Bancroft’s violent death was a slur on her well-ordered home and as such it was to be skimmed quickly over.

Eleanor wondered how she had reacted to the arrest of her own parlourmaid. Shock, no doubt, and a prompt dismissal of the unfortunate Ethel Gill, if Eleanor had judged her right.

If Ethel were convicted she’d have far more to worry about than losing her job, though. Eleanor had to prevent that at all costs.

These dark thoughts were interrupted as the major put an arm around her shoulder.

“Don’t look so downhearted. Something is bound to turn up.”

She shrugged off this Micawberish sentiment and looked about for Archie Shoesmith.

“Anyone seen Archie?” she asked, when she saw no sign of him.

“He’s out in the garden with Esme Somerton,” someone answered. There was ribald laughter at that, but Eleanor was not amused. The young woman in question had only recently become engaged to Herbert ‘Bammers’ Bamford, a friend of Tommy Totteridge.

“Thanks,” she replied and headed for the French windows at the end of the room.

“And where are you two off to?”

Eleanor groaned inwardly, but soon saw a way to turn this latest interruption to her advantage.

“Ann!” She smiled at her friend and winked. “Just the person. Peter and I are going into the garden — ah ah!” She waved a finger at Ann’s knowing look. “Strictly business, darling. Keep an eye on the door and stop anyone going out, will you, although I’m hoping Esme Somerton will come inside shortly.”

Ann looked puzzled, but nodded her agreement. “Yes, all right. I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you, and if you can’t prevent anyone from going out, call out to let us know we’ve got company.”

Outside, the evening air was soft and warm against Eleanor’s bare arms, and carried with it the scent of jasmine and roses. At intervals along its length the garden had been studded with candles in old-fashioned glass holders, casting pockets of flickering light between areas of dark shadow.

Fortunately, a series of feminine giggles provided the location of Shoesmith and his companion and, after a quick glance around, they went towards them.

The pair sat on a wooden bench. He held her in his arms, kissing her, with his back towards Eleanor, so neither face was visible. Nonetheless, she knew she had the right man.

“Mr Shoesmith!” Eleanor’s voice carried more than a hint of reproof.

A muffled oath and the soft rustle of hastily rearranged clothing greeted her call.

“What the deuce?” Two pale faces turned towards Eleanor and her escort. “Oh, lor’. Not you again.”

Esme struggled to her feet and ran a hand over her mussed up hair. She looked no more pleased at the interruption than her companion as she waved her fingers at him and blew him a kiss.

“’Bye, Archie.”

Grim faced, she walked away from him and back towards the house, though her look was replaced by that of a smug smile as she swung her hips and sashayed past Eleanor.

Goodness knew why the minx looked so pleased with herself, Eleanor thought, though she said nothing until Esme had reached the French window and then she addressed her comment to the hapless young man still sitting on the bench.

“So, Mr Shoesmith?”

“So? So what? She clearly prefers me to that stuffed shirt, Bertie.”

That wasn’t what Eleanor had meant, but if he chose to misunderstand her that was his own lookout. “You are very sure of yourself, sir.” Her face showed her disdain for his behaviour, but Shoesmith was unabashed.

“So are you. What right have you to come barging in here demanding to speak to me?”

Eleanor grinned at him. “None whatsoever,” she answered gaily. Then her tone hardened. “I just thought you’d rather talk to me, here, than to the police at Scotland Yard.”

Shoesmith’s eyes widened in alarm and his gaze swivelled to the major, then back to Eleanor. “I...I didn’t realise your escort was a policeman.”

She held her breath and hoped Peter would go along with the ploy. When he remained silent, she took a seat on the bench next to Archie.

“This is about Bancroft, isn’t it? Well, I didn’t kill him. I went downstairs with the others, and Bancroft was alive and well then. You can’t pin this on me, if that’s your game.”

He glanced nervously at the major, standing a few feet away, as if expecting him to bring out a set of handcuffs and clap him in irons.

Eleanor gave him her sweetest smile. “Calm yourself, Mr Shoesmith. All I want to know is who you played cards with last Saturday at the Pargeters.”

“Is that it?” Shoesmith looked puzzled, as if he’d been expecting a harder test, then screwed up his face in an effort of memory. “Let me see, there were two tables of four. There were two couples playing bridge on the other one, the Hart-Downings and an elderly couple I didn’t know. On my table there was myself, Lord Bancroft, Lady Drusilla Coverdale, and a fellow who Bancroft referred to as Ralph.”

“Just Ralph? No surname?”

Shoesmith shook his head. “Not that I recall. Is it important? Do you think he’s the killer?”

Just at that moment Eleanor didn’t know what to think.

“Your guess is as good as mine, but it’s certainly possible. Was there anyone there with the name of John Wantage?”

Another shake of the head. “Don’t think so. Never heard of anyone by that name.”

Eleanor repressed a sigh. Why had this Ralph given a false name to the police? Or was he Ralph John Wantage and had given his full name to them, but only his first name to his fellow players. What, if anything, had he been trying to hide?

She waved a hand in front of her face, batting away the evening insects as her mind churned with questions.

Now that he was happy that he wasn’t about to be hauled off to a police station Shoesmith relaxed beside her and leant back against the bench.

Eleanor felt she could risk probing deeper.

“Were you gambling that evening? I know Lady Drusilla can’t resist a wager.”

“Well, yes. We were playing poker.”

“For large amounts?”

His smile was coy. “Enough to make it interesting.” He sat up suddenly and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “Now you come to mention it, Bancroft told this Ralph fellow that it would probably be too hot for him, and he did fold a couple of times when the stakes went too high.”

“Was anything said about horse racing? About a syndicate, perhaps?”

He glanced at her sharply. “That damned syndicate.”

The major took a step closer as Shoesmith almost spat the words out. The latter held up a hand.

“No offence, but Bancroft had been bandying it around that Coral Sunset was a sure-fire winner for the Derby and that he was selling shares in the horse. The trouble was the asking price.”

Eleanor leaned forward. “Which was?”

“Five hundred pounds per share, minimum.”

“My, my, that does seem rather high.”

It was a king’s ransom to the average man in the street and Eleanor did some rapid calculations. Dickie Twang had told her that the prize money for that year’s Derby was the huge sum of nearly twelve thousand pounds so there could be a good return on Lord Bancroft’s asking price, depending on the number of shareholders in the syndicate— and if the horse won, of course. Bancroft must have been very confident of Sourire de Reims.

“How many shareholders did he want?” she asked.

Shoesmith grimaced. “He said he needed six, to help defray the cost of stabling and training. It seemed like a good deal, if I could only have afforded the initial outlay. The other man there, this chap called Ralph was interested, too. He said he only needed a few more days to raise the stake money, but Bancroft said that he wasn’t going to extend the deadline and that this Ralph fellow knew when that was. Then he suggested, rather meanly I thought, that Ralph could always touch Lady Drusilla for a loan.”

“Heavens! What did she say to that?”

He laughed, an oddly high-pitched sound in the stillness of the garden. “Oh, the old trout told him to shut up and deal the cards. Then she tapped Ralph on the wrist and said not to waste his money.”

Eleanor ignored the derogatory description of Lady Drusilla Coverdale, and wondered how well informed she was, both about horse racing and Bancroft’s affairs.

“What more can you tell me about the man called Ralph?”

Shoesmith shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Nothing at all? Not where he worked, or what he did? How he knew Bancroft, or what their relationship was?” When all these prompts brought forth no more than a couple of shakes of the head, she said, “Can you, at least, describe him? How old would you have said he was?”

“About the same age as Bancroft, I’d guess. Around fifty or so. He was of medium height and fairly slim, dark haired with a touch of grey at the temples, clean shaven, and well dressed, though nothing flamboyant. His suit was of good quality, though slightly worn.”

Eleanor clapped her hands. “Excellent! Thank you.”

“Is that it?” He shot off the bench. “Excuse me, I need a drink.”

“Let him go,” Eleanor said, holding up a hand as Peter made a move to go after the figure now racing for the sanctuary of the house. “I’ve got all I’m likely to.”

Peter slid onto the space on the bench vacated by Shoesmith. “Are you any the wiser?”

“I don’t know. I’m too tired to think.”

She rubbed a hand over her brow and rested her head against his conveniently placed shoulder. She sat upright again straight away, lest Ann should poke her head out of the French window and think there was more to her relationship with the major than there was.

“Please, Peter,” she said in a small voice, “will you take me home?”
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As tired as she was after her busy day, the silence of her empty apartment, after the major had seen her inside and departed, oppressed Eleanor. She slept only fitfully, her dreams filled with horses and white faces looming out of darkness.

She threw back the sheets with reluctance and dragged her lethargic body through the morning ritual of washing and dressing without any conscious thought.

In the kitchen, she found some ready ground coffee that Tilly must have prepared the day before. It wasn’t at its freshest, but it would have to do. Eleanor had no idea how to use the coffee grinder.

Once the kettle was filled and set to boil, she debated what to have for breakfast. She had eaten a good lunch at the Savoy yesterday, but little since. She lifted the lid on the bread tin, and, with a cry, almost immediately dropped it to the floor where it narrowly missing her toes.

Under the loaf of bread lay a sheet of paper covered in Tilly’s neat writing. Eleanor snatched it up and took it to the window.

My dear Lady Eleanor, she read.

I’m very sorry to leave you in the lurch for

a few days, but I have taken Ethel’s position

at Pargeter House hoping that I may learn

something to prove her innocence.

There is fresh fish in the larder for your dinner

this evening. It just needs poaching in water

for ten minutes or so.

Sorry to leave in a rush — I called on the

off-chance and they wanted me to

start immediately. I will be home around six p.m.

tomorrow and will report on my progress then.

Tilly.

“Well!” Eleanor exclaimed, and burst into tears. She fled to the bedroom for a clean handkerchief, her body racked with sobs, but her heart filled with joy that no harm had come to her companion.

Why the maid had left the note in the bread bin, rather than somewhere more prominent where Eleanor could not have missed it was beyond her. She shook her head and went back into the kitchen, suddenly starving and ready for coffee.

Now that her head was free from worry over Tilly, Eleanor turned her mind to tracing the last man on Chief Inspector Blount’s list. It didn’t take her mind long to come up with an answer and, with a shock, she realised she had already met the man.

Sir Ralph Wallace had been the belligerent visitor to Ted Marshall’s yard in Epsom. It had also been the name that Lady Bancroft had given as the family solicitor.

A quick flick through the telephone directory soon gave an address for Freeman, Hardy and Wallace on Ludgate Hill, not far from St Paul’s cathedral.

She lifted the receiver to call the garage and request the car be brought around, but immediately replaced it and raced into the bedroom, picking things off the floor as she went.

If Tilly returned before Eleanor, and found the apartment in its current state, her mistress would never hear the end of it.

Moving her things to the laundry basket in the scullery did not take long. Then she made her bed, plumped cushions, and washed and wiped her few pots. Finally, thinking Tilly was worth every penny she paid her, she wiped down the kitchen table, then wrote a quick note to tell the maid where she’d gone and that she would see her that evening. She made sure to leave it on a prominent place on the draining board, and then called for the Lagonda.

It wasn’t far to Ludgate Hill and in twenty minutes she had parked the car, located the offices she wanted and stood on the pavement outside debating what to ask of Sir Ralph. She could not go barging in and accuse him of murder without a shred of evidence that he had done so. Even her proposed motive might not stand up to scrutiny. Until she knew him better it was too soon to tell.

It took her ten minutes, walking back and forth along the street getting curious looks from passers-by, to come up with a plan. Then she marched up the short flight of steps and into the building.

The contrast between the bright sunshine outside and the dark wooden panelling of the interior left Eleanor momentarily blinded. Once her eyes had adapted she glanced around the spacious hall. A grand staircase faced her leading to the upper floors and curving away out of sight. To its left lay the open doors of a lift, the uniformed attendant standing smartly to attention.

She spotted a reception desk in front of the wall to her right.

“Do you have an appointment, my lady?” The receptionist pursed her prim mouth as if anyone, even a titled lady, walking in off the street and asking to see any of the named solicitors was little short of foolish.

“I’m afraid not. I just want a minute of his time regarding a criminal case. First, though, I’d better check I have the right man. Is his full name Ralph John Wantage Wallace? He is the man that the dowager Duchess of Derwent recommended.”

To Eleanor’s certain knowledge there was no such person as that august-sounding lady. She crossed her fingers and hoped the receptionist did not know that.

“That is Sir Ralph’s full name, yes.”

“Oh, good. Please ask if he will see me, if he is free.”

With a sniff that Tilly would have applauded, the receptionist picked up the telephone receiver and dialled a single digit number.

Her attitude hadn’t thawed any when she finished the call, but she gave the answer Eleanor had hoped for.

“Sir Ralph’s office is on the second floor. Smithers will show you up.” She waved a hand at the lift attendant.

“Thank you,” Eleanor said politely, while thinking it a wonder that Messrs Freeman, Hardy and Wallace ever managed to see any clients at all with this dragon on the gate. “You have been very helpful.”

It was a quiet ride to the second floor, the lift rising as smooth and silent as the attendant.

He pulled the gates back with a flourish and pointed down a long carpeted corridor, directing her to the third door on the left.

“Just knock and go in, ma’am. Dora Wardle, Sir Ralph’s secretary, is in the outer office.”

Eleanor expected another gorgon made from the same mould as the receptionist downstairs, and was pleasantly surprised to discover that Miss Wardle was in fact a pretty young woman similar in age to herself.

“Lady Eleanor?” She rose from the desk to greet the visitor and indicated the chair opposite. “Do come in and take a seat. If I could take a few details from you for our records, please. Name, address, and telephone number will do. You don’t need to tell me anything about your business here.”

She smiled and Eleanor perched on the chair and considered the request. It was probably standard business practice and she saw no reason not to comply and provide the information the secretary wanted.

Miss Wardle wrote everything down in a calm and efficient manner, checking spellings where necessary, until she was satisfied.

“Sir Ralph won’t keep you long,” she said when all the details had been duly noted. “You’re lucky that this is one of his office days.”

“Office days?” Eleanor looked at her blankly.

“Yes, he’s only here on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

This only went to confirm Eleanor’s prejudice against all in the legal professional who she considered underworked and overpaid. It was hard not to contrast that with the long hours of labour put in by the likes of Ethel Gill.

“Where is he the rest of the time?” She was tempted to add ‘on the golf course?’, but stopped herself just in time as Miss Wardle’s face fell.

“At the hospital. Lady Wallace is seriously ill.”

“Dear me, I had no idea. I’m very sorry to hear that.” Eleanor wondered how serious it was. The way the secretary’s eyes sparkled with tears seemed to suggest the worst and she began to think of Sir Ralph in a new light.

“He’s very devoted to her and she is such a lovely lady. I met her at the firm’s Christmas dinner last year and she was kind enough to speak to me and ask how I was getting on. I hadn’t been Sir Ralph’s private secretary for long at that point.” She spoke of her role with pride, and whisked a handkerchief out of her sleeve. “Forgive me, your ladyship. I really shouldn’t be discussing Sir Ralph’s private business, but it’s just so sad and so upsetting.”

“No, no, don’t apologise. That’s quite understandable.” And to an investigator such as herself, very helpful too. An emotional, loose-lipped young secretary was a godsend, unlooked for and unexpected, and all the more welcome for that.

It was certainly a sad and unhappy tale, but if Wallace was supposed to be at his wife’s bedside, what was he doing at Epsom on the previous Monday? It probably explained his irascibility on that occasion, but it still gave her no clear link to Bancroft and his murder.

She was still pondering this when a buzzer sounded and Dora Wardle said that her employer was free.

“If you’d like to go in, your ladyship.”

The inner office of Sir Ralph Wallace was more opulently furnished than that of his secretary, with thick carpeting and some fine prints on the walls.

She approached the wide mahogany desk and the solicitor gave her a glance, then quickly looked up again and rose to his feet.

“Ah, Lady Eleanor. Good day to you. Do take a seat. Did we, by any chance, meet the other day?”

It seemed a foolish thing to say when he had so clearly recognized her. Had her appearance rattled him that much?

“Yes. We saw each other in the horse trainer Ted Marshall’s stable yard at Epsom. You were in the process of having a row, as I recall.”

His nostrils flared. “It was, ha ha, hardly that, your ladyship. A mere difference of opinion that is all.”

The laugh was forced. The man was obviously on edge.

“Nevertheless,” she said, “it was about that I wanted to speak to you. I also wanted to ask you to represent a young parlourmaid wrongly accused of Lord Bancroft’s murder. As you were at the Pargeters’ that evening, and might have seen what happened, will you answer a few questions, please?”

“Me? I’m afraid you are mistaken, my lady.”

He was neither a well-practised liar nor a good dissembler. If he was half as good a solicitor Eleanor would have no hesitation in hiring him on the spot, if only for his honesty.

“Yet other card players that evening saw you there and heard Lord Bancroft address you as Ralph. Why, then, did you give the name, John Wantage, to the police? As they are your middle names it wasn’t much of an alias, was it?”

Sir Ralph squirmed in his chair. Good, Eleanor thought. She had no intention of letting him off the hook and left him to suffer — running a finger under his collar, wiping his brow — before she softened her tone.

“Come, Sir Ralph, you may as well admit it, so what can you tell me about Lord Bancroft? Were you part of his horse racing syndicate?”

“Yes, and I wish I wasn’t. The man robbed me blind, always wanting more and more money. He claimed that he had bought Coral Sunset and was simply reimbursing himself from fellow syndicate member’s money, yet he retained the largest share. That way, when — ha! if, more like — the horse won, he would keep the largest share of the prize money. Bah! Typical of the man.” He scowled at Eleanor.

“Is that why you went to Epsom?”

“Yes. I did not know what was happening with the horse —”

“But as the family’s solicitor, you must surely have known the provisions of his will.”

“My dear Lady Eleanor,” He frowned. “Lord Bancroft’s will was made over ten years ago. I can not be expected to remember every single detail of every single will and testament I have drawn up. There have been thousands of them, from all over the country. Besides, I had no chance to check in the time between his lordship’s death and my visit to Epsom. The offices, this office where the will is stored, were closed.”

“And how was he on the night of his death? Did he seem ill at ease?”

“Quite the contrary. He was having a profitable time at everyone else’s expense.” His face twisted as if he had sucked a lemon.

“Did you win at cards?” Eleanor asked.

“Once. It wasn’t enough. Bancroft and Lady Drusilla shared most of the games between them. Young Shoesmith and I were out of our depth.”

Which raised the question of why Sir Ralph was there at all. To murder Bancroft? Surely not.

The more Eleanor thought about it, the more her last true suspect seemed to evade her grasp. She was gripped by an awful sinking feeling as if the ground was shifting beneath her feet.

About to ask her final question, she was interrupted by the shrill ring of the telephone.

Sir Ralph snatched the receiver. “Please excuse me, Lady Eleanor.” He nodded towards the door and Eleanor took the hint, getting up as she heard him say, ‘Yes, Doctor, what is it?”

The urge to stay and listen was almost overwhelming, but good manners dictated that she leave him to it. She stepped into the outer office cursing under her breath.
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Dora Wardle looked up at her with tear filled eyes. “I hope it’s good news.”

“Did it sound like it?”

The secretary shrugged.

“Is Lady Wallace in hospital?”

“Yes, she is in the new one, the Queen Mary.”

Eleanor nodded. The building had been opened the previous year by the Queen herself and boasted the latest in medical equipment, operating theatres, and nursing care — but it all came with a price. Even setting a broken bone could cost several pounds, a lot of money for the average worker. As for a lengthy stay...

“How long has she been there?”

Miss Wardle pulled a face. “Several months.”

That would make a dent in anyone’s funds. Was that the reason that Wallace was gambling? To win money for his wife’s continued care? That was a fool’s game, and the solicitor hadn’t struck her as a fool.

It was more likely that he tackled his lordship about either buying a larger share in the syndicate at a cost lower than Bancroft was prepared to accept, or selling the share he had already and getting out of it altogether.

The latter would be the prudent course and, if Bancroft had refused to let him off the hook, would be a perfect motive for murder. And the paper knife was to hand.

The inner door suddenly opened. Wallace strode into the room, his coat around his shoulders. “I have to go out, Dora. Hold all calls and apologise to Mr Savernake for me when he arrives.” He switched his attention to Eleanor who he seemed surprised to see. “I’m sorry, your ladyship, I have to go out. Perhaps some other time.”

“As you are clearly in a hurry, may I offer you a lift, Sir Ralph? My car is right outside.”

“Erm...I...well...”

The man was in turmoil, clearly dithering and incapable of making a rational decision. The news from the hospital could not have been reassuring.

“Come,” she said. “The car is fast, I am an experienced driver, and I know my way around London. I can get you there in next to no time.” She glanced at the secretary, willing her to add her voice to her own. It worked.

“Go on, Sir Ralph. It’s a kind offer from her ladyship and I can hold the fort here.”

With what appeared to be a supreme effort — his hands clenched and his jaw tightened — the solicitor agreed.

“Very well. Thank you, Lady Eleanor. I need to get to the Queen Mary Hospital in timely fashion.”

He wrenched open the outer door and they hurried out of the building and into the waiting Lagonda.

“The main entrance on Thornton Street will do,” Wallace said as they sped off. “It’s closest to my wife’s room which is on the ground floor, thankfully.”

If, as Eleanor suspected, the man beside her was a murderer, then she was taking an awful risk. All she saw, however, was a man in distress, a man she could help in a minor way.

He was unlikely to attack her as he had attacked Bancroft, driven by rage and desperation into a deadly assault, and if he tried anything while she was driving they were both likely to come to a sticky end. Maybe he didn’t care.

The thought did not cause her to slacken the Lagonda’s pace, instead she asked Sir Ralph about Saturday night.

“Did you go downstairs at midnight to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to Cecily Pargeter?”

“Hmm? What?” He seemed to come back from a long way away, and turned to face her. Eleanor kept her eyes on the road, though the traffic was light. “Yes, yes I did. Quite frankly I’d had enough of Bancroft and his snide comments and sly digs by then. Young Shoesmith also got up when the gong sounded, along with the four at the other table.”

“And Lady Coverdale?”

“Oh! I don’t know. How can I remember? I’ve got other things to worry me right now.”

“I appreciate that, Sir Ralph, and I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t so vitally important.”

“Bah! Not to me it isn’t. Good riddance, I say.”

Eleanor made allowances for his bad manners and ill humour. Under normal circumstances she would not have dreamed of intruding on his worry and grief in this fashion, but good manners had to be put on the back burner when there was a killer to bring to justice.

“Nonsense!” Eleanor smacked her hand against the steering wheel. “Whatever your private feelings for Lord Bancroft, he and his wife were your clients. You at least owe her ladyship the right of having her husband’s murderer caught and punished. She has done you no wrong.”

Wallace groaned and put his head back, rubbing his hands around his face. “So hard to think straight with this Damoclean sword hanging over me.” He lowered his hands and sat up a little straighter. “You are right, my lady, and Drusilla Coverdale followed us downstairs. I heard her call to Bancroft and ask if he was coming, and he replied, ‘In a moment’, then he said something else that I didn’t quite hear. We were half way down the top flight of stairs by then and I was surrounded by chattering people anxious to get downstairs and start drinking champagne.”

“Are you sure you didn’t hear what he said?” She glanced sharply at the solicitor before returning her attention to the road. They were within a mile of the hospital now and she didn’t want to miss the turning.

“”Hmm, well, it sounded like ‘You again’, but I could be mistaken. I wasn’t concentrating on Bancroft at the time.”

“And all your fellow card players were around you on the stairs?”

“Yes, when we got to the half-landing I looked back up and the top few flights were empty, as was the landing above. The last people coming down were the elderly couple from the other table. She must have been somewhat infirm, I think because she was being helped by her husband on one side and Lady Drusilla on the other.”

Drat and double drat!

With the last of her suspects exonerated — albeit by himself — Eleanor’s hopes of saving Ethel Gill disappeared like the morning mist. She would need to corroborate his statement, of course, but for now, it looked as if Wallace was in the clear.

“Thank you, Sir Ralph. What you’ve told me is very helpful.” She took a deep breath, wondering if she was about to do the right thing. “Now, forgive me if I speak out of turn, but is there anything I can do to help you?”

“Me?” He gave a bitter laugh. “You could pray for a miracle.”

“Miracles I can’t do. Finance, with no strings attached, I might be able to manage.”

He twisted in his seat as Eleanor nosed the Lagonda into the hospital grounds. “Are you serious, my lady? Why? Why would you do that for someone who is a virtual stranger to you? What’s in it for you?”

Eleanor’s reasons were far too complicated to warrant a glib and hurried explanation. He probably wouldn’t understand them even if she could find the words.

She pulled up as close to the main entrance as she could.

“Nothing that need concern you, Sir Ralph. I offer you assistance because I can. Are you Lord Bancroft’s executor as well as his solicitor?”

“No, I am not. I would not have needed to go to Epsom if that were the case.”

Of course. She should have thought of that.

“Then may I suggest that you speak to Lady Bancroft, explain your circumstances, and ask if she would reimburse you the money that his lordship took from you under false pretences. Do you need anything right now?”

He looked shell shocked at the rapid turn of events and took a moment to reply. “I won’t know until I get inside. I may have to ask them to move my wife to a different hospital, somewhere less expensive, though the care won’t be as good.”

“Well, here, take this.” She reached into her handbag and passed him a white envelope containing two hundred pounds in crisp new notes. It was to pay the quarterly rent on Bellevue Mansions among other things, but he didn’t need to know, and the rent wasn’t due for another week.

“I...I don’t know what to say.”

She thrust the envelope at him. “Say nothing, and go. I’ll call at your offices next week to see what else I can do. Will you need a lift back?”

For the first time that day he smiled at her, and suddenly looked a different man. He took the envelope from her outstretched hand.

“No, thank you. Your ladyship has been more than kind and I have no idea how long I’ll be. I will not trespass further on your good nature, or your time. Thank you.”

He got out of the car and she watched him march smartly to the entrance and disappear inside. She put the car in gear and drove off, wondering if she had done the right thing, then thought of his smile and decided she had.

Her father had once told her that wealth was no use to anybody unless it was put to some good. It was a lesson she had taken to heart.

When she reached the main road she turned right, heading back towards Mayfair. Although desperate to get home and see Tilly, there was one more call yet to make. It might be a waste of time, but she considered a visit to Lady Drusilla Coverdale essential for corroboration and cross referencing of what she had learned so far.

After that, she still had a killer to catch.
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Eleanor’s search for the truth had taken her on a long journey, from the stately houses of Mayfair to the mud of Ted Marshall’s stable yard in Epsom, the faded grandeur of the Majestic Hotel, the spit and sawdust of the George and Dragon, and the dark panelled interior of the solicitors’ offices on Ludgate Hill.

Now, here she was back in Mayfair, driving up Park Lane to another impressive residence, this one owned by Lady Coverdale.

She sent in her card and a short while later a liveried footman showed her into a bright drawing room with pale cream walls, buttercup yellow drapes and cushions, and art deco decoration and furniture.

Above the fireplace hung a huge mirror in a pale gold frame, reflecting back the light from the tall windows looking out over Hyde Park. Lalique vases and ornaments reposed on spindly-legged tables, and standard lamps sporting Rennie Mackintosh shades stood behind the two comfy-looking armchairs at either side of the fire.

And in the midst of all this glittering richness stood the stately, handsome figure of Drusilla Coverdale, a throwback to a bygone age.

By all accounts she had been a beauty in her youth with hair as black as the proverbial raven’s wing, a porcelain skin, and blue eyes that flashed with fire. Many a besotted young suitor had resorted to poetry to record his feelings, but when she had married Douglas, an engineer with an interest in aviation it had been a love match. She had been with him when he had won the London to Cairo air race, beside him as he amassed a large fortune, and stood proudly behind him when he had received his knighthood.

It had been a happy marriage and his death at the age of forty-five, in the second year of the war, left her grieving, but in possession of a vast fortune. Their union having failed to provide offspring, Drusilla could do with the money as she pleased, and did so.

“Lady Eleanor, how delightful to see you.” She came forward and planted a kiss of welcome on her visitor’s cheek. “Do take a seat. I’ve ordered coffee and, in the interim, you can tell me all about this.” She flicked the card in her fingers. “It says you are a private enquiry agent. You’ll forgive me saying so, but it seems an unusual occupation for a duke’s daughter.”

Eleanor smiled and gritted her teeth. “You are not the first to say so, Lady Coverdale. However, despite others’ disapproval, I find it a satisfying use of my time.”

“Oh, I didn’t say I disapproved. Quite the contrary, in fact, and I understand you have had some successes. If you are helping to bring miscreants to justice it is certainly a worthwhile occupation and you are to be applauded. It is a shame that the flighty girl you go around with...what’s her name?...hmm...Lady Ann Carstairs, occupies herself with such fripperies as she does. Organising parties! Whatever next? Still, I hear she is very good at it, so I suppose I should not judge.”

“Ann is an excellent business woman and has a fine eye for detail.”

“So I hear.” Lady Coverdale gave an impish smile. “It sounds like she would make an excellent card player.”

“I doubt she would agree with you, but she’s terrific at tennis.”

The coffee arrived and was excellent, hot and Turkish, the way Eleanor liked it. She needed it after her early morning start.

“Now then, my dear,” said Drusilla, after taking a sip from the delicate bone-china cup. “Tell me what I can do for you. I’ve been feeling quite left out.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

“Left out? How so?”

“Oh, I may not go out much, but I do keep my ear to the ground. I’ve heard you’ve been investigating the wretched George’s murder and asking questions of everyone playing cards with him that night. So, what would you like to ask me?

“Before you begin, though, I must point out that the police asked me on the night if I knew who had committed the crime, and if I saw or heard anyone threatening his lordship during the evening. The answer was no. Frankly, I stayed out of George’s way until we went up to play.”

Eleanor nodded. If Lady Coverdale had passed on vital evidence to the police, then Chief Inspector Blount would no doubt have told her. And what she had told them depended on the questions they’d asked.

“How much of the other players did you observe that night? Do you remember anything of the conversations between Lord Bancroft and the other two men, for example?”

Her hostess sat back and steepled her fingers on her chest. She appeared to be deep in thought. When she did start to speak she appeared not to have heard the question, but soon Drusilla’s words were very much to the point.

“It was my brother who taught me to play cards,” she said at last. “I was about fifteen and he was twenty-one. He said it trained one to be observant, not only of how the cards fall, but also of the people playing them. He was right and I have found his advice invaluable, not only when playing, but in many other aspects of life.

“I had not made the acquaintance of either of the other men at our table that night, they were strangers to me. However, I had matched wits with George Bancroft across a poker table many times in the past.

“That evening he made nasty comments to both of the other men. I’m not sure what it was in reference to, but they took it amiss and got angry, making simple mistakes as a result. On one occasion, the younger of the two —”

“Archie Shoesmith.” Eleanor supplied when her ladyship broke off.

“Yes, thank you, that was him. He became quite agitated, over reached himself and lost a fair bit of money as a result. However, neither of them threatened him with physical violence.”

“Did any of the couples at the other table speak to his lordship — or he to them?”

“No, no.” She swept a lock of hair off her brow, and reached again for her coffee cup and saucer. “They were busy playing bridge, a game I detest with its bidding and its eternal post-mortems. Such a lot of fuss about who played what and why they were not prescient enough about what was in their partner’s hand. Tchah!” She snapped her fingers. “I much prefer the cut and thrust, the sheer surge of excitement when playing poker.”

Eleanor smiled at the enthusiasm in her voice, and Drusilla blushed.

“Forgive me. As you can tell, poker is an obsession of mine, and all my life I have craved the thrill of excitement. Danger, too.”

Despite the near thirty years difference in their ages, Eleanor thought that she and Drusilla Coverdale had a lot in common. Perhaps, when this was all over, and the case wrapped up, she would call again. It might be a friendship worth cultivating.

“I have to say that I agree with you. It is one of the reasons I do what I do.”

Drusilla put her cup and saucer back on the tray, then reached for the coffee pot and refilled both their cups before she said, “I confess that I had not considered that aspect, but I can see how it might be so. How nice to discover you are a kindred spirit, Lady Eleanor. Is there anything else you wish to know?”

“Please, if you will. Did Arthur Huntington, Cecily’s intended, pass you on the stairs as you came down?

“No. He was by her side when I got down there, though he ran up them pretty quickly when the screaming started.”

That cleared that up, and exonerated Arthur, though Eleanor had never seriously considered him as the murderer.

“I see. Can you remember the order in which you left the library to come downstairs when the gong sounded?”

Her hostess thought for a moment. “Ah, yes, that’s the crux of it, isn’t it? If Bancroft was alive when we reacted to the gong — and he was, at least in my case — then who was left to murder him?” She ran a manicured fingernail down the side of her temple. “The young man, Shoesmith, was the first to leave. He shot off like a rocket, followed at a more leisurely pace by the other man from our table and Gervaise Hart-Downing and his wife. I walked down with Mr and Mrs Isles. She was slightly unsteady on her feet and, together with her husband, I helped her down the stairs.”

Eleanor nodded. That tallied with Sir Ralph’s account, which left the all-important question. She took a gulp of coffee before she asked it.

“Did you hear any noise from behind you? Did Bancroft say anything, or speak to anyone after you left him?”

Drusilla wrinkled her nose. “I can’t say that he did. Everyone was chattering, there was a lot of noise. Hmm. Wait, though.” She drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “I certainly did not hear Lord Bancroft speak, or if he did so it was lost in the babble of sound around me, but as I turned my head toward Margaret’s aunt, a dark shadow moved across the landing behind me. I thought it must be his lordship following us down, but when we reached the bottom of the stairs I looked around and there was no sign of him.”

“It was definitely a man, though, was it?”

“Unless it were a woman wearing trousers. That’s not unheard of, as I understand.” Her eyes sparkled with humour.

“I can’t see Margaret Pargeter allowing that, can you?” Eleanor said, and they laughed easily together.

“Did you see Mrs Isles go back upstairs?”

“Yes, about a moment after we finished singing. She was muttering about her bag as she passed me.”

Eleanor wrinkled her brow. “She can go upstairs faster than she can come down, then.”

“Not necessarily. Don’t forget that she probably had the time. The gong sounded at about ten minutes to midnight and the clock on the mantelpiece in the room downstairs said it was five minutes to the hour when we walked in. Champagne was poured and handed out then, as the clock finished chiming we sang Happy Birthday. Then the butler wheeled the cake in, so yes, I think she would have had time.”

According to Drusilla’s account, the killer had longer to commit the crime than Eleanor had originally thought. But who was it?

Feeling that she had learned a lot and exhausted all her questions, Eleanor drained her coffee cup and thanked her hostess for her time.

“You are most welcome, but please say you will stay and have a spot of lunch with me. It is so seldom I get the chance to dine with an intelligent woman, and I have some excellent smoked salmon and some strawberries, freshly picked this morning.”

Eleanor was about to refuse, but then realised how hungry she was. It was already past one o’clock and as she planned on treating Tilly to dinner out that evening, it made sense to eat now. Besides, how could she refuse fresh strawberries?

“Thank you, Lady Coverdale. I should be delighted.”

She passed another enjoyable hour with her hostess, and finally took her leave.

“Have I helped at all?” Drusilla asked as she rang for a footman to show Eleanor out.

“Indeed, thank you. You’ve confirmed what others have told me, allowing me to clear many suspects. Now I just have to find the guilty party.”

“Then I wish you good luck in your endeavours. Bancroft was a louse, I will not dispute that, but one does not solve one’s problems by murdering the architect of them. Whoever did so must be desperate. They probably won’t hesitate to strike again if they think themselves threatened. Please do be careful. I should hate to hear that any harm had come to you.”

How many more people would issue that same warning, she wondered. Eleanor would not, could not, ignore it, but as things stood she had no idea who was responsible for Bancroft’s death.

His killer, largely unseen and unheard, had struck in a house full of party-goers.

How was she supposed to protect herself against such a secret adversary?
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Eleanor headed the Lagonda towards Piccadilly, stopping at her bank to replace the money she had given to Sir Ralph, then on to Oxford Street where she browsed the shops and bought herself a pair of diamanté shoes with matching evening bag, and a feathered headband for Tilly, who had craved one ever since she had seen the latest Clara Bow film.

She took her time making her choices and, as a result, it was nearly six in the evening before she left the car with the garage attendant and took the lift up to her floor.

With a feeling of trepidation, Eleanor put her key in the lock and stepped inside her apartment. From the kitchen came the sound of Tilly’s high voice singing a popular song from one of the West End shows, and Eleanor’s spirits soared as a result.

She smiled as she walked into the kitchen and stood in the doorway with her fists on her hips.

“Well, Matilda Walton, what have you got to say for yourself? Running away like that and leaving a note in the one place your mistress would never think to look.”

“Have you stopped eating bread, then?”

“I did not have any until breakfast this morning.”

“You didn’t have fish, neither. I’ve thrown it away, in case you are wondering.”

“Wasting good food! I don’t employ you to be such a spendthift.”

“It wasn’t me that wasted it. I even left you instructions on how to cook it.”

“I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself, thank you.”

No one else would allow their maid to answer back like this, and anyone listening to them bickering would be amazed to hear that the pair were delighted to see other. Only a lifetime’s friendship and shared experience told Eleanor that Tilly reciprocated her feelings of relief and that she was bursting to pass on the information she had gleaned at the Pargeters’.

She glanced at the kitchen clock. “Are you back to stay?” she asked.

“That depends on you, my lady, and whether you think I’ve learned enough from my stint at the Pargeters’. If not, I’ll have to be back by six o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Not since lunchtime. Funnily enough, I found some bread in the bread bin and was thinking of making myself a sandwich.” Tilly’s face held a mischievous grin.

“Less of your cheek, my girl.” Eleanor retorted, but she was laughing. “Come and join me in the drawing room and tell me what you’ve learnt.”

Tilly’s story wasn’t long in the telling. She and Eleanor had both been trained to report by the same man in military intelligence. As a result her account was concise, stripped of everything but the facts.

She had gone to Pargeter House and asked if there was news of Ethel, explaining that they were friends and fellow parlourmaids. At which point she had been offered Ethel’s job.

“The housekeeper said that even if she was proved innocent, Margaret Pargeter had decreed the unfortunate Ethel would not be allowed back into the house.”

“Has she indeed?” muttered Eleanor. “We’ll see about that. Go on.”

Fuming at the injustice, Tilly had still jumped at the chance to get inside the household and find out all she could.

“The rest of the staff don’t think Ethel did it. They all say she’s a placid sort who doesn’t retaliate whatever the provocation, and they work their staff hard. She must have been exhausted by midnight, the way they work those maids. She’d have been far too tired to pick up a paperknife, let alone stab someone with it.”

“Do the staff have any theories about the killer?”

“No, my lady, only that it must have been one of the other guests.”

“Humf.” Eleanor scowled.

“There was one thing, though, that I thought might interest you”

“Oh? Out with it, then. I need all the help I can get.”

“I was talking to one of the young footmen, he seemed quite happy to chat. He said that he left his post at the door when they began singing Happy Birthday to Miss Cecilia. He was only a few strides away poking his head inside the drawing room and adding his voice to the rest of the well-wishers.”

Eleanor resisted the urge to get up and shake her maid. “And?” she demanded.

“And, when he got back to his post the front door was slightly open, yet he’s convinced it had been closed when he left it. He put his head outside and saw someone walking away, but didn’t know if it had been one of the guests or just a man walking home.”

“What? Did he tell the police this?”

“No, he didn’t. He said he’d forgotten about it until I started asking questions.”

“All right, Tilly, thank you. Now, will you be an angel and call Alfredo’s restaurant and see if you can get us a table for this evening, then make me a vodka Martini, please?”

Eleanor rested her head against the back of the chair and closed her eyes. The footman’s evidence was more than interesting, it was vital as it told her how the murderer got away — something that, up until then, she hadn’t even thought about. She had assumed, like everyone else, that the killer had still been in the house.

She ran through all the people she had spoken to, sifting what she had been told, searching for the one link that would tie this whole case up, then let her mind drift until she found it.

“The table is booked for half past seven, my lady.”

“You again?”

Tilly sniffed. “Yes, it’s me again. Who were you expecting? Rudolph Valentino? I can go away again, if you’d rather.”

“No. No! Not you again, but you again.”

Eleanor glanced up. Her maid stood behind the sofa, cocktail in hand, her eyebrows up to her hairline, clearly thinking her mistress had lost her senses.

“Look. Sit down!” Eleanor pointed to the armchair opposite hers, then got up and began to prowl.

Recognising the signs, Tilly complied. She placed the drink on the small table beside Eleanor’s chair then, feet together, hands on knees, she composed herself and waited.

Eleanor, deep in thought, continued to pace and mutter to herself. Finally she said, “Ah”, and returned to her seat.

“Describe the rooms on the top landing at Pargeter House, Tilly. What is up there besides the library?”

“The stairs go up again at either side of the landing, but they only lead to the servants’ quarters and the attics. There is a bathroom at the bottom of each stair, at right angles to the landing. Then, from the left, there is his lordship’s dressing room, his lordship’s bedroom, the library, then her ladyship’s bedroom and her dressing room.”

“Do you know if all the other rooms were kept locked that evening? No, scratch that. It would be too risky even if they were open. However, I imagine that none of the servants’ rooms would be locked or occupied. The staff would all be busy until well gone midnight.”

“Run off their feet they were, according to the other maids and John, my friendly footman. They were told that the party would likely end around one o’clock, but with the arrival of the police and all the questioning and kerfuffle that followed, most of them no sooner found their beds than it was time to get up again.”

Eleanor nodded. The unoccupied staff rooms on the upper landing helped clear up how the crime had been done, but it still didn’t tell her who had committed it.

Who — who — had been missing from the party, hidden in a room on the upper landing, until the gong sounded?

Who had then crept back down as the other card players were leaving and stabbed George FitzAlan Bancroft in the back?

Who had then carried on downstairs and let himself out of the house while the footman’s back was turned?

She shook her head in frustration and drained the rest of her cocktail.

“All right, Tilly, get the coats, will you. I’ll tell you my thinking over dinner. Perhaps you can shed some light on things, because your mistress is still groping around like a blind woman in the dark.”
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After the food at Alfredo’s — smooth Parma ham with cool, sweet melon, followed by Macaroni con Quattro Formaggi — Eleanor expected to sleep well that night.

Instead, after asking Tilly not to return to Pargeter House in the morning and getting her ready agreement, Eleanor had gone to bed and lain wide awake in the darkness.

Minutes stretched into hours, whole aeons seemed to pass, unheeded, unregistered by the hands on her bedside clock as she wrestled with her problems.

Morning came after an eternity searching for answers and she stumbled out of bed and went to the bathroom to wash and dress.

Tilly had coffee ready and was slicing bread for toast.

“Good morning, my lady. Breakfast in two ticks.”

“Good morning. Thank you.”

All these questions I’ve asked, she thought, as she ate her breakfast. Why do I never think to ask the right ones?

It was high time to put that right, and after accepting a second cup of coffee from her maid, she first made a call to Lady Coverdale.

“Happy to help, Lady Eleanor. Fire away.”

Her answer confirmed Eleanor’s suspicions, so next she phoned the Pargeter household. She asked to speak to Margaret.

“Is it true that you’ve dismissed a parlourmaid after the poor girl was arrested for murder?”

“Why yes, Lady Eleanor. The girl was released on bail and turned up here about half an hour ago. I told her to pack her bags and go.”

She sounded pleased and self-righteous, and Eleanor grinned to herself at what she was about to do.

“Oh dear, did you, Margaret? Whatever for? Polite society takes a dim view of that sort of thing nowadays. It’s considered very infra dig.  Innocent until proven guilty and all that. You’ll be lucky not to be ostracised when the news gets out, and it’s bound to. You know how people talk.”

“Oh! Do you think so?” Margaret no longer sounded so sure of herself. “Henry said I was being hasty.”

“I have to say I agree with Lord Pargeter. Is the maid still on the premises?”

“I don’t know.

“Then I would send for her and say that, out of the kindness of your heart, you’ve reconsidered.”

“Well,” Margaret dithered, “I suppose I could, if you think it’s the right thing to do.”

“Absolutely. A lady of quality is judged by the devotion of her staff. Just ask the Duchess of Derwent.”

Invoking the name of the mythical duchess seemed to do the trick once more.

“Oh. Yes. All right, I’ll do as you suggest. Thank goodness you warned me.”

She ended the call and Eleanor waited a few moments, then phoned the house again.

This time she asked to speak to John the footman. As the staff were not supposed to take personal telephone calls this led to a lot of explanations and a considerable delay. By the time the flustered and confused young man came on the line, Eleanor had called Tilly and primed her to ask the same question her mistress had posed to Lady Coverdale.

Tilly did so and offered his answer with the caveat that it was dark and he couldn’t be certain, but it again confirmed Eleanor’s thinking.

With this dual vindication of her theory Eleanor should have been pleased. Instead, her heart sank.

The killer’s identity, and his true motive, had been right in front of her nose. She just hadn’t wanted to see it.

“What a fool I have been, Tilly.”

“Nonsense. Buck up, my lady. At least you know now.” Tilly patted Eleanor’s shoulder that had slumped with dejection. “I’ll get you more coffee.”

“All right, Tilly, thanks.” Eleanor gave herself a mental shake. Self-pity was not her usual state of mind, and she still had to lay the culprit by the heels.

She waited until the maid returned and gulped at the hot, fragrant liquid before picking up the phone yet again.

She called the Hotel Majestic.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Monsieur Dubois checked out already this morning.”

What? Had he slipped through the net? Eleanor cursed, while thinking there might still be time to catch him.

“Did you make his flight booking?” she asked. “Is he on the lunchtime flight to Paris?”

“Oh, no ma’am. I reserved him a seat on this morning’s boat train.”

Eleanor groaned. The boat train was even worse. It left from Victoria station in the heart of the capital, a much quicker and easier journey than getting out to the aerodrome in Croydon, but it departed more than an hour earlier than the flight. It was due out at 10.50 am.

She yelled for Tilly, who had returned to her kitchen, at the same time as ringing down to the garage for her car.

“Get your coat on, old girl and go and wait outside. Our quarry is making a run for it, and Sam is bringing the Lagonda around. I’m just going to phone Scotland Yard.”

Despite the sense of urgency propelling her forward, Eleanor took the time to state her case to Chief Inspector Blount, asking him to delay the boat train’s departure, or at the very least send some men to Victoria to apprehend and arrest Henri Dubois.

“Now, just a moment, your ladyship —”

“He murdered Lord Bancroft.” Eleanor cut him short. “I can prove it, but he’s a French diplomat. If he gets away and reaches home he may never return to these shores, or receive the penalty for his crime. I don’t think he’s aware that I’m on to him, so he won’t be expecting to be stopped.”

Blount was not so easily persuaded, demanding chapter and verse of the evidence she had against the Frenchman.

“There isn’t time. I’m on my way to Victoria in a second and, if I have to, I shall lay on the tracks to stop that train.”

It was an idle boast, but the Chief Inspector was not to know that. She replaced the receiver, gathered a few things, and hurried downstairs.

Fortunately, the traffic was light with few traffic policemen around. If there had ever been a record set for the shortest time between Piccadilly and Victoria, Eleanor would have smashed it, and committed a few traffic violations while she was at it. The Lagonda dodged, weaved and roared as it streaked its way southwards from Mayfair, around Green Park, then through Belgravia and Westminster, to its destination.

Her wristwatch said ten thirty as she grabbed a sturdy parasol with a curved handle from the Lagonda’s back seat and raced into the concourse, determined to get her man.

Although she had no power to arrest her quarry, she was quite prepared to go alone and do her best to stop him getting away, but to her relief Chief Inspector Blount, with a small contingent of men, was already inside the station when she got there.

“Right,” he said, when Eleanor and a white faced, wind-swept Tilly reached him. “What does our man look like?”

“He’s French, medium build, dark haired, mid-fifties and nattily dressed. He’s probably wearing spats and black pin-striped trousers.”

The self same trousers that had given Dubois away. The trousers that Lady Drusilla and John the footman had both noticed — for they were not the sort of evening attire that an English gentleman would consider suitable for a private party. Luckily for Eleanor they had subconsciously registered this fact and recalled it when asked.

“Got that, men? Good. Come on then.”

Chief Inspector Blount showed his warrant to the attendant who let them through the barrier.

“You had a Frenchman through here?” Blount asked. “Likely wearing spats and pin-stripes, heading for the boat train.”

The attendant looked around at the milling crowds filling the concourse. “Can’t say as I have. There’s too many folks to notice one man in particular. Boat train’s on Platform 10. First class carriages at the front of the train.”

He turned away, hand stretched out for the next passenger’s ticket.

The small party walked forward, eyes searching for their man.

“We’ll see to it now, my lady, if you’d like to wait here.”

“I’d like nothing of the sort, thank you, Chief Inspector.” Eleanor strode off towards the platform, Tilly one step behind her.

She heard Blount sigh as he followed them.

The platform stretched away into the distance, wreathed in mist and the smoke belched out by many mighty engines, all eager to get away to their destinations along the south coast. Whistles blew, buffers clanged together, and chattering travellers scurried hither and yon.

The boat train steamed gently to their right as they walked beside it along the platform. Already they noted people inside the carriages, stowing luggage in overhead racks, taking their places, getting comfortable.

“What if he’s on the train?” Tilly asked. “Should I get on and walk along?”

Eleanor gave this barely a thought. “No, he’ll be at the end, in first class.”

She glanced behind. Blount must have had the same thought as Tilly, for now he only had two constables with him. The other already on board, Eleanor presumed.

They hastened their pace.

“Is that him, my lady?” Tilly pointed to a dapper figure sauntering along ahead of them.

“Yes, well spotted.” From his leisurely pace he was not expecting pursuit.  Good. “Stay on his inside, Tilly. Don’t let him get on board.”

At that point, someone behind them let out a shout and Dubois glanced back. He saw Eleanor, and the police officers, and ran.

“Drat.”

Tilly went haring after him and Eleanor gripped her parasol tightly and went after them both.

Somewhere a whistle blew, whether to signal an engine driver to set his train going, or from one of the policemen calling for assistance Eleanor could not tell, but it panicked the Frenchman who dived for the nearest carriage door.

He wasted a few seconds struggling with the handle and that was long enough for Tilly to reach him and spreadeagle herself in the open doorway.

“Merde! Get out of my way.”

Dubois attempted to push her aside. Tilly brought her arms forward and thrust him back. The next second Eleanor reached out with her parasol, hooked the handle around his ankle and pulled — hard.

With only one foot to support him, Dubois fell forward and, as Tilly twisted out of his way, smacked his chin on the bottom step.

He lay there stunned and the police pulled him to his feet and held him as Chief Inspector Blount arrested him for the murder of Lord George FitzAlan Bancroft.

“You cannot do this,” Dubois interrupted, as Blount continued to read him his rights, “I am a French citizen and have diplomatic immunity.”

“You still killed his lordship, though,” said Eleanor. “When he refused to tell you about Charles that evening, you went upstairs to the top landing. There you seethed, planned it and lay in wait. Your temper, normally so well controlled got the better of you and when you saw him again you struck out in anger.”

Dubois turned his head and scowled balefully at Eleanor. “I should have known better and left it to the police. I knew they would never solve it.”

“Why didn’t you?” asked the Chief Inspector.

“Because I really did want to know who had killed my brother.”

The Chief Inspector waved to his men to take the Frenchman away.

“He’s probably right,” Blount muttered to Eleanor as she made sure her maid was unhurt. Thankfully, Tilly expressed herself undamaged.

“You mean he’ll get off?” Eleanor turned her head to face him, aghast at the thought.

“If you have compelling evidence, then I’ll make damned sure he won’t, but I doubt he’ll hang.” He grimaced, unhappy at the thought. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get after them, but I’d be grateful if you ladies will call at the Yard on your way home, tell me exactly what you have, and make a statement.”

“Certainly, Chief Inspector.” She linked her arm through her maid’s and they followed at a stroll.

“Well done, my lady. You got him.”

“Ah, but you detained him for long enough for me to do so.”

Tilly sniffed. “I can’t take the credit for bringing him down, though. I don’t possess a parasol, and I’ve never played hockey.”

Eleanor laughed. “Neither have I, Tilly, neither have I. Perhaps I ought to take it up.”

The End

Author’s Note.

I really enjoy writing scenes involving the Dashing Dashwoods, but they are not a total fabrication. They are based on the real life identical twins Rosie and Jenny Dolly, who were singers and dancers famous throughout the 1910s and 1920s as the Dolly Sisters. They were hugely popular in both music hall and vaudeville and even featured in a couple of silent movies. During the 1920s they lived at the Savoy hotel in London — a residence somewhat more expensive than Polly and Penny can afford, I think.

The Sourire de Reims (the Smile of Reims) is a real statue at Reims Cathedral in north eastern France.  Sadly, it lost its head after a German shell caused a fire at the cathedral in September 1914. The next day, an abbot had the presence of mind to collect the broken pieces (the head had broken when it fell some twelve feet to the pavement and smashed). Thankfully, the statue was restored, and the head replaced, in 1926.

She is still there now — I had the pleasure of seeing her many times when I worked in Reims in 1972.

To the best of my knowledge there was no such thing as the London to Cairo air race, but if there were I am sure Drusilla Coverdale would have taken part.

Finally, the Epsom Derby was held on Wednesday, 4th June 1924 and won by Sansovino, a horse owned and bred by the 17th Earl of Derby. Sansovino was trained at Newmarket by George Lambton and ridden by Tommy Weston, both of whom would have had a share in the £11,755 prize money.

Thank you for reading A Murderous Affair in Mayfair. I hope you enjoyed it.
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