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			Praise for the Pennyfoot Holiday Mysteries

			“A true holiday gem.”

			—Mystery Scene

			“The author draws as much from Fawlty Towers as she does from Agatha Christie, crafting a charming . . . cozy delicately flavored with period details of pre–World War I rural England.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Kate Kingsbury adds life to such wonderful characters. . . . A fantastic story.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“Another superb homicidal historical holiday cozy. The Upstairs, Downstairs class difference just before WWI comes alive, as it always does in the Pennyfoot saga, in this exciting amateur sleuth.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			“Full of wonderful characters, a welcoming home setting, and many surprises, this one is a keeper! . . . These are characters you will want to visit time and time again!”

			—The Romance Readers Connection

			“Likable characters, charming surroundings, and eclectic guests continue to make this an enjoyable series. Bravo, Kate Kingsbury . . . for making this a holiday tradition.”

			—MyShelf.com

			“A pre–World War I whodunit in the classic style, furnished with amusing characters.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Kingsbury continues to delight fans with well-thought-out mysteries that will challenge and entertain for hours.”

			—Debbie’s Book Bag

			Visit Kate Kingsbury’s website at katekingsbury.net
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			To my readers:

			Six years ago, I closed the doors of the Pennyfoot Hotel. I felt I had gone as far as I could go with the characters. Those characters, however, were not done with me. They continued to haunt me, popping into my mind while I watched TV, or waking me up in the night to remind me they were still alive and kicking. I ignored their pleas to reopen the hotel, but when you, my dear readers, kept begging me to write another Christmas Pennyfoot book, I could no longer resist.

			You are the reason the Pennyfoot Hotel opened its doors again. Your loyalty, your support, and your messages mean so much to me, and I am excited to bring you another saga in the lives of the Pennyfoot clan. They thank you, and I thank you. I wish you all the merriest Christmas ever and another year of great books to read.

			Doreen

			aka Kate Kingsbury

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			 1 

			Pausing to catch her breath at the top of the backstairs, Gertie McBride shifted the pile of linens she carried higher in her arms. From the kitchen below, she could hear the clatter of pots and pans, and Michel’s strident voice bitterly complaining in his stupid French accent that didn’t fool anyone.

			The volatile chef always got frantic at Christmastime, and today was no exception. Mrs. Chubb could be heard screeching at him to shut up. Shaking her head, Gertie thanked the heavens that, for a change, she wasn’t the one on the business end of the housekeeper’s wrath.

			Breakfast had been served over an hour ago, but already the midday meal was being prepared. Gertie could detect a faint whiff of onions, but the smell was overwhelmed by the fragrant aroma of pine and cedar that wafted across the hotel lobby.

			In just a few days it would be Christmas Eve. She cast a glance at the grand curving staircase leading to the upper floors, where huge boughs of evergreens hung on the railings. Bright red ribbons decorated the wreaths as well as little silver bells that tinkled when Gertie’s skirts brushed against them on the way down from the guest rooms.

			In the far corner the magnificent Christmas tree glowed a welcome to the arriving visitors. Gold and silver stars covered the branches, while little white angels with silvery gowns and red and green balls sparkled in the light from the massive chandelier above. A couple of guests passed by the tree, pausing to admire the decorations before strolling on toward the staircase.

			Heaving a sigh, Gertie stomped down the stairs. The sooner she got the linens down to the laundry room the better. Mrs. Baxter—or “madam,” as everyone called her—would get testy if she saw her chief housemaid carrying dirty washing across the foyer.

			The Pennyfoot’s owner was always kind and considerate to the downstairs staff, as long as they obeyed the rules and minded their manners. She could be an ogre, however, if one of them did something to upset the hotel guests.

			Normally the sheets and pillowcases would be sent down the chute to the downstairs hallway, but the upstairs door was stuck again and Archie would have to mend it. Thinking about the new handyman reminded Gertie of Clive, who used to have the job.

			She tried not to think about Clive these days.

			She had always loved this time of year. Besides the housekeeping, Mrs. Chubb also baked, and nothing spelled “Christmas” like the enticing smell of her mince pies and plum puddings. Unless it was the sound of Phoebe Fortescue’s dance group practicing their horrible out-of-tune singing in the ballroom, or the decorations brightening the halls of the Pennyfoot, or the excitement in her own twins’ faces as they eagerly awaited the visit from Father Christmas.

			This year, however, was different. It didn’t seem possible that it had been a whole year since Clive had proposed. She’d been so excited and happy. She’s accepted on the spot, and by rights she should be celebrating the season with a new husband and father to her twins.

			It was only three months later when everything fell apart. Clive—the gentle, considerate man she’d fallen in love with—had turned into a domineering, selfish bugger.

			When she’d told him that after she was married she still wanted to work at the Pennyfoot, he’d thrown a bleeding fit. He’d told her no wife of his would be anyone’s maid, and that her place was in the home, taking care of him and her children. He’d made it sound as if her work was too blinking beneath him to be worth anything. As if she wasn’t worth anything.

			Well, that did it. Just because he’d left his job as the Pennyfoot’s handyman and bought that flipping toy shop didn’t make him bleeding royalty. He was no better than she was, and she’d wasted no time in telling him that. They’d had a good old blowup and she’d told that snot to shove off.

			Reaching the floor, she closed her eyes for a moment to picture the scene, as she had done so many times since the spring. She’d missed him at first, but she’d kept reminding herself that she’d had a lucky escape. He would have dominated her whole life, and no one dominated Gertie Brown McBride. Still, the memories kept coming back to taunt her, making her wonder what might have been if she’d done what he asked.

			In the next instant she heard a grunt of pain as she smacked into something soft.

			Opening her eyes, she stared into the gaunt face of Lilly Green, one of the latest maids to have been hired at the Pennyfoot. Lilly was almost as tall as Gertie, who towered over the rest of the staff with the exception of Michel. While Lilly was as skinny as a rake, however, Gertie was fighting a tendency to balloon out of her clothes.

			She was built like a bloody bull to begin with, but had always managed to keep everything in proportion until this last year. No matter how little she ate now, it all seemed to end up on her blinking hips. She’d soon be as plump as Altheda Chubb. The bossy housekeeper was always complaining that her corset was pinching her.

			“You smacked me in the stomach with those,” Lilly said, frowning at the linens in Gertie’s arms.

			“Sorry, luv. I wasn’t looking where I was flipping going, was I.” Gertie paused for a moment, silently chiding herself. She’d promised herself so many times that she’d try to stop the curse words that seemed to explode from her lips with no way to stop them.

			She’d grown up hearing that language from her dad all day long, and sometimes all night, too, and it had become so much part of her speech, she didn’t even know she was doing it until someone said something. Usually Mrs. Chubb, who was always on at her to talk like a lady. Some bleeding hope of that.

			“Why weren’t you?” Lilly seemed about to cry. Then again, Lilly looked like that much of the time. She’d been working at the Pennyfoot for over a year, and she still acted like she’d wandered into a house of mirrors and couldn’t escape.

			There was an air of desperation about her that Gertie simply couldn’t understand. It had taken Lilly months to get used to the work, and at times she still turned her nose up at some of the tasks, as if the whole thing was beneath her. She was finicky about everything, and went out of her way to avoid contact with the guests. Especially the men.

			Gertie tried to get along with her, but was irritated by such a lack of gumption. As for herself, she would tackle anyone or anything that got in her bloody way. Besides, it irked her that Lilly always had her cap on straight and the straps of her apron sitting firmly on her shoulders. Gertie, on the other hand, rarely accomplished either. “Why wasn’t I what?”

			“Looking where you were going.”

			“Oh!” Gertie frowned. “I was thinking about something, that’s why. Where are you off to anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be cleaning the silver?”

			Lilly raised her hand to tuck her hair more securely beneath her cap. “Mrs. Chubb sent me to tell madam that she’s baking the Christmas puddings. She wants to know how many madam wants her to make.”

			“Then you’d better get on with it, hadn’t you.” Gertie stepped past her, adding over her shoulder, “You don’t want Chubby after you for loitering. She’ll have your bloody guts for garters.” Bugger it, she thought. She was swearing again.

			She could hear Lilly’s black patent leather shoes clicking on the stairs as she hurried up them. Shaking her head, Gertie headed for the laundry room. If she didn’t get back to the kitchen right away, it would be her guts turning into bloody garters.

			Mrs. Chubb was like a mother to her, and to the rest of the maids. Her sharp tongue, however, would give them all a lashing if they got behind in their work. Gertie grinned as she shoved the door open with her shoulder. Chubby didn’t take no nonsense from anyone. Not even madam or Mr. Baxter. Gertie liked that. You knew where you was with her.

			Stepping inside the empty room, she marched over to one of the sinks and dumped the linens into it. Three of the ironing boards were stacked against the wall, while a fourth stood a few feet from the window. One of the maids had forgotten to put it away.

			Gertie was tempted to leave it there and get back to the kitchen. She had actually turned toward the door when habit, engrained by years of following the strict rules of the Pennyfoot Hotel, forced her to turn back and fold up the ironing board.

			As she carried it over to its place against the wall, something caught her attention in the dark corner by the sinks. A bundle of dirty clothes. Someone must have been in a hurry, chucked them at the sink, and missed. She probably hadn’t even noticed that they’d landed on the floor. Most likely it was the same bloody twit who’d left the ironing board in the middle of the room.

			Cursing under her breath, Gertie stomped across the room to pick up the bundle. As she drew closer, however, cold shock slammed into her chest. It wasn’t a bundle of clothes after all. It was a man, lying curled up on his side, his eyes open and staring blankly into space.

			“Here!” Gertie demanded, backing up a step or two. “What the bloody hell are you doing in here? You’d better get out of here before I call the copper and have you thrown in the bloody clink.”

			The man didn’t even twitch, and looking at the bloodless face, Gertie thought she knew why. This man wasn’t getting up again. He was bleeding dead.

			

			•   •   •

			Upstairs in the lavish suite overlooking the bowling greens, Cecily Sinclair Baxter watched her husband settle into his comfortable armchair with the latest edition of the Illustrated London News.

			It had been almost a year since a bout of pneumonia had come close to taking Baxter’s life. Every time she looked at him, she felt again the anxiety and dread that had filled her very soul when Dr. Kevin Prestwick had turned to her in that dim, candlelit room, his face grave with concern. She had lost her first husband in that same room. She could not bear to lose another.

			Baxter had survived, thank the good Lord, but the illness had left him weak and depressed for months. So much so that he had officially declined the position offered to him as a director of overseas acquisitions—work that would have taken them to all four corners of the world.

			Baxter had declared one evening over dinner that he had come to the conclusion he was too old to be taking on such a monumental task. “I am much more suited to managing one hotel in one place, rather than chasing all over the world taking on one headache after another,” he’d told her.

			She’d pretended to be dismayed, but had fallen to her knees later that night and given thanks for this reprieve. The only reason she’d agreed to the opportunity in the first place was because Baxter had come close to being seriously hurt while aiding her in a murder investigation. She had decided they would both be on safer ground away from the Pennyfoot and her penchant for tangling with villains. The possibility of seeing her sons again, both of whom lived abroad, was also an incentive.

			Even so, she’d hated the very thought of leaving her home and the staff, who had become as close as family to her. She had become even more overjoyed when Baxter had surprised her later with a suggestion.

			“I think we should purchase the Pennyfoot from your cousin,” he’d said, and for a long moment Cecily had stared at him, afraid to believe what she was hearing in case she was mistaken.

			When she didn’t answer him, Baxter had added, “We could turn it from a country club back into a hotel. The memberships have been dwindling in the last year or so, and with a hotel we would attract a more diverse and hopefully a more abundant clientele.”

			She had leapt at the idea with so much enthusiasm, Baxter had told her he wished he’d thought of the idea sooner.

			So now that they were once again the owners of the Pennyfoot Hotel, Baxter seemed happy and content and, more important, healthy again. He had maintained his business in London, though he had cut back a good deal of it and now did most of the work at home.

			Christmas was less than a week away, and the aroma of seasonings and spice from the kitchen, blending with the fragrance of fresh greenery from the woods, filled the halls.

			It was her favorite time of the year, and Cecily was so overjoyed, she felt a strong urge to hug her husband. She had actually stretched out her arms to do just that when a sharp rap on the door halted her.

			Baxter sighed and rattled his newspaper as she turned toward the door.

			“Come in!” Cecily seated herself on her gold Queen Anne armchair as the door opened and Gertie edged into the room.

			“I’m sorry, m’m,” she said, dropping a slight curtsey. “I got some bad news.”

			Baxter groaned, and lowered his newspaper. “What now?”

			Gertie’s gaze seemed to fix on Cecily’s face. “I was in the laundry room and I thought it were a bundle of clothes lying on the floor, but it weren’t.” She appeared to have something to add, but apparently had trouble getting it out.

			Cecily was already getting a nasty feeling in her stomach. Every year at this time they seemed to have some kind of disaster. She called it the Christmas Curse, and for years the name had been whispered among the downstairs staff with the same dread that she felt right now.

			She tried to sound calm as she gave Gertie an encouraging smile. “So, what is it, Gertie?”

			Baxter, who had none of his wife’s patience and restraint, growled, “Come on, girl. Spit it out.”

			Gertie swallowed, heaved air into her lungs, and announced in a voice hoarse with anxiety, “It were a dead body, m’m. Mr. Baxter. Mrs. Chubb has already sent for the police constable.”

			“Oh, Lord,” Baxter muttered, folding his newspaper.

			Cecily could feel her heart pumping. Not again. Not now. Just when they were beginning to see a large increase in bookings. They were already taking reservations for next year. They didn’t need another calamity to frighten off prospective guests, or the ones still due to arrive for the holidays, for that matter. “Who is it, Gertie? Is it one of the staff? A footman? Could you tell how he’d died?”

			Gertie shook her head. “I didn’t look at him that much, m’m. I didn’t recognize his face, though. It weren’t one of ours.”

			Baxter groaned again. “So, it’s one of the guests. Wonderful.”

			“Perhaps he had a heart attack or something,” Cecily said, grasping at the fragile hope the death was caused by a medical event.

			Gertie cleared her throat. “Dr. Prestwick is on his way, too, m’m. Mrs. Chubb rang him as well.”

			“Good.” Cecily got up from the chair. “Well, I suppose I should go down and take a look.”

			“I’ll come with you.” Baxter stood, slipped off his smoking jacket, and reached for his dress coat. “What I want to know is what in blazes was one of our guests doing in the laundry room?”

			“He must have been looking for something,” Cecily said as she hurried to the door.

			“Or someone,” Baxter added darkly as he followed her out into the hallway.

			“I’ll go ahead and tell Mrs. Chubb you’re on your way down.” Gertie stepped past them and fled down the stairs.

			Cecily followed her, conscious of her husband at her heels, willing her to go faster. Her thoughts, however, were firmly fixed on the body waiting for her below. Her hope that the cause of death was for medical reasons seemed doomed, considering the victim had been found lying in the laundry room. That was odd, and in Cecily’s experience, odd meant a foul deed had taken place.

			An elderly couple approached them on the stairs, and Cecily paused on the landing to let the guests pass. The woman was dressed in a fine purple satin gown beneath a navy blue coat. Blue and white ribbon roses decorated the wide brim of her hat, which almost hid her eyes. She swept up past them without a word, but the gentleman doffed his top hat at her and smiled as he turned the corner.

			Cecily barely noticed. She was anxious to get down to the laundry room and find out what had caused the death of one of her guests. Picking up a fold of her black serge skirt to raise it above her ankles, she quickened her step down the rest of the stairs, with Baxter breathing down her neck behind her.

			Mrs. Chubb was waiting for them at the foot of the staircase, her normally flushed face looking pale and drawn. The housekeeper had to be quite agitated, as she had forgotten to remove her white apron before entering the lobby. “I’m sorry, m’m,” she murmured, nodding at Baxter. “This is a nasty surprise, to be sure. Rest assured, Dr. Prestwick and P.C. Northcott are on their way.”

			A small group of visitors stood by the front doors, apparently deciding on their activities for the day. A couple stood by the Christmas tree, holding the hands of two young boys to prevent them from reaching for the inviting decorations.

			Cecily gave them no more than a passing glance as she stared at her housekeeper. “P.C. Northcott? He didn’t go to London for his annual Christmas visit to his wife’s relatives?”

			“No, m’m. He didn’t. From what I heard, his wife has been ill and they decided not to go this year.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” While her sympathy lay mostly with the constable’s wife, Cecily was none too happy that she would have to deal with the bumbling policeman again. That meant the brunt of the investigation would fall on her shoulders once more—something she’d hoped to avoid.

			Then again, the alternative would be an encounter with Scotland Yard inspector William Cranshaw. Cecily shuddered at the thought. She’d rather walk barefoot on hot coals.

			“Did you want to wait for the constable before you take a look in the laundry room?”

			Mrs. Chubb had sounded anxious, and Cecily gave her an encouraging smile. “No, I think we’d like to inspect the scene before he gets here. Come, Baxter.” She started for the backstairs with Baxter behind her and the housekeeper scurrying at his heels.

			Moments later she pushed open the door of the laundry room and peeked inside. The room was empty, and she made straight for the corner where the dead man lay. Baxter followed her, while Mrs. Chubb still hovered outside in the hallway, obviously reluctant to view a corpse.

			Staring down at the still figure at her feet, Cecily’s heart sank. A blue silk scarf, delicately embellished with purple blossoms and pale green leaves, had been tied around the man’s neck. A very feminine scarf. Obviously, it belonged to a woman. The incongruous article of clothing confirmed her suspicions. “I do believe,” she murmured to no one in particular, “that we have another murder on our hands.”

			“Oh, good Lord,” Baxter muttered. “Will this never end?”

			Mrs. Chubb cleared her throat from the doorway. “The constable is here, m’m.”

			“Oh, send him in, please.” Cecily turned to greet the portly policeman as he pushed the door open wider to make an entrance. “Good morning, Sam. How is your wife feeling? Better, I hope?”

			“Not too bad, m’m, thank you.” Northcott pulled his helmet from his head and tucked it under his arm, then raised his hand to smooth imaginary hair back on his balding head. “I see we ’ave another stiff’un.”

			Cecily winced, and frowned at Baxter, who was rolling his eyes. “I’m afraid so.”

			“One of your guests again?” The constable approached the body and stared down at the dead man’s face. “Looks like he’s been choked with that scarf there. Happens a lot, don’t it. You ’ave his name?”

			“I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t recognize him at all.” Cecily peered at the stone-white face. “Then again, I don’t meet every guest who stays here.”

			Northcott nodded. “Well, someone from your staff must recognize him. We’ll have to get ’em all in here to look at him.”

			“Oh, marvelous,” Baxter muttered.

			The constable gave him a sharp look. “You have a problem?”

			Cecily instantly read her husband’s expression. The two men had been enemies ever since their young days, when the constable had apparently stolen the girl Baxter had hoped to marry. Cecily had never really learned the whole story, since her husband was not one to elaborate on anything, but the situation had angered Baxter deeply enough for him to carry a grudge to this day. Right then he was glaring at the constable as if he would like to throw him through a window.

			Hastily she intervened. “I could have one or two of the maids take a look, if you like. They are the ones most likely to recognize the man. My chief housemaid doesn’t know him, but the others might.” A sharp tap on the door turned her head.

			The man who entered smiled at her. His fair hair gleamed in the glow of the gas lamps, and as always, he looked immaculate in a dove gray coat and trousers, and a dashing red cravat at his throat.

			“It’s Dr. Prestwick, m’m,” Mrs. Chubb announced somewhat belatedly.

			Cecily gave him a warm smile. “Kevin. How nice to see you again, though I wish it were in better circumstances. How is Madeline and little Angelina?”

			“Both are in excellent health, thank you, Cecily.” The doctor nodded at Baxter, then turned his attention to the dead man. “So, what do we have here?” He squatted down by the body, fingered the scarf, then turned the victim’s head to the side. “Ah, here we go.” He pointed to a large dark patch on the man’s head. “He was struck with a heavy object. I imagine it’s what killed him. I’ll know more after autopsy.” Gently he closed each of the man’s eyelids.

			“What about the choking?” Northcott demanded as Dr. Prestwick rose to his feet.

			“He wasn’t strangled, if that’s what you mean.” The doctor looked down at the victim. “The scarf isn’t tight enough around his throat to do any damage. There are no visible marks on his neck, and no hemorrhaging of the eyes.”

			Baxter shook his head. “Then what the blazes was he doing wearing a woman’s scarf?”

			Dr. Prestwick shrugged. “Who knows?”

			“I know.” Northcott beamed with pride. “He was smacked on the old noggin by a woman. She thought he wasn’t quite dead yet so she finished him off with her scarf.”

			Dr. Prestwick pursed his lips. “It’s possible. Then again, it could have been put there by a man, to make it appear that the perpetrator was a woman.”

			“Or to cast the blame for the crime on the owner of the scarf,” Cecily put in.

			Dr. Prestwick smiled. “Of course. Trust the inimitable Mrs. Cecily Baxter to provide a logical explanation.”

			Baxter scowled, while Northcott grunted. “Well then, I ’ave to search the poor blighter before you take him away.” The constable looked as if it were the very last thing he wanted to do.

			“Of course.” Prestwick turned to Cecily. “I shall need the assistance of a couple of your footmen to carry out the body.”

			“And you shall have them.” Cecily turned to the door. “Mrs. Chubb? Are you still there?”

			A faint, slightly embarrassed voice answered her from the other side of the door. “Yes, m’m.” The housekeeper cleared her throat. “I was waiting to see if you needed me to fetch anything.”

			Cecily smiled. It was as good an excuse as any. “Very well. You can send two of the footmen in here to assist Dr. Prestwick. You can also tell Charlotte and Lilly to come here right away. I want them to identify this poor man. We need to notify his family.”

			“Yes, m’m.”

			“And Mrs. Chubb?”

			“Yes, m’m?”

			“Please see that this news doesn’t reach our guests.”

			“Yes, m’m. Of course.” Shuffling footsteps sounded in the hallway as the housekeeper hurried off to obey her orders.

			Northcott laid his helmet down on a shelf and lowered himself to his haunches beside the victim. “I’ll need to take the scarf for evidence.”

			He looked up at the doctor, who nodded his approval. Northcott gingerly pulled the scarf from around the man’s neck. “Nice bit of silk, this,” he murmured as he let the colorful fabric slide through his fingers. “My missus would like this.”

			“Not if she knew where it came from,” Baxter said, looking a little appalled at the thought.

			Northcott sniffed at the silky fabric. “Smells good, too. Expensive smellies, that.” He tucked the scarf in his pocket, then started going through the victim’s pockets, pulling out from the man’s coat a folded white handkerchief, a small tin of snuff, a pack of playing cards, and a pipe.

			Cecily kept close watch on him as he turned his attention to the trousers. Finding nothing in one pocket, he tucked his fingers into the other. “Aha! What’s this, then?” He withdrew his fingers, which now held a small piece of paper folded in half. With a loud groan, he struggled upright, and unfolded the note.

			He stared at it so long, Cecily felt like screaming at him. Finally, she could stand it no longer. “Well? For heaven’s sake, Sam, tell us what it says!”

			Obviously enjoying the tension he was creating, the constable looked at her. “Well, m’m, I’d say we have the crime solved already.” He handed her the note. “There’s your killer. Right there.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			 2 

			Cecily took the note from the constable’s pudgy hand and quickly scanned the scrawled lines. Shocked, she read it again, then jumped when Baxter barked, “Are you going to tell us what the dratted thing says or do we have to guess?”

			“Oh, pardon me.” She let out her breath on a sigh. “It’s from Mazie. Apparently, the man’s name is Percy. She asked him”—she paused, still unable to believe what she was reading—“she asked him to meet her here in the laundry room at midnight.”

			Baxter stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Mazie?” He shook his head in bewilderment. “Mazie? That meek little maid we hired two months ago? She doesn’t look capable of killing a chicken, much less a man.”

			“I know.” Cecily stared at the note, trying to equate her latest servant with the dreadful fate that had befallen the man at her feet. Mazie was little more than a child, not yet fifteen. Her parents were impoverished farmers who had sent her to work and live at the Pennyfoot.

			It wasn’t the first time Cecily had hired a servant out of pity and a sense of responsibility for the welfare of her new employee. Nor was it likely to be the last. Most of the time she had been vastly rewarded, surrounded by a happy and loyal staff that gave their best every day.

			Only once in a while had one of them let her down. Never in a million years would she have placed Mazie in that category.

			“There has to be a murder weapon somewhere around ’ere,” Northcott mumbled as he wandered over to the shelves crammed with stacks of clean linens.

			Cecily glanced across the room. Next to the ironing stove stood a small bureau, holding a box of starch, three kettles, three water bowls, and six heavy flatirons. One of the irons stood slightly askew, and she hurried over to it.

			One glance confirmed what she had suspected. A dark stain covered the tip of the iron. “I think this might be the murder weapon,” she announced.

			Northcott muttered something she couldn’t hear as he plodded over to her. “I have to ask you not to touch nothing, m’m. It’s evidence, and I have to take it with me.”

			“Of course.” Cecily stepped back.

			“And I have to arrest your maid what done this.”

			She had been expecting as much, but she wasn’t about to give up without a fight. “You don’t really have enough evidence to arrest anyone yet, do you?” She smiled at the constable, who stood scowling at her with such intensity she knew she was already losing the battle. “I mean, all you have is a note. You don’t really know for certain if Mazie met . . . er . . . Percy here. We don’t even know for certain if this man is Percy. He could be someone else entirely.”

			“Well, m’m, I’m sure your maids can clear that one up for us.”

			Even as he spoke, a tap on the door announced the arrival of her staff. She turned to face them as they trooped into the room.

			Lilly looked sick, her face white and drawn and seemingly unaware of the wisps of light brown hair escaping from her cap and floating in front of her eyes.

			Charlotte, on the other hand, seemed more curious than disturbed by the sight of the motionless body on the floor. Sturdier in build than her companion, she was also made of sterner stuff. More like Gertie’s indomitable spirit. Cecily had often thought that Gertie and Charlotte made an excellent pair together.

			“We heard you had a dead body in here, m’m,” Charlotte said as she bent her knees in a quick curtsey.

			Lilly shuddered, and edged sideways behind the other maid.

			“Do either of you two recognize the bloke?” Northcott demanded.

			Lilly muttered, “Do I have to look at him?”

			Charlotte moved closer to the victim and stared down at his face. “Yeah, I’ve seen him in the card rooms. I heard the other players calling him Percy, but I don’t know his other name. He’s not staying here at the Pennyfoot. I do know that.”

			“What?” Baxter’s eyebrows had furrowed in annoyance. “Then how the blazes did he get into the card rooms? They are off-limits to everyone except our guests.”

			Cecily sighed. Since they had changed the Pennyfoot from a country club back into a hotel, they were once more governed by the rules that forbade organized gambling of any sort on the premises. The games, however, were an integral feature of the hotel, and were one of the main reasons the Pennyfoot’s guest rooms were filled practically all year round—unlike many of the other hotels that chose to obey the laws and therefore avoid risking closure of the premises.

			The card rooms had long been a bone of contention between Cecily and her husband. An extension of the wine cellars beneath the floors of the hotel, the rooms had originally been accessed by a trapdoor in the hallway outside the ballroom.

			When the hotel had become a country club, gambling was allowed on the premises, and the secret rooms were no longer necessary and were boarded up, until the Pennyfoot had once more been reestablished as a hotel.

			Baxter had reluctantly agreed to allow the original rooms to be reopened as long as they were kept a strict secret to the outside world, and as long as they were not at risk of being discovered by the constabulary.

			Unfortunately, P.C. Northcott had accidentally learned of their existence. He’d been sworn to secrecy, bribed by a constant flow of pastries and other such treats from Mrs. Chubb. It did not bode well to keep reminding him of the presence of the card rooms, however, since Northcott could not be trusted to avoid inadvertently blurting out mention of them in front of Detective Inspector Cranshaw.

			The peevish inspector would be overjoyed to find an excuse to shut down the Pennyfoot, since he had long suspected that there were nefarious goings-on in the hotel, but so far had been unable to prove it.

			Baxter seemed to realize his error, as he glared at Charlotte. The maid, however, was not looking at him. She seemed mesmerized by the body lying in front of her and blithely announced, “It must have been Mazie that got him into the games. I saw her in the ballroom with him when no one was there. They were having a bit of fun.” She looked at Baxter and winked. “If you know what I mean.”

			Baxter looked horrified, and, clearly embarrassed, Northcott cleared his throat.

			Deciding it was time to intervene, Cecily said hastily, “I think we should have a talk with Mazie. Charlotte, please find her and send her here at once. Lilly, you can return to your duties, and please, both of you, do not mention anything that you have seen or heard here to anyone. I’d like to keep this from the guests for as long as possible. At least until we have identified the man. We don’t want to have a family member learn the tragic news in the form of gossip.”

			“Yes, m’m.” Lilly lunged for the door, obviously desperate to get away from the ghastly scene, while Charlotte followed more slowly.

			Cecily waited until the door closed behind them before turning to Northcott. “Sam, I would like to talk to Mazie in private before you question her, if that’s acceptable to you?”

			The constable folded his arms and rocked back on his heels. “Well, now, Mrs. Baxter, I don’t think as how I can allow that. There are laws, you know.”

			“Oh, come now,” Baxter said, his voice harsh with irritation. “I’m sure there’s a law forbidding the acceptance of free refreshments from the kitchen, but you don’t appear to have any misgivings about breaking that one.”

			Northcott visibly bristled. “It’s not polite to refuse something that’s offered in kindness. Then again, you probably wouldn’t know about that.”

			“Gentlemen!” Cecily held up her hand, about to utter a rebuke, but at that moment another tap on the door heralded the arrival of the footmen.

			Dr. Prestwick, who had remained a silent, if not exactly disinterested, observer for the past several minutes, now spoke up. “I must remove the body to my offices, where I shall conduct an autopsy.” He looked at the constable. “You, sir, will have my report in the morning.” He turned to Cecily. “I am sorry you have another unfortunate incident on your hands. I sincerely hope it will not disrupt your Christmas festivities.”

			“You should all be flipping used to it by now,” Northcott muttered.

			Baxter looked about ready to explode, and once more, Cecily had to step in.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/Penguin_Trade.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781984805935_cover.jpg
ey e
&“iz )’.‘Ln‘ -

There’s trouble
under the tree....

National Bestselling Author of Mulled Murder






OEBPS/images/9781984805935_title_page.jpg
A
MERRY
MURDER

KATE KINGSBURY

BERKLEY PRIME CRIME
NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/page_CO.jpg





