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            Crime Among the Crumpets

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me when you started brewing the tea.”  Detective Horner looked up from his note taking and eyed the woman.  They sat in the kitchen, a large room of white tile and shiny chrome at the back of the tearoom.  Mixing bowls, baking sheets, cake tins and biscuit molds crowded the metal shelves.  Neat and orderly, Horner thought.  Like lambs’ tail hung on the clothesline to dry.

      The woman glanced at the stove, a large industrial model, as though reliving the event.  “I put the kettle on a little after four o’clock.”

      “You can be certain of the time?”  Horner looked at the stack of dishes in the sink and the counters still laden with crumpets, scones, fancy biscuits and mousse.  The tea order had come to the kitchen at the height of their busiest time.  How could any of the staff remember one particular order?  “I’m sorry, Polly, but with all the patrons in the tearoom at that time, I don’t see how you can recall this specific instance so clearly.”

      Polly, a plump, twenty-year-old brunette, sat up straighter in her chair, and glared at Horner. “I remember because I had to fetch the water for the tea kettle, that’s why.”

      “Is that so unusual?”

      “Yes.  Normally Jack, the busboy, gets the water.  He does all the heavier workthe lifting of the heavy soup kettles, clears the tables and brings the used dishes into the kitchen, sweeps the carpet…”

      “Fetches the water.”

      “Water’s not light.  Those pails get heavy.  Especially when you have to carry them downhill from the well.  The tearoom needs a lot of waterfor washing dishes, cooking, cleaning the counters and washing the floors and windows.”

      “And for making tea.” Horner’s gaze traveled to the teakettles.  Most sat on the stove burners, giving strength to Polly’s statement.  A few lined the bottom shelves that housed the other cookware, like soldiers in readiness for battle.  Dozens of blue and white ceramic teapots occupied their own shelf at the farther end of the kitchen.  Horner wondered briefly how many were used in a single day.  “So, if Jack normally fetched the water, why did you end up doing so?”

      Polly exhaled heavily, as though still tired from her trip from the well.  “The lad fell down, that’s why.  He tripped and fell and ended up in hospital.”

      “I hope he’s not seriously hurt.”

      “Bad enough, I suppose.  He hit his head.  On a rock, I guess.” Polly shrugged and smoothed a wrinkle from the white apron she wore over her puff-sleeved dress. “Jill, the teenager who helps out on weekends, went with him to get water, and ended up tumbling down after him.”

      “Was this usual?  Not them falling and hurting themselves…she also going to fetch water.”

      “Sometimes, yes.  We’re busier on weekends, so Jill helps with getting the water.”

      “Sorry to hear that they both had accidents.”

      “I waited for about ten minutes.  Then, when they didn’t come back, I went out to look.  Jack was on the ground, as I said, and Jill was stumbling around, her knees and palms all skinned up from her tumble.  I rang up the ambulance and got the water myself.”

      “So you were out of the kitchen all that time, then.  What…about quarter of an hour, counting ringing up the ambulance?”

      “Probably.  Around that.”

      Horner frowned, as though considering something.  “Was anyone else in the kitchen while you were out?”

      “Just the new man…the baker.  He was patting a cake together, I believe, and marking it with a ‘B.’  Also, Queen O’Heart was here.”

      “Why the initial?”  Horner looked puzzled.  Even if the tearoom does something fancy with its pie edgings or biscuits, why the ‘B’?  Surely it would be ‘MB’ if any initials were used at all…to go along with the tearoom’s name.  The Mulberry Bush, an apt name if there ever was one for a business, he thought.  Its thick thatched roof sloped sharply, meeting the mulberry-hued plaster walls.  The diamond-paned windows sported colorful pots of flowers on their sills and flowers lined the stepping-stone path to the front door.  As neat as a pin and cute as a bug.  He said, “Is marking cakes with this initial B usually part of how things are made?”

      “Not usually, no.  We had a special orderdon’t know for whom.  It was the woman’s initial, I think.”

      “Right.  What was Queen doing during this?”

      “Making tarts.  Cherry, if you need to know.”

      “Do you know for a fact that the baker man and Queen were here?”

      “Well, no.”  Polly glanced outside, toward the well.  It topped the hill, a small oval of stone with a peaked roof of wooden shingles.  A stout rope wrapped around a thick cylinder of wood and a hand crank lowered and raised the oaken bucket, enabling the fetching of water.  The well was an oasis in the hot summer, the moss-wrapped stones trapping the moisture and coolness.  Ferns and small wildflowers grew in profusion on the northern and eastern sides of the well, reveling in the shade and milder temperatures in the hotter months.  A path from the kitchen back door to the well had been worn into the green carpet of grass.  It lay slightly below the ground level, and showed brown, rocky and rutted, testifying to the number of trips Jack and Jill had made.

      Polly said rather slowly, “I just assumed.  I mean, we were busy.  Why would she leave her tart making just because I had to fetch the water?  Doesn’t make sense.”

      “That’s what I need to find out.  And where were you workingwhich stove?”

      “That one.”  She pointed to the stove nearest to the back door.

      Easy to slip into and out of the kitchen in the midst of the teatime rush, Horner noted, without being seen.  “Why isn’t the kettle on top of the range?”

      “Pardon?”

      He pointed to the other stoves.  They all had teakettles on the near front burners.  “The stove you were at has no kettle.  Why is that?”

      “Oh.  Sukey took it off when we heard about the robbery.”

      “Who is Sukey?”

      “An apprentice baker.  She helps in the kitchen.  When we learned about the tarts being stolen…well, the tearoom owner called the police.  Sukey assumed there’d be no more business right then, what with all the turmoil of the theft, so she took the kettle off the stove.  She was rightthey’d all gone away.”

      “Right.”  Horner stood up.  “Well, thanks for your help, Polly.  I may need to talk to you a bit later, so please don’t leave.”  He left the kitchen, warm and scented from baking, and wandered into the tearoom’s dining area.

      

      The major part of the building housed the dining room, a light, airy area done up in shades of blue, yellow and white.  Small tables draped in navy blue starched tablecloths dotted the white-painted room like raisins in a scone.  A young woman sat alone at one of the tables.  Blonde and diminutive and dressed in a blue, flowered dirndl, she traced her fingertips around the lip of the teacup at her place setting and gazed out of the window.

      Looks scared, Horner thought, walking up to her.  Most innocent people looked scared when involved in a police investigation.  It was the criminals, the thugs, who brazened it out during questioning.  Like that thief, Tom the piper’s son.  If there ever was a more blatant case of pork snatching…  And that farmer’s wife case.  Animal cruelty, no other word for it.  Those mice may have run after the woman, frightening her, but to cut off their tails, like that...  She had gone well beyond simple self preservation, to his way of thinking.  The mice probably just followed her, hoping she’d lead them to some cheese. After all, they couldn’t see very well… He sniffed, remembering the size of the knife blade.

      He had solved the docked tails case the same day that he had wrapped up the caper of the crooked man and his crooked cat and mouse.  Odd, that.  Of course a chap could turn crooked and become a criminal, but Horner had never known a man to partner with a cat and mouse.  They were as crooked as that bloke was.  All living in that crooked house, the headquarters for the entire gang.  Counterfeiters, that’s what they had been.  Passing crooked sixpence on an unsuspecting public.  Terrible!

      Jack Horner shook his head.  It was now, during the tougher cases, that he took pride in remembering his meteoric rise to detective-inspector rank.  He’d felt cornered with pressures from work, then he fell more or less into the case involving a Christmas pie.  He’d solved it quickly, getting a plum promotion and a “good boy” from the Chief.  It was times like that that kept him going.

      “Afternoon, ma’am.” He looked down at the small figure.  “I’m Detective-Inspector Jack Horner.  I’d like to ask you some questions about the theft here.  Would you mind?”  He indicated the unoccupied chair that faced her.

      “No. Not at all. Please.”  For all her nervousness, she still remembered her manners and gestured toward the chair.

      Horner sat down and opened his notebook to an unused page.  “Might I have your name, ma’am?”

      “Muffet.  Miss Muffet.  I suppose you’d like to know what I was doing during the time of the theft.”

      “If you don’t mind, miss.”

      “I’m afraid I won’t be much help.”

      “Oh?  And why is that?”

      “Because I wasn’t here at that time.”

      “But you’re here now.”  Horner sank back into the chair, tapping his pen on the edge of the table.  “I told my constables to hold for questioning those people who were at the tearoom at the time of the incident.  Surely my men wouldn’t have made such an error.”  He said it more as a question, implying his curiosity and confusion at a mistake his constable might have made and at Miss Muffet’s presence.

      “Oh, no.  Your men aren’t at fault.  I simply meant that I wasn’t in the tearoom at the time you mean.  I’d been here earlier, but left minutes before the robbery.”

      “The cashier said that you ran out of the building.  You left enough money to
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