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It was all in the vermouth. She always used Carpano Antica and always a ratio of one to two, the two being whiskey from her husband’s distillery. But it was the vermouth that made the difference.

“Top up your drink,” said Lloyd Pruitt, barman at the Queen, “or had enough?”

The man addressed, sitting on his regular stool and looking too self-controlled and dignified to answer to the charge of “enough,” must have had enough, because he lost his balance amidst calls of “Tom,” “Mr. Treadnor,” “What?!” and “Tom, Tom!”

No one heard it—at least not as a shot. Lloyd Pruitt, bartender and owner, later told the police he had heard something like a popping cork and couldn’t remember selling a bottle of champagne that evening. To Henry Spitts, the man sitting beside Tom, the sound had registered only as a pop. To Abel Martindale, on his other side, it had sounded something like a bottle hitting the bar. Said Mervin Peake to Detective Inspector Dunstable, “We were just makin’ jokes about the place bein’ painted.” He nodded toward the outside. “You know, it’s been needin’ paint for like a hundred years; it’s been looking like a dump, the Queen has, and finally Lloyd got round to slappin’ on a few coats.”

What police had a hard time understanding was how anyone could pull out a gun in a congested place and fire it without anybody noticing. And the shooter was gone within the time it took to register with the drinkers at the bar that one of them had been shot. Only the gun hadn’t been fired inside the pub, they were to discover. The gun had been fired from outside, apparently through a window. That struck the regulars as oddly amusing.

“Changed your name, did you, Lloyd?” said Mervin Peake after the commotion had died down and the police had left.

“What the hell you talkin’ about, Mervin? Name’s the same as ever: Lloyd Pruitt.”

“Not your name, man; the name of the pub.”

Having dropped the last of the glasses into the soapy water, Lloyd dried his hands and looked at Mervin in deep puzzlement. “What in hell—”

“Hold on,” said Mervin, laughing as he went out the front door. In another minute he was back, carrying the pub sign between his hands, raising it for Lloyd to better see. “What’s all this, then?”

“Well, they weren’t supposed to repaint the sign.”

“Then what’s goin’ on, Lloyd?” He raised the sign another couple of inches. Between the words THE and QUEEN someone had painted in a caret, and above it, in red paint, the word RED.

“Bloody hell!” cried Lloyd, going from behind the bar to where Mervin held the sign.

“Somebody havin’ a joke at your expense, Lloyd? So now it’s ‘The Red Queen.’ Funny it would happen the same day this guy gets shot, ain’t it?”

Only the Twickenham division of the Metropolitan Police didn’t find it amusing, especially not DI Dunstable, who was the only one who came. He did not need this messing up his vacation week, which was supposed to begin in three days’ time. He was pretty certain it wouldn’t begin unless he could search out a reason for this case not landing on his plate. In his car, before making his way to the Treadnor estate, he looked up the name on his mobile. Here he found reasons enough: Treadnor had been a rich man with some powerful friends, one of whom was the police commissioner.

There it was: the reason.

“I’m guessing he’d want Treadnor’s murder handled by someone a bit further up the ladder.” Dunstable was talking on speakerphone to his irascible boss, DCI Rhyms.

Rhyms took umbrage. “We’re perfectly capable, man.”

“Absolutely, sir. No one more than you. It’s just appearances, that’s all. To make things look good. This Treadnor was a big noise in the city. So you could say the case is a lot nearer to Central, couldn’t you?” Ridiculous, but Rhyms could say it. He didn’t want this murder on his plate any more than Dunstable wanted it on his.

By now the car had passed through the last of the lights of Twickenham and was on the road to Treadnor House. He didn’t need to tell Rhyms that he didn’t want the case, but he told him anyway:

“You don’t want this case, sir. It’s a mess. A shooting in a pub where none of the customers heard or saw anything except the body dropping to the floor.”

“Very well,” said Rhyms grudgingly. “I’ll have a word.”

“Of course, sir,” said Dunstable. “I’ll still be notifying his wife. I’m on my way now to his house. Another fifteen minutes and I’ll be there.”

Dunstable smiled and stepped on the gas and thought, Islands, here I come.

But this wasn’t the Caribbean. The ground was splintered with ice, a thin sheet of it over the snow that stretched for two acres, from the low granite steps at the rear of Treadnor House and out past the barn, which now housed only three horses but had once housed ten, all thoroughbreds.

Dunstable parked, approached the house, and knocked three times. Alice Treadnor called out from the back of the house.

“Alan? Can you see who’s at the door?”

“It’s the police.”

“What? What in God’s name are the police doing here?”

“I’ll let them tell you.”

Treadnor House was far more a manor than a house, sitting among several acres of frozen woods and gardens and well staffed—at least if the man who came to the door was any indication. Although he was not in butler’s livery, Alan Robson had all the earmarks of “butler.” He led Dunstable into the house to meet Alice Treadnor. Because there was no female detective constable to go with him, this unhappy service of announcing a husband’s death—worse, murder—had been left to Dunstable.

After delivering a brief account of what had happened, Dunstable went through the ritual of emphasizing that he was sorry for her loss, then gave her a few moments before getting down to business. He admired her composure. “Did you know your husband would be at the Queen? I mean, did he go there often?”

She nodded. “Yes. I assumed he was there this evening. Dinner was always a little late because he liked to stop off there.”

“So you weren’t expecting him home. Sorry, you just told me. Mrs. Treadnor, have you any idea if someone would want to harm your husband?”

She shook her head. “He did not have enemies. Except perhaps in his various business dealings. But don’t ask me about that, as I don’t really know much about his business.”

“We will need to come back and have a look at your husband’s things. And I should tell you that there’s a likelihood of another detective from the Met coming round.” He certainly hoped so.

“Why?”

“Your husband was an important man, Mrs. Treadnor, and I expect the Commissioner would want this case in the hands of a policeman from New Scotland Yard.”

She said nothing, simply looking baﬄed. “What’s wrong with Twickenham? You’re still Metropolitan Police, aren’t you? Is it really necessary to bring in Scotland Yard?”

He knew that it didn’t make a damned bit of difference to her. She was just talking for the sake of not sinking into silence. Dunstable felt bad about his own vacation concerns. Still, he said, “Perhaps not, but my boss seems to think so. So does the Commissioner.” (There, blame it on them.)

She turned away. “Then if you don’t mind, I’d rather not answer any more questions.”

“Again, I’m sorry, Mrs. Treadnor. I’ll be going.”

Dunstable went, knowing he shouldn’t.
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Melrose Plant sat in a leather wing chair before the fire in Boring’s, waiting for the moon and the drinks to come up on the tray carried by Young Higgins, the dining room’s headwaiter, if such a position existed in this private men’s club.

As Melrose sat still as stone, waiting, Richard Jury said, “I’ve never known you to be so in need of a drink that you’d hold your breath until it came.” Jury sat across from him on the other side of the fire, relaxing in a matching wing chair.

“Then you don’t know me at all,” said Melrose, who let out a long breath when Higgins lowered the tray.

“Thank you, Higgins,” said Jury, claiming his own whiskey.

“I’ll have another,” said Melrose, holding out the glass, whose finger of whiskey he had emptied in one gulp.

“M’lord,” said Higgins, taking it without comment.

Jury was not without comment. “Good lord, you drank that before I had a chance to raise my own to my mouth. What’s going on?”

“I’ve had a very rough day.”

Jury nodded toward the book on the table beside Melrose’s chair. “Too hard, was it, holding Henry James in one hand and a glass in the other?”

James’s short novel The Sacred Fount was stuffed between chair cushion and arm.

“Not James. Polly Praed’s been on my back again to read her latest.” Melrose pointed to a brown, string-wrapped parcel lying on the lower shelf of a small table to his right. “Manuscript. She’s called twice. Yammer, yammer, yammer. You’ve no idea what Polly’s like when she’s trying to get you to read her stuff. And she’s coming here to dinner and of course will want to talk about it.”

“Why’d you invite her, then?”

“I didn’t. She invited her.”

“Why didn’t you say no?”

“Me say no? I can’t do it. I’m a total coward when it comes to ‘no.’”

“That’s absurd. You’re always saying no to me.”

“What? What? I always say yes.”

“Sure. After a lot of haggling. You remember you said no to the safari, don’t you? You only agreed because Trueblood was taking on the croupier’s job.”

“The trouble is, you go around promising people things, such as ‘I know an expert in enameled mead’ or ‘I can get you an antiques appraiser,’ thereby making it nearly impossible to refuse, as you’ve already stuck me with the job. Where’s Higgins?”

“You’re an alcoholic. When’s Polly coming?”

“Too soon. Stay, please. If she sees you, she won’t bother with me.”

Jury was about to answer when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw it was Wiggins. “What is it, Wiggins?”

“A shooting in Twickenham, sir. A man named Treadnor at a pub called the Queen.”

The name rang a bell, though a very small one. “Wait a minute. Twickenham has a police force. Why would the Yard be dealing with this?”

“We’re all part of the Met—”

“I’m aware of that. I’m asking why their part of the Met can’t handle it.”

“This is coming down from the top, apparently. The murdered man was a friend of the Commissioner, so—”

“Only the Yard is capable of dealing with it?”

“More or less.”

“I’ll take less. But I expect we’re stuck with more.”

“Local police have been all over it—”

“So they’re dealing with it. Why should we?”

“It’s just orders, sir. From the Commissioner to Racer to me. Us.”

Jury sighed. “Where is this?”

“Twickenham.”

“I know it’s in Twickenham. You said . . . Hell.” Jury considered the drive, the area. “I’m at Boring’s, Wiggins. Get a car and pick me up.” He turned to Melrose. “Got a case. Sorry about that.”

“You get a murder case. I get Polly. Lucky you.” He turned to look toward the dining room. “Ye gods. Is Higgins out there distilling the stuff himself?”

“That’s why the name sounded familiar. Whiskey.”

“Doesn’t it always? Whiskey’s a popular word.”

“I mean Treadnor. He makes the stuff.”
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It took them less than an hour to get to Twickenham and to the other side of it, where the Queen was located. They pulled up beside a police car, got out, and were approached by one of the local policemen, who told them they couldn’t go in because an investigation was in progress.

Jury and Wiggins both took out their warrant cards.

“Sorry, Superintendent,” said the constable.

“I’m to see Inspector Dunstable. He inside?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jury stood for a few moments studying the outside of the pub, the fresh paint. Then he moved his gaze upward to a square of wood near a window. There was a slab of scaffolding beneath the window, something to hold painter and paint. There were actually several of these stationed at various points around the exterior. “Wiggins, look at this.” He motioned upward.

Wiggins raised his head. “Pub sign. Someone’s painted in—”

“‘Red’ between ‘The’ and ‘Queen.’ That’s interesting.”

“Wanted to rename it ‘The Red Queen.’ Funny.”

Inside, Jury asked DCI Dunstable, “What can you tell us?”

“Victim, Thomas Treadnor, was shot in the back,” said Dunstable. “And nobody saw it. Or heard it. Hard to believe.”

“You’re saying somebody fired a gun in here and nobody was aware of it?”

Dunstable shook his head. “We talked to everyone in the place, and no one could tell us anything.”

“How many were here?”

“Twenty-six or -seven. I let people go. I didn’t think you’d be getting here tonight. But I’ve got all their information if you want to talk to them.”

“I’m sure you found out as much as I could, Inspector. What about the gun?”

“Rifle, probably a Winchester.”

“Distance?”

“Forensics hasn’t given me that information yet. I’d say around thirty feet from the bar.”

Jury nodded to Wiggins, who started walking, measuring off steps through the remaining patrons, who watched as if he were a fascinating new fun thing in the Queen.

“So that would be the back of the room,” said Jury, seeing Wiggins stop. “Shooting through a crowd and no one noticing.” He turned to the owner. “Mr. Pruitt, you heard nothing?”

“Like I told the inspector here, what sounded like a cork popping, maybe.”

“Tell me, is someone larking about with you and your pub?”

“Larking? Don’t know what you mean.”

“Your sign, ‘The Red Queen.’” Jury nodded his head toward the outside. “Can you think of anyone that might have done something like that?”

Pruitt called out over the room, “Any you morons paint the sign?”

The morons crowded up to the bar and made varying exclamations of denial. One of them said, “Lolly? Maybe Billy or Wen?”

“Don’t be daft. They’d never be so dumb. They wouldn’t get paid for the job, and maybe not get another one ever round here, doin’ something like that.”

“I take it you’re talking about the painters?”

Pruitt nodded. “Brothers. They do a lot of painting in Twickenham. Wendell and Billy.”

Jury turned to Dunstable. “You talk to them?”

Dunstable shook his head. “I didn’t see the sign.”

“I mean more generally, talk to them in relation to the pub, the shooting.”

“No.”

Jury turned to the man sitting on the bar stool to his right, who had said his name was Mervin Peake. “Mr. Peake, you were sitting here next to Mr. Treadnor, right?” When the man nodded, Jury went on. “Did you talk to him?”

“Yeah, a little bit, but nothing important.”

Jury smiled. “Suppose you tell me the unimportant.”

“Oh, about his car and how the transmission seemed to be giving him trouble and how he wasn’t looking forward to getting that bill. Then about cats, the old pub cat that comes and wraps around your legs sometimes and how he didn’t like cats. Dogs neither. A big nuisance.”

Jury went back to Dunstable and drew him aside. “You came back from the Treadnor house. How did that go?”

Dunstable took out his notebook. “Alice is the wife. She took it, I’d say, pretty calmly. Still, I didn’t want to question her a lot in the circumstances. Just asked if she could think of anyone who’d want to do him harm.”

“And she knew of no one.”

“That’s right. I didn’t find out much.”

“That’s okay. I’ll have to find it out for myself. Thanks, Inspector.”

Dunstable put away the notebook that hadn’t afforded him much. “Funny thing, though.”

“What’s that?”

“There wasn’t a lot of grief in that house.” He looked around. “Or anywhere else I can see.”

* * *

Somebody was grieving.

This was Sally Todd, bar girl at the Queen. She could barely keep the tears out of the pint she was drawing for a customer. “Can’t believe it, I can’t.” She stopped pulling the tap handle to snuﬄe into a tissue, which she then tossed away, then pulled at the Guinness tap again. After drawing the pint of beer, she reached into the cooler to pull out Sergeant Wiggins’s orange squash.

Jury didn’t know there still was such a thing. “Haven’t seen one of those in years, Wiggins.”

“You’re drinking in the wrong places, boss.” This comment was accompanied by a wink at Sally Todd.

Jury rolled his eyes.

“Horse’s arse,” said a rake-thin man who dropped five quid on the bar and asked for a beer.

Sally’s color went up more than a notch. “Never you mind, Mick, now Tom’s dead. And you never did an honest day’s work round here, neither.”

“Mebbe, but I never stole from a blind man’s tin cup, did I, Sal?” He laughed as she snapped the bar rag over her shoulder at him.

Observing the interaction, Jury remarked to Wiggins: “Mr. Treadnor seems to call up slightly different feelings in different people, doesn’t he?”

Lolly was back with the names of the painters written on a piece of paper, which he handed to Jury. “Can’t see you’ll get any joy outta them, sir. When they were done, I looked the job over, and the sign hadn’t been touched.” He shook his head. “Beats me, man.”

There were half a dozen drinkers now circled around the one called Nick, mumbling and speculating. “Some kind of message, you think?” one asked.

“I’ve no idea,” said Wiggins.

“Accusing somebody, then?”

“Maybe, but of what?”

“Given that guy, could be anything from a generous knight to an arrogant arse.”

Jury was going to stop this last contributor to the picture of Treadnor but decided to wait.

One of the crew who had gathered broke away from the others and said, “I’ll tell you something, Inspector” (any policeman being “Inspector” to those who weren’t too familiar with rank), “that man deserves a knighthood, make no mistake. He was—”

“An’ I’m bloody Prince Charles, Freddie, that’s what.”

“Come off it, Jim; Treadnor put my kid straight through the University of London business school, no questions asked, just when my boy lost that scholarship.”

“Yeah. Well, that was a one-time gift,” said Jim.

There was more disagreement, and it looked for a few moments as if sides would be chosen up and chairs churned to dust until Lloyd stepped in to shut them up.
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Detective Superintendent Richard Jury was introduced with his rank intact when he met Alan at the door of Treadnor House. Jury was merely amused by the formality, not being used to the world of butlers, except for Melrose Plant’s. Ruthven must surely have been the prototype for all of them.

The room Jury was led into was lined with bookcases. He guessed it to be a library or a study. It was densely populated with shadows. The only source of light was a fireplace and one floor lamp. The rear of the room was so lost in shadows, he could barely make out the form of the woman who spoke his name. “Mr. Jury?” she said.

“Mrs. Treadnor.”

“‘Alice’ will do.” She moved to a table that was lined with bottles and decanters, one of which she removed the glass top from, and said, turning her back to him, “Care for one? It’s just whiskey.”

“‘Just whiskey’ is exactly what I’d like—just not too much of it, please.”

She poured a couple of fingers into each of two cut-glass tumblers. “Won’t you sit down?” She handed him one of the glasses. There were two facing sofas. He took one of them; she sat, still in shadow, on the other.

“I’m terribly sorry about your husband.” She said nothing, but even her silence was composed. He thought she was a person of great composure, and he told her so.

She sipped her whiskey and said, “Composure? Or simply lack of feeling?”

That surprised Jury, until he remembered DS Dunstable’s comment: There wasn’t a lot of grief in this house. Still, her calm admission of this apparent absence of grief was surprising.

“There wasn’t a great deal of love here, at least not on Tom’s side. We were going to get a divorce. I really loved him. He didn’t love me. He admired me so much, I guess it looked to everyone who knew us like love.” She raised her glass. “Another?”

He tapped the whiskey still visible in his glass and shook his head. She went to the drinks table and poured more whiskey from the same decanter. Holding up her glass, she said, “This was one of our problems.”

Jury said nothing.

“My drinking, not his.” She took the glass back to the sofa and sat down again.

Jury said, “What was another problem? Other men?”

She looked at him with astonishment. “Other men? Were there any other men with Tom around? Tom was the most charming man I’ve ever known. Tom was all charm. No man could compete with him. You didn’t know him. Another problem was that he found me inscrutable.” She said this as she sat by the arm of the sofa. She fairly melted into a shadow.

“Inscrutable?” said Jury.

“That’s how Tom described me.”

“So he felt you were unknowable.”

“You can’t understand that?” she said.

“Yes, but then, I feel most people are.” That made her laugh.

“Even a detective can feel that way?”

“Oh yes,” said Jury. “But I can’t see its calling for a divorce. Was this divorce imminent?”

“Yes, Tom had his lawyer ready.”

“And what about you? Was yours ready?”

“You mean, to contest the divorce? No. It would have been useless. And really, what would have been the point.”

Jury said, “The point was that you loved him.” Into the silence that followed, Jury said, “Were you at the Queen the night of the shooting?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Do you go there often?”

“Hardly ever. Tom is a regular. I am not.”

“Your husband has a lot of business dealings; can you think of anyone who would’ve wanted him out of the way?”

She gave an abrupt laugh. “Out of the way? Maybe. But not dead. He recently had a serious disagreement with Brad Ross, who has been his business partner for years.”

“About what?”

“A project called Land Savers,” said Alice.

Jury asked, “What’s that?”

“It would be more to your benefit to ask Mr. Ross.”

“This Mr. Ross, where will I find him?”

“He lives not far from here, about a quarter of a mile down the road. A big house. Georgian architecture, I think.”

Jury took a last sip of his whiskey and said, “Thanks very much, Alice.” He rose. She looked at him, and for some reason a line from a Philip Larkin poem came into his mind: Like something almost being said.

She said, “You’re smiling. Why?”

“It’s just a line of poetry I’ve always liked,” he said, and he told her what it was. Then he turned and walked toward the door held open by Alan. He stopped when he heard her voice.

“Perhaps it was.”

“It was?” He took a step toward her. He felt compelled to stay and compelled to leave.

Leaving won.
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