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For Shirley – then, now, and always




Thrice the brinded cat hath mew’d.
Thrice, and once the hedge-pig whin’d.
Harpier cries:—’Tis time, ’tis time.
Round about the cauldron go;
In the poison’d entrails throw.
Toad, that under cold stone
Days and nights hast thirty-one
Swelter’d venom sleeping got,
Boil thou first i’ th’ charmed pot.
Double, double toil and trouble;
Fire, burn; and cauldron, bubble.
Fillet of a fenny snake,
In the cauldron boil and bake;
Eye of newt, and toe of frog,
Wool of bat, and tongue of dog,
Adder’s fork, and blind-worm’s sting,
Lizard’s leg, and howlet’s wing,
For a charm of powerful trouble,
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.
Double, double toil and trouble;
Fire, burn; and cauldron, bubble.


—William Shakespeare, Macbeth (IV.i)




· ONE ·


THE WINTER RAIN SLASHES at my face like icy razor blades, but I don’t care. I dig my chin deep into the collar of my mackintosh, put my head down, and push on against the buffeting of the furious wind.


I am cycling madly towards the village of Bishop’s Lacey, fleeing hordes of Hell’s hobgoblins.


The past twenty-four hours have been a nightmare. All I can think about is getting away from Buckshaw.


Gladys’s wheels groan horribly beneath us. The biting cold has penetrated her steel bones and seized the tendons of her brake cables. She judders wickedly on the slick tarmac, threatening to skid off the road entirely and pitch me into the icy ditch.


I want to scream into the wind, but I don’t. One of us, at least, must keep her wits about her.


I try to put my thoughts in order.


In spite of having been banished to Canada and then re-banished back home from Miss Bodycote’s Female Academy—in what may or may not have been double disgrace—I have to admit that I had been looking forward to being reunited with my family: Father; my two elder sisters, Feely and Daffy; our cook and housekeeper, Mrs Mullet; and most of all, Dogger, Father’s general factotum and all-round right-hand man.


As every traveller does on an Atlantic crossing, I had daydreamed about my return to England. Father, Feely, and Daffy would be at the docks to greet me, of course, and perhaps even Aunt Felicity would put in an appearance. WELCOME HOME FLAVIA banners would be waved, a few discreet balloons, and all that sort of thing. Discreet of course, because, like myself, none of us de Luces wear our hearts on our sleeves.


But when the ship berthed finally at Southampton, there had been only Dogger standing motionless in the rain beneath a dark umbrella.


With the strangeness that comes of separation, I had offered him my hand, rather than giving him the crushing bear hug that was in my heart. I regretted this at once, but it was too late: The moment had passed and the opportunity was wasted.


“I’m afraid I must be the bearer of rather bad news, Miss Flavia,” Dogger had said. “Colonel de Luce has been taken ill. He is in hospital with pneumonia.”


“Father? In hospital? In Hinley?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“We must go to him at once,” I said. “What time will we be there?”


We still had a long journey ahead of us, Dogger explained. The five-twenty boat train from Southampton would take us up to London and to Waterloo Station, where, just after seven in the evening, we would have to change to a taxi for a dash across the city to another train at another station.


We would not reach Doddingsley until late in the evening, and would not arrive at Bishop’s Lacey, Hinley, and the hospital until even later. By then, visiting hours would be long over.


“Surely Dr Darby—” I said.


But Dogger gave his head a sad shake, and it was not until that moment that I realised how grave Father’s situation must be.


Dogger was not the kind of person who would tell you that everything would be all right when he knew perfectly well that it would not. His silence said everything.


Although there had been so much to say, we had spoken little in the train. Each of us had stared out blank-faced through the rain-streaked glass at a rushing landscape that seemed in the gathering twilight to be the colour of old bruises.


From time to time I glanced at Dogger, but found that I could no longer decipher his face.


Dogger had suffered horribly with Father in a Japanese prison camp during the war, and still, from time to time, experienced flashbacks of such terrifying intensity that they left him little more than a weak, whimpering child.


Once, I had asked him how he and Father had survived.


“One tries to keep a stiff upper lip, mentally,” he had said.


I had worried about Dogger almost constantly during my absence, but in writing—although missing me—he had seemed to be otherwise well enough. Dogger’s had been the only letter I’d received from home during my incarceration in Canada, which tells you pretty much all you need to know about the warmth of the de Luce family.


Oh, of course, there had been that sarcastic footnote by my newly discovered cousin, Undine, who had been dumped by Fate and her mother’s horrible death on the doorstep at Buckshaw. Undine’s place in the family remained to be seen, but I didn’t hold out much hope for her. Because she was still a child—whereas I was twelve, and much more knowledgeable about the ways of the world—I wasn’t particularly looking forward to renewing our brief acquaintance. But if I found, when I got home, that she’d been pawing my belongings while I was away in Canada, there would be mayhem at the manor house.


It had been well past dark when the train crawled at last into Doddingsley station, where Clarence Mundy’s taxi stood waiting in the rain to take us to Buckshaw. The cold air was damp and penetrating. A yellow fog hung round the dim lights on the platform, giving them a ghastly, ghostly glow, and making me feel as if my eyes were brimming.


“Nice to see you again, miss,” Clarence whispered, tugging at the peak of his cap as I got into the car, although he otherwise remained silent, as if I were an actress—in costume and makeup—about to make my entrance at stage left, and he the stage manager, bound to respect my role by keeping a respectable professional distance.


We rode to Bishop’s Lacey and Buckshaw in silence, Dogger staring fixedly ahead and me gazing desperately out through the glass as if trying to penetrate the darkness.


Hardly the homecoming I had expected.


Mrs Mullet met us at the door and folded me into her arms and bosom.


“I’ve made you up some sangridges,” she said in a curiously rough voice. “Beef and lettuce—your favourites. Left ’em on the dresser by your bed. You’ll be tired, I ’spect.”


“Thank you, Mrs M,” I heard myself saying. “It’s very thoughtful of you.”


Could this be Flavia de Luce speaking? Surely not!


In my present state of mind, slices of dead cow garnished with sprigs of the local vegetation were a particular horror and abomination, but something made me hold my tongue.


“They’ve all gone up to bed,” Mrs Mullet added, meaning Feely, Daffy, and presumably Undine. “It’s been an uncommon ’ard day.”


I nodded, reminded suddenly of my late-night arrival at Miss Bodycote’s Female Academy. Dark entrances, I thought, seemed to have become a regular part of my life.


Wasn’t it odd that my own flesh and blood had not waited up for me, or was I expecting too much? I had only been gone since September, but surely, one of them . . .


I stifled the thought.


Surely there was someone to welcome me home. Even a stuck-out tongue from Undine would have been welcome. But no—it was far past her bedtime. Undine would be off in the world of whatever vile dreams fuelled her waking life.


And then I thought of Esmeralda: Esmeralda!


Dear, sweet, precious Esmeralda, my pride and my joy. The fact that she was a Buff-Orpington hen made no difference whatsoever. Love is love, wherever you may find it—even when it’s covered in feathers.


“I’ll be back in a jiffy,” I said to Mrs M. “I just want to say hello and good night to Esmeralda.”


“It’s late, dear,” Mrs Mullet said, putting her hand on my elbow. “You’ll need to be fresh to go visit your father in the morning.”


“No,” I said, “I want to see Esmeralda,” and I turned away before she could stop me.


“Miss Flavia—” she called as I strode across the foyer. A quick glance back showed Dogger shaking his head, as if to discourage her.


The garden was in wet darkness, but I still knew my way to the greenhouse well enough.


“Esmeralda!” I called out, not wanting to startle her in her sleep. “Guess who’s home! It’s me—Flavia!”


I opened the glass door and reached inside for the electric light switch. For a moment my eyes were dazzled by the glare of the naked bulb.


In the corner, Esmeralda’s cage was empty.


At moments of great surprise, the human mind is easily derailed, sometimes causing us to act quite irrationally. Which is why I picked up the cage and looked underneath it—as if Esmeralda had somehow managed to reduce herself to the thickness of a piece of newspaper and had slid, chuckling, under the cage, as a practical joke to welcome me home.


A wisp of dust raised itself up into the air and disintegrated in the draft from the open door. It was obvious that the cage had not been touched in quite some time.


“Esmeralda?”


The hair stood up on the back of my neck and there was panic in my voice.


“Esmeralda!”


“We’re sorry, dear. We meant to tell you—”


I spun round to find Mrs Mullet and Dogger standing in the doorway.


“What have you done with her?” I demanded, but I think I knew the answer even before the words were out of my mouth.


“You’ve eaten her, haven’t you?” I said, my words suddenly cold with fury. I looked from one of them to the other, hoping desperately for a no: for some simple, obvious, harmless explanation.


But none came. And it was just as well: I wouldn’t have believed them anyway.


Mrs Mullet wrapped her arms around herself, partly against the cold and partly for protection.


“We meant to tell you, dear,” Mrs M repeated.


But they didn’t need to tell me. It was all too clear. I could already picture it in my imagination: the sudden throwing open of the cage, the seizing of that warm, fat feathered body, the frenzied, terrified clucks, the axe, the chopping block, the blood, the plucking, the gutting, the stuffing, the stitching, the roasting, the carving, the serving . . . the eating—


Cannibals.


Cannibals!


I elbowed my way roughly past them and fled back into the house.


By choice, my bedroom was at the far corner of the unheated east wing, next door to the chemical laboratory that had been set up by his family in the days of Queen Victoria for my late great-uncle, Tarquin de Luce. Although Uncle Tar had now been dead for more than twenty years, his laboratory was still the wonder of the chemical world—at least, it would have been if they’d known about it.


Fortunately for me, the room, with all its chemical marvels, had been abandoned until I had seized it as my own and set about teaching myself the craft.


I climbed onto my bed and retrieved the key from where I’d hidden it in a baggy bulge of wallpaper that drooped from the ceiling. Plucking an ancient india rubber hot-water bottle from a drawer of an equally ancient dresser, I unlocked the laboratory and stepped inside.


I put a match to a Bunsen burner, filled a flask with water, and sat down on a stool to watch it boil.


Only then did I allow myself to burst into hot, bitter tears.


It was here, on this very spot, that Esmeralda had so often perched on a test-tube rack, watching me boil one of her eggs in a beaker for tiffin.


There are those persons, I suppose, who would criticise me for loving a chicken to distraction, but to them I can only say “Boo and sucks!” The love between animal and human is one that never fails, as it does so often among our own sorry tribe.


My mind went over again and again what Esmeralda must have felt at the end. It tore at my heart so fiercely that I had to quit thinking about her, and think about another chicken instead: a chicken I had once seen fleeing the hatchet in a farmyard, while I was cycling near Bishop’s Lacey.


I was doing this when there was a light knock at the door. I hastily dried my eyes on my skirt, blew my nose, and called out, “Who is it?”


“It’s Dogger, miss.”


“Come in,” I said, hoping there was not too much coldness in my voice.


Dogger stepped silently into the room. He spoke before it was necessary for me to do so.


“Regarding Esmeralda,” he said, waiting to judge my reaction.


I swallowed, but somehow managed to keep my lips from quivering.


“Colonel de Luce was obliged to go up to London to deal with the Inland Revenue. In the train, he came into contact with the influenza virus—there’s been a great deal of it about this year: even more, in certain locations, than in the great epidemic of 1918. The onset was remarkably rapid. The influenza progressed into bacterial pneumonia. Your father was in urgent need of a hot, nourishing broth. He was very ill and unable to keep down anything else. I take full responsibility, Miss Flavia. I made sure that Esmeralda did not suffer. She was in that blissful trance which one induced by scratching her under the chin. I’m sorry, Miss Flavia.”


I deflated like a leaking balloon as the anger went slowly out of me. How could I hate someone who had probably saved my father’s life?


I could find no words to fit the situation, and so I remained silent.


“I fear our world is changing, Miss Flavia,” Dogger said at last, “and not necessarily for the better.”


I tried to read between the words, and to reply with understanding.


“Father,” I said finally. “How is he? The truth, Dogger.”


A shadow flickered across Dogger’s brow: the ghost of an unpleasant thought. From what I had been able to tease out of him in the past, I deduced that Dogger had once been a highly qualified medical man, but the war had beaten him to a pulp. In spite of all that, and for all that it cost him, he was still unable to dodge an honest question, and I loved him all the more for it.


“He is gravely ill,” Dogger said. “By the time he returned home from the city, he already had a feverish cough with a temperature of 102. The influenza virus does that. It also kills the natural bacteria of the nose and throat, which then allows the lungs to be invaded. The result is bacterial pneumonia.”


“Thank you, Dogger,” I said. “I appreciate your honesty. Is he going to die?”


“I don’t know, Miss Flavia. Nobody knows. Dr Darby is a good man. He’s doing everything he can.”


“Such as?” I could be remorseless when necessary.


“There is a new drug from America: aureomycin.”


“Chlortetracycline!” I said. “It’s an antibiotic!”


Its discovery and extraction from a soil sample in a field in Missouri had been mentioned in an issue of Chemical Abstracts & Transactions which—because of Uncle Tar’s lifetime subscription, and the failure of my family to notify the editors of his demise—was still being delivered to Buckshaw like chemical clockwork more than two decades after his death.


“Bless you!” I blurted, certain that Dogger had somehow taken a hand in Father’s treatment.


“It is Dr Darby who should be the recipient of our gratitude. Not forgetting, of course, the drug’s discoverer.”


“Of course not!”


I made a mental note to send up a bedtime prayer to—Dr Duggar, was it?—the American botanist who had extracted the stuff from a mould sample in the soil of a garden plot in Missouri.


“Why did he call it aureomycin, Dogger?”


“Because of its golden colour. Aureus means ‘gold’ in Greek, and mykes means ‘fungus’.”


How simple it all was, when you got right down to it! Why couldn’t life itself be as straightforward as a man bending over a microscope in Missouri?


My eyes were heavy. Iron eyelids, I remember thinking. I stifled a yawn.


I hadn’t slept properly for ages. And who knew when I would have another chance?


“Good night, Dogger,” I said, filling the hot water bottle. “And thank you.”


“Good night, Miss Flavia,” he said.


When at last my red eyes came open in the morning, they fixed upon the shrouded beef and lettuce sandwich, which still crouched accusingly on my dresser.


Perhaps I should eat the thing, I thought, in spite of my revulsion. I’d been given so many lectures all my life about wasting food during a time of rationing that guilt had become automatic: It came on by itself, like a burglar alarm.


Trying to keep my gorge from rising, I reached for the plate and lifted the tea towel.


Beneath it lay two toasted crumpets—still warm—with a slathering of honey on both sides, just as I liked them.


“Dogger,” I said aloud as I propped myself up in bed, “your price is above rubies. You are the crème de la crème—you’re the cat’s pyjamas.”


I chewed, in something close to contentment, letting my eyes wander round the room. It was good to be home again, propped up against my own pillows, listening to the familiar tick-tock of my own clunker of an alarm clock, searching for the spots in the ghastly yellow Victorian wallpaper where—if you squinted slightly—the wormy red squiggles in the pattern seemed to form a devil’s head peering out of a mustard pot.


This was all mine now—or soon would be—I remembered, to do with as I pleased. Hard to believe, but it was true. When my mother Harriet’s will had come to light after ten years, it was a shock to everyone—especially myself—to discover that she had left Buckshaw to me.


Everything.


All of it.


The whole kit and caboodle.


Not that everything was settled yet. There were still tons of paperwork to be sifted, I supposed, but in the long run, Buckshaw was in the bag.


I suppose that might sound callous, but it was true. I had tried during much of the past year to keep from thinking of the weight of responsibility that would eventually fall upon my shoulders: on that future day when all the paperwork had been dealt with and I was at last the chatelaine . . . mistress of Buckshaw.


My relationship with my sisters had not exactly been a day at the fair—not even at the best of times. The very thought of how they would react when I owned the very beds they slept in—even the spoons they ate with—was enough to give me the shivers.


Feely was engaged to Dieter Schrantz, of course, and would soon be gone: perhaps as early as next summer. But Daffy—and it was Daffy whom I really feared—would be a force to be reckoned with.


She had the same devious mind that I had. And mercy, simply because we were sisters, was out of the question.


Both of them had been in bed when I arrived last night, so that my reception still remained to be seen. Breakfast would be a battlefield.


I needed to keep a sharp eye out and antennae tuned.


I got up, dressed, washed my face, and plaited my pigtails as neatly as I could. Appearance was important. I needed to show them that I had learned something at Miss Bodycote’s Female Academy—that I was not the same simple little sister they had sent packing in September.


Sophistication was what was called for.


Should I put a flower behind my ear? I dismissed the idea as soon as it popped into my head. Flowers would never do, what with Father in hospital: It might seem to be a celebration. Besides, it was December, and flowers were thin on the ground. I had spotted a potted poinsettia in the foyer, but its blood-red colour was hardly in keeping with the gravity of the situation.


Perhaps I would just stroll in, sit down at the breakfast table, and light a cigarette. That would certainly signal a new maturity.


But the problem was this: I didn’t smoke. It was a filthy habit. And furthermore, I had no cigarettes.


*   *   *


Slowly I came down the east staircase, shoulders back and chin up, as if I were balancing an invisible Bible on my head.


The old P&D: poise and decorum. Feely was always yattering on about it, and I had picked up a few extra tips from a dog-eared back issue of The Lady’s Friend in the waiting room of the dentist’s office before setting out on my voyage to Canada.


Poise was keeping your knees and your lips together, your eyebrows and your nostrils apart.


Decorum was keeping your mouth shut.


I needn’t have bothered: There was no one in sight.


For a few moments I stood alone in the middle of the foyer, which seemed somehow larger and more empty than usual. Barren was the word. Desolate. There was an unaccustomed coldness about the place.


Ordinarily at this time of year, there would have been a Christmas tree: not as grand, of course, as the one in the drawing room, but a seasonal welcome to visitors nevertheless. There would have been paper garlands, with holly wreaths and dangling mistletoe, and the warm dusty air resuscitated by the smell of rosemary, and of oranges and cloves.


But as far as I could see, there was not a trace of Christmas at Buckshaw this year. It was as if some curse—some ancient and ancestral chill—had fallen upon the house, as it does in the tales of Edgar Allan Poe.


A shiver shook my shoulders.


Get a grip on yourself, Flavia, I thought. This was no time for sentimentality. I was about to face my family. Where was I? What had I been thinking?


Oh, yes: poise and decorum. I needed to be as crisp and cool as a colonial cucumber.


I walked casually, but briskly, into the dining room, pulled out my chair without allowing it to grate on the floor, and unfolded the linen napkin fussily into my lap.


Perfection. I was proud of myself.


Daffy’s nose was in a book—The Parasites, by Daphne du Maurier, I couldn’t help noticing—while Feely appeared to be examining her own reflection in one of her highly polished thumbnails.


I helped myself to a lukewarm kipper.


“Good morning, sisters dear,” I said, with just the slightest touch of sarcasm.


Like a pair of sick suns rising, Daffy’s eyes came slowly up above the binding of her book. I could tell she hadn’t slept.


“Well, well,” she said. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


“How’s Father?” I asked. “Has there been any news?”


“He’s in hospital!” Daffy snapped. “As you very well know. Put there by being made to drag himself up to London.”


“That’s hardly my fault,” I snapped. “I understand he contracted pneumonia on the train.”


Less than a minute in the room and already the knives were out.


“Hardly!” Daffy spat. She was seething. “Hardly! Your father is at death’s door and yet you sit here quibbling about—”


“Daphne—” Feely said, in that voice of hers which would stop an army tank dead in its armoured tracks.


Mrs Mullet had come into the room and was busily bustling about, trying to pretend that everything was tickety-boo when it wasn’t.


“Bacon’ll be along directly,” she said. “The Aga’s a chore to light when it’s been let go out overnight. My fault, though, what with Colonel de Luce an’ all.”


I glanced at an imaginary wristwatch. “What time is Clarence coming with the taxi?” I asked. “I’m anxious to see Father.”


“Bless you, not till half one,” Mrs Mullet said. “Visitin’ hours aren’t till two. Don’t make a face, dear. It might freeze, and then where would you be?”


And so my hopes of rushing to Father’s bedside were dashed, just like that. I tried to swallow my disappointment.


“How’s Dieter?” I asked, turning to Feely and attempting to start a civil conversation.


“How would I know?” she spat as she threw down her napkin, jumped up from the table, and stormed from the room.


She and Undine passed in the doorway. Undine stopped and cupped a hand behind her ear, as if listening to Feely’s rapidly retreating footsteps.


“Cousin Ophelia is overwrought,” she said in her over-loud, froggish voice. “She and Dieter have had a big bust-up. It’s about having babies, I expect. Hello, Flavia. Welcome home. How did they treat you in Canada?”


She came striding awkwardly across the room and stuck out her hand. Besides stabbing her to death with a crumpet fork, I had no choice but to give it a quick, limp shake.


Undine stood there staring out at me from her great white moon face, as if expecting me to make a speech. Her watery blue eyes, framed and magnified by the large black rims of her spectacles, gave her an odd and ageless look: She might have been eight or a hundred and eight. She looked like some child’s crayon drawing of a de Luce.


When I didn’t answer, she leaned over and helped herself to the remains of my kipper.


“We saw Uncle Haviland yesterday,” she said, meaning Father. “He looks dreadful.”


Even before my brain could work, I was on my feet.


That Undine—a distant cousin of the nth degree—could see Father and I could not was not just unbearable, it was the last straw.


I got up from the table and, as if in a trance, left the room.


It was the first time in my life I had ever walked out of anything, and if the truth were told, it felt damnably good.


Which explains why I am bicycling to Bishop’s Lacey in the freezing rain.


I need desperately to get away from Buckshaw: to get away from my family. My destination is the vicarage, and the person I intend to call upon is Cynthia Richardson.


Who would ever have believed it?


Cynthia and I have had an animal aversion to each other that began years ago when she spanked me for scraping chemical samples from the stained-glass windows of St Tancred’s.


It was, I think, only when I discovered that she and her husband, Denwyn, the vicar, had tragically lost their only child, a daughter, beneath the wheels of a railway train on the platform at Doddingsley, that the tide began to turn, and Cynthia and I had now, in the past year or so, become firm friends.


There are times when even family can be of no use: when talking to your own blood fails to have meaning.


I suppose when you stop and think about it, in the great scheme of things, that’s what vicars’ wives are for.


I dismounted and leaned Gladys against the churchyard wall. She would be quite safe here until I was ready to go home. As Gladys was rather fond of churchyards, the wait would be something of a treat for her, in spite of the rain.


“It’s nice to be home,” I whispered, giving her a pat on the seat, but not in a sentimental way. “Enjoy yourself.”


I walked through the wet grass, wiped my feet on the steel scraper at the door, and tugged on the bellpull. From the depths of the vicarage came a distant, muted jangling.


I waited. There was no answer.


I counted slowly to forty—which seemed to be a reasonable interval: not short enough to seem a nuisance and yet not long enough for anyone inside to think the caller had gone away.


Another yank on the pull resulted in the same far-off clattering.


The house sounded empty.


Perhaps Cynthia was in the church. I hadn’t thought of that. So much of her time was taken up with flowers, leaflets, surplices, hymnals, Brasso, and beeswax, to say nothing of parish visits, meetings of the WI, the Mothers’ Union, the Altar Guild, Brownies, Girl Guides (in which she served as Brown Owl), Boy Scouts, Wolf Cubs (in which she was sometimes acting Akela), the Restoration Fund (of which she was chairwoman), and the Parish Council (of which she was secretary).


I waded back across the wet grass, but the church was empty. It was now raining harder than ever and my feet were cold and wet.


As I walked back towards Gladys, there came a call from the direction of the vicarage.


“Flavia! Yoo-hoo! Flavia!”


I didn’t recognise the voice as Cynthia’s, but it turned out to be her all the same.


She was huddled behind the front door, holding it open no more than a crack. As I stepped onto the veranda I could see that she was clutching closed a shabby pink dressing gown.


She looked awful.


“Welcome home,” she croaked. “I’ve got a beastly cold, so I won’t give you a hug. Denwyn and I were sorry to hear about your father. How is he?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “We’re going to see him this afternoon.”


“Come in . . . come in,” Cynthia said, opening the door just wide enough to squeeze through. “I’ll put the kettle on and we’ll have a nice cup of tea.”


That was Cynthia all over. She had her priorities straight: welcome, hug (whether delivered or not), explanation, sympathy, and tea, in that order.


She had tactfully left the sympathy until near the end in order to make it seem less serious.


It was a tactic I had used myself on occasion—burying the bad bits among the good—and I appreciated her thoughtfulness.


“Milk and two sugars, if I remember rightly,” she said, when the kettle had boiled and the tea was steeping. “Your shoes and socks are soaked. Give them to me and I’ll put them on the hearth.”


I handed them over and picked a few blades of wet grass from between my toes.


“And how was Canada?” Cynthia asked, stifling a sneeze. “All lakes, moose, and lumberjacks, as expected?”


This was something of a private joke between us. She had confided, as I was leaving for Canada, that her father had once been a log driver on the Ottawa River, and that she sometimes thought of following in his spiked boot steps.


“Pretty much,” I said, and left it at that.


“But how are you?” I added. “You look a fright.”


Cynthia and I were great enough pals that I could get away with it.


“I feel a fright,” she said. “I must look like something the cat dragged in.”


Daffy’s very words to me, I thought.


“I hope you’re not contagious.”


“Good heavens, no! Dr Darby was good enough to look in. He tells me I’m past that stage. Just as well. I have Wolf Cubs at half five and Scouts at seven. Pray for me, Flavia!”


“You ought to be in bed,” I said. “Bundled in flannels and sipping hot toddy with milk.”


Hot toddy and milk was a prescription I’d once heard Mrs Mullet’s husband, Alf, recommend to Father. “It’s a sovereign remedy,” Alf had said. “Good for what ails you, man, beast, or angel.”


Father had remarked later that Alf’s advice was ambiguous but well-meaning.


“Do you have any rum or brandy in the house?”


“I’m afraid not. Sacramental wine is my limit.” She giggled nervously, as if giving away a great secret.


“I could run over to the Thirteen Drakes and beg a bottle. I’m sure Mr Stoker would be happy to put it on tick. It’s not as if—”


“Thank you, Flavia, but no. It’s very sweet of you. I’ve so much to do, I hardly know where to begin.”


And then suddenly, shockingly, she was in tears. I handed over a clean handkerchief and waited for her to subside. Some things simply can’t be rushed.


After a while, the sobs became wet snickers, and the snickers became a weak grin.


“Oh, dear! Whatever must you think of me?”


“I think you work too hard,” I said. “What can I do to help?”


“Nothing,” she answered. “I shall simply have to let some of my chores slide. I shall ring up and tell people the truth: that the vicar is away and that I’m ill.”


“Is the vicar away? I didn’t realise that. How awful for you.”


“The bishop called one of his snap inspections of clergy. ‘The Brains Trust’, he calls it, in order to make it sound jolly. At the diocesan office, of course. Denwyn won’t likely be home until late.”


“You’re sure there’s nothing I can do?”


“I wish there were,” she said. “But the tasks of a country vicar and his church-mouse wife can only be—hold on—wait a minute—yes, there is one thing.”


“I’ll do it!” I said, not caring what it was.


“I hate to send you out in the rain, but our car’s cracked a piston or a connecting rod or some such impossible part, and Bert Archer says he can’t get it back to us before next Wednesday.”


“Don’t worry,” I told her. “I feel better in the rain.”


It was true. The human brain performs more efficiently when taking in humid air than it does in hot or cold dry weather. My theory is that this is some kind of throwback to our fishy ancestors, who lived in the sea and breathed water, and some day when I have sufficient time, I intend to write a paper upon the subject.


“Do you know where Stowe Pontefract is?”


Cynthia’s voice broke in upon my thoughts.


Of course I did. It was only a mile or so as the crow flies from Bishop’s Lacey; two miles, perhaps, if the crow has to ride a bicycle and keep to the roads and lanes. In spite of its spelling, the name of the place was pronounced “Stowe Pumfret,” and it was something of a joke in Bishop’s Lacey.


“It’s a hamlet,” Daffy had once told me. “Too small to be a village—too big to be an omelette.”


“It was done Stowe Pontefract style,” people in Bishop’s Lacey would sometimes say, meaning seldom, poorly, or not at all.


“Yes, I know the place. It’s between here and East Finching,” I said. “First road to the right at the top of Denham Rise. Just past Pauper’s Well.”


“That’s it!” Cynthia said. “Thornfield Chase is no more than a quarter mile in.”


“Thornfield Chase?”


“Mr Sambridge’s place. Although I’m afraid it’s not nearly so grand as it sounds.”


“I’ll find it,” I said.


I could be there and back in an hour. It was not yet mid-morning. Plenty of time to get home and scrubbed for my first visit to Father.


“What would you like me to do?” I asked.


“Just deliver an envelope to Mr Sambridge, dear. He’s a very clever wood-carver. More of an artist, I suppose. Denwyn’s been trying to entice him into replacing—or at least restoring—some of the carved medieval angels on the hammer-beam ends. The poor man suffers dreadfully from arthritis—to be quite frank, he’s as stiff as a board—so that we hate to ask him to come in again. Still, Dr Darby says keeping active is the best thing for it. Shocking what the deathwatch beetle can do once it gets into old oak. You’re sure you don’t mind?”


Whether Cynthia was talking about Mr Sambridge’s joints or the carved angels, I couldn’t work out, and I didn’t want to ask.


“Not at all,” I said. “I’d be happy to help.”


And it was true, although what I was happy about was not so much being helpful, but being able to get away from Buckshaw, Undine, and my blasted sisters, even for a couple of hours. A ride in the rain would do me good. It would blow out the cobwebs that had been forming in my cranium for quite some time.


To the north of Bishop’s Lacey, the road rises steeply in a series of folds. I stood on Gladys’s pedals and pumped for all I was worth. There was no traffic, but if there had been, the drivers would have seen a red-faced girl in a yellow mackintosh swerving slightly and wobbling from side to side as she fought the hill and the furious gusting of the north wind.


Like an aeroplane, a bicycle is capable of stalling at too low a speed, and one has to be prepared to step off and push at any moment. Even with the lowest gear engaged, it was a rough go.


“Sorry, Gladys.” I puffed. “I can only promise you that it’s downhill all the way home.”


Gladys gave a little squeak of delight. She loved coasting as much as I did, and if there was no one in sight, I might even put my feet up on her handlebars: a bit of bicycle artistry that she loved even more than ordinary free-wheeling.


The turnoff came sooner than I expected. A weathered fingerpost pointed east in the direction of Stowe Pontefract. The road was no more than a narrow, rutted lane, but at least it was level. Dense, wild holly hedges grew on either side, their scarlet berries sparkling in spite of the grey, watery light. These pretty but poisonous berries, I recalled with pleasure, contained, among other things: caffeic acid, quinic acid, chlorogenic acid, kaempferol, caffeine, quercetin, rutin, and theobromine. “Theobromine” means, literally, “the food of the gods,” and is the bitter alkaloid found also in tea, coffee, and chocolate. An overdose could be fatal.


Death by means of a lavishly large box of chocolates delivered to a rich and elderly aunt was not just something that happened in mystery novels. No, indeed! It was probably no coincidence that holly and chocolates were always somewhere about at Christmas: the time of year when mortality rates peaked among the aged.


This pleasant train of thought was interrupted by the appearance of a pair of crumbling brick pillars on my left. A cracked wooden signboard, its painted letters peeling as if it suffered from eczema, read: Thornfield Chase. I braked, turned carefully into the drive, and dismounted.


All that remained of the estate was a Gothic hunting lodge, and what was left of that was in sad disrepair. A carpet of green and black moss covered the sagging roof, the doorframes were rotten, and the windows were as dull as dead eyes. A dismal drip-drip-drip came from the plugged gutters, the remains of which hung in metallic tatters.


What an odd place for a so-called master carpenter to live, I thought. There must be more than a little truth in that old proverb: The cobbler’s children and the blacksmith’s horse are always without shoes.


What were Colonel Haviland de Luce’s children without?


That part of my mind switched itself off.


A derelict Austin sedan stood under the trees, a liberal spattering of bird droppings suggesting that it had not been recently moved. I glanced quickly in through its spotted windows. A pair of soft leather driving gloves was visible—one on the seat, the other on the floor. Nothing else.


I turned and slogged through dead wet leaves to the door.


A tug on an old-fashioned bellpull—an ivory knob in a brass plate—produced a surprisingly bright and crisp ringing from somewhere inside the lodge.


In case someone should be watching me through a peephole, I brought the envelope out from beneath my mackintosh and arranged my features into what I thought might pass for eager efficiency: one elbow crooked and slightly raised, brows slightly beetled, lips lightly pursed—a cross between a Post Office telegram boy and Alice’s white rabbit.


The gutters dripped.


I rang again.


“Mr Sambridge,” I called out. “Mr Sambridge . . . are you here?”


No answer.


“Mr Sambridge, it’s Flavia de Luce. I have something for you from the vicarage.”


“Something” sounded more tantalising than “a letter”. “Something” might be money, but then, I imagine, so could “a letter”.


But my choice of words made no difference anyway: Mr Sambridge was not responding.


I suppose I could have dropped the envelope through the letter box, but that is not the way of Flavia de Luce. Cynthia had given me an errand to run, and I would carry it out come hell or high water. It was a question of honour and—yes, let’s face it—curiosity.


I lifted the flap, applied my eyes, and peered through the slot at a painted brick wall with a single coat-hook, upon which hung a Norfolk jacket of the style worn by gamekeepers.


“Hello?” I said, speaking into the opening. “Mr Sambridge?”


I tried the door, knowing even as I did so that it was pointless, but to my amazement, it swung open easily and I stepped inside.


Aside from the boxy little entranceway—constructed to keep the weather from blowing directly in—the ground floor of the lodge was a single large room, and it was clear that this was Sambridge’s woodworking shop. The smell of fresh shavings filled the air: The room was fragrant with the sappy scent of the forest.


A workbench stood in the light of a window, littered with knives, planes, saws, and files, and an assortment of sharp cutting tools: some with flat, some with curved, and some with V-shaped blades. There was a vice, and wooden and rubber mallets of different sizes.


On a stand stood a magnificently carved oak eagle, not quite finished, its vast wooden wings raised and spread, its beak open in a silent shriek, its feathers slightly ruffled, as if rising up like a puff adder to defend its nest from mountain climbers. It was a lectern, of course, and I knew that the eagle represented Saint John the Evangelist.


Once installed in whatever church it was destined for, this bird would strike secret terror into the hearts of all the little children lining up for their first communion—as perhaps it was supposed to do. Even my neck was bristling slightly.


As a wood-carver and an artist, Mr Sambridge was a genius, no doubt about it.


A small cooker, a sink full of soiled dishes, its slow drip-drip matching the sound of the ruined gutters outside, and slipping in and out of time with the Black Forest cuckoo clock on the wall.


Tick . . . tock . . . tick . . . tock . . . DRIP . . . tick . . . tock . . . tick . . . DRIP . . . tock . . .


And so forth.


The hands of the clock were at 10:03.


A few books and a cold fireplace completed the ground floor. A narrow staircase led to the upstairs.


“Hello?” I called again, as I set foot upon the first step.


The man might be an unusually sound sleeper.


Or perhaps he drank. Anything was possible. Even if he did carve evangelical eagles.


“Mr Sambridge?”


A stair tread creaked and I froze—but realised almost at once that I was frightening myself. “Getting in a state,” as Mrs Mullet called it.


I gave a carefree little snort to relieve the tension. The man had gone out and left his front door unlocked. There was no more to it than that.


Technically, I suppose, I was trespassing—perhaps even housebreaking. I’d have just a quick peek into the upper room and then make my exit. I’d leave the envelope on Mr Sambridge’s workbench, where he couldn’t miss it. I might even scribble a little note giving my name and the time of day—so that he would know who’d been in his cottage, and when.


Everything on the up-and-up . . . all shipshape and Bristol fashion . . . all according to Hoyle.


But that was not the way things turned out.


At the top of the stairs was a door.


A closed door.


There is a certain type of person to whom a closed door is a challenge—a dare, a taunt, a glove thrown down—and I am one of them. A closed door is more than a mystery to be solved: It’s an insult. A slap in the face.


As anybody with two older sisters can tell you, a closed door is like a red rag to a bull. It cannot go unchallenged.


I stepped forward, put my ear to the panel, and listened.


Dead silence. Not even the usual amplified roar of an empty room that you expect when you use a wooden door as a sounding board.


I put my hand on the knob, gave it a twist, shoved open the door just wide enough to let my eyes rove over the room.


What a disappointment.


In alphabetical order: bed (neatly made), bookshelf, chair, chamber pot, clothes press, table, and a thin Turkey carpet: all very orderly. All surprisingly neat and clean.


No monsters, no madmen: none of the things you always expect to come leaping out at you when you’re snooping round a stranger’s house.


I pushed the door a little wider, but with a sudden thump, it seemed to meet with some obstruction. It jammed just past the halfway mark.


I stepped into the room, and as I did so, the door swung slowly closed of its own accord.


It must have been off balance, I decided later, because of the weight of Mr Sambridge’s body.


I spun round.


He was hanging upside down, lashed to the back of the door—his arms and shackled legs spread in the shape of a human “X.”




· TWO ·


THE EXPRESSION ON HIS darkened face was ghastly: a look of sheer horror. The eyes bulged out in a stare that might have been amusing if their owner had not been dead. The nostrils were flared and cavernous, like those of a horse about to bolt: as if they had flung themselves open in one last desperate attempt to draw in oxygen. The corners of the open mouth, inverted as they were—turned up instead of down, in mockery of a smile—made it clear that the man had, at the instant of death, been terrified.


How had he come to be strung up in that helpless position, hanging like a hawk from a tree in its tangled jesses, left to struggle helplessly until death freed him?


Saint Andrew had been crucified in just such a spread-eagled way. I remembered that from an exchange visit we had paid several years ago to the Girl Guide troop at Hinley Presbyterian Church. Although the meeting itself had been pretty much of a washout—on account of snobbery—the great stained-glass window behind the pulpit and the “common table,” as the Presbyterians called their altar, had been most instructive.


The centre panel depicted Saint Andrew, who was, as I had expected he would be, fastened to his cross like a giant asterisk, arms and legs flung wide, as if he were a paratrooper whose parachute has not yet opened.


But Mr Sambridge was, as I have said, hanging upside down—unlike Saint Andrew, who had at least been put to death in an upright position.


It was Saint Peter, I remembered, who, at his own request, had been crucified head downwards.


This fact in itself was incredibly interesting. Surely such a bizarre death—and in such an interesting position—coming to a wood-carver who specialised in ecclesiastical subjects could be no coincidence. Was there a hidden message here, having to do with his past?


My first thought, of course, had been to go for help. But it was clear—and it would have been even to someone less accustomed to death than myself—that Mr Sambridge was beyond assistance.


I was fairly certain, anyway, that there was no telephone at Thornfield Chase. I had not noticed one in my quick survey of the downstairs room. And surely, if there had been a telephone installed, Cynthia or the vicar would have rung up Mr Sambridge, rather than sending me on this errand.


Too late for doctors or ambulances. Too late for Mr Sambridge.


For the time being, at least, I had him all to myself.


And I might as well say here and now that, at that very moment, a sudden sense of vast relief swept over me, as if a long-hidden and unexpected sun had risen. I felt as Atlas must have felt when some good Samaritan finally took pity upon him, and lifted the weight of the globe from his poor aching shoulders.


For quite some time now, I had not been myself. Much as I hated to admit it, the events of the past several months had shaken me rather badly. I was not at all the Flavia de Luce I had once been. Whether that was a bad thing or a good one remained to be seen, but until I managed to work it out, the feeling was one of bearing an enormous invisible burden: the weight of the world.


I want to know who I am before it is too late—before I am no longer the same person—before I become someone different. Although there are days when this seems a furious race against time, there are others when it seems to matter not a tinker’s curse.


But now—suddenly—in a flash—an instant—a twinkling of the eye—everything changed.


Somewhere in the universe, a cinder had fallen through the grate and bounced out onto the open hearth.


And yet none of those tired old phrases—in spite of their suggestion of speed—manage to convey how quickly that change came over me.


Before you could say “Jack Robinson!” or “Snap!” (I was ashamed of myself for using these tired old phrases, but for some reason I couldn’t seem to help myself), I felt as if I had been suddenly possessed by my former self—as if from some molten furnace, a new Flavia de Luce had been poured into my old shoes.


No . . . not a new Flavia de Luce, but the old one, yet tempered now, and hard as steel.


It’s amazing what the discovery of a corpse can do for one’s spirits.


I licked the tip of my mental pencil and began to make notes.


Age, I thought: about seventy, at a guess. We had been taught to estimate ages in Girl Guides, not only by physical characteristics but also by comparison. The latter method told me that the man was much older than Father, who was fifty, and younger than old Canon Eastlake, who, at ninety, had crept quavering back to St Tancred’s last summer to be presented with a purse of money for his half-century of services to the Building Fund.


I ticked off the main indicators: grey hair and bushy grey beard tending to white, wrinkled facial skin (dark as it now was and dragged down by gravity), faded grey eyes (yes, they were open, and staring at me), scandalously bushy eyebrows, and a profuse undergrowth of hair in the ears.


I stuck a curious finger into the surprisingly warm mouth, remembering as I did so that fingerprints cannot be taken from dead lips. Mr Sambridge possessed a remarkably good mouthful of natural teeth for someone his age, whether ritually maintained or expensively corrected I could not tell.


As someone who has spent hours of agony strapped down in Dr Frankenstein’s chamber of dental horrors in Farrington Street, I could only respect—and hate—anyone who still possessed such a spotless set of choppers.


That would do for basics, but I knew that I could be much more thorough.


My task was complicated, though, by the position of the body, and by the fact that much of its blood had settled in the head.


Cutting him down was out of the question. If I had learned one thing from Inspector Hewitt in the past, it was not to meddle with dead bodies.


At the very thought of my old friend, I felt my face flushing. How exciting it would be to call in the inspector: to be the one to break the news of Mr Sambridge’s death. But before I could do so—and before I could receive the inspector’s generous and wholehearted praise with an entirely innocent heart—I needed to remove any traces of my own investigation.


But before turning things over to the police, there was much to do, and I’d better get on with it. My time here was limited. I needed to get back to Buckshaw in time for the taxi to visit Father in Hinley; that was one thing that couldn’t be delayed.


I also had to consider the possibility that someone—the postman, perhaps—would come to Thornfield Chase and find me there alone with Mr Sambridge.


Gladys, parked outside, would be a dead giveaway. There wasn’t time to go downstairs and move her to a hiding place, and to be caught doing so would be even more difficult to explain.


No, the best thing was to get on with it, and hope for the best.


Father had once lectured us: “In even the most desperate of situations, you must always put efficiency firSt Efficiency is paramount.”


And he was right. How wise my father was!


Efficiency was everything.


The problem at hand was in making a careful study of Mr Sambridge’s features, hampered as I was by the fact that he was hanging upside down and cutting him loose, as I have said, was out of the question.


The solution came to me at once. I stepped to one side, threw my hands above my head, bent sideways at the waist, planted my right hand down firmly upon the carpet, flung myself into a half cartwheel, and ended up in a handstand, face-to-face—nose to nose, almost—with the corpse.


Much better!


At once—and in spite of the grimace—it looked much more human. Everything seemed to snap into place.


There must be a part of our brain, I thought, that is designed to recognise human features: a part of the brain that switches off when the face is upside down. I must remember to research this theory at a more convenient time.


But for now—and with a sharp shock of recognition—I realised I had seen this face before.


The ocean wave of grey hair, that large, bulbous forehead, the long ears, and the sad eyes had triggered some overgrown memory circuit. The only trouble was, I could not remember the where, the when, or the who of it.


No time for that now, I thought.


At this short range, my view of the dead man’s face was almost microscopic: I could see the pores on his nose (large, but clean) and the myriad of minute red blood vessels in his nose, broken and spreading in all directions like a map of the Amazon and its tributaries.


Aha! I thought. He drinks.


But wait! Although I had not yet searched the house thoroughly, I had come across no alcohol.


Used to drink, I decided.


Was it my imagination, or did the corpse’s face show a little relief at my change of mind?


Around the clearly defined outline of his beard, the cheeks, chin, and neck were clean-shaven without the slightest sign of stubble, which seemed to suggest that he had died early in the day, soon after shaving, rather than later.


I turned my attention to the hair again, which now, hanging down towards the floor, appeared to me, in my inverted position, to be standing on end in fright, but was otherwise a healthy bush, as if its owner had faithfully used a patent hair tonic from birth.


“The hair of a much younger man,” said the voice of the Whisperer in my ear. “Is it possibly a wig?”


Lowering myself to balance on my head and one elbow, I reached out carefully for a handful of strands and gave them a sharp tug, thinking as I did so that (a) you can’t hurt the dead and (b) as with lips, you can’t leave fingerprints on hair.


But this was no wig. The hair was natural. And—I should have thought of this before—it matched perfectly the colour of the hair in the man’s ears and nose.


People who dye their hair, beards, moustaches, and eyebrows for nefarious purposes seldom think to include their earlobes and nostrils.


I studied the skin. The cheeks and forehead were liver-spotted, as were the backs of the hands, which hung helplessly to the floor, the fingers turned in and clawlike—as if their owner had died clutching, like a drowning man, at the proverbial straw.


I examined the fingernails. As I had suspected they would be, several of them—notably the first three on each hand—were broken. And under each of these, partly dried blood was caked. The fingertips themselves were raw and covered with abrasions, a word I had learned from Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit, in which the eldest Miss Pecksniff found abrasions on the knobby parts of her father’s anatomy after he had been knocked down the front steps. I had heard it again from Dogger as he dressed my wounds the first time Gladys shied and dumped me onto the gravel drive.


The abrasions made it likely that the blood under the nails was the corpse’s own.


If his wounds had been inflicted after Mr Sambridge was hung up by his heels, the source of the damage could not have been more than an arm’s length away. It—or they—would have been within reach.


I lowered my feet and sprang out of my headstand.


I didn’t have far to look. The contraption by which Mr Sambridge was suspended was a sort of windlass: an ingenious system of ropes and pulleys attached to the back of the door—not so very different from the rack upon which medieval torturers stretched their victims in the Tower. At the heart of all this was a hand-carved wooden gear assembly, which looked for all the world like a water-wheel in the millstream of some quaint Victorian village. In miniature, of course.


A wooden pawl, or tongue, fell into the teeth of a ratchet gear, assuring that it could turn in only one direction, unless released. The device was a simple one: a mechanism I had learned to recognise when Dogger taught me the art of lock-picking.


The pulleys had been beautifully hand-carved, apparently from single blocks of oak, and polished by someone who was proud of his work. They must have taken weeks of patient work. I could still smell the beeswax with which they had been lubricated.


I could smell something else, too: a whiff of sulphur, or something very like it.


Had the Devil been here in his horns and hooves, leaving behind the smell of brimstone? Had Mr Sambridge met his end in some bizarre ritual, at the hands of a group of village Satanists?


I shook off a growing shiver before it overcame me.


If Mr Sambridge had been murdered, it had been no spur-of-the-moment killing. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to rig up such an infernal device.


A pair of hemp ropes ran up and through the wooden pulleys, ending in leather-padded loops which encircled his ankles.


For a distance of a foot or more, both above and below the dead man’s knees, the fibres of the rope were stained with moist blood. It was obvious that, before dying, he had clawed at his bonds in a frantic attempt to free himself.


But his struggles had been in vain. He was caught up like a fly in a spider’s web.


His face, as I have said, was livid, as might be expected of someone who had died while hanging upside down. Whether or not the congestion was postmortem was something that would only be determined at the inevitable autopsy.


I tried to put myself in his position: to imagine how he must have felt as he waited upside down for death to come.


While I myself have never died, I have mastered the art of standing on my head for lengthy periods of time, in order to stimulate my thinking processes. Dogger had assured me that doing so should not be fatal: Only people with dicky hearts would be at risk during an extended headstand.


Had Mr Sambridge suffered heart troubles?


If he had, his medicine cabinet might well hold the answer. A prescription for anything containing thiocyanate, nitroglycerine, or any of the veratrum alkaloids derived from the corn lily or false hellebore, for instance, would be highly suggestive.
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