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CAST OF CHARACTERS


MAXEN “MAX” TUDOR: A former MI5 agent turned Anglican priest, Max thought he’d found a measure of peace in the idyllic village of Nether Monkslip—until murder began to invade his Garden of Eden.


AWENA OWEN: The own er of Goddessspell, the village’s New Age shop, Awena also has come to own Max Tudor’s heart.


SUZANNA WINSHIP: Sister of the local doctor, the vampy, ambitious Suzanna often feels restless in the small village. The arrival of Umberto Grimaldi does much to alleviate her boredom.


ELKA GARTH: Owner of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden.


ANNETTE HEDGEPETH: Proprietress of the Cut and Dried Hair Salon in Nether Monkslip.


GABRIELLE “GABBY” CREW: Hairdresser at the Cut and Dried.


MME. LUCIE CUTHBERT: Proprietress of La Maison Bleue. Lucie hosts a dinner party with her husband to celebrate the move into their new home.


TARA RAINE: A lithe, attractive yoga instructor, she rents studio space at Goddessspell.


FRANK CUTHBERT: Local historian, author (Wherefore Nether Monkslip), and husband of Mme. Lucie.


THADDEUS BOTTLE: A playwright and actor most recently appearing in London’s West End. In retirement, he returns in triumph to the village of Nether Monkslip.


MELINDA BOTTLE: Thaddeus Bottle’s long-suffering wife. Has she finally suffered too much?


BERNADINA STEED: An estate agent operating in the county of Monkslip, she sold the Cuthberts and the Bottles their new homes.


DR. BRUCE WINSHIP: An expert in general ailments, Dr. Winship revels in theories of how the criminal mind operates.


MRS. HOOSER: Max’s house keeper at the vicarage, and the mother of Tildy Ann and Tom.


ADAM BIRCH: Owner of The Online Begetter bookshop, the site of monthly meetings of the Nether Monkslip Writers’ Square.


MAJOR BATTON-SMYTHE: An amateur historian.


UMBERTO AND FABIO GRIMALDI: Brothers who own the new restaurant, the White Bean, which is the talk of the village.


DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR COTTON: The kinetic DCI is again dispatched from Monkslip-super-Mare to investigate a most suspicious death in the placid village of Nether Monkslip.


FARLEY WALKER: An architect with designs on more than buildings.


KAYLA PRINCE: A waitress who waits for her big break. What makes her react so strangely to one table of customers?


THE RIGHT REVEREND BISHOP NIGEL ST. STEPHEN: He wants to know why Max Tudor is once again involved in murder.


HENRY CORK: A theatrical director, he knows where many bodies are buried.


LUCAS COOMBEBRIDGE: A seascape artist in Monkslip Curry, he may hold the clue to a baffling murder.
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I am living, I remember you.


—Marie Howe, What the Living Do


You have bewitched me, body and soul, and I love, I love, I love you. I never wish to be parted from you from this day on.


—Mr. Darcy in Pride and Prejudice
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PROLOGUE


The dark was always the time of special danger. Few people ventured from their homes after sundown, as even legitimate business might be questioned.


But to be out on one’s daily rounds with a shopping basket, in broad daylight, this was normal, even in these times. Even when food to fill the basket was scarce.


Even when the basket sometimes contained things hidden beneath the false bottom, things dangerous to have in one’s possession, with the meager supplies of bread and vegetables piled on top.


All this had to look normal—and today’s mission was for her the most important of all. Despite the risks of exposure by daylight, in the end she had decided it was safest to hide in plain sight. To brazen it out. To be just another young wife or daughter on a mission to feed her family.


Still, the risk had had to be mitigated. Nothing could happen to draw attention. There could be no unexpected sound or noise. God would forgive this one necessary thing.


Her burden was as light as a basket of kittens and she had only a short distance to walk. Having tightened her resolve, she opened the door, deliberately not looking around her—that would seem suspicious to anyone watching. She had to look as though she were dropping off supplies, an innocent errand. Once inside the ancient building, she took off her shoes, tiptoeing in her stocking feet. The hard soles of her shoes striking the stone floor might also attract attention before she was ready for it.


She set the basket down behind the door, and loosened the blanket covering its contents, averting her eyes as she did so. This would be easier without the final images. She had learned that much in recent months, to prevent any memory that could be dangerous. She had prepared a note explaining everything, and asking for prayers, and tucked it well inside the basket.


She retrieved her shoes and then rang the bell, one swift pull on the rope, and breathed a silent farewell.


Again hardening her heart, she closed the door behind her and walked down the cold stone steps.


This time, she had been unlucky, for unfriendly eyes had followed her. She didn’t know it, but she had just exchanged her last ration of luck.
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CHAPTER 1


New Moon


Thursday, March 22


The vernal equinox had come and gone, and Easter would soon be upon them. The Reverend Maxen “Max” Tudor was in his vicarage working at his computer, a machine so antiquated, it almost needed foot pedals to operate. He was rather feverishly trying to write a sermon on one of Saint Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, a sermon that was beginning to irk even Max. Paul could sound so smug at times. So sure of himself. So holier-than—


Inspired, Max began to write: “Saint Paul at times appears to our modern world as the smug apostle—a man holier-than-thou, a preachy know-it-all full of scoldings and reprimands, chiding others for the way they lived their lives. But the Corinthians . . .”


But the Corinthians, what? There was no but. Saint Paul at his worst had always been hard to take—the garrulous, advice-giving uncle no one wanted to sit next to at dinner, the Polonius of his day. The fun-loving Corinthians had probably stampeded in their rush to avoid the old Gloomy Gus missionary.


Max, searching his mind for a more inspiring topic, a more accessible theme, a more man-of-the-people apostle, began playing with the various fonts in his word-processing software. Gothic typeface in deep purple for the stories of the apostles, orange Arial for the words of the angel Gabriel to Mary, and blue Garamond in italics for her replies. Max deliberated some more, then in twenty-point Gothic he typed “Let there be light,” and highlighted the words with the yellow text highlight function.


Well, this was getting him nowhere. He selected all the text on the page and with a sigh changed everything to boring old twelve-point black Times New Roman. He thought a moment, then keyed in “And darkness was upon the face of the deep.”


Backspace, backspace, backspace. He stole a glance at the copy of Glossamer Living magazine on his desk, left behind by one of his parishioners—a sort of negative inspiration, since he and his parishioners were living in the season of Lent, a time for setting aside personal indulgences, most of which were featured between the covers of this publication. High fashion and fast cars; pricey houses, restaurants, and vacations. On the cover was a photograph of a castle garden in Normandy, with a bed of Technicolor tulips in the foreground.


How had it gotten to be springtime already? Max, leafing through his desk calendar, blinked with something like wonder, then looked at the watch on his wrist, as if that might confirm what he was seeing. The variable weather of the past few months had been disorienting, for humans as well as for plants and animals. It seemed to him the newborn lambs had arrived earlier this year. Easter, the most important day in the church calendar, would be here before he knew it—or, at this rate, had a sermon ready for it. He noticed the full moon fell on Good Friday this year, which seemed fitting somehow. Awena called it the “Egg Moon”; he had no idea why. Some pagan tradition rolled into the Easter traditions, he thought, enjoying the unintentional pun.


The God Squad would be meeting soon to discuss the “Eat, Pray, Plan” retreat, and while preparing for these vestry meetings seemed a futile gesture, preparation was necessary to maintain some semblance of order. He also needed to schedule tryouts for instrumentalists for the Sunday services while the organist was away for the summer. Max so far had vetoed the zither and banjo, but that had left him with few options. Awena had offered to play her set of crystal singing bowls, but that was as yet a step too far for St. Edwold’s.


And—oops! There was the appointment with the bishop coming up in a few days’ time. How could he nearly have forgotten? The man’s secretary had been most insistent it was important, but she hadn’t known what it was about. Max, who could guess, took a red pencil out of the top drawer of his desk and drew a big star on his calendar by the appointment date. Then, still unwilling to return to his sermon, he scrabbled around in the drawer for a pencil sharpener and began honing all his pencils to a fine point.


As he procrastinated in this way, Max glanced out the casement window of the vicarage study. The slice of Nether Monkslip in his view was of a classic village whose roots predated recorded history, a place that had survived centuries of wars and feuds and conspiracies largely because it had managed to go unnoticed. It was a village of stone cottages and thatched roofs, and of timber and brick; of Tudor wattle and daub and Georgian houses and the occasional postwar development—a mix of styles pleasing to the eye and just managing to avoid the chaotic. Max, from his favorite spot up on Hawk Crest, where he would rest with his dog, Thea, from the strenuous climb, found time evaporating as he gazed, trancelike, at the peaceful scene below. The villagers more often than not would be going about their shopping, or be huddled in little groups, often accompanied by a swirl of dogs. He was reminded of a toy village setting for an elaborate train set. Outlying fields were divided by drystone walls kept in perfect repair; on a clear night, he might see in the distance a ferry leaving Monkslip-super-Mare, lights ablaze. Once the weather warmed, there would be a duck race on the River Puddmill, an event to which Max looked forward with as much innocent pleasure as a child.


The eldest villagers of Nether Monkslip, most of whom descended from serfs, were rapidly dying off or selling up, to be replaced by Yuppies from afar. These transplants—many his parishioners—were today carrying bright umbrellas against a mild March drizzle. They often passed down the road fronting the vicarage, headed to or from the High Street, which is why Max had positioned his desk at the window for maximum viewing. Hedges in front of the window provided a bit of a screen for him to hide behind.


He saw Suzanna Winship slink by, in her dolce far niente way, throwing a provocative glance in the direction of the vicarage and metaphorically revving her engines, probably just to keep in practice. He watched Elka Garth of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden bustle past, carrying supplies, her son loitering empty-handed in her wake. That he was with her at all meant she’d managed to tear him momentarily from the video games he played so obsessively.


Then there came the ironmonger, delivering a roll of chicken wire, followed by the woman who created beaded-jewelry purses she sold over the Internet—Jeanne something. And Annette Hedgepeth, who owned Cut and Dried, the local beauty salon. Annette was with two of her hairdressers, their three shiny well-coiffed heads—one blond, one brown, one white—together in furious discussion under a large blue umbrella. Hairstylists, he supposed they were called now. The eldest of them he knew by name, even though she was not a member of St. Edwold’s, but attended a Catholic church in Monkslip-super-Mare. She was Gabrielle “Gabby” Crew—a widowed aunt or some sort of relation to Mme. Lucie Cuthbert—who would be at the dinner party to which he was invited Friday night. He knew little more about this woman with the beautiful white hair than that she was the type of person often to be seen with a yoga mat under her arm: She was a frequent habitué of the yoga classes taught by Tara Raine at the back of Awena’s Goddessspell shop.


The party was to be held at the new home of Frank and Lucie Cuthbert, just outside the village proper. The ostensible purpose of the gathering was to formally welcome four relative newcomers to the village; its, in reality, purpose was to showcase both the house and Lucie’s expert French cooking. Two of the newcomers were a couple, Thaddeus and Melinda Bottle. Thaddeus Bottle needed no introduction, or so Max had been assured, since Thaddeus was legendary for his roles on London’s West End stages as well as for his authorship of several plays. Much like Shakespeare, Thaddeus in retirement had returned to the village of his youth and bought its second-largest house. But there, Max somehow felt certain, all similarities stopped. Apart from the fact of Shakespeare’s unrivaled genius, there was his differing taste in architecture: Shakespeare had his timber and brick New Place, and Thaddeus had a remodeled glass and synthetic-wood horror, which stood just past the train station on the road to Staincross Minster. The villagers called it “Bottle Palace.”


In addition to the hairstylist Gabby Crew—who was living over Lucie and Frank’s shop in the village until she could find other accommodation—there would be the estate agent, Bernadina Steed, who had sold thespian Thaddeus and Melinda their new home. Bernadina had, in fact, lived in the area nearly four years, but like Max she was a newcomer in Village Standard Time. Village doctor Bruce Winship had also been invited, to make an even eight at table.


Max gathered he himself had been included to balance out the male-female ratio, his usual role. He had a suspicion from hints dropped by Mme. Cuthbert that Dr. Winship was intended as a potential match for the “new” estate agent. Somehow—and Max did not yet suspect the reason—the frantic matchmaking efforts aimed at his own eligible and attractively ruffled dark head had ceased. Max’s involvement with Goddessspell shop owner Awena Owen, she of the faraway gaze and shiny smile and New Age beliefs, had retired him from the field, after his having defended his “most eligible bachelor” title in several skirmishes with matchmaking members of the Women’s Institute—particularly those with daughters, nieces, sisters, and maiden aunts of marriageable age. Bitter as the disappointment had been for many (particularly Dr. Winship’s sister, Suzanna), no one seriously questioned Max’s choice. Awena was too well liked for that, and the match, if a bit unusual, seemed (in a word) preordained.


Awena might herself have been invited, but she had gone to teach a weeklong residential course on “Cooking and Curing with Herbs” at the Women’s Institute’s Denman College in Oxfordshire.


Max recalled a conversation he’d had with Awena when the Bottles had first moved into the area.


“Thaddeus doesn’t go out of his way to endear himself to the villagers,” Awena had said. “Nor did his wife at first, really, although the general trend is to feel sorry for her. It is felt she’s made a bad bargain in marrying him and doesn’t quite have the wit to know how to get out of it.”


“Nor the money.”


“Nor the money,” Awena had repeated. “It so often comes down to that, doesn’t it? There have been rumblings . . . something about a prenuptial agreement.”


“How in the world did the villagers learn that so quickly?” Max was genuinely stunned, although on reflection he realized this sort of thing was all in a day’s work for the village grapevine, under the command of former schoolmistress Miss Pitchford.


“Melinda drinks,” Awena had added. “Quite a bit. Which must cloud her judgment, not to mention drain her energy for leaving him—assuming that’s what she wants to do.”


“Perhaps I should go and visit them, even though they’ve not joined St. Edwold’s.”


“I’ll go,” said Awena. “I’ll visit her when I know the Greatest Star Ever to Shine on the West End is not around. I’m liable to get much further that way. And it’s a woman she needs to talk to—that is my sense of things.”


“All right,” said Max. “You’re right. I can see that.”


“Besides, I think she’s used to trying to manipulate men to get what she wants. It will save you hours if I go, since we’ll be able to cut through all that.”


And so it was decided. Although Awena kept the details of her conversation with Melinda confidential, Max gathered that Melinda had been grateful for the offer of friendship. Once Awena learned Melinda was a great reader (somewhat to Awena’s surprise), she made sure the newcomer was included in the village’s book club meetings. Awena also mentioned the local writers’ group was always open to new members. Again to Awena’s surprise, Melinda expressed an avid interest.


Max, after briefly returning his wandering attention to his sermon, thought how much he welcomed Lucie’s dinner invitation as a novelty that would take his mind off Awena’s absence. For his mind dwelt on Awena more than he had thought possible: She had quickly become a mainstay in his life. Several times a day, watching something on the telly or reading a book, he would turn in his chair to make some comment or to share a joke with her and be caught up short, realizing she was gone. It all somehow led him to think of what the world—his world—would be like without her in it ever again, and his heart would seize up with despair, his breath caught by the starkness of the vista painted by his imagination. Then he would give himself a mental shake—she was only miles away—and return to the task at hand. But still the shadow would have fallen on his day.


Max again checked his watch. It was not a good time of day to call her. Awena had set times for daily meditation, Max knew—not unlike his own prescribed Anglican practice.


A shaft of sunlight just then broke from behind a cloud, enveloping the village in a haloish spring glow. “From you have I been absent in the spring,” thought Max. And he sighed, this time with a sublime happiness that radiated through his heart and his soul. He was as content in his personal life as a man could be without imploding from sheer joy. His concerns, if they could even be labeled as such, were minute. Yes, his sermon for the week would not quite come together, but he’d think of something—he always did. There was a recurring stain on one wall of the church of St. Edwold’s, but that would be corrected by a new roof, paid for out of a wholly unexpected benefice from a wholly unexpected benefactor. A small patch of skin on his right arm stung from a cooking wound he’d dealt himself the eve ning before. The local writers’ group was erupting with the usual skirmishes, and he was fending off requests to join and pour oil on those troubled waters: He had enough to do getting the sermons written. That several of the members were suggesting he, as a former MI5 agent, might write a spy thriller was added inducement for him to stay away. For one thing, he was bound by the Official Secrets Act from disclosing most of what he had done and who he had been during his years with the agency. For another thing, no. Just: no.


These were all, however, minor, negligible irritations. He was grateful. He was content, as content as any man could ever be. He had Awena in his life and she looked set to stay there, always at his side, at least in spirit—a perfect way to describe Awena at any time. What more could he ask?


There was a stirring behind him, the whisper of small feet brushing against the carpet. A mouse might make such a noise. But this particular mouse was a child named Tom. His mother, Mrs. Hooser, had earlier brought a huge breakfast tray into the vicarage study. The boy must have followed her in and remained behind.


“That’s so kind,” Max had said to her, “but really, you don’t have to do this.” He’d started to say he’d eaten already but then realized she might catch him in the lie, as there were no traces of such activity left in the kitchen as normally there would be. Mrs. Hooser cooked with a heavy hand in the carbohydrate and bacon-grease departments.


“Nonsense!” she’d said, in her musical accent, as if she might burst into song. “I’ll not be leaving you to starve on my watch.”


I am so very far from starving, he’d thought. Apart from the wonderful meals he shared at Awena’s house, there were any number of other tempting dining options, for Nether Monkslip was fast becoming a gourmet’s destination, as witnessed by the recent opening of the White Bean restaurant.


When Max had learned his house keeper’s children were being left alone in the late afternoons with only periodic look-ins by a neighbor, Max had told Mrs. Hooser to have them come to the vicarage instead. The girl, Tildy Ann, now did her homework at the vicarage kitchen table. It was hard to say what her younger brother, Tom, did exactly. Max would often turn from working at his desk to find the child sitting with rapt fascination and endless patience, waiting for Max’s attention. The boy was preternaturally quiet—so much so that Max suspected he was under threat of some dire punishment from his sister if he disturbed the vicar at his work. Max had overheard her once promise to shellac him if he didn’t behave. Tildy Ann stood in loco parentis to Tom, since Mrs. Hooser, a single mother, was too overwhelmed most days to take on the job.


Often Max would find Tom pretending to read one of the massive tomes from the study’s bookshelf, his dark head bent with intense interest over a book that weighed nearly more than he did, as he petted Thea, Max’s Gordon setter and a silent (usually sleeping) partner in this vicar vigil. Sometimes, the pair of them would have fallen asleep, waiting for Max to do something. In Thea’s case, the something was always to take her for a walk. What Tom wanted, apart from Max’s presence, it was more difficult to say.


Max, as he headed toward the kitchen to make some hawthorn tea, noticed Tom’s shoelace had come untied. Also that the boy seemed to have cut his hair himself. More likely, from the tattered look of things, his sister had cut his hair for him, using the rounded plastic scissors he’d seen her using for her paper dolls.


Max first tried teaching Tom how to tie the lace himself; the child willingly gathered one side of the bow in one fist, holding it for dear life. But his fingers were still too small and his movements too clumsy to loop the matching lace around the stem, and he kept wrapping the lace around his fist instead.


As Max was tying a double bow on the boy’s shoe, the sound of breaking ornaments confirmed that Mrs. Hooser was dusting in the next room. Max gathered his newfound contentment around him like a cloak before going to investigate, more out of curiosity than annoyance. Tom and Thea padded in his wake.





Subject: Hello! And an Update


From: Gabrielle Crew (gabby@TresRapidePoste.fr)


To: Claude Chaux (Claude43@TresRapidePoste.fr)


Date: Thursday, March 22, 2012 6:48 P.M.


Claude—How lovely to receive your warm e-mail on a cold and blustery English day.


Aside from the weather, Nether Monkslip is a lovely village, quite cut off from the world—a drowsy sort of place. It is just what I needed—right now, at this point in my life. The loss of Harold was a rude jolt, a reminder, as if I needed reminding, that life goes by too quickly. We must all seize our own happiness as we can.


You asked if I had made new friends here. Indeed I have! The villagers are wonderful about keeping me included. And living over Frank and Lucie’s shop, with its little white ceramic pig propped beside the front door, I feel very much at the center of village doings. Tomorrow I’m having dinner at their new home. As I have said before, they have treated me from the first like a long-lost relative. I nearly am a relative, as you know. These distant relationships mean more as time passes and fewer of us are left behind.


 What a coincidence it was to open a magazine and see Lucie’s village pictured in its pages. Well, the article actually was about a restaurant in the village, the White Bean, but the village itself is fast becoming what the young people would call a “foodie destination.” Fortunately, I think, the village really cannot sustain a huge influx of people. To a man and to a woman, they keep themselves to themselves and they like it that way.


I’m sorry I have to rush, but tonight is the crochet circle I told you about and I’m running late now. It is true that the older one gets, the busier one gets. I’ve been asked to join the local writers’ group, as well—I don’t know about that! My scribblings I’ve always held private. But I did want you to know that, as always, I think of you.


Rushing now,


Your loving Gabby xox
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CHAPTER 2


Writers’ Square


Thursday, March 22, 7:15 P.M.



Later that same evening, Adam Birch was telling his fellow members of the Writers’ Square the story of Nunswood, the thicket near the ancient menhirs up on Hawk Crest, and how it came by its name. He held the legal pad on which he had been writing all that afternoon, clutching his pen tightly in his fist like a child learning to write, a picture of concentration as the words had spilled from the pen.


“They say the nun was a ‘real’ sister of one of the monks at the abbey—his blood relative, you see—and she passed through Nether Monkslip with a group of nuns on their way to found a nunnery near Temple Monkslip. The legend is she’s buried on Hawk Crest, with its steep, winding path leading to the top—buried at a secret location within Nunswood. Her grave is rumored to be not far from the menhirs, near the healing spring.”


“Not quite healing enough, then, was it?” said Suzanna. “If she died, I mean.”


“They say she was murdered,” said Adam. “There’s no cure for being murdered.”


The members of the Writers’ Square sat in one of the many homey nooks of Adam’s bookshop, The Onlie Begetter, where stacks of old books were used as table legs, and coff ee-table books were used as tables, lending a new meaning to the term. They gathered around a real table, a square wooden one—a coffee table scattered with pens and notebooks and novels and magazines, and illuminated by two Tiff any-style lamps and by the golden, cozy glow of the fireplace. The shop, off ering both new and “antiquarian” books, featured a stained-glass window of Saint Francis de Sales, the patron saint of writing. Local antiquarian Noah had rescued the ancient find from a church scheduled for demolition.


The Writers’ Square group had been named after much heated discussion, and in the end took its name from the square table they used for their meetings. Besides, it sounded so much more avant-garde than “Writers’ Circle.” They were determined, Frank in particular, to be avant-garde if at all possible.


Adam had been unusually busy that day, as the deadline loomed for the monthly magazine he used to promote his shop; he wrote it all himself, and set the pages using the desktop publishing software that had come bundled with his computer. Suzanna often was heard to remark that it looked as if the layout had been done by a man wearing sunglasses in a darkened, windowless room, with crooked columns of text unevenly spaced, sentences that mysteriously disappeared in mid-flow, and uncaptioned photos having no evident bearing on the topic at hand. A review of the latest legal thriller, for example, might be illustrated by a photo of a wild boar. It was called the Village Voice and it was hugely pop u lar amongst the habitués of the Hidden Fox, the Cavalier, and the Horseshoe.


Waiting for Adam to put out the CLOSED sign on the shop door, Suzanna Winship and Elka Garth had poured themselves coffee in the shop’s little kitchen alcove.


“Have you been to Cut and Dried since Gabby started working there?”


Suzanna shook her head.


“You should give her a try,” said Elka. “She’s very trendy.”


“Since when is blue hair trendy?”


“Well, her own hair is bluish, but that’s just her style. It’s that white so white, it looks blue in certain lights—very flattering. She’s really good at sizing you up.”


Suzanna leveled a gaze out of her chocolate brown eyes. “No one is good at sizing me up.” She examined one manicured hand. “Many are called; few are chosen. That place is like something out of Miss Pitchford’s day—she who, by the way, would call it ‘the hairdresser’s.’ These days, except for an emergency updo, I go to Alfonse at the Do or Dye in Monkslip-super-Mare.”


“You should try Gabby,” Elka repeated. “Remember when I tried to cut my own fringe a few weeks ago? I looked like I’d had my head half chewed off by a wild animal. Gabby’s the one who fixed it. Free of charge.” She fluffed out the hair now lightly feathered across her forehead. “She’s ever so good.”


Suzanna eyed her critically. Apart from the half-inch outgrowth of white root showing skunklike at the part, Elka’s hair was showing vast improvement lately. Elka worked long hours, seldom taking time out for herself. She even looked as though she might have dropped half a stone from around her middle. She was wearing her jumper turned inside out, and one of her hoop earrings was on backward, but even so . . .


“We’ll see.” Suzanna, in jeggings, heels, and an oversized cashmere jumper, settled against the cushions on one of the sofas. “But Alfonse is just getting used to me. It’s hard to make a change. One feels one is being unfaithful somehow.”


“Oh, I do know what you mean. It’s like a divorce, isn’t it? You simply—”


Frank Cuthbert had sat quietly throughout this discussion in an overstuffed chair by the fireplace, scanning his notes and sipping his glass of red wine. He wore rose-tinted glasses and a turtleneck under his tweed sports jacket, and his bristly white beard and hair had gone uncombed in his haste not to be late for the meeting. He looked like a bereted woodland creature emerging from the brambles after some sort of massive literary struggle for survival. Sadie, his bichon frise, lay somnolently at his feet, nose buried in her paws.


“Ladies, if you wouldn’t mind . . .” he interrupted importantly, as Adam joined them. “Your pages?”


Pages was a professional term Frank had heard used somewhere. He liked tossing it into the conversation, along with the word script, which he condescendingly had explained to the group was short for manuscript.


Suzanna took a seat and began leafing through a copy of Write What You Know magazine. “There’s an ad in here for a ‘Certified Poetry Therapist,’ ” she said, briefly turning the open magazine so they all could see. “I never heard of such a thing, have you? What next, a comic book therapist?” She held the periodical at arm’s length, reading aloud. “ ‘Poetry can be a powerful tool for unleashing secret healing and creative forces in the psyche.’ ”


“You can be certified to do that?” asked Elka.


“I think one had probably better be, don’t you? I wouldn’t want amateurs probing around my psyche.”


“I’m sure that’s all well and good for some,” said Frank brusquely. “But poetry is beyond the realm of our expertise in this group. Now, ladies, if I could just—”


“I don’t think you need expertise. I think you only need a heart,” said Elka earnestly.


“If having a heart were the only qualification, we’d all be famous,” said Frank.


Elka hesitated. “I was encouraging Gabby to join us, you see. She told me she writes poetry sometimes.”


Frank was hugely reluctant. “We’d have to put it to a vote.”


“There are only four of us, with Awena gone.” Awena, always a leavening influence, was absent because of her class at Denman College. With the group’s encouragement, she was writing a book that encompassed her philosophy, her seasonal tips, her recipes, and her herbal remedies. Suzanna was predicting an Oprah endorsement. “We’d need a tiebreaker,” said Elka. “As you know, we’ve had some attrition lately . . . the Major.”


The Major lived alone now, surrounded by Benares brass, his retirement activities supervised with languid contempt by a Persian cat. He had dropped out of the group some time ago, as he found writing interfered with his golf game. He had been working on a military history of the world and had found this to be a mushrooming project. But the chapters he had shared with the group, characterized as they were by sweeping yet achingly dull summaries of historic events, would remain with them forever, as Suzanna had observed.


Similarly, Melinda Bottle, not long ago arrived in Nether Monkslip, had participated in the group when it had met on Saturdays, although participated might be too strong a term, since she seemed to have only a nodding acquaintance with the written word. She once submitted for the group’s consideration an index card containing a home recipe for an avocado face mask. Elka had correctly surmised that the group meetings were an excuse for Melinda to get out of the house and away from her husband, who was reputed to be somewhat of a tyrant.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Suzanna, after some further discussion. “If Elka vouches for Gabby, that’s good enough for me. A poet would provide a nice sort of balance.”


Adam now picked up his legal pad to continue his read-aloud. The Writers’ Square did not exist, as it might first appear, as an arena for its members to get on one another’s nerves. These budding authors were, for the most part, extremely gentle with one another’s creations. Anything that seemed to imply criticism generally came from one source, and that source was similarly accepted (for the most part) as just being true to itself.


“You don’t feel,” said Suzanna, when Adam had stopped to draw breath, “that the phrase ‘blue as the sky’ has been just a tad overused in describing the color of someone’s eyes?”


“Yes, yes,” said Adam. “I rather thought so, too. But it’s deucedly hard to describe eyes, when you think about it. How would you have handled it?”


“I would have said her eyes were blue,” answered Suzanna.


“And you call yourself a romance writer?” asked Frank.


“I take your point,” said Suzanna. “Steamy blue eyes, then. My hero has steamy blue eyes, but go ahead and borrow that if you like.”


“But you can’t—” began Elka.


“What can’t I?”


“Your hero is already steaming quite a lot, from what I’ve read of your book. He steams and smolders throughout. I would use another word for his eyes.”


Suzanna gave this some thought.


“Moldering, then.”


“Is that a word?”


“Yes. It means disintegrating,” Adam said. “I don’t quite think that’s the word you want in this instance.”


And so it went, throughout the long eve ning, a perfect illustration of why so little actual writing got done in the Writers’ Square.


“ ‘And on winter nights,’ ” Adam read, “ ‘when the wind is heard in the trees, it is her voice calling for her lover, whom in life she darest not name.’ ”


They were all nicely settled into the session now, coffee cups or wineglasses full, and eyes bright, in the case of Suzanna and Frank, like owls on the alert for stray field mice or, in Frank’s case, the stray comma. Adam flipped over another page of his pad and cleared his throat. The brown cardigan he wore in the shop as a sort of dust jacket had been replaced, in deference to the cool weather and the bookish occasion, with a fisherman’s knit jumper and a wool scarf looped artfully around his neck. In summer, it would be a Hawaiian shirt, his trousers held up with striped braces. Befitting his profession, Adam had a domed Shakespearean forehead, basset-hound eyes, and a quiet, scholarly manner. He had been amicably divorced for many years and seemed untouched by the general downturn in the book trade. He went to book sales and had uncovered a few gems, relying on instinct as much as knowledge. He sold mostly through an online presence these days, but he was a book lover to his fingertips and too often couldn’t bear to part with his signed treasures.


Adam had set aside the other novel he’d been writing for years, having given up on a creation in which the literary world had shown either no interest or an active dislike. It had been a modern novel, experimental—so much so as to be incomprehensible. Suzanna described it as the written equivalent of a whistle only dogs could hear. Now he was writing something “popular,” and was thinking of calling it A Death in Nunswood.


“ ‘And now she lives the life beyond the veil, the veil we darest not pierce.’ ” Adjusting his rimless spectacles, Adam peered about the group, to see how they were taking this. “Future generations have called the spot haunted, and on All Hallows’ Eve, few darest approach Nunswood at night.”


It was all too much for Suzanna. From where she sat on the overstuff ed chintz-covered sofa, feet tucked beneath her, she drawled, “Adam, darest I interrupt you to ask whether darest is a word?” She turned inquiringly toward Frank, their resident pedant. “I don’t think darest is a word, do you?”


Frank pulled thoughtfully at his beard. “It was a word at one time.”


“So was codpiece,” said Suzanna. “Unless we’re writing a historical novel about the Cultural Revolution of Henry the Eighth, I don’t think we need to revive the worst of the old language.”


“It is Poetry,” said Adam. The uppercase P was clearly implied. “I am using Poetic License.” Ditto the L.


“It’s a word if it has letters,” said Frank. Suzanna looked at him, for once not quite knowing what to say.


“DKNY has letters,” said Elka Garth doubtfully. Elka was writing a cookbook, a collection of baking recipes. She was hamstrung by the fact that her methods and measurements were intuitive, honed over years of operating the Cavalier Tea Room. She could eyeball with scientific precision how much flour to pour into the “big chipped yellow bowl,” for example, but she had had trouble translating this into grams.


“Hmm,” said Frank and Suzanna together.


“Let Adam go on,” suggested Elka. “I like this story.”


Adam, a gentle soul, his petals easily crushed, looked gratefully at Elka, his brown eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses.


“Go on,” said Suzanna, but in a low voice. “It might cure my insomnia.”


“Is there really a magical spring where a murder was committed?” asked Elka. “Formed at the spot where the nun’s blood was shed?”


“That depends on who you darest ask,” replied Suzanna.


“Whom,” corrected Frank automatically.


“What?” said Suzanna.


“That depends on whom you ask,” said Frank.


“Really?” Suzanna managed to pack quite a bit of feeling into the two syllables. “Then I’ll ask the right person next time,” she said. “And the spring,” she continued, turning away from Frank, the Grammar Czar, “has been around since anyone can remember. It used to be called ‘Blood Spring.’ Still is, by some of the village wrinklies. Its healing properties have been well known for centuries.”


“Absolutely,” said Elka.


Suzanna nodded. “It’s not talked about much—they want to keep the tourists away.” “They” were understood to be the members of the Nether Monkslip Parish Council. “When I first came to Nether Monkslip, I took out a book on the subject from the perambulating library. And, of course, Awena knows all about it.”


“Thank you, Elka and Suzanna,” said Adam. “If I may I’ll insert a bit of background here, since some of us at least seem to be interested. Monks from the old abbey at some point took over the pagan spring, which had been there, as Suzanna says, forever—adopting and caring for it. Interestingly, they didn’t choose to obliterate the pagan symbols they found scattered about, often carved into the stone menhirs. They incorporated them with their Christian symbols.”


“That was broad-minded of them,” said Elka.


Adam nodded. “Th is live-and-let-live attitude persisted until the Reformation and the dissolution of the monasteries. The spring was forgotten. It was rumored that when Henry’s men came to destroy the “popish” symbols, a monk from the nearby abbey, on the orders of the abbot, buried some of the monastery’s treasure at the spring.”


“Very good idea, that,” said Elka.


“I’m thinking of turning the story into a screenplay,” Adam said.


“Oh!” said Elka, to whom screenplay writing was a dark art, like necromancy. “Do you know how to write a screenplay? Don’t you have to format it and things?”


“Well, it’s just dialogue, really. Beckettian. Brief, punchy sentences. You know.”


“What’s the title?”


“Wait for Spring.”


“I’m waiting.”


“I mean that’s the title.”


Frank said, “I thought of turning Wherefore Nether Monkslip into a screenplay.” Wherefore Nether Monkslip, or WNM as it was called by those who felt they’d read or heard about it at least a thousand times, was Frank’s contribution to the folklore of the region. Originally, it had debuted in pamphlet form. Frank had typed every word in a slow hunt and peck at his old typewriter and then had had photocopies made at the stationers in Monkslip-super-Mare, complete with his later insertions and crossings-out. Later, he’d splurged, dipping into his savings to have the pamphlet published by a vanity press. (That he had not consulted his wife, Lucie, over this decision was still a hot topic in the Cuthbert house hold.) Copies were available for purchase, as he liked to say, everywhere—that is, at the Hidden Fox pub and, more recently, at the little shop attached to the post office. He had in the meantime secured another blurb for the back cover (to add to the one from Jack Ralston-Fifle, Historian and Author), this time from “Literature Authority Ivor Blattfallen.” It read, in total, “Frank Cuthbert’s finest effort to date,” which neatly managed to sidestep several issues, including the fact that it was Frank’s only effort to date.


“I thought Wherefore Nether Monkslip was more a rambler’s guide to the area,” said Suzanna.


“Oh, I’ve much expanded it beyond the early drafts. I’ve added characters, you see, to flesh the whole thing out.”


“Ah,” said Suzanna.


“I’ve just been reworking chapter sixty-seven,” said Frank. “I’ll read a few paragraphs aloud, shall I?”


Suzanna listened patiently—as patiently as Suzanna could, like someone waiting for the results of urgently commissioned chest X-rays or an autopsy report—and finally broke in to say, “Frank, the clichés! Why don’t you just have him twirl his mustache while you’re at it?”


“You feel the character is a cliché, Suzanna?” Frank fairly bristled with tetchy annoyance: It was as though the hairs in his beard stood on end. Frank, for all his writerly optimism, occasionally succumbed to moments of self-doubt. Sadie awoke and stood beside him, a look of anxiety on her face.


“Is that what you’re implying?” Frank demanded.


“I imply nothing. I clearly state that you’re hamming it up too much. Do you want my help getting published or don’t you?” Suzanna, with her tenuous and fading connections to the world of London publishing, frequently adopted this sort of attitude, best described as “take it or leave it.” Only Suzanna emerged unscathed from the resulting spats, her wanton disregard for opposing opinions intact. She was one of those lucky people born without filters; for the most part, she simply didn’t care what others thought.


“I’m thinking I might put an excerpt on the Internet,” Frank told the others, gazing darkly ahead and avoiding Suzanna’s eyes.


“Oh!” Elka was enthusiastic. She sold her marzipan creations over the Web—tiny, exquisitely crafted animals and flowers—but had hired a firm to build her Web site and process orders. How they did this was, to her, an even darker art than scriptwriting. “Do you know how to Webmaster?”


“It’s child’s play. In fact, my grandchild has offered to help me.”


Elka turned to Suzanna. “How’s your book coming along, then?” Suzanna, when last heard from, had been writing what might politely be called a romance with erogenous interludes.


“Swimmingly. Have a look.” Suzanna handed her a notebook with a cardboard cover of a vivid paisley design of pinks and greens.


Elka read a few pages in silence, then put down the notebook, as if its pages might ignite in her hands.


“I’ve never seen our vicar surge or pulse, now that I come to think of it,” she said at last. “Max just . . . well, he’s just there. He is what he is.”


“Who said I’m writing about Max?”


“Puh-leeze. ‘Black hair falling rakishly over one gray eye, and a devilish grin’?”


“Yes, so? That describes hundreds of men.”


“ ‘A devilish grin that belied a . . .’ ”—she reached for the line again—“ ‘a compassionate and tender nature’? And what happened to his other eye, by the way?”


“Dozens of men,” insisted Suzanna. “I can fix that bit about the eye.”


Adam, who had left momentarily to replenish his coffee cup, rejoined them. Elka told him, “I think Suzanna may have discovered a new romance novel subgenre. Vicar porn.”


“Really,” said Adam. “I’m not sure if it’s all that new. Anyway, I thought you were writing your memoirs?”


“I can do both. It’s all the same thing, when you really think about it, isn’t it? I’ve already had my author photo taken. So I’m ready, whenever the iron’s hot.”


“You just have to finish writing the book.”


“Goes without saying.” She waved a manicured hand, as if casting a spell over the pages in her notebook, making them write themselves. “Won’t take long.”

OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/f0xii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/content.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





