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            Christmas 1949
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         The snow had fallen steadily overnight, bringing its gentle grace to the quiet suburban street. Elva drew back the curtains in the living room and looked out across the garden, as still and timeless as if it were a photograph fixed in a frame. It must be five or six years since Christmas morning had arrived with such picture-book perfection, she thought, then mocked her own vagueness; she knew exactly when the last white Christmas had been, and she would never forget it. Reluctantly, she allowed her eyes to stray to the row of houses a little further down Stanley Road, built to look older than they were, handsome with their beams and tall chimneys. It was unsettling that reminders of Tudor Close – no matter how small – should follow them to their own fireside. There was a time when both she and Anthony had aspired to a house like that, but she was glad now that they had settled for the solid, more dependable semi across the road, free from pretensions and neither more nor less than it claimed to be.

         In his excitement at getting home for Christmas Eve, Anthony had forgotten to put the car away in the garage; it 4stood forlornly in the drive, smothered in white, and Elva knew that it would never start in time to get him to the office on Tuesday. She went to the front door to fetch some logs from the stack in the porch, catching her breath as the cold air hit her face. Next door, the Bulls’ children were playing on the lawn, thrilled by the virgin snow, and she could still hear their cries of excitement as she took the logs through to the kitchen to warm by the stove. Anthony was moving about upstairs now, whistling the ‘Harry Lime Theme’ that had been on his lips since the film came out, so she put the kettle on and took some tea and toast through to the living room, impatient for him to come down and start the day.

         Despite her good intentions to do something different with the décor each year, the room invariably settled into the homely, festive feel that both of them preferred. The cards lined up on the piano varied little from year to year – robins chirping hearty greetings, a Dickensian street scene that her cousin had sent them at least twice before – and the tree resisted any attempt to move it to another corner, nestling perfectly between the hearth and the bookcase and dressed with the decorations they had bought for their very first Christmas together. Somehow, the cat had managed to get at the tinsel, even though they’d left the bottom 5branches bare, and she bent down to tidy it, then straightened the rectangular parcel that sat in pride of place under the tree. She had wrapped it as soon as it arrived, leaving the brown paper on so that the box itself would remain a surprise, and now she had a terrible moment of doubt. What if it wasn’t what she thought it was? What if some well-meaning relative had sent them a lavish box of chocolates? Anthony would be so disappointed if the long-awaited parcel turned out to be something different from the one they were expecting.

         ‘Happy Christmas,’ he said from the doorway. ‘Everywhere looks lovely. You look lovely.’

         She smiled and gave him a kiss. ‘Not bad, is it? I think we’ve remembered everything.’

         ‘I’m sure we have.’ He glanced across the room to the collection of bottles on the sideboard. ‘I still think we should have got some port in for your father, though. You know how he likes it.’

         ‘We can’t afford it, especially when we don’t even drink it ourselves. It’ll just sit there going off until next year. Anyway, we’ve bought him a bottle for Christmas,’ she added, nodding to the presents under the tree. ‘If he’s desperate, he can open that.’

         Anthony grinned. ‘Shall I lay the table?’6

         ‘In a minute. Isn’t there something you should do first?’

         ‘Yes, of course. Sorry.’

         He moved to pour the tea and Elva laughed in exasperation. ‘That’s not what I meant!’ She picked up the parcel and handed it to him. ‘Kids all over the country will be playing their new board game by now, and the man who invented it hasn’t even set eyes on the finished product.’

         ‘It wasn’t just me. We created it together.’

         ‘Then all the more reason why we should open it now, while it’s just the two of us. Go on.’ Still he hesitated. ‘What’s the matter?’ Elva asked. ‘You were awake most of the night, so don’t pretend you’re not excited.’

         ‘Of course I’m excited, but now it’s actually here I’ve lost my nerve. What if there’s something wrong with it? What if people simply don’t like it?’

         ‘People will love it, just like we do – just like Waddingtons did from the moment you showed it to them.’ She took his face in her hands. ‘Anthony Pratt, what do I have to do to make you see how clever you are? It’s a brilliant idea, and you’ve worked so hard to get it right. People will be playing this game for years to come, so stop worrying and enjoy the success. You’ve earned every bit of it. Now, get that damned box open.’

         He did as she ordered, ripping the layers of paper off in a 7flourish, and they stared down at the bold black-and-white box. ‘Well, you wouldn’t miss that in a shop, would you?’ Elva said wryly. ‘It’s wonderful. Very classy.’

         Anthony looked at the name splashed flamboyantly across the box, the ‘C’ dramatically enlarged by a magnifying glass and embellished with a bloody fingerprint. ‘I wonder if anyone will really understand why they’ve called it Cluedo? I still think Murder at Tudor Close would have been a better title. Not many people play Ludo these days.’

         ‘I’m sure they know what they’re doing, so we’ll just have to trust them. Anyway, after what happened at Tudor Close that year, it might be in poor taste to call it that.’

         His face clouded over. ‘Yes, of course. I wasn’t thinking. When you put it like that, perhaps we shouldn’t have done it at all. A board game about murder – people might take against it.’

         Elva sighed, wishing she hadn’t said anything. Anthony’s kindness was one of the things she loved most about him, but sometimes his ability to see all sides of an argument infuriated her. ‘Why on earth shouldn’t we do it? It’s just a game, like all those crime novels you read. Have you taken against Agatha Christie?’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         ‘Well then, and she sells thousands of books. Quite 8frankly, if people turn against us like that I’ll be very happy. Go on – have a look.’

         She watched him lift the lid, his eyes bright behind his glasses, an excited child on Christmas morning. He was ten years her senior but it had never felt like that, and suddenly she realised how much she had missed that little boy in their life, the mischievous sense of fun that had brought so much joy to their marriage. He had been a musician before the war, a talented pianist who played for some of the greatest singers and entertained the rich and famous all over the world; his creativity hadn’t so much been extinguished by the war as put on hold, sacrificed like so many of the things that ordinary people had given up. He never complained about it, and sometimes Elva wondered if she missed the unpredictability that his music had brought to their lives more than he did, but she longed for him to have something more to look forward to than a desk at the Ministry of Labour. She hadn’t said as much to him, reluctant to raise his hopes if the idea didn’t take off, but Cluedo wasn’t just a game to her; it was an investment in their future, a chance to get back the freedom they had loved.

         He was unfolding the board now, and she was thrilled to see her own design laid out in front of her, inspired by the room plan of the hotel at Tudor Close. ‘This is what makes 9it, you know,’ Anthony said, looking at her with such pride that she felt herself blush. ‘It’s so bold – exactly what we needed.’ He took the miniature weapons out of their bag and started to place them in the various rooms. ‘They’ve done these nicely, too. This piping’s made of real lead. Feel the weight of it.’

         She picked it up. ‘Not bad, but I wish they’d kept the syringe. That was the most sinister thing we came up with, I thought. I always imagined Mrs Peacock carrying it round in her handbag, ready for the right moment.’

         ‘And I had a soft spot for the bomb.’

         ‘Although I suppose that would have made it fairly obvious which room the murder took place in.’ She expected Anthony to laugh, but he had begun to glance through the character cards and obviously wasn’t listening. He paused, distracted now by one of the colourfully drawn faces, and she didn’t need to see the card to know which one it was. ‘They’ve done the whole thing beautifully, though, haven’t they?’ she said brightly, not wanting this moment to be spoiled for him in any way by memories of the real Tudor Close and the murder that had taken place there. ‘And I think they were right to insist on fewer characters than the list we had originally. People would have been playing for hours to get to the solution, and 324 possible permutations 10is more than enough.’ She took the cards from him and shuffled each of the three piles. ‘Shall we have a game?’

         Anthony looked at the clock. ‘Have we got time? What about lunch? You know how your mother hates to eat while the King’s on.’

         ‘I did most of the preparations last night, and they won’t be here till twelve – probably later now with the snow.’ She jumped up and collected the untouched tray. ‘You put the murder cards in the envelope while I go and stick the chicken in. I’ll bring us a sherry and some mince pies. Let’s live dangerously.’

         ‘I’ll need more than a sherry if the game doesn’t work.’

         ‘Of course it’ll work. We spent long enough at this very table making sure it did. I won’t be a minute. No peeking at those cards while I’m gone.’

         When she returned, the jigsaw that he had spent hours piecing together had been unceremoniously swept back into its box and Cluedo now took up the whole table. ‘I thought you’d want to be Miss Scarlett,’ he said, raising a cheeky eyebrow as he slid the dice over. ‘Let’s get started.’

         They played for an hour, swapping suggestion and counter-suggestion as rooms, characters and murder weapons were steadily eliminated on their respective notepads. Elva watched Anthony relax as the game proved to 11be everything they had hoped for, his face flushed from excitement and a second sherry. By the time the end was in sight, the solution was obvious to both of them, but the fall of the dice was kinder to Anthony and he reached the crucial room before she had time to make her accusation. ‘Colonel Mustard with the dagger in the lounge,’ he confirmed triumphantly, taking the cards out of the envelope and laying them face-up on the board. ‘Strange, isn’t it? That’s not how it really happened at all.’12
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            Six Years Earlier…

         

         14

      

   


   
      
         
15
            1

            Miss Silver, With the Walking Stick

         

         It seemed to Anthony that the nightshift would never end. There had been no carols or bells to usher in Christmas Eve this year; instead, it had arrived without ceremony to the beating of a hammer on metal and the relentless noise of the drilling machine, until he began to fear for his sanity. He had spent most of the war in this Birmingham munitions factory, making parts for tanks, but the fact that he was used to its horrors didn’t make them any better: twelve-hour shifts with no windows and only artificial light, until he lost track of whether it was night or day; the sickly smell of chemicals, which gave him a permanent headache; and the monotony of the work, often on such a minute scale that his eyesight – never good – had deteriorated beyond all repair. But it was the noise he struggled with most – merciless and discordant, everything he hated – and when he shut his eyes to sleep he could still hear it pounding in his head. If someone ever asked him what he dreamed of from an end to the war, it wouldn’t be safety or even freedom; it would be silence. 16 

         Just when he was beginning to think that the foreman’s watch must actually have stopped, the ten o’clock siren sounded to signal the end of the shift and he was a free man, at least for the next three days. One of the supervisors had got hold of some whisky and he eked it out amongst the workers on the factory floor, handing it over with their pay packets. Anthony swigged back his share of the Christmas cheer, glad of something bracing to wake him up, then followed his workmates through to the locker room to change out of his overalls.

         ‘Blimey, Tony, mate – you scrub up well,’ Eric said, eyeing the tweed jacket that was well-worn but still smart. ‘Anyone would think it was Christmas.’

         Anthony grinned, used to the gentle teasing and resigned to the fact that he would always be ‘Tony, mate’. It used to grate in the early days, but now he appreciated the camaraderie. ‘Elva’s picking me up from here and we’re going straight to Rottingdean,’ he said. ‘I won’t have a chance to change before we get there.’

         ‘Course, you’re off to your posh hotel, aren’t you? All right for some. How on earth did you wangle it?’

         ‘Special invitation from the manager. We used to go there a lot before the war – to work, I mean, never as guests. They hired me to play the piano in the evenings, 17and we’d both help out if they were having special events. Dances or a murder-mystery weekend, that sort of thing.’

         ‘Nice work if you can get it,’ Frank said.

         ‘It was a good life,’ Anthony admitted, half apologetic for having ever had fun when there was very little now to smile about. ‘And back then it really was a posh hotel. Lots of famous people stayed there; it was very popular. But I doubt we’ll even recognise the place now. Half of it’s been requisitioned and the rest is just about to be. This is supposed to be one last hurrah before it all disappears, and we’re the entertainment. I hope I haven’t lost my touch.’ He glanced down at his hands, once his pride and joy but now covered in oil sores and pitted with sharp metal splinters; Elva always joked that she had fallen in love with him for his pianist’s fingers. ‘It won’t be like the old days, though, will it?’ he said ruefully. ‘Nothing ever is.’

         ‘Still, I bet they’ll look after you all right. They’ll know people on the black market – those places always do. You won’t be sitting down to a sliver of frozen beef like the rest of us.’

         ‘Speak for yourself,’ Eric said, feigning indignation. ‘My wife’s got a recipe for stuffing out of the paper and she swears if I close my eyes I’ll think I’m eating turkey.’18

         ‘I eat everything my wife cooks with my eyes closed,’ Frank scoffed, ‘but it still tastes like burnt rubber.’

         ‘Bet you wouldn’t say that to her face. If she heard you, I know where the stuffing would go and it wouldn’t be on your plate.’

         They collected their things and walked out into the street, glad to have some fresh air in their lungs. The leaden sky seemed like a natural continuation of the world inside the factory, neither light nor dark, just a bland, unsympathetic mass of grey. Anthony hoped that the threatening snow would hold off until they got to Sussex.

         ‘I reckon you ought to organise one of them murder-mystery things for round here after Christmas,’ Eric called back over his shoulder as they went their separate ways. ‘I can think of a few people I’d like to bump off once the season of goodwill’s out the way.’

         Frank’s retort was lost in the sound of a car horn from across the road, urgent and insistent, and Anthony’s heart lifted when he saw Elva waiting for him. She jumped out of the Austin and went round to open the passenger door. ‘Your carriage awaits,’ she said, with a mock chauffeur salute, ‘but first I’ll have a kiss.’

         ‘My pleasure.’

         She drew back and rubbed a smudge of oil from his 19forehead. ‘I’ll drive so you can get some sleep on the way. You must be shattered.’

         ‘I am a bit, but don’t you want some help with the map? We haven’t got enough petrol to get lost. It’ll be touch and go to make it stretch as it is.’

         ‘Oh ye of little faith! I’ve had a look at the route and it’s perfectly straightforward. I’ll wake you up if I need you.’ Anthony agreed, doubting that he would be able to sleep much anyway while they were travelling but glad of the chance to rest his eyes. ‘Anyway, we used to do this two or three times a year before the war,’ Elva added, ‘so I’m hoping it will all come flooding back to me.’

         He climbed into the front seat, hating those three words ‘before the war’ that seemed to intrude so often on their conversation, coming down like a glass screen to separate them from the life they used to know whilst leaving it tantalisingly within reach. He could only ever say this to Elva, because it seemed wrong when people were losing their lives and their homes, but sometimes he almost welcomed the bombing as a break from the boredom of war. As selfish as it was, he missed the sparkle of those parties with friends or the excitement of boarding a cruise ship, the weekend gatherings at Tudor Close when you never knew who you might bump into on the stairs. Bette Davis, Cary 20Grant, Basil Rathbone, Charles Laughton – they had met them all, counted some of them as passing friends, but all that was gone now and he doubted that it would ever come back, at least not in the same way. His feelings weren’t as shallow as they sounded, and he was brave enough to acknowledge that what he really missed was the person he’d been back then. Surely Elva must wonder sometimes where that Anthony had gone? In his darkest moments, he worried that the more recent version might not prove enough for her.

         She reached across to squeeze his hand, putting his fears to rest as she so often did without even realising it. ‘I can hardly believe we’re doing this,’ she said, pulling out into the traffic. ‘What a lovely surprise to come out of the blue like that. I can’t wait to see the place again, and the village. We can visit all our old haunts, walk by the sea on Christmas morning. Three glorious days to forget about the whole bloody mess.’

         Her excitement was infectious, and Anthony vowed there and then to leave his black mood behind with his factory overalls. He looked to the back seat, where his tails were hanging in a clothes bag on a hook by the window, and noticed for the first time how much luggage they had brought. ‘What on earth have you packed?’ he asked, 21prodding the two bulging suitcases. ‘We’re not staying till Easter.’

         ‘Well, obviously I’ve had to bring your Christmas presents,’ she said. ‘I noticed just in time that you’d put mine in the car, even though we’d agreed to save the space and have them when we got back. That’s a terrible thing to do to a girl. How would I have felt on Christmas morning?’

         Anthony looked sheepish. ‘Sorry. I just didn’t want you to have to wait.’

         ‘Then I’ve packed every single bit of warm clothing we own. I remember what Tudor Close can be like in the depths of winter, with all those wooden floors and draughty corridors.’ She shivered at the thought of it. ‘Anyway, I shouldn’t be chatting away to you like this. You need to get some rest if you’re going to make it to midnight. There are some sandwiches behind the seat if you’re hungry.’

         He closed his eyes, still doubtful that he would sleep, but they were barely beyond the outskirts of Birmingham when he was ambushed by the warmth and gentle motion of the car. The next thing he knew, Elva was shaking his arm. ‘Looks like we’re getting a white Christmas after all. Isn’t that beautiful?’ She had pulled over by the side of the road, and the landscape he awoke to was such a contrast to the city they had left behind that for a moment he thought 22he was still dreaming. Perched on the crest of a hill, they had the Downs stretched out before them, a patchwork of fields and hedges and villages, rising and falling in perfect harmony, more precious now than ever because somehow they had remained unscathed except for this gentle veiling of snow. ‘I knew you’d want me to wake you here,’ Elva said. ‘It was always the start of the trip for us, do you remember? We’d sit here for ages sometimes.’ She spoke as if recalling something that had happened half a lifetime ago, as if they were an elderly couple having one final adventure, and he found something both sad and comforting in the idea. Could it really only be five years since they had made this journey? ‘I was frightened that it might all be different now,’ she admitted quietly, ‘but it’s almost as if it’s been waiting for us.’

         In the distance, a wintry sky weighed heavily on the horizon and large flakes of snow began to flatten themselves against the windscreen, each one disappearing to be replaced by two more as the clouds stepped up their efforts in an eagerness to please. ‘We’d better get a move on,’ Elva said reluctantly, ‘otherwise the roads into the village won’t be passable. At least we haven’t got far to go.’ She winked at Anthony, obviously having the very same thought that had just occurred to him. ‘It wouldn’t be so 23bad if we got snowed in, though, would it?’

         They pressed on, passing through familiar villages in good time and picking up the Rottingdean road just as the light was beginning to fade. ‘It’s hard to believe that we’re almost at the coast,’ Elva said, peering through the windscreen at the pretty cottages and village greens that were synonymous with rural England. ‘You’d never know that all the drama of the sea was barely a mile away. I think that’s what I love most about this place. You get the best of both worlds, so you never tire of either of them.’

         ‘Murder at the Vicarage and Rebecca all rolled into one,’ Anthony said, and laughed as she raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘Dean Court Road is the next turning on the left.’ She nodded but didn’t slow down, and Anthony repeated the direction. ‘Well, it was the next left,’ he said, staring back over his shoulder. ‘Now you’ll have to go round the pond and come back.’

         ‘I will, but not just yet,’ Elva said. ‘I’ve got to pick up your final Christmas present before we check in. Why do you think I’ve been putting my foot down?’

         ‘Other than that reckless streak I love so much?’

         ‘Other than that, yes.’

         ‘Then I’ve no idea. What could you possibly be buying from Rottingdean high street this late in the day?’24

         ‘Miss Silver’s been saving me her best box of cigars. I telephoned her as soon as I knew we were coming, and she very kindly put them by.’

         ‘Cigars? That’s extravagant.’

         ‘It is, isn’t it?’ she said proudly. ‘Blame my reckless streak.’

         He leant over to kiss her on the cheek. ‘Thank you, but will Miss Silver still be open, do you think? If she’s got any sense, she’ll be settling down for Christmas by her own fireside.’

         ‘She knows we’re driving down today, so she said to ring the bell if she’s closed. Anytime before six is fine. After that, she doesn’t answer the door to anybody, “not even the good Lord himself”, apparently. Sorry, that was supposed to be a Sussex accent.’

         ‘Thank God. I felt stupid for never realising that Miss Silver came from Donegal.’

         Elva drove slowly down the hill to the centre of the village, past the pond and the entrance to Whipping Post Lane, where a magnificent chestnut tree now stood serenely on the spot once used to punish criminals. ‘I’m glad we didn’t leave it any later,’ she said, nodding to the untouched gardens where the snow was beginning to settle. ‘We should just make it back to the hotel before the roads get difficult.’25 

         As soon as they turned onto the high street, they saw the lights from Miss Silver’s sweet shop spilling out onto the pavement, a last, defiant bit of seasonal cheer before the impending blackout. A car was parked outside with its engine running, and as they approached a man left the shop and climbed into the passenger seat, clutching a box-shaped parcel. ‘I hope they’re not my cigars,’ Anthony said.

         ‘My money would be on last-minute chocolates for his wife.’ Elva pulled into the space that the other car had just vacated, a neat dark rectangle amid the covering of white. ‘At least Miss Silver’s not staying open just for us.’

         The shop was one of a terrace of small cottages, identical to its neighbours except for the colourful array of sweets and novelties in the window and a discreet sign above the door: Miss E. Silver, Tobacconist and Confectioner, est. 1929. ‘You could trace my whole childhood in those jars,’ Anthony said, looking wistfully at the gobstoppers, humbugs and sugar mice. ‘It must be a lovely thing to own a sweet shop, don’t you think? You’d only ever have happy customers.’

         Elva looked sceptical. ‘I think you’d be bored to tears,’ she said. ‘Three months and you’d never want to look at another barley sugar.’26 

         The bell rang over the door as they entered, and a chill wind blew into the shop with them, sending snowflakes scurrying ahead to the counter. There was no sign of Miss Silver, but a wireless was playing quietly in the background. ‘Carols from King’s,’ Anthony said. ‘Now Christmas really has started.’ The shop had been splendidly decorated for the season: a tree stood in the corner, dressed with beautiful, old-fashioned glass ornaments that probably came from Miss Silver’s own childhood; and a doll’s house took up most of the low table by the counter, ready with a box of tiny decorations that customers could amuse themselves in arranging. If he were cynical, Anthony would have said that the magic had been carefully designed to make children linger in the shop and appeal to their parents’ weaker nature, but from what he could remember, Ethel Silver was a kind woman, a little childlike herself, and he had no doubt that the efforts were well-meant.

         ‘Look at this,’ Elva said, picking up a harlequin mask that was part of the window display. ‘It’s from the very first Christmas murder mystery we hosted at Tudor Close. Do you remember?’

         ‘Of course. Miss Silver used to love them, didn’t she? She was game for anything, too. Always threw herself into any role we gave her. Perhaps she’s coming this year.’27

         ‘No, she isn’t. I asked her when we spoke about the cigars and she said that she couldn’t face the Tudor this year. I wanted to ask why, but there was something in her voice that made me feel like I was prying.’ She put the mask back in the window. ‘I wonder where she is? I thought she’d have heard the bell.’

         ‘There’s another one on the counter. Try that.’

         Elva did as he suggested. ‘Ah, she’s got your cigars ready.’

         She held up the box, wrapped in tissue and tied with a red ribbon. ‘My God, look at the size of it!’ Anthony said. ‘You’ve certainly ordered the prize turkey in the poulterer’s window.’

         Elva laughed. ‘The one as big as you? She’s gone to such trouble. It’s very kind of her.’

         ‘I still don’t think you should have been so extravagant.’

         ‘Well, your mum chipped in, too, and I wanted you to have something special.’ She took his hand and spoke more seriously. ‘You work so hard in that damned factory and I know you hate it, but you never complain. We said we’d make this trip as much like the old days as we could, so what’s the harm in a bit of luxury that we wouldn’t normally allow ourselves? They’re the same brand as that cigar Errol Flynn gave you when he was here. You were so thrilled you didn’t smoke it for months.’28

         ‘And then I wished I hadn’t. I should have put it in a glass case, preserved it for posterity.’

         ‘Bugger posterity. What’s the point, especially these days?’ She opened her handbag and rummaged inside for her coupons. ‘She’ll be in trouble if she doesn’t get that window covered soon. I don’t think there’s an ARP warden alive who knows what Christmas spirit is. Do you think she’s popped out for something?’

         ‘And left the shop open? I doubt it. Anyway, she must have been here to serve that man we saw leaving.’ Anthony rang the bell again, less politely this time; when there was still no sign of the shopkeeper, he went over to the door that led to her private quarters. ‘Miss Silver? Are you there? It’s Anthony and Elva.’

         ‘I hope she’s all right,’ Elva said, and there was an uneasiness in her voice that was beginning to trouble him, too.

         ‘I’m sure she is, but I’ll go and look for her. You wait here in case she has gone out. We don’t want her to come back and find us lurking in her house. We’ll give the poor woman a heart attack.’

         A short corridor led off the shop, running between a storeroom piled with boxes and the doorway to a narrow staircase, covered by a curtain. The storeroom was in darkness, so Anthony went through to a small but comfortable 29kitchen-parlour which was obviously where Miss Silver spent most of her time: there was a pleasantly cluttered, lived-in feel to the room, but its only occupant at present was a magnificent male tabby cat, stretched out on a blanket by the warmth of the stove. The cat lifted its head and yawned as Anthony entered the room, and he bent down to stroke it. ‘Where’s your mistress, Tabs?’ he asked, but the cat seemed oblivious to any urgency in the question and got up to finish a dish of offal that stood by the back door. For a moment, Anthony wondered if Miss Silver had gone outside and slipped on the snow, then he saw that the door was locked and firmly bolted; no one had left the house that way.

         He turned back to try upstairs, automatically pushing the storeroom door open wider as he passed, and something caught his eye, a dim, shadowy outline that felt out of place. When he flicked the light switch on, the sight that greeted him was faintly comedic and it took him a second or two to register the thin, stockinged legs sticking out from between piles of boxes, like the Wicked Witch of the East. Then something in their stillness brought him to his senses and he ventured further into the room. Miss Silver was lying face down on the floor, a circle of blood spilling out from beneath her head in a parody of a halo, sticky and viscous and bright, and looking bizarrely like red paint 30in the artificial glare of the electric light. A walking stick had been abandoned next to her, its handle covered with blood, and Anthony had no doubt that it had been used to beat her. His legs threatened to go from under him and he grabbed at the door to steady himself, switching off the light in an attempt to block out the horror while he waited for the nausea to pass.
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