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A Swing of the Axe

The Mary Gray Mysteries, Book Three

Winnie Frolik


To everyone who like Franz Shaefer has had to flee their home in the face of persecution


Prologue

England, Autumn 1937

 

The days were short in Northumbria this time of year, and by the time she’d finished her rounds, it was pitch black. She was exhausted and hungry and back at the cottage there was steak and kidney pie in the icebox to eat. Maybe washed down with a thimbleful of sherry. Her mind flashed back to the memory of the letter she had sent out only the day before. It had not been easy to send that letter. Many an hour she’d fretted over it, wondering if there was some other path she might pursue. She knew all too well how the good folks of Plemmerdyn would feel about bringing in outsiders to poke into their affairs. And it did mean a trip to London when she scarcely had time to spare. But there had been no help for it. One could hardly make such accusations to Scotland Yard. She had to talk to them in person, if only so they’d see she wasn’t some madwoman. If only there were someone here who’d listen to her! But no, she knew Dr. Gammer far too well to think he’d be her ally. And without his backing, what chance would she have to convince the police of such evil? Sometimes the notion seemed so monstrous and bizarre she could hardly believe it herself.

Meanwhile a cowardly little voice in her head kept on whispering she should do nothing at all. That even if her darkest suspicions were true, it was no business of hers. It had been very insistent, that little voice, but somehow, she’d sent the letter anyway. Now it was done. She’d crossed the Rubicon. And come what may, she felt certain she’d done the right thing. Whether the Yard believed her or not.

As she pedaled on home, the wind grew wilder and she shivered. At one point, a flurry of leaves blew right into her face and stuck to her hair. A good night to build a fire, but would there be any kindling? Should have brought an extra sweater, she thought. God, the chill came in early in this part of the country. Ralph Martin had sworn he’d come by that day and split some logs for her. Payback for her helping his mum give birth to his baby sister. She’d even left the old woodsman axe out by the side of the hut for him. But what if he’d been held up or plain forgot? She’d just have to huddle up under all her blankets, then, and try to get what heat she could from the little radiator. But the wood-burning stove had always worked better, and besides, it gave her otherwise homely domicile a cheery glow. Only she could never find the time to gather, let alone chop, wood herself.

The wind and shadows seemed to race by her like phantom players on a stage. Acting out tableaus of misery and mayhem. She, like most nurses, considered herself a practical woman, but God, in a place like this, it was almost impossible not to give way to fancy and superstition. They said cities were dangerous, but the terrors of dark alleys and hansom cabs were nothing to the more primal fears of the countryside. For out in the middle of nowhere, who would ever hear you scream? She suddenly thought of all the childhood tales of monsters she’d heard. The Great Black Dog the size of a calf with eyes glowing red. If you saw him, it meant you would soon be dead. The Red Caps who dipped their hats in the blood of their victims. And worst of all, the Bogeyman with the iron teeth he used to devour you alive.

Finally, just as she feared her heart might give out, she got to the hut. It wasn’t much, but it was home and home always meant safety. She shone her torch and found a most welcome sight. Right in front, to the left of the little door, lay a pile of freshly cut logs. Good boy that Ralph, for whom she felt a flush of gratitude as she pulled a dry leaf from out of her bangs. As she admired the pile of wood, there was one thing missing. Where had Ralph left the axe? She shone her torchlight around the pile. No sign of it. Would he have put it on the other side of the hut? Or perhaps he’d taken it with him? Though why would he do that?

Ah well, the matter could be left until the morning. She heard something in the darkness coming from the side of the hut. An animal perhaps? Foxes and badgers were common enough in these parts, but this sounded larger. Couldn’t be a wolf or bear; they’d been extinct in this area for centuries. A deer perhaps? That was all it was, she told herself. That was all it could be. The monsters she’d imagined earlier were just that—imaginary. Still, she hurried to find her keys. But it’s always the way with keys, she realized. The more you hurry, the more they hide from you. She bit her tongue in frustration, hard enough she tasted the all-too-familiar copper taste of blood. Finally, she grasped the keys in her trembling hand. Now just to unlock the door, go in, and lock it behind her—

There was the noise again. No doubt about it this time. It was the sound of steps.

“Who’s there?” she called in a shrill shrieking voice unfamiliar to her. No answer. A shape appeared in the darkness. This was no goblin or boggart. This was something far worse. She barely had time to scream before the cold steel of the blade plunged into her skin.

Again.

And again.


Chapter One

“Der Bockmist!” Franz Shaefer exclaimed over his morning coffee and eggs.

Mary Grey did not speak German, but she had spent enough time around Shaefer, and enough time around angry people in general, to know he was swearing.

“What is it now?” she asked and Shaefer thrust the morning paper at her. As was usually the case, his outburst was triggered by a story about his former homeland, Germany. The offending article in question this time was a minor piece in the foreign news section detailing how the German chancellor had sent Brussels a note guaranteeing Belgium’s personal integrity and inviolability provided the latter abstained from military action against the former. Given that it would be suicide for a country the size of Belgium to try to attack the state of Germany, this seemed an easy enough bargain. Franz Shaefer, though, was having none of it.

“Der Bockmist!” he repeated while Ahab the ginger tom tried to move in on his plate, and Shaefer instinctively redirected the little beastie with his hand. It had become something of an ongoing duel between them; Ahab would try to pilfer food and Shaefer would defend his plate like a medieval knight fighting for his lady’s honor. “That butcher Hitler doesn’t want peace and he respects the integrity of inviolability of no one but himself,” Shaefer ranted. “He seeks to further furnish his empire and when he casts his greedy eyes westward, Belgium will be right in his path.” Despite his agitation he still managed to fend the ginger tom off with a slight cuff to the head.

“Wasn’t Belgium in their path the last war too?” Mary wondered, pulling a frustrated Ahab into her arms where she could soothe his temper with petting. “Sure saw a lot of refugees coming in.”

“True,” Franz agreed. “They were massacred the last time and unless the rest of the West rises together to aid them, they will be again.”

“Poor Belgium,” Mary observed. “Seems like everyone always goes slamming into them from one direction or another every time there’s a war.”

“It is not just Belgium who is at risk.” Shaefer sounded grimly foreboding. “Those appeasers like Chamberlain fail to understand the Führer’s ambitions. He will stop at nothing less than the full conquest of Europe.” His features took on a dark countenance Mary had come to know all too well. It worried her to see him descend into melancholy. Too often such things could become a downward spiral.

“At least your family are safe in New Zealand.” She tried to cheer him up. Ahab, meanwhile, decided he’d had enough contact and ran off to the window ledge to watch the passing parade of street life.

“True.” He brightened. “They write to me how beautiful it is there. That it is all so fresh and green! That the water is purer than any they have ever tasted.”

“Far cry from London that,” Mary noted.

“You know,” Shaefer mused, “the more I hear of the beauties of New Zealand and see the state of things here in Europe, the more I wonder if I shouldn’t join my family abroad.”

Mary raised an eyebrow. “And what would happen to me then?” she wondered aloud.

Shaeffer hemmed and hawed a bit in response. “Perhaps you could keep the agency open on your own?” He couldn’t hide the doubt in his voice. “Or you could always go back to nursing?” This one he spoke with far greater confidence.

For the last couple of months, Mary had been working as a sort of general assistant/apprentice at Shaefer’s private investigative agency in London. She rented a furnished room around the corner to sleep and bathe in but spent the bulk of her waking hours at Shaefer’s offices when she wasn’t on active assignment by, say, recording everyone who went in and out of an ostensible piano tuning shop which actually served as a front for narcotics sales. Detection was not her original choice of vocation, but she had found it quite fascinating work. While she still volunteered for the occasional temporary nursing job and could no doubt go back full time with ease, she’d be loath to give up her newfound studies in crime. And the work helped distract her from a broken heart.

Mary had spent a glorious season as the lover of Harriet West, one of the most beautiful (and richest) heiresses in England. It had all come crashing down, of course. Harriet had started entertaining second thoughts. Not, she told Mary, because she loved her any less but what kind of future would they have together? They could never have children together. Never be accepted into polite society. And Harriet was herself confused about what she and Mary had in the first place. Mary may have had only women lovers before, but Harriet hadn’t. Admittedly, she’d found far greater satisfaction with Mary than with anyone else but how much of that was true and how much of it was the result of Mary coming along at a crisis point in her life? She told Mary they needed to separate so she could “think things over,” which she proceeded to do in Southern France. She still sent Mary postcards and, at one point, a bottle of perfume which Mary had thrown out precisely because it reminded her too much of Harriet.

Mary realized with hindsight that it had been foolish of her to expect anything different. It might be possible for two women to find happiness together, though it would be illegal for them to marry. It might be possible for a couple to find happiness despite being from different classes, even though in England that was frowned upon to the point of being damn near illegal. But two women from different classes? It could never have worked long term. Really it was all for the best they went their separate ways.

If she told herself that enough times, she might just believe it. But the chill outside made her bed seem all the emptier. She had already made a couple of visits to old haunts to find new companionship. But so far, she had yet to find another woman who lit her fire the way Harriet had. Clearly, she needed more time before her heart would heal, but that didn’t make the interim any less lonely. Oh well. She was hardly alone in being alone. Shaefer, after all, never appeared to have anyone else, male or female, in his life. He was, it seemed, one of those souls who lived entirely for their work, clinically detached from all pleasures of the flesh. In another lifetime, he might have been a monk or whatever the Jewish equivalent of a monk was.

The fact that Mary spent more time in the office than her own rooms was half the reason why Ahab, originally her cat, now lived in Shaeffer’s domicile. The other half being Ahab found Shaefer’s combination of office space and living quarters much more amiable. So many more nooks and crannies to lurk in! He was especially fond of a large comfy green armchair that had once been property of Shaefer but was now thoroughly covered in orange fur.

“Well, if you do decide to relocate,” Mary told Shaeffer firmly, “just be sure to give me prior notice. And a letter of recommendation.”

“Most certainly,” Shaeffer agreed heartily, then added with a sigh, “besides, I am unlikely to be able to go anytime soon. London might be a noisy and polluted city, but its high crime rate makes for excellent professional opportunities. Though, some of the major cities in the United States would do just as well.”

“Well, murder can happen anywhere,” Mary philosophized. “We know that better than anyone.”

Shaefer snorted in agreement as he remembered how he and Mary had crossed paths not once but twice on investigations into suspicious deaths in what were otherwise perfectly peaceful locales.

As if she read his thoughts, Mary spoke up. “Why, look here. someone was just slain in the middle of nowhere.” She eagerly scanned a large headline.

Axe Slaughter in Northumbria!

Local Community Shocked by Murder of District Nurse!

The blood drained from her face, leaving her white as paste.

“What is it?”

“The woman who was killed. Elsie Thewlis. I know her,” Mary whispered. “Or knew her. She was two years behind me at Queens.”

Shaefer was silent as Mary read and reread the article before handing it to him. Details were sparse. District Nurse Elsie Thewlis had resided in a tiny hut right outside the small Northumbrian town of Plemmerdyn. On the last day of her life, she had completed her rounds as usual. Her final stop of the day had been at Dove House where there had been a recent bout of food poisoning. That was reportedly the last time anyone had seen her alive. The next morning, the milkman had come round to make a delivery only to find what appeared to be bloodstains on the front steps. Alarmed, he had pounded on the door, calling for Nurse Thewlis, but had received no answer. He thereupon went immediately to the police. Meanwhile, Nurse Thewlis’s failure to turn up at a morning appointment had already started people wondering. On knocking down the door of the hut, local constables had found it empty and Nurse Thewlis’s bed unslept in. A search had been made of the area and twenty yards from the hut in a grove of trees, buried under a pile of leaves, lay the body of Elsie Thewlis. She had sustained multiple blows to the face and torso. Near her lay the murder implement: an old wood axe. The article went on to report that Nurse Thewlis had been well liked in the village and how the entire community was now in shock at her death. An inspector from Scotland Yard had already been dispatched to assist with the case.

Shaefer took but a moment to digest the contents of the article before meeting Mary’s eyes steadily.

“How well did you know her?” he asked Mary. It was the closest he could come to inquiring whether Elsie was a past lover.

“We were friendly but not what you call intimates,” Mary replied, the closest she could come to saying she and Elsie had been chums but nothing more.

She thought back to a cheerful, slender girl with hair the color of straw, freckled nose, and perpetually flushed cheeks. The recent picture accompanying the article showed her a bit older and plumper but otherwise more or less the same as in her student days. She wore her uniform and a big smile as she sat atop her bicycle with a sunny field in the background. Mary did not want to think what Elsie must have looked like after the axe had done its work on her.

“She was a farmer’s daughter, I know,” Mary went on. “Grew up in Herefordshire. Had a lot of stories about cows and fruit picking and hops season. She didn’t like London very much. Said everything was too expensive and once she got her license she’d go back to the country. The whole reason she wanted to be a district nurse was so she could help country folk who might otherwise never see a doctor or anyone else for their troubles.” Memories broke forth in her mind like a gush. “Patients always liked her, you know. Especially the children and old folks. God, I wish we’d kept in touch! She was quite a nice girl really. Who could have done something like that to her? Why?”

“As we both know from experience, evil, my dear, is often beyond explanation.”

Mary was silent a moment. “It says in this report Scotland Yard’s already on the scene.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

“Scotland Yard are good at solving murders, aren’t they?”

“Most certainly,” Shaefer agreed. “I know a number of their detectives and have the utmost confidence in them.”

“So, they could solve this on their own without us going up there.”

“Most probably,” Shaefer concluded. “Nor do I think our presence will be necessarily welcome. After all, unlike the other cases we have investigated, no one at the scene has asked for our help. Or will even be paying us either.”

Mary rose from her seat. “I’m going to go pack a bag right now.”

“Same as I.”


Chapter Two

It was on Shaefer’s insistence that they drove to Plemmerdyn rather than travel by train. Mary pointed out that taking traffic into account, a train would take less time and save them the trouble of finding their way across England’s notoriously confusing roadways. But Shaefer remained adamant they drive, despite the number of vehicles on the roads.

“Otherwise,” he argued, “we will be stuck having to hitch rides on every horse cart once we get up there! You know how hard it is to get around these remote places in the middle of nowhere.”

And as a onetime district nurse herself, Mary had to admit she did know. Places for interviews could be widely spread apart. What finally settled the argument in Shaefer’s favor was that the village Nurse Thewlis had lived by was a good twelve miles from the nearest railway station.

So, Mary was subjected to a long and arduous journey in the passenger seat of the now defunct Aeroford model Shaeffer owned. Not only did she have to suffer his infamously erratic driving, it was as if the vehicle had been designed to register every possible bump in the road, making the experience not unlike a ride at an amusement park.

As they made their way from London, the English countryside grew wilder and chillier. The fall foliage was a spectacular array of scarlets, golds, bright orange, and even the occasional shade of lavender. All very beautiful until you remembered that soon the trees would be utterly bare and the bleakness of winter would descend. Mary remembered all too well what it could be like making one’s way through the countryside in the snow.

“It’ll be All Hallows’ soon,” she thought aloud as the Aeroford stopped for a herd of black-nosed sheep in the road.

“What?” Shaefer’s attention was focused on the sheep as he loudly pounded on the Aeroford horn in a vain attempt to make them disperse.

“All Hallows’ Eve is celebrated on the night of October 31st. Gran and her friends always said it was when the wall between our world and the Spirit world was weakest and the two might meet. Supposedly the souls of the dead will be walking among us. Though it may just be an excuse to bob for apples, drink cider, make bonfires, dress up in costumes, and carve up vegetables to give them faces.”

“Vegetables with faces?” Shaefer sounded incredulous. From his expression, he appeared to be wondering momentarily if Mary was having a go at him.

“Oh yes. Quite fun really.”

“Wait, so you cut faces into lettuce or tomatoes?”

“Of course not!” Mary laughed. “That would be silly! No, it’s usually swedes or turnips. Even the occasional potato. The idea is you can put a candle in them and put the light in your windows,” she reminisced happily. “The faces glow at you from out in the dark. Maybe we could carve one when we get back to London and put it in your window!”

“A candle in a turnip?” Shaefer echoed. “Why?”

“Well, the theory is it helps ward off evil spirits,” Mary explained as Shaefer gave her a long look. Was there no end of the absurdities the English practiced? “I take it they don’t celebrate All Hallows’ Night in Germany, do they?”

“No, we do not. October 31st is Reformation Day for the Protestants who all celebrate Martin Luther splitting the Roman Catholic church apart.”

“Ah,” Mary said.

“Then less than two weeks later the Catholics have their special festival in Martinstag.”

“Martinstag?”

“St. Martin’s Day. I believe he hid in a stable with ducks. Or maybe it was geese?” Shaefer shrugged. “Anyway, it’s mostly for the children anyway. Gives them a chance to wear costumes and march in a parade with candles.”

“Candles and costumes? That actually sounds a bit like All Hallows’.”

“Perhaps but nobody in Germany talks about ghosts or spirits walking among us at Martinstag.” Shaefer said this as if it were a major point in Germany’s favor. “Truthfully, I’ve never had anything to do with either occasion. We were too busy anyway every September and October with Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Shmini Atzeret, and Simchat Torah.”

“Sounds like a lot to get through.”

“You have no idea,” Shaefer said drily. “Do you know how many codes of the Torah I’ve had to break over the years because of my work schedule? The rabbi shook his head, but I like to think the Almighty himself would understand. Assuming there even is an Almighty.”

He added that last part under his breath. Recent world events had made Shaefer increasingly doubtful as to the presence of a benevolent higher power. Mary knew this, and truth be told, she had her own issues with the church she’d been raised in. It is hard, after all, to hold fast to a faith that denounces you as an unholy abomination.

For a long time, they stayed in companiable silence. Finally, a young man with a stick appeared along with a big shaggy dog, and the two of them, though mostly the dog, shuffled the sheep off the road so Shaefer and Mary could continue their drive. As it grew dark, rather than take their chances on Shaefer’s nighttime navigation skills, they stayed at a modest hotel that mostly catered to lorry drivers and commercial salesman. They were off at the crack of dawn to complete their journey to Plemmerdyn.

Mary’s first impressions may have been colored by her knowledge of the recent horror that had taken place there, for she found the late Nurse Thewlis’s district a desolate and lonely place. A moorland filled with bogs and heaths and wild heather of the sort the Brontë sisters would have swooned for. But Mary had not been a fan of Jane Eyre or Wuthering Heights. Indeed, she’d struggled to understand what the women in those particular volumes had seen in such brutes as Heathcliff and Rochester. The surrounding countryside, to her, appeared the perfect place to dispose of the remains of unwanted spouses. The few people they saw on the road looked rough and unfriendly. She thought of the cheerful young nurse she knew from nursing school settled out here and somehow it didn’t seem right.

The sense of wrongness continued as they made their way into the actual village. The usual country village: a butcher, baker, a general store, and an old church down at the far end. What was out of the ordinary was the complete lack of people. There was not a soul to be seen in any of the streets and the only sound to be heard was that of a lone dog howling in the distance. Apart from that there appeared to be no other signs of life at all.

“Are sure this is the right place?” Mary whispered to Shaefer.

“Why are you whispering?” Shaefer looked perplexed. Mary was abashed.

“I didn’t know I was,” she admitted. “But I guess I got caught by the mood. It seems so dead here! It’s like a ghost town.”

“It is peculiar,” Shaefer agreed. Privately he felt a tremor of unease though he was determined not to show it. Remember, he told himself. Come what may, there is never anything in England as dangerous as what you have left behind in Germany.

“Look!” Mary pointed to one of the cottages where a faded curtain in the window was drawn back and a face peered out at them. The face withdrew from the window, and a moment later, an elderly woman came out teetering on a cane. Her clothes, hair, and skin were all various hues of gray, but her eyes were as bright and sharp as a pair of black diamonds.

“Who might you be?” she rasped, her gaze fixed on Mary and Shaefer. “Not more newspaper folk, are you?” Her tone was accusing. “Because if you are I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

“I assure you we are not with any paper or magazine,” Shaefer offered. At the sound of his accent, her eyebrows lifted.

“And you’re not from anywhere around here either.” The old lady gazed at him shrewdly. “It’s pretty late for hiking season you know?”

“Then it is all for the good that I am not a hiker,” Shaefer replied cordially.

“Didn’t think so.” The woman gave a sudden earthy chortle. “You haven’t the look!”

“Excuse me, ma’am,” Mary broke in. “But where on earth is everyone?”

The old lady looked at her as if she were mad. “Sunday service of course.”

“Oh yes!” Mary gave an embarrassed laugh. “It is Sunday! I clear forgot.” Which, she thought ruefully, was all the greater oversight considering her earlier ruminations on theology.

“You’re from London, aren’t you?” The old woman didn’t wait for an answer. “I can tell! Now it’s too much of a chore these days for me to drag me old bones into one of those drafty pews and if Amy Turner’s having a bad day, she’ll be home and Mrs. Palmer will be looking after her. But everybody else in town is there. Especially at a time like this what with the murder and all,” she added slyly. “Nothing like untimely death to get folks fretting about the state of their immortal souls. Though, if you ask me, I think it’s late in the day for most of ’em.”

“So if we wanted to meet any of your neighbors we should go to the church?” Shaefer speculated.

“You’d probably meet them all if you did. Or at least most of them. But I doubt you’d get a warm welcome barging in during the middle of the ceremony and all,” the woman cautioned. “Especially with you not being from these parts either.”

“She’s right,” Mary agreed. “It’d seem disrespectful if we interrupted the service.”

“Aye. Wait until after Reverend Nettles has said his piece before you start asking folks about any nurses killed with axes.”

“Who says we’re here about that?” Mary challenged her.

“Well, why else would you be here?” the old lady snapped back. “Though, I wonder how it’s your business. You’re not from Scotland Yard.”

“No, but I’m a private detective,” Shaefer explained. “I work in London.”

“Still don’t explain why you’re here.”

“I knew her,” Mary answered. “Nurse Thewlis—Elsie. We went to the Queen’s Nursing Institute together. That’s why Mr. Shaefer and I are here.”

The old lady didn’t even blink at the admission but rather nodded to herself as if she’d had a private suspicion confirmed. “Well, then you’d best come in.”

She retreated into the cottage and they followed her. She led them into a cramped and musty sitting room with peeling mustard-colored wallpaper. The whole place, Mary thought, could do with a thorough airing. And dusting. And mopping.

“I’m Mrs. Dudgeon,” she told them.

“Mary Grey.”

“Franz Shaefer.”

“Now we’re all introduced, how ’bout a cuppa?” Mrs. Dudgeon proclaimed.

“I think we’d all like that.” Mary was indeed a bit parched.

“Very kind of you,” Shaefer cordially agreed.

“Well, then the kitchen,” Mrs. Dudgeon told Mary, “is right through there! Now the kettle’s on the stove and there’s a box of tea on the lower shelf to the right.” And she waited expectantly as a surprised and bemused Mary got up.

The kitchen, Mary noted, was in an even worse state of neglect than the sitting room. Mrs. Dudgeon also kindly instructed Mary as to where to find the bread, jam, and a tea service Mary had to clean. While Mary did so, Mrs. Dudgeon freely interrogated Shaefer.

“Never met a real life German before,” Mrs. Dudgeon cheerfully proclaimed. “Thought you were all blond, tall, and blue-eyed.”

“That seems to be a common misperception among your countrymen,” Shaefer noted drolly.

“So what brings you to England then? Come over here because you’re some sort of spy?” She asked as if it were a joke, but there was a note of seriousness in her question as well.

“No,” Shaefer replied. “I came over here because I’m a Jew.”

“Well now!” Mrs. Dudgeon cackled. “Never met one of those before either!” She studied him closely. “So that’s why you’re not blond! But other than that, you don’t look that different from most other folks.” She noted this with evident disappointment.

“And what rather,” Shaefer asked her crisply, “did you expect? Cloven hooves or a nose like Pinocchio?”

For a moment Mrs. Dudgeon was stunned into silence. Then she burst into loud guffaws and Shaefer joined in.

“Got a tongue on you, you do!” she told him.

By then Mary had finished with the kettle and served all tea.

“Sorry about yer friend.” Mrs. Dudgeon turned serious as she addressed Mary. “No one deserves a fate like that, especially not a nice lady like her.”

“Thank you,” Mary said simply. “How well did you know Elsie—I mean Miss Thewlis?”

“Purty well. She were a great help last spring when I had me fall.” Mrs. Dudgeon gestured toward the cane. “Course me hip were busted for good.” She gave out a sigh. “Enjoy being young while you can, love.”

“I will.” Mary promised, though she was well aware she was no longer so young. And even when she had been chronologically youthful, she’d always been ahead in years.

“She’d still come by now and then and help out a bit. Like with the cleaning since I can’t get around so well and I haven’t the money to hire Libby.”

“Libby?” Shaefer asked.

“Libby Brown. She chars around here. But I can’t compete with the rates the genteel folks pay,” Mrs. Dudgeon sniffed. “Which is why Nurse Thewlis was such a treasure. But as you can see, she hadn’t been in for a while.” She waved her hand around. “She were too busy what with all them bairns being born, flu season, and then them all getting sick at Acorn Hall.”

“Acorn Hall?” Shaefer asked.

“Aye. Grandest home we have around here. Owned by the Brewster family. Last week they all come down with food poisoning. Quite a job it was for old Doctor Gammer and Nurse Thewlis. They say it were real touch and go for old Henry Brewster, being nigh on eighty and all. But he pulled through, stubborn bastard that he is. Funny how that goes, don’t it? Old ones like Henry and me just linger on while poor little Amy Turner they say will never live to adulthood. And then the nurse gets cut down with her own axe!”

“Wait—Nurse Thewlis had an axe?” Shaefer looked confused.

“For chopping wood,” Mrs. Dudgeon replied simply. “Many folks do up here.”

“Yes, I had one too,” Mary remembered, “back when I worked in Illhenny because I also had a wood-burning stove and sometimes needed to chop a log,” she informed Shaefer. She sometimes forgot she had more experience in rural areas than he. “Axes and other tools are actually quite useful when you’re in the countryside. But how did the killer come by Elsie’s?” She turned once again to Mrs. Dudgeon.

“She’d left it out for Rose Martin’s boy, Ralph,” the old woman explained. “He was cutting her firewood that day. He was questioned as well, Ralphie. Poor boy was near hysterical. Frightened to death they might suspect him! And maybe they did. But he stuck to his story. All he’d done was chop some firewood and left the axe right there beside it before going home to his mam and siblings. And they all confirmed he was home before dark.”

“So the axe was just lying there outside. And anyone who’d walked by the hut that day could have seen it,” Mary thought aloud.

“Aye.” Old Mrs. Dudgeon sighed. “When you put it like that it seems a fool thing to do, leaving the axe out in plain sight and all. But who would think something like this would happen?”

“No one ever does,” Shaefer said quietly. “Not until it does happen.” He frowned. “You said a Scotland Yard inspector was already here.”

“Aye, Inspector Farraday.”

“And what are your impressions of the good inspector?” Shaefer wondered.

Mrs. Dudgeon thought a moment. “Well, honestly, he looks like a weasel to me. May not be the very thing to say but he does.” Mary repressed a giggle as Mrs. Dudgeon went on. “And he came sniffing around so soon after the body were found. Practically took the whole case over from our own Constable Abbot. Now I’m not saying our constable couldn’t use assistance from someone more experienced in these matters. But they say Inspector Farraday been acting awful high and mighty to the constable and that don’t seem right.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Mary agreed. Privately she thought it not only rude but unwise of the inspector as well to alienate the locals. If nothing else, unpopular visitors typically got something “added” to their pints at the local pub.

“And it’s not just Abbot either,” Mrs. Dudgeon continued. “They say he’s been throwing his weight around a lot at Acorn Hall and the servants there aren’t too happy about it.”

“Acorn Hall? Why would his investigation into Nurse Thewlis’s death lead him there?”

“Don’t know. Unless he thinks one of the Brewsters done her in. But I can’t think how or why.”

“If you had to guess who killed Nurse Thewlis who would be your pick?” Shaefer chimed in.

“My pick? You’re asking me?” Mrs. Dudgeon looked shocked but also somehow flattered.

“Why not? We are open to all suggestions at this time.”

“Well,” Mrs. Dudgeon began. “What with it being an axe and all I was wondering if maybe she hadn’t fallen prey to some wandering sex maniac or something. Some madman roaming place to place killing young women who live alone. You hear about such things, and they seem to be happening more and more, don’t they? But still, you never think they’ll happen near you, do you?” she asked rhetorically. “But Nurse Thewlis was well liked in these parts. Can’t imagine anyone wanting to harm her.”

“Did she have any particular friends here in the village we could speak to?” This came from Mary. “Someone she might have confided in.”
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