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CAST OF CHARACTERS


THE REVEREND DESTINY CHATSWORTH: curate newly assigned to assist the Reverend Maxen Tudor of St.Edwold’s Church in Nether Monkslip.


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


AWENA OWEN: the owner of Goddessspell, the village’s New Age shop, Awena also has come to own Max Tudor’s heart. The arrival of their child completes the couple’s joy.


MRS.HOOSER: vicarage house keeper and the mother of Tildy Ann and Tom.


MS. EUGENIA SMITH-GANDERFORT: a church volunteer devoted to Max Tudor. But is she a little too devoted?


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


LORD AND LADY BAYER BAADEN-BOOMETHISTLE OF TOTLEIGH HALL: currently in residence with the lord’s son, Peregrine; his daughter, Rosamund; and the dowager viscountess.


BILL TRAVIS: estate manager and horse trainer at Totleigh Hall, he is rumored to have caught the eye of the lady of the house.


CHARLES HARGREAVES: butler/valet at Totleigh Hall.


SUZANNA WINSHIP: the beautiful, outspoken, and ambitious sister of the local doctor.


CHANEL DIRKSON: a successful author of self-help books whose own life is barely under control.


DR.BRUCE WINSHIP: an expert in general ailments, Suzanna’s brother revels in theories of how the criminal mind operates.


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


MISS AGNES PITCHFORD: a retired schoolmistress and a walking cross-indexed repository of all village gossip.


NOAH CARAWAY: wealthy owner of Noah’s Ark Antiques and of Abbot’s Lodge.


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.


DR.SPROTTLE: an expert in the art of death.


SERGEANT ESSEX: DCI Cotton’s no-nonsense assistant.


CANDICE THOR ST.GABRIEL AND ELSPETH MUIR: former nannies at Totleigh Hall.


THE RIGHT REVEREND NIGEL ST.STEPHEN: the bishop wants to know why Max Tudor is again involved in murder most sordid.


LILY IVERSON: owner of a local knitting and textiles business.


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


MAJOR BATTON-SMYTHE: a widower with a passion for history, and for Lily Iverson.


ADAM BIRCH: owner of the Onlie Begetter bookshop.


MR.STACKPOLE: the sexton of St.Edwold’s Church.


CONSTABLE MUSTEILE: an officious man with ambitions to solve a crime, any crime.
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Granted that miracles can occur, it is, of course, for experience to say whether one has done so on any given occasion.


—C.S. Lewis, Miracles


These are the days of miracle and wonder . . .


—Paul Simon and Forere Mothoeloa,
“The Boy in the Bubble”
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PROLOGUE: DESTINY


It was springtime, with lingering cold and damp shrouding the somber London streets. The best time of year to be in a steam room.


And as the Reverend Destiny Chatsworth was to discover, a steam room was the ideal place to be for a spot of casual eavesdropping.


Not that she would ever eavesdrop. God forbid. That fell somewhere into the same category as gossiping. But if being wrapped up in steam somehow gave people the illusion they were alone and unwitnessed while having a private conversation, she didn’t see how it was her fault if she overheard a few things.


Some of them rather shocking.


Destiny being a newly minted priest in the Anglican Communion, the fees for the use of the spa facilities in the exclusive Ladies’ University Club, a women-only establishment in St.James’s in central London, would normally be out of the reach of a not-yet-employed curate. But her doting and very wealthy aunt was a member, and as a combination graduation/ordination pre sent she had given Destiny a guest-pass stay at the LUC. Destiny’s progressive aunt was tremendously supportive of her niece’s new calling: Aunt Jane still considered it an outrage that women had had to wait until 1994 to be ordained as priests in the Anglican Church.


With a few weeks open between her ordination and her first day as curate of St.Edwold’s in Nether Monkslip, Destiny was using the time to relax, to catch up on her reading, to shop, to get a decent haircut for once, and to reflect on the glorious new future that awaited her. The question of what to wear was a vexing one: Wearing the religious collar was, for women, a bit trickier than for the men, unless one happened to like gray flannel suits and black shirts, which Destiny did not.


And so she approached her stay at the late-nineteenth-century club as a special treat, and with a sense of saying good-bye to luxury—not just to such stately accommodations and fine food but also to having time free to pamper and indulge herself. Leaving university always meant putting away childish things, but perhaps this was even truer in her case. Destiny was nothing if not earnest in her desire to shine a pure light on an ever-darkening world. And to look appropriately dressed while doing it.


The LUC (its members called themselves the LUCkey ones), which dated to 1885, was modeled on every men’s club in London: all leather armchairs, crackling fireplaces in winter, and rustling newspapers. There may have been a bit more floral print in the reading room upholstery and window tiebacks, and crocheted doilies protecting the tabletops, but those were the main differences. In recent years, a modern spa had been installed at great expense, and thus not without rancor and lingering ill feeling among the members of the club’s General Committee, many of whom felt that the availability of chess and backgammon boards, having provided sufficient licit diversion for de cades, should continue to suffice. Discussions over the spa had reached the same fever pitch as discussions over the movement to modernize the name of the LUC, with Miss Haverdam threatening to chain herself to the fence if this scandalous proposal succeeded.


While men were now permitted to stay as guests in the en suite second-floor rooms, few took advantage of this offer, deterred no doubt by the undeniably, not to say stridently, feminine air of the place. Men, in any event, were strictly forbidden the use of the spa amenities, a concession needed to get the plans for the new spa past the eagle eye of the General Committee.


The new spa was in essence a glamification of what had once consisted of little more than a large wading pool, a sluggish Jacuzzi (“in reality, a large petri dish for mold,” as more than one member had described it), and rows of rickety metal lockers. The result, something like a cross between a small school gymnasium and a recently excavated Roman bath, still was more functional than luxurious. But to Destiny Chatsworth, it was like the antechamber to heaven itself. Undressing before an empty locker in the spa’s dressing room, she reflected with no little wonder at the good luck that had befallen her. To soon be working for Max Tudor! The Reverend Max Tudor! She had known Max from when they were students at St.Barnabas House, Oxford, where he—close to completing his degree as she was just beginning her studies—was already legendary, viewed as a rising star in the Anglican firmament. That he had chosen to become vicar of a small village like Nether Monkslip, when he could have had his pick of parishes, surprised no one who knew him. So to be specially invited to apply for the position as his curate . . . well. It was a feather in her cap, a sign of how hard she’d worked and how far she’d come, and she had to stifle the very human impulse to brag openly. Although she did take every opportunity to insinuate the topic gently into every conversation, she hoped she’d be forgiven for it.


As she disrobed the body she thought of as attractively, even Rubenesquely, plump, she could not help but notice the lithe young woman to her right, who was applying extravagant amounts of perfumed body lotion. Destiny pegged her as a yoga practitioner, and possibly a habitué of the beaches on the Continent. She had skin tanned to a uniform shade of milky tea, which suggested either a stay at a nude resort or frequent recourse to a solarium. Even the aureoles of her nipples blended into the surrounding skin, giving her the plasticized appearance of a Selfridges store dummy awaiting its next costume change.


This superb physical specimen, having draped itself in designer clothing and heels, left behind an old copy of Bild magazine on one of the locker room benches. Destiny, who seldom had time for light reading, began leafing idly through the pages, reflecting as she did so that Duchess Kate was starting to show the same uncanny knack for attracting bad press into her life as had Duchess Fergie—for wearing not quite enough clothing just as a camera lens was pointed straight at her backside. Despite the perks of the job, Destiny wouldn’t trade places with her. Not for longer than an hour. Just long enough to see the parts of Buckingham Palace that were closed to visitors. (Destiny was, among other things, a history buff.)


She put the magazine aside, leaving it for the next person. Somehow, this sort of tabloid “news” had in recent years lost much of its appeal for her.


Once vainer than Little Women’s Amy March (and still given to perusing fashion magazines as if they alone held the secrets of the universe), Destiny had, at the age of thirty-five, under gone what most would call a conversion but she thought of as a wake-up call. The first thing that had had to go was her job. She had spent many years in the world’s most superficial pursuit (copywriting) in the most superficial of industries (advertising). When the press had begun to reveal more and more that the products she polished and shellacked to a glossy sheen were often produced by slave labor, or were created by destroying the environment, it provided one of the catalysts that propelled her out of her old life and into her new.


Now clutching about her a too-small towel, Destiny warily approached the steam room with all the reluctant wonder of a missionary being asked to witness a pagan ritual for the first time. She had, in fact, never set foot in a steam room before, and she was sure there must be a certain etiquette involved. Did one knock on the door, or just burst in unannounced? Not to mention, surely some sort of safety measures were called for, and she didn’t know what they were. If she were to collapse in there alone, would someone come to her aid before she lost two dress sizes? The whole thing was so, well, so Finnish—so very foreign to a girl conventionally raised in a two-up, two-down terraced house in a Plymouth suburb.


In the end, she entered the room slowly, without flourish or announcement, and carefully shut the glazed door behind her. She could just make out two other bodies inside, sitting with legs dangling over an upper wooden ledge. Deep in conversation, they paid her no mind as she entered. They both were wearing white towels wrapped turban-style about their heads and sarong-style around their bodies, so their only identifying markers were their red and pink pedicures. A wall of steam obscured their faces. Destiny tucked herself onto a seat nearest the door, settling into place on a lower bench. She wished she’d thought to wrap her own hair in a towel, as the steam would turn it into the sort of Bride of Frankenstein coils it reverted to when left to its own devices.


All was silence for a long while. Destiny, wondering if she was supposed to chant Viking songs or something, found the novel experience of damp silence so restful, she soon fell asleep, head back and mouth open. She awakened on hearing, in some subconscious way, the two words that had been on her mind for months, and she fully awoke to a shushing sound from one of the women.


“Nether Monkslip,” she had heard one of them say. She was sure she hadn’t been dreaming.


Then: “It’s all right,” the other woman said. “She’s sound asleep.” Destiny assumed she’d been snoring, a habit brought to her attention by more than one peevish roommate or ex-boyfriend. But some instinct—the tone in the second woman’s voice—prevented her from announcing her newly alert state. Instead, she resumed making a snuffling noise interspersed with a snort she hoped approximated the sound one boyfriend had described as the noise a train loaded with panicking donkeys might make as it pulled too fast into the station.


Instinct—plus the fact that she also had heard, very clearly, just as she had awakened, the word murder.


When God hands you a coincidence like that, she thought, it is probably good to pay attention. Required, even. There would, or so she reasoned, be ample opportunity to make her presence known to the women once she knew exactly what it was they were saying about her soon-to-be new home. To say anything now, she’d be butting into a conversation that didn’t include her. It would be quite rude, really.


She couldn’t tell much about the women from their voices as they resumed their conversation. In a locker room, there was ample opportunity to observe the vast variety and shapes of the human body: the yoga practitioners versus the foodies, as it were. Here in this pea soup–like fog, given that the women were dressed in identical towels, there were no visual clues. With their hair covered, and arms and legs mostly obscured in clouds of moist air, they were hard to identify or classify. She would have hazarded that they were both Caucasian, and that was about as far as she was prepared to go.


From their voices, they were young. One quite young, the other possibly older. Well spoken. Posh. Their upper-class accents sounded alike to her ears, except that one had a deeper voice.


Now one woman said, “I can’t tell you how ready I am to leave him. But the stupid prenup . . .”


“The solicitor did warn you.”


“Yes, I know, thanks. I really never thought it would be an issue. I thought I could cope. I didn’t think it would get to be this bad. He’s changed so.”


“They all do, once the courtship is over.”


“Not yet. I don’t believe that.”


“That, my dear, is because you are a romantic. And look where it’s got you.”


“Duh. I feel some days as if I’m living out a life sentence. A nice, cushy life sentence. The only thing that livens up that village is the occasional sighting of that heavenly vicar, and he’s taken now.”


In good conscience, Destiny asked herself later, what could I have done? Snapped my towel at them to get their attention? Loudly cleared my throat and announced that I knew exactly whom and what they were talking about?


But she kept quiet, in fact, because this seemed too good an opportunity to learn more about her soon-to-be village and its people. Nether Monkslip—the village she thought of as battle stations.


Max Tudor’s galvanizing effect on the female half of a population she had already witnessed for herself, many times.


But above all, of course, there was that word: murder. Had one of the women said “I could murder him”? Or was it “I’m going to murder him”? That there had been in the past, or would be in the future, a murder? Destiny wasn’t sure exactly what she had heard or what she had dreamed. Only that one word jumped out of the air, as if illuminated in flashing neon lights.


The one word seemed to hang there still, like a word in a cartoon balloon.


Murder.


She again wrestled, but fleetingly, with the thought of chiming in, of announcing herself, but she quickly dropped back into her role of eavesdropper. Well, it was not really eavesdropping, was it? So she assured herself. She sat in plain view—couldn’t get much plainer, now could she, nearly naked as she was in this scanty towel?—and the women themselves made little attempt to hide their discussion or even to lower their plummy voices. They assumed discretion, rather like the wealthy and privileged might when speaking in front of their servants. Or perhaps it was anonymity they assumed, like strangers passing time in a train. Destiny had overheard the most amazing arguments and confessions whilst sitting on trains. People assumed they were among people they’d never see again, and somehow it lowered their inhibitions.


Funny she should think of that—that film Strangers on a Train, because now one of the women said something about its being a service to humanity if someone would please rid the world of Harold. Or did she say Harry?


The other woman grunted something unintelligible. Then she went on, her voice lower now, saying something like “Too bad: We could have done a swap, helped each other out. Like in that old film.”


An unintelligible reply, then: “But God knows where he went to, and good riddance. I’d have been glad of a helping hand.”


She laughed, however, so clearly it was meant as a joke.


Wasn’t it?


“It’s a wonder he’s still alive, the bloody old trout.” Destiny wasn’t sure who was talking now or whom she was talking about. The slight hiss of steam being expelled through the pipes obscured the sound, distorting it. “Something something,” whispered one of the women—it sounded complete gibberish. Then: “Most of these bad-tempered men get a spike or two of high blood pressure and they’re gone.”


“You remember Bethany? I always suspected—”


“He used to hit her, you know . . . justified. No woman should put up with—”


“When he drinks . . .”


“There are poisons that . . . with alcohol—”


“Shhh.”


It was turning into a truly disturbing conversation. A thoroughly detached and unpleasant discussion of the wished-for demise of another human being. But it didn’t rise to the level of something Destiny felt she had to put a stop to or intervene in somehow. No one’s life was being threatened, after all. Not really. It was just that Harold’s and some other man’s passing were being considered as events to be anticipated and not regretted.


Bonuses, as it were.


“Nothing to be done about it now.”


Another silence, longer this time.


“Isn’t there?” the other woman prompted, but softly.


“Sometimes I think . . . You do remember Bethany? No one believed it was an accident.”


Destiny, electrified by that one, final word at the end of the sentence—accident—forgot to snore. One of the women—the second woman?—gasped softly, and then the room grew very still, the only sound the slight hiss of steam. Both women seemed again to become aware of her, for the shushing sound was heard again, and the second woman said, in a voice that showed the strain, “You’re joking of course.”


“Yes, yes, that’s it. Of course I’m joking.”


“Good.”


But it was clear from the tone that the other woman did not believe her. And neither did Destiny, who resumed her snoring, more quietly now.


After a very long pause: “I have a friend . . .”


“Good for you.”


“No, I mean the kind of friend who can, you know . . . Get things done. Take care of things that need to be taken care of. Obit someone. The kind of person with connections—”


“I should go soon,” replied the other woman, hastily cutting her off. She sounded horrified by the drift the conversation had taken.


Destiny, below them, scowled in frustration.


“That mouthbreather of a stepdaughter is coming to collect me in the car. I told her to wait in the library.”


“I thought the son was the mouthbreather.”


“Him, too. He also chews with his mouth open, for God’s sake. How long can male adolescence last, one wonders.”


“I could give you a lift.”


“Thanks, but I promised I’d take her shopping. The poor thing really is clueless. I’m embarrassed to be seen with her. Oh, did I tell you I saw that guy from the village—what is his name? I thought he never came to London.”


As their conversation drifted more into the trivial, it seemed to Destiny it was time either to make her presence known or get the heck out of there. Or stay until she’d lost thirty pounds. The women seemed disinclined also to clamber down and make themselves known, so for a while they all sat in stony silence. Finally, when she could take no more, Destiny created a smoke screen by pouring water on the rocks in the center of the room, and made her escape. It was hard to run with dignity in a towel, but she just managed it.


The two women turned to each other.


“How much do you think she heard?”


“No matter, we won’t see her again. Not that she’d recognize us or know who we are. And she couldn’t know who or what we were talking about anyway. No one’s ever heard of Nether Monkslip, that is certain.”


“I’m sure you’re right, but that was foolish of me. He just gets me so angry, so . . . so frustrated. Just boiling, you know? I forget myself.”


Meanwhile, Destiny quickly showered and dressed. Curious as she was about the two women, she was anxious to avoid a meeting that would be embarrassing for all concerned. Surely they were just blowing off steam—and the perfect place for that was a steam room, come to think of it.


By now there were quite a few people in the dressing area. She supposed afternoons before dinner were popular. She heard someone call out, “Eugenia! What on earth are you doing here!” and thought what a nice, old-fashioned name it was. She couldn’t help noticing there was a stunned reaction from some of the women in the locker room as she put on her clerical collar. They had all been rather freely discussing their sex lives, along with their rather riotous plans for the evening.


She was getting used to that reaction.


A few days later, she had mostly forgotten the overheard conversation, caught up as she was in enjoying her last few days of freedom. And strange as the steam room conversation had been, she never made a connection between it and the car that narrowly missed her the next day, speeding by and forcing her to jump back on the curb.


She hadn’t been watching where she was going, and London was notoriously dangerous.


Thank God she’d soon be in Nether Monkslip, where it was safe.
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Chapter 1


MAX TUDOR


It was fall, and the patchwork fields around Nether Monkslip were changing color from gold and jade to bronze and topaz in that strange alchemy of the turning seasons.


Father Maxen Tudor sat at his desk in the mellow old vicarage of St.Edwold’s, watching his own patch of garden change with the breeze and the moving sunlight. The room was quiet, the only sound the occasional whimper of his dog, Thea, as she chased rabbits in her dreams by the fireplace. A blank word-processing document was open before him and the cursor of his bulky computer blinked, the page waiting empty and undisturbed for his thoughts. It was, he told himself, too nice a day to work.


Autumn was his favorite time of year, and morning his favorite time of day, when his daily parish obligations had been met and he could sit with a cup of coffee, reading and ruminating and planning his next sermon. Time slowed, as if there were nothing to do but wait for the Japanese maple in the garden to cast its shifting red light into the room. While spring was about life and beginnings, fall was, to him, a reminder of the endless cycle-through of seasons: Spring flowers would always return, no matter how bleak their prospects at the moment.


But fall brought special challenges to a man running a small parish almost single-handedly—the Blessing of the Animals, for one. It finally had been decided that having children bring their stuffed animals to church was a better strategy than having everyone pile into St.Edwold’s, dragging behind them their live menageries or clasping their favorite pets to their hearts. Max’s early Saint Francis Day blessing services had dissolved into an unmitigated chaos and ended in tears when several other wise-domesticated animals had seized the day, making their various breaks for freedom—hoofing, flying, slithering, and hopping their way down the ancient stone aisles and out the door, which stood open to admit the generally unseasonable warmth of early October in Nether Monkslip. The change to stuffed animals had its opponents among the traditionalists on the Parish Council, however, who now were fighting a rearguard action to move next year’s proceedings outdoors.


This year had presented an added challenge in that the duck race, traditionally a springtime event, had been rescheduled to the fall, since the council had deemed the spring weather too chancy. Global warming or no, something in the world had changed, and a duck race held in the rain dampened everyone’s spirits.


So in its way, springtime will be easier going, thought Max, despite the fact there was a movement afoot to initiate an ecumenical Lambing Festival, during which children would bring newborn lambs to the church to be blessed. Plenty there, thought Max, to go wrong. But spring was a time of miracles, if you believed in miracles, which Max did, so perhaps all would be well. St.Edwold’s cross would be swathed in purple, awaiting the biggest reveal of all.


In the fall began anew the liturgical buildup to the birth of the Christ Child—again a happy focus on new life. And this Christmas season he at last would have help with the avalanche of responsibilities.


Upon the retirement of one of his colleagues, Max had been asked to take on the parishes of Steeple Monkslip and Monkslip Bassett, an impossibility without some sort of assistance, as his bishop readily had agreed. The solution was to allow Max a curate—a recent university graduate, newly ordained. Her name was Destiny Chatsworth.


Max, knowing she was perfect for the job, put her (unusual) name forward to the bishop. She also came highly recommended by her Oxford tutors, which helped his case, although she was not in any sense an academician or great theologian. He wanted her instead for her rare gift of approachability: People quickly trusted her with their feelings and their worries. They forgot themselves around her. He and Awena had her over for dinner, and Awena had pronounced her an ideal fit for the village.


When she was officially assigned to St.Edwold’s, Max was so grateful for the help, as he told Awena, he could only hope now that Nether Monkslip was as much her destiny as it was his.


“If I had not come to Nether Monkslip, I might never have met you,” he had said to his wife. An unthinkable idea: too frightening to contemplate.


He looked now across the room at the little crèche scene on his office shelf, a memento from his time investigating a murder at Monkbury Abbey. The sight of the primitive clay figures of the Holy Family, and of the cows and lambs that had come to adore this special child, often brought him inspiration. It always settled his mind and brought him peace.


He had a title for his sermon in this season of grace, if little else; the only word that percolated from his brain, beyond context or punctuation or deliberate thought, was joy. Joy in his working life as vicar of St.Edwold’s, joy in his private life with Awena, joy above all in the safe delivery of their child, Owen. He knew he’d been witness to a miracle at the birth. An everyday miracle, but a miracle just the same. His days with Awena and Owen now were braided together in a happy bond of duty and love. They hoped for another child in the following year.


He turned to his computer, and found his fingers had typed the word joy onto the page without his really being aware of it. Reluctantly, he deleted the word from the document, for the topic of his sermon was “Do the Ends Ever Justify the Means?” and it was difficult to see how joy fit in there.


Finally he decided that there was joy in surrender, in living according to Buddhist precepts, in not trying to game the system and force events to turn in a particular direction. That way, thought Max, lies madness. In the long run, mankind did its worst work, and told the most lies, when trying to justify its actions, to impose a certain outcome.


Thy will be done.


The sermon nearly wrote itself, and Max was happily refilling his pen from the inkwell to edit the printed-out pages when his house keeper, Mrs.Hooser, knocked on his study door. As she was never one to stand on ceremony, the knock was followed immediately by the door’s flying open to the shouted announcement, “It’s her about the flowers.”


Max turned from his task and pasted on a welcoming smile when he saw who “her” was.


Every parish has its “Martha.” Or in the case of Nether Monkslip, its Eugenia Smith-Ganderfort. This person is nearly always a female, and nearly always single; a woman who is the Martha of the place—the doer. In the Bible tale, while others get to sit idly at Jesus’s feet, listening to him talk, Martha is the one who gets stuck preparing a large meal for the group.


Today’s Martha is the one who makes sure the hymnals are stored neatly and that the mice are not destroying them for nesting material. The one who ensures the flowers on the altar have fresh water, that the flower rota gets updated, that the needlepoint kneelers stay in good repair, that the altar is swept and the nave hoovered and the pews cleared of the gloves and scarves and, sometimes, purses and wallets that get left behind by worshipers. She is the person who volunteers for every task, particularly the lowly, behind-the-scene tasks no one else wants to take on or is even aware need doing, like cleaning out the coffee urn or even clearing the graveyard of fallen debris after a storm. The unrewarded, unnoticed chores that keep the wheels of a parish church spinning smoothly. The modern-day Martha’s motives for doing all this vary. Sometimes, she is simply a lonely soul with time on her hands. Sometimes, she is just the sort of good-hearted person who needs to feel of use. Sometimes, she is both.


And sometimes, in the case of a charismatic and attractive vicar like Max Tudor, she finds volunteering for the various chores around the church to be the surest way of having some face time with him. To bask for a moment in the sunshine of an extended word of encouragement and thanks from the Reverend Max Tudor.


Along with many other women of the parish, Eugenia had a sort of schoolgirl crush on Max, and during his bachelor days had plied him with cakes and tuna fish casseroles and, on one occasion, an entire basketful of potatoes. He still was uncertain what he’d been meant to do with that bounty; he couldn’t have eaten all of it even if he’d been in training for a marathon. Eugenia still was likely to turn up with a plateful of homemade biscuits, carefully secured with ribbon on a plate decorated with a paper doily. They were “made from love,” she had informed him, to his discomfiture, but he told himself she of course meant the Christian sort of love for all mankind.


Today was not one of her baking or cooking days, apparently; in any event, as Max knew well, Saturday was the traditional baking day in the village. Max, putting down his pen, looked at her politely, hoping this would not take long, what ever it was, and wondering what on earth she’d done to her hair.


Eugenia’s hair at the best of times resembled a yet-undiscovered form of plant life on the ocean floor, but today there seemed to be rather more of it. She generally styled it tightly permed and knotted into precise quadrants, so that her head resembled a farmer’s field awaiting harvest. It was of a neither-here-nor-there shade of blond-gray that reflected no ray of sunshine and emitted no spark of life. Indeed, today it looked as if touched, it might turn to dust, or go up in flames if she ventured too near a heat source.


She was neither fat nor thin, short nor tall, but her waist was thickening with the approach of middle age, a fact cruelly emphasized by the too-tight belt of her shirtwaist dress. The dress was a shiny yellow-green print and, it was to be supposed, a symbol of sprightly youth, but the color of new buds did not necessarily flatter all complexions, and it did not flatter Eugenia’s. Besides, the Sprightly Youth ship had sailed for Eugenia many years before. Her legs, sturdy and thin and shielded from the elements by beige spandex, emerged from the dress in a straight line from knee to foot, without apparent benefit of ankle to hold them together—they were what Max’s father had called “piano legs.” She stood anchored to the ground in flesh-colored pumps, a change from the trainers and heavy white socks she generally wore halfway to her knees. Clutched about her person were various bags and parcels; she had evidently interrupted her shopping for an impromptu visit to the vicarage.


Max noticed her spruced-up appearance only in passing. In his mind, she was a good soul and a much-appreciated, generous volunteer of her time and skills. It was his genial appreciation, of course, that inevitably would lead to trouble, for if Max had a fault, it was that he had been born open and trusting, expecting and generally receiving the best from people. Along with his handsomeness, it was the equivalent of a one-two knockout punch as far as women were concerned. He was largely unaware of his physical attractiveness, a fact that, of course, permanently secured his major heartthrob status among the women of the village.


So it had taken him a while to wonder at the fact that whenever he was in the church, by some odd coincidence, Eugenia also was in the church. If the altar flowers were to be arranged on a Friday at one and Max was other wise engaged, the rota somehow got shifted in Eugenia’s favor for a time when he was sure to be around. Thus the flower-rota skirmishes, often deadly—for it was fondly hoped that such an activity might afford more opportunities to engage the vicar in prolonged conversation—took on curious new layers of subterfuge and ill feeling.


There may have been a Mr.Smith or a Mr.Ganderfort or a hyphenated personage in her life at some time, and it was rumored there had been such a person, if briefly, de cades before. But Eugenia seemed to have mislaid him along the way and now lived alone in one of the little alms houses along the river. Someone—he thought Elka Garth of the Cavalier—had told him she thought Eugenia had a son and grandchild somewhere but that she seldom saw either of them. “I think the son is trying to ‘weaponize’ the grandchild” was how she put it. “Withhold access as a sort of punishment—for what, I don’t know. Such a shame when that happens.”


Eugenia was known officially as Ms. Eugenia Smith-Ganderfort, and casually to her friends—although she was not a casual sort of person and she had very few friends—as Ms. Eugenia.


She got straight to the point—or rather, she got straight to the pretext for her visit.


“ Father, I was just wondering,” she said, fingering the dreadful fabric of her dress, “what kind of flowers you would like for the altar? For Christmas, I mean.”


“What kind of flowers would I—” began Max. Truly, this was unprecedented. For one thing, they were not yet out of October, with the church still decorated for the harvest time with gourds and beribboned clumps of wheat; the church mouser, Luther, was often to be found draped over a large pumpkin. But the women of St.Edwold’s Altar Guild chose what ever flowers were in bloom in their gardens, sometimes supplementing them with more elaborate arrangements or filler donated by a florist in Monkslip-super-Mare. Max was never involved in these aesthetic deliberations; his participation went as far as thanking the volunteers for their efforts and no further. Max could say to Eugenia that he didn’t care what flowers she chose, but it might sound unkind and it wouldn’t be true anyway. He liked the beautiful, sweet scents of nature around him as well as the next person. But so long as he wasn’t allergic to the blooms—and so far as he knew, he was allergic to nothing—it didn’t matter.


“I suppose,” he said, “that Christmas flowers are of particular importance. But I really don’t have a preference, Eugenia. You always outdo yourself. Such splendid arrangements! Now if you don’t mind, I—” Seeing her face, which had transformed from its usual Anglo-Saxon pallor to a mottled canvas of dark pink and red, he stopped. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, yes!” she gasped. “Quite all right, Father.” He was not to know that the use of her Christian name had sent a tremor up and down her spine, rendering her nearly speechless. For usually, and without really thinking about it, Max addressed her by her full name and title: Ms.Smith-Ganderfort.


That night she would relive this magic moment with Max Tudor over and over in her mind as she prepared her simple meal of tea and toad in the hole, as she did the washing up, even as she watched a quiz show on the telly: “But I really don’t have a preference, Eugenia,” Father Max had said. “Eugenia, you always outdo yourself. Eugenia! Did anyone ever tell you how beautiful your eyes are, Eugenia?


Of course he had not really said that last, and she knew it, but in the retelling she buffed and polished the moment to mirror her needs. What he had said was so different from what she was used all her life to hearing: Eugenia the fool. Eugenia the meddler. Eugenia the busybody. “You always outdo yourself! Such splendid arrangements! Eugenia!”


“Well, then, if there’s nothing else?” Max picked up his pen and gestured toward the ink-covered pages scattered on his desk, as though suddenly struck by a crucial point he simply must add to his sermon, and straight away.


Eugenia collected herself with a visible effort, although her face was still the oddest hectic mix of colors, as of a woman experiencing a rise in blood pressure, as undoubtedly she was.


“If you are certain,” she said. “I thought holly—but that could be dangerous if Luther gets into it. It’s not good for cats, you know. Ivy is always nice. But perhaps some roses mixed in?”


Luther, the freeloading lounge cat—was he aware of the loving concern for his well-being that cushioned all his days? Max looked at her as if she might be mad, but he put down his pen and said kindly, “Of course, we have to consider our mouser. Even though, and thank God for it, I don’t think he has caught a mouse in years. He used to leave the poor things in the vestry for me to find.” He added in what seemed now a non sequitur, “I have always liked roses.”


“Red roses?”


“Yes, that would be nice. Thank you. Now, I really must—”


“Of course, of course! I mustn’t keep you. I know you’re busy. And soon there’ll be all the planning for the duck race, too; I know how much you enjoy that. Not the planning. The race itself.” She gathered her parcels and packets and netted bits of things, the contents of half of which now spilled onto the floor, so of course Max had to kneel to help her collect them. Their fingers met over a packet of Ryvita and sparks literally flew—the scuffing of their shoes on the carpet in the dry air of the heated room had produced an electric current. Eugenia threw her head back, looking up into his eyes, a doe transfixed by headlamps.


What on earth was the matter with the woman?


“Oh,” she said now, completely undone. “Oh! It’s the dark rye, isn’t it? It’s for feeding the poor on the next Bowls for Souls day. I think the dark rye is so much nicer than the light, don’t you? Crunchier. It just looks nicer. They say it’s more nutritious, too.” Even Eugenia seemed to realize she was babbling by this point. She stood awkwardly, gripping her shopping bags, which stood out from her hips like buoys around a dinghy. “It’s for the poor,” she repeated.


At this reminder that Eugenia was also a vital component of the free-lunch initiative in Monkslip-super-Mare, Max again stifled his impatience. Really, the Anglican Church ran on the time, energies, and moneys donated by such as Eugenia. Her entire life seemed to revolve around the church, in fact.


That this totality of devotion had started when Max Tudor came to St.Edwold’s escaped him.


Just then the door opened, this time followed by Awena. She held the baby, Owen, swaddled in a blue jumpsuit and blanket, leaving only the top of his fuzzy dark head visible. Max felt an access of relief—he was growing increasing desperate at the thought that Eugenia might never leave—and the customary jolt of transcendent happiness at seeing the pair around which his life revolved.


He bent over the sleeping bundle and, with his wife, gazed at their child in rapt devotion. Had any baby’s eyelashes ever been that long and dark? Its cheeks that rosy? Even Owen’s drool was adorable; Max stopped to dab with a corner of the blanket at the baby’s pink rosebud of a mouth. Thea awoke from her slumber by the fire and trotted over to complete the family group.


Awena greeted Eugenia, and added, “I was wondering when you’d be ready, Max.” They had planned a visit to the pediatrician’s in Monkslip-super-Mare, followed by some shopping and dinner out.


“Just wrapping up here,” Max said. He turned to Eugenia, his face still aglow.


And he was taken aback by the look on her face. If he hadn’t known better, he might have thought it was a look of the purest venom.


The look was directed straight at Awena.




[image: image]


Chapter 2


BREAKFAST AT TOTLEIGH HALL


Even with only the family in residence, breakfast at Totleigh Hall, Nether Monkslip’s manor house, was a surprisingly formal affair. The buffet spread of a full English breakfast, the standard offering when there were weekend guests, would have gone to waste on the small, loosely knit group that called itself the Baaden-Boomethistles. So rather than staggering in at all hours of the morning, in all states of dishabille, they arrived at the large dining room at more or less the same time each morning, and more or less properly composed, to have their individual breakfast orders taken by the hardworking but well-compensated Mr. Hargreaves.


Rosamund, the daughter of the house, was first down. She usually was, for Rosamund was an early riser, unlike her brother, Peregrine, who practically had to be dragged out of bed by the hair each day. But he had gone without breakfast often enough that he had now trained himself to arrive on time.


Rosamund took her seat, reached for the carafe, and poured coffee into the Spode mug at her place. Lacing the coffee with a generous splash of organic cream, she opened the newspaper to the arts and entertainment section; settling her glasses against her nose, she began to read. She wore different glasses to go with each day’s outfit. Today it was a pair of rectangular frog green frames to set off her dark red hair and the violet-blue blouse she wore with jeans. Rosamund, being an art student, knew her color wheel.


Peregrine wouldn’t know a color wheel if it ran over him.


Rosamund had nothing in common with her brother, a fact she liked to emphasize whenever possible. While they were of similar build—athletic from years of games (him) and horse riding (both) but in danger of running to fat early—they had different coloring and, more important, different temperaments. Rosamund was the bookish one—a proud egghead in a family of hearty, fox-chasing morons, as she saw it. She had a rather desperate need, born of guilt, to separate herself from the life of privilege into which she had been born. She was well aware from her reading that the world was an unfair place—there was, after all, no real reason her family should have easy access to whatever money could buy while others went hungry or died of preventable illnesses in Africa. What she could do to redress the balance, she was not sure. Writing a check to Oxfam every year seemed like a drop in the ocean. But at least she cared. Picture Peregrine caring.


He had become more awkward and gauche as he aged, which did not make her pity him, and did not stop her itch to torment him. Years of public schooling had done little to add to his attractions. Still, he was well liked by his peers, from what she could tell, although well tolerated might be a better description. She thought of him as the human equivalent of the battering ram, for he excelled at various sports, despite the embryonic paunch he carried before him. If he had other ambitions or hobbies apart from drinking, he kept them well hidden, and was usually to be found wandering aimlessly about the manor house or feeding carrots or forbidden sugar cubes to the horses in the vast stables at the back of the house.


And here he was now. Think of the devil and up he jumps—one of their old servants used to say that all the time. But she’d been from one of those places where they had little cults that still believed in the devil. One reason she hadn’t lasted long in the position.


Peregrine lobbed his first grenade of the day.


“Do you have any idea how many calories are in that cream?” he asked, casting a significant glance at her waistline. For Rosamund was a big girl, broad and spreading as she grew, like an oak tree.


Not exactly fat. Not really.


Not like Jabba the Hutt here.


She dipped her paper momentarily to glare at him. What a way to start the morning, dueling with Peregrine, the sexist pig. Elephant, rather. With those stick-out ears, her favorite name to taunt him with in childhood had been “Dumbo,” but they had rather moved beyond that now. He honestly didn’t seem to see the extra stone around his own middle. And why was he wearing his hair like that? When had he started combing it straight down from the crown into a doofus fringe across his forehead? And those glasses! Maybe thick black-rimmed glasses were the hipster style of the moment, but between that and the hair, he looked a complete dork.


It was a shame, really. To have to watch her brother ruin his looks through self-indulgence.


She wouldn’t say a word to him. She wouldn’t. Would not. Would-notwouldnotwouldnot. Detachment was all. Detach. Detach. Detach.


Not for the first time, she lost the karmic struggle with herself. Self-control was not one of her strengths. Shooting from the hip was.


“If you didn’t swill beer all the time with your rich hooligan friends, you might lose that spare tire.”


“No one says hooligan anymore.”


“Not in the sort of crowd you run with.”


“Organic doesn’t mean nonfattening,” he informed her, continuing the dietary lecture as if she hadn’t spoken.


“Is that something you learned in—what is it called? Land Management for Dummies?”


This was a favorite dig of hers. Peregrine was enrolled in a Land Ec course at Oxford, similar to the famous one at Cambridge. It was notorious as an academic refuge for thick athletes and the children of the landed gentry who would otherwise wander the world completely unenlightened. The recent attendance of HRH Prince William at a ten-week course tailor-made for the future proprietor of his father’s estate had done nothing to diminish the cachet of the Cambridge course, although if his wife, Kate, had enrolled, it would have caused a mob scene at the admissions office on Trumpington Street.


“Bill Travis could totally rock that course, you know.”


The mention of the estate manager/horse trainer seemed to inflame Peregrine, who was generally impervious to any weapon his sister might choose to use on him. At any rate, this snobbish accusation reduced him to the monosyllabic responses of their childhood, endured in a state of armed combat in the nursery at the top of the house. Only a year separated the two of them, Peregrine’s reign as king of all he surveyed cut short by the arrival of his little sister, a usurpation of power he never, ever forgave or forgot.
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