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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Sometimes I am asked why I write crime novels. People often find it vaguely disturbing that anyone—a woman, in particular—would willingly choose such a pastime. Some will ask me if I’m “still writing,” as if writing were a temporary affliction, like a bad head cold. I can only reply, with apologies for taking words from Stephen King, “What makes you think I have a choice?” Authors don’t write so much as write down what is in their heads, demanding release on that particular day. This process of writing—or painting, or building bridges, or programming computers—is part of the gift of being human. There is nothing voluntary about it.


I should mention that Nether Monkslip, Chipping Monkslip, and all the villages of Monkslip County exist only in my imagination. They are anchored somewhere in a parallel universe where I go to escape boredom and fear and every condition in between. I am privileged to be allowed to visit these villages every day, and I am grateful to those who tell me the villages offer them the same sort of respite.


I should add that like the villages, the characters in any story I write are imaginary. There is no fun whatsoever in writing about real people. I write to escape real people.


Also, all mistakes as to Great British idiom and custom are my own.


The typos, however, belong to everyone.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS


THE REV. MAXEN “MAX” TUDOR—A dashing MI5 agent turned clergyman with a talent for solving crime.


AWENA OWEN—Max’s wife, the mother of his son, Owen, and the owner of the New Age shop Goddessspell in Nether Monkslip.


MRS. HOOSER—Max’s housekeeper at the vicarage and the mother of Tildy Ann and Tom.


THE REV. DESTINY CHATSWORTH—Max’s curate at St. Edwold’s.


DAVID, LORD DUXTER OF MONKSLIP—A publisher knighted for services to the arts and charity, he opens up Wooton Priory as a writers’ retreat, with calamitous result.


MARINA, LADY DUXTER OF MONKSLIP—She is discovered in scandalous circumstances, sending shockwaves through the area.


COLIN FROST—A cybersecurity expert based in Saudi Arabia.


JANE FROST—Colin’s wife, the Wooton Priory librarian and archivist.


POPPY FROST—Colin’s precocious sixteen-year-old daughter by his first wife.


STANLEY ZITHER—Poppy’s loyal boyfriend.


NETTA HENSLOWE—The widow of Leo Henslowe, Netta dies in her sleep following her husband’s hunting accident.


ELKA GARTH—Owner of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden in Nether Monkslip, also known as Gossip Central.


SUZANNA WINSHIP—Sister of the local doctor, ambitious Suzanna often finds herself at sixes and sevens in a small village.


DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR COTTON—The dapper DCI is once again dispatched from Monkslip-super-Mare to investigate a most suspicious death.


ADAM BIRCH—Owner of The Onlie Begetter bookshop.


CARVILLE RASMUSSEN—A famous crime writer staying at Wooton Priory. He claims to be working on his magnum opus but he seems to spend most of his time “thinking.”


THE RIGHT REVEREND BISHOP NIGEL ST. STEPHEN—The bishop wants to know why Max Tudor has once again become involved in murder, and when it’s all going to stop.


LUCAS COOMBEBRIDGE—A famous seascape artist living in Monkslip Curry, Lucas may once again hold a clue to a baffling murder.
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Shine on the poor girl’s grave.


– The Cross Roads, Robert Southey
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PART I


Absent in the Spring
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Chapter 1


NOW YOU SEE IT


Lord Duxter had always disliked card tricks. He detested everything to do with magic, actually: rabbits pulled from hats, women sawn in half, the whole sleight-of-hand nonsense. But in particular and mostly, he disliked card tricks.


To him, tricks and magic and all that sort of thing were the hobbies of a twelve-year-old boy—one of stunted emotional development, at that. A grown man should have outgrown such childish pastimes.


But Colin Frost had not. Oh, no, not he. It summed him up, this idiotic interest, which Colin insisted on regarding as some sort of skill set, the specialty of a highly trained artist emerged from his magician’s cave after years of study and practice to bore the world with his “pick-a-card” trickeries. It didn’t matter to Lord Duxter that he could never figure out the trick—he did not regard that as a commentary on his intelligence. It was more that he didn’t care how it was done. One had to care, somehow. He saw it as a sort of social mask Colin hid behind, something to hide the fact that he had no conversation—at least none that would interest any sane person. Colin dealt in software and computers and God knew what-all forms of geekery. Apps, for God’s sake. He was always on about the latest apps. He was a cybersecurity expert, with skills ostensibly much in demand. The magic tricks were simply an extension of his preference for dealing with numbers and things rather than engaging with people.


Lord Duxter blamed the mother—she had been much the same way as Colin, and the whole village knew it. Cold as ice, she’d been. And Netta, the grandmother. No doubt she was the prototype for the mother. A cold fish if ever one swam in the small social pond of the Monkslip villages.


It was odd, Lord Duxter reflected. On the surface, Colin had everything going for him: still only in his thirties, he had a high IQ (or at least mathematical ability, if not what one might call actual intelligence); a good, slender physique; and a handsome if rather blank countenance, rather like an Easter Island statue. You could read him as profound or stupid, take your pick. None of these qualities, however, added up to having a personality—that spark of life that lit a man from within. Colin was, in fact, a good-looking dolt, rather naive and pliable. A man of modest accomplishments married to a woman of stunning ordinariness.


Look at her now, in a frock at least two sizes too big and thick-soled shoes a decade out of style—if they’d ever been in style. They were the kind of shoes one wore if one were worried about a stack of bricks landing on one’s toes at any moment. Jane could have been twenty-five or forty but Lord Duxter knew she had just celebrated her thirtieth birthday. Her eyes behind the oversized, rose-tinted lenses conveyed intelligent awareness, so much so that compared with her husband, at least, she was a dynamo.


She was doing a good and meticulous job sorting the books and albums and other materials that had been discovered by a maid clearing out the attic not long before. Lord Duxter knew he was underpaying Jane Frost and resolved to do something about that, soon. Quite soon. No one had ever accused Lord Duxter of being a tightwad, not even his wife, who had accused him of many things. He hired the best and was willing to pay for the best, a lesson he’d learned watching his father penny-pinch over the years with disastrous result. He was also known for his philanthropic impulses, which had earned him an OBE for services to charity and publishing. His little joke was that given the slim profit margins in publishing these days, the whole publishing scene was tantamount to running a charity. But in fact the writers’ retreats he sponsored, in which he threw open the doors of his home to struggling authors for up to a month, were what had brought him to the notice of the Queen. He was an incubator for talent, of which he was enormously proud. He wished being an incubator paid better, but one couldn’t have everything, he supposed.


Now Colin was actually waving his hands over the pack of cards as he said “Abracadabra” in his deep, booming voice. What an asshole. It’s a wonder he wasn’t wearing a pointy hat and a cape with moons and stars painted on. Lord Duxter supposed he should feel pity for a man raised in such a stifling environment as that of Hawthorne Cottage but Lord Duxter was not a man much given to fellow feeling, and he certainly did not care about this oaf. He preferred to assist mankind at a vast, safe distance whenever possible. As Charles Schultz had said, “I love mankind; it’s people I can’t stand.” Yes, at arm’s length was quite the best way. Otherwise, people tried to embroil one in all their little problems.


Now he tried desperately to catch his wife’s eye but she was too enthralled by this idiot display. The writers’ retreats had in fact been her idea, and much of the work that went into establishing and funding the program had been hers as well, facts he chose to forget when the subject of his OBE came up. For that OBE was without question the crowning achievement of his entire life. Wooton Press was his brainchild and in a tough business he had prevailed, so it was only right the powers that be had finally acknowledged it. And not, in his estimation, before time.


Then there was the house itself to be proud of. He had bought Wooton Priory from King’s College, Cambridge, which had owned the building and grounds since the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries. A small, deconsecrated church, formerly the Priory Church of St. George, still stood on the grounds. It had been converted into a private en suite writers’ studio, which Lord Duxter reserved for his bestselling authors. The midlisters were penned up in the main house where they shared the bathing facilities, not without a great deal of grumbling. Lord Duxter had found it beneficial thus to promote competition and friction and if possible ill-will among his authors, always dangling before them the carrot of being invited to stay at the St. George Studio provided they sold enough books for him. It kept them from bitching about their publicity, or lack thereof, if not for long.


King’s College had sold the place to him with certain conditions attached, among them that it be used in part for educational purposes, and of course he’d had to fulfill conditions set by the Anglican Church before they released the building into his care. Like it was any of their business anymore, really, but he pretended to be delighted to cooperate with everyone in order to gain his heart’s desire. The main buildings of the priory, huddled against the ancient forest and pond and next to the churchyard where for centuries monks had been laid to rest, had been shambolic wrecks when he first saw and fell in love with the place: saw the sunlight streaming through stark, empty windows and splaying patterns against stone floors tufted with weeds. With the success of Wooton Press he began to refurbish the buildings in earnest. Establishing Wooton Priory as a writers’ retreat was the next natural step—it required no genius for Marina to have thought of it. And besides, there was that stipulation from King’s to think of.


As to further thoughts: his only idea at the moment was that he might leap out of his chair, fling himself across the room, and strangle Colin in front of both their wives if he did not bring this stupid magician’s act to an end soon. Lord Duxter drummed his fingers impatiently against the velvet-covered arms of his eighteenth-century chair. He sat before the fireplace in his vast drawing room, where a fire laid by his manservant crackled gleefully. Spring was on the way, and Lord Duxter liked putting the fireplace to use as much as possible. Normally he found it relaxing. Not tonight.


Now he pulled his lips into somewhat of a rictus smile as Colin guessed, correctly, the card he had chosen from the deck. Ace of spades. What a surprise. Colin’s own face wore a smile of childlike happiness—a misplaced smile of achievement. Lady Duxter looked genuinely thrilled and overflowing with admiration; she enjoyed this sort of spectacle, while Colin’s wife, Jane, much more a sensible sort, could barely be troubled to conceal her boredom. Lord Duxter clapped weakly, politely, in such a way as to discourage Colin from starting in on another trick. In fact, Lord Duxter rose from his chair, still clapping, and said, loudly, “Excellent! That calls for another drink.” And before Colin or anyone else could stop him, he headed for the door. He didn’t give a tinker’s damn if he was being rude. He didn’t see a reason why people should be subjected to such torment in their own homes without a little something to dull their senses.


This whole evening had been his wife’s idea—she’d invited these people to dinner for reasons of her own. She wanted, she said, to discuss the priory’s history with Jane, who was fast becoming an expert on the subject. What fascinated Marina most of all was some stupid legend about a girl’s grave in Prior’s Wood. Fine. That didn’t mean he had to suffer. The women had all day to talk about such things together if they wanted. But Marina felt, she said, that they didn’t entertain enough, and she blamed her depression on her isolation. Again, fine. If inviting the village idiot and his harvest-mousy little wife to dine was not a recipe for depression he didn’t know what was, but Marina seemed to enjoy planning the meal and arranging the flowers on the table and so on. It gave her an interest. Which was good; she was getting thin as a reed again—always a sign she was agitated by something. But being forced to endure magic tricks had not been part of his concession to getting through the evening. What sort of nitwit, apart from Colin, kept a deck of cards in his pocket at all times—presumably on the off chance someone would beg him to perform? Could he not see that Marina’s request had only been made out of politeness? She couldn’t be so far gone she saw this nursery-room folly as fun.


Although she did look as though she were enjoying herself. Incredible. An educated, cultivated woman like Marina. Perhaps not having had a child of her own had finally made her lose all her senses. Look at the way she’d taken Colin’s teenager under her wing—swapping decorating tips or whatever it was females talked about when they were alone. Marina seemed to be getting rather desperate on the subject of children, longing for what might have been. None of it was healthy, in his opinion.


Lord Duxter’s internal monologue continued mining the same vein until he had knocked back a large glass of bourbon, which helped restore his equanimity. Meanwhile, from the sounds emerging from the drawing room, he gathered that yet another performance was underway. Oh, sweet merciful heaven. Colin had moved on from card tricks to tarot cards. He was prattling on, telling someone’s fortune: “Now, there’s the Emperor. He’s always a symbol of monogamy. That would be Lord Duxter, of course.” Lord Duxter’s ears pricked up. He had been faithful to his lady wife, that much was true. Thick and thin. Mostly. “Oh, and there’s the Magician! I suppose tonight that’s me. Ha ha! In this position it means an event is coming that will open up new worlds and perspectives.”


Lord Duxter, topping up his drink, thought sending Colin to another world might be a splendid idea, if he took that deck of cards with him.


“And next, we have the Pope in the position of career. This means a change of situation.” From where Lord Duxter stood he couldn’t tell for whom Colin was reading the cards. It could have been Marina or Jane. But if Colin was telling his own fortune, certainly a change could be arranged for him.


It went against all his years of acquired breeding but Lord Duxter decided he could not stand any more. They probably wouldn’t notice he was gone anyway, he told himself, with more than a tinge of self-pity. He had reached an age where he felt he had tended to the needs of others long enough. (This was patently untrue, but this sort of thing was the sort of thing he told himself.) His wife with her chronic illnesses and complaints and air of melancholy was the last straw. He was still paying off the bill for that expensive clinic she’d stayed at in Switzerland. He didn’t deserve this. It was now his turn to enjoy his life.


Carrying his again-refilled glass, he took himself up the wide carpeted stairs to his bedroom. The trouble with sending Colin away was that he would come back, but at least there would be a respite from the card tricks. He would call his friend Sir Braithminster in the morning—he had been saying just the other day that his oil company in Saudi Arabia was desperate for geeks like Colin. And Colin was desperate for a job. And by the looks of things, his wife Jane was desperate for a little “me” time, as well as a new frock and hairdo.


Overall, the sooner the man was out of everyone’s hair, the happier everyone would be. Lord Duxter wondered what the Saudis would make of him.


That was their problem. Perhaps he’d have a little accident. Maybe a camel would sit on him. Now that would be a change of situation.


As Lord Duxter reached the top of the stairs, he could faintly hear Colin exclaim, “Oh! The Death card. No, no . . . not to worry, Marina, it doesn’t always mean . . . you know. It can just mean the end of an era. A new beginning.”


Lord Duxter, amazed that Colin had the cheek to call his wife so familiarly by her first name, heard her exclaim nervously, “Are you sure, Colin? How can you be sure?” She had always been a gullible ninny when it came to rubbish like this.


“No, no,” Colin assured her. “It doesn’t necessarily mean death. Almost never. Just that a change is in the works, that’s all. Now, enough of this. It seems Lord Duxter isn’t coming back. Anyone up for a game of Widow Whist?”
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Chapter 2


MAY DAY


“I can’t believe it’s almost the first of May,” said Awena, looking at the calendar hanging on the kitchen wall. “It’s nearly time for Beltane—how did that happen? I’ll need to find the dried meadowsweet to make the May wine—but I wonder where I put it?” She reached into a kitchen drawer, pulling out a pair of scissors. The gilt-edged embroidery of her dress reflected morning sunlight into the room. Awena, it was said, might have invented boho chic. On her feet she wore jeweled sandals. “It’s probably too early to hope to find fresh meadowsweet growing.”


“Beltane?” asked her husband, the Reverend Max Tudor, over the top of that day’s Monkslip- super- Mare Globe and Bugle.


“Do you know,” Awena continued, “I suppose I really should add the recipe for May wine to my newest cookbook, but the recipe is so easy it hardly seems worth it. You simply add the meadowsweet to white wine and let it steep for twenty-four hours. It does give me an idea, though. I wonder if it would be a good idea to organize the book by the four seasons. What do you think, Max?”


The cookbook was only one of the plates Awena kept in the air, in a manner of speaking. She also now had a meditation app. Free to download, of course, and developed for her by a rather intense, bespectacled young man in London with an astonishing collection of video and voice recording equipment. Meditation was a free gift, she maintained, and no one should charge for it.


“It’s always good to be organized,” said Max vaguely, folding back the newspaper to the crossword puzzle. “But what happens if you write a follow-up book? You’ll have used up all the seasons. Did you say, Beltane?”


Not offended that her husband was listening with only half his attention, Awena nodded. She stood back from the kitchen counter, where she had been arranging spring flowers, and cast a critical eye over the bluebells. The cottage she shared with Max and their still-sleeping child, Owen, always smelled of fresh blossoms that were never allowed to stand in yesterday’s water. By some seemingly miraculous process, flowers arranged by Awena lasted twice as long as anyone else’s. This made her presence less, not more, desired by the women of the St. Edwold’s Church Flower Guild. Beloved as Awena was, there was always a certain amount of jockeying for position on the flower rota, for decorating the altar often meant coveted face time with Max, their handsome vicar. Parishioners were known to borrow or even invent problems to bring to Max when they had no real problems of their own. There was something so soothing in his manner they felt the lightening of a burden shared, before they remembered there had been no real problem in the first place.


“Beltane, yes,” said Awena. “ ‘Bright Fires.’ It’s halfway between the spring equinox and the summer solstice. Beltane will start at sundown April thirtieth and last all day May first. You must remember this from last year, Max?”


“I think I’m meant officially to look the other way,” said Max. “But yes, I remember.”


“Beltane was huge around these parts, until Christianity drove it out—or underground,” she said. “The Church tried to turn it into May Day—a much tamer event. It is one of the few pagan festivals they failed to repurpose into a Christian one. The people liked it as it was. But officials did try.”


“It probably looked as though the villagers were having too much fun,” said Max. “We can’t have that. For us it’s either sackcloth and ashes or nothing.” Max thought the Protestant reformers had been by and large a humorless bunch, a trait shared by extremists down to the present day. Too often it had been their way or the highway. Or prison, or the stake. May Day in Calvinist Scotland had been erased from the calendar, as best they could manage, and the Puritans later banned Maypoles around the time they were setting sail for the Americas to spread their peculiar brand of joy in the New World.


“You’re joking, but that’s exactly what was going on. Since Beltane celebrates the return of the sun, it’s a time of new life and growth, a flowering, fertile time. It is also a period when it is easiest to pierce the veil between this world and the next. Just like at Samhain—these are days of ‘no time.’ ”


“I see,” said Max. “This isn’t the one where they did the human sacrifice, is it?” He had put down the paper to listen to his wife; he often learned something new from these rare chats about Awena’s beliefs. And he often came away seeing the many places where her theories and practices intersected with his own. He also carried off many an idea for his next sermon.


“Max, really. Dancing and bonfires and music, yes. Human sacrifice, no. Well, maybe just the once or twice. All that was probably just jealous Romans carrying tales. There was no Wicker Man. Probably not. It’s more that the usual order of things was suspended and a few people got carried away, as people will.”


He wondered why the Romans would be jealous of a lot of hovel-dwelling peasants who probably stank of animal dung and ate gruel laced with gristle, but he thought it politic not to ask. He and Awena—Anglican vicar and Wiccan—got along so well by making every allowance for the other’s religion.


“Beltane was—and still is—a fertility rite. There was all manner of carry-on around here, especially in those woods over by Wooton Priory. Not just the young ones but people of all ages. A bit of an orgy in some cases, it is supposed, but also there were greenwood marriages—a sort of tryout to see if the union of a betrothed couple was going to be fertile.”


“An audition for the main event. I see.”


“The birthrate soared nine months later—there would be a sort of Beltane baby boom; this is all well documented—and finally it was felt a line had to be drawn. The Victorians finally succeeded in stamping out the festivities for a very long while.”


“To replace them with tea parties and ghastly good-works projects for fallen women.”


Awena paused in snipping off the bottoms of some yellow daffodil stems. “Do you remember me telling you about Viola, that local girl? From Chipping Monkslip? It was during the Beltane festivities one year that she went missing in Prior’s Wood—this was back in Victorian times. It was her disappearance that put a stop to the celebrations, in keeping with the surge of Victorian disapproval. The timing of her departure confused things for a good while—the fact that she disappeared when there was a lot of organized chaos and debauchery going on anyway. People really did assume she’d run off, possibly because after spending all night in the woods with her lover, a lowly gardener, no ‘decent’ family would take her back in.”


“Not even her own family?”


“Especially not her own family. Her people had a place in the community—the father was one of the local squires—and the girl was now damaged goods, whether or not anything much actually happened in the woods. Remember these were Victorians and this is how they thought. There wasn’t a dowry big enough to erase from people’s minds the image of Viola skipping off with the local gardener, flowers in her hair and wearing, at best, a sort of skimpy toga.”


“Really, it sounds delightful. I shall have to make a note to buy you a toga.”


“Max.”


“All right. It was a different era but yes, I can see how the girl must have been distressed. Terrified, actually. She could guess how her family would react and I would imagine she didn’t feel she could face the consequences. But where would she go? London? Then as now, you need money to run off to London with your boyfriend. A gardener would need references and, call me mad, but taking off with the local squire’s daughter in tow would probably ruin your chances of a good reference.”


“It would seem the young couple thought of that. The boy gave notice to the head gardener just before Beltane that he was off to join the army or something, but later he surfaced somewhere in Yorkshire. No one at his new employer’s realized his connection to the young girl of the house—he had one of those names like James Smith—and I guess no one verified his references.”


“The gardener showed up in Yorkshire, then. But where was she?”


“Her family assumed she was with him and no one could be bothered to go and find out. There had been a bit of a family row, you see, and they just wrote her off. There’s a family Bible Lord Duxter got hold of somehow that he keeps in the archives at the old priory—he can show you it with her name and date of birth cut out of the page by someone using a sharp knife. The rub is that her young man—the gardener—thought she’d changed her mind about joining him. I suppose he couldn’t just take a week off from work to come down here and ask. He was too low on the totem pole to expect any serious time off. It wasn’t until later he learned she was missing. A villager he ran into quite by accident in his local recognized him. He thought right then and there he was in trouble but he could prove, you see, that he was nowhere around when she went missing. He had witnesses—his new employer, for one. Then a theory took hold that she must have gone out into Prior’s Wood with someone else entirely and that is where the mystery lies. Who was she with? And did he do away with her?”


“Undoubtedly, the chances are good he did. But the gardener didn’t get in touch with the family? Once he realized she was missing? I mean, really missing?”


“Not directly. I imagine he didn’t dare. He told this villager—it was one of your predecessors in office, by the way—he told him the whole story, or what he knew of it. The vicar knew the young man and could vouch for his character. It was the vicar who got in touch with the authorities on his return from his travels. So a desultory search of the woods began, a sort of thrashing around the bushes and branches, knowing it was all much too late. Then songs and poems began to be written about her, and her legend was passed down. ‘The Girl’s Grave’ is still sung around these parts every May Day.”


“If she was anywhere,” said Max, catching the spirit of the tale, “it’s a good guess she ended up in the lake in those woods.”


“Hmm,” said Awena. “What makes you think she was put in the lake? It’s more a pond these days, by the way.”


“I don’t know. If you had a body to hide, isn’t that where you’d put it?”


“I’ve never given any thought to where I’d hide a body.”


“Well, no, of course not,” Max said. “But do consider it now. Let’s say she was killed accidentally in some sort of struggle or she was murdered outright. Something happened, in any event, that would cause trouble for someone if her body were found. The killer only had to tip the body into the lake to conceal the crime—he’d weigh her down with stones knotted in the hem of her dress or something. The most likely scenario is that he took her out to the center of the water in a rowboat. Either he rowed out with the body or he strangled her in the boat and then tipped her in. I would think the latter was the simpler way, assuming she was willing to go with him. If she didn’t suspect she was being lured to her death by some sort of maniac.”


“That’s too awful to think about,” said Awena. “I prefer to think killing her was a spur-of-the-moment thing. They quarreled; perhaps he hit her with an oar.”


“No serious attempt at a search was made at the time?”


Awena shook her head. “Not given that family row; she told them she was leaving and sort of flounced off the way girls her age tend to do, then as now. So no, no real search, because they thought she was alive. Very angry and defiant, and very alive. They also didn’t drain the lake, even when they finally realized she may not simply have run off. In any event it would have been pointless. It had been years before they realized what the true situation may have been and if she were down there in those waters she was gone for sure. Even today, the best they could hope for would be to find a ring or necklace or something at the bottom. Her bones . . . well, you know.”


Max shook his head. “Not necessarily. It depends. There’s water and then there’s water. That’s why bog people have been found well preserved after hundreds of years.”


“But that’s dreadful, to think she could have been recovered and no one could be bothered. Even after it was apparent she had not after all disgraced the family by running off.”


“Oh, but in their minds she had, remember—disgraced the family. By being in those woods at all that Beltane night.”


“I’ll ask Jane about this,” said Awena. “She might know something, or she may have come across more information in the archives she’s been sorting through.”


“Jane? Oh, right, of course. Jane Frost.”


Awena paused to coax a recalcitrant stem into the dead center of a tall vase packed with flowers. “She’s been organizing the archives over at Wooton Priory, where I’ll be working during the day in the autumn. For the writers’ retreat, you know. I figure by then I’ll have enough of the book roughed out it will be the perfect time to get the manuscript trimmed into final shape for the publishers.”


“For Lord Duxter.” Whose Wooton Press owed a great deal of its success to the unforeseen explosion in popularity of Awena’s all-things-natural recipes, her television show having added to the surge of interest in her written recipes as well as her general approach to a simpler life uncluttered by possessions. Awena felt a debt of gratitude in return, that Lord Duxter had early on seen the potential in what others had dismissed as a faddish harking back to earlier times.


“You’re sure you’ll be all right while I’m in London for the next few days?” she asked.


“No worries. Owen will be fine with me. We have reached an understanding. If he does not throw his cereal on the floor he gets to watch telly cartoons. And Tara of course fills in as needed.”


“Owen likes being at Goddessspell with her. It’s too bad goat yoga was such a failure. He loved watching the classes but the goats got to be too big a distraction. And then there was the cleanup . . .”


“I think anyone but Tara could have foreseen what would happen.”


Awena smiled. “Worth a try, anyway. But my mind rests easy, knowing I’m free to go. I really need to see the original recipes and try to intuit what it is they meant to say. So much gets lost in translation. Jane’s been helpful in pointing me toward sources in the British Library.”


“Her husband is headed for Saudi Arabia right about now, isn’t he?” Max asked.


Awena stepped back to admire the artistry of her arrangement, saying, “Colin left last week. I’ve been thinking of inviting Jane over. She might like a break from Mrs. Henslowe—her grandmother-in-law, I suppose you’d call her. And I imagine Jane will be feeling a bit lonely without Colin around.”


Awena was always inviting people over “to make sure they didn’t feel alone.”


“Whatever induced Colin to take a job so far away from his family?” Max asked. “I heard there was some discussion beforehand. It seemed a bit up in the air whether he would accept the offer.”


“The financial rewards, purely, according to Jane. Colin had been unemployed almost a year and I don’t think they had a lot of options left. He can be a bit of a square peg, you know. I don’t think job offers were thick on the ground.”


“I see. Of course, that makes sense.”


“But now Jane has her hands so full she never gets to see her own family, she told me. Not that she cares about that greatly—they don’t appear to be close-knit—but what seemed to bother her was the idea that Colin’s family and needs came first in his mind, with his never having a thought that, for one thing, taking care of an angsty teenager like Poppy was hardly a laugh a minute for Jane.”


“That’s right, there’s the stepdaughter,” Max said. “Should we also invite her over?”


“Probably she’d be needed to stay with Netta Henslowe if Jane came over.” After a moment Awena added, “Living with Mrs. Henslowe must be a lot like living alone. Or perhaps it’s more like being an unpaid companion.”


“Netta Henslowe can be difficult, I know. Since her husband was killed in that hunting accident—”


“Since well before that.”


“You are quite right,” said Max. “She was always difficult, probably from birth. So Jane’s not only been left to cope with Mrs. Henslowe, she’s been put in charge of a stepdaughter, who tolerates her at best. I see the problem too often. Poppy didn’t ask for this situation, it was created for her by adults, and she can only think of getting away from the evil stepmother.”


“I don’t think it’s quite as bad as that, actually. I think she and Poppy get along, but that is mainly because Jane can’t really be bothered to keep close tabs on the girl. It’s a good thing that at sixteen Poppy is old enough to fend for herself, for the most part. And she’s always hanging about the abbey, so her stepmother isn’t too far out of reach if needed.”


“They say the teen years are the worst. I hope we avoid all that with Owen.” Max turned a page in his newspaper and saw there were no obituaries. Good.


“They all came here from London, am I right?” Awena asked. “Colin, Jane, and Poppy?”


Max folded the paper and took a final sip of coffee. “I believe so. Yes, I think that’s where Jane and Colin met originally. He was a widower, but I don’t know when his first wife died. It’s only certain Poppy lost her natural mother at far too young an age. I would be willing to bet she never bargained on finding herself in a small village.”


“And that’s all the more reason to get Jane out of the house, don’t you think?” Awena asked. “Give the situation a chance to air out a bit? Besides, Jane’s found a sort of treasure trove of stuff at the priory. Letters and books, and an old history of the village. She thinks some of it may be valuable or at least of interest to someone like me. I’d like to hear more about it.”


“By all means, let’s give her a ring. Maybe we could plan a small dinner party. Make sure she feels part of village life.”


“I’ll ring her today.”


But regrettably, in light of future events, Jane never made it to dinner.
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PART II


In the Cards
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Chapter 3


THE FOOL


It was the sort of apple-crisp September day that tempted the villagers of Nether Monkslip out of doors on any pretext that could be manufactured. A trip to the shops to buy ground pepper and a knitting pattern might be drawn out into an all-afternoon event, rounded off with a stop for tea and biscuits at Elka Garth’s Cavalier Tea Room and Garden.


But the Reverend Max Tudor stood indoors in the amber glow of St. Edwold’s Church, the knuckles of one hand pressed hard against his mouth as he stared aghast at a just-delivered stained glass window. The small delivery lorry had driven away minutes before with cheery waves of farewell from Sam, the driver, and his young mate Robbie. Sam and Robbie had removed the window from its custom-made wooden encasement but had left the packaging untouched to await the glass installers, who were scheduled to mount the window into its wooden frame in a few days’ time.


Having seen the delivery team off, Max had torn the seal on the padded wrappings. After leaning the stained glass gently against the plywood currently boarding up the window, he’d stood back with great anticipation to assess the work. There was just enough light for him to see by from the flickering candles on the altar and from sunlight filtering in through the stained glass windows adjacent to the one being replaced. He stared for a long while, still and motionless, taking it all in, the church cat Luther mewling for attention at his feet until Max scooped him up and began idly ruffling the fur at his neck. But Max’s was not the enthralled, rapt gaze of the art enthusiast viewing a long-awaited treasure. Rather, a frown altered the handsome features of the vicar of St. Edwold’s into an expression conveying distress atop astonished disbelief. All he could think was that it would have to be redone. And at what cost?


The funds to re-create the old stained glass depiction of the Good Shepherd, which had been destroyed during a vicious storm by an uprooted tree driven through the window, had been donated by old Mr. Henslowe, now deceased. For the timeliness and generosity of his gift, Max was profoundly grateful, although it had to be said, for Leo Henslowe, the timing had been quite unexpected and rather awful. He had been the victim of a shooting accident while out with a hunting party on his eightieth birthday.


If not for the bequest he’d recently had attached as a codicil to his will, the sheet of plywood might have covered the window indefinitely while the village’s fundraising efforts dragged on and on. The villagers, after all, could only buy so many jars of preserves to help replace the stained glass, and there was a limit to the income generated from the sale of hand-knitted hats and booties and the like. The surplus fund for emergency repairs had been drawn down too many times in fixing the church’s old plumbing to allow for acts of God, which, ironically, were not covered by the church’s insurance policy.


But what was it, that creature surrounded by colorful shards of leaded glass in the iron frame? Surely . . . surely it was not a goat? The rather demented-looking crystal-blue eyes with their horizontal, rectangular pupils said that it was. It was either a goat or it was a lamb as designed by someone who had not been raised anywhere near a farm and had only the weakest grasp on animal husbandry. The eyes were goat’s eyes, with that blank, rather sinister stare of the goat. And surely the ears, too, were the wrong shape for a lamb.


And weren’t those horns? And a beard? A goatee, in fact.


Max, settling the cat on a nearby pew, supposed he should have been more suspicious of the artist, who was famously eccentric, unconventional, and contrary as it suited him, which was often. Lucas Coombebridge had been plumping for a great unveiling of the new stained glass artwork, a ceremony to be held in front of all the village worthies, and he had often stated his wish that Max should be as surprised as anyone else in the audience. But Max had prevailed, insisting on seeing the work before it was revealed in a ceremonial presentation to the villagers. He knew Lucas’s character well enough to doubt him and his motives.
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