
		
			[image: 9781643752266.jpg]
		

	
	Cold-Blooded Myrtle

	A Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery

	Elizabeth C. Bunce

	[image: ] 

		Algonquin Young Readers 2021


	In loving memory of Milton L. Bunce, Jr. 

	[image: ] 

	a man who never thought about murder a day in his life (except when reading his daughter-in-law’s books) 


	
Contents

	Chapter 1: The Metropolitan Holiday

	Chapter 2: Ghost of Christmas Past

	Chapter 3: In Camera

	Chapter 4: Tidings of Discomfort

	Chapter 5: Holiday Spirit

	Chapter 6: Ding Dong Warily on High

	Chapter 7: Sharp as Any Thorn

	Chapter 8: Window Dressing

	Chapter 9: Christmas Cards

	Chapter 10: Saturnalia

	Chapter 11: Circulus in Probando

	Chapter 12: Algor Mortis 

	Chapter 13: Femmes Fatales

	Chapter 14: Amantes Ira

	Chapter 15: Mum’s the Word

	Chapter 16: Boar’s Head Revisited

	Chapter 17: Upon the Midnight Clear

	Chapter 18: Ad Fundum

	Chapter 19: Lord of Misrule

	Chapter 20: Shop Around the Corner

	Chapter 21: Dux Femina Facti

	Chapter 22: Adverse Consequence

	Chapter 23: Non Verbis, Sed Rebus

	Chapter 24: Un Flambeau, Jeannette, Isabelle

	Chapter 25: Solvitur Ambulando

	Chapter 26: Semper Ferians 

	A Note from the Author


	1

	
The Metropolitan Holiday
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	As we approach the New Century, our age-old traditions and celebrations join us in this modern world.
		—H. M. Hardcastle, A Modern Yuletide: An Historical & Scientific Discourse on the Christmas Holiday & Its Most Venerable Traditions, 1893
	


	“Don’t blame me if you’re disappointed. You’ve been warned.” Miss Judson, my governess, dipped a gloved hand into her jacket pocket and withdrew her watch, frowning slightly. “Your father was nearly inconsolable when he heard.”

	“I just want to read it for myself,” I said stoutly. I’d been waiting for the December issue of the Strand Magazine to come out, for I had yet to read the newest Sherlock Holmes story, “The Adventure of the Final Problem.” It had been released in America the prior month, which I thought patently unfair, since Holmes was, above all, an English sleuth.

	Moments later, a foggy-breathed Caroline Munjal joined us outside Leighton’s Mercantile. “Is it here yet?” she asked, shaking snow from her black hair. 

	We were not the only people awaiting the opening of the shop. A whole crowd had gathered this Saturday morning for the grand unveiling of Leighton’s annual Christmas window display. Caroline had been alight with eager speculation for days now over what Mr. Leighton might have chosen to depict. 

	“Maybe it will be the Redgraves Murder!”

	As if on cue, another figure flitted toward us, balancing a stack of magazines—our neighbor, heiress Priscilla Wodehouse. “The latest issue of Tales from the Red Graves,” she announced. Capitalizing on her home’s recent history, she’d opened a small publishing enterprise named for the notorious residence. “Hot off the press and ready to stock Mr. Leighton’s newsstand.” 

	“Is there a Mabel Castleton story?” Caroline wanted to know. The new penny dreadful tales were gaining popularity—at least among a small crowd of devoted followers. Priscilla held out high hopes of their worldwide success. I had mixed feelings on the subject.

	Priscilla’s eyes twinkled. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” 

	“I see Dr. Doyle has a rival,” Miss Judson Observed.

	“We’ll read them both.” Caroline was nothing if not loyal. 

	I stood on tiptoe, trying to look past the assembled company. Would there be a miniature Redgraves manor, site of my own first triumph as an Investigator?

	“Don’t get your hopes up,” Miss Judson advised. “It has been a busy year for the village.”

	“Indeed it has.” Here came Mrs. Munjal, arms laden with parcels. She wore a sprig of holly pinned to her collar, and the mingled scents of pine and peppermint came with her. “There was the flower show, Lancelot and Elaine’s cygnets”—referring to the ill-tempered swans at the park—“and of course we have a Mayor now.”

	“Don’t remind us,” Caroline grumbled—but it was too late. The crowd parted, somewhat reluctantly, and a grandly dressed pair of females paraded through like peahens, nearly identical in matching velvet and fur and towering, beribboned hats. 

	“Good morning, Mrs. Spence-Hastings, LaRue.” Miss Judson’s voice was as frosty as the morning as she greeted our former neighbors.

	“You may address me as Mrs. Mayoress,” LaRue’s mother said. Inaccurately, not that anyone bothered to correct her. 

	“And me as Miss Spence-Hastings,” put in LaRue, her mother’s perfect miniature, down to the arrogant angle of their heads as they gazed down their noses at the common folk.

	I managed to avoid rolling my eyes, but Caroline was not as successful. LaRue had been putting on airs even more than usual since her father’s appointment to the new office of Mayor. It was all part of Swinburne’s ongoing Modernization, efforts to secure its status as one of the most progressive villages in England. 

	“It’s sure to be the Mansion House,” LaRue declared. “We’ve entirely refurbished it, you know. Father’s found the biggest tree in the county for the Mayor’s Christmas Ball.” 

	I ignored the Spence-Hastingses and turned my attention to the rest of the crowd. Despite the cold, throngs had turned out for the big reveal. A Salvation Army band played an enthusiastic medley of “We Three Kings” and “God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen,” and Mrs. Munjal wrestled an arm free to drop a shilling into their red bucket. 

	The shop itself was quiet, its gas off and a green baize curtain closed over the window inscribed, Leighton’s Mercantile Emporium: Fine Goods & Wonders from Across the Empire. The deep glass windows were usually crammed full of every manner of necessity and luxury, from reels of lace to rows of books to crocks of marmalade and mincemeat.* They’d recently showcased an Underwood typewriter, and inside I was hoping to find a new leather brief-bag for Father’s Christmas gift. I still had not decided what to get Miss Judson. Despite being my closest companion in the world, she was notoriously difficult to shop for. Her reception of the pocket toxicology analysis set I’d produced for her last year (for testing her food against poison) had been somewhat . . . lackluster. 

	This being the first Saturday in December, the ordinary goods had been cleared out of the windows to make room for Christmas. One window held the tree, sparkling with silver and red ornaments, paper chains, sweets, and candles, while the other featured the Display: a meticulously crafted scale model of Swinburne, dressed up for the holidays and depicting the year’s most notable events in the village. Mr. Leighton worked on it year round, and the shop window had been shrouded for the last two weeks, as he set up the final touches in absolute secrecy.

	As the band played and the snow fell and the Spence-Hastingses preened, the rest of us craned our necks, trying to peek round the curtain for a glimpse. 

	“Are you ready for your first English Christmas, Miss Wodehouse?” Mrs. Munjal’s voice was merry and bright. Miss Judson and the two Munjals were all dressed in festive holiday clothes and smart hats that set off their varying shades of brown skin—tan, bronze, and olive. Priscilla was a picture in pink, with blond hair and ivory cheeks tinted with rose. Beside them all, I felt small and pasty and rumpled. 

	Priscilla did not have a chance to respond, for at that moment, Mrs. Leighton finally arrived, bustling through the assembled crowd with the great brass key to the shop doors in her hands. 

	“It’s so nice to see you all!” She beamed, blue eyes crinkling beneath her frizzy red fringe. “Basil has been working so hard this year—claims it’s his best Display ever, and won’t let me see a peep of it! Even stayed in the shop last night to make sure everything was perfect. Had to bring him his breakfast, I did.” She patted her basket. “Now, wait out here while I rouse Himself to unveil it properly. He’ll want to point out all the details.” 

	With a rattle of her key, the shop door opened, emitting a very Christmassy jingle. A moment passed, then another, then at last the green cloth parted, and—with a little tugging and hesitation as the curtains caught on the roof of a model building—a miniature Swinburne Village appeared.

	There was a burst of applause. The band struck up “Pat-a-Pan,” and there came gasps of appreciation as we all marveled at the perfection of the replica: the exact details of the Town Hall’s broken chimney pot and wreaths of evergreen in every window, the red postbox and telephone kiosk at the High Street tram station, the flocked model horses pulling their glossy sleigh across the wool-wadding snow.

	This year Mr. Leighton had not elected to reproduce Redgraves and the Gilded Slipper lilies, or the change in Swinburne’s local governance. Or the swans. Instead, he had expanded the Display to include nearby Schofield College. The streets of the model village were empty, and there was a collective murmur as we realized that the tiny villagers were all clustered round the Campanile, the college’s famous belltower. Amid a ring formed by the model people stood two small objects that seemed incongruous: a stone wishing well, painted entirely black, tipped on its side; and a life-size sprig of grapes—no, olives—still on the stem.

	“That’s not very interesting at all,” the Mayoress exclaimed. “What is that supposed to be? People standing about staring at rubbish?”

	“It’s certainly . . . unusual,” offered Miss Judson. “What do you suppose it means? Olives and a well?” 

	“What? Let me see!” Mrs. Munjal shoved her way forward, barreling through several small children and their mums, who howled in protest. I squeezed aside to make room, but she halted a few feet from the window, staring at the Display. “No,” she breathed. “It can’t be. Not again.” Without further explanation, she seized Caroline by the arm and hauled her away from the shop.

	“Mother!” Caroline cried—but whatever had startled Mrs. Munjal was stronger than Caroline’s curiosity, and Caroline could not escape her mother’s grip. She gave me a look of confused apology as Mrs. Munjal bundled her swiftly into their carriage and rode away.

	“What was that about?” Priscilla said.

	“I have no idea,” I said. But we had no time to wonder further, for at that moment, from inside the shop erupted a bone-rattling scream. 

	Miss Judson and I exchanged one brief, significant Look before turning on our heels and diving for the shop door. It flew wide under Miss Judson’s grasp, onto a peculiar scene. Deep in shadows, in the very back near the stove, sat Mr. Leighton, in a hard kitchen chair with a mug in his hand, looking for all the world like he’d just sat down for tea and dozed off.

	Except his eyes were open, staring blindly at nothing.

	Mrs. Leighton’s white hands clutched her anguished face. “He’s dead!”

	
		*Cook turned up her nose at this, saying any self-respecting Englishwoman made her own.

	


	2

	
Ghost of Christmas Past
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	The liturgical season of Advent is a time to prepare for the arrival of Christmas with prayers, carols, and celebrations. A less happy observation involves reflection upon the Four Last Things: Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.
		 —H. M. Hardcastle, A Modern Yuletide
	


	Words poured from Mrs. Leighton. “I couldn’t find him, he wasn’t here to open the curtains, and everyone was waiting, so I went ahead, and that’s when I saw—” She waved weakly toward the back rooms, trembling. “Oh, Lordy, what’ll we do?”

	Miss Judson swept the shopkeeper into a firm embrace. “We’ll catch our breath, Mrs. Leighton, and send for the authorities. Myrtle, will you phone Dr. Belden?”

	I nodded, dumbly—but I was staring at Mr. Leighton with the cold, pooling conviction that the person we really needed was Dr. Munjal, the Police Surgeon.

	I summoned the police, too. They were right across the street, after all. Constable Carstairs showed up first, unfortunately, instead of Inspector Hardy of the Detective Bureau, who knows my work. I supposed that made sense; we didn’t need a detective for an ordinary death. Miss Judson put me in charge of poor Mrs. Leighton so she could impose order on the crowd outside, which gave me very little time to examine the scene. 

	Of course, it was possible that I’d jumped the gun, so to speak, and Mr. Leighton had simply passed away while having his evening tea. But something about his posture, upright in the chair, cup in hand, made alarm bells clang in my head. A cracker barrel sat at his side, and it looked like he’d been jotting a note, perhaps to Mrs. Leighton.

	“Wot’s this?” Constable Carstairs peered in closer, prizing the missive from Mr. Leighton’s hand. “It’s gibberish. Must’ve been having a stroke or sommat.” He waved the scrap of paper in the air, and I caught a glimpse of it.

	“No, it’s Greek,” I said, which roused Mrs. Leighton.

	“Greek?” She sniffed tearfully. “But he hasn’t done that in years. Not since he retired.” 

	“Eh?”

	“He was a professor, at the college.” She flicked an absent hand toward the Display in the window.

	“May I see that?” I asked politely, as if it were a perfectly normal request. “I read Greek.”

	“Course ye do.” Constable Carstairs started to hand it to me, but I stepped back, hands knotted behind my skirts. 

	“No, the fewer people who touch it, the better. It may have finger-marks on it.” I leaned in instead. “It’s—er, it’s upside down, Constable.”

	He rotated it, and I read the words, frown growing. “But that doesn’t make any sense.” 

	“What did he say, Myrtle? Is—is it a suicide note?” Mrs. Leighton’s voice was frail.

	“I don’t think so.” But that tugged even harder at my brain. Dr. Leighton’s Greek was perfectly legible, and the grammar was fine, but it was totally nonsensical. A message with no meaning at all. 

	“‘We owe a cockerel to Asclepius,’” I read, first in Greek, then English, more mystified each time. 

	“I beg yer pardon?” Constable Carstairs’s voice was icy and hard.

	“That’s what the note says. Don’t ask me. It doesn’t mean anything. Mrs. Leighton?”

	She shook her head, hand at her lacy throat. “Why would he write that?”

	Maybe he hadn’t written it. It had been clutched in his fingers, but there was no pen nearby, and the ink was dry, unsmudged. “You need to keep that for evidence,” I advised the constable, who growled his thanks. 

	The jangle of bells heralded the return of Miss Judson, Dr. Belden in tow. I scurried across to admit them, hiding behind the door. Dr. Belden strode into the shop and examined the scene with a wise, weather eye. An older man with a reassuring stoop and gnarled hands that spoke of decades of competent medical work, he’d kept the High Street surgery for as long as anybody could remember. 

	All my self-confidence and assurance withered up inside me when he walked into Leighton’s Mercantile. Not for any logical reason; he was as skilled and experienced a physician as there was to be found anywhere in England, I was sure. But he’d been Mum’s doctor before she died, and even all these years later, I couldn’t help the sinking dread I felt whenever I saw him. He still gave me that sad smile, like he wanted to give me something impossible, and it pained him that he couldn’t. He didn’t make me feel at all like an accomplished Investigator working a case.

	I hung back, edge of my thumb in my mouth like a baby, and watched. The doctor frowned into the professor’s clouded eyes, clucking his tongue like he was examining a patient who could actually use his help. I wondered if he’d give Mrs. Leighton that sad smile, too. He touched the man’s cold, stiff wrist—although there was no chance of a pulse. 

	“Did you bring your thermometer?” My voice was a pitiful creak, but I was proud of myself for finding it.

	He frowned, as if he couldn’t quite place me. “Oh, Miss Hardcastle.” Unlike the men from the police force, he wasn’t accustomed to tripping over me in his work. 

	“To test the body?” I ventured. “A corpse loses about a degree per hour, depending on conditions.” You could estimate the time of death based on body temperature. Dr. Munjal had taught me that. The conditions here, however, were a freezing cold shop in December, which would no doubt affect accuracy. 

	“I have no intention of taking this man’s temperature while you’re all standing about,” the doctor said sternly. “Even a dead man deserves his privacy.”

	“Was it his heart?” Mrs. Leighton’s voice wandered over to us. Miss Judson had joined her, a reassuring hand on her arm.

	Dr. Belden leaned closer, peering at Mr. Leighton’s face and hands. “A stroke, more likely,” he said. “Poor old chap. My condolences, Mrs. Leighton. Your husband was a fine man.”

	I swallowed hard. Mr. Leighton had always been kind to me, happily explaining the entire natural history of every object in his shop—waterproof Wellies from Brazilian rubber, cocoa and cinnamon from Ceylon and Java—and sneaking me copies of Illustrated Police News when Miss Judson wasn’t looking. I’d been eager to hear his take on the latest Sherlock Holmes number, and now I never would.

	At that moment, the doorbells jangled, and Dr. Munjal, Police Surgeon and Caroline’s father, stepped in, gripping his medical bag and breathing hard.

	“Munjal!” Dr. Belden looked taken aback. “What are you doing here? This isn’t a police matter.”

	“This may be a crime scene, Doctor.” Miss Judson spoke up before Dr. Munjal—or I—could reply. She was more soothing than I could have managed. I was working on it, Dear Reader, although I rather feared I was turning out more like the constable, better at barking at people to get my way. 

	Dr. Belden’s hawklike eyes narrowed, and the constable grumbled, while Dr. Munjal just stood freezing and frozen in the threshold.

	“Awright,” Constable Carstairs said. “Ever’one out, then. Mrs. Leighton, is there somewhere—else—we can talk?” When Mrs. Leighton indicated a room above the shop, the constable instructed Miss Judson to take her up there, and clomped up the stairs behind them. Miss Judson’s glance plainly indicated that she expected me to accompany them—but I pretended not to notice.

	“I’ll take over now, Doctor, if you don’t mind,” Dr. Munjal said, with a deferential nod. 

	“I most certainly do mind. I’m this man’s personal physician, and there’s nothing here to suggest this is a criminal matter.”

	What about the cryptic note in his hand? Or the strange items in the Display, which had so upset Mrs. Munjal? It was safer having Dr. Munjal double-check things, just to be sure.

	“I’ll be the judge of that.” Dr. Munjal was a small, neat man, several inches shorter than Dr. Belden, but he stood politely, still in his overcoat, until Dr. Belden stepped aside. I bit my lip and wondered if Dr. Munjal often had to deal with obstructive colleagues. 

	I wanted to watch Dr. Munjal examine the body, but Dr. Belden was still hovering—and besides, he’d been right. Mr. Leighton did deserve his privacy. Dr. Munjal’s poking at him clinically, here in his cozy shop where he’d spent so many intimate years, felt like an intrusion. 

	I backed away, behind the counter, and studied the Display instead. At first it was just to stay out of the way while still listening to what was happening— but the curious tableau drew my attention now. What were the wishing well and the olives doing there among all the Christmas carolers and bell ringers? Perhaps Mr. Leighton had been meaning to set them up somewhere when he’d felt unwell, and simply dropped them before he went to sit down.

	But that didn’t explain Mrs. Munjal’s reaction—or why Dr. Munjal had dashed right over here afterward. I hadn’t called for him, and I was sure the police hadn’t, either. They’d only do that for an obvious crime scene. So how had Dr. Munjal known someone here was dead?

	“Hey, now—what are you doing there, man?”

	Dr. Belden was understandably startled. Dr. Munjal was bent low, face close to the dead man’s mouth and nose, sniffing with tremendous concentration. My interest spiked, and I hastened toward him. Was he checking for toxins? Many had distinct odors (as did several diseases, evident on the patient’s breath or skin, like diabetes and kidney failure), and a doctor’s nose was a significant diagnostic and Investigative tool. 

	Something on the floor behind the counter distracted me—another object out of place, perhaps something else that had fallen from the Display. A pale, gold-edged corner of paper peeked out from beneath the cabinets, and I had to wriggle it loose with my toe. 

	It was an old photograph, a cabinet card showing several young men and women dressed for an expedition, posing on a windswept hill. In the center of the group stood a younger Mr. Leighton in a Norfolk jacket and hunting tweeds. I recognized his lean weathered face and sharp curious eyes. I flipped it over, where someone had scrawled Cornwall, 1873. I turned it back, and my heart thumped, one hard cold bang right in my throat.

	Next to Mr. Leighton was a young woman holding a pickaxe and smiling jauntily for the camera. Her dark eyes stared back at me, for the first time in five years.

	It was my mother. 
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In Camera
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	Time-honored English tradition requires pickling a perfectly good pudding in liquor then setting it afire like a flaming cannonball as the centerpiece of Christmas dinner, no doubt as a sign of intimidation to the Empire’s enemies.
		—H. M. Hardcastle, A Modern Yuletide
	

	All afternoon I kept stealing glances at the photograph of Mum and Mr. Leighton, which I had collected as evidence. Very well, Dear Reader—I’d swiped it. What else could I do? One doesn’t find a photograph of one’s mother next to a dead man every day, after all. And the feeling in my chest, deep and painful, told me it was not something I should simply wave in the face of Constable Carstairs. Nor could I leave it behind and pretend I’d never seen it. So instead I had carefully tucked it away in my bag, feeling pinched and fluttery, while the doctors and the constable finished their work and took Mr. Leighton’s body away. 

	I’d come home alone. Miss Judson had stayed in town to help Mrs. Leighton get settled. It had been hard walking out of the shop, leaving her looking so alone and lost, and knowing there was nothing I could do to help. Dr. Munjal had concurred with Dr. Belden’s diagnosis of a stroke, and had bustled away again without stopping to talk with me and Miss Judson. There was no mystery to solve, no criminal to bring to justice. There was just the sad abrupt finality that Mr. Leighton was there one night, and gone again the next morning. I hated it. 

	Now Peony and I sat on the stairs, studying the picture. Cook was in the kitchen, making gingersnaps, and Father was at his morris dancing practice, so we had most of the house to ourselves. How had Mum known Mr. Leighton, and who were the other people in the picture with them? Cornwall, 1873. That was years before I was born, a part of her life I knew nothing about—but I was surprised that the Leightons had never mentioned knowing her, before she was Mum. Come to think of it, though, I couldn’t remember Mum frequenting Leighton’s Mercantile when she was alive. I fingered the edge of the photograph, the layers brittle and starting to separate, and wondered what it all meant—the photograph, the olives and the wishing well, Mrs. Munjal’s strange reaction to the Display, and the cryptic note in Mr. Leighton’s hand. 

	“Mrrr?” Peony’s grave green eyes held a question. 

	“You’re right. Mr. Leighton might have died of natural causes—but there are still questions here.” Maybe answering one of them, at least, would make me feel better. If I could give Mrs. Leighton some kind of reason, perhaps it would help her, too. 

	But whatever I sought would not be found among the books and laboratory equipment in my schoolroom. I wasn’t sure anything of Father’s could help, either. But his study was snug and orderly and comforting, and being there always helped me make a little more sense of the world. 

	It was dim and chilly within, so I lit the gas and turned up the radiator. The room smelled lemony and leathery, a combination of furniture polish, moustache wax, and bookbinding, and I inhaled deeply. Across from Father’s desk hung a framed photograph of Mum, from before they married. She didn’t look much like the Mum I remembered, with her mischievous grin, chasing me about the nursery in her nightgown, long black hair loose and flying down her back. This young woman was prim and straight, in a stiff frock with a silly bustle, and gazing frankly at the camera, as if daring it to prove her wrong. 

	I stood a little straighter, looking at that picture. I always did. It had been taken when she was studying to be a doctor. I’d seen others that were more like I remembered her: wearing a cap and gown, in a comical pose with anatomical skeletons. Or on a hill in Cornwall with a pickaxe. 

	But the woman Father chose to look at every day was her serious side, the one brave and determined enough to defy convention and pick up a bone saw, right next to all those men saying she couldn’t do it. 

	I walked closer to the picture—and noticed something I hadn’t seen before. Or perhaps something that I’d always seen, but never Observed. 

	I touched the glass over the impressed letters on the oval mat. “Schofield Student Union.” 

	“Dear old Schofield,” said a soft, cheerful voice behind me, letting in a breath of warm air and an even stronger scent of lemon wax. Father strolled in and put an arm around my shoulders. “Dear Schofield, how we adored thee, our studious hours in your ivory towers . . .” he sang, and I turned to gape at him. Father didn’t sing. 

	Peony leaped onto the desk and stretched luxuriantly, knocking Father’s letter knife to the floor, where it buried, point-down, in the rug. She paused threateningly before the inkwell, until Father deigned to pick her up so she could attend to his whiskers. He was still in his dancing costume of white trousers, bracers, and beribboned bells strapped to his legs. How had he sneaked up on us?

	I ought to have taken the chance to slip out of the room, before Father could lecture me about getting involved in another suspicious death—could I help it if I kept stumbling into them whilst doing perfectly innocent and Ordinary things? The Christmas Display Unveiling was exactly the sort of activity he was always urging me to do more—“What?”

	He shifted back against the desk. “I was just thinking how much you look like your mother.”

	I let out my breath in a wistful sigh and tugged at my hair. “I do?” 

	I’d been told I took after Father’s aunt Helena,* whom the Reader may recall from my previous adventures. But now I searched the portrait hopefully, looking not for the Mum I remembered but for signs of my own countenance. Maybe I did have a bit of that determined set to my jaw. Most people called it stubborn. (Aunt Helena called it impertinent.) 

	“She used to bite her lip, just like that.”

	I pressed my lips together neatly and looked at my hands.

	“Professor Leighton was one of her favorites,” Father said, and I jerked my head up warily.

	“Professor Leighton?” I said, trying to sound innocent. “Mum knew him?”

	“Oh, yes. He taught Classics.” Father strolled to the bookcase and withdrew an unfamiliar booklet. Schofield Yearbook, 1874. Mum’s signature was on the overleaf, swoopy and elegant: Jemima M. Bell, along with tiny sketches of a bird and a bell. Mum used to leave me notes signed just like this, for Jemima, a name from the Bible that meant “dove.” 

	I sat down and flipped through it, eager for more, but it was all in Latin, no pictures, just boring lists of classes, professors, and students’ names. 

	“Professor Leighton was a great supporter of the female students,” Father said.

	“I thought Schofield College always took women.” Unlike many institutions of higher learning in England. And everywhere.

	“They did,” he said. “And Basil Leighton was right there from the beginning, helping found the school. He believed that women and men—that all people—deserved a quality education if they were to advance in the world. He knew your mum quite well.” 

	I didn’t know what I should say to that. It certainly wasn’t what came out. “Now they’re both dead.”

	Father sighed. Peony—who had known neither of them, but who was racking up more than her own share of deceased acquaintances—sighed, too. “I’m sorry you saw that,” Father said.

	“I’m not—” I tried to say, but he held up a hand.

	“I know. I know you’re not. But someday you might have a daughter of your own, and you’ll understand what I mean.”

	This made me fidget even more. “I’m sorry it happened, too.” I was sorry, of course—sorry for Mr. Leighton, and Mrs. Leighton, and all the other people who’d known him. Which reminded me of something. “The Munjals were there. The Display upset Mrs. Munjal for some reason, and Dr. Munjal acted strangely, too.” Dr. Munjal had been at medical school with Mum, so perhaps he’d also been acquainted with Mr. Leighton back then. But that still didn’t explain how he’d known to come examine the body. 

	Father listened, arms crossed and head tilted to the side. “Go on,” he said—startling the whole story right out of me. He never wanted to discuss cases with me! I described the Display, the belltower and the cluster of people gathered round it, concluding with the odd, out-of-place olives and the wishing well. 

	“What color was the well?”

	That was his question? “It was painted all black. Why?” 

	“Olive, black well.” He ran the words together like a name. “Olive Blackwell? Why would he put that on display?”

	I scooted to the edge of my seat. “That means something to you, too?”

	“Not to me personally, no. It happened long before I met your mum. But it’s the reason Professor Leighton wasn’t a professor anymore.” He pushed a hand through his ginger hair. “This would be a prime moment for me to dramatically unfurl a faded news­paper so you could read the sordid details yourself. Olive Blackwell was a student at Schofield, in your mother’s class. She disappeared one night. Rumor had it that she fell from the belltower—”

	“Like in the Display!” The villagers clustered round the Campanile, as if to witness a spectacle. Except something had been conspicuously missing from that tableau, if Miss Blackwell had fallen. “But—”

	Father finished the thought for me. “Her body was never found. As far as anyone could tell, she simply vanished into thin air, never to be heard from again.”

	Now I well and truly felt a chill, and not the draft from Father’s window. “Professor Leighton was involved?” 

	“I’m not really privy to all the details,” Father said. “I don’t think your mum even knew exactly what happened. But it caused a scandal, and Professor Leighton was forced to retire.”

	I nodded slowly. “And Dr. Munjal—well, Mr. Munjal, back then—was there, too.”

	“I suppose he might have been. I’m not sure.”

	But I was. Mrs. Munjal wouldn’t have reacted the way she did about the olives and the well if she hadn’t known all about the scandal. Was Dr. Munjal involved somehow? What about Mum? I didn’t like that idea much at all. The sharp edges of the photograph I’d taken from the Leightons poked me through my skirt pocket. I squeezed my fingers together to keep from pulling it out and showing it to Father, before I knew more about what had happened and what it meant.

	“What else do you know about Professor Leighton?” I asked. “And before you tell me not to get involved in this, I’m not. But somebody Mum knew has died.” 

	Father perched on the edge of the desk. “I know. I can’t imagine how she’d react to this news.”

	“I can,” I said. “She’d do something about it. She’d bring a hot dish to his wife.”

	He smiled. “And knit a muffler for her.”

	“And organize a vigil.”

	“And take up a collection for his widow and children.”

	By then we were both smiling. “That was your mum, all right,” he said. “You couldn’t stop her, once she set her mind to something.” He gave me a fond look that made me feel warm and melty inside. “Remind you of anyone else we know?” 

	He scratched Peony’s back thoughtfully. “Describe everything to me again,” he urged.

	Careful, not wanting to omit a single detail, I laid out the entire scene: Mr. Leighton in his chair, the cup in his hand, the note in Greek beside him. “Mrs. Leighton couldn’t say whether it was his handwriting or not. He probably wrote it, but it doesn’t make any sense.”

	“What did it say?”

	I had copied it faithfully into my notebook, but I gave Father my own translation. “We owe Asclepius a chicken.”

	He turned round. “What? Are you sure? Sorry, yes, of course you’re sure.”

	“Does it mean something?”

	“It sounds familiar, somehow. May I see it?”

	Since I couldn’t possibly have the evidence itself at hand, I felt a flush of pride that he’d known I would have recorded it. I handed him my notebook, then held my tongue and barely fidgeted.

	“I know this,” he said finally, and spun toward the bookcase with a jingle, long fingers sliding down the rows. “I know this, where was it . . .” His hand came to a stop on the spine of an old schoolbook, the leather binding cracked from wear. He flipped through, faster and faster, then came to a stop and jammed his finger down, like he was pointing out particularly egregious evidence to an uncooperative witness.

	“Haha! Crito!”

	“What?”

	He handed me the book, and I read down the Greek text until I found the same letters I’d written out myself. It was a collection of works by Plato, and there indeed, in a passage thousands of years old, the strange, strange words again: “Crito, we owe a cockerel to Asclepius. Pay it and do not forget.”

	“Those were the last words of Socrates.” Father’s voice rang with intellectual triumph. The air in his study hung with excitement and meaning, like he’d just handed me a puzzle and challenged me to solve it.

	I scrunched my nose. “I don’t understand.” 

	“I don’t either!” Father sounded almost gleeful. “What an odd note to write before you die! I hope I have the presence of mind to leave behind such a mysterious document—have you all puzzled for decades. Like Fermat.”†

	“Father!” 

	He pulled his attention back to me. “Sorry. Got a bit carried away, there.”

	“What does Socrates have to do with Mr. Leighton?”

	Father took down another book from the shelf and leafed through it absently (it was upside down). “Well,” he said slowly, “Socrates was charged with impiety, and with corrupting the youth of Athens.”

	Shocked, I blurted out, “What does that mean?”

	Father made it worse by turning pink, but hastily said, “Encouraging them to think for themselves.” After a pause he added, with a smile, “You might relate to that.”

	I did indeed. Girls, especially, were actively discouraged from thinking for ourselves; whole magazines were devoted to the practice, and people like LaRue Spence-Hastings adhered to it like a law. 

	I swung my feet and considered this. “Why would Mr. Leighton leave that note behind?” 

	Father looked thoughtful. “Perhaps he was reminiscing about the past. But it does seem strange for him to depict Olive Blackwell’s disappearance in his Christmas village.”

	I thought back to what I knew of the Greek philosopher, and realization stole slowly over me, cold and heavy, creeping toward my heart. “Socrates was executed,” I said. “Sentenced to drink poison hemlock.”

	
		*Regrettably, according to legal and official records, I am technically Helena Myrtle Hardcastle. Aunt Helena and I see eye to eye on very few matters, and I have often wished I might have been the namesake of any other relative. Mum’s father’s name, for instance, was Algernon. And I believe there was a dog called Rusty.

	

	
		† Pierre de Fermat’s Last Conjecture, a frightfully pointless math problem scrawled in the margins of a book 250 years ago, which no one has since been able to solve, although for some reason people keep trying. (Why couldn’t he have left a note about something we wanted to know?) 
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Tidings of Discomfort
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	Medieval lords appointed a “Lord of Misrule” to oversee their lavish Christmas celebrations. During the brief reign of Edward VI, the Lord of Misrule was a lawyer named George Ferrers, whose Christmas pageant of 1552 cost hundreds of pounds and involved music, feasting, masques, and the ever-popular mock beheadings.
		—H. M. Hardcastle, A Modern Yuletide
	

	Father set the book down, nearly missing the edge of the desk. Peony uttered an affronted burble and darted aside. “How did you say the professor was found? With a cup in his hand? Like he’d sat down, drunk something, and died?”

	I scarcely nodded, but my heart had started to bang, fierce and fast. “We need to tell somebody.” Father was Swinburne’s Prosecuting Solicitor, which meant if there was a murder, he would have to get involved.

	“Tell who? Say what? We don’t know anything.” Even as he spoke the words, I could tell he was starting to regret them.

	“Dr. Munjal,” I said simply. This was clearly a matter for the Police Surgeon. 

	“Very well. I’ll drop by his office in the morning.”

	“Now.” My voice was firm.

	“Wait a minute—”

	I was ready for Father’s objections, and rose to my feet. Peony rose with me—a United Front. “Dr. Munjal was his student, too. If there’s any suspicion that this wasn’t a natural death”—I was proud of myself for circumventing the word murder—“you have to let him know what to look for in the post-mortem. He needs to know.” If I’d had to, I’d have stepped pointedly closer to Mum’s photograph, but there was no need.

	He was looking out the window, at the waning afternoon and restless wind, scattering beech leaves through the pale, pinkening sky. “It does look like a fine day for a walk,” he said dryly.

	“I’ll get my things.” I dashed off before he could object. 

	Peony and I were waiting at the door by the time Father made it down the stairs—changed out of his morris dancing regalia, thank goodness. He merely raised an eyebrow, made no comment, and swung open the door.

	“After you.”

	It turned out to be after Peony, who bolted out the door as if her own message to the Munjals was even more urgent than ours. She disappeared into the neighbors’ hedges, but make no mistake, Dear Reader: she was stalking us, like a leopardess in the jungle. 

	We set off across Gravesend Commons, the park that used to be a graveyard. The December wind whipped through the trees along the edges of the green­way, and more dry leaves skittered in the gutter. A hazy halo glowed round the gas streetlamp as we made our way over the former graves, past the old stone crypt that now housed a picnic table and the equipment for lawn darts and croquet. It was lovely and peaceful, everything dormant beneath the light snow, and we strolled along in companionable silence.

	The Munjals’ house sat across the park in a lofty circle of brick streets and tall houses with white façades. Set back from the curb, it had a large back garden and a carriage house for Dr. Munjal’s Police Morgue. I often wondered how their neighbors liked that, although they’d all moved in next to a former cemetery, so they’d really forfeited the right to complain about the proximity to dead people.

	The butler answered the door, but our arrival had alerted the rest of the household, and Caroline and Dr. Munjal appeared at the top of the stairs.

	 “Arthur, Myrtle. What brings you by?” Although by the grim set of his dark features, it was plain the doctor knew exactly why we’d come. He descended to the foyer and shook Father’s hand. “I’m sorry Neenah’s not here to see you.”

	“I’m afraid it’s not a social call, Vikram. Can we speak in your office?”

	“Come upstairs.” Caroline waved me over. “We got our copy of The Strand today.” I heard both men sigh with relief as they headed for the morgue.

	“But I want to know what they’re saying,” I protested, as Caroline steered me firmly into her room and shut the door with a surreptitious click. 

	“Did you really find another dead body?” she exclaimed. “Poor Mr. Leighton! Poor Mrs. Leighton!”

	“Why did your mother take you away like that this morning?”

	“I don’t know.” She dropped onto the bed—white lace heaped with more white lace. “Mother dragged me back home, but she wouldn’t say anything. She marched straight into Father’s office—which you know she never does—she hates the morgue!—but he left right after and was gone all day, and no one will tell me anything. What happened?”

	I felt a surge of fellow feeling and sat beside her. “Have you ever heard about a girl who disappeared when your father and my mother were at Schofield College? Professor Leighton was their teacher. She fell from the belltower—”

	“Campanile,” Caroline corrected me. 

	“—and vanished into thin air.” I paused for Dramatic Effect. “Her name was Olive Blackwell. Just like the Display.”

	“How chilling!” Caroline’s eyes darted about the room, as if the ghost of Olive Blackwell might leap out from the shadows. Which was, I reflected, more or less what had happened this morning, in the shop. “What could have happened to her?” 

	I filled her in on everything Father had told me about Olive Blackwell (practically nothing), along with our deductions about the mysterious note and its strange connection to Socrates. Her eyes grew wider and wider, and she twisted a long strand of hair around her fingers. 

	“Hemlock? Then it was suicide?” She seemed unconvinced. “He was such a nice man. Why would he do something like that?”

	“Unless someone did it to him,” I said. “That’s what they’re discussing right now.”

	“Discussing without us, naturally.” She went to her window. “They’re still out there.” 

	I joined her. We could see both men’s silhouettes against the lit-up window of the carriage house.

	“They’re taking an awfully long time for my father to tell your father that he should check for hemlock in the post-mortem,” I Observed. “I wish we could hear what they’re saying.”

	“We can,” she said. “There’s a spot above the stables where you can hear everything that happens in Father’s laboratory. Come on.”

	Have I mentioned that Caroline Munjal might very well be Irrepressible?
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	Two minutes later, the three of us were tucked into position in the storage loft overlooking the carriage house, hidden behind a tidy stack of file boxes. The warm air was a not entirely unpleasant mixture of horse from one side and embalming chemicals from the other. Light filtered up through a gap where the wall met the floor, and Caroline, Peony, and I had a nearly unobstructed view of Dr. Munjal’s laboratory.

	I could see the top of Dr. Munjal’s head. He was seated at the desk, directly below us. Father’s ginger head was brighter; he’d doffed his hat and left it on the desk beside Dr. Munjal’s skull (the paperweight, not his own cranium). 

	“I’m not doing the post-mortem,” the doctor was saying. “I had to recuse myself, of course. But Belden’s a good man, and I think we know what the results will show.”

	“Hemlock?” said Father. Dr. Munjal’s head bobbed slightly. 

	“I wish I could say I was more surprised.” His hand came up to rub the bridge of his nose. “This whole business—dredging it all up. Neenah’s beside herself.”
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