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PROLOGUE


I never thought I would be lucky enough to stumble across a dead body because I don’t have a dog.


In the newspapers, corpses are always found by people out on bracing morning walks with their spaniel, or whatever. Might be a Labrador, of course. Could even be a chihuahua. Anyway, the walk will begin perfectly normally, but then suddenly the hound will go racing ahead excited by an enticing pong. They dive into a hedge and disappear into the undergrowth, and you can call them until you are blue in the face but they will absolutely not come back. You might as well talk to a rock.


Then, five minutes later, the panting owner (mud-covered now with twigs knotted in their hair and their specs on sideways) comes hoofing through the bracken and discovers their pooch sniffing about at a corpse with an axe in its head. It doesn’t have to be an axe in their head. They might have been twanged by a crossbow, for example, or throttled with an old bootlace or something. That’s not the point. The point is that some people have dogs and those people have all the luck.


I always hoped that one day one of the corpse-finders would be me. I think I could strike the right balance between being shocked whilst at the same time taking in all the details so I could be terrifically useful to the police. I’d gasp in startled amazement so beautifully because I’ve been practising for years. But like I say – so far no dog: no dead bodies.


What I do have though is a pet tortoise called Charles Darwin. He’s marvellous in many ways but as a rule, tortoises aren’t the best at finding anything. Well, they are good at finding a bit of cucumber to furiously chomp on, but nothing much else. So really it was quite a stroke of luck that Charles Darwin should actually lead me to find my first dead body. It wasn’t (as I’d imagined) in a woodland clearing, but you don’t always get everything in life and you have to celebrate the successes you do get.


But I’m gabbling ahead of myself. If I am going to tell you about what happened that weekend at Grimacres, I probably need to start from the beginning. But where IS the beginning? The murder wasn’t the start of it all, but it was the start of my investigation, or as SOME members of my family called it at the time, my ‘nose-poking’. Of course the real story started well before then. Well before even the narwhal got involved.


Oh, I forgot to mention that a narwhal, that great tusked, swimming mammal, is involved, but more on that later.


So where DO I begin? I’ve been sitting here chewing the end of my pencil trying to decide. I suppose, for me at least, it all began on the Friday …






EXHIBIT A: An extract from:





GREAT ANCIENT HOUSES OF ENGLAND:


THE GOOD AND THE DREADFUL.


by Felicity Wattle-Daub.


Without doubt the most foreboding of England’s great houses, Grimacres crouches, all blackened brickwork and maliciously glinting windowpanes, like a great, evil toad in a deep valley six miles from the picturesque ancient market town of Much Maudlin.


Set within extensive and sprawling grounds and surrounded by a thick ring of its own privately owned forest, Grimacre Wood, the house is accessed via one thin and winding road which in bad weather regularly, and by design of the Gristle ancestors, cuts the house off from the rest of civilisation.


A residence has stood on the current Grimacres plot since well before medieval times, and the house and grounds have been added to and altered significantly since then by successive members of the Gristle family. The current facade of the house was built by Lord Hades Gristle and looks not unlike a fortress or even a prison.


Due in part to its remote location, but mainly because of the owner’s dim view of – to use their phrase – ‘sticky-beaked nose-pokers’, the exact design and construction of the interior of Grimacres is clothed in myth and mystery. It is unknown how many rooms the vast, sprawling property has, and rumours abound of secret passages, ghostly occurrences and even hidden treasure!


(It ought to be added that the author of this book did write to the owner for verification of these facts and we received our letter back, ripped up with a large note stuck to it that simply said ‘NO’.)


It’s believed that the current owner, Ignatius Gristle, Baron Grimacre, lives at the property with some members of his extended family as well as an enormous collection of artefacts collected from around the world.


Despite his age, Ignatius Gristle remains the CEO of The Jolly BonBon LTD confectionery company, although the management of the company is handled by his only daughter, the Hon. Mildred Gristle.


More information regarding the family can be found in the book ‘A GUIDE TO THE BRITISH ARISTOCRACY’ by Sir Henry Fox-Hunt.




WARNING:


Unlike many great country houses that welcome visitors wholeheartedly with a cafe full of buns, the author of this book would advise readers NOT to enter the Grimacres estate under ANY circumstances.


Visitors are NOT welcome and anyone who does call at the property does so at their own tremendous risk.
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‘Little Grey Cells: A Complete Guide to Detection’ by Mary Mead. Published by Machette Books. From the personal library of the Hon. Edna Gristle.


CHAPTER 1.


UNSUITABLE BOOKS FOR CHILDREN ABOUT MURDER


We arrived at Grimacres on Friday afternoon just in time for tea, which was good because I was absolutely gasping for a scone.


I was keen to be out of the old Daimler and back in the familiar shadowy walls of my grandpa’s house. The journey from London had taken HOURS and every bit of it had been awful because Sid, our chauffeur, has disappeared so Farv was driving us himself. Outside, the snow that had been threatening for days started to fall the minute we set off and it only got worse as we crawled out of the city and travelled up north to Grimacres. By the time we’d squeezed down the narrow lane through the woods into the Grimacres estate, a full blizzard was swirling around us.


The mood inside the car had been just as chilly. Ice cold and crow black. Everyone (apart from me and Charles Darwin) was in a frightful mood and hadn’t uttered a word to each other for the entire journey. Muv was up front, sleek as a she-wolf and hunkered down in her fur collar, livid that she’d had to cancel all her tennis lessons with her very dear friend, Valentino. Farv was growling with temper too about, well, everything. A bad mood had been inflating him like a balloon for weeks, but Grandpa demanding we leave that morning immediately seemed to have finally made it burst. Farv crouched over the steering wheel, huffing and puffing like a grampus and driving terribly.


In the back I kept schtum, cursing myself for having eaten the last of my Halloween bonbons before we’d even made it out of our road. After I’d put Charles Darwin into the tea cosy he wears as a jumper on trips to Grandpa’s, I realised I had NOTHING to do. As a rule, I don’t believe in boredom, but after I’d spent a few nice minutes chewing the end of my plaits, I had to admit that all I could do for the rest of the journey was sit quietly with Charles Darwin on my lap and twiddle my thumbs.


What I was panting to do, of course, was get stuck into the book I was reading. It was a terribly good one – all about MURDERS: how they were committed (grisly!) and how the killers were eventually caught (cunning!). REALLY THRILLING STUFF! But Muv (spoilsport) disagrees.


She says my preferred reading matter is distasteful. She wishes I’d read nice books about flower arranging and tittering behind fans and how to seat guests correctly at candlelit suppers. She says these are Useful Subjects for Young Ladies, but honestly who has time for all that sort of nonsense? I don’t and neither does Charles Darwin.


The reason I couldn’t read my book secretly in the car was because my sister Audrey was sitting beside me and like all siblings she does have a tendency to ruin things. She sat glaring sullenly out of the window, seemingly lost in her own furious thoughts. I knew from experience that didn’t mean anything though. All I’d have to do was turn the page too loudly or chortle too uproariously and she’d be tattle-taling on me until the cows came home, and I didn’t want to risk another row erupting.


There’d already been a stinker earlier that day when Grandpa’s invitation had plopped on the mat. Audrey had immediately started her caterwauling: she COULDN’T leave London this weekend, she HAD to stay. WHY couldn’t she be left on her own? URGH, everything was so unfair – NONE of the rest of our other sisters or our brother had to go!


‘They don’t live here any more,’ I said, helpfully, ‘and anyway I’m one of your sisters and I have to go …’


Audrey looked at me with one of her narrow-eyed snake looks and spat: ‘You don’t count!’


There’s absolutely no arguing with her when she’s in a poisonous mood like this, so I just stumped upstairs to throw some pants in my suitcase. Eventually, after a lot of shouting and door slamming, and Audrey even storming out of the house for a bit, we finally set off. And now, hours later, and almost frozen solid, we had arrived at Grimacres.


As we stumbled, stiff-legged from the car, I took a moment to look up at the house. It loomed over us, big and black against the darkening sky and the white falling snow. I saluted to the two hideous gargoyles that leered down at us from above the porch, but they didn’t salute back. They never do. Despite that, I couldn’t help but grin. I was delighted to be back at Grimacres, but little did I know then that the countdown to a murder had already begun.




TICK


TOCK …
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A stuffed deer head, slightly moth eaten, from the main hall at Grimacres.


CHAPTER 2.


A SHIVER OF DANGER AT THE BACK OF THE NECK


Aunt Mildred met us at the door, crossing her cardi tightly over her bust and telling us to ‘Get in! Get in! Get in!’ before we all froze to death.


We got in! Got in! Got in! And she slammed the door firmly behind us.


Aunt M looked like she always did and by that I mean she looked just like Farv. They really could have been twins, except that they aren’t. Farv’s a bit older, but the likeness is extraordinary. If you cut Aunt M’s hair and drew a moustache on her she’d look just like him, or if you shaved Farv, gave him a wig and threw some pearls around his neck he’d look just like her. I might suggest us doing that one day to see if my theory is correct. Now wasn’t the time though.


‘Goodness, it’s absolutely FREEZING out there!’ said Aunt M with a shiver. Her voice sounded tinny and echoey in the cavernous entrance hall.


It was hardly warmer inside. In fact, as I reluctantly wiggled free from my coat, I decided it was definitely colder inside than out. There was an enormous fireplace in the hallway but no fire crackling in it. There never was. Grandpa was a selfish cockroach of a person who only believed in heating the rooms that he was currently in. As he left a room he would tip water over the flames. For that reason, the temperature inside Grimacres was always so arctic it would have sent a polar bear reaching for a flask of hot chocolate and a couple of pairs of thick thermal knickers.


As everyone messed about with coats and taking off hats I looked appraisingly around the place. I was glad to see nothing had changed in the hallway since I was last there. That’s one of the things I like about Grimacres – it’s always exactly the same.


The entrance hall, as big as a ballroom, was panelled with wood stained so dark that it looked black. The vast stone staircase twisted like a broken leg into the gloom above us, and from every wall hundreds of pairs of glass eyes peered at us from the stuffed deer heads mounted on every vertical surface.


I saw Muv and Audrey shudder as they looked at them.


Muv really hates Grimacres. She says the entire place pulsates with a sinister energy. She likes light, bright fussy fabrics with tasselly trims, and vases of pungent flowers. She doesn’t like the sorts of houses that have stuffed deer heads staring at you from the walls, or samurai warrior outfits lined up along a landing, or an ancient Egyptian sarcophagus leant up against a chimney breast or an enormous sixteenth-century cannon parked outside the dining room. Grimacres has all of those things.


I don’t find it spooky at all. Of course I’d prefer it if the deer weren’t dead, but they were dispatched that long ago by Gristles since departed that they’re now just like objects in a museum to me. Also, a house as big as Grimacres could make you feel a bit like a lonely little pea rattling about in it, so it’s very nice to have a few fluffy snouts sticking out of the walls to pat when you are on your way to the bathroom for a wee for example.


‘Right – tea?’ said Aunt M briskly. She pointed down the hall. ‘We’ll take it in the drawing room.’ Then she dropped her voice. ‘I’ve got a great big fire lit, but don’t tell Daddy.’


I was about to dash off and find Archie, but at the mention of ‘tea’ my stomach growled angrily and I decided that Archie could wait. If I didn’t have a scone immediately, I would simply collapse. I set off at a march down the hall to the drawing room because I don’t need telling twice when food is involved, but Farv started to turn the other way.


‘Actually, Mil, I … er … I’ll just stick my head in to see the old man – he’s in his study, I presume? Just er … need to have a quick word with him about’ – he swallowed hard and looked a bit tight about the collar – ‘something er … important.’ He tried to sound jolly, but I could tell he was nervous. He was pulling at his moustache which is a sure sign that he’s feeling jumpy. I wondered what the important thing was that he needed to chat to Grandpa about because usually we all try to avoid speaking to him if we don’t have to. Grandpa has a horrible habit of being obnoxious and biting your ear off every time he speaks.


Farv was heading for Grandpa’s study, but Aunt M stopped him with a hand placed on his arm.


‘Oh no, you can’t do that I’m afraid, Bernard,’ she said quietly, and I noticed for the first time that she too was looking a bit tight and tense about her edges. ‘Daddy said that under no circumstances must he be disturbed. He doesn’t want to see anyone until dinner this evening. He’s very busy this afternoon.’


I strained my ears and sure enough I could hear the distant clack of a typewriter coming from the direction of Grandpa’s study.


‘Doing what?’ said Farv, all crinkle-browed. ‘You run the company!’


‘Oh yes,’ said Aunt M, doing that thing she does when she’s a bit unsure of herself which is to fuss with the tissue she keeps shoved up the sleeve of her twinset. ‘But he’s busy with separate business matters at the moment. With his new secretary …’


Muv and Farv’s eyebrows hit the ceiling. ‘New secretary?’ said Farv, tugging at his moustache. ‘First I’ve heard of it.’


‘Yes, well,’ said Aunt M. ‘Hired her whilst he was away in Italy …’ She pursed her lips after that and said something to Muv and Farv with just her eyes that I didn’t quite understand.


I knew enough though to know that the look meant Aunt M had quite a lot she wanted to say about this new development but only when my earholes were out of the room.


‘Fine,’ sighed Farv like a deflating balloon. ‘Plenty of time to speak to him later, I suppose.’


‘Just you make sure you do,’ hissed Muv under her breath, but of course Big Ears (me) heard her all right.


If there was one thing I knew about Grandpa, it was that he hated strangers – loathed them – so this information about a new secretary made my brain twitch. The arrival of a person not just to the grounds of Grimacres, but actually into the house and into Grandpa’s study – well, that was unheard of and Farv was acting very strangely too. I didn’t know why at the time, but it made all the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


I think it was then that I got my first hint that something unusual, maybe even dangerous, was going to happen that weekend.
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China teacup from the Gristle family tea set, decorated with a pattern of poison ivy and toxic mushrooms. Mid 17th century.


CHAPTER 3.


A SUNBURNT FERRET


Aunt M threw open the door to the drawing room and I raced in to find a woman warming her hands in front of the fire. She had short hair and was wearing a pair of flannel slacks and a thick jumper. I beamed when I saw her.


‘LIL!’ I cried.


She turned round and groaned. ‘Oh no! Not YOU!’ she sighed in a soft Scottish accent. Then she smiled a twinkle-eyed smile and ruffled my hair.


OOH, I LOVE LIL! It’s Doctor Lillian McDougal, actually, but because we are really rather great chums, I call her Lil. She calls me Trouble.


What I like best about her is that she is the only adult who will sit down and have a really good natter with me about infected blisters. Glorious!


‘I’ll ring for tea now,’ said Aunt M, pressing a little button on the wall that ding-dongs down in the kitchen. ‘I expect you’re all gasping for one after your journey!’


‘I certainly am!’ said Lil. ‘And I’ve only come up from Much Maudlin. Foul day out there!’


‘Look, is everything all right?’ asked Farv anxiously as he and Muv sat themselves down on one end of the long sofa. Audrey threw herself sulkily into an armchair and Charles Darwin and I plumped down on the enormous tiger skin rug in front of the fire. ‘With Father, I mean?’


‘What, medically?’ said Lil. She perched on the arm of Aunt M’s chair. ‘Yes, everything’s perfectly OK. I’m here as a guest today.’


She flicked her head in the direction of Grandpa’s office. ‘He’s ticking over fine – not that he ever believes me …’


She sighed. ‘I can’t do right by him at all. Do you know just before he went away to Italy, he said that he actually thought I was poisoning him! Ha! I said, “You can get yourself another doctor, Ignatius!” But he wouldn’t, of course. Had me up and down here like a yo-yo demanding medicines for this, tablets for that. I’m telling you – these last few months without him here has been like a holiday for us, hasn’t it?’


She gave Aunt M’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.


‘It’s been lovely!’ said Aunt M, smiling up at Lil.


As well as being our family doctor, Lil is also Aunt M’s special friend. They are always together and Lil is one of the few people Grandpa will allow in the house – although that’s for selfish reasons of course. He likes to be checked over daily to make sure nothing is wrong with him. Mum says he’s staying alive out of spite.


Aunt M has a nice face, but often – like earlier when we’d been in the hall – it can look rather cloudy and pinched with worry. She runs the family business – The Jolly BonBon Ltd – practically on her own. It’s a big job and Grandpa, who is meant to be retired, will insist on causing trouble. He’s a horrible bully who enjoys sticking his nose in. He MEDDLES and often poor Aunt M has the look of someone who is quietly trying to work out fiendish sums in her head, which I suppose with her job, she often is. But whenever Lil is around, Aunt M brightens, as if the sun has just come out.


‘But he’s back now,’ said Lil, her brow furrowed, ‘and worse than ever!’


‘Oh …’ said Farv, wrinkle-browed.


‘I rather wondered if we’d been called here because he was dying or something?’ said Muv hopefully, as she flung one slim leg over another.


Aunt M laughed a rather hollow laugh. ‘Oh no, dear. Daddy’s too hearty for words!’


‘Pity …’ said Farv darkly.


‘Then what’s all this about?’ huffed Muv. ‘Mildred, it’s obviously always pleasant to see you both, but really – coming up here for the weekend with no notice is too inconvenient for words! I’ve had to cancel a weekend FULL of tennis lessons with Valentino and I barely had a chance to let him know – had to leave a message for him. Goodness knows what he’ll think …’


‘I’m sure he’ll cope …’ said Farv dryly.


His eyes flickered to mine and a slight smile twitched under his moustache. I stifled a laugh. Valentino is Muv’s very close friend and tennis teacher. She finds him delightful, but Farv and I can’t stand him, although I do find him rather fascinating in a scientist-observing-a-specimen sort of way. Valentino really is extraordinary to look at. He must be about seven foot tall and handsome too, I suppose, if you like that sort of thing, which I don’t. All year round he’s tanned the colour of a polished mahogany table and his arms are so bumpy with muscles that he looks like he’s shoved a load of balled-up socks up his sleeves. He’s not what I call ha-ha-bonk funny, but Muv titters at everything he says. The pair of them are always off together in their matching pristine tennis whites, her with their expensive rackets and him with the balls. It’s a blessing really, because when Muv’s off playing tennis, she’s not bothering me about standing up straight or brushing my hair or not wiping my mouth on my sleeve.


Muv ignored Farv and ploughed on. ‘So go on, Mildred, what’s he playing at demanding we come up at such short notice?’


Aunt M shrugged her fluffy shoulders. ‘I’ve no idea! This morning he just ordered Mrs Crumpet to get the rooms ready and told me you’d all be arriving later today. It was the first we’d heard about it, although obviously we’re delighted you’re here!’


Farv’s forehead was a concertina of frowning wrinkles.


‘I wonder if it’s something to do with his birthday tomorrow? He’ll be ninety … Although he usually just ignores birthdays.’


Before anyone could answer, the door creaked open and into the room came not as we’d expected, Mrs Crumpet, the Grimacres housekeeper and cook, but a man. He was carting an enormous tray heaving with toast and butter, scones and jam and teapots and teacups. It looked delicious and made my belly growl like a bear.


The food at home in London had taken rather a nose-dive recently, both in quality AND quantity. Our cook, Mrs Crabb, used to keep us well fed with all sorts of lovely things. You couldn’t move for jam jars at breakfast for example, all different varieties. But that’s changed recently and for the past few months we’d been rationed to one pot of blackcurrant jam (the worst flavour) and the bread’s been like cardboard. The sight of Mrs Crumpet’s glorious tea tray filled me with bursting confetti cannons of joy.


The man carrying the tray advanced at a snail’s pace all hunched over, the tray shaking and the cups jangling in his jittering hands.


‘You … rang for tea, m’lady,’ he said in a quavering voice as he placed the tray on the table. Then in a flash he straightened up and grinned round at everyone and in his normal, drawling voice said, ‘I make an excellent elderly butler, don’t I?’


Well, no actually, he didn’t, because he’d sloshed hot tea over half the tray. Also he couldn’t have looked less like a butler if he’d tried. It was my Uncle Roderick, and he looked, I thought, like a very sunburnt ferret.


Uncle Roderick is Farv and Aunt M’s younger brother. Half-brother, actually. He was born much later when Grandpa remarried after my granny died yonks before I was born. He’s very tall and slim with a pencil-thin moustache and hangs about with the type of people that Farv sniffs at and Muv calls ‘Most Unsuitable’. He lives abroad in roasting hot places and swans about there in pastel linen slacks and open neck shirts. He was wearing that now which looked completely out of place in the dark, arctic gloom of Grimacres.


‘Oh Roderick, you are silly!’ said Aunt M. ‘Now, when did you get here?’


‘Just now,’ said Uncle Roderick. ‘Flew in this morning, got a car and came straight up. Filthy weather as per! People are abandoning their cars out there – one’s wedged in a snow drift just up the road, but I battled valiantly through!’ He puffed out his chest. ‘Couldn’t deprive you of seeing your dearest baby brother, could I?’


Farv snorted. He doesn’t like Uncle Roderick.


‘Oh! I didn’t hear the front door go …’ said Aunt M.


‘It was unlocked anyway, but I met dear Mrs Crumpet in the hall and she saw me in. I said I’d bring the tray in for her. Told her it would give me a chance to slip some poison into the pot first!’


He grinned a devilishly devious grin. I laughed loudly – I rather like Uncle Roderick when he is in this sort of mood – but no one else did so I piped down pretty quickly and stroked Charles Darwin on the tea cosy.


‘Well, that was very kind of you,’ said Aunt M, vaguely. ‘Well, sit yourself down and have some tea and – oh! Who’s this?’


We all turned to look.


Uncle Roderick had thrown himself on to the sofa allowing us all to notice for the first time that behind him, in the darkness beyond the flickering light of the fire and the dim, little table lamps, someone was lurking.
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Fang (slightly chipped) from a tiger skin rug. Early 18th century. Originally from India.


CHAPTER 4.


AN UNSUITABLY DRESSED MOUSE


It was a woman.


‘Hello,’ she squeaked in a little mouse voice as she stepped forward nervously.


‘Oh yes,’ said Uncle Roderick, shoving a whole slice of toast into his gob and talking with his mouth full. ‘Family: this is my girlfriend, Gloria Blouse. Gloria: my family.’


A look fluttered between Muv and Farv and I knew exactly what that one meant. It meant, ‘Oh … here we go – another one!’ because every time we see Uncle Roderick, he has a different person on his arm and they always, without fail, look exactly the same.


Gloria Blouse was no different. Small and glamorous with big blonde hair and great blinking blue eyes like a startled bushbaby. She was, like Uncle R, completely unsuitably dressed for a winter weekend in an English country house. Poking out from under her sundress I saw that her stockingless knees had turned mint green with cold and she was shivering all over like she’d just clambered out of the North Sea.


‘I meant to check if it was OK for her to come,’ continued Uncle Roderick. ‘But well … you know how it is.’


‘Oh yes, you are always very busy, aren’t you, Rod?’ said Farv. ‘Just wish we knew what it is you exactly do.’


Farv and Uncle Roderick locked poison-dart eyes with each other before Uncle Roderick turned to Aunt M instead.


‘Be all right, won’t it, Mil?’ he said.


More flustered tissue fussing from Aunt M. I knew what she was thinking – that Grandpa wouldn’t like an unexpected stranger in the house – but after a moment she smiled a tight smile and said of course it was fine and told Gloria she MUST come and get herself nice and warm by the fire.


Gloria smiled nervously and settled herself down next to Uncle Roderick, politely thanking Farv, who placed a hot cup of tea into her shaking hand. Me and Charles Darwin were quite toasty by now so I thrust the tiger skin rug at her to put over her knees, but all she did was scream as its large fangs clonked against her hand.


I tutted. Another one frightened of everything in this house, I thought, rolling my eyes at Charles Darwin. He looked at me as if he agreed.


‘Where is Father anyway? The old reptile not joining us?’ said Uncle Roderick, slapping my hand away from the scone I was about to help myself to and taking it himself. ‘Need to see if he might like to help his little boy out …’


Farv snorted again. ‘What mess do you need him to get you out of this time?’ he growled. Uncle Roderick ignored him, but was annoyed when Aunt M said Grandpa was busy until after dinner.


‘Busy?’ cried Uncle Roderick, ‘Oh I like that! Orders me back urgently from abroad – AT MY EXPENSE, I MIGHT ADD – only to be too busy to see his darling baby son! A fine welcome, that is!’ Roderick chomped furiously on the scone. ‘What is this sudden, urgent house party for anyway?’ he said, spraying crumbs everywhere.


‘That’s exactly what we were all wondering,’ said Muv. ‘He’s definitely up to something. If he’s got us here to celebrate his birthday, I must say that’s a bit rich. He’s never been a bit bothered about birthdays before, his or anyone else’s. Never a card for his own children or grandchildren – the nasty, mean old snake!’


‘Ros!’ said Farv, but only half-heartedly. None of us could disagree with Muv on this point.


‘All I know,’ said Aunt M, in a soothing voice, ‘is that Daddy wants us all together this weekend. I expect we’ll all find out why soon enough. It must be rather important …’


We all pondered this in almost-silence, punctuated only by the sound of me chewing. The grown-ups seemed tense which made my nerves feel unexpectedly jangly. Audrey wasn’t eating so I slid the slice of toast off her plate and started on that to distract me.


‘Who else is coming this weekend?’ said Uncle Roderick, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Just a cosy, little family get-together I take it?’


‘Yes, just us,’ said Aunt M, dusting cake crumbs off her bosom. ‘Well, and George is coming, of course, and also—’


Everyone groaned.


‘Not BADGER!’ cried Uncle Roderick. ‘Why does HE have to come?’


‘Because he’s an old and very dear friend of the family,’ said Aunt M, firmly, ‘and he’s been very helpful keeping Daddy entertained …’


‘Only person dull enough to find Father interesting,’ mumbled Uncle Roderick.


‘And besides,’ continued Aunt M, talking over Roderick’s low grumble, ‘he was SUCH a help to us all back in February with … you know, The Incident.’


I’ll admit that my earwigging on the conversation had been flagging a bit up to this point. Grown-ups can’t half go on, but with those two little words – The Incident – I sat bolt upright.
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Black velvet eyepatch, embroidered with a skull and crossbones motif, personal property of the Hon. Edna Gristle.


CHAPTER 5.


SECRET WINKS AND MYSTERIOUS PACKAGES


Here we go! I thought, mentally rubbing my hands together. At last I was going to find out what had actually happened here last February. Charles Darwin and I got ourselves ready to listen very carefully indeed.


For months now I’d heard whispers about The Incident. Something had happened here at Grimacres just before Grandpa went off on his long holiday, but no one will tell me what it is. I hadn’t been here since, so I hadn’t had a chance to ask Archie yet. Audrey seems to know, but I haven’t been able to wheedle it out of her yet either. And there was nothing in her secret diary about it when I checked. That’s one of the several annoying things about Audrey: unless it’s twirling about in a tutu, she simply isn’t interested. Now, however, with this fresh mention of The Incident, my ears were practically on stalks with the effort of listening. I was determined to find out what the mysterious event was, but unfortunately, Aunt M just breezed on.


‘And of course Daddy’s new secretary is here too,’ she said, ‘and will be joining us for dinner.’


BLAST!


‘What?’ said Uncle Roderick.


Lil whistled a low whistle.


‘Oh yes!’ she said, grinning. ‘None of you have met the marvellous Miss Bellissima yet, have you?’ Her eyes were sparkling with glee now. ‘I think Ignatius has taken QUITE a shine to her! SMITTEN I’d say …’


Everyone shuffled closer to Lil (even Charles Darwin) but before she could continue, Aunt M coughed a polite little cough and her eyes darted in my direction.


‘Go on,’ I said to Lil encouragingly, ignoring the look.


‘Edna, dear,’ said Aunt M, ‘I wonder if you’d like to go and see Mrs Crumpet in the kitchen. Take Charles Darwin down for a lettuce leaf or something? I’m sure she has lots of nice nibbly things for him.’


‘Oh, he’s all right thanks, Aunt M!’ I said, brightly. ‘He’s just been eating the fringing on the bottom of the sofa.’


‘Edna, do as you’re told!’ growled Muv.


She wanted me out of the room too, I knew it. They all did. Just when things were getting interesting!


They think when you are eleven you don’t know anything, but you know when grown-ups want to have a chinwag behind your back.


I tutted, got up and walked slug-slow towards the door. I’ve got a slight limp on account of one of my legs currently being a bit shorter than the other, so I played that up a bit too. I was hoping they’d all feel sorry for me and beg me to stay.


Suddenly, a hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.


‘Just a moment!’ said Lil, and I brightened. Good old Lil! She’d never chuck me out of the room!


‘Come here, Long John Silver!’ she said. ‘Let me check your eye!’


I’ve got a case of Floating Iris too, hence the eye patch. I should have explained that earlier, I think. It’s not painful or anything, and apparently it’ll get better on its own as long as I keep it covered. Lil likes to keep an eye (ha ha!) on it for me. She’s the one that sorted me out with my snazzy eyepatch. It’s black with a secret skull embroidered on it that you can only see when it catches the light. Muv loathes me wearing it. She said it isn’t ladylike at all. I just snorted because on the subject of many things, dear Muv is useless. How she can’t see that it lends me a dashing, piratical look that a lot of people my age are sadly lacking, I do not know.


Lil gave my eye the once over. ‘Looking good!’ she said. ‘Keep the patch on though, won’t you?’


I nodded. Lil’s the only person I do as I’m told for.


‘Now,’ she said, pulling a parcel wrapped in brown paper out of her doctor’s bag, ‘if you’re going downstairs, I wonder if you might be able to pass this to Mrs Crumpet for me. It’s some, er … vitamins she asked for.’


I looked down at the package and saw quite clearly that instead of Mrs Crumpet’s name, my name was scrawled across it in Lil’s awful, spidery handwriting.




FOR THE ATTENTION OF MISS EDNA GRISTLE.


TOP SECRET!





I grinned and Lil gave me a secret wink. Then I practically skedaddled out of the room.


I paused with my hand on the doorknob for a moment just to give the grown-ups the opportunity to invite me to stay, but no chance. Muv was glaring at me, but Lil had turned back and started talking again.


‘So, Miss Bellissima!’ Lil was saying. ‘She must be the most efficient woman in all of Italy. Practically running the joint here at Grimacres! Thick as thieves, she and old Ignatius are!’


‘Italy?’ said a squeaky high-pitched voice. The sound made us all jump.


It was Gloria and this was the first thing she’d said apart from hello and thank you to Farv for the tea. She’d melted into the sofa cushions after that. Now, however, she was sitting bolt upright on the sofa, eyes as wide as tea plates.


‘Yes, Sicily, I think,’ said Aunt M.


‘Sicily?’ said Uncle Roderick, exchanging a quick look with Gloria.


‘Yes,’ grinned Lil. ‘Where all the gangsters come from in films!’


‘Stop dawdling, Edna, please!’ snapped Muv.


I sighed, but as I gave the room one last look I noticed a very worried expression on Gloria’s slow loris face. Uncle Roderick, who has been lounging languidly, had suddenly sat up straight too, the ferrety nose on him twitching with Intense Interest.


Now what’s all that about, I wondered …
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Ornate, late 17th century door lock fitted to the drawing room door at Grimacres. Key missing. Lock bunged up with Unknown Matter.


CHAPTER 6.


A TORTOISE IN MY CARDIGAN


The drawing room door blocked out the warmth of the fire and in the hallway I shivered. Then I felt the glassy eyes of the mounted deer heads looking at me from the walls and I shivered some more. What was wrong with me? Usually I delighted in the foreboding sense of doom that radiated from the walls of Grimacres, but something this weekend made me feel …


What did I feel?


Prickly. That was it. Prickly.


Like an anxious hedgehog …


Everyone was acting strangely. Of course, Grimacres is full of mysteries and I’m well used to them. There’s supposed to be a secret passage, and even buried treasure hidden somewhere within the Grimacres estate, and ghosts are meant to stalk the corridors, moaning and groaning. The only moaning I’ve heard when I’m here is from Muv complaining about how long we have to stay. And as for buried treasure – I’m yet to find it. Not that I haven’t tried. Last summer, me and Archie dug up every inch of the overgrown flowerbeds in what used to be the ornamental garden, and we’ve looked in every likely hidey-hole in the house, but nothing. It is my one disappointment with Grimacres.


But my prickly feeling wasn’t caused by any of that. That was all exciting. It was the way the grown-ups were behaving that was making me feel funny. They were all on edge.


What is Grandpa up to? I wondered. I glanced down at Charles Darwin. He blinked vaguely.


‘You’re right,’ I said to him. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’


I shook the prickles off, gave the deer on the walls a stern look and busied myself with my parcel. Now that WAS something jolly to distract me! I wedged Charles Darwin under my armpit and tore off the wrapping paper. It was a book, as I guessed it would be, but the title nearly made me collapse on to the floor with joy.




What’s Your Poison?


A Complete Guide to Deadly Toxins


by Dr Ivy Foxglove





GOOD OLD LIL! I thought, grinning so broadly my eyepatch momentarily flipped up and smacked me on the forehead. She always comes up with the good stuff! She was the one that gave me the book about murders and, upstairs in my Grimacres bedroom, in my secret hidey-hole beneath a loose floorboard, there was a book she’d given me last time all about diseases of the human body. The illustrations were DISGUSTING. You really couldn’t ask for a better book to get your nose into before bedtime.


I dithered for a moment. Half of me wanted to find Archie and hoof it immediately to the airing cupboard for a good old chinwag, perhaps get our noses stuck into this poison book with some snacks pilfered from the kitchen. But that would mean giving up on eavesdropping on whatever it was that the grown-ups were talking about and I wasn’t going to let a closed door stop me from earwigging. I suspected the main topic would be this new secretary person who I was keen to know more about, but might that slide into a discussion about The Incident? Or gangsters? Or buried treasure?


When I’d asked Farv before about the supposed secret things at Grimacres, he’d said it was all stories. He told me that when he was growing up here, he’d looked all over and had found nothing – no secret passage, no ghosts, and definitely no treasure. Hmm … I’ll see about that!


I made a decision – my poison book could wait. I jammed my ear up against the keyhole of the drawing room and listened carefully for a moment, but besides a low murmur, I could hear nothing. I peered into the keyhole and discovered that the lock was blocked up.


Hmph.


I’m not one to leave things alone. If there was something stuck in that hole, I was going to prise it out. I cast about for something to use. A hairpin? Too small. An antler from one of the stuffed deer heads? Too big.


What I needed was a screwdriver. None could be found in the drawers of an old sideboard in the hallway, but it then occurred to me that there’d probably be one in the collection of junk stuffed into the cupboard under the stairs with all the old coats and scarves and boots that no one ever uses any more. So I popped Charles Darwin down my cardi, shoved the poison book into the waistband of my skirt and headed there right away.


I pulled open the door and walked into the cramped dusty darkness. It’s an awful tip in there. A real mess. But I ferreted about a bit and soon found what I needed.


Just as I was about to leave, I noticed a slightly pongy, moth-eaten fur coat and popped it on to keep warm. (Of COURSE I checked the pockets for any forgotten-about money but sadly they were empty.)


JINGLE JANGLE.


I suddenly straightened up, listening closely.


The front door had opened and closed. A blast of icy air had blown in, and now there were footsteps and the jingle-jangle sound of things jostling about in the pockets of someone coming down the hall.


I stuck my head out of the cupboard and saw George Badger walking towards me taking his gloves off and using them to dust the snow from the shoulders of his jacket.


HECK IT! I thought. My chance to unblock the keyhole was done for now, but I shoved the screwdriver down my sock anyway and clambered out to greet him.


‘Hello, Mr Badger!’ I said heartily whilst saluting him. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve been brought out of retirement to solve any crimes since I last saw you?’


‘Oh hullo, er …’ said Badger, squinting at me to work out which sister I was. ‘Edna,’ he said eventually. ‘No, no … Just been working on my book and harvesting my cabbages. The only criminals I’ve had to apprehend recently were the slugs in my veg patch!’ He chuckled to himself.


‘Well, I suppose that’s something,’ I said, disappointed. He wasn’t looking at me – too busy unwinding his scarf and folding it over his arm, but I shut the cupboard door quickly with my bottom and looked casual all the same. ‘I wasn’t up to anything I shouldn’t have been,’ I said. I thought I’d better get that clear from the start.


‘Good, good,’ he said vaguely, as the snow on his shoes left puddles on the floor. ‘Everyone in there?’ he continued, pointing down the hall to the drawing room. I nodded. He nodded back and jingle-jangled in to see the grown-ups.


I sighed. Badger is such a disappointment to me. His parents were the gardeners here a long time ago and when he grew up, he went off to be a policeman first, then a detective, THEN a private investigator. An extremely successful one too, actually. As such you’d think he’d be all neat, twirly moustaches (his is even bigger and bushier than Farv’s), trench coats and fingerprint kits, but he’s not. He’s retired now, and back living in the cottage across the courtyard, and all he’s interested in is quietly growing vegetables and writing what sounds like an astoundingly boring book about the history of Grimacres. It has four whole chapters about the roof tiles and six just about the toilets.
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