

		

			[image: 9781643750637.jpg]

		


	

		

			Premeditated Myrtle


			A Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery


			Elizabeth C. Bunce


			[image: Algonquin Young Readers]


			Algonquin Young Readers 2020


		


	

			For Sophie: look what you started.


			[image: ]


	

	
Contents


	Chapter 1: Corpus Delicti


	Chapter 2: Red Graves


	Chapter 3: Trial by Jury


	Chapter 4: Post-Mortem


	Chapter 5: Actus Reus


	Chapter 6: Acute Toxicity and Prolonged Exposure


	Chapter 7: Witness Statements


	Chapter 8: Aggravating Factors


	Chapter 9: Plea Bargaining


	Chapter 10: Gainful Employment


	Chapter 11: Res Ipsa Loquitur


	Chapter 12: Incriminating Evidence


	Chapter 13: Reasonable Doubt


	Chapter 14: Lilium Febricula


	Chapter 15: Accessory After the Fact


	Chapter 16: Undue Influence


	Chapter 17: Conflict of Interest


	Chapter 18: Motive, Means, and Opportunity


	Chapter 19: Appearance of Impropriety


	Chapter 20: Evidence of Bad Character


	Chapter 21: Nihil Dicit


	Chapter 22: Ex Parte Communication


	Chapter 23: Prosecutorial Discretion


	Chapter 24: Summary Judgment


	Chapter 25: Questioned Documents


	Chapter 26: Dispute Pending Elsewhere


	Chapter 27: In Absentia


	Chapter 28: Self-Incrimination


	Chapter 29: Periculum in Mora


	Chapter 30: Let the Master Answer


	Chapter 31: Summations and Closing Arguments


	A Note from the Author


	Acknowledgments


	Preview of How to Get Away with Myrtle (Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery 2)




	1


	
Corpus Delicti
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		A true Investigator is a master of the art of Observation, paying keen attention to his surroundings. Even the least significant piece of evidence may prove the key to unraveling the truth.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection: A Manual for the Amateur and Professional Investigator, 1893


	


	“Correct me if I’m wrong.” My governess, Miss Judson, strolled into the schoolroom, her sharp bootheels clicking like a telegraph. “When I persuaded your father to order that telescope, it was with the express understanding it would be used for studying the night sky.” She gave an altogether too cheery yank on the curtains, flooding the room with sun.


	Adjusting the focus, I was rewarded with a clearer view of my target. Morning, very fine, I wrote beside my earlier notes. Light rain overnight. “I am Observing objects at a distance,” I said. “Which is the purpose of this device.” Subjects: The residence (and residents) of 16 Gravesend Close, Swinburne. Commonly called Redgraves.


	Miss Judson bent over the casement beside me, chin nestled in her light brown hand. “Well. How foolish of me. Because it looks like you’re spying on the neighbors.”


	“That, too. Look!” I pointed across the lane (with my own rather sallow hand), where a delicate blue butterfly had alit on the hedge. “Celastrina argiolus.” 


	“Don’t try to distract me. Wait–” She straightened, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “Is that the police wagon?” The crease turned to a genuine scowl. “Myrtle?”


	I covered the telescope with its special cloth. “Why do you always look at me like that? I didn’t do anything!” I bit my lip. “Well, I may have summoned the police.”


	“To Miss Wodehouse’s? What on earth for?” Miss Judson hurried to the schoolroom door, grabbing her cape on the way out.


	“Are we going over there?” I scrambled off the window seat and gathered up my things: my notebook and bag, my magnifying lens, my gloves, and the little specimen collection kit with the tweezers, pins, and tiny sample jars.


	“I think we’d better. Get your coat. And you can explain to me–so I can explain to your father–whatever could have compelled you to call the police on the gentle­woman next door!” Pausing in the doorway, she gave me a dubious look. “It’s not the bit about her cat again.”


	“Of course not!” I scurried to catch up. Miss Judson in a hurry was a force to be reckoned with. “Well, mostly not. She started it.”


	She whirled on the stairs, hand on the polished banister. “Explain.”


	I had a lot of practice at this. “I didn’t see her this morning,” I began.


	“Miss Wodehouse?”


	“No, Peony–well, not Miss Wodehouse, either. And then Mr. Hamm didn’t show up for his rounds.” Mr. Hamm was the groundskeeper at Redgraves, and his 6:15 check of the fountains and birdbaths, Peony the cat at his heels, was his first order of business every morning. He tended the south lawn by 6:40 at the latest. Often he was supervised by Miss Wodehouse, earning nothing but scorn and criticism from the spry old lady. Clean up those leaves. I don’t want the delphiniums touching the daisies. And keep that cursed cat out of my sight! 


	I may have Observed them once or twice.


	“And then I saw something strange.”


	Miss Judson watched me expectantly, arms folded, fingers tapping the elbow of her neat tweed suit. This was the tricky bit to explain. I had aimed the telescope somewhere that was Strictly Off-Limits that morning, and I knew as much. But it was the cat’s fault. When I didn’t see Mr. Hamm, I did what any good Investigator would do. I looked for clues–and I found some. 


	“The pot on Miss Wodehouse’s balcony was overturned–that great heavy planter thing–and Peony was digging in it. You know how Miss Wodehouse hates it when the cat disturbs anything, especially her flowers, so I tried to shoo her away.”


	“Please tell me your attempt involved smoke signals, or perhaps telepathy.”


	“Now you’re being ridiculous. I used my slingshot.”


	Miss Judson closed her eyes. “This tale gets better and better.”


	“I hit the French doors, and a pane broke–only a little one! I’ll pay for it with my allowance. Mr. Hamm always keeps spares. But nobody came out.”


	She leaned against the banister, looking ever so slightly relieved. And intrigued. “That is strange. Not even her maid?”


	“Not for ages. And then she just poked her head round the door, and made sure it was closed and the curtains drawn. She looked nervous.” The word I’d used in my notes was furtive, but Miss Judson occasion­ally accused me of getting carried away.


	“And that’s when you called the police.”


	I turned my toe against the rose on the carpet. “Not exactly. I thought they might all be sick–you remember the Holyrood arsenic poisoning last year–so I went over to check on them.”


	“Oh, dear Lord.”


	“That maid killed six people.”


	Miss Judson crouched beside me on the stairs. “Myrtle. This is really going too far. I’m starting to worry about you. You can’t honestly think little Trudy–or anyone at Redgraves–did something so”–she groped for a word–“incredible.”


	“No.” Although arsenic murders had been on the rise again lately. “But something was wrong over there. I knocked and knocked, and no one answered. Mr. Hamm wasn’t home, either.”


	Miss Judson pursed her lips and gazed past my head. I could tell she was sorting through possible responses. “And it didn’t occur to you to tell anyone?” she finally said, somewhat faintly.


	She remembered as well as I did what had happened the other times I’d mentioned my concerns to adults, so I didn’t bother answering. 


	“Very well.” She rose briskly. “Let’s go. Your father will be up soon, and we’d best be back for breakfast by then, so he can ship me straight back to French Guiana.”


	Redgraves was next door, but we had to cross our lawn and the lane, and then go down the street to reach the front of the great house, where the police carriage was parked. The constable with the coach tipped his helmet to us as he patted the horse’s neck, but I didn’t recognize him. Otherwise, Redgraves was eerily quiet. 


	“Where’s the cat?” I hissed, and Miss Judson shushed me. Straightening her smart little hat, she marched up the massive stone front steps and rang the bell, which clanged through the quiet morning, disturbing a roost of pigeons in the portico. When no one answered the door, I wandered away, looking for Peony or any other evidence of last night’s occurrences. A brick footpath flanked by bare earth twined through the flowers. Firmly impressed into the dirt were footprints leading around to the back of the house. 


	“Where are you going? Myrtle!”


	The trail disappeared when the path turned into a well-manicured lawn, but I saw muddy scuffs on the brick terrace surrounding the conservatory.* The conservatory roof was Miss Wodehouse’s balcony, which I could see from the schoolroom windows. I studied the scuffs, trying to determine what might have gone on here.


	“Myrtle! Wait for me!” Miss Judson hastened to my side, careful not to disturb the mud. Or maybe just not step in it. “Oh, well done. Footprints!”


	“Those are Mr. Hamm’s.” I pointed to the larger footprints, showing the horseshoe-shaped mark from the gardener’s metal heel plates. But the other set–


	“And those are Peony’s!” Her voice was triumphant.


	“Those are squirrel prints.” I eyed her sidelong. “You’re supposed to be teaching me biology.”


	“I got caught up in the moment. Well, those other ones aren’t Miss Wodehouse’s, or Trudy’s, either. They’re too big”–she hovered her own foot nearby for comparison, skirts held up–“and they look like a man’s shoe.”


	“Did you bring your sketchbook?” 


	She blinked at me. “I didn’t realize we’d be gathering evidence–oh, never mind. No.”


	I knelt down and got out my collection kit, using the tiny spatula to take a sample of the soil beside one of the prints. Miss Judson did produce something impressive: she handed over a retractable measuring tape, so I could take down the prints’ dimensions. “I know you have one of these,” she said, a hint of smugness in her voice. “If those prints are Mr. Hamm’s, then he was out here. At some point.”


	“It rained last night,” I said. “But the soil is too hard to take prints now.” I stepped firmly in the nearby earth and left only the barest impression. “These must have been made hours and hours ago. Around midnight, I’d say.”


	“Is that right, little lady?” boomed a hearty voice behind me. Miss Judson and I stood up and whirled around. “Why, if it isn’t young Myrtle, the lawyer’s girl!”


	“Good morning, Inspector Hardy,” I said. My favorite policeman on the Swinburne constabulary, Inspector Hardy was with the brand-new Detective Bureau, which I hoped to join when I was old enough. Assuming I didn’t go to London and work for Scotland Yard. I gave a little curtsy. “Thank you for coming so swiftly.” I’d had to run down to the telephone kiosk at the tram stand to contact the police, since Father didn’t see the necessity of having service installed in our home. There was an entire list of modern things Father hadn’t seen the need for, and Miss Judson repeatedly admonished me to be thankful that the Education of Young Ladies of Quality was not among them.


	“You called us, then? Station desk said some little boy, playin’ a prank.”


	I tugged on the hem of my dress, which was stubbornly refusing to grow too short for me. Before I could answer, Miss Judson spoke up.


	“Yes, I’m sorry, Inspector. I think Myrtle saw something that concerned her, and she got carried away. We didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”


	“Oh, you’ve not done, no worries.” Inspector Hardy doffed his uniform hat and scratched his balding head. “We are having a bit of a go with the locals, though, if you know what I mean.”


	A young man about Miss Judson’s age was lurking about the conservatory door, smoking a cigarillo.† I glanced about for dropped stubs. I couldn’t see the man’s feet, but he might have left the second set of footprints. 


	“You there! Are you just about done, then?” His voice was nasty and impatient. “I’d like to get this over with before the neighborhood gawkers come out in droves. Oh, I see the pack is closing in already.” He turned on his–invisible–heel and slammed the door.


	“Who was that?” I demanded.


	“Oh, some nephew or something of the–” Inspector Hardy hesitated. “What was it you called about, then, Miss Myrtle?”


	Nephew? I didn’t know Miss Wodehouse had any relatives. Of course, if I had an aunt like Minerva Wodehouse,‡ I would make myself scarce as well. Returning my attention to Inspector Hardy, I delivered my first official report. “At approximately six forty-five this morning I suspected something was wrong at Redgraves. Miss Wodehouse and her groundskeeper, Mr. Llewellyn Hamm, typically work in the garden every morning, but neither appeared for work today.”


	“Nor the cat,” Miss Judson murmured. She was glancing skyward beneath the brim of her hat, so it was quite impossible to guess what she was thinking.


	“Eh? Cat?” asked Inspector Hardy.


	Miss Judson gave a tiny shake of her head and gestured for me to continue. I repeated the account I’d given Miss Judson (minus the Holyrood poisonings, but stressing the irregular routine at Redgraves that morning). “So I decided I ought to summon help.”


	“Again, I’m very sorry for all the bother,” Miss Judson put in. “Will you tell Miss Wodehouse that it won’t happen again?”


	I nodded firmly. I’ll admit the consequences of upsetting Miss Wodehouse had not been foremost in my mind. “Unless it’s a matter of life and death,” I vowed.


	Inspector Hardy gave me a solemn look. “Well, then,” he said, “it’s a good thing you called us.” Just then, the conservatory doors opened once more, and two more constables came out, carrying a litter. Miss Judson squeezed my hand, hard, as we saw what was borne on the stretcher. It looked like a body, completely covered in a black sheet.


	“Aye,” Inspector Hardy said. “It’s the old lady, rest her soul. She died last night.”


	

		*a fancy name for a sort of sunporch


	


	

		†a disgusting sort of small brown cigarette, about which the Author remains otherwise ignorant


	


	

		‡See here.
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Red Graves
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		In the case of suspicious deaths, it is critical to examine the crime scene, interview witnesses, and collect evidence as swiftly as possible. Time is indeed of the essence.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	




	We were late for breakfast. Inspector Hardy kept us there a little longer, asking questions whilst skillfully evading mine, though he did inform us that Miss Gertrude Guildford, housemaid at Redgraves, had discovered her mistress’s body in the bathtub when she went to rouse her that morning. I answered thoroughly (Inspector Hardy must have already had a long day; he was looking rather weary by the end of my account), but my mind was awhirl. Where was Mr. Hamm? What had become of Peony? Who’d been prowling about Redgraves in the middle of the night? Where had this “nephew” come from? Why had Miss Wodehouse taken a bath at night, when everyone knew that Trudy ran the bath for her at half past ten in the morning, after the gardening? 


	I’d have stayed to help with the investigation, but Miss Judson kept giving her watch pointed glances. Father wasn’t as strict as some parents, but he would certainly expect his daughter and her governess to be at home for breakfast, not out consorting with police constables. Besides, I was eager to get home, not just to share the news of Miss Wodehouse’s mysterious and sudden demise with Father, but because the morning meal was a critical part of my day. It was the one time Father, Miss Judson, and I were sure to be together, engaged in ordinary, domestic activity; making it my singular opportunity for Father to see the three of us as I did: as a family.


	But Father was distracted, as usual, and didn’t notice that Miss Judson and I were tardy, let alone that we’d already been out and about. He was hunched over the table, his plate surrounded by a sea of paperwork, a half-forgotten slice of toast dangling from his fingers.


	“The new trial’s starting today, isn’t it, Father?” It was my favorite sort of case, a murder, although this one was not all that interesting, just some street thugs who’d got into a tavern brawl.


	“And finishing, if all goes well,” he answered, catching his toast a moment before it dropped jam on an affidavit.* “Why don’t you come down for a visit? We’ll have lunch after. Make an outing of it.” He gave me a warm smile.


	“Can I sit in the gallery and watch the proceedings?” Father rarely allowed me to come to court with him because the Magistrates and other Solicitors thought children were distracting. But I’d read every single word about his cases ever published in the Swinburne Tribune, as well as done my own studies of his law books, so I could discuss the finer points of jurisprudence with him. That hadn’t actually happened–yet–but I was ready.


	“I think Myrtle would enjoy that,” Miss Judson put in. She was applying butter to her own toast with a practiced and efficient hand, not the least blob in danger of escaping. 


	“Mmm?” Watching Miss Judson, Father seemed to have forgotten the conversation that was taking place. “That’s settled, then.” He rose, gathered up his papers, and gave me a quick kiss atop my head. “Your hair’s wet. Have you been out in the rain?”


	I shot Miss Judson a look, but Father disappeared before either of us could reply. If Miss Judson let out a sigh of relief, it was a very subtle one. 


	Dear Reader, kindly permit me a pause to properly introduce one of the Key Players in this narrative, my governess and confidante, Miss Ada Eugénie Judson. As you will have already Observed, Miss Judson was an exceptionally composed individual, with a cool head in a crisis†–qualities certainly useful in the governess of an aspiring Investigator. The daughter of a French Guianese nurse and a Scottish minister, she was of average height, neat and practical in dress, with the deep complexion of her Caribbean heritage. Fearing that their daughter would fall afoul of some Dread Tropical Disease, her parents had sent young Ada off to boarding school in England. (I supposed no one had told Mr. and Mrs. Judson about typhus, smallpox, tuberculosis, and cholera. As well as occasional bouts of plague, not to mention the unmentionable afflictions I was not supposed to know about. As a Young Lady of Quality.)


	[image: ]


	With Father gone for the office, we had nearly two hours to get to work before we were due in court. While Miss Judson was still making her way through her extremely precise toast, I sprang from my seat and cleared my plate. Despite years attempting to imitate Miss Judson, I’m afraid I took after Father. My own place was a mess of crumbs, and I had somehow managed to get poached egg inside my stocking. 


	“Where are you off to?” Miss Judson asked. “I’ve never seen you this eager for geography before.”


	“We have to find Peony,” I said. “She saw what happened last night.”


	“Ah.” Miss Judson rose, though her hand lingered near her teacup, as if she were contemplating refilling it. I stared at her impatiently. “I cannot wait to learn what method you’ve devised for extracting the testimony of a cat.”


	“Don’t make fun of me.” 


	“I would never,” she said. “But, Myrtle, you have to admit that even for you, collecting a cat as a witness is a bit fanciful.”


	I hesitated. Adults tended to call me many things, the nicest being “precocious,” “curious,” and “irrepressible”–which I did not think was the compliment they pretended it to be–but compared to other children my age, I was not generally considered “fanciful.” Miss Judson was an excellent judge of character, however, so if she suggested I was being anything but strictly rational, it gave me pause. 


	“Very well,” I said carefully. “Perhaps we should go speak to Mr. Hamm. We’ll need to know what to do about my botany lessons, anyway.” The Redgraves groundskeeper had been tutoring me for the last two years. He was extremely knowledgeable, and Father approved because he thought it was “good for me to play outdoors” once in a while.


	“Now that,” Miss Judson said, “is a capital idea.”


	Fifteen minutes later, we were back at Redgraves, this time properly dressed for an outing in the gardens. Describing Redgraves’s grounds as “gardens,” however, does them a grave disservice. They were bigger than Gravesend Commons, the public park our neighborhood was built around. It used to be a cemetery before they built up all the houses,‡ but it had all once been private land belonging to the Wodehouse family. Redgraves, the ancestral home of the Wodehouses, was a gloomy redbrick affair, its slate rooftop studded with gables and turrets and chimney pots, with a downturned-mouth of a staircase out front. Compared to famous castles like Windsor or Highclere, Redgraves was just a cottage–a mere four stories and twenty-three rooms, including a nationally famous library and a locally famous modern bathroom. By Swinburne standards, though, it was a palace.


	We approached Redgraves the usual way this time, through the hedge between our properties. But already we could see, or rather smell, that something was amiss. 


	“Is something burning?” Miss Judson said. “I hope it’s not the house!”


	That idea threw the morning’s events into an even more dramatic and sinister light, but it turned out it was just Mr. Hamm, finally out at work. Mr. Hamm was the only groundskeeper at Redgraves, despite the gardens’ size and reputation. In her eccentric way, Miss Wodehouse had whittled the staff down over the years until only the head gardener was left. He was tending a bonfire just outside the garden walls. I couldn’t tell what was being burnt, as the fire had already reduced its contents to ash. 


	“Hullo, Mr. Hamm,” I said, since “good morning” hardly seemed appropriate, given that he’d just lost his employer and potentially his livelihood. 


	He tipped his floppy hat to us, showing a red and sweaty face and damp black hair. “Aye, lass, Miss Ada. You heard the news, then?”


	“Yes, terrible business.” I could sense Miss Judson’s approval of this response, that I’d remembered polite niceties and hadn’t dived straight into interrogating the man. 


	“We’ve the flower show coming up,” he said, voice creaky. “We were to exhibit her Black Tiger hybrid. A real beauty, took her four years to develop.”


	I nodded sympathetically, although I had not seen these flowers myself. Miss Wodehouse had forbidden our lessons to take place in her lily garden, and I had only glimpsed it briefly as I hastened past on other business. But Mr. Hamm talked of them often, and those lilies might have been the only thing at Redgraves that Miss Wodehouse was actually nice to. They were almost certainly the only thing she loved. 


	“You still can, surely?” Miss Judson said. “Even posthumously, in her honor?” There was prize money in a flower show, and Mr. Hamm might have been eligible for it if Miss Wodehouse’s lilies did well.


	Mr. Hamm shrugged. He wore a loose-fitting brown coat and oilcloth coveralls. I recognized his boots–the same ones with the horseshoe-shaped plates on the heels for walking through slick, muddy earth. “Doesn’t seem right, somehow, without her.” He raked mournfully at the fire, stirring up bitter embers.


	“What are you burning?” I asked, trying to see through the smoke. August wasn’t the usual season for bonfires.


	Mr. Hamm was accustomed to my questions about his work, but he wasn’t as forthcoming as usual this morning. “Debris,” was all he said.


	“From the storm last night?” I suggested, although there had only been the mildest of rain.


	He gave another shrug and fanned the smoke with his hat. 


	I concealed my frown by shielding my eyes with my hand and squinting up at Miss Judson. “Do you know what happened to Miss Wodehouse?” I finally asked, after what seemed a respectful interval.


	“Sommat about the bath, they say. Heard the news when I come down for work this morning.”


	“This morning? But I didn’t see you.” 


	“I was working on the beds north of the house.”


	I could see those beds from the schoolroom, and Mr. Hamm hadn’t been there. Not this morning. “What about last night?” 


	“Myrtle.” Miss Judson’s voice was firm. “Mr. Hamm, Myrtle was concerned about the cat.” 


	His expression softened. “I’ve not seen her this morn,” he said. “Poor little kit. She’s bound to be missing the Mistress, eh?”


	I chewed on my finger to keep from saying something rude. “Can I look for her?”


	Here he crinkled his face in an almost-smile. “Try the laburnum–you know how she likes the butterflies there. But watch out for that young fellow, the Mistress’s nephew. If he gives you any guff, you tell him who you are, who your da’ is, and that you’ve my permission to be here. End of.” He gave the rake an emphatic shove, and a burst of sparks flurried into the air.


	“Certainly, we’ll do so. Thank you for the warning, Mr. Hamm.” Before I could ask anything else, Miss Judson shuttled me off toward the gardens, past the bonfire and through the hedge. 


	“Ow! What’s the hurry?” I said.


	“The smoke smelled foul,” she said. “Like it might be toxic.”


	“Smoke is toxic.” I glanced back with a frown. “Do you think he’s burning something poisonous?”


	Miss Judson shooed me forward with her hand. “No, Myrtle Hardcastle, I’ll not have you cooking up suspicions about that poor man.” 


	“He lied about where he was this morning,” I said.


	She frowned. “I noticed that.” 


	“But,” I admitted, “that doesn’t make it suspicious, necessarily. He could have been planning to burn that debris all along.”


	“It wasn’t storm damage, though. He lied about that, too.”


	I scrunched my nose. “No, he didn’t. I’m the one who mentioned storm damage. He just didn’t correct me.” Adults often didn’t bother trying to correct me, since I was apt to argue with them. But only when I knew they were wrong! It wasn’t for argument’s own sake. 


	Miss Judson smoothed her skirts and straightened her gloves. She always looked composed, neat and smart and ready, as if she were expecting action at any moment, bicycling or lawn tennis or saving a runaway pram.


	Or cat wrangling!


	“There she is!” I cried, spotting the telltale slink of black-and-white fur sneaking through the tall grass by the western hedge. 


	“Are you sure?” Miss Judson was swift on my heels, boots dashing over the lawn like they were designed for racing, not merely conveying authority in the schoolroom. My own boots squelched, not unpleasantly, as I landed in a low spot still wet from the rain. Round the hedge we flew, straight into Forbidden Territory. Miss Judson grabbed my arm even as I skidded to a halt. There was no gate, no grand archway or signage announcing the entry into Hallowed Ground, but I felt Miss Judson’s fingernails dig through my layers of sleeve, holding me back. This was a place I’d only seen from a respectful distance, and would scarcely even dare point my telescope toward, so trained were we to behold it with awe. 


	This was Miss Wodehouse’s lily garden. 


	Or it had been. Something had gone terribly wrong. Knowing full well I was trespassing, I shook off Miss Judson’s hand and took a step inside, and another, where the world-famous lilies were supposed to be. But all around me, the beds were empty, barren as winter.


	The lilies were gone.


	

		*a particular sort of legal document not to drop your breakfast on


	


	

		†The Alarming Snail Affair of 1890 was an excellent example, and would make a fascinating monograph one day, as it did demonstrate a number of heretofore unappreciated scientific principles. It does not, however, pertain to this account, so no more shall be said about it here. 


	


	

		‡I was certain they moved all the graves first. There was a court order and massive amounts of paperwork, Father said; a small museum in a converted mausoleum displayed photographs of the disinterments. But Caroline Munjal insisted that some of the bodies were still there, their ghosts haunting the new houses. See fanciful, above.
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Trial by Jury


	[image: Key]


	

		An Investigator’s life will not be an easy one. Be prepared to deal with Obstructive Fellow Detectives, Reluctant Witnesses, all manner of the Criminal Classes, and Family Members with No Imagination.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	“What happened here?” Miss Judson sounded breathless as she caught up to me. “Wait, I don’t think we should be in here.”


	“What does it matter now?” Miss Wodehouse was dead, and her beloved lilies with her. Miss Judson made a good point, though. This might be a crime scene, and we should take care not to disturb it. I readied my tools (magnifying glass, notebook, sample kit) and crept through the lily garden, or erstwhile lily garden, anyway. It looked like the whole Napoleonic army had been through, razed the beds to the ground, burned anything they hadn’t mown over, and buried the rest. 


	I approached one of the workaday, wood-edged beds. Unlike the main gardens with their ornamental urns and pretty, twisted-willow fencing, the lily gardens were plain and serviceable–an experimental space, not a decorative one. I spotted a disturbance in the gravel. “Look,” I called to Miss Judson, who was still standing in the verge, looking stupefied. “There are tracks here, like from someone rolling a cart through.”


	“A wheelbarrow, maybe?” She roused herself and crossed the garden, taking a path on the other side. 


	“And footprints.” A scuff in the path revealed several smudged prints, and I could just make out the familiar impression of Mr. Hamm’s boots–and as clear as a bloodstain, a single muddy print where someone else had stepped onto the wooden edging of the flower bed. “It’s that other shoe print again,” I said. “Just like the one near the terrace.”


	“Cigarillos?” she asked, flipping open her sketchbook to record the evidence.


	“No such luck.” Crouching low, I studied the impressions from Mr. Hamm’s boots and the unfamiliar print on the ledge. “But what’s happened to the flowers? Who could have done this–and why?”


	“Mightn’t it have been Miss Wodehouse?” she said. “Clearing out the beds for some other purpose?”


	I squinted at the ruined plots, trying to imagine it. Those flowers had been worth hundreds of pounds. “Can you see miserly old Miss Wodehouse doing something like that?” The decades of research, all her experiments and specimens, not to mention all the bulbs– 


	“Look around,” I said, with new urgency. “Did they dig everything up, or just destroy the plants?”


	Miss Judson understood. She doffed her gloves (why was she wearing them, then? I didn’t understand fashion, I really didn’t) and plunged her hand into the freshly turned earth. “I can’t feel anything,” she said, “but it would take all day to search the whole place.”


	I dug through the loose soil in my own corner of the bed, trying not to get any on the footprint. My fingers found not the fleshy, turniplike bulb of a lily plant, but cold metal. I pulled it out and shook off the dirt. “What is this?” It was embossed silver, about the length of my thumb, with a round end like a spoon handle and a sort of springy lever built in. I held it up, noting a faint reddish smear on one side.


	“Oh, good for you,” Miss Judson said. “For not knowing, I mean. That is a cigar cutter. Is that blood?”


	I frowned at it. “There’s no way to tell. But it looks like it.” I sat back on my heels, surveying the scene. The cat had disappeared again. “Mr. Hamm doesn’t smoke cigars, and I doubt Miss Wodehouse did, either.”


	“Well, probably not while she was working. And Nephew Wodehouse doesn’t need a cigar cutter for his cigarillos.”


	“Would someone smoke both?”


	For a moment she looked torn. I recognized the expression–she was weighing the virtues of withholding information for my own good versus satisfying my thirst for knowledge. “No,” she finally said. “Probably not.”


	“So there was another man here last night.” I rose and tugged a handkerchief from my pinafore pocket. The cigar cutter was too big to fit in one of my specimen jars. I was reasonably certain the “bloodstain” wouldn’t wipe off if I handled it carefully.


	“How can you be sure it was last night?”


	The cigar cutter safe in my bag, I recounted the evidence. “The stranger’s footprint was left here sometime after the rain stopped, or it would have been washed off the ridge. But the ground was too dry by morning to leave prints.”


	“You don’t know that the cigar cutter was dropped then, or that it belonged to your so-called ‘stranger,’ ” she challenged.


	“There was some kind of disturbance here.” I gestured toward the ruined plants, the scuffed-up path. “And we know it was last night, because the plants were intact yesterday when I had my lesson with Mr. Hamm.” I had seen enough through the gate to know that. “We know it’s not his cigar cutter, because he doesn’t smoke cigars, and he was the only other person Miss Wodehouse ever let in here.”


	“Perhaps it was an heirloom,” she countered. “His father’s.”


	I shook my head. “It’s new–you saw how shiny it is, and the blade was barely used.”


	This was how we got on, and why I liked Miss Judson as a teacher so much. She let me figure things out on my own, asking challenging questions as I went.* 


	“Very well,” she said. “Last night, someone dropped his cigar cutter into Miss Wodehouse’s lily garden. What does that tell us?”


	That was one question I had no answer for. Yet. 


	I wanted to search for more clues, but Miss Judson brushed off her hands on her apron. “I think we’ve done quite enough for one morning. Besides, we don’t want to be late to court.”


	“If we leave now, they’ll have time to get rid of any other evidence.” Whoever “they” were.


	Miss Judson did not look as sorrowful over this as she might have. “That is a risk we’ll have to take. Home.”


	[image: ]


	We rode our bicycles to the courthouse. They were the most wondrous modern conveyances, tremendously efficient, right down to the specialized attire they entailed. Miss Judson wore a suit with puffy bicycling bloomers,† although I only had a plain black split skirt. Pedaling past Swinburne traffic–what traffic there was, at any rate–felt deliciously urgent and dangerous.


	We coasted down Swinburne’s cobbled streets, out from Gravesend with its new brick houses and postage-­stamp gardens, past the schoolhouse I had never attended, along the tram tracks into town. As we rode, I imagined we were the heroes of my favorite penny dreadful adventures, Billy Garrett, Boy Detective, and his “side-kick” Franz, chasing down suspects through the Wild West. I knew the stories were preposterous–Billy solved his cases through luck and flights of fancy that owed nothing to logical deduction–but I found them splendidly inspiring. Once or twice I’d even caught Father reading one, when he was supposed to be studying his legal briefs. 


	Miss Judson pulled up next to the courthouse, a grim stone building with tall windows, iron railings, and statues outside. There was nowhere to park the bicycles, so she gave a man at the cab stand sixpence to watch them for us. 


	“Do you think that’s wise?” I asked as we made our way across the street. “Those bicycles cost twelve guineas apiece.”


	“Who would steal a bicycle in front of the courthouse?”


	“It’s full of criminals,” I pointed out.


	We hadn’t had a chance to talk on the journey over, so as we hastened up the mountainous courthouse steps, I peppered Miss Judson with conversation. “How do you suppose Miss Wodehouse died?”


	I was half expecting the answer to be that it was none of our business, but Miss Judson slowed down and turned back. “Well, she was old,” she said. “She may have simply passed away.”


	“She has to have died of something,” I pressed. “There’s always a cause.”


	“Mmm,” she said. “But the cause need not be nefarious.”


	“Don’t you think it’s strange that she had her bath in the middle of the night?” 


	“Perhaps she was cold,” Miss Judson suggested. “It did rain last night. She may have had achy bones.”


	That was logical, especially if she’d been out tearing up her own lilies. “Did she drown, then? Fall asleep in the tub and slip under the water?” Wouldn’t she have woken the second her face hit the water and she tried to breathe? Coughing and sputtering and splashing should have alerted anyone, particularly Trudy the maid, who presumably had a room adjacent to her mistress’s–so she could be at hand for peculiar requests like drawing hot baths at midnight. “Do you think the Coroner has had a chance to examine the body yet?”


	“Myrtle!”


	“In the case of suspicious death, any citizen has the right to demand that the Coroner perform an inquest.”


	All cheeriness left Miss Judson’s face. “You will not,” she said, voice severe. “I understand that you’re curious about what happened, and I know you’re not simply being morbid. But haven’t we bothered that poor family enough? She only just died. Why can’t you wait for the obituary like everyone else?”


	I wasn’t sure how to make her understand if she didn’t already. She should understand; she was Miss Judson, after all–nobody in the world knew me better. “I just need to know what happened,” I mumbled. “We’re going to be late.” And I shoved past her into the courthouse, and tried to content myself with a nice murder trial.


	The proceedings had already started, but the bailiff recognized us and let us slip quietly into the public gallery overlooking the courtroom. Father looked splendid in his black robes and white wig, marching boldly before the Bench. Swinburne was exceptionally progressive in employing a professional Prosecuting Solicitor. Father would not be prosecuting the whole case, unfortunately. Murders were too important to be tried locally. This was just the initial stage, to determine if the case against the men had merit, and was worth committing them to the higher courts. Still, Father’s role was significant, and it was a thrill to watch him work.


	The defendants sat in the dock, a small boxlike room whose single door led straight into the jail cells. It was designed to give everyone in the courtroom a clear view of the occupants. The first man, whose name was Cobb, had a furious scowl, heavy eyebrows, and a lumpy nose which I suspected had been broken at least once.‡ The second, called Smythe, was younger. He was pale and sweating and kept yanking at his collar. I tried to picture them beating another man to death, and it seemed very pointless. 


	We had arrived at the best part: the Coroner was just starting to give his testimony. As the official in charge of everyone who died in Swinburne, he was regularly called on to testify in Father’s cases. He didn’t perform the post-mortem exams on murder victims–that job fell to the Police Surgeon–but he was otherwise extremely well versed in the Science of Death. 


	“I arrived at Bell’s Tavern at half past eleven on the night of July eighth,” the Coroner was saying. “There I found the body of the victim. It was clear that the cause of death had been multiple blows about his head and face. A broken whiskey bottle lay in pieces beside the body.” 


	“And what was your verdict, sir, regarding the cause of the victim’s death?”


	“Wilful murder.”


	Notebook in hand, I listened happily for the rest of the morning, my disagreement with Miss Judson temporarily forgotten. I didn’t really intend to request an inquest into Miss Wodehouse’s death, but I thought the Coroner might want to know the inconsistencies in what had happened last night. I wasn’t convinced Inspector Hardy had conveyed my concerns in his report–plus he hadn’t known about the lily garden. If anything nefarious had happened to Miss Wodehouse, shouldn’t someone find out for sure?


	Eventually Miss Judson shifted slightly, permitting a view of her sketchbook. She’d squeezed a small portrait of Father in his wig into her depiction of the trial. He looked very dashing, and she’d quite captured the strong corner of his jaw and the fierce way his eyes burned out over the courtroom. My heart swelled.§ 


	As we observed, the opposing counsel began to build his defense, but Father knocked down every point he raised until the only thing left was the single inescapable conclusion: that the two accused had wilfully murdered an innocent man. I found Father’s work mesmerizing, the way he pieced together individual bits of evidence into a clear, undeniable picture. It was like the way the planets fit together in the heavens, or the sixty-six elements in the Periodic Table. A natural order to the universe, life and death, good and evil, law and order.


	I turned my notebook to a fresh page. In a trial, the Prosecution is charged with lining up a preponderance of the evidence, an overwhelming impression that all clues point toward the suspects’ guilt. I didn’t have any suspects yet in Miss Wodehouse’s death, and I couldn’t prove anything, but I was starting to see a preponderance. The destruction of her lilies, mysterious men skulking about the gardens in the middle of the night dropping their bloody cigar cutters, the improbable timing of her bath, Mr. Hamm’s bonfire of “debris” and his lies . . . Old ladies in good health didn’t just suddenly drop dead in the middle of the night after the total destruction of their life’s work. Maybe I couldn’t call for an inquest, but I certainly found Miss Wodehouse’s death suspicious. More than suspicious, in fact.


	“It was murder!”


	

		*a pedagogical technique known as the Socratic Method, named after the ancient Greek philosopher, which I understood was likewise popular with law schools. And vexed parents.


	


	

		†Thank Amelia Bloomer and Lucy Stone, two famous American suffragists, for promoting this practical innovation.


	


	

		‡Since he was charged with killing a man in a brawl, it seemed likely he had boxing experience–although my own efforts to study the art of pugilism had met with some difficulty, so I could not say for sure.


	


	

		§metaphorically, of course. Edema of the cardiac tissue would be an extremely serious medical condition.
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Post-Mortem


	[image: Key]


	

		The post-mortem examination, also called the autopsy, requires a skilled deductive mind to interpret both the medical and criminal evidence. The difference between a murder and a death from natural causes sometimes comes down to one stroke of the Coroner’s pen.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	That was definitely said with more enthusiasm than I’d intended, not to mention volume–right in the middle of the Defense Counsel’s dramatic pause, when the entire courtroom was tense with heavy silence.


	“What? What murder? Who’s that?” snapped Mr. Justice Fox, who was quite elderly and somewhat hard of hearing. “That’s the Prosecution’s job, my good man!”


	“I didn’t say it,” protested the counsel for the defense. “It came from the gallery.”


	I was on my feet by then, Miss Judson urgently trying to tug me back down, as all heads in the courtroom–including Defendant Cobb’s lumpy one–swiveled my way. All heads but one: Father’s was bent over, buried in his hand.


	“I’m sorry, my lord,” I said. “I didn’t mean this murder. I meant a different one.”


	Justice Fox scowled at me, but he might have just been trying to see me clearly from the Bench, so I waved. I saw Father’s back stiffen. “What’s this about a murder, child? Who are you?”


	“Myrtle Hardcastle, my lord,” I answered promptly, with a very professional curtsy. 


	“Hardcastle? You don’t mean–” 


	“Yes, sir,” I said proudly. “My father’s the Prosecuting Solicitor.” For some reason, this made every­one laugh.


	“Myrtle.” It wasn’t technically possible to hiss my name, but Miss Judson had made an art form out of fierce whispering.


	The judge shifted on the Bench. “Miss Hardcastle, what is the meaning of this outburst?”


	“I’m very sorry, sir. I was caught up in the proceedings. It won’t happen again.”


	“No, it won’t,” said the judge. “But you plainly said, ‘Not this murder, another murder.’ Whose murder were you talking about, if not the one that concerns us here today?”


	I flushed but held my ground. “My neighbor’s, sir.”


	At this, Father finally broke free from the table. “I must apologize, sir. My daughter and her governess were just leaving. I assure you that–” 


	“Yes, yes.” The judge waved an impatient hand. “But what in the world’s she talking about? Are you on another case at the moment? Your neighbor?”


	“If you let me come down, I can explain it to you,” I volunteered. A judge could certainly call for an inquest.


	The judge’s lips twisted and it took him a long time to answer. “No, Miss Hardcastle, that won’t be necessary. Mr. Hardcastle, we’ll talk about this after court.”


	“Thank you, my lord. Very sorry, sir.”


	“Miss Hardcastle, if it’s all right with you, can we continue with this murder?”


	“Objection!” cried the Defense Counsel before I could answer.


	“Overruled,” said Judge Fox wearily. “Miss Hardcastle, what say you?”


	“Oh, yes, my lord. Of course. You may proceed.” 
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