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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.)
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	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
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		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.”
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	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
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		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.” 


	“Thank you,” the judge said. “The Defense may call its next witness.” The judge banged his gavel, and Miss Judson bundled everything up and fairly shoved me out of the gallery.
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	I was in disgrace. I knew that as soon as Miss Judson marched me from the courtroom and down the steps to the cab stand to reclaim our bicycles without so much as a word. I was a little afraid to look at her, but finally stole a glance as she was mounting her bicycle. Beneath her straw hat, her face was flushed scarlet. Was she embarrassed? Or angry?


	“But the judge–” I said. 


	“Home.” She pointed ominously in that direction. I pedaled silently back to Gravesend, trying to figure out why she was so upset. I hadn’t intended to interrupt the trial, and it wasn’t as if the judge had called her out. And what was I supposed to do, anyway, when he’d started asking me questions? 


	Father didn’t come home until late. He sent word that he was dining at the club with another solicitor. It had been planned for days, but it still felt like an undeserved rebuke. I sulked through my cold supper in the kitchen, amid a scattered array of brass fixtures and loose pieces of the cast iron hob, which Cook, on a perpetual quest to improve its efficiency, had disassembled again. The hob seemed to be winning.


	“I ruined Father’s trial,” I said.


	Huffing like a steam engine, Cook extracted herself from the oven compartment, culminating in a grease-smeared and ruddy face. She looked like a chimney sweep. “Ruined? Fah. Don’t exaggerate.” She reached for her spanner and gave the unit a couple of alarming thwacks that could not possibly have been helpful. 


	Cook’s Christian name was Harriet Stansberry, although I’d never heard her called anything but Cook. I was six years old before I realized she even had another name. Father’s favorite dish was something we called Stansberry pie, and I had once suffered a week of botanical confusion trying to classify the elusive stansberry, which did not appear in any field guide, taxonomy, or recipe book that I could find.* Ongoing feud with the hob aside, Cook’s pastries were unimpeachable, but her comfort was sometimes as cold as her suppers. 


	“Himself works late a lot,” she said now. “Don’t assume it’s your fault.”


	“You weren’t there,” I said, poking glumly at my slab of cold ham. “You didn’t see the judge.”


	When Father finally did return, long after I was supposed to be in bed, he summoned Miss Judson to his study immediately. That was very bad, indeed; when I was truly in trouble, it was Miss Judson who received the lecture. I had made the mistake before of interrupting to defend her, and knew better than to burst in and plead her case, so instead I eavesdropped anxiously from the water closet behind Father’s office. The wall was conveniently (or inconveniently, depending on your perspective) thin, and with his voice raised to courtroom volume, it was all too easy to hear everything he said.


	“What happened today was absolutely inexcusable,” he began. Was he pacing, as he sometimes did in court? Or standing firm at his desk? “I shall spare you a description of the indignity of being dressed down by one of Her Majesty’s judges for the behavior of my daughter in the courtroom.”


	“Oh, dear,” Miss Judson said. I cringed in my hiding spot, grateful neither of them could see me. “Mr. Hardcastle, I’m sure Myrtle did not intend to disrupt the proceedings, much less embarrass you.”


	“It’s never her intent!” Father exclaimed. “She just has a knack for it. I’m beginning to see it not as an isolated incident, but as a symptom of a larger problem.”


	“Oh, sir?” For a hopeful moment I thought perhaps she planned to Socratic Method Father, but that hope was swiftly dashed. 


	“Snooping about the neighborhood at the crack of dawn?” His sharp voice made me shrink even lower on the commode. “Disturbing a sleeping household on no more than the behavior of a cat? Then interrupting a trial! You don’t see other girls doing such things! How do you explain this behavior, Miss Judson?”


	Miss Judson’s voice was as clear and authoritative as any barrister’s. “First of all, Myrtle isn’t other girls,” she said. “She’s a unique individual, and your daughter. I doubt you’d find another child of twelve with a keener, more eager mind.” I sat a little straighter at this bolstering character evidence.


	“But this preoccupation with death and murder–it can’t be natural.”


	“Sir, I would urge you to look at that another way.” Miss Judson’s voice had softened a bit, and I had to press my ear against the paneling to hear. “She’s a sensitive girl who was exposed to death at an early age. You yourself entered the field of prosecution shortly after the loss of Mrs. Hardcastle. Does it surprise you that Myrtle acted in kind?”


	“Are you blaming me for her morbidity?”


	“She’s not morbid! She’s curious about your work, and, if I may say, sir, her mother’s medical studies. She has combined them into one singular passion, which is more than can be said for most young people. Did you know you wished to be a solicitor when you were twelve?”


	I heard the thump of Father sitting heavily in his armchair. “I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a solicitor at thirty,” he admitted. “But girls Myrtle’s age should be doing needlework and riding ponies and thinking about dresses–not dead neighbors. I expect you to put a stop to this immediately.”


	I imagined Miss Judson giving him her steely, unwavering glare, and I held my breath, waiting for her retort. But the silence from Father’s office had gone so cold and solid that it hurt to listen to it. What was taking her so long? 


	“Well, sir, whatever you think best, of course,” Miss Judson finally said. What did that mean? I heard Father’s chair scrape back. 


	“Miss Judson, by tomorrow morning, I would like to see your revised lesson plan for Myrtle on my desk, as well as arrangements for her to spend more time with girls her own age. There is more to life than criminology, for heaven’s sake. It’s time she learns that.”
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	The next morning was pale and rainy, a gloomy drizzle ruining any remaining evidence in the lily gardens. Redgraves was locked up tight, no movement at all from any of the household still left. And no sign of Peony, who must be cold and starving. I paced before the window, restless and discontent.


	The schoolroom door swung open, revealing Miss Judson with a breakfast tray. “There,” she declared, dropping the tray unceremoniously on the counter. “The morning Tribune. Let this put an end to all this ‘murder’ business.”


	I scurried over to grab the paper.


	“I should make you eat something first,” she said. Breakfast in the schoolroom could only mean I must still be in trouble. Mindful of her lecture from Father, I picked up a piece of toast and sat dutifully at the workbench. 


	Once fortified with toast and tea, we read the paper together. There was nothing at all on the front page (which also thankfully failed to feature disturbance at local murder trial: prosecutor humiliated), so we flipped to the obituaries. And there we found a few sparse lines about Minerva Faye Wodehouse, 79, Swinburne, who:


	 . . .died at home of natural causes Wednesday morning. Survived by her niece, Miss Priscilla Wodehouse, Boston, and a nephew, Mr. Giles Northcutt, Swinburne. Private funeral to be held this Saturday, 5 August, at St. Agnes Chapel. Condolences may be sent to the family home at 16 Gravesend Close. No flowers, please.


	“That’s it?” Miss Judson sounded sad. “No flowers?”


	“Natural causes? What rubbish!”


	“It doesn’t even say anything about her gardens, or her life. They might as well have said ‘Another spinster dies alone. Yawn.’ ”


	“Miss! Focus, please! They’re about to bury her,” I said. “We have to do something before it’s too late.”


	“Do what, exactly?”


	“Prove it was murder, of course!” I waved my toast in frustration, scattering crumbs in an arc.


	Miss Judson was still studying the obituary, her mouth pressed thin. “We’ll need something stronger than the suspicions of a twelve-year-old girl and her governess, I’m afraid,” she finally said.


	“Then you believe me?”


	She returned my gaze steadily. I decided she was considering her conversation last night with Father, which I wasn’t supposed to know about. “Always.”


	I let out a breath. “We don’t have much time,” I said. “The first thing we’ll need to do is get our hands on the Police Surgeon’s report. The Coroner can’t have written the death certificate without it.”


	“That’s not going to be easy.”


	I tapped my fingers against the newspaper. “Oh, but I have a plan. One even Father will approve of.”


	

		*It turned out to be a tart containing apple, strawberry, and rhubarb. It was rather good, particularly warm out of the oven, with cream.
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Actus Reus
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		A crime requires two elements: mens rea (Latin for “a guilty mind”) and actus reus, “the guilty act.”


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	Later that day I Observed Trudy through the window, hanging the wash in the side yard. It wasn’t Redgraves’s normal laundry day, so I went down to see what she was up to. 


	“Mistress needs clothes for her funeral,” Trudy explained with a teary sniff. I felt a stab of sympathy for the maid, doing this task by herself, so I dug in and pulled a damp nightie from the basket. The nightgown was trimmed in delicate white lace, with tiny pearl buttons and an M monogrammed in white.


	“Oh, Trudy, this has a stain.” There was also a small tear at the wrist, where some lace had torn free.


	She glanced over, shaking out an armload of wet linen. “I can’t get them out. I washed it twice with hot water and castile soap, but they won’t budge.” 


	There actually was something ominous that hot water would not wash out of a nightgown–but I didn’t think this particular stain was blood. It was too pale, for one thing, with a distinct yellowish hue. “It’s pollen,” I said.


	“Mmm,” Trudy agreed. “It got on all her clothes.”


	“On her nightgowns, though?” I studied it more closely. The stains were all over, around the hem, on the cuffs, smeared across the back. I just hadn’t noticed them at first, among the wrinkles and lace. It looked like Miss Wodehouse had been kneeling among the flowers. 


	Or like she’d been pushed–knocked to her hands and knees in the dirt. In the lily garden, in the middle of the night, in her nightgown.


	“Was she wearing this on the night she died?”


	She nodded. “It were allover mud, too, but that washed out. Like the bathroom.”


	She’d got ahead of me. “There was mud in the bathroom when–when you found the Mistress?” 


	Trudy gave another tragic sniff. “It took ages to mop up after.”


	I wanted to ask about the footprints, too, but the expression on her face was so doleful I was afraid she’d fall right to pieces. I held tight to the nightgown. “Can I keep this?” That sounded morbid. “Borrow it for a while, I mean? I want to study these stains, maybe show it to the police.”


	She looked shocked. “Oh, no, Miss Hardcastle! She’d never want that. Those common men touching her . . .personal things!”


	“My father then? Would that be all right? He’s very discreet.”


	Her mortified expression softened a bit. “All right,” she said. “Mr. Hardcastle will know what to do.”


	I carefully folded the gown, protecting the stains and the embroidered identification. I didn’t tell her that I had no intention of sharing this evidence with my father, who would only pooh-pooh it and insist that I return it to Redgraves at once.


	“Thank you, Trudy. You don’t know how much this means.”


	But I did. Now I knew that two men had been in the lily garden on the night Miss Wodehouse had died–and so had Miss Wodehouse.
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	I pondered Father’s words to Miss Judson as I prepared my next move. It was Friday, my one and only chance to get my hands on Miss Wodehouse’s post-mortem report before her funeral. I was therefore–naturally–spending it primping before the mirror in my bedroom.


	What had Father meant when he said I had a “knack” for disrupting things? It certainly wasn’t like when he said Cook had a knack with pastry crust. Didn’t he want me to be clever and inquisitive? I did recognize that intelligence wasn’t a highly regarded trait in the females of my species. But for pity’s sake, you never heard anyone say, “What England really needs is more stupid girls.”


	Miss Judson appeared, a muslin bag draped over one arm. “Your father thought this occasion warranted a new frock,” she said. 


	Well, that’s ridiculous, I started to say, I can wear anything–until she unveiled the garment: navy blue silk faille, with an ankle-length skirt and a pin-tucked bodice with black frogs.* It was practically a grown-up dress, not too dissimilar to Miss Judson’s own. I reached out a hand, then paused. “Do I get a corset?”


	“When you need one.”


	“At this rate, that will be never,” I grumbled. I was still wearing a babyish, button-front “waist” that only emphasized my age and small size.


	“True, if your curiosity kills us both,” she agreed cheerily, assisting me with the additional new layers this ensemble required (including an excess of petticoats). “Do you intend to share any details of this plan of yours?”


	I stuck my arms into the sleeves, which were almost absurdly tight. “How am I going to do anything in this?”


	“What do you need to do?”


	“I don’t know, girl things. Play the pianoforte?”


	“You don’t play the pianoforte,” she said. “You ridiculed too many piano teachers. Back to your plan.”


	I turned to face her while she adjusted the skirt. Its best feature was its pockets: masses of them, inside and out. Father was an advocate of the Rational Dress Movement, which was how he’d found out about bicycle bloomers. Giving the skirts an experimental swish, I answered Miss Judson’s question, more or less. “Do you remember when we studied the medieval Mughal spies? How no individual operative ever knew all of a mission’s details, so they couldn’t give up sensitive information under torture?”


	“Thank you for saving me from the thumbscrews,” Miss Judson said. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to be funny. “You realize,” she continued, “this hinges on your father believing I know nothing of your plan. Shall I march into his office right now and say, ‘Mr. Hardcastle, I am dropping Myrtle off at her next misadventure, but I have no idea what she intends, so be certain to hold me blameless when it goes cockeyed’?”


	“Very good,” I said. “You understand your part of the plan.”
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	Other girls were tedious. There were some in my neighborhood, middle-class girls like me, but we rarely associated if we could help it. They looked on me as some sort of contagious specimen, and were quick with “advice” about my hair or dress, which did not seem kindly meant at all. For my part, I felt they showed a dismal lack of interest in viscera. Father was constantly after me to mingle more with them, but they had declined all my invitations to join us for an afternoon of tea and dissection. Today, however, I had submitted to their clutches, and was enduring hours of boring card games (I won them all because they didn’t understand probability) and discussions of sensational novels I hadn’t read. 


	Miss LaRue Spence-Hastings, blond, fourteen, and the sort of girl who would never interrupt a murder trial, looked me over with a pitying sigh. “Caroline, don’t you think Miss Hardcastle would look absolutely fetching in this salmon pelerine?” A pelerine, Dear Reader, was a sort of lacy half-cape, practical only insofar as it prevented a girl from using her hands or arms. LaRue’s was a particularly vile shade of pink, with great pompons of fur dyed to match.


	Our hostess, Miss Caroline Munjal, peeled herself off the chaise, swinging her black braid over her shoulder. “Oh, no. I have just the thing,” she said. Caroline lived across the park in a four-story town house with an excellent drop from the main stairs to the marble foyer–certainly fatal–and a carriage house big enough for a private morgue. LaRue was Caroline’s neighbor, and the two girls’ mothers had gone off together for the afternoon on their own social calls. I was alone in hostile territory, and I knew it.


	Caroline scurried off and returned a moment later, arms laden with black lace and crepe. She shook out a long black dress and a bonnet spilling over with black veils and flowers and thrust them on me. “This will let you into all the best funerals!” she cried, to LaRue’s chants of “Morbid Myrtle, Morbid Myrtle.”


	The truth was, I had a most compelling reason for putting up with Caroline and LaRue’s torment, and it was this: Dr. Vikram Munjal, Caroline’s father, was the Swinburne Police Surgeon. Swallowing both pride and my nastiest retort, I held the dress up to myself and tried to strike a fashionable pose. LaRue was unimpressed.


	“This is boring,” she declared. “Let’s do something fun.” LaRue was the ringleader; whatever she suggested, Caroline went along with. 


	I stuffed my penny dreadful into my pocket. “Well,” I said, trying to sound tentative, “I’ve always wondered what’s in Dr. Munjal’s office.”


	Caroline looked anxious. “I’m not allowed in there when he’s not home.” 


	“All the better.” LaRue popped the black bonnet atop her head and tossed the lacy dress to Caroline. “Let’s go.”


	Down the corridor, with its heavy wallpaper and shelf of commemorative pitchers from Her Majesty’s Golden Jubilee,† and all the way out to the back garden and the brick carriage house, Caroline continued to protest. “Can’t we just look in the windows?” she pleaded.


	LaRue scoffed. “What, are you scared?” As a rule, Young Ladies of Quality, too delicate for anything so vulgar as a morgue, did not respond to such taunts. However, etiquette experts never reckoned on the LaRue Spence-Hastingses of the world. “Afraid to see a dead body?”


	“Well, there isn’t any,” Caroline began, which I ought to have reckoned on. The cadavers would have been collected and sent on to the undertaker’s by now. Swinburne was too small to have a proper morgue, which is why Dr. Munjal had his laboratory at home. I’m sure the neighbors loved that arrangement.


	“I’ll bet it’s haunted,” LaRue said. “All those men your dad’s cut up.”


	“LaRue! That’s horrid.” Caroline really was upset. I wanted to explain that a dead body is no different from a live body, except it can’t speak to you and tell you what’s wrong. You have to figure that out from other clues. All the organs, the bones and blood and muscle tissue–those were the very same bones and blood and organs inside Caroline and LaRue right now. Besides, most of the people examined by Dr. Munjal weren’t murdered, so there really wasn’t anything to be upset about.


	LaRue jiggled the door handle, obviously expecting it to be locked, but the door cracked open and she jumped back with a squeal that turned to a giggle.


	“Well, go on, then,” Caroline snapped. “You wanted to see it, so go see it.”


	“Myrtle first,” LaRue said.


	I stepped inside, noting the tang of disinfectant and the unmistakable–the only word is stench–of decomposition. The lights in the carriage house weren’t lit, but the large windows provided plenty of daylight, even on an overcast day. Caroline had said there was no body here, but a form covered in white sheeting lay on the examination table, giving off an ominous buzz. I crept closer, my chest tight. It was just like the frogs in my biology textbook. Just like a chicken on Cook’s dinner table.


	Dear Reader, here is where I must insert a nota bene about honing one’s Observational Skills not simply on the natural world, but on the ever-more cryptic Human Nature. Which is to say: I should have expected what came next. I was so pleased that my plan to enter Dr. Munjal’s office had worked, I didn’t notice the other girls hadn’t followed me in. I heard the swish of fabric behind me, followed by a snickering laugh. I spun round to see that the mourning costume had been tossed over the threshold.


	“Here you go, Morbid Myrtle,” LaRue called from the doorway. “Have fun with the other ghouls.” She slammed the door, which closed with a disconcerting click.


	I ran back to the door and gave it a tug, but it would not budge. They’d locked me in. 


	Honesty compels me to remind my readers that I brought this entirely upon myself. However, let me repeat my earlier assertion that there was no reason to fear. I now had the opportunity to search the premises properly, beyond my wildest hopes for the expedition. Therefore, not in the least unsettled, I set straight to work. I sifted through the papers on Dr. Munjal’s desk, my back firmly to the examination table, doing my level best not to snoop into anything that did not concern Miss Wodehouse’s death. But I daresay even Caroline would have found it hard to resist a file marked arsenic in bold red letters, or decapitated? (with question mark).


	Of course, once the idea of decapitation was in my head (no pun intended!), it was not so easy to shake. The laboratory smells filled up the room, making me take shallow breaths through my mouth. Soon my breathing was the only thing I could hear. And the strange buzzing, which seemed to be growing louder. Surely the smell was worse than it ought to have been–in an empty room. I could not help a furtive glance over my shoulder. If those were only towels on the exam table, why would they be covered up? And wasn’t that heap suspiciously short? Headless body short, perhaps?


	“Focus, Myrtle.” I was here for Miss Wodehouse’s report. I reached across the desk for more files, careful not to disturb the doctor’s wonderful skull-shaped (at least I think it was only shaped) paperweight, but Miss Wodehouse’s report was not there, either. Dr. Munjal had left the desk drawers unlocked–really, didn’t anyone think there was crime in Swinburne?–but they were mostly filled with blank paper and empty pen nibs. 


	Leaning against the desk, I tapped my finger against my lips. I had to find that report. Crikey, that smell was getting stronger. My throat burned from the antiseptic, and the light was starting to fade as more gloomy clouds moved in. I consulted my watch. It was after three p.m. The Tedious Girls knew that Miss Judson was coming to fetch me at four; surely they’d let me out by then. 


	I made another circuit of the morgue. Under the big back windows was a workbench full of apparatus and samples, including a glorious microscope, fancier than Mum’s, with a heavy brass base and a case full of interchangeable lenses. Here was the laboratory of my dreams, and I had nearly an hour in which to explore. If only that exam table didn’t keep making me turn round and stare at it. It seemed to press against my neck, taunting me. 


	Perhaps decapitated? would prove less distracting. I flipped it open upon the bench beside the windows. Disappointingly, it was just a bunch of mundane reports, like an old letter from Schofield College and an order for microscope slides. Nobody headless, or even nearly headless. Leafing past the boring bits, I spotted the word Ambrose scrawled across the corner of a page. Could that mean Mr. Ambrose, the solicitor? He was a friend of Father’s–and Miss Wodehouse’s lawyer. I tugged the sheet from the file. It turned out to be the Police Surgeon’s report for someone who had died (not by decapitation) in 1888, the same year as Mum. One of Mr. Ambrose’s clients, perhaps? I read on.


	Harold Cartwright, 67, found dead in his bed from complications of dropsy–a condition which caused excess fluid to build up in the body. There must have been an autopsy, though, for under Official Cause of Death, it read, “acute digitalis toxicity.” Poison. I’d heard of digitalis; it was the treatment for dropsy, so the doctor should have found some of it. But evidently he’d discovered a toxic overdose. Interesting as that was, it didn’t help me with Miss Wodehouse. I shoved the papers back into the file with a sigh. 


	A fly alit on the folder, green and bulbous and hairy. I swatted at it. 


	Where was Miss Judson?


	Where were the Tedious Girls? 


	Where, for heaven’s sake, was Dr. Munjal? A distant growl of thunder underscored my thoughts. 


	Then a horrible notion struck me.


	What if Miss Judson had come back for me, and LaRue and Caroline told her that I’d got bored and left? Would she believe them? Although I did my best to circumvent Father’s regulations for me, I had rarely disobeyed Miss Judson. The idea that she’d think I’d gone off without her permission made my throat ache even worse than the awful smells. I sank to the floor, trying to decide what to do. Another fly landed beside me as if sharing my indecision. I supposed they were an occupational hazard.


	After a few tense moments’ moping, I couldn’t take it any longer. I succumbed to–yes, I’ll say it–morbid curiosity. I pulled myself to my feet and crept over to the exam table. More clouds had closed in; shadows overtook the counters and medical instruments. The sample jars in the window looked like gruesome puppets poised for a show. 


	The table was as high as my chest, white enamel with a curved, raised rim that put me in mind of Miss Wodehouse’s notorious bathtub. I wanted to know what was under the sheet, and yet I didn’t. I took a deep breath through my mouth. Observations: the length of the form on the table (approximately 59 inches), the condition of the sheet (tidy), the much stronger odors present at this vicinity (take my word for it). The frightful buzzing of flies, which seemed to swarm all over. I approached the far end of the table–the feet end, hopefully–and carefully lifted the corner of the sheet.


	It was meat. Not in a metaphorical sense. In the wildly-overspent-at-the-butcher’s sense. A great ugly side of mutton, not yet cut up into shanks and chops. The stench rose up like a fog, and all over, flies buzzed and crawled and settled in the flesh. I swallowed hard, but in a flash of realization, I understood. Various insects can infest a body after death–Dr. Munjal must be studying them. 


	I still had the edge of the sheet in my hands when I heard someone unlock the door, and the room filled with the yellow fizzle of electric lights.


	“What are you doing in here?” a voice demanded.


	I spun round to confront the glowering (and gloriously moustachioed) face of Dr. Vikram Munjal.


	

		*Alas, Dear Reader, those were only knotwork clasps made of silk cord, not embellishments of an amphibious nature.


	


	

		†empress of india, proclaimed one.
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Acute Toxicity and Prolonged Exposure


	[image: Key]


	

		The study of toxins should be foremost in an Investigator’s education. Many poisons can mimic common illnesses, so an Investigator must be able to distinguish symptoms that are suspicious from those that are merely unfortunate.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	“Dr. Munjal!” I took a step backward–or tried to, bumping right into his meat-and-flies experiment. The flies spun into the room, a glittering green fog. “Quick, don’t let them out!”


	Apparently that wasn’t what he expected me to say. He stared for a moment, then reached back and shut the door. “They’ll stay with the flesh,” he said. He was older than Father, with dark olive skin and very dark eyes behind his rain-spotted spectacles. “You’re Arthur Hardcastle’s girl, aren’t you? You were coming to lunch with Caroline.”


	I nodded guiltily.


	“You’d better explain what happened here.”


	I dithered, but decided lying served no point. “It wasn’t Caroline’s fault,” I began.


	“Ah. LaRue. That girl . . .” He shook his head in understanding. “But my daughter knows better than to fool about in here. I’m very sorry they tried to scare you.” His expression was full of sympathy. “Are you all right?”


	“Of course,” I said stoutly, partly to cover my own twinge of guilt and partly to hide how relieved I was that he’d shown up. “The flies–what kind are they?”


	“Calliphora,” he said, looking oddly at me. “Blowflies. I’m attempting to devise a more accurate method for determining time of death.” I nodded. Or I grimaced. I was sure I’d be fascinated to read about it someday. “Well, Miss Hardcastle, shall we get you out of here?”


	Oh, yes, please. But my work wasn’t done, and I couldn’t leave empty-handed! I seized my last chance. “Wait, Doctor–” He was halfway to the door again, so I blurted out, “Why did you say Minerva Wodehouse died of natural causes?”


	He turned back, frowning. “I beg your pardon?”


	“My neighbor who died–why didn’t you perform a proper autopsy?” When he didn’t answer right away, I refreshed the witness’s memory. “An elderly woman, found in her bathtub on Wednesday.” I stood very straight, professional-to-professional, not at all like a foolish child who’d got herself locked inside his morgue.


	“No, no, I remember. Young lady, I do not believe we should be discussing this.” He started to turn off the electricity again, and that’s when he noticed all the paperwork I’d left lying about. Now, here was a lesson Miss Judson would appreciate: clean up after yourself. His hand came down from the switch, slowly. “What were you doing in here?”


	“Trying to find your report.”


	He straightened up the decapitated? file and sat on the edge of his desk. He didn’t speak for a long time, and when he finally did, what he said surprised me. “I knew your mother, you know.”


	I shook my head. My eyes stung a little. “How?”


	“From the teaching hospital, in medical school. Each of us outcasts in our class.” Dr. Munjal gestured to himself and I understood what he meant: the female student, and the one from India. “She was wickedly clever. She’d have made a fine doctor.”


	“It’s too bad she had to give it up, to get married and have me.”


	His mouth quirked. “She would not have thought so,” he said. “Very well, for your mother’s sake, and because anyone who has spent–how long?–locked up in here deserves something to show for it, what do you want to know?” He lifted his case onto the desk beside him and unlatched the top. “Here we are. Minerva Wodehouse. Heart failure.” He handed me a sheet of paper, marked all over with beautiful official stamps and insignia, with his tight, tidy signature at the bottom. office of the police surgeon, it said at the top.


	I devoured it carefully, not wanting to miss, or misinterpret, a single morsel. There was a brief description of where Miss Wodehouse had been found (bathtub), and the time that the police were notified (7:20 a.m., thanks to “call from concerned neighbor” [ahem]). “How do you know she didn’t drown?”


	“There would have been water in her lungs, and froth in her mouth and nose,” Dr. Munjal said. “Heart failure was more likely, given her age and other factors.” 


	I would come back to those “other factors” later. “But that just means she could have been dead before she went into the water. Doesn’t it?” I added, trying not to seem confrontational.


	“Well,” he said, drawing out the word, “normally, yes. If she had been found in a pond, or something of that nature, we would wonder if she had not hit her head, or perhaps suffered a stroke and fallen in. But people do not generally fall into their baths.” 


	“I think she was killed somewhere else and then dumped in her bathtub to make it look like natural causes.”


	He drew back. “Now, Miss Hardcastle, don’t get carried away.”


	“I never get carried away.” In my mind that was an offense akin to being fanciful, so I was quite sure I wasn’t guilty. “I am deducing, based on rational observations of the evidence.”


	“Deducing,” he said faintly, rubbing his temples. “I am sure I will regret saying this, but is there anything else you’ve deduced?”


	Until then, I’d thought the conversation was going well–we were enjoying a meeting of the minds about his fascinating work. But that look of exasperation was entirely too familiar (I’ll give you a “knack” for disruption!), and it made me defensive. “You can’t know she wasn’t murdered. Not without a proper autopsy.”


	“Miss Hardcastle, it wasn’t warranted. When an eighty-year-old woman dies in the bath, with all the symptoms of a heart attack, in all likelihood, it’s a heart attack.”


	“Seventy-nine,” I corrected. “And don’t some poisons look like a heart attack? Like digitalis,” I improvised, from his file.


	“Yes, but do you know what else looks like a heart attack?” He gave me a pointed look. “A heart attack.”


	“Did she have a history of heart problems?”


	“Not that we knew of, but at her age–” 


	“There were bruises on her back?” I pointed to the notes, smudges sketched on an outline of a body, which lined up with the pollen stains on her nightgown. “That didn’t seem suspicious?”


	Dr. Munjal shook his head. “They were post-­mortem, after death.”


	I didn’t mean to stop, but this gave me pause. “Really? You can tell that? How?”


	“It’s the most reasonable explanation. She was injured during the heart attack–she convulsed, most likely–or when the constables removed her from the bathtub. Which was also,” he added, “how the water got all over.”


	I nodded slowly. “What about the stains on her nightgown?”


	Dr. Munjal sighed and took the report back from me. “I think we’ve covered everything, don’t you? Again, I must apologize for your ordeal this afternoon, and I’ll be certain that my daughter apologizes as well.”


	“That won’t be necessary,” I said impatiently. “I wanted to ask about–” 


	“Miss Hardcastle.” His soft voice was heavy now. “It’s five o’clock. My tea is waiting. You’ve had a long, upsetting afternoon–”


	“I’m not upset,” I said. “It was interesting.”


	“–and it’s time for you to go home. Shall I drive you?”


	I almost said yes. But then Dr. Munjal would have to explain why I was late to Father–and he’d had such high hopes for this outing, which hadn’t included me breaking into the morgue and arguing with the Police Surgeon. It didn’t take a keen deductive mind to know how he’d feel about that. So, with as much dignity as I could muster, I offered my hand to Dr. Munjal.


	“No, thank you, Doctor. I can manage very well. Thank you for an enlightening conversation.”


	He gravely returned my handshake. “Miss Hardcastle, I’d appreciate your not mentioning what you saw in here,” he said, indicating the experiment with the flies. “It’s a thing many people would not understand.”


	I may have been frustrated by my thwarted examination of my witness–but not enough to deny a fellow Investigator such a favor. “Of course, Doctor.”


	And I walked out into the rain, in my dreary new silk faille gown, its fabulous pockets loaded down with the absolutely nothing useful I’d found.


	[image: ]


	Father wasn’t home yet, thank goodness, and Cook was too busy arguing with the hob to notice me squeezing in late, soaking wet. I tiptoed up the back stairs to the schoolroom, where Miss Judson paced, staring out the rainy windows.


	“Myrtle!” Miss Judson clapped her hand to her chest. “Where on earth have you been?”


	Wearily, I went over to the fireplace and stirred the embers with the poker. “LaRue and Caroline locked me in the carriage house.”


	Her face flamed with fury. “Those brats!” she cried. “Wait. Why were you in the carriage house?”


	Now that I was home and safe and getting dry, I couldn’t stop shivering. My teeth were chattering–which saved the need to answer her.


	“Take those things off,” Miss Judson commanded. “I’ll fetch us some cocoa. And then you can tell me all about what you found at the Police Surgeon’s house.”


	Said like that, it sounded bad.


	By the time Miss Judson and the cocoa returned, I was bundled in my quilted dressing gown, and the slightly wrinkled but mostly intact new dress had been hung neatly–sort of–in my wardrobe. I had my notebook out and Volume VIII, DEA–ELE, of my encyclopædia, and was sprawled with them before the fire.


	Miss Judson knelt on the floor beside me with the tray, knees and skirts folded smartly at her side. “What are you looking for?”


	“Digitalis,” I said through a mouthful of toast. “Why didn’t you come fetch me?” I hadn’t meant it to come out like that, so rude and peevish.


	“What, planning to poison my cocoa?” she said mildly. “I did come. LaRue told me you’d gone home. And may I point out that had you seen fit to share your plans with me, I might have been on hand to help. Those girls are horrid. We won’t go there again. Now. Tell me about your Harrowing Adventure.” She made it sound that way, capitalized, like a story in a penny dreadful.


	Leaving out a few details, I gave an account of my search of the files, the blowflies in their meat, and decapitated?, rounding off with Dr. Munjal’s defense of his findings. By that point I’d had three pieces of toast and two mugs of cocoa and was feeling quite cheered. Miss Judson was enjoying my tale immensely, laughing and exclaiming at all the right bits.


	“What’s this about digitalis, then?” She leaned over the encyclopædia, and I told her about Mr. Ambrose’s client who’d died from an overdose of it. 


	“Maybe Dr. Munjal was right, and she did have a heart attack,” I conceded. “But maybe we’re right, too. What if she was poisoned with something that gave her a heart attack?” 


	Miss Judson took this in. “Digitalis comes from foxgloves,” she said thoughtfully.


	“Those are flowers, right?” I sat up. “Did Miss Wodehouse have any? What do they look like?” Volume VIII neglected to include an illustration of the plant, and I was feeling too snug and lazy to get up for Volume X.


	Miss Judson reached for her sketchbook. “I think I have one . . .here. From that planting near the front doors.” She held out a drawing of a spiky plant with rows of bell-like flowers surrounding a central stem. Digitalis means “finger-shaped,” and it was easy to imagine foxes wearing them as mittens (though scientifically improbable).


	I consulted the encyclopædia entry again. “ ‘A treatment for heart disease, edema’–that’s dropsy–‘and kidney ailments,’ ” I read. “Did Miss Wodehouse have any of those?”


	“We’d have known if she had dropsy,” she said. “She was a skinny little thing, remember.”


	“So no swelling, then. But heart disease might not show up externally. Or kidney problems.” I took a sip of my cocoa, which had grown cold. “It says it’s dangerous to give digitalis to a patient who doesn’t have a heart condition or kidney problems. Even a small amount can be fatal.”


	Miss Judson sat down again, rocking back on her heels. She fished a piece of toast from the tray but didn’t eat it. “If she died of digitalis poisoning,” she said, “which is by no means certain, then she either ate the plant or took the medicine.”


	“Or somebody gave it to her.” Before or after shoving her into the mud.


	She was silent a long moment. “I think I prefer accidental ingestion.”


	“Well, she definitely wouldn’t eat it on purpose.” I got up and paced the room. “We’re forgetting Peony,” I said. The cat was still missing. “This is getting hard to keep track of.”


	“We need a chart.” Miss Judson was a great proponent of charts. The schoolroom was liberally adorned with them–Mendeleev’s Periodic Table, a reproduction of the Copernican solar system, even a framed anatomy chart that had been Mum’s. The only wall that wasn’t covered with charts, or windows, had a full-length blackboard with an extra sliding panel. I pushed it aside, rubbed out last week’s lecture on Abyssinia, and started making notes–everything I could remember from Dr. Munjal’s report and my conversation with Trudy. The apparent heart attack, the bruises, the lack of water in her lungs. The messy bathroom and the pollen-stained nightgown.


	“Don’t forget the footprints. And the cigar cutter.”


	“And Mr. Hamm lying,” I added. I paused, chalk in midair. They were his footprints I’d found, plus he lived on the grounds and had access to the plant. He was also the most likely person to encounter Miss Wodehouse in the middle of the night. “Is it easy to distill the digitalis from foxgloves?”


	“I wouldn’t know,” Miss Judson said. “But according to this, all parts of the plant are poisonous. It doesn’t take much skill to make tea out of leaves.”


	I turned to her. “A professional gardener would know that foxgloves are toxic. Wouldn’t he?”
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Witness Statements
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		It is common practice, when confronting a suspect, to withhold facts only the perpetrator could know, in the anticipation that he–or she–will slip up and inadvertently confess.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	




	I needed to talk to Mr. Hamm. I couldn’t bring myself to believe he could have killed Miss Wodehouse, no matter what our chart said about Means and Opportunity. He didn’t have any motive. Saturday morning was the funeral, and Mr. Ambrose and Father’s aunt Helena were coming over for dinner that night, but Miss Judson released me around teatime, whereupon I headed straight to Redgraves. I had the strangest feeling the gardener was avoiding me. I finally found him out near the border with the park, overturning the compost. 


	“Aye, lass,” he said in his rich, rumbly voice. “I’ve not see tha’ about these days.”


	I didn’t like it when anyone else called me “lass” or “little girl,” but when Mr. Hamm said it, it made me feel warm inside, as if I wasn’t just the weird girl next door who was too smart for her own good, but someone worth teaching. Worth listening to. I climbed onto the lowest rail of the fence around the compost heap. “I still haven’t found Peony. Trudy says she’s never been gone this long.”


	He leaned on his rake and scratched under his rumpled hat. He still had on the black armband from the funeral, even over his work coat. “She’ll turn up. Tha’ munna worrit.”*


	“What will happen to the gardens now?”


	He glanced toward the house. “Depends on the solicitors, I suppose.”


	“But what will happen to you?” I said, adding, “I don’t want you to go.”


	Mr. Hamm gave a little grunt. “Now, don’t you worrit over me, neither. A lot of gardens in England.” 


	Holding fast to the fence, I watched the compost turn and turn. We were in a shady back corner of the grounds, far from the house, and it occurred to me that a compost heap would be an ideal place to conceal a body. There was quicklime in the greenhouse– gardeners used it to improve the soil, but murderers used it to improve decomposition.


	Miss Wodehouse’s body wasn’t missing, though, and it seemed exceeding unlikely that there’d be another one just composting out here, by coincidence. Still, I’d already seen Mr. Hamm destroy evidence once–his so-called “storm debris” bonfire the morning after the murder–and it was possible he could be concealing more, where no one could see or stop him.


	“Do you think Miss Wodehouse died naturally?” I asked.


	The rake jerked suddenly, like it had hit a stone. Mr. Hamm didn’t look up or speak for the longest time. The hush from our corner of the garden was oppressive, and I realized just how isolated we really were.


	“Now, what has tha’ wondering sommat like that?”


	I gripped the fence and made myself ask the question. “I know you and Miss Wodehouse were in the garden that night, and someone pushed her. Was it you?”


	Mr. Hamm shoved his hat back and stared at me like I’d started singing opera in Portuguese. “Push Miss Wodehouse? Tha’ thinks I’d do such a thing?”


	“No! But I want to know what happened. What was she doing out there that late at night? I saw your footprints–those shoes you’re wearing right now. And whatever you were burning, it wasn’t storm debris. It was the lilies, wasn’t it? Why did you destroy them?”


	“Look here, lassie,” he said, his voice hot and cold at the same time. “All tha’ needs to know is that I never did owt here that Miss Wodehouse didn’t approve. I never were int’ lily plot Tuesday night, and I never pushed Miss Wodehouse. She were an old lady! It’d be like pushing an old dog. Who could do that?”


	“Well, she was mean. Maybe she snapped at you?”


	Mr. Hamm scoffed at this. “She were always snappin’ at everybody. I’ve worked here nineteen years. If I hadn’t got used to Mistress’s ways by now, I’d not have stayed this long. And I’d never kill her. I’d just move along. Like I said, lots of gardens in England.”


	I chewed on my lip and considered this. I wanted to be reassured, but he hadn’t actually answered my questions. He had no alibi, and he was being evasive. I knew what Father would make of that. Mr. Hamm went back to his savage stabbing of the compost, all friendliness gone from his face. 


	I ventured another question. “What do you know about foxgloves?”


	“Full sun. Not too much water. Anything else, lass?” His voice was hard. 


	There was, but he was clearly in no mood to answer me. I shook my head.


	“Tha’ best be along, then.”


	I trudged back to the main house. My Investigation was not proceeding with due haste, but I was determined not to let another frustrating interview deter me. Near the front doors, I found the flower bed where Miss Judson had sketched the foxgloves. The tall purple flowers stuck up behind a tangle of four-o’clocks and silvery lamb’s ears. Mindful of the plant’s overwhelming toxicity, I stepped carefully over the shorter flowers in the bed, looking for broken stems or missing leaves, but couldn’t tell if anything had been disturbed.


	“Hello? Can I help you?” called out a strangely accented voice. A young woman dressed in funeral black appeared on the front steps. “Little girl, what are you doing? This isn’t a public garden!”


	My head jerked up guiltily, and my mouth dropped open in surprise. Every Englishwoman from the lowliest charwoman to the Queen herself owned at least one mourning dress. But this lady looked like she was wearing all of them, all at once. Tight black skirt with black lace; black bodice studded with jet beads; a black top hat cocked far forward on her head, with a short veil of black netting; and a black handkerchief in her black-mitted fist, which she was waving at me emphatically.


	“Who are you?” I said. “What are you doing in Redgraves? Where’s Trudy?”


	The woman had charged down the steps with more speed than you’d think her skirts would permit, but she halted before dragging me bodily from the flowers. “Wait–are you the little girl from next door? Your father was at Auntie’s funeral.” She clasped her hands to her breast. “You’re the dear thing that notified the police, aren’t you? We’re ever so obliged.” 


	Another mysterious Wodehouse relative? Where were they all coming from? The obituary had said something about an American niece. “You’re Miss Wodehouse’s niece? Why have we never seen you before?”


	“I’ve just arrived in England,” she said. “And I’m her great-niece. Well, sort of a cousin, actually. My grandfather was her cousin. It’s too complicated to work that out, so I just called her Auntie.”


	“First cousins twice removed,” I said.


	“Aren’t you clever!” Before I knew it, she’d hooked her arm into mine. “Since we’re going to be neighbors, it’s only proper that we be friends. I’m Priscilla. That little maid’s set out far too much tea, and I haven’t any idea what to do with it all. You will help me, won’t you–oh, dear. I’ve forgotten your name already.” 


	“Myrtle Hardcastle.” 


	“How lovely!” she said, which made her exactly the first person in twelve years to admire my name. 


	What did she mean, neighbors? Then I spotted the ring of keys at her waist–the universal symbol of a housekeeper’s authority. Was this person Miss Wodehouse’s heiress?


	She half dragged me into Redgraves, putting up an impressive string of chatter as we went, practically saving me the need to even look around for myself. I’d never been inside before, except to step foot in the foyer once during a garden party, when Mum was still alive. “It’s a pity about the wallpaper,” she was saying. “And the rugs are so worn.”


	Overlooking the foyer, opposite a grand staircase, loomed a fantastical, larger-than-life portrait. At first I thought it was some classical goddess, a young woman in a drapey sort of robe, leaning on a thronelike chair. In one arm, held aloft like a spear, she bore a long green stem crowned by a single snow-white lily. Looking more closely, I recognized the annoyed twist to the thin lips, the perpetually creased brow.


	“It’s a good likeness, wouldn’t you agree?” Miss Priscilla said. “Auntie did always seem like she was just about to stab someone.”


	The lily was the most interesting part. It was huge, for one thing, nearly as large as Young Miss Wodehouse’s head. And it wasn’t just white. The artist had edged the blossom with a silvery halo like moonlight, with a sprinkling of palest gold down each luminous petal. The center was the brilliant golden yellow of a candle flame, the stamens weighed down with pollen, each grain picked out in perfect, glittery detail. 


	This was no ordinary lily.


	I peered in closer. Fastened to the bottom of the frame was a brass nameplate: minerva & the gilded slipper. “The Gilded Slipper?”


	“Oh yes,” Miss Priscilla said. “That was Auntie’s great secret, didn’t you know? A quest to replicate a mythical flower mentioned in an ancient book. Something that died out hundreds of years ago, if it ever even existed at all: the Gilded Slipper lily.” Her voice was low and dramatic; I could hear the capital letters and italics as she spoke. I felt a shiver of excitement.


	“Do you think she did?” I asked, my voice hushed, like in church.


	“I have no idea,” she said, her words suddenly short. “I hope not. It would be worth a lot of money, after all. And where is that money now, I ask you?” She shook herself back to the moment. “Now, about that tea.”


	She led me down a long hallway, out to the conservatory, where a plate of limp sandwiches (leftovers from the funeral luncheon) sat on a fussy wicker table along with a vase of–what else?–lilies. “Do you think these are pretty?” Miss Priscilla said. “They seem rather bold to me.” 


	The variety in question was an impressive shade of fiery orange with a dark brown center–Lilium lancifolium, the tiger lily.† Miss Priscilla poked a dainty finger at the flower’s middle, flicking the pollen-coated stamen.


	“Careful,” I said. “That stains.” 


	As Miss Priscilla poured out the tea–which I had no intention of drinking, mind you, at least until I was certain who at Redgraves had poisoned Miss Wodehouse–I tried to examine the lilies. But Priscilla shoved the vase aside and put her chin in her hands. She had rosy cheeks and a mouth painted like a china doll’s, but I Observed that her eyes were bloodshot and her face was not as perfectly pretty as it had first appeared.


	“So,” she said. “You live next door, you’re very clever, and your father is a lawyer. What about your mother?”


	“She died when I was little. And Father’s the Prosecuting Solicitor.”


	Her gaze got keen. “It’s just the two of you then? That must be lonely.” 


	And Miss Judson, I thought fiercely. “Not really.” I changed the subject. “You had inconvenient timing, Miss Wodehouse,” I noted, “arriving just in time for your aunt to die.” 


	“Priscilla. And don’t I know it! I was hoping to get to know Dear Auntie again. I hadn’t seen her in ever so long.” She stirred her tea thoughtfully, but never took a sip. “Thank goodness everything has been wrapped up quickly. I couldn’t have borne sitting through an inquest, could you? They’re so tiresome.”


	I just blinked at her. “Why would there have been an inquest?” I said, all innocence. 


	She gave her fluttery sigh. “Well, there’s always some meddlesome neighbor–I don’t mean you, of course!”


	I eyed her thoughtfully. Priscilla had all the makings of a good murder suspect, assuming she didn’t have an alibi. 


	“You inherited Redgraves? Where were you Tuesday night?”


	“What questions!” She laughed aloud. “Yes, Officer, I inherited Redgraves–or I will, once the will is read–and when Auntie died I was at my boardinghouse in town.”


	I nodded, swinging my feet under the table, and the lilies bobbed, scattering a dusting of pollen onto the tablecloth. Then I was seized with inspiration. “Might I have one of these, to remember Miss Wodehouse by?”


	Priscilla shrugged. “Take the whole bunch. I think they’re horrid.”


	I finally escaped her clutches, lugging the vase of Miss Wodehouse’s last lilies back home. Cook exclaimed over the flowers and wanted to put them on the dining room table for our dinner guests to admire.


	“It’s evidence,” I mumbled through the foliage, and took the lilies upstairs, where I set to work. I plopped the vase onto the schoolroom counter, next to the microscope, and began my Investigation by inspecting the flowers with my magnifying lens and preparing microscope slides from samples taken of the plant. The deep orange petals, which looked smooth and rubbery to the naked eye, were actually studded with short, hairy spikes. Greenish liquid clung to the stigma, which protruded like a long thin tongue from the flower’s center. The blossoms had opened so far that it looked like they’d turned themselves inside out, and bullet-shaped buds pointed every which way. What could this plant tell me about Miss Wodehouse’s murder? 


	I had no idea.


	When Miss Judson came to summon me downstairs for dinner, she paused reverently before the last precious remnants of Miss Wodehouse’s priceless collection. I explained my latest mission at Redgraves, including my unproductive conversation with Mr. Hamm. “The niece gave me these,” I concluded. “Priscilla. She thought they were ugly.”


	“Mmm. I disagree, but I accept that they might be an acquired taste.” She curled a petal around one finger. “Did you learn anything else?”


	I scrunched up my face. “Not really. She’s rather weird.”


	Miss Judson waited. “Many people are ‘weird’ by your estimation.”


	“Oh, she’d fit yours as well. She was worried there’d be an inquest because they’re tiresome.”


	“Well, how many has she been to?”


	I looked up at Miss Judson. “That’s what I was wondering!”


	

		*Mr. Hamm was from Yorkshire, where they spoke a language that was not exactly English. This translated as “You mustn’t worry.”


	


	

		†also classified as L. tigrinum; Miss Wodehouse had been among the scientists who recognized these were in fact the same species.
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Aggravating Factors


	[image: Key]


	

		A skilled Investigator is impartial, never allowing his emotions to distract him from the task at hand.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	Downstairs, our guests were just arriving. I was playing hostess tonight, despite Father and me both begging Miss Judson to save us. But her notions of propriety were absolute, and that included “the help” not mingling in family dinners. I watched her retreat with some envy. And unless I was very much mistaken, so did Father. 


	Mr. Ambrose arrived first, and I ushered him grandly into the foyer. I was bubbling over with questions about the case, but first we had a ritual. 


	“Well, Myrtle, my girl, what can you tell me about this?” He handed over his hat and coat for my inspection, and I set about examining them for clues to his recent activities. The coat was new–gone was the familiar garment with its frayed cuffs and threadbare lining, its scent of tobacco smoke and moustache wax. This one sported a velvet collar and polished silver buttons. The pockets were empty, save for a single wrapped sweet I knew was meant for me. The hat was new, too, a black silk top hat with a label from a men’s haberdashery in London–not the sort of indulgence I’d expect from Mr. Ambrose! Perhaps he was on his way to the theater or something after dinner.


	“You’ve recently come into money,” I posited. “Did you win a big case?”


	He smiled at me, blue eyes glinting in the lamplight. “Clever girl. Can’t hide a thing from you.” He was stooped slightly, rubbing at his knee.


	“What’s wrong with your leg?”


	“It’s as old as I am,” he said. “What else can you tell, you cheeky child?”


	I started to say, You’ve been to London, but changed my mind. “You’ve been to a funeral. For a client you’ve had for many years.”


	“Not fair,” he said. “You didn’t deduce that. You know very well I was Miss Wodehouse’s lawyer, and I’ve heard you know quite a bit about her death as well.”


	“I did so deduce,” I said. “Look, see the indentations from the armband in the wool of your sleeve? If you rub the pinholes, they’ll come out, you know.” I shook my head sadly. “Criminals never hide their tracks.”


	“Well, not from you!” He gave his crinkly grin, then produced a smallish wrapped parcel. “I’ve got a present for you, if you can tell me what’s in there.”


	“Let me see!” I held it before me. “It’s lightweight for its size, and the shape is awkward, so it’s not a book.” Mr. Ambrose was expressionless. I shook it. No sound. “The wrapping isn’t from Swinburne; no shops here use that type of brown paper.” This was wild speculation. I had no way of knowing what every shop in town wrapped their parcels in. I’d mainly been hoping for some reaction from Mr. Ambrose, but he was just as good at this game as I was. 


	He watched me skeptically, whiskered mouth downturned. “Disappointing, my girl, disappointing. And it was so elementary.” He reached to take back the present.


	“Wait! I know what it is.” I didn’t. And then I did. “You gave it away!” I wailed. “I’d have worked it out. It’s a deerstalker cap!” Triumphantly, I ripped off the paper to reveal my prize: the signature hat of Mr. Sherlock Holmes, Consulting Detective. “Oh, it’s wonderful. How does it look?” I popped it on my head and stood on tiptoe to examine my reflection in the secretary mirror–at which point, our second guest of the evening arrived.


	“Take that ridiculous thing off, Helena Myrtle, it doesn’t go with your frock.” And there was Aunt Helena, my unfortunate namesake. “Good evening, Whitney. I see you’re still a bad influence on the girl.”


	“Happy to oblige, Helena.” Mr. Ambrose got out of the way. Aunt Helena was Father’s aunt, my great-aunt, and had to be at least nine hundred years old, but she strode through the world like someone much younger. Without preamble, she dropped her fur wrap onto me, stepping out in a glittering silver gown. Did everyone think that dinner at the Hardcastle house was now a formal event? I hated to admit it, but I suddenly felt rather shabby. I wrestled free of the creature and tossed it haphazardly onto the hall tree. Defiantly, I kept my new hat on, turned, and followed everyone to the dining room.


	One thing I could say about Aunt Helena’s visits, they weren’t boring. Poor Father looked exhausted already, and dinner hadn’t even started.


	“Dear Arthur, you look weary.” She glared at him through a lorgnette. “Taking on too much work again, no doubt. Ambrose, you should take him back.”


	“I didn’t let him go!” Mr. Ambrose took a drink of his wine. “Arthur has a mind of his own, you know.” 


	Peering around the vase of lilies, I Observed that Aunt Helena managed to take generous helpings of all the most expensive dishes Cook had served, but Mr. Ambrose wasn’t eating much at all, just rearrang­ing the food on his plate. He was looking rather peaked, actually, pale and rubbing occasionally at his eyes. Probably from the strain of being seated next to Helena Hardcastle.


	Father ignored their quibbling. “Aunt Helena, how was Paris?” This ought to have been a safe topic. 


	“Filthy. And absolutely riddled with crime. Do you know, someone was murdered in my hotel?”


	I started. “While you were there? Did you get to talk to the police?”


	Now she glared at me. “Don’t be pert. Of course not. It happened years ago. But honestly, it’s the sort of thing they should warn people about!”


	“Quite right,” Mr. Ambrose said. “Decent people can’t go anywhere these days without tripping over a body.” He winked at me.


	Father gave him a look. “Whit, please don’t encourage her.”


	“What’s this?” Aunt Helena trained her lorgnette on me like an artillery sight. “Oh, yes. I heard about your antics this week, Helena Myrtle.”


	“Which ones?” I grumbled.


	“Well,” she declared, “I don’t believe that nonsense about a heart attack for a moment. Minerva Wodehouse was far too eccentric for such a mundane death.”


	For a moment, we were all silent. I stared at my great-aunt, scarcely believing that of all people, she was the one who agreed with me. Mr. Ambrose gulped his wine, and Father fairly flung the platter of fish down the table. “Anyone for more flounder? Flounder, Whitney? Helena?”


	In a small voice, I said, “How do you think she died, Aunt?”


	She wheeled on me and in a clipped voice said, “Impertinence, no doubt. I can’t see how you put up with her all this time, Whitney.” It sounded like she’d meant me. I wasn’t convinced she hadn’t. “What will happen to her estate now? Carved up to creditors, I suppose.” Aunt Helena reminded me of a hyena circling the carcass of a wildebeest.


	“Well, now, I’m not sure this is really the time–” Father began, but I pounced.


	“She didn’t die intestate, did she? And even if she did, she has heirs–that niece and nephew, Priscilla and Giles. Everything would be divided between them, unless the estate was entailed. Otherwise it escheats to the Crown. Right?”


	Mr. Ambrose gave a tug on his collar. “My word, Myrtle, you have been studying.” 


	I nodded happily. “I’ve been brushing up on inheritance law.” I didn’t say it was because I was researching what would happen if Father married again. 


	“This is exactly why I don’t approve of this trend of overeducating girls,” Aunt Helena said. “It encourages just this sort of behavior. When girls get ideas that are too modern, they get in trouble.”


	“How can an idea be too modern?” I demanded. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” In retrospect, I might have chosen my words with more discrimination.


	Aunt Helena’s gaze was hard and icy. “Case in point,” she said. “It’s downright disgraceful how forward some children are these days, and it’s a most unbecoming trait in a young lady. Girls need to learn modesty and civility, not mathematics. If you ask me”–no one had–“that foreign governess of yours has been deplorably lax in her duties.”


	“Well, now,” Father began, “I wouldn’t go that far–” 


	“You can’t talk about Miss Judson like that!” I burst to my feet, jostling the table. I meant to make some scathing and final comment that would put Aunt Helena in her place once and for all. But something much, much better happened instead.


	I knocked over the lily vase. 


	Right into her lap.


	Her plate toppled, too. All onto Dear Aunt Helena’s silver Parisian silk gown careened a cascade of gravy, wine sauce, sticky silverware, gaudy orange flowers, indelibly staining pollen, and vile vase water that had started to turn. Aunt Helena was a woman of exceptional composure, so instead of letting out a satisfying wail of horror, she merely froze, still as a statue, as all the color drained from her face. 


	For a moment I was terrified. Then I wanted to laugh. Then I was terrified again. Father leaped to his feet, and even Mr. Ambrose hopped up to help. Unfortunately, this only made matters worse, for now the vase tumbled all the way to the floor and shattered.


	“I’ll get the broom,” I said meekly. We kept a silent butler at hand–everybody did–and I grabbed the little silver dustpan from the sideboard. 


	“Let me help.” Mr. Ambrose knelt with me at Aunt Helena’s feet, collecting the greater shards of broken vase as I swept up the rest. Some pollen had got on his pants, a pale smear near the hem. I glanced up to see Mr. Ambrose wink at me. I was still too mortified to even smile back, but the camaraderie warmed me. 


	I reached my brush under the table as far as I dared, between Aunt Helena’s legs. Beneath a curve of orange petal, I spotted something that was neither silverware, plate, broken vase, nor flower–a sparkle of brass against the dark floor. A key. Thinking swiftly, I palmed it around the brush handle and kept sweeping. Where had that come from? Unless Aunt Helena had dropped it, it must have been inside the vase.


	A very odd place, indeed, to store one’s keys.


	Aunt Helena had recovered enough to begin bellowing at us again. “Get off me, you stupid girl!” she howled, and shoved her chair back almost onto my hands. Mr. Ambrose pulled me backward, like a comrade in arms saving a fellow soldier from a bullet. “Somebody, get my coat. And you,” she snarled at me, “will learn to behave yourself before I set foot in this house again!”


	“Well, Aunt Helena,” said Father mildly, “if you think that will help.”
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Plea Bargaining
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		Although every defendant is entitled to a fair trial, the courts will sometimes grant the accused a lesser sentence in exchange for a guilty plea.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	After Aunt Helena swept out of our house like a storm blowing away, it was obvious that I was, yet again, in disgrace. Father stared down at me gravely, passing judgment long before speaking.


	“The incident with the vase was an unfortunate accident, and Aunt Helena handled it poorly,” he conceded. “And I’m very sorry you’ve lost your keepsake from Miss Wodehouse. But what preceded that incident has me deeply concerned, Myrtle. It’s not seemly for you to have so many opinions, and on so many inappropriate subjects.”


	I frowned, trying to remember. “But you were all talking about the murder.” 


	“For the last time, Myrtle, there was no murder! I don’t want to hear that word in this house again, do you understand me?”


	Well, that was an impossible demand, given his own profession, but I was finally wise enough to keep my mouth shut.


	I was sent to bed immediately. Miss Judson was spared a trial, at least: Father sent her with me. She bustled soberly about my room, turning down the lamps and gathering my things. Her hair, loosed from its prim daytime twists, was a soft dark cloud around her face. It was hard to imagine there was a time when she hadn’t been part of my life.


	But before Miss Judson, there had been Aunt Helena. When Mum was ill, and for the entire next year, Father’s aunt had lived with us, and (according to her) taken care of me. Those were the days without Stansberry pie, of barked orders and tense silences, and I’d spent many long hours in Father’s study, where it would never occur to Aunt Helena to look for me. It was beneficial for my Latin, at least. Father and I hadn’t spoken much during that time, but he’d never shooed me away or pried his beloved books from my hands. What had changed?


	Finally, having Done Her Duty, Aunt Helena made one last decision for us, and advertised for a governess. Out went Aunt Helena and her Morally Beneficial storybooks, and in came Miss Judson with her sketchbooks, her practical plaid cape, and her Socratic Method. And Father’s smile returned. Miss Judson had indulged my curiosity and encouraged my questions–beginning with her own heritage: French and Maroon* on her mother’s side; Scottish and English on her father’s. She’d described French Guiana in such fascinating detail† that I’d longed to run away there with her. But I’d grown up enough now to understand that there were probably Aunt Helenas and LaRue Spence-Hastingses everywhere, and you had to hang on tight to the Miss Judsons when you found them.


	Miss Judson brought me my nightgown. I had doffed the dress I’d worn at dinner and was perched on the bed in my underthings, studying the key I’d rescued from the broken vase. It looked like an ordinary key, except that the handle was shaped like a fleur-de-lis–a sort of stylized lily. I showed it to her.


	“That was in the flowers?” Miss Judson turned it over, examining the intricate design. “How curious!”


	“I wonder what it opens. I’ve never seen a key with a handle like that. It must be important.” Perhaps it even had something to do with the mythical Gilded Slipper lily! 


	Miss Judson set the key on my nightstand. “That, my dear, is a mystery for tomorrow. Time for bed.” She handed me instead my encyclopædia, but paused before turning away. “Do you want to talk about what happened tonight?”


	I scowled so hard my face hurt. “No.” 


	“Your father loves you,” she said, homing in on the subject I least wished to discuss. “You know that.”


	“But I don’t understand!” I cried. “He always says he wants me to be clever and curious and study hard. But whenever I show him how smart I am, he’s embarrassed by me. He thinks I’m morbid.” I hadn’t meant to let that slip, but it hardly mattered now. “What’s wrong with me?”


	“Oh, Myrtle.” She bundled me to her, her tight embrace just as crisp and reassuring as the rest of her. “There is nothing wrong with you. Nothing. And your father loves you. He adores you. He just–” She hesitated, and I tried to read all the unspoken words fleeting past as she worked out what to say. “He wants the best for you and doesn’t always know what that is or how to go about it.”


	“You’re what’s best for me! And for him.” I hadn’t meant to let that slip, either.


	“Yes, well.” She chose to ignore that. “Don’t worry. This will blow over, and you and I will be absolutely fine.” She bent over and kissed the top of my head. “Don’t stay up too late.”


	[image: ]


	I snuggled under the covers with Volume X, rereading my favorite passages about the Galapagos Islands. But the giant tortoises and unique volcanic soil could not soothe me tonight. Finally, I put the book aside and turned to peer out the window, lowering the flame on the lamp in order to see out. The telescope was in the other room; I’d have to content myself with what I could Observe with the naked eye. 


	Gravesend Close had one gas streetlight, right near our house, and under the yellow halo of the lamp lurked two figures. I hunched closer to the window. One was easy to identify: the narrow bell-shaped skirts, the black top hat, and the overall height pegged her as Priscilla Wodehouse. The other I didn’t recognize at all. It wasn’t Mr. Hamm or Nephew Giles, whom I hadn’t seen since the morning Miss Wodehouse died. I unlatched the glass and cracked the window. It was a clear night, and the wind was in my favor–and they were arguing loudly enough to overhear.


	“This is the last time. Do you understand me?” said Priscilla. “If you come here again, I’ll call my solicitor.”


	“Ain’t for me to say,” said the other figure, a burly man in a bowler hat. “Now hand it over.”


	Priscilla looked about anxiously, then withdrew something from her bodice. I was too far away to see what. It was smallish, about the size of a pack of playing cards, but it could have been anything–an envelope, a book, a bundle of banknotes. The burly man stuffed it into his jacket pocket, tipped his hat, and hiked off into the night. Priscilla stood under the light, watching him disappear into the thicket of dark cottages. Finally, she turned back toward Redgraves–but not before swinging her gaze straight up to my bedroom window.


	I darted back, my elbow cracking against the encyclopædia and knocking it off the table. Had she seen me? I froze, not nodding or blinking or anything, until I was sure she had left. 


	My thoughts rattled, I fished around in my nightstand for my notebook, found my pages on Priscilla, and started making more notes by moonlight. My first thought, naturally, was blackmail. That happened all the time in Billy Garrett, and it had happened once in one of Father’s cases. 


	Who would be blackmailing Priscilla? I chewed on the end of my pencil. Perhaps a better question was, what secret did Priscilla have worth blackmailing her for?


	[image: ]


	Monday morning, when we were barely out of bed, there was an urgent knock at our door. I was half afraid Aunt Helena was back, despite her vow, but I was astonished to discover Priscilla waiting on our doorstep. What could she want?


	She gave me her gay, faintly hysterical smile and bent as if she were going to pat me on the head. “Look, it’s you!”


	“Who else would it be?” I said, before thinking better of it. She just laughed.


	“I need to speak with your father. Is he in?”


	It was unseemly early for a social call; we hadn’t even had our breakfast yet. “I’ll see if he’s dressed. Won’t you come in.” Instead of ushering her to the parlor, I unceremoniously left her where she stood and went to fetch Father. He was up in his room, still getting dressed. He’d already trimmed his whiskers and was buttoning his collar stand into place, and I saw with dismay that he’d laid out his burgundy foulard waistcoat. I scurried over and swapped it for the gold check one that made him look cross and sallow. 


	He turned to me, bemused. “That doesn’t match my tie,” he said.


	“All the better. Miss Wodehouse is here.”


	“Here? In our home? Why?” Instantly his brow came down. “What did you do?”


	“I answered the door!” I said, indignant. “I swear. I am inculpable of any malfeasance.”


	He actually smiled. “I rue the day I ever let you read my law dictionary.”


	“Ex post facto,” I said cheerfully. We hadn’t entirely forgiven each other for our quarrel, but this was more how things were supposed to be.


	He shrugged into the nearest jacket at hand–the oldest one with the threadbare elbows, which he only wore at home, and only Miss Judson and I could find appealing–and hurried for the door. He was almost out when I spotted something amiss.


	“Ring,” I said softly, and he froze in the doorway. He patted down his pockets and, finding nothing, spun back to the dresser and retrieved his wedding ring and pocket watch from their leather-lined tray. He passed me on his way out and squeezed my shoulder as he went. I trotted down with him; there was no way he was going to meet Priscilla unchaperoned anywhere in my house! 


	“Miss Wodehouse.” Father stumbled into the foyer as though his shoes, or the act of walking, were unfamiliar to him. I noted his appearance with approval. He couldn’t help being charming and intelligent and a widower. Those were stipulated facts in evidence. But I could emphasize the precocious daughter who lurked about everywhere being impertinent and morbid. I could thrust the attractive, smart, and infinitely more appropriate governess before The Rival–since it was hard to rely on a flummoxed man automatically identifying the better choice.


	“Oh, Mr. Hardcastle.” Priscilla curtsied like it was her profession. Her dress was buttoned up tight, all the way to her sharp little chin, which was cupped in a tiny ruffle of black lace. “I need to speak with you. I know you’re not in private practice, but I really don’t have anywhere else to turn.”


	“Um, certainly, Miss Har–Wodehouse. Please, let’s step into my study.” He led the way, one arm held out as if to shield her skirts from harm (from what, the chair rail?). He frowned as I followed, giving me a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. I shook back and went right on following.


	“Myrtle, I believe Miss Wodehouse wishes to see me in private. It’s business.”


	“It’s inappropriate.” I was certain this argument would work; adults used it constantly. “I’m chaperoning.”


	Miss Wodehouse turned that smile on me again. “I promise you nothing untoward will happen, Myrtle. Or don’t you trust your father?” This with an altogether too-pert wink that I did not trust at all.


	Unfortunately, she’d won and she knew it. I gave Father the fiercest scowl I could muster, and said, “Miss Judson and I will be waiting for you at breakfast.”


	“Oh, don’t bother,” he said absently. “I don’t know how long this will take.”


	My scowl got fiercer still. “We’ll be waiting.” 


	I realized my own error the moment the study door closed in my face. My pledge to sit at vigil at the breakfast table would preclude me from stationing myself in the water closet to listen in on their meeting. With a growl of frustration, I stomped to breakfast.


	Miss Judson was typically imperturbable. She went on stirring her tea and buttering her toast with the same unflappable precision as every morning, each pleat, pin tuck, and twist of dark hair perfectly in place. Normally I found that serenity and exactitude soothing, but today they exasperated me. 


	“Don’t you know what’s going on in there?” I leaned far over the table, trying to get her attention, and upset the honey pot in my urgency. 


	She scooped it up without even looking, before a single drop had a chance to spill. “No, and nor do you. Your father has a client.”


	“My father has a caller. A woman! At his house. At eight o’clock in the morning. And he’s the Prosecutor, not a common solicitor. He doesn’t have clients anymore.”


	“Mmm.” Toast, butter, tea, calm. “Don’t jump to conclusions. One breakfast meeting does not a stepmother make.”


	“Miss! You said it!”


	“So I did. You realize that your father has an entire life that happens away from this house, about which we–you–know almost nothing. Anything at all could be going on, all day long, when he’s at work. You need far more evidence before drawing a conclusion.”


	I stirred my porridge and swung my feet. It would be nice if I’d ever grow enough to put them on the floor like a sensible person. “I suppose you’re right.” I glared at her, although that glare was really meant for someone else. Two someones. “But I’ll be watching for more evidence, and I’m not responsible for what happens if I find some!”


	Finally, after forty-nine minutes, three pots of tea, and an entire loaf of toast, Father and Priscilla emerged from the study–and both of them came into the dining room. I looked urgently to Miss Judson, who smoothly stepped into the exact role I wanted for her, like a heroine. 


	“Good morning, Miss Wodehouse. Have you eaten? There’s plenty left. Won’t you sit down?”


	I could have kissed her. Governesses generally did not invite the neighbors to dine with the family, like the lady of the house. Father didn’t notice, of course. But I was sure Priscilla did.


	“I–no, thank you. Judson, is it?”


	“Miss Judson,” I corrected, because I knew she wouldn’t bother. “Ada.”


	“I can’t stay,” said Priscilla. “Myrtle–Arthur, shall I tell her the news? Or do you want to?”


	I stared between them. It was far too early for this sort of development! “What news?”


	Her fluttery smile grew. “Your father is lending you to me.” 


	“Miss Wodehouse needs some assistance sorting through her aunt’s records,” he said. “I thought you might like to help her.” In this light, Father’s gold waistcoat did not look quite as unflattering as I had intended. 


	“Mr. Ambrose was telling me you’re quite the little legal clerk!”


	I was torn. On the one hand, I had no desire to assist in any enterprise that could strengthen ties between Priscilla and our family. On the other hand, here at last was my chance for a really proper Investigation of Redgraves.


	Father crouched beside me. “I know you’re still concerned about Miss Wodehouse, and I thought this might help you come to terms with what happened.”


	Well, that wasn’t exactly what I planned. But I nodded, touched by his understanding, incomplete though it was. “Can Miss Judson come?”


	“Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary,” Miss Judson put in, too swiftly. In one elegant movement, she poured Father a cup and set it at his place. I twisted my fingers together, not sure I approved–Father was entirely capable of pouring his own tea–although I think Miss Judson’s maneuver worked. Father sank down into his seat, looking faintly dazed. The last thing I saw, before Priscilla led me away, was Miss Judson watching me, mirth in her eyes.


	

		*Miss Judson’s French word was Marron (not to be confused with the word for chestnut!). The name comes from Arawak roots, and means the descendants of enslaved Africans who took back their freedom and settled with indigenous peoples. 


	


	

		†frightful conditions of the prison colony notwithstanding
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Gainful Employment


	[image: Key]


	

		Although common belief tells us that the poor and unfortunate commit most crimes, do not overlook those offenses perpetrated by the well-to-do. They can be the most egregious, and the hardest to comprehend.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	Priscilla explained the project on the walk to Redgraves. “Mr. Ambrose can’t read the will because the version he has was never signed. We need to find my aunt’s copy, to prove that it really reflects her wishes.” Her mouth was a thin line. “I can’t afford a proper clerk to help me, but I’ll pay you ten shillings.”


	Ten shillings! That would certainly be a nice cushion in my Laboratory Fund.* Of course, financial gain was hardly my main motivation. Questions simmered in my brain like in an overheated beaker: Who killed Miss Wodehouse? How, and what for? Why had Mr. Hamm destroyed the lilies? Where was Peony? I was determined not to leave Redgraves that afternoon without answers.


	As we passed through Redgraves’s gloomy foyer, Miss Wodehouse scowled down on us from her giant portrait, like she was daring somebody to find her secret lily. Or her will–or her murderer. I’m trying, I thought back at her, flinching away from that intimidating glare. I noticed a curious mark in the worn carpet, a sort of furrow veering toward the stairs, and there was a great raw gash in the newel post where something had crashed into it. An overexuberant Trudy with a tea cart? Unlikely. I made a mental note to Investigate that as soon as I had the chance. 


	Priscilla led me to a room on the main floor that might have been a parlor, once. Now it was a maze of shelves, cartons, clay pots, and piles of papers. Amid the clutter I caught glimpses of furniture–a red velvet sofa that was probably nice before someone left a pair of wet boots on it–and the biggest photographs I’d ever seen, nearly life-sized pictures of the Redgraves gardens, covering the walls. If anything in this room opened with the fleur-de-lis key, it was well hidden.


	“At least she was organized?” I said hopefully. Priscilla didn’t laugh this time. She just lifted a box from the top shelf and plunked it into my arms. 


	Dear Reader, I shall spare you the details of that morning’s toil, save to note that surely Billy Garrett had never endured anything so dull as Miss Wodehouse’s dusty files. Unintelligible order forms and random newspaper clippings piled up alongside flattened sweet wrappers and forty-year-old brochures from the Great Exhibition. The towering shelves blocked the windows, making the room even gloomier. Fifteen minutes into the work, I knew it was hopeless. It would take weeks to find the will–if it was even here–and longer still to find anything that pointed to Miss Wodehouse’s murderer.


	I tossed aside a dog-eared advert for Thompkin’s Guaranteed Beard Generator and glowered back at Miss Wodehouse’s portrait. Her gigantic pearly gold lily shone from the canvas, so realistic you could almost smell its mysterious fragrance. Had she really grown it? 


	“Maybe there’s something about the Gilded Slipper lily in these files,” I suggested. “You don’t remember ever seeing it when you were little? It would be worth a lot of money, you said. Do you think it could have made her any enemies?” Perhaps someone driven mad by the tedium of searching through all these ancient papers? 


	Priscilla gave a nervous laugh. “Well, aren’t those just the funniest questions! Your father warned me about you!” But she didn’t answer me. 


	“Who was that man you were talking to the other night?” I said, hoping to catch her off guard.


	Her face was blank. “What do you mean?”


	“I saw you. Outside under the streetlamp, meeting some man.”


	“I don’t think so,” she said, neatening and re-neatening the edges of her papers.


	“You were arguing,” I insisted. “And then you gave him something to make him go away.”


	Now she was frowning. “You really have quite the imagination, Myrtle.”


	I had seen Father do this a hundred times. He could force the truth out of anyone. “What was it?” I pressed. “Is he blackmailing you?”


	She let out a strangled laugh. “Oh, yes. For the heaps and piles of money I have lying about!” She tossed her handful of papers in the air, scattering them hopelessly. 


	Glaring at her, I got up to fetch another demoralizing file. Even on tiptoe, I couldn’t reach the top shelf, but my craning fingers found the corner of a loose folder and coaxed it into my grasp. priscilla, it read, in spidery red handwriting. Without thinking, I said, “Oh, Miss Priscilla–this one’s about you.” And then I could have kicked myself.


	“What? Hand that over.” She sprang up and snatched the file from my hands, not noticing a photo­graph slip to the floor. As Priscilla flipped through the contents, her face grew even more pinched and disagreeable. “This is nothing. Just some old letters I wrote her.” She shook off the cross expression. “Goodness, who’d have thought dead people could be so boring?”


	I’d retrieved the photograph, a cabinet card of a young family outside Redgraves, dressed for an old-fashioned lawn party in boater hats and flouncy white dresses. In the middle were two blurry figures: a thin woman in a severe dark dress with upswept white hair was swinging a little girl by the arms and laughing. I glanced over. Was that Miss Wodehouse and a very small Priscilla?


	What in the world had happened to estrange Miss Wodehouse from all those happy family members? 


	And which one of them had finally decided to kill her?


	A jostle at the front door made us both glance up, and a moment later, someone’s shadow filled the doorway to the drawing room.


	“Well, hullo there, girls.” It was that nephew fellow, the one who’d been here the morning Miss Wodehouse died. 


	“Giles!” Priscilla cried. “Tell me you’ve come to save me from this drudgery!”


	“I thought that’s what she was for.” He peered over my shoulder at the photograph. “Finding anything interesting? Auntie was such a pack rat.” He noticed me staring. “Pris forgot to introduce me. Giles Northcutt. I’m Priscilla’s cousin.” 


	Priscilla stuck her tongue out at him. “Second cousin. And ever so jealous because I’m the heir.”


	For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of darkness cross Mr. Northcutt’s clean-shaven face. Then it was gone again in a laugh. “Rather. Who’d want this old rubbish heap? You ought to sell it, Pris. Good riddance.”


	“You would think that,” Priscilla said. “You have no respect at all for the family name.” 


	“Maybe if I had the family name,” he said cheerfully. “Giles Wodehouse Northcutt,” he elaborated. “I’m a matrilineal cousin. That means I’m related through my mother.”


	“I know what it means,” I said indignantly.


	“Clever, are you?” He glanced around the room. “What’s she roped you into here, anyway?”


	I saw no reason to keep it a secret, and thought his reaction might be interesting. “We’re looking for your aunt’s will.”


	He just looked bored. “Ambrose is still on about that? Why he can’t keep up with his own files is beyond me. That’s the whole reason I stopped working there, you know.”


	“Really,” Priscilla said. “I can’t imagine any other reasons.”


	“You’re a solicitor?” I couldn’t quite keep the disbelief from my voice.


	“Alas, no. Too dull. Now I’m in shipping. International commerce.” He made it sound very grand, but Priscilla gave an exaggerated yawn.


	“You must know my father, then,” I said. “Arthur Hardcastle, the Prosecutor?”


	“Well, I’d better stay on your good side!”


	Priscilla looked cross with both of us. “I’m not sure she has one, Giles,” she said. “She asks some very probing questions. Myrtle, dearest, I think Giles here can take over for you for the afternoon. No, don’t you dare run away, cousin. There may be something for you in that will, too, you know.”


	“Quite,” he said. “A ceramic elephant or her antique spoon collection. No, thank you.”


	I wasn’t sure what I’d learned from that exchange, but I’d had more than my fill of Miss Wodehouse’s files–not to mention her disagreeable niece and nephew–for one day. Happy to make my escape, I grabbed my bag and headed for the front door. I passed Cousin Giles, who was just now lighting a cigarillo, its sour smoke twisting through the grand foyer. My hand on the doorknob, I turned back.


	“Do you smoke cigars, Mr. Northcutt?”


	He looked surprised. “Me? No. Can’t stand the things. Don’t you know they’re bad for your health?”
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	I expected the next day to go much the same, but when I got to Redgraves, no one was about. Mr. Hamm was nowhere to be seen, and even the gardens felt desolate. It was eerily similar to that terrible quiet morning last week when I’d arrived to find a silent house and nobody working. My heart fluttered anxiously–had something else happened? When nobody answered my first, second, or third knocks on the big front doors, I headed around back to let myself in through the conservatory. 


	The conservatory door was open (well, in the name of accuracy, I should say it was unlocked), and inside, Redgraves was just as quiet. I called for Trudy and Priscilla with no answer. “Peony?” I tried, without much hope. With a tentative step into the hallway, I saw that the curious furrow in the carpet I’d noticed yesterday led all the way down here. I followed it back to the stairs.


	“Morning, Miss Wodehouse,” I said to the painting. My voice sounded overloud in the cavernous space. The clock on the sideboard had wound down, so I gave it a few firm twists and set the hands in the right place, whereupon it set about an orderly ticking that instantly made the house feel less empty. Beside the clock was a small book, encircled by a rime of dust. It was a novel, The Green Widow by Edgar Corey, author of the Billy Garrett serials and other mysteries in the penny dreadfuls. Not the sort of reading I’d expect from Miss Wodehouse! Cracking the book to the middle–beginnings were often boring–I discovered a pressed flower petal, a long, narrow slip of pale creamy brown, like old parchment. I felt a spike of excitement–was this from the Gilded Slipper? 


	“Oh, hello there! You’re back.” Priscilla stood above me on the stairs, looking like she’d just fallen out of bed. She was in a threadbare pink dressing gown and bare feet, her blond hair a frizzy halo. 


	I stood up straighter, feeling unaccountably caught out at something. “I didn’t mean to come in uninvited.” 


	“Oh, you’re fine. I was just up very late and told Trudy not to disturb me.” She rubbed sleepily at her face. Her sleeves were smudged with grey smears of ink, the sort you might get if you rested your arms on freshly printed pages.


	“Do you have a typewriter?” I asked eagerly. There was a typewriter at Father’s office, and I’d been advocating for one for our house. But for some reason, Miss Judson would not support me on this. (She kept saying things about refined penmanship being a hallmark of a lady’s education.)


	“What?” Priscilla shook her sleeve down and looked at it. “You are observant, aren’t you? Well, I’m impressed.” She gave me a broad smile. “What’s that book you have there?”


	“Just a novel,” I said. “It was on the shelf here.” I handed it to her–along with the lily petal caught between the pages.


	Instantly, her expression changed. Her fluttery fingers froze on the edges of the pages as she stared at the cover. She forced a laugh. “Who would have guessed Auntie was the lurid novel type! Goodness. I should get dressed.” She looked around, still flustered. “Keep going through those boxes from yesterday. I might be a while. If you finish up in here, or get bored, then . . .I don’t know, look around the rest of the house.”


	Well, keen as I was to dive back into Miss Wodehouse’s riveting collection of faded receipt books and decades-old planting almanacs, I waited a full twenty seconds for Priscilla to disappear before deciding it was not too early to plead boredom. I commenced my proper examination of the crime scene at last.


	I studied the giant swirl of a staircase, Observing that the track in the carpet, the one that had left such a gash in the woodwork, continued up the stairs. Something heavy had been dragged up. Or down? No, the dent in the newel post had definitely been made by something banging into it on the way up; the damage was on the underside of the wood. I crouched down and saw that the track was caked with dirt. Some vehicle had come in from outside, then. Was Miss Wodehouse riding a bicycle in here? But I dismissed that charming thought. Bicycles left two tire tracks, and this had just one (a unicycle seemed even more unlikely, alas). Or none: the wheel that had left this track had no tire at all, or at most had a metal band, like a cart wheel. 


	Or a wheelbarrow.


	My breath caught. We’d seen wheelbarrow tracks in the lily garden, too–the lily garden where someone had killed Miss Wodehouse then somehow transported her body inside, then up the stairs, and dumped her in the bathtub. The skin on my neck prickled–not entirely with excitement–as I crept along the track, down the hallway to a set of double doors. Miss Wodehouse’s bedroom? I peered through the keyhole, but everything looked ordinary enough. A spare brass bed with a plain green coverlet, a washstand holding an old pitcher and basin, curtains drawn over the French doors with their broken pane (presumably). And curled up in the very center of the bed like a black-and-white Chelsea bun, Peony the cat.


	I gave a squeak of surprise, and the knob turned in my hand, spilling me into the room. Peony startled off the bed with a mew of indignation and darted into a corner, disappearing once more. Ignoring propriety, I dashed in after her.


	“Peony?” Where had she gone? I poked my head around the corner she’d run to and found myself in the Famous Modern Bathroom. I pushed the bathroom door wider and stepped reverently across the threshold, but there was nothing to see here (cats included). If the wheelbarrow had made it this far, Trudy had long since mopped up the evidence. Morning sunlight filtered in through an etched glass window, making the glossy white room seem anything but sinister. 


	I turned to leave again, when a thought struck me. Two doorways accessed the bedroom, the one from the hallway that I’d used, and the French doors to the balcony. Both were shut when I’d arrived. 


	So where had Peony gone?


	More to the point, how had she got in? 


	I prowled slowly round the bedroom, calling her name, peering under, above, behind, and inside all the improbable places–curtains, desk drawers, the wardrobe with its catless array of depressing black dresses–but Peony had concealed herself in none of them. Nor was there any evidence of what she’d been using as a water closet, let alone where she’d been eating or drinking. Cats had a reputation for being tidy animals, but it seemed impossible that she would not have experienced some biological functions recently. She just didn’t seem to have experienced them here.


	Back out in the hallway, I found someone waiting for me. “Hello,” I said, somewhat foolishly.


	“Meow,” Peony replied politely. Whereupon having spoken once, she released the floodgates and a torrent of feline monologue poured forth. It would be scientifically irresponsible to anthropomorphize the creature, but she began with small sharp meows that sounded cross, followed with a series of petulant yowls, and concluded with a sort of relieved chirrup–this last as she trotted forward to greet me personally. 


	“Where have you been?” I said. Before you scold me, Dear Reader, she started it. 


	Peony halted a few steps away and lowered her eyes in a slow half blink. Her black fur was matted sleek against her head and back by some sticky substance, like she’d squeezed under something. Fearful of some ghastly cat emission, I reached tentative fingers for her head, but the substance had a fresh, surprisingly pleasant scent. “What’s all over you?” I asked. 


	Peony butted her head into my leg, which I defy even the most unbiased Observer to call meaningless. Her wide green eyes staring up at me, she really did seem to be asking a question, deep and solemn. I only wished I had the answer for her.


	In a sudden moment of insanity, I scooped the sticky, complaining cat up in my arms and stuffed her into my bag (an act that took far longer to accomplish than explain), then hurried out of Redgraves before anyone could ask why my bag was squirming.


	

		*I was saving to buy more professional chemistry equipment. The Boy’s Own Chemistry Set I’d bought from Leighton’s Mercantile Shop had proved a disappointment.
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Res Ipsa Loquitur
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		Occasionally there is that piece of evidence whose meaning is so obvious as to be indisputable: it speaks for itself.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	I collided with Miss Judson, who was balancing an armload of books, as we both tried to enter the schoolroom at once. After a moment of squeezing and jostling, we made it inside together.


	“Library books!” Miss Judson said with triumph. “While you were working at Redgraves, I went . . .to . . .the . . .” Her voice wound down as she saw my armload. “Peony! My lord, Myrtle, where did you find her?”


	“She found me. I’m still not sure where she came from.”


	Miss Judson visibly discarded several questions before settling on one. “What’s that–goo on her?” I put the mildly protesting cat on the workbench, whereupon she instantly set about bathing herself, and Miss Judson peered in closer. “Why is it shiny?”


	I reached across the desk to retrieve a spatula, vial, and microscope slides. Miss Judson endeavored to hold the cat still, chanting nonsense in a voice I did not recognize at all–“Who’s a soft kitty? Who’s a pretty Peony kitty?”–as I collected samples of the “goo,” which would not discharge without a generous bounty of black fur adhered to it. It was viscous, mostly clear, and faintly sparkly. 


	I held a sample to the light. “Paint?”


	“I don’t think so,” said Miss Judson. “Where in the world have you been?” She held the cat aloft, and Peony regarded her with wide, suspicious eyes the color of jade. “Was oo hiding in awful sparkwy sticky paint?”


	“What is that language you’re speaking?”


	“It’s Cat.” Miss Judson spoke directly into Peony’s face. “I speak Cat.” She gazed into those green eyes, slowly half-blinking. Peony solemnly blinked back. 


	I whistled. “You do speak Cat. Quick, ask her who killed Miss Wodehouse.”


	Miss Judson covered Peony’s ears and looked at me with shock. “Hush,” she said severely. “She can hear you.”


	“She’s a cat.”


	Miss Judson nuzzled the cat’s sticky head, murmuring, “Ignore that nasty girl. She doesn’t mean it.”


	“I can’t talk to you like this,” I said. “I can’t take you seriously.” 


	With a sigh, Miss Judson released the cat. She went to the basin and dampened a handkerchief, and then tried to wipe Peony’s head. The black ears sank flat against the skull and Peony stiffened, but she let Miss Judson dab at, rub at, then scrub at her fur. 


	Meanwhile, I prepared a microscope slide. Under the lowest magnification, there was something familiar about the substance, a smear of clear liquid and faceted particles in soft pearly gold. It had a faint but striking odor, fresh and sweet, but it was obscured by the warm furry scent of the cat herself, and the same old musty odor I’d smelled everywhere at Redgraves. Whatever Peony had climbed through, she’d done it somewhere inside the house. 


	As Miss Judson deftly wrestled Peony, I had a sudden image of her wrangling a squirming toddler in much the same way–a little brother or sister for me, perhaps. In the hands of an average governess, no doubt, that cat would have rocketed away in an instant, but Peony had snuggled into Miss Judson’s chest and now issued the most pitiful meow any creature has ever uttered. The whole of feline misery seemed to be caught up in it, and only now, in Miss Judson’s arms, was she safe to express how unhappy she’d been. 


	I knew how that felt. 


	An average governess would also have scolded me for going into a dead woman’s bedchamber uninvited, not to mention kidnapping her cat. I kept my mouth shut and reached for the books Miss Judson had brought home.


	“Christison’s On Poisons!* I’ve been trying to convince you to get this for months. It took a murder to talk you into it?”


	“Mmm. There’s also one on medicinal plants.”


	I wrinkled my nose at that one; it was clearly written for the layman. Or the lay lady–its green cloth cover was adorned with a silhouette of a female gardener, bent over a flower bed with a watering can. Miss Judson snatched it back. “I like the illustrations. You go study your toxic chemistry. Peony and I will look at the pretty pictures.”


	“You’ll traumatize her,” I said vaguely, but I was already lost in Dr. Christison’s introduction to forensic toxicology. “I need a Marsh apparatus, some arsenic, and something to dissolve a stomach.” 


	“Yes, I’m sure your father will be eager to approve that expense,” she said. After a suspicious pause she wrapped her arms around the cat. “What exactly were you planning to test? You didn’t happen to find a vial labeled digitalis in Miss Wodehouse’s bedroom, did you?”


	“No such luck,” I said.


	But Miss Judson was distracted from our murder. “Don’t you worry, Peony,” she was saying, “I won’t let that nasty girl do any experiments on you.”


	“She’s an eyewitness,” I pointed out. “Or a fur witness, in any case. Perhaps she got some of the poison on her fur.”


	“That would be convenient,” she said, not really listening. Peony had finally squirmed away from her and was exploring the schoolroom, with rather strong opinions about everything. Miss Judson translated: 


	Peony: Meow.


	Miss Judson: “I do not approve this cupboard.”


	Peony: Meow-rowr.


	Miss Judson: “I do not approve this flooring.”


	Peony, rubbing her face against my chair: Mrrrrow.


	Miss Judson: “This is my stool. And this is my counter. And this bookcase is mine.”


	After a few minutes of this, I couldn’t help giggling. Peony, who had endured Miss Judson’s silliness, narrowed her green eyes at me and said sharply, “No.”


	Miss Judson collapsed in helpless laughter and scooped the cat onto her lap. “Oh, kitty,” she said. “I think you’ll fit in nicely here.”


	I looked at her with alarm. “We’re not keeping her!”


	Miss Judson looked back seriously, Peony’s face next to her own. “And whyever not?”


	“She’s not ours, for one. She belongs to Priscilla now, probably.”


	“Priscilla doesn’t want her,” she said; and before I could ask how she’d possibly arrived at that conclusion, she added, “Peony told me.”


	I rolled my eyes. “What will Father say?”


	“Possession is nine-tenths of the law?”
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	The Matter of Peony remained unresolved for the time being. Father was late again that night, coming home looking strained, but brimming with distracted energy. He patted me and Peony on the head before telling us to go to bed. I’m not sure he even really noticed the cat.


	“What are you working on?” I asked, scurrying at his heels. Peony scurried down the corridor before us, as though she knew where we were headed. “Is it interesting?”


	He turned back and gave me a tired smile. “You might think so. We’ll talk about it in the morning,” he said.


	“I’m still working with Priscilla,” I reminded him.


	He paused before answering, regarding me solemnly. “I’d like you to stay away from Redgraves for a few days, Myrtle.”


	“Why? Is something wrong?” 


	The tired smile again, no mirth in it at all this time. “Just–stick close to home, would you?”


	My lungs felt too small, and I tugged on his sleeve. “Father, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”


	He frowned now, and gestured me into his office. I followed silently, though it was an effort. He lifted his case onto the desk, unlatched it, and handed me a piece of paper. It was a search warrant for Redgraves. For a shocked moment I couldn’t breathe. “What, really? What’s happened?”


	He rubbed at his beard. “The Police Surgeon revised his report, for some reason. I’ve just come from an emergency inquest. You were right, Myrtle. Miss Wodehouse was murdered.”
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	I could hardly sleep that night, I was so excited. Miss Judson kept poking her head in with admonishments (Put out the light. Put away the toxicology textbook. The cat is not plotting your murder. Let her sleep.). Dr. Munjal had revised his report! It could only have been because of our conversation. What a triumph! Now that this was officially a murder investigation, I ought to hand over all the evidence. The nightgown, obviously. But what about the cigar cutter? Or the key from the vase? I wanted to share my discoveries, but once I gave anything to the police, it would be lost to me forever, and I’d be shut out of the case. In the end, I decided I would just wait and see what happened. . . .


	. . . which was easier said than done. I listened to the minutes tick away on my clock, one span more interminable than the last. I tossed this way and made an alphabetical list of African mammals. I tossed that way, mentally reciting The Iliad. In Greek. But thoughts of tomorrow’s search kept invading, pushing aside any efforts of sleep to do me in. Finally, Peony crept over and descended upon my chest.† I reached a hand to scratch her chin, but she gave her sharp dissenting no and proceeded to perform an exotic dance, feline hindquarters raised in my face, forepaws kneading the coverlet. Mesmerized by this alien behavior, I eventually dozed off. I awoke one time, and found Peony sound asleep on my lap. This time she made no objection to the stroke of my fingers across her neck, and we were both asleep again in moments.


	

		*Sir Robert Christison’s 1845 volume A Treatise on Poisons in Relation to Medical Jurisprudence, Physiology, and the Practice of Physic. We had none of his books in the house, as he’d been a strident opponent of women studying medicine. I felt a twinge of disloyalty to Mum cracking into this, but it could not be helped.


	


	

		†I may have discovered the origin of the folk superstition that cats will “steal your breath” as you sleep.
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Incriminating Evidence
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				With careful observation by an Investigator, a victim or crime scene has much to tell us.


				–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


			


			The next morning, Redgraves was a flurry of activity, like a grim, businesslike carnival. Father was allowed to attend as a professional courtesy, and before heading over, he had rushed through breakfast, refusing to answer even the simplest of questions (What happened at the inquest? Who is your suspect? What took you so long?). Now Miss Judson and I were confined at home, permitted to monitor the proceedings only via telescope. I was glued to the eyepiece, and had shoved the window all the way open–dreadful weather notwithstanding–the better to Observe the goings-on. Peony occupied the windowsill, folded into an impossibly small space and somehow managing not to get rained on. I was convinced she was defying natural laws of physics. I spied Priscilla among the onlookers, clutching Father’s arm and whispering anxiously to him.


			“You can’t possibly tell she’s whispering from here,” Miss Judson said, pausing in her telegraph-tap pacing. 


			“What are they doing over there? What are they looking for?” I sounded peevish, even to my ears. I trained the scope on a constable toting a box from the house, but could not make out the contents. I was dying to know what, exactly, they were seeking. Search warrants had to be very precise, specifying the exact offense and evidence expected to be found during the search. “I can’t hear anything.”


			Miss Judson turned to cross the room again, for approximately the forty-seventh time that morning. “You don’t need to hear–oh, this is just silly.” She pointed toward the door. “We’re going for a walk.”


			Since it was a rainy, cold, ugly morning, we could hardly be heading out to enjoy the fresh air. We took a moment to wrap up well, left Peony in Cook’s care, and set off across the park for an improved vantage point. But first I made sure my bag was packed with all the essentials. I might be called upon to contribute to the Investigation, and I would be prepared. 


			Uniformed constables swarmed over the house and grounds, like the flies on Dr. Munjal’s morgue meat. I spotted Inspector Hardy talking to Father, and nudged Miss Judson closer. Trudy and Mr. Hamm huddled together outside the carriage house. Even Cousin Giles had turned up, strolling about like the mayor at a village fair.


			“But I don’t understand,” Priscilla was saying. “Arthur, surely they don’t suspect me?” Her flutters had become quivers, and she held on to Father’s arm for dear life. She had chosen an awkward moment to come out of mourning.* Her pink plaid pelerine flapped in the gusty rain, completely inappropriate to the proceedings, not to mention the weather. 


			“Miss Wodehouse, there’s nothing to worry about. The constables are very discreet, and I’m sure they won’t disturb anything private. But in a house as big as Redgraves, you understand they have to go through everything.”


			“But that could take days! I’d better go inside.”


			Inspector Hardy blocked her path. “Not permitted, miss.”


			“Oh, Arthur, this is really too much!” She yanked Father closer, and he turned a peculiar shade of red I’d never seen before.


			“Look here,” Inspector Hardy said. “I’d hate to think there was some kind of conflict of interest.”


			“No, no, of course not,” Father said hastily, pulling his arm away. Not fast enough, if you ask me.


			Priscilla gave a sudden cry of outrage and set off for the house. “You, there, put down that typewriter! You’re not going anywhere with that!”


			Father had finally noticed me. “I suppose this shouldn’t surprise me,” he said. “Although I feel I should make some remark about telling you to stay home.”


			“I thought it would be educational,” Miss Judson said. “Besides, if she didn’t see it for herself, you know she’d never stop peppering you with questions about it. This is far more efficient.”


			“Efficient,” Father murmured. “That’s what we’re going for.”


			“I’ll make certain Myrtle doesn’t interfere.”


			Which I found rather insulting, although she may have had a point.


			I stepped forward, clutching my bag before me. “Father, I must show you something. It’s important.” With a surreptitious nod toward the police, I withdrew the folded bundle from my bag. I’d wrapped it carefully, given the rain, although water hadn’t damaged this evidence so far.


			He frowned. “What on earth’s that?” 


			“It’s Miss Wodehouse’s nightgown. The one she was wearing when she died.”


			Father stared, mouth frozen open for lack of words.


			“Trudy gave it to me. There are stains all over it. I knew it was important, so I’ve kept it safe.”


			“What sort of stains?”


			I described the pollen all over the hem and the “handprints” on the back that coincided with the bruises on Miss Wodehouse’s body. “What did the Police Surgeon say at the inquest? Was it digitalis?”


			“What? Digitalis?” Father shook himself from a stunned stupor. “Look, we’ll talk about it later. This isn’t the right place.”


			“I understand,” I said. I sounded very solemn and mature, but inside I was crushed with disappointment–again. Father put a hand on my shoulder; the other held Miss Wodehouse’s nightgown. There were a dozen things he could have said, and I braced myself for all of them.


			“This was good work,” he said. “Well done, Myrtle.” And he squeezed my shoulder, leaving me absolutely speechless after that.
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			The morning rolled on smoothly, as entertaining as a show. Even the rain couldn’t dampen my good spirits. Miss Judson had an umbrella propped impressively against her shoulder to protect her sketching, and her charcoal raced across the page. I watched with satis­faction as constables carted away the wheelbarrow, loading it into one of their wagons, and wondered if they’d also rip up the marked carpeting or pull out the notorious bathtub. It was as I’d always imagined, like going to court with Father, but even better. I wanted to absorb every detail, memorize the exacting procedures, Observe the reactions of the suspects.


			“Well, my girl, isn’t this exciting? You ought to be very proud of yourself.” I spun round to find Mr. Ambrose right behind me, wearing his black overcoat and carrying a black umbrella as glossy as a crow’s wing. 


			“What do you mean, I ought to be proud?” I tried to make that sound demure, but my chest gave a little squeeze of pleasure.


			“I don’t know what you did, but you talked your father into this, my girl.”


			“All he said was the Police Surgeon revised his report.” I’d have loved to share my involvement in that development with someone, especially Mr. Ambrose, but I had a feeling he’d boast about it to Father.


			“Still, you were the one that pointed it all out. Be careful, lads,” he called out. “This girl will put you lot out of a job.”


			I stifled my grin–it seemed impolite–but Mr. Ambrose gave a hearty laugh. He was rubbing his leg again, and this morning his eyes were puffy, like he hadn’t slept well. I knew that was an impolite Observation, so I refrained from remarking upon it. 


			“But why are you hiding over here in a corner, girls?” Mr. Ambrose thoughtfully included Miss Judson in this. “Come on out to where the action is.”


			I glanced at Miss Judson, who I was sure only appeared to be absorbed in her sketching. “I promised Father I’d keep out of the way.”


			“That’s nonsense, I say. Why, you’ve got front-row seats to one of the most educational things you could possibly see, and you’re missing half of it. Come on, then. I know these men; I’ll introduce you to some of them.”


			Down across the grounds we went, into the gardens, the pristine paths now ground to muck by all the tromping constables’ feet. Mr. Ambrose really did know everybody, and paused to introduce me to each policeman we passed. They tipped their helmets to him, and to me, and I gravely curtsied back. One day I might be working among them, so it was vital I make a good impression. Or, really, no impression might be better. 


			As we passed the walled lily plot, I drew him over. “I want you to look at this, sir. I’m not sure anyone else has realized what’s happened.” There were two men searching the area–what was left to search, that is. 


			Mr. Ambrose let out a whistle of surprise at the bare plots, scarcely a leaf or stem remaining. “Well, well,” he said. “What’s this, then?”


			“Mr. Hamm destroyed the lilies,” I said, voice low so no one else could overhear. “Why would he do that?”


			“Why indeed?” After a moment of distraction, he glanced down at me once more. “What else did you find out here, my girl?”


			Eagerly, I walked Mr. Ambrose through my Theory of the Crime. I began with the footprints, and Miss Judson’s Deduction about the wheelbarrow, and where we’d found the cigar cutter. As I described the scene I’d pieced together, Mr. Ambrose’s expression grew darker and darker. “I think she must have encountered someone in the gardens that night– surprised him, maybe–and they . . .quarreled.” I was strangely reluctant to say he attacked her.


			“Someone?” Mr. Ambrose said.


			I hesitated only a moment. The truth was more important now. “I saw Mr. Hamm’s boot prints.”


			“Ah,” he said. “Have you told anyone else this, Myrtle?” He turned to me, and his normally merry blue eyes looked cold and grim. 


			“I’ve tried to,” I said. “But no one listens.” 


			Mr. Ambrose regarded me with a slow, sober nod. The drizzle was slowing, leaving behind a puddle-strewn, mud-filled plot of depressing grey and brown, where once it had sparkled with glorious color and life. I hoped Miss Wodehouse would appreciate what we were doing on her behalf, even if she’d no doubt find the methods distasteful, if not downright intolerable.


			“Well,” Mr. Ambrose said, “we’ll see about that, my girl. Let’s go.”


			Heedless of his sore leg, he set off back toward the house, on the shortest route to Inspector Hardy. When we got there, the detective was talking to Priscilla again, with Cousin Giles in tow this time. Priscilla was clutching her typewriter as desperately as she’d held on to Father’s arm, even though the thing must have weighed over two stone. There were black inky streaks up her arms, like she’d had to wrestle it away from someone.


			“Do you know of anyone your aunt might have had problems with?” the Inspector said.


			“Only everyone,” Cousin Giles said. “She was a cantankerous old bat, and the whole world knew it.” He nodded our way. “Ambrose may have been her only friend in the world.” With a last drag on his cigarillo, he dropped it to the wet ground, where it instantly snuffed out.


			“Since I can’t interview the whole world,” said Inspector Hardy, “how about we narrow down our suspect pool to people she’s had problems with recently.”


			“Well, I hadn’t seen her in months,” said Giles. “Pris?”


			Priscilla shook her head. “It’s probably nothing.”


			“Priscilla, dear, if you have something to say, it’s important you tell the Inspector,” Mr. Ambrose said. 


			“I did see Auntie quarreling with someone last time I was here–last Monday. I couldn’t hear everything they were saying, but it sounded like she was accusing him of something.”


			“Of what?” I asked, breathless with the suspense. Everyone forgot to glare at me.


			“I’m not sure. Stealing from her? But that doesn’t make any sense, because . . .” She trailed off, frowning across the lawn. I followed her gaze, deep into the gardens.


			“Because what, Miss?” Inspector Hardy prodded. “Who was she arguing with?”


			She looked regretful. “Her groundskeeper. Mr. Hamm.”


			Mr. Ambrose and I turned to each other. I didn’t know what to think, but Mr. Ambrose nodded grimly. “I think you’d better tell him everything, Myrtle. Just what you said to me.”


			I did, starting with the footprints (again), Mr. Hamm’s boots, the stained nightgown, the destruction of the lilies, the bonfire, the wheelbarrow tracks leading to Miss Wodehouse’s bedroom. I stayed focused on Mr. Ambrose and Inspector Hardy, who asked careful questions and recorded everything I said. I was dimly aware of Miss Judson slipping away to fetch Father, but I kept up my declamation. By the end of it, more and more people had clustered round me. Out here in the chilly gloom, I was finally starting to feel the weight of the evidence, the preponderance of what I’d discovered, and what I was saying. Mr. Hamm had killed someone. My Mr. Hamm, with the strong weathered hands and the crinkly eyes and his warm lasses. I felt my voice slow down, though my heart pounded faster than ever, and I was shivering. Mr. Ambrose held me close, but it didn’t warm me up. My teeth were chattering by the time Inspector Hardy thanked me and turned back to the men.


			“Find that gardener,” he said. “Get me those boots. And you, Miss Hardcastle–don’t go anywhere.”


				

					*not to mention premature–custom dictated at least four weeks of black attire for a cousin’s death. Even a twice-removed one.
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Reasonable Doubt
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		An Investigator must piece together the facts of a crime, step by step and bit by bit, until the assembled evidence reveals the truth.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	The story should have been over–or my role in it, at any rate. That evening at dinner, I did my best to keep silent and not bombard Father with questions. Miss Judson had joined us, which was indication itself of how strange a day it had been. My thoughts were as thick and murky as Cook’s gravy. How could Mr. Hamm have done something so awful? Push an old lady into the mud? Tha’ thinks I’d do such a thing? I hadn’t, but now it was all I could think of.


	Father kept stealing heavy looks at me, and I couldn’t make out what I saw in his blue eyes. But Miss Judson must have understood it.* 


	“I’m sure he never meant Myrtle any harm.” Her voice was soft. “We didn’t know about his criminal record.” That detail had come out during the arrest, supplied by Mr. Ambrose, who knew all the Redgraves affairs. Nobody would tell me what the record was for, though.


	“Is that an apology?” Father said sharply, then pulled himself up with a little shake. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.” He put a hand atop the table, fingers very close to Miss Judson’s. His pale, ginger hand looked like a slab of cold fish next to hers, but I liked the way they fit together. “Myrtle, will you give us a moment?”


	I looked between them, torn. On the one hand, it seemed they were about to share an intimate conversation, discussing their nightly concerns over coffee, and I applauded that.


	On the other hand, it seemed they were about to share an intimate conversation about me, and I certainly felt I ought to be present for it. I wasn’t even sure what they were both so unhappy about. I was upset that Mr. Hamm had killed Miss Wodehouse–but they seemed upset that he might have hurt me, which didn’t make any sense. Of course, I supposed proper girls like LaRue Spence-Hastings would never have been allowed to spend time alone with the neighbors’ gardener who turned out to kill helpless old ladies.


	“I want to stay,” I said, though I rose and scooted back from the table, “but I’m not very hungry. I ought to check on Peony, anyway. Cook said she didn’t eat any dinner.”


	Upstairs, I sat in the schoolroom with only a single lamp lit. It was too dark for the microscope, and I felt like I’d already learned everything useful about digitalis from Sir Robert. Peony was curled in the corner, facing the wall. She hadn’t even let out a no of protest when I came into the room. Was she missing her old home? Did cats have such thoughts? Science told us no, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about Science tonight. It had never let me down before, and I couldn’t tell if I was worried that it had let me down and Mr. Hamm was innocent, or that it hadn’t and he’d killed Miss Wodehouse.


	I drew open the curtains, letting the shadow of Redgraves loom over us. It was quiet there now, the only light coming from a single second-story window, the library where Priscilla must be working at her precious typewriter. What was so important about that thing that she’d had to practically wrench it from the police?


	“Stop, Myrtle,” I said aloud. “The mystery is solved. There is nothing more at Redgraves to wonder about.”


	If only that were true. The trouble was, Mr. Hamm’s arrest raised more questions than it put to rest. The police thought they had a motive and means and all the rest–but that still didn’t entirely explain it. My hands on the windowsill, I stared hard out the glass, trying to picture the horrible scene in the lily garden a week ago. But try as I might, I could not bring up a mental image of Mr. Hamm striking Miss Wodehouse to the ground and killing her. Instead, all I could see was his head bowed under the floppy felt hat, shoulders slumped as the police led him away to jail. 
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	The next morning was Miss Judson’s half day, and she had risen early and bicycled off on some undisclosed errand. Father had left much the same way, off to work before even taking breakfast. I sulked around the empty house, feeling dull and sluggish. As much as the idea of Father’s renewed request to stay away from Redgraves galled me, I didn’t really feel like going over there, either. It was thus in a disgruntled frame of mind that I answered Cook’s summons that we had a caller. To my astonishment, Caroline Munjal stood in the foyer, twisting her gloves in her hands as she stared around her, as if our pictures or bric-a-brac might lunge off the walls and attack her. 


	“What do you want?” That wasn’t half as rude as I’d hoped.


	Caroline whirled round, perfect black ringlets bouncing. “Myrtle.” Then she was silent. After a tense moment, she reached into her reticule† and pulled out a crumpled magazine. “You left this at my house.” It was the penny dreadful I’d had that afternoon. “I read it,” she offered. “Billy Garrett and the Rajah’s Jewels? It was quite thrilling. Do you have any others?”


	I came down a few steps. “All of them,” I said. “But that one has just started. There aren’t any more numbers in that series yet.” In fact, we’d been expecting one for more than a week now, but the newsagent said they were delayed.


	“Oh.” Caroline just stood there. I knew I should invite her upstairs, or into the parlor at least, but I didn’t quite manage it. “Look, Myrtle, I’m sorry about what happened with LaRue and the carriage house. I wanted to let you out, but . . .” She trailed off, looking at her feet.


	I shrugged. “I wasn’t scared,” I said.


	“I know!” Her words came out in a rush. “You were sensational, the way you solved that genuine murder! Just like Billy Garrett! Wasn’t it horrible?” She said horrible the same way she’d said thrilling, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. “I wanted to come earlier, but Father was working on the case and asked me to wait until–” She broke off. “What’s wrong with your kitty?” Without waiting for a reply, she sprang up the steps two at a time, to where Peony huddled on the landing. “Is she sick?”


	Peony, who just yesterday had been busy exploring, as opinionated as ever, had seemed poorly that morning. She’d eschewed her fish heads from Cook, had indeed suffered some gastrointestinal distress (politely and conveniently on the schoolroom lino), then listlessly retreated to a corner of the stairs, where now she crouched unhappily. Caroline crouched beside her, offering her fingers for a sniff. Peony couldn’t even muster the smallest of her mews.


	“Myrtle, I think she’s been poisoned!”


	“What?” I rushed up beside her. “What do you mean?”


	“Look,” Caroline said. “She’s drooling and lethargic.” To demonstrate, she tugged on poor Peony’s paws, but the cat just ignored her. “Could she have been into anything? Rat killer or the like?”


	“I don’t know,” I said helplessly. I admitted I knew very little about what Peony had been up to the last few days, and told Caroline about the sticky substance the cat had been covered with, which she’d almost certainly ingested during her efforts to clean herself.


	Caroline scooped Peony up. Peony made barely a protest. “Let’s take her to my father. He’ll know what to do.”


	“She’s still alive!” I cried.


	“He has a regular practice, too,” she said, impatient. “The police department post doesn’t pay anything.”


	“A practice treating animals?” I asked. 


	“No, of course not. He’s a human doctor, not a veterinarian. But he’s done a lot of–erm–tests on cats.”


	She didn’t need to elaborate on the sort of tests she meant. Not all toxins had modern methods of detection. That wasn’t Dr. Munjal’s fault. I gave a shudder, but I had no choice but to trust her. 


	After a short carriage ride across the park, we pulled up in front of the Munjal home. Caroline clambered down and sped toward the back of the house, and I scrambled after her. Her arms were full of sick kitty, so I opened the door and once again surprised the Police Surgeon by appearing unexpectedly in his laboratory.


	“Dear me,” he said. He hastened over and tenderly accepted Peony from Caroline’s arms. My opinion ratcheted up a notch or two. “What’s this?” He peered intently at Peony’s eyes and mouth as Caroline explained the situation.


	“Can you help her?” I asked.


	“If anyone can, it’s Father,” Caroline assured me, but the look on Dr. Munjal’s face was not quite so hopeful.


	“The biggest concern is dehydration,” he said. “Followed by kidney damage. And that’s assuming we can even neutralize the toxin. Do we have any idea what she was exposed to?”


	I shook my head. “We’ve only had her a couple of days. And Cook is very careful with her supplies.” 


	The doctor had set Peony gently down upon the laboratory bench and had fetched a container–two, actually. One apothecary jar, and one that looked suspiciously like a chamber pot. “I’ll administer charcoal to absorb the toxin, then treat the dehydration. After that, we’ll just have to wait and see.” 


	He gave the treatment, which Peony endured more or less willingly. Caroline served as a surprisingly able laboratory technician (she had used the word lethargic, after all), restraining Peony and fetching supplies with deftness and familiarity. I stood back, chewed on my fingers, and fretted. When the treatment (which turned out to be most unpleasant, for all of us) was accomplished, and they had managed to convince Peony to take some water, Caroline wrapped her in a towel and cuddled her on her lap, in the same corner where I’d waited for Miss Judson that rainy afternoon just a few days ago. 


	The doctor washed his hands and turned back into an Investigator. “Now, back to what’s happened to her. Has she been exposed to any poisonous plants?”


	“She’s Miss Wodehouse’s cat,” I said flatly.


	He sucked in his breath. “I see.” He stood silent for a moment, looking at Peony. 


	“That’s two suspicious poisonings at Redgraves,” I said. He had to be thinking the same.


	“One poisoning,” he said. “One exposure. And we have no evidence that it’s intentional, let alone ‘suspicious.’ ” But I heard doubt in his voice.


	“Who in the world would want to poison a poor little kitty?” said Caroline. (Present company excepted, of course.) “That’s horrid.” She gave Peony a protective little squeeze, and Peony managed a tiny no.


	I paced the office, nervous energy burning through me. I wanted Peony to be well, but simply wanting didn’t make it so. “She stands the best chance of recovery if we identify the toxin?”


	“There may be an additional treatment,” he said, evidently relieved to turn his attention back to the medical details. “But I don’t want to treat her for one toxin if it’s something else altogether. We don’t want to make her worse.”


	“Oh, I’m so stupid!” I cried. “I have samples, but I left them back at the house.”


	He stared at me. “Samples of what?” 


	I explained about the substance that had covered Peony when I found her. 


	“Keep talking.” Dr. Munjal got up and went to his bookcase and withdrew a heavy volume. I could not see what the book was, so I scurried over. “Can you describe it? It was clear and viscous? Sticky–like sap?”


	That was it. “Yes, exactly. Like sap. No–like nectar.”


	He looked up sharply. “Nectar. Excellent.” He strode to the door and called for the carriage driver. “Hobbes, return to the Hardcastle home and collect the–” 


	“I should go, too,” I said, though I was loath to leave Peony. There was no way Cook would be able to find the samples I’d collected. 


	“She’ll be fine for now,” he assured me. “You’ll be back in no time.”


	The errand home and back was less than ten minutes, and I handed over my entire collection–snips of fur, smears on paper, and microscope slides. Caroline still held Peony, who had dozed in her arms, and watched her father and me with wide, attentive eyes. I was grateful she was there, both for Peony’s sake and for mine. Her father was taking me seriously now, and it wasn’t just because Caroline was there, too.


	“You’re right,” he was saying, peering through his microscope at one of my slides. “It’s definitely nectar. Take a look. The question is what it came from.”


	He slid aside for me to look through his microscope. It felt like a huge honor, even though I had to stand on tiptoe to even come close to reaching. Once I had finally arranged myself so I could see, I let out a gasp. Why hadn’t I noticed this before? I like to think it was the superior quality of Dr. Munjal’s equipment–and not the inferior quality of my intellect. I recognized this substance after all. 


	“It’s from a lily,” I breathed.


	“What’s that?” Dr. Munjal returned. “Did you say lily? Well, that makes sense,” he said. “Lilies are definitely toxic to cats. But we’ve given her the appropriate treatment, and if she’s just consumed the nectar, and not the plant itself–its leaves or petals–she should make a full recovery.”


	“But that’s impossible,” I said. I gazed down at Peony in awe.


	“No, I assure you, she should be fine.”


	“Not that,” I said. “I mean, thank you, Doctor. Really.” I tapped the microscope. “But this means there are still lilies somewhere at Redgraves.”


	

		*I was beginning to entertain the scientific possibility of telepathy, watching those two together. Certainly on Miss Judson’s part; she also seemed capable of reading Peony’s mind. It went without saying that the cat was telepathic.


	


	

		†a dainty little bag, wholly impractical for collecting specimens of anything
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Lilium Febricula
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		A wise Investigator never underestimates the contribution of the human factor in an Investigation, cultivating a network of informers from all walks of society.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	After a long nap in Caroline’s arms, Peony had improved enough that Dr. Munjal felt she could be removed to the house proper.


	“Can I take her home?” I asked, but he shook his head.


	“I’m sure she’ll be fine now, but I’d like to keep an eye on her overnight.” 


	Caroline hopped up–goodness, that girl had energy (perhaps she, too, was irrepressible). “Mother’s flower show is tomorrow. You could come with us, if Peony is all right by then.”


	Dear Reader, there is no word to describe the sensation engendered in me by the notion of accompanying the Munjals on a family outing. That was probably something regular girls did, go with . . .friends, to Events. But Caroline couldn’t really want Morbid Myrtle tagging along with her, where someone might see us together. Could she? It was on the tip of my (suddenly alarmingly dry) tongue to decline, but somehow what I said instead was, “Is that Miss Wodehouse’s flower show?”


	Caroline was nodding. “She was president of the committee. Mother was in such a state last week because Miss Wodehouse missed the meeting, and it was the last one before the show.”


	“Caroline.” There was a note of mild warning in Dr. Munjal’s voice. Both of us gave him Significant Looks, and he relented. “Very well, yes. Mrs. Munjal related that to me as well.”


	“Those ladies take their flowers seriously.”


	I glanced from Caroline to Dr. Munjal and dared voice my next thought. “Seriously enough to kill for?”


	“Now, really,” the doctor said. 


	But Caroline gaped at me, a hand to her throat. “Oh, hardly. No. Do you think?”


	“What time does it start?”
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	At breakfast the next morning, Father could scarcely contain his delight at the prospect of my spending more time with Caroline Munjal. He set aside his papers and looked at me–and not with a frown, either. “Flower show, eh, Myrtle?” he said. “That should be fun. Very, er, botanical.”


	“Botanical?” Miss Judson hid her smile behind her teacup. 


	“And fragrant,” he affirmed. “Perhaps even leafy.”


	“Don’t make it sound so exciting,” I grumbled.


	“I’m sure it will be marvelous,” Miss Judson said, and I could not tell whether she meant it or was just humoring us.


	“Won’t you come?” I asked again. She’d demurred earlier, but had offered no explanation for her refusal. Asking her directly, here in front of Father, seemed more likely to elicit a credible response. 


	“No, indeed,” she said. “I have plans of my own.”


	“Is that so?” Father said. “Do you care to share?”


	Miss Judson set down her teacup. “I’ve decided to attend a luncheon at the church.”


	Father set down his own tea–physical telepathy, perhaps? “Really? That’s wonderful. You haven’t gone in years.”


	Miss Judson looked a bit uncomfortable. “Yes, well, it seemed like a good time to return.”


	“What does that mean?” I said, but Father looked satisfied.


	“It will do you good,” he said–but I was still very much unsatisfied.


	“It’s not even Sunday. What could you possibly have to do at a church?” 


	Miss Judson continued stirring her tea, while Father tapped his fingers against his cup. 


	“What?” I demanded. “Is it some kind of secret?”


	“Of course not,” Miss Judson said swiftly.


	Father tried to laugh. “Nothing like that. A church luncheon is the sort of place young ladies, like Miss Judson, can go to mingle with and meet other young . . .people.”


	And suddenly I understood. “You mean young men,” I said. “She doesn’t need that! Why would she need that?” I was perilously close to upsetting my own breakfast plate, so I shoved it to the center of the table. Some eggs spilled off anyway. Everything I did lately just ended in a mess.


	“Myrtle–” both of them said, together. 


	Miss Judson touched Father’s sleeve. “You know I would never lie to you, Myrtle.” She put up a hand to forestall citations to the contrary.* “Yes, there will be some young men there.” I noted she did not come out and admit that those young men were her reason for going.


	I jumped up. “You’re leaving us?” There was no other reason she would need to cultivate acquaintances with gentlemen besides Father. 


	“That’s not it at all. Don’t jump to conclusions.” But she had no defense, and she knew it. “If it truly upsets you, I can come to the flower show.”


	“Oh, go ahead,” I said savagely. “Enjoy your luncheon. I’ll expect your report on it this afternoon!” Which, all things considered, was not a particularly scathing exit line, since I really did not wish to hear anything about it.


	I slammed out of the house and planted myself on the stoop to await the Munjals. 


	[image: ]


	I was still in a Mood when they arrived. Caroline was wearing a sailor suit with a wide collar, her thick black hair long and loose all the way to her backside. She was thirteen and taller than I by about six inches, and the outfit made her look like an overgrown eight-year-old. In her arms, and looking much improved this morning, was a chatty and purring Peony. Caroline released her, and the cat sprang down and dashed up our front steps, whereupon she demanded entry as if she’d lived here all her life. 


	“I’m glad you’re coming today,” Caroline said as I climbed aboard the gig beside her. “These things are so frightfully boring.”


	I did not ask what, exactly, she expected me to do to alleviate the tedium. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.


	The flower show was downtown at the Social Hall, a place for ladies’ groups to hold salons and suffrage rallies. We followed a grand staircase to an upper story set off with an iron railing painted invisible green.† Striped bunting hung from the balcony, along with a banner emblazoned swinburne ladies’ garden club invitational flower show 1893. Dear Reader, I am not sure I can do justice to the Swinburne Ladies’ Auxiliary Social Hall ballroom that August morning. The marble floors were almost totally obscured by makeshift garden plots, which did not in any way appear makeshift. It looked as though their builders had been at work for months, installing the beds and plantings and–“Is that a pond?”


	“The Belvedere twins always have to outdo everyone, Mother says. There aren’t supposed to be water features at indoor shows, but some people simply can’t follow the rules. Come on. Mother’s expecting me to pose in her display. It’s a vivid tableau.” 


	“Tableau vivant?” I said. Evidently French was not a priority in Caroline’s schoolroom. 


	“Whatever. We pose like a living painting. All day.” 


	The floral club members had turned the ballroom into a virtual paradise, with varied tableaux vying for attention–and, indeed, ribbons. Stern-looking gentlemen strolled the aisles, inspecting each display, their stony faces giving away no sense of awe or appreciation. It was impossible to tell if they even liked flowers. For my part, I could not decide where to look. A Japanese garden with a bed of combed sand and a blossoming cherry tree? A medieval knot of herbs surrounding a stone bench, upon which posed a little boy dressed as Cupid, brandishing a golden bow? 


	“Your wings are crooked, Simon,” Caroline remarked as she dragged me past, dispelling the illusion. Someone had released a colony of butterflies, which flitted about in confusion. “That’ll be a mess later.” Caroline sighed. “Here we go. Hello, Mother, Nanette.”


	We’d reached a display where a commanding Indian woman dressed as a sea captain–complete with an Admiral Nelson hat with gold braid and bejeweled cockade–was pointing authoritatively at her booth with a spyglass. “Caroline, where have you been? We need crewmembers! Get in place. Oh, who’s this?” 


	“Myrtle Hardcastle, ma’am.” I curtsied. 


	Mrs. Munjal gave me a closer look. “Oh, dear. You’re the one–” She clammed up, looking uncomfortable. 


	“Oh,” I said. “Miss Wodehouse. Right.”


	“Don’t worry, dear. It’s not your fault. But you’ll find it’s quite the topic of conversation today–Minerva managing to get herself murdered, and at such an inconvenient time. And by her gardener.” She shuddered, as if afraid the notion might be catching and her own gardener would take it upon himself to bean her with some garden shears. 


	“Caroline said she missed the last meeting,” I said. 


	“I should have known something was wrong–that wasn’t like her at all. Imagine my surprise to step out of the hall after the meeting and find her out in the alley, arguing with someone! A terrible row, it looked like.”


	“Another club member?”


	“No, of course not. This was a man.”


	“Mr. Hamm?” I put in swiftly.


	“What? Heavens no. Some young man, in a ghastly yellow tartan jacket. I scared him away.”


	I felt my pulse quicken, despite the fact that I told myself, It’s over. “Could you hear what they were arguing about?”


	“Minerva said it was nothing, but I could tell she was upset. Nanette, stop moving! I’m sorry, dear, this ship’s about to run aground. Can you amuse yourself for a bit? The judges are coming this way, and we need all hands on deck.” She gave a chuckle, to which Caroline, mounting a platform that really did resemble the deck of a ship, rolled her eyes.


	The Munjals’ tableau was impressive. Climbing vines and pots upon pots of flowers all contributed to the illusion of a vessel on the high seas. A bed of silvery ferns made the white-capped waves; the ship’s sails were a trellis of tropical plants with wide white leaves. Caroline’s older sister Nanette perched on the bow as the figurehead, a role for which her stout figure suited her perfectly, while a row of golden pansies spelled out the ship’s name.


	“HMS Victory has three gun decks,” I said helpfully, and Mrs. Munjal’s brow furrowed.


	“I could only get six dozen poinsettias to whiten properly. They are incredibly fussy, you know. I do hope the judges will overlook that! Oh, here they come. Places, everybody!” This last was bellowed with enthusiasm that would have done Admiral Nelson himself proud. 


	“England expects that every man will do his duty,” I said–and she saluted me. 
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	The second half of the ballroom was more like Miss Wodehouse’s lily gardens: starkly simple by comparison. Gardeners stood along rows of plain tables, stationed protectively behind their exhibits. At one long table stood six men, each with a single cabbage before him. This is where Miss Wodehouse would have been, too–not out among the foolish frippery of the artistic displays, but here with the pure scientific perfection of perfectly grown specimens. 


	I approached one of the cabbage men. “What’s first prize?” 


	He regarded me like I was some vile insect that had crawled out from beneath his prized vegetable. “Ten pounds, a feature in Cottage Garden Weekly, and the Cup,” he said archly. I looked closer at his clothes–Sunday best, but old and worn. Most of the people on this side of the show were working class, and that prize money was no small sum.


	He was a little intimidating, but I forged ahead. “Would anyone kill to win this show?”


	If possible, his look grew even colder. “We know who you are. You got Hamm in trouble. No one here will talk to you. Miss,” he added, a threatening hiss of an afterthought.


	I stood my ground, a flutter of misgiving in my chest. “You think he didn’t do it?”


	Mr. Cabbage would say no more, but the look he gave me made me grateful I wasn’t an insect, since he’d clearly like to stamp me out with his own steel-plated boot.


	The rest of the contestants were just as forthcoming. He was right: nobody wanted to talk to the little girl who’d had Mr. Hamm arrested. How in the world did they all know who I was? Did the Tribune publish my picture alongside the murder suspect’s?


	I was beginning to think coming today might have been a mistake when I caught a glimpse of something familiar across the sea of cold, unwelcoming faces: a flash of pink, blond hair, and frantic energy. Priscilla. Oddly relieved, I made my way toward her table. Trudy was with her, and they stood amid a bewildering heap of sweetpeas, colorful blossoms and tendrils spilling everywhere. Priscilla had on a giant, old-fashioned pink bustle, and her hair was pulled into a tight knot on the very top center of her head, like a sort of knob. Trudy was desperately trying to rein in the unruly sweetpeas, and they were both looking completely out of their element.


	“How was I to know you were only supposed to bring one flower?” Priscilla wailed. “That doesn’t even make sense. Myrtle! How lovely! Have you gotten separated from your nanny? She must be worried.” She reached an arm over the escaping flowers and reeled me toward her.


	“My–Miss Judson? She’s not here. I came with . . .friends.”


	“But I just saw her,” she said. “There she is!” She gave an enthusiastic wave.


	There indeed, strolling our way, was Miss Judson in her crispest twill walking suit. 


	And strolling along with her, arm in arm, was Mr. Northcutt. The obnoxious Cousin Giles, wearing a ghastly yellow tartan jacket.


	

		*There was a notable incident involving Wee Willie Winkie and the physiology of sleep that I still maintain could have been explained with more accuracy.


	


	

		†The nearly black paint used on railings and lampposts is not truly invisible, of course. That would be dreadfully inconvenient when trying to chain up your bicycle, not to mention keeping people off park grass.
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Accessory After the Fact
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		Efforts to conceal a crime, or any involvement therein, may go on long after the event itself.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	I told myself I did not care one whit where, when, or under what circumstances Miss Judson had encountered Mr. Northcutt and his ghastly yellow tartan jacket, much less how she’d come to arrive at the flower show in his company. And I’d have enjoyed reasonable success, too, if it hadn’t been for Priscilla.


	“What’s she doing with him?” she said, voice sour. 


	“Aren’t you fond of your cousin, Miss Wodehouse?” I asked, scarcely sweeter. 


	“Him? Oh, he’s well enough, I suppose.” It wasn’t exactly a rousing endorsement–but neither was it outright defamation.


	I decided to Focus on the Case. “What about your aunt?”


	“How would I know?” Trying to laugh, she said, “Oh, don’t mind me, darling. I’m just out of sorts today. How could Mr. Hamm get himself arrested right now? I really don’t know how I’m supposed to manage.”


	I bit my lip to keep from rather rudely reminding her that he hadn’t been arrested on his own. She and I might have had something to do with that. “Can you remember what Mr. Hamm and your aunt were arguing about?” I asked instead. “That time, the one you told the police about? What do you think he stole from her?” 


	Priscilla didn’t have a chance to answer, because Miss Judson and Cousin Giles were upon us.


	“Miss Wodehouse, these are lovely.” Miss Judson lifted her fingers through the fluttery sweetpeas. “I think your aunt would be pleased to see Redgraves exhibiting after all. Do you mind if I record the scene?”


	“You mean to draw us, Miss?” Trudy piped up.


	“Well, I’ll get in on that.” Jabbing a stem of sweetpea in his teeth, Giles struck a jaunty pose between Trudy and Priscilla.


	“I don’t think she does wanted posters,” Priscilla snapped. Miss Judson only laughed as her charcoal flew across the paper. Minutes later, she blew on the page, then tore it neatly from the sketchbook.


	“Here you go, Trudy,” she said, passing her the sketch.


	Trudy’s watery blue eyes grew large. “For me, Miss? I’ve never had a picture of meself. Thank you!” She clutched it to her breast, but we all caught a glimpse of it–a sweet little drawing of a wide-eyed girl with wild curly hair and an armload of equally wild blossoms.


	“I think we’ve disturbed you Wodehouses long enough,” said Miss Judson. “Myrtle, will you show me around the exhibitions?”


	Just then, I wasn’t sure whom I wished to be with less, but since I could not come up with a compelling reason to stay with Priscilla and Giles, I set off across the ballroom at a pace even Miss Judson was hardpressed to keep up with.


	“Myrtle, wait.” Miss Judson pursued me through the aisles, past funeral displays and a life-sized statue of Her Majesty made entirely of carnations. “I didn’t go to that luncheon to hurt you, you must know that. But it has upset you, and so I do apologize.” She caught up to me, and turned me to face her. “Now. Are you going to tell me what you’ve learned? Because I don’t believe for a minute you came here solely out of your newfound affection for Caroline Munjal, the girl who locked you in a morgue.” 


	“I like her. She’s smart,” I said.


	“Your father will be glad to hear that.” 


	With a deep breath, I stood my ground before my heretofore beloved governess. “I do like her. She saved Peony, for one thing. She reads penny dreadfuls, and she wants to be a physician. Or a veterinarian.” I made this sound as enviable as I knew how, but even as the words left my lips, I knew I’d fallen short. “I’ll be wanted at their booth. Come along if you like.” 


	I whirled on my heel and stalked off, down a corridor lined with–of all things–lilies, their ivory and scarlet and orange heads bobbing into the aisles like a tropical, pollen-laden death trap. The colors and fragrances were overwhelming, and I felt for a moment that I’d stepped into Miss Wodehouse’s world. I could not help searching among the flowers for a mysterious moon-white blossom, petals smeared with glittery gold nectar. 


	Miss Judson caught my hand–not to restrain me, I realized, but to share the moment. “I feel like we should whisper,” she whispered. I nodded back, and together we made our way through the lilies. Miss Wodehouse seemed to be everywhere: her name on the tags of flowers named for her, framed photographs of her from flower shows past. 


	“This is extraordinary.” Miss Judson paused before a specimen of Lilium wodehouseia prominently displayed at the front of a booth. She touched the pink, frilled petal of a flower as utterly unlike Miss Wodehouse as I could imagine. 


	“That’s not for sale!” The exhibitor rose up from behind her booth to snatch the pot back–revealing five-feet-two-inches of haughty expression, golden curls, and salmon pelerine. My heart sank. It was LaRue Spence-Hastings. Her mother, an older copy of LaRue, materialized beside her daughter, and Miss Judson gave them her sunniest, most dangerous smile.


	“Good afternoon,” she said, as I tried desperately to be anywhere else. “The Munjals never mentioned that you’d be here.” 


	LaRue’s eyes narrowed. “You’re here with Caroline?”


	I gave a shrug. “I know her father.”


	Miss Judson made a show of admiring the lilies, and Mrs. Spence-Hastings beamed at her. “The rhizomes for those were given to me personally by Minerva Wodehouse, from her own stock.”


	With a tragic cluck of her tongue, Miss Judson said, “It’s such a shame what happened to her gardens. You might have the only original L. wodehouseia left in England.”


	LaRue looked at me smugly. I Resisted the Urge to stick my tongue out at her. 


	“Well . . .” Mrs. Spence-Hastings said, “they say the flowers are still out there, if you know the right people.”


	“Surely that’s impossible.” Miss Judson’s voice was hushed. “Her gardener destroyed them all.”


	Mrs. Spence-Hastings looked down the aisle to see who else might be listening. When it was apparent we were alone, she went on anyway. “I don’t know anything about it myself, of course, but I’ve heard that Hamm fellow wasn’t the most reliable of servants, if you know what I mean.” It was obvious she meant his criminal record, which had been reported in the papers. “He might have had something going on the side.”


	“Selling the flowers?” Miss Judson sounded aghast.


	“He wouldn’t do that!” I hadn’t meant to burst out like that, and LaRue seized on it.


	“You don’t know everything, do you, Myrtle?”


	I glared at her. “I know what you can do with your pelerine.” 


	Miss Judson gave a little cough. “Well, he’s been arrested, so even if the flowers were still out there, they’re gone for good now.”


	Here Mrs. Spence-Hastings’s smile grew even more secretive. “Minerva wasn’t the only Wodehouse, was she?”


	“Priscilla and Giles?” I said. “I mean, Miss Priscilla and Mr. Northcutt?”


	Mrs. Spence-Hastings and LaRue gave us identical knowing looks, but would admit no more. Miss Judson looked gravely at LaRue. “Myrtle had a wonderful time last week,” she said, voice cool. “She can’t wait to return the favor sometime.”


	“That would be lovely,” Mrs. Spence-Hastings said, but LaRue made a strangled sound. “Mother!” 


	With a final wave that only the Exceptionally Perceptive would find foreboding, Miss Judson deftly steered us along.


	Once out of earshot, I said, “Was she telling the truth? Mr. Hamm was selling Redgraves lilies?”


	Miss Judson grimaced. “That woman is an inveterate gossip, and I shouldn’t have encouraged her. It’s probably no more than rumor.”


	Considering the reception I’d had from the grounds­keepers here, I added, “And nobody else is going to tell us, either.”


	“Hmm,” she agreed. “Come along. We should check in with the Munjals. And I can tell you all about Mr. Northcutt on the way.” 


	“Wait.” I stopped in the aisle beside a pot of small red blossoms that smelled vaguely like roast beef. “Aren’t you going to tell me that the case is over and it’s time to mind my own business?”


	Miss Judson answered carefully. “I think there are still a lot of unanswered questions.” Still holding her sketchbook, she flipped back a page and handed it to me. “Here.”


	“That’s Mr. Northcutt!” And he was decidedly not at the New Reform Ecumenical Chapel, where Miss Judson’s luncheon had been. She had sketched Cousin Giles outside a shop with a round awning. “That looks like that shipping agent’s by the courthouse. But who’s this other fellow?”


	“That’s the place,” Miss Judson confirmed. “I stopped by the courthouse to let your father know I was coming to meet you and spotted Mr. Northcutt when I came out. That jacket was too extraordinary to pass up. I don’t know who he was meeting, but they were having rather an animated discussion.” If she’d caught the scene accurately, “animated” was an understatement. Mr. Northcutt was leaning forward, jabbing the other fellow in the chest.


	“I know this man.” The squat form and bowler hat were unmistakable. “I saw him with Priscilla. The night Aunt Helena came over, she met him out in the street. She gave him something, and I thought he might be blackmailing her.” Our conversation with the Spence-Hastingses had just put that encounter into a new light. “When I asked her about it the next day, she lied to me. Maybe it was seeds!”


	Miss Judson sighed. “We mustn’t jump to any conclusions. We have no idea what anyone said to anyone else. It’s just as possible that Priscilla and this gentleman have a relationship, and her cousin doesn’t approve.”


	I frowned. “It didn’t seem like that kind of a meeting. Not like a church luncheon or anything.”


	Miss Judson let out a bark of laughter. “Touché, ma râleuse.” râleuse.” *


	Now that I knew Miss Judson was still firmly on my side, it was time to share the other evidence I’d collected. I glanced around to see who might be lurking about, eavesdropping on our conversation. But the middle-class ladies in their visiting dress, reticules dangling from gloved hands, swept along in pairs, utterly indifferent to mysteries brewing below their very noses. “Mrs. Munjal saw Miss Wodehouse arguing with someone during the last flower club meeting. It was serious enough that Mrs. Munjal felt the need to scare him away.”


	“Mr. Northcutt? Or Bowler Hat?” 


	“ ‘Ghastly yellow tartan jacket,’ ” I said.


	Her eyes grew wide. “Giles told the police he hadn’t seen his aunt for months before she died.”


	I nodded. “It hardly seems likely he’d forget an argument in public that had been interrupted by a stranger.”


	Miss Judson glanced past my shoulder. We could scarcely see through the forest of lilies, let alone all the way across the venue to Priscilla’s table of desperate sweetpeas, where we’d left Cousin Giles, but I knew that’s where she was looking. “No,” she said. “No, it does not.”


	

		*Miss Judson claimed this was a pet name, but you be the judge, Dear Reader. It means “my complainer.”
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Undue Influence
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		After an arrest, every effort is made to convince the suspect to admit his guilt. Fortunately, the police no longer employ primitive methods such as torture to elicit a confession. But even today, there is no more compelling evidence than the suspect’s own words.


		–H. M. Hardcastle, Principles of Detection


	


	Monday morning I dashed into the dining room, still pulling on one of my boots. Breathlessly (and half shoelessly), I dropped into my seat and heaped my plate with eggs. I caught Miss Judson’s eye from across the table and poured myself a more ladylike cup of tea. She was wearing one of my favorite suits today, a soft tawny brown a shade deeper than her own skin, and her hair was twisted neatly away from her face. I wondered if Father had noticed.


	“Has my copy of the Police Gazette come?” I asked.


	Father drummed his fingers on the tablecloth. “I thought we were going to encourage her to find more appropriate reading material.”


	Miss Judson calmly stirred her tea. “She canceled her subscription to the Girl’s Own Paper.”


	That had been a gift from Aunt Helena. It was full of articles on Improving Yourself and how girls could embrace the heavenly pleasures of domestic toil. “It was preposterous. And juvenile.”


	“You are a juvenile, Myrtle.” I do not know what Father was going to say next, thank goodness, for Cook appeared just then with the post. “Your news­papers, Mr. Hardcastle, Miss Hardcastle,” she intoned. Her spanner peeked out from her apron pocket, ready for the week’s battle with the hob. 


	As always, I skimmed the more sensational front page (another article rehashing Miss Borden’s trial in America, even though she’d been acquitted months ago), and opened it directly to the summary of the Coroner’s inquests and Police Surgeon’s reports. Most newspapers took liberties with the truth, but the Police Gazette was the official newspaper of the Metropolitan Police and was generally reliable. After the crime logs came the confessions. I knew from Father that an accused criminal’s confession was the single most important piece of evidence the Prosecution could have: proof of guilt, from the suspect’s own lips. Confessions trumped any other evidence, which was why the police were so keen to elicit them. I was not supposed to relish these, but I could not help myself. The details of the crimes were often so delightfully gruesome. 


	Today, huge black letters bawled out:


	Confession in Dastardly Redgraves Murder!!! 


	With a little cry of surprise, I read the headline aloud.


	Father looked up. “That’s a new development,” he said. “Very good. It will make our jobs easier, certainly. What does it say?”


	Scarcely believing my eyes, I read for everyone to hear: 


	

		“The true & lawful Admission of Mr. Llewellyn Hamm, lately arrested in Swinburne for the murder of Minerva Wodehouse, his employer. What follows are his words, in his own hand, recorded under presence of counsel:

		“I, Llewellyn Jones Hamm, do freely confess to being the sole person responsible for the death of Miss Minerva Wodehouse. On the night of 1 August 1893, I did procure a quantity of arsenic in the form of rat poison from the garden shed in my workplace at Redgraves, after which I stole upstairs and under cover of night did enter Miss Wodehouse’s private chambers for the purpose of administering the same. There I discovered a carafe of water, which her maid Trudy did set out for her nightly. I placed the poison in the carafe, and likewise put some powder in the glass for good measure. I thereafter hid in the shadows until she had imbibed, after which I returned to my quarters until summoned the next morning by the maid.”
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