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A Whitlode Book Rounds Mystery
The Whitlode Book Rounds

Chapter One

Odella came up the last furlong of the Wraxbourne drive at a crawl, gravel talking under the tyres, and knew the house was wrong before she could have said one thing about it.

She had taught herself the slow approach over thirty years of arriving at the doors of the dead. You came up a drive at a walking pace on purpose, so a house of strangers heard you coming and had a moment to arrange its face, to put the kettle on and its grief in a drawer and decide which version of itself it wished to sell along with the books. It was a kindness and it was a trade skill, and she no longer bothered to tell the two apart. And a house three weeks into a mourning wore it differently than a house in the first raw hour. The blinds along the ground floor were pulled to their halfway marks and had plainly stayed there, as a household leaves them when the death has settled into a fact but nobody can yet bring themselves to run the room back up to full light, and on the porch step a woman stood with a handkerchief pressed to the underside of her nose, watching the estate car come, not waving.

Cornelius Wraxbourne had been dead three weeks and Odella had never met him, and she had spent the whole drive up quietly sorry about that. That was the shape of the morning as she had planned it, a house settled past its first grief, a family gathering itself to settle an estate, and a library to be read off its shelves before the sale carried it away. The collector himself she knew only from his letter, three lines in a spidered hand that sloped uphill and underlined the word confidential twice, written weeks before he died and forwarded on by the solicitor with the contract. People who underlined confidential twice were nearly always the pleasure of the round, not the trouble. She was sorry she had come too late to argue with him over his own shelves.

She stopped the car short of the turning circle, set the brake, and sat for the half second she always gave herself. Foxe, who had ridden the whole way folded into the footwell like a badly packed rug, lifted his long tobacco-brown head and looked at the porch and did not get up. That in itself was odd. Foxe met every new gravel with the whole of his hopeful heart, a lurcher's certainty that a fresh house meant a fresh hearth to be flat in front of. He put his nose to the door gap now, took one long read of the air coming off the porch, and lay back down against her ankle, ears folded, unwilling.

Odella got out.

The cold came up bright and clean off the Wolds, a spring morning with all its edges still frosted, the beechwoods behind the house holding their bare branches up into a hard blue sky. It was a beautiful place to be told bad news in. The woman on the step had lowered the handkerchief and was trying on a smile that did not fit the eyes above it, red-rimmed and worn, the smile of someone who has decided that a stranger deserves manners no matter what the weeks have done.

"You will be Mrs Wexhollow," she said. "From the books."

"Odella. Yes." She came across the gravel slowly, reading the porch as she came, because that was simply how her eyes worked and she had given up apologising for it. The door standing open a hand's width. A pair of green gumboots by the scraper, old and cracked and man-sized, nobody yet willing to move them. The house of a man who did not much notice mornings, and of a household not yet able to tidy him out of the doorway. "And you are?"

"Petronel. Petronel Wraxbourne, I am the cousin. I have been keeping house for Cornelius, and keeping his shelves, this last while." Her voice snagged on the tense of the verb and she pressed the handkerchief to her mouth for a moment and made herself go on, and Odella liked her for the effort of it, as you like anyone who tries to be decent while the floor is going. "I am so very sorry. You have driven all this way, and to a house of mourning, we lost Cornelius three weeks since."

"I am sorry to hear it," Odella said, and meant it, and waited, because you did not make a woman on a doorstep say the word before she was ready to.

Petronel said it. "It was his heart, the doctor said. He was at his desk, in the library, we found him one morning quite peaceful, as though he had only put his head down over the page." She looked away toward the beechwoods as if the memory shamed her for still being so near. "Doctor Meare signed it without a moment's doubt. There was no question of anything but the heart. He had a heart, you understand, we all knew it, he had been told a hundred times to slow himself and he never once did."

"Of course," Odella said. "It is a hard thing still, three weeks or no, and I am a stranger walking straight into the middle of it. I can turn round, Miss Wraxbourne, and come again when it suits you better."

She half meant it. It was the correct thing to offer and she offered it correctly. But the woman's face did something complicated then, a flinch and a steadying, and she folded the handkerchief into a smaller square as though tidying it would tidy the situation.

"That is very kind, and I have thought about it since the solicitor telephoned to ask should he stop you setting out, and I told him no, let her come." Petronel looked at her directly for the first time, and her eyes were a plain grateful brown, the eyes of a poor relation who has spent two years being grateful and has worn a groove in the expression. "The sale has to go ahead, you see. It was all arranged before, all signed, and there is very little money and a great deal owing, and Cornelius wanted the books to go properly and not be, not be picked over. So perhaps it is a mercy you are here already. Perhaps he would have liked it, that the books did not have to wait on his heart the way everything else did."

It was, Odella thought, exactly the wrong true thing to say and exactly the sort of true thing grief said, and she found she believed every word of it. A woman inventing a reason to keep a stranger in the house would not have reached for so tired and so ordinary a mercy. She would have reached for something that sounded better.

"Then I will stay," Odella said gently, "and I will keep out of the doctor's way, and I will work as quietly as a mouse in the wainscot, and you will not know I am here except when you want tea, at which I am very reliable. Would that suit?"

The relief that went over the woman's face was real. That was a thing Odella had learned to trust more than words, the involuntary loosening of a jaw that has been holding itself. "That would suit," Petronel said. "That would suit very much. Come in out of the cold. Only, mind the hall, there are books stacked to the ceiling and half of them will bite your shins."

She went to fetch Foxe. He came out of the footwell reluctantly and stood on the gravel with his tail low, and when she led him to the foot of the porch steps he stopped, and would not take them. He was not a fearful dog. He had lain flat in front of a hundred strange hearths and slept on the coffins of at least two clients before Odella noticed and moved him. But he set his feet at the bottom step and looked up the length of the open door into the dim hall, and every hair along his spine stood a little, and he made the low sound in his chest that was not a growl but was its polite cousin. She crouched and put her hand on his shoulder and felt the tremor in it.

"None of that," she said under her breath. "It is only a sad house. You have seen sad houses." He leaned his weight against her shin, which was his way of saying he would go where she went but he wished on record that he objected, and together they went up onto the porch, the dog pressed to her leg the whole way.

The hall took her breath a little, as good libraries always did. It was a broad flagged passage running back into the house, and it was not a hall any longer, it was a canyon of books, stacked in leaning columns along both walls, spines out where there was shelf and flat where there was not, so that a person went down the middle of it as down a defile with the strata of a reading life rising sheer on either hand. Cold plaster and foxed paper and, under that, the sweet-sour animal smell of old rag paper going slowly back to the field it came from, the smell that got to Odella before her eyes ever did and that she would have known blindfold in any county. It was the smell of a serious reader. You could tell a serious reader's house from a rich man's by the smell alone, the difference between books kept and books used, and this house reeked gloriously of use.

To the left a door stood open on what could only be the library proper, and she could not help the flick of her eyes into it as they passed, quick and professional, a scout's involuntary appraisal thrown ahead of her like a torch. What she saw in that half second she filed without knowing yet why she was filing it. It was a purist's room. Not a squire's showpiece of tooled calf bought by the yard, but the working shelves of a deep and particular reader, the runs unbroken and unmatched, cloth and paper and worn half-leather shoulder to shoulder because the man had bought texts and not bindings, buying for what was inside and never once for show. A reader like that knew every volume he owned by its weight in the hand and its crack when it opened. He could find a book in the dark. She noticed it, and set it down in the part of her mind that kept such things, and walked on.

Petronel led her into a low kitchen at the back where a range was lit and the ordinary business of a house settling its dead was going forward, a woman from the village standing at the sink with her sleeves pushed up, the telephone off its cradle on the dresser, a list of the estate's affairs begun on the back of an envelope. Foxe went straight to the range and lay down flat in front of it with a sigh of enormous relief, as if the hall had been a country he was glad to have crossed, and put his chin on his paws and watched the door.

"You will have tea," Petronel said, and it was not a question, it was the deep reflex of the vale, the thing that stood in for prayer up here, and Odella said she would, gratefully. The making of it steadied them both. The woman at the sink, a spare capable body named Mrs Ovey who did for the house three days a week, warmed the pot and found the good cups, and Petronel talked in the low continuous unspooling way of the bereaved, sentences that started nowhere and circled the thing they could not land on. Cornelius had been failing all winter and would not admit it. He had taken against doctors these two years and only let Meare across the door because Petronel begged him. He read himself blind, that was the trouble, he read and read in that bad north light and never let a lamp be brought until you could not see your hand, and lately he had not been able to read at all, his eyes gone soft on him, and it had broken his heart worse than any bad valve, to sit in a house of ten thousand books and not be able to open one.

"So I read to him," she said. "In the evenings. He would sit at the desk with his eyes shut and I would read whatever he pointed at, and he would say the next line before I got to it, he knew them all so well." Her mouth crumpled and firmed. "I was glad to. It is the only thing I was ever any use to him for. I never had his learning. I only had my voice."

"That is a great deal to be to a man," Odella said. "More than most of us manage." She meant it kindly and she watched the woman take the kindness like a person unused to it, ducking her head over her cup, and thought that whatever else was true this was a house that had held two lonely people trying to be gentle to each other in the cold, and it deserved to be handled gently now.

They settled the business over the second cup, because business had to be settled and Petronel plainly wanted the comfort of a fixed thing to hold. The solicitor was a Mr Wenlake in Whitlode and he had the contract and it stood as it was, signed by Cornelius himself before he died, of sound and stubborn mind. The library was to be catalogued, valued, and sent to the rooms for sale, and the rooms had their season and would not hold a slot, so the whole of it must be done and away inside the month. That was Odella's clock and it was a real one, the auction dates fixed and the money owing and the death itself three weeks settled, the doctor had signed it, no more than a tired heart stopping at a desk. Eighteen days, they made it, counting on the envelope. Eighteen days to read a life off its shelves.

"You may work wherever you like," Petronel said, "only, might I ask, not the library itself just yet, not today. We have left it as he left it, you see, none of us has had the heart to go in and start. Tomorrow, perhaps. I could not quite bear the sound of shelves being emptied in there, not on your first day."

"Not today," Odella agreed. "Today I will only look. Looking makes no noise." And then, because the woman had begun to shiver a little with the aftershock that comes when the first errands are done and the shape of the loss stands up, she added, "Go and sit, Miss Wraxbourne. Sit by your fire a while. I know my way around a house of books. I have never once been lost in one."

She went back down the book-canyon of the hall alone, Foxe unwilling at her heel again the moment they left the warm kitchen, and she stood a moment in the library doorway before she crossed it, because a threshold was a thing you asked permission of.

The room was as she had glimpsed it and more so, cold and north-lit and packed to the cornice, and it had the particular hush of a place where a mind had lived hard. It had plainly been left exactly as it was the day they found him, three weeks now and not a thing moved, a small shrine of a room the family shut the door on rather than disturb. What was hers stood in the bay window where the best of the light fell, and drew her across the room without her quite deciding to go.

The reading desk. A great scarred slope-topped desk facing the window, the chair pushed back and half turned as a chair is left by a man who has risen, or been risen. And she stood over it and felt the first small wrongness settle on her, cold and specific, the way a wrong printing announced itself before she could name the fault.

A serious reader's desk is the tidiest thing in any house. Everywhere else such a man is chaos, his hall a landslide, his floors a hazard, but the one square yard where he reads he keeps like an altar, because that is where the work is done and the work is sacred and he will suffer no clutter between his eye and the page. She had seen it a hundred times. She had expected it here. And this desk was tidy, but it was tidy wrong, tidy as a room goes tidy when a stranger has straightened it, the blotter squared to the edge, the pens laid parallel, the little swept-clean order of a person setting a scene rather than a person who has simply always kept it so. There was no book open on it. A man read himself into his grave at this desk and there was no book on it at all.

Only, beside the cold brass lamp, one thing had been left. A teacup, alone on its saucer at the desk's right hand where a right-handed man would set it down, and in the bottom of it the tea had dried to a hard brown ring, three weeks old and long gone to a tide-mark of itself, sat there untouched every day since they found him and left it where it stood.

Odella looked at it a long moment without knowing why it held her.

Then Foxe, who had crept in against her leg despite himself, left her side. He went stiff-legged across the cold floor to the far wall of shelves, to a run of unbroken spines that looked no different to her eye from any other, and he stopped, and he flattened himself against the base of it, chin to the boards, every line of him gone tense and low, and he stared up at one place on that shelf and would not look away.


Chapter Two

Odella came back into the library at half past eight with her satchel, her pencils, her cotton gloves, and the private conviction that a room told you more in its first working hour than the family would tell you in a week.

The morning had thinned the light. Where last night the shelves had been a dark massed weight, now the low sun came in level through the tall east window and lay along the spines so that she could read the room the way she read a page, from the top left and down. She stood a moment inside the door and did the thing she always did first, which was nothing at all. She let her eye go where it wanted. A collector arranged his shelves as he arranged his mind, and the arrangement was the first sentence of the story.

Cornelius Wraxbourne had arranged his mind well.

It was a working reader's room, that much she had seen in the dark, but the daylight proved it. No color-coded spines, no vellum bought by the yard to look like reading, no gilt sets standing untouched behind glass to impress a visitor there had never been. Everything here was here to be opened. She ran a gloved finger an inch above a run of octavos and felt the fine even skin of dust that a careful hand kept down, and under it the small variations that told her these had come in one at a time across a long life, this one foxed and this one crisp, this one re-jacketed by a good binder and this one left honest in its worn cloth. A man who bought a whole library at once had a shelf that breathed all together. Cornelius's shelves breathed the way a hedge grows, a season at a time, fifty seasons deep.

She took out her notebook and did not write in it yet.

Somewhere behind her in the house a floor gave under a careful tread, then stopped, then went on. That would be the solicitor's clerk, a soft young man named Doggett who had appeared at breakfast with a leather folder held to his chest like a hot water bottle and had been hovering at the edges of rooms ever since, present at everything, useful at nothing, there to see the estate was not carried off in a coat pocket. She did not mind him. A hovering clerk was a form of respect for the books, and she had worked in houses where nobody thought them worth watching, which was worse.

The daily woman put her head round the door. Mrs Ovey, she had said her name was, a spare weathered woman of about sixty with hands that had scrubbed a great many steps.

Tea, said Mrs Ovey. It was not a question.

That would be very kind, said Odella, who had learned thirty years ago that the tea was never really about the tea. It was the house's way of keeping a stranger where it could see her.

She went back to the shelves and let Mrs Ovey and the clerk and the whole grieving apparatus of the house go on around her while she worked, because the work was the only honest thing she had to offer any of them. She started at the near wall and moved along it slowly, easing volumes out a half inch to read the tail of the spine, sliding them home, her lips moving without sound over dates and imprints. Divinity and sermons at the cold end by the window, which was where a certain sort of man put the books he respected and never read. Then history, a deep good run of it, county chronicles and antiquarian surveys, and here the dust line changed, here the hinges gave more freely under her thumb. He had read his history. Then a long wall of poetry and then, turning the corner, natural history, birds and beetles and the flora of chalk uplands, and this whole stretch was soft with use, the cloth gone velvety at the head-caps where a thumb had hooked the same books down ten thousand times.

She was three hours in and had filled eleven pages before her hand found the one.

It sat at the near end of the natural-history run at a comfortable reading height, a slim old children's edition in worn green cloth, and she knew it was different before she had it clear of its neighbors, because it came away wrong. The books either side of it stood square and firm. This one had gone soft in the spine the way a book goes when it has been opened past all counting, and when she brought it down into the light the boards fell open of their own weight in her hands, open to no particular page, simply open, a much loved book that had forgotten how to be shut. The hinge inside was cracked clean along the joint, that fine web of frayed threads a binding shows when it has been loved to death and not once repaired. Her thumb knew the feel of it before her eye confirmed it. This was the book the man had actually lived inside.

She turned it over gently. It was nothing rare. A common enough children's edition of a Wolds nursery fable, the fox and the drowned bell, the sort of near-worthless story book a child is given and reads to tatters and a grown man has no earthly reason to keep. Not the jewel of the collection. Not by a hundred volumes. And yet in a wall of pristine and careful books, this was the one worn to ruin, and that told her more about Cornelius Wraxbourne than the whole of his divinity shelf.

She opened the front board to read the flyleaf, out of the pure habit of thirty years, expecting his name.

It was not his name.

The flyleaf carried an inscription, and the inscription was in ink gone the pale brown of long years, and it was written in a small careful copperplate, the hand of someone taught letters at a nursery table and proud of them, every loop closed, the pen pressed with the earnestness of a child doing its very best. To Petronel, who reads it best, it said. And then, where the giver's name should have been, no name at all, only a single flourished stroke gone too pale to read, a word worn away by years or hurry into nothing she could make out. Under it, later, in the same child's hand grown a little bolder, This is mine. Petronel.

Odella stood with the book open and felt the small cold snag that her whole trade was built on.

The most-handled book in the house, the one volume a lifelong reader had opened past ten thousand times and worn soft and never let a binder touch, was inscribed to a child who was not him, in a hand that was not his, given by a person whose name had worn away to a flourish. Petronel. Not Cornelius. A man did not read his own treasure to pieces and find in it, on every one of those ten thousand openings, a child's name that was not his own in the front. Or if he did, there was a story in it, and the story was not on the flyleaf.

She was aware, distantly, of the deadline. Eighteen days, one of them already spent, a great cold sea of unlisted shelves ahead of her and an auctioneer in Whitlode who would want figures. A snag on a flyleaf was not a figure. She wrote the book up plainly in her ledger, green cloth, worn, common issue, inscribed copy, nominal value, and she let the snag settle down into the back of her mind where such things sat and kept, because she had learned that a thing noticed and set aside came back clearer than a thing chased. She slid the book home, and it did not want to go, its soft spine bowing against her hand, and she pressed it gently in among its stiff untroubled neighbors and moved on.

The tea came.

It was Petronel who brought it, not Mrs Ovey, carrying the tray herself with the settled care of a person who has been the one to carry trays in this house for a long time. She moved through the library in a manner Odella marked without meaning to, quiet and sure, never once knocking a spine, setting the tray on the one clear corner of a side table as if she had set it there a thousand mornings, which she likely had.

I did not know how you took it, Petronel said, so I brought the milk separate.

That is thoughtful of you.

Petronel poured, and her hands were steady, and there was about her the worn gentleness of the poor relation who has learned to make herself small and useful in another person's house and has done it so long it is no longer a performance but a skin. She was perhaps forty, plainly dressed, her face carrying the worn tiredness of someone who has sat up with the dying. When she passed the cup she looked at the shelves rather than at Odella, and her voice went soft and fond.

He would not have a lamp lit, she said. Cornelius. Not till the dark was black as a boot and you could not see your own hand across the room. I used to bring one anyway, when his eyes were going and I could not bear to watch him squint at nothing, and he would wave it off and say, Petronel, the light is a crutch and I will walk without it while I can. She smiled, and her eyes were wet, and she pressed the back of her wrist to them without apology. It is the small things you miss. That he would wave the lamp away.

Odella took her own cup and said the true small thing, which was that yes, it was always the small things, and meant it, because it was, and because the woman's grief was plainly and entirely real. There was no acting in that wet-eyed fondness for a stubborn old man and his stubborn dark. Whatever else this house was hiding, and a house three weeks past a death always hid something, it was not hiding in Petronel's love for the man she had nursed. Odella had watched a great many people at their worst hour and had made it her whole practice to be gentle with them, and she was gentle now, and she drank the tea, which was very good, and she let the woman have her small memory in peace.

Petronel set down the pot and stood a moment looking about the room with her hands folded, and then she said, if it helps, I can tell you where things are. I kept them dusted for him. Toward the end I read to him, from just there, and she nodded at the reading chair by the cold hearth, and so I came to know the shelves a little.

Thank you, Odella said. I may take you up on that. Just now I like to let a collection introduce itself.

Of course, said Petronel, and she took the empty tray and went, quiet as she had come, and left Odella alone with the room and the two cups.

Because there were two cups, now. Hers, and the one Petronel had poured and not drunk, sitting full and cooling on the tray corner. And past them both, over on the great desk under the window, the third cup was still there. The cup from the day he died, three weeks gone now and never once moved. That much respect the house had kept, or that much fear, the dead man's last cup left standing all this while as a small shrine, gone hard and cold long since, its brown ring dried to a scale in the china, and Odella looked at it across the room and thought, without wanting to, of a man who knew by smell alone whether his tea had sugar in it, and pushed the cup back if it did.

She turned from the cups and made herself look at the desk itself, properly, in daylight, as she had not been able to in the dark.

It was wrong in the same small manner it had been wrong last night, and daylight only sharpened it. The desk of a working reader was a geography. Odella had catalogued the studies of a dozen dead collectors and every one of them was a controlled avalanche, the current book face down and splayed, the next three stacked to hand, slips of paper marking arguments, a magnifying glass, a paper knife, the sediment of a mind at work. This desk had been swept to a clean shore. The blotter squared. The pen laid straight in its tray. No open book, no stack, no slip, on the desk of a near-blind man who by every account read himself to his death in this chair with someone reading the pages aloud to him. A man did not tidy his desk to nothing and then sit down to be read to. And a man found slumped at that desk in the small hours did not tidy it afterward.

Someone had.

And there was the other wrongness, the one Petronel's kind offer had just underlined without meaning to. He kept them dusted for him, she had said, and Odella believed it, but a solitary collector of the purist kind, the kind whose shelves breathed a season at a time and whose desk was a working avalanche, was almost never a man who let another soul touch his room while he lived. A duster at the shelves, perhaps, at arm's length, under his eye. But the desk swept clean, the cup left, the whole room set to rights like a parlor made ready for callers. That was not how a man like Cornelius Wraxbourne had lived at this desk. It was how a room was left after him.

She wrote none of this down. Some things you did not put in a ledger a solicitor's clerk might read over your shoulder. She simply stood in the level light and let the room finish its sentence, and did not yet know its meaning, only that the desk had been tidied by a hand that was not his, in a house where the one person who moved through the shelves without knocking a spine had just, gently and out of pure grief, told her the dead man could tell sugar from no sugar in the dark.

She would have gone on standing there, but Foxe changed his mind about the morning.

He had spent it as he had spent the night, unhappy, pacing the runner by the door, refusing the hearthrug, throwing her the occasional wounded look for having brought him to a house he plainly did not care for. Now, as she turned back toward the near shelves to take up her pencil again, the lurcher rose from his sulk, crossed the room low and deliberate with his shoulders down, and lay himself flat against the base of a shelf run near the desk, a low course of books close to the floor, and pressed the whole tobacco-brown length of himself along it as though the wood were cold and he meant to cool his ribs on it. His chin went down on his paws. His eyes came up to hers. And he did not move.

Come away, she said, without much hope.

He did not come away. He lay there against that one yard of that low shelf and looked at her with the flat certainty of a dog who has found the one true thing in a false room and cannot understand why the human is still standing about with a pencil.

Odella looked at him a long moment. Over the years she had learned a great many things the hard way, and one of them, learned harder than most, was that there was no arguing with Foxe about a shelf until she knew why he was right.

She put her pencil down and went to see what the dog had found.


Chapter Three

The heirs came as heirs always did, not together but in a slow settling, one car and then another finding the long gravel drive, so that by the time Odella had her coat off and her hands warm again there were three vehicles nosed in at angles by the mounting block and a house that had been quiet for two years remembering how to hold a crowd.

She had meant to spend the morning on the low shelf run where Foxe had flattened himself against the boards, and she would get there, she promised the dog silently, but the drawing room had filled and Petronel had asked her, with the helpless courtesy of a woman used to being told what to do, whether she might sit in while Mr Wenlake read out how things stood. Odella did not need to sit in. A book scout has no standing in a family's grief and less in its money. But she had learned over thirty years that a house read truest when its people forgot she was furniture, and so she took the small hard chair by the window, set her notebook on her knee where it looked like work, and watched.

Mr Wenlake was the solicitor, come out from Whitlode with a leather case and the particular stillness of a man who has read a great many wills to a great many rooms and knows the exact moment the temperature drops. He was older than his clerk Doggett by forty years and calmer by more than that. He laid out his papers on the low table, squared them once, and did not begin until the tea had gone round, which told Odella he understood the room better than the room understood itself.

The tea came from Mrs Ovey, the daily woman, carried in on a tin tray gone soft at the corners, and Odella noticed that she poured for everyone but poured for Petronel last and most carefully, and that Petronel thanked her by name in a low voice, and that Mrs Ovey's face did something complicated and quick and put itself away again. There was history in that pour. Two years of a small household holding together around a blind man, and now the blind man gone and the house full of people who had not been here for it.

Foxe had refused the drawing room outright. He lay in the doorway with his long nose on his paws and his eyes on Odella, a brown reproach, and every so often he lifted his head toward the library across the hall as if to remind her the interesting wrongness was in there and not among these loud clean people.

The loud clean person was not long in coming.

Crispin Wraxbourne arrived last, which she suspected was habit rather than accident, and he arrived at volume. She heard him on the gravel before she saw him, a door slammed hard enough to be heard indoors, and then the boot heels, and then the man himself in the drawing room doorway, stepping over Foxe without seeming to see him, filling the frame as a certain kind of aggrieved man learns to fill a frame so no one can start without him.

He was perhaps forty, well made, the flush high on his face that comes from a fast drive taken as a grievance. He looked round the room once, counted the heads, and found in the count everything he had come prepared to find.

Crispin was doing his grief the loud way, the way that wants an audience and a verdict, and Odella watched him settle into it with the ease of long practice while Mr Wenlake waited, papers squared, for the noise to spend itself.

It did not spend itself for some while. Crispin had things to say and he said them to the ceiling, to the window, to a portrait of a Wraxbourne dead a hundred years, to everyone but the woman he plainly meant them for. That his uncle had not been himself these two years. That a man could be worked on, in his weakness, in the dark, by someone patient. That it was a strange thing, was it not, a very strange thing, for a will to be redrawn eighteen months ago in a hand no one had witnessed but the solicitor, redrawn to tie everything up in trust and knots and life interests around a cousin nobody in the family had so much as heard of before she turned up at the gate two winters back from nowhere anyone could name.

He did not once look at Petronel while he said it. Odella found that more telling than if he had pointed. A man sure of his ground looks his enemy in the eye. A man performing certainty for a room addresses the cornice.

Mr Wenlake let him finish, or rather let him arrive at the natural low place where even a well fed anger has to draw breath, and then he said, mildly, that the dispositions were as he would read them, that the instrument was properly drawn and properly witnessed, and that any question of capacity or influence was a matter for a different room than this one and a good deal more expensive. He said it without heat. He had clearly said it, or its like, to a good many Crispins.

Odella watched Petronel through all of it.

Here was the thing she had not expected, and she turned it over now as she would turn a book to catch the light on its spine. Petronel absorbed the man's temper the way good old cloth absorbs damp, without shine and without giving way. She did not defend herself. She did not look at the solicitor for rescue. She sat with her cup in both hands and her eyes down and let the accusation break over her and recede, and when Crispin ran at last aground on Mr Wenlake's mildness, it was Petronel who spoke, quietly, into the settling quiet.

She said she was sorry Crispin was hurt. She said it as though she meant it, and Odella, who had a good ear for the false note and had been listening hard for it, could not find one. She said that Cornelius had been fond of him once, whatever had gone wrong between them, and that she would not pretend to understand a family that had been a family long before she came to it. She said she had only ever tried to make an old man's last two years less lonely, and if that looked like scheming to someone standing outside it, she was sorry for that too, but she could not undo two years of reading aloud in a cold house to make them look like less than they had been.

It was well said. It was very well said. It was said with the plain dignity of a woman who has nothing to gain by lying and no strength left to spend on it, and Odella believed her, and disliked herself a little for the reflex under the belief, the appraiser's reflex that files even a true thing and asks, later, whether it was too well made.

Crispin, robbed of the fight he had driven fifty miles to have, went briefly and unexpectedly human. He put his face in his hand. He said, to the table now and not the ceiling, that his uncle used to take him out along the top fields when he was small and name the hills off that green book, the one with the soft cover, and that he had not thought of it in years and did not know why he thought of it now. His voice went to nothing on the word book. Then he seemed to hear himself, and hated it, and stood up too fast, and said he would be at the Kestrel in Whitlode if anyone wanted him and he supposed no one would.

Under the table, Odella saw Mrs Ovey's hand come down with a folded corner of shortbread, and Foxe, who had crept in during the human quiet, took it off her fingers with great gentleness and thumped his tail once against the doorframe, and the small warm ordinary crime of feeding a dog at a solemn gathering did more to unclench the room than anything the solicitor had said.

The green book with the soft cover. Odella wrote nothing down. She held very still, as she held still when a date on a title page did not fit the paper it was printed on, and let the thing sit where Crispin had dropped it.

The meeting broke up after that as such meetings do, in murmurs and coats and the false heartiness of people relieved to be leaving. Odella slipped across the hall to the library while they sorted themselves, because she had promised Foxe and because a room empties its truth in the ten quiet minutes after a crowd has gone.

The library received her as it always did, with that sweet sour breath of foxed paper and cold plaster and the ghost of a mouse, and the dead man's desk sat in its bay window with the low sun coming across it, and there was the cold cup exactly where it had sat these three weeks since he died. Mrs Ovey had told her that first morning, in a hush, that no one had let the desk be touched, that Petronel had asked for it to be left as he left it until the library was seen to, so the cup had kept its place through three weeks of the shelves standing untouched and the room going quietly to dust around it, a small shrine to a man in the one spot the family agreed to leave alone.

She had noted the cup already. She had noted it as the last cup, the unwashed cup, the small violence of a household too shocked to tidy one desk, and she had cross lit it in her mind against Petronel's own gentle remark that Cornelius knew sugar by smell alone and would push a sweetened cup back untouched. She had filed it as odd and not yet understood it.

Now, with the sun where it was and the room to herself and the desk clearing to be done, she leaned over it and looked properly, and the odd thing declared itself.

The ring in the bottom of the cup was not the flat brown stain of cold tea. It was thicker at the rim of the ring, glassed and crazed, sweet crusted, as a cup dries when there is sugar dissolved in it, the sugar coming out of the drying water and setting hard as the last of the liquid went. She had scraped enough abandoned cups off enough dead people's desks to know a sugared ring from a plain one at a glance. She touched the very edge of it with the tip of one finger, not to taste, only to feel, and felt the fine grit of it, the sweetness that had outlasted the man.

A lifelong no sugar man, found three weeks ago with a sugared cup gone cold at his elbow.

She straightened slowly. She thought about the smell, about a blind man who knew by the smell alone and would push the cup back, and she thought that either Cornelius Wraxbourne had drunk down, on the last afternoon of his life, a cup made wrong in a fashion that would have turned his stomach for sixty years, or he had never lifted it at all. A cup he would not have touched, made by a hand that did not know he would not touch it. Made by someone who did not know the man they were making it for.

Petronel had made his tea for two years. Petronel had said, unprompted, with love, that he knew sugar by smell. Petronel had brought Odella's own tea only yesterday with the milk kept separate and the sugar not so much as offered, a small perfect courtesy that a person only performs when they have learned a household's grain by heart.

Odella stood in the cold library and held the two facts in her two hands and could not make them lie flat together. The woman who made this cup did not know him. The woman across the hall knew him to the grain. She could not yet see the shape that reconciled them, and the not seeing had a cold feel to it, colder than the plaster, and she was glad of Foxe leaning his whole warm weight against her shin.

The dog was not looking at the cup. He had gone to the low shelf run again, the one that had flattened him yesterday, and pressed himself along the boards with his nose working the base of the shelves, and Odella made herself a promise, a real one this time, that the low shelves were the very next thing, cup or no cup.

She heard the drawing room empty into the hall behind her, the last of the coats, Mr Wenlake's careful goodbyes. And through the open library door she heard Petronel's voice, low, courteous, catching the solicitor before he reached the step.

She was asking him something about the sale. Odella did not mean to listen and listened anyway, as she always did. Petronel was asking, in that same worn gentle voice, whether the auction might be brought forward at all. Whether the whole business might be got through sooner rather than later. For everyone's sake, she said. It was hard on the house, all this waiting with the shelves standing as he left them, and hard on Crispin too, she thought, dragging it out, and she would rather it were done and the family able to grieve without the weight of an unsold library hanging over every conversation.

Mr Wenlake said something soothing about the auction slot being fixed and the cataloguing not yet complete and these things taking their proper time.

The door closed. The gravel spoke under Petronel's slow returning step.

Odella stood over the sugared cup with the low sun going off the desk and Foxe pressed flat to the wrong shelf, and turned the request over, and could not for the life of her decide which grief she had just heard. The grief that only wants the terrible thing over and the shelves gone and the house able to breathe. Or another kind entirely, quieter and older and patient, that wanted the shelves emptied and scattered and sold beyond recall, and wanted it soon.


Chapter Four

The lock-up over the old seed merchant's on Gannow Lane held the light of a spent day as it held everything, grudgingly and in corners. Odella let herself in by the side stair, Foxe going up ahead of her two treads at a time and then waiting at the top with the particular reproach of a dog who has spent a working day in the footwell of an estate car and would like it known.

The smell met her first, as it always did. Under the paper and the paste and the cold radiator there was the old ghost of linseed, thirty years of seed corn soaked into the boards before ever a book came up these stairs, and it had never once left. Ferrand used to say the room smelled of a field that had been ploughed indoors. She thought of him for the length of time it took to put the kettle on, no longer, and turned the lamp up against the window going blue.

She had four boxes of the Wraxbourne catalogue notes to shelve and a mind that would not let go of three small wrong things, and she knew which of those two jobs she would actually do.

The tea steeped. Foxe circled his blanket by the one warm pipe and dropped into it with a sigh that a stranger would have taken for suffering. Odella sat at the long deal table with her notebook open and read her own hand back to herself, and the three snags sat there in her cramped pencil looking no less peculiar in Whitlode than they had at the Hall.

The loved book. She had turned it over that afternoon in the reading-room, the little green volume worn soft as a glove, cracked at the hinge from forty years of a thumb going to the same place, and inside the front board, in a child's careful copperplate, a name that was not Cornelius and a date that made Cornelius a young man already grown. A man did not read his own treasure to ruin and then find someone else's name written in it in a nursery hand. Books lied about their owners all the time, but not like that. That book had been loved by a child, and Cornelius Wraxbourne had never been a child in that house.

The tidied desk. A collector who died at his reading, slumped where he worked, and yet the low run of shelves beside the desk stood dressed and square, not a spine proud of its neighbours, when every other shelf in ten thousand volumes carried the honest disorder of a man who pulled and reshelved by feel. Somebody had straightened that one run. Foxe had told her so before she had worked it out herself, flattening himself along it and refusing to be coaxed, reading with his spine the dust line her eye had only later found, one clean gap where a book had come out and gone back after the room had already gone still.

The sugared cup. That she had almost let go, and could not. The last cold cup dried to a sweet crazed ring on the desk, and Mrs Ovey and Petronel and the whole house agreeing in the same breath that Cornelius took his tea plain, knew sugar by the smell of it and pushed it back untasted. A man does not sweeten his own cup on the last afternoon of his life against the habit of seventy years. It had been made for him by a hand that did not know the first thing about him, and set at his elbow, and he had not drunk it.

Three small wrong things. She wrote at the bottom of the page, in the same flat pencil, tired, and looked at the word, and did not cross it out.

She drank her tea. She thought about the eighteen days and the two spent, and the honest work of the other sixteen, and the money the sale would bring the house, and how none of that was any business of a straightened shelf. Then she rinsed the cup, whistled Foxe down the stair, and drove the four dark streets to Bramwell's because the notebook would keep her up otherwise, and because Bramwell was the one man in the Wolds who could tell her she was being a fool in a way she could bear to hear.

* * *

Bramwell Cordwell kept rooms above what had been his auction house before the gout
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