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VINTAGE MURDER MYSTERIES

With the sign of a human skull upon its back and a melancholy shriek emitted when disturbed, the Death’s Head Hawkmoth has for centuries been a bringer of doom and an omen of death – which is why we chose it as the emblem for our Vintage Murder Mysteries.

Some say that its appearance in King George III’s bedchamber pushed him into madness. Others believe that should its wings extinguish a candle by night, those nearby will be cursed with blindness. Indeed its very name, Acherontia atropos, delves into the most sinister realms of Greek mythology: Acheron, the River of Pain in the underworld, and Atropos, the Fate charged with severing the thread of life.

The perfect companion, then, for our Vintage Murder Mysteries sleuths, for whom sinister occurrences are never far away and murder is always just around the corner  …
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First Figure



FOSSDER’S FOLLY


He is going to call on his lawyer.

Va a ver su abogado.

I advise you not to say anything about it.

Le aconsejo a Vd. que no diga nada de ello.

HUGO’S ‘SPANISH CONVERSATION SIMPLIFIED’






CHAPTER 1

Once to Yourself at Stanton St John

‘Gently, my man, gently,’ said Sir Selby Villiers.

‘Ease your end a bit, George,’ said Mrs Bradley.

‘Arf a mo, mate,’ said the vanman.

‘Another couple of inches, buddy,’ said George. The boar’s head, carefully packed, came to rest on the luggage grid of Mrs Bradley’s car and was strapped into place. George and the vanman tested the straps and Sir Selby handed Mrs Bradley in.

‘A Happy Christmas,’ he said.

‘A Happy Christmas,’ said Mrs Bradley.

‘A Happy Christmas, George,’ said Sir Selby, giving him ten shillings.

‘Thank you very much, sir. The same to you,’ said George, saluting before he took his place at the wheel.

‘That’s it, then, mam,’ said the vanman.

‘A Happy Christmas,’ said Mrs Bradley, tipping him; and in an aura of general goodwill she drove off in the direction of the Great West Road.

The car, not new, but of impeccable behaviour, slid through Hammersmith and Chiswick, took a right incline on to the Great West Road at Gunnersbury, and was soon leaving it again for the Bath Road at Hounslow. George went slowly through Colnbrook and Maidenhead, crawled through Henley, then struck a modest and respectable twenty-eight miles an hour for the greater part of the remainder of the journey. By Headington Quarry he found a secondary road and a right-hand branch to the northern end of the village of Stanton St John. The time was half past three. It was daylight still, but hinting of dusk to come.

George stopped the car at the first public house, went up to the door and hammered for the innkeeper. Evoking no response, for it was during closing hours, he found the way round to the back to discover the innkeeper, his wife and son plucking and trussing fowls.

‘Good day,’ said George. ‘Where’s Mr Lestrange’s farm, if you’ll oblige?’

‘You’re welcome,’ said the innkeeper. He put his reeking hands into a bucket of rainwater, and dried them on the apron he was wearing.

‘Pretty cold job?’ said George, as they walked out on to the road. The innkeeper laughed.

‘Ah. Not so bad this Christmas as some I could tell ee of. We got no runnen water endoors round this part, you see. Now, Mr Lestrange? That ud be the party as keeps pigs and paints them pictures. The Old Farm, that’s what ee wants to ask for. You’ll need to turn the car. Bear left when you comes to the church, and then get down at the post office and ask ’em to guide ee from there. I’ll back I’ll only mizzle ee if I tries to direct ee from ’ere.’ He smiled at Mrs Bradley. ‘Good day to ee, mam. Nice weather we be haven, but onseasonable.’

George turned the car and took the narrow opening by the long grey churchyard wall. The car crept down the road and bore to the left past a very small farmyard and then beside cottages. The post office was a small brick house, lettered unmistakably above its plain sash window, and appearing uncouth and ugly in that land of benign grey stone.

The post mistress came out on to the road to direct them.

‘Straight on past where the brook babbles – hear et all night, ee well, tell ee gets used to et, mam, I say – and then ee’ll be see-en that there old cart-road on the right. Egypt Lane we calls ’er – I dunno for why. Turn up there, and you be right beside the ’ouse.’

They proceeded fairly slowly down the long and gradual gradient for about two miles and a half, and came at length upon a narrow track, grass-grown and wheel-rutted, which diverged to an angle of about forty degrees from the road. It appeared to run past a house (which they could see behind elm trees), and into a tiny wood.

George stopped the car and got down.

‘I’m very sorry, madam, but I’m of opinion that I overlooked the turning coming along. I think we’ve come too far.’

‘Too bad,’ said Mrs Bradley sympathetically. She lowered the window further and put out her head. George moved aside politely. ‘It doesn’t seem to tally with the description we were given, certainly,’ she said, ‘and – George, there’s a fight going on! Let’s go and join in!’

‘I really wouldn’t advise it, madam,’ said George, alarmed. ‘You remember in Spain that time –’

‘Nonsense!’ said Mrs Bradley. She opened the door for herself, since the chauffeur seemed indisposed to assist her, and set out at a brisk, short-striding run across the fields. George tossed his cap inside the car, and, sadly incommoded by his leggings, trotted, like a faithful hound, a respectful couple of paces in the rear.

It was getting dark, but Mrs Bradley’s old, long-sighted eyes had not misled her. Outside a pigsty, in the field adjoining the house, an old man and a young one were fighting furiously. The old man had a walking-stick, a heavy ugly blackthorn. The younger man had a pig-bucket in his hand. He was using it as a shield against the blackthorn, and at the same time he remonstrated with the old man loudly and angrily. It was obvious which was the aggressor, and Mrs Bradley, standing ten yards off, could not sufficiently admire the scientific defence which the pig-bucket was putting up against the heavy stick. Blow after blow clanged harshly on the bucket as the young man side-stepped, with considerable adroitness, every murderous advance. Suddenly the old man perceived Mrs Bradley and George, and swung round viciously towards them.

‘You be trapesing yere!’ he announced, as he lowered the blackthorn. ‘What do ee warnt on my land?’

‘Peace, peace,’ said Mrs Bradley sonorously.

‘Then you be crazy,’ said the old man, raising the stick again. ‘Be off, before I catch ee one or two!’

George stepped in front of his employer, but Mrs Bradley pushed him out of the way.

‘I also want my nephew, Carey Lestrange,’ she added, gazing with the impersonal interest of a replete and basking alligator at the fermenting little old man. His knuckles were white with the grip he had of the stick.

‘Carey Lestrange?’ said the young man, coming forward, and now standing unconcernedly within easy reach of the blackthorn. He put down the pail, and jerked his thumb westwards. ‘He lives at Old Farm, not here. This place is called Roman Ending.’

He was a strongly-built, uncouth and brutal-looking youth, and in his appearance there was something which seemed familiar to Mrs Bradley.

‘But I’ve certainly never seen him before,’ she thought, as she looked him over. ‘George –’ she said.

‘The Holbein portrait of his grace King Henry the Eighth, madam,’ George responded politely.

‘Good heavens, George!’ said Mrs Bradley, impressed. Enlightened, she resumed her scrutiny. Certainly in the heavy jowl and little pig-eyes before her there was more than a suggestion of the portrait.

The old man was like a crab-apple. He took a step forward, returned Mrs Bradley’s gaze with a stare of hatred, and said,

‘You’ve come past the turning. Didn’t ee ’ave enough sense to ask the way?’

‘Sure,’ said George, planting his gaitered legs apart and eyeing the old man coldly.

‘Be ee a fool, then?’ demanded the crab-apple, shaking the blackthorn at him.

‘Yes,’ said George, ‘but I can keep my language civil, which is more than you can do. And,’ he added, ‘if this here chap wants any help in rolling you into a ditch, he can count on me for a start. How’s that, you old gooseflesh, you!’

‘Now, now,’ said Mrs Bradley, with a cackle. ‘Don’t be belligerent, George. It doesn’t become those leggings. Direct us, please,’ she said to the younger man.

‘Back on to the road again, go down hill a bit until you come to a forked road just this side of where the brook turns off –’

‘Ah, yes, the babbling brook,’ said Mrs Bradley reminiscently, thinking of the woman in the post office.

‘Then up the hill,’ the young man added, ‘and from this side you’ll see the house. It stands out grey on the other side of that little wood over there. I shouldn’t think you could miss it. Lestrange is a friend of ours. Get him to bring you over. Glad to see you again.’

To Mrs Bradley’s surprise the old man seconded this invitation, although in curmudgeonly fashion.

‘Ah, come again. Do ee good, perhaps, to see pigs reared up proper. Him with his new-fangled notions! Scandinavian nonsense! Give me some honest British bacon, that’s what I be always saying to him. But come again! Oh, ah! Ee may as well.’ He turned to the younger man. ‘This ’ere’s my nevvy. Not much to look at, and the gals don’t like him neether, but he’ll have my money when I’m gone, and the right to do as he likes with what’ll be all his own. Good day to ee. Ah, and a Merry Christmas, I suppose I did ought to wish ee, and so I do, and good reddance, too and all!’ he added suddenly, with a squeal of rage at the end.

‘Thank you. The same to you,’ said Mrs Bradley. ‘I shall look forward to our better acquaintance, Mr –’

‘Simith. This is Tombley. George William Tombley.’ He shot a sour smile at his nephew.

‘Geraint Wilfred Tombley,’ said the young man, in a very surly tone. ‘Christened so in Cowley church twenty-six years ago this coming February.’

Mrs Bradley and George walked slowly back to the car.

‘It’s cold, George,’ said Mrs Bradley. George looked up at the sky.

‘Preparing for snow, I should fancy, madam,’ said he, ‘and coming on very dark.’ He assisted her over a stile. ‘And the countryside pleasant, but old, madam, if you kind of know what I mean.’

‘Perfectly, George,’ said Mrs Bradley calmly. ‘Thor and Odin, and the sleeping Charlemagne.’

‘Well, no, madam; older than that; gentler, if I may express it so, and rather more subtle, madam, it seems to me; but, of course, I’m London born, and shall never get used to the country. And yet it’s a pleasant landscape. Very pleasant indeed. But the hills, madam, like the leviathans of Creation. Rounded and, somehow, squamous, madam, I feel.’

‘Squamous, omnipotent and kind,’ said Mrs Bradley absently. ‘You want a drink, George. You deserve one. You shall have one when we arrive.’

‘Thank you, madam,’ said George.

Carey Lestrange, Mrs Bradley’s first husband’s nephew, was a grey-eyed young man in flannel trousers so thick as to give the impression at first sight that he was wearing bearskin leggings. He also sported a bright blue pullover and a very old tweed jacket with sagging pockets and a disreputable air of having been slept in. He had long, well-shaped, nicotine-stained fingers, and the becoming affection of an elf-lock, which had been trained, Mrs Bradley suspected, to fall artistically into his eye. At any rate, his habit of removing it with a picturesque motion of the hand came, she felt certain, under the general heading of Learned Behaviour; no impatience was betrayed, rather a sense of the value of significant gesture, as the young man with his paint-stained, grubby hand negligently shifted the elf-lock an inch to the side each time it fell out of place.

‘Dear Carey,’ said Mrs Bradley, squeezing his arm. She had the extreme felicity to be fond of all her relatives. Some of them, it is true, amused, and others irritated her, but she liked to be stimulated, and had the enviable faculties of impersonal observation and objective thought, so that she was seldom inconvenienced by having to dislike people or over-excited by feeling angry with them. For Carey she felt both personal regard and respect. He had nearly all the qualities which had endeared her first husband to her, and was, like his uncle, very hardworking, and, in spite of his lackadaisical appearance and habits, an excellent man of business. He not only ran an experimental piggery but painted posters, and, occasionally, pictures. He might, in fact, have made a name for himself as a portrait painter, but that he was fastidious on the subject of sitters. He would rarely paint women, for example. He said he did not like women’s faces. He had painted Mrs Bradley, however, and at his own request, not hers. The repulsive-looking result gave them both considerable pleasure.

He gave his aunt an armchair near the fire in the parlour, and, seating himself on the settle, drew her attention to his furniture. There was a sixteenth-century Bible chest, a Jacobean sideboard and a Charles II chair.

‘I stand in front of each of them in turn whenever I have visitors,’ he said. ‘I feel like a mother guarding her daughters from Vandals. Do you know, Aunt Adela, women come here who would sit on that chair if I let them.’

Mrs Bradley cackled.

‘Oh, by the way,’ he added, getting up, ‘what do you want us to do with the hundredweight of coal, or whatever it is, that we took from the back of the car? It’s in the hall at present, awaiting instructions, as they say.’

‘Oh, yes, the boar’s head,’ said Mrs Bradley. ‘By the way, where’s your friend Hugh? I thought he would be here again for Christmas.’

‘He is, and so is young Denis. They’ve gone to the market in Oxford. And by the way, Aunt Adela, I’m sorry but we can’t put George up in the house. I’m afraid we’ll be rather crowded. Girls of sorts, and a fearful tick called Pratt – engaged to Fay – you remember Fay and Jenny? – are coming over for Christmas, so we’re rather short of room. I expect they’ll stay a day or two. Do you mind?’

‘Girls of sorts!’ said Mrs Bradley. ‘And I thought I was being invited for myself alone, not to chaperone a gaggle of hussies who will probably refer to me in private conversation as “that old scream” if they like me, and “the Cenci” if they don’t.’ She got up, fixed her nephew with the eye of a good-humoured snake, and poked him in the ribs exuberantly. Then she gave a harsh cackle and suddenly made for the door.

‘Come and help me drag the boar’s head to the kitchen, child, and then come and show me my room.’

‘Your room? Yes, of course,’ said Carey. ‘The washing arrangements are rather primitive here, but we’ve indoor sanitation – of a kind! But Mrs Ditch’ll show you. A most valuable woman. She housekeeps, and her husband and her youngest son are my pigmen. She has other children – a girl of eighteen or so, who works at Simith’s place, and three more boys, aged twenty upwards, I think. Nice people. Came from Headington originally. Mrs Ditch is quite a mother to me. I’ll summon her.’

He lifted his head and yodelled. The sound, invented to carry over mountain valleys, rang through the quiet house like the call of a bugle, and Mrs Ditch came hastening. She was a shrewd-eyed, pleasant-faced woman, grey-haired and bold-featured, of a type to be seen all over the county. She was wrinkled and roughened from being out in all weathers, had the coarse, red skin of the middle-aged peasant, and square-palmed, masculine hands, the fingers scarred with potato-peeling, the cuts deepened by hot soda water. Her manner was like her appearance – countrified – not that of a servant, and yet respectful and courteous.

She carried the parlour lamp, which she trimmed and lighted. She looked at the yodeller affectionately.

‘Oh, I say, Mrs Ditch, you might show my aunt her room. I don’t know which one you’re giving her, but I suppose it’s all ready, and so forth?’ Carey said.

‘Mrs Bradley’s hav-en the room over this one, mam,’ said Mrs Ditch, dividing the sentence politely between her listeners. ‘Tes a very good room, and them younger ladies have softer bones than at our age, mam, I thenk. Well you come this way, mam? I’ll light ee with a candle, else praps ee might mess your step.’

She held her candle so that Mrs Bradley could see the way out of the parlour and up the stone staircase. Carefully she illumined every stair, and then led the way along a narrow stone passage to Mrs Bradley’s room.

‘There ee be,’ she said, with great goodwill, as she set down the candle on an ancient chest of drawers. ‘Shall I draw the curtains, or well ee leave ’em open? Nobody can’t see ee, as I knows on, but I’ll draw ’em ef you like.’

‘Don’t draw them,’ said Mrs Bradley.

‘Dinner’s at seven, along of Mr Denis,’ said Mrs Ditch, withdrawing. She closed the door quietly behind her, and Mrs Bradley could hear her dignified retreat along the passage.

The bedroom was bare and clean. Brightly-coloured, very thick rugs covered the cold stone floor, the bed was modern and there was an adequate wardrobe. The bedside table was also a revolving bookcase. The fire was burning red, and the room was warm.

‘Carey plus Mrs Ditch, and a pleasant combination it makes,’ thought Mrs Bradley. She went to the window and looked out. Before her, dim in the dusk, was a field of rough pasture; beyond it, the road to the village led up to the church. She could just make out the squat tower, she thought, in the distance. Behind the house lay Stanton Great Wood, but nothing at all of its great blue mass could be seen from her bedroom window. Somewhere at hand she could hear the winter singing of the brook in the stillness of the desolate countryside. The gurgle of fast-flowing water pleased her ears. It reminded her of a honeymoon spent in the south of France in the days when she was young and had been in love.

Immediately under her window was the gravelled front yard of the farm, under Carey’s tenancy free from manure heaps, refuse, sodden half-hayricks and scavenging, squawking fowls. It even boasted a narrow flower bed under the wall of the house.

There came a rhythmic tapping at the door. Mrs Bradley walked towards the fire whilst the visitor concluded the first few bars of Handel’s Largo in G, and then invited him in. It was Carey who had knocked. He was not alone. Hugh Kingston, whom she had met at Carey’s mother’s house at one time, entered just behind him. Hugh was taller than Carey, a thin-mouthed, good-looking man in a greenish suit of plus fours.

‘How are you, Mrs Bradley?’ he said. ‘We’re fellow-sufferers over Christmas, I take it. I’ve done nothing but work since I came. This man –’ he indicated Carey, who had shut the door and was standing with his back to it, ‘has saved up all his odd jobs for the year, and pulled me in to help him out with them.’

‘But what have you done with Denis?’ asked Mrs Bradley, whose grandnephew, at that time twelve years of age, afforded her almost endless entertainment, and of whom she was very fond.

‘I expect he’s practising carols on his oboe,’ Hugh replied. ‘Musical instrument, so-called,’ he explained in response to Carey’s look of alarm. ‘Makes noises like a modern poet in pain.’

‘Modern poets are never in pain,’ said Mrs Bradley, reprovingly. ‘They have no inhibitions. But who taught Denis to oboe?’

‘Priest, Simith’s pigman, I believe.’

‘Can Priest oboe?’ asked Carey. ‘Good Lord! I’d sack him if I were Simith, I think! Still, I rather hope he won’t, because at the moment I can’t do without him very easily. He’s posing to me for a set of London Passenger posters to advertise country outings.’

‘He looks like an inmate of a thieves’ kitchen to me,’ said Hugh. ‘But if he’s a musician, as you say, perhaps he’d give you tips on yodelling. But, look here, now! What about tea for Mrs Bradley?’

‘Ready, I expect, by now,’ said Carey. ‘I warned Mrs Ditch to stand by. I’ll yodel for her to come up.’

He had seated himself on the bed, pulled Mrs Bradley down beside him, and was talking amicably to Hugh Kingston over the top of her head. He inflated his lungs and yodelled long and loud, and Mrs Ditch came up with a loaded tray.

‘Well done, Mrs Ditch!’ said Hugh, who had stayed in the house before. ‘You think of everything!’

‘And so does Mr Carey, too and all,’ said Mrs Ditch, with a comical air of giving the devil his due. ‘It were him who warned me to have the pot ready to wet.’

‘Ah, but you’ve trained me, Mrs Ditch,’ said Carey. ‘I regard you as the angel of my better nature. But what have you done with young Scab?’

‘Mr Denis a-ben playen just lovely for the dancen and now he’s chasen about playen smugglen. I don’t know what he gets up to half his time, but there! He’s a dear lettle chap,’ said Mrs Ditch, ‘and plays for the dancen just beautiful.’

‘On his oboe?’ said Mrs Bradley, determined to sift Hugh’s statements about this mythical instrument.

‘You don’t mean his lettle drum,’ said Mrs Ditch, ‘and his lettle whestle?’

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Mrs Bradley replied. ‘What is an oboe?’ she asked, sotto voce, of Carey. Carey shrugged and grinned. Hugh said,

‘He plays the violin. Not too badly, either, for a kid.’

‘I should thenk he don’t! But they’m worried about Mr Tombley. Says he’s gev up the dancen. Can’t thenk for why. A beautiful dancer he is, and capers lovely. He says his uncle don’t like et, but all my eye and all, that is, I reckon.’

‘Well, now, these people’, said Hugh, when Mrs Ditch had retired. Mrs Bradley drank tea and ate thin bread and butter. Her nephew munched biscuits. Hugh leaned against the door.

‘I think we’d better cut it down to Fay, Jenny and that wart Pratt,’ said Carey. ‘We must have him, I suppose, since Fay has really decided to put up the banns.’

‘Has she? Already?’ asked Hugh. ‘I thought she had a crush on Tombley, your pig-farming neighbour.’

‘He who has given up dancing?’ asked Mrs Bradley.

‘That’s Morris dancing, you know. Yes, the same chap. Perhaps we ought to have him as well. No. Can’t very well, with Pratt. Although how any spouse of yours could have a sister who’d be such a mutt as to team herself up with that strip of bacon-rind, I can’t imagine,’ he added to Hugh. Hugh grinned.

‘Not so much sisters, really, you know. Jenny is illegitimate,’ he said. He turned to Mrs Bradley, ‘I’m afraid the marriage will be very much in the future. I’ve got to make some money somehow, first.’

‘I hope you’ll like Jenny, Aunt Adela,’ said Carey anxiously.

Mrs Bradley smiled, and pinched his knee. ‘Anyhow,’ Hugh continued, speaking to Carey, ‘you can’t fetch that lot in the sidecar.’

‘I know I can’t. Anyway, I’m not going. You’re the man to transport the lovelier fair. Borrow Aunt Adela’s car. It’s old, but it goes all right, or she wouldn’t have got here in it.’

‘A good idea. But George is to drive, not Hugh’, said Mrs Bradley firmly. ‘When are these children coming?’

‘Christmas Eve. The day after tomorrow,’ said Carey. ‘But Hugh isn’t going over to fetch them until after dinner. And, talking of dinner, Hugh, do we or don’t we dress? Aunt, what are you going to do?’

‘We’ve got to dress,’ said Hugh, before Mrs Bradley could answer. ‘Mrs Ditch has given orders. Said she to me, when she knew that your aunt was coming: “How nice for you, sir. You can wear your nice black and white. I always think gentlemen look so nice in their Dress!” Sinister, don’t you think?’

‘Talking of sinister,’ said Carey, ‘old Fossder, your father-in-law to be –’

‘Uncle-in-law,’ said Hugh.

‘Sorry. Your uncle-in-law to be, has received a Rummy Communication, and also two hundred pounds.’

‘Oh, Lord. Anonymous stink of some kind, do you mean?’

‘Not exactly, no. It’s anonymous, all right, but it takes the form of a couple of shields sketched in pencil. One’s got a cross on it and the other a criss-cross. They came by post in an envelope postmarked Reading. I heard all about it from Pratt, when I went over there on Sunday to fix up this Christmas weekend. The two hundred pounds impressed Pratt less than the drawings.’

‘Oh, Pratt would be impressed. Doesn’t he make a sort of hobby of that kind of thing? It used to be crossword puzzles, but now it’s odd bits of archæology and folk-lore and what-not. He doesn’t really know anything, but he browses about and collects odd bits of information which he insists on retailing,’ said Hugh. ‘Not to me; to the girls. He knows I won’t put up with it!’

‘No. You might be able to put him right,’ said Carey, grinning, ‘surrounded, as you are, by slabs of learning.’

Mrs Ditch knocked at the door.

‘Hullo?’ said Carey.

‘Just to inform ee, mam, the water’s got hot for the bath, ef so be ee warnts one, after your ride en the motor.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mrs Bradley, dismissing her squires by standing up and pointing towards the door. When they had gone she prepared for her wash, and followed Mrs Ditch along the stone landing. Suddenly Mrs Ditch halted.

‘Come out o’that, Mr Denis! What next, with all them clean cloes!’

Mrs Bradley’s grandnephew crawled from a large old cupboard built into the wall. He looked crumpled but full of purpose. He was a grave child, earnest and intelligent, whether in goodness or sin.

‘I’ve proved it doesn’t come out into that, at any rate,’ he said. ‘Oh, hallo, Aunt Bradley! How’s George?’ He came up and shook hands gravely.

Mrs Bradley cackled, and poked him in the ribs. ‘Hallo! How’s Christmas?’ she said.

‘Been on a diet,’ said Denis, ‘to make enough room to stodge.’

The conversation at dinner was of crime.

‘You can’t possibly know what crime is, really, in these parts,’ Hugh said, when the discussion had passed its zenith. ‘After all, the villagers can always kill a pig. It must make a good deal of difference.’

‘Aunt Bradley,’ said Denis, tilting his glass and peering at the ginger wine it contained, ‘do murders seem to follow you about?’

‘I hope not,’ said Mrs Bradley. She cackled harshly and accepted from Mrs Ditch a second helping of hot boiled bacon and winter greens. The meal had begun with bacon pudding. It was to continue with fried blackpudding and potatoes.

‘Everybody for miles around breeds pig, eats pig and talks pig,’ Carey said. When she had come downstairs he had broken to her, gently, the menu for dinner that evening and for breakfast on the following morning. ‘But on Christmas Day there will be turkey, and even fish, if you want it,’ he now added. ‘We thought of taking the sidecar to Oxford market to-morrow and securing a whole halibut or something, and some prawns. With prawns and olives and a sardine or two, we could pretend we were having hors d’œuvres.’

‘You can use the turkey’s liver,’ said Denis, helpfully. He drank some ginger wine. ‘At any rate, Aunt Bradley, you do believe that murders follow certain people about don’t you? I think they do. In fact, I’ve nearly proved it.’

‘There’s something in that theory, you know,’ said Carey, yodelling for Mrs Ditch to substitute the third course and remove what remained of the hot boiled bacon and greens. ‘Now, what about a jolly good ghost story, Aunt Adela?’

‘Or a nice little monologue about dangerous lunatics you’ve met, Mrs Bradley?’ said Hugh, with a grin.

‘Or both,’ said Denis, with his mouth full. He swallowed and then wiped grease from his lips. ‘But I’d much sooner have a jolly good murder in the village. A jolly good murder,’ he continued with enthusiasm, ‘would make Christmas jolly well worth while. What do you say, Mrs Ditch?’

‘Well, I dunno as I should enjoy my fowl and plum pudden any the better for a murder, Mr Denis,’ said Mrs Ditch, entering the dark doorway bearing blackpuddings cut in halves and a dish of creamed potatoes.

‘But think how exciting it would be,’ Denis went on, ‘to have detectives and the inquest, and everybody afraid to go to bed in case the murderer was lurking all over the place. I bet you’d be scared, Mrs Ditch. I bet you’d hide in the pantry.’

‘Yes, Mr Denis, I daresay,’ replied Mrs Ditch, unperturbed by the aspersion cast upon her courage. She served him some creamed potato and took away his empty wineglass.

‘Here,’ said Denis, ‘I want some more ginger wine.’

‘Not until Christmas Day,’ said Mrs Ditch, quietly and firmly. She gave him a third half of hog-pudding, and then retired with the tray-load of empty dishes. Denis caught Mrs Bradley’s eye and grinned as he poured some water into a tumbler.

‘You don’t really think, then,’ he said, a little wistfully, ‘that murders do follow people about? I mean, there’s you, for instance. You wouldn’t consider yourself a kind of low-pressure area – you know –’

Carey laughed, and Hugh, after a startled pause, joined in. Mrs Bradley grinned.

‘I don’t know about a low-pressure area, but I shouldn’t like to imagine that just because I once –’

‘You don’t mean,’ said Denis, round-eyed, ‘that you’ve ever murdered anyone?’

‘This is uncanny,’ said Mrs Bradley to Hugh. She drank some wine, and attacked the blackpudding resolutely. Denis drank water, and eyed her reverently over the rim of the glass.

‘Could you – would it be bothering you too much –’ he blurted out, after a moment.

‘I don’t think I will. It wasn’t pleasant,’ said Mrs Bradley briskly.

‘Sorry,’ said Denis. ‘Have some ginger wine.’

Further yodelling from Carey brought Mrs Ditch with tipsy-cake, some cheese and a dish of jam tarts.

‘Why not mince pies?’ asked Denis, taking a tart.

‘Because it’s not Christmas yet, Mr Denis,’ said Mrs Ditch, heaping his plate with tipsy cake and producing, apparently by magic, a bottle of mushroom ketchup. She placed this on the table beside the cheese. Then she went back to the kitchen and brought in a bottle of brandy.

‘Smuggled, accorden to Ditch, by way of that there old pack-horse road over Shotover ’Ell,’ she observed. ‘Er’s dirty enough, in conscience, to be as old as Boney.’ She dumped the grimy bottle on the table.

‘She is as old as Boney,’ said Carey, gazing enraptured at the filthy-looking receptacle. ‘Napoleon brandy, Hugh. Mrs Ditch, get two more glasses, and bring Ditch back with you. Though we ought to save it for Christmas, I suppose.’

Ditch, a good-looking, middle-aged fellow with the easy yet upright stance of a Morris-man, a large moustache, and tolerant, grey-blue eyes, came in and smiled at their plaudits.

‘I found ’er,’ was all he would say in response to Carey’s questions. ‘Overlooked when the folks left this house in ’74, I’ll back, and never thought on again.’Er was well ’id, but I come upon ’er one mornen, and here ’er be. And here’s to your health, my lady and masters all, and ef ee be thinken of goen through Sandford on Christmas Eve, look t’other way ef that there old Sandford coach come along.’ He chuckled, and gulped his brandy.

‘And what is the Sandford coach?’ asked Mrs Bradley.

‘It’s a local legend – a ghost story,’ Carey replied. He crossed his legs and leaned back in his seat, a comfortably-upholstered armchair of modern conception. Dinner over, they had grouped themselves round the fire. ‘I’ve heard that in the reign of Queen Elizabeth a certain Catholic priest named George Napier, of the Sandford family of Napier, was executed at Oxford. His body was hacked into four pieces and a limb was placed on each of the four Oxford gateways. His head was on view in the city somewhere – outside Christchurch, I believe. Anyway, his relatives came secretly and possessed themselves of the body, but couldn’t get the head, so they brought him, headless, back to Sandford, where they buried him. Since that time, George Napier drives in a coach every Christmas Eve round Temple Farm, at Sandford, in search of his missing head. To see the coach means death within the year, or so they say. I know some better ghost stories if you’d like to hear them. Incidentally, the two hundred pounds we’re all so thrilled about! – I notice nobody’s mentioned it during dinner! – is a freak bet made with old Fossder to go and look for the ghost.’

‘Lousy,’ said Denis. ‘I could do you a better story myself. Of course there won’t be any ghost.’

‘I know the story, of course, but why the coach, I wonder?’ put in Hugh. ‘I should have thought a walking headless ghost would have been more natural. Old Fossder’s going to take up the challenge, by the way. You know – the anonymous letter from Reading.’

‘Query,’ said Mrs Bradley. ‘Is a headless ghost in a coach more or less horrible than a headless ghost not in a coach?’

‘As a matter of fact,’ said Carey, ‘last Christmas I thought I’d have a shot at seeing the ghost for myself. But it was so wet that I gave up the idea, and went to bed instead. Perhaps old Fossder will be lucky. He gets two hundred pounds if he sees it, anyway.’

‘Really,’ said Mrs Bradley, ‘I should like to have an eye-witness’ account of the matter.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t have got it from Carey, anyway, would you?’ observed Denis. ‘I mean that Carey would have been dead by now, if he’d seen it.’

‘Possibly not. The year isn’t up until tomorrow night,’ said Hugh. He arranged some chestnuts on the bars of the grate. ‘Which reminds me; at what time of day did you say you’d call for those girls? I know it was after dinner, but when, exactly?’ he asked.

‘I said about half-past ten, so that you need not hurry. It’s a nuisance they’ve got to come the night before, but we shouldn’t want to fetch them on Christmas morning, and Mr Fossder doesn’t keep a car. Can’t think why not! The man’s got plenty of money. Will George expect to have his beauty-sleep broken?’ he added suddenly, turning to Mrs Bradley. ‘We must give him the word in the morning, I suppose.’

‘George won’t mind,’ said Mrs Bradley, ‘as long as the roads are good.’

‘They’re not bad. It’s all main road from Thornhill Farm, you know. Better go into the city through Headington and out again along the Iffley Road. That’s better than going across country in the dark.’

‘Aunt Bradley,’ said Denis, breaking into the silence which had followed the conclusion of the arrangements, ‘would you like to hear me play the pipe and tabor?’

‘What?’ said Mrs Bradley. ‘But they told me it was the oboe!’

‘Well, what’s the difference?’ said Carey, appealing to Hugh.

‘I don’t know. But I’ll bet you he tried them both, and decided upon the more hideous,’ said Hugh, adroitly dodging the cushion that Denis threw.

‘The pipe and tabor,’ said Denis, ‘is not one instrument, you fathead. It happens to be two. I’ll get them, shall I?’ he asked, looking at Mrs Bradley. ‘Of course, I’m not much good. I generally keep the tabor going, but I forget to play the pipe. Or, if the tune’s a bit twiddly, then I have to concentrate on the pipe and let the tabor go.’

‘All right. Get ’em out,’ said Carey.

‘You’ll all have to look the other way, or shut your eyes or something, then,’ said Denis. ‘I don’t want anyone to know where I keep them, you see, at present.’

Something in his voice made Carey glance sharply at him.

‘A secret hiding place in my house?’ he asked mockingly. Denis grinned.

‘I ought to show you, I suppose, but I found it myself,’ he said. ‘Nobody told me about it. I didn’t even know there was one. I went over all the panelling one night when everybody was in bed. I was jolly well scared, I can tell you, being down here all alone at dead of night. It was jolly eerie, and no end weird and creepy. Funny noises – not rats – just noises that you couldn’t account for, and me with just a candle, and all the shadows everywhere, and a beastly wind in the chimney. But I found the right panel, and then I was jolly glad, but I didn’t explore behind it until the morning. It’s a priest’s hole, I expect. Look here! I’ll show you,’ he concluded generously. ‘After all, it is your house.’

It might possibly have been a priest’s hole. It was certainly a secret room. Even its air-vent was concealed from outside by a thick growth of ivy, they discovered.

‘I’ll have that cut away,’ said Carey, pleased to find that the house had a secret hiding place. ‘I’m much obliged to you, Scab. In times of stress, I can hide from Mrs Ditch and her motherly ways. Yes! Good for you. I call that a handsome hole, and quite up to the recognised standard for such places.’

‘I believe it ought to have another exit. I’ve been searching for one,’ said Denis. He took up the pipe and tabor, and, after a few preliminary skirmishings, began to play a saucy little tune.

‘You’ll bring Ditch up,’ said Carey. ‘He’ll offer to do a Morris dance. You’d better be nice about it,’ he added to Mrs Bradley. ‘Ditch is a Headington man, and knows all the dances backwards. They won’t have a six, because Tombley and Bob Ditch aren’t here to oblige, but he’s taught me a bit, and Hugh can walk it. Here he comes! I thought so.’

But it was Mrs Ditch who came into the room. She carried a very large milk jug filled with mulled ale.

‘A loven-cup, mam,’ she said. Mrs Bradley took the jug and drank, and it went the round. ‘And now, ef ee pleases, Detch’ll dance,’ she said, ‘ef Mr Denis well oblige ’em with the toon.’

‘I’ll bring my violin. I’m better on that,’ said Denis. He went out with Mrs Ditch, and as they reached the door Carey suddenly asked,

‘What is that tune that Denis was playing just now?’

‘Er? Er’s Constant Billy, Mr Carey. Ull I seng et for ee? Though my sengen days be over, I do thenk.’

‘Do sing it,’ said Mrs Bradley. So Mrs Ditch, her hand on Denis’ shoulder, sang in a thin, untrained, but tuneful voice, the Headington words of the song:


‘O Constant Billy,

Shall I go with ee?

O when shall I see

My Billy again?’



‘Beggar’s Opera,’ said Hugh. ‘But different words, of course. I knew I’d heard it somewhere. Sing it again, Mrs Ditch.’

The Morris men were not in their Whitsun costume.

‘Our whites be all put away by mother ’ere,’ said Ditch. They were wearing belts round their trousers, and cricket boots on their feet. On their legs, between knee and ankle, were fastened pads of bells. The pads were made of soft leather cut up and down to within an inch of the top and bottom of the pad, to give the bells more play. The men carried handkerchiefs and Morris sticks. Denis took up his position near the door. The men put down their handkerchiefs and sticks, and helped to clear the centre of the room. Carey and Hugh took the middle positions, opposite one another, and Young Walt whispered to Hugh,

‘You follow Dad. I’ll push ee through the hey. Never mind the steps. Ee can walk, so be ee doesn’t throw us all out. Tell ee what, our dad! Let us do Blue-Eyed Stranger,’ he added, raising his voice. So they all caught up their large handkerchiefs, holding all the four corners in proper Headington fashion, and Denis played over the tune.

‘Ee shudn’t ’ear the beat o’ the feet, like, not really ee shudn’t,’ whispered Mrs Ditch to Mrs Bradley. ‘’Tes done on grass or the road, you see, at Whitsun; and always remember, mam, when ee sees the dancen, as ee don’t know who ’tes that does et! Onderstand, do ee, I wonder?’

‘I think so,’ said Mrs Bradley, who had seen ritual dances before.

‘Us onpacked the boar’s head, like ee told us, mam,’ said Ditch, when the dance was over and the dancers were taking refreshment. ‘Very well er looked, too, didn’t er, young Our Walt?’

‘Ah, our dad, er ded,’ said Walt, with a nod.

‘A case of carrying coals to Newcastle, all the same, I’m afraid,’ said Mrs Bradley, remembering with a shudder the blackpuddings.




CHAPTER 2

Foot up at Old Farm

‘Are you keen on pigs, Aunt Adela?’ Carey enquired next morning. ‘What I mean to say – you have told Hugh some revolting stories of your medical student days; listened to young Scab’s performances on various musical instruments; you have seen Ditch dance, and heard Mrs Ditch sing. Where do I come in?’

‘Show her Sabrina,’ said Hugh. ‘Sabrina is my favourite,’ he added to Mrs Bradley. ‘She is the only one of her race who has ever known me by sight after the second meeting. She gave a bellow of rage and nearly pushed the side of her sty out in her frantic efforts to savage me. I can’t think why she finds me offensive, but she does. The only other female who ever took a dislike to me was the late Countess of Serren. I was sick on her shoe at a school prize-giving. Sheer nervousness on my part, but not well received, none the less.’

He accompanied Mrs Bradley to the pig-houses. Carey stayed behind for a word with Ditch, who had come to ask for instructions.

‘Let’s do the fattening house first,’ suggested Hugh, as they crossed the yard. ‘We can pretend we are at the Zoo, if that makes it any easier. I expect Carey will be wounded if you don’t make your inspection pretty thorough.’

The fattening house, as Hugh had indicated, was not unlike the cattle sheds at the Zoological Gardens. It was warm inside, and consisted of a large centre passage or gangway between numbers of adjoining sties, in which white pigs, alert to the welcome sound of footsteps – for it was almost feeding time – came nosing, snuffling and squealing up to the front boards.

Behind the sties ran manure passages to facilitate the work of clearing out the house. There were plenty of windows in the two long walls. The lower half of each window was fixed, but the upper half opened on an elbow-shaped iron ventilating rod, so that air, without the danger of draught, was admitted.

‘You have to admire this fully,’ said Hugh, conducting her slowly along the centre gangway, and waiting politely while she stopped to look at the pigs. ‘I had to, and I’m not going to let you off.’

‘But I do admire it,’ Mrs Bradley protested. ‘Carey enjoys keeping pigs, and there are too few people in this world who really enjoy what they’re doing.’ She stopped and gazed with benign and earnest interest at several halfgrown porkers who thought she was going to feed them. Carey joined her, and Hugh slowly sauntered away, to make a bee-line back to the house as soon as he left the pig-house. Carey laughed.

‘Old Hugh does hate these pigs. He’s off to sweat at a book about tunny fishing. For a public librarian he’s got queer hobbies. He loves to kill things, you know. Come along here and have a look at Buttercup. She’s not my best gilt. She has only ten teats, confound her, but to look at she’s a rather pleasing specimen of the result of mating a pure bred Large White boar with an Essex sow. She forages well, and seems a good-tempered young woman. She ought to make a good mother, in spite of her shortcomings. If she has a big litter I expect I shall rear the runt and one or two others by hand. It’s fun feeding little pigs. They’re very much jollier than puppies. Greedy little devils, too, and full of fight. Simith, my neighbour, crossed a Large White with a Berkshire, and got quite good results. Have to be careful in your choice of breeding pigs. Black pigs ain’t popular for table. I’d like you to see Simith’s place. He runs it on the open-air system, but his nephew, a chap named Tombley, is always trying to get him to alter to a Scandinavian stunt like this one. They fight over it like fiends. You’d have to laugh.’ He led the way out, and they strolled to the larger pig-house.

‘I’ve met them,’ said Mrs Bradley. She described her first evening’s adventure. ‘Do take me over again, child. I should love to see them again – and their pig-farm, too, of course,’ she added hastily. Carey looked at her sideways.

‘Don’t bother to apologise,’ he said. ‘Is Simith going to be one of your specimens, love?’

‘No, Tombley, I think,’ said Mrs Bradley, laughing.

‘Bit of an oaf, that fellow,’ said Carey, frowning. ‘I don’t mind old Simith. He’s a countryman to the marrow, for all his money. But Tombley’s a bit of a mixture. Simith came from Bampton, you know, on the other side of the county, and hasn’t been here very long. The local people don’t like him. I think it’s only prejudice, although I have heard that the old chap likes to exercise a sort of Droit de Seigneur with the daughters of his tenants, and that don’t go down very well. We’re moral coves, you know, in Stanton St John. I’ve often wondered what makes Mrs Ditch let Linda go on working there, but, of course, she comes home when she likes, and Mrs Ditch is a bit of a terror as a mother, although you might not think so. Got ’em all under her thumb, and held pretty tight, you know. Here’s Buttercup.’ He leaned over and smacked the gilt. Mrs Bradley stood by in what she hoped would pass for an admiring attitude. ‘And here’s my favourite, Clytie.’ He stopped by a very large sow and called to her. She squealed with pleasure, lumbered up and planted her forefeet against the wood of her run. She opened her jaws and seemed to grin at him. Carey caressed her chops and tickled her snout. He pulled her large ears gently, and talked to her all the time.

‘But how can you bear to kill them?’ asked Mrs Bradley. Slavers of dripping saliva, the product of almost uncontrollable love, were coming from the jaws of the sow. It was pathetic and disgusting, fascinating and abhorrent, to see her attachment to Carey, and to hear her squeals of reproach when he went away.

‘I don’t kill my sows,’ said Carey, ‘unless they are ill. They die in their pampered old age. Sentimentality, that is, and very bad for business. My bacon pigs and porkers I take care never to make friends with. Now come along and see Tom.’

‘I always thought boars and sows – in fact, pedigree animals in general, including dogs and cats – had resounding important names such as “Blue China Charles the Second of Bloomsbury”,’ said Mrs Bradley, following her nephew to the place where the boar was stied.

‘They do. But in private life we shorten ’em up a bit. This, for instance, is Christchurch Tom of Stanton, and the sow you’ve just seen in Brockenhurst Clytemnestra the Fourth.’

‘And is Tom savage?’ asked Mrs Bradley, looking down on the boar.

‘Oh, no, not a bit, except with strangers. Look.’ He opened the gate and walked in. Tom backed away, stood with his back to the fencing, and scratched the ground with his feet. ‘Come on, you old stupid,’ said Carey. Slowly the boar advanced, as delicately as though he were treading a minuet, but when he was less than four feet
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