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What time the sexton’s spade doth rust,
And he must drink his ale on trust.

—“At the End” by Andrew Dodds



·One·

The greatest minds in the world are often cranky when they first awaken in the morning, and mine is no exception. If I am to ascend above the ordinary, I require solitude the way a balloon needs helium.

Which is why, barely a quarter of an hour after a hasty and solitary breakfast at Buckshaw, I am hunched under a black umbrella in the ancient churchyard of St. Tancred’s: the only place I can be certain of being left alone and in peace.

There is a particular kind of graveyard soil that bubbles when it rains. I have my own theory about the cause of this phenomenon but have come here for further study before committing my thoughts to paper.

In my experience, nothing is more deeply refreshing than to huddle under a bumbershoot in the rain and the raw fog of a country graveyard. Bare inches above your head, the downpour drums a military tattoo on the taut black silk as your nose greedily drinks in the invigorating pong of tombstones, wet grass, and ancient moss: a smell that opens doors in your mind you didn’t even know you had.

Churchyard moss is soft to sit on—but wet. Mrs. Mullet says I’ll get rheumatism and need to have my bones replaced.

It may sound cold and clammy, but there is a special warmth in knowing that you are utterly alone—except for the dead.

With the dead, there are no sudden rages; no fits of hissing savagery; no flung plates or cutlery; no petulant sulks or towering rages. Just beneath your feet the deceased are being devoured by fat black beetles, in a vast and grand banquet, while merry mushrooms digest the welcome leftovers of coffin wood. It is a world of harmony and dark contentment, a world of quiet grace and beauty. It is a happy dance of death.

I thought about the year I had sent up an armful of skyrockets from a remote corner of this same churchyard on All Souls’ Night, each labeled by hand with the name of one of the nearby but almost forgotten dead:

Blam!

That was Nettie Savage (1792–1810).

Kaboosh!

Samuel Pole (1715–1722).

Blassh! Arden Glassfield (1892–1914).

Boom! Poom! Poom! A triple salvo for Annie Starling, Spinster of this Parish (1744–1775).

Unfortunately, one of Annie’s fuses had come down in the gutters of the church, igniting a stupid cluster of accumulated moss and debris and thus setting on fire the House of God. The Bishop’s Lacey Fire Brigade had to be called to extinguish the small but fierce blaze. Father had expressed his displeasure by requiring me to make a monthly donation to the Fireman’s Fund, which, since it was ultimately his money, was no hardship at all. The tough thing was that I had to deliver each donation in person, which at first was excruciating and made me feel like a worm, but in the end I got to know a lot of firemen and learn the chemistry of quenching blazes.

Oh, those days of glory! And oh, to have them back again!

These days, my only friends are fungi.

Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, I pretend that I myself am a fungus, creeping silently and unobserved along some slimy moonlit surface, greedily feeding on unsuspecting bits of bark, smacking my fungus lips as only a fungus can smack them.

Smack! A nice bit of pine needle. Smack! A taste of bitter willow. Smack! An unexpected splinter of coffin lid, with its faint bouquet of formaldehyde. Encouraged, I move on, hoping for something more meaty.

And so on and so forth … until I fall into a gray and groggy sleep.

Which brings us back to St. Tancred’s churchyard in the rain.

I needed time alone.

“Flavia!”

Oh, jellied curses! It was Undine, my pestilent little cousin: the Bane of Buckshaw. How had she found me? I had tucked my trusty bicycle, Gladys, away in the church porch, both to keep her dry (Gladys loves running in the rain, but hates standing in it) and to keep her from unwelcome eyes.

I squatted even more deeply, scrunching my body slowly, as much as I was able, as if doing so would make me smaller, or maybe even invisible. Perhaps the pest would mistake my wet umbrella for part of a black marble tomb.

“Flavia!”

I held my breath and gritted my teeth. In her mackintosh and waterproof hat, she looked like an apprentice ghoul.

But she had spotted me.

“What is it, oh precious one?” I finally managed, brushing a raindrop from my eyelid.

She was looking at me, mouth agape, as if I had just climbed down from the sky on a golden rope.

“Why do you insist on following me everywhere?” I asked.

“’Cause I’m your crocodile,” she hissed, snapping her jaws and making a ghastly clicking noise with her throat. “Tick-tock. Tick-tock.”

“Kiss my crumpet,” I said.

“You’re nuts,” she said. “Do you know that? You’re nuts.”

My gorge, as they say, was rising. I bit my tongue.

“I want us—you and I—to take an oath, right here and now,” I told her, “on the sacred tomb of Saint Tancred, so to speak, to be kinder and more gentle with each other. We’re both orphans, remember, and orphans ought to stick together. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yowza!” she said enthusiastically.

“Don’t say ‘yowza,’” I said. “It makes you sound like a ventriloquist’s dummy. You’re spending too much time with Carl Pendracka.”

Carl was one of my sister Ophelia’s former suitors: an American serviceman from St. Louis, Missouri, by way of Cincinnati, Ohio. Carl’s childhood had been, in his own words “seasonally migratory.” Although Carl’s ardor had been dampened somewhat by Feely’s marrying one of his rivals, he nevertheless had taken to hanging round Buckshaw again after the wedding, perhaps, as my other sister, Daffy, suggested: “in search of smaller game.”

“Carl is a swell guy,” Undine said. “He’s teaching me to fart ‘Hail to the Chief.’”

“Undine! Don’t be coarse.”

“I wanted him to teach me ‘Rule Britannia’ but Carl said that’s a concert piece, and too risky for a beginner. You have to work up to it, like the Triple Splutterblast. So far, I’ve only mastered the Baby Duck. Carl says I need to learn to release the contralto and avoid squizzlers. So, I come here to practice sometimes. In case of an accident, you know. Say, Flavia, here’s a riddle for you: What’s white, has a handle, and flies?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know,” I said.

“A chamber pot!” she shouted, doubling over with laughter and slapping her knee.

“You’re disgusting,” I said, trying not to smile. I didn’t want to encourage her.

“I’m not disgusting. I’m enterprising. Do you know that a Frenchman named Joseph Pujol became filthy rich breaking wind onstage in front of enormous audiences? And not just musical selections—he could also do animal impressions!”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“Carl says I should begin by increasing my cabbage intake—plus plenty of beans. Carl says that will have even the angels begging for mercy.”

“I’m not interested.”

“You’re a prude.”

“I’m not a prude. I’m a decent human being.”

Undine squinted one eye and sized me up as if I were for sale in an oriental market.

“You’re a Buckshaw de Luce. You’re all the same. Hoity-toity. Nothing but starch and sauce. Lah-de-dah. Sniff my hem. Ibu used to poke fun at you lot, you know.”

Ibu was the name she called her late mother, Lena, who had come to a horrible and spectacular end in a shower of stained-glass shards, some of them dating to the thirteenth century.

Undine peered at me peevishly through a pair of imaginary pince-nez and sang in a haughty and disapproving voice:

“Hush, hush, whisper who dares

“Christopher Wren is designing our stairs.”

“Hardly original” was the best I could manage.

“She heard it at a show in Oxford or somewhere,” Undine said. “But she said it fit all you Buckshaw de Luces to a T.”

“She was probably right,” I said, snatching at sainthood, even if only for a few moments, but the effort was like grasping jelly, and I suddenly felt oddly soiled.

Was that the best I could do to mend a fractured family? What would Father have thought of me?

Father’s sudden death had hit me hard. It all seemed so senseless. At first, I had tried to insulate myself and to pretend he was still alive and merely unavailable, as usual: still toying somewhere with his bloody stamp collection. But as the days and the weeks and then the months crept awkwardly on, I found myself more and more often awakening in the night, weeping. There was a secret shame in finding a tear-soaked pillow that I could not—or would not—explain, even to myself.

The vicar’s wife had taken me aside for what she called “a nice little chat.” She said she understood what it was to be lonely, and that I mustn’t feel bad about it; that loneliness wasn’t a sin.

It’s always embarrassing when someone steps over that invisible line and into your private life. Even though they mean well, the line has been broken, and can never again be the impenetrable defense that it once was.

I thanked her for her concern but didn’t tell her that I wasn’t being eaten by loneliness. It was lack of love, and that’s no sin either.

Besides, there was more to it than that.

I would be the first to admit that I’m not what you would call a conventional girl, but something else—something strangely disturbing—had begun to take shape in my life.

It was as if a glass wall, nearly transparent, were being imperceptibly formed between me and the real world: a dim haze that was isolating me. I needed to take action before it was too late: before I was trapped and couldn’t get myself back to the other side.

Personal nourishment was what I required.

But I needed to begin with practicalities. Spades and chisels come first—cathedrals afterward.

Undine was bending over a nearby tombstone, picking her nose, pretending to read the inscription.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” I asked.

“Dogger asked me to come and fetch you home,” she said. “At once.”

“Any particular reason?”

“I only know what I can hear through doors,” Undine replied. “But it’s about Mrs. Mullet. I think she’s killed someone.”



·Two·

Gladys’s tires sang in the rain as we tore along the tarmac. In front of me, Undine perched on the basket and handlebars like a broken stork, bellowing some pagan chant with a chorus of “ooga-bunga”s at the top of her lungs. I was too preoccupied to stop her.

Kill someone? Mrs. Mullet? It was scarcely believable. But who?

Dogger was obviously all right: He had sent Undine to fetch me. And the only other person in the house was Daffy. My sister Daffy …

I pedaled even harder.

Let her be … let her be …

We swept through the Mulford Gates and into the long avenue of chestnuts. Ahead I could already see Inspector Hewitt’s blue Vauxhall parked ominously at the front door of Buckshaw. Someone was sitting in the driver’s seat: a blank-faced young constable who stared out at us as we approached. He was no one I knew. Obviously stationed here on the lookout for criminals trying to flee the house.

I skidded to a sudden stop, sending Undine stumbling across the gravel sweep on unsteady, storkish legs.

“Careful,” I called out. I didn’t want to actually hurt her.

She shot me a look from beneath her rain hat, but I hadn’t time to analyze it.

I twiddled my fingers at the police constable as we passed the car, but his large white face remained as unmoving in the window as an unbaked loaf.

Through the front door and across the foyer, I made straight for the kitchen. Mrs. Mullet, I knew, would not allow herself to be questioned anywhere but in her own domain.

She was seated at the kitchen table, her face a marble mask, but as soon as she saw me, the mask cracked, and she burst into tears.

“Oh, Miss Flavia,” she sobbed. “You ’ave to tell ’im … I didn’t kill nobody … I didn’t … I couldn’t!”

Inspector Hewitt was standing across the table from her, notebook in hand, motionless.

“Miss de Luce.” The inspector nodded.

So that was how it was going to be, was it? Formal to the fingertips. I’d had encounters with him before, each one different, each one starting all over again, as if we had never before laid eyes on each other.

“Inspector,” I said. “Can you explain what’s going on here?”

Best to establish authority right at the outset, I thought. It was, after all, my house. Buckshaw had been left to me in my mother’s will via a complicated kind of trust, which was explained to me again and again by a series of dusty gray men with oversized hands.

Inspector Hewitt seemed slightly taken aback. Perhaps he had read my expression.

The inspector and I had a checkered history: He never knew quite what to make of me, whereas I could read him like a telephone directory. I had assisted him with various cases in the past, but as with all those in authority over us (for whom Saint Peter had advised Timothy to pray, “For kings and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all goodness and honesty”), it meant nothing. I had tried and it hadn’t worked.

It was at this point that Dogger appeared in that sudden, quiet, uncanny way he has. One moment he wasn’t there and the next he was, standing half in and half out of the kitchen door. He did not speak, and I knew at once that he wished to be ignored.

Dogger was our mainstay: our handyman, adviser, gardener, protector, and friend. He had been a prisoner of war with Father, and still bore the weeping scars in his mind. He could be at one moment a pillar of strength and the next a frail and trembling leaf. I shot him a quick smile.

“A party is dead,” the inspector said at last. “Perhaps Mrs. Mullet can explain.”

Very clever of him. I knew that regulations kept him from handing out information to the general public like sowing wheat, and at the same time, Mrs. Mullet might well let slip something she had withheld previously. Well played, Inspector, I thought.

“Inspector says it’s that Major Greyleigh,” Mrs. Mullet said, wiping her eyes with her apron. “’E’s dead. You know I’ve been cookin’ and cleanin’ for ’im on and off at Moonflower Cottage since your dear dad—Colonel de Luce, I mean. I’m sorry, Miss Flavia. I didn’t mean—”

I squeezed her shoulder.

“’E’s dead,” she said.

But which of them was she referring to?

Major Greyleigh, I knew, had retired to that small dwelling on the edge of Bishop’s Lacey a couple of years ago. I hadn’t met the man but had the impression that he kept pretty much to himself. A minor civil servant, he had described himself to the vicar. Why would anyone want to kill someone like that?

“I knew ’e fancied mushrooms for ’is breakfast now and then,” Mrs. Mullet went on. “So I picked some myself on the way to ’is cottage. They grow behind the stile at Granger’s Field. You know the place. An’ I cooked ’em myself and served ’em to ’im on toast. And all of a sudden—bang!—’e’s dead. They was poison, and it’s all my fault, nobody else’s.”

Mushrooms! I could hardly believe my ears. I have to admit that I’d been praying for ages to God, the Virgin Mary, and all the saints for a jolly good old-fashioned mushroom poisoning. Not that I wanted anyone to die, but why give a girl a gift of science—of chemistry, to be precise—such as mine without giving her the opportunity to use it?

Besides, Mrs. Mullet had been picking and cooking mushrooms for donkey’s years and was as sharp about identifying the various varieties as any countrywoman. It was she, in fact, who had taught me the basics of the edible fungi, long before I branched off into studying the more rarefied of the toxic chemicals.

Mrs. Mullet had meanwhile begun quietly weeping. The inspector gave her a look of—what was it? Skepticism?

“Has anyone thought to send for Mrs. Mullet’s husband?” I asked, not quite letting my eyes come to rest on Inspector Hewitt. I felt a strange taste at the back of my throat. My brain labeled it tentatively as a new kind of anger.

“We have,” the inspector said. “He’s not as yet been located.”

“’E’s went fishin’,” Mrs. Mullet whispered. “I told ’im to take ’is waders, but ’e forgot ’em.”

I put my hand on her shoulder.

“It’s all right, Mrs. M,” I said. “I’m sure there’s been some mistake. We’ll get it sorted out.”

She raised her right hand to cover mine, and I knew my words had gotten through.

Inspector Hewitt shot me a wry, bittersweet smile. There was no law against comforting the accused, and he knew it as well as I did.

“I shan’t say another word until Alf gets ’ere,” Mrs. Mullet said, wiping her face with her apron.

She was handing me time on a plate, and I offered up a silent prayer of thanks.

Undine, meanwhile, was peering warily round Dogger, who still stood motionless in the kitchen doorway. Heaven only knew what she was thinking.

“Just a few more questions, Mrs. Mullet,” Inspector Hewitt said, “and we’ll take you home.”

Mrs. Mullet crossed her arms and glared at the ceiling.

“Very well, then,” Inspector Hewitt said, elaborately tucking his Biro away into the cunning little pocket of his notebook and snapping it shut. “Just one thing further. Was Major Greyleigh in good health before his breakfast yesterday? Did you notice anything unusual about him?”

“Well, ’e was quiet. ’E’d been over to Leathcote the night before, to the Officers’ Club. ’E knew people there. ’E was like a celebrity to ’em. ’Is brothers-in-arms liked to ’ave a pint and a yarn with ’im, ’e said. They give ’im little gifts, like meat and butter. Coca-Cola, the odd cigar. Things that are rationed. It’s ridiculous what them Yanks can get their ’ands on, and us still ’alf starvin’ eight years after the end of the war.”

“I see,” said the inspector. “Was he as quiet before you served him the mushrooms as he was afterward?”

This seemed a little callous to me, but perhaps the inspector hadn’t meant it that way.

“They’ll take me and ’ang me by the neck,” Mrs. Mullet wailed after taking a deep, sobbing breath. “They’ll put my ’ands in shackles behind my back, strap my ankles, put my ’ead in a canvas bag, then stand me on the drop. That’s what they do to killers. I’ve seen it in the papers.”

What had come over Mrs. Mullet? Had she gone into sudden shock? Why else would such a practical, imperturbable woman be in such a tizzy?

“But you’re not a killer, Mrs. M,” I said.

“I cooked ’em and served ’em to ’im myself, didn’t I? You think they was poisoned, don’t you? You think it’s all my fault and nobody else’s.”

She was going round in circles. There was no point in this.

“Inspector,” I asked, “may I take her to lie down for a while? Just until her husband gets here?”

“I suppose,” he said, wrinkling his brow. “It’s not regularly done, but I can see no harm in it.”

I could tell from his voice that he was disappointed. He had been hoping for an outpouring of titbits from Mrs. Mullet but had come up with an empty bucket.

Dogger stepped forward and took one of Mrs. M’s arms, and I took the other. We walked her slowly toward the foyer and up the stairs. At the top, I steered her toward the west wing.

“We’ll put her in Feely’s room,” I said.

Ophelia was still somewhere in Europe on the Grand Tour, mooing at monuments to Mozart with her husband, Dieter. And I must admit that I missed her terribly: even her cruelty. Feely could make you laugh while cutting you in half. Living with her was sweet torture, and I couldn’t help wondering how Dieter was getting along.

With Feely gone, her room had taken on a sad emptiness. I almost missed being physically flung out. It was a strange kind of reverse haunting.

As Mrs. Mullet hung between us like a sack of wet flour, Dogger and I eased her tenderly into the room and onto the bed. Dogger closed the door.

There was a moment of silence.

Mrs. Mullet snuffled loudly and opened one eye.

“Right then,” she said, suddenly sitting bolt upright. “That man gets my goat and I don’t mind sayin’ so. I ’ate bein’ pumped like an old ’urdy-gurdy. I knew we needed to procrustinate. I ’ope you don’t mind my layin’ on a bit of the old theatrics.”

Dogger and I looked at each other.

“You were acting!” I said.

“And very professionally, if I may say so,” Dogger said.

“Well, I took the part of Ophelia when I was a girl, didn’t I?” Mrs. Mullet said proudly, “’Amlet, it was. The Drama League put it on. Twice. A Friday night and a Saturday afternoon.”

She leaned back on the bed, resting all her weight on one stiff arm, the other wrist crooked sharply against her forehead. After a brief pause, she said: “O, woe is me, to have seen what I have seen, see what I see!”

The voice was not Mrs. Mullet’s, but a voice so rich and deep, so resonant, so full of pain and tragedy that a cold shiver shook me from head to toe. The words had seemed to issue from a golden trumpet lined with violet velvet. Was there a stranger living inside our cook?

I realized that my mouth had fallen open.

“Crikey!” I said.

“Wonderful, Mrs. Mullet,” Dogger said. “The most admirable Ophelia, I dare say, that has graced a stage—or a bedchamber.” He smiled.

“Oh, get away with you,” Mrs. Mullet said, her neck flushing a pretty pink as she poked at her hair with a forefinger.

But there was no time to lose. The police, after all, were waiting.

“Tell us about Major Greyleigh as quickly as you can,” I said. “We may have only a few minutes.”

“Yesterday, it was,” Mrs. Mullet said. “Like I told that inspector, the major sometimes fancied mushrooms for ’is breakfast. So I fetched some on the way to ’is cottage. Molly’s buttons, we call ’em. You’ve eaten them yourself. Safe as ’ouses. Fried ’em in butter like it says in Eliza Acton’s cookbook, just like I always do, with salt, mace, an’ cayenne. Fancied ’em like that, ’e did. Just like ’is old mam used to make. Wouldn’t ’ave ’em any other way. I set ’em in front of ’im an’ watched ’im tuck in. Put on my ’at, come directly ’ere to Buckshaw. Made your breakfasts. ’Eard no more about it till this morning, when that Inspector ’Ewitt shows up at the door.

“’Oo do you want?’ I asks ’im.

“‘You,’ he says.

“‘Me?’ I says. You could ’ave knocked me down with a feather!”

“The inspector told you the major was dead?” I asked.

“Not at first,” Mrs. Mullet said. “’E asked me when I’d last seen ’im, and what ’e looked like, and ’ow ’e behaved, and all that. Same as ’e did just now. Whether I’d noticed anything odd about ’im … whether I’d seen anyone else ’angin’ about. And ’oo cooked the mushrooms, and all that. I told ’im what I just told you.”

“Did he tell you who discovered the body?”

“No,” she said after a moment’s thought. “You know what the police are like. Close as clams in a kettle.”

“Indeed I do,” Dogger said.

“Did you tell the inspector you saw anyone else at the cottage?” I asked. I had just thought of something: Had anyone else been in the house?

Was it my imagination or had Mrs. M’s eyes begun to glaze over? I could see her fishing for an answer.

“I went through the churchyard,” she said. “An’ you know as well as I do what you see in churchyards.

“When I came back with ’em I thought I ’eard a motor drivin’ away in Bramblin’ Lane, but I was on the wrong side of the cottage to see it.”

“Did you see anything?” I asked.

I could see her jaw setting like plaster of paris.

“I ’ad a dizzy spell,” she said. “Must have been a egg I et.”

This was going to take time, I realized. Mrs. Mullet was not to be rushed nor taken for granted.

“We ought to go back downstairs,” I said. “Mustn’t keep the inspector waiting. You stay here and rest, Mrs. Mullet.”

“Oh, I’m all right,” she said fiercely, struggling to her feet. “I’ve things to do.”

“Best wait a while,” Dogger said. “We wouldn’t want the inspector to get the wrong idea. Would we?”

“S’pose not,” Mrs. Mullet said, letting her shoes fall to the floor and stretching out full length with a sigh of luxury.

“O, woe is me, to have seen what I have seen, see what I see!” she said again, and the back of my neck curdled.

She crossed her arms and closed her eyes to signal the end of the conversation.

What was going on in the woman’s mind? I wondered. Was she hiding something? Was she simply being dramatic? Had the pressure driven the poor creature to the edge of madness?

Or was it me?

I was beginning to learn that when you’re bereaved, as I have been, you live in a shattered looking-glass world. Nothing is as it seems. I needed to focus: to pull myself back together into that single, intense, burning intelligence I once had been. And I needed to do it quickly.

I’d start with the inspector.

I put on my Miss Prim armor and started down the stairs.

He was sitting across the kitchen table from Undine, who was happily dealing a hand of Drive Jack Out of Town. Although Undine referred to the game as Beggar My Neighbor, at Buckshaw it was, and always had been, Drive Jack Out of Town.

“Now you’ll have to answer my questions,” she said to the inspector.

“What’s Inspector Hewitt been asking you?” I asked pleasantly, barreling into the room somewhat faster than I meant to.

“Nothing,” Undine said. “He hasn’t beaten me yet.”

“Nor will I, in all likelihood,” Inspector Hewitt said, squaring the deck and handing it to Undine. “Why don’t you go rouse Constable Bunce outside? He’s rather a mournful soul. Beg him to show you his handcuffs. That always cheers him up.”

“The dreaded manacles, eh?” Undine said. “I’ll bet I can give ’em the slip. I have very slender wrists for my age, you know.”

And she skipped off to haunt Constable Bunce.

“Now then,” Inspector Hewitt said, as soon as she was gone, “I want to make one thing perfectly clear.”

I knew what it was before he spoke. And I was right.

“I want no interference from you,” he said. “None whatsoever. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, leaning forward and sticking out my right hand for him to shake, my left hand behind my back so that he wouldn’t see the fingers crossed. “Perfectly.”

“Very well,” he said. “Now, what do you know about all this?”

“Nothing,” I said. “You were already here when I heard about it.”

“Well, then, keep it like that,” he said, tucking away his everlasting notebook and getting to his official feet.

Ha! The dreaded parting shot. How well I knew it, as does anyone with older sisters. My immediate instinct was to throw him a half dozen salaams, sprinkle invisible rose petals at his feet, then fall to my knees and smother his black door-kicking boots in kisses. But I restrained myself.

“Yes, sir,” I said, giving him the old pleasant but serious smile: the one I catalogued S22—for saucy.

He gave me a long look, a microscopic nod of the head, and walked out.

After he’d gone, I got down off my high horse and made myself a jam sandwich.

I was licking between my fingers when my sister Daffy strolled into the room.

“Missed all the excitement, did you?” she asked.

I shrugged.

“Death of a minor civil servant. Sounds like a Ngaio Marsh novel, doesn’t it? Or an Agatha Christie. Something green and slim from Smith’s to read on the train.”

“How did you know that? The minor civil servant?”

Those had been the very words with which the major had described himself to the vicar.

“Stovepipe,” Daffy said, pointing upward.

When we were younger, my sisters and I often used to lie on our bellies on the floors upstairs, listening in for hours on a sort of hot-air telegraph that brought news bulletins and tittle-tattle from a remarkable number of rooms in the house. By knowing which dampers to open and which to close, we could even bring in remarkably distant conversations from the guest bedrooms and so forth.

“Which tells us that the inspector must already have informed the vicar,” I said, fully aware that this was the first step in a new investigation. Without seeing the body, or viewing the scene of the crime, I would have to work backward, as in a looking glass. The Labors of Hercules on a trick bicycle.

Still, if nothing else, I was going to clear Mrs. Mullet’s name. Anything beyond that would be pure gravy.

I needed to consult Dogger, of course. The two of us had formed a special partnership: Arthur W. Dogger & Associates, Discreet Investigations. It has a nice ring, doesn’t it? We might have chosen the name Snoops in Kid Gloves, but that would have defeated our purpose. Those people who required our services could read between the lines.

But first I would finish up with Daffy. Mrs. Mullet was still upstairs in another world of one kind or another. Dogger would keep an eye on her.

“So, what do you know about him? Major Greyleigh, I mean.”

Daffy shrugged. “No more than you do, I suppose. I’ve seen him at church. Bulging underwater eyes. Old-fashioned suit, too tight. Sits at the back crunching cough drops during the sermon. Except for the NHS spectacles, he puts me in mind of Mr. Pickwick. Generally beloved by the children of the parish and their doting parents.”

“Why?”

Daffy shrugged once more. “Well, he fixed their toys and so forth. He mended Nettie Tuck’s skipping rope when she left it in the field and got it mangled under a plow. Braided it up a treat, the vicar said. As good as new. Must have been a sailor. And he carried little Georgie Monday on his back for the sack race at the fête.”

Sounds too good to be true, I thought. But maybe I was just becoming cynical.

“Who would want to kill a man like that?” I asked.

“It’s really quite extraordinary, isn’t it?” Daffy said.

Daffy was always saying things like “It’s really quite extraordinary,” when I would have said, “Well, I’ll be bumfuddled!”

It’s a matter of taste, I suppose.

“But to answer your question,” Daffy said, “no one would want to kill him—no one in Bishop’s Lacey, at least. You know the rigamarole, Holmes. Look to the portents of the past!”

And with that, she rubbed her hands together in a ghastly gesture, picked up the last morsel of my jam sandwich, stuck it into her mouth, and strolled out of the room.

As if on cue, the door to the garden opened and Alf Mullet stepped in, wiping his feet on the doorstep.

“Where’s my missus?” he asked. “I’ve got some fish for her.” He stood with his shoulders back and his spine as
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