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Hammersleigh House, Blackshore, Ontario

Saturday, July 9, 2001

Heat turned the tower room into a sauna. I tugged on the window frame but the wood had swelled shut. 

My hair had kinked into a tangle of witch locks, and moisture dripped off my earlobes. The rest of me was just as sweat-logged but, with Conklin due back any minute, there wasn’t time to take a break in a cooler room downstairs. I drank warm water from a plastic bottle before tugging on the window frame again. 

Not happening.

In the distance, a series of silver flashes pierced the stand of pine trees lining the property. Squinting, I identified the flashes as Uncle Patrick’s classic Lincoln Town Car creeping along County Road 12 toward Hammersleigh House.

“Crap.”

Even driving his usual ten kilometres per hour under the speed limit, Conklin would turn in at the iron gates within a minute or two, then inch along the bricked drive to the parking area around back. After selecting the perfect shady tree to park under, he’d removed his shopping bags from the trunk and enter through the kitchen door. He’d look around and wonder what Madam was doing. 

Regrettably, I was Madam. 

Turning from the window, I picked up the smelly, one-eyed moose from the floor, planning to shift it to a nearby rattan settee. The moose head was heavy and the fur greasy with age. The single, glassy brown eye stared at me as the head slipped from my grasp and crashed to the floor.

One of the antler tips stabbed my left foot, and blood spurted from my big toe. “Owchie-ow!”

I hopped around the tower room, trying not to trip over glass cases full of long-dead butterflies and tiny stuffed songbirds. Out of breath, I collapsed next to a spotted leopard, grabbed my foot with both hands and looked around for something to staunch the bleeding. The only thing within reach was a roll of toilet paper I used to clean the cloying dust off my fingers as I worked. Like grimy snowflakes, wads of tissue dotted the bodies of the hapless creatures surrounding me. Some of the animals were now extinct, all because a gang of Victorian aristocrats thought it was great fun to sit on an African plain and bag trophies to adorn their walls back home. 

While Conklin was out paying bills, shopping, and visiting his sister, I’d spent the morning collecting mounted beasts and songbirds entombed in glass from every room in the house. I’d brought them to the tower room—temporarily, until I found a final resting place where I’d never have to look at them again. The antelope waiting downstairs was the last of the herd, but I’d run out of time.

I could ask Conklin how to find the attic, except he’d want to know why, tsk-tsk at my reason and call me “Madam” again. The way I saw it, he could disapprove all he wanted after the fact, but it would be a done deal. Some wise person―I forget who―once said that it was easier to beg forgiveness than to ask permission. Worked for me.

I wrapped a strand of toilet paper around my toe and watched the thin tissue turn crimson. I was about to stand when I saw something under the table in front of me. The demilune table was set against what looked like a solid wall while I was on my feet. Now, sitting on the floor, I looked at a hobbit-sized door. 

“What do we have here?”

A cold tingle ran up my spine. I shrugged it off and leaned closer to the underside of the table.

Painted white like the rest of the room, the door was about three feet high. I couldn’t see a knob or handle, and even the hinges were painted over, but bits of paint had flaked off to reveal the tarnished brass underneath. A nail was hammered at an angle into each corner to keep the door from swinging open. They’d popped out an enticing quarter inch.

I forgot about my wounded foot and even about Conklin, who would be wondering why the antelope head was on the hall floor by the staircase and why the rest of the mounted heads and glass cases were missing. I forgot about everything except the anticipation of opening this mysterious door.

Over the years, I’ve been accused of having a short attention span, being too curious, having an overactive imagination, and acting with disregard for the sensibilities of others. This last comment was the opinion of several of my older relatives, who in my view greatly exaggerated. I, Lyris Pembrooke, age thirty-eight and holding up well, was a well-balanced woman with the standard mix of flaws and virtues. 

Whichever characteristic was dominant that day, it was not within my power to walk away and mind my own business. A hidden door, nailed shut, set into the wall of a tower room in a century-old house—it tempted me.

There might be ancient family papers or diaries behind that door. Maybe illicit love letters written by a frustrated Victorian nanny to the master of the house. Perhaps blueprints pointed the way to a long-forgotten room and a treasure cache. 

Shoving Bullwinkle aside and crawling over the leopard, I stood up. The table legs screeched as I dragged it away from the wall. A couple of new scratch marks appeared on the wooden floor, and I had no chance in hell Conklin would miss those on his next scheduled tour of the house.

I reached for my hammer. Using the claw end, I pried out the nails holding the little door closed, breaking three fingernails and making a few dents in the wooden wall. When I was finished, bloody handprints stencilled the white paint around the door.

The frugal Victorian builder likely utilized the space where the tower room wall joined the main house by constructing a simple storage closet. The door creaked open on stiff hinges, revealing my treasure.

A trio of wooden boxes.

The space behind the door was not deep, maybe two and a half feet. Clouds of dry, musty air hit me in the face, tickling my nose and making my eyes water.

I reached for the nearest box and uncovered a jumble of mismatched cups, plates and other tableware items. The second box contained several pre-industrial age flat irons and a sinister instrument that might have been used to torture a woman’s hair into ringlets. 

The third box, pushed to the back of the closet, looked more promising. It was larger than the other and so blackened with age I couldn’t make out the lettering on the sides. It could’ve stored nails or other hardware in the pre-war years―one of the “Big Ones,” like World War II or even World War I.

I pulled it into the light. 

Several layers of newspaper, yellowed and disintegrating, covered the top—the Blackshore Oracle. I stifled my disappointment at the date, July 21, 1943, only fifty-eight years ago. Not so ancient.

I set the newspaper aside for later. I was curious to see if any family members were mentioned. Many Pembrookes of that generation, both men and women, served in the military during World War II. 

A piece of thick fabric lay beneath the newspaper. A box of clothes?

I peeled aside the cloth and stared at the contents. At first, I hadn’t the slightest idea what I was seeing. Seconds later, a lightening bolt of understanding sliced through my mind. 

I dropped the cloth and scrambled away. “Oh, my God. No, no!”

Wave after wave of primal fear crashed over me, chilling my body, numbing my hands and feet and draining the blood from my brain. 

Great-Aunt Clem claimed I’d inherited her psychic abilities. I wish that talent had kicked in earlier, because if I’d felt psychic that day, I would’ve shoved the age-blackened box back into the closet and walked―no, ran―away. But, I didn’t. As a result, I let loose a string of events that shaped my future and almost changed the past. 

A long-forgotten childhood memory stirred. I knew what was in the box.
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I shoved the box into the closet and clawed at the hardwood floor as I backed away. After several attempts, I got to my feet and moved towards the hall. It was like a nightmare where you’re being chased by some ghastly beast, but every step takes forever. 

With icy worms of dread crawling through my blood, I reached out and pulled the door to the tower room closed. I had to pry my stiff fingers from the crystal doorknob with my other hand.

With the door shut on the box, adrenaline at last flooded my bloodstream. I sped down the thick carpet runner, hearing the pulse beats filling my head.

In my haste to get to the telephone, I reached the stairs, but couldn’t control my speed. I gained momentum on the way down. By the time I realized I was in trouble, it was too late. My feet missed a step near the bottom and I sailed into space. 

And, dropped like a stone to the marble floor of the great hall.

I stared up at the high ceiling of the great hall, afraid to move. 

After a minute or two, I took stock. My arms and legs seemed okay. My ribs didn’t hurt. I slowed my breathing and concluded that the only pain came from my toe. I was conscious, so likely didn’t have a concussion. 

Something smelled. I turned my head and flinched. I was nose to lips with the antelope―and, it had really bad breath. I inched away.

The good news? The fall had snapped me out of shock. As a matter of fact, I was so clear-minded that everything seemed more real than usual. I decided to stay where I was until help arrived, even if it was Conklin. 

Overhead, the Waterford chandelier sparked white beams of light and swayed in the absence of wind. That was odd. I saw the individual crystal drops, thousands of them. 

“Boy, am I ever glad I don’t have to clean that.” My voice rang in my ears.

The jewel tones of the stained-glass fanlight over the oak entrance doors reflected on the walls and ceiling, and mingled with the white lights of the chandelier. The colours were so bright, my eyes watered. Ruby, amethyst, jade, sapphire, amber. It was like looking through a kaleidoscope. 

My stomach burbled and I had to keep swallowing saliva. 

“Damn. I don’t feel so well.” 

That’s all I needed. Conklin would be displeased if I upchucked in the great hall. 

Willing my stomach to settle, I closed my eyes and sought to think of something, anything other than my discovery upstairs. The ticking of the grandfather clock a few yards away resonated in my head. I switched to yoga breathing and focused my mind.

I’d moved into Hammersleigh House three days before. Great-uncle Patrick died of heart failure a few months ago at the age of ninety-two and it was a surprise to the whole Pembrooke family when we found out he left Hammersleigh House to me. Since the Pembrooke family numbers in the hundreds in the town of Blackshore alone, there was a lot of surprise to go around.

Uncle Patrick’s wife died early in their marriage without giving him an heir and he never married again, so we all believed he would leave his entire estate to the eldest male relative. That was my father, Kevin Pembrooke, until his death in a hunting accident seven years ago. We assumed Cousin Nathan would be next in line for the inheritance. Nathan was a successful financial consultant in Toronto, very much the corporate type.

We were partly right. When the will was read, Nathan walked away with Uncle Patrick’s business concerns and investments.

“Hammersleigh House,” the lawyer stated, “is bequeathed to Lyris Pembrooke.”

In his will, Uncle Patrick stated that he knew I would cherish and protect Hammersleigh House and all it contained. All very well, but I knew nothing about caring for such a valuable estate. I loved antique houses and furnishings, though, and I wanted to believe my uncle knew what he was doing.

There was still a lot of rumbling from the family about my inheritance. 

“The will is valid and binding, and there are no grounds to challenge it,” the lawyer, John Brixton, informed me. “So, move in and enjoy Hammersleigh. It’s yours.”

Easy for him to say. He didn’t have to face the black looks and pursed lips I encountered every day on the streets, in church, or at my job at the Blackshore Power Commission. I mean it, the Pembrookes were everywhere. At least my mother and brother, David, were happy for me.

However, Uncle Patrick’s will wasn’t without a string of clauses. Some good, some not so much. For instance, one clause prevented me from selling Hammersleigh House or any of its contents for twenty-five years, so it was a good thing I loved the house, because I was stuck with it. The will also established a trust that paid the maintenance and repair costs for Hammersleigh. This included the wages of casual help to keep the grounds and gardens in pristine order and the cost of the cleaning team that came in weekly. The trust also paid for a housekeeper and Conklin.

I guess this Trust business made me more of a caretaker than an owner, but on the upside, I didn’t have to worry about saving for a new roof or electrical upgrades. Best of all, I didn’t have to clean the place.

Conklin and I were the sole occupants of Hammersleigh House, unless you counted Jacqueline, the hell-poodle, which I didn’t. And if my first two nights in residence were filled with dark silences, well, I’d get used to it.

I continued the stress-relieving breathing. Four breaths in, hold for four, four breaths out, hold for four, then repeat. The ticking of the clock became soft and soothing, but not too quiet to mask the sound of footsteps that came to rest beside me. Rescue was at hand.

I looked up. “Hi, Conklin.”

Conklin wore his off-duty apparel, consisting of a pair of faded brown corduroys and a weathered beige jacket over a snow-white polo sweater, which exactly matched his thick shock of hair. 

I should explain Conklin since he played such a central role in my new life at Hammersleigh House, kind of like an unwelcome conscience I might ignore at times, but couldn’t shake loose.

Strange as it may seem in this day and age, Conklin was my butler. First, he was Uncle Patrick’s butler. Then Uncle Patrick left him to me in his will. Or, to be precise, Conklin was given the option of staying on at Hammersleigh or retiring. He decided I couldn’t possibly get along without him.

Unfortunately, he was right. 

Conklin had served Uncle Patrick for more than forty years and knew Hammersleigh’s every whim and whimsy. He knew what to do when one of the ancient plants in the rose garden contracted black spot. He knew where to get the special beeswax polish used on Hammersleigh’s woodwork. He knew the name of the contractor who annually checked the stone gargoyles on each corner of the house to ensure they didn’t fall off.

In short, Conklin knew everything and I needed him. Technically, he worked for me, but since I didn’t pay him, he was pretty much a free agent. I expected him to quit any day.

Here he stood with Jacqueline at his side.

“Madam?”

I had a lot of explaining to do. I searched for the words to tell him about the box upstairs.

“Madam, are you hurt?” He bent down and tugged on my arm.

I sighed. I weighed only a hundred and twenty-two pounds, but that’s still beyond the capacity of one very senior citizen to handle. I yanked my arm away.

He captured it again. “What happened, Madam? Please, speak to me.” He made comforting noises and glanced from my face to the antelope’s and back again. 

Jacqueline planted her body within inches of my ear and barked.

“Shut up.”

Since “shut up” and “get off the furniture” were the only two phrases I ever directed at her, she couldn’t pretend not to understand. The racket subsided, but she sat down close to my face. I kept one eye on her, since she was a biter.

Conklin looked at my injured toe. The ream of scarlet toilet paper trailed from it like a bloody banner of surrender. “Madam, you seem to have injured yourself. I will call 911.”

“No ambulance, fire truck or rescue vehicle will be necessary. Would you please call Marc Allaire and tell him to come over right away? Right now. Tell him it is business and I need him.” Conklin was a very literal man. I found it helped to be specific.

“Shall I tell him it’s an emergency, Madam?”

“You can tell him it’s very serious. However, no sirens or backup are required.”

While Conklin was making the call from the cramped telephone closet under the staircase, I pulled myself up onto the bottom step and sat there, thinking. After a minute, I got to my feet, shuffled to the door and opened it to wait for Marc’s arrival.

“Madam, Chief Allaire said to let you know he will be here immediately. I advised him you appeared to be slightly injured, but did not require medical attention at this time. I hope that was correct.”

“Perfect, Conklin. Thank you.”

“I hope you haven’t been attacked, Madam.”

I sure wished he would stop calling me Madam. I was beginning to feel like the owner of a massage parlour. I had already asked him to call me Lyris or Miss Lyris even. He just looked appalled at the idea and would have none of it. Yet he insisted I call him Conklin, though everyone else called him either Mr. Conklin or Arthur.

“No, Conklin, I haven’t been attacked.” I was tired all of a sudden. 

My bones craved heat and I sat down in the sun. My mind drifted to the tower room. To the box. And its secret.

What could have happened so long ago to end in such tragedy? A terrible act―an evil act―had been committed in this house. 

Selfishly, I wished the box had withheld its secret for another fifty-seven years.
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During daytime hours, Hammersleigh’s gates stood wide open at the end of the long driveway. Inside, a button in the electrical panel set into the wall by the front door controlled a mechanism that locked the gates every night and opened them again in the mornings. 

I thought the practice was a waste of time. Sure, the house was equipped with other security devices such as motion detectors, but locking the front gates when only a six-foot wrought-iron fence surrounded the rest of the property seemed absurd. There had been several break-ins around Blackshore in the past month and, there I was, sleeping in lonesome splendour on the second floor, while Conklin slept...somewhere else in the house. I had no idea where. Hammersleigh House contained a horde of valuable objects protected by a psychotic poodle, an aged butler and one confirmed coward.

Lights flashing, but siren muted, Marc’s cruiser careened around the gates and sped up the driveway, skidding to a stop ten feet from the steps where I waited. The bottoms of my bare feet burned from the heat of the limestone. 

I’d hoped to have a private word with Marc without Conklin listening in—Conklin was not a young man, and I was afraid of shocking him into an anxiety attack or cardiac arrest—but it was not to be. Conklin and Jacqueline hovered so close, I couldn’t swing a dead cat without hitting one of them. 

Marc jumped out of the cruiser and ran up the steps to meet me. I wasn’t able to read his expression behind the mirrored shades, but his well-shaped lips were set more firmly than usual. 

What did I look like? Not good, I suspected. Blood-caked hands and foot, dust-streaked clothes, and God only knew what state my hair was in. Or my face. I dragged the back of my wrist down my cheek, hoping to remove a few sweat streaks. I probably still looked like three-day-old road kill.

Our relationship was new, and sometimes I wondered why Marc was interested in me. Perhaps he enjoyed enigmas. He once said I resembled a Madonna, until I opened my mouth. I wished I’d asked him what he meant―not the mouth part; I got that. 

So far, though, I liked pretty much everything about Marc. He was hot-looking and had no major fault I could find, unless a penchant for organization and order could cause me problems down the road. His person, vehicle, office, home, yard—everything was neat and clean. And don’t bother laying your sweater over a chair. It will be hung up as soon as your arm is out of the sleeve.

My ex-husband, Dennis Malinski, was a neat-freak in a different way. While Marc would hang up your sweater with a smile and help you put it back on later, Dennis would just look at it and seethe, then throw it out the back door into the fishpond. I lost a few good sweaters that way. And one Christmas turkey, but that’s another story. 

“So, where’s the emergency? You haven’t been robbed, have you?” Marc took off his sunglasses and I saw his grey eyes were concerned. He touched my arm and looked me over. 

I snapped an accusing glance at Conklin, but the snitch refused to meet my eyes.

“Not yet. It isn’t an emergency as such, Marc.” And it wasn’t. The contents of the box had been in the tower room for more than fifty years.

“Lyris, I left the mayor and two councillors sitting in my office with a petition signed by almost four hundred citizens. They want more police patrols at night throughout the entire township, and I don’t have the manpower. I had to tell them I was called out on an emergency. How did you get hurt?”

I figured I’d better not mention that one of the signatures on the petition was mine. Hey, I was a home owner too. “Sorry, this honestly is serious. And I dropped a moose on my foot and fell down the stairs. I’m fine though.”

His eyes flickered, but he didn’t mention my injury again. That’s another thing I liked about him—he didn’t fuss. 

“Come upstairs with me and I’ll show you what I found.” I looked at Conklin. He and Jacqueline were still standing close behind me, sighing and snuffling respectively. Maybe I could lose them on the way up.

“Well, after you then. I hope this is important. I should get back to the mayor and his squabbling councillors.”

“Don’t trip on the antelope there.” I led the way up the mahogany staircase, Marc behind me, with Conklin and Jacqueline trailing along at the end.

“I believe that’s a wildebeest. Where are you taking me?”

“We’re going to the tower room. And, it’s an antelope. It says so on the plaque.”

Marc followed me along the length of the hallway until I stopped with my hand on the knob. The hand shook, and I gripped tighter. 

“It’s in here.” I threw open the door.

At first glance, the room looked like it had been finger-painted by a mob of angry preschoolers. Red drops spattered the floor, and the handprints on the wall around the hidden door had dried and faded to brown. Marc and Conklin looked at each other, then at my toe. 

Impatient to get this over with, I tapped my good foot and indicated the box. The old newspapers littered the floor. The cloth lay across the top of the box, so it was not possible to see inside. Marc turned and looked at me with a questioning eye.

“Show me.” 

I glanced at Conklin. He stuck close to my side. Well, he better have a strong heart. Jacqueline growled low in her throat and backed away. I pushed her out of the room, and for once, she didn’t protest. She lay down flat in the hall a few yards from the door.

I couldn’t let Marc look in the box without warning him. He may have seen a lot of gruesome sights during his career, but I was betting this would be a first for him. I needed to get the words out and done with. “It’s little Tommy.”

Both men continued to watch me.

“You know, little Tommy Pembrooke.”

They showed no reaction. 

“At least you must remember,” I said to Conklin. “It was during the war. They never found him.”

“Which war would this be, Madam?”

“Geez. World War II, of course. You were here then, weren’t you? How could you forget something like that?”

“Madam, during the War, I was overseas. My employment at Hammersleigh House did not commence until 1948.”

“Oh, I didn’t know.” The way he felt about Hammersleigh, I figured he had been born under a hydrangea bush in the back garden. “You must have heard about little Tommy. Everyone in Blackshore knows. It’s a legend.”

“Wait,” Marc said, “I remember. He was here for a family reunion and disappeared one night. I came across the file in our archives a few years ago. The case is officially still open.”

Conklin cleared his throat. “The affair is coming back to me also, Madam. I did hear about it from staff who were employed at Hammersleigh House many years ago. It was a fascinating story as well as a sad one. Poor child, I believe he was just an infant.”

“Two months from his second birthday. The house and grounds were searched over and over. Finally, the police decided to call it a kidnapping. They said someone entered the house in the middle of the night and took him.”

Marc leaned over and poked at the top of the box with a finger. I shuddered and moved closer to Conklin.

“The federal authorities were contacted,” Marc said, “but in those days they had no accurate tracking system for missing children, and no trace of the Pembrooke child was found. Did you come across some newspaper accounts?” 

“Marc, you aren’t listening to me. Tommy is in this box. Don’t you get it? He never left the house. He’s been here all along.”

Conklin stiffened. “Madam, are you sure? The child disappeared over fifty years ago. It doesn’t seem possible that he’d be recognizable.” His faded blue eyes were sad. “Perhaps you’ve found the skeleton of someone’s pet, a cat or a puppy?”

A pet. I ignored him and turned to Marc. “Look in the box. I may not be a forensic specialist, but take one look and then tell me I’m wrong. Anyway, it’s no skeleton.”

Marc took a pair of black nitrile gloves out of his pocket and pulled them on. He dropped to one knee and sorted through the newspapers, picking up each sheet by the corner with the tips of his thumb and forefinger and looking at it before placing it on the floor. When all the papers were piled in a neat stack beside the box, he inspected the cloth without touching it. Now that I saw it again, I realized it was the remnant of a blanket. As Marc lifted it, the faded satin binding fell away from the soft blue material. A baby’s blanket. 

A feeling of sorrow swept over me and I brushed at my eyes. For a moment I imagined I saw a toddler running toward me on the grass at Hammersleigh, his tiny hands clutching a yellow cloth bunny...

Marc placed the blanket on the pile of papers and I focused on his face, not wanting to see the tiny body again. 

Marc leaned toward the box. He recoiled and rocked back on his heels. Then, he stood up and backed away.

Conklin made a move to step forward and I clutched at his sleeve. He gently disengaged himself. “Madam, I was in the medical corps. I am no stranger to death, even in its more unpleasant forms.”

After a moment’s consideration of the box’s contents, Conklin plucked at the neck of his sweater with trembling fingers and spoke to Marc. “How could this have happened, Chief Allaire? I don’t believe I have ever seen anything like this before.”

Marc looked in the closet. “The temperature and humidity must have been optimal for the length of time it takes a body to dehydrate. And air current is a factor too. This looks like a rusted ventilation pipe running up the back of the closet. It isn’t a large body and the desiccation process would have been quick. And, the child did disappear during the summer.” 

That was rather more information than I needed.

He reached into the box and lifted out a stuffed toy, a rabbit that might once have been yellow. I moved uneasily and shrugged off the tingle between my shoulders. 

Marc replaced the toy. He stood up, removed his gloves, and motioned us to go ahead of him into the hall. He closed the door of the tower room and took me by the elbow. 

“I want you to tell me how you came to find the box. But first, I need to call Ronnie.”

Marc led us through the house to the bricked driveway. The late afternoon heat was heavy with humidity as we halted in a row beside his cruiser.

Marc called the dispatcher on the radio, asking her to contact Ronnie Guilbert, his sergeant, and instruct him to come to Hammersleigh House with his camera and other crime equipment. The radio squawked a question at Marc and he replied distinctly with a brief glance in my direction. “Ms. Lyris Pembrooke has found the mummified remains of a child in one of her closets.”
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“He looked at me like it was my fault. I mean, how could I be responsible for something that happened fifty-odd years ago? I wasn’t even born yet.”

“Marc doesn’t think that. But, you are a bit of a catalyst, if you don’t mind me being honest.” 

It wouldn’t much matter if I did mind. Patsy Gerard had been my best friend since preschool and had always been honest with me. She prided herself on it. I guess we all need a friend who will tell us when our skirt is tucked into our pantyhose, or that we possess an undesirable human attribute. Patsy was mine. 

We sat at a table in a dim corner of Hammersleigh’s kitchen, tossing back glasses of iced tea. The kitchen was cool, thanks to the dense pine bushes that lined both sides of the property, shielding the house from winter winds and summer heat. We were comfortable in our shorts and T-shirts, unlike the police officers who, two days after my grisly discovery, continued to trudge up to the tower room and down again.

The thunder rolled in the distance, as it had for weeks. But the moisture continued to hang heavily in the clouds, refusing to fall and cool the earth.

“I’m just unlucky. Sooner or later, somebody would’ve discovered the closet and sorted through the boxes. Look how long the Egyptian mummies lasted. A fifty-year span is just a blink of the eye. Why did it have to be me who found the poor baby? Or, why didn’t someone find him fifty years ago?”

“Never mind.” Patsy poured another glass of iced tea with one hand and gave my arm a pat with the other. Her plump face was framed in reddish-brown hair tightly curled from the humidity. Between the hair and her round, brown eyes, she looked like Little Orphan Annie, if Annie had irises. “Marc knows you aren’t to blame. He’s just worried you’ll start digging into the past trying to find out what happened to Tommy and mess up his investigation.”

“Thanks. And there is no investigation. What possible leads could there be after all this time? Most of the people involved are dead. Anyway, I don’t have time to worry about a crime that old when the family reunion is less than two weeks away.”

“Sure.”

“I’m serious. I’m going to put it right out of my mind. And I don’t think Marc is going to spend any time or manpower on this. It was an alleged kidnapping, and the RCMP were called in, so why aren’t they handling it?”

“Marc contacted them. They said he’s to let them know if they can do anything to assist.”

“How do you know? Marc never said anything.”

“I bet you never asked.” She fluffed up her short curls. “I’m kidding. Marc called Nick yesterday to put off their golf date and mentioned what the Mounties said.”

“And Nick came home and spilled everything.” This was not a question. 

Nick and Patsy were my dearest friends, but as a couple, they made me squirm. They shared everything, including thoughts and feelings. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn they used the same toothbrush.

Patsy tapped my wrist to get my attention. “When will Marc be done here? They aren’t searching the whole house, I hope. There can’t be any evidence left.”

“Why ask me? I don’t know as much as you.”

“Well, you and Marc must have been together since you found Tommy. What did you talk about? Or maybe...” she leered, “you don’t talk at all?”

“I haven’t been alone with Marc since I moved in last Saturday. This place hasn’t enough rooms.”

“What? Hammersleigh is enormous.”

I lowered my voice. “It’s Conklin. I think he’s Nosferatu in the guise of an elderly butler. I never hear him coming, but out of nowhere, he’s standing there looking at me, calling me Madam. I hesitate to take a shower for fear I’ll throw back the curtain and find him holding my towel for me. Eyes modestly averted, of course.”

Patsy’s one-track mind was still stuck on my sex life. “Are you telling me you and Marc haven’t...you know...since you moved in?”

“Exactly right. The chief deterrent to our unwedded bliss right now is Conklin, as I started to tell you. He sticks closer to me than a zebra mussel on a sailboat. I wish he’d go haunt somebody else.”

“You’re mixing your metaphors again. Conklin is lost without your uncle, so he looks to you for direction, don’t forget.”

“He does not look to me for direction. As a matter of fact, he tries his best to boss me around, in his genteel manner. When I first moved in, I wanted to show Marc around upstairs, but Conklin followed us up, asking if he could help us or bring us some refreshments. We felt like teenagers trying to find a place to park and went back outside to sit on the porch, chastely holding hands in case Super Butler appeared out of the shadows.”

Patsy listened without comment for a minute. “Why don’t you hire a new housekeeper? With her to train, Conklin would be off your back.”

“Do you think it’s that easy? Housekeeping is an outdated profession. John Brixton has advertised several times and few people have responded. He’s going to eliminate the objectionable applicants and send me the rest. I have to interview them, can you imagine? I could hire a kleptomaniac or a serial killer. How would I know?”

“Ask Conklin to sit in. He’d be a good judge of character.”

“Anybody that old should be. I’ve already asked him to help. He just looks down his nose and says it’s my job, and he couldn’t possibly interfere. I didn’t like Marion Beadle much, but sometimes I wish she was still here.”

Marion was Uncle Patrick’s long-time sixtyish housekeeper. When her bequest and pension from Uncle Patrick hit her bank account, she took off for the bright lights of Montreal, never to be seen again.

“Quit whining. You’ll figure something out. I have to go. Let me know if I can do anything to help you with the reunion.”

“You know, Patsy, it’s obvious now that nobody crept into the house during the night and kidnapped Tommy. I wonder if the family suspected it was an inside job all along.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m just thinking out loud. Since Tommy never left the house, either somebody already here, or somebody who knew the layout, must have killed him and placed his body in the closet.”

“You don’t know he was murdered. It could have been an accident, then somebody panicked and hid him in the closet.”

I couldn’t argue with her, but I didn’t think she was right.

Patsy stood up. “I’m going. Call if you need any help. With the reunion, I mean. Don’t ask me to help you with any murder investigation.” 

I was scarcely aware of her leaving. Little Tommy’s death had begun to prey on my mind, and the last thing I needed right now was to let anything deflect my attention from the reunion. Before I inherited Hammersleigh House, all I had to do was show up on the right day, picnic basket in hand. Now there were a dozen arrangements to make, with Conklin being no help at all. I didn’t know where to start. 

I went over to the sink to rinse out the pitcher and glasses. Suddenly, a pair of arms encircled my waist and a pair of warm lips nuzzled the back of my neck. I squealed in alarm and dropped the glass I was holding into the sink. It shattered into dozens of crystalline pieces.

“Look what I did,” I said to Marc with some anxiety. “No doubt this glass is a family heirloom and I’ve broken up the set. Conklin will have a fit.”

“I didn’t mean to make you jump. Usually you like it when I kiss you there.”

“I was thinking about Conklin.”

“Don’t tell me he’s been making passes at you,” Marc said with a disbelieving smile. Despite the heat, his regulation shirt was crisp and smelled pleasantly of his skin, with a touch of fabric softener. His thick black hair just cried out to be touched, but I controlled myself. And the slight dimple in his right cheek, oh my.

“Hardly. But he has me spooked. You know how he keeps popping up.”

His arms were around me again, and I felt the too-familiar warmth suffuse my body and begin to overcome my better judgement. 

“Well, he’s not here now, so why don’t we take advantage of his absence. You can show me your bedroom and explain all the changes you want to make in there. And we can talk about getting married.”

“Married!” Good thing I wasn’t holding another glass.

Marc clapped a hand over his right ear. “I think I’m deaf.” 

“Is this a sincere proposal, or are you just trying to take advantage of me? Because you know what a sucker I am for a man in uniform.”

“Oh, I mean it. I thought I would just get the subject on the table so you can begin thinking about it, now that you’re more or less used to my company.”

“Well, couldn’t we just wallow in lust and debauchery and leave it at that?” 

He pretended to consider. “Okay. We’ll start there if you like. Just think about my suggestion, won’t you?”

I would think about it, not seriously, though. Somehow the thought of Marc, his two daughters, dog and cat joining my own unconventional household at Hammersleigh was almost funny. Mind you, it would be company for me at night, but I would have to sign Conklin into a rest home.

Over Marc’s shoulder, I could see the kitchen door swing open. “I’ll have to tell you about my redecorating plans some other time. Don’t look now, but we are not alone, as the bishop said to the actress.”

Marc cursed under his breath, but stepped away from me.

“I want to know about the autopsy...” 

“I’ll phone you and, by the way, we’re finished here.” After a gentle tug on my ponytail and a brief word to Conklin, he was gone.

I broke the ensuing silence by asking Conklin, “Whose turn is it to make supper tonight?” I held my position in front of the double acrylic sinks, hoping to distract him from seeing the pieces of broken crystal.

“I believe it is yours, Madam. I made the eggplant quiche last night if you recall. Before that, we had the beef stew you prepared in the crock pot. And the canned beets.”

And a sorry meal that had been, if I do say so myself. I hadn’t bothered to peel the potatoes or carrots, and left the onions in chunks. The meat was the cheapest I could find at the supermarket, and it was gratifyingly tough and stringy despite twelve hours in the crock pot. The dish turned out almost as bad as Conklin’s quiche—it was an unpleasant revelation to me that a quiche can be created from eggplant and cabbage.

When I moved in, Conklin and I agreed to take turns making the evening meal until we—make that I—hired a housekeeper. It was Conklin’s idea. I was hoping he would do all the cooking, but was soon put in my place by his reminder that the preparation of meals, at least at Hammersleigh, was the responsibility of the housekeeper, not the butler. I was sick of everything being the housekeeper’s job. He made it sound like he was doing me a favour by taking a turn at cooking. 

We had been trying to wear each other down with our culinary ineptitude, hoping the other would give up and offer to cook every night. Both of us were on the lean side to start with, and growing leaner with each passing day.

“I bought a packaged macaroni and cheese dinner. We could have that with some frozen fish sticks. Oh, and I think there’s another cucumber left in the fridge.” Conklin hated cucumbers, especially the mutant kind without seeds.

“It sounds delicious, Madam. I will be in the pantry polishing the silver tea service if you need me.” 

“Fine, but I can’t let you spoil your appetite with the macaroons you bought. I moved them out of the cupboard where you keep your silver polish and cloths. You can have them later for dessert.”

His brief smile failed to reach his faded blue eyes. His thin shoulders drooped even more, and I felt I was being a bit harsh with him. Just as I decided a couple of cookies wouldn’t hurt, he looked in the direction of the sink. “Madam, might I suggest you exercise care in clearing up the broken glass, lest you cut your fingers?”

Straight-backed, he marched into the butler’s pantry, a narrow room between the kitchen and the formal dining room. It was lined with glass-fronted cupboards from ceiling to floor and held all the exquisite, priceless china and silver collected by several generations of Pembrookes. The room was Conklin’s special place of refuge, and he retreated there now to mourn the loss of his cookies.

I opened one of the two double-door upright freezer units and rummaged for the package of frozen fish sticks I had bought on the same shopping trip as the stewing beef. Both freezers were packed full of more enticing offerings such as lobster and steaks, but I stoically closed the door on them. Time enough for that later when I had either hired a housekeeper or forced Conklin to his arthritic, creaking knees.

An hour later, we were seated at the same table where I’d earlier shared iced tea with Patsy. Initially, Conklin had been upset when I refused to eat alone in the dining room, but the huge Jacobean-style dining table, twelve matching chairs, looming mirrored sideboard and the ten-foot serving table unnerved me. And I wasn’t going to eat in there by myself. Conklin was stiff and formal when I joined him in the kitchen, but was becoming more relaxed each day in my presence, and I felt he secretly enjoyed the company.

I left the fish sticks in the oven ten minutes longer than instructed on the package and didn’t bother to add the quarter cup of milk to the macaroni and cheese. You could re-point bricks with the result. I was satisfied with the outcome of my meal, but had no intention of eating it.

Conklin took ten minutes to cut his fish into pieces manageable enough to swallow whole. I guess his teeth weren’t up to the task of chewing the rock-like morsels. His macaroni was piled in a heap in the middle of his plate, and he poked at it with his fork from time to time and watched it jiggle. He didn’t so much as glance at the cucumber slices arranged attractively on a side plate. 

I occupied myself with moving the pieces on my plate from one side to the other, then back again. After a few minutes of silence, I asked the question that had been bothering me.

“How could Tommy have been in that closet for over fifty years without anybody finding him, Conklin? I find it hard to believe that closet was nailed shut all this time without anybody prying it open, for no other reason than curiosity.” 

Conklin choked on one of the fish nuggets he was trying to swallow. I watched him closely, but he managed to get it down.

“When I arrived here after the war, Madam, the tower room was full of furniture, paintings, accessories and such things. They were items of no use that were in the house when Mr. Thomas, that would be Mr. Patrick’s father, purchased it from John Hammersleigh around the turn of the century, the twentieth century, that is. The pieces were gathered up and stored in the tower room, and there they stayed. You see, Madam, there were more than enough bedrooms in the house for Mr. Thomas’s four children, Mr. Patrick and his brother and two sisters, so the tower room was not needed as sleeping quarters.”

“But little Tommy wasn’t in the closet back then.”

“No, of course not, Madam. I’m trying to give you a possible explanation for the body remaining hidden for so long. You see, by the time the war started, Mr. Patrick was in sole residence at Hammersleigh. His brother and sisters were married and living in their own homes, and Mr. Patrick’s wife had died—in 1941 that would be—without leaving him an heir. Therefore, from that time to this, there have not been children in the house.”

I waited, not seeing any connection.

“Madam, children are inherently curious. I believe that, had there been a child in residence these last fifty-some years, the body would have been discovered.”

“Maybe. I know if I had lived here when I was a child, I would have explored every wall surface for secret passages.”

“There is no doubt in my mind you would have, Madam.”

“But before I filled the tower room with the trophy heads and other stuffed dead things, the room was empty except for a few side tables and wicker chairs. And the walls look like they were painted more recently than the 1940s. Don’t forget that the hinges and nails were painted right over.”

“Quite right. About ten years ago, Mr. Patrick planned to create a winter sunroom. We hired an antique dealer to clear out the furnishings and to whitewash the walls. He had no instructions to do anything other than make the room more presentable.”

He looked at me rather severely. “Not everyone has your inquisitive turn of mind, Madam.”

“Yes, well, I have one more question. Who is Tommy? I mean, whose child was he? He wasn’t one of Uncle Patrick’s nephews.”

“He was the child of a second cousin of Mr. Patrick’s. Miss Wisteria Pembrooke.”

“Aunt Wisty? You mean Aunt Wisty wasn’t married?”

“Of course, she was.” Conklin looked shocked. “She married another cousin, Thomas Pembrooke. He died in Italy only months after the tragedy.

My head whirled. It was hard enough trying to keep the Pembrooke lineage straight without every second male being christened Thomas. “Poor Aunt Wisty. First her child, then her husband. No wonder she spent most of her life in Lychwood.”

Lychwood was an exclusive mental institution a few miles away. It was Hammersleigh’s nearest neighbour to the east as the crow flies but, because both properties contained expansive wooded areas, it was easy to forget their proximity to each other, easy to forget the chain link fence that separated their common border. Lychwood was a maximum-security facility, and the patients were not free to leave at will. Aunt Wisty was by no means the only Pembrooke to have been a registered guest at Lychwood, but she was the only one who’d lived most of her life there.

“What are you making for supper tomorrow night, Conklin? Have you decided?”

“I believe I will attempt to make baked beans. I used to enjoy them in the army and have developed a desire to experience them again.”

I looked at him. “I hope you plan to de-gas them first.”

“Excuse me, Madam? De-gas?”

I explained. “Beans contain an enzyme which produces intestinal gas when they’re cooked. However, there is a very simple way to avoid the problem. You may want to write this down, Conklin.”

After he fetched pen and pad from a drawer, I continued, “Boil the water first, then drop the beans in, and boil them for four or five minutes. Take the pot off the heat, cover it and leave for several hours. You may want to do this much tonight. Next, drain the beans, add fresh water and simmer for an hour or so. Oh, and don’t add tomatoes until just before the beans are done since tomatoes toughen them. Did you get all that?”

“I believe so. This seems like a lot of work for a pot of beans.”

“We’ll both be grateful for your efforts.” I was betting he would forget the whole thing and open a can of mushroom soup for dinner. At least the soup would be edible, even if he didn’t whisk out the lumps.

Conklin cleared his throat. “Now, I have taken the liberty of making up this memorandum for you. It lists everything you need to see to before the reunion. Which will be,” he paused for emphasis, “in less than two weeks.”

“The reunion.” I shot up straight in my chair. “We have to sign a guest book at every reunion. I could look at the book for 1943 and see who was here.”

“The police have already thought of that, Madam. Unfortunately, the use of a guest book did not begin until 1962.” His thin lips compressed and it was clear he was done with the subject.

Too bad about that, but I had other ideas and no time like the present to start working on them. First, though, I needed some real food to keep my strength up, and I wouldn’t get it in this kitchen. I reached over my head and opened a cupboard. I dropped the bag beside Conklin’s plate.

“I have to go out for a bit. Here, you can have your cookies back.” I spied what looked like a giant dust bunny underneath the table and headed for the door. “It’s your turn to feed the dog.”
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CHAPTER 5
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I woke up to the clamour of birdsong. Before daylight.

The racket produced by thousands of birds was not, to me, a wondrous and mystical experience. I realized they were planning to twitter and chirp every morning, and I wanted to wring their noisy little necks. Rolling over, I pressed the pillow against my ears. 

It was no use.

“Quiet,” I yelled at the three sets of open windows. All were hung with stiff green and gold brocade that matched the bed curtains and canopy. The heavy fabric was meant to prevent the sleeper from experiencing a draft in winter, but they also stopped any cooling current of air from reaching said sleeper during periods of stifling summer heat. 

The birds continued to celebrate with joyous abandon, as though the imminent sunrise happened just once a year like the April Revenue Canada deadline. I jumped out of bed to slam the windows shut and almost broke a leg again. I kept forgetting my bed was four feet off the ground and the one way to get on or off was by means of a two-step wooden stool that never seemed to be in the right spot for vacating the bed in a hurry. 

My bedroom overloaded the senses, both by its size and by the proportions of the furniture. The bed was a four poster and matched the highboy, armoire, cabinets, bureaux, chiffoniers and several other unfamiliar pieces, all looking like some crazed woodworker had mated Gothic Revival with Late Classical to beget this Early Hideous result.

Dragons and other mythical creatures writhed their way up the bedposts and legs of the chairs and highboy, while a row of frilled and feathered pineapples crested the armoire that soared to within a millimetre of the twelve-foot ceiling. It was typically Victorian and terrifying to wake up to each morning.

In fairness to Hammersleigh, most of the other rooms contained furnishings much more pleasing to the eye, but I had chosen this room over the five other possibilities for several reasons. First were the three sets of windows that opened onto the stand of mature sugar maples. I thought it idyllic before learning about the dawn habits of bird life. 

The other reason could be seen high up near the ceiling. Dozens of gilded cupids cavorted on the cornices, all with unique expressions on their carved faces. They made me smile whenever I looked up at them. 

With the windows closed, the noise from the trees was reduced to a muted peeping. However, the air inside became close and still within seconds. My T-shirt clung to my body and I felt my hair corkscrew into tight coils.

Even the thick stone walls of Hammersleigh were yielding to the summer heat wave most of the continent was enduring. In the northern parts of the province, forest fires raged out of control, and closer to home, campers were forbidden to light fires for cooking. There was talk of prohibiting backyard barbecues. Since Blackshore sits smack in the middle of beef country in south-western Ontario, steak enthusiasts prepared to storm the town hall if any meat-grilling by-law was passed.

My own house in town had air conditioning and so far, it was one of the few things I missed. My bed was another, and then there was the lack of privacy. Living with a butler that materialized without warning was a definite minus, although I had to admit I wouldn’t want to live in that house alone. 

The tower room was a problem. Whenever I came out of my bedroom or walked down the hall toward it, I kept my focus on the floor. It was ridiculous to feel this way. The body of a child had been hidden in there for more than fifty years. I didn’t believe in ghosts, but I could neither ignore nor suppress the tingling sensation between my shoulders when I was in the upper hall. And even worse was the smell that accompanied the tingling.

The subtle odour was faint and somehow familiar. I couldn’t pin it down. It wasn’t unpleasant and I seemed to detect it with just the first breath I took in the hall. When I breathed again to recapture the fragrance, it was gone. The tingling in my back lasted a few seconds longer, then it too would fade away.

I felt it now as I held my breath and hurried into the bathroom that in keeping with the ambience in the rest of the house, contained a pedestal sink and a toilet with the tank suspended six feet off the ground. Everything worked, though, even the showerhead in the claw-footed tub. The shower curtain hung from a brass track that circled the entire tub, and I found there was no appreciable difference from showering behind a tub enclosure, although I mopped up a lot of water before I got the hang of it.

While I readied myself for work, I thought about what I had learned the previous evening about that long-ago reunion. Not much.

Having left Conklin and Jacqueline behind in the kitchen to feed on cookies and kibble, I’d headed for Ali’s Pizza Emporium on Blackshore’s main street and treated myself to a deluxe personal-sized pizza. I sat alone at a tiny table and devoured the whole pizza in minutes, washing it down with a glass of watery peach-flavoured drink. I felt much stronger when I finished my meal, and I walked the three blocks to the police station.

I planned to break my own rule and visit Marc at work, hoping he would unbend enough to give me some information about the cause of Tommy’s death. With a lot of luck, I thought he might even let me peek at the police archives.

Marc was not in his office. The on-duty officer reported that the chief had left and wasn’t expected back that evening. Her eyes followed me out. 

The library was my next stop. It would have microfilm of newspapers from the past, and I wanted to read the Blackshore Oracle’s coverage of the reunion and Tommy’s disappearance. The library was next door to the police station, but when I climbed the steps to the double front doors, the sign stated the Public Library was closed on Thursday evenings during July and August. 

I started back toward my car parked in front of Ali’s and wondered whom I could visit at eight-thirty on a hot summer’s evening. Someone that might have been at that reunion or at least remembered hearing about it.

In some towns that might not present a problem, but Blackshore’s residents were notoriously mobile during the summer months. They visited each other, went to the air-conditioned movie theatre, lawn bowled, attended outdoor concerts given by the local pipe band in the park. You name it, the town folk did it, anything to get out of the house.

Since Blackshore was located on the shores of Lake Huron, the fiercest of the Great Lakes, about three hours northwest of Toronto, our winters were long and harsh. This might explain why the population of 7,500 felt the need to make every minute of the summer count.

I was just about to give up and go home when my gaze caught the display in the window of Tackaberry’s Antiques.

It was a Crown Derby teapot. The shape was unmistakable and the delicate colours glimmered in the light of a mock-Tiffany lamp. I admit to a weakness for teapots and was the proud owner of dozens, most not very valuable but precious to me all the same. The collection was still boxed up and piled in a corner of my bedroom at Hammersleigh, along with my computer paraphernalia. I proposed to set the teapots in a cabinet in my bedroom where they would not be overshadowed by the priceless collections found throughout the rest of the house. The computer required a more modern setup and I hoped it wouldn’t look out of place in a corner by the windows.

Through the shop window I saw Peter Tackaberry’s head bent over the counter, his dark blond hair falling around his face. Since the handwritten sign on the front door was not yet turned to Closed, I took this as an opportune invitation. 

Three minutes and fifty-seven dollars plus tax later, the teapot sat wrapped in a box on the counter.

“I was going to call you about that teapot, but I figured you might’ve lost your taste for the merely pretty since you inherited Hammersleigh. There must be hundreds of pieces of antique china and porcelain there.” Peter shoved the drawer closed on his manual cash register and smiled at me.

“I’m always interested in an unusual teapot to add to my collection. The contents of Hammersleigh don’t really belong to me. Not for another twenty-five years anyway.”

“I hope you’re enjoying
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