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CHARACTERS

The Titled and Their Relatives:

Roger, Lord Swinbrook: Titled Earl, owner of Swinton Hall

Geneva, Lady Swinbrook: Countess, wife of Sir Roger

Kirk Fitzpatrick: Brother of Geneva

Noreen Fitzpatrick: Wife of Kirk

Lyndon Fitzpatrick: Son of Kirk and Noreen

Austin Swinbrook: Roger’s younger brother, earl by right of succession

Dulcie Burgess: Austin’s fiancée

The Staff and Their Family:

Mona Griffiths: one of Roger’s household staff

Dan Griffiths: Mona’s husband, chef at a restaurant

Sibyl Griffiths: Daughter of Mona and Dan, friend of Lyndon’s

Friends of The Titled:

Barry Sykes: Ex-husband of Geneva, former business partner with Roger

Ed Cawley: friend of Roger, former business partner with Roger

Sharon Seddon: friend of Geneva

Not-so-Friends of The Titled:

Baxter and Eileen Clarkson: retired couple 

The Police of the Derbyshire Constabulary:

Detective-Sergeant Brenna Taylor

Detective-Chief Inspector Geoffrey Graham

Detective-Sergeant Mark Salt

Detective-WPC Margo Lynch

Constable Scott Coral

Sergeant Erik Davidson

DC Byrd
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Chapter One
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I’ve been in more romantic surroundings than a cold, drafty bell tower and felt more warmth from a goodnight hug than from the police lights that illuminate this scene. Particularly on Valentine’s Day. And right now, though I was engaged with a dozen or so lads from the Derbyshire Constabulary, it was anything but my idea of a dream date―especially with a dead body at my feet.  

The dozen or so lads and I were in the bell tower of Swinton Hall, a stately, medieval home huddled in a tree-choked vale of the Derbyshire Peak District. This national reserve of rugged dales, mountains, rivers, caves and windswept moors is as renowned for its natural beauty as it is for its picturesque villages, most of which had endured centuries of battering snow, rain and wind.

Right now the February wind seemed to be sweeping across the tower’s stone floor and freezing everything it touched. Which included my ankles and feet, despite the protection of my woolen socks and expensive designer-label leather boots. I looked sadly at the police-regulation paper bootie that encased the polished leather, and thought that fashion wasn’t all that it was touted.  Warmth had its advantages over Chic many times.

For all my misgivings, this was a serene spot―a 15-foot square chamber of whitewashed stone, with a small leaded glass window that let in western daylight. A door in the southern wall opened to stairs that led down to the ground floor. One gained access to the room above by the wooden ladder fastened vertically to the wall. An aged wooden plaque was screwed into the opposite wall, the wood blackened with age and carbon from the burning of countless candles. Beside the plaque an iron hook waited to hold a jacket or cardigan.  Several mouse-nibbled hymnals, a broken wooden stool, and a half dozen worn bell ropes cluttered the room’s southeast corner. A small wooden box, about 3-foot by 1-foot, squatted in the southwest corner. Iron chains disappeared into holes in its top. A wooden cask squatted on top of this wooden box, a metal tap protruding from its side.

“You thinking about last November?”

Mark Salt, a detective-sergeant in the Derbyshire Constabulary, as I was, stood beside me. He was tall, muscular, good looking and inclined to think of himself as cock of the walk around women. Me, in particular. I begrudgingly admitted to myself or to my friend Margo Lynch that he did have a bit of animal magnetism, but I wasn’t about to be the lamb for this wolf.

I nodded and pointed toward the rope nearest the dead body. “But this rope appears to be intact and there seems to be no question of a hanging.” I was referring to the previous November when we had worked on a case during a village’s Guy Fawkes celebration.

“Also seems to be rather straight forward. One bloke, alone, hits his head on the edge of the ceiling hatch and falls from the ladder. The End. Suspicious, when someone dies alone, but it doesn’t scream murder.”

“You know anything about change ringing, Mark? PC Byrd said this death might involve change ringing bells. Like the Hunchback of Notre Dame liked to swing on.”

Mark shrugged. His eyes followed the length of the ropes upward. “I’ve not rung, if that’s what you’re asking.  But one of my mates used to. I’d go over and watch sometimes.”

“But the bells themselves....”

“Change ringing bells are hung in towers such as this one. Each bell’s fixed at right angle to a wooden wheel.” He nodded toward the six ropes hanging in front of us and disappearing through the small holes in the ceiling. “The rope’s attached to the wheel. When the rope’s pulled, the wheel revolves, which tips the bell over to ring.”

“I hear they’re heavy.”

“Anywhere from several hundred pounds all the way up to tons.”

“So it’s dangerous, then. 

“Can be. I’ve heard of accidents involving arms and hands getting caught in the moving rope, or blokes getting hanged. It’s easy when you’ve got a ton of dead weight on the other end of the rope, hoisting the poor bloke, where he literally cracks his head on the ceiling.”

I shuddered and looked at the six ropes that swayed slightly in a cold blast of air. Someone must have opened the tower door downstairs. Perhaps Graham had arrived. “You said you never got involved in change ringing.”

“You neither, from the questions you asked. Is that because you’re not C of E, or not religious, or just not mathematically inclined? I know you’re into music, so that’s not the reason.”  He grinned. “Or maybe it is. Bing bong tin tan clunk. Bells rung in a jumble, it sounds like to me. Maybe you like music too well to change ring. Maybe you miss the melody. You don’t ring a tune on these things. Is that why you’re not a ringer?”

“Time’s the main culprit. How can a cop commit to anything on a schedule, like seven-thirty choir practice, or an evening cookery class? I’d miss more classes than I could attend. Do either of your brothers ring?” I figured I could safely ask the question, since I’d been involved last month in a case featuring his family.

“We’ve no tower around our patch of earth. I never got a chance to hear bells as I grew up. And then, when I went to a few of the sessions with my mate, my interests were turning toward police work.”

The person must’ve exited the tower because the breeze had ceased, along with the faint aroma of crushed pine needles. The bell ropes stood still again. I wished Graham would arrive so we could proceed. “I heard that the head wound of the deceased doesn’t match the angles of the ladder or the hatchway opening in the ceiling.”

He shrugged. “All in good time, Brenna. You know it’s Valentine’s Day?”

“So?”

“I thought we’d have time for a quick kiss.”

“Keep your mind on the job, Mark. You’ll be a happier lad in the long run.”

“God, you’re grumpy.”

“Grumpy!” I practically shouted, then, noticing some of the lads looking my way, said more softly, “Why do you say that?”

Mark pointed to my gauze-wrapped right hand and wrist. “Must hurt.”

“Not particularly,” I lied. “It’s nothing I can’t work through. Anyway, we need to move. They’re about to measure the rope.”

“I’m all for progress.”

We moved to the corner and watched as two forensic techs set up a ladder. Mark said it seemed to be the usual type of rope used in change ringing, a cream-colored flax. The sally―a fluff of maroon and white worsted wool woven into a striped spiral pattern near the rope’s end―looked more like a giant drop of blood than the convenient hand grip for the bell ringers. The rope undulated slightly as an officer on the top rung of the ladder lay the tip of his tape measure at the small ceiling hole. He pulled out the end of the tape, keeping it taut. The tech on the floor held the other end of the tape at the end of the rope and called out “Seven feet.”  When he’d reeled in the measure, he noted the length of the sally. Three feet. The two techs then ascended the vertical ladder on the tower wall and disappeared into the room overhead, probably to measure that area and get dimensions of the bells.  It’d please Graham.

Detective-Chief Inspector Geoffrey Graham is part of our police team from Buxton, and my superior officer. And I was waiting for him to arrive and take charge.

I’d heard the resignation in his voice when I’d rung him up at home and imagined the clenched jaw, the closed eyes as he silently cursed the situation. It was only marginally better when he appeared. If not smiling, at least he wasn’t frowning.

“Right, then.” Graham came over to me, and I suddenly felt vulnerable, as though the entire case rested on my observations. Mark had chosen Discretion over Ardor and gone to look at the blood spattering at the base of the wall ladder. “You have a name for me?” He was wearing the white paper suit we dress in when we enter a crime scene.  It preserved the evidence and controlled cross-contamination from any bits we might inadvertently bring in with us. He stood beside me, overwhelming me with his intelligence and masculinity, watching as the chamber exploded with light from the photographer’s lamps, towering above me, making me feel small and insignificant, and strangely protected. Both his presence and voice seemed to fill the small space.

“Mind the bits of glass, sir.” I pointed to a patch of brown glass fragments near the body and around the base of the ladder.

Graham carefully stepped around them as a crime scene tech snapped a photo  “So, who is our deceased?”

“Roger, Lord Swinbrook. He succeeded to the peerage on the death of his father ten years ago. Age forty-six. Married but no children. Owner of Swinton Hall. He’s just home from an evening’s Valentine celebration with his wife.” A fragment of Valentine verse, long slumbering in the depths of my mind, mentally echoed again from my childhood. The poem had been printed on red paper, the lettering crude and black, looking like they’d been formed from dried streaks of blood. Now, twenty years later, the scene before me forced the embarrassment of my teen years into my consciousness.

Roses are red,

Violets are blue,

I’d kill myself

If I looked like you.

The rhyme had been illustrated with a cartoon of a fat girl lying on her back, a knife sticking out of her chest. The poem was signed with a smear of dried snot.

I recall standing at the letterbox, the valentine in my hand, tears streaming down my cheeks, and my brother asking me if I was all right. I’d jammed the filth into my jeans pocket, wiped my eyes and forced myself to smile. Of course I lied, telling him it was a funny valentine and I’d laughed so hard I was crying. Samuel had said something about girls being too weird to understand, took a bite of his apple, and returned to banging out a Mozart rondo on the piano.

I shook off the childhood mockery as Hargreaves stepped around the body on the floor. “That’s the way DC Byrd found him, sir.  With the spilled beer all over him and the floor, and the pearl necklace on his chest.”
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“What’s he doing with a pearl necklace?” Without waiting for an answer, Graham asked a Scientific Officer to bag it and hand it to him, if the photographer was finished.

He was, and after a minute Graham held the plastic evidence bag containing the pearls.

He turned the bag so he could see the necklace from every angle.  It was an 18- or 20-inch strand, with the pearls graduating in size from the silver clasp at the back to the largest pearl in the center.  A tennis ball.  A rugby ball.  It might just as well have been.  I’d never seen such a huge pearl.  My only acquaintance with pearls was the acrylic strand I’d bought to wear for my brother’s first piano recital.  Since then, I’d relegated all real pearls to something unattainable, like world peace or me becoming Chief Constable.  These pearls must’ve cost my entire career’s wage. 

“It’ll be printed, of course.” Graham rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful.  “Why a pearl necklace?  Surely he didn’t drag it out of his pocket, or wherever it was, and plop it on his chest in his death throes.  Why not keep it in his hand, for example, if it meant something to him, something to hold as he died?”

I murmured my agreement and glanced again at the body.  Roger Swinbrook looked to be about two stone overweight for his height, which was about five foot eight or ten.  He was balding, and what hair was left beside his ears and around the back of his head was thin and brown.  He was dressed well, in gray woolen trousers, a maroon-colored pullover of fine wool or cashmere, gray socks and black casuals.  The only mismatch to this finery was the holey, felted blue cardigan.  A gray suede peaked cap and black leather jacket lay atop the coiled cast-off rope in the corner.  The pearls were an odd bit of feminism.  I wondered if they were a Valentine’s Day gift for his wife, which might explain why he‘d dragged them out of his pocket.  One last gesture of his love.  “Could someone have laid them there?”

“Anything’s possible, Taylor, at least until we get confirmation otherwise.”

“The blood’s frightful.” I looked at the splatters that adorned the base of the ladder, wall and parts of the ceiling.  “What was he hit with?”

“We’ll find it.  But it does look as though someone struck him more than once.  I don’t see all this blood coming from a fall, not the way the blood patterns are.”

The pattern of blood was one of the many aids we had in processing a crime scene.  From the shape of the blood drops, we could ascertain the direction of the blows.  As Graham and I looked at the immediate area we noticed star-shaped droplets nearest the body.  Graham mused aloud, as if to aid his thought process.  “When you’ve got a smooth surface and blood hits it directly, the drop will be circular.  But it becomes star-shaped, as we have here, if the texture is rough, like these stone walls.  If it strikes the wall at an angle, the drop becomes oval, with a sort of ‘tail’ that indicates the direction of flight of the blood.”

“Oval spots with long tails.” I recalled other crime scenes of parallel nature. “Those indicate the blood struck the surface at an acute angle and was traveling at a higher rate of speed compared to round spots that have a slight dot of a tail.  I’m sorry for the victim, of course, but bloody scenes like this are an aid for the detective.”

“We’ve both types of blood patterns here.” He got up and walked over to the farther side of the wall.  “This area where we’ve large drops and then consecutive smaller drops is caused by any blood ricocheting, if you will, and the fragments becoming smaller as they hit.”

“His lordship’s head was struck repeatedly, I think.” I indicated the wall just above the body.  “This can only come when the weapon was raised for a blow.  As it was raised, it flung off blood.”

“Centrifugal force, yes. With each blow, the weapon flung more blood about.”

“We’ve a few nice trails across the wall, sir, and some patterns of blood splashing on the ceiling.”

“Had to have been struck with great force, I think, to fling blood up there.  What is it: twelve, fifteen feet?”

“Fifteen, I believe, sir.”

“I’ll be very shocked if this isn’t murder.  I can’t believe a mere fall would produce these hosts of blood spotting.  Still, I keep an open mind. So, do we know anything yet about the beer?” Graham watched a Scientific Officer bag the broken bottle and pieces of glass.  “I know it’s a common combination, drinking and bell ringing...”  His sentence trailed off, and I turned to see what had captured his attention.  He was looking at the wooden plaque on the wall and reading its verse aloud.

Ye Ringers all assembled here

Take Rope in Hand and ring with Cheer;

From Minim Anne to Jotun bell

Strike right on Time and Strike ye well.

Hunt Up and Down, but do not Fail

Or Thee must pay for our Good Ale.

And if Thee does nae buy the Round

Then off with Thee from this our Ground.

Graham turned to me.  “Simple, unmistakable and to the point.  Pity our drink-and-drive campaign blokes can’t come up with something as stimulating for our present-day masses.”

“Just because that’s posted, who says the poem actually worked?”

“There you’ve got me, Taylor.”  Graham smiled, the first time since he’d arrived, and I hoped it meant he’d forgotten his interrupted tea.  Or Valentine’s date.

Without wishing to, I started wondering about him as I frequently did.  That he had been a Methodist minister was no secret around B Division or around our specific piece of it, the town of Buxton.  That he played the harpsichord, loved the music of Handel and Bach and the baroque composers, loved excellence on the job and hated ineptness, treated everyone―probationary constables, the Chief Constable, victim and criminal, believer and atheist―alike was also no secret.  But his personal life was.  I knew only that he’d been engaged to a woman called Rachel, that she’d broken it off and that he’d been devastated.  But beyond that, as to loves, courting, and desires I hadn’t a clue.  And that I wanted to be the one whom he loved, courted and desired was a secret.

“It’s evident from that keg over there that Lord Swinbrook was not the one to break tradition, Taylor, assuming it contains beer.  I wonder when that was delivered.  That’s a job for Lynch.  Beer in a keg like that should sit for a week to let it settle to proper drinking standards, then it should last seven to ten days.”

“So some of these footprints could be from the lad who set up the keg.” I nodded to a muddle of shoe tracks near the dusty corner where the ropes lay.

“Did you know that ringer’s rules were mostly written to upgrade behavior among the band?” His question cut into my contemplation.  I must have looked blank, for he said, “Band.  That’s what a group of bell ringers is called.”

Of course he’d know that.  He’d been a minister.  And while Methodists weren’t as keen on bell ringing as C of E members were, it wasn’t unheard of.

“Some ringing towers had rules about the band members’ attire, such as not wearing a hat or spurs.”

We both inadvertently looked at the suede cap lying on the coil of disused rope.  “Anyway,” Graham continued, “I haven’t come here to reminisce.  We’ve a job of work to get at.”  He gestured toward the broken beer bottle, the spilled amber-colored liquid puddled on the floor and flocking the walls.  “What’s the brand?”

A Scientific Officer called out that it was Duvel.

“Unusual, that. Premium, Belgian ale.  Expensive as hell, at least on my salary.  I didn’t know you could get it over here.”

“What’s a Jotun bell, sir?” I pointed to the plaque we’d just read.  “I’ve heard of tenors and trebles, but not this jotun and Minim.“

“Bells have names, Taylor.  Jotun no doubt refers to the tenor, or largest, bell.  Jotun was a Norwegian giant, if I remember correctly.  And Minim means tiny, so I assume that’s the smallest, highest sounding bell, Minim Anne.  The poet’s just confirming that every band member better do his damnedest to pull a good peal.”

“And that bit about hunting, the ‘up and down’?”

“Well, not criminals, if that’s what you’re thinking.  Without going into the grand and glorious technique of change ringing, you’re aware, aren’t you, that in change ringing the bells don’t play a tune, but play intricate, numerical patterns? It sounds like a jumble of noise to the untrained ear.  No matter which pattern is rung, all these patterns begin with a scale, from highest sounding bell to the lowest.  Bell towers usually hold six, eight or ten, even twelve, bells.  This tower holds six.  I’ve not seen them yet, but they’re probably hung something like this.”

He pulled an envelope from his pocket and sketched six bells.

“I’ve sketched them mouth-up.  They’ll rotate when the ropes are pulled, of course.  The large ovals or circles I’ve drawn are the wheels on which the bells are attached.  The arrows indicate the direction in which they rotate. They have to be hung something like this to dispel the vibrations and force caused by their swinging.  If they were hung all facing one direction, the tower literally would collapse.”

I nodded, amazed at his knowledge and the science that went into the ringing.

“But back to the ringing itself.”  He shoved the envelope back into his pocket after I confirmed I understood that part.  “At the beginning of the scale all the bells follow in sequence.  It’s easy to hear one specific note, for instance.  But this gets boring to the ringer and to the listener, so the bells are then mixed into patterns.  It may start off 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, but after a bit, pairs of bells will change places in the musical scale.  You may then hear 2, 1, 4, 3, 6, 5, 7, 8.  Then 2, 4, 1, 3 and so on.  Then 4, 2, 3, 1 and the rest.  The number one bell is traveling from its first place at the beginning of the scale to ringing in the last, number 8, spot.  That’s called hunting up.  Hunting down refers to the same thing in reverse, the last bell rung moving so it can ring first.”

“It must be confusing to remember when to ring your bell.”

“Think of playing a scale on the piano keyboard, if you can picture that easier.  You have the eight notes that you might play from middle C to high C.  Only instead of playing C, D, E, F, G, A, B, C, the second time you play it, you play D, C, F, E, A, G, B, C.  Then you mix the notes up again―D, F, C, E and the rest, interchanging neighboring notes.  Plain as a pikestaff?”

“So pairs of bells are just musically changing places with each other in the ringing order.”

He nodded.  “Of course there are hundreds of these patterns―a mathematician’s delight.  A lot of people ring for the joy of making music. Some ring because it’s like a team sport. Everyone pulling together, no pun intended, for a common goal. Still others ring because it’s great aerobic exercise.”

“And you, sir?”

“A busman’s holiday, I’m afraid.  I like the twists and turns, the knotty problem of the tangle all coming out right.”

“And the beer at the end?”

“Work does have its rewards, Taylor.”  He smiled again.  “So, back to the present beer and the ringer’s rules.  We can’t suppose Lord Swinbrook brought the bottle, and we can’t even suppose he came here to ring.  We’ll have to ask if anyone knew what he was doing in the tower. That cardigan he’s wearing doesn’t exactly go with the rest of his attire.  His ringing garb, then?”

I had thought the same thing, thinking the old blue cardigan an odd accompaniment to his cashmere pullover and wool trousers.  The bell tower was cold, and even though Roger might’ve normally worked up a sweat when ringing, we had no idea that’s why he was here.  Perhaps he was here to work on the bells, farther up in the tower and much colder, with the sharp winter wind seeping in through the bell louvers.  And the bronze bells colder than a brass toilet seat in Siberia.

“Any idea when Faye and Jens will be finished with the scene?” Graham turned to look at the two medical experts.

The Home Office forensic biologist squatted alongside the body, looking up periodically to confer with her colleague, the Home Office forensic pathologist.  She pointed to something, and he bent over to peer at the area in question.

“Doesn’t look like any time soon, sir.  They’ve just begun, actually.  Only been here little more than an hour.”

“It will be a while yet, then.”  Graham consulted his watch.  It was nearly half past nine.  He’d been late in arriving at the scene.  “I’ll go with them to the postmortem, which, with any luck, will be finished up around four or five o’clock this morning. You’ll be in charge in the morning.  I don’t have to tell you what to do.  Your biggest headache will be the press, I’ve no doubt.”

When any celebrity died, it grabbed media attention.  And if it turned out to be murder...  I sighed, envisioning the headlines that would be created and the microphones waved in front of the Press Officer’s face.  It wouldn’t be easy for Lady Swinbrook, either, dealing with the reporters parked outside her door.

“I assume you can do that.” 

“Sir?”

“Conduct the briefing session first thing.  Get all the teams up and running.  I mean, your hand shouldn’t impair that part of your work.”  He touched my jacket sleeve just above my bandaged hand.

I carefully flexed my fingers, testing my pain tolerance.

“You should be home, Taylor, not playing in a bell tower.”

“I’m fine, sir,” I said, not really feeling it.

“You’re fine and I’m the next Prime Minister.  Right.”  He exhaled loudly, clearly exasperated with me.

“The doctor’s cleared me for duty.”

“I don’t care if the entire staff of St. Thomas’ cleared you.  I don’t think you should be working.  Not with your hand still obviously giving you pain.  Let me see it.”

He grabbed my forearm, carefully avoiding my fingers and back of my hand where the burn was still red and swollen beneath the layers of gauze dressing.  The bandaged area looked like an odd boxing glove.

“I soaked it in cold water,” I said, breaking the silence.

“There’s that to be said for it.  As a copper, you should know basic first aid.  And what did the doctor say exactly?  I know what you told me in the office, but what did he really say?”

“I should keep it elevated as much as I can and drink water.”

“Fine.  I have yet to see you do any of that.”

I pulled my hand away from Graham’s and cradled my elbow in my left hand as I leaned my hand against my chest. “See?  I can work and follow doctor’s orders at the same time.”

“And you can still madden me.  When’s the magic date of your cure, or hasn’t he said?”

“Well, sir,” I began before Graham said, “Never mind.  Don’t tell me.  Surprise me one day.  It’ll come about sooner if you’d take a week off, you know.”

“I’m fine, sir,” I replied, then realized I’d already said that.

He waved off any further statements I might’ve made and said that as long as we had a few minutes we might as well earn our wages and talk to her ladyship.  I nodded, falling in beside him as we exited the tower. 

I’d thought the bell-ringing chamber was cold.  It felt colder outside.  A slight breeze ruffled the boughs of the pines and whipped up a handful of snow, throwing it against the sides of the police cars, the tower wall, and my legs.  The crystals were ice-hard and stung, sounding like gravel hurled against a sheet of metal.  I stomped my feet, shaking off what snow might’ve wanted to cling to my wool trousers.  When we’d shed our paper work suits, I handed them to one of the constables near the door, then quickly followed Graham a short distance from the tower.

Near a copse of pines and oaks the bell tower loomed raven-black against the sky.  It was perhaps eighty feet high, a window the size of an arrow slit outwardly marking each of the four stories.  Right now, light from the police work lamps glowed from the windows, casting the structure itself into silhouette.  At ground level, a great wooden door studded with iron bolts and a door pull gaped open and allowed the light to cascade across the flagstones. From one side of the tower, the rectangular stately house jutted out rather like the letter L.  Dormer windows dotted its slate roof, like warts on a scaly skin.  With so many eyes on the tower, I was hopeful someone had seen what had transpired here.

Leaving the fantasy to leisure hours, I draped the ends of my woolen scarf over my hand, pretended I wasn’t in pain, and walked up to her ladyship.

Geneva, Lady Swinbrook was sitting on a painted, wooden bench to the left of the tower door.  For all the warmth of her fur coat, she still looked cold, for she clutched the collar to her throat.  A damp facial tissue lay unheeded in her hand.  She must not’ve changed from her evening clothes, for I saw a glimpse of her black-and-white dress where the coat gaped open on her lap.  Her shoes, high-heeled sandals, seemed more for summer than for winter, but they matched the dress, being black with accents of white leather leaves across the toes.  A black trilby-style hat with black, gray and white feathers sat precariously on her brunette hair.  She didn’t seem aware of the drastic angle; she stared ahead of her, crying freely.

A WPC was with her, offering verbal comfort in the way of sympathetic phrases and physical comfort in the way of facial tissue and hot tea.

Graham and I introduced ourselves to Lady Swinbrook, but she seemed not to hear him, for her gaze was fixed on some far object. Or perhaps she saw nothing but her husband’s body in the ringing chamber.  Graham remained silent, studying her, perhaps debating how best to begin the questioning.

Lady Swinbrook balanced the mug of tea on her lap, her fingers interlaced as they encircled the vessel.  No steam rose from the mug, so she’d probably been sitting like that for a while, perhaps lost in images where Roger still lived.  A strangled sob escaped her throat, and when she looked up the glow of the light splashed across her face.  Eyes, swollen from crying, were barely more than sunken orbs bracketing a red, swollen nose.  Streaks of dark mascara, like bird tracks, stained her cheeks.

“I found him about quarter past seven, I should think.” Geneva quickly looked away from Graham, perhaps too embarrassed at what she must look like.  “Or near enough.  I wasn’t looking at the time.”

“No, of course not.” Graham drew her gaze towards him.  “I should be surprised if you had.”

“When I couldn’t feel a pulse, I phoned 999, then Roger’s brother.”

“So that explains why we are here, then.  Why did you go into the tower in the first place?  I understand you’d been dining together, and that he left you during the meal.  Were you supposed to meet him here?”

Geneva shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment before replying.  “It was too soon for him to be finished ringing the bells.  I wondered why he’d stopped, so I went up to the ringing chamber.  He should’ve been ringing still.”

“Too soon?”  Graham glanced at me, his eyebrow raised in confusion.  “I’m sorry, Lady Swinbrook, I don’t―”

“Of course, you won’t know about it.  The bet.  It was all about the bet.  And Roger had stopped too early.”  She broke off, the tears spilling again down her cheeks.

We stood silently, waiting for her to recover.  When she had taken a fresh tissue from the WPC, she said, “I’m making rather a muddle of it all. You must be wondering what I’m talking about.”

“If you could start at the beginning,” Graham suggested.

She nodded, sitting up straight, and practically strangled the tea mug with one hand.  The skin of her knuckles blanched with the tension.  “You see, Roger had a bet tonight involving the bells. We went out for dinner, it being Valentine’s Day and my birthday.”  She grabbed the mug with both hands, the tissue forgotten on her lap.  ”Roger’s brother was there. That’s Austin.  He’s several years younger.  It’s just the two of them, Roger and Austin.  Well, we were at dinner.  And my brother and his wife were with us, too.  That’s Kirk and Noreen Fitzpatrick.”

“Sounds a nice gathering,” I said.

“The bet was silly. Roger and Austin got to talking about marriage.  That’s about all they talk about lately, marriage.  And finances.  Budgeting household expenses.  Estate tax.  Vehicle upkeep.  All rather dull, but essential at the moment because Austin’s engaged.”

“I don’t recall you having mentioned her just now,” Graham said.  “Just Austin, you, your brother and his wife?  His fiancé wasn’t with you?”

“No.  I thought it odd since it’s Valentine’s, a day to celebrate love.  But Austin said he’d explain later.  I guess he didn’t want to spoil the evening.”

“You think he broke up with his fiancée?”

“Could be.  It’s been one of those on-off affairs that have lasted forever. Anyway, Roger bet that he would ring the bells.”

“Pardon.” Graham held up his hand.  “I’m sorry to interrupt.  You keep saying bells.  Roger was the only one ringing, correct?  So why are you speaking of more than one bell?”

“That was part of the bet.  The chamber holds six bells, as I’m sure you saw.  Roger bet his brother that he could ring two bells alternately.”

“Had he done this before?”

“No.  That’s what made the bet.  Roger was a good change ringer, quite outstanding, in fact, but of course you usually handle only one bell when ringing a peal.”

“So when did your husband begin ringing?”

“I think Austin looked at his watch and said six-forty or six forty-five.  We could hear him ringing when we left the pub.”

“And you say he stopped too early for the bet.” I frowned, trying to get the times straight.  “What time did the ringing cease?”

“Oh, fifteen, twenty minutes later.  Around seven.”

“You just stated that you heard the bells stop and then discovered him at seven-fifteen.  You left during your meal to see why his lordship had stopped ringing?”

Geneva nodded.

“Did any of your other guests accompany you, perhaps his lordship’s brother?”

“We all left the pub.” Geneva’s voice quivered.  “But I was the only one who came to the Hall.  The rest went to their own homes.”

“And you discovered him at seven-fifteen, give or take a minute.” Graham made a note of it.  He glanced at me but said nothing.  I knew he was thinking that if I hadn’t burnt my hand, I’d be doing this.

“I thought it odd the bells should stop so soon after he’d begun.  And then when it was silent for so long, I thought something might‘ve happened.“  She stood up suddenly.  The mug slipped off her lap and crashed onto the flagstone terrace.  The liquid ran and pooled in the lower elevations of the stone slabs where it‘d freeze overnight.  The curved shards of pottery rocked gently for several moments, then lay still, ignored and trod upon as Geneva stepped from the bench.  “I’m sorry.  I thought I could do this.  But all this talk about...”  She was nearly the same height as Graham, tall and slender with a smooth complexion.  Her lips were pressed into a thin, crimson line as she fought to keep from crying.

“Perfectly all right.” Graham stepped back to let her pass.  The WPC took a step toward the Swinbrook hall, then paused as Graham said, “I thought this might be too taxing.”

“I wanted to get through it, to put it behind me, but obviously I’m not ready.”

“Please think nothing of it, Lady Swinbrook.  Perhaps when you’re feeling better, later in the day.”

A male vaguely resembling Roger ran up to us, calling Geneva’s name in urgent, shrill tones.  He was thinner, though, and had a prominent jaw.  His hair was thinning, resembling a monk’s pate.  When Geneva turned toward him, she called out, “Austin!” and held out her arms.  Austin grabbed them and crushed her to his chest.

“God, Gen, I can’t believe it!  When you rang me up...”

Geneva sobbed against his chest, the back of her head fitting nicely beneath his chin.

“This bell thing, sir,” I said when it was evident Geneva and Austin were going to be consoling each other for several minutes.

Graham nodded but kept his eye on the couple.

“I’ve never heard of either the one bell ringing or the two bells.  Is it a common custom for Valentine’s Day in this area?”

“Not that I’m aware of, Taylor.  And from what Lady Swinbrook said about the bet, I’ll bet it was just invented this evening.”

“But it seems appropriate, doesn’t it? We associate bells with weddings and joyous occasions.”

“Funerals, too.”  He said it so quickly, with such bitterness, that I thought he had a painful association with it.  Could his fiancée have left him at the altar?  “I do know,” Graham continued, more calmly, “that there were three different saints named Valentine.”

“Three?”

“It would be simpler if there was The One and Only, right?”  He smiled, and suddenly I felt my body tingling.  But not for Graham, as any of my friends or I might have expected if this had been several months ago.  For Erik, another copper in the Force.  He’d surprised me this morning with a card and stuffed animal: a plush cat looking remarkably like my own moggy.  “For my One and Only.  Something to hug when I’m not around,” Erik’d said before giving me a lingering, scorching kiss.  I liked him, liked his company and personality.  And he certainly made me feel good, physically and emotionally.  But we had no future.  Our casual relationship soothed my hurt for the moment, but I needed someone for the rest of my life.  My own One and Only.  “Sir?” I released Erik’s image from my mind.

“Only one person who holds the title St. Valentine, so there’s no confusion.  Like St. Nicholas of Myra.”

I glossed over the reference to December’s murder case. “Who were the men?”

Graham held up his index finger.  “There’s as much uncertainty over that as there is as to why 14 February is the saint’s day.”

“Nothing as easy as a birth certificate, I take it.”’

“You’ve too much cop in you for such a romantic legend, Taylor.”

“Someone’s grisly death anniversary, then.”

“There again, we don’t know, but we do know that there are eight complete bodies and one head of ‘St. Valentine’ sitting about at various Roman churches.”

“Makes it a bit tough for the pilgrim.”

“You’d probably be happier leaving the spurious saints behind and going with the medieval belief, then, Taylor.”

“Birds choose their mates on 14 February.”

Graham recovered from his astonishment amazingly quickly.  “Of course you’d know that. You being a bird watcher and all.”

“We don’t recite a pledge before we go out on each sighting.”

“No camouflage outfits covered in red feathered hearts, then.”

I felt uncomfortable talking about a subject so close to me.  Not bird watching. Love.  I said rather too quickly, “My family didn’t do much on the 14th when I was growing up.  Just cards exchanged and a decorated cake at home.  In school it was pretty much the same thing.  We made Valentine boxes during art class so people could slip the cards in without your knowing who they were from.”  Again the anonymous, hurtful Valentine sprang into my mind.  I clenched my burnt fingers, distracting myself with the pain.

“You probably had a lot of beaux, TJ.”

I stared at him, not wanting to admit to my unpopularity or to the cruel jokes I’d endured, aware that he’d used my nickname for the first time that night. “You do the same thing, sir?”

“I didn’t play the field, if that’s what you’re trying to learn.  I had a crush on one red-haired girl, though.  I pursued her with youthful ardor throughout our school years.  Even tried bribery with ice cream and sweets.  She willingly took those and my heart, but gave nothing back.”  He shrugged.  “I learned the hard way that God had other plans for me.”

Was he referring to his disastrous engagement or to his police career?  “Did you draw lots?” It was the easy way in which even the shy boys in class could obtain a valentine.  There was no need to ask a girl when Fate handed you a partner via a slip of paper.

“Didn’t everyone?  But yes, that was common practice. Good thing I didn’t live on the Scottish Borders.  With my luck I’d have ended up married to some crofter’s daughter and now be herding cattle.”

He referred to the custom of pulling names three times from a box, returning the paper after the first two drawings and ending with a ‘future spouse’ on the third and final lot.  I thought it’d be easy to fix such a raffle, and wondered if the result of picking the same name three times affected the suspicious person much as a voodoo or spell would do.  Graham didn’t seem the type to believe in Chance.  He trusted in himself.  

I was going to inquire what happened to the redhead, but his mobile phone rang.  He glanced at the caller ID as he answered. “Oh!” Obviously startled, he looked at his watch.  He smiled and closed his eyes momentarily, as though he was savoring every second of the conversation or his mental image.  “I didn’t know it was so late.  But I’m glad you rang me up.  Really! No, you’re not disrupting anything.  I’ve got a few minutes.  Time got away from me, I’m afraid. Yeah, ‘what’s new’ is right. Sorry about tonight.  It couldn’t be avoided, and I’m sorry about all this. I know.  I hated to, believe me.  I’d like to reschedule, if you’re still up for this.  Yes, brilliant!  What’s today? Oh, Wednesday evening. This mad rush shouldn’t tie me up every evening.  Cops have to eat, too. How about...”  His voice dropped off at this point and he pulled his engagement diary from his jacket pocket.  I walked a few steps away, as though interested in looking at a tree trunk, my face flushed with the hurt that comes from wanting what this person on the other end of Graham’s conversation obviously had.

When Graham rang off, he was still smiling.  But as he quickly repocketed his diary he glanced toward the Hall.

Austin was returning from walking Geneva to the Hall.  Her doctor had arrived, and he and the WPC had taken Geneva inside.  Graham introduced us, apologized for the intrusion into his grief, and asked if Austin would mind a few questions.  Austin took the seat that his sister-in-law had recently vacated and leaned his head against the cold stonewall.  He seemed not to have heard Graham, for he didn’t immediately reply, but stared at the house.  A dog barked somewhere in the blackness, and a car engine started before Austin turned his head toward us. “The sooner you get your facts and sort out this accident, the sooner we can put this behind us.  Sure.  Go ahead.”

“You were at the dinner tonight with her ladyship, her brother and his wife, I understand, sir.”

“A Valentine-Birthday celebration, yes.”

In those clothes? I thought.  Pub’s tend to be more casual than fine eating establishments, it’s true, but for a birthday-Valentine’s day celebration I would’ve thought Austin Swinbrook would’ve dressed up a bit more than the torn jeans, jersey and vintage leather RAF jacket he was wearing.  Graham’s eyes quickly scanned the man’s clothing.  Good.  He’s noticing the apparent contradiction.

Graham gave no hint of his thought. “What time was that?”

Austin sighed and rubbed his forehead.  “Around six.”

“And it was just the five of you?  Your fiancée didn’t join you?”

“She wasn’t feeling well.  She cried off.  Roger and Geneva didn’t mind.”

“I understand there was a bet made with his lordship over some tower bells.  How’d that come about?  What was it?”

“Roger tended to get rather sentimental around these holidays. Valentine’s, anniversaries, Christmas.  He adored Geneva and used every opportunity to tell her so.”

“This ringing challenge tonight was a first, I take it.”

“Yes.  He knew change ringing.  We both did.  We used to ring regularly in our teens.  Great grandfather had the bells added to the clock tower.  It was originally a clock tower, as most towers were in previous centuries.  Then the ring of six bells was added, and great grandfather retained a bell ringer, along with the customary estate workers―gardeners, butlers, farriers and the like―to help ring.  That’s more or less gone by the wayside now.  Roger and I ring, as do two gardeners, a friend of Roger’s―Ed Cawley―and either the vicar or chauffeur.  It’s not a part of anyone’s duties, as it was in the eighteenth or nineteenth century.  Purely voluntary, but you’d be amazed at how many people still love to ring.”

“And this bet...”

“I thought it absolutely bonkers and tried to talk him out of it.  I was afraid it would kill him.”

I stared at Austin, wondering if he’d just solved the entire case.
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Chapter Three
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“Roger was going to use two bells,” Austin continued.  “One to represent him and one for Geneva.  He was to ring the two for two hundred eight strokes, then he’d ring the treble bell a thousand times.”

“What’s the significance of the numbers?” I wasn’t interested in the one- or two-bell combination, but the number of rings was odd.

“He chose two hundred eight because that’s the sum of their ages and the years they’ve been married.  Forty-five for him, forty-two for Geneva, seventeen years of marriage. Then multiplied by two, which stood for the two of them, their union.”

“And when did he start ringing?  After his dinner?”

“He didn’t even finish his meal, he was so―”

“Which was where?”

“Pardon?” He glanced at Graham, then back at me.  “Oh, at the pub here. The Cat and Mouse. Roger got the idea nearly as soon as they’d arrived.  I told him it was daft, trying to ring two huge tower bells, but he insisted he could do it.  He used the tenor―that’s the number six, the largest bell in our ring―and the number five.”  He stopped, his mouth open. “I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to insult your intelligence.  I just assume you don’t know about change ringing.  It’s a dwindling art.  Oh, there are a great many bands in the Kingdom, and a lot of bells and towers were restored to working order to ring in the millennium, but the average bloke has no idea how to ring, or even the mathematics of method and pattern.  But you’ve no doubt already seen the bells.”  He stopped again, but this time his face drained of any remaining color.

“I know it’s very difficult for you, talking to us just after learning of your brother’s passing.  And we appreciate your effort.”

He smiled weakly and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.  “Anyway, he got angrier and angrier as we talked about it, insisting he could do the ringing, that he wanted to do it as a Valentine gift for Geneva.  I said, half jokingly, that he should just give her a strand of pearls or something and leave it at that.  But he insisted that was too easy, to give her something bought.  He wanted to do something to demonstrate his love.  So Roger got up from the table, even though we’d just been served our salad, and said he’d show us all.  He practically ran out of the pub.  We finished our salad and next thing we hear is the two bells.”

“And this was...” I prompted.

“I looked at my watch, so I can tell you.  Don’t look amazed, luv.  I wanted to see how long this preposterous thing would take.  He left us near enough to quarter past six to call it that.  The bells started ringing at six thirty-five.  Then we left at quarter to seven.  No one was in the mood for dinner after that altercation, even though Geneva wanted us to stay.  She felt so bad that Roger had ruined our dinner, but we couldn’t go on with our meal as though nothing had happened, could we?  I mean, Gen was upset, and Roger’d acted like an ass.  We could hear the bells quite distinctly once outside the pub.  I walked with Geneva, her brother and his wife to Kirk’s car.  They said they’d drop Gen at the Hall.  Roger’d taken their car, you see.  I went back into the pub and had a drink.  I could stomach that even if I couldn’t entertain the thought of fish and chips.  I needed to get the taste of this idiotic travesty out of my mouth.”

“But you’d heard the bells while you were still inside, right?”

“Yes.  It wasn’t noisy in there.  There were a few people, but it wasn’t crowded, by any stretch.”

Graham wrote the time down in his notebook. “Your sister-in-law said the bells stopped around seven o’clock.  Does that sound about the right time?  I ask because, if you were timing this and didn’t hear them for a while, I wonder if you’d glanced at your watch.”

Austin nodded.  “I did hear the pause.  I thought perhaps Roger had broken a stay and had to replace it.  But when it was quiet for longer, I thought perhaps he’d changed his mind or that Geneva had gone up to talk some sense into him.  I really didn’t think anything was wrong.  Just surprised he’d quit after only twenty-five minutes.  I’d expected him to be ringing for about an hour.”

“Is that how long it takes to pull the bells two hundred eight times?” I asked.

“Not at all.  That would’ve taken him no time.  He was going to ring it one thousand two hundred eight times.  The other one thousand pulls was his silly gesture of their love lasting for all eternity.  A thousand years.  It would’ve taken him just under an hour, I suspect.”

Graham said, “A peal takes about two and three-fourths hours on a ring of six bells like these, Taylor.  Three hours for a ring of eight.  A peal is defined as five thousand or more changes on the bells.  And a change is the ringing of all the bells in the tower, whether eight or six or twelve.  If you have eight, for example, a change would be the ringing of all eight bells.  Doesn’t matter in what order you ring them.”

“So...” I swiftly calculated the numbers. “If a change is a run through eight bells, we’ll say for simplicity, and he was ringing only two bells, it’d certainly take less time.  So, this was about a third of that.  Yes, just less than one hour.”

“Sort of a touch,” Graham added, perhaps hoping to clarify the ringing for me. “A touch is a term to denote a ringing that’s shorter than a quarter peal. One thousand two hundred fifty rings.”

“Not quite a touch, but close.” I nodded, envisioning the bell tower interior again.

“He was going to do the two hundred eight,” Austin continued, “on the two bells, then change to the treble bell for the one thousand strokes.  He rang me up, though, during that period of silence, and told me he’d changed his mind about ringing and that the bet was off. That was the last I heard from him.”

The night suddenly seemed colder.  Whether it was Austin’s chilling words that caused me to shiver, or the mental image I had of Roger in the tower, determined to ring two bells and climbing the ladder to fix something that had gone wrong―a broken stay or a rope―and then dying, knowing he had failed in his gift of love, I don’t know.  But I pressed my arms closer to my body, pulled the scarf a bit more securely around my neck, and stared at the tower.  It’d changed somehow.  The light gray stones now appeared wrapped in thorns and nettles, as though protecting itself and its secret from our investigation, as though, in a grotesque parody of romantic tales, it guarded its sleeping prince from Geneva’s awakening kiss of love.

Whatever it was, the structure lurked behind us, losing its roof in the dark sky.

“Did he tell you why he abandoned the ringing attempt?”

Austin sniffed, shrugging. “No, and I didn’t ask. I was just relieved he’d come to his senses. I thought that he joined Gen inside the Hall, but I guess I was wrong.”

Graham was writing something in his notebook.  Again I was conscious of my useless right hand and my below-standard help.  Determined to contribute, I said, “You mentioned a pearl necklace as a gift, your lordship.”

“Look.” Austin held up his hand. It was red and chapped.  “It’s going to be damned confusing if you refer to Roger and me as your lordship, or Lord Swinbrook.  Yes, by law, I’m now Lord Swinbrook, but call me Austin, or Mr. Swinbrook, if that makes you feel better.  That’ll help us sort out which Lord S you’re talking about.  Alright?”

Graham said that was very decent of him and continued.  “Did your brother have a pearl necklace with him?”

Austin frowned.  “I don’t know.  Shouldn’t think so.  Why do you ask?”

“Had you expected him to give her ladyship one tonight?”

“No.  He gave Geneva her birthday gift before they came to dinner.”

“You were here, at the Hall?”

“No.  They mentioned it when I got to the pub.  He gave her a Persian lamb coat.  Why?”

The coat she’d been wearing this evening, I thought.  “So his bell ringing feat wasn’t planned, and he didn’t say anything about the necklace.”

“No.  I told you.  That was my suggestion at dinner.  It was a joke, actually, but I meant it.  Much safer.”

Graham and I exchanged glances.  Of course we were thinking the same thing: where did the pearl necklace come from?

“Did Roger have any health problems, such as his heart?”

“You’re thinking he died of a heart attack or stroke?”

“It’s not unheard of.”

“Right as rain, as far as I know.  I suppose you’re going to do a postmortem.”  He hesitated, looking slightly sick.  

Graham nodded. “It’s standard procedure when death occurs in suspicious circumstances.”

“You think this is suspicious?  I told you, Graham.  Geneva probably told you.  He left the pub to ring bells.  What’s suspicious in that?”

Graham smiled wearily, as though tired of explaining police procedure.  “It’s suspicious when we don’t know how he died, whether he was alone or someone was with him.”

“How could anyone be with him?” Austin exploded.  For all his grief, he undoubtedly was apprehensive about the next few days and funeral arrangements, and probably aggravated that we were probing into his family’s lives.  He shook his head.  “I refuse to believe something untoward happened, because that’s what you’re implying, isn’t it?  Someone was with him and struck him, maybe fought with him, made him fall.  Who the hell would’ve been with him?  We were all at the pub, for God’s sake!”

“That’s what we’d like to find out,” I said.  “That’s why we need to learn of the evening’s events, the times you heard the bells begin and end, the people in his life.  As you said, Mr. Swinbrook, the sooner we get the facts―”

“Yes.  Of course.  Go to it.  Dig up whatever you want. Floor boards, family secrets, the garden...”

“You mentioned you and your brother had done change ringing.  You were familiar with bells, then, the physical mechanics as well as the patterns you ring?”

“Ringers have to be adept at both, luv, the music bit as well as the mechanics.  Things go wrong with bells.  A stay will break and you have to go into the bell room to replace it before you can continue.  You also have to know how to muffle your bell, perhaps attach new bell ropes.  Things like that.”  His face softened, as though he were recalling memories of those occasions with Roger.

I’d stood one Sunday, when I was seven or eight, outside a church.  It’d been early evening in June, and the summer air seemed full of bird song and lilac scent and fiery colors splashed against the western horizon.  We’d made a day of touring the Blue John mine at Castleton, then a picnic, and the well dressing at Youlgreave, it being midsummer.  I’d wanted to stay up that evening, lie on my back in the wilder regions of Derbyshire, feel at one with the ancient earth and her spirits, commune with the Divine.  I’d wanted to stare at the stars, picking out constellations or searching for Heaven, dance around a bonfire in our back garden, with flowers plaited in my long hair.  But mother thought it heathen and dad wanted to drive to Pendle Hill in Lancashire for the evening, so I was outvoted.  But I still recall the sound of those bells floating downwind from that village church, and the slant of golden sun on the stone tower as dusk crept over the land.  Its magic still held me.

Austin murmured, “He could’ve fallen from the ladder on his way to or from the bells, I suppose, if he was in a hurry to get on with his marathon ring.”

“If we find a broken stay, that’ll give us a start to our investigation.”

“At least he wasn’t daft enough to lean against an upturned bell. Oh, yes, luv.” He evidently mistook my confusion for horror.  “I’ve seen it.  Beginner ringers who don’t know a thing about bells and how dangerous they can be, lean against them.”

Graham turned to me.  “At the end of a ringing session, Taylor, bells are often set to rest with the opening, the mouth of the bell, resting upward.  The bells are quite safe balanced up like that, but it doesn’t take all that much strength to tip them over.  I knew of an instance where a
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