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			CHAPTER 1

			AN UNUSUAL FRIEND

			I WILL TELL FIRST about making a new friend and save the dead body for later. This follows the traditional rules of storytelling—lull the reader with pleasant scenery and lively dialogue, introduce a few appealing characters, and then—aha!—discover a corpse!

			The friend I found was not a nice young lady introduced by Mummy or Grannie Jane. He was a boy! A foreign boy. He was, to be truthful, a bit peculiar. But I determined to be open-minded, as potential friends did not often come my way. Except of the made-up sort. I had a whole schoolroom full of imagined girls and their fictional endeavors to occupy my solitary hours. I named them and clothed them, worried about their spats, and rejoiced in their reunions. But they did not ever think of me.

			A real person my own age was quite out of the ordinary.

			After my dance lesson late on a Saturday morning in October, I went into Mr. Dillon’s sweet shop downstairs from the Mermaid Dance Room on Union Street. Just as always, I took a moment to scratch the ears of Frostypaws, the shop cat. Just as always, Charlotte was with me. When would Mummy understand that a person of already-turned-twelve can get through an hour of life without a nursemaid?

			Charlotte and I lingered as the other girls from my dance class paid for their violet pastilles and buttermints and went home with their own unwanted nursemaids to their lunches. I preferred to make my selection in a considered manner, without needing to speak in front of anyone listening. An audience caused in me a dizzying panic. Mummy said that being shy was temporary, that someday I’d speak as easily to unfamiliar grown-ups as I did to Tony, my dog. But each time the words caught in my throat, someday felt further away.

			Because Charlotte was the one who carried the tuppence that Mummy allowed for sweets, she waited patiently for my decision—as she must, since it was her job to do so, and sometimes to wait on me, to keep me safe and to explain things that needed explaining.

			My sister, Marjorie, had gone to proper schools, but by the time it was my turn, seven years later, Mummy had developed certain notions about the education of children not like those of other parents. Children should roam free, she felt, though always close to home and under the steadily watchful eye of a nursemaid. Free-roaming bodies and brains would result in greater wisdom and well-being. This meant no school, no governess and no friends.

			I learned history and literature from Mummy and from books in Papa’s library. For natural science, I explored the garden. Going to All Saints Church every Sunday was for Bible stories and religious studies. I practiced dance with Miss Marianne, in the Mermaid Room, and played the piano and the mandolin with other lady teachers. Papa had been the one to teach me mathematics, but my skills in that area had faltered since last November when he died. I did not miss arithmetic, but I missed Papa with every breath. The Morton family, with all of England, had mourned Queen Victoria’s demise nearly two years earlier, but since then we’d learned the truth in our own house. Grief was a story with endless forlorn endings.

			None of my lessons, nor any of the books I’d read, had yet explained how the smallest occurrence might cause a tremendous impact on the universe. If I had chosen chocolate buds on that Saturday, as I usually did, instead of strawberry drops (in the jar on a higher shelf, reached only by using a stool)…And if Frostypaws had picked a different moment to pounce on her master’s bootlaces (dangling so temptingly from atop the stool)…And if the bell on the shop door did not announce customers with such a strident jangle (causing Mr. Dillon to twist around in surprise)…Hector Perot would not have walked through the door into the mayhem of shattered glass and scattered sweets, and we would have had no reason to speak to each other.

			At the time, I did not see that a sequence was unfolding. One never does. Afterward, it was clear how the moments piled up, each leading naturally to the next, quietly altering the course of things. At the time, however, in Dillon’s Sweets & Sundries shortly after noon, poor Frostypaws squawked like a chicken and fled behind the barrel of demerara sugar. Mr. Dillon had landed on his large behind, but waved us off as he struggled without success to regain a vertical position. Charlotte and I crept closer, using the toes of our boots to push shards of broken glass and cracked strawberry drops into a pile. The bell-jangling newcomer stood just inside the door.

			“May I be of assistance?” he asked.

			He had an accent that chopped his words with precision. His skin was near as pale as milk. Black hair was slicked flat on a head that seemed a bit large for his skinny body. He was tidily dressed in a navy blue sailor suit with an impeccably clean white collar.

			He was not as handsome as Leonard, the boy who worked in our garden and looked like a matinee hero on stage at the Royal Arms Theatre. But this boy’s eyes were very green and very bright, bringing to mind a glass of lime cordial.

			Eyes like lime cordial? Agatha Caroline Morton, can you not do better than that? Glittering emeralds? A new spring leaf? The tail feather of a peacock?

			“Give me a hand, will you, boy?” Mr. Dillon’s bottom was still planted on the floor amidst the glass splinters.

			The boy hurried over. I approached more slowly, worried that Mr. Dillon mightn’t like being seen this way. I should be mortified if it were I, stuck like a fat beetle not able to clamber up onto my own two feet. Though if I were a beetle, I’d have six feet and perhaps better balance.

			“I shall find a gentleman to help us,” said Charlotte. She set the bell a-jingle as she scurried into the street.

			But the boy was already gripping Mr. Dillon’s left wrist and elbow, attempting to heave him upright. I quickly seized the right arm and anchored my foot against the confectioner’s.

			“One. Two. Three!” I cried. “Pull!”

			“Un. Deux. Trois!” said the boy. “Tirez!”

			And up came Mr. Dillon, red-faced, whiskers quivering, his shop apron twisted and sweets crunching beneath his boots.

			“Well, now, I thank you.” Mr. Dillon straightened his apron and withdrew a handkerchief from its pocket. He patted his forehead and removed his spectacles to wipe moist eyes.

			Charlotte burst back through the door, leading a tall young man in uniform.

			“Oh!” she said. “We’ve come too late.” Flushed and breathless, she hastened to apologize to her recruit. “Mr. Dillon was on the ground when I went out to seek assistance, and I…It was the stool, you see. And the cat. I’m afraid I have bothered you for nothing, constable.”

			“It’s never nothing, miss.” Apart from a pink tinge to his cheeks, the constable was unruffled, and very kindly with Mr. Dillon. He made certain there were no broken bones and gave us his hearty congratulations for successfully rescuing the old fellow from the floor.

			“My name”—he appeared to be speaking to a jar of barley sugar on the counter—“is Constable Morris Beck. Should you require my services in the future.”

			Charlotte blushed and made a slight curtsy. “Thank you, sir. I am Miss Charlotte Graves, and this is my charge, Miss Agatha Morton.”

			I nodded hello.

			Constable Beck touched his helmet. “Pleased, I’m sure.” His face and Charlotte’s both were now the color of raspberry pudding. Poached salmon. Crousse peonies. Flamingo feathers.

			I glanced over at the strange boy. He raised one finely shaped black eyebrow. We were agreed! Never before had I been present during an interlude of Love at First Sight, but with that eyebrow, the boy appeared to indicate that we were witnessing exactly that.

			“Allow me also to introduce myself,” he said. “I am Hector Perot.” He bent stiffly forward from the waist in a little bow. I managed not to giggle. Certainly foreign! But likeable nonetheless.

			“Aggie Morton,” I said, and curtsied.

			The policeman muttered something about returning to his beat and bumbled his way backward to the door, making the bell ring yet again. Charlotte pretended not to watch his departure.

			“Well, now,” said Mr. Dillon. “I believe my rescuers deserve a reward.” He handed each of us an empty cone of paper. “Go on, fill them up,” he urged. “Choose whatever you like.”

			Strawberry drops, crushed to smithereens and swept into the bin, were no longer of interest. I picked caramels and chocolate buds and a small lump of fudge. Hector filled his paper to the top with black licorice pastilles.

			“Might I have a small box instead of the cone, monsieur?” he said.

			When Mr. Dillon produced one, Hector carefully placed his sweets in straight rows along the bottom.

			“You win now a loyal new customer,” he assured Mr. Dillon. “I am being here again, this I promise.”

			I was reluctant that another encounter with this boy be left to chance alone.

			“I am always here on Saturdays,” I said, with unusual vigor. I did not look at Charlotte. “At this same time.”

			“We shall meet then, upon another Saturday.”

			“We shall,” I said. “And perhaps we can devise a new method of attracting the police. What do you think, Charlotte? Without having anyone topple over?”
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			CHAPTER 2

			A FLURRY OF PREPARATIONS

			I MIGHT HAVE SPENT the week yearning for Saturday to come again, hoping for renewed acquaintance with Hector Perot, but first there was Friday to fret about. Miss Marianne was hosting a concert in the Mermaid Dance Room. The name of the evening, and its intention, was Befriend the Foreigners. I had written a poetical tribute that I was meant to read aloud. All week I wished that Friday evening should never arrive, or else should be over and done. And yet here I was, with an hour to go, spinning around and around on the piano stool.

			Miss Marianne had given firm instructions as to how we should arrange the studio. I had already placed six sturdy crates along one side of the room, with Charlotte trailing close behind in case I stubbed a thumb or some other calamity. Our audience members this evening were to fill these containers with cast-off clothes and other useful items, later to be sorted and distributed to needy refugees and immigrants who had recently arrived here in Torquay.

			There seemed to be many reasons for people to travel far from home, some with only a small bundle of belongings. Several families had fled religious persecution or starvation in Russia, caused by the cruel neglect of their Tsar. A number of Belgians were here to avoid brewing turmoil under the dastardly King Leopold, and a few destitute lascar seaman awaited berths on ships back home to India.

			I had never yet seen a refugee, but the town simmered with talk, if a person stood about in the right places to hear it. Shops were ideal for eavesdropping, or the church vestibule, and certainly our own kitchen at Groveland, where Cook and Sally gathered endless tidbits from tradesmen and the servants from other households. It was generally discussed that visitors from other lands were frequently remiss in their bathing habits, and that they wore clothing incompatible with our English sense of fashion. Some liked spicy food and considered bread pudding and haddock to be inedible. As I, myself, was not enthralled by haddock, we perhaps shared a place to begin.

			“Miss Aggie?” Charlotte beckoned me over to assist in arranging chairs for the audience. When those were set, Miss Marianne provided festive cloths to drape over the piano and the piano stool. We put a plainer covering on the table where refreshments would be laid upon arrival from the Royal Victoria Hotel. The hotel had generously donated all the treats to be served, thanks to Florence Fusswell’s father being the general manager. This was only one of the reasons that Florence Fusswell thought she was queen of the evening. Another was her abundant yellow hair and pink skin and what she herself referred to as her rosebud lips. She busied herself straightening the chairs that Charlotte and I had already set out in perfectly tidy rows. Lavinia Paine, best friend and loyal follower of Florence Fusswell, stood next to the mirror, counting as she touched her fingertips to her toes fifteen times. Her dark plaits dangled and swayed like two scrawny cow’s tails switching away flies.

			I returned to the piano stool and began again to swivel.

			A large ladleful of my confidence drained away in the presence of girls so certain of themselves. I was perfectly able to utter my own opinion at home with my family or any of the servants. Or with intriguing foreign boys in sweet shops. But these prattling girls my own age made my words dry up. It was not the same as being shy with adults. I simply did not have a knack for silly chatter. I wished to know what people chose not to say aloud, what dark secrets simmered, and what might happen next. I sometimes took a certain pleasure in imagining misfortunes that might rain down upon Lavinia Paine or Florence Fusswell.

			I stopped spinning.

			What if the chair Florence was lifting at this moment were to fall and crush her toe? Would there be a gush of blood? Or might it be better that she suffer a clean fracture? The story possibilities flowered before me…

			Yes, to begin a tale of horror, I’d use a broken bone.

			The injured girl howled as her foot swelled and throbbed. She was driven in a rickety and bouncing cart to the Torquay Hospital where the surgeon declared that the toe—no, the whole foot—must be cut off! Incoherent with distress, Florence begged for mercy. As the surgeon lifted his knife, a nurse helped the trembling girl to escape. (The unnecessary amputation of an extremity seemed a bit cruel, even in a fiction created for revenge.) But the nurse, whose name was Ethelwin Smirke, concealed a dark intent. After forcing Florence to hobble, despite her injury, down two flights of crumbling stairs, Nurse Smirke imprisoned the sobbing girl in a cellar inhabited by a great number of hairy gray spiders, more than thirty, who had grown rather bigger than usual, due to their consumption of the rank and oily substance dripping from the rusted pipe that runs along the ceiling…

			Shrill laughter interrupted my pleasant daydream. Florence and Lavinia were falling over themselves to assist a young man edging his way through the door. He hauled in one large floral bouquet, and then another, and set down the ornate vases on either side of the piano. He tugged off his cap to reveal a mop of chestnut hair and dark eyes. Girls like Florence and Lavinia would not normally deign to look at a delivery boy, but this was Leonard—especially handsome, and almost eighteen. As he was employed by my mother, the prestige of knowing him was rather more mine than theirs, was it not? He slept in the grounds­­keeper’s shed at Groveland in exchange for helping in the garden and the hothouse. I saw him every day, so let Florence and Lavinia try to shift the heavy pots into the most suitable position. What did I care?

			Miss Marianne soon stepped in to scold them away. “Please allow the young man to perform his task. There are fifty-five programs, my dears. I hope I can trust you to fold them precisely?”

			“Hello, Leonard,” I said.

			“Miss Agatha!”

			“Your arrangements are lovely.”

			“Yes, miss. From your own greenhouse. Pretty as anything.”

			The Groveland gardens, neglected since Papa’s death, had quite revived under Leonard’s care this past summer. He’d assembled the bouquets for my sister Marjorie’s wedding last month, only weeks after he’d arrived in Torquay and moved into the shed behind the kitchen vegetable plot.

			“All for a good cause, eh, miss? You’ve got a soft heart for creatures in need, haven’t you? Animals and humans.”

			“We all do!” Florence had crept closer again. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it, Lavinia? Very soft hearts, we’ve got.”

			Lavinia clutched a sheaf of programs and nodded in ardent agreement. “No one softer,” she said.

			Soft in the head, I thought. How easily they peeved me! Leonard smiled as if he’d read my thoughts.

			“We’re dancing tonight,” said Florence. She pushed a program into his hand and pointed:

			
				A GRACEFUL MOMENT

				Music by FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN

				Interpretation by MISS MARIANNE EVERSHAM

				Movement by FLORENCE FUSSWELl

				and LAVINIA PAINE

			

			Florence whispered, “Maybe he can’t read.”

			Lavinia ignored her. “My name is only second because the listing is alphabetical,” she said.

			But Leonard’s finger had moved down the page.

			“And you, Miss Agatha? You’re saying a poem?”

			A shiver tingled up my neck. I’d got this far in the day by avoiding thoughts of what was coming at the end of it. A recitation that waited like a jowled monster to gobble me up. I managed a bit of a nod and stared hard at Leonard’s scuffed boots. One of his laces had been broken and re-knotted in at least three places.

			“She’s the one who wrote the verse,” said Florence. “It’s not by a real poet, not Tennyson or anyone.”

			“That makes it better then, doesn’t it?” said Leonard. “Writ special for these new strangers come to town.”

			My heart about burst with gratitude. I glanced up to bestow an appreciative smile, but he was turning to nod at Miss Marianne.

			“You’ll be back in the morning, Mr. Cable?” said Miss Marianne. “To collect these up again?”

			Leonard nodded. “If you’re sure, ma’am, that you don’t want to keep them? Till the flowers aren’t so fresh?”

			Miss Marianne smiled at him. “You’re a kind lad to offer, but no. Return them to Mrs. Morton. We need to dance in here!”

			Leonard slid his cap back on and touched its brim in a salute. The door opened as he reached it, and all at once the entrance was congested with quite a crowd.

			Rose Eversham was first, with her mother a step behind. The Evershams lived next door to Mummy and me, in a villa named EverMore. Wasn’t that a divine name for a house? Miss Marianne lived there too, being Rose’s aunt, and with no family of her own.

			Following the ladies was Florence’s brother, Mr. Roddy Fusswell, from the Royal Victoria Hotel, holding aloft an enormous platter of macaroons and tiny fruit tarts. On his head was a gray top hat. His hands were sheathed in yellow leather gloves. He wore a frock coat and a billowy cravat, as if our recital were occurring at the Royal Albert Hall in London and not above a shop on Union Street. His two assistants each carried a plate of dainty sandwiches.

			A chittering hum started up, all of us thrumming with excitement to be near Rose Eversham, starring subject of gossip flying about town this past week. Stories claimed that she’d been seen in the company of more than one young man at the roller rink on the pier, laughing and twirling without a care who noticed. Further whispers said that her mother had scolded her sharply on the high street, only to have Rose turn and walk away, as rude as can be!

			(One of the young men was Roddy Fusswell, another was Charlie Trotter, the butcher’s son. Rose had also been seen kissing a sailor, but it was Lavinia who made that claim, so we could safely dismiss it.)

			And here she was, sailing through the door like a queen on the prow of a ship. Leonard ducked his head as if caught in a glaring beam of sunlight. He slid to one side, allowing the parade to enter.

			Rose waved at Miss Marianne. “Darling Auntie M.! You see? Not a minute past five o’clock. I vowed not to be late and I’m as good as my word. And! With Mother.”

			Had her eyes performed the slightest of rolls? And was that an answering flicker in Miss Marianne’s? It seemed there was a conspiracy of niece and aunt. Everyone—truly, everyone—knew Rose’s mother to be a trial. Our maid, Sally, called Mrs. Eversham a prickly old cow. Though we were neighbors, I rarely had the opportunity to examine her so closely as this.

			Mrs. Irma Eversham had the face of a grumpy dog. She paused on the threshold, looking about as if she’d caught a whiff of something rotten. Roddy Fusswell, holding his tray of treats, was only half a step behind. He now met her back with a thunk. For a terrible moment the pastries threatened to shower down upon her head (as he was tall and she was squat), but Mr. Fusswell managed an agile twist and kept the tray aloft. A solitary jam tart slid over the rim and landed on the crown of Irma Eversham’s hat. Rose and Miss Marianne both lunged forward to offer aid. Roddy Fusswell plucked at the tart from above, knocking Leonard’s shoulder with his elbow. Mrs. Eversham became a spitting cat, turning her head so abruptly that the tart flew off and was nimbly caught by Miss Marianne.

			“Keep away from me!” Mrs. Eversham shook off all assistance. Miss Marianne stepped back, pressing Leonard into the door frame. Roddy Fusswell hovered too closely but could not move in the knot of people. Mrs. Eversham’s indignation made the room vibrate.

			“And furthermore,” she said, “keep away from my daughter.”

			“Mother!” Rose switched her valise from one hand to the other, making a great show of its contents being heavy. “Let us think about the needy,” she said, quickly and loudly. “I’ve gone through my wardrobe and had a good clean out. I shall have to order new things very soon, unless you want to see my unmentionables!”

			“Rose!” scolded Mrs. Eversham. “Such brazen talk!”

			“Will you come and sit down, Mrs. Eversham?” Charlotte’s calm voice and steady hand reached through the mayhem. “We have reserved you a place here in the front row.”

			“Yes, Mother, please sit,” said Rose. “I will make you a cup of tea. And a biscuit? You love a sugary biscuit.”

			“I will not sit,” said Mrs. Eversham. “And I will not stay. I did not want to be here and the present company confirms that. Do not fuss, Rose! I can certainly get my own self home.”

			Rose made no further effort to convince a change of mind. Lavinia stifled a giggle. Leonard had been creeping toward the exit but froze when Mrs. Eversham turned to leave. I slid behind Charlotte as Roddy Fusswell put down his platter and offered to escort Mrs. Eversham to the street. She refused with a brusque flap of her hand, as if he were a hornet. He put a hand under her elbow and again she swatted him. This time he retreated, treading on poor Leonard’s toe.

			Mrs. Eversham continued calling, even as she descended the stairs. “I’ll see to it that any young man who approaches my daughter will be imprisoned on a charge of attempting to assault her. Does everyone hear me?”

			I was not the only person waiting to exhale when we heard the door below slam shut. My palms itched to applaud. It had been ten minutes of jolly good theater, better than a Christmas pantomime!

			A phlegmy noise in Roddy Fusswell’s throat set the room back in motion. Leonard finally made his exit, though I imagined that he opened the street door with great caution, in case Mrs. Eversham had not yet trundled off. Rose lifted the lid of her valise and dumped the contents into one of the crates.

			“How do you bear it, Rose?” asked Roddy. “She is insufferable. She should not be tolerated a single day longer!”

			“Life would certainly be smoother,” said Miss Marianne, “if she were not in Torquay.”

			“Sadly true,” said Rose. “At least once a day, I find myself wishing that she were dead.”
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			CHAPTER 3

			A DELIGHTFUL EVENING

			OUR AUDIENCE WOULD be here any minute. We madly folded the remaining stack of programs, except for Florence, who preferred to shadow her brother. Roddy Fusswell was precise in directing his helpers as to where the trays should go, the angle at which to place the dainty serviettes, and where the milk jug and sugar bowl must stand in proximity to the tea urn.

			“Go away!” he whispered to Florence, which Lavinia seemed to think was hilarious. Florence swiped a lemon tart and crammed it into her mouth before Roddy could stop her. He clamped his fingers around her wrist as she chewed, squeezing so tightly that she began to splutter crumbs.

			“Oww!” She tugged, but her brother held on. “Let me go!” she said. Then, “Oh dear.” More loudly. “What is that on your face?”

			Roddy Fusswell glared at Florence as if she were a slug on a plate of biscuits. He released his grip and one of his hands slid upward to check.

			“Oh!” she said. “I thought it was a fuzzy yellow millipede but now I see! It’s your attempt to grow a mustache!”

			Lavinia snorted. Roddy looked as if he might tip the tea urn over his sister’s head. But Miss Marianne put a hand on Florence’s shoulder.

			“This evening is about befriending,” she said. “Have we not heard enough harsh words for one night? I am at the end of my tether with unpleasant relations.”

			Coming in now was the Reverend Mr. Teasdale, vicar of All Saints Church, accompanied by his dour wife. Mr. Teasdale would shepherd donations from the Mermaid Room to the needy families. Indeed, he ceremoniously placed his own contribution—a woolly red cardigan—on top of the offerings from Rose’s drawers. He and Mrs. Teasdale took up positions nearby to direct further gifts. Lavinia and Florence were to give each family a program. Mummy arrived, looking very smart. Despite being still in mourning for Papa, she’d put a blue feather in her hat, exactly the color of her eyes. She brought me a set of new pencils as a good luck present, wrapped with a velvet ribbon.

			The minutes until my recitation were whirling past at a dreadful speed. One moment we all waited in place, worried that no audience would appear. The next moment, the room and donation boxes were half-filled and the platters of tea cakes half-empty. Only a few moments more and every chair was occupied. The boxes overflowed with a most peculiar collection of items for the about-to-be-befriended immigrants and refugees. Would someone fleeing a turbulent homeland need a veiled hat covered with coral-colored chrysanthemums? Or a pair of tasseled patent leather pumps? Fortunately, there were also heaps of warm jumpers and knitted stockings, sturdy flannel trousers and tweed skirts. Dozens of the needy poor would have a warmer winter thanks to our concert.

			Miss Marianne gave us the signal to duck behind the curtain that hid the narrow pantry from the main studio. I squinted through the opening to keep watch. Miss Marianne turned down the gas lamps on the audience side of the room, leaving the empty stage bathed in a bright, expectant glow.

			A slim young man in a brown suit opened the door from the hallway with too much force, just as the chatter subsided. Everyone jumped a bit, turning to stare at the stranger. He raised his hands in apology, snatched off his hat, and took a place against the back wall.

			The girls beside me shivered in their dance tunics, breathing sugary breaths. Miss Marianne had forbidden fancy costumes, despite Florence Fusswell’s protests, as this was a charitable performance, not a time to be frivolous or vain. The rehearsal tunics were the color of porridge. Mummy had agreed, as ten months had passed since Papa’s death, that I might put aside my mourning clothes and wear last year’s Sunday dress, grass-green silk with a pleated skirt. It was a bit worn at the elbows, but I’d be facing forward, wouldn’t I? Charlotte had assured me that no one would notice. I held my poetry notebook and wished the evening done with, imagined my dress on its hanger and myself beneath the covers of my bed.

			“Good evening, my friends.” Miss Marianne stood with Rose next to her. “Thank you for joining us for this special gathering.” She gestured toward the impressive assortment of donations. “Together we have made life better for our new neighbors.”

			Gentle applause rippled through the room.

			“I believe that friendly foreigners have much to offer our community,” said Miss Marianne. “The determination and endurance of immigrants seeking a new home is inspiring to those of us who are fighting for a woman’s right to have a say in the quality of her home as well.”

			“Not this again,” said Florence.

			Miss Marianne’s favorite topic, Votes for Women.

			“The day will come, before these girls are grown, when they will have a voice their mothers and aunts do not. That voice is called the vote!”

			“My father will make noise,” said Lavinia. “He says the ideal woman is a mute.”

			On cue, a loud harrumphing in the audience came from Mr. Paine.

			“Auntie?” said Rose.

			“Get on with it,” said Mr. Paine, rather more loudly than was polite. “Let’s have the dancing girls.” Lavinia’s eyes were squeezed shut.

			Miss Marianne put an arm around Rose’s shoulder and summoned a cheerful smile. “I shall leave the preaching to Mr. Teasdale henceforth,” she said. “May I introduce my favorite niece—”

			“Your only niece!” said Rose.

			“And my star pupil, Miss Rose Eversham.”

			People clapped, and Mr. Roddy Fusswell whooped in the vulgar manner of a football fan.

			“Rose,” said Miss Marianne, “will introduce the girls who follow in her footsteps.”

			“Thank you all for being here,” said Rose. “Let us show appreciation for the gracious contribution of flowers from Mrs. Morton’s greenhouse, and the delicious treats provided by the Royal Victoria Hotel.”

			Another smattering of applause.

			“Most of you knew and remember my father,” Rose said, “Captain Giles Eversham, may he rest in peace. He taught me that an important step in becoming an adult is learning to give instead of to receive.”

			A sympathetic murmur ran through the audience. Mr. Teasdale nodded so vigorously that I expected to see his head topple off. Now that would be a colorful detail in a story, would it not?

			Wrenched from its perch, the dislodged cranium rolled to a stop next to Mrs. Teasdale’s tightly laced boots. A geyser of blood erupted from the reverend’s stiff white collar and splurted heavenward.

			Rose waved a hand at the brimming donation boxes. “My father would be proud of us tonight.”

			The listeners began again to clap, but Rose held up a hand. “Please save your applause for the artistes. As you see in your program, my aunt has arranged a dance to complement the music of Chopin.”

			I pulled aside the curtain to let the dancers pass, and held my breath as Miss Marianne sat upon the piano stool and began to play. The girls swayed on the stage like knobby saplings in a gusty breeze. The tip of Florence’s tongue stuck out at the corner of her mouth. Lavinia perspired like a glass of iced lemonade on a summer day. I had an inkling that what was taught in the Mermaid Dance Room was more rewarding for the dancers than for the audience. But applause came, whether deserved or not. Florence and Lavinia hurtled into the pantry. The dreaded moment had arrived. My stomach seemed to be full of walnut shells.

			“Your turn, go on!” Florence gave me a hefty shove.

			I was next to the piano, my mouth as dry as talcum powder.

			“And now…” Rose smiled in a futile effort to bolster my courage. “We will hear a poem written especially for this occasion. Please welcome Miss Agatha Morton.”

			The audience waited for me to begin, rows of kindly faces, all eyes on me. The ability to move my lips departed altogether. My fingers clenched my notebook so tightly that its cover was slightly damp. Mummy beamed in the second row, with Charlotte next to her. Miss Marianne nodded from the side of the room, and the slim bespectacled stranger at the back was writing in a notebook of his own.

			But chuh, chuh, chuh…a familiar pulsing in my ears confirmed that I would not be reading aloud this evening. I was icy cold and burning hot in alternating shivers. Mummy’s smile faltered and Charlotte’s was gone altogether. Silently, I implored Rose to save me. And so she did. Rose, whom I now would love forever, stepped close and slid an arm about my shoulder. She gently extracted the notebook from my hand.

			“Change of plan,” she said. “I shall have the honor of delivering the world’s first reading of a poem entitled…”

			I mutely shook my head. I had failed to name the poem!

			“…of a new work by Agatha Morton!”

			I tiptoed over to stand near Miss Marianne, my eyes prickling with hot tears. She put a soothing hand on my shoulder as we listened.

			“You’ve left your troubled home behind,” Rose began,

			“to seek new shelter far away.

			May strangers on the road be kind,

			And faith your guide along the way.

			Bravely, you sailed landward, ho!

			Facing peril with each tide,

			Your heart steadfast, your eyes aglow.

			We here await with arms held wide.”

			Rose shot me a pleased grin and dramatically flung open her arms as the room rattled with applause. She put the notebook on top of the piano and held out both hands to me. I walked as gracefully as my wobbling legs could manage to join Rose and the dancers at center stage, willing myself not to faint. My ears buzzed through the final ovation, through Rose’s affectionate pat and Miss Marianne’s warm embrace, through Mummy’s hug and Charlotte bringing me a cup of fruit punch.

			“All you had to do was read, for goodness’ sake,” whispered Florence.

			“Next time,” I mumbled, praying that it be true.

			Florence glared and slurped her tea.

			The crowd was rapidly dispersing. Lavinia departed with her parents. Rose put the few remaining cakes and Uneeda biscuits into a tin from the pantry. Florence slumped, pouting, in a chair, waiting for her brother to finish his duties.

			Mr. Roddy Fusswell stacked the cups and saucers, rinsed the creamers and lined up sugar bowls, each imprinted with the gilt-edged crest of the Royal Victoria Hotel. He brushed crumbs from the tabletop into the path of Miss Marianne’s broom.

			“Don’t fling the crumbs about, young man,” said Miss Marianne. “We’ve had a few furry visitors this fall as the weather gets colder, and I do not want them to feel welcome!”

			“So sorry, Miss Eversham. Don’t mention it to anyone, but it’s the same up in the hotel, mice nestling in for the winter. They’re too clever to nibble any poison we leave out and go straight for the sugar sacks!”

			“I’ve tried everything,” said Miss Marianne. “I’ve got boxes of VerminRid in the pantry, but the little rascals just keep coming back. I don’t like the idea of traps.”

			“Quicker though,” said Roddy. “One sharp snap and kkggh!” A sound meant to be the dying breath of a mouse. “Like a guillotine.”

			“Ugh!” said Rose. “Perhaps you simply need to use more poison?”

			Roddy Fusswell would return in the morning, with his assistants, to cart away the dishes and the tea urn. Leonard would fetch the splendid bouquets, and Mr. Teasdale’s volunteers would lug their bounty to the basement of All Saints Church. All foreign newcomers now resident in Torquay were invited to come on Sunday after the morning service to make selections according to their needs.

			Miss Marianne was just finishing her sweep of the smooth wooden floor when the bespectacled stranger approached. In a low husky voice, he introduced himself as Mr. Augustus Fibbley, a reporter for the Torquay Voice. A reporter! I sidled closer, scooping up garments that had escaped from the donation boxes. Mr. Fibbley was gathering facts for a notice in tomorrow morning’s edition of the newspaper, he explained. Might he please take a program with him, in order that her name be printed correctly? Oh glory! An actual reporter had heard the world premiere of my poem!

			“Miss Aggie?” Charlotte held my coat so that I could slip my arms easily into the sleeves.

			I buttoned it slowly. The Mermaid Room was once again its dear, drab self after a brief transformation into a shimmering theater. How odd to think that I’d been struck catastrophically mute while my poetry had filled the room to grand acclaim. I had both failed and triumphed in the same moment!

			“Miss!” said Charlotte.

			Only one thing was missing from this being the perfect evening. Papa. He would have loved to be here. I pictured him with a beaming smile, head tilted, listening to every syllable. Perhaps he’d heard it all from Heaven.

			“Miss!” called Charlotte again. I hurried to catch up. Leonard was here to fetch us in the pony cart. Belle neighed softly as we climbed aboard. Pulling on my gloves, I realized that I’d left my notebook behind. Not a big worry, I’d be back for my lesson in the morning.

			Whoever could imagine that a corpse would be waiting upon the same floorboards where my poem had just been read aloud?

			(cut from the Torquay Voice)

			
				TOWN TALK

				A collection was made last evening, of clothing and household items, to benefit needy immigrants and refugees who now are living as our neighbors in Torquay. Miss Marianne Eversham, proprietress and instructress of the Mermaid Dance Room, hosted an evening of entertainment and generosity. Students performed a dance arrangement and recited poetry created for the occasion. The pleasant gathering was supplied with fresh flowers and tasty refreshments from local benefactors.

				A.F.
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			CHAPTER 4

			A GHASTLY DISCOVERY

			THE NEXT MORNING, a little after eleven o’clock, I was at the head of the line, waiting for my dance lesson to begin. Classmates shuffled and giggled behind me in the stairwell. The familiar notice, stitched in curlicued needlepoint letters, hung aslant on the door: PLEASE WAIT. But we’d been waiting simply ages and Miss Marianne was emphatic about punctuality. We were all agog to discuss last evening’s concert. I confess to hoping for a little more praise of my poetic contribution, despite my lapse in the performing of it. Miss Marianne might marvel at my cleverness loudly enough to quash any remarks made by Florence Fusswell.

			Being in front, I wished to show a flash of leadership without needing to speak. I put down my dance bag on the top step and nudged the door with my elbow so it might drift ajar in an accidental manner.

			“Miss Aggie!” Charlotte was ever alert to misdemeanors. I ignored her as the door creaked slowly open, and I slid inside…

			The chairs used by last evening’s audience were tidily lined up in front of the mirrors along one side. The donation boxes, brimming with garments and bric-a-brac, had already been removed to the church by Mr. Teasdale’s team of husky volunteers. The piano stool was overturned and the fringed cloth dragged to the floor. A sugar bowl and milk jug sat atop the piano, next to my notebook. Pieces of a shattered teacup lay strewn on the floor in a puddle of milky tea.

			And between the elegant legs of the grand piano lay a body.

			Not, thank goodness, Miss Marianne. This woman was much rounder. Her head seemed crooked, mouth agape. Her legs—sticking out in a most unladylike way from beneath her skirts—were short and thick-ankled, encased in knitted stockings. Her feet lay at odd angles, as if they’d been kicking in protest. Nothing was kicking now. The contorted body was eerily still. I stepped closer and regarded the face, swollen and bluish-gray in color. One glazed eye stared sideways and a lace of foam ringed the open lips.

			I felt the room sway. The woman was most certainly dead. And despite her disarray, I knew who it was. Who she had been.

			Had she suffered a heart attack? Some sort of conniption? Was dull indigo the usual color of a dead person’s skin? Weren’t bodies meant to be ghostly white? Or was that only if the blood had been drained by leeches—or by the stab wound made by a knife? Might this be a murder? I could see no blood, but an unpleasant smell hovered in the air. Where was Miss Marianne? Was our dear teacher also dead? I scrutinized the mirror-lined studio.

			What if…a ferocious tramp had crept in, or…a runaway madman from the Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum…or—more sordid and compelling—a cast-off sweetheart of Miss Marianne? Intent on revenge he’d gained entry by crawling through the window in the small pantry but found two women instead of only the one he was seeking…The stiletto knife was so swift and accurate that it pierced the heart, permitting no drop of blood to fall. The scoundrel gagged and bound his long-ago love, before stuffing her into a cupboard to writhe amongst the tambourines and dance tunics. The other woman lay beneath the grand piano, too portly to be shifted.

			“Come away, miss!” Charlotte was suddenly beside me, pulling urgently on my arm. Common sense made a brief appearance. We must prevent the other girls from seeing.

			“Don’t come in!” I pushed past Charlotte to halt the others. “Do not enter.” I caught hold of the ballet barre for a moment’s support. I had just met a corpse. I willed the quaver from my voice. “There’s a dead body on the floor! Possibly murdered!”

			Why did my mind fly to murder? Last night, Rose had wished her mother dead. Roddy Fusswell and Miss Marianne had suggested that Torquay would be a better place without Irma Eversham. And here she was, as dead as the elephant whose tusks had provided the piano keys above her head…

			“Aggie Morton, you are the biggest fibber,” said Florence Fusswell. “You can’t get through one single day without making up a story.”

			She stepped around me. My thumping heart skipped two beats when she began to shriek. Her nursemaid, Miss Boyle, tried to budge her from the doorway. Other curious girls attempted to peer beyond Florence, but soon retreated to shudder and sob in the stairwell.

			Charlotte clamped a firm hand on my arm. “Come, Miss Aggie. Easy now.”

			Easy? No. But I would rather lie down next to the body under the piano than to start mewling like Florence Fusswell. Talking to strangers might be a challenge, but I would not lose my nerve before a corpse! Charlotte guided me toward the door. Her arm across my shoulders was something of a comfort, I confess.

			“Move aside, girls, for Mercy’s sake!” Miss Marianne was at the bottom of the stairs, her voice several notes higher than usual.

			And then a man. “I am a doctor. Let me pass.” He removed his top hat, scowling, and unbuckled the clasp on his black leather case. “All of you, clear off! This is a medical emergency.” He closed the door almost upon our noses. He had spoken a flagrant untruth. An emergency? A doctor could do nothing but look at the corpse and agree that she was dead.

			Most of the girls had seen scarcely more than a stockinged foot, but a collective howling commenced as they obediently shuffled their way into the street.

			I sagged against the stair railing.

			I had not been permitted into the room last year after Papa died. Mummy said she was protecting me from a memory too heavy to bear. It was intended as an act of kindness, however vexing at the time. This meant that the corpse I’d just met was my first, thrilling and grim. It was thoughtful of Mummy to prevent me from seeing Papa in a similar state.

			“I know who it is,” I whispered to Charlotte. “Who she is.”

			Charlotte squeezed my hand and said yes, she’d seen too.

			“Rose’s mother,” I said.

			“Yes,” said Charlotte.

			“So mean-tempered last night, leaving before we’d even begun.”

			“She was never friendly,” said Charlotte.

			I closed my eyes. “Rose is an orphan.”

			Being unpleasant was not really a good enough reason to take one’s final breath under the legs of a grand piano. Poor, poor Rose! It was all so horrible. If Mummy ever died…I felt weak just thinking about it. Only last evening I’d been agonizing about reading my poem when something so very much worse was waiting to happen.

			My poem! My eyes flew open. My writing book still sat atop the piano where Rose had laid it down last evening after the recitation.

			Right over the corpse!

			“Miss Aggie, no!” said Charlotte, but I had opened the door and slipped inside.

			The doctor knelt on the floor, his hand encircling the dead woman’s wrist. He shook his head slowly, the back and forth motion making his extra chin waggle. The message was clear and no surprise to me.

			Miss Marianne slumped awkwardly on the piano stool, twisting her hands together. Her face showed horror at my entrance.

			“You may not be here, Aggie. Take her away, Miss Graves.”

			“I’m so sorry, Miss Marianne,” I whispered. “I just…I left my…” I was reluctant to admit that I was intruding on a death scene for the sake of a notebook. But would it not be worse to have come in for no reason at all? I raced to the piano, snatched up my book, and retreated backward, dropping my eyes for only a moment to those ghastly, sticking-out legs.

			“No!” Miss Marianne half-stood and waved her hands. “You mustn’t take…You cannot touch—”

			“We’re so sorry to have disturbed you,” said Charlotte.

			“Since you’re here,” said the doctor, “could you be of some assistance? We have need of a policeman.”

			“We’ll go at once.” Charlotte snatched my hand and tried to yank me down the staircase, putting our balance in peril. I wrenched free, took up my dance bag and stuffed my notebook inside. My throat was thick with some feeling I could not name, my breaths rough and loud as I clattered down the steps.

			Charlotte’s rebuke was swift and unpleasant. “That was shocking behavior! As if a notebook matters at such a time! Your mother will be woefully upset.” The skin around her nostrils had gone white and her freckles positively gleamed. “I cannot allow any further association with this grim affair. You will remain in the safety of Mr. Dillon’s shop until I return with a constable.”

			“But I’m the one who—”

			Charlotte raised her palm. “Not another word.” She maneuvered me through the sweet-shop door, and briefly told Mr. Dillon of the occurrence upstairs.

			“Well now,” he said. “That’s not something that happens every day.”

			No, indeed, it wasn’t, Charlotte agreed, and asked if, please, could Miss Aggie wait under his care until the police were fetched?

			“Do not let her out of your sight, Mr. Dillon,” she added. “Though what greater woe she might encounter than a dead body, I cannot conceive!”

			Tra-ling went the bell, and bang went the door.

			Mr. Dillon sat me down and offered me a sugar lolly, as if I were an infant five years old. It was, admittedly, delicious and soon soothed my shivers. I’d been a loyal customer since I was younger than five. Mr. Dillon knew which sweets I liked best, and I knew him well enough to chatter as freely as with our own cook.

			He turned to his telephone, asking to be put through to the Torquay Police Department.

			“A constable is required at the Mermaid Dance Room on Union Street. At once!” Mr. Dillon hollered into the mouthpiece. “Above Dillon’s Sweets and Sundries. We’ve got what you’d call a candidate for the graveyard.”

			He put the telephone speaker back into its cradle, and then tapped his lip with a plump finger. “Dead for certain, were she?”

			I nodded, my mouth full of the sharp, sweet taste of lemon.

			“Not long dead, though,” he said. “That I know. I only just saw her.”

			I straightened up. “You saw her?”

			The bell on the door jangled sharply, and in came the black-haired boy from last week.

			“Well, well,” said Mr. Dillon. “My rescuer.”

			“Hector!” I hopped off the stool.

			“Hello, miss.” He pronounced it meese. “I bid you good day.”

			“Wait till you hear!”

			Agitation tangled my words and the story was not well told, but I believe he caught the gist. No teacher. Body! Piano. Spilled tea. Blue face! Pudgy legs. Screaming. Doctor. Notebook. Victim. Possible murder! Police!

			“And Mr. Dillon has just informed me that he saw the dead woman enter the premises! Before she was dead. He was nearly the last person to see her alive!”

			Mr. Dillon turned a bit pink at this notoriety, but objected at once. “I were far from the last, I assure you. The workers on those stairs were as busy as ants on a jar of honey this morning. Miss Marianne Eversham were up there overseeing all manner of backing and forthing.”

			“So, if it was murder…” I said. “Oh, Mr. Dillon. If you saw the victim, think how likely it was that you also saw the murderer!”

			“Let’s not go about making up stories, Miss Aggie,” said the confectioner. His fat cheeks trembled as he wheezed out a chuckle. “There’s nobody saying that it were murder.”

			Hector’s eyebrows shot up and down while he listened.

			“What is the manner of her death?” he said. “Is she afflicted with—” He broke off to pat his chest right over his heart.

			“Word has it,” said Mr. Dillon, “that she’d got no heart at all. You could have knocked me over with a rope of licorice, seeing Irma Eversham puffing up the street and going through that door.” He tipped his head toward the entrance of the Mermaid Dance Room. “I never saw her visit here, not once.”

			“She was here last night,” I said. “For about six minutes. She was meant to watch our concert, but she went home early in a huff.”

			With everyone hating her and wishing her gone.

			“On the premises two days in a row?” said Mr. Dillon. “That’s rare, that is. They say those Eversham women are like a pair of pitchforks, jabbing at each other morning till night. The old Captain kept them civil, but since his passing…May he rest in peace.”

			“At what time does she arrive?” asked Hector.

			“When did she get here?” I said, at the very same moment.

			Mr. Dillon rubbed his chin. “I noticed her pacing out front. She were waiting for the stairway to be empty. Blokes from the church were doing some heavy lifting with those crates. The gent from the hotel, he were up and down a number of times with his urns and his platters. She followed him up, finally. The flower chap came and went, maybe some others before that. Saturday’s a busy day in a sweet shop. I don’t see everything.”

			“What is next to happen?” said Hector.

			“A few minutes of blessed quiet and then Miss Marianne Eversham goes scurrying out. Soon after, you girls start coming.”

			“I was first,” I said. “At the front of the line. That’s why I found the body. Miss Marianne wasn’t there to let us in.”

			“I didn’t know there were trouble,” said Mr. Dillon, “until Miss Eversham come back with the doctor. She might’ve used my telephone, but perhaps she doesn’t know I’ve got one. I’m one of the first hereabouts. She fetched that Dr. Chase, who never smiles and never ate a sweetie in his life.”

			“He was a bit curt,” I said. “I expect it was due to not finding a pulse. He might have felt badly, not saving her.”

			“How far away is the home of Dr. Chase?” said Hector.

			But I was thinking about Miss Marianne’s clothes.

			“She was wearing her dance skirt,” I said. “I mean, only her dance skirt, and a blouse. No coat or hat. Not even a shawl over her shoulders.”

			“This is very important,” said Hector. “When a lady is improper in her clothing for a chilly English October, it is logical to deduce great distress. How is she forgetting to bring with her a shawl?”

			“She just didn’t think,” I said. “She was in a terrible hurry.”

			“She’d have been mighty unnerved,” said Mr. Dillon, “with her sister-in-law dropping dead at her feet.”

			“But you don’t rush to fetch a doctor for a corpse,” I said.

			“She is believing that the fallen may be revived,” said Hector. “She runs into the street while Mrs. Irma Eversham still breathes.”

			Unless…A dire thought crept into my head.

			“Unless…” said Hector.

			“Unless…” I said. “Miss Marianne was only pretending to get help, when really she is a murderess.”
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			CHAPTER 5

			A HULLABALOO

			THE MOMENT I SAID out loud that Miss Marianne could be a murderess I knew it to be a ludicrous notion. Yes, she had an ongoing dispute with her sister-in-law, but that had been true for nearly a lifetime and she had never killed her before! So why today? It seemed highly unlikely. I had witnessed her anguish as she sat beside the corpse.

			A commotion outside brought us all to the door. Thudding hooves, clattering wheels, shrill whistles and bells. The police had arrived.

			“What an almighty din,” said Mr. Dillon. “No respect for the dead.”

			Five men jumped from the police wagon, carrying a canvas stretcher and other implements of rescue. A burly man wearing a tweedy Ulster overcoat shouted directions, a thick mustache jumping on his lip.

			“The senior detective,” said Hector. “No uniform, but much noise.”

			“Look there.” I recognized the young officer holding open the door. “It’s Charlotte’s constable! The one who came too late to pick you up off the floor, Mr. Dillon.”

			Charlotte burst into the shop, gasping, as if she’d run beside the police wagon all the way from the station. The men thumped and bumped their way up the narrow staircase that shared a wall with the sweet shop. Then, silence.

			“Well, now,” said Mr. Dillon. “Some of those young men may find themselves a bit sick seeing what they’re about to see.”

			Hector and I looked at each other. Our entire acquaintance amounted to little more than a half hour, but I knew in an instant that we both wished with all our hearts to be upstairs watching the constabulary perform their duties. A tickling thrill of conspiracy raced up my spine.

			“Time to go, Miss Aggie!” said Charlotte. “We’ve been dawdling far too long.”

			“It can’t be called dawdling at a death scene,” I said. “We’re making crucial observations.”

			“My crucial observation is that your grandmother will have sharp words if we’re late for tea,” said Charlotte. “Thank Mr. Dillon for the unnecessary sweets and we’ll be on our way.”

			“Come with us!” I spoke to Hector, not looking to Charlotte for permission. Why did an afternoon so perfect as this need to end? “There’s always plenty. It would be ever so nice to have you.” I was depending on Charlotte being too polite to interfere with an invitation just given. “Mummy will love to meet a new friend, won’t she, Charlotte? Please, Hector. We’ve so much to discuss!”
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			It used to be that Mummy would be sitting with Papa in the library after lunch, sewing perhaps, and quietly chatting. When Papa was still alive. Naturally she wouldn’t be sitting so pleasantly with a ghost, would she? Though perhaps his ghost had remained a faithful companion these many months, giving Mummy some small comfort. I considered the idea that memories and ghosts are knitted together as closely as stitches of yarn on a needle, part of the same warming shawl that each of us wears. Occasionally my mind strayed to consider what my father might look like now, not his ghost, but inside his coffin. Or, what if he hadn’t been buried, but picked clean by helpful carrion, leaving him a skeleton, shining white and elegant?

			Mummy was most impatient with what she called my Morbid Preoccupation. Papa being dead was the very last thing she wanted to think about, though she clung to his memory with her own melancholy resolve. Quite recently I had discovered a memento tucked under her pillow—the stub of a pencil in an envelope labeled Last Pencil Ever Used by Fletcher. Its end was dented with the marks of Papa’s teeth, as he would gnaw in concentration while he tabulated numbers.

			It was my fervent intention to tell Mummy the afternoon’s news in a calm and factual manner. Despite my plan, I dashed across the drawing room and draped myself around her.

			“Oh, Mummy!”

			The clicking of Grannie Jane’s knitting needles paused, as if waiting to hear what came next. Tony hopped off his mat by the fire and pushed his head against my leg, accepting my ear pulls as merely his due.

			“Whatever has happened?” Mummy’s voice was muffled by me squashing her. “Gracious, Agatha!”

			She caught sight of Hector hovering in the doorway. “And who is this?” She tried to rise, but my hug impeded her. “Are there now boys in the Mermaid Room?”

			Grannie put her knitting back into its basket. This was a novelty not to be missed.

			“This is Hector, Mummy. Hector Perot.” I tried to remember the sequence one should follow when making introductions. “Hector, this is my mother, Mrs. Morton. And this is my darling Tony Dog.” Tony sniffed Hector’s shoes and seemed to approve. But, oh dear, perhaps Grannie Jane should have been first because she was so old and also a person?

			“This is my grandmother, also Mrs. Morton.”

			Hector performed perfectly. He gave a small bow to each woman in turn and even clicked his heels together.

			“Oh,” said Mummy, a bit surprised.

			“Mummy, I told you how we met Hector last week in Mr. Dillon’s shop. Today I have invited him for tea.”

			“Lovely to have you here, Hector. And how was the dancing lesson? Were you all resting on your laurels after last evening’s triumph?”

			“The lesson didn’t happen at all! You’d best stay sitting, Mummy, because when I tell you…”

			I took a breath.

			“There was a dead body, under the piano. Not crushed by the piano, just lying there, under it. With one side mashed up against the pedals. I was the one who saw her first, wasn’t I, Charlotte?”

			“Yes, miss.”

			“Goodness!” cried Mummy. “Not dear Miss Marianne?”

			“No, no!” I said. “Miss Marianne is perfectly well, but she’d rushed off to find a doctor. So there I was, with—”

			Mummy was on her feet, hands pressed to her face. “Agatha! This is frightful!” She turned on Charlotte, hovering in the doorway. “How could you let her see such a thing? You’re meant to be protecting her!”

			“Certainly, Mrs. Morton, I attend Miss Aggie at every moment.” Her tone made clear that the task was not a restful one.

			“It’s not Charlotte’s fault, Mummy! I just happened to be the first through the door.”

			“You haven’t said who died!” said Grannie Jane. “I’m trying to be patient, but, really, this is the most slipshod report.”

			“It was the Captain’s wife,” said Charlotte.

			“The Captain’s widow,” I corrected. “Rose’s mother, Mrs. Eversham, from next door.”

			“Irma!” Mummy’s hands reached backward for the arms of her chair.

			“Cora!” Grannie stepped toward Mummy, but Hector was closer.

			“Please to sit, madame,” he said softly. He held her elbow and guided her into the chair. Tony’s nose gently nudged Mummy’s hand until she stroked his neck. He was very good at knowing where he was needed. He’d been sleeping on her bed since Papa died, and they were now the best of friends.

			Grannie Jane opened a cabinet and withdrew a bottle with a gold label, embossed with a red seal. She poured amber liquid into a teacup and added a spoonful of sugar.

			“Brandy for shock, my dear. Sugar, for sugar’s sake.”

			Mummy drank it in two gulps, giving a little shudder in between. “I should like to go to my room,” she said. “Charlotte? Will you bring a hot pan from the kitchen to warm the bed?”

			Their footsteps had scarcely faded down the hallway when the front door knocker banged. We all jumped a little. Most visitors knew to come to the less formal side door—or even all the way around through the garden to the kitchen.

			Grannie clasped her bosom in surprise. “Who is making that appalling uproar?”

			“We haven’t any servant to answer the front door,” I whispered to Hector. “Robertson left months ago, when we turned out to be poor because of Papa’s bad investments.”

			Another knock.

			“I will go.” I hurried into the hall, with Hector close behind.

			I peered through the pane that overlooked the doorstep.

			“Oh!” I cried. “It’s a policeman!”

			Charlotte’s policeman! Tall and ruddy-cheeked, his knuckles raised and ready to knock again. Next to him, stamping enormous boots, was his bushy-lipped superior. I opened the door.

			“I am Detective Inspector Locke,” the man announced. “And this is Police Constable Beck.”

			I bobbed my head and stared at his boots, willing the words to come out. In rather a mumble, I managed that Mummy was indisposed but Grannie was in the library.

			“Then take me to the library,” said the inspector.

			I imagined that I was handsomely attired in the sharp tailcoat and striped cummerbund of an excellent butler as I stepped to the library door.

			“Detective Inspector Locke and Police Constable Beck,” I told Grannie in my best posh voice. “Ma’am.”

			“Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” said Grannie Jane.

			The inspector paused on the threshold, eyes scanning the book-lined walls, the floral arrangements from last evening’s concert, the deep velvet chairs, a cozy fire in the grate. His survey refreshed my own appreciation of the best room in all the world. Grannie’s keen eyes awaited the inspector’s attention until he finally approached. The constable and Hector slipped in behind him.

			“You may go, Agatha,” said Grannie. “Please ask Mrs. Corner to make a tea tray for the inspector.”

			“No, thank you, ma’am. No tea on duty. And the young lady is to stay. She’s the one we’re here for.”

			“We’ll also need to interview the girl’s…uh…nursemaid,” said Constable Beck. “The other witness at the scene.”

			“Charlotte,” said Grannie Jane, “is with my daughter-in-law, who is unwell.”

			“She’s not a nursemaid,” I muttered. “I’m not a baby.” I sounded most uncivil, but at least my voice was emerging.

			“Who’s this?” Inspector Locke peered down at Hector as if he were a fly on a cream biscuit.

			“Hector Perot, at your service, monsieur.” Hector made it sound as noble a position as the Prince of Wales.

			“Were you also at the crime scene?”

			“Non, monsieur.”

			“Crime scene?” said Grannie Jane.

			Crime scene? Just as we’d guessed! Hector lifted one eyebrow and I did my best to lift one in return. It was official. I had seen a murdered person!

			How grim for poor Rose to hear that her mother was a victim of murder! But thinking back upon what Rose had said—aloud—before the concert, would she consider it such grim news after all?

			“Your attendance is not required here,” the inspector said to Hector. “Go away. See if you can find this Miss…Miss…” He flipped open his notebook to retrieve the name.

			“Miss Graves,” said Constable Beck, from his position near the door.

			“Graves,” said the inspector.

			Hector bowed neatly.

			“Remember every word!” he whispered to me as he passed. I slid onto the ottoman at my grandmother’s side.

			“You may speak with Agatha only if I am present,” said Grannie Jane to the inspector. She gestured toward what I called the Sofa of Rigor Mortis, the very hard one that leaves a person rather stiff. The inspector’s eyes widened slightly as his bottom met the surprising plank of tufted satin.

			“Now then,” he began.

			“The child has had a most distressing afternoon,” said Grannie Jane.

			“Indeed. We will keep this brief, but she was the first to arrive on the scene. Her impressions may be important.”

			I kept the smile from my face but I preened a bit inside. As a poet, I had practiced having first impressions. This would be a good test of my observational skills. If only I could write them down instead of talking. My fingers began to itch.

			Grannie leaned forward, pinning the police inspector with her fierce gaze. “I believe, Inspector Locke, that you said crime scene?”

			“That is correct, ma’am. The news will be all about town by morning, so there is no point in trying to keep it quiet. The woman was poisoned. Clear and simple.”
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			CHAPTER 6

			A PROBING INTERVIEW

			“WHAT KIND OF POISON?” I asked.

			“That, miss, is confidential information.” The inspector shifted his bottom and the sofa legs creaked. “I’ll thank you to be discreet about anything we ask here today. There is a villain at large and we mean to arrest him as soon as possible.”

			“Or her,” I said.

			Inspector Locke’s furry eyebrows lifted. “Why do you say that, miss?”

			“Poison is so conveniently domestic,” said Grannie Jane. “Suitable for use by ladies.”

			“Our delicate constitutions,” I said, “are not so fond of blood.”

			I would far prefer to administer poison than to shoot a gun. One needn’t even be present at the time of death!

			“Who better to administer the poison than she who prepares the food?” said Grannie.

			Inspector Locke tapped a heavy finger on his notebook. “Ladies, this is a very serious crime. You”—he pointed a finger at me—“are a witness. Do not obstruct the investigation with fancy.”

			I stifled the temptation to salute and sat up straighter.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I’d like to ask you, Miss Morton, to close your eyes for a moment. Tell me what exactly you saw when you entered the dance studio.”

			Closing my eyes was a clever suggestion. The library vanished and the inspector’s hairy face with it.

			“The stool was on its side with its cloth pulled off. The cloth is yellow with a tatted edging, embroidered with peonies. Miss Marianne would never let it lie upon the floor. The room looked wrong before I even noticed the body.”

			“Can you describe the position of the body?”

			“Really, inspector, she’s a child!”

			“I’ll show you.” I dropped to the floor and contorted myself into the same shape in which I’d found Mrs. Eversham. I turned my head and opened my mouth into a silent scream, but closed it at once because the carpet smelled so dusty.

			“My word,” said Grannie Jane.

			“Indeed,” said Inspector Locke. “Children often make the best witnesses. They report what they see instead of making assumptions about what we want them to have seen.”

			“An interesting point,” said Grannie. “However—” She broke off to glare at me. “That’s enough, Agatha. Up you get.”

			“However.” The inspector said it just the way Grannie had. “You are finding it difficult to remain silent. I need the girl’s impressions with no interference. You can stay with your lip buttoned or depart for a room where your chatter is welcome.”

			No one had ever, not ever spoken to my grandmother with such cheek! I held my breath—but it took only three seconds for Grannie to respond.

			“I’m quite comfortable here, inspector, thank you.” She made a great show of settling into the cushions, displaying not even a hint of the affront. She was disguising herself as we watched, becoming a fluffy old woman. I could hear in my head what she would say later. Uppish man. Needs to trim his mustache.

			A knock at the door caused Constable Beck to spin briskly around. I rolled onto my tummy and pushed myself up to standing. I heard Charlotte from the hallway, asking was she needed?

			“Shall I take Miss Graves elsewhere, inspector?” said Constable Beck. “We’d have independent witness statements that way, without…er…each other’s influence.”

			I imagined Charlotte’s blush beginning at her throat and rushing to her temple. He wanted to be alone with her! Inspector Locke dismissed them with a wave of the hand. I watched the door close. If only I could see what happened next!

			The manly policeman, his brow a bit damp from nerves, turned to the young woman with the dimpled chin.

			“Oh, Miss Graves,” he sighed, his large bony hands cupping her freckly face. “I have longed for this moment, praying that you would share the secrets within your—”

			I blinked. I had nearly used the word bosom!

			“Miss Morton?” said Inspector Locke. “Can we proceed?”

			“May we?” murmured Grannie Jane, so quietly that only I could hear. A good thing, as I did not think the inspector would appreciate a grammar lesson.

			“Think very carefully, miss. Was the victim holding anything in her hand?”

			I shook my head no.

			“Take your time. Something white, perhaps?”

			“No.” I closed my eyes again, to improve my recall and my ability to report. “Her hands were…puffy, and a bit gray, really, more than blue. The closer one, the right one, was…open. Palm up, and certainly empty.” Rather like a gardening glove left on the path.

			“And the other?”

			“The left hand was curled over. I suppose it might have held something, but it would have been very small. I couldn’t see properly, either time.”

			“Either time? You had more than one encounter with the deceased?”

			“I…I…left when the doctor came in,” I said. “But then…”

			“Spit it out, Miss Morton. We are not chatting for pleasure.”

			“I’d forgotten my notebook,” I whispered, examining my hands. “On the piano. I popped back in to fetch it.”

			The inspector cleared his throat. “And when you re-entered the room, can you tell me, did your dancing teacher have anything in her hand?”

			“No.” I remembered clearly. “She was sitting on the piano stool, so she must have set that to right…”

			“Moved the piano stool…” The inspector scribbled in his book.

			“Well, yes, but I expect she needed to sit down, didn’t she?” The words came more easily now. This was quite diverting. “She…she sagged a little, shoulders hunched, not anything like her usual dancer’s posture. And she was wringing her hands.” I turned my own hands over each other to show what Miss Marianne had been doing. “They were certainly empty.”

			“Nervous, was she?” He made another note.

			“Upset, I’d say. Grievously upset! Who wouldn’t be? Her sister-in-law was dead at her feet!”

			“Indeed she was,” said Inspector Locke. “Quite dead. To someone’s great satisfaction.”

			His words sent a chill up my back. Did he already have a suspect?

			Grannie Jane leaned forward and spoke confidentially. “Surely no one we know, Inspector?”

			“In cases of murder, ma’am, the killer is nearly always closely related to the victim.”

			Life would certainly be smoother, Miss Marianne had said, if she were not in Torquay.

			And Rose’s words. At least once a day, I find myself wishing that she were dead.

			“You can’t be thinking—” I broke off. I’d had the same ghoulish ideas but they sounded worse coming from him.

			“What I can or cannot think is up to me, young lady. Your task is merely to give me a picture of the room. Tell me about the tea things. Was she so careless as to move those too?”

			I closed eyes that were suddenly blurred with tears. Could I tell him anything to prove the innocence of the Eversham ladies? Were they innocent?

			The puddle on the floor was milky tea, not clear, so it must have come from the cup, not the teapot. The pot…where was the pot? Had Miss Marianne poured the tea in the pantry and carried it out to her visitor? That would suggest she’d prepared the tea in private. But perhaps I should not tell him that.

			“There isn’t a tea trolley in the dance studio,” I said. “It would take up too much room. I don’t remember seeing the teapot, but a smashed cup on the floor had tea spilled around it. The floor is wood, of course, for dancing on, so there is no carpet for the tea to soak into. It just sat there in a puddle.”

			I squeezed my eyes tight. “Miss Marianne’s little blue milk jug was sitting on top of the piano.” My notebook had lain nearby. “And next to it was a sugar bowl.” As I noted that, my skin prickled in recognition that something was wrong.

			Grannie was paying close attention. “Was the sugar bowl blue as well, dearie?” she said. “Was it part of a set, with the milk jug?”

			I stared at her in admiration. “No,” I said.

			I looked directly at Inspector Locke to deliver what suddenly felt like very important information. “The sugar bowl was imprinted with the crest of the Royal Victoria Hotel.”
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			“I believe my destiny is decided!” Hector’s green eyes shone, and there was a shell-pink hue to his pale cheeks. His grin stretched in true delight. “I like very much this occupation of knowing other people’s business! The job of a policeman is for me an excellent match.”

			“Not if it means you have to grow a nasty great bramble bush on your face.” I was thinking of the inspector’s shaggy upper lip and jaws. “Only slightly better than a furry, crawling caterpillar like Mr. Roddy Fusswell’s!”

			“Mais, non! My mustache will be elegant. Sleek. With ends to here, fine and pointed…” Hector rubbed his fingertips together close to his earlobes, as if his mustache would be as grand as that of a circus ringmaster.

			“Ugh.” I was quite firm.

			“The asking of questions that no polite person may ask!” said Hector. “Unwrapping the thoughts of the suspect, seeking always the solution to a puzzle! Is this not a wonderful endeavor?”

			“I want to hear about Charlotte and the policeman!” I said. “What happened?” I had already described my forty-two minutes with Inspector Locke. Now it was his turn.

			Hector had been miserable—“desolate!”—when told to leave the library. “Excluded from the heat of the fire,” he said. “But the policeman’s infatuation with Miss Graves, this is lucky for me, non?”

			“Go on, tell!”

			Hector had been sitting on the hallway settee, nursing his wounded spirit and wondering how he should go about informing Miss Graves that she was desired for questioning. He hoped that a servant would pass through the hallway, for where in a big, strange house should he begin to look? Happily, Charlotte herself appeared from upstairs and tapped on the library door. Constable Beck, face aflame, informed her that he had official questions to ask, and would she please step into the dining room. Hector used the moment while the young officer gained approval from the inspector to slip in ahead of them and hide under the dining table.

			“Just as I would have done!” I told him. “That’s one of the best hiding spots! When Papa was alive, my parents had fancy dinners with lots of people wearing evening clothes. The champagne made them terribly chatty. It was an excellent game. Now it’s only ever family, and I already know their secrets.”

			Tony’s paw nails clicked on the wooden floor as he padded over from his spot in a shaft of sunlight. He made a small, polite yip.

			“We need to take Tony outside,” I said. “Better that you make your report out there.” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Grannie Jane says that servants listen to everything.”

			I ushered Hector along the hallway to the kitchen, with Tony skittering at our heels.

			“Hello, Mrs. Corner!” I patted Cook on the arm as we crossed to the garden door. “This is my friend, Hector. He’s the extra for tea.”

			“I hope you like fruit pie, laddie,” said Mrs. Corner. “As much as Miss Aggie does.”

			“Mais oui, madame!” Hector performed a quick bow, managing not to trip over Tony.

			“I’m going to show you a favorite place.” I dragged him past the grove of pear trees to a spot at the edge of the little wood that separated our property from the Eversham villa next door.

			“See?”

			Groveland was so far above the town that when winter came and the trees were bare, we could see the sea. Today, though, the warm yellow of a few remaining October leaves still blocked the view, casting dappled shadows on a wooden bench and the row of painted gravestones at our feet.

			“What is this?” said Hector, peering.

			“Mummy would say it’s a symptom of my Morbid Preoccupation. But really, it’s perfectly genteel. This one is for Marigold, my canary. She was my first pet when I was six. Then Kiki, here, and Tom-Tom. They were mynah birds, that’s why I put the colored stripes across the headstones.”

			“Most thoughtful,” said Hector, admirably unperturbed. “And this?”

			“That’s just a squirrel,” I said. “He wasn’t a pet, but I named him Squiffy to make the tombstone more personal. And the big one, here, was the kitchen cat, named Ivy. That’s why I’ve painted leaves, you see? When Ivy died, I played the mandolin at her funeral. It was ever so doleful and reverent. Cook cried and cried. We never got another cat, so we’ve got mice instead, like everywhere else in Torquay.”

			“You make a pleasant rest for the animals,” said Hector. “And a good place to discuss death.”

			“Let’s sit,” I said. “While you tell me everything.”

			Hector brushed the bench with his hand and checked his palm to see that nothing had stuck. He sat carefully, knees and ankles touching. I supposed it was best not to tease him for something so inconsequential as being a fussbudget. Not while there was a murderer on the loose.

			“Well?” I said. Tony was snuffling in a patch of tall grass overlooked by Leonard’s mowing.

			Hector picked up the story. “I am under the table, twisted into a knot like a serpent in a basket,” he said.

			“And what did you hear?”

			“The policeman, he asks many questions. Who is standing where, how does the body lie, can she name anything out of position? Miss Graves, she answers most efficiently. She tells the same details that you tell to me already.”

			Tony yipped twice, excited by something he’d found near the tree.

			“Ssh, Tony,” I said. “Go on, Hector.”

			“However,” said Hector. “There is one curious item. Constable Beck is particularly interested in the piece of paper.”

			“What piece of paper?”

			“You do not mention such a thing in your description of the murder scene, so I try very much to hear, but my limbs are becoming most cramped. A missing paper is indicated because of the scrap.”

			“What scrap? Did you find out why it matters?”

			“A tiny scrap of paper is squeezed between the thumb and the forefinger of the deceased, discovered by Doctor Chase during his examination.” Hector’s eyes narrowed. “You do not know of this?”

			That’s what Inspector Locke had been prodding me to remember! Think very carefully, he’d said. Was the victim holding anything in her hand? Something white, perhaps?

			How irritating not to have seen it! “Nothing visible was clutched in the corpse’s hand. It must have been very small.” The only paper in the room that I knew about were the pages of my poetry notebook, sitting on top of the piano.

			“Your nursemaid also reports no evidence of a paper or a scrap,” said Hector. “After this, the interview between Constable Beck and Miss Graves becomes what I believe you English call gooey. The words of inquiry turn to murmurings of…romance. This is when I put fingers into my ears and cease to listen.”

			“Romance? Really?” Plain and earnest Charlotte? I could not think of a less gooey person!

			“They do nothing improper, I assure you,” said Hector. “Simply the whispering of lovebirds.” He twirled his imaginary mustache.

			“They only met a week ago!” I said. “It’s rather saucy of Charlotte to be whispering like a lovebird, don’t you think?”

			Tony yapped and began to paw furiously at something amongst the weeds.

			“What have you got there, Tony?” I got up to look. “Something nasty, I expect, since you’re so excited.”

			A rabbit lay dead, its stiff fur ruffled and its little head torn open, a trickle of blood seeping from a gray puddle of muck.
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			CHAPTER 7

			A SLEIGHT OF HAND

			“I’VE ALWAYS THOUGHT my brain was pink.” I leaned over to get a better look at the earthly remains. “Are rabbits different from people?”

			“No, no,” said Hector. “I am a devoted student on the topic of the human brain. For something so intriguing, it is notably a dull gray in color. As you can see.”

			“Ugh, Tony, no!” I caught the dog’s collar and tugged him away from his prize. “Let the poor bunny rest in peace.” I pulled up fistfuls of grass and sprinkled them over the mutilated carcass. Mrs. Eversham’s feet appeared in my mind.

			“Losing one’s brains is undignified enough,” I said. “Let alone being mauled by a frenzied terrier. Not that a rabbit has much to lose, with a brain the size of a plum.”

			“Au contraire,” said Hector. “A rabbit is a creature of much character, most playful and clever.”

			“Clever?” It took a bit of strength to wrestle Tony along the path, away from the corpse.

			“Inside the brain…” Hector tapped his forehead, “are billions of nerves dancing together, telling to each other many messages. This friction is the essence of how we think.”

			“And a rabbit has an abundance of friction amongst its brain cells?” I said.

			“Not so much as a human,” said Hector. “But for its size, yes. Alas, the size makes him prey to nearly every other animal, including us. He is born expecting to die.”

			“Aren’t we all?”

			Tony raced ahead, circled back, and bounded onward again.

			“Look, there’s Leonard.” I waved at the garden boy. He looked up from his digging and pushed back his cap, freeing a curl over his eyebrows.

			“Miss Aggie,” he said, and glanced sideways at Hector.

			“This is my friend, Hector Perot,” I said. “He’s staying for tea. Hector, this is Leonard. He works here in the garden.”

			Leonard nodded at Hector and Hector nodded back.

			“We found a dead rabbit.” I pointed. “Tony did, actually. Its brain is…”—I wiggled my fingers beside my head—“leaking out.”

			“Maybe a fox got him,” said Leonard.

			“As we didn’t know him, we needn’t hold a funeral,” I said. “But could you…Would you mind digging a hole? Near the others?” I looked toward the leafy awning of the beech tree protecting the creatures buried below.

			“Yes, miss,” he said. “I’ll do that before dark.”

			“Thank you, Leonard. I’ll think of a name, and make him a stone later.”

			“Yes, miss.” He shifted the shovel to his other hand. “I was wondering, is there trouble? I saw the police wagon.”

			“There’s been a murder!” It was thrilling, being the one to tell such news before anyone else. “In the Mermaid Room where you brought the flowers last night. I was meant to be having my Saturday lesson, you see? And I found the body!”

			Leonard stared. Perhaps I shouldn’t sound so eager. I took a breath.

			“That’s why the police came, to interview me and Charlotte. I was practically a witness to a monstrous crime!”

			I could feel Hector fidgeting next to me. “This is perhaps not an item to be trumpeted,” he said. “If indeed it is murder, there is still a murderer to be found.”

			“Of course it’s murder! Do you think she poisoned herself? I’m only telling Leonard,” I said. “Not advertising in the Torquay Voice! Goodness! That means I’ve found two dead bodies in one day! First Mrs. Eversham and now the poor rabbit.”

			Leonard gazed at me with those enormous brown eyes. “Mrs. Eversham, miss? She’s dead?”

			“As dead as dead,” I said. As dead as the rabbit in the grass. As dead as a coffin nail. As dead as Papa.

			Leonard looked faintly perturbed, so I allowed the corpse to rest and turned instead to the police.

			“They asked a lot of questions,” I told him. “I had to demonstrate the position of the body. And I’m sure to think of more clues later. The police seem a bit plodding, to be honest. But goodness! You were there this morning as well, Leonard! Did you see anything suspicious when you collected the bouquets? Thank you, by the way, for hauling them back to Groveland. It’s like having spring in the drawing room. Nice for us that Miss Marianne didn’t want to keep them.”

			Leonard was fiddling with the brim of his cap. “I nipped in and out quick as I could,” he said. “The stairwell was plugged up like an old pipe, with the vicar’s men shifting those whopping crates. That bossy chap from the hotel packed up his tea things as if they were as precious as the King’s china. And there I was, doing my best with the vases.”

			“Did you see Mrs. Eversham?”

			“In a proper snit with your teacher, she was.” He looked at the ground, kicking a clot of dirt off the path.

			“Have you thought of something?” I said.

			“It’s nothing.” Leonard pulled his cap off and put it back on at a new angle over his brow.

			“Nothing can be considered nothing,” I said. “She’s dead.”

			“I’ll tell you who I don’t think much of,” said Leonard. “That Mr. Fusswell. He nearly stepped on me more than once, but never actually went anywhere. Just took his time, stacking teacups one by one.” He looked from my face to Hector’s and back again. “You want to steer right clear of it,” he said, quite urgently. “No reason to get mixed up in anything so—”

			“So shockingly macabre?” I said. “So horrifically gruesome? So morbid and grisly?”

			Leonard didn’t smile as I’d hoped he would. Perhaps he’d cheer up if I asked for his specialty.

			“Will you do a trick for us, Leonard? Hector will be ever so baffled. Please?”

			“Aw, miss.”

			“He does conjuring,” I told Hector. “Watch.”

			Leonard shuffled his boots. “I haven’t got a sixpence.”

			I hadn’t got one either, my pocket money being minded in Charlotte’s pocket.

			“But how about I have a look around, eh?” Leonard laid down the shovel and pulled his trouser pocket inside out to show how empty it was.

			This was part of the trick!

			“Oh dear,” I said. “Nothing there.”

			Leonard examined the ground for a moment, as if he might spot a coin in the grass. He took off his cap and peered at its lining.

			Then, “Aha!” His fingers nimbly plucked a sixpence from behind Hector’s left ear. He held it up with a victorious grin.

			I laughed and clapped my hands.

			“This is much skill,” said Hector.

			“Do another!” I cried.

			“I believe,” said Hector, “that your policemen are departing.”

			Indeed, the horses were tossing their heads and clopping away from the house.

			“Good-bye, Leonard!” I set off across the spiky yellowing grass at nearly a gallop, with Hector stumbling along behind.

			“Can we not travel along the path?” he called. “The dirt on my shoes is…”

			I kept running.

			“…Dirty,” he finished.

			“I’ve thought of something,” I said over my shoulder. “I must tell the inspector.”

			But the police horses had picked up speed. They were around the curve and gone before we’d reached the drive. My stockings drooped after running. I pulled them straight.

			“Why are you panting like an old dog?” I asked Hector.

			“I have no practice in scampering through the nature.” He plucked stray blades of grass from his trousers. “I wonder if your thought is similar to my thought?”

			“Here it is,” I said. “I do not believe Miss Marianne to be a murderess. I love her. I will vouch for her goodness, though I suppose that even heinous villains have friends who would swear to their innocence. But, also, she lives in the same house with the victim. If she were going to kill her sister-in-law, would it not be simpler to do so at home?”

			“Most certainly,” said Hector.

			“She could have mixed poison with cocoa and brought it to her in bed…Or she might have left a bucket on the cellar steps and let her tumble to the bottom to break her neck. Or stabbed her with a paring knife and said it was a cooking accident. Or tampered with her medicine, if she takes…if she took…” I trailed off. Hector’s eyebrows had lifted up to his hairline.

			“So many resourceful suggestions. I shall hope not to displease you.” He grinned. “But is it Miss Marianne who brews the tea?”

			“I expect so. It is her pantry.” Not an answer in her favor. “Was the poison in the teapot or in the sugar bowl, do you suppose?”

			“A question we must strive to answer,” said Hector. “Either way, at first glance, Miss Marianne is the most suspicious character.”

			“Then we’ve got to look deeper!” I said. “We must activate the friction in our brains to a frenzy. The inspector does not know Miss Marianne as I do and will not try so hard.”

			“For a moment, let us say that she is not the killer we are seeking,” said Hector. “She does not make a perfect accident happen in her home. She does not imagine that vanquishing her nasty relative will make life better.”

			“Well, she did do that,” I said. “But everyone else did too. Especially Rose. And even…” A smirking face came to mind. “Even Mr. Roddy Fusswell.”

			“If it is not Miss Marianne who performs the murder,” said Hector, “it means that someone else arranges for Mrs. Irma Eversham to drink the poison, yes?”

			“The poison must have been in the sugar bowl,” I said. “That’s why the inspector was so interested when I told him about the crest! The sugar bowl was only in the Mermaid Room because of Mr. Roddy Fusswell! That makes him awfully suspicious, don’t you think? More suspicious even than Miss Marianne?”

			“However the poison is administered,” said Hector gravely, “there is the important matter of why does it happen in the Mermaid Room? Why not at home with the cocoa? Does somebody know that Mrs. Eversham will be present to drink the tea on this particular Saturday?”

			My heart turned upside down inside my chest. “Mrs. Eversham had never visited before. Mr. Dillon said so, remember? No one could have known ahead of time. That means that either the killer saw her arrive, or…”

			Tony whined at my feet. A gust of wind brought a spatter of rain. Hector and I had come up with the same idea. This was precisely what I had wished to suggest to Inspector Locke.

			“Miss Marianne was the one who was always there. Alone, except during lessons,” I said. “Was it Miss Marianne who was meant to drink the poison?”

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			CHAPTER 8

			AN AWKWARD MOMENT

			CHURCH ON SUNDAY MORNINGS was often a pleasant diversion, but on this day, Mr. Teasdale did not deliver one of his better sermons. He usually thumped and rumbled, which was much more elevating. He’d had to write this one quickly, I realized. If a person were murdered on a Saturday, the vicar was obliged to soothe his flock the very next morning, which must put dreadful pressure on his pious creativity.

			Some poor soul had taken a wrong turn, he said. Veered off the road to Heaven and tumbled into a pit of vipers. It fell upon the rest of us to show compassion to the lost, to those in darkness, to our brethren in need. The notion of our brethren in need allowed the vicar to move smoothly to his urgent invitation. Would we please adjourn to the church basement after the service to aid his effort for indigent strangers from foreign parts? He skipped right over the likelihood that the murderous lost soul in question was very possibly among these very parishioners. I cast an eye along the pews staring at each upturned face. Which of them might have wished Miss Marianne dead? Many in town thought she was a bit of a nut. She wanted corsets banned. She thought women ought to be allowed to vote. She thought all adults, whether they owned property or not, ought to be allowed to vote. She had never been married, which caused great suspicion among the other ladies, I’d noticed. Suspicion or pity. But how might any of that be reason to kill? Which member of our parish could be so disturbed by a spinster’s oddities? Everyone stood for a final hymn—“Behold! A Stranger’s at the Door!”

			My question had borne only further questions. Who? Why? How?
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				The basement of All Saints Church had been transformed into a street market, tables dragged into long rows. Ever-growing piles of useful offerings came not only from the Mermaid Room concert but from all over the parish, carried to All Saints in crates and baskets, boxes and bags, which now covered the floor. Women sorted and folded and stacked. Children scurried back and forth, carrying books or trinkets or teapots from one spot to another, helping to organize the offerings.

			“Thank you, Mr. Teasdale, for a heartening sermon,” said Charlotte. “And how gratifying to have received so many donations! You must be proud!”

			“Not proud, my dear, but humble in the face of such generosity.” Mr. Teasdale beamed, and then, remembering, looked grim instead. “And sorely tested by the evil we have so recently met,” he said. “I pray that no unknown foreigner has performed this despicable act.”

			Charlotte dodged that idea by proffering our services. “Let us help as we may today,” she said.

			I had already found a task, unpacking books and setting them up in rows. Mr. Teasdale’s prayer felt like a wasted one, in my opinion.

			“How and why would an unknown foreigner sneak into the Mermaid Room carrying poison?” I whispered to Charlotte, once the vicar had moved on.

			“Shush!” said Charlotte. “Do not think upon such things!”

			“All these boring books!” I said a moment later. “Why would a foreigner want to read one?”

			“To learn the English language, naturally,” said Charlotte.

			“But…” I held up a book to show gold lettering on the cover: The World as Will and Idea by Arthur Schopenhauer. “Surely a child’s primer would be more useful than this? Something with pictures, perhaps?”

			“Just dust them,” said Charlotte. “We are not here to question.”

			“But—”

			“Oh, good morning, Mrs. Teasdale,” said Charlotte.

			The vicar’s wife hovered like a seagull, waiting to pounce on any scrap she might spear with her beak.

			“Good morning, Miss Graves.” Her smile was always hard to discern because her lips were so very thin. “Good morning, Agatha.”

			“Mrs. Teasdale.” I bobbed my head.

			“You’ve had a shocking time,” she said to me.

			I bobbed my head again, it being easier to agree than to explain that finding a corpse was a stimulating sort of shock, rather than one of the unpleasant variety.

			“I was with Rose Eversham, you know,” said Mrs. Teasdale. “When she got word of her mother’s death. She was here helping to set up the tables and such.”

			Rose Eversham was in the church basement while her mother was being murdered?

			“That was good of her,” said Charlotte.

			That was lucky, I thought. She could not have done the dreadful deed. Not alone, anyway.

			“She did not help us with goodness in her heart,” said Mrs. Teasdale, “but as penance for using the Lord’s name in vain during choir practice. My husband is cunning when it comes to gathering volunteers for church functions.”

			I noticed then that the vicar’s wife seemed to be holding someone’s arm. A smallish someone out of sight behind her.

			“I’m sure Rose Eversham was grateful to be in a place of refuge when the news came,” said Charlotte.

			“I had my smelling salts ready,” said Mrs. Teasdale. “But they were not needed. The girl barely flinched. Her spirit is a briar patch, that one. If I were not a Christian, I would say she’d smiled when my husband spoke with her.”

			“A man of great insight,” said Charlotte. “No doubt he coaxed a smile of bravery with words of comfort.”

			“Have you met our visitor?” Mrs. Teasdale pulled on the arm, trying to bring its owner into view. “He has come to stay with us at the vicarage for a few months, so that we may set an example of charity to our parishioners. Our own little immigrant.”

			Hector!

			“Aren’t you, dear?” Her voice got louder when she spoke to him. I saw that Hector wished the stones of the floor would split open and swallow him into the earth below.

			“We’re waiting to hear whether the rest of his family will be joining him.” Mrs. Teasdale spoke extra slowly. “Belgium is quite civilized on the surface of things, but their wretched king has behaved so badly. I’m not surprised that Hector’s father has sent his son away for a time.”

			“Mrs. Teasdale,” I began. “I know Hec—”

			“Madame,” said Hector. “I have already the pleasure of—”

			“The schools in England are better, of course,” said Mrs. Teasdale. “Think what they might be teaching in a country where everyone speaks French!”

			“French or Flemish, madame,” said Hector.

			“Goodness, what have you got there?” She poked at the collection of things that Hector held in his arms. “Are those for your father, dear?” Her voice was loud to the point of being shrill. She tried to tug free a shiny black shoe from Hector’s collection. “These are quite impractical,” she said. “Shall I help you find something else?”

			“Non, madame. These are for me.”

			I’d seen those shoes dropped into one of the bins at the Mermaid Dance Room, the night before the murder. Hector might be the only person in Torquay who would consider them a treasure worth fighting for. They had found a good home! He also held a woolly green hat and a book.

			“A Study in Scarlet!” I said. “Sherlock Holmes is my favorite!”

			Hector smiled. “I am now to read in English,” he said.

			Mrs. Teasdale sighed and relinquished her grip on the patent leather shoe. She asked Charlotte to assist in moving a stack of table linens. I stayed by the books, immobilized by revelation.

			Hector’s jacket was neat and fit him well, with no visible patches. An English boy might be seen wearing the very same item. His hair was clean, his teeth bright and his manners good enough to have impressed Grannie Jane. His accent was odd but he did not smell of any exotic spice. Admittedly, my experience of boys was limited to those I saw in the street, or roller-skating on the Princess Pier. Hector was not especially different from any of those, aside from being clever and unusually polite.

			He liked sweets.

			He liked mysteries and read Sherlock Holmes.

			And yet, he was also a charity boy.

			His eyes held an urgent question. I guessed that he was wondering what I would wonder if we were to change places. Will you still be my friend?

			I nodded yes. Yes, yes, yes.

			His smile was wide, but lasted only a moment.

			He held up a folded piece of paper, pale blue and wrinkled. He beckoned me to watch closely as he carefully revealed its inner folds. It was dusted with white powder like a fine fruit sugar, gathered more heavily in the creases. Hector displayed it open on his palm like a jewel of great value.

			“I find this inside my new left shoe,” he whispered.

			“What is it?” I licked my finger to dab a sample.

			“Do not taste it!”

			My finger froze.

			“It is possible that I am mistaken,” said Hector. “But to me it looks very much like poison.”

			Charlotte, so good at appearing where unwanted, snorted out a small laugh. She plucked the paper from Hector’s hand.

			“You children are getting entirely too fanciful. Poison, indeed! Your mother is already concerned about your Morbid Preoccupation, Miss Aggie, without a new chum to encourage it further. This will be the end of it.”

			She crumpled Hector’s discovery and dropped it into a box of rubbish under a nearby table. “No more foolish chatter about murder. Do you hear me? I believe your friendship will benefit from a hiatus. Master Perot, we shall now take our leave. Good afternoon.”

			Hector had listened with his eyes cast down, his pallor a shade whiter. I yearned to exchange a grimace, but alas, Charlotte’s hand on my elbow led me firmly away. I looked back once, to see Hector swiftly extracting his precious clue from where it had been tossed—and flashing me a grin of fervent conspiracy.
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			CHAPTER 9

			A BRIEF INSTRUCTION

			HOME FROM CHURCH and following a lunch of turbot in cream sauce, I now prepared for the afternoon’s excursion, admiring my reflection in the hallway mirror. The black felt mourning hat was quite becoming atop my ringlets. One of the small consolations when Papa died last year had been a new wardrobe of vividly doleful clothes. This adorable little hat was one of my favorites. I would not say that I was happy for an excuse to wear it again, but I was not precisely unhappy either.

			“Bereavement,” said Grannie Jane. “As you well know…‘To have lost a close relation or friend because of death.’ ” She tugged on her second purple glove, finger by finger. Only the color purple, with black or gray, was considered acceptable when visiting the bereaved. I suspected that Grannie was as attached to her purple gloves as I was to my hat. My pleasure was diminished at having to wear a dove-gray Sunday coat handed down from my sister, despite its wide shoulders.

			“I suppose it is good fortune that our own loss allows us to be correctly costumed to express bereavement…” My grandmother paused in the glove-tugging battle. “Thanks to your own dear Papa.”

			Grannie Jane’s own dear son, I thought.

			“Naturally, a year ago, you were in no state of mind to consider the etiquette that surrounds the departure of every soul to Heaven.”

			The funeral for Irma Eversham had not yet occurred, and would wait until the police permitted. The family, however—Miss Rose and her aunt, Miss Marianne—would be “at home” this afternoon to receive condolences.

			“Where do you suppose her soul might be?” I wondered. “Since her body is detained at the Torquay Hospital morgue?”

			“Most distressing,” said Grannie Jane, “to have one’s earthly remains loitering about. The soul no doubt must linger with it. All the more important that we appear for the visitation today.”

			But how exactly did one express polite sorrow when a person had been murdered? A person for whom there was no great affection? Especially when one had so many questions! How, for instance, had the large and unwieldy corpse been moved down that steep and narrow stairway into the bustle of Union Street before riding to the morgue? She looked heavy. And awkward! Did they carry her at a vertical angle, with that oddly arched spine and those crookedly flung limbs?

			I shook my head vigorously, banishing the vision. Did Grannie and Mummy ever have these dreadful sorts of thoughts about Papa? Mummy would not be joining this afternoon’s excursion because her own bereavement for Papa had been refreshed by Irma Eversham’s demise. She had not risen from her bed since the inspector’s visit yesterday.

			I forced my thoughts along a more poetic path. Bereavement made me feel…like a jar full of freshly collected garden worms. My innards were wriggling in the most unsettled way. But I had no interest in lying about beneath the bedcovers in a darkened room. I was ferociously curious to know who in Torquay was a wicked assassin.

			“Grannie Jane?” Just to be clear. “Is bereavement necessarily only for a loved one? The whole town knows that Rose’s mother was a crosspatch. She and Miss Marianne fought like cats over a fish’s head.”

			Squabbled like seagulls over a sandwich crust.

			Battled like God and the devil over a dying soul.

			Grannie Jane made a harrumphing noise. “You’ve been listening to gossip, have you?”

			“No, Grannie, I’ve been gathering evidence.”

			She was taking a turn in front of the mirror to adjust her hat. She laughed her rare, dear, horsey laugh. One of my greatest pleasures was to inspire that laugh.

			“I am gratified that you understand the tremendous value of listening to the conversation of your elders,” said Grannie Jane. “Please remember, however, that gossip is like river silt. One must sift it carefully to discover gold amongst the pebbles. Do you understand?”

			“Mmm,” I said. Not really.

			“Only what you see with your own eyes can truly be trusted,” she said. “Or that which you hear with your own ears.”

			“No one can see God,” I said. “Are we not meant to trust Him?”

			Grannie Jane sighed. “We shall address the matter of God on another day. Young Leonard is waiting to drive us to EverMore.”

			The Eversham villa was mostly hidden by trees. I could have got there in a wink—past the animal cemetery, over the stile with my skirts hiked up, and across the creek on stepping-stones. But for someone so rickety as Grannie Jane (May I never be sixty-six, I frequently prayed), taking the cart was a necessity. The poor old woman did not like to walk even so far as the end of the drive, let alone out onto Bertram Road and all the way up the winding path to EverMore.

			Although today’s venture must not be called exhilarating, visiting the home of a murder victim was not a usual outing. I vowed to remain alert to suspicious behavior on the part of our fellow guests.

			“Never shirk your duty, my dear,” said Grannie, as we jounced along, “when it comes to visitations and funerals. Mourn unto others as you would have them mourn unto you.”

			“Oh, Grannie, please don’t speak of dying.” I slid my white-gloved hand into her purple one.

			“You are not to worry about me, my dear. I am not yet ready for the glue-pot.”

			“You’re not a horse, Grannie Jane.” I smiled up at her. “You won’t be turned into glue.”

			“A worm’s breakfast, then,” said Grannie. “But let us assume that is some time in the distant future. Today we are to comfort Miss Eversham and Rose, who have had such a grievous loss.”

			Belle, pulling the trap, began the turn into the EverMore drive. Coming straight toward us was a police wagon drawn by huge black mares. Leonard got down and led Belle backward, making room for the shouting fellow on the other vehicle.

			“What a palaver,” said Grannie Jane, tsking her dis­­approval of the police. Our trap creaked back into motion. Grannie craned her neck, watching the police wagon clatter its way down the road.

			“An inspector gobbling his mustache,” she said, “is the last thing a bereaved family needs while they prepare for a visitation.”

			I was in a bereaved family too, I thought. Nothing had been right since Papa died and that was nearly a year ago. How long did it take for grief to fade?

			“Grannie?” I whispered, after a moment. “Sometimes I think about Papa in the most unexpected moments…as if a garden snake has slithered through the grass and arrived unbidden on my shoe. It sends a jolt right up my legs.”

			The trap stopped. Grannie put her arm about my shoulders and gave me a hug. “Well put, my dear. You will be a poet yet.”

			Leonard helped us down and offered my grandmother the use of his arm for the journey to the front step.

			“Thank you, young man. You may wait in the carriage yard until we are done.”

			Leonard touched his cap and led Belle away.

			Grannie paused to look up. “Such a lovely house,” she said.

			“Not to be gloomy,” I said, “but does it now belong to Rose?”

			“No, no, my dear,” she said. “This is gossip of the most pertinent variety. With a stroke of unexpected wisdom, the Captain willed the house to his sister and the money to his wife. This is why the two were forced into such uneasy proximity. Irma displayed enough good sense not to drag Rose from her childhood home, though I imagine she was waiting with bated breath for her daughter to be married so they could all go their separate ways.”

			“And now they needn’t,” I said. “Go separate ways, I mean. Rose and her aunt can just go on living here together. They love each other dearly.”

			“Indeed,” said Grannie Jane. “Let us hope that continues to be true. If one of them has poisoned Irma’s tea, it might be quite an imposition on the other’s loyalty, might it not?” She patted her lip with a handkerchief and snapped shut her black tasseled handbag. “Unless they planned it together, I suppose. Shall we go in?”

			The entrance of EverMore was dramatically draped with black crepe ribbon. Grannie Jane’s remark was most unsettling, coming as it did one minute before I was meant to be expressing sorrow to the bereaved. With one idle comment from my grandmother, I must reconsider the list of suspects. My instincts were hollering NO! Not Miss Marianne! Not Rose!!! But my common sense, so often in hiding, was calling out just as loudly. The two people apt to benefit most from the death of Irma Eversham waited beyond this door, receiving sympathy from friends and neighbors. Aunt and niece were the best of friends. Had my admiration assumed their innocence without sufficient examination? Were they, in fact, united in the gravest of deeds?

			This was not the moment to explore such a possibility, for now here we were in the formal parlor, the shades drawn and elaborate wreaths resting on every chair, obliging mourners to stand. I struggled to bring out my memorized words, Please accept my deepest condolences for your terrible loss. Not a sound could I utter. Instead, I made a slight curtsy, which I thought Miss Marianne would appreciate, knowing how devotedly I had practiced.

			When I raised my head, her eyes gazed most intently into mine. Eyes rimmed with red and shadowed with exhaustion.

			Was this a woman meant to die by another’s hand? Or could this be the face of a poisoner?
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			CHAPTER 10

			A GLUM VISITATION

			“DEAR AGGIE,” said Miss Marianne. “I deeply regret that you were exposed to the vision of poor Irma’s death.” She squeezed my hand, which was damp inside its clean white glove. To Grannie she said, “Mrs. Morton, I apologize from the bottom of my heart…a shocking thing for a child…”

			“We are here to give you comfort, my dear,” said Grannie Jane. “Not the other way around. Agatha is quite a practical girl, and not unduly fussed.”

			Miss Marianne endeavored to smile, but weakly. “The police have been here again.” She touched her hair, and let her eyes drop shut for two long seconds. “What more can they expect me to say? She died a hideous death. I’m the one who brewed the tea. But how can they imagine that—?”

			She’d brewed the tea! That answered Hector’s question. And she’d said so plainly, with no hint of hidden guilt. This renewed my confidence momentarily.

			“We saw the police driving away,” I said. “They came yesterday to Groveland and asked me questions too.”

			“What could they want from you? What did you tell them?” My idle wondering that she might have offered poison in a sugar bowl became preposterous under her imploring gaze. And yet, as Grannie had suggested, who other than she and Rose would achieve wealth and peace with one simple stir of a spoon? It seemed that every minute following such a crime held a new suspicion, a new question, a new puzzle.

			Grannie Jane put a hand on Miss Marianne’s arm, smoothing the black silk with gentle strokes. “They were merely doing their duty, interviewing a witness. Do not fret, my dear.” She glanced at the door where more visitors were coming in. “You’ll want to speak with others now. But keep us in mind. We live right next door, should you need us.”

			For someone who had suggested only moments earlier that this woman had conspired to murder, Grannie was being exceedingly tender! These were the manners, I supposed, that she expected me to learn: How to Be Gracious at All Times, Even with Villains. Miss Marianne, shivering in agitation, leaned close and whispered, “Have you written a poem about this? Do you have your little book with you?”

			I shook my head. “No, miss. The circumstances are too sad to be inspiring.”

			“I should like to read your other poetry.” Miss Marianne clasped my hand more tightly than I could slip from. “Would you bring your little book to me? Tomorrow perhaps?”

			A Very Odd Request. I could not think what to say. She was giving an impression of being slightly unhinged. Perhaps it made more sense that she had killed Irma Eversham in a fit of madness, rather than part of a carefully devised plot. Seeing her so upset was most disconcerting. At last, she let me follow Grannie Jane to where we now must speak with Rose.

			On Friday evening, when Rose had rescued me—partway, at least—from eternal embarrassment…Had she then been dreaming of killing her mother? Was she so full of hurt and anger that she somehow conspired to end her mother’s life as a way to rescue herself? Or had someone done this to her, by removing her dearest, if prickliest, person?

			My eyes were spilling tears before I even spoke. I wished to express gratitude and condolence in one heartfelt sentence. Instead, I was struck mute. I wrapped my arms around her middle and let myself weep, for all the lost parents and left-behind children. I had seen something that even Rose had not—her dead mother. It was as though I’d spied her in the bath, or heard her snoring, some intimate act that only family should ever know about. “Ssh.” Rose patted me gently on the back.

			I gulped in the next swoop of tears and stood straight again. Grannie Jane murmured her own words of sympathy and pulled me aside to dry my eyes with her handkerchief as others approached Rose. The room had become over-warm and stuffy, thanks to a crackling fire and the growing number of black-clad mourners.

			“I am tempted to say…” Grannie used the low voice she reserved for improper observations. “Irma Eversham was never so popular alive as she has apparently become when dead as cinders.”

			I covered my laughter with a cough, and knew her to be correct. Years of eavesdropping had informed me that many of these townsfolk would have crossed the road rather than speak to Mrs. Eversham, or find themselves the target of her spite. But was any one of them—aside from Rose—genuinely distressed by her demise?

			“Nothing like a murder,” said Grannie Jane, “to gather a flock. Irma Eversham will be honored by more people as she enters her eternal slumber than she spoke to civilly in all of 1902.”

			We edged our way to the dining room, where somber men and women gathered near a splendid array of refreshments. Two plates of sandwiches, fish paste or sardine. Tiered trays of champagne wafers, macaroons and ladyfingers. An enormous platter of sliced lemon cake. Eyeing the riches with anticipation, I was overtaken by a memory from after Papa died. Along with new clothes, another small comfort of being in mourning was the quantity of cake delivered to our house from many kitchens about town. I particularly recalled buttered slices of a caraway seed loaf, delivered by a distant neighbor. Only two days after losing Papa, I spent whole minutes devouring cake instead of pondering my bereavement.

			A lady wearing a hat with four black-dyed ostrich feathers had snagged Grannie Jane in conversation. I sidled over to the refreshment table for a better look. I peeled off my gloves and stuffed them into the pocket of my coat before choosing a miniature cream puff sprinkled with powdered sugar. The plates and serviettes were at the end of the table, too far away to bother with. I popped the whole confection into my mouth and took another.

			“I’m not one to speak ill of the dead,” said a hushed voice behind me. “But it comes as no surprise that someone should want to remove Irma Eversham. On her best days she was merely cranky.”

			“And that’s being kind,” whispered another voice.

			Goodness! Who was saying such things? I dared not turn around to find out. The recently deceased seemed to have no friends at all.

			I stopped my tongue from licking the cream puff. The sugar dusted on top was very like the powder discovered by Hector on the paper in his new shoe. I tucked the pastry into a serviette and chose instead a pale yellow meringue.

			“What a trial it must have been to live with her! Like a cat among the pigeons, she was. I could scarcely abide her bossiness for the length of a Ladies Committee meeting, let alone share a lavatory!”

			There were several gasps of swallowed laughter.

			“Hush, Myrtle! You naughty woman!” said a third voice. “Though I do wonder how her daughter came to be so nice.”

			“Rose Eversham is not so nice as she pretends,” said the first voice. “Very saucy when she’s with the boys, I’ve heard. Not at all pliant to her mother’s will.”

			“Only a spitfire could stand up to Irma,” someone commented. “She’ll have her own way now, without having to fight for it, won’t she?”

			“Do you recall,” said the one called Myrtle, “early in Irma’s marriage to the Captain? He did something she nearly didn’t forgive him for. Wouldn’t speak to him for weeks, as I remember.”

			A murmur: “And she never did say what he’d done.”

			A clucking of quiet guesses came in response to that.

			Another lady? He must have been unfaithful. No, no, he just got drunk and told her she was a homely sow. Not true, he was never a drinking man. He caught her stealing guineas from his handkerchief drawer. Oh nonsense, he simply would not agree to having a cat.

			I ate the meringue and considered another. This chatter was as good as a play and I had a front-row seat, though I had yet to identify the players. Staying as still as a cream puff, I studied the lace of the tablecloth, my fingertip tracing the intricate curlicues of thread.

			“And now she’s dead,” said Myrtle. “Taking her secrets with her.”

			“Her secrets—or somebody else’s,” said one of the others.

			“Agatha?” Grannie Jane beckoned from near the shaded window. It was terribly dim in here! Why did the rules say that we must mourn in darkness? Shaded rooms, shuttered windows, drab clothing, black-and-purple dahlias in the wreaths. I remembered Papa best in the sunny garden, sitting in his chair with an iced lemon water at his elbow, devising sums and puzzles for me to solve.

			Next to Grannie was a man whose very stiff collar appeared to push his chin uncomfortably upward. His nose was beaky, but his eyes crinkled when he smiled, as if truly happy to make my acquaintance.

			“This is Fletcher’s daughter,” said Grannie Jane. “Agatha Morton.”

			I furtively wiped the sugar from my fingers as I dipped into a curtsy. Standing straight again, my eyes flew across the room instead of politely meeting those of Grannie’s gentleman. I wished to see whether I might spot Myrtle and her gossiping friends. A row of plump, motherly women stood nibbling pastries and looking entirely innocent.

			“Agatha, this is Mr. Hugo Standfast. He is a solicitor and now lives in London. He and your father were chums back in their boyhoods.”

			“Ancient history, it will seem to you, Agatha,” said Mr. Standfast. “Your father was a couple of years older than I, and knew all the ropes. Very able, he was, getting us into—and out of—all sorts of scrapes. Dared me to go off the gentlemen’s diving platform my very first time. Must have been about nine years old. Had this ever since.” He pointed to a tiny scar above his left eyebrow, pale as a dove’s feather.

			How odd to think that strangers had recollections of Papa entirely different from my own. This Mr. Standfast held memories of someone that I had never met! He knew the boy who’d plunged into the sea and spilled lemonade on his trousers at the town fete. The Papa of his memory was untarnished by weeks of illness, or the wheeze of troubled laughter.

			“Your father was my hero,” said Mr. Standfast. “I was most distressed to hear of his passing.”

			I did not know what to say. His distress was mere hiccups compared with Mummy’s, or with Marjorie’s and mine, and yet his sorrow should not be disregarded. Grannie’s lesson on bereavement had not addressed this courtesy, but she would expect me to respond with more than a mute nod.

			“Are you friends of the Evershams also?” I managed.

			“Again I have Fletcher to thank,” said Mr. Standfast. “He introduced me to the Evershams long ago. I was the Captain’s solicitor and also prepared his wife’s will.” He paused to glance over his shoulder. The smile he offered Grannie was one that seemed tinged with apology.

			“The will,” he whispered, “is now of great interest to the police, in their pursuit of a motive. But I stand by my oath of privacy, that it must first be read to the family, which will happen in a few days.”

			“Surely the family is curious as well?” said Grannie Jane. And I knew she meant that she was.

			“Is there any family?” I said. “Apart from Rose?” Miss Marianne was not related by blood. Would Rose not inherit everything? But how much was everything? Enough to kill for?

			“Do you know what a will is?” the lawyer said to me.

			“Yes.” I knew exactly what a will was, how it could alter lives. The document that Papa had written and left behind had initiated our financial woes, being nearly fully fiction. Papa had not, after all, been astute in his accounts, despite his role as my maths tutor. His imaginary wealth was far greater than what he’d actually possessed, not enough to pay his debts, let alone keep his family secure. Luckily it was Mummy who owned Groveland or we should have lost our home. Luckily too, Marjorie had married rich, lovely James, who would help take care of us all. Grannie Jane had a bit of money of her own and wouldn’t be a pauper. Really, only Mummy and I were the ones to feel the pinch, and the servants we had to let go, poor things. We never ate steak as we used to, and that was my favorite. Now I wore dresses for two years instead of getting new ones each season. All sorts of corners to be cut.

			What if Captain Eversham and his wife had been similarly negligent? What if an impoverished fate awaited Rose? Perhaps she should not have been so generous in her donation to the refugee boxes! But if Rose had suddenly become a wealthy woman—and had known beforehand that this would be so…Mr. Standfast may be in possession of information that could prove—or disprove—a reason for Rose to initiate a conspiracy.

			“What does the will say?” I was too eager to be shy. “Do you know what lies ahead for Rose Eversham?”

			“Agatha.” Grannie Jane was sharp and firm. “One never inquires about money.”

			Mr. Standfast took a large bite of cake, leaving a smear of icing on his upper lip. “My profession,” he said, “is rather like being a detective or a spy. I, too, am concerned with other people’s secrets, but the difference is that I do not pry. A lawyer waits for clients to come to him, and then listens to their confidential tales. But I certainly do not tell those tales myself.”

			“Hearing stories all day long sounds like an ideal occupation,” I said. “Perhaps I shall become a solicitor.”

			Mr. Standfast chuckled. “A woman cannot be a solicitor,” he said. “I cannot think of a law school that would care to accept a female applicant. The bar exams are far too difficult.”

			My eyes shifted to the doorway, where I could see Miss Marianne, her hands being held by another well-meaning matron. She must never have heard Mr. Standfast’s opinion of women, or he would not be welcome in her home!

			“Even if one or two members of the gentler sex were determined enough to succeed, what client would trust a woman with his secret? Not even a criminal would be so foolish. Females are known for being chatterboxes, which rather blights the oath-of-secrecy bit, you see?”

			I did not feel quite so warmly toward Mr. Hugo Standfast as I had previously. I could keep an important secret, just see if I couldn’t! And uncover plenty more. I took some comfort in how silly he looked with icing on his lip.

			“Mr. Standfast.” Grannie Jane handed him a serviette. “You must come up to Groveland for tea before you leave town, if you can bear to enter a household run by the gentler sex? Are you available on Tuesday? I know Fletcher’s wife would be so pleased. Cora misses him dreadfully, and you will have reflections to share.”

			He agreed at once. I wondered how pleased Mummy would truly be about having a stranger thrust upon her. It would require serving a proper tea instead of having a bowl of soup on a tray. But perhaps I would be allowed to invite Hector? Unless Charlotte managed to convince Mummy that his friendship was in some way harmful. Why did some people, like nursemaids and vicars’ wives, imagine they knew what other people should be thinking about?

			This room was now as crowded as the parlor. Grannie Jane and Mr. Standfast lowered their voices rather than raising them against the chatter. The bespectacled man who had been at Friday’s concert stood by the refreshments table, devouring a tart with precise little bites, shedding flakes of buttery crust all down his chest. Why had a journalist come to a visitation? Was he paying his respects? Or pursuing the story of a murder? Mr. Fibbley deserved closer scrutiny. I would say so to Hector, when I had the chance.

			Miss Marianne and Rose had come in to join their guests. Rose sat on the bench of the pianoforte, looking bleary-eyed and weary.

			Mr. Roddy Fusswell stood close by, one hand resting on her shoulder. She did not look at him, nor he at her, though he kept patting her shoulder for all to see. If Rose’s mother’s ghost had recovered from the surprise of having such a populated visitation, she would strenuously object to a man who publicly caressed her daughter. I squinted up to the shadowed corners of the ceiling, imagining a phantom’s thin howl, staaay awaaay from Rrrooosssse!

			“Roddy is devoted to her,” someone murmured. “Very attached.”

			Attached like a burr to a silk stocking, I thought. Like dog hair to a velvet cushion, like candle wax on a lace cuff.

			Rose closed her eyes and swayed slightly, leaning against Roddy Fusswell. Wearing a silly grin, he stroked her hair, which made her sit up straight again and bat away his hand. He promptly dismissed the woman talking to Rose and snapped his fingers at Norah, the maid. I knew Norah. She came often to visit our maid, Sally, in the Groveland kitchen. She’d told lots of naughty stories about Irma Eversham and had wished her evaporated many times over. How must she be feeling now?

			Norah brought a small tray with a cup of tea already poured. She added milk, telling Mr. Fusswell that’s how Miss Rose preferred it, with just a splash.

			“She’s still in shock,” he said. “She’ll have sugar too.” He dumped in two teaspoonfuls, stirring briskly before handing the cup to Rose.

			My skin prickled, as if suddenly there were ants crawling inside my camisole. Had I just witnessed a demonstration of how the murder had been performed?

			(cut from the Torquay Voice)

			
				POISON!!!

				VICIOUS MURDER IN THE MERMAID DANCE ROOM!

				WOMAN’S BODY DISCOVERED BY CHILDREN!

				IS THERE A KILLER ON THE LOOSE?

				TORQUAY SWAYS WITH FEAR…

				FULL DETAILS IN THE EVENING EDITION!

				Augustus C. Fibbley
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			CHAPTER 11

			A FEW QUESTIONS

			ON THE AFTERNOON following the visitation, I waited in the garden with Tony lying across my feet like a furry, snuffling log. My Monday reading lesson with Mummy had been postponed in favor of an excursion with Grannie Jane to the Torquay Museum. I knew—from overhearing—that the outing was Charlotte’s suggestion, to divert me from the frightful occurrence that was riveting my attention.

			Murder.

			Try as I might to dispel it, the vision of Mrs. Eversham’s bloated face had not yet faded from my mind. This was not, in fact, alarming, but rather a logistical puzzle that I yearned to solve. I ought to be writing down my thoughts about the murder case before they got more muddled. Having a pencil in my hand was part of the machine that kept thoughts flowing from my brain to the page. The scritch, scritch, scritch of lead upon paper and the occasional pause to sharpen the point, allowed me to sharpen the next sentence at the same time. Whether writing poetry or a catalogue of crucial facts, a pencil and paper were essential.

			My writing book, however, was upstairs somewhere, and my feet were immobilized under a dog. I would do my best to arrange the points inside my head, making an effort to follow Hector’s example by proceeding logically instead of allowing a flight of fancy to take hold.

			One. Miss Marianne rushed into the street in her dance dress with no shawl, meaning that she believed that speed might save a life, that Irma Eversham was still breathing, and a doctor must be summoned at once. This would indicate concern, an attempt to assist rather than kill her sister-in-law. Unless (though I truly did not think this was so) she was diabolically clever and had abandoned the corpse of her victim in order to cover her own deed. Point not settled.

			Two. Rose Eversham would gain more than anyone from her mother’s death. She was probably an heiress and would no longer be abused by Irma Eversham’s tongue. But after a lifetime of tolerance, what had compelled a desperate act on Saturday morning? One which Rose cannot have performed herself, as she was a church volunteer all day…meaning that Rose Eversham was only guilty if she had a partner in crime. Point to be pursued.

			Three. Mr. Roddy Fusswell had imported the sugar bowls from the Royal Victoria Hotel. Had he imported the deadly contents as well? Was he Rose Eversham’s conspirator? Or had she been in league with her aunt? One crucial fact demanded attention: Miss Marianne did not own a sugar bowl. She made no secret of this, eager to lecture anyone who would listen on the ill effects of eating sweets. She urged her students to avoid Mr. Dillon’s sweet shop for the sake of our health. Roddy Fusswell knew well enough that Miss Marianne loathed sugar and that Irma Eversham loved it. If he were the one who stirred poison into the sugar bowl, Miss Marianne was not the woman intended to die. But the question remained: Was he the killer? Point not settled.

			Four. Somewhere there was a paper with its corner torn off, a paper that mattered very much to someone. Enough to kill for. What was it? And where?

			Again, point not settled.

			How exasperating! All my ideas led only to further questions. Far from scrubbing clean a glass through which to examine the picture, I was smudging the surface with grimy fingers! And none of the points even pointed anywhere.

			I was inclined to think that Hector’s find yesterday, of the powdered paper, advanced the progress of our detection well ahead of the police. That was one small triumph, no matter what Charlotte had to say about the matter. I had urged her, during the long walk home, to agree that we should inform Inspector Locke about the new clue.

			“Clue to what?” said Charlotte. “Clue to the feverish delusions of two silly children?”

			“But don’t you think Constable Beck would—”

			“Constable Beck?” Charlotte flushed scarlet. “He is never to hear of this, do you understand? You may play silly sleuthing games if it pleases you, Miss Aggie, but you are not to approach the police! Your pretend clue went into the rubbish bin where it belongs.”

			Into the bin and out again. I smiled to myself. That paper was safely in Hector’s pocket, and the police had Charlotte to blame for another lapse in their investigation. I could keep a secret, just watch.

			At that moment, Tony hopped up from a dead sleep to being on full alert, barking furiously. Was there a shrew in the meadow grass? Another bunny dead amongst the roses?

			“Ssh!” I scolded. “Only me, Tony dearest. Sorry if I woke you!”

			But Tony kept on, aiming his fury at the holly bushes that framed the garden gate.

			“Stop!” I cried. “You’ll upset Mummy’s rest! Please stop!” I put a hand on his head to knead his ear but he grrred and then yipped a few more times, glaring at the shaking holly leaves.

			“I’m afraid it’s me he’s riled about,” said a voice from behind the bush.

			My breath caught. The solitary girl sat like prey in the garden chair, unaware of the grisly doom lurking nearby. A fiend had tromped the lanes awaiting just such a chance to garrote and flay an innocent as she reflected upon his previous brutish crime.

			“If you hold the dog, I’ll come out.”

			Was it the killer? Honestly, it did not sound like a killer. I did not think that killers worried about barking dogs.

			“Who’s there?” I summoned a pretend self, a bolder self. “Appear at once or my dog will eat you.”

			A slim young man stepped into sight and leaned against the gate. Aha! Mr. Augustus C. Fibbley, reporter from the Torquay Voice, wore a brown checked cap and an ill-fitting jacket. He was not hollow-eyed and grizzled, as I imagined a killer should be. His cheeks were smooth—no mustache or silly whiskers. His spectacles were two circles of glass, framed with thin gold wire.

			I opened my mouth and closed it again. My brief spell of bravery had vanished.

			“Hello,” said the man. His voice was a croaky whisper, as if perhaps he had a sore throat and needed a hot honey toddy. “Do I have the honor of addressing Miss Agatha Morton?”

			My tongue was twisted in a knot but I offered a nod.

			Tony yelped.

			“I thought so,” he said. “You have the look of someone who can gaze coolly into the face of death and come up smiling.”

			I liked that phrase, gaze coolly into the face of death. That is what I had done, though not smiling, to be truthful. The young man found the gate latch and stepped into the garden, bringing his own ease with him.

			“Tony!” I said sharply. “Do stop barking!”

			“Quite the guardian you’ve got there. I startled him, a stranger appearing out of nowhere.”

			“U-usually, he only barks at girls,” I said, wishing fervently to quell my nerves. This was someone who wrote words for his livelihood! It mustn’t appear that I could not use them myself. “The girls who aren’t me.”

			“I apologize,” he said. “But I do so want to speak with you.” He glanced down at the notebook in his hand and gave it a little wave.

			This morning’s headline flashed in my mind. Woman’s Body Discovered by Children! He must have learned that I was first at the scene of the crime! He wanted my answers to his questions! First mentioned as a poet in the press and now an interview subject! If I could summon words and spit them out.

			“I should have introduced myself first thing,” said the young man. “My name is Augustus Fibbley. I prefer Gus. I am a reporter for the Torquay Voice.”

			I nodded. I knew that.

			“I understand you were the first person to see the poor lady in her deceased state,” said Mr. Fibbley. “Did you swoon?”

			I shook my head.

			“Of course not!” said Mr. Fibbley. “Now that we’ve met, I can see that you’re not the fainthearted type at all.”

			Our brief acquaintance had not yet shown me in a valiant light, but I was not so fainthearted as Florence Fusswell, to be sure.

			“You were in Rose’s parlor yesterday afternoon,” I said, in a whisper.

			“I was indeed.” He came a step closer.

			“And at the concert too. Befriend the Foreigners. I saw you in the back.”

			“I deduce, from having heard your poem, that you are an accomplished observer,” said Mr. Fibbley. “I’ll wager you soaked it up in a flash, am I right? The mayhem in the Mermaid Room?”

			Tony had finally stopped yapping, but stood rigid by my knee, panting like a steam engine.

			“And being a good witness, you told the policeman everything you’d seen, yes?”

			“I think so.” I needn’t mention that Miss Marianne had likely poured the poison brew herself. “The body, the blue face…the spilled tea, the sugar bowl.”

			“The sugar bowl?” said Mr. Fibbley.

			“The crest,” I said. “From the Royal Victoria Hotel. Where the poison was.”

			“Ah! You’ve proved me right already. Sharp as a needle in a dish of ice cream, that’s you.” Mr. Fibbley scribbled a note in his book. “It was Mr. Roddy Fusswell who donated the refreshments, was it not?”

			Steps on the path made me turn. Leonard carried a bucket that slopped water across the flagstones.

			“Leonard!” I said. “You gave me a fright!”

			Leonard stepped out of reach of the growing puddle.

			“Come meet Mr. Fibbley,” I said. “He’s a reporter.”

			“Does your Miss Graves know you’re with a stranger?”

			I squinted toward the house and shrugged with great nonchalance. “He’s not really a stranger anymore. We’ve been talking for ages.” Five minutes at least. He did not feel like an ordinary stranger. My speechless embarrassment had not lingered.

			“Miss Agatha.” Leonard’s voice came from behind closed teeth. “Take the dog inside.” He nudged Tony’s flank with his toe and advanced.

			“You think it’s clever, creeping about in back gardens?” he said to Mr. Fibbley. “Is that how news is made these days? Drumming up gossip from a child?”

			The young man shrank back and collided with the holly bush, causing it to tremble. “No harm intended, my friend. The girl is an eyewitness—”

			“I am not your friend,” said Leonard. “Try asking your nosy questions at the big flashy hotel. Don’t let us see you again.”

			“Leonard!”

			Mr. Fibbley flushed, pushed his glasses up his nose and strode briskly around the corner of the house. Tony renewed his insistent noise.

			Leonard picked up his bucket and glared. “Reporters are goutweed,” he said. “I’ll have the cart ’round at the front in five minutes,” he said. “For your excursion to the museum.”

			“I’m not a child,” I said. “If you would care to remember.” Tony finally stopped his yipping.

			“Miss Agatha?” Sally called from the kitchen door. “Your grandmother is asking for you!”

			I waved to Sally, but did not move at once. Leonard was being awfully churlish. Would he tattle to Mummy? Perhaps I should thank him for rescuing me from the clutches of a stranger! If it were possible to discover a body under a piano, could there not be a killer right here in our garden?
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			CHAPTER 12

			A SENTIMENTAL OUTING

			WHEN PAPA WAS ALIVE, we went together often to the Torquay Museum of Natural History, but I had not visited since his death. A fine, sharp needle twisted itself into my heart as Grannie Jane and I stepped through the arched doorway and into the dimly lit foyer.

			“I know you have your special pets, Agatha, so off you go,” said Grannie Jane. “There is a great deal to discover by following one’s own nose. When you’ve had enough, I shall be in the Reading Room with the botanical drawings.”

			I went up the double staircase to the second-floor exhibition hall, to where a person could look at bones and taxidermied animals.

			Papa had been the sort of museum visitor who paused before each glass case, perusing the contents, reading the cards of explanation and examining the display again. But I was a roamer, ambling back and forth until something called out and demanded my notice.

			I began with one of my favorites, the diorama of a lynx attacking a fawn. The lynx had long been extinct in England, but here it lived on in front of a stone castle with a drawbridge painted on a backdrop to indicate the era during which the beast had wandered the countryside. The lynx, with a spotted golden coat and elegant ear tufts, had been modeled in a ferocious pounce, springing from behind wild privet made of plaster. The cat’s claws tore into the hindquarters of a baby deer, leaving long bloody scratches in the fur. Looking closely, one could see that it was red paint dotting the stripes of the wound, but the effect from afar was deliciously gruesome.

			I imagined myself perched on a stool in a workshop, surrounded by pots of paint and glue, heaps of wood scraps and a jar of brushes…The devoted artist wore a sturdy canvas apron with a special pocket for her hammer. The spectacles upon her nose glinted as she hummed. Repairing the torn ear of a badger with careful stitches, she imagined it had occurred during a duel with a raccoon. Each tug of the needle, each tap of the awl, became part of the story she constructed.

			Papa’s favorite was a snake, jaws agape, caught in the act of stealing an egg from the nest of a flustered mother mallard. Papa laughed at the drake cowering amongst the reeds while the female’s beak and wings were wide open in maternal fury.

			I wandered past scenes featuring the gray wolf, the Canadian beaver and the leatherback turtle, more disconsolate with every step. It wasn’t as much fun, being here without Papa. All the moments of my life, my poems and my adventures from now until I was a wrinkly old woman taking final breaths through yellowed teeth…it would all unfold without Papa. How could I bear it? Hot tears pricked my eyes. I must bear it, that’s all. There was no choice. So think about something else.

			Next time, I thought, Hector should come here with me. Which animal would be his favorite? I was certain he’d be pleased by the displays of bones as well. If only Charlotte weren’t such a thorn to our friendship. We had so many other topics to discuss! A real newspaper reporter had sought my observations! If Leonard hadn’t interrupted, I might have asked Mr. Fibbley a few questions of my own. Like, how did a person go about writing a story when presented with so many threads to follow? And if the story involved a dead body, how did one decide which details were irrelevant and which might be crucial to a solution?

			I wiped my face with my sleeve. Was it possible that instead of needing distraction from the murder, I needed the distraction of the murder, to help dispel the gloominess of a world without Papa?
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			Grannie Jane was in the Reading Room as promised, peering at a framed drawing on the wall. A burly man with untidy side-whiskers stood nearby, murmuring instruction.

			“Lavandula,” he said. “Commonly called lavender, as you likely know. A member of the mint family, so the aromatic quality is of no surprise. The species shown here has pinnately toothed leaves, but this is not consistent across the genus.”

			“Oh, hello, dear.” Grannie touched my arm. “You remember Mr. Tunweed, the museum botanist?”

			“Sir.” I bobbed slightly.

			“I am delighted to have you visit us again, Miss Morton. I believe your grandmother is finding me quite tiresome as a docent this afternoon.”

			My grandmother’s eyes confessed to tedium. I guided her to sit in a chair. Purpose overcame my usual wish to avoid a conversation. Here was an expert, presented on a platter! “Grannie Jane already knows everything about buds and blossoms,” I said. “And about knitting. But, I have a question.”

			The man brightened. “Of course, Miss Morton. How may I help?”

			I scanned the small gallery of drawings mounted on the one library wall not lined with bookshelves. Surely he would know about poisonous plants?

			How to ask without alarming my grandmother? “Have you any drawings kept away out of sight?” A tall wooden cabinet stood across the room with more than a dozen wide, shallow drawers. “I am most particularly curious…” I kept my voice only just above a whisper, “about poisonous mushrooms.”

			Among other poisons, I might have added but did not.

			“That’s an eccentric interest for a young lady,” said Mr. Tunweed. He cast a worried look in Grannie Jane’s direction.

			“For the safety of my dog,” I said. “Tony is quite adventurous in his appetite, and likes to eat all sorts of horrible things. Only yesterday we found a rabbit with its spongy little brain seeping out.”

			Mr. Tunweed looked decidedly concerned.

			“Tony didn’t kill it! But he was keen to get close, you see? So perhaps I should know more about potential dangers in the garden.”

			“Er…” said Mr. Tunweed.

			“Cyanide,” I said. “Doesn’t that come from a plant?”

			The botanist coughed. “Cyanide is present,” he said, “in many fruit stones and pits. Cherries, for instance, or apple seeds, though in very small quantities. I think your little doggie will be quite safe if you prevent his eating of fruit.”

			“Have you drawings of anything else I should watch out for?” I asked. “What does deadly nightshade look like? Or opium?” It was a welcome insight that once I’d launched a conversation, I could keep it going simply by asking questions.

			The botanist rolled open a drawer and showed me a detailed picture of a pale purple bloom. “I’ve never met a dog who liked to eat flowers,” he said. “So I may assure you that Tony will not become a drug addict. This is known as Papaver somniferum, or the sleep-bringing poppy, used in the Far East to produce opium and morphine.”

			“What about strychnine?” I said. “In the Sherlock Holmes books, strychnine is very popular.”

			Mr. Tunweed coughed again, a small bark, and peered across the room at Grannie.

			“I’ve heard that strychnine is often an ingredient in mouse poison,” I said, coming finally to my intended destination. Could it be a coincidence that Roddy Fusswell and Miss Marianne had both complained of rodents on the night before the murder? That poison was on both their minds? “Mice or rats. That would be perilous for a small terrier, would it not?”

			“Undoubtedly perilous,” said Mr. Tunweed. “But the use of such a compound would normally be restricted to a cellar or a kitchen. Not a concern with your dog in an outdoor garden.”

			“What might be the symptoms,” I pressed, “if such a substance were consumed? I’m wondering about something that might cause a person to become blue in the face when dead?”

			“A person?” Alarm rang loud and clear in Mr. Tunweed’s voice.

			“Agatha, dear,” said Grannie Jane.

			Oh, dash it! How long had she been listening?

			“I believe Mr. Tunweed is quite worn out from our visit this afternoon. And I am feeling anxious for my tea.”

			I was gracious with my thanks and my farewell. We got all the way to where Leonard was patiently waiting with the cart before the scolding came.

			“I can see this outing was quite useless as a diversion from the fate of poor Irma Eversham.” Grannie Jane had to raise her voice because of the clopping hooves and the squeaking wheel. “I don’t suppose you learned anything of value?”

			“Not really,” I said. “But you should be applauding my efforts, dear Grannie. My brain cell friction is at a high velocity this afternoon.”
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			We arrived at the Royal Victoria Hotel with hearty appetites. The Royal Victoria Hotel high tea was a treat saved for rare and special occasions. I supposed that distracting a person from a murder investigation could be considered rare.

			“How does a young lady feel about hot chocolate?” said Grannie.

			“A young lady,” I said, “feels particularly warmly about hot chocolate when it is garnished with a dollop of double cream.”

			My favorite sandwiches were the cucumber with chopped chives, and the ones with ham sliced as thin as onionskin. After sandwiches came cakes and tarts. Plus an extra plate of scones and clotted cream, with a pot of strawberry jam.

			“I don’t suppose the vicarage serves tea like this,” I said. “I wish Hector might have come.”

			“I expect that Hector attends school on a Monday afternoon,” said my grandmother. “I understand he’s at the Grammar, on a scholarship.”

			“He’s very clever,” I said. “And quite a suitable friend, don’t you think?”

			“Miss Graves appears to disagree on that point, Agatha, though I found him an appealing boy. Your mother will have the deciding vote, I daresay.”

			I buttered a scone with a layer thick enough to look like cheese. “Well, I think it’s nice to have a friend. And to be puzzling about chemistry instead of moping around,” I said. “I wish we knew for certain which poison was used. What do you think, Grannie?”

			“It may surprise you to know that I am not well-schooled in poisons, Agatha. But I do recall a compelling case when I was younger, perhaps thirty years ago? A woman named Mary Ann Cotton was arrested for poisoning her stepson. A stepson from her fourth marriage. It came out during her trial—thanks to the dedication of newspaper reporters—that she had left a string of corpses in her wake.”

			“How many?” I said. “How did she do it?”

			“If I remember correctly, she killed three of her four husbands and eleven of her children. All with arsenic. The victims suffered what were called ‘stomach fevers.’ It took years for Mrs. Cotton to be suspected. Her lawyer tried to suggest that the stepson died from inhaling the dye used to make the green wallpaper in their home.”

			I licked a dollop of butter from my thumb. “A stomach fever sounds slow,” I said.

			“I believe arsenic takes several days and is often mistaken for cholera or some such.”

			“Well, it wasn’t arsenic for Mrs. Eversham, then. She went ever so quickly. Does anyone blend poisons? For speed and strength combined?”

			“Your mother is quite correct that you are perhaps too entranced by morbid thoughts,” said Grannie. “Though it is a mysterious affair.”

			I was quiet for a moment. “I do not choose my thoughts,” I explained, after a while. “They seem to choose me, like the lines in a poem.”

			“There was a poem!” said Grannie Jane. “About Mrs. Cotton. Let me think…Most of it is gone.” She tapped her forehead. “But the last lines are memorable. You’ll like this, Agatha…Mary Ann Cotton, dead and forgotten. Lying in bed with her bones all rotten!” She laughed, pleased with herself. I agreed that it was an excellent rhyme.

			“What was Mary Ann’s motive?” I said. “Was she simply seething with hatred?”

			“Hatred? No. It was more a matter of greed. You likely are not familiar with the particulars of life insurance, my dear. Back then it was quite a new idea. One could insure someone else’s life like making a bet at the races, for just a few pounds. If the insured person died unexpectedly, the person making the bet would receive a sizable dividend. Mary Ann Cotton earned a substantial income by sacrificing her family members.”

			“She killed her own children and it was all for money?” I said. Such wickedness seemed inconceivable. “Sherlock Holmes was right, I suppose. The motive is nearly always money in his cases. Murder and greed must be the best of friends, do you think?”

			“Money, or terrible hurt,” said Grannie. She spread clotted cream on a corner of her scone. “Or both together. Intimate companions, as you say.”

			“Do you suppose someone insured Mrs. Eversham’s life?” I asked.

			“Despite our being inquisitive, certain details of a person’s life are not any of her neighbors’ business,” said Grannie Jane. “If pressed, however, I would guess that, no, the Evershams are not the sort of people who stoop to vulgar equations such as putting a money value on human life.” She rustled in her chair just enough to have the waiter spring to attention. She bade him bring the account. I turned away from the view of rollicking waves on the sea to look at who else was lucky enough to take tea at the Royal Victoria on a Monday afternoon.

			“Oh!” I clamped a serviette over my mouth. “That’s him!”

			“Surely you meant to say, that is he?”

			“It’s the reporter,” I whispered. “Mr. Augustus Fibbley, right there at the corner table.”

			Grannie Jane, naturally, could not writhe about in her chair to stare. “And how did you become familiar with the appearance of a newspaper reporter?” she said.

			Lying came more easily than I expected. “He attended our Befriend the Foreigners concert.” True but false at the same time. “He mentioned my poem in his little notice.” Not my name though.

			“And then today, not to be boastful…I was in the headline.” I quoted, “POISON!!! Vicious Murder in the Mermaid Dance Room! Woman’s Body Discovered by Children! Remember? Torquay Sways in Fear?”

			“Scandal-snake,” said Grannie Jane.

			“He’s talking to Roddy Fusswell,” I said, watching. “Or, rather, Roddy Fusswell is talking to him. The reporter is scribbling things down as speedily as anything.”

			“A pity our table is so inconveniently distant,” said Grannie Jane. She lifted her handbag from its hook under the table. “Come along, Agatha. I should like to meet the young man who has been assigned to the Mermaid Room murder.”

			Her face showed a grim resolve, except for the spark of mischief in her eyes. My sudden rise set the cake crumbs atremble. Grannie stood more gracefully, causing the waiter to fly to her side, but she waved him away.

			The two men looked up as we approached. Roddy Fusswell’s fuzzy lip made him appear older than clean-shaven Mr. Fibbley, but I guessed they were about the same age as Rose Eversham and my sister Marjorie. The reporter’s schoolboy eyeglasses reflected darts of light from sunlight streaming through the windows. Roddy Fusswell rose nimbly to show respect for Grannie Jane. I supposed he was polite every day to old ladies visiting the hotel. Mr. Fibbley’s chair made a dreadful scraping sound as he got awkwardly to his feet.

			I stammered out the introductions, and didn’t mix anyone up.

			“I do like to partake of the news,” said Grannie, “and even enjoy an occasional taste of gossip. But I must say that making one’s living by nosing about in other people’s business is rather seamy.”

			Pink flared in Mr. Fibbley’s cheeks. Mr. Fusswell’s went straight to red. “It’s for a good cause, Mrs. Morton,” he said. “I’m only talking to the chap because of Rose, just trying to set him straight about what a good egg she is.”

			“Does Mr. Fibbley have reason to believe that Rose Eversham is not a good egg?” Grannie Jane turned her gaze to the reporter, using what I long ago dubbed The Withering Look.

			Mr. Fibbley pushed his spectacles up to the bridge of his nose and blinked. “I am delighted to count you among my readers, Mrs. Morton,” he said. “Most stories go deeper than just the facts, as you’ll have noticed. In this case, I’m looking for motives not necessarily visible on the surface of things.”

			“If Rose killed her mother, I could only wonder what took her so long,” said Roddy. “That old woman was asking for something like this to happen, the way she bullied and bruised everyone who crossed her path. Myself included.” He smirked briefly. “But Rose most of all.”

			Mr. Fibbley’s eyes shifted to the notebook open on the table. I sensed his fingers itching to write down what Roddy Fusswell had just said. Was this an admission that Roddy had aided Rose in a homicide that he thought was justified because the victim was a nasty woman? Did Roddy know something that no one else could know? Or was he slyly stirring up interest in someone other than himself?

			Grannie Jane raised an eyebrow. “A word of advice, Agatha dear, as you go forward into the world. Remember at all times with whom you are speaking and how your words may be interpreted by those hearing them.”

			“That’s good advice, Mrs. Morton,” said Mr. Fibbley. “Though I rather depend on people forgetting themselves in my company.” And then he winked. At me!

			“Now, just a minute.” Roddy Fusswell finally understood that they referred to his own brash comments. “If you think—”

			“Time to go,” murmured Grannie Jane. “Our curiosity is becoming unbecoming. You have a lovely tearoom, Mr. Fusswell. We have enjoyed ourselves. Good day.”

			“If you think what I just said about the old biddy means I offed her, you’d be dead wrong,” said Roddy Fusswell. “If I were going to kill someone…”—he glared straight into my eyes—“I’d do it with my bare hands.”
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