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CAST OF CHARACTERS AT CHEDROW CASTLE


OSCAR, LORD FOOTRUSTLE


LETICIA, LADY BAYNARD


RANDOLPH, VISCOUNT NATHERSBY


LESTER BAYNARD and his wife FELBERTA (“FESTER”) BAYNARD NÉE OLIVER


LADY JOCASTA JONES NÉE FOOTRUSTLE (by Oscar’s first wife Beatrice Briar)


SIMON JONES—Jocasta’s husband


LAMORNA WHITEHALL—adopted by father Leo Whitehall (deceased) and mother Lady Lea Whitehall (deceased)


GWYNYTH, LADY FOOTRUSTLE NÉE LAVENER—mother of the Twyns


THE TWYNS—ALEC, VISCOUNT EDENSTARTEL and LADY AMANDA—Jocasta’s stepsiblings


CILLA PETRIE—assistant to Randolph, Viscount Nathersby


MILO and DORIS VLADIMIROV—a married couple employed as the butler and the cook at Chedrow Castle


MR. WINTERMUTE—the family solicitor
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Marley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.


~Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol




 


AUTHOR’S NOTE


The rules for properly addressing members of the British peerage are so complex it is a wonder any of them can remember who they are without consulting Debrett’s. Wherever possible I have used the least cumbersome forms of address for my characters (for example, “Randolph” rather than “Viscount Nathersby”) and I have included a family tree to help the reader trace the relationships in this tale.


Obviously, the Footrustle family is fictional, as is their home, Chedrow Castle.




 


PART I





 


PROLOGUE


DECEMBER 26


Good King Wenceslas looked out On the feast of Stephen


Oscar, Lord Footrustle, was in his castle, spying from the squint in his private chamber overlooking the Great Hall. The little window was concealed in the wall decorations, and in this manner had lords and masters through the centuries kept an eye, literally, on the goings-on at Chedrow Castle—retreating to the solar, as the room was called, to peer stealthily at the Great Hall antics through small openings in the thick walls. There was a larger squint overlooking the castle grounds and the fields beyond, and the Eighth Earl Footrustle now shuffled over to again take up a somewhat hunched position, for the squints were created in an age when men tended to be half a foot shorter.


He wrapped his woolen robe tighter against his aging body, a body still lean from years of shooting and fishing and on occasion riding to hounds—in general, a life spent killing things, for which he made no apology. That was the way of life, and of death. It was the shooting season now, and he missed the camaraderie. He used often to shoot with friends—eight guns, twelve beaters, three pickers-up. But he didn’t like being out in the cold any longer, in more ways than one.


He had a shock of thick white hair, which he smoothed now behind his ears, but his once-tan skin was now damaged and spotted from the outdoor life.


He’d been handsome once, and bore the remains of that handsomeness still. Any vanity he’d had on this score had been tempered by his prolonged encounter with his second, much younger wife. He accepted now that he was old.


But on a slow night—and they were all slow lately—he could pretend he was one of his ancestors, girded in leather and fur, and on the watch for invasion by land, or for betrayal from within. On the south-facing wall of the solar was a window that looked over the sea, a window enlarged and made modern in later, safer centuries—no attempt at invasion from that direction could ever go unnoticed, either.


But tonight’s spying was hardly satisfactory, could indeed hardly be called spying, for the scene he looked out on was bleak and barren, a cold frost blanketing the ground under a bright moon.


It was the night after Christmas, and not a creature was stirring.


What the scene was missing was people. There was a certain amount of wildlife, but Oscar was a man more captivated by humanity, its foibles and failures, and having few people around to inspire and divert didn’t suit him. After a long career in London, he missed the hurly-burly, and was coming to realize the idea of retirement was much more captivating, and more fun to brag about to those less fortunate, than the reality of being retired, with time hanging heavy each day. He was too isolated out here, that was the problem. Yesterday, he and his sister Leticia had celebrated the holiday together, just the two of them. Well, along with that half-witted Lamorna—he supposed that made three. There were the servants, of course, as he still thought of them, but that hardly counted for company. Indeed, it would be standing at the top of a slippery slope to start inviting the servants in for family occasions.


Should he move back to the city, he wondered (not for the first time)? Or should he—wouldn’t it be easier … yes. He could invite his family to visit. Even to come and live with him awhile. It’s not as if they had anything keeping them at home. It would even be rather nice to see the twins—briefly. What were they now, thirteen years old? Fourteen?


He made a wheezing sound, a noise like a door swinging open and shut on rusty hinges. It might have been a laugh.


Of course they’d all come running, he thought. The lot of them. They all think they’re going to inherit from me, so all they have to do is sit and wait. Hah! Lazy, leeching band of so-and-so’s. I’m only seventy-five. I’ll live to bury them yet.


Just then, in the distance, was a movement—a flash of bright blue against the white and gray world. It was Jake Sloop, the farmer who lived nearby. What was he doing? Stopping and bending, gathering. Gathering wood, Oscar supposed. He sold firewood in Monkslip-super-Mare sometimes, not always legally, and he often stopped by the castle to see if he could sell some to Doris, the cook. The words to the old Christmas song came into Oscar’s mind: “… a poor man came in sight, gath’ring winter fuel.” The radio and telly this time of year were relentless in their playing of such songs; he felt he’d been forced to memorize the words to all of them.


Oscar hadn’t ever known what it was to do manual work—his wealth had been inherited, and his vaster wealth came from thinking—from the blinding flashes of insight that had turned inherited wealth into a far-flung empire. The sight of old man Sloop made him think, long and hard, and in the end he decided it was time to get in touch with his loving family.


He wanted next year’s festivities to be different.


And they would be.





 


ELEVEN MONTHS LATER: NOVEMBER 27


Deck the halls with boughs of holly … 


“Poinsettias are not poisonous,” said Suzanna. “It’s an old wives’ tale.” For old wives like you, she added mutinously, if silently.


“They are so too poisonous. They’re highly poisonous to cats,” retorted Elka Garth, owner, sole proprietor, and chief cook and dishwasher of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden. She had been reading up on the care of poinsettias on the Web, where she had come across the warning.


“Then keep the fucking cat out of the church,” said Suzanna.


Elka reeled back in a somewhat stagey posture of horror. She was used to Suzanna. All the Nether Monkslip villagers were.


“Really, Suzanna!” she said, just to keep in form. “You might remember where you are.”


Suzanna, caught up in the fizz of the moment, had actually forgotten she was standing in the narthex of St. Edwold’s, where she and Elka had repaired to continue what had escalated from casual discussion to simmering warfare. They had gone there to talk away from the ears of the church handyman Maurice, who was again painting over the persistently recurring water stain on the church wall.


“Sorry,” she said, automatically.


Elka, seizing the momentary advantage, pressed on: “Luther lives here. He’s the official St. Edwold’s mouser. But we can’t afford to have another debacle like last year. Don’t you remember the nativity scene, when one of the lambs burst out crying when one of the angels pulled its ears, and Mary dropped the baby Jesus, which fortunately had not been a real baby, of course. Actually, she didn’t so much drop it as it came unwound from its swaddling clothes and sort of rolled naked down the chancel steps. The children didn’t quite know what to do and several more of them burst into tears. They thought they’d be held accountable, you see, for all of its going tits-up so quickly. It doesn’t do to have children younger than five up there. If they haven’t taken their naps that day, well—what can you expect? It would be like sending me on stage before I’d had my coffee in the morning.”


Suzanna had just stared at her throughout this recital. “Jesus,” she said at last.


“Precisely,” said Elka. “I mean, not precisely, it was a baby doll, but you do see why we can’t have anything go wrong this—”


Suzanna cut her off. “Yes. Say no more. Please.”


She sighed heavily, her buxom figure straining the fabric of a bright red woolen dress that wrapped and tied at her waist. She wore tan knee-high boots of a buttery leather and an antique brooch of holly leaves and berries, and she’d recently had her thick blond hair swept into an updo at the Cut and Dried Salon. She knew she looked smashing.


Although why I bother in this one-donkey town, she thought, where the only male of any viable interest is the vicar, who is not taking the bait, is beyond me.


“Mice,” she said now, enunciating slowly in her husky voice, “have rights, too. Did you ever think of that? We’d be doing them a favor—entire families of helpless mice. Fathers and mothers, struggling to raise tiny newborns, under constant threat from Luther. What’s one life weighed against so many?” Suzanna loved cats, and would never see any animal harmed, but Elka, she suddenly realized, was driving her quite, quite mad. Even if hell prevailed, she would never allow herself again to be paired with Elka Garth on the church flower rota. Never, never, ne—


Suzanna’s thoughts hung suspended in midair, for just then, the Reverend (and extremely dishy) Max Tudor came into view, walking down the High. Blundered into the situation, as he would later recall it.


Elka turned toward him, relief making her plain round face shine. Suzanna tucked a stray wisp of hair back into her French twist and began smoothing the fabric of her skirt over her hips. Both women approvingly watched his approach. He had a loping gait, and the long stride and easy movement of the athlete.


For his part, Max was thinking of his sermon for the next day, which was Advent Sunday. He was preoccupied by metaphors for this time of waiting, an occasion that too often had nothing to do with patience and calm, but with frantic rushing about and shopping and overindulgence. Simultaneously, he was giving some advance thought to his Christmas Day sermon. Always so important to get right, he told himself. In actuality, Christmas was his favorite holiday and working on the sermon a particular pleasure. What was most to be avoided, as always, was providing a sense of dreary, never-ending monotony with a sermon that would have parishioners wondering, with Tom Stoppard, “Where is God?”


Max was so preoccupied, in fact, that initially he did not recognize what was at stake in the women’s discussion.


“Hello, Father!” said Elka, shouting her greeting and not-so-gently elbowing Suzanna aside as he approached. “Poinsettias are poisonous to cats, aren’t they?”


Max, startled by the question, fell unwittingly into the trap.


“I believe I’ve read somewhere they can be toxic.”


Elka whipped her head round to look at Suzanna, the Told you! plain if unspoken.


“But only mildly,” he said, opening the church door. “It’s the holly berry that can be extremely toxic.”


As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, his gaze wandered to either side of the altar, where copious sprays of both offending items were beautifully arrayed, reflecting hours of effort by both women.


“Oh,” he said.


Suzanna, who had also supplied the holly berries, driving all the way to Monkslip-super-Mare to collect the donation from the flower shop, looked crestfallen. As if to underline the point, Luther chose that moment to sprint in front of the altar in pursuit of some unseen and possibly imaginary quarry.


“I’m sure something can be arranged,” Max said, with a bright but feckless optimism that, given his knowledge of his contentious parishioners, bordered on insanity. Still, he was hoping the generally amenable Elka would volunteer a home for Luther. Or even that Suzanna would, given the circumstances.


“Allergic,” said both women in unison.


“Awena?” he said hopefully. Awena, the village’s so-called New-Agey Neopagan, was known to have a soft spot for animals.


The women shook their heads in unison.


“I happen to know she’s in London,” said Suzanna. “Shopping for decorations for her holiday party.” Thank God. She could just picture Awena trotting along right about now, swinging her little basket (probably full of eye of newt or whatever a neopagan would haul about with her), and Max’s eyes lighting up at the sight.


“Well, of course,” Suzanna continued, “she’s calling it a holiday party to be inclusive, but she told me she was doing her solstice shopping. The party’s being held on the winter solstice, did you realize? That’s a big festival for someone of Awena’s … persuasion.”


“Yes, and there will be a full moon and a total lunar eclipse that night besides,” said Max, smiling his oblivious smile. “That’s rather rare, I understand. Sounds to me like the perfect time for a birthday celebration. Especially this birthday celebration.”


“Right,” muttered Suzanna. “All we’re missing now is a star in the east.”


If she had hoped for a stronger or more disapproving reaction from Father Max, as the villagers called him, she was disappointed. She was not alone in noticing the vicar’s fondness for Awena. To be fair, it was a fondness shared by most of the villagers, of whatever religious persuasion.


The trouble with Awena was that everyone liked Awena so. Suzanna herself liked Awena, which made her recent dislike all the more puzzling and irritating. Suzanna acknowledged to herself that all this made no sense at all. But it was the Reverend Max Tudor’s evident awareness of Awena, all the while Suzanna was practically throwing herself into his arms, that was feeding this aversion. What Suzanna didn’t need right now was competition. Max Tudor was a tough enough nut to crack as it was.


“Anyway,” she said. “She won’t be here for a while. Maybe you can get your Mrs. Hooser to feed him, at least until Awena gets back.”


Max bridled at the notion of Mrs. Hooser, the woman who “did” for him with an incompetence bordering on domestic sabotage, being in any way “his.”


“Thea…” he began.


“Thea is the gentlest dog that ever lived.” It was Elka’s turn to press home the advantage. “She’ll get along fine with Luther. She’ll welcome the company, more like as not.”


“I don’t know…” said Max. “I have to be in London myself, the early part of December, for a symposium of sorts.”


“Mrs. Hooser can cope,” said Suzanna brightly.


Both Max and Elka turned to look at her. Really? Since when?


But in the face of the women’s predicament, and allowing his helpful, peacemaker tendencies again to get the better of him, Max nodded and said, “Okay. Fine. I’ll take Luther in. What harm can it do?”





 


DECEMBER 3


‘Tis the season to be jolly … 


Jocasta and Simon Jones were flying coach, a rare economy in a lifetime of wild, even frenzied, spending. So as not to be recognized, Jocasta was wearing a wig. Or perhaps, thought a cynical Simon, hoping to be recognized as one so famous a wig was required for her to get from point A to point B in public, unmolested by a ravening media.


But flying coach was a novel experience for Jocasta. And her entry into this new world was not going well.


The choices, as their flight attendant Wendy had chirped over the PA system, were between two boxed lunches. Jocasta, at fifty a worshiper at the altar of youth and vitality, chose the “Healthy Option.”


She unwrapped the box when it had been deposited on her tray table and peered inside. There nestled a small tin of albacore, a small plastic tub of applesauce, and a large bag containing approximately ten crisps, along with plasticware wrapped hygienically and impenetrably in plastic. There was also a large, round, nubby object that might have been a biscuit or a cow pat.


Jocasta pushed the button on her armrest for the attendant. Two seconds later, she pushed it again. On, off. On, off.


“Seven dollars and fifty cents for a box of tuna and applesauce?” she cried, when Wendy had rushed to her side, expecting no less than a passenger in the final stages of cardiac arrest. “Are you quite mad?”


The flight attendant grinned her determined, battle-stations grin. It was the wide grin she saved for the type of passenger she would refuse to assist with their oxygen mask and flotation device should the need arise, hewing close to her own survival-of-the-fittest philosophy. Sod the lot of them, anyway.


But the airline had only yesterday caught major media flack for its unfriendly service and everyone was on short notice to start being nicer to passengers. Just my rotten luck to draw this witch today, Wendy thought, grinning yet more broadly.


“What’s so funny?” demanded Jocasta suspiciously.


“I’m afraid we have no control over the food choices the airline offers.” She was thinking how you used to be able to tell the Brits from the Yanks, and it wasn’t just the accents—you could tell by the shoes and clothing. And the haircuts. This one was British but she’d been in the States a long time. The haircut—or was it a wig?—was expensive, and subtly American in style. The clothes? Designer stuff, but last year’s. It was the clothing that made it hard to tell anymore. We’re all starting to dress alike.


Wendy leaned in confidingly, a past mistress of the art of talking down the obstreperous passenger. She whispered, “It’s chronic, isn’t it? We have to eat that muck, too—even the pilots!—and we all complain about it, believe you me, dear.”


Jocasta merely scowled and demanded her money back. She had already eaten the “Healthy Option” crisps and fully intended to eat the rest of the box’s contents. But the flight attendant was too quick for her.


“Certainly, madam,” she said, seizing the box and turning away, never to reappear until the plane landed at Heathrow. “I’ll credit your charge card.”


“I simply can’t believe this,” Jocasta fumed to Simon. “I suppose these seats don’t convert into a bed, either? No free champagne? No gourmet meal, just that box of crap? No Canadian Ice Wine to go with the pudding?”


Her chin quivered with outrage. Jocasta, her husband noticed, was again getting a bit fleshy around the neck, despite the ministrations of a renowned Hollywood doctor who “did” necks as a specialty, much as a garage might specialize in mufflers or brake pad replacement. You could have hidden marbles in the folds of her neck before she had the first of many surgeries. Now she had that death’s-head look, so common in Hollywood, of skin stretched too tautly to fool anyone into believing they were looking at the full bloom of youth.


Simon had come to regret his role, however well remunerated in the past, as a propper-up of a fading actress’s ego—an ego otherwise sustained only by her bottomless belief in her own attractiveness. Jocasta was an actress of a particular stamp: the damsel of horror or science-fiction films, permanently typecast as the moronic but nubile maiden who explores the castle alone with only the aid of a flickering stub of a candle, and later as the moronic but spry matron who is generally the first victim of the headless corpse/marauding microbe. But the longer her career went on, the shorter seemed to be Jocasta’s time on screen. Roles calling for nuance and subtle shading generally going to actresses roughly of her generation like Emma Thompson and Meryl Streep, Jocasta soldiered on, increasingly baffled by her agent’s inability to keep her image before a fickle public. The pinnacle of her career was now considered to be her portrayal of Jula Bates in I See Crazy People, which had developed a (very) small cult following, after which it had all gone downhill. Roles having disappeared entirely, Jocasta had formally announced her retirement, in the hope of generating a clamor for her return. The announcement had been greeted with a stony silence—even the Hollywood trade papers had ignored the press release spat out into the tray beneath their fax machines.


That Simon was fourteen years his wife’s junior was starting to bother him—in the early days he could not have begun to predict how much it would. He supposed it was because despite the difference in their ages, he was much the more mature of the two, the stabilizing force. But to this day he could not watch Sunset Boulevard without flinching, particularly at the opening scene in which William Holden’s body floats lifelessly in Gloria Swanson’s pool.


“… watery grave.”


He tuned back in to Jocasta’s broadcast on words eerily tracking his own thoughts. Surely, he reasoned, one prerequisite for reading another’s thoughts is empathy? Jocasta’s empathy tank always seemed to him to be running on empty.


“What’s that, dear?” he said easily, well-practiced in soothing and taming the wildebeest.


“I said,” she repeated irritably, “I said it’s a miracle they don’t send us to a watery grave, if this is their idea of running an airline.”


At least, thought Simon, she might have been irritated. The Botox injections, a lucrative sideline of the neck specialist’s, made her appear to be in a perpetual state of pouty “Whatev” adolescence. This alternated with a frozen scowl, which at least went with her querulous personality.


Not sure he followed the connection between food service and plane maintenance, he nodded, checking his watch, a fifth-anniversary present from Jocasta worth the equivalent of the original mortgage on his parents’ old house back in Omaha, Nebraska. He and Jocasta would land in half an hour to find a limo waiting to transport them to Monkslip-super-Mare and then on to Chedrow Castle, where, so Simon had gathered, Jocasta had invited them and someone, presumably the old man, had grudgingly acquiesced in allowing them to come. Everything about the setup struck him as wrong, beginning with the fact Jocasta had had to finagle an invitation. Beginning with the fact he’d not been taken to meet her father or aunt and all the rest of them before now. Whenever he’d asked her about it, she’d replied, “They’re totally dysfunctional. All of them,” as if that answered it. “One of them, I’ve always thought, is actually insane.” And then she’d change the subject.


Now she had gotten out her cosmetics bag and was busy painting little black wings at the corner of each eye, Cleopatra style, leaning back and turning her head from side to side to take in the full effect in her compact mirror. The inner lids of her eyes she had already lined in a pale electric blue. The effect was to force one to stare into her eyes—an effect that should have inspired trust. But Simon was reminded of nothing so much as snake eyes. Snake eyes edged in blue.


Don we now our gay apparel … 


Lamorna was getting dressed: Lamorna Whitehall, grandniece—by adoption—of Oscar, Lord Footrustle, and granddaughter—by adoption—of Leticia, Lady Baynard.


That “by adoption” tag was so automatic Lamorna barely noticed it anymore, or so she told herself. “My granddaughter, by adoption, of course,” Lady Baynard would say dismissively, by way of introduction, when she could be bothered to introduce her at all. When she couldn’t avoid introducing her, more like. Even Lady Baynard realized that to leave Lamorna standing there like a stick of furniture while guests politely, inquiringly turned their heads in her direction only made Lady B look rude, if not blind or barking.


Funny, thought Lamorna, how she seldom even thought of her grandmother—by adoption—as Grandmother, or even as Leticia. Or even as the Dowager, which suited her down to the ground. It was Lady Baynard—certainly to her face, it was always Lady Baynard.


And Lady B, but only when the old misery’s back was turned.


Lamorna, adjusting her crocheted white collar to lie flat against her shapeless dark dress, straightened the large wooden cross hanging from a cord around her neck. The cross, which she always wore, added little to her ensemble, but it did tend to act as a barricade to anyone not of her religion. She assessed herself impartially, even fearlessly, in the age-spotted mirror over her dressing table, squaring up to peer at herself through the thick lenses required to correct her 20/250 vision. She was no beauty, that she knew, but she had been told she had a “noble nose.” How she cherished that compliment, made by the only mother she’d ever known. (Adoptive mother? Eyewash! Lea had been all the world. All the world.) In response to Lamorna’s anxious teenage inquiry, after a particularly brutal term among the hellions at school, Lea Whitehall had looked long and hard at her beloved, plain-as-rice-pudding child and said, “I’ve always thought you had a noble nose. A fine example of a Roman nose, in fact.” In other hearts less anxious for approval, less in need of shoring up than Lamorna’s, this blatant flattery would have been seen for what it was. That the nose in question had a cold at the moment—a cold she’d caught from Leticia, the old monster—only added rosy insult to injury, but Lamorna still saw the protuberance as her saving grace.


Her father had seen her only as a disappointment—that much she knew without being told. Not that that stopped him from dropping broad hints about her looks, her style of dress, her hair, her lack of makeup. On and on. To have lost both of them in the airplane crash was the cruelest twist—with her father at the controls, of course, killing her mother with his carelessness, although they said it had been an accident. Had it been only her father who died … now that would have been Divine Justice.


Her heart raced with thoughts of doom and retribution, which thoughts were interrupted by the tinkling of the bell installed by her bed. It connected directly to Lady B’s room where it connected to a bellpull ending in a large maroon tassel. How Lamorna had come to loathe the sound. Thus must Pavlov’s dogs have come to regard the bell that sometimes meant food, sometimes meant hunger. Or was that the rats and the pellets? Lamorna couldn’t remember—she’d never been much good at school, its reward system having eluded her entirely.


She considered the option of dawdling rather than hopping to attention in response, but after thirty seconds the whole idea of making her grandmother wait made her nervous. Lady Baynard would not be pleased. Everything went more smoothly if she, Lamorna, responded promptly. It was undoubtedly something minor, it always was. The old ogress probably just wanted a fresh handkerchief.


Troll the ancient Yuletide carol … 


Gwynyth, Lady Footrustle, was at her vanity table in the nearby Watch Tower bedroom, wielding a mascara brush with practiced ease, and singing softly, a bit off-key, and getting the words slightly wrong:


God rest ye marry gentlemen
Let nothing you dismay.


The tune had been playing as she shopped recently in Fantasian, the carol a piquant counterpoint to the rampant materialism on display (for who could really afford this stuff besides Gywn and her Sloaney cronies? Scarves by Hermès and Tag Heuer watches and Gucci bags to hold it all). Although in point of fact Gwynyth, having maxed out several of her credit cards, and with the bank getting quite shirty recently about her overdraft, could only just afford the cocktail dress and matching evening bag she finally settled on. She couldn’t be photographed by Tatler over and over again in the same old party rags, could she?


Using a tweezers she picked up a snippet of false eyelash, applied glue to its base, and attached it to the corner of one eye. She sat back to observe the effect, lifting her chin and turning her head to the side. Halfway, she decided, to perfection.


As she continued her task, she thought: So, according to the song, having married, like, way above a gentleman, an actual freaking earl, and having rested, I should let nothing me dismay, right? Well. Well, well. Having married Oscar, Lord Footrustle, borne his children (nothing restful about that), and then having been dumped … well. Thank God for the children. Without them, the sodding divorce judge would have been even less generous in giving me the measly monthly allowance I was suddenly expected to live on.


The blue eyes had been completely fringed now, offering a smoky, sultry illusion of unplumbed depths; the lip gloss applied; the powder dusted to set the foundation with a few strokes of a Kabuki brush. Thinking of the twins, which she did as seldom as possible, Gwynyth crossed the room to the armoire, pausing before a full-length mirror to examine her artistry from a distance. She smoothed the silk nightgown taut against her concave stomach and observed with a critical eye. She still had, she thought, even after years of personal training, a tiny pooch where she had carried the Elephant Children (as she thought of them) for years and years and years, until finally they had emerged, both of them cabbage-heads weighing like a ton each. Fortunately, the nanny engaged for their care had whisked them out of sight like something that, left out, might begin to spoil. Too right, that idea, and too late—no question the pair of them were spoiled rotten. School games and uniforms, field hockey and polo and rowing—why, her own comprehensive in Luton had barely had room for a little corner by the gymnasium for the drug dealers to hang about. Oscar had at least been generous in paying for the twins’ removal by Dragon Lady, as he had been in paying for the posh, la-di-da schooling. She recognized that without that generosity, she’d have been stuck caring for the twins herself. Gack. Just the thought of the three of them stuck in some walk-up council flat, herself slinging beans on toast for their supper, a cigarette dangling from one side of her mouth and her wearing an old wrapper like her mother used to do—the thought actually made her ill. Like that was ever going to happen once she was Lady Footrustle, but still … Oscar had insisted on paying for the twins’ education directly, as part of the settlement, as if to suggest Gwynyth might spend the tuition money on makeup and wardrobe if left to her own devices. Insulting, that’s what it was, but that hanging judge who handled the settlement had agreed. Bloody men stick together, her mother had been right about that if nothing else.


People thought she had frog-marched old Oscar down the aisle (actually, up the steps to the civil ceremony at Old Marylebone Town Hall) but people would think what they liked, and never mind the truth. She guessed her mother had been right about that, too.


There was a knock at the door that could only be the twins wanting something. The Watch Tower, attached to the castle and let as a holiday cottage in season, ranged over three floors with a steep set of stairs in between each. The twins had the two small bedrooms on the ground, she the double bedroom and separate lavatory on the first floor. The second floor held the sitting room where the twins seemed to spend half their time engrossed in some idiotic computer game or another. The place was painted inside in frenetic yellows and bright blues, jarringly at odds with the outer stone appearance, an attempt to deny the dark hues of winter and hurry along the closer sun of July.


She tied a robe around her waist and shouted at them to come in. With a mumbled “hello” Alec slouched through the door, grabbed some electronic gadget he’d left behind, and slouched back out. Amanda waited wordlessly by the doorjamb. Fine manners they were taught at their posh schools.


Being on the cusp of teenage-hood, they seemed to think, gave them special privileges. Little did they know that the next few years would be the worst of their lives, if history was any guide. But right now, they were by anyone’s standards beautiful, clear-skinned, with the flaxen hair they’d inherited from her, and with their father’s aristocratic features.


Gwynyth supposed she should be grateful for the invitation that had brought them all here, but somehow all she could do was look that particular gift horse in the mouth, wondering what the aristocratic old coot was up to now. Oscar didn’t seem particularly overjoyed to see any of them, although he was trying to show an interest in the children, which made a nice change from the usual.


She needed to make sure Oscar didn’t forget altogether he had children besides that awful actress person—Jocasta Jones, as she now was. Jocasta, who had flown to England posthaste in response to her own summons, her husband the lap dog at her side.


It was essential Jocasta not get any ideas that being Oscar’s firstborn gave her any special privileges. Oscar’s son—his one and only son, Alec—he was what mattered, in the competition for the Footrustle heritage.


See the blazing Yule before us … 


Randolph, formally Viscount Nathersby, or simply Nathersby when plying his trade (“It’s a Nathersby, of course. Cost the earth, but the man is worth it.”), and Cilla Petrie, his stylist-slash-assistant, huddled in warm comfort by the fireplace, sipping a pre-dinner sherry as they waited for the rest of the castle dwellers to assemble. What was now called the drawing room, slotted into an area above one end of the Great Hall, was reached by a fifteenth-century spiral stone staircase and dated from the times, roughly the late Middle Ages, when families began to think privacy was a better idea than living, eating, and sleeping among the help. Certainly, it was a more fragrant idea. As in Lord Footrustle’s nearby bedroom, one wall contained a squint through which the family could keep an eye on the merrymakers below.


It so happened that Gwynyth, now slipping into her Louboutins in the Tower Room, was the topic of their conversation.


“I give it until Boxing Day,” Randolph was saying. He paused to smooth back his thick dark hair, which tended to fall rakishly over one eye. “Oscar won’t be able to abide ‘Gwyn and the Twyns’ much beyond that. The noble experiment will end with a whimper rather than a bang, you’ll see.”


“I wonder why he thought otherwise,” said Cilla. “Surely he just encouraged Gwynyth’s ambitions by having her come here, trailing the children. Do you think he was hoping for a reconciliation—something Dickensian like that? After all, he’s not getting younger.”


“God knows what my uncle thought.” Randolph stood back to examine the oil painting near the mantelpiece, a rare seascape by Manet, envying the way the artist had so perfectly captured the light. “He was never given to confiding in me.”


“As beautiful as Gwynyth is, she’s ripe for a makeover,” said Cilla. “I’m itching to get my hands on her.”


“Will a makeover fill her head with anything besides the rubbish stuffed in there now?”


Cilla grinned. “She has such delicate features. And that skin! The hair needs some lowlights and some hair product, that’s all.” She tossed back her own glossy coils of dark brown hair, rich with product, as if to demonstrate what was possible if one put one’s mind to it. Cilla was an excellent stylist.


Randolph grunted, not really listening. He’d read somewhere Manet had failed the examination to join the Navy—twice. Luckily for posterity he’d rejected the life his father had tried to foist on him.


“The three of them look so much alike—Gwynyth and the twins,” Cilla was saying. “Scandinavian blood, at a guess. That type washes out on film, though.”


“Too bad she doesn’t take herself and her whey-faced brood over there for a long visit,” said Randolph, with sudden irritation. “Why is she here anyway?”


“Well, it is Christmas,” said Cilla. “And she’s rather stuck with the twins being out of school. I’d be willing to bet she played on Oscar’s finer feelings.”


“He has no finer feelings, that I’m aware.”


“She might ring the changes on the ‘poor fatherless tykes’ theme. More Dickens. I’m sure she’s mainly here to campaign for a bigger settlement. And Oscar may have felt it wiser to put up with them all for a few days than to have her petitioning the courts on the grounds the children are being neglected by their father.”


“Interesting you should say that.” Randolph drew closer, warming his hands by the fire. “It is certainly what I suspected—that he was strong-armed into this, rather than that he issued an invitation willingly as she claims. He’d rather avoid unpleasantness—unless he’s causing the unpleasantness, of course. In which case, he loves to stand by watching the train wreck.”


There was a pause while Cilla thoughtfully sipped her drink, hiding her expression. She said, “It will be interesting to see your cousin Jocasta. From what you said the other day, I’m wondering if she’s improved at all.”


“Her acting, you mean?” said Randolph slyly.


“God, no. There was never any scope for that, was there? I’ve sat through several of her films, I’m sorry to say. I meant, oh, as a person. You know.”


“Even less scope for improvement there. Jocasta is what Jocasta is and always has been. Oops! Bad pun there—‘Has been.’”


Cilla laughed lightly.


Just then there was a rustle on the steps outside, no more than the whisper of a footfall, no louder than the sound made by a mouse wearing house slippers. The massive door into the drawing room stood open, and one had to be careful what one said. It might drift out the door, spiraling down the stairs and into waiting, eager ears.


Strike the harp and join the chorus … 


Lamorna had been drawn by the voices. She stood on the landing outside the drawing room, hidden behind the open door, one ear pressed against the jamb to hear what could be heard. It was not one of her more successful spying missions. Apart from the reference to Gwynyth’s Dickensian ambitions, the first indicator that Cilla was paying close attention to the maneuverings and jockeyings for position in the castle, there was little of interest to overhear. Nothing she hadn’t heard before. Now that Gwynyth and Oscar were divorced, everyone felt free to say whatever they liked about Gwynyth.


It was cold on the landing, the fingers of even such a massive fire not stretching to where Lamorna stood, and she opted for comfort, deciding there was no more to be learned by standing there freezing. Inside, all would be rich comfort and beauty: The windows overlooking the gardens had been widened during a restoration by a former earl as the centuries of need for defense gave way to decades of relative peace. Peering round the door, she could see that snow had collected in a lacy openwork effect on the windowpanes. She might have thought it a match for the pattern of the crochet around her neck if she’d been given to poetic flights of fancy.


She went into the room, feigning great surprise at finding anyone inside. She fooled neither of them; in fact, they both wondered why she bothered with the pretense, but that was Lamorna’s way. The sneaky, crablike approach was her default mode, her way through a life where hypervigilance was its own reward. Or perhaps, spying simply gave her something to do with her time beyond fetching and carrying for Lady Baynard.


The arrival of the family had been a boon for Lamorna in this regard—so many more conversations to keep track of, and to write down in her diary. That was the one good thing about having so many visitors—something to write about at last! Something to break the monotony. But that was really all she could label as a bonus. Mainly, she just wished they’d leave.


Randolph, sprawled across a sofa, was saying something about Paris, in that drawling, upper-class way he had. Lamorna had read (in reading aloud to Lady Baynard from one of the tabloid newspapers she so enjoyed) that Kate Middleton had started receiving elocution lessons from the moment her engagement to the prince was announced, presumably so she could sound more like Randolph. What a mistake. Randolph sounded like a donkey with adenoids. What was he saying now? Something about Lady Baynard.


“My mother,” and here he clasped his hands behind his head to add to the illusion of languor, although Lamorna could see he was rather het up. “My mother is complaining of ill health and may not be joining us, I’m afraid. Perhaps—she wasn’t sure.”


“When,” asked Lamorna, “has she not complained? She harps on about her health day and night. Well, to me, she does,” she added resentfully. “I don’t know why you’re spared.”


“We’re not,” said Cilla mildly.


“Come in, Alec and Amanda, for heaven’s sake,” Randolph called out.


The twins entered, as furtively as Lamorna had done. She, in a case of calling the kettle black, suspected they often did this—listened outside of doors. Especially Alec. Alec was always up to something.


“What?” he demanded now, suspiciously.


“You always sound like I’m about to ask you to wear a dress or something, Alec,” said Randolph in his indolent way. “Why do you always do that?”


“I do not.”


“Yes, you do. I was going to ask you to go and ask your father if he’d be joining us for dinner.”


Ignoring him (for although Alec didn’t dare go up against Randolph—not quite yet—he was determined to show his independence in small and annoying ways), Alec turned to find someone to torment. He didn’t have to look far. Lamorna was always there.


“Dearest Cousin,” he said, in much the same voice as Randolph’s—languid, impeccably well-bred, condescending. The sort of Etonian voice only money combined with an ancient pedigree can buy. “We know how hard your life is. Do you have to harp on about it so?”


His twin joined in. She usually did.


“Yes,” said Amanda, with studied patience. “If you’re so unhappy, why don’t you leave?” But she wasn’t really waiting for a reply. A split end marring the perfection of her silken hair had caught her eye.


Because, thought Lamorna mulishly. Because I don’t look like you. Because everything isn’t just handed to me.


“I mean, no one’s making you stay, really, are they? You could get a job.”


That was rich. This spoiled young heiress, at the tender age of fourteen, handing out career advice. But for once, Lamorna held her tongue, nodded, pretended to agree.


“I hadn’t really thought of it.” She rustled around in a basket she’d retrieved from behind one of the sofas, and pulled out her knitting. She’d been making new sweaters as Christmas presents for the twins, but wisely she’d kept this surprise to herself. Old habits died hard—she used to love knitting little booties and things for them when they were small. She clicked her needles, unaware that her efforts always ended up in the rubbish bin by Boxing Day.


“Perhaps after Christmas I’ll see what’s available.”


Follow me in merry measure … 


“And as for your mother—well!” Felberta was saying. “It’s the Leticia station, twenty-four/seven. Bringing you all the news from the center of the fucking universe—Leticia, Lady Baynard herself. Plus a Weekend Update on the state of her fragile—but not fragile enough—health.”


“Felberta!” her husband admonished.


“But isn’t it the truth?”


“This is not a family given over to speaking truths, if you must know. And really, that’s most unwise. The walls have ears around here.”


Lester and his wife, Felberta, had decided to take advantage of the cocktail hour at Chedrow Castle by having a little look round. They had been at the castle since the end of November, so anxious to take Oscar up on his invitation before it was withdrawn they’d practically hopped the next plane out from Australia. An invitation so capriciously and unexpectedly issued could just as easily be withdrawn, as Lester said to his wife.


“This is an opportunity that won’t come along often. She’s getting older, my mother. They both are.”


“Opportunity for what, exactly?” Felberta asked, although she could have guessed. She had been attracted to her husband in the first place because he always had an eye out for what her own mother had called “the main chance,” and what she herself preferred to think of as advancement.


“To look around, to size up what’s here. Randolph’s going to try to grab everything, of course. But I want to know what there is to grab. And then I’ll have a word with Mother about making sure he doesn’t get it all. Do you have the camera?”


She nodded, holding out the mobile phone with its camera feature.


“Good. Then follow me. That painting in the corridor upstairs might well be a minor Reynolds. And that Rembrandt! I wonder where Oscar got it from.”


While I tell of Yuletide treasure … 


Leticia, Lady Baynard, wrapped against the cold, was walking toward the hothouse on the castle grounds, where she planned to do triage on some plants she thought were becoming pot-bound. In truth, she loved working with plants and the soil so much she sometimes found excuses to move one plant here, another there, and thus experiment with the different feeds and light she thought her darlings might like.


There are some things the National Trust can’t touch, she thought. The loss of the front garden, paved over to create a large parking area for the avid history-seeking public—the great unwashed—had been a cruel blow, from which she had never quite recovered.


At the unwanted memory of the National Trust and its place in her life, Leticia felt her heart constrict. How far the mighty had fallen!—or words to that effect. Tourists in tattered jeans and trainers gawping at the priceless treasures accumulated by Footrustles over centuries, with hardly a one of the gawpers knowing the true value of a thing. Still, compared with what had happened to her husband’s family’s estate, she supposed the Footrustles—her family of birth, after all—had been lucky. As for the Baynards—well. Their stately home put on the market and sold like a common two-up, two-down to some American actress and her family. The real family packed off. Gone. It was the reason she herself was here now at Chedrow.


To make matters worse the actress, finding the upkeep all a bit too expensive—Leticia could have told her a thing or two about that—soon moved out. The place was sold again and turned into an asylum, of all things. A posh and pricey asylum, but still. Leticia couldn’t—wouldn’t want to—even visit. Drug and alcohol rehab they called it. In her day, the wealthy dipsos simply got on with it—they generally were sent abroad by their families, Africa or somewhere where no one had to deal with them. Well, presumably the people of Africa had to deal with them but the families were spared the disgrace. Now it was rehab, with half of them writing their memoirs about the experience. Honestly. To what had the world come?


She decided after all to join the unwanted guests for a drink before dinner. What choice did she have? She lived in an asylum now, she thought, but this one was named Chedrow Castle.


*   *   *


A short time later Lady Baynard sat with her knitting, surrounded by family. The togetherness was giving her heartburn. She looked about her with a barely concealed contempt, like the Queen watching a performance by the Duchess of York as captured by hidden video camera and wondering where, oh, where in her long reign things had begun to go so dreadfully wrong.


There was Randolph, her eldest. A photographer. What sort of profession was that? Yes, yes, of course, everyone mentioned Antony Armstrong-Jones, First Earl of Snowdon. But he wasn’t born into a title, was he? He was created Earl of Snowden and then given a life peerage. It’s simply not the same thing. He was born (and here she gave a little shudder of distaste) a commoner. But a British princess couldn’t have a child by a commoner and they’d had to fix that up, tout de suite.


So photography was all right for someone like Snowden as a little hobby—kept him busy, one supposes, but not out of trouble, if the rumors were true.


And then there was Lester, her second son—second in more ways than one. She sighed, a long exhalation of disappointment. Lester’s dealings always struck her as that little bit dodgy, a bit hole in corner and under the table, although she understood nothing about finance and could not have said why she felt that way. As for that wife of his—merciful heaven. An Australian—of all things to have married, an Australian.


Here she paused for a good snuffle into her handkerchief. No, it simply didn’t bear thinking about.


And as for Lamorna—the least said the better. Not a trace of Lea’s graceful bearing, which one would think might have been inculcated somehow by example, even if her looks could not be passed on. Lea, who rode to hounds like a proper lady—for her to come home with this foundling, this, this … creature who looks like Rasputin and who furthermore shows every sign of incipient religious mania—well.


Breeding tells, and Leticia couldn’t ever quite forgive her daughter for adopting this mutt from nowhere and then dying, leaving them stuck with this—this whatever it was. (Sniff.) Breeding tells.


But here they all were, and worse! The blonde and her two urchins—Oscar’s Folly, in the flesh. And that daughter of Oscar’s, and her husband, from America. The husband is much too young for her—that’s what comes of becoming an actress and surrounding oneself with all manner of people. Sneaking a glance over to the Joneses, who had managed to drape themselves all over one corner of the room, she saw that Simon’s role as courtier to the Great Queen of Hollywood might be growing a bit thin, judging by his set expression—worn to a veneer from the days when the pair of them were, and very briefly, tabloid darlings.


Lady Baynard had rudely ignored the hand Simon proffered to help her into her chair, ignored it without explanation, such as a sudden outbreak within the castle walls of the Ebola virus. She thought it best to do nothing to encourage any ideas they might have for extending their stay, any of them.


What a medley they made. Well, one thing is certain, there is trouble brewing. But that’s only to be expected. To bring them all together under one roof, after so many years! I warned Oscar, the stubborn old goat. But would he listen? Has he ever listened?


She sat bolt upright, a disdainful smirk on her lips. A small sherry had appeared like magic at her right hand. So Leticia had sat at many a hunt ball, swatting away suitors. She was still youthful in appearance, with only her liver-spotted hands and the loosened skin at her neck to hint at her age. Back in the day, Oscar and Leticia, twins like Alec and Amanda, had been the main attraction at these balls, their combination of youthful vitality, titles, and wealth being irresistible. If Leticia missed those days of glory she never let it be known. There was something to be said for the power that accumulated with age, after all.


Now they were all wondering aloud what to give Oscar for Christmas—if they should pool their money to “buy him something nice.” Why, she thought, not throw their purses off the parapets and into the sea?


Only Lamorna, in that idiot savant way she sometimes had, said, “He won’t buy me anything. He never has. Why should I—why should any of us—bother with him?”


“We’re enjoying his hospitality, that’s why.” This was Lester. To Leticia’s certain knowledge, Lester had never given Oscar a present in his life. Too late now, she thought, to begin priming that pump. It would never occur to Oscar to reciprocate.


Leticia said, aware of spreading pearls of wisdom before swine, and in the talking-to-peasantry voice she adopted for these occasions: “I shouldn’t bother if I were you. Oscar was always tightfisted. He stinted little on his own pleasures, mind, but he wasn’t one to share his ‘treasure.’ He was like that even as a little boy. He gave me a rock for Christmas once.”


Lester, laughing, said, “You must have been just children at the time.”


“We were both in our twenties. You do see what I mean? He has always been miserly. Save your money.”


And abandon all hope of great expectations while you’re at it. For I’ve seen Oscar’s will.





 


DECEMBER 12—EVENING


Fast away the old year passes … 


“You’re certain you didn’t just leave the food out a little longer than you should have?” Milo Vladimirov asked his wife.


It was the sixth time Milo had asked her that in six days, and this time Doris exploded. “I’d no sooner do that than leave you to follow the circus.”


For she was the cook at Chedrow Castle, and six days before, Lord Footrustle had fallen ill of something that seemed suspiciously like food poisoning. Not just a bit of tummy—it was a serious enough episode that he had been laid up for three days, from the night of December 6. He was only now just beginning to recover, and able to drink a bit of chicken broth for his supper.


“He fell ill from just about the time this family of his started collecting here,” Doris said, reiterating the theory she had begun to champion with increasing intensity, the more the stress of these new arrivals began to tell. She looked about her, as if the answers to all her questions about that coincidence could be found written on the walls. It was a room where light bounced off the copper gleaming from every surface—dozens of pots and pans hung suspended from hooks and racks, as shiny as if fresh from the box. An AGA cooker had pride of place against one wall; nearby were racks of spices and aromatic fresh herbs gathered by their stems to dry.


“Just three days after the last of them got here from Heathrow—Jocasta and her husband Simon. No sooner were they all under this roof together than the trouble started.”


Lord Footrustle had refused medical treatment—he was of that generation that believed in toughing things out and letting nature take its course. He was a big believer in homeopathic cures over the usual medicines, too. In this, he had been proved right—he was a strong old bird, for all his complaining, and no mistake. But because he would allow no doctor to be called there was no proving it wasn’t ptomaine or something that originated with her cooking, and that was an insult Doris could hardly live with.


“For the last time,” she said, “we all ate what he had for dinner. The identical meal. It was nothing I cooked, whatever ailed him. Or is it his granola they think I poisoned?”


“It might just have been a flu bug, too.”


“That’s what I said at the time. But I don’t like the timing of it.” She gathered her rosy face into a little purse of worry. “Do you?”


“No,” said Milo, quietly and deliberately, as was his way. A good butler kept his emotions under control at all times. And he didn’t want Doris upset any more than she was.


Aloud she said, “He has all that homeopathic stuff up there. So conscious of his health he is. Just like his sister.”


“Those are often the first to go,” said Milo. “The health conscious.”


She nodded glumly. “Still, there’s nothing easier than for someone to tamper with his pills and potions. None of us would touch it, that’s certain.”


“Not likely,” he said, although whom she meant by “us” wasn’t clear. He wouldn’t put much past Lamorna Whitehall.


“You know…” Doris began and stopped, losing her nerve for the moment, for neither she nor her husband had ever said this aloud. “You know how we always talk about buying a small bed-and-breakfast somewhere? Wouldn’t it be a wonder if Lord Footrustle or Lady Baynard left us money in their wills? Just enough for a down payment?”


Milo admonished her with a shake of his head for saying it.


“Really, Dorrie, we shouldn’t—”


“And why not, I’d like to know?” she demanded. “It is no more than the rest of them are thinking, believe you me.”


“That’s as may well be,” he said. “We have to be better bred than they are.”


The irony of this statement was lost on both of them for a moment. Then Milo grinned.


“Besides…” he began.


“Besides?”


But he shrugged. It was a noncommittal shrug, to all appearances. But Doris, who knew him well, looked at him shrewdly.


“You know something, don’t you?” she said.


“Common sense, only. Lord Footrustle must have a will. So must she. In fact we know they both have wills, because of the solicitor’s visit last year—remember? What he said? Almost a year ago now. As one was not asked to witness, one must suppose…”


“That one is mentioned,” she finished for him. Milo’s English was impeccable, even if heavily accented, as befitted a butler of a famous house and family. She sometimes liked to tease him over it. “Of course you are mentioned. We are. Wouldn’t it be lovely to know…”


“Yes,” he said, abruptly cutting off the conversation. “She’ll be wanting her tea.” It need not be explained who “she” was. “She” was always Leticia.


Doris put the kettle on. “Do you really think it was just the flu?” she asked again hopefully. That was so much better than the alternate theory: a poisoner on the loose. That idea was almost as hard to live with as a careless mistake made in her kitchen.


“I am certain that was it,” Milo said, in his measured English. “Do not trouble yourself about it any longer, Doris.”


But he wished he were as certain as he sounded.


We should have called in the doctor, if not the police.





 


DECEMBER 13—MORNING


Hail the new, ye lads and lasses … 


Milo, knowledge of butler etiquette and years of stiff-upper-lip training forgotten, stood on the threshold of Lord Footrustle’s room. He could not take in what he was seeing in the half-light. The curtains were drawn, not quite shut. But there appeared to be a stain that covered the bedclothes. A dark stain. Red.


And the smell of blood, which he knew too well, was in the air.


Suddenly the aroma of fried eggs, fresh-baked scones, and freshly brewed coffee wafting up from the tray he carried made him feel quite ill. In fact he dropped the tray with a clatter of crockery, and ran.


He had lived through too much in his country. On the one hand, it had inured him to panic. On the other, it had conditioned him to run, not stand around, at the first sign of trouble. And this was the worst sort of trouble.


He ran for the kitchen, for the company of his wife, who was in her way as sensible an old soul as he. He knew she would calm him. She had to be the first to hear this news, before the family, before everyone. She had to help him make sense of the senseless, as she had done since the day they had first met.


Throwing open the door with a crash that startled the potato and the peeler straight out of her hands, he came over to where she sat at the kitchen table, shouting the news:


“It’s Lord Footrustle! He’s dead!”


She understood his words, and was saddened but not too shocked. Old Man Footrustle was getting on in years, and old people died. At least no one could say now it was from her cooking.


But she didn’t understand the panic. How could she?


“I think,” said Milo, “I think he’s been murdered.”




 


PART II





 


CHAPTER 1


Ticket to Ride


DECEMBER 13—MORNING


Max Tudor, returning to Nether Monkslip from a routine mission on a bitterly cold but beautiful December day, was not to know he would be pulled into the investigation of strange events at nearby Chedrow Castle—an investigation that would haunt many of his future nights.


At the little self-service kiosk at Waterloo station, Max’s biggest concern was what to eat to fortify himself for his hours-long journey. He hesitated over a slice of marzipan cake tightly wrapped in cling film. It made him think of the Battenberg sold by Sainsbury’s, a sponge cake with not so much icing as a thick slab of sweetened concrete which had not completely set. That cake had been one of his guilty pleasures ever since he was a child. This imposter of a cake had the concrete yellow icing but not the pink-and-yellow-checkered pattern to its layers. Reluctantly, Max passed it by.


He scanned the display of food for something marginally more nutritious, but this particular outpost of British Rail offered the kind of sandwich that left you wondering if an ambulance could bully its way through the crowded London streets in time to save you.


He was returning from a symposium in London, where he’d delivered a short, well-received talk on the need to preserve Britain’s churches. English Heritage had recently launched an initiative to save such Grade I and Grade II listed structures and somehow Max’s name had come up as someone having experience in these matters. Roofing and timber and masonry repairs to churches in Great Britain were endless and ongoing, and the skilled workmen needed to make the repairs dwindling in number. Worse, in some cases, the lead and copper from roofs were being stolen, so the venerable old edifices were being demolished piece by piece.


As the vicar of a small church steeped in antiquity and unparalleled beauty, Max felt he would be negligent not to exploit every avenue to funds to pay for its upkeep. If becoming some sort of expert within the inner circle of preservationists would help, so be it.


Although the symposium had gone well, he soon found himself longing to return to his isolated little village with its little frictions. Well, he thought (here hastily pushing aside the memory of a recent murder in the village) mostly little frictions.


For London seemed to be slowly turning into a madhouse. Almost, it seemed, in honor of his first foray into the city in months MI5 had raised the terror alert level to severe. Which meant not a lot these days in the face of ongoing threats from more than one group in more than one part of the world. A general acceptance of the fact the world had forever changed on 9/11 seemed the best that could be hoped for from a public worn cynical and wearied by a stream of heightened precautions. Besides, a recommendation for extra alertness seemed de trop when Max by nature was seldom not alert, watching, waiting—for what he could not have said.


He had stayed at a London hotel booked for him by the diocese with an eye on the bottom line—very bottom—as if left to his own devices Max might stop at Claridge’s and order jeroboams of champagne sent up to his suite. The place chosen for him did not even pretend to have once been a star in the galaxy of the hospitality industry; no deposed barons of even very minor baronetcies were to be found taking tea in the lobby. The place had always been shabby about the edges and now was unapologetically shabby through and through. He had been greeted by the receptionist, a gum-chewing girl of surly disposition obviously forced to work beneath her level of unrecognized genius. It may have been a job she held for the school break, although she had the look of an actress between jobs, all sparkly mascara and languorous, studied movements. There had been a certain accretion of interest in her eyes as she took in the handsome features of her new guest. The gum chewing stopped abruptly, only to be resumed as she cogitated the question he put to her. No, she didn’t think they had a room with a view. She’d check. She began flapping her long painted nails about on a keyboard and came up with the expected answer: All the rooms with views were full up.


At least, he reflected, the hotel had a plain, old-fashioned lift with deeply padded sides—none of these modern horrors made of glass, apparently conceived as a trial for people who are afraid of heights. The last time he’d had reason to stay in London, the hotel lift had been made of stainless steel with water cascading artistically down the sides—it was like being hoisted aloft in a high-tech colander.


Max, on seeing his forlorn, seedy London hotel room, longed momentarily in an all-too-human way for something gilt-edged and dripping with crystal chandeliers. But in particular he longed for the cozy if fussy and old-fashioned study of his vicarage, which he told himself now was at least rich in character.


Instead he was in an ancient London hotel whose lack of amenities in no way inhibited the management from charging an exorbitant amount for a dollhouse-sized room with no view. It was an amount that should have lent itself to luxury terry cloth robes and shower caps folded into little boxes and shampoos from the official Shampooers to Her Majesty, and yet Max was grateful to have been provided a postage stamp-sized bar of soap made from, apparently, tar and ground pepper. The room boasted a bed with a single thin mattress that might have been stuffed with straw, and a radio so old it had probably first been used by someone listening to King Edward VIII’s abdication speech. It had dials as big as scones and speakers covered in a dusty open-weave fabric like burlap. The hot water in the bathroom was as close to nonexistent as made no difference, and the breakfast the next morning made him long for the homey, calorie-laden canteen offerings of his housekeeper Mrs. Hooser, a sure sign that something in his universe had gone badly awry.
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