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Chapter 1
Crankshaws’ Bookshop – 1899
The skeleton rose overnight from its secret grave with a single bony finger pointing heavenward.
As Florence Crankshaw stood at the window of her bookshop watching the snowflakes she was quite unaware of this seemingly spectacular phenomenon.
“Bother,” she said out loud, tucking an escaped tendril of brown hair back into the roll at the nape of her neck.
The late afternoon had darkened and the street was deserted. The lamps had yet to be lit. It was hard to believe in a little over seven weeks they would be entering a new year. The villagers had already planned a small fireworks display in celebration of this event, along with a tumbler of mulled wine with which to toast this most auspicious occasion.
For the moment, though, Florence had more important considerations to ponder. First and foremost there was the snow. She dearly hoped it would not prevent the séance from taking place tonight. She had the feeling it might well bring the breakthrough for which they had so fervently been waiting.
With a small huff she walked away from the discouraging sight. To try and forget the annoying weather Florence busied herself into sorting out the growing pile of books on her desk.
All were new and had yet to be catalogued. Florence picked up the thickest one. She let her fingers trail down its spine and then smoothed her hand over its plump green cover. Oh, how she did love the feel of new books. There was something about them that gave her immense pleasure. The smell, the feel, but even more so the fact that inside, lay a story waiting to be read.
Standing there in the fading light Florence decided she would like to read the novel she held in her hands. She knew if she was extra careful, as in previous times while turning the pages, then it would indeed be possible. So far her regular customers had not accused her of selling second-hand books, which in all rights they were.
Surely though she was allowed one small concession in relation to the business. Why should she be expected to buy her own books? It was too silly for words.
Besides who was to know? Or more to the point, who would accuse or even think that she was capable of behaving in such a manner? No, thought Florence, opening the desk’s drawer and tucking the book well towards the back. As the daughter of the once well respected Bertram Crankshaw, choirmaster and businessman, now buried one year in the graveyard beside his wife Mary, Florence had long ago decided there were times in life when one had to take a little risk and brave at least one small adventure and reading brand new books before placing them on the shelf to be sold was hers. She wondered if her father had ever stooped as low.
She fancied not. As much as she had loved him he had trodden a narrow path.
Florence was more apt to stray and happily so.
The jingle of the bell over the door broke into her musings.
Florence glanced towards the doorway.
A tall gentleman stepped into view; one Florence had not encountered before. Even in the dimness she knew it was no one from the village; perhaps he was merely passing through.
His dark cape and wide-brimmed hat were covered in snowflakes.
Florence thought his hat most spectacular, rather like those worn by actors who wanted to make a flourishing entrance either on the stage or in their personal lives. It was dark purple with a wide black band around the middle.
She smiled in his direction. “Do come in, please.” Even with the door closed the bookshop was never the warmest of places and even more so with the stove out of action. To have someone standing there with the door open constituted a sacrilege, even if he did present a stunning image. She stifled a shiver, pulling her mauve-coloured wrap (the one with the beaded fringe, which had belonged to her mother) closer around her shoulders.
“Thank you.”
After entering the shop fully he closed the door behind him.
Florence immediately felt warmer.
As he approached the table, where Florence seemed to be glued, his footsteps were light on the wooden floor. He removed his grand hat and shook it slightly.
Florence now saw he was around her age, a little older perhaps, but no more than two to three years. His straight pale hair seemed to gleam in the gloom of the shop.
“Miss Florence Crankshaw?” he enquired.
“Yes, that is me.” After saying it, Florence realised a simple yes would have sufficed.
“Then I have found the right place.” As he smiled Florence noticed that his teeth were exceptionally white and even. She also wondered why he might have found difficulty in locating the one bookshop in Toodlepunt. High Street, though the main thoroughfare of the village, was neither of excess length nor bustling with an outstanding number of shops.
However, she kept those thoughts well laced-up inside her head. Instead, as a concession to the falling snow, the descending darkness and because he was undoubtedly the most handsome man ever to enter Crankshaws’ bookshop, Florence gave him her full attention.
“How do you do? It is a pleasure.” He extended his hand.
For a moment or two Florence felt flustered. Was she meant to know him? He seemed to know of her. She tried to recall any recent conversations with the villagers. Had any of them mentioned in passing they were expecting a visitor?
No. Not that she could recall. But then she was often guilty of not listening to a lot of the prattle. Not wanting to appear rude she offered her own hand. His touch was light and his slender fingers cool.
Goodness! He needed a pair of gloves.
Perhaps he had come to sell her some books. However, he did not carry a case or bag of any kind.
“Yes. How do you do?”
Florence extracted her hand from his and gave a brave smile. At least she hoped it was more sincere than brave. Then a spark from a conversation she’d had with her dearest and best friend Millicent several weeks ago now, ignited in her mind. Millicent was expecting her cousin for the festive season and this was surely him. He must have arrived early.
Florence tried to recollect as best she could, under the circumstances of being in the presence of such an exceedingly dashing young gentleman, exactly what his circumstances were, as described by Millicent.
He was to arrive in time for the festive turn-of-the-century celebrations. He had been travelling somewhere…but where? If only she had paid more attention, but really the way Millicent gabbled it took more than one’s energy to understand what she was going on about most of the time. She jumped from one subject to another, without so much as a pause in between.
“May I?” He swept his hand towards the crowded bookshelves and displays.
Florence nodded.
This was ridiculous. She was behaving like a complete nincompoop. She didn’t even know his name, yet it was obvious he seemed to think she did. What a travesty. How was she going to find out without actually asking him?
As he walked around the shop Florence bent her head and pretended to be deeply engaged in her task of tidying the desk and sorting out the books. Unfortunately there weren’t many books left to sort, four to be exact. Plus the one she had hidden in the drawer, which for the time being had been sorted.
“Are you looking for something in particular?” Florence asked in slight desperation to try and extract further information from the gentleman.
“I was wondering if you carried either of my titles.”
This reply added further to Florence’s confusion. He was an author. A writer and she had not even remembered that piece of information, presuming Millicent had told her in the first place. Was the age of twenty-four too young to be losing part of her mind? At the moment it felt not.
Before Florence had the embarrassment of having to ask to whom she was speaking, he relieved the situation by saying, ‘Elliott Don’.
This set off a stirring inside Florence’s head. Little wings fluttered and beat against what felt like imprisoned pieces of information.
Then at last they flew free.
Now she recalled all.
Millicent’s relation was a writer of some importance. Well - that piece of information had been the opinion of her friend. She had been trying to persuade Florence to stock some of his works, but so far Florence had resisted. According to Millicent he wrote not only about his travels, but also spun tales of the unseen world.
In that case did he know about their little society?
Had Millicent enlightened him?
To stop any visible trembling Florence gathered up two of the books and clutched them close to her small bosoms. If Millicent had talked too freely then she would need reprimanding.
Absolutely and without question.
To tell others of their dabbling and delving into the mystical and spiritual world needed all the members’ consent. Such careless action could not be taken lightly. The five hundred or so inhabitants of the surrounding district and the village of Toodlepunt would be horrified if they knew the true nature of the meetings held in Florence’s parlour in her Briar Cottage once a month. That it was nothing to do with ‘The Appreciation of Lost Fauna and Flora’, which, from time to time necessitated the four of them tramping over the hills in the pretence of searching for indeed the supposed lost flora and fauna. They had never found any of course, for if they had then indeed the particular plant wouldn’t be lost. However, this was their cover and so far it had worked without anyone asking awkward questions. Nor had it encouraged any other Toodlepunt inhabitant into wanting to join their society.
It also needed to be noted to date that none of the four members had ever encountered any psychic success worth documenting. However, Florence and the others held onto the belief that one day they would be contacted by a living soul.
Well, not actually living.
More so a dead soul now living in a different world.
No. That was not right either.
What she meant was a living dead person’s soul.
Which sounded most peculiar.
Florence left the explanation alone and walked over to the window, books clasped tight to her front. The snow was still falling steadily, settling now on the ground. A forlorn sigh escaped her lips. Tonight’s séance looked as if it would definitely not take place.
As Florence moved away from the window she decided to break the silence and speak again to Elliot Don.
“The entire village is aware of your coming,” she said, assuming he was the expected relation of Millicent. As soon as the words had left her mouth she realised it sounded a bit like she had announced the second coming of the Lord.
Elliott smiled as he pulled out a book.
For some reason this annoyed Florence. She sensed a small arrogance emanating from his presence. This inner sensing and knowing were the two main attributes, which Florence bought to the psychic circle. She trusted them as fervently as she had trusted her mother.
She replied in a somewhat tart manner. “And to answer your question, at the moment, no we don’t have any titles of yours on the shelves.” It was interesting, decided Florence, that when trouble or difficulty loomed it was never ‘her’ bookshop, instead it always belonged to the mysterious ‘we’.
“Then,” said Elliot, stepping back into the shallow pool of light, “I shall be happy to remedy that.”
His generosity (or was he proposing that she purchase the books?) would be most acceptable (at least the travel books would be – the others she would have to think carefully about), especially with the Christmas season looming. It was one of her busiest times and to have fresh and interesting stock was a necessity.
“They will be a gift,” said Elliot Don, moving closer to Florence.
“Most kind,” said Florence, wishing she had spent more time tidying her hair that morning, instead of setting out the chairs and preparing the table for the meeting. She added, “As long as you are sure?”
“Absolutely.”
“And you are staying for the New Year celebrations?”
Instead of replying to her question Elliot said, “Interesting times when we cross from one century into another.”
Florence thought about making a small joke, one relating to not having been around long enough to know. But she left it. She also wondered what he meant, but as she had only just met the gentleman she decided to quell her mischievous nature.
With the flash of a smile he said, “Yes, I shall be there for the transition.”
Which, on reflection, Florence thought a most strange choice of words.
A matter of murder
Florence felt dreadful. She dared not venture what time she had finally fallen asleep. She was sure it had been around the time when Mr Bingham’s wretched cock had begun its morning ritual of screaming to the slumbering world its cock-a-doo aria.
Many complaints had been laid for some time now, but still Mr Bingham’s pet cock continued to crow. The matter, accordingly to the local policeman, Constable Heft, was under serious consideration. However, as Constable Heft was second cousin to Mr Bingham it was doubted the matter would ever be settled in a hurry. Plus as the cock was already in its twilight years (rescued from strangulation three months previous from a nearby farm) it was evident to those whose every morning began with the unholy racket, that the matter would be left to linger long enough as to be settled by natural means.
Florence’s morning had been a mess.
She had hurried through her toiletries, dressed in a rush, (leaving her bed unmade – a habit she despised) and drunk a weak cup of tea before rushing next door to open the bookshop five minutes late.
Added to the misery of the day was the fine, soaking rain, drifting in wet wrinkles across the countryside and causing the main street of Toodlepunt to take on a sullen and sulky appearance. Last night’s séance had been postponed. This was due to the snow, which had changed during the hours of darkness to rain, and Millicent not being well.
Saturday business at Crankshaws’ Bookshop was normally robust until the doors shut at twelve sharp. But today it seemed as if the weather had frightened off prospective customers. Florence frowned. If she didn’t make some sales soon she would be in dire straits as regarding storage space for her Christmas stock.
After a moment or two of fossicking at her desk she remembered she needed to choose a novel to read to Mr Morrison that afternoon. Florence smiled as she rifled through the books. What a dear, dear man he was. However, for the last three months he had been most poorly, (which was why Florence had taken it upon herself to read to him on Saturday afternoons) so she had been glad to hear that his farm had finally sold yesterday, on the good authority of her neighbour Mrs Winton, thereby freeing him to move to the nearby township of Hopsham to live with his son’s family.
The clinking of the bell above the door pulled Florence out of a descending gloom.
“Have you heard?” Celia, the youngest member of the secret psychic circle, whirled in and shook herself as if she were a dog, sending small droplets of moisture spinning into the air from her dark brown coat.
“Heard what?”
“Oh…then let me be the first to tell you,” said Celia with a wicked chuckle. Her slanted green eyes twinkled.
Florence smiled and knew she meant before Millicent. It seemed Millicent was slipping. Normally she could be relied upon to know everything first.
“They’ve found a human skeleton.”
Here Celia paused to let Florence absorb the information.
Florence’s face paled.
“And,” breathed Celia, moving closer and dropping her voice to a whisper, “they’re saying it is murder.”
“Murder?” whispered Florence. “What makes them say that? And who is saying it?” She spoke without thought, just letting words follow one another as they came out of her mouth. She was too busy trying to digest the dreadfulness of the news.
Celia pushed back her hood and ran her fingers through her luxuriant black hair, nodding at the same time. “It’s true. Down at Mackles’ Farm.”
“No,” breathed Florence, feeling for the chair behind the desk and sitting down with a definite thud.
“You know all the rain we had a few days ago, before the snow. That’s what did it. Unearthed the bones.”
Florence certainly did know about the heavy deluge of rain, which had carried on non-stop for three days a little under a week ago. It had flooded her kitchen. The water built up outside her backdoor until finally, having nowhere else to go, it rushed like a river into her house. According to some of the older folk in the village, it was the heaviest downpour for at least fifty years.
Now it seemed as if it had done more than flood fields and several homes. It had washed a person from a grave. But murder? Surely not in Toodlepunt.
At last Florence found her voice. “How do you know all this?”
“Jim Mackle told me. He was full of it. He almost knocked me down on my way to post a letter in his rush to get to Heft.”
Florence shook her head. “So it’s only just been discovered. The skeleton I mean?”
Celia nodded. “So it seems.”
“I wonder if Millicent knows,” said Florence. “After all she lives next to the Mackle family.”
“She’s bound to by now,” said Celia with a chortle.
“What makes them suspect it’s murder?” said Florence with a shudder. She didn’t like the word murder, never mind about speaking it out loud. It seemed to hold such dreadful connotations.
“Anyone rightfully buried would be in the graveyard.”
“Yes. Yes, of course.” Florence realised how silly her question had been, but it was not every day that one was told about a skeleton rising from a secret hiding place in the earth.
“You know how long the Mackle family has been on that land,” said Celia. “Centuries. They say they have no idea how the body got there. Not that it is actually on their land, but it’s close enough.” Her wide eyes sparkled and her white teeth flashed. “Isn’t it exciting?”
Florence would not admit to the thought of someone having been murdered exciting, except if it was held safely between the covers of a book. In her opinion no murder, or foul play, should be labelled as exciting. Intriguing perhaps.
“And they have no idea who it is?” asked Florence. Then a dreadful thought struck her. “It’s not…” she hesitated scared to voice her question, “it’s not a child is it?”
That question brought Celia up smartly. “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. I don’t know. How dreadful.”
“Yes,” said Florence. “How dreadful.”
Silence descended upon the bookshop.
What was the village coming to? wondered Florence. Normally, it was such a reserved and quiet place. The only regular excitement was the changing of the seasons and the occasional visit by a stranger.
But now!
Florence let out a noisy sigh.
Of course there had been that distressing business of Dorothy Westbrook’s husband Arthur bursting into flames, so that when she had arrived downstairs in the morning there had been nothing left of him but a blackened and charred pile of ashes. For this the village of Toodlepunt had received a great deal of recognition and fame. Some welcome, most not. Especially not in regards to poor Dorothy, who had found herself a widow after only a month of wedded bliss eighteen months ago. Added to this was the everlasting stigma of having a husband who had disintegrated overnight; an event now doomed to be forever part of Toodlepunt’s history.
Then there had been the recent flash floods, which had caused much misery and mayhem, and now here was the discovery of an unknown corpse, obviously the victim of foul play. Florence shook her head. It was getting to the point where one would be afraid to wake in the morning for further fear of what the day would present.
It felt as if Toodlepunt was under a jinx.
Then Florence sat upright in the chair with a bolt. Her thought was one she could hardly digest it. Surely…oh surely the circle’s dabbling in the occult couldn’t be the reason for such happenings? Don’t say their genuine interest had unwittingly summoned up an entity of dubious means, a mischief-maker!
A small sickness rose from her stomach and landed in her mouth. It tasted suspiciously as if the milk from her cup of tea had turned sour.
Could it? repeated her mind.
Florence shifted about on the hard chair. She was just being over dramatic. So thinking she pushed away the notion that the psychic group was in any way responsible for the recent spate of unhappy events in the village.
Florence opened her mouth to break the silence, but was interrupted by the door opening and the bell dinging. A man of medium height stepped inside. He was wearing a brown coat, scarf, brown hat and trousers, all of which looked as if they had seen better days and more to the point, all of which were sopping wet. He carried a small brown satchel.
Florence gave a start. My goodness. Where was her brain this morning? Since Celia’s arrival she had completely forgotten about the visit from Mr Samuel Tucker. He was a self-proclaimed poet, who several weeks ago had written to ‘The Owner, Crankshaws’ Bookshop, Toodlepunt’. The letter itself had been short and to the point. In it Mr Tucker had stated he would like to visit to discuss the possibility of Crankshaw stocking his first book of poetry. It was not the contents of the letter that had charmed Florence into replying in the affirmative; it had been the handwriting. She knew she had to meet the author of such exquisite penmanship.
Now here he was.
And look at her! She felt as if she had been put together from bits and pieces from the basket normally reserved for scraps of material, buttons, stray ribbons and the likes.
She rose and went to greet him.
“Good morning,” said Florence, extending her hand. “Mr Tucker.”
“Yes,” he replied.
Florence resisted feeling somewhat disappointed. She had expected someone with more flair; more debonair like Elliot Don. She noted that Mr Tucker had soft brown eyes, an angular face, a chiselled chin and from what she could see from beneath the dripping hat, straight dark-coloured hair. His appearance seemed a bit dishevelled, as if he had spent several nights sleeping rough. Even his appearance was disappointing with regards to the way he could wield a pen. Her mother had warned her often while growing up about not judging someone from first contact, but still…
Florence turned to Celia who was hovering, except that hovering was never the correct expression for Celia. To be more correct she glowed with a tempting presence. “This is my good friend Celia Silvester.”
Mr Tucker reached out and caught Celia’s hand and Florence could tell he was already halfway to being smitten. It was always the same with the men in regards to Celia and yet she seemed to have very little interest in any of them. Perhaps, though, she might feel differently about Mr Tucker. Not that there would be the chance for as far as Florence was aware he had no other business in Toodlepunt other than to persuade her to stock his book of poetry.
After a few moments of chit chat Celia took her leave, promising to be in touch with Florence about the other matter.
Mr Tucker gazed after Celia.
“Now,” said Florence, beavering into action. “You have a book to show me I believe. Your own. Of poetry. But first let me take your coat and hat so you can dry out a little.”
After he had obliged Florence pulled another chair up to her desk and when he was seated waited for him to produce his goods.
However, instead he leaned back in the chair and smiled.
Florence felt a small flutter rise in her chest as his eyes met hers at the precise moment she was acknowledging what a lovely, warm smile he had. If she had not already fallen for Elliot Don, much the cause of her sleepless night, then Samuel Tucker would do very nicely thank you. Fearing that somehow Mr Tucker could stray into her thoughts, she quickly bent her head and tucked in a wisp of her fine hair.
“Before you make any decision about whether you would be happy to stock my book, I would like to read you a poem or two,” said Mr Tucker. “With your permission.” He cleared his throat, adding, “I have found when someone likes the product then by all accounts it will do well. If it is taken under pressure then the energy surrounding it will not be so healthy and therefore people will not be drawn to it. At least it is so in my opinion.”
How very curious, decided Florence. What did it matter if she sold books of which she was not overly fond; the main point was to sell them. However, now it had been brought to her attention she had to agree that her favourite books had disappeared from the shelves at a rapid rate, but then she had always put this down to knowing the tastes of her customers.
“If though, you would prefer to simply glance through the book …” Mr Tucker let his voice dwindle away.
“No. No,” begged Florence. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to hear a poet reading his own work.” Although she did wonder how long it would take. She had wanted to do some tidying out the back, where a great commotion seemed to have taken place over the last few days of books needing to be catalogued. She smiled as an encouragement for him to begin.
He produced a slim volume from the satchel. As he took his time in finding a page near the centre of the book Florence’s thoughts drifted to both Millicent and the skeleton. This afternoon, after she had read to Mr Morrison, which usually took around an hour, she would go and visit her friend to see what she knew about the disagreeable matter. She would not take her usual route, the path, which ran behind past the Mackles’ property and onto the Moons’, for fear of what she might see. Besides, since the stream had flooded walking along there had become slightly treacherous.
No, she would take the longer route via the main thoroughfare.
Florence’s meanderings were interrupted by the soft voice of Samuel Tucker beginning to read.
The words flowed into her brain. She closed her eyes and as he read she felt herself transported into another world, one filled with colourful sounds and lilting phrases. When he stopped Florence’s eyes fluttered open.
“Beautiful,” she said still somewhat in a state of stupor. What was happening to her these days? It seemed the moment a man stepped into the bookshop there was something about him, some part of his manner that was in danger of sweeping her away.
With Elliot Don it was his style and stunning appearance. Both were so dashing. With Samuel Tucker it was first his glorious handwriting and now his poetry. Florence sighed inwardly. Perhaps with Mr Tucker it was more a reminder of her young infatuation at the age of thirteen with the poet Jacob Mahoney. She had remained desperately in love with him for ten months, until she heard, by having her ear pressed to the sitting room door, that he was a womaniser. Florence well understood that term, even at thirteen. In protest, and to spite all poets, she abstained from reading poetry until she turned sixteen.
“Shall I?” said Mr Tucker, pointing to the book.
“Oh yes, indeed,” said Florence, pulling herself back to the moment. In anticipation of a further delicious poem she closed her eyes and allowed herself to be totally pulled into his sensual tone and words. These expressed the season of autumn, or, Florence’s eyes flew open, was it more that of a woman? She couldn’t be sure. On the surface it was definitely to do with autumn, but at the same time it could also signify the antics of a naked woman.
To keep herself from blushing Florence decided it was about the season and nothing else.
When the short and private poetry reading had finished Florence signed up for seven books, including one for herself, all of which she declared she would pay for on their immediate delivery.
The suggestion seemed to go down well with Mr Tucker. “Please call me Samuel,” he said as he stood up and made ready to take his leave.
Next moment Florence found herself saying, “I could arrange a poetry reading if you liked.” Now where had that come from? She didn’t have any spare time from now until the New Year as it was, but something had moved her to make the suggestion.
“That is exceedingly kind of you Miss Crankshaw …”
“Florence, please.” If they were to be poetry partners (this being her own categorisation of the event) then such an undertaking called for first names.
“I would welcome the exposure, Florence. Poets are too often ridiculed on account of their work not being real. By that I mean being compared to one who labours on the land.”
“Surely not,” said Florence although wondering how someone like Samuel survived if all he did was write poetry. Perhaps he had an inheritance. “Now, when shall this event take place?” She considered the village and the busyness of those in it. “Let us say next Saturday afternoon at two-thirty. That would give me ample time to put out the word.” She looked at Samuel for his agreement.
“You are more than generous.”
“Rubbish,” said Florence. “You have a wonderful gift and if I can be of some help then I am more than willing. Come about two-fifteen.”
Samuel acknowledged her compliment with a smile. “That would allow me time to visit the publisher and collect the necessary copies you have ordered.”
After Samuel Tucker had left the shop, Florence felt both satisfied and excited. Crankshaws’ Bookshop had never held a poetry reading before with a living poet. In fact she had never known such an event to have taken place in the village at all. One simply could not count those long laborious poems written and read by Terry Teesdale at the annual concert to raise money for some deserving charity.
Next moment Florence was making arrangements in her head.
They would need some refreshments. And chairs. Goodness gracious, where was she to get enough? It would be essential of know the numbers of those wanting to attend in advance. At least the floor space, having once been a teashop, was generous. They should be able to cater for thirty or so.
However, what better opportunity to begin an arts repertoire in the village, which until now had consisted of a few feeble piano recitals, and several book readings, which had been arranged by the pompous Gerard Tingle? Both endeavours had fallen flat on account of the poor attendance numbers.
But give the villagers a real poet reading his own works! Florence was sure it would be a success.
With a flourish and much to plan Florence hurried into the back room while the shop remained empty, where she threw her energies into the laborious task of cataloguing the jungle of books. They needed to be out on display to sell. As she worked she put the thought of the skeleton to the back of her mind and instead chastised herself on her slovenly work behaviour of late.
Visitations
The miserable rain had lifted and was replaced by a brisk cool wind, sending clouds scudding across a rinsed blue sky.
Florence felt in high spirits. She carried a small basket in which there was a pot of jam made in the summer from the patch of strawberries nestled in the warm corner at the back of the garden, next to the blackcurrant bushes. Next to the jam was a bunch of parsley and wrapped in a serviette, still warm, were half a dozen scones. These gifts were protected by a strong and waterproof cover made by Florence’s mother for just such occasions.
She had considered riding her bicycle, but felt if she did she might well be blown to kingdom come, if there was such a place.
“Good afternoon, Mrs Winton,” said Florence as the neighbour of her neighbour approached her.
“Have you heard?”
Florence took her whisper to be about the unearthly discovery. “Yes. It’s dreadful isn’t it.”
“Can’t have been anyone local,” said Mrs Winton eager for a chat in spite of the bone-chilling wind. “Otherwise we’d have noticed someone missing.”
Which, even though put in an awkward way, was true. Nothing went unnoticed in the village. There seemed to be eyes, which saw all, even in the darkest hour of the night.
“But a stranger…now there’s a thought.”
“Yes,” agreed Florence, “but even a stranger would have had a purpose to be in Toodlepunt. They must have had a reason to visit. So someone must have known the…person.” She had been going to say skeleton but that seemed a touch harsh considering whoever it was had once been a human being.
Mrs Winton nodded. “I heard it was a woman. Least that’s what was told to me.” She leaned in close. “And there’s talk of it being a murder.”
Florence grimaced. Really! The gossip machine was certainly swift into action. “How can they tell at this stage? The person might have died by natural means.”
“If that’s the case then why’s the person not buried in a proper place?” Mrs Winton gave a loud sniff, a habit Florence knew she performed when she felt insulted. “I’m only saying what I heard.”
In no way did Florence wish for Mrs Winton to remain offended at her. No. Quite the opposite in fact. She needed to keep her onside for the sake of several chairs for the poetry reading.
“Yes,” said Florence in her most soothing voice, “of course. You’re right. It’s all most interesting.”
“Interesting? It’s darned right creepy. You don’t know who you’re living next to these days. You don’t know who might be a murderer.” She glared at Florence.
Florence kept a smile under control. She didn’t want to offend Mrs Winton for a second time but the manner of her expression could have led one to believe that she could be the murderer or that there were murderous beings inhabiting a good number of the dwellings in the village. “I’m sure Constable Heft will sort it out,” said Florence although she was not quite so sure. The most the constable had dealt with over the years had been cats up trees, a couple of fires which had burnt out of control, two or three small burglaries, and the mysterious (still unsolved) disappearance of his good wife’s own budgie, Miss Polly.
“Apparently they’re sending an extra law person to help Heft.”
“Good. That is sensible.”
By now Florence’s face was stiff with the cold. She made to move. “Do keep me informed,” she said with an encouraging smile, “about the mystery.”
“I will. You can count on that.”
After they parted and went in different directions Florence felt she still had secured the loan of her chairs, unbeknownst at the moment, by Mrs Winton.
As she walked Florence kept an eagle eye out for Elliot Don. It would be so pleasant to run into him. He reminded her a little of Noel Armitage, a debonair colonel who arrived in Toodlepunt from India to visit his relations when Florence was eighteen. Even though he was engaged to be married this did not affect Florence’s mooning about and hanging on to his every smile, and dreaming of being swept off to live in exotic India. When he married the fashionable and beautiful Lady Fiona Woolston Florence made a solemn vow to abstain from falling in love ever again. It caused her far too much grief, she reasoned.
After letting herself into Mr Morrison’s farmhouse, she took off her cape, left her basket and then climbed the stairs to the main bedroom.
The air in the room smelt stale. The old man needed more care than was being given to him. But with his wife dead more than eight years and his only son living in Hopsham it was not easy, the villagers themselves already having full days. Between them they somehow provided meals, a light cleaning, and (hopefully) cheerful company.
At the sight of Florence Mr Morrison perked up. “I was hoping you hadn’t forgotten.”
Florence smiled as she walked over to the bed. He said this at the beginning of each visit. She took his hand. “I hear the farm has sold.”
“Tis indeed,” said the old man with his eyes misting over. “Tis indeed.”
After a few more words of comfort Florence let go of his hand. She went and collected the current reading book from amongst the clutter on the dresser. Then pulling up a chair she sat down next to the bed. Before beginning to read she did a quick recap of the story. Only when she was sure Mr Morrison remembered did she begin to read.
“Sir Rasslecliff drew out his sword…”
A little over an hour later Florence closed the book. “That’s it then,” she said.
“A good tale,” said Mr Morrison. His head nodded on the pillow.
Florence agreed. “Next week I’ll bring over a new book.” She didn’t add that there mightn’t be time to finish it before he left his home and the village, as she didn’t want to upset him. She had noticed his reaction when she had mentioned about the farm selling. It hadn’t been one of joy. It had been more one of surrender. She couldn’t blame him. After all he had lived here all his life. How was he going to cope after the roots of his true identity had been pulled up at this late stage in his life?
*
Approaching Moon Cottage Florence acknowledged it always seemed to look pretty, even in the darkest of winter. It was twice the size of Florence’s cottage and had been in Dicky Moon’s family for a very long time. The short path up to the front door was lined with rose bushes, trimmed and tidied for a perfect show in the summer. Moon Cottage was getting quite a far-reaching reputation for its roses (planted by Millicent), a small fact that needled Florence, although in her head she denied it.
What grated the most was the fact that Millicent simply did not have a green finger on either hand.
Still, thought Florence, drawing up her small shoulders, never mind. She herself had grown the most wonderful sweetpeas, which had won three honour certificates, although sadly that had been before she had taken over the full running of the bookshop. Since then her garden had been sadly neglected.
Florence went up to the front door and rapped on the well-polished brass knocker.
It was opened by Dicky, Millicent’s husband of three years. He was a tall man with a flame of red hair, hazel eyes, a clean-shaven face and a florid complexion. He was dressed in a pair of old working trousers and a heavy jacket.
“Florence. Millicent will be pleased. Come in. She’s resting.”
“I hope it’s nothing too serious?”
“No.” He grinned. “I’ll let her tell you.”
“Dearest,” said Millicent as Florence entered the stuffy kitchen.
Florence caught hold of Millicent’s outstretched hand and gave it a squeeze. Her friend lay under a quilted cover on an old settee. Her brown, wavy hair was loose and mussed up on the cushion.
“Are you all right?” asked Florence, placing her basket on the table and taking out the goods.
“Sit,” said Millicent with a small smile.
Millicent was a normally robust woman with enough energy for two. But today, thought Florence as she pulled out a chair and sat, she seemed peaky and lacking.
“We’re expecting.”
This news took Florence’s breath away. “Oh, Milly. How wonderful.” Tears pricked her eyes.
“I had my suspicions, of course and wanted to tell you before, but needed it confirmed.”
“Oh my,” said Florence her tone teasing, “a little moon.”
They both laughed. When Millicent had married Dickie Moon, she had married into the complete Moon Clan, which sometimes, she had admitted to Florence in secrecy, was a bit much.
“It’s the sickness I can’t stomach,” said Millicent with a wan smile. “I’ve been assured it won’t last. And it had better not, otherwise this one child will be the extent of our family.”
Florence laughed. “How about I make us a cup of tea?”
“That’d be nice. Weak, with no sugar or milk,” said Millicent.
She must be feeling dreadful, thought Florence as she filled up the kettle and placed it on the stove. Normally Millicent took both sugar and milk in her tea.
“Can I tempt you to a freshly baked scone with some strawberry jam?”
Millicent screwed up her face. “I couldn’t at the moment. But don’t let it stop you from having one.”
One of the things Florence had been thoroughly taught, amongst other things whilst growing up, had been that when one took food to a friend or neighbour one never partook of the goods. Otherwise what was the point of bringing it in the first place, if one was to sit and gobble up the contents? Her mother had been most adamant about that particular rule.
Florence swilled the flower-covered teapot out with hot water before making the tea and leaving it to steep. She found two cups and placed them on the table. “Such a cold wind outside.”
“I suppose you’ve heard the gruesome news,” said Millicent, interrupting before Florence could tell her about the proposed poetry reading being put on by Crankshaws’ Bookshop. “About the skeleton.”
Florence considered lying to Millicent to allow her the small pleasure of thinking she was the first to impart the stunning news, but in the end thought better of it. “Yes, Celia came by and told me.” She turned and poured the tea and after handing one to Millicent, sat down at the table.
“Apparently the rain which caused the floods did it. Brought him to the surface. There’s such a mess down by the stream. You know how it came up and swamped the area, well some of the bank slumped away. Not on our bit of land thankfully. Near enough though.” She gave a slight shiver. “The body’s been buried for who knows how long on the Mackles’ boundary. Old Mr Mackle spotted a bone sticking out. A finger no less. As if it was beckoning, he told Dicky.” Millicent pulled the cover closer around her body. “So if we hadn’t had the dreadful downpour of rain the body would more than likely still be lying underground undiscovered.”
A small hush descended whilst they both sipped at the hot liquid.
As they did so Florence tried to recall whether she had actually walked on that piece of land. She wrinkled her eyebrows in concentration. After several moments she decided she hadn’t. She felt thankful, although she knew it would not have made a scrap of difference to the one lying beneath the ground. Still, she preferred not to have stood on him or her. Certainly she would have strolled past many a time on her way to Millicent’s place, for that particular walkway in the different seasons was so very pretty with the stream and the trees.
“Do you think one of the Mackle family could have been responsible?” asked Florence.
Millicent shrugged. “If it was one of them why would they want to kill someone? They’ve never been any trouble and no one from the family has suddenly disappeared. At least not that I know of.”
“Perhaps,” said Florence, getting well and truly caught up in the moment, “it didn’t happen in our lifetime. Perhaps the crime belongs to another time.” Here Florence dropped her voice. “Another era. A love affair lost in the mists of time. An unsolved mystery. A dangerous liaison, which ended in a brutal way. Now – it’s risen to the surface…”
Millicent interrupted the flow of fantasy. “Florence, sometimes I think you read far too many books for your own good. A love affair lost in the mist of time.” She shook her head and laughed. “Next you’ll be telling me there’s also a treasure hidden nearby.”
At Millicent’s words Florence felt miffed. There was no need for her to take that attitude. Instead of snapping back she smiled. “You never know. Just the same way no one knew about the body before yesterday. You never know what you can’t see. Never judge something on the surface. You shouldn’t put all your trust in what seems to be the truth.” Florence wasn’t quite sure what she was going on about, but it helped her feel better. It had stopped her from being nasty and she felt as if she had gained back a little self-respect.
Millicent continued as if Florence had not spoken. “The Mackle family have farmed that piece of ground for as long as Toodlepunt has existed. So I would say there is a hundred percent chance it has something to do with one of them.”
“Balderdash!” exclaimed Florence. “You can’t possibly know that. No one can.” The words were out before she could stop them. Sometimes Millicent could be so stubborn in her outlook. She needed to be more open. Then to compensate for her outburst Florence added, “The body could just as easily be that of a stranger, buried by another stranger.”
“Why would there be two strangers wandering around the village? And if there had been someone would have noticed.”
Florence shrugged; a little annoyed Millicent couldn’t seem to think beyond the kitchen walls. She certainly wasn’t going to agree with her. Instead of biting back, and in allowance of Millicent’s new condition, she said with a wistful sigh, “I don’t suppose we’ll ever find out. It’ll remain a mystery forever.”
“We could have a meeting in that respect. See if something comes up,” suggested Millicent.
“That’s a splendid idea,” agreed Florence. “Would you like me to make the necessary arrangements?”
“I think I’m going to be sick,” said Millicent, thrusting her cup and saucer at Florence, then getting up and making a dash outside.
A cold draught rushed into the room, flapping the edges of the tablecloth and rustling the curtains. Florence went over and closed the door. As she did so she wondered, with some small excitement, if the psychic circle could solve the mystery of the unknown corpse? Call upon the corpse to reveal itself.
Florence giggled and then hastily coughed. What was she thinking? In all the time they had been holding their séances they had never once managed to summon up the presence of a dearly departed soul. Not even a whisper, or a flicker from the white candle, which sat in the centre of the oval table in Briar Cottage’s little used front parlour.
However, contemplated Florence, even if the group did receive important information regarding the deceased person, how would they pass on such facts to those involved in the case without mentioning the circle’s activities? Somehow it would have to be given to Constable Heft and his newly acquired helper by other means. Florence did not want the village to learn the true nature of ‘The Appreciation of Lost Fauna and Flora’ group.
By the time Millicent returned Florence had washed the cups and saucers. “Oh, you poor thing,” she said at the sight of her friend’s pale face.
“I never knew it would be like this,” moaned Millicent as she sank onto the settee.
“Is there anything I can do for you whilst I’m here?” said Florence in her most efficient and practical voice.
Millicent shook her head.
Florence picked up her cape and slipped it on.
“We could have a meeting here,” said Millicent, “tomorrow afternoon if you liked.”
Florence was about to say that the meetings were always held at her place, but out of politeness and again for Millicent’s condition, held her tongue. She also wasn’t sure if a Sunday afternoon was appropriate, but then neither was what had happened to the person down by the stream. “What about Dicky?” said Florence in the end.
“That’s just it. He won’t be here after lunch. He’s taking his mother over to see the great-aunt.”
Florence knew the biggest bug in the Moon family and Millicent’s marriage was the great-aunt, a formidable woman with strongly held religious views as well as many others.
“And you’re not going?”
A small smile passed over Millicent’s face. “At the moment I’ve got an excuse. Although,” she said, pulling a face, “in her opinion it would no doubt be considered as weak.”
Florence gave an understanding nod. “As long as you’re sure Dicky will be away for at least two hours.”
“Believe me when I say the old biddy will keep them both safely in her clutches for the entire afternoon.”
Florence chuckled. “All right. I’ll let Celia and Dorothy know? See if they can come. What time?”
After a moment’s further discussion it had been agreed that two o’clock would not seem out of place. Should they be seen traipsing to Moon Cottage on a Sunday, no suspicions would be aroused. What could be more natural than to visit a friend who was laid up in the early days of carrying a child, whilst her husband was away for the afternoon?
After picking up her basket and about to leave, Florence remembered about meeting Millicent’s cousin, and so mentioned it.
Millicent frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Your cousin, the travel writer. He was in the shop yesterday.”
“Don’t be silly, Florence. William’s not expected until the week of Christmas. I’ve not heard a word to the contrary.”
Florence tried not to look bewildered. Then who was Elliot Don?
“Oh, by the way,” added Millicent, “did you know the Morrisons’ farm had finally sold?”
With a nod Florence acknowledged she did. Of course. Elliot Don was the new owner. Although, she inwardly admitted, he really didn’t look like a farmer.
“Sold yesterday morning.”
Then there was no question he must be the new owner. Hadn’t he appeared in the bookshop around mid-morning? Yes, it all tied in. Yet it did seem a trifle odd that he should come to the bookshop. Had he not said he had been looking for her? She tried to remember, but with Millicent chattering on it was impossible. She would think about it later.
“Florence, have you been listening?”
“Yes, dear,” replied Florence, leaning over and kissing Millicent on the cheek. “Now I really must dash. Until tomorrow.” With that she hastened off down the hall and out the front door before Millicent began prattling on about something else.
As the front gate clicked behind her Florence realised she had quite forgotten to tell Millicent about the forthcoming poetry afternoon. She sighed and hoped this onslaught of forgetfulness was simply because of the sudden busyness of her life.
Heavens!
When was she going to find the time to do all that was required of her? With a shake of her head she increased the speed of her step as she made her way towards Dorothy’s place.
*
When there was no response to Florence’s rapping on the front door of Westbrook Nook she turned to leave, but as she did so she saw the front curtain twitch.
So Dorothy was at home.
Dorothy and Arthur Westbrook had bought the cottage six weeks before they had wed. In many respects it was quite a plain dwelling compared to Moon Cottage. Inside was dark and much needed doing to make it more comfortable. The cottage was going to be transformed in time, according to the lovebirds, to make it the best in the village. Sadly with the combustion of Arthur it never happened and it seemed as if more and more Dorothy was slipping into one of the cottage’s own shadows, wanting less and less to join in any village events.
Florence had known Dorothy almost the same time as Millicent, but for different reasons. For as long as she could remember Dorothy had lived with her aunt, the flamboyant and long retired actress, Lillian Fabersham, who claimed Dorothy to be the child of her deceased sister and also equally deceased husband. Then when Dorothy (who was five months younger than Florence) had begun at the school the teacher Miss Blair (bless her) had given Florence the special duty to look after her, which Florence had done so with much gusto. Even now, all these years later, somehow Florence still felt responsible for Dorothy, and even more so since the recent tragedy.
The door opened.
Dorothy looked as if she had been sleeping.
“Did I wake you?”
“I dozed off,” smiled Dorothy, her soft grey eyes blinking against the light.
“Can I come in for a moment?” asked Florence determined not to meet her death by standing on the doorstep in the blasting cold wind.
“Yes, of course. Sorry.”
Dorothy needed to stop apologising all the time. To Florence it showed a sign of weakness and Dorothy was anything but that. To have survived such a personal ordeal, plus all the painful publicity surrounding it, was in Florence’s books nothing short of heroic.
The cottage felt damp and cold compared to Millicent’s place. Of course part of this was due to the fact that Dorothy was very cautious about fires. One couldn’t blame her. But if Dorothy didn’t care for herself more, then who knew what might happen. One tragedy within the walls of the Westbrook Nook was one too many.
Florence followed Dorothy into the kitchen area. Her friend reminded Florence somewhat of a grey heron with her long neck, slim limbs and smooth pale hair. The now often-bewildered expression in her eyes did not quite match the picture.
The stove was almost out.
“There,” said Dorothy, “this is why I shouldn’t nap in the afternoon.”
She popped in a couple of pieces of kindling. The dying embers took a moment or two to catch hold, but once they did they burst into flame. As soon as that happened Dorothy placed in a larger piece of wood.
“A cup of tea?”
“Well…” Florence hesitated and then decided it would be most uncharitable not to accept. “Thank you, I will.”
While Dorothy was organising the cups Florence sat quietly. She was still wearing her coat. She didn’t want to offend Dorothy, but neither did she want to freeze. Dorothy didn’t seem to notice the brittle cold of the room.
“You have heard the news I suppose?” said Florence.
“News?”
“Oh, then you haven’t.” At which Florence wondered if Dorothy ever went out except to buy food and of course to the once-a-month meeting. “A skeleton’s been discovered at the edge of Mackles’ farm.”
When there was no response, Florence continued, “It was the rain washing away part of the bank that...”
“How odd!” exclaimed Dorothy, interrupting. She turned to face Florence and frowned.
Florence waited in expectant silence. The only sound was the fire crackling its way through the lump of wood.
“How so very odd,” repeated Dorothy the tea making forgotten.
“Yes,” said Florence in an encouragement to get more than a variation on the same sentence for a third time.
“I had this dream last night …”
“And …” breathed Florence, feeling she was about to hear something extraordinary.
“I was swimming in a stream and I knew I wasn’t alone.”
Dorothy paused. The fire sparked, sending a few embers spilling of the grate like a show of fireworks.
Florence leaned forward.
“When I turned to see who was with me there was nothing except bones. A perfect skeleton, bleached and white, stretched out on the water as if sleeping.” Dorothy frowned as if trying to remember something else.
Florence felt her backbone quiver.
“There was also a hat.”
“A hat.”
“It was floating not far from the bank.”
“Was it a man’s or woman’s hat?” asked Florence not at all certain as to the relevance.
“It could have belonged to either,” said Dorothy, “but in my dream I felt it belonged to a woman. It had an extremely wide brim. Quite beautiful. The hat of someone with breeding.”
“Or money.”
“Yes. Or money.”
Florence shifted about in the hard chair as if trying to avoid the fact that Dorothy had described a hat similar to the one Elliot Don had been wearing.
“And another thing,” said Dorothy, “it was snowing heavily, yet I could see everything quite clearly.”
Florence knew she did not possess the ability to understand dreams. In that particular realm it was Celia who possessed the gift.
“I had forgotten about the dream until you mentioned about the skeleton.” Dorothy returned to the tea making. “Do you think there’s a link between my dream and the discovery?”
Florence did not know what to think. In fact she didn’t want to think at all. Everything that had happened from yesterday until now seemed to be joined by invisible threads. She needed to take herself off home and sit in quiet contemplation and regard all the occurrences in the stillness of her own surroundings.
When Florence made no response Dorothy said, “If we believe in the possibility of other dimensions, which our group deems to do, then my dream must mean something in light of the discovery?”
Florence gave a weak nod. “I would say it is possible. We need to ask Celia. In fact that’s why I’m here.”
She told Dorothy about the proposed séance tomorrow afternoon at Millicent’s place.
Dorothy assured she would come.
In fact Florence noted her cheeks had taken on quite a bit of colour during their conversation. She felt at last there was something, which could keep Dorothy in the present rather than drifting and moping about the past.
“Good!” said Florence, taking the cup of tea from Dorothy. “Then that only leaves Celia.” As she sipped the hot liquid she prayed in a random manner that after drinking so much liquid she would not need the toilet before continuing her quest. Westbrook Nook’s outer shed facilities housed more spiders and insects than Florence cared to think about.
*
With her head bent against the rising wind Florence was busy wondering how to avoid being offered yet another cup of tea and to get Celia on her own for a few moments, when she spotted her. Florence knew that on a Saturday afternoon Celia gave piano lessons to several young and mostly enthusiastic children. So why was she hurrying along the street?
When they met it seemed Celia was on a mission to visit her star pupil who had decided to give up his lessons. Apparently anything the parents said had not made a scrap of difference, so they had called upon the persuasive powers of the music teacher.
“There’s a meeting tomorrow,” said Florence not wanting to hold Celia a moment more than necessary, “at Millicent’s. Can you come?”
“On a Sunday!” Celia’s face lit up.
Florence knew anything out of the ordinary attracted Celia. She might have been bought up in a vicarage, but her spirit seemed to belong more to the open fields.
“Of course I’ll be there. A sleuthing séance. How delicious.”
Florence nodded, keeping her thoughts about Celia’s expression to herself. “Dorothy also had a dream last night.”
At that moment a gust of wind buffeted between them, almost toppling them off their feet.
“It’s getting worse,” said Florence, wanting to be at home and in the warmth. “Two o’clock. Don’t forget.”
“Not a ghost of a chance,” said Celia with a wild laugh. Then spinning on her heel she whooshed off.
An announcement is made
Florence felt exhausted. Since her arrival back home, the wind had been buffeting and billowing around the cottage, rattling windows and jangling anything it could sink its teeth into.
It was all too much.
She hung up her cloak and went directly into the kitchen area and lit the lamp. Darkness was falling quickly, swallowing up any lingering afternoon light. As she placed on a small pot of soup on the stove for her tea she remembered about the promised poetry afternoon.
Mother of Moses!
She had been so busy with the skeleton and the possibility that the village housed a murderer and making arrangements for tomorrow’s séance that she hadn’t mentioned the event to a soul. For goodness sake she needed to get things moving. She had only a week.
While the soup warmed Florence set about drafting a notice to place on the local noticeboard.
The noticeboard was hosted by a society who called themselves ‘Friends of the Community of Toodlepunt’ and although small in number (five at the last count) they contributed to several worthwhile village projects. Not the least of these a solid wooden seat which overlooked the stream on the upper north side, making it a pleasant place to sit on a summer’s afternoon. In fact, due to its popularity a matching seat was being made and would be duly installed by the beginning of spring. The need for further seating had become obvious when on several occasions there had been unpleasant skirmishes, involving the raising of voices and certain threatening gestures from Mr Hogg who seemed to think the seat had been put there for himself and his good wife’s purpose only.
Florence glanced at what she had written.
Crankshaws’ Bookshop has great pleasure in announcing
Samuel Tucker
a new poet, already of some considerable distinction,
Florence had no idea if Samuel Tucker was already of some considerable distinction. In fact she seriously doubted it. To be so would take many years of striving, plus having had several volumes of poetry published. Still, on this occasion, she felt justified in expressing him as such, in that it might help persuade those who were indecisive about attending. For it would simply be too dreadful if there were only one or two in the audience. She could not allow that to happen. Perhaps when Elliot Don called with his promised books she would extend him an invitation. After all he was a writer.
Florence’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a small scratching coming from the back door.
Bother! Don’t say the mice were back.
Well, she would simply not stand for it. There were plenty of other places they could inhabit instead of hers.
With a great flourish she pushed back her chair, hastened over to the door and flung it open.
What greeted her was not a scurrying mouse, or a scratching bird; not even a hedgehog looking for scraps, but a tiny grey kitten shivering on the doormat.
“Oh,” said Florence her agitation melting. “Where have you come from? I haven’t seen you before.” She scooped up the little creature and took it inside. She poured some milk into a pretty saucer edged with blue forget-me-not flowers, and placed it onto the floor next to the kitten.
“I don’t know where you’ve sprung from,” said Florence, “but I shall find out and return you to your rightful owner.”
However, the kitten was not listening. It had curled itself into a tiny ball in front of the stove and had gone straight to sleep.
How sweet, thought Florence. This was followed immediately by a second thought, why now? Hadn’t the Good Lord already given her enough to cope with?
*
The Sunday sermon was about sin.
At times Florence felt it was directly referring to the recent discovery of the human remains. Several times Vicar Silvester paused and glared out over the congregation as if hoping the person responsible would jump up, guilt ridden, and confess. As he rambled on and on Florence’s thoughts drifted back to when she was a child of eight. This memory, which still remained as vivid as if it had occurred yesterday, was the beginning of her current belief in that there was more to death than met the eye.
Florence had been sleeping soundly until she had woken with a start to see her beloved grandmother standing at the end of her bed. As she rubbed her eyes, wondering what Grandmamma was doing in her bedroom in the middle of the night, she slowly faded away.
Early the following morning came the news of the sudden death of Florence’s favourite grandmother (Bertram’s sweet dumpling of a mother) during the night. It was then that Florence knew something rare and special had taken place. With the grief her parents were experiencing at their sudden loss she wished she could tell them that Grandmamma was fine. However, Florence knew her mother and father would dismiss her tale as pure fantasy, a childish and silly made-up story, for which she might well be punished, and so she had kept her mouth closed and the secret locked inside her heart.
Even when Millicent had declared to Florence, in a moment of passion, that she had seen her brother Willie (who had drowned when Millicent was sixteen years of age) walking towards her the day after the drowning, Florence didn’t share her experience regarding her grandmamma.
Florence’s remembrances were brought to a sudden close when the organist made a thunderous introduction to the final hymn, ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’.
Five minutes later the service ended. As it did so Constable Heft stood up and made his way to the front of the church. A murmur whispered its way through the congregation.
“As most of you know,” said the constable, standing tall and looking most official, “the remains of a body have been found.” Here he stopped and peered out at the anxious faces. He nodded. “Yes, I know what you are thinking, that it’s not a nice thing to have happened in our village, but it has and there is nothing we can do to change it.”
Another pause.
The congregation waited, subdued, yet expectant.
“For the time being no one is allowed to go wandering and poking about the crime site. It is forbidden.” Here, before continuing, Constable Heft cleared his throat in an important manner. “Later today I am being joined by Constable Tweed who is coming from Haywood to help with the investigations.”
Florence smothered a chuckle. She hoped Constable Tweed would be a tad wilier in the ways of crime than old Heft.
Still.
It was all rather thrilling once the first shock had been gotten over. Florence wondered how long the body had lain there and if there was any way in which to tell. Perhaps the information might come to them through the spirits. She doubted if the police could unearth such facts, especially if the body had been there for years.
“Whilst Constable Tweed is with us he will be staying at The Black Swan,” concluded Constable Heft with a short nod. “Should any of you have any information relating to the matter.”
“Do you have any idea who it is?” called out Mr Wiley.
“I am not at liberty to discuss anything for the time being,” said Constable Heft.
For a brief moment there was silence after which the congregation seemed to rise in one accord and make a rapid beeline towards the door.
Once outside, Florence’s first priority was to speak to Mrs McQueen, the driving force behind the ‘Friends of the Community of Toodlepunt’. She waved to Celia, Dorothy, and Millicent, who were together in a small knot, as she rushed by. “See you this afternoon,” she called not wanting to stop and chat lest she should miss the opportunity with Mrs McQueen.
“It sounds most interesting,” said Mrs McQueen after Florence had delivered a brief explanation in regards to the poetry reading. “I for one would certainly be more than interested in attending. Now – if you could deliver the notice later on today I shall have it up on the board first thing tomorrow morning. You haven’t left much time.”
“Excellent,” said Florence, wondering where on earth she would find the time to make a clean copy, have lunch and tidy up the mess she had left this morning before she was expected at Millicent’s place. Still, when one must, one must.
The Toodlepunt noticeboard never used to be under lock and key. In the beginning it had been entrusted to the villagers to place only appropriate messages. But due to the appearance of some disgusting and lewd notices, which kept appearing over a period of time, responsibility for the board had been entrusted solely to Mrs McQueen. Now anyone wanting to use the facility needed to have the notice first vetted, and then if approved, placed behind the locked glass only by the fair hand of Mrs McQueen.
Since this arrangement there had been no further trouble. The perpetrator of the vile notices had never been caught, in spite of Heft staking out the area for several nights in the pouring rain. The only thing the constable caught was a cold, much to the amusement of the village.
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