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For Mr. Ian Gray, the man who inspired 

my love of history.
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Chapter One

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

6:00 a.m. 

Surrey, England

Madam Mercy Derrick has a most intoxicating scent. An olfactory panacea to all my woes. Chamomile, marjoram, and some intangible ingredient that is uniquely her. I know no better way of waking up than in the embrace of one’s wife. Particularly if I can persuade Mercy into certain activities before rising. I run my nose along the freckled flesh of her graceful neck, eliciting a girlish giggle. Mercy’s pleasantly plump body shifts, and she pulls my face up to hers. Success.

A knocking at the front door downstairs has me stilling. Praise God I had the foresight to lock it. A reedy voice comes through the door.

“Master Derrick? Are you in?”

“Come back in an hour,” I call.

“Beg pardon, sir,” the voice continues, “a dead body’s been discovered out by Bramley Mill.” My heart sinks. “You’re needed, sir.”

Damn whomsoever to hell for having the indecency to die at such an early hour! I give Mercy an apologetic look.

“I’ll be with you in a moment,” I shout downstairs.

The road to Bramley is quiet. No market or Sunday service to draw folk into town. Old Faithful’s breath makes little white clouds as she trots, the sun’s weak rays filtering through the trees behind us. I clench my fists in the leather gloves Mercy gifted me at Christmas, trying to quell the cold numbness in my fingers.

On the outskirts of Bramley, villagers are huddled outside their houses, heads bent in conversation, exchanging the morning’s news. I touch my hat to them as I pass by, hearing whispers of coroner, John Derrick, and Guildford. Straightening my spine, I hold my head higher. Never would I have imagined a trade in death to inspire awe in others. It certainly proved a boon when I courted Mercy. Rather than shy away from the gruesome details, like weaker members of her sex, she took a peculiar delight in discussing investigations into deaths. Of course, such stimulating conversations often led to other equally stimulating pursuits. A rare creature is my darling wife.

As the cluster of houses thickens, the faded brick facade of Bramley Mill comes into view. A short, portly fellow stands with his arms crossed outside it.

“Off with you lot!” He rebuffs a group of lads approaching the mill with a wave, his countenance stern. The lads grudgingly turn around, craning their necks as they go, searching for a glimpse of the deceased. Then the fellow sets his gaze on me, looking me up and down, taking my measure.

“Good morrow, sir,” he says, his tone more cordial. “You must be the coroner.”

“John Derrick, at your service,” I say.

Swinging my leg over Old Faithful, I flick my cape behind me and dismount. One fall to the ground on account of a cape was enough to ensure such humiliation is never repeated.

“Arthur Stiffe. I’m the miller’s son. My father discovered the body.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance. Has anyone been reported missing?”

“Not yet, though it’s early.”

“And the body hasn’t been moved?” I tie Old Faithful’s halter to a fence post.

“No, it’s still in the water.” He gestures for me to follow him down a path by the side of the mill, toward the sound of people conversing. I adjust the satchel over my shoulder, praying I haven’t forgotten anything at home.

“Oh”—Mr. Stiffe raises a hand and covers his nose—“mind the smell, sir.” A distinctive, pungent odor pervades my nostrils. The bushes at the start of the path are splattered in brownish vomit. “Someone must have been drinking at the tributary last night. Wouldn’t be the first time,” Mr. Stiffe says, shaking his head ruefully. The likelihood of our deceased party having been intoxicated is high.

“Surely, then, this is simply a case of accidental drowning?” What luck. Well, perhaps not for the dead drunk person. I might be returning to Mercy’s side, and bed, sooner than expected.

“The thing of it is, sir . . .” Mr. Stiffe grimaces. “He’s naked.”

“The corpse is male, then?”

“That or a very unseemly woman.” Mr. Stiffe gives himself a shake, presumably picturing the corpse in his head. “It’s floating face down.”

A baker’s dozen of men are gathered around a crackling fire at the back of the mill, sharing flagons of ale and conversing cheerily. The older men are sitting on stools; the others have dragged over fallen logs to sit on. All they are missing is a table. I cast my eyes over the River Wey tributary behind them, seeing only ducks and a pair of swans with their cygnets.

“Good morrow, John,” Father Abbott calls from a log. “Drink?” He proffers a flagon.

“Good morrow, Father. I best not partake until this matter is resolved.”

“Aye.” The rector’s expression turns somber. “A terrible business.” His gaze moves to the mill’s waterwheel, beside which a body is floating. Ah.

The wheel’s paddles knock against the corpse as I approach, pushing it to the water’s edge. Body’s male, based on the torso, fair skinned and naked. There are no visible injuries. Boot impressions cover almost every spot of the surrounding dirt, and the grass is flattened in parts, likely on account of the men assembled. It is conceivable the man might have fallen in and struck his head, rendering him unconscious in the shallow water, wherein he drowned, but then where are his clothes? The area around the tributary will need to be searched.

I return to the group and claim a seat on the end of a log, extracting my notebook and writing box from the satchel. Arranging everything to my satisfaction, I balance the inkpot carefully on the log and clear my throat, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Who among you is the miller?”

One of the older men on a stool raises his hand. “That would be me, sir.” He hiccups. “Edward Stiffe, Bramley’s miller.” The miller bears a marked resemblance to his son. His face is round and ruddy, with red spiderwebs of burst blood vessels across his cheeks, and his belly of even greater girth.

“About what time did you discover the body?” I dip the quill’s nib in the inkpot.

“Was dark. Bloody thrushes were singin’ in the trees. Must ha’ been earlier than five o’clock.”

I write down four o’clock in the morning.

“Did you touch or move the body?”

“’Course I did.” He looks at me as if I’m dim witted. “It was bloody stuck under the waterwheel, wasn’ it?”

“Stuck under the waterwheel?”

“Aye, the wheel wasn’ workin’, so I came out to investigate. Jumped in the freezin’ water, I did, grabbed on to what I thought was a log caught between the paddles, gave a great heave, and up ’ere popped a dead body. Gave me a fright, aye.” The miller shudders in memory. He accepts the flagon from the man beside him and takes a healthy guzzle.

“Did you notice anything unusual or out of the ordinary?”

“Other than the dead, naked man?” Mr. Stiffe shakes his head, jowls flapping with the motion, and has another drink.

“Right.” I set my notebook down on the log, then roll up my sleeves. “Let’s get the body out of the water and see who it is.” The men perk up with interest. Surveying the group, I point to one of the younger, more robust fellows.

“Your name?”

“Joseph Fitzwilliam, sir.”

“And you, what’s yours?”

“Richard Puttenham, sir.”

“Fitzwilliam, Puttenham, roll up your sleeves. I require your assistance.”

The two men exchange a wary glance as they get to their feet and follow me cautiously to the waterwheel.

“I need you to raise the body very carefully out of the water”—I look at them seriously—“taking care not to knock it against anything.”

Fitzwilliam swallows. “Are you sure we won’t catch anything from touching a dead body, sir?” Fitzwilliam eyes the corpse anxiously.

I press my lips together, endeavoring to keep my expression bland. It never fails to be amusing when a sturdy fellow is faint of heart in the face of death.

“It won’t bite, Fitzwilliam. Now grab his arm. Puttenham, his leg.” They stoop down, flinching when their hands meet the icy water, and grasp hold of cold, dead flesh. “One, two, heave.”

With a grunt, they partly lift, partly drag the body from the water, dropping it none too gently onto the grass. I wince at the dull thud. A ripple goes through the corpse’s flesh before it lies unnaturally still. Thankfully nothing foul is expelled from any orifices.

“Fitzwilliam, Puttenham, do you recognize this man?”

They look down at the body, then at each other, brows raised.

“No, sir,” they say together.

“And why is that?”

“I’m no coroner, sir.” Puttenham musters up a smirk. “I cannot tell a man’s identity from his buttocks.”

“Precisely.” I give them a patient look, waiting. They stare at me blankly. “Well, turn him over so we might see his face.” Idiots! There’s some snickering behind us. Puttenham’s cheeks redden.

The two men drop to their knees, heaving the body over.

“Zounds.” Fitzwilliam makes a retching noise and scuttles backward, emptying his stomach into a nearby bush. Puttenham stands shakily, taking several decisive steps away from the body, his face pale but stomach evidently of stronger constitution.

Minor abrasions are littered about the corpse’s face, probably from being scraped on the ground beneath the wheel, but it is a far more shocking wound that snares my gaze. It is a wound I have never seen before. A bloody, gaping hole right where his manhood ought to be. I adjust my breeches, discomfited, and observe Puttenham put a hand protectively over his loins.

There’s the sound of boots approaching, then a sharp inhale.

“Where in God’s name is his pillicock?” the younger Mr. Stiffe exclaims in horror. The rest of the men get to their feet, murmuring among themselves. I glance back at the waterwheel.

The younger Mr. Stiffe holds the waterwheel immobile as Puttenham and I search the three-foot-deep water. A flash of movement captures my attention. An eel is coiled around one of the paddles under the water, a large one. I picture its sharp needlelike teeth tearing into our victim’s flesh. God’s bloody bones.

“We’re going to need to catch that.” I point into the water. My companions are silent. A silence that echoes.


Chapter Two

Rebecca Laurence

One Week Earlier 

Monday, April 22, 1585 

10:00 a.m. 

Evans Household

“He’s here,” Lizzie says suddenly, looking out the window to the garden. I go to stand beside her, watching a man in a brown hat dismount his horse and greet our master with a boisterous embrace.

“I’ll go tell Mistress.” She’ll be pleased. She might even get out of bed. I rinse the smell of onions from my fingers and dry my hands on my apron.

A rush of cold air hits me when I open the kitchen door. I walk quickly down the dim corridor to the dining room, where the hearth fire has dwindled. Taking out two thick logs from the tinder basket, I step closer to the hearth and place the logs atop the glowing embers, moving back hastily as the fire briefly flares. Flakes of hot ash dance in the air.

The flame rekindled, I make my way to the stairwell and climb the steep staircase to the floor above. Fresh clumps of dirt are scattered on the stairs. Master Evans must have ventured inside and forgotten to take off his boots at the door. Again.

Coming to a stop outside the only closed door in the corridor, I take a breath, preparing myself. Then rap sharply with my knuckle, hearing a weak “Come in.”

It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark of the master bedchamber. The curtains are closed, keeping out the sun, making night seem unending. There’s a stale, stuffy smell to the room, and I can detect the distinctive odor of urine. It is in desperate need of airing. Mistress is in bed, coverlet raised to her chin, her pale, puffy face ghostlike in the dark. I move to stand at the foot of the bed, wary of venturing closer. Unsure am I whether melancholy is contagious.

I clear my throat, the sound inordinately loud in the silence.

“Master Evans’s cousin has arrived,” I say, putting on false cheer. Mistress continues to stare miserably up at the ceiling, then abruptly sits up, like a corpse come to life. I cannot suppress my flinch.

“He’s here?” Mistress pats her hair, grimacing at the limp, matted strands. She sniffs her nightdress, making a face.

“Fetch my apparel, Rebecca. Not black.” Her voice hitches. “The popinjay-green dress. That was my poor dear sister’s favorite color.”

“Yes, Mistress.” I go to the wardrobe, removing a clean smock, the popinjay-green bodice and skirt, and stockings.

The bed is empty when I turn around, clothing draped over my arm. A yellowed nightdress lies discarded on the floorboards. Swallowing, I reluctantly look toward the sound of movement. The sight of Mistress brushing her hair naked by the dresser, arms wobbling with each brushstroke, is one I could have foregone. Her expanse of pale, lumpy flesh reminds me of unrisen bread dough. I wonder if Master Evans takes pleasure in the kneading of it. Their lack of progeny suggests he’s spent more time tilling his own fields rather than hers.

Steeling myself, I go to assist Mistress into her apparel. It is remarkable how a bodice elevates one’s breasts. I fervently hope mine weather the years better and keep above my navel.

I strip the bed after Mistress leaves, wrinkling my nose at the sour smell of sweat embedded in the linen. It best be soaked for longer than usual. Gathering the sheets and coverlet into a bundle, I tuck them under my arm, then I stoop down and reach gingerly under the bed, pulling out the chamber pot. Ugh. Would that asparagus were not in season.

A pleasant, savory aroma permeates the corridor outside the kitchen. I’m surprised my nostrils are still capable of smell. The steamy fragrance of bacon frying rushes out when I push through the door. Lizzie looks up from the stove, her cheeks flushed. I give her my best glare as I make my way to the washtub.

“What’s that look for?” She seems more amused than anything.

“The next time Mistress succumbs to melancholy”—I submerge my hands in the cold water, vigorously scrubbing them with lye soap—“you’re responsible for cleaning up after her.”

Lizzie laughs. “I can’t imagine it will happen again. She has no more sisters to lose.”

“No, but she has a husband, nieces, nephews.”

Lizzie looks contemplative. “Maybe she’ll die before them. You’ve seen how she eats. Master Evans is lucky to have anything left to sell at market.”

Lizzie takes the bacon off the heat and scrapes it onto a plate, patting away the excess grease with a cloth. She delicately picks up a small strip of meat between her fingers, blows on it, and takes a bite, making an approving noise. Ambling over to the washtub, she offers me the rest with an impish smile. I eat it out of her hand. It’s perfectly crispy. Licking the salty grease from my lips, I gaze wistfully at the rest of the bacon. It’s unlikely there will be any leftover for Lizzie and me.

The noon meal is carried to the dining room. As I cut up the bread on the board at the table, I inhale the scent of cooked flour and think of my mother. And those mornings we spent in the kitchen making the dough together, and then walking it down the street to the baker’s oven to cook. She would let me eat the bread fresh from the baker, breaking hot chunks off for me. It practically melted in my mouth. Soft, moist, and yeasty. I touch the silver chain hidden under my smock, taking comfort in the memory of it on my mother’s neck.

The table set, we return to the kitchen. Lizzie and I position ourselves by the window with our cups of ale and watch the Evanses and their cousin come through the garden, their inspection of the fields finally finished. Mistress leads the way. The men look to be engaged in serious conversation.

“What do you think?” Lizzie nods at my cup.

“It’s good. Fruity. We should infuse it with bramble leaves again.” There’s a clamor outside as the group stamp their feet by the front door, dislodging grass and mud from their soles. Mistress gestures sternly at our master, who grudgingly removes his boots and dons the cleaner pair she thrusts at him.

“Wash up before eating.” Mistress’s prim voice carries to the kitchen. “You’re more dirt than skin.”

There’s some nonsensical grumbling from her husband. No doubt about henpecking women. Even when washed, Master Evans’s hands have a grimy look about them, as if dirt is ingrained in his skin after so many years of digging in it. The hairiness of his hands probably doesn’t help.

I crack open the kitchen door so that we might listen in on conversation as they eat. There’s a squeaking noise of chairs being pulled back across the flagstone, followed by a perfunctory grace, then a cacophony of thuds and clinks as the Evanses avail themselves of the meal.

Master Evans is first to speak, asking his cousin if he can recall where to sow each vegetable.

“Root vegetables in the eastern field,” a man’s voice says, “leafy vegetables in the western field. The seeds planted in rows about one foot apart.”

“And how deep do you plant the seeds?”

I picture Master Evans crossing his arms, bushy eyebrows raised, scrutinizing his cousin.

“Carrots and parsnips one-quarter-inch deep, turnips half an inch, leafy greens one inch.”

The weighted silence can be felt from the kitchen.

“What of beetroot?”

“Um. One inch?”

Lizzie and I lean in, listening intently. This is the most excitement we’ve had in days. Easter Sunday was uncommonly subdued. The return of meat to the table is ordinarily a cause of great rejoicing.

“Correct,” Master Evans says eventually, tone gruff, as if he wanted his cousin to be wrong. I imagine it is difficult to let another take over his work. In the year I’ve served here, I cannot recall our master being gone from the property longer than a few hours. I suspect nothing short of death could have dragged him away.

“We ought to introduce you to the help,” Mistress says. Lizzie and I straighten, smoothing our skirts. “Rebecca, Elizabeth,” Mistress calls.

We give each other a quick glance over. I tuck some stray dark hairs into Lizzie’s cap while she licks her finger and rubs at something on my shoulder.

“Coming, Mistress.”

Hands clasped in front of us, we file into the dining room, dipping our heads deferentially to its occupants. I flit my eyes over the table. The bacon is gone, as expected, but there is plenty of pottage and half a loaf of bread. Master Evans nods to us as he sops a piece of bread in his pottage and stuffs it into his mouth, earning an exasperated look from his wife.

Our master’s cousin takes a sip of ale, a gleam of amusement in his eyes as he watches the pair at the table. He’s younger than I guessed, maybe a decade older than me. His complexion suggests he spends much time outdoors. Though unlike our master, his skin still has a healthy glow about it, not spotted or leathery from the sun.

Mistress clears her throat pointedly, catching her husband’s attention.

“Oh, yes.” Master Evans swallows. “Miss Rebecca, Miss Elizabeth, meet my good cousin Mr. Thomas Wright, journeyman. He’s come to us from Aldgate.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir,” we say, making a reverence.

“And I yours.” Mr. Wright smiles warmly. He seems agreeable enough.

“Mr. Wright will be tending to the crops in our absence,” Mistress says, as if we had not already known. “You will keep the house as usual for these eight days, prepare his meals, and see to our dear cousin’s comfort.”

“Yes, Mistress,” we chorus.

“Now I bid you go pack my necessaries.” Mistress flaps her hand in dismissal. “We leave for Eastbourne midafternoon.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

On entering the master bedchamber, I immediately go to pull back the curtains and open the windows, trying to dispel the last of Mistress’s melancholy miasma. I do not envy Mr. Wright sleeping in these chambers.

There’s a distinct smell of spring to the country air outside. Like the scent of imminent rain and wet earth. A welcome foretelling of warmer days to come.

Lizzie grasps one end of Mistress’s laden trunk, I the other, and we carry it awkwardly down the stairs. The trunk knocks against the wall as we shift it around the narrow landing, making an almighty bang. We freeze, sharing a grimace. When no complaint is forthcoming from downstairs, we continue downward, leaving behind a new impression in the wall. Fortune willing, the Evanses won’t notice.

They set off at three o’clock, Mistress’s trunk in the back of the cart, along with a small cloth sack. An apt representation of the couple. Mistress’s rounded shape presides over the seat at the front of the cart, her husband sitting hunched in the space remaining. She blends in with the trees in that bright-green dress. I wonder if any birds will mistake her arms for boughs. You’d never guess they’re off to a funeral.

Everyone wore black and gray to my mother’s. The only spot of color was the flowers. My mother’s sister, Aunt Agatha, and I laid bunches of rosemary dotted with violet blooms about my mother’s body, tucking them into every crevice of her coffin, concealing the smell of death. Looking upon my mother lying among the greenery, her eyes closed and complexion ethereally pale, long, chestnut brown hair brushed neat, I could almost imagine she was being returned to the earth. Aunt Agatha said “rosemary is for remembrance.” And she was right. Whenever I pick rosemary, its pungent scent perfuming my fingers, I cannot help but be reminded of my mother.

[image: ]

“Are you still feeling agitated from this morning’s trials?” Lizzie asks, shaking her hair free from the back of her cream nightdress. With her hair undone and hanging loose to her navel, she reminds me of Aphrodite, were the goddess to have hair as black as a raven’s feathers. Were there any dark-haired ancient goddesses? I can think only of Hecate. Perhaps that’s more fitting.

“Agitated?” I don my own nightdress.

“From assisting Mistress into her apparel this morning.”

A vision of Mistress naked flashes through my mind.

“Yes.”

“Shall I make you feel less . . . agitated?” Lizzie comes closer, not towering over me, but the difference in height is palpable. Her fingers brush my cheek. I nod.

“Do you believe in the Devil?” I ask, my pulse racing.

Lizzie lifts her head, dark tresses hanging to one side, raising a brow. I can’t resist reaching down, touching her hair. It’s not as neat as it was. And has acquired a pretty curl. I wonder what I must look like. Chestnut brown hair in disarray, cheeks flushed, eyes bright.

“Why do you ask?”

“What we do”—I bite my lip—“it feels too good to be godly. Too pleasurable. Like how I imagine Eve felt when she partook of the forbidden fruit. Sometimes I wonder whether there ought to be some pain to accompany it.”

Lizzie’s brow puckers, then she leans forward. A sudden sharp pain has me giving a high-pitched yelp.

“You bit me,” I say in disbelief. She smirks, unrepentant.

“You wanted some pain to counter the pleasure.”

I inspect my thigh. There’s no blood, just a damp, pink imprint of her teeth. I can still feel the sting of it. Lizzie’s smirk falters when I look at her.

“I shall get you for that.”

A creaking noise has us abruptly stilling, me on top of Lizzie, an arm across her chest, holding her down, and my hand frozen where I was tickling her. Our eyes fix on the wall, as if we might see through the timber and into the master bedchamber. Footsteps move around the room next door, then there’s a thump like our new master has thrown himself down on the bed. I clap a hand over my mouth, stifling the sudden urge to laugh. Careful not to make a sound, I shift myself off Lizzie and lie down beside her.

There’s some rustling as Mr. Wright settles himself. Then quiet.

“Do you think he heard us?” I whisper.

“Wouldn’t matter if he did,” Lizzie says softly. “There’s no harm in laughter. And even if he saw us as we were before, I doubt he would comprehend what he’s seeing.” She gives me a wry look. “Inconceivable as it is for a woman to attain pleasure from anyone other than a man.”

I wriggle closer so we’re lying shoulder to shoulder. I can’t imagine sharing a bed with a man. I’m accustomed to having Lizzie beside me. Her softness, warmth, the lemon balm scent of our washing waters embedded in her skin.

“What do you think will happen when we marry?” I ask in a hushed tone. “Do you think we’ll steal moments together like this, without our husbands knowing?” I imagine calling on Lizzie when she’s alone at her house, in the guise of visiting for gossip and refreshment.

“I think youth is fleeting. Best we enjoy ourselves while we can,” she says. “We’ll be in the ground with the worms soon enough. For now, I’m yours, and you’re mine. That’s all that matters.”

I try to take comfort from her words, though part of me is saddened that someday we won’t be as close as we are now. I turn my head, meeting Lizzie’s intense, almond-shaped eyes.

“Yours,” I say with the same devotion as amen in church.

“Mine.”


Chapter Three

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

7:45 a.m. 

Bramley Mill

“Well?”

“I can’t be sure.” Father Abbott rubs his reddish chin hair, eyeing the body contemplatively.

“It might help if you look at his face.” The rector grins wryly.

“Can you blame me, John? It’s not every day you see such a wound.” Sounds of agreement come from the men gathered. Perhaps I should cover it up.

Delving into my pocket, I pull out a handkerchief embroidered with the initials J.D. One of the many Mercy has sewn me. She will not object to my sacrificing it. Stretching the fabric taut, I stoop down, laying it over the confronting sight, mindful not to touch any dead flesh. I fear myself afflicted by Fitzwilliam’s superstition. The notion of such an injury being contagious puts a man ill at ease. I ought to have availed myself of a flagon when it was offered.

“At the very least, he’s not one of my parishioners,” Father Abbott decides. “I’d recognize his face, waterlogged and abraded as it is.”

“Maybe a visitor to Bramley. Do you know of any lodgers in the village?”

“Madam Wandlesworth’s niece is visiting,” someone calls out.

This starts a murmuring among the younger men. Apparently, her niece is a lass they wouldn’t mind making the acquaintance of. Bonny face, sweet disposition, curly golden locks. One remarks on her well-endowed bosom, gesturing suggestively. I resist the impulse to comment on my Mercy’s, which is most ample.

Another fellow bemoans the lass’s relation to Madam Wandlesworth, an irritating twattle-basket, whose conversation one is hard pressed to escape. She reportedly paints her mouth bright vermillion to ensure people pay attention to what she has to say. I write Madam Wandlesworth’s name down in my notebook. If nothing else, she might know some gossip about the goings-on in Bramley.

I learn that Sir Carril, lord of Bramley East, has his nephew staying with him, one of the Pexalls’ daughters has returned home with her husband, and a cousin of Yeoman Evans is tending the fields in his absence. It would seem there are several candidates for the corpse.

“What do you think, then?” Father Abbott looks at me expectantly. I arch a brow in question. “Misadventure or murder?”

I eye the corpse thoughtfully. Were the dead man’s apparel nearby, I would surmise that he had, perhaps under the thrall of inebriation, decided to go for a nighttime swim. In his disordered state, he may have mistaken this body of water for the tributary, hit his head on the waterwheel when diving in, rendering him unconscious, and drowned.

I shift my gaze to the square of white fabric lying disconcertingly flat across the corpse’s loins. A ruling of misadventure would allow my swift return home to Mercy, but I cannot in good conscience call such a wound accidental. Someone must be brought to account for it, even if it is an eel.

“Murder most foul.”

There’s a hush. The hush that inevitably follows said pronouncement, as those assembled study the corpse, unlovely in death, contemplating the motives behind such a crime. One cannot help laying some of the blame on the victim, wondering what it is he did to get himself murdered.

“Madam, you cannot be here,” someone says. I turn my head. Several men have formed a barrier behind me with their bodies, obscuring said madam’s view of the corpse and concealing her from my sight.

“I came as soon as I heard the news.”

I close my eyes. I know that high-pitched, thready voice. Almost every dead body I attend, she attends as well. Sometimes she arrives before I do.

“Let her through,” I say. The men part like a curtain, revealing a frail, birdlike creature by the name of Ruth Howell. Thin, brittle fingers grasping a cane, she comes forward with a quickness that belies her infirmity of age.

“Good morrow, Widow Howell.”

“Good morrow, Mr. Derrick. I’m to impose on your company again.”

“No imposition at all, Madam. I ought to have expected you.”

“Indeed.” Sharp eyes fix on the corpse, scrutinizing every bloated feature. It could be him, I suppose. He’s tawny haired. A bit young in my estimation, however.

I support Widow Howell’s weight as she kneels in the grass by the corpse, her old bones cracking in complaint. Her hand trembles as she touches the corpse’s arm, shifting it so she can see the underside. I suck in a breath at the sight of a mole. Her missing grandson purportedly has a distinctive birthmark on his left arm. Four moles aligned in a way that one might trace a cross. Widow Howell told him it meant he was blessed by God. Sixteen years may have much altered her grandson, but his birthmark ought to remain.

The widow’s small frame slumps, whether in relief or defeat I can’t tell. “It’s not him.”

I put my hand gently on her shoulder, trying to offer comfort.

It’s a sad truth that she will likely never know what became of her grandson. Myriad rumors surround his disappearance. A heavy-handed father, a yearning to make his fortune in London, a love for a girl who was betrothed to another. Truthfully, I rather suspect him to be decaying somewhere in the ground beneath our feet. But then, by virtue of my occupation, I am not a man of optimistic disposition.

Widow Howell’s shoulder shifts under my hand. There’s a flash of realization, but I’m helpless to stop her. A blue-veined hand darts out like a viper, snatching the handkerchief, exposing the dead man’s shame.

“Well.” Some of the men shuffle their feet, trading uncomfortable glances. “It seems I shall have some news to share after all.” Widow Howell leans in for a closer inspection. “What do you suppose could have occasioned such a wound, Mr. Derrick?”

“I couldn’t possibly speculate at this time, Widow Howell,” I say, pinching my nose. “The handkerchief, if you please.” I hold out my hand. When she proffers the handkerchief, I grasp her hand as well, assisting the widow to her feet.

“It’s a very clean cut. The blade certainly wasn’t dull, not like my kitchen knives. An axe, perhaps? To take it off in one fell swoop like a head at an execution?” She makes a chopping motion. Widow Howell’s face is animated, making her appear years younger. “You ought to compel the men of Bramley to produce their axes for inspection, Mr. Derrick.”

“I shall take it under advisement.” I give Father Abbott a look, flicking my gaze meaningfully to the crone beside me. Understanding lights his eyes, and he steps forward.

“Allow me to escort you back to your coach, Widow Howell.”

“Oh, I thank you, Father.” The viselike grip on my hand disappears. “My, what strong arms.” Widow Howell gropes the rector’s arm, as if he, too, has a birthmark to discover. I hide my amusement. Many years has Widow Howell been without male companionship.

“God be with you, Widow Howell.”

“And with you, Mr. Derrick.” She doesn’t look back, her attention firmly on Father Abbott. “What do you think happened to that poor soul, Father? Has the good Lord given you any insight?”

Father Abbott glances over his shoulder at me, his expression inscrutable. I wager every man of the cloth must cultivate such an expression, for how are we to feel comfortable confessing to them our sins if their true sentiments are laid bare? I imagine him to be cursing me behind his facade. I stoop down to return my handkerchief to its prior position, missing what the rector says in answer.

“An eel, you say,” Widow Howell exclaims. God’s boils. It’ll be all over town by noon.

Shaking my head in resignation, I go to sit back down on the log, pleased to return to the fire’s warmth. Stretching my gloved hands out toward the flame, I wriggle my fingers to unstiffen them, then clear my throat and pick up my quill. “A show of hands. Which of you good and law-worthy men are prepared to serve our queen and country by acting as my jurymen?” Those present raise their hands. “Good. I assume you all own land?” There’s a chorus of ayes. Fitzwilliam toes the ground, drawing my attention.

“And you, Fitzwilliam?”

He looks at me uncertainly. “I own a cart.”

I stare at him.

“A large cart,” he adds.

I try not to look pitying. “But no land?”

“No, though my father’s health is ailing.” He brightens at the thought.

“Please convey my well wishes to your father.” May he endure long enough to safeguard the family home against his clodpoll son. “You’re exempt from duty, Fitzwilliam.” Dismissing him with a wave, I address the man closest to me. “Name?”

Thirteen jurymen. Most adequate. Four Johns and three Richards. I didn’t pay enough attention to their faces to discern the differences between them. Having been raised in a parish where one couldn’t throw a stone without hitting a John, I know well the necessity of an additional moniker. I was called Bones in my youth, curiously foreshadowing what would come to be my vocation. Fat John lived in the house on the corner, and there was John Dirt, John Idle, John of Coin, Big John, John Little, and everything in between. The draper’s boy had long, thick eyelashes and curly, fair hair. We called him Joan. It could be why he left for London when he was hardly more than a boy.

The men look to me, expectant. What first?

“Be there any among you in possession of a net with which to capture our primary . . . evidence?” I gesture toward the waterwheel.

“I can fetch mine from home,” a man with gray-flecked hair offers. Tufts of his hair are sticking up like the feathers on a duck’s buttocks. Mustn’t have a pocket mirror to consult his appearance, or a doting wife.

“My thanks . . . John.” Worth a try.

“It’s Matthew, sir.”

“Matthew, of course. The rest of you are to split into two groups. Half will search for our victim’s effects, namely his apparel, and for anything suspicious in the vicinity.”

“What constitutes suspicious, sir?” Puttenham asks.

I think for a moment. “Anything out of the ordinary. Blood, stained sharp implements”—I pray Widow Howell’s theory of an axe proves false—“strange markings on the ground. I’ll extract the marrow from the bones of evidence you find.”

“Ought we to carry arms in case we come across his assailant?” A young fellow wrings his hands anxiously.

“Yea, what if there’s a witch out there cursing off manhoods for sport?” another exclaims. “The eel could be her familiar,” they say in a tone of realization, causing a ripple of anxious murmurs.

“Peace, brothers, there’s no need for fear.” Father Abbott holds his hands up in a placating manner, to little avail.

“No witch is cursin’ off me manhood,” a gruff-looking farmer declares, producing a pistol from God knows where. Another juror takes out a dagger, with others following suit, wielding various blades. I resist the urge to put my head in my hands.

“Enough!” I inject as much command into my voice as possible. “Put away your arms.” I eye them sternly. “In all my years, there hasn’t been a single accusation of witchcraft in Bramley or Guildford.”

“What about Agnes Stevens of Godalming, sir?” someone asks. Maybe a Richard.

“What of her?”

“She’s in gaol, awaiting trial. Bewitched three people to death, I heard.”

Praise God Coroner Patchinge caught the Stevens case. Indictments for witchcraft always cause a clamor in the courtroom.

“If she’s in gaol, how, then, do you suppose her responsible for our victim?” I give him a look designed to convey his stupidity.

“She could have children,” he says doubtfully.

I take a calming breath.

“There’s no cause to suspect witchcraft.” I meet their gazes, trying to exude reassurance. “Strike such fears from your minds. This death may yet prove a misadventure of sorts, should the eel’s innards contain our victim’s missing part.” There’s an air of grudging acceptance as daggers are returned to belts, fevered conversation dying down.

The pistol disappears, tucked away in the recesses of the farmer’s apparel. I resolve to keep an eye on him.

“Let us continue. Illingworth, Puttenham, Ware, Marsden, Abbott, and Jones,” I read from my notebook, “commence searching the area for evidence. Keep within the perimeter of the tributary and the mill. The rest of you go door to door, inquiring whether anyone in the household is missing. Understood?” A chorus of nods answer me. Hallelujah. “Off with you, then.”

The jurymen scatter. I keep a watch on those who remain in view as they part bushes, peer into foliage, and inspect the ground. Hopefully they find something. At the very least the man’s clothes. The absence of them is peculiar.

I turn my attention to the dead body. Best do my own evidence gathering before it starts to smell. Stripping off my leather gloves, I take out the worn pair from my satchel. Mercy calls them my death gloves. I wear them only when touching a corpse. Death gloves donned, I retrieve the coil of twine in my satchel, which measures precisely three feet. After trying to gauge the height of my first few corpses by lying on the ground beside them, I’ve refined my methods considerably, occasioning far less damage to my clothing. Not quite six foot. I’d estimate five foot and eleven inches. Tall.

Crouching on my haunches, I check the head first, feeling along the scalp, finding a protrusion at the back of the skull. Parting shoulder-length hair, which is enviously thick, reveals a great purple bruise about three inches in diameter. A serious-enough injury to occasion unconsciousness, I’d wager. It could have been caused by striking his head on the waterwheel. I make a note of it and run my eyes over the rest of the body, discerning no birthmarks nor other significant injuries, save, of course, the one currently covered.

I study the dead man’s face, trying to imagine it in life. I suspect he was handsome. Particularly with that hair and beard. It has me conscious of the patchiness of my chin hair. I’d put his age at early- to mid-twenties. His hands are wrinkled like a washerwoman’s and bear penny-sized calluses, indicating he was accustomed to hard labor. From the sturdiness of his shoulders and chest, he looks to have been a robust, healthy man. Maybe a bricklayer? Blacksmith?

Now, how did you end up here? If the eel’s stomach proves empty, then this wound was most personal. Did our victim go groping for trout in the wrong peculiar river and fall victim to said trout’s lawfully wedded fisherman? Would that the dead could speak.

It’s not long till the jury’s search bears fruit: A woman’s dainty, lace handkerchief, crinkled and muddy, embroidered with crimson silk roses and the initials M.C.; an empty brown wineskin; and a pair of dirty boots are laid at my feet in rapid succession. Along with a heaped assortment of diverse shoe parts—which are in oddly good condition for being discarded. Smug pride radiates from their finders.

I pick up the boots. They have a strong odor of drink, as does the wineskin. Lends credence to a drunken misadventure. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to be so raddled that even your boots carry a scent of wine. I hold the boots alongside the soles of our corpse’s feet. A perfect match.

A drunken man wandering at night, naked but for his boots. Surely someone saw something? There are no drag marks in the grass nor hoofprints, suggesting he came here of his own volition.

“Coroner Derrick?” I lift my head. A familiar young man approaches from the south side of the mill. Lord Carril’s coachman, if I’m not mistaken. He was at yesterday’s cricket game in Guildford Park. There’s a sour taste in my mouth at the memory of my team’s defeat. I do not relish seeing said lord’s self-satisfied face again.

“Lord Carril sent me. He requests you attend the manor as a matter of urgency.” The coachman’s gaze dips to the corpse, lingering on the handkerchief. “It pertains to the dead man.”

“I see. One moment.” I search the scattered jurymen. “Father Abbott.” I raise a hand, beckoning him. The rector ceases prodding at some reeds by the bank and comes to join us. “Would you keep watch over the body? Seems Lord Carril has some knowledge about this business.”

“Consider it done.” Father Abbott holds himself like a man imbued with purpose.

“My thanks.”

Gathering up my belongings, I hesitate as I’m latching my satchel, contemplating the muddied handkerchief on the ground. It’s of fine quality. Could the C be for Carril? I stoop down and collect the handkerchief.

The coachman’s quiet as we walk, offering no clue as to the information Lord Carril possesses.

“Did one of my jurymen call at East Bramley Manor?”

“No, sir.”

“Oh. How did the household learn of the death?”

“Small village, sir. News travels faster than a sot can drink.”

“Indeed. Any inkling as to what Lord Carril knows about our dead fellow?”

“No, sir.”

Right. Well. He’s no gossip. I swallow my disappointment.

The red brick and crowstep chimneys of Bramley East Manor, the most stately home in the village, appear through the thick beech trees. There’s movement at one of the arched windows when we reach the gate, a flash of blue as whoever was standing by it disappears. We walk side by side up the gravel path, neatly edged with asphodels and lavender, which emanate a pleasant floral scent. The manicured grounds are lush and green, and there’s a bountiful vegetable plot. I doubt Lady Carril to be responsible for the gardens. I cannot picture her deigning to kneel in dirt.

Taking off my hat, I follow the coachman through the thick oak door, which smells newly coated with linseed oil. I can hear the sounds of maids toiling in the ground-floor kitchen. A faint aroma of roasting meat permeates the air. My stomach grumbles, reminding me I’ve yet to break my fast. Best see what provisions Mercy’s packed in my satchel when I’m finished here. I’m led up a gabled staircase and along a tapestry-lined corridor to the common parlor, where Lord and Lady Carril and their daughter, whose name I cannot recall, are waiting.

“Mr. Derrick to see you, Lord Carril, Lady Carril, Miss Mabel.” The coachman makes a reverence at the parlor door, then vanishes back down the stairs.

I surreptitiously study the young woman on the sofa as I come into the room. Mabel has her eyes lowered, delicate pale hands folded in her lap. A picture of modesty. Her dress is blue. She must have been the one by the window.

“Good morrow, Mr. Derrick,” Lady Carril says, her voice as high pitched as a starling’s cry. I wager she thinks the higher the tone, the more genteel a person must be.

“Good morrow, my lady.” I heed her direction to the unoccupied chair.

“Bones,” Lord Carril says.

I give him a look. “John of Coin.”

He grins broadly. “Not many call me that these days.”

“Not many call me Bones.”

“Ah, but thou wears the moniker well. Still as lean as thou were in youth.” One cannot say the same about Lord Carril. “Though, by some stroke of good fortune, thy beard has grown less lean. No longer a smock face.” A muscle twitches in my jaw, and I find myself rubbing my chin, reassured by the bristles.

“Indeed.”

“Has thou been to London of late, Mr. Derrick?” Lady Carril asks, shifting the conversation to more civilized matters.

“Not recently, no, my lady.”

“Oh, thou simply must go. The things one can purchase in the city. I bought these darling miniatures on our visit last month.” She draws my attention to the mantelpiece, which is laden with ceramic ornaments, including painted figurines of the Carrils. The esteemed lord’s likeness is far less rotund.

“Exquisite likenesses, my lady.”

“And this tapestry was made by Flemish weavers in Southwark.” Lady Carril gestures to the pastoral scene hanging on the wall behind me. Lord Carril sips from his goblet, a smugness to his countenance as he sits comfortably in his plush armchair. The parlor is evidently not just a room for conversation, but a showcase of the Carrils’ wealth. “Thou must examine it closely, Mr. Derrick, to appreciate the intricate details.”

I get to my feet obligingly and go to the tapestry. I make the appropriate admiring noises, feeling like a sycophant.

“Do you know the identity of the body found this morning, Mr. Derrick?” Mabel’s voice is tremulous. She looks up at me from the sofa. Her eyes are bloodshot, like she’s been crying.

“Mabel.” Lady Carril’s tone is scandalized.

“It’s perfectly fine, my lady. May as well address why I’ve been summoned,” I say to the room. “The body’s male, though we’re yet to determine his identity. He’s early- to mid-twenties, of robust build, tawny haired.” Mabel gasps and covers her mouth. “I hear your nephew’s visiting, my lord.” Lord Carril pauses mid-sip. “May I ask where he is?” Mabel flinches in my periphery.

“Nicholas left for London with some urgency yesterday afternoon,” he says.

Hmm.

“Miss Mabel.” I extract the muddied handkerchief from my satchel. “We found this near the body.” I keep my voice gentle. “It’s embroidered with your initials”—Lady Carril inhales sharply—“and red silk roses.”

Mabel’s eyes are wide. She looks to her father, mouth agape.

“You killed him,” she says in disbelief.

Lord Carril appears startled for a moment, and then hurt when he meets his daughter’s gaze.

“My lord?” I prompt.

“I didn’t kill Nicholas. Though I ought to have”—he presses his lips together, expression grim—“after what he tried.”

Ah. Given his daughter’s reaction, one need not be a scholar to deduce what it is Nicholas Carril tried.

“I overheard you threatening Nick in your study,” Mabel says accusingly.

“Indeed.” The vein pulsing in Lord Carril’s forehead and red tint to his neck belie his calm tone. “The knave dallied with my seventeen-year-old daughter. Sought to seduce her.” He gives Mabel a reproving stare. “Almost succeeded.”

Lord Carril collects himself. “I turned Nicholas out yesterday afternoon,” he says to me. “Sent him back to my brother in London. Told him not to return.”

I nod in understanding. But there’s still the matter of the handkerchief.

“Miss Mabel”—Mabel sniffs, wiping at her eyes—“could you tell me how your handkerchief came to be at Bramley Mill?”

“I gave it to Nick,” she confesses, her voice little louder than a whisper. “As a token of my affection.”

“Oh, Mabel.” Lady Carril regards her daughter with pity.

“It can’t be him, Mr. Derrick.” Mabel looks at me beseechingly. It is a look I am well accustomed to receiving from the loved ones of corpses. “Nick was wearing a leather doublet, a cream jerkin with gold stitching and navy breeches when he left. Does your body wear the same?” Mabel eyes me hopefully, willing me to reassure her of the impossibility that the corpse could be the man she loves.

“We’ve”—I clear my throat—“not yet located the deceased’s clothes, and so I could not say.” On that note. “My lord, would you mind accompanying me to the mill to confirm whether the body is that of Nicholas Carril?” I try to ignore Mabel’s pitiful sob.

“Dead fellow’s naked, then?” he says baldly. Lady Carril makes a shocked noise, clutching a hand to her meager bosom.

“Aye,” I admit.

He tips his goblet, throat bobbing as he quaffs what remains, and sets the goblet down on the side table with a thud. “Lead the way.”

I proffer Mabel’s lost handkerchief to Lady Carril as we depart, but she tells me to take it away, lest it cause her daughter further distress. The mud has apparently ruined the lace anyway.

There’s an anticipatory silence as Lord Carril and I walk, a wondering of whether the corpse’s identity might be ascertained, and of what will happen should it prove to be Nicholas Carril. Investigating the Carrils is unwise. It would surely see another elected as coroner in my stead. Better the death be ruled an accident, in the event the corpse is Nicholas Carril, and any references to missing limbs excised from my report.

When we happen upon two villagers conversing at a fence, Lord Carril puts on a jovial air, greeting them with good cheer.

“Any riddles for me today, Yeoman Riddle?” he asks amiably. “Yeoman Riddle is quite the collector of riddles and jests,” he explains to me. Another fellow whose name influenced his calling.

“You’re too kind, my lord.” The yeoman lowers his eyes humbly. “As it is, I did hear one at the White Hart yesterday eve.”

Lord Carril motions for him to continue.

“Tell me, what hangs at a man’s thigh and wants to poke the hole that it’s often poked before?” Lord Carril furrows his brow in contemplation. I, however, regard the yeoman with suspicion. It seems a little too timely a riddle, given the corpse this morning.

“A key.” Lord Carril lifts his finger decisively. Not the answer I was thinking of.

“Right you are, sir.” Yeomen Riddle grins, rocking back on his boots.

“Very good.” Lord Carril seems pleased with his wit. “Well, best be off. Important business to attend to.

“Bones,” Lord Carril says when the yeomen are no longer in sight, sounding out of breath from walking, “I trust thou will speak nothing of Mabel’s misguided affection for my nephew?”

“You need not worry, my lord. I’m a paragon of discretion.” I look at him seriously, hiding my smugness that not all is perfect in the Carril household.

“Good. Good. It would be a shame for a loose tongue to prove one unfit for office.”

I give him a tight smile. “Indeed.”

A shrill scream echoes through the trees from the direction of the mill. We glance at each other and quicken our steps. A loud bang, like the firing of a pistol, sends a flutter of birds up into the sky above Bramley Mill. Zounds. I break into a run, leaving Lord Carril behind, his ample padding making him less fleet of foot. A pity such padding is not an impediment to his batting at cricket.
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Rebecca Laurence
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Evans Household

“What should we do?” I ask Lizzie, surveying the scene. Mr. Wright is slumped over the kitchen table asleep, an empty flagon, pewter flask, and cup strewn in front of him. A stale smell of ale emanates from the journeyman.

“Wake him up,” she says briskly.

What manner of waking is considered polite for a stranger? Particularly one likely suffering from gallon distemper. I doubt throwing a bucket of water at him, as I have my brothers, would be well received.

Lizzie strides over to the stove and picks up a wooden spoon and a skillet. She hits the skillet with the spoon, making a clang. At the third clang, Mr. Wright jerks to his feet clumsily, clutching his head as if it hurts.

“I’m awake.” He blinks blearily, taking in the kitchen with sleep-addled confusion. His gaze lands on me, and he seems to recollect where he is. “What time is it?”

“Dawn, sir,” I say, glancing at the window and the slowly lightening sky outside. “We need to leave for market.”

“Market?” He scratches a hand through his hair, expression bemused.

“Yessir. Mistress traded a rhubarb pie to Mr. Fitzwilliam for the use of his cart this week. We loaded it yesterday.”

“Right.” He nods slowly. “Beg pardon for the mess.” He gestures sheepishly to the table. “I had trouble sleeping. I’ll go change, and we’ll be off.”

I share a look with Lizzie as he leaves. One hopes we need not awaken him every morning. I doubt it would bode well for this season’s planting.

I go outside to check the cart, ensuring no thieves, rabbit or otherwise, have gotten into the produce. Except for a large snail on one of the cabbages, which I remove and crush under my boot, everything is in order. I fetch the tack for Mr. Wright’s mare from the barn and set it atop the cart and wait. We’re going to be late.

Mr. Wright emerges from the house significantly more fresh faced. He’s changed his apparel, and his hair’s wet and slicked back.

“Here,” I say as he draws near, offering him a cup I brought with me from the kitchen. “Surfeit water for your head, sir. Mistress swears by it.”

The journeyman makes an intrigued face. Taking the cup, he gingerly sniffs its contents, then tips his head back and guzzles it, grimacing as he swallows.

“Strong.” He coughs, hitting his chest. “Madam Evans must have quite the constitution. That certainly cleared my head. My thanks, Miss Rebecca.”

I smile shyly.

It takes but a moment for him to hitch his horse to the cart, and the two of us climb into the seat, our legs pressed together in the small space, and set off. His odor of ale has dissipated, which is a relief. I catch a faint scent of lemon balm from the washing waters I made up for him.

The journeyman is quiet as we travel, something he has in common with my master. Though I suppose his reticence could be on account of bottle ache.

I take in our surroundings, admiring the scatterings of butter-yellow daffodils alongside the road, and breathe in the fresh cold smell of morning. We exchange good morrows with the villagers out and about and the maids making their way into town. I always feel guilty passing those on foot, having myself walked the three odd miles often, but there isn’t room in the cart to spare.

I distract myself by pointing out places and people of note to Mr. Wright: Dr. Prance’s house, Holy Trinity Church, the mill. I discreetly draw his attention to Miss Mabel Carril, the daughter of the wealthiest family in Bramley, who’s taking a turn around the village with her London cousin. From the demure glances the pair are exchanging and Mabel’s bonny, blushing cheeks, I’m inclined to suspect they’re courting. I wonder if all of Bramley will be invited to the wedding.

As we travel through Shalford, we pass Madam Wandlesworth, a close acquaintance of my stepmother’s, walking with her golden-haired niece Miriam. Madam Wandlesworth gives Mr. Wright a brazen once-over, possibly assessing his worth as a potential suitor for her niece, whom she is determined to make a match for. Her vermillion-painted lips tighten in a thin line when she sees me. I press myself to the edge of the seat, attempting to create some distance between Mr. Wright and me. Does it look improper, us traveling together? I cannot recall garnering any looks when riding in the cart with my master. Woe be me if Madam Wandlesworth wags her tongue about this.

Vendors are setting up their stalls when we trundle onto Guildford’s High Street, the cart’s wheels crunching on the gravel. My heart sinks at the sight of Yeomen Riddle and Watson arranging their displays.

“You’re late,” Yeoman Watson calls, countenance smug. His cart’s parked in Master Evans’s preferred spot. There would surely be a great ado if my master were here. Some thumbing of teeth, jibes about the size of Yeoman Watson’s cabbages, possibly an insult or two directed at his wife.

“My fault.” Mr. Wright raises a hand. “I thought I was to the field this morn. Thomas Wright, journeyman. Pleased to make your acquaintances.”

The yeomen engage the journeyman in conversation, asking after his cousin and conveying their sympathies for Mistress’s loss. Truthfully, it is a far more cordial interaction than usual.

Normally at market, I am to wear a bright, welcoming smile, greet customers with good cheer, and collect the moneys. Master Evans sits on a stool behind me and speaks to customers only when there’s a question about the crops I’m unable to answer. It’s thus something of a surprise when Mr. Wright comes to stand beside me as Madam Pendleton is purchasing a rhubarb. He greets her with an affable grin, remarking on the pleasant weather. Apparently, it is a fine day for rhubarb pie, for which Madam Pendleton surely requires two rhubarbs rather than one. As said madam hands over a penny for two rhubarbs, the journeyman recommends she cut the rhubarb into half-inch pieces so it does not turn to mush, and add a little cinnamon for flavor.

When Madam Pendleton leaves, I give him a long, assessing stare.

“What?” He pats his clothes, checking there’s no marks, appearing perplexed.

“You seem more experienced at being a vendor than I was led to believe.”

He grins. “Mother’s a fruit hawker. I learned the tricks of her trade from accompanying her through the streets of London as a boy.”

“What sort of tricks?”

Mr. Wright glances at the nearby yeomen and shifts closer. “Engage customers in conversation”—he puts out a finger, like he’s reciting from a list—“pay a compliment where possible, and suggest how the fruit might be put to good use.”

“Sound advice. Does your mother make a decent living as a hawker?”

“Aye.” There’s a note of pride in his voice. “She could support the household herself if my father were to retire from joinery.”

A stern-faced matron approaches the stall, and I paste on a welcoming smile. She buys a half pound of spring onions and a round of asparagus for her newly married daughter after Mr. Wright informs her asparagus is a provoker of venery. I use his mother’s tricks on our next customer, who’s persuaded she needs three cabbages for a filling stew, and Madam Ponting simply must partake of radish salad, which is a most refreshing repast.

Wheedling housewives and maids into making larger purchases is something of an amusement. The challenge of it cultivates a sense of camaraderie between Mr. Wright and me. He acquits himself admirably. The only time I’m forced to intervene is when Widow Howell lingers at our stall.

The old woman’s gaze is practically vulturous when she spies Mr. Wright, as if he is a most delectable prey. She seems inclined to remain in his company all morning, dillydallying to the point of irritation. Her spindly fingers, which are reminiscent of a willow tree’s slender twigs, take any excuse to reach out and touch his arm. On witnessing her hand creep forward with intent, I ask Mr. Wright if he could count the coins in the money box, for fear I might miscalculate, and insist he sit down on the stool behind me to do so. Then I position myself in front of him and give Widow Howell a cheery smile, flicking my eyes pointedly to the basket of produce she’s amassed, and ask if there’s anything else she wishes to purchase.

By the toll of the ninth hour, our wares are substantially depleted, and we are receiving looks from Yeomen Riddle and Watson, whose produce yet abounds. Time to go, I think. Mr. Wright disappears as I’m stacking the empty crates in the cart, materializing a moment later with a currant bun from the bakehouse.

“I believe we’ve earned it.” He pulls the bun apart and offers me half.

“Thank you,” I say, smiling more genuinely than when playing vendor. Master Evans wouldn’t waste coin on such an unnecessary, nor share such unnecessary with his maid.

“My thanks for your assistance at market, Miss Rebecca,” Mr. Wright says as the cart leaves the graveled street for grass, and speech is more easily heard.

“It was no trouble.” I shrug, tearing off a piece of bun and popping it into my mouth. It tastes sweet and light, airier than bread. “You seemed to have things well at hand.” I think of Widow Howell. “For the most part.” The market was more entertaining than usual.

We settle into companionable silence. The road’s busy. Maids and housewives returning home with laden baskets and men toting newly purchased livestock. An obstinate cockerel is causing a farmer some strife. His cart’s abandoned on the side of the road as he chases after the fleet-footed fowl on foot. I do not like the low-bellied farmer’s odds of catching it. I share an amused glance with Mr. Wright, trying not to laugh.

The journeyman brings the cart to a stop by the Evanses’ barn. He jumps nimbly to the ground and offers me his hand, his grip firm and warm. I help unhook the harness and reins, following him into the barn to hang them up.

“I shall be in better condition for Saturday’s market, Miss Rebecca,” he says, guiding his horse into the stall. “Restlessness drove me from bed last night and into the kitchen, where I drank a cup too much.” His tone is rueful.

“Is your bed not comfortable, sir?” I wonder which side of the mattress he slept on. Mistress’s side is more sunken. The sheets are clean, but the stale odor from her time as a slugabed might endure. “I can bring you another pillow or dress the bed in different linens if you’d prefer?”

“There’s nothing wrong with the bed. It’s the quiet. I’m accustomed to the noise of the city. Carriages trundling past, church bells ringing, folk carousing in the streets at all hours. Other than some strange sounds coming from your chambers, it was quiet enough to hear a mouse squeak.”

Strange sounds? I endeavor to keep my face blank.

“I fear I cannot help with that. Beg pardon for the noise from my chambers, I’m oft afflicted with bad dreams.”

He huffs, the corners of his mouth tugging upward. “These were not sounds of distress.”

Has he guessed what we were doing? Surely not.

I clear my throat, looking anywhere but at him, praying the heat on my cheeks is not visible. “Well, I must go help Lizzie with the chores.”

“You’re back early,” Lizzie comments when I come into the kitchen. She’s standing by the washtub, a blood-spotted rag clutched between her hands.

“What happened?” I hurry over, forgetting my worries about Mr. Wright.

“The knife slipped when I was slicing the radishes.” She lets out a pained sigh. “Near cut the tip of my thumb off.” There’s drops of blood on the chopping board beside her, and one of the radishes is redder than normal. I fetch the medicine box from the cabinet and take out an assortment of bandages, trying to determine which is the best size. There’s no shortage of injuries in this house.

“Show me your thumb.” I hold up a bandage, waiting. The moment Lizzie moves the rag, I bind the bandage tightly around a deep crimson slice in the tip of her thumb. The surrounding flesh is bruised purple.

“Thank you, Becca.” Her shoulders slump in relief. “I could not bind it myself.”

“Can’t leave you to your own devices.” I shake my head. “Go sit down.” I nudge her toward the table. “I’ll finish cutting these.”

“How did you fare at market?” Lizzie drops heavily onto a bench.

“Mr. Wright is surprisingly adept at selling produce,” I say. “His mother’s a fruit hawker in London. We sold most everything.”

“Huh. He might prove useful after all.”

Movement outside the window catches my attention. Mr. Wright is pushing a wheelbarrow through the garden, tools piled high inside it. I take the time to study him when he is unaware. He’s tall and well proportioned. And his face more winsome than most in Bramley. An improvement on his cousin, certainly.

“Have you ever—” I hesitate, unsure how to broach the subject.

“Have I ever . . . ?”

I look away from the window and focus on the radishes, choosing my words carefully.

“Have you ever wondered what it would be like, laying with a man?”

“Please, tell me you’re not wanting to put another cowcumber in your honey pot, Becca.” Lizzie sounds exasperated. “They’re not even in season.”

“No, that experiment is not to be repeated. Nor spoken of again.” I eye her sternly. “It’s just . . .” I think for a moment. “Seeing all those housewives at market, and how content they seem with their lot in life, I can’t help wondering what it’s like in their homes, with their husbands, behind closed doors.”

“I don’t need to wonder what it would be like,” Lizzie says quietly. “I’ve lain with a man before.” The knife slips on the chopping board, and I nearly end up needing a bandage myself. I gingerly set the knife down, feeling betrayed. Why has Lizzie not spoken of this before?

“Who?” I ask, trying to think of any men she’s close to. Her family lives next door to the butcher, who has a son not much older than Lizzie. The son is of robust build, though his head is as thick as the slabs of meat they cut.

“Robert Wylde.” Lizzie’s voice is barely audible.

My eyes widen. “Margery’s husband?” I check, certain I’ve misheard.

“Yes.” She lowers her face, countenance exuding guilt.

“Before they were wed?”

“No.”

“I see.” I know not what to say. “Do you love him?”

“Only as a brother-in-law,” she says firmly. “It happened during Margery’s confinement.”

Two years ago, then. Before Lizzie and I were acquainted. I would not have guessed Robert could stoop so low as to be a gandermooner. Poor Margery. Betrayed by both her husband and sister.

“Robert was so afraid she’d die in childbed, and I . . . comforted him. Neither of us meant for it to happen.” She swallows. “Margery doesn’t know.” Lizzie looks at me pleadingly, as if she thinks I’m at risk of telling. I could never betray her like that. Even if her choice of bedfellow sickens me.

“I won’t say a word,” I vow. “Was it . . . agreeable with him?”

She blushes. “He was gentle with me.”

A sudden hot rush of jealousy seizes me. I can only hope my face doesn’t show it. “Did he make you see heaven?” I will her to say no.

“Yes.” There’s a nauseous feeling in my stomach.

“I need to fetch something from upstairs,” I say, putting on false cheer.

I walk calmly out of the kitchen, hiding my inner turmoil. I’ve known no one’s kiss but Lizzie’s. How many others has she had before me? My composure falters when I reach our chambers. I shut the door behind me and lean against the wall, hugging myself. I know not how much my upset is on account of jealousy and how much is owing to my own feelings of inferiority. Part of me envies Lizzie’s carnal knowledge of a man. Would not such an experience make a woman feel better prepared for marriage and perhaps less afraid?

The sound of footsteps on the stairs has me straightening and casting my eyes about our chambers. I don’t want Lizzie to witness me like this. My gaze settles on a handkerchief. I can claim to have dropped mine at market.

I leave our room at the same time Mr. Wright reaches the top of the staircase, his face obscured by the shirt he’s pulling over his head. I freeze, debating whether to go back inside. He sees me before I can move.

“Miss Rebecca,” he says in surprise.

“Mr. Wright.” I blink at him, unable to help my eyes flitting over his naked chest. While not hairless, it’s hardly equivalent to my master’s carpet. A good thing, in my opinion. He’s shoeless, wearing only socks. It would seem there are some men who have the decency to remove their soiled boots before venturing indoors.

“Forgive me.” Mr. Wright clutches his shirt to him, as if protecting his modesty. “I didn’t realize anyone was upstairs. I was going to wash up before eating.”

“It’s no bother, sir.” I suppress the odd impulse to laugh. He shifts awkwardly.

“It would please me if you and Miss Elizabeth would consent to dine with me, Miss Rebecca. I’ve no desire to eat alone.”

“Yes, of course, sir. We’d be most pleased to. I must go lay the table.” I smile tight lipped and make my way past him, mindful not to make contact.

Dining together is uncomfortable. Lizzie engages Mr. Wright in conversation about his travels around London. I contribute little, feeling off balance. My mind is distracted by thoughts of Lizzie’s tryst with Robert Wylde. I watch my tablemates converse, their eyes bright and countenances open, a bitter taste in my mouth. Draining my cup, I cannot help wishing it contained something stronger.

“Are you in good health, Becca?” Lizzie asks as we’re cleaning up. “You were quiet at the table.”

“Just weary.” I sigh. “I’m unaccustomed to having a stranger in the house. It has me unsettled.”

“I find Mr. Wright quite agreeable,” she says. Suspicion assails me.

“Do you find him handsome like Robert Wylde too?” Lizzie stills at the washtub, then sets the plate in her hand down hard. It’s fortunate the pewter doesn’t crack. She turns to me, crossing her arms.

“I did not take you for petty, Becca.” Her tone is cutting, but it is the hurt in her eyes that has me ashamed. “What happened between Robert and me is in the past, you’re my present, and I know not my future. Can you accept that or not?”

“Beg pardon,” I say, chastened. “I was jealous when you confided in me about Robert.” I avoid her gaze. “And it aroused fears as to my inexperience with the opposite sex. I’m afraid I’ll be a disappointment to the man who weds me.” I duck my head, twisting my fingers in my skirts.

Lizzie comes and wraps her arms around me, her hands damp from the tub.

“Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up, Becca,” she says. “You’re but six and ten years. Marriage may be a decade away. Let’s make our own happiness, together, before we consign ourselves to a woman’s lot.”

There’s some uneasiness between Lizzie and me as we prepare for bed. At least it feels that way to me.

“Would you read to me in bed?” I ask tentatively.

“Sure,” she agrees. “Shall we do the usual? I read a chapter, you read a chapter?”

I nod eagerly, fetching my worn copy of Sir Thomas More’s Utopia from the bedside drawer. The only book I own. It was my father’s. He gave it to me on the commencement of my service, so that I might have something to occupy my mind as well as my hands. At the time, I was rather vexed he did not gift me coin or new apparel.

The reading of Sir Thomas’s book has proven an unexpectedly pleasant nighttime ritual. When there is money to spare, I would quite like to purchase a book of poetry for us to read to each other. Or maybe a book written by a woman. That would be more difficult to procure, I suspect.

We climb under the covers, and I make myself comfortable, nestling against Lizzie’s side. She sits with her back against the headboard.

“Where were we?” Lizzie leafs through the pages. “Of their slaves, and of their marriages,” she reads. I close my eyes, listening to her dulcet speech. I wonder what it would be like, having slaves to do the work for us. Not to have to cook, clean house, tend to livestock, assist with the harvest. It sounds like bliss. I think I would be a kinder mistress than most, knowing firsthand how it feels to serve others.

“What’s polygamy?” I ask.

“Having multiple wives or husbands.”

“What woman would want to contend with more than one husband?” I cannot fathom such a notion.

“A trollop or lusty widow would probably not object to having multiple men to satisfy her every whim,” Lizzie says.

I think about the widows I’m acquainted with, trying to guess who among them might be of lascivious inclinations.

“Widow Howell.”

We share a grimace. The widow’s eyes linger to the point of impropriety on the male sex. She bought nearly our entire supply of asparagus at market this morning after overhearing it is an object of venery. An involuntary shudder racks me as I picture the wizened woman partaking in carnal pleasure. She’d be lucky not to break anything.

Lizzie resumes reading. I press myself closer, silently reading along with her speech. We swap positions when Lizzie reaches the end of the chapter. Lizzie rests her head in my lap, and I stroke her forehead as I read, perfectly content.
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A loud banging rouses us from slumber. Someone’s knocking on the Evanses’ door. It’s dark out. And raining. What’s happened to warrant a visit at this hour? Has there been a death? An escaped felon? I doubt it is good tidings.

“Who do you think it is?” I whisper as we slip from bed.

“I don’t know,” Lizzie whispers back. We each grab a blanket from the chest at the foot of the bed to wrap around our shoulders, preserving our modesty. As we leave the room, the shadowy figure of Mr. Wright emerges from his chambers.

“Do you know who’s come knocking?” His voice is rough with sleep.

“No, sir.” We shake our heads.

The three of us make as much haste as possible down the staircase, which is pitch dark at night. Light flickers through the gaps of the front door. Lizzie and I move to the side, allowing the man of the house to open it. The knocking abruptly cuts off, and a sodden Robert Wylde is revealed on the doorstep, holding a lantern. What’s he doing here? I do my best to conceal my disdain.

“Begging your pardon for the unseemly hour, sir.” Robert’s tone is apologetic. His gaze moves past Mr. Wright to Lizzie.

“We need you at the house, Lizzie,” he says urgently. “Margery’s travails have begun.”

“But it’s too early. By a month or more.” Lizzie’s voice is faint. A shiver of fear runs through me for Margery and her babe. “I’ll go dress,” Lizzie says softly, disappearing from my side.

Turning my back on the men, I go to the dining room, where I grope gingerly about the table until my hand closes around the cold brass of a candelabra. Then I return to Robert and Mr. Wright.

“Might I catch a light from you, Mr. Wylde”—I pluck a taper from the candelabra, holding it out to him—“so I can assist Lizzie?”

I hurry upstairs, where I find Lizzie struggling to lace her bodice, the dark and her tears making it an arduous task.

“Let me.” I set the candelabra down on the bedside table and take the ties from her. “As you know, my youngest brother was born five weeks early, and he’s perfectly well,” I say, trying to offer Lizzie some reassurance. “Maybe the second child is commonly born early?” She hums noncommittally. “Besides which, I hear it is difficult to pinpoint the moment of conception. Is it not possible Margery conceived earlier than she thought?”

Lizzie nods jerkily, making a half-hearted sound of agreement.

I squeeze her shoulders when I’m done and press a kiss to her wet cheek, tasting salt.

“I’ll call on the Wyldes in the morrow with something sweet for you and the others. What would you like? Sugar cakes? Gingerbread? Wiggs?”

“Sugar cakes,” Lizzie mumbles. She sets her shoulders back, exhaling loudly. “Margery needs me.”

Mr. Wright and I watch Robert and Lizzie dash out into the rain. I’m glad I thought to light a candelabra, else we’d be standing together in darkness. The glow of Robert’s lantern dims as they travel down the street, then vanishes altogether.

As Mr. Wright moves to close the door, I become cognizant of the fact he’s wearing a nightshirt. I’m thankful I had the forethought to wrap a blanket around me, else I fear my nipples would be visible through the thin linen of my night dress, like Mr. Wright’s. I do hope my hair is in a better state than his. It reminds me of when the bristles of a scrubbing brush stick out in the wrong direction and refuse to resume their previous position, no matter the pressure applied. I wonder how much oil he uses to shape his hair each morning.

“Back to bed,” he says.

“Indeed, sir.”

I lead the way up the stairs with the candelabra, Mr. Wright following behind.

“Good night, Miss Rebecca.”

“Good night, sir.” I go quickly into my chambers, shutting the door firmly behind me.

Setting the candelabra on the bedside table, I climb into bed and pull the covers up. Bumps rise on my skin as I wriggle this way and that, trying to warm the cold sheets. I can hear Mr. Wright moving about next door, and regret for a moment that I didn’t think to share my light with him. Hopefully he doesn’t trip in the dark. The creak of his bed frame as it takes his weight is a relief. Far greater is its creak when Mistress lies down.

I lie listening to the journeyman make himself comfortable and come to the realization that it is just the two of us in the house. My pulse quickens. I’m not sure how I feel about sleeping in a house where the only other occupant is a bachelor. I slide the heavy candelabra across the bedside table until it is within grabbing distance, lest my chambers receive an uninvited guest, then lean forward and blow out the candles.


Chapter Five

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

9:30 a.m. 

Bramley Mill

It’s chaos at the back of the mill. Men are shouting; the fellow waving the pistol about earlier is on the ground, face down, with two jurors atop him; and Matthew has collected his fishing net, which he’s examining with a despondent air. I can hear the sound of Lord Carril’s steps and wheezing breaths behind me. At least there’s no additional dead body to be found. That might reflect poorly on my office.

“What’s the cause of this ado?” I demand, quelling most of the shouting. “Matthew.” I give him a questioning look. “You seem to have some involvement.”

Matthew freezes, regarding me as if I’m the schoolmaster at St. Mary’s Free Grammar School and he a pupil caught misbehaving. I wonder if he had a duck’s feathered buttocks for hair as a youth too.

“Well, you see, sir.” Matthew’s expression is sheepish. “I thought I’d make myself useful and retrieve the eel from the water while you were occupied.” Something about his face stirs a terrible suspicion. “I forgot my son cut a hole in the net last week when a carp became entangled, and as I raised the eel from the water, it wriggled from the net and escaped . . . into the water.” Matthew stares out at the still tributary, within which the only evidence that our corpse’s wound may have been nonhuman inflicted now dwells. Zounds.

I rub my temple, feeling an oncoming headache. I’ll need to assign jurors to drag nets through the water. Fortune willing, though I doubt it from the proceedings thus far, they’ll catch an eel that has the remains of our victim’s yard in its stomach. Maybe Mercy can make eel pie from the excess catch and wring some palatable benefit from this mess.

“And what was the loud bang I heard?”

“Ah, well, sir, none of us wanted to catch the eel with our hands, lest it have a taste for . . .” Matthew gestures awkwardly at his breeches. “So, Mr. Brown”—he tips his head at the fellow on the ground—“took out his pistol and shot it. He hit the eel’s tail. There’s a chunk of it over there.” Matthew points to a sliver of bloodied gray in the grass. A means of identifying the eel should it be caught. “But the injury didn’t slow the eel at all. Was as fast as a viper on land.” Matthew shakes his head in disbelief. “Then the ado with Mr. Brown distracted us, and the eel managed to slip into the water and vanish.”

I look sharply in Mr. Brown’s direction. He’s obscured by the other jurors and making a strange whimpering noise. “What ado was that?”

Matthew winces. “His sleeve caught alight when he fired the pistol.”

I go quickly to the downed man to assess the damage.

“Daniels and Croydon were swift to come to his aid, despite the shock of it,” Matthew says, following behind, “so his injuries aren’t as bad as they could have been.”

The jurors move out of my way, revealing a piteous Mr. Brown. He doesn’t note my presence, wholly consumed by pain. I hiss in sympathy when I see his arm. His shirt sleeve’s charred, and his flesh raw and inflamed. I can only imagine the agony he’s in.

“Get him to Dr. Prance,” I say briskly to who I assume are Daniels and Croydon. “Puttenham.” My eyes find the robust younger man. “Assist them. Mr. Brown is incapable of walking.”

The trio make their way clumsily around the mill, half carrying, half supporting poor Mr. Brown. “It makes you wonder, don’t it, sir,” Matthew says beside me, his tone conspiratorial, “if there’s not something wicked at work here in Bramley? The dead man, his missing yard, the viperlike eel, Mr. Brown’s arm catching fire.”

“A series of explainable misadventures, I’m sure, Matthew,” I say, ignoring my doubts. Best one maintains a calm composure when in charge of others. “Gather some jurors and go door to door asking for fishing nets.” I raise my brow. “You’ll be spending the rest of the day hunting the eel you let escape.”

I take out my notebook and strike Richard Brown’s name from the list. Twelve jurors remaining. Should suffice. Abruptly remembering Lord Carril was accompanying me, I flick my eyes around and find him by the corpse. He’s examining the body with a handkerchief pressed to his nose. Where has Father Abbott gotten to? He ought to be standing guard. I spot the rector’s Geneva gown a little distance away under a large beech tree. He’s with a woman. Maybe the one responsible for the scream heard earlier. I can’t discern much of her features. Father Abbott’s positioned in such a way as to shield her from my view. A prying busybody most likely. I’ll deal with her after Lord Carril.

“Is your nephew our corpse, my lord?” I ask when I reach his side, briefly wondering whether I ought to have been more delicate with my phrasing.

“No, I know not the identity of this poor fellow.” There’s both annoyance and relief that the corpse bears no relation to the wealthiest family in Bramley. We stare at the dead man in silence.

“You’re certain you don’t know him?” I check.

“Aye, Nicholas has distinctive eyebrows and the noble Carril nose.” He removes the pristine red-rose-embroidered handkerchief covering his face and taps his aquiline nose. “This fellow is no Carril.”

“Right.” I endeavor to hide my disappointment that the dead man remains unknown. He may be recorded as a John at Death. Of course, given the commonness of the name, it could be that he is in fact called John. I don’t know what to make of Mabel’s handkerchief being found in proximity to the body, but perhaps the no-good Nicholas dropped it on the nearby thoroughfare, and the wind carried it here. Stranger things have happened. Must remember to dispose of it, lest Mercy discover a woman’s effects in my satchel and accuse me of playing the rake. “Beg pardon for troubling you, my lord.”

“No trouble at all, Bones. Just doing my civic duty.” He puffs himself up, hooking his fingers around his straining belt. “Intriguing case, this one.” He motions to the square of fabric preserving our victim’s decency. “Between us gentlemen”—Lord Carril lowers his voice—“does thou truly think an eel responsible for this fellow’s dismemberment?”

“It was in the water with him. It’s possible the eel mistook his yard for a worm. But we won’t know for certain until we recover the eel and cut it open.”

“A troubling notion, Bones.” He looks perturbed. “I swam here often as a boy. Best make an example of that eel should thy theory prove true.”

“Indeed,” I say with more confidence than I feel. How ought I to make an example of a yard-preying eel? Put it to trial for felonious assault, as they do beasts in France? I’m not sure hanging would work with eels. Need to be burnt, I think.

“I’ll take my leave, Bones. Keep me apprised of the inquest.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“I imagine I’ll see thee at Guildford Park on Sunday, if not before?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Hmm. Might want to practice thy batting, then.” He smirks slyly. My grip tightens on the notebook. “Thou hardly hit a ball yesterday.” It’s fortunate I’m not holding my quill, for it would be broken in twain. There be no nobleman before me, but a corpulent pustule in disguise.

“I shall take it under advisement.” I smile thinly.

Lord Carril grins, a jauntiness to his gait as he departs. A picture of dignity compared to his state on arrival.

Breathing deeply, reassuming the composure required of a leader, I scan the area, ensuring naught is amiss. The jurors not off fetching nets are standing idle. Useless loiter-sacks. I shall need to assign them a new task. My gaze alights on Father Abbott, who beckons to me. But first I must deal with the busybody the rector has caught.

Father Abbott says something to his companion and puts a comforting hand on her shoulder. Then he moves to the side, revealing a dainty-featured woman of about sixteen or seventeen years. A maid, by her apparel. She’s bonny. Chestnut hair, ruby lips, clear complexion. And eyes as wide as the fallow deer in Guildford Park. Far too innocent a creature to be exposed to the gruesomeness of death. I straighten my shoulders and consciously shift my torso, hopefully obscuring her view of the corpse.

“Coroner Derrick, this is Miss Rebecca Laurence,” Father Abbott says.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Rebecca.”

“And I yours, sir.” Rebecca dips into a graceful reverence. “Though I wish it were not under such circumstances,” she says shakily.

“Miss Rebecca is a maid in Yeoman Evans’s household,” Father Abbott says. “She fears the body may belong to her master’s cousin, Mr. Thomas Wright.” Ah, one of the visitors to Bramley noted down this morrow.

“How long has Mr. Wright been missing?” I ask her.

“I can’t be sure, sir. It wasn’t until I went to make up his bed that I realized it hadn’t been slept in. I went and checked the fields where he ought to have been toiling since sunup, but there was no sign of him.”

“When did you last see Mr. Wright?”

Her brow furrows.

“At supper,” she decides. “He went to an inn in town afterwards for a drink, as he does most nights. But”—she frowns—“his horse is in the barn, so he must have returned from there, though neither Lizzie nor I heard him.”

“Lizzie?”

“The Evanses’ other maid.”

“You and Lizzie were together all last night?” I wonder whether this Lizzie had some acquaintance with Mr. Wright of which her cousin in service is ignorant.

“Yes, we share a room. Lizzie ate something that disagreed with her, so we retired early.”

Curious. A maid with a stomach distemper and a man with a missing member. Could this Lizzie be pregnant with the dead man’s child?

“How long have you been acquainted with Mr. Wright?”

“He arrived in Bramley a week ago.” Not time enough to occasion an illegitimate pregnancy. Or, rather, the knowledge of one. “My master and mistress left to tend to her late sister’s affairs in Eastbourne, and Mr. Wright took over the planting in their absence.”

“And what does this Mr. Wright look like?” I ask, reluctant to expose her to the corpse unless necessary.

“Um.” Rebecca thinks for a moment. “He’s tall, broad shouldered.” She touches her own shoulders. “And has yellow-brown hair.” It could be him.

“Might I prevail upon you, Miss Rebecca”—I grimace—“to look upon the deceased and see if you cannot identify him?”

She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear and smooths her unwrinkled skirts. “Yes, of course.”

I offer her my arm. Her small hand trembles as she takes it in a featherlight hold, a contrast to Widow Howell’s unyielding grip. The aromatic scent of lemon balm assails my nostrils, a more pleasing bodily odor than that of the men in my company. The cleanliness of the fairer sex truly ought to be emulated by my commonly fetid peers, particularly Bramley’s miller. Father Abbott takes up position on Rebecca’s other side, a protective air about him. I shall have to ask about his knowledge of young Rebecca when she’s gone.

Rebecca’s complexion whitens when we’re before the corpse. Her wide eyes flit up and down the body, lingering on the handkerchief for a moment.

“I’m . . . I’m not sure,” she says. “I think it’s him. He’s just so pale. And his flesh looks swollen?”

“Water bloat, or death bloat, rather,” I explain.

“Oh.” She nods faintly. “Did he . . . did he suffer from the French disease?” she whispers. I’m struck silent. That’s not something I’d considered. Could a man sever his own manhood due to the pain of the French disease? He would have needed to cut it off elsewhere, otherwise there’d be blood in the clearing. And a stained knife. Rebecca hunches her shoulders, like a tortoise trying to disappear into its shell. Perhaps I’ve been silent too long.

“The evidence suggests our victim met with foul play,” I say gravely.

“Who could do such a terrible deed?” Rebecca’s wet eyes look to me for answers.

“When God builds a church, the Devil shall build a chapel, Miss Rebecca,” Father Abbott says. “Evil is not always obvious. It can be hidden in the unlikeliest of places.”

“Indeed,” I agree, “in my experience almost anyone has the capacity for evil, should the Devil’s whispers in their ear take root in their heart.” I think about some of the more memorable inquests I’ve undertaken. “I’ve seen brother kill brother, husband kill wife, mother kill child, lover kill lover.” Although I cannot recall hearing of any case in England where an animal was held culpable of murder.

“I don’t feel well,” Rebecca says weakly. Then she folds into herself like a marionette with its strings cut. Father Abbott catches her before she meets the ground. Should have been expecting it. Her face was bone white. The jurymen make concerned noises.

“Just a fainting spell.” I hold up a hand, quelling their movement. “A ghastly sight for a young maid. I should have some sal armoniak in my bag.

“Carry Miss Rebecca away from the corpse,” I instruct Father Abbott. “We don’t want her to lay eyes upon Mr. Wright on waking and faint again.”

As the rector moves Rebecca, I go to my satchel and rummage through it in search of a green bottle, trying to remember when last I made use of it. Must have been for that butcher in Godalming last year. Would have thought a butcher to be of stronger constitution. I guess the sight of human blood is different to that of animals. Ah, there it is.

The bottle’s stopper is stuck fast. It’s a few moments of strained pulling until the stopper yields with a protesting squeak. I give the bottle a tentative sniff, jerking my head back at the pungent smell. That ought to rouse our fallen maid.

Father Abbott has laid Rebecca in a patch of grass five yards from the body, propping her head on a coat. She resembles a tomb effigy, with her ivory complexion and still repose. Crouching down by the maid’s side, I hold the bottle to her nose, waving it back and forth between each nostril. She wakes with a jolt.

“Easy, Miss Rebecca.” I press gently on her shoulder, keeping her from rising, lest the movement occasion another fainting fit. She blinks, her blue eyes darting about uncertainly. “You had a fainting fit, but all is well,” I say calmly, pushing the stopper back into the bottle.

“Beg pardon for my body’s failings, sir,” Rebecca says to the sky rather than my face. Poor maid’s probably embarrassed.

“It’s no trouble. In my experience, men of stout constitution are as liable to faint as the fairer sex when confronted with death.”

Rebecca tilts her head, still staring up at the sky, a perplexed expression overtaking her face. “What was in that bottle, Coroner Derrick?”

“Sal armoniak. It’s used to rouse one from sleep or clear the head after a cup too much.”

“So, I’m not imagining the apparel hanging in the tree above us?”

What? I follow her gaze. Sure enough, there’s a man’s shirt and breeches caught haphazardly on the branches above our heads. Huh. The thickness of the beech tree’s foliage makes it difficult to see from the waterwheel. Still. Did no one think to look up?

“I think you might have found something myself and thirteen other men failed to.” Rebecca looks at me wonderingly. “Our victim’s clothes.”

The spryest-looking juror is assigned the task of retrieving the clothing, delegation being one of the more useful powers of a coroner’s office. I hold my breath as the juror gingerly climbs the tree, but he brings down the articles without calamity. Rebecca thinks the apparel could belong to Mr. Wright but cannot attest to it, there being nothing to distinguish the clothing from that of other villagers.

There was no rain last night, but the apparel’s damp. I give it a sniff, discerning the scent of wine, as well as something sweet that I cannot identify. It’s almost as if this Mr. Wright bathed in drink last night. He may well have drowned his lungs in it, had he not fallen afoul of the waterwheel first. Yet another tally in the drunken misadventure column. If not for the missing manhood, this matter would be swiftly resolved.

Rebecca has moved to a sitting position, though her complexion remains wan. Father Abbott hovers like an anxious nursemaid by her side. His behavior is interesting. It seems more than the typical concern of a rector for a parishioner. One wonders if he might harbor some amorous inclinations toward the young maid. It is fortunate the Anglican church does not preclude such inclinations. I wager he will need to be rather forward in his suit, however, lest she think him merely playing the attentive rector.

Delving into my satchel, I extract the bag of wiggs Mercy put in there this morrow. I offer Rebecca a wigg, which she cautiously accepts. Father Abbott declines. Can’t think why. The soft, airy wedge of cake is practically begging to be crumbled in one’s mouth. A hollow feeling in my stomach, which I’ve yet to feed this morning, has me taking a wigg for myself before putting the bag away.

“The sugar should help with the faintness,” I tell Rebecca. She takes a dainty bite and chews slowly, inspecting the rest of her wigg with a frown. Mine is gone in one mouthful.

“Is something the matter with your wigg, Miss Rebecca?” I feel a stir of protectiveness for Mercy’s baking abilities.

“No, sir.” Her cheeks pinken. Seems the sugar is already having a beneficial effect. “It’s only that the maker of the wigg is a better baker than I.” Naturally. Mercy makes wiggs often. They’re a convenient repast when I’m occupied with work and unable to avail myself of anything substantial. “I was trying to discern what the baker does differently.”

“How about we make an accord, Miss Rebecca?”

There’s a note of wariness in the young maid’s face.

“I’ll divulge my wife’s baking tricks if you answer some questions about the deceased, with as much detail as you can muster.”

She looks to Father Abbott, as if seeking his reassurance, then nods.

“How often did Mr. Wright imbibe drink, Miss Rebecca?”

“I know not if I can posit with any accuracy as to his usual habits, sir.” I stare at her until she sighs. “His first morning here we found him asleep in the kitchen, the table littered with empty cups,” she admits. “We thought him something of a drunkard. He’s been . . . He was more discreet with his drinking after that, taking his business to an inn rather than the house.”

“Which inn?”

“He met some yeomen at the Red Lion one night, but I know not if he called at any others.” I make a note to visit the Red Lion. See if the innkeeper and regular patrons cannot offer some insights into our victim and his state of mind.

“To your knowledge, was Mr. Wright pursuing a courtship or romantic liaison here in Bramley?”

Rebecca blinks in astonishment.

“He’s been here a week,” she says. “Much of which time he’s spent sowing the spring crops.”

I keep my face blank, endeavoring not to show any condescension for the naivety of a simple country maid. Much can be accomplished in a week if a man puts his mind to it. Particularly in respect of carnal matters. There are more than a few strumpets in town whom a man could avail himself of, if he was so inclined. Those at the Red Lion might have less rose-colored ideas as to the victim’s doings.

“How well acquainted was Mr. Wright with the maid, Lizzie?”

“No more so acquainted with her than me.” Rebecca’s tone is indignant. The first display of strength I’ve witnessed from her. She’s not one of those women with a leaky tongue, then. Pity. Pickthanks who impugn or speculate as to another woman’s chastity certainly make my occupation easier.

“Could you give me your impressions of Mr. Wright, Miss Rebecca?”

“My impressions.” She presses her lips together, thinking. “He was hard working, of affable disposition, and a capable vendor at market. His mother’s a fruit hawker in Aldgate. She taught him the art of being a vendor.”

A call of my name stills the next question on my tongue. A man I don’t recognize approaches from the north side of the mill. He’s of middling height and age and trimly appareled. Not a farmer. I’m unsure whether we’ve met previously. Best to wait for him to speak so as not to cause offense.

“Might I beg a private word with you, Coroner Derrick?” the stranger asks, glancing at Father Abbott and Rebecca.

“You may.” My interest is piqued. What news does he not want overheard by Bramley’s rector? Does it pertain to the journeyman’s death? “Please, excuse me for a moment,” I say to my companions.

I flit my gaze discreetly over the stranger as I follow him to a secluded spot between the trees. He’s about our victim’s age. His eyes are red and swollen, likely from crying. Were the two men acquainted? And in what capacity? I’m not sure how my mind conceives such a notion, but I find myself wondering whether the journeyman might have been a bugger and punished accordingly for it. How does one identify a sodomite? Do they walk with a limp? The stranger’s gait is stiff. I press my lips together, afraid of what might spill from my mouth.

“Forgive my rudeness, sir.” The stranger puts a hand to his chest. “Richard Hatwell. I live in the outskirts of Bramley. One of your jurors came knocking, informing us as to the”—he swallows—“body. Certain events of this morrow had me overwhelmed, and it is only now I have the strength to speak with you.”

I will him to divulge his purpose before I speak out of turn.

He inhales, steadying himself. “My father died last night.” What? “We thought him sleeping when we went into his chambers, until we noticed his torso was still. Too still.”

I clear my throat and affect a well-practiced sober countenance.

“My condolences for your loss, Mr. Hatwell.” He dips his head in acknowledgment. “I realize the distasteful nature of this . . .” I try to think of the most tactful phrasing. “But may I inquire as to what you believe your father’s cause of death to be?” God willing, he’s not missing any pertinent pieces of anatomy, else there truly will be a witch hunt. And a most monstrous murderer preying on the men of Bramley. The woods behind us acquire a sudden eeriness. Is there someone or something out there watching, waiting?

“He died in his sleep.”

“And he was intact when you discovered him? No marks on the body?”

“No marks.”

I release a breath. No connection with our victim, then.

“Did your father suffer any ailments or illnesses prior to death?”

“Aye.” Mr. Hatwell grimaces. “He suffered from tooth worms for many years. The pain was”—he rubs his eyes—“nigh unbearable. Drink and the poppy were all that helped.”

I make a note to clean my teeth vigorously this eve. I’ve heard the agony of toothache makes a man yearn for death. The late Mr. Hatwell is presumably in a better place, his suffering ended.

“I want my father buried by day’s end, Coroner Derrick.” Mr. Hatwell holds himself rigid. “I cannot bear the thought of his body lingering in the house when his spirit is gone.” He opens his mouth and hesitates. “My wife’s quick with child,” he says lowly. “I don’t want her exposed to any contagion the dead may bring.”

“Allow me to accompany you home, sir, and we’ll settle this matter expediently.” Our journeyman’s corpse isn’t going anywhere. “Then your father, God rest his soul, may be prepared for burial.”

He regards me gratefully.

“If you could wait at the front of the mill, I’ll join you there shortly.”

Most of the missing jurors have returned with nets and rods and are trying their hand at fishing. No success yet. Father Abbott remains in Rebecca’s company. The two are sitting on the ground, talking quietly. They look to me as I approach.

“Beg pardon for my absence, Father, Miss Rebecca. I’m afraid I must cut our conversation short. Duty calls me elsewhere.”

“Is all well with the Hatwells, John?” Father Abbott asks.

“It seems the elder Mr. Hatwell met his maker during the night . . .”

Rebecca gasps, putting a hand over her mouth.

“. . . succumbing to natural causes as far as his son can tell.”

“I saw him only yesterday at church,” Rebecca says. “My stepmother had me deliver Mr. Hatwell a sleeping tonic, for more peaceful slumber.” There’s a rueful curve to her lips. “I guess it didn’t work.” Father Abbott takes her hands in his.

“Would it ease your concerns, Miss Rebecca, if we pray together for his soul?” At her acquiescence, Father Abbott recites a prayer for Mr. Hatwell’s eternal rest. I obligingly close my eyes, lest I be accused of apathy. The prayer is unduly lengthy. Part of me suspects the rector to have chosen said prayer so that he might enjoy Rebecca’s touch for longer.

I’m shifting my feet, impatient, when he finally says Amen.

“Amen,” I echo. “Father, would you kindly assist Miss Rebecca back to the Evanses’ and remain there with her?”

The rector gets to his feet, offering her his hand, then proceeds to make sympathetic noises at the sight of some bruises on Rebecca’s right wrist, which are exposed by a slip of her sleeve. Appearing flustered by his attention, she dismisses the injury as trivial, but it doesn’t stop him from inspecting her wrist with a concern equal to that which he showed our dead journeyman. I’m rather proud of myself for prolonging the time the two will spend in each other’s company. They may prove an agreeable match.

“My wife recommends warming the milk and using as little flour as possible in the making of wiggs, Miss Rebecca,” I say conspiratorially.

“Thank you, sir.” She smiles weakly, Father Abbott still fussing over her hand. “I shall heed her wise counsel when next in the kitchen.”

I give her an approving nod. An agreeable match, indeed.

“I’ll call at the Evanses’ when my business with the Hatwells is concluded.” I go to apprise my jurors of the situation.

Whom to task with guarding the corpse of Thomas Wright? A call of John or Richard would garner a few raised hands. My eyes catch on Matthew, whose face is tight with concentration as he glides his net through the water. Perhaps he can redeem himself by better watching the corpse than he did the eel. One hundred seventy pounds of dead weight is a little more difficult to lose. “Matthew, I require your assistance.”

Mr. Hatwell is fiddling with one of the gold buttons on his doublet when I come around the side of the mill. On closer inspection, the buttons are stamped with the image of a sun, making my plain brass ones look dull in comparison. I should have Mercy pay a visit to Guildford’s haberdashery. Knowing my wife, though, she’ll try to commission buttons that signify my occupation. I can’t imagine buttons engraved with skulls would be well received.

“Whereabouts in Bramley do you dwell, Mr. Hatwell?”

“We’re at the northernmost end.” We start walking in that direction. “Father wanted to be close to town for trading.”

“What was his occupation?”

“A merchant. He was of London most his life but fancied living out his later years in the country. We own the haberdashery on High Street,” he says with an air of smugness. Explains the buttons. Should have recognized the name. Not that I’m acquainted with any of the Hatwells. It’s women’s business purchasing ribbons, lace, and buttons.

“Mr. Derrick, sir,” a lantern-jawed man calls from the lesser road by the church. I’m reasonably confident he’s one of my jurors. “I’ve a witness to some peculiar activity last night.” He jabs his thumb at a bespectacled fellow behind him. His companion’s not as elderly as Widow Howell but moves at about the same pace. There’s a stubborn set to the fellow’s chin as he shuffles closer. Said stubbornness probably accounts for why he doesn’t use a cane.

“Forgive me, I’ll be but a moment,” I say to Mr. Hatwell. It’ll be faster if I go meet the two men rather than wait for them to come to me.

“Mr. Derrick, this is Mr. Cooke,” the juror says. “He lives by the churchyard.”

“Yea, they won’t need to carry me far when the Lord takes me,” Mr. Cooke says, taking obvious satisfaction in either the prospect of death or his forethought in property acquisition.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Cooke. May I ask what it is you witnessed yesterday eve?”

“Not something I’d witnessed before, that’s for sure.” He sniffs and rubs his nose with the back of his hand. “At my age, I need to piss every hour. No rest do I get,” he complains. “About three or four o’clock this morrow, I went to the kitchen for a tipple of wine to help me sleep and spied movement in the churchyard. It was good I had me spectacles on.” He pushes his bow spectacles higher on his nose. “I got a good look, indeed.”

“And what did you see?”

“There was a ghost among the graves.”

“A ghost?”

“Yea, a female one. And”—he leans closer—“she was naked.”

“A naked female ghost?”

Mr. Cooke nods vigorously.

Well, this won’t be put in my notebook. “What did she look like?”

He holds his hands out in front of him as if grasping two balls.

“They were big, like pale moons.” Ah. The juror wilts under my gaze while Mr. Cooke studies his hands, trying to estimate the size of these moons. Ample, by the look of it. Would that I could avail myself of a tipple.

“And what of the ghost’s face?” Old man’s wits are clearly gone. Probably mistook a dream for reality.

“Didn’t see her face. She moved too fast. There one moment, then gone.”

“Hmm.” I act as if this is normal behavior for a ghost. “Is there anything else you can tell me about the she-ghost?”

“She was young. No wrinkles or sagging. Not like my Ruth.” Mr. Cooke raises his bushy gray brows. “God rest her soul.”

“My thanks, Mr. Cooke. You’ve been most helpful. Allow my good juror to see you home.” I memorize the lantern-jawed juror’s face. He’ll be one of the men lifting Thomas Wright’s corpse into the cart later today, by which time the smell will have grown considerably. “Farewell, sir.”

I rejoin Mr. Hatwell, and we continue down the street.

“The witness give you anything helpful?” he asks curiously.

“No.”


Chapter Six

Rebecca Laurence

Five Days Earlier 

Wednesday, April 24, 1585 

6:00 a.m. 

Evans Household

“Put your finger in Foxy’s hole”—splosh—“Foxy’s not at home”—splosh—“Foxy’s out at the back door”—splosh—“picking at a bone,” I sing, hands moving in time with my words. Blackberry shifts her hooves when I fall silent, threatening to tip over the half-full pail. I quickly start again. “Put your finger in Foxy’s hole . . .”

What is it about music that makes beasts more tractable? I always stop to listen to the minstrels on High Street, drawn in by their mellifluous tones, and the stories they tell. Losing oneself in the imaginings of another is a pleasant reprieve from the monotony of a maid’s lot. Maybe beasts are similarly inclined.

My fingers are tight, almost painfully so, by the time Blackberry trots out of the barn, her udder two pails lighter. Strawberry lumbers eagerly forward, assuming position. An ivory patch shaped like a strawberry is prominent on the tan hide before me.

Putting an empty pail in place, I take a breath and stretch my fingers, then grasp hold of the low-hanging teats and begin anew. “Jacky boy,” I sing, “ho boy news, the cat is in the well, let us ring now for her knell, ding-dong ding-dong bell.” Milk comes out in spurts, like water escaping from a dam. It must be a relief to relieve the pressure. The rough, flaky skin around Strawberry’s teats makes me think of the wet nurses in town. Do their nipples look the same after years of giving suck to gummy mouths? It would be a most painful occupation if so.

I scoop the cream from the top of each pail once Strawberry vacates the barn and drop it into the churn. Then I pick up a pail in each hand to deliver to the Larsons and Duckworths, who do not have the good fortune to own a cow themselves. I’ll see to the making of butter on my return, when my fingers are recovered from the exertion of milking.

Sidestepping the hens and chicks pecking at the feed strewn about the barn’s doorway, I come to a halt at the sound of a man singing. Setting the pails down gently, the milk sloshing inside, I creep around the side of the barn. Mr. Wright is kneeling in the dirt no more than ten yards away, his back to me as he sows seeds. He has a pleasant, deep voice. I strain my ears, trying to make out his words.

With all kind fruit there, here doth spring, and flowers that are so flourishing. Among all which I behold, as to my mind best contenting, I do commend the marigold. I don’t recognize the ballad. I wonder if it’s commonly sung in London. One hopes the journeyman did not hear me in the barn. How simpleminded a maid he would think me, singing the same nursery rhymes over and over. Perhaps I should sacrifice a halfpenny for a broadside ballad in town and apply myself to learning its words.

I quietly go back the way I came, loath to draw his notice. Hefting the pails, I set off for the Larsons. There’s a crisp chill to the air for which I’m grateful. Nothing worse than being a maid in summer. Sweat and grime accumulate throughout the day, making your face heavy with it. Come afternoon, the lemon balm scent of my apparel is overcome by bodily odor. The smell of the barn in the heat is pungent enough to singe nostril hair.

I pass by our neighbors, the Pexalls, and call good morrow to their housemaid Judith. She’s perched on a stool in the garden, a tub of soapy water and basket of linens at her feet. Judith echoes my greeting with lackluster cheer and resumes scrubbing an excrement-stained bedsheet. The Pexalls’ daughter is visiting with her husband and babe. We hear the babe’s colicky cries throughout the day. And night. I assume the babe is responsible for the soiled sheet, though the stain is sizable. We maids each have our crosses to bear, I think grimly.

The Pexalls purchased their plot from my master several years ago, erecting a fine country house. Mr. Pexall’s a well-regarded carpenter and oversaw the build. The gleaming black timber frame and pristine white facade make conspicuous the moldering paint and worn bricking of the Larson house abutting it.

The Larsons have lived in Bramley for generations, their once-bountiful lands dwindling each year. If the Larsons had been fortunate to generate sons, rather than five daughters, who each come with the burden of a dowry, they might have been able to retain their land. They are well endowed of grandchildren if not coffers.

Sarah Larson, the last remaining spinster daughter, greets me cheerfully at the door. She’s cleanly attired in Coventry blue, and her brown hair neatly coiffed. I feel unkempt in comparison, my hair disordered from the morning’s toils and dress smelling of the barn. At nine and ten years, Sarah is vigorously engaged in a woman’s chief occupation—the pursuit of a husband. Consequently, she expends considerable effort primping her appearance each morning, lest an eligible member of the opposite sex come calling.

“Who was the man with you at market yesterday?” she asks as I empty the contents of one pail into the bucket by the door, careful not to spill a drop.

“Mr. Thomas Wright, my master’s cousin. He’s a journeyman from London.”

“The two of you seemed on amiable terms.” Sarah’s tone is mild, but there’s a clear question in it.

I arch a brow. “He’s a more agreeable companion than his cousin, to be sure, but I would not recommend having designs on him as a match. He returns to London next week.”

Her disappointment is palpable. A handsome bachelor ignorant of the Larsons’ financial situation. Who wouldn’t want to try their luck at catching his hand?

“I overheard Widow Howell saying that the fishmonger’s son Edward and the milliner, Mr. Draper, are in search of a wife,” I offer.

Sarah wrinkles her nose. “I detest the smell of fish. It lingers in the house for days after cooking, invading every crevice.”

Though beggars should not be choosers, I can understand her reservations. When I’m of an age where matrimony is a more pressing necessity, I, too, would favor a husband without dirt or malodor embedded in his skin.

“The smell is not so bad when boiled,” I say. I pick up one empty and one full pail, the imbalance of weight disconcerting. “I must be off to the Duckworths. Adieu, Sarah.”

“Adieu, Becca.” Sarah’s eyes are unfocused in thought. I wonder if she’ll venture into town and provoke a meeting with the milliner.

As I walk along the road to the Evanses’, the empty pails swinging from my hands, I catch sight of a familiar figure on horseback, and my heart dips. I grudgingly continue onward. May as well get this over with.

“Good day, dearest father.” I feel small looking up at Father on his horse, almost like a child again. He hasn’t changed much these past years. A few crinkles around his eyes, but still a winsomeness that makes poor, unsuspecting women take another glance. I wonder if Agatha knows about my father’s bedswerving. Surely, she must. After all, he did it to my mother. Why would she be an exception?

“Good day, Rebecca.” He doesn’t bother dismounting. “I hear the Evanses have a visitor. A man of twenty odd?”

“Yes, their cousin, Mr. Thomas Wright. He’s seeing to the crops while my master and mistress attend her sister’s funeral in Eastbourne.”

“And is this Mr. Wright a bachelor?” There’s mild concern in Father’s eyes.

“I know not. He’s made no mention of a wife.” I don’t know if it’s a woman’s place to outright ask. Sarah would know.

“Madam Wandlesworth observed the two of you sitting very close when traveling to town.” Tittle-tattling gossip. One can only hope that someday she’ll wag her tongue so much it falls out of her mouth.

“It is the same when I travel with my master,” I say, shrugging helplessly. “There’s no room to spare in the cart.”

“Perhaps you’d be better walking.” It is not so much a suggestion as a command. “We would not want any aspersions cast on your character.” Far be it from the Laurence women to act out of turn.

“Indeed, Father.” No intention do I have of walking.

“We’re in agreement, then. I must away.” He takes up the reins. “I’m expected elsewhere.”

“Do convey my well wishes to Widow Caulfield.” He regards me with surprise. “I hear you’ve been calling on her this past month.”

“Widow Caulfield has no sons or daughters to help keep her house in good repair, Rebecca.” Father’s tone is reproachful. “It’s the godly thing to do, offering my aid to a lonesome widow.” His act is not as convincing as it once was. Said widow is of fair means, at least, and not after the family’s money.

“I’m sure Widow Caulfield takes great comfort in your aid, my father. Farewell.” I resume walking.

“If I weren’t on horseback, I’d strike you for your cheek, Rebecca,” he calls after me. Is it cheek when it’s the truth?

I’m struck with a desire to reward myself when I return to the Evanses’, to compensate for the morning’s trials, and decide to make dessert before the main meal. I set the ingredients out by the window, which is open to admit a light zephyr, bringing in the sweet scent of myrtle and mint that grow just outside the kitchen.

There’s a certain decadence to baking. A decadence more pronounced in the aftermath of Lent’s fasting. Mixing thick cream, butter, sugar, egg yolks, and mace: rich goods one should not eat in excess. The impulse to dip your finger in the bowl to sample the batter, and the enticing smell permeating the air as the sugar cakes rise in the oven. Would that I could bake all day instead of attending to my other chores. Mistress might not object. I was surprised my rhubarb pie remained intact to trade with Mr. Fitzwilliam.

The sugar cakes come out evenly shaped. The little dots I pricked into the dough in the shape of flowers were well preserved by the heat. I leave the cakes on the tray to cool and see to the making of the noon meal: vegetable pottage with the leftover bread from breakfast and leafy greens from the garden. Simple fare for when there’s but one cook in the kitchen.

The pottage on a gentle simmer, I put the cakes into a basket, setting two aside for myself and Mr. Wright, and go to call on the Wyldes. Lizzie has seldom strayed from my thoughts this morning. I should feel more concern for Margery, given her babe might be in peril, but my mind is plagued by the fear that Lizzie will succumb to Robert Wylde’s advances again. I do not understand the appeal. A woman is liable to be crushed beneath his burly frame. Maybe it was the illicit nature of carnal pleasure with a married man that drew her to him.

The Wyldes’ house is north down the thoroughfare, adjacent to Bramley Mill. I pass several yeomen toiling along the way, seeing to their planting. Their wives, daughters, and maids are presumably toiling indoors, preparing provisions.

The curtains and windows of the Wylde house are closed, as if the occupants have gone. Or are trying to hide something. Like the sounds of pain Margery Wylde is surely making. It’s almost ominously quiet as I walk up the stone path.

I rap on the front door and step back to wait. I’m loath to enter without invitation. I do not want to be blamed should any woes befall Margery or her infant at this vulnerable time. A long moment passes until I hear steps approaching from inside. The door swings open, revealing Lizzie, her cheeks flushed and face aglow with sweat.

“Becca,” she says, surprised.

“Good morrow. I brought sugar cakes.” I hold the basket out to Lizzie. “Is all well with Margery?” I ask with concern.

“The midwife’s trying to get the babe in the right position,” Lizzie says on a sigh. “Margery has me doing odd chores while we wait.”

A door opens in the hallway behind Lizzie, and Robert Wylde steps out. He gives me a brief nod of acknowledgment as he scrubs a hand through his hair, neatening it, and disappears further into the house. His face is flushed like Lizzie’s.

Betrayal’s a funny feeling. The realization of it hits you suddenly, like an arrow to the chest. I’ve felt such feeling twice before: when my father married Aunt Agatha within weeks of my mother becoming worm food, and again when my stepmother gave birth to a boy child six months later.

Nausea spreads through my gut as I look at Lizzie, imploring her to reassure me I’m mistaken. She doesn’t meet my eyes, her feet seemingly very interesting.

“Give my well wishes to Margery.” I pray the quaver in my voice isn’t obvious.

“Our thanks for the sugar cakes, Becca.” Lizzie says nothing more, and I turn to leave. The Wyldes’ door closes with a resounding click.

A burning sensation builds behind my eyes, and I do my best to suppress it, to force back the threat of tears. I don’t want anyone in Bramley to witness me cry. About a hundred yards from the Wyldes’, my name’s called. Bother. The worry on Father Abbott’s face as he leaves the Duckworths’ property and comes toward me causes the tight hold on my tears to falter and burst.

“Are you in good health, Miss Rebecca?” He puts his arm around me and takes my hand. I nod, trying to stifle my sobs. “I shall see you home.” He guides me in the direction of the Evanses’. It is a strange feeling, being in a man’s hold. Many years has it been since my father supported me in such fashion.

“Forgive my weakness, Father Abbott,” I manage to say. “I’ve come from the Wyldes’. Margery Wylde’s travails have come early, and I’m terribly afraid for her and her child.”

“There’s no shame in tears, Miss Rebecca. It is a credit to your character, feeling sympathy for another’s plight. Take comfort in our Lord’s words.” He squeezes my hand. “Fear thou not, for I am with thee. Be not dismayed, for I am thy God. I will strengthen thee. Yea, I will help thee. Yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.”

I muster a feeble smile, feigning reassurance. I would not want the rector to be disheartened in himself. He’s not long taken over as Holy Trinity’s rector, inheriting the position from his father several months back. Many older parishioners don’t hold their tongue when making comparisons between father and son. I imagine it is difficult to live up to the legacy of one’s forebears.

“May I call on you tomorrow, Miss Rebecca?” Father Abbott asks when we reach the Evanses’. “To ensure your good health?” He looks at me searchingly. “We can pray together for Madam Wylde and her child.”

“I would be most grateful, Father. Thank you for your kindness.”

“God be with you, Miss Rebecca.”

“And with you, Father.”

The rector waits for me to close the door before leaving. I lean against the back of the door once he’s gone, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. I best make up the master bedchamber before Mr. Wright ventures inside. It’s nearly noon. Hopefully I can put on a cheery face at the table, however false it may be.

I trudge upstairs. How could Lizzie betray me? Betray Margery? I shake my head, unable to comprehend her actions. Nor conceive of what I’ll say when Lizzie returns home.

Resolving to put such thoughts out of my mind and focus on my chores, I go into the master bedchamber with purpose, making straight for the unmade bed.

“Um,” a man’s voice says. I turn toward the sound, coming to an abrupt standstill at the sight of Mr. Wright in a state of undress by the washtub. Oh! I hurriedly shift to flee, only to trip on my feet and fall to the floor with a thump. I lie looking up at the rafters, air knocked out of me.

“Ow.”

“Miss Rebecca.” Mr. Wright’s worried face appears above me. He’s put on breeches but remains shirtless. His hair’s wet.

“Beg pardon, sir. I didn’t see you there.” Now I cannot unsee. It doesn’t much resemble a cowcumber.

“Are you hurt?” He gently moves my head, inspecting for blood.

“I don’t think so.” He assists me to a standing position and sits me on the edge of the bed.

“You’re crying.”

“I squeezed onion in my eye earlier.” He gives me a disbelieving look. “And”—I sigh—“it may have been a trying morning.”

He goes to the bedside table and returns with a handkerchief, a little creased but clean.

“Thank you.” I dab my eyes.

“How might I cheer you up, Miss Rebecca?” His face is earnest. I don’t think there’s anything that can. Not until I speak with Lizzie and learn precisely what happened.

“Thank you for your kindness, sir, but I best attend to the kitchen.”

He grasps my arm when I make to stand, his grip firm but not rough. “Sit a moment longer,” he instructs. “Until we can be sure you’re unhurt.”

I gingerly sit back down.

We sit in silence. I glance furtively at him. He’s missed a button on his breeches. I make myself look away, rather than investigate whether a certain piece of anatomy is visible. Best to pretend I saw nothing. I search my mind for something to say.

“Would you tell me of Aldgate, sir?”

“Not much to tell. Aldgate’s mostly a thoroughfare for travelers to London. There’s more inns than people.”

“Which inn would you recommend, should I have occasion to visit?”

“Not the Three Nuns,” he says immediately. “It’s a den of iniquity.” He clears his throat. “Sunn and Trumpet’s innkeeper brews the best ale; White Bear has the most palatable pies; and the Crown is the cleanliest of the lot.”

“The Crown it is. Thank you for the advice, sir.” I meet his eyes, regarding him warmly. I’m not sure what comes over me, but I find myself leaning forward and kissing the journeyman’s cheek. His beard hair feels bristly on my skin.

“For your kindness,” I say, abruptly aware of the compromising position we’re in. Me, an unwed maid sitting on a bed with a man unaccompanied. The journeyman’s stomach gives a loud grumble.

“You’re hungry.” I get to my feet, pausing for a moment to ensure my head does not object to the motion. “And it would seem I am recovered from my fall. I shall see to the meal.” I go quickly to the door, eager to distance myself. “It shall be on the table by the time you’ve made yourself . . .” I glance back at him. “Presentable, sir.”

I do my best not to dwell on Lizzie and concentrate instead on Mr. Wright, asking him all manner of questions at the dining table.

“Did you meet your wife in Aldgate, sir?” I ask.

His brow furrows. “My wife? I’m not married.”

“Oh, beg pardon. A villager asked after you today. They must have mistaken you for your cousin.”

He seems satisfied with my explanation and finishes his last bite of sugar cake. Then he stares at his empty plate with something akin to disappointment. I break my own sugar cake in half and reach across the table, putting a half on his plate, earning an appreciative smile.

“They’re very palatable,” he praises.

“I’ll make more tomorrow. I gave most of the batch to the Wyldes, thinking they’d have a greater need for them.” My mood dampens at the thought of Robert and Lizzie.

“I look forward to it. My thanks for the meal, Miss Rebecca.” He rises from the table.

“You’re most welcome, sir.” I smile. “Forgive me, there’s crumbs.” I gesture at his face. “In your chin hair.” Mr. Wright wipes his chin. “The other side.” He wipes at the other side with the back of his hand, missing the crumbs. And again. “Let me,” I say. Men are useless in some respects. I delicately brush the cake crumbs from his hair and onto the floor, where I shall sweep them up later.

It catches me off guard when Mr. Wright leans down and presses a kiss to my cheek. He smells like sugar cakes.

“For your kindness.” He grins. Then he leaves the dining room. I hear the front door closing as he goes outside, returning to the fields. I feel strange. And a little gratified. Someone in this household pays me attention, at least. What would Lizzie think if she witnessed him kiss my cheek? Ought I to try to garner another kiss or compliment from him in her view? Make Lizzie feel a fraction of the hurt I felt on seeing her with Robert?

My eyes flick constantly to the window as I clean the dishes, watching for a glimpse of Mr. Wright. What would it be like being with a man? For Lizzie to risk everything with Robert—twice—there must be some compelling incentive. My heart beats faster at the thought. The journeyman is winsome. And he looks strong. Very different to a woman. There’s a sudden throb of anticipation, of wanting, and I press my thighs together, trying to quell the sensation. Mr. Wright passes by and spies me at the window. He raises a hand, oblivious to my thoughts. I lower my gaze and scrub the dishes more vigorously.

When the kitchen is clean, I attend to the master bedchamber. Despite knowing Mr. Wright is outside, I enter the room more cautiously than before. The bed doesn’t smell like Mistress anymore. Our guest has an earthy scent, probably on account of his present occupation. There’s a bottle on the bedside table. Hair oil. Curiosity has me removing the stopper and holding the bottle to my nose. It’s scented with sandalwood and something else I cannot name. It’s pleasant.

An hour before supper, I check Mr. Wright is outside and go quickly upstairs to consult Mistress’s pocket looking glass. Tugging my smock and bodice down a little, I rearrange my kerchief in such a way as could be thought accidental, to show a hint of my breasts. I tentatively sniff my armpits, discerning no terrible odor, but avail myself of a drop or two of Mistress’s rosewater perfume regardless. Then I pull several locks of hair free from my cap, positioning the hair to frame my face. Studying myself in the looking glass, I affect sensual yet innocent expressions, determining which ones suit me best. Satisfied, I return the looking glass to the dresser. Such efforts ought to garner me a compliment or two.

[image: ]

I raise my sleeves, exposing the delicate pale skin of my wrists, and pick up the pot of broth. Mr. Wright is seated and buttering a piece of bread when I come into the dining room. I lean over the table as I set the pot down, gratified when his eyes dip to my bosom. I sit down across from him, giving him a bright smile.

What were the commandments a successful vendor must heed? One, engage customers in idle conversation.

“How are you faring in the fields?”

Mr. Wright swallows his mouthful of bread before speaking.

“Most of the seeds are sown. Just the leafy greens remain. I’ll need to water them morning and afternoon, and keep away the birds and weeds.”

I don’t envy him the number of trips he’ll need to make to the tributary. “Take care when fetching water,” I advise. “An eel tried to bite my finger this morning when I dipped my bucket in the tributary.”

“I shall keep an eye out. And catch the slippery creature should it attempt to avail itself of my digits.”

“I do know a good recipe for eel pie.” I smile. “Master Evans will be pleased with your progress.”

He huffs. “There’ll be something I’ve done that falls short of my cousin’s exacting standards, I’m sure,” he says dryly. Two, compliment the customer in some manner.

“Well, your cleanliness could not be faulted. It’s been most pleasant not needing to clean clumps of grass and mud from the stairs these past two days.” My worry that Mr. Wright will think me unduly insulting of his cousin is dispelled at his chuckle.

Movement behind him catches my eye. “Lizzie?” I say. If only she’d arrived a moment later. Mr. Wright might have bestowed a compliment of his own for her to witness. Lizzie steps into the light of the dining room, illuminating her wan face and swollen eyes. My annoyance is abruptly overtaken by concern. “What’s happened? Is Margery well?”

“It was stillborn.” Lizzie’s voice breaks. I push back my bench and go to her. “It was a girl. She was so small,” Lizzie whispers. Her cheeks are damp against my neck.

“Please excuse us, sir.” I glance over my shoulder at him, and then focus my attention on Lizzie, ushering her to the stairs.

I tuck Lizzie into bed. Hovering uncertainly, I eventually sit down on the coverlet at her side, folding my hands in my lap. Lizzie looks terrible, like she’s been weeping for hours. I should derive some satisfaction from the fact that she’s in pain, too, and yet my chest feels strangely hollow.

“How’s Margery?” I ask tentatively. She closes her eyes, pained.

“Not well. I can hear her cries in my head. The midwife baptized the babe to try and save her soul, but I fear it was too late.”

It doesn’t seem fair that a stillborn child should suffer damnation because of the sin of its parents. The rest of us are forgiven of any sin—even the lewd fornication with as many Robert Wyldes as we please—merely by virtue of the fact that we possess a tongue to make confession and repent. I should ask Father Abbott when he calls tomorrow if there’s anything more that can be done to help.

“Margery lost a lot of blood during her travails,” Lizzie says wetly. “I’m afraid for her, Becca.” She looks at me anxiously. “They say death comes in threes. Mistress lost her sister, Margery her babe. What if Margery’s the third?” I cast my mind about for something reassuring to say.

“I’ll do your chores tomorrow; you be with Margery.” I try not to think about the fact that she’ll be with Robert too. “She’ll recover more quickly with your support.”

“Thank you, Becca.” Lizzie presses her face into my side and hugs me as much as she can lying down. “You smell nice.” She sniffs my dress. “Is that Mistress’s perfume?”

“Oh, I, uh, spilled some when tidying up the master bedchamber,” I say airily, discreetly tugging my sleeves down over my wrists. “Were the sugar cakes well received? I think Mr. Wright was disappointed I did not keep more of the batch.”

“Yes.” Lizzie’s voice is muffled in my dress. “Forgive me, Becca.” She pushes her face deeper into my leg, as if trying to hide. “For my weakness with Robert.”

I inhale sharply. “Why did you do it?”

“I don’t know.” She sounds lost. “I guess I thought it better that if Robert was going to stray, let it be within his own home and not another’s.”

As I draw breath to demand more of an explanation, I realize she’s crying.

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow.” I swallow my hurt, my eyes burning from unshed tears. There’s been enough sad news today. “But, I do fear”—Lizzie goes still—“what we’ll do if you become with child.”

“There’s no danger of that.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Robert didn’t . . . spill inside me. He practiced that of Onan.” Oh. Not sure I wanted that image in my head. I have the uncharitable thought that streetwalkers probably follow the same practice.

“I should clean up downstairs.” I shift to leave, and Lizzie’s arm tightens around me.

“Could you stay until I’m asleep?” She lifts her head, her brown eyes beseeching. I hesitate. To go downstairs and tidy up, or to stay and comfort her?

“Please?”

“As you wish,” I concede with a sigh. I settle back down. To occupy myself, and hasten her slumber, I gingerly reach out and stroke her hair. It still feels the same to touch.


Chapter Seven

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

11:00 a.m. 

Hatwell Household

It’s odd how death exhibits no impact on a house. There are no dark clouds hanging over the Hatwell home nor an air of despondency emanating from within. It is perfectly ordinary. Considerably larger than the surrounding houses, and in better repair, but ordinary.

I follow Richard Hatwell across the threshold, stepping over a flagstone engraved with Lace, ribbons, and buttons maketh the well-mannered man. The first of many signs that make me question whether the house is a home or a shop. Much of the haberdashery’s wares are stored here. That or the Hatwells make a habit of purchasing more than they sell. No furniture or wall has been spared adornment. Lacy cloths cover tables, elaborate embroideries decorate the walls, and who knew one needed so many buttons on their cushions.

We go through the ground floor to the stairwell, our footsteps echoing in the silence. It’s the sort of silence evoked when death comes calling and those affected fall into quiet despair. Better than the alternative. Wailing women are an unpleasant aspect of my vocation. The shrill sound pains my ears, and the tears make a man wish himself elsewhere.

Marching upstairs, Richard Hatwell strides with grim purpose along the above floor corridor. We pass three bedchambers, the beds unoccupied and ornately dressed, and come to a closed door at the end. He pauses to take a fortifying breath, then opens the door.

Two women, modestly dressed, rise from their vigil by the bed in the middle of the room. Maybe it is just the Hatwell men who have a peculiar proclivity for buttons, lace, and ribbons. It is a rare occasion where my eyes are drawn somewhere other than the corpse, but I find myself taking in the room’s frippery first. The bed is bedecked in a manner befitting nobility. It’s a wonder the elder Mr. Hatwell didn’t succumb to death’s embrace sooner, strangled by the bobbin lace and ribbon in his bedding. I never knew there was such money in haberdashery.

“Mr. Derrick, my wife, Madam Hatwell.” Richard Hatwell gestures to the brown-haired woman with freckles across her nose. My eyes dip discreetly to her stomach, perceiving a slight swell. “And my sister, Miss Anne.” There’s a wariness to Miss Anne’s countenance as she regards me. People often don’t know what to expect when I come calling. Loved ones are prone to mistaking me for a surgeon and fear I’ll desecrate the corpse through dissection. I can’t think of anything worse than cutting into a dead body. What is there to be learned by doing so? Other than the confirmation that we’re made of flesh, blood, and bone?

“Forgive my intrusion, Madam Hatwell, Miss Anne.” I incline my head. “Please accept my sincere sympathies for your loss. I will endeavor to make my visit brief so that you may return to mourning.” I meet their gazes, doing my best to exude reassurance, and then finally turn my attention to the corpse.

The late Mr. Hatwell slept as if he expected to meet death, the bedsheets swaddled around him like a shroud. His face is gaunt, and wrinkled cheeks sunken. I set my satchel gently on the end of the bed and don my death gloves. The bedside table laden with a silver candelabra, ornamental box, several glass figurines, and a curved ivory comb, I deem the floor the safest place for my inkpot. I do not wish to cause the Hatwells further distress by marring their father’s last resting place with ink.

“About what time did you come into the room this morning?”

“Just after eight o’clock,” Miss Anne answers. “Father oft slept late, particularly if he availed himself of an opiate tincture.” I write down time of death, eight o’clock.

“And you heard no noise from this room?” The Hatwells shake their heads. Madam Hatwell presses her lips together, looking upon the haberdasher with guilt or regret. Probably blames herself for not checking on him, as if that might have spared him his fate.

“It may be preferable to wait outside while I inspect the body for signs of what occasioned his death,” I suggest.

“Signs?” Richard Hatwell frowns. “What sort of signs do you expect to find? My father died of natural causes.”

“Aye,” I say calmly, “but it behooves me to investigate whether his death could be attributed to tooth rot, the infirmity of age, or some other cause.”

He makes a hmph noise.

“I’ll stay,” he says. “No need for the women to bear witness.” He steers his wife and sister out the door and closes it behind them. Then he stands by the wall with his arms crossed, like a sentinel on watch.

I return my attention to the body. It’s typically difficult to identify a singular cause when an elderly person meets their maker. I pry open Mr. Hatwell’s jaw and look inside his mouth, flinching back at the smell. While no odor of rot yet emanates from Mr. Hatwell’s corpse, one certainly does from his mouth. I wager toothache was the cause of death. Would that I had not sacrificed my handkerchief for Thomas Wright’s dignity, otherwise I could use it to cover my nose. There are more holes than teeth. The few teeth remaining are blackened and the gums surrounding them gangrenous with infection. I close his mouth, loath to investigate further. A shudder runs through me at the thought of my mouth being so afflicted, and I say a quick prayer to protect against it.

I lift Mr. Hatwell’s eyelid. No burst vessels. He didn’t asphyxiate under the plush-as-clouds bedcovers. The linen covering his body is clean, but I raise it regardless, lest there be a mortal injury I cannot see. It is the intelligent coroner who probes deeper, perceiving that which has been hidden.

My first glimpse under the bedsheet has me regretting my thoroughness. Mr. Hatwell’s nightshirt, which is the finest and frilliest I’ve seen a man wear, has risen up, exposing his nether regions. I can say with certainty that his death is unrelated to that of our victim behind Bramley Mill. A color that doesn’t belong catches my eye. Clasped in his wrinkled hand is a small green bottle. I pry the bottle loose from death-stiff fingers.

The bottle’s empty. I tentatively put my nose to the stopper, inhaling a sweet, floral scent. There’s something familiar about the scent, but I can’t place it.

“Do you know what this contained?” I raise it in Richard Hatwell’s direction. He clenches his jaw when he sees the bottle.

“No, I’ve not seen it before,” he says.

“Are you sure?” I wag the bottle in the air.

“Aye.” His expression is carefully blank. I study the bottle more closely, my suspicions roused, and recall Rebecca’s comment about her stepmother.

“Could it have been a sleeping tonic?”

“Possibly.” He shrugs.

I resolve to show Rebecca the bottle. I’m not sure what I hope to gain from her confirmation that it’s a sleeping tonic, only that Hatwell’s reaction irks me. He watches me put the bottle in my jacket pocket but makes no objection.

“From what I’ve observed”—he lifts his gaze from my pocket—“toothache appears the most likely cause of death.” I take a step back from the bed and raise my notebook, noting down my observations. I pause mid-sentence. “Beg pardon, Mr. Hatwell.” I wince. “Could you refresh my memory as to your father’s forename?”

“John.” Should have guessed.

Miss Anne and Madam Hatwell are waiting in the corridor when we open the door. Close enough to eavesdrop. Madam Hatwell’s cheeks redden when I look at her.

“Ladies.” I dip my head. “I shall leave you in peace.” I turn to address Richard Hatwell. “Would you direct me to the Evanses’ house? I’m to call on Miss Rebecca Laurence.”

“Rebecca Laurence?” Miss Anne repeats. Her eyes dart briefly to her brother. “What reason do you have to call on her?”

“The body discovered this morning was that of Yeoman Evans’s cousin, Mr. Thomas Wright.”

“Oh.” Miss Anne’s shoulders loosen. “God rest his soul.”

I delve into my pocket. “And I want to ask Miss Rebecca about this.”

Miss Anne stiffens when she sees the bottle. Curious. What is it about this bottle that concerns them? One wonders whether it truly was God’s mercy that occasioned Mr. Hatwell’s passing or if something helped it along. Small mercies the bottle was in the haberdasher’s hand at death and seemingly taken of his own volition. “I’d like to confirm that it’s the sleeping tonic her stepmother made.”

Richard Hatwell clears his throat. “Go three hundred yards south down the thoroughfare and turn left at the lesser road by the church. About a hundred yards along you’ll find the Evanses. Just after the Pexalls. You can’t miss the Pexall house—it’s a newer build, and larger than most. Not as large as ours,” he adds smugly.

“Madam Pexall has a fondness for anemones,” Madam Hatwell says. “There’s bushes of them throughout the garden.”

“I thank you. God be with you, Mr. Hatwell, Madam Hatwell, Miss Anne.” I make my way down the stairs unescorted, the hushed whispering of the Hatwells audible even over the clunk of my boots. A pity their words are not discernible.

As I step across the engraved flagstone at the front door, I remember that Father Abbott is in Rebecca’s company. I hesitate for a moment, but decide not to inform the Hatwells, lest their presence interfere with my questioning of her. They’ll locate Father Abbott eventually. And if the circumstances surrounding the haberdasher’s death are as I suspect, it is better the burial be delayed. It would be most distressing for the family should the body require removal from consecrated ground.

“Good day, Coroner Derrick,” the Hatwells’ neighbor calls from his garden. He’s a reddish-bearded man of forty odd. We’ve not met previously, but the office of coroner lends an element of celebrity. Many recognize my face without my knowing them in return.

“Good day, sir.”

“How fares the inquest?”

“Natural causes, as expected,” I say, my face appropriately solemn.

“Fellow drowned, then?” The neighbor wags his head with a tsk, leaning on his shovel. “Must ’a’ had a cup too much, I reckon, to drown in three feet ’a’ water.”

“Ah, no,” I say, “it was the elder Mr. Hatwell who died of natural causes.”

“The old man’s dead?” He sounds surprised. Zounds. I thought the Hatwells would have told their neighbors. “About time. Miserable wasn’ he, with those teeth?” He clicks his tongue, running it around his mouth, perhaps assessing the state of his own teeth. Seemingly not at all saddened.

“I’m sure I don’t know, sir. I bid you farewell.” I raise my hand awkwardly.

“Oliver,” the neighbor calls to a man up the road, “guess what news?” I quicken my feet, loath to be present when the Hatwells realize I’ve spilled the beans.

I make it twenty yards before I’m stopped by another villager. A woman. With questions as to whether safeguards should be implemented to protect against eel attacks in the tributary. I wager she’s been in conversation with Widow Howell. Catching sight of one of my jurors—possibly Isaac?—hastening toward us, I make my excuses.

“Coroner Derrick, sir,” possibly Isaac pants, putting his hands on his narrow hips, catching his breath.

“What news? Has something happened?” Matthew better not have lost the body. I’d be tempted to shave his duck’s buttocks of hair off as punishment.

“It’s the eel, sir.”

“It’s been captured?” Finally, some good news.

“Beg pardon, sir.” He winces. “We haven’t caught that eel yet.” My good cheer evaporates. “But we’ve netted nine others.” His scrawny chest, which likely hasn’t broadened since boyhood, puffs up with pride.

“And you came to inform me of my jury’s fishing prowess?”

“No, sir. We weren’t sure what you wanted done with the eels caught.” I regard him skeptically, convinced this must be a jest. His face is guileless. A guilelessness more befitting of a man half his age. Are there any men within my jury capable of independent thought? I dread to think how long it took them to learn to wipe their arses.

“You don’t know what to do with the eels which have nothing to do with the inquest.” I rub my chin as if this is a quandary of great difficulty. Upon reflection, though, they can’t exactly throw the eels back into the water to be caught again. “Perhaps cook them? There’s a fire by the site. I’m sure you can gather up some sticks to make a good roasting spit.” Probably best to keep watch for excessive smoke coming from the direction of the mill.

“Noon is approaching.” He looks thoughtful. A rare expression for him, I imagine. “And the men have availed themselves more of ale than food for breakfast.” Excessive drink might account for their losing of the eel in the first place. Their heads are filled more with bread and cheese than brain.

“My thanks, sir,” he says brightly. “I’ll go tell the others.”

I watch him travel down the road in front of me, swinging his wiry arms to and fro, trying to make himself appear larger than he is. From his raw-boned build and small stature, measuring no taller than five foot, I suspect he knew hunger in childhood. My shoulders droop when I spot a matronly villager making toward me. It’s as if I’m a carcass attracting flies.

“Coroner Derrick,” calls a feminine voice. God’s bones. They’re coming from all directions. I muster up a convivial expression that feels more like a grimace and turn around, immediately glad I did.

“Aren’t you a balm for sore eyes.” I take in the sight of Mercy, riding atop Galahad. She chose the colt’s name herself, adamant that one inevitably comes to embody their name. And what name could be more noble?

Her cheeks are a pleasing pink from traveling. A single fiery curl has sprung free from her cap. My eyes linger on it, wanting to both tuck the lock back into its proper place and revel in its escape.

“And you must be the most charming coroner in Surrey.” Mercy smiles.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

She produces a basket from the other side of the saddle.

“I’ve brought provisions. Enough for two. I thought you might forget to eat,” she says archly. Warmth fills me. Was there ever a more solicitous wife?

“You’re joining me?” I try not to sound too eager. She nods. “Splendid.” I scan the surroundings, trying to decide where we can eat without being accosted by villagers or jurors. A little ways into the woods ought to do it.

“Good day, Coroner Derrick.” The matronly villager approaching from the north has caught up to us. “How fortuitous to encounter you.” Fortuitous, indeed. She definitely didn’t catch sight of me up the road and change course toward me. “Madam Wandlesworth.” Her name strikes a chord, but I find myself distracted by her wide, vermillion-painted smile, which reveals teeth that seem sharper than usual. A man would be wise to keep his wits about him when in the company of this woman, lest he be bitten.

“Well met, Madam Wandlesworth,” I say, praying we can be rid of her quickly. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Madam Mercy Derrick.” She distractedly acknowledges Mercy, her attention on me.

“I live just yonder from Bramley Mill,” Madam Wandlesworth says. I nod to show I’m listening, doing my best not to stare at her painted mouth—which demands attention. “I was woken this morrow by a most dreadful hue and cry.” She shakes her head in memory, graying brown curls moving with the motion. “The miller must have yelled himself hoarse. It’s been weighing on my mind all day.” She puts a hand to her chest in distress. “Might I inquire as to the progress of your inquest, sir? Be it murder or misadventure?”

I draw breath to answer, my jaw clicking shut when she goes on.

“I’ve racked my mind for who in Bramley could be capable of murder, and I remembered overhearing Lord Carril arguing with his nephew yesterday afternoon as I was taking a turn past East Bramley Manor.” She gives me a conspiratorial look. “I moved closer to listen.” I arch a brow. “To ensure no one came to any harm.” Her eyes are wide with faux sincerity.

I picture the middle-aged matron skulking in the shrubs outside the manor. Surely the brightness of her lips would give her position away. I recall where I heard her name now. The jurors called her a twattle-basket. I glance ruefully at Mercy. We won’t be escaping anytime soon.

“Lord Carril sounded most angry,” Madam Wandlesworth enunciates seriously. “And I cannot blame him. Miss Mabel will be ruined should her dalliance with his rake of a nephew be made public.” There’s a malicious glint in the matron’s eye, as if she derives enjoyment from the prospect of Mabel’s ruination. “It wasn’t his nephew’s body you found by the mill, was it?”

“To my knowledge, Nicholas Carril is alive and well,” I say quickly, lest she interrupt. “I’d caution you from speculating on the Carrils’ affairs, Madam.” I regard her sternly. “Lord Carril would surely pursue a suit against those who slander his chaste daughter’s good reputation.”

The matron pales. I wonder how many she’s shared her news with. Hopefully my warning will gird any further wagging of her serpentine tongue and keep me out of Lord Carril’s black books.

“Please excuse us, Madam, we have urgent business,” I say importantly. Namely, a spot of refreshment. I turn my back on her in dismissal and help Mercy dismount. Keeping my spine straight and face forward, I lead Mercy and her colt off the road. Only when we’re several trees into the woods do I chance a glance behind. The tension in my shoulders eases at the sight of an empty road.

“Is she gone?” Mercy whispers.

“Aye.”

“Good,” she sighs. “It is difficult being the wife of a man so in demand. The whole county seems to require your attention.”

“I’m all yours, my love.” I pat her arm. “Provided we go far enough into the woods that no one happens upon us.”

“Let us go far enough in to find wood creatures, then. Do you think wild people could inhabit these parts?” Mercy’s eyes flit curiously around the trees. Such thought makes me uneasy, considering Thomas Wright’s manner of death.

“I imagine there’d have been reports of sightings if so,” I say breezily. “In any case, I think we’re far enough in we won’t be discovered.” There’s a grassy spot dotted with bluebells where we might comfortably sit. The trees are thick enough to conceal us from the road, and we’re not so far in that our cries for help couldn’t be heard. I guide Galahad to a tree, tethering his reins to a low-hanging branch so that he might graze.

Unhooking the blanket attached to the saddle, I lay it on the grass. Mercy opens the basket, revealing manchet bread, still warm, butter, cheese, and pork and cress sausages. My stomach grumbles with anticipation.

“No dessert?” I ask, to be contrary. Mercy gives me a look.

“Were the wiggs not to your liking?”

“Delectable as always, my love.” She makes a hmm sound, a clear warning that I’d better not question her capabilities again. I apply myself to eating a sausage, making appreciative noises as I chew.

“Tell me about this morning’s inquest.” Mercy gives me her attention. I have no qualms talking about the case when it’s my wife asking. She doesn’t spread the information to all and sundry. Alas, she is not as quiet as a crypt when it comes to discussing our marital matters with her mother, who embodies the saying: Many women, many words; many geese, many turds. Mothers-in-law.

I apprise Mercy of the inquest, keeping nothing back. She gives the occasional gasp or exclamation.

“Do you think it could be contagious?” Her green eyes are worried.

“Contagious?”

“The victim’s injury.”

“No, no.” I wave a hand dismissively. “If the eel doesn’t prove the perpetrator, then I wager the responsible party is either a cuckolded husband or the kinsman of a maiden the journeyman dallied with.”

“Still.” She appears troubled. “Did you touch the body?” I think back, trying to remember. Mercy must take my silence as a yes as she gives an aggrieved sigh. Then she shoves me violently backward. I manage to catch myself on my elbows.

“What was that for?” She grabs at my breeches and undoes the buttons. “What are you doing?” I yelp in an unmanly fashion when she reaches through the opening, and go still as a boulder when she takes hold of me. She gropes my most sensitive—and irreplaceable—strip of flesh, her brow furrowed in concentration, as if she’s ensuring nothing’s changed. I gradually relax. Though one part of me stiffens.

“I think we should check everything’s in working order, don’t you agree?” Mercy says. “That you’re not afflicted by what ailed poor Thomas Wright?” She pulls me out into the open air and starts to move her hand in earnest.

“Have mercy on me, love,” I groan, falling back onto the blanket.

“Have mercy on you.” She stills her hand. “As you wish.” She lets go of me. Damnation. Picking up her skirts, Mercy moves herself atop me. I stare at her, bemused.

“Better you a green shirt than me a green gown. I’m rather fond of this dress and don’t fancy getting grass stains on it. Besides, you did say to have Mercy on you.” She grasps me again. I can’t see anything with her skirts covering me up to my chin. I’m abruptly engulfed in heat. My eyes roll back. It feels like coming home, being sheathed inside my wife, as close as two bodies can get. If this is what heaven is, I would die happily.

My only complaint is she’s not bare before me so that I might enjoy the view.

“What do we do if someone happens upon us?” Wait. No. I shouldn’t have said that. She might stop.

“We tell them we’re,” Mercy gasps, “ensuring there’s no contagion to fear from the body.”

“Indeed.” I nod vigorously. “I can use scientific terms to make it sound official. Hypothesis, lubricity, anatomical, sunderment.” Mercy moans, moving faster.

May God strike me down if I ever tire of seeing my wife come undone. Mercy’s face is aglow, her eyes are bright, and there’s a sensualness to her ruby lips as they part in ecstasy. Would that we could be carnally joined all day. Alas, I fear my own death is nigh. Though it be but a little death, it is mighty.


Chapter Eight

Rebecca Laurence

Five Days Earlier 

Wednesday, April 24, 1585 

10:30 p.m. 

Evans Household

A noise downstairs wakes me. It’s a cause of some confusion to find myself slumped against the headboard in my day clothes. Lizzie’s in repose beside me, making nighttime noises. Shafts of silver light shine through the window. I rub my aching neck, chastising myself for falling asleep and wondering how late it is. A clatter, like someone dropped a piece of crockery, echoes up the stairs. I sit up straighter. Is there a housebreaker in the kitchen? I slip from bed. Lizzie doesn’t stir.

The corridor’s empty but for the moonlit shadows of the trees cast on the wall. The shadows come alive in the wind, swaying eerily. Like monstrous, skeletal fingers reaching out, searching for souls to snare. I give myself a shake. It’s just my imagination. Too many terrors does the night bring.

I peer into the master bedchamber to see if Mr. Wright is awake, discovering it unoccupied and the bed unslept in. Maybe it’s him downstairs. A comforting thought.

That or he’s gone out, leaving us without the protection of a man. Creeping into the master bedchamber, I pick up the unlit candelabra on the dresser, its weight reassuring in my hand. Fortune willing, there is no housebreaker to defend against.

I go carefully down the pitch-dark staircase, trying to avoid the steps that creak. A flicker of yellow light leads me along the corridor to the kitchen. I put my ear to the kitchen door. There’s the clink of something being set down on the table and the sound of someone moving about. Quickly, before my courage deserts me, I push open the door.

Mr. Wright jumps when the door creaks open.

“God’s blood.” He grasps his chest. “I thought you were asleep.”

My grip on the candelabra loosens. “I heard noises and came to investigate.”

He sits down on the bench where he slept two nights ago and takes a sip from his cup. There’s a jug of ale on the table and a candle emitting a warm glow. He must make a habit of nighttime drinking.

“I thought it might have been a housebreaker.”

“A housebreaker? You’re a brave maid to confront them yourself.” He looks at me in amused disbelief. “With a candelabra, no less.”

My back straightens in indignation. “It’s made of brass. And heavy.” I set the candelabra down on the table with a clunk. “It could deal a great blow, I think.”

He raises his hands, placating.

“I only meant I was surprised, nay, impressed, that a young maid would be bold enough to face an intruder on her own. I’d be raising arms and wielding a dagger.”

“Well, all of the sharp implements are in here,” I say.

“Indeed. Beg pardon for waking you, Miss Rebecca. I was moving the dishes from the dining room to the kitchen when I tripped. Nothing broke, I promise.” The bowls from supper are stacked beside the washtub, awaiting cleaning.

“You cleared the table?” I say, astonished. I cannot recall my father or master carrying so much as a spoon to the tub. One would think they lack the capability to do so. Maybe the men of London are bred differently.

“Thank you, sir.” I regard him warmly, curious as to what else might be different about the men of London. “I meant to see to the dishes earlier but fell into a doze while comforting Lizzie.” It’s a relief Mistress is away. She would scold me for my neglect. “Would it trouble you if I saw to their cleaning now?” I do not want him to think me an idle maid, and I’m loath to leave things untidy. Mother taught me to keep the kitchen cleanly, lest we draw vermin indoors. The household where she served, some six years before my birth, was stricken by an outbreak of plague in Guildford. The first sign the pestilence had reached their door was the discovery of dead rats in the kitchen, their beady eyes and nostrils crimson with blood.

“I’d be glad of the company.” He refills his cup.

I pull my sleeves up higher than necessary as I make my way to the washtub, exposing my forearms.

“Are you having trouble sleeping again, sir?” I submerge the dishes in the cold, soapy water.

“Haven’t been to bed yet. I’m not long returned from the Red Lion. I met Yeomen Riddle and Watson for a drink.”

More sociable than his cousin indeed. Probably best he makes no mention of fraternizing with those whom his cousin perceives as rivals. I know not why my master insists on keeping his planting methods secret. Would not it be for the benefit of all to have more crops to eat?

“After the brisk ride back, I thought I’d avail myself of more ale to warm up.” He must be of strong constitution. I can see no sign of him being afflicted by drink.

“I’ve not been to the Lion in years.” Father took me there as a child. Three men haunted the inn’s tables, eschewing their families and drinking as if it was their vocation. I wonder if they’re still alive. They were as much fixtures as the lion carved into the bar’s facade. The Lion’s alewife, Madam Hopton, would fix me a mug of warm milk and send me to play in the inn’s gardens while she and Father saw to some repairs in the rooms. It was years later that I realized the rooms were not in want of repair but an opportune place wherein to cuckold her husband.

“Are the Hoptons in good health?”

“Mr. Hopton, yes; Madam Hopton’s suffered a hip injury from making up the rooms.”

I almost drop the bowl I’m drying.

“A hip injury, how dreadful.” I do my best to look sympathetic. The journeyman’s expression suggests I’m unsuccessful. “I think I’ll make a posset to drink to Madam Hopton’s good recovery. Would you like some? It might help you sleep.”

Mr. Wright holds his palms up. “Why not.”

I pour enough milk for several cups into a pot and appropriate the candle on the table to light the stove.

“You ought to visit the Angel or the Swan, sir,” I say as I return the candle. “Minstrels perform at both most nights. You could see how the entertainment compares to Aldgate.”

“Perhaps I shall avail myself of the Angel tomorrow,” he decides. “Would you care to accompany me, Miss Rebecca? Be my guide to the inns of Guildford?” A thrill runs through me. Seldom does a man think me capable of offering more than a hot meal and a clean house.

“Is your wife missing you in Aldgate?” I’ve asked such question already, but it would be remiss of me not to confirm his bachelor status. If I’ve learned anything from my father, it’s that men lie. I will not be party to adultery of any sort. Not with Father’s legacy.

“I’ve no wife,” he says. “No progeny either.”

“Oh.” I feign sheepishness.

He contemplates me for a long moment over the rim of his cup, then sets his cup down and gets to his feet. My heart jumps.

“Tell me, Miss Rebecca.” The kitchen feels smaller as he approaches. “Do you converse with such familiarity with my cousin?” Certainly not. I don’t think Master Evans has ever sought conversation from me.

“I know not what you mean, sir.” His gaze is impossible to hold, and I cast my eyes around the kitchen for a distraction. “Oh, the milk’s done.” I move to take it off heat and set the pot down on a wooden board. “Do you want me to add a nipperkin of a particular . . .” I turn, discovering him less than a foot away, his dark eyes openly studying me. I can almost feel them on my skin. I’m conscious of my breathing, which is unnaturally loud in the silence. “Ale?”

My question goes unanswered. His hand brushes my waist as it settles on the shelf behind me. Gone is the lighthearted mood of before. I’m not sure how to act. Encounters of this nature with Lizzie progress very differently. There are smiles, laughter, teasing. Not this laden silence.

“What game are you playing with me, Miss Rebecca?” he asks softly. His breath smells like bramble ale. He strokes my exposed forearm with his thumb, raising bumps on my skin. “Did you think I didn’t notice your pouting lips and blushing cheeks at supper? Or the sweet scent of rosewater on your naked wrists?” My cheeks are hot. I thought I was subtle in my flirtation. “If Miss Elizabeth hadn’t arrived, I was moments away from—” Mr. Wright cuts himself off.

I swallow, gathering my courage. “Moments away from?”

His hand comes up to caress my cheek. My skin feels delicate in his rougher palm.

“Having you on the dining table.”

“There’s a table in here,” I say breathlessly.

The journeyman seems to be everywhere at once, his hands and mouth hot and dominating. I can hardly keep up. It’s so different to Lizzie’s soft kisses and embraces. He lifts me as if I weigh no more than a sack of flour and deposits me on the edge of the table, all the while his mouth is attached to mine. A feat I’m incapable of. The practiced ease with which he removes my bodice, kerchief, and skirts makes me wonder how many maids he’s availed himself of previously. I don’t know that I could have unclothed myself any faster. I demand he remove some articles of clothing as well, so I’m at less of a disadvantage.

His naked chest is pleasing, now that I’m permitted to look. And touch. Well defined and with a scant patch of hair that I can’t resist playing with. It’s naught like a woman’s body. I watch with eager anticipation as he unbuttons his breeches. The best comparison I can make to what he reveals to me is to that of a large worm, though I doubt he’d appreciate me voicing such comparison.

I touch him tentatively, then more firmly when he makes no objection. It’s hot. And harder than I thought flesh could be. My quaint clenches at the thought of what it’ll feel like inside me. Better than a cowcumber, I hope. Mr. Wright kisses my neck with a groan.

“It’ll hurt at first,” he says into my neck, as if reading my mind, “but then once it’s through your barrier, you’ll be able to take pleasure from it.”

“I don’t have a barrier.” He pulls back.

“You’ve been with a man before?” He seems disappointed.

“No, I hadn’t so much as kissed a man. Until now.” He smirks. “I broke it accidentally.” He arches a brow. I’ve no intention of divulging the cowcumber incident. “On horseback.”

“Ah.” He pulls me to the edge of the table and puts my legs on either side of his waist, then slowly inches up my smock and presses himself to me. “Then this shouldn’t hurt.”

“You need,” I gasp as he pushes inside me, stretching me more than Lizzie’s fingers, “to practice that of Onan and spill into your hand. Unless you know another way of preventing conception.”

He hums thoughtfully.

“There is another method I’ve heard of.” He puts his hands around my posterior and pulls me with him as he shifts to sit down on the bench, provoking a high-pitched squeak. It feels as if I’ve sat down on a pole. “When a woman sits astride a man, no child shall follow.”

Well, I suppose he’s more informed about such matters than me. I move cautiously, feeling uncommonly sensitive.

“Of course, it means you’ll need to do most of the work.” His smug grin feels like a challenge. One I am loath to lose. I determinedly lift myself up, then down, eliciting a groan from the man before me and a protesting creak from the bench. I can only pray both the bench and Mr. Wright are of sturdy construction.

The stairs are a challenge to climb afterward. I’m unaccustomed to such forms of exercise. Lizzie’s snoring softly when I enter our chambers on shaky legs. I creep across the floor and slip quietly under the covers.

Despite my efforts not to disturb Lizzie, I’m strangely disappointed she doesn’t stir. Part of me desperately wanted her to catch me so that she might know how betrayal feels. I would also quite like to confide in my dearest friend about the experience. To giggle about it under the covers together, maybe even compare the journeyman’s bedsport with that of her brother-in-law. Perhaps I would like to brag that Mr. Wright made me see heaven too. Twice.

Another part of me is smug to have a secret from Lizzie. And to be on equal footing. I wonder if she’ll sense something different about me in the morning? Will I tell her what I did? I study Lizzie’s face. There’s an almost angelic quality to her in slumber. Her soft skin is aglow with silvery moonlight, and her rosy lips are partly open. How is it possible to love someone most ardently but bed another? Maybe I am my father’s daughter.

Guilt racks me. Even after Lizzie’s betrayal, she remains the person in this earthly world whom I love most. How, then, could I so easily betray her? And in a manner arguably worse? If we lived in Sir Thomas’s Utopia, my misdeeds would see me condemned to slavery. Ought that to be my punishment? To see to all of Lizzie’s needs, so as to atone for my sins?

I can hear Mr. Wright moving about next door. The bed frame gives a loud creak, and there’s some rustling as he gets comfortable. I clench my sore thighs together, breathing shakily, and feel suddenly cold. The journeyman’s here for five more days. Will he expect to have me in the kitchen again? Do I let him?

Lizzie makes a disgruntled noise in her sleep and rolls over, giving me her back, as if her slumbering self can sense my thoughts. A surge of anger overcomes my worry. It’s her fault I’m in this position. Perhaps by virtue of that, I ought to let Lizzie’s future interactions with Robert dictate my own. Should she succumb to his advances again, then so, too, shall I to Mr. Wright’s. I set my jaw, resolved. At the very least, engaging in further practical exercises with the journeyman will better prepare me for my future marital bed and, one hopes, maybe make it pleasant.


Chapter Nine

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

1:00 p.m. 

Bramley woods

“I don’t want you going near any eels,” Mercy says as she fixes her dress, tone brooking no argument.

“That might be tricky, love.” I wince. “Given an eel currently constitutes key evidence.”

“Are you not always telling me about the benefits of delegation when one is in charge?”

“Aye.”

“And when the eel is captured, could not the responsibility of cutting it open be delegated?”

“Aye,” I concede.

“Good.” She claps her hands. “Now, escort me to the site. I wish to see the body with my own eyes. It’s not every day your husband comes upon such an intriguing murder.”

“It could still be a case of misadventure,” I caution. Mercy gives me an unimpressed look.

“A man does not cut off his own instrument, John.”

“As I said, it could be a postmortem injury. Hence the need to examine the eel.” Mercy’s gaze bores into me. “But, yes.” I cough, my throat suddenly arid. “We are proceeding as if it is murder.”

I assist Mercy back onto Galahad, not that she needs it, but a husband likes to feel useful. She could easily travel the three hundred odd yards to the mill on foot; however, I have conceived a plan to walk alongside Galahad and use his bulk to conceal myself from the left side of Bramley’s thoroughfare, where most dwellings are situated. Hopefully it might help me go unseen by villagers. Alas, I fear a gossip’s eye for news is as discerning as a leech’s nose for blood.

It’s unseasonably warm as we venture along the road, the sun hot on our heads. A contrast to the frigid morning. Though I suppose our vigorous dancing on the ground may be partly responsible for the beads of sweat on my temple and the discomfort of wearing a doublet.

No villagers are on the road. They must be inside eating. Convenient timing on our part.

Mercy’s gaze flits about above me, surveying the surrounds with interest. I can’t recall when last she visited Bramley. Inquests see me traveling to villages within five miles of Guildford with some regularity, but I wager it’s been years since Mercy set foot here. I try to take in the view with new eyes, to see what Mercy sees.

Bramley’s picturesque in spring. The mélange of new and old country cottages and houses are amply spaced, unlike the clutter of dwellings in parts of Guildford. Hawthorn and blackthorn blossoms are in bloom by the edge of the woods, suffusing the air with a sweet smell, and gardens abound in hues of purple, pink, and blue. There’s a hum of bees and butterflies feasting on the glut of pollen and nectar, reminiscent of insects availing themselves of a corpse’s tastiest tidbits. This morning’s murder seems incongruous in a place teeming with life. More a crime you’d expect in the wretched streets of London.

We’re within ten yards of Bramley Mill when I spy the same group of lads coming up the road who the miller’s son turned away this morning, evidently trying their luck at seeing the corpse again. No portly figure of Mr. Stiffe stands guard to deter them, an oversight of mine. Best assign a juror the duty posthaste.

“Off with you lot,” I call, holding myself upright to appear as imposing as possible. The lads startle. Galahad may have worked a little too well to conceal my presence. Mercy is probably something of a distraction for lads on the cusp of manhood as well. “Show the late Mr. Wright the respect he deserves.” I raise my brows in censure. None of the lads seem chastened, but they mumble yessir and turn around. From their sluggish gait and repeated backward glances, I suspect they’ll sneak back the moment I’m gone. Cheeky imps.

Helping Mercy down, I guide Galahad to a spot by Old Faithful so they might graze in each other’s company. The horses lift their snouts to each other and give a snort in greeting. Horse speak for Good day.

The smell of vomit at the start of the path has worsened in the day’s heat, and Mercy pinches her nose as she steps tentatively into the overgrown greenery. No gunshot or sounds of distress are within hearing. An improvement on last time. Such thought has hardly crossed my mind when there’s an ado of cheering and exclamations. We’ve got him! I move Mercy along more quickly, cautiously optimistic for good news.

Four jurymen are gathered by the tributary, their gazes intent on the ground. A spit’s been positioned over the fire in my absence. An eel’s roasting on it, giving off a pleasant fragrant aroma. Strange how such an evil-looking creature can smell so appetizing.

Despite being some distance from the fire, the four jurymen are in a state of restless motion, as if the flames are beneath their feet.

“Coroner Derrick.” Possibly Isaac catches sight of me and beckons excitedly. “We’ve caught the eel.” Hope stirs in my chest. This whole affair might be laid to rest in the next few moments. I hasten over, Mercy a few feet behind. Matthew’s among the jurymen, leaving Mr. Wright’s corpse unattended. A brief check shows it to still be by the wheel.

The jurymen are circled around a net, within which a sizable eel is wriggling. Matthew’s got a pronged stick around the eel’s middle, attempting to hold it in place. The tip of its tail is missing, exposing about half an inch of raw, whitish flesh. The former juror Mr. Brown was useful in providing an identifying feature with his pistol, at least. It’s a lengthy beast. I’d estimate nearly three foot long. I’ll measure it with more precision should it prove to contain any evidence. Mercy grabs my arm, her eyes wary on the eel, and I recall the promise I made.

“Well done, men.” I look at them appreciatively. “Which of you should like the honor of slaying the slippery beast?” The group exchange glances, but none raises his hand. “Matthew?”

“I don’t have a knife, sir.” Matthew’s tone is apologetic. His face tells a different story. Can’t imagine why a man wouldn’t want to cut open an eel to discover if it’s a yard-eating monster. I ought to have known that a man with a duck’s buttocks for hair would be lily livered.

“Use mine.” Possibly Isaac plucks a dagger from his belt and offers it to Matthew.

“My thanks, Isaac.” Matthew smiles thin lipped as he takes the dagger. I’m rather pleased to have guessed the juror’s name correctly. Perhaps the eel’s capture shall prove a turning point for the day’s luck.

“Cut off the head first,” I counsel, “so it has no teeth to bite.” Matthew acknowledges me with a nod, visibly girding himself as he lowers into a crouch. “Grab a stick or use your boot to hold the eel steady,” I instruct the others. “I don’t want any more injuries.”

When the men are in position, I gesture for Matthew to proceed. He takes a deep breath and raises his arm, then swings the dagger down with force. It slices through the net and into the ground, missing the eel by an inch.

“Again.” I suppress a sigh. “Keep your eyes open.” The eel notices the hole in the net and renews its attempt to escape. “And do it quickly. I know not what punishment I’ll conceive if the eel escapes again, but it’ll be painful.” Matthew thrusts the blade down, piercing the eel’s hide with a dull squelch.

I’m oddly disappointed at the lack of pomp to the creature’s demise. All of us startle when the eel’s head and body resume wriggling after separation. Matthew falls backward onto his posterior with a manly shriek, and Mercy tugs on my arm, trying to pull me away.

There’s a flurry of flailing limbs as the men thrash the eel with sticks and boots. It becomes difficult to tell whether the eel’s moving of its own accord or from their hits. Eventually, movement ceases. The jurymen are breathing heavily. Birdsong sounds from the trees, the music at odds with the tense atmosphere. Attention is rapt on the eel, watching for any signs of life. After long moments of stillness, the tension deflates like a balloon. It’s dead.

Giving Mercy’s hand a pat, I shift out of her grip. Picking up a sharp-ended stick, I spear the eel’s severed head to the ground. If the beast does come to life again, it can’t escape and bite some other poor fellow.

“Any among you know how to fillet an eel?” Isaac and the others claim ignorance; Matthew avoids my gaze. I know not if I have the heart to call on him again.

“I know how,” says a feminine voice. “Give me the gloves in your satchel, John, and I’ll cut it open.” Mercy holds her hand out, her expression determined. I indicate for the men to hold a moment and take my wife aside to speak privately.

“Are you sure, love?” I ask quietly. “I thought you didn’t want to risk the possibility the injury is contagious?”

“I might be the safest person to do it, being a woman. Besides.” There’s excitement in her face. “Are we not all eager to discover whether the eel is the villain of this inquest? And I do so wish to be of help to my beloved husband.” Her green eyes are imploring.

“Very well.” I sigh helplessly. Extracting my death gloves from the satchel, I assist Mercy in donning them. They look like they’ll fall off her dainty hands at the slightest movement.

“Might my wife avail herself of your dagger, Isaac?”

“No need.” Mercy reaches into her skirt pocket and produces a small dagger in a sheath. I raise my brow.

“A woman should always travel with protection,” she says primly, “when not in the company of her husband.”

Fair enough. I grudgingly admire my wife’s prudence. I probably ought to carry a knife myself for moments such as this. Not that I expect many deaths in these parts to involve eels.

Mercy kneels gracefully in the grass by the eel, which has been untangled from the net. I crouch down beside her, watching the headless creature carefully. She unsheathes the dagger and slices into the eel’s side in a practiced manner, cutting through its slimy flesh from head to tip. I know not whether to be concerned or aroused by her skill with a blade. Setting the knife down, she puts her gloved hands on either side of the eel and begins to pull, exposing its fleshy insides. About midway into its guts, the creature’s last meal is revealed. A wrinkled, gray object. It is no fish. We men exchange pained grimaces. I glance over at Mr. Wright’s corpse with sympathy.

“There’s something strange about it.” Mercy examines the object closely, a pucker between her brows.

“Not every yard looks the same,” I inform her. Being acquainted with no yard but my own, which is considerably more robust, she knows not the variability between them. Just as there are differences in the appearance of a woman’s dumplings and Eve’s customhouse. Not that I myself am intimately acquainted with such differences, of course. “It’s also been deprived of blood and life, which would account for the gray color,” I explain, feeling rather proud of my medical expertise. The jurymen make appreciative noises.

“This one has feet.” What?! A high-pitched whinny comes from the direction of Old Faithful and Galahad, as if the horses are shocked by her discovery as well.

Isaac crosses himself. The others follow suit. What kind of yard has feet? Maybe I was wrong to dissuade the jury from their suspicions of witchcraft. Mercy reaches inside the eel, ignoring my Don’t touch, and removes the gray object. She holds it up in the air for inspection. Two small, clawed feet are visible on one end, and there’s a dark pointed bit toward the middle. I consider the lumpy, gray matter thoughtfully.

“It almost looks like . . .” I cast my gaze over the tributary. The swans are on the northern side, with three young. “A cygnet.” There’s some Ahs of understanding, and the jurymen lean in for a closer look. Mercy pulls the lump apart between her gloves, forming the distorted but identifiable shape of a dead and partly digested cygnet. It would seem our eel is an innocent party. Zounds. A yard-eating eel would have been a diverting anecdote to share with my colleagues. It’d have outshone Coroner Agar’s tales of common idiots running each other through with swords.

My knees make a creaking sound as I stand, an audible reflection of my weariness. I pick up the stick with the eel’s impaled head and carry it to the edge of the tributary, unceremoniously tossing it in. The water ripples as fish swim up to nibble on their compatriot. Just as our corpses feed the worms, so, too, is a dead eel food for other living creatures. The head’s ripped off the stick by a vigorous bite and disappears from view.

Hands on hips, I watch the empty stick float out into the tributary. I know not whether an eel is in possession of a spirit and, if so, whether such spirit could wreak vengeance for its unjust slaying. God willing, no incidents of bitten-off picklocks and tallywags plague these waters in the coming days. I should have Father Abbott say some prayers to guard against that.

What now? We’ll need to hold a meeting of the minds. See whether my jurors have gleaned anything useful from going door to door around Bramley. This case may prove a more tangled skein than hoped.

“Where are the rest of the men?” I ask.

“They went home to eat, sir,” Isaac answers. Typical. Question is whether they’ll come back of their own volition or if I’ll need to send for them. “Some are returning now,” Isaac adds. Sure enough, several men are making their way around the side of the mill. Good. Maybe between us we can come up with some new lines of inquiry.

“Beg pardon for our lateness, sir,” Puttenham greets. “Your horse and another were making the beast with two backs and blocking the path.” My brows almost join my hairline. The horses were as quiet as unwed fornicators in their coupling. Puttenham grimaces. “We had to wait until they finished.” One juryman gives a shudder and unbuckles a flask from his hip, taking a swig.

“I see.” I glance at Mercy, who has her lips pressed together, hiding her amusement. I blame my wife for this. She clearly gave Galahad ideas when she climbed atop me in the woods. Poor Old Faithful.

“Let us convene by the fire,” I direct the men, “and discuss our findings thus far.” I collect my death gloves from Mercy, stowing them in my satchel.

“May I join you by the fire for a moment?” she asks. “I don’t want to chance riding Galahad home until his ardor has”—she twists her lips—“cooled.” A fair concern. It could be risky mounting Galahad so soon after his activities. She might be thrown off.

“Of course.” I usher my wife to the end of a log, instructing her not to interrupt. Sitting down beside her, I take out my notebook and writing paraphernalia.

“Before we begin, how does Mr. Brown fare?” I address my question to Puttenham.

“Dr. Prance gave him an opiate tincture, sir. Knocked him straight out. Doctor said he should sleep for the next few hours while his wounds are tended.”

“Glad to hear it,” I say, feeling pleased with myself. Not only will Mercy and the men think me compassionate for inquiring after my former juror’s health, I also correctly recalled Mr. Brown’s name.

“Now.” I open my notebook. “This is what we’ve established. Thomas Wright, journeyman, was found castrated and dead at four o’clock this morning. He appears to have come here of his own volition, likely in a drunken condition. The absence of blood on the clothing recovered”—I motion toward the apparel piled in a heap beside the corpse—“suggests his yard was severed after he removed his clothes.”

The jurors nod, following along with me.

“Having determined that the eel found alongside our victim in the waterwheel pit was not responsible for his castration”—there’s some disappointed murmurings—“we need to consider who else might have occasioned our victim’s wound. The first question”—I raise a finger—“we need to answer is why Thomas Wright was naked, and whom he met behind the mill while in said state. I would ask if any among you has any information or suspects to put forward?”

The jurymen scrunch their faces in contemplation.

“He could have met a lover,” one offers. “With the two of them caught in the throes of passion by her father or cuckolded husband.”

It does seem the most likely scenario. Surely someone would have heard something, though. A woman’s screams, sounds of conflict, shouts of pain as Mr. Wright was unmanned. And, this is the biggest concern: Where did his yard go? Has it been taken by his killer as some sort of gruesome trophy?

“Could he have done it to himself?” a juryman wonders. “Then, stricken by the horror of it, cast himself into the water to die?”

“It’s possible,” I acknowledge. However, what sort of man would eunuch himself voluntarily? Have to be mad. “Keep thinking. No notion is too outlandish.”

“Do you not think it could have been a woman?” A woman? I pull my face into a blank mask lest Mercy sense my incredulity.

“A woman?”

“Yes. Maybe a lover this Mr. Wright betrayed. She could have seduced him and cut off his instrument as revenge.”

A few men shift in their seats, discomfited.

“You think a woman capable of such violence?” What sort of woman would be strong enough to castrate and kill an able young man and toss him into the water?

“I do.” Mercy’s tone is resolute. “If I learned that you dallied with another woman, dear husband”—she holds my gaze—“I’d have half a mind to do some pruning of your attributes as well.” A wild woman I wed, indeed. Despite the unsettling subject, there’s a stirring in my loins. Thankful am I for the notebook in my lap.

“I won’t discount the possibility it could be a woman.” I give Mercy as sincere a look I can manage. “However, poison is a more typical killing method where the weaker sex is concerned.” Mercy sniffs, turning her head away. “In my experience,” I add hastily. “Definitely worth considering.” I flick my eyes around the group while Mercy isn’t looking, communicating my skepticism. Our killer’s a man, no doubt.

“What if the woman was a witch?” Matthew asks tentatively. Mercy perks up. Zounds. We’re back to witches. Best nip this in the bud quickly.

“All valid suggestions, men, and dear heart. There’s only one problem.” I cast my gaze around, ensuring attention is on me. “Lack of evidence.” Several jurors slump in disappointment. Mercy, to my mild concern, acquires a stubborn set to her jaw. “Our priorities are thusly: to discover whether the late Thomas Wright had a lover and to find his missing yard.”

“But, sir.” Puttenham’s face is concerned. “What if his yard was eaten by an animal passing through?”

“Then we may never find it.” I expel a puff of air. “And the mystery of what happened to Thomas Wright will vex us till the end of our days.”

I assumed I’d be haunted in my later years by inquests involving murdered infants or young women, not the mystery of the missing instrument. I ought to write Coroners Agar and Patchinge to ask what inquests have brought them the most grief. I straighten my back and shoulders, pulling together my thoughts.

“Father Abbott awaits me at the Evanses’ house so that I might learn how our journeyman spent his last days,” I inform the group. “In my absence, I would have you search the area again for our victim’s yard and blood, leaving not so much as a blade of grass uninspected. Matthew.” I eye him sternly. “See to it that our corpse is not left unattended. We don’t want any other parts of poor Mr. Wright scavenged.”

“Yes, sir,” Matthew says.

“Isaac,” I say. The short, wiry juror regards me warily, as if expecting a reprimand. It’s odd how a man of his years can act with such subservience. Perhaps it’s the natural predisposition of a short fellow. Standing at five foot, nine inches tall myself, it’s a plight I’m ignorant of. Maybe I ought to have called on Puttenham. Oh, well. “Take a stool to the front of the mill to keep watch. There’s some lads trying to sneak a glimpse at our corpse. I would have what remains of Mr. Wright’s dignity preserved.” Until he’s carted away for all and sundry to see, of course.

“Yessir.” Isaac jumps to his feet, hefting a stool under his thin arm.

“Good.” I close my notebook with a snap and get to my feet. “For queen and country and the soul of the newly departed Thomas Wright.” I survey the jury solemnly. “Let us to work.”


Chapter Ten

Rebecca Laurence

Four Days Earlier 

Thursday, April 25, 1585 

9:00 a.m. 

Evans Household

As I’m filling the thick-cut pastry with a lumpy, pinkish mixture of ground mutton, beef suet, and seasoned broth, I have the thought that coffins may be a poor choice of meal when their recipient lost her babe yesterday. Alas, it’s too late to change. Five other coffins sit on the table, enclosed and ready for the oven. Maybe Margery won’t make the association. I’ll ensure the word coffin isn’t used when we deliver them. They are henceforth to be referred to as meat pies.

An opaque white fog clings to the ground outside the kitchen window, shrouding parts of the garden from view. It’s as if the clouds have forgotten their place and fallen like wayward angels to the earth.

I never paid heed to what events preceded past fogs. In light of Margery’s loss, I wonder whether the ground-covering clouds aren’t a natural phenomenon at all, but spirits rising from hell in protest of the stillborn soul newly condemned. I dread to think how the seedlings will fare in their presence. Mr. Wright does not seem worried. He took the time to break his fast with us in the kitchen.

It’s been decided that breakfast is to be taken in the kitchen for the rest of the week, for it is far warmer than the dining room in the morrow. Other than claiming a certain bench to be his favorite seat in the house, Mr. Wright made no mention that something transpired between us, as in keeping with the agreement we made after the fact. He was, however, of remarkable good cheer, a fact Lizzie commented on. He confided, straight faced, that he made a most agreeable acquaintance during the eve’s gaieties, which has lifted his spirits.

When I encountered the journeyman later in the corridor, he informed me that I was said agreeable acquaintance and hinted he would quite enjoy making my acquaintance again. I simply hummed and continued along the corridor. It was of some gratification to glance over my shoulder and find him watching me. A man should never believe he holds all the cards. Mother taught me that. It didn’t work so well for her, but I’m determined to master such a lesson before obtaining a husband.

“Thank you for your help, Becca,” Lizzie says as I’m putting the coffins in the oven. Beg pardon, the meat pies. I finish positioning the pies around the fire and turn to face her. Lizzie’s countenance is uncharacteristically meek. She’s avoided the subject of Robert Wylde this morning. “I am undeserving of it.” Her eyes are shiny. “It sickens me that I hurt you and Margery; my insides are knotted with guilt. There’s no excuse for my actions. Was as if the Devil took me.

“I guess”—Lizzie takes a breath—“I thought it better that if Robert was going to stray, that he shouldn’t stray beyond his door. I don’t want tongues to wag in Bramley should his dallying be witnessed. In Margery’s weak condition, I don’t know that she’d survive rumors of Robert’s infidelity. By offering myself up, I thought I could keep everyone happy.” Except me. Lizzie huffs, throwing her hands up. “I don’t even find him handsome.”

We agree on that.

“I know I have no right to ask.” She swallows thickly. “But can you ever forgive me?” I cross my arms, trying to parse through my feelings. Her reasons for straying were more noble than mine. “Please.” She looks at me beseechingly. “I need you, Becca. My friend, my love, my Becca.”

The hurt of Lizzie’s betrayal doesn’t cut as deep as it did when first realized. Engaging in a betrayal of my own, with a man more aesthetically and conversationally pleasing, has tempered my feelings. To the degree that it provokes a strange mix of satisfaction and shame to witness Lizzie both laden with guilt and ignorant of my own sinning. Still, as my betrayal was provoked by hers, I think it only fair that she bear the blame for both. Maybe someday, when the pain is not fresh, we can speak freely about our encounters. If one is being practical, a man was always going to come between us. It simply happened sooner than I had hoped.

“I forgive you.”

She sobs and embraces me tightly. I take comfort in Lizzie’s warm arms, the soft press of her larger chest against mine, and the distinctive scent of her hair, which tickles my nostrils. We hold each other for a long moment, until the distant sound of knocking prompts us to separate. Someone’s at the front door.

“Can you answer it?” Lizzie wipes her cheeks. “I’m not in a fit state.”

“Yes, of course. I’m at your service.”

She smiles tremulously. I wipe the remnants of pastry and flour from my hands, then straighten my apron and go to see who’s come calling. The clack of my shoes on the flagstone echoes through the house, letting our visitor know I’m on my way.

Black’s the first thing I see when I open the door. The black of Father Abbott’s cassock, gown, and cap. Only the pale flesh of his solemn face and hands, which are clasped around a Bible, are uncovered.

“Good day, Father Abbott.”

“Good day, Miss Rebecca. You’ve been crying.” He regards me with concern. I touch my cheek, surprised to find it damp. “Are you in good health?”

“I’m well, thank you, Father. I was consoling Lizzie about Margery’s lost babe. I think I wear a mixture of both our tears on my face.”

“You weep with those who weep,” he says in understanding. “I’ve just come from the Wyldes’.” The rector sighs heavily. “It is a sad but common fate that befell their child.” I wonder how many other would-be mothers and fathers he’s comforted over the years. “Shall I come inside and offer my counsel and prayers to you and Miss Elizabeth?”

“Forgive me, Father, but would you mind terribly if we took a turn in the gardens first? To give Lizzie time to collect herself before speaking with you?” No woman appreciates a man witnessing her cry.

“I’m at your disposal, Miss Rebecca.” He inclines his head. “Shall we?” He offers his arm.

The grass is wet with dew. Blades brush against my tan shoes like hair, marking them with dark streaks. I can feel the cold dampness seeping through the leather and resign myself to having wet shoes and stockings for the rest of the morning.

A shiver runs through me when we stroll through a chilly spot by the apple trees, which were engulfed in fog moments previously. It’s strange how fog disappears when you come upon it, but a cold, moist sensation lingers.

“Do you know what causes fog, Father?”

“I’m afraid I don’t, Miss Rebecca. The Lord has previously taken the form of a white cloud to speak to His people. It could be the fog is our Lord’s way of saying He is among us, and to trust in Him with all our heart, so that our paths may become clear even through the fog.”

“So, it is not an ill omen or a sign of restless spirits?”

The rector brings us to a stop, giving me a probing look.

“There’s no cause to believe that. Are you afraid of something, Miss Rebecca?”

“I’m not afraid.” We’re at the edge of the fields. Mr. Wright is a little distance away in the eastern field, surrounded by fog. The journeyman’s head is bare, his felt hat adorning the figure beside him, which is made not of flesh but of sticks, straw, and rags. The scarecrow makes a macabre sight protruding out of the fog on its stake. I can see why they affright children. Fortune willing, this one frightens the birds as well. “I’m troubled. The midwife baptized Margery Wylde’s stillborn babe, but I worry it may have been too late to save her soul.”

“Take comfort, Miss Rebecca.” Father Abbott grasps my hands. “The Wylde babe was legitimate and baptized immediately after birth, a baptism I validated. She is with the Lord. She does not suffer the fate of those unbaptized souls who burn for eternity.” His tone is earnest.

“Thank you, Father, for easing my concerns.” I muster a weak smile. “It seems unfair that a child should suffer for the sin of its parents, when we with working tongues are forgiven of all our misdeeds, provided we confess and repent.” I pause. “Are there any sins God cannot forgive, Father? There are wicked people in this world—murderers, adulterers, fornicators.” I feign a shudder. “Will our Lord truly accept them all into his kingdom?”

“Aye, Miss Rebecca. Because our Lord is good and generous, all who repent and believe in the gospel shall receive salvation.” That’s reassuring. Making confession of my sin and promising to turn away from such things is hardly difficult, for the journeyman is to leave shortly.

Mr. Wright catches sight of us and raises a hand in greeting, his stance uncertain. It probably appears as if we’re standing here simply to watch him toil.

“We should go see to Lizzie,” I say. “She ought to have collected herself by now.”

Mr. Wright starts making his way toward us.

“In a moment, Miss Rebecca.” Father Abbott’s attention is on Mr. Wright. “Good day, sir.” The rector raises his voice so the journeyman can hear him. “You must be Yeoman Evans’s cousin, Mr. Wright.”

“Indeed, I am. Good day to you, Father,” he calls. “Miss Rebecca.” There’s a note of apprehension in the journeyman’s face when he looks at me. Ah. He must be concerned I’ve confessed our indiscretion to Father Abbott.

“Father Abbott has been kindly giving his counsel on the Wyldes and their recent loss,” I say, communicating with my eyes that I’ve said naught about other matters. The tension in Mr. Wright’s jaw eases.

“How are you enjoying your stay in Bramley, Mr. Wright?” Father Abbott asks.

“I find the country very agreeable, Father. The labor keeps me from being idle, and Miss Rebecca has seen that I’m well provided for indoors.” There’s a gleam in his eye when he catches my gaze.

“Yes, Miss Rebecca is a most able maid.” I fold my hands demurely as both men look at me with approval.

“How long is Bramley to be graced with your presence, sir?”

“I return to Aldgate Tuesday, Father.”

“Then we would gladly welcome you at Holy Trinity on Sunday. One need not be a recusant when outside their parish.” Father Abbott lifts a reddish brow meaningfully.

“Then I shall gladly attend, Father.”

“Very good.” The rector gives his Bible a tap. “Forgive us the interruption. May the crops prosper under your labors.” He gestures to the fields. “God be with you, sir.”

“And with you, Father.” The fog parts before him as Mr. Wright walks across the field, resuming his previous position.

“Shall we visit Miss Elizabeth in the kitchen, Miss Rebecca?”

“Indeed.”

I scrape the soles of my shoes on the flagstone by the door, dislodging the shoots of grass. Naught can be done about their sodden state. I ought to have put on my boots. At least there’s no risk of winter chilblains. Father Abbott cleans his boots on the flagstone after me. It must just be my master who is incapable of such consideration.

A warm, savory aroma permeates the house, the evidence of Lizzie’s and my toiling. The vegetable pottage should be simmering in its pot by now, and the meat pies almost done baking.

Father Abbott follows me through to the kitchen, where I give the door a knock of warning before opening it. Lizzie’s seated on the bench facing the door, a small knife between her fingers as she chops the leafy greens. The bandage on her thumb has come loose. I’ll need to rewrap it. Her eyes are swollen but dry.

“Good day, Father Abbott.” She sets the knife down and gets to her feet, making a reverence.

“Good day, Miss Elizabeth.”

“Beg pardon for the mess.” She gathers up the greens and beans scattered on the table and plops them into a bowl. “Won’t you be seated, Father?” Lizzie motions to the bench across from her. A bench I became well acquainted with last eve. I wonder what the rector would say if he knew what transpired on it. One hopes those of the cloth do not have some sense for discerning when a sin has occurred. “You must be weary from calling around the village this morning.”

Father Abbott sits down, and I leave them to it. The pastry has goldened nicely in my absence. I’m glad we didn’t tarry in the garden longer. It’s ready to come out of the oven. Wielding the bread peel and a spatula, I carefully maneuver the coffins—beg pardon, pies—onto the peel, ensuring the pastry doesn’t crack and cause a spilling. One does not want the tedious task of cleaning a stone oven if one does not have to.

All that is left to make are the sugar cakes. I set to gathering the ingredients from around the kitchen. The sugar bag is light when I lift it from the cupboard. There’s enough sugar for this batch, but not a second. I’ll need to purchase more sugar on Saturday, perhaps using my own coin, lest Mistress be displeased by the depletion of her stores.

Arranging the ingredients at the end of the table furthest away from Lizzie and Father Abbott, to afford them some privacy, I occupy myself with the ritual of measuring, mixing, and shaping of dough. A simple dotted pattern is pricked into the small cakes this time instead of flowers.

As I dust off my hands, I note a smear of dough on my wrist and apply my mouth to cleaning it. When I glance up, Father’s Abbott’s staring at me wide eyed. I hastily pull my wrist out of my mouth, my cheeks heating. I forgot we had company. He must think me terribly uncouth. Busying myself with clearing the table, I ponder how best to distract from my behavior.

“May I offer you some refreshment, Father?” I ask. “We have bread, butter, cheese, and various fruit preserves?”

“A cup of ale would do wonders for my constitution, Miss Rebecca,” he says hoarsely. His throat’s probably dry from giving counsel all morning. The mark of a devoted rector. I fetch a cup, delivering it to him with the same bright smile I give customers at market. Father Abbott coughs as he takes it.

“My thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Father. This brew’s infused with bramble leaves.”

Lizzie and Father Abbott close their eyes in prayer as I fill a wicker basket with the meat pies—save for two—a large proportion of the leafy greens, and the untouched second loaf of bread baked earlier. It’ll be a quarter hour till the sugar cakes are cool enough to put in the basket. I’ll need to put aside two cakes for my own purposes, and two for Mr. Wright, given his proclivity for them.

At Father Abbott’s amen, which I echo in turn, he and Lizzie rise from their benches. The rector has an air of solemn satisfaction from a duty well performed. Lizzie’s cheeks are dry.

“I shall take my leave.” He dips his head. “Miss Elizabeth, Miss Rebecca, I am at your disposal should you have need of me. God’s house is always open.”

“Thank you, Father,” we say. He gives me one last look of reassurance, and Lizzie sees him out.

I’m tossing a sugar cake between my hands like a piece of hot coal when Lizzie returns. She shakes her head at me but comes to accept the steaming half I break off in offering. Sugar cakes taste best when eaten fresh out of the oven. They taste even better when shared with a friend.

The kitchen tidied and Mr. Wright’s meal laid out on the dining table, we set out on our respective travels. Lizzie and I walk together to the main road and then part ways. She with a basket of provisions for the Wyldes, and me with a cloth bag containing two sugar cakes for the smith’s new helper at Shalford’s forge.

My shoes and stockings already wet from my turn in the garden, I decide to leave the road just after the Hatwell house and go as the crow flies through the woods. It should cut a chunk of time from the one-and-a-half-mile journey.

The Hatwell land has not been cultivated like other plots in Bramley. There’s a small vegetable and herb garden, but no crops to speak of. Haberdashery must not lend itself to laboring outdoors. Their grand house and trimly decorated shopfront in town suggest the Hatwells’ financial woes are few. Still, would it not be prudent to lease the land to someone who could make it productive?

Fog obscures the tall trees bordering the Hatwell property, lending the woods an eerie sense of otherworldliness. Part of me wonders if it would have been wiser to keep to the road. The crackle of a twig when I’m several trees deep in the woods has me alert, but I can detect no animal nor person lying in wait. It was most likely a hare. If anything, the woods ought to be safer than the road. No highway robbers would hide in here. As I reassure myself with this, a low, croaking call echoes through the trees, and a raven flies out of the fog in front of me, swooping overhead. I duck reflexively. The raven is some yards above, but I imagine I feel the wind from the flap of its wings. God willing, any ill omen the bird carries is for someone else in Bramley and not me.

Expelling a shaky sigh, I continue on. It is of small consolation that there are no warnings about these woods. No stories about Mother Ludlam or the dragon of West Clandon or wild men. Still, if I should happen upon a dwelling in here, I shall go quickly by.

At the snap of another twig, followed by some rustling in the nearby bushes, I abandon all courage and break into a run. I shall take the road back to Bramley. Let the highway robbers come. Nothing other than my apparel do I carry.

As the gap between trees widens, the welcome sound of the River Tillingbourne reaches my ears. I slow to a walk, smoothing down my skirts and then tucking loose hairs behind my ears, making myself decent. There’s a cold burn at the back of my throat from breathing through my mouth, and my pulse drums in my head. Inspecting my bag, I’m pleasantly surprised to find the sugar cakes unbroken inside. I thought they’d be reduced to powder.

It could be the fear of earlier, but as I cross over Tillingbourne Bridge and into Shalford, I think the whole area to be exceedingly pretty. Damselflies flit about the sandstone rocks by the water’s edge, and bees buzz around the wildflowers adorning the riverbank. I inhale deeply, still getting my breath back. A warm, earthy smell of ground flour emanates from the More’s mill nearby, intermingling with the sweet scents of milkweed and cowslip.

My appreciation of nature ends when a bee flies up my skirt as I walk through the meadow behind the mill and takes umbrage with being trapped, viciously stinging my upper thigh. Checking no one is in the vicinity, I balance the afflicted leg on a rock and lift my skirts, removing the pulsating stinger embedded in my pale flesh with a wince. There is some vindication when the bee drops from my skirt dead to the ground.

I tread through the meadow more carefully, conscious of the mild throbbing in my right thigh. Traversing a slope, I look out over Shalford. The Rivers Wey and Tillingbourne wind their way like asps through the village, with houses clustered around their banks. Must make it easier for Shalford’s maids to fetch water each morning.

I wind my way like the rivers through Shalford, sporadically encountering both livestock and villagers. The latter of whom I greet with a nod and Good day. There’s a vague familiarity to most faces, which suggests I’ve seen them at market. Probably even served them.

At the top of the third and steepest slope, the billow of smoke from the forge’s chimney comes into view. The forge is of ordinary build, designed purely for function. Smith Agate holds the lease from the Quenell family, who own much of the surrounding land. The Quenells seldom call at Shalford, but they are reportedly of substantial means, their wealth derived from ironworks.

Outside the front of the forge, I spy the boy who has brought me here. He looks like a child playing dress-up, a brown leather apron hanging off his slight frame. He’s sitting on a stool, polishing the smith’s tools, his small brow puckered in concentration. It seems strange allowing a nine-year-old to shadow a smith for a month. It’ll be years before he’s eligible for apprenticeship. I guess by then, though, Henry will know what trade interests him. In some ways I envy that. Service was my only choice.

“Good day,” I call brightly. Henry’s face perks up. “I’m looking for a boy named Henry.” I shift my head from side to side as if searching for him. “He has chestnut brown hair, a mole on his left ear, and does dreadful farts.”

“Becca,” Henry hisses, glancing nervously over his shoulder. Smith Agate isn’t visible through the forge’s doorway, but there’s noise coming from inside.

“Oh, Henry,” I feign surprise. “I didn’t see you under that apron.” I ruffle his hair in the annoying manner only an older sister can achieve. He regards me grumpily, flattening his hair with gloved hands. I’m glad he has the protection of gloves. I can feel the heat of the forge from here. It must be nigh unbearable in summer. Winter would be another story. So many of us loitered by Guildford’s forge in winter that Smith Flint put a sign up, restricting the number of loiterers to five at a time. A less charitable smith would have charged for the privilege of being warm.

A loud clanging has me peering around Henry to observe Smith Agate hammering something into shape on the anvil inside. A sickle from the looks of it. The smith is forty odd years and of very stout build. The force with which he brings his hammer down would be enough to kill a man. I eye Henry’s weedy frame. He’s but a twig compared to the tree trunk of the smith.

“What duties has Smith Agate assigned you?” I ask.

Henry puffs out his chest importantly, almost causing his apron to slip off.

“Replenish water and firewood as needed, keep the tools cleanly, and sort commissions for customers,” Henry recites. He gives me a proud grin, accentuating prominent, flat front teeth, which make him somewhat resemble a rabbit. One hopes the gaps and growing teeth in his mouth serve to remind the smith to be lenient with him, should he err in his duties, for he is still a child.

“That is very impressive,” I say. “Are you enjoying it?”

“Yea.”

“And no injuries?” I search him. “A forge is a dangerous place to be. All the sharp implements, fire, scalding water.”

“I’m safer here than Will at home.” Henry’s face is mulish.

“What do you mean?” Worry fills me. “Is Will in good health?”

“He helped Mother gather ingredients for her potions yesterday.” Henry scoffs. Father’s never had much respect for Agatha’s knowledge of apothecary, a trait he passed on to his sons. Not that they complain when Agatha uses her knowledge to cure their ailments. “One of the ingredients was nightshade.” A jolt of fear goes through me.

“He—he didn’t eat it, did he?” I put a hand over my mouth, fearful of Henry’s answer. There’s no cure for nightshade poisoning. Will’s only five.

“I don’t think so.” Henry frowns. “But he put his hands in his mouth after picking it.” I inhale sharply. “He was vomiting from both ends.” Henry scrunches his nose in disgust.

“And how is Will now?” I ask with concern.

“The vomiting’s stopped, and the sweats.” Henry checks over his shoulder. “He still smells like a smith’s armpits at the end of a long day.” He grimaces. “Mother thinks he’ll be better by week’s end. Will gets to play the slugabed till then.”

The tightness in my chest eases. He won’t die.

I feel a thrum of anger at Agatha for her negligence. Will never should have been tasked with collecting nightshade. I ought to go into town tomorrow. Take something to lift my youngest brother’s spirits.

“I’m glad Will’s recovering,” I say. “Tell him I shall call at the house tomorrow. I might bring him some of these.” I undo the drawstring of my bag. Sweetness always helps soften ill news. Henry’s eyes brighten when I produce a sugar cake. Rabbitlike teeth bite into the cake, breaking off a sizable chunk. I had thought to give the other sugar cake to the smith, to foster some goodwill for his little helper, but my brother needs all the sustenance he can get. Particularly if he is to grow from a twig to a trunk. When Henry swallows his last mouthful, I hand him the second cake, to his wide-eyed delight.

We chat for a moment longer, then I leave Henry to his polishing. I wouldn’t want to cause trouble for him with his master by being a distraction. The two of them ought to be sitting down to eat soon anyway. The sun is high above our heads.

Much of the fog has dissipated with the sun’s heat, making the road back to Bramley considerably less fear inducing than the woods. By virtue of being on the road, however, I cannot escape conversation with other travelers, even those for whom I harbor a disinclination.

“Good day, Miss Rebecca.” Robert Wylde slows his horse as he comes abreast of me.

“Good day, Mr. Wylde.” I force a smile. “How do you fare, sir?”

“It’s a trying time,” he sighs, “but we shall endure. A ride to town was just the thing to clear my head. Are you unaccompanied today?” He searches the road quizzically, as if my companion must be hiding somewhere.

“Yes, I was visiting with my brother. Lizzie’s keeping Margery company.” I watch his face carefully. He does not appear worried that his wife and her sister are together. “She ought to be laying out the provisions we cooked shortly. Meat pies, leafy greens, and sugar cakes.”

Robert’s stomach grumbles. “Something to look forward to on arriving home.”

I’m unsure if he’s referring to the food or Lizzie’s presence.

“How are you faring at the Evanses’? I hope their cousin is conducting himself in an appropriate manner?”

It is an effort not to scoff at his hypocrisy. He would be fast friends with my father, should they ever meet.

“Indeed, Mr. Wright conducts himself in as gentlemanly a manner as you, sir,” I say.

He makes an approving noise. “You should have more care with your shoes, Miss Rebecca.” I glance down with a grimace. My shoes are filthy; every fleck of dust and dirt they’ve come in contact with has adhered to the wet leather. “A rub with lemon juice or vinegar ought to clean them up. If not, I, Robert Wylde, Bramley’s finest cordwainer”—only cordwainer—“am happy to be of service. No fee, naturally.” Robert winks at me and licks his lips.

He probably thinks himself charming. All I can see when I look at him is large, hairy hands that have caressed Lizzie’s flesh, a red mouth that has kissed hers, a stout, sweaty torso that has lain atop her delicate frame. Will he lay claim to her body today? Again. My fists are clenched at my sides. It’s a relief when the Hatwell house comes into view. I need not endure his company long.

“I’m most grateful for the kind offer, sir.” I smile, tight lipped. “I shall apply lemon juice on my return. Please do not tarry on my account. Lizzie and Margery must eagerly await your return.”

Robert holds himself tall in his saddle, a smugness settling over his features.

“Fair comment, Miss Rebecca. I shall bid you adieu.” He tips his hat. “I hope to have the pleasure of your company soon.”

“Adieu, Mr. Wylde.”

Robert nudges his mare into a trot. I watch them go down the road ahead of me. The horse’s thick ebony tail reminds me of Lizzie’s hair. I wonder if that’s why Robert chose to buy it. I fear it shall be difficult to hide my dislike of Bramley’s cordwainer in the future. Even watching Robert’s round buttocks bounce up and down in the saddle is a cause of irritation. I would not have thought it possible for buttocks to look smug.

Catching sight of Madam Wandlesworth further up the thoroughfare, I hasten my steps, having no desire to endure another unwanted encounter. Robert proves useful when he stops to speak with the blood-lipped gossipmonger, allowing me to reach the lesser road to the Evanses’ unaccosted.

Removing my dirty shoes at the door, I carry them gingerly into the house, intending to clean them in the kitchen. My stockinged feet are soundless on the flagstone, which is pleasantly cool after the exertion of walking. The dining room and table are empty. Mr. Wright must have already eaten. Going into the kitchen, I’m pleased to find an empty plate and cup beside the washtub. If only the journeyman’s cousin could adopt such behavior.

At a noise upstairs, I set my shoes down on the floor by the washtub and leave the kitchen. Climbing the stairs on quiet feet, I listen intently, hearing a splash of water and Mr. Wright humming. I go into the master bedchamber without knocking, my gaze finding the journeyman’s, who’s availing himself of his washing waters. He ceases his ministrations, the washcloth in his hand dripping water on the floor as I unlace my bodice and skirts. Climbing into the master bed, I make myself comfortable and give him a look I practiced in the looking glass.

“Take off your breeches.” They meet the floor at the same time another article rises.


Chapter Eleven

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

1:45 p.m. 

Bramley Thoroughfare

I watch Mercy travel down the road to Guildford with no small degree of wariness. Blessedly, Galahad’s gait is uncommonly sedate. Perhaps the release of pent-up frustrations has made the colt of more compliant temperament. Satisfied that Mercy’s not going to be thrown to the ground, I set off to see Rebecca Laurence.

Recalling Richard Hatwell’s directions, I turn right down the road after the church. Though a lesser road, it is by no means less traveled. The cart-wheel tracks in the grass suggest many of the yeomen who bring their produce to market live in these parts. My gaze sweeps over the small churchyard as I pass by. There’s no naked ghost lingering about the gravestones, which is something of a disappointment. I do, however, spot the dubious witness Mr. Cooke in an upstairs window of the abutting house, his face turned toward the churchyard. Decrepit fool. A marble statue of an angel stands guard amid Bramley’s dead. Perhaps, in Mr. Cooke’s weary state, he mistook the statue for a ghost.

A hundred yards up the road, I find myself in agreement with Richard Hatwell’s description of the Pexall house. It is a markedly new build compared to the neighboring houses, which are generations old, and of more imposing size. A maid sits on a stool among the lilac anemones in the garden, scrubbing an excrement-stained sheet, rather diminishing the garden’s ornamental appeal. From the maid’s expression, I wager this is a common chore. It is a not inconsiderable amount of excrement. An elderly man in genteel apparel, presumably the proprietor, comes out of the house to speak with the maid. I wonder idly if he’s the cause of the staining, for old age brings infirmities, incontinence being one of them. God willing, that is not me in the years to come.

The Evanses’ garden is of the practical design one would expect from a yeoman. Everything has been planted according to a single purpose, namely, to feed the household. Nothing has been planted simply because it is pretty. Like anemones. Still, there is beauty in practicality, too, for the plants have been sown where they might best thrive, and thriving the garden is. None in this household will starve. No, death shall come from other causes. As in the case of Thomas Wright.

A flagstone by the Evanses’ front door bears fresh scrapes of dirt and grass from when Father Abbott and Rebecca must have cleaned their shoes. I rap sharply on the door and avail myself of the flagstone while I wait. The sound of approaching footsteps echoes through the house. Soon enough, Rebecca opens the door. The young maid’s gaze drops to where I’m cleaning my boots. Rather than appear pleased by my courteous actions, she looks almost wistful.

“Good day again, Mr. Derrick.”

“Miss Rebecca.” I take off my hat. “Are you in good health?”

“Mr. Wright cleaned his boots unasked at the door too.” I raise a brow. Cleaning one’s boots is a perfectly ordinary task. “I know that doesn’t seem noteworthy,” she says, reading my expression, “and I do not wish to speak ill of my master, but he tracks dirty bootprints through the house many times a day, which I must mop away. It was a pleasant change, serving a man who valued cleanliness.”

“Ah.” I can understand the frustration of additional work. The messes made by my jurors thus far have been a cause of no small ire.

“Please come in.” She moves back to admit me. I step across the threshold, taking in the final residence of Thomas Wright.

Rebecca leads me down the hallway, passing the common parlor on the left, and through into the dining room. My first impression of the Evanses’ house is that it is meanly furnished, and the extant furnishings well used. The haberdasher would have had a fainting fit at these bare walls. A vase of rosemary stems on the old scratched-but-polished dining table is the sole adornment to the room, imbuing the air with a refreshing, spicy scent. To Rebecca and her fellow maid’s credit, the house is cleanly kept.

She opens the door to the kitchen, and the warm smell of baked goods rushes out. What expense was spared on furnishings in other rooms has not been spared in here. The kitchen is clearly the heart of this household. It is also exceptionally clean; the flagstone floor practically glistens. Rebecca is evidently a most expeditious maid.

Father Abbott tips his head to me from where he’s seated at the kitchen table. There’s another vase of rosemary stems on the table, along with a plate of wiggs, jug of ale, and three cups. It’s almost as if I’m here for a spot of gossip. This is the first house I’ve visited today to offer refreshments. What does that say about the Carrils and the Hatwells? That a humble, young maid is the better host?

Rebecca pulls out an unoccupied bench and motions for me to sit. The bench creaks in protest at my weight, provoking some concern as to its sturdiness. Rebecca gives it a worried glance, as if she, too, fears the bench might collapse, and seats herself soundlessly on Father Abbott’s side of the table. One wonders if the space between the rector and maid will diminish over the coming months. The frequency of his glances at her is telling, though she doesn’t appear to have noticed. Too distracted or distraught by the death in the household.

“I thought to put your wife’s advice to use while we awaited your arrival, Coroner Derrick.” Rebecca pushes the plate of wiggs toward me. “Do avail yourself of one if hungry.” I don’t have much of an appetite after dining with Mercy, but I take a wigg to be polite. It’s warm, fresh out of the oven. The sweetness of sugar, richness of butter, and distinctive taste of caraway meld together and melt in my mouth. I stare at the partly eaten wigg in my hand, feeling betrayed. It’s better than Mercy’s.

“What do you think?” she asks eagerly.

“Almost as good as my wife’s.”

“The best I’ve tasted,” Father Abbott compliments, putting the remnants of his wigg in his mouth. The young maid’s cheeks are rosy. There may be hope for the rector yet.

I extract my notebook and writing implements from the satchel and lay them out on the table. My arm brushes against my jacket pocket, making a clinking noise, and I’m reminded of my other query for Rebecca. I delve into my pocket, pulling out the empty green bottle.

“Can you tell me if this bottle contained the sleeping tonic you gave the elder Mr. Hatwell yesterday, Miss Rebecca?” I hold it out to her. Small, pale fingers delicately wrap around the green glass and she examines the bottle closely.

“I believe so, sir. Only I didn’t give the bottle to the elder Mr. Hatwell. He was unsteady on his feet. His son, Mr. Richard Hatwell, took it for safekeeping.” Yet Richard Hatwell denied all knowledge of the bottle. Suggestive of a felo-de-se indeed. Question is whether Rebecca’s stepmother knew her tonic would be used to help the haberdasher kill himself.

“Would you happen to know the recipe for your stepmother’s sleeping tonic, Miss Rebecca?” I ask.

“Oh, forgive me, sir, but I possess none of my stepmother’s expertise at apothecary.” She sets the bottle gently down on the table.

“That’s not strictly true, Miss Rebecca,” Father Abbott says. My brow rises. “You know more than you think.” He clasps her hands. Any excuse to touch the young maid, of course. “When you unburdened yourself to me about your ailing brother William, you told me that he fell ill several days ago after collecting a deadly plant for your stepmother’s work.”

I lean forward, intrigued.

“What plant was that, Miss Rebecca?” I ask. Wide blue eyes look at me uncertainly, as if Rebecca knows what she’s about to say will bring trouble.

“Nightshade.” Her voice is little louder than a whisper.

I rest my chin in my hand. I’ve heard of poisons being used to induce sleep, but the quantities must be scrupulously measured, lest the consumer fall into a dead sleep. Was the haberdasher’s dead sleep by design or an error on the maker’s part?

“May I ask how your stepmother came by her trade, Miss Rebecca?” One presumes, nay, prays, she has some learning in the medicinal arts.

“Her father was an apothecary. Agatha observed his work when assisting him in his shop as a child. She proved to have a talent for it and has become something of a cunning woman.”

A cunning woman? Best the other jurymen not hear of this. Too often are women of such vocation confused with witches, particularly when their remedies fail, as in this case.

“I fear I am compelled to speak with Madam Laurence on this matter, Miss Rebecca,” I say. “Could you apprise me of her residence?”

“She’s of Guildford.” Rebecca swallows nervously. Any charges leveled at her stepmother will reflect poorly on the Laurences generally. “She and Father live on the northern end of Chertsey Street.” Not far from my own residence. “Their house has a brass knocker shaped like a coil of rope, and there’s pots of flowers on either side of the door—hellebore, primrose, crocuses.”

I note down the details, not that Chertsey Street is long.

“I appreciate your assistance. Now . . .” I leaf through the notebook, finding my entries on Mr. Wright. “Onto the other matter that has brought me here. Could you give me an account of Thomas Wright’s last day?” I ready my quill.

“His last day,” Rebecca repeats. Her eyes are unfocused as she sorts through her memories. “Mr. Wright took breakfast with us in the kitchen at about six o’clock. He sat where you are now.” I shift uncomfortably, the bench creaking beneath me. “Then he went to the fields to check on the seedlings. A raven’s been roosting on the scarecrow in the eastern field. He was worried it meant the crops would die”—her voice hitches—“but I guess the raven was here for him.” Father Abbott lays a hand on her shoulder, as if lending her his strength. She clears her throat, collecting herself. “At eight o’clock, the bells called us to church.”

“I witnessed Mr. Wright at my sermon,” the rector confirms, “and spoke with Miss Rebecca and Miss Elizabeth afterwards.”

“I next saw Mr. Wright at the dining table at noon,” Rebecca continues. “Then later at supper. Shortly thereafter he departed on horseback for an inn in town. I know not which one.” Her face is apologetic. “That was the last time I saw him alive.”

I examine the mundane details recorded in my notebook. There’s nothing sinister about our victim’s movements on his last day of life.

“Did Mr. Wright appear troubled or say whether he was meeting someone in Guildford?” I ask.

Rebecca shakes her head. “He seemed in good spirits. He met Yeomen Riddle and Watson at the Lion on Wednesday, having made their acquaintance at market, but I know not if he saw them last night.”

It could be the journeyman’s trip to town is extraneous, aside from the fact that it occasioned his intoxication, for it was the person Mr. Wright met on his return to Bramley who was party to his demise.

“I ought to have paid more attention.” Rebecca’s tone is regretful. “I was distracted caring for Lizzie. She partook of a meal at the Wyldes’ yesterday. Within an hour of eating, the Wyldes and Lizzie suffered fits of delusions.” Poisoned, perhaps? Strange events are happening in Bramley. “Dr. Prance identified the mushrooms in the stew their neighbor Madam Stiffe cooked for them as poisonous.”

Ah, mushrooms: the excrements of the earth. A coroner in London, I don’t recall his name, told me about an inquest into the death of a whole family overnight. The parish feared it the work of the Devil or some new plague. It transpired to have a more natural cause. The mushrooms in the pastry coffins they ate were toxic. The coroner chuckled about the aptness of death coming for them in a coffin. When one is around death long enough, an ability to find morbid amusement in it becomes a necessity.

“The miller’s wife, Madam Stiffe?” I make a note in my book. The Stiffes may warrant scrutiny. Would have been helpful to know this prior to impaneling the miller and his son as jurors.

“His son’s. The miller’s a widower.” Ought to have guessed that from his slovenly state. “It was an honest mistake of hers, I’m sure, sir,” Rebecca says in a rush. “Madam Stiffe is a gentle soul, is she not, Father Abbott?” The young maid looks at the rector, imploring.

“Robert Wylde’s mad ravings were quite violent after eating the stew,” Rebecca says. “He’s a large man. He-he frightened me.” The maid’s voice trembles. Father Abbott is quick to grasp her hand—again—and offer comfort. “You can’t predict what a lunatic might be capable of, sir.” She delicately lifts her sleeve, exposing the livid bruises on her wrist. Which, on close inspection, are finger shaped. Father Abbott’s expression darkens at the implication.

“Indeed.” The name Robert Wylde is jotted down. It would be careless to ignore the timing of his delusions and the journeyman’s murder. I imagine the rector will be eager to speak with him as well. “And where is Miss Elizabeth?” Her absence is curious. “Is she returned to health?”

“Lizzie’s health is much improved after a night with her head in the chamber pot. She has no recollection of the hallucinations the mushrooms induced, which is a blessing. God willing, the Wyldes have forgotten theirs too. Lizzie left earlier this morning to check on her sister, Margery Wylde.” Rebecca pauses. “Margery suffered a stillbirth on Wednesday,” she confides in hushed tones. “Lizzie’s been at the Wyldes’ much of the past week, offering her aid.” She swallows. “I can go fetch her, if you wish, sir. Though I don’t know she’ll have much to offer. She was hardly in Mr. Wright’s company.”

“Let us not bother Miss Elizabeth, unless a matter of necessity arises,” I say. It’s been a difficult time for the poor maid. I close my notebook. “Would you show me to the room where Mr. Wright slept?”

“Yes, of course, sir.” The benches scrape on the stone as we get to our feet.

The master bedchamber elicits no clues. The bed is dressed in plain linen, no frills or ribbons like a certain haberdasher’s. A glance into the wardrobe reveals neatly folded feminine apparel of ample size, not Rebecca’s. Washing waters have been made up on the dresser, with a clean cloth draped over the side of the bowl. The waters are unused and give off a pleasant scent of lemon balm. The same scent Rebecca carries. Mercy puts chamomile and marjoram in our waters.

“Shall we to the stables?” Perhaps Thomas Wright’s horse can tell us something about his demise. Rebecca makes a noise of agreement from the doorway. She’s remained there while Father Abbott and I searched the room, her hands folded primly in front of her, a sense of propriety keeping her from disturbing a dead man’s effects.

We venture outside, and Father Abbott goes to Rebecca’s side, offering his arm.

“I could never forgive myself if I did not offer my aid and you slipped,” he says. She murmurs her thanks. I follow them through the meticulously tended garden. They look a well-suited pair. The rector’s middling size doesn’t overwhelm Rebecca’s small stature, and the crook of his arm is the perfect height for the maid to rest her hand.

The red brick barn is of ordinary size. It’s of more recent build than the house as there’s no fading in the brick. How peculiar that livestock can be afforded a better roof than their owners. Rebecca tells us that the Evanses own hens, pigs, and two cows, which are grazing in the fields just yonder. A northerly breeze blows behind us as we go into the barn, dispersing the odor of animal droppings inside and lifting Rebecca’s skirts. A happy happenstance when one is absent a handkerchief to cover the nose.

The only creature inside the barn at present is the late Mr. Wright’s horse: a brown dappled mare of fair condition. Old Faithful is the superior mare, as Galahad would surely attest. I inspect the stall, uncertain what I’m seeking but disappointed nonetheless when no evidence materializes. The horse tack, which is hanging on a hook beside the stall, is the next subject of scrutiny. A little worn from use, but naught of note.

Putting my hands on my hips, preparing to concede defeat at another fruitless avenue, my gaze snares on a scrap of white fabric in the hay by the barn’s entrance. What is it with women misplacing their handkerchiefs for me to find? One would think it a courting trick were I not happily wed. The rector occupied with blocking the wind from ruffling Miss Rebecca’s skirts, it falls to me to collect the young maid’s property.

I stoop down. Pink and violet foxgloves are embroidered in the right-hand corner of the handkerchief, an uncommon choice. The initials A.L. are sewn in red thread underneath the flowers. Not Rebecca’s, then. What is most compelling are the spots of blood on the lace edging.

“Have you found something, John?” Father Abbott asks. I hold up my find. “Another handkerchief?” His face drops in disappointment. Rebecca’s attention, however, is fixed on the item in my hand.

“Do you know who this belongs to, Miss Rebecca?”

“I’m not sure,” she says. “I can’t see it properly.” I bring it over for her examination, watching the young maid closely. She touches a finger to the red thread of the initials, a troubled crease between her brows. “I don’t know how this could have gotten here. It must have been dropped accidentally during a visit. The crimson spots are probably old and from a cut or a nosebleed,” she says in a rush, as if trying to convince herself of her words. From the bright hue, the bloodstains are very recent. As a maid tasked with cleaning the myriad stains from a household’s linen and apparel would well know.

“One of whose visits?” I ask.

She sighs, her narrow shoulders slumping.

“My stepmother, Agatha Laurence,” Rebecca says quietly. Huh. Is this another coincidence like Mabel Carril’s handkerchief, or is it a sign that Agatha Laurence was involved in this death as well? The need to call on this woman is a matter of urgency. The questioning of Robert Wylde shall have to wait.

I contemplate Rebecca as I deposit the handkerchief in my satchel, pondering what to ask her. She shifts under my attention, hunching into herself. It’s possible the young maid fears she’s in some sort of trouble.

“Were Mr. Wright and Madam Laurence acquainted, Miss Rebecca?”

“They met briefly at market on Saturday,” she says. My curiosity is piqued. Could Agatha Laurence have been embroiled in an affair with the journeyman?

“What did they speak of?”

“I know not. They were a little distance away, and I was occupied selling my master’s produce. It was an amiable conversation, though,” she assures me. “They were smiling. Mr. Wright even made my stepmother laugh.” Rebecca’s face is earnest. Alas, the fact that she witnessed the pair enjoying each other’s company rather increases my suspicions.

“And what of your father? Is he in good health?”

“Yes, he’s in good health.” She eyes me suspiciously.

“Glad to hear it. What’s his forename?” Being cuckolded would stir most men to violence. In a similar vein, an adulterous woman’s fear of discovery could compel her to silence the other party to her transgression. There may be merit in Mercy’s suggestion that the killer, or one of the killers, could be female. I’ll never hear the end of it if my wife proves correct.

“Laurence.” Rebecca crosses her arms protectively in front of her.

“His forename, not surname,” I correct. Poor maid’s anxieties are obviously making her dim witted.

“His forename’s Laurence.” Father Abbott coughs into his hand.

“Your father’s name is Laurence Laurence?” She nods. “I see.” Poor fellow. On the other hand, I can’t imagine I’ll forget his name.

“One final question, Miss Rebecca, before I go into town.” Relief flashes across the young maid’s face. “What do you know of Mr. Wright’s family?” They’ll need to be contacted regarding his burial.

“He hails from Aldgate. He made mention of his father, but I can’t recall his occupation.” She gnaws on her lip. “My master and mistress will know. They’re expected home tomorrow.”

“Hmm.” Burial can be delayed, though no more than two days given the waterlogged nature of the corpse. I’ll recommend the coffin be lined with aromatic herbs and flowers.

After scrutinizing the contents of my satchel and ensuring nothing’s missing, I latch it closed, my questioning of Rebecca done. I gesture for the young maid and Father Abbott to precede me out of the barn.

“I appreciate your candor on this delicate matter, Miss Rebecca. I shall bid you farewell.” I incline my head.

“I’ll accompany you into town, John.” Father Abbott steps forward. “I’ve business of my own there.” I arch a brow in query, but he gives a slight shake of his head, beseeching me not to ask. Curious. I suppose it may be prudent to have another set of hands available, should the Laurences be indicted for Thomas Wright’s death. Puttenham ought to come, too, for any heavy lifting.

“God be with you, Miss Rebecca.” Father Abbott takes her hands, giving them a reassuring squeeze.

“And with you, both.”

I raise a hand in farewell to Rebecca when we reach the road. She makes a forlorn figure standing alone, an empty house behind her. I quash the inkling of guilt that I might be off to charge the young maid’s stepmother or father for Thomas Wright’s death, bringing her family name into disrepute.

“What business do you have in town?”

Father Abbott glances furtively over his shoulder, assuring himself we’re out of earshot.

“I thought I’d speak with Mr. Laurence”—his tone is nonchalant—“about courting his daughter.”

I blink at him, partly surprised, partly impressed. Is it bad form to seek permission to court Rebecca, and then follow that by aiding in the arrest of the man’s wife? And possibly the man’s arrest too? Best he push his suit prior to any indictment, lest it make matters awkward.

“Well, that sounds a fine idea.” I give him a reassuring look. There’s something of an anxious air about the usually unflappable rector. Men of the church must need bolstering from earthly sources sometimes too. A wife may be just the thing for him. He’s in want of looking after. So devoted is he to his flock, his own needs must go unmet.

“Your suit will be a light in dark times for Miss Rebecca.”

“Indeed.” He holds himself straight, resolved in his purpose.

“Onward to matters of the law and heart.” It should be an interesting trip to town.


Chapter Twelve

Rebecca Laurence

Three Days Earlier 

Friday, April 26, 1585 

6:30 a.m. 

Evans Household

It’s boot-and-cloak weather. The skies have been weeping since last night. An unfortunate choice of day to go into town, but needs must when the Devil drives.

“Do you truly not wish for me to hitch my horse to the cart and take you into town?” Mr. Wright says, blocking the end of the corridor. He made the same offer not a quarter of an hour ago at breakfast. It’s almost endearing, his concern for my well-being.

“Are you not yourself going to be toiling in the rain today?”

“Yea, but I’m accustomed to being in the elements.” Does he think I normally stay indoors in wet weather? I’d hardly breathe fresh air if that were the case. It is England, after all. Not to mention, how would it look if we were to be seen together? An unwed maid alone in the company of her master’s bachelor cousin? It is a different matter altogether to travel in the cart to market. For him to make the trip into town to assist me? That would draw attention.

“If it would ease your concerns, I shall wear a bonnet to protect my head, as well as a cloak. And”—I step closer and lower my voice, lest our conversation be heard in the kitchen—“you could always warm me up on my return.” I affect an expression practiced in Mistress’s looking glass. His eyes drop to my lips. Who knew how easy it would be to capture a man’s affection with but a few words and the opening of one’s legs? I deliberately brush myself against him as I continue along the corridor. I wonder if I can persuade Mr. Wright, when the weather is fine, to check the health of the beehive in my stead. That is a chore I have no love for. No matter how calmly I open the skep, one or more bees inevitably objects most violently to my presence.

Lizzie’s eyes flick to the door when I come into the kitchen. She’s been crying again. I go and wrap my arms around her, propping my chin on her shoulder.

“Take care no tears fall into the pan. We wouldn’t want the stew to taste sad.”

She huffs. “What does sad taste like?”

I think. “Salty and bitter?”

Lizzie sniffs and wipes her nose. She stirs several sprigs of thyme into the stew and turns to face me. “What are your movements today?”

“I knew you weren’t listening at breakfast.”

“I am a little distracted at the moment.”

“I know.” I, too, have a sibling I’m worried about, and I have the assurance that mine will recover. The guilt for betraying Margery and me likely also spurs her tears.

These last two days Lizzie’s returned from the Wyldes’ looking as worn out as a new mother. I know not if it’s Margery’s poor health, Robert availing himself of her body, or Lizzie’s running of the Wylde household which has her most wearied. A fact that chafes but has done wonders in quashing my own guilt. Truthfully, I ought to be grateful for her lack of attentiveness. It’s made Lizzie blind to what’s happening right under her nose. Instead, I resent her for it.

“I’m to town to see Will.”

“Oh.” Realization flashes across her face. “The nightshade poisoning. Forgive me, it slipped my mind.”

I stare at her in disbelief. Nightshade poisoning is no simple matter to slip your mind, particularly when the victim is five years old and the brother of the woman you claim to love. Margery’s condition certainly hasn’t slipped my mind.

“I thought I’d make honey cakes to take with me.” I keep my tone mild. “Will adores them.”

“Robert’s partial to honey cakes,” she says offhandedly. My body stiffens like a statue. Lizzie opens her mouth and closes it, wincing apologetically. I’ve half a mind to make enough for the Wyldes just to spit in Robert’s. If I could only be sure which cake he’d eat.

“Margery enjoys them too.” Lizzie’s voice is soft.

“I had planned to make a quarter batch for Will alone,” I say tightly, “but I suppose I can make extra for the Wyldes.”

I apply myself to gathering up the ingredients, pointedly not looking at Lizzie, who resumes her own cookery. The only sounds in the kitchen are the harsh clack of a bowl being set down hard on the table and my more-vigorous-than-usual mixing of ingredients. Alas, the clang of my spoon on the metal bowl is apparently not an obvious enough expression of my vexation as it elicits no response.

No conversation is exchanged as Lizzie and I leave the Evanses’ and make our way down the road, not even about the dismal weather. We have found ourselves caught in uneasy silence, with neither of us disposed to break it.

When we reach the thoroughfare, Lizzie goes left, and I go right. Frustration and upset do well at keeping my feet moving. Soon we’re but indistinguishable figures to each other at opposite ends of the road, not that I look back.

My legs tire as I’m passing through Shalford, and my pace grows more sedate. My anger fizzles, too, put out like a fire in the wet, giving way to melancholy. The rain lends itself to it. A pity I could not justify traveling by cart. Maybe if I’d donned men’s apparel and worn a hat to cover my face, it would have been feasible. I suspect my stepmother would have reacted poorly, though, to the sight of me in Mr. Wright’s clothes. One could hardly blame her for thinking the worst.

What sounds like an increase in downpour coming up behind me proves, to my relief, to be a carriage. I step off the road to avoid being splattered with muddy water. Only one carriage travels this road with regularity. I put on a pleasant face as I wait for it to pass, partly out of politeness, partly in the dim hope that the occupant might stop to offer me passage to town.

Lord Carril’s coachman is soaked through at the front of the carriage, yet retains an air of dignity I suspect I lack. He touches his hat to me as the carriage draws near but makes no attempt to slow the horses. Not that he has the power to do so, only the means. A distinctive rotund profile is visible through the carriage window. His haughty head is turned away, pretending not to see the hapless maid outside. And they say the nobility are chivalrous. I wonder if the notion of stopping even crossed Lord Carril’s mind. Perhaps experience has made him leery of a lone young woman out on the road in the wet.

News spreads most expeditiously whenever the lord’s noble wife takes ill. Singlewomen of all ages and quality call at East Bramley Manor to convey their well wishes. If said singlewomen happen to wear their church clothes and bring an offering of their most accomplished cookery, well, they surely could not be accused of anything so devious as conspiring to be the lord’s next wife. Madam Wandlesworth’s pretty niece Miriam has been the first to call at their door on several occasions.

For all my dislike of Madam Wandlesworth, she is cunning, fostering close connections in the Carril household. How else could Miriam re-create Lord Carril’s preferred dessert, maid of honor tart, with purportedly perfect precision? Not to mention how Miriam is typically appareled in the same rich hues as Lady Carril, and has her hair dressed similarly, when attending church. Her niece is slowly being molded into an imitation of her ladyship. It helps that Mr. Wandlesworth is a tailor. Madam Wandlesworth must pray nightly for an untimely event to render Lord Carril a widower. It remains to be seen whether such a match is one Miriam desires.

Watching Lord Carril’s coach disappear into the distance, I’m not sure he’s such a great prize to be won. I suppose coin compensates for many deficiencies.

The rain seeps through my bonnet and cloak, wetting my neck and back and provoking a chill that the exercise of walking does not quell. Thick clumps of mud adhere to my shoes, and water weighs down my skirts, making every step a little more burdensome. It’s a relief when the outskirts of Guildford come into view. Soon I shall be before a fire and warm.

It is eerie to walk High Street on nonmarket days. There are no stalls, no livestock, no bustling crowds. No calls echoing down the graveled slope to purchase a broadside for a halfpenny, a hen for tuppence, or a penny loaf of bread. Clusters of sodden hay and animal excrement caught in the crevices of the gravel are all the evidence that this street hosts one of the largest markets in Surrey.

Despite the absence of bodies on the street, there’s movement in the shopfronts up the way, the butchery, haberdashery, and millinery all hosting the odd customer. I’m unable to resist pausing outside the apothecary’s doorway, taking in the dim interior and shelves lined with wines, spices, and cordials. A medley of strong smells permeates from within.

Mother made a habit of lingering outside the apothecary when I accompanied her to market. She could never bring herself to go in. The shop once belonged to her father. He passed away when she was a child, and the title went to a cousin by the name of William Shaw. Formerly a barber surgeon, Shaw has taken to apothecary like a fish to water.

The dark-haired boy cleaning the apothecary’s counter pauses his ministrations when he catches sight of me. I give him a close-lipped smile and move on. I doubt he knows my name, let alone that we’re distant kin. William Junior has served as his father’s apprentice almost since he could walk. A luxury my grandfather did not afford my mother and stepmother, who had the misfortune to be born female.

I reach the crest of High Street and pause for a moment, catching my breath, then go north into the curve of Chertsey Street. It is not fondness exactly that stirs in my chest at the sight of the sixth house along with the pots of blooms on either side of its door, but a sense of familiarity. This was home for many years.

Visitors to the Laurence house might think the interior as unchanged as the exterior these past eight years. They’d be wrong. All I see when I go inside are the differences. The bowl of colored pebbles Mother and I collected from the River Wey is gone from the hallway dresser, as is the embroidery of lemon trees on the parlor wall, and the clay vase that sat on the dining table was broken and replaced with a wooden one. Slowly but surely the signs of my mother’s presence have been supplanted under my stepmother’s possession. It makes me fear the same thing happening to my memories. That one day I’ll awake and my mother’s face, her scent, her laugh, will have faded from my mind.

A habit of mine that persists, regardless of whether I reside in my family home: I shall never knock before entering. I will, however, take off my boots. As one keeper of a house to another, I know the annoyance of mopping away muddy bootprints.

Warmth envelops me as I step into the blessed dry. I quietly shut the door behind me, my ears pricked, listening for sounds of life. The clatter of crockery tells me that Agatha’s in the kitchen, as any good housewife should be at this time. I strip off my wet cloak and bonnet, wincing at the puddles of water surrounding me. Opening the cupboard to my immediate right, I deposit my muddy boots on the lower shelf and hang my cloak and bonnet on the hooks. It’s a pity I have no spare apparel here. Agatha will not be pleased should I leave a wet trail like a snail, and I ill desire to mop a second house.

Giving my skirts a shake to disperse some of the water, I creep down the wooden hallway on stockinged feet. It is less cold than the Evanses’ flagstone floor, the benefit of having a carpenter for a father. A glint of silver by the hallway dresser draws my gaze. It’s the handle of a walking stick. Strange. Father has no need of one, nor Agatha. Yet, from the length of the stick, it must be an adult’s. The parlor’s dark, so Agatha’s not entertaining visitors. I resolve to ask Will as to the owner. Rather than inform Agatha of my arrival, I make my way upstairs, avoiding the creak in the third step.

The first door along the upstairs corridor has a faint R scratched into its bottom-right corner. Barely noticeable, unless it was you who put it there. Henry claimed my room the day I moved out. It no longer smells of lemon balm and rosemary, but boy sweat and feet.

The second door is my destination. A fire dances merrily in the hearth inside, making the room considerably warmer than the corridor. The bed has been moved close to the hearth to keep the occupant warm. It’s a relief to note no straw lining the small mattress. Too many terrible tales are there of embers alighting on the straw tucked into the cribs of infants.

There’s a lump in the middle of the bedcovers and a tuft of chestnut hair peeking out the top end. A small face materializes in the cocoon of covers as I approach. Will’s asleep. His cheeks have a sickly flush and are less full since last I saw him, but he’s breathing steadily.

I go and fetch the stool in the corner, bringing it to the side of the bed by the fire. This way I can keep watch over Will and dry out my clothing and hair. The waxed cloth bag containing the honey cakes has miraculously been spared a drenching, having been concealed under two layers of clothing. I set the bag on the foot of the bed for Will to discover when he wakes.

I delicately touch my hand to his forehead. His skin is warm but not fever warm. I lightly stroke Will’s small forehead, smoothing away the crease in his brow. Mother used to stroke mine when I was ill. It always made me feel better.

A clacking of shoes on the stairs tells me my presence is about to be noticed. I worry for a moment that my stepmother might slip on the drips of water I’ve left, but there’s no shriek or crash of someone falling. The clacking grows louder, and Agatha appears in the doorway carrying a tray of provisions for Will. She flinches in surprise when she sees me, and the cup and plate teeter on the tray. Luckily, nothing falls. She gives me a dark look as she comes into the room.

“I wanted to surprise Will,” I say, unrepentant. It’s her fault he’s ill. A brief fright is the least she deserves. Also, I would have thought the wet trail I left would constitute sufficient evidence of my presence.

“How is he?” I ask more quietly.

“Improving.” Agatha sets the tray down on the bedside table none too gently. I’m surprised Will doesn’t stir. “He didn’t ingest any of the nightshade berries, only some traces on his hands. Else he’d be dead.” Her tone is matter of fact. “I forced charcoal down William’s throat immediately on his falling ill, to purify the toxins. The ginger tonic he’s imbibed each day since has also helped settle his stomach.” Her face is expectant, as if she’s waiting for me to commend her remedial care.

“He never should have been exposed to nightshade in the first place,” I whisper sharply. “He could have died.”

Agatha draws herself up.

“Someday, Rebecca, you’ll understand the trials of motherhood. I eagerly await the day when you inevitably stumble and fail.” The reproof in her tone has my back straightening. If I were a hedgehog, my quills would be raised and ready to prick.

“Tell me, where is Father at this trying time, Stepmother?” My voice is as poisonously sweet as nightshade. “Is he returning home for the noon meal or busy assisting Widow Caulfield with her many needs?” Hurt flickers across Agatha’s face, but not shock. This is no revelation. “How long have you known?”

“About Widow Caulfield or the harlots who preceded her?” She purses her lips. “I’m no fool, Rebecca. Nor was your mother.” My chest feels tight. Agatha and Father seldom mention Mother, making me eager for any scrap of information about her. “A wise woman acquaints herself with the faults of a man before marriage. A lesson you ought to heed.” She gives me a look. “It is better to wed a lecher than a tosspot or a beast who hits.” Her voice wobbles when she says hits. “Lechery does not preclude a man from providing for his family and keeping them warm and fed.”

“Were you acquainted with a man who hits?” I ask after a moment. I’m loath to feel sympathy for my stepmother, but it seems a cruel fate for her to have suffered under two sorts of disreputable men.

“Mary was.”

“What?! Who? What was his name?” I hiss lowly. There is a pressing need to acquaint myself with this man so that I might glare at him and curse him in my head. Maybe say a few prayers that he suffers a most agonizing death.

“It was a long time ago. They courted before she met your father. He’s of Guildford no longer.” She waves her hand in dismissal. “Mary came to me after the third time he beat her. Half her face was swollen purple.” Agatha’s eyes are shiny in memory. “I helped see to it that he would not trouble her again.”

Before I can ask what they did to be rid of him, there’s a soft Becca?

My attention is diverted, and the conversation dropped. Will appears confused but happy as I smile warmly down at him. He looks so small, so vulnerable in comparison.

“How fare you, brother?” I ask gently. His face droops into a pitiful expression, and he croaks that he’s very poorly. “Not too poorly for honey cakes, I hope?”

“Honey cakes?”

I pick up the bag at the foot of the bed.

“I could manage one,” he says.

Agatha clears her throat, pointedly lifting the full tray and setting it back down.

“Just one,” I wheedle. Will turns pleading eyes on his mother.

“One,” she acquiesces, “but medicine first.” She reaches into her apron, taking out a dark vial and spoon. The hue and consistency of the liquid tipped onto the spoon is reminiscent of a duck turd. I dread to ask what’s in it. Apothecary may be a profitable art, but it is rarely palatable. Agatha lifts it to Will’s mouth, and I barely stifle the urge to gag as he swallows thickly, his face scrunched in disgust. I offer him a honey cake, which he stuffs in his mouth and chews vigorously.

“You’re responsible for ensuring William eats his fill, Rebecca.” Agatha’s voice rings with motherly authority. “He needs to get his strength back.”

“I shall see to it,” I agree.

“Call if you need me.” She brushes her fingers through Will’s hair and leaves us be, her shoes clacking down the corridor.

I spend some time fussing over Will, ensuring he feels loved. His voice is weak, so I do most of the talking. I keep to news about the animals and Lizzie, doing my best to make him laugh. He does manage to tell me that the walking stick downstairs belongs to Guildford’s apothecary, who’s been making daily house calls since the poisoning. I didn’t know an apothecary made house calls. Agatha and Mr. Shaw must be better acquainted than I realized. He instructed Agatha on how to concoct the duck-turd tonic Will consumed. She was reportedly most cheery after showing him her workshop.

Once Will swallows his last bite of honey cake, I alternate feeding him spoonfuls of hen broth and chunks of buttered bread. I take my duties as an older sister and nursemaid seriously. It nourishes my soul, caring for him. It is good to feel needed.

Will’s blinking languidly after eating. Every time his eyes close, it takes a little longer for them to open. Time for me to go. Tucking the bedcovers more firmly around him, I press a kiss to Will’s forehead and promise to call again soon. Putting the remaining honey cakes on his bedside table, I heft the mostly empty tray and take my leave.

I find Agatha dining alone in the kitchen. It’s as if she’s a widow in everything but name. I wonder how often Father returns for meals. Has he a new home at Widow Caulfield’s? Setting the tray by the washtub, I’m at a loss as to what to say. I refuse to beg her pardon for my unkind words, but I feel as if I ought to offer something to placate her.

“Will’s sleeping. He ate most all the broth and bread.”

“Good.” She continues to eat.

“What you said earlier,” I say tentatively, “about helping my mother be rid of an evil man?” Agatha’s brow rises. “What did you mean?” She swallows her mouthful.

“Is there a man bothering you, Rebecca?” Agatha crosses her arms, studying me. “Madam Wandlesworth mentioned a male cousin is staying at the Evanses’. A journeyman, I believe?”

“No, no, no.” I wave a hand. “Mr. Wright is a perfect gentleman.” Not. “I was just curious about the past.”

Agatha eyes me suspiciously. Mothers, even stepmothers, have an unfortunate knack for detecting untruths.

“Well, I best be off.” I clasp my hands in front of me, edging toward the door. “I’ve an unpleasant walk ahead.” It is gray, drizzly skies through the kitchen window.

“God be with you, Rebecca,” Agatha says after a moment. “Be sure to change out of your wet clothing when you reach the Evanses’, and dry your hair. You don’t want to catch your death.” Her tone is almost motherly.

“Give Henry my well wishes and love.”

She doesn’t comment on my omission of Father. “If you do find yourself in a difficult situation with a man, Rebecca,” Agatha says, stilling my feet, “I’d counsel you to confide in another woman. We weaker vessels are stronger together.” There’s a rueful curve to her mouth. “Men always underestimate what we’re capable of.”

I bob my head and see myself out.

Gathering up my boots, cloak, and bonnet, I go outside and huddle underneath the front door overhang, out of the rain. I step into my boots first, grimacing at the squishing of the soles beneath my feet. Then I wring out my sodden cloak and bonnet, something I was remiss in doing earlier. Agatha will not be pleased when she discovers the pool of water in the cupboard. Hopefully she blames Father. Despite my drying efforts, it feels as if there’s a wet towel atop my head and another covering my shoulders.

Taking a fortifying breath, I set out again into the wet fray. There is sugar to be purchased on High Street, then I am to Bramley.

Madam Sweetwell’s rearranging the wares on the counter when I come into the bakery. Her gaze flicks from my dirty boots to my sodden apparel with dismay. I give her a sheepish wince and offer to remain by the door. Her husband bakes the bread and other provisions, while Madam Sweetwell sees to the management and cleanliness of the shop. It’s reassuring to note other muddy bootprints and puddles marring the flagstone floor. I don’t feel quite so guilty about making my own.

The coin in my pocket gone, replaced with the bakery’s smallest bag of sugar—which is wrapped in waxed cloth, another cloth bag, and buried as deeply in my skirts as possible to prevent damage—my business in town is done. As I’m leaving, I catch sight of a familiar woman going into the apothecary two doors down, a walking stick in hand.

“For heaven’s sake, close the door,” an irked Madam Sweetwell calls behind me. I quickly do as bid, raising a hand in apology. Then I go to observe the exchange between my stepmother and Mr. Shaw for myself. Why she didn’t visit him when I was keeping Will company, I don’t know.

The door to the apothecary’s locked. A small wooden sign is hanging on the inside glass of the apothecary door. It’s swinging slightly as if just put up. Seeing to a patron, back shortly. I cup my hands above my eyes and peer through the glass. The shop’s empty. No apothecary, no apprentice, no Agatha. I squint at every nook and cranny of the shop, ensuring I haven’t overlooked them. No, no one. What on earth?

The apothecary could be preparing a tonic or tincture for Will in his workshop behind the counter, and yet my suspicions are roused. Unlike other housewives, Agatha is proficient at making her own remedies. Not to mention that she allegedly received private instruction from the apothecary himself. I can’t shake the thought that she may have decided to enact the same revenge I have on Lizzie and is cuckolding my father. We are kin, after all. It’s likely we share a similar way of thinking. And I imagine an apothecary, particularly one of means, would whet her interest. He may be giving her a different sort of stick at this very moment. I’m not sure whether to be scandalized or impressed. For why should the goose not drinketh as deep as the gander?

When no one materializes in the shop, I continue on down the steep street, paying careful attention to my feet. Gravel is slippery when wet.

This trip’s been enlightening. There’s a buoyancy to my step despite the rain and the three-quarter-hour-long walk ahead of me. That is until the rain picks up, becoming fitful. A sigh escapes me. I should have taken the cart.


Chapter Thirteen

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

3:00 p.m. 

Shalford Park

“Enjoying the view up there?” I smirk.

“I do feel closer to God.” Father Abbott’s expression is serene. “It was generous of Husbandman Crosse to loan me his draft horse. Saves me hurrying after you on foot. A rector’s stipend does not permit such excesses as horse ownership.” His tone is pointed.

“Aye, most generous of him. Though after watching you mount the beast from atop a post”—with no small difficulty—“I do wonder how you’ll manage to dismount in town.” I raise a skeptical brow. The rector’s boots are far from the ground. “Or is it part of a cunning design to loom over Mr. Laurence when asking him a certain question?” Holding the higher ground in battle is an assured advantage. The same may be true of courting, for the rules of fair play do not apply in love and war.

Puttenham’s curious face comes into view on the rector’s other side. I forget he’s in our company half the time, so often is he obscured. His mare, and mine, are four hands or more shorter than the rector’s. I dread to think how Old Faithful would manage should the draft beast possess Galahad’s amorous inclinations.

“No cunning designs, John,” Father Abbott says breezily. “The Lord has seen fit to provide me with a horse. I have faith the Lord will also see fit to provide a place for me to dismount with dignity.”

“We shall see, Father.” I could do with some amusement.

“Will you be interrogating Mr. Laurence, Father?” Puttenham asks earnestly. The rector and I exchange a glance.

“I may posit some questions,” Father Abbott demurs.

“Should I think up questions for Mr. Laurence too, Coroner Derrick?” Puttenham’s voice is eager. “Between the three of us, we could trap him into giving himself away.” He raises his broad fist in a gesture of triumph.

I don’t have the heart to tell him he’s here simply for strength in numbers. An imposing silence and stern stare from a sturdy fellow is of greater aid than whatever dull or ill-conceived queries he might concoct.

“We’ll be questioning Madam Laurence first, Puttenham,” I say firmly. “A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. So, too, is a marriage.” Mercy would have my tallywags for saying so, but a woman’s lips are far looser than a man’s. “I’ll handle the wife’s questioning. It’ll require a practiced, delicate touch to elicit a confession.” I clear my throat. “It would be beneficial, however, if one were to inspect the Laurence household while I speak with her.” Best give the fellow a task of some sort, lest his pride be injured. “See if there’s anything suspicious lying about.”

Puttenham nods vigorously. “It’s done, sir.”

There’s something inherently superior about the clicking of horseshoes on stone, as opposed to their quiet thudding in the grass. It gives a man the sense that he’s returning to civilization. Perhaps one day all the roads to town shall be graveled.

We crest the hill and travel north into the arcing curve of Chertsey Street, the Laurence house coming into view. At two floors high and framed in dark timber, it is the same as every other house on this street, save for the pots Rebecca described. Other landowners on Chertsey Street have made efforts to distinguish their houses as well. One’s erected a stand-alone white gate, another has inlaid a painted window above the main door, and the dwelling abutting the Laurences has a hedge of gorse around half its front, which seems an unusual choice for a house in town. Maybe it’s a jest on the part of the owner. They could be as prickly a character as the bush.

With a flick of my cape, I dismount. My knees creak in protest as they take my weight. Aging is a terrible blessing. I turn to watch Father Abbott’s attempt to dismount, only to be disappointed that he had the forethought to halt his beast beside a gate, of which he nimbly avails himself.

Examining the pots outside the Laurence residence, I’m reasonably confident several of the plants growing in them are poisonous. Rebecca’s stepmother is a woman of dangerous inclinations. Grasping hold of the brass knocker shaped like a coil of rope, I rap it smartly on the timber and wait.

A woman of thirty odd answers the door. Her appearance catches me off guard. She bears a marked resemblance to Rebecca, albeit two decades older. I would have thought her the young maid’s mother rather than stepmother. Mr. Laurence must have a peculiar proclivity for a specific type of woman. Pity there’s probably no extant portrait of the late Madam Laurence. I wager the woman before me could be mistaken for a relation.

“Good day.” I doff my hat. “Madam Laurence, I presume?”

“Good day, sirs. I am indeed.” She scrutinizes the three of us, trying to determine our purpose for calling. Her gaze lingers on Father Abbott, his black cassock giving away his vocation. “Has something happened?” she asks. “Are William and Henry well?” Her eyes are worried.

I hold up my hands, placating. “Your family is in good health, as far as I’m aware.” Not that you expressed concern for your husband or stepdaughter. “But someone has died.” I pause for effect, my countenance sober. “Mr. Hatwell, the elder.” She shifts her weight slightly. “A bottle clutched in his hand upon death has brought me here. I’m reliably informed it contained one of your sleeping tonics.”

“Yes, sir.” She crosses her arms. “He commissioned a sleeping tonic to ease his toothache.”

“Hmm. I wondered if I might prevail upon you to disclose the ingredients used to concoct this tonic?”

“And what compels you to make such a request, sir?” She frowns. “I know not even your name, and yet you see fit to come to my door and accuse me of something?”

“Forgive me.” I stifle a wince at my neglect of manners. I’ve grown accustomed to people recognizing me on sight. “Coroner John Derrick, at your service. Allow me to introduce my jurymen, Father Abbott and Mr. Puttenham. We’re here on the queen’s business,” I say with authority, “investigating the deaths of Mr. John Hatwell, haberdasher, and Mr. Thomas Wright, journeyman.”

Her brow wrinkles. “Wright? Rebecca’s new master?”

“Aye, he was found dead this morning. In unusual circumstances.”

“I think you’d better come in,” she decides, glancing cautiously at the street. “You can tether the horses to the post by the stable in the garden,” she instructs Puttenham, evidently assuming he’s our lackey. Which he is, in a sense. Father Abbott and I follow her inside, leaving the door ajar for when Puttenham’s done with the horses.

As I cross the threshold, I realize how short of stature Madam Laurence is. We men tower over her. I cannot envision such a woman being a threat to a man as physically able as Mr. Wright. Her husband must have played a role. It may be the rector need not ask Mr. Laurence for permission to court his daughter, should he prove guilty of murder.

Madam Laurence leads us to a room at the front of the house, the common parlor. The hearth’s unlit, and the parlor chilly. She mustn’t have been expecting company. A brown patterned sofa and two cushioned armchairs are positioned around a squat, unadorned table in the middle of the room. Father Abbott and I claim an armchair each, leaving Puttenham and Madam Laurence to share the sofa. The chair is significantly more comfortable than my saddle, though releases a little cloud of dust when I sit down. Madam Laurence must not possess the same standards of cleanliness as her stepdaughter.

A pungent floral scent saturates the room, emanating from a vase of fresh flowers on the mantelpiece and bowls of dried flowers placed around the parlor. There are worse scents. An embroidery of still more flowers adorns the wall. Thankfully those emit no odor. There’s an itch to my nostrils as is.

“Handsome embroidery,” I compliment.

“Thank you, sir.” Madam Laurence gives a small, pleased smile.

“Could you educate me as to the flowers depicted?”

“Oh.” She looks puzzled but acquiesces. “There’s foxglove, henbane, hemlock, and larkspur.”

“You have an affinity for deadly flowers, Madam,” I comment.

“I suppose dabbling in apothecary has made me appreciative of the properties of poisonous flora. The embroidery also serves to remind my children of the dangers of pretty things.”

“Your youngest son missed that reminder last week, did he not?”

Madam Laurence looks as if she’s been slapped across the face with an eel. There’s a hint of reproach in Father Abbott’s gaze, but I make no apology. A mother well informed about poisons ought to have known better.

“You’ve spoken to Rebecca.” She sighs with resignation. “William is recovered and returned to his schooling. That mistake won’t happen again.”

“Hmm. Did you also make a mistake with the poisons in the sleeping tonic?”

“That sleeping tonic was made to Mr. Hatwell’s specifications,” she says tautly.

“John Hatwell’s specifications?”

She nods. What would a haberdasher know of apothecary? “The note he wrote should be in my workshop.”

“Your workshop?” I’ve never known a woman to have a workshop. What could she possibly want with one? Unless, of course, that is Madam Laurence’s term for the kitchen.

There’s a commotion in the hallway as Puttenham ventures indoors. Not sure why he took so long with the horses. Perhaps he has difficulty tying knots. Might want to improve on that before his handfasting.

“In here,” I call.

“I’m parched,” Puttenham says, wiping his brow as he comes into the parlor.

“I’ll fetch refreshments.” Madam Laurence seems relieved to have an excuse to absent herself.

Puttenham sits down heavily on the end of the sofa she wasn’t occupying, knocking his shoulder against the wooden backing, occasioning a pained noise.

“Always look more comfortable than they are,” he laments, rubbing his shoulder.

“That’s an important lesson every coroner must learn,” I say. Puttenham and Father Abbott give me their attention. “Things aren’t always what they appear.”

“What’s the plan, John?” Father Abbott asks quietly.

“When we’ve finished our refreshments, I’ll have you go and fetch Mr. Laurence, Father. Tell him his wife has need of him. Converse about more pleasant matters than death on the way here,” I say meaningfully, “so his suspicions aren’t roused.” Puttenham regards me expectantly. I search my mind for an innocuous task. “Puttenham, you’re to feign interest in Madam Laurence’s workshop and examine its contents while I speak with her.” Puttenham opens his mouth to speak, but a silhouette in the corridor has me gesturing for him to hush.

Madam Laurence’s steps are slow and measured as she comes into the parlor, a laden tray rattling gently in her hold. She’s brought a green ceramic pitcher with matching cups and a plate of small cakes. Setting the tray down on the table between our chairs, she fills four cups and passes them out, and then seats herself primly beside Puttenham.

“We thank you for your hospitality, Madam Laurence.” Father Abbott raises his cup to her. Puttenham and I echo the motion. I drink deeply, as do the others. Riding is a surprisingly thirsty pursuit.

The ale has an interesting taste. I can’t identify the herb it’s been brewed with. I run my tongue around my mouth in contemplation and note Madam Laurence’s cup is untouched. Suspicion stirs as I stare at my own half-drained cup. I clear my suddenly dry throat.

“There’s an interesting taste to this ale, Madam Laurence.” Puttenham and Father Abbott pause in their drinking. “May I ask what it’s brewed with?”

“Gorse. Its flowers are a little-known panacea of many ailments.” I’ve not had gorse-infused ale before. Guess the hedge outside does have a purpose. I should ask Mercy if she’s used it in brewing before.

“It’s curious how flowers can both cure and kill, isn’t it?”

“Indeed,” she agrees.

Puttenham avails himself of a cake while we sip our drinks. Crumbs rain down over his shirt, breeches, the sofa, and floor. Some crumbs catch in his beard too. The three of us watch him eat with a sort of fascination. I’m not sure if he or an infant would make more mess. When he’s finished, Madam Laurence insists Puttenham have another, to his cheerful acquiescence.

“You said you’re investigating the death of Mr. Wright, Coroner Derrick?” Madam Laurence says over the sound of Puttenham’s chewing.

“Aye, poor fellow was found under Bramley Mill’s waterwheel this morning.”

“Under the waterwheel?” Her face is perplexed. “Did he drown?” If not for his missing yard, that is what I would put as the cause of death.

“His injuries suggest foul play. Were you acquainted with him?” My affected disinterest, which Father Abbott mimics, is rather undone by Puttenham’s agog face.

“Very briefly,” she demurs. “I met him at Saturday’s market.”

“How did he and Miss Rebecca seem?”

“He and Rebecca? They were busy selling produce, like the other stall keepers.”

“No disharmony between them?”

Father Abbott frowns, doubtless offended that I would imply anything untoward about the object of his affection.

“No, they were cordial. I was not acquainted enough with the journeyman to know his usual disposition, but he was of genial countenance.”

“You spoke with him?”

“We had a short conversation. I wanted to ensure Rebecca was adequately performing her duties as a maid.” That’s consistent with Rebecca’s account. One wonders if Madam Laurence offered the journeyman her own services, with additional privileges included.

“And was he pleased with Miss Rebecca’s performance?”

“He said she was most able.”

Father Abbott sets his cup down on the table with a gentle clink.

“Beg pardon, Madam,” the rector says, “I was wondering where your husband might be? I’ve urgent business to discuss with him.”

“Urgent business?” she asks.

“A private matter, I’m afraid.” Father Abbott truly has perfected the inscrutable “man of the cloth” face. He ought to offer Puttenham some counsel. Strange how the rector fails to achieve such inscrutability when in Rebecca’s company. I guess every man has a weak spot.

“My husband had several small carpentry jobs today,” she discloses, “but as it’s midafternoon, you’ll find him at Widow Caulfield’s house in North Ditch.” Her lips twist as if she’s tasted something unpleasant.

“Widow Caulfield?” Father Abbott checks.

“Yes, she has many items of furniture in want of fixing.” I suppress the urge to press Madam Laurence about her obvious disdain for the widow. Such gossip is better left to the weaker sex. I make a note to ask Mercy about it tonight. Widow Caulfield’s probably a needy woman dependent on the charity of neighbors.

“North Ditch isn’t far from here. Most convenient.” Father Abbott gets to his feet.

“Yes, most convenient.” Madam Laurence’s smile is brittle.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Madam.” He dips his head. “I shall return momentarily.”

My cup is drained by the time Father Abbott closes the front door.

“Shall we to your workshop, Madam?” It is not so much a request as a demand.

“Indeed, sir. It’s out back in the garden.”
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The garden behind the house has an untamed air about it, belied by the lush foliage and color, which suggest there’s method to its cultivation. Madam Laurence winds her way through the greenery, brushing her fingertips against the plants as if in greeting. Were more of my jury present, I suspect there’d be murmurings of her being a witch. I’m careful not to touch anything. A precaution Puttenham doesn’t follow, the dolt.

There are three timber structures in the garden. The privy is on the far left, beside a well-established herb plot. The parsley, rosemary, mint, and oregano are the size of shrubs. Their pungent fragrances would do well to conceal the odor of one’s bowel contents. The stable on the right is large enough for one horse. Puttenham has given his steed the privilege of a roof, with Old Faithful and the draft horse tethered haphazardly to the horizontal pole on the stable’s exterior, proving me correct about his lack of skill with knots. The draft horse looks suspiciously contented. I narrow my eyes. Old Faithful’s virtue better not have been compromised again.

The third structure comprises the garden’s centerpiece. Creepers have claimed its walls, making the box-shaped structure seem almost part of the vegetation. Madam Laurence extracts a silver chain from her bodice, on the end of which hangs a key, drawing my attention to the padlock on her workshop door.

“You keep it locked?”

“Yes, I have the only key.” She inserts the key in the lock. “I do take precautions to keep my children from harm’s way. And thieves out.” The initials A.L. are engraved in the door, dispelling any uncertainty as to the workshop’s ownership. The A appears to have been carved over another letter, with faint lines visible underneath. I wager it was once an M. The timber must have previously been used for another purpose. The door gives a high-pitched screech as it opens, its hinges in need of oiling.

My eyes widen. I understand why Madam Laurence visited the kitchen to light a lantern before we ventured outside. The workshop has no windows, making for a dark interior, and every wall is composed of shelves, which are crowded with myriad bottles and physic pots of all shapes, sizes, and colors. It’s almost a miniature version of the apothecary on High Street. Labels are printed on the bottles. Aloe vera, for burns; Yarrow, for wounds; Hyssop, for purging; Elder, for inflammation; Sage, for gout. Madam Laurence might possess some actual skill at her pastime.

“You’re plainly very accomplished, Madam.” Her countenance is smug. “May I ask where you procured all these bottles and pots?”

“My father, John Bentley, was Guildford’s apothecary some years ago.” Another John. No doubt he was a man of keen intellect. “My dearly departed sister and I claimed much of his shop’s chattels before it changed hands.” Her father likely labeled the bottles, then.

“I’m fascinated with apothecary,” Puttenham declares, stepping into the workshop doorway. “May I?” He holds his hand out for Madam Laurence’s lantern, which she surrenders without ado. I maneuver my way out of the workshop, not wanting to be trapped by his larger bulk.

“What’s this?” Puttenham sets the lantern clumsily down on a shelf and picks up a jar, examining the glass. “Looks like olives.”

“That would be because they are olives.” Madam Laurence regards him dubiously. “It’s written on the jar. They aid digestion.”

“Ah.” Puttenham sets the jar down. “Beg pardon, I can’t read.” I raise my eyes heavenward, deeply regretting assigning the workshop’s inspection to an illiterate.

“The note Mr. Hatwell gave you, Madam, may I see it?” I ask. Best to resolve the haberdasher’s inquest before moving on to Thomas Wright’s.

“My correspondence is on the bottom shelf to the left.”

Puttenham picks up a stack of papers and passes them out to me. In a shocking display of intelligence, he doesn’t attempt to locate the letter himself.

The top page is a letter from Mr. William Shaw, Guildford’s apothecary. I scan it with interest, noting some words of affection before Madam Laurence takes the papers off me, her cheeks flushed.

“It’s ill mannered to read another’s correspondence,” she chides.

“A need to keep such correspondence private usually means one has something to hide, Madam,” I say. She busies herself with sorting the papers, avoiding my gaze. “What is your relationship with William Shaw, Madam Laurence?”

“Mr. Shaw is a colleague, sir,” she says to her hands. “The two of us share a mutual passion for apothecary.” I wager that’s not the only passion they share. I wonder if Madam Laurence’s husband knows she’s cuckolding him. Such inconstancy makes her engagement in a tryst with Thomas Wright considerably more likely. The question is what other crimes this lewd woman could have committed.

“Here.” She proffers me a sheet of paper. I take the letter, careful not to brush my fingers against hers. Who knows where they’ve been.

There’s a clink from the workshop as Puttenham picks up a pot, inspecting its contents. Madam Laurence’s attention is half on me, half on Puttenham. Another clink and mutter from inside the workshop has her twitching.

Monday, 22 April 1585

To the learned apothecary Madam Agatha Laurence,

Many long nights of suffering have I endured under the grievous affliction of tooth ache, rendering me a weak shadow of my former self. Having heard testimonies as to your talents, and discretion, I prevail on you to exercise your apothecarial skills and concoct for me a sleeping tonic from which I might never awaken. I beseech you, Madam, to take pity and release a wretched, decrepit man from this cruel mortal coil. I pledge that you will have committed no crime, civil or spiritual, for it is in God’s hands alone whether I partake of this fatal tonic. Know that I shall pay triple the fee, if you should agree to this task.

With desperate hope,

John Hatwell, haberdasher.

It is a felo-de-se, then. I’ll need to apprise Father Abbott. Part of me wishes I’d not discovered the bottle in the haberdasher’s hand. The Hatwells will be most aggrieved when I inform them their father, by mandate of the church, is to be interred under the unconsecrated crossroads on the outskirts of Bramley. Their behavior when I mentioned the bottle suggests they were cognizant of his designs. It was foolish of them not to dispose of the bottle. We might have avoided this unfortunate situation.

In my years as coroner, there have been cases where I’ve suspected a felo-de-se but refrained from ruling it such due to inconclusive proof. An omission that I think reflects admirably on my character, for not only did I ensure no parties were unjustly denied a proper burial, I also didn’t succumb to the temptation of the said parties’ forfeited goods, of which a coroner has first pick. Mercy may need not visit a haberdashery to procure new buttons.

“What did John Hatwell pay you?” I ask.

“One pound.” I expel a puff of air, barely refraining from whistling. That’s almost a year’s worth of wages for some. The apothecary trade is profitable, particularly when engendering one’s death. I study the woman before me, her handsome face, shiny hair, clean and proper apparel. She’s like one of the flowers in this garden: pretty but dangerous. And utterly devoid of morals.

“Coroner Derrick, sir”—Puttenham’s voice is strained—“I think you need to see this.” I peer inside the workshop. The yeoman’s intently examining a glass bottle.

“What is it, Puttenham? More olives?”

“No, sir. I think it’s what we’ve been searching for.” I furrow my brow. His face is pale in the lantern’s glow. He holds the bottle out to me. I move into the workshop’s doorway to take it, purposely blocking Madam Laurence’s view with my torso.

I stare at the bottle for a long moment, trying to make sense of the object inside. It’s a yellowish oblong shape, somewhat wrinkled, with a lumpy bottom and fine hairs. Hairs? I look up at Puttenham with a mixture of horror and disbelief. Then slowly turn to Madam Laurence, half fearful I’ll find her wielding a dagger. I may have been hasty in dismissing my jury’s suspicions of witchcraft. Madam Laurence blinks, her confusion giving way to uneasiness.

“What is it?”


Chapter Fourteen

Rebecca Laurence

Three Days Earlier 

Friday, April 26, 1585 

3:00 p.m. 

Evans Household

When will this Godforsaken rain end? I returned from town a chilly, sodden mess and had scarcely changed into dry apparel and wrung out my hair when Mr. Wright requested my aid outside with the vegetables for market. I’ll be fortunate not to catch my death after today. I’ve no desire to be laid up in bed with a malady and forced to avail myself of one of Agatha’s tonics. They always taste ghastly. Though, to her credit, they do work.

Mr. Wright has loaned me his felt hat to shield my face as we work. It does a better job than my bonnet of keeping my head dry. He’s availed himself of one of his cousin’s older—and dirtier—hats.

The journeyman is proficient enough at sowing seeds and plowing the earth and other things, but ignorant of how to pick vegetables in a manner that promotes continued growth. My master failed to advise him in this matter. I instruct him on the proper way to harvest asparagus and radishes first, giving him a rule of thumb his cousin has likely not considered. The asparagus is ready to cut when the stalks are about six inches tall; so, too, are the radishes when their leaves are of a height greater than six inches. I approximate six inches in length with my fingers.

“You could use your yard as a gauge if you like,” I suggest, motioning to his breeches. “I imagine it would be more than six inches when standing tall.”

He huffs in amusement. “I’m not sure the vegetables are stimulating enough for that,” he says, a twinkle in his eye. “I might need another source of inspiration to have a measuring stick ready at hand.”

“Not in this weather.” I use my knife to cut the head of green lettuce before me cleanly off at the base. “Perhaps later.”

When he’s finished with the radishes and asparagus, I demonstrate how to uproot leeks. Wrapping my hand around a base of healthy green stalks, I gently pull and twist a leek from the soil. I hand him the leek to inspect, running my finger along the stalk, telling him they’re ready to harvest when they’re six to ten inches in length. He can use the leek I’ve picked to compare against the others or another means of measurement. I brush against the front of his breeches as I return to my spot by the kale. Unless I’m sorely mistaken, Mr. Wright’s yard is well on the way to equaling the length of the leek stalks in his hand.

Who knew harvesting vegetables could be so invigorating? Admittedly, I do assign myself the leafy greens, which require one to wield a knife rather than dig in the soil. It’s annoying enough cleaning the remnants of cookery from my fingernails, I do not wish to scrape dirt from them as well. And it is not as if the journeyman professed a preference for which vegetables to pick.

I glance at Mr. Wright every now and then, often to find him already watching me. Other times his attention is on the eastern field, the corners of his mouth turned downward. It takes me a moment to note the raven on the scarecrow, which is apparently serving the opposite of its purpose. Mr. Wright appears unsettled by the raven’s presence. When pressed, he confides his fears that the bird is an omen that the crops will fail under his care, and the seedlings die.

There is a macabre element to the bird’s glossy black feathers and beady eyes, which seem to follow you no matter where you are. A shiver goes through me as I wonder if it’s the raven I saw in the woods yesterday. If it is the same raven, then it might be here because of me. Could the death the bird foretells be the death of my innocence? It is late in its foretelling, if so. There’s something uncomfortably like reproach in the raven’s dark eyes when I meet its gaze. One hopes the bird flies away soon and takes its bad news elsewhere.

When the wheelbarrow is piled high with produce for a fifth time, I decide we have enough. We walk side by side through the well-watered field, muddy earth squelching beneath our boots. Mr. Wright is a more practiced hand at pushing a wheelbarrow than he was several days ago. Only twice does the barrow teeter and threaten to tip over. One can easily understand how the phrase “drunk as a wheelbarrow” was coined.

The two of us unload the produce into the crates in the back of the cart, which I had Mr. Wright bring around to the side of the house. It would be a mistake to leave a laden cart by the barn. The crops are intermittently terrorized by rabbit and deer. The livestock need not avail themselves of it too.

Mr. Wright does the bulk of the unloading while I see to the arrangement of things. The rain has coated the vegetables in crystal-like droplets, lending them a fresh, shiny appearance. If only the rain afforded the same aesthetic improvement to women. Pleased am I to be wearing a hat. I dread to think of the state of my hair.

We cover the cart with a tarp, ensuring its safety from animals overnight, and our work is done. Hands are rinsed of dirt in the overflowing bucket outside and our muddy boots removed at the door. I take our hats into the kitchen, hanging them above the stove so that they might dry faster, and then go upstairs to change. I shall need to put my wet apparel by the fire as well, else I won’t have any to wear tomorrow.

The bedchamber door creaks open as I’m in the midst of changing. I’m glad my back is to the door so Mr. Wright can’t see my smirk. I pretend not to hear anything as I drop my towel on the floor and turn around, only to startle.

“Lizzie!” I jump, putting a hand to my naked breast.

“Beg pardon.” Lizzie appears faintly amused, her eyes flitting over my body. “I thought you would have heard me.” She closes the door. “You look as if you’ve bathed in the rain.” I make a noise of agreement, busying myself with putting on a clean smock. I’m still chilled from being outside so long, my flesh covered in little raised bumps.

“You missed all the fun of market preparation.”

“A pity, to be sure.” Lizzie sits on the bed, seeming content to watch me dress. “I’ll do more than my share next week,” she adds with a touch of apology. It has been a week of uncommon trials, but still the household chores do not go neglected. The lack of muddy bootprints in need of mopping has been a boon.

“How’s Margery?” I ask, lacing my bodice.

“The bleeding’s slowed. Dr. Prance called at the house and believes her to be improving.” Lizzie’s expression is hopeful. “It helps that she has a son to care for. Poor wee Michael doesn’t understand why his mother won’t get out of bed. I do worry that a wet nurse should be nursing him instead”—she gnaws on her lip anxiously—“so Margery might conserve her strength, but it brings her comfort, knowing she can still provide for and nourish one child.” She shrugs helplessly.

“Maybe Dr. Prance could prescribe a restorative tonic, to ease your worries?” I suggest. Lizzie nods pensively. “And see to it that Margery is plied with food as hearty as possible?”

“Oh, we need not make provision of food for the rest of the week,” she says as I don my stockings. That’s a relief. The Evanses’ sympathies stretch only so far. I don’t want to accrue debt with my mistress and master by taking more from their pantry than is tolerable. “Robert’s mother’s cooking tomorrow”—my fingers fumble with the strap on my shoe at his name—“and one of the neighbors, Madam Stiffe, kindly said she’ll bring provisions round after Sunday service. She claims she’ll need to guard the meal with her life to ensure its safe delivery.” Lizzie’s voice is mocking. I frown, bemused. Does Madam Stiffe think her cookery so tempting it’ll be stolen?

I cannot recall any recent instances of thievery in Bramley. There was that matter with John Chaundler and the fourteen sheep he stole, but the sheep were from Hambledon, so that hardly counts. And, as far as I know, he didn’t eat them. God, in his infinite goodness, has seen fit to provide our village with ample to eat. Other parts of the country cannot claim the same.

“Her husband has a healthy appetite for her cookery,” Lizzie says. I picture Mr. Stiffe’s rotund belly. That makes more sense.

“And Robert, how is he?” My tone is pointed as a needle, as are my eyes on Lizzie’s face, studying her reaction. My upset from this morning may have lessened after the reassurance of seeing Will, and this afternoon’s flirtation with Mr. Wright, but it is not forgotten.

“He’s in good health,” she says carefully. “He sends his thanks for the honey cakes.”

“Hmm. Were they the only sweet goods he availed himself of?”

“I did not leave Margery’s side today.” She meets my gaze and holds it.

“Good.” I gather up my soaked clothes to take downstairs now that I’m respectable.

“When Margery was changing her smock after eating . . .” I pause in the doorway as Lizzie speaks. “I saw bruises on her wrists.” Lizzie hesitates. “Hand-shaped bruises.”

I suck in a sharp breath.

“She often has injuries.” Her speech is soft. “Like the black eye last month she said was from walking into a door.” She’s quiet a moment. “It never occurred to me that Margery’s injuries could be from something other than clumsiness.”

Robert Wylde is an even more deplorable man than I thought. “Has Robert hurt you?”

She shakes her head.

“No, but then”—Lizzie looks up at me from the bed—“I’ve never told him no.” Her large eyes are pools of fear.

I feel for Margery. But at the same time, I’m relieved she’s the sole recipient of her husband’s violence. I know not what I would or could do if that changes.
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Mr. Wright sits across the table from Lizzie and me at supper. In this room there’s nothing but each other to look at. And the main hearth fire, but my eyes burn when I stare at it too long, as if the mere act of looking can cause one’s eyes to catch alight. Perhaps that is the objective of a dining room, to provoke conversation. I’m careful with my words, feeling anxious that I might have a trip of the tongue and somehow let slip that both my companions are also my lovers. I know not how my father manages to conduct his dalliances without fear. Or palpitations.

We trade stories about our day. Mr. Wright with his muddy work in the field, Lizzie’s tending of Margery—but not Robert—and my venture into town. Mr. Wright tells Lizzie that my company made harvesting vegetables in the wet a far more tolerable activity. At her arched brow, I chime in that it was because he had someone with whom to commiserate and to share the attention of the raven on the scarecrow, injecting only a little teasing in my voice. The journeyman shudders at the mention of the raven and asks whether we know any tricks to banish it. Other than killing the bird, which I fear may be a worse omen—or taking down the scarecrow, which would see the return of rabbit and deer—we have no notion of how to discourage the raven’s presence. He resolves to consult Yeomen Watson and Riddle at market tomorrow, in such a way that they won’t think him lily livered.

Lizzie and I retire to bed after supper. Tomorrow is to be an early rise. It is a surprise when Mr. Wright announces that he, too, shall retire. Seems he’s determined to be in better condition than he was for Tuesday’s market. Should he not succumb to slumber, Mr. Wright discloses that he’ll partake of a drink in the kitchen. His gaze flicks to me, and I hear the unspoken invitation to join him if I wish.

“You seem to have grown accustomed to Mr. Wright’s presence,” Lizzie comments as we prepare for bed.

“He’s easier to work with than our master.” I put my mouth to her ear, conscious that Mr. Wright is moving about his chambers next door. “I may have assigned him the more difficult vegetables to harvest without his knowing.” Lizzie snorts. The bed frame next door gives a protracted creak as Mr. Wright gets into bed, and we climb into ours shortly after. I blow out the candle on my bedside table, too tired to read.

“Becca,” Lizzie murmurs. I turn my head on the pillow to face her. My eyes are still adjusting to the dark when she touches her lips to mine. There’s no bristle of a mustache or chin hair on my skin; everything about Lizzie is soft. She tastes like the peppermint leaves we chewed before bed. When her hand grazes my leg, I gently stop her.

“Not tonight.” My tone is apologetic. “I’m tired.”

She pulls away abruptly.

“I feel like there’s a divide between us.” Lizzie settles on her back, staring up at the rafters. Who’s to blame for that? “I don’t know how to bridge it.” She sighs. “How to make things as they were.”

“I need time,” I say quietly. “I see his face in my head when you touch me, and I imagine him touching you instead.”

She squirms, not looking at me. “Do you still love me?” She sounds afraid.

“Always,” I say at once. “You’re the only person in the world who I love, aside from my brothers. I would do most anything for you. But my heart is bruised and needs time to heal.” I swallow. “When the Evanses return and life goes back to normal”—and Lizzie is not at Margery’s beck and call—“I should be happy to resume our activities.” I take a breath. “For now, maybe you could just hold me?”

“Always.”

I nestle into Lizzie’s warm hold, my back to her front. Her arm comes around my stomach, and she grasps my hand. I try to discreetly wipe my cheeks with my other hand, and her arm tightens around me. Lizzie falls asleep first. Her hold on my hand loosens and her breathing changes, becoming deeper. There’s a creak and a rustle of linen next door as Mr. Wright leaves his bed. I track his footsteps as he goes out into the corridor and down the stairwell, until I can no longer hear him. All I can hear is my own breathing and Lizzie’s. I close my eyes, comforted by the warm presence at my back. There’ll be no venturing downstairs tonight. Lizzie did not betray me today, and nor shall I betray her.


Chapter Fifteen

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

3:45 p.m. 

Laurence Household

“Where were you last night?”

“In bed asleep.” Madam Laurence shifts on the sofa, her expression pained. Puttenham did bind the rope around her wrists and ankles rather tightly. Not that I blame him. The bottle on the table would make any man wary of the strumpet before us.

“Can anyone attest to that? Your husband, perhaps?”

“My husband slept elsewhere.” Her mouth is a tight line. “At Widow Caulfield’s, I believe.” An unhappy matrimony indeed. One wonders which party broke the bonds of fidelity first. For Father Abbott’s sake, it is good that Rebecca no longer resides here. This is an immoral household.

“Please, you must believe me, sirs, it is no yard in that bottle, but a hairy cowcumber.”

“A hairy cowcumber?” Does she truly think a learned coroner would be hoodwinked by a fictional plant?

“They’re beneficial in inducing purging and provoking the courses,” she says primly. “If you’d only allow me to remove it from the bottle, Coroner, I’ll take a bite as proof.”

Puttenham can’t stifle his gag. What manner of woman is this? It chafes that Mercy was correct in identifying the perpetrator’s sex.

“Why, then, Madam, was this bottle, unlike the many others in your workshop, unlabeled?” I raise my brow.

“I didn’t think it needed labeling.” Her voice is shrill. “It was hardly going to be mistaken for anything else. Until now.”

The front door opens, admitting the sounds of conversation. A man’s chuckle rings out, and there’s the thud of steps in the hallway. Father Abbott and Mr. Laurence appear to have become agreeable acquaintances on their walk. The sight of Madam Laurence bound as a prisoner may change that. Puttenham and I get to our feet.

Mr. Laurence has an expression of good humor as he comes into view, which vanishes when he glimpses his wife. The carpenter is forty odd and sandy haired. Laugh lines around his mouth and eyes suggest him a man inclined to joviality. He doesn’t much resemble Rebecca. Strange that his second wife’s resemblance to his kin is greater.

“What’s the meaning of this?” He gives Father Abbott a betrayed look. “Why’s my wife tied up on the sofa?” He doesn’t rush to her side, as I would Mercy’s, and as I suspect any loving husband would. Does he already harbor suspicions about her misdeeds?

“Forgive me, Mr. Laurence, for this inauspicious homecoming.” I adopt a conciliatory manner. “In Father Abbott’s absence”—I emphasize the rector’s lack of involvement, lest it impair relations with his prospective father-in-law—“I charged your wife with the felonious killing of Thomas Wright.” The carpenter appears as baffled as I was when Mercy proclaimed the yard had feet. A compelling sign of his innocence. Father Abbott’s face reveals nothing. “If you would be seated . . .” Puttenham gestures to his armchair and moves to stand by the wall. “I’ll go over the evidence against her.”

“Laurence!” Agatha’s voice hitches. “I vow on the lives of our sons that I had nothing to do with this.” Having brought about the near death of one such son just this week, her words carry little weight. “I was barely acquainted with the man.”

Ignoring the vacant armchair, the carpenter goes to join his wife on the sofa, giving her leg a perfunctory pat of support. After a glance at Puttenham, Father Abbott claims the armchair. Mr. Laurence turns to me with a perplexed frown.

“What’s this evidence, then?”

I scan the information in my notebook, putting my thoughts in order.

“Our original cause for calling was to question your wife about a bottle found in the possession of the newly deceased Mr. John Hatwell, haberdasher,” I inform him. “By Madam Laurence’s own admission, and confirmed by a note penned by John Hatwell, she manufactured a fatal sleeping tonic at his request.” Mr. Laurence looks at his wife in surprise. He must not supervise her activities in the workshop. Pity. It’s proven to have deadly consequences.

“Said tonic occasioned John Hatwell’s death this morning.” I pause. “While the concoction of such tonic caused the nonfatal poisoning of William Laurence, your son.”

The carpenter inhales sharply and grips his knees, the flesh between his fingers whitening.

“Mr. Hatwell’s death is regrettable.” He takes a breath. “But there’s no felony in supplying the tonic he requested, is there?”

“No felony per se,” I concede. “Though it does speak to your wife’s character, her making both provision of the fatal tonic and profiting one pound from it.” He mouths one pound. I feel a stab of pity for him. I wonder whether he would have seen any of the ill-gotten coin or if his wife was squirreling it away for her own nefarious purposes. Raises the question of what else the man’s ignorant of.

“It might interest you to know, sir, that I came across a letter in your wife’s workshop which makes plain her adultery with the apothecary William Shaw.” Mr. Laurence goes rigid as a tree trunk. There is a sort of petty satisfaction at exposing his shame. Clearly, he was not satiating his wife’s needs, too occupied tending to Widow Caulfield’s, and the slippery woman sought satisfaction elsewhere. God strike me down if I ever neglect Mercy’s.

“Is it true?” he asks his wife. “Do I wear a cuckold’s horns?”

She juts her chin forward, an obstinacy to her countenance.

“Perhaps, dear husband,” she says with faux sweetness, “I thought it time you shared my predicament. The ink had hardly dried on the marriage registry before you made me a cuckquean.” I catch Father Abbott’s eye as we cast our gazes about the room, attempting to give the pair the illusion of privacy. Puttenham affords them no such illusion.

Mr. Laurence exhales through his teeth but doesn’t otherwise react to his wife’s words. A show of uncommon restraint. And a further indication that he was not party to the murder. No, I wager the tempest of resentment and ire brewing inside Agatha Laurence bubbled over while she was in our journeyman’s company, inciting a fit of violence.

When the silence grows uncomfortable, I press on.

“Onto the matter of Thomas Wright’s murder.” Tension radiates from the married pair. Mr. Laurence is sitting on the edge of the sofa. Probably regrets not choosing the armchair. “Witnesses observed Madam Laurence and Thomas Wright engaged in amiable conversation at Saturday’s market.” Mr. Laurence wags his head in dismayed disbelief. “Following the journeyman’s death at about four o’clock this morning, Madam Laurence’s blood-spotted handkerchief was discovered in the Evanses’ barn.” I retrieve the handkerchief from my satchel and set it on the table, ensuring her threaded initials are in view. “While Thomas Wright’s severed manhood”—I wince—“was found secreted in a bottle in Madam Laurence’s workshop. A workshop to which she possesses the only key.” I close my notebook, rather pleased with my summary of events.

The carpenter’s eyebrows are in his hairline, and his gaze is locked on a certain bottle.

“That handkerchief was misplaced at Saturday’s market,” Madam Laurence says. The misplacement of one’s possessions is an all-too-common claim when they materialize at the site of a crime. “I know not how it came to be in the Evanses’ barn, though I did speak to Mr. Wright and Rebecca at their stall, so perhaps it fell out of my pocket and was caught up in their produce. As for the bottle, it contains a hairy cowcumber.” Puttenham makes a noise of derision, a sentiment I echo with my eyes. She turns to Father Abbott with something akin to desperation, evidently perceiving him as the man most likely to entertain her lies.

“Please believe me, Father. I’m innocent of this crime.” My attention snares on how she says this crime. Are there other crimes she’s committed, more murders we don’t know about?

“We must trust in the courts and the Lord, Madam,” Father Abbott counsels. “If you are innocent of wrongdoing, He will see you acquitted.”

She huffs. “If I was inclined to cut off a man’s yard, would it not surely have been my dallying husband’s?” She aims a venomous glare at said dallying husband, causing the room to flinch as we’re reminded what she’s capable of.

Mr. Laurence almost trips over his feet as he gets up from the sofa, instinctively cupping the front of his breeches. A curious thought strikes me. There’s no physical similarity between the carpenter and journeyman, but maybe there was some striking resemblance in their nether regions that provoked Madam Laurence to violence. I eye the bottle on the table. Pity it’s impossible to do an accurate comparison to prove such a hypothesis.

“Are-are we certain that’s what’s in the bottle, Coroner?” Mr. Laurence asks shakily. “It’s not, as my wife says, a hairy cowcumber?” Poor fellow’s trying to delude himself that this is all a terrible misunderstanding.

“See for yourself.” I motion to the bottle.

“Enough of this.” Madam Laurence straightens. Next moment her hands are unbound, and she’s holding a dagger. Puttenham bangs his head back against the wall in surprise. I jump to my feet, unsure as to my course of action, but loath to sit in a chair and wait to be stabbed. Or worse. How many women carry arms? We’ll need to start searching them.

“You didn’t spot the dagger?!” I give Puttenham a look.

“I’m a yeoman, not a gaoler.” He rubs his head.

Grabbing the bottle, Madam Laurence unscrews the lid and upends it, despite our protests. Briny-smelling liquid splashes over the table and onto the floor. The yellowish object plops into her hand, and she holds it up for us to see. Then, without further ado—she bites it in half. There’s a chorus of winces and scrunched faces.

“As I said.” She spits out the half in her mouth. “A hairy cowcumber.” She tosses the two halves onto the table. They roll back and forth, eventually coming to a standstill.

Recovering from the shock, my first observation is that there’s no blood. Dead meat should still bleed, but more slowly. Stepping cautiously closer, keeping a careful eye on her dagger, I squint at the halves. The interior flesh is white and has seeds. Zounds.

“A hairy cowcumber, you said?” I reach out, gingerly prodding a half. The skin is firm. Too firm for flesh.

“Indeed.” Her speech is as sharp as the dagger she’s still holding.

“Beg pardon.” My face and neck feel hot. “It appears I was mistaken. As to the contents of this bottle, in any case.” How humbling to be proven wrong by a woman. “I’d not heard of this undoubtedly rare”—is it a fruit or vegetable?—“plant and believed Madam Laurence’s claim a falsehood. Concerned for the safety of those in my jurisdiction, I had Puttenham bind her to ensure she couldn’t cause harm.” Not that the rope was effective. “As I would have any parishioner whom I believed a danger.”

“So.” Mr. Laurence shifts on his feet. “My wife’s innocent?”

“There is still the matter of her handkerchief.” It’s wet with brine, but the blood spots are damningly visible. Question is whether the presence of Agatha Laurence’s bloodied handkerchief at the Evanses’ is sufficient for a conviction.

“I can’t explain the handkerchief.” Madam Laurence deflates, her righteous ire usurped by weariness. I’m not the only man to breathe easier when she sets the dagger down on the table with a clunk, though I’m mindful it’s still within her reach. Her ankles remain bound, at least. She can’t move quickly. Inching closer, I pick up the dagger and inspect it. The blade is sharp. Capable of cutting flesh. No blood in the grooves. Damn. Must have been cleaned.

“Your accusations made me feel like the prophetess Cassandra, Coroner Derrick.” I blink at her. A carpenter’s wife conversant with the Iliad? I give myself a shake. Some popular political tract probably referenced it. Politicians enjoy blowing their own trumpets when it comes to their intellectual sophistication. She certainly hasn’t read Salel’s French translation. As a coroner might do for leisure. “Speaking only truth, but never believed. I pray you listen to the next woman who has some truths to tell, sir.”

“Hmm. May I ask why you carry a dagger, Madam?”

“An apothecary never knows when they’ll need to harvest something, Coroner.”

“What is it that you harvest, Madam?” Puttenham asks warily. An intelligent question. Hitting his head may have knocked some sense into the yeoman.

“Cuttings of herbs and plants, sir.”

“Is this the only dagger you carry, Madam?” I sweep my gaze over her, detecting nothing untoward. Although coroners aren’t trained in the detection of weapons. I ought to consult Mercy on good hiding places.

“I’ve no need of a second dagger, Coroner,” she says.

“Good.” I put the dagger into my satchel for safekeeping. “Madam Laurence, we’ll be taking you into custody for the murder of Thomas Wright.”

“But”—she’s wide eyed—“it was a hairy cowcumber.”

“Indeed.” I hold myself tall, assuming the manner of a lawyer presenting his case. “However, the discovery of your blood-spotted handkerchief at the residence of the deceased, coupled with your uncorroborated claim of being home yesterday eve, and the eyewitness account of your amiable acquaintance with Thomas Wright amounts to compelling evidence.” I take a breath. “Not to mention your aiding of John Hatwell’s felo-de-se, and adultery with William Shaw, which expose you as a woman of inconstant and lewd character.”

Saying the charges aloud puts into perspective how many marks there are against Agatha Laurence. She is the rotten apple in the bushel. The pernicious weed in the garden of our good town that must be plucked before her taint can spread.

I survey the room, ensuring there’s no objections. Mr. Laurence stares dumbly at his wife, lost for words. Can hardly blame him. Learning of a wife’s myriad indiscretions and felonies would quell any man’s tongue. When he’s regained his wits, I wager he’ll turn to drink. A lot of drink.

“We’ll need to bind your hands again, Madam.” I gesture for Puttenham to aid me. A coroner learns from his mistakes. If he wants something done well, he ought not to delegate. Having a sturdy young fellow alongside is simply prudent when in the company of a murdering strumpet. I’d also prefer Puttenham’s breeches to be in closer reach than mine.

“But I didn’t do anything.” She puts her head in her hands.

“If what you allege is true, then God and the courts will exonerate you.”

“Amen,” Father Abbott says.

I purse my lips at the sawn strands of rope on the sofa, making a note to put more in my satchel. Fortunately, Madam Laurence’s wrists are dainty enough that sufficient length remains for the required purposes. It would be uncouth to ask Mr. Laurence for rope to bind his wife. Though there would be symmetry in it.

At my nod, Puttenham guides the adulterous murderess’s hands behind her back. Best apprise Sheriff Stoughton that she’s cunning enough to escape her bindings, lest she attempt to flee custody. No man wants to be made a fool by a woman.

Puttenham and Father Abbott escort Madam Laurence outside while I gather up my belongings and the soiled handkerchief, which is tucked into an exterior compartment, lest it dampen my notebook. Wet paper is as delicate as butterfly wings to write on.

“Where are you taking her?” Mr. Laurence trails me to the door. Poor man has the forlorn air of one lost at sea.

“She’ll travel to Bramley with us. My jury needs to weigh in on the case.” I give him a commiserating pat on the shoulder. “If you or your kin wish to speak with her, she’ll be in the house of correction by dusk.”

The next court sessions aren’t till July in Croydon. Agatha Laurence has a few months of languishing in a cell till she faces the noose. Dipping my head to the carpenter, I see myself out.
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The scene on the street has me frowning. Not only has Father Abbott mounted the draft horse without my witnessing such a feat, but Madam Laurence has been laid sideways across Old Faithful. Those fiends. Why I am to be burdened with the murdering strumpet? Surely the draft horse would have been the better choice to bear additional weight.

“Beg pardon, John, it was too difficult to lift the prisoner onto my horse,” Father Abbott says. “Yours was deemed safer. It’s not so far to the ground if she falls, and I dare say you’re a lighter rider than Puttenham.” I’m not sure what noise I make in response, other than it’s undignified.

Madam Laurence isn’t protesting her position, surprisingly. She seems to be in shock. The reality of her situation must have sunk in. Small mercies she’s not crying and raving. That would make for unpleasant travels.

Hoisting myself onto Old Faithful, with more grace I wager than Father Abbott exercised in his mounting, I arrange myself in such a way as to minimize contact with our prisoner. The balloon-like protuberance of her skirts makes it a challenging endeavor. But woe is me should Mercy witness me riding with another woman. Even one more akin to a fettered puppet than living creature. Also, I don’t fancy any part of the wicked woman touching a certain piece of my anatomy.

“Fair warning, Coroner Derrick,” Madam Laurence says quietly, making me freeze in my saddle, “I don’t travel well on horseback.”

On that ominous note, I click my tongue, and we set off for Bramley. Again.


Chapter Sixteen

Rebecca Laurence

Two Days Earlier 

Saturday, April 27, 1585 

5:30 a.m. 

Evans Household

The skies are, predictably, crystal clear when I have the use of a cart. Mr. Wright and I engage in a game of conversational subterfuge as we travel to market. When the road is empty, we speak freely. When we’re within earshot of travelers, we act cordial but indifferent to each other.

“So, what are you a journeyman of, sir?” I ask. “In what trade did you apprentice?”

“Carpentry.” My heart sinks. Like my father. I wonder if he’s in possession of the same flaws. His dalliance with me would suggest so. Is it a curse of their occupation?

“A respectable trade. Do you plan to be master of your own shop in London, or?”

“You sound like my mother.” His tone is teasing. “How curious that you’re concerned with my prospects, Miss Rebecca.”

“I’m simply making conversation, sir.” I smooth my skirts. He studies me, and I keep my face determinedly forward. I am not so delusional as to think that I would comprise part of his future.

“I’ve no desire to settle in London,” he says. “Two years as a journeyman has roused the urge to travel. When the next ship to the New World sets sail, I intend to be on it.” My eyes snap to him. The New World? “Carpenters are highly sought after to oversee the building of houses and help establish a colony,” he explains. “It would be a new life, in a land of opportunity.” His expression is wistful. It’s an exciting thought, traveling to an unexplored world. What could be discovered there?

“How long is the voyage?”

“Several months. I was away from London when the second ship left in early April, but I shall be on the next.” How strange it must be to not set foot on land for months. Would that my own life had such wondrous possibilities. “Since meeting you, I’ve had the thought that I ought to marry before traveling to the New World,” he says conversationally. “Bring a wife to keep me warm on the voyage and make a home with when we land.” Is he saying he wishes to make me his wife? I don’t think I could bear to leave Bramley if it means leaving Lizzie.

“That sounds like quite the adventure,” I say, studiously avoiding his gaze. “Where do you intend to find such a wife?”

“I have some ideas.” He pauses. “You’re very different to the women in London, Rebecca. You’re . . .” He pauses. “Singular.”

Bother.

“I can’t tell if you mean that as a compliment or an insult,” I say lightly.

“Well, I’ve met no other woman who could make harvesting vegetables in the mud and rain so entertaining.” That’s not exactly an answer. “Nor have my passions been so constantly aflame.” He checks the road behind us, which is empty. “I’d hoped to make use of my measuring stick in the kitchen last night,” he adds, a question in his voice. It is a funny thing when I am more at ease discussing carnal matters than those of the heart.

“I fear I succumbed to sleep before your measuring stick could be rewarded for its hard work yesterday.” I wave to a farmer toiling in the field adjacent to the road.

“Can I expect a reward later today?” Mr. Wright tips his hat to a maid on the road as we pass by, the two of us greeting her with good cheer.

“Perhaps.” I affect disinterest.

The road is busy when we reach the outskirts of Guildford. There are those on foot making the trip to town early so they might have their pick of the offerings, and those with laden carts, like us. Yeoman Watson’s cart is a couple hundred yards ahead on the road. He’s beaten us again.

“Shall we make a wager?” Mr. Wright asks, his speech quiet so as not to be overheard. I make a questioning noise, no little leery that such wager might involve a ring. “Whoever manages to sell the most at market can claim a prize of their choosing.” Huh. Interesting.

I think for a moment. “If I win, you’re to harvest the honey from the skep on our return.”

“When I win,” he begins. I give him a look that would wither a flower. “I get to avail myself of your honey pot on our return.”

There’s a throb of wanting between my legs. I clear my throat. “I don’t think I taste like honey.” I carefully avoid his gaze, maintaining a stoic expression for any who might be watching.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” he says.

The cart trundles onto gravel with a clack, and conversation ceases, our attention turning to the business at hand. Mr. Wright guides his mare to the spot by Yeoman Watson. I resist the urge to shake my fist at said yeoman’s smug smirk. I shall leave such shows of annoyance to my master.

Once the stall is set up, Mr. Wright ambles off to speak with Yeoman Watson. I catch the word raven. It is a relief to have a moment alone. I’ve enjoyed my time with the journeyman. Most, anyway. But our entanglement was only ever meant to be temporary, and purely to put me on equal footing with Lizzie. Admittedly, I shall miss his company at market. I wonder if bedfellows make for a better team when it comes to work. Maybe Master Evans ought to bring his wife to market in my stead, after Mr. Wright’s departure. I would not begrudge Mistress usurping such duty. It’s not as if she performs many duties herself.

At the approach of a plump, flame-haired woman toting a basket, my face stretches into a welcoming smile. Our wager begins.

“Good morrow, Madam,” I greet brightly, noting the ring on her left hand.

“Good morrow.” Her attention catches on Mr. Wright as he returns to our stall and gives her a charming grin, then she focuses back on me. “An acquaintance overheard”—I strain my ears to hear her soft-spoken speech—“mention of objects of venery at Tuesday’s market.” I ready myself to blame Mr. Wright. “I was hoping you might be able to advise me on what to purchase.” My surprise is poorly hidden. She’s a handsome woman of twenty odd. Ample bosomed and bonny faced. From her apparel, she’s not of modest means. I cannot fathom why she and her husband would need to consume objects of venery. The woman touches her stomach. “I’m trying to get with child.” Ah.

I hesitate for a moment, wrestling with my conscience. Ought I to confess my ignorance or avail myself of the opportunity to sell her as much produce as possible? I rack my mind, trying to recall the advice I’ve heard Agatha give women on foods and herbs to aid conception. Assuming a self-assured manner, I hold out my hand for her basket, which is surrendered with a puckered brow.

“Shall I fill this with what I know to be fruitful?” Her brow smooths, and she nods in agreement. I gather up several rounds of asparagus and heapings of cress, kale, and rocket. The asparagus’s beneficial effect on carnal desire is known, even with the unfortunate smell it imparts on leaving the body. I’m uncertain about the leafy greens. I leave it at that, not wanting to be wholly reprehensible.

As the woman inspects the basket’s contents, I discreetly confide that I’ve heard seasoning meals with warming spices such as ginger, pepper, and cinnamon can be of assistance. The same is true of warm, moist meats, to which I cite sausages as an example. The notion of sausages came to me on the basis that the shape alone may induce a man’s breeches to stir. She’s almost aglow with gratitude as she hands over sixpence, provoking only a little guilt, and hurries off in the direction of the butcher.

I turn to give Mr. Wright a victorious smirk, only to discover him, much to my dismay, serving Widow Howell. The crone has a heaped pile of asparagus in her basket. Bother. I console myself with the thought that the widow’s stick-thin arms, which resemble the flesh of a plucked hen, would struggle to carry much weight. Of course, she could always claim infirmity and use her wiles to persuade some kindhearted fool to carry the basket. Catching sight of a young maid loitering nearby, her gaze flitting unsurely over the produce, I don a smile and offer my assistance.

“Oh,” Widow Howell gasps. Worry seizes me that her heart’s about to give out from receiving Mr. Wright’s attentions for a quarter hour. Her basket is irksomely laden.

“Are you in good health, Widow Howell?”

Blue eyes lock onto me with an intensity that’s discomfiting. I know old age brings wisdom, but surely she cannot tell I have lost my chastity since our last encounter. Widow Howell clutches her chest, and I fear my prediction about her heart is about to come true. I go to give Mr. Wright an accusing glare, but he’s distracted with another customer.

“Forgive me, Miss Rebecca, when I saw your profile just now, it reminded me of my grandson.” Every woman wants to hear that they look like a man. At least she’s not going to drop dead in front of me. That would impair my ability to win our wager.

“I often find myself studying faces,” Widow Howell babbles, “wondering what Little Johnny’s children would be like and if I’d know them by sight.” I smile close lipped, feigning interest. “And well, he did court your mother”—my attention sharpens—“before Laurence came along.” Her thin lips are a line of displeasure. A common effect of my father’s name. “I was sure Mary would become my granddaughter with the way she captured his heart, but it was not to be. Still,” she sighs, “I always imagined the woman he wed would have a similar look about her. And with you bearing scant resemblance to Laurence, an old woman could easily mistake you for kin.”

It is a struggle to keep my face blank, to hide the pounding of my pulse. Seems it is not only Widow Howell who is at risk of having her heart give out. Could it be that the father I revile is not my father at all?

She grasps my hand and gives it a squeeze, her flesh cold but grip surprisingly firm.

“God be with you, Miss Rebecca.” Her wizened face is kindly. One could imagine her wearing the same expression when speaking to a grandchild.

“And with you, Widow Howell.”

I watch Widow Howell travel up the street. She’s a pitiable picture when not engaged in conversation, with her hunched back and trembling arms. Could it truly have been her grandson who hit my mother? The moniker Little Johnny does not presage a violent man, but then, small creatures are often the most frightening. Spiders, rats, centipedes. I shall have to ask my stepmother and glean what precisely she and my mother did to be rid of Little Johnny. It is common knowledge he vanished from Guildford more than sixteen years ago and has not been seen since. Did they extort him with some terrible secret they knew? And what was it? Was it me in my mother’s belly?

I force myself to look away from Widow Howell. When I check to see how Mr. Wright is faring, it’s a shock to find him in conversation with my stepmother. An agreeable one. They’re laughing.

“Rebecca.” Agatha notices me watching.

“Stepmother.” I can’t hide the question in my voice. She doesn’t typically visit me at market. Will and Henry sometimes do. Usually when there’s a surplus of fruit in season and my master won’t begrudge me giving them some.

“It’s good to be acquainted with you, Mr. Wright.” Agatha bobs her head.

“And you, Madam Laurence.” He grins. Please God let it not be his desire to marry that they were discussing, else I shall have to do something to make myself utterly repellent as a prospective wife.

Agatha comes over to me, her previous spot taken almost immediately by another matron. I underestimated the appeal a winsome bachelor from London would hold for the women in town. The likelihood of me winning our wager grows smaller with every passing moment.

“Is all well with Will?” I ask, unable to think of another reason for Agatha to visit.

“William is much improved,” she reassures me. “He breakfasted at the table this morrow.” A good sign. So, what is she doing here?

“I wondered if I might prevail upon you, Rebecca, to deliver a tonic for me to a gentleman in Bramley?”

Ah, she needs a favor. Strange, though. She’s never entrusted me with such a duty before. Is this request some show of fledging trust after our conversation yesterday?

Delving into her bag, Agatha takes out a green bottle. The bottle has no label affixed to it, which is odd. My stepmother takes inordinate pride in her accomplished handwriting. Normally the only unmarked bottles are ones she’s concocted in haste for a family member.

“It’s a sleeping tonic for John Hatwell, haberdasher,” she explains.

“I know him.” Few men in the country wear such extravagant buttons and lace. Or such dour expressions.

“Mr. Hatwell suffers terribly from toothache.” Indeed, his ailment is well known enough in Bramley to serve as a cautionary tale to clean your teeth. “He commissioned a tonic to induce sleep. He’s requested to receive it after this Sunday service. If you could deliver it to him, I’d be most appreciative. I’m loath to leave William alone for such a long period.” I can’t argue with that.

“I’ll see to its delivery.” I take the bottle. “Provided you answer a question for me.” Agatha’s expression shifts from pleased to wary. I lean in closer, not wanting anyone to overhear. “Was Widow Howell’s grandson the man who beat my mother?” She sucks in a surprised breath.

“Yes,” she admits after a prolonged pause.

“What did you and Mother do to make him leave town?”

A shadow crosses Agatha’s face.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“It’s between Mary and God.”

“She’s dead.”

“But others are not.” Agatha glances surreptitiously about, ensuring no one’s within earshot. “Let your mother’s secrets die with her, Rebecca. No good will come from digging them up. Be content in the knowledge that he shall never bother our family again.” Her tone is resolute, brooking no argument. What did Mother do? “Thank you for delivering the tonic to Mr. Hatwell.” She ends the conversation by walking away, knowing I can’t follow. I watch Agatha make her way up High Street, exchanging greetings with other vendors and pausing occasionally to chat with female acquaintances, appearing for all the world entirely carefree. Unlike me.

Stooping down to stow the green bottle in an empty crate, I spy a dainty square of linen on the ground. A handkerchief. Agatha’s, from the foxgloves and initials. She must have dropped it when she took out the bottle. I can’t imagine another woman with these same initials would embroider poisonous blooms. It’s of better quality than mine. Perhaps I ought to claim the handkerchief as payment for delivering the bottle. And as punishment for her denying me my answers. I trace the initials, A.L. How easy would it be to reshape the A into an R, I wonder? Father managed well enough changing the M of Mother’s workshop door into an A, though I imagine wood is not so delicate to work with. I stuff the handkerchief into my pocket. For now, back to work. And the wager.
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“A valiant effort, to be sure,” Mr. Wright says with no little condescension, “but I’ve been at this longer. And I learned from the best hawker in London.” I bite viciously into my half of currant bun, staring sulkily at the road ahead rather than his smug face. There’s no downside to his winning the wager per se, but it’s the principle of the thing. And I truly dislike harvesting honey from the bee skep. He even managed to sell produce to Madam Wandlesworth and her niece, who seldom avail themselves of the Evanses’ cart. It was probably the rumors of objects of venery that attracted them. Madam Wandlesworth must have grand designs.

“I suppose I shall be meeting you later this eve in the kitchen,” I say eventually. Though there would be some satisfaction leaving him waiting cold in the kitchen while I slumber upstairs.

“No, not this eve. I won’t have you reneging on our bargain.”

I feign offense.

“On our return.”

“But Lizzie’s not at the Wyldes’ today.”

He hums. “I’ve never bedded a woman in a barn before.”

“The barn?” I hiss. “Anyone could stumble upon us.” I can’t hide my horror. Secrets and trysts are best kept in the dark or indoors where no one but God and the Devil can see.

“Is it not exciting, the fear of being caught?” Maybe for a man it would be. A woman has rather a lot more to lose. “We’ll just have to be discreet about it,” he says, as if that’s that. I’m not sure how one can be discreet about fornicating in a barn. What if the animals are watching? “If you’re scared, Rebecca, we can be quick.” There’s a hint of mockery in his voice. “You can attend to my pleasure alone.” He puts his mouth to my ear. “On your knees.” I frown. Then where is the incentive for me to participate? If I must perform such an act in a barn, surrounded by animals and their excrement, I think the very least he could do is make me see heaven. On the other hand, refusing to put myself wholly at the mercy of his whims may make Mr. Wright realize that I’m not a good match for him.

“Very well,” I say primly. “Provided you’re quick.”

“A wager’s a wager.” He sounds suspiciously self-satisfied.

“A wager’s a wager.” I have a terrible feeling I’ve been tricked.

We come to a stop by the Evanses’ barn, and he jumps from the cart almost before it stills and helps me down. His hand lingers on mine. He unhitches his mare, and I follow him into the barn to hang up the horse tack, the tension between us palpable. As soon as his mare’s behind the stall door, he’s on me, pushing me to my knees. The hens and their chicks are pecking at the ground around us. Lizzie must have fed them.
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“You were in the barn a while,” Lizzie comments when I come into the kitchen. She crosses her arms, looking me up and down. “I was wondering whether I ought to check on you. The cart trundled in more than a quarter hour ago.”

“Ugh, I know. I’m all sweaty.” Fortune willing, she’ll think the hoarseness to my voice is from speaking to customers. Plucking at my sleeves and then fanning myself, I go over to the washtub to clean my hands. God knows what I might have touched in the barn. I shall need to wash my mouth out, too, before getting close to Lizzie. “Mr. Wright dropped a bag of seeds. They went everywhere,” I bemoan. “It took an age to collect them. It was like searching for needles in a bottle of hay. And we had to contend with the hens trying to eat them.” I throw my hands up in the air.

“I assume that was the cause of the loud squawking I heard,” Lizzie says dryly. “What seeds were they? I thought he was nigh finished sowing the eastern field.”

“Chard and spinach. They grow the fastest, so he was saving them for last.” I look over my shoulder at Lizzie, making sure to meet her eyes. “Can you tell me if I have anything stuck to me?” I hold my arms out for inspection and turn in a slow circle. “Any hay or animal leavings?” My nose wrinkles in disgust at the thought. Lizzie snorts.

“Not that I can see.”

“That’s a relief,” I sigh. “I was on my knees in the hay for what seemed an age.” Lizzie shakes her head at me and returns to preparing the salad. I give one last aggrieved sigh, then set to taking the dishes to the table. Only when I’m out of the kitchen do I allow myself a small, relieved smile. While less practiced a liar than my alleged father, more accomplished am I at inventing credible fictions. Although, after speaking with Agatha, maybe I am more like my mother’s side than previously thought.


Chapter Seventeen

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

5:00 p.m. 

Bramley Thoroughfare

My jaw hurts from how hard it’s clenched. More pressure on my teeth and they’d crack like walnuts. The three-and-a-half-mile ride from town has both roused the desire to indulge in a cup too much and etched what I fear is a permanent downward groove around my mouth.

After departing Chertsey Street, Agatha Laurence stirred from her stupor. She spent the next three miles, which went by with undue slowness, protesting her innocence. It was a struggle keeping the felonious woman atop Old Faithful. She was thrashing about like an eel out of water. On several occasions did the flapping of her skirts expose said madam’s chestnut-carpeted agility. Something that will not be disclosed to Mercy. Puttenham’s lack of couth was on display when he failed to look away. From the farmer’s deerlike expression, this was possibly his first time glimpsing Eve’s customhouse.

Agatha Laurence named all and sundry as suspects during her protestations. Rival yeomen scheming to ruin the Evanses’ crops, a rogue whom the journeyman owed debts—which, he did reportedly frequent inns in town—even one of Guildford’s more ill-tempered slatterns. A note has been made to never engage the services of Bess Plough. Not that I would, else Coroner Agar would be called to investigate my own murder. My darling wife’s intimate knowledge of inquests and bonny face would almost certainly convince Agar of her innocence. I must remember to pick a posy of flowers for Mercy on the way home.

As her list of accusations grew more outlandish, Father Abbott voiced his displeasure.

“Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbors, Madam Laurence. It would be wise to lock thy lying lips. As our Lord saith, a false witness shall not go unpunished, and he that speaketh lies shall perish.” His righteous censure quelled her speech. For a few moments. Then she pointed the finger at her husband, alleging he’d already betrayed her heart and body, why not plot to see her life destroyed too?

I’ve previously felt sympathy for women paraded through Guildford in a scold’s bridle. It’s a barbaric practice, at odds with civilized society. Sometimes, though, all a man desires is for a woman to be quiet. Of grim relief was it when Agatha Laurence’s voice grew hoarse. A relief that evaporated when her prolonged speech and the motion of traveling sideways caused the vile strumpet to expel the contents of her stomach. All down poor Old Faithful’s legs. Some splattered on my boot. I’ve heard tales of women talking themselves sick, but never have I seen it in practice. I rather think such regurgitation should be cited in my records, for it revealed that she recently consumed eel. Compelling evidence if ever there was.

There’s a grim satisfaction at the sight of a corpulent fellow stationed outside Bramley Mill. Until his snores reach my ears. The miller is a far less reliable sentry than his son. I can’t be sure sleeping wasn’t his design from the beginning, given he’s traded Isaac’s stool for a chair. Isaac will be getting a talking-to for abandoning his post.

Dismounting gingerly, lest my apparel be soiled with vomit, I go over to the sleeping miller and give his chair a kick, my frown deepening at the empty flagon lying in the grass.

“Whatsit?” Bleary, bloodshot eyes take me in.

“Where’s Isaac? He’s meant to be on watch.” The miller blinks, his sleep-addled mind clearly struggling to form an answer.

“I traded with ’im,” he says with a hint of defiance. “Me eyes and knees ain’t good for searchin’ the woods.”

His eyes ain’t much good at staying open either. Small mercies the corpse will be moved shortly. I’ve gleaned all I can from it, and we’ve caught our murderer.

“Stay awake, then,” I say grimly. “And keep out of the cups.” I toe the empty flagon.

Ignoring his blustering that he’s not guarding the mill from an army, I watch Father Abbott and Puttenham remove Agatha Laurence from Old Faithful. Her bound ankles hit the ground with force, provoking a pained moan. The rector and Puttenham cringe in sympathy. I keep my face blank but take some satisfaction in her injury. Particularly when I note the splatters of sour, fishy-smelling vomit on my mare’s legs. It smells worse than the vomit our dead journeyman decorated the mill’s bushes with. Poor Old Faithful. Befouled by Galahad and a felon in the same day. She best receive an apple or two later. At least I know whom to task with cleaning her. After all, delegation is one of a coroner’s more useful powers.

“Who’s that?” the miller asks.

“We’ve apprehended Thomas Wright’s murderer,” Father Abbott says. The miller’s mouth drops, as do his jowls, which become indistinguishable from his chin. It chafes not to convey such tidings myself. Even if it is to a belligerent sot.

“She a harlot?” Despite her state of dishevelment, Agatha Laurence overhears the insult and huffs in indignation.

“A housewife and self-titled apothecary,” I say. Though to be candid, she could be considered a harlot as well, given her extramarital affairs. She just wasn’t paid for it.

“Witch, then.” The miller nods sagely. I make a noncommittal noise. Given the givens, he won’t be alone in his suspicions. “Why she unman ’im?”

“That is yet to be determined.”

Adjusting the satchel across my shoulder, I lead the way down the path around the mill, the other two shepherding Agatha Laurence along behind me. Her gait is unsteady, the ride upsetting her already unbalanced equilibrium. The rope around her ankles doesn’t help.

Scant jurymen are at the back of the mill. I count five in total, the miller’s son among them. They’re wandering listlessly, making a poor pretense of searching for clues. The excitement of investigating a murder has worn off. An assortment of miscellaneous objects are piled near the fire. Scraps of cloth, still more parts of shoes—clearly the tributary is the place for dumping worn footwear—what looks like a belt made of twine, a few plain brown buttons, feathers. The results of their search. Useless now.

I’m reassured to see Thomas Wright’s corpse, modesty handkerchief in place. I glance back at the prisoner. Her dark eyes are on the corpse. Admiring her handiwork? The flies have descended in our absence, their buzzing audible from ten yards. It’s a distinctive buzz that flies make when dining on corpse flesh. I wager it’s the insect articulation of merriment. They’re practically attending a party, the corpse both the entertainment and the meal.

“Men,” I beckon, “gather round.” Another inquest solved. When a sour smell tickles my nostrils, I have a moment of regret that I did not wash my soiled boot in the tributary before calling the jurors over to celebrate my victory.

“We’ve caught the murderer!” Puttenham raises his fist in triumph. I refrain from glaring at him, though it is a close thing. That braggart. Stole the words out of my mouth.

“I’m innocent.” Agatha Laurence’s weak voice quiets the men’s animated exclamations. “Please believe me.” She searches them for compassion. There is none to be found. Disgust, fear, and awe are in ample supply, though.

“Where’s the rest of my jury?” I’ll have them brought before the quarter sessions for dereliction of civic duty if they’ve gone home. No sooner have I spoken than there’s the sound of voices and a rustling coming from the mill path.

Matthew emerges from the overgrown greenery first.

“Coroner Derrick, sir, we’ve caught him.” He jabs a thumb excitedly over his shoulder. Caught who? “Mr. Wright’s murderer.” What?!

Another juryman appears behind Matthew. He’s holding a length of rope, which is attached to the bound hands of a stoutly built fellow. The fellow’s face and hands are littered with small cuts as if he engaged in a fight with very thin blades. A fight he lost. It’s good the men had the foresight not to bind his legs. He’d be difficult to heave to his feet in the event of a tumble.

“Mr. Robert Wylde.” The fellow’s face mightn’t strike a chord, but his name does. Father Abbott’s expression is impenetrable as he appraises the man who bruised Rebecca’s wrist. Priests. They’d make sly felons with their ability to hide their true sentiments.

“Father Abbott.” Mr. Wylde’s jaw is clenched, his countenance exuding thinly contained annoyance. He does make a physically compelling suspect. Agatha Laurence is irksomely delicate in comparison. Particularly after a bout of vomiting, which has turned her complexion sickly. If only she had a warty devil’s mark on her face as a counterpoise. I decide to keep mum about my prisoner and hear the evidence against Mr. Wylde first.

Two further jurors strut into the clearing like cockerels. One’s carrying a wooden tray in the manner of an inn hostess delivering meals, which he presents to me with an air of great importance. On it is a greenish glass bottle and a bloodstained shiving knife. Compelling, but not damning. Based on their suspect’s appearance, he’s had several recent injuries that could stem from a knife. Wonder what his occupation is. Blacksmith? Butcher? I’ve never charged a butcher with murder. Surprising, really; they’ve no scarcity of killing implements.

“The bottle, sir, look inside.” The juror before me is missing his front teeth. I failed to note that earlier. What else have I missed?

The bottle’s glass is cool, and the cork emits a strong whiff of linseed. Suspended in the liquid contents is an oblong object. Grayish in hue, lumpy at one end, and what could be hairs protruding from its exterior. I don’t echo the collective gasp of those behind me. My eyes have been deceived once already; they shall not be deceived twice.

“What’s your occupation, Mr. Wylde?”

“Cordwainer, sir,” he says gruffly. Linseed oil is commonly used to treat leather. While I’m loath to admit it, the killer being a cordwainer might explain the baffling quantity of shoe parts that are scattered around the area.

“Can you tell me what this object is in your linseed oil?” I hold up the bottle.

“Must’ve dropped a sponge in there after treating the leather.” He shrugs. A sponge is more plausible than a hairy cowcumber. “I was out of sorts yesterday. Madam Stiffe made provision of a noxious bacon-and-mushroom stew to the house.”

Arthur Stiffe does his best to disappear among the jurors. A feat his bulk makes nigh impossible. From the rotundity of both Stiffes, one would have assumed the wife an able cook.

“Dr. Prance identified the mushrooms she foraged as toxic.” Mr. Wylde’s mouth is pinched. “I was plagued by phantasms and purging from both ends that had me stuck fast to the privy.” Ugh. No affliction has made me yearn for death more than a stomach distemper. I take a discreet step back. Such malady is not typically contagious, but a man can never be too careful. “It’s absurd to think I was in any condition to commit murder.” He scoffs, shaking his head.

“May I inquire what happened here, Mr. Wylde?” I motion to his various cuts.

“There’s a gorse thicket near our outdoor privy. In my disorientation, I fell into it.” He winces. “Took a while to free myself.” An image of him floundering like a tortoise on its back flashes through my mind. Explains his injuries, but not the blood on his knife.

“Right.” I survey the men who charged him. Would hate to deny them the privilege of determining his guilt. Matthew saw to the eel’s demise; best call on another. Given the odds, one has to be a John. “It’s John, isn’t it?” I address the juror not holding anything.

“Yes, sir.” He beams. I dub him John Beard as his chin hair is remarkably thick.

“I’ll allow you to do the honor.”

“What honor’s that, sir?”

I put the bottle in his hand and pull the cork out with a pop.

“Extract what’s inside so that we might see whether it is the sponge Mr. Wylde claims or our journeyman’s manhood.” He stares at the bottle, his smile vanished. “I’ve pincers you can use.” I rummage through my satchel, retrieving the brass pincers that comprise part of my paraphernalia. They’re ordinarily used to remove debris from corpse flesh, but the ends are wide enough to grasp the item in question.

Swallowing thickly, he accepts the pincers and lowers them to the bottle. They clink against the glass as he shifts them around, eventually grasping the object bobbing inside. The whole clearing holds its breath as he withdraws the pincers.

A sudden shrill cry from the juror has me flinching. He jumps backward, dropping the pincers, bottle, and object to the ground. Appears a beard does not maketh a man. John Lily Livered might be more appropriate.

Shifting forward, I drop into a crouch. Lying innocuously in the grass, beside a rapidly emptying bottle of linseed oil, is a pinkish-gray, fleshy lump with dark hairs at its raw, bloody base. That is no sponge. Zounds.

My eyes flick to Madam Laurence, who gives me a similar look to Mercy when she knows I’ve erred. There comes a time when a man must admit he’s been beaten, whether it be in respect of cards, a lover’s quarrel, or who’s captured the most viable suspect. A blood-spotted handkerchief pales in significance to a severed yard, bloody knife, and a formerly delirious cordwainer, whose shallow cuts may or may not be from gorse prickles.

Madam Laurence may be a female of the worst sort, but a murderer she is not. Mr. Wylde’s case is tight as a miser’s purse.

“Is it his yard?” a juror calls. Hefting the pincers, I delicately clasp what was once a prized piece of flesh to our late journeyman.

“Gentlemen, I believe we’ve found our culprit. Behold, Thomas Wright’s manhood.” I hold it aloft like a macabre trophy.

“This is absurd.” Robert Wylde tugs on his bindings, pulling the attached rope free of his distracted guard’s hold, who chases after it. “I had nothing to do with this.” As says every felon. “Another villager must have broken into my workshop and put that there.”

“Hmm.” I plop the yard into the half-empty bottle of linseed oil and replace the cork. It’ll be needed as evidence at trial. I’ll deliver it to Sheriff Stoughton for safekeeping. Mercy would not appreciate said evidence in our home.

I hand the bottle to Puttenham to pass around so that the jurymen might examine it, which they immediately crowd around to do, prompting me to caution them against knocking the glass, lest the bottle break. That might bring ill fortune.

“And what is the explanation for the bloodstained knife, Mr. Wylde?”

“Must’ve cut myself. Happens on occasion when trimming leather.”

“You don’t remember?”

“No, I was out of sorts, as I said.”

“So out of sorts that you can’t recall the events of yesterday?” I raise my brow. “Seems to be a symptom of these mushrooms you ingested. Is it not possible, nay, probable, Mr. Wylde, that you killed Thomas Wright while under the violent throes of delusions, and then forgot? It is no sane man that robs another of his manhood.” There’s murmurings of agreement among the jury.

Murders are often driven by an inflammation of passions; the same may be true even where the killer is addle brained.

“I understand your wife recently lost a child, Mr. Wylde.” His brow furrows. “My condolences. It could be that this loss, while in a state of delirium, provoked fears of impotence and sterility.” His nostrils flare, and I check that the juror playing guard has a firm hold of the rope. It’s a precarious business questioning a man’s sexual prowess, and unwise where said man is of sturdier build. Fortunately, Mr. Wylde’s tied hands and the presence of eleven male allies ought to keep things from growing uncivil. “Fears you sought to dispel by stealing another man’s virility, and preserving it in a bottle in your workshop.” Noises of understanding resound around the clearing. “Not to mention that the body was dumped at the mill, thereby implicating the Stiffes, who were party to your inadvertent poisoning.”

It is the intelligent coroner who delves into a felon’s mind to decipher their motives. To render the illogical logical. Logical to a madman, in any case.

“If you’re so convinced of my guilt,” the cordwainer spits, “then who’s this matron with her hands and feet bound?” Ah.

The jurymen regard Madam Laurence with surprise, as if just noticing her. From the puzzled faces of those who were present when Puttenham proclaimed the strumpet guilty, they appear to recall this fact. God’s blood. Should have had Father Abbott usher her away when the jury was distracted with the bottle.

“Madam Agatha Laurence,” I say as said madam levels me with a stare, “is guilty of myriad spiritual offenses”—the jurors exchange knowing looks—“and aided in the late John Hatwell’s felo-de-se.” None of the men appear shocked. His affliction of toothache must be well known, and his suffering severe, for none in Bramley to be surprised by him condemning his soul. A fact, like the mushrooms in Madam Stiffe’s stew, that is hard to stomach. “She is, however, not guilty of Thomas Wright’s murder.” Anymore.

“Indeed.” Puttenham nods supportively.

“Traveling from Guildford in restraints was a punishment designed to promote reflection, and penitence for Madam Laurence’s lewd behaviors.” Not strictly untrue. She’s hardly innocent, after all. It’s important she, and my jury, remember that. “Such time served, she’s hereby released of her bindings.” Extracting Madam Laurence’s confiscated dagger from my satchel, I pass it to Father Abbott, who hastens to free her. Hopefully this minor mishap of justice doesn’t put him in ill favor with Miss Rebecca.

“So.” I clear my throat. “What say you, men? Do you charge Robert Wylde with the felonious killing of Thomas Wright?”

There’s a chorus of ayes.

“We’re in agreement. Robert Wylde will be indicted accordingly and remanded in Guildford’s house of correction to await trial.” I put my hands on my hips. “Onto the next order of business. I must surrender the prisoner to your good custody while Father Abbott and I attend to another matter. Namely, the notification of John Hatwell’s kin that his death was of unnatural causes.

“As well as ensuring the prisoner does not escape”—I catch Matthew’s eye—“I would have you question Mr. Wylde. Try to spark his memory of last eve’s events. Matthew.” I beckon to him. “A word.”

I make toward a small copse for privacy. There’s scant spots to go that aren’t playing host to a corpse, a violent murderer, or a displeased shrew of a woman who’s armed with a dagger.

“Is all well, Coroner?” Matthew scratches his head, prompting further tufts of gray-flecked hair to stick up haphazardly. I’d equate it to a bird’s nest rather than a duck’s buttocks now.

“All’s well, Matthew. I wanted to express my thanks for capturing our felon.” I clasp my hands behind my back. “Wasn’t as slippery as an eel, eh?” He chuckles weakly. “I wondered if you could sate my curiosity as to how the cordwainer came under suspicion?”

“Aye, sir.” Matthew straightens. “While you were in town, we continued our inquiries around Bramley, as instructed.” Ah, so Robert Wylde was caught at my behest. Naturally. “Richard”—he gestures to the fellow holding on to the cordwainer’s rope—“mentioned that the Wyldes didn’t answer their door when he came knocking, so we thought to try again. There was a horrid smell of vomit as we came up their path, the same smell as is in the bushes by the mill.” He jabs his thumb in that direction. I exhale through my teeth. I dismissed the vomit as evidence of the journeyman’s drunkenness. Fool.

“A white-faced Miss Elizabeth, Madam Wylde’s sister, answered the door.” The other maid for the Evanses. “Poor lass was trembling as if she’d seen the very Devil himself. She couldn’t manage to speak a word, simply pointed to Robert Wylde’s workshop. There was a mop propped against the wall outside the workshop, as if Miss Elizabeth had been about to go clean inside, till she saw its frightful state. Shoes ripped apart, tools strewn higgledy-piggledy, drops of blood, and a bloodstained knife on the floor. There was enough to charge Robert Wylde with murder on the spot. Then Richard’s keen eyes spotted a puddle of oil underneath a dripping side table, which led us to the discovery of”—Matthew draws in a breath, lifting his brows meaningfully—“the bottle.”

“Huh.” I rub my chin, thinly containing my annoyance. If only I’d called at the Wyldes’ before visiting town. The credit would have been mine. Blowing air out of my mouth, I straighten up. No use dwelling on spilled milk. “My thanks, Matthew.”

I search for Father Abbott. He’s twisting a coil of rope between his hands and staring at the mill path, which is empty.

“Father Abbott,” I say, striding over, “where’s Madam Laurence gotten to?”

“She’s gone, John.”

“Gone?”

“Aye,” he sighs, “she refused my offer to escort her to Guildford. Said she’d prefer to walk. Alone.” Not a promising show of amity from his prospective stepmother-in-law. I give him a reassuring clap on the shoulder.

“Means you’re free to accompany me to the Hatwells, Father.”

Gaze alighting on a short, wiry man among the jurors, I’m reminded of another task in need of doing.

“Isaac,” I call authoritatively.

“Yessir?”

“My horse was victim of some tarnishing during the course of this inquest. Fetch a bucket of soapy water and see to her cleaning.”

“Yessir.”

“Oh, and a cart needs to be called for Thomas Wright’s corpse. The flies have gotten to him.” I grimace. “He’ll start to smell soon.”
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It’s good to stretch my legs out on the thoroughfare. Traveling on horseback has a greater effect on the body than it did when I was young. Small mercies I don’t have a post boy’s waddle.

I’m curious whether the Hatwells will attempt to bribe me to cite natural causes on the inquest. Others have tried. That’s the rube when it comes to coroners. We’re not chosen because of our medical knowledge, but because we have our own wealth. And, as such, cannot be bought. Most of us anyway. I’ve never taken to Coroner Fowle. It could just be his weasellike face, but the number of deaths in Sussex he attributes to misadventure seems excessive. Unless those of Sussex are remarkably dim witted.

The Hatwells’ neighbor pauses his digging in the garden when he sees us coming.

“Good day again, Coroner, Father Abbott,” he says, leaning on his shovel.

“Good day, Mr. Payne,” Father Abbott says in his beneficent rector voice. I give him a nod of acknowledgment.

“You’ve just missed ’em. Hatwells have gone to Shalford to bury the old man.”

“Shalford?” Father Abbott says, unable to hide his surprise.

“Aye, Father. They had trouble locating you, what with the ado at the mill”—the neighbor winces apologetically—“and wanted Mr. Hatwell buried immediately.” I’ll bet they did. “So they carted him off to St Mary’s.”

“I see.” The rector presses his lips together.

“Is all well, Father?” The neighbor’s eyes are searching. Between him and Madam Wandlesworth, I doubt any secrets stay hidden long in Bramley.

“Nothing to be concerned about, Mr. Payne,” Father Abbott says, donning his inscrutable “man of the cloth” face as I do my stoic coroner’s face. The neighbor’s gaze flicks between us. Makes me wonder which of us has cultivated the better mask. “We thank you for your aid. God be with you, sir.”

“God be with you, Father, Coroner.” There’s silence behind us as we go back along the thoroughfare, then the sound of a shovel striking the earth.

“I must away to Shalford,” Father Abbott says when we’re out of earshot. “Woe be upon the good and godly folk of Shalford should John Hatwell’s spirit disturb their resting place,” he intones gravely.

“Indeed,” I say. My inquest is done. The matter of Mr. Hatwell’s unconsecrated burial is in the hands of the church.

I farewell Father Abbott by Holy Trinity Church, where he mounts the draft horse with the aid of a tree stump and sets off for Shalford. It’s unlikely I’ll have the pleasure of his company until the next death in Bramley. Unless he weds Miss Rebecca in the meantime. The inquests resolved, I’ll be returning to Guildford on a newly pristine Old Faithful. Mercy and I might enjoy a drink at the Red Lion this eve. The Hoptons could use the business, with Madam Hopton convalescing from a hip injury, and I have a thirst for a strong one after today.
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A short, wiry figure’s pacing outside the mill. The miller’s chair is unoccupied but for a flagon propped upright on it. He’s probably gone to fetch more ale.

“Everything well, Isaac?”

“Yessir. There was a din of shouting not long ago, but it’s stopped.” Perhaps new information was uncovered from the prisoner. I cock my ear. It’s quiet, save for birdsong. A male thrush is attempting to mate a female thrush in a nearby beech tree. She seems inclined to rebuff him at every turn, poor fellow. May our dear rector meet with more success.

“Has the cart been for the body?” I ask Isaac.

“No, sir.” His tone is regretful. “Ought to be soon, though.” Should check if the owner of the cart would mind conveying Robert Wylde to Guildford’s house of correction as well. Old Faithful can’t bear both our weights.

It’s almost suspiciously quiet as I walk around the mill. Naught to hear but the rustle of plants as I brush against them, and the rhythmic splash of the waterwheel. I couldn’t have been gone longer than a quarter hour, and yet I can’t shake a foreboding feeling. Woe be my jury if they’ve let the prisoner escape.

At the path’s end, I spy my jurymen gathered by the bank of the tributary. It takes a moment to comprehend what they’re looking at. My boots are moving before my mind catches up. Toward the body lying in the grass. A different body from this morning.

Robert Wylde’s eyes are shut and his chest unmoving. I drop to my knees and press two fingers to his thick neck, the flesh cold and wet. No pulse, thready or otherwise, greets me. For several long moments, I simply stare in disbelief. There’s a rush of sound, as if I’ve come up from underwater, and my fingers drop from the cordwainer’s newly dead flesh. I lean back, resting my buttocks on the heels of my boots. The jurymen are talking over each other, throwing accusations back and forth, like children arguing who’s to blame for a broken toy.

“Quiet!” The silence is abrupt. Possibly because my voice promises death to whomsoever is foolish enough to speak. Taking a deep breath, I take out my notebook. Leafing through the pages, I stop on the list of names recorded earlier. Best the explanation come from a juror who is, to my knowledge, yet to err. My finger settles on a name halfway down the list. May he be of the same candor and wit as others of his name.

“John Tirrell.”

“Yes, sir,” a juror of middling height and age answers. Of middling appearance too. For a man of common name, he is sorely lacking in distinguishing characteristics. Let us hope his intellect is not equally middling.

“Mr. Tirrell.” I hold his gaze. “I’d have you explain to me what happened here. And why our prisoner lies dead before me.”

“Well . . .” Mr. Tirrell coughs nervously. “After you left, there was some questioning of the prisoner, and, given the strangeness of the case, well, witchcraft was raised. And someone”—Mr. Tirrell’s gaze flits to a defiant-looking miller—“suggested the sink-or-swim ordeal.”

I exhale through my teeth.

“Continue, Mr. Tirrell.” I fix the miller with a glare I learned from my wife, and he wisely keeps his mouth shut.

“Well, the prisoner didn’t take too kindly to that. Took himself into the tributary, eager to prove Mr. Stiffe wrong. Only he went in too far, and Richard here”—he motions to a juror with hunched shoulders—“lost hold of the rope attached to him. Then his feet slipped out from under him and he, well, sank.” Mr. Tirrell wrings his hands.

“And no one swam in after him?”

“It, well,” Mr. Tirrell stutters, “turns out none of us can swim. By the time we found a branch long enough to pull him in, well, he’d drowned.”

I rub my throbbing temple.

“I ought to have taken that flagon.” A juror thrusts a flask at me as if he’d been waiting for this very moment. Unscrewing the lid, I take a hearty swig. There’s an unexpected burn. That is no ale. I stoically swallow. A few more swigs and I wager my frustration would be wholly numbed, my wits as well. I return the flask to my new favorite juror, reasonably confident he’s a John. Then I go to rest my legs by the dwindled fire.

Here I sit, and think, and think some more. God’s blood.


Chapter Eighteen

Rebecca Laurence

The Day Before 

Sunday, April 28, 1585 

7:00 a.m. 

Evans Household

Coming through the Evanses’ gate, empty pails swinging in my hands, I spy Lizzie standing by the barn with her arms crossed, watching the fields. I set the pails down and go to join her, wondering if something’s amiss. Lizzie’s attention is on Mr. Wright, who’s in the eastern field. Were it not for the amusement in her face, I’d worry she has an amorous inclination for him. I squint my eyes. Mr. Wright appears to be hefting a chamber pot.

“What did Yeoman Watson say to Mr. Wright about ravens yesterday?” Lizzie asks.

“I wasn’t paying attention.” Too focused on our wager. “I know he was concerned about the one roosting on the scarecrow, though. Why? What’s he doing?” I do hope he hasn’t killed it.

“So far he’s affixed more rags to the scarecrow.” The scarecrow is colorful. “And added more sticks, with the pointy ends sticking up.” The journeyman’s torso is in the way, so I can’t see the raven in its usual roost.

“Has it helped?” I ask.

“The raven took flight and swooped him. Managed to peck his hand.” Lizzie gives me a look. “He had to go inside and bandage it. When he returned, the raven was back on the scarecrow.”

Mr. Wright tosses the yellow contents of the chamber pot onto the scarecrow. There’s silence, then a great, incensed-sounding croaking starts up. The raven takes flight, flying directly toward the journeyman, who moves hurriedly out of the way. It then circles the air above him, possibly contemplating revenge for the urine shower. Lizzie and I cover our mouths when bird droppings fall from the sky, narrowly missing the journeyman. Moments later, the raven swoops down, occasioning Mr. Wright to duck, and returns to its perch on the scarecrow. A sharp, croaking call echoes through the field. I imagine the bird would be thumbing its beak at him if it could.

Mr. Wright puts his hands on his hips, his shoulders slumping in defeat. When he catches sight of us, we make haste for the house, doing our best to stifle our giggles. It’s time to get ready for Sunday service anyway.

We’re changing into our church clothes when we hear Mr. Wright coming upstairs to do the same. I meet Lizzie’s eye and clap a hand over my mouth to stave off another fit of giggles. Wouldn’t want him to think we’re making a mockery of him. It is a welcome moment of lightheartedness. Seldom have Lizzie and I laughed or jested this past week.

The three of us are uncharacteristically quiet as we leave for Holy Trinity. I’m afraid to open my mouth lest I succumb to laughter. I possess enough wit to remember the bag containing the sleeping tonic for John Hatwell at least.

“How fares your hand, sir?” Lizzie asks Mr. Wright, her expression carefully blank.

“Bleeding’s stopped.” He holds up his hand, the bandage gone. There’s some livid bruising and dried blood around his thumb.

“Ravens must have sharp beaks.” I wince in sympathy.

“I’ve had worse. It’ll heal faster than a hammer to the thumb.”

“Well, I shall pray that the raven will move on shortly and cause trouble elsewhere,” I say.

“Prayer would cause less damage to my opinion of myself than my efforts this morning.” His tone is rueful.

“I’m disappointed not to have witnessed your efforts, sir,” Lizzie says. “Becca and I were busy choosing which hen to roast today.”

“Oh, yes.” I nod. “The black-and-white-speckled hen is most plump and hasn’t laid eggs in months.”

“Indeed,” Lizzie agrees. “Also, it sullied my shoe with excrement.”

“A most troublesome fowl,” I say. Mr. Wright huffs, shaking his head at us.

We part ways in church. He joins the men on the right side of the room, and we go to our place on the back left, with the other singlewomen. Sarah Larson beckons us to the space beside her. Once we’re seated, Sarah leans in, her voice hushed, and asks what knowledge we have of Joseph Fitzwilliam. She overheard Madam Wandlesworth and her niece discussing how the elder Mr. Fitzwilliam’s health has deteriorated, and his son may shortly inherit his property. The three of us scan the pews on the other side of the church for Joseph Fitzwilliam. Lizzie locates him first.

The yeoman’s son is not without physical charm. He’s of robust build, and the hair on his head and chin is thick and well maintained. As we study him, Joseph sticks his finger up his nose, making me wrinkle mine. He pulls his finger back to inspect it, and then puts it in his mouth. The three of us make a disgusted noise.

“Perhaps not,” Sarah says.

Conversation quiets down as Father Abbott takes his place at the pulpit. Sunlight shines through the church’s stained-glass window and onto the rector’s face, lending him a golden sheen. It is as if the heavens are showing their approval. Father Abbott holds his hands out in welcome, surveying us all with a genial smile. My own conceit tries to convince me that his eyes linger on me.

“Be redeeming of time, because the days are evil,” Father Abbott preaches. In other words, pluck the day as it is ripe. For one never knows when it might be their last. Apt counsel. I must make more of an effort to be there for Lizzie. To be a good friend, and lover. It is not I alone who is hurting.

It is both a comfort and a cause of concern to know that God speaks through the rector, instructing him in what to say. For God knows precisely what sins I’ve committed. He mustn’t inform Father Abbott of our specific sins, thankfully, otherwise I can’t imagine the rector would look upon me kindly. But, then, could not God consider the loss of my chastity as a worthy sacrifice for the knowledge of how to better please my future husband and ensure our successful procreation? In any event, if I am wrong, well, surely all I have to do is confess and repent for Him to forgive me.

“Amen.” Lost in my thoughts, I just manage to join the congregation in echoing Father Abbott. We rise and wait for those seated in front to file out first. Most of the time, I’m content to study other parishioners as they file down the aisle, guessing at their moods and their secrets. On hot summer days and after particularly long services, I often wish I could dispense with propriety and sneak out without waiting for my betters to leave. So close am I to the door I can feel the breeze on my skin.

The Carrils leave first, their noble heads held high and an ingrained haughtiness to their countenances. Mabel Carril’s gaze flicks continually to her cousin, as if she can’t stop herself from looking at him. I nudge Lizzie, whispering for her to observe Mabel. He is winsome, the cousin, but his eyes are cold. Not that it necessarily means anything. My father’s gaze is perceived as warm by others of my sex.

The Hatwells follow the Carrils. I clutch my bag more tightly as John Hatwell goes slowly past. The haberdasher looks akin to a walking corpse. His flesh is pulled taut over the bones of his face, and his eyes are hollow and sunken. God willing, my stepmother’s tonic is of help to him.

My gaze snares on Madam Wandlesworth’s niece Miriam, who’s accompanying Mr. Wright down the aisle. I wonder who caught up to whom. They were seated several pews away from each other. Miriam smiles prettily up at Mr. Wright in her Lincoln green dress—the same hue Lady Carril’s wearing—and puts her hand on his arm, garnering a surprised glance. There was an air of satisfaction about Madam Wandlesworth when she strolled by. I assumed it was from whatever news she gleaned from other busybodies in the matron pews, but maybe it was on account of her romantic schemes for her niece. I know not what benefit there is in Miriam attracting Mr. Wright’s notice, given his impending departure. I also thought Madam Wandlesworth had set her sights for her niece considerably higher than a journeyman.

When we finally step outdoors, I blink away the sudden brightness of the sun and search the crowd for the Hatwells. I go quickly to them before they disappear. The elder Mr. Hatwell wavers on his feet as I approach, occasioning his daughter to grasp his arm in concern. Presumably such unsteadiness is the consequence of a diet of opiates and drink. That or the haberdasher’s death is nigh.

“Good day, Mr. Hatwell, Mr. Hatwell, Madam Hatwell, Miss Anne.” I make a quick reverence, praying I haven’t neglected to address anyone. The Hatwells regard me blankly. Why would they bother learning the name of a lowly maid? It’s not as if I bring business to their shop. “Madam Agatha Laurence tasked me with delivering a sleeping tonic to you after church, sir,” I say to the elder Mr. Hatwell. Recognition lights his eyes as I produce the little glass bottle, which hardly meets the air before it is snatched from my hand. The younger Mr. Hatwell tucks the bottle into his jacket pocket and glances at parishioners in the vicinity, as if ensuring none are watching. Then he arches a dark brow at me, seemingly questioning why I’m still in their presence. The elder Mr. Hatwell’s gaze is on his son’s pocket, suggesting he’s cognizant that the tonic’s been delivered. I guess my duty is done. Whether the haberdasher receives and imbibes such tonic is another matter.

“God be with you all.” I bob my head and go to find the infinitely more friendly faces of my fellow maids. I wonder whether my stepmother commonly encounters such ingratitude from her customers. I would be tempted to put a little something extra in the tinctures and tonics if so. An affliction of downward purging might inspire more gracious behavior.

Lizzie and Sarah are conversing together in the shade of a beech tree, no doubt about other villagers. Miriam, I observe, has not left Mr. Wright’s side. A fact which Lizzie and Sarah remark on. It is a tricky business acting unaffected by Mr. Wright paying another woman attention, while also showing the same curiosity as the others. Part of me would quite like to slap the coquettish smile off Miriam’s pretty face. Another part would prefer to kick Mr. Wright in the front part of his breeches. I’m not sure which urge is stronger.

Sarah’s father beckons her, and she says her farewells. Shortly thereafter, Robert Wylde motions for us to join him and Father Abbott by the church door.

“Miss Rebecca, Miss Elizabeth, I’m pleased to see you both in good health.” Father Abbott smiles warmly.

“And you, Father,” we say.

“We thank you for the sermon,” I add. “It was enlightening. I felt as if God was speaking to me.” The rector’s neck reddens, and he tugs at his collar as if it’s too tight. I do hope I’m not the first to compliment him. So many older parishioners hold him to the standard of his late father, who was rector of Holy Trinity for more than forty years. I resolve to praise his sermon after every service going forward.

“Just doing my duty.” Father Abbott clears his throat. “Mr. Wylde was telling me what a blessing of a sister you’ve been at this trying time, Miss Elizabeth.”

“Oh?” Lizzie says, looking at Robert uncertainly. The cordwainer stares back at her, the corners of his smug mouth upturned. I discreetly shift my weight, leaning closer to Lizzie should she need support, wondering what exactly Robert has disclosed to Bramley’s rector.

“Assuming all Madam Wylde’s duties in the household so that she might devote herself to recovering,” Father Abbott says earnestly, wholly oblivious to our tension. Assuming all Margery’s duties indeed. “A true credit to your sex.” The tightness in Lizzie’s frame eases, and it’s her turn to play bashful.

“Just doing my duty as a sister, Father,” Lizzie says, her gaze lowered and cheeks glowing a pretty pink.

“Beg pardon, Father, but we ought to say our farewells.” Robert Wylde gestures to himself and Lizzie, who swallows. “We need to check on Margery.”

“Of course. I pray Madam Wylde is returned to good health and our congregation shortly. God bless and keep you, Mr. Wylde, Miss Elizabeth,” Father Abbott says.

“And you, Father.” Lizzie tells me she’ll take her noon meal at the Wyldes’. I clench my jaw as she puts her hand on Robert’s proffered arm. The pair could be mistaken for husband and wife, with their familiarity. A familiarity I assume will be exercised on their arrival at the Wylde house. If Margery succumbs to infection from her travails, would Robert replace her with Lizzie? As my father replaced my mother? I don’t know if I could ever forgive Lizzie if she married Robert.

“How now, Miss Rebecca?” Father Abbott says, and I focus my attention on him, determinedly avoiding glancing in the direction Lizzie and Robert went. “I pray your worries for Madam Wylde are eased, and there has been no cause for further woe?” He takes my hands, his eyes gentle.

The rector’s a good man. A pity he does not seem inclined to marry. Else I imagine he would have done so before taking on the burden of the parish. Sarah certainly tried to win his affections. Not that he appeared to notice her efforts, too caught up in his duties. Making him an ideal match, really. So busy is he attending to his parishioners that any wife could likely sin as she pleased under his roof, and he’d be none the wiser.

“Thank you for your kind concern, Father. It has been a trying week for us all.” I find myself disclosing my youngest brother’s poor health, expressing my gladness at both his and Madam Wylde’s improvement.

“God can sustain and heal us if we give unto Him our faith and prayer,” Father Abbott says. Movement catches my eye. The elder Mr. Hatwell and his daughter, who’s supporting him with her arm, are approaching, their faces intent on the rector.

“Indeed. I must take my leave,” I say quickly. “You are in high demand, Father.” I motion to the Hatwells, whose company I am disinclined to suffer again.

Scanning the crowd, I note Mr. Wright has disappeared, as has Miriam. Madam Wandlesworth, however, can be seen chatting in the sun with a large group of matrons, her red mouth a beacon. I know not what to make of that.

People always walk slower on Sundays. It is a cause of some annoyance. I’m accustomed to making haste to wherever I need to go, for a maid’s work is never done. On Sundays, however, I must adopt a more sedate pace when traveling the road. Would not want any to think I do not appreciate it’s the Lord’s Day. Of course, when no one is watching, I am free to be myself. For God forgives us any and all sins, provided we confess.

When I finally step through the Evanses’ gate, the livestock are grazing contentedly outside the barn, pecking, chewing, and snuffling at the ground. Perhaps the animal observance of the Lord’s Day is to share amicably in the breaking of bread, or scraps, grain, and grass as the case may be. Mr. Wright isn’t in the fields.
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An hour later the hen has been scalded, plucked, coated in seasoned flour and egg, and is roasting in a pan in the oven. I dust my hands off and get started on the salad of mixed greens and herbs. Roast meat is an easier meal to cook than most. The hour and a half it needs in the oven also allows one to keep to the spirit of rest for Sundays. Though the kitchen floor is a little dirty. I should clean it.

It is something of a surprise when Mr. Wright seats himself in the dining room at noon precisely. He tells me he was with a group of yeomen playing kayles. I do not ask if Miriam was present. My complexion is green enough with jealousy from Lizzie’s affairs, I need not deepen it by dwelling on the journeyman’s.

Mr. Wright met with some success at kayles, winning a deck of cards and a few pennies. I dread to think what wagers noblemen make when partaking in such games. It seems wholly nonsensical to make wagers on who’s best at throwing a stick. Though if this past week has proven anything, it is that men are simple creatures.

The journeyman lays his new cards on the dining table as we eat the roast hen—which is perfectly cooked—declaring his intention to teach me maw. I don’t tell him about the years I spent watching my father play maw at the Red Lion, after he’d dallied with the innkeeper’s alewife. The innkeeper would have been furious if he’d known my father routinely cuckolded him and profited from his tables within the space of an hour. After winning three hands to his none, the journeyman regards me with suspicion.

“Fortune is with me, I guess.”

The trouncing Mr. Wright receives at cards has the unforeseen benefit of making him determined to prove himself in other areas after eating, namely, the bedchamber. Where very little resting occurs. The raven-inflicted injury to his thumb proves no hindrance. The third time he makes me see heaven, I think of Lizzie and wonder whether she’s engaging in carnal activities with Robert at this same moment. If only it were possible to subtly inquire as to Robert’s prowess, to see who has the better lover. Mr. Wright is the more winsome of the pair, and younger. I suspect he is Robert’s better in other respects, too, except perhaps in terms of deep pockets.

Mr. Wright succumbs to slumber after our activities. I don’t linger in his bed. Donning my apparel, I avail myself of his washing waters, scrubbing all traces of him from my flesh, as if nothing happened. An uncomfortable thought occurs to me that streetwalkers must perform similar ablutions when they sell their maidenhood throughout the day.

I’m in the garden collecting wildflowers when Lizzie comes through the gate. Would that the Evanses had planted anemones like the Pexalls. Then I wouldn’t have to pick quite so many blooms to fill a vase. Lizzie’s brow is creased in a frown. Further evidence of Robert Wylde’s inadequacies as a lover. Her complexion turns ashen when she’s within a few yards of me, and I resist the urge to check myself for signs of my transgressions. Is there some trace of Mr. Wright’s presence on my body that I failed to remove?

“I don’t feel well,” she says faintly. Then she casts up the contents of her stomach on the oregano bush. I take a step back, wrinkling my nose. It appears the Wyldes partook of mushrooms at noon. Hopefully vomit’s no worse than night soil as fertilizer.

“Have you imbibed too much ale?”

“No.” Her voice is hoarse. “Only a cup.” She grabs her stomach and vomits again. This time on the borage. The rosemary is thankfully spared. So far.

I rub Lizzie’s back, staying well behind her as she heaves. The way she’s clutching at her stomach brings the awful notion that she might be with child. Her and Robert’s practicing of Onan’s method may have been unsuccessful. But surely it is too early for nausea? Unless Lizzie fell into bed with her brother-in-law earlier than she said.

“How long have you been dallying with Robert?”

She turns slightly to look at me. “Five days.” Not with child, then. “What does it matter?” Her words are heavy with annoyance.

“Were Margery and Robert unwell during your visit?” She shakes her head, the movement taking obvious effort. “Could it have been something you ate?” From the quantity of accounts marring the herb plot, I can’t imagine there’s much left in her stomach. Which ought to improve Lizzie’s constitution if it was the food that made her sick. “The mushrooms?”

“You need,” Lizzie whimpers in pain, “to check on Margery.” Concern fills me. It could be dire if Margery suffers a stomach distemper so soon after her travails.

“I won’t leave you here.” Even if it would be preferable to confine the smell and mess outside. “When this bout of sickness subsides, we’ll go indoors and set you up in bed with a pot. Then I’ll call on the Wyldes.”

As Lizzie’s accounts reduce to naught but yellow bile, her upheavals ease, and her face is a little less gray. I put an arm around her waist for support, and we make our way slowly inside. Whether it is a consequence of her copious upheavals or something else, she professes herself very dizzy and weak. When propping her up with pillows in bed, I observe Lizzie’s eyes to be bloodshot and her pupils larger than usual. I pray whatever this malady is it doesn’t impair her eyesight. This world is difficult enough for a woman to navigate with full use of her body’s faculties.

I drag our chamber pot along the floor, positioning it at Lizzie’s bedside, and go fetch a wet cloth to wipe the residue of sick around her mouth. Her breath is vile. I hurry downstairs and outside to the garden to pick some mint, which was unscathed by her accounts, and then to the kitchen for a cup of ale. Lizzie’s throat must be sore.

“I’ll see to Margery. You rest.” The misery emanating from Lizzie is practically tangible. One can’t help but feel relieved not to be in her condition. It is a fair reminder to exercise caution when using mushrooms in cookery.

I rap on the master bedchamber door, opening it at Mr. Wright’s questioning noise. He’s still in bed, but alert.

“Lizzie’s unwell,” I apprise him. “We think it was the mushrooms she ate. She’s asked me to call on the Wyldes to check their well-being. Please”—I beseech him with my eyes—“if you could keep alert for any sounds of distress from her room, I’d be most grateful. And greatly indebted,” I say meaningfully. He sits up.

“Does she have a fever or . . . ?”

“Nausea and vomiting.”

He grimaces.

“The vomiting’s stopped,” I say quickly. “I’ve put a pot beside the bed lest she have another bout.” He seems relieved. Cleaning up a maid’s sick is probably beyond even a man of London. “I’ll return as soon as I can.” I give him an earnest look and take my leave. There’ll be no slowing my steps on the road this afternoon.
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No one answers my knock at the Wyldes’. The house is quiet. Hopefully not too quiet. Maybe it is a good sign. Margery and Robert might be resting, as Sundays are intended for, and not in the throes of some horrid mushroom-induced distemper. I decide to enter regardless. I can always blame Lizzie should I happen upon something they do not wish me to see.

The dining room table has been cleared and the dishes washed and put away. Presumably Lizzie’s doing before she left. Though she’s neglected to pick any flowers for the table. Perhaps she was otherwise occupied. I call out to Margery and Robert at the bottom of the stairwell, and again when I reach the above floor, receiving no answer.

A woman’s soft voice, Margery’s, is audible in the corridor. I can’t discern what she’s saying, it’s but hushed murmurs. I knock on the master bedchamber door, which is ajar, and peek through the gap. Margery’s sitting up in bed—alone, thankfully—in her nightdress wearing a dazed expression.

“Margery?” She gives me a vacant stare as I open the door further and come into the room. There’s a stale smell to the chambers, likely on account of her being bedridden, but no odor of vomit. “Lizzie sent me to check on you. She’s fallen ill after eating and wanted me to ensure you were in good health.” There’s a half-full bowl of mushroom stew on the bedside table. It could be a Godsend Margery didn’t finish it. As I step closer, I spy a small body nestled into Margery’s side. Michael. A chill of fear creeps into me, until I see the rise of her son’s small chest. He’s sleeping.

“Rebecca.” Margery smiles beatifically. “God has been speaking to me this afternoon.”

“Oh?”

“Do you not see Him here in the room with us?” Her gaze fixes on a spot on the wall to my left. “His halo is so bright it almost hurts my eyes.” Her tone is reverent. “Gabriel’s halo is positively wee beside Him. But no less bright.” The archangel? I study the wall. It is but brick and dark wood. “It gladdens me to know my sweet babe’s in heaven. Makes his death almost bearable.” I make a weak noise of agreement. Is Lizzie experiencing similar visions in my absence? They appear pleasant enough, I suppose. Still, I’m glad Mr. Wright is keeping watch.

I pick up the bowl on the bedside table, preventing Margery from availing herself of more stew.

“Did Michael eat any stew?” I keep my tone unconcerned.

“Michael doesn’t like mushrooms. He had bread only.” Praise be.

“Do you know where Robert is?”

She’s silent. I’m about to repeat myself when she finally answers.

“No husband here. Just me, the Lord, and my two sons.”

“I shall leave you to rest.” I give her a strained smile, backing out of the room. Once I’m in the corridor, I drop my smile and make urgently for the stairs. God willing, Dr. Prance is not tending to another patient. There shall be no more rest for the good doctor today.

As I pass by Robert’s workshop downstairs, there’s a clatter from behind the closed door. Then a bang that makes me jump. I reluctantly go to knock.

“Mr. Wylde?” I call. Silence. “Mr. Wylde, are you well? It’s Miss Rebecca.” Nothing. “I’m going to open the door.” I turn the handle. My pulse climbs as the door opens slowly with a creak.

The workshop’s a mess. It looks to have played host to a horde of children. Or witnessed a very vigorous encounter between Mr. Wylde and Lizzie. Such notion puts a bitter taste on my tongue. A stool lies upended by the solid wooden workbench in the middle of the room. Hammers, awls, knives, and pincers are strewn across the workbench rather than stowed in the empty toolbox sitting on the end of the bench. And all manner of shoes in want of repair haphazardly litter the floor. Men are not the most cleanly sex, but surely this is not the usual condition of a cordwainer’s workshop.

“Lizzie, my Lizzie,” says an awed voice. In my distraction, I didn’t note Robert. He’s crouched on the flagstone near the window, his bulk partly obscured by the workbench. “You’re here.” He rises shakily, his face sallow. His clothing and temple are dotted with perspiration. And there’s splotches of crimson on his shirt cuff. I can only hope the blood is his.

“Are you in good health, Mr. Wylde?” I ask cautiously.

“I feared you were trapped in the shoes.” He comes closer, gripping the workbench to steady himself. “Lost to me.” His visions are evidently not as angelic nor pleasant as his wife’s. Possibly a reflection of his character.

“It’s Miss Rebecca, Mr. Wylde.” He doesn’t seem to hear me.

“I can’t lose you again.” Instinct has me backing away, but I’m not fast enough, and he manages to grab my wrist. “I won’t lose you again.” He yanks me to him, and I’m uncomfortably crushed against his broad, sweaty chest. He smells like sour meat. “No more coddling,” he says gruffly. “I shall keep a firm hand on you. Keep you in place.” A shiver runs through me. What does he mean to do to Lizzie? He presses his nose into my neck, raising the hairs on my skin, inhaling audibly. “Your scent. Lemon balm. I can’t get enough of it.” Nor could I, if I was as malodorous as he. There’s something warm and wet on my neck, and I realize it’s his tongue. Ugh.

“Mr. Wylde.” I raise my voice and push on his chest. His hold on my wrist tightens, becoming as unyielding as a manacle. “Mr. Wylde, you’re hurting me. Robert!” I yell into his ear. He jumps, loosening his grip, and I do what my mother taught me to do should any man ever attempt to take liberties. I bring my knee up into his breeches as hard as I can. My aim is true. Mr. Wright has helped with my awareness of a yard’s location. The cordwainer collapses onto his back with a thud, his legs curling up like a dying spider.

“Why, Lizzie, why?” His voice is unusually high pitched. I smooth my dress and wipe my neck with my sleeve.

“I’ll go fetch Dr. Prance.”
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Madam Prance’s lips purse in displeasure at the sight of me on her doorstep. Surveying my harried state, she yells for her husband, who appears promptly with his brown leather bag. I wonder how often they receive callers for reasons other than his profession. The pair engage in agitated conversation, the doctor trying to placate his wife, mentioning his duty to the parish and someone named Hippocrates, who apparently taught him medicine. After some promises and cajoling that the moneys earned on the Lord’s Day can be put to his wife’s use, he’s granted leave from his house. When my mind is not distracted, Madam Prance’s gainful wielding of her wifely discontent ought to be the subject of future contemplation.

I apprise Dr. Prance of the Wyldes’ situation as we hurry along the thoroughfare, and he mutters something under his breath about mushrooms. As their house comes into view, Robert stumbles out of the front door. My pulse jumps, and I position myself behind Dr. Prance. While of smaller stature than the cordwainer, he surely has a few tricks in his bag to defend against unruly patients. Robert recognizes the doctor, which is promising. His wits must be returning. Hopefully he still believes it was Lizzie who temporarily unmanned him. He might hesitate to make advances on her in future.

Robert’s demeanor ostensibly docile, Dr. Prance instructs me to go fetch Margery’s parents, who live a short walk down the road, to come help with their daughter and grandchild. I should have thought to do that earlier. This is not a safe household for a child at present.

As I’m leaving, Robert’s stomach gives a loud gurgle. He clutches it as if in pain, and then staggers ungracefully around the side of his house, presumably making for the outdoor privy. Seems he’s reached Lizzie’s stage of expelling the contents of one’s stomach, but through another orifice. From the smell left in his wake, I suspect he soiled himself. I ought to mention this to Lizzie. Although, given Margery’s current condition, Lizzie may discover this for herself when she launders his apparel. Can’t imagine many women would be enamored with a man who browned his breeches.

There’s a great bellow of curses from the back of the house. Robert must have noticed his plight. I hurry on. Dr. Prance is surely the better qualified to investigate.
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It feels as if half a day has gone by since I left the Evanses’, though it has likely been under an hour. Maybe next Sunday I will abide by God’s mandate to rest.

I visit the Evanses’ kitchen before going upstairs. The hen broth has been over flame since noon. It’s a pleasant surprise to find that while the stove fire has diminished, the liquid in the pot hasn’t wholly evaporated, sparing the fowl flesh from charring. Would not want to poison Lizzie further with burnt hen in the unlikely event she’s capable of stomaching anything this eve. Rekindling the stove, I pour more water into the pot and give it a thorough stir. Then I make my way hesitantly to the stairwell, unsure what I’ll find on the floor above.

My brow rises when I spy Mr. Wright at the top of the staircase. He’s moved his cousin’s chair into the corridor, positioning it outside the master bedchamber. And there he sits, a cup of ale at his feet and a notebook and stick of charcoal in his hand.

“Miss Elizabeth had another fit of purging, but she’s settled now,” he reports as he draws in his notebook. I breathe a sigh of relief. “I haven’t been inside the room.” He was probably afraid of being tasked with cleanup. “But I called out to her when the noises stopped.”

I step closer and take a peek at his drawing.

“A cabinet?” He’s put in measurements around the sketch and listed the materials he’ll need. I feel a stab of envy at his abilities. My mother taught me how to read but died before she could instruct me in writing.

“It’s good.” I lean down and press my lips against his cheek. “Thank you for keeping vigil in my absence, Mr. Wright,” I say softly, lest Lizzie be listening.

“Hmm. I look forward to collecting on your debt, Miss Rebecca.” He gives me a meaningful look. I incline my head.

“As with our wager, I settle my debts,” I say.

He closes his notebook and gets to his feet. “Think I’ll get out of the house.” He stretches his arms. There’s black smudges on his right hand. “Go avail myself of an inn in town.”

I feel a stab of envy. I suspect the rest of his day is going to be far more enjoyable than mine.

He picks up the chair to return it to its usual place, and I make my way along the corridor to my chambers. I open the door at the same time Lizzie opens her mouth, expelling a sound which would not be out of place in the darkest depths of hell, as well as her stomach contents. Some misses the chamber pot and splatters on the floor. Ugh. Would that I had tarried in the corridor. I roll up my sleeves with an air of resignation. It’s going to be a long afternoon.


Chapter Nineteen

John Derrick

Monday, April 29, 1585 

6:30 p.m. 

Bramley Mill

There’ll be no trial with the accused dead. No public appraisal of the fruits of my labors. Not that it was my labors precisely that bore fruit. Though Robert Wylde was charged as a murderer by men under my authority.

I suppose the cordwainer’s death spares his already grieving wife—beg pardon, widow—the distress of a trial. Only God’s judgment awaits him, which is certainly more straightforward. I don’t rightly know whether Mr. Wylde would have been convicted or acquitted. While he undoubtedly committed murder, a gruesome one at that, his unsoundness of mind puts his culpability in question. It may indeed be for the better, of both the courts and Robert Wylde, that such question of culpability is left to our omniscient Lord to answer.

Studying his waterlogged corpse, it occurs to me that he may have come to a similar conclusion. For why else would a man of thirty odd, who’s in good health save for his recent poisoning, go to his watery grave so easily?

“Mr. Tirrell.” I beckon to the middling juror, and he hastens over. The rest of the jury gives me their attention. They’re still standing by the bank. Save for the miller, who’s acquired a stool to rest his knees.

“You said that Robert Wylde put himself in the water? No one led him there?”

“Aye, sir. He was insistent. Took great offense at being accused of witchcraft.” A glance at the miller shows him utterly unrepentant.

“And you said that Robert Wylde moved himself away from the bank, and safety?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Would it be your opinion that he deliberately put himself out of reach?”

“Well.” His brow furrows. “It looked that way, yes, sir. He entered the tributary in a forceful manner, causing Richard to drop the rope attached to him. And then, well, he did his best to get himself in as deep as possible. By the time his legs slipped out from under him, and he sank beneath the surface, it was impossible for us to get to him.”

It’s difficult to say what Robert Wylde intended by making himself incapable of rescue. Was he simply trying to disprove the accusation of witchcraft, or did he use such accusation as a pretext to escape earthly justice for his felony? Alternatively, perhaps his wits were addled by a lingering mushroom intoxication, and his actions wholly irrational. There are limits to what the dead can tell us.

The cordwainer didn’t appear of unsound mind when we spoke, but madness is not always apparent. In my experience, anyone can suffer fits of madness, given the right impetus. A recent quarrel with my wife about the quantity of silver candlesticks a house requires successfully rendered me witless. She prevailed, naturally. A candlestick for every room. Should have shown her a tally of all the deaths in Surrey from house fires.

“How certain are we, then”—I raise my voice, ensuring the others can hear—“that Robert Wylde didn’t purposefully occasion his own drowning?” Mr. Tirrell’s mouth opens and shuts like a fish. Nods and murmurings spread through the group, their guilty countenances supplanted with a mixture of surprised disbelief and relief.

Mr. Wylde’s drowning was quite possibly a foolish accident, but I think it beneficial for the consciences of the living to believe he chose his fate. Attesting to such version of events absolves my jury of wrongdoing. Also, the accidental killing of the prisoner while in my custody might reflect poorly on myself. The only quandary that remains is how to word these events. It’ll take an astute hand.

Unlatching my satchel, I lay out my writing paraphernalia on the log beside me. Dipping the nib in the inkpot, I raise my quill and, after careful contemplation, press it to the page. The notion of ruling Robert Wylde’s death a felo-de-se is dismissed. Too much is unknown as to his thought processes. Moreover, attributing two deaths in the same village, on the same day, to felo-de-se may attract unwanted attention.

I decide to follow Coroner Fowle’s example. If he can claim death by misadventure for cases where there is almost certainly something else at play, then so, too, can I.

At about six o’clock in the evening of Monday the twenty-ninth of April in the year of our Lord 1585, Robert Wylde, cordwainer, of Bramley drowned in the River Wey tributary by misadventure. On the day prior, the cordwainer had ingested a stew of poisonous mushrooms, which provoked fits of violent delusions. During one such violent fit, the cordwainer feloniously killed Thomas Wright, journeyman, lately of Bramley. When charged with the murder of Thomas Wright, the aforementioned Robert Wylde attempted to escape arrest by entering the Wey tributary. Still in the thrall of the poisonous mushrooms, Robert Wylde waded to the middle of the tributary, whereupon his feet slipped out from underneath him, and he did sink under the water and drown.

I read through my words with grim satisfaction. Best to omit that Robert Wylde’s arms were bound. Makes the notion of him being able to escape and swim into the Wey seem otherwise preposterous. Affixing my signature to the bottom, I turn to another page. Might as well pen the record for Thomas Wright’s death, too, while it’s fresh in my mind.

As I dip the nib in the inkpot, there’s a call of my name. Isaac raises a hand to me from by the mill. A barrel-chested fellow stands behind him, a long wooden box balanced over his shoulder. Ah, finally. I abandon the quill in the inkpot.

Getting to my feet, I scan the jurymen’s faces, searching for a certain lantern-jawed juror who thought the geriatric, ghost-seeing Mr. Cooke a competent witness.

“You, sir.” I point. His eyes widen, and he touches his scrawny chest in a silent Who, me? “Aye, you. Come.”

The coffin bearer is of calm deportment as he takes in the corpse at his feet. He must be well experienced with death to maintain such unconcern. Can’t say the same for Isaac, who’s pinching his nose in disgust. The corpse has begun to decompose under the buzzing attention of insects. A distinctive odor of rotten meat, with an undertone of overripe fruit, permeates the air. The lantern-jawed juror makes a sound of revulsion and mimics Isaac. I refrain from covering my nose. Loath am I to be less stoic than the coffin bearer.

“Good day, sir,” I greet the coffin bearer.

“Good day, Coroner Derrick. Not such a good day for this Mr. Wright. Bit of a wrong day, eh?”

“Indeed,” I say, unamused. “You might need something to quash the smell.” The coffin bearer holds up a finger and crouches down, removing the coffin’s lid, revealing a shroud-lined interior. A faint whiff of rosemary tickles my nostrils, suggesting the shroud’s perfumed.

“You’re most practiced in handling the dead.”

“Yea, sir. I was a sexton in London.” Now that he mentions it, I do detect a slight difference in his accent. Should have caught that earlier.

“You must have witnessed all sorts of horrors when it comes to death, Mister . . . ?”

“Jacob Graves, sir.” Apt name. “And yea, I hardly stopped digging in the churchyard when I lived in the city.” Such demanding labor probably accounts for his robust build. “Much prefer the quiet in the country. No grave robbers to deter or bones to dig up and bury elsewhere.”

I make a noise of agreement. It’s somewhat disconcerting to meet a garrulous gravedigger. Most tend to be peculiar fellows and take to heart the idiom silent as the grave. Then there’s those I’d be leery of leaving in the company of a fresh female corpse. Nigel Mortimer of Farnham is not to be involved in the burial of my kin.

“Best get on with it.” I clap my hands. “Before the smell worsens.”

“Death’s odor don’t bother me anymore.” He rubs his nose. “Pestilence of 1580 dampened me sense of smell. Lot of bodies that year,” he says grimly.

“I don’t envy my fellow coroners in London,” I admit. “They’re inundated with corpses. Two days can elapse before they have opportunity to view a body.” By which time, the rot has set in and any evidence of a felony vanished. “In any case, I’ve brought a juror to assist you.” I beckon to the lantern-jawed juror, whose feet appear glued to the ground.

“I don’t have any gloves, sir.” His voice quavers. “I’m not touching no dead man without gloves.” He inches backward. I’m about to tell him to go fetch the gloves in my satchel—without divulging Mercy’s name for them—when Mr. Graves pipes up.

“Ye can borrow mine.” He digs into his pocket, bringing out a pair of worn brown leather gloves. “Always carry a spare set. Never know what state a corpse’ll be in. I know all the tricks for removing blood, filth, and other spillings.” I give him a look of commiseration. Not that I’ve needed to learn such tricks myself. Mercy’s an able laundress and never shies away from bloodstains.

The lantern-jawed juror steps tentatively forward, taking the proffered gloves. He puts them on with trembling hands.

Mr. Graves nudges the body with his boot.

“Stiff as a board,” he observes. “Should be easy to lift. Grab his feet, lad,” he directs the juror, who can’t be more than a few years younger than him. “I’ll get the shoulders.” They assume their positions. The lantern-jawed juror is holding his breath. I send up a brief prayer that he recalls the ability to breathe through his mouth and doesn’t faint.

“One, two, lift.” The shift of the corpse from ground to coffin is seamless. My handkerchief doesn’t budge from atop Thomas Wright’s loins, and his other limbs remain intact, unlike the unfortunate case of Simon Combes several years ago. God rest his soul. One must exercise caution when moving a corpse with a deep neck wound, lest the head unceremoniously fall off. And roll down a grassy slope. Small mercies there were no animals in the vicinity to abscond with Mr. Combes’s detached head. It was ordeal enough retrieving the head from a ditch. For one of my jurymen, that is.

Mr. Graves scrutinizes the modesty handkerchief.

“Are ye wanting your handkerchief back, sir?” I arch my brow. What kind of man would wish to reclaim a death-tainted handkerchief?

“Let the journeyman have his dignity,” I say. Mr. Graves may look under the handkerchief at his own convenience, if he’s inclined. “Isaac, fetch Thomas Wright’s apparel and put it in the coffin. His family won’t want him going to his grave naked.” The journeyman’s boots are in good repair. They ought to be returned to the Evanses. Not as if a corpse has need of them.

The coffin lid closes with a definitive creak. Out of sight, out of mind is my usual refrain when an inquest is concluded. However, I wager Mr. Wright’s gruesome castration will linger in my thoughts longer than most cases. A drink this eve might help curb the memory.

Mr. Graves, Isaac, and the lantern-jawed juror position themselves around the coffin, preparing to heft it onto their shoulders, when I recall another matter that needs addressing.

“Mr. Graves, could you return here after delivering the coffin to Bramley’s church? We’ve another corpse that needs collecting.” He regards me with mild surprise. Isaac’s wide eyes flit to the jurymen, searching for anyone missing. It takes him a surprising amount of time to spot the cordwainer. Might want to invest in spectacles. Mr. Wylde’s corpse is not small.

“In the course of trying to flee custody and charges for the felonious killing of Thomas Wright”—I glance at the coffin—“Robert Wylde, cordwainer of Bramley, drowned by misadventure.” I point to where his body lies in the grass.

“He drowned?” Isaac exclaims.

“Aye, it was the cause of the shouting you heard.”

Isaac shakes his head in disbelief. I keep my face stoic. No need for questions as to how such an event transpired.

“Give me a quarter hour, sir, and I’ll be back with another coffin,” Mr. Graves says.

“Most efficient.” A measly quarter hour and I can go home. Just in time for supper.

Mr. Graves directs the two jurors back into place, and they heft the coffin onto their shoulders. The gravedigger’s strained expression, compared to the relaxed faces of my less robust jurors, suggests he’s bearing the bulk of the weight. Perhaps I ought to have called on the more physically able Puttenham, rather than being petty. But when there are twelve jurymen at one’s beck and call, should not any work be meted out equally? The trio carry the coffin inelegantly down the path. Fortunately, it’s not as if they can injure Mr. Wright further.

I go to address the other jurors. My mood, bolstered by the knowledge that the day’s work is almost done, brightens at a further realization. Unless the incidence of felonious killing in Bramley drastically increases, I’ll not need to prevail upon the aid of these bumbling idiots again. Puttenham’s not too objectionable, I suppose.

“Our queen and country thank you for your service today, sirs,” I say, employing the same voice I use in court. The group stands straight at my speech, save for the miller, who stays seated. “With the inquest concluded and the felon involved no longer among the living—God have mercy on his soul—you’re hereby dismissed from duty.” Sighs of relief resound, and shoulders loosen. Part of me is offended that they’re not saddened to be leaving my company. “Your names will be recorded in my official papers, but otherwise no more is required of you. Go home, rest, drink to your family’s good health, and know that your actions today were just.” Mostly just, anyway.

Farewells and back pats are exchanged as they disperse. Puttenham gives me an affable smile, which I acknowledge with a nod. The former jurymen take their leave with considerably more haste than they exercised in their duties today. Typical.

I look out at the dark, glass-like surface of the tributary, conscious of Robert Wylde’s supine body lying several yards from my feet. A man murdered, castrated and disposed of, and his addle-minded murderer drowning himself in the same waters. Not to mention the remains of the unjustly killed eel floating within. It would take a brave soul to swim here.

As the sun dips behind the trees, and twilight looms, one has an unsettling sense that something insidious lurks beneath the tributary’s surface. Something worse than an eel. A shiver goes through me. I would not admit to it, but the notion of being waist deep in these waters instills fear. Fear that a vital piece of my anatomy would be ripped from me should I dare venture in. Many prayers and blessings best be said to cleanse these waters.

Turning my back on the tributary, I discover that rather than taking the preferred action of leaving, the miller and his son have made themselves comfortable by the fire. God’s wounds. Do they mean to keep watch over the corpse with me until Mr. Graves returns? Actually, another pair of eyes wouldn’t hurt. Arthur Stiffe’s eyes, that is. The miller’s have proven ineffectual. I can well imagine the turmoil and fear that would arise should the cordwainer’s corpse go inexplicably missing. Men’ll be commissioning iron breeches to protect themselves. Bramley’s blacksmith would turn a tidy profit.

Both Stiffes watch me approach.

“How may I help you, sirs?” I muster a cordial face.

“We wanted your advice on what to do about the waterwheel,” Arthur Stiffe says. I flick my gaze to the waterwheel. It’s turning as it should, no apparent impairment.

“Shou’d we buck’t out the wat’r?” the miller asks. I eye him dubiously, wondering if he’s partaken of another flagon. A foolish notion, attempting to drain the tributary. “Or ’av’ the rector say prayers and whatnot?” Ah. “We don’ wan’ no spirit’s curse sourin’ the grain,” he says ominously, wagging his head. The loose flesh of his neck echoes the motion, reminding me of a turkey.

I put my hands on my hips, contemplating the waterwheel. It’s not as if the water itself touches the grain, but a taint on the waterwheel could impart one on that which is milled.

“I’d recommend skimming the water to remove any contaminants left behind by the body,” I say. “As for anything untoward imparted by Thomas Wright’s spirit, consult Father Abbott. Beseech him to say prayers and bless the water till it’s akin to holy. That ought to ward off any curse.”

“We thank you for the counsel, sir.” Arthur Stiffe gets to his feet with a determined look, lending an arm to help his father, who rises with considerably less grace. “We’ll abstain from milling until precautions have been taken.” There’s a disgruntled noise from the miller, which his son ignores. “God be with you, Mr. Derrick.”

“And with you both.”

The Stiffes leave, and I’m alone. Naught but a corpse for company. Robert Wylde’s coffin better arrive before the sun sets.

I go to sit and pen Thomas Wright’s inquest record while I wait, when my boot knocks against something. A glass bottle falls over in the grass at my feet. I’m about to curse the miller for leaving his drink behind, till I note the bottle’s contents. I don’t know how its existence slipped my mind. What to do with it? I don’t fancy carrying the bottle back to town, and it hardly needs to be kept as evidence for court. Could give the bottle to Mr. Graves to put in the coffin, I suppose. Not that the late Thomas Wright has need of it.

Seating myself on the log with a sigh from my mouth and knees, I turn to the blank page in my notebook and raise my quill.

At about four o’clock on the morning of Monday the twenty-ninth of April in the year of our Lord 1585, Thomas Wright, journeyman, of Aldgate, was feloniously killed by Robert Wylde, cordwainer, of Bramley. The aforementioned Robert Wylde was suffering from violent delusions, caused by the ingestion of poisonous mushrooms, when he happened upon Thomas Wright behind Bramley Mill. For reasons unknown, due to Robert Wylde being of unsound mind, he stabbed Thomas Wright with a shiving knife worth four pence, grievously wounding him in his loins, and dealt a hard blow to the back of the journeyman’s head, occasioning a great purple bruise and rendering him unconscious. Robert Wylde then threw the unconscious Thomas Wright into a body of water by the mill, wherein he drowned.

I flex my aching fingers, relieved that this is the last time I shall have need to wield my quill today. The reference to Thomas Wright’s loins is ambiguous enough not to draw undue attention to his yard or lack thereof. Few men, even judges, would feel the need to inquire as to the specifics of such a wound. Four pence is a reasonable valuation of the murder weapon’s worth, I think. Not as if Robert Wylde is here to object.

As I pack away my writing paraphernalia, my gaze snares on the bottle in the grass. One wonders if it might be better that the bottle disappear. The knowledge of its existence may spur some reprobates, such as the lads from earlier, to do their utmost to steal it from the journeyman’s coffin. Few would condescend to remove a dead man’s breeches, but a severed yard in a bottle of oil would be a source of considerable curiosity.

An idea seizes me. Before I think better of it, I get to my feet and pick up the bottle. Making my way to the tributary with purpose, I unscrew the lid, pull my arm back and throw. There’s a decisive splash. The water ripples as the tributary’s inhabitants come to investigate. I feel a pang of regret. This may not have been the cleverest course of action, given the already cursed state of these waters. Still, it’s a fitting end that the original notion of what happened to Thomas Wright’s yard might come to fruition. Not that any will know but me. Though with my luck, the slippery creatures of the tributary will develop a taste for man flesh in consequence. Father Abbott best say blessings here sooner rather than later.

There’s a rustling noise and a man’s hearty chortle, and Mr. Graves emerges from the mill path with a gay countenance and a coffin balanced over his shoulder. An empty one, I hope. From the sullen faces of Isaac and the lantern-jawed juror behind him, I wager they’re the source of his amusement. Was it their weak constitution or blunt intellect that provoked his chortle? I put a hand in my breeches pocket, affecting nonchalance.

“Beg pardon for the delay, Coroner,” Mr. Graves says. “Had to go fetch me pitchfork and shovel, along with a few stakes and nails. Need to help bury old John Hatwell out at the crossroads after this. Killed himself, the sorry fellow.” He wags his head.

“I did hear about that,” I say.

“Yea, his family tried to cover it up, have him interred at Shalford. The good Father Abbott got to ’em just in time to stop it.” Very good, indeed. “A churchwarden from Shalford was sent to fetch me while Father Abbott stands guard over the body at the crossroads. It’s slow work digging up a road.” He sets the coffin on the ground by Robert Wylde with a thud. “With so many feet and coaches traveling over it, the earth compacts.” He presses his palms together in demonstration. “Good for keeping evil spirits down, tough to dig.”

“I see,” I say for lack of anything else. “Shall we get to it?”

“Yea, sir,” Mr. Graves says. He moves to stand by Robert Wylde’s head. “John, grab his feet,” he commands. I instinctively shift forward, quelling my feet as the lantern-jawed juror sets his face and gets into position. I dub him John Thin. “There’s a good lad. Isaac, you get his waist. Try not to jostle his stomach.” Mr. Graves raises his bushy brows. “You won’t like what happens.” Isaac swallows audibly. I take a few discreet steps back. The voiding of a corpse’s bowels is never pleasant.

“Lift with yer knees, lads,” Mr. Graves instructs. “He’ll be twenty pounds heavier than the other fellow. One, two, lift.” The three men give a grunt of exertion, and then there’s a weighty thump as the cordwainer’s body is dropped into the coffin. Shockingly, nothing foul is expelled. The downward purging caused by the mushrooms may have emptied the cordwainer’s bowels. Most considerate. The lid closes on Robert Wylde’s sallow, round face, and with it the reminder of my jury’s failures.

“My thanks, Mr. Graves,” I say. “As for you, Isaac, John.” The two jurors regard me warily. “Your queen and country thank you for your service. You’re hereby relieved of duty.” The tension eases from their bodies. “After you help Mr. Graves carry the coffin to the cart, of course.”

I go ahead of them, collecting my satchel along the way. The day’s work is done. Now to enjoy my evening. Old Faithful’s mounted before they reach the end of the path. Raising a hand in farewell, I guide her muzzle north down Bramley’s thoroughfare, which is fortuitously empty. Twilight’s approaching. If I push the old girl into a trot, we might reach Guildford before dark.

“Ho, girl,” I say as we approach the crossroads, hearing the metallic clang of a shovel hitting hard earth. Father Abbott’s practically invisible at this time of day in his black cassock. A white shroud-covered figure, presumably the late haberdasher, lies in the grass on the side of the road.

“Hard at work still, Father?”

He looks up, wiping his brow.

“God’s work is never done, John.”

“Mr. Graves should be along shortly to assist.”

He makes a relieved noise. “God willing, he might make faster progress.” The rector gestures to the shallow concave impression he’s dug so far. I’m hesitant to ask how long he’s been toiling. From the sweat around his brow and battle-worn air, I wager a while.

“It may interest you to know that Mr. Graves is presently conveying Robert Wylde’s corpse to Holy Trinity.”

“What?!” He straightens.

“He jumped into the tributary in a foolish attempt to prove his innocence and drowned. God rest his soul.” I shake my head on a sigh. “His mental faculties were obviously impaired. A tragedy, regardless of the events preceding it, but perhaps for the best. It’ll spare his poor wife—beg pardon, widow—the distress of trial.” Which reminds me. “Given your acquaintance with Madam Wylde, I thought the news of her husband’s passing better received from you.” Slipped my mind in the ado, and I’ve no inclination to turn tail and go make a widow weep.

“I’ll call on Madam Wylde when I’m finished here.” He rubs his temple, leaving a streak of dirt. “Break the news.”

“Might want to clean up first.” I motion to his disheveled state. It’s been a toiling day for God’s servant. “You should pay a visit to Miss Rebecca tomorrow, convey the county’s thanks for her assistance today. Maybe take a courting gift to lift her spirits. Grow love from sorrow.” Mercy will be proud of my matchmaking efforts.

“A fair idea, John,” he says distractedly, probably already pondering what to gift.

“Mercy’s always appreciative when I bring flowers.” Must pick a posy on my way home. There’s a lush patch of lilac and white crocuses by the bridge from memory. “I shall bid you farewell, Father. Supper approaches. May our next meeting be born of happier events.”

“Amen. God be with you, John.”

“And with you, Father.”

Contentment washes over me when I turn into South Street and catch sight of the candle in my parlor window, beckoning to me like a beacon at sea. I guide Old Faithful into the garden and toward the stable, plucking an apple from our bountiful apple tree as we pass by. I’d pick two, but my other hand’s burdened with crocus blooms. A good man must see to it that the women in his life are well provided for. The stall door closes to the sound of Old Faithful happily crunching away.

“Good night, old girl.”

Inhaling and then exhaling deeply, dispelling the bad of today, I go inside. Warmth and the smell of cooking engulf me. I sniff the air, detecting ginger and pepper.

Mercy doesn’t notice me come into the kitchen. She’s at the stove, stirring a pot of hen broth if I’m not mistaken. There’s a curl to her red hair from the heat. I watch her for a long moment, the day’s stresses fading. Would that I could carry my wife in my pocket so that she might always be with me. The commissioning of a portrait miniature ought to be investigated. I must give myself away as Mercy turns and smiles at me.

“Perfect timing. Supper’s ready.” I go to my wife and embrace her, nuzzling her neck, inhaling her comforting scent of chamomile, marjoram, and Mercy. It’s good to be home.

“So, tell me.” She leans back, eyeing me with an interest that has parts of me hopeful. “Was the murderer a man or woman?” Ah.

“Does it matter, love?” I feign reluctance.

She lifts an imperious brow.

“A man.”

“Oh.” Her disappointment is palpable. I make a note to propose a wager the next time my wife conceives some preposterous theory about a crime. To the victor go the spoils. My hand creeps lower. And what spoils there are to be had.


Chapter Twenty

Rebecca Laurence

The Night Before 

Sunday, April 28, 1585 

9:30 p.m. 

Evans Household

The bang of a door closing downstairs has me awake and sitting up in bed. There’s a man’s muffled cursing and a series of quiet knocks and clatters, like someone is picking up after themselves. I’m not struck with the same fear as the last time I was awoken at night. Lizzie’s breaths are even beside me. A relief considering the afternoon she’s had. The floor has been cleaned and her soiled chamber pot put out the back door, but the smell of her accounts lingers. Our chambers shall require a thorough airing come morrow.

I slip from bed, my socked feet soundless on the floorboards. Glancing back at Lizzie, who hasn’t stirred, I step out into the corridor. It’s been a trying day. And it is not over yet.

Light flickers in the kitchen, drawing me like a moth to the flame. I pause to sniff my nightdress, reassured by the pleasant scent of lemon balm. It is just our chambers that smell bad. And Lizzie.

A candelabra on the table bathes the kitchen in a warm glow. Mr. Wright is hanging utensils above the stove. Lizzie was plagued by phantasms during supper, and I was unable to leave her. Unlike Margery, she saw no God or angels. Shadows on the walls became monsters, and Lizzie was assailed by fears that her loved ones would forsake her. She was most agitated. I’m grateful that Dr. Prance armed me with the foreknowledge that the delusions induced by this mushroom are fleeting and abate within a few hours. It was a relief when Lizzie succumbed to sleep. At which time exhaustion claimed me too.

“Thank you, sir.” Mr. Wright startles at my voice. “I was just coming to finish tidying up. In the distraction of Lizzie’s condition, I didn’t manage to put everything away.”

“It’s no trouble. I rather enjoy you being in my debt.” He grins. “Join me for a drink?” He picks up the brown leather wineskin on the table. “I bought some Canary wine from the Angel to try.” He unseals the lid and takes a swig from the wineskin, then offers it to me.

“Maybe just a little,” I say. “I’ve not had wine before. I wouldn’t want to be a fuddle cap.”

As I reach for the wineskin, he catches my arm.

“You’re hurt.” He turns my arm over, inspecting the delicate flesh of my wrist, which bears finger-shaped bruises from Robert Wylde’s rough hold. The notion of bearing anything of Robert’s sickens me.

“A mishap at the Wylde house. Mr. Wylde’s delusions from the mushrooms were quite violent. He grabbed me when I went to check on him.” Mr. Wright frowns and touches his lips gently to my wrist, like a mother might her child’s scraped knee.

“No man should raise his hand to a woman.”

“Indeed. What a man should do is give an injured woman a drink.” I look pointedly at the wineskin. He shakes his head at me but hands over the wineskin. The wine tastes tangy, crisp. Reminds me oddly of raisins. I lick my lips, looking up at him.

“It’s good.” He makes a noise of agreement. “Are you wanting to collect on my debt this evening?” I ask, acting as if I do not care either way. Admittedly, after today’s trials, losing myself to pleasure seems like an excellent course. And I do still owe Lizzie for the first day she strayed.

In answer, he runs his fingers over the top of my nightdress and dips them inside. My breaths quicken with the expectation of his touch, but instead of caressing my breast, he takes hold of the silver chain I wear on my neck.

“I’ve been wondering what this is.” He fingers the chain. “It’s always hidden under your smock. Is this the key to your heart?” He inspects the old iron key on the end of the chain.

“The key to my mother’s. You need a different key to unlock mine.” I glance meaningfully at his breeches.

“Poetic.” He huffs. “I will miss your wit, Miss Rebecca.”

“There’s two more days of it yet,” I say.

After taking another swig, he puts the stopper in the wineskin and sets it back down on the table. He pulls me to him, pressing his mouth to mine, letting me taste the wine on his tongue. I grip his doublet, and something springs loose from his pocket. There’s a metallic clatter as it hits the flagstone floor. Mr. Wright shifts back. As he stoops to pick up what has fallen, I lay eyes upon it and can’t contain my gasp.

“A posy ring? Are you . . . proposing marriage? To me?” I can hear the astonishment in my voice. He looks up at me, wide eyed, from where he’s crouched on the floor holding the ring, and snorts. A snort that turns into hearty chuckling.

“Heavens no.” He shakes his head. “I’m not proposing marriage, Rebecca.” I clutch my chest in relief. “Not to you.” I blink at him.

“So . . .” I pause. “You are intending to propose marriage?” I ask as he gets to his feet. “Just not to me?”

He opens and closes his mouth, and then gives a shrug as if to say What’s the harm in telling?

“You’re very comely, Rebecca, but to be candid, you’re what my older cousin would call a wild oat.”

I narrow my eyes.

“A wild oat?”

“Aye, the wild oat seeds scattered in the crops that you need to weed out so that the desired crop can flourish.” He acts as if this is a perfectly ordinary conversation.

“You’re calling me a weed?” A weed?! I cross my arms, inhaling sharply, my nostrils flaring. I don’t think I’ve ever been so insulted.

“You did let me tumble you in this very room three days after we met, Rebecca.” Mr. Wright looks me up and down, brow raised. “And from your lack of maidenhood—” He gestures at me, unintentionally displaying the bronze posy ring in his hand. There’s a heart engraved on it. “I’m not the first to know you carnally.” He was the first man. But I am loath to try and convince him of that. My cheeks are burning, and my chest is tight. It doesn’t help that I’m standing here in a thin nightdress while he’s in his day apparel. Still, I endeavor to act unaffected, to not let him see the shame and hurt of his words. To not let him see me cry.

“Well.” I take a steadying breath. “As a weed, may I ask the name of the flower, fruit, or vegetable you do intend to marry?”

Mr. Wright reaches into his doublet pocket and plucks out a square, lace handkerchief, holding it up for me to inspect. It’s of exceptionally fine quality and embroidered with crimson silk roses so dainty that they’re practically a taunt. The initials M.C. are elegantly sewn in a corner.

“Mabel Carril?!” How did a simple journeyman catch the attention of Bramley’s wealthiest singlewoman? Surely, he would be a weed in her eyes. Maybe not even a weed. A speck of dust so beneath her that she could step on him in her heeled shoes without noticing.

“No.” He regards me pityingly. “Miss Miriam Collins.”

“Oh, Madam Wandlesworth’s niece.” I forgot Miriam had a different surname to her aunt. What a terrible gossip I would make. Though one could hardly blame me for thinking the handkerchief Mabel Carril’s, considering the quality of the delicate lace, and crimson silk floss. It’s probably an imitation of what Mabel carries, given Madam Wandlesworth’s attempts to mold Miriam into Lady Carril’s replacement.

“Aye, Miss Miriam is my intended. She, too, yearns to travel, to leave England.” I’d yearn to escape my overbearing aunt’s clutches too. The journeyman makes for an attractive prospect when compared to a fat, still-married lord of forty odd. “Come Tuesday, we’ll travel together to London, where we’ll be secretly wed, and Miss Miriam will accompany me to the New World as my wife.” There’s satisfaction in his voice.

“I understand perfectly, Mr. Wright.” I look at my feet. “I must return to bed.” I shift to leave, but he holds his arm out, blocking me.

“And what of your debts, Rebecca? Did you not say that you always settle them?” I blink at him, perplexed.

“But, you’ve found your vegetable.” I refuse to call Miriam a flower or fruit. I’d rather pretend she’s a disagreeable vegetable, like an onion that makes you cry or a sprout that makes you break wind. “Why lay with a weed?”

“Ah, but you are a very comely”—he brushes the pad of his thumb over my lips—“tempting weed, Rebecca. And it may be weeks before I have the pleasure of bedding my wife. Are you reneging on your debts?” He lifts his brow in challenge, throwing a gauntlet at my feet. I’ve never been good at not picking one up.

“Are you wanting my mouth again, Mr. Wright?” I ask tightly. I’m far more inclined to stab him with a kitchen knife than let him stab parts of me at present.

“I don’t know that I’d trust you not to bite.” My lips twitch in spite of myself. A fair concern. If I had him at my mercy, I’m not sure I could resist that temptation, particularly if he feels the need to call me a weed again.

“Enlighten me, Mr. Wright, how does a man bed a weed as opposed to a vegetable?”

He stands straighter, his gaze darkening with interest.

“Turn around, and lean over the table, Rebecca,” he says brusquely. I grudgingly do as bid. His boots click on the flagstone as he comes closer. A large, warm hand presses against my back, pushing me down until my face and stomach are lying on the scratchy wood of the table, eliciting a disgruntled sound. “Lift your dress.” I do as bid, exposing myself. He grips my wrists firmly. “Keep your hands here, holding your dress up.” Leaning over me, he sets Miriam’s ring down on the table in front of me, just out of my reach, as if mocking me with something I will never have. A cruelty I would not have guessed him capable of.

There’s a rustling noise as he drops his breeches, and then a dull thud sounds through the room and Mr. Wright pulls away from me. Blinking through watery eyes at the scratched wood of the table for a moment, I turn my head, only to find the journeyman lying motionless on his back on the floor. Did he slip?

Heaving myself up from the table, I set my feet unsteadily on the ground and study Mr. Wright’s seemingly unconscious body. Did he faint? His eyes are shut, but a certain part of him is still very much awake. There’s an intake of breath to my left. Lizzie. How did she come into the kitchen without my noticing? She’s white faced, a raised candelabra clutched between her hands. Oh, God. There’s a clunk as she sets the candelabra down on the dresser where Mr. Wright had moved it earlier, lest it fall off the table during our activities and set the kitchen alight.

“Are you hurt?” she asks worriedly. Am I hurt? Her hands flutter about, tugging my nightdress down, then smoothing the material and patting at me. “It was mere chance that I awoke thirsty and in need of a drink. Forgive me for not awakening sooner and rescuing you from that beast.” She glares fiercely at the ground, willing the journeyman dead by the power of her glare alone. He has not moved at all. “He’s probably why my visions this eve were so frightening. God was telling me to keep a close watch on my loved ones. I ought to hit him again.”

“Lizzie.” My eyes are fixed on Mr. Wright’s supine form. “He’s not moving.”

“Obviously,” she scoffs, “but he will be soon enough.”

“No, Lizzie.” Cold fear claws at my chest. “He’s not moving.” She blinks at me and goes over to Mr. Wright. Crouching down, she puts a hand above his nose, then her fingers to his neck, then his wrist. Her eyes are wide with shock when they meet mine.

“Is he . . . ? I think he’s dead.”
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I lean against the table, numb, watching Lizzie fall apart on the floor.

“I didn’t mean to kill him,” Lizzie babbles, “only stop him.” She pulls at her hair, as if trying to rip it from her scalp. “I couldn’t let him hurt you.” I can’t tell Lizzie she killed Mr. Wright for naught, other than a painful injury to my pride. She’d never forgive me. I discreetly slide my hand across the table to grab Miriam’s would-be ring and hide it in my palm. I’ll put it somewhere when Lizzie’s distracted.

“They’ll hang me for this, Becca.” Her voice hitches. “The courts will never believe what he was about to do to you, not without a man to bear witness.” She gives me a despairing look. I push off the table and go to kneel at her side. She buries her sobs in my neck.

Reaching out, I tentatively touch Mr. Wright’s wrist and immediately withdraw my hand, disconcerted. He’s still warm. Another part of him has not yet received the message he’s dead either. I can’t take my eyes off it. Even in death, his yard seemingly awaits release. I wonder if I should do something about it, lest his spirit linger due to unfinished business. It seems the least I can do after inadvertently causing his death. Would the journeyman’s spirit feel it if his corporeal body attained pleasure?

Lizzie pulls away from me, wiping her face, and gets to her feet. I don’t pay her much note as she moves around the kitchen, my attention on Mr. Wright’s dilemma.

“If I am to die a murderer”—Lizzie sounds resigned but resolute—“I may as well make plain why I committed such a crime.” I’m dimly aware of her coming back over, and then a knife slashes through the air.

I blink at the slow spread of crimson. Slowly does the realization come that what was standing to attention moments ago is now a bleeding lump of flesh on the floor beside me. The knife drops to the floor at Lizzie’s feet with a sharp clatter, and an awful sound is expelled from her mouth, as are the meager contents of her stomach. I stare at the blood and bile on the flagstone, feeling oddly detached. I cleaned the floor this morning.

“I don’t feel so good,” Lizzie groans. “Everything’s spinning. Like I’ve had a cup too much.” She sits down on an unsoiled spot of the floor and grabs her head. I bite my lip, eyeing her with concern. It’s possible she’s not fully recovered from the mushrooms.

After a time, I force myself to stand. Traversing the puddles of various fluids, I go to the table and pick up the wineskin. Removing the stopper with trembling hands, I raise the wineskin to my lips and tip as much of its contents down my throat as I can. The wine doesn’t taste as sweet as before, but it does take away some of the cold in my chest. I restrain myself from emptying the wineskin. A clear head is needed for what must be done.

Setting the sealed wineskin down, I take a fortifying breath and harden my resolve. I remember Agatha’s words.

“We need to move the body.” Lizzie makes a huh noise. “You were only trying to protect me.” She’s the picture of a disordered woman. Eyes wild, hair in disarray, and breaths too quick. I pray she can pull herself together enough to help. “I won’t let you hang for it.” She swallows. “We can hide this.” I crouch down, cupping her face. “If we work together.” Just like my mother and Agatha did with Johnny Howell all those years ago.

“Where would we move him?” Lizzie asks. As far from the house as possible.

“I don’t know,” I admit, “but we need to wash our hands clean of this.”

“If only water could wash away my sins.” Water.

“The tributary.” It might not wash Mr. Wright’s blood from our hands, but it’ll wash away the evidence of our involvement. And it’s far enough away we won’t fall under immediate suspicion. Most will think he drowned by misadventure. Though I’m not sure what they’ll make of his missing manhood. Self-inflicted wound? A terrible case of the French disease? I’ve often wondered if my father will perish from that. I give myself a shake. Move his body first. Details can come later.

I stand at Mr. Wright’s head, Lizzie his feet, and we lift him from the floor. After a strained moment, we set him back down with a defeated air. I understand what they mean by dead weight. It will take hours to reach the tributary if we carry him ourselves. But how to transport his body along the road unseen? The cart would make too much noise, and I don’t fancy our odds of getting him onto his horse. Moreover, the mare might object to bearing its dead master and ensure our ill deed is discovered. The wheelbarrow’s the only sound choice. Praise God it isn’t daylight.

I go to fetch a blanket. The moment alone gives me the opportunity to put Miriam’s would-be ring on the chain around my neck and conceal it beneath my nightdress. In the event Lizzie notices, I can tell her Agatha found it among my mother’s possessions during my visit the other day and had no use for it. What does it say about me, I wonder, that I carry two tokens of the dead with me?

Laying a blanket out on the kitchen floor, we roll Mr. Wright’s body onto it and drag him into the hallway and through the house. The thud his head makes as we pull him outside onto the doorstop has both of us wincing. I almost expect him to wake up from the pain and yell at us. Part of me desperately wishes he would. Though I imagine he wouldn’t be happy to wake and find his yard missing.

A cool zephyr rustles through the trees by the house and winds its way up our nightdresses, caressing our skin like a lover. Makes me wonder if the zephyr has caught Mr. Wright’s amorous spirit. It also brings the realization that nightdresses are unsuitable for clandestine business. Our sex and identities are far too easily discerned.

Grunting from the effort, we raise the journeyman’s body in the blanket and heave him like a sack of grain or produce into the wheelbarrow. His legs hang over the end of the wheelbarrow, but it stays upright. I cover his face with the blanket. It’s easier not to look at him. To pretend he’s not of flesh and blood.

“We should change into men’s apparel,” I tell Lizzie, “lest we be seen.” We hurry back into the house, feeling no little concern at leaving the body outside for anyone to find. Perhaps we ought to have covered Mr. Wright up with cabbage or lettuce, lest someone wanders by, unlikely as it is at this late hour.

Other than a pair of worn woolen breeches and a yellowed shirt in our master’s wardrobe, no apparel of his is to be found. He must have taken what frugal wardrobe he has to Eastbourne. One of us will need to borrow Mr. Wright’s. I quickly don our master’s breeches, the wool itchy against my skin.

“You’re taller,” I say to Lizzie. “You can wear Mr. Wright’s clothes.”

The journeyman’s breeches are retrieved from where he discarded them earlier. It is fortunate they were removed prior to Lizzie severing his yard and escaped being stained with blood. The two of us make belts of twine to hold our breeches in place. I don’t want to struggle with both transporting a corpse along the road and keeping my buttocks from exposure. Woolen hats are appropriated from the hallway cupboard as well, to hide our hair.

Extricating the doublet and shirt from Mr. Wright’s slumped body in the wheelbarrow is not without difficulty. I feel like a thief robbing a dead man. How is it that some depraved individuals can dig up and rob those interred without compunction? Maybe it is easier to be indifferent when the person is not newly dead, nor an intimate acquaintance.

Lizzie paces about the wheelbarrow in the journeyman’s clothes, wringing her hands and murmuring to herself. The effects of the mushrooms are clearly lingering. Her odd behavior could be of benefit, I suppose, if we should be witnessed on the road. An observer might mistake us for a trio of men stumbling home after a day of drinking, one man so addled he’s bound to a wheelbarrow. With that thought, I go inside to fetch the wineskin. Excessive drink accounts for many accidents. Finding the wineskin near the body might help explain the unexplainable.

I pick up Mr. Wright’s boots from by the door as I return outside, stuffing the wineskin inside one and placing them atop his body. Another thought has me going back into the house for a short broom to sweep the wheelbarrow’s tracks from the road or make them appear not as recent.

Laying the broom down in the wheelbarrow with the boots, I search the road beyond the gate. It is empty, and the houses along it dark. Bramley is sleeping. Time to go.

As I grip the wooden handles, a low, croaking call echoes through the night, raising the hairs on the nape of my neck. My gaze flicks to the fields. Moonlight catches on a dark winged shape flying away from the Evanses’ property. It seems the raven wasn’t here for me after all. I resist the urge to touch the chain under my shirt. Miriam’s would-be ring is cold against my skin.

“Lizzie,” I say in a hushed tone, drawing her eyes from the fields. Apparently, she’s not so disordered that she didn’t hear the raven. Her face is pale in the moonlight. “Help me get the barrow in motion. You go at the front and pull, I’ll push.” She stumbles over in her too-long breeches and bends her knees. The wheelbarrow moves forward with a loud squeak that has me holding my breath. Blessedly, the squeak doesn’t persist.

Progress is slow. Even with the barrow, Mr. Wright’s weight is almost too great. My heart jumps at every sound we make, convinced that a candle is about to appear in one of the dark windows and a villager is going to come outside and catch us. I know not how long it takes us to reach the mill. It feels an age. Sweat has gathered between my breasts, adding to the musky smell that clings to Master Evans’s apparel even when laundered, and my hands bear the beginning of several blisters from the wheelbarrow’s unforgiving handles. Should have thought to wear gloves.

The vegetation surrounding the path down the side of Bramley Mill to the tributary is overgrown and rustles in protest as we guide the barrow through it. Praise God the miller’s a sot and a widower. With any luck, he’ll sleep through the noise we’re making or assume it’s the wind. A small sigh of relief escapes when we finally come to the end of the path. I let go of the handles, indicating for Lizzie to stop.

“We should carry him the rest of the way.”

“Why?”

“So we don’t leave tracks. Let them think he made his own way here.”

The quiet manner in which we lift Mr. Wright’s corpse belies the strain it puts on every part of me to do so. Our efforts are quite undone when we inadvertently drop him. He hits the side of the wheelbarrow as he falls, knocking it over with a bang. We freeze, listening for anyone coming to investigate. There’s a disgruntled churrr from a thrush in a nearby tree, which must have awoken, but nothing follows. Still, we mustn’t linger long.

“We won’t make it to the tributary.” Lizzie sounds defeated. I agree. He’s too heavy. We can’t leave him here in the grass, though. Who knows what traces of ourselves we’ve left on him in the dark. Particularly me. Strands of chestnut hair, my scent, a scrap of material. The rhythmic splash of the mill’s waterwheel draws my attention. The pit of water it turns in isn’t as deep as the tributary, but it is water. And it’s scant yards away.

We raise Mr. Wright from the ground in the blanket, move him a couple of feet, and set him down. Taking a breath, we pick him back up, carry him another couple of feet, and set him down again. And repeat. We’re almost at the waterwheel when there’s a concerning sound. The sound a smock makes when you raise an arm too quickly and tear the seam, only this time it’s not a smock, but the blanket. As it rips, the journeyman’s naked corpse tumbles out, rolls once on the grassy incline, and falls into the body of dark water underneath the mill’s waterwheel with a loud splash. Lizzie and I drop the blanket and cover our mouths, staring at the water in shock as we wait for him to reappear. He doesn’t. Instead, the waterwheel gives a great groan and comes to an abrupt standstill.

“We need to go,” I whisper urgently. We hie back to the wheelbarrow and turn it upright. Finding the wineskin on the ground, I unstop it and sprinkle wine over Mr. Wright’s boots. Then I toss his boots into the darkness, hearing a rustle of greenery as they land. I’m about to do the same with the wineskin when I remember Lizzie. She makes a quiet noise of confusion as I upend the wineskin over her apparel, emptying the remaining drops. The wineskin follows the boots into the dark. The more higgledy-piggledy everything, the more a drunken misadventure it will appear.

“His clothes. Take them off,” I hiss.

“Oh.” Lizzie strips off his shirt and doublet, throwing them up into the air above us, where they disappear into the trees. As good a place as any, I guess. Ridding herself of the journeyman’s breeches is not quite so seamless. It takes three throws for them to catch on a branch and not fall back down onto Lizzie’s face.

Lizzie puts her arms around her bare flesh, shivering. I search the area, not that I can see much in the dark, trying to think of anything we’ve forgotten. The blanket! I hurry back to where we dropped the torn blanket in the grass. As I bend down to pick it up, Lizzie squeals like a piglet. My heart leaps in my chest. Are we discovered? I whip my head around to see Lizzie’s naked—but for her feet—body vanish down the path by the mill. Abandoning me. The nausea of betrayal churns in my gut. Am I alone to be blamed for her crime?

My pulse drums in my head as I cautiously approach the wheelbarrow, fearful a villager is about to jump out at me from the trees. Something heavy wriggles across the top of my boot in the grass, and I freeze in place, barely stifling a shriek. Whatever it is has a slimy feel to it as it brushes against my leg, like a worm. But it is far larger than any worm I’ve seen. I put a hand to my chest, trying to calm my heart. That must have been the reason Lizzie startled. She’s never reacted well to vermin like spiders and rats. I’m safe. Provided I get moving. There’s a splash from the direction of the waterwheel. Whatever creature it was must have fallen in.

Dropping the blanket in the wheelbarrow, I take hold of the handles and say a heartfelt prayer for safe passage home. An unladen barrow shall make for a quicker journey at least.

Reaching the end of the path unimpeded, I peer out onto the thoroughfare. No one’s about. Where has Lizzie gotten to? Is she already back at the Evanses’? I try to put her out of my head and focus on the task at hand. Pushing the wheelbarrow to the edge of the thoroughfare as quietly as possible, I bring it to a stop and take out the broom. On light feet, I go back several paces and sweep the broom over where I’ve traveled, doing my best to conceal the wheelbarrow’s tracks. Then I take up the handles again.

I endeavor to travel along the furrows in the road made by laden carts and come to a standstill every ten yards or so to sweep the path behind me. I don’t want to lead the coroner directly to our door. I’m sweeping the road by the Pexalls when I sense movement behind me and spy Lizzie racing up the road. The moon has lent its silvery sheen to her skin, and her breasts are bouncing up and down like balls. I pause to stare at them, unaccustomed to such sight.

“Where were you?” I resume moving when Lizzie catches me.

“Church.” The dark obscures my disbelieving expression.

“You stopped to pray?”

“I was compelled to. A serpent slithered over my shoe at the mill.” A serpent? They’re most uncommon in these parts. Though that would explain the slimy feel to the creature. The hairs on the nape of my neck raise. Have our misdeeds drawn the Devil’s notice? Best not to dwell on it. I’ll say prayers later, confessing and repenting my sins of this eve. I may even prove to God my penitence through fasting tomorrow. “I needed to be on consecrated ground, lest the serpent be an agent of the Devil.”

“The creature ran across my boot, too, after you fled,” I tell Lizzie. “It was no serpent, just a wet rat. Vermin,” I reassure her. What’s another untruth tonight? “Your delusions must have been playing tricks on you.”

“Oh.” Lizzie sounds relieved. “I could have sworn . . .”

“Were you seen?”

She shakes her head.

“No, I didn’t go inside Holy Trinity. I kept to the cemetery.”

“Good.” We don’t need Father Abbott asking why she was naked in church.

My shoulders loosen when we finally pass through the Evanses’ gate. It’s quiet. No low, croaking calls echoing from the field. Almost safe.

There is no body on the Evanses’ kitchen floor, not all of a body anyway, but cleaning yet awaits us. I eye the lump of bloody flesh that we neglected to take to the tributary.

“Should we feed it to the pigs?” Lizzie asks, still naked. I wrinkle my nose. The notion seems wrong. But it would spare us returning to the tributary.

“I suppose.” One hopes that the pigs do not consequently acquire an inclination for man flesh.

I go to the drawer and search for a rag to pick it up in, my hand closing on a square of lace. Agatha’s handkerchief. I put it in the drawer after market. I unfold the handkerchief, distinctively embroidered with lilac foxgloves and Agatha’s initials. Not the purpose I had intended for the handkerchief, but it would be almost like paying homage to her. As if Agatha is here helping us as she helped my mother. A pity I did not think to use Miriam’s, which is presumably still in Mr. Wright’s doublet pocket. It’s the closest Miriam would have gotten to touching her would-be husband’s yard.

The lace is thin. Blood might drip through it and onto the floor, leaving a trail of evidence. As I open the cupboard to get a plate to rest the handkerchief and yard on, my gaze snares on a glass bottle at the back of the shelf. It’s almost as if God is trying to tell me something. I take out the empty bottle, regarding it thoughtfully. Is it enough that we moved Mr. Wright’s corpse, or should we also point the finger elsewhere and provide the coroner with a suitable suspect in the event his death is deemed murder and not misadventure?

The glass bottle’s unlabeled but once contained wassail. A Christmas gift from Agatha. I can still detect a hint of spice when I unscrew the lid and put my nose to its opening. Stepping carefully over the congealing yellow and crimson puddles, I stoop down and pick up Mr. Wright’s yard in the handkerchief, unable to quell a grimace at the squishy feel of it through the lace. Keeping my grip gentle, trying not to squeeze too much blood onto the handkerchief, I guide his yard into the bottle and seal the lid.

“What are you doing?” Lizzie asks. “The pigs won’t be able to eat through the glass.”

“What does this look like to you?” I set the bottle down on the table and tilt my head, studying it. The bottle would not be out of place in Agatha’s workshop. The distortion caused by the glass makes the bottle’s contents not immediately obvious. One could mistake the yard for a preserved sausage or an ingredient for my stepmother’s tinctures. A pity there is no practitioner of a darker sort of apothecary in Bramley to lay the blame on. Though there is a butcher.

“A severed yard in a bottle?”

“If you found such a bottle in someone’s house, what would you believe them to be?” Lizzie thinks.

“A murdering witch?” Maybe we ought to have put tokens redolent of witchcraft around the tributary. No, that would result in finger-pointing throughout Bramley, as in Godalming some months past, and may put a scrutinizing eye on Lizzie and me. Better his death be attributed to more ordinary causes.

Blowing my hair out of my face, I reach for the bottle, knocking my wrist against the table’s edge, provoking a hiss. I cradle my tender wrist. The bruises have darkened from Mr. Wright’s harsh hold. I know not how much of the purplish imprint on my flesh is his and how much is the cordwainer’s. Gently tracing the bruises, another possibility occurs to me. It would kill two birds with one stone. A man guilty of sundry sins would be charged and a rival for Lizzie’s affections removed. His door is also very close to Bramley Mill. A coroner may make the connection between him and Mr. Wright’s death quickly.

“What are you thinking?” Lizzie asks.

“We need to sow the seeds of guilt elsewhere.” It’s fortunate I haven’t changed out of my master’s apparel, for I have another trip to make.

“Whose door do you propose to lay blame at?” Lizzie’s brow creases with worry.

“Robert Wylde’s.”

She sucks in a breath. “Because of me?” Her voice is weak.

Yes. And me.

“He’s the best candidate I can think of, given the proximity of his house to the mill, his violent delusions from the mushrooms . . .”

“Violent?”

I hold up my bruised wrist.

“Robert did that?”

“He thought I was you when I checked on him this afternoon. Said he wasn’t going to let you leave again. It was difficult to escape him.”

She looks down and touches her wrist, seemingly reassuring herself there’s no bruises she’s missed.

I go to Lizzie and take her hands.

“You saved me from Mr. Wright; allow me to do the same for you. Before he hurts you. Like Margery. Like me.” I shift my wrist, making prominent the bruises. “Robert is not a good man.” Lizzie swallows. “We could put it in his workshop, ensure Margery is kept out of it.”

“Robert”—Lizzie sniffs wetly—“locks his workshop up at night, to stop Michael from getting in and ruining his work.” I deflate. “But . . .” She takes a deep breath. “He leaves his workshop window ajar to air the smell of tallow and linseed.”

I pick up the bottle. From memory, there’s a collection of bottles and jars on a side table to the left of Robert’s workshop window. The yard can be transplanted into one of those bottles. Laying Agatha’s now-stained handkerchief out on the table, I upend the bottle over it, and the journeyman’s yard drops onto the cloth with a soft thud. I fold the lace edges over, wrapping it like a macabre gift. A yard is sizably smaller when detached. It would no longer suffice as a measuring stick.

“See to the kitchen’s cleaning in my absence,” I instruct Lizzie. “Dispose of any bloodied rags in the privy. We can claim heavy courses should they be discovered.”

The wrapped yard secured in a drawstring bag, I set out again into the night. I’m fortunate it’s not raining. That would make things more difficult.
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Fear and anxiety are my constant companions on the road, though I do feel far less exposed without the wheelbarrow. Bramley has an eerie feel to it after the witching hour. The animals take over the village in the dark. A hedgehog snuffles at the earth by the Pexalls’ gate, an army of beetles are clicking in the grass, and the haunting calls of owls hunting echo from the woods. Who knows what else haunts these woods at night.

Scanning the thoroughfare like a mouse for an owl, I scurry across it, into the shadows around the Wylde house. Creeping through the garden at the front of the house, I stop for a moment, identifying which dark window belongs to the workshop. It’s the slightly ajar one overlooking the apple tree, which is fitting. Robert has an inclination for the forbidden fruit. An inclination that shall see him dead.

I cock my head, listening. All I can hear is the pounding of my heart, which I pray does not awaken the household. Putting my hands to the window’s edging, I hold my breath and pull, opening it enough for me to climb through. The window hinge screeches in protest, as if trying to alert its master of a trespasser. I pause, listening for footsteps, and then heave myself up onto the sill, a feat that would have been difficult in a dress. Even ill-fitting breeches lend an uncommon nimbleness.

The workshop is pitch black, but I can smell the distinctive earthiness of shoe leather and linseed oil. I haven’t broken into the wrong room. Recalling the layout from this afternoon, I gingerly lower my feet to the flagstone.

Feeling my way along the walls, going slowly so as not to trip on the myriad shoe parts strewn across the floor, I locate the table with the collection of bottles and jars. Lightly groping each bottle and jar, assessing their appropriateness, I lean down and inhale deeply, scenting beeswax, a mild bacon smell I suspect is lard, and linseed oil. The tall bottle of linseed oil would be best. It could even help preserve Mr. Wright’s yard in the event it’s not immediately discovered.

The bottle’s stopper is slippery. Oil must have seeped through into the cork. Holding the glass steady on the table, I grasp the cork between my fingers and pull. It comes free with a loud pop. Standing motionless, like prey trying to go unseen, I listen intently. No footsteps are forthcoming from upstairs. Praise God.

Extracting the gift from my bag, I unfold the cloth, keeping a firm hold of its contents. Should the yard fall onto the floor, I might never find it. Nor might a coroner. Lining the yard up with the bottle’s opening, I force it inside. Oil spills from the lip of the bottle, coating my fingers and running down the sides of the glass. Pushing the cork back into place causes still more oil to spill out. My nose wrinkles at the pungent odor of linseed.

Given the disordered state of the workshop, the mess of oil will hopefully be attributed to Robert. For who would break into a cordwainer’s workshop just to stuff a man’s severed yard into a bottle of linseed oil?

Tucking Agatha’s handkerchief into my pocket, along with the drawstring bag, I wipe my hands on my breeches. It wouldn’t do to leave oily fingerprints as evidence, and Master Evans is unlikely to note the oil among the dirt and other stains marring his apparel. As I make my way back to the window, I gather up a heap of shoe odds and ends off the floor, for how better to implicate a cordwainer in a murder than by depositing shoe parts all around the area where the body’s discovered? I ought to fetch Lizzie’s chamber pot, which is sitting at the Evanses’ back door, full of mushroom-flecked vomit. Spreading its contents along the path to the tributary should help guide a coroner to the Wyldes’ door too.

The window gives an unearthly screech as it closes, making my pulse jump. A final attempt of the house to rouse its owner. The moment it’s mostly shut, I flee. But carefully. It would not do to trample the garden on my way out. At least if anyone should happen to glimpse me, they’ll think me a boy. Or a very small man.

Once the shoes are discarded around the tributary, my feet are fleet on the road home, unburdened by the yard or barrow. I cannot say the same for my soul. Miriam’s would-be ring feels like a noose around my neck. Fortune willing, it is not a foretelling of what’s to come.

Does wanting to spare the one I love from a terrible fate justify my misdeeds? Would not God have seen to my being discovered while transporting Mr. Wright’s corpse or when I was at the tributary or the Wylde house if he disapproved? It was not my hands that caused the journeyman’s death, nor my hands that will occasion Robert’s, should all go to plan. Every action that I have taken tonight has been out of love. How could He condemn me for that?

[image: ]

As the first weak light of dawn streaks through the skies outside the window, I survey the kitchen. The flagstone floor has been cleaned to a standard befitting Queen Bess. The scent of lye soap hangs heavily in the air. A decidedly more pleasing scent than death or vomit.

It won’t be long now until the miller or a villager fetching water happens upon the body. I cast my mind over the events of the night, trying to determine if there’s anything we’ve neglected to do.

All bloodied rags and linens have been discarded in the privy, the wheelbarrow has been propped inside the barn door and filled with hay in case we missed any drops of blood on the wood, and the contents of Lizzie’s chamber pot have been tossed into the bushes by the path to the tributary.

The only part of the night that didn’t go to plan—other than Mr. Wright’s death—is that Agatha’s handkerchief is missing. It slipped out of my pocket and was lost to the dark somewhere during my various travels to and from the Wyldes’, the tributary, the privy, and the barn. Thankfully, its bearing of her initials means we won’t be put under suspicion. Other parishioners in Bramley such as Anna Lewis, Anne Lloyd, and Annabel Lucas may not be as fortunate.

I should go practice my expressions in Mistress’s looking glass, see what would most convince a man that I am but an innocent and chaste country maid. I don’t think the faces I practiced for Mr. Wright would be appropriate. Shedding tears would work well to garner sympathy. Affecting a swoon may also be of benefit. Men positively trip over themselves to help a woman of delicate constitution.

Lizzie grasps my shoulder.

“Mine?” She gives me a searching look. I picture us reading together in bed, working side by side in the kitchen, sharing laughter and gossip, keeping each other warm at night. Inspiration strikes. Regardless of what happens, maybe we can put this horrible mess to rest on a note of love rather than fear.

Reaching around my neck, I unclasp my chain and set it on the table behind me. Lizzie’s dark brow furrows in confusion. Gently lifting her left hand, I slide a bronze ring engraved with a heart onto her finger. It’s a perfect fit. As if it was meant for her. Meant for us two weeds.

Taking both her hands, mindful of her bandaged thumb, I give them a squeeze, mustering a weak but genuine smile.

“Yours.”


Author’s Note

Death by Misadventure was inspired by my study of early modern coronial records. In particular, those inquests where something more was clearly at play, but for whatever reason the investigating coroner included sparse detail in the official record or came to a seemingly erroneous judgment.

Take the 1568 inquest of eighteen-year-old Mary Braye, who reportedly fell over in the kitchen while holding a knife and gave herself a three-inch-deep wound to the head. Sussex coroner John Cobb ruled Mary’s death misadventure. Whether Mary’s death was murder or suicide, we’ll never know, but the notion that she could have accidentally—and fatally—stabbed herself in the head is highly dubious.

My protagonist, Coroner John Derrick, was a real-life coroner in sixteenth-century Guildford. However, the murder of Journeyman Thomas Wright is—as you may have guessed—an imagined case. While every effort has been made to accurately convey the historical context, as well as early modern coronial procedure, there are instances where creative license has been exercised for ease of storytelling. For instance, Bramley Church’s graveyard wasn’t consecrated until the seventeenth century, with villagers prior to this date interred at Shalford. Additionally, the cast of characters in this novel are drawn from parish records specific to this area and context, but liberties have been taken as to their portrayal.
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