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      Acclaim for Alan Bradley and the Flavia de Luce novels
     
The Weed That Strings the Hangman’s Bag

 
    
    
     
      “Endlessly entertaining … The author deftly evokes the period, but Flavia’s sparkling narration is the mystery’s chief delight.”
     

 
    
      
       —Publishers Weekly
       (starred review)

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Brisk, funny and irrepressible, Flavia is distinctly uncute, and the cozy village setting has enough edges to keep suspicions sharp.”
     

 
    
      
       —Houston Chronicle
      

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Bradley takes everything you expect and subverts it, delivering a smart, irreverent, unsappy mystery.”
     

 
    
      
       —Entertainment Weekly
      

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Like its heroine, the novel is spiky, surprising fun.”
     

 
    
      
       —Parade
      

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Bradley has once again created an engaging, whimsical, twisting tale that rewards readers as much with its style and background as it does with the central investigation.
     
     
      … Compellingly larger than life.”
     

 
    
      
       —Edmonton Journal
      

 
   
 
    
    
      
       The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie
      

 
    
     
      “Alan Bradley’s marvelous book 
      The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie is a fantastic read, a winner.
      
     
      Flavia walks right off the page and follows me through my day.
      
     
      I can hardly wait for the next book.
      
     
      Bravo!”
     

 
    
     
      —L
      OUISE P
      ENNY, bestselling author of 
      The Brutal Telling and 
      Bury Your Dead
     

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “A wickedly clever story, a dead-true and original voice, and an English country house in the summer: Alexander McCall Smith meets Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.
      
     
      Please, please, Mr. Bradley, tell me we’ll be seeing Flavia again soon?”
     

 
    
     
      —L
      AURIE R. K
      ING, bestselling author of 
      God of the Hive
     

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Utterly charming!
      
     
      Eleven-year-old Flavia de Luce proves to be one of the most precocious, resourceful, and, well, just plain dangerous heroines around.
      
     
      Evildoers—and big sisters—beware!”
     

 
    
     
      —L
      ISA G
      ARDNER, bestselling author of 
      Live to Tell
     

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Impressive as a sleuth and enchanting as a mad scientist, Flavia is most endearing as a little girl who has learned to amuse herself in a big lonely house.”
     

 
    
     
      —M
      ARILYN S
      TASIO, 
      The New York Times Book Review
     

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “Only those who dislike precocious young heroines with extraordinary vocabulary and audacious courage can fail to like this amazingly entertaining book.
      
     
      Expect more from the talented Bradley.”
     

 
    
      
       —Booklist
       (starred review)

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “A delightful new sleuth.
      
     
      A combination of Eloise and Sherlock Holmes … fearless, cheeky, wildly precocious.”
     

 
    
      
       —The Boston Globe
      

 
   
 
    
    
     
      “An elegant mystery.”
     

 
    
      
       —The Plain Dealer
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     Reviewers love
     Flavia de Luce and
A RED HERRING Without MUSTARD

 
  
   
    “Alan Bradley’s third Flavia de Luce mystery, 
    A Red Herring Without Mustard, exceeds in every way, if that’s even possible, his first two.
    
   
    Flavia uses her trademark cunning by scheming to get even with her older sisters, who lay in wait to torment her.
    
   
    She saves a Gypsy’s life, befriends Porcelain—the Gypsy’s granddaughter—solves a puzzling and bizarre murder involving an ancient nonconformist cult, collects clues the police have missed, and fearlessly ventures into danger.
    
   
    She is always feisty, always smart.
    
   
    I adore her.
    
   
    And while it is wonderful to read her as an adult, I wish I’d had Flavia as a role model while growing up.
    
   
    It’s cool to be smart.
    
   
    It’s cool to be Flavia!
    
   
    And it’s great to be among her legion of fans.”
   

 
  
   
    —L
    OUISE P
    ENNY, bestselling author of 
    Bury Your Dead
   

 
   
   
    
     “This idiosyncratic heroine continues to charm.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Wall Street Journal
     

 
   
    
     “Think of Flavia as a new Sherlock in the making.”
    

 
   
     
      —Booklist
     

 
   
    
     “Outstanding … In this marvelous blend of whimsy and mystery, Flavia manages to operate successfully in the adult world of crimes and passions while dodging the childhood pitfalls set by her sisters.”
    

 
   
     
      —Publishers Weekly
      (starred review)

 
   
    
     “Bradley’s third book about tween sleuth Flavia de Luce will make readers forget Nancy Drew.”
    

 
   
     
      —People
     

 
   
    
     “Oh, to be eleven again and pal around with irresistible wunderkind Flavia de Luce.
    
    
     … A splendid romp through 1950s England led by the world’s smartest and most incorrigible preteen.”
    

 
   
     
      —Kirkus Reviews
      (starred review)

 
   
    
     “As satisfying as the mystery is, the multiple-award winning Bradley offers more.
    
    
     … Beautifully written, with fully fleshed characters.
     
    
     [Bradley] secures his position as a confident, talented writer and storyteller.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Globe & Mail
     

 
   
    
     “Think preteen Nancy Drew, only savvier and a lot richer, and you have Flavia de Luce.
    
    
     … Don’t be fooled by Flavia’s age or the 1950s setting: 
     A Red Herring isn’t a dainty tea-and-crumpets sort of mystery.
     
    
     It’s shot through with real grit.”
    

 
   
     
      —Entertainment Weekly
     

 
   
    
     “Whether battling with her odious sisters or verbally sparring with the long-suffering Inspector Hewitt, our cheeky heroine is a delight.
     
    
     Full of pithy dialog and colorful characters, this series would appeal strongly to fans of Dorothy Sayers, Gladys Mitchell, and Leo Bruce as well as readers who like clever humor mixed in with their mysteries.”
    

 
   
     
      —Library Journal
      (starred review)

 
   
    
     “[Flavia] remains irresistibly appealing as a little girl lost.”
    

 
   
     
      —The New York Times Book Review
     

 
   
    
     “Delightful … The book’s forthright and eerily mature narrator is a treasure.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Seattle Times
     

 
   
    
     “Flavia, oh Flavia, how I’ve missed you!
    
    
      … If you like your heroines whip-smart, lippy, and resourceful, Flavia’s your gal.
    
    
     … This is a delightful read, and I was so immersed at one point I sailed right through my metro stop.”
    

 
   
    
     —Montreal 
     Gazette
    

 
   
    
     “As hilarious, gripping and sad as the previous books in this enjoyable series … Once again, Bradley succeeds.
     
    
     And so, of course, does Flavia.”
    

 
   
     
      —BookPage
     

 
   
    
     “Bradley has created a marvelous character in Flavia—very adult in some ways, very childish in others, full of energy and curiosity.
     
    
     His story should appeal to readers of all ages looking to escape into a thoroughly entertaining world.”
    

 
   
     
      —Tulsa World
     

 
   
    
     “Bradley’s characters, wonderful dialogue and plot twists are a most winning combination.”
    

 
   
     
      —USA Today
     

 
    
    
     
      And
      

      The 
      WEED 
      That 
      STRINGS
     

 
    
      
       the
       HANGMAN’S BAG

 
   
 
   
    
     “Flavia is incisive, cutting and hilarious.
    
    
     … One of the most remarkable creations in recent literature.”
    

 
   
     
      —USA Today
     

 
   
    
     “Like its heroine, the novel is spiky, surprising fun.”
    

 
   
     
      —Parade
     

 
   
    
     “Bradley takes everything you expect and subverts it, delivering a smart, irreverent, unsappy mystery.”
    

 
   
     
      —Entertainment Weekly
     

 
   
    
     “The real delight here is her droll voice and the eccentric cast.
    
    
     … Utterly beguiling.”
    

 
   
     
      —People
      (four stars)

 
   
    
     “There’s not a reader alive who wouldn’t want to watch Flavia in her lab concocting some nefarious brew.”
    

 
   
     
      —Kirkus Reviews
     

 
   
    
     “Brisk, funny and irrepressible, Flavia is distinctly un-cute, and the cozy village setting has enough edges to keep suspicions sharp.
    
    
     … Bradley gives a pitch-perfect performance that surpasses an already worthy debut.”
    

 
   
     
      —Houston Chronicle
     

 
   
    
     “Endlessly entertaining … The author deftly evokes the period, but Flavia’s sparkling narration is the mystery’s chief delight.
     
    
     Comic and irreverent, this entry is sure to build further momentum for the series.”
    

 
   
     
      —Publishers Weekly
      (starred review)

 
   
    
     “Her sleuthing skills both amaze and amuse.”
    

 
   
     
      —Mystery Scene
     

 
   
    
     “Smart, funny … His second novel confirms the promise of the first.
    
    
     … Bradley is a writer of great charm and insight, and he infuses even minor characters with indelible personality.
    
    
     … Flavia de Luce, both eleven and ageless, is a marvel and a delight.”
    

 
   
     
      —Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine
     

 
   
    
     “Wickedly funny, with an eleven-year-old heroine who is meaner than a snake and smarter than a whip.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Times-Picayune
     

 
    
    
     
      And
      

      The 
      SWEETNESS 
      at the
      

      BOTTOM 
      of the 
      PIE
     

 
    
       
        THE FIRST NOVEL IN THE FLAVIA DE LUCE SERIES
       

 
    
     
      “Sophisticated, series-launching … It’s a rare pleasure to follow Flavia as she investigates her limited but boundless-feeling world.”
     

 
    
      
       —Entertainment Weekly
       (A-)

 
    
      
       THE MOST AWARD-WINNING BOOK OF ANY YEAR!
      

 
    
       
        WINNER:
       
Macavity Award for Best First Mystery Novel
Barry Award for Best First Novel
Agatha Award for Best First Novel
Dilys Winn Award
Arthur Ellis Award for Best Novel
Spotted Owl Award for Best Novel
CWA Debut Dagger Award

 
   
 
   
    
     “If ever there was a sleuth who’s bold, brilliant, and, yes, adorable, it’s Flavia de Luce.”
    

 
   
     
      —USA Today
     

 
   
    
     “A wickedly clever story, a dead-true and original voice, and an English country house in the summer: Alexander McCall Smith meets Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.
     
    
     Please, please, Mr. Bradley, tell me we’ll be seeing Flavia again soon?”
    

 
   
    
     —L
     AURIE R. K
     ING, bestselling author of 
     Pirate King
    

 
   
    
     “Utterly charming!
     
    
     Eleven-year-old Flavia de Luce proves to be one of the most precocious, resourceful, and, well, just plain dangerous heroines around.
     
    
     Evildoers—and big sisters—beware!”
    

 
   
    
     —L
     ISA G
     ARDNER, bestselling author of 
     Love You More
    

 
   
    
     “Impressive as a sleuth and enchanting as a mad scientist, Flavia is most endearing as a little girl who has learned to amuse herself in a big lonely house.”
    

 
   
    
     —M
     ARILYN S
     TASIO, 
     The New York Times Book Review
    

 
   
    
     “Only those who dislike precocious young heroines with extraordinary vocabulary and audacious courage can fail to like this amazingly entertaining book.
     
    
     Expect more from the talented Bradley.”
    

 
   
     
      —Booklist
      (starred review)

 
   
    
     “A delightful new sleuth.
     
    
     A combination of Eloise and Sherlock Holmes … fearless, cheeky, wildly precocious.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Boston Globe
     

 
   
    
     “An elegant mystery.”
    

 
   
     
      —The Plain Dealer
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    • ONE •
   

 
  
   
    T
    ENDRILS OF RAW FOG floated up from the ice like agonized spirits departing their bodies.
    
   
    The cold air was a hazy, writhing mist.
   

 
  
   
    Up and down the long gallery I flew, the silver blades of my skates making the sad scraping sound of a butcher’s knife being sharpened energetically on stone.
    
   
    Beneath the icy surface, the intricately patterned parquet of the hardwood floor was still clearly visible—even though its colors 
    were somewhat dulled by diffraction.
   

 
  
   
    Overhead, the twelve dozen candles I had pinched from the butler’s pantry and stuffed into the ancient chandeliers flickered madly in the wind of my swift passage.
    
   
    Round and round the room I went—round and round and up and down.
    
   
    I drew in great lungfuls of the biting air, blowing it out again in little silver trumpets of condensation.
   

 
  
   
    When at last I came skidding to a stop, chips of ice flew up in a breaking wave of tiny colored diamonds.
   

 
  
   
    It had been easy enough to flood the portrait gallery: An India-rubber garden hose snaked in through an open window from the terrace and left running all night had done the trick—that, and the bitter cold that had held the countryside in its freezing grip for the past fortnight.
   

 
  
   
    Since nobody ever came to the unheated east wing of Buckshaw anyway, no one would notice my improvised skating rink—not, at least, until springtime, when it melted.
    
   
    No one, perhaps, but my oil-painted ancestors, row upon row of them, who were at this moment glaring sourly down at me from their heavy frames in icy disapproval of what I had done.
   

 
  
   
    I blew them a loud, echoing raspberry and pushed off again into the chill mist, now doubled over at the waist like a speed-skater, my right arm digging at the air, my pigtails flying, my left hand tucked behind my back as casually as if I were out for a Sunday stroll in the country.
   

 
  
    
     How lovely it would be
    , I thought, if some fashionable photographer such as Cecil Beaton should happen by with his camera to immortalize the moment.

 
  
   
    “Carry on just as you were, dear girl,” he would say.
    
   
    “Pretend I’m not here,” and I would fly again like the wind round the vastness of the ancient paneled portrait gallery, my passage frozen now and again by the pop of a discreet flashbulb.
   

 
  
   
    Then, in a week or two, there I would be, in the pages of 
    Country Life or 
    The Illustrated London News, caught in mid-stride
    —frozen forever in a determined and forward-looking slouch.
   

 
  
    
     “Dazzling … delightful … de Luce,”
     the caption would read. 
    
     “Eleven-year-old skater is poetry in motion.”
    

 
  
   
    “Good lord!”
    
   
    Father would exclaim.
    
   
    “It’s Flavia!”
   

 
  
   
    “Ophelia!
    
   
    Daphne!”
    
   
    he would call, flapping the page in the air like a paper flag, then glancing at it again, just to be sure.
    
   
    “Come quickly.
    
   
    It’s Flavia—your sister.”
   

 
  
   
    At the thought of my sisters, I let out a groan.
    
   
    Until then I hadn’t much been bothered by the cold, but now it gripped me with the sudden force of an Atlantic gale: the bitter, biting, paralyzing cold of a winter convoy—the cold of the grave.
   

 
  
   
    I shivered from shoulders to heels and opened my eyes.
   

 
  
   
    The hands of my brass alarm clock stood at a quarter past six.
   

 
  
   
    Swinging my legs out of bed, I fished for my slippers with my toes, then bundling myself in my bedding—sheets, quilt, and all—heaved out of bed and, hunched over like a colossal cockroach, waddled towards the windows.
   

 
  
   
    It was still dark outside, of course.
    
   
    At this time of year the sun wouldn’t be up for another two hours.
   

 
  
   
    The bedrooms at Buckshaw were as vast as parade squares—cold, drafty spaces with distant walls and shadowy perimeters, and of them all, mine, in the far south corner of the east wing, was the most distant and the most desolate.
   

 
  
   
    Because of a long and rancorous dispute between two of my ancestors, Antony and William de Luce, about the sportsmanship of certain military tactics during the Crimean War, they had divided Buckshaw into two camps by means of a black line painted across the middle of the 
    foyer: a line which each of them had forbidden the other to cross.
    
   
    And so, for various reasons—some quite boring, others downright bizarre—at the time when other parts of the house were being renovated during the reign of King George the Fifth, the east wing had been left largely unheated and wholly abandoned.
   

 
  
   
    The superb chemical laboratory built for my great-uncle Tarquin (or “Tar”) de Luce by his father had stood forgotten and neglected until I had discovered its treasures and made it my own.
    
   
    With the help of Uncle Tar’s meticulously detailed notebooks and a savage passion for chemistry that must have been born in my blood, I had managed to become quite good at rearranging what I liked to think of as the building blocks of the universe.
   

 
  
   
    “Quite good?”
    
   
    a part of me was saying.
    
   
    “Merely ‘quite good’?
    
   
    Come off it, Flavia, old chum!
    
   
    You’re a bloody marvel, and you know it!”
   

 
  
   
    Most chemists, whether they admit it or not, have a favorite corner of their craft in which they are forever tinkering, and mine was poisons.
   

 
  
   
    While I could still become quite excited by recalling how I had dyed my knickers a distinctive Malay yellow by boiling them first in a solution of lead acetate, followed by a jolly good stewing in a solution of potassium chromate, what really made my heart leap with joy was my ability to produce a makeshift but handy poison by scraping the vivid green verdigris from the copper float-ball of one of Buckshaw’s Victorian toilet tanks.
   

 
  
   
    I bowed to myself in the looking glass, laughing aloud at the sight of the fat white slug in a quilt that bowed back at me.
   

 
  
   
    I leapt into my cold clothing, shrugging on at the last minute, on top of everything else, a baggy gray cardigan I had nicked from the bottom drawer of Father’s dresser.
    
   
    This lumpy monstrosity—swarming with khaki and maroon diamonds, like an overbaked rattlesnake—had been knitted for him the previous Christmas by his sister, Aunt Felicity.
   

 
  
   
    “Most thoughtful of you, Lissy,” Father had said, deftly dodging any outright praise of the ghastly garment itself.
    
   
    When I noticed in August that he still hadn’t worn the thing, I considered it fair game and it had, since the onset of cold weather, become my favorite.
   

 
  
   
    The sweater didn’t fit me, of course.
    
   
    Even with the sleeves rolled up I looked like a baggy monkey picking bananas.
    
   
    But to my way of thinking, at least in winter, woolly warmth trumps freezing fashion any day of the week.
   

 
  
   
    I have always made it a point never to ask for clothing for Christmas.
    
   
    Since it’s dead cert that you’ll get it anyway, why waste a wish?
   

 
  
   
    Last year I had asked Father Christmas for some badly needed bits of laboratory glassware—even gone to the trouble of making an itemized list of flasks, beakers, and graduated test tubes, which I tucked carefully under my pillow and, by the lord Harry!
    
   
    he had brought them!
   

 
  
   
    Feely and Daffy didn’t believe in Father Christmas, which, I suppose, is precisely the reason he always brought them such dud gifts: scented soap, generally, and dressing gowns and slipper sets that looked and felt as if they had been cut from Turkish carpet.
   

 
  
   
    Father Christmas, they had told me, again and again, was for children.
   

 
  
   
    “He’s no more than a cruel hoax perpetrated by parents who wish to shower gifts upon their icky offspring without having to actually touch them,” Daffy had insisted last year.
    
   
    “He’s a myth.
    
   
    Take my word for it.
    
   
    I am, after all, older than you, and I know about these things.”
   

 
  
   
    Did I believe her?
    
   
    I wasn’t sure.
    
   
    When I was able to get away on my own and think about the problem without tears springing to my eyes, I had applied my rather considerable deductive skills to the problem, and come to the conclusion that my sisters were lying.
    
    
     Someone
    , after all, had brought the glassware, hadn’t they?

 
  
   
    There were only five possible human candidates.
    
   
    My father, Colonel Haviland de Luce, was penniless, and was therefore out of the question, as was my mother, Harriet, who had died in a mountaineering accident when I was no more than a baby.
   

 
  
   
    Dogger, who was Father’s general roustabout and jack-of-all-trades, simply hadn’t the resources of mind, body, or finances to lug round lavish gifts secretly by night in a drafty and decaying country house.
    
   
    Dogger had been a prisoner of war in the Far East, where he had suffered so awfully that his brain had remained connected to those horrors by an invisible elastic cord—a cord that was sometimes still given a jerk by cruel Fate, usually at the most inopportune moments.
   

 
  
   
    “ ’E ’ad to eat rats!”
    
   
    Mrs. Mullet had told me, wide-eyed in the kitchen.
    
   
    “Rats, fancy!
    
   
    They ’ad to fry ’em!”
   

 
  
   
    With everyone in the household disqualified for one reason or another as the Bringer of Gifts, that left only Father Christmas.
   

 
  
   
    He would be coming again in less than a week and, in 
    order to settle the question once and for all, I had long ago laid plans to trap him.
   

 
  
   
    Scientifically.
   

 
  
   
    Birdlime, as any practical chemist will tell you, can be easily manufactured by boiling the middle bark of holly for eight or nine hours, burying it under a stone for a fortnight, and then, after disinterring it, washing and pulverizing it in running river water, and leaving it to ferment.
    
   
    The stuff had been used for centuries by bird-sellers, who had smeared it on branches to trap the songbirds they sold in the city streets.
   

 
  
   
    The great Sir Francis Galton had described a method of manufacturing the stuff in his book 
    The Art of Travel; or, Shifts and Contrivances Available in Wild Countries, a signed copy of which I had found among a heavily underlined set of his works in Uncle Tar’s library.
    
   
    I had followed Sir Francis’s instructions to the letter, lugging home in midsummer armloads of holly from the great oaks that grew in Gibbet Wood, and boiling the broken branches over a laboratory Bunsen burner in a stew pot borrowed—without her knowledge—from Mrs. Mullet.
    
   
    During the final stages, I had added a few chemical twists of my own to make the pulverized resin a hundred times more sticky than the original recipe.
    
   
    Now, after six months of preparation, my concoction was powerful enough to stop a Gabon gorilla in its tracks, and Father Christmas—if he existed—wouldn’t stand a chance.
    
   
    Unless the jolly old gentleman just happened to be traveling with a handy bottle of sulfuric ether, (C
    2H
    5)2O, to dissolve the birdlime, he was going to stay 
    stuck to our chimney-pot forever—or until I decided to set him free.
   

 
  
   
    It was a brilliant plan.
    
   
    I wondered why no one had thought of it before.
   

 
  
   
    Peering out through the curtains, I saw that it had snowed in the night.
    
   
    Driven by the north wind, white flakes were still swirling madly in the light of the downstairs kitchen window.
   

 
  
   
    Who could be up at such an hour?
    
   
    It was too early for Mrs. Mullet to have walked from Bishop’s Lacey.
   

 
  
   
    And then I remembered!
   

 
  
   
    Today was the day the intruders were arriving from London.
    
   
    How could I ever have forgotten such a thing?
   

 
  
   
    It had been more than a month ago—on November 11, in fact, that gray and subdued autumn day upon which everyone in Bishop’s Lacey had mourned in silence all those whom they had lost in the wars—that Father had summoned us to the drawing room to break the grim news.
   

 
  
   
    “I’m afraid I have to tell you that the inevitable has happened,” he said at last, turning away from the window, out of which he had been staring morosely for a quarter of an hour.
   

 
  
   
    “I needn’t remind you of our precarious financial prospects …”
   

 
  
   
    He said this forgetting the fact that he reminded us daily—sometimes twice in an hour—of our dwindling reserves.
    
   
    Buckshaw had belonged to Harriet, and when she had died without leaving a will (who, after all, could even imagine that someone so brimming over with life could meet her end on a mountain in far-off Tibet?)
    
   
    the troubles had begun.
    
   
    For ten years now, Father had been going 
    through the courtly steps of the “Dance of Death,” as he called it, with the gray men from His Majesty’s Revenue Department.
   

 
  
   
    Yet in spite of the mounting pile of bills on the foyer table, and in spite of the increasing telephonic demands from coarse-voiced callers from London, Father had somehow managed to muddle through.
   

 
  
   
    Once, because of his phobia about “the instrument,” as he called the telephone, I had answered one of these brash calls myself, bringing it to rather an amusing end by pretending to speak no English.
   

 
  
   
    When the telephone had jangled again a minute later, I picked up the receiver at once, then jiggled my finger rapidly up and down on the cradle.
   

 
  
   
    “Hello?”
    
   
    I had shouted.
    
   
    “Hello?
    
   
    Hello?
    
   
    I’m sorry—Can’t hear you.
    
   
    Frightful connection.
    
   
    Call back some other day.”
   

 
  
   
    On the third ring, I had taken the receiver off the hook and spat into the mouthpiece, which began at once to give off an alarming crackling noise.
   

 
  
   
    “Fire,” I had said in a dazed and vaguely monotonous voice.
    
   
    “The house is in flames … the walls and the floor.
    
   
    I’m afraid I must ring off now.
    
   
    I’m sorry, but the firemen are hacking at the window.”
   

 
  
   
    The bill collector had not called back.
   

 
  
   
    “My meetings with the Estate Duties Office,” Father was saying, “have come to nothing.
    
   
    It is all up for us now.”
   

 
  
   
    “But Aunt Felicity!”
    
   
    Daffy protested.
    
   
    “Surely Aunt Felicity—”
   

 
  
   
    “Your Aunt Felicity has neither the means nor the inclination to alleviate the situation.
    
   
    I’m afraid she’s—”
   

 
  
   
    “Coming down for Christmas,” Daffy interrupted.
    
   
    “You could ask her while she’s here!”
   

 
  
   
    “No,” Father said sadly, shaking his head.
    
   
    “All means have failed.
    
   
    The dance is over.
    
   
    I have been forced at last to give up Buckshaw—”
   

 
  
   
    I let out a gasp.
   

 
  
   
    Feely leaned forward, her brow furrowed.
    
   
    She was chewing at one of her fingernails: unheard of in someone as vain as she.
   

 
  
   
    Daffy looked on through half-shut eyes, inscrutable as ever.
   

 
  
   
    “—to a film studio,” Father went on.
    
   
    “They will arrive in the week before Christmas, and will remain in full possession until their work is complete.”
   

 
  
   
    “But what about us?”
    
   
    Daffy asked.
    
   
    “What’s to become of us?”
   

 
  
   
    “We shall be allowed to remain on the premises,” Father replied, “provided we keep to our quarters and don’t interfere in any way with the company’s work at hand.
    
   
    I’m sorry, but those were the best terms I could manage.
    
   
    In return, we shall receive, in the end, sufficient remuneration to keep our noses above water—at least until next Lady Day.”
   

 
  
   
    I should have suspected something of the kind.
    
   
    It was only a couple of months since we had received a visitation from a pair of young men in scarves and flannels who had spent two days photographing Buckshaw from every conceivable angle, inside and out.
    
   
    Neville and Charlie, they were called, and Father had been exceedingly vague about their intentions.
    
   
    Supposing it to be just another photo visit from 
    Country Life, I had put it out of my mind.
   

 
  
   
    Now Father had been drawn again to the window, where he stood gazing out upon his troubled estate.
   

 
  
   
    Feely got to her feet and strolled casually to the looking glass.
    
   
    She leaned in, peering closely at her own reflection.
   

 
  
   
    I knew already what was on her mind.
   

 
  
   
    “Any idea what it’s about?”
    
   
    she asked in a voice that wasn’t quite her own.
    
   
    “The film, I mean.”
   

 
  
   
    “Another one of those blasted country house things, I believe,” Father replied, without turning round.
    
   
    “I didn’t bother to ask.”
   

 
  
   
    “Any big names?”
   

 
  
   
    “None that I recognize,” Father said.
    
   
    “The agent rattled on and on about someone named Wyvern, but it meant nothing to me.”
   

 
  
   
    “
    Phyllis Wyvern?”
    
   
    Daffy was all agog.
    
   
    “Not 
    Phyllis Wyvern?”
   

 
  
   
    “Yes, that’s it,” Father said, brightening, but only a little.
    
   
    “Phyllis.
    
   
    The name rang a bell.
    
   
    Same name as the chairwoman of the Hampshire Philatelic Society.
   

 
  
   
    “Except that 
    her name is Phyllis 
    Bramble,” he added, “not Wyvern.”
   

 
  
   
    “But Phyllis Wyvern is the biggest film star in the world,” Feely said, open-mouthed.
    
   
    “In the 
    galaxy!”
   

 
  
   
    “In the universe,” Daffy added solemnly.
    
   
    “
    The Crossing Keeper’s Daughter—she played Minah Kilgore, remember?
    
    
     Anna of the Steppes … Love and Blood … Dressed For Death … The Secret Summer
    . 
   
    She was supposed to have played Scarlett O’Hara in 
    Gone With the Wind, but she choked on a peach pit the night before her screen test and couldn’t speak a word.”
   

 
  
   
    Daffy kept up to date on all the latest cinema gossip 
    by speed-reading magazines at the village newsagent’s shop.
   

 
  
   
    “She’s coming here to Buckshaw?”
    
   
    Feely asked.
    
   
    “Phyllis Wyvern?”
   

 
  
   
    Father had given the ghost of a shrug and returned to staring glumly out the window.
   

 
  
   
    I hurried down the east staircase.
    
   
    The dining room was in darkness.
    
   
    As I walked into the kitchen, Daffy and Feely looked up sourly from their porridge troughs.
   

 
  
   
    “Oh, there you are, dear,” said Mrs. Mullet.
    
   
    “We was just talkin’ about sendin’ up a search party to see if you was still alive. ’
   
   
    Urry along now.
    
   
    Them fillum people will be ’ere before you can say ‘Jack Robertson.’ ”
   

 
  
   
    I bolted my breakfast (clumpy porridge and burnt toast with lemon curd) and was about to make my escape when the kitchen door opened and in came Dogger on a rush of cold, fresh air.
   

 
  
   
    “Good morning, Dogger,” I said.
    
   
    “Are we picking out a tree today?”
   

 
  
   
    For as long as I could remember, it had been a tradition for my sisters and me, in the week before Christmas, to accompany Dogger into the wood on Buckshaw’s eastern outskirts, where we would gravely consider this tree and that, awarding each one points for height, shape, fullness, and general all-round character before finally selecting a champion.
   

 
  
   
    Next morning, as if by magic, the chosen tree would appear in the drawing room, set up securely in a coal scuttle and ready for our attentions.
    
   
    All of us—except Father—
    would spend the day in a blizzard of antique tinsel, silver and gold garlands, colored glass balls, and little angels tooting pasteboard trumpets, hovering as long as we could over our small tasks until late in the darkening afternoon when, reluctantly, the thing was done.
   

 
  
   
    Because it was the single day of the year upon which my sisters were a little less beastly to me than usual, I looked forward to it with barely suppressed excitement.
    
   
    For a single day—or for a few hours at least—we would be carefully civil to one another, teasing and joking and sometimes even laughing together, as if we were one of those poor but cheerful families from Dickens.
   

 
  
   
    I was already smiling in anticipation.
   

 
  
   
    “I’m afraid not, Miss Flavia,” Dogger said.
    
   
    “The colonel has given orders for the house to be left as is.
    
   
    Those are the wishes of the film people.”
   

 
  
   
    “Oh, bother the film people!”
    
   
    I said, perhaps too loudly.
    
   
    “They can’t keep us from having Christmas.”
   

 
  
   
    But I saw at once by the sad look on Dogger’s face that they could.
   

 
  
   
    “I shall put up a little tree in the greenhouse,” he said.
    
   
    “It will keep longer in the cool air.”
   

 
  
   
    “But it won’t be the same!”
    
   
    I protested.
   

 
  
   
    “No, it won’t,” Dogger agreed, “but we shall have done our best.”
   

 
  
   
    Before I could think of a reply, Father came into the kitchen, scowling at us as if he were a bank manager, and we a group of renegade depositors who had somehow managed to breach the barriers before opening time.
   

 
  
   
    We all of us sat with eyes downcast as he opened his 
    
    London Philatelist and turned his attention to spreading his charred toast with pallid white margarine.
   

 
  
   
    “Nice fresh snow overnight,” Mrs. Mullet remarked cheerily, but I could see by her worried glance towards the window that her heart was not in it.
    
   
    If the wind kept blowing as it was, she would have to wade home through the drifts when her day’s work was done.
   

 
  
   
    Of course, if the weather were too severe, Father would have Dogger ring up for Clarence Mundy’s taxicab—but with a stiff winter crosswind, it was always touch and go whether Clarence could plow through the deep piles that invariably drifted in between the gaps in the hedgerows.
    
   
    As all of us knew, there were times when Buckshaw was accessible only on foot.
   

 
  
   
    When Harriet was alive, there had been a sleigh with bells and blankets—in fact, the sleigh itself still stood in a shadowy corner of the coach house, behind Harriet’s Rolls Royce Phantom II, each of them a monument to its departed owner.
    
   
    The horses, alas, were long gone: sold at auction in the wake of Harriet’s death.
   

 
  
   
    Something rumbled in the distance.
   

 
  
   
    “Listen!”
    
   
    I said.
    
   
    “What was that?”
   

 
  
   
    “Wind,” Daffy replied.
    
   
    “Do you want that last piece of toast, or shall I have it?”
   

 
  
   
    I grabbed the slice and gobbled it down dry as I dashed for the foyer.
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