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DECEIVE, DECEIVE ME ONCE AGAIN 

             

 

"Do we indeed desire the dead 

Should still be near us at our side? 

Is there no baseness we would hide? 

No inner vileness that we dread?" 

   

                                                      In Memoriam A.H.H.    

                                                                        Tennyson.  

 

 

The green baize lawns of Winterbrook Manor slumbered in the golden heat of a late July 

afternoon.  The herbaceous borders were abuzz with the activity of insects.  Swallows chattered 

noisily as they darted beneath the eaves of the house and skimmed the surface of the boating 

lake.   And the five house guests, as was their custom at this time of day, draped themselves on 

creaking wicker chairs amid the detritus of afternoon tea, and spoke quietly of murder. 

       Seated around the tea table were Doctor Merrivale, Colonel Bellamy of Lower Ashfield, 

Arlena Conway, the vicar's wife, Roderick West, a well-to-do literary young man who had 

recently made a name for himself as a poet, and Detective Inspector Edmund Crozier of 

Scotland Yard (retired). 

       The sixth member of their party was barely discernible, separate as she was from the rest of 

the group.  She sat in a straight backed library chair (so kind of Gladys to carry it through the French 

doors, and down the terrace steps) and reposed in the shade of a giant Cedar of Lebanon tree.  To an 

outsider - of which there were few in the village of King's Abbot - she mightn't have been 

noticed at all.   
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     She appeared to be at least eighty years old, tall and very slim.  Her hair was soft and white, 

and though her face was lined and her shoulders now stooped with age, she was still yet a 

handsome woman.  More often than not she wore an old fashioned tweed skirt and jacket, her 

white blouse adorned with a string of pearls. And upon her head, the brim of a simple felt hat 

was embellished with the tail feather of a pheasant, giving one a fleeting reminder of the 

delightful debutante she must once have been.  Sensible stockings and irreproachable brogue 

shoes kept her feet firmly on the ground. 

     She seemed then, much like any other elderly women in the county - a quietly dependable  

presence in a world that - beyond the closed confines of this garden at least - seemed to be 

changing beyond all recognition.  There she sat, busily knitting in the shade of the great tree, 

seeming not to follow the conversation of her friends assembled on the lawn. Occasionally she 

would smile at some remark made by Arlena Conway, or nod her head in agreement with 

Colonel Bellamy.  

      Mostly however, she just observed.  

      Yet those outside her circle of friends who didn't know her well - those too quick to criticise- 

failed to recognise one fundamental truth about this elderly lady with the kindly blue eyes.  

Her  gentle demeanour, so clearly cultivated, belied the scalpel-sharp focus of her mind.   

Despite her protestations to the contrary, her friends knew that she secretly enjoyed taking an 

inquisitive and violent delight in the wickedness of others.     

     She recognised the very real presence of evil in the world, and believed that murder - the 

ultimate violation - must always be avenged. She understood more clearly than most, the baseness 

of human nature, and when confronted with a crime, displayed an iron determination to see 

justice done.   

     Quietly confident in her own powers of deduction, here was a woman who could unravel a 

tangled web of deceit with consummate skill.  
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     Yet, when pressed,  explain it away as intuition.  And so it was on this golden summer's 

afternoon. 

      Detective Inspector Edmund Crozier, shielding his eyes with his hand, looked in the 

direction of the elderly woman sitting just beyond the glare of the full summer sun. 

      He said: "Do you believe in evil Miss M?" 

      Laying aside her knitting, another dropped stitch - how tiresome! she said: "Evil, my dear Inspector 

is like a troublesome invasion of bindweed in a perennial border. It chokes the life from all that it 

encounters and must be disentangled and pulled up by the roots. One must be vigilant."   She 

glanced over at the beauty of her own garden, the flower beds beneath the drawing room 

windows looking resplendent at this time of year with their Michaelmas daisies,  roses, 

belladonna and sweet peas. She said: "And yes Inspector, I have encountered a lot of evil in my 

life, but...." she continued, with a self deprecating smile,  "as you well know, my puzzle solving 

skills are not exceptional - merely intuitive." And with a slight nod she resumed her knitting.   

      Colonel Bellamy, listening to this conversation with half an ear, suddenly bestirred himself 

and leaned forward in his chair. In his thick tweed suit he perspired brutishly. He mopped his 

brow with a handkerchief.  

       He said: "Come now, this won't do at all.    You do realise of course....we're none of us 

fooled by your deception!" He brushed crumbs from the front of his waistcoat - "Confound it 

all, not one of us here, can arrive at the solution to a puzzle like you can! You make fools of us 

all."  

She smiled indulgently at her friend, a twinkle appearing in her pale blue eyes. 

She said: "Oh no, my dear Colonel, quite the contrary."  

    She reached over for another slice of Ruby's seed cake, a bowl of fresh blackcurrants and 

Devonshire cream at its side. Such a rarity these days to find a girl who knew how to make a proper seed 
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cake. Ruby was such a treasure. A rather plain girl, and a touch slow perhaps, but so smart in her black and 

white apron and cap. 

     The others were looking at her expectantly. She busied herself with tea and cake. 

An adventuresome bumble bee flew its exploratory way across the lawn, and landed with 

precision on the bowl of summer berries and cream. A swift arm was swept in a sidelong 

movement towards him, and with a buzz of disorientation, he clattered backwards onto an 

empty saucer, his legs a staccato frenzy of panic. 

     The elderly woman gazed speculatively at the stricken insect, then at her eager audience on 

the lawn, and made as though to speak.   

She frowned, her eyes seeming to settle on years long past.  

       Her Aunt Helen believed that if a bee flew inside one's house, it meant that someone was 

coming to visit. However, if one killed the bee, then the visitor would bring bad news. 

     So many memories..... What was it about that bee?.... and the blackcurrants?....... that reminded 

one.......a disturbing case from long ago........ 

      And then she knew.      

      Ruby's admirable seed cake would needs must remain uneaten for the moment. The elderly 

woman with the gentle manner and shrewd china blue eyes understood. The time had come 

when she must at least begin to attempt to explain her methods to her friends assembled on the 

lawn, so that they may finally see her as fallible.  That bee, in its bumbling manner, was a lowly 

reminder that although she was successful a lot of the time in uncovering the roots of crime, 

there were indeed many failures of which she was less proud. 

       But where to begin? It's so difficult sometimes to make oneself understood clearly; one's thoughts get so 

jumbled. 

     Her eyes were thoughtful as she looked at each of her guests in turn. The old woman 

continued gently: "I'm sure you'll think me foolish, but I've always thought that bees, with that 
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sting in their tail, are diminutive harbingers of misfortune. I can see by your smile Roderick, that 

you don't agree with my ramblings, but the young are so sceptical of such things - I'm sure you'll 

forgive me speaking so frankly my dear - without really having any experience of life at all." 

       A cloud passed across the sun, and the garden was momentarily cast in shade. The elderly 

woman glanced appraisingly at her guests. There was silence for a moment before she continued. 

"A bee on the blackcurrants reminded me - such a trivial thing - and yet, just such a trivial event 

many, many years ago was the instigator of  real tragedy." Her face assumed a look of genuine 

regret, such as her friends had never seen before. She continued: "I was so empty-headed you see 

and could make nothing of the case."   

        Her gaze fell once more upon the herbaceous border, beneath the drawing room windows - 

a triumphant celebration of colour, as light and gay as bunting at a féte.  And there to the left of 

the window was the ancient tree she loved so much - how did Mr. Oscar Wilde describe 

laburnum's vivid yellow blossoms again?...- ah, yes... "their tremulous branches seemed hardly 

able to bear the burden of a beauty so flame-like as theirs" - that was it  I'm sure, and so 

true......And yet it was  beneath that very window that...... She shook her head,  cursing herself for 

a sentimental fool, and pressed on with her tale. 

      She said with a sigh:  "At the point at which I begin, a young man with his whole life ahead 

of him lay dead. His best friend, accused of his murder, lay awaiting the gallows in a condemned 

man's cell. And the dead man's wife was misunderstood."   

       She lowered her head. "I could have made so much more of the case. The most shameful 

thing of all is that proper justice wasn't served. The story failed to have a proper ending if you 

understand me."  

      Doctor Merrivale coughed quietly in his most discreet bedside manner: "My dear Miss. M.  

I'm sure no one would hold you personally responsible for the predicament in which these 

unfortunate people found themselves." 
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       "Oh, but I am responsible," she said. "Their fate was ultimately in my hands. I just became 

confused, and - oh dear - what one really means to say is that if there was anyone who could have 

resolved things satisfactorily, then by rights it ought to have been me. Forgive me, but I need to 

explain...."   

********** 

 

"The facts of the case are really quite simple," she said. "Freddie Kennedy was a lovely child.  He 

grew  up in the orchards of Buckinghamshire - never learning to read or write -  but, growing 

into an extremely disciplined young gentleman, he ultimately became a Private in the 

Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry. He married Beatrice Ledbury just before the 

war - she was such a beautiful creature, quite striking - and young Freddie couldn't quite believe 

his good fortune. You know, she worked in Boot's the Chemist as a very young woman, yet she 

always seemed to me to be someone who was destined for greater things; always looking for self 

advancement.   She paused, the smile fading from her lips. 

     "The war violently interrupted their life together.  He was posted to the front and became a 

'soldier servant' to a commissioned officer,  Captain Rupert Gethryn. I don't need to remind you 

of the conditions out there," - she chose not to speak of the fetid mud, barbed wire and machine 

guns - "but the two men became close, as people will in extreme circumstances, and came to rely 

on each other in countless ways despite their difference in rank and class." 

     Colonel Bellamy's memory was nudged into reminiscence: "I remember my own bat man 

'fella, during that campaign. He maintained my uniform better than a wife,  and was a first rate 

soldier to boot." The others smiled indulgently. 

      The elderly woman continued: "Captain Gethryn was himself a first rate soldier. He was 

renowned for his marksmanship and discipline and had been awarded the 'Distinguished Service 

Order.'  She shook her head sadly. "So distressing, his fall from grace...."   She was silent for 
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several moments, and then continued, her voice barely audible: "At The Final Advance in 

Picardy, the trauma of battle became too much to bear and Freddie Kennedy's nerves finally 

gave out - 'war neurosis' they called it - such a dreadful term don't you think? Although 'shell 

shock' is even more horribly descriptive  - and he was regarded as unfit for service of any kind. 

He returned here to Winterbrook Manor which had been requisitioned by the war office for use 

as a hospital. And it was here that he was reunited with Beatrice, who had trained as a nurse. He 

was completely incapacitated poor man, unable to even speak." 

Her friends listened to this tale with attention. It was young Roderick West who asked: "But, 

Miss. M. - what was your involvement?" 

     "Well, young Freddie died so horribly you see. I knew that something was not quite right. The 

letters he wrote to Beatrice prior to his illness, were so touching - written on cheap thin paper, 

crumpled and caked with mud - they all began, 'My Darling Bea - he wrote of his love for her, 

and his memories of home, his longing for a nice bowl of blackcurrants on his return, and such 

like. No violent truths of any kind. Apart from one line, which read 'I would rather die than lose your 

love.' And of course, he did, poor man." Her face became troubled. 

        "On that fateful day, Captain Gethryn, on leave from the front, and Beatrice Ledbury, were 

standing together in Freddie's room. Do you see - that room over there next to the laburnum 

tree? It was a hot summer's day, much like today and the window was open. Rupert Gethryn had 

brought  his friend a bowl of blackcurrants, and Freddie had managed to eat six or seven of 

them." She closed her eyes gently before continuing. "Beatrice stood by the open window, the 

pocket of her starched white uniform stained with the juice of blackcurrants - such an irritation - 

but she smiled to see the two friends reunited.  And yet, within half an hour, Freddie was 

delirious, and barely able to breathe. He clutched Captain Gethryn's hand and pulled him close 

to his ear, and with the utmost difficulty, uttered the first word he had spoken in months.". 

The group on the lawn found themselves all leaning forward in their chairs. 
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      "He said 'BEWARE!"    

      "And then he was dead," she whispered, "and Captain Gethryn was beside himself with 

grief."   

The group looked at her in blank astonishment. 

       She continued:" A bee was found dead in the bowl of blackcurrants, and Beatrice pointed 

out a sting mark on Freddie's arm. It seemed like a terrible accident. But that word did make one 

think....." 

      "I don't see why," interrupted Colonel Bellamy, "he'd been stung, and was warning his friend 

of the threat." 

      "Dear me, no, that won't do - you see, he grew up surrounded by orchard trees in blossom. 

No child with a fatal allergy to bees could have survived that. And furthermore the small prick in 

his arm was found to have been caused by a recent vaccination against Spanish influenza." 

      "Couldn't he have been saying..."Bee? ...Where?" asked Arlena Conway rather tentatively. 

The old woman smiled gently and said: "I think not." She pressed on: 

      "Equally intriguing was the fact that a fragment of a letter was found in the wastepaper 

basket in Freddie's room addressed to Beatrice. There was no signature but it had the same 

handwriting as the others, except this time the paper was of fine quality. The fragment read: 

"Beatrice, I have betrayed a gallant man."  

     "Surely," Doctor Merrivale interjected, "an old letter from Freddie to Beatrice explaining his 

shame at letting the Captain down.....?" 

      "Don't forget," the elderly woman said, warming to her subject, "he was a man stricken by 

war by this time, and would not have been so rational." 

      The elderly woman had been brought up to have a proper regard for truth, no matter how 

frightful, and so resolved to clarify matters for her friends. 
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"The case was not about the bee at all," she said. "Poor Freddie had been poisoned. Outside the 

window of his room grew belladonna - derived from the Italian for 'beautiful lady' of course -

such a deadly plant with its small black, sweet tasting berries. Otherwise known as Deadly 

Nightshade. Two to five berries is enough to kill a man. Especially when disguised in a bowl of 

blackcurrants." 

       "So Captain Gethryn was guilty?" said Detective Inspector Crozier. "As a decorated military 

man, Gethryn couldn't abide what he believed to be cowardice rather than shell shock, and 

cruelly despatched his loyal servant?"  

      "Oh no," she replied with feeling. "Don't forget his genuine grief at his friend's death. A 

military man inured to death and destruction, would not react in such a way if he were the 

perpetrator." 

       Realization dawned in the Colonel's stolid face. He said: "So it was his wife! The black stain 

on her uniform pocket was caused by the juice of Deadly Nighshade berries? No wonder she 

smiled when she saw them together! Her chance at last." 

       "Exactly!" she said with triumph, "Beatrice was beside the open window remember, so the 

berries were within easy reach. And she used to work in Boots so understood the effects of 

poisons." 

      The Colonel's look of self congratulation turned to dismay: "But why....? What was her 

motive?"  

      "That self same shame that Detective Crozier mentioned. She was always wanting to improve 

her station in life, don't forget. To be married to an ex-soldier would not suit her at all." She 

paused and added mischievously: "How much better, to set one's cap at an officer! And what 

better time to get one's husband out of the way than when he's delirious with shell shock. He had 

said in a letter after all, that he'd rather die than lose her love. So be it." Her lips became grimly set. 
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"How fortuitous for her that the symptoms of war neurosis and belladonna poisoning are 

remarkably similar."  

      "But what I fail to understand," said Arlena Conway, "is why Captain Gethryn wasn't then 

released, in the face of Beatrice's guilt...?" 

       "You're forgetting the letters......" she replied evenly, "many written on cheap paper, 

addressed to 'My darling Bea' - and others, written on quality paper addressed to 'Beatrice'.    

      "What about them.....?" demanded Roderick West of his aunt. 

       "They were written by two different men, to the same woman," she said placidly. 

         Her guests sat in bemused silence. 

She continued: "You're forgetting that Freddie Kennedy with his poor education was unable to 

write. The two men came to rely on each other in countless ways, as I've said, and so, in the 

horror of the trenches, Freddie dictated his love to Bea as Captain Gethryn wrote." 

       "And the letter fragment on the quality paper....?" asked Dr. Merrivale. 

       "Was written by Rupert Gethryn - to 'Beatrice' - not 'Bea'  you notice - no doubt once 

Gethryn was back in England on leave and had access to quality paper. I have absolutely no 

doubt that he'd fallen hopelessly in love with the beautiful Beatrice, and this fragment was just 

one of many love letters written to her after his friend had become ill. When writing the letters to 

Bea on Freddie's behalf, it must have seemed to Captain Gethryn in some strange way - in the 

loneliness of war - as though he were himself in a relationship with her, before the actual fact of it 

being so." 

      "But what did the words of the letter mean, and why was just a fragment found?" asked 

Arlena. 

       "Guilt," she replied. "Rupert Gethryn was not guilty of murder, but he did feel guilty over his 

friend's betrayal. That's why it read: 'Beatrice, I have betrayed a gallant man.' This was not Freddie 

writing about his betrayal of Captain Gethryn, but vice versa.  I'm sure he no doubt went on to 
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explain that he wanted to end their relationship. And Beatrice, in a furious rage, ripped up the 

letter in fury, not caring that her erstwhile lover would hang for a crime he didn't commit."   

       Shadows lengthened on the lawn and a pigeon high in the branches of the Cedar gave his 

lethargic mournful call. 

     "So now all is explained," she said. "Beatrice in her white uniform seemed an angel of mercy, 

but I'm firmly of the belief that nothing is ever as it seems.  I'm reminded of young Elvira Drake 

who worked in the Drapery department of Gorringe's - such a helpful scrap of a child, and timid.  

How terrible that she should have murdered her mother - such a brutal slaying - and to carry her 

body to the bottom of the garden - yet, I always thought it queer the way she could shoulder 

bolts of fabric across the shop floor with perfect ease.  And Beatrice too - how ironic that she  

should bear the same name as the kind soul in Dante's The Divine Comedy, the saviour who guided 

Dante out of purgatory, and showed him what might await him in the afterlife. How appropriate 

too that the ninth and last circle of hell in Dante's Inferno should be associated with Treachery.  

Freddie's wife was a beautiful but poisonous woman -  a 'flame-like' beauty as deadly as 

laburnum blossom." 

      Roddy West still wore a look of confusion. He said: "But, Miss M - You've not yet explained 

about the word 'BEWARE'....." 

      "Oh, but that's simple, my dear. What Freddie actually said in his delirious state was "BEA - 

AWARE." Or, in other words, he was aware that Bea was trying to kill him. Poor Gethryn could 

do nothing to help his friend, and when the nature of his relationship with Beatrice was 

discovered - and one considers that it was he who fed Freddie the blackcurrants.....well -" 

        Arlena Conway said with passion: "So she got off scot-free? And Gethryn was hanged? I 

just hope she makes peace with her creator." 
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The elderly woman - Miss Mallowan, neé Christie - smiled gently. She rose from her seat and 

moved from the shade of the tree into the twilight of the garden. Her keen eyes searched those 

of her friends.  

       "But don't you see?" she said, "I was their creator! Their fate was in my hands. As I've said, I 

could make nothing of the case - the evidence was purely circumstantial. The plot was going 

nowhere, and so the story had no end.  Captain Rupert Gethryn is still imprisoned in the 

confines of my mind. Oh, yes, now and then I'll hear him quietly implore - "Agatha! Agatha! I'm 

still here......" - but, my dears, I've got a reputation to uphold. The story I've just told you - in the 

strictest confidence of course - is definitely not good enough for a novel."  

      With her head a little on one side, she added: "And it would definitely be second rate,  were it 

ever to be written as a short story." 

And with that, she turned on her heels, and led her guests once more up the garden path.    

 


