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      If you were going to get married in a quaint old Cornish church, on a glorious autumn day, you couldn’t do better than this, Kate Palmer reckoned, looking round the interior of St Piran’s. The sun was shining through the stained-glass windows on the sweet-pea-coloured outfits of the female wedding guests, bathing them in a heavenly luminescence – on the bride’s side anyway. Although there were not so many on the bridegroom’s side on the right, so Kate was pleased she had come along with her partner, Woody Forrest, to swell the numbers.

      Old Edith Bellamy was thundering out ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’ on the organ, missing the occasional note, as was her wont. The dark oak pews were all adorned with posies of white roses at each end, even the empty pews on the bridegroom Joe Perry’s side. Kate had only met Joe briefly once, but Woody knew him quite well, had been pleased to be invited and wanted Kate to accompany him.

      The flower arrangement at the altar was a vision to behold; roses, lilies, what looked like jasmine – and oh, the perfume! – plus masses of exotic greenery. Beautiful. Expensive.

      Kate looked down at her own inexpensive emerald-green semi-fitted dress. She’d bought it in the sales, where she bought most of her clothes, since a nurse’s pay did not stretch to designer prices. Woody had said she looked beautiful but then his eagle eye did not always notice such details, although he’d rarely missed anything of importance when he was the local detective inspector. They’d been together for eighteen months now, ever since she’d swapped the South-East for the South-West. In that time, she’d met many locals due, in part, to working at the medical centre, but she hadn’t yet met Penelope Bowen, mother of the bride, and one of these people who was involved in just about everything in the neighbourhood. Kate had never heard of her coming into the medical centre though, so reckoned she must be reasonably healthy.

      Woody confirmed that the well-built woman, resplendent in mauve brocade and shaking hands with some local dignitaries, was indeed Penelope. She looked pleased with herself, as well she might – although, as rumour had it, she was not altogether delighted with her daughter’s choice of bridegroom.

      Kate counted exactly fifteen guests on the groom’s side of the church, including themselves. She was surprised because Joe was popular in Tinworthy, but then again Penelope, an enthusiastic social climber, would have selected the guests, and Joe’s plumbing and drinking mates would not quite fit the bill. Whereas on the opposite side of the aisle, Penelope had obviously decided to invite as many local bigwigs as she could muster, probably at the expense of any old aunties, as there didn’t appear to be any of them in attendance.

      Joe, while he waited at the altar, was busy swatting a bee which appeared to have taken a fancy to him. He was a slim, brown-haired lad who normally had a robust ruddy complexion but today appeared exceedingly pale, which Kate could only assume was due to nerves.

      Kate could well imagine why he might feel that way, having to face the exalted – for a little place like Tinworthy anyway – congregation that Penelope had amassed. Kate herself had had a modest ceremony all those years ago when she’d married her now ex-husband – just as well the way things turned out. But, even then, she could still recall compiling the guest list: who to invite, who not to invite, who was most likely to get drunk and crash face first into the potage de jour, and so on. It could be a minefield, and she was glad that her older son had followed suit, with only a handful of guests, followed by a nice lunch in a smart restaurant where he lived in Edinburgh.

      Her younger son, on the other hand, out in Australia, showed no inclination whatsoever to make his union legal, but she could hardly quibble, since she was in much the same position herself now. Sometimes she wondered if she and Woody should get married but, at their late ages, what was the point? She was perfectly happy with things the way they were and was in no hurry to upset the status quo.

      Kate glanced across at the so-called dignitaries: the lord mayor, wearing some kind of fancy waistcoat with buttons straining to contain his paunch; his wife, in pink satin with an enormous hat, the brim packed with roses, ribbons and what looked like redcurrants. Everyone had tried to avoid sitting directly behind her, which meant people were squeezing together for several rows back.

      Then there was Peter Edwards, a local shop owner and magistrate, his bald head gleaming in a ray of heavenly sunshine from the gold in the windows. Next to him was Rowena Harper, a well-to-do widow who had no claim to fame other than that she was supposed to be a distant relation of the Earl of Snowdon, although that had never been verified. And there was Basil Honeywell, who was the son of Lord Somebody-or-Other, and who was supposedly madly in love with the bride, so much so that he’d followed her down from London. He appeared suitably morose. Strange that a spurned lover should be attending, Kate thought, but of course he was Penelope’s sort of person.

      Now the excitement was mounting. Everyone loved a wedding, particularly as so many of them had been inexplicably cancelled this past summer. And Melissa Bowen was such a pretty girl! What would her dress be like? Kate wondered. Apparently, it had been imported from France or Italy or somewhere, at vast expense. Well, that was the Bowens for you, doing things in style!

      After a couple of stray notes, Edith launched into a rousing rendition of ‘The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’, which heralded the arrival of the bride, on her father’s arm. Dennis, looking very debonair in his morning suit, proudly led his daughter up the aisle to where her husband-to-be awaited. Melissa was a vision in white lace. The dress was floor-length, long-sleeved and complete with a sweetheart neckline, her hair carefully swept up into an elegant chignon with a little ringlet left loose in front of each ear. Melissa looked blissfully happy.

      Poor Joe, Kate thought, glancing at the pale, nervous-looking bridegroom, still swatting at the persistent bee and about to acquire a difficult mother-in-law. According to Sue at the surgery, Penelope made no secret of the fact that she was strongly opposed to her youngest daughter marrying Joe Perry, a mere plumber, when her other two daughters had done so well for themselves, snaring a lawyer and a banker respectively.

      As a beaming Dennis Bowen handed over his daughter at the altar, Kate nudged Woody and whispered, ‘At least Dennis looks happy about Joe, doesn’t he?’

      Woody, looking very tasty, Kate thought, in his dark-grey suit, muttered, ‘Joe doesn’t look so good though.’

      Kate switched her attention back to the bridegroom and noted that Joe had stopped swatting the bee and had begun to sway somewhat alarmingly from side to side, whilst looking deathly pale. Perhaps he was still recovering from the stag night which had taken place only a couple of evenings previously. It was, of course, madness to have the stag night so close to the wedding. Added to the fact that the boy must be extremely nervous. And Kate suddenly felt nervous for him.

      The lugubrious Reverend Roger Starling smoothed down his robes, looked at them all sadly over the top of his glasses, cleared his throat and droned, ‘We are gathered here together…’ just as Joe’s ankles appeared to give way and he sank slowly to the floor. In retrospect, Kate couldn’t help but compare his literal downfall to that of the blowing-up of redundant blocks of flats and chimney stacks, which crumpled from beneath before everything else descended on top.

      The bride shrieked, there were gasps all round and everyone rushed towards the altar. Kate, as a nurse, automatically got to her feet and dashed down the aisle, Woody directly behind her, shouting for someone to call for an ambulance. She elbowed her way through the gawping onlookers, while Woody roared, ‘Stand back, please!’ in his most authoritarian voice, honed to perfection by his many years as Tinworthy’s detective inspector.

      The bride, Melissa, was inconsolable, weeping all over her husband-to-be. Kate got down on her knees while Woody gently steered Melissa to her ashen-faced mother, and then kneeled down beside Kate. One thing was clear: Joe was not breathing. Kate grasped him by the shoulders and shook him in the hope of some response, but there was none. Straight away she pinched his nostrils closed and began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      ‘Try to find a pulse, Woody,’ she muttered between breaths.

      After a few minutes, he shook his head sadly.

      Kate continued for several more seconds to no avail before she signalled to Woody to start chest compressions. They then formed a pattern: Woody did fifteen presses and Kate gave two deep breaths. It was exhausting, but they repeated this process for what seemed like hours but was, in fact, about fifteen minutes, taking it in turns to compress. Kate, also unable to find a pulse, prayed that the paramedics wouldn’t be long.

      In the background, Melissa was weeping hysterically and the vicar was shouting over the noise for everyone to clear the aisle. Kate carried on but, deep down, she had an awful feeling that this was all too little, too late. When she and Woody exchanged glances, she got the impression that he was of the same mind.

      Neither of them dared to stop and were exhausted by the time the paramedics arrived, one of whom Kate recognised from a previous encounter. Five minutes after they’d taken over, the medic stood up, sighed and said to Kate in an undertone, ‘Sorry, love, but looks like this one’s a goner.’

      Kate had suspected of course, but now it had been confirmed she felt a profound sense of shock. That poor boy…

      She and Woody, feeling the need for fresh air, joined horrified and bewildered guests who had been shepherded outside where they stood around uncertainly, in groups. Dennis Bowen, pale as a ghost and visibly trembling, emerged from the church into the sunshine and called out, ‘Sorry, everyone – there’s no wedding and no reception, so can I ask you all to go home please?’
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      ‘Please come with me!’ Woody had implored Kate back in March, waving the invitation in the air. ‘It says here Mr Woody Forrest and companion, and I’m not going on my own.’

      Kate knew he wanted to go to the wedding because he liked Joe. They’d become friendly when Joe had replumbed Woody’s cottage and, despite the age difference, they’d discovered a mutual passion for Chelsea Football Club. They went for a pint together from time to time.

      ‘It’s not just that,’ Woody had said. ‘He’s got no family of his own so he needs as many of us as he can get to boost the bridegroom’s side of the church. You know what the Bowens will be like.’

      Kate did know that the Bowens were blatant social climbers and would want to invite anyone and everyone of any importance. Except for one fact: they were not particularly enamoured with this particular prospective son-in-law (‘He’s a sanitary engineer,’ Penelope had apparently informed one and all).

      Kate had duly headed off to Exeter and bought herself a slinky, emerald-green dress in an attempt to avoid the sweet-pea pastels which would inevitably dominate, as they always did.

      

      Now, as Woody drove them back down to Lower Tinworthy, Kate gave way to tears. ‘That poor boy…’ she wept, looking down at the perspiration-stained emerald green. ‘He was such a nice lad. I can’t understand what happened.’

      Woody patted her knee. ‘We’ll find out, Kate. I’m feeling pretty choked myself. There’ll have to be some sort of post-mortem I guess, because that guy was perfectly healthy as far as I’m aware. I don’t understand it either. We need a drink, so where’s it going to be? Your place or mine?’

      Woody’s place was on the hillside, leading up to the coastal path, and was directly across the little valley from Lavender Cottage, where Kate lived with her sister Angie.

      Kate, aged sixty and a divorcee, and Angie, two years her senior and a widow, had moved from the South-East to Lower Tinworthy on the North Cornish coast seventeen months previously, dreaming of sea-bathing, coastal walks, memories of childhood holidays and a gentle way of life. Not that it had quite worked out like that. Ever since she’d arrived in Cornwall, she’d been involved in one murder mystery after another. She’d even been referred to as ‘Tinworthy’s Miss Marple’ in one of the local papers.

      Still, Kate had got herself a job as a practice nurse at the local surgery in Middle Tinworthy and Angie had decided to be an artist. The artist bit was history now, of course, as her latest venture was running a pirate-themed bistro down near the beach. Angie was always into something, frequently gin.

      But they had both fallen in love with Lavender Cottage with its quirky layout and great views down to the river, the little village and the beach. Angie had fallen in love, or lust anyway, with a wandering Irishman and the two of them were now running The Old Locker. Kate had fallen in love with the handsome American, Woody Forrest, the detective inspector who’d been in charge when she’d found herself unwittingly involved in those murders shortly after her arrival in Tinworthy. She had certainly not expected to come all the way down from London to Cornwall to find herself involved in crime. Still, when it came to silver linings, they didn’t come much shinier than the lovely Woody!

      Woody, now retired from the police, had an English father and an Italian mother, and hailed from California. In his youth, he’d won a prestigious scholarship to study crime at Oxford and had stayed in the UK afterwards. He’d been with the Metropolitan Police for over thirty years, married with two daughters and then widowed, before moving to Cornwall with his surfboard. Like Kate, he’d mistakenly imagined that he’d come to a quiet backwater. But life had a way of guffawing in your face, Kate discovered.

      

      They decided to go back to Woody’s cottage, aptly named On the Up. Kate needed to unwind without her sister being around, or the dog begging for a walk.

      They sat solemnly together on the sofa, Kate still feeling weepy, and they talked about Joe. Poor Joe.

      Joe Perry appeared to have no near relatives and had been doing a plumbing apprenticeship in Plymouth when he’d heard of a job going in Tinworthy. He was a nice lad, only twenty-five, a good plumber and a hard worker, and he was soon accepted into the community. Then he met Melissa Bowen.

      Melissa was a sweet girl and they fell deeply in love, much to her mother’s horror. Penelope had become the leading light in the Conservative Club, the Women’s Institute, the local council, the amateur dramatic society and various other organisations shortly after the demise of Fenella Barker-Jones, who had previously dominated many of these positions in the community. Recently Penelope had added counselling to the list, having just completed a course on the subject. The Bowens had come down from London some years previously when Dennis, a pharmacist, decided to buy the chemist shop in Middle Tinworthy. And Penelope, to her delight, now found herself to be a big fish in a very small pond.

      ‘I really can’t imagine what could have caused him to go into cardiac arrest,’ Kate said, blowing her nose. ‘I honestly don’t understand it. Unless it was the bee.’

      ‘The bee?’

      ‘Yes, didn’t you see the bee circling round him?’ Kate asked. ‘He kept swatting at it.’

      ‘Don’t tell me a bee could kill him in an instant?’

      ‘I’ve not known it happen before,’ Kate said, ‘but, if he was particularly allergic, and the bee stung him on the back of the neck, then he could have had anaphylactic shock, I suppose…’

      ‘Still seems unlikely,’ Woody said, looking as if he was about to shed a tear himself. He cleared his throat. ‘But, Kate, we did what we could and, hopefully, we’ll find out sooner or later what happened. Don’t upset yourself.’

      Kate dried her eyes. ‘He was so young…’

      ‘I know. And to add to our sorrows,’ Woody said as he poured them both a glass of wine, ‘we’ve been done out of our champagne and what would almost certainly have been a very nice meal.’

      Kate sighed sadly. The reception venue had been the Atlantic Hotel, recently reopened by a so-called ‘celebrity chef’. Apparently, he’d appeared on MasterChef or something similar on television, although no one was aware if he’d actually won anything. Nevertheless, rumour had it that the food was exceptionally good, and Kate had very much looked forward to sampling it. She wondered briefly if all the champagne and food would go to waste. What on earth happened on occasions like this? Not, of course, that many bridegrooms fell dead at the altar, thank goodness. And what about poor Melissa? Would she ever recover from this?

      Woody took a coin from his pocket. ‘Probably too late to book anywhere now, on a Saturday night. So, shall we toss up? Will it be fish and chips or beans on toast?’

      

      They settled for fish and chips in The Greedy Gull, the local pub in Lower Tinworthy, which was a mere stone’s throw from Lavender Cottage. It was a typical old Cornish pub, stone-built, slate-roofed, complete with inglenook fireplaces, beams, and a bewildering selection of beers and ciders on tap.

      News had got round fast. Des Pardoe, the landlord, was holding court with a few of his Saturday night regulars. Then he saw Kate and Woody come in.

      ‘They were there!’ he shouted, pointing at the two of them. ‘You saw it all, didn’t you?’

      All eyes swivelled in their direction.

      Kate sighed, any idea of a quiet drink and bite to eat rapidly dissipating.

      ‘You tried to bring him back to life, didn’t you?’ Des continued loudly. ‘Have a drink on the house!’ This was indeed a one-off from Des, who was not known to give free drinks to anyone except Angie, but in Angie’s case it was a sprat to catch a mackerel. There was a subdued cheer as Kate and Woody thanked him, ordered their drinks and food and went in search of a table.

      ‘Reckon he had a heart attack?’ Des yelled after them.

      Woody shrugged. ‘We honestly don’t know,’ he said, ‘but I’ve no doubt they’ll find out.’

      There followed a much-detailed discussion, all around the bar, about heart attacks, strokes and all manner of dread diseases, which did little to cheer either of them. Kate was beginning to wish they’d gone somewhere else when Angie and Fergal appeared.

      Kate’s sister and housemate, Angie, had recently purchased The Locker Tea Rooms down near the beach and was busy turning it into a café-cum-bar, along with her Irish boyfriend, Fergal. Having got their drinks, they headed towards Kate – Angie, as always, nursing a double gin close to her left breast. ‘Can we join you?’ Then, as if remembering, asked, ‘But, hey, what are you two doing in here anyway? I thought you’d be up to your necks in champagne and caviar and what-have-you.’

      ‘Yeah, we thought that too,’ Woody grunted.

      Kate then proceeded to relate the events of the day.

      ‘Oh my God!’ said Angie, removing her fur-lined raincoat and patting her blonde coiffure.

      ‘Jaysus!’ said Fergal, resplendent in a black leather coat.

      ‘And so we’re having fish and chips,’ Kate said.

      ‘Sure, and he was only young, wasn’t he?’ Fergal asked, taking a long swig of his Doom Bar.

      ‘Far too young to die,’ Kate said. ‘We reckon he was only about twenty-four or twenty-five.’

      ‘What is it with this village?’ Angie asked sadly. ‘There’s been one disaster after another ever since we arrived. No wonder I’ve taken to gin!’ With that she took a large gulp of her drink.

      Kate looked at her in amazement. ‘You’ve been on the gin for the best part of forty years, Angie!’

      ‘Only in times of stress,’ she snapped.

      ‘Well, you must have been bloody stressed most of the time,’ Kate retorted.

      Before battle between the sisters could ensue, the fish and chips arrived.

      ‘Calm down, you two,’ Woody said, sprinkling vinegar on his chips. ‘We’ve had a traumatic day and just want a quiet meal.’

      ‘My lips are sealed,’ said Angie, opening them sufficiently to drain her gin.

      ‘God bless the lad’s soul,’ said Fergal. ‘Are you ready for another one of these, Angela?’

      Angela was.

      Kate struggled with her meal and could only eat half of it, the events of the day playing on her mind. ‘I think I need to go home,’ she murmured to Woody as she laid down her knife and fork.

      ‘You and me both,’ he replied, taking her arm as they left the pub. They walked back to Lavender Cottage in stunned silence.
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      St Piran’s Church, where the wedding almost took place, was situated in Middle Tinworthy, which was just up the road from where Kate and Woody lived opposite each other by the coast in Lower Tinworthy, and just down the road from Higher Tinworthy where the more well-to-do resided, mainly in large Victorian houses with panoramic, if distant, sea views.

      In addition to the church, Middle Tinworthy harboured the village hall, the old Tinners’ Arms, with its uneven stone floors and nicotine-stained walls (which the more aged locals greatly preferred to The Greedy Gull, considered to be far too touristy), the school, the hairdresser, a collection of small shops, a large housing estate, and the medical centre where Kate worked three or four – or sometime even five – days a week.

      When Kate arrived at work on the Monday morning, the place was buzzing.

      ‘My God, you were there!’ exclaimed Sue, the other practice nurse.

      ‘Tell us all!’ shouted Denise, the receptionist.

      ‘Well, there’s not much to tell really,’ Kate said. ‘The poor lad just collapsed onto the floor.’

      ‘But I hear you and Woody did a great job,’ Denise prompted.

      ‘We did our best,’ Kate said, ‘but I fear we were too late. Whatever killed him must have been instant. I really don’t understand it.’

      ‘Poor Melissa Bowen’s in a terrible state,’ Sue said. ‘That mother of hers is going to have to use all her new-found counselling skills on her own daughter. And I’m beginning to wonder if there’ll be any weddings in St Piran’s at all this year.’

      Kate knew that Sue was referring to the fact that her eldest son, Byron, had recently called off his wedding to Kylie Painter. They should have been getting married back in August, Kate recalled. Sue had not been particularly forthcoming about the reasons for the cancelled nuptials but only hinted that Byron had ‘got wise to the kind of girl Kylie really was’. Kate, desperate to know what kind of girl Kylie really was, remembered she and Denise exchanging glances and raised eyebrows at the time, but they hadn’t liked to probe further.

      ‘And of course the vicar’s daughter’s wedding was called off too,’ Denise added for good measure.

      ‘I did hear that somewhere,’ Sue said.

      ‘I wonder why?’ Kate asked, fascinated.

      ‘Well, they were a bit of a drippy couple anyway,’ Denise said dismissively.

      ‘Drippy or not, that’s no reason to cancel a wedding,’ Kate said.

      ‘True,’ agreed Denise. ‘Ours is not to know the reason why. A shame to lumber anyone else with either of them is what I say. OK, ladies, here is a list of your appointments for today.’

      

      Kate decided to take a half day off work on Tuesday. She was keen to get the garden tidied up for winter. Woody had said he’d be at the police station most of the day, assisting Charlotte Martin, the new DI, about whom Kate had heard glowing reports from Woody.

      ‘Hey,’ Woody said as he set off in the morning, ‘why don’t we eat out this evening? Save you cooking? I’ll come straight from the police station and meet you in The Gull at around seven. How does that sound?’

      That sounded fine to Kate, who spent the afternoon pruning and brushing up leaves, looking forward to a leisurely drink and meal, with not far to walk home afterwards. She had a quick shower, donned a clean sweater and jeans, ran the brush quickly through her hair and decided against make-up. Woody knew what she looked like bare-faced, and none of the regulars in The Gull would look up from their pints and their dominoes long enough to notice anyway.

      There was a chill in the air now, so she slipped on her old body-warmer and, at five to seven, set off down the lane. She was sure Woody would be there already, as he was a stickler for being on time.

      Des had his wood burners blazing again and, as she opened the door, Kate felt the warmth envelop her. Before she had time to look around, Des, from behind the bar, shouted, ‘Over there, Kate!’ pointing towards the little table in the corner by the inglenook, which was one of their favourite spots.

      Kate froze. There was Woody, with a pint half drunk on the table, sitting next to a blonde, who appeared to be halfway through a lager, their heads practically touching. There was some paperwork on the table which they seemed to be scrutinising and they were sitting on the little double bench where she, Kate, always sat with him.

      The blonde looked up, and there was no mistaking who she was: Charlotte Martin, the much-fancied new detective inspector! She had the enviable combination of very blue eyes with very black lashes, a perfectly straight small nose and perfect white teeth, now on display in a welcoming smile. Her eyes crinkled becomingly. Even more infuriatingly, Woody didn’t even look up until the woman nudged him.

      ‘Kate!’ he exclaimed, like he’d run into a long-lost friend.

      ‘No need to be so surprised,’ Kate said, staring at their half-empty glasses. ‘We arranged to meet at seven, remember?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Woody said, standing up hurriedly and almost knocking over the glasses. ‘Charlotte and I were just going over some of the stuff that happened this morning. Take a seat’ – he indicated the chair opposite – ‘and I’ll get you a drink. Red?’

      ‘No, I think I’ll have a gin and tonic,’ Kate said with some feeling, ‘and make it a double.’ She was feeling annoyed with Woody’s attitude.

      ‘Right, well, let me introduce you to our new detective inspector, Charlotte Martin! And, Charlotte, this is my… er… this is Kate!’

      ‘So pleased to meet you,’ Charlotte said, sounding very sincere, and offering Kate a slim hand with nicely manicured nails. Kate was conscious of earth still stuck beneath her own un-manicured nails as they shook hands.

      ‘How are you settling in?’ Kate asked politely, although Charlotte appeared to have settled in very well indeed. Kate scrutinised her carefully, trying to work out if Charlotte really had such beautiful skin or was it some great make-up? Oh, how she wished now she’d taken the trouble to slap on some foundation and mascara before she came out.

      ‘Oh, just trying to get the lie of the land,’ Charlotte said, ‘and thank goodness for Woody here – he’s been wonderful!’

      Woody had returned with Kate’s gin and tonic, and resumed sitting next to Charlotte.

      ‘In fact, now that we’ve started this murder inquiry,’ Charlotte added, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without this guy!’ She looked at Woody fondly.

      ‘Murder?’ Kate stared from one to the other.

      ‘Murder,’ Woody confirmed. ‘I’m afraid Joe Perry was poisoned. Charlotte got the results this morning.’

      Kate was horrified. ‘Poisoned? Who’d want to poison Joe?’

      ‘Well, I’ve no doubt you’ll do your best to find out,’ said Woody with a smile. Then, turning to Charlotte, he explained, ‘Kate has become very proficient at solving crimes round here.’

      Kate bristled. He was being damn patronising. But poisoned?

      ‘This is awful,’ she said, feeling tears gathering behind her eyes. These two might be able to distance themselves from a murder victim; after all, that was their line of work, their way of thinking. Kate, though, was always affected by the deaths she’d been involved in solving; they were people to her, not bodies.

      ‘Do you have any idea how, or when, he was poisoned?’

      ‘Forensics think it was slow-acting,’ Woody said, ‘in that he could have ingested it up to seventy-two hours before he actually died. My guess is that someone may have popped something into his drink at the stag do.’

      ‘So we must question every single person he was in contact with on the days before the wedding,’ Charlotte said. ‘I spoke to the Bowens this afternoon. Anyway, no more shop talk! What have you been doing today, Kate?’ She widened her eyes and appeared really interested.

      ‘I worked at the surgery this morning, tidied my garden this afternoon,’ Kate replied, noting that Charlotte had an ample – and very shapely – bust. ‘Not wildly exciting.’

      ‘I’m sure that working at the surgery must be very interesting – and fulfilling,’ said Charlotte.

      ‘It wasn’t terribly interesting this morning,’ Kate said. ‘One ingrown toenail, two tummy upsets, one incontinent eighty-year-old and a six-year-old who swallowed a marble.’

      ‘Well, that’s the public for you!’ Charlotte said cheerfully.

      ‘Would you like to stay to eat with Kate and I?’ asked the ever-attentive Woody.

      Oh, here we go, thought Kate, or am I being bitchy?

      Charlotte glanced at Kate. ‘That’s sweet of you, but I’d better be on my way.’ She drained her glass and stood up.

      She had a flat tummy and long slim legs, and her jeans looked as if they’d been sprayed on. Even the old boys in the far corner looked up from their pints and nudged each other. ‘It’s been lovely meeting you, Kate. I’m sure we’ll see lots more of each other in the coming months.’

      Yes, I rather fear we will, Kate thought. ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ she said with as much of a smile as she could muster.

      Woody escorted Charlotte to the door, and then came back and sat down opposite Kate. He patted the seat beside him. ‘Want to move across?’

      ‘No, I’m OK here,’ Kate said, hoping she didn’t sound petulant. ‘She seems very charming,’ she added for good measure.

      ‘When you think what she’s gone through,’ Woody said sadly, shaking his head. ‘I told you she’s a widow?’

      ‘Yes, you did.’

      ‘Well, her husband was in the police force too, a top-notch detective in Kent. Got shot on the job trying to arrest some drug dealers. Terrible tragedy.’

      ‘Oh, that’s awful!’ Kate said truthfully. ‘Have they children?’

      ‘Yes, she’s got two sons and a daughter. The sons are both married, I think. Not sure about the daughter.’

      ‘So, how old did you say she was?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Fifty-two,’ said Woody, ‘but she doesn’t look it, does she?’

      ‘No, she doesn’t,’ Kate agreed. Damn it. She shook herself then; it wasn’t like her to be jealous. Charlotte had, after all, been friendly and charming.

      ‘OK, now, what are we going to have to eat?’ Woody asked.

      While Kate studied Des’s menu she said, ‘First fill me in on what’s happening about poor Joe. I just cannot believe he was murdered.’
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      Woody Forrest, at sixty-two, was still a good-looking man. He was tall, well built but not at all podgy, with close-cropped greying black hair, his brown eyes still bright, and his olive skin still relatively wrinkle-free.

      Kate, studying herself critically in the mirror when she got home the following day, considered her sixty-year-old self. Her auburn hair had faded a little, but there wasn’t much grey, for which she would be ever grateful to her late mother, who went to her grave in her seventies without a grey hair on her head. Kate had some highlights and lowlights added, for which she paid a small fortune every six weeks to Francine at Beyond the Fringe. But, unfortunately, she had a tummy now, no doubt about it – a noticeable tummy, which required much armour-plating before she could wear anything fitted. She had wrinkles too; ‘laughter lines’ everyone said kindly, but surely she didn’t laugh all that much?

      Perhaps she needed a spell of self-improvement if she had any hope of competing with the glamorous Charlotte. She might have disliked the previous detective inspector, Bill Robson, intensely but at least he’d been short, fat and unattractive. And male.

      Charlotte had certainly made a big impression in a short amount of time, Woody said, and Kate could see why. Nobody could quite believe that this glamour puss could solve a crossword, never mind serious crime. But solving serious crime was what she did, and she did it well apparently.

      Woody, with over thirty years’ experience as a detective inspector in London and Cornwall, had helped his first successor, Robson, to familiarise himself with the area and the locals, which Robson had done rather too well and used to his own advantage. Since he’d scuttled back up to the Midlands somewhere, Woody was yet again the chosen one to assist Charlotte to ‘find her feet’, as he put it.

      Kate only hoped he wouldn’t be tempted to find anything else.

      Still, she decided it would do no harm to lose a few pounds and perhaps start wearing a little more eye make-up to enhance her green eyes. After she applied a little shadow, eyeliner and mascara, she decided she definitely did look a lot better.

      Woody noticed. ‘Are we going somewhere?’ he asked anxiously when he arrived at Lavender Cottage that same evening.

      ‘No, of course not,’ Kate said briskly, ‘I’m cooking us some pasta.’

      ‘Good,’ he said, giving her a quick kiss and staring into her eyes. ‘It’s just that you look different. Very nice,’ he added hastily.

      Kate got out the wine bottle. ‘I’ve just changed my make-up, that’s all. Like some vino?’

      ‘Yes, please,’ said Woody as he sat down. ‘I’ve had quite an exhausting day. And I’m sure you have too.’

      ‘What was exhausting about it?’ Kate asked, handing him a glass of wine.

      ‘Well, it’s just that Charlotte’s so curious, so interested in everything. So thorough. Not a bit like old Robson! She really wants to know who’s who and what’s what.’

      ‘I’m sure you’re only too happy to provide the details,’ Kate said, sipping her drink.

      ‘Of course I am,’ he said. ‘I feel a bit sorry for her. She wanted to get away from Kent and start again, somewhere completely different.’

      ‘She’s certainly managed that,’ Kate said drily, measuring out portions of tagliatelle.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Woody. ‘Anyway, how’s your day been?’

      ‘Oh, you know, just the usual. One sprained ankle, one nosebleed, one lot of stitches to be removed, two vaccinations, one blood test… no end to the excitement really.’

      ‘That’s enough – don’t go looking for any more excitement,’ Woody said with feeling.

      

      The following day, Thursday, Kate decided to take Barney, the dog, for a walk along the shore. It was a warm, balmy evening, and Kate was relieved to see some people in and around Angie’s Old Locker.

      The Locker Tea Rooms had now become The Old Locker, Kate and Fergal finally having managed to dissuade Angie from Ye Olde Locker, because it didn’t sound particularly Cornish, and it was verging on the twee. The bar had finally been ready for the big opening at Easter. The original tea rooms had been small and cosy, but with the demolition of the wall adjoining the larger room next door, the whole area was now much more spacious, with a long bar, from where Angie and Fergal dispensed coffees, teas and snacks all day, cream teas in the afternoon and cocktails in the evening.

      There had been some publicity nationally due to a body having been found in the cellar the previous winter. Angie, hungry for the spotlight, had saved all the newspaper cuttings relating to the incident, framed them, and had them hanging round the white walls and on the exposed stone. Tourists were fascinated; they took photographs, they asked endless questions and, most importantly, they bought food and drinks.

      Angie had added pretty vinyl tablecloths, vases of flowers and candles, and had placed a little poster beside the trapdoor leading down to the cellar where the body had been found, explaining the more savoury details. The door had been replaced with toughened glass, so customers could look down at her collection of old chests and trunks, which looked as if they might contain all manner of interesting treasures. In fact, they contained cans of soft drink, spare crockery and cutlery, and Angie’s neatly folded summer/winter clothes, depending on the season.

      ‘I’ve slaved for months to get this place up and running!’ Angie told anyone who would listen, which of course was true. Suitably impressed, most offered to buy her a drink, and so Angie was able to enjoy copious amounts of gin and tonic.

      As far as Kate could make out, Angie was now doing rather well, which was a great relief after a somewhat unsettled period when Angie dabbled with art, and not very successfully.

      

      Kate headed towards the beach, throwing sticks for the dog to catch. She’d almost reached her favourite group of rocks at the far end, where she liked to sit and gaze out to sea while Barney frolicked in and out of the water. But today someone was sitting on her favourite rock. Nevertheless, Kate continued walking in that direction and, as she neared, saw it was a young girl with long blonde locks. The girl wore cut-off jeans, a billowing white shirt and was blowing her nose lustily as Kate approached.

      Then Kate realised who it was. Of course, Melissa Bowen! The girl smiled wanly as Kate approached.

      ‘It’s Melissa, isn’t it?’ Kate said, noting the girl’s red-rimmed eyes as she threw the stick for Barney.

      The girl nodded. ‘But I get called Mel,’ she said.

      While Kate was wondering what to say, Melissa spoke. ‘You came to the wedding, didn’t you? You tried to save my Joe.’

      ‘Yes,’ Kate replied. ‘I was with Woody Forrest.’

      The girl nodded. ‘Joe thought Woody was great.’

      ‘I think the feeling was mutual,’ Kate said.

      ‘I can’t believe he’s gone,’ Melissa said, producing a tissue from the pocket of her jeans and wiping her eyes again. ‘I just can’t believe it.’

      ‘It must be very hard,’ Kate agreed, ‘and I hardly know what to say. I expect you’re sick of being told that time heals and all the usual platitudes.’

      Melissa gave a glimmer of a smile through her tears. ‘You’re so right. But’ – she looked around – ‘this is such a peaceful spot here and, for some reason, I get a little comfort from just looking at the sea.’

      ‘I know what you mean,’ Kate said, ‘because I come to this very spot for that reason.’

      Melissa moved along a little. ‘Do you want to sit here too?’

      ‘Thanks, I will,’ Kate said. Barney had come back with the stick again and was wagging his tail hopefully.

      ‘Lovely dog,’ said Melissa.

      ‘Yes, he’s called Barney.’

      ‘Joe and I planned to get a dog,’ Melissa continued. ‘We thought we’d get a Labrador and we wanted to call him Ronan.’

      ‘Ronan, that’s unusual,’ Kate remarked.

      ‘Yes, after Ronan Keating, you know?’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Kate said, amused. Dogs had all kinds of interesting names these days; she’d met one called Derek a few months back.

      ‘Thank you for what you and Woody did,’ the girl said as she stroked Barney’s head.

      ‘I’m only sorry we were too late,’ Kate said. ‘Hopefully we’ll soon know exactly what’s happened.’ She avoided saying the word ‘post-mortem’.

      ‘Who would want to kill Joe?’ Melissa’s tears were streaming again.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Kate said sadly, patting Melissa’s hand.

      ‘Will they have to cut him up?’

      ‘No, I think they’ll just check his tummy to see what he might have eaten or drunk,’ Kate said hastily.

      ‘It was crazy having the stag do close to the wedding,’ Melissa said, ‘but he wouldn’t listen.’ She blew her nose again. ‘He didn’t feel well the day before the wedding, but he was determined not to cancel or postpone, because he didn’t want me to think he’d paid any attention to the letter. I really, really loved him…’

      ‘I’m sure you did,’ Kate said, her senses now on high alert. ‘What was this about a letter, Melissa?’

      ‘Please call me Mel. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you, but he got an anonymous letter a couple of months back, during the summer sometime. Not a very nice one.’

      ‘Really?’ Kate hoped she’d carry on talking. ‘Can you tell me what was in it?’

      ‘Well, it was to tell him that I’d been engaged four times before and called off all the weddings right at the last minute. That I’d let him down at the altar. That I was not to be trusted.’ She blew her nose again.

      Kate gulped. ‘Four times? Was that true, Mel?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ she replied breezily.

      ‘And you hadn’t told him?’

      Melissa shook her head. ‘I really was in love this time and I was scared it would put him off me if he knew. He did know about Basil, of course. Basil was my fourth fiancé, and he followed me down from London. He’s living here now, still trying to get me back. Or was. But I never told Joe about the other three.’

      ‘Wow! You must be quite a girl!’ Kate noted her lovely brown eyes and long black lashes.

      ‘I think it was more a case that I was in love with love,’ Melissa said with a feeble grin. ‘That’s what Mummy says anyway. Mummy wasn’t too keen on the idea of my marrying Joe, of course.’ The words were tumbling out of Melissa’s mouth now as if she’d been waiting to offload her feelings.

      ‘But he was such a popular guy,’ Kate said. ‘I didn’t know him that well, but Woody did.’

      ‘Yes, but Mummy wanted me to marry Basil, you see. I met Basil at Cambridge, you know; we were both studying English. And I loved him, but I wasn’t in love with him, if you know what I mean. He’s a dear, he really is, but when it came to the day, I just couldn’t go through with it. Of course he’s quite grand, you know, and Mummy was just furious! She admitted later that she did quite like Joe; she just didn’t think I should be marrying a plumber, but there’s nothing wrong with being a plumber, is there? It’s just that my two older sisters did rather well for themselves.’

      ‘So, Joe wasn’t put off by the letter?’

      ‘Not a bit. He thought it was quite funny; said that my previous engagements were all good practice for finding the right one – him! But we haven’t a clue as to who could have sent the letter. I thought it might be Basil, because he was probably jealous, but he swears it wasn’t him. Mummy thought I should go to the police, but what would be the point of that? The content of the letter was true, and it wasn’t as if I was actually being threatened or anything.’

      ‘No, I suppose not,’ Kate said.

      ‘Basil offered to drive Daddy to the stag do, which was so sweet of him. But Joe honestly didn’t mind about Basil; he didn’t mind me inviting him to the wedding or anything. And when Basil dropped Daddy off, Joe insisted Basil stayed on at the stag do as well. Honestly, he didn’t have a jealous bone in his body!’ Melissa retrieved her handkerchief and wiped away a tear.

      Kate wondered if Basil had any jealous bones in his body. It would stand to reason if he did, surely? If he’d pursued Melissa all the way down from London, it was highly likely he was not over-keen on Joe. However, it was not an appropriate time to suggest this.

      Melissa stood up. ‘I’d better be getting back or Mummy will be sending out a search party, the mood she’s in just now.’ She smiled wanly.

      ‘It’s been good talking to you, Mel,’ Kate said. She got to her feet. ‘Barney and I should be heading for home now too.’ She hesitated for a moment, then added, ‘I live just up there, in Lavender Cottage.’ She pointed to the hill on the opposite side. ‘You’re very welcome to pop in any time you’re passing, or if you want to have a chat.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Melissa replied, ‘I’ll remember that.’
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      ‘Mel is such a sweet girl,’ Kate told Woody later, ‘and so sad. But she certainly attracted the guys.’

      ‘Oh, really?’

      ‘She’d been engaged no fewer than four times before she came to Tinworthy and met Joe. On each occasion, she called off the wedding at some point.’ Kate paused. ‘And, believe it or not, someone wrote a letter to Joe informing him of this.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Yes, apparently, he got it a couple of months ago, but ignored it and became obsessed with not cancelling the wedding. He told her he loved her enough not to care. Isn’t that nice?’

      ‘Well, well,’ Woody said.

      ‘Quite so,’ Kate agreed. ‘And Mel also said that Joe hadn’t felt at all well the day before the wedding, but he was determined not to give in to it.’

      Woody stroked his chin and gazed out of the window.

      ‘Furthermore,’ Kate added, ‘one of Mel’s ex-fiancés, that Basil chap who was at the wedding, had followed her down here from London in the hope of persuading her to change her mind about Joe and marry him instead. That sounds a bit dodgy, doesn’t it? But I’ve also been wondering if the poisoning could be connected with Joe’s plumbing?’ Kate asked. ‘I mean, could arsenic have got into the water supply somehow?’

      ‘I doubt it. It would appear he either ate it or drank it.’

      ‘So, foul play?’

      Woody sighed. ‘Very likely. But I still can’t imagine who would want to kill Joe.’

      ‘Well, that Basil person possibly.’

      

      It was at lunchtime the following Monday, while Kate and Sue sat munching sandwiches and drinking coffee in the tiny break room at the doctors’ surgery, when Kate plucked up the courage to ask Sue what was foremost on her mind. ‘Sue, do you mind if I ask you a personal question?’

      ‘Depends what it is,’ Sue said.

      ‘Can you tell me why your son Byron cancelled his wedding earlier this year?’

      Sue looked at her thoughtfully. ‘There’s something funny going on around here, Kate.’

      Kate stopped chewing her cheese and pickle. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Someone has been deliberately trying to stop this summer’s weddings,’ Sue said.

      Kate stared at her. ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Well, I haven’t told you this before and I don’t want it to go any further.’ Sue looked round warily and lowered her voice. ‘My Byron got a letter. A not-very-nice letter.’

      Kate was agog. ‘What sort of not-very-nice letter?’

      ‘An anonymous letter telling him a thing or two about Kylie. Stuff he didn’t know.’

      ‘Like what?’

      Sue looked round furtively again. ‘Keep this to yourself now. He didn’t know that Kylie had been convicted of shoplifting before she and her family moved down here from Manchester.’

      Kate digested this information along with the remainder of her sandwich. ‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘it was just a teenage thing? I mean, how old is she now? Twenty-two? Twenty-three?’

      ‘She’s twenty-three, Kate. But that’s not all. She decided to go to Exeter and help herself to a wedding dress.’

      ‘A wedding dress! My God, how would you smuggle a wedding dress out of a store?’

      ‘No idea, but she had a damn good try. She got caught, of course, and all hell broke loose. She’s to be up in the magistrate’s court shortly.’

      ‘What a shock for poor Byron!’

      ‘If he hadn’t got that letter, he’d never have known, would he? Because she certainly wasn’t about to tell him. That’s why he called off the wedding; it wasn’t so much the shoplifting, although that was bad enough, but the fact that she hadn’t told him. And she’d no intention of telling him either. What else might she be hiding that he knew nothing about? And can you imagine how he’d have felt when they got back from honeymoon and she was summoned to court for the wedding dress?’

      ‘But who could have known all that about Kylie, apart from her parents presumably? And who could have sent the letter?’

      ‘That’s the million-dollar question, Kate. Who indeed? And that’s not all.’ Sue looked round yet again. There was no stopping her now. ‘I don’t want Denise to get wind of any of this because you know how she loves to gossip.’

      ‘Go on,’ urged Kate.

      ‘Well, Steve Jones got a letter too.’

      ‘Who’s Steve Jones?’

      ‘Steve Jones was supposed to be marrying Jane Starling, the vicar’s daughter, a few months back. Shortly after he cancelled his wedding, he ran into Byron. They were at school together, so they stopped for a brief chat. And, somehow, the conversation got round to the fact that they’d both had an eye-opening letter about their respective fiancées. Neither of them told the other what was in the letters, but isn’t that a coincidence?’

      ‘Jane Starling,’ Kate repeated.

      ‘Yes, both she and Steve work in the bank in Launceston. She seems a nice enough girl but, like Denise said, a bit dull. But then, so is he. Mind you, she couldn’t have been that dull, could she, assuming he was told something racy about her?’

      Kate had lived in Tinworthy for just over a year and a half so hadn’t met the entire population yet. She was intrigued. ‘So, if this Jane Starling’s such a nice, dull girl, what could she have been getting up to, I wonder? And who would know enough about those girls to send the letters?’

      Sue grinned. ‘Well, you’re the one who solves the mysteries round here, so get your teeth into this one!’

      

      ‘I got some very interesting information today,’ Kate said later as she and Woody sat down with a glass of wine in front of the fire in Lavender Cottage. ‘Did you know that two weddings have been cancelled in St Piran’s this year, on account of the fact that each of the bridegrooms received an anonymous letter informing them of details about their brides-to-be – stuff they knew nothing about?’

      ‘Like what?’ Woody asked.

      ‘Well, one was addressed to the fiancé of the vicar’s daughter, and it was obviously something he didn’t much like because he called the wedding off. Sue told me this, and also about her son, Byron, today. She really opened up for once. Apparently, Byron’s letter informed him that his bride-to-be was a convicted shoplifter.’

      Woody blew air out through his teeth. ‘And was she?’

      ‘Yes, she’d been convicted in Manchester before they came to live down here. And then, recently, she tried to nick a wedding dress from some shop in Exeter.’

      ‘Holy moly!’ exclaimed Woody. ‘How the hell would you go about stealing a wedding dress? I mean, all those yards of stuff…’

      ‘Quite so,’ said Kate, ‘and plainly her plan didn’t work. She’s due in court sometime soon.’

      ‘And Byron called the wedding off?’

      ‘Yes, according to Sue it was because she didn’t tell him.’

      ‘Well, well, well,’ said Woody. ‘And what about poor little Jane Starling, the vicar’s daughter? She was supposed to be marrying Steve at the bank.’

      ‘Well, she isn’t now. But Sue had no idea what was in that letter because Steve was keeping mum.’

      Woody shook his head. ‘She seems such a quiet little mouse. Can’t imagine what she could have got up to.’

      ‘Still waters run deep and all that,’ said Kate.

      ‘I’d sure like to know who, or what, plumbed her depths,’ Woody muttered. ‘But didn’t you say that Joe had got a letter too?’

      ‘Yes, telling him about Melissa’s collection of fiancés. I can’t help wondering if those two guys had ignored their letters and gone ahead with their weddings, would they have been poisoned too? And why?’

      ‘We’ve no way of knowing that,’ Woody said. ‘We can hardly ask them to go ahead with their weddings to see if they get poisoned or not. I suspect the letters may be purely coincidental and nothing whatsoever to do with Joe’s murder.’

      Kate grimaced. ‘You may be right. But what do the three couples have in common? Who could possibly know all that stuff about the brides-to-be? It’s the vicar’s daughter that fascinates me; I can’t remember ever meeting her. I must ask Sue what she’s like.’

      Woody looked at her and sighed loudly. ‘You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?’

      ‘Yes, you’re going to tell me not to get involved, that it’s none of my business, that I could be putting my life in danger…’

      ‘You’ve got it in one! You know, only too well, what happens when you get involved.’

      ‘And you’re going to tell me that the saintly Charlotte will have it all sorted out in no time at all!’

      ‘She gets paid to do just that!’ Woody said, patting her hand. ‘It’s not a competition, Kate.’

      Kate decided not to challenge this. But she had a lot of investigating to do. She would make a list. Kate liked making lists.
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      Marc Le Grand explained to anyone who would listen that he had a French mother and that he’d adopted her maiden name. To emphasise this, he sometimes threw in the odd word (‘Les moules today are magnifique!’) and spoke with a trace of a French accent. When he remembered, that is.

      Nevertheless, Marc had bought The Atlantic Hotel in Higher Tinworthy just under a year ago and had rapidly gained a reputation as an excellent chef. The Atlantic soon became the preferred venue for wedding receptions and special events – so popular in fact that it was difficult to get a booking.

      Kate had not yet met him, but Woody had. He said that Marc was likeable enough, that he hailed from Southend, that he was certainly considered to be a good chef, but Woody had some doubts about the French bit because the accent occasionally reverted into pure Essex.

      Apart from her sadness at poor Joe’s demise, Kate had been disappointed not to be able to sample Marc’s cordon bleu at the wedding, with or without the French accent. So, when Woody said, ‘I’ve booked a table at the Atlantic for dinner, Saturday night,’ she was delighted.

      The Atlantic Hotel was a large Victorian building which had lain empty for some months. Marc had updated and revamped everything in the short time he’d been there. Gone were the previous owner’s pastel-coloured carpets and floral curtains, and in came Marc’s stark white walls, polished wooden floors and plantation shutters. ‘Like a French bistro,’ he informed Kate, with a Gallic shrug, when she remarked on the transformation. ‘I will bring you ze menus,’ he added as he escorted them to their table.

      ‘He does seem French,’ Kate whispered to Woody, who snorted.

      Marc looked to be around fifty, with close-cropped black hair, which Kate suspected was dyed, and a large nose. The menu was long and impressive, written in French with the English translation beneath in smaller letters. ‘For the benefit of us Cornish rustics,’ Woody murmured drily.

      The seafood platter, loaded with crab, mussels, prawns and scallops, as well as some pieces of salmon and tuna, ‘for two to share’, was beautifully presented and delicious. The filet mignon was cooked to perfection and served with crisp green vegetables, and the tarte des pommes, according to Woody who was an expert on apple pie, could compete with anything he’d eaten in the States. All was washed down with a very superior Burgundy and declared to be excellent when, as Italian coffee was served, Marc reappeared to ask if they’d enjoyed their meal.

      ‘We were so sorry about poor Joe Perry and the cancelled reception,’ Kate said as she sipped her after-dinner Armagnac.

      Marc rolled his eyes heavenwards. ‘Do not talk to me about wedding receptions!’ he said, his hand on his heart. ‘All cancelled! Abominable!’

      ‘Really?’ Kate said.

      Marc looked round the restaurant, which was now rapidly emptying, and took this as a cue to pull out a chair and sit down opposite them. ‘Weddings, huh! I am not so lucky since I come here. First of all, I buy the hotel, I do all this work’ – he waved his arms around – ‘I modernise, I find new staff, we make the menu and then what happens? Everybody cancels their weddings!’

      ‘They do?’ Kate prompted.

      ‘They do,’ Marc confirmed. ‘I mean, with Joe Perry it is different, no? That poor man! We can see why this is cancelled, of course, but the others…’ He sighed heavily. ‘Even the daughter of the vicar!’

      ‘Yes, so I heard,’ Kate said. ‘I wonder why?’

      ‘The vicar is not telling me. Thank goodness I took a deposit! And only today, another one is cancelled. They were being married here, in this hotel, in two weeks’ time, because we are licenced to marry people, you know.’

      ‘I didn’t know that,’ Woody admitted.

      ‘Yes, yes, we can have you married here anytime!’ He looked at them hopefully.

      ‘So who else cancelled their wedding here?’ Kate asked, trying to sound casually interested and steering away from the suggestion of her and Woody tying the knot.

      ‘I can’t tell you the names, of course,’ Marc said, abandoning the French accent. He lowered his voice and leaned across the table. ‘They were men.’

      ‘You mean, both of them?’ asked Woody.

      ‘Oh yes, both of them. And so good-looking!’ Marc shook his head. ‘It was a small wedding too, but they wanted the very best. They just cancelled, no reason. My first gay wedding too. I was most upset.’

      ‘Were they local?’ Kate asked casually.

      ‘Oh yes. One of them is an accountant who I have just employed to do my tax returns.’ Here he sighed deeply again. ‘And the other has just taken over a beauty salon down in Middle Tinworthy. It used to be called Heavens Above or something. You can have everything done there,’ he added, looking directly at Kate, ‘the hair, the face, the eyebrows, the massage – everything for ladies.’ He then reverted to Franglais again. ‘Because I know you ladies like to be pampered, non?’

      ‘Has anyone told you why they’ve cancelled?’ Woody asked.

      Marc shook his head. ‘Non. They say only “the wedding is off” or “we’ve changed our minds”, that sort of thing. Still, I’ve got their deposits if nothing else.’ He stood up. ‘Anyway, been nice talking to you.’

      He headed towards a group of four who were just leaving. ‘Merci for your custom! The meal was good – yes?’ He was French again. ‘Bon nuit!’

      Kate grinned. ‘He’s quite a character!’

      Woody was looking thoughtful. ‘I wonder if the guys who cancelled got a letter?’

      ‘I shall do my best to find out,’ said Kate.

      ‘You don’t know them though, do you?’ Woody asked.

      ‘Not yet,’ Kate said, fully intending to make a hair appointment as soon as possible.

      

      Guys ’n’ Dolls was situated between Demelza’s Boutique and the shoe-repair shop in Middle Tinworthy. Guy, the owner, specialised in cutting, colouring and styling the hair on the head and removing the hair everywhere else, plus Botox. Kate eschewed the Botox and was capable of removing unwanted hair herself, so made an appointment for a haircut.

      ‘Guy’s booked up all week,’ the receptionist said on the phone that morning, ‘but, lucky for you, we’ve just had a cancellation tomorrow, at five o’clock, if you can make that? Otherwise Lorraine can do it.’

      ‘I’ll take Guy tomorrow at five,’ Kate said.

      She was perfectly satisfied with the hairdresser she had in Launceston but needed to meet Guy, and anyway a new stylist might not be a bad thing. At least hair would grow again, whereas Botox might well leave an enduring legacy, not always advantageous.

      Later that evening she popped down to The Old Locker to have a chat with Angie.

      ‘I’m thinking of having a new hairstyle,’ she told her sister, who was busy dispensing after-dinner drinks: espressos, liqueurs, coffee-cognacs, Baileys, Irish coffees. Fergal, whose Irish accent was naturally strong, was now playing it for all it was worth, with the addition of several ‘begorras’ and ‘be-Jaysuses’ and even the odd ‘hail Mary’. He’d stolen the show behind the bar. Not that Angie minded as long as the till kept pinging.

      ‘So what’s wrong with the hairstyle you’ve got?’ Angie asked, replacing on the shelf some glasses she’d just dried.

      ‘Nothing wrong with it,’ Kate replied, easing herself onto a barstool. ‘I just fancy a change. I’m going to try Guys ’n’ Dolls.’

      ‘I’ve been there a couple of times,’ Angie said, patting her blonde coiffure. ‘Guy’s a good cutter and a nice bloke.’ She polished another glass. ‘I hear his wedding’s been called off though. Polly Lock told me, because she knows him really well.’

      ‘Did he call it off or was it his partner?’ Kate asked as casually as she could.

      Angie shrugged. ‘No idea. Why do you ask?’

      ‘Because there are letters circulating around,’ Kate replied, ‘and several weddings being cancelled as a result.’ She related what she knew to her sister but mentioned no names.

      Angie put her hand to her mouth. ‘My God!’ She squinted at Kate. ‘That wouldn’t be why you decided on an appointment with Guy, would it? All this flannel about wanting a new hairstyle! You just want to go burrowing again in stuff that doesn’t concern you. Kate—’

      ‘Of course not!’ Kate interrupted.

      She didn’t want a lecture on getting involved but, even as she drew breath to deny this, Angie said, ‘You are! You’re at it again! All because of poor Joe dying at the altar! Just a minute…’

      With that, Angie smiled sweetly at an elderly couple who’d approached the bar.

      ‘What a sweet little place you got here!’ the woman exclaimed in a strong American accent.

      ‘And so close to the ocean!’ enthused her other half. ‘What you gonna have, Myrtle?’

      Myrtle leaned across the bar at Angie. ‘We just finished dinner and thought we might have a little nightcap, didn’t we, sweetheart?’

      Sweetheart nodded.

      Angie had come into her own. ‘Well,’ she said, beaming brightly, ‘we have a great selection of liqueurs here.’ She pointed to the relevant shelf. ‘Or Fergal could make you a lovely Irish coffee.’

      ‘That sounds wunnerful,’ said Myrtle. ‘Shall we have one of them, Elmer?’

      Sweetheart/Elmer decided they probably should.

      Enter Fergal: blue open-necked shirt the exact colour of his eyes, a little tuft of dark chest hair just visible, a huge smile. ‘Sure and begorra, that’s a fine choice,’ he said as he took over.

      Angie rolled her eyes and came back opposite to where Kate was sitting.

      ‘Kate,’ she continued, taking a big breath, ‘you’ve nearly come to grief on several occasions in the short time we’ve lived down here, and all because you couldn’t keep your nose out of other people’s business.’

      ‘But—’ Kate tried to interrupt.

      ‘Let me finish,’ said Angie. ‘You’ve now become known as the local super-sleuth, Miss Marple or whatever. Cats might have nine lives, but you bloody well don’t. So leave them all to it, otherwise you’ll antagonise someone – probably the someone who writes the letters – and you could be in trouble all over again. Come on, Kate, you’re the only sister I’ve got! Take up crochet or something!’

      ‘Perhaps karate would be more useful?’ Kate suggested with a grin. Not a bad idea though, she thought.
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      Guy Masters was tall, blonde, blue-eyed and utterly gorgeous. He reminded Kate of a young Robert Redford. Not for the first time she marvelled at how many really dishy blokes turned out to be gay and, although he was probably young enough to be her son, she felt sorry for all the girls who’d fancy him. No justice in the world, she sighed to herself.

      ‘Your hair is heavy and thick,’ he said, holding up a strand, ‘which is good, but it needs more layering.’

      Kate noted the golden hairs on the golden arms of this Adonis. He was plainly a sun-worshipper, or perhaps bottle-bronzed but, either way, he was delectable. ‘If you think so,’ she murmured.

      Guy did think so and, as he commenced cutting, they exchanged pleasantries about the weather and such until he stopped cutting and said, ‘Now I remember where I’ve seen you before! Your picture was in the paper; you’re the super-sleuth nurse!’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that,’ Kate said modestly.

      ‘But you are!’ He got to work with the scissors again, then stopped and gazed at her in the mirror. ‘And you tried to revive poor Joe Perry at his wedding!’

      ‘Unfortunately, he was beyond help,’ Kate said sadly, flicking some strands of wet, cut hair from her face.

      Guy shook his head. ‘Such a tragedy!’

      Kate decided to throw caution to the winds. ‘It was particularly sad because I hear he’d received some letter or other telling him things he didn’t know about his fiancée. But, bless him, he still wanted to go ahead with the wedding.’

      There was a long pause while Guy resumed cutting. Eventually he repeated, ‘A letter,’ and it wasn’t a question. She could see he was tensing up from the very way he was wielding the scissors.

      ‘Yes, a letter,’ Kate confirmed, ‘and he’s not the only one.’

      ‘Really…?’ Guy stopped chopping and stared at her in the mirror again. ‘So, who was this letter from?’

      Kate met his eye in the mirror. ‘No idea. No one knows.’ She could see he was wrestling internally with this information.

      ‘Well,’ he said, laying down his scissors and brushing the cut hair off her shoulders, ‘I’d be interested to know if you find out anything.’

      ‘Of course,’ Kate said. ‘I can see I may have worried you in some way, and I haven’t meant to.’ She was studying her shorn hair in the mirror and liked what she saw. ‘Hey, this is nice, Guy!’ she said, patting her head as he advanced with the hairdryer.

      ‘Yes, it suits you.’ He stopped and looked out of the window for a moment. Then, as he switched on the dryer, he said, ‘It’s not something I can talk about at the moment. It’s a very personal matter.’

      ‘If I can help in any way, I’d be glad to,’ Kate said, withdrawing a card from her bag. ‘Look, that’s me and that’s where I live. If you want to talk about anything at any time, please just phone or pop in.’

      ‘Bless you!’ he said, switching on the dryer. ‘I’ll do that.’

      

      ‘I like your hair,’ Woody said that evening when he arrived at Lavender Cottage and sat down beside the log burner with a mug of tea. ‘It makes you look younger.’

      ‘Hallelujah!’ said Kate, following him. ‘I’ve found a new, very dishy hairdresser!’

      ‘Have you now?’

      ‘Handsome, charming and a great hairdresser too.’ Kate smiled coquettishly as she sipped her tea.

      ‘Obviously male.’

      ‘Like a young Robert Redford,’ Kate continued, batting her eyelids. ‘Gorgeous.’

      Woody narrowed his eyes. ‘From where exactly does this Adonis wield his charm and his scissors?’

      Kate giggled. ‘From Middle Tinworthy.’

      Woody groaned. ‘Don’t tell me it’s the man who’s been dumped at the altar?’

      ‘Well, I’m none the wiser if he was dumped or did the dumping. But I could see he was startled when I mentioned about people getting letters.’

      Woody took a long gulp of his tea. ‘Did he say he’d got one?’

      ‘No, but I’ve given him my address, and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he appeared on my doorstep one day.’

      Woody stroked his chin. ‘So, let me recap: Sue’s son got a letter about his fiancée and called off the wedding, Steve Jones at the bank got a letter about the vicar’s daughter and called off the wedding, your wonderful hairdresser just might have got a letter and called off his wedding, and Joe Perry got a letter and didn’t call off his wedding – right?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Perhaps someone just doesn’t like weddings, someone who was invited to all four of them and didn’t want to buy four hats!’ Woody said with a grin.

      ‘Which would almost certainly make it a woman,’ Kate said, laughing. ‘But the investigation’s now in full swing about who killed poor Joe, and I still wonder if the two are tied up?’

      Woody shrugged. ‘Charlotte said there were half a dozen of them altogether at the stag night. There was Joe, Dennis Bowen, Basil Honeywell – Melissa’s ex – and three of his mates from the plumbers’, but Charlotte has interviewed the plumbers and is reasonably confident of their innocence. However, earlier that day Joe had lunch with Melissa at the Bowens’ place. Neither Penelope nor Dennis was there, only the cleaner, Dot Thomson.’

      Kate frowned. ‘Never heard of her.’

      ‘What’s interesting about Dot Thomson is that she certainly gets around with her cleaning. She cleans for your friend, Sue, at the surgery, and also for the vicar. So we need to find out if she cleans for anyone else.’ He paused and sipped his wine. ‘But what’s really interesting is that it’s rumoured that she absolutely hates men! Apparently, she was left standing at the altar by some guy forty years or so ago and she’s been taking it out on the entire male population ever since!’

      ‘How do you know all this?’

      ‘When I first came here, I tried to get her to clean for me, but she was too busy. Des, at the pub, had recommended her and told me all the gossip.’

      ‘I wonder how I can get to meet her?’ Kate had a gleam in her eyes. ‘I’ve not known her to come to the surgery – or not to me at least.’

      ‘Just be careful,’ said Woody, ‘because she’s a bad-tempered old bat from what I’ve heard. Must be in her late sixties. And get this! She’s a dab hand with the rat poison! People round here send for her when they think there are rats around.’

      ‘I’d say we have our man – or woman, in this case!’ Kate said, beaming. ‘She could easily have doctored Joe’s food, if he was eating there while she was cleaning. And there’s a likely link to the letters too, or a couple of them anyway, if she was snooping around in the houses. Wish I’d known this before my hair appointment so that I could have asked Guy if she cleans for him as well.’

      ‘If I hear anything of interest, I’ll keep you informed, and that’s a promise,’ Woody said. ‘I know Charlotte will keep me in the picture, and I shall be seeing her again tomorrow.’

      Oh, will you indeed, Kate thought. She felt another tiny flicker of pure jealousy. Charlotte. How easily it tripped off his tongue! He’d only known her for five minutes! Even the name had a more exotic sound to it, as opposed to Kate. Perhaps she should now insist on being called Catherine, like the Duchess of Cambridge? Although there all similarity ended, unfortunately.

      She was aware that Woody was studying her intently. ‘Just keep away from any potential trouble, OK?’ he said.

      ‘Of course I will.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Still, they say you’re never more than a few feet away from a rat at any one time, so there must be rats around. I’m sure that if I stare out of the window for long enough, I’m bound to see one.’

      ‘No, Kate.’

      She sniffed. ‘Just a thought. And I keep thinking too about this ex-fiancé of Melissa’s? The Basil person? He must be obsessive, mustn’t he? I mean, he came to live down here in the hope that he could change Mel’s mind, and presumably stop her from marrying Joe. And Mel said that Joe was happy for him to be at the stag do, but why would he have wanted to go? Come to think of it, I’d say he had the greatest motive, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Yes, possibly, although I wouldn’t then connect him with the letters. He’s only been down here a few months apparently, so it’s unlikely that he could dig up all that dirt on local people in such a short time. And why would he want to, for God’s sake?’

      ‘Maybe because, if he couldn’t marry Mel, then he begrudged anyone else marrying and being happy? A bit far-fetched, I suppose.’

      Woody drained his cup. ‘Well, the letters are a mystery. But if the contents are true – and it looks as if they are – they can’t be classed as an offence, and probably not connected in any way to Joe’s murder.’

      ‘I think they are though,’ Kate said firmly.

      He sighed. ‘Keep an open mind. And while you’re at it, find out how the letters were written – typed on a typewriter or computer, handwritten – which I doubt very much – or cut out bits from papers and magazines, like on all good crime programmes on TV.’

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Kate said with a sigh.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning Angie emerged from her bedroom at the same time as Kate.

      ‘You didn’t stay at The Locker last night then?’ Kate asked, astonished to see her sister up and about so early.

      Angie shook her head. ‘No, Fergal had had one too many and, after we closed, went upstairs and fell asleep horizontally across the bed. I decided it was a night for my own bed.’ As they entered the kitchen, she added, ‘But guess who came in for a drink last night?’

      ‘No idea,’ Kate said, filling the kettle.

      ‘Charlotte Martin, that’s who!’ Angie said triumphantly. ‘She was with this man. And, wow, she is a stunner!’

      Kate concentrated on not reacting. ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes, she was getting admiring looks from every bloke in the bar!’

      ‘Was she now?’ As Kate got out the teapot, she reckoned there was some comfort in the fact that the wretched woman was accompanied by a man. Hopefully, she just might have already met someone special in the short time she’d been here.

      ‘Yes, and she was really nice too. Introduced me to the man, who turned out to be her brother, visiting from Kent or somewhere. She’s a widow, you know.’

      ‘I know,’ Kate said, her spirits plunging rapidly. A brother.

      Angie placed two mugs on the work surface. ‘I’d keep Woody on a tight rein if I were you!’

      Angie sounded so pleased with herself that Kate, for the first time since they were children, wanted to slap her. ‘Woody is no longer in the police,’ she said, ‘in case you’ve forgotten.’

      ‘I know that,’ said Angie, ‘but I believe he goes up to the police station quite a lot.’

      ‘He’s familiarising her with the area,’ Kate said shortly.

      ‘So long as that’s all he’s familiarising her with!’ Angie chortled, placing one mug back in the cupboard. ‘Anyway, I won’t wait for tea after all, because I must be off – got a lot to do before we open. See you later!’ With that, she picked up her bag and was gone.

      Kate felt like kicking something, but she didn’t.

      

      Kate never failed to be amazed by how one minute you’d hardly ever heard of someone, and the next minute you were bumping into them or getting involved with them all over the place, which is exactly what happened with Penelope Bowen. Because the following day, via the Royal Mail and a first-class stamp, a letter arrived, addressed to Kate in very precise, calligraphic handwriting, from none other than Penelope herself.

      The letter (‘Dear Ms Palmer’) made no mention of weddings or premature deaths or anything of the sort. Penelope wished to set up a committee of local ladies to promote the virtues of cleanliness, hygiene and litter prevention. She then continued at great length about plastic polluting the world and today’s throwaway society, a great deal of which took place right here in the Tinworthy villages, in case Kate hadn’t noticed. She herself had picked up no fewer than four cans, a crisp packet and some dubious-looking tissues that very morning on her way to buy The Times. Charity begins at home, she reminded Kate, and it was therefore necessary to get to the root of the problem right here and now. What was required was publicity: meetings, pamphlets, talks to children in school, that sort of thing. She rounded off the epistle by saying that she knew that Kate, as a nurse, would naturally be most concerned about such matters and would be a valued member of the committee. Therefore, would she be so kind as to attend a meeting, at the Bowens’ residence, Highfield House, Middle Tinworthy, on the following evening, Friday, at 7 p.m.

      Kate could hardly deny that hygiene was important, and she did worry, like most people, about climate change and pollution, so she could hardly refuse this invitation, particularly as she herself picked up discarded rubbish occasionally on her cliff-top walks with Barney. However, the opportunity to suss out Penelope Bowen was the real carrot – to find out some more about the family and perhaps even unearth some clues as to Joe’s death. Strange that Penelope hadn’t mentioned the wedding or Joe at all, although she was well aware that Kate had been at the wedding and that she’d tried to revive the poor groom.

      ‘Have you been to the Bowens’ place before?’ Woody asked when she showed him the letter at lunchtime as they sat on the rustic seating outside The Greedy Gull, Woody with his customary pint of Doom Bar, Kate with a lager. Kate’s seat was so rustic that pieces of wood were flaking off, and she wondered if they’d survive another winter outside. The weather was rapidly turning colder and, although it was sunny today, there was a cool wind. Both were wearing coats, collars turned up, determined to make the most of the last of the good weather.

      ‘No, I haven’t been to the Bowens’ house,’ she replied. ‘I really don’t know them at all. I had imagined they were quite grand and lived in Higher Tinworthy, so I was surprised when I saw the address on the letter today.’

      Woody grinned. ‘They might give the impression that they’re Higher Tinworthy dwellers, but the fact is, when they came down here from London about the same time I did, around five or six years ago, they obviously didn’t have quite enough money to buy a property up in the dizzy heights, much as they wanted to, according to Dick Smith, the estate agent. They ended up having a house built on a plot just outside Middle Tinworthy, which was as high as their budget permitted. I’d be most interested to know what it’s like.’

      Kate laughed. ‘I’ll take notes! Seriously, though, don’t you think it’s strange that she made no reference to the wedding or to Joe in the letter?’

      Woody shrugged. ‘Perhaps she’s in denial, pretending it never happened. Who knows? But, knowing you, you’ll find out. Yes, I think you should definitely go.’

      

      Kate had some trouble finding the entrance to Highfield House. She’d imagined an imposing gate set in the old stone wall and wondered why she’d never noticed it before when she drove up towards Highfield House. In fact, the gate was barely noticeable and, if she hadn’t been told that it was on the bend, directly opposite the letter box, she would have missed it altogether.

      As she drove in, she saw that there was a sign a few yards along, which did proclaim ‘Highfield House’ in large green Gothic lettering and ‘No Hawkers, Circulars or Cold Callers’ in plain no-nonsense lettering underneath. Then, as she rounded the bend, in a clearing in the trees, she saw the house itself. She’d imagined an impressive two-storey building at the very least, but there, in front of her, was a bog-standard bungalow, with a large conservatory on one side. What particularly amused Kate was the very grand mega-sized front door, painted in glossy white, which featured a full range of highly polished brass furniture, flanked by two pillars on each side. It was the most pretentious frontage to a bungalow that Kate had ever seen. She’d definitely be describing this to Woody later. She looked around, could see no one, so dug out her phone and took a quick photo.

      Penelope answered the pull-cord doorbell which played the first line of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, and which could be heard clearly from outside. She was dressed in well-cut grey slacks, a pink silk blouse and a double row of pearls. Kate reckoned she must be nearing sixty as well but had let her hair go grey and, apart from her bright pink lipstick, did not appear to believe in much make-up.

      ‘Oh, do come in,’ she said. ‘I thought we’d have our little meeting in the conservatory this evening so we can all enjoy the garden views.’ With that, she led the way through a deep-carpeted lounge, past a sea of mahogany furniture and flower arrangements, into the conservatory, where the rattan chairs had been positioned apart, with military precision, around the perimeter. Small china bowls of nuts and olives were placed on each tiny cane table alongside each chair.

      ‘Very nice,’ said Kate, looking out at the manicured garden with its uniform rows of shrubs and late-flowering roses.

      ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ agreed Penelope. ‘Do sit down, Ms Palmer. I never know what’s the correct way to address people these days. They get so touchy, don’t they? May I call you by your Christian name?’

      ‘Of course you can,’ Kate replied, sitting in one of the chairs. ‘I’m Kate.’

      ‘I’m Penelope,’ she replied, ‘and not Penny, if you please. Now, the others won’t arrive for another fifteen minutes or so, but I wanted to have a chat with you before they get here. I don’t really know you, do I?’

      ‘No, but we met briefly at the wedding. Do you want my credentials or something?’

      Penelope waved a heavily be-ringed hand in the air. ‘Of course not! But I’ve heard of you, you see, and, to that end, I wondered if you could throw any light on what might have happened to my almost son-in-law. Sherry?’ She opened a small corner cupboard and withdrew some small glasses and a large bottle of Amontillado.

      Kate didn’t often drink sherry, but she had a feeling that she was going to need it. ‘Thank you.’ She’d have one.

      ‘I’m shocked beyond belief that Joe was poisoned,’ Penelope said, handing Kate a glass, which was almost full to the rim. ‘Who on earth would want to poison poor Joe?’

      Well, you for a start, thought Kate. ‘I’ve really no idea,’ she said, looking suspiciously at the sherry bottle. However, Penelope was hardly likely to be poisoning herself, so it was with some relief that Kate saw her lift the glass to her mouth.

      ‘Neither have I,’ said Penelope, gulping half a glassful, ‘but I don’t want any fingers pointing at us.’ She sat down next to Kate and leaned towards her. ‘It’s a well-known fact that we didn’t altogether approve of Melissa marrying Joe, but nevertheless he was a nice enough man, a sanitary engineer, you know, but not the sort of person we’d hoped Melissa would marry. She’s studied at Cambridge, you know.’

      She paused, took another sip. ‘She should have stayed up in London, that’s what she should have done. But she had a rather messy love life and wanted to escape. It’s just that I didn’t want her marrying beneath her, you understand? I can tell you, from first-hand experience, that it does not work. My own dear mother wanted me to marry the son of her friend, who is an eminent surgeon, but I ignored her and I’ve lived to regret it on many occasions. Fortunately, Lucinda – she’s my eldest – married a banker; very successful. Beautiful house in Esher, Surrey. And Lavinia married an American’ – here she sniffed – ‘and lives in New York. He’s a lawyer, big-time, handles all the divorces of the rich and famous.’

      She paused again to let this information sink in. ‘So we had high hopes for Melissa too.’ She sighed. ‘As you know, we went ahead with the wedding, but we thought that at least these days it’s easy enough to get a divorce later on if things didn’t work out. And they wouldn’t have worked out, of that we were sure.’

      Kate nodded politely, her heart going out to Melissa. And to poor Dennis.

      ‘We had high hopes about Basil,’ Penelope continued. ‘Do you know him? Basil Honeywell? No? His father’s a lord! Basil went to Eton, you know, same time as Prince Harry, then Cambridge. He’s absolutely charming, pots of money, adores Melissa. Perhaps she’ll see sense now.’

      Kate cleared her throat. ‘I did meet Melissa on the beach recently and I know she was desperately sad. We can’t help who we fall in love with, Penelope.’

      ‘True, true,’ Penelope said hastily, brandishing the sherry bottle in Kate’s direction. ‘No? Well, of course you’re driving. I might just have a tiny drop more myself.’ With that she filled her glass up to the rim again.

      ‘I really need to know who poisoned Joe,’ she said, taking a hefty gulp. ‘The police have been here every five minutes asking about the stag night. Poor Dennis is beside himself with worry. And fingers are pointed at poor Basil too, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘There were three plumbers there, men Joe worked with. Plumbers! Foreigners too! Apparently, they’ve been questioned and aren’t suspected. And why not – that’s what I’d like to know!’

      ‘Penelope,’ Kate said, draining her glass, ‘I’m very much an amateur at detective work, and I’ve got nothing to go on so far. So who do you think might have wanted Joe dead?’

      Penelope thought for a moment. ‘My money was, and still is, on the plumbers, of course. Or Dot Thomson and her damn rat poison. Or Carol Edwards even.’

      ‘Who,’ asked Kate, ‘is Carol Edwards?’

      ‘Carol was a great friend of Melissa’s at one time,’ Penelope said, peering out of the window. ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, Kate, she was a tad common. She fancied Joe Perry, pursued him blatantly, went out with him for some months and was beside herself with jealousy when Joe fell for Melissa. She never spoke to Melissa again.’

      ‘Surely she’d have targeted Melissa then, not Joe?’ Kate asked, feeling increasingly bewildered.

      The first line of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ echoed out from the hall.

      Penelope got to her feet and headed towards the door. ‘Talk later,’ she said briskly. ‘The other ladies have arrived now, so we must begin our meeting.’

      

      The meeting was predictable, and Kate agreed to give a couple of talks to the children at Tinworthy Primary School during the coming weeks. There were only two other women; one was a pleasant lady named Joanne, who was a teacher at the school, and had an abundance of facial hair. She plainly did not take advantage of Guy’s depilatory treatments. The other was none other than Jane Starling, the vicar’s daughter.

      Jane was small, slim, probably around thirty, with blue eyes, short brown hair, and more than her share of teeth. She was not wearing an engagement ring, or any rings for that matter, and no mention was made of any impending matrimony. Jane ran the church youth club and was keen to establish outer, as well as inner, purity amongst her flock. She was pleasant but unremarkable, and Kate spent the rest of the evening trying to imagine what this mousy little woman could possibly have got up to that would cause her fiancé to call off the wedding.

      Jane appeared to enjoy the Amontillado almost as much as Penelope did, and they both had several generous refills in the course of the evening. Jane wobbled slightly when she got up to leave and gratefully accepted a lift home from Joanne. Penelope didn’t wobble at all, so Kate assumed she was pretty much inured to it.
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      Kate’s first patient on Monday morning was Stefan Koslowski, an unusual name for Tinworthy. Stefan was around six feet four and built to withstand any passing tornado. He had sad brown eyes and at least a week’s worth of stubble on his prominent chin.

      ‘I have cough,’ he informed Kate as he sat down. ‘I cough for two weeks. Nearly.’

      Kate listened to his chest and checked him over. ‘It sounds to me like you’ve got a stubborn chest infection. I can prescribe you an antibiotic which should clear it up,’ she told him. ‘Are you allergic to any antibiotics – penicillin, for example?’

      He shook his head. ‘No, I allergic to nothing.’

      ‘OK,’ said Kate, ‘but if it doesn’t get better soon, you come straight back here. Understand?’

      ‘OK,’ he said, then added, ‘You try save Joe?’

      Kate sighed and nodded as she wrote out his prescription.

      ‘At wedding?’ he prompted.

      Kate smiled at him. ‘You were there with your mates, weren’t you?’

      ‘Of course I am there – I am friend.’

      ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘and you worked with Joe?’

      ‘I am plumbing. Joe is plumbing. We all plumbing.’

      ‘You must be very sad, Stefan,’ Kate said, handing him the prescription and wondering how much she dare ask.

      ‘He good guy,’ Stefan said, studying his prescription. ‘I miss him much.’

      ‘So you must have been at Joe’s stag night?’

      ‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘It was good night. They generous and much drinks.’

      ‘And was Joe quite well then?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Oh yes. And very happy. We there to drink and wish him nice wedding. She beautiful lady.’

      ‘Yes,’ Kate agreed, ‘Melissa is beautiful.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Did everything go well that evening?’

      ‘Yes, yes, good. The father of bride – he pay. Nice guy.’

      ‘Was there anyone else there, apart from you and your mates?’

      Stefan thought for a moment. ‘A man.’

      ‘A man? What man?’

      Stefan shrugged. ‘I forget name. Very English; how you say – posh?’

      ‘A friend of Joe’s?’

      ‘I not know. But’ – here Stefan narrowed his eyes – ‘I not like him too much.’

      ‘Why didn’t you like him, Stefan?’ Kate looked surreptitiously at her watch, knowing her next patient would be waiting.

      ‘He sit alone,’ Stefan replied. ‘Not so friendly, but he buy drinks too, so not bad man!’ He smiled.

      ‘And you were there with your two friends, weren’t you?’

      ‘Also plumbing. No good English, so we keep together.’

      ‘Have the police spoken to you?’

      Stefan nodded. ‘Many questions. I do answers because I speak good English.’ He stood up as if to leave.

      ‘Just one more thing,’ Kate said hurriedly. ‘Did you have food there?’

      ‘No food. Peanuts only. But we buy nothing! All paid!’

      ‘So you didn’t have to go up to the bar at all, I expect?’

      As he got to the door, Stefan turned and gave a big smile, showing beautiful teeth. ‘Not even one time! We sit at table with Dennis and Joe and posh man brings over drinks. It was good night!’

      ‘Yes, I’m sure it was,’ Kate said.

      

      ‘So far as I can gather,’ Kate said to Woody in the evening, ‘the plumbers didn’t have to go up to the bar at all that evening but sat at the table with Dennis and drank a continuous flow of beer.’

      ‘Sounds like my kind of evening,’ Woody said wistfully.

      ‘Therefore, Joe and the “posh man” must have done most of the buying.’

      ‘Not entirely,’ Woody said. ‘I think Dennis paid for most of it. But Charlotte has questioned the bar staff and they’ve confirmed that the three Poles sat together all night and didn’t go up to the bar.’

      ‘Which means that they’d be unlikely to be able to pop something into one of the glasses without someone noticing?’

      ‘Correct. Dennis, apparently, had given a sum of money to the bar staff beforehand, so the only person who bought additional drinks was this Basil Honeywell.’

      ‘I suppose it would be easy enough to drop a pill or something into one of the drinks when carrying them to the table?’ Kate asked.

      ‘I gather Joe and Basil did most of the carrying,’ Woody said, ‘and it would seem unlikely that Joe would poison himself.’

      ‘Which leaves Basil.’

      ‘Which leaves Basil,’ Woody confirmed, ‘and, let’s face it, he had the most reason to get rid of Joe. He’s being questioned tomorrow.’

      Kate had never met Basil; she’d seen him at the wedding, of course, but hadn’t had a chance to speak to him. She was keen to rectify this but decided to say nothing to Woody, who would again lecture her on getting involved.

      Where did this man live? He was reputedly not short of money, so had he bought some pricy pad in Higher Tinworthy? Or was he renting somewhere? How could she bump into him? Did he have a dog?

      This one might prove difficult.

      

      Bobby’s Best Buys, which was the only grocery store in Lower Tinworthy, was advertising two boxes of Kate’s usual washing-machine powder for the price of one. So, after work on Tuesday, Kate drove to Bobby’s on her way home.

      Bobby’s shop window was filled to capacity with Halloween masks, boxes of fireworks, plus the odd broomstick or two, darkening further the interior of Bobby’s gloomy store – the window being the only source of outside light. Bobby himself was shuffling around behind the counter, under the one and only strip light, and appeared to be looking for something on the floor. He looked up as Kate entered. ‘Ah, Nurse Palmer!’ he said.

      ‘Evening, Bobby. I’ve come for my two boxes of washing powder.’

      Bobby immediately withdrew two boxes from beneath the counter, slammed them on the top, and then charged her for two.

      ‘Hang on,’ Kate said. ‘You’re supposed to be selling two for the price of one, not two for the price of two!’

      ‘I’m afraid the offer finished’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘an hour ago.’ He resumed staring down at the floor.

      ‘Why?’ Kate asked.

      ‘It was a popular offer and I ran out of the stuff,’ said Bobby.

      ‘But you didn’t run out, did you? Because you’ve just put these two boxes out on the counter.’

      ‘They’re the last ones,’ Bobby said, ‘and I needed to keep two for when I got back to the normal rate.’

      Kate, exasperated, tried to work this out. ‘I still don’t understand why.’

      Bobby didn’t reply but kept scanning the floor.

      ‘Have you lost something?’

      ‘I’ve dropped a twenty-pence piece and I’m damned if I can find it,’ Bobby replied, scratching his head.

      ‘I expect you’ll come across it eventually,’ Kate said. ‘Anyway, I shan’t be buying your washing powder.’ She knew she could get the product much cheaper in any of the supermarkets where she did her weekly shop. And the twenty-pence coin was plainly more important to Bobby than selling washing powder.

      ‘I thought you wanted a couple of boxes,’ Bobby said as he straightened up. ‘So, don’t you want anythin’ else then?’

      Before she could reply, a small, brown-haired girl came limping into the shop.

      ‘Bobby!’ she shouted. ‘You need to do something about that pothole out front! It’s getting dark and I didn’t see it and came off my bike, ass over elbow.’

      ‘I told the council,’ said Bobby, scanning the floor again, ‘but they don’t want to know.’

      ‘Are you OK?’ Kate asked anxiously.

      The girl gave a faint smile. ‘I’ve taken a real tumble, cut my leg and sprained my ankle, I think.’

      As she spoke, Kate noticed blood seeping through her jeans. ‘Come with me, dear,’ she said, ‘and I’ll have a look at your leg. I’m a nurse.’

      ‘I can see that,’ the girl said, ‘cos you’re in uniform.’

      ‘I’m Kate.’

      ‘I’m Carol. And I know who you are; you tried to save Joe Perry, didn’t you?’

      ‘I’m afraid it didn’t work,’ Kate said sadly.

      ‘Well, you tried.’ She didn’t sound particularly sad. She had an unfortunate face with small eyes and narrow lips which didn’t look as if they did a great deal of smiling.

      ‘Did you want to get some shopping?’ Kate asked.

      ‘My mum wanted the washing powder,’ Carol replied.

      ‘The offer appears to be over,’ Kate said. ‘So leave your bike here, and Bobby will look after it until you can get it collected. You come up with me and I’ll have a look at that leg of yours. I live just up the lane there.’

      ‘You’re very kind.’

      She limped out, half hopping and half leaning against Kate, and got into the passenger seat of the Fiat. On arrival at the cottage, she managed to limp into the kitchen behind Kate, and sat down on a chair. Her leg appeared to be bleeding profusely as she tugged off her jeans.

      Kate opened up her bag to get some dressings.

      ‘I bet you thought you’d finished work for today,’ Carol said, giving a little yelp as Kate tended to the nasty gash on her right leg.

      ‘No problem,’ said Kate. Then, after a moment: ‘Did you know Joe?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Carol, and Kate saw her face harden. ‘I knew him well, or thought I did. Before that rich bitch got her hands on him.’

      ‘Do you mean Melissa Bowen?’ Kate asked. She was shocked at the complete change in Carol’s attitude. The name rang a bell now; what was it that Penelope Bowen had said the other evening? She’d mentioned someone by the name of Carol, but Kate hadn’t written it down at the time and now couldn’t recall the surname. What was it? Then suddenly it came to her – of course, Edwards! Without a doubt, this was the girl in question.

      ‘Are you Carol Edwards?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Yeah, that’s me,’ replied the girl.

      ‘Weren’t you going out with Joe at one time?’

      ‘How do you know that? You seem to know a lot about it,’ Carol said.

      ‘With my job you just hear bits and pieces,’ Kate said. ‘You must have been very upset when Joe got together with Melissa?’

      ‘Of course.’ She watched Kate bandaging her leg for a moment. ‘Men are so bloody weak,’ she added.

      ‘Well, sometimes, I suppose,’ said Kate.

      ‘Just cos she’s got a pretty face and I haven’t,’ said Carol.

      ‘Rubbish!’ exclaimed Kate. The girl wasn’t beautiful, there was no denying that, but she was reasonably attractive. She continued bandaging. ‘Anyway, it’s personality that counts in the long run, you know.’

      Carol sniffed. ‘In a moment you’re going to tell me beauty is only skin deep.’

      Kate had been going to say exactly that. ‘Does that feel better?’ she asked as she finished bandaging.

      ‘Yes, thanks, it does.’

      ‘OK, so I’ll drive you home shortly because you’ve sprained your ankle as well. You need to keep that up and rest it when you get home. Can you get someone to fetch your bike?’

      ‘Yeah, my dad’ll collect it later.’

      ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

      Carol shook her head. ‘No, thanks. I’d better be getting home. Mum will be wondering where I’ve got to.’

      She hobbled behind Kate out to the car and got carefully into the passenger seat.

      As Kate started up the engine she said, ‘So I guess it must be some time ago now since you last saw Joe?’

      Carol sniffed. ‘No, not long ago. He rang me up on the morning of the stag do and asked if I fancied a drink. I nearly told him where he could stuff his drink but, in the end, I went. She was having a manicure or a pedicure or some damn thing and I suppose he had nothing better to do. We went to The Tinners’ at lunchtime and he was very chirpy.’ She sniffed again and turned to Kate. ‘I felt like killing him.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Kate, at a loss for words.

      ‘But I didn’t. I know you’re keen on detective work so thought I’d better make that clear. You know he got a letter telling him about Melissa’s collection of fiancés?’

      ‘So I believe.’ Kate thought for a moment. ‘I don’t suppose you saw the letter, did you?’

      ‘Yeah, I did. He brought the thing along, asked me if I’d written it. Me, for God’s sake! Bloody nerve!’

      ‘What did it look like? I mean, I just wondered how it was written – was it handwritten, typed or what?’

      ‘Oh, it was printed off a computer by the look of it, run off on A4 white paper. Well, it would be, wouldn’t it? Nobody’s going to risk handwriting a letter like that. But quite fancy lettering.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Kate said. ‘But what do you mean by fancy lettering?’

      ‘Yeah, weird that, isn’t it? I mean it was a different print – what do you call it? – than usual. Font, is that the word?’

      ‘Well, that’s interesting,’ Kate said, wondering if the others had been printed in an unusual font too. That could be very important.

      They’d reached Middle Tinworthy, and Carol indicated the small cul-de-sac opposite the medical centre. ‘In there – the white-painted house, first on the right.’

      As Kate parked in front of the gate, she asked, ‘Did you honestly not send that letter to Joe?’

      The girl seemed genuinely shocked. ‘I’ve already told you. Why the hell would I do that?’

      ‘I just wanted to be sure,’ Kate said brusquely.

      ‘Am I under suspicion or something? Is it because my dad’s a magistrate? Do you think I know everyone’s dirty secrets? I mean, if I was going to kill anyone, it would be that cow, Mel Bowen.’

      ‘No, of course you’re not under suspicion, Carol.’

      ‘Why did you ask then?’ Carol was staring at her as she opened the door.

      ‘If you have any problems with that leg or ankle of yours, please come to the surgery,’ Kate said, ignoring the question.

      ‘Well, thanks anyway,’ said Carol, as she closed the door in a bit of a huff.

      Deep in thought, Kate turned the car round and headed for home.
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      Kate sat down quietly with a cup of coffee while Barney pawed her knee, begging for a walk.

      ‘In a moment, Barney! Just let me collect my thoughts…’

      Kate’s thoughts were all over the place. Could this young woman, whose leg she had just treated, be capable of murder? In spite of what Carol had said, Kate knew it was – just – possible. If she’d learned anything over this past year it was that the most innocent-looking and -sounding women were not necessarily what they seemed. What was interesting was how Carol had changed from chatting normally to sounding almost venomous when she spoke about Joe.

      She got out The List. Added Carol Edwards. And then there was Basil Honeywell, and Dot Thomson probably. Were the letters connected in any way or was it purely coincidental that they’d come to light at the same time as Joe’s untimely death?

      Kate had to accept that, for once, she didn’t have the first clue as to what was going on.

      

      Kate knew nothing about Dot Thomson, or where she lived. Knowing she’d get a lecture about minding her own business, she decided not to ask Woody. Particularly as when he appeared that evening he was in a jovial mood, and Kate wanted him to stay that way. She decided she would tell him about her meeting with Carol Edwards though.

      ‘I remembered the name later, the same name that Penelope Bowen had given me. She was the girl that Joe had dumped for Melissa and, apparently, she’s never spoken to Melissa again. But that, to me, would indicate that Melissa would be her target, and not Joe, if she planned to poison anyone. Otherwise, why would she agree to have a drink with Joe just a couple of days before the wedding?’

      ‘Unless she planned to poison him,’ Woody supplied.

      ‘True. And it would have been exactly forty-eight hours before Joe actually died. I wonder if they had anything to eat?’

      Woody looked thoughtful. ‘I’ll tell Charlotte about this, because I don’t think she’s aware that Joe met up with anyone in particular the day of the stag do. She most probably will question this Carol, and no doubt check if they had anything to eat at The Tinners’. So I daresay she’s going to be entered on your famous list?’

      Kate didn’t bother to tell him that Carol was already on it.

      

      ‘Have you got a phone number for Dot Thomson?’ Kate asked Sue when she was leaving work the following day.

      ‘Are you planning on getting a cleaner?’ Sue asked as she rummaged in her bag for her phone.

      ‘Not really,’ Kate admitted, ‘but I understand she’s good at getting rid of rats and I suspect I may have some in my garden.’

      ‘Here we are,’ said Sue, passing the number on to Kate. ‘Dot wouldn’t win any charm contests but she’s a good cleaner, should you ever want one, and she’s supposed to be great with the rat poison – not that I’ve had any experience of that, thank God. So have you seen them in your garden?’

      ‘Just the one,’ Kate lied. She hated lying but she could hardly tell Sue about her poisoning suspicions.

      As soon as she got home, Kate phoned Dot’s number.

      ‘Yes?’ Dot did not sound over-friendly.

      ‘It’s Kate Palmer here, at Lavender Cottage, in Lower Tinworthy.’

      ‘Who?’

      Kate repeated what she’d said, then added, ‘I’ve seen a rat in my garden and I’m told that you’re very good at getting rid of them.’

      ‘Yes.’ Silence followed.

      Kate cleared her throat. ‘So I wondered if you could come—’

      ‘Tomorrow,’ Dot interrupted. ‘At four thirty, when I’ve finished work.’

      ‘Oh, thank you so much, that’ll be…’ And she realised the line had gone dead. Well, Sue had warned her that Dot was no charmer.

      The following day was a Thursday, and Kate was actually working. She made a point of finishing work at four o’clock sharp and got home in readiness for the visit. As she glanced out of the window, she saw a woman pedalling furiously up the lane. She went out to the gate just as the cyclist approached on an old-fashioned upright bicycle, complete with a loaded basket on the front. The woman who dismounted was elderly, tall, stick-thin, her still-black hair tied back in a no-nonsense bun, with a hooked nose and beady dark eyes.

      ‘Miss Thomson?’ Kate asked nervously.

      ‘Where are the rats?’ the woman asked as she unloaded a bag from the basket.

      ‘Well, I’ve only seen one, in the front garden,’ Kate said, aware that conversation with this strange woman was not going to be easy.

      ‘Show me where,’ ordered Dot, studying her with narrowed eyes.

      Kate opened the side gate and led the way round to the front. Without further ado Dot began examining every inch of the garden’s boundaries, prodding the ground as she went. ‘No droppin’s,’ she announced as she straightened up after about fifteen minutes. ‘You sure you saw a rat?’

      ‘It looked like one,’ Kate said. ‘What else could it have been?’

      ‘How would I know?’ Dot looked at her in genuine astonishment. ‘There ain’t no sign of no rats round here so I ain’t goin’ to be wastin’ my poison.’ She snapped her bag shut.

      ‘Well, I’m sorry if I’ve wasted your time,’ Kate said. You certainly wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of this woman, she thought, and then wondered if Joe had done just that? Unlikely. ‘Perhaps it was just passing through,’ Kate added, realising as she spoke that she was talking absolute rubbish. She awaited Dot’s reaction, but nothing was said.

      ‘Please stay and have a cup of tea,’ she added in desperation. ‘I feel bad that you’ve come all this way for nothing.’

      Dot sniffed. ‘It was downhill comin’ here, but it’s uphill all the way back,’ she informed Kate with a scowl. ‘And I’ll need payin’ for my time.’

      ‘Of course,’ Kate said hurriedly. ‘Do come in and I’ll put the kettle on, and we can settle the bill.’

      Dot said nothing but followed Kate back to the kitchen entrance where, when she opened the door, an excited Barney rushed out, jumped up in welcome, tail wagging furiously.

      ‘Don’t like dogs,’ said Dot, looking at Barney with distaste.

      Kate grabbed him by the collar. ‘Settle down!’ she ordered the dog. Turning to Dot, she said, ‘Take a seat while I make some tea.’ She paused. ‘I must say I’m very relieved that you don’t think I have rats.’

      ‘Rats are everywhere,’ Dot said. ‘What I’m sayin’ is that they ain’t doin’ their business in your garden. But if it makes you happy, I’ll put one of my boxes out there when I’ve had my tea. Black, three sugars.’

      ‘Oh, fine,’ Kate said, hurriedly replacing the milk bottle in the fridge. She set the mug of black tea on the table in front of her visitor. ‘Would you like a biscuit?’

      ‘Never eat them,’ said Dot, gulping some tea.

      Kate couldn’t imagine how she could drink scalding hot tea so rapidly.

      Dot cast an eye around the kitchen. ‘You need any cleanin’ done in here?’

      Kate was immediately aware of the layer of dust on top of the microwave and the dog biscuits scattered on the floor. ‘Well, it’s a bit untidy at the moment,’ she said apologetically, ‘but we cope. My sister lives here too.’ She nearly added, ‘Sometimes,’ but didn’t.

      ‘You ain’t married then?’

      ‘No, I’m divorced, and Angie’s a widow.’

      ‘Better off without them,’ Dot said, taking another gulp of tea. ‘All them silly youngsters rushin’ to the altar, then gettin’ divorced five minutes later!’ She snorted. ‘That’ll be ten pounds. I’ll put a box in your garden to keep you happy, so let me know if you find any bodies.’ She stood up, drained her tea and, after Kate had handed her a ten-pound note, added, ‘I’ll be on my way. No need for you to come out.’ She put down her cup and headed for the door.

      ‘Thank you for coming,’ Kate said, following her. ‘I’m sorry if—’

      ‘Stop apologisin’,’ said Dot as she headed towards her bicycle.

      Kate watched from the window as Dot retrieved the box from the basket and placed it against the hedge in the front garden. She then mounted her bike and set off at speed down the lane. She’d need to gather momentum because, wherever Dot lived, it would indeed be uphill all the way.

      As she watched Dot disappear, Kate was aware that she knew no more about Dot Thomson than she had before, other than what she looked like. Dot had made a derogatory remark about marriage, but Kate already knew that she didn’t like men, so that was hardly surprising. More to the point, Kate had the distinct feeling that Dot suspected there were no rats, and that she’d been asked to visit purely to be sussed out. She was probably aware that Kate was becoming famous in the Tinworthy villages for her detective work. So, was Dot capable of poisoning Joe? She probably was, but why on earth would she want to?

      Nonetheless, Kate added Dot’s name to her list, and then set about preparing supper. Woody was due in an hour’s time.
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      An hour passed. Fortunately, Kate had made a casserole and baked some potatoes, so that would keep warm in the oven. Then another half hour passed, and she began to worry, because Woody was rarely late and, if he was, he always phoned to let her know.

      It was after eight o’clock when he finally arrived, by which time Kate had become seriously worried. ‘Where have you been?’

      Woody pecked her on the cheek. ‘I’m really sorry, Kate; I didn’t realise the time. I got chatting with Charlotte, and then she made me some coffee, which I didn’t like to refuse. She’s been questioning the Bowens again and wanted to know what I thought of them. And then I told her about the Edwards girl, and the meal she had in The Tinners’ with Joe. It all takes time.’

      ‘You didn’t think to phone?’ Kate poured them both a glass of Malbec and switched off the oven.

      ‘Sorry, but Charlotte kept talking and I didn’t want her to think—’

      ‘To think what?’

      ‘Well, to think that I had an appointment, because I didn’t want to stem her flow of thoughts.’

      ‘Oh, really.’ Kate was aware of Woody giving her a sideways look, but she didn’t care. Charlotte this, Charlotte that. Bloody Charlotte! Charlotte the harlot – ha!

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Woody said meekly.

      I am not going to appear to be jealous because I’m not, Kate thought. Well, only a little bit.

      ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘let’s eat.’

      Woody sipped his wine. ‘How’s your day been?’

      ‘Oh, the usual at the surgery, but I had a visit from Dot Thomson when I got back from work.’

      ‘Did you now?’ He studied her over the rim of his glass. ‘Did you get her here under false pretences?’

      ‘I could have rats,’ Kate said defensively as she dished out the food. ‘Even Dot said that they were all around.’

      ‘I daresay they are. So what did Dot have to say for herself? I gather she’s not exactly chatty?’

      ‘She’s not,’ Kate confirmed. ‘She’s quite abrupt, bordering on rude. She certainly doesn’t give much away.’

      Woody laughed. ‘There’s a challenge for you then!’

      ‘I think she’d be quite capable of finishing off anyone she didn’t much care for, but I can’t think why she wouldn’t like Joe. He was such a nice guy.’

      ‘Did she look like she might be a letter writer?’ Woody asked, grinning.

      ‘I’ve no idea, and I get the distinct feeling that you’re not taking me seriously, Woody Forrest! In fact, I’m almost at the stage of calling you Abe again!’

      Woody had been christened Abraham Lincoln Forrest by his father, who was living the American dream, in a show of patriotism. Woody did not advertise this fact to the world, and it had taken him months to admit as much to Kate, who now called him Abe whenever he overstepped the mark.

      Woody laughed. ‘Let’s change the subject, shall we? You’re not working tomorrow, are you?’

      ‘No,’ Kate said, ‘I’m not. I shall spend the day looking out for rats.’

      

      Kate didn’t get up until nearly nine on Friday morning, relishing the extra couple of hours in bed. She could hear sounds emanating from the kitchen and realised that Angie must have come home last night, which she only did occasionally these days. Slipping on her dressing gown, she ventured downstairs to find Angie making herself a mug of tea.

      ‘I didn’t expect to find you here this morning,’ Kate remarked, smothering a yawn.

      ‘Has it escaped your notice that I live here too?’ Angie asked sourly, stirring her tea. ‘Where’s Wonderboy?’

      ‘He went home last night,’ Kate replied, ‘because he wanted to watch Chelsea playing Someone-or-Other, and I wanted an early night.’

      ‘Hmm,’ snorted Angie, ‘men!’

      ‘You said that with some feeling,’ Kate said, getting out a mug for her own tea. ‘Was Fergal sleeping horizontally across the bed again?’

      Angie sniffed. ‘I’ve no idea what position he was sleeping in.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Kate, ‘is he in the doghouse?’

      Angie drank some tea before replying. ‘There’s this bloody woman,’ she said after a moment, ‘who comes in every evening around eight o’clock, orders loads of Fergal’s Irish coffees, just so she can sit at the bar all night gazing at him in adoration.’

      Kate smothered a grin. ‘And what does Fergal do?’

      Angie took a deep breath. ‘That’s just the thing, Kate – he laps it up!’

      ‘Well, you can hardly blame him, can you? He’s obviously very flattered.’

      ‘He gives her all that Irish blarney, and she loves it,’ Angie added.

      ‘What does she look like?’ Kate asked.

      ‘I reckon she’s in her thirties, she’s got a mane of red hair and the biggest knockers you’ve ever seen!’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Kate.

      ‘Yes, quite,’ Angie said drily. ‘She comes from Newcastle or somewhere, and she’s here with a friend. They’re staying at that B&B near the bridge.’

      ‘Oh well, I expect she’ll be going home at the end of the week?’

      ‘No, she damn well isn’t – she’s here for another week!’

      ‘Surely you can put up with it for another week? So long as he behaves himself, surely a little flirting is no big deal, Angie?’

      ‘I just don’t like the way he looks at her,’ Angie said. ‘He definitely fancies her.’

      Kate wondered why Angie had come back home, presumably letting him have a free rein, but decided not to ask.

      ‘If he lays one finger on her,’ Angie continued, eyes ablaze, ‘he’ll be out that door pronto! Let him go back to his horrible little caravan in Plymouth! Whose bar is it anyway?’

      ‘Don’t be too hasty,’ Kate warned. Although initially she’d been a little suspicious of Fergal, he’d worked hard to help Angie convert The Old Locker and he seemed to be making her happy. Usually, anyway. ‘Give him some of his own medicine and find somebody to flirt with yourself!’ And perhaps, she thought, that’s an idea I could adopt myself. Give Woody something to think about other than the Harlot!

      ‘Nobody fanciable has crossed the threshold since we opened,’ Angie said, ‘although I live in hope. Anyway, it’s all right for you – you only have to compete with a game of football!’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that,’ Kate murmured, looking thoughtfully through the window.

      Angie stared at her sister. ‘What? Wonderboy?’

      ‘No, no,’ Kate said hastily, ‘he’s behaving himself. It’s just…’ She thought for a moment. ‘It’s just that woman, the new DI. He seems very keen to familiarise her with the job; it’s Charlotte this and Charlotte that… and I’m probably being very silly, but I don’t recall him being so devoted in initiating Bill Robson into local ways.’

      ‘Well, I must say, she is a cracker!’ Angie gave a ghost of a smile.

      ‘You certainly know how to make me feel better,’ Kate snapped.

      ‘I told you before, you should marry him!’

      ‘What difference would that make? Married men are just as likely to go off the rails as single ones – probably more so.’

      ‘Well then, you’ll just have to keep him on his toes and do some flirting yourself!’

      Kate snorted, hearing her words repeated back to her. ‘Who with exactly? You said yourself five minutes ago that no one fanciable had crossed the doorstep since you opened.’

      Angie shrugged. ‘Is it too early for gin?’

      ‘Get a grip, Angie! You don’t need gin and you don’t need to fancy someone.’

      ‘Why don’t you try some of your own medicine? What about one of the doctors at the surgery? Give Wonderboy something to worry about!’

      Perhaps there is some truth in that, Kate thought, and I should try my own medicine occasionally instead of always dishing it out!

      After Angie had left for The Old Locker, Kate considered her remark about flirting, smiling to herself as she considered the three doctors at the surgery: Charlie Barratt, who was elderly and about to retire; Andrew Ross, middle-aged, married with children; plus the young thirty-year-old who had recently joined the practice, Graham Smith. Nice men but not in the least fanciable. All would be alarmed, to say the least, if she as much as attempted any flirtation! Not that she wanted to. Perhaps she should join Angie down at The Old Locker and flirt with any passing tourist! For certain, there were no male equivalents of Charlotte Martin around! Charlotte the harlot!

      Kate didn’t really consider her to be a harlot of course. Not really. Nevertheless, she’d feel a lot better about Charlotte when she found a man of her own. So long as he wasn’t a good-looking, American, ex-detective inspector called Abraham Lincoln Forrest.
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      It was on Sunday morning that Kate got the phone call from the beautiful Guy, of hairdressing fame. For a moment, she couldn’t identify the voice, and then he said who he was, that it was his one and only day off in the week, and he wanted to tell her something. Could they possibly meet up for a lunchtime drink?

      ‘Well, I live a stone’s throw from The Greedy Gull,’ she said, ‘or you’re more than welcome to come here.’ She glanced across at Woody who was immersed in The Sunday Times.

      ‘I’d prefer to meet on neutral territory,’ he said. ‘I live in Boscastle, so how about The Fox’s Tail, just outside Porthcarn? You know where that is?’

      ‘Yes, I do,’ Kate said. ‘Do you want me to come alone?’ She cast a further glance at Woody. ‘I could bring—’

      ‘Alone please,’ Guy interrupted.

      ‘OK, what time?’

      ‘Can you make it for twelve thirty?’

      ‘No problem,’ Kate said. ‘See you there!’

      Woody looked up from his newspaper. ‘What was that all about?’

      ‘Well, this very dishy man has invited me to have a drink with him at The Fox’s Tail, near—’

      ‘I know where The Fox’s Tail is,’ Woody interrupted, ‘and I’m assuming that this Adonis is the gay hairdresser?’

      ‘Got it in one!’ Kate said cheerfully. ‘I did try to ask him if you could come along too, but he was adamant I come on my own. Sorry!’

      Woody laid down the newspaper. ‘I don’t suppose he’s planning to talk about your hair?’

      ‘Very unlikely,’ Kate replied. ‘Would you mind very much if I went, Woody?’

      Woody gave a theatrical sigh. ‘I suppose I can assume that he’s not lusting after your body? And please don’t go worrying about me being here, all alone, on a Sunday lunchtime, deserted, lonely…’

      ‘I won’t then,’ said Kate, thinking, More’s the pity that Guy’s gay because he would be my ideal flirting partner. ‘Why don’t you go down to The Locker and have a drink with Angie and Fergal?’ If they’re still speaking to each other, she thought, but decided not to mention it. Then, as she went upstairs to change, she had a sudden thought. What if he met Charlotte? What if he invited her for a drink? Or she just happened to be in The Old Locker? Could she blame him? After all, she and Woody normally went somewhere for a Sunday lunchtime drink and sometimes even lunch.

      However, it was imperative that she meet up with Guy because who knows what he might tell her? Probably that he’d received a letter too, or his partner had. Perhaps, if she got enough detail, she could work out any similarities to the letters received by Joe and Byron.

      She had to go.

      When she got back downstairs, she found Woody still immersed in The Sunday Times. Perhaps he wouldn’t go out after all?

      ‘You’re looking nice,’ he said, finally glancing up from the paper. She’d put on some smart new jeans and a cream cashmere sweater which she’d treated herself to recently, then realised she’d be terrified to wear it in case she spilled something on it. It looked good though, and she’d make sure to drink something fairly colourless. No red wine today.

      ‘So behave yourself,’ Woody added, standing up and giving her a quick kiss. ‘I’ve no doubt you’ll ferret as much information out of the poor bloke as you can.’ He patted her bottom as she headed towards the door.

      ‘I don’t intend to be long,’ she said, ‘and we are going to have roast lamb this evening, so perhaps you could peel a few potatoes?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said.

      

      As Kate drove off towards Boscastle, she began to make a mental list of the questions she should put to Guy, assuming that he was about to tell her he, too, had had a letter. Of course he had – there could be no other reason for this meeting.

      Twenty minutes later she’d parked her car in the one remaining space outside The Fox’s Tail. It was obviously a popular spot.

      Guy was standing at the bar, clad in a smart tan leather coat, looking towards the door as Kate entered. The barmaid, in turn, was looking at him in undisguised admiration. He waved to attract Kate’s attention – not that you could miss him.

      ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ he said, shaking her hand formally. ‘What can I get you to drink?’

      ‘A glass of white wine would be lovely,’ Kate said, conscious of any spillage on the pristine cream cashmere.

      Guy ordered two glasses of white wine from the adoring barmaid, who gave Kate a hostile glare, then guided Kate to the only free table, which was beside the window. It was a 1920s-type pub with multi-patterned carpeting and a brick fireplace, in which a mock gas fire blazed away merrily, without emitting a great deal of heat. Kate was glad she’d worn a warm coat. She took a careful sip of her white wine.

      ‘I was tempted to confide in you when I did your hair,’ Guy said, ‘but I didn’t.’

      ‘What made you change your mind?’ Kate asked.

      He shrugged. ‘Probably it’s because I needed to tell someone. I’ve kept this to myself for some months, and then when you spoke about letters, well…’

      ‘You’ve had a letter?’ Kate asked.

      He nodded and stared out of the window for a moment. ‘I don’t know if you’ve ever met my partner – my ex-partner – Richard Bennett? He’s an accountant, lives in one of the new flats in Higher Tinworthy?’

      Kate shook her head.

      ‘We were to be married in The Atlantic Hotel back in August,’ Guy continued, ‘and I was so happy, Kate. At long last I thought I’d met my soulmate!’

      Kate took another careful sip. ‘What went wrong?’

      ‘This letter arrived. At first I just couldn’t believe what it was telling me.’

      ‘Can you tell me?’ Kate asked gently.

      He gulped some wine. ‘Yes, it told me that Richard was a married man, with a wife and four children up in Sheffield.’

      Kate took a deep breath. ‘And was that true?’

      He nodded, looking sadly out of the window again. ‘I flatly refused to believe it when the letter arrived,’ he said. ‘When I broached the subject to Richard, he just passed it off as being from some homophobe whose tax he’d just calculated.’

      ‘So what did you do then? Anything?’

      ‘I wasn’t altogether convinced by what Richard said. The letter had even given me an address in Sheffield, which made me think it could be genuine. So off I went to Sheffield. You ever been to Sheffield?’

      Kate shook her head.

      ‘Neither had I,’ said Guy. ‘I drove up there, found the address and, believe it or not, found the wife and the four kids.’

      ‘Oh my God!’ said Kate.

      ‘Yes, and she was a nice woman with nice kids. Funnily enough, she didn’t seem all that surprised to see me. She told me that Richard had wanted a divorce, and no way was she going to give him one. They were good Catholics – at least, she was – and she didn’t believe in divorce.’

      ‘Did she know he was gay?’ Kate asked.

      ‘She said she suspected he was AC/DC – that’s the phrase she used – thought that he might well be bisexual.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Kate said sincerely.

      ‘If only he’d told me,’ Guy said sadly, ‘I could probably have lived with it and with him. We could have been together even if we weren’t able to marry, but it was the fact that he’d never told me, that he’d lied…’

      Where have I heard something similar to this before? Kate wondered. ‘He was obviously worried that you’d leave him,’ she said.

      He nodded, still staring out of the window.

      ‘If only he’d told me!’ She could see Guy’s eyes welling up. ‘If he couldn’t be honest with me about that, what else might he be hiding?’

      Kate realised that this comment was almost word for word what Sue’s Byron had said about Kylie, of wedding dress fame.

      ‘I’m glad you’ve told me, Guy, because it tallies with what else I’ve been hearing. I’m sorry but I obviously can’t give you any names, any more than I would mention your name to anyone else.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘but it’s just that I heard you were a great sleuth, and I’d give a lot to know who sent that letter.’

      ‘You and at least three others,’ Kate said.

      ‘You are kidding!’

      ‘No, I’m not.’

      ‘You’re telling me that three other people got letters similar to mine?’ Guy looked incredulous.

      ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying, Guy.’

      ‘Oh my God!’ Guy stared at his now-empty glass. ‘Would you like another drink?’

      ‘I’d love one, but I’m driving, so I won’t, thank you.’ Kate patted his hand, which was flat on the table. ‘If you think of anything, hear of anything, notice anything of relevance, would you let me know?’

      ‘Of course I will,’ he said, ‘and thank you for listening. I so needed to tell someone about all this, particularly someone who might be able to help.’ He smiled suddenly. ‘I think I did a good job on your hair!’

      ‘You did,’ Kate assured him as she stood up, cashmere intact. ‘I’ll be back for another appointment in a few weeks’ time!’

      She stopped for a moment. ‘I don’t suppose you have a cleaner called Dot, do you?’ Even as she spoke, she realised this was a silly question since Dot was highly unlikely to cycle all the way to Boscastle on her ancient bike.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ he replied, ‘but Richard had someone, and I seem to remember her name was Dot. Yes, I’m sure it was. Is that important?’

      ‘I don’t honestly know,’ said Kate. ‘One more thing: the letter. Was it handwritten, typed or what?’

      ‘Oh, computer-printed, no handwriting at all. On ordinary white A4 copy paper. But what was interesting was that it was printed in Baskerville Old Face. I mean, most people just use Times New Roman or something.’

      ‘That,’ said Kate, ‘is very interesting indeed.’

      They walked out together, and Guy pecked her on the cheek before getting into his vintage black E-type Jaguar and roaring away towards Boscastle. Kate got into her red Fiat Punto and headed back to Tinworthy.
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      ‘Wow!’ said Woody when Kate got home and relayed the information. ‘A wife and four kids! No wonder the wedding was cancelled!’

      ‘He was obviously not bothered about being a bigamist,’ Kate said. ‘What was also interesting is that Dot Thomson cleans for this Richard, so she could well have discovered something.’

      ‘So you suspect she wrote the letters?’

      ‘Well, she could have done, couldn’t she? I mean, she works for the Bowens, she works for Sue – although I’m not sure if she works for Byron’s ex-fiancée, and, assuming Jane Starling still lives at home, I think she works for the vicar. She could have been having wonderful snoops, unearthing all this information!’

      ‘Don’t count on it,’ Woody said with a smile. ‘It doesn’t necessarily follow.’

      ‘I’m well aware of that,’ Kate said. ‘Incidentally, Guy’s letter and Joe’s were both apparently computer-printed. But – and this is interesting – according to Carol, Joe’s was printed in a fancy font and, according to Guy, his was printed in Baskerville Old Face.’

      ‘I wonder if they all were? Which brings me to Dot; would Dot use a computer? I’m not saying she couldn’t, but would she? Has she got a computer, I wonder? And would she use an unusual font?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Kate said, ‘but she could probably have used one in any of the establishments where she worked.’

      ‘I’ll check with Charlotte – I think all the letters need to be brought in and examined.’

      ‘Yes, they should.’ Kate thought for a moment. ‘Did you go to the pub?’

      ‘Nope! I didn’t fancy either the pub or your delightful sister, so I’ve done all the vegetables, prepared the lamb for roasting and had forty winks!’

      Kate felt quite ashamed that she’d imagined him having a drink with Charlotte. She must learn not to be so suspicious. After all, Woody was a good guy.

      ‘I must admit,’ Woody said, ‘that I did ring Charlotte Martin to see if she fancied a drink, but she was going to visit a friend in Newquay. You wouldn’t have minded, would you? I didn’t like to think of her being on her own.’

      ‘No, of course I wouldn’t have minded,’ Kate said, lying through her teeth. Men! Could you ever trust them?

      

      When Kate surveyed the names of the patients booked in on Monday morning, only one name stood out: Basil Honeywell, and he was on Sue’s list.

      ‘Sue,’ she asked tentatively, ‘could we do a swap?’

      ‘A swap?’

      ‘Yes, please. Could I have your Basil Honeywell, and you can have my ten o’clock?’

      Sue looked at her quizzically. ‘Is he gorgeous or something? Have you tired of Woody?’

      Kate laughed. ‘No, he’s not particularly gorgeous, but he was at the wedding, and I’d be interested to have a chat with him.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Sue said, ‘I understand he’s a friend of the Bowens, so it’s my guess that you’ve got an ulterior motive. OK then, I’ll swap for Mary Carr, because I’m pretty sure she’ll only want an injection.’

      Basil Honeywell’s appointment was at ten o’clock and, for once, Kate was not running late. And neither was Basil.

      He was, as she guessed he might be, a typical English gentleman, in his thirties, clad in a tweed suit and Barbour jacket, with blue eyes and sandy hair. He was charming, very well spoken and very polite.

      After he’d sat down and they’d exchanged a few pleasantries, Kate asked, ‘What seems to be the trouble, Mr Honeywell?’

      He took a couple of deep breaths before saying, ‘Do you think you could give me something for anxiety?’

      Kate sat down opposite him. ‘What sort of anxiety?’

      Then she realised that he was staring at her with a slight frown.

      ‘I say,’ he said, ‘aren’t you the nurse who tried to save Joe at the wedding?’

      Here we go again, Kate thought. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that was me.’

      ‘It was jolly good of you to try,’ said Basil. He hesitated for a moment, then continued. ‘In fact, I think that’s where my anxiety stems from. I’m a friend of the Bowens, you know? I’m extremely fond of Melissa, and the poor girl is in a bit of a spin at the moment, as I’m sure you can imagine. Thing is, you see, Melissa had rather changed her mind just before the wedding! She’d confided in me that perhaps she was making a mistake marrying Joe Perry, and did I think she should tell him or should she go ahead with the ceremony? Can you imagine the position this put me in?’

      Kate looked at him in astonishment. ‘I was under the impression, from when I met her, that Melissa was very much in love with Joe and that she was heartbroken at his death.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Basil, ‘that’s the impression she gives, of course. Anyway, this whole thing has left me extremely stressed, and I’m not sleeping well.’

      ‘I can prescribe some mild sedatives, Mr Honeywell,’ Kate said, still digesting what he’d just said, ‘but if your symptoms continue then you really need to make an appointment with one of the doctors.’

      Basil gave a big sigh. ‘They all seemed to be booked up for days,’ he said sulkily, ‘and I need my sleep.’

      ‘Well, see how you get on with these, and please make an appointment with a doctor if your anxiety continues,’ Kate said, still shocked at what he’d said.

      ‘Thank you,’ he replied politely, picked up his prescription and was gone.

      Why on earth was he stressed? Kate wondered. Surely Melissa hadn’t been going to change her mind about marrying Joe? The girl had appeared to be devastated by his death. Was it just wishful thinking on Basil’s part? Did he have something to do with it? Had he poisoned Joe? Then again, if a girl had already changed her mind four times as she was heading towards the altar, could she have possibly changed it yet again? Not impossible.

      Kate now had to decide whether or not to put Melissa on The List.

      

      When Kate told Woody about her meeting with Basil, she added, ‘I want you to know that I was not investigating! Basil Honeywell came in as a patient with anxiety and, without any prompting on my part, told me that Mel had asked his advice because she was considering dumping Joe at the altar too.’

      ‘I don’t believe that for one moment,’ Woody said.

      ‘I’m not sure I do either,’ Kate admitted.

      ‘But,’ added Woody, ‘you can never rule out anything. During my years in the force, I’ve become almost inured to how devious people can be. Anyway, surely this Basil would be delighted if she dumped Joe? What was he so anxious about?’

      Kate shrugged. ‘I think it was because she asked him what she should do.’

      Woody frowned. ‘In which case surely he’d have persuaded her to dump Joe and marry him instead? And why then would he want to poison Joe?’

      ‘Or,’ said Kate, ‘he might be lying through his teeth.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Woody.

      ‘Poor Joe,’ Kate said with a sigh. ‘He didn’t exactly have a charmed life, did he?’

      ‘No he did not.’

      It was then that Kate’s phone rang. She listened for a moment and then said, ‘OK, Angie, I’ll see what Woody says.’

      ‘So what does Angie want?’ Woody asked suspiciously.

      ‘She wonders if we’d like to wander down for a nightcap after we’ve had dinner because she wants to chat to us.’

      ‘About what?’ Woody asked.

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘So she wants something.’

      ‘Woody, you become very cynical at times!’

      ‘See if I’m wrong!’
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      Angie placed a large glass of a fizzing concoction in front of each of them. ‘It’s a Bellini,’ she explained, ‘and you’ve no idea the trouble I’ve had finding peach juice. Enjoy!’

      ‘Where’s Fergal?’ Woody asked, looking around.

      ‘Ah yes,’ said Angie, ‘I was just coming to that. Wait a minute…’ And she headed off to where a couple were standing further down the bar.

      ‘This isn’t bad,’ Kate said, taking a sip. ‘Not quite like in Venice, but pretty good for Angie.’

      There were few customers in the bar this evening, as most of the holidaymakers had gone home, with just the odd passing tourist and a handful of locals making an appearance. After Angie had finished serving the couple, she returned opposite to where Kate and Woody had perched on barstools.

      Woody leaned across the bar. ‘Where’s Fergal?’

      ‘Has he taken off with the luscious redhead?’ Kate asked jovially, then realised that Angie’s eyes were welling up. ‘Oh, God, don’t tell me he has?’

      ‘I told him to go,’ Angie said when she recovered. ‘You know when we were talking the other morning?’

      Kate nodded.

      ‘He went back with that woman to where she was staying. I told you he was besotted with her!’

      ‘But surely she’s gone home now?’ Kate said.

      ‘That’s not the point,’ Angie said angrily. ‘I’ve done up this place, given him a nice little flat to live in, paid him a wage and even taken him on holiday to Venice! Don’t you think he might at least be faithful?’ She grabbed a tissue from underneath the bar and blew her nose noisily.

      ‘Oh, Angie, I’m so sorry,’ Kate said, leaning across the bar and patting her sister’s arm. ‘Do you have any idea where he’s gone?’

      ‘No, but he has a couple of mates in Plymouth, so I guess he’s gone back there. He’s not answering his phone.’ Angie sniffed. ‘I think I should go see if I can find him.’

      ‘What!’ Woody exploded. ‘Why the hell would you do that when you’ve just sent him packing? Let him go!’

      ‘But I think I love him,’ Angie said, blowing her nose again. ‘Perhaps I was a little hasty? Perhaps I should forgive and forget?’

      Kate sighed. ‘Woody’s right, Angie. You’ve set him up with a job and a roof over his head, and this is how he repays you?’

      ‘I know, I know,’ Angie said, ‘but he was pissed, and he said he didn’t know what had come over him.’

      ‘A red-haired tourist is what came over him,’ Woody muttered. ‘Angie, you’d be better off without him, you know.’

      ‘Well, I’m going to go see if I can find him,’ Angie said, putting her hand up to ward off any negative comments. ‘I know you think I’m nuts, but I acted very hastily. Now I’ve had a couple of days to think it through, and that’s what I’m going to do. Always assuming he’s in Plymouth, of course, because I’ve no intention of going to Ireland. The thing is…’ She hesitated. ‘I don’t want to close up The Old Locker.’

      ‘Here we go!’ Woody said under his breath.

      ‘So I wondered if you two could stand in for me, just for a couple of days?’

      ‘Angie, I have an almost-full-time job, in case you hadn’t noticed?’ Kate said.

      ‘But perhaps if I went on Thursday, when you’re off, then you and Woody could do it together?’ Angie asked hopefully.

      ‘Angie,’ Woody said, with barely concealed impatience, ‘Kate works almost all week, and her days off are precious. Why don’t you just close the place down for the winter, like Polly Lock used to do? It’s not as if there’s many tourists around, is there?’ Woody was referring to the previous owner who ran the place as a tea room.

      ‘No,’ Angie replied, ‘because I’m just beginning to get some regulars now – Tinworthy people, particularly in the afternoons – and I’ll lose them if I close. I only need a day or two…’

      ‘Oh, Angie, I don’t know,’ Kate said.

      ‘No,’ Woody said firmly.

      ‘Remind me how many hours you’re open for,’ Kate asked.

      ‘From ten in the morning, for coffee, tea, pastries, and over lunchtime for sandwiches, snacks and drinks, cream teas in the afternoon, mainly drinks in the evening – just until eleven.’ Angie thought for a moment. ‘That’s all.’

      ‘That’s a lot! And it’s a long day,’ Kate said.

      ‘You are not doing it,’ Woody said.

      ‘Oh, please!’ begged Angie. ‘How about just one day then? I’ll go down to Plymouth early on Thursday and come back late. I think I know where I may find him.’

      ‘Just one day?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Just one,’ Angie confirmed. ‘I’ll leave everything set up, all the supplies in place. And if you pop down tomorrow, I’ll run through everything with you.’

      ‘Just Thursday?’

      ‘Only Thursday,’ Angie said.

      ‘OK, I’ll do it,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘You are nuts!’ Woody said. ‘You are not doing it on your own, Kate. I’m going to be with you.’

      ‘Oh, Woody!’ Kate turned and kissed him on the cheek. ‘What would I do without you!’

      ‘Don’t make me answer that,’ Woody said with the semblance of a grin. ‘I told you she wanted something.’

      ‘It’s only one day, after all,’ Kate reasoned.

      As they walked back up the lane, Woody said, ‘She’s downright crazy! Why doesn’t she just try to forget Fergal? After all she’s done for him! I’ve always been wary of that guy.’

      Kate sighed. ‘I know, I know, but that’s Angie for you.’

      ‘Whatever you do,’ Woody said sternly, ‘do not encourage her to make that partnership legal! If he ever comes back, that is.’

      ‘Thing is, I was beginning to think he was a nice guy after all,’ Kate said sadly.

      ‘So damn nice that he was unfaithful with a passing tourist after they’d only been running that bar for a few months!’

      ‘Apparently, that woman had been flirting with him night after night. Angie got fed up and left him to it, he got drunk and… you know the rest.’

      ‘So,’ Woody said, ‘is it OK for me to get drunk, have a one-night stand with some woman, and then you’d welcome me back with open arms?’

      ‘No!’ Kate said firmly, thinking immediately of Charlotte. ‘No way! That’s different altogether!’

      ‘Why is it different altogether?’

      ‘It just is!’ Kate knew Woody was right, and she’d got herself into a corner. She was becoming angrier and angrier with both Angie and Fergal for forcing her to have this stupid conversation. She turned to Woody. ‘Just don’t even think about it!’

      ‘I sometimes wonder,’ Woody said dreamily, ‘how you managed to get Angie’s share of common sense? Let’s get to bed.’

      ‘Yes, let’s,’ agreed Kate, as she unlocked the door.

      

      Kate had planned to spend some of Thursday composing the speech she was to give the following week, on the subject of hygiene, to several classes at Tinworthy School. She didn’t anticipate getting much composing done behind the bar at The Old Locker. She’d never worked in a bar before, but Angie had gone through everything with her. ‘Easy-peasy,’ she said.

      Kate felt increasingly nervous as she and Woody opened up. She was only thankful it wasn’t high summer and so, hopefully, they wouldn’t get too many customers.

      As she wrestled with the coffee machine, she muttered, ‘I think you need a degree in technology to work this thing!’

      Woody, who’d been reading his newspaper on the bar surface, sauntered across to where Kate was standing. ‘Easy,’ he said, pulling a few handles, releasing a shot of espresso and adding frothy milk. ‘Cappuccino, signora?’

      ‘Yes please,’ said Kate, watching him. ‘Where did you learn to do that?’

      ‘I’m a man of many talents,’ he told her. ‘I am also part-Italian, and this machine is one hundred per cent Italian, so I’m halfway there, capisci?’

      ‘You must have done this before,’ Kate said admiringly.

      ‘Well, I’ve had a varied life,’ he said, smiling. ‘Zucchero?’

      ‘No zucchero,’ Kate confirmed. Of course he knew she didn’t take sugar!

      

      The morning went well, mainly because they only had a dozen or so customers, and most of them wanted tea and pastries. At lunchtime it got a lot busier. Nobody wanted tea; everyone wanted drinks, mainly wine and beer. As Kate put sandwiches and snacks together in the little kitchen behind the bar, Woody served the drinks. It was working out quite well – the only thing holding them up was answering questions.

      ‘Have you taken over?’

      ‘Where’s Angie?’

      ‘Where’s Fergal?’

      ‘Have they gone on holiday then?’

      Feeling exhausted, Kate was glad of the brief lull between half past two and three o’clock, which is when the cream-tea customers made an appearance and Kate switched to warming up scones, and dishing out pots of clotted cream and strawberry jam. She’d seen a few familiar faces in the course of the day and, at precisely quarter past three, in walked Jane Starling and Joanne whatever-her-name-was, the only other members of Penelope’s committee.

      ‘We didn’t expect to see you in here!’ Joanne said cheerfully. She was less hirsute than she had been at Penelope’s. ‘Where’s Angie?’

      Kate explained for the umpteenth time that Angie and Fergal were having a day off, and what would they like?

      ‘Oh,’ said Jane, ‘we’ll have our usual cream tea please.’ She appeared to be her normal toothy self, clad in an unbecoming orange anorak and baggy brown trousers. Kate reckoned she was probably only in her mid-twenties but had a middle-aged look about her. Joanne, on the other hand, looked to be about forty, her hair already greying.

      A few minutes later, as Kate placed everything on their table, Jane said, ‘Joanne’s from Devon, you know, and she puts the jam on the scone first, and then the cream.’

      ‘And you don’t?’ Kate asked, having some idea what the answer was likely to be.

      ‘Of course not! I’m Cornish, so cream on first, jam on top!’

      This, inexplicably, set them both off into gales of laughter as they attacked the scones with gusto. Kate didn’t wait around long enough to see who was putting what before what.

      ‘Isn’t that the vicar’s daughter?’ Woody asked as he emerged from the kitchen with two toasted sandwiches.

      ‘Yes,’ Kate replied, ‘and the woman with her is Joanne, whose second name I don’t know. These two, and me, were the only members on Penelope’s hygiene committee.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Woody, staring at them. ‘I think that Joanne’s a teacher at the junior school.’

      ‘That’s it,’ Kate confirmed.

      ‘In which case,’ Woody continued, ‘her name is Baxter. I remember her because she used to badger me to give a talk on law and order in the school. She’s very keen on worthy causes.’

      Kate forgot about them for the next hour or so because it became very busy. Then Jane reappeared at the bar. ‘We usually have a Danish pastry to finish,’ she informed Kate, ‘and another pot of tea.’

      ‘Oh, right,’ said Kate, hoping they had some Danish pastries left. There was one.

      ‘You have it, dear,’ Joanne said when Kate produced the pastry.

      ‘No, no, you have it,’ insisted Jane.

      ‘No, you—’

      ‘Why don’t you halve it?’ Kate suggested. ‘It is quite large.’

      ‘Good idea!’ said Joanne, attacking the solitary pastry with the knife she’d used for the scones.

      ‘Would you like me to bring out something else that you can halve as well?’ Kate asked. ‘I’ve got some Chelsea buns.’

      ‘Oh, let’s have one each then!’ said Jane with enthusiasm. She patted her rounded tummy. ‘Aren’t we naughty!’

      ‘Naughty but nice!’ confirmed Joanne with a giggle.

      When she got back behind the bar she said to Woody, ‘You wouldn’t believe how much those two eat!’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Woody, glancing in their direction.

      At five o’clock the two women were still sitting there.

      ‘Can I get you anything else?’ Kate asked. ‘A cocktail perhaps?’

      ‘Now that’s a good idea,’ said Jane, turning to her companion. ‘Shall we have a couple of those belladonnas?’

      ‘Bellinis, dear,’ corrected Joanne, rolling her eyes dramatically at Kate. ‘Mrs Malaprop has nothing on this one!’ She hooted and squeezed Jane’s shoulder affectionately.

      As Kate prepared the Bellinis, Woody asked, ‘Who are they for?’

      ‘Jane and Joanne,’ Kate said with a grin. ‘They’re in no hurry to leave. And I think I may have solved one small part of the letters mystery.’

      ‘Which is…?’

      ‘I think I can see why Jane’s fiancé called off the marriage,’ Kate said, looking across to where the two of them, sitting close and giggling together, were finishing off the crumbs on their plates.

      Woody followed her gaze. ‘You don’t think…?’

      ‘It’s certainly a possibility,’ Kate said.

      

      The two women left, arm in arm, at about half past five, there was a brief lull, and then some people began to come in for alcoholic drinks. They were mostly all locals, mostly couples, and Kate could see why Angie had wanted to keep The Old Locker open.

      Ted Burney, who ran the newsagent’s, confided in Kate as he ordered a couple of gin and tonics, ‘The wife loves coming here. She’s not so keen on The Gull – too big and noisy, what with the oldies and their dominoes and the noisy fruit machines.’

      Fortunately, nobody wanted anything too obscure and nobody stayed very late, most disappearing about half past ten. Then, as Kate was clearing up and wiping the glasses, Angie came in. Alone.

      Both Kate and Woody stopped what they were doing and stared at her.

      ‘How did it go?’ Angie asked, looking round the bar. ‘Did you cope?’

      Kate was exhausted but intrigued to know the outcome of Angie’s pilgrimage. ‘We coped OK,’ she said, ‘and I just hope your journey was worthwhile – did you find Fergal?’

      Angie nodded. ‘Yes, he’s come back.’

      ‘So where the hell is he?’ Woody asked, yawning.

      ‘He’s outside in his car. He won’t come in until you two leave, because he’s so ashamed.’

      ‘Well he might be,’ Woody said crossly. ‘So he’s a coward as well?’

      ‘No, he isn’t,’ Angie said, ‘but he doesn’t want to see anyone until we two have had a good talk.’ She put her hand on Kate’s shoulder. ‘Honestly, I’m so grateful to you both, I really am. But Fergal and I need to thrash this out and—’

      ‘Why don’t you both come up Sunday evening for dinner?’ Kate interrupted, ignoring Woody’s groan. ‘You close early on a Sunday, don’t you?’

      Angie looked at Woody. ‘You don’t want us, do you?’

      Woody rubbed his eyes. ‘It’s up to Kate. I can go home if I want to.’

      ‘Let’s give him a chance to explain,’ Kate said to him, ‘or at least give him the benefit of the doubt for the moment. I’m doing this for Angie, against my better judgement.’

      ‘You’re a saint,’ Angie said, hugging her. ‘Let’s see how it goes, shall we? I’ll phone you in the morning to confirm.’

      

      As they walked back up the lane to Lavender Cottage, Woody said, ‘I’m seriously wondering if I should join you on Sunday, because there’s a very good chance I’m liable to punch him on the nose!’

      ‘I can understand that because I feel just the same,’ Kate said, ‘but I’m doing this for Angie. If he’s done nothing else, he’s helped to stabilise her because you know how impulsive and irresponsible she’s been in the past.’

      ‘Hmm, not sure about that. What I do know is that there’ll be a lot of gin consumed tonight,’ Woody remarked.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Woody was right. When Angie phoned in the morning, the first thing she said to Kate was, ‘I’ve got a raging hangover, but I’m really grateful to you for holding the fort yesterday.’

      ‘So, you’re coming on Sunday?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Yes, we’re coming,’ Angie confirmed, ‘although I’ve had to persuade Fergal that you won’t have a go at him.’

      ‘I won’t have a go at him,’ Kate replied, ‘but I don’t know about Woody. It’s only because he’s fond of you and doesn’t like seeing you hurt.’

      ‘Yes, well,’ said Angie.

      

      Nevertheless, on Sunday evening, Kate waited with some trepidation as she basted the large piece of beef roasting in the oven. Woody had gone home for a few hours but was due back about half past five, an hour before Angie and Fergal were due. Woody had promised faithfully not to ‘have a go’ at Fergal the moment he walked in the door. ‘Of course I won’t,’ he’d said, ‘I’ll wait until he gets his coat off!’ But he had agreed to say nothing on the subject unless Fergal drove him to distraction. ‘After all,’ he’d added, ‘it’s your sister’s happiness we’re concerned about.’ And Kate could hardly disagree with that.

      Woody arrived on the dot of half past five, and straight away began to help Kate lay the table, then opened some bottles of red ‘to breathe’.

      ‘How was Angie when she rang you?’ he asked as he positioned glasses on the table.

      ‘Hungover,’ Kate replied.

      ‘Now there’s a surprise!’ said Woody.

      Angie and Fergal were, of course, late. They arrived at seven o’clock, full of apologies. They hadn’t closed up until nearly half past six, then Fergal had to have a wet shave because he’d left his electric razor behind in Plymouth, Angie then couldn’t find her purse, and so on.

      Fergal was quieter than usual, almost as if waiting for some kind of explosion. When they sat down to eat, everyone was calm and polite and commented on how delicious the beef was. A couple of glasses of wine had been imbibed before Woody asked, ‘So what did you get up to in Plymouth, Fergal?’

      Fergal appeared nonplussed for a moment before replying, ‘Oh, I was just visiting a couple of guys I used to work with.’ He glanced at Angie.

      ‘You didn’t come across any visiting redheads then?’ Woody asked.

      Then there was uproar, Kate shouting, ‘You said you wouldn’t have a go at him!’ and Angie screaming, ‘For God’s sake, leave him alone!’

      ‘I probably deserved that,’ Fergal said calmly.

      ‘And he’s home now,’ Angie said firmly, patting his arm.

      ‘Consider yourself very lucky,’ Woody said, turning to Fergal.

      ‘Oh, he does, he does!’ Angie confirmed hastily.

      ‘I can speak for myself,’ Fergal said, laying down his knife and fork.

      ‘Well say something then,’ Woody demanded.

      ‘Woody—’ Kate began.

      ‘No, Kate,’ he said, ‘I think the least he can do is apologise to us for hurting Angie and inconveniencing everyone.’

      Fergal sighed. ‘I’m sorry, I was fecking stupid.’ He resumed eating.

      ‘We’ve talked it through,’ Angie said, glaring at Woody, ‘and we just want to forget it now.’

      There was silence for a moment as they all went on eating. Then Kate, desperate to change the subject, said, ‘We quite enjoyed our stint at The Old Locker, and meeting some of your regulars.’

      ‘Yes, thank you for standing in,’ Fergal added.

      ‘In fact,’ said Kate, ‘it may have unravelled one of the mysteries about those letters I told you about, Angie.’

      Angie looked puzzled. ‘In what way?’

      ‘You know I told you that some of the guys who were due to marry this past summer had cancelled their weddings because of letters, from an anonymous sender, giving them unsavoury information about the girls they were due to marry?’

      ‘Yes, I remember,’ Angie said.

      ‘Well, I think I’ve guessed why the vicar’s daughter’s fiancé might have cancelled.’

      ‘Oh, we all know that,’ said Angie dismissively.

      ‘What do you mean, you all know that?’

      ‘Apparently, the vicar’s chucked her out, and she’s moved in with Joanne Baxter, the gay teacher at the junior school,’ Angie said, clearing her plate and draining her glass. ‘Nice wine this – can I have some more?’

      As Woody refilled the glasses, Kate said, ‘You might have told me!’

      Angie sniffed. ‘I didn’t think it was all that interesting. Polly Lock told me a week or so ago. Polly’s a great friend of Steve Jones’s mother. She told Polly that Steve was gutted because he had no idea that Jane was gay until he got the letter. He just thought Joanne was a very close friend.’

      ‘So why did she get engaged to Steve in the first place?’ Kate asked as she cleared the plates off the table.

      ‘It was all a front because she wanted to appear so-called “respectable”, and she knew her parents would go ballistic if they thought she was gay. Apparently, they did go ballistic when Steve told them, and that’s when they chucked Jane out.’

      ‘Poor Jane,’ Kate said.

      ‘Don’t think she was all that worried,’ Angie said, ‘because she just moved straight in with Joanne. Problem solved.’

      This was followed by whoops of delight as Kate produced a bread-and-butter pudding, accompanied by a large jug of cream.

      ‘Oh, isn’t this great now,’ said Fergal, pouring a generous helping of cream over his plateful. ‘Just like me mam used to make!’

      ‘Tell us about your family, Fergal,’ Kate coaxed, trying to make an effort. ‘Are you the only one?’

      Fergal almost choked. ‘Sure, I’m the only one daft enough to have lost all my money! But this is Ireland we’re talking about; there were twelve of us, Kate!’

      ‘Twelve!’

      ‘A Galway baker’s dozen! Not too hot on arithmetic!’

      Kate was fascinated. ‘Was your dad a baker then?’

      ‘He was, and he had to be at the bakery in the early hours to get going on the bread-making. So they went to bed early, and we didn’t have electricity in our old house and I guess there wasn’t much else to do – no telly and no birth control!’

      ‘Wow, Fergal! Are your siblings still in Ireland?’

      Fergal splayed out his fingers to count them all off. ‘Now, two of them died young, but I’ve two brothers in Dublin, one still in Galway, one in New York, a sister in Toronto, Michael and Finn are both in Australia, Claudia’s in Glasgow, Pat’s in London, and I’m right here!’

      ‘My goodness!’ Kate exclaimed. She turned to Angie. ‘Did you know all this?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Angie, ‘but I can never remember all their names or where they are.’

      ‘That must be a fearsome Christmas list,’ Woody remarked.

      ‘Oh, it would be, but I just send emails to the lot of them.’ Fergal was making short work of the bread-and-butter pudding.

      ‘And where did you fit in, number-wise?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Ah, I was number nine, and the sixth boy, so the hand-me-downs were pretty worn, I can tell you! Is there any more of that pudding, Kate?’

      ‘There is,’ Kate said, laughing, as she picked up his plate.

      ‘Now,’ Fergal continued, ‘the one in New York, Barry, he’s made a fecking fortune and he’s never married. He’s also the oldest so he must be eighty-five if he’s a day, so we’re all hoping he might remember us in his will. He does have a lady friend though, so with our luck he’ll probably leave it all to her. But there we are – it’s only money, after all!’ With that he wolfed down his second helping.

      ‘God, Fergal, why don’t you get fat?’ Angie asked enviously.

      ‘Nervous energy,’ Fergal replied, ‘can be very useful.’

      Privately Kate didn’t think he had a nervous bone in his body, but she didn’t say so.

      They all had some coffee and no further reference was made to Fergal’s misdemeanour. Angie and Fergal left shortly after half past eight, both desperate for an early night.

      As she and Woody sat down with further coffee, Kate said, ‘I think the evening turned out OK, didn’t it?’

      ‘Full marks to you for the great food,’ Woody replied, ‘and full marks to me for being very controlled regarding Fergal.’

      ‘You must admit he has a certain charm,’ Kate said.

      Woody rolled his eyes. ‘You women! Falling for a load of blarney!’

      Kate laughed. ‘Never mind, as long as he behaves himself with Angie and doesn’t hurt her again. And we now know for sure why Steve Jones called off his wedding to Jane Starling, and that all four of the guys were told complete truths about their intended, and only Joe went ahead with the wedding. I certainly don’t believe what Basil said about Melissa; surely, if she changed her mind about marrying Joe, she wouldn’t have walked down the aisle?’

      Woody pulled a face. ‘Who knows? If she had poisoned him, then she would have expected him to drop dead at any minute. If he’d lasted out until the reception, she could probably have had the marriage annulled, if she’d wanted to, and if it was later, then she’d be a widow. Either way she could then marry someone else. All unlikely – but entirely possible.’

      Kate was only aware that she was no nearer knowing anything about this extraordinary series of events.
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      There were days when everything ran smoothly at Tinworthy Medical Centre, when every appointment did not exceed the requisite ten minutes, and when the patients came straight to the point about what was wrong with them. Then there were other days when every appointment ran late and had unexpected complications because every patient prevaricated, never getting to the point until the end of their allotted time.

      Monday was one of the latter type of days. Kate was fond of her elderly patients but, at times, got behind because some of them were so reluctant to leave until they’d explained every little detail of their issue and finished off with a catalogue of local gossip. Most of the time they really needed to see a doctor. When she got a word in edgeways, Kate would explain that she was not a doctor, there was a limit to what she could do, and could they please make an appointment with a doctor next time?

      By eleven o’clock she was running half an hour late, and then Fred Allerton hobbled in, leaning heavily on his stick, wanting his flu jab. This in itself took time because Fred liked to give a detailed account of every dose of flu he’d ever had, and how near death he’d been. Man flu was, of course, so much worse than everyone else’s.

      Kate listened patiently, delivered the vaccine and, just as she was showing him out of the door, noticed a scaly red mark on his right earlobe.

      ‘What’s that, Fred?’ she asked, running her finger across it.

      ‘Dunno,’ said Fred. ‘Oi’ve had it for months, but t’aint sore or nothin’.’

      ‘I think it would be a good idea if you showed that to the doctor,’ Kate advised, ‘just to be on the safe side. It could be sun damage.’

      Fred laughed uproariously. ‘Sun damage! Oi don’t go sunbathin’ or nothin’! Sun damage!’

      Kate knew she was running later than ever but she couldn’t really ignore this. ‘Thing is,’ she said, with a surreptitious glance at her watch, ‘you used to be a long-distance lorry driver, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yeah, Oi did, but what’s that got to do with it?’ He sniffed. ‘There ain’t a corner of them British Isles wot Oi ain’t been to.’

      ‘And, when it was hot, I bet you had the window of your cab open?’

      ‘’Course Oi did! It were like an oven in there otherwise. Oi got the air-conditionin’, of course, but there’s nothin’ like fresh air and a nice breeze as you’re drivin’ along.’

      ‘So, the right side of your face, and your right ear in particular, would really have caught the sun, wouldn’t they?’

      ‘Oi suppose so,’ Fred conceded.

      ‘Summer after summer,’ Kate continued, ‘so possible sun damage.’

      Fred frowned and stopped dead in his tracks. Realising what she might be insinuating, he obviously began to panic. ‘Hold on a minute, you sayin’ it could be cancer or somethin’?’

      ‘Not necessarily, but that’s why you should see the doctor, and he can refer you to the hospital if need be.’

      ‘’Ospital?’ Fred’s panic was increasing. ‘Oi’m not goin’ to no ’ospital!’

      ‘You probably won’t have to. The growth can possibly be removed here and a biopsy taken.’

      Now in full panic mode, Fred turned and staggered back to the seat he’d just vacated. ‘It’s gotta come off?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Kate said soothingly, ‘but that’s nothing for you to worry about.’ She placed her hand on his shoulder. ‘Do you think you could sit down in the waiting room now, if you’re feeling a bit wobbly? I’m running very late, you see.’

      He shook his head. ‘Oi’ve had such a shock, dear!’

      The door was ajar and Kate was only too aware of the sea of expectant faces outside, all patiently waiting their turn.

      ‘Let me help you to find a seat out there,’ Kate said, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. ‘I’ll bring you a glass of water and then you don’t have to leave until you feel strong enough.’

      There was much sighing and groaning before Fred finally managed to get to his feet and, leaning heavily on his stick, with Kate supporting his other arm, he made it to one of the few vacant chairs, while the backlog of patients emitted exaggerated sighs. Kate brought him water, and then checked her list. Who next?

      None other than Dot Thomson.

      Dot was not in a happy frame of mind. ‘What was wrong with him?’ she asked as she entered the treatment room.

      ‘Oh, he just felt a bit wobbly,’ Kate said non-committally.

      ‘Bloody men!’ said Dot disdainfully. ‘Always sorry for themselves. And I’ve had to sit out there, breathin’ in other people’s germs, for forty-five minutes!’

      ‘Yes, sorry about that,’ Kate said. ‘So what seems to be the trouble?’

      ‘Just my prescription.’

      As Kate checked out her details on the computer, Dot said, ‘Actually, I don’t need no more pills for a couple of weeks, but I needed to see you.’

      Kate wondered what was coming. ‘Oh?’

      ‘I know you didn’t have no rats, but you were thinkin’ I might know somethin’, weren’t you? See, I know you’re good at stickin’ your nose into other people’s business.’

      Kate wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or a criticism. She said nothing.

      ‘And I got a lot to tell you,’ Dot said, nodding and pursing her lips, ‘about Joe Perry, and other things too!’

      Kate felt her excitement rising. ‘I really want to hear whatever it is, but I’m running desperately late this morning. Is it possible I could come to see you after I’ve finished work, which, at this rate’ – she glanced at her watch again – ‘looks like being around five o’clock?’

      Dot sniffed. ‘You’re gonna want to hear what I have to say.’ She looked towards the door. ‘OK, Burnley Cottage, opposite the school. I’m off to do the vicar’s cleanin’ now, and then I’m off home to do my own. Five o’clock then.’

      ‘Unless you can tell me now, really quickly?’ Kate asked, her intrigue getting the better of her.

      ‘No, I can’t. Five o’clock.’

      

      It was five past five before Kate was even able to leave the medical centre, after one of the busiest days she could remember. Normally she’d want to get home, kick off her shoes and sit down with a cup of tea, while stroking Barney’s silky head. Angie had recently begun to walk him in the afternoons, when it was quieter at The Old Locker, because she told Kate she was desperate for some fresh air and exercise herself. But today, in spite of feeling tired, Kate was in a state of excitement and anticipation as she made her way along the road towards the church. She was desperate to know what Dot was about to tell her. Might she know who had killed Joe? Or perhaps she knew who had sent the letters? She was late, so she fully expected some sort of reprimand, bearing in mind Dot was not a person you would choose to annoy. Nevertheless, Kate was hoping to have something exciting to report to Woody later.

      Burnley Cottage was a tiny end-of-terrace house, with one window and a red-painted door downstairs, and two windows directly above on the first floor. It was neat, tidy and net-curtained, with only a few shrubs in the minute front garden.

      Kate knocked on the door. No reply. She searched in vain for a bell but, unable to find one, knocked again, before walking round the side of the house to see if Dot might be outside. The back garden was equally tiny, with only a patch of grass, on which stood a rotating washing line, a rickety old garden seat, an upside-down black pail and her bicycle. But no Dot. Kate could hear music coming from within, so probably Dot had the radio on and hadn’t heard her knocking. She hoped she wouldn’t give the old woman a fright if she entered by the back door, so she knocked again before cautiously pushing open the door, which led into a small porch, full of coats, boots and a stack of logs.

      ‘Dot?’ she called. No reply.

      She opened the door to the hall and called out, ‘Hi, Dot! Kate here! Sorry I’m a bit late.’

      The music was loud now and sounded like a request programme. Elton John was singing ‘Candle in the Wind’.

      There was still no reply. Surely Dot hadn’t forgotten and gone out somewhere? And, if she had, surely she wouldn’t have left the radio on? And the door unlocked? Or perhaps she would.

      Kate took a deep breath and ventured inside, fully expecting to be reprimanded at any minute. Slowly she opened the door to what  turned out to be the kitchen. Some mismatched Formica units spanned three walls and the floor appeared to be linoleum-covered.

      And there, at the far end of the room, she found Dot, on her knees but slumped backward, a scrubbing brush still clasped in her right hand, the floor awash with water. A blue plastic pail was lying on its side in the middle.

      Also in the water was a live flex, the long white cable of which was plugged in to an electric point next to the back door.

      Dot Thomson had been electrocuted.
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      Kate froze for an instant, realising what had happened. She knew she had to switch off the electricity supply before she could do anything and prayed that it would be easy to find.

      As she hastily retreated back into the little porch, she was relieved to find the electricity panel located on the wall behind some of Dot’s anoraks. She found the ‘off’ switch, then double-checked that by pressing the light switch to ensure the power was really off. The music had stopped as well. It was then that she looked down and saw the prints of what might have been Wellington boots, except they had a peculiar criss-cross tread mark, going in and coming out again. She had no time to ponder this as she rushed back into the kitchen and kneeled down beside Dot, gently turning her on her side.

      She knew immediately that Dot was dead and had probably been so for some time. But she made an attempt at some resuscitation techniques, beginning with mouth-to-mouth and following on with some compressions. But, as with Joe, it was all too little, too late.

      Shell-shocked, Kate went out the back door into the little garden and slumped onto the garden seat. With shaking fingers, she dug out her phone and called the emergency services.

      What was it that Dot had wanted to tell her? Was that the reason she was now lying electrocuted on her kitchen floor? Was someone trying to stop her from talking? Or was Kate’s imagination running riot?

      She got up and went back into the kitchen to examine the scene; Dot had obviously not electrocuted herself. It looked as if someone may have come in via the back door, done the deed, and gone out the same way, if the footprints were anything to go by. Why, why, why? Had Dot written the letters, and then one of the jilted parties had come to get his revenge? For the moment she’d just go back and sit outside, take big breaths of fresh air, and wait for the police to arrive.

      

      When Kate heard the sirens approaching, she stood up and walked round to the front of the house to see two police cars and an ambulance pull up. A crowd of neighbours had already gathered and were chatting excitedly at the garden gate next door.

      Charlotte Martin emerged from the first car, much to Kate’s surprise. Then she wondered why she was surprised because, after all, this was Charlotte’s department.

      ‘Kate,’ she said, as she came into the front garden. ‘What on earth’s been happening here?’

      Kate led the way, followed by Charlotte, two uniformed officers and two medics. When they reached the porch door, Charlotte signalled them to wait outside while she, and one officer, entered the house. After a couple of minutes, she emerged again and sat down on the garden seat next to Kate.

      ‘Tell me why you were here, Kate, and exactly how you found her.’

      Kate explained in detail how Dot had come into the surgery to tell her something, which she, Kate, didn’t have time to hear, and that she’d come to Dot’s house at five o’clock, as arranged, to hear whatever it was.

      It was at this point that Kate began to cry. ‘If only I’d listened to her at the surgery,’ she said, blowing her nose. ‘What would it have mattered if the appointments ran late? Why didn’t I listen then?’

      ‘Don’t torture yourself, Kate,’ Charlotte said kindly. ‘It’s probably not connected in any way. Excuse me for a moment.’

      The forensics team had arrived and were led into the kitchen. Kate wondered what to do. Should she go home? Did they want to ask her any more questions?

      At that moment one of the policemen sat down beside her and asked her to go through it all again so he could record it.

      ‘You’re not wearing Wayfarer Wellingtons,’ he stated.

      ‘No, I’ve come straight from the medical centre. But I did see the footprints. What on earth are Wayfarer Wellingtons?’

      ‘Popular boots but expensive. Criss-cross design on the sole. What size are your feet?’ he asked casually.

      ‘Well, I normally take a size six and a half to a seven,’ Kate said.

      ‘Hmm,’ he said, noting it down.

      ‘You’ll find my footprints around somewhere too,’ Kate added, ‘because I came from the front door, round the side, to the back, in and out of the kitchen a couple of times.’

      He made copious notes and said little.

      Finally, Charlotte came out from the house. ‘Sorry we’ve had to keep you, Kate, but we obviously have to get all the details before we move the body. Do you know this woman well? Is there anyone we should be notifying?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘I don’t know her at all. She knew that I was interested in finding Joe’s killer, and so I think it might have been something to do with that.’

      ‘So was today, at the medical centre, the first time you met Dot Thomson?’

      ‘No, she came to my house, because of the rats.’

      ‘Rats?’ Charlotte raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Yes, she’s a dab hand at poisoning rats apparently.’ Kate realised all this must sound extremely feeble to the professionals. She then explained about the visit, and how she’d hoped to find out something about Dot.

      ‘You know about the letters?’ Kate asked anxiously.

      Charlotte nodded. ‘Yes, Woody told me. You think there’s a connection?’

      ‘Yes, I do. And Dot worked as a cleaner in all the houses concerned with the letters.’

      There were yet more questions before Charlotte said, ‘You must be exhausted, Kate. Go home and have a stiff drink!’

      ‘I’m going to do just that,’ Kate said with a semblance of a smile. She was beginning to realise that Charlotte was very likeable and perhaps she’d been a little hasty in judging her. After all, the woman couldn’t help being beautiful, and she must stop thinking of her as a harlot.

      She got up, walked back round the house and, as she got into her red Fiat, she had only one thought in her mind. She wanted to talk to Woody, and to try to make sense of this awful day.

      

      ‘Oh, Kate!’ Woody said, opening the door and seeing Kate’s tear-stained face. ‘What’s happened now?’

      ‘It’s Dot,’ she said. ‘Somebody’s killed her, Woody!’

      He held her in his arms for a moment, then said, ‘You’re in shock. Sit down.’ He led her to the sofa. ‘I’m going to get you a brandy.’

      Kate collapsed onto the sofa, blew her nose and wiped her eyes.

      When he came back with the brandy and sat down beside her, Kate told him what had happened.

      ‘If only I’d listened to her in the surgery!’ Kate could feel the tears welling up again. ‘What would it have mattered if the appointments had run later? Surely whoever electrocuted her must also have killed Joe? And that person had gone in and out through the back door because you could see the footprints.’

      Woody frowned. ‘Surely she’d have seen or heard them coming?’

      ‘The radio was on, full volume, so she probably didn’t hear, and she probably didn’t have time to get to her feet even if she did see whoever it was.’

      ‘So where was the power point?’ Woody asked.

      ‘Just inside the back door, above the worktop,’ Kate replied. It would only have taken seconds to plug in the flex and then chuck it and a bucket of water all over the floor. In fact, there was a pail lying there, in the middle of it all. Whoever it was must have flung the pail of water onto the floor when they plugged in the flex.’ Kate sipped her brandy and tried to collect her thoughts. ‘I suppose there might be fingerprints around the socket as well as the footprints on the floor.’

      ‘Unless they wore rubber gloves,’ Woody said, ‘which would have been sensible in the circumstances.’

      Kate groaned. ‘The footprints, I was told, are from some sort of rubber boot called Wayfarers.’

      ‘They’re a sort of upmarket welly,’ Woody confirmed.

      ‘Most people round here have wellies, so they could be difficult to trace, Wayfarers or not. Do you suppose this person might have known that Dot was about to tell me something incriminating? How would they know that?’ She sipped her brandy gratefully, feeling warmth return to her shivery body.

      Woody frowned. ‘More likely the person knew that she’d found out the identity of Joe’s killer. Perhaps Dot had overheard a conversation or something? I’m sure Charlotte will check out everyone she’s worked with, particularly during the past few days.’

      ‘I can hardly believe this is happening again,’ Kate said wearily, ‘after all that’s happened in the past eighteen months. And why am I always in the middle of it?’

      ‘Kate,’ Woody said, looking into her eyes, ‘you are in very dangerous territory here. I beg you to leave this to Charlotte and her team, and I’m sure she’ll keep us informed as to what’s going on. Think about it: if the killer knew Dot was going into the surgery to see you, or if they’d seen you going to her house, they could well have you earmarked as well. It’s the price you’re paying for your success in the earlier incidents, I’m afraid. Please promise me, Kate!’

      ‘I know, I know.’ Kate finished off the brandy. ‘I promise to be very careful, so please don’t fuss!’

      ‘Fuss!’ Woody exploded. ‘I’m concerned for your life! I don’t want you to be alone, so I’m going to have to escort you everywhere. You’re certainly not going to be on your own in the house overnight, so I’ll either come over to you, or you stay here.’

      That was the pattern of their lives for five days out of seven anyway, so Kate didn’t argue.

      ‘Woody, that’s lovely of you, but—’

      He put his finger to her lips. ‘No buts!’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I’m going to cook us some supper now.’

      Kate realised that she hadn’t eaten all day and, in spite of her ordeal, she was hungry. Whatever would she do without this kind man?

      

      Kate felt much better after Woody’s casserole and several glasses of Malbec.

      ‘Try to put it out of your mind,’ Woody advised.

      ‘No, I want to talk about it,’ Kate said, ‘because I want to try to make sense of all this.’ She burrowed in her shoulder bag. ‘I just happen to have my list with me.’ She glanced at him. ‘You mustn’t laugh, because I think this is a very valid list.’

      ‘I’m sure it is,’ Woody said, ‘but we should go through it together.’

      ‘Where do we start?’ Kate asked, getting out her pen.

      ‘We can start with who was likely to have sent the letters,’ Woody said, ‘because I’m more and more convinced that Dot either wrote them herself, or found out who did, which would give that person the motive to murder her. Remember what I told you before: every murderer needs a motive, a means and an opportunity. So who’s top of your list?’

      ‘Well, it has to be Dot, I suppose. She had plenty opportunity in everyone’s houses to snoop around.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Woody said, ‘but what would be her motive?’

      ‘Only jealousy, I suppose, because she’d been jilted by some man years ago. Perhaps she didn’t like the idea of anyone else finding happiness?’

      ‘There must have been other marriages over the years since then that she could have done her best to wreck?’ Woody said. ‘So why these four guys, this year?’

      ‘OK, probably not Dot. Now, you may think I’m crazy, but what about Melissa?’

      ‘No, I don’t think you’re crazy at all. So let’s assume Melissa wrote the letters. What would be her motive?’

      Kate thought for a moment. ‘Well, she’d broken off four engagements before, so perhaps she wanted to break off this one too but was too embarrassed to do it herself. Perhaps she wrote the letters, hoping that all the bridegrooms, including Joe, would call off the weddings.’

      ‘And Joe was actually the only one who wanted to go ahead with it? Possible, I suppose. Have you seen any of the letters?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘No, but I do know, from Guy anyway, that they were printed in an unusual font. Guy’s, for example, was in Baskerville Old Face.’

      ‘Hmm, interesting. I didn’t really think they’d be handwritten, but you can never tell. Who’s next on your list?’ Woody asked.

      ‘Well, there’s Penelope, I suppose. She didn’t want Mel to marry Joe, did she? So, just like Melissa, perhaps she wrote the letters hoping it would put Joe off.’

      ‘What about the posh guy?’

      Kate sighed – they were going round in circles. ‘That’s Basil. Yes, he had the motive, but how would he know all the facts about the brides-to-be? I mean, he was a newcomer to the area. Unless, of course, he was hand-in-glove with Melissa and got all his facts from her.’

      ‘If he’s so rich,’ Woody said, ‘and so desperate to marry Melissa himself, perhaps he hired a private detective to check on all the others? Like the other suspects, he probably thought the letter would do the trick and Joe would opt out of the wedding.’

      ‘And then,’ said Kate, ‘there’s Carol Edwards.’

      ‘Remind me where she fits into all this?’

      ‘Carol was a friend of Melissa’s, and a girlfriend of Joe’s. Apparently, she was furious when Joe deserted her for Melissa. She would have known everyone concerned so could have found out all the stuff to put in the letters. Also, her dad is a magistrate, so she could have found out lots of things at home. Again, she’d have wanted to scupper their wedding plans. Perhaps hoped that Joe would come back to her.’

      ‘Anyone else?’ Woody asked. ‘And which of them, if any, murdered Joe?’

      ‘Why would Dot want to murder him?’ Kate asked, looking back at her list. ‘There’s no obvious motive there, is there?’

      Woody shook his head. ‘She could possibly have written the letters, but when it comes to killing Joe, no, I don’t think so.’

      ‘Back to Melissa then. If she changed her mind about marrying him, that would be a pretty dramatic way out.’

      ‘She could, as you said before, be hand-in-glove with this Basil, so perhaps the two of them schemed together. Perhaps Melissa wrote the letter and, when that didn’t put him off, resorted to more drastic measures.’

      Kate nodded. ‘It’s possible.’

      ‘Poor Joe!’ Woody exclaimed. ‘I don’t suppose for a moment that, when he was alive, he knew there were so many people out there who might want to get rid of him! So, OK, who else? What about this Carol person?’

      ‘Ah yes, Carol Edwards hated them both. Perhaps she thought that if she couldn’t have Joe, nobody else was going to have him either. Which doesn’t explain who would want to kill Dot.’

      ‘Whoever it was,’ Woody said, ‘must have known that she’d found out it was him – or her – who’d written the letters, or killed Joe, or both. It was to silence her.’

      ‘They certainly did that,’ Kate said sadly. ‘We’re back to Melissa and Basil again, because perhaps Dot overheard them talking and told them she was going to the police. Also, it could be any of the guys who got the letters. So, apart from Joe, it could have been Steve Jones, or Byron, or Guy – or even Guy’s partner, with the wife and kids in Sheffield.’

      ‘Or one of the jilted brides?’ Woody suggested. ‘The list could be endless. But, at the end of the day, I think we can assume it’s more likely to be someone she was working for in the last couple of days, and she overheard or discovered something.’

      Kate sighed. She had the distinct feeling she was not going to get a wink of sleep tonight after today’s events.
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      Kate had insisted on going in to work the following day, although Dr Ross had rung her and asked how she felt, and did she want time off? But the last thing Kate wanted was time to sit around thinking about what had happened, and so she was relieved to be busy although, once again, nobody could talk about anything else except what had happened to Dot. As Kate had found her, that was the first thing everyone asked her about and frequently then had trouble remembering why they’d come in in the first place.

      She’d been told to give no details, only to say that she’d found Dot dead in the kitchen when she called with some imaginary medicine. Denise, as usual, wanted all the details. ‘What – do you mean she was just lying there?’

      All day long she got asked: was there much blood and gore? Had she been poisoned with the rat stuff? Was there someone lurking in the house? This last question had not occurred to Kate, but then she realised that, if there had been, Charlotte’s gang would surely have found them. All day long the questions were asked, until Kate almost wished she had stayed at home.

      The following day, Wednesday, was almost as bad. Everyone was fascinated by Dot, even people who hardly knew her. On the Thursday, Kate had to deliver a lecture to the children of Tinworthy Primary School, so on went her uniform yet again. She was relieved that they actually sat quietly and appeared to listen, and no one – except Joanne and a couple of other teachers – asked anything about Dot.

      The following evening there was a Health and Hygiene meeting at the Bowens’ house again. Kate had hit on the idea of the children having a poster competition on the theme of ‘Put your rubbish in the bin!’ and the winning entrant would have his or her artistic effort made into posters and displayed all around the area.

      ‘I think,’ Kate said when the four of them were seated in the conservatory again, ‘that perhaps we should give a little prize to the winner as well?’

      ‘We haven’t money for things like that,’ Penelope said dismissively.

      ‘It needn’t be expensive,’ Kate said. ‘Maybe just a couple of cinema tickets or something?’

      Penelope was so distracted that Kate wasn’t even sure she’d been heard. She decided she’d pay for it herself if necessary.

      ‘Really,’ Penelope said, ‘I nearly called off tonight’s meeting because I am so distraught.’ She stared morosely through the conservatory windows at the leaf-strewn garden. ‘Poor Dennis is so upset he’s shut himself in the study. Normally he’d be picking up the leaves out there, after he’s closed up the pharmacy.’

      Everyone made sympathetic noises.

      ‘It was only that very morning – probably hours before her death – that Dot was here,’ Penelope continued, ‘in this very conservatory, washing these windows! I cannot believe what’s happened!’

      There were further murmurs all round.

      ‘Daddy said she’d been up early, cleaning the vicarage that very afternoon,’ Jane said excitedly. ‘He’s horrified, and all the more so because he’ll have to do the funeral too!’

      ‘Talking of which,’ Penelope said, wiping away a tear, ‘Joe’s funeral is to be in the next few weeks. They’re finally releasing his body. My poor little Melissa is beside herself with grief, but fortunately she’s been comforted by Basil. Such a kind man!’

      ‘Why would anyone want to kill Dot?’ Jane wailed.

      ‘Could it have been an accident?’ Joanne asked.

      ‘An accident?’ Penelope shouted, getting very red in the face. ‘Kate here will tell you what she found when she went into the house!’

      Three pairs of eyes swivelled towards Kate.

      She knew she had to be careful. ‘I had some medicine to deliver to Dot,’ she said, ‘and, when there was no reply at the front door, I went round the back and let myself in.’

      ‘Why couldn’t she pick up her own medicine?’ Penelope asked.

      ‘It wasn’t ready when she came to the surgery,’ Kate replied, ‘so I offered to drop it off on my way home.’

      ‘What medicine was that?’ Joanne asked.

      Nosy madam, thought Kate. ‘I can’t tell you that, Joanne. Everyone’s medical details, including their prescriptions, are confidential. Needless to say, I saw little point in delivering it, so I took it back to the surgery.’

      ‘So we don’t know how she died?’ Joanne persisted.

      Kate shook her head. The details would be released soon enough but, for the moment, she had to keep mum.

      ‘You must have got the shock of your life!’ Jane said admiringly.

      ‘I’m getting used to these shocks,’ Kate said. At least that was the truth. ‘There’s been a fair few since I arrived in Tinworthy.’

      They all nodded sadly.

      ‘What’s this new female detective like then?’ asked Joanne.

      ‘Oh, she’s charming,’ Penelope replied. ‘She has to question us, of course; that’s her job.’ She turned to Kate. ‘Is your friend, Woody, assisting her?’

      ‘He’s retired, you know,’ Kate replied, wondering how many more times she’d have to tell people that. ‘He only explains to the new DI what’s what and who’s who in the area.’

      ‘I hear she’s very beautiful,’ Jane said wistfully.

      ‘More to the point, I hope she’s very efficient,’ Penelope said, wiping her eyes again. ‘My lovely prospective son-in-law and my excellent cleaner have both been killed in a matter of weeks, and I want to know who is responsible. I mean, there could well be a serial killer on the loose, couldn’t there? I shan’t be able to sleep properly until we have closure on this.’ She gazed out of the window again. ‘I still cannot believe it.’

      ‘Not everyone loved Dot, from what I hear,’ ventured Joanne.

      ‘Plainly they didn’t,’ Penelope snapped. ‘I got on well with her though, and she was a great cleaner – best one I’ve ever had. Yes, she had an unfortunate manner, but underneath she had a heart of gold.’

      Kate was none too sure about that but stayed silent. She’d hardly known the woman. She cleared her throat. ‘As regards the Hygiene—’

      ‘I believe she hated men,’ Joanne interrupted.

      Kate sighed, resigned to the fact that very little on the subject of hygiene was likely to take place this evening. She wondered if she could escape or should she stay on in the hope of hearing some interesting gossip.

      ‘That was because she’d been stood up at the altar years ago,’ Penelope said. ‘Can you imagine?’

      More sympathetic sighs.

      ‘She never trusted men after that,’ Penelope continued, ‘but she was very fond of Dennis, and he of her. He’s quite devastated by all this and I worry about him because he’s got a bit of a dicky heart.’ She thought for a moment. ‘He’s full of stents, you know.’

      Kate waited until further sighing had ended.

      Then Jane said, ‘I suppose we really should start planning for the Christmas bazaar, don’t you think?’

      ‘Good idea,’ said Penelope.

      Kate could now see little point in staying on for longer. ‘If you don’t mind, I think I might head home,’ she said. ‘I don’t think we’re in quite the right frame of mind to discuss hygiene, are we?’

      Penelope had reached into the corner cupboard and brought out the sherry bottle again. ‘Won’t you stay and have a little drink, Kate?’

      ‘That’s kind, but I won’t, thanks,’ Kate said, standing up. All three had glasses topped up to the brim and looked considerably more cheerful all of a sudden.

      ‘Oh well, never mind,’ said Penelope. ‘Can you see yourself out? I’ll give you a ring to let you know when we’ll have the next meeting. Trouble is, I have to fit it in with all my other commitments. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t so busy!’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Kate, ‘and goodnight.’ With that she made a hasty exit.
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      Kate realised things would not return to any form of normality while a double-murder inquiry was ongoing. She had no doubt that Woody had her best interests at heart when he told her to step back, to leave it to Charlotte. Kate had no doubt either that Charlotte would be efficient, but old habits die hard, and Kate was now addicted to investigating. Much as she hated to admit it, even to herself, she felt she had to do as well as Charlotte. Then she corrected herself: no, she had to do better than Charlotte!

      On Thursday morning she got out The List of suspects and wondered if she could now cross Dot off. Or could she? Had Dot written the letters? Had Dot poisoned Joe? Why would she then be killed herself? As Kate stared morosely at the list, she heard a tap at the door. Hurriedly folding the paper and shoving it into her shoulder bag, she opened the door to find Melissa Bowen standing there.

      ‘Mel!’ Kate was momentarily nonplussed, then remembered that, when she’d met Melissa on the beach, she’d told her she was welcome to pop in at any time. ‘Come in!’

      On this occasion Melissa was dry-eyed and fully made up, hair in a tidy ponytail, clad in jeans and a bright yellow waterproof jacket. She slipped the jacket off to reveal a navy-blue Aran sweater beneath as she sat down on the chair Kate indicated.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me calling,’ she said.

      ‘Not at all,’ Kate replied, ‘I told you to pop in anytime, and it’s nice to see you. What can I get you to drink?’

      ‘Tea would be lovely,’ Melissa said, ‘with milk and one sugar please.’

      As Kate produced two mugs of tea, Melissa said, ‘I was just beginning to come to terms with Joe’s death, and now this! What harm did poor old Dot do to anyone, apart from the rats? And you found her, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yes, I did,’ Kate said, sipping her tea.

      ‘How horrible for you! And I just heard that she was electrocuted. Electrocuted! I mean why would anyone…?’ Her voice tailed off as she stared down at the mug between her hands.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Kate said, ‘but I’ve no doubt that Charlotte Martin, the new DI, will be questioning everyone Dot was in contact with.’

      ‘She is already!’ said Melissa, looking up. ‘She’s been grilling Mummy and Daddy, because of Dot cleaning for them, and she’d been cleaning there that very morning. They are so upset, particularly Daddy, because Mummy’ – here she tapped her head – ‘is the stronger of the two.’

      The bossiest for sure, Kate thought. ‘Well, it’s a shock for everyone,’ she said.

      ‘And coming so soon after poor Joe! I just can’t get my head round all this! Honestly, if it wasn’t for Basil…’

      ‘Basil?’

      ‘Yes, Basil Honeywell, you know? I was engaged to him once. He’s been just wonderful, so comforting!’ Melissa took a deep breath and another sip of tea. ‘Dot cleaned for Basil too, you know. She’d been there that very morning after she’d been at our house! Then, apparently, she’d done a couple of hours at the vicarage, and then she went on to Kylie’s place afterwards. I think she just does an hour at Kylie’s. You know Kylie Painter?’

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Kate replied. But I’d certainly like to, she thought.

      ‘She was supposed to be marrying Byron Lewis, whose mother works with you at the surgery, but she’d been a bit of a naughty girl, and Byron found out.’

      ‘So I heard,’ Kate said guardedly.

      ‘Poor Kylie! She was only looking at wedding dresses in this shop in Exeter and took one outside the shop, just to check the colour in daylight, you know? I mean, there are fifty shades of white as well as fifty shades of grey!’ She snorted. ‘It’s so important to get the right shade, to flatter your skin.’

      ‘Oh, quite,’ Kate said.

      ‘Anyway, she got done for shoplifting, poor Kylie! And I’ll tell you something else.’ She leaned forward. ‘Kylie was quite convinced that it was Dot who sent that letter to Byron telling him about that. I ask you! Honestly, it’s all such a mess!’

      ‘It certainly is,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘You’ve got the reputation for being a bit of a sleuth round here, haven’t you? So, what do you make of all this?’

      ‘I’m every bit as confused as you are,’ Kate said truthfully.

      Melissa fiddled with her ponytail for a moment. ‘So the same person must have sent the letter to Joe too, don’t you think?’

      ‘That’s certainly possible,’ Kate replied, wondering if Melissa knew about the other two recipients of letters.

      ‘Mummy thinks it has to be Dot,’ Melissa continued, ‘because Dot had plenty of time to snoop around in everyone’s houses while she was cleaning. But now she can’t understand why Dot got murdered.’

      ‘It’s very strange,’ Kate said. ‘Incidentally, I met your friend, Basil, on one occasion when he came into the surgery, and he seemed very charming.’

      ‘Oh, he’s lovely!’ Melissa said with enthusiasm. ‘Mummy was awfully keen for me to marry him because he’s quite posh you know, and he’s got pots of money. But then I fell in love with Joe.’

      ‘Soon after you came down from London?’

      ‘Oh yes, it was love at first sight, it really was. But Basil wasn’t giving up! Down he came! I had a hard time of it, what with both him and Mummy trying to talk me out of marrying Joe. As you can imagine.’ Melissa sighed.

      ‘You were determined to go through with this wedding, though, weren’t you?’ Kate prompted.

      ‘Yes, but I must admit I did get a few jitters at the last minute. I’ve never before got the dress on, and then actually got to the church! So that was a first for me!’ More sighs. ‘I did love Joe.’ She was silent for a moment. ‘And I love Basil too, of course.’ As an afterthought she added, ‘It’s all very difficult, isn’t it?’

      ‘It certainly sounds a tad complicated,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘I knew you’d understand,’ Melissa said happily. ‘I told Mummy that if anyone could sort all this out, you could!’

      Kate was beginning to feel slightly alarmed. ‘Honestly, Melissa, much as I sympathise with your dilemma and your loss, I am not a detective, whereas Charlotte Martin is. I am not a professional, and I think, on this occasion, I should step well back and leave it to the police. Apart from anything else, I do not want to be next on the killer’s list!’

      Melissa looked at her with saucer eyes. ‘Do you really think you could be?’

      Kate shrugged. ‘It’s certainly possible.’ She suddenly remembered that Woody had said exactly that. ‘Tell me more about Basil.’

      ‘Basil? What’s to tell? He’s bought a beautiful big apartment up at the old Penbury Manor. Did you know it had been converted into luxury flats? He’s made it really beautiful, furnished it with antiques and everything. What else can I tell you? He drives around here in a silver Porsche. You know his father’s a lord up in Cumbria?’

      ‘Yes, you did mention it. Basil certainly seems very kind and caring,’ Kate said.

      ‘Oh, he is! He’s a dear! I might just end up marrying him after all!’

      Kate was astonished at the change from the heartbroken lass she’d met on the beach only a few weeks ago, to this composed and almost cheerful young lady.

      ‘Just don’t do anything in a hurry,’ Kate advised, reckoning that even Basil didn’t deserve to be abandoned twice at the altar.

      ‘Oh, I won’t,’ Melissa confirmed, ‘but, really, I just wondered if you could throw some light on who you think might have killed poor Joe and poor Dot. Mummy and Daddy are so upset and, not only that, but they, and Basil too, are going to have to find another cleaner. I mean, where would you begin to look?’

      ‘Where indeed?’ Kate echoed through gritted teeth, liking Melissa less and less as the conversation continued.

      ‘Well, I must be off,’ said Melissa, carrying her mug to the sink. ‘Thanks so much for the tea, and for listening to me. I’m off now to put some “Cleaner Wanted” notices in shop windows. Do you suppose Bobby’s Best Buys down there would display one?’

      ‘You can only ask,’ Kate murmured as she escorted Melissa to the door.

      Then, with a cheerful wave, Melissa got into her little sports car and roared off down the lane, leaving Kate with her thoughts in complete turmoil.

      How had Melissa recovered so quickly? Why was she suddenly so keen on Basil again? Could she possibly have poisoned Joe because she’d changed her mind, yet again, at the last minute? But Dot? Why would she kill Dot? Unless Dot had found out what she’d done. What about Basil? Had he had a hand in all this? He, more than anyone, probably had reason to want Joe out of the way. It was interesting that Dot had been cleaning for him on the morning of her death. Had Dot found out something and perhaps threatened to go to the police?

      Then there were the Bowens. They, too, hadn’t wanted Melissa to marry Joe. Why would they have killed Dot though, unless she’d found out something? They now seemed more concerned with finding a replacement cleaner than anything else. Poor Dot!

      And then there was still the problem of who sent the letters?

      Kate could feel a headache coming on. She made herself another mug of tea.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day Kate decided to catch up with housework, washing and all the other tedious jobs that she didn’t have the energy to cope with during her working week. She’d only got the kitchen cleaned and the floor washed when she heard tapping at the door. Oh no, she thought, as she replaced her squeezy mop in the cupboard, not Melissa again! Surely not! Or the press, who were hovering around everywhere and had already pestered her a couple of times when she was in the back garden. She was very surprised when she opened the door to find Fergal standing there. Alone.

      ‘I just wanted to have a word, Kate,’ he said by way of greeting.

      ‘You’d better come in then,’ Kate said, standing aside to let him pass and wondering if Angie had chucked him out again. ‘Go into the sitting room because the kitchen floor’s all wet.’

      ‘I won’t stay long,’ he said, plonking himself down on the sofa, ‘but I could murder a cup of tea.’

      Kate padded across the kitchen floor to boil the kettle and make two mugs of tea. This was getting to be a habit, she thought. When she went back, with a mug in each hand, she found Fergal stroking Barney.

      ‘Are you in the doghouse again then?’ Kate asked, sitting down opposite.

      ‘No, no, I’m not,’ Fergal said hurriedly. ‘On the contrary, we’re getting on just fine. It’s only that I’m on my way to the supermarket and I wanted to ask your advice, Kate.’

      ‘My advice?’ Kate looked astonished. ‘Advice on what, for goodness’ sake?’

      ‘Well, first of all, I wanted to apologise for being such an eejit with that bloody woman,’ he said. ‘So I thought that I might buy Angie a wee something-or-other. Now, I haven’t a clue as to what sort of things you girls like to receive, so I thought maybe you could give me a few pointers?’ Fergal took a big gulp of tea. ‘And I don’t want you and Woody to think bad of me or think that I’m some sort of philanderer.’

      ‘Well,’ Kate said, ‘I must admit I didn’t think too well of you when Angie told me what you’d been up to.’

      ‘Now that’s quite understandable, so I feel I need to explain,’ Fergal said.

      ‘You don’t need to explain anything to me, as long as Angie’s happy.’

      Fergal gave a big sigh. ‘I want you to know that that woman had been coming on to me for days, pestering me, you know? She had some sort of fixation for me. All the while Angie is lecturing me about flirting with her, which I wasn’t, not much anyway – but you can’t be rude to customers, can you? So she gets on her high horse and swans out, up here I think it was she came?’

      Kate nodded.

      ‘I admit I had a few drinks too many. And when I went to lock up, there’s this bloody woman waiting outside! She wasn’t one for giving up, I can tell you! She’s wanting me to go back to her place for a nightcap, so I said yes, just to keep her happy, you understand? Well, we have a few nightcaps and the thing is, Kate, although she’s a bloody stunning-looking woman, and I’m only human, I was so knackered I fell fast asleep. Nothing happened. Nothing at all. The woman’s not even talking to me now. Now, falling asleep was probably the worst thing I could have done all round because I was still there when Angie got back to The Locker next morning. She went fecking ballistic, and I could hardly blame her.’

      He paused to drink some more tea. ‘I’ve been trying to convince her ever since that nothing happened, but she won’t believe me. I’m not looking for any kind of dispensation, but I want you to know that I do really love Angie, and I won’t do anything like that again.’

      Kate badly wanted to laugh but controlled herself. ‘You really didn’t need to explain all that to me,’ she said, ‘because I’m not her guardian! I’m only her little sister!’ She grinned at him then. ‘But I’ve no doubt she’d appreciate a present. Flowers, maybe?’

      ‘I was thinking more of perfume, or something like that,’ Fergal said.

      ‘Perfume’s tricky if you don’t know what she likes.’

      ‘I haven’t a clue,’ said Fergal, ‘but I thought you might know?’

      ‘Well, she’s used Gucci and Jo Malone in the past but they’re very expensive and you won’t find them in the supermarket.’ Kate noticed him biting his lip. ‘Why don’t you have a browse around Pete’s Pre-loved, up on the Boscastle road? He’s got lots of antiques and old stuff and you know how Angie likes things she can display in the bar.’

      ‘Now that’s a grand idea,’ Fergal said, brightening up.

      ‘And, failing that, there’s always flowers,’ Kate added.

      ‘I’ll go to Pete’s – that’s what I’ll do. Kylie works there and she’s a nice lass. I used to play darts with Byron, her fiancé, as he was then, at The Tinners’ sometimes, when Angie let me have a night off. And she’ll be able to give me some idea of what Angie might like. Great idea that!’ He drained his tea. ‘I’d better be on my way now, but will you explain to Woody how sorry I am about everything?’

      ‘Of course I will,’ Kate said as they both stood up.

      ‘I don’t want you to think I’m a waste of space,’ Fergal added as he headed towards the door.

      Kate touched his arm. ‘Fergal, not for a moment do I think you’re a waste of space. But just behave yourself, will you?’

      ‘I will, I will,’ he said earnestly as he got into his car.

      As Kate closed the door, she smiled to herself. Heaven only knew how these two would make out, but she wasn’t going to worry about them. She had some investigating to do. She’d been wondering how she could have a word with this Kylie, without having to ask Sue where she lived. Problem solved.

      It would certainly be worth a visit to Pete’s Pre-loved.

      

      Kate and Woody didn’t go to The Tinners’ Arms very often, mainly because The Greedy Gull was right on the doorstep. However, when it came to events such as pub quizzes or darts matches, these generally took place at The Tinners’.

      Woody had been persuaded to play darts for the Tinners’ team the following night, Saturday. The Tinners’ were playing a team from the neighbouring village of St Wenna, although Woody said St Wenna rarely won anything.

      ‘I couldn’t really get out of it,’ he told Kate. ‘I’m sorry I won’t be able to go down to The Gull like we were planning.’

      ‘That’s OK,’ said Kate, ‘I’ll come with you to The Tinners’.’

      ‘Are you sure you won’t be bored?’ Woody asked anxiously.

      ‘No,’ Kate replied. ‘I think I might find it quite interesting.’

      ‘Are you up to something, Kate?’

      ‘Of course not!’

      Kate couldn’t believe her luck because she knew that Steve Jones was on The Tinners’ team and she’d been trying to work out for some time how she could get to talk to Jane Starling’s ex-fiancé.

      Woody looked at her a little suspiciously. ‘I wouldn’t have thought that darts were your sort of thing.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t mind,’ Kate replied. ‘It’ll be fun, and I can cheer you on.’

      Thus, Kate found herself, on Saturday evening, at a wobbly table in The Tinners’ Arms. All the tables were wobbly in The Tinners’, due to the slate floor being uneven, as were the nicotine-stained walls, and, if you were tall, the overhead black beams were designed for instant concussion.

      The pub was popular with the locals though, particularly the older ones, who did not care much for Des’s pristine white paint, polished brass and – worst of all – tourists!

      Someone had misjudged the numbers, and Woody found himself surplus to requirements but was persuaded to chalk up the scores, which kept him busy all evening. Kate found herself seated next to whoever wasn’t throwing at the time and looking after the beers of those who were until they returned. She’d amassed three gin and tonics in front of her on the table. She knew Woody had bought one, but where the others had come from she had no idea. She was very relieved that Woody was driving.

      She smiled back at the young, bespectacled man who planted himself next to her as she tackled the second gin.

      ‘You’re the nurse, aren’t you, who sorts out all the mysteries round here, with Woody Forrest?’ he asked. He had an abrupt way of speaking.

      Kate smiled. ‘I have been known to get involved from time to time,’ she admitted.

      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I have a mystery for you, although I think I’ve probably solved it.’ He took a slurp of his beer. ‘Someone has been sending letters to us blokes who were planning to get married!’

      ‘So I believe,’ Kate said. ‘And you are…?’

      ‘Steve Jones,’ he said. ‘I work at the bank in Launceston.’

      ‘Ah,’ she said carefully, ‘weren’t you engaged to Jane Starling?’

      He nodded. ‘Do you know her? Yes, I was, until I got the letter.’

      Kate wasn’t too sure what to say next, so finally settled for, ‘Yes, I had heard that the engagement was broken off.’

      ‘Do you know why?’ He was looking at her as if he expected an answer, rather like her old maths teacher.

      Another tricky question. ‘No,’ she lied, ‘I don’t.’

      ‘Don’t go away,’ he ordered, standing up to play. ‘I’ll be back. Watch my beer for me, will you?’

      As he picked up his darts, she wondered why he was telling her all this. Then, when he came back, he took a gulp of his beer and, without further preamble, said, ‘Yeah, the letter informed me that my fiancée was a lesbian!’

      ‘And was that true?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Yes, it damn well was! She’s now shacked up with a teacher from the local school who, she was forever telling me, was her best friend! It was “Joanne this” and “Joanne that” and bloody Joanne was going to be the bridesmaid, would you believe?’

      ‘Perhaps she didn’t want to admit it to herself or to upset you,’ Kate suggested tactfully, ‘although it surely doesn’t matter in this day and age. So why didn’t she tell you, I wonder?’

      Steve snorted. ‘She knew her dad would go mad, so marrying a bloke was only a front. I was being used! But who would have known that and wrote the letter?’ He thought for a moment. ‘And Byron got one too, about Kylie.’

      ‘It is a mystery,’ Kate admitted. ‘Was your letter computer-printed?’

      ‘Yeah, it was. I’d love it to have been one of those with all the words cut out of newspapers and things!’ He sniffed. ‘But I’ll tell you who wrote them!’ He then paused for effect. ‘It was Dot Thomson, that’s who. I know she’s dead, but she was a nosy old biddy and she had plenty of opportunity to poke around in the vicarage, Kylie’s place and everyone else’s houses too. Nobody else could possibly have had access to that sort of information. Funny print it had, not the usual; old-fashioned looking, it was. Just the sort of thing an old girl would use.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Kate said. Just as she was wondering if she should mention the others, he said, ‘Did you know that Joe Perry got one too? About Melissa Bowen?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Well, that Melissa’s been around a bit. And Dot cleaned for the Bowens too, so there you are!’

      ‘But Joe didn’t call off the wedding,’ she said quietly.

      ‘He bloody well should have! It didn’t do him a lot of good, did it?’

      ‘So you think Dot had a hand in that too?’

      ‘Of course she did! She’s got a house full of rat poison, access to everyone’s secrets and she hated men. What more do you need? She’d likely have killed Byron and me too, if we’d gone ahead with our weddings.’

      ‘So why then is she dead too?’ Kate asked, polishing off the second gin and wondering if she dare attack the third.

      ‘Couldn’t live with herself anymore,’ Steve said firmly. He appeared to be unaware that Dot had been electrocuted and that Kate had found her body. Or was he? She decided it was not her place to tell him.

      ‘You need to take that letter to the police, Steve. It could be very important.’

      ‘Yeah, I will. Anyway, problem solved! You can pass this information on to your friends in the police station. Look no further – it was Dot!’ Steve said, standing up again. ‘Now, you watch while we thrash St Wenna!’

      

      ‘I hope you weren’t too bored,’ Woody said anxiously, sitting down beside her after they had predictably thrashed St Wenna. ‘I couldn’t get away, but I could see you had plenty of company.’

      ‘I’ve had three gin and tonics, and a very interesting conversation,’ Kate said with a laugh.

      ‘Yes, I saw Steve Jones talking to you,’ he said. ‘Has he recovered from finding out about Jane yet?’

      Kate grinned. ‘He’s solved it all!’ She then proceeded to relay their conversation.

      ‘Some truth in that probably,’ Woody said, ‘but it doesn’t explain why someone electrocuted poor Dot. Unless it was him?’

      ‘He doesn’t seem the type,’ Kate said as they stood up to go.

      ‘They never do,’ Woody replied.
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      Next day Kate stared at The List and wondered how many more names needed to be added to it. Basil, Penelope Bowen, Melissa, Dot, Carol Edwards, Steve Jones, Kylie, Byron, even Jane. What about Guy and his ex-lover? Everyone had a motive for something, be it the letter-writing and/or the murder of Joe, and the murder of Dot. Was it just fury on the part of the would-be bridegrooms?

      She had a strange feeling about Steve Jones. There was something about the cocky way he spoke, and his determination to blame Dot, that unsettled her. He’d been studying her intently when he was speaking, which she found a little disconcerting.

      She looked at her notes regarding motives, and the other person who seemed to feature strongly in every department was Melissa. There was no doubt that the girl was flighty, and probably changed her mind as often as she changed her knickers, but was she capable of murder? She could certainly have written the letters, as she’d have some local knowledge, particularly with her mother being a counsellor, and perhaps she did hope that Joe would be put off from marrying her. Could she possibly poison someone she loved, or had loved? Had she electrocuted Dot because she’d found out that she’d poisoned Joe? She’d certainly recovered rather rapidly from her grief.

      While she was contemplating all this, the phone rang. It was Woody.

      ‘The Wayfarer boots – worn by whoever went in and out of Dot’s kitchen – were a size six,’ he said. ‘English size six. Now, that’s almost certainly a woman’s size because very few guys have feet that small.’

      ‘That’s one size smaller than mine,’ Kate said, ‘but I promise you it wasn’t me!’

      ‘Don’t worry, Charlotte’s eliminated you,’ Woody said.

      ‘I should hope she has!’

      ‘However, there is some research you could do,’ Woody went on, ‘which is to check the foot sizes of everyone concerned.’

      ‘That’s half the population! Just for a start, Angie’s a size six.’

      Woody snorted. ‘We can’t presume then that it wasn’t her!’

      ‘I don’t think she possesses any kind of wellies anyway,’ Kate added.

      ‘Dot, apparently, was size four and a half, and her ordinary boots were in the porch.’

      ‘In that case it’s likely to be a female with normal-sized feet. So it doesn’t narrow things down much, does it?’

      ‘Charlotte had your car checked while you were waiting in Dot’s garden, just to make sure you didn’t have Wayfarers with you.’

      ‘Oh, did she now?’ Kate said, feeling a little annoyed.

      ‘So we’re none the wiser unless Charlotte goes round measuring everyone’s feet. If she does that then the culprit could get wind of it, so we’re trying to think of a subtle way of finding out.’

      ‘So you want me to cast my eyes downward?’

      ‘The thing is,’ Woody continued, ‘that you could walk around in boots that were too big for you, but it would be more difficult to squeeze your feet into a smaller size. It’s very unlikely that everyone would have a size-six Wayfarer in their back porch, because they are expensive boots.’

      ‘It could well be a small man,’ Kate said. ‘I mean, they do exist!’

      ‘Well, like I said, there’s some research for you!’

      ‘Where shall I begin?’ Kate asked, scratching her head.

      ‘Oh, you’ll find a way!’

      

      Kate had only once before had to consider the size of anyone’s feet, and that was during the first murder inquiry when she found footprints in her garden. They had been enormous, which was much easier to spot, but size six…? And how to ask everyone without arousing suspicion? Then Kate had an idea; she remembered the pair of navy-blue court shoes that she’d rarely worn because they were half a size too big and they hurt her instep. She’d give them away. Somehow or other she would need to round up her female suspects, while keeping a close eye on the feet of the males. It was not going to be easy.

      Kate was beginning to wonder if this ploy was going to work.

      

      On the Wednesday evening, the Tinworthy Health and Hygiene Committee were studying a selection of posters, designed by the local schoolchildren, and which were laid out across Penelope’s glass-topped cane coffee table. She’d removed the crystal vase with the fake roses across to the windowsill, to make room for the artistic efforts of the six finalists.

      ‘I’ve binned the others,’ Penelope said, ‘because they were truly awful.’

      Kate felt sorry for the rejected children with their less-than-perfect artwork.

      ‘Penelope, perhaps the children might like their drawings back even if they’re not up to your standards,’ she suggested.

      ‘I can take them back to school,’ Joanne offered, ‘if you haven’t crushed them up.’

      ‘No, no, they’re intact, in the recycling bin. I’m sure no one will want them but, if it keeps you happy’ – she looked daggers at Kate – ‘then you can have them.’

      The four then agreed that Finley West’s drawing of a hand dropping a piece of paper into a bin, against a background of azure sea and ‘A Drop in the Bin, not in the Ocean!’ printed in bold red lettering, was the best of the six. It wouldn’t necessarily have been Kate’s first choice, but the other three had gone into raptures over it, and Kate didn’t wish to further antagonise Penelope.

      ‘Incidentally,’ Kate said, ‘before we begin, I have a pair of navy court shoes, size seven and a half, which I’m giving away.’ She withdrew them from her bag.

      ‘Oh, they’re nice,’ said Jane. ‘What a pity I’m a size four!’

      ‘And I’m a six,’ added Joanne.

      Penelope sniffed. ‘I have very small feet,’ she said, ‘just three and a half. It’s quite difficult to get small sizes round here, as I know to my cost. One does miss London at times, and I do feel the need for a shopping trip up there before too long.’

      So, thought Kate, only Joanne. Possible, but unlikely.

      ‘What about Melissa?’ Kate asked Penelope.

      ‘She’s a size six,’ Penelope replied. ‘I really don’t know how she managed to have such big feet.’ She then cleared her throat. ‘Do sit down.’ She indicated the semi-circle of neatly placed rattan chairs. ‘I wonder,’ she continued, ‘if anyone has any idea about what’s happening about those awful murders?’

      Once again, all eyes swivelled towards Kate. ‘I’ve no idea,’ she said.

      ‘It’s just so awful not knowing,’ Penelope continued, wiping her eye with a tissue, ‘and to think that the person who committed these dreadful crimes is still walking around in our midst.’ There followed much tut-tutting and head-shaking from both Jane and Joanne.

      ‘Now,’ said Penelope, turning back to Kate, ‘I believe you’re friendly with the ex-DI, Woody Forrest, and I just wondered if you’d heard anything, anything at all?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘You know Woody’s retired now, and so far as I know, the new DI is working hard on it.’

      ‘Well, I hope she is,’ Penelope said snappily, ‘because I don’t feel safe in my bed at night. Why, at three o’clock this morning I woke up and could have sworn I heard someone – or something – outside.’

      ‘Oh, how scary!’ said Jane.

      ‘Whatever did you do?’ Joanne asked anxiously.

      ‘I sent Dennis down to investigate,’ Penelope replied, ‘but he came back five minutes later assuring me that there was no one around. I don’t think he was as thorough as he might have been, and I didn’t sleep a wink after that.’

      There were sympathetic murmurs all round.

      ‘How’s Melissa?’ Kate asked. ‘She must still be grieving for poor Joe.’ I bet she isn’t.

      ‘Oh, she’s inconsolable, of course. But thank God for Basil – he’s been such a rock! So kind to Melissa!’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘He’s now completely forgiven her for having cold feet at the last moment. Basil would not have taken the least bit of notice of any letter, any more than Joe did. Are you aware, Kate, that several chaps got those awful letters?’

      Kate glanced at Jane, who didn’t flinch. ‘Yes, I think most people know that now.’

      ‘Someone,’ Penelope continued, ‘wants to upset our community, our values, our very—’

      ‘Yes,’ Joanne interrupted, ‘but I can’t quite work out how that can be connected to poor Dot’s death – or Joe’s either, for that matter.’

      ‘Of course they must be connected. The police,’ Penelope stated slowly and patiently, ‘need to pull their fingers out.’ She looked back at Kate. ‘This new DI may be very decorative, but what’s she doing about the murders, about our safety? She’s already questioned Dennis and myself very thoroughly, and I hope she’s doing the same with everyone else involved. I’m becoming a nervous wreck, I really am. I mean, it’s obvious to me that poor Dot was murdered by someone because she knew something about them. Perhaps she knew who wrote the letters and’ – here she looked at them all in turn – ‘perhaps she also knew who killed poor Joe.’

      ‘That’s certainly possible,’ Kate agreed.

      In the meantime, Jane had delved into her shoulder bag and brought out a folder. ‘While I’m here I thought we really should discuss the Christmas bazaar…’

      ‘What about health and hygiene?’ Kate muttered.

      ‘We’ll save that for next time,’ Penelope said breezily, completely ignoring the fact that she was the one who wanted this meeting in the first place. ‘Yes, shall we set a date for the bazaar?’

      Kate realised she wasn’t about to hear anything else of interest. She sighed, picked up her bag and prepared to leave.
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      On Thursday Kate finished work early and decided it was about time she paid a visit to Pete’s Pre-loved. She’d been told, by Des at The Greedy Gull, that Pete’s Pre-loved had been one of Peter Painter’s better ideas. He’d tried to sell hot dogs from an old ice-cream van, but his catering career had been rapidly truncated by the health and safety authorities. He’d followed this with a stint as a sales representative for a double-glazing company, before discovering that nearly everyone already had double-glazing and he was unlikely to make his fortune on commission. He then began to collect junk: old bicycles, old typewriters, old anything, and discovered, much to his delight, that there was a market for some vintage stuff. Although he could hardly claim to be in the antique business, particularly as there were so many dinky little shops around selling the genuine article, and he could hardly christen it Pete’s Rubbish – which it was – he’d hit on the idea of Pre-loved after he picked up loads of discarded old brown furniture. With the help of his daughter, Kylie, he then began to paint them up in pastel colours and sell them on, at silly prices, to the less imaginative of the populace who had not yet ventured into the world of chalk paint and distressed finishes.

      Kate had painted a couple of old chairs herself, but there was no harm in having a wander round Pete’s, particularly now that she wished to become acquainted with Kylie.

      Kylie was petite, pretty, with auburn hair, green eyes and a considerable talent for selling.

      ‘Have you seen our lovely range of dressing tables?’ she asked before Kate had barely shut the door of her car.

      ‘I’m sure they’re great but I’d just like to browse, if I may,’ Kate replied.

      The girl stopped in her tracks. ‘Hang on a minute! Don’t I know you? Aren’t you that nurse who—’

      ‘That’s me,’ Kate said with a sigh.

      ‘And you work with Sue at the medical centre?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Kate, feigning interest in a wooden chair.

      ‘That,’ said Kylie, ‘just needs a lick of paint, and we can do that for you, no problem. I’m Kylie, by the way.’

      ‘Hello, Kylie, I’m Kate.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. How’s Sue? She was nearly my mother-in-law, you know?’

      ‘So I believe.’

      ‘I expect you’ll know about the letter then?’ Kylie said, lifting down an old sewing-machine table from an upper layer of assorted furniture. ‘Now, wouldn’t this look lovely painted in a nice pale sage colour?’

      ‘It would,’ Kate agreed, amazed at the girl’s continuous sales patter.

      ‘That letter was all lies,’ Kylie continued, replacing the table and bringing down a footstool. ‘Now, isn’t this sweet?’

      ‘It’s very sweet,’ Kate said. ‘Er, what was all lies?’

      ‘About me trying to nick a wedding dress. I’m sure Sue must have told you about it?’

      There seemed little point in pleading ignorance. ‘She mentioned something about it,’ Kate said, examining a child’s Windsor chair.

      ‘Lovely, that, isn’t it? You got grandkids?’

      ‘Yes, a little boy,’ Kate said proudly, ‘and I’ve just heard there’s another one on the way. Up in Edinburgh.’

      ‘Just the job then! Some nice pale blue paint on that would be lovely. We sell the paint, or we could do it for you.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll think about it,’ Kate said, replacing the chair carefully.

      Kylie sniffed. ‘OK, so do I look like the kind of person who’d nick a wedding dress? Do I?’

      ‘Er, no, of course not!’

      ‘There you are then! Waste of time and money taking me to court. I ask you!’ She took the chair down again. ‘You should have this. I could let you have it for half price, seeing as it’s you!’

      ‘Well, I—’

      ‘I only took the bloody dress outside,’ Kylie continued, ‘cos you can’t see the proper shade in the shop, can you? With my colouring you have to get it right, know what I mean? Like there’s white, there’s cream, there’s ivory, there’s blush white and ice white and every bloody white, worse than Dulux.’

      Kate nodded, unsure what her reply should be.

      ‘See, my mate, Jemma, is waiting at the kerb outside in her Mini, and I’m only showing it to her, for God’s sake!’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Kate said hurriedly. ‘So who do you think sent that letter?’

      ‘Well, it had to be Dot Thomson, didn’t it? Or maybe even Jane Starling, who we all knew was gay anyway, so she didn’t like men much either.’

      ‘You know that someone killed Dot?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Kylie, ‘and it wasn’t me, I can tell you! But it could have been anyone who got a letter, couldn’t it? I mean, it has to be, hasn’t it? Common sense! Mind you, I wouldn’t put it past Carol Edwards, writing letters or killing Dot, come to think of it.’

      Kate thought for a moment. ‘How would she know about your wedding dress though?’

      ‘Cos Peter Edwards, her father, knows, cos he’s the bloody magistrate. And that Carol knows everything that’s going on round here because she goes nosing through all his stuff, and she was pally with Jane Starling in school too. Did you know Carol had the hots for Joe Perry? Did you know that?’

      Kate’s thoughts, at this point, were in complete turmoil. ‘All very confusing.’

      ‘Well, Carol would’ve written to Joe, cos he was marrying that cow, Melissa Bowen, who’d been engaged four times already, would you believe? How’d she ever find five blokes to propose to her? I mean, she’s not that pretty, and she’s brainless. God only knows how she ever got into Cambridge, but she went to one of them posh girls’ schools, and it’s all a fix, isn’t it?’

      Kate was now edging slowly back towards the door, having abandoned the idea of buying anything at all.

      ‘So I expect Carol stuck some arsenic in his beer or something,’ Kylie went on, ‘cos, if she couldn’t have him, she was going to make bloody sure nobody else did! That’s what I think anyway.’ She paused for a moment. ‘And I’ll tell you something else – I’m glad I didn’t marry bloody Byron! He went prattling on like some old vicar about being honest and all that shit. I’ve got a nice bloke now – Ricky Rand. Know him? He’s lovely! And you should see his tattoos! Some of them are very saucy, I can tell you! Are you sure you won’t have that chair? I can do you a real good price.’

      ‘Thank you, Kylie, I’ll think about it,’ Kate said, finally making it outside.

      ‘And do you know Steve Jones?’ Kylie didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Well, he’s a stuck-up prat and he was engaged to Jane Starling, and he was the only person in the universe who didn’t know that Jane was gay. And I’ll tell you something.’ She stopped and took a deep breath. ‘He feels an idiot now, which he is, of course. Imagine him not knowing! And he can be a nasty piece of work. You mark my words: he’s involved in this somehow!’

      ‘That’s very interesting,’ Kate said truthfully as she headed towards her car.

      ‘Yes, well, really nice meeting you, Kate. Don’t leave it too long, cos someone will grab that lovely little chair!’

      ‘I don’t suppose you take a size seven and a half shoe, do you, Kylie? I’ve got a nice pair of navy courts I’m giving away.’

      ‘Oh, God, no! I mean, look at the size of me! I take a three, sometimes a three and a half.’

      ‘Oh well, never mind,’ Kate said as she got to her car. ‘I promise I will think about the chair!’

      

      ‘She’s certainly got the gift of the gab,’ Kate told Woody later. ‘She was determined to sell me something – and also tell me there was no way she was trying to shoplift the wedding dress, because she’d only taken it outside to check the colour.’

      ‘It’s been logged at the police station,’ Woody said, ‘but I don’t suppose she told you that her friend was waiting outside in the car, engine running, and that Kylie managed to get half the dress stuffed into the car before she got stopped.’

      Kate laughed. ‘No, she omitted to mention that bit!’

      ‘I reckon Sue’s boy’s had a lucky escape,’ Woody added.

      ‘She’s got a nice new tattoo-covered boyfriend now,’ Kate said. ‘Apart from that, she blamed Dot for the letters and everyone concerned for killing her. She was particularly acidic about Carol Edwards but, as her father is the magistrate, that’s not altogether surprising. And she wasn’t too fond of Steve Jones either.’

      Woody snorted. ‘Now you’re going to tell me that you only went to that place because you were desperate for some tatty old furniture?’

      ‘I just fancied a wander around.’

      ‘No, you didn’t! You were investigating! Why else would she tell you all that stuff?’

      ‘I was just curious to see what she was like,’ Kate said defensively.

      ‘Well, now you know. In the meantime, how are you getting on with the foot sizing?’

      ‘Just about every woman I spoke to is a size six, apart from Penelope, Kylie and Jane. I don’t think that particular line of questioning is going to get us very far.’

      ‘Concentrate on the guys then. I mean, it’s unusual, but not at all impossible, for them to have small feet. In case you didn’t know, all Wayfarers have the same criss-cross tread on the sole, and Charlotte has got photos of these footprints at Dot’s house. The thing is, if it becomes known that she’s going around questioning people, the culprit is quite likely to destroy his or her boots. This is where your investigating is useful.’

      ‘How am I supposed to ask the men, for God’s sake? I mean, I can hardly offer them a pair of navy high-heeled court shoes, can I?’

      Woody thought for a moment. ‘Well, somehow or other, you’re going to have to place your size seven next to their shoe or boot and see if it looks a tiny bit smaller. Unless you have a better idea?’

      ‘I can probably find an excuse to meet Guy again, but I’ve never set eyes on his ex-partner.’

      ‘You could probably try them with your high-heeled shoes!’

      ‘Woody, that’s an awful thing to say! Furthermore, I spent half of Saturday night chatting with Steve Jones and had lots of opportunity to look at his feet but didn’t. I wish I had now because he really made me uncomfortable the way he was talking. He seemed determined to tell me that it was anybody but him. Then there’s Basil, who’s the most likely suspect at the moment.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ll find a way, Kate. You always do!’

      

      On Friday morning, Kate got The List out, laid it on the kitchen table and wrote down the names of everyone with size-six feet. So far there was Angie, Joanne and Melissa, and she needed to check Carol Edwards. It appeared that half the women in Tinworthy took a size six, Kate reckoned, which wasn’t going to help Charlotte greatly. She didn’t suppose Basil or Guy took a six either, but she’d do her best to find out. What about Byron? Just because he was Sue’s son did not exclude him from the investigation. How could she find out more about him without arousing Sue’s suspicions?

      How many feet did Prince Charming have to insert into the glass slipper before he found his Cinderella? For sure, Cinders was not a size six.

      While she was studying The List, the post arrived. Kate picked up the handful of letters and leaflets from the doormat and made herself a cup of coffee before opening up a couple of bills and one plain white envelope.

      Kate removed the white sheet of A4 paper from the envelope and read the computer-printed message with disbelief:

      
        
        Mrs Palmer –

        

        You’ve interfered quite enough. Stop now, otherwise you’ll be the next victim.

        

      

      That was it. It was unsigned, of course. Kate felt her blood run cold. Someone knew what she was doing and, most probably, it had to be someone she’d been investigating recently. It could be anyone of course, and she’d honestly thought that her low-key questioning wouldn’t arouse any suspicions. Plainly she had not been as discreet as she thought.

      Kate made another coffee and tried to decide what to do. And what not to do. She had two options: to stand back and leave well alone, as she was always being advised to do, or carry on as before and risk being the next victim. One thing she knew for sure: if she showed this note to Woody, he would go mad, tell her for the umpteenth time not to get involved and probably refuse to let her out of his sight. If she showed him the note.

      She was well aware that on every occasion where she’d been involved, she had come close to death. On each of those occasions Woody had rescued her at the eleventh hour, and so he had every right to want to keep her well away from any further incidents.

      However, it was not in Kate’s nature to be intimidated. Someone in this village had committed two murders and she was damned if she was going to become number three. She would have to tread carefully, that was for sure. Most importantly, Woody must not be told – yet – about the note.

      She’d think about it over the weekend. She examined the note more carefully. She was almost certain the font was Baskerville Old Face, so she went to her computer, fired it up and checked the fonts.

      She was right. This was proof, if she needed it, that whoever had written the wedding letters had most likely written this.
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      It was now coming up to Christmas, the weather had turned much colder and Bobby had decorated his shop window with swathes of tinsel on a plastic tree, surrounded by, for some reason, three garden gnomes and a mountain of shortbread boxes. Bobby’s Best Buys was frequently a misnomer, although it sufficed for basic needs.

      On the Saturday morning Kate only needed some milk, one of the few commodities Bobby was almost guaranteed to have in stock. When she walked into the shop, she saw Bobby serving a tall, dark-haired man who she hadn’t seen before. Probably a tourist, she thought, because they usually surfaced again towards Christmas.

      ‘And this,’ Bobby said to the man, waving his arm at Kate, ‘is Mrs Palmer, who’s a nurse up there at the medical centre, and who gets herself into all sorts of trouble solving mysteries round here.’

      The man turned and Kate was fascinated to see how much he resembled Aiden Turner. In fact, he was quite gorgeous and, just for a moment, Kate felt a little flutter inside.

      ‘Mr Bennett here lives in one of them posh flats up in the old manor house, know where I mean?’ Bobby said. ‘We don’t see him down here very often.’

      Bennett – where had Kate heard that name before? And surely that was where Basil had bought a flat as well?

      Mr Bennett advanced towards her, with a big smile and an immaculate, expensive-looking camel-hair coat, and stretched out his hand. ‘Richard’s the name,’ he said.

      ‘I’m Kate,’ she said, shaking his hand and still trying to work it out. ‘I believe those flats are lovely.’

      ‘They are,’ he said, ‘and I’m very happy there. Bobby is right, I don’t come down here very often, but sometimes I just fancy a stroll on the beach when it’s quiet.’

      ‘And he’s goin’ to do my books for me,’ added Bobby, ‘not that I make enough money to pay much tax, but there we are.’

      The penny dropped – like a hot potato. Richard Bennett, accountant, Guy’s ex-fiancé! With a wife and four children in Sheffield! And another good-looker! Lord, she thought, wouldn’t they make the most stunning couple! Then Kate remembered about her mission, apart from the milk, and so found herself gazing downward at the immaculate dark-brown polished leather of Richard’s expensive brogues. There was no doubt about it, he did not have dainty feet. They had to be a size ten or eleven, Kate reckoned – certainly closer to Woody’s foot size than hers.

      ‘Nice to have met you,’ he said cheerfully as he headed towards the door.

      ‘Did he buy anything?’ Kate asked after he was out of earshot.

      ‘Not a bloody thing! Wondered if I had any artichoke hearts! I ask you! Who buys artichoke hearts in Tinworthy?’ Bobby asked.

      ‘Well, nobody does, if you don’t stock them,’ Kate said, smiling. ‘I think I’m on safe territory if I ask you for a couple of pints of milk?’

      As Bobby slammed the bottle of milk on the counter, he said, ‘Artichoke hearts indeed! Next thing they’ll be asking for caviar or something!’

      

      Caviar! As Kate walked home, she recalled her sixtieth birthday last August. She hadn’t wanted a fuss, or a party, or anything showy. Just a nice meal somewhere, or something similar.

      Unbeknown to her, Woody had arranged for Tom, her son in Edinburgh, Jane, his wife, and Callum, her tiny grandson, to come down for the occasion, as well as Donna, Woody’s drama teacher daughter who lived in London. Those five, plus Angie and Fergal, were awaiting Kate when she and Woody had arrived at The Edge of the Moor on the evening of the sixteenth of August. Kate had had no inkling of this gathering and had been  overcome with emotion when they’d entered the restaurant, and there they all were, surrounding a table laid for eight people, which was covered in flowers and gifts. She hadn’t seen her son and family for a year and spent most of her birthday evening with her tiny grandson on her knee.

      Because he knew she liked caviar, Woody had ordered a supply of the finest, along with a never-ending flow of Bollinger champagne. Kate had become quite tiddly in the course of the evening and ended up singing ‘Danny Boy’ as a duet with Angie. Consequently, the night of passion she’d planned did not materialise, as she fell fast asleep in the car going home and later couldn’t even remember getting into bed. It had been a wonderful evening though.

      Apart from the delight of seeing Tom again, she’d also had a FaceTime call from Jack, out in Australia, and she’d met Donna for the first time.

      Woody’s younger daughter was a very attractive woman in her mid-thirties, hell-bent on her career and her independence. She had Woody’s Mediterranean colouring and the longest legs that Kate had ever seen. Fortunately, she and Kate had bonded straight away. So much so that Donna had said to Kate, over coffee the next day and while Woody was up at the police station, ‘You two should get married – why don’t you?’

      Kate had been dumbstruck for a moment.

      ‘Mum’s been gone a long time now,’ Donna had continued, ‘and I’d like to think someone was around for Dad again. And by someone I mean you! I know Carol would agree if she was here and not forever giving birth. Come on, Kate, I know by the way you look at each other! What’s stopping you both?’

      ‘I do love your father,’ Kate had replied truthfully, ‘but we both like our independence, and you should know that feeling!’

      ‘Well, of course I do,’ Donna said, ‘but when I’m sixty I just might think differently. I mean, wouldn’t it be nice to be together in your dotage?’

      ‘I wasn’t planning on my dotage just yet,’ Kate had replied, laughing.

      Even Tom had said, ‘Hey, you and this Woody are great together! When are you going to do something about it?’

      And Jane had added, ‘Callum needs a nice granddad!’

      She hadn’t told Woody any of this; they were fine just as they were. Then she began to wonder if they had planned a wedding this year, whether either of them would have received a letter, and what might have been in it! If they’d dreamed up some unsavoury incidents from her past, would Woody still have wanted to marry her?

      

      Woody had gone to buy some fencing from a company near Redruth and wouldn’t be back until the late afternoon. Kate was going over to On the Up for the evening because Woody was going to barbecue some sardines, one of his specialities, he told her, and one which she’d not yet sampled. He used his barbecue a lot, even in winter when he had it under the eaves, reasonably sheltered from the wind and rain. Fortunately, Kate was not expected to eat outside but only to admire his expertise wielding the tongs over the glowing coals.

      As she had the afternoon free, Kate decided to walk Barney up to Middle Tinworthy, to the woods behind the church. It was a cold day with an icy wind, and she noted that several of the houses had put their Christmas trees and decorations up, both inside and out. Only about four weeks to go, so perhaps she’d better dig out their box of baubles. It was almost a whole year since they’d gone to California, which was unbelievable! So much had happened in the past year and yet, in some ways, that trip seemed like yesterday.

      As she turned onto the path alongside the church and let Barney off the lead, she noticed someone sitting on the stone wall smoking a cigarette. When she drew closer, she recognised the golden hair and the artfully tied scarf. Guy.

      He looked up. ‘Hi, Kate!’ Then he stood and pecked her on the cheek. ‘I’ve just nipped out for a crafty fag,’ he said, ‘because the girls don’t like me smoking in the salon, and if I stand right outside, they come out and tell me all the dire diseases I’m likely to get because of my filthy habit.’

      Kate laughed. ‘I’m sure they’ve got your best interests at heart. How are you anyway?’

      ‘I’m OK,’ he replied. ‘Getting used to being single again. Any progress on who wrote the letters, or committed the murders?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not.’ Kate thought for a moment. Surely Guy hadn’t sent that note! ‘I think I met your ex when I was in Bobby’s Best Buys yesterday. He was introduced to me as Richard Bennett, and I thought he was very handsome.’

      ‘What was he doing down there?’ Guy asked, trampling on his cigarette end.

      ‘Looking for artichoke hearts,’ Kate said with a giggle.

      ‘In Bobby’s?’

      ‘Yes, quite,’ said Kate, trying to see his feet in the longish grass. Barney was running around, looking at her imploringly, desperate to be on the move. ‘I’ll be coming for another haircut in a couple of weeks,’ she said conversationally, trying to edge a little closer. She noticed he was wearing trainers.

      ‘I like your trainers,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to persuade Woody to get some decent ones.’

      He waggled a foot. ‘Well, when you’re on your feet all day in the salon you need something comfortable, and supportive. I got them in Truro, but they weren’t cheap. I find it quite difficult to get shoes in my size.’

      ‘Why is that?’ Kate asked. ‘What size are you?’

      ‘I’m just a six, sometimes six and a half,’ he replied.

      ‘Well, they certainly wouldn’t do for Woody,’ she said, ‘because he’s a size eleven. Anyway, I’d better be on my way. Barney’s becoming impatient.’

      ‘Good to see you, Kate. Let me know if anything interesting occurs, otherwise I’ll see you when I do your hair in a couple of weeks’ time.’ With a wave, he headed back across the road to his salon.

      Kate and Barney walked on into the woods. In spite of his small feet, she was almost certain it wasn’t Guy who’d sent that note, but could he possibly have murdered Dot? But why on earth would he?

      

      As Kate was leaving the medical centre on Monday afternoon and getting into her car, a motorcyclist screeched to a halt alongside her. Kate knew little about motorbikes, but this one looked like a very powerful machine. There was also something familiar about the lad who dismounted. Then he removed his helmet and grinned at her. Of course, Byron!

      ‘It’s Kate, isn’t it?’ he said, digging a package out of his backpack.

      ‘Yes, Byron. Smart bike!’

      He looked pleased. ‘I spent the wedding money on this.’

      ‘Oh,’ Kate said, unsure about how much she was supposed to know. ‘Have you come to see your mum?’

      ‘Yeah, she asked me to drop off her yoga mat cos she’s got a class after work and she forgot it. If she’s busy I’ll leave it with Denise. How are you anyway?’

      ‘I’m fine thanks, Byron. And you?’

      ‘I’m good, yeah. I guess Mum told you about the Kylie business?’

      Kate nodded.

      ‘Well, I’m over that now. Think I’ll get a police check done straight away on anyone else I meet! Still, it’s not all bad, cos I got the bike!’

      ‘You’ve no idea who might have sent that letter?’ Kate asked, studying his feet. They seemed gigantic.

      ‘Nope, none at all.’

      ‘Presumably printed on white A4 paper?’

      ‘Absolutely right. Strange font – like you see on American posters. I’ve handed it to the police, although God only knows why they’d want it. But, hey, you’ve become something of a super-sleuth round here, haven’t you?’

      Was she asking too many questions? Kate wondered. She’d better be careful.

      He grinned. ‘You know what? It’s going to be difficult to find someone who hasn’t got some kind of computer and a printer round here. Still, I’m quite convinced it had to be old Dot Thomson, cos she had a thing about men.’

      Dot might well have had a thing about men, Kate thought, but she certainly didn’t type the letters. At least not the one I got on Friday.

      ‘Who knows?’ she said. ‘Good talking to you, Byron.’

      Kate got into the car and started up the engine.
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      On Tuesday Woody began to erect a new fence in his back garden and was unlikely to be going up to the police station during the next few days. Kate hoped so anyway as she called to ask if she could have an appointment with Detective Inspector Charlotte Martin.

      The whole atmosphere there had changed. The constable who answered the phone said, ‘She’s here some of the time, but she’s in and out a lot. There’s a murder inquiry going on, you see. How about this afternoon?’

      For a moment Kate was dumbstruck at being treated so promptly and politely. ‘I don’t finish work until just after four,’ she said. ‘Would it be possible to come up around five?’

      Some shuffling went on for a moment before he said, ‘Make it quarter past, would you?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      When Kate got there later, she found that Charlotte had moved back into the big airy office that once was Woody’s, rather than the horrid poky little room adopted by Robson. Not only that, Charlotte had family photos on her desk, and a bunch of orange alstroemerias in a pottery jug on the windowsill.

      Charlotte, immaculate as always, did not keep her waiting. She was clad in a smart navy-blue trouser suit, brightened up with silver earrings and necklace.

      ‘Good to see you, Kate,’ she said, indicating a chair. ‘Take a seat.’

      Kate sat down, at the same time rooting in the depths of her shoulder bag for the envelope. ‘First of all,’ she said to Charlotte, ‘I do not want Woody to know that I came here, or about this.’ She handed over the envelope.

      Charlotte opened it and removed the note, which she studied for a moment. ‘When did this arrive?’ she asked.

      ‘On Friday,’ Kate replied.

      ‘I assume you’re not planning to “stop”?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘I’ve been thinking about it all weekend. I’m going to keep a very low profile. But, if Woody sees this, he’ll go ballistic and not let me out of his sight.’

      ‘That,’ said Charlotte, ‘is because he loves you and doesn’t want you to come to grief which, I gather, on a couple of occasions, you very nearly did.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Kate, ‘he saved my life.’

      Charlotte leaned across the desk. ‘Only cats have nine lives, Kate, and I’m none too sure about that. Don’t you honestly think you should show this to Woody?’

      Kate remembered Angie saying something very similar. She shook her head. ‘Not at the moment. He’ll only worry.’

      Charlotte sighed. ‘I’d like to keep this, if I may?’ She held up the note.

      ‘Yes, of course. I wanted you to see it because it likely proves that Dot Thomson did not write those letters.’

      ‘I didn’t think she had,’ Charlotte said. ‘We did a thorough search of her house, and she had no laptops, iPads, phones or anything else. Didn’t believe in them apparently, although they were available everywhere she worked.’ She looked directly at Kate. ‘You’re sure you don’t want Woody to know about this?’

      ‘I’m sure, and I don’t want you to tell him,’ Kate replied anxiously.

      ‘Whatever you tell me is confidential, but I can’t guarantee that, if he pops in again, he won’t come across the letters. I shall list this one as handed in by an anonymous informant, but he’s not daft. He’ll put two and two together, and then we’re both in trouble!’

      ‘I gather you have the other letters?’ Kate asked.

      ‘I have Joe’s, Byron’s and Steve’s,’ Charlotte replied.

      ‘Do you know about Guy, in Guys ’n’ Dolls?’

      ‘Woody mentioned something about a gay wedding, but no, I haven’t got his letter.’

      ‘Well, I can probably get it for you, but I’m afraid it’s going to be the same print on A4 paper, so no more clues.’

      ‘Let’s have it anyway, Kate.’ She leaned forward again. ‘That letter-writer is the killer, of that I am quite convinced. That someone wanted Joe dead – for whatever reason – and did the deed. Dot found out, and that cost her her life. You do need to stand back now, as there’s little more you can do and, as the note says, you’re putting yourself in real danger. I’d be much happier if you told Woody about this.’

      ‘No,’ Kate said firmly. ‘No, no, no!’

      ‘OK, OK. You know, don’t you, that Woody thinks the world of you, and it would break his heart if anything happened to you? Please think about it some more. I won’t tell him, I give you my word, but I can’t guarantee that he won’t find out.’

      Kate nodded silently.

      ‘If you come across anything relevant to this case, will you please let me know? You and I can be a team – albeit unofficially – on this,’ Charlotte said.

      ‘Thank you,’ Kate said, trying not to give in to tears as she stood up. ‘I really appreciate that.’

      When she got back into her Fiat, she let the tears flow for a couple of minutes. She realised that Charlotte wasn’t competition; Charlotte was a friend, and a partner in this. And here was someone else telling her that Woody thought the world of her!

      What in God’s name am I doing? Kate thought.

      

      Christmas loomed and Kate spent much of the week trying to get in the mood, particularly when Woody arrived back from the garden centre with a six-foot fir tree in a pot. ‘Which you can plant in the back garden afterwards,’ he said, as he gave it a watering outside the kitchen door.

      Christmas looked like centring on Lavender Cottage, so she’d better get some preparation under way. A pudding? A cake? A turkey? Who would be there? What the hell was she going to give Woody for a present? He never wanted anything, he never needed anything; the man was a nightmare.

      ‘We could have Christmas Day at On the Up,’ he said, in a tone that indicated it was certainly not his intention. ‘I was thinking of inviting Donna to come down as I believe she’s got some new man in tow, and I’d like to have a look at him. They’d stay with me, of course.’

      Woody’s elder daughter, Carol, had only recently given birth to a little girl and, with two older boys, they didn’t plan on going anywhere. Kate’s sons, in Edinburgh and Brisbane, were staying put. There was therefore no prospect of any young children being around which, Kate reckoned, was rather a shame since Christmas was, first and foremost, for the children. Still, a nice grown-up Christmas Day was not to be sneezed at, provided Angie didn’t overdo her gin intake. Six would be a good number. Then there was Charlotte. Should she be invited? Perhaps, Kate thought hopefully, some of her family would come down. Although she’d changed her mind about the new detective inspector, Kate wasn’t sure their new understanding warranted an invite to Christmas lunch.

      Donna’s new partner was an investment banker apparently, and he was called Hugo.

      ‘I’d like to see her settle down with someone,’ Woody said wistfully, unaware that Donna had said much the same about him when she came down in the summer. ‘It’ll be interesting to see what this Hugo fellow is like.’

      Kate decided to concentrate on making the Christmas pudding and leave everything else to Waitrose, since nobody seemed very bothered about cake or mince pies.

      

      After much contemplation on what Woody’s Christmas present should be, Kate decided to buy him a new suitcase, because she’d noticed, on their LA trip earlier in the year, his was looking extremely tatty. For Angie and Fergal, she found, in a shop in Boscastle, some nicely framed photographs of Lower Tinworthy in the 1880s which, Kate knew, would hang in prime position in The Old Locker. For Donna and Hugo, she bought a large bottle of Cornish sparkling wine, which had triumphed over champagne and other French fizzes, Prosecco and Cava at the annual tastings, much to the chagrin of the Europeans, particularly the French.

      Then, on Thursday, came the invitation to the Bowens’ annual Christmas cocktail party on Saturday of the following week. It was professionally printed and gold-edged, with their names handwritten in the space provided.

      Woody groaned. ‘We don’t have to go, do we?’

      ‘I don’t know how we can get out of it.’

      ‘Can’t we say we’ll be away somewhere? Truro? Thailand? Timbuktu?’

      ‘No, we can’t,’ Kate said sadly, ‘because she knows everything that goes on around here. She’d be sure to find out.’

      ‘Could we be sick? Fever, flu, flatulence…?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous! We needn’t stay long. In any case, you were the one who was interested in knowing what their house was like.’

      Woody pulled a face. ‘Well, you gave me such a good description, and that’ll do me very well, thank you.’

      ‘Come on, Woody! I’m not going without you, and I have to face Penelope at the damn Health and Hygiene meetings, so it would be embarrassing.’

      He let out a long, exaggerated sigh. ‘Is there no getting out of it?’

      ‘Not really,’ Kate said. ‘Furthermore, Basil’s bound to be there, and I need to see his feet.’

      ‘OK, we’ll go. But, knowing Penelope Bowen, she’ll ask all sorts of old bores who she considers to be important or influential,’ Woody said drily.

      ‘Well,’ said Kate, ‘she obviously considers you and I to fit the bill. Come on, Woody, we needn’t stay long, but it would be rude to refuse.’

      While she was talking Kate was mentally calculating how likely it would be that she could fit into her one and only little black dress. It hadn’t been particularly little in the first place, and she’d gained seven or eight pounds over the last year.

      The following day Kate tried it on. It fitted very well. In fact, a little too close for comfort. She realised that she’d have to try to remember to hold her tummy in at all times. That’s if she remembered after a glass or two of something. Maybe she should get herself some big Bridget Jones knickers.

      ‘Wear some fab earrings, and hoist up your cleavage a bit,’ ordered Angie, self-appointed fashion counsellor, the following afternoon. ‘If you can get everyone concentrating on your top half, they won’t notice your belly. I read that somewhere.’

      Obediently Kate bought a new bra designed, according to the blurb, to lift and enhance, which it certainly did. Then she began to worry that she might look tarty, particularly when she added the elaborate black jet drop earrings.

      ‘Wow!’ Woody said as he appraised her. He’d arrived in his dark-grey wedding/funeral suit, with a crisp white shirt and cornflower-blue tie.

      ‘Wow to you too!’ Kate said, aware yet again of what a very attractive man Woody was. Then she wondered if Charlotte would be there. She knew she shouldn’t worry, but Charlotte didn’t have a belly to hold in, and would doubtless look sexy and desirable without the need to hoist up her cleavage or wear silly earrings. She hoped that Penelope might invite some spare men.
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      Woody parked his car alongside a clutch of Land Rovers, Lexuses and a very sexy dark-green Aston Martin.

      ‘That’s some car,’ he said admiringly as he walked round it. ‘Wonder who it belongs to?’

      As they approached the front door, Woody tapped the pillars. ‘Hollow!’ he exclaimed scornfully, while Kate concentrated on holding in her tummy.

      It was Melissa, glass in hand and clad in a sparkly red minidress, who opened the door and so halted ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ in full flow.

      ‘Great to see you,’ she said. ‘Come in!’

      The entrance hall and sitting room beyond were full of people, all clutching drinks and looking over each other’s shoulders to see who the new arrivals might be.

      ‘Mummy!’ Melissa bellowed.

      From the depths of the dimly lit sitting room Penelope appeared.

      ‘So lovely you both could come,’ she purred as she opened the door to what appeared to be the kitchen. ‘Dennis!’ Dennis emerged, looking slightly flustered. ‘Give these good people a drink, will you?’ With that she disappeared.

      He shook hands with Woody and pecked Kate on the cheek, then waved at the array of bottles on the countertop. ‘What’s your poison?’ Then he clapped his hand over his mouth when he realised what he’d said. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

      ‘Please,’ Woody cut in diplomatically, ‘don’t give it a thought! I think Kate would like a gin and tonic, and I’ll just have a beer please.’

      ‘No cocktails?’ Dennis pointed towards a book which was lying amongst the bottles.

      ‘No thanks, a gin and tonic would be lovely,’ Kate confirmed.

      ‘Nobody wants a cocktail,’ he said sadly, picking up the gin bottle. ‘Penelope insisted I got this book here, full of fancy recipes, and a smart cocktail shaker too. Waste of money.’

      ‘Maybe someone will want one in the course of the evening,’ Kate said, feeling sorry for the little man.

      He handed them their drinks just as Penelope reappeared.

      ‘Come and meet everyone,’ she trilled, leading them into the dimly lit room, some soothing classics playing in the background.

      She led them to a couple standing just inside the door. Kate thought he looked vaguely familiar, although she didn’t recall having met him before.

      ‘This,’ said Penelope, ‘is Boris, Basil’s older brother, and his wife, Olivia. And this is Kate Palmer, one of our nurses, and her friend, Woody Forrest, who used to be the detective inspector around here.’

      Boris was a more chinless version of Basil, and sported a red-spotted bow-tie and red braces over his white shirt and dark trousers. Olivia, dressed in a flowing silver number was, like Jane Starling, blessed with an abundance of teeth.

      ‘Oh,’ Boris said to Woody, ‘are you not a detective anymore then?’

      ‘Not anymore,’ Woody said, sipping his beer. ‘The honour now goes to Charlotte Martin who’ – here he pointed towards the far corner – ‘is over there, surrounded by admirers.’ Including the vicar, Kate noted.

      ‘Have you met her yet?’ Woody asked.

      ‘No, not yet,’ said Olivia, glancing towards the corner and looking slightly perturbed.

      ‘So, what brings you down here?’ Kate asked in an effort to make polite conversation.

      ‘Just wanted to see what young Basil was up to,’ Boris said with a wink.

      We’d all like to know that, thought Kate.

      ‘And Cornwall is so delightful,’ Olivia added, ‘even in winter.’

      Everyone nodded politely, and just then Basil and Melissa approached, clutching glasses of champagne.

      ‘Ah, you’ve met my big brother,’ Basil said cheerily, standing next to Kate.

      They made small talk for a few minutes and Kate could see, from Woody’s expression, that he was thoroughly bored. He caught her eye, and she knew he wanted to move on, but she had to take the opportunity to study Basil’s feet.

      She put her foot as close to his as she dared.

      There was no doubt about it. He had big feet; goodness only knows what size, but certainly a ten or an eleven.

      She looked across at Woody who, she observed, was also studying Basil’s feet with interest. He looked up, caught her eye and winked.

      ‘I was admiring that Aston Martin out there,’ he said to no one in particular.

      ‘Yah, rather nice, isn’t it? Bought it last year,’ said Boris airily.

      Obviously mesmerised, Woody began quizzing Boris about details of performance, top speed and so on. Kate decided to circulate and, as she looked around for a familiar face, she immediately felt someone grab her elbow. It was the hostess.

      ‘You must meet this lovely man who’s recently bought a luxury apartment next door to Basil in Penbury Manor, in Higher Tinworthy!’ she trilled.

      Thus, Kate found herself face to face with Richard Bennett, who was accompanied by a young man with white-blonde hair and very blue eyes.

      ‘Hello, Kate! I think Bobby introduced us briefly when we were in the shop,’ he said. ‘And this is my friend, Christopher Darling.’ There was a moment’s silence before he added, hurriedly, ‘That’s his surname – Darling.’

      Kate shook hands, whilst carefully holding her drink and, observing their lean, toned bodies, suddenly remembered to pull in her tummy muscles. She looked at Christopher Darling. Was this Guy’s replacement, and did Christopher know about Sheffield?

      ‘I believe you’re an accountant?’ she said to Richard.

      ‘Oh yes,’ he replied, ‘and I’ve recently started up my own accountancy firm. I must say it appears to be going very well. Do bear me in mind if you have any tax problems or accountancy needs.’

      ‘Oh, I will,’ Kate said, glancing at Christopher.

      ‘Christopher here is a dancer,’ said Richard.

      Christopher fluttered his eyelashes and smiled.

      A dancer! What need for a dancer in North Cornwall? ‘Is there much work round here?’ Kate asked, fascinated by his skinny thighs and tightly fitting jeans.

      ‘Oh goodness, no!’ Christopher exclaimed. ‘I’ve got a part with a dance troupe down in Truro, in The Hall for Cornwall, for a few weeks but, after that, I shall be heading back to London.’

      ‘I’ve told him that any time he needs to unwind, he must come down here,’ said Richard.

      ‘Oh, I shall,’ said Christopher, doing a little twirl.

      Kate glanced back to see Woody still animatedly discussing cars with Boris. Well, she assumed they were discussing cars because she could see very little else they might have in common.

      Looking towards the floor, Kate noted that neither Richard nor Christopher appeared to have small feet, though she’d already sussed Richard out at Bobby’s Best Buys. Not that she had any reason to suspect him anyway.

      Kate glanced across to where Charlotte was holding court, still surrounded by a group of males, none of whom she recognised apart from the vicar and Marc from The Atlantic Hotel.

      A young girl who she’d never seen before appeared with a tray of canapés. Tempting though the selection was, Kate chose one smoked salmon blini and decided she’d decline anything else. She pulled in her stomach again.

      Then, as she turned to her right, she found herself face to face with a portly, balding, middle-aged man, with a shaving cut on his chin. She thought he’d been one of Charlotte’s admiring group; she remembered him because he was wearing a dark-green velvet jacket.

      ‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ he said. ‘Peter Edwards.’

      Ah, Kate thought, Peter Edwards: father of Carol; magistrate.

      Kate introduced herself and, as they shook hands, she said, ‘I’ve met your daughter, Carol.’

      ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘of course! You’re the nurse, aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ Kate replied.

      ‘And you looked after Carol when she had that accident with her bike. You brought her home, didn’t you?’

      ‘That was me,’ Kate said.

      ‘Thank you so much for that. You’re the nurse turned detective?’

      Kate smiled. ‘I’m a nurse, not a detective, Mr Edwards.’

      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘this village would appear to be giving you plenty of scope to develop the detection talents you obviously have. What do you think about these murders then?’

      ‘I’m as mystified as everyone else,’ she said.

      ‘My daughter, Carol,’ he said with a sigh, ‘had a very lucky escape. She went around with that Perry chap for a while, you know. I never approved. Neither did Pen, of course, when he switched his affections to Melissa. Awful business!’

      Pen, Kate thought. Pen? ‘I understand you’re a magistrate?’

      He then went on at great length about magisterial duties, court procedures and petty crime, while Kate smothered some yawns, let her tummy relax, then was almost grateful to see Penelope again.

      ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘you’ve met Peter!’ She patted his arm fondly.

      ‘I was just telling her about some of my magisterial duties, Pen,’ he said.

      ‘He’s a busy man,’ Penelope confirmed, gazing at him with affection. She turned back to Kate. ‘I think the evening’s going rather well, although we did invite the mayor and his wife but, unfortunately, they had a prior engagement. Such a pity!’

      ‘Never mind, we have a charming and eclectic mix of guests here this evening. But I must say I’m surprised you invited Roger and Sarah.’ He nodded towards the vicar, now reunited with a woman who was presumably his wife.

      ‘I’d rather hoped there might be some sort of reconciliation with Jane and her partner, Joanne. I mean, one must be open-minded in this day and age, mustn’t one?’ Penelope looked suitably saintly.

      Kate glanced across at Jane and Joanne, looking a little lost, and apparently being ignored by Jane’s parents, who were now talking with Richard Bennett and Christopher Darling. Why, she wondered, would they accept two gay men but not two gay women? Plainly that was OK – just so long as it didn’t come too close to home.

      Kate wondered if Peter Edwards had a wife. Perhaps he was divorced, or a widower? There was no sign of a Mrs Edwards, and there was every sign that he and Pen were extremely friendly. Interesting.

      Where was Woody? She looked round and saw him still deep in conversation with Boris. Surely they’d analysed everything there was to analyse about Aston Martins by now? Then, as if on cue, he caught her eye, said something to Boris and ambled across to where she was standing.

      ‘Have you met all the great and the good?’ he asked.

      ‘Not a great deal of either round here,’ Kate said with a grin. ‘The mayor wisely declined the invitation.’

      ‘He’s no fool,’ said Woody. ‘Anything interesting cropped up so far?’

      ‘I’m not sure. I’ll tell you later.’ Kate cut short the conversation as she saw the vicar approaching.

      ‘Ah, Mrs Palmer!’ he boomed. ‘And Detective Inspector Forrest! I’ve been hoping for an opportunity to thank you both for trying to revive poor Joe Perry at that unfortunate wedding. Have you met my wife, Sarah?’

      They hadn’t, so there was much shaking of hands and wobbling of drinks. Sarah gave a toothy smile, and Kate could see from where Jane had inherited her impressive molars.

      ‘I’ve met Jane and Joanne several times,’ Kate said, ‘as we’re all on the Health and Hygiene Committee.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Sarah. Subject closed.

      ‘Have you met Rowena?’ Roger Starling asked quickly before there could be any further discussion about Jane.

      There followed yet more hand-shaking and glass wobbling.

      Rowena Harper was well over six feet tall, beak-nosed, ruddy complexioned and with a mane of very white hair which was gathered precariously in a knot on the top of her head.

      ‘Rowena writes books,’ Sarah Starling said.

      ‘About royalty,’ added her husband.

      ‘How very interesting, Rowena!’ Kate said.

      ‘Are you an expert on the subject?’ asked Woody.

      ‘I have access to many documents and files,’ Rowena said haughtily.

      ‘Rowena has connections with royalty,’ said Sarah.

      ‘Well, not directly of course,’ admitted Rowena with a sniff.

      ‘In what way then?’ Woody asked bluntly.

      ‘Rowena is related to the late Earl of Snowdon,’ Sarah piped up, smiling admiringly in Rowena’s direction. She was plainly a number one fan.

      ‘Distantly,’ said Rowena haughtily, looking over their shoulders and heads. She looked vague. ‘I’m a historian; my forte is researching the various branches of royalty throughout the ages.’

      ‘That must keep you busy,’ Woody said, stifling a yawn.

      ‘Yes, very interesting,’ said Kate.

      While she was wondering how she could move on without appearing rude, a little voice said, ‘Mummy, could I have a word?’ Kate turned round to see Jane Starling tugging at her mother’s arm.

      ‘Not now!’ snapped Sarah, turning away. Her husband stood stock-still, and there was an awkward silence for a few moments while Jane returned to where her partner was standing. Kate could see Joanne’s eyes blazing with fury. Definitely time to move on, she thought.

      ‘I think we must replenish our drinks,’ Woody said hastily, taking Kate by the elbow, ‘but it’s been wonderful meeting you again.’
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      You could cut the air round these people with a feather, Kate thought as she narrowly avoided a collision with Marc from The Atlantic Hotel. He was accompanied by a busty blonde in a very low-cut blue dress.

      ‘Oh, hi!’ he said, with no trace of a French accent. ‘Fancy seeing you here!’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Woody, ‘makes you wonder who you’re going to come across next!’ He was looking around with some amusement, although Kate knew he must be bored stiff with the small talk. I shall never hear the end of this, she thought, because he didn’t want to be here in the first place.

      ‘Have you met my other half, Jodi?’ Marc asked, indicating the busty blonde. Kate noted she had a schooner of sherry which was almost empty. As if on cue, Penelope appeared with the Amontillado bottle and filled it up again, after which Jodi glugged half of it in one go.

      Jodi batted her blue eyelids and forest of eyelash extensions. ‘Pleased to meetcha,’ she said.

      At this point Dennis appeared. ‘You need refills,’ he said, taking Kate’s and Woody’s glasses. ‘Same again?’

      Poor little man, Kate thought, stuck in the kitchen replenishing drinks. Did he ever get to circulate? Then again, would he want to? As she pondered this, she found Charlotte at her side.

      ‘On a score of one to ten, ten being the worst, how bored are you?’ she whispered, sipping her wine and smiling at everyone.

      ‘At least nine and a half,’ Kate whispered back.

      ‘At least,’ Charlotte agreed. Then, again in a whisper: ‘Have you told him yet?’

      ‘Told him?’ Kate feigned ignorance, relieved that Woody was chatting to an elderly man on his other side.

      ‘You know perfectly well what I’m talking about, Kate. Have you told Woody about that note you got?’

      ‘Well, not yet,’ Kate replied.

      ‘I think you should,’ Charlotte said, as some man Kate had never seen before took the detective inspector’s arm.

      ‘I say,’ he said, ‘aren’t you the new…?’

      At this point the girl with the canapés reappeared and Kate, ever mindful of holding her tummy in, declined. Woody took three.

      ‘Straight from our kitchen,’ said Marc, ‘and we’ve done the buffet as well.’

      ‘Buffet? I didn’t know there was a buffet,’ Kate said, studying his shiny black shoes. Small feet. Interesting.

      ‘Yes, in the conservatory,’ Marc replied, pointing towards the glass doors. ‘Bear us in mind if you ever plan any functions because we can’t be beaten on quality or price,’ he added modestly.

      ‘Great,’ said Woody, unaware that Richard and Christopher had appeared from behind.

      ‘Ah,’ said Kate, giving Woody a surreptitious nudge, ‘this is Richard Bennett, who’s recently come to live in Higher Tinworthy, and his friend, Christopher.’

      ‘Christopher Darling,’ corrected Christopher.

      ‘Well, good to meet you both,’ Woody said, seemingly unaware that Richard was gazing at him with admiration. ‘I’m Woody Forrest.’

      ‘So pleased to meet you,’ said Richard, grasping Woody’s hand. Richard glanced at Kate. ‘Are you two together?’

      ‘Um, yes,’ Kate said.

      ‘And what do you do?’ Richard asked Woody.

      ‘Well, I—’

      ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ Kate interrupted, giving them both a big smile, ‘I’m just going to chat to Jane.’

      She’d noticed Jane and Joanne still standing on their own. She smiled to herself, leaving Woody to deal with his new admirer.

      Jane, dressed in unflattering dark purple, was holding hands with Joanne, who wore a tuxedo with matching trousers.

      ‘Are you enjoying the party?’ Kate asked, aware that they certainly didn’t look as if they were.

      ‘Not much,’ said Jane.

      ‘Not at all,’ said Joanne. She glared around the room. ‘Isn’t it amazing how everyone appears to accept those two’ – she indicated Richard and Christopher’s back views – ‘but not us.’

      ‘Not even my own parents,’ Jane sighed. ‘We shouldn’t have come.’

      ‘They infuriate me,’ Joanne went on. ‘He’s supposed to be a man of the cloth, a Christian, all-forgiving and all that bullshit.’

      ‘I’m sure they’ll come round in time,’ Kate said tactfully. ‘Some people are very old-fashioned.’

      ‘Narrow-minded, petty and homophobic,’ Joanne added for good measure. ‘They have no idea how much they’re upsetting Jane here. Their only daughter!’ She gritted her teeth. ‘I shall have to say something!’

      ‘Don’t make a scene, dear,’ Jane begged.

      ‘Just a sensible chat, that’s all,’ Joanne said, narrowing her eyes. ‘Where have they got to?’ She looked around in vain.

      ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it,’ Kate said.

      Dennis had rather overdone the gin, and she needed some more tonic, so Kate headed towards the kitchen. The door was ajar, and she heard the raised voices before she pushed it open.

      ‘Don’t be so ridiculous, Dennis!’ Penelope was shouting.

      ‘I’m not being ridiculous!’ Dennis said. ‘You’re my wife! And he’s been openly pawing you all evening!’

      ‘I have not!’ Peter Edwards, standing close to Penelope, was very red in the face. ‘Pen and I are just—’

      ‘I know what you’re just doing,’ snapped Dennis, ‘but not under my roof, if you please!’

      ‘Please keep your voice down, Dennis!’ Penelope ordered. ‘What will our guests think?’

      ‘I don’t give a monkey’s,’ Dennis replied.

      Kate was about to retreat when Dennis spotted her. ‘Come in, Kate,’ he said. ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘Oh, not important,’ Kate said hastily.

      ‘I must circulate,’ Penelope said icily, walking out past Kate, with Peter Edwards at her heel. ‘Apologies!’ she muttered to Kate as she passed. Then they all stopped in their tracks as they could hear raised voices coming from the conservatory.

      ‘Just some more tonic please,’ Kate said, wondering how quickly they could escape from this ghastly party. Dennis gave her a faint smile as he topped up her glass.

      Clutching her drink, Kate headed towards the conservatory to see what all the uproar was about. The raised voices emanated from Joanne and the vicar, while everyone stood around, plainly fascinated, listening to the tirade.

      ‘You hypocrite!’ Joanne was yelling, just as Reverend Roger Starling took a swipe at her. Furious, she lunged at him, caught him in the eye, and immediately Woody and Peter Edwards then got between them and tried to defuse the situation.

      Kate could scarcely believe what she was seeing and hearing. After a moment she realised Charlotte was standing beside her.

      ‘My God!’ Charlotte exclaimed. ‘Are all parties in Tinworthy like this?’

      ‘You know what?’ Kate said. ‘You just never know what’s going to happen round here!’

      Having quietened everyone down and shepherded the vicar into the kitchen to hold a bag of ice against his eye, Woody looked round and spotted Kate and Charlotte together. He ambled across, grinning. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is the most entertainment I’ve had in a long time! Drink up, Kate, I think it’s time we went home.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was only ten o’clock when Kate and Woody got back to Lavender Cottage and decided to have coffee-cognacs before going to bed.

      ‘You certainly made an impression on Richard this evening,’ Kate teased as she handed him his drink. ‘I can see I’m going to have to keep an eye on you, since I plainly have some serious competition!’

      Woody rolled his eyes. ‘Am I ever going to hear the end of this?’

      ‘We know that Richard likes good-looking men,’ Kate went on, ‘and I can’t fault his taste when it comes to Guy and you. Not too sure about Christopher though!’

      ‘Christopher Darling!’ corrected Woody with a smirk. ‘OK, OK, now can we talk about something else? Like how bloody awful the party was? At least the fight in the conservatory livened things up! That Joanne delivered quite a punch; I think the vicar’s going to have a black eye for some weeks.’

      Kate laughed. ‘It was no more than he deserved! Yes, it was a dreadful party, and there was almost a fight in the kitchen too. I’m pretty certain Penelope Bowen is involved with that Peter Edwards, and Dennis is naturally not too happy. I may have gone into the kitchen at just the right time, otherwise there could have been a brawl in there too.’

      ‘I can’t imagine Dennis getting mad,’ Woody said. ‘He’s such an inoffensive little guy.’

      ‘He said he wasn’t having it – whatever it is – under his roof!’ Kate said. ‘But Peter Edwards, I ask you! I didn’t find him at all attractive, or even particularly likeable.’

      ‘Ah, but he’s got plenty of money, and a lot of clout round here. And she’s no oil painting.’

      ‘He calls her Pen,’ Kate went on. ‘Everyone else is instructed to call her Penelope. Pen!’

      ‘You could try calling her that at your next meeting,’ Woody suggested. ‘See how she reacts.’

      ‘I wouldn’t dare,’ Kate said. ‘But what was really interesting was the size of Basil’s feet. I honestly thought they were going to be tiny, that he was our man.’

      ‘Yes, I thought so too,’ Woody agreed. ‘We can probably eliminate him from Dot’s killing, but we need to find out if Melissa has a pair of boots with the criss-cross marking on the sole.’

      ‘How are we supposed to do that?’ Kate asked. ‘I can think of no possible reason to visit her and check her footwear.’

      Woody drained his coffee. ‘I think I could use another one of these.’

      ‘Yes, so could I.’

      ‘You sit down, I’ll do them,’ Woody said, heading into the kitchen. ‘The thing is, if Charlotte goes in there, guns blazing – so to speak – and she doesn’t have Wayfarers, then the real killer could get wind of it and get rid of his own pair. That’s why she wants to keep this low profile, low-key, low everything, in the hope that the killer will relax sufficiently to become careless, thinking he’s safe. And I use “he” only to illustrate the point, because it could very well be a woman.’

      ‘I still think Basil’s involved somehow,’ Kate said firmly, accepting another coffee-cognac from Woody.

      ‘Everything sure does seem to point at him and Melissa for the moment,’ he said.

      ‘He’s got the motive,’ Kate went on, ‘and he had plenty of opportunities to be close enough to Joe to doctor his food or his drink. But I can’t see how he could squeeze his big feet into size-six boots!’

      ‘Don’t forget your hairdresser has small feet too,’ Woody reminded her.

      Kate shook her head. ‘I can think of no possible reason for Guy to be involved, apart from the letter he got about Richard. I can’t imagine him killing anyone and I shouldn’t think he even knew Joe Perry or Dot Thomson.’

      ‘Marc’s feet didn’t look very big either,’ Woody pointed out.

      ‘What possible motive could he have?’ Kate asked.

      ‘He was affected badly financially by all the cancelled wedding receptions,’ Woody said, ‘and if he then suspected that Dot had written the letters that caused all the cancellations and lost him all that money…’

      ‘It seems pretty unlikely to me.’

      ‘Yeah, seems pretty unlikely to me too,’ Woody agreed.

      As she sipped her coffee, Kate wondered if the person who’d written the threatening letter had been there tonight. Perhaps she’d been speaking to him or her!

      That was something she could definitely not discuss with Woody.

      

      Kate wrote a note to thank Penelope and Dennis for their party, wondering as she did so whether to describe it as interesting, wonderful or unforgettable. It certainly was interesting and unforgettable, but definitely not wonderful so, after some consideration, she decided to scrap the adjective.

      She would like to have given the Bowens a very wide berth for a very long time, but she hadn’t reckoned on Penelope’s insistence on holding a Health and Hygiene meeting on the following Wednesday evening. It was necessary, Penelope said, because a ‘disgusting wad of chewing gum’ had attached itself to the sole of her very expensive pair of loafers, and so it was imperative that all gum chewers in Tinworthy be persuaded to give up this abominable habit or, at the very least, discard the horrible stuff into the litter bins generously provided by the council in appropriate places. More posters would need to be designed and further lectures given to schoolchildren.

      Kate sighed. She could think of no possible excuse to avoid the meeting and was beginning to wish she’d never agreed to be on this so-called committee in the first place. She was also aware that, if she cried off on this occasion, Penelope would be likely to reschedule the meeting. Probably best to go and get it over with.

      ‘I’ll drop you off and pick you up later,’ Woody offered, ‘and then at least you can have a drink.’

      Kate groaned, thinking of Penelope’s bottles of Amontillado. ‘I don’t even like sherry very much,’ she said.

      ‘Well then, ask her if you can have some wine or something,’ Woody suggested.

      Kate knew she wouldn’t as she had no wish to ask Penelope for any favours. Nevertheless, she accepted Woody’s offer of a lift. Then she wondered about their so-called committee; would Jane and Joanne be there? Would Joanne even be permitted over the doorstep after giving the vicar a black eye?

      ‘It should be worth going for the entertainment value,’ Woody said. ‘I can’t wait to hear how it goes.’

      Kate was led into the conservatory, now restored to normal, with the chairs placed round the coffee table, on which lay a notebook, some pens, four schooners and the inevitable bottle of Amontillado. The many blinds had been rolled down to shut out the darkness of the December evening. Jane and Joanne had already arrived and were sitting looking slightly uncomfortable. The room was warm, but the atmosphere was icy.

      As Kate sat down, Joanne piped up, ‘I’m so sorry if I upset anyone the other evening.’

      There was a moment’s silence.

      ‘If the vicar hadn’t been so horrible to me, and to his own daughter, it would never have happened,’ she continued.

      ‘It was atrocious behaviour,’ Penelope said. ‘Atrocious!’ She turned to Jane, not giving Joanne the chance to respond. ‘How is your father?’

      Jane shrugged. ‘I’ve really no idea and, sadly, I really don’t care. He has always been quite remote, you know. Unfortunately, my mother appears to be siding with him now.’

      ‘He’s going to have a shiner for weeks to come,’ Joanne said with a faint smile.

      Penelope cleared her throat. ‘Well, at least you didn’t cause any damage, so I suppose we must be thankful for that. But this type of low-class behaviour I will not tolerate in my house! Fortunately, the mayor wasn’t there, dear Lavinia had left earlier, and Basil and his brother were in the drawing room so did not witness the fracas.’

      And the rest of us don’t matter, Kate thought with amusement.

      ‘I thought Melissa looked lovely,’ Jane said in an obvious effort to change the subject and lighten the atmosphere, ‘and she looks very happy in Basil’s company.’

      ‘She is very content in his company,’ Penelope said. She glanced at her watch. ‘They’ve gone to some event in Truro, but she should be home shortly. Are we having some sherry?’

      There were murmurs of assent and, as Penelope filled up the schooners, she asked, ‘Even you, Kate?’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Kate.

      ‘Now,’ said Penelope, ‘would you like to see my shoe?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ chorused Jane and Joanne obediently.

      Kate, her mind elsewhere, looked puzzled for a moment.

      ‘My shoe, with the chewing gum stuck on it,’ Penelope said slowly and carefully to Kate, as if speaking to a child.

      ‘Oh yes, of course,’ Kate said, trying to appear interested.

      Penelope fished it out from beneath her chair. ‘There!’ she said triumphantly, laying it on the coffee table alongside the Amontillado, sole up, with a large, greying piece of gum wedged into the instep.

      ‘Bad luck to put shoes on the table!’ piped up Jane.

      Penelope sighed. ‘Silly superstitions! What do you think of that? Isn’t it disgusting?’ She looked hopefully at Kate.

      ‘Not very nice,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘It’s disgusting,’ corrected Penelope. ‘Dis-gust-ing! Something must be done!’

      There followed a discussion on designing a poster, more lectures to schoolchildren, and hefty fines to anyone seen dropping the stuff. When they’d exhausted the subject, Penelope decided they all needed a top-up and Kate, thoroughly bored, accepted a refill. They then chatted some more about lecturing children before Kate began to feel the need for a trip to the toilet.

      ‘I wonder if I might use your loo?’ she asked Penelope when there was a lull in the conversation.

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Penelope said, waving a hand towards the door. ‘Turn left, go through the utility area and it’s beside the back door.’

      The corridor bypassed the kitchen and led into a large utility room which not only housed the less glamorous kitchen essentials but also a conglomeration of coats, hats, bags, shoes and boots. Underneath what was plainly Melissa’s array of trendy coats and jackets was an unusual pair of dark-green boots, which resembled Wellingtons, but weren’t. Fascinated, Kate dug one out from a jumble of pink trainers and Ugg boots, then turned it over.

      It was a size six and it had a criss-cross pattern on the sole.
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      ‘The Wayfarers belonged to Melissa,’ Kate said later when she got into Woody’s car. ‘They were amongst her things, and they were a size six.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Woody as he steered the car down the hill to Lower Tinworthy. ‘She may not, of course, be the only person around with a size-six Wayfarer.’

      ‘No,’ Kate agreed, ‘but nonetheless the discovery quite threw me. I found it difficult to concentrate for the rest of the meeting.’

      ‘So I take it that there was no disturbance of the peace to liven things up this evening?’ Woody asked. ‘No fisticuffs?’

      Kate laughed. ‘No, there wasn’t, but the atmosphere was decidedly frosty. Joanne probably wouldn’t have been allowed through the door if it wasn’t for the fact that nobody else appears to want to be on Penelope’s committee, apart from us three idiots.’

      ‘Is it a proper committee?’ Woody asked. ‘I mean, does anyone take the notes, send out minutes, that sort of thing?’

      ‘No, it’s a one-woman show,’ Kate replied, ‘and mainly about Penelope being affronted by all manner of detritus she comes across on her daily outings. She must have spent an hour this evening just lecturing us on the horrors of chewing gum, because she got some stuck on the sole of her shoe.’

      When they got back to Lavender Cottage Woody said, ‘In spite of Melissa’s boots, I’m finding it difficult to imagine her killing two people.’

      ‘Me too,’ Kate agreed. ‘Unless Basil murdered Joe but sent Melissa to do away with Dot?’

      ‘And why would he do that?’ As he parked the car and switched off the ignition, Woody said, ‘And so the mystery continues.’

      ‘Yep,’ agreed Kate, ‘the mystery continues.’

      

      Joe Perry’s cremation was scheduled to take place on the following Thursday, the week before Christmas, at the crematorium in Bodmin. He had, apparently, once mentioned to his friends that, if anything ever happened to him, he would want to be cremated and he wouldn’t want any fuss. The ceremony was to be handled purely by the undertakers at the crematorium, and Kate felt sad that, particularly as Joe had died right beside the altar, there wasn’t to be any sort of service in St Piran’s.

      As she was leaving the surgery on the Monday afternoon, Kate espied Roger Starling driving past, in the direction of the church and, on the spur of the moment, decided to try to waylay him. He was just going in the door as Kate caught up with him. As he turned to face her, Kate caught a glimpse of his spectacular black eye before he hastily covered it with the eyepatch he had in his hand.

      ‘Mrs Palmer,’ he said with a faint smile.

      ‘Please, I’m Kate,’ she said. ‘I wondered if I could talk to you about Joe Perry’s funeral?’

      ‘It’s on Thursday, at the crematorium in Bodmin, at 4 p.m.,’ he said, standing aside to let her enter, ‘which was what he wished.’

      It was freezing and quite dark inside St Piran’s.

      Kate cleared her throat. ‘I just wondered if you’d be officiating, vicar?’

      ‘Er, no, because it’s all to be done by the funeral directors.’

      ‘Have the Bowens not arranged anything?’ Kate asked.

      ‘I think they want to keep it low-key, as do we all. Like I said, he didn’t want any fuss.’

      ‘Well, I can understand that, but he did endear himself to quite a few people in the time he lived here and, of course, he was to be married by you. I think it would be nice if you could officiate.’

      ‘That’s a kind thought but the crematorium is booked for four o’clock on Thursday afternoon, and I have an appointment here in Tinworthy at four thirty, so I’m afraid it wouldn’t fit in.’ He adjusted his eyepatch carefully.

      Kate thought for a moment. ‘Could I suggest something then, vicar? Couldn’t you do a short service of thanksgiving for his life, here in St Piran’s, before his body is taken to the crematorium? Say at 3 p.m.? It would mean that some of the village people – who might not be able to get to Bodmin – could pay their respects to him right here.’

      The vicar sighed and then, with a glimmer of a smile, he said, ‘I’ve heard rumour that you’re a very persistent woman, Mrs… Kate. Let me consult my diary.’ He opened the shabby briefcase he’d been carrying and laid it on a pew as he dug out an equally shabby leather-bound book. ‘Are you a relation?’

      ‘No,’ Kate replied, ‘he didn’t appear to have any relations.’

      ‘Well, you do realise I’ll have to check it out with his fiancée, Melissa Bowen, first?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘Well now, let me see,’ he said as he flicked slowly through the pages. ‘Hmm, yes, I could do 2.45 to 3.15 p.m. That would give the cortège ample time to get to the crematorium by four o’clock.’

      ‘That would be great,’ Kate said, ‘and thank you so much.’

      ‘I shall get a notice out after I’ve checked with the Bowens,’ the vicar said, glancing at his watch, ‘but I fear it’s too late to get one into this week’s paper. Mind you, we don’t particularly want the media to be swarming around, do we?’

      ‘No, we don’t,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘Leave it to me,’ he said, replacing his book and snapping the briefcase shut.

      

      Roger Starling was as good as his word. There was an announcement on the local TV news that evening, proclaiming that a short thanksgiving service for the life of Joe Perry would take place at St Piran’s, Middle Tinworthy, on Thursday next at 2.45 p.m.

      Kate wondered how many people would show up, bearing in mind that there had been only fifteen on his side at the wedding, although they of course had been invited purely at the discretion of the Bowens – which meant Penelope of course. But Joe had been well liked, and although Penelope had obviously not considered his friends salubrious enough to attend the grand wedding she’d planned, she could hardly control who came to his funeral.

      ‘I expect there’ll be quite a few,’ Woody said, ‘because he was popular and, of course, they’ll be hoping the TV crews will be there so they can see themselves on the telly.’

      He was right. Thursday was a bitterly cold day and, at the church, there were clusters of people standing, collars up against the biting wind, unsure if they should go inside or not. Predictably there were also a couple of reporters there from the newspaper, and a reporter and cameraman from the TV company. Kate had borrowed Angie’s black coat which she wore over several layers, and Woody was in the wedding/funeral suit again, this time with a white shirt and black tie, covered by a large dark-blue anorak.

      Inside the church was equally cold. Roger Starling, still wearing his eyepatch, was standing forlornly at the altar, glancing at his watch every few minutes and talking in hushed tones to Melissa and the Bowens. There was no sign of Basil, but the three Polish plumbers were there, sitting in one of the front pews. And Charlotte was there, along with a couple of uniformed police officers. She got up as she saw Kate and Woody coming down the aisle.

      ‘I thought we should pay our respects,’ Charlotte said. Then, taking Kate by the elbow, she steered her to one side. ‘Have you told him about that letter yet?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘I wish you would,’ Charlotte said as she turned away and sat down by the two police officers again.

      Kate and Woody sat down in the row behind the plumbers, just as the door opened again to admit an icy gust of wind. They stood up as Joe’s coffin, carried by the funeral director’s pall-bearers, was carried in. On top of the plain pine coffin was a wreath of red roses which, Kate could only assume, came from Melissa, although she wasn’t near enough to read the card. As the coffin was laid on the bier and the pall-bearers trooped out again, there was an influx of the villagers who’d been waiting outside, all shuffling into the pews further back.

      Roger cleared his throat, adjusted his eyepatch again and gazed around sadly. He had a piece of paper in front of him from which he read a short summary of Joe’s life, how he’d come to Tinworthy and been accepted into the community. He’d been a good plumber and a popular personality, and had been about to become a husband when tragedy struck. At this point his speech was punctuated by loud sobs from Melissa, sitting at the front.

      They played ‘You Raise Me Up’ sung by Josh Groban, one of Melissa and Joe’s favourite songs, resulting in further heartfelt sobs from his fiancée. The vicar then intoned the Lord’s Prayer, the coffin was carried outside again and the little service was over.

      As they left the church, Kate was pleasantly surprised when Melissa, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes, came up to her and said, ‘Kate, I wanted to thank you. That was a lovely idea, and I should have thought of it myself.’

      Kate smiled. ‘Well, the crematorium at Bodmin is very nice, but I felt that anything that was going to be said should be said right here.’

      ‘You were right. Are you coming to Bodmin?’ Melissa asked.

      Kate shook her head. ‘No, I said my goodbyes here.’

      Melissa nodded, moved away and got into her parents’ car to follow the hearse.

      Kate looked round for Woody and saw him chatting to a group of people, including Charlotte, just outside the church door. At that moment Kate noticed a tiny, grey-haired woman standing by herself in the porch.

      She smiled at Kate. ‘I understand you’re the one who organised this, and I’m glad you did. I liked Joe and he did a lot of jobs for me. And I believe that you did your best to revive poor Dot too.’

      ‘Well, thank you, but I don’t believe we’ve met,’ Kate said.

      ‘I’m Edna Smith,’ she informed Kate, ‘and I live right next door to poor Dot Thomson.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘I feel I should explain that I was away all that day and didn’t get back until gone seven in the evening, otherwise I’m sure I would have seen whoever it was coming or going. So sad all of this, isn’t it?’ She waved her hand in the direction of the church. ‘That nice lady detective did ask me a few questions the following day, but I told her I’d been on my way back from London.’

      ‘Good to meet you, Edna. Yes, I suppose you might have been able to see whoever it was that visited Dot that awful day but – on the other hand – your life could be in danger now if the killer realised you had seen him or her. I think you were better off being in London,’ Kate said. She glanced across to see Woody still deep in conversation. ‘Did you enjoy your visit up there?’

      ‘I was visiting my daughter and her family in Feltham, near Heathrow. Know it?’

      Kate nodded.

      ‘The house was full of noisy teenagers and, to be honest – much as I love them all – I was quite glad to get home. And at least Feltham is handy for the airport, so I flew back to Newquay on the same afternoon as you found Dot!’

      Just as Kate was about to wind up the conversation with this pleasant little lady, Edna said, ‘Isn’t it a small world though? Guess who was on the same flight back to Newquay?’ Seeing Kate shaking her head, Edna said, ‘None other than Melissa Bowen – Joe’s fiancée, you know?’

      Kate stopped in her tracks. ‘Melissa Bowen was on your flight back from London that afternoon?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ Edna replied, ‘and she was sitting right across the aisle from me on the plane, with a man whose name I’ve forgotten.’

      ‘On the afternoon I found Dot?’ Kate asked.

      ‘Oh yes, they’d only been up there twenty-four hours, to see some play or other. Must be nice to have that kind of money, mustn’t it? Just to go to a theatre!’

      ‘Tell me again, what time was this flight, Edna? In the afternoon?’

      ‘Yes, but it was delayed a bit. I should have been home by about half past five, but I didn’t get back until after seven. That fellow with Melissa had left his car at the airport and they very kindly gave me a lift home. And what a hoo-ha was going on here! Police everywhere and tape all over the place. I could hardly get in my own gate!’

      ‘And Melissa was with a man?’

      Edna nodded. ‘No idea who he was, but they were very friendly with each other.’ She paused. ‘It struck me as a bit funny, because it was only a matter of weeks since she’d lost her fiancé. But that’s young folk for you these days! Didn’t see him here today though.’

      ‘Edna,’ Kate said as casually as she could, ‘was the man’s name Basil by any chance?’

      ‘Yes, that’s it! Basil! That’s what he was called right enough. Quite an unusual name round here, isn’t it? Do you know him then?’

      ‘Oh, only slightly,’ Kate said. Then, seeing Woody approaching, she added, ‘It’s been good talking to you, Edna, but I must go now.’

      Each gave the other a wave as they parted company.

      Kate stood stock-still for a moment. If she was confused before, she was completely thrown off balance now.
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      ‘You are kidding!’ Woody said as they drove home. ‘Melissa, and Basil!’

      ‘They’d been up to London for the theatre or something,’ Kate said, ‘but neither of them was here to electrocute Dot, that’s for sure.’

      ‘I suppose they could still have killed Joe though?’

      ‘Maybe, but who killed Dot then? And why?’

      Woody shook his head. ‘I have no idea.’

      

      As Kate prepared for the arrival of the Christmas guests, she kept finding her thoughts straying to what Edna had told her at the church. She’d crossed Melissa and Basil off Dot’s murder side of The List, but she still couldn’t eliminate them from the letter-writing side, or Joe’s murder. She was getting nowhere.

      Enough of this, Kate thought. I shall concentrate on Christmas. She was very curious to know what this Hugo was going to be like.

      

      Kate’s first impression of Donna’s beau, Hugo Montgomery, was that of a bowler-hatted, umbrella-wielding city banker from earlier decades. The fact that he was wearing an open-necked shirt and casual sweater did little to disguise a certain precision and orderliness about the man. His saving grace was the twinkle in his eye and his obvious adoration of Donna Forrest.

      They arrived at Woody’s on the evening of the twenty-third and planned to leave on the morning of the twenty-seventh. Kate and Barney spent the first evening of their visit at On the Up, where Woody grilled sea bass, and everyone went to bed early. On Christmas Eve, Woody took them on a tour of the area, while Kate went home and spent most of the day getting ready to entertain everyone on Christmas Day. In the evening, Angie closed The Old Locker at 7 p.m. and moved back to Lavender Cottage to help Kate with the preparations.

      ‘What’s he like, this bloke of Donna’s?’ Angie asked Kate as she polished up the silver cutlery which only saw the light of day at Christmas.

      ‘He’s tall, brown-haired, blue-eyed and very nice,’ Kate replied. ‘He’s plainly besotted with Donna. I haven’t yet asked Woody what he thinks of his suitability as a future son-in-law.’

      ‘And is Donna equally besotted with him, do you think?’

      ‘I think she might be, but it’s hard to tell. Anyway, you can judge for yourself tomorrow.’

      ‘I seem to remember you telling me that she was very anti-marriage,’ Angie said as she polished the final spoon.

      ‘Well, it is a woman’s prerogative to change her mind, is it not?’

      ‘So that means you could be changing yours too?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Kate snapped. ‘How does the saying go? “If it ain’t broke, why fix it?” Subject closed!’

      ‘I’m suitably chastened,’ Angie said, grinning. ‘Are you giving yourself a couple of days off from super-sleuthing then?’

      ‘I really haven’t been doing a lot of super-sleuthing lately,’ Kate replied truthfully. For a brief moment she thought about the threatening note, now with Charlotte, and wondered, for the umpteenth time, if she should tell Woody. Well, certainly not at Christmas, she thought.

      ‘So we’re no nearer knowing who might have killed Joe and Dot?’ Angie persisted.

      ‘We’re a little nearer knowing who didn’t kill Dot,’ Kate said, ‘but of course Charlotte’s working on it.’

      ‘Talking of Charlotte,’ Angie said casually, ‘are you still terrified she’ll snatch Woody from you?’

      ‘Are you deliberately trying to goad me this evening?’ Kate was becoming annoyed. ‘I’ve never been terrified that she’d snatch Woody from me. Actually, I’ve come to like her very much.’

      ‘So what’s she doing for Christmas?’

      ‘She’s gone up to her brother’s, in Kent,’ Kate replied, feeling a certain relief.

      ‘Ah well,’ said Angie, giving Kate a nudge, ‘Perhaps she’ll meet the man of her dreams up there, and all your worries will be over.’

      ‘I am not in the slightest bit worried,’ Kate snapped as she covered the turkey with foil in preparation for the morning. ‘And now I’m going to bed so I can get up early to put this monster in the oven.’

      

      Christmas lunch was a great success. It was preceded by copious amounts of champagne, much of which was donated by Hugo, who also provided some very nice red wines procured, he said, from his vineyard in France. Yes, Hugo had a nice little bolthole down in the Languedoc, near the Pyrenees, with many, many hectares of grapevines. He brought a case as a gift but informed Woody the wine was still ‘quite young’ and advised him to lay it down for a year or so to let it further mature. Kate, who rarely kept any bottle of red lying down for more than a matter of hours, particularly when Angie was around, was very impressed.

      Much to Kate’s relief, Angie behaved herself. She had, as usual, too many gin and tonics, washed down with red wine, and then fell fast asleep on the sofa. Fergal was on good form and told some very dubious jokes, originating from his homeland. Fortunately, both Donna and Hugo appeared to find them absolutely hilarious, and Hugo even added a few very risqué ones of his own.

      ‘That was a great meal,’ Donna said to Kate in the kitchen as she helped to stack the dishwasher. ‘I’ve never actually cooked a Christmas lunch in my life, but it looks like I might have to try in the future.’

      Kate looked at her open-mouthed. ‘Does this mean that you might be planning to, er, dare I say it…?’

      Donna laughed. ‘It’s just possible,’ she said, ‘but, for God’s sake, don’t say anything to Dad yet because – get this – I think Hugo plans to ask his permission to propose to me! Isn’t that just the cutest thing, in this day and age, with us both in our thirties?’

      Kate hugged her. ‘I think it’s wonderful, Donna, and I like Hugo very much – what a gentleman! I know Woody likes him, but I honestly don’t know if he realises yet how much you like him! I wonder if he’s guessed?’

      Donna shrugged. ‘Probably, but you’re not to say anything!’ She studied Kate for a moment. ‘Your turn next!’ she added with a wink.

      ‘Get away with you!’ Kate said, flicking a tea towel at her.

      

      Angie woke in time to have another glass of red, and then she and Fergal tottered back down to The Old Locker. It was agreed that Kate and Woody would escort Donna and Hugo back to On the Up for the evening.

      ‘What do you think of him?’ Woody asked Kate in little more than a whisper as they arranged a buffet supper on his kitchen table.

      ‘I like him very much,’ Kate whispered back. ‘I know he looks stuffy, but he’s not at all, and I like his sense of humour. I also think he adores your daughter.’

      Woody frowned. ‘Thing is, do you think she likes him?’

      ‘I expect we’ll find out,’ Kate said casually.

      ‘It’s been a great day, and full marks to you,’ he said, taking her in his arms. ‘And didn’t that Fergal tell some very blue jokes!’

      ‘As did Hugo,’ Kate reminded him, ‘and bear in mind that he has a vineyard in the south of France!’

      ‘He gets better by the minute,’ agreed Woody. ‘Do you think we should brush up on our French?’
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      Boxing Day dawned clear and frosty. Woody had once admitted that, back home in the US, he’d always imagined the UK covered in a blanket of snow for the duration of the festive season. In reality, he later discovered that British Christmases, particularly English ones, were frequently grey and wet. Cornwall rarely got snow until January and then when it did, and because it was such a rarity, everything came to a grinding halt. Cars skidded on the many un-gritted minor roads and lanes, schools closed, trains stopped running and nobody got to work on time. Children loved it, of course, enjoying snowball fights, building snowmen and, best of all, sledging.

      On this particular Boxing Day morning, it was just frosty and extremely cold. Woody had his heating turned up to maximum and kept his log-burner going night and day. At nine o’clock he went down to organise some sort of breakfast, leaving Kate to take her time getting ready. After a few minutes, Kate could hear male voices talking downstairs, presumably Woody and Hugo. Desperate to eavesdrop, Kate tiptoed to the top of the stairs, but they were in the kitchen and the sound was muffled.

      About ten minutes later, as she was about to go downstairs, Woody returned to the bedroom, closed the door behind him and said to Kate, ‘You’ll never guess what Hugo just asked me!’ He shook his head in amazement. ‘He wanted to ask for my daughter’s hand in marriage!’

      Kate suppressed a giggle. ‘And what did you say?’

      ‘I said that, as far as I was concerned, he could have all of her.’

      

      When the supremely happy couple left Tinworthy on the twenty-seventh, they vowed to return and perhaps get married in that ‘sweet little church’. Woody had driven them around the villages and the surrounding area on Boxing Day and they’d really fallen for St Piran’s.

      ‘Is he likely to get a letter?’ Kate joked. ‘Has she had a naughty past?’

      ‘I sure hope she has,’ Woody replied. ‘I’m only worried that there’s some sort of jinx on getting married in St Piran’s, when you consider this past year. I just wish we could solve this thing for once and for all.’

      ‘We will,’ Kate assured him. ‘We will.’

      

      The snow arrived on New Year’s Eve. Kate opened the bedroom curtains to see huge flakes gliding silently past, a layer of white already settled on the lawn. Within a few hours there was a depth of snow everywhere, and Barney was having the time of his life jumping and rolling around in it. Kate and Woody donned heavy coats and boots and made their way down to The Old Locker at 11 p.m., where Angie and Fergal had proclaimed open house for everyone in the villages. All were invited to the party at The Old Locker. Angie’s only worry had been that prospective partygoers might not wish to venture out in the snow. However – as Kate and Woody discovered when they opened the door – everyone had indeed ventured out, snow or not. Apparently, Tinworthy’s three taxis were to be kept going backward and forward for most of the night.

      They had to manoeuvre their way through the throng, some of whom were dancing, after a fashion, to blaring music, in the middle of the floor. Kate noticed Sue and Denise from the surgery, Jane and Joanne, Melissa and Basil and, even more surprisingly, Penelope and Dennis Bowen, plus Peter Edwards. His daughter Carol was there too, with some unknown man, along with Kylie Painter and her tattooed boyfriend. There was mercifully no sign of the vicar and his wife. Everyone seemed very merry indeed, and there was still the best part of an hour to go before midnight. There were several gin and tonics lined up on the bar, presumably for Angie, who was too busy dispensing drinks and collecting cash to take advantage of them.

      ‘Have one of those!’ Angie yelled, pointing at the line-up as she dealt with a customer. ‘If you don’t, somebody else will!’

      ‘Well, I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth,’ Kate remarked as she poured tonic into one of the glasses, ‘but on New Year’s Eve I prefer to drink Scotch.’

      ‘Have a Scotch next time,’ Woody said. ‘I’m staying with beer until midnight.’

      ‘I’m not sure I should mix drinks though?’

      ‘You’re not supposed to mix the grape with the grain, but I think you’re OK with gin and whisky, as they’re both grain. Hence the term “kindred spirits”,’ Woody said.

      ‘You just made that up!’

      Woody laughed. ‘So what if I did? Hey, look at these two!’ He indicated the middle of the floor where Penelope was unashamedly glued to Peter Edwards as they swayed together to the music which – as far as Kate could make out through the din – was sung by Bryan Adams. She looked around for Dennis and spotted him near the doorway, chatting to an elderly man who she’d not seen before. Had Dennis noticed his wife? Did he care?

      She turned her attention to Melissa and Basil, also entwined and swaying to the music.

      ‘She’s recovered mighty quickly,’ Woody said drily.

      ‘Perhaps Basil is the one after all?’ Kate suggested.

      Woody snorted but said nothing.

      Sue and Denise were heading through the crowd, towards Kate, and each clutching an exotic-looking cocktail.

      ‘I’ll give these two a little whirl on the floor in a minute,’ Woody whispered to Kate. ‘I feel the need to brighten their evening.’

      ‘Your sister certainly knows how to lay on a party!’ squealed Denise.

      ‘And that bloke of hers knows how to mix a cocktail!’ added Sue. ‘We’ll definitely be walking home, snow or no snow!’

      ‘Come on, Sue,’ Woody said, ‘let’s have a jig!’ He turned to Denise. ‘You’ll be next! She’ – he pointed at Kate – ‘will just have to wait!’

      ‘Isn’t he lovely!’ exclaimed Denise. ‘I cannot understand why you don’t want to marry him.’

      ‘I’ve told you – I don’t know how many times – that we’re happy just as we are,’ Kate replied.

      Just then a man approached Denise and said, ‘Are you ready for another of these?’ He pointed at her glass.

      ‘Oh, most definitely,’ cooed Denise, winking at Kate, and off she went with him to the bar.

      Kate turned to find Melissa at her side. ‘Mummy’s pissed,’ she said, ‘and making an idiot of herself as usual. And Daddy’s drunk too… so what would you do with parents like mine?’

      There didn’t seem to be an appropriate answer, so Kate just smiled and nodded.

      ‘And I’m a bit squiffy too,’ Melissa went on. ‘I just wish that cow, Carol Edwards, would stop scowling at me. What’s she got to scowl about?’

      Kate shrugged, looking around for an escape. She spied a free table with two seats close to the door so edged her way there. She had hardly sat down when Dennis Bowen plonked his bottom on the seat opposite her.

      He rolled his eyes at Kate. ‘I’m shorry about the brawl at our party,’ he slurred. ‘We are never, ever going to have another party. Never. Ever.’

      Kate realised he, along with everyone else, must have been drinking for most of the evening, and she was glad that she and Woody had rationed themselves to some wine with supper.

      Dennis leaned across the table. ‘Have you sheen my lovely wife?’ he asked Kate, pointing at Penelope, who was still in Peter Edwards’ clutches. ‘Can you shee the bloody fool she’s making of hershelf?’

      Kate swallowed, willing Woody to come back so that she could politely escape. But Woody was now dancing dutifully with Denise, whose new admirer was standing watching, clutching two glasses.

      Dennis wasn’t finished yet. ‘She made all that fuss about our Mel marrying Joe, but she didn’t bloody care about how many other people’s lives she wrecked.’ He took a swig of his drink.

      Kate stared at him in astonishment. One thing about this party was that – since everyone had had a few too many – their guard was well and truly down. This was definitely worth probing.

      ‘What do you mean, Dennis? What other lives has she wrecked?’

      Dennis tapped his nose. ‘Work it out for yourshelf,’ he said, ‘cos I’m off for a refill.’ He picked up his glass and headed unsteadily towards the bar.

      At that moment Woody returned. ‘I’ve done my duty dances,’ he said, ‘and now I need to recover.’

      ‘I’ve just had the most interesting chat with Dennis,’ Kate said, ‘but I’ll tell you about it later.’

      ‘How intriguing!’ He looked at her empty glass. ‘I guess it’s time for a refill? You going to have that Scotch now?’

      ‘Yes, please. Grouse, if they’ve got it, and with water please.’

      ‘I like a woman who knows what she wants,’ Woody said with a grin. ‘I’ll make it a double and I’m going to have the same. Not long to midnight now!’

      There was a queue at the bar and Angie was beginning to look a little jaded – and no wonder! At least this event should have filled up the coffers sufficiently to get them through the quiet winter months until Easter.

      Fergal had finally escaped from behind the bar and had taken to the middle of the floor to do some surprisingly intricate Irish dancing, while all around everyone clapped, shouted and tried to copy the steps. Even Penelope had detached herself from her lover’s arms and was standing watching in fascination.

      Angie had turned on the large television behind the bar to make sure that everyone would be aware of the impending hour, and, at the same time, the door opened and in walked Jock Innes, a Scotsman who owned the taxi firm. He came in brandishing bagpipes and blowing lustily some discordant notes. ‘It’ll warm up in a minute,’ he assured them all.

      On the television Big Ben had begun to strike. Everyone raised their glasses, including Kate and Woody. As the clock struck twelve, Jock got started on ‘Auld Lang Syne’, everyone kissed and hugged everyone else, and Woody said to Kate, ‘This year’s going to be different, Kate. We are not going to be involved in any more crime and I think it’s time we started to enjoy our retirement. Isn’t it time you retired too?’

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ Kate said as they kissed, and then went to hug her sister before joining hands with everyone else as Jock did repeats of ‘Auld Lang Syne’.

      Resolutions were fine if they lasted past the end of January.
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      A new year, a new clue!

      Kate and Woody, having wished Angie and Fergal a happy and prosperous new year – and they’d certainly started well – managed to edge their way out of The Old Locker while the party was still in full swing. As far as Kate could make out, the Bowens and Peter Edwards were still there, but fortunately no battle appeared to be forthcoming from any quarter.

      Outside, a couple of inches of snow still remained, and a few flakes had now begun to fall again.

      ‘Interesting party,’ Woody observed as, arm in arm, they made their slippery way up the lane to Lavender Cottage, ‘but an hour or so was quite enough, and at least there weren’t any fights!’

      Yet, Kate thought.

      ‘Are you sleepy?’ she asked.

      ‘No,’ Woody replied, ‘I’m not. I guess this cold air has got me wide awake. What about you?’

      ‘No, I’m not either and I can’t believe it’s almost a whole year ago since we were in lovely, warm California,’ Kate said wistfully. ‘What a lot has happened since!’ She glanced sideways at him. ‘I have something rather interesting to tell you.’

      ‘Is that so?’ said Woody as he pushed open the garden gate. ‘Well, we’d better have a hot drink or something while you tell me.’

      ‘I could murder a large mug of tea,’ Kate said.

      ‘I could murder another Scotch,’ Woody said, ‘and that’s the only murder I want to talk about tonight!’

      As they entered the warm sitting room, Barney, who’d been asleep in front of the still-burning stove, opened one eye and wagged his tail.

      ‘Pee time!’ Kate ordered, accompanying the reluctant dog to the door, where she let him out to do his business. She watched from the side window to make sure that he did do his business before letting him in again.

      Woody, in the meantime, had boiled the kettle, made her mug of tea and poured himself a generous Scotch. As they sat down, he said, ‘OK, so tell me what’s so interesting.’

      Kate took a gulp of her tea. ‘Hey, you’ve put some Scotch in this!’ she exclaimed.

      ‘So what? It’s New Year! Enjoy!’

      Kate drank some more. ‘Mmm… I had a brief chat with Dennis Bowen.’

      Woody nodded. ‘I saw you.’

      ‘He said he’s never going to have another party. Ever!’

      ‘I’ll second that!’ said Woody. ‘And if he changes his mind, I ain’t going to go, that’s for sure!’

      ‘He also made a comment about his wife making a fool of herself, dancing with Peter Edwards. If you could call it dancing!’ Kate went on. ‘Then he added something about all the fuss Penelope had made about Melissa marrying Joe and – get this – that she didn’t care how many other people’s lives she wrecked!’

      ‘What did he mean by that?’ Woody asked.

      ‘I asked him, but all he said was “you work it out for yourself” and then he got up and left.’

      Woody looked thoughtful as he stared into the dying embers in the stove. ‘Well, whose lives did she wreck then?’

      ‘“Other people” would suggest that he wasn’t referring to Melissa and Joe, so who else was affected?’

      ‘Three bridegrooms, perhaps, and their fiancées?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘So you’re suggesting that Penelope sent out the letters?’ Woody said.

      ‘It’s entirely possible, surely!’

      ‘OK, explain it to me.’

      ‘We know she had a motive,’ Kate continued. ‘She wanted Joe to call off his wedding to Melissa, and she obviously thought the letter would put him off. So she wrote the others to direct the blame away from herself. Make it look as if it was some outsider who didn’t like weddings – someone like poor Dot, for example.’

      Woody was deep in thought. ‘It’s plausible. However, we have no proof at all.’

      ‘Maybe not, but I think we should tell Charlotte,’ Kate said, ‘because I think it’s quite important.’

      ‘She’ll be back on Monday, which is when the world returns to normal,’ Woody said, ‘and it’s almost certainly worth a mention.’

      ‘In the meantime, are you making any new year’s resolutions?’ Kate asked with a smile.

      He thought for a moment. ‘Only to keep well away from anything connected with crime,’ he said, draining his glass, ‘for ever and ever, and to encourage you to do exactly the same!’

      ‘Is that all?’ Kate asked.

      Woody had a twinkle in his eye. ‘Well, I was thinking I might ask you to marry me.’

      Kate gulped her tea. ‘Oh.’

      ‘But of course I know how much you treasure your independence.’

      There was a further silence for a moment, before Kate said, ‘It’s just that I’m afraid that I might not be awfully good at marriage.’ After she’d spoken, she realised that had been an idiotic thing to say in view of the fact that her ex-husband had been a serial womaniser.

      ‘OK,’ said Woody, as he poured himself another Scotch. ‘So what are your resolutions?’

      There was a heavy silence for a moment.

      ‘Yes, I’ll go along with avoiding crime, too’ she replied slowly, steering away from the marriage question. ‘But only after we’ve found out for sure who sent the letters and perpetrated those awful killings. Come on, Woody, we can’t give up now! Just a few more weeks?’

      ‘What makes you think this thing’s going to be done and dusted in a matter of weeks?’ Woody asked.

      ‘Just a hunch I have!’ Kate replied, glad that he’d dropped his hint at a proposal.

      ‘Glory be!’ said Woody.

      

      On Sunday morning, before Kate had any opportunity to act upon her hunch, Angie arrived. Woody had gone home for a couple of hours and Kate had planned on doing some housework.

      ‘Can we have a coffee?’ Angie asked. ‘I really need to talk to you.’

      What now? Kate wondered as she switched on the coffee-maker, all ideas of vacuuming fast disappearing. ‘That was some party!’ she said.

      Angie grinned. ‘We got rid of our last customer just after 4 a.m.,’ she said. ‘Fergal and I were absolutely knackered but, never mind, we made a helluva lot of money.’

      ‘You must have done! I could hear the till ringing constantly. I hope nobody caused any trouble?’

      Angie shook her head. ‘No, not really. A couple of guys fell asleep in the corner. Dennis Bowen and Peter Edwards looked as if they might come to fisticuffs but didn’t. I think Peter’s daughter talked him out of it. Funny lot! Generally speaking, a good time was had by all. But I’m still knackered!’

      As they sat down with mugs of coffee, Kate asked, ‘What did you want to talk to me about?’

      Angie sipped her drink, then cleared her throat. ‘Fergal has asked me to marry him.’

      Kate’s coffee went down the wrong way and she coughed. ‘What?’

      ‘You heard.’

      Kate stared at her sister. ‘Yes, I heard. And what, may I ask, was your reply?’

      ‘I haven’t made a decision yet,’ Angie said. ‘I do love him, but I’m not too sure I want to be married again.’

      ‘Well then, you’ve answered your own question,’ Kate said. ‘What’s wrong with staying the way you are?’

      ‘Nothing really.’ Angie ruffled Barney’s ears while gazing into the fire.

      ‘So what’s the problem then?’ Kate asked, bewildered.

      ‘Fergal needs security and stability in his life,’ Angie said after a moment. ‘He’s had a rough deal, you know, what with that wife of his taking off with all the money and everything.’

      ‘You don’t marry someone because you feel sorry for them,’ Kate said. ‘You marry someone because you love them so much that you can’t bear to think about life without them.’

      Angie said nothing but continued ruffling the dog’s ears.

      ‘What’s to be gained by marriage?’ Kate asked, thinking there was plenty to be gained by Fergal but not so much for Angie. ‘Fergal’s a nice enough guy and I can understand that you find him attractive, but the advantages would all appear to be on his side, surely? It would mean that he goes from being your employee to probably owning half the business as your husband – the business you set up and paid for with the inheritance from your late husband’s mother. He seems happy enough, doesn’t he? He gets security all right, but what’s in it for you?’

      ‘You don’t want me to marry him, do you?’

      Kate scratched her head. ‘Honestly, Angie, you are sixty-two years old, and you don’t need my permission – or anyone else’s – to marry whoever you like. But you are known to be impetuous, and I only ask that you think about this very carefully. I’ve never asked you how old he is, but I gather he’s a few years younger than you?’

      Angie nodded. ‘He’s just fifty-six.’

      ‘Well, that’s no big deal, but he’s also still attractive to younger women. Think about that red-haired girl and—’

      ‘I knew you’d bring that up!’ Angie snapped.

      ‘Get real then! For God’s sake, Angie, think this through carefully. Just for once don’t go rushing into the next attractive proposition that comes along! What happens when you get bored with The Old Locker?’ And you will, Kate thought. ‘What might you fancy doing next? You’ll have to consider him.’

      ‘I love The Old Locker!’ Angie protested.

      ‘You do now. You probably love Fergal now too. But I know you! You’ve always been a free spirit, even when you were married to George. All I ask is that you think this through. Just why get married and lose that freedom? Nobody bothers about getting married these days!’

      ‘Not even you?’

      ‘Not even me,’ Kate said firmly.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Angie. ‘Any more coffee?’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When Kate later related the conversation to Woody, all he said was, ‘Fergal? He was looking for a free meal and he saw her coming!’

      ‘That’s rather harsh.’ Although Kate had been thinking along the same lines, she found herself defending her sister. ‘Angie’s always been, you know, a little bit…’

      ‘Gullible,’ Woody provided.

      ‘Yes, but she means well.’

      ‘She sees only what she wants to see,’ Woody said, ‘and that’s when she’s sober. Let her get on with it, Kate! For goodness’ sake, she’s an elderly grandmother!’

      Kate sighed. ‘So am I!’

      ‘Are you looking for compliments then?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘OK, here’s one. You worry too much about your crazy sister, and that’s because you’re kind and caring. Will that do?’

      ‘Yup!’

      Nevertheless, Kate did worry about her crazy sister. It was on her mind all the next day at the medical centre.

      ‘That was one helluva party!’ Denise yelled when she arrived in the morning.

      ‘Who was that guy?’ Kate asked. ‘He seemed very keen on you.’

      ‘His name’s Maurice,’ Denise replied. ‘He’s recently separated and came to stay with his sister, up the top there somewhere, for New Year. Did you like him?’

      ‘I only got a glimpse,’ Kate replied. ‘More importantly, did you like him?’

      ‘I did,’ Denise said coquettishly. ‘Only wish he had a friend for Sue!’

      ‘No way do I want another bugger!’ Sue said firmly, having divorced her own unfaithful husband some ten years before.

      Kate knew there was little point in discussing Angie’s dilemma with either of them because Sue would advise her to run a mile, and Denise would be all for marriage. It was inevitable how those early experiences – good or bad – could affect your opinion of men, Kate thought.

      However, all thoughts of Angie and men in general disappeared when she got home to find a large white envelope lying on the doormat. When she opened it, two A4 pages fell out. They were neatly typed and headed ‘Minutes of the Tinworthy Health and Hygiene Committee’.

      Well, good for Penelope! She’d finally got round to making notes, even if the content was as bland and boring as the meetings were.

      Kate read it through a couple of times. Something about the document was bothering her and, for several minutes, she couldn’t quite work out what it was.

      Then she saw it.

      Kate now knew it was vital that she have a little chat with Penelope. She rang up and said that there was an item in the Health and Hygiene minutes that she’d like to talk about and – if it was convenient to Penelope – she’d pop in for a few minutes after work.

      ‘I thought I’d made everything crystal clear,’ Penelope said somewhat haughtily.

      ‘Yes, just one little thing. It’ll only take a minute.’

      Kate knew that she needed to catch Penelope off guard, and she had to find a reasonable excuse, because if Penelope knew what she really wanted to talk about, Kate would most certainly not be allowed in the door. Woody, of course, would be furious that she was going there on her own. But she had had the conversation with Dennis, and she had seen something interesting in the minutes, so she wanted to investigate this herself.

      Penelope looked less than delighted to see her.

      ‘I’ve had a very busy day,’ she said, leading the way through to the conservatory where, Kate observed, the windows were none too clean.

      Obviously, a replacement cleaner for Dot had not yet been found.

      ‘I’ve had to chair a meeting of the Ladies’ Conservative Movement and it went on for ever. I hope that whatever you want to discuss will not take long.’

      ‘I hope so too,’ Kate said, trying to remember the opening speech she’d mentally prepared. She took a deep breath. ‘I had a chat with Dennis at the New Year’s party, and he told me something rather baffling. He told me that, in order to stop Melissa marrying Joe, you didn’t care how many lives you wrecked.’

      Penelope looked at her in horror. ‘What on earth are you talking about? What has this to do with Health and Hygiene?’

      ‘Nothing at all. But you wouldn’t have agreed to see me if I said I was coming up to ask you if you wrote all the poison-pen letters,’ Kate said calmly.

      ‘How dare you suggest such a thing!’ Penelope had gone very red in the face, and she was breathing heavily. ‘Please leave my house right now!’

      Kate ignored her instruction and carried on. ‘And it was interesting that all the letters were written in Baskerville Old Face font, which is a tad unusual. Even more interesting is the fact that in the minutes you sent me, the very first letter – the M – was printed in Baskerville, and then the font changed to Times New Roman. You realised you’d forgotten to change the font, but then forgot to go back to change the first letter.’

      There was a moment’s silence. Kate waited for a denial but none came. Instead, Penelope burst into tears. Then she said, ‘I didn’t do anything dishonest. Every word of it was true!’

      ‘You wrote the letters though?’

      ‘Yes,’ Penelope said, tears cascading down her cheeks, ‘because I wanted Joe Perry to break off his engagement to my daughter. I wrote to the others so that nobody would be likely to point a finger at me.’ She headed towards the corner cupboard. ‘I need a drink.’

      Out came the Amontillado and a wine glass, which she filled to the top. She blew her nose lustily.

      ‘I wrote nothing that wasn’t true,’ she said, gaining her composure with a large gulp of the sherry.

      ‘What about my letter, Penelope?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The threatening letter I got, telling me to stop investigating or I’d be the next victim? In Baskerville Old Face?’

      Penelope looked genuinely astonished. ‘Why would I write you a letter?’

      ‘Because you thought I might get to you before the police did.’

      Penelope slumped in her chair. ‘I have admitted to writing the wedding letters, but I have not written to you! I swear!’

      ‘Well, somebody did. So, did you kill Joe Perry and Dot Thomson, Penelope?’

      ‘No, I didn’t! I damn well did not!’ Penelope burst into tears again.

      ‘Do you know who did?’ Kate asked.

      ‘No, I don’t!’

      ‘You did want Joe out of the way though, didn’t you?’ Kate said. ‘You couldn’t blame anyone for thinking it was you after all the trouble you took to write the letters.’

      ‘Yes, I did want him out of the way,’ Penelope snapped through her tears, ‘but I didn’t kill him! Or Dot! On Melissa’s life, I swear I didn’t kill either of them!’

      Kate was beginning to feel slightly sorry for this silly woman. Never mind, she had got a confession about the letter-writing, so at least that was one mystery solved.

      She’d have an awful lot to tell Woody this evening.

      ‘I wondered,’ Kate said after a moment, ‘where you got all the information from? I mean, how come none of the bridegrooms knew what you knew?’

      Penelope was recovering fast. ‘I’m involved in many committees, I counsel people with problems, and I keep my ears and eyes open,’ she snapped.

      ‘The police will want to know, Penelope,’ Kate said, standing up.

      ‘I expect you’ll hotfoot it up to the station now,’ Penelope said, taking another large slurp as she, too, stood up.

      Kate walked towards the door. ‘If I were you, I’d go up there myself and tell them what you told me,’ she said. ‘Think about it.’

      Penelope said nothing as she followed Kate to the front door, then slammed it behind her.
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      When Woody arrived at around seven, Kate was beside herself with excitement. ‘I know who wrote the letters!’ she said. ‘It was Penelope!’

      Woody looked at her blankly. ‘How can you be sure? What have you been up to?’ he asked.

      ‘I’d just received the minutes of the meeting from Penelope, you see.’

      Woody snorted. ‘Has she written a full confession under “Any other Business”?’

      ‘Near enough, but it wasn’t in AOB. Look at the heading!’

      She saw him look closely, before he shrugged.

      ‘Look at the very first letter,’ Kate explained, ‘the M at the beginning of Minutes.’

      ‘Um, yes, it’s a bit peculiar…’

      ‘It’s peculiar because it’s in Baskerville Old Face font. After she typed the M, she must have realised the font was still set on Baskerville, and she then changed it back to Times. She then forgot to go back and change the first letter.’

      ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Well, you must admit that Baskerville Old Face font is an unusual choice but that’s what all the poison-pen letters were printed in. Even mine!’ As she said it, Kate clapped her hand over her mouth.

      Woody stared at her. ‘What do you mean, “even mine”?’

      ‘The letters everyone got, you know…’

      ‘Yes, I’m well aware about the letters. What about “even mine”?’ He took her by the shoulders. ‘Kate?’

      ‘I know I should have told you, but…’

      ‘You had a letter?’ he interrupted. ‘When?’

      ‘Oh, four or five weeks ago.’ Kate knew she was in trouble. ‘I gave it to Charlotte.’ She hoped the explanation would soften his response.

      There was an awful silence.

      ‘You got a letter and you gave it to Charlotte,’ he repeated.

      ‘I didn’t want to worry you, Woody.’

      ‘You didn’t want to worry me, so you went behind my back and gave it to Charlotte?’ He looked incredulous.

      What an idiot she’d been! Kate felt her eyes filling up with tears. Charlotte had been right, of course. She should have told Woody. Of course she should! She could see he was becoming angry, and rightly so.

      ‘And what did this letter say?’ he asked icily.

      Best to come clean. ‘It said, “You’ve interfered quite enough. Stop now, otherwise you’ll be the next victim.” I knew that if I told you, you’d stop me investigating. I’m really sorry, Woody, but I didn’t want to worry you.’

      ‘Does it not matter that I care about what happens to you? That one of these days you’re going to meddle once too often? How many times have I told you not to get involved? You’re not a professional investigator, Kate.’

      Kate hung her head. ‘Yes, of course it matters, but that’s why I didn’t want to worry you and, honestly, I haven’t been doing much in the way of investigating since I got it. Until today, that is.’

      Woody was pouring himself a Scotch. His hand was shaking so much that he spilled some. ‘So what happened today?’

      ‘I went up to see Penelope and challenged her,’ Kate said.

      Woody gulped down his Scotch in one swallow. ‘Tell me again exactly what the note said.’

      Kate recounted word for word the contents of the letter.

      ‘Why didn’t Charlotte tell me?’ he asked, gazing out of the window.

      ‘I told her not to, but she hated keeping it a secret from you. She kept asking me to change my mind and to tell you. Even at the Bowens’ party.’

      ‘She was bloody right!’ Woody filled his glass again, sat down and took a large gulp of his whisky.

      ‘I’m sorry, I really—’

      ‘Say no more!’ he interrupted. ‘I’m still trying to get my head around this. You were threatened and felt it was more appropriate to tell Charlotte than it was to tell me?’

      ‘Only because—’

      ‘Only because you knew I’d go ballistic! Didn’t Charlotte tell you to pay heed to the note and keep your nose out of it all?’

      ‘Yes, she did.’

      ‘But, as usual, you chose to ignore advice. Professional advice.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘I’m sorry too. Because it seems to me that I am no longer of any importance to you. I’m only someone who stops you doing what you want.’

      Kate had been determined not to cry but, in spite of herself, she felt a couple of tears coursing down her cheeks. ‘That is so not true!’

      ‘Well, Kate, that’s exactly how I interpret it. More importantly, someone out there sent you that note, probably Penelope. Whoever it was is very dangerous and you have been associating with them, completely ignoring the fact that you could be the next victim.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I don’t actually think it was Penelope, although she admitted to me that she had sent the wedding letters. It was as we guessed – she wanted to stop Joe marrying Melissa and she sent the others to direct any attention away from herself. I’d guess that whoever sent me my letter wanted it to look as if it came from Penelope and used her font.’

      Woody sighed. ‘Stop your so-called investigating right now! From now on this is down to me and Charlotte. You got that?’

      Kate nodded and wiped her eyes.

      ‘I’m going home now to think all this over. I’ll call you later.’

      Kate had to stop herself from apologising again.

      As he got up to go, she stayed seated and, when he’d gone out of the door, she gave way to sobs. What had she done? What if she’d wrecked this beautiful, beautiful relationship? Why had she been so bloody stupid? What if he called it all off? How could she go on living?

      It only took a few minutes for Kate to realise just how much she loved him. In all the years since she’d been hurt so badly by her ex-husband, she’d never met a man who she could even consider settling down with again. Until Woody.

      And what if she had now wrecked this relationship?
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      Kate had desperately wanted to beg him to stay but knew she mustn’t. She also knew that she wasn’t going to sleep a wink, and she didn’t. As she tossed and turned, she wondered yet again how she could have been so damned stupid. OK, so he would have forbidden her from asking anyone anything, but in fact, since she’d received the threatening note, she hadn’t been doing much questioning at all – until today. Now she could hardly believe she’d actually got a confession from Penelope Bowen! But that paled into insignificance compared to how Woody had just reacted!

      Even Charlotte had told her that Woody was only concerned because he cared so much for her, in fact everyone had told her that he cared for her, and Woody himself had said – for the umpteenth time – that the reason he kept asking her not to get involved was because he cared for her. He’d even mentioned marriage! He’d most likely retract that proposal now and have nothing more to do with her. Which was no more than she deserved. Furthermore, she thought, there were plenty of women around who’d snap him up: Denise and Charlotte for a start! Was Woody likely to wait any longer for her to begin acting like a sensible human being and stop prying into things that were none of her business?

      By 5 a.m. she’d given up trying to sleep and wandered downstairs to make some tea. She switched on the heating and added some coal to the stove, which was still alight. At least Barney was pleased to see her. As she let him out, a blast of icy air blew in. It had stopped snowing but had not yet begun to thaw, and even the dog was pleased to get back into the warmth after he’d done the necessary.

      As she sat down with her tea, Kate’s thoughts reverted to Woody. She mustn’t lose him! She hadn’t meant to hurt him, but she had done just that. Who else in the world was as caring and protective as he was? Who else had saved her life twice? Nobody!

      What she really wanted to do was to take Barney for a walk across the valley, knock on Woody’s door, beg forgiveness and have him take her in his arms…

      Assuming that he was probably still asleep, the visit was not at all likely to be a great success. Nevertheless, she would get dressed, wrap up well and take Barney for a short walk.

      Half an hour later, Kate and Barney were walking along the deserted beach. It was too early for even the most dedicated dog-walkers. At least there was no snow down here, all melted by the salty air and water.

      Looking back at the village, with the moon still shining on the snow, Kate reckoned it did indeed resemble a Christmas card scene. She felt marginally better with the cold air in her lungs and, as she paused on the bend in the path on her way home, she looked across at Woody’s cottage but could see no lights. He must still be asleep. Obviously, he was less concerned about the relationship than she was. Or was it that men just managed to compartmentalise their worries better? Did they put them on the back-burner, go to sleep and worry about them tomorrow?

      As Kate let herself into Lavender Cottage, she noticed it was still only quarter to seven. She switched on breakfast television and made herself some more tea.

      

      Woody telephoned just as she was preparing to leave for work.

      ‘I wanted to let you know that I plan to visit Penelope Bowen this morning,’ he said briskly. ‘I want to know where she got her information from and I don’t believe she didn’t send that threatening note to you, so I shall drill her. After that I intend to call in at the police station and update Charlotte on everything.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you take her with you to the Bowens’?’ Kate asked. ‘I mean, if Penelope is guilty of murder…’

      ‘I can handle it,’ he replied. ‘I’d like to be sure about several things before I involve Charlotte. I’ll let you know what happens. I’ll phone – or leave a message if you’re unavailable.’

      After he’d rung off, Kate realised that he hadn’t said anything about coming over later, or her going across to On the Up. He hadn’t sounded either particularly friendly or unfriendly, just factual.

      How on earth was she going to be able to get through the day?

      

      Kate checked her phone between every single appointment, and several times when she had her lunchtime coffee and sandwich. Nothing. No message at all. She didn’t dare phone him in case he was still with Penelope Bowen. After all, she may well have been out when he got there, and he’d have to go back. She must try to be patient.

      By the time she got home at half past four, she still hadn’t heard anything. She told herself she mustn’t worry. Perhaps Penelope was out all day and he’d have to try again tomorrow? Then surely he would have let her know? She waited until almost five before she decided she must phone him. After all, if he was still with Penelope, he’d probably have his phone on silent anyway. She called but there was still no reply. She checked the landline, just in case he’d left a message, but there was nothing.

      Feeling increasingly uneasy, Kate decided to walk across to On the Up. He should be home by now, but there were no lights on, as far as she could see from the front window. If he was in the kitchen, at the back, she wouldn’t be able to see the light anyway. She had to make a decision.

      She’d go.

      

      There were no lights on at Woody’s cottage. Kate had taken the key with her and let herself in. The house was cold and gave every appearance of not having been inhabited for several hours. Where on earth was he?

      Kate tried calling him again. No reply. Then she remembered Charlotte. He’d said something about going to see Charlotte at the police station once he’d established the facts from Penelope. Of course that’s where he would be! She would ring Charlotte.

      ‘Hi, Kate,’ Charlotte replied cheerfully. ‘What can I do for you?’

      Kate was fast developing a feeling of foreboding. ‘Is Woody with you?’

      ‘No,’ Charlotte replied, ‘should he be?’

      ‘Has he been in touch at all today?’ Kate was now beginning to feel sick in the pit of her stomach.

      ‘No. What’s the problem?’

      Kate took a deep breath. ‘I’m so afraid he’s come to grief.’ She then recounted everything that had happened, including Penelope’s confession to the writing of the letters, and Woody’s reaction to finding out about the note and his being so upset. She told Charlotte that she’d waited all day to hear from him and also about how he’d planned to visit the police station after his visit to Penelope.

      Charlotte was silent for a moment. ‘Kate, this is serious. Now, don’t go looking for him, whatever you do.’

      ‘I can’t just sit at home,’ Kate said, her voice breaking. ‘I’ve got to look.’

      ‘I’m on my way. I’ll meet you in the little car park near your medical centre in about twenty minutes. Do not go anywhere near the Bowens’ place until we meet. Promise?’

      Kate promised.

      Her heart was racing. What could have happened to him? Had Penelope offered him a cup of poison-laced coffee before admitting to these heinous crimes? I should have been with him, she thought. Together they would have coped; they were a team to be reckoned with!

      Kate grabbed her phone and rang Angie.

      ‘Angie, would you do me a favour? If I don’t call you by seven o’clock this evening, will you please come up to the house and check on Barney. Take him home with you if need be.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ Angie asked sharply. ‘What are you up to now?’

      ‘I can’t tell you at the moment, other than that Woody’s disappeared, and Charlotte and I are going to investigate.

      She heard Angie gasp before she yelled, ‘Leave it to the bloody police, will you! For God’s sake, Kate—’

      Kate slammed the phone down. There was no time to waste. Every instinct was telling her to go straight to Penelope Bowen’s house, right this minute, but common sense was telling her to wait for Charlotte. She glanced at her watch. Charlotte would be at least another ten minutes.

      While she waited, her stomach churning, she filled up Barney’s bowls with food and water and let him out for a quick run round the garden. Then she made herself wait for a further few minutes before taking a long drink of water to counteract the nausea forming in her stomach. It was only when she held the glass up to her mouth that she noticed the trembling of her hands as the water splashed everywhere. She didn’t have far to drive, which was just as well.

      Something had happened. Something must have happened. Woody would never have consciously put her through this torture. What if…? She mustn’t think like that; she must be strong. He is always strong for me.

      She arrived at the little car park shortly before Charlotte, who arrived driving an unmarked car but accompanied by two police officers in the back. Charlotte hugged Kate briefly, then pointed at the two men. ‘Backup team,’ she said with a grin, ‘just in case…’ She touched Kate’s arm. ‘Come on, get in. We’ll park at the foot of Penelope’s drive and walk up from there because we don’t want to give any of them notice of our arrival.’

      It was very dark, but the house was ablaze with light, so somebody was at home. It was cold and their boots scrunched in the snow as they approached the front door. Charlotte pressed the bell and, as ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ rang out, she said, ‘Bloody hell!’ and Kate almost smiled.

      Penelope Bowen opened the door and Kate could see straight away that she’d been drinking. Her eyes were slightly unfocussed, and her gait was unsteady. She looked from one to the other. ‘What do you want?’ she asked.

      ‘We would like a word with you, Mrs Bowen,’ Charlotte said.

      ‘What about?’

      ‘I think you might have some idea, but perhaps we can discuss that inside,’ Charlotte said, stepping over the threshold.

      ‘What’s she doing here?’ Penelope asked, pointing at Kate.

      ‘She’s accompanying me,’ Charlotte said brusquely. ‘We’d like to know the whereabouts of Woody Forrest.’

      ‘Well, he’s not here,’ Penelope snapped as she led them into the sitting room, which was in semi-darkness with just one lamp illuminating the corner of the sofa where Penelope had obviously been sitting. It also illuminated the half-full wine glass alongside the half-empty bottle of Amontillado on the coffee table. Penelope plainly did not bother with any form of sherry glass when she was alone.

      ‘Have you seen Mr Forrest today?’ Charlotte asked, sitting down in a chair opposite and signalling to Kate to sit down too.

      Penelope sniffed. ‘Yes, this afternoon.’

      ‘And what time would that have been?’

      Penelope screwed up her face. ‘Well, I didn’t get back from Truro until half past three, so it would have been shortly after that.’

      ‘And when did he leave?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Penelope shrugged. ‘Half an hour or so later, I suppose.’ She took a slug of her sherry. ‘He really upset me.’

      ‘In what way?’ Charlotte asked, glancing at Kate.

      ‘He was asking all these questions, but I’m not guilty of anything,’ Penelope replied. ‘I already told Kate Palmer here that I’d written the letters.’

      ‘Do you know where he was going when he left here?’

      ‘No idea. Home, I suppose.’ Penelope thought for a moment. ‘I did hear him talking to someone outside, but I was so upset…’

      That you hit the sherry bottle, Kate thought.

      Charlotte continued staring at Penelope. ‘Do you have any idea who he might have been talking to? Man? Woman?’

      ‘How would I know? I was so upset!’

      ‘Why were you so upset, Mrs Bowen?’

      ‘Because he accused me of writing a threatening note to Kate,’ Penelope replied.

      ‘And did you?’

      There was a moment’s silence.

      Then: ‘No, I did not,’ she said, ‘I only wrote to the bridegrooms.’ Again, she looked from one to the other. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’

      ‘Didn’t you?’ Charlotte asked calmly.

      ‘I wrote the letters because I wanted Joe Perry to break off his engagement to my daughter. I wrote to the others so that nobody would be likely to point the finger at me.’ She drained her glass, then filled it up again. ‘I wrote nothing that wasn’t true.’

      ‘Did you kill Joe Perry and Dot Thomson?’

      ‘No, I didn’t!’ Penelope burst into tears. ‘I swear to God, I didn’t!’

      Charlotte kept staring straight at her. ‘Why should I believe you? You obviously wanted Joe out of the way.’

      ‘Yes, I did,’ Penelope sobbed, ‘but I didn’t kill him or Dot. Why would I have killed Dot? She was an excellent cleaner! I already swore to Kate, on Melissa’s life, that I didn’t!’

      Kate was beginning to feel impatient, her thoughts only with Woody. Where was he? Who had he been talking to?

      ‘We will discuss this at length later,’ Charlotte said crisply, standing up. ‘We now need to know who Mr Forrest was talking to, and where he’s gone.’

      ‘I think they went out the back door,’ Penelope said, ‘because I heard it banging and I had to go to shut it.’

      ‘Who do you mean? They? And where did they go?’

      ‘I didn’t see where they went,’ Penelope said, blowing her nose.

      ‘But who was he with, Penelope?’ Kate asked, beginning to feel angry.

      ‘I don’t know!’ she wailed. ‘I didn’t make out the other voice, only his. He wasn’t likely to be talking to himself, was he?’

      Charlotte continued staring at her. ‘And you didn’t see where they went?’

      Penelope broke down into uncontrollable sobs. ‘I’m not saying anything else until I’ve seen my solicitor! I know my rights!’

      ‘Come on, Kate,’ Charlotte said, heading towards the door. ‘We need to find the back door. The snow could just be doing us a favour.’

      Kate knew where the back door was and led the way along the corridor. She wished she’d thought to bring a large torch, but the light from her phone would have to do. Charlotte switched her phone light on as well as they went out into the darkness. Outside the back door was a slushy puddle where everyone’s footsteps had mingled in the course of the day but, as they ventured out further, they could see two sets of footprints, one large, one small, heading towards the trees.

      ‘Could these large prints be Woody’s?’ Charlotte asked Kate.

      ‘Yes, they could,’ Kate replied, ‘but if it was him, who was he with?’

      She studied the smaller print and recognised the pattern. It had to be Melissa! ‘I think it’s Melissa,’ she said.

      Why oh why would Woody and Melissa be heading towards the woods? What in hell’s name was going on?

      ‘Where on God’s earth would they be going?’ Charlotte asked.

      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Kate, shivering, followed Charlotte along what was presumably a path under the snow.

      They walked on for a further few minutes, shining their phones onto the snow, Kate praying that her battery wouldn’t wear out. When had she recharged it last? Yesterday?

      ‘The church,’ Charlotte announced.

      ‘The church?’ Kate queried from behind.

      ‘This path, and these footsteps, lead directly to the church,’ Charlotte said. ‘I can see it through the trees.’

      Why on earth would Woody and Melissa be heading towards the church?

      The footsteps continued as far as the church door, then turned abruptly towards the first row of tombstones in the churchyard. And then there was a mish-mash of footsteps, zig-zagging everywhere before the set of smaller prints headed down towards the main church gate, and the larger ones continued in a strange pattern towards one of the larger tombstones.

      Kate’s feeling of apprehension grew. Something was terribly wrong. She forged ahead of Charlotte towards the large tombstone, her heart in her mouth. Then she stopped in her tracks and let out a strangled sob.

      Woody Forrest was lying, curled up, in the snow.

      There was no sign of life.
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      Kate bent down to try to find out if he was breathing or not. She shook him hard, in such distress that she wasn’t sure if she could decipher anything at all. It was so cold, and his body had melted the snow on the patch where he lay, but how long had he been lying there? Kate tore off her coat and laid it over him. His lips and fingertips were blue, which could be down to the cold.

      ‘Kate!’ Charlotte came running from the path to where Woody lay.

      ‘Oh God, Charlotte, I’m not sure if he’s breathing or not…’

      Charlotte asked, ‘Is there any pulse?’

      Kate pressed her fingers into his neck. ‘Yes, it’s there but it’s very slow…’

      Charlotte was on her phone. ‘Ambulance! Tinworthy Church! ASAP!’

      Kate bent down to begin mouth-to-mouth and then realised that he was breathing very faintly. She shook him harder, and his breath began to come in animal-like grunts.

      ‘Oh, Charlotte!’ Kate was trying to wipe the tears from her face and silently praying. Please God, please, I mustn’t lose him!

      ‘Charlotte! This isn’t just the effects of cold…! There’s something else wrong…’ Kate had begun to stroke his head and felt something warm and sticky, which was such a contrast from the snow. She realised her fingers were covered in blood.

      She wanted to lie down with him, to hold him, to keep him warm, but she didn’t dare; she needed to do everything she could to save him. If she was too late, she’d just lie down and die with him. There would be no point in carrying on.

      Twice in the past few months she’d tried to bring someone back to life. But this one, this one… oh, Woody! Her tears were falling from her face onto his. Oh, Woody, please live!

      Charlotte had laid her coat over him too but, Kate later learned, the detective had then contacted the two policemen and sent them following the smaller set of footprints along the path towards the Bowens’ house. Charlotte had retrieved her coat as the medics attended to Woody. They wrapped him in thermal foil and gently stretchered him into the ambulance.

      Charlotte hugged Kate and said, ‘The air ambulance is on its way. They’re taking him to intensive care at Plymouth, and I’m going to find out who did this.’

      

      Kate hadn’t prayed for a long time. She didn’t really think about it, or feel the need for it, so long as life chugged along normally. Now, as she sat in the drab cream-and-green-painted hospital waiting room, clutching a cup of not-very-hot coffee, she prayed for her lover. He was her rock, her mentor and her best friend. He must not die, she thought as she stared at the four uninspiring walls, but what if he does…?

      The doctor was giving nothing away. ‘He’s a strong man, so that’s in his favour,’ he said. Then: ‘He’s suffering from his head injury and hypothermia and will certainly have concussion at best. I also need to know if your partner had a drug habit?’

      Kate looked at him in horror. ‘Of course not!’

      ‘He’s suffering from a drug overdose as well as everything else,’ the doctor said.

      ‘Woody did not do drugs,’ Kate said very firmly.

      ‘A considerable amount of what appears to be diamorphine has been injected into his body,’ the doctor said. ‘We’ll know more shortly.’

      Kate found herself in the waiting room, her head filled with thoughts of Woody.

      ‘Would you mind if I switched the TV on?’ asked an exhausted-looking woman who’d just come in. ‘It’s just that I try not to miss an episode of Corrie, and I need something to distract me from what’s going on. Other people’s misery, you know?’ She gave Kate a weak smile.

      ‘Yes, of course, go ahead,’ Kate murmured.

      As she heard the Coronation Street theme music, it seemed incredible to her that the world was going on as normal out there, with people chatting, laughing, arguing, eating dinner, watching TV! How could they? Then it took her a few minutes to realise that the TV had suddenly been switched off.

      ‘I can’t watch it anymore,’ the woman said. ‘I thought it would take my mind off things, but it hasn’t.’

      Kate nodded. ‘No.’

      There was silence for a few minutes before the woman asked, ‘Is it your husband?’

      ‘My partner,’ Kate replied. ‘How about you?’

      ‘My husband,’ said the woman, blowing her nose. ‘Forty-two years we’ve been together. He’s had a massive heart attack. I’m sorry, I must look awful, but I haven’t had time to put on make-up, brush my hair or anything. I’m Sheila, by the way.’

      ‘Hi, Sheila. You look fine. I’m Kate. No, my partner has been attacked and has a head injury, and they don’t know if he’ll live.’

      ‘Oh, Kate, I’m so sorry.’

      Hopefully, Kate thought, she won’t ask me how it happened.

      Sheila sighed. ‘The world’s a violent place these days.’

      ‘It is,’ Kate agreed.

      ‘Are you local?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘We live in Tinworthy, up on the north coast. They brought us here in the air ambulance.’

      ‘That’s a long way to come. Mind you, we live here in Plymouth and it took forever to get here – hellish traffic. Tinworthy – wasn’t there some murders going on up there?’

      ‘Just a few,’ Kate muttered, then added, ‘Have you family here?’

      ‘Just the one son up in Birmingham. He’s on his way here now and I’m trying not to worry about him speeding down the motorway.’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ Kate said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘One of my partner’s daughters is on the way down from London. The other one’s coping with a newborn so obviously can’t come.’

      ‘Have you met this daughter before?’

      ‘Yes,’ Kate replied, ‘and she’s lovely. I’ve not met the other one in Yorkshire, but we planned to make a trip up there this coming summer.’

      ‘Don’t give up hope – you still could,’ said Sheila, reaching across and patting Kate’s arm. ‘He’ll most likely be fine. How old is he?’

      ‘Nearly sixty-three,’ Kate said, her eyes welling with tears again.

      ‘Ah well, Brian’s seventy-six,’ Sheila said. ‘He’s fourteen years older than me, and everyone said it wouldn’t last!’ She gave a ghost of a smile.

      At that moment the door opened and a nurse peered inside. ‘Mrs Simmons?’

      ‘That’s me, dear. How is he?’

      ‘Can you come with me for a moment?’ the nurse asked.

      Shakily, Sheila got to her feet and looked round at Kate, her lips trembling. Kate watched as the nurse took her gently by the elbow and escorted her out. After only a moment she could hear the sobbing and the deep wailing. Poor, poor Sheila.

      Please God, Kate begged, not Woody too. Oh please, please, not Woody!
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      Woody’s head was bandaged, he was on a Narcan drip and there appeared to be tubes inserted into every orifice. He was heavily sedated, and Kate sat by his bedside in the intensive care unit holding his hand and praying for his recovery. He’d been poisoned by a needle which appeared to have been jabbed into his upper arm. He must have been bashed on the head first to make it easier to inject the diamorphine, the doctor said. They were dealing with the diamorphine, and were hopeful that there wasn’t brain damage from the head injury, but they couldn’t yet be certain. At least he was alive, so far. His breathing had settled down and was less irregular and noisy.

      It was nearly midnight and Kate had begun to doze, still holding his hand, when she heard a familiar voice.

      ‘Another fine mess you got me into!’ Woody slurred, trying to smile.

      Kate was awake in an instant and almost crying with relief. ‘You shouldn’t get involved!’ she said, wagging a finger.

      ‘Last time I do!’ he muttered groggily, then his eyelids drooped and he was asleep again, this time quietly, and his breathing was soft.

      She dozed off and on all night. She went to the toilet a couple of times and got herself a coffee. There was a policeman outside the door, and she paused to chat briefly with him each time. ‘The boss’ll be here first thing,’ he’d said when she asked him what was happening.

      The staff came in and went out, bells rang, machines beeped, doors banged. Why were hospitals so noisy in the middle of the night? In the morning Woody was still comatose but breathing regularly and quietly, and Kate decided it was safe to pop home for a few hours to shower, to make some phone calls and ensure that Barney was being looked after.

      As she walked down the corridor, she almost collided with Donna.

      ‘Kate!’ she cried. They hugged, then Donna asked, ‘How is he?’

      ‘It looks as if he’s going to be OK,’ Kate said. ‘I’m sorry I contacted you in such a panic, but I honestly didn’t know if he was going to make it.’

      ‘I phoned,’ Donna said, ‘and they told me that he was stable, that his partner was with him and that I should come in in the morning. So I’m here!’

      ‘You go in now, Donna, while I nip home and try to make myself look human!’

      ‘You look fine!’ said the ever-diplomatic Donna. ‘Thanks for being here for him.’

      Kate smiled weakly. ‘I’ll see you later.’

      

      It appeared that Angie had moved in again overnight and was just getting up as Kate entered. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ she asked Kate, by way of a greeting.

      Kate told her.

      ‘Oh God, Kate, is he going to be all right?’

      ‘They say he’s out of danger now, which is why I’ve come back to ring the surgery and have a shower. And Donna’s come down and is with him now. There was some concern as to whether he might be brain-damaged or not but, from the couple of words he’s uttered so far, I’d say he’s OK.’ Kate yawned and sighed. ‘It’s made me realise…’

      ‘Realise what?’ asked Angie.

      ‘That I don’t know what I’d do without him.’

      ‘Well, I keep telling you that you should snap him up! I mean, half the women in Tinworthy are lusting after him!’ Angie exclaimed.

      ‘Don’t talk nonsense!’

      ‘I’m not talking nonsense. People come into the bar, they have a few drinks, they tell me things!’

      Kate raised her eyebrows. ‘Like who?’

      ‘I’m not telling you! It’s private information, like the confessional and like your patients’ problems. Anyway, go and have your shower and do what you have to do, and I’ll look after Barney.’

      

      When Kate got back to the hospital a few hours later, Woody was still asleep and both Charlotte and Donna were sitting by the window staring out.

      ‘Charlotte! I see you’ve met Donna!’

      Charlotte smiled. ‘Yes, I have, and they think he’s going to be all right, Kate.’

      ‘Oh, I do hope so.’

      ‘Thank God we got to him when we did because he wouldn’t have lasted much longer. They wouldn’t let me in until about fifteen minutes ago, but I’m now allowed to question him – gently – when he wakes up.’

      As if on cue Woody stirred, blinked and looked around in confusion. Kate took his hand, leaned over and kissed him. ‘I’m here.’

      He’d opened his eyes fully now and was trying to sit up.

      ‘Easy, easy!’ Kate instructed as she helped him and rearranged his pillows.

      Woody rubbed his forehead. ‘God, my head’s sore.’ His speech was still slightly slurred. ‘Why is Donna here?’

      ‘Well, that’s a nice welcome, Dad!’ his daughter said, giving him a careful hug. ‘Here I am, full of filial concern, but I should have remembered you’re as tough as old boots!’

      ‘You were bashed on the head before you were injected with a hefty dose of pure heroin,’ Charlotte informed him.

      Kate looked from one to the other. ‘Why would Melissa do that—?’

      ‘It wasn’t Melissa,’ Woody muttered. ‘It was Dennis.’

      ‘Dennis?’

      ‘Yes, Dennis,’ Charlotte confirmed. ‘Dennis Bowen has made a full confession. Melissa was in Exeter, buying a wedding dress or something. Apparently, she’s definitely getting married this time to this Basil character. Anyway, she knew nothing whatsoever about any of it until she got home. Penelope wrote the letters, of course. She was the brains, and the boss. Dennis did as he was told. As her brilliant idea to get Joe to dump Melissa didn’t work, she didn’t know what else to do but, it seems, she went on, and on, and on at Dennis about it.’

      Kate shook her head. ‘So she persuaded Dennis to do the deed?’

      ‘No,’ Charlotte replied, ‘he took it on himself to do the deed. She honestly did not know. She’s in a state of complete shock at the moment.’

      ‘I can’t believe she didn’t know,’ Kate said.

      ‘She didn’t, not until now,’ Charlotte said. ‘It’s quite sad; he told me he only wanted to please her, to win her back again from Peter Edwards. He thought it would make her happy.’

      ‘It didn’t work, did it?’ Kate asked sadly.

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘Peter Edwards is in trouble too. Woody discovered that he gave Penelope no end of information about who was doing what, who was due in court, et cetera. Her so-called counselling sessions helped too. She’d counselled the vicar’s wife, who was very concerned about Jane and her friend, and couldn’t discuss it with her husband, the vicar, because he was so homophobic. And Dot had rifled through Richard Bennett’s papers when she was doing his cleaning, and she’d seen some correspondence from Sheffield about his lack of monetary support for his wife and family – a fact which Dot eagerly recounted to Penelope. So Penelope had all the information she needed for her letters.’

      ‘But Dot…?’ Woody looked confused.

      ‘Yes, Dot found out what was going on. She found the diamorphine in Dennis’s study, along with a letter he was composing to Penelope, asking her forgiveness for what he’d done, but that he’d done it for her. It was locked in a drawer, but Dot liked snooping around and was suspicious when this drawer was always locked. On this occasion he’d forgotten to lock it. She was horrified, told him what she’d found and threatened to tell the police,’ Charlotte said, ‘but she didn’t get a chance, did she?’

      ‘The poor woman sealed her own fate,’ Woody said sadly.

      ‘She did. Dennis has confessed that he panicked, and went round there with his electric flex, his little feet encased in size-six Wayfarers.’

      ‘We never did check Dennis’s feet,’ Kate said. ‘We never even thought of him. So they were either his boots I saw, or he’d borrowed Melissa’s, as they both had the same size feet.’ She turned to Woody. ‘Why were you going to the church with Dennis anyway?’

      ‘He collared me when I was leaving Penelope’s.’ Woody rubbed his head again. ‘Said he had something interesting to tell me but he didn’t want Penelope to hear. Something he wanted to show me at the church.’

      ‘What was that?’ Kate asked.

      ‘It was just a ploy to get me away from the house,’ Woody said.

      The nurse came in and looked at them all in turn. ‘I hope you’re not exhausting Mr Forrest,’ she said sternly.

      ‘No, we’re being very gentle,’ Charlotte assured her with a grin.

      After the nurse tut-tutted a bit and then went out, Woody said, ‘I was bashed on the head, but it didn’t knock me out, and then I felt this sharp prick in my right arm and couldn’t think what it was. It was like I was drunk, and I can only remember staggering a few yards.’

      ‘Dennis Bowen had the entire pharmacy at his disposal,’ Charlotte said. ‘His only mistake – fortunately for you – was not injecting quite enough.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I have to ask you this, Woody, as part of my job: were you taking any recreational drugs, heroin in particular?’

      ‘Of course not!’

      ‘Dennis did eventually admit to injecting diamorphine but, like I said, I have to ask,’ Charlotte said.

      ‘How did you find him?’ Kate asked.

      ‘We followed the footprints obviously. He hadn’t gone home; he’d gone to The Tinners’, and there he was, large as life, downing a pint, when we arrived. Still wearing the boots! Obviously not the sharpest knife in the drawer!’

      ‘Where is he now?’ Kate asked.

      ‘He admitted everything and now he’s in custody. I think he was almost relieved to be caught,’ Charlotte replied. ‘He was a weak little man desperate to please his demanding wife, but nobody comes out of this smelling of roses.’

      Kate was holding the glass for Woody to sip some water.

      ‘What happens to Penelope?’ she asked.

      ‘Well, nothing. Yes, she wrote the wedding letters, but that in itself is no crime. Everything she wrote was true, and she wasn’t trying to blackmail anyone or anything. We have to take her word for it that she had no idea what Dennis was up to. And it was Dennis, apparently, who sent Kate the threatening note, using Penelope’s font. I don’t know if that was intentional or not.’

      Kate was shocked to the core. Dennis! Well, at least another case had been solved, aided in no small way by herself. She was OK, Woody was recovering, but how long could their luck last?

      Charlotte had recorded the conversation so far, and she asked a few more questions before packing everything away. ‘You’re going to be here for a day or two yet,’ she said to Woody as she prepared to leave.

      He groaned.

      ‘You do as they tell you!’ Kate said to him, ‘and then you come home with me, because you’re going to need looking after for quite some time. I think I can persuade them to let you come home tomorrow, being as I’m a nurse.’

      Woody rolled his eyes. ‘Are you taking me captive?’

      ‘I am,’ Kate replied. ‘You are going to need several weeks to recover from this.’

      ‘Well, I’d better hotfoot it back to London then,’ Donna said, ‘and leave Dad in your capable hands, but I promise to be back, with Hugo, before too long to get married in that dear little church!’
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      If you were going to get married in a quaint old Cornish church on a glorious spring day, you couldn’t do better than this, Kate reckoned, looking around the interior of St Piran’s – again. The sun was shining through the stained-glass windows on to the sweet-pea-coloured outfits of most of the female wedding guests, illuminating them in a heavenly luminescence. As always, old Edith Bellamy was thundering away at the organ, wrestling with ‘Ave Maria’ and missing the odd note, as was her wont.

      The dark oak pews were not decorated on this occasion, but there was a stunning arrangement of spring flowers at the altar, courtesy of the local florists. And there was not one single dignitary sitting anywhere.

      Kate smoothed the skirt of her emerald-green dress. She was wearing the navy-blue high-heeled court shoes too, for one last time, because she’d never been able to give them away. She’d kick them off whenever she got her feet under the table at The Atlantic Hotel, and later she’d take them to the charity shop. But, for today, they matched her navy-blue clutch bag and the navy-and-green feathery fascinator she’d found in John Lewis.

      This groom looked debonair and dishy, and there were certainly no flies on him! Kate fervently hoped there would be no similarities to that wedding that never was.

      The Reverend Roger Starling now appeared. He stood in front of the small congregation and signalled to Edith to stop playing.

      ‘We are gathered here today,’ he droned, ‘to bless the marriage of two of our most eminent and popular citizens.’

      The organ then gave a little delayed belch, at which the vicar looked, with irritation, in Edith’s direction, before proceeding.

      ‘We are here to bless the union of Katherine Elizabeth Palmer and Abraham Lincoln Forrest…’

      There was the anticipated muffling of sniggers and giggles. Kate smiled to herself, aware that Woody was grinding his teeth over the public announcement of his true name.

      Kate was finally marrying the man she loved. She’d so nearly lost him! At this moment she vowed she’d never let him out of her sight again!

      Then he took her hand, kissed her tenderly on the cheek, and they walked forward to have their marriage blessed on this beautiful May afternoon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        If A Body at the Altar had you gripped, then please sign up to Dee MacDonald’s mailing list to find out when you can read the next book in the Kate Palmer series.

      

        

      
        Sign up here!
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            Hear More from Dee

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you can’t wait to read more by Dee MacDonald, you can sign up here to be the first to know about her new releases. We promise never to share your email address, and we’ll only contact you when there’s a new book out.
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            A Letter from Dee

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      

      I want to say a huge thank you for choosing to read A Body at the Altar. If you did enjoy it, and want to keep up to date with all my latest releases, just sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      
        
        Sign up here!

      

      

      

      I hope you loved A Body at the Altar and if you did I would be very grateful if you could write a review. I’d love to hear what you think, and it makes such a difference helping new readers to discover one of my books for the first time.

      I love hearing from my readers – you can get in touch on my Facebook page or through Twitter.

      

      Thanks,

      

      Dee x

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter
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A Kate Palmer Novel Book 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        Kate Palmer is more than ready for the quiet life in Lower Tinworthy, Cornwall. But within weeks of her arrival, a woman is found dead in the village hall, stabbed to death with her own kitchen knife…

      

        

      
        The victim is Fenella Barker Jones: chairwoman of the Women’s Institute, doyenne of the amateur dramatic society, and reigning champion of the WI cake-baking contest. But whilst she may have been at the centre of village life, there were plenty who had reason to dislike her – as Kate is about to find out.

      

        

      
        As a practice nurse and one of the first on the scene, Kate can’t help but get drawn into the investigation. Her patients are only too eager to tell her about the victim’s extra-curricular activities and, the more Kate hears about Fenella, the more the list of suspects grows: it seems half the village wanted her dead.

      

        

      
        Kate’s sister Angie tells her to leave it alone, but Kate can’t resist piecing together the clues. Especially not if brings her closer to the handsome Detective Inspector ‘Woody’ Forrest, who is near to retiring himself and determined to crack his last case.

      

        

      
        But when someone breaks into Kate’s home and leaves a warning note on her pillow, it becomes clear the murderer is prepared to do anything to keep their identity hidden... Will Kate and Woody work out who’s responsible, before she becomes the next victim?

      

        

      
        If you love murder mysteries by Agatha Christie, Faith Martin or Joy Ellis, then this page-turning novel will have you reading late into the night!

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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A Kate Palmer Novel Book 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        Nurse Kate Palmer is ready for some peace and quiet in her little Cornish village, but there’s soon to be a murder on her doorstep…

      

        

      
        When Kate Palmer is asked to do some nursing at the luxury retirement flats in Seaview Grange, an old Victorian building with beautiful views of the coast, the request comes just at the right time. Because her new home, Lavender Cottage, is in need of substantial repairs and her sister Angie’s fondness for gin does rather stretch the purse-strings. All is going well until Edina Martinelli, a glamorous ex-opera singer, is found poisoned in her home.

      

        

      
        Edina’s death is ruled an overdose by Digoxin, the same medication she had been on for years. But Kate is sure the flamboyant woman she met was not suicidal, and with the reputation of her practice on the line, she decides to do some digging. Luckily, she’s got the newly retired Detective Inspector Woody Forrest to help her…

      

        

      
        It’s not long before Kate discovers evidence of foul play, and there’s no shortage of suspects. Was it the besotted vicar? The ill-tempered stepson? Or perhaps Edina’s neighbour finally had enough of her constant warbling?

      

        

      
        It seems everyone had a motive, but who amongst them had the stomach for murder? And will they kill again?

      

        

      
        If you love murder mysteries by Agatha Christie, Faith Martin or Joy Ellis, then this page-turning novel will have you reading late into the night!

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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A Kate Palmer Novel Book 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        Meet Kate Palmer! A semi-retired nurse with a sweet tooth for cake and a talent for solving crimes.

      

        

      
        Kate Palmer is most disappointed when renovations at her sister Angie’s new tea rooms are derailed after a body is discovered in the cellar. She was looking forward to clotted cream teas with a seaside view. Instead she has another murder mystery to solve…

      

        

      
        If the village gossip is to be believed, the unfortunate man was connected to the wealthy Hedgefield family. Kate is reluctant to get caught up in the investigation but a curious card in the victim’s jacket pocket sparks her interest. Not to mention the ridiculous rumour Angie is somehow involved! Keen to clear her sister’s name so she can finally eat cake in the charming tea rooms, Kate teams up with handsome retired Detective ‘Woody’ Forrest to untangle the baffling case.

      

        

      
        After quizzing the locals over copious cups of tea, Kate begins to realise the Hedgefields, who live in a grand mansion and own half the village, are not as perfect as they make out. They’re hiding a long-buried family secret and plenty of people have a grudge against them, including a number of their ex-employees.

      

        

      
        But who could have murdered a member of Lower Tinworthy’s most enviable family? Was it the old gardener? The seemingly sweet cook? Or the bitter maid?

      

        

      
        Just as she inches closer to the truth, Angie goes missing. Does amateur sleuth Kate have what it takes to get to the bottom of this extraordinary puzzle and save her sister at the same time?

      

        

      
        If you love murder mysteries with a brilliant cast of characters, twisty plots and plenty of cake, A Body at the Tea Rooms will have you hooked until the very last page! Perfect for fans of Agatha Christie, Faith Martin and Joy Ellis.

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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            The Golden Oldies Guesthouse

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        ‘I ended up reading until the wee small hours of the morning… Certainly took me on an emotional rollercoaster ride with all the ups and downs, the happiness and sadness, the laughs and the sobs.’ Ginger Book Geek

      

        

      
        Tess and Simon Sparrow may have a few more grey hairs than they used to, but that doesn’t stop them being swept up in a whirlwind romance and starting over. Swapping their city lives for an escape to the Cornish countryside, they fall in love with a crumbling hotel and impulsively buy it to renovate as their forever home. But soon the newlyweds have had their first fight (and their second and third…) and building costs are spiralling out of control. Their families think they’re mad and Tess is starting to agree – she just wants to escape back to civilisation.

      

        

      
        Doing up the glorious, wisteria-clad property was meant to be a delightful retirement project. But the electrics are faulty, there’s no central heating, and the kitchen ceiling’s fallen in: the dream has become reality and things only get more chaotic when the first guests arrive…

      

        

      
        Mysterious Celia, hapless romantic Dominic and tarnished, lovelorn actress Titania are all looking for a fresh start. Everyone in this eclectic group has their own reasons for being in Cornwall, but the summer is full of secrets and surprises. As plans go awry and truths are revealed, Tess and Simon realise that they’ve taken on a bigger challenge than they intended to: can their happily-ever-after survive the chaos or will this end up being the biggest mistake of their lives?

      

        

      
        From the bestselling author of The Runaway Wife and The Silver Ladies of Penny Lane, this is a completely uplifting page-turner about embracing new friendships, finding love and making each day count. Perfect for fans of The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel and The Single Ladies of Jacaranda Retirement Village.

      

      

      
        
        Get it here!
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            The Silver Ladies of Penny Lane

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        ‘Dee MacDonald’s books are so heart-warming. They make you laugh-out-loud one minute, and then have you crying the next… they’re really emotional and tug at the heart strings but are fun, life-affirming reads!’ Stardust Book Reviews

      

        

      
        Tess and Orla have been best friends throughout most of their adult lives. So when life gave them lemons and their loved ones let them down, they pooled their resources and bought a dressmakers shop on the corner of Penny Lane. And they’ve been doing just fine ever since.

      

        

      
        But one day, while studying her tired eyes and shapeless figure in the mirror, sixty-two-year-old Tess realised that she doesn’t want her life to be just fine anymore. She wants it to be extraordinary. For as long as she can remember she’s put everyone else first. Now she wants to rediscover herself – and experience the kind of whirlwind adventure that will have the power make her smile when she’s confined to the armchair of a retirement home.

      

        

      
        With the encouragement of fun-loving and quirky Orla, Tess joins an over-the-hill dating agency and the two friends book a singles cruise around the Mediterranean. And that’s when their adventure of a lifetime really begins…

      

        

      
        A totally uplifting, heart-warming, hilarious page turner about embracing the moment, learning to love again and the joy of second chances. Perfect for fans of The Kicking the Bucket List and The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry.

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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            The Getaway Girls

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        One morning, Connie McColl wakes up and decides to swap her ordinary life, for an extraordinary adventure…

      

        

      
        Connie McColl is finally free to make her own decisions for the first time in decades. And when she meets glamorous Gill and downtrodden Maggie, at a rather dull flower arranging class, it seems that she’s not the only one dreaming of adventure. The three very different women all agree it’s about time they had a holiday to remember.

      

        

      
        So they make a pact for this summer to be their best yet - and drive off into the sunset together…

      

        

      
        As they meander their way along the beautiful beaches of France and onto the glorious delights of Italy in their luxury campervan, the new friends have plenty of fun and frolics in the sunshine. But the vacation isn’t quite what they expected…

      

        

      
        Gill will do anything to have one last holiday romance, Connie has a surprise inheritance awaiting her in Italy, and Maggie has a secret that is going to catch up with them all… 

      

        

      
        In the end, all three women discover that the journey they thought would be their last really is just the beginning…

      

        

      
        From the bestselling author of The Runaway Wife, The Getaway Girls is a laugh-out-loud, life-affirming journey of friendship, romance and living life to the full. If you loved The Kicking the Bucket List and The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry this book is for you.

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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            The Runaway Wife

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        ‘OMG!… It made me howl with laughter and it made me sob my heart out… I absolutely adored every single step… had my jaw dropping!!… one of my favourite books of the year.’ My Chestnut Reading Tree, 5 stars

      

        

      
        One evening in early August, while mashing the potatoes for dinner, Connie McColl decides she’s had enough…

      

        

      
        Connie is tired of solving one family crisis after another – usually involving her unruly grandchildren – while her husband Roger spends all day at his beloved golf course. Surely it must be time for her to shake off her apron and start living again?

      

        

      
        So Connie packs a bag, gets in her little green car and drives off…

      

        

      
        As Connie journeys from England to Scotland on an unexpected adventure, she finally begins to rediscover herself. And she starts to wonder, will she ever be ready to return home? Or will this summer change her life forever?

      

        

      
        The Runaway Wife is an inspiring and joyously uplifting novel about being true to yourself. If you loved The Kicking the Bucket List and The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry this book is for you.

      

        

      
        Get it here!
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        We – both author and publisher – hope you enjoyed this book. We believe that you can become a reader at any time in your life, but we’d love your help to give the next generation a head start.

      

        

      
        Did you know that 9% of children don’t have a book of their own in their home, rising to 13% in disadvantaged families*? We’d like to try to change that by asking you to consider the role you could play in helping to build readers of the future.

      

        

      
        We’d love you to get involved by sharing, borrowing, reading, buying or talking about a book with a child in your life and spreading the love of reading. We want to make sure the next generation continues to have access to books, wherever they come from.

      

        

      
        Click HERE for a list of brilliant books to share with a child – as voted by Goodreads readers.

      

        

      
        Thank you.

      

        

      
        *As reported by the National Literacy Trust
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