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      The campsite on Malvern Farm had been busy since Easter and Jude Gray had started to feel as though she spent more time washing sheets and cleaning out the showers than she did tending to her animals and crops.

      ‘Grab me some paper towels while you’re in there, would you?’ she called across the freshly mopped floor of the loo block.

      Having Kerry there to help out at weekends was proving to be a real treat and not just because she was an extra pair of hands. She was also great fun to be around and made the chores go faster.

      ‘Catch!’ Kerry threw a packet of towels at Jude using an overarm technique that any cricketer would be proud of.

      Jude wasn’t quite ready for it but managed to drop the cloth she’d been using and catch the packet before it hit the floor.

      ‘Nice save.’ Kerry spoke with soft western counties vowels. She grinned and went back to rifling in the cupboard for sawdust to fill the boxes by the compost loos.

      Kerry had first stumbled onto Malvern Farm a couple of years earlier when she was down on her luck and looking for a place to stay. She’d squatted in the campsite, in the smallest of the heavy canvas tents, for a few nights and, when Jude had discovered the young trespasser, she’d felt sorry for her and wanted to help.

      Despite her challenging upbringing, Kerry had been determined to carve out something better for herself. She’d worked hard to re-sit her GCSEs and enrolled at college to study for her BTEC in childcare, which she did part-time alongside her job as a classroom assistant at a school in Great Malvern. She was now nearing the end of the course and Jude was incredibly proud of her.

      ‘How’s the lovely George?’ Jude asked as she undid the catch on the towel dispenser.

      ‘He is lovely, isn’t he?’ The adoration in Kerry’s voice gave away the fact she was almost certainly swooning into the sack of sawdust. ‘We’ve been together almost six months now, can you believe it? And to think I almost didn’t go to that New Year’s Eve party where we met.’

      ‘Good thing you did.’ Jude filled the towel dispenser and clicked the catch back into place.

      Kerry was lugging the sack of sawdust into the first of the loo cubicles and stopped to turn around and face her friend. ‘It were fate.’

      ‘How are the plans going for the first retreat?’

      ‘He’s worked so hard to get things ready.’ Kerry’s eyes shone as she talked about the project that George had been busy with at the big house he’d inherited from his grandmother. ‘Honestly, he’s thought of everything. There’s gonna be all kinds of talks and workshops about the ley lines of the hills and their earth magic. He’s even got Inigo Sage coming.’

      ‘Who?’ Jude picked up her cloth and gave the basins a spritz of cleaning spray.

      ‘You should look him up. He’s quite a famous spiritualist and he’s got loads of followers. We saw a big rise in ticket sales when we announced he were coming.’

      ‘Well done George then,’ Jude said. ‘How did he manage to get someone like that involved?’

      ‘Inigo used to be a teacher at George’s old school, and he was impressed with what he saw about the retreat on Instagram so got in touch and said he’d like to be involved.’

      ‘Sounds like it’s all coming together nicely but if there’s anything I can help with, do let me know.’

      ‘You’re so good to us.’ Kerry disappeared into the cubicle and Jude felt a glow akin to maternal pride.

      Kerry was in her early twenties and had taken hold of her own future with both hands. All Jude had done was let her use the tent and her farm as a bolthole to give her the space and freedom to achieve it.

      ‘I’ve finished in here,’ Jude called. ‘I’m taking the mop into the shower block.’

      ‘Righto. I’ll come and give you a hand once I’m done with these bog-holes.’

      Jude tucked the cleaning spray, cloth and a fresh packet of towels under her arms then picked up the mop with one hand and bucket with the other. As she stepped out of the loo block, she felt a tickle at the end of her nose and, not wanting to waste time stopping to put down her mop, she tried to itch it on her shoulder. This simple movement caused a chain of events that ended up with her dropping the towels into the bucket of mucky water which spilled out over the edge onto her flip-flopped feet. The spray bottle then fell heavily onto her big toe and she cursed loudly. Abandoning everything on the grass, she lifted her foot to rub at the sore spot, cursing again as she looked at the ruined towels bobbing in the brown water.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Jude looked up at the familiar voice calling to her and saw Marco Ricci hurrying through the gate at the top of the camping field. He had Jude’s two collies, Pip and Alfie, with him and they bombed across the grass to meet her as soon as they spotted her.

      At the sight of them, Jude was suddenly a lot less concerned about wasted paper towels and a soggy, injured toe. She bent to ruffle the ears of the dogs and then straightened up to kiss her boyfriend, wrapping her arms around him to bring him in a little closer. Although they’d only been a couple for six months, they’d been in love for much longer. It had been a long time coming but Jude knew that they were better off for it. She had needed time to get over the guilt she’d felt for loving again after her husband had died. She’d also needed to find a way of giving herself permission to put her happiness before her duties on the farm and to the people she shared it with – her little sister, Lucy, and gorgeous but exhausting nephew, Sebbie.

      ‘I love your new perfume,’ Marco whispered into her ear. ‘What is that, a little hint of lemon, a touch of mint perhaps, definitely undertones of bleach.’

      ‘It’s from Estée Loo-der,’ Jude whispered back. ‘Their new eau de toilet.’

      ‘Nice.’ He kissed her again before pulling away. ‘I had popped round to see if you were breaking for lunch any time soon?’

      At the mention of food, Jude felt her stomach rumble. Lunch was a very tempting thought but not until all the work on the campsite had been done.

      ‘All right, Marco?’ Kerry had finished her jobs and was coming out of the loo block. ‘You taking a break from your painting to lend a hand, are you?’

      There had been much excitement at the beginning of the year when Marco’s paintings had been spotted by a scout who’d arranged for him to exhibit a new collection at the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham. It was to be centred around a collection of works showcasing the agricultural and industrial sides of the Midlands and Marco was naturally spending a lot of time working on it.

      ‘I decided I needed a little break and was actually coming to see if I could persuade Jude to take one too, but it looks as though there are things that need her more than I do right now.’ He indicated the drowned paper towels.

      ‘I think they’re past saving, sadly,’ said Jude. ‘But you could grab me another pack from the cupboard if you like.’

      ‘On it.’

      While Marco went to fetch more towels, Jude and Kerry let themselves into the old horse box that had been converted into the shower block. Before long, they had the place mopped, scrubbed and ready for the next wave of campers.

      With all the tents and the two shepherd’s huts already cleaned out, their work was done.

      Jude and Marco threw the laundry bags of dirty sheets and towels into the back of her old County 110 Land Rover and Kerry returned the cleaning kit to the cupboard.

      ‘Come on, dogs.’ Jude gave one sharp whistle and the dogs jumped in next to the laundry bags. ‘Lunchtime, I think.’

      ‘Come and join us?’ Marco asked Kerry.

      ‘Oh no, you’re okay, thanks. Never fancied being a third wheel at anybody’s picnic, ’specially not you loved-up pair. I’ll stop here and eat my sandwiches at the picnic table.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ said Marco. ‘Lucy, Noah and Sebbie are all up at the house and there’s loads of food to go around.’

      ‘You sure?’ Kerry had a natural tendency to be suspicious. A hangup from her past that she’d held on to.

      ‘Completely sure,’ said Marco.

      ‘Come on,’ said Jude. ‘Seems daft to me you sitting down here on your own when we’re all up there.’

      ‘All right then.’ Kerry was already opening the back door of the car.

      It was a short drive out of the camping field and around the pond at the top of the driveway to the yard where Jude pulled up. She opened the back door to let the dogs out but left the bags of laundry to deal with later.

      ‘I feel revolting,’ she said. It was always the same after cleaning the camp loos. An hour with the mops was worse than five clearing out the sheep sheds. ‘I’m going inside for a quick wash and a fresh top.’

      ‘The others are out at the back,’ said Marco. ‘See you there when you’re ready.’

      He took the two dogs with him as he walked around the side of the black and white farmhouse, leaving Jude and Kerry to go in and wash the morning’s toil off their hands.

      ‘I’m going up to grab a clean T-shirt,’ said Jude. ‘Head on out and I’ll meet you there.’

      Jude ran up the rickety wooden stairs and crossed the landing to her bedroom. She’d pulled the duvet over the bed before she’d got up that morning, but it looked as though Sebbie had been using it to spread out and read his book again. There was a telltale indent in the middle and his copy of The Boy Who Grew Dragons by Andy Shepherd was on her pillow. She picked it up and looked at the well-thumbed pages. He was a slow reader, but he loved the process and was as happy curled up with a book, leafing through the pages and piecing the story together, as he was helping her or Noah out in the fields.

      Sebbie had grown up on Malvern Farm. He and Lucy had moved in when he was a toddler and Lucy needed a place to stay. It was supposed to be a temporary arrangement but that had been more than four years ago and since then Lucy had fallen in love and married Jude’s shepherd and dearest friend, Noah.

      Living together under the same roof worked, most of the time at least. Everyone mucked in and Jude loved the noise and life that had been missing when Adam died. Back then, she’d been lost and had almost given up the farm. He had been the farmer, after all, not her. If it hadn’t been for Noah, then she almost certainly wouldn’t have stayed the course. His belief in her had fuelled her own tenacity and for that she would always be grateful.

      Things had changed enormously since then. She was happy with Marco and she had her little family around her. But it was all about to change again as Lucy and Noah planned to move out.

      They’d only be in the cottage on the other side of the camping field, a ten-minute walk away if that. It was perfect really. The current owners, Mike and Val, were moving back into town and Noah’s dad had enough put aside to pay the deposit. Everything was slotting into place just as it should now that they were married and wanted their own space. But the house would feel empty without them leaving their things, their noise, their happy clutter around the place.

      Jude went over to her bedroom window and looked out on the garden below. Sebbie was playing tug of war with Alfie, with a ball attached to a piece of rope, while Pip lay in the shade with Noah’s two dogs. Lucy, Noah, Marco and Kerry were smiling and chatting as they sat around a table spread with more food than any of them would be able to finish.

      A bubble of pure contentment swelled inside Jude. Things were about to change but they’d changed many times before and just look what she had to show for it. This wasn’t a time to feel melancholy for the past. It was a time for embracing the exciting possibilities of the future.
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      The June sunshine was like a tonic and Jude sat back in her garden chair and closed her eyes. Her stomach was full of home-baked bread, thick-cut ham, Worcestershire Hop cheese and Noah’s own pickle.

      ‘Any more news on the move?’ Marco asked. ‘It can’t be long now.’

      Jude opened her eyes in time to see the look of happiness that passed between Lucy and Noah.

      ‘We’ve got a tentative date set for the middle of July,’ said Lucy. ‘But we’ve still got some hurdles to jump first as the mortgage company wanted an extra survey done.’

      ‘That’ll go by so quickly.’ As he spoke, Marco reached for Jude’s hand under the table and gave it a squeeze. He was the only one who understood how hard it was going to be for Jude to pack them up and send them off. As far as everyone else who knew them was concerned, it was a winning solution all around. Lucy and Noah had a lovely new house, Jude got a bit of peace and yet they were all just a sparrow’s spit from each other.

      Only Marco knew that she was dreading that bit of peace.

      ‘I can’t imagine my dad ever giving me enough money to buy a house,’ said Kerry wistfully. ‘Even if he had it, he’d rather spend it on beer or motorbike parts.’

      ‘We are very lucky,’ said Lucy. ‘Frank has been incredibly generous.’

      Frank had been the shepherd at Malvern Farm for years before he took on his own tenancy at a farm a little further along the line of the Malvern Hills. When he had to give it up because it was too much to handle, Jude invited him to come back and live in the old shepherd’s cottage at the top of the drive. He lived there rent free and she paid him a wage, so she wasn’t at all surprised that he had decided to help his son and new family out when the right opportunity came up.

      ‘Enough about us though,’ said Lucy with a mischievous glint in her eye. ‘Tell us all about George. You seem to be spending more and more time over this side of the hills, Kerry. It wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that the house he inherited happens to be just up the lane here?’

      Kerry swallowed the strawberry she’d been eating and looked at Lucy in earnest.

      ‘I do like him,’ she said. ‘I mean, I like him a lot and it’s not because of the house. I’d like him just as much if he lived in a shed on my grandad’s allotment.’

      ‘Oh, Kerry, I didn’t mean that.’ Lucy looked stricken. ‘It’s been clear to all of us for months now that you two are perfect for each other.’

      Kerry visibly relaxed and she allowed a smile to creep across her face. ‘Is that what you think? That we’re perfect for each other?’

      Jude pulled her cap down a little further over her eyes to protect them from the height of the June sun. ‘He obviously makes you happy, and I can honestly say he seems totally smitten with you too.’

      Kerry picked up another strawberry and dipped it into the jug of cream. ‘He asked me to move in with him,’ she said before popping the strawberry into her mouth.

      Jude clapped her hands together in delight at this huge piece of news – cast so nonchalantly as though George had asked Kerry to go to the cinema with her, not tie their lives together in cohabitation.

      ‘What?’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve been working with you all morning – how is this the first time you think to mention something so enormous and exciting?’

      Kerry shrugged. ‘I haven’t said yes yet.’

      ‘Are you going to?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘I might. I’m going to leave it ’til after the big midsummer retreat next weekend and then give him my answer.’

      ‘That’s very wise,’ said Noah. ‘Take your time making your decision.’

      ‘Don’t say nuffink, will you?’ Kerry tugged nervously at the blonde topknot piled on the crown of her head. ‘Specially not to Jamie if you see him. I ent told my family yet and I’m gonna wait until I know the answer myself before I open that messy can of worms.’

      Jamie was Kerry’s brother, not long released from prison. Kerry idolised him and was adamant he’d only been sent down because he’d had a run of bad luck.

      Jude liked Jamie and approved of the way he supported and encouraged Kerry, but she had noticed a brittle edge to him and that concerned her. He was trying hard to fit back into life and was not too proud to take whatever work he was offered, but Jude sensed he was tightly coiled inside. She just hoped this would ease in time – before it erupted, as she felt it had the capacity to do.

      ‘He’ll be glad for you, won’t he?’ Jude asked.

      ‘I dunno.’ Kerry scrunched her mouth up in thought. ‘Jamie loves me, I know he does. He’s happy for me and all, but me and George are just going out at the moment. If I move in with him then I’ll be leaving Jamie at home with Mum and Dad on his own. He don’t get on so well with Dad, them not being blood. It’s okay when I’m there to keep the peace though.’

      Jude turned her seat so she was facing Kerry directly.

      ‘I’ve watched you make something good of your life. You looked at what you wanted to do and worked out how to get there. It hasn’t been easy, but you pushed on – and all the time you were still watching out for your brother. You never missed a visit when he was in prison, you wrote to him all the time, you stuck up for him and then you helped him move on with life once he was released.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Kerry looked confused. ‘Course I did, he’s my brother, ent he? You’d do it for Lucy, I know you would. And she’d do it for you.’

      Jude rested her hand on Kerry’s tense arm.

      ‘You’re right, I would. But in return, Lucy would want me to do whatever I needed to be happy. She wouldn’t resent me if I chose something for myself and I wouldn’t resent her for moving on with her life.’ Jude swallowed back a tiny lump of something emotional that she didn’t want to examine at that moment. ‘All I’m saying is that you are not responsible for Jamie’s happiness. You’ve done so much for him and he knows that. If you decide that moving in with George is what you want, then you should go for it.’

      Kerry didn’t seem completely convinced by Jude’s speech and Jude knew that she’d said enough. It was up to Kerry to work out what she needed to do now.

      ‘How are all the plans going for the big shindig?’ Noah asked, sensing the need for a change of tack.

      ‘They’ve got Inigo Sage coming,’ said Jude. ‘He’s a big deal, apparently.’

      ‘Isn’t that the guy who thinks he’s some sort of spirit god and he’s full of theories about aliens coming to take over the world?’ asked Lucy.

      ‘I don’t rightly know what he believes.’ Kerry scowled. ‘But I do know he’s got a pretty big following and that has been good for ticket sales.’

      ‘That’s great then,’ said Noah.

      ‘There’s loads more than just him though.’ Kerry was still a little on the defensive line. ‘George has organised a minibus to take everyone over to see Whiteleaved Oak and they’re going to have a ceremony thing of sorts at the spot where the big tree used to be. That’ll be on the Monday but school has inset day so I can stop and help him.’

      ‘I thought it was just a one-night thing,’ said Marco.

      ‘Oh, no. Those staying for the whole thing arrive on Friday but Saturday is the big one, up early for the solstice sunrise and then there’s a full day planned. Sunday is a self-care day with yoga and meditation, that sort of thing. Then Monday is the trip to Whiteleaved Oak before they all bugger off on the Tuesday.’

      ‘Blimey,’ said Jude. ‘Good for George. I hope it goes really well.’

      Kerry shone with pride and Jude hoped for her sake that this relationship was going to keep her happy for a long time to come. She’d had a run of bad luck and deserved someone who worked hard and looked after her.

      Sebbie ran up to the table with the two dogs eagerly watching him for signs of the next part of their game. His strawberry-blond hair was slick with sweat and his cheeks were pink. ‘Aunty Judy, can we get the paddling pool out, please?’

      Jude was tired and enjoying the rest. The last thing she wanted to do was stand up and start another task, but she found that this particular six-year-old boy had a way of making her crumble inside. He’d asked so nicely and his face was so full of hopeful expectation that she didn’t have the heart to turn him down.

      ‘Go on then,’ she sighed. ‘You uncurl the hosepipe and I’ll fetch the pool from the shed.’

      She stood up but Noah was a heartbeat ahead of her. ‘I’ll do it. Sebbie, go and fetch yourself a towel and you’d better get your proper swimming trunks as we’ve got guests.’

      Sebbie ran into the house at speed as though if he wasn’t back within the minute, in requisite paddling attire, the deal might be off.

      ‘Thanks, love,’ said Lucy as Noah walked off to find the paddling pool.

      ‘He’s so good with Sebbie,’ said Kerry. ‘I think George would be good with kids too, don’t you reckon?’

      Jude narrowed her eyes as she looked at her friend for signs that this was a subtle way of dropping another huge piece of news. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’

      Kerry’s head tilted back as she let out a hearty guffaw. ‘Lord, no! I mean, of course I want kids one day and I do think George would be a really brilliant dad, but not for a good while yet.’

      Kerry’s phone rang then and she picked it up to look at the screen.

      ‘That’s him now,’ she said with a grin.

      ‘Ask him round if you like,’ said Jude. ‘It would be nice to get to know him better, this man who you think could be the perfect father for your children.’

      Kerry nudged her sharply in the side. ‘Stop it,’ she said although her big smile showed that she was delighted at the tease. ‘I think I’ll take it in private.’ She stood up and walked over to the sumac tree where the red cones of flowers were blooming.

      ‘I’d say that’s a girl very much in love,’ said Marco.

      ‘I’d say you’re absolutely right there,’ Jude agreed.

      Lucy rolled her eyes theatrically. ‘It’s just a shame you pair weren’t so quick to spot the signs in each other!’

      Marco squeezed Jude’s hand. ‘We got there in the end though.’

      Kerry came back then to join them at the table.

      ‘That was quick,’ said Jude.

      ‘He’s coming over.’ Kerry shot them all a look of warning. ‘And you’re not to mention the whole baby daddy thing, right?’

      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Jude smiled.
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      By the time George had walked from his grandmother’s old house on Croft Bank to the farm, Noah and Sebbie had set the paddling pool up in the shade of the sumac tree. It had only a few inches of water in it and a good layer of little pieces of cut grass and the odd dead fly, but Sebbie didn’t mind one bit.

      Alfie was desperate to jump in too but contented himself by chasing the arcs of spray that Sebbie was shooting out of an old washing-up liquid bottle.

      ‘Come and sit down,’ said Jude when George let himself in through the side gate. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

      ‘Thank you, just a glass of water, please. I’ve been flat out all day and I don’t think I’ve drunk nearly enough.’ He kissed Kerry before sitting down next to her.

      Marco took a clean tumbler from the middle of the table and filled it from the big plastic jug that still had some ice cubes bobbing around in it as well as a couple of sprigs of mint picked from the garden.

      ‘Help yourself to food. Sorry, it’s been out for a while now,’ said Lucy as she passed him a plate.

      George took a band from his wrist and tied his shoulder-length hair into a quick man bun.

      ‘Thanks. I skipped lunch so I’m actually pretty hungry.’ He accepted a thick slice of bread from Noah and reached for the jar of mayonnaise that was sitting in the shaded part of the table.

      ‘It sounds like it’s all go at Oakley Park,’ said Marco. ‘Kerry has been telling us about the retreat next weekend.’

      ‘It is.’ George spread the mayonnaise thickly on his bread. ‘It’ll be worth it though. I want the place to look its best so people might come back again or even book their own events.’

      ‘The main barn looks amazing,’ said Kerry. ‘You should come and have a nose around before everyone gets here. George has even grown a sapling from an acorn he picked up at Whiteleaved Oak. Obviously not from the actual tree because that died ages ago, way before it burnt down, but still pretty cool to have in the middle of the barn.’

      ‘What is Whiteleaved Oak?’ Lucy asked.

      Unlike Jude, who had lived in Malvern her entire life, Lucy had been brought up in Berkshire after Jude’s father had left his wife and firstborn to set up home with Lucy’s mother. This meant there were bigger gaps in her local knowledge than Jude’s.

      ‘There’s a tiny hamlet that sits at the point where the three counties of Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Gloucestershire meet called Whiteleaved Oak, named after a tree that once grew there,’ Jude explained. ‘People used to visit on spiritual pilgrimages and hang trinkets and charms from the branches, but it burnt down a few years ago after someone left candles burning at its roots.’

      ‘Numpties,’ Noah interjected.

      ‘Like I said, it was already dead when it burnt,’ Kerry continued. ‘My nan reckoned it wasn’t even the real one anyway. But I think the people coming are going to love seeing the sapling.’

      ‘It represents rebirth and new beginnings, like a phoenix,’ said George. ‘Did Kerry tell you Inigo Sage is going to be our guest speaker?’

      ‘She did but I’m afraid I still don’t know who that is,’ said Noah as he passed the plate of ham down to George.

      George set his knife down on the table and laid a thick slice of ham on top of his open sandwich. ‘Inigo’s amazing,’ he said. ‘He talks about spirituality and encourages people to think harder about the things we’re forced to believe because society tells us to.’

      ‘What sort of things?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Pretty much everything we hear on the news.’

      ‘He reckons the prime minister is a shape-shifter from another planet,’ Lucy said with a touch of mockery.

      Noah chuckled but Jude had a feeling Lucy hadn’t been joking.

      ‘Not really?’ he asked.

      ‘Some of his conspiracy theories are a bit way out for me,’ said George. ‘But the point is that he wants us all to question things for ourselves and not just accept what politicians and journalists tell us.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Noah’s forehead creased in disbelief. ‘This bloke actually believes there’s an alien living in Number 10?’

      Jude saw Lucy nudge Noah’s arm and he shrugged before picking up his glass of cider. ‘Well, I never! Now’t as strange as folk, I suppose. It would explain some of the prime minister’s daft policies at least.’

      ‘Have you got plenty of people coming?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Four of the five guest rooms are full.’ George picked up his sandwich and took a big bite, leaving a smear of mayonnaise on his top lip. ‘Would have been all five but someone had to pull out last minute. The day workshops are busy too.’

      ‘You’re making enough money to prove to Henry it’s worth it, aren’t you?’ said Kerry.

      George held the back of his hand against his full mouth and nodded, mute for a moment as he chewed his food.

      ‘Did I tell you George’s twin brother wants to sell Oakley Park? Their nan left it to both of them and Henry reckons they’re better off getting the money out of it now,’ Kerry said. ‘It’s been causing all sorts of rows between them.’

      George swallowed his sandwich and took a sip of water. ‘I just need a year or so to show him what we can do with the place and I’m sure I can change his mind. It could be brilliant. We can hold yoga retreats, relaxation days, business conferences for those wanting a more relaxed atmosphere. It’s been proven that employee wellness and care leads to better productivity and that’s what I want to offer.’

      As he spoke of his vision for Oakley Park, the overhaul they could do when money started coming in and the future reputation he hoped to build for the place, George became more and more animated. This was clearly something he’d spent a lot of time thinking about and Jude could see the pride in Kerry’s eyes as she watched her boyfriend.

      This retreat meant a lot to both of them. The success or failure of it could be the difference between George’s brother letting them keep Oakley Park for a little longer and giving the business a decent chance to grow or insisting that they sell and release the money.

      Jude knew how hard it was to keep a business ticking over, but George’s drive and passion for his project made her think he had a really good shot at making it work.
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      The first sign that all was not going to run smoothly came the day before midsummer. It was Friday evening when Jude took a phone call from a frightened Kerry.

      ‘You got to come to Oakley Park,’ she said.

      ‘When? Now?’ Jude asked. It was only eight o’clock, but she’d been mowing the hay meadows all afternoon and was about to jump in the shower to clean off the dust and sweat.

      ‘Can you?’ Kerry’s voice was wobbling. ‘I’m worried about George. I think someone is going to try and kill him.’
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      Oakley Park was set back from the road, accessed by a long oak-lined drive that curved to hide the house. Jude pulled up on the gravel outside where there were already several other cars in a row.

      The house itself was large, made from Malvern granite with Gothic features that were en vogue when the Victorians first flocked to the area for the water and clean air.

      To the side was a cluster of outbuildings: an old stable block, sheds and a couple of barns which could be put to excellent use if the events business carried on.

      Before Jude could knock on the door of the main house, Kerry came flying out of it, her topknot bouncing wildly, spilling several tendrils across her face.

      ‘Oh, Jude, thank goodness you came. George reckons I’m overreacting, but I don’t think I am.’

      ‘Calm down.’ Jude rested her hands on Kerry’s shoulders and looked into her worried face. ‘Shall we go in and talk? I couldn’t quite make out exactly what you meant on the phone. Something about a note and a dead tree?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk in the house,’ said Kerry. ‘They’re all in the dining room having their dinner and I don’t want anyone listening in. We’ll go in the barn.’

      ‘Has everyone arrived then?’ Jude asked as she followed Kerry across the gravel to the largest barn.

      ‘All those stopping for the weekend came this afternoon. They had a welcome tour of the place and we had a meditation session in here.’

      Kerry opened the door of the barn and Jude saw immediately the amount of work that had gone into its transformation.

      The floor had been tiled with Moroccan patterns that continued up the bottom metre or so of the walls. Above this, the bare wood of the barn had been varnished and the cross beams were wrapped in garlands of flowers intertwined with fairy lights.

      Clusters of tealight holders were standing ready and large cushions were arranged invitingly in groups.

      Kerry flicked the light switch on and a thousand little bulbs sparkled into life.

      ‘Wow,’ said Jude. ‘It’s incredible in here.’

      ‘Look though.’ Kerry pointed to the one thing that seemed amiss.

      Set against the window at the back of the barn was a huge copper planter containing what, at some point, must have been a sizeable plant. Now it was nothing more than a rather dead-looking stick.

      ‘Was that George’s Whiteleaved Oak sapling?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Well, it was until someone cut all the branches off it and threw a load of weedkiller over for good measure.’

      ‘Why would anyone want to kill a tree?’

      ‘As a warning.’ Kerry’s eyes were wide with fear. ‘And I know that because there was a note with it. George got rid of it but I took a photo before he did.’

      Kerry pulled her phone from the pocket of her hoodie and scrolled until she found what she was after.

      ‘No one can deny what this means, can they?’

      Jude took the phone and looked at the picture on the screen. It was of a piece of white paper that had a stark message that someone had created by cutting letters from a newspaper.

      
        
        MeddlErs Must ALWays take thEIR punISHment. You HAVE been WARned.

      

      

      Beneath these words was a picture of a skull and crossbones encased in a red diamond: the sort of warning that was found on the bottles of dangerous household chemicals.

      ‘Someone’s threatening him, ent they?’ Kerry said.

      Jude looked at the note again. It was almost certainly a prank and yet someone must have had a reason to want to ruin a sapling and try to scare the person who’d grown it.

      ‘Do you have any idea what it means?’ she asked. ‘Has George done anything recently that could amount to meddling in some way?’

      ‘Nuffink. If we knew what it were on about we could do summink. We just don’t have a clue.’

      She had pulled down the sleeves of her hoodie across her hands and was playing with the seams nervously. It reminded Jude of the time she had first met Kerry, when she’d appeared so young and vulnerable. There’d always been a defiant strength in her though and it unnerved Jude to see that missing for the first time.

      ‘I just keep thinking on that poison sign. It means death. If someone is nuts enough to kill off a tree and leave a note like that behind, what’s to say they won’t come back again and kill George off next time?’

      The idea was making Kerry’s breathing speed up and Jude knew she had to calm her before her imagination carried her even further into the depths of terror.

      ‘Kerry, there’s an enormous difference between someone killing a tree and committing murder.’

      ‘But the note…’

      ‘It’s not a nice thing and it’s obviously designed to scare George, but again it’s a huge leap for someone to go from sending a threat to actually carrying it out. And that’s assuming it even means they want to kill George. Look at the wording. Nowhere does it actually mention murder.’

      The wrinkles on Kerry’s forehead eased a little but her mouth stayed resolutely turned downwards.

      ‘I still don’t like it,’ she said.

      ‘Send that photo to me and I’ll pass it on to Binnie,’ Jude said. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, but she will be able to suggest what we do next.’

      DI Binnie Khatri was one of Jude’s closest friends. She was hard-nosed and relentless when it came to her job but warm and funny when off-duty. Kerry had been brought up to be wary of the police, and it had taken her a long time to get used to the idea of a detective being a decent human being. She’d grown to like Binnie, but there was still a thick layer of distrust when it came to police in general.

      ‘It won’t do any harm to log this with her,’ said Jude. ‘And then, if you’re still worried or something else happens, she’s already aware of the situation.’

      Kerry let out a long exhalation. ‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Only tell her not to send any pigs in blankets over here.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You know, police in uniform. They’d scare off all the visitors.’

      Jude shook her head. There was no point arguing with Kerry on this particular topic.

      ‘I’ll tell her that you and George are not wanting to take this further at the moment but that we just want her advice. Okay?’

      ‘Okay then,’ said Kerry. She swiped at her phone again and a second later Jude’s pinged as the photo came through.

      Jude forwarded it straight on to Binnie with a quick message to explain what it was and how it had been found by the murdered oak sapling.

      ‘I overreacted a bit, didn’t I?’ Kerry asked sheepishly.

      ‘About getting Binnie involved?’

      ‘No, not that. I mean worrying someone was going to come up behind George with a shotgun or summink.’

      Jude put her arm around her friend’s shoulder. ‘It’s just a lovely sign that you really care for him.’

      ‘I made my mind up, by the way. When this is all over, I’m going to move in with him and help him get the business really going.’

      ‘That’s wonderful news,’ said Jude. ‘If that’s what’ll make you happy.’

      ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not giving up my job at the school. I love it there. But I finish early and don’t have to work weekends or holidays, so I’ll get plenty of time to help out at the house too, with George.’

      Jude’s phone rang and she glanced at the screen. ‘It’s Binnie,’ she said.

      ‘No uniforms, remember.’

      Jude nodded and answered the call. ‘Hi, Binnie, thanks for getting back to me. I’ve put you on speaker so that Kerry can hear you.’

      ‘No problem. I’m in Birmingham at the moment for my uncle’s seventieth birthday so I can’t come round. Do you want me to send Sami over?’

      Jude looked at Kerry quizzically. ‘You’ve met Sami,’ she said. ‘He’s great, and a detective too so no hint of a uniform.’

      ‘Do you reckon we need him, Binnie?’ Kerry asked. ‘Should we be worried?’

      There was a short pause and Jude imagined her friend weighing up the right words carefully.

      ‘In my experience, these sorts of notes usually lead to nothing. They’re almost always just a way of scaring someone for whatever reason. I don’t think you or George should be too concerned, but it is something to be watchful of. Someone clearly has a grudge of sorts, so just keep your eyes open for anyone behaving in an unusual way.’

      ‘Right,’ said Kerry.

      ‘I would like Sami to come and talk to you,’ said Binnie. ‘George too, and see if we can figure out who sent the note and why. Would you be okay with that?’

      Kerry picked at the skin by the edge of her thumbnail.

      ‘Just a few questions to set your mind at rest?’ Jude said, persuasively.

      ‘Yeah, okay,’ said Kerry. ‘But we’ll talk in ’ere, not in front of the guests.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ said Jude. ‘Thanks, Binnie. Enjoy the rest of your weekend.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DS Sami Abadi, it transpired, was held up at the station and couldn’t leave to visit Oakley Park that night. He offered to send a uniformed officer to take some initial notes but Kerry was adamant this would not be good for business.

      ‘He’ll come over tomorrow to speak to you,’ said Jude.

      Kerry rubbed her upper arms. ‘Will you stay here, Jude?’ she asked, looking suddenly as young and vulnerable as she’d been when Jude had first met her. ‘Keep an eye on things with me?’

      Jude thought about the inviting bed waiting for her back at the farm and Kerry caught her hesitation.

      ‘Please, Jude. We’ve got an extra bedroom that we already kitted out in case we had a last-minute booking. Nothing gets past you and I’d feel better if you were here.’

      Jude rolled her eyes. ‘You’ve been able to twist me round your little finger since the first day I met you, Kerry Shepperton.’

      Kerry gave a half smile. ‘Is that a yes?’

      ‘It’s a give-me-half-an-hour. I need to pop back and pick up my toothbrush.’

      Kerry rushed forward and gave her a hug. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I really don’t know what use I’ll be.’

      ‘You can meet everyone and see if you think any of them might have sent the note. I know bloody well that if it was one of the guests then you’ll figure it out quick enough.’

      Jude felt that Kerry’s trust in her was sadly over-exaggerated. Still, she went back to the farm to fetch a small bag of night-time essentials before returning to Oakley Park.

      If something sinister was happening then she wanted to be there to support Kerry.
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      When Jude got back to Oakley Park, Kerry told her that George and all the guests had walked over to the lake to see the sunset. It was just the two of them as Kerry took Jude to settle in.

      ‘You’re in here,’ said Kerry, opening a door painted with the image of a kingfisher and presented her with a kingfisher keyring to match. Jude had noticed on her way past that each room was similarly marked with other birds and she admired the nice touch.

      ‘I’m so impressed with everything you and George have done in such a short time,’ said Jude as she stepped into her room. It needed updating but she imagined any decorating budget had been spent on doing out the shed. Despite the faded floral curtains and thin carpet, part covered with a new deep-piled rug, the room still looked inviting and homely. The bed was old and the furniture mismatched but it all had a real charm to it.

      ‘Thanks.’ Kerry beamed proudly. ‘They’ll be back soon so you can see George.’

      Jude glanced at her watch. It was quarter to ten and the sun had pretty much gone to bed, something she was desperate to do herself.

      The approaching babble of a collection of voices through the open bedroom window told her that the party was already nearly back at the house. Jude threw her bag on the bed.

      ‘Let’s go and meet everyone,’ she said as she closed the door, locked it and pocketed the key. ‘A couple of questions first though. You mentioned that everyone went into the barn where the oak sapling was for a meditation session earlier.’

      ‘That’s right. There was nothing wrong with it then, and no sign of the note.’

      ‘What time was that?’

      ‘We went into the barn at five and left around six. Then everyone had a free hour and a half before dinner was served at seven-thirty. When they were eating their starters, me and George came outside to do the bins and we noticed the door of the barn was open. We went to take a look and check everything was okay, and that’s when we saw what had happened.’

      There was the sound of a door opening downstairs followed by a chatter of voices as everyone came inside the house.

      ‘One more question before we go down,’ said Jude. ‘You said all the people staying tonight were already there for the meditation session before the note was left.’

      ‘That’s right. There are five of them and I suppose any of them could have left it, but I don’t see why they’d want to threaten George.’

      ‘What about George’s brother? Didn’t you say they wanted different things for Oakley Park and rowed about it?’

      Kerry rested her knuckles on her hips. ‘Yeah, they rowed but this isn’t really his style. Henry’s more in your face. If he wants to tell you summink he just comes out and says it. Couldn’t be arsed with cutting all them little letters out of a newspaper. Anyways, he lives miles away in Reading so it couldn’t have been him.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Jude nodded towards the end of the landing. ‘Should we go down?’

      Kerry led the way and, at the bottom of the grand staircase, they walked across the parqueted hallway into the dining room. A dark wood table spanned the length of the room with space around it for twelve to comfortably sit. Only five of the chairs were occupied though with George standing at the end talking to them about the plan for the following day.

      Jude and Kerry slipped in and sat in the chairs closest to the door.

      While George spoke, Jude cast her eye over the assembled guests. A man wearing a long tunic decorated with bold flowers caught her eye. It wasn’t just the brightness of his clothing but its pairing with his long salt-and-pepper hair that hung in a plait down his back. Also the fact that he was the only one who’d chosen to dress so boldly. Jude wondered if this was the famous Inigo Sage.

      There were two women sitting next to each other with equally long hair parted in the middle. They were wearing long floaty dresses and looked so similar that Jude felt they had to be related. Sisters perhaps.

      Another woman and a man finished the group and they were all sipping from little cups with no handles. Judging from the smell in the room, camomile tea had been dished out.

      ‘So that’s it really,’ said George. ‘I encourage you all to join me at three for the sunrise walk but if that’s not for you then breakfast will be served in here at seven.’

      There was a little round of applause and George beamed at everyone before the man in the bright tunic stood up and turned to face the others. From the front, Jude could see a neat little goatee beard adorning his chin, greyer than the rest of his hair. He looked to be in his late sixties and the confident way he demanded the spotlight reinforced Jude’s assumption that this was the key speaker, Inigo Sage.

      ‘I’d like to thank George for putting this wonderful programme together for us. Summer solstice is a time full of possibility and new ways forward and I’m grateful that this year I get to spend it with you.’

      For a second it looked as though he was staring directly at the two long-haired women before he flicked his eyes away.

      ‘We have a responsibility as children of the sun to always be searching for ways to better humanity and transform society. This weekend I will be helping you find your own paths but also asking you to think about how you can, and indeed should, be forcing those you meet on your own journey to examine their choices and sins.’

      Jude felt herself frown at his wording. It all seemed a bit much but then who was she to judge other people’s beliefs? Forcing people though – wasn’t that a little draconian?

      ‘You have all begun to address the wrongs of the world and that is a brilliant start, but you’ve got a long way to go before you reach full understanding and I hope that through my teachings you will take another step or two in the right direction.’

      Okay, this was definitely too much, Jude thought. And all in second person too as though he felt he himself had already reached some higher plateau.

      She looked at George, watching for a reaction, but his face remained impassive. Nobody else in the room was reacting to this man in the way Jude was internally.

      ‘I know you’ll all join me in the sunrise walk so I look forward to seeing you at three o’clock, ready to receive your enlightenment.’

      Jude wanted to stand up and remind this man that George, the actual retreat leader, had already given out the details of the walk and made it clear that it was an optional part of the proceedings. Realising that this would probably not be very helpful, she bit her tongue but did not join in the clapping as the man held his hands together as if in prayer and walked out of the room.

      ‘Was that Inigo?’ Jude whispered to Kerry.

      ‘That’s him. Personally, I’m not sure what I think but George reckons he’s amazing.’

      The other guests all started to move then.

      ‘You’re not getting up at three, are you?’ Jude hoped that if Kerry was, she wouldn’t be expecting her to join in.

      ‘Sun comes up at 3.42 tomorrow so we have to set off at three or we’ll never make it to the top of the Sugarloaf in time. Will you come?’

      ‘Hang on, you never mentioned that when you asked me to come and stay.’

      ‘No, I didn’t, did I?’ Kerry grinned at her.

      ‘Jude,’ said George, coming to stand next to them. ‘Kerry said she was going to ask you to join us. What do you think of the place?’

      ‘You’ve done an incredible job and in such a short time too. I especially love the barn.’

      ‘I told her about the note and showed her the oak,’ said Kerry, quietly.

      ‘It’s nothing,’ said George but Jude thought he looked a little rattled himself.

      Just then, the two almost identical women walked past, arms linked together. Close up, Jude could see a bigger age gap than she’d originally guessed.

      ‘Jude, this is Tina and her daughter Nevaeh,’ said George. ‘They’ve come all the way from Suffolk to be with us.’

      ‘That’s a really pretty name,’ said Jude. ‘Not one I’ve heard before.’

      ‘It’s Heaven backwards.’ The younger of the two women twisted a lock of her hair around her finger. ‘My dad named me.’

      ‘Nevaeh is Inigo’s daughter,’ said Kerry. ‘George knew her from his schooldays but it was a real surprise when she and Tina turned up today. The booking weren’t in her name, you see.’

      ‘What a lovely surprise,’ said Jude. ‘I thought you were at an all-boys boarding school, George?’

      ‘We lived in the apartment upstairs,’ said Tina, the older of the two women. ‘My ex-husband was the housemaster and the accommodation came with the job.’

      Another guest, the only man aside from Inigo, joined them and put his arm around Tina’s waist. The gesture made Jude instantly manoeuvre puzzle pieces to work out this particular setup. Tina and Inigo were Nevaeh’s parents and this man was clearly in some sort of a relationship with Tina. Yet there they all were, happily sharing their weekend.

      ‘Hi there.’ The man raised a hand in easy greeting. ‘I’m Casper.’

      ‘Nice to meet you.’

      ‘You too,’ said Casper. ‘Are you staying here for the whole thing or just the weekend?’

      ‘Jude lives at the farm just down the road,’ Kerry cut in. ‘She’s just here to help me out and see what we’re getting up to.’

      ‘A farmer’s wife. Cool!’ said Casper, making Jude bristle at the assumption.

      ‘Farmer actually,’ she said through the teeth of a planted smile. ‘It’s my farm.’

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘That was a terrible assumption to make.’

      Jude softened. It had clearly just been an honest mistake and one that she was well used to fielding.

      ‘Don’t worry at all,’ she said.

      Tina rubbed Casper’s arm affectionately. ‘Well, I suppose we’d better be heading to bed if we’re going to be getting up in a few hours.’

      ‘Right you are,’ said Casper. ‘Nice to meet you all. Sleep well.’

      The three of them left and Jude noticed that the other guest who’d been sitting at the table must have slipped out at some point too as it was only Kerry, George and her left in the room.

      ‘I’m sorry Kerry made you come over, Jude.’ George started to collect up the little cups. ‘It really wasn’t necessary. The whole tree thing was probably just someone messing around.’

      Kerry went and stood between him and the table to stop him from tidying. ‘You got to take it a bit seriously,’ she said. ‘Whoever sent you that note isn’t right and we don’t know what they might try next.’

      ‘I love that you want to watch out for me, but it’s just a silly prank. Maybe a kid from the village, or more likely one of the neighbours who’ve been mumbling their disapproval of me wanting to turn Granny’s house into a conference centre. The barn wasn’t locked so it could have been absolutely anyone. They’re just trying to scare us off.’

      Kerry’s shoulders dipped as she rested her forehead on George’s chest. ‘I’m just asking you to be careful,’ she said.

      Jude thought about the wording of the note that had been left: Meddlers must always take their punishment. You have been warned.

      George was right. It would make perfect sense for it to have come from someone not happy about the repurposing of a house that had previously been lived in by an old lady.

      ‘Come on.’ George pushed away from Kerry. ‘Let’s get this lot cleaned up and the breakfast stuff set out so we can go to bed.’

      Jude’s eyelids were dropping and she was ready for sleep, but she didn’t feel as though she could leave them to their tidying without offering to help.

      She picked up the two cups closest to her.

      ‘Thanks, Jude.’ George collected up the others and Kerry took the teapot.

      They all trooped through the house to the kitchen at the back. Being a room that the guests didn’t need to go in, it was clear that nothing had changed since George and Henry’s grandmother had been living there.

      Old lino covered the floor, scuffed with marks and scrapes that showed the wear and tear of several decades, and yellow melamine cupboard doors smacked of the seventies.

      The tea things were deposited by the sink and George pulled a couple of large trays out from under one of the counters.

      ‘Your guests seem nice,’ said Jude. ‘Or the ones I’ve met at least.’

      ‘I still can’t believe Nevaeh and Tina are here,’ said George. ‘I haven’t seen either of them since I left school.’

      ‘Bit of a weird setup if you ask me,’ said Kerry as she took a pile of plates from a cupboard and set them on the tray. ‘Tina being Inigo’s ex and bringing her new, and much younger I might add, boyfriend to the retreat.’

      ‘Jude, could you grab five sets of cutlery from that drawer by you?’ George asked before answering Kerry. ‘Nevaeh wanted to come and support her dad, Tina and Inigo have managed to keep a loving friendship despite not being together, and Casper is a big fan of Inigo’s theories, so they all decided to come together.’

      ‘Bit disappointing, ent it?’ said Kerry. ‘Only got five people stopping over for the whole thing and four of them are the main speaker and his family. It’s only that other woman, Celeste, who’s got nothing to do with Inigo.’

      George shrugged and turned to open a cupboard by his head. ‘It doesn’t matter really who they are, they all paid the same. And don’t forget the last room was initially booked too and they didn’t cancel it until the last minute so we didn’t have to offer a refund.’

      ‘In the end it was quite handy they pulled out because it means there’s a room spare for Jude tonight,’ said Kerry.

      ‘You’re staying over, are you, Jude?’

      George took out a jar of peanut butter that looked as though it had been bought in a health food shop rather than picked off a supermarket shelf. It went onto one of the trays along with some local honey and a jar of homemade rhubarb and ginger jam.

      ‘If that’s okay.’ Jude half hoped he would say no so she could go back to her own bed and not have to join the sunrise walk.

      ‘Of course,’ said George.

      ‘Thank God you didn’t spend out on doing up the bedrooms too fancy,’ said Kerry.

      ‘No point, is there?’ George said. ‘Henry still wants to sell and we’ve only got this weekend to prove to him we can make money from the place. The barn had to be done out as we couldn’t have guests lying on the old concrete floor, but I’m hoping the house itself can rely on its vintage charm.’

      Jude counted five knives, forks, spoons and teaspoons onto the tray next to the plates. ‘I think you’ve done a brilliant job,’ she said. ‘Is Henry joining you tomorrow to see how it’s all going?’

      George’s mouth dropped into a sad curve. ‘He hates everything vaguely spiritual or New Age. Henry calls it all woo-woo and it doesn’t help that he’s not the biggest Inigo Sage fan.’

      Jude thought of the arrogance of the man who had tried to take over proceedings that evening and, on this point at least, she agreed with Henry. She’d already pegged Inigo as a self-appreciating tosspot and felt there was little he could now say or do that would make her change her mind about him.

      She was there for Kerry though and she’d stay for the night and the following day because she’d said she would. If she could figure out who’d sent the note and killed the sapling while she was there then all the better. It would give her something to focus on as well while everyone else was fawning over Inigo and listening to more of his nonsense.

      ‘He won’t even give it a try just to support you?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Who, Henry?’ asked George.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I think it’s more likely that one of your sheep finds her inner om and joins us for the yoga session. I completely understand it though.’

      Jude felt really sorry for George, clearly desperate for his brother’s support and to prove to him that the business he was trying to build could be a winner – if he was given more time. She caught Kerry’s eye and could see that she was thinking the same thing.

      ‘Don’t look like that, Kez,’ said George. ‘It’s hard for him. And it is his house too.’

      ‘I know,’ said Kerry. ‘But it wouldn’t hurt him to support you and give you a bit more time to make a go of it.’

      George didn’t reply. He pursed his lips and carried on adding breakfast things to the tray. Jude wasn’t sure whether his refusal to reply was because she was there or if perhaps this was a conversation he’d already had too often with Kerry. There was, of course, always the chance that he didn’t have an answer because he knew she was right. Whatever the reason, it was time to move the conversation away from Henry.

      ‘How well did you know Inigo’s family?’ Jude asked. ‘It must have been an odd setup for Nevaeh.’

      ‘Inigo was my house master for four years and we all got to know his family pretty well in that time. Nevaeh particularly as she was home-schooled and I think she craved the company of people her own age.’

      ‘Do you think one of them could have left the note?’ Kerry asked.

      George pushed a hand tiredly across his head and let it rest against his man bun before shutting his eyes. ‘I told you. It’s probably just someone not happy with us holding the retreat here. Please, Kez, just drop it, will you? This weekend is a huge thing for me and I need to be able to focus on making it work.’

      Kerry put down the bowls she was carrying and went over to hug her boyfriend.

      ‘Course. Sorry.’ She gave him a kiss and then moved to pick up one of the trays. ‘Let’s get this stuff set up and then I’m ready to drop.’

      ‘Good idea,’ agreed Jude.

      They set the dining-room table out ready for breakfast and then Jude said her goodnights and climbed the stairs and gratefully let herself into her bedroom.

      As she sat on the edge of her bed for a moment in stillness, Jude thought of the reason Kerry had summoned her to the retreat.

      George wasn’t concerned about the threatening note and the dead oak sapling, but Jude could tell that Kerry was still worried. She had taken them as a direct threat to George’s life, and although Jude was not at all convinced this was the case, she was still very keen to find out exactly who had been behind such a nasty warning. Someone obviously had a deep grudge for whatever reason, and she had a terrible feeling that the note would not be the end of it. She just hoped that whatever else they had up their sleeve, it wouldn’t impact too much on the retreat and the guests’ enjoyment.
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      A long strip of carpet ran the length of the landing Jude walked down to get to the bathroom, leaving a gap of bare floorboards either side. Windows studded the wall to her left, and the doors of the other bedrooms were on her right. There were five of them in total which made her wonder where Kerry and George were sleeping. Perhaps up the rickety-looking wooden staircase that led up to the attic at the far end.

      The bathroom was full of old-fashioned charm with an enormous roll-top bathtub, a loo that had the cistern up high with a pull flush hanging from it, and a pedestal basin with water marks that no amount of scrubbing would remove. Someone had put a large jug of fresh peonies on the windowsill and there was an array of glass bottles full of fancy products for the guests to use.

      Once Jude had brushed her teeth and had a quick wash, she unlocked the bathroom door and opened it just in time to see Celeste, the only guest she was yet to meet other than Inigo Sage himself, knocking on one of the bedroom doors. It was opened by Inigo wearing a paisley dressing gown, loosely tied so that Jude saw far more than she would have liked.

      ‘I had a vision that you were going to come to me this evening, Celia.’

      When Celeste didn’t correct him, Jude wanted to shout over to them that his visions would be a whole lot more impressive if they included the right names.

      ‘I don’t want to disturb you,’ Celeste said. ‘Forgive me if I misunderstood but when we were out by the lake I thought you were hinting to me that you wanted my company tonight?’

      Jude felt very uneasy witnessing this bedroom threshold interaction. She walked out onto the landing, coughing into her towel to make sure they both heard her approaching. Celeste turned and Jude saw that she looked a little embarrassed as she took a small step backwards. Inigo, though, had no such issue and leant against the doorframe with his arms folded.

      ‘Evening,’ said Jude. ‘Early start in the morning, isn’t it?’

      ‘I noticed we had a new inclusion to our happy party.’ Inigo laid both palms against the indecent amount of chest that was visible over the cord of his dressing gown. ‘Welcome.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jude, wondering again at how this man seemed to think the retreat was his to own.

      She stood there for a moment, hoping to disrupt the moment and encourage Celeste to go back to the safety of her own bedroom. She knew about people like Inigo. Men who built up a reputation and took advantage of those who held them in high esteem – which Celeste clearly did.

      ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow is set to be a full and rewarding day for us all but now it is time to rest.’

      Jude took her cue and said goodnight, glad to see that Celeste did the same.

      ‘Celia.’ Inigo put a hand out to stop her. ‘Rest with me. I feel that you came here because you know what I can teach you, spiritually.’

      Celeste blushed and gave a smile that smacked of adulation and gratitude, making Jude’s heart sink and her stomach turn.

      ‘Her name is Celeste,’ she snapped before marching down the landing to her bedroom.

      What was no doubt about to happen behind the door, which she heard close, repulsed her but it was not her business. Inigo Sage was a predator, preying on women so much younger than himself who, for whatever reason, were desperate for his attention. But Celeste was a grown woman and seemed to be in full possession of her senses, so what she did was up to her.

      Jude pushed the door shut behind her and slid the bolt across.

      She climbed under the plump duvet and lay down, pleased to find that the bed was incredibly comfortable.

      It was hot and the air in the room felt oppressive, so she kicked the duvet to one side and lay with her arms and legs out like a starfish. There was an old-fashioned ceiling fan over the bed and Jude stood on the mattress so she could reach the dangling cord to switch it on. The blades whirred into life and she felt the hot air around her being churned into a warm soup that cooled her only a very little.

      She wished Marco was with her. Everything was always more bearable when he was there. Someone to mull things over with, share a joke with, cuddle up and forget everything else with.

      She took her phone from the nightstand and sent him a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        Missing you xxx

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply was instant.

      
        
          
            
              
        Marco

      

      
        Missing you too. How’s it going? xxx

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        I think Kerry is a bit happier now. I don’t like Inigo Sage though. He gives me the creeps.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Good news about Kerry. I googled Inigo. He sounds like a complete arse!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Totally.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Are you sticking around tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Looks like I have signed myself up to walk to the top of the hills for sunrise.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Wow! That’s early even for you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        I know! We’re leaving at 3am!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Blimey. Want me to come?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude smiled at Marco’s instinctive reaction to her plight. No hesitation before he suggested that he come and join in her pain, despite the fact it would mean getting up in around three and a half hours.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        I love you for asking but there’s no point us both suffering.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Happy to. I can bring my camera and take some shots of the sunrise. Will make for a good painting in the future.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        I know you’d rather stay in bed. I really will be fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Of course you would, but I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well. Xxx

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Sleep well. Xxx

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude closed the case of her phone and plugged it into the charger.

      It felt as though she had only closed her eyes for a few minutes when the alarm on her phone woke her up, but when she looked at the screen she saw it was two forty-five the next morning.

      The backs of her eyeballs ached and every muscle objected as she sat up and rubbed a hand over her tired face.

      She’d deliberately left herself very little time to get ready, sleep being a higher priority, and ten minutes later Jude was dressed and downstairs, waiting with most of the others for Inigo and Celeste to surface. Jude had an ear open for any sound of Marco’s little blue Renault 4 crunching up the driveway, but she wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d decided not to set an alarm for such an ungodly hour after all.

      Tina and Nevaeh were wearing long white dresses and had twists of flowers pinned into their long hair. They looked beautiful but Jude hoped they had warm layers to put on over the top as it was chilly and the day wouldn’t warm up for a while yet.

      ‘It’s almost three.’ Kerry walked around the group, passing out little glass lanterns with candles inside. ‘We should get going or we won’t make it before sunrise.’

      George was looking anxious as he watched the stairs for any sign that his star guest was going to suddenly turn up. Jude was angry at the thought of the egotistical prick who had probably decided to ditch the early start for the sake of a lie-in with the woman half his age he’d lured into bed the night before.

      ‘We’ll give them a few more minutes,’ said George. ‘I know Inigo in particular was very keen to be part of the solstice sunrise celebration.’

      While they waited, Kerry lit a taper and went from lantern to lantern until every candle was alive and enclosed inside its glass sanctuary.

      As the old long-case clock in the hall struck three, Kerry opened the front door, letting in a gust of cool night air. ‘They’re not coming,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

      At that moment, the landing above them creaked and all eyes turned to the stairs. Seconds later, Inigo and Celeste appeared, walking at a leisurely pace – him in front and her two steps behind, looking ethereal in a long floaty robe of white with green and lilac stripes. A circle of flowers crowned her head and a string of beads hung around her elegant neck.

      Her arms were bare and Jude worried that perhaps the women of the group didn’t realise how cold it would be until the sun came up.

      ‘Have you got something warmer to put on over the top?’ she asked them. ‘It’s nippy out there at this time of the morning, even in the middle of summer.’

      ‘No need,’ said Inigo as he took the lantern that Kerry handed him. ‘They look beautiful as they are. A perfect tribute to the solstice and the spirits of midsummer.’

      Jude ran her eyes over the bizarre outfit he himself had on. Striped linen trousers and a purple tunic embellished with gold thread: the colours of deity. She could see the neck of a T-shirt beneath it and knew that he wouldn’t feel the chill on the way up to the top of the hills. He also had a flower crown on his head but his had been sprayed gold and had the appearance of a halo. There was no apology for being the last down and holding the rest of the party up as he walked toward the open door.

      ‘Let us begin our pilgrimage,’ he said and led his followers out like a freaky Pied Piper.

      As Jude wondered if she could bear spending any more time in Inigo’s company, a flash of headlights and a rumble of an engine alerted them to a new arrival.

      Jude’s spirits instantly lifted as she recognised Marco’s car. It pulled up and he was instantly out of the driver’s door, hurriedly slamming it shut and fumbling with the key to lock it.

      ‘I’m so glad I caught you,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m late. The sodding car wouldn’t start.’

      He went over and kissed Jude’s cheek while Kerry nipped back inside to grab a lantern for him.

      With the party finally ready to set off, Inigo took his place at the front of the pack and they walked down the short drive and out onto the steep incline of Croft Bank.

      ‘We’ll have to walk quickly.’ George looked at his watch. ‘We’ve got thirty-five minutes before sunrise.’

      ‘George and I will take the lead.’ Kerry moved purposefully ahead of Inigo, pulling her boyfriend with her. ‘We know the way.’

      Walking up the road at a fair pace was hard work and meant that chatter was limited as they went. Jude and Marco were used to the hills and their lifestyles meant they were both fit, so they went at the front with Kerry. George stayed back a little to keep an eye on his guests. They were soon up at the top of the bank where it met the main West Malvern Road and Jude could see that the darkness of the night sky was already beginning to lighten to a denim blue.

      ‘Well done, everyone,’ said George. ‘We cross the road here and then we’re onto the hills. If I can ask you to stick to this pace for a short while longer, we’ll be able to relax and enjoy the sunrise in all its glory.’

      There was no traffic at that time in the morning which made crossing the road easy. From the other side, they followed the tarmac up until it met a grit path that took them away from the necklace of houses that hung around the west side of the hills. They passed a spring, one of many that sprouted from the granite and had been tamed by Victorian brickwork. At an old gas lamp that could have led them into Narnia, George and Kerry took them off the main path and upwards where trees surrounded them and the world darkened a little more.

      Jude looked back at the little procession of flickering lanterns and thought how pretty it looked.

      It was a short but steep path that took them up to the saddle between North Hill and the Sugarloaf. When they reached the brow, they stood on the county boundary with Herefordshire behind them in the west and Worcestershire to the east in front of them.

      The town of Great Malvern with the grandness of its Benedictine Priory as the striking centrepiece was just coming into focus as the sun prepared to break above the horizon. The clear sky was already taking on the first of the salmon and lilac hues of morning and the earliest birds had started their chorus.

      Nevaeh was rubbing her arms to try and warm them, and Jude could hear Celeste’s teeth chattering, but that was their business. She’d warned them it would be chilly and they had opted to ignore her.

      Jude was warm though with Marco’s arms wrapped around her and his cheek resting against hers.

      ‘This was worth getting up for,’ he said and she had to agree.

      ‘Behold, the beauty of the solstice.’ Inigo stepped forward and held his hands aloft. ‘Let us prepare to meet the sun on this sacred and spiritual day.’

      Jude rolled her eyes but bit back the retorts that were desperate to be released.

      ‘What a pillock,’ Marco whispered in her ear, and she responded with a guffaw of laughter that made Inigo and the others snap their heads around.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jude said, controlling herself. ‘Do carry on.’

      With Marco there, holding her to him, his breath gently tickling the downy hairs on her face, Jude was able to ignore the nonsense of the self-proclaimed Sun God and enjoy the beauty of the midsummer sunrise.

      As the pink sky deepened and was joined by fiery oranges and yellows which morphed quickly into pale creams and pure blues, Jude leant into Marco and their breath synchronised.

      Inigo continued to spout nonsense but Jude ignored him. She could tell that Kerry was also finding him deeply irritating and was glad that George was focusing on her rather than Inigo Sage.

      When there was a pause in Inigo’s monologue, Kerry took her opportunity and stepped forward before turning to face the assembled crowd. ‘Thank you so much for getting up early and sharing this gorgeous sunrise with George and me. Before we head back down the hill, I would just like to say how proud I am of him. He’s worked so hard to put this wonderful programme together for you and I know you’re all going to have an amazing time staying at Oakley Park.’

      She beamed at George who blushed and smiled back.

      ‘He’s not one for putting himself in the limelight but I know he prepared something for this moment. With Inigo speaking so… fully—’ here she gave him a withering look ‘—I wasn’t convinced George would get a chance, but I’d say it’s your turn now.’

      To Jude’s annoyance, George looked almost apologetically at Inigo who swept his hand in a wide arc as though to show he was generously giving his permission for the actual host to say something.

      George pulled a piece of paper from his pocket as he went to stand next to Kerry.

      ‘Thanks, Kerry. It’s not much, really but I wanted to share a poem I wrote while we’re all up here together.’ His head remained angled down at the paper in his hands but his eyes looked up shyly, as though to gauge reaction before he committed himself to the poem.

      Clearing his throat with a small cough, George rubbed his chin and turned his attention back to the crumpled piece of paper in his hand.

      ‘Solstice Sun, source of light, source of life. We welcome you. Burning through the darkness, you allow us to grow. Climbing the horizon, you allow us to see. Cresting the sky, you bring us warmth. Solstice Sun, source of bliss, source of bounty. We thank you.’

      George paused in his reading and Inigo jumped straight in with a short burst of feeble but interruptive applause.

      ‘Thank you, George. That was very sweet,’ he said with a heavy dose of condescension.

      Jude knew nothing about poetry, but she thought George had pitched what he’d written well for the given situation. She also felt that he hadn’t actually finished but his confidence failed him and he stuffed the paper back in his pocket.

      ‘If everyone is happy to move on, we’ll go back to Oakley Park now for some breakfast,’ George said. ‘There will be time for rest and contemplation before the first talk of the day at nine.’

      The party set off and George fell in step with Inigo at the front of the pack. Jude and Marco trailed a little behind everyone else, wanting space, and Kerry dropped back to walk with them.

      ‘Is it just me or is Inigo Sage a complete wanker?’ Kerry hissed under her breath.

      Marco snorted with laughter and Jude elbowed him in the ribs as everyone turned around to see where the disturbance to their seriously spiritual ambience had come from.

      ‘I’m right though, ent I?’ said Kerry.

      ‘What’s the deal with him and George?’ Jude asked. ‘He acts like a shy little boy around Inigo, very different from the George we’ve been getting to know.’

      ‘I guess it’s got summink to do with Inigo being his old teacher.’

      ‘Hard to imagine,’ said Marco as he looked down the hill at the man with the inflated ego and odd sense of fashion. ‘What did he teach?’

      ‘Maths. He was a housemaster too and I think he still thinks of himself as the boss and George as some little kid.’ Kerry kicked a pebble down the path as she said this. ‘You two are going to have to hold me back today ’cos I feel I might explode if he keeps trying to take over things.’

      Jude hadn’t been sure how long either she or Marco would stay at Oakley Park once the day got going. Perhaps just breakfast and a little while longer to show willing in her mission to talk to the guests. She glanced at Marco to see what his reaction was and Kerry caught the look.

      ‘You are staying, ent you?’ she asked. ‘I could do with your help today. You know, moral support and all.’

      Jude caved but wanted to offer Marco an easy get-out. ‘I can stay for as long as you like today but I think Marco could probably do with getting back to his painting – with the exhibition approaching and all.’

      ‘Not really.’ He unzipped his hoodie as the day was beginning to warm up. ‘Everyone deserves a day off now and again and if you think I can be useful I’ll stick around.’

      They had reached the bottom of the steep track and stepped out onto the wider path. Kerry positioned herself between Jude and Marco, linking an arm with each of them.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I feel better already. If you’re there you can help keep an eye on Jamie.’

      ‘Your brother is coming?’ Jude was surprised as Jamie Shepperton was not the sort of person she expected to want to go to a midsummer solstice spirituality retreat.

      Kerry gave a deep sigh. ‘I thought it might be a good idea. Help him relax and that. But now I’ve met Inigo I’m not so sure. Also, you can’t say nothing to him about that note or the dead oak sapling, right?’

      ‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘Why not?’

      ‘You know how protective of me he is,’ said Kerry. ‘I just don’t want to give him reason to worry.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ said Jude.

      Fate though had other ideas, as when Jamie arrived later that morning, he was the one who discovered the second warning.
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      Breakfast on the return to Oakley Park had been a pleasant affair, made all the easier because Inigo had retired to his room to prepare for his day.

      Used to early mornings, albeit not quite that early, Jude didn’t feel as tired as some of the other guests already looked. She poured the freshly brewed coffee from pots that George brought in and helped Kerry pass out croissants and other breakfast pastries.

      Jude had made an effort to speak to some of the guests. She’d had a long conversation with Celeste who intrigued her enormously. After listening to her talk about her surprising job as a writer of romance novels, and answering questions about her own life as a farmer, Jude brought up the topic of Inigo and what had brought Celeste to the retreat to meet him.

      ‘I have followed his teachings for years,’ Celeste had said. ‘I found him online when I was at a pretty low time in my life and what he said made so much sense to me. As soon as I saw the retreat advertised, I sold a bunch of my old things on Vinted and bought a ticket.’

      Jude struggled to marry together the seemingly intelligent woman she’d been talking with to the gullible one who’d allowed herself to be taken in by Inigo Sage’s obvious nonsense.

      ‘I know you must have judged me last night when you saw us together,’ Celeste said.

      Jude shrugged. ‘It really is none of my business.’

      ‘Maybe not.’ Celeste’s face melted into a beatific smile of pure adoration and she gazed into the nothingness above Jude’s head. ‘It was singularly the most amazing moment of my life. The most incredibly spiritual experience. Like sleeping with a god.’

      Jude hated how easy Celeste had made it for Inigo to prey on her vulnerability.

      ‘You do know he’s just a man, don’t you?’ she found herself saying. ‘Nothing more than that. Just a man who has learnt the right things to say to make people listen to him.’

      Celeste’s soft, dreamy eyes snapped into ones filled with anger as she stared at Jude. ‘If that is your opinion then I think you are in the wrong place. Inigo Sage is more than a man. He has been chosen as a messenger and leader by the earth herself and there is plenty of proof that doubters like you should look at before you judge so quickly.’ She was shaking as her outrage gained momentum and Jude held up her hands as a gesture of apology.

      ‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’ Jude was aware that the outburst had drawn the attention of everyone else in the room. Marco and George were out in the kitchen making more coffee, but Kerry looked over at Jude with eyes full of horror.

      As quickly as Celeste’s anger had bubbled up, it drained away. She closed her eyes for a moment and when she reopened them, the furious spark had gone and the gentleness had returned. She leant forward and took hold of Jude’s hands firmly. ‘You’re here to learn, and that is the first step to enlightenment. Listen to what he has to say today with an open mind and I just know you too will feel the power of his guidance.’

      I doubt that very much, Jude said internally while smiling at Celeste. This was a woman clearly so entrenched in what she believed that there was no point trying to persuade her otherwise. And what harm was Celeste doing anyway? So she’d slept with Inigo, a choice that made a nasty taste form on the back of Jude’s tongue, but it had been Celeste’s choice, not hers.

      She turned the talk away from Inigo then and steered it on to safer topics until breakfast was over and the guests went back to their rooms.

      Luckily, only Jude, Marco, Kerry and George were in the dining room when the front door crashed open and Jamie Shepperton strolled in.

      Seeing him in the same room as Kerry could leave no doubt in anybody’s mind that they were siblings. He had the same stocky build, blond hair and owlish features as his sister. He also had the same asymmetric smile and, like Kerry, held a slight wariness around the edges of his eyes as though he wasn’t yet ready to trust anyone.

      ‘Morning, all,’ he said, his three-counties burr a perfect match for Kerry’s. ‘So, did you do it? Did you get up at crazy o’clock and march up them hills just to catch the sunrise?’

      ‘We did.’ Kerry beamed at her brother in pride. ‘You should’ve seen it, J. It were really special.’

      ‘Oh my word, you’re turning into one of them, ent you?’ Jamie chuckled. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to start spouting a whole load of mumbo-jumbo at me now, Kez. Hey? Try and make me hug a tree and all that?’

      ‘Don’t.’ Kerry scowled at her brother’s teasing. ‘You’re s’posed to be here to try and relax and also to support me. If you’re going to be a pain in my arse then you may as well bugger off now.’

      Jamie walked over to his sister and threw his arm around her shoulder. ‘I’m only joking with you, Kez. I promise I’ll behave.’

      ‘You’d better,’ Kerry warned. ‘We need things to go well today and you can’t go messing it up for us. I mean it.’

      Jamie stepped away and held his hands up. ‘Okay, okay. I promised, didn’t I?’

      ‘Yeah. You did.’

      ‘Have you eaten?’ George was looking a little anxious about having his girlfriend’s brother there and Jude wondered whether it had been a good idea of Kerry’s to invite him. She concluded that it almost certainly wasn’t but that it was a little too late for that now. ‘We’ve just finished breakfast but there were plenty of croissants left over if you’re hungry.’

      ‘Cheers, mate,’ said Jamie. ‘Wouldn’t say no to a cuppa an’ all if you’re sticking the kettle on.’ He dug his hand into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out a slightly crumpled envelope. ‘Oh, before I forget, this was on your doorstep.’

      He handed the envelope to George who slid his finger under the flap and ripped it open. As he pulled the piece of paper out and unfolded it, Jude caught sight of writing pieced together from more letters taken from a newspaper.

      Kerry saw it too and went straight over to snatch it from George’s hand.

      ‘Not another one,’ she said, turning her attention to the words and reading them aloud. ‘Leave the past where it belongs if you don’t want to end up like the white oak.’ She looked up. ‘Leave the past where it belongs,’ she repeated. ‘What the hell does that mean?’

      ‘I have no idea.’ George looked shaken. ‘I’m sure it’s just someone trying to spook us.’

      The colour had drained from Kerry’s face and she put a hand out to steady herself on the wall. ‘I told you to take it seriously.’ She waved the note at him. ‘You can’t tell me now that this is some idiot from the village who doesn’t want us to hold events here, can you? This is a death threat.’

      Jamie’s face fell in concern. ‘What’s going on?’

      Kerry took a deep breath in and let it out again before she faced her brother. ‘Don’t get all big brother on me, J. I weren’t gonna tell you but someone’s been threatening George.’

      ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, Jamie,’ said George, who was looking a lot more ruffled than he’d seemed after discovering the first note.

      ‘Listen, mate.’ Jamie’s response was gruff and he eyed George with hostility. ‘I’ve told you before that when it comes to my sister everything is for me to worry about. Got that?’

      George dropped his head and rubbed the space between his eyebrows with the tip of his thumb. ‘I can’t do this now,’ he said. ‘I need today to go well. There’s a lot hanging on this and I can’t have any negativity bringing things down.’

      ‘But the note…’ Kerry said, her eyebrows knitted together in worry.

      ‘The note is nothing,’ George snapped. ‘Just someone playing games. For God’s sake, will you both just drop it and let me get on with preparing for the day guests who will start arriving in—’ he looked at his watch ‘—less than half an hour. Shit!’

      ‘It says you’ll end up like the oak though.’ Kerry’s voice was shaking. ‘I don’t know if that’s the big one what burnt down, or the little one that someone poured weedkiller on. Either way, it don’t look good.’

      ‘Bloody hell, Kerry, will you just pack it in?’ George was clearly at breaking point and Jude had never heard him speak so brusquely. He’d obviously surprised himself too because an apology was swift to come. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      He reached out towards her but Jamie was there and batted his hand away sharply.

      ‘Nobody speaks to my sister like that. I’ve told you before that you’re gonna have to look after her proper if you don’t want me on your back, mate. And trust me – you do not want me on your back.’

      Jude felt Marco tense next to her, ready to step forward if he felt a peacekeeper was needed.

      ‘Leave it, J,’ said Kerry. ‘Please, just leave it.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ said Jamie, still scowling at George. ‘But I’ll be watching you today so you’d better not get arsy with Kez again or that note there won’t be the only threat you get dealt.’

      George and Jamie eyeballed each other for a couple of seconds. It was George’s turn to speak and it looked as though he was trying to work out which words to use.

      ‘Why don’t we get you some breakfast, Jamie,’ Jude cut in before he had a chance. ‘Marco, perhaps you could help George set up whatever he needs in the barn?’

      ‘Sure,’ said Marco. ‘Show me the way, George. Jude has told me all about what you’ve done in there and I’m really excited to see it.’

      George took the note out of Kerry’s hand and scrunched it up before lobbing it into the bin. ‘Please don’t let him ruin things,’ Jude heard him whisper before he took Marco out to the barn.

      ‘Blimey, Kez. I don’t know what you see in that guy. All this floaty, airy-fairy nonsense, it’s not very you, is it?’ Jamie said as soon as they’d gone.

      ‘How would you know what’s me and what isn’t?’ Kerry retorted, crossly. ‘I grew up while you were doing your time inside.’

      Jamie scratched the back of his head. ‘Yeah, I know you did. But I still know who you are and I don’t think this is it.’ He swept his hand around the shabby but still impressive interior of Oakley Park.

      ‘Well, it is me. And I want it to carry on being me so I’m begging you, J, if you can’t be here to support me and George then just go home.’ As she spoke, tears began to moisten the corners of her eyes.

      Jude felt awkward as a bystander, so she started to move around the table, straightening the chairs as something to do.

      Jamie went over and hugged Kerry tightly to him. ‘I’m just looking out for you, that’s all.’

      ‘If you want to look out for me then you’ll not make today harder than it already is.’ She pushed away and faced her brother. ‘I know you don’t want to hear it but I love George. He’s the best thing what’s ever happened to me and we want to make a go of it. Someone’s sending him dodgy notes, his brother wants to sell this place unless we can prove it works, the star speaker he booked turns out to be a total dickhead and then you come along shouting the odds at him.’

      ‘You really love this twat?’

      ‘Jamie!’ Kerry shoved him hard in the chest with both hands.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. Jude didn’t know him well enough to be able to tell if this was a genuine apology.

      ‘Jude, tell him,’ pleaded Kerry.

      Jude leant against the chair she’d just pushed into place beneath the table. ‘Kerry’s right. George is a good, kind person and he’s clearly nuts about your sister. If you care for her as much as you say you do then you’ll do what she’s asking and either stay and help make today a success or go home.’

      Jamie laced his hands together and rested them on the back of his head. ‘I’m staying. And I promise to be a good boy and not cause you or Lord Mumbo-Jumbo any bother. Okay?’

      Jude wasn’t sure that this was an altogether satisfactory conclusion, but it would have to do.

      ‘You’d better not,’ said Kerry.

      ‘I said I won’t and I won’t. Now where’s this cuppa you promised me?’

      ‘Why don’t you sit down here and we’ll go and find you some breakfast?’ Jude asked, keen to have Kerry to herself for a minute or two.

      Jamie slunk into a chair and got his phone out. He leant back and slid down until his head could rest on the back of the chair as he scrolled with both thumbs moving across the screen.

      Once in the kitchen, Kerry flicked on the kettle and Jude took a couple of croissants from the bag and put them on a plate.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked her friend.

      ‘It’s all a bit much, ent it?’ Kerry replied. ‘I wish I hadn’t been so stupid asking Jamie to come here today. He’s my brother and I love him but he can be a right pain when he wants to be. And then there’s that note.’ Kerry leant against the kitchen unit and tipped her head backwards until it rested on the cupboard above. ‘I know George says not to worry but how can I when someone sends summink like that?’

      Jude was tired and the drama of the original note had ebbed enough for her to want to go home before the workshops and talks began. This new note though, the tone of it and the way it had affected Kerry, made her realise that she had to stick around. Although it probably wasn’t as sinister as it sounded, almost certainly someone with more bark than follow-through, Kerry was rattled and Jude wanted to know who was behind it.

      Not only that but she was keen to find out why as well. The wording of the note had made George twitchy. It could just have been that he’d been stressed enough already and this was the tipping point, made all the worse for having Jamie there. But there was something about the way he’d responded to the mention of the past that had caught Jude’s attention, giving her the very real feeling he wasn’t as blind to the writer’s meaning as he’d claimed to be.

      ‘I’m sure George isn’t in any real danger,’ she said. ‘But Marco and I will stick around for today and we’ll see what we can find out.’

      ‘I’d really appreciate that. I dunno, these notes are making me ever so wobbly.’

      Jude took the teapot from Kerry’s hand and put it down next to the kettle. ‘It’ll all be fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll update Sami on the new note and tell him how worried you are. Between us we’ll figure out who sent them and why.’

      ‘I know you will.’

      ‘Now come on, chin up. It’s a busy day today and George is going to need your help.’
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long before the house began to fill with the day guests and Jude was impressed, if a little surprised, to see how many of them there were.

      While George welcomed everyone and made sure they were all introduced to each other, Jude and Kerry went back and forth, to and from the kitchen making pots of various types of tea for the guests.

      Marco had been quietly tasked with keeping Jamie out of trouble and Jude was grateful to see that he was doing a very good job of it. The two men had been sitting together at the table, talking and drinking tea since Marco had returned from helping George set up the barn.

      ‘Where’s Inigo?’ Jude asked Kerry.

      All the other weekend guests had come down from their rooms and were mingling with everyone else. Inigo was the only noticeable exception.

      ‘I bet he’s asleep after his busy night and early morning.’ Kerry glanced at Celeste as she said this. ‘Eurgh, I don’t know how she could do it, personally. I mean he’s so old and he makes my skin crawl.’

      ‘It’s a hero worship thing.’

      Jude and Kerry were standing at the far end of the room, watching the assembled for signs that anyone needed anything. It gave them a good opportunity to observe and discuss.

      ‘That and she’s batshit crazy.’ Kerry pulled a face, making Jude chuckle. ‘I mean, what was that all about this morning when you were talking to her?’

      ‘She’s been completely sucked in by Inigo. If I’m honest, he makes my skin crawl too.’ Jude wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. ‘He’s learnt to talk the talk well enough that people are completely taken in by his nonsense.’

      ‘George doesn’t believe all his crap.’ Kerry sounded defensive on his behalf. ‘He’s not stupid. But he knows that plenty do and that if he wanted to pull enough people to the retreat, he needed a big personality to be involved.’

      ‘Inigo Sage is certainly that.’

      ‘And it worked, didn’t it?’ Kerry nudged her head towards the full room.

      ‘It did,’ Jude agreed. ‘But don’t underestimate the power of George himself and what he could offer here even without Inigo.’

      ‘Tell him that, would you?’

      Jude smiled. ‘I’ll make sure I do.’

      The atmosphere in the room was one of peace and good humour as the retreat attendees chatted to each other, fuelled by lapsang souchong, green tea and little oaty bites covered in carob that George had baked himself.

      Suddenly there was a hush as Inigo Sage walked into the room.

      ‘Welcome, everyone,’ he said in a loud voice, owning the room that wasn’t his to own. ‘Happy summer solstice to you all and can I just say how delightful it is to be spending mine with such a wonderful bunch of children of the sun. We’re here this weekend to enjoy enlightenment and enrichment but I also want to take the opportunity to talk about how we, as higher souls, can take responsibility for the bettering of humanity and transformation of society.’

      There was an explosion of laughter from the other side of the room and Jude, along with everybody else, looked across to see Jamie with his head tipped back and a mocking grin on his face.

      ‘I’ll kill him,’ Kerry muttered.

      She negotiated her way around the edge of the room until she reached her brother and Jude saw her put a hand on his shoulder and bend to whisper something into his ear.

      ‘There are always doubters,’ Inigo continued. ‘But those of us who believe have truth on our side.’

      Jude tried to read the faces of the assembled. Some, like Celeste and one or two of the others, were staring at Inigo in undisguised adoration. But there were plenty of others who were looking significantly less impressed, reiterating her theory that Inigo was not the only pull to the retreat that weekend.

      ‘Before the programme of the day starts, I wanted to explain why I agreed to come here to talk to you all. Just a few days before I saw George’s post on Instagram, outlining his plans for a solstice celebration at this place of such spirituality, I felt the overwhelming urge to do some automatic writing.’ He held his hands out, palms down and closed his eyes for extra effect. ‘Without being aware of what my hand was drawing, I mapped out a diagram that I now know was of the Malvern Hills. Several places were marked out on it, including the very spot we stand on today. I felt a great pull and as soon as I realised what it was, I asked George to allow me to come and guide you all through this most magical time together. Now, before we make a start, perhaps we can join together in a moment of contemplation and gratitude for the constant sun and the power she gives us.’

      Inigo Sage suddenly threw his arms above him and tipped his head back before letting out the most peculiar sound, something between a wolf howl and a yodel.

      ‘Oh, for the love of God!’

      The next interruption didn’t come from Jamie, as Jude had expected, but a newcomer to the room. A man who looked so much like George that Jude knew he had to be his twin brother, Henry. Their facial features were incredibly similar but Henry chose to wear his hair in a neat crop, short on top, even shorter at the back and sides and set in place with plenty of product. His chinos, brogues and expensive-looking shirt, rolled up at the sleeves, were in stark contrast to George’s baggy jeans, flip-flops and white T-shirt.

      George shot his brother a warning look before taking charge of the situation.

      ‘Thank you, Inigo. Now, if you would all follow Kerry, she’ll take you over to the Wellness Barn where our first session of the day is about to begin.’

      Kerry took her cue perfectly and waved both hands above her head to identify herself.

      ‘This way, folks.’

      She left the dining room with Inigo falling in next to her and everyone else following behind. As Nevaeh and Tina left, they shot looks back at Henry and this reminded Jude that they would have perhaps known him too. George had alluded to the fact that the brothers had been split up at school so Henry almost certainly wouldn’t have been in the same house as George and Inigo. But there would have been plenty of chances for them to have met each other, she had no doubt. It was interesting to Jude that, whereas both women seemed very fond of George, the way they looked at his twin brother suggested they felt very differently about him.

      Jude mouthed, ‘Okay?’ at George who nodded back to her.

      ‘Come on,’ she said to Marco. ‘Let’s leave them to it.’

      They were the last two guests to exit the dining room and so were the only two to witness the attack that Henry had prepared for his twin brother.

      ‘He’s a massive, ridiculous cock who is so full of shit I could smell it before I even walked through the door,’ was his opening gambit. Jude assumed he was talking about Inigo, which was harsh but more than fair, in her opinion.

      ‘Let’s just wait to make sure George is okay,’ Jude whispered as she and Marco stood in the hall just beyond the dining-room door.

      ‘We can always tell him he’s needed in the barn if things get out of hand,’ Marco whispered back.

      ‘I know what you think of him,’ said George. ‘You’ve always made that very clear but we needed him here to bring people in.’

      ‘Of all people you had to pick him? How could you?’

      ‘Because he offered and I need to make this thing work. For me and for Kerry too.’

      ‘Kerry?’ There was a loud expulsion of rather cruel laughter. ‘That little gold-digging harpy?’

      ‘Hey!’ George sounded more forceful than Jude had ever heard him before and she was glad he was sticking up for her friend against such unfair tarring. ‘You say what you like about me but leave her out of it.’

      ‘Well, she is. And you’re clearly blind if you can’t see it. Someone like her belongs in a caravan park. She must think all her Christmases have come at once, finding you to throw money at her. That Kerry is nothing but a slapper and the sooner you shake her off, the better.’

      A noise by the front door alerted Jude to the fact that she and Marco were no longer alone.

      At some point, a clearly shaken Kerry had returned – probably to find out where Jude and Marco had got to – and she had someone with her.

      Fuming so visibly that there could be no doubting he had heard at least some of what Henry had said was Jamie.

      ‘That arsehole!’ Jamie exploded as he marched towards the dining-room door.

      ‘Just leave it, please.’ Kerry ran after him and tried to hold him back.

      George and Henry must have heard the noise as they both came to see what was going on.

      Jamie took one look at Henry, shook Kerry’s arm off, marched over to the man responsible for slurring his sister and drew his arm back.

      ‘Not the way to deal with it, mate.’ Marco somehow managed to grab Jamie’s balled fist before he could swing it.

      ‘You think I’m going to let some toffee-nosed little arsewipe talk about my sister like that?’

      ‘If you hit him, they’ll send you back inside,’ Kerry shouted. ‘Please, J. Just leave it.’

      Jamie looked at his sister and dropped his arm, so Marco felt it was safe to let go.

      ‘If you use that dirty mouth of yours to talk about Kerry again then I won’t be so easy to stop.’ He scowled menacingly at Henry.

      Henry held his stare, seemingly not at all affected by it.

      ‘You are trespassing on my land. Leave now and I won’t have to call the police.’

      ‘Oh, I ent going nowhere.’ Jamie crossed his arms.

      ‘As you like.’ Henry took a phone from his pocket.

      ‘Jamie, just go.’ Kerry sounded desperate. ‘I shouldn’t have asked you to come.’

      ‘Come with me then.’

      ‘No, I got to stay here and help. You know that.’

      For a moment, the siblings looked at each other, silent messages passing between them before Jamie submitted.

      ‘You call me if you need me, Kez.’

      ‘I’ll see you later, J.’

      Jamie threw one last evil look at the twins before letting Marco take him outside.

      ‘I’m sorry about that, Henry,’ said Kerry, clearly desperate to smooth things over. ‘He’s very protective of me. You’re very welcome here, of course – we’d love for you to see what we’re trying to do with Oakley Park. Can I get you a drink?’

      Henry looked at her as though she was the lowest of beings the planet could have created. ‘Of course I’m welcome here,’ he said with a nasty, superior sneer. ‘This is my house. And if I want a drink, I’ll fetch one for myself.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Kerry quickly and Jude wanted to bundle her up in a reassuring hug.

      ‘Right, so show me where the action is, brother of mine,’ said Henry. ‘What nonsense is first on the agenda and when can I see the great Inigo Sage in action?’

      ‘Henry, no,’ George pleaded. ‘Please don’t ruin this for me.’

      ‘I want to see exactly what this retreat thing of yours is all about.’

      Jude didn’t like the tone of his voice at all. Henry was clearly there to make trouble, and she just hoped he didn’t ruin all of George and Kerry’s hard work.
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      The first speaker of the day was a local woman, Lindsey Moorland, who spent her free time researching the ley lines of the Malverns and the significance of the positioning of the hills.

      Jude and Marco watched the proceedings from the back of the Wellness Barn where they could keep an eye open for trouble from Jamie. It was also a good position for watching Henry, who’d chosen to sit to one side with his arms folded, a look of pure disdain on his face.

      ‘Ancient people living in these parts recognised the ley lines that run through the hills and surrounding area as being full of healing, natural magic or earth energies,’ Lindsey explained. ‘Not just here but all over the country. Glastonbury Tor, Stonehenge, as well as plenty of other lesser-known henges, were all built on the ley lines. And the fascinating thing is that if you draw lines between five of the most significant, they create a perfect pentagon with Whiteleaved Oak at the pinnacle.’

      There was a large map of England and Wales sitting on an easel behind her and Lindsey pushed some pins into it, naming the places as she did so. ‘Llantwit Major, Glastonbury Tor – sometimes called the Sacred Heart of England – Stonehenge and Goring-on-Thames. These are well-documented locations and if we join them all together, you’ll see they are equidistant from each other.’ She demonstrated this with red string.

      ‘Now, if I put one last pin in at Whiteleaved Oak, the end of the Malvern Hills, you can see the pentagon form.’

      Jude had heard about the ancient significance of her hometown before, but she’d never been all that interested in what it all meant. Perhaps it was the way Lindsey was so enthusiastic about her subject, or the animated way in which she brought it to life, but Jude found herself drawn to the map and fascinated by what it showed.

      ‘While these points are the most well-known with documented evidence of a perpetual choir linking them – I’ll come back to that later – there are six other significant sites that we can add to our map to form a perfect decagon.’

      Jude looked around and saw that most people seemed enthralled by the interesting guest, with her bubbly personality and passion for her topic.

      Henry was the only person not watching Lindsey as she added more string to her diagram to complete the decagon. He was looking over towards the little grouping of Inigo, Tina, Nevaeh and Casper with a stony Medusa’s stare.

      An oblivious Inigo had obviously had enough of being in the audience. He stood up, hands together as though in prayer, and went over to Lindsey’s map.

      ‘Ah, now that is very interesting to me,’ he said. ‘The pentagon and decagon you have created there are shapes that I know well.’

      Lindsey was a little startled to be stopped mid-flow, but she handled herself well and smiled graciously at the interloper. A quick look around the room told Jude that Kerry was furious that yet again Inigo was trying to steal the limelight, George taken aback and unsure how to proceed but Henry was bristling with something akin to hatred as he glared at the self-proclaimed messiah.

      ‘Yes, indeed.’ Inigo stroked his goatee thoughtfully as he examined the string lines pinned to the map board. ‘These very shapes came to me in a vivid dream I had last night. I didn’t know what it was I was seeing but I sensed it was something ancient and mystical. Now though⁠—’

      ‘Now though, what?’ Henry was on his feet. ‘Go on, tell us what this shape means to you, Inigo.’ He spat the name out as though he knew it was just a cover, an act that this man, so desperate to impress, had created to make himself interesting.

      All eyes turned to Henry. Inigo was initially shocked at the fierce interruption, but it only took a second for him to regain composure.

      ‘A weary soul,’ said Inigo. ‘Welcome to our little gathering.’

      ‘I bloody wish people would stop trying to welcome me to my own sodding house,’ said Henry.

      George reached him and whispered something into his ear. Fortunately, whatever he said was enough to stop Henry, who turned around reluctantly and left the barn with George.

      ‘If you could sit down, please, Mr Sage.’ Kerry was trying to direct Inigo back to his floor cushion in the hope that she could help get things back on track.

      ‘You stay here,’ Jude whispered to Marco. ‘Don’t be afraid to step in if Kerry needs you. I’m going to see if George is okay.’

      Marco nodded and Jude left the barn by the back entrance, following the sound of the two men arguing to the open door of the house.

      ‘You are desperate for this to fail, aren’t you?’ George was clearly frustrated by his brother’s outburst and Jude could understand it. ‘I thought you were going to give me a fair chance to prove I could do this.’

      ‘That’s before you invited him to be your guest speaker.’ There was a lot of anger in Henry’s voice but Jude could hear something else too. Was it despair? Sadness even? Either way, it was clear he hated their old teacher with a passion that went beyond terrible lessons or bad grades.

      ‘I didn’t invite him,’ said George. ‘He contacted me and asked if he could come.’

      Jude stopped short of the front door and listened to the argument from outside, not wanting to intrude but keen to get a better understanding of the discord between the brothers.

      ‘But you said yes, George. You said yes to allowing that evil man back into our lives. After everything he did. And then you didn’t even tell me. I only found out about it because I happened to be looking on your Instagram and there he was. Mr Fershaw.’ Henry sounded totally incredulous and also personally wounded.

      ‘I didn’t think you approved of social media,’ said George, a little sheepishly Jude thought.

      ‘Usually I don’t but I was intrigued and wanted to see what you were up to. And now I know. You were busy selling yourself out to a fraudster.’

      ‘Yeah, well, you gave me no choice. You made it very clear what would happen if I didn’t get big results. When Inigo got in touch, I knew he’d draw in more guests which means more money. It’s just business.’

      ‘He’s a fake,’ Henry growled. ‘A narcissistic, warped, dangerous fake. Do you not remember what happened to Red at all?’

      ‘Of course I do. He was important to me too.’

      ‘Then tell me how the hell you can allow that man into Granny’s house.’

      ‘What happened to Red was terrible but you have to stop blaming Inigo. It wasn’t his fault.’

      ‘That is not what the school thought when they fired Mr Fershaw.’ Henry emphasised the old name they must have once known him by. ‘They knew the truth just as much as I did. You were just too blinkered to see it.’

      ‘Henry, I can’t do this now.’ George was pleading. ‘I know your thoughts and I am sorry. I really am. In hindsight I shouldn’t have agreed to him coming here, I get that. But I did and he brought enough paying guests with him to make this work for us. Can’t you just leave us be this weekend and I promise I’ll never have him back to any future events?’

      With the worst of the anger dissipated, both voices dropped and Jude could no longer hear what they were saying. She didn’t fancy being caught eavesdropping and thought it was safe to go back to the barn and see how Kerry was getting on keeping Inigo Sage, or Mr Fershaw, off the stage.

      George rejoined them shortly after, in time to hear the tail end of Lindsey’s talk and Jude was relieved to see that he didn’t have Henry in tow.

      Everyone gave Lindsey an enthusiastic round of applause when she finished. Jude wondered if Inigo would muscle in and take over again but he didn’t and George was able to thank his speaker himself.

      ‘What a wonderful start to our first day. I know I’ve learnt a lot and am even more excited for our trip to Whiteleaved Oak on Monday. Those of you here as day guests, you are very welcome to join us. Just talk to either myself or Kerry who will be able to give you all the details you’ll need to meet us.’

      Before he moved on to the next session of the day, George invited everyone to give Lindsey a final clap and then she moved her map out of the way to make room for a yoga teacher to set up at the front of the barn.

      Jude hadn’t done yoga before but she was willing to give it a go.

      ‘It is my great pleasure to introduce you to a man whom I’ve known for several years now,’ said George. ‘He’s an exceptional yoga teacher and we’re really lucky that he agreed to come down from Market Harborough today to share a morning practice with us. Please welcome Atid.’

      Atid stepped forward, dressed in loose-fitting clothes that were unpretentious and practical.

      ‘Thank you, George, for inviting me. I’m honoured to be here on midsummer’s day.’ He placed his hands together and bowed. ‘Please take a mat from the back and find yourself a good space where you have room to move.’

      Everyone got up and Jude and Marco helped Kerry move all the floor cushions out of the way to make space for the yoga mats.

      The yoga was wonderful and Jude felt her work-weary muscles ease out as she adopted the poses Atid instructed them to take. This was one thing she thought she’d definitely be taking away from her weekend, regular yoga sessions.

      Jude took a certain amount of pleasure in noticing that Inigo was struggling with a lot of the poses. He was uncoordinated, had poor balance and she doubted he’d ever done yoga before in his life. His clear lack of prowess meant that he kept quiet so the hour was even more serene and restful.

      At the end of the session, there was a wonderful sense of peace in the Wellness Barn and Jude hoped this would be the turning point for George and Kerry’s weekend. Henry had not returned and Inigo had quietened down. The rest of the guests seemed to have thoroughly enjoyed Lindsey’s talk and Atid’s yoga, and Kerry had set up elevenses in the garden.

      ‘I think all’s good here,’ Jude said to Marco as they walked away from the barn. ‘Why don’t you head back? I’ll call the farm and tell them I’ll be home this afternoon.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Not a lot can go wrong with tea and cake.’ Jude smiled.

      Marco kissed her and, even though they had been a bona fide couple for six months, Jude still felt the tingle at his public display of togetherness.

      ‘I won’t bother Kerry and George,’ he said. ‘They’re busy with their paying guests. Say goodbye to them from me and I’ll look forward to hearing how the rest of the retreat goes.’

      Jude walked with Marco to the end of the drive and waved him off before returning to the garden where the guests were all chattering away to each other.

      Kerry was talking to Celeste and Nevaeh who seemed to be getting on like a house on fire, so Jude went to sit with them.

      ‘We were just talking about Inigo’s session this evening,’ said Celeste. ‘Have you heard him speak before, Jude?’

      Jude felt as though she had heard him talk more than enough already but she knew Celeste meant in an official capacity and she had to admit that she hadn’t.

      ‘I’ve watched all the addresses that he’s put on his YouTube channel,’ said Celeste, casting a starry-eyed gaze across to Inigo who was holding council with a middle-aged couple sporting matching undercuts with their remaining hair dyed purple. ‘This is the first time I’ll have heard him speak in real life though. It’s so exciting.’

      ‘You must be proud of your dad,’ Kerry said to Nevaeh who just shrugged.

      ‘What was it like growing up with him?’ Celeste asked. ‘I bet you learnt so much.’

      ‘He was pretty cool,’ Nevaeh said. ‘He and Mum both believed in a more spiritual kind of upbringing so I never went to school. I had freedom to explore and learn through nature and my spirit guides.’

      Jude wanted to ask how the spirits had helped her learn to read, write and do basic maths, all of which seemed essential to her in the modern world.

      ‘You’re so lucky,’ said Celeste, dreamily.

      ‘I had to share him, of course.’ Nevaeh took a sip of her tea. ‘When we lived at the school, he was like a father to all the boys in our house.’

      ‘We’re glad to have you all here,’ said Kerry. ‘It’s nice your mum and dad still get on so well even though they aren’t together. My parents split up when I was little but I never see my dad now.’

      Jude looked across and saw Tina and Casper chatting to some of the day guests while Inigo continued to work the room, making sure everyone had the chance to admire him individually, no doubt.

      ‘And nice that your mum’s partner is happy with the situation too,’ said Jude.

      ‘Casper’s great,’ said Nevaeh with a smile. ‘When I told him about the retreat and how much I’d liked George when we were at school, he suggested we come and surprise him. He even bought us all tickets.’

      George clapped his hands together and a hush fell as everyone turned to see what he had to say.

      ‘We have five minutes until the next session back in the Wellness Barn so if you’d like to start making your way over, that would be amazing. Thank you.’

      Celeste and Nevaeh stood up and Kerry started to clear their cups away.

      ‘You’re both doing brilliantly,’ Jude whispered to her. ‘Try and relax if you can.’

      ‘Oh, Jude, how can I?’ Kerry’s real nerves began to show through the careful hostess mask she’d created, not quite convincing enough to fool Jude. ‘Jamie making a pest of himself, Henry showing up like that and trying to ruin everything, and we still haven’t got to the bottom of those notes.’ Kerry’s hands were shaking so much, the teacups rattled in their saucers. ‘I’ll be glad when this whole blessed weekend is over.’

      There was very little Jude could say to comfort her friend but she did realise that she might be staying at Oakley Park for longer than she’d planned. It would be a particularly rubbish sort of friend who backed away now.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s get those cups in the dishwasher and we can go back and enjoy the next session. Didn’t you say it was the meditation lady you were looking forward to?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Kerry looked at her darkly. ‘I reckon it’ll take more than meditation to make me forget everything that’s going on right now.’

      By the time they’d cleared up, the session was already in full swing. The barn’s lights had been switched off and the place was lit instead by warm-hued fairy lights strung up in the rafters and burning tea lights, one placed in front of each guest. It being a windowless structure, the barn was dim and relaxing even in the middle of the day. Everyone was sitting with their legs crossed and their eyes closed and the scene was indeed very peaceful.

      Jude felt the early morning begin to catch up with her as she joined the other guests and sat in the warm barn surrounded by the flickering candlelight.

      After the meditation, the doors of the barn were opened and the lights switched back on.

      ‘Now that everyone is hopefully nice and relaxed,’ said Greta, the lady leading the session, ‘I have a couple of mindfulness exercises to take with you. Firstly I invite you to come to the front and take a piece of paper from me and a bit of charcoal.’

      Jude and Kerry followed the guests up and were handed sheets of organic-looking beige paper and little pieces of charcoal that had obviously not been factory made.

      ‘There are many things that hinder our mental wellbeing,’ Greta said. ‘Grief, stress, frustration and guilt. Sometimes these negative feelings serve a purpose but we also need to find a way to let go of them. Guilt, for example, can be a very real way of dealing with things we know we have done wrong, but a lot of the time we hold on to guilt for too long, or even imagine it when in reality it is not ours to shoulder.’

      Jude listened with interest as Greta spoke and encouraged them all to think of things they felt guilty about. For Jude that was easy. At that point in time, she was feeling particularly guilty about sitting in a relaxing barn instead of cracking on with her farm jobs or helping her sister navigate the increasing stresses of trying to buy a house while juggling the needs of a child and a full-time job.

      ‘Now, I encourage you all to write the things you feel guilty about on your paper,’ said Greta.

      Jude picked up her piece of charcoal, which had retained the shape of the wood that had been slowly burnt to make it. The paper was heavily textured with fibres and little bumps running through it. She wrote her guilts onto the paper and then looked around. Inigo was noticeably sitting with his blank piece of paper on the floor in front of him and his arms resting on his folded legs.

      When everyone else had finished, Greta sent a wooden box around for the pieces of charcoal to be dropped into.

      ‘Great, now I’m going to show you how to fold your paper into a boat, with your guilts inside as cargo.’

      Jude followed her instructions and was soon holding a smart-looking boat that was more complex than she’d imagined. With the exception of Inigo, whose empty sheet was still lying on the floor, everyone else had a little boat in front of them.

      ‘Fantastic,’ said Greta. ‘Now I invite you to take these away and, when you can, find the time to go and visit a river, the sea, even a garden pond will work: just a body of water where you can let your guilt sail away. The paper we used today was made from organic pulp which is extremely biodegradable and I chose charcoal for its natural properties so there is no impact whatsoever on the environment. In half an hour or so, your boat will have been broken down by the water, taking your guilt with it.’

      Jude liked the idea a lot and decided that, when she got back to the farm, she’d put her own boat on the pond at the top of the drive.

      After another couple of quick mindful exercises with Greta, it was time for lunch. Jude helped out again as the food George had ordered from a local caterer needed to be laid out on the buffet table on the patio.

      ‘The weather’s been so kind to you,’ Jude said to George as they passed each other on their ways to and from the kitchen.

      ‘I know.’ George was beaming and Jude hoped this meant he was pleased with the way things were going. His guests certainly seemed to be having a lovely time and there had been no more disturbances from either Henry or Inigo.

      The food was delicious and plentiful, and appreciative sounds were made by all those sitting at the tables set out on the grass.

      Success continued into the afternoon as a mindful craft session run by a local glass artist gave everyone the opportunity to chat more and let loose their creative streaks as they used special paints to decorate glass panels and mirrors.

      Even Inigo managed to keep control of himself until it was his turn to close the first day with his much-hyped keynote speech.

      ‘I feel very blessed to have spent the day here with so many followers of the sun spirit in this beautiful, spiritual place,’ he began and Jude hunkered down for what she was sure would be the biggest load of bullshite she’d heard so far from him. ‘I thought I’d start by telling you a bit about why I turned away from my old life to be born again as a child of the sun.’

      As she listened to him spouting ten types of nonsense about callings, visions and earthly pulls, Jude wished she could think of a good excuse to leave early.

      ‘That, my children, is why I left the teaching profession to devote myself completely to the path I had been chosen for. The strength of the spirits was so powerful that I had no choice in the end. I knew I was born to teach but it wasn’t until my spiritual awakening that I realised the sacred path I was being drawn to. Not teaching maths to children in schools; teaching the way to enlightenment and truth, first to the nation and now on a global scale.’

      ‘Bollocks!’ Henry came crashing into the barn, face puce and arm outstretched pointing angrily at Inigo.

      Jude took a step toward him to try ushering him out, but he shook her off.

      ‘You didn’t leave teaching because you had something better to do; you were kicked out because of what you did.’ He was slurring his words a little and Jude could tell from the slightly glassy look in his eyes that he was drunk.

      ‘Come on, Henry.’ George was at his brother’s side, trying to take his elbow to steer him away.

      Jude didn’t want Kerry to have to get involved and risk another vocal battering herself from George’s drunk brother, so she quickly took his other side. Inigo’s mouth was flapping open and shut as he tried and failed to find something to say.

      ‘No!’ Henry tried to shrug them off but Jude and George held tight. ‘He talks about truth and enlightenment but I think everyone deserves to hear the real truth.’

      ‘This poor man is clearly possessed.’ Inigo tried desperately to claw back some control of the situation. ‘We must pity him but we must not be fooled by the demons that speak through his mouth.’

      ‘Demons?’ Henry’s face went an even darker shade of beetroot. ‘You disgusting, lying little…’

      He stopped talking all of a sudden and clamped his mouth shut in a way that Jude knew could only mean one thing. Before she and George could get him out of the Wellness Barn, Henry leant over and deposited the full, alcohol-based contents of his stomach over the floor, splashing a couple of the guests closest to him in the process.

      People shot to their feet and moved away from the putrid pool, the smell already overwhelming the place. Kerry jumped into action, asking everyone to head to the lawn where she would bring more tea and cake as well as fresh clothes for those in need.

      Now seriously devoid of energy, Henry was easy to extricate from the barn and Jude helped George get him into the house where they plonked him down on a chair.

      ‘I don’t understand it,’ said George. ‘Henry never drinks. He always says he doesn’t like the idea of losing control.’

      ‘Well, he’s had a skinful today,’ said Kerry. ‘And he needs to go.’

      She turned to Jude. ‘Know any understanding taxi firms in the area? Someone who might be willing to take him all the way back to Reading?’

      ‘Kez, I’m not sure.’ George looked childlike in his predicament.

      Kerry, though, came into her own and took charge magnificently.

      ‘As long as he’s here, he is a distraction and a bloody liability. He needs to go home and sleep it off and you two can sit down and bash it out with each other once the retreat is over. Okay?’

      George nodded meekly and Jude gave him the number of Nibs Cabs to call. Kerry went to collect cloths and a bottle of disinfectant to clean out the Wellness Barn.

      ‘Someone will be here in fifteen minutes,’ George said. ‘He’s spent for now so I’ll be fine here. Can you go and give Kerry a hand?’

      Jude looked at the figure in the chair and agreed that there was little fight left in him. His eyes were scrunched shut and he was rubbing at his head as though trying to stop it pounding. She imagined he would sleep for most of the two-hour journey back to his home in Berkshire and wake with one hell of a hangover.
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      Although Kerry and Jude tried their best to smooth things over, Henry’s outburst had soured the day and the guests began to dissipate.

      ‘I can’t apologise enough,’ Kerry said as the tie-dyed T-shirt-wearing couple who’d been closest to the vomit collected their tandem after deciding to leave early. ‘We’ll make sure there’s a partial reimbursement on your ticket price and please send us the cleaning bill for your clothes.’

      Most people were pleasant enough about the debacle and some even promised they’d be back as planned for the second day, but the retreat was definitely not the success George and Kerry had been planning on. Jude could see how much it had upset Kerry and she was extraordinarily proud of the way she carried on regardless: offering apologies, gratitude, tea, cakes, whatever was needed.

      Inigo, instead of being shaken by the insults and accusations Henry had fired at him, seemed to be revelling in the whole experience. Those guests who had decided to stay took their cups of tea and moved their chairs to create a new stage outside for him.

      ‘I am no stranger to the hatred and scepticism of non-believers.’ He spoke with his head bowed and his hands steepled in front of him. ‘It has been the same for millennia. Ignatius of Antioch, Monk Magha, Joan of Arc, Tegh Bahadur, Jesus Christ, they were all persecuted and I am no different.’

      Jude hadn’t heard of most of these people but she did know that Joan of Arc had been burnt at the stake and Jesus nailed to a cross so she wasn’t convinced that these were fair comparisons. Inigo was self-assured in his own importance though, Jude had to give him that.

      While he spouted on, giving an impromptu talk to make up for the rude ending to his official one, Jude wondered about the reasons for Henry’s anger towards him, surely more than just a passing loathing for an old teacher.

      What was it that he was going to tell everyone about Inigo’s dismissal from his teaching role? Was it anything to do with Red – the person he had been arguing with George about earlier that morning?

      The inquisitive side of Jude had been tickled and she was keen to find out more. Once the weekend had passed and things were quieter, she’d ask Kerry about it.

      Jude heard the taxi crunch down the gravel drive and she and Kerry walked around the side of the house to see George helping his brother into the car. There was a dicey moment when it looked as though the driver was going to refuse to take him, but George offered him a little more money, and the door was slammed on a deeply sleeping Henry.

      ‘That’s that, then,’ Kerry said as the taxi drove away. She was matter of fact and Jude knew she would do her best to bolster her boyfriend. ‘Most of the guests are still having a super time. Whatever we might think of Inigo Sage, he certainly knows how to pull a crowd together.’

      Jude had to admit that those remaining were clearly enthralled by their star speaker and perhaps there was still hope for the retreat.

      It was a blessing when the remainder of the day guests went home and those staying retreated up to their rooms to rest and prepare for the evening. The months of preparation, the early morning, the strain of hosting and the emotional stress of dealing with Inigo and Henry, not to mention the poisoned sapling and threatening notes, had taken their toll on George.

      ‘I need a little bit of peace,’ he said when the bustle of the busy day had ebbed. ‘I think I’ll go for a walk to settle my mind before dinner.’

      ‘D’you want me to go with you?’ Kerry looked at him in concern.

      ‘No.’ George sounded deflated and Jude’s heart went out to him.

      Kerry kissed him and then he pushed his hands into his pockets and walked off, out of the garden towards the lake.

      Tina, Nevaeh and Casper all came out of the house together and Jude silently cursed them for breaking the peace that she’d been hoping Kerry might finally have been allowed.

      ‘Is it okay if we use the Wellness Barn for a bit of meditation?’ Tina asked.

      ‘Of course,’ said Kerry. ‘It’s all been cleaned out and we’ll make sure we keep the noise down for you.’

      ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that.’ Nevaeh laughed. ‘When Mum’s meditating she goes so deeply I think the whole barn could fall down around her and she’d know nothing about it.’

      Jude thought that was a very lucky skill to have.

      ‘Nevaeh, why don’t you lead the meditation today, you’re so good at it,’ said Casper.

      As the trio walked away, Jude saw the look of adoration Nevaeh gave Casper and thought that it didn’t really matter what she herself thought of the lives they’d chosen. Here were three seemingly peaceful humans all just getting along with things. Was it possible that one of them was putting on a fantastic act and actually had a habit of killing saplings and leaving threatening notes for the retreat’s organiser?

      ‘You’ll be wanting to get back to the farm now,’ said Kerry. ‘See what’s been happening, I should reckon.’

      To head back to the relative sanctuary of her farm was exactly what Jude wanted to do. She was keen to find out what had been going on in her absence. However, she could tell that Kerry was hoping she’d decline the suggestion of escape.

      ‘I can stay if you need me.’

      Kerry bit her bottom lip, clearly not wanting to ask outright but equally not wanting to scupper her chances.

      ‘Look,’ said Jude. ‘Why don’t we sit down and take the weight off with a cuppa just while George is out walking? I can go home when he’s back.’

      ‘Would you, Jude?’ Kerry looked mightily relieved.

      ‘Of course. Come on.’

      Jude and Kerry went into the kitchen and, while Jude made a pot of tea, Kerry stacked the dishwasher so they would at least have clean crockery for the evening meal.

      ‘Thank the gods I made George get caterers in,’ she said. ‘When they delivered lunch, they also filled the fridge with readymade meals we just have to heat up.’

      ‘He wasn’t thinking of catering himself, was he?’ Jude felt her eyes open wide at the thought.

      ‘He was, Jude.’ Kerry chuckled. ‘He can be an absolute nutter sometimes but it’s only because he wants the money side of things to work out. I told him to add just a bit on the ticket price to cover the cost.’

      ‘Excellent thinking.’ Jude was impressed at the savvy nature of her friend. ‘And it didn’t stop people booking.’

      ‘That it didn’t.’ With the dishwasher full, Kerry added a detergent tablet and slammed the door shut with more force than was necessary.

      ‘Careful there,’ said Jude. ‘That is one piece of equipment you really don’t want to break this weekend.’

      ‘I’m just so angry,’ said Kerry. ‘I mean, all that work and thought and his special weekend is ruined because of his drunken brother and some batshit arse who thinks it’s funny or summink to send George nasty notes.’

      ‘At least you recognise it was probably nothing more than that,’ said Jude. ‘Some arse playing a prank.’

      ‘I bloody hope so.’ Kerry pressed buttons on the dishwasher to make it burst into life. ‘’Cos if not then I’ve just let George go off wandering about when there’s someone out there really wanting to cause him a mischief.’ Her face crumpled as she said this and her hand shot up to tug anxiously at her topknot. ‘I shouldn’t have let him go alone, should I?’

      Jude put down the teapot and faced her. ‘He’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘People don’t go around sending notes like that if they’re planning on seeing it through. Think about it. If someone really wanted to hurt George, they wouldn’t bother singing and dancing about it through daft notes.’

      ‘I still can’t work out why they’d even do that.’ Kerry sniffed. ‘And then there’s all that grief with Henry too. I sometimes just think George would be better off selling up and doing summink else with the money.’

      ‘Come on.’ Jude poured two mugs of tea from the pot. ‘Let’s take these outside and unwind a little bit. George will be back soon, you’ll see, and then you can get on with dinner. You’ve only got to stick things for another couple of days and then everyone will have gone and you can talk honestly with George about your options. You’re doing this together now, remember.’

      This won Jude a smile. ‘We are, ent we?’

      ‘Yes, and you’ve got your whole lives ahead to try new things and work out what it is you want to do. It might be planning events like this one, it might be something else altogether, but whatever happens, you’ll be doing it with George.’

      ‘Thanks, Jude.’

      They walked back outside and sat on a bench in the shade of a large cherry tree, covered in little green fruit waiting for the summer sun to ripen them.

      ‘He’s got issues, you know,’ Kerry said.

      ‘Who has?’ Jude thought it could be any one of the men she had met so far that weekend.

      ‘George.’ Kerry said his name as though Jude was daft for even asking. ‘Something happened to him when he was younger, but he won’t talk about it.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I can’t explain, really. It’s just things he says now and again. Things that aren’t right, like when I tell him I think he’s amazing and he says he don’t deserve to be called that. Or when I say what a good soul he has, he tells me his soul was marked when he was younger and he’s doing his best to make things right now.’

      This definitely intrigued Jude, who’d always thought of George as a fairly grounded person.

      ‘Didn’t you ask him what he meant?’

      ‘Course I did,’ said Kerry. ‘Only he just shut down and said it was all in the past and he didn’t want to talk about it.’ She looked up into the cherry boughs over her head and sucked in a deep breath. ‘I can’t help wondering if it has anything to do with the notes that were left. Something about meddling and then something about leaving the past behind.’

      ‘I remember them,’ said Jude, who had a photographic memory for those sorts of things and could remember the wording of the notes perfectly: Meddlers must always take their punishment. You have been warned and Leave the past where it belongs if you don’t want to end up like the white oak.

      Maybe Kerry was right and there was a link between them and whatever happened to make George say the things he had about his past.

      Jude felt that this was something that needed gentle investigation, but she couldn’t ask Kerry anything else as Jamie came marching into the garden looking wild.

      ‘J, what are you doing here?’ Kerry put her cup down on the arm of the bench and stood up. ‘I told you to stay away, it’s been tough enough today without you bringing more trouble.’

      ‘I ent bringing trouble,’ he said. ‘I’ve been worrying about you so I came back to check you’re okay.’

      ‘You need to go.’ Kerry gave him a shove in the chest. ‘I ent messing, J.’

      ‘Stop pushing me, Kez. There’s summink else, listen.’ He gripped her hands. ‘There’s been an accident on the road just outside of here. Someone’s hurt bad.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Jude stood up too, her heart racing at the news. ‘What sort of accident?’

      ‘A car drove into someone. The driver’s pretty shook up. Said this guy just fell into the road in front of him when he came round the corner.’

      ‘What guy?’ Kerry was gripping her brother’s arm and Jude knew she was thinking the same thing that was running through Jude’s mind.

      Was it George?

      ‘There’s an ambulance coming but I said I’d find out if any of the folk at your retreat thing are doctors or nurses or anyfink like that.’

      ‘Jamie!’ Kerry had started to shout. ‘What guy was it? Did you see him? Was it George?’

      ‘Not him.’ Jamie shook his head. ‘It was his brother, the gobby one.’

      ‘Henry?’ Kerry sounded as incredulous as Jude felt. How could it be Henry? They’d both seen George pack him off in a taxi earlier that afternoon. ‘Are you sure? He does look very much like George.’

      ‘Kez, I saw him and it’s definitely the brother. I don’t like the bloke but he’s in a bad way. Is anyone here a doctor?’

      ‘No,’ said Kerry. ‘Nobody.’

      ‘I keep my first aid up to date because of the farm. I’ll go and see if I can help,’ said Jude, already heading out of the garden.

      She ran down the drive, feeling the crunch of the gravel through the thin soles of her flip-flops. Kerry and Jamie were close behind her as they came up to the road where they were confronted by two cars, one pointing up the hill, another pointing down. On the tarmac between the cars Jude could see the still form of Henry, with a woman crouched over him carrying out CPR.

      A man was standing, looking on with panic so visible it was making his entire body tremble.

      ‘Can we do anything to help?’ Jude asked.

      ‘I swear I wasn’t going over twenty-five round that bend.’ The trembling man looked towards them with fear contorting his features. ‘Honestly, he just came out of nowhere and I didn’t see him until it was too late.’

      ‘Do you want me to take over for a bit?’ Jude knew first-hand how tiring it was to sustain the chest compressions needed to keep a heart pumping.

      ‘I’m okay for now,’ the woman said, keeping up her steady rhythm. ‘Do you know if there’s a defibrillator nearby?’

      There were plans to put one in the old red phone box in the village, but it hadn’t been installed yet.

      ‘No.’ Jude bent down to check for a pulse but found nothing on his wrist or neck.

      The woman continued with the chest thrusts until her arms tired at which point Jude took over.

      It felt utterly pointless to her, but she kept up the pretence, listening out for the sound of the ambulance bringing paramedics who would confirm what she already knew.

      Henry was dead.
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      Detective Inspector Binnie Khatri arrived on the scene shortly after the paramedics had called Henry’s death. She and Sami pulled in behind the car of the woman who had stopped to offer help and kept the blue lights flashing as they got out.

      Sami went to talk to the paramedics and Binnie went straight over to see Jude.

      ‘Do we know who he is?’ There were never any formalities when Binnie was on a case, it was always straight in with the questioning.

      ‘Henry Blount,’ said Jude. ‘His twin brother is George, Kerry’s boyfriend.’

      ‘The one who was sent the threatening notes?’ Binnie raised an immaculately tweezed eyebrow.

      Jude nodded.

      Kerry was beside herself, fretting over how they’d tell George and how he’d take the news.

      ‘I know they rowed,’ she sobbed into Jamie’s shoulder, ‘but they were still brothers and George loved him.’

      The driver was wrapped in a foil blanket to stop him from shaking.

      ‘I couldn’t do anything,’ he kept saying.

      Binnie went over to talk to him.

      ‘You’re the driver of the car that hit Mr Blount?’ she asked.

      He clung on to the foil blanket at his throat with both hands and nodded quickly.

      ‘Can I take a name, please?’ Binnie asked, opening her notebook.

      ‘Thomas Kelp.’

      ‘And an address please, Mr Kelp.’

      He gave a West Malvern address and Binnie added that to her notes.

      ‘Now, in your own words, can you describe exactly what happened, please?’ Binnie’s voice was soft but expectant. ‘Start with where you’d been and where you were heading.’

      ‘I’d been to visit friends of mine over in Cradley,’ said Thomas Kelp. ‘And I was on my way home.’

      ‘Had you been drinking?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘No.’ The man shook his head vehemently. ‘Not a thing.’

      ‘Good. Once my colleague is free, he’ll do a breathalyser test with you to confirm this. So you were driving from Cradley…’

      She looked up from her notebook.

      ‘I was driving carefully, I always do on these country roads because you never know what you’re going to come across. And I came round the corner there—’ he indicated behind him to a blind bend in the road ‘—and he just lurched out in front of me. I slammed my foot on the brake, of course, but I couldn’t stop in time.’

      Jude felt sorry for the man. Although it had been Henry who’d lost his life, Thomas Kelp’s would never be the same again either.

      ‘I can see this is stressful for you,’ said Binnie. ‘Please take your time. Was there anything you noticed about his behaviour that you think might be relevant? Anything that might have given him a reason to be in the middle of the road?’

      ‘It all happened so fast, I didn’t take anything much in.’ Thomas had started to shake again as Binnie asked him to recall the horrific events that had turned him into an accidental killer. ‘I think there might have been someone else there though.’

      Binnie’s head jerked upwards. ‘Someone else?’

      Jude felt the hairs on the back of her neck tingle. This was the first time Thomas had mentioned another person, and it changed everything. Henry had been very drunk, she’d seen that first hand, so it stood to reason he might have accidentally stumbled into the road. But if someone else had been there at the time, they could be looking at something far more sinister.

      ‘Yes. I’m sure there was someone standing on the pavement but, like I said, it all happened so fast and I was mainly looking at him.’ He turned to where the ambulance crew were covering Henry’s body with a blanket.

      ‘This is really important,’ said Binnie. ‘If there was someone else at the scene, another witness, then it’s vital we talk to them. Can you give me a description?’

      Thomas shook his head. ‘I can’t remember. I just caught sight of them out of the corner of my eye and when I got out of the car to go to him, there was nobody else there.’

      ‘Male, female?’ Binnie asked. ‘Rough height, skin colour, clothing? Anything you remember will help us enormously.’

      ‘I’m really sorry.’

      ‘Okay.’ Binnie put her hand into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a West Mercia Police contact card. ‘Here, take this and if you think of anything then please do get in touch.’

      A grim-faced Sami came over then, having finished talking to the paramedics. ‘Here, we found this by the verge.’ He held up a wallet in his latex-glove-covered hand. ‘It contains a credit card and driving licence both with the name Henry Blount. Cash too.’

      ‘It wasn’t near Henry’s body?’ This seemed very odd to Jude.

      ‘No,’ Sami confirmed.

      ‘Thank you, DS Abadi. Bag it please and then could you breathalyse Mr Kelp and carry out a sobriety test.’

      ‘Jude.’ Binnie caught her by the elbow and steered her away from the others. ‘Talk to me. Give me the lowdown on Henry Blount. Why was he in the middle of the road?’

      Binnie and Jude had worked on enough murder cases together for the detective to trust the farmer’s initial thoughts and Jude gave her what she knew.

      ‘He came to the house earlier today, really drunk and pissed off with his brother for inviting Inigo Sage to speak at this retreat he’s running this weekend.’ As she said this, Jude realised that George still didn’t know about the accident. She looked over to Kerry who was being comforted by Jamie and hoped that it wouldn’t be down to her to tell her boyfriend what had happened.

      ‘How drunk is really drunk?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘According to George, Henry never drank alcohol but there he was, vomiting all over the Wellness Barn,’ said Jude. ‘Pretty much passing out before being bundled into a taxi to take him back to Reading.’

      ‘He took a taxi to Reading?’

      Jude looked at her watch. ‘Yes, a couple of hours ago. George put him in one of Nib’s Cabs.’

      ‘So he could have had his wallet out to pay the driver.’

      Jude shook her head. ‘George had already paid him.’

      Binnie made another note. ‘I’ll talk to the driver and find out how Henry ended up back here. I take it you didn’t see the accident?’

      ‘No. Jamie Shepperton came up to the house to tell us about it – he might have seen what happened.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll talk to him. Kerry mentioned that the brothers had rowed. What was that about?’

      Jude gave Binnie the basic details of the twins’ property inheritance and the difference in opinion in what to do with the house.

      ‘The real argument though was to do with Inigo Sage. Before he became this born-again spiritual leader or whatever he thinks he is, he was a secondary school teacher at the twins’ school.’

      Jude didn’t have a chance to elaborate on this further because there was a sudden pounding of feet on gravel and they all turned to see George charging down the drive towards them.

      Kerry broke free from her brother’s arms and ran to meet him.

      ‘There you are,’ she sobbed. ‘George, stop, there’s been a terrible accident.’

      ‘I can see that,’ said George, looking at the ambulance and police car, both with their blue lights still flashing. ‘Is someone hurt? Is it one of our guests?’

      Kerry took his hands and put them up to her lips. ‘George, it’s Henry.’

      ‘Henry?’ George looked confused. ‘It can’t be, he’s in Reading. I put him in the taxi myself.’

      ‘He must have come back.’

      George pulled his hands away and gazed around the scene like a frightened puppy, not sure which way to turn. Jude was just grateful the paramedics were blocking his view of the blanket-covered body.

      ‘Mr Blount?’ Binnie went over to him.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘My name’s DI Khatri, Binnie.’

      ‘Jude’s friend?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Can you tell me what the hell’s going on here?’ He was clearly wild with the panic of half a story.

      Binnie’s face said it all, but she had to do what Jude knew was the hardest part of her job.

      ‘I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but your brother was hit by a car.’

      ‘Is it bad?’ George asked. ‘Are they taking him to hospital?’

      Binnie gave a tiny shake of her head. ‘Mr Blount, I’m afraid there was nothing anyone could do.’

      ‘He’s… dead?’

      Kerry caught him as he stumbled and held him tight as he sobbed.

      There were plenty of questions that needed to be answered. At the top of the list: Why had Henry come back, and who had been there when he’d fallen under the wheels of the car? The notes made from newspaper clippings seemed far more sinister now that a man had died and Jude was now even keener to find out where they’d come from.

      Right then though, a man was grieving for his brother, so Binnie, Sami and Jude stepped back and let him cry.

      Sami went to take a statement from the woman who’d stopped to help, and Binnie went to talk to Jamie, who was looking decidedly shifty with his hands deep in the pockets of his jeans and his shoulders shrugged up around his ears.

      Jude knew that he was no fan of the police. Like Kerry, he’d been instantly wary of Binnie when they’d first met but whereas Kerry had softened a little, sometimes forgetting that she wasn’t supposed to be on the same side as the detective, Jamie had not.

      ‘Did you see the accident?’ Binnie asked, notebook at the ready.

      Jude saw her eyelids flicker and the muscles of her jaw tighten for a moment, both signs that Binnie was on the verge of one of her migraines. She’d sustained a nasty brain injury just over a year ago and, although now back on full duties, Jude knew she still suffered enormously with headaches.

      ‘No!’ Jamie managed to make that one singular word sound as though he was already feeling blamed for something.

      ‘It’s fine, Mr Shepperton,’ said Binnie. ‘We just want to get a picture of what happened here today. Tell me, please, where you were and what you did see.’

      ‘I were coming from the village. I didn’t like being so far from Kez when there were so many absolute nutters around, so I went for a walk around and then sat out in the park for a bit.’ He pulled at the lobe of his ear nervously. ‘You know, in case I were needed in a hurry.’

      ‘And were you?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘She didn’t call me but I got worried ’cos she never picked up when I rang her. So I decided to come and check she were okay.’

      ‘So, you left the village by foot. Can you remember what sort of time this was?’

      ‘I dunno. Maybe four-thirty? Or could’ve been nearer five.’

      ‘And then what happened?’

      ‘I heard a car coming so I stood out of the way in a field to let ’im pass and then, after he’d gone round the corner, there was a massive tyre screech and I heard a thud.’ Jamie’s eyebrows had arched so far upwards they were close to meeting his hairline. ‘I knew summink was wrong so I ran up and found the driver in a right panic.’

      ‘Can you describe the scene?’ Binnie asked. ‘Where exactly was the driver? What was he doing? Could you see anyone else there?’

      ‘No, but then I was mainly looking at the bloke on the floor. You would have done the same. I mean, it’s normal, ent it? Who goes looking around when there’s a dead body on the road?’

      ‘Did you know he was dead?’

      ‘I had a good hunch from looking at him, but I told the driver to call an ambulance anyway.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘And then I ran up to the house to see if there were any doctors there who could help out, in case he were alive after all.’

      ‘And you didn’t see anyone else on your way up to the house?’

      ‘Nobody until I got to Kez and Jude. And then we all went back down and that woman must have driven by and stopped to help because she were doing the, you know, whatsit, CPR.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Binnie closed her book. ‘You’ve been very helpful. If you think of anything else that might be helpful, then please do get in touch.’

      ‘That’s it?’

      ‘For now. But your sister might need some support.’

      Jamie went over awkwardly to see if Kerry really did need him, and Binnie took Jude over to one side again.

      ‘Does that sound right to you?’ she asked bluntly as she took a packet of painkillers from the pocket of her neat plum-purple jacket. ‘From what you saw?’

      ‘It fits,’ said Jude. ‘He did come and tell us that Henry had been knocked down.’

      ‘He knew Henry then?’ Binnie put two pills in her mouth and swallowed them down without any need of water.

      ‘Binnie, are you okay?’ Jude asked. ‘Can I get you a drink or do you want to sit down for a while?’

      ‘It’s just a headache.’ Binnie brushed away Jude’s concerns with a swipe of her hand. ‘Tell me about Henry and Jamie.’

      ‘They met this morning,’ said Jude. ‘It was really awkward because he overheard Henry call Kerry a gold-digger, amongst a lot of other nasty things. If Marco hadn’t been there, Jamie would have punched him, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Interesting,’ said Binnie.

      Jude realised that she’d thrown Jamie into a very bad light. ‘I’m sure he would have stopped there though,’ she said. ‘I can’t imagine he’d have gone as far as shoving him in front of a moving car.’

      ‘I didn’t say he would have,’ said Binnie. ‘And remember, we still don’t know for certain there was anyone else there at the time of the accident, far less that that person deliberately pushed Henry into the road.’

      ‘It’s what you’re thinking though, isn’t it?’ asked Jude who was thinking exactly the same thing.

      ‘It’s one possibility,’ said Binnie. ‘But without definitive evidence that someone else was there and their identity then we have nothing to hang a case on.’

      ‘So what next?’ Jude asked.

      ‘We think about possible suspects in case this does turn out to be a criminal case and then we find out where they all were at the time of the accident.’ Binnie took her notebook out again. ‘Give me a list. We’ll start with Jamie Shepperton who appears to have motive and opportunity as well as a track record of violence.’

      Jude knew how much Kerry doted on her brother and she staunchly hoped that Jamie hadn’t had anything to do with Henry’s death.

      ‘Who else?’

      ‘Inigo Sage,’ said Jude instantly. ‘There’s a definite background there between him and the twins. He used to be a teacher at their secondary school, but I get the sense there was more to their relationship than that.’

      ‘In what way?’ Binnie held the end of her pen against her front teeth in the way she often did when she was particularly intrigued.

      ‘I’m not really sure but I think it might have something to do with a boy called Red.’

      ‘Okay.’ Binnie noted it down. ‘Anything else?’

      Jude shrugged. ‘Nothing solid. Maybe one of Inigo’s followers took great offence at Henry calling him a fake. His ex-wife is here with her new partner and then there’s Inigo’s daughter.’ Jude spelled out Nevaeh’s name. ‘It’s heaven backwards.’

      ‘Are they all still around?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘Yes, they’re full weekend guests, due to stay until Tuesday. Although I’m not sure what happens now.’

      ‘And those were the only people here when the accident happened?’

      ‘All the day guests had long gone by then but there is one other person staying at the house. A woman called Celeste who has been so taken in by Inigo and his bullshit that she thinks of him as some kind of god. It’s disgusting. She’s so young, maybe late twenties, early thirties, and yet he not only got her to sleep with him but had her thinking she is the lucky one.’ Jude shivered at the thought.

      Binnie scribbled something in her book and then closed it and put it away.

      ‘There’s nothing else for us to do here,’ she said. ‘I suggest we leave Sami and the paramedics to deal with the body. I’ve got another two officers heading this way to scour and document the immediate area. If there’s anything there to show someone else was on the scene, they’ll find it. Let’s get Kerry and George back to the house.’

      Once they were back in the kitchen of Oakley Park, Kerry came into her own and showed the gumption that Jude knew she’d always possessed.

      ‘Right then,’ she said. ‘George, you are not to leave the kitchen for now. The guests will be coming down for their dinner soon enough and Jamie and I will get them fed.’ She looked at Binnie. ‘I suppose we’re still allowed to carry on?’

      ‘If that’s what you want,’ said Binnie. ‘We’ll need to talk to your guests at some point.’

      ‘Why?’ Kerry’s face clouded. ‘What’s it got to do with them?’

      ‘I just need an early record of where everybody was.’

      ‘What for?’ Kerry wasn’t afraid of being direct at the best of times, and in the current situation her bluntness had become even brusquer.

      ‘Perhaps somebody saw something that will be useful,’ said Binnie. ‘It’s standard procedure, nothing more.’

      ‘If you must. But try not to frighten them off.’

      ‘Kez, you can’t seriously be wanting to carry on?’ said Jamie. ‘Just tell them all to bugger off. With Henry out of the way, you and George get to keep this place whatever happens so just get rid of them.’

      Jude noticed Binnie’s interest pique at Jamie’s little nugget of information inadvertently laid down. He was right, of course: with Henry gone, George would take sole ownership of Oakley Park and could now do what he liked with it.

      ‘No, J.’ Kerry sounded firm. ‘We need to carry on. There are too many things planned in and we’ve spent too much money. George, you don’t need to do nothing, I can sort it all.’

      George didn’t answer. He was still looking shell-shocked and Jude wondered if he’d bat an eyelid if Kerry suggested that from then on, the guests should embrace nature fully and continue the retreat in the nude.

      ‘I’ll help you,’ said Jamie.

      ‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea, you being here.’ Kerry looked at her brother warily.

      ‘Kez, it’s okay. I’ll be as good as gold with those wankers out there.’

      ‘No, J. If you’re staying to help then you need to be as good as gold in ’ere and as far away from paying guests as possible.’ Kerry turned to Jude. ‘I know you have to get back to the farm and that, but could you just stay to help me serve out the food and get the day done?’

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Jude knew Kerry was doing what she thought was right by George, but she had a strong feeling that Jamie was right and it would be better just to call it a day. Everyone would understand.

      ‘Not you an’ all,’ said Kerry. ‘I’m sure. Now can you help or not?’

      ‘Of course I can,’ said Jude. ‘Put me to task.’

      Kerry gave her a grateful smile that Jude could see was laced with exhaustion. She didn’t think continuing the retreat was the right decision, but it was Kerry’s choice to make, not hers.

      Besides, it would give Jude a good opportunity to see if anyone sitting around the dinner table was looking particular jittery after the sudden death on the doorstep – a death that not one of them had so far been told about.
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      George and Henry’s father lived on the border of Scotland and Kerry suggested that heading home to be with him was the best option for George, who numbly agreed.

      ‘How can I tell him what’s happened?’ he croaked.

      ‘Would you like me to get someone to do that for you?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘No. I need to do it myself in person and Kerry’s right, I should be with him.’

      It was too late for George to go that evening, but Kerry booked a train ticket for first thing the next morning. While she was busy looking after George, Jamie was set to task heating up the pre-made food for the evening meal and Jude went into the dining room to lay the table and make sure everything was ready for the guests when they came down.

      Binnie went with her, checking her phone as she perched on the edge of the sideboard.

      ‘Message from the station.’ She looked up as Jude opened the drawer next to her and took out a handful of cutlery. ‘I asked them to contact the taxi company that George paid to take Henry back to Reading. The driver said he’d just got off the M5 when Henry woke up and was apparently furious that he was being taken somewhere he didn’t want to go.’

      ‘I bet he was.’ Jude could imagine the scene and felt sorry for the driver.

      ‘Henry demanded to be taken back and the driver had no choice. He said he left him at the end of the drive as Henry was adamant he didn’t want to be taken up to the house.’

      ‘Did he see anyone else there?’

      ‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘And he didn’t see Henry getting out his wallet either. I don’t know what to make of this yet. On the surface, apart from the possibility that someone else may or may not have been at the scene, it looks like a cut-and-dry case of a drunken man, stumbling around at the side of the road and falling under the wheels of a car.’

      ‘You don’t buy that any more than I do.’ Jude laid down a knife and fork at one table place.

      ‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘There’s something about this whole setup that smacks of something darker than that. The notes, for one thing. Was there any way Henry could have been the true target of those?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Jude left the rest of the cutlery and turned to face Binnie, propping herself against the back of one of the chairs and speaking quietly in case someone was close enough to hear them. ‘From what I gather, Henry wasn’t expected here this weekend.’

      ‘How similar were they?’ Binnie looked quizzical. ‘Would it be possible for one twin to have been mistaken for the other?’

      ‘You think George was the intended victim?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Could he have been?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’ Jude pictured the two side by side, one groomed for a serious city-life, the other choosing an infinitely more natural look. ‘They’re identical twins but they do look very different.’

      ‘No,’ Binnie sighed. ‘If Henry was pushed and, Jude, please remember that at this stage this is a big if…’ She raised her eyebrows and Jude nodded. ‘If he was pushed then it was not a planned crime. It couldn’t have been. Henry was supposed to be back in Reading, nobody could have predicted that he’d be dropped back at the end of the driveway or that a car would be coming around the corner at that moment.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Jude. ‘So, if he was pushed—’ she emphasised the if for Binnie’s benefit ‘—then it seems most likely that someone stumbled across him, they rowed and it got physical just as the car came around the corner.’

      Inigo perhaps? He had been the target for much of Henry’s anger and Henry had accused him publicly of being a fraud. Mind you, that was something that a lot of people at the retreat might have taken umbrage to. Celeste, for example, Inigo’s number one fan. Or Nevaeh, his daughter.

      Jude’s mind turned to George. She couldn’t imagine that he would be capable of murder, but she’d heard the heated nature of the brothers’ arguing and wondered if it had bubbled over until George had snapped. The whole weekend had been a high-stress event, and he had a lot riding on its success.

      ‘If we’re thinking that the notes were not written for Henry, it seems unlikely they’re linked with his death,’ she said.

      ‘I think so,’ said Binnie. ‘But let’s keep them in our mind’s eye anyway. You know I don’t believe in coincidences.’

      ‘No,’ said Jude, who didn’t believe in them either. ‘There’s one other thing that seems odd about this whole thing. George said that Henry never drank alcohol and yet he was rolling drunk today. Why would he do that?’

      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Tina from the doorway, ‘I was wondering if you were ready for us?’

      ‘Almost,’ said Jude, planting a firm smile on her face. ‘But do come in and sit down. I’ll just finish setting out the cutlery and then I can offer you a drink.’

      Binnie stood up but stayed in the dining room. She had told Kerry she’d make a brief announcement about Henry before the meal but that she’d wait until after they’d had their food before she took them off individually to talk to them.

      ‘This is my friend, Binnie Khatri,’ Jude said, seeing no need to give away her job title until the reason for her visit to Oakley Park had been made clear.

      While they waited for the others to appear, Jude and Binnie chatted amiably with Tina. She was a little ditsy perhaps: Away with the fairies, Noah’s father, Frank, would no doubt say, but she was pleasant enough company and smiled a lot. She’d changed out of the ethereal white dress she’d worn for the sunrise walk and was now wearing a crimson dress, equally floaty but with long sleeves.

      ‘How did you meet Inigo?’ Jude asked as she started to set out the glasses that Kerry had brought through from the kitchen.

      ‘He used to teach me,’ she said. ‘It’s not as shocking as it sounds. He was newly qualified in his twenties, and I was in my last year of sixth form. There’s only a seven-year age gap between us and the attraction was immediate.’

      It wasn’t the age gap that Jude found disturbing about the beginning of their relationship, more the fact that she was still a student – his student – when they’d met.

      ‘People always look horrified when I tell them.’ Tina’s smile was as calm and serene as she was. ‘But Inigo did nothing wrong. He told me he loved me but that we had to wait until my exams had finished and I was no longer at the school.’

      To save his own skin because he knew what he was doing was illegal, Jude thought wryly.

      ‘Was he already into the New Age movement then?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘It was the end of the nineties,’ Tina said. ‘We’d both become disillusioned with the modern world and wanted something more fulfilling. I’m not sure New Age is the right term; Inigo hates it. What he discovered was a spirituality deep within himself that I have never seen in another soul since.’

      She clasped her hands to her heart. ‘It’s so profound and incredible. We might not be together as a couple now, but I feel very lucky and proud to continue to share his life.’

      Jude wondered how Casper felt about this and at that moment he walked into the dining room with Nevaeh. It was hard to accurately work out their ages, but Jude guessed he must be quite a bit closer to Nevaeh than he was to Tina. He looked no more than thirty and Nevaeh was perhaps mid-twenties. For Tina to have finished school before conceiving her, she must now be well into her forties.

      Casper walked over and put his arm around Tina’s waist.

      ‘You must think it strange that my new partner and I have come to see my ex-husband talk,’ said Tina.

      ‘Not at all,’ fibbed Jude. It really was none of her business, but she was still intrigued by the dynamic.

      ‘We are all free to choose the people we want to spend our time with,’ said Casper. ‘I’d been a fan of Inigo’s before I met Tina. In fact, it was at one of his rallies a year or so ago that we first saw each other, wasn’t it?’

      ‘You two are so cute,’ said Nevaeh, and Jude wasn’t entirely sure whether she was being sarcastic or not.

      ‘Ah, here he is.’ Casper looked over at the door and everyone turned to see Inigo walk in with Celeste a step or two behind him.

      When they were all sitting down around the table, Kerry came in pushing a two-tiered wooden trolley loaded with plates of delicate canapés and jugs of cordial.

      ‘I’ll just put everything in the middle and you can help yourselves,’ she said. ‘Everything on the green plates is veggie and Celeste, the red plate is all vegan-friendly.’

      While Kerry off-loaded the plates of food, Jude filled glasses with elderflower and rhubarb cordials.

      ‘Now, before you begin, I’m afraid we have a sad announcement we need to make.’ Kerry stood next to the now-empty trolley and started to wring her hands together. ‘You will have seen we have another guest here. This is Detective Inspector Khatri.’ She nodded toward Binnie. ‘There was an accident this afternoon on the road outside the turn in for Oakley Park. It were pretty bad actually, and a man lost his life.’

      There was a ripple of gasps around the table.

      ‘It were George’s brother and while we want to carry on with the retreat and continue to offer you a place of peace and restoration, I’m sure you’ll understand that George will sadly not be with us for the duration. I’ll be running the rest of the programme so if there’s anything you need then please don’t hesitate to ask.’

      A collection of mumbled words of support and sorrow rumbled around the dining room.

      ‘If it was an accident, can I ask why there is a detective here?’ Inigo asked.

      ‘Standard procedure when someone has died,’ said Binnie. ‘As you were all in the vicinity of the crash, I’d like to ask you a few questions later this evening, once you’ve enjoyed your meal. Just to see if anyone saw anything that can help us piece together what happened on the road earlier today. That’s all.’

      ‘Like a murder enquiry?’ Nevaeh looked anxious.

      ‘Not at all,’ Binnie was quick to point out. ‘But perhaps someone was walking that way and saw something or heard something that might be useful.’

      ‘I mean what I say though,’ said Kerry. ‘We all still very much want you to have a wonderful experience here at Oakley Park so please carry on and enjoy the rest of the full programme we have on offer for you. Help yourself to nibbles, the main course will be out shortly.’

      Kerry glanced at Jude who gave her a reassuring nod.

      Inigo stood up and placed both hands onto the table, leaning into them with a sombre expression.

      ‘I think I speak for us all when I say how deeply saddened we are at this tragic news,’ he said. ‘Perhaps a prayer for Henry’s spirit would be appropriate before we eat.’

      He didn’t wait for Kerry’s agreement before he began. With his face tilted upwards and his eyes closed, he began to sway a little from side to side. The other guests closed their eyes and tilted their heads up too. Jude didn’t. She kept her eyes wide open and scoured them all for any sign that Henry’s death had not been a surprise to them.

      ‘Earth spirits, take the soul of our departed brother,’ Inigo said in a monotone chant. ‘Heal it, forgive it, cleanse and purify it and make it a part of the fabric of your natural wonder. Consumption by the universe and glorious rebirth await every one of the true children of the interconnection. Give salvation to those who doubt and give their souls freedom to also be reborn.’

      Jude wondered if Inigo had a clue what he actually meant because she most certainly didn’t. It was all a load of mumbo-jumbo and she could tell that Kerry and Binnie were thinking pretty much the same thing.

      The guests all seemed to be buying it though, and not one of them stuck out as a possible candidate for the figure who’d been seen at the roadside before the crash.

      ‘We dedicate the remainder of this divine solstice weekend to Henry’s spirit, and we know that his essence will join us in the activities we do and the sacred trip we will be making to the Whiteleaved Oak.’

      Jude highly doubted any remaining wisp of his essence would want to be joining in any spiritualistic meetings or a pilgrimage to the burnt-out site of the old oak tree.

      Inigo opened his eyes. ‘Let’s share this delicious meal of nature’s favours,’ he said before sitting down.

      Jude noticed he was the first to grab a plate of little croutons with some sort of pink pâté piped onto the top and put a decent number onto his own plate before adding generous helpings of all the other starters on offer.

      ‘Are we all staying for the duration still?’ Tina directed her question at Inigo rather than Casper, and Jude wondered how he felt about this misalignment.

      ‘We are.’ Inigo looked from one of his disciples to the next. Tina to Nevaeh to Casper to Celeste. ‘We are all here to celebrate the circle of life and show gratitude to the sun.’

      So that was that. Inigo had made the decision for everybody.

      Kerry headed toward the door and Jude followed her, leaving Binnie to observe the diners.

      ‘Well done,’ said Jude, giving Kerry a quick hug. ‘Do you need some help in the kitchen?’

      ‘No, you stay in there with Binnie. Make sure she isn’t frightening the guests.’

      ‘Kerry, you know she’s on your side.’

      Kerry puffed her cheeks out and let a breath escape slowly before moving in closer to Jude. ‘Do you think he was pushed?’ she whispered.

      ‘I don’t know any more than you do,’ Jude said. ‘We just have to wait for the police to do their thing.’

      ‘If he was, they’ll blame it on George.’ Kerry’s eyes narrowed. ‘I know they will, it’s how they work. Have to have someone to pin everything on and George is asking for it. He was AWOL when Henry died and everyone heard them arguing earlier. Then my stupid lug of a brother told everyone, including Binnie, that now Henry’s dead, George gets the house and his business worries are gone.’ She clicked her fingers. ‘Just like that.’

      Jude put her hands on Kerry’s shoulders. ‘Listen to me. That’s not how it works at all. There are a lot of hoops to jump through before they even decide someone else was definitely there at the scene. And then, even if they do, what are the chances that person actually pushed Henry? You saw how drunk he was, stumbling around all over the place.’

      ‘I s’pose.’ She didn’t look in the least bit convinced. ‘But I got a bad feeling, Jude. First the dead tree and the notes, and now Henry. Summink’s going on. I’m telling you that and I want to know what it is and who is doing it. That’s why we need to keep the retreat going. As long as they’re here, we can keep an eye on them and find things out.’

      ‘What do you mean, find things out?’

      ‘You know. Ask them the right questions, watch them, listen to what they say, all them things you always do when you’re knee-deep in badduns.’

      Jude had definitely had her share of dealing with ‘badduns’ as Kerry called them. This was not the first time a suspicious death had occurred at Malvern End. She also shared Kerry’s feeling that there was something dark happening and she too wanted answers.

      ‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘I can stick around, if you like.’

      ‘What about the farm?’

      ‘I’m sure they’ll cope. I’ll call Lucy this evening.’

      Kerry hugged her. ‘You’re the best, Jude Gray.’

      Jude hugged her back. It looked like she was going to be spending another night at Oakley Park.

      ‘I’ll be glad when George is on that train to his father’s tomorrow,’ said Kerry. ‘At least I know he’ll be safe while we figure out who’s behind it all.’

      ‘Has he spoken to his dad yet?’

      Kerry shook her head. ‘He wants to do it in person.’

      ‘Are they a close family?’ Jude asked.

      ‘The boys always were,’ said Kerry. ‘Their mum died when they were little and their dad was in the army, so they were all each other really had. They were packed off to boarding school, so they didn’t really know him. But your child is still your child, ent it, no matter what?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Jude. ‘I’m sure George is doing the right thing by going up to tell him personally. And it’ll be good for him to get away from here too.’ She thought about the harsh words she’d heard Henry say to his brother.

      ‘Do you know anything about someone called Red?’ she asked. ‘I think he had something to do with Inigo? Perhaps they were at school together.’

      ‘Red?’ Kerry looked thoughtful. ‘What sort of name is that?’

      ‘I heard Henry and George talking about him.’

      ‘No idea,’ said Kerry. ‘Do you think it’s important?’

      Jude shrugged. ‘Probably not.’

      George came out of the kitchen then, ashen and hollow-eyed.

      ‘Okay, love?’ Kerry went to him. ‘There’s nothing you need to be doing now, it’s all in hand.’

      He gave the smallest nod. ‘Are they still in there?’

      ‘I’ve given them their starters and we’re about to dish out the main course,’ said Kerry. ‘Why don’t you go up and run a bath? I’ll bring you up something to eat in a while.’

      ‘Thanks, but I’m not hungry. I think I’m going to just pack up my bag ready for tomorrow and then I’ll go to bed, if you don’t mind. It’s been a very long day.’

      ‘Of course.’ Kerry watched in concern as he started to walk towards the stairs. ‘Ooh, George, before you go…’

      He turned back.

      ‘I just wondered if you knew anyone called Red?’ Kerry asked.

      ‘What?’ He sounded dazed, which was understandable given the circumstances.

      ‘It’s just Jude thought she heard you and Henry talking about him and it might be important.’

      ‘I’m sorry but I don’t know what that could have been. You must have misheard.’ He turned away again but not before Jude saw the look of fear cross his face.

      ‘Probably.’ Jude knew she hadn’t. This Red character was definitely the reason Henry had been so angry about Inigo Sage’s presence at Oakley Park. But she certainly wasn’t about to argue with George just then.
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      As soon as the meal was over, Binnie took one guest at a time to a quiet corner of the garden to ask them some questions about the accident.

      Jude took the opportunity to phone the farm to find out what was happening and explain that she wouldn’t be back that night. Lucy picked up, sounding harassed and on a short fuse.

      ‘Sebbie’s driving me up the wall, the bank is mucking us about with extra surveys they want before they’ll sign off the mortgage, Alfie rolled in shit and needed a shower, Noah has been out all day doing your jobs as well as his own and I’m knackered.’ It all came out in one long stream of grumpiness which was fairly unlike Lucy.

      ‘Oh God, Lou-Lou, I’m really sorry,’ said Jude. ‘I planned on coming home earlier to help out.’

      ‘Let me guess, you got caught up in yoga or deep breathing or some sort of nonsense and you forgot all about us.’ Lucy really was in a bad way.

      Jude felt a huge pull to run back home and help smooth over her sister’s rubbish day. But she’d just promised Kerry she’d stay on for another night.

      ‘It’s not been all fun and games here,’ Jude said. ‘George’s brother was knocked down by a car just outside the drive and it killed him.’

      ‘Oh, shit, Jude, I’m so sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be,’ said Jude. ‘All your grievances are important too, it’s just Kerry has it in her head that the accident has something to do with those notes someone left for George and she’s spooked so I said I’d stay here another night.’

      ‘Of course.’ Lucy sounded contrite and Jude felt even more guilty that she couldn’t split herself down the middle and be in both places at one time. ‘Do what you need to do and we’ll see you whenever you feel you can come home.’

      ‘I’m supposed to be taking Granny Margot to the park tomorrow,’ said Jude. ‘There’s something going on at the bandstand that she’s desperate to go and see.’

      ‘I’d take her myself, only Sebbie has swimming in the morning and then I’ve got to get him over to a party in Hereford for one-thirty.’

      ‘Thanks for the thought,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll see how things are in the morning. I’d better go.’

      ‘Give Kerry a hug from me,’ said Lucy. ‘And don’t worry about us. I was just having a rant, but we’ll be fine here.’

      Jude switched the phone off with a heavy heart. She’d heard the strain in her sister’s voice and knew that she was struggling.

      ‘You should go back.’

      Jude spun around and saw Kerry.

      ‘You gave me a jump,’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear you come in.’

      ‘I know,’ said Kerry. ‘But I heard you. You’re needed back at the farm, ent you?’

      ‘They’ll cope without me.’

      ‘And Granny Margot? You promised to do summink with her an’ all, didn’t you?’

      ‘You were skulking behind me all the time I was on the phone.’ Jude tried to make light of her torn predicament.

      ‘Jude, thank you for being here for me but we’ve kept you long enough. Go home. Look after Lucy and then go and see Granny Margot tomorrow.’

      Kerry was offering her a way out and yet this didn’t alleviate Jude’s guilt at all. She was needed at home, and yet she was also needed at Oakley Park.

      ‘What about you?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ll be absolutely fine. Jamie offered to stay and he won’t pull any nonsense now. He can see what a state George is in and he wants to help. If you go, I can stick him in your room.’

      Kerry was framing it as though Jude would be doing her a favour if she were to go home and free up the spare room. The pull of the farm and the stress of her sister made it too much of a temptation.

      ‘Call me if there’s anything you need.’ Jude gave her friend a hug. ‘Doesn’t matter what time it is, I’ll keep my phone by my bed.’

      Once dinner had been cleared up and the breakfast things laid out for the following morning, Jude and Binnie left Oakley Park together.

      The rest of the police team were long gone so Jude offered Binnie a lift back to her house on the other side of the Malvern Hills. As the driveway curved away from Oakley Park, the house was hidden by the oak trees and when they reached the end Jude saw that all signs of the accident had been removed.

      ‘How’s your head?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Actually, I’ll be glad to get home.’ Binnie rested back against the headrest of the Land Rover.

      ‘Are you looking after yourself properly now that you’re back at work full time?’

      ‘Jude, it’s over a year since the accident.’ Binnie had a habit of downplaying the incident in the line of duty that had resulted in her needing emergency brain surgery and a lengthy stint in hospital. ‘Aside from the odd headache and getting a bit tired by the end of the day, I’m absolutely fine. Now, aren’t you going to ask me about my interviews with the guests?’

      Jude smiled. They had worked on murder cases together before and she knew the score. Binnie would feed her information and in return, she would use her observational knack and personal links to dig further into the investigation. Not that this was a murder case necessarily, but it was definitely a mystery they both wanted to solve.

      ‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Anyone know anything?’

      ‘If they do, they’re keeping pretty quiet about it,’ said Binnie. ‘According to Tina, Nevaeh and Casper, they were all meditating in the barn. Inigo and Celeste were together for some of the time but, reading between the lines, he got what he wanted from her and then told her to leave.’

      Jude gripped the steering wheel tighter. ‘That sounds about right.’

      ‘What is it about that man?’ Binnie didn’t try to hide her disgust. ‘They’re all obsessed with him, but I found him decidedly creepy.’

      ‘So do I.’ Jude knocked the Land Rover into third gear and pushed on up the steepness of the hillside road. ‘Celeste is young and beautiful and yet she thinks it’s some sort of huge privilege to be able to shag that revolting bag of ego. And I’m not okay with the fact he was Tina’s teacher before they got together and married.’

      ‘No,’ Binnie agreed. ‘But not outside of the law as she’d left school and was of consensual age before they got together.’

      ‘He’s wily,’ said Jude. ‘Henry knew what he was like though. He was furious George had invited him here. I still think there’s more to this than we’re seeing. I know for a fact I heard Henry and George arguing about someone called Red: it had something to do with Inigo. But when we asked George who that was, he said I’d been mistaken.’

      ‘Interesting,’ said Binnie.

      ‘Depending what it is, we could have a very good motive for Inigo to have pushed Henry in front of a car to shut him up.’

      ‘If he was pushed,’ Binnie reminded her, ‘which at the moment is only flaky supposition.’

      At the top of the hill, Jude turned out onto the busier West Malvern Road. ‘And the fact the driver said he came out of nowhere and stumbled into the road. Not the regular behaviour of most people when a car’s coming, even if they have had a skinful.’

      ‘Still nowhere near enough to call foul play.’

      ‘But enough for you to question the guests anyway.’

      Binnie smiled wryly. ‘All standard practice,’ she said, but Jude knew better.
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      Although she had only been away from the farm for twenty-four hours, it felt like an awful lot longer and Jude was extraordinarily glad to turn off the lane and drive up between the woodland to her left and her freshly mown hay meadows to the right. The sun and breeze they’d been treated to would mean the grass would be drying out brilliantly. She’d get up early the next morning and take the tedder round to turn it all so the underside would get its chance in the elements too.

      Jude pulled up in the yard and felt an instant and intense flood of relief as her dogs ran over to greet her.

      She jumped out of the Land Rover and bent down to ruffle their ears as they pushed their heads into her and let their back ends wag to show how much they’d missed her.

      ‘Hey, Alfie. Hi, Pip.’

      ‘So, the wanderer returns,’ said Noah, bringing up the rear with his own dog, Ned.

      ‘Sorry, Noah.’ Jude smiled warmly at him. ‘Thanks for holding the fort. Everything been okay?’

      ‘Dogs and I’ve just been up to check on the flocks and all’s well in the fields. I sorted out the shearling rams I think we can get a good price for at the early breeders sale.’

      ‘Always good news.’

      It was so nice to be back where she belonged, talking sheep and markets. Jude felt as though breathing had just become a lot easier.

      ‘And how’s Lucy?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Okay, I think?’ Noah looked surprised at Jude’s concerned tone. ‘Why?’

      ‘She sounded uncharacteristically overwhelmed and grumpy on the phone earlier. I wondered if something had happened.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ said Noah. ‘Sebbie’s been a bit of a pickle, but he’s just got midsummer madness is all.’

      Sebbie could definitely be a handful, but that was nothing new. Jude was keen to get in and see for herself how her sister really was. She locked the car door and called Pip and Alfie to her before walking past the old stone cider press and up to the door of the black and white farmhouse.

      ‘I’ll see you in there,’ Noah called after her. ‘I’m just popping over to talk to Dad about something.’

      ‘See you in a bit,’ Jude called back.

      The kitchen was surprisingly quiet when Jude went in, but the hum of the television told her that someone was in the sitting room. She topped up the dogs’ water bowl and tipped some kibble out for their supper, then she followed the sound of dragons calling and found Sebbie sitting on the floor in front of a cartoon.

      Lucy was sprawled out on the sofa, fast asleep.

      ‘Aunty Judy!’ Sebbie greeted her as though she’d been gone for a month, not just one night. He jumped up and ran over to hug her. Jude found his hugs a real marker of time – they had travelled up from her knees to her thighs, and now, at six years old, his head rested against her waist.

      ‘Shhh,’ she said, pointing to his sleeping mother. But it was too late, Lucy had already stirred.

      ‘You’re back!’ she said.

      ‘Sorry we woke you,’ Jude said.

      Lucy glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Gosh, I’m glad you did. I’d no idea it was getting that late.’ She sat forward and picked up the remote control to switch off the television.

      ‘Hey!’ Sebbie objected. ‘I was watching that.’

      ‘It’s time to run upstairs and get your pyjamas on,’ said Lucy. ‘Wash your face, hands, teeth and have a wee please and then, if you’re quick and you do a good job, you can come down and watch a bit more.’

      Sebbie looked as though he was about to object but then he checked himself. He knew his best chance of squeezing as much telly time out of the evening as possible was to do as he was told and be quick getting ready for bed.

      He ran off towards the stairs and Jude plonked herself down on the sagging sofa next to Lucy.

      ‘You look shattered,’ she said. ‘What’s been going on?’

      ‘Oh, nothing.’ Lucy pulled out her hair elastic and refastened her ponytail. ‘Sorry I was grumpy on the phone earlier. There’s a lot going on right now with the house move, and then you called just as I’d finished showering Alfie, and Sebbie had emptied the entire bucket of Lego over the floor of the playroom.’

      ‘That would do it!’ Jude said. ‘Sorry I wasn’t here to help.’

      ‘Sounds like you’ve had your hands full at Oakley Park.’ Lucy swivelled sideways to face Jude. ‘How’s Kerry? I assume they’re sending everyone away now and wrapping the retreat up early.’

      Jude shook her head. ‘Kerry wants to go ahead. She’s putting George on a train up to see his dad in the morning but she’s carrying on with the rest of the programme.’

      ‘She must be mad!’

      ‘She’s convinced someone pushed Henry in front of the car and that whoever it was is going to come for George next.’ Jude laid her head back on the sofa cushions. ‘Either that or the police will pin Henry’s death on George.’

      ‘Why does she think they’d do that?’

      ‘With Henry out of the picture, George has just inherited the entirety of Oakley Park, securing whatever business venture he wants to run from it. Not only that but the brothers had a big row earlier in the day.’

      ‘Wow,’ said Lucy. ‘What does Binnie think? Are we looking at murder here?’

      ‘Not much to go on at all but Kerry isn’t taking chances. She thinks that by keeping all the guests close, we can work it out for ourselves.’

      ‘Yourselves?’ Lucy raised an eyebrow. ‘Meaning you as well?’

      Jude coughed a little to clear her throat. ‘She did ask if I’d help her.’

      ‘Of course she did!’ Lucy rolled her eyes. ‘And you, of course, agreed.’

      ‘How could I say no? It might well all still turn out to be nothing more than a drunken stumble into the road.’ Jude said this with little conviction.

      She felt sure that the threatening notes were somehow linked to Henry’s death and went to bed that night trying to work out how, and who would have a reason to threaten one brother and kill the other.
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      Midsummer meant there was plenty of day to utilise and the fact it was a particularly warm and sunny one made a lot of farm jobs easier.

      Jude got up early when the fields were still a fiery gold, painted by the low sun. She pottered down to the orchard at the bottom of the garden with Alfie and Pip to feed her pedigree Kerry Hill sheep and let the bantam chickens out of their henhouses. Then she left by the bottom gate, wandered across the drive, past the pink cottage and the pond, and unlatched the gate into the paddock.

      Over the years, she had collected an assortment of mostly rescued animals whom she housed together in the small field next to the campsite. Visitors to the farm loved to go and see the wonderfully eclectic characters, some of whom were more open to petting than others – especially if food was involved.

      Pancake the sheep and Gertie the goat were usually the first to come over and say hello to Jude. She liked to pretend to herself that it was genuine love for their owner, but she suspected it had far more to do with the sheep nuts she often had in her pocket.

      ‘Good morning, ladies,’ she said as she pushed them to one side to get through the gate. ‘You’ll have to be patient, I’m afraid. I’ve got nothing on me so you’re going to need to let me get to the stables before you get your breakfast.’

      Rodney Trotter, the tiny Shetland pony, and Wonky, the latest addition to the family, a skinny donkey she’d rescued from a farm near Hereford a few weeks earlier, were the next to come and say hello. Wonky had formed an instant bond with the little horse who had taken him under his wing – or fetlock.

      By the time Jude reached the stable block, she’d been joined by the teddy-esque Valais Blacknoses – Maud, Marlie, Mo and Maggie. It was quite the animal parade, all of them so used to Pip and Alfie that they weren’t bothered by their presence. Only the shy Kerry Hills kept a bit of distance, although they were still interested in what was going on as they too knew that food was on the way.

      ‘Ducks first,’ said Jude, unlatching the door to the furthest stable where the little flock of Indian Runner ducks were housed overnight to keep them away from any prowling foxes. As soon as the door was open, the ducks came waddling out at speed, their long bodies upright and their beaks busy telling the world how glad they were to see it.

      Being with her animals was very much a cathartic exercise. When she was in the paddock, Jude always found her mind calmed; this was usually where she did her best thinking.

      The sheep had so much to graze on they didn’t need extra food, but Jude still threw a small amount of sheep nuts into the trough to keep them busy so she could separate Rodney and Wonky. She had to shut them in the stable so they could eat their feed in peace without the greedy sheep stealing it.

      For a while she leant against the stable wall and soaked in the wonder of her little menagerie.

      Once Rodney and Wonky had finished their breakfast, she let them back out and uncurled the hosepipe so she could top up the water trough and the old open canoe that had been repurposed as a pond for the ducks.

      ‘Right then,’ she said to the dogs, ‘I’ve got a busy day today so it’s time we got going.’

      Although it wasn’t yet six-thirty, the sun already had plenty of heat to it and Jude imagined it drying out the cut hay nicely. She stopped off at the farm for a quick breakfast and found the house to be quiet and still. Being a Sunday, Sebbie didn’t have school, and Lucy didn’t have a shift at the care home so she could have a proper lie-in if she wanted it. Jude hoped she’d take the opportunity as she really had looked tired the night before.

      Noah came down to join her as she put the kettle on the Aga to boil.

      ‘Been out already?’ he asked.

      ‘Just sorted the paddock and orchard animals, although I didn’t collect the eggs.’

      ‘S’all right, I’ll take Sebbie down later. That’s a job he likes.’ Noah chuckled to himself. ‘Not that there seem to be any farm jobs he doesn’t like yet. He’s eager enough, that one.’

      Sebbie hadn’t ever really known his own father, but Jude knew he couldn’t ask for a better dad than Noah. Seeing how happy they all made each other was one of life’s real joys for Jude and she hoped the purchase of the house wouldn’t be drawn out too long for their sakes. She’d miss them enormously when they were gone but it would be good for them to have space of their own to be a little family.

      ‘I was going to turn the hay this morning,’ said Jude. ‘It should be drying well out there in this heat and with the breeze too.’

      ‘It’ll be right for baling before long.’ Noah spooned instant coffee granules into a mug. ‘We’ve at least a few fair days to come so we’ll aim to have it all in by the end of the week.’

      A good hay harvest was always a relief as it meant they’d have plenty to feed the sheep over the winter. With any luck they’d get another harvest, possibly even two if the weather was really kind.

      ‘What’s going on up at Oakley Park?’ Noah poured water from the kettle onto his coffee and Jude’s waiting teabag. ‘Lucy said something about Kerry wanting you to be there to investigate this accident they had up there.’

      ‘She’s convinced everyone’s after George and that he’s either going to be the next body on a mortuary slab, or the police will pin his brother’s death on him, lock him up and throw away the key.’

      ‘What exactly is she expecting you to do about it?’

      Jude added a splash of milk to her mug of tea and scooped out the teabag.

      ‘She thinks that if I spend time with them all I’ll somehow manage to figure out who sent the notes and what happened to Henry before he died.’

      Noah tutted. ‘You’ve got a bit of a reputation for yourself there, Jude.’

      ‘Not one I really want.’

      ‘But you’re not going to turn down the opportunity for a bit of sleuthing.’ Noah knew her better than anyone else, having been the one to pick her up and guide her through the weeks, months and years after Adam died. He knew that when her head was full, she needed to problem solve – be that how to deal with sheep scab, what crops to include in the rotation or who was responsible for the death of another.

      ‘There’s not an awful lot to go on,’ Jude said, ‘and in all probability this was just a nasty accident, but I’ll try and pop in to check on Kerry on my way to see Granny Margot today.’

      ‘Now there’s someone who’ll definitely have a thing or two to say about the whole situation.’

      Jude thought of her old friend. She might be living in a care home and need increasing help getting around and carrying out her own basic needs, but there was absolutely nothing wrong with her mind. Margot Lloyd was as sharp as they came and had proven herself to be a very shrewd amateur sleuth in her own right. Jude was looking forward to sharing her thoughts with her and seeing what she made of it all.

      Over breakfast, Jude took the opportunity to catch up a little on farm business with Noah and then she went back out into the sunshine to get her tractor ready for tedding the hay.

      When she’d grown up with her mother, in a terraced house on the other side of the hills, driving a tractor had been as far from Jude’s mind as training as a stunt woman or learning to joust. Marrying Adam and moving to the farm had changed that, and his death had brought about steep learnings in all sorts of things, including handling the farm vehicles and machinery.

      It had now become second nature, and she loved being high up in the cab, driving across her land to tend to her crops. As she drove, with the tedder wheels spinning behind her to shake up and turn the cut grass, she called Kerry and put her on speaker phone. The ringing tones filled the inside of the cab.

      ‘Hiya, Jude,’ Kerry answered. ‘You all right?’

      ‘I’m okay,’ Jude replied. ‘It’s you I’m calling about. You and George. How are things?’

      ‘I’m not gonna lie, George is a wreck. But I stuck him on the train, so he’ll be with his dad this afternoon. It’ll be tough but it’s the best thing for him at the moment, don’t you think?’

      ‘I think you’ve done exactly the right thing by him,’ said Jude. ‘But what about you? How are you managing?’

      ‘Better now he’s gone actually because I’m not worrying all the time if someone is going to push him under a car or summink.’

      Jude could hear the strain in her voice and wished she’d just let the retreat go and move the guests on.

      ‘Is Jamie still there with you?’

      ‘You wouldn’t believe it, Jude, but he’s being a total star. Mucking in wherever I need him, dishing out the food, being nice to the guests.’ She sounded so proud of her brother and Jude was relieved to hear it. ‘He even stepped in when Inigo and Casper had a bit of a ding-dong at breakfast.’

      This surprised Jude. Both men were outwardly so invested in spiritualism and all that went with it. Being caught publicly rowing didn’t seem to fit either of their desired character credentials.

      ‘What were they arguing about?’

      ‘It started when Inigo was talking to Tina and Nevaeh. I don’t know what Inigo said but Casper didn’t like it and gave him a shove. Of course, Inigo didn’t like that so he gave a shove back.’

      ‘Blimey!’ said Jude. ‘Seems like even the divine can lose their rag now and again.’

      ‘I don’t call him divine,’ said Kerry who’d obviously not picked up on Jude’s sarcasm. ‘It wasn’t a full-on shouting match or anything. To be honest, I think that even if Jamie didn’t step in, that would have been that. They both knew they were being watched and it wasn’t a good look for either of them.’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Jude.

      ‘I reckon it must be to do with Tina,’ said Kerry. ‘She’s been all over Inigo as though she still thinks he’s the biggest gift the planet ever had. That can’t be fun for Casper, can it?’

      ‘The whole thing is a bit weird if you ask me,’ said Jude. ‘Are you still planning on carrying on with the retreat?’

      ‘I am.’ There was no doubt in Kerry’s voice. ‘The weekend guests have paid up for another two nights and that’s what I’m going to give them. I’ve got a load of day guests due to arrive soon and we can’t afford to turn them all away and start dishing out refunds.’

      ‘I’m glad Jamie is being such a help.’

      ‘He is,’ said Kerry. ‘Listen, Jude. I don’t like to keep asking, not when you’ve been so good already, but do you think you’ll be able to come over?’

      Jude was worried that Kerry expected her to somehow perform miracles and give her the answers that she wanted. With so little to go on and no real certainty of what crimes had actually been committed, it seemed an impossible task.

      ‘Of course I will,’ said Jude. ‘I don’t know that I’ll be able to do much to work out what’s going on but I can be there as moral support.’

      ‘But you’ll also be keeping your eyes and ears open to see what you can pick up.’

      Jude sighed. ‘I’ll do my best.’

      ‘Thanks, Jude. I know you’ve got stuff to do at the farm and didn’t you say you were going to see Granny Margot?’

      ‘I’m taking her out to a concert in the park after lunch. I can pop in on the way if you like?’

      ‘Actually, I was hoping you could come tomorrow instead when we’re doing that walk to Whiteleaved Oak,’ Kerry said. ‘George hired a minibus, but I haven’t been over to fetch it because I can’t drive it.’

      ‘You want me to take everyone in the Land Rover?’

      ‘Could you? Jamie and I can come over together in my car but if you put the benches down in the back you should have enough space for all the guests.’

      ‘It’ll definitely give them the full rural experience.’ Jude made a mental note to take the bags of horse nuts and hay nets out of the boot and at least give it a quick hoover.

      ‘It’ll also be the best chance of talking to everyone and find out who pushed Henry. Jude, you have to figure it out, ’cos I’m telling you now, they’re not pinning this on George.’

      ‘Woah.’ Jude knew how quickly Kerry’s rev counter could rise. She turned off the tedding machine and stopped the tractor so she could concentrate completely on her friend. ‘You are remembering that, unless they find proper evidence to prove otherwise, the police are considering Henry’s death to be an accident.’

      ‘It ent though, is it?’

      ‘There’s a very good chance it is. You saw how drunk he was. Even if someone else was there when he fell into the road, that doesn’t mean they pushed him.’

      ‘For God’s sake, Jude. Would you listen to yourself? People don’t just fall out in front of cars, it don’t matter how drunk they are. The driver saw someone else there, you heard him say as much. That’s who the police will be looking for, it’s how come Binnie stuck around to talk to all the guests last night.’ Kerry’s rev counter was already high and still rising. ‘She knows he was pushed, you know he was pushed and I know it an’ all. So I want to work out who did it before they either go for George or he’s pulled in as the most obvious suspect.’

      Kerry’s terror was palpable, even over the phone, and Jude knew she had to do everything she could to help her.

      ‘We’ll figure it all out between us,’ she said. ‘Binnie won’t let anything happen to George. She’s on your side.’

      ‘And you? Will you help me?’

      ‘I will, in any way I can.’

      Once again, Jude felt the pull of guilt as she felt she was needed now in three different places by three different people. Kerry was desperate and Jude wanted to be there for her, but she’d promised to take Granny Margot for a much-needed trip out to alleviate her cabin fever at the care home. And then there was Lucy. Something was going on there that seemed to go beyond the life stresses that she had talked about. Jude wanted the time to sit down properly with her and go through everything to make sure she really was all right.

      ‘I need to do one or two things still at the farm,’ she said. ‘But I’ll come and see you as soon as I can.’

      ‘Sorry, Jude. I didn’t mean to go at it like that, I’m over-tired and emotional.’ The revs were down and Kerry had returned to some kind of stable level. She’d been this way for as long as Jude had known her. If there was a way to plot her emotional state on a line graph, it would be up and down like a jagged range of mountain peaks. ‘You crack on with what you need to do and say hi to Granny Margot for me. I’ll see you tomorrow for the walk.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yep. I know you. Just because you’re not here don’t mean you won’t be thinking about things. You’ll already have been going through the lot of them trying to find connections and motives or whatever.’

      Kerry was, of course, spot on. This was exactly what Jude had been doing, and she knew that before she went back to Oakley Park, she’d have thought about it a lot more.

      Kerry’s insistence that there was no way Henry’s death had been accidental spurred Jude on. As she put the phone down and started the tractor back up to finish tedding the hay, she was already planning the internet searches she’d fit in before she set out that afternoon to see Granny Margot.
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      Jude was very glad to see that Sebbie and Noah had managed to leave Lucy sleeping and were in the playroom together building something exceptional out of Lego.

      ‘You can’t guess what we’re building, can you, Aunty Judy?’ said Sebbie.

      ‘Let me see.’ Jude walked into the room and crouched down next to the brightly coloured building that had been separated out into different rooms complete with doors and windows. ‘It’s a house, I think. Is it our house?’

      ‘You get half the points because it is a house, but it doesn’t look anything like ours, does it?’

      ‘I suppose it doesn’t,’ Jude had to agree. ‘It’s the wrong colour for a start. Wouldn’t it be fun if we had a house that had some blue bricks, some red ones and some of all the other colours?’

      Sebbie didn’t say anything but the look he gave her told her exactly what he thought of her idea.

      ‘It’s got nothing to do with the colour of the bricks,’ he said. ‘We just didn’t have any that are the real colours of this house. I’ll give you a clue, if we had pink bricks, I’d have used those.’

      ‘Aha!’ said Jude. ‘Then it has to be Frank’s house.’

      ‘That’s it!’ Sebbie picked up a little Lego figure that seemed to have been created by plonking the grey-bearded head of Dumbledore onto the dungareed body of a Tom Sawyer character. ‘Here’s Frank.’

      ‘Looks just like him,’ Jude said. ‘And I’m impressed with the house which, now you mention it, is most definitely Frank’s cottage. You’ve even built the range in the kitchen.’

      ‘Yes, and now we’re making a bed for him to sleep on.’

      The fact that the tiny figure could have fitted into the range cooker to roast himself along with five of his tiny friends was neither here nor there. Sebbie was happy and that meant Lucy was resting.

      It also meant that Jude could take a cup of tea and sit by the computer in the office to start digging around into the lives of the five people currently staying at Oakley Park.

      Inigo was at the centre of the whole group, so she started with him and there was no shortage of fodder.

      His own website opened her eyes to the things he proclaimed to believe in. Conspiracy theories about aliens from distant planets taking over the bodies of key global politicians in order to destroy the Earth so they could colonise it themselves. Looking at many of the current world leaders and the ridiculous, dangerous, selfish decisions they were making on a daily basis, Jude could see the attraction of this particular conspiracy.

      Inigo Sage preached earth healing, unification, equality for all – wonderful things on the surface. And yet, as was so often the case with men in positions of power, he did not practise as he preached and was as selfish and egotistical as any of his shape-shifting politicians.

      The website contained links to buy copies of several books he’d written as well as a contact form for press enquiries and event bookings. Here was a man cashing in on the vulnerabilities of those who couldn’t cope with the harsh realities of humanity and were looking for alternative answers. People like Tina, Celeste and many of the other day guests.

      There was nothing about his past though, no biography that talked about how he came to be this spiritual figure after working as a secondary school teacher. These were the things that Jude was most interested in, so she had to look elsewhere.

      The internet was full of articles about, and interviews with, Inigo Sage. He was a character that clearly intrigued people, whether they were keen to follow or ridicule him.

      Jude watched a video of Inigo being quizzed by a journalist that she recognised from magazine-style television. Despite the fact the interviewer clearly thought he had a screw loose, Inigo held his own and refused to bend in his way of thinking.

      The nonsense he was spouting about an alien race infiltrating global governments to accelerate the eco-crisis for their own benefit was clearly bonkers, yet Jude had to admire his debating technique. He was evidently a master at delivering his theories with such assuredness that they seemed to create their own credibility – something that worried Jude hugely.

      She switched off the interview and turned her attention to the string of articles that had been written about him.

      While most of them focused on his public life as a theorist, Jude did manage to pull out enough facts about his past to piece together what life had looked like for him.

      Born Peter Fershaw, he had lived in a rundown back-to-back in the Midlands. With a natural aptitude for maths, he’d gone to university at a time when full grants could be given to those in need of them and came away with a good degree. It was at university in the early nineties that he first started to find alternative explanations to make sense of what he saw around him. By the time he began teaching at a comprehensive school, he’d already thrown himself fully into the New Age culture. Jude assumed that this was where he’d met Tina and they had Nevaeh at the turn of the millennium.

      This couldn’t have been the school that George and Henry had attended as she knew they’d been boarders. A little more probing and she found details of Crandale, a private school in Wales that Mr Fershaw had worked at for four years as a maths teacher and housemaster.

      ‘That must be where they met him,’ Jude muttered to herself.

      The modern website was full of teenagers dressed in smart navy blazers piped with green, all with enormous smiles on their faces, whether they were lighting a Bunsen burner, charging down a rugby pitch or sitting in an immaculate classroom with books open on their desks. Jude would learn nothing from this, so she closed the page and kept on digging until she found something that made her sit up.

      It was an article taken from a Welsh newspaper dated seven years previously with the headline:

      
        
        MISSING SCHOOLBOY’S BODY FOUND WASHED UP ON PEMBROKESHIRE BEACH

      

      

      The article was accompanied by a picture of a tall, handsome boy standing proudly in a blazer that matched those on the Crandale website. He looked as though life had treated him well enough that smiling came easily. One hand was in his trouser pocket, pushing the edge of the blazer out of the way, and the other hung loosely at his side. Dark ginger hair that appeared to be freshly cut for the photo, but still kept a little long on top, crowned a confident head.

      Jude began to read.

      
        
        Sixth former Edoardo Jones of West Glamorgan was attending Crandale as a boarder in his last year of school when he was reported missing four days ago. According to a statement issued by the school, Mr Jones went to bed as usual but had left the premises at some point in the night. His absence wasn’t discovered until the following morning when he failed to attend breakfast.

      

      

      Jude looked again at the picture before reading on.

      The article went on to describe the sad fate of Edoardo Jones, apparently a clever, well-liked student who’d been preparing for his A levels with a place at Exeter University lined up to read geography.

      Inexplicably, it appeared that Edoardo had decided to get out of bed one night and walk two miles to the closest patch of sandy coastline. There, and apparently completely on his own, he had removed his outer clothes, which were discovered by a dog walker the following day, and gone into the sea. That part of Pembrokeshire was known for its riptides and the conditions were particularly perilous that night. The power of the water had swept him out to sea and dragged him along the coast for over a hundred metres before his body was finally washed up on some rocks. A couple of sea-kayakers spotted him days later and called the lifeguard.

      
        
        Edoardo’s father, Terry Jones, an electrician who grew up in the area, issued the following statement: ‘Eddie’s mother, brother and I are obviously devasted about what’s happened. We sent him to board at Crandale to give him the best education we could offer and they failed to keep him safe. Our grief will never leave us and we ask that we are left in peace to come to terms in some way with what has happened.’

      

      

      Jude finished reading the article and sat back in her chair.

      She was no stranger to grief, but she still couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Edoardo’s family to lose him in such an avoidable way.

      ‘Edoardo Jones,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Are you Red?’

      It wasn’t a daft conclusion to come to. Eddie, or Ed, to Red was an easy jump to make and the hair, his crowning glory, was an obvious feature for a nickname to be built on.

      Seven years ago – that meant Edoardo Jones would have been in his mid-twenties now, the same age as George and Henry. Inigo had taught at the school at the time Edoardo, or Red as Jude had already started to think of him, had drowned. The twins had to have been at Crandale too because they’d been taught by Inigo, and that was the last school he’d worked at.

      Jude knew this boy was important. There was more to find out about him, Crandale and what had happened there. Henry had been furious with George for inviting Inigo to the retreat and Red had been mentioned as his reason. Did he think Inigo had played a part in his drowning? Had he confronted Inigo and been shoved into the path of a moving car to silence him? There was also the question of why George had lied so blatantly when Kerry had asked him about the name.

      Her online investigation had to be put on hold though as Jude realised it was time to head over to Great Malvern to collect Granny Margot.
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        * * *

      

      It was an easy walk from the care home to the Priory Park where the bandstand was playing host to a summer of live music. Granny Margot was partial to an expedition away from the confines of Perrins House and she also loved music, so when the programme had been released, Jude had suggested they attend some of the open-air concerts together.

      There was a real carnival atmosphere in the park with an array of things to entertain and feed the audience beside the jazz band Jude and Granny Margot had come to see.

      Jude pushed the wheelchair under a line of bunting, past a stand selling delicious-smelling samosas and another with hot pork rolls.

      ‘Did you know all of this was going to be here?’ Granny Margot asked.

      ‘I did not,’ said Jude as she spotted Malvern’s mayoress, in a smart navy dress which highlighted her chain of office, walking towards a plant stall. ‘It looks like the whole town has turned out.’

      Although the band was still setting up in the bandstand, there were already plenty of people picnicking on the grass, setting up camping chairs and pulling blankets out of their bags. It was overcast and a little chilly after the previous few days’ roaring heat and Granny Margot had a warm cardigan over her T-shirt. She was still bedecked in a large straw hat and had a pair of new red summer sandals on.

      ‘Do you want an ice cream?’ Jude asked, knowing that Granny Margot had a penchant for anything sweet. ‘Or is it too cold? There’s a coffee van over there?’

      ‘Ooh, definitely ice cream,’ said Granny Margot.

      They went over to the stand and Jude bought a tiny tub of raspberry ripple for Granny Margot and mint-choc-chip for herself.

      ‘Here, hold them both so I can push you,’ said Jude. ‘Where do you want to pitch up?’

      ‘Over there,’ said Granny Margot, waving the ice cream at a spot on the grass away from the loudspeakers that had already been set up. ‘That way I’ll still be able to talk to you.’

      Jude pushed the wheelchair over to the chosen spot and turned it so that Granny Margot was facing the bandstand.

      ‘Would you look at those things?’ said Granny Margot as she passed Jude her ice cream.

      Jude followed her gaze and saw three trampolines set up next to each other with harnesses attached to high supports above them. Children were queuing up to be strapped in so they could be flung into the air far higher than they’d have been able to manage under their own leg-power.

      ‘Fancy a turn?’ Jude grinned.

      ‘I’d love to,’ Granny Margot breathed and Jude knew that she was being serious. ‘Sadly though, I don’t think my old legs would fare too well if I did, so I think I’ll stick to the ice cream and wait for the band to start.’

      Jude looked at her watch and saw it was coming up to two-thirty. ‘They’re due to begin any moment,’ she said.

      ‘Hello,’ one of the musicians called through the microphone on cue. ‘Thank you all for coming, we’re West Coast Sound and we’re really happy to be here this afternoon.’

      He introduced his band made up of saxophones, bass guitar, drums, keyboard and trombone and then they were off, sending jaunty jazz music out into the air above the park.

      ‘I’m glad we put a bit of distance between us and them,’ Granny Margot said as she bobbed along to the music. ‘They are rather good, but I don’t want to miss the chance to have a proper chat with you. How’s Lucy? She seems not quite herself at the moment.’

      Lucy worked at the care home and was a firm favourite with all the residents there, particularly Granny Margot.

      ‘She’s fine, I think,’ said Jude. ‘Tired and trying to do too much as always, but otherwise okay.’

      ‘It’ll be a blessing when this house move is done and dusted. It’s been one thing after another there, hasn’t it?’

      ‘It certainly hasn’t been as smooth a process as it should have been, but hopefully it won’t be long now.’

      ‘And how will you feel when you get the farmhouse back to yourself again?’ Granny Margot’s eyes scrutinised Jude for the truth.

      ‘It’ll be wonderful for them to have their own space.’

      ‘That’s not what I asked, Jude. What about you? I know how hard it was when Adam died and you were left to rattle around that place on your own. I’ve seen you blossom again since Lucy and Sebbie moved in, what, four years ago now?’

      ‘About that.’

      ‘It’s no defeat to admit you’re going to miss them when they leave, even if they are only going to the other side of your camping field.’

      Jude sighed. ‘You are without doubt the most astute person I know.’

      ‘Then believe me when I say that things will settle and you’ll find comfort in your new way of life. Perhaps Marco will help with that.’ The wide brim of her hat hid Granny Margot’s eyebrows from sight but Jude could tell from her voice that she had raised them suggestively.

      ‘Perhaps he will.’ Jude smiled. There would definitely be at least one advantage to having her house to herself. A tingle of joy ran through her as she thought of Marco and how long they’d had to wait for their lives to align. ‘I’m lucky there.’

      ‘So is Marco.’ Granny Margot grabbed Jude’s hand and squeezed it tight. ‘Very lucky.’

      For a while they sat together, listening to the music as they ate their ice creams. The park was packed with all sorts of people, spanning all ages and walks of life. It was a marvellous, colourful scene and Jude was glad to be sharing it with her old friend.

      ‘Now then, how is Kerry’s retreat going?’ Granny Margot asked as the band introduced a piece of music by Dizzy Gillespie. ‘She’s a goodun, that girl. Such a hard worker and she’s got her head properly screwed on.’

      ‘It’s been awful.’ Jude put her empty ice cream tub down safely on the grass under the wheelchair so she could bin it later. ‘Fancy helping me out with a puzzle?’

      ‘Tell me everything.’ Granny Margot’s eyes filled with a familiar sparkle as she passed her own ice cream tub to Jude.

      Bit by bit, Jude built up a picture of what had been happening at Oakley Park and Granny Margot filed away each new piece of information with the sharpness of a private investigator at the very top of their game.

      ‘It sounds sensible for George to have gone away for a bit,’ said Granny Margot when Jude had finished.

      ‘I wish Kerry had just called the whole thing off,’ said Jude. ‘Made life easier for both of them.’

      ‘Nonsense.’ Granny Margot put her elbows on the arms of her wheelchair so she could lean forward. ‘Keeping them close means you have the perfect way of observing them and seeing exactly what’s what.’

      ‘That’s exactly what Kerry said.’ Jude thought how similar the two women were, excepting the sixty-five or so years between them.

      ‘And she’s right. She and George won’t feel at ease until the mystery of those nasty notes has been uncovered, regardless of whether it turns out that Henry fell or was pushed.’ Granny Margot tilted her hat back a little. ‘And on that note, there are of course two things that could have led to someone shoving him out into the road, which I’m sure you’ve already considered. The first being that someone actively pushed with the intention of him being hit by the car. The second, which I think is more likely for several reasons, is that they were having an argument which became overheated. You know what people can be like when they are overcome by anger. Temperatures can rise instantly, a push follows a shove and before you know it someone is accidentally stumbling into the middle of the road as a car comes around the bend.’

      ‘And you think this is more likely than an intentional action?’

      Granny Margot squeezed her lips together in thought for a moment before answering. ‘Perhaps the two are equally likely. But if he was pushed, whoever did it didn’t spend much time thinking about it beforehand. If they had, they would have realised the amount of trouble they’d be in if anyone else was watching from a window or heading down the road, not to mention the driver of the car.’

      ‘True enough,’ said Jude. ‘And we mustn’t forget that there is still a good chance he just stumbled. He was really drunk.’

      ‘Tosh!’ Granny Margot snorted. ‘From what you told me, he’d had two hours asleep in a taxi to sober up.’

      ‘He could have slipped.’

      ‘And the person who was there with him didn’t stop to check he was all right? Didn’t hang around to call the ambulance?’

      ‘Again, true enough.’

      Granny Margot’s certainty of a nefarious deed stoked Jude’s own.

      ‘So let’s forget the nonsense that this was purely accidental and look at who may have argued with Henry to the point where he was pushed purposefully or not in front of the car that killed him.’ Granny Margot sat back in her chair, took her hat off to reveal her pink-tinged silver bob and laid it in her lap. ‘Obviously we should begin with Inigo Sage. Not only did Henry bring his reputation into question, he also seems to have a past that Henry knew about involving this boy, Red.’

      Jude had already told Granny Margot about her theory that Red was Edoardo Jones. She’d also filled her in on the argument she’d heard between Henry and George and the fact that Inigo had left teaching altogether soon after Edoardo had drowned.

      ‘Does Inigo have any alibi for when Henry was killed?’ Granny Margot asked.

      ‘He claims he was with Celeste,’ said Jude.

      ‘That’s the poor young woman who has got herself obsessed with Inigo, isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s her. But I think we should take her with a pinch of salt as I feel she’d say whatever Inigo told her to say.’

      ‘Would he do the same for her?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, if she’s that obsessive, I wonder if she’d be driven to push Henry if he spoke badly about the object of that obsession. If so, would Inigo act as her alibi?’

      ‘Oh, I see.’ Jude shifted her weight a little on the grass. ‘I suppose she could have. Perhaps not with the intention of killing him, but if Henry was too vocal against Inigo, then I can certainly imagine she’d have the capacity to lash out. But I’m not sure why Inigo would lie about being with her if it didn’t serve him in some way.’

      Granny Margot nodded.

      ‘And if we’re going with that theory then we could also have a motive for Inigo’s ex-wife and daughter to give Henry an angry shove.’

      Jude thought about the ethereal women and how unlikely it seemed that they would be capable of such violence.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she said.

      Granny Margot sniffed and clamped her hands across her bosom. ‘If we’ve learnt anything over the years it is never to judge anyone by the way they appear, innocent or otherwise.’

      ‘True,’ Jude agreed. ‘But they both said they were in the Wellness Barn with Casper, meditating at the time. All three gave the same story so it would have to be a big cover-up if one of them had sneaked off. And in that case, I’m not sure they’d all have remained so calm for the rest of the day.’

      Jude watched a woman walk past with two black Pomeranians that reminded her of a pair of slippers. With the respite from the heat, there were a lot of dogs happy to be out when it wasn’t so hot under paw. An old Bassett hound, grey of face and droopy of eye, was sitting not far from them and a couple had a lively collie-cross who was clearly experiencing sensory overload from the crowds and the noise.

      ‘Hmm. All five of the guests have alibis then, if we are to believe what they say,’ said Granny Margot.

      ‘On the surface, yes.’

      ‘And should we be considering anyone else, do you think?’

      Jude found herself instantly thinking about Kerry’s brother. ‘I don’t like to cast judgements, and it is complete speculation…’

      ‘That is how every investigation begins,’ Granny Margot pointed out. ‘And I have a feeling I can already guess who has come to mind.’

      ‘You can?’

      ‘Jamie Shepperton?’ Once more, Granny Margot impressed Jude with her sharp mind. ‘We know he can be very hot-headed: it has landed him in prison once already.’

      ‘Henry called Kerry a gold-digging harpy,’ Jude told her. ‘Amongst a torrent of unpleasantness that was at least partly overheard by Jamie.’

      ‘There you are then,’ Margot declared triumphantly. ‘We have a motive. And you said he was the first on the scene – perhaps that was because he had been there all along. Jamie could have confronted Henry, things turned nasty and a scuffle broke out that ended up with Henry under the wheel of a car.’

      ‘It seems highly probable,’ said Jude. ‘When you put it like that, at least. And since then, he has been a pillar of brilliance and helpfulness at Oakley Park. Kerry would have found it much tougher to carry on without him.’

      ‘Guilty conscience?’ Granny Margot asked.

      ‘Perhaps. But I’m not wholly convinced. Jamie had no reason to leave the notes or kill the oak sapling.’

      ‘I agree. And there’s definitely more to find out about this Red character and what he has to do with everything. You said that George lied about it when you asked him directly?’

      Jude nodded.

      ‘Well then, it doesn’t matter how much you might like him or how much we both hope for Kerry’s sake that he is a decent chap, we cannot overlook the fact that he is one of the few members of this particular cast who has no alibi for the time of his brother’s death.’

      There was a lull in the music as one piece ended and the band leader gave a little history of the jazz music of West Coast America.

      Interesting as it was, Jude wasn’t listening. She was thinking about the upcoming walking pilgrimage to Whiteleaved Oak and the things she wanted to find out about. How watertight were the alibis of the five guests? Perhaps she could make someone slip up and discover they hadn’t been where they were supposed to be. What did people know about Inigo’s time at Crandale and the boy he’d taught there who’d died in a riptide?

      What exactly did Henry know about Red and had this instigated a row at the end of the driveway up to Oakley Park?

      After the band had played their last tune, Jude pushed Granny Margot back to Perrins House and settled her into the day room where a Sunday-afternoon showing of Pride and Prejudice was about to begin.

      ‘Keep me up to date, won’t you, Jude?’ Granny Margot said as Jude said goodbye.

      ‘Of course I will.’

      She was halfway back to Malvern End when the phone hidden at the bottom of her bag rang. Not having anything as modern as Bluetooth connection or hands-free in the old Land Rover, Jude let it ring and didn’t pick up the voicemail Kerry left until she was back in the farmyard.

      The panic in Kerry’s voice was evident and the message she had to relay made Jude’s heart sink.

      ‘Jude, it’s me – Kerry.’ There was a catch in her voice. ‘George has gone missing. He’s had his phone off all day and when I called his dad to speak to him, he didn’t even know George was coming. I’m worried, Jude. And I don’t know what to do.’

      Without even getting out of her car, Jude turned the engine back on and headed out the way she’d just come.

      Kerry no doubt was imagining the very worst, picturing George succumbing to the same fate as Henry had. Jude though had other thoughts flying through her head.

      Was George’s disappearance another finger pointing towards his guilt?
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      As expected, Kerry was in a terrible flap when Jude arrived at Oakley Park. Less expected was the fact that Jamie seemed to have kept everything going and the guests were all in the Wellness Barn enjoying a tai chi session.

      ‘I’m sorry to have called on you again,’ Kerry said when Jude tracked her down to the kitchen where she was striding back and forth across the tiles. ‘I just didn’t know who else to turn to.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Jude. ‘I’d already dropped Granny Margot back and Noah is in charge of the farm. Tell me what’s going on.’

      ‘Pretty much what I said on the phone.’ Kerry’s eyes were wild and her blonde topknot was bobbing uncontrollably. ‘He’s disappeared off the face of the earth. His phone just goes straight to voicemail, he hasn’t seen any of the messages I’ve sent, and his dad has no idea where he is.’

      ‘Maybe he just needed a bit of time on his own?’ As Jude said it, she thought how selfish that would make him if it was true.

      ‘P’raps,’ said Kerry. ‘Only why not at least tell me first? He knows I worry about him.’

      ‘Come back to the farm with me,’ Jude said. ‘Maybe it’s time to call the retreat off and send everyone home. This isn’t good for you.’

      ‘No!’ Kerry crossed her arms and glared at Jude. ‘Don’t you see? With George gone, it’s even more important that we find out whatever we can about what happened to Henry. If he has just done a runner then how guilty does that make him look?’

      ‘Only if Henry’s death is proven to be suspicious.’

      ‘Oh, stop it.’ Kerry scowled harder.

      There was a buzz from her pocket, and her hand went straight to retrieve her phone.

      ‘He’s sent me a message.’ She swiped the screen to open it.

      ‘Sorry, Kez,’ she read aloud, ‘I know I said I was going to see my dad, but I bottled it. I don’t want you to worry about me, but I need to take myself off-grid for a little while. This is all too much for me.’

      Kerry looked up and Jude caught the worry in her eyes. ‘What does he mean, he’s going off-grid for a while?’

      ‘I suspect just that,’ said Jude. ‘His brother has died in shocking circumstances and George was already dealing with the nonsense that the mysterious note maker created. You said yourself that his mental health has always been a bit rocky so perhaps he was on the train to see his father when he just snapped.’

      Jude wasn’t entirely sure how much of this she believed but it didn’t matter. It was what Kerry believed at that point that mattered.

      ‘I shouldn’t have pushed him to go and see his dad. I thought it would be best for him to be away from here for a bit and I didn’t know where else to suggest.’

      Jude caught Kerry as she started to pace again and guided her onto a stool.

      ‘Now you listen to me. You’ve been absolutely brilliant for George. He’s lucky to have you and if he’s taken himself off to be alone for a bit then it’s not because of anything you’ve done wrong.’

      Kerry’s shoulders sagged. ‘It does make him look guilty though, don’t it?’

      Jude tried not to pause for too long before answering. ‘If this does turn into a murder investigation then the police will certainly want to speak to him again. But even if that happens, if he didn’t push Henry then he has absolutely nothing to worry about.’

      Kerry leapt to her feet. ‘Oh my God, Jude. You think he did it, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course not!’ The fact that his absence had boosted him up her suspect list was not something Jude wanted Kerry to be aware of. Neither for that matter did she want her to know that Jamie was up there with him.

      ‘’Cos if you do then you can get out right now.’ Kerry’s cheeks had flushed.

      ‘Kerry, calm down,’ said Jude, choosing her words carefully. ‘I’m on your side, you know that.’

      Kerry looked at her thoughtfully as she made up her mind. A long sigh told Jude she had won her over.

      ‘Well, at least I know he’s alive, I s’pose,’ Kerry said and for a dreadful second, Jude wondered if that really was what the message had proven. Someone had sent a text from George’s phone but she knew from past experience that this didn’t necessarily mean it was the owner of the phone. Another thought she kept firmly to herself.

      ‘Perhaps he’s still online,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you try calling him again or sending him a text back to tell him you’re worried and want to talk to him.’

      Kerry nodded and tried both. ‘No luck,’ she said as she put her phone away. ‘He really has gone off-grid.’

      Jude hugged her friend. ‘I know it’s hard but try not to worry. I’m sure you’ll hear from him again very soon.’

      ‘Find whoever did all this, Jude,’ said Kerry. ‘Do whatever it takes.’
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      Jude stayed with Kerry until the day guests had gone home and those staying had all been fed. As she served them food, she listened to them talking but heard nothing of any consequence.

      Jamie was still in residence at Oakley Park which gave Jude the perfect excuse to head back to the farm at the end of the day, where Marco was waiting for her with a bottle of wine open.

      ‘It’s nice to see you,’ she said as she gratefully let him fold her into his arms. ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘Noah and Lucy took the opportunity to get an early night when Sebbie went up,’ said Marco. ‘Lucy wasn’t feeling too well.’

      Jude pulled away a little. ‘I didn’t think she looked well yesterday. Is she okay?’

      ‘Probably just a bug Sebbie brought home from school.’

      ‘She’s overdoing things, with her job and the house move as well as keeping Sebbie in check.’ Jude felt the fingers of guilt stab at her again. She should be helping out more with Sebbie while things were so hectic for Lucy, but instead she was propping Kerry up on what felt very much like a fool’s mission to solve a problem that was so flimsy there was hardly anything to catch hold of.

      ‘You can’t take on the world’s problems,’ Marco said as though he could tell exactly what she was thinking. ‘Lucy is a grown-up woman now, Jude, and she will be fine. She’s just a little under the weather and she’s got a few things going on. That’s all.’

      The few things going on were mainly to do with buying the house from the Trouts. It really had been one thing after another for them. A solicitor who seemed to go into hibernation as soon as she’d been instructed, a mortgage company putting more and more hoops in the way for Lucy and Noah to jump through, issues with surveys, the list just kept growing. But Marco was right, it would eventually all be resolved and then Lucy, Noah and Sebbie would be gone, leaving her rattling around in the farmhouse on her own.

      ‘Did you eat with Kerry?’ Marco asked. ‘There’s a plate of lasagne I can heat up for you if you like?’

      ‘I haven’t eaten,’ said Jude. ‘Is it your lasagne?’

      ‘Sure is. I knew everyone was busy, so I made a big one this afternoon and brought it round.’

      Marco was a very good cook and Jude’s mouth watered at the thought of his lasagne. It felt nice to be looked after and, on Marco’s instruction, Jude happily took her glass of wine into the sitting room where she put the television on quietly so as not to wake Lucy.

      Later, with her stomach full and a plate that only had smears of cheese sauce and ragu left on it resting on the coffee table, Jude snuggled back into the comforting presence of Marco.

      It was rarely just the two of them alone at Malvern Farm and it felt so right that a spark lit up a new idea in Jude’s mind with Marco very much at the centre of it.
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      In the morning, Jude did the rounds, fed the sheep and quickly growing spring lambs as well as the paddock animals and the hens and Kerry Hills in the orchard. Marco was an early riser too and had gone back to his cottage to carry on working on the collection for the exhibition. He’d offered to go with her on the walk to Whiteleaved Oak, but Jude had reassured him that she didn’t expect much to happen and that he should spend the time on his paintings.

      When all the jobs were done, Jude drove over to Oakley Park where she arrived in the middle of breakfast.

      ‘Ah, Jude,’ Inigo greeted her. ‘Are you joining us on our expedition today?’

      ‘I am,’ said Jude. ‘Do you know, I’ve lived in Malvern my entire life and I’ve never actually been over to Whiteleaved Oak.’

      ‘It will be a new experience for all of us then.’

      As Kerry came into the dining room carrying a large tray of pastries, Inigo closed his eyes and raised his hands into the air.

      Here he goes again! Jude thought to herself. She looked over at Kerry and wondered if she’d got any sleep at all that night.

      ‘Spirits of the solstice and children of the sun, let’s give thanks for this day gifted to us.’

      Jude didn’t bother sticking around to hear the rest of his pomposity, she took the tray from Kerry and set it down on the table before leaving the guests and marching her friend out towards the kitchen. As soon as they were out of earshot, Kerry’s news burst out of her.

      ‘He called me this morning, thank God.’ She stopped at the end of the hall and leant back against the wall. ‘I can admit to you now that his text didn’t make me stop worrying at all and my head went to some dark places in the night.’

      ‘I’m sure it did,’ said Jude, who was also relieved that George had been in touch. ‘What did he have to say?’

      ‘Not too much and he sounded proper knackered. He just wanted to say sorry and tell me he loves me.’ Kerry closed her eyes for a second and when she opened them, they contained that steely look of determination she adopted when the chips were down. ‘Because George hasn’t been up there, his father still didn’t know about Henry. I thought as much when I called him yesterday. Poor George is doing it now. I did offer but he said he needed to do it himself.’

      ‘He’s right,’ said Jude. ‘But you are amazing, you know.’

      ‘I don’t feel it.’ Kerry pulled a pained face. ‘I feel like I’m barely clinging on. George told me to ditch the retreat. Reckons there’s no point to it now. Of course, I didn’t tell him why I want to keep it going.’

      Jude took the scrunchie off her wrist and pulled her hair up into a ponytail which she then looped into a bun. ‘Did he tell you where he was, or give you any idea about his plans?’

      Kerry shook her head. ‘No. And I didn’t ask, neither. If he needs time to sort his brain out, then that’s what he should do. I’d rather he stayed away to be honest, now that I know he’s safe at least.’

      Their privacy was broken then as Celeste came out of the dining room and wandered down the hall to find them.

      ‘Sorry to bother you, but could I have some almond milk for my coffee?’

      ‘Of course!’ Kerry wore a freshly planted smile as she pushed herself away from the wall. ‘I’m so sorry, I’ve been a bit all over the place this morning. Almond milk coming right up. Can I get you anything else?’

      ‘No, thanks.’

      Kerry bustled off into the kitchen to find Celeste’s almond milk, but Jude stayed where she was.

      ‘Are you enjoying the retreat?’ she asked.

      Celeste pulled the long sleeves of a top that looked as though it had been spun by spiders down over her knuckles.

      ‘It’s truly been the most incredible experience of my life.’ She spoke with a honey-glow that Jude knew was a reaction to thinking about Inigo and this made her spectacularly uncomfortable.

      ‘Oh, that sounds so insensitive, doesn’t it?’ Celeste’s forehead creased in concern. ‘After what happened.’

      ‘I’m sure Kerry and George would be glad to hear that you’re still enjoying the retreat,’ said Jude. ‘It’s why they decided to go ahead with it after all, so you can all experience everything they planned.’

      ‘That’s what Inigo said but I wasn’t sure if they’d actually rather we all left them in peace.’ Celeste pulled at the sleeve of her cobweb top. She looked so childlike and innocent with a vulnerability that Jude felt sure Inigo had spotted and used to his advantage.

      ‘That’s very thoughtful of you,’ Jude said.

      ‘It’s been wonderful. It really has.’

      To Jude’s surprise a single tear escaped from Celeste’s eye, and she brushed it away with the edge of her sleeve.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I’ve been going through a bit of a rough patch in my life and it’s been incredible to have some time to spend purely on my own wellbeing.’

      Kerry arrived back from the kitchen carrying a jug.

      ‘Here you are,’ she said, holding it out. ‘Sorry it took a while, I couldn’t find a clean jug, so I had to wash one up for you.’

      Instead of taking it, Celeste threw her arms around her host who stood there in shock, the jug still in her hand and her other arm rigidly down at her side. Kerry cast a confused look at Jude who just shrugged as the embrace showed no sign of stopping.

      ‘It’s only almond milk,’ said Kerry.

      Still Celeste didn’t release her.

      ‘Everythink all right?’ Kerry was looking far from comfortable.

      ‘You are an incredible human,’ said Celeste. ‘You have given so much and I wanted to share my energy with you to help you get through the challenges ahead.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Kerry patted her awkwardly on the back.

      ‘We are all lucky to be here, and in such incredible company too.’ Celeste finally pulled away but she wasn’t ready to leave Kerry yet and took hold of her hand. ‘Life can be hard, I know that. A few years ago, I had a lot going on that I couldn’t cope with and I ended up being admitted into a mental health hospital for a while. It felt safe being in there with people looking after me, but when I was released, I found it really tough. That’s when I discovered Inigo and his earth teachings. He turned my life around, but it wasn’t until I met him this week that I really felt the power of his energy.’

      The power of Inigo Sage’s energy was not an image Jude particularly wanted to fixate on.

      ‘Did you tell him about your past traumas?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Oh, yes.’ Celeste dropped Kerry’s hand. ‘He was wonderful and knew exactly how to heal me.’

      I bet he did, Jude thought savagely.

      ‘Just as long as he’s not taking advantage of you, that’s all.’ Kerry’s inbuilt need for decency and fairness clearly took over for a moment and she spoke with vehemence and concern.

      ‘Oh, no, not at all,’ said Celeste. ‘I know you might think it’s all about the sex with him, but it’s not like that at all.’

      Jude saw Kerry blush at her guest’s bluntness.

      ‘That in itself is a very spiritual experience, but Inigo is also incredible at giving me suggestions of meditations and life questions to consider. He says that energies shared are a beautiful thing but that too much connection can start to dilute the powerful effect. That’s why we are only together for short bursts and then he lets me go to be alone with my own thoughts.’

      How very considerate, Jude thought. Take what he wants from her and then when he’s had enough shoves her out to do some solo soul-searching.

      ‘What a bloke,’ said Kerry, sarcasm dripping from her mouth.

      ‘But I thought you stayed the night on Friday?’ Jude said. ‘You both came down together for the sunrise walk.’

      ‘I slept in my own room, but I said I’d wake Inigo in the morning. He told me I should be the first thing he saw on the day of the solstice.’

      ‘That is very thoughtful,’ said Jude, something stabbing at her mind. ‘So he only stays with you for short periods at a time?’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ said Celeste. ‘He wants me to gain the most I can from this retreat and so we only ever share each other for twenty minutes, never more than half an hour. It’s enough for me to feel the power of his healing and then he leaves me to meditate.’

      Jude tried to keep her face impassive and not show Celeste that she had just blown Inigo’s alibi apart.

      ‘You gifted me this incredible opportunity.’ Celeste gave Kerry another hug before finally taking the milk jug from her. ‘I can never thank you enough.’

      ‘Oh, you’re okay,’ said Kerry.

      Celeste virtually skipped down the hall back to the dining room and Kerry turned to Jude.

      ‘What a prize arsehole,’ she said.

      ‘And a liar too,’ Jude pointed out. ‘If he never stays with Celeste for more than half an hour, how could he possibly have been with her the entire time he said he was when Henry was killed?’

      ‘Jude, you beauty!’ Kerry beamed. ‘The first clue. I was sure you’d get to the bottom of things if you had the chance to talk to everyone.’

      Jude knew she was a very, very long way from getting to the bottom of things but she did have one more thing to work from.

      Inigo and Celeste had both lied about who they were with when Henry had been killed. While Celeste would clearly do and say whatever Inigo told her to, it seemed highly improbable that Inigo would offer her the same service. Therefore, it made sense that the lie had come from Inigo.

      And if he hadn’t been with Celeste when they both said he had, then where exactly had he been?
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      Jude hadn’t had time to clean out the inside of the Land Rover thoroughly, but it was a lot smarter than it usually was at least. All scraps of baling twine and wisps of hay had been removed, and she’d managed to hoover up a large portion of dog fur from the back.

      The narrow bench seats that flapped down along each side of the boot area were not the most comfortable things to sit on, but Jude hoped it would just add to the experience.

      It was no surprise at all when Inigo claimed the front seat for himself. Tina and Casper took the seats behind and Celeste and Nevaeh climbed up into the boot and sat side-saddle on the benches.

      Nobody seemed particularly well-equipped for a walk on the hills, the three women all wearing long, floaty skirts and Inigo in a typically attention-grabbing tunic and baggy trousers of Tiffany-turquoise trimmed with azure and gold threads. Only Casper wore shorts and a T-shirt, but his flip-flops would make the hillside paths difficult.

      ‘See you there,’ said Kerry as she closed the boot door and went to her own car where Jamie was already belted into the passenger seat.

      ‘The sun spirits have blessed us again with a beautiful day after their lamentations yesterday,’ said Inigo.

      Jude assumed he meant it was nice to see the sun again after the chilly day before and wished he would just say it. Malvern End sat in the shadow of the most northerly point of the hills whereas Whiteleaved Oak was in the south. It would take around half an hour to get there and Jude knew it would feel like so much longer having to sit next to Inigo Sage and listen to his witterings.

      ‘How is Kerry this morning?’ Tina asked. ‘She seems to be coping so well without George, but I worry she’s putting on a brave face.’

      ‘She’s—’ Jude had been about to give the same spiel she’d given Celeste earlier that morning, but Inigo didn’t give her the chance.

      ‘She’s been gifted the guidance of the spirits,’ he declared. ‘They’ll help her through these dark times. I could tell that George was a true believer too so, wherever he is, he will be healing well. His poor brother, now he was a troubled soul. He refused to hear the word of truth and so denied himself the sacred enlightenment that enriches all who choose to open themselves up to it.’

      Jude glanced in the rearview mirror at his loyal followers and thought she saw Casper mouth the word tosser at the back of Inigo’s head.

      ‘It was interesting to hear all about the significance of the old oak tree and its location before our walk today,’ said Tina. ‘You said you haven’t been there before, Jude?’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Jude. ‘It’s a little bit tucked away so I never really thought about it.’

      ‘It’s a shame the tree itself burnt down,’ said Nevaeh. ‘I thought I saw in the retreat information online that George had a sapling from the original oak. I meant to ask him about it, but I totally forgot. Do you know where it’s kept, Jude?’

      ‘He did have a sapling, but it was from another oak tree in the same area. It would be impossible to grow a direct descendent of either the original oak that gave the hamlet its name, or the giant oak that grew on the site we’re visiting today, which was an entirely different tree. Both died a long time ago. I’m not entirely sure where the original tree stood, but the one that burnt hadn’t produced any acorns since the Victorian times.’

      ‘That’s a shame, isn’t it, Dad?’

      ‘It is,’ he agreed.

      ‘Dad’s a bit of a horticulturist himself,’ she said proudly. ‘I don’t know anyone with greener fingers.’

      Jude imagined he considered this to be another layer of proof that he was at one with nature and all the earthly spirits.

      ‘It’s a gift I treasure,’ Inigo said with a gentle nod of his head.

      ‘I noticed he’d even brought his secateurs with him to Oakley Park,’ Nevaeh continued and Jude saw Inigo tense just a little. ‘He’s probably been busy taking cuttings of all the plants in the grounds to take back to his greenhouse.’

      Jude wondered how likely it was that the real reason he had secateurs with him was to cut the branches off George’s tree as some sort of warning. If Nevaeh knew about the sapling in advance then Inigo might well have too.

      ‘Oh, that’s what those were for,’ said Celeste before Inigo had a chance to deny their existence. ‘I did wonder when I saw them in your room.’

      ‘I just can’t help myself,’ said Inigo.

      ‘What cuttings have you managed to take?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Oh, nothing yet. We’ve all been far too busy, haven’t we?’

      ‘I suppose we have,’ Jude agreed, her theory about the secateurs’ real use cementing in her mind. She decided that a sneaky poke around Inigo’s room back at Oakley Park was definitely required.

      Jude drove the party around the west side of the hills, along Jubilee Drive and onto British Camp where she turned off towards Eastnor. As they went, Inigo decided to give an impromptu lecture about his conspiracy theory involving an evil alien race who had planted the worst of their species in positions of power across the globe.

      ‘The only way to defeat these creatures is for enough of us to become aware of their existence and force them out.’ He had a way of speaking as though everything he said was pure fact with no room for opposing questions. ‘They are savvy, though. They know exactly what to say to tap into the weaknesses and fears of our species. That’s how they’ve become so successful.’

      ‘When you know what to look for, it’s actually really obvious,’ said Tina.

      Jude thought of the irony in what Inigo was saying. Wasn’t he guilty of doing exactly what he was pinning on these so-called aliens? Not on the same scale, but he was still tapping into the fears of vulnerable people to get what he wanted. She wondered how much of his nonsense he actually believed and how much he had created to achieve his goals.

      ‘In your book, The Hidden Enemy, you say that we need to constantly act with kindness and thought for others and if everyone in the world did this, the aliens wouldn’t be able to infiltrate and they’d all just leave,’ said Celeste. ‘Do you think that’s really possible?’

      She sounded so hopeful and Jude could see for perhaps the first time why so many people turned to figures like Inigo Sage to offer them an alternative to the world they had become so disillusioned with.

      ‘Sadly not in our lifetime,’ said Inigo. ‘Humans have been taught to be selfish. Only a few of us will ever reach full enlightenment, but that doesn’t mean we stop trying to spread the word.’

      Jude caught a definite eyeroll from Casper at this pronouncement.

      Close to the county border line Jude pulled into a car park on the edge of the Eastnor estate where Kerry and Jamie were ready and waiting for them along with a couple of the day guests who’d decided to join them on the pilgrimage.

      Jude got out of the car and walked round to open the boot and let Celeste and Nevaeh out.

      ‘I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable in there,’ she said as they climbed down.

      ‘Not at all,’ said Celeste. ‘It was nice to be so high up and see over the hedges.’

      Everyone gathered round Kerry who was holding out little leaflets she’d put together for the purpose of the walk.

      ‘On here you’ll find a little more information about this area and why it’s so special,’ she said. ‘Most of it you would have heard over the course of the weekend, but I thought it would be helpful to have it with you.’

      Again, Jude marvelled at the effort Kerry and George had put into the finer details of the retreat.

      ‘Can I suggest leaving these behind so we don’t get bogged down by facts and other people’s thoughts?’ said Inigo.

      Jude saw Jamie step forward to confront him but Kerry put a hand on his arm.

      ‘Kez put a lot of work into those,’ he said. ‘It’s all good stuff and well worth reading as you go.’

      ‘I’m sure this might be interesting as a takeaway at the end of our time here together, but I think perhaps we’d be better off just experiencing for ourselves the magic of this wondrous place. Don’t you agree, Kerry?’

      ‘Listen, mate. Who put you in charge?’ Like his sister, Jamie’s rev counter was quick to spike.

      ‘I mean no disrespect.’ Inigo put his palms together and gave a little bow. ‘I only seek to encourage those around me to strive for organic enlightenment.’

      ‘Organic what?’ Jamie had been so brilliant keeping his anger in check thus far, but he had obviously reached his limit with Inigo and was struggling to hold it in. ‘I don’t mean to disrespect you either, but you don’t half talk shit sometimes.’

      ‘J, don’t,’ Kerry hissed.

      ‘Sorry, Kez, I just⁠—’

      ‘I mean it, J.’ Kerry cast him a warning look with no room for misinterpretation. ‘If folk want to take a leaflet with them, they are more than welcome. But if they want to leave them behind for later then that’s fine too.’

      ‘I’ll take one,’ said Casper. ‘I think there’s room for information as well as spirituality today.’

      ‘Me too,’ said Nevaeh, holding her hand out for a copy.

      In the end, most people took one, some of them putting them in pockets to look at later, others reading through what Kerry had put together as they prepared to set off.

      As Jude took hers, she gave Kerry an encouraging smile. This was the last day of the retreat. The following morning, everyone would be packing up their things and leaving Oakley Park. Kerry wanted answers and Jude would do her best to help her find them, but she would still be glad when they’d all gone and Kerry could relax a little more.

      Kerry led the party across the road to a pathway that would take them up to Raggedstone Hill. The Malvern Hills were as familiar to Jude as her own back garden or farmyard and yet she found herself treading a route that she had never walked before. They went from a wide grassy path with green bracken on both sides that scented the air with nostalgia, to a narrow, uneven track through the woods. Here they had to walk in single file and watch for exposed tree roots waiting to trip them up. Jude was glad of her sensible walking shoes and pitied the guests who’d gone for flimsy sandals or flip-flops.

      She knew that Pip and Alfie would have loved the opportunity to sniff out new smells and investigate a patch they hadn’t been to before, but she was glad she’d left them behind.

      After a while, they came across an old metal trough oddly placed at the side of the path.

      ‘Here we are,’ said Kerry. ‘We turn off here.’

      A short way down, there was a gap in a hawthorn hedge, and the walking party came out into open pasture. A large water container and copious amounts of sheep poo told Jude that the land had been used for grazing recently but there was no sign of livestock.

      ‘What a beautiful spot,’ said Tina, looking around her. ‘I can feel the magic of this place already, can’t you, Inigo?’

      She took his arm and they looked as though they still belonged together, something that Jude thought must be grating for both Casper and Celeste. She looked at one first and then the other and noticed that neither of them seemed all that bothered. Celeste was watching them with the same adoration she always did, and Casper was chatting to Nevaeh.

      ‘We’ll go and have a look at the site of the old oak tree first,’ said Kerry, ‘and then I’ll take you into the village and show you where the three counties meet. If you’ve got any questions, please do ask me and I’ll try and answer them as best I can.’

      The early part of the summer had been dry and the grass was already golden and filled with the clicks and rasps of hopeful male crickets rubbing their wings together. There was a feel of ancientness about the uneven fields surrounded by knotted hedges and tall, gnarled trees. It was quiet too, their group being the only ones around.

      Kerry guided them over to a raised area that looked out across the fields of Herefordshire with the impressive form of Eastnor Castle clearly visible. A crater in the ground was all that remained to mark where the great oak had stood until just a few years previously. Long stems of purple foxgloves grew in clumps and nodded their bell-like flowers gently in the breeze.

      ‘If you look, you can still find charred bits of the old tree,’ said Kerry. ‘Although that burnt patch in the middle there is new. Looks like some plonkers came up here for the solstice and lit their own fire. Folk have a job learning lessons sometimes.’

      ‘Take your time to breathe in the earth magic and find your own connection with the spirits that dwell here. We are in no hurry.’ Another interruption from Inigo made Jude empathise with Jamie who looked as though he would very much like to punch the man.

      The guests splintered off, some choosing to sit on tufts of grass with their eyes closed and their legs crossed, others stood looking out across the beautiful countryside. Jude went to the far side of the field to talk to Kerry and Jamie who was telling her in hushed tones that she shouldn’t let Inigo take over.

      ‘You gotta learn, J, that sometimes it’s easier to take the simpler path even just to keep the peace,’ Kerry whispered. ‘It wouldn’t do no good to keep coming up against him. The others want to hear what he has to say so we all just need to let him get on with it, okay?’

      ‘Fine,’ Jamie said reluctantly. ‘But I still say he’s a massive tosser.’

      Kerry grinned. ‘You’re right about some things.’

      ‘I think you’re doing a brilliant job,’ said Jude. ‘And it’s nearly over now.’

      ‘I know,’ said Kerry with an urgency in her voice. ‘I just hope we get somewhere before they all leave.’

      When everyone was ready, Kerry took the lead again as they walked on towards the hamlet of Whiteleaved Oak. Jude noticed that Tina, Inigo and Nevaeh were walking together and Casper was a little way in front talking to a couple she recognised from the day before, who were still wearing their matching tie-dyed T-shirts. Celeste was bringing up the rear, watching Inigo’s family intently for the first time with what Jude gauged to be a little hint of envy.

      Jude’s instincts wanted her to go and accompany Celeste, but her investigative mission pushed her towards the family group.

      ‘What a wonderful place,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to discover it.’

      ‘I can feel that your spiritual journey is only just beginning,’ said Inigo. ‘Perhaps you came along to help your friend in her hour of need, but I can tell you will take so much from your weekend.’ He took Jude’s hand and she felt instantly uncomfortable as his sweaty palm squeezed hers, his thumb moving in circular motions over her knuckle.

      She wanted to jerk it away and leave his odious company, but Jude had questions to ask and things to find out so instead she gently extricated her hand, resisting the urge to immediately wipe it on the hem of her T-shirt.

      ‘I’m very interested in your own journey,’ she said. ‘I gather from George you were his housemaster at Crandale. That must have been a rewarding job. You were like a pseudo-parent for the boys who boarded with you.’

      ‘I’m not sure parent is the right label, but I definitely felt the responsibility of being their leader and mentor.’

      ‘George speaks very fondly of his time at the school,’ said Jude.

      ‘That’s lovely,’ said Tina. ‘I remember him well from those days. Inigo was expected to be on call in the way a parent would be, exactly as you say. He had to live in the house with the boys and, as his family, Nevaeh and I were given rooms too. Separate from the boys’ living quarters, of course.’

      ‘How did you find that?’ Jude asked Nevaeh.

      ‘It was a beautiful old house, we were lucky to live there,’ Nevaeh replied.

      ‘I home-schooled Nevaeh, so when the boys were in lessons we had the place to ourselves, including the gardens. It was a special time in so many ways,’ said Tina.

      ‘How many boys were in your house?’

      ‘Eight in total,’ said Tina. ‘All from the same school year. They did that at Crandale so the boys would move up together with the continuity of their house family to help them transition through the years.’

      Jude was building a picture of what life would have been like for the boys as well as Inigo, Tina and a young Nevaeh. It was interesting to her that Inigo, usually so forward in putting his side of any story above everyone else’s, was suddenly quiet.

      ‘You must have got to know them pretty well,’ Jude said. ‘Did you have a boy called Red in your house?’ Jude watched carefully for any reaction to this name, and then followed up with, ‘I think he was really called Edoardo Jones.’

      There was a visceral shift in the mood of the little group as Tina’s sunny nature clouded and Nevaeh looked as though she’d been embraced by a ghost.

      ‘Red Jones,’ sighed Inigo, clarifying what Jude had already known – that Red and Edoardo were the same. ‘Yes, he was in my house. Such a gentle person with so much potential but sadly another troubled soul.’

      ‘I know he was a good friend to George and Henry,’ said Jude. ‘Such a tragic loss.’

      ‘We were all devastated, of course,’ said Tina.

      Jude looked over and saw that Tina looked upset at the memory, but Nevaeh’s face told a different story, beyond just one of sadness at the terrible death of a young man she’d known. She had her head down, staring at the crisp grass beneath their feet and her mouth had drawn itself into a rigid line. Jude had the very strong feeling that she knew something more about Red Jones. Something that was troubling her deeply.

      ‘Of course, you must have all known him, living so closely together,’ said Jude. ‘Nevaeh, you’re around the same age as the boys, I suppose they were all like brothers to you. George certainly remembers you fondly.’

      ‘It was a particularly difficult time in Nevaeh’s life,’ said Tina quickly. ‘We choose to leave it in the past and spend our energy on the present if you don’t mind, Jude.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Jude. ‘I’m sorry if I brought up bad memories for you.’

      ‘No memories are bad ones,’ Inigo declared. ‘Every single one of them is just another building block for the lives we lead and the people we become.’

      ‘That’s what we have always believed.’ Tina looked at Inigo with clear adoration. ‘We think we are in charge of our own lives, but we aren’t really at all. The spirits have our best journeys mapped out and we are fools to try and change our own destinies. Isn’t that right, Inigo?’

      Inigo put his arm around the shoulders of his ex-wife and to Jude’s complete surprise, pulled her towards him and kissed her fully on the lips, as though they were still married and nobody else was around. It was an act that caused Nevaeh to roll her eyes, but she clearly wasn’t in the least bit shocked.

      Casper was ahead with some of the others and only turned as Inigo and Tina pulled away from each other. Jude couldn’t tell from his expression if he’d witnessed his girlfriend’s intimacy with Inigo or not, but when she glanced back at Celeste she saw her staring at them in dismay.

      ‘You two are still close then?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Our souls will always be connected to each other,’ said Inigo. ‘But we understand the need to share our energies. Human spirits were always supposed to be free, it’s only society that decided we needed to shackle ourselves.’

      How handy for you, Jude thought.

      The rest of the group had reached the gate at the edge of the village and Kerry halted there to let everyone catch up.

      ‘Somewhere in the village is the spot where the original white oak stood many years ago but nobody I spoke to seemed to be sure exactly where this was. The closest I could get was perhaps somewhere near the old village stocks.’

      ‘Stocks?’ Casper asked. ‘Like the ones they used to fix criminals to and pelt them with stones?’

      ‘That’s the thing.’ Jamie grinned. ‘There are a couple still around the Malverns if you know where to look for them.’

      Jude saw Celeste shiver at the thought.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Kerry. ‘They haven’t been used in centuries.’

      She led everyone out into the tiny hamlet, which was really little more than a cluster of old cottages, and Jude thought how pretty it was. A gardener was out cutting the grass in front of one cottage and two old women were standing at the gate of another chatting together in the sun. All lifted hands in friendly welcome.

      ‘There are the stocks, see.’ Jamie pointed out the wooden brace with two holes for unfortunates of the past to have their feet locked into, ready for whatever punishment was deemed fit for their crime.

      Once everyone had seen all they wanted, the party made their way back up to the hills, this time using a path that took them up above the fields of Whiteleaved Oak onto the ridge of Raggedstone Hill.

      Up there, with views to capture every pair of eyes on the pilgrimage, Jude found herself at the front of the pack with Casper. She didn’t think he’d witnessed Tina’s indiscretion with her ex-husband, but it seemed to Jude that something was agitating him.

      ‘Are you enjoying the walk?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s a really beautiful part of the world,’ he said. ‘I can see why so many people find it so magical here.’

      ‘Not you?’

      ‘Oh, yes, I think it’s very special.’ Casper sounded as though he was being distracted by other thoughts and Jude was keen to learn more.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ she asked. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, you seem a little out of sorts.’

      Casper smiled at her. ‘You’re perceptive,’ he said. ‘Either that or you too have a magical gift.’

      Jude noticed that the two of them had started to get a stride going, Casper’s flip-flops proving to be no problem across the grass and granite after all. They had already pulled a little ahead of the others and were increasing the gap steadily.

      ‘You don’t like him much, do you?’ she gambled.

      ‘Who?’ Casper asked.

      ‘Inigo,’ said Jude. She knew it was risky, but she had already begun so decided to go for it. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at him.’

      Casper grimaced almost comically. ‘Oh, heavens, is it that obvious?’

      ‘I’m just observant.’ Jude returned his smile, glad that he seemed to have taken her questioning well thus far. ‘I’m sure nobody else noticed. But do you mind me asking why you came along to the retreat? I’m not sure I would fancy a whole weekend in the company of any of my boyfriend’s exes.’

      ‘Fair question and there are several reasons, I suppose. Firstly because Nevaeh asked me to come, and secondly because I wanted to see what this great man I’ve heard so much about was really like.’

      ‘You hadn’t met him before?’

      ‘No, although I’ve followed his teachings for a while.’

      ‘Before you met Tina?’

      ‘Oh, yes. We met at one of his rallies.’

      ‘That’s right.’ Jude remembered him mentioning this when they’d spoken on the first evening, which felt like weeks ago.

      ‘He has some interesting things to say and I really like the thought that there are more options out there for us, and that if we all adopt a more selfless way of life things would be infinitely better for every single person.’

      ‘There’s no doubting that would be pretty amazing.’ Jude put her hand above her eyes to shield them from the sun. ‘Except I can hear there’s a bit of a but to your thoughts now you’ve met him?’

      ‘There is something actually, and I have to say I’ve been battling with myself as to whether or not to tell the police about it.’

      Jude was instantly on full alert. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Would it help at all if you told me? Just for a second, unbiased opinion.’

      ‘Actually, it might do. If you don’t mind.’

      Jude most certainly didn’t mind! ‘Of course not,’ she said.

      ‘It’s to do with the man who died. I heard the policewoman talking on her phone and she said there was someone else present when he was run over by the car. That’s why they were asking us all those questions about where we were.’

      Jude nodded, silently encouraging him to continue.

      ‘I think they’re looking into the possibility that whoever was there might have pushed him deliberately.’

      ‘Goodness!’ said Jude, pretending to be ignorant of this line of enquiry. ‘But what does this have to do with Inigo?’

      ‘I know he’s outwardly a real peace-lover and likes to preach kindness and respect at every opportunity, but I’ve seen a different side of him, especially where his daughter is concerned.’ Casper pushed his dark hair out of his eyes. ‘He accosted me on the first night here and warned me to stay away from Nevaeh.’

      ‘In what way?’ Jude asked.

      ‘He assumed I wanted to sleep with her. But I’m here with Tina and, as far as I’m concerned at least, that rules her daughter out completely. But I get the feeling Inigo doesn’t exactly share this philosophy.’

      Jude thought about Inigo’s more casual approach when it came to flings, which explained why he might be worried about other men around his daughter.

      ‘I saw a nasty streak in him then that I think he must like to keep well hidden from the public.’

      ‘You think he’d go as far as pushing someone in front of a car?’ said Jude. ‘Just because Henry called him names when he was drunk?’

      ‘That’s not all he did.’ Casper’s eyes became animated as he lost all reservations he’d had about sharing his concerns with Jude. ‘When Nevaeh was living at Crandale, that’s the boarding school Inigo worked in.’

      ‘I know of it.’

      ‘Well, when they were there, Nevaeh had a fling with one of the boys and fell pregnant. Tina told me all about it a little while ago. It was awful, apparently. When she told the boy, he dumped her and told her he was gay and in love with someone else.’

      ‘Poor Nevaeh.’ Jude really felt for the young girl, being home-schooled and living in a boys’ school as a teenager. It would have been a very unusual upbringing.

      ‘She refused to tell them who the boy was and then, weeks later, she had a miscarriage.’

      Jude’s heart cracked a little more as she thought of what Nevaeh had been through.

      ‘Inigo must have been furious,’ said Casper. ‘I haven’t done a thing to Nevaeh and he was brutish enough with me so I can’t help imagining what he might do to someone who treated his daughter really badly.’

      ‘Except he doesn’t know who that was.’ Jude was beginning to think that perhaps he had found out somehow after all. Had it been Red? Had Inigo somehow got his revenge the night Red had drowned?

      But Casper’s next words put paid to that theory.

      ‘He didn’t, until Henry showed up at the retreat.’

      ‘You think Henry was the father of Nevaeh’s baby?’

      ‘I know so,’ said Casper. ‘She told us. Seeing him again triggered all the old feelings and she wanted to leave the retreat.’

      Jude took this huge piece of the puzzle on board. Not only had she discovered that Inigo Sage had not been where he’d said he was when Henry had died, he now had a very strong reason to be angry enough to push him out into the road, whether on purpose or not.

      ‘Do you think I should tell the police?’ Casper asked.

      ‘I definitely think you should,’ Jude replied. Although she knew she would almost certainly get there first as she was seeing Binnie later that day.
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      Jude decided not to tell Kerry what she’d discovered until she had spoken to Binnie. Instead, when they were back at Oakley Park, she told her that she needed to get home for a bit but would return later in the afternoon.

      Kerry was so busy sorting out the last lunch of the retreat that she didn’t have time to ask for any more details.

      With her brain spinning, Jude drove away from Oakley Park to meet Binnie back at the farm. She parked the Land Rover and got out, noting that Binnie’s car wasn’t yet in the yard, but Marco’s was. She hadn’t been expecting to see him, so this was a bonus that made her smile.

      Chattering sounds coming from around the side of the house told her that everyone was in the garden so, after letting herself into the kitchen and pouring a large glass of water, she walked through the house to join them.

      ‘There you are,’ said Marco, coming straight over to put his arm around her and give her a kiss on the cheek. ‘How was your morning?’

      ‘Interesting,’ said Jude. ‘Whiteleaved Oak is a beautiful place to visit.’

      ‘And your mission?’ Noah asked. ‘Was it successful?’

      ‘I certainly found out some interesting things to report to Binnie when she gets here.’ Jude looked around for her sister and saw that she was missing. ‘Where’s Lucy? Is she okay?’

      Jude knew that Lucy usually worked on a Monday, but she also knew that because the village school was closed for an inset day, Sebbie was home and Lucy had decided to take a day’s annual leave to be there for him.

      ‘A bit tired but I think she’s on the mend,’ said Noah. ‘She’s sick of all the nonsense from estate agents and solicitors which doesn’t help though. She’s having a lie down, but I promised I’d go and wake her when you got here.’

      ‘Give it a little while.’ Jude felt instantly guilty again for not being more present for her sister. ‘Let her rest, she clearly needs it.’

      Sebbie was standing near the sumac tree which was covered in its full scarlet summer regalia. He had a toy aeroplane in his hand which he was earnestly fiddling with.

      ‘Noah, my propeller won’t spin,’ he shouted over.

      ‘Just a minute, young’un, I’m talking to your Aunty Jude.’

      ‘But I can’t get it started on my own. When are you coming to help me?’

      Noah raised his eyebrows at Jude. ‘Duty calls!’

      Jude adored how natural Noah was with his stepson, a far better father to Sebbie in every way than his biological father could have ever been.

      ‘Let’s have a little look, shall we, young’un?’

      Sebbie handed it over and Noah inspected the plane. ‘Ah, yes, look at this, something’s jamming it here.’

      He gave the propeller a little wiggle and what looked like a green jellybean shot out of it.

      ‘Now give it a go,’ he said.

      Sebbie spun the little blades again and they moved freely, allowing him to wind it up so that when he let go, it flew up into the air majestically.

      ‘Thank you, Noah,’ the small boy yelled as he ran across the lawn to fetch it for another flight.

      Binnie arrived then, off-duty and beautifully dressed in a long, flowing skirt and jade vest top.

      Having her friends and family around her on home turf, with the sound of lambs and ewes calling to each other in the fields behind the house, Jude felt infinitely calmer, as though Oakley Park and Inigo Sage belonged to a different world or time.

      ‘I brought samosas,’ said Binnie, setting down a large tub on the garden table.

      ‘Samosas?’ Sebbie might have been at the other end of the garden, but his keen ears still managed to latch on to the name of one of his favourite snacks and he came flying over, toy plane in hand. ‘Can I have one, Binnie?’

      The detective caught him in a hug and kissed the top of his head. ‘Who do you think I made them for?’

      ‘Me?’ Sebbie abandoned the plane on the table and looked hopeful.

      ‘I don’t know anybody else who loves my samosas as much as you do.’ She let him go and took the lid off the tub.

      A waft of delicious spices and fried pastry came out and Sebbie was straight in.

      ‘What do you say to Binnie?’ Noah asked.

      ‘Thank you, Binnie.’ Sebbie gave her an enormous grin before biting into his samosa.

      ‘Good lad. Now you go and find somewhere to sit and eat that,’ said Noah. ‘Mind those hungry dogs don’t nab it from you though.’

      With Sebbie safely dispatched, a second samosa planted in his spare hand by Binnie, the adults sat themselves down at the garden table to tuck into the rest of the box.

      ‘No Lucy today?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘She’s not feeling too well so she’s in bed,’ said Jude.

      ‘I might go and see if she’s awake, actually.’ Noah pushed his chair back and stood up. Jude found herself wanting to override him and do what she had got so used to doing for years, taking care of her baby sister herself. Even though they’d been married for six months, Jude was still adjusting to Noah taking on the role of chief caregiver to Lucy.

      ‘I’ll go and get some drinks,’ said Marco, following Noah into the house, and Jude wondered if he really wanted drinks or if he was just being tactful and giving Binnie and her time for a quick catch-up on their own. Perhaps a little of both but Jude took the opportunity, quickly laying out everything she’d discovered about Red’s identity, Nevaeh’s pregnancy, Henry’s part in it and Inigo’s fury.

      ‘And get this. He wasn’t with Celeste for the entire time when Henry was killed. She told me that he only ever allowed her to stay for twenty minutes, half an hour at most.’

      ‘So he’d have had plenty of time to wander down to the end of the drive, see Henry getting out of the taxi, have a row with him and push him into the road.’

      ‘Definitely,’ agreed Jude.

      ‘Although we need to take everything Casper tells us with a pinch of salt,’ Binnie reasoned. ‘If Tina is going around kissing her ex, then it would definitely suit Casper to get Inigo out of the way. Or at least discredit him.’

      ‘I agree.’ Jude picked up a samosa which was still warm from Binnie’s fryer. ‘Inigo is very close with Tina and Nevaeh still and Casper is not altogether happy about that.’

      ‘Certainly a case of never meet your heroes.’ Binnie arched one eyebrow. ‘And what a hero to have. I did a little digging myself and found out exactly why he was sacked from his job at Crandale.’

      ‘Sacked?’ said Jude through a mouthful of samosa. The way he’d spoken about his move away from teaching made it sound as though it was all part of his greater plan.

      ‘Oh, yes. The headteacher gave him the sack when he discovered that Inigo, or Peter Fershaw as he was back then, had set up an undercover club for boys at the school. He cherry-picked them and personally invited them to be a part of what sounds like a secret society.’

      ‘How very Dead Poets,’ said Jude.

      ‘Yes, except that instead of wanting to broaden young minds with poetry and the arts, Mr Fershaw wanted fresh, impressionable boys to preach his nonsense to.’

      ‘It all sounds rather culty to me,’ said Jude.

      ‘That’s clearly what the school thought too as, when it was discovered, he was fired with immediate effect and he lost his teaching registration.’

      ‘Good!’ Jude had a teaching degree herself and had seen first-hand how trusting children were when it came to people in positions of power. The fact Inigo had abused this so badly made her steam and she wanted to bring him down. ‘I don’t suppose you found anything to link what he was doing with Edoardo Jones?’

      ‘The school couldn’t be sure which boys were a part of the society. But if we can get hold of George, it’s definitely a question I’d like to ask him.’ Binnie folded her arms onto the table in front of her. ‘Any news there? Has he turned up yet?’

      ‘No,’ said Jude. ‘He did phone Kerry though to tell her he’s okay. Just traumatised by it all and said he needed space. Kerry thinks something happened to him as a child that has played havoc with his mental health. She doesn’t know what, but I can’t help thinking it has something to do with Red’s death.’

      ‘That’s supposition, Jude.’

      ‘I know.’ Jude picked off a flaky crumb and put it into her mouth. ‘But it’s all adding to the puzzle; we just need to keep looking for the missing pieces.’

      ‘The team found nothing at the scene to suggest another person was present so they’re not allowing any more resources to be put into the investigation.’

      ‘So it’s down to us then,’ said Jude.

      ‘To be honest, I think finding enough real evidence to open a manslaughter investigation is going to be impossible – and I think that’s what we could be looking at here, rather than murder.’

      Jude felt deflated but thought perhaps it was for the best. With no further investigation, and the guests all set to leave the following day, maybe Kerry and George would be able to start picking up the pieces. She imagined telling Kerry and seeing her disappointment. There was no doubt about it, as long as the mystery around Henry’s death, the threatening notes and butchered oak remained, she would be worrying about George.

      ‘Oh, there’s one more thing,’ Jude remembered. ‘Both Nevaeh and Celeste said they’d seen secateurs in Inigo’s room, a piece of news he didn’t seem comfortable with them sharing.’

      ‘Why would he bring secateurs to a wellness retreat?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘Exactly! He claims so he could take cuttings from any plants that he liked the look of, but so far he hasn’t taken a single one. It seems far more likely he was too busy sabotaging the oak tree and leaving poisonous notes for George.’ Jude put her nibbled samosa on the lid of the tub. ‘Meddlers must always take their punishment, that’s what one of the notes said. Do you think he was referring to something the twins did at school? Something to do with Red?’

      ‘It’s possible, of course, but with one of them dead and the other AWOL and reluctant to talk, it’s going to be hard to find out.’

      Jude remembered George proudly telling them all before the retreat that Inigo had contacted him to ask if George wanted his support at the event. Inigo had wanted to be there and his reason why was another question that Jude would have very much liked to find the answer for.

      ‘I get the feeling you’re not going to let this drop, are you?’ said Binnie.

      Marco came out of the house carrying a tray full of glasses and two jugs clinking with ice cubes.

      ‘Not yet.’ Jude was already preparing herself for a snoop around Inigo’s room that evening while supper was being served.

      ‘Lime or elderflower?’ Marco asked. ‘I’m not sure which goes better with samosas, so I made a jug of each.’

      He put the jugs down and Jude and Binnie helped themselves while he picked up a samosa from the tub. ‘Nobody makes these like you,’ he said appreciatively.

      ‘Glad you like them.’ Binnie smiled. ‘How are the exhibition paintings going?’

      ‘Getting there,’ said Marco. ‘I’ve been working all morning, but I needed to get out of my cottage for a break and somehow I found myself here again. Don’t know what the draw is.’

      ‘Oi!’ said Jude, giving him a friendly knock on the arm.

      ‘Mind you, I did wonder if I’d see you at all, or if it was just going to be me, Noah and Sebbie for a boys’ afternoon of aeroplane flying.’

      They were joined by Noah and Lucy who was looking much better than she had when Jude had seen her the day before.

      ‘Nice nap?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Lovely, thank you,’ said Lucy. ‘A bit decadent for a Monday morning but I do feel better for it.’

      Jude pulled out a chair next to her. ‘Come and sit down. You’d better hurry up if you want a samosa because I can see your son eyeing the rest of them up.’

      Although her mind only wanted to focus on the events at Oakley Park, Jude made a conscious effort to help keep Sebbie entertained for a while so Lucy could take a little more time to rest. When he came over, finally having had enough of playing with his plane, she took him into the playroom to gather up a bundle of art supplies so he could do some painting and make a collage out in the garden.

      Marco helped out, talking to him about the different ways of layering up paints, tissue paper, PVA glue and natural scraps from the garden to give different effects.

      Binnie stayed for a while, chatting with Lucy and Noah and joining in the art class with Jude and Marco until she had to go.

      ‘I’m sorry to run as well,’ said Marco, ‘but I’d better get back to work before I lose the natural light for the day.’

      ‘What are your plans, Jude?’ Lucy asked. ‘I suspect you’ve still got unfinished business at Oakley Park.’

      There was that guilt again. Should she stay and help Lucy or go and try to solve Kerry’s mystery?

      ‘They’re all going tomorrow,’ said Jude. ‘So whatever happens, that’ll be that.’

      ‘You look as though you’re expecting me to crumple into a broken heap on the floor if you leave me,’ Lucy laughed. ‘You do know we’ll all be fine.’

      ‘Of course you will,’ said Jude. ‘I just worry about you.’

      ‘How often do you take a day off, Jude?’ Noah asked. ‘I’ll tell you, shall I? Hardly ever. And when you are away from the farm, how often is it because you’re spoiling yourself?’

      ‘Well…’ Jude couldn’t remember the last time.

      ‘Exactly. If you’re not here worrying about us and your animals, you’re off worrying about someone else and looking after them.’ Noah pushed his hands against the arms of his chair and heaved himself backwards a little. ‘Now you should know that all the farm work for the day is done. Everyone is fine, in fact more than that, Lucy, Sebbie and I are going to sit out here in the sunshine for the rest of the afternoon enjoying ourselves.’

      ‘We are?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘We jolly well are,’ said Noah. ‘I don’t want to think about mortgages, surveys or bloody moving contracts for the rest of the day. So there, Jude. You can go and do whatever it is you need to do without a single scrap of worry for those of us left behind because we really are absolutely fine.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll head over there now and be back when they’ve all finished for the day.’

      She went over to give Sebbie one last note of encouragement in his artistic endeavours, which were shaping up nicely – his pictures were starting to look very much like a group of dinosaurs having a picnic at the foot of a wildly spewing volcano.

      ‘Make sure you let it all dry properly in the sun and then get Noah to stick it up on the dining-room wall,’ she said.

      ‘Okay,’ said Sebbie seriously, not looking up from his masterpiece.

      Jude, Marco and Binnie all went through the house together and out to their cars lined up behind the cider press in the yard, Jude’s mighty County 110 dwarfing Marco’s even more ancient sky-blue Renault 4 and Binnie’s new electric runaround.

      ‘She’s off sleuthing again, isn’t she?’ Marco said to Binnie with a not-so-subtle eyeroll.

      ‘She just can’t help herself!’ Binnie replied. ‘Jude, be careful. Let me know if you find anything but remember that in this instance, we might well never get to the truth.’

      Jude nodded and hugged her friend goodbye, frightened of the creases she would no doubt have made in her immaculate clothing. Marco waited until Binnie had got into her car and driven off before he said his goodbye. Away from the eyes of everyone, he kissed her properly and Jude was sorely tempted to ditch the entire escapade which, as Binnie had warned her, was almost certainly going to turn out to be fruitless, and jump in the Renault with him. How lovely it would be to sit on his comfy sofa in the front room that doubled up as his studio and watch him paint. As she kissed him back, she imagined classical music on in the background, a little easy chatter mixed with patches of silence that were equally as easy. Perhaps a glass of cool rosé wine.

      It was all so tempting but she had made a promise to Kerry, so she pulled away from him and put her hands on his chest.

      ‘How about you come over later?’ she said. ‘I should be home around nine.’

      He smiled a wide, dimple-edged smile and in that moment it felt as though there were far too many hundreds of minutes to get through before she saw him again. Jude marvelled at the way he could still make her feel like a teenager at the start of a fervent new love affair.

      ‘See you at nine,’ Marco said. ‘Don’t overdo it, will you? Binnie, Noah and Lucy are all absolutely right.’

      ‘I know,’ said Jude. ‘Just the rest of today and then it’ll all be over.’

      Marco kissed her again and then got into his car. Jude climbed into the Land Rover and they both set off down the drive away from the farm. At the bottom, Marco turned right to head to his cottage in the village and Jude turned left to head up the hill towards Oakley Park.

      It was late afternoon and she knew that the guests would have finished their final relaxation sessions and be in their rooms or enjoying the last of their free time before the retreat came to a close.

      As she walked through the front door, the peace of the old house was shattered by the most horrific scream from upstairs.

      ‘Holy shit,’ Jude cursed aloud.

      She pelted across the hallway to the stairs and met Kerry and Jamie there who ran out of the dining room.

      ‘Someone help me!’ Celeste’s voice came crashing down towards them, full of desperation. They took the stairs two at a time and, when they reached the landing, saw that Inigo’s door was the only one open.

      Jude was the first to get there and found Celeste standing over Inigo’s bed with her arms straight, pumping into his chest.

      ‘What happened?’ Jude asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Celeste sobbed. ‘I came in to see if he wanted to spend a little time with me and I found him like this.’

      ‘Let me take over,’ said Jude, who could see that the bouncy nature of the mattress was making any attempt at CPR futile.

      Celeste stepped back, her eyes full of concern.

      Jude saw a blue tinge had already coloured the skin around Inigo’s lips. She picked up his hand and checked the wrist for a pulse but found nothing other than already cooling flesh.

      ‘Call an ambulance,’ she said to Jamie. ‘Kerry, why don’t you take Celeste downstairs and find her something to drink.’

      ‘Why aren’t you trying to get his heart started again?’ Kerry pushed Jude out of the way and began to thrust her outstretched palms into his chest again.

      ‘It’s too late.’ Jude gently put her hands on Kerry’s shoulders. ‘He’s gone.’
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      Celeste took a little coercing, but Kerry eventually managed to guide her out of Inigo’s bedroom door.

      ‘The others are doing yoga in the barn, I think,’ Kerry said from the doorway. ‘What do I tell them?’

      Jude was somehow once again cast as the leader, expected to make decisions and answer questions that she didn’t really know the answers to.

      ‘Perhaps wait until the ambulance gets here,’ she said. ‘They’ll only want to come up here and that could be chaos.’

      Kerry nodded and led a distraught Celeste away.

      Jude immediately took out her phone and called Binnie.

      ‘Hi, Jude, everything okay?’ Binnie asked, picking up after only a couple of seconds.

      ‘Inigo Sage is dead.’ Jude followed the initial bombshell with details, which were very few at that point.

      ‘I’ll be right over,’ said Binnie, and Jude could picture her already grabbing her car keys as she spoke. ‘I’ll get Sami and a couple of uniforms to come too.’

      Jude switched her phone off and looked at the body again. The great Inigo Sage, self-proclaimed healer, leader, human deity, as mortal as any of them.

      She knew better than to disturb things before the police came to have a look around but that didn’t stop her from sizing them up for herself.

      Inigo was sprawled on the bed, not laid out as might have been expected if he’d decided to take a nap, but on his back diagonally with one leg caught beneath him and the other foot dangling over the side of the mattress, almost as though he’d fallen.

      There were no obvious signs of any wounds and no indication of what the cause of death had been. He’d appeared to be in good health up until that point. Only that morning he had been striding along the hills, delivering his wisdom to all who’d listen. So why now was he sprawled out, stone cold on his bed?

      The fact that this was not the first death at Oakley Park that weekend made the answer an obvious one to Jude. Accidental deaths of healthy people with deep connections almost never happened so close together.

      Jude was now certain they were looking at a double murder.

      ‘But who did it?’ she asked herself quietly. ‘And what does it all have to do with the notes someone left and the sad tale of Red Jones?’

      She thought again of the wording of the notes, warning that meddlers must take their punishment and that the past should be left where it belonged. Everyone who knew about the notes assumed they had been left for George, as the organiser of the whole event. Could they actually have been written for Inigo’s eyes and he was the meddler? It wasn’t impossible but it was unlikely because of where they’d been left. If someone had wanted to warn or scare Inigo, then surely they’d have put the notes in his room instead.

      And what about the oak sapling? Inigo had brought secateurs with him and Jude was as sure as she could be that this was not for the purpose of taking cuttings. If he’d cut down the sapling then he must have left the notes. Had someone known what they meant and decided to shut him up for some reason?

      The ceiling fan clicked overhead, gently playing with the loose fabric of the tunic Inigo was wearing. The sound reminded Jude of the propeller of Sebbie’s toy aeroplane when it was trying to expel the jellybean and, when she looked up, she could see something by the central column, catching the blades of the fan as they spun around.

      In order for her to investigate further, Jude would need to climb onto the bed, which was currently being occupied by a dead body, so she made the wise decision to leave it until the police arrived and point it out to them instead.

      ‘What killed you?’ Jude whispered, moving closer to Inigo to see if she could see anything out of the ordinary.

      Inigo’s eyes were closed, his lips pale and blue and his jaw slack. If it wasn’t for the odd way he was lying, as though he’d fallen haphazardly onto the bed, it would look like he’d just passed away in his sleep.

      One hand was fisted against his hip and the other had flopped to his side, open with the palm facing up. As Jude looked at it, she saw pink marks standing out on the pads of his fingertips and the join where thumb and finger met the palm.

      ‘Dad?’

      Jude turned her head at the sound of Nevaeh arriving, Tina beside her.

      ‘Oh, sorry, Jude. I didn’t know you and my father were⁠—’

      ‘What?’ Jude felt revolted at the idea that she might have been tempted by the doughy old flesh of Inigo Sage before realising a fraction of a second later that Nevaeh was about to discover that her father was dead. ‘Let’s go outside and have a chat,’ she said, trying to shield Inigo’s body from the two women.

      ‘Is something going on?’ Tina craned her neck to see past Jude. ‘Inigo?’

      ‘Dad?’ Nevaeh strode into the room with some purpose and there was nothing Jude could do to stop the inevitable.

      ‘What’s wrong with him?’ she demanded as she crouched on the floor next to Inigo’s bed. ‘He looks… Is he…?’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Nevaeh.’ Jude felt utterly powerless as she witnessed a daughter’s realisation battle with her reluctance to accept the truth.

      ‘What is it?’ Tina, who’d been hovering by the door, perhaps also thinking that Jude’s presence in Inigo’s bedroom only meant one thing, came over to join her daughter.

      ‘He can’t be dead.’ Nevaeh looked up at her as though she were a small child asking for reassurance that the thing she was most frightened of wasn’t in any way true. ‘He was fine today. You saw him.’

      Tina had gone very still and silent as she stared at the man she had once been married to and still clearly held deep feelings for.

      ‘Has he passed?’ she asked simply.

      ‘The ambulance is on its way,’ Jude said. ‘Let’s go downstairs and wait for it there.’

      ‘No,’ said Nevaeh, desperate in her distress. ‘No, he’d want us to be here with him as his spirit passes to the new life.’

      She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out very slowly between pursed lips so that it made a small hissing noise.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Jude asked.

      Nevaeh didn’t answer. She carried on breathing deeply and held her hand out for her mother, who had knelt down next to her, to take hold of.

      ‘He told us this day would come,’ said Tina. ‘He knew that he would be taken from this life in order that he could become born again. This is how things are meant to be.’

      They both went quiet and rested their joined hands on Inigo’s chest.

      It was a bizarre feeling, standing in a room with the body of a man while his ex-wife and adult daughter held some sort of silent vigil for him. Jude felt very much as though she was intruding in something deeply significant and private, but she couldn’t leave them to it. She wanted to observe them and needed to make sure as little of the scene as possible was disturbed.

      As the two women continued to kneel together with their eyes closed, Jude took another look around the room. The wardrobe doors were shut and she imagined a neat row of tunics and baggy trousers on the other side. Next to it was a foldable luggage rack with a leather weekend bag on top, zipped shut and sagging in its near emptiness.

      The desk had on it a cluster of incense sticks, unburnt but still letting off a sickly smell of patchouli and sandalwood. There was a box of Durex, not very spiritual but at least he had been careful, Jude supposed. Her eyes diverted down to the floor where the chair had been pulled away a little. Something underneath caught her attention and she glanced at the two women to make sure they were still engaged in their ritual before she moved across and bent down to take a closer look.

      There on the floor beneath the desk were several small pieces of newspaper, cut neatly rather than torn. They were too small to contain any snippets of printed information, but their significance was far greater than the text they held. Now, not only had secateurs been seen in Inigo’s room but it looked as though he’d also been busy cutting up newspapers which she could only imagine were to be pieced back together as threatening anonymous notes.

      It must have been him trying to scare George. And now Inigo was dead and nobody knew where George was. As far as Jude was aware, Kerry hadn’t heard from him since he phoned to tell her he was fine but needed space.

      Binnie, the ambulance, and then Sami with two uniformed colleagues arrived in quick succession, shown the way by Kerry, and Jude was ushered out of Inigo’s room along with Tina and Nevaeh.

      Kerry took a shocked but oddly serene Tina and Nevaeh downstairs to find tea and comfort while Binnie pulled Jude to one side.

      ‘Another body, Jude,’ she said. ‘This is getting to be a habit.’

      ‘I know they’re linked,’ said Jude. ‘And I know that Crandale is at the heart of it – the boys that were in Inigo’s culty little society there.’

      ‘I think you’re right,’ Binnie agreed. ‘We’ll have to wait for confirmation of Inigo’s cause of death but if it’s murder then I can open up a proper investigation.’

      ‘Of course it’s murder,’ said Jude. ‘Two bodies in such a short time linked by some dodgy school activities and the death of a teenaged boy. What else could it be?’

      ‘One step at a time.’ Binnie held her palms up in front of her chest to slow Jude’s barrage. ‘Let the medics do their thing and then we’ll know what foundation we have to build an investigation on.’

      ‘You’ve brought a team with you,’ Jude pointed out. ‘You are already treating this as a crime scene.’

      ‘Following procedure.’ Binnie raised an eyebrow. ‘You know the score.’

      Of course Jude knew the score, and she knew that Binnie was exceptional at her job. It was just frustrating sometimes how red-tape nonsense had a habit of slowing things down.

      ‘Make sure you look under the desk,’ she said. ‘There are scraps of newspaper that I’m pretty sure were used to create the notes left at the beginning of the retreat. Also the secateurs will be there somewhere and probably a bottle of weedkiller as well.’

      ‘So, it’s looking very much like Inigo was responsible.’ Binnie’s nose scrunched upwards as she thought things through.

      ‘Yes. And I still think he was the most likely person to have been wandering down the drive when Henry came back in the taxi. But if it was him who pushed Henry then what does that say about our current situation?’ She nodded through the open bedroom door where the paramedics were finishing their initial assessment.

      ‘We need to speak to George,’ said Binnie. ‘Urgently.’

      Jude hoped that wherever George was, he could prove that he’d not moved since his disappearance – for Kerry’s sake.

      ‘Do you know where the others were this afternoon?’ Binnie asked.

      Jude shook her head. ‘I’d only just walked through the door when I heard Celeste scream, so I ran straight upstairs.’

      A flash came from inside the bedroom as one of the officers took a photo of Inigo’s body.

      ‘So, Celeste was the one who found him?’

      More flashes as he captured it from every angle.

      ‘Yes. I think she’d come in to see if Inigo wanted to share spiritual energies with her one last time before the retreat was over.’

      ‘Do what?’ Binnie looked confused.

      ‘His words,’ said Jude. ‘A canny way of talking impressionable young women into his bed.’

      Binnie’s face filled with revulsion. ‘What a man.’

      ‘Can we have a word?’ one of the paramedics asked. He looked sombre and Jude admired him for choosing such a vital career that came with so much heartache woven in. Dealing with death was a regular occurrence for people on the front line of emergency care.

      ‘Of course,’ said Binnie. ‘What can you tell me?’

      ‘It’s hard to say at this point what the cause of death is but we can see no outward signs of anything out of the ordinary. No bruising or contusions and no signs of a struggle of any kind.’ His brow furrowed. ‘There is a scar under his collarbone which is almost certainly from having a pacemaker fitted, and some odd marks on his hand which look like very mild burns.’

      ‘Burns?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Yes, like he picked up a hot saucepan lid or something like that. Nothing too concerning. There’s little else we can tell you until they carry out a PM.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Binnie.

      ‘What’s the situation?’ the paramedic asked. ‘Are we taking the body now?’

      ‘Bear with us for a little while,’ said Binnie. ‘We’re not sure what we’re looking at yet so I want everything documented carefully before you take him. Won’t be long.’

      ‘Right you are. We’ll go back to the ambulance and fill in the paperwork until you’re ready for a stretcher.’

      Binnie finished talking to the paramedic and Jude went back to the doorway to see what Sami and his officers were doing. One was continuing to take photos of the room and the body, Sami and the other had donned latex gloves and were going through Inigo’s things. Sami searched through the contents of the leather weekend bag while the officer leafed through the tunics and trousers that Jude had known would be hanging in the wardrobe.

      ‘Well now,’ Sami declared as he lifted out a pair of secateurs. ‘Jez, bag these up, will you?’

      The officer left the tunics and took out an evidence bag which he held open for Sami to drop the garden tool into.

      ‘Anything else in there?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Maybe.’ This time, Sami produced a little brown glass bottle. It looked as though it had once contained medicine of some sort, but Jude hazarded a guess that whatever was now inside it would be more likely to kill a sapling than cure a cough.

      The bottle was bagged up and the search continued.

      ‘Jude mentioned newspaper clippings under the desk,’ Binnie said, coming to stand next to her.

      ‘On it,’ said Jez.

      Jude kept back to give the team space. The room was a large one, but it was clearly at capacity.

      ‘All done,’ said the officer with the camera. ‘I’ll go and take this back to the car.’

      ‘Thanks, Paula,’ said Binnie. ‘Did you notice anything through your lens?’

      ‘Nothing, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Okay. I guess you can tell the paramedics they can bring the stretcher now.’

      ‘Righto.’

      Paula left and Binnie looked at the scene. ‘I want to get SOCOs in to do a proper sweep, but I need more than a dead man in bed who’d been fitted with a pacemaker and appears to have died of a heart attack. Sami had to be a bit sneaky bringing two officers with him as it is.’

      ‘So what next?’

      ‘I’m going to have to let the paramedics take him and get as much bagged up and catalogued as possible before we leave the scene.’

      Binnie went into the room, pulling on a pair of latex gloves as she went. Jude watched as she lifted Inigo’s hand to examine the burn marks on it.

      The stretcher arrived then and Jude moved out of the way to allow the paramedics to move the body onto it where it was covered in a blanket and belted into place.

      ‘Dammit,’ she heard Binnie mumble as Inigo was taken from the room.

      The noise of the ceiling fan spun into Jude’s consciousness, and she remembered seeing something caught there that had seemed odd to her.

      ‘Not sure if it’s anything,’ she said to Binnie, ‘but there seems to be something catching in the blades of the fan above the bed.’

      Binnie and Jez both looked up.

      ‘I see it,’ said Jez. ‘Give me a second.’

      As Jude watched Jez pull the chair over from the desk, she found something was troubling her. Not just one thing to be more accurate but several things that all seemed to be pointing her towards one possible answer.

      The clicking fan.

      The burn marks on Inigo’s hand.

      The fact he had a pacemaker.

      The odd way he was lying on the bed as though he’d fallen.

      To avoid disturbing the bed that had only just seen its last inhabitant evicted, Jez climbed up onto the chair and reached across to retrieve the foreign object causing the fan’s blades to click as they turned.

      He reached for the pull cord to switch the fan off as the sun caught it, making a metal thread twisted into it glint, pushing the pieces of Jude’s puzzle neatly into place.

      ‘No!’ she shouted, seeing now how Inigo had died and knowing for certain that she could explain why it had to be murder.

      She was a second too late as Jez’s fingers wrapped around the cord and, just as Jude expected, his body stiffened in a strange rigidity for the smallest of moments before he jerked backwards, the chair toppled and Jez went crashing to the ground.

      Sami ran over to help his dazed colleague.

      ‘Mate,’ he said. ‘What happened, are you okay?’

      ‘Paula,’ Binnie said to the second officer who’d just returned to the scene. ‘Run and see if the paramedics are still here.’

      Jude heard a groan from Jez who had managed to sit up and was clutching his arm to his chest. ‘I think I broke it,’ he said. ‘What the hell happened to me?’

      ‘You were electrocuted,’ said Jude. ‘Look, someone threaded a live wire through the fan’s cord.’

      ‘Someone who must have known that Inigo Sage was sleeping in here and that he had a pacemaker,’ said Binnie. ‘Bingo. We’ve got our murder weapon. Well done, Jez.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’ Jez winced. ‘Only next time, use something other than me to test your theories if you don’t mind.’
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      With any doubt taken away that Inigo’s death had been natural, Binnie was able to call it in as murder and trigger a SOCO team to come and do a proper forensic sweep of the room. The paramedics confirmed that Jez had broken his arm and would also need an ECG to check the shock hadn’t interfered with his heart, so Paula took him off to the hospital.

      ‘I wonder why the circuit breaker didn’t trip when Inigo touched the wire,’ said Binnie.

      ‘Old house, old wiring?’ suggested Jude.

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Sami. ‘I’ll go down and see if Kerry knows where the fuse box is so we can switch it off until someone has been to make the fan safe.’

      Left on their own, Jude and Binnie stood just outside Inigo’s room and started to dissect everything they knew about his death.

      ‘Someone planned this murder very carefully,’ said Binnie. ‘Whoever it was understands electrics, knows that Inigo had a pacemaker, and brought with them everything they needed to set their trap.’

      Jude folded her arms and leant against the doorframe. ‘Assuming the scraps of newspaper under the desk mean that Inigo wrote the two notes, there has to be some connection between what they meant and why he died.’

      Binnie pulled her phone out and scrolled through the photos to find pictures of the two notes.

      ‘Meddlers must always take their punishment. You have been warned,’ she read out. ‘That was the first one left next to the dead tree. And the second one, which you said was given to George by Jamie?’ Binnie looked at Jude for clarification.

      ‘Yes. He said he found it on his way in,’ Jude confirmed. ‘It was in an envelope, must have been pushed through the letterbox.’

      Binnie looked back at her phone. ‘Leave the past where it belongs if you don’t want to end up like the white oak.’

      ‘I.e. dead!’ said Jude.

      ‘What was he accusing George of meddling in?’ She closed her eyes and tried to think. ‘Inigo chose to be here. He saw George’s social media posts and contacted him to offer his services. Why?’

      Binnie was tapping her fingernail against her front teeth in thought. ‘Henry also chose to be here,’ she said. ‘Despite the fact he clearly hated Inigo, instead of keeping his distance, he deliberately came up from Reading.’

      ‘To confront him?’ Jude suggested. ‘It has to be to do with Red. I’m sure the twins know something that puts Inigo in the frame somehow for his death.’

      ‘Maybe,’ said Binnie.

      Jude rubbed at the bridge of her nose. ‘That would explain why Henry came here but it still doesn’t explain why Inigo would have instigated his own star appearance. Don’t forget it was him who contacted George, not the other way around.’

      ‘If you’re right, we have a triangle of key players. Henry, Inigo and Red,’ said Binnie. ‘All of whom are now dead.’

      ‘I think Inigo is still a strong possibility for pushing Henry,’ said Jude. ‘I think he went for a wander and found himself at the end of the drive at around the time Henry had been dropped off by the taxi. Henry carried on from where he left off in the Wellness Barn before he threw up, only now there is nobody around to see Inigo’s reaction so he shows his true colours. We already know that he has a volcanic streak by the way he confronted Casper about his intentions towards Nevaeh.’

      ‘Inigo isn’t the only person who could have argued with Henry,’ Binnie reminded her. ‘Nevaeh had been deeply hurt by him, don’t forget he dumped her and she went on to lose the baby she’d been carrying. Pain like that doesn’t just disappear.’

      Jude knew that Binnie was right. Inigo was still her main suspect as far as Henry went but there were others too.

      ‘Tina would have lived that pain with her daughter so it’s possible when she was confronted with the man responsible, she could have been the one to snap,’ said Jude. ‘Casper too for that matter. He’s really close to Nevaeh and he was very quick to point the finger at Inigo. Perhaps he was trying to pass on suspicion.’

      Binnie put her hands behind her head and sighed. ‘We have absolutely nothing to go on as far as Henry’s death goes other than the peripheral sight of a driver preoccupied with the man he was driving into, and a dropped wallet that belonged to Henry. Frustrating as it is, we need to leave it, for now at least, and focus on finding out who killed Inigo.’

      At that moment, the fan in Inigo’s room stopped spinning and Jude saw the digital clock on the bedside table switch off.

      ‘Kerry and Sami must have found the fuse box,’ said Jude.

      Binnie pulled a pair of latex gloves from her pocket and put them on. ‘You stay here,’ she said. ‘We’ll leave the room sweep for SOCO but I do want to find out what is stuck in that fan.’

      She went into the room and righted the chair that Jez had so dramatically fallen from. Binnie climbed onto it and stretched up, careful not to touch the pull cord just in case. She retrieved the foreign object before climbing back down.

      ‘What is it?’ Jude asked, impatiently.

      ‘It’s a photo,’ said Binnie. ‘Or at least part of one. Look familiar?’

      Jude stared at the picture. It was of a young man, tall with an easy smile and dark ginger hair. ‘Red!’ said Jude, recognising him instantly from the newspaper article she’d pulled up online. ‘But who is that next to him?’ The photo had been torn roughly in half so all that was left of the person standing shoulder to shoulder with Red was a sliver of arm and a hand clasped in Red’s.

      ‘There’s something written on the back.’ Binnie stood next to Jude and turned the photo so they could both read it. Some of the words had been split apart by the tear and others were clearly missing altogether.

      ‘My Red,’ Jude read. ‘—ever forget—one day—Fershaw—pay—ing you—rom me.’

      ‘I think we can assume that’s never forget.’ Binnie pointed to the tiniest flick of the precursing letter that had been torn away. ‘And here, that must be from me at the end.’

      ‘Taking you away from me?’ Jude tried to fill in the gaps. ‘My Red, never forget, one day Mr Fershaw will pay for taking you away from me?’

      ‘We obviously can’t say for sure, but I think we’ve got the basic gist of it,’ said Binnie. ‘We just need to find out who wrote it.’

      ‘Henry,’ said Jude as she found another potential link. ‘Casper told me Henry didn’t just finish with Nevaeh because he was gay, but also that he was in love with someone else.’

      She pointed at the photo. ‘I think he was in love with Red and that’s his hand in the picture.’

      If she was right, the significance of this was huge. Henry knew the house well and had plenty of opportunity to wire up the pull cord in Inigo’s room when the guests were in one of their sessions. Had he known about the pacemaker? It was possible. Maybe it had been fitted while Inigo was still at Crandale.

      ‘We’ll need to get a sample of Henry’s handwriting.’ Binnie had clearly come to the same obvious conclusion. ‘And we need to find George.’

      Jude looked at the picture that Binnie was dropping into an evidence bag.

      ‘It’s a bit too easy, isn’t it?’ Jude said. ‘If Henry was the one to wire up the fan cord, why would he leave a calling card that looks like it might point directly at him?’

      ‘He didn’t expect to be dead when Inigo pulled the cord,’ said Binnie. ‘Let’s think about things logically for a moment. If Henry hadn’t died, would we have been so instantly suspicious of Inigo’s death? Especially once the paramedics had been in and called it as a heart attack, noticing the clear scar from the insertion of a pacemaker.’

      ‘Probably not,’ Jude had to admit. ‘But we’d have got there in the end. The marks on Inigo’s hand would have made us suspicious, surely? And at some point, someone would have come into the room to turn off the fan, like Jez did.’

      ‘Yes, only Henry may have been expecting to have the chance to sneak back up here, remove the live wire and the photo while everyone else was busy downstairs reeling from the shock of Inigo’s death. You said yourself he’d been adamant the taxi brought him back to Oakley Park. Perhaps that was to finish off the job.’

      Jude stared at a damp stain where the wall of the landing met the ceiling, trying to iron out this scenario in her head.

      ‘Two things still don’t add up,’ she said. ‘Why put Red’s photo there just so he could go back to take it down?’

      ‘I suppose a criminal psychologist would say that if this is a revenge killing for something that Inigo did to Red, he wanted Red to witness it.’

      ‘Okay, so why rip himself out of the picture?’ Jude pointed out.

      ‘That I can’t answer,’ Binnie admitted.

      ‘And why get so drunk after setting up the murder?’ Jude said. ‘If he needed to go back and sort out the wiring and take the photo away, I’d have thought he’d want to keep a clear head, especially as, according to George, Henry never drank.’

      ‘True,’ said Binnie.

      Jude’s mind was whirring at the speed of a wind turbine left to run in a gale.

      ‘Also,’ she said, ‘if you were going to kill someone, wouldn’t you try and keep yourself under the radar? I certainly wouldn’t make such a show in front of everyone at the retreat.’

      ‘Perhaps he was so sure Inigo’s cause of death would be put down as a natural heart attack that it didn’t matter.’ Binnie didn’t look convinced at her own explanation.

      Jude raised her eyebrows.

      ‘Okay,’ said Binnie. ‘So if not Henry, who then? Talk me through the others.’

      ‘They all knew Inigo was sleeping in this room,’ said Jude. ‘I don’t know who knew he had a pacemaker fitted. I suppose Tina and Nevaeh probably would and Celeste might have seen his scar, but would any of them have had the imagination and skills to set up what is really quite a creative murder?’

      ‘Start with motive,’ said Binnie. ‘We’ll go from there.’

      ‘Casper isn’t a huge fan,’ Jude began. ‘Outwardly he likes to make it look as though he’s happy enough Inigo is still so deeply engrained in Tina’s life, but I’ve seen several things that make it clear he is not.’

      ‘Good start,’ said Binnie. ‘What about Tina herself? From what you say, it doesn’t sound like she was the one to end their marriage. Do you think it could be a case of the jilted ex-wife reaching breaking point?’

      ‘Unlikely. She seems pretty incapable of either coming up with a plan like that or having the guts to see it through.’

      ‘Does the same go for Nevaeh?’

      ‘I’d give her credit for a little more gumption,’ said Jude. ‘Not much though. And I’m not sure what her motive would be.’

      ‘So who’s left? Celeste, Jamie and of course George.’

      At the sound of the last two names on Binnie’s list, Jude’s heart sank. Of course they had to be there, but if either turned out to be the murderer poor Kerry would be crushed.

      ‘It’s not Jamie’s style,’ said Jude. ‘He’s a punch first, ask questions later sort of man. I honestly can’t get on board with the idea that he’d go to such detailed lengths to set up a murder like this one.’

      ‘No,’ Binnie agreed. ‘Celeste then. You said she was obsessed with Inigo. Perhaps she killed him in that old cliché of if she couldn’t have him then nobody could.’

      ‘It’s possible.’

      ‘You sound doubtful.’

      ‘As far as I know, this weekend was the first time she’d ever met Inigo, he was her idol.’

      ‘And you think people don’t kill their idols?’

      Jude knew all about the fine line that obsession could cause someone to cross when being confronted with the object of that obsession in real life. John Lennon had famously been killed by someone claiming to be his biggest fan.

      ‘I did see a glimpse of an angry version of her when I suggested that Inigo was nothing more than a man who’d worked out how to make people listen to him.’

      ‘Definitely one to watch,’ said Binnie. ‘Which leaves us with George, unless there’s anyone else?’

      Jude was incredibly uncomfortable discussing George as a suspect, but it couldn’t be avoided. He had plenty of opportunity to wire up the pull cord, he had done a runner and there was a lot of history between him and Inigo, some of which involved Red.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Jude, truthfully. ‘We’ve got nothing but scraps at the moment. We need a lot more.’

      ‘If we can prove that Inigo did push Henry, and George knew about it, surely that gives him a reason to kill.’

      Jude shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘After Henry died, George wasn’t in any fit state to be concocting an intricate plan to kill Inigo. He left Oakley Park so soon after and I don’t think Kerry left him alone that whole time. No, if George did set the trap to kill Inigo then it has nothing to do with Henry’s death and everything to do with Red’s. We mustn’t forget the photo that had been jammed into the fan.’

      Binnie looked at the evidence bag containing the photo. ‘Unless it was deliberately put there to send us off in the wrong direction.’

      The stairs at the end of the landing creaked and Jude and Binnie looked over to see Sami coming back up.

      ‘I think Kerry could do with a hand down there,’ he said to Jude. ‘Between Celeste’s wailing, Tina’s chanting and Casper’s barrage of questions, she’s got her hands full.’

      ‘Oh, gosh.’ Jude’s insides shrivelled at the thought of getting involved in all the nonsense, but she knew Kerry would appreciate the help. ‘I’ll head down now.’

      Jude began to walk away.

      ‘SOCO’s here,’ Sami said to Binnie. ‘I told them where to find us.’

      Something made Jude stop and turn back. ‘As well as things possibly linked to Inigo’s death, can they see if they can find anything linking him to Henry’s?’ she asked.

      ‘Of course I’ll ask, but it’s going to be such a hard thing to prove,’ said Binnie. ‘I’ve already told you that.’

      ‘I know. I’m just so sure they have to be linked. If we knew for sure that Inigo had been there and rowed with Henry, it would be another piece of the puzzle.’

      ‘I’m not sure exactly what you’re hoping we’ll find,’ said Sami. ‘If we’d done a forensic search of Inigo on the day, there’s a chance we may have found traces of Henry’s DNA on him, but that was days ago.’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Jude felt herself getting tetchy thanks to her levels of tiredness and frustration. ‘Maybe we’ll be lucky and he’ll have kept a diary with a confession in it.’ She knew she was clutching at straws, but she really wanted to get to the bottom of this. ‘What about looking at the clothes he was wearing that day?’

      ‘It’s worth a shot,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you remember what they looked like?’

      ‘Yes.’ Jude pictured him striding up the hills in his stripy trousers and purple tunic with the gold embellishments. She described it to Binnie and Sami.

      ‘That should be easy enough to find,’ said Sami.

      The scene of the crime officers, or SOCO team, came up the stairs then, dressed ominously in their white coveralls.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Jude raised a hand to her detective friends as she set off along the landing to take the stairs down to find Kerry.

      She and Jamie were both in the dining room where the four remaining guests had assembled and Jude wondered how many of them had already worked out that they were now suspects in a murder investigation.

      Celeste was the most upset-looking by far, slumped forward over the large oak table, her shoulders jerking as irregular sobs expelled themselves. The other three, Tina, Nevaeh and Casper, were sitting together at the opposite end, as though they needed to separate themselves from Celeste.

      Inigo’s wife and daughter were either side of Casper, he holding a hand of each of the women and all three of them sitting up straight. They were silent and meditative, not a tear between them, which interested Jude greatly. Was this really the power of the spirits they believed in? Tina had said that Inigo had always told them he would die early so that he could be reborn. Had he done such a good job of teaching them that they didn’t feel his loss, certain that all was as it should be and they would see him again soon in some great resurrection? It seemed so far-fetched to Jude and yet there was no denying the calmness that had filled them.

      Were any of them capable of murder? If so then it would be a very good reason to not believe Inigo would return as he’d rat them out about it.

      Mugs of tea had been set down on the table for the guests, but it didn’t look as though any of them had been touched.

      Kerry and Jamie were hovering awkwardly at the edge of the room and when they saw Jude, they came over to her.

      ‘J, stay here in case anyone wants anything,’ said Kerry. ‘Jude and I are going to step out for a bit.’

      ‘Fine, just don’t be long.’ Jamie looked warily at the mourning guests, clearly not happy to be their babysitter.

      He went back into the dining room and Kerry grabbed Jude’s arm to pull her away.

      ‘What’s going on up there?’ she asked in hushed tones as soon as they’d reached the far end of the hall.

      ‘They’re doing a proper sweep of the room to see what they can uncover,’ said Jude.

      ‘Did someone kill him?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Jude.

      Kerry leant against the wall and put her hand to her forehead. ‘Shit!’ The single expletive came out slowly.

      ‘We need to speak to George,’ said Jude. ‘Has he been in touch again?’

      Kerry looked at her sharply. ‘This weren’t him,’ she said, immediately defensive. ‘He weren’t even here.’

      ‘Nobody’s saying it was him.’ Jude fervently prayed that this forecast would turn out to be right. ‘But he will have answers that we really need to help us get to the truth. Everything seems tied up with what happened to one of George’s housemates back in Crandale.’

      ‘That Red bloke?’ Kerry said. ‘George told you he didn’t know him.’

      ‘We know he did,’ said Jude. ‘They were at school together.’

      ‘You must have got it wrong.’

      ‘No, Kerry. George must have had his reasons for fibbing. Henry had only just died so perhaps it was too much for George to talk about Red then.’

      ‘I s’pose,’ said Kerry. ‘Why is Red so important?’

      ‘He died out at sea when he was still at school, and we think Inigo might have had something to do with it. George can help us fill in the gaps so if he gets in touch then you have to persuade him to come back.’

      ‘Okay.’ Kerry didn’t sound in the least bit convincing as she looked at the floor to avoid eye contact.

      ‘I mean it,’ said Jude. ‘You want us to find out the truth, don’t you?’

      Kerry nodded sullenly.

      ‘George can help us.’ Jude put her hands on Kerry’s shoulders. ‘That’s why he has to come back. You both need to know what happened to Henry and Inigo. Neither of you will be able to move on with your lives until you do.’

      Kerry sighed and her face softened.

      ‘I know.’ With her defensive scowl stripped away, she looked younger and more frightened. She had been shouldering a lot since Henry’s death and Jude hoped that this whole thing wasn’t going to drag on for too long. The guests were due to leave the following morning, at least then Kerry would be able to choose whether she stayed at Oakley Park herself or went back to her parents’ house with Jamie.

      ‘We’ll get there,’ said Jude. ‘I promise. We’re all on your side.’

      ‘Was it definitely Inigo who sent those notes and killed the tree?’ Kerry looked hopeful, as though an affirmative answer would at least remove one thread of threat.

      ‘They found the secateurs that Nevaeh was talking about in his bag with a little bottle that might be weedkiller.’

      ‘It was him then.’ Kerry breathed out in relief.

      ‘It looks that way.’

      Tina came out of the dining room and glided towards them as though she were on rails.

      ‘Kerry, I wanted to have a word with you in private,’ she said. Although her demeanour was still calm, close up Jude could see that Inigo’s death was impacting her more than she was outwardly showing. Her eyes were dull and full of sorrow, and the gentle smile that had seemed ever-present was lost.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Jude said.

      ‘No, no.’ Tina waved a hand. ‘You are welcome, Jude. I would just rather Celeste wasn’t involved in what is now a family event.’

      There was distaste in the way she said Celeste’s name and Jude wondered if it was because the younger woman had thrown herself so easily at Inigo, or because her reaction to his death was far noisier and less controlled than everyone else’s.

      ‘What can I do for you?’ asked Kerry.

      ‘Casper, Nevaeh and I have decided we need to be here in this special place until Inigo has truly passed over to the spirit world.’

      Jude could feel Kerry tense at her side and knew she’d been looking forward to their departure. It had been one thing keeping them there in the hope they would be able to work out who’d been sending the notes, but this was different. Two people were now dead, Kerry was exhausted and a murderer was on the loose.

      ‘I’m not sure that will be possible.’ Jude stepped in quickly on her friend’s behalf.

      ‘It would only be for three days and three nights,’ Tina said. ‘On the evening of the third day we will see his spirit rise from his body and we will be reunited with him before he opens the door to the spirit world to take his place there.’

      The way she spoke, Jude got the uncomfortable feeling that Tina imagined Inigo’s body would somehow be lying in state at Oakley Park until Wednesday evening.

      ‘Of course I’d like to let you stay,’ said Kerry, always eager to please, ‘but I’m afraid I have to go back to my other job in school tomorrow so the place will be locked up.’

      ‘We don’t need your attendance,’ Tina said, quickly. ‘We will look after ourselves and not be a burden to you. I know there’s a reason he died here in this place surrounded by earth energy. This is where he needs to be to take his final journey in this world. Please, Kerry, we need to keep him here and be with him until then.’

      ‘Tina, I’m so sorry but the police won’t allow you to bring the body back here.’ Jude tried to be delicate with her feelings but there was no gentle way of popping the delusional woman’s bubble.

      ‘I don’t see why not,’ Tina said, reminding Jude that she still didn’t know Inigo had not died naturally or spiritually but rather at the hand of someone else.

      ‘Perhaps when the police have finished upstairs you can ask them,’ said Kerry.

      ‘And if they allow us to bring him here, we have your permission to stay on?’ Tina asked.

      ‘Go on then.’ Kerry caved, maybe because, like Jude, she knew that the police would say no.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon Binnie spoke to all the guests, breaking the news to them individually that Inigo had been murdered before Sami took them aside to obtain initial statements. Confirmation was given that Inigo’s body would not be released any time soon, but Tina was undeterred.

      ‘This is still where we need to be,’ she said. ‘His spirit will find us, of that I am absolutely certain.’

      Just as she’d appeared calmly accepting of Inigo’s death, Tina seemed only minimally flustered at the news he’d been murdered. She claimed that this was the way his earthly life had been destined to end and he had been martyred because of his elevated understanding of the world.

      ‘I think she’s convinced that the aliens he was trying to uncover have ganged up to silence him,’ Binnie told Jude just before she left. ‘The whole thing is totally bizarre.’

      ‘You don’t think she could have done it herself to gift him martyrdom, do you?’ Jude suggested.

      ‘At this point, I don’t think anything about this case could surprise me,’ said Binnie. ‘I gather they’re all going to be sticking around here with Kerry until Wednesday now.’

      ‘What?’ Jude had thought if Inigo’s body wasn’t released then they’d all go home as planned.

      ‘Jamie’s here to look after her, Jude.’ Binnie looked at her sternly. ‘I know what you’re like, but you need to create boundaries here. Go home, be with your family and do what needs to be done on the farm. Kerry will let you know if she needs your help and I have a team on the investigation.’

      Jude nodded. She did need to get back to the farm and check up on Lucy, but she hated the idea of leaving Kerry at the house. She thought about the little boat she’d written her guilty feelings on. She was only human, as the mindfulness coach had pointed out to them all, which meant she couldn’t be everything to everyone.

      In the end, Kerry called her headteacher who gave her the rest of the week off on compassionate leave. Jamie agreed to stay at Oakley Park for the duration and Jude went back to the farm, leaving Kerry instructions to call her whenever she needed her.

      The house was quiet when she got back, but Jude found Marco and the dogs watching television in the sitting room. He didn’t stand up but opened his arms and she sat down wearily by him and pulled them around her like a safety harness.

      ‘Tough day,’ he said.

      ‘You could say that,’ she replied. ‘Sorry I didn’t call.’

      ‘Your text said everything it needed to.’

      She’d managed to fire off a quick text that afternoon giving him very brief details of what had happened and why she’d be delayed back, asking him to pass her apologies on to Lucy and Noah.

      ‘Want to talk about it?’ he asked.

      ‘Not really.’ Jude was so grateful that he wasn’t the sort of person to push. She really was utterly shattered and all she wanted was to sit and unwind for a little while before tumbling into bed.

      Despite what Binnie had said about leaving the investigation to her team, Jude knew that her mind wouldn’t let her just step away from it. She hoped for a good night’s sleep so she would wake up fresh and ready to deal with everything the week ahead held.
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      Tuesday morning brought with it another bout of glorious sunshine and Jude took the opportunity to bale the hay, now well within the moisture content level after being left to dry in the fields.

      She felt a lot better than she had the night before, having zonked out completely in bed next to Marco. For once, he had risen before her and she’d only woken when he brought her up a cup of tea. Despite everything that was happening around her, he still had a wonderful way of making her smile.

      As she sat in the tractor, towing the baler and watching as it caught up the rows of loose hay, she felt a familiar sense of deep satisfaction. Every neat bale the machine spat out meant more winter feed for her flock. And the more hay she could store, the less she’d have to buy in so the more money she would save.

      The process was cathartic and it was good to be doing something active on the farm, but a large chunk of her mind remained at Oakley Park. The way that Inigo had been killed would have taken careful planning and the more she thought about it, the more probable it seemed that whoever had done it had intended on coming back to take the evidence away. Binnie’s suggestion that they were hoping to make it look like a natural death seemed sensible. This led Jude to consider Binnie’s other idea, that the photo had been placed above the bed so that Red could witness Inigo’s death.

      It really felt to her as though Inigo had died as direct revenge for Red. She wondered if the investigative team had contacted anyone else from Crandale to find out more. Or Red’s family? Perhaps they could shed some light on the situation. Jude hoped that George would get in touch again soon and that, when he did, Kerry would be able to persuade him to come back to answer some of their many questions.

      When the first field had been baled, Jude saw Noah already driving in on Maz, an old Massey Ferguson and the smaller of the farm’s two tractors. Really, she was past her best by a decade or more but replacing her was out of the question unless they had a sudden cash windfall. With a lick and a prayer, she still ran well enough and Noah would have little trouble getting the bales piled up on the trailer Maz was towing.

      When she reached him, Jude pulled up and jumped out of the cab to have a quick mid-field catch-up.

      ‘Good-looking bales you made there, Jude,’ said Noah.

      ‘Must be the expertly formed rows my farm partner made for me.’ Jude grinned at him. ‘Want a hand getting them onto the trailer and into the hay barn?’

      ‘No, you’re okay,’ said Noah. ‘Frank’s meeting me here soon enough and then he’ll drive the tractor and I’ll follow him, loading the bales. We’ll have this lot stored away safely before the morning’s out.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jude. ‘How’s Lucy this morning?’

      ‘Better, I’d say. I think we’re back on track with the house and may still move on the agreed date next month which is good. But until the lawyer, the bank, the insurance people, the devil himself have all finally agreed they’re done with us and let us sign the bloody contract she won’t settle completely.’

      ‘I’m sure all the stress helped make her sick,’ Jude said. ‘I’m sorry I’ve not been able to help more this past week.’

      ‘We’ve been fine, Jude. Everyone gets poorly now and again, even super-humans like you and your sister. Before we know it, Lucy will be busy instructing us on all the colour schemes and the like that she’s been planning for months.’

      This was of course the goal and Jude was delighted for them, but it did stab her heart just a little when she thought of the move being so imminent.

      ‘Oh, before I forget,’ said Noah. ‘Margot called the house phone. She said she couldn’t get hold of you but that she wondered if you could go over to see her.’

      ‘Today?’ Jude was already worrying about how to stretch herself between the farm and Oakley Park without having to add in a trip to the care home. She really did need to push her paper guilt-boat out onto the pond!

      ‘It sounded important,’ said Noah. ‘She said she had something she wanted to discuss but her ears weren’t good enough for a decent conversation over the phone these days.’

      Jude sighed and looked at her watch. She had been planning on spending the rest of the morning with Lucy and then heading over to check on Kerry and the goings on at Oakley Park for lunch.

      ‘If it makes a difference, Sebbie’s already in school and Lucy is getting ready for work, so that’s two less people for you to be worrying about looking after.’

      ‘That does make a difference,’ said Jude. ‘If Lucy’s going to work then I’ll see if she wants a lift and I’ll stop off and see Granny Margot before I go over to Kerry’s.’

      ‘Never a dull day, is there, Jude?’

      ‘You can say that again.’

      Jude went back to her John Deere tractor, Noah got into Maz and they waved goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      When Jude got back to the farmhouse, she was glad to see that Noah had been right about Lucy. Although she still looked a little tired, she was almost back to her old self and was dressed in her carer’s uniform, preparing to leave. There wasn’t time for Jude to wash off the hay dust and put on clean clothes before Lucy had to set off so they drove to the care home separately.

      Granny Margot was waiting for her in the garden, having purloined the only two reclining sun-loungers. Jude found her lying back with her face to the sun wearing a pair of crimson horn-rimmed sunglasses. Her legs, covered in emerald-green linen trousers, were straight out in front of her and her hands were clasped over her chest. She looked as if she was fast asleep and Jude was about to tiptoe away and leave her to rest for a while when Granny Margot’s head snapped up.

      ‘Lucy said you were on your way ages ago,’ she said. ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’

      Jude couldn’t help smiling. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d better scrub up before visiting. Are you all right in the full sun? It’s getting pretty warm out here.’

      ‘I’m like a lizard,’ Granny Margot declared. ‘I recharge far better in the sunshine. But perhaps you’d prefer the shade? There’s a parasol in the summer house, you could get that out.’

      Jude suspected that this was really a ruse and that Granny Margot secretly wanted the parasol herself but didn’t want to admit it.

      Once a parasol stand had been uncovered and the sunshade erected, Jude took her place on the lounger next to her old friend.

      ‘These are quite superior,’ she said, wriggling in the luxury of the softly padded seat. ‘A big step up from the old deckchairs at the farm.’

      ‘It’s for the poor old dears, you see,’ said Granny Margot with no hint of irony. ‘Some of them find it very hard to get themselves in and out of chairs but these ones are quite high and pretty sturdy. It’s harder for them to trap their fingers too when they want to lie back.’

      Granny Margot was one of the oldest members of the care home and was finding it increasingly hard to move about herself, yet she spoke as though she were the only spring chicken in the place. She sat forward and pulled the backrest into a more upright position to demonstrate just how easy it was.

      ‘Now,’ she said as she took her sunglasses off and put the tip of one of the crimson arms against her lips. ‘You’ll be wondering why I asked you to come and visit me.’

      ‘I am rather intrigued,’ said Jude.

      ‘We’ve got new computers in the day room and I’ve been taking silver surfer lessons with a lovely chap called David. He comes along once a week to help us out and it’s quite remarkable.’

      ‘You’re not new to the internet.’ Jude remembered Sarah, Granny Margot’s granddaughter, setting up an account for her on the old computer they’d owned when they still lived in a cottage in the village.

      ‘No,’ said Granny Margot. ‘But things have come on a long way since I last used a computer. There only used to be one ropey old thing in the corner, and Hector and Rani were always clogging it up playing video games.’ She shook her head in condemnation of her fellow residents. ‘Whenever I did manage to get online the blasted thing kept crashing so I didn’t bother.’

      ‘And now you’ve got shiny new machines…’ Jude prompted.

      ‘Yes, and I find I rather enjoy searching through the internet. It’s amazing what you can find hidden away if you’ve got time to kill.’ She coughed theatrically. ‘If you’ll excuse the pun.’

      ‘You’ve got me on tenterhooks now,’ Jude said. ‘Are you going to tell me what you found?’

      Granny Margot sat up and swung her legs around so she was sitting sideways on the lounger, facing Jude properly. ‘I found an old article written by Inigo years ago when he was still teaching and trying to make himself heard. It’s all about some codswallop he calls true repentance and new birth. In it he blabbered on about all sorts of things that us mere mortals should be doing to claim repentance for our sins. Some of them were actually common sense: be kind to others, do good deeds, look after nature.’

      ‘Not exactly new thinking,’ said Jude.

      ‘Other things were a little more specific and a lot more crazy.’ Granny Margot tapped her folded sunglasses against her palm. ‘The one I think you’ll be most interested in is his suggestion for a lunar baptism.’

      ‘Which means…’

      ‘Patience, Jude.’ Granny Margot frowned at her. ‘I’m getting there. A lunar baptism is, Inigo claimed, the only way to truly cleanse yourself of all your previous sins so you can start again with a fresh soul. I’m not sure I’ve got the wording entirely correct but that’s the idea.’

      ‘Sounds like the kind of thing he’d come up with,’ said Jude. ‘Did you find out anything else about what exactly it is?’

      ‘I did.’ Granny Margot looked very pleased with herself. ‘And I think you’ll see why I think it’s significant. The process involves full immersion in salt water in the light of a full Harvest Moon.’

      ‘Red!’ Jude saw the connection instantly. ‘He drowned in the sea.’

      ‘I know. Not only that but I found the article about his death and checked the date, then I searched to find out if there had been a Harvest Moon that night, and guess what?’

      ‘There was?’

      ‘There was. Now you tell me that’s a coincidence when there’s only one Harvest Moon a year.’ Granny Margot reinstated her glasses over her eyes, making her look very much like an illustration from one of Sebbie’s picture books. ‘If I were you, I’d be asking this Inigo Sage what he knows about lunar baptism and I bet he’ll look all kinds of flustered.’

      ‘Ah.’ Jude realised that Granny Margot hadn’t yet heard about Inigo’s murder. ‘Bit of a problem there.’

      She went on to tell her all about the goings on at Oakley Park. Sharp-witted as always, Granny Margot took on board all the small details, her forehead twitching over the top of her glasses as she squirrelled the information away.

      ‘What a peculiar way to murder someone,’ she said at the end.

      ‘It very much relied on someone knowing that Inigo had a pacemaker fitted,’ said Jude.

      ‘Oh, anyone could have found that out.’ Granny Margot dismissed Jude’s thought with a flick of her hand. ‘You can discover absolutely anything on the internet. Leave it with me. What’s more important to consider is who wanted him dead?’

      ‘If you look for motives, there seem to be reasons why everyone at the retreat might have wanted to kill Inigo.’ This was something that Jude had been through again and again in her head so running through it for Granny Margot’s benefit was easy and didn’t throw up any new possibilities. ‘But I think we have to consider the other factors too.’

      ‘You mean how does it all link to Red?’

      ‘Exactly.’ Jude had already been convinced of this but Granny Margot’s revelation about the odd Harvest Moon ceremony made her even more certain. ‘Which is why I hope George comes back soon so that we can ask him exactly what he knows.’

      ‘If he’s innocent in all of this then he really isn’t doing himself any favours by hiding himself away,’ said Granny Margot. ‘Poor Kerry must be beside herself because either way it doesn’t look good for him.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Either he’s guilty and the consequences speak for themselves, or he’s innocent and there’s a killer out there with deep connections to him who started all of this with some rather threatening notes if I remember correctly.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’ Jude moved over a little as the sun passed across the sky, shifting the line of the shade. ‘I was so caught up in talking about Inigo’s murder that I forgot to tell you what else we found. There were pieces of snipped-up newspaper beneath Inigo’s desk which look very much like they could have been the remnants of a little sneaky note-making. And that’s not all – there was also a pair of secateurs hidden in his bag and a little bottle that we’re pretty sure contains weedkiller. I haven’t yet had confirmation of this from Binnie.’

      ‘Well, that seems pretty conclusive then.’ Granny Margot pulled her T-shirt away a little from her stomach to let the air circulate. ‘Don’t lose sight though, Jude. Just because it appears he sent George those notes, doesn’t mean he killed Henry.’

      ‘I know,’ Jude sighed. ‘And even if we ever get enough evidence to pin Henry’s death on him, we’re left with the issue of who killed Inigo.’

      Lucy came over then carrying two glasses of squash.

      ‘Have you two figured it out yet?’ she asked and Jude was delighted to see she was looking even better than she had that morning. Clearly being at work, surrounded by the elderly folk she didn’t just work with but adored, agreed with her.

      Jude made space for her on the lounger. ‘Granny Margot is proving to be a whiz with internet searches,’ she said. ‘She’s officially now research manager and IT specialist.’

      ‘Don’t you tease me, young Judith,’ said Granny Margot.

      ‘I’m not!’ Jude reassured her. ‘If it wasn’t for you, I’d have probably never found out about that lunar baptism thing.’

      ‘The what?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘It’s all to do with the two deaths at Oakley Park and how they’re both linked to a boy called Red,’ explained Granny Margot.

      ‘I’m sorry to run but I think I should get back to Kerry and see how everything’s going,’ said Jude. ‘You two enjoy the squash and sunshine.’

      She left Granny Margot and Lucy sitting in the shade sipping their drinks and no doubt running through all the details that had been gathered so far.

      It didn’t take long for her to leave the town and head back over the hills to Oakley Park. Jude half expected to see a police presence there but found none. Kerry and Jamie were in the back garden along with their guests, all sitting on the cushions that Jude had last seen out in the Wellness Barn. They looked to be in the middle of a prayer meeting, led by Tina, so Jude walked over quietly and sat down next to Kerry.

      ‘Okay there, Jude?’ Jamie said, a little too loudly, winning him a filthy stare from Celeste and a finger to the lips from Casper: the universal hushing symbol.

      Jude raised two questioning thumbs which were returned by Kerry who was looking as calm as could be expected in the situation.

      As she sat, Jude listened to Tina’s gentle voice, the cadence of her words sounding more like song than speech. She spoke of the spirits and Inigo, but it didn’t matter what she was saying really, sitting out in the sun in the peacefulness of Oakley Park’s garden, with the lake just visible past a row of apple trees, Jude found her eyelids increasingly difficult to keep open.

      It didn’t take long for her to succumb and she let her eyes close softly. She didn’t sleep, just rested. And, while she did, she went through everything she knew about the two deaths – three, really, as she was inclined to now include Red’s in her summary.

      It was all so sketchy. Things were undeniably linked and yet she couldn’t catch hold of the threads and pull them together to make sense.

      Jude opened her eyes and looked at the guests in turn.

      Tina, the only one facing her but with her eyes still.

      Nevaeh, so similar to her mother.

      Casper, brought together with Tina and Nevaeh inadvertently through Inigo but who had clashed with him when they finally met.

      And Celeste, true devotee. Jude had expected her to have left when Tina made it clear she only wanted her own family to remain on at Oakley Park. But Celeste must have got wind that something was happening and wanted to be a part of it.

      Had one of them come to the retreat armed with conductive wire, whatever tools they needed and a photo of Red, possibly standing next to Henry?

      If so, why?

      For revenge, to offer martyrdom, to remove unwanted competition or perhaps to fulfil the superfan mentality of if I can’t have him then nobody can?

      And if not, then who had? George? Henry? Jamie?

      ‘Shoot,’ said Jude as her phone rang loudly in her pocket and everyone scowled at her. ‘Sorry.’

      She clicked to connect the call but didn’t speak into the phone until she’d left the garden.

      ‘Jude?’ Binnie was saying. ‘Jude, are you there?’

      ‘Binnie, hi,’ Jude whispered, not wanting to risk being overheard. ‘Sorry, you caught me in the middle of a prayer or eulogy thing for Inigo.’

      ‘You’re back at Oakley Park?’

      ‘Just arrived.’

      ‘I knew you wouldn’t keep away.’

      ‘Actually, I was surprised not to see you here,’ said Jude.

      ‘We were in this morning, taking official statements and breaking the news that we are now treating this as a murder enquiry,’ said Binnie. ‘Never the nicest part of the job.’

      ‘I can imagine,’ said Jude. ‘I was with Granny Margot, and she had some interesting things to say about Red Jones’s death.’

      Binnie knew as well as Jude did that Margot Lloyd was a woman of discretion when it counted. In the same way that Binnie spoke more openly to Jude about cases they’d both been involved in than she perhaps ought to have done, neither of them had any concerns when it came to Granny Margot passing on anything she shouldn’t.

      ‘Tell me,’ said Binnie, and Jude did exactly that.

      ‘Very interesting,’ said Binnie when she’d finished. ‘I’ve never heard of a lunar baptism before. Is it something Inigo made up himself, or did he latch on to the idea and run with it as his own?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Jude. ‘But Granny Margot is the one to ask. She’s been doing silver surfer lessons and is now convinced she is only a couple of clicks away from uncovering the truth about anything.’

      ‘That sounds dangerous,’ said Binnie.

      ‘Highly,’ Jude agreed. ‘But her discovery does strengthen the theory that all of this is to do with Red Jones. I think if Granny Margot made the connection between Inigo and the way Red died then she won’t have been the only one. I don’t suppose you managed to speak to Red’s family, did you?’

      As she’d been talking, Jude had walked further away from the garden and arrived at the last of the three barns. She stopped and sat down on an upturned tin bathtub with a large hole in the bottom.

      ‘We tracked them down to a tiny hamlet outside a little town in the Italian hills called Fivizzano,’ said Binnie. ‘It sounds like after Red died, the rest of the family became pretty reclusive. They moved out to Italy soon after to be near Mrs Jones’s Italian family and don’t really go much further than the town now. They certainly haven’t kept up with what Inigo is up to, nor any of Red’s school friends.’

      Jude rubbed her hand across her face. ‘I suppose I can’t blame them,’ she said.

      ‘I spoke to Red’s mother, and she did make it very clear that she blamed Inigo for her son’s death. She told me he had been talking about Mr Fershaw far too much over the summer when the school was on holiday. She was sure they’d been speaking on the phone a lot too but when she quizzed Red about it, he denied it.’

      ‘Did they contact the school?’

      ‘No,’ Binnie said. ‘And I think that’s something she has had to live with ever since. When he went back to school that September, they called him every other night to see how he was and she said the change in him as the weeks went on was terrible. He lectured them about true repentance and how sinful they were, and he promised that when he saw them at Christmas he would help them get rid of their sins.’

      ‘That must have thrilled them enormously,’ said Jude, not without empathy as she imagined how incredibly difficult it must have been for Red’s parents to be away from him and hear him talk this way. She rested her elbows on her knees and cradled her chin in one hand.

      ‘They were going to take him out of the school and bring him home,’ Binnie said. ‘It was all set up: he was supposed to leave that Christmas and start as a day pupil at a new school in January.’

      ‘But he didn’t make it.’ Jude shook her head sadly. ‘It all fits with the lunar baptism thing that Inigo preached about in those days. If Red was that obsessed with him and he heard him talk about immersing himself in salt water in the light of a Harvest Moon, then of course that’s exactly what he would have done.’

      ‘According to Red’s mother, they tried to tell the police and the school what they suspected and, although he lost his job and couldn’t teach again, no charges were brought forward.’

      ‘I bet Henry knew about it too, but if Red’s family couldn’t make themselves heard, then what chance did a schoolchild have?’ Jude said.

      ‘The writing on the back of the photo was definitely Henry’s, by the way,’ said Binnie.

      Jude wasn’t surprised in the slightest. ‘No wonder he was so angry when George invited Inigo to their grandmother’s house. And no wonder he took to the drink when he came to confront him.’

      ‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘That’s the main reason I was calling you. We’ve had some interesting results back from the post-mortem. His blood results were completely clear of alcohol.’

      Jude had seen the way he’d been behaving and knew that something had made him slur his words, vomit and then as good as pass out. ‘So if it wasn’t alcohol making him act like that, what was it?’

      ‘Cannabis.’ Binnie’s answer was not at all what Jude had been expecting.

      ‘Are you sure? George told us he didn’t like the loss of control alcohol gave him, so it seems ridiculous that he’d take cannabis instead.’

      ‘The results are clear as they can be,’ said Binnie. ‘And not a small amount either.’

      Something else didn’t add up for Jude. She pictured the stereotypical image of a group of people high on marijuana. Big, vacant smiles, loose limbs, chilled out and sluggish.

      ‘I thought cannabis was supposed to relax people. Henry was the total opposite.’

      ‘It has different effects on different people,’ Binnie explained. ‘It can heighten emotional states so if Henry was already angry then taking cannabis could have amplified that greatly, especially if his body wasn’t used to it.’

      ‘Which begs the question, if he wasn’t used to taking it, why suddenly decide to start?’

      ‘It does seem incredibly strange,’ Binnie agreed.

      ‘How easy would it be to spike someone with cannabis?’ Jude pushed a little stone around the ground with the toe of her trainer as she tried to piece together what happened that day.

      ‘It’s possible. If someone wanted to, they could bake it into cakes or biscuits or get hold of some gummies that look like harmless sweets.’

      ‘But Henry would have had to have knowingly eaten them. Which means they would have had to have been given to him by someone he trusted.’ Jude thought back to the state he’d been in on the day he’d died. ‘He really didn’t seem to be in the mood to sit down and enjoy a brownie with anyone and who would have a ready supply of spiked food with them anyway?’

      ‘Jude, I’ve got to get going,’ said Binnie. ‘Are you staying at Oakley Park today?’

      ‘I’m here until the evening but I’m going to sleep back at the farm.’

      ‘Good. We can catch up then. In the meantime, keep me up to date, and Jude?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Don’t do anything daft. Remember this is an open murder investigation.’

      ‘I know!’ Jude said before she switched off her phone.

      She stayed where she was for a while, deep in thought about the surprising news it was drugs and not alcohol that had made Henry so erratic before George bundled him into a cab.

      Perhaps he did enjoy a little recreational cannabis, although if that was the reaction he got from it then she doubted it. It seemed far more likely that someone had spiked him somehow, but why? It was all very strange.

      And then something else occurred to Jude. When they’d been considering Henry as a likely suspect for Inigo’s murder, she’d suggested that he’d have wanted to keep a clear head and not bring too much attention to himself. Drinking to the point of throwing up in front of everyone did not match this philosophy, and yet they now knew this was not what Henry had done. If someone had spiked him, that would change the likelihood of him leaving Red’s photo as such an obvious signal, especially with his own handwriting on the back of it. Had he not been under the influence of cannabis, perhaps he would have gone back to remove the photo and the live wire from the scene and maybe the true cause of Inigo’s death would have remained a mystery – put down to the malfunction of a weak heart. What did that mean for George’s suspect status? In Jude’s mind he’d just been elevated to the top of the list.
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      Jude was still sitting on the tin bath when Nevaeh walked around the side of the barn and found her there.

      ‘Oh, hi,’ said Jude. ‘I’m so sorry for my interruptions when your mum was giving such a lovely…’ She had to pause, unable to label what exactly Tina had been doing in the garden. ‘You know.’

      Jude held up her phone to highlight the source of the interruption.

      ‘That’s okay.’ Nevaeh leant back against the wall of the barn. With her slight frame covered in a flowing white sundress and her long hair loose around her shoulders, she looked like an old Athena poster. ‘It must be strange for you to see us like this after my father’s death.’

      Jude didn’t really know what to say so she gave what she hoped to be an empathetic smile.

      ‘Some people deal with grief by wailing or shouting; Dad always taught us to treat the passing with reverence and calmness. Please don’t mistake that to mean we don’t care about what happened to him. It’s just we believe he’s not dead, only preparing for the next part of his journey.’

      To Jude’s surprise, Nevaeh pushed her hand into a hidden pocket in the folds of her dress and pulled out a small, flat tin which she opened to reveal a row of pre-rolled cigarettes.

      ‘It might sound batty to some people, but it helps us.’ The way Nevaeh spoke made more sense to Jude than Tina’s ramblings about spirits and what-have-yous. Here was a young woman, using the things she’d been taught for her entire life as a way of dealing with the sudden loss of her father.

      ‘Want one?’ Nevaeh took out a cigarette and offered the tin to Jude. ‘They’re only herbal, nothing dirty.’

      Jude shook her head, wondering if there would be a smell of cannabis when Nevaeh’s cigarette was lit.

      ‘How are you coping?’ Jude asked. ‘I know you have your spirituality to get you through, but it must be tough.’

      Nevaeh glanced over her shoulder as though to make sure nobody could hear her. ‘Mum can be a little intense,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Sometimes I just need a bit of time away from her to still my mind and think my own thoughts.’

      ‘I can understand that.’

      Nevaeh dug into the other pocket and pulled out a little copper lighter in the shape of a feather. Shading the end of the cigarette with her cupped hand, she lit it and puffed in a grateful drag. The smoke it produced was not exactly unpleasant: Jude thought she could smell rosemary and something citrussy, but she was still glad they were outside so it was able to disperse. There was no hint of any tobacco contained in it and, far more importantly, no hint of cannabis.

      ‘You don’t mind me being here, do you?’ Nevaeh asked.

      ‘Of course not,’ said Jude.

      Nevaeh looked around and caught sight of a wooden mounting block that had once been used to assist people when climbing onto their horses. She pulled it closer to Jude and sat down with her.

      ‘Your mum talked about a vigil of some sort on Wednesday,’ said Jude, resisting the urge to flap the smoke Nevaeh had just exhaled away from her face. ‘Is there anything we can do to help with that?’

      ‘Do you mind if we don’t talk about my dad?’ Nevaeh said. ‘It’s just all getting a bit much, a bit intense, I suppose.’

      ‘Of course.’ Jude wanted to get up and leave her to it, but Nevaeh had chosen to come and sit next to her and it seemed rude to go so quickly.

      ‘Any news of George?’ Nevaeh followed her question up with another deep drag on the cigarette. ‘I’m surprised he didn’t come back when he heard about Dad. They were quite close when we were at Crandale. One of his boys.’

      By that, Jude assumed she meant the cult following of impressionable, homesick boys he’d garnered for himself.

      ‘He doesn’t know about Inigo,’ said Jude. ‘Henry’s death hit him really hard and he decided he needed to detach himself from everything for a little while. As you say, losing someone you love affects people in different ways and this is his way of coping.’

      Nevaeh nodded. ‘I liked George a lot when we were at Crandale,’ she said. ‘He was always kind to me.’

      ‘He’s a very kind person,’ Jude agreed. ‘Henry seemed very different, although I didn’t know him at all.’ She watched Nevaeh for a reaction, but she just tipped her head back and blew a long stream of smoke into the air above her.

      ‘I think George mentioned you were in a relationship with Henry,’ she chanced.

      Nevaeh kept her head tipped back for a moment before righting it and turning to Jude.

      ‘That was a long time ago,’ she said. ‘What else did he tell you?’

      Jude knew she needed to tread gently as, although she wanted to find out as much as she could about the four years they’d all been at Crandale together, she couldn’t gloss over the fact that this woman had been damaged by the experience.

      ‘He told me about the baby and miscarriage,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that when you were so young.’

      Nevaeh ran her tongue over her front teeth. ‘Some would say I deserved it for giving myself away so easily.’

      Jude was horrified at this suggestion. ‘Did Inigo say that to you?’

      ‘I think he was just angry I wouldn’t tell him who the baby’s father was.’

      ‘I hope you know how wrong he was and that you certainly didn’t deserve to go through the trauma of miscarriage – nobody does.’

      Nevaeh took one last drag on her cigarette before dropping the stub to the ground and grinding it out with the sole of her leather sandal.

      ‘You know the police think Dad was murdered, don’t you?’ she said, thoughtfully.

      ‘I do,’ said Jude.

      ‘I’m also pretty sure they think Henry was pushed in front of that car too, judging by the questions they keep asking us all.’

      Jude said nothing.

      ‘The thing is, when I was talking to them this morning, I think I may have dumped my father in it.’

      ‘How come?’

      ‘She’s a pushy one, that detective. I’d already told her I was meditating in the barn with Mum and Casper, which I was. But then, today, I mentioned I’d left a little early and saw Dad coming up the drive when I went to get changed.’ Nevaeh moved a few wispy stray hairs from her cheek with the back of her hand. ‘She jumped on it, wanting to know what time I’d seen him, how he looked, how fast he was walking, so many questions.’

      Jude knew what Binnie was like when she had the bit between her teeth and looked forward to catching up with her in more depth later. Clearly their phone call hadn’t been long enough and there were things Binnie had gained from talking to the guests that morning that she hadn’t yet had time to pass on. It certainly sounded as though the case against Inigo was building in strength.

      ‘I wish we hadn’t come here,’ said Nevaeh. ‘If I’d have known Henry would show up like that, drunk too, I’d have stayed away. Damnit, it’s all such a hideous mess.’

      The calm, serene woman who had managed to retain her composure through everything then crumpled in front of Jude. She put her head in both hands, allowing her hair to fall across her face like a protective veil.

      Jude shuffled the bathtub closer to the mounting block so she could offer Nevaeh some comfort in the form of an understanding arm around her shoulders.

      ‘Nevaeh?’

      Jude heard Tina before she looked up and saw her striding across the yard towards them.

      At the sound of her name, Nevaeh sat up and wiped her arm hurriedly across her wet eyes.

      ‘You left us,’ Tina said with undisguised annoyance and accusation. ‘You, Inigo’s only blood child, and you left us when we were celebrating his mortal life together.’

      ‘Sorry, Mum.’ Nevaeh sounded like a small child. ‘I just needed a little bit of time on my own to think about Dad in my own way.’

      Tina cast a look at Jude. ‘Not exactly on your own,’ she said. ‘Your father would be so disappointed if he could see you. Look at the state you’ve got yourself in. It’s almost as though you don’t believe in his resurrection and second life.’

      ‘Of course I do,’ Nevaeh said. ‘It’s just all a bit much to take in.’

      ‘Which is exactly why you need to be with us and not here sitting in the dirt, crying as though you were no better than the rest of humanity. Really, Nevaeh, you’re as bad as that dreadful woman who insists on sticking around.’

      Jude’s eyes opened wide at Tina’s latest proclamation. She clearly had highly elevated thoughts about her daughter that went well above a regular doting mother’s.

      Casper had obviously been wondering where everyone had got to as he was the latest addition to the growing number of guests who came to see what was happening.

      ‘Everything okay here?’ he asked.

      ‘Nevaeh is struggling to remember her calling,’ said Tina, frostily.

      ‘Oh, you poor thing.’ Casper didn’t grasp the nuances of his partner’s insinuation and went straight to Nevaeh, kneeling down so he could envelop her in his arms. ‘You’ve been crying.’

      Jude was glad to see that Nevaeh had someone who appeared to genuinely have her best interests at heart. Tina though was less happy about the situation.

      ‘Leave her,’ she said as she pulled at his shoulder. ‘She should not forget that Inigo’s death is a positive step for all of us. Tomorrow when we see his spirit rise, we will be able to silence all the disbelievers. It will be the beginning of the new enlightenment.’

      ‘For God’s sake, woman,’ Casper snapped, shrugging off her hand.

      Tina stepped back in shock at his harsh words and the fierce way they’d been delivered. She almost collided with Jude and her bathtub, but Jude put out a hand to steady her. Tina didn’t even register she was there.

      ‘Oh, Tina.’ Casper left Nevaeh and stood up. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.’

      ‘No, I see it now.’ Tina was backing away and looking at Casper and Nevaeh as though they were monsters to be wary of. ‘You are both doubters. Charlatans.’

      She turned and walked off.

      Casper sighed. ‘I’ll talk to her,’ he said to Nevaeh. ‘Give her a bit of time to calm down and I’m sure she’ll want to apologise.’

      He gave Jude an awkward smile before following Tina back towards the house.

      ‘Well, that was fun,’ said Nevaeh drily. ‘If you didn’t think we were all batty before then you will do now.’

      Jude stood up. The entire course of the conversation they’d just had and the subsequent clash made her feel protective towards Nevaeh. She held out her hand for Nevaeh.

      ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll stay here for a bit.’ She took the cigarette case and lighter back out of her dress pockets. ‘Mum’s right, I need to pull myself together ready for tomorrow.’

      Jude dropped her redundant hand to her side. ‘Parents aren’t always right, you know,’ she said. ‘Mine certainly weren’t all the time. In fact, my father was wrong an awful lot. It just took a while before I could see that.’

      Jude’s father was as judgemental as they came and had gaslit Jude and Lucy for years until they found the courage to call him out on his behaviour. He had not wanted to hear it and neither of them had spoken to him since. Of course, father figures could be nurturing beacons of good advice and wonderful sources of support and comfort – she only had to look at Noah to see that. And Lucy and Granny Margot had proven how incredibly powerful mothers could be, there was no doubt about it. But parenthood sadly didn’t come with a licence or book of guidelines and there were some who didn’t deserve the privilege. Inigo Sage had already proven he was one such person, and Jude was starting to think that Tina might have been just as damaging to her young daughter.

      ‘I know they love me,’ said Nevaeh. ‘I just never quite lived up to their aspirations.’

      She lit her second cigarette and pocketed the lighter.

      ‘What about your aspirations for yourself?’ Jude asked. ‘What do you want from life?’

      ‘Life is not about what we want to squeeze out of it, but what we have the responsibility to put back into it.’ Smoke escaped from her mouth as she spoke. ‘My path was always to follow the journey of enlightenment. Thank you for trying to help me, Jude, but with my father gone, I need to carry on spreading his teachings. That means doing as Mum said. Pull myself together and be there to witness the rising of his spirit.’

      There was nothing left for Jude to say and she felt it wasn’t her place in the slightest to try unpicking the things that were Nevaeh’s baggage.

      She left her to enjoy her cigarette in peace and went to find Kerry and Jamie who would probably be in the middle of sorting out lunch for everyone.

      Before she got to the house, a vibrating pocket told her that someone was trying to get in touch. It was a text from Binnie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Binnie

      

      
        Partial print found on back of second note. Not Inigo’s and not Kerry’s. Need George to confirm it’s his. Try and persuade Kerry to keep messaging him.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude wanted nothing more than for George to come back and play his part in sorting out exactly what was going on but she didn’t know what she or Kerry were supposed to do when he wasn’t answering his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        Jamie touched the envelope…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        No, this was on the note itself. It was made from newspaper ink.

      

      

      

      

      

      Would someone have got enough ink on their fingers to leave a print just by handling the note? It seemed very unlikely.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        Must have touched a lot of newspaper to leave a print like that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        Yep!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Would George have enough ink on his finger to leave a mark, just by reading the note?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        Possibly not. Good point.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Someone who went through loads of papers to find right letters to cut up instead?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        If the notes were not written by Inigo then this changes a lot.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        You’re telling me!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        Someone will be coming to take prints of all the guests later this afternoon as matter of course. Will speed it up and see if we have a match.

      

      

      

      

      

      Just as it seemed they’d pinned the notes on Inigo for certain, there was another twist. If someone else sent the notes, then who? Jude carried on looking at the screen, where she could see Binnie was still writing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Binnie

      

      
        Inigo still in the frame. Hair found caught in braiding on cuff of Inigo’s tunic. Not his. Same length and colour as Henry’s. Plus Nev saw him coming up the drive around the time of the crash.

      

      

      

      

      

      The second point was obviously one Jude had already discovered for herself, but if the hair was Henry’s surely that would be conclusive enough.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        Has to be him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        Sorry, got to go. See you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      Binnie had obviously been called off to do something at work so Jude put her phone away.

      There was no doubt left in her mind now that Inigo had been the one to push Henry. Celeste had lied on his behalf which showed he was hiding something. Nevaeh had seen him coming back up the drive at the right time. The hair was bound to be Henry’s, proving that Inigo’s hand had been in extremely close proximity with Henry’s head on the day Henry died. Casper had confirmed that Inigo had a ferocious streak, especially when it came to his daughter, and he had only discovered that day that Henry was the one responsible for impregnating and then dumping Nevaeh.

      Even if they discovered he hadn’t written the notes, Inigo Sage had means, motive and opportunity. It might not stand up in a court of law, but it was almost enough for Jude.

      Inigo had left Celeste in bed and gone for a walk, angry about his recent discovery. He saw Henry get out of the taxi and confronted him. Perhaps they argued before Inigo shoved him, catching one of Henry’s hairs in the braiding of his tunic. A car came around the corner, the driver seeing only a very brief, peripheral glimpse of Inigo as he retreated into the trees out of sight, leaving Henry beneath the wheels of the car. Then he hot-footed it back up to the house where he was seen by his daughter. Somehow he managed to calm himself down, probably persuading himself that he had been driven by the spirits to rid the world of an evil man, perhaps even one of his aliens. Then it was back to business as normal.

      Two questions still stopped Jude from signing her theory off as a done deal.

      Firstly, it was extremely unlikely that Henry had knowingly taken marijuana, so if he’d been spiked then who had done it?

      Secondly, who had written the notes if it wasn’t Inigo?
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      Jude was impatient for the day to be over so she could go back to the farm and meet up with Binnie. She’d already told Kerry that, unless she was needed, she’d be heading off as soon as the evening meal was dealt with. But, as lunch was still yet to be served, home felt a very long way off.

      Kerry and Jamie were in the dining room with a laptop set up in front of them.

      ‘All right, Jude?’ Kerry asked without looking up.

      ‘Yes, I just came to find out what the deal with lunch is,’ Jude said. ‘Are you feeding them now that the retreat is officially over or do you want me to find something in the kitchen to make sandwiches?’

      ‘Oh, bugger.’ Kerry abandoned the laptop and stood up. ‘We were so busy looking at food and stuff for tomorrow that I totally forgot about feeding them today.’

      ‘What exactly do you mean by looking at food and stuff for tomorrow?’ Jude was nervous as to what Kerry might have signed herself up for unwittingly.

      ‘It’s their big vigil, send off to the new life thingy and Tina asked me to sort a few bits out for it.’

      ‘Ask her what she’s getting paid for this,’ Jamie said. ‘Go on, Jude, ask her.’

      ‘Leave it, J,’ said Kerry. ‘Whatever you think of them, they’re grieving and if I can help then I want to.’

      Jude turned the laptop around and saw that Kerry had a website up promising to deliver top-quality beeswax candles the next day as long as she ordered within the next one hour and twenty-one minutes. A timer was running and the seconds ticked away as Jude watched.

      ‘These are really expensive,’ she said. ‘Why can’t you just nip into town and buy cheap ones from Morrisons or B&M?’

      ‘Or better yet, get that Tina to do it herself,’ said Jamie.

      Kerry leant across and snapped the screen of the laptop down.

      ‘If either of you want to help then great, but if all you’re going to do is poke holes in my decisions then feel free to leave.’

      Jude could see how close to the edge Kerry was, which wasn’t at all surprising given everything that had happened in the past few days.

      ‘Tell me what you need,’ she said. ‘I can stay here and help you get things ready, or you can send me out with a list of things to buy. If it’s speed you’re after, Mrs James has a surprising amount of choice at the village shop.’

      ‘Actually, that would be really helpful. We’re running out of milk, I think I’ve got enough bread for lunch but that’s it so I’ll need a loaf or two for breakfast tomorrow. Perhaps some mushrooms and tomatoes and things to cook up and all. Nobody’s really been eating the sausages so we’re okay for those.’

      ‘Milk, bread, mushrooms and tomatoes,’ Jude repeated. ‘Do you want candles if she’s got any?’

      ‘No, leave those, thanks,’ said Kerry with a glance at the laptop.

      ‘What about food for this evening?’ Jude asked as she typed the list so far into her phone. ‘Any plans?’

      ‘I’m not sure what’s left in the fridge.’ Kerry was clearly running on fumes and Jude decided it was time to take charge of at least some of her problems.

      ‘You sort sandwiches for lunch and I’ll get things for tonight,’ she said. ‘Mrs James usually has some of those quiches in from Lechmere’s Farm, so I’ll pick up a mix and get some fresh salad to go with them.’

      ‘They might want more than quiche and salad,’ said Kerry.

      ‘Then they can bollocking go down and buy summink themselves, can’t they?’ said Jamie.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Jude. ‘You crack on with lunch and I’ll go now. Won’t be long.’

      If she was honest, Jude was glad of the excuse to jump in the Land Rover and head off towards the village. Oakley Park and the people there were stifling her and she was happy to be leaving them behind, even if only for a short while.

      There was a space right outside the shop so Jude parked in it and jumped out onto the pavement.

      Mrs James, the owner of the shop and post office, was behind the counter as she was every day, wearing the same floral pinny with her hair up in a Chelsea-bun style that smacked of the seventies.

      ‘Jude!’ she said, greeting her as always as though Jude was her very favourite customer. ‘I haven’t seen you in a little while. How are you keeping?’

      ‘Oh, you know.’ Jude was always noncommittal when it came to telling Mrs James her business as whatever she said was sure to be round the village before sunset.

      She went over to the fridge and looked inside for quiches, finding only two left.

      ‘You don’t have any more of these anywhere, do you?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Mrs James. ‘They’ll easily feed four hungry people each though, six if you make them stretch with some of Clive’s new potatoes which I’ve just had a big delivery of.’

      ‘That’s a great idea,’ said Jude, putting the two quiches on the counter and reaching for a large brown paper bag to scoop the earthy potatoes into.

      ‘Are you entertaining this evening, Jude?’ Mrs James asked.

      ‘No. These are for Kerry.’

      ‘Ah, yes, she had that do on up at Oakley Park with George Blount, didn’t she?’

      ‘That’s right.’ Jude concentrated hard on the potatoes to avoid eye contact with Mrs James.

      ‘I had Kathy Loversby in here yesterday, you know. She lives just out of the village if you’re heading towards the Hereford road.’

      ‘I can’t say I know her.’ Jude wondered where this was leading.

      ‘No? Elegant lady with two little sausage dogs called Cybil and Basil. Anyway, it was her nephew, Thomas, who was driving the car that crashed into poor George’s twin brother.’

      Jude couldn’t help marvelling at the sheer quantity of facts Mrs James somehow managed to secrete safely underneath the Chelsea-bun hairdo. Jude put the bag of spuds down next to the quiches and went back to the veg to choose some tomatoes and a couple of lettuces.

      ‘Such a terrible business,’ Mrs James continued. ‘I remember those twins when they were little. Such sweet things and always together as a pair, despite how different they were. They used to spend a lot of time here with Ruthie in the holidays, especially after they lost their mother.’

      ‘Ruthie was their grandmother?’ Jude put the last bits of shopping on the counter for Mrs James to ring through the till.

      ‘That’s right. She was such a lovely lady and she adored those boys. Their dad was forever moving all over the place with the army, so the boys stopped with her a fair bit.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘Ooh, she used to hate that school of theirs, now what was it called? Something fancy.’

      ‘Crandale.’ Despite her aversion to gossip, Jude did realise the value of local information when it served to help her understand the people involved in a mystery she was trying to get to the bottom of.

      ‘That’s it, Jude. Crandale. Poor Ruthie used to come in here to post things off to them and tell me all about how she hated them being there and wished their father would agree to them both going to live with her instead. It was such a big house for her to rattle around in on her own… Well, you’ve seen it.’ Mrs James had put everything through the till but was so busy talking, she hadn’t yet asked Jude for any money. ‘To begin with, of course, she could console herself that at least they were there together, readymade best friends. It didn’t matter that George was into art and nature and Henry was always dismantling radio sets and broken televisions to see how they worked, they always looked after each other.’

      Jude thought about the huge differences she’d seen between the two brothers and wondered what had happened to take away the closeness they’d clearly once shared.

      ‘When did that change?’ she asked.

      ‘I suppose when they were sixteen or thereabouts.’ Mrs James leant her elbows on the counter. ‘It was such a silly argument too, something to do with one of their teachers at school. Ruthie never got to the bottom of it, but it hurt her enormously to see them bicker. And then, of course, there was the dreadful business of the boy who drowned in the sea. A good friend of theirs who for some strange reason decided to go out for a swim in the middle of the night and was swallowed up by the waves, poor thing. Ruthie said it affected the boys terribly. Neither of them was the same again after that and it pushed an even bigger wedge between them.’

      Mrs James often seemed to forget that she had paying customers when she was in the middle of a story but in this instance, Jude was inclined to let her carry on so she didn’t start packing the shopping into her bag.

      ‘That must have been awful for Ruthie to witness,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, it was. They had less than a year left of school and Henry became obsessed with studying. He did nothing else. Ruthie was always worried that the fun had been sucked out of him and that didn’t really change when he went off to university.’

      ‘What about George?’ Jude asked.

      Mrs James sighed. ‘He stopped studying altogether. It was like he gave up after his friend died. Ruthie told me he blamed himself for what happened and that the guilt was eating him up.’

      ‘George thought it was his fault?’ Jude’s eyebrows drew together as the bridge of her nose crinkled in confusion.

      ‘That’s what he told Ruthie, but how could it have been? Poor love.’

      ‘No, exactly,’ said Jude. ‘How could it have been?’

      Whereas Mrs James clearly thought the question a rhetorical one, Jude thought of it in a far more open way. How could George have been guilty somehow of playing a part in Red’s death? Had it been his suggestion to go to the sea that night to carry out the lunar baptism? Was George there when Red had drowned?

      Kerry had said there were things in his past that were still affecting him mentally. It stood to reason that if he had in any way had a hand in Red’s decision to go into the water that night, George would have felt a crushing guilt that would naturally destroy the balance of his mental health. The melting pot the weekend had created, with so many of the people around who’d been there at the time, would have been the perfect soup for stirring up old memories. It was no wonder that George had broken completely when Henry died, and Jude understood his desire to hide away. If only he’d get in touch though so he could talk to them and tell them exactly what he knew.

      ‘Sorry, Mrs James,’ Jude said. ‘I really need to get this lot back to Oakley Park.’

      The shopkeeper sat up and looked at Jude in confusion. ‘That retreat thing isn’t still going on, is it?’

      ‘Some of the guests opted to stay on for a little longer,’ said Jude carefully as she loaded her shopping into her bags.

      ‘Well, that’s very strange, given what happened to Henry.’ Mrs James pressed a button on the till to trigger the credit card machine.

      ‘Mm,’ Jude mumbled. She tapped her card. ‘It was nice chatting with you.’

      ‘Do send my best to George and Kerry, won’t you, love?’

      ‘Will do.’ Jude took the shopping and went outside to the car.

      ‘What really happened to you, Red?’ she said when she was safely behind the steering wheel and heading back to Oakley Park. ‘Are you the reason Henry and Inigo are dead too?’

      A police car was parked outside the house when Jude returned so she parked next to it and got out with the shopping.

      ‘I don’t like this at all,’ said Kerry when Jude took the food inside. ‘Today I was supposed to be telling George I’d move in with him and we were going to have a celebration. And now look what’s happening. Two people are dead, the house is full of hippies and police, and I have no idea where George is.’

      She looked so miserable that even her topknot had sagged over to one side, no longer mustering the strength to stand up on its own.

      ‘Come on,’ said Jude. ‘Let’s get this lot put away and then why don’t we go for a wander, hey? Get out of the house for a bit.’

      ‘Shouldn’t I stay here to make sure everyone’s okay?’

      ‘What can you do here?’ Jude replied. ‘The police can call you if you’re needed and the guests can look after themselves for an hour or so. You need some fresh air and a little bit of peace.’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Kerry pulled her lips into a tight line.

      ‘If you like, we can stay on the grounds, just go for a walk around the lake for a bit.’

      Kerry paused for a moment. ‘Okay then. Yeah, it would be good to get out. Just for a bit though.’

      They put the food in the kitchen and left the empty bags on the countertop.

      ‘I should just wash these dishes first,’ said Kerry.

      ‘We’ll do those later,’ said Jude. ‘Come on.’

      She took her friend’s hand forcefully and pulled her from the kitchen and through the house towards the garden doors. The sitting room had been set up as a makeshift police station and Jude saw Tina inside having her fingerprints scanned into the system.

      ‘This is persecution,’ she was saying. ‘People in power trying to take our energies.’

      ‘Other hand please, love,’ said the police officer. ‘Thumb first.’

      ‘You’ve already taken our great leader’s body in an attempt to stop his transition to the spirit world, but you’ll see.’

      ‘Next finger.’

      ‘Inigo is a martyr and tomorrow the world will have to awaken to his true wonder and the message will travel far and wide. He may have discarded his mortal body, but his spirit still lives to show us all the way.’

      ‘And your middle finger, there.’

      Jude and Kerry exchanged a glance and carried on past the room, outside into the sunshine where Casper and Celeste were sitting in garden chairs, chatting together.

      ‘I’m just going for a bit of a walk,’ said Kerry. ‘Is there anything you need?’ She just couldn’t seem to help herself, still trying to please others first.

      ‘No, thank you.’ Celeste looked up with a face still puffed and blotchy from crying.

      ‘Enjoy the walk,’ said Casper with an understanding smile.

      ‘Where’s Jamie?’ Jude asked as they headed towards the row of apple trees at the end of the garden.

      ‘First sign of pigs in blankets and he scarpered,’ she said. ‘He’ll be back though, as soon as they’ve gone.’

      ‘They’ll want his fingerprints too,’ said Jude.

      ‘They’ve already got them, ent they?’ Kerry pointed out, reminding Jude that Jamie’s stint in prison would have come with a permanent record.

      They walked through the trees and out to the lake on the other side, still and calm with barely a ripple ruining the flatness of the water’s surface. A couple of Aylesbury ducks were swimming lazily around the little island where another three were sitting with their heads tucked down in rest.

      ‘It’s so peaceful here,’ said Kerry. ‘I can’t believe I could have called this my home if things had been different.’

      Jude linked arms with her. ‘Perhaps you still can,’ she said. ‘Once all of this is over and George has come back.’ She stopped short of crassly reminding Kerry that now Henry was gone, there was nothing in their way.

      ‘I don’t see it,’ said Kerry. ‘Not after what Henry said to him about me being a gold-digger and that.’

      ‘George didn’t believe that for a moment,’ Jude tried to reassure her. ‘Really, I don’t think Henry did either. He was just angry and jumped on any excuse to pile on his grievances.’

      Kerry nodded but she didn’t look as though Jude had managed to persuade her.

      They walked on in silence, basking in the warmth of the afternoon and enjoying the much-needed peace. The lake wasn’t large, perhaps more of a big pond, and they had soon walked all the way around.

      ‘Here, come and sit in this with me for a bit,’ said Kerry as she walked over to a little wooden rowing boat tethered to a hefty metal ring on a wooden post.

      Jude helped her in and, once Kerry was sitting down, Jude climbed in and sat opposite her. They didn’t untether the rope or pick up the oars, it was just nice to be bobbing on the water, away from the complexities of Oakley Park.

      ‘I take it you haven’t heard from George?’ said Jude.

      ‘Nothing.’ Kerry’s eyes creased in concern. ‘I wish he’d just call again and say he’s okay.’

      ‘He will,’ said Jude. ‘And when he does, you really do have to make sure he knows how important it is for him to come back.’

      ‘It don’t look good on him, being away all this time, does it?’ said Kerry. ‘Do you know who killed them yet?’

      Jude didn’t want to go through all the suspects and their motives as she didn’t want to risk undermining the police investigation. Besides, there were far too many unanswered questions and loose ends to take into account.

      ‘Binnie and her team are working through everything carefully,’ she said. ‘They’ll figure it all out soon enough.’

      ‘And if George comes back before they do?’ Kerry said. ‘How can we be sure he won’t be next?’

      The way she said it made Jude wonder what Kerry would say to George if he were to get in touch. Would she try to persuade him to come back and face the music, or would she beg him to stay away until it was all over?

      ‘It’s vital he tells us what he knows about Red,’ said Jude.

      ‘You still think all this has something to do with him?’ said Kerry.

      ‘What do you know about him?’

      ‘Only what you told me. He drowned in the sea when he was at school, that George and Henry were arguing about him and he had something to do with Inigo.’ For some reason Kerry’s voice had adopted a defensive, slightly shifty note. ‘Why? What else is there?’

      Jude looked at her, wondering if she was hiding something.

      ‘When Red died, we think he was trying to follow Inigo’s guidance for some kind of sin-cleansing ritual.’

      Kerry looked horrified. ‘Inigo was allowed to preach about that kind of thing to school kids?’

      ‘Not really, he did it under the radar in some sort of secret club.’

      ‘He should have been arrested for that.’ Kerry’s anger was evident.

      ‘I have to say I agree but it looks as though the school protected him to protect their reputation. They were happier just to sack him instead.’

      Kerry put one hand on each side of the boat and Jude saw her shoulders tense.

      ‘So someone who cared for Red has come along to get their revenge,’ she said. ‘But what about Henry? Why did they kill him too?’

      ‘I don’t know. That’s why we need to talk to George – so we can find out what happened the night Red died.’

      ‘Why would George know what happened?’ Kerry had adopted the defensive tone again, meaning Jude had to tread carefully. She decided not to mention what Mrs James had told her about George’s feelings of guilt.

      ‘Because he was a good friend of Red’s,’ she said. ‘And because I think Henry was dating him.’

      ‘Henry was dating him?’ Kerry said in confusion. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Pretty sure,’ said Jude. ‘You sound surprised.’

      Kerry looked sheepish and pulled a face that Jude knew well. It meant she’d been hiding something and was arguing with herself internally, deciding whether or not to come clean.

      ‘What is it, Kerry?’ she said. ‘If there’s something you’re not telling us then now is most definitely the time to fess up.’

      ‘Don’t be mad but I found something under the dining-room table, but I didn’t want to show you because I thought it was George.’

      She lifted her bottom off the narrow wooden seat, making the boat tip rather alarmingly as she put her hand into her back pocket.

      ‘There you are.’ She handed Jude half a photo, the missing part of the one that had been wedged in Inigo’s ceiling fan.

      The fresh-faced, happy-looking boy in the picture was unmistakably one of the Blount twins, but Kerry was right, it was impossible to tell which one beneath the floppy, centrally parted fringe. Most of Red had been ripped off the photo, but his dark ginger hair was clearly visible as he leant in so that the two heads touched.

      ‘There’s some writing on the back, but it doesn’t really make any sense because half the words are missing.’

      Jude had expected this and turned it over to see.

      ‘Me and,’ Jude read. ‘I will n—I promise—I’ll make—for tak—away—f⁠—’

      ‘I didn’t know what it meant and I wanted to show it to George first,’ Kerry said. ‘Look at the little heart he drew down at the bottom with Red’s name in it and a date. Of course I knew it were summink, but I didn’t want to dump George in it without giving him a chance to explain.’

      Jude looked at the date in the little heart.

      
        
        25.09.18

      

      

      The date of the Harvest Moon and the date Red had gone swimming.

      She pieced the words from this half of the note to the ones she had memorised on the other half.

      
        
        Me and my Red.

        I will never forget.

        I promise one day

        I’ll make Fershaw pay

        for taking you

        away from me.

      

      

      ‘Is there anything else you haven’t told me?’ Jude said.

      ‘No, nuffink,’ Kerry replied effusively.

      ‘Kerry, you have to promise to tell me as soon as you know where George is. It’s important.’

      ‘Jude, I told you I will and I will, okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘I need to get this back to Binnie.’

      ‘You found the other half, didn’t you?’ said Kerry.

      Jude nodded.

      ‘What did it say?’

      ‘I can’t remember,’ Jude fibbed. ‘It made no sense on its own either. Something about love and never forgetting.’

      ‘If Henry was in love with Red, then I’m not surprised he was pissed off with George for letting Inigo come here. I wish he’d said no.’

      ‘So do I,’ said Jude.
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      When they got back to the house, they found all the guests in the garden.

      ‘Come,’ said Tina. ‘Sit with us.’

      Jude noticed that since Inigo had died, Tina was starting to take on some of the leadership traits that he had claimed were his by some sort of divine right.

      ‘Are we expecting any more visits from the police, do you think?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t rightly know,’ said Kerry. ‘Hope not.’

      ‘It is a murder investigation, Tina,’ said Casper, noticeably more irritated with her than when they’d arrived. He clearly wasn’t a fan of the newly assumed shift at the top of the pecking order. ‘They will come and go whenever they like and we just have to do our best to answer whatever questions they ask us.’

      ‘Why did they have to take our fingerprints though?’ Tina looked at the tips of her fingers as though they’d been stolen or at least stained by non-existent ink.

      ‘I reckon they’ll be trying to match them up to the ones they found on the secateurs and poison bottle,’ said Kerry, making Jude very glad she’d not disclosed any further information to her friend. ‘Make sure it was definitely him that killed George’s oak sapling and left him those nasty notes.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Celeste was obviously appalled at the notion that her hero could stoop to something so low. ‘Inigo would never sink to such underhand rubbish.’

      ‘Actually, he did,’ said Tina, giving Celeste a sour stare. ‘He confided in me that he’d destroyed the tree because he knew how sacred and unique the original one had been and he didn’t approve of anyone trying to synthetically recreate it for their own purposes. He thought it was sacrilege and so he destroyed it.’

      She looked straight at Celeste. ‘He often confided in me. Our legal marriage might have come to an end, but I was always the only woman he truly trusted and loved.’

      ‘Can you remind me exactly what I’m doing here?’ Casper said, clearly riled that Tina was so obviously holding her ex-husband in far higher esteem than her current boyfriend and being so brazen about it.

      ‘It’s not about you,’ she replied. ‘It’s not about me either, it’s about Inigo and his drive to return the planet to what it should be.’

      ‘What, by killing a tree and writing a couple of notes?’ Casper scoffed.

      Jude’s phone pinged and she looked down to check the message from Binnie that had just come in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Binnie

      

      
        Fingerprint match for the one on the note. It is Nevaeh’s. Interesting to see what she has to say about that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude gave the message a quick thumbs up and then looked quizzically at Nevaeh who was watching her with a deepening blush creeping across her face.

      ‘You know,’ she said. ‘Don’t you?’

      Jude put her phone on her knee and laced her fingers together.

      ‘What’s that, Nevaeh?’ Tina asked.

      ‘It was me,’ she said quietly. ‘I sent the notes, not Dad.’

      Celeste threw Tina a satisfied look as though she’d somehow won a point against her.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Tina asked.

      ‘I made the notes.’ She looked down into her lap. ‘I wasn’t sure why George had invited Dad here, it was all really odd and I was worried he was going to bring up all that nonsense about why we had to leave Crandale.’

      ‘Was that to do with Edoardo Jones’s death?’ Jude tentatively asked.

      ‘Did Henry and George tell you about him?’ Nevaeh asked. ‘Was I right, is that why they asked Dad to come here?’

      ‘No,’ said Kerry. ‘They never even asked him. Your dad got in touch with George and near begged him for an invitation to speak at our retreat.’

      Jude thought the truth may have been stretched a little, but the fact was that it had been Inigo’s choice to come.

      ‘What happened to Red?’ Jude asked, trying to keep eye contact with Nevaeh so she remained in the moment.

      ‘That’s enough,’ Tina snapped.

      ‘No, do go on,’ Casper said. ‘I’m intrigued. What did happen to this Red that seems to have got you so hot under the collar? What did Inigo do to him?’

      Tina looked at him with contempt. ‘The fact you have to ask that proves you were never a true follower.’

      ‘Perhaps I have reached my own enlightenment.’ Casper stood up. ‘Perhaps this weekend has enlightened me as to just what sort of people you are.’

      Casper stood up and walked off, leaving the rest of those assembled silently watching him leave.

      ‘Mum?’ Nevaeh asked, gently. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I thought we were on the same journey,’ Tina replied. ‘He said he understood my connection to Inigo and loved me even more because of it.’

      ‘You are making it hard,’ said Celeste. ‘Sitting there preaching to all of us as though somehow you have stepped into his shoes before his spirit has even left this world. This should be a time for reflection and you’re making it all about yourself.’

      Instead of batting back her insult, Tina rubbed her temples for a moment before standing up with great poise and walking away, possibly to find Casper.

      ‘My energies have drained,’ Celeste declared. ‘I’m going for a lie down. I thought I might sleep in Inigo’s bed, if that’s okay?’

      Jude could hardly believe what she was hearing. Why on earth would a young, attractive woman who could have the world at her feet want to sleep in the bed where a rather nauseating late-middle-aged man had died only the previous day?

      ‘No.’ Jude stepped in so Kerry wouldn’t have to conjure excuses. ‘No, Celeste, I’m afraid Inigo’s room is now out of bounds until the end of the investigation. Kindly stay away from it.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Now his spirit is free of his body, it will be able to find me wherever I am.’

      ‘I’m sorry you’ve got all of this to deal with, Kerry,’ said Nevaeh, the only guest still sitting outside. ‘So much drama, it must seem we’ve all forgotten that my father wasn’t the only person to have died here.’

      ‘You knew Henry and George at school,’ said Kerry. ‘Were they good boys?’

      ‘George was in our house so I knew him really well. I always liked him.’

      ‘Jude.’ Kerry nudged her. ‘Can you show her the picture?’

      ‘What picture?’ Nevaeh sat up a little.

      ‘I found an old photo, and I just wanted to know if you could tell me if it was George or Henry in it. Obviously, I didn’t know them back then so it could be either one.’

      ‘I can have a look.’

      With some reluctance, Jude took the photo out of the pocket where she’d secreted it to keep it safe. She didn’t let go and she was careful to hide the writing on the back as she held it out for Nevaeh to see.

      ‘That’s Henry,’ she said with a nostalgic sadness to her voice. ‘When they were at school, George kept his hair much shorter and it was Henry who let his fringe grow out.’

      ‘You’re sure?’ said Kerry.

      ‘Absolutely. What happened to the other half of the photo?’

      ‘We don’t know,’ Jude said quickly before Kerry could jump in without thinking.

      ‘It would have been Red with him.’ Nevaeh spoke wistfully. ‘Once they’d come out as a couple, they were always together. And now, I suppose their spirits have been reunited.’

      ‘Did you ever believe that your dad had something to do with Red drowning himself?’ Kerry asked.

      ‘Of course not,’ said Nevaeh, crossly. ‘He loved the boys and they loved him back. Sometimes I think if he had a choice between them and me, I’d have been out on my ear.’

      Jude could tell that they’d gone as far as they were going to and she didn’t want Kerry, in her exhausted state, saying more than she ought.

      ‘Why not take the chance to catch up on a little sleep yourself, Kerry,’ Jude suggested. ‘You’ve hardly stopped since everyone arrived on Friday.’

      ‘I couldn’t,’ said Kerry, although the idea had clearly tempted her.

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Jude. ‘I can hold the fort here in case anything happens and then you’ll be fresh when you wake up.’

      ‘You definitely deserve it,’ said Nevaeh. ‘You’ve already done more than enough for us.’

      Kerry nodded. ‘I could do with half an hour’s kip,’ she said. ‘Just while everything is quiet. Is that okay?’

      ‘Take as long as you need,’ said Jude. ‘Anything important happens and I’ll come and wake you.’

      Kerry looked at her gratefully. ‘Just half an hour,’ she said. ‘And I’ll text Jamie and tell him to get his arse back here now the police have gone.’

      She went inside, leaving Jude alone with Nevaeh. There was something she needed to ask.

      ‘Did you really put those notes together?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Nevaeh asked. ‘Didn’t they find my fingerprint on one? Isn’t that why you were looking at me in that weird way? I know you’re friends with the police, Kerry’s brother told me you’ve worked with one of them before and she tells you everything.’

      Jude knew Binnie could get into trouble if it was discovered just how much information she did share with her, so she chose to play it safe.

      ‘No,’ she lied. ‘I am friends with the detective, but she would never share that sort of information with me.’

      Nevaeh’s shoulders dropped. ‘Well, you’d all have found out in the end, one way or another.’

      There was no doubting that Nevaeh had handled the notes, or at least the second one with her fingerprint on it, but had she been protecting her father when she took the full blame for them? After all, it had been Inigo who’d destroyed the tree, and the little pieces of newspaper had been found in his room.

      ‘Where were you when you made them?’ Jude asked.

      Nevaeh blushed and lowered her gaze.

      ‘Ah, now I see why you doubt me,’ she said. ‘Something was found in Dad’s room, wasn’t it?’

      Jude kept her mouth closed and waited for Nevaeh to expand.

      ‘That’s where I was when I made them so if you found anything in there then that’s why.’ She licked her top lip nervously. ‘Pretty much as soon as we arrived, my parents told me they wanted time on their own and they asked to borrow my room so Casper wouldn’t find Tina. As you can see, he doesn’t understand their unity.’

      ‘Can you remember what the notes said?’ Jude asked, still unsure as to whether Nevaeh was telling the complete truth or trying to protect her father.

      ‘I can,’ she said. ‘But I’d rather not repeat them. It was a stupid thing to do and if I could turn back the clock I would. I loved my father, and now I think I might have made things so much worse for him. What if someone thought the notes were really from him and then, when Henry died, they assumed it was Dad who’d killed him? What if that’s why he was murdered?’

      ‘I’m sure that’s not the case.’ Jude wanted to reassure her properly, tell her that the way in which Inigo had died had taken too much preparation for it to be a spur-of-the-moment vengeance killing in reply to the notes she’d left and Henry’s death.

      ‘But I wanted people to think he’d left them,’ said Nevaeh. ‘I saw him kill the tree and it gave me the idea to make it look as though the notes were linked to it. I thought if George believed it was Inigo threatening him, he might be more inclined to listen.’

      ‘Is that why you told everyone about the secateurs?’ Jude asked.

      Nevaeh gave a feeble nod and buried her face in her hands. ‘I was so stupid. I just didn’t want anyone bringing up my pregnancy in front of Casper.’

      This was a twist that Jude hadn’t predicted.

      ‘I thought you said you wrote the notes because you were worried about George bringing up the rumours that surrounded Inigo after Red died,’ she said.

      ‘I couldn’t tell you the truth, could I?’ Nevaeh said. ‘Not when everyone was here.’

      ‘You mean Casper?’ Jude wondered why Nevaeh was so worried about the opinion of her mother’s partner. ‘But you told me he already knew you’d been pregnant.’

      ‘But he doesn’t know I didn’t lose it naturally,’ she said. ‘Nobody apart from Henry and George knew that I’d had an abortion.’

      Nevaeh looked at Jude for a reaction and Jude saw fear in her eyes.

      ‘Your parents wouldn’t approve?’ she asked, a guess. Jude thought about Nevaeh’s seeming obsession with sins and forgiveness and suddenly it made sense.

      ‘Absolutely not,’ said Nevaeh. ‘It’s against the core of Dad’s teachings. You might not understand our family or beliefs, but I’d never want to hurt my parents.’

      ‘And Casper?’

      ‘He was a follower so he will think the same as them. I couldn’t bear that.’

      The look in her eyes told Jude everything she needed for it to suddenly dawn on her.

      Nevaeh was in love with Casper.
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      Nobody was all that hungry at supper, although Jude was relieved to see that those who had argued seemed to have made up with each other. Casper was sitting next to Tina as though they’d never shared a cross word. Celeste and Nevaeh were opposite them and, although they were both quiet, it was a peaceful silence rather than a loaded one. It was as though the mood had changed from bristling and highly emotive to a more contemplative one, perhaps the earlier friction having cleared the air a little for them all.

      Jamie had returned from wherever he’d been hiding away from the police and Jude felt happy enough to leave them all to it and head back to the farm while they were ensconced around the supper table.

      ‘Aunty Judy, you’re home.’ Sebbie rushed at her as soon as she pushed the door open and walked into the farm kitchen. Pip and Alfie were with him and the loveliness of their combined innocence and unabridged affection was enough to warm Jude’s weary core.

      ‘Have you had your supper yet?’ Jude asked after dropping a kiss on the top of his messy hair and rubbing her hand across the soft fur of her dogs’ heads.

      ‘Mum gave me fish fingers and potato waffles with beans,’ he said. ‘She’s gone to sleep on the sofa again.’

      ‘Just like you when you’ve been poorly,’ said Jude. ‘You go on and get yourself into your pyjamas and then we’ll read a little bit of your book and let Mummy sleep on. Is Noah home?’

      ‘He came in for a bit but then he went to the pink house to see Frank.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘Now skedaddle, and tiptoe as you go. If you don’t wake Mummy then you can have one extra chapter.’

      ‘Two extra chapters?’ Sebbie bargained.

      ‘If you’re down here with clean teeth and shiny face in super quick time.’

      Sebbie grinned and then shot off towards the stairs.

      ‘Clean your teeth properly mind, or I’ll have to send you back to do them again.’

      While he was busy, Jude went into the kitchen and opened the fridge to see if there was any Westons cider in there cooling. Glad to see several bottles, she took one out and found herself a glass. She’d just poured her drink when she heard the crunch of tyres outside as Binnie pulled up.

      She opened the door before Binnie could ring the bell and held out the freshly poured cider.

      ‘You read my mind,’ said Binnie. ‘Only half of that, please, I’m driving so I’ll have to make it last.’

      ‘It’s been a long day.’ Jude took another glass from the cupboard and poured a smaller measure out of the bottle for Binnie, taking the fuller one for herself. ‘I’ve got lots to tell you, and I hope you’ve got updates for me as well.’

      ‘Plenty,’ said Binnie, leaning against the kitchen counter. ‘We’ve had a team from Thames Valley Police looking through Henry’s flat today. I think it’s a fair conclusion to say that he was obsessed with Inigo Sage.’

      ‘Here it is.’ Sebbie ran into the kitchen in his pyjamas waving the battered copy of The Boy Who Grew Dragons. ‘Was I fast enough for two chapters?’

      ‘Two chapters, you say?’ Noah came in and winked at Jude. ‘Why don’t you and me take this out in the garden and read it in the hammock so Aunty Jude can have a nice chat with Binnie?’

      ‘Yeah!’ Sebbie cheered and then clamped his hand over his mouth as he remembered his sleeping mother.

      It was too late.

      Lucy had obviously woken as there was the sound of movement coming from the sitting room.

      ‘Quick,’ said Noah. ‘Before your mum comes in and tells you to go to bed.’

      He and Sebbie disappeared just as Lucy came into the kitchen.

      ‘I must have dozed off,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘What’s happening? Are you two talking murders?’

      ‘We were about to,’ said Jude. ‘There’s a spot more cider in the bottle if you want a glass.’

      Lucy pulled a face. ‘Oh, no, thanks. My stomach hasn’t completely settled yet from that bloody bug I had so I’ll just stick with squash.’ She pulled a glass out of the cupboard. ‘Oh, before I forget, Granny Margot gave me a message to pass on.’

      Lucy went to the fridge and pulled a folded piece of paper free from the NFU magnet that was holding it in place. ‘Here,’ she said, passing it to Jude.

      The handwriting was instantly recognisable as Granny Margot’s. Neat and precise with looping, cursive letters.

      Jude started to read but Binnie interrupted her quickly. ‘Out loud, Jude.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      She began again from the start.

      
        
        Jude,

        I have been doing a bit more searching with the Google and have found something called a blog that was written by Nevaeh. I’m sure you know what a blog is, but just in case, it seems it’s a little bit like a diary or journal where someone can write down their thoughts or ideas. Absolutely any old nonsense they think is worthy of sharing – most of it isn’t!

        Well, Nevaeh’s blog, which incidentally is titled ‘Daughter of the New Messiah’, if you can believe that, is mostly humdrum and rather dull bumble about her father. There is an awful lot about sins and forgiveness of them but I have to say it was all a little repetitive so I skipped through quite a bit.

      

      

      ‘That seems to be a theme with Nevaeh,’ said Jude.

      ‘Maybe she’s got a lot of sins to forgive,’ said Lucy.

      ‘I get the feeling that’s something Inigo drummed into her from the word go,’ said Jude.

      ‘Sounds like a great father figure to have,’ said Binnie. ‘Carry on.’

      Jude turned her attention back to the letter.

      
        
        One thing I did find interesting was the fact she mentioned her father’s pacemaker. You see, Jude, I knew it would be on the internet if I looked for it. And, as I know you’ll already have worked out, that means that anyone at all could have also read Nevaeh’s blog and discovered Inigo had a dicky ticker. There you are, you see!

      

      

      Jude glanced up at Binnie and Lucy before carrying on.

      
        
        And there’s one other thing. George Blount has a website of his own, set up for people to book events and shindigs at Oakley Park. There is a gallery to peruse (which I did) and on there are photographs of the bedrooms with the ceiling fans as clear as you like. I haven’t yet found a guide that would show someone how to easily connect up a fan cord to a live wire, but I’m not defeated. The search continues.

        Keep up the good work and I look forward to an update soon.

        Much love,

        Margot xx

      

      

      ‘In summary,’ said Jude as she folded the letter away, ‘Nevaeh has a blog, George has a website, it’s tricky to find out how to make a fan cord live and Granny Margot seems to have become a little too fond of the search facility on the care home’s new computer system.’

      ‘It can’t be that difficult to work out which is the live wire, can it?’ said Lucy, sitting down with her drink.

      ‘I wouldn’t want to test it out.’ Binnie joined Lucy at the table. ‘A little electrical knowledge would definitely have been an advantage.’

      ‘Essential I think.’ Jude took a bag of pistachios from the cupboard and tipped them into a bowl.

      ‘I agree. But as none of the suspects are electricians, this doesn’t help us much.’ Binnie popped a pistachio from its shell and put it in her mouth.

      ‘What were you saying about Henry’s obsession with Inigo?’ Jude asked, remembering what Binnie had started to tell them before Sebbie had interrupted them.

      ‘Ah yes. There was a scrapbook in Henry’s flat with cuttings taken from newspapers and magazines but mainly printed from the internet. Details of what Inigo was doing, where he was appearing, his latest theories, that sort of thing. I’m waiting on some images from Thames Valley.’

      Binnie took out her phone and scrolled through. ‘Ah, they’ve arrived.’ She opened the file and Jude watched as her eyes grew wide.

      ‘Take a look at these.’ Binnie passed the phone across so that Jude and Lucy could see it.

      The first image was of an internet printout of an article claiming that Inigo was the new saviour and the only chance the world had of saving itself from the deep evils locked within it. In bright-red marker pen someone had scrawled what a crock of total shit over the top.

      ‘We’ll get it sent off to be analysed but it the writing looks pretty similar to the samples we’ve already got of Henry’s.’

      ‘Well, that’s cleared up how he felt about it all,’ said Lucy.

      Jude swiped to the next photo, this time an article about Inigo’s previous job as a teacher. In the same red marker pen were the words:

      
        
        You will not get away with killing him. I will find a way to pay you back.

      

      

      ‘Was it him?’ Jude asked. ‘Is this enough to pin Inigo’s murder on Henry?’

      ‘Not on its own. But it’s looking pretty likely now,’ said Binnie.

      ‘I think he would have been more than capable of fixing the electrics,’ Jude said. ‘Henry was a clever child. According to Mrs James he was always tinkering with things, pulling them apart and seeing how they worked.’

      ‘What does Mrs James know about him?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘Oh, Binnie.’ Lucy chuckled. ‘Have you learnt nothing about village life? Mrs James knows everything about everyone.’

      ‘She’s been here for years,’ said Jude. ‘Remembers when the twins were small and came to stay with their grandmother at Oakley Park. In those days they were a tight unit, always together, only George was arty and liked nature and Henry was more scientific.’

      Binnie ran her finger through the condensation that had gathered on the side of her glass. ‘It’s always harder to question murder suspects when they’re dead,’ she said.

      Something about discussing electrics and wiring was itching at the depths of Jude’s memory. She was missing a key fact and it was bothering her.

      ‘Any luck with Kerry chasing George?’ asked Binnie.

      ‘No,’ said Jude.

      ‘Damnit. Where is he?’ said Binnie. ‘He is definitely our best bet at finding out for sure.’

      ‘So what are you thinking about Henry’s death then?’ Lucy asked. ‘If he set everything up to kill Inigo, who killed him?’

      ‘At this stage, Inigo’s our most likely candidate.’ Binnie ran a hand through her glossy hair. ‘Although I haven’t discounted Jamie. Both were in the right place and roughly the right time. Both had reasons to get into an argument with Henry. Both had demonstrated tempers capable of pushing him. But, as I keep telling Jude, the chances are we won’t ever get enough evidence to prove things either way.’

      There was a noise from the door and Sebbie came in to say his goodnights before Noah took him up to settle him in bed.

      ‘I know how much you love a puzzle so here’s something else for you,’ said Binnie once Sebbie had skipped off. ‘Significant amounts of sand were found in Inigo’s room, both in the bed and on the carpet, particularly near the window.’

      ‘What sort of sand?’ asked an intrigued Jude.

      ‘The sort you would expect to find in a sandpit,’ said Binnie. ‘Sami had the idea of looking outside below the window and found a pile of the stuff there.’

      ‘So Inigo threw a load of sand out of the window?’ said Lucy.

      ‘Inigo or someone else.’ Jude’s mind was racing as she took another sip of cider.

      ‘Why?’ Lucy looked utterly bemused and Jude couldn’t think of a single explanation.

      ‘Absolutely no idea,’ said Binnie.

      ‘Perhaps it was one of his weird rituals,’ said Lucy. ‘Lie on a bed of sand and flog yourself with a palm leaf sort of thing. Or imagine if it was more of a couples’ experience and poor Celeste had to have a sand scrub to clean away her sins.’

      ‘The mind boggles,’ groaned Binnie.

      Jude was only half listening as she pulled at memory threads to try to uncover the electrical link she knew was buried there.

      ‘Hang on,’ she said, getting up from her chair. ‘I’ll be back in a second.’

      She walked out of the kitchen and through the sitting room to her office at the side of the farmhouse. There she picked up her laptop and switched it on so that it would have a chance to fire up while she carried it back to the others.

      ‘What is it?’ Binnie asked.

      Jude put the computer on the table and tapped in her password, then she sat back down in front of it and waited for the internet to connect.

      ‘It’s something I read in the article I found about Red’s body being found.’ Jude navigated to her search history to find what she was looking for.

      When the article arrived on her screen, she went straight to the end where she remembered the statement from Red’s father had been written.

      ‘There,’ she said in triumph. ‘Listen. Edoardo’s father, Terry Jones, an electrician who grew up in the area…’ Jude looked up when she’d read the part that mattered. ‘Red’s dad was an electrician which means there was a good chance Red himself would have been pretty knowledgeable in this area too.’

      ‘I hate to say it, but I’m pretty sure we can take Red off the suspect list,’ said Lucy, ‘what with him having died however many years ago.’

      Jude shot her a withering stare. ‘We know that Henry spent a lot of time with Red, Nevaeh said they were virtually inseparable after they’d come out together. If Henry was already interested in electronics and gadgets then it stands to reason the two of them might well have talked about their shared interest. It’s another notch on the arrow pointing to his guilt, isn’t it?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Binnie. ‘And also anyone else who spent time with Red. Any of the boys in his house.’

      Jude knew she was referring to George and she didn’t like the fact he was still on the suspect list. If Kerry found out then it was a good reason for her not to be too enthusiastic with her encouragement at bringing him back home.

      ‘Girls too,’ said Lucy. ‘Don’t be sexist.’

      ‘It was a boys’ school,’ Jude reminded her. ‘There were no girls.’

      ‘There was one.’ Lucy’s eyebrows raised in the unspoken suggestion that Jude was missing something obvious.

      ‘Of course!’ Jude realised. ‘Nevaeh.’

      Just then, a sudden, sharp knock made them all jump and turn their combined attention to the front door.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ said Jude, getting up to answer it. ‘Someone’s trying to wake the dead.’

      On the doorstep she found Jamie grinning at her. The grin fell when she invited him into the kitchen and he spotted Binnie at the table. Although she had always been nothing but charming to Jamie, he continued to be uncomfortable in the company of anyone on the police force.

      ‘This is a nice surprise,’ said Jude. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘Kez sent me round,’ Jamie said. ‘You left your credit card behind and she thought you’d worry so I ran it over here in case you needed it.’

      Jude picked up her phone and opened the cover flap where she usually kept her credit card. Sure enough, the slot where it belonged was empty.

      ‘Thanks for that, Jamie,’ said Jude. ‘I didn’t notice I’d lost it.’

      Jamie put his hand into the side pocket of his loose-fitted cargo trousers. He pulled out a large handkerchief in a bid to find the credit card. The card was tangled in it, but it wasn’t the only thing that came out with the square of hopefully clean cotton fabric. A tiny brown bottle with a pipette-style rubber lid fell out and rolled across the floor where it settled next to Binnie’s foot.

      Jamie was extremely quick to rush over to retrieve it, but Binnie had already bent down to pick it up.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jamie, who looked suspiciously agitated as he held out his hand for the bottle.

      ‘Just a moment.’ Binnie looked at the bottle and then started to untwist the lid.

      ‘Hey!’ Jamie objected. ‘Give that back. You can’t do that, it’s mine.’

      Binnie didn’t take her eyes off him as she removed the lid, pulling the pipette with it and holding it beneath her nose.

      ‘It’s yours, is it?’ she said.

      ‘Well…’ Jamie’s demeanour changed from deeply aggrieved to decidedly shifty and he stepped backwards, away from Binnie. ‘Not mine exactly. I found it somewhere.’

      Jude watched what was happening with a sinking feeling in the depths of her stomach. If this turned out to be what she suspected it was then that spelled trouble for Jamie – something Kerry did not need adding to her list of woes.

      ‘Do you know what it contains?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘No.’ He was shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other. ‘Maybe summink for cooking? Or someone’s medicine?’

      ‘That’s your best guess?’ Binnie asked. ‘Nothing to do with cannabis?’

      ‘You think it’s cannabis?’ Jamie tried his hardest to look shocked, but it didn’t work at all well for him.

      ‘Come on,’ said Binnie. ‘I’m sorry, Jamie, but I can’t ignore this.’

      ‘You could if you wanted.’ Jamie sounded desperate. ‘It’s only a bit of green dragon, loads of people use it.’

      ‘It’s not the fact you have it that bothers me,’ said Binnie. ‘It’s what you did with it.’

      ‘Hey?’ Jamie’s panic was visibly growing and Jude felt sorry for him, but he’d done something incredibly daft, there seemed little doubt about that.

      Henry had been drugged on the day he’d died. Someone had managed to introduce cannabis into his system and now here Jamie was with a bottle of what Jude understood to be a tincture of cannabis in his possession. When Henry had been knocked down, Jude remembered Jamie being particularly jittery and oddly behaved. At the time she’d wondered if it was because he’d been the one to push Henry into the road. But a different explanation had now become evident.

      ‘Look, Jamie,’ said Binnie, not unkindly, ‘we have two choices. The first is that you tell me everything from the start and we can build up a level of trust. The second is that you try and fudge your way out of what we both know to be true. I suggest we cut the crap and go for the first option because trust is something you’re going to need.’

      ‘Fuck,’ said Jamie, knowing as well as everyone else in the room that he’d been busted.

      ‘Want to sit down and have a bit of a chat?’ Binnie asked. ‘Or would you rather go straight to the station to make an official statement?’

      ‘Here’ll do.’ Jamie grabbed a chair and pulled it roughly across the flagstones, away from the table so there was distance between him and Binnie.

      ‘Is this your cannabis?’ Binnie held up the bottle.

      Jamie nodded sullenly.

      ‘And did you use it on Saturday to spike something eaten or drunk by Henry Blount?’

      He shrugged. Not an admission in a court of law but it told them all the truth regardless.

      ‘Jamie, how much trouble you’re in depends on how cooperative you are with me,’ said Binnie. ‘Did you drug Henry Blount?’

      ‘I just wanted him to chill out a bit,’ Jamie exploded. ‘He were being such a dickhead and I could see it was really getting to Kerry. I saw him hanging around and spying on them after George asked him to leave.’ Jamie sank further into the chair. ‘I knew he was going to cause trouble so, when he weren’t looking, I stuck a couple of drops onto a bit of chocolate cake he’d nicked from the ones Kez made for the guests. That’s all, just a couple of drops. I thought he was going to spit it out when he tasted it, but he didn’t, he ate the whole thing. If you’ve never had it before, it just tastes sweet and a bit minty like so he must have thought it were just a mint chocolate cake.’

      Binnie breathed in deeply before asking her next question. ‘Did you argue with Henry later that day?’

      ‘Not really,’ said Jamie.

      ‘What does that mean?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘Neither of us were meant to be there,’ Jamie said. ‘I told Kez I’d leave but I didn’t. I wanted to keep a watch on her to make sure she were okay. Then I heard George and Henry rowing about Inigo; Henry was proper mad George had asked him over.’

      Jude knew that must have been the argument she’d also witnessed, when she’d first heard Henry mention Red’s name.

      ‘Right, so you were both hiding out when everyone thought you’d gone,’ Binnie summarised.

      ‘Yeah. And then everyone came out for tea and stuff. That was before I snuck the green dragon onto Henry’s cake.’ He looked ashamed as he said this and Jude knew he must be regretting his decision enormously.

      ‘And afterwards?’ Binnie prompted.

      ‘After that, they all went back into the barn and I watched Henry spying on them through a crack in the wooden wall. He weren’t there long though and then he went into the house and was upstairs for a while.’

      ‘Did you follow him?’ Jude asked, hoping that perhaps Jamie had seen something that would confirm Henry had taken the opportunity to fiddle with the wiring of Inigo’s ceiling fan.

      ‘Nah, those old stairs are far too creaky and I didn’t want him to hear me so I stayed down. That’s when I thought of the bottle in my pocket and maybe it would be a good idea to chill him out for a bit so he might leave them all alone. I know it was stupid now.’

      ‘When I asked if you’d argued with Henry, you said not really,’ said Binnie.

      ‘I’m just getting to that,’ said Jamie. ‘He was upstairs for a bit and then he came down and that’s when he snaffled the cake. He took it into the garden and then he went back inside and I snuck over and put the green dragon on the cake. I was hiding behind the garden shed when he came back out and ate it – the whole thing. After that he came over my way. I couldn’t see him, but I heard the door of the shed open.’

      Was Henry hiding the wire-cutters or other tools he’d just used to rig up the ceiling fan? Jude wondered.

      ‘I was trying not to sneeze which was the most ridiculous thing ever when you think on it. But something was up my nose-hole. Anyway, that’s how he came out and found me and he was not happy I was still there. We had a bit of a row, but I’d already started to think that I’d gone too far with the green dragon and was keen to be gone.’

      ‘Did you leave then?’

      ‘Sort of. I went down the drive but then I looped back and hid out in one of the empty barns. I didn’t trust Henry and I still thought he was going to make trouble so I wasn’t about to leave Kerry.’

      ‘Did you argue again, after that?’ Binnie asked.

      ‘No. I stayed put and I heard the noise when Henry went into the barn. So much for the green dragon chilling him out. I should have known someone as uptight as him would have a crazy reaction to it. I heard the taxi come and I heard Kerry and George talking about sending him back to Reading, so I thought that was it. He’d wake up with a headache and that would be all. Even if he thought someone had drugged him, I didn’t think he’d be able to prove it and definitely not pin it on me.’

      ‘Originally, when Henry died, you told us that you’d been coming up the driveway towards the house when you heard the crash and went to see what happened,’ said Binnie. ‘Is that how it was?’

      Jamie hung his head and picked at the bottom hem of his football shirt. ‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘I mean, I was on the drive and I did hear the crash, but I was going the other way.’

      ‘Away from the house,’ said Binnie. ‘Explain.’

      ‘After Henry left, I stayed on in the barn. You know, just to make sure everything was okay. Then, a couple of hours later I guess, I was starving hungry and I’d had enough of my stakeout. I thought if anyfink was going to happen then it already would have and Henry was out of the way so I was good to leave. It was when I was walking down to the road I heard the crash.’

      Jude looked at Binnie’s face which was expressionless in her line of questioning.

      ‘Did you see anyone coming the other way?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’ Jamie shook his head.

      ‘Jamie, did you argue with Henry Blount again when you got to the road?’

      Jamie shot out of his chair. ‘No!’ he said with great force. ‘I already told you that. When I got there, he was on the ground.’

      Binnie stood up as well but kept her distance. ‘Okay,’ she said, calmly. ‘I had to ask, and you’ll be asked again no doubt.’

      ‘What do you mean, I’ll be asked again?’ Jamie was agitated. ‘You said we could do things here or at the station. I chose here, we did it here.’

      ‘Calm down, Jamie,’ Jude said. ‘Binnie is doing her best for you, but the fact is you drugged someone else and that person is now dead.’

      ‘But I didn’t kill him!’ He was pacing the kitchen now.

      ‘For what it’s worth, I believe you,’ said Binnie. ‘But you must see that what you did had to come with consequences.’

      ‘They’ll send me back inside, won’t they?’ Jamie put his hands to either side of his head. ‘You lot are going to try and pin both deaths on me, ent you?’ He looked at Binnie but not with anger as might have been expected, more with fear.

      ‘No,’ she said simply. ‘That is not what we’re going to do at all. You will answer only for the crime you committed, that of spiking someone else’s food. The best thing you can do for yourself now is find your self-control button and switch it on.’

      ‘What about Kez?’ Jamie said. ‘I need to be there to look after her.’

      ‘I’ll go back there tonight,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll make sure she’s fine.’

      ‘Are you nicking me?’ Jamie asked, sounding like a frightened child.

      ‘I wish I didn’t have to,’ said Binnie, looking genuinely upset. ‘But what you did was dangerous. I can’t turn a blind eye. Like I said, do yourself a massive favour and be cooperative and I’ll do what I can to help you.’

      Jamie turned to Jude. ‘Find the bugger what really killed him, won’t you?’

      That was a promise Jude didn’t know if she could keep but she gave him what she hoped was a reassuring yet noncommittal nod.
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      Heading back to Oakley Park to give Kerry the news that Jamie had been arrested gave Jude a very heavy heart.

      ‘The absolute idiot,’ said Kerry. ‘What the hell was he thinking?’

      ‘I honestly believe he was just thinking about you,’ said Jude. ‘He wanted things to go smoothly and he could see that Henry could ruin everything, so he did what he thought he had to in order to stop him. You’re right, it was a terrible decision but not malicious.’

      ‘Police won’t see it like that though,’ said Kerry. ‘If we don’t find out for certain that someone pushed Henry then they’ll throw a manslaughter charge at Jamie and lock him up for years.’

      ‘Binnie will do everything she can to make sure that doesn’t happen.’

      Kerry rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, right.’

      ‘She was on his side,’ Jude said. ‘You’re going to have to trust her on this one. In the meantime, I’ll stay here tonight and we can get through tomorrow together.’

      Kerry rubbed her hands over her eye sockets. ‘Well, Jamie won’t be needing his room now, will he?’ She sounded angry and Jude didn’t blame her. Life just kept dishing it out for poor Kerry. ‘I’ll find you clean sheets.’

      Jude helped her change the bedding, something that the two of them had done many times together back at the farm’s campsite. Usually such tasks were accompanied by happy chatter and plenty of giggles. This time they were both silent, lost in their own thoughts and what they were going to do next.

      The suspects were at the front of Jude’s mind as she felt the pressure mounting to find definitive answers before the guests left. It would be Wednesday the following day, bringing with it Inigo’s vigil, and the morning after that they would all leave – less than a week after they’d arrived.

      ‘All that time we thought Henry and Jamie had both buggered off and they were both still skulking around the place,’ said Kerry when they’d finished. ‘Perhaps if they’d done what George and I told them then none of this would have happened.’

      ‘Maybe Henry would still be alive, but whoever wanted Inigo dead would have done it anyway,’ Jude said. ‘That took some planning.’

      ‘I s’pose.’ Kerry sighed and picked up the bundle of dirty sheets.

      ‘Leave those,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll sort them.’

      ‘You sure?’ Kerry asked and Jude nodded.

      ‘In that case, I’m done in.’ Kerry put the sheets in the corner of the room and picked up the few things Jamie had left on the chest of drawers. ‘I don’t know where the others are, but I don’t rightly care. I’ve done enough running around after them for today so I’m going to bed.’

      It was still fairly early and the evening was bright, but Jude was glad that Kerry was going to get some rest. There was another long and taxing day to follow and the more energy she had to cope with it, the better.

      ‘I hope you get some sleep,’ said Jude. ‘Let’s see what tomorrow will bring.’

      The house was quiet as Jude went downstairs with the bundle of dirty sheets for the washing machine. Once she’d set the wash off, she put the kettle on and looked in the cupboard to find a camomile teabag. Her head was too full for sleep so she thought she’d sit out in the evening sun for a bit to see if she could order her thoughts enough for them to leave her alone when she did go back up to bed.

      As she waited for the kettle to boil, Jude sat on the kitchen stool and sent Binnie a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude

      

      
        What will happen to Jamie? Any chance of bail?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        He’s been charged. Hats off though, he’s being very well behaved. With previous record I doubt he’ll get bail. How’s Kerry?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Petrified he’s going to be charged with manslaughter.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        I honestly couldn’t call it right now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        Need to prove H was pushed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Binnie

      

      
        That would do it. But you know that’s going to be almost impossible.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jude

      

      
        I know.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude waited for a little while but there were no more messages from Binnie.

      The kettle boiled and she made her tea. The house was still quiet and Jude imagined all the guests had also opted for an early night. She took her mug outside and settled herself into a garden chair, facing the apple trees with the lake behind them.

      Housemartins were swooping overhead, catching their evening meal of midges on the wing. Jude watched their flight pattern, elegant and graceful, oblivious to the turmoil that had been happening to the people staying in the house beneath them.

      Jude thought about the things Jamie had told them earlier that evening. He’d sounded so genuine when he’d described the events that had led up to Henry’s death and they did all seem to add up. It made sense that he would stick around to watch out for Kerry. For all his faults and foolhardy, brash decision-making, he was extremely loyal and adored his sister as much as she did him.

      She believed him when he said he didn’t push Henry, but Jude wasn’t naïve. Someone who didn’t know him could easily look at Jamie’s track record and previous convictions, add them to the facts he’d admitted to drugging Henry and had been the first to arrive at the scene of the crash, and conclude that if anyone had pushed Henry it was Jamie.

      As Binnie had said, it would be nigh on impossible to prove either way, but it wouldn’t look good for him in court when he was answering to the charges.

      There was so much evidence that pointed to Inigo pushing Henry, all flimsy on their own but when added together made a strong case, in Jude’s eyes at least.

      Would this be enough for a good defence lawyer to be able to persuade a court that there was more to Henry’s death than it just being a direct result of Jamie tampering with a piece of chocolate cake?

      If Jude could find one thing to prove beyond doubt that this was what had happened, then Jamie would be looking at a far less serious charge and shorter sentence.

      Jude took a sip of her tea, still a little too hot but she found it soothing. Resting her head back, she closed her eyes to think.

      Jamie had told them that he’d seen Henry go upstairs while everyone else was in the Wellness Barn meditating and folding their guilty baggage into paper boats. Later he’d been hiding behind the garden shed when Henry had gone inside. Jude would have to have a look in there before she went to bed to see if there was anything incriminating lurking.

      From all angles it looked like a very clear case of two men responsible for the deaths of each other. Impossible to prove without being able to interview or try either of them. Unless new evidence presented itself, Jude knew that the case would be closed and that would be that. Would it bring the closure that Kerry and George needed to be able to move on? And what would that mean for Jamie?

      There were so many things that still bothered Jude.

      The discovery of sand in Inigo’s room and the fact Henry had taken his wallet out before he died didn’t make any sense.

      And she had questions regarding each of the remaining guests that she wanted to understand.

      Celeste. She had outwardly mourned with more noise and drama than anyone else and yet she’d only met Inigo a few days before. There was something very odd about her behaviour towards him and the strength of her obsession. The retreat hadn’t been cheap and she’d confessed to having limited funds, but she’d still made sure she’d secured her place for the entire weekend as soon as the opportunity to meet Inigo had arisen. How greatly had her obsession and need to be a part of Inigo’s story actually affected her?

      Nevaeh. She had admitted to creating the threatening notes, claiming at first that she’d been worried George had invited her father purely to publicly bring up Red’s death and Inigo’s part in it. Later she’d admitted to Jude that this had been a smokescreen to cover the fact that it was actually her own secret she’d been trying to protect. Either way, it didn’t make sense to Jude. She’d known George well at school so must have seen what a gentle character he was – not the sort at all to behave in such a Machiavellian way. And if she really had been worried then why not just talk to George directly and ask him to keep the secret of her abortion to himself? Going to the hoo-ha of cutting up newspaper to send coded messages seemed a very strange thing to do.

      Casper. There at the retreat because he was supposedly a devout supporter of Inigo himself. That was how he had met Tina in the first place and, according to Nevaeh, it had been his suggestion that they all went to the retreat. Yet right from the first evening Jude had seen them together, he had shown signs that he wasn’t quite as devout as he’d claimed to be. Also there was the small but not insignificant realisation that Nevaeh was in love with Casper.

      And Tina. Quiet, submissive Tina who’d been so brainwashed by Inigo that she’d given up her life at the age of eighteen to follow him. Fresh from school she’d married a man who’d previously been her teacher and they’d had a baby less than a year later. Even when the marriage was over, she was still hopelessly devoted to him and convinced he was something far, far greater than a mere human. Since his death, she had proclaimed it as a glorious martyrdom and it had triggered a rise to heady leadership as she took over from where Inigo had left off. Rather than grieving her ex-husband, she seemed to have been fired by his death and was throwing herself whole-heartedly into the vigil.

      And there was the way Inigo had been murdered. There were myriad ways of killing someone, so why choose such a complicated one?

      And yet Jude couldn’t shake the question marks hanging over them. She liked things to add up properly with no loose ends and there were currently far too many baggy threads for her liking.

      Jude opened her eyes and sat up to drink some more of her tea. There was one other person she had questions about and he was the one bothering her the most. He was also the one her mind had struggled to settle on because if it turned out he was wrapped up in either of the deaths the fallout would be horrific.

      Where was George?

      He’d been gone now for two nights, leaving behind him a dark cloud.

      Did he know Inigo had died? Jude found herself wondering if he’d been back at all, furtively sneaking about the place in the same way Jamie and Henry had managed to do. She also wanted to find out exactly what had happened when he was younger that was still causing him so much inner turmoil.

      Jude shook her head quickly to shake away the questions that she couldn’t answer.

      It had to have been Inigo who’d pushed Henry and it had to have been Henry who’d rigged the wiring.

      Jude’s job was no longer to find out who was behind the two deaths, it was to prove their guilt so that George and Kerry could move on and Jamie get the gentler punishment he actually deserved.

      She put her tea on the ground and stood up. Henry had gone into the shed after he’d come downstairs, probably having just wired up the fan. What had he been doing in there?

      The shed was unlocked and, when Jude opened it, she saw that it was full of all the usual things one might expect to find in a shed. Garden tools, a lawn mower and shelves containing an assortment of boxes, trays, garden sprays and outdoor games.

      A large metal toolbox sat between a stack of flowerpots and a bag of salt and Jude knew before she opened it that it was bound to contain a hammer, various screwdrivers, pliers and wire-cutters. All the essentials that most houses kept for little odd jobs around the home. It was exactly as expected and right at the top of the pile were wire-cutters. Jude didn’t touch them and she’d let Binnie know what she’d found, but it seemed pointless. What would it prove exactly? What was out of the ordinary about finding a very common tool in a toolbox in a garden shed? Both Henry and George would have had any number of reasons to have used them legitimately, leaving fingerprints behind.

      It was a busy shed with a DIY and horticulture history spanning decades by the look of it. Jude decided there was nothing else in there for her to investigate. Nothing that would prove conclusively that Henry had killed Inigo so she left it alone, retrieved her tea and took it up to her room and bed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jude’s bones and soul felt equally weary and yet sleep would not find her until the small hours of the morning. When she did fall asleep it was deeply and, with thick curtains stopping the sun from revealing its early presence, Jude slept in far later than she was used to.

      It took a little while for her brain to adjust when she did wake and as soon as she realised what time it was, she felt awful that she’d left Kerry to sort breakfast out on her own.

      She got up and dressed quickly before pulling a brush through her hair and twisting it up and out of the way.

      To begin with, when Jude got downstairs, she couldn’t find anyone at all. The entire place was eerily quiet.

      She went out into the back garden but that too was empty. The first sign of life she found was when she peeked into the Wellness Barn. The fairy lights were on, some candles had been lit, and Tina and Casper were inside sitting on floor cushions. Casper turned when the light from the outside world infiltrated their peaceful space through the door Jude had opened. Tina, though, remained in a trance-like state.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jude mouthed before backing out and closing the door quietly behind her.

      As she wandered around the side of the barn in search of the others, a movement by the lake caught her eye. Nevaeh was standing there, her hair and long dress blowing in the breeze, making her look like a Raphael painting. She was holding something in her hand and as Jude watched, she bent down and pushed it into the water, watching as the wind caught it and pulled it out further, away from the bank. Jude realised it was the boat she’d made in the mindfulness session and wished she could see what guilty secrets Nevaeh had written on hers.

      As she watched, Celeste approached from the far side of the lake. She waved at Nevaeh who glanced once more at her little boat before walking over to meet her.

      Jude sank back into the shadow of the barn and waited for them to cross the grass to the garden where they went into the house. Then, before the organic paper of the boat had a chance to fall apart, Jude ran over and climbed into the little rowing boat that had been left by the edge of the lake. She untied the rope from its metal ring, sat down and pushed off with one of the oars. Nevaeh’s paper boat was being blown gently around the side of the island and Jude followed its path until she was alongside it and could reach in to scoop it up.

      The structure of the pulpy paper had already begun to soften, and she opened it carefully so as to preserve as much of the charcoal writing she knew would be inside as possible.

      Where the water had seeped upwards into the paper, the writing had started to smudge but what was written there was still clear enough to read. The two things that Nevaeh felt most guilty about:

      
        
        I WISH MY PARENTS WERE DEAD

        I KILLED HIM
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      Jude stared at the wording on the paper.

      Two stark sentences, both delivering a sharp shock to Jude’s system.

      She digested one at a time, starting with the second, the most shocking of the two:

      
        
        I KILLED HIM

      

      

      The first question Jude had was obviously, who? Was she talking about Henry, Inigo, Red, someone else? Greta’s mindfulness session in which they’d all made their boats had taken place before Henry and Inigo had died so, unless she had gone back and added a second guilty secret later, she wasn’t referring to either of them. There was a slim chance there was a fourth dead person that Jude didn’t know about, but it was far more likely that she was talking about Red. It reminded her of what Mrs James had told her in the shop. George had also shouldered guilt when it came to Red’s death.

      But why? What had they done?

      Jude didn’t risk refolding the boat because, just as Greta had described, the pulp-made paper was already showing signs of disintegrating. Instead, she left it spread out on her lap and took a photo which she sent straight to Binnie with a brief explanation of what it was.

      As she took up the oars and began to row back to the side, she turned her thoughts to the first of Nevaeh’s guilts: I wish my parents were dead. A very strong sentiment for someone old enough for the power of teenaged angst to have worn off. Nevaeh hadn’t shown many signs of hating Tina and Inigo; in fact, Jude thought she’d had close, if unusual, relationships with both of them.

      What reasons could she have for feeling this way? Perhaps she resented the way they’d brought her up, the opportunities they’d denied her or the lack of education she’d received. Maybe it was more to do with the pressures they’d put on her growing up, making her feel guilty about the choices she’d made and the expectations of her as Inigo’s child. As her blog title suggested, she thought of herself as the Daughter of the New Messiah. Jude hadn’t had the chance to look at it yet, but she decided to do so as soon as she had the opportunity.

      When her rowing boat reached the bank, Jude had to stand up to grab hold of the metal loop attached to the wooden mooring-post. She laid Nevaeh’s unfolded origami boat, already feeling extremely precarious, on the seat so that she could tie the boat in place. When she tried to pick it up again, more pieces of the pulp came away and the water had smudged more of the charcoal writing.

      It was far too fragile to move now so she had no choice but to leave it where it was.

      As she walked back towards the house, Nevaeh’s two guilty secrets gave Jude much cause for brain-scratching. If she hated her father, what did that mean for the evidence she’d given against him relating to Henry’s death? Jude remembered how she had glibly given away the fact he’d brought a pair of secateurs with him to the retreat. The notes she’d left for George to find had mentioned the sapling; she’d known it had been destroyed so her decision to bring attention to the tools of tree-torture must have been a calculated one. And if that was the case then Jude found herself wondering if they could still trust her eyewitness statement that put Inigo at the scene of Henry’s death.

      And if not, what did that mean exactly?

      She could be deliberately framing her dead father and there were only two reasons Jude could think of for that. Either her hatred ran so deeply that she wanted his reputation to be ruined, or she was trying to pass on suspicion, perhaps take it away from herself. Had she been the one to push Henry after all? The way he’d treated her, leaving her for Red when she’d been pregnant, could well have resulted in a heated argument. She’d already admitted to leaving Tina and Casper in the Wellness Barn early to get ready for the evening meal. Instead of going straight to her room, maybe she’d gone for a walk and bumped into Henry at the end of the drive.

      Or was it possible she was protecting Casper; the man Jude was sure she was in love with?

      Before Jude arrived at the house, she found a quiet spot by the apple trees and called Binnie to pass on her thoughts on Nevaeh’s two big guilts.

      ‘I’ve just seen your picture.’ As usual when she was in the middle of a case, Binnie got straight down to business without any niceties like a hello or how’s it going? ‘It was definitely written by Nevaeh?’

      ‘I saw her push it into the water myself,’ said Jude. ‘We all made them in a mindfulness session on Saturday.’

      ‘Saturday,’ Binnie repeated. ‘So Henry and Inigo were still alive.’

      ‘Yes. I assume she’s referring to Red when she says she killed him.’

      ‘Possibly. We’ll need to get her in for more questioning. Where have you put the note?’

      ‘I had to leave it in the boat by the lake,’ said Jude. ‘The paper we used was deliberately chosen because it falls to pieces very quickly once it’s got wet. There’d have been nothing left if I’d tried to bring it back with me.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll come over now. In the meantime, I’ll send you some interesting messages we pulled off Henry’s laptop. Turns out he had set up countless fake social media and email accounts and was trolling Inigo online. There’s no doubt who he blamed for Red’s death. See what you make of these.’

      There was a ping as the messages came through. ‘Got them?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Jude.

      ‘Good. I’ll see you shortly.’

      Binnie ended the call and Jude looked at the message on her screen, sent by Henry, hidden behind a wall of fake identities.

      
        
        I will keep reminding you of Edoardo Jones – Instagram user @CrandaleSurvivor

        

        Wherever you go, I will never let you forget – Facebook user @Nightswimmer_999

        

        Your brainwashing killed Red and I will make sure that haunts you forever – Email from RememberRed4ever@flagmail.co.uk

      

      

      The last direct message, written on the day Henry had died, made Jude sit up.

      
        
        Did you enjoy the taste of salt on your tongue and the sand in your bed? Those were the last things Edoardo Jones experienced before he drowned. YOU DID THAT. I will spend my whole life hunting you down and making you remember what you did – Instagram user @DeadRed2018

      

      

      This was not the sort of note that preceded murder. It did not seem to be the thing that someone would write as they planned on ending a life using a well-planned, complicated source of electrocution. The tone was far more in keeping with someone who wanted to draw out the mind-manipulation for as long as possible.

      ‘That’s what Henry had been doing upstairs,’ muttered Jude, now sure that Henry’s relentless trolling had undone everything she’d thought about Inigo’s death. He hadn’t gone upstairs to rig the ceiling fan and he hadn’t gone to the shed to stow the wire-cutters away. Henry Blount had not killed Inigo Sage. He’d only wanted to play with his mind by putting salt in the glass of water by his bed, and sand in his bed. Salt which he’d then taken outside to hide in the garden shed. Jude wondered, if she were to look in there again, would she also find a bag of sand?

      Perhaps Inigo had dumped it out of his window because it was easier than explaining what it was doing there.

      Jude carried on back to the house where she was surprised to see Lucy, dressed in her carer’s uniform, talking to Kerry in the hall.

      ‘We wondered where you’d got to,’ said Lucy.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Jude, instantly worried that her sister’s presence meant that something was wrong back at home. ‘There was nobody around when I got up so I went for a bit of a walk. Everything okay?’

      ‘Yes.’ Something was bothering Lucy, Jude could see it a mile away. ‘I was passing on my way to work and thought I’d stop by to check on you both. See how you’re coping.’

      ‘It is what it is,’ said Kerry, stoically. ‘Just putting breakfast out, if you want to stop for a bit of toast or a cuppa?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ said Lucy. ‘I’d better be getting on. My shift starts soon.’

      ‘I’ll walk you out to the car,’ said Jude, who wanted to find out the real reason Lucy had come to Oakley Park.

      ‘What’s wrong, Lou-Lou?’ she asked as soon as they were out of the front door.

      ‘What?’ Lucy was a terrible actress. ‘Absolutely nothing.’

      Jude pulled an I-don’t-believe-a-word-you’re-saying face.

      ‘Really, Jude. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.’

      ‘You’re not fine,’ said Jude. ‘You’re being shifty.’

      ‘Pah, nonsense.’ Jude leant against the driver’s door of Lucy’s car. ‘I’m not leaving here until you tell me exactly what’s going on.’

      Lucy took in a deep breath but then let it out again without uttering a word.

      ‘Go on,’ Jude nudged gently.

      ‘You’ve got enough on your plate,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s nothing that can’t wait until things have calmed down here. I shouldn’t have come.’

      ‘But you did come and now I need to know why.’ Jude was already beginning to imagine the worst, remembering Adam’s face when he’d sat her down and told her that he had incurable cancer. ‘Are you still poorly? Is it serious?’

      Lucy took another deep breath but this time she did speak. ‘I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant.’

      Jude’s apprehension burst apart in a shower of excitement and joy as she brought her sister into a tight hug, wondering how she hadn’t seen this coming.

      ‘That’s fantastic news,’ said Jude. ‘I can’t believe I’ve been so wrapped up in all this nonsense that I didn’t spot what was right under my nose.’

      ‘You’ve been busy,’ said Lucy.

      ‘Maybe, but looking back, I should have guessed.’ There was that poke of guilt again. ‘I bet Noah’s ecstatic. He’ll make a wonderful father.’

      When Lucy didn’t reply, Jude pulled away and looked at her in concern.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘Noah was happy when you told him, wasn’t he?’

      ‘I haven’t told him,’ said Lucy, as two small wells appeared in the bottom lids of her eyes.

      ‘Come here.’ Jude pulled her into a second embrace but this time she was the comforter and Lucy was the baby sister. ‘You can’t be worried about what Noah will think. You know he’ll be absolutely delighted. Look how he dotes on Sebbie. Just imagine what he’ll be like with a baby of his own.’

      ‘That’s just it.’ Lucy delved into her pocket again and took out her wallet. She pulled away from Jude again so that she could flip it open and show her the photo she kept there.

      Jude took the photo when it was passed to her. It was of all four of them and the dogs, taken that spring during the first picnic of the year. It had been a beautiful day and Noah had suggested taking lunch outside into the garden, an idea fully backed up by Sebbie. Jude remembered Lucy thrusting her phone at Frank, a technophobe who’d rather everything was still done the way it always had been. Noah had laughed and pointed out that the early Victorians would have said the same thing to him about adopting diesel tractors and swapping sickles and scythes for a combine harvester.

      Frank was not known for his photographic prowess, but when he’d passed Lucy’s phone back to her, she’d been delighted with the results. Sebbie had his arms around Noah’s dogs, Ned and Old Floss. Jude was next to him with Pip and Alfie, and Noah had his arm loosely over Lucy’s shoulders. It was the perfect shot of simple happiness and Jude felt a warm glow at being included in it.

      ‘You’ll have to explain,’ she said, looking into the face of her anxious sister. ‘Surely this shows how wonderful adding a new baby will be?’

      ‘What if it isn’t?’ Lucy said. ‘What if a baby changes everything? What if Noah loves the baby too much and Sebbie is left out? What if I’m no good at being a mother of two and I leave him out without even realising it?’

      ‘Lou-Lou, that won’t happen,’ said Jude. ‘That fact that you’re even thinking like this means you will be just as brilliant a mum to Sebbie as you always have been. Only now you’ll have two children to love. We all will. And you know that Noah will not stop loving Sebbie when the baby comes along any more than you will or I will.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’

      Jude knew Lucy was thinking of their own father and the decisions he’d made. Jude had been five years old, only a little younger than Sebbie was, when he’d got Lucy’s mother pregnant and run off to be with his new family. Jude and her own mother had been replaced and now Lucy was worrying Noah might not have enough love for two children.

      ‘Listen to me, our dad is useless. He’s a waste of space who has never thought of anyone other than himself. Noah isn’t like that, you know that. He is kind, responsible, stuffed with empathy and an altogether brilliant human. Sebbie won’t end up with less love when the baby arrives. He will have the best gift any child could be given, a little brother or sister.’

      Jude put her arms back around Lucy and kissed her forehead. ‘Despite our father, look at the pair of us,’ she said. ‘And now Sebbie is going to know exactly how that feels.’

      Lucy nodded and squeezed Jude back. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You’re right. I don’t know what I’ve been worrying about. Noah will be brilliant and Sebbie will be over the moon too, won’t he?’

      ‘Without a doubt,’ said Jude. ‘Now am I allowed to be excited about the fact I’m going to be an aunt again?’

      ‘Go on then,’ said Lucy. ‘But please don’t tell anyone else. I need to do a test after work to make sure and then I want to tell Noah and Sebbie before anyone else finds out.’

      ‘Mum’s the word,’ said Jude. ‘Literally!’

      It was a much happier Lucy who got into the car and waved as she drove off, and it was an elated Jude who stood for a while, digesting the exciting news after she’d gone.

      A new baby was something wonderful for them all to look forward to.

      She thought of the photo that Lucy had shown her and realised how lucky she was. It didn’t matter that she’d be living in a new house when the baby arrived, Jude would always be there to help out when needed.

      As she remembered Lucy putting the photo back into her wallet, her mind was immediately taken back to Henry’s death. And in that moment, something hit Jude. There had always been a question mark hanging over why Henry had had his wallet out before he died. But now Jude had an extremely logical explanation. What if it hadn’t been cash he’d taken out of the wallet as she’d so far imagined? It could just as easily have been a photo. Not just any photo but the one he kept there of him and the person he had clearly loved most in his life. The person he’d spent the past seven years mourning and seeking revenge for his death.

      If he had been arguing about Red with someone then perhaps he would have taken out a photo of them together. Maybe he’d wanted to use it to demonstrate how much he still loved him, or to remind someone of the life that had been taken away. Jude pictured him, standing by the edge of the road, still feeling at least some of the effect of the green dragon that Jamie had given him, confronted by someone from his past. They talked about Red, perhaps in a heated argument, and Henry took out the photo.

      Had he passed it over for them to see? Perhaps wanting them to know what he’d written on the back? Had that person kept hold of it and used it later not only so that Red could watch Inigo’s great unravelling but so that the finger of suspicion would be pointed firmly at Henry?

      If Jude was right then that meant both deaths were down to the same person, instantly ruling out both Henry and Inigo. If that was the case then she was left with five candidates.

      Nevaeh, Casper, Tina, Celeste and George.

      George had the most opportunity to wire up the fan, he hadn’t been able to offer an alibi for when Henry had died and he was still missing. He had been a close friend of Red’s and he’d been a part of Inigo’s cult-like following at school. He was also the person Jude least wanted to be guilty for Kerry’s sake.

      Casper and Tina both claimed to be in the Wellness Barn for the entire time Henry had been killed.

      Celeste had no alibi either for the time of Henry’s death. Jude thought her motives were the weakest of all: she killed Henry because he had tarnished Inigo’s name and she killed Inigo so that nobody else would be able to share his energies or whatever spiritual rubbish she’d been told he was giving her.

      Nevaeh was the final person on Jude’s list and there was plenty there to consider, not least the two guilty secrets she’d unwittingly divulged on her paper boat. She had reason to hate her parents, but she also had reason to hate Henry Blount. She had written warning notes to George and had set her father up to take the heat for Henry’s death. But why would she choose such a convoluted way of killing her father? And why choose the retreat as a backdrop for her crime?

      Jude stayed standing on the gravel outside the front of the house for a little while longer, mulling all the facts over.

      She looked up Nevaeh’s blog, Daughter of the New Messiah, but a quick scroll told her very little other than that she felt it was her duty to follow in her father’s teachings and that she was constantly striving to find forgiveness for her mortal sins. This made more sense now that Jude knew she believed she’d killed someone.

      ‘You coming inside for breakfast?’

      Jude looked over to see Kerry leaning out of the dining-room window.

      ‘Yes,’ she called back, putting her phone away.

      That morning, Jude had woken up feeling sure that Henry Blount and Inigo Sage had killed each other and that her job was to try to find indisputable evidence that would prove this.

      She went in for breakfast knowing that this was almost certainly not the case. Someone else had an axe to grind and had done a very good job of diverting the attention elsewhere.

      The vigil that was set to happen that evening was already a discomforting event that she was only going to in a support role for Kerry. Now though there was an added layer of the macabre, and she felt certain that whoever had killed Henry and murdered Inigo would probably be sitting there as they all anticipated his passing to the spirit world.
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      Jude watched everyone with great care as they ate their breakfast. Nevaeh and Casper sat in quiet contemplation: Nevaeh eating very little but moving yoghurt around her bowl, watching it thin as the day warmed it, Casper sitting back with an empty plate in front of him, having polished off copious pieces of toast.

      Tina was glowing from what she perceived to be the reverence of the day. She was talking to Kerry about the finer details of what they would all sit on (cushions by the lake), which way was perfectly due west as this was where Inigo’s spirit would go to follow the sun and when was the best time to serve the nibbles.

      Celeste was absent but Jude wondered if it had all got a bit too much for her and she was resting in her room.

      Binnie and Sami arrived as everyone was finishing off. They took themselves into the sitting room to wait to catch Nevaeh on her own, at which point Binnie asked if they could have a quiet word with her.

      Jude saw Nevaeh come out a little while later, looking shaken. She glowered at Jude before heading upstairs. She must have realised who had taken the photo of her private guilty thoughts on the paper boat.

      ‘There’s nothing to hold her,’ said Sami when he and Binnie had finished and they were out at the front of the house together. ‘But definitely interesting.’

      ‘What about the admission to killing someone?’ Jude asked.

      ‘She claims she added that later, after Henry died.’ Binnie frowned. ‘She thinks Inigo killed him after she revealed Henry was the father of her baby and feels guilty because she knew how explosive Inigo’s anger could be.’

      ‘I’m not sure I buy that,’ said Jude.

      ‘Maybe not, but we can’t prove she meant anything else,’ Binnie pointed out.

      ‘What about her parents?’ Jude asked. ‘Did you ask her why she hated them?’

      ‘Her answer was as you’d expect. She resented the unusual upbringing they gave her and she blamed them for the choices she made.’

      ‘She’s lying.’ Jude crossed her arms. ‘Or at least she isn’t telling us everything. She knew Red and I think she feels guilty about his death somehow. I also think that her parents were involved which is why she hates them, even though this goes against the basics of the beliefs she’s had drummed into her since she was a child.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Binnie. ‘I do. But without something much bigger to hang this on then all we have is a load of hunches and we can’t do much with those.’

      As frustrating as it was, Jude knew that Binnie was right. She needed to find more, and she needed to do it before the guests all left the following morning.

      She said goodbye to the two detectives and then went back into the house feeling despondent. They seemed so close to figuring everything out and yet the answers were just out of reach still.

      The day dragged on and frustrated Jude greatly with its lack of clues and clarity. She was called upon by Kerry to help move cushions over to the exact patch of grass that Tina had decided was the perfect spot. According to her, it faced the right way, it was close to fresh water and plenty of nature and it was also smack bang on one of the ley lines that folklore told were filled with an abundance of earth magic.

      ‘This is where his spirit will come,’ Tina said in delight when they arranged the cushions. ‘As soon as the sun sets this evening.’

      Kerry had checked the time and discovered it was due to set just a few minutes after nine-thirty that evening. Tina had taken this into account and wanted everyone to be assembled on the cushions an hour and a half beforehand so they could celebrate his mortal life properly and call the spirits together in preparation for Inigo’s miraculous arrival.

      Jude had wondered what Tina was going to do at sunset when the most likely scenario unfolded and absolutely nothing happened. That was a problem for later though and she got on with the tasks at hand, helping Kerry and keeping her eyes and ears open for any further clues.

      Jude’s mind kept returning to Lucy and she desperately wanted to go back to the farm so she could celebrate properly with her – after she’d told Noah and Sebbie about her pregnancy, of course. Instead, she lugged heavy extension cables through the garden so fairy lights could be hung in the apple trees and set out a hundred beeswax candles. Tina wanted them everywhere so they used whatever jars, drinking vessels, vases and anything else they could find along with the lanterns they’d taken up to the hills on midsummer morning.

      At eight o’clock in the evening, just as Tina had demanded it, Kerry, Jude, Casper, Nevaeh and Celeste all assembled by the lake. Tina lit the first candle and then handed out tapers: another thing that Kerry had been tasked with sourcing. Everybody took one and held the ends in the first flame so they could light all the other candles that had been so carefully set out. It took quite a while but finally the last one was lit and everyone was invited to sit on the cushions.

      Jude and Kerry took the two right at the back and both made sure their phones were on silent. After the last gathering when Jude had caused such a disturbance, neither of them wanted to take any chances. Jude kept hers on vibrate though so she would know if anyone was trying to get in touch with her. She had absolutely no qualms about leaving the vigil if Lucy needed her or Binnie had some new piece of information that she wanted to impart.

      ‘It is fitting that this gathering was kept to a minimum,’ said Tina, who was standing at the front of the group. She was wearing what Jude was sure was one of Inigo’s tunics, emerald green with silver edging to it. It came down to her knees, and her legs were bare beneath. Tina and Nevaeh had loose hair and wore crowns of flowers picked from the garden, similar to the ones they’d worn for the midsummer walk. Celeste had chosen to tuck rose blooms behind her ears instead.

      ‘Inigo would only have wanted those close to him to attend this most sacred day and witness his passing to the spirit world,’ Tina carried on. ‘His wife, the daughter we grew between us, Kerry, who represents all the many boys he taught over the years and whom he meant so much to and Casper, his loyal follower and protector of those he loves.’

      Jude noticed a clear lack of her own name as well as Celeste’s. Oh well, that meant she wouldn’t be missed at all if she decided to leave. The hand-squeeze Kerry gave her at that moment told her that this wasn’t true. There was one person who was very glad to have her there.

      ‘I understand the enormity of what is happening this evening and how many others want to witness it, so I have set my phone up to live stream on Inigo’s Instagram account. I know that they will help spread the word and then nobody will be able to doubt and Inigo’s teaching can no longer be ignored.’

      ‘Oh, Lord,’ Kerry whispered to Jude. ‘This is going to be a disaster. I feel so sorry for her. Can we stop this?’

      ‘I don’t see how,’ said Jude. ‘But you’re right, it’s like waiting for a train crash.’

      ‘Please, take an incense stick.’ Tina held some up and Jude counted only four. She didn’t need to guess who would be left out. ‘Frankincense and white sage will help open the door to the spirit world.’ Tina handed them out carefully, making sure those who were important enough got one while Jude and Celeste once more were excluded.

      Celeste didn’t seem to mind. She had her head bowed as though deep in thought, ignoring everything else that was going on.

      Jude sat on her cushion, breathing in the musky, heavy notes of the rich incense sticks. She was supremely grateful that she hadn’t had to light one herself and moved subtly further away from those who had.

      It was with some relief that Jude felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. It gave her the perfect excuse to take herself away from the candles, the incense and all the bunkum being spouted by Tina.

      She went the other side of the apple trees to find just enough privacy to see who had been trying to get in touch.

      To her great surprise and relief, it was George Blount’s name on the screen. One missed call and a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude, don’t tell Kerry but I’m at the end of the drive. Can you meet me? I have to tell you something but I don’t want anyone to hear.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jude breathed in sharply. George was back and what timing he had.

      There would be opportunity enough to quiz him on where he’d been and what he knew when she got there so Jude just wrote a quick see you there before letting herself out of the garden to walk around the side of the house.

      Although it was still a while before sunset, the sky had taken on the tones of a day settling down for the night. Richer blue, golden-edged clouds and the sun itself heading down to meet the horizon.

      Jude felt terrible about abandoning Kerry, especially as she knew how much she’d been worrying about George. That would have to wait too. He had something important to tell Jude and, given all the gaps she was hoping he could fill, whatever it was, she wanted to hear it.

      George was hovering by the trees at the end of the drive, looking at the spot where his brother had been killed only four days previously.

      ‘Are you sure you want to do this here?’ Jude asked. ‘We could find somewhere else.’

      ‘No, here is fine.’ George obviously hadn’t shaved since he’d left Oakley Park and Jude wasn’t sure he’d taken a shower or even changed his clothes. ‘How’s Kerry?’

      ‘She’s had better weeks,’ said Jude. ‘I’m so sorry about Henry and I know grief rears its head in different ways for all of us, but you really dropped her in it.’

      ‘I know.’ George hung his head like a puppy who knew he’d committed some terrible sin. ‘I thought she’d tell everyone to go home, and I had no idea about Inigo until about an hour ago.’

      ‘An hour ago?’

      ‘Yes. After Henry died, I went to a pretty dark place and I needed time completely on my own, so I got off the train at Worcester and checked myself into a Travelodge. My phone was already on silent so I just threw it in a drawer and forgot about it for a few days. Then, today I decided it was time to get a grip and at least call Kerry to let her know where I was, only when I got my phone out, there were lots of voice messages from her. Jude, what’s been going on?’

      ‘Let’s go back to the house,’ said Jude. ‘Everyone’s at a vigil for Inigo out by the lake so nobody will see us.’

      ‘No,’ said George. ‘I don’t want to risk being sucked into Nevaeh’s life again. We have a shared secret, something we promised we’d never talk about but now she’s here for some reason and Henry and Inigo are dead.’

      George wobbled slightly and Jude wondered if he’d eaten anything since he’d left.

      ‘Shall we sit down?’ she asked.

      ‘Sorry.’ George sat on the grass and Jude copied him.

      ‘Have you had anything to eat or drink today?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ll get something later,’ George replied. ‘But I need to tell you everything first. In her messages, Kerry said you were investigating who pushed Henry and how Inigo died, is that right?’

      ‘Well, not technically,’ said Jude. ‘Of course, that’s Binnie and her team. I can call her if you like?’

      ‘I’d rather talk to you,’ said George. ‘It’s about something that happened a few years ago when we were still at school.’

      Jude assumed he was going to tell her about the night Red died but she kept quiet, waiting for him to lead.

      ‘You already know that I was in Inigo’s house, or Mr Fershaw as he was back then.’

      In his own words, George told Jude much of what she already knew. Edoardo Jones, nicknamed Red, had been in the same house and the two boys had been great friends. Henry had been in a different house but had still spent a lot of time with them, as had Nevaeh. Sometimes with her parents’ permission, if they were doing something that Tina deemed educational, but a lot of the time she sneaked out to see them.

      George painted a picture of a group of friends, learning from each other and navigating life without much in the way of parental guidance. All except Red, whose parents were always writing letters and calling.

      ‘Nevaeh had a particular soft spot for Henry and they dated for a while, but I knew it wouldn’t last.’ George rested his forearms on his bent knees. ‘I’d seen the way he and Red were around each other and I think I knew they were in love before either of them had even worked out they were gay. Nevaeh was crushed when Henry ended things, but we all managed to stay friends. By then, Red and I were going to regular meetings with Inigo, listening to him talk about a new way of life that sounded so good to us. We were sick of the selfishness of humans and corruption of the people leading us and we wanted something different.’

      ‘But Henry wasn’t keen?’

      George laughed. ‘Henry hated it all from the word go. He tried to persuade Red and me to stop going and not to listen to what Inigo told us because it was such a lot of bollocks. I could see his point actually, but I was willing to be open-minded. Red though was obsessed with the New Age and his spiritual potential. It put a huge wedge between them. So much so that Henry got back together with Nevaeh for a one-night stand. Something I know he regretted as soon as he’d done it.’

      ‘And that was what resulted in the baby.’

      George looked up, wondering if he should be surprised that Jude already knew this detail.

      ‘Yes. But Henry didn’t know about that until it was too late.’

      ‘She’d already had the abortion?’

      George nodded. ‘I think Henry was relieved that he hadn’t had to make the decision. By then, Red had already died and Henry was lost.’

      George’s face crumpled and he hunched forward.

      ‘What happened?’ Jude asked. ‘It was something to do with the lunar baptism, wasn’t it?’

      ‘How did you know?’ George looked up piteously.

      ‘Just put together dates, how Red died and some things we found online about what Inigo had been teaching in his early days.’

      ‘He told us our souls were marked and that to achieve full spirituality, we needed to cleanse them in this ritual that involved going underwater when there was a Harvest Moon. It sounds so stupid now but at the time, Red, Nevaeh and I thought it would be brilliant. We could have a midnight swim in the sea and save our souls at the same time.’

      Jude picked up a stray piece of gravel that had been flung onto the grass from the drive and rolled it absent-mindedly in her fingers.

      ‘You were all there when he drowned?’ Jude said, realising for the first time why both George and Nevaeh had been harbouring guilt.

      ‘No,’ said George. ‘I was going to, I promised I would, but then I thought rationally and knew it was a stupid, dangerous idea. I told them I wasn’t going to go and I begged them not to either. I thought they’d agreed but the next morning I went to wake Red up for school and he wasn’t in his room. Then we were told he was missing and that his clothes had been found at the closest beach to Crandale and I knew straight away what he’d done.’

      ‘But Nevaeh went with him, didn’t she?’ Jude asked, throwing the stone back onto the drive and sitting up straight. ‘She talks a lot about feeling guilty and when we made those paper boats with Greta, she wrote on hers that she killed someone.’

      George nodded, sadly. ‘I asked her and she couldn’t lie to me. They’d gone down there together and both went into the water, but it was too cold for Nevaeh. She came back out after only going in up to her waist. Red though was the sort of person that followed through with whatever he’d decided to do. He swam out further and then Nevaeh watched him dunk his head under the water…’ George stopped to swallow back a sob.

      ‘The full immersion,’ Jude whispered, shivering slightly from the thought.

      She absent-mindedly picked up another stone from the verge and threw it back onto the drive as this new information slotted into place. What an enormous weight Nevaeh had been carrying around with her all this time. It was no wonder that she was so preoccupied with guilt and the cleansing of sins.

      ‘She waited for him to come back up but he never did.’ George coughed a little to shift the glitch in his voice. ‘If I’d have been there, Jude. If I had gone with them like I said I would then I could have stopped him going out that far, or at least gone in to try and save him.’

      ‘No, you couldn’t,’ said Jude, throwing another stone back onto the drive. ‘Red’s parents told the police they were concerned about how obsessed he’d become with Inigo and the things he said. They were going to take him out of Crandale at the end of the term because of it.’

      George looked at her. ‘They were?’

      ‘Yes. It sounds like if Red had decided he needed to do what Inigo had suggested then there was nothing you or anyone could have done in that moment to stop him. You said yourself that when he turned his mind to something he saw it through.’

      George hugged his knees into himself. ‘I suppose.’

      ‘The riptides that night were lethal,’ Jude continued, remembering this detail from the newspaper article. ‘If you’d gone in then you’d have been swept away as well and there would have been two dead bodies washed up, not just one.’

      George stared at the grass in front of him and stayed silent as he took on board what Jude was saying.

      ‘You’re not the only one who feels guilty about what happened,’ she said. ‘Red’s family felt so guilty for not taking him out of school earlier that they moved to Italy and became quite reclusive. And you can imagine how guilty Nevaeh must be feeling. She was there, she watched him drown and didn’t call for help. She must have just panicked and run back to Crandale without him.’

      ‘I saw her the day after. She came to tell me what had happened and you’re right, she was petrified. She was scared of what her father would say about her being out at night with a boy,’ said George. ‘He was ridiculously protective of her but also wanted her to be pure.’

      Jude could only imagine the impact that would have had on Nevaeh. Watching a friend die and being so scared of retribution from her father that she didn’t tell anyone Red was in danger. It was hardly surprising that she was still living with the guilt.

      ‘I was the only person she ever told,’ said George. ‘We made a pact not to tell anyone. It was too late to save Red and we knew we’d both be in a lot of trouble, not to mention getting Inigo’s name dragged into it all.’

      ‘It did anyway,’ said Jude. ‘Red’s parents saw to that. But can you see that so many people shouldered guilt after what happened. You, Nevaeh, Red’s parents, whereas really, the only person who should have been questioning his actions was Inigo, the adult who told Red to do it in the first place. And I’m willing to bet my entire farm that he never lost a moment’s sleep over Red.’

      George still didn’t move, his body pulled in tight as though trying to comfort himself. ‘After she told me what happened, we only spoke about Red once more. It was a month or so later when she told me about the abortion. It was such a terrible time for Nevaeh and I’ve never seen anyone so angry. She was angry with Red for going out too far, she was angry with me for not going with them, she couldn’t forgive herself for leaving Red and she’d been gravely wounded by Henry who had left her pregnant with a baby she knew she couldn’t keep. But most of all she was furious with Inigo for guiding them to a place of danger and for not supporting her when she’d told him she was pregnant. For a while, it made her question her faith in all his teachings and then they left Crandale and I assumed she’d find her own path away from him.’

      Jude was still picking her way through the little stones on the grass and chucking them back onto the drive one by one. It was a strangely cathartic exercise and she found it helped to smooth over some of her messy thoughts.

      ‘You knew the notes were from Nevaeh, didn’t you?’ she said after a little while.

      ‘I assumed they were,’ said George. ‘It was such a surprise when she showed up here and I didn’t know why she’d come when we haven’t spoken in so long. Then I saw the notes and I wondered if she was worried that I would suddenly blurt our secret out to her father.’

      ‘Did the threats worry you?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Not really. When I knew her, she was feisty and pig-headed at times but also inquisitive, funny, always up for an adventure and kind. She’s damaged now though. Red, the baby, Henry and her father; they all changed her.’

      ‘Would it surprise you to hear that she hates her parents?’

      ‘Not in the slightest,’ said George. ‘She was always so angry with them for not letting her go to school or make friends. If they’d found out how much she used to hang out with Red, Henry and me I think they’d have both hit the roof. She wanted to learn things too. We used to let her borrow our schoolbooks and she’d suck up as much information as possible about anything we could tell her.’

      Jude picked up what she thought was another little stone from the grass, but her fingers found something soft instead. She held it up and saw that she was looking at the end of a cigarette. Not the filter of a mass-produced brand but the burnt stub of one that had been hand-rolled.

      It looked very familiar to her and she lifted it to her nose to smell the herbs that had been rolled inside. The unmistakable scent of rosemary and citrus, not strong as the butt had been left outside for a while, but it was definite, nonetheless. The very same combination that Jude had last smelled when it had been smoked by Nevaeh.

      She had been down here at the end of the driveway at some point. Was it when Henry had been there too – right before he had been pushed?

      ‘You said that Nevaeh loved finding out things from you.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Would she have known about electricity and how basic house-wiring worked?’

      ‘Yes,’ said George without hesitation. ‘Red’s dad was an electrician and Red himself was pretty clued up on all that stuff too. Nevaeh loved talking to him about it.’

      ‘George, are you here to tell me you think Nevaeh killed Inigo and Henry?’ Jude asked.

      It made perfect sense to Jude now that it was all laid out for her to see. She had the knowledge to wire up the fan that killed her father and her motive was a simple yet horrifically complicated one. He’d caused her pain in so many ways over the years and she had wanted it to stop. The guilt, the accusations, the constant reminders that she was never quite good enough or pure enough or spiritual enough. When the opportunity arose for her to end it, did she take it?

      ‘I came to tell you what I knew about Red to see if it helped you in any way,’ said George in anguish. ‘I didn’t know how it fitted in, but I thought it was important. Talking it through with you now though, I do think Nevaeh was damaged enough to want to kill her father, and angry enough to have reacted to Henry when he turned up uninvited.’

      ‘I agree with you.’ Jude carefully placed the cigarette butt in a clean dog-poo bag she had lurking in the bottom of her pocket. ‘You need to tell the police everything you just told me. Get Binnie on the phone and tell her to come here with a team as soon as she can. I’m going back to the vigil to keep an eye on things until they get here.’

      ‘Wait.’ George put his hand on Jude’s arm as she tried to stand up. ‘Do we have enough evidence against Nevaeh for the police to convict her of both deaths?’

      Jude looked at the poo bag in her hand, it was definitely not enough to pin her to this location at the exact time Henry died. And everything else they had on her was flaky to say the least.

      ‘No,’ said Jude. ‘We’ve got virtually nothing other than a story that fits together better than any other.’

      ‘I think she’d talk to me,’ said George. ‘When we were at school, I was the one she always turned to. I was the only one who knew she’d been down at the beach and left Red when he was drowning. I was the first person who knew she was pregnant and the only one who knew about the abortion. She trusted me.’

      ‘You want to try and get a confession out of her?’ Jude asked.

      ‘I think it’s the only way, don’t you?’ George was looking earnestly at her, obviously in full belief that he could make Nevaeh admit to her crimes. ‘If she denies it completely, I’ll know if she’s telling the truth. I was always able to read her like a book.’

      Jude felt uncomfortable with this, but he was right. If they called Binnie, what would they say to her? A cigarette butt, some teenaged, informal lessons with the son of an electrician and George’s account of what happened the night Red died were not enough to pin both deaths on Nevaeh. If she was the killer then they needed proof, and nothing would be more conclusive than a full confession.

      ‘You’ll need to record it,’ said Jude. ‘Did you charge your phone when you were away?’

      ‘No.’ George took it out and glanced at the screen. ‘Only 5 per cent.’

      ‘Take mine.’ Jude set up the video app so George would just have to press go when the time came and then handed it over. ‘The code is 2019, the year Sebbie was born.’

      ‘How shall we do this?’ George looked to Jude for leadership.

      ‘Wait until after the vigil,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll make up an excuse to get Nevaeh to go to the Wellness Barn, so you make sure you’re there, ready. I’ll wait outside the barn so you’re not completely on your own and I’ll get Kerry to keep everyone else away. Will you be okay?’

      ‘She won’t hurt me,’ said George with a conviction that Jude hoped was founded.

      They walked up the drive together and when they got to the top, George went to stow himself in the Wellness Barn and Jude went back around the house, through the garden and under the fairy lights strung in the apple trees.

      If they were right about Nevaeh, and George managed to get a confession out of her, then they could be nearing the end of this. Jude didn’t like the idea of setting him up to quiz a suspected murderer alone and yet it really was the best shot they had. Without a confession or some other conclusive piece of evidence, Nevaeh would walk free, and if that happened, Jude knew that George and Kerry would always be watching their backs.
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      The light was fading fast over the lake, and the sight of a hundred candles flickering was both beautiful and haunting. There were fewer than ten minutes until the sun set and there was a crackling air of expectation about the place.

      As Jude had predicted, Kerry was the only person who seemed aware that she had been gone for a little while.

      ‘Trouble?’ she whispered when Jude sat back down next to her.

      Jude moved so that her mouth was right by Kerry’s ear, to be able to speak quietly enough for nobody else to hear.

      ‘Listen and don’t react. Okay?’

      Kerry gave the smallest of nods to show she understood.

      ‘George is back and he’s safe. We think we know what happened and have a plan, but we just need to wait. I’ll tell you everything when it’s all over but for now stay put and carry on.’

      Kerry grasped the tone of the message perfectly and didn’t outwardly react, although Jude could sense a visceral shift in her. She smiled just for a moment before planting a look of determination on her face. It was as though just by knowing George was okay and close by, she had been injected with a new strength.

      Nevaeh was sitting rather close to Casper and Jude could see that their hands were touching behind their backs, hidden from Tina’s view. Now that she knew just what Nevaeh thought of her own parents, Jude could see how little she might worry about trying to steal her mother’s boyfriend. And after the way Tina had behaved over the course of the retreat, she could see how Casper might be tempted. Nevaeh was far closer to him in age and, although she still came with plenty of ghosts in her wardrobe, he most certainly wasn’t aware of all of them.

      With so few clouds in the sky, the sun offered a stunning display of fiery colours as it dipped its lower arc below the horizon.

      Tina stood up and went over to the lakeside where she raised her arms to the sky, one hand holding a lantern high.

      ‘Inigo, my saviour, my leader, my love. Come to us now and let us see your triumphant rise to the spirit world where you will watch over and protect us for eternity.’

      With the candlelight flickering, the sun setting and the air buzzing, for a moment Jude looked at the lake, half-expecting to see a golden version of Inigo Sage walking over the water towards them.

      Of course, the water remained still and the dead narcissist remained in the morgue. If Jude were to believe in a new mortal saviour of the world, they would not appear in the form of a man who’d manipulated life purely for his own gain.

      ‘Inigo, come to us.’ At the complete lack of any sign from her spirit world, Tina was becoming desperate.

      The sun reached the halfway point when the horizon sliced straight across its diameter. Casper turned his head slightly and Jude could see a mild look of amusement on his face as Inigo’s promised resurrection seemed less than forthcoming.

      Celeste began to bawl again, from grief or disappointment, it was hard to tell.

      ‘He is dead.’ She stood up, her arms pinned to her sides and her body tense. ‘He is not coming back, can’t you see that?’

      ‘Shut up, you harpy.’ Tina turned on her, eyes dancing with the golden light of the candle she held. ‘You are not a true part of this, you never were. I was the only one who ever meant anything to him and he will come back to me in his own time.’

      The sun had almost gone, taking the remainder of the day with it. Only a thin curve of deep crimson was left and that too had a very short life expectancy.

      ‘That’s enough,’ said Casper. ‘I think I’ve seen all I need to of this circus and I want no more to do with any of it.’

      He stood up and Nevaeh put a hand on his leg which he shook off roughly. This prompted her to stand too and follow as Casper headed for the apple trees. Neither Celeste nor Tina registered the sudden reduction in numbers as they were both far too preoccupied.

      Jude knew she had to follow Nevaeh.

      ‘Try to keep everyone else here,’ she whispered to Kerry. ‘George is in the Wellness Barn, but I need to try and get Nevaeh there on her own, if I can.’

      As Jude passed between the trees back into the garden, she saw Casper and Nevaeh disappear through the patio doors. She hurried across and followed the sound of their voices which led her to the stairs.

      Jude crept up, very keen to avoid detection. Her role was as observer and to make sure Casper didn’t do anything that might cause a clearly volatile, deeply damaged Nevaeh to snap in the way she had with Henry.

      ‘Let me come with you.’ Nevaeh’s begging came from inside the room that Casper and Tina had been sharing.

      ‘Why would I do that?’ Casper snapped back. ‘You’re every bit as crazy as your parents.’

      Jude inched forward along the wall so she could see through the crack in the door. Casper had a weekend bag open on the bed and was stuffing things into it with little care.

      ‘You don’t mean that.’ Nevaeh grabbed at his arm – and was clearly much stronger than she looked because he struggled to shrug her off.

      ‘I do mean it. I’ll call a cab, I don’t want to spend another night here. Can’t you see how deranged this whole thing has been? Your father wasn’t a messiah or a saviour. He was just a man who had a dangerous talent for making people believe the ridiculous and do what he wanted.’

      Nevaeh stepped back. ‘I love you, Casper.’ She said the three simple words without drama or desperation, without passion or even expectation. It was just a fact that she needed to state.

      Jude saw him stop packing and turn to look at her, suddenly gentle and clearly concerned.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I know that you need to escape and I wholeheartedly implore you to do it now. Leave all this behind you and start afresh. But you can’t do it with me.’

      ‘But I’ve done everything you asked.’ Nevaeh was standing very still. ‘I told them Dad was there when Henry died. I told them about the secateurs you saw. I didn’t say a word when I saw you in his room messing with the ceiling fan.’

      ‘You saw me do what?’

      Jude felt her blood go cold. Things had just taken a very dangerous turn.

      ‘I know it was you who killed my father and Henry. You told me Inigo had pushed Henry and we just had to make sure he didn’t get away with it, but I knew it was you. When I left you and Mum meditating that day to go and get ready, she was completely zoned out and would have had no idea that you hadn’t been there all along.’

      ‘Abbiamo un grosso problema,’ said Casper in a perfect Italian accent.

      Jude didn’t speak Italian, but she didn’t need to to understand the final word. And she agreed, there did seem to be a rather big problema.

      That one sentence suddenly made everything so clear she couldn’t believe she’d not thought of it before. She’d known that Inigo’s death had been someone’s revenge for Red’s escapade to the beach to carry out a lunar baptism. Jude had been looking at those she knew had links with him, George, Henry, Nevaeh, but she’d missed someone vital from her list. Someone who had been so scarred by what had happened he’d gone with his parents to live away from everything in a small Italian village.

      Red’s brother could well be about the same age as Casper. He would have had a first-rate understanding of how home-electrics worked and he would have strong reason to want to kill Inigo. That was why he’d started an unlikely relationship with Tina, so he could get close enough to Inigo. Luckily for him, the two brothers looked nothing like each other, not least because of Casper’s lack of the trademark ginger hair and pale skin Jude had seen in Red’s photos. He had clearly taken more of his mother’s Italian genes whereas Red had inherited his father’s Celtic roots. He’d used Nevaeh, whom he must have known was besotted with him and hated her father, to feed the narrative that he’d woven together. The perfect murder scenario: two victims each guilty of killing the other but neither there to defend themselves.

      Jude instinctively reached for her phone to ask Binnie or Sami to send help, before she realised that her phone was with George in the Wellness Barn. She didn’t want to leave Nevaeh so she had to either burst in and disrupt the situation, risking the panicked reaction of a murderer, or she had to stay back and wait to see how things unfolded before she made her move.

      ‘I know what you did but I don’t blame you,’ said Nevaeh. ‘And I’d never tell anyone.’

      Casper sat down on the edge of the bed.

      ‘Do you believe in retribution?’ he asked. ‘Proper retribution? Because I think we must all end up paying for our sins, one way or another.’

      ‘I do,’ said Nevaeh, sitting down next to him. ‘But I don’t think the legal system should decide what that retribution should be. That’s why I would never tell the police what I saw.’

      ‘How can I trust you?’ Casper sounded as though he really wanted to believe she was telling the truth. Jude did too. For as long as he thought she was no threat, Nevaeh was safe.

      ‘I did something a few years ago that I will be paying for, for the rest of my life. If I tell you my terrible secret, then we are equal. We protect each other.’

      Casper didn’t reply but Nevaeh carried on regardless and Jude’s heart plummeted. She clearly had no idea who Casper really was or why he’d killed Inigo and Henry. ‘I watched a boy drown and I did nothing to save him. I didn’t call for help, I didn’t tell anyone where he was, I just ran home and left him there to die.’

      Casper’s face fell and he stood up quickly, as though someone had just sent an electric current through the mattress.

      ‘You were there?’ he said, his voice thick with pain and incredulity. ‘You watched our precious Edo die and you could have saved him? Mio fratello. Mio prezioso fratellino.’

      ‘Wait.’ The penny was a little slower to drop with Nevaeh than it had been with Jude, but when it did it clearly went with a clatter. ‘You’re Matteo?’

      ‘And you helped kill my baby brother.’
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      Jude knew she had to go in and intervene when Casper discovered what Nevaeh had done. He was a dangerous man under the influence of a toxic cocktail of deep-rooted anger, raw grief and vengeance. He had already killed two people who he blamed for the death of his brother and now he was being confronted by another who had just confessed to watching him drown.

      ‘Rahh!’ Casper let out the wild roar of a trapped bear and Jude ran into the room to see him launch himself at Nevaeh.

      Taken completely unawares, Nevaeh was pushed back onto the bed with Casper’s strong hands clamped around her throat.

      ‘You were just as guilty as your poisonous father,’ he growled. ‘My brother was young and innocent and your family filled his head with rot and took him from us.’

      Jude rushed over to try to pull him away, but he was intent on his job and managed to keep enough pressure on Nevaeh’s neck for her eyes to bulge as she fought to stay alive. Her legs were kicking and her body writhing under Casper’s weight but still he squeezed.

      ‘This isn’t the way,’ Jude shouted. ‘Let her go or you will have another death on your conscience.’

      She may as well have been invisible and mute for all the attention he gave her.

      Knowing that Nevaeh didn’t have much time and Jude needed to act with urgency if she was going to save her life, she let go of Casper and looked around frantically for something she could use as a weapon.

      A heavy-looking copper tree stood on the desk with flowers and ribbons tucked into its branches. Jude didn’t waste time thinking of options; Nevaeh didn’t have time. She reached for the statue, drew her arm back and swung the metal base at the back of Casper’s head. Not wanting to kill him, Jude tried not to hit Casper too hard, just hard enough for him to let go of the woman he was choking.

      He did let go but to Jude’s abject horror, he crumpled to the floor, completely motionless.

      Nevaeh was still lying on the bed, clasping her throat with both hands and coughing with her face screwed up in pain.

      ‘Have you got a phone?’ Jude demanded as she gingerly bent down to check Casper for signs of life.

      Casper’s head was sticky with blood where Jude had struck him. His breathing was shallow, but its presence showed that she hadn’t killed him.

      ‘In my room,’ Nevaeh croaked, barely audible.

      Jude knew Nevaeh wouldn’t be able to talk to the emergency services so she would have to do it herself.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Show me where it is.’

      Nevaeh took Jude’s hands and let her pull her to her feet. She stared in shock at Casper, lying on the floor with blood now tracking down his neck onto the carpet.

      ‘Don’t look,’ said Jude, guiding her swiftly from the room. ‘He’s still alive but we need to get that phone so we can call for help.’

      Jude could feel Nevaeh trembling as she stepped over Casper, and they headed for the door.

      Nevaeh’s room was the last one before the stairs and Jude had to help her with the key to get it open. Inside, she saw the phone sitting on the bedside table with a charging cable connecting it to the wall and ran straight over to grab it.

      When she tapped the screen, it asked for a code but there was also an emergency call option that bypassed this, which Jude was grateful for. Looking at Nevaeh, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to remember her code or keep her finger still for long enough to register its print.

      The call connected quickly and Jude gave a brief description of what had happened.

      ‘Where are you now?’ the operator asked.

      ‘We’re both in the house,’ Jude replied.

      ‘And the casualty?’

      ‘In another room,’ said Jude.

      ‘Okay.’ Jude could hear the rapid tapping of computer keys as her answers were being logged. ‘Can I ask you to⁠—’

      A gasp from the door made Jude spin around before she’d heard the next instruction.

      Nevaeh was staring down the landing, and it didn’t take much for Jude to realise that Casper had regained consciousness and was heading their way.

      ‘He’s awake,’ she shouted into the phone. ‘I need to go but send help as soon as you can.’

      She pocketed the phone without cutting the call and crossed the room, getting to Nevaeh at the same time as Casper.

      ‘I believe in retribution too,’ he snarled. ‘You’re right, you did do something unforgiveable. If it wasn’t for you and your parasitic father, my brother would be alive now. You destroyed our lives, all of us. My mother cries every single day, my father locks himself away and won’t speak to anyone and I lost the person I loved more than anybody else in the world.’

      He lunged forward and grabbed Nevaeh by the hair, pulling her out onto the landing. Jude tried to intervene, but he pushed her away.

      ‘It was a terrible accident,’ said Jude. ‘A tragic loss and yes, you’re right, Inigo should never have promoted such a dangerous activity to children. But you have to see that Nevaeh was only a child herself when it happened. She couldn’t have saved him, even if she’d tried. In fact, if she had gone into the water then she would almost certainly have drowned herself.’

      ‘Please let go,’ Nevaeh whimpered. She had her hands on his, trying to claw his fingers out of her hair.

      ‘You could have called for help,’ Casper yelled. He sounded so desperate and so distraught that Jude felt a little sorry for him. Only a little though as he still had Nevaeh’s long hair tangled in his fingers. ‘You should have made sure everyone was out in the water looking for him. For my brother.’

      ‘I loved Red,’ sobbed Nevaeh.

      ‘You can’t have done or you wouldn’t have left him. My brother was let down by all of you. I killed Inigo because he was escaping retribution and needed to pay for what he did.’

      ‘What about Henry?’ Jude asked. ‘Did he need to pay for something too?’

      ‘I didn’t mean to kill him,’ Casper said. ‘I didn’t even know who he was, but he knew me. He knew who I really was and when he saw me at the end of the drive, taking a break from all the mindless rubbish I was being forced to listen to, he showed me a picture of him and Edo together. Tried to tell me they’d been in love and that’s when I knew.’

      ‘Why not come away from the stairs and tell me what you knew?’ Jude said.

      Casper didn’t move an inch before carrying on.

      ‘I knew that it was him who’d broken Edo’s heart. Him who’d pretended to love my brother only to cheat on him with you, Nevaeh.’

      Nevaeh gasped as Casper’s grip on her hair tightened.

      He stepped backwards again, dragging Nevaeh with him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Nevaeh. ‘I am so sorry, but I meant it when I said I would live with that guilt for the rest of my life. I really did love Red too. He was like a brother to me, one of the only friends I’ve had in my life.’

      ‘But he wasn’t your brother!’ Casper screamed. ‘He was mine and you let him die.’

      He took another step back and Jude could see how dangerously close he now was to the top of the stairs.

      ‘We can talk this through,’ she said, calmly holding her hands up in front of her. ‘Just let Nevaeh go. I know you don’t want to hurt her. She was just a child. Another victim of Inigo’s manipulation.’

      Casper looked at Jude properly for the first time and she saw the depth that his pain had drilled into him. He had been twisted and wrecked by Red’s death and the impact it’d had on his family.

      ‘Let her go. She has suffered enough already.’

      Jude saw his face soften and then shift to disbelief as the reality of what he was doing dawned on him. He let go of Nevaeh’s hair and dropped his arms.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      Nevaeh must have felt his hands leave her and she reacted automatically, wanting to escape from the danger she’d been in. She drew her fists forward and then thrust her elbows back sharply into Casper’s ribs.

      ‘No!’ Jude rushed forward but she didn’t reach them in time. Casper teetered and instinctively grabbed hold of Nevaeh to stop himself falling. There was nothing Jude could do but watch in horror as the pair of them tipped backwards and tumbled down the stairs in a heap.
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      Jude stood with Kerry, George and Binnie in front of the house as the two ambulances drove away from Oakley Park.

      Casper was in a worse state than Nevaeh, having cushioned much of the fall with his own body. He was still unconscious and had suffered a punctured lung from one of the many broken ribs he had sustained in the fall. He also had a nasty break in his femur, not to mention the crack on the back of his head from being hit by what Jude now knew was Tina’s Tree of Life sculpture. Something she took everywhere with her to bring good karma and protection.

      ‘I’m so sorry for leaving you to all of this on your own,’ said George, who’d been firmly at Kerry’s side since they’d been reunited. ‘If I’d have known what was going to happen, I’d have never gone.’

      ‘If we’d have known what was going to happen, I don’t think we’d have had this bloody retreat in the first place,’ Kerry retorted.

      ‘No,’ George agreed sombrely. ‘Or at least I would have said no to Inigo coming to speak here. I still don’t know why he wanted to.’

      ‘Our best guess is that it was down to Henry,’ said Binnie. ‘From what we can see, Inigo had worked out that he was the one trolling him online and we think Inigo wanted to confront him to make him stop. He saw your retreat advertised and I suppose he saw it as a way in.’

      The ambulances left in procession and the four friends turned to go back towards the house, warm light coming through the windows, welcoming despite the events the house had seen in the past few days.

      Tina and Celeste seemed to have formed an unlikely alliance and were sitting together on the sofa in the sitting room, opposite the still-open patio doors. Celeste had her arms around the older woman, comforting her with soothing words.

      It was getting chilly outside so Jude closed the doors and drew the curtains across. She felt infinitely sorry for Tina. She might have lost her senses for a while there, but she had not led a conventional life, taken from childhood so abruptly by a man who should have left her well alone to grow up and develop her own mind. In just a few days she had lost everyone she cared about. Inigo had died and then refused to be resurrected as she had been expecting him to. Her boyfriend was unconscious and when he did wake up it would be to charges of murder and manslaughter that would see him locked up for a long time. And her only daughter was in hospital, having tried to seduce Casper with the intention of running away with him. When Tina had asked to go in the ambulance with her, Nevaeh had refused and delivered the cutting announcement that she never wanted to see her mother again.

      Inigo’s death had scarred many people in different ways, but the wounds he’d caused in life went much deeper and would never heal properly.

      Jude left the two women with their sorrows and went to find the others who were in the kitchen.

      ‘Is that it now, then?’ Kerry asked, pouring dark rum into glass tumblers already stocked with ice cubes. ‘Is it really all over?’

      ‘For you it is.’ Binnie shook her head when Kerry tried to give her a drink. ‘Not for me, thanks. I suppose Tina and Celeste will be leaving in the morning?’

      ‘I won’t chase them out,’ said George. ‘They’re welcome to stay as long as they want, but I expect they’ll head off soon after they get up.’

      ‘If they even make it to bed at all tonight,’ said Kerry. ‘I can’t believe the way they’ve buddied up. After all the shit Tina gave her, Celeste has been amazing.’

      She offered Jude a drink and Jude gladly accepted it.

      ‘I’m happy to hear that,’ she said before taking a sip of rum. Spicy and warming, it hit the spot and started to eat into the tangle of Jude’s stressed insides.

      ‘What about Jamie?’ Kerry asked. ‘What does this mean for him?’

      ‘Now that we know Casper pushed Henry, Jamie won’t be done for manslaughter,’ said Binnie to Kerry’s visible relief. ‘But we can’t forget he still spiked someone’s food. He’ll get charged with common assault and battery which carries a six-month sentence, a fine or both.’

      ‘What’s it likely to be?’ asked Kerry.

      ‘That’s up to the court. They’ll have to consider his previous record, but I’ll do everything I can to make sure they also take into account the fact he has been cooperating well and helping us with our further enquiries.’

      ‘Thank you, Binnie.’

      Jude noticed the smile she gave her, although tired and defeated, was also warm and genuine.

      It had been a rough few days to say the least and Jude could see the toll it had taken on George and Kerry as they sat together sipping their rum. She held his hand and they kept exchanging glances, perhaps checking up on each other, perhaps seeking comfort from the other’s presence.

      They would be okay.

      Jude felt sure that, now the truth was out, Kerry would help George navigate his past traumas and get the professional help he needed to move forward. She was good for him, but he was good for her too. He was a gentle man who disliked drama and strived to be a good example of humanity.

      He made her think of Marco and how much she missed him when they’d been apart for a while.

      ‘You pair don’t need me to stay now, do you?’ Jude asked.

      ‘No, Jude. Not now I’ve got George back and I know he’s safe.’ Kerry smiled at her. ‘You get on. And thank you for everything.’

      ‘Yes, thank you.’ George stood up, put his rum down and let go of Kerry’s hand for a moment so that he could hug Jude. ‘I shouldn’t have left like that and I’m so grateful that you stepped in to help. I want you to know that I’ll never leave Kerry in the lurch again like that.’

      He turned to face Kerry. ‘I promise.’
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      It was late when Jude pulled up outside Marco’s cottage but, behind the closed curtains of the front room, she could see the light was still on.

      She tapped gently on the window, hoping he hadn’t gone up to bed. The curtains parted and Marco’s quizzical face appeared, breaking into a huge smile when he saw her on the other side. He disappeared and a moment later, the front door opened.

      ‘This is a lovely surprise.’ He kissed her and then moved aside to let her in. ‘How did the vigil go? I thought you were staying with Kerry tonight?’

      ‘I was going to,’ said Jude. ‘But George is back and between us we figured out who the murderer was.’

      ‘Wow, some evening,’ said Marco, leading her into the sitting room where a stunning painting of a Worcestershire pear tree was resting on his easel.

      ‘Turned out Casper is Red’s brother.’ Jude sat down on the sofa and leant her tired head back on the cushions. ‘He killed both Inigo and Henry and almost set it up perfectly so that it looked like they’d killed each other.’

      ‘What a bombshell,’ said Marco, his eyes wide. ‘Do you want to talk about it or would you rather forget it all until the morning?’

      ‘If you don’t mind, the details can wait.’ Jude sat up. ‘Am I disturbing your work?’

      ‘I was just packing up for the night,’ said Marco. ‘I was about to head to bed, actually.’

      ‘That sounds like heaven,’ said Jude.

      A little later, when she was lying crooked in Marco’s arms with her head resting comfortably on his chest, Jude realised that she wanted this to be the norm. She wanted every night to end in Marco’s arms and every morning to start with his smile.

      ‘Lucy, Noah and Sebbie will be moving out in three weeks’ time,’ she said. ‘The house will feel really empty without them.’

      ‘Don’t tell Pip and Alfie that,’ said Marco.

      ‘I was thinking, and don’t worry about saying no if it’s too soon or it’s just not something you want to do, it’s just that I was thinking…’

      ‘You said that twice,’ said Marco. ‘If you were thinking so hard it deserved double-mentioning then do I need to be worried?’

      ‘Move in with me.’ Out loud the suggestion felt even more right. She turned so she was lying on her side and could see Marco’s face. It was dark in his bedroom and although she could still make out the shape of his face, she couldn’t read his reaction.

      ‘I was hoping you’d ask me that,’ said Marco, pulling her to him, their foreheads touching. ‘There is absolutely nothing that could make me happier than to know I’ll get to see you every day and we’re shaping a new life together.’

      ‘That’s lucky,’ said Jude. ‘Because that’s exactly how I feel too.’

      The trials of the day she’d weathered took a backseat then as she embraced the joy and excitement of what was to come for her and Marco.
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      A month after the midsummer solstice saw Lucy, Noah and Sebbie finally picking up the keys to their new home.

      The benefit of having tractors and trailers at their disposal, combined with only moving to the house at the bottom of the farm’s drive, was that they were able to do everything themselves in the course of a day.

      As Lucy’s body had settled into her pregnancy, the nausea and tiredness had started to ease, but Noah still ensured she didn’t overdo it as they sorted out their possessions and set up home together.

      A week after they’d moved in, they threw a small house-warming party in their new garden to which Jude and Marco were able to walk via the paddock. Mike Trout, the previous owner of the house, had asked Jude’s permission to put a gate in the hedge as he often helped her out with the animals. It was very handy now that Jude’s family were living there and it made visiting even easier.

      ‘Hello, you two,’ Granny Margot welcomed them as they walked through the gate. She was sitting under a heavily laden cherry tree, looking resplendent in a bright summer dress. ‘How’s this for a happy setup?’

      ‘It’s perfect.’ Jude bent down to greet her old friend and had to battle with the brim of Granny Margot’s enormous straw hat to plant a kiss on her cheek. ‘They have their own space for their growing family but still close enough to be part of my family too.’

      ‘They’d never have moved far,’ Granny Margot said. ‘They’re a part of Malvern Farm and always will be.’

      ‘I know,’ said Jude with a smile.

      ‘And what about you two?’ Granny Margot grabbed one of Jude’s hands and one of Marco’s. ‘How are you enjoying having the big house to yourselves?’

      Jude looked at Marco, whose grin was a carbon copy of the one she knew she was wearing.

      ‘That good, ey?’ Granny Margot squeezed their hands. ‘I couldn’t be happier for you. Marco, anyone who can make my Jude smile like that is okay with me. She’s a special girl so you make sure you look after her.’

      ‘I have every intention of doing just that,’ said Marco.

      ‘Where’s everyone else?’ Jude pulled over a chair so she could sit down next to Granny Margot. ‘Or have you been banished to the garden for causing trouble already?’

      ‘It was my choice to come outside, I’ll have you know. Gerwain went to get me a drink and as far as I know Lucy and Noah were seeing to some food in the kitchen.’

      A whirlwind dressed in shorts and an England rugby top came flying out of the house and straight over to Marco who was still standing with his hand on the back of Jude’s chair.

      ‘Marco, come and see my room,’ he said. ‘Did you bring your paints with you? Have you finished your work yet?’

      Marco had promised to paint a mural on Sebbie’s wall as soon as he’d finished the collection for the exhibition in Birmingham. Between them they’d decided on fields with sheep and, of course, the four dogs in the foreground, and Sebbie was impatient for the masterpiece to begin, especially as Marco had promised him he could help.

      ‘I’m almost there,’ Marco said. ‘But you’ll have to give me another couple of weeks, I’m afraid. Don’t forget you were going to sketch out your designs and also some for the baby’s room.’

      Sebbie pulled at Marco’s hand. ‘Come and look, Noah put up a bookshelf for me, and Mum bought me a new rug that looks a bit like grass only much softer.’

      ‘Now that I have to see.’

      Marco dutifully allowed himself to be towed away to look at the excited boy’s new bedroom just as Kerry and George came out of the house.

      ‘What a lot those two have been through,’ Granny Margot whispered when she saw them. ‘How long has her brother got left in prison?’

      ‘Can’t be long now,’ said Jude. ‘He got two months so three weeks or so left I’d say. But don’t talk about it unless she brings it up.’

      Jude hadn’t seen Kerry for a little while as they’d both been busy – Jude on the farm and Kerry at school as the summer term wound down towards the holidays. Initially, after the retreat, Jude had seen her every day to make sure she was coping. It was Binnie who’d suggested a long weekend away and, once Kerry had cleared a couple of days off on compassionate leave, it was Binnie who sorted them out with a static caravan on the Gower Peninsula. She had a cousin who loaned it out to friends and family for the cost of the electricity and gas they used.

      It was just what Kerry and George had needed and both looked infinitely more relaxed when they got back. It also served to break down the last little bit of cautiousness Kerry had been harbouring about Binnie. They were now firm friends and this was something Jude was very glad about.

      ‘All right, you two?’ Kerry was carrying two glasses and handed one of them to Granny Margot. ‘Lucy asked me to give you this.’

      ‘Ooh, lovely,’ said Granny Margot. ‘Are they coming out to join us?’

      ‘They were busy in the kitchen but said they’d be out in a minute.’

      Jude noticed that George and Kerry both instinctively pulled their chairs a little closer to each other before they sat down.

      ‘Nevaeh said to say hello to you, Jude,’ said George. ‘She came to see us yesterday.’

      Jude knew that they’d been to visit her when she’d been in hospital but hadn’t realised they were still in touch now she was home.

      ‘How is she?’ Jude asked.

      ‘Physically, she’s absolutely fine,’ said George. ‘Mentally though, she’s in a terrible way.’

      ‘That’s understandable,’ said Granny Margot. ‘After what that poor girl has been through.’

      ‘She don’t really have any friends so we’re keeping an eye on her,’ said Kerry.

      ‘What about her mum?’ Jude asked. ‘How’s she doing now?’

      After the retreat, Celeste had taken it upon herself to be Tina’s chief advocate. It had been wholly unexpected, but Celeste had insisted she wanted to help and had experience of the mental health system. She instigated an emergency referral and saw Tina admitted to a specialist ward. From what Jude had heard, she was a regular visitor to Tina and instrumental in helping her heal.

      ‘Celeste has been amazing,’ said Kerry. ‘She’s trying to get Nevaeh to go and see her mother and I think she will, in time. It’s just early days.’

      ‘You heard that Casper, or Matteo as he’s really called, is well enough to stand trial now?’ said George.

      ‘I didn’t hear that,’ said Jude. ‘Well, that’s something.’

      ‘Nevaeh feels like an idiot where he’s concerned,’ said Kerry. ‘She’d been confiding in Casper for ages about her father and how much she hated him. In the end he manipulated her just as much as Inigo did. He let her believe that he loved her, but he needed to find the right time to let Tina down gently. She’d have done anything for him.’

      Jude sighed. It was a tale so often told. A vulnerable young woman grasping at the attention and promises of someone who they thought could help them or look after them. How easy manipulation became.

      ‘She feels awful about Henry,’ said George. ‘She knew all along it was Casper who’d pushed him, but she didn’t say anything because she thought he’d done it to protect her.’

      ‘That makes sense,’ Jude said. ‘If she thought Casper had been confronting Henry on her behalf because of the baby, that perhaps made him some sort of knight in shining armour in her eyes. For what it’s worth, I think she was genuinely upset by Henry’s death though. When the police asked her about the cigarette butt I found at the end of the drive, she said she’d smoked it when she went there to grieve for Henry in her own way.’

      ‘Either way, she’s suffering proper now,’ said Kerry.

      Granny Margot, who had been listening quietly, crossed her arms under her bosom. ‘Casper – or Matteo or whatever – was clever at what he did, all right. Using the photo Henry had shown him to frame him for Inigo’s murder and taking a hair from Henry’s comb to weave into the braiding of Inigo’s cuff, making it look like they’d killed each other.’

      ‘Almost the perfect cover-up,’ said Jude.

      ‘Almost,’ said Kerry.

      Noah and Lucy came out of the house with Gerwain, Binnie and Sami, laden with trays of nibbles and snacks. When Lucy turned for a second and Jude caught her side profile, it was the first time she saw the increased roundness of her sister’s belly.

      ‘Is Marco not with you?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘He was but he was kidnapped pretty swiftly by Sebbie.’

      ‘Ah, he’s not badgering him about the mural again, is he? Marco will be regretting ever mentioning it to him.’ Lucy put down her tray and turned to Noah. ‘You wouldn’t go and rescue him, would you? It would be nice to drink a toast to the new house when everyone is together.’

      Noah was happy to oblige and soon they were all back in the garden, raising a glass of bubbles, champagne for those who could partake, lemonade for those who couldn’t.

      ‘I’d like to just say a few words,’ said Lucy. ‘Today we are so happy to have you all over as our very first party guests in our new house. But we’re not the only ones starting out on our new adventures. This summer has, so far, been tumultuous to say the least. Now it’s time to look forward. Kerry, we are delighted that you and George are able to make a go of it together at Oakley Park. I know that when you’re ready, you’ll rise to the challenge of your new wellness business.’

      She paused so they could drink the second toast of the afternoon, this time to George and Kerry.

      ‘And while we’re on the subject of new chapters, I just wanted to take the opportunity to thank my incredible big sister, Jude. Three and a half years ago, I turned up on her doorstep with a screaming toddler even though I knew she’d been trying to tell me it was terrible timing. I needed her then and she didn’t let me down. She’s never let me down, not once in our whole lives and for that I will always be incredibly grateful.’

      Jude felt herself blush and Marco put his hand across to subtly take hers.

      ‘Anyway, I know she hates being in the spotlight so I won’t go on, but I wanted to say how happy I am that she and Marco have decided to spend the rest of their lives together. You are perfect for each other.’

      Glasses were raised again and then they were all encouraged to enjoy the sun, the food and each other’s company.
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      As she walked back through the paddock with Marco when the rest of the guests had gone home, Jude contemplated Lucy’s words. She’d been so worried about letting her sister down by staying at Oakley Park instead of looking after Lucy but all the time, Lucy had been just fine without her.

      Jude remembered the paper boat she’d made with her biggest guilt inside. Guilt that she wasn’t giving all she could to all the different people in her life. Perhaps it was time to let that go and concentrate on enjoying the precious moments she spent with them instead.

      ‘Fancy watching a film?’ Marco asked as they walked into the house where they were welcomed home by Pip and Alfie.

      ‘Actually, there’s something I want to do first,’ said Jude. ‘You get things set up here and I’ll be back soon.’

      ‘Everything okay?’ Marco looked worried and Jude gave him a smile to show he didn’t need to be.

      ‘Absolutely,’ she said.

      ‘Okay. The dogs and I will be waiting for you when you’re ready.’

      Jude went upstairs to the bedroom and fetched the paper boat she’d tucked into the top of her knicker drawer. She opened it up and re-read the words she’d written inside.

      
        
        I feel guilty that I can’t do enough to help the people I love.

      

      

      Jude reformed the boat using the fold lines and took it back downstairs.

      ‘I won’t be long,’ she called through to Marco as she went into the kitchen and over to the front door.

      Jude walked across the yard and stopped at the pond. She stood there for a moment with the boat in her hand before bending down to put it on the water. It was time to stop worrying about trying to be everything to everyone. Lucy, Kerry, Granny Margot, they wouldn’t crumple if there were days she couldn’t be there and they would find solutions to their problems even if she didn’t always help them out.

      She watched her little boat as the water moved it around and a darkness seeped up into the paper. Jude didn’t need to wait for the pulp to start disintegrating for the exercise to start working. She felt lighter already. There would always be time and space in her life to help and support the people she loved, but she made the decision to cut herself some slack and remember the boat of guilts bobbing about before it started to break up into soggy pieces of pulp.

      The thought of Marco and her dogs waiting for her back at the farmhouse filled her with a bubble of pure contentment.

      She revelled in its warmth for a moment, feeling the calming effect of her disintegrated, pulpy guilt, before she headed off to find them.
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      Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!
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      We hope you enjoyed reading A Midsummer Murder. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.

      

      
        
        The next instalment in the cosy Malvern Mystery Series from Kate Wells is available to order now by clicking on the link below:

        https://mybook.to/MalvernMystery8BackAd
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