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Jude Gray had always liked New Year’s Eve. After the ferocious busyness of Christmas and the rush to tie up loose ends before the old year was through, the hailing of a new one felt like starting afresh. New horizons to head for, new challenges to face and new excitements to look forward to.

‘We’d better get a get a move on,’ she said as she put her hairbrush down on the top of her chest of drawers and picked up her wristwatch. ‘Lucy and Noah will be waiting for us.’

‘Almost ready,’ replied Marco, who was still wearing nothing but a towel tied around his waist.

Her boyfriend’s hair was glistening from the shower and he was searching in the wardrobe for something suitable to wear to the party down at the village pub. The novelty of having Marco living at the farm with her full time hadn’t worn off and Jude watched him pull out a moss-green shirt and dark-brown trousers with a smile on her face.

‘I think the good folk of Malvern End might have a bit of a shock if you turned up like that.’ She laughed and reached over to tug the end of his towel.

‘Watch it.’ Marco was quick and managed to hold it in place before it fell to the ground. ‘I thought you said we had to get a wriggle on.’

‘We do.’ Jude sighed as she stood up and retrieved the fluffy jumper she’d thrown on the bed. ‘I’d better head down and feed the dogs before we leave.’

‘I’ll only be five minutes.’ Marco pulled out a clean pair of boxer shorts and started to get dressed.

Jude sighed again, thinking how tempting it was to forget the idea of going out in the driving sleet that had been falling for the past hour or so. They could light the log-burner in the sitting room, put on their pyjamas and open a bottle of wine. But no. Jude’s sister and brother-in-law were expecting them in – Jude glanced at her watch – ten minutes.

* * *


Bang on time, Jude’s Land Rover County 110 pulled out of the end of Malvern Farm’s drive and, almost immediately, into the parking bay in front of the next house along the lane. As she got out of the car, Jude was grateful that the sleet had stopped at least although it was still bitterly cold and the air felt damp on her cheeks and hands.

The curtains in the sitting room were open, revealing a cosy scene inside. Noah was sitting on the sofa next to a heavily decorated Christmas tree, with Jude’s young nephew snuggled next to him. They might not have been related by blood, but no two humans could possibly have loved each other’s company more than Sebbie and his stepfather. A heavily pregnant Lucy was standing with her hand on the curtain, watching out for Jude’s arrival. She waved when she saw her sister walking up to the front door and left the window to greet her.

‘Have you got Frank with you?’ Lucy asked in lieu of a hello.

Frank was Noah’s father and Jude knew that he had been booked well in advance to come and babysit so Lucy and Noah could take a rare night off from parenting duties.

‘No,’ said Jude. ‘I thought he was planning on walking over so he could get here earlier than us.’

‘That’s what I thought too.’ Lucy looked over Jude’s shoulder, clearly expecting her father-in-law to appear magically through the darkness of the unlit countryside. ‘I’ll give him a ring.’

Resting one hand on her baby bump she took out her phone but before she could use it, there was a rustling from the gate through the hedge that separated Lucy’s garden from Jude’s farmland.

‘That’ll be Frank now,’ said Jude.

Sure enough, a man with a grey beard and wire glasses pinched firmly to his nose came across the garden and into the light of the open front door.

‘Sorry I’m a bit late,’ said Frank. ‘One of those daft sheep of yours got herself stuck in the hawthorn so I had to free her.’

The farm’s livestock always came first for Frank. He’d worked on Malvern Farm for long enough to see three generations of the Gray family in charge. Although he’d moved away to become a tenant farmer for a while, he had returned when his ageing body and tech-phobic brain forced him to give up the tenancy. Jude had offered him a cottage on the farm and in return he helped out with her flock which suited them all.

‘No matter, you’re here now.’ Lucy stepped outside so that Frank could make his way in.

‘Getting mighty big there now, Lucy.’ Frank pointed a thumb at her swollen belly as he walked past. ‘Still coming smack bang at the start of lambing, is it?’

‘Yes, Frank.’ Lucy had heard Frank’s gripe about the unfortunate timing a thousand times before. ‘Nothing’s changed there, I’m afraid.’

Frank grunted his disapproval and Lucy rolled her eyes as he wandered into the sitting room to find his charge for the evening.

‘He’s so excited about becoming a grandad again,’ said Jude. ‘He’s just old-school and that means no showing of any emotions.’

‘Come on, Jude. I know you’re all a little annoyed by the timing.’

A February baby was not ideal perhaps as the farm would be about to enter its busiest time of the year. But then when wasn’t it busy? They’d tupped later than usual so the lambs would be born nearer the end of the season to give them a few weeks’ grace at least after the baby had arrived.

‘It’ll be absolutely fine,’ Jude reassured her sister. ‘These things happen when they’re supposed to happen and we will adjust. We always do.’

Lucy hugged her. ‘I suppose we do.’

Noah came up behind them, shrugging on his coat and collecting a set of house keys from the dresser in the hall. ‘Hi there, Jude,’ he said as he kissed her on the cheek. ‘Ready to party?’

‘As I’ll ever be,’ Jude replied.

* * *


The car park at The Lamb was deceptively quiet when Jude parked up outside. The bar of the old black and white pub was heaving though with people out to celebrate the transition between the past year and the new. Almost all of them Jude recognised from the village, explaining the lack of cars in the car park. She waved at her old neighbours, Val and Mike, whose house Lucy and Noah had bought that summer, and grinned at Mrs James from the post office whose cheeks were even rosier than usual – perhaps due to the glass of sherry in her hand.

‘Look, Binnie and Sami are over there.’ Jude pointed to their good friends, two police detectives, who were sitting at a table by the fire. ‘Why don’t you two go and join them?’ Jude suggested to Lucy and Noah. ‘Marco and I’ll get a round in. Pint for you, Noah?’

He nodded.

‘And Lucy?’

‘I’ll have a ginger beer, please.’

Jude and Marco walked over to the bar where Ted, the landlord, was pulling a pint for one of the farm’s occasional labourers: a burly but gentle man Jude was very fond of named Spud Simons.

‘All right, Jude,’ said Spud. ‘Marco, how’s it going?’

Jude loved the community she was a part of. Everyone knew everyone and it gave her a real sense of belonging.

‘Hi, Spud,’ she said. ‘Clara not with you?’

His ruddy, weathered features lit up at the sound of his girlfriend’s name and he pointed over to the other side of the room where a petite woman was waiting with an Alsatian dog lying at her feet.

‘We had Christmas together at hers,’ he said with the obvious swell of pure joy at the blooming of a still young relationship.

Ted placed a pint of beer on the bar next to a waiting glass of red wine.

‘There you go, Spud.’

‘Cheers, Ted.’ He took his drinks, nodded warmly at Jude and Marco and went off to join Clara at their table which was very clearly made for two.

‘Now then, you two. What’ll it be?’ Ted lifted the Santa hat he was wearing to rub his forehead before pulling it back down firmly into position.

Jude ordered the drinks and they chatted to Ted as he poured them.

‘Barbara has gone rogue this year with the big party plans,’ he said. ‘She’s set up the dining room with just four big tables so everyone has to sit together rather than in their own small groups.’

‘Bold move.’ Jude sipped the top off the pint of Westons cider Ted set down in front of her.

‘That’s what I told her.’ Ted’s eyebrows raised up into the white fur of his Santa hat. ‘Not everyone is as social as my wife and she can’t see why there might be some objections.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Marco. ‘People round here are all pretty friendly and if they didn’t want to be sociable then they wouldn’t have come out to the pub on New Year’s Eve.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Ted. ‘Shall I stick these on your tab?’

‘Thanks,’ said Jude as she picked up her cider and Lucy’s ginger beer.

‘Enjoy yourselves,’ Ted said, moving on to the next customer.

As Jude weaved through the packed bar, she surreptitiously scoured her neighbours and fellow drinkers to see who she would try and make a beeline for when it came to sitting down for food – and who she would avoid.

‘As long as we keep away from Janet,’ Marco whispered into her ear.

Jude inwardly winced at the thought of being stuck with the biggest gossip in the village for the entire evening.

‘Happy New Year’s Eve!’ Binnie stood up when Jude and Marco arrived at the table where she had been sitting with Lucy.

Jude embraced her friend warmly before kissing Sami on both cheeks. Sami and Noah were standing leaving one last chair next to Lucy for Jude to sit in.

Lucy took the glass of ginger beer gratefully.

‘Thanks.’ She was flushed and Jude could see beads of sweat popping around her hairline.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

Lucy downed a quarter of her cool drink before answering. ‘It’s a bit warm in here.’

She rested the glass, misty with condensation, against her brow.

‘Would you be better off going through to the dining room early?’ Jude asked in concern. ‘Or we can leave altogether if it’s too much for you.’

‘You’re like a mother hen, clucking over me like some infantile chick.’ The upturn of Lucy’s mouth let Jude know that this was not a rebuke. ‘This might well be my last night out for a good while and I intend to make the most of it.’

‘At least move away from the fire?’ Binnie suggested.

‘Maybe the dining room would be a good idea.’ Lucy pulled at the collar of her high-necked top. ‘I dressed for winter without thinking about how hot it would be in here.’

The three women stood up and Jude took her sister’s drink as well as her own.

‘We’re going to pick our seats in the dining room,’ Jude informed the men.

‘Everything okay?’ Noah looked at Lucy in concern.

‘Stop fussing,’ Lucy snapped. ‘I’m just a bit warm, that’s all. And if you’re going to ask me if I want to go home then forget it. Jude’s already tried that one out and it didn’t work.’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’ Noah smiled and kissed his wife. ‘We’ll come with you though. It’s so busy in here we’re struggling to hear each other speak.’

The party of friends gathered their things and started to move through the throng of people like a water snake navigating the surface of a river. Weaving and sliding into gaps as they made their way towards the doorway that led into the dining room.

Jude brought up the rear and, as she reached it, a loud south-east, estuary accent cut through the babble, causing everyone near the owner of the voice, including Jude, to turn his way.

‘You’re just a withered old bumpkin with no feel for the pulse,’ said a man wearing ripped jeans and a zipped top that made him look as though he was the missing member of a nineties indie band from the days of Cool Britannia.

‘Don’t talk to my mother like that,’ said another man, this time one that Jude vaguely recognised from round the village but couldn’t name.

‘No offence meant,’ said the Damon Albarn wannabe. ‘But if she don’t want me to criticise her then perhaps she shouldn’t go around throwing mud my way in the first place.’

An immaculate, almost indecently cool woman with dark hair that managed to look carefully styled and simultaneously effortless laid her hand on his arm. Jude knew her to be Jessica Merebrook, daughter of the closest thing Malvern End had to a lord of the manor. Alexander Merebrook: untitled and less landed than his ancestors had been but still in possession of the largest house in the area. Letchley Hall, the old family home that sat in several acres of parkland just outside the village.

Jude had heard about the Merebrook family before she’d moved to Malvern End, as Alexander’s wife had been in all the papers, both local and international for a while, for all the wrong reasons. According to the press, she’d had a Lady Chatterley-esque affair with her gardener whom she killed with a shotgun. All the evidence pointed to her but she was never tried as she fled before she could be arrested. As far as Jude knew, the police had never caught up with her.

The delicious notoriety of the family combined with Jude’s naturally inquisitive nature meant she found herself incapable of moving on until she’d found out what this rather noisy spat was about. She hung back, pretending to peruse the printed menu card that had been stuck on the doorframe leading into the dining room.

‘Dude, just leave it,’ Jessica said. ‘I don’t think Carol meant any harm. The kind of music you produce just doesn’t resonate with her.’ She turned to a mousy woman with a well-set hairdo and a double string of pearls sitting just below the neckline of her beige jumper. ‘You’re more operas, ballets and piano concertos, aren’t you, Carol?’

‘All I said was that I don’t see why there has to be so much swearing in music these days,’ Carol said.

‘Why?’ Jessica’s dude friend asked. ‘Does it offend you?’

His voice had taken on a nasty edge and when Jude turned to look over her shoulder she saw he had pushed his face into Carol’s space, making her back away into the throng of people behind her.

‘Hey, stop that,’ said Carol’s son, clearly uneasy at finding himself in a position of confrontation.

He was ignored completely.

‘Do I offend you?’ This was followed by a flow of such fruity language that Jude felt her own ears curl inwards even though the cusses hadn’t been aimed at her.

‘That’s enough of that.’ Barbara came striding past Jude out of the dining room, bringing with her a cloud of fury that was almost sparking with electricity. ‘I will not have any of that in my pub, do you hear me? Ted and I have taken a lot of care to set this evening up and I’ll be buggered if you’re going to ruin it for us all.’

‘Sorry, Barbara,’ said Jessica Merebrook on behalf of her friend. ‘Danny just gets so passionate about his music. He’s a top music producer, a creative genius, you know?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’ Barbara was still on the warpath. ‘Round here, we’re not that bothered by genius, just good, clean manners.’

‘You’re sorry too, aren’t you, dude?’ Jessica pulled her friend’s arm.

Jude realised that she had been reading the menu for long enough to make anyone watching her suspicious that perhaps it had been written in Dutch or Japanese and she was having to try and decipher it. She put her drinks down on the window ledge and pretended to be searching her pockets for her phone. Glancing at Danny, she didn’t think that he looked all that apologetic but he did back away from Carol.

‘You won’t get another warning. Any more of that and you’ll be out on your ear, pre-paid booking or not. Got that?’ said Barbara.

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Jessica nodded enthusiastically. ‘Definitely got that.’

‘Right then.’ Barbara nodded curtly before heading over to the bar to help her husband serve drinks to the New Year’s revellers.

Jude retrieved her phone and took a photo of the menu, keeping up the pretence that this was her reason for hovering near the arguing group.

She was closest to Carol’s son and heard him mumble, ‘You’ll get what you deserve one day, arsehole.’

‘What was that, Toby?’ Danny had heard him too, despite the noise in the pub. ‘Has the little hamster got something to say?’ He grinned, amused rather than angry.

The label was an unkind but accurate one. Toby was probably a foot shorter than Danny, rounder of belly and had pouched cheeks and large front teeth that seemed to be trying to escape the tight fit of his small mouth. He did look very much like a startled hamster staring into the eyes of a prowling tomcat.

Toby said nothing.

‘Nice togs, by the way.’ Danny stepped forward and smoothed down the front of Toby’s crisp linen shirt: unusual with pink lining to the collar, turquoise to one turned-back cuff and lime green to the other. ‘Looks like you borrowed it from your little man-crush.’

Toby batted Danny’s hand away and Danny leant forward and appeared to sniff the air around Toby’s neck. ‘Oh my God,’ he laughed. ‘You’ve even started to wear Joshua’s aftershave!’

‘Now you listen to me, you rude—’ Carol started strong but stopped short as it looked as though she was fighting to find just the right word to describe the man in front of her.

‘Ah, look,’ said Jessica, clearly glad of the opportunity to divert the attention of the group. ‘Here come the others now.’ She waved at the entrance to the pub and Jude looked over to see Alexander Merebrook stoop to get through the door behind Joshua, his son, and a thin blonde woman whom Jude assumed must be the new daughter-in-law she’d heard Mrs James gossiping about in the village shop.

Joshua was indeed wearing the same style of linen shirt as Toby, only with different colours lining the collar and cuffs.

Leaving them to their family, Jude pocketed her phone, picked up the drinks and walked through into the dining room to join her own group.

She’d only been sitting down for a couple of minutes before Alexander Merebrook strode in, the rest of his party following. To Jude’s dismay, he marched straight over and took the chair next to her.

‘Jude Gray,’ he said. ‘I hear we are all supposed to muck in with each other tonight. I’m not entirely sure what Barbara is thinking. It’s a very strange state of affairs if you ask me, but I thought we’d get in early so we don’t end up having to sit with some of the village’s less-desirables.’

Alexander gave a deep chuckle and patted Jude’s hand as though she should be grateful that by choosing to sit next to her he had saved her the same fate.

‘Now, who’s for sharing a bottle of red? Something oaky and rich perhaps.’

Jude knew he would be disappointed if he was expecting Ted and Barbara to have got in a greater choice of wine than usual. It would be sweet white, dry white, house red or Prosecco, just as it always was.

Despite the fact she had Marco to her left, Binnie opposite and Noah, Lucy and Sami at the end of the table, Jude still felt her heart sink as she checked her watch. Only just gone eight so she was stuck with this pompous man for the next four hours. Not only that but the rest of his clan who were filling up the other spaces at their table had already brought discord to the evening and the looks on their faces – Carol’s tight-lipped disapproval, Toby’s simmering anger, Danny’s supercilious sneer and Jessica’s false, over-zealous bonhomie – told Jude things were not over yet.

She took a large swig of cider and reached below the table to rest her hand on Marco’s knee and find a little strength.

It was going to be one hell of a New Year’s Eve, she thought. And not in a good way.
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The dining room steadily filled up as everyone from the bar area went in to take their seats. Various neighbours and friends trooped past and Jude greeted them, exchanged brief pleasantries and wished she had been cannier at scooping some of them up on her way in so that she had easier, more palatable company to see the new year in with.

Although they were also neighbours of the Merebrooks in the way small village communities are generally set up, Alexander clearly didn’t feel the same affinity towards them as Jude did.

‘Rough monkey, that one,’ he said as Spud Simons stopped to say hello to Noah and Lucy. ‘Glad there’s no room left on our table for him.’

Jude didn’t think Spud heard but she knew that Clara had as she flushed in annoyance.

Jude ignored Alexander and turned her back pointedly on him so she could stand up and give Clara a warm hug.

‘Lovely to see you both here,’ she said. ‘Your first New Year as a couple.’

‘I feel so lucky. Spud’s the kindest, gentlest, most incredible man I know.’ Clara looked directly at Alexander as she spoke.

‘He’s a complete diamond,’ Jude added. ‘One of the best. You make a wonderful couple.’

‘Thanks, Jude.’ Clara kissed her on the cheek and muttered, ‘Good luck,’ into Jude’s ear.

‘See you later,’ said Jude as Clara and Spud moved off and Jude sat down again.

‘Spud’s worked with me at the farm for years,’ Jude said to Alexander. ‘He and Clara are very good friends of mine.’

She expected a little contrition and perhaps even an awkward apology as Alexander’s badly judged comments were thrown into the spotlight but he gave no hint of remorse.

‘He seemed like a darling,’ said Alexander’s daughter-in-law, who had introduced herself on arrival at the table as Rachael with an a before the e.

Everything about Rachael seemed long and willowy and she leant on the table lazily with her elbows resting between the cutlery setting. She screamed wealth, privilege and a complete lack of hard work but there was something incredibly affable about her. A red and green silk scarf was tied around honey-blonde hair with a knot that caught up the soft waves and encouraged them to hang elegantly over one shoulder. With a flimsy top cut on the bias so it draped over her light frame, Rachael made Jude think of a society socialite from the roaring twenties. Her husband, Joshua, clearly thought he had won first prize in his choice of wife and he watched her with obvious pride.

‘So, you work on a farm, Jude?’ Rachael appeared to be genuinely interested.

‘She inherited the place from her husband.’ Alexander spoke over Jude, deciding he was better equipped to answer on her behalf.

‘I own the farm just over the field from here,’ said Jude, ‘but I couldn’t run the place without a lot of help.’

‘I bet. There must be so much to do all the time. I bet you get up horrendously early too.’ The way Rachael spoke made Jude warm to her greatly. She wasn’t looking down her nose at Jude’s way of life, nor was she mocking the obvious differences between them. She was one of those people with a sublime way of making those she spoke to feel as though they were supremely interesting.

‘I’ve got used to the early mornings now,’ Jude replied. ‘In fact, there’s something really special about being up before the world wakes up properly.’

‘Rachael wouldn’t know about that,’ Alexander sniped. ‘She and Joshua are staying at Letchley Hall for a while and I don’t think I’ve once seen her up before lunchtime.’

‘Well, that’s not fair.’ Joshua stepped in to defend his wife.

‘Oh, no, it really is.’ Rachael didn’t look at all abashed as she owned her truth. ‘I am terrible in the mornings. But darling Pa-in-law, you truly wouldn’t want to see me before midday anyway. I’m a terrible mess and rather grumpy to boot.’

Jude was sure that Rachael was very much used to charming everyone she met but Alexander did not look in the least bit impressed. He sniffed and raised his glass of sub-standard Rioja to his already purple-stained lips.

‘Nice that you’ve got your family staying for the New Year,’ Jude said to him.

‘Would be if they were going to bugger off when the whole thing is over.’ He stopped to scrutinise the cheese, ham hock and red onion tartlet starter that had just been placed in front of him.

‘You don’t mean that.’ Rachael smiled indulgently at him as though she thought he was only cantankerous on the surface but in reality he was a real softie who adored having his son and his new wife under his roof.

Jude was not so blinkered.

‘It’s only short term,’ said Joshua. ‘Just until I get myself back on my feet. Trust me, Father. It’s not exactly my first choice of living arrangements.’

The two Merebrook men exchanged the look of two lions, eyeing each other up to see who would claim alpha status in the coming year. Old patriarch or younger, stronger member of the pride.

‘Oh, the testosterone!’ Jessica Merebrook declared dramatically as she took her tartlet without acknowledging the waiter who had served it to her. ‘Josh, has anyone ever told you, you’re becoming more and more like Dad?’

She chuckled as her brother sent her a blade-studded scowl from his place at the end of the table.

Jude’s friends and family were all happily ensconced in conversations of their own, leaving her to navigate the strained dynamics of the Merebrook party by herself. She longed to turn away from them all and talk to Marco and Sami but Rachael drew her back into the conversation.

‘Joshua is going to be a rock star one day,’ she said, turning to him proudly. ‘He’s exceptionally talented. Plays the guitar like Brian May and sings like George Michael.’

Danny, who was sitting opposite Jude, sniggered loudly. Being on the opposite side of the table, Jude had the perfect view of both siblings and their partners. She saw the superior derision on Danny’s sneering mouth, the humiliation in Joshua’s eyes, the awkwardness of Jessica as she was caught in the middle and the total oblivion of Rachael who had not recognised Danny’s snigger for what it was. A direct snub at Joshua and his supposed musical talents.

Jude picked up her knife and fork and cut into the perfectly thin and crumbly pastry of her tartlet.

‘He writes his own songs too, don’t you, honey?’ Rachael carried on in blissful ignorance of the increasingly brittle atmosphere around her. ‘Danny said he’d listen to a demo when it’s ready and then my two favourite men will work together to create something amazing that will one day take the charts by storm.’

Jude heard a throaty, unkind chuckle escape from Alexander as he shovelled another forkful into his mouth. He was a noisy eater, his wet tongue churning the food like a cement mixer and his lips smacking together regularly, giving Jude yet another reason to wish she had done better with her dining companion.

‘Oh, he sent me a demo, all right.’ Danny accompanied this with another snigger and a little shake of the head.

‘You do know your job will be obsolete in a couple of years, don’t you?’ Joshua swiped back. ‘Already anyone with a tiny bit of tech savvy could do a quick voice sample, plug it into AI with a very basic outline of the song they want to create and bam!’ He smacked his hands loudly together. ‘Potential number one hit with absolutely zero input from an outdated record producer.’

Danny looked decidedly nonplussed as he bent over his food, one arm lying on the table, knife untouched as he broke up the tartlet with the edge of his fork. ‘I could have a long conversation with you about how when it comes to the creative arts, people still want the power of human touch, but do you know what? I cannot be bothered.’

He shovelled a mouthful of his starter in, a little falling from the fork before it reached its destination.

‘Did somebody cut your puppet strings?’ Alexander thundered across at him.

‘What are you on about?’ Danny looked up through his thick black fringe.

‘Take a look around you. This is polite society, something you are still rudely unfamiliar with it seems. Here, we sit up straight at the table. Here, we use cutlery as it was designed to be used and here we most certainly do not speak with food in our mouths.’

The minx in Jude wanted to point out that in Alexander’s case, the table manners he had no doubt perfected at an all-boys public school might be on point but the way he treated people was certainly not what she would call polite.

‘Yeah?’ Danny set his fork down next to his plate and slouched further forward. ‘Well, your daughter seems to like my rough edges and that kills you, doesn’t it?’

‘You are not good enough for her.’ Alexander leant further across the table, his voice a low growl. ‘You are poorly educated, you have nothing in the way of breeding and you speak as though you belong in a chip shop or on some cheap television soap opera. It’s only a matter of time before she gets bored of you and finds herself a man more suitable for someone in her position. I have no doubt of that at all.’

Jude wasn’t a fan of Danny’s. It had taken her all of two minutes to decide this. But she was even less enamoured of Alexander’s dreadful, archaic classist outlook.

The rest of the table had gone quiet, everyone from both ends now listening to what was unfolding. Jessica too remained silent, unsure perhaps of where her loyalties lay.

Danny slowly straightened his back and raised his arms lazily over his head as though stretching after a long night’s sleep. His eyes were fixed on Alexander and there was a roguish glint to them that matched the slight upturn of one side of his mouth.

Without saying a word, he dropped an arm behind Jessica’s back and pulled her to him. Only then did he turn away from Alexander so that he could kiss her fully, passionately and with more impact than any words he could have chosen in that moment.

Jude felt decidedly awkward being so close to such a public display of lust. It had the desired effect though as the muscles in Alexander’s neck popped and the redness of his cheeks and Adam’s apple deepened.

‘Ghastly, awful man,’ Carol said.

Up until that moment, Carol and her son, Toby, had played only a minor role in the table’s conversations. Jude had ascertained that they were old friends of the family and Toby had grown up with the Merebrook children, but that was all. They were definitely secondary characters in the family saga and the fact they were sitting on the other side of Alexander’s bulk meant that Jude had almost forgotten they were there.

Danny pulled away from a breathless Jessica who it seemed had decided which side of the fence she wanted to be on. Faces separated, she retained a connection to Danny with the hand she kept on his arm.

‘You’re only jealous it’s been so long since someone kissed you like that,’ Danny shot at Carol. ‘Play your cards right with old Alex here and you might pull tonight. I bet he’s gagging for it just as badly as you are.’

‘That’s enough.’ Alexander threw his napkin on the table with great purpose as Jude imagined a Regency gentleman might have thrown a leather glove down to begin a duel. ‘You will have more respect than that when you are in my company.’

‘Respect you?’ Danny scoffed. ‘What have you ever done to earn that? I respect people who graft hard, who know what it’s like to be on life’s bottom rung and who find the grit and drive to do what they need to do in order to climb upwards.’

The waiter came to clear the starter plates away and Jude helped him by stacking those closest to her into a pile.

‘You mean the complete opposite to my sister,’ Joshua remarked.

Jessica didn’t appear to be cross, taking the opportunity to deftly steer the conversation into smoother water. ‘Danny and I might not appear to be a good fit to some, but we just connect. Some things are down to chemistry.’

‘Sure,’ said Danny. ‘And, babe, you know I love your chemistry. Biology too for that matter.’

He kissed her again and Jude wondered at his brazen confidence in front of so many people.

Joshua glowered at his sister’s back and Alexander banged his fists on the table.

‘Kindly keep your hands off each other in public. You are embarrassing yourselves and everyone around this table with your indecent display.’

Jessica pulled away and sat back in her chair. From the look she gave her father, Jude thought that it appeared as though she rather enjoyed the sport of baiting him. Perhaps that was part of the reason she was with Danny in the first place.

‘Can’t help it, Alex,’ said Danny with a grin. ‘It’s a bit of a special day for me and Jessie as it happens. We just got engaged.’ He cocked his head and challenged Alexander with his eyes.

‘What?’ Alexander thundered as he stood up and placed the flats of his hands on the table. ‘Jessica, is this true?’

Jessica turned quizzically to Danny. ‘That’s a little presumptuous when you haven’t even asked me yet.’

‘Didn’t think I needed to.’ Danny threw her a laddish smile.

‘Of course you do!’ Rachael clapped her hands together. She had clearly already forgotten the put-down Danny had so recently given her own husband. Joshua’s stormy face showed Jude that he had not forgotten.

‘Well?’ Danny picked up one of Jessica’s hands. ‘Consider this as me asking you. Let’s do it, babe. You and me.’

‘Okay, let’s.’ Jessica threw her arms around her new fiancé. ‘You and me.’

‘If it’s money you’re after, you can forget it.’ Alexander Merebrook’s arms were shaking so much that Jude could feel it through the wood of the table. ‘If she marries you, I will cut her off completely.’

‘That’s actually really funny,’ said Danny. ‘I bring in enough money from just one of the bands I produce to buy your house three times over.’

Jude knew Letchley Hall and thought this a bold statement.

To Alexander Merebrook, money had clearly been the trump card and now that it had been ripped up in front of him, he had nothing left to play. Jessica had made it clear that she no longer responded to his parental demands and Danny was immune to his classist snipes.

‘I need to visit the lavatory,’ Alexander said. ‘For the sake of our guests and fellow diners, I suggest that when I return I find that the topic of conversation has moved on to something rather more palatable.’

The table was silent as Alexander strode out of the dining room no doubt to gather his thoughts and perhaps decide on his next move.

‘Anyone want to congratulate us?’ Jessica turned towards her brother.

‘I also need the loo.’ Joshua refused to meet her eye as he got up and followed his father towards the door.

‘Wait!’ For the first time that evening Jessica looked flustered as she scrambled out of her chair.

‘Leave them, babe.’ Danny put a hand out to stop her but she shrugged it off.

‘I need to talk to Josh.’ She looked at the Danny as though pleading with him to understand. ‘We should have talked about this first and told him before blurting it out in front of everyone.’

Jude caught Lucy’s eye and could see that she was thinking the same thing as her. The whole thing was bonkers. Less New Year party and more night at the theatre.

‘Chill out, babe,’ said Danny.

This did not go down well with Jessica whose eyes darkened. ‘I won’t be long,’ she said tersely. ‘I need Joshua to understand.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Rachael said to Danny. ‘It’s a sibling thing. Nothing stronger than the bond between a brother and sister.’

Marco had started to say something to Jude and although she turned to face him, her ears were still tuned to what was happening on the opposite side of the table.

‘You know, you could always help build bridges,’ Rachael continued. ‘Give him and his band a shot. I guarantee that if you are good to one Merebrook sibling then the other will be putty in your hands.’

Danny gave her a long unreadable stare that Jude could not decipher but that obviously meant something to Rachael who shrivelled beneath it.

‘What sort of music do you produce?’ Marco asked, as usual cutting into the conversation at just the right place to move things along.

Danny slouched back in his chair and crooked his hands together behind his head. ‘L’il Jem, Western Wills, Nick Jubs, DJ Tones, Jaynie Pool, they’re all mine.’

Jude recognised the names of some of the artists he worked with and could even name some of their hit songs. It was an impressive list and Danny knew it.

‘That’s really cool,’ said Marco. ‘I imagine it keeps you pretty busy.’

‘It’s good to be busy,’ said Danny. ‘I’m just lucky that I enjoy doing what I do.’

This was a sentiment that both Marco and Jude related to. She loved her farming life and he was constantly surprised at how much attention his current exhibition was receiving from the art world.

Danny unzipped his top and hung it on the back of his chair, revealing a white T-shirt with blue sleeves and a stylised picture of the four members of The Who on the front under the band’s name.

‘Great tour shirt,’ Marco said. ‘That’s not a genuine, is it?’

‘Nineteen seventy-three Quadrophenia Tour.’ Danny pulled his shoulders back to give everyone the best view. ‘This shirt is older than me.’

Marco was a naturally easy-going person, someone that everyone enjoyed talking to and soon Danny and Rachael were chatting easily with him. Jude left them to it and decided to try and engage the other two table guests, Carol and her son, Toby – whom Jude could now not stop comparing to a hamster.

‘How do you know the Merebrooks?’ she asked.

‘We are old family friends,’ Carol replied. ‘Alexander’s wife, Hannah, was my best friend at school. We grew up together.’ She put her knife and fork down and looked at Jude, almost combatively. ‘I’m sure you heard the rumours.’

Jude felt awkward. She hated gossip and tittle-tattle but she could hardly pretend that she didn’t know anything about the infamous Hannah Merebrook: murderess at large.

‘She didn’t do it, you know,’ said Carol, before taking a large swig from her glass of wine.

The certainty of this statement made Jude reflexively cock her head to one side as she looked at her to elaborate on this theory.

‘Mum.’ There was warning in Toby’s voice. ‘Don’t start all that again.’

‘Don’t quieten me, Toby. She was my best friend and I hate that to most people she has been reduced to nothing more than a trollop and murderess. She was neither of those things.’

‘Shh,’ Toby hissed. ‘They’re coming back.’

Carol glanced over her shoulder and Jude turned to see the three Merebrooks rejoining the dinner party. They looked sombre and every bit as un-party-spirited as Carol did. What had already been an awkward evening in which Jude felt very much like an interloper in a family saga looked as though it was about to become even more uncomfortable.
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Jude looked to Marco to rescue her, hoping that she could take the opportunity to make a subtle break from the Merebrook contingent and rejoin her own group. Marco though was chatting away with Danny and Rachael – so she had no choice but to wait for Alexander to reclaim his seat next to her.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said, not just to Jude but to the entire table. ‘It seems that my children are no better behaved now than they were when they were infants. The only difference is that I can no longer take them over my knee and let them have it with a leather belt.’

Jude wasn’t entirely sure if this was a joke or not but she withered internally at having two more courses and coffee sitting next to this oaf.

‘Danny, it has been pointed out to me that I owe you an apology.’ There was no hint of the apology itself and Alexander’s words seemed pretty insincere to Jude but at least it was something. ‘It seems you are going to be a part of my family which was a shock, and one I admit I did not react well to. But kin is kin so welcome to the Merebrooks.’

He raised his almost-empty wine glass to propose a toast to the new engagement and Jude felt that, forced as it was, this was an olive twig of sorts.

‘To my ugly little sister, Messy-ca, and her brand-new fiancé.’ Joshua had clearly recovered his joie de vivre and his toast was a lot heartier and more meaningful than his father’s, the sibling snipes at Jessica comical rather than offensive as she was beautiful by anybody’s yardstick.

She blew him a kiss and smiled before resting her head against Danny’s shoulder.

‘Ah, here’s the food,’ said Alexander, obviously glad of the distraction as the waiters brought joints of beef and pork to the table with carving sets for their guests to use.

‘You can give those to me.’ Alexander held his hands out for the large knife and fork. ‘If we are going to have to serve ourselves then I’d better make sure this meat is properly seen to. Ask the chef for a sharpening steel, please? I can’t cut meat with this.’

‘I wasn’t sure about this carvery thing,’ said Rachael, taking a bowl teetering with roast potatoes and putting it down on the table in front of her. ‘I must admit though, there’s something about the theatre of it all that’s actually quite thrilling.’

Dishes of vegetables, jugs of gravy, a tower of Yorkshire puddings and ramekins of apple sauce, mustard and horseradish arrived along with a steel which was passed to Alexander.

‘Good-o,’ he said as he started to swipe the blade of the carving knife enthusiastically up and down the long metal rod. ‘Now then, who’s beef, who’s pork and who wants to go the whole hog and have some of each?’

There was enough food to feed everyone around the table twice and, while they were busy loading their plates, Jude took the opportunity to turn her attention away from the Merebrooks and back to her friends.

‘Pull a cracker?’ Binnie asked, taking one from the pile on the table and offering it across to Jude.

Jude put down the vegetable spoon she’d been holding and grabbed the other end, squeezing the cardboard to get a good grip.

‘Now, now, ladies,’ Alexander said. ‘That is not proper cracker etiquette. The whole table needs to pull them together; arms crossed with their direct neighbours.’

Danny deliberately picked up two crackers, one in each hand, and held them out to Jessica. She took them both and pulled hard, laughing as they burst and tiny, useless prizes fell out.

Binnie and Jude took this as their cue and pulled theirs too. Soon terrible jokes were being shared and paper hats perched jauntily on heads: Alexander and Carol’s excepting.

‘I never expected—’ Alexander started to say to Jude but he didn’t have a chance to expand because Marco neatly swooped in and rescued her, pulling her attention his way and securing it firmly in place.

‘Jude, Sami was telling me about the chaos his niece caused on Christmas Eve. You have to hear this.’

Pretending that she’d thought Alexander had not been directing his declaration towards her, Jude craned past Marco to address Sami.

‘Little Anaya,’ she said. ‘How old is she now?’

‘Seven,’ said Sami as proudly as if she was his own daughter. ‘The perfect age for chaos-causing. Especially at Christmastime.’

Jude kept her back firmly to Alexander Merebrook as she listened to Sami talk about his niece. She was happy to allow the conversation to move on organically without breaking for long enough for Alexander or any other member of his group to swipe in to claim her attention again.

She could hear snippets of the conversations that were happening around her – it seemed Alexander had made his gesture of peace and that was as far as he was willing to go, choosing instead to talk to Carol and Toby. On the other side of the table, Danny, Jessica, Rachael and Joshua appeared to be chatting as though there had never been any tension between any of them.

The food was exceptional and Jude felt the waistband of her trousers tighten with each course served. After the carvery, there was a pause in the feasting for a quiz to keep momentum going and carry everyone through as far as midnight. Puddings, cheeses and finally coffee, tea and chocolate truffles were dished out, drawing the meal to a close.

‘A very quick word,’ said Ted as he tapped a fork against the side of a glass to quieten the diners. ‘Don’t worry, this isn’t a speech really, but I do want to say a few words. Firstly, thank you all for choosing to join us here this evening and for bearing with Barbara’s slightly unusual seating arrangements.’

‘Ted was dead against it but looking around, I’d say you’ve all got on pretty well,’ Barbara cut in.

There were a few hearty, and more than a little tipsy, hear hears from some guests who had obviously found more harmony with their table-fellows than Jude had with hers.

‘Once again, my love, you have been proven right.’ Ted put his arm around her shoulders. ‘Anyway, all I wanted to say really was thank you. To our guests of course, but also to the waiting staff who have worked so hard to help make this a real night to remember.’

The waiters, standing around the edges of the room, smiled and accepted the round of applause led by Ted.

‘Clarence, our chef, and his band of kitchen helpers.’ He directed his clapping hands towards the door where they were standing in their whites. ‘And of course to my long-suffering wife who you all know is the real reason this place keeps going.’

More applause followed along with whoops of appreciation for the well-loved landlady.

‘We are now only half an hour away from the big moment and I invite you to charge your glasses and take them outside into the beer garden where a couple of firepits have been lit to keep you all warm until the fireworks at midnight. Those of you joining for the first time, please don’t be disappointed with the noise level. We are a farming community and as such always choose quiet ones. You want loud bangs then you’ll just have to go and watch the London display on BBC catch-up when you get home. Enjoy.’

‘What’s the point of that?’ Danny said when Ted finished and the chatter began again.

‘What?’ Rachael asked.

‘Quiet fireworks.’ He couldn’t have sounded more derogatory about the idea if he’d tried. ‘Isn’t the whole point that they make a bloody loud bang?’

Jude couldn’t resist stepping in to stick up for her community.

‘Every year those bangs lead to thousands and thousands of terrified animals, more than you might think resulting in death. Not just livestock but pets too, not to mention all the wildlife that live in these parts.’

‘Spot on,’ said Alexander with enthusiasm. ‘Good friend lost a very fine stud horse a few years ago. Got himself into a right tizzy, bolted over a fence that was really too high for him to jump and ended up being knocked down by a car.’

‘Why didn’t your friend have his horse in his stable then?’ Danny challenged.

‘Is that what you think I should do with all my sheep?’ said Jude, always ready to take on someone ill-informed about the realities of farming. ‘Build soundproof stables to put them all in for when some arse decides to throw a fireworks party?’

‘Now you’re just being daft,’ said Danny.

‘Come on,’ said Marco who had read the warning signs. ‘Let’s get a drink and go outside.’

‘You go on with them, Jessie. It doesn’t sound like my kind of thing at all,’ said Danny. ‘I reckon I’ll just buy myself a pint and prop up the bar on my own.’

‘Oh, don’t be a party pooper,’ Rachael whined. ‘Come on, Danny. Let’s all go. It’ll be fun.’

Jude had no desire to stick around for the outcome of this particular discussion. She was only too willing to leave the table and go with Marco and the rest of her friends to the bar for a final drink which they took outside.

Fairy lights had been hung from the trees, and two metal oil drums filled with burning logs made the place look very festive. It’d been a crisp day which had led to a clear, cold night with a black-treacle sky decorated with a quantity of stars only seen when well away from the light pollution of towns and cities. Tiny flecks of snow were starting to fall and Jude was extremely glad of her thick scarf and woollen hat.

‘Do you want to sit down?’ Noah asked Lucy. ‘We can nab one of the benches if you like.’

Lucy pulled the edges of her coat as far as she could around her ballooning belly, only managing to make them meet so she could fasten the top three buttons. ‘No, it’s nice to be standing up actually, after all that food.’

Jude linked arms with her sister. ‘I’m not pregnant and I feel the size of a baby elephant after that.’

‘What was going on with that family we were sitting with?’ Binnie asked. ‘Talk about disjointed.’

‘Those are the Merebrooks,’ Jude told her. ‘Grandest family in the area, or at least that’s what Alexander obviously thinks. Not a man I would be keen to have as a father-in-law but Danny and Rachael seem to have worked out ways of their own to deal with him.’

‘Merebrook, as in Hannah Merebrook, notorious killer on the run?’ Sami asked.

‘That’s her,’ said Jude, moving over to one of the fire drums so she could benefit from the heat it was giving off.

‘What was that?’ Lucy looked confused. ‘One of them is a killer?’

‘Alexander’s wife,’ Noah explained. ‘She was bonking the gardener and then he was found in the grounds of the big house, a hole blown through him with a shotgun.’

‘No,’ said Lucy. ‘Are you being serious?’

‘It’s a notorious case in the force,’ said Sami. ‘It was all anyone could talk about when I first applied to join. Hannah Merebrook’s fingerprints were found on the gun in his blood and there were other key pieces of evidence that all pointed to her but⁠—’

‘I’m not sure this is something you should be gossiping about.’ Carol and Toby had come out of the pub without anyone noticing them and Carol was looking at Sami with deep disapproval. ‘You’re a police detective, I believe, so I’m sure you’re more than aware that people are innocent of any crime until solid facts and a fair trial have proven them guilty.’

‘Sorry.’ Sami looked mortified and Jude knew him well enough to realise that this wasn’t because he’d been caught but because he’d spoken so freely in the first place. ‘It was tactless of me to talk about it here.’

‘It’s okay,’ said Toby, casting his mum a warning stare. ‘But maybe leave it there before the Merebrooks join us.’

‘Of course,’ said Sami.

Jude was also feeling embarrassed at being caught out gossiping so openly about a local family she had just shared a long evening meal with.

‘Exciting news about the engagement,’ Lucy said to relieve the awkwardness. ‘Jessica will make a beautiful bride.’

Having not heard the pre-dinner argument that had occurred and having sat in the seat furthest from the Merebrook end of the table, Lucy clearly hadn’t registered the level of dislike between Carol and Danny. She therefore looked surprised when this turned out not to be the icebreaker she’d been hoping for.

‘It won’t last,’ said Carol. ‘They’re both doing it for the attention and to irritate poor Alexander. As if he hasn’t already been through enough.’

‘You know the family well?’ Lucy asked.

‘Very well,’ said Carol. ‘And it breaks my heart to see Jessica throwing her life away on that terrible man. Her mother will be turning in her grave to see what’s become of her little girl.’

Jude frowned at the turn of phrase that had also clearly confused Binnie.

‘Sorry, turn in her grave?’ said the detective. ‘Do you have reason to believe Hannah Merebrook is dead?’

‘Oh, I know she is.’ Carol pulled her scarf closer around her neck and kept her hands gripped to each end of it. ‘I told the police nineteen years ago that whoever framed her for murder also killed her, but they wouldn’t listen.’ Here she gave Sami and Binnie filthy looks as though they had personally led the case.

‘Mother, drop it.’ Toby looked back at the pub door and Jude knew he was waiting for the Merebrooks to walk out of it and hear the discussion about their wife and mother.

‘I’m sure the investigating team did a thorough job at the time,’ said Binnie.

Carol sniffed. ‘They followed what clues they had and reached the conclusion that the person laying them had intended them to reach. Their mistake was that they didn’t take into account that someone with the right skills, a forensic scientist used to recovering evidence from murder scenes, for example, would be able to manipulate⁠—’

‘That’s enough,’ Toby cut in sharply. ‘Alexander has asked you so many times to stop this but you have to keep dredging it up. It’s not fair on Jessica. You know how upset she gets about your conspiracy theories.’

Jude wanted to know more about this forensic scientist that Carol was talking about as it was far too specific to just be a random example. This woman had a theory about a murder case that had not been satisfactorily closed: something that was naturally enormously interesting to Jude.

There was no opportunity to ask any questions though as, apart from the fact it would have hardly been good etiquette to quiz Carol about it there and then, Alexander Merebrook and his two children had just come out of the pub and were heading their way. Rachael was with them but she had obviously failed to persuade Danny to join them.

‘Ah, there you are,’ Alexander said, striding directly over to them, carrying what looked like a large brandy. The bowl of the glass was cupped in his hand with the stem pushing down between his fingers. His other hand was gripping a fat cigar with glowing tip and, with the tweed jacket and mustard waistcoat he had on under his Barbour jacket, Jude was very much reminded of Mr Toad from The Wind in the Willows. The brash, self-centred, highly arrogant side of his character could also have been swiped directly from the well-monied amphibian, but so far Jude had yet to see any of Toady’s redeeming qualities.

‘Come and stand by the fire, Jessica.’ Toby stepped to one side so that his friend, who had dressed more for fashion than a cold winter’s midnight, could feel the benefit of the warmth.

Jude recognised the look of adoration he gave her. Here was a man unable to disguise how besotted he was with a woman out of his reach. She felt sorry for him as Jessica sidled into position next to him and he took his coat off to lay across her shoulders.

‘Thanks, Toby.’ Jessica pulled the collar of the coat around her neck, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the donor was now left to soak up the cold unprotected himself.

‘By the way, I listened to that new band you told me about,’ said Toby. ‘I really like them too.’

‘Sorry, who?’ Jessica asked, already looking a little bored with his company and distracted by other things around her.

‘Screwed Rider,’ Toby said, so eager to please that Jude wanted to guide him away maternally to save his embarrassment.

‘Oh God!’ Jessica laughed unkindly. ‘You listened to Screwed Rider?’

‘You said I’d like them.’ Poor Toby looked confused.

‘No, I said I liked them. I wouldn’t have thought they’d be your sort of thing at all. Your music taste is so… safe.’

Toby stared at Jessica with his mouth opening and shutting, searching for something to say to pull himself out of the pit of humiliation Jessica had just thrown him into.

‘She’s an engaged woman now I’m afraid, Tobes,’ Joshua teased. ‘Completely off limits.’ He had his own arm draped rather territorially across Rachael’s shoulders. To Jude, he was a carbon copy of his father, albeit with three decades between them. ‘Time to forget her and find some other lucky lady to lay your ardour in front of. Maybe punch a bit lower next time though, mate. Try someone in your own league.’

Rachael shrugged Joshua’s arm off and Jude was pleased to see that Joshua looked put out by the gesture of disapproval. ‘Oh, Josh, don’t tease him. I think anyone would be very lucky to be with Toby. If I wasn’t a married lady and he asked me on a date, I would snap up the invitation immediately.’

‘No, you wouldn’t.’ Joshua gave a nasty guffaw. ‘You’d run a mile.’

Rachael left Joshua’s side and went over to link arms with Toby, who was looking so uncomfortable with the attention that Jude wondered if he would actually stay the course or disappear inside to take his chances with Danny and a pint at the bar.

‘You mustn’t listen to my beast of a husband,’ said Rachael. ‘You are a catch, Toby Alcock, and one day you will find the perfect girl who loves you as much as you deserve. Don’t you think so, Jude?’

Jude was not pleased to have been sucked into this odd dynamic.

‘Of course,’ she said for want of a better response.

‘What about you and Joshua?’ Marco squeezed Jude’s hand as he deliberately deflected things back to Rachael. ‘How did you meet?’

‘Danny and Jess introduced us actually,’ said Rachael. ‘They’d just started dating and fixed us up with a blind date. It was love at first sight.’

‘Well, it was for you.’ Joshua pulled his wife to him again, away from Toby in a territorial way that Jude did not approve of. ‘You had to get up the duff for me to shake off my bachelor ways and marry you.’

‘Oh,’ said Lucy, rubbing a hand over her own baby bump. ‘I didn’t realise you had a baby.’

‘We don’t,’ said Rachael. ‘I miscarried while we were on our honeymoon.’

‘Chin up, Rach.’ Joshua showed zero compassion for the sadness written across Rachael’s face. ‘Just think, if things had been different, I’d probably never have married you. So there’s your silver lining right there.’

Jude had never wanted to smack a man around the face as much as she wanted to then. Such callousness and narcissism, directly inherited from his father who was raising the glass of brandy as he gave a hearty, ‘Hear hear! Don’t want to be saddled with sprogs too soon. You’ve only been married six months, you should be out enjoying yourselves.’

‘We’d find that easier if we had a bit of a money buffer while I get back on my feet again. An advance on the inheritance would get us out of your hair faster too, old man,’ said Joshua.

‘You’ve had enough handouts from me. Time you stood on your own two feet. That’s why I’m giving you until February to sort yourself out and then your free stay at Letchley Hall will be coming to an end.’

‘What?’ Joshua looked horrified. ‘You can’t do that.’

‘I can do what I want seeing as it’s my money. I can give the whole estate to a donkey sanctuary if I think they’d make better use of it than you.’

Alexander Merebrook put the cigar in his mouth and poked his daughter sharply in the back.

‘Did you hear that, Jessica? It goes for you too if you marry that awful man.’

‘Hmm, sorry, what?’ Jessica had been distracted by something and was staring towards the pub door, but when Jude looked over she saw nothing there.

‘Are you okay?’ Rachael asked.

‘Oh, yeah. I was just hoping Danny might come and join us after all.’

‘Don’t worry, Jess. You have your backup ready and waiting.’ Joshua walked over and nudged Toby so hard that he stumbled sideways.

‘That’s enough, Joshua,’ said Carol firmly. ‘Aren’t you old enough to leave all that childish bullying behind you now?’

‘It’s not bullying. We’re just having a bit of banter, aren’t we, Toby?’

Toby looked like a hamster caught in the headlights without a clue how to stick up for himself.

Jude and Marco had fallen silent, listening to the growing Merebrook saga as though it was a scene from a television drama unfolding in front of them. Glancing at the others, she could see that they were also tuned into the live show.

‘It’s snowing,’ said Rachael suddenly and Jude noticed at the same time the first proper fat flakes starting to fall.

They grew in number quickly, some hitting the fire drums and fizzling into nothing, others landing on the grass and wooden benches, speckling them with white.

‘Thirty seconds to go.’ Ted’s voice drifted across the beer garden and Jude could see him with a headtorch on preparing to light the fireworks. ‘Everyone ready to say goodbye to the old and welcome in the new?’

There was an enthusiastic amount of cheering and Jude, along with the others in her party, rearranged themselves to get a good view of the fireworks.

Jude glanced over her shoulder and saw that the Merebrooks had splintered away from each other. Away from the firepit it was hard to make out exactly who was standing with who but there was definite distance between them all.

She was glad that she had so much warmth and love around her instead. Marco, Lucy, Noah, Binnie and Sami all huddled together with her as they counted down with Ted, Barbara and the rest of the assembled villagers.

‘Ten seconds,’ Ted shouted. ‘Nine… eight…’

Jude shouted the countdown out with everyone else until they reached zero which was Ted’s cue to light the fireworks.

‘Happy New Year.’ As Marco spoke, Jude felt his breath warming her neck. He was behind her with his arms wrapping her up. ‘I think this year is going to be a very good one.’

‘It’s started pretty well.’ Jude’s hands were hooked onto his forearms in front of her and she pulled him in even closer.

Three Catherine wheels attached to the fencing at the far end of the beer garden sparked into life, sending showers of glittering flecks flying into the snowflakes as they spun around. Just as they were fizzling out, a row of Roman candles lit up like a wall of fiery fountains and three rockets zoomed into the air. They were every bit as colourful and spectacular as regular fireworks, but instead of loud bangs and violent explosions, these erupted with altogether more animal-friendly pops and whizzes.

The falling snow reflected the colours of the fireworks as they burst, filling the sky with a kaleidoscopic display that combined nature and chemistry. It was perhaps one of the most beautiful things Jude thought she’d ever seen.

‘I wonder whether Sebbie is sleeping through for your dad,’ Lucy said to Noah.

‘If I know Frank, he’ll have kept him up specially to watch the fireworks,’ Noah replied.

For over five minutes, the sky above Malvern End was lit with explosions of pinks, greens, golds and purples and the snow continued to fall onto the whitening carpet below.

The display ended with a rat-a-tat of quickfire rockets that burst with gentle pops into flower blooms overhead before the sky was once again plunged into darkness and the air was still and silent.

It was at precisely this moment that someone inside the pub let out a scream that ricocheted around the beer garden, making Jude’s blood chill to the temperature of the snow beneath her feet.

‘Jessica,’ Toby muttered before leading the charge into the pub.

Jude, along with everyone else who had been watching the fireworks, followed him and the little bar was soon heaving once again.

Jessica appeared through the door of the dining room, her face stricken, her eyes wild, and her hands covered in what looked like blood.

‘Jess, what is it?’ Toby asked, rushing over to catch her in his arms as she stumbled.

‘It’s Danny,’ she sobbed. ‘Someone killed him.’
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Ted quickly took charge of the situation.

‘Any doctors here?’ he shouted, pushing his way to the front of the crowd and barring the way into the dining room. ‘We need medical help only. The rest of you, time to go home, please, ladies and gentlemen.’

Jude grabbed Binnie by the hand and dragged her forward, closely followed by Sami. She knew that medical help was not the only assistance that would be required that night.

They didn’t have to say anything. As soon as Ted saw them, he moved to one side to let them pass.

‘Come on now, you heard the man.’ Spud Simons was using his large presence and larger voice to help shepherd everyone out of the pub and Jude was glad to see that most people were doing as they were asked.

‘What’s going on?’ Alexander Merebrook demanded. ‘Jessica, this isn’t one of your ridiculous pleas for attention, is it?’

‘Get him out of here,’ Jessica shouted at her father as she shook off Toby’s efforts at comforting her. ‘All of you, just go.’

‘Let’s get you somewhere quiet,’ said Jude gently as she reached Jessica.

Binnie and Sami had gone into the dining room, accompanied by Dr Hayter, the village GP. Jude felt she was of better use helping Ted deal with Jessica and the Merebrooks.

‘Where’s Joshua?’ Jessica scoured the retreating crowds for her brother, and Jude spotted him at the side of the bar. He was restraining a clearly distressed Rachael who was wriggling against his firm grip as she cried out in anguish.

‘Josh,’ Jessica sobbed and ran forward.

‘What happened to him?’ Rachael shouted at her. ‘What did you do?’

She was as distraught as Jessica, making Jude wonder how well she had known Danny. She’d mentioned that Danny had been matchmaker between her and Josh. Had they been friends for a long time before they’d met the Merebrooks? It would explain the intensity of her anguish.

‘Hey now,’ said Joshua, finally letting go of his wife so he could comfort his sister who sank into his arms, sobbing like a small child.

Rachael took her opportunity and ran towards the dining room. Jude followed, trying to stop her from bursting in on something she was sure Rachael shouldn’t see with Jessica’s words ringing in her ears.

It’s Danny. Someone killed him.

Not he’s dead or we need a doctor. But someone killed him.

Jude and Rachael arrived together at the threshold of the previously festive room and saw instantly that it had been turned into something sinister and tragic.

Dr Hayter was standing gravely to one side, speaking into his phone.

Binnie and Sami had their heads together, talking fast, eyes darting from one part of the crime scene to another.

And there, slumped over one of the dining tables with his head resting on the white linen cloth, was a lifeless Danny Howell. A pint glass lay at his feet, the contents having already seeped into the wooden floor, leaving a large, dark stain. His zipped indie top was draped over the chair next to him, and the rare The Who T-shirt he’d been so proud of was ruined by three blooms of deep crimson merging into each other as they spread across the cotton.

Rachael gasped and stopped abruptly, her hand shooting to her throat as she took in the full horror of what was in front of her.

‘He can’t be dead,’ she said, looking at Jude as though begging her to say that it was all a big misunderstanding.

Binnie was already walking their way as Sami sidestepped neatly to block as much view of Danny as possible.

‘Rachael, I know this is difficult but I’m going to have to ask you to leave this area.’

‘No.’ Rachael pushed Binnie out of the way and tried to reach Danny, but Sami was faster than she was and stronger too. He barred her way, grabbing her shoulders and although she fought to free herself, she didn’t have a chance against the detective’s grip.

‘Rachael,’ Jude said gently, ‘there’s nothing you can do here. Come on, let’s go back and find Joshua. He’ll be worrying about you.’

Jude had wondered at his absence in his wife’s hour of need but then he was in a difficult position, she supposed. Two women who were in shock both needed his support. In order for Joshua to come and find Rachael, he’d have to abandon Jessica. It was a catch-22.

‘Danny!’ Rachael’s desperation as she shrieked his name was heart-wrenching and again Jude wondered at the closeness of the two friends.

She struggled for a bit and Jude helped Sami restrain her as gently as they could. After a short while, she felt Rachael submit and her body slacken as she let out a last guttural moan. Jude supported her on one side, certain that if she were to let go, Rachael would sink to the ground. Binnie took over from Sami on the other side and between them, they helped her out of the dining room and back into the bar area which was now almost empty. Ted and Barbara were standing behind the beer pumps, instinctively drying glasses from the dishwasher for want of something better to keep them busy. Noah, Lucy and Marco were hovering by the exit and Jude’s eyes fell towards a small table in a corner where Joshua and Jessica were sitting together. She still had Toby’s coat around her shoulders and yet it wasn’t enough to stop her from shaking. Joshua was holding her hands but neither spoke.

Alexander was pacing up and down the pub and there was no sign of Carol or Toby so Jude assumed they’d gone home.

‘Rach!’ Joshua stood up when he saw her. ‘God, is he really dead?’

Rachael looked at Binnie, scared of answering herself as though in doing so she would only be making it more real.

‘I’m afraid I can confirm that Danny Howell died this evening,’ Binnie said with the practised empathy of someone who’d had to deliver such devastating news many times before.

‘Christ!’ Joshua exclaimed. ‘Was he killed?’

‘He was,’ said Binnie. ‘But I want to assure you all that along with a dedicated team of highly skilled professionals, I will do everything in my power to make sure that whoever did this is brought to justice.’

It might have sounded as though Binnie was trying to reassure the Merebrook family, but Jude knew her well enough to realise that there was a hint of a warning in her words too, designed to shake any one of them who might have been responsible for murder.

‘Can we use the back bar?’ Binnie asked Ted and Barbara. ‘We’ll need to take some initial statements before I get someone to drive them all home. I’ll also need a list of everyone who was here this evening, contact details too as we’ll need to speak to them all.’

‘Of course,’ said Barbara. ‘Whatever we can do to help, Binnie.’

Only then did Joshua come over to comfort his wife, who seemed to be cemented to the ground where she stood next to Jude, her porcelain-white face clouded in stunned disbelief and her eyes staring into nothing at her feet.

‘Okay, Rach?’ he asked, tentatively putting his hands on her shoulders. ‘Was it awful in there?’

Rachael looked up slowly. ‘Someone just killed one of my oldest friends,’ she said. ‘So no, Josh, I’m not okay. And yes, it was beyond awful in there.’

Joshua hugged her. Not a natural comforting embrace but more of an awkward duty-hug. She returned it in a similar way, making Jude wonder how much love there was between the two. Piecing together the snippets of their romance story she had been given over the evening, it seemed that they had only met each other a couple of months or so before she found out she was pregnant and the two of them disappeared off for a shotgun wedding only attended by Danny and Jessica.

It wasn’t the best of matrimonial beginnings and the stress of the miscarriage and Joshua’s seeming lack of any real emotion over it must have been hard for Rachael. The two might be married now, but they were clearly not what Sunday-morning radio phone-ins would call soulmates.

The door of the pub opened then and Carol and Toby came back inside.

‘I thought you two had walked home,’ said Alexander.

‘We weren’t sure if we’d be needed.’ Carol stamped the snow off her shoes. ‘But Toby needed to get a bit of fresh air while the pub was still so busy. You know what he’s like with stress and crowds. They can be very triggering.’

‘Mum, stop it.’ Toby looked mortified as his mother spoke about him as though he was a small child, not a fully grown adult.

Marco moved over to Jude. ‘Can we go, do you think?’ he asked quietly.

Jude looked at Binnie. ‘I think I should stay here with her, just until the team arrives. But you go. Lucy can drive my car and I’ll get a lift back with Binnie.’

‘Are you sure?’ Marco looked very reluctant to leave her behind.

Jude wanted to go with him and the others but she could tell that Binnie was flagging. Ever since the brain injury that had left in her in a coma eighteen months previously, Binnie had not fared well with late nights and long days. As far as Jude knew, this was the first time she’d stayed up beyond midnight since the incident and now she was having to carry out the initial investigations into a brutal murder.

‘I need to be here for Binnie,’ Jude said.

‘Then I’ll stay too.’

‘No.’ Jude smiled warmly at him. ‘I love that you’re offering but there’s nothing you can do. I’ll see you at home when the team arrives and Binnie can leave.’

Marco kissed her before rounding up Noah and Lucy and leaving the pub.

‘Are you sticking around?’ Binnie asked.

‘For as long as you are,’ Jude replied and was rewarded with a tired smile of gratitude.

‘Right then. The sooner I get these statements, the sooner we can all go to bed.’

Binnie and Sami set up in the back bar and one by one the Merebrooks and Carol and Toby were ushered in to give their statements.

Jude stayed with Ted and Barbara, watching the others and waiting for the uniformed police and ambulance to arrive.

Eventually, after fingerprints had been taken, clothing bagged up for blood splatter analysis – much to the chagrin of the Merebrooks – and statements logged, the family was given permission to leave.

Alexander had wanted to drive everyone home, but Ted wouldn’t have it.

‘You’ve had a skinful this evening. I’ll call Nib’s Cabs. They might well have drivers who have finished their New Year jobs and be able to pick you up.’

As luck would have it, this was exactly what happened. A driver was dispatched and arrived shortly after to ferry everyone home.

‘Time to leave it to SOCO,’ said Sami. ‘We’ve done enough for tonight.’

Binnie of old would have argued and stayed until the last member of the team had packed up and gone home. But things had shifted and she looked more than a little relieved at the thought of handing everything over.

‘Thank you for all your help,’ she said to Ted and Barbara. ‘You really don’t have to stay. They’ll lock up when they leave.’

‘We’ll wait,’ said Ted. ‘Nothing happens at our pub without us seeing it through.’

Binnie nodded. ‘Hopefully they won’t be too much longer.’

It was gone two in the morning by the time Binnie drove out of the pub car park with Sami in the passenger seat and Jude in the back.

‘Well, that was a New Year nobody will forget in a hurry,’ said Sami. ‘Poor bugger. Stabbed in the back, he wouldn’t have seen it coming. At least it would have been quick, I suppose.’

‘That’s how he died?’ Jude asked. ‘Do you know what they used?’

‘No weapon has been found so far,’ said Binnie.

‘Maybe one of the carving knives that were put out on each table for the carvery?’ Sami suggested.

‘Alexander asked for a sharpening steel,’ Jude pointed out. ‘But he would have been hard pushed to keep the knife when the tables were cleared.’

‘Let’s not jump the gun,’ said Binnie as she flicked the wipers up a notch to clear the snow from the windscreen. ‘Wait for SOCO and the forensic team to do their thing before we start throwing mud like that around.’

Jude could hear the exhaustion in her voice but knew that Binnie would still be going through all the same scenarios that Jude herself would when she finally got into bed and tried to sleep.

Having spent the whole evening with Danny and those who were now all suspects in his murder, Jude was already thinking through each one; trying to allocate motives and opportunities to them.

With the firework display in full flow, in theory any one of them could have sneaked back in to kill Danny before coming out again and joining the others. Jude had been so enthralled by the lengthy show of pyrotechnics that she could not have put her hand on her heart and sworn that every other member of her own group had been there with her the entire time. Except for Marco, of course, whose arms hadn’t released her from the first Catherine wheel to the final rocket.

Would any of the Merebrooks be able to give a watertight alibi to any of the others?

And what about motives for Danny’s murder?

Some were obvious.

Alexander Merebrook had made no secret of the fact that he thought Danny far from good enough to marry his daughter. Carol and Toby had argued with him when he goaded them and Danny had made fun of Joshua’s hopes for his band instead of offering to produce their music as both Joshua and Rachael had clearly been hoping he’d do.

Jessica was newly engaged and seemed genuinely distraught when she discovered his body, but had she really agreed to marry him for love, or was she just finding new and very effective ways to annoy her father?

As Binnie turned up the drive for Malvern Farm, Jude’s mind wandered to one person who had not been at the party but who was too interesting a character not to throw into the pot. Hannah Merebrook. Already accused of one murder and AWOL ever since. Was it really so easy for someone to just disappear like that or was there something in Carol’s insistence that Hannah had been victim rather than villain of the story?

‘It looks like the Merebrooks are a bit of a magnet for attracting murder,’ said Sami as though he could see exactly where Jude’s thought-stream had gone.

‘Did you hear Carol’s theories about Hannah being set up and then murdered herself?’ Jude asked. ‘She seemed very specific in her accusation of who was to blame, talking about someone with forensics skills.’

‘That’s right.’ Sami turned in his seat to face Jude. ‘She said a forensic scientist would have known how to kill and get away with it.’

‘Can you two stop this, please?’ Binnie’s voice was harsh. ‘Save the theories and straw-grasping until the morning when we’ve all had some sleep, at least.’

‘Sorry, Binnie,’ said Jude. She was right. There was nothing to be gained by bandying around half snippets of this and that which may or may not have anything to do with Danny’s death.

Binnie drove into the yard and pulled up by the stone cider press that stood by the front door of the farmhouse.

‘I shouldn’t have snapped like that,’ she said. ‘Sorry. It’s just late and I’m really tired.’

‘Try and get some sleep tonight.’ Jude leant through the gap between the two front seats to give her friend as much of a hug as she could manage from her position behind her. ‘It’ll all fall into place somehow. It always does.’

Jude got out of the car and the lateness of the hour combined with the weight of the extraordinary chain of events that had happened made her suddenly exhausted. She was very glad to wave her friends off and let herself in through the kitchen door. She was even happier to find that Marco had waited up for her and was standing by the Aga with the kettle on, holding a mug that she knew would already have a camomile teabag in it.

‘Thought you could use a night-brew,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you go and get your pyjamas on and I’ll bring it up to you when it’s ready?’

Jude said nothing. There was no need, she knew her grateful smile would let him know how much she appreciated being looked after.

Feeling a little cleansed of the night’s awfulness with her face washed and a fresh set of pyjamas on, Jude sat on the edge of her bed and accepted the mug of tea that Marco handed her.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘How can anyone do that to another person? Can you imagine hating someone enough to stick a knife in their back and wipe out their life, just like that?’

Marco shook his head and sat down next to her. ‘No, of course not. But you know that hate isn’t the only motive to kill. Some I will never understand: greed, envy, anger. Fear, though, that seems to be something else.’

Jude wrapped both hands around her mug. ‘You think someone might have been frightened of Danny Howell?’

‘Jude, I have absolutely no idea,’ Marco said. ‘But someone did something terrible tonight and I suppose I’m just trying to find ways to make it that tiny bit less awful. Self-preservation, or protecting someone you love, doesn’t that make the killer less of a monster than taking someone’s life to line a wallet or satiate an old argument?’

Marco looked deflated, something Jude could very much understand. She sipped her tea, which was the perfect temperature, meaning Marco knew her well enough to add a splash of cold water.

‘How was Binnie?’ Marco asked. ‘She was looking tired before we went out for the fireworks so she must have been completely done in by the time she’d wrapped everything up.’

‘She was.’ Jude thought back to the unusually snappy version of her friend who had dropped her back home. ‘I’ve known her for a long time and we have been through some pretty intense and stressful things together, but I can’t remember ever seeing her lose her cool before. When Sami and I were talking through a couple of things in the car, she really snapped.’

‘Hopefully she’ll get some sleep tonight and she won’t overdo it on this case.’

Jude pulled a face. ‘If she is lead detective, which I suspect she will be given her track record and the fact she was at the scene when it happened, she will not take a single day off work until she has solved it.’

Jude put her mug down and climbed under the duvet.

‘You two are peas in a pod,’ said Marco as he pulled off his shirt. ‘And I want to make it absolutely clear that while you are busy worrying about Binnie and her workload, I will be worrying about you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that you have a habit of getting involved and when you do, it takes over your life just as much as it does Binnie’s.’

Marco finished getting undressed and slid into bed next to her, the warmth of his body a wonderful balm for Jude’s decidedly chilly one. She kissed him before lying back on her pillow.

‘My aim is to look after Binnie,’ she said. ‘I promise I won’t go actively poking into the murder investigation. But if Binnie needs help…’

‘I know,’ said Marco as he rolled onto his side and laid an arm across her. ‘Just like I already know you’ll make sure she does need you.’

‘I don’t—’ Jude began but Marco stopped her finishing her sentence with a finger on her lips.

‘It’s okay. You’re good at what you do and if you can help Binnie catch whoever killed Danny then I know you will.’ He kissed her gently. ‘Your tenacity and pig-headedness were two of the things that first made me fall in love with you.’

‘Really?’

‘If it wasn’t for those things, the farm wouldn’t have survived, Lucy would still be living in Maidenhead, Noah would be out of a job, and as for me… well, I wouldn’t be nearly as happy as I am. You keep us all afloat, Jude. I just want you to promise me that you won’t take any risks. As I think I have just summarised pretty well, there are a lot of people and animals who depend on you.’

Jude kissed him before turning over so she could snuggle back into him like a pair of perfectly tessellating spoons.

‘Thank you,’ she said as she reached across to switch the light out.

‘Night, Jude,’ Marco whispered.

‘Sleep well.’

Jude lay for a moment, listening to his breathing slow down and deepen as he found sleep before her. She’d been careful not to promise him anything when it came to the murder investigation. Because he was right. Binnie would call on her for advice and help; it had been that way for every murder case she’d investigated. Jude might not be a member of the police force but she had a natural ability to question everything and a way of slipping in under the radar.

All these were qualities that had made her a useful addition in previous cases and Jude would not be able to just sit back when there were plenty of ideas and theories already buzzing around in her thoughts.

Marco was right. There were lots of reasons why someone would want to kill Danny. And she could attribute one or more of them to each of the group he had come with to the New Year’s Eve party.

Even if she decided to keep away from the investigation, the questions she was already asking herself wouldn’t go away and she would be picking at them, looking for a solution to the mystery.

And if that was the case then she may as well put her investigative skills to good use and help Binnie.

Jude closed her eyes and pulled Marco’s arm closer around her.

With any luck they would have put this murder mystery to bed before Lucy’s baby arrived and the lambing season started.
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For at least a week or so after Christmas there was always an obscene amount of extra food in the fridge, larder and cupboards at Malvern Farm. With the Aga always on and the dining-room table large enough to seat everyone, it made sense that family and friends migrated to Jude’s where they were always sure of a warm welcome. With them came even more donations of food and drink so the level of supplies didn’t really start to decrease until the new year was upon them.

With only Jude and Marco left in the house, there was a lot to finish up and on New Year’s Day, they sat down to a late breakfast feast of smoked salmon, scrambled eggs and ham with toasted panettone. A tub of Quality Street sat next to them with half a Chocolate Orange and a box of fruit jellies, but Jude thought it was too early to start on the sweets, even for her.

‘I wonder what time Sebbie got Noah and Lucy out of bed this morning,’ said Marco as he ground pepper over his salmon and eggs.

‘Hmm?’ Jude had been deep in thought and not really paying attention to what was going on in her own kitchen.

‘You’re already on the case, aren’t you?’ Marco put the grinder down and rested his elbows on the table.

‘Sorry,’ said Jude. ‘I just can’t get Danny Howell and the Merebrooks out of my mind. There were six others around the table last night, all of whom could have sneaked in to kill Danny and most of whom had motives of various strengths to want him dead.’

‘True.’ Marco cut into his ham and dipped it in ketchup. ‘What about Jessica? Why would she say yes when Danny asked her to marry him and then kill him straight away?’

‘I don’t have much on her,’ said Jude. ‘But I’m not ruling her out. Having seen the way she behaves with her father, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the only reason she got engaged to Danny was to annoy Alexander.’

‘One thing life has definitely taught me is that people are a lot more complicated than is good for them,’ said Marco.

‘Not everyone,’ said Jude with a smile. ‘Don’t forget I’m heading over to the care home at lunchtime to see Granny Margot. The invitation is still open if you want to join us. I’m sure Gerwain would be more than happy to set an extra space for you at the table.’

The manager at Perrins House Care Home where one of Jude’s oldest friends lived had always been a big fan of Marco’s and had been one of many who had tried to encourage the relationship way before it had blossomed. In Gerwain’s eyes, Marco could do no wrong and his disappointment when Jude had turned down the invitation for the New Year’s buffet on Marco’s behalf had been genuine.

‘Thank you but I really do need to get on with some work today. I took longer off over Christmas than I should have and I’m getting a little twitchy about the commissions not being finished on time.’

In the autumn, a series of paintings that Marco had put together on the industrial and agricultural heritages of the Midlands had been displayed in a special exhibition at the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham. It had been a phenomenal success with a lot of interest that had led to several large commissions. This had been exciting and wonderful, of course, but then had come the hard work. One piece in particular, a large oil painting of a stately home near Stourbridge, had to be ready before the house celebrated its 300th anniversary with a large party that was to be attended by all sorts of blue bloods, including King Charles. It was another enormous opportunity for Marco to showcase his work and he needed to make it count.

‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘Although you do know your presence will be hugely missed by us all.’

Marco raised his eyebrows at her and loaded his fork up with salmon and egg.

* * *


Later that morning, after Jude had driven the quad bike around her snow-covered pasture fields to check the pregnant ewes were all fed, watered and well, she showered and got herself dressed into smarter clothes than a Thursday afternoon would usually call for.

Christmas was always such a busy time for people that the care home had started the tradition of inviting relatives and friends of those living there for a New Year’s lunch instead. It was always a jolly affair with the Christmas decorations still up, festive tunes on the stereo, crackers on the table and a generous buffet spread out.

Jude arrived a little early to see if she could help set anything up and was greeted at the door by Gerwain.

‘Jude, my dear,’ he said as he planted a kiss firmly on both cheeks. ‘Marco didn’t change his mind at the last minute?’

‘I’m afraid not. He sends his apologies, but he really is snowed under with work at the moment.’

‘I’m glad it’s going so well for him.’ Gerwain led Jude into the day room where the residents were already dressed in their festive sparkle and taking part in some sort of armchair Simon Says game. ‘I know someone else who will be disappointed not to see him.’

Gerwain waved at a lady tucked away by the edge of the room, with a book in her hands and wearing a jumper with a snowman knitted into the front of it. Granny Margot’s face lit up when she saw Jude and she stuffed her bookmark into place and beckoned her over.

‘I’ll grab you a chair,’ said Gerwain. ‘You go and see if you can persuade her to join in with the games.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Jude, although they both knew it was almost certainly going to be a fruitless task.

Jude moved carefully between the rows of chairs where a more willing group of elderly residents were busy flinging their arms around with great enthusiasm as instructed by Blossom, one of the care assistants.

There was a chorus of ‘Ham’s out!’ as a dapper chap in a silk cravat and moleskin jacket waved his left arm instead of the right one as instructed.

‘Ham, my love,’ Blossom said with a hearty chuckle. ‘Hands on your head, I’m afraid. But you can still keep an eye on those around you and see who you can catch out next.’

Ham joined several of his fellow residents with their hands on their heads and the game went on.

‘Absolutely ridiculous,’ said Granny Margot as Jude reached her and bent to kiss her weathered and thread-veined cheek. ‘Now I do like Blossom very much, she has been a ray of sunshine since she started here, but really.’ She gestured around the room, indicating exactly what she thought of the entertainment on offer. ‘These games were invented for children’s birthday parties. But then I suppose these old dears need something to get stuck into. Me, I’m far happier with a good book.’

Granny Margot, third-eldest member of the Perrins House community, always spoke as though she was somehow exempt from the effects of old age.

‘What are you reading?’ Jude asked.

‘Oh, it’s wonderful.’ Granny Margot picked up the paperback and Jude read the title Miss Austen Investigates.

‘Jessica Bull, the author, has been so clever. She obviously knows a lot about Jane Austen and what a brilliantly observational brain she had and decided to turn her into a bit of a sleuth.’

‘That does sound clever,’ said Jude.

‘I’ll ask Rani if I can lend it to you once I’ve finished. You’ll love it.’

‘Thanks, but I don’t read much these days. By the time I sit down in the evening I’m ready to drop…’ Jude stopped as Gerwain came over with a collapsible chair for her to sit on.

‘Thank you.’ Jude took the chair and pulled the legs apart so the seat dropped into place.

‘Were you successful in your mission?’ he asked.

‘What mission was that?’ Granny Margot looked shrewdly at the care home manager.

‘I tasked Jude with the challenge of getting you to join in with Blossom’s games.’

‘Tosh!’ Granny Margot tapped the cover of her book. ‘I much prefer solving murder mysteries with Jane Austen, thank you very much.’

Jude shrugged at Gerwain before sitting down. ‘I did try,’ she said.

‘As long as you both join in with the big quiz after lunch. I spent blooming ages putting it together.’

‘That is something I will enjoy,’ said Granny Margot. ‘Not exactly solving murders but at least it’s a little more brain power than just remembering which hand is left and which is right.’ She shook her head as though despairing of poor Ham who was still sitting with his hands on his head, waiting for Blossom to catch out the last few still in the game.

‘I’ll be expecting great things from the pair of you.’ Gerwain winked at them and then left them to it so he could go and help centenarian Phylis pick up the glasses she’d just dropped.

As soon as he’d gone, Granny Margot leant in close to Jude. ‘What’s going on?’ she said with narrowed eyes.

‘What?’ Jude was taken by surprise. Could Granny Margot somehow already have found out about the murder the night before?

‘I’ve known you a very long time, Jude Gray, and I know when there’s something afoot. When I mentioned solving murder, your eyes popped for a second and your mouth scrunched up in the way it does when you’ve been caught out.’

‘My eyes didn’t pop.’ Jude didn’t think they had at least but then Granny Margot was the most perceptive person she knew and she had hit the nail on the head so maybe Jude had given some subconscious telltale signs.

‘So there’s nothing interesting happening for you to tell me about?’

Jude felt herself melt under the laser-glare of her old friend.

‘What do you know about the Merebrook family from Letchley Hall?’

‘I know that Joanna Merebrook was a gentlewoman who went above and beyond to help the community, just like her mother-in-law had during the war. Her husband, Samuel, was a rakish scallywag and their son, Alexander, grew up believing he was better than the rest of us. Poor Joanna would turn in her grave if she saw what her son had become.’ Granny Margot scratched the side of her nose and pursed her lips for a second.

‘But I imagine you are more interested in Alexander’s wife, Hannah, and the mystery surrounding her disappearance after the death of her lover?’

Jude nodded. ‘It seems the evidence pointed overwhelmingly at her shooting him and then running off to avoid her punishment. But last night I met someone who claimed she was a very good friend of Hannah’s and was sure she’s been wrongly accused.’

Granny Margot straightened out the knitted snowman on her jumper. ‘That’s what I always thought.’

‘You did?’

‘Hannah was a sweet girl. Married young and I’m sure lived to regret it. Alexander might have been able to offer a large house and sizeable bank account, but from what I saw of him he was a brute. Treated her as a possession or a pet. Something to own and show off but not allowed to have ideas or needs of her own.’

This did not surprise Jude in the slightest.

‘Barbara had the idea of sitting us all together at the party last night and I ended up next to him.’

‘Oh, Jude.’ Granny Margot looked aghast. ‘Not for the entire evening? How awful.’

‘That wasn’t the worst thing to happen at the party.’ Jude moved closer so she could speak quietly. ‘Jessica Merebrook, that’s Alexander’s daughter…’

‘I know her,’ sniffed Granny Margot. ‘Awful spoilt little thing she was as a child, not as bad as her brother though.’

‘Not much has changed there then. Well, she was there with her boyfriend, some hotshot music producer from London who proposed to her over the starter.’

‘I was right, wasn’t I?’ Granny Margot’s silver bob was quivering in anticipation. ‘He was dead by the end of the night.’

Jude felt her mouth open in surprise just a little at the uncanny way Granny Margot had of reading her like a book.

‘We’ve got another murder to solve, haven’t we?’

‘How on earth did you work that out?’ Jude asked.

‘I have lived enough life and walked enough of yours with you to be able to read the signs.’ Granny Margot laced her fingers together and rested her hands on her stomach.

‘Well, you do it very well,’ said Jude in awe. ‘Yes. Danny, that’s the fiancé, was stabbed in the back when we were all outside watching the fireworks.’

‘And nobody saw who did it?’

Jude shook her head. ‘He was on his own in the dining room and anyone could have sneaked in when we were all busy watching the fireworks.’

‘You already have your suspects though, I bet.’

‘Danny wasn’t afraid to make enemies,’ said Jude. ‘He’d managed to get Alexander and Joshua Merebrook well and truly off side and they weren’t the only ones. They’d come with their family friends, the Alcocks – did you know them?’

‘I do indeed. They lived in the village for many years. Carol was widowed when she was still very young and I remember Hannah being a great support to her at the time. I imagine she was the friend you spoke to last night who told you Hannah had been set up?’

‘That’s right,’ Jude confirmed. ‘She had a very strong conspiracy theory that someone with forensic skills had actually killed the gardener and even went as far as to say they had killed Hannah too and done away with her body to make it look as though she’d run away from her guilt.’

Granny Margot nodded sadly. ‘I remember it all too well. The gardener was called Rick Banks and he happened to be married to a forensic scientist, Emily or Emma, my memory is failing me.’

Jude didn’t think anything was further from the truth. Granny Margot’s retention of the smallest details was always a constant source of amazement to her.

‘They didn’t live in the village and I never met either of them but Carol was absolutely convinced that his wife had been the one to act in a jealous rage, getting rid of both her cheating husband and his mistress in one go. At the time she was obsessed with the idea, it was all she ever seemed to speak about.’

‘Did you believe her?’

Granny Margot’s forehead creased in thought. ‘No,’ she said. ‘At least not the idea that the gardener’s wife killed them both. But I did think there was something in the theory that Hannah had been used as a scapegoat for a murder she didn’t commit. For a start, why on earth would she have left the murder weapon so handily covered in her fingerprints for the police to find?’

‘True,’ Jude said. ‘And how did his blood get to be on the gun? Why on earth would she have gone over to the body, got his blood on her hands and then touched the gun, leaving perfect fingerprints?’

‘So, yes. I do think there’s something in the theory that she was set up, but I always thought it was Alexander Merebrook myself. Nasty piece of work and certainly not the sort to tolerate his wife having an affair.’

Jude shifted in her seat, thinking of what this could mean if Granny Margot was right.

The two friends were distracted from their conversation then as a cheer went up around the day room for Rani, the loaner of books, who was called up to the front to receive a little plastic medal on a striped ribbon as the winner of Blossom’s game.

‘Sadly, that’s the last game we have time for,’ said Blossom. ‘The good news is that it means lunch is almost upon us. I’ll put on some Christmas tunes for you all while I go and help get everything ready.’

‘Christmas was a week ago,’ Granny Margot said loudly. ‘Isn’t it time to leave it all behind for another year?’

‘You try telling Sebbie that,’ said Jude. ‘He’ll go into mourning when Noah takes their Christmas tree down.’

‘Yes, well, he’s a six-year-old boy. That’s very different from a bunch of old people who should be over all that nonsense by now.’

Jude decided not to remind Granny Margot who it was who’d insisted on carols being sung around the Christmas lunch table and charades being played afterwards before a break to watch the King’s Speech. Nor did she point out that it was also Granny Margot who had come to see them on Christmas Day armed with a carrier bag full of crackers, marzipan fruits, chocolate coins and a can of fake snow she’d discovered when Gerwain had taken her Christmas shopping.

‘I love your jumper,’ she said instead. ‘Very festive.’

‘Snowmen aren’t just there at Christmas,’ she reasoned. ‘In fact, it’s far more likely to snow in January than December. Just look outside. I’d say my jumper is particularly apt today, wouldn’t you?’

Jude smiled. ‘The perfect choice.’

Bing Crosby’s nostalgia-filled voice came through the speakers and Jude thought how cosy and welcoming the day room was. The snow outside and the Christmas decorations making it even more so. January was often such a dreary month, why not keep the festivities going for as long as possible before allowing the drabness to take over?

‘I didn’t take to Joshua or Jessica Merebrook,’ Jude said.

‘They were so cocky and arrogant as children, especially when Hannah wasn’t there to rein them in any longer.’

‘How old were they when all of that happened?’

‘Let me think now. They were that awkward teenaged age, not exactly children but not fully fledged adults. Perhaps fourteen and sixteen or thereabouts.’

‘The whole thing must have affected them deeply,’ said Jude.

‘Of course it did. They became wild and Alexander had no idea how to handle them. Joshua would steal his father’s car and drive like a maniac through the lanes, they threw loud parties at the Hall and treated the whole village like it was their playground. I suppose that was a little before you arrived on the farm so you probably don’t remember.’

‘It sounds horrendous,’ said Jude.

‘Carol Alcock tried to help Alexander, I suppose she was grateful for all the support Hannah had given her when she needed it and felt that this was her opportunity to pay it back somehow.’

Jude thought about the prim little woman with an upper lip so stiff, a pencil could easily have rested on it. It seemed there were many reasons why she was as she was. Becoming a widow at an early age was something Jude could definitely empathise with, having been young herself when Adam died. She had chosen to get through the grief and pain by throwing herself fully into the farm and keeping it afloat. As time passed, the grief had dulled but she had always stuck to the philosophy of being busy and making sure there was as little time as possible for her mind to dwell.

Carol had clearly found solace in Hannah’s friendship and when that was taken away she needed something to focus on and that was the Merebrook children.

‘What about her own son, Toby?’ she asked.

‘Ah yes, poor old Toby.’ Granny Margot sighed. ‘He used to follow those two around like a little puppy waiting for them to throw him scraps. Always craving their attention, it was so sad to see.’

‘Judging from what I saw at the party, he still worships Jessica.’ Jude thought of the way he had given up his coat for her and found her the best place by the firepit. ‘And you’re right. He was like a little puppy desperate for her to notice him. He even copies the clothes and aftershave Joshua wears.’

‘That’s a big shame,’ Granny Margot said. ‘He was always a thoughtful young man. I had hoped he’d outgrown his childhood crush and made a life for himself away from the Merebrooks.’

Jude shook her head. ‘He hasn’t even left home,’ she said. ‘Still lives with Carol. I got the feeling that they’ve fallen into a life of mutual dependency. He seems almost too timid to be thrown out into the big, bad world. Danny called him a little hamster which was pretty unkind but also pretty accurate.’

‘Poor thing,’ said Granny Margot.

The music was abruptly silenced halfway through ‘Fairytale of New York’ and Gerwain popped a party popper and beckoned everyone to troop in for lunch.

‘Before we go,’ said Jude, ‘I have one more question for you.’

‘Go on.’

‘You said you always suspected Alexander Merebrook of killing the gardener. Do you think he killed Hannah too?’

‘The police found nothing to suggest she had been killed. Everything pointed to her running away which she could have done even if she wasn’t guilty. Perhaps she knew that the weight of evidence against her was too much for her to explain.’

‘You know that isn’t what I asked,’ said Jude.

Granny Margot breathed in deeply. ‘I think it’s a possibility,’ she said. ‘Stranger things have definitely happened.’

It was true. Stranger things certainly had happened and this pricked at Jude’s brain.

Was it possible Alexander Merebrook had killed his wife’s lover, then killed his wife and covered the whole thing up with enough care to as good as close the case on both murders?

And if so, did that put him higher up the list of suspects for Danny’s murder?

Jude wondered what the investigation files would contain and how she could get her hands on them.
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Lucy and Sebbie arrived for the New Year buffet just as Jude had helped Granny Margot into her wheelchair. Sebbie rushed across the day room to see her, waving a picture he’d made with the watercolour paints Marco had given him for Christmas.

‘Happy New Year, young scallywag.’ Granny Margot threw her arms open so he could run into them.

‘Don’t squish the painting I did.’ Sebbie held it above his head to keep it safe.

‘Oh now, let me have a look at your latest masterpiece.’ Granny Margot took the glasses that were dangling around her neck on a bright green cord and hooked them over her ears. ‘That is very fine brushwork there,’ she said. ‘You’ve managed to make Alfie’s fur look so lifelike. I feel like I could reach into your picture and give him a stroke.’

‘Marco taught me,’ said Sebbie earnestly. ‘It’s all about the way you hold the brush and making sure you get one with long enough bristles.’

‘Is it really? Well, I never.’

‘Do you want to put this one in your room?’ Sebbie asked. ‘I’ve got lots more at home.’

‘I would like that very much,’ Granny Margot said and Jude wondered if there was any space left considering how many works of childish art Sebbie had presented her with over the years.

‘Come on,’ said Lucy, holding out a hand. ‘Jude can’t push Granny Margot’s chair if you’re standing there right in the way.’

‘How about you sit next to me at lunch and then you can tell me all about your art?’

Sebbie skipped off and took Lucy’s hand but she pulled him back to let Jude go first, pushing Granny Margot towards the dining room.

It looked lovely in there with two long trestle tables heaving with food, and a collection of smaller tables set out for the residents and their guests to sit at.

Lucy was welcomed by a chorus of people pleased to see her. She was there as a guest but usually she was dressed in her carer’s uniform and was incredibly popular with the folk she cared for.

Everyone wanted to stop and wish her a happy New Year so Jude took Sebbie and Granny Margot up to the buffet table and handed out plates.

‘You can choose whatever you want,’ she said to Sebbie. ‘Just make sure your eyes aren’t too big for your tummy though because whatever you put on your plate you have to finish off or there won’t be any pudding coming your way.’

The small boy didn’t need to be told twice and happily loaded his plate up with sandwiches, tiny pies and fistfuls of crisps.

‘Make sure you take some carrots too,’ said Granny Margot as she put a piece of quiche on her own plate. ‘They’ll help you grow up into a good, strong boy so you can help out on the farm.’

‘I already do help out, Granny Margot,’ Sebbie replied. ‘Noah said that when the lambs come, I am going to be in charge of feeding all the ones in the sheds.’

‘Well then, you’ll definitely need to eat your carrots if you’ve got such an important job coming up.’

Sebbie eyed the old woman suspiciously, not sure if he was being played or not. In the end he decided it was safest to go along with the advice and added four raw carrot sticks to his plate.

As promised, Sebbie put his plate down in the space next to the one Jude was setting up for Granny Margot. Before long, everyone was in their seats and tucking into the feast surrounded by friendly chatter and a general feeling of bonhomie.

Lucy came and sat beside her sister, looking larger than ever and more than a tad uncomfortable.

‘Everything okay?’ Jude asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Lucy rubbed the baby mound that was stopping her from pulling her chair up close to the table. ‘This baby feels very low down. Much like Sebbie was just before he was born.’

‘You think they might be early?’

‘I hope not,’ said Lucy. ‘I don’t feel anywhere near ready yet.’

Jude clasped her hand. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Whenever this baby decides to come, we’ll be ready enough and what we haven’t done can all be sorted.’

‘Thanks, Jude,’ said Lucy. ‘I don’t know why I’m suddenly so anxious about everything. I wasn’t like this with Sebbie and back then I had nobody really to look after me.’

When Sebbie had been born, Lucy was still living in Maidenhead, a good two hours’ drive from Malvern. Sebbie’s father was nowhere to be seen and Lucy and Jude’s father was worse than useless when it came to his daughters. Jude had tried to help from afar but Sebbie’s arrival had tragically coincided with the last months of Adam’s struggle with cancer. Caring for and then losing her husband had taken every scrap of Jude’s energy and there had been precious little to spare for her sister and new nephew.

Everything was different now. Lucy had the devoted Noah checking on her every need, Jude and Marco were less than a five-minute walk across the field and even Frank, Noah’s archaic father with his old-fashioned views, would step in at a moment’s notice if he was needed.

‘Back then you didn’t have the bandwidth to worry about your worries,’ Jude said. ‘You were probably in a daze half the time and too tired to think about anything other than getting through each day. It will always be one of my biggest regrets that I didn’t manage to be there for you.’

Lucy grasped Jude’s hand tightly. ‘Never say that. It was the most awful time for you, and Adam needed you far more than I did. When it was my turn and I just popped up on your doorstep with a small child in tow, that’s when you came through for me and you gave me the chance at a new life.’

‘Well, I’m here for you now too,’ said Jude. ‘We all are so you try and stop worrying and enjoy the last few weeks of peace before the baby arrives.’

‘Mummy,’ Sebbie interrupted, ‘Granny Margot said I can go and get more food if I’m hungry.’

‘How on earth have you managed to pack all that away in your tiny tummy already?’ Lucy chuckled.

‘I just did.’ Sebbie looked at his stomach in pride. ‘So, can I go and get more?’

‘Go on then. But don’t be greedy because⁠—’

‘I know,’ said Sebbie as he wriggled off his chair. ‘Aunty Judy already told me there’s no pudding unless I eat it all up.’

‘He’ll always do well, that one,’ said Granny Margot. ‘Bright as a button. Just like his little brother or sister is bound to be.’

* * *


Noah had dropped Lucy and Sebbie off at the party on his way over to see a fellow sheep farmer on that side of the hills. To save him coming back to pick them up again, Jude offered to give them a lift home.

Sebbie was sleepy after making the most of the pudding buffet and playing out in the snow when the adults were taking part in Gerwain’s big quiz. Lucy had had the foresight to pack dry clothes, knowing full well he’d be unable to contain himself in the stuffy day room when there was an inch of snow in the garden. Warmed up and content, he was fast asleep in the back of Jude’s Land Rover, allowing his mother and aunt to talk.

‘I bet you and Granny Margot were deep in the thick of lining up your suspects,’ said Lucy.

‘And I imagine you’ve been doing the same thing,’ Jude replied. ‘It’s impossible not to when we spent the evening with them all the night of the murder.’

‘They are definitely a complicated bunch, aren’t they?’ Lucy pulled her seatbelt to try to make it a little comfier over her baby bump. ‘It’s difficult to tell if there are any genuine feelings amongst the lot of them or if they’re all just out for themselves.’

‘I’d certainly say they are a selfish bunch,’ Jude agreed. ‘Well, the Merebrooks at least. I have to say Carol and Toby seem far less vile, and I liked Rachael.’

‘Was it just me or did you think she was far more upset by Danny’s death than Jessica was?’

‘Definitely,’ said Jude. The winter sun was low in the sky and shining straight in her eyes, making it hard to see. She pulled the sun-visor down to try and block out the worst of it. ‘She was a complete mess. They’d known each other for a long time, much longer than either of the Merebrooks, so it makes sense she’d react in that way.’

‘Yes, but it wasn’t her reaction to Danny’s murder that was odd, it was the rest of it,’ said Lucy. ‘If you or I had just seen the murdered body of one of our best friends, who would we go to for support?’

‘I suppose we’d be there for each other and we’d also want Noah and Marco.’

‘Exactly. But where was Joshua when his wife was so distraught?’

‘He was looking after Jessica.’

‘Which I understand, I mean they are siblings and that’s natural. But when Rachael came back in, visibly shaken and in need of someone she loved to look after her too, Joshua didn’t move. He just stayed with his sister and let his wife cope on her own.’

‘I noticed that too.’ Jude had reached the top of one of the many oddly structured hillside road junctions that made her demonstrate her panache for a perfect hill start. ‘When she did go over to him, it all felt forced and uncomfortable, like there was no real love or need for each other.’

‘That’s exactly it. But then if they only got married because she was pregnant and he was such a horrendous dick when she miscarried then perhaps it isn’t all that surprising after all.’

Jude drove out on the road through North Malvern where they passed the old Victorian clock tower and followed the road that hugged the contours of the hills as it climbed upwards and around to the west side. The road here was lined with houses, many built before cars had become mainstream so no need for garages or parking bays. The kerbs were cluttered with parked cars and Jude had to reverse her large 4x4 several times when others came flying down the hill towards her. When she’d learnt to drive, her instructor had told her that if she could navigate the West Malvern Road then she could drive anywhere.

‘I wonder how long the marriage will last,’ said Lucy.

‘Oh, bugger. What’s going on here?’ Jude said when she saw the road in front of them blocked and a man standing in the road, yelling at the closed driver’s window of a black Volvo SUV that had been coming down the hill.

‘Let me go and see what’s happening.’ Jude put her hazard lights on and unclipped her seatbelt.

Once outside, she walked past a navy-blue Passat, driverless and with the door wide open.

‘People like you shouldn’t be on the roads at all,’ the man Jude assumed was the driver of the abandoned Passat was shouting. ‘I have dashcam footage and will be reporting you to the police.’

‘Can I help?’ Jude asked. ‘It’s just that you’re causing a bit of a backlog on the road and I wondered if we might be able to move things along?’

‘Tell her, not me.’ The man straightened up. ‘Silly cow, driving up here like she owns the road in her bloody Chelsea tractor. Going far too fast even though she was on my side of the road. I live along here and my young daughter almost got knocked down the other day by someone like her.’

Jude looked at the driver of the SUV for the first time and saw it was Jessica Merebrook, glaring out of the windscreen with a stony face.

‘I know her,’ said Jude to the irate man. ‘I know how you must feel, especially when you live close by and have little ones. But can I ask you to cut her some slack today? She’s just had some really awful news and, while I know this isn’t an excuse for bad driving, maybe just this time you could let it go? There’s been no harm done from what I can see and I think you’ve definitely taught her a lesson.’

The man’s angry tension visibly relaxed but his face remained cross.

‘I’m sorry she’s had a tough time but like you say, that’s no excuse. Just imagine if I’d been driving at the same speed as her when I came around the corner. And then imagine my daughter had been on the pavement at the time. We’d have had a head-on collision and my little girl could have been the one to pay for it.’

‘I understand, I really do. But thankfully none of that happened. Perhaps if she was to apologise to you? Would we be able to put this behind us and get on with our days?’

‘I suppose if she admitted she was wrong and promised to take more care in the future I could leave it there.’

‘Thank you.’

Jude walked up to Jessica’s car and smiled as kindly as she could into the window, motioning for her to wind it down.

Jessica looked understandably wary as she opened the physical barrier between her and the outside world.

‘Hi, Jessica. I gather there’s been a bit of an incident here and perhaps you were driving too fast up this road.’

The other driver came up behind Jude and waved a finger at Jessica. ‘Far too fast,’ he said. ‘People like you make this road dangerous.’

‘Sorry,’ said Jessica. ‘I wasn’t thinking. I’ve just been to Danny’s and my favourite part of the hills for a walk and I suppose I was too emotional to think straight.’ She pulled a lost-soul look that would have melted the coldest heart. ‘My fiancé died last night and I’m a bit all over the place.’

The man instantly lost the last of his angry lines. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have got so angry, I just hate people driving round here like they’re competing in the Monaco Grand Prix.’

‘So we’re all good to carry on then?’ Jude asked.

‘I suppose so,’ said the man. ‘But please slow down from now on.’

‘Fine. Point made, now I have to get some things from Waitrose and it’s early closing today so I need to get going.’ Jessica was curt to the point of rudeness. Her face had lost its glaze of sorrow and she wound up the window before anything more could be said.

The man was visibly taken aback by her behaviour and stood in the road a moment longer, frowning at the car as though trying to weigh up the balance of anger for the haughty, dangerous driver, and compassion for a woman grieving her fiancé.

Jude gave him a smile that she hoped said Well, that’s that then. Let’s all get on with our days, before walking back to her Land Rover and getting into the driving seat. She had met many people like Jessica Merebrook before. They knew how to work those around them and mould them to their bidding. Something that Jude thought was partly in their DNA and partly taught. Jessica was so used to getting her own way that she expected it and had worked out what to say, what expressions to pull, what empty promises to make if it looked as though something was not going as she wanted it to.

‘Why have we stopped?’ asked a sleepy Sebbie.

‘Just a bit of a traffic jam,’ said Jude. ‘We’ll be home really soon and then you can get ready for bed.’

‘I’m not tired,’ said Sebbie as he closed his eyes again.

‘All sorted?’ Lucy asked.

‘It was Jessica Merebrook,’ said Jude as she started her engine. ‘I suppose if any of us are going to move anywhere, I’m going to have to do what she demanded and back up.’

‘Isn’t it easier for her?’ Lucy said. ‘There’s nobody behind her and we’re on a blind bend.’

‘I don’t think things work like that in Jessica’s spoilt little world,’ said Jude as she crunched the Land Rover into reverse. She thought of Jessica’s reaction to Danny’s death. Suitably shocked and distraught at finding his body and as distressed as any newly engaged person would be when their fiancé had been killed. But how much of this could Jude actually believe?

There were so many things to clog Jude’s brain as the road ahead cleared and she was finally able to go on her way.

The Merebrooks were a complicated family with plenty of dark secrets lurking, not least where Hannah was concerned.

Most of the snow had already melted although Jude knew there would still be plenty on the ridge of the hills where the altitude always ensured the white stuff hung around for a little longer than everywhere else.

Jude carried on until she reached the top of Croft Bank, the steep road that ran down to the foot of the hills and on to Malvern End.

‘It’s going to be another cold night,’ she said to Lucy. ‘I hope Noah’s got the fire going for you.’

‘You know he’s looking after me brilliantly,’ said Lucy.

‘I know,’ said Jude as the car reached the bottom of the hill. ‘But it’s my job to worry, remember? Here we are.’ She pulled up outside Lucy’s house and went round to help her sister out of the car.

‘Seriously, Jude,’ said Lucy, who was already almost out herself. ‘Stop your fussing.’

Noah had obviously been watching out for them as the front door was open before they had even walked through the garden gate.

‘Honestly, you’re both as bad as each other,’ Lucy grumbled.

‘Would you rather it was like last time and you were completely on your own?’ Jude said with arched eyebrows as she opened the back door to let Sebbie out.

‘Fair enough.’ Lucy kissed her sister on her cheek and took Sebbie’s hand. ‘Thank you for caring. Now go and leave me to my over-protective husband.’

Jude kissed her back, ducked down to hug Sebbie and waved at Noah before getting back into the Land Rover. As she was putting her seatbelt on, a car she recognised came down the lane behind her with Binnie and Sami in it. Jude wondered if they were heading to Letchley Hall and if that meant they had news on Danny’s murder or if they were going to ask more questions.

As they drew up next to her, Binnie wound down her window and beckoned at Jude to follow them. Intrigued, she did just this, driving past Lucy and Noah’s cottage and the other houses on the fringes before entering the village itself. Jude had expected them to carry on, straight through and out the other side to where Letchley Hall stood but instead Binnie flicked on her indicator as she approached The Lamb and Jude followed her into the car park.

At the sound of their cars crunching over the gravel, Ted and Barbara came out together, their faces tight and a lack of sleep clearly visible beneath their eyes even from a distance.

Jude got out of the Land Rover and walked towards the landlady and landlord, meeting them at the same time as Binnie and Sami.

‘Hello, you three,’ said Barbara. ‘I wondered if they’d call on you to come and have a look too, Jude.’

‘Actually, I was just heading through and saw Binnie’s car so I thought I’d pop in and see how everyone is doing after last night.’

Barbara’s expression showed that she didn’t believe Jude’s fib but it was better to keep up the public pretence that Jude was nothing more than a bystander when it came to delving into the murder case.

‘So, you don’t know what I found in the ashes at the bottom of the fire drum then?’ Ted asked.

At least Jude could be honest with this reply. ‘I have no idea.’

‘As you’re here, you may as well take a look,’ said Binnie. ‘Who knows, maybe it’s something you’ll recognise.’

Ted beckoned them into the pub where the bar was deserted and the fireplace black and cold. New Year’s Day was usually such a busy one for the pub with walkers and locals stopping in for a pint or a plate of Ted’s famous triple-cooked chips, so it was sad to see it closed.

‘Sorry it’s so cold in here,’ said Ted. ‘It didn’t make any sense to light the fire when we couldn’t very well open for business.’

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Barbara asked. ‘The coffee machine is still switched on.’

‘No, thank you,’ said Binnie. ‘But if you could show us the knife.’

So that was why they were there, Jude realised. It sounded very much as though Ted and Barbara had discovered a potential murder weapon.

‘Of course.’ Ted went behind the bar and came back with a plastic freezer bag which he handed to Binnie.

‘It fell out of the drum when I was tipping the ash onto the compost heap,’ he said. ‘I knew better than to pick it up and leave my marks all over it so I used the bag a bit like a poop-scoop sort of thing.’ He mimed how he might have gloved his hand with the bag to pick up the knife and then pulled the bag around it to avoid tampering with the evidence.

‘Good idea,’ said Sami. ‘Mind you, if it was thrown into the drum when the fire was still alight then there probably won’t be any traces of DNA on it now anyway.’

Binnie held the bag up and scrutinised the contents. Jude was next to her and could see what appeared to be an old hunting knife inside with a fearsome-looking blade. It was blackened from the fire but otherwise undamaged.

‘If this is the murder weapon then what a daft way of trying to get rid of it,’ said Jude. ‘It would need to be an awful lot hotter than a firepit to start melting metal.’

‘Maybe they panicked,’ said Sami.

‘Or maybe they didn’t mind us finding it,’ said Binnie. ‘Perhaps even counted on it.’

‘A possible case of framing someone else.’ Sami took the bag from Binnie and looked at the weapon. ‘It does seem to be quite an unusual knife. Look at the decoration on the handle, must be bone or ivory. I bet there aren’t many like that around.’

‘First job, get it sent off for analysis,’ said Binnie. ‘Find out if it’s definitely the knife that was used to kill Danny. Then let’s see if any of the Merebrooks will own up to knowing anything about it.’

Barbara was shuffling from one foot to another and Jude noticed her open her mouth at least three times as though she had something to say but thought better of it.

‘What is it?’ Jude asked her.

‘I’m not one to speak out of turn and I most certainly don’t like to point fingers but there were a couple of things I noticed last night.’ She paused and looked at Ted who gave her a gentle nod. ‘I’m not saying there’s anything in it but I thought it was interesting that when the Merebrooks were in here, after everyone else had gone home, I mean, Carol and Toby Alcock went outside for a short time but didn’t leave.’

‘I noticed that too,’ said Jude. ‘They said they’d needed some air.’

‘Well, perhaps that was all it was then,’ said Barbara. ‘I just thought you should know.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Binnie emphatically. ‘Anything like this that you remember, please tell me. It might be the smallest of things that actually ends up being the piece of the jigsaw we need to solve the murder.’

‘Right, there was something else,’ said Barbara. ‘It was Joshua Merebrook’s new wife.’

‘Rachael,’ said Jude.

‘That’s her. Well, I saw her drop something into the fire drum when they all came out to watch the fireworks. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, it could have been a used tissue or some rubbish she found in her coat pocket. It won’t have been the knife because Danny was definitely still alive then, I went back in to serve him a pint before he went into the dining room.’

‘That’s assuming the knife actually is the murder weapon,’ said Sami.

‘Where did you say the ashes had been emptied out, Ted?’ Binnie asked. ‘Can we have a look before it gets too dark to see anything?’

‘Of course,’ said Ted.

As Jude followed Ted and the others out of the bar, she thought of the hunting knife. If it was the murder weapon then that opened up the question of why they had chosen the firepit to get rid of it. But if it turned out not to be the knife that killed Danny then things seemed even more mysterious. Why had someone taken it to the party in the first place and why had they dropped it into the firepit?
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Ted led them out through the pristine stainless-steel kitchen – the complete antithesis of the wonky old pub the punters saw with its windowsills and beams covered in knick-knacks from the past. Behind the pub was a walled-off section of garden that Jude had never been in before. It had a set of outdoor furniture under its winter covers and a large collection of planters, all hibernating for the winter. Jude knew that Ted and Barbara lived above the pub, so it stood to reason they’d have kept a little space away from the beer garden just for themselves but seeing it was still odd. It was like taking something wholly familiar and peeling back a corner to reveal something hidden and private underneath.

‘It’s lovely back here,’ said Jude. ‘I bet it’s beautiful in the summer.’

‘It’s our own little haven,’ said Barbara. ‘I’ve always been a keen gardener which is why, when I first moved in here with Ted, I made him keep back a bigger slice of the garden so I can grow my flowers.’

They all followed Ted down to the very bottom of the garden where a tall hedge of hawthorn and buckthorn grew which Jude realised backed on to one of her own fields.

There was a little sun left but it was disappearing quickly as it had a tendency to do in the middle of winter.

‘Here we are,’ Ted said. ‘The compost patch. This is where I tipped the ashes.’

He indicated a slightly raised section, split from the rest of the garden by a square of wooden sleepers. Most of the area was a rich brown colour but one bit had recognisable scraps of carrot peelings, broccoli stems and cabbage leaves. Another patch was covered in a fine grey ash, studded with chunks of burnt black that had obviously come from the fire drum.

‘Just to clarify, you carried the drum in from the beer garden and then tipped it straight out here?’ Binnie asked.

‘That’s it.’ Ted beckoned over his shoulder to a gap in the privet hedging which was secured with a gate. ‘Beer garden’s out that way. I loaded the drum onto the sack trolley and wheeled it through. Then I tipped it up and scraped most of it out with a spade. That’s when I felt metal hit metal and found the knife.’

‘Could any of the contents of the drum have fallen out anywhere other than here?’ Binnie pointed at the ash.

‘No. Although there is a little left in the drum. Once I’d found the knife, you see, I set it upright and came inside to call you.’

The old oil drum that had been used for the New Year firepit was sitting a little way from the compost heap on an orange sack trolley, looking far too nonchalant to be involved in a murder coverup.

‘Have you got gloves, DS Abadi?’ Binnie asked. Despite the fact that they were all friends and Sami had not only sat in The Lamb many a time but also enjoyed banter with the pub’s owners regularly, now it was work and that meant using correct titles.

‘I do,’ said Sami, pulling a pair from his pocket. ‘I assume I’m the one going muck heap digging?’

‘It’s not a muck heap,’ said Binnie. ‘It’s only organic compost. You’ll be fine.’

‘Actually, there is a bit of muck in there,’ said Barbara. ‘We get manure from Penny’s stables to fork in with our compost. Maybe put some wellies on if you’re climbing in?’

Sami looked down at his smart black shoes. ‘I don’t have any wellies with me,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t expecting to be climbing into muck piles today.’

‘I’ve got some in the boot of the Land Rover,’ said Jude. ‘Hold on a second and I’ll fetch them.’

‘You can go through there.’ Ted pointed to a gate in the wooden fence. ‘It goes straight out into the car park.’

Jude let herself out and was back in no time with a pair of wellies.

‘Size 7,’ she said. ‘Too small for you, Sami. And way too big for you, Binnie.’

Jude was also worried about the expensive-looking trouser suit her friend was wearing.

‘Do you want me to go in and have a dig around?’ she asked.

‘If you don’t mind?’ asked Binnie.

‘I’m used to it.’ Jude smiled and pulled one trainer off to swap it for a welly, tucking the leg of her jeans tightly around her calf before pushing her foot into the boot. She repeated this for the second leg and then stepped over the wooden lip onto the pile of compost in various stages of decay.

‘Here, put these on.’ Sami handed her the gloves and she pulled them on, wishing that she had her heavy-duty work gloves with her instead as the thin latex wouldn’t be a match for anything sharper than a bath sponge hidden in the pile.

‘We’ll get a team in to go through the whole thing with a fine-tooth comb but for now, just see if you can find anything obvious,’ said Binnie.

Jude crouched down so she could see the top layer of the ash more clearly.

‘Tread carefully,’ said Binnie. ‘I know Ted’s spade will have disturbed everything that was in there significantly, but we don’t want to do any more damage.’

‘Oh.’ Ted looked mortified. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve damaged anything important.’

‘You couldn’t have known there was potential evidence in there,’ said Binnie.

Sweeping her hand gently through the ash, filtering it between her latex-covered fingers, Jude made a little pile of what looked like burnt pieces of wood or rubbish but which the forensics team might be able to find something more interesting within.

Then, something shiny caught her attention, just below the surface. Jude dug in and pulled out a flattened ring that, even though it was blackened from the fire, she could tell was made from a silver-coloured metal. It was highly decorated and she thought she could see lettering engraved into its surface.

‘What have you got?’ Binnie asked.

Jude held the metal loop out. ‘I’m not sure. Perhaps a piece of jewellery, although far too big to be a ring.’

Everyone peered at Jude’s find for a moment, but nobody could work out what it was.

‘Here.’ Sami took out a small evidence bag and Jude dropped the article in.

Was this what Rachael had thrown into the fire? It would be helpful to know what it was and Jude was keen to find out exactly what had been etched into it. If she was right and there were letters then it might help identify what it was or, even better, who it belonged to.

‘Jude, just have another quick look and then we’ll leave it for forensics,’ said Binnie. ‘Sami, have a look in the fire drum and see if there’s anything in there.’

The receding sun made it harder to see as Jude crouched down again, carefully sifting through the ash in case there was something else hidden.

It was Sami though who found something first.

‘Your firepit is throwing up a whole lot of weird,’ he said to Barbara and Ted. ‘Next question in the who-can-identify-these-peculiar-artefacts round of the New Year’s Day quiz is, what on earth is this?’

Jude stepped out of the compost patch and walked over to where Sami was holding something small up for the others to look at.

‘No idea,’ said Ted and Barbara in unison.

Binnie shook her head and Sami held it out for Jude.

‘To me it looks like a little helmet for a pixie,’ he said.

Jude could see where he was coming from as the piece of blackened metal in his hand was very similar in shape to a pointed hat that a pixie or elf might wear.

‘He’d have to have a pretty odd-shaped head though,’ she pointed out as, much like the ring she had found, the pixie hat was also flattened.

‘Bag it up,’ said Binnie. ‘I think we’ll stop there for now. I’ve requested a specialist team to come and have a proper look through everything; they should be here pretty soon with decent lights and will bag up the entire contents of the fire drum. I’m so sorry for the added disruption to you both.’

‘Oh, don’t you worry about the two of us,’ said Barbara. ‘You just do what you need and we’ll help however we can.’

‘Thank you,’ said Binnie before turning to Sami. ‘Was there anything else we needed to do here before we go to Letchley Hall to talk to the Merebrooks again?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Sami replied. ‘It’ll be interesting to see their reactions when we show them the knife though.’

‘We’ll be off then,’ said Binnie. ‘Let us know if you find anything else. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can chase the cleaner to come and sort out your dining room so you can start using it again. I think forensics have everything they need from it.’

Jude and the two police detectives made their way to the car park where Ted and Barbara said a last goodbye before closing the gate on them and bolting it from the inside.

‘I suppose if that knife does turn out to be the murder weapon, it opens up a whole new way of looking at Danny’s murder, doesn’t it?’ said Jude.

‘It certainly does.’ Sami opened the car door and rested his arm on it. ‘I can’t think why someone would have thrown it in the firepit otherwise.’

Binnie rubbed her temples, a telltale sign that her head was aching again.

‘Did you get any sleep last night?’ Jude asked.

‘A little,’ she said. ‘I’m fine though.’

Jude knew how frustrating it was for Binnie that she hadn’t bounced back to her old self faster after the surgery that had saved her life. The fact she was more tired and had been forced to slow down was a constant irritation to her. But it was at times like this, when a big case opened up, that the frustration tipped and she became cross with herself and unforgiving of her limitations.

‘You know, it’s still only eighteen months,’ Jude said gently. ‘Cut yourself some slack.’

‘I said I’m fine,’ Binnie snapped.

There was a fraction of a pause, then, ‘Sorry. I know you’re right, but it feels like sometimes this is as good as it’s ever going to get and…’ She trailed off.

‘It’s okay, boss,’ Sami gave her a jovial nudge, ‘you get to work with me and there are plenty at the station who think that’s about as good as things can get anyway. Ask anyone and they’d say you are the lucky one.’

‘And that’s supposed to make me feel better?’ Binnie gave a mock look of despair, but Jude could tell that Sami’s sense of humour had broken the moment and her frustration had passed for a while at least. He’d been joking but there was still a truth wrapped into his words. Binnie was better for working with him.

‘Come on then,’ Binnie walked around to the other side of the car, ‘let’s go to Letchley Hall. I know at least one of them is hiding something and, headache or not, I intend to find out exactly what happened here last night.’

‘Other than the Merebrooks and Carol and Toby, do you have any other suspects?’ Jude asked. ‘Danny’s job must have been pretty cutthroat and the nature of working in such a competitive field must have meant he came across disgruntled musicians on a daily basis.’

‘People like Joshua, you mean?’ Sami raised his eyebrows. ‘It was brutal how Danny cut him down so sharply when he talked about Joshua’s band and his own dream of stardom.’

‘You heard that too?’ Jude had thought Sami had been too lost in his conversation with Marco to have been listening to what was going on at the Merebrook end of the table.

‘My ability to eavesdrop and tune into other people’s conversations while simultaneously carrying on with one of my own is just one of many detective superpowers, Jude,’ he said with a wink. ‘It’s why Binnie can’t live without me.’

‘Come on, Captain Worcestershire.’ Binnie opened the driver’s door and got in. ‘The only superpower I need from you for the next hour or so is the ability to keep your mouth shut and your eyes open when we talk to the Merebrooks.’

‘Keep me up to date,’ said Jude.

‘Will do,’ said Binnie before slamming the car door shut.

‘You know you’re an unofficial member of West Mercia Police now, don’t you, Jude?’ Sami said. ‘DCI Peters even mentioned you this morning at the briefing.’

‘He did?’

‘Yeah. He said that if any hungry farmers were to come sniffing around the case, we weren’t to directly feed them but if we accidently dropped a few crumbs here and there then that would be okay.’

Jude smiled. ‘A hungry farmer, hey?’

‘That’s what he said.’ Sami grinned.

‘Are you getting in at some point today?’ Binnie was leaning across to call out through the passenger door.

Sami got in but left the car door open. ‘I was just telling Jude how Peters gave us his blessing to loop Jude in with anything we’re doing.’

‘That’s not exactly what he said,’ said Binnie. ‘But then, when have we ever needed the DCI’s blessing in the past? When you’ve got a sharp tool in your box, why wouldn’t you use it?’

Jude smiled at the compliment. In the past, she had been instrumental to helping Binnie and the team get to the bottom of several mysteries. The DCI had never once recognised the results she’d achieved, and she’d never required his praise. That didn’t mean it wasn’t nice to be recognised.

As she got into her own car and watched them drive off to Letchley Hall, Jude thought that the pressure was on to prove that she deserved such an accolade.

* * *


The snow that had decorated the village so beautifully the night before had all but gone and yet the air was still ice-cold and Jude’s breath began to fog the inside of the windscreen as she started the engine.

She put the demister on full and turned the heat up before driving out of the pub’s car park.

A few of the locals were out and about and she was delighted to see Spud Simons heading into his garden, hand in gloved hand with Clara. Her gorgeous dog, Rex, was with them and Jude imagined they were on their way back from a New Year’s Day walk. They waved when they saw her and Jude waved back.

A little way on, she saw Carol Alcock heading towards the village shop, empty tote bag in hand, and decided to stop and go in herself. There was still enough post-Christmas food left at the farm to feed an army but a couple of pints of milk wouldn’t go astray. Besides, when she’d been gifted the chance to casually bump into one of the key players in the disastrous evening that had ended in Danny’s murder, Jude reasoned she’d be daft not to take it.

There was a space by the kerb right outside the shop and Jude parked in it and jumped out of the car as Carol tried the door and found that it was locked.

‘It’s not five yet,’ she said to Jude as they both spotted the closed sign in the window. ‘In fact, it’s only just gone four.’

‘For a moment I forgot what day it is,’ said Jude. ‘Not even Mrs James would open up on New Year’s Day.’

Carol looked exhausted and Jude could tell that she was the sort to shoulder everyone’s problems, not just her own.

‘Are you okay?’ Jude asked.

‘What?’ Carol’s eyes were shot with blood vessels and the lids hooded from a lack of sleep. ‘Oh, yes. I just wanted to buy some eggs and bacon from Mrs James. I made a pastry case this morning and I wanted to make it into a quiche for poor Alexander and the children.’

That hadn’t exactly been what Jude had meant when she’d asked if Carol was okay, but she didn’t probe further. It was interesting, she thought, that it was Alexander who was first on her list of people to feel sorry for, not his daughter who had been engaged to Danny. And she called them children still, even though they were both in their early thirties.

‘I can help,’ said Jude. ‘Our bantams don’t lay as many eggs in the winter but still far more than we can eat up at the farm. You’re welcome to come up and get a dozen for your quiche. I think we still have bacon left in the fridge too that you can have.’

‘Really?’ Carol asked.

‘Of course,’ said Jude. ‘Do you have a car with you?’

Carol looked over her shoulder as though she wasn’t quite sure how to answer that herself. There was no sign of a car so Jude took the initiative.

‘Tell you what, why not jump in with me. It’s almost dark so let me take you over to the farm, pick up the things you need and then I can drop you home. You’re in the Malvern stone house at the edge of the village with the big yew tree outside, aren’t you?’

‘I am,’ she said. ‘That’s very kind of you, Jude.’

‘Not a problem.’

Jude opened the passenger door for Carol to get in. ‘Sorry about the mess in here,’ she said as she took a stray dog-lead and metal water bottle off the seat and threw them into the back.

Carol had to use the step and handle to get herself up into the Land Rover, and when she was sitting down, Jude thought how small she looked. Not just shorter than Jude was, but also slight and a little withered. She hadn’t noticed this so much the night before when she was standing up to Danny about the quality of the lyrics in the music he produced.

‘Have you seen the Merebrooks?’ said Jude once she was seated back behind the steering wheel. ‘I mean since last night?’

‘Alexander came round this morning.’ Carol sighed. ‘That poor man. The things he has been through.’

Jude set off through the village out towards the farm. ‘It must have been awful for him when Hannah left. I’m sure he was grateful to have had a good friend like you.’

‘After Hannah was killed,’ Carol emphasised the last word before pausing for a fraction of a second to make sure it had been noted, ‘we looked after each other. We both missed her desperately. We still do.’

Jude drove past Lucy and Noah’s house and turned up the long driveway for the farm. ‘When you talked about her last night, it sounded as though you thought you knew who killed her.’

‘There can only have been one person.’

‘The gardener’s wife – was it Emily Banks?’

Carol’s head snapped round to look at her.

‘Emma,’ she corrected. ‘You’ve heard of her?’

‘There aren’t many people who were involved in the case that also had forensic expertise,’ said Jude. ‘Did the police not question her though? Seeing as she was the dead man’s wife.’

‘Oh, they questioned her.’ Carol sniffed. ‘But she knew just how to play them. And then, when it was all over, she disappeared to New Zealand. You tell me that isn’t the response of a guilty woman.’

Jude had wondered if there could have been some sort of a connection between this woman and the latest murder to hit the Malvern End community. But if Emma Banks was now living on the other side of the world then the chances she was involved seemed slim. Besides, the gardener’s death and Hannah’s disappearance were years ago.

And yet there was something telling Jude not to dismiss it. Two confirmed deaths and a possible third involving people connected to the same family would be incredibly bad luck. Either that or there was something linking them all together.

The same murderer? Perhaps.

But for what reason? And why leave it so long to strike again?

‘How’s Toby?’ Jude asked. ‘He looked very upset last night too.’

‘The Merebrooks are almost family to us,’ she said. ‘Hannah was like a second mother to Toby and he took it very badly when she was killed. He was never the same afterwards; the doctors call it PTSD but he’s okay if he stays at home with me.’

‘What about Joshua and Jessica?’ Jude asked. ‘I imagine they look on him as an extra sibling, having grown up together so closely.’

This caused Carol to smile. ‘They are,’ she said. ‘Joshua was a handful at school and sometimes I worried that he was pulling Toby along with him, but he was always different at home.’

At the top of the drive, Jude turned past the pond and parked up in the yard.

‘It was all just high jinks with Joshua. No mother to rein him in and Alexander didn’t know what to do. He was suspended twice from school, you know?’

‘I didn’t.’ But it doesn’t surprise me, Jude silently added.

‘Only for silly things. And I went with Alexander to talk to the headmaster about it. We all knew his rebellion was as a direct result of losing his mother when he was so young. Still, I was glad I could put some distance between the boys. It meant they could both grieve in their own ways and move on in their own time.’ Carol closed her eyes and looked down into her lap. ‘I think last night brought everything back for Toby,’ said Carol. ‘I had to give him something just so he could get some sleep.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Jude put her hand on the car’s door handle, but she was stopped from getting out by Carol grabbing her arm.

‘Jude, you know the detective leading this investigation,’ Carol said. ‘Tell her to keep Toby out of it.’

Jude turned in surprise. ‘I can’t do that,’ she said. ‘He was there last night, same as all of us. There might be things he saw or details he remembers that could help the police work out exactly what happened.’

‘Please.’ There was desperation in Carol’s voice. ‘He’s delicate. Stress does terrible things to him.’

An image of the hamster-like face, awkward as he tried to stand up to the huge confidence of Danny Howell, popped into Jude’s mind. Delicate perhaps wasn’t the word she’d have chosen but she could see how Carol might worry about her son. He was a follower rather than a leader, a pleaser of others – desperate for approval. He had also formed a strong, possibly unhealthy attachment to the Merebrooks, particularly Jessica.

‘Give DI Khatri a ring.’ Jude knew this was something for Binnie to deal with and she also knew her friend would handle it with utmost sensitivity. ‘Explain your concerns and she’ll make sure they take them into account when dealing with Toby.’

‘Thank you.’ Carol’s face was still etched with worry, but she let go of Jude’s arm. ‘I know some people think Toby’s too soft and I indulge him by letting him live with me still. But he needs me.’

Jude nodded and gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘I’m sure he’s grateful you’re there for him.’

‘I know he is.’ Carol smiled back. ‘He’s a good boy, Jude.’ She spoke as though talking about a toddler or child.

Carol waited in the car while Jude went in to fetch a dozen little bantam eggs and a few rashers of thick-cut smoked bacon she’d bought from the farm shop before Christmas.

After she’d dropped Carol and the quiche ingredients back at the stone house with the yew tree in the garden, Jude drove home thinking about Toby and the troubles he had with his mental health.

PTSD was a terrible thing, triggered by a big life event. Perhaps Hannah Merebrook’s disappearance had affected him enough to cause such a deep reaction in him.

Was it possible though that something more had led to it? Jude found herself thinking through a myriad of possibilities. Had he been there when Hannah had pulled the trigger? Or had he seen what had really happened to the gardener and to Hannah?

And then a final thought as she drove back into the farm’s drive. Had a young Toby had anything to do with what happened that day himself?
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As Jude neared the top of the drive, she saw two familiar figures walking hand in hand with a torch around the pond. Kerry had been a steady fixture at Malvern Farm since she had used one of the tents in Jude’s campsite as a bolthole a couple of summers before. Something about her fierce nature, covering a young vulnerability, had made Jude want to protect her and a strong friendship had developed. It had been a year since Kerry had met and fallen for George, and Jude had been delighted for them both. Life had been tough for them, but things were finally smoothing out and it was lovely to see them waving at her with such cheerfulness.

Jude wound her window down and pulled up next to them.

‘Hello, you two,’ she said. ‘Bit dark for a walk, isn’t it?’

‘We thought we’d come and wish you a happy New Year,’ said Kerry. ‘Seeing as we didn’t go to the party last night.’

‘I think if it had been down to Kerry, we’d have gone,’ said George. ‘She stayed at home for me, really.’

George had been through the ringer that year, both of them had, and Jude knew that a big party surrounded by lots of people would not have been his idea of a good time. She also knew that Kerry loved a party but loved George more.

‘Nonsense.’ Kerry squeezed his arm. ‘It was special having our first one in the house together on our own. How’d it go though, Jude? We could see the fireworks from the house, they looked amazing.’

‘You haven’t heard?’ Jude was so used to the ferocious way gossip travelled through the village that she’d assumed everyone within a two-mile radius of The Lamb would already know about Danny Howell.

‘Heard what?’ George was an anxious sort of person, with very good reason after he himself had been wrapped up in a murder case not that many months earlier.

Jude had to tread carefully as she knew his nerves were still raw from the ordeal.

Kerry was the strong one. Incredibly stoic and with a feisty backbone that was solid enough at times to hold George up as well. In return he offered her a deep love that gave her a sense of belonging she hadn’t known before but utterly deserved.

They were, in short, a very well-matched couple.

‘Have you got time for a cuppa?’ Jude asked. She didn’t like gossip for gossip’s sake, but she knew they’d find out at some point so it would be best to do it herself in the calm and safety of the farm kitchen.

‘We were hoping you’d say that,’ said Kerry.

Pip and Alfie were pleased to see Jude when she let herself in through the creaky wooden front door of the house.

George and Kerry were right behind her and Kerry, as usual, turned into a gooey heap of coos and stilted baby language as she always did when she saw the dogs.

‘Who’s my special little guy,’ she said as she tickled Alfie’s ears. ‘Yes, I love you too,’ she told Pip who was nudging her hand to remind her she was also deserving of some attention.

‘Tea?’ Jude asked as she filled the Aga kettle before setting it down on the hotplate.

‘Yes, please,’ her guests replied together.

‘So then, Jude,’ said Kerry as she left the dogs, fetching three mugs from the cupboard. ‘What happened at the party last night?’ Her eyes were sparkling with anticipation of a juicy bit of village tittle-tattle. ‘Did someone end up snogging someone they shouldn’t have?’

‘Pass us that teapot, George,’ said Jude.

George did as he was asked and then propped himself up against the Aga rail.

‘Was someone hurt?’ he said. ‘I thought I heard sirens just after midnight.’

‘Someone was killed,’ Jude said. ‘While we were all outside watching the fireworks.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Kerry, all inquisitive sparkle now gone from her eyes. She clearly knew how this would affect George, how much of a trigger it would be to his already strained mental health, and she came to stand with him. ‘Who was it, Jude? Anyone we’d know?’

‘You know the Merebrooks from Letchley Hall?’ Jude asked.

‘I know the place, fancy big house with enormous gardens out towards the Hereford Road,’ said Kerry. ‘Wasn’t that where that posh woman killed her lover and then buggered off into thin air?’

‘I know them,’ said George quietly. ‘The two kids, Joshua and Jessica, were the same sort of age as me and Henry.’ He swallowed hard as he spoke about his twin brother. ‘When we were at Granny’s for the school holidays, we used to see them a lot. Granny and Grandpa were friends of old Mr and Mrs Merebrook.’

Jude should have known this. Two local families who had lived in grand houses on opposite sides of the same village for generations. Of course they’d have known each other.

‘You were friends with Joshua and Jessica?’ Jude asked.

‘Not exactly friends,’ said George. ‘Just those sorts of acquaintances you make when adults decide that you would be perfect companions for each other just because you belong to the same generation. Granny took us to Letchley Hall to use their swimming pool and they came to see us at Oakley Park to boat on the pond. Actually, Henry and I thought they were awful.’ His eyes opened wide suddenly. ‘Oh God, it wasn’t one of them who was killed, was it?’

‘No.’ The kettle whistled and Jude took a tea towel from the Aga rail to lift it from the hotplate and fill the pot. ‘It was Jessica Merebrook’s new fiancé, Danny Howell.’

‘Wait.’ Kerry’s forehead crinkled. ‘The actual record producer?’

‘Yep. He proposed to her in front of everyone last night.’ Jude put the teapot on the table and went to the fridge to fetch a bottle of milk.

After she’d sat down, she gave Kerry and George a rundown of everything they’d missed by choosing to stay home for the New Year’s party.

‘Do they have any idea who killed him?’ Kerry asked.

‘No. Obviously they are starting with the people who were at the party. All three Merebrooks, Joshua’s wife and then there were two friends of the family too.’

‘Toby and Carol Alcock, I bet.’ George rubbed his chin.

‘You know them?’ Jude asked.

‘They were always round at Letchley Hall and Toby sometimes came to our house with the Merebrooks too. I think Hannah took pity on him.’

‘What did you think of him?’ Jude asked.

‘I felt sorry for him. I remember his mum was always fussing over him, Henry and I found her really creepy.’

‘In what way?’ Jude was really interested in building more of a picture of what the two families had been like at the time Hannah disappeared.

‘She told us off for everything and when we were playing with Toby, she’d watch us like a hawk as though she was expecting us to, I don’t know, throw him in the pond or dunk his head in the swimming pool. It wasn’t Henry or me she should have been watching though. It was Joshua and Jessica. They were brutal to him behind their parents’ backs. The teasing was horrendous, mainly from Joshua but Jessica laughed along with it. I think that hurt him more though because he was absolutely in love with her – has been for as long as I can remember.’

‘Didn’t you stop them?’ Kerry sounded outraged and Jude knew that she had always been the sort of person to stand up for the underdog without considering any consequences.

George looked mortified. ‘It wasn’t that easy,’ he said. ‘Henry tried to stick up for him a couple of times when Joshua was particularly cruel, but Toby didn’t like it. He got cross with Henry, not Joshua.’

‘Sounds like they had some kind of a hold over him,’ said Jude.

‘He wanted to be like them, I always thought,’ said George. ‘He did whatever they told him to and Joshua in particular played to that. Toby’s mum was the same. They weren’t Merebrooks but they definitely wanted to be.’

Jude had felt the very same thing about them from what she’d seen at the party. Would either of them have been capable of killing to protect the family they were besotted with from a man they felt could have destroyed its fabric?

Toby had no romantic chance with Jessica, surely even he could see that, but if he had held on to this obsession with her for so many years, perhaps he had killed his rival because he couldn’t bear to see her with someone else. Especially not someone who had publicly mocked him and been so rude to his mother.

‘They were both desperate to keep up with the Merebrooks. I heard Carol telling Granny that she was struggling to find the money to pay for the extortionate fees for the fancy public school he went to. Granny suggested she send him to one of the local state schools instead, but Carol told her that he liked being in the same class as Joshua.’

‘School class or social class?’ Jude asked wryly.

‘Exactly,’ said George. ‘And Belton was the top of the top. When I was still playing school rugby, we used to compete against them. Our school wasn’t cheap, but when we went to theirs, it was something else. The buildings were really old, like ours, but no money had been spared in doing everything up inside. It was all state of the art with modern facilities. The boys made sure we knew about it too. When they came to us, they complained about the shoddy changing rooms and poorly drained grass. We absolutely loved thrashing them on the pitch and then teasing them afterwards about what their elite-level training equipment had been bought for.’

‘Belton?’ Jude knew that name. ‘The whole place burnt down, didn’t it?’

‘Completely destroyed,’ said George. ‘Caused so much damage that they couldn’t rebuild and had to start from scratch. We had a load of the boys come to Crandale when it happened. They did get it up and running again but it closed in the end as everyone had settled into their new schools and I don’t think they managed to get enough new pupils to make the place viable.’

There had been a lot of public and private schools around Malvern when Jude had been growing up and, one by one, they had either closed their doors or merged together. She could see how trying to start again from scratch would have been a very hard thing to do.

‘Do you know where they went after that?’

‘They were older then,’ said George. ‘I think we were about sixteen when Belton burnt down and we didn’t see them much after that. I know Joshua went to Malvern College, but I don’t know if Toby went there too.’

There was a crash from the porch on the other side of the front door followed by Lucy’s exasperated, ‘Careful!’

The door opened and Sebbie burst in, sinking to his knees to let the dogs come over and say hello. He was wearing full winter get-up of knitted bobble hat with matching gloves and scarf.

‘Looking cool,’ said George. ‘Did you get those for Christmas?’

Sebbie’s cheeks were rosy from the cold air outside and he pulled off his gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of the coat he hadn’t yet taken off.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Granny Margot knitted them for me. Don’t worry, she also gave me a Minecraft book and a massive chocolate selection box, although I’ve eaten nearly all of it now.’

Lucy came in a good while after her son. She was carrying a broken plant pot that had once contained a dying geranium that Jude had brought into the porch in the hope it might yet survive the winter.

‘Sorry.’ She held up two of the broken pieces. ‘He is a constant whirlwind these days. Knocked it over on his way in.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Jude. ‘I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t have survived anyway.’

‘Happy New Year, you two.’ Lucy threw the broken pieces into the kitchen bin before going over to hug Kerry and George. ‘How was your romantic evening in for two?’

Kerry beamed her sun-filled contentment around the kitchen. ‘It was perfect, thank you.’

‘Better than yours by the sound of it,’ said George. ‘If you were at The Lamb, that is. Jude was just telling us what happened down there.’

Lucy was making desperate gestures behind her son’s back, slicing her hand across her throat and shaking her head to show that what had happened at the party was not something she wanted discussed in front of her son.

‘What did happen at the party?’ Sebbie, ears as keen as always, had turned away from the dogs to face his mother and was pulling the scarf from around his neck. ‘Noah said someone died.’

‘Did he tell you that?’ Lucy asked incredulously.

‘No.’ Sebbie’s mind, still young enough to be completely and unapologetically egocentric, was clearly less upset by the news than Lucy had expected him to be. It hadn’t got anything to do with him and so he was not too bothered by it. ‘I heard you talking to him this morning.’

‘It’s rude to listen in,’ Lucy said.

‘I didn’t listen in, you were talking really loudly.’

‘Do you want to take the dogs into the playroom?’ Jude suggested. ‘I haven’t taken the Christmas decorations down yet, so you can play with the Polar Express one last time until next year if you like.’

‘Yes!’ Sebbie abandoned his gloves, hat and scarf in the middle of the kitchen floor and ran out of the room, calling the dogs to him.

Jude was quick to bend down and retrieve them before Lucy tried.

‘You look like you could do with a break.’ She pulled a chair out for her sister and fetched another mug from the draining board which she dropped a herbal teabag into before adding water from the still-hot kettle. ‘Did you walk here?’

‘Don’t fuss,’ said Lucy – although she did take the proffered chair. ‘I’ve still got a little while yet and I am more than capable of walking across one paddock. Sebbie wanted to see Pancake and the rest of the animal clan, and I needed some fresh air.’

Pancake was a ewe that Jude had rescued and raised by hand during lambing four years ago. Sebbie and Lucy had arrived to live on the farm shortly after and the boy and sheep had maintained a strong connection ever since.

‘Any biscuits to go with this tea?’ Lucy adopted a position with her back pushed into the chair and her legs out in front of her to try and ease the pressure on her swollen abdomen. ‘I’m making up for not being allowed to drink proper tea or alcohol this year by going all out on the sweet treats.’

‘I can offer you Christmas cake, mince pies or stollen bites?’ Jude replied.

‘I’ll have a mince pie, please.’ Lucy had taken her boots off in the porch and she rubbed one thick-socked foot against the other. ‘That’s better. Now tell me all.’

For a while they chatted about the Merebrooks and the Alcocks and the strange relationship the two families had. It brought Jude no closer to figuring out who had murdered Danny, but it did give her a list of things that she wanted to dig into deeper. Top of the list was what exactly had happened on the day Hannah had allegedly killed her lover and then run away, leaving no breadcrumb trail whatsoever.

Later that day, when everyone had gone back to their own homes and Marco was busy working on a painting that had been commissioned, Jude decided to give Binnie a ring. Ostensibly to find out how she was but with a definite secondary motive of seeing if there were any updates in the case.

‘Jude!’ said Binnie, answering after only a couple of rings. ‘You must have read my mind. I was just about to call you.’

‘How did it go at Letchley Hall?’ Jude asked.

‘Nothing to report, really. Everyone was pretty much sticking to script for a situation like this. Grieving fiancée, check. Concerned brother, check. Pompous patriarch demanding we do our jobs properly and stop bothering them so we can focus on finding the killer, check.’

‘What about Rachael?’ Jude asked. ‘She seemed more upset than anyone last night.’

‘According to Joshua, she was resting and, quote – “unless you have a warrant, you aren’t disturbing her”.’

‘He’s watched one too many TV detective shows by the sound of it,’ said Jude.

‘I found them all extremely bristly actually, especially when it came to Rachael. I did manage to find out more about the relationship between Rachael and Danny. Apparently, they had known each other for years and were virtually inseparable: something that seemed to irk Joshua quite a lot.’

‘I bet.’ Jude imagined Joshua’s testosterone-steeped ego would have objected wildly to his wife having a close relationship with another man. A competitor perhaps. ‘That explains Rachael’s reaction then.’

Did it also push Joshua higher up the ladder as prime suspect? Jude wondered.

‘I had a call from Carol Alcock a moment ago,’ said Binnie. ‘She said you suggested she phoned me.’

‘Ah, yes. I bumped into her in the village this afternoon. She was under some illusion that I had the power to persuade you to leave Toby out of the investigation. Apparently, he was so affected by the shooting at Letchley Hall and Hannah Merebrook’s disappearance that he developed PTSD.’

‘She is extremely protective of her son, isn’t she?’ said Binnie.

‘Kerry and George were just round here. He remembers Toby as a child and says it was always like that.’

‘Hang on a minute, Jude, I’ve just had a ping on my work phone.’

There was a pause in the conversation as Jude waited for Binnie to look at her other phone.

‘Hah! Now this is very interesting,’ said Binnie. ‘Something else was found in the ashes of the fire drum. A gold wedding band.’

The cogs in Jude’s mind started whirring instantly.

‘That could well be what Barbara saw Rachael drop into the firepit.’ She didn’t need to add that there was only one possible reason a person could have for discarding their wedding ring in such a final way.

‘Assuming it is,’ said Binnie, ‘why does she no longer want to be married to Joshua Merebrook? And why choose that night to make such a big gesture? Getting rid of the ring in this way seems so final.’

‘I agree,’ said Jude. ‘Up until she saw Danny’s body, she seemed happy enough with her choice of husband. I wonder if anyone else knew. If she and Danny were as close as it seems they were, did he know she was leaving Joshua?’

‘Perhaps he was the one who’d persuaded her to leave in the first place. Sami and I need to go back to Letchley Hall in the morning, and this time we will insist on talking to Rachael.’
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January on Malvern Farm generally meant one thing – preparing for the upcoming lambing season.

Although they had timed it for the lambs to arrive a little later than usual so they could all be around for Lucy when the baby was born, the pregnant ewes still needed tending on a daily basis. With the days being so short at the start of the year, Jude was almost always up before the sun. The downside of this was that she had to leave the comfort of a warm bed with Marco curled up in it and haul herself into the chill of a poorly heated, draughty old house. The upside though was that she caught the beauty of the sunrise and could enjoy the peace of the early hour before the world woke up.

The morning after the discoveries in the fire drum ashes, Jude took the quad out with the two dogs to see to her flock. It was still night-dark when she opened the gate to the first field, but as she went on her tour of the sheep fields, the sky delivered a phenomenal display of dawn’s colour palette.

Back in the yard, the flock all in check and the morning now fully present, she parked the quad back in the shed and walked across the yard and past the pond to two gates set at an angle from each other. The one on the left led into the campsite, shut up for the winter. Jude let herself into the one on the right and walked into her paddock with Alfie and Pip at her heel.

If pictures and storybooks from her childhood were to be believed, then this was real farming. A mix of sheep, a Shetland pony, a donkey, a goat and ducks all living harmoniously in one small field. The reality was that this was an aside to her farming life and main source of income. This little collection of characterful creatures had grown out of the double desire to make the campsite more desirable to paying guests, and to rescue animals that needed a place to stay.

It was Sebbie’s favourite part of the farm and Jude often found him in there as the gate at the bottom led directly into his garden. It was too early an hour still for Sebbie to be up and about but, as Jude opened the stable doors and stood back to let out the Runner ducks for the day, she saw a movement down by the gate.

Noah was letting himself into the paddock and waved when he saw her.

Pancake, the Cheviot ewe, Gertie, the Golden Guernsey goat and the growing band of super-fluffy Valais Blacknose sheep all vied for Jude’s attention, nudging her legs to remind her that they needed their breakfast.

‘Where are your manners, you motley bunch?’ Jude chuckled. ‘Anyone would think we starved you.’

Jude went to the old tack room where the animal food was kept and filled a bucket with sheep feed. Pip and Alfie were standing guard by the door to stop any of the hungry animals breaking in and causing chaos.

‘Give that ’ere, Jude,’ said Noah as he reached the tack room.

Jude held the bucket up and passed it over the animals’ heads into Noah’s waiting hands. Then she filled another bucket for Rodney Trotter, the Shetland pony, and Wonky, the rescue donkey.

While Noah shook the sheep food out into the troughs, Jude opened Rodney’s stable and went in to give him his breakfast before tipping Wonky’s out into his bucket.

‘Come ’ere, Jude, and tell me if you notice anything about this ewe of yours,’ said Noah.

Jude put her empty bucket down by the door and went over to see what Noah had spotted.

‘Which ewe?’ she asked.

‘Pancake there.’ Noah didn’t look worried which meant Jude wasn’t worried either as she cast her eye over the familiar form of her hand-raised pet sheep. She was four now and had filled out a little over the years but was there something else?

‘Oh my word,’ said Jude as she thought she saw what Noah had. ‘She can’t be.’

‘I’ve seen enough pregnant ewes in my time to know when one’s in lamb.’

‘How?’ Jude could see what Noah meant but Pancake had been kept in the paddock with no ram in sight. If she had somehow found a way through the hedge into the field where the tups had been introduced, the ram’s raddle would have marked her rump with a telltale coloured streak but Pancake’s fleece was unmarked. ‘It’s impossible, must be a phantom pregnancy.’

Noah bent over and ran an experienced hand over the startled sheep’s abdomen. Pancake looked at him indignantly for a moment but decided food was more important and turned back to the trough.

‘There’s a lamb in there all right,’ said Noah.

‘Sebbie!’ Jude exclaimed as the only explanation clicked into place. ‘Remember when he put a halter on her and took her out into the orchard because he thought she might like to meet the Kerry Hills in there? We found him in with the ewes but what if he’d already taken her in to meet the boys?’

Noah chuckled to himself. ‘You’re right. One of those randy little buggers must have seen to her. I bet Sebbie clocked it too but didn’t want to tell us.’

‘I bet he did,’ said Jude. ‘Well, well, well. So my baby is having a baby.’ She did a quick calculation. ‘From memory, she was in with the Kerries back in October, that last hot weekend we had. So that means she’ll be ready to lamb end of March.’

‘Same as the others,’ said Noah with a little shake of the head and a wry smile. ‘If he was a bit older, I’d swear Sebbie knew exactly what he was doing when he took her into the orchard.’

Jude went over and rubbed her hand over Pancake’s fleece. ‘Exciting times for you then, my old friend.’

There was a judder in her coat pocket as her phone let her know that someone was getting in touch. She pulled it out and saw that a text had come through from Binnie.

Binnie


Have news. Are you in this morning?




Jude


Yes. Heading inside for breakfast now.




Binnie


Sami and I going over to see the Merebrooks. Can you think of any reason you could go to Letchley Hall this morning and just happen to be there when we arrive?




Jude


I can always think of something. Now?




Binnie


We will be there at nine. Want to catch them when they’re all there, Rachael too. Still haven’t been able to ask her about the wedding ring.




Jude


I’ll put a food package or something together and drop it round just before 9.




Binnie


Try and get them to invite you in. It would be good to have your opinion when we show them the murder weapon.




Jude


Is it definitely the hunting knife then?




Binnie


Looks like it. The other silver bits you found are the remains of a leather scabbard it would have been held in. Tip and ring.




Jude


Of course! Makes sense. Easier for someone to carry it without hurting themselves.




Binnie


Letters engraved into it – LFL




Jude


Mean anything??




Binnie


Not that we’ve worked out yet. Nobody at the party anyway.




Jude


Another mystery.




Binnie


Indeed. Got to go.




Jude


See you soon.




Binnie


See you soon. If you’re not at the Hall then we’ll stop off at the farm on way back.




Jude


Ok xx




‘Important?’ Noah asked as Jude pocketed her phone.

‘Binnie,’ said Jude by way of explanation.

‘Here we go.’ Noah raised his eyebrows. ‘The dynamic duo of rural crime-fighting at it again.’

‘She’s asked for my help.’

‘Then of course you’ll give it.’ Noah nodded. ‘Just be careful, Jude. Last thing your sister needs is to be worrying about you.’

‘I’ll be fine. No risks, I promise.’

Noah nodded.

* * *


Letchley Hall when Jude got there was quiet and distinctly unfestive. Back at the farm and throughout the village, Christmas lights and decorations still hung to counter the grey gloom of January for a few days longer. But not a single one of the firs lining the sweeping drive up to the grand red-brick house was adorned and there was no sign of a wreath on the door or a tree in the window.

The black SUV Jude had seen Jessica driving the day before, with its darkened windows and complete lack of character, was parked up next to a brand-new Range Rover and a two-seater red sports car. Her scratched, dented, muddy farm vehicle looked out of place as she parked it next to them, but Jude would rather have had hers than all three of the shiny status symbols.

The house itself was beautiful. Regency architecture that was so perfectly symmetrical it could have been the blueprint for a doll’s house. It was made up of three floors with dormers in the roof to show the attic space was also used – or perhaps it had been once for the servants. Large windows graced the walls to make the most of the natural light and country views, and half a dozen chimneys sat astride its single-gabled roof.

Jude imagined the cleaning that would be involved in a house like Letchley Hall. It was bad enough keeping on top of the rooms she had at the farmhouse.

Having retrieved a bag of goodies that she had put together for the Merebrooks from the back seat, Jude walked over to knock on the front door. The English racing-green gloss must have been shiny once but years and weather had dulled and faded it, chipping it in places so a previous coating of black paint could be seen.

Jude waited for a couple of minutes, staring at the brass lion with a hooped doorknocker in its mouth before using it again, this time with a little more vigour.

The door was opened by Joshua Merebrook who had lost all the swagger and arrogance he’d oozed on New Year’s Eve. He seemed wary of the interruption to his morning.

‘Sorry for double knocking, I wasn’t sure if you’d heard me,’ said Jude. ‘I didn’t want to leave this on the doorstep.’

‘We’ve had a few reporters poking around looking for stories so we’re not answering the door to anyone without checking through the spare-room window first.’ Joshua pointed up to the window above the front door. ‘It’s the best place to see without being seen.’

‘Sensible. I’ve brought some supplies for you.’ Jude held the bag out. ‘Just some eggs from my hens and a home-baked loaf. Nothing much.’

‘That’s kind.’ Joshua took the bag from her but didn’t look inside. ‘Thank you.’

He went to shut the door but Jude stopped him.

‘I’ve got a homecooked pie in the car too,’ she said. ‘I thought, what with everything that you’ve had going on, nobody would really fancy cooking. I’ll go and fetch it.’

Joshua shrugged and left the door open while Jude went to retrieve the pie. It was really nothing special, just some leftover turkey and ham that Marco had already cooked into a white sauce with leeks. She’d bunged a pastry top on it and put it in the Aga to cook through so that she had the excuse of needing oven gloves to carry it into Letchley Hall herself.

‘Where’s the kitchen?’ she asked as she returned to the front door, the pie steaming nicely in the cold air.

‘I’ll take it,’ said Joshua.

‘It’s fresh from the oven. You’ll burn your hands. Just point me in the right direction and I’ll drop it off.’

Joshua seemed uncertain and he looked over his shoulder, clearly not wanting to invite her in.

‘It’s getting a bit hot, even through the gloves,’ said Jude as she moved closer to the door.

‘Kitchen’s through here,’ he said in a particularly loud voice. ‘Come through, Jude.’

Who’s he warning? Jude thought to herself, certain that this could be the only feasible reason for him to turn up the volume so much. She kept her ears and eyes open but noticed nothing unusual as she followed him into a wide black and white marble-tiled hallway with a staircase sweeping up and away to the left. On the right, a door was open and Jude could see a large, bright room with cases full of leather-jacketed books and a faded red velvet sofa with matching wing-backed chairs.

She couldn’t help looking up at the highly decorative cornicing and glittering chandeliers: not enormous but still impressive.

‘It’s this way, Jude,’ Joshua called back to her, using a volume that reinforced her suspicion there was someone there who didn’t want to be seen by her.

The kitchen was at the very back of the house and Jude could see Jessica sitting at a large table. She had her feet up on a second chair and her hands, covered by extra-long sleeves she’d pulled down over them, were cradling a mug.

‘Hi, Jessica,’ said Jude. ‘I’ve brought a pie for you. Thought it would save you having to think about what to eat today.’

‘That’s nice of you,’ Jessica said. ‘Stick it on top of the cooker.’

Jude could see two cookers, both of which were throwbacks to kitchens past. An old range heated with solid fuel that made her own Aga look modern, and a cooker that belonged in a museum with its eyeline grill and white enamelled casing. No doubt top of the range when it was bought in the eighties. Jude hadn’t seen one like it since her childhood. She set the pie down on the gas rings and took her oven gloves off.

Now she was in, she just had to make sure she stayed there until Binnie arrived.

‘How are you?’ she asked Jessica.

‘Been better, actually.’ The answer was dripping with the attitude of a surly teenager.

‘Of course,’ Jude said. ‘Daft question, really.’

Jessica sighed. ‘Sorry. You were only being nice. It’s just that people keep asking me how I am and I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.’

‘It must be tough. For all of you.’

Jessica nodded and put her mug to her lips. She didn’t drink but rested it there as though for comfort.

‘Thanks for dropping the food off for us,’ said Joshua in a voice that told Jude he was suggesting that, as she had now done the thing she came to do, she could now bugger off.

‘I saw Carol Alcock yesterday in the village.’ Jude chose to ignore the hint. ‘She said that Toby has taken it very hard too.’

Joshua snorted. ‘Old hamster features? Why on earth would he be upset when he made no attempt to pretend he even liked Danny?’

‘It’ll be Carol. She’s always giving him reasons to think he still needs her.’ The disdain was clear in Jessica’s voice. ‘I imagine she’ll be busy telling him how he has every right to be upset and that she is there for him, you know, to help him through this painful time.’

There was definitely more than a nugget of truth in at least part of what Jessica had said but Jude knew it was far more complicated than that.

‘She said he has PTSD.’

‘They’ve been throwing that one around for years now,’ said Joshua with contempt. ‘Ever since our mother left. If you ask me, it’s just an excuse. She wasn’t his mother, she was ours, but you don’t see Jess or me moping about at home and dealing with our anger issues.’ He surrounded the last two words with quote marks drawn in the air by mocking fingers.

‘Anger issues?’ Jude was surprised by this. From what she’d seen of Toby, he was about as malleable and passive as it was possible for anyone to be.

‘You wouldn’t think it, would you?’ said Jessica. ‘He’s such a dollop, it’s hard to imagine him getting fired up about anything. But I’ve seen him lose his rag a couple of times and it is quite spectacular.’

‘Heavens.’ Jude leant back on the counter behind her and settled in, happy now that she had created a conversation that the Merebrooks were invested in enough to allow her to stay until Binnie arrived. ‘You’re right, that is hard to imagine.’

‘It’s really funny.’ Joshua chuckled cruelly. ‘He turns into this red-faced little fury, lashing out and shouting the odds.’

‘Has he ever hurt anyone?’ Jude just couldn’t picture it.

‘No.’ Jessica eyed Jude over her mug. ‘You’re not trying to work out if Toby could have killed Danny, are you?’

Jude hadn’t intended for it to sound as though this was her MO but the fact that Toby suffered with PTSD that caused him to lash out with angry outbursts was undeniably interesting. She’d already pinned motives on him and he’d had the opportunity.

‘Gosh, no,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean that at all.’

‘Good,’ said Jessica. ‘Because he might be a bit of a dollop but he’s also a real sweetie. He does struggle with his temper now and again, but it tends to be something inanimate that feels the heat when it happens. I’ve seen him smash a glass and thump his hand into a door so that the wood cracked a little, but I don’t think he’d ever hurt anyone.’

Joshua took a satsuma from the fruit bowl on the table and began to peel it. ‘Since Carol pulled him out of school, he doesn’t really get out much. I reckon being cooped up with her all the time for so long is the reason he’s such a wacko. I mean, I know I’d want to smash glasses if I had to live with the old trout.’

‘This was after the fire at Belton, wasn’t it?’ Jude said.

‘Yup,’ said Joshua. ‘Only a few months off our GCSEs and she decided to home-school him. Good thing he was always a clever bugger and he aced them anyway. Taught himself maths, geography, physics and I think something else at A level and he smashed those too.’

‘We all thought he’d go to uni,’ said Jessica. ‘He was definitely clever enough, maybe even for Oxbridge but Carol didn’t think he’d cope so he stayed at home. It’s a shame, really.’

Joshua pulled a segment of the peeled satsuma away from its siblings and held it by his mouth as he spoke. ‘He’d have had a chance to grow up if he’d left home. But instead, he’s living in the past and still acts like a little kid.’ He ate the segment, pulling another free as he did so.

Jude hoped the doorbell would go so she wouldn’t have to try to spin out the conversation for much longer.

‘Was there anything else you wanted?’ Joshua asked.

Jude thought quickly. ‘Is your dad around?’

‘What do you want with him?’ Jessica sounded highly suspicious.

‘Oh, it’s nothing really,’ said Jude. ‘He wanted the name of the mechanic I use on the farm vehicles, and I never got round to passing it on to him.’

‘Well, he’s not here,’ said Joshua. ‘But I’ll be sure to tell him you stopped by.’

He stood up and Jude knew he meant for her leave.

She took her phone out of her pocket and used it as distraction to avoid Joshua’s meaningful stare.

‘I’ll find it and write it down for him.’

At that moment the doorbell finally rang.

‘Leave it,’ said Jessica. ‘Whoever it is can just piss off.’

The kitchen fell quiet as they listened for the sound of retreating car wheels on the gravel drive. Instead, there was a loud knock and the clatter of the letterbox opening.

‘Hello?’ Binnie’s familiar voice came drifting down the hallway and Jude could picture her crouching on the doorstep calling through the flap. ‘It’s DI Khatri and DS Abadi. There’s been a development in the case. Can you let us in, please?’

Jessica and Joshua glanced at each other before he walked out of the kitchen to answer the door.

‘I’m coming,’ he called as he headed down the hallway, again giving Jude the feeling that he was warning someone else, making sure they remained hidden. But who? Perhaps Alexander or Rachael who, for some reason, didn’t want to talk to anyone. Then Jude found herself thinking of another option. Hannah Merebrook. Was it possible she had come back after all these years? Was she Danny’s killer? Or maybe she’d never left and had managed to remain hidden while everyone thought her either long gone or even dead. Like some sort of Brontë heroine, caged in the house to escape her punishment. Letchley Hall was certainly big enough.

‘Ah, Jude,’ said Binnie when she and Sami followed Joshua back into the kitchen. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘She was just leaving,’ said Joshua.

‘Actually, if you don’t mind staying, you might be able to shed light on what I have here,’ said Binnie. ‘It would be good to have everyone together. Could you ask Rachael and your father to join us, please?’

‘Dad’s not home,’ said Jessica.

‘And Rachael is resting. You can’t see her right now.’ Joshua sounded confrontational as he said this, as though expecting resistance.

‘It won’t take long and it would be really helpful,’ said Sami.

‘No. She didn’t sleep well last night and needs to catch up. This whole thing has really taken its toll on her so, unless you have a warrant or whatever it is you need to force the issue, my wife will be allowed to stay in bed.’

Binnie nodded sombrely once. ‘Okay.’

‘You said there’d been a development,’ said Jessica, who was still sitting at the table with her hands wrapped around the mug of tea.

‘Yes.’ Binnie took out a clear plastic bag that Jude could see contained the hunting knife along with the tip and ring from the scabbard. ‘We found the murder weapon discarded in the fire drum that was used on New Year’s Eve. I wondered if either of you could place it?’

She handed it over to Joshua who took the bag and looked closely at it. ‘No,’ he said.

Jude thought the little cough that had preceded his reply and the swallow that made his Adam’s apple bulge was at odds with his single-word answer.

‘How about you, Jessica?’ Binnie took the evidence bag from Joshua and passed it over to his sister. ‘I’m sorry. I know it’s difficult, but it would really help us if you could take a look.’

Jessica didn’t take the bag from Binnie so she put it down on the table.

‘There are initials on it. L. F. L,’ said Sami. ‘Do they ring any bells?’

Jessica glanced down quickly at the knife. ‘Sorry, no. And can you please take that thing off my kitchen table?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Binnie picked it up and passed it to Jude who pretended to look at the weapon as though it was the first time she’d seen it.

‘I don’t recognise it either, I’m afraid,’ she said before handing it over to Sami.

‘It’s really important that we talk to Rachael.’ Binnie was speaking in a voice Jude knew very well. Gentle but firm. Empathetic but run through with a steel thread of authority. ‘She was seen throwing something into the fire that evening.’

Jessica’s head snapped up and she looked directly at Joshua.

‘Well, it won’t be that.’ He pointed furiously at the evidence bag Sami was holding.

‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘We don’t believe it was, but we’d still like to talk to her.’

‘When she gets up, I’ll be sure to ask her to call you,’ said Joshua. ‘Now, if there’s nothing else any of you want from us?’

‘Thank you for your time,’ said Binnie. ‘We’ll be in touch with any news, and please do remember to tell your father and Rachael that we would like to speak with them at their earliest convenience.’

Sami was the closest to the door and was about to leave when Joshua pushed his way past. ‘Let me show you out.’

Jude followed the little procession down the hallway, noticing as she passed the book-lined sitting room that the door had been closed. It was possible that Joshua had done it when he’d gone to meet Binnie and Sami, in which case Jude would have liked to know why. What – or who – was in there that he didn’t want the police to see? Or maybe someone else had shut it to keep themself hidden.

‘I know you have a job to do, detectives, but please call next time you want to drop by so we can prepare ourselves,’ said Joshua. ‘I am currently dealing with a sister and a wife who are both deeply traumatised by what happened to Danny. They could do without living on tenterhooks, not knowing when the next time you might feel the need to just pop in could be.’

Binnie gave him a look that spoke volumes. ‘We’ll be in touch soon,’ she said as she opened the front door.

Sami and Jude followed her out and down the stone steps onto the gravel drive as Joshua watched them leave.

Jude’s attention was drawn to the window to the right of the front door which she knew from the layout of the house must belong to the sitting room with the closed door. As she watched, the unmistakable honey-blonde crown of Rachael’s head moved on the other side of the sofa where she must have ducked down to stay out of sight. She was easy to recognise, wearing the same green and red silk scarf tied around her ponytail as she’d had in her hair on New Year’s Eve.

Joshua closed the door with enough force to make the doorknocker jump out and thump back against the wood, snatching Jude’s attention involuntarily. When she looked back, Rachael had vanished.
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‘He was shifty,’ said Sami as soon as the door had been closed. ‘I’d stake my badge on him knowing exactly where that knife came from.’

‘I agree,’ said Binnie. ‘I couldn’t read her though. Did she recognise it too? I couldn’t call it. What did you think, Jude?’

‘I didn’t trust either of them,’ said Jude. ‘Or Rachael, for that matter. She’s avoiding us and Joshua seemed very keen to keep her hidden. Did you hear him warning her when we were moving around the house?’

Binnie tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘I did notice, yes. But why are you so sure it was Rachael he was helping to hide?’

‘Because I just saw her,’ said Jude. ‘I noticed the door of the front room had been closed while we were in the kitchen talking and it made me wonder who’d shut it. I just looked through the window and she was in there.’

‘I knew Binnie asked you to come here for a reason.’ Sami nudged Jude as he passed her to get to the window where Rachael had been just moments before. ‘But then, you are the unofficial DI these days!’

Binnie followed him but Jude could see there was no sign of Rachael now.

‘She’s gone,’ she said.

‘We should go back in and demand to talk to her,’ said Sami.

‘You know there’s no point.’ Binnie shook her head. ‘I can’t imagine Joshua even letting us back into the house, let alone giving us any time with Rachael. He’s savvy, he knows that unless we arrest them, and we have absolutely no evidence for this, we have no power to force anyone to talk to us.’

Sami scuffed the gravel with his toe in frustration. ‘She’s not doing herself any favours, is she? Nor is he, for that matter.’

‘I’m confused about the wedding ring,’ Jude said. ‘Assuming it was what Rachael threw in the fire, I’d say that’s a very clear message that the marriage is over, at least in her eyes. If that were me, I’d want to get away from my husband, not lock myself up with him and his family.’

‘You don’t think he’s keeping her prisoner, do you?’ Sami asked.

‘DS Abadi, you are not on form today,’ said Binnie with a raised eyebrow. ‘If she was being held against her will, Joshua wouldn’t have been calling out warnings, she’d probably be in a locked room, not just wandering around the house, and if she was in the front room and thought she was in danger then do you not think she’d have called out to us for help?’

Sami shrugged. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘So why is she sticking around then?’

‘If we ever get to talk to her then we can ask her, can’t we?’

The crunch of gravel as someone approached made Jude turn to see Carol and Toby walking up the drive.

‘This is fortuitous,’ said Binnie. ‘They’ve been a constant fixture at Letchley Hall for years. If that knife was in the house, then perhaps one of them would have seen it before.’

‘Hello, detectives,’ said Carol. ‘Jude, what are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come to drop some food off,’ said Jude.

Carol sniffed loudly, making her nostrils flare. ‘I’ve been keeping them well fed. The quiche I made for them yesterday will do for a couple of meals and I also did a big batch of soup.’

She was bristling so much that Jude thought if she peeled back the many thick layers of woollen scarf she was wearing, she would find all the hairs on Carol’s neck standing proud and confrontational.

‘They’re very lucky to have you,’ she said, wondering why she felt the need to smooth things over with this grown woman.

‘I’m glad we bumped into you both,’ said Binnie. ‘Could you please have a look at this and let me know if you recognise it at all?’

She indicated to Sami who held out the bag with the hunting knife in it.

Toby took it from him and peered through the transparent plastic. ‘Um, I’m not too sure,’ he said. Jude could see a red flush starting to form under his ears and he shifted from one foot to the other.

‘Let me see.’ Carol held out her hand and Toby passed her the bag.

‘That looks like the knife Hannah used to use to open letters,’ said Carol. ‘I think Alexander still does. It was always on the table in the hall, but it looks like it’s seen better days.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s a pretty unusual knife,’ said Carol. ‘There can’t be that many like that, but the Merebrooks will be able to tell you for certain.’

‘We asked Joshua and Jessica, but I think the stress made them a bit hazy,’ said Sami. ‘At least where the knife was concerned. They said they didn’t recognise it at all.’

Carol took the bag and made a show of scrutinising it some more. ‘Oh, well,’ she blustered, ‘now I look at it again, maybe it isn’t the same knife. It’s not so easy to tell. And if they say it isn’t theirs then it can’t be, can it?’

Binnie didn’t answer but held her hand out for the evidence to be returned.

‘How are you, Toby?’ He’d been pretty quiet until then and Jude wanted to see if this was because he had nothing to say, or because he was anxious about the things that he did know but didn’t want to divulge. ‘I know how close you are to the Merebrooks, especially Jessica.’

‘She’s been a good friend to me,’ he said as he scowled at his toes.

‘Yes, she said the same about you.’ The little white lie fell from Jude’s lips before she had a chance to catch it.

‘She did?’ Toby looked up, his brows arched in surprise.

The desperation to be valuable to the family he and Carol had put on a pedestal was a little hard for Jude to understand when, by all accounts, they hadn’t treated him with much kindness over the years. In fact, as George told it, they’d outright bullied him.

‘How are you coping with what happened?’ Jude decided on a new tack. ‘You know it isn’t just those closest to someone who’s died who need to process their grief. Danny was a friend of yours too.’

She left her statement hanging and watched as Toby’s eyes darkened. His gaze dropped back to his feet.

‘Thank you for your concern,’ said Carol. ‘Of course we’re all devastated, but we’re here to offer what support we can to Alexander and the children.’ She took Toby by the elbow and steered him away towards the front door. ‘If you don’t mind, that’s what we need to do now.’

She knocked firmly on the door and, when it wasn’t opened, took a key from her handbag and put it into the lock. Without a backward glance at Jude and the detectives, she and Toby walked into Letchley Hall.

‘Alexander,’ Carol called. ‘It’s just me.’

And then the door was closed and the Alcocks were absorbed into the Merebrooks’ world.

‘Well, I’m not sure exactly what we can take from this visit,’ said Binnie. ‘So far, we haven’t met one person linked to the case who I believe we can trust.’

‘No,’ Sami agreed. ‘They are all swamped in bullshit and we now have to wade through it all and find out exactly who is hiding what and what any of it has to do with Danny Howell’s murder.’

‘I think it’s safe to assume they all recognised the knife,’ said Jude. ‘But Carol was the only one to admit it. Does this mean she is less likely to have used it? Or more likely as she could have chosen her weapon deliberately to cast suspicion on the Merebrooks?’

‘Motives?’ Binnie asked as she tapped her front tooth with the nail of her index finger.

‘The obvious one for Carol is pretty weak, I think,’ said Sami. ‘She didn’t like Danny and the way he treated Toby or her. Doesn’t seem anywhere near enough, does it?’

‘Not really,’ said Jude. ‘Although is it a terrible thing to say that it’s not the thought of her murdering someone that I can’t get on board with, it’s just the motive isn’t right?’

‘Go on.’ Binnie tilted her head slightly to show she was intrigued.

‘It’s just a gut feeling, nothing more,’ said Jude. ‘It’s the way she spoke to me about Emma Banks.’

‘Sorry, who?’ Sami asked.

‘The wife of the gardener Hannah Merebrook is supposed to have killed before she ran away,’ Binnie told him. ‘According to the case file, Mrs Banks was out of the country when the incident happened.’

‘Oh,’ said Jude. ‘Well, that scuppers Carol’s theory. She thinks Emma Banks not only killed her husband but somehow managed to pin it on Hannah Merebrook before murdering her too. You should have heard the way she spoke about her. Put it this way, if Emma Banks ever turns up in a body bag, I know who my number one suspect would be.’

‘Anyone else think she’s schtupping Alexander Merebrook?’ Sami grinned, knowing how much Binnie hated the use of that word.

‘I think she’d like to be more to him than just friends,’ said Binnie, ignoring his taunt. ‘But whether or not she’s made it into his bed is not something I’m going to second-guess.’

‘I’d say that even if she has, it would have meant a whole lot more to her than it would have to him,’ said Jude. ‘That seems to be how things are between the Alcocks and the Merebrooks.’

‘We are now heading too far down Speculation Lane for my liking,’ said Binnie. ‘Time for us to get back to the station and sort through some solid evidence that we can actually hang a case on.’ She pressed the fob of her car key and opened the door.

‘Just before you go,’ said Jude. ‘When you looked into the old case file on Hannah Merebrook, what else did you find?’

‘Prints on the shotgun in the victim’s blood belonged to Hannah Merebrook,’ said Binnie. ‘It was strange though as no cartridge was ever found. And there was a brooch that both Alexander and Carol identified as belonging to Hannah. Apparently, it had belonged to her mother and she wore it every day. All pretty conclusive, really.’

‘Or pretty convenient,’ said Jude.

‘Maybe.’ Binnie got into her car. ‘Thanks for coming, Jude. Always good to have your input – DI Gray!’

Jude smiled as she pulled her own car key out. ‘See you soon.’

Driving back through the village, Jude pulled together some of the threads of the case and tried tying them in different knots to test which ones felt the strongest.

The murder weapon was the thing bothering her the most. Someone had taken it from Letchley Hall and that implicated everyone who was living or staying there, namely the Merebrook family, as well as anyone who had a key, which Carol had just shown she did. But why take something so flamboyant when a simple carving knife would have done the same job? And why discard it in the firepit when it was obvious it would be discovered?

It would definitely be helpful to the case if they could place the hunting knife definitively in the Letchley Hall collection, so when she got back to the farm, Jude went into the office and fired up the ancient computer. It had been threatening to conk out for years but somehow kept going, even though it now took several minutes for any internet connection to kick in.

There were quite a few references to the Merebrooks online: Jessica as she attended gala dinners and record launches on the arm of Danny Howell; Hannah, whom it seemed had been a bit of a columnist talking about controversial rural topics for an up-market countryside publication; Alexander, as he remained staunchly silent when Hannah went missing; and Joshua, who had been snapped at a society party where a few minor royals had also been in attendance. The party had apparently got a little too raucous for the host’s Chelsea neighbours, police were called and a cocktail of drugs, alcohol, strippers and, for reasons nobody would clarify, a life-sized inflatable horse and a bucket of live fishing maggots was uncovered.

‘It’s a different world out there, isn’t it?’ Jude said to Pip and Alfie who were both lying at her feet.

The article went on to talk about the initiation tests that certain members of the upper crust put each other through to prove they deserved their positions in the inner circle. Always ludicrous, often dangerous and invariably illegal, it seemed that these were a staple for some young people.

‘Interesting, but not what I’m looking for,’ Jude muttered.

She tried searching for hunting knives to see if there were any clues as to the provenance of the one that had been used to kill Danny Howell. The closest thing she could find were some pictures of similar knives with scabbards that appeared to have the same silver tips and hoops. The blades of these weapons were typically made from high-carbon steel, meaning they were incredibly sharp and very deadly. They needed to be as they were used by hunters not only to skin and debone their prey, but also to cut back undergrowth and branches. From what she could tell, this style of knife tended to have been made around the end of the nineteenth century. The bone handle and etched silver being clear indicators of its age.

‘I wonder,’ Jude said as she typed in a new search into the bar at the top of the screen.

Being a prominent family living in Malvern when the Victorians made it into a popular destination for the elite of society wanting to take in the country air and pure waters, the inhabitants of Letchley Hall had their place in the local history books.

It didn’t take long for Jude to track down the family tree of its current residents.

Jude ran her eyes down the list of Alexander’s ancestors until she found the era she was looking for. During Victoria’s later years on the throne, at around the time the hunting knife would probably have been commissioned, the house and land had been owned by Lord Francis Letchley, Alexander’s great-great-great-grandfather.

‘L. F. L,’ said Jude. ‘It fits.’ She knew it wasn’t nearly enough to situate the knife in Letchley Hall, but it was a start at least.
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Life on the farm never stood still and, for Jude, that meant every morning was an early one and every day was full. There were pregnant sheep to feed and care for, fields of barley and corn to monitor, slurry to be spread and the large lambing shed needed to be prepared for the upcoming season.

A couple of mornings after her visit to Letchley Hall, Jude and Noah were in the shed together. It was still bitterly cold which had the added annoyance of freezing the ground so they were not able to spread the waiting slurry on the fields.

‘Feels strange these won’t be used for a while,’ Jude said as she lifted another metal hurdle from the stack to add to the row of pens they were building.

Usually the shed was left until just before the first ewes were due to deliver their lambs. That year though, Noah had suggested they get them all out and checked good and early so that it was another thing to forget about while Lucy neared the end of her own pregnancy.

Jude had gone along with it, as she did with all his nesting suggestions. To an onlooker perhaps, he was just being prepared. To Jude though, who knew him so well, she could see that he was more anxious than he wanted to let on. Although he was a fantastic stepfather to Sebbie, this would be the first time he was going to have a baby in his life.

‘Sebbie all ready to go back to school tomorrow?’ Jude asked.

‘I s’pose.’ Noah pushed a thin metal pole through the clips of the two adjoining hurdles to secure them together. ‘He did try to wangle a couple of weeks off though when the lambing starts. Thinks he would be a useful pair of hands to help you out so I can stay back and look after Lucy and the nipper.’

‘That’s very sweet of him,’ said Jude.

‘You know better than to be fooled by that one, Jude.’ Noah chuckled. ‘He’s as wily as they come.’

Jude laughed with him as she pictured the earnest face of her young nephew formulating his plan and hoping that it might pay off.

‘How’s your big investigation going?’ Noah asked as Jude slotted the last hurdle for that pen into place and he slid the pole in to secure it.

‘Frustrating,’ said Jude. ‘Any one of them could have done it to be honest and it feels like the whole lot of them are lying through their teeth. Or at least those who Binnie and Sami have actually managed to talk to. As far as I know Rachael is still refusing to speak and Alexander is being equally evasive.’

‘Sounds deeply fishy to me,’ said Noah.

‘It’s like the whole lot of them have closed ranks and that makes things very tricky indeed.’

Jude had done some more digging on the internet, trying to pull up anything that would give them a lead or a new way of looking at things but there was nothing of any use.

‘Right then.’ Noah stepped back to admire their handiwork. ‘That looks like a job well done to me.’

‘Feel happier?’ Jude said.

‘I know it’s daft. I’ve looked after thousands of baby animals in my time, lambs, puppies, kids, chicks, even a foal or two, but this baby of ours is frightening the life out of me.’

Jude smiled at him. ‘You know that’s why you’re going to be a brilliant dad,’ she said. ‘It’s the ones who aren’t scared who need watching.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Come on,’ said Jude. ‘I think we’ve earnt a tea break.’

* * *


Jude had left her phone in the kitchen and, when she walked in, it was ringing.

‘Bugger it,’ she mumbled as it rang off before she could answer it. ‘I thought it was in my pocket.’

‘Anyone important?’ Noah asked.

Jude looked at the screen. ‘I don’t recognise the number, but with Lucy almost ready to pop I never go anywhere without it.’

‘No harm, no foul.’ Noah filled the kettle. ‘But it’s nice to see that the unflappable Jude Gray is just as much of a worrier as me when it comes to the baby.’

Jude put the phone in the leg pocket of her work trousers, but before she’d zipped it in place, it rang again. Taking it back out, she saw it was the same number.

‘Hello, Jude Gray,’ she said with the phone to her ear.

‘Oh, Jude, hi,’ said a voice Jude knew and was most surprised to be hearing from.

‘Jessica?’ she said before mouthing Merebrook at Noah with a shrug of surprise.

‘Yes. I’m sorry to call, but I wondered if I could have a word about something?’

Jude’s mind was instantly spinning. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Fire away.’

‘Actually, it’s a little delicate. I was hoping you might be able to come here, to Letchley Hall.’

Jude had already pegged Jessica as someone who was used to telling other people exactly what they were going to do for her and finding they always just did it. Normally Jude would have fobbed her off or told her she’d be delighted to help if Jessica could come to the farm to talk, but this was different. This time Jude was being given a key for the locked door that the entire Merebrook family had so far been hiding behind. It was an opportunity for some clue finding and so of course Jude took it.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I’m on a break at the moment if you’re around?’

‘Yes, I can do that,’ said Jessica as though she was the one twisting her schedule to fit Jude in. ‘I’ll see you shortly.’

‘See you…’ Jude stopped as she realised that Jessica had already put the phone down.

‘What did she want?’ Noah asked.

‘It was a summons to the big house.’ Jude went over to the door leading from the kitchen to the utility room to see if there were any clean clothes on the drying rack that would be more appropriate for Letchley Hall than her filthy work trousers. ‘Apparently, she wants to have a word about something delicate.’

‘Why with you?’

‘No idea.’ Jude pulled a pair of jeans off the rack and closed the door so she could get changed.

‘Maybe she wants to confess that she bumped off her new fiancé because she got cold feet,’ Noah called through to her.

Jude shrugged on a clean top and left her dirty work things in a heap. They didn’t often get a wash as there was little point. They’d only get filthy again when she was back out in the fields.

‘I doubt that somehow,’ she said as she went back into the kitchen. ‘But I’m hoping whatever she wants to tell me might relate to the case. I’ll be pretty annoyed if it’s just a recipe for my turkey pie she’s after, but with Jessica Merebrook, nothing would surprise me.’

Jude picked up the keys to her Land Rover and headed for the door.

‘Hang on a minute there, Jude.’ Noah tore a couple of sheets from the roll of kitchen paper and ran them under the tap. ‘Here. You might want to wash off that layer of dust from the lambing shed before you go hobnobbing with the gentry.’

Jude took a look in the little mirror that hung next to the back door and saw that not only was her face three shades darker than usual, her hair was also a tangled mess and she had something dubious that looked like a cobweb stuck in it.

‘Give me that,’ she said and wiped the muck off her face with the wet paper. A quick comb through and a freshly fastened ponytail and she thought she was decent enough.

The car journey through the village was short and she was soon pulling up outside Letchley Hall. Her Land Rover seemed even grubbier and rustier than it usually did when parked next to Jessica’s shiny black 4x4. Parked down the side of the house, Jude could see the flashy red sports car which had been left with its roof down despite the cold weather and found herself wishing for a sudden downpour.

This time the front door opened before she’d even had the chance to knock on it.

‘I thought you’d got lost,’ said Jessica somewhat shirtily. ‘Come in, I don’t know how much time we have to talk until they get back.’

‘Who?’ Jude asked as she hurried into the house.

‘Let’s go into the kitchen,’ said Jessica, locking the front door behind Jude and throwing the key onto a polished console table. ‘It was built to keep the noise away from the rest of the house so we can talk without being overheard.’

It was all so cloak and dagger, and Jude was even more interested in finding out just what Jessica’s big reveal was going to be.

The range had been stoked and the room was warm and inviting. A big mug of tea was sitting on the table and Jessica picked it up, not offering to make a second mug for Jude.

‘Sit,’ she said as though talking to a working dog. It was hot in the kitchen so Jude took her coat off and hung it on the back of one of the rattan chairs before she sat down. ‘My dad is up in his study at the top of the house and Joshua and Rachael have gone out for a walk together. I want to get this over with before they come back.’

‘How can I help you?’ Jude asked.

‘I found out something that could get Rachael into a whole heap of trouble, but I don’t want Joshua to know that it came from me.’ Jessica glanced at the kitchen door. ‘It’s about Danny’s murder.’

‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘Do you want to talk to DI Khatri about it?’

‘No,’ said Jessica. ‘That’s why I got you here. I want you to find the evidence for yourself and give it to the police. That way I don’t need to be implicated in anything.’

‘Wait,’ said Jude. ‘Back up a bit. What exactly have you discovered?’

‘Rachael borrowed money from Danny. Quite a lot of it too and on New Year’s Eve, he asked her to give it back.’

If this was true, Jude knew how enormous a piece of evidence it would be. ‘You know this for sure?’

‘I found this in the bin.’ She opened a drawer and took out a piece of paper that had been scrumpled up and smoothed back out. ‘She was in love with him. I’d always known it from the way she hung off him whenever they were together. She only married my poor brother because Danny wouldn’t have her.’

Jude thought of the wedding ring in the firepit. She also thought about the party and felt that Rachael was one hell of an actress to have kept her true feelings masked.

Jessica handed over the piece of paper. On one side was a printed note which Jude read to herself.

I’m going to need the money back I lent you. Not all of it, just 10k for now. I’m sure your husband is good for that. Also I need you to back off. I’m going to ask Jessie to marry me tonight so whatever this is, with you, it has to stop.

Underneath the printed text was a looping signature that could have been Danny’s.

‘Gosh,’ said Jude, looking up. ‘That must have been hard for you to read, but how do you know for sure it was sent to Rachael?’

‘Turn it over.’ Jessica made a looping motion with her finger and Jude flipped the page to find Rachael’s handwritten reply.

Darling Danny. Don’t do it. Don’t ask her to marry you tonight, I know that if you do it will be for all the wrong reasons. I regretted Joshua the day I woke up as his wife. It’s just not worth it.

If you say the word, we can be gone. Put all this behind us and spend some time together just you and me. You know it’s the right thing for us, I know you do.

All my love. Rachael xxx

‘You see?’ Jessica said.

‘It’s certainly very interesting,’ said Jude. ‘You need to hand this over to Binnie.’

‘I can’t,’ said Jessica. ‘Joshua will be heartbroken and I don’t want to have anything to do with that.’

‘I’d be heartbroken about what?’

Jude jumped as she hadn’t heard Joshua sneak into the kitchen. The look of horror on Jessica’s face told her that she hadn’t either.

‘Josh,’ she stammered. ‘I thought you were out for a walk with Rachael.’

‘She was feeling tired so I left her to rest in our room while I had a bit of a stroll out. But don’t change the subject. You said I’d be heartbroken.’

‘Oh, we were just chatting,’ said Jessica very unconvincingly.

‘What’s that?’ He pointed to the piece of paper still in Jude’s hands.

Jude looked at it, and then to Jessica. It seemed inevitable that Joshua was going to learn the truth a little sooner than the more managed way Jessica might have been hoping for.

‘Give it to me.’ Joshua snatched the note and read first one side and then the other.

‘What is this?’ he asked his sister. ‘Did you know?’

‘Of course I didn’t,’ said Jessica. ‘I only found this today and it was all news to me, I promise.’

Knowing the feisty, entitled nature of the Merebrooks, Jude expected him to march upstairs to confront Rachael, but he didn’t. Instead, he pulled out a chair and sat heavily in it, sinking his elbows to the table and his head to his hands.

‘I was sucked in, wasn’t I?’ he said.

‘We all were.’ Jessica sat next to him and put her arm around his shoulders. ‘She’s utterly charming. Perhaps too charming. How could you possibly have known what she was doing?’

‘She took her wedding ring off. I asked her about it and she told me it must have slipped off in a glove.’ He screwed his eyes closed. ‘I knew there was something odd going on but I ignored it and chose to believe her instead.’

A quiet hung over the kitchen for a while as Joshua stared at the table in front of him and Jessica rubbed the heel of her palm between his shoulder blades. Jude felt very uncomfortable sitting at the same table as the siblings comforted each other.

‘I have to call DI Khatri,’ she said after a little while. ‘She’ll need to see the note and she’ll definitely want to talk to Rachael.’

‘You don’t think she killed him, do you?’ said Joshua suddenly, staring directly at Jude.

‘I’m not a detective,’ said Jude. ‘That’s for them to work out.’

‘Oh my God, you do, don’t you?’

As though recovering from a short lapse of character, Joshua pushed the table so that his chair slid backwards on the tiles as he abruptly stood up.

‘Why are you always here?’ Joshua’s eyes flashed as he accosted her. ‘Is it the drama you like, hm? Or are you just wanting to be first in line for the next piece of juicy gossip?’

He was towering over Jude in a way designed to intimidate her, so she stood up, her height equal to his.

‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ She spoke slowly, making sure he could see that she wasn’t fazed by his machismo.

Deliberately turning her back on Joshua she looked at the sister who’d chosen not to tell him that she’d invited Jude over to look at the note. Not just invited but demanded.

‘Are you going to call DI Khatri or do you want me to do that?’ she asked.

‘Neither,’ said Joshua, grabbing the note from Jessica and tearing it in half. ‘Because this has absolutely no relevance to Danny’s murder.’

‘You are destroying what could be vital evidence.’ Jude adopted a calm, non-confrontational voice and found herself reverting back to some of the behaviour management tips for children she’d learnt as a teacher. She held her hand out for the torn pieces of paper. ‘How about I take those and leave it up to the police to decide whether or not it’s relevant?’

Not taking his eyes off Jude, Joshua walked over to the range and opened the door.

‘Don’t do it,’ Jude warned when she saw the glowing embers of the fire inside. ‘Trust me when I tell you that you really won’t be doing either Rachael or yourself any favours.’

‘You should listen to her, Josh.’ Jessica went over to her brother and put her hand on his arm. ‘Rachael doesn’t deserve your loyalty. You saw what she wrote.’

Joshua looked unsure but he didn’t stop Jessica when she closed the door of the range.

‘I need to talk to her.’ Joshua waved the torn note in the air. ‘Make her tell me exactly what this means.’

‘Please leave it for the police to deal with,’ said Jude.

Joshua glared at Jude but didn’t say anything.

‘Joshie, give me the note. We’ll talk to her together,’ said Jessica. ‘This concerns me just as much as it does you.’

He visibly caved, his shoulders and gaze dropping as he handed it over to his sister.

Jude was desperate to leave, not only because she’d had quite enough of Letchley Hall and the toxicity of the Merebrooks but also because she wanted to call Binnie and tell her about the note before Joshua had a chance to change his mind again and destroy it.

‘I think I’d better go now,’ she said.

‘Wait,’ said Jessica. ‘Here, take this.’

To Jude’s enormous relief, she handed the two pieces of paper over and Jude pocketed them quickly. She made to leave but a disembodied voice drifted into the kitchen and stopped her. There was no sign of Rachael and yet her voice was unmistakable.

‘It’s me. Have you got everything ready for take-off?’

Joshua’s head snapped round and he opened his mouth, but Jessica was quick to silence him with a sharp hiss and a single finger to her lips. She pointed at a patch on the wall just above the range where an ornate cast-iron vent had been set in to take away some of the cooking vapours. The Victorians’ answer to an extractor fan.

Rachael must have been standing directly outside and her voice was being sucked in through the vent, amplifying around the cavity wall as it went. Jude created a quick mind map of the layout of Letchley Hall from what she’d seen of it. With the range against the side wall, Rachael must be standing near the sports car that Jude had seen on her way in.

‘Good. Passport too?’

Joshua’s knuckles were turning white as he clenched his fists together but somehow Jessica was keeping him silent. Something that Jude was grateful for as she was very keen to hear the rest of what she assumed by its one-sided nature was a phone conversation.

‘Don’t worry. I know what I owe you.’ The tone of Rachael’s voice turned harsher. ‘You were very clear about that when I hired you. Although if I’d known exactly what you were going to do to him…’

Jude felt the hair follicles on the back of her neck prickle as she wondered what expensive task Rachael had hired this person to do and what their interpretation of it had been. Of course, Danny instantly came to mind.

There was a pause, presumably while whoever Rachael was on the phone to answered her. Joshua moved towards the door, but Jessica hissed at him to stop.

‘Wait,’ she whispered. ‘We need to hear everything she has to say first.’

‘And I told you that I would sort the finances. The silly old bugger is so old-fashioned, he still keeps a massive stash of money in his safe. Your share of that, along with a few family heirlooms, will be more than enough to pay you for your services and set me up nicely in my new life.’

Another pause and Jude watched the Merebrooks standing in stunned silence as Rachael’s truths and betrayal continued to land. There was clearly more to it than the pinching of some of the Merebrook fortune, but what? The note suggested that she had a motive to kill Danny after all. Two in fact as it pointed to Rachael having an unrequited romantic infatuation as well as rather large debt. But what if she’d hired someone to scare Danny and make the debt go away, only things had gone too far?

The quiet of the kitchen was suddenly smashed by Joshua who bellowed like a bull stung by a hornet. It was guttural and animalistic and very, very loud.

‘Shit!’ Rachael’s cuss was followed seconds later by the slamming of a car door.

‘Idiot!’ Jessica elbowed her brother in the ribs before running towards the kitchen door. ‘Now she knows we heard everything.’

Jude ran after her as the sound of a car’s engine fired into life.

‘She’s taking the MG,’ said Joshua, who was in hot pursuit.

Jessica was first to reach the front door, but when she tried to open it, she couldn’t.

‘It’s bloody locked,’ she shouted. ‘Where’s the sodding key?’

Through the glass panel next to the door, Jude could see the red sports car now spinning on the gravel drive. With the roof down, Jude could clearly see Rachael in the driving seat, the winter sun lighting up her honey-blonde hair as she sped off down the drive. With her trademark silk scarf now streaming out behind her, she reminded Jude of a golden age movie star. Beautiful but ruthless in her thirst for money.

‘Gah!’ Jessica shrieked as she lunged at a little wooden console table where she’d thrown her housekey earlier.

‘Quickly,’ Jude said, but by the time Jessica managed to get the door open, Rachael had already disappeared down the driveway.

‘We need to follow her,’ said Joshua as he ran outside. ‘Jess, where’s your car key?’

Jessica returned to the console to look for it, but Jude stopped her.

‘No.’ Jude took out her phone. ‘Chasing her through the country lanes is far too dangerous. In that car she’ll be easy to spot so let the police deal with it.’

Jude could have phoned 999 but that involved explanations that would’ve wasted time. Their best chance of catching Rachael was to act as quickly as possible and muster the troops fast.

‘Binnie,’ she said as soon as her friend had answered. ‘You need to get cars out. I’m at Letchley Hall and we’ve just heard Rachael confess to stealing from the Merebrooks and I think she may know who killed Danny too. She’s on the run in a red MG sports car, registration…’

Jessica gave the car’s registration and Jude passed it on to Binnie as Joshua rushed back into the house.

‘She took off down the drive a minute ago at a rate of knots, but I’ve no idea which way she went after that.’

Joshua pulled the drawer of the console table out and started to rummage frantically through the contents.

‘Got it.’ That was all Binnie had to say before she put the phone down.

‘Get out of my way,’ Joshua screamed at his sister who was barring the door.

‘Joshie, don’t.’ Jessica stood firm and Jude realised that Joshua was holding a key fob, presumably for the Volvo 4x4. ‘You’ll never find her and the state you’re in, you’ll kill yourself trying.’

‘She can’t just get away,’ he growled. ‘Get out of my way, Jess.’

‘Tell him, Jude,’ Jessica begged.

‘She’s right.’ Jude stepped forward. ‘The police are on their way. Leave it to them now.’

Joshua curled his lip up in defiance as he turned his head to face her.

‘Please, Josh. They’ll catch her,’ said Jessica.

‘They didn’t catch Mum though, did they?’ he said. ‘Can’t you see it’s history repeating itself?’

‘It’s not the same. Not the same at all.’

The two siblings stared at each other for a moment and Jude imagined an unwritten language passing between them.

‘No.’ Joshua’s shoulders slumped and he stepped back, all fight gone from him. ‘I know.’
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A stomping of feet on the stairs made all three of them turn to watch Alexander as he marched down to find out what had been disturbing him.

‘What the hell was she doing, haring off like that?’ he shouted. ‘You need to keep that woman of yours under better control, my boy.’

Joshua and Jessica looked at each other but said nothing.

‘Mr Merebrook,’ said Jude, knowing that the police would be arriving imminently and everything would be laid bare. ‘Perhaps we could go into the kitchen?’

‘What’s going on?’ he said.

‘Daddy, we’ve got something to tell you,’ said Jessica. ‘And you’re not to blame any of it on Joshua.’

‘Why? What’s he done now?’

Joshua obviously didn’t want to have anything to do with his father’s enlightenment when it came to Rachael, so he dug his hands into his pockets and wandered off towards the garden, shoulders hunched up to his ears.

‘Go on then,’ said Alexander. ‘She’s left him, has she?’

‘I think Jude’s right,’ said Jessica. ‘Let’s go into the kitchen and I’ll tell you everything.’

* * *


It took Binnie and Sami fifteen minutes to reach Letchley Hall from the other side of the hills, armed with a walkie-talkie to keep in touch with the fleet of squad cars that were scouring the area for a red MG convertible being driven by a beautiful criminal. By that time Jude and Jessica had filled Alexander Merebrook in on exactly what had happened and suffice to say he did not take the news well. When he discovered that Rachael had hired someone for an expensive, seemingly underhand job, his reaction had been the same as Jude’s internal one.

‘Good Lord, so it seems the filly had him bumped off, did she?’

‘Daddy, we can’t possibly know that,’ said Jessica.

‘Nonsense. Far too much of a coincidence. Always knew that one was no good.’

In the end, the idea that his daughter-in-law had potentially initiated the murder of his future son-in-law invoked less of a reaction than the fact she’d departed with his hidden stash of money and a bundle of the family jewels. He was still raging about it when Binnie and Sami arrived.

They all went to sit in the bookcase-lined room at the front of the house and Jude felt as though there should be a guide from the National Trust standing by ready to answer questions about the house.

‘I’m sorry that Joshua isn’t here at the moment to talk to you,’ said Jessica. ‘He was very upset and needs a bit of time on his own.’

‘If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay away,’ Alexander snapped. ‘Stupid boy, allowing that little gold-digging harpy to have the codes to the safe.’

‘We’ll talk to him later,’ Binnie said. ‘We want to speak to you all individually, so we’ll just leave him until last.’

She turned to Jude. ‘You’re a key witness too so we’ll need to take your statement separately. Why don’t you go back to the farm? We’ll call in when we leave here and do it then, if that’s okay?’

It was more than okay. Despite the grandeur, Jude didn’t like the feel of Letchley Hall. It had a ghostly air about it as though death was woven into its very walls. She stood up, very grateful that she was able to leave it behind.

‘Mr Merebrook, I’m afraid we must ask you to leave the room too for a short while,’ said Binnie. ‘Just until we’ve taken Jessica’s statement.’

‘Really,’ Alexander huffed. ‘This is most inconvenient. Don’t you think we’ve had enough of this nonsense after Danny? I’ve already heard everything Jessica had to say on the matter so I can’t see why I have to be ordered to leave my own library.’

‘If that’s how you feel, you stay here and perhaps Jessica, you can show us another room where we can talk?’

Alexander held his hands up in front of him, acting the martyr. ‘No, no, you stay here and I’ll go and sit in the maids’ room and wait to be summoned.’

‘The maids’ room?’ Sami asked.

‘He means the kitchen,’ said Jessica. ‘And he’ll be absolutely fine.’

Jude let Alexander leave the library first and then followed him out. She needed to go down to the kitchen too as her coat was still hanging on the back of a chair in there. Another time, she might have just left it and sent Noah or Marco over to pick it up, but her car key was in the pocket.

‘Are you checking I’m being a good boy and keeping away?’ Alexander asked without turning to look at her.

‘I’m just coming to get my coat,’ said Jude.

They reached the kitchen and Alexander let her walk in ahead of him. She picked up her coat and shrugged it on, plunging her hand into her pocket and wrapping her fingers around the safety of her car key. When she tried to leave, she found that Alexander was blocking her path, leaning against the doorframe.

‘So it seems both my children chose to entangle themselves with bad sorts,’ he said with an odd leer. ‘What must you think of us?’

‘I think your family has had to deal with a lot of tragedy,’ said Jude, keeping a good space between herself and the man who was looking at her as though he was the hunter and she the prey. ‘I hope that, when this is all over, you will all be able to find your peace.’

‘Our peace?’ He let out a loud guffaw. ‘Oh, that’s priceless. I don’t expect any of my family will ever get any peace. Not with the spotlight on us yet again for all the wrong reasons.’

‘I’m very sorry for what’s happened but I’m afraid I really should get back to the farm now,’ said Jude. ‘We’re really busy at the moment, lambing only just around the corner.’

‘Ah, yes. I keep forgetting that you’re marvellously hands-on when it comes to helping on the farm. Very women’s lib of you.’

Jude felt her hackles rising and forced the bubble of fury that was rising in her back down. It would serve her no purpose to let it escape and it would only hinder her own exit from Letchley Hall.

‘I do what I can,’ she said.

Still he didn’t move and she was not in the mood to force her way past his bulk. Instead, she walked through the back door and out into the garden. Once outside she breathed in the cold, crisp winter air with gratitude. Her breath instantly turned to steamy clouds and her lungs chilled. Looking out across the vast lawns, she saw the shape of Joshua Merebrook sitting on a bench next to one of the hibernating rose beds.

His knees were apart, supporting elbows that in turn appeared to stop his limp torso from collapsing forward completely. He looked broken and Jude realised that it didn’t matter what walk of life someone came from or how ghastly a person they might appear to be, when sorrow hit, nobody was immune.

* * *


Back at the farm, Jude pulled up by the gate into the paddock and let herself in. After the noxious world of the Merebrooks she craved the innocence and simplicity of her animals and felt the soup in her head start to thin a little as Marlie, Maud, Mo and Maggie, the little band of Valais Blacknoses, wandered over to nudge their faces into her thighs, hoping for snacks. She pushed her hands deep into their teddy-like fleeces and smelt the comforting tang of lanolin. Not wanting to be left out, Pancake and Gertie came over to see what was cooking with Rodney Trotter and Wonky hot on their heels.

‘I should hire you guys out.’ She laughed as she tried to give each of them a bit of attention. ‘You are excellent therapy.’

There were jobs that needed to be done but Jude wanted a bit of time to take on board what had happened that morning. Binnie and Sami would be dropping by soon to take her statement, and she wanted to make sure she remembered everything she possibly could to tell them.

‘You greedy bunch,’ she said as she fought her way to the tack room to retrieve a deckchair that her old neighbour, Mike, had left there. ‘I know you’ve already been fed so there’s nothing else for you.’

Without the dogs there to keep the animals away from the tack room door, Jude had to open it carefully and bolt it behind her to stop them all breaking in and attacking the feed supplies.

The tack room was one of the few places on the farm that was always kept pretty tidy. It was not a big space and housed so many different bins of feed as well as halters, hay nets, hoof oil, grooming kit and all the things Jude used when she showed her pedigree Kerry Hill sheep. If she had any chance of finding what she needed, it all had to be kept neat in there.

She took the deckchair from the back of the room and lifted it over the half stable-door so that she had both hands free to open it and push the sheep back so she could slip out. Valais Blacknoses are a particularly large breed of sheep and strong, especially when there is the chance of food.

Once out and with the door bolted top and bottom, Jude took the camping chair across to the old open four-man canoe that had been filled with water and surrounded by reeds and plants. Noah had broken the ice on it when he’d come to feed the animals, but it was still too chilly for the Runner ducks to dabble in. Some of them were poking around in the grass with their rounded yellow beaks but others were happier to stay in their stable where the straw that had been put down for them was much warmer under webbed foot.

Jude set the chair down close to the canoe so she could prop her feet up on one of the large chunks of Malvern granite that had been put there to keep the canoe in place. She was still wearing the trainers she’d put on to go to Letchley Hall and they weren’t waterproof so she wanted them off the frosty ground.

As soon as she sat in the chair, the animals crowded round, ever-expectant of a snack.

Jude rested her head back and closed her eyes. The winter air was icy, but the late-morning sun had a delicious warmth to it that made her face instinctively turn to it.

She felt furry noses gently bumping her and moved her hand from one to the next, able to identify who was who from the shape of their skulls and the texture of their fur or fleece.

As she sat, she thought about what had happened at Letchley Hall.

She’d been completely taken in by Rachael’s easy charm and seemingly raw shock and grief when Danny’s body had been discovered.

‘Have to hand it to her,’ she told her animals. ‘If she did have anything to do with Danny’s murder then she is a bloody good actor.’

Jude replayed the bits of Rachael’s phone conversation that she’d heard and realised that in fact her reaction might not have been so strange.

She ran through the facts.

One, Rachael had hired someone to do a job completely under the radar.

Two, what they had been hired to do required a sizeable payment.

Three, the same person was now helping her to run away and start a new life.

Four, Rachael was very unhappy with what this person had done to ‘him’.

Surely the final point was referring to Danny’s murder and if this was the case then the most reasonable supposition to tie everything Rachael had said together was that she had hired someone to deal with Danny.

‘Or maybe not,’ Jude said to her sheep. ‘Perhaps she was only hiring them to get her a passport and the means to escape. If she subsequently discovered that they’d also killed Danny, then she could hardly tell anyone without coming up against a whole bunch of awkward questions herself.’

She rewound the last few days and thought of the group that had gathered around the table at the New Year’s party. What were the clues that Jude had missed? Up until the fireworks, Rachael had seemed to be very relaxed. The only slight divergence from this being when Danny had mocked Joshua’s aspirations for his band to be professionally produced and their music released. Rachael had called Danny out on it, but it had been a minor moment which had passed quickly.

After that she had settled back into her jovial nature, seemingly oblivious to the tensions that were building around her.

Gradually, the animals left one by one when they realised that Jude wasn’t going to feed them. Only two remained. Pancake standing close with her head on Jude’s knee, acting more like a dog than a sheep. Cheviots were one of the friendlier breeds of sheep. Not usually on a par with the Blacknoses, who thrived in human company, but Jude had rescued Pancake as a lamb and lovingly nurtured her back to life. She had been petted ever since so a strong bond had developed between woman and sheep. And Gertie, who adored her woolly companion and was never far from her. The two had grown up together and were generally inseparable. Jude wondered how the goat would react when Pancake became a mum.

Jude opened her eyes.

‘How are you doing, old girl?’ she asked.

Pancake lifted her head for a second to look at Jude before replacing her head on Jude’s lap.

‘I know. It must be tiring growing a whole new animal. Lucy definitely empathises with that. You’ll be fine though – look at the supportive doula you have to help you.’

She reached a hand out to the coppery head of Gertie the goat who pushed into her palm to feel maximum benefit from Jude’s fingers.

Things are so much easier when it comes to animals, Jude thought.

The peace of the orchard was broken when Binnie and Sami arrived.

‘We saw your car by the gate so thought we’d find you here,’ said Binnie as Jude stood up to greet them.

‘Just needed to declutter my head,’ said Jude. ‘What a morning that was.’

‘Indeed,’ said Binnie. ‘Alexander seems pretty certain that Rachael was talking about having paid a hitman to kill Danny.’

‘He wasn’t there,’ Jude pointed out as she pushed Rodney Trotter, the Shetland pony, away from Binnie’s smart trousers. ‘I believe he was two floors up in his study, well away from it all. What about Jessica and Joshua? Did their accounts of what happened tally?’

‘Pretty much,’ said Binnie. ‘Neither are admitting it but Sami and I both got the strong impression they also thought she was talking about a hitman.’

Binnie was wearing a coat but it was far too stylish to be warm and Jude was aware that they were all still standing in a soggy, cold paddock. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go inside.’

‘Thanks,’ said Binnie. ‘It was bloody freezing at Letchley Hall.’

‘It’s such a massive place, I think they only heat the kitchen,’ said Jude.

‘Don’t you mean the maids’ room?’ said Sami with a roll of his eyes. ‘What a pompous twonk that man is.’

‘It’s a good thing you were there to hear Rachael too,’ said Binnie as they all set off towards the gate. ‘It’s much stronger evidence than if it had just been the two Merebrooks. You being an impartial witness.’

‘Did they find Rachael?’ Jude asked.

‘Not yet,’ said Binnie. ‘But they will. She’s not in the most subtle of vehicles, is she?’

‘No. But she has someone helping her. If I was in her position, I’d ditch the MG and have them collect me in something less conspicuous.’

They reached the top of the paddock and walked past both cars left there. Jude felt the iciness of her own toes, unused to being out in anything other than oversized boots with two layers of thick socks.

‘Whoever Rachael has been paying got her a new passport,’ said Jude. ‘That can’t be an easy thing to do these days.’

‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘It’s virtually impossible to get one that will pass the scrutiny of international borders.’

‘So if she manages to evade the police here, she’ll almost certainly get stopped if she tries to leave the country?’ Jude opened the weathered wooden door into the farmhouse kitchen.

‘I said virtually impossible,’ said Binnie. ‘Even without a passport there are illegal crossings to France and if she did that then she could disappear anywhere in Europe, if she chooses her borders carefully.’

‘It seems like such a lot of effort. Too much effort and a whole lot of planning. I don’t like the smell of it.’ Jude was glad to take her cold, damp trainers off and plunge her feet into a pair of slippers that were toastie warm from being in front of the Aga.

‘I agree,’ said Sami. ‘There are things that just don’t add up. According to the note, Danny told her on New Year’s Eve that he wanted his money back but if she did have him killed then she would have been planning it way before that. Unless she happened to have a hitman’s number saved in her phone who had instant availability and was able to sort out a fake passport in three days.’

‘Improbable but not impossible,’ said Binnie, who had taken the warmest spot in the kitchen and was propped against the Aga with her cold hands on the rail. ‘And please don’t forget that we don’t know whether she hired someone to kill him. It seems just as likely to me that she asked for help to make her problems go away and ended up with more than she’d bargained on.’

‘Let’s just hope she’s picked up soon so we can find out.’ Sami sat down at the table. ‘We’ve been given the contents of Danny Howell’s will.’ He looked at Binnie. ‘Sorry, boss. I assume it’s okay to divulge?’

Binnie nodded.

‘As you can imagine, there’s a sizeable amount, a lot of which he left to a foster charity. Jessica isn’t mentioned at all but there was a pretty nice windfall set aside for Rachael – on one condition. She can only access it if she divorces Joshua Merebrook.’

This was most definitely another interesting turn of events, fuelling Jude’s instinct that Rachael had not paid someone to kill Danny. ‘If he had so much money and Rachael was important enough to him to leave her money in his will, why was he asking her for a chunk of what he’d already given her back?’ she asked.

‘My point exactly.’ Sami clapped his hands together and looked at Binnie triumphantly. ‘And why would she arrange her escape instead of sitting tight and waiting for the will to kick in?’

‘Assume nothing when it comes to murder, we all know that,’ said Binnie. ‘You assumed that Rachael knew what was in the will and yet there’s a very good chance she did not. You are also assuming that Danny’s situation hadn’t changed since making that will over two years ago. For one thing, he hadn’t even met Jessica then.’

Jude felt as though she was permanently making tea. She emptied out that morning’s water from the kettle and put fresh in.

‘Sorry, Binnie,’ she said as she had to move her over a little so she could lift the lid of the hotplate for the kettle. ‘Something I have been thinking about though is why Danny printed out his note for Rachael. Don’t you think that’s strange? Either he’d use the computer and email it or he’d handwrite it, surely?’

‘Again, we are aligned, UDI Gray,’ said Sami.

‘UDI?’ Jude asked.

‘Unofficial Detective Inspector.’ He grinned. ‘And this was exactly my thought which was why I asked Jessica about it. She couldn’t think of a reason, but Binnie and I talked about it on the way over here and we think we might have one.’

‘So do I.’ One of the many things that had been needling Jude had just fallen into place. ‘He didn’t write it.’

‘Exactly,’ said Binnie. ‘We can test Rachael’s handwriting and be as certain as we can be that the handwritten note came from her. But when it has been printed, the name at the bottom means a whole lot less.’

Jude made the tea and passed a mug to Sami before joining Binnie back at the Aga.

‘So, if not Danny, then who?’ Jude asked.

‘Could be any of them, couldn’t it?’ said Binnie. ‘What we really need to ask is, who would benefit from sending a message like that to Rachael? That’s what I’m finding odd.’

‘Maybe to test her?’ Sami suggested.

‘Or for the Merebrooks to find so that they would become suspicious of her,’ said Jude.

The more they picked at what had happened, the more holes they found in their understanding of it.

‘It’s definitely not as simple as it seems, is it?’ said Jude.

‘Put it this way, I’ll be very glad when we pull Rachael in and give her a thorough inquisition.’ Binnie said this as though it was just a matter of time and Jude hoped that she was right. Joshua had likened what had just happened to his mother and this was enough to worry her. Hannah Merebrook had disappeared completely when she was wanted as the main suspect in a murder case. Was history about to repeat itself with her daughter-in-law?

Jude’s phone rang and she answered it quickly when she saw Lucy’s name on the screen.

‘Lou-Lou?’ she said. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Is this how you’re going to answer the phone every time I ring you from now until the baby is here?’

‘In all honestly, I probably am,’ said Jude. ‘You’re fine though?’

‘I’m fine, baby’s fine, Sebbie’s fine, everyone’s fine. Is now a good time?’

‘Binnie and Sami are here to take a statement from me so I can’t really chat.’

‘A statement?’ Lucy asked. ‘Has something else happened?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’ Jude looked at Binnie, knowing that she wouldn’t mind her talking to Lucy about what had happened but not wanting to do it on the phone right then. ‘Was there anything in particular or were you just phoning for a chat?’

‘I was just calling you to say that Granny Margot is coming around this afternoon to see Sebbie before he goes back to school. Noah is going to pick her up after lunch. We wondered if you wanted to pop down and join us. If you’re not too busy fighting crime, that is.’

‘That would be lovely,’ said Jude. ‘What time do you want me?’

‘Around four. Marco too?’

‘I don’t actually know where he is.’ Jude had seen his ancient blue Renault 5 in the yard so she knew he hadn’t gone far. ‘Probably out in the fields somewhere making the most of the sun to get some painting or sketching done.’

‘If you pin him down then it would be nice to see him too. Although warn him that Sebbie is after another mural in his room, now Marco’s finished the one for the baby.’

‘He’d love to oblige, I’m sure,’ said Jude. ‘We’ll see you later.’

Jude flicked the phone off. ‘That was Lucy,’ she said.

‘How is she?’ Binnie asked.

‘Oh, she’s fine. Enjoying her last weeks of relative peace until the baby gets here, I think. It’s the rest of us who are on tenterhooks. Can’t help it.’

‘I understand that,’ said Binnie.

‘And you?’ asked Jude, carefully. ‘How are you?’

‘Tired,’ said Binnie. ‘But otherwise absolutely fine.’

Jude knew that for Binnie to confess that she was tired, she must be struggling and this worried her. She still hadn’t completely recovered from her head injury, but she was back to full work duties. As well as the tiredness, Jude knew she was still suffering from bleak headaches that she could only manage to weather when she took the strongest painkillers she could access over the counter.

‘If it was the other way round, you’d tell me to take things steady,’ said Jude.

‘Yes.’ Binnie sat up a little straighter. ‘And if it was the other way round, you wouldn’t pay the slightest bit of notice.’

‘You should know that you’ll never win, Jude,’ said Sami.

Jude raised an eyebrow. ‘It won’t stop me trying though.’

Binnie was saved from further scrutiny by her phone ringing.

‘DI Khatri,’ she said as she held it to her ear. ‘Where…? Damnit. And the missing heirlooms…? Right. Thanks, Paula.’

She put the phone down on the table and scowled at it. ‘Shit!’

‘What have they found?’ Sami asked.

‘They found the MG abandoned in a lane near the main Hereford-to-Worcester road.’ Binnie followed this statement with a guttural growl of frustration. ‘The location where it was found had been plugged into the car’s satnav so I’d bet my last penny it was the meeting place she’d set up with her accomplice.’

‘If it was close to the main road, they could be anywhere by now,’ said Sami. ‘I assume the jewels and things are⁠—’

‘All gone,’ said Binnie. ‘And both are going to be so much harder to track down now.’
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Granny Margot was already ensconced in the highest armchair in the sitting room at Lucy and Noah’s house when Jude and Marco arrived.

‘Here they are,’ she said, smiling warmly and looking right at home.

She was obviously extremely happy at the care home; the staff were wonderful and she even tolerated some of the other residents. But Granny Margot loved to get out.

She also loved a bit of amateur sleuthing and was champing at the bit to get stuck into the latest local mystery. And what a mystery it was.

‘Lucy said you had to give another statement today.’ Granny Margot had a policy of no pussyfooting around a subject she wanted to discuss. A trait that had been present for as long as Jude had known her but had definitely ripened with age.

‘We’re getting straight down to the nitty-gritty then, are we?’ Noah teased. ‘And I thought you were here to see Sebbie.’

‘I am, but he isn’t here, is he?’ Granny Margot looked around the room to prove her point.

‘He’s only on the loo,’ said Noah.

‘Well, we’d better talk fast then.’ Granny Margot leant forward. ‘And hope it’s a tricky one that takes more than average effort for Sebbie to squeeze out.’

‘Honestly, Margot!’ Lucy pretended to be shocked.

‘We all do it,’ Granny Margot sniffed. ‘And in your job, you see it more than most.’

Her directness was one of the many reasons Jude loved her old friend.

‘But we’re wasting time. Tell all, Jude.’

Jude looked at the three expectant faces in front of her. Although Granny Margot had been the one to ask for the details, it was clear that Lucy and Noah were equally keen for an update.

‘I had a call from Jessica Merebrook this morning asking me to go over and see her.’ Jude looked at Marco, who already knew the entire story. ‘It was more of a demand, actually, wasn’t it?’

‘Sounded like it to me,’ said Marco.

‘Asked, demanded, forget the vocabulary and get to the nub of it,’ said Granny Margot.

Jude threw her hands up in mock annoyance. ‘Such impatience!’

She started to tell the story of how she had gone to Letchley Hall and everything that had happened there.

As she told them about Joshua turning up in the kitchen just as Jessica was showing Jude the note, there was a flushing noise from upstairs.

‘You’re going to have to talk faster,’ said Granny Margot who had moved closer to the front of her chair and was leaning forward in suspense.

‘I already know what happens.’ Marco stood up. ‘How about I head Sebbie off at the bathroom door and he can show me where he wants this new mural of his?’

‘Good chap,’ said Granny Margot without taking her eyes off Jude. ‘Carry on. We have both Merebrook children in the kitchen and Rachael and Alexander upstairs somewhere.’

Marco laid his hand on Jude’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze as he walked past to go up the stairs.

‘Right,’ said Jude. ‘Two Merebrooks in the kitchen and two more supposedly upstairs.’

She went on to tell them everything that had happened after that, including the niggling things that just didn’t make any sense now that the seeds of doubt had been sown.

‘Well, I never,’ said Noah when she’d finished. ‘So Rachael had Danny bumped off?’

‘No, I don’t think she did,’ said Jude. ‘But I do think she knows who the murderer is.’

‘So, about this note?’ Granny Margot said. ‘You don’t like that Danny printed it all except for the signature and I tend to agree. It’s much easier to forge a single signature than it would be to try and copy someone’s handwriting for an entire note.’

‘Right,’ said Lucy. ‘And the other thing that seems off is why Rachael would write back to him and not just speak to him in person and beg him to change his mind.’ She screwed her face up and looked up at the ceiling which Jude knew meant she had thought of something and was ironing out the possibility in her mind.

‘Unless that’s not how it happened at all.’ She looked at Jude. ‘What if she wrote her note first and the one supposedly from Danny was added after? Either by him or, more likely, I think, someone else. Perhaps she didn’t even see it. I remember how calm she was at the party, not at all like someone with money troubles.’

‘Very good.’ Granny Margot clapped her hands together. ‘The money troubles and loan from Danny were all cobblers.’

Jude agreed. Jessica finding the note was just too handy. Surely, if Rachael had seen the reply then she would have properly disposed of it, not left it scrunched up in the bin for one of the Merebrooks to find. But who had put it there? Was it Jessica or Joshua? He had been very keen to burn the evidence, but why? To try and hide his wife’s guilt? Or because he knew that Danny’s side of it was a fake?

Or maybe Alexander had left it for them to find. It certainly suited him to get both of his children’s partners out of the way.

There was a lull in conversation and Jude heard Sebbie’s excitable young voice muffled through the ceiling above, followed by Marco’s lower, gentler tones. They were obviously having a great time discussing murals.

‘Could Rachael have printed Danny’s reply herself?’ Lucy said. ‘I’m not sure what purpose it would serve but it’s a thought.’

‘The note did serve one purpose though, didn’t it?’ Jude tilted her neck back and stared at a crack in the ceiling. ‘Not in Rachael’s interest as it put the idea that she had a motive to kill in Jessica Merebrook’s head.’

Granny Margot folded her arms across her chest and sat back. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ she said. ‘Jessica told you she’d found the note in the bin. Thinking about it, doesn’t that seem a very lucky find?’

‘Synthetic luck,’ said Lucy. ‘Someone who possibly knew Rachael had a hand in killing Danny and wanted to frighten her?’

‘Or maybe it was the person she’d paid to kill him,’ said Granny Margot.

‘Would you listen to yerselves?’ Noah said. ‘It’s like I’m in a scene from Murder, She Wrote!’

Jude sighed. ‘Noah’s right. Until they bring Rachael in, we’ve got very little to go on and far too many questions.’

‘Just like her mother-in-law. Only Hannah Merebrook never returned to answer any questions.’ Granny Margot gave what was clearly meant to be a meaningful sniff. ‘And you know my thoughts on that.’

Jude looked at her quizzically. ‘You mean the theory that it wasn’t her who killed the gardener at all?’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Lucy. ‘You think Alexander somehow set the entire thing up to get rid of both his wife and her lover in one fell swoop.’

‘The more I think about it, the more I agree,’ said Jude. ‘It’s just all too obvious. Bloody fingerprints on the gun, the brooch Hannah always wore just left at the scene of the crime. And then there’s the shotgun cartridge, or rather the lack of one. Why remove this and not the weapon itself?’

Jude’s phone was on the table next to her and it buzzed as the vibrations from a message alert reverberated through the wood. She picked it up and read a brief text from Binnie.

‘Except this time we know Rachael has been up to something because Jude heard her and saw her drive away,’ Noah pointed out.

‘And there was the note she wrote to Danny.’ Jude turned the phone so Lucy could read Binnie’s message aloud.

Handwriting is a match to Rachael’s but Danny’s signature too forced.




Prob not his.




‘It’s all just a little too fishy for my liking,’ said Granny Margot, and Jude had to agree.

Nothing about any of it made sense to her and there were virtually no strands of anything useful to grab on to. It was all a complete mystery and that meant Jude spent the rest of the afternoon in a state of elevated frustration.

* * *


That evening, Jude and Marco lit the wood-burner in the farmhouse sitting room and heated up the last half-bottle of mulled wine. Then they put some music on and set about taking the Christmas decorations down.

‘I used to hate doing this,’ said Jude as she pulled another bauble from the tree and laid it in a box on the waiting layer of tissue paper. ‘It means Christmas is properly over for another year and we can no longer pretend January isn’t happening.’

‘Used to?’ Marco asked.

‘Well, it was always me, doing it on my own,’ she said. ‘Even when Adam was still alive, it never occurred to either of us that it was a two-person job. But this is actually nice. Like a last nod to Christmas before it’s all packed away again until next year.’

Jude didn’t speak of Adam very often, but his essence was very much still in the walls and history of Malvern Farm and she knew Marco understood that. It could have been complicated, loving two men so much – one living and one left only in her memories – but Marco had made sure it wasn’t. It was him who’d insisted she kept the photo of her wedding day up in the sitting room.

‘You wouldn’t be you if it hadn’t been for Adam,’ he’d told her. ‘Without him you wouldn’t have the farm and we’d have never met. From all accounts he was an incredible man, and this was his home and you were his wife. It wouldn’t be right for me to sweep in and try to erase that part of your life, and I wouldn’t want to.’

It was just one more reason for Jude to be grateful for the bizarre chain of events that had brought them together.

‘I had a brilliant Christmas,’ said Marco, adding another Christmas tree decoration to the box. ‘Right up until New Year’s Eve it was the best one I’ve ever had.’

Jude smiled as she remembered the care and attention he’d put into everything, not just for her but for the others too, especially Sebbie. ‘Your treasure hunt around the farm was the highlight of the day,’ she said.

‘Growing up it was always just Mum and me, so it felt wonderful to have your extended family around us.’

Jude put down the snowman that Sebbie had created out of a lolly-stick and hung on the tree. ‘They’re your family too,’ she said. ‘If you want them to be.’

Marco sat back on his heels, the orange light from the wood-burner flickering beside him giving the skin of his face a warm glow. ‘I do want that,’ he said. ‘I want that very much. Jude, I was going to ask you this on Christmas Day, but it felt a little bit clichéd.’

A combination of his words and the intensity with which he was looking at her made Jude’s heart beat faster and stronger inside her chest.

‘And then I thought of asking you on New Year’s Eve after we’d got back from the party, but Danny Howell made that a little tricky.’

‘Marco…’ Jude’s tongue suddenly felt large and dry in her mouth.

‘Jude Gray. You make me happier than I have ever been and ever thought I could be. You have gifted me a life that is full of adventure and chaos and colour and love and I want to live that life with you for the rest of my days.’

Jude didn’t know what to say but she knew she had to stop him before the question had been asked.

‘Marco,’ she said, his name propelled from her with an urgency that made it sound like a dog’s bark.

It worked as he didn’t finish what she knew he wanted to say. Instead, his eyebrows pushed together in a mix of confusion and expectation.

‘Marco,’ she said again, this time more gently. ‘You know that I love you too. For all the same reasons and more. But I don’t want to get married again.’

‘Oh.’ He sounded hurt and that made her ache, but she had to be honest with him.

‘I want all the other things you want. I want to still be living here with you when we’re ancient and Sebbie and the new baby are really running the farm but humouring us by pretending we’re still in charge.’

This at least made the corners of Marco’s unhappy mouth turn up a little.

‘But you don’t want to marry me.’ It wasn’t a question or an attempt at persuasion. It was just a fact.

‘I can’t explain it,’ Jude said.

How could she tell him that she’d only just got over the feeling of disloyalty she’d had when she’d asked Marco to move into Malvern Farm, Adam’s family home for generations? Taking her wedding ring off for the first time when she’d started her new relationship had felt like such an act of infidelity and she still caught herself feeling guilty now and again when she rolled over in the night and found Marco’s sleeping body next to her.

She knew it was silly. She also knew that if Adam could speak to her from the grave, he’d tell her as much. It was why she’d let Marco into her life, but it had taken a long time and a lot of misfires to get that far. Marriage still felt like one betrayal too many.

‘You don’t have to explain it,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’re right. Why change things when they’re pretty wonderful exactly as they are?’

‘It doesn’t mean we aren’t family,’ Jude said. ‘You and me but the others too. As far as we’re all concerned, a marriage certificate wouldn’t change things really anyway. It’s just a bit of paper.’

‘It’s fine, honestly.’ He leant forward then to kiss her and she knew that it was his way of moving things along to make the moment less awkward for them both. Something that she appreciated.

‘I do love you enormously,’ she said when they parted.

‘I know,’ he replied. ‘Now then, let’s pack the rest of these away and then we can get the tree outside before it drops every last needle.’

Jude hated the look of hurt she’d seen cross Marco’s face, but he was not the sort to dwell on things. It didn’t take long for his jolly chatter to return and show that the evening was not completely ruined.

By the time the tree had been stripped bare of every decoration, fairy light and length of ribbon, they were both as jovial as they’d been when they’d started their job.

Later on, with the tree safely outside, the sitting room hoovered and the Christmas cards all off their strings and piled on the coffee table, Jude pulled a slow-roasted curry from the Aga and they sat down with steaming bowls in front of a television adaptation of one of Agatha Christie’s murder mysteries.

* * *


Nothing more was said about the marriage proposal and it didn’t seem to dampen Marco’s spirits. Jude thought about it often and made sure she did plenty of little things to show Marco how important he was to her.

A couple of days later, at the end of January’s first week, Jude did the field rounds and tested the ground, finding it still frozen solid. Although hard ground was ideal for slurry spreading as it limited the damage caused by the tractor and tanker tyres, when it was frozen she was prohibited by law. Her plan for the day scuppered, she went back into the house to get some of her tax return paperwork in order for the accountant.

Despite Jude being usually more of a tea drinker, farm accounts required far more caffeine so she took out the biggest mug from the cupboard and made herself a coffee.

Mug in hand, Jude went into the office and switched the computer on.

Nothing happened.

She checked everything was plugged in correctly and tried again. This time the power light shone green but the screen remained resolutely blank.

‘Damnit,’ she cursed. It had been temperamental for a while and had clearly now given up altogether.

Switching it on and off once more, then giving the keys a good pounding and the mouse a bit of a bashing – just in case – Jude gave up.

‘Bugger it,’ she sighed. ‘Looks like one more thing to add to the expenses.’

She had no choice but to give way to the inevitable so she took her phone out and searched for a place to pick up a relatively cheap laptop nearby and fast.

Within ten minutes, she had bought a new computer and it was waiting in the Argos store for her to pick up. She abandoned her coffee and went to take her car key from the peg by the door.

‘Double bugger it,’ she said as she remembered that her Land Rover was currently in the middle of Great Malvern. Noah’s car was in the garage and he’d needed some bits from the town, so he’d taken Jude’s. Marco was in Birmingham at the gallery for the day so she was, in a word, stranded.

Unable to get on with the paperwork or the slurry spreading, she felt twitchy. She hated being idle, especially when there were things that needed to be done.

Just as she was deciding whether to give the kitchen a clean or batch cook a load of beef mince to fill the freezer, there was a knock on the door.

Jude opened it to find Binnie on the other side.

‘Come on in,’ said Jude. ‘You’re just in time to help me chop onions.’

‘Lucky me.’

Binnie looked shattered so Jude decided tea and a sit down were more important than prepping the mince.

‘Have you come from Letchley Hall or are you on your way over there?’

‘Sami and I have just been.’ Binnie looked grateful to be guided into a kitchen chair. ‘He’s gone back to the station, but I needed a bit of a breather so I thought I’d pop in on the off-chance you were free for a chat.’

‘Actually less busy than I’d like to be at the moment thanks to a relic of a computer, a missing car and ground that’s too hard for liquid sheep shit.’

‘What?’ Binnie’s eyebrows arched upwards as she tried to link these things together.

‘Never mind,’ said Jude. ‘Long and short of it is that yes, I am free for a chat.’

She picked up the kettle, arguably the most used and necessary piece of all the farm equipment, to fill with water.

There was no real news from Letchley Hall other than the fact that Rachael was still on the run and Alexander was getting more furious about his missing heirlooms each day.

‘I’m beginning to think we’ve lost Rachael,’ said Binnie. ‘And without her, I don’t know how we can progress the case.’

‘Just like Hannah Merebrook and her gardener,’ said Jude.

‘Looking more and more like it, yes.’ Binnie rubbed her forehead and blew out a long breath. ‘Jude, I don’t know how much longer I can do this.’

The sadness and defeat in her voice worried Jude as they went against everything Binnie was. She abandoned the tea-making and went to sit with her friend.

‘What do you mean? This case?’

‘Yes.’ Binnie faltered. ‘But not just that. I’m not sure I’ve got another case in me after this one.’

She looked up with such despair that Jude instinctively moved her chair round so she could comfort Binnie with an arm around her shoulders.

‘Are you thinking of leaving the force?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Binnie tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘No, that’s not true. I do know and yes, I am thinking of leaving – I’ve just not said it out loud to anyone yet.’

‘Wow!’ Jude knew what being a detective meant to Binnie, so this bombshell felt as though it had come at her in full stealth mode. But she also knew that Binnie was not one for any sort of rash decisions, certainly not ones as enormous as this. ‘I’m so sorry. I knew things have been hard for you since the operation, but I didn’t realise they were this bad.’

‘I can’t give the job everything I used to.’ Binnie turned to look at Jude. ‘I try but you know how tired I get and the migraines, when they come, can floor me for days.’

‘Perhaps some proper time off would help?’ Jude let go of Binnie so she could face her properly. ‘You came back to work so quickly and we all remember how desperate you were to return to full duty.’

Binnie shook her head. ‘No. I thought of that but for me I’m either in the game or I’m not. I either work full time and commit to a case, or I don’t. Time off would just frustrate me. I need to be busy, only with something a little less stressful.’

Jude nodded. This was something that very much resonated with her own work ethos.

‘Please don’t say anything to anyone,’ Binnie asked. ‘You’re the only person who knows and I’d like to keep it that way. At least until I’ve worked out exactly what I want to do next.’

‘Of course,’ said Jude. ‘I won’t tell a soul. And in the meantime, if you ever want to mull things over or just have a natter, you know where I am.’

‘Thanks, Jude.’ Binnie smiled and Jude was relieved to see a little of the light return to her face. ‘It could be quite exciting, don’t you think? A brand-new start.’

‘I definitely do.’

‘Right, now, tell me about your computer and car – and was there something about liquid sheep shit or did I imagine it?’ Binnie was back to her brusque self and Jude was glad to see it.

‘Agh. It’s just been one of those mornings,’ she said before regaling Binnie with the series of events that meant she was planning on batch cooking instead of tackling the jobs that she really wanted to be getting on with.

‘Noah’s in town?’ Binnie asked.

‘Yep, with my car. Lucy’s at work and Marco’s in Birmingham.’

‘How about I drive you over to collect your laptop?’ Binnie asked. ‘Give Noah a ring and see if he can meet us there and bring you home. Would that work?’

‘That would be great,’ said Jude. ‘Thanks, Binnie.’

‘Let’s get moving.’ Binnie stood up, the promised cup of tea never having come to fruition.

Jude locked up and they both walked over to Binnie’s car and opened the doors. It was always so neat and clean in there and Jude was suddenly very aware she was wearing her scruffy work clothes. Clean on that morning for a change but already marked here and there with evidence of farm life.

‘Let me grab a towel to sit on,’ she said.

‘Don’t be daft,’ said Binnie. ‘Just get in.’

Jude checked her rear end to make sure there was nothing too grubby on it and then got into the car.

‘Argos?’ Binnie asked as she started the engine.

‘Yes, please,’ said Jude.

They drove off and Jude wished she hadn’t put her coat on as Binnie’s heaters were on full power. By the time they’d made it to the end of the drive, the small car was like a furnace.

‘Do you have any idea what you want to do if you decide to leave the police force?’ Jude asked.

‘Policing is all I know,’ Binnie said. ‘It’s all I ever wanted to do.’

‘Well, take your time.’ Jude pointed the air-vents away from her face and Binnie turned the heat down a few degrees. ‘And if all else fails, I’m sure we can find work for you on the farm.’

‘Ha!’ Binnie snorted. ‘I can’t think of a more mutually bad match than me and farming. Can you?’

‘No.’ Jude laughed with her. ‘But it would be fun to watch.’

As Binnie started the steep climb up the side of the hills to the West Malvern Road, the sound of her phone ringing came loudly through the car’s speakers.

She answered it instantly. ‘DI Khatri.’

‘Ma’am, we’ve had a report of a body in the Severn.’ At this news, Jude’s heart sank. After the conversation she’d just had with Binnie, she knew that another murder case was the last thing she needed.

‘Thanks, Paula. The River Severn is pretty long. Is it on our patch?’

‘No, Ma’am, it’s out the other side of Worcester.’

‘Then why do I need to know about it?’

‘Because they think it’s linked to Danny Howell’s murder. They think it could be Rachael Merebrook.’

Binnie looked at Jude who exhaled sharply.

‘Send me the location and I’ll be right over,’ Binnie told the junior officer before putting the phone down.

‘Looks like we’re heading over to Worcester. Can the laptop wait?’

Jude nodded. ‘Go,’ she said.
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By the time Jude and Binnie arrived at the bank of the River Severn, there was no mistaking where the crime scene was.

Several marked police cars were parked up with their blue lights on. The place was buzzing with professionals in police and paramedic uniforms as well as a couple wearing the white suits of the SOCOs collecting forensic evidence.

Police tape had cordoned off a sizeable area which was being protected by two men in uniform. Somehow the press had already got wind of the unfolding drama and were there with cameras and notepads at the ready.

‘Here we go again,’ said Binnie as she pulled up a little way from the hubbub.

‘Shall I wait in the car?’ Jude asked.

‘No. Come, but don’t touch anything.’

Jude got out of the car and followed Binnie up to the yellow and black tape.

‘DI Khatri.’ She took her badge from the pocket of her jacket and showed it to the police officer. ‘Who’s leading the case?’

‘DCI Chambers,’ the officer said.

Jude thought she saw Binnie falter for a second. ‘Not Oscar Chambers?’

‘Yep. He’s over there.’ The officer pointed and Jude saw a tall man with his hands behind his back talking to one of the SOCOs.

‘You know him?’ Jude asked.

‘Oz and I trained together,’ said Binnie. ‘He went off to join the Met years ago. Obviously a good move if he came back as a DCI.’

The officer didn’t question Jude’s right to be on the crime scene. She was with a DI and that was enough for him. He lifted the tape for Jude and Binnie to duck under.

Jude noticed Binnie smooth back her fringe with one hand as she ran the other over her impossibly wrinkle-free skirt.

‘Oh, I see!’ Jude whispered. ‘I think someone might have had a little crush, once upon a time.’

‘Shut it,’ Binnie hissed back and Jude knew she’d been absolutely spot on.

‘Or perhaps even a fling?’

Binnie didn’t answer.

DCI Oz Chambers looked up as they approached and his face split instantly into a wide and very attractive grin. He excused himself from the SOCO and came over to meet them.

‘Well, I never.’ He kissed Binnie on both cheeks. ‘Binnie Khatri. You are a very welcome blast from my past, I must say.’

‘It’s good to see you, Oz,’ said Binnie. ‘I didn’t know you’d escaped from London.’

‘Not gonna lie, Binnie. The Met was great for my career but hell on my nerves. When a promotion came up to come back to West Mercia, I knew it was time to leave.’

‘I heard you were a DCI now, congratulations.’

‘Thanks.’ DCI Chambers turned to Jude and held out his hand. ‘Sorry. Oz Chambers.’

Jude shook his hand, but Binnie jumped in before she could introduce herself.

‘This is Jude Gray. She’s consulting on the case.’

‘Good to meet you, Jude. I heard Malvern were sending someone. I gather the victim is of interest in an open case you’re working?’

‘Yep, the Danny Howell murder on New Year’s Eve,’ said Binnie.

‘High profile.’ Oz clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. ‘And our river body might be connected?’

‘Possibly his future sister-in-law and also his long-time, close friend.’

Binnie gave Oz a brief rundown of the Merebrook situation and he interrupted her only a few times to ask for clarity on one point or another.

Jude watched the interaction with interest. Completely professional but she saw Binnie touch her hair more often than usual and Oz watched her with unwavering focus.

‘It’s hard to say at this stage but initial thoughts are that the body has been in the river for between two and seven days,’ Oz said when Binnie had finished. ‘The water is so cold it makes it hard to be more accurate without putting her on the slab.’

‘I can help you there,’ said Jude. ‘I saw her on Sunday, late morning. I was at Letchley Hall with Jessica and Joshua Merebrook, and we heard her on the phone to the person helping her escape.’

‘You actually heard her confession?’ Oz asked.

‘Of sorts,’ said Jude. ‘We all did and then she realised she was being overheard and made a run for it. I saw her leave myself.’

‘Well, that gives us a really clear timeframe to work from. Sunday, so that was three days ago which means she must have been killed soon after she left and her body dumped the same day.’

‘Did she drown?’ Binnie asked.

Oz shook his head. ‘Cause of death is a single shot.’ He put his hand to the part of his chest where his own ribs caged his heart.

‘Murder.’ Jude felt the foul taste of the word sting her lips.

‘Certainly looks that way. She had bricks tied around feet, wrists and waist.’

‘That’s fairly conclusive then,’ said Binnie. ‘Do we know what sort of gun was used?’

‘Bullet went clean through and without it we obviously won’t be able to get a ballistics report. Judging by the size and shape of the wound, I reckon it would be some sort of pistol, almost certainly shot from fairly close range.’

Jude knew that this discovery had just thrown everything wide open. If the body did turn out to be Rachael’s, then what did that mean for their own investigation? With no Rachael, there were questions about Danny’s death that might never be answered. And now there was a second murder to deal with.

‘Can we see the body?’ Binnie asked.

‘Sorry,’ said Oz. ‘That’s probably what we should have started with.’

Jude noted the way he put a hand in the small of Binnie’s back as he guided her towards the huddle of people already assessing the crime scene. With some men it might have come across as territorial or hierarchical but somehow with Oz, it was one friend supporting another.

Jude walked on Binnie’s other side and they approached the river where Jude knew the body was lying.

‘Are you ready?’ Oz asked them both.

‘Yep,’ said Jude, and Binnie nodded.

‘Give us a minute,’ Oz said and the SOCO team stopped their photographs and swabs to move out of the way and give Binnie and Jude full view of the scene.

The body was a greenish-white and swollen from the river water. She was lying on her side with tendrils of honey-blonde hair slicked across her face along with ribbons of vibrant green weed. Her eyes were still wide open and Jude shivered as they appeared to look right through her. She was almost Pre-Raphaelite in her willowy, ethereal state. Her sodden clothes, too thin for winter, clung to her slight form and her colourful silk scarf, the one Jude had seen her wearing when she had driven off, snaked over her shoulders.

‘Is it your girl?’ Oz asked.

‘That’s her,’ said Binnie. ‘That’s Rachael Merebrook.’

Although the soaking of her clothes had washed them clean of most of the blood, Jude could still see a copper-coloured staining on her cream jumper around a single neat hole that the bullet had punched through.

‘Who found her?’ Jude asked.

‘That was our killer’s bad luck,’ said Oz. ‘We assume the body was thrown from that bridge behind us, presumably so that she landed in the deeper waters in the middle of the river.’

‘Good place to choose,’ said Binnie. ‘With the road twisting through trees in both directions, and not much traffic on this stretch, they had a good chance of not being seen.’

‘Especially if they did it at night,’ Jude added. ‘So the body, weighted down, sank quickly. How deep is the water here?’

‘Roughly three metres,’ said Oz. ‘One of the deepest stretches of the river, another reason that this was a good place to choose. Someone really knew what they were doing. The only thing they couldn’t have predicted was that the bridge needed a structural inspection and the Rivers Trust sent a couple of scuba divers in this morning.’

‘Sorry, Detective,’ said one of the SOCOs. ‘Are you okay for us to carry on?’

‘Of course,’ said Oz. ‘Thank you.’

‘Can you tell if she was shot from behind?’ Jude asked as they came forward to restart their process of collecting evidence.

‘I’d say the killer was in front of her,’ the older of the two said. ‘At close range too.’

‘And no sign of any other injury?’ said Binnie.

‘Not that we’ve found yet. Of course, the post-mortem will tell us a lot more.’

‘Thanks.’

Binnie and Jude stepped back to let them get on with the macabre task of documenting every tiny element of Rachael’s body.

‘Two murders in a week,’ said Oz. ‘And I left the Met for a quieter life.’

‘You’d be surprised.’ Binnie instinctively touched the back of her head where the scar left from the surgeon’s knife had been hidden under a regrowth of her glossy hair.

‘Look, we have clearly got things we need to talk about, now that we’re working the case together.’ Oz pushed his hands into the pockets of his winter coat. ‘My stomach is telling me that it’s time to eat, so how about a working lunch?’

‘Good idea,’ said Binnie. ‘If you don’t have to rush back, Jude?’

Jude wasn’t completely sure if DCI Chambers had been including her in his lunch invitation but, without a car of her own, she came with the deal regardless. Besides, she was very keen to check out this man who seemed to have something of a history with Binnie.

‘Nope, nothing but my tax return,’ she said. ‘And I have a few weeks to go before the deadline anyway.’

‘Excellent!’ Oz grinned again and Jude saw Binnie smile back with more warmth than she’d seen her show any other member of the police force she worked with, including Sami. ‘I saw a little pub down by the river on my way here. Shall we try that?’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Binnie. ‘I’ll drive us all there.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll take my own car too so I can head off if I’m called back in.’ Oz took his hand from his pocket and dangled a set of keys.

They walked back through the cordon together where they were accosted by a gaggle of reporters.

‘Have you got any news on the body found in the Severn?’ one of them asked. ‘Can you give us a name yet?’

‘You know we can’t,’ said Oz. ‘Not before we’ve contacted the next of kin.’

‘Male? Female? Any idea of the age or how long they’d been underwater?’ another asked, shamelessly pushing for a scoop.

‘Was it an accident or murder?’

Oz stopped to talk to them with more patience than they deserved. ‘You all know the score. Here’s my official statement and it’s the only one you’re going to get. Okay?’

Several recording devices were shoved closer to him so they didn’t miss what he was about to say.

‘A body was recovered from the River Severn this morning by a team of divers tasked with carrying out routine bridge maintenance. As yet we have no news on the identity of the deceased and are not in a position to give further information.’

The reporters looked disappointed when they realised that this was all they could expect from Oz.

‘Now you may as well go home because you won’t be able to get anything more out of any of my officers, so please leave them to do their jobs.’

With that, Oz got into a fancy-looking silver estate car and Jude and Binnie carried on to where they’d left her little hatchback.

As they were getting in, Oz pulled up beside them. ‘Don’t tell me these are the pool cars Malvern are supplying you with these days?’

‘I was already out in my own car when the call came in,’ said Binnie. ‘Besides, I think they save the shiniest models only for those who have reached the heady status of DCI.’

Oz chuckled and Jude smiled, desperate to be on her own with Binnie for a few minutes so she could begin the inquisition that they both knew was coming.

‘Follow me,’ said Oz. ‘It’s only five minutes down the river.’

Jude sat down in the passenger seat and waited until Binnie had closed her door and started the engine before she fired her first shot. ‘Oz seems very lovely,’ she said.

‘He is.’ Binnie was short-changing her and Jude knew that this meant she was going to make her work for the gossip.

‘Very good-looking.’ Jude gave her friend a meaningful glance.

‘I suppose he is.’

‘So, you two trained together, hey?’

‘Yep.’

‘Just friends back then?’

‘Yep.’

Jude drummed her fists against her thighs to show her frustration. ‘Come on, Binnie. We both know there’s more to you and the very lovely DCI Chambers, so spill.’

Binnie gave a small, secret smile which was perhaps the most annoying thing she could have done to Jude in that situation. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. And really I think we should be focusing our efforts on the poor woman who was fished out of the river this morning and how we are going to go about finding her killer. Not hypothesising over a man I used to know a very long time ago.’

‘Look,’ said Jude. ‘When we get to the pub, we will no doubt be laying all the Rachael Merebrook cards on the table and shuffling them around to find all the different ways they might fit together. But give me two minutes of you. I haven’t seen you look so happy to see someone in, well, in forever.’

‘We did our DC training together in Birmingham and we were close then,’ said Binnie. ‘But we didn’t date, we didn’t plan our futures together and no, I didn’t sleep with him which is, I know, the thing you are dying to ask me.’

‘It is not,’ Jude fibbed.

‘Oz was to me what I suppose Noah was to you, before he married Lucy and you moved in with Marco,’ Binnie explained. ‘We worked together, supported each other and liked each other’s company. I’m sorry to disappoint but that was as far as it ever went. Then he was put up for a DS position in London and he left.’

Jude watched the country lane twist away ahead of them and realised that Oz had been right. The bridge Rachael’s body had been thrown from was perfectly hidden from the road on both sides.

‘And that was that?’ Jude asked. ‘You never saw each other again?’

‘No. I went to see him a couple of times and he came back to Birmingham but then I made DS and moved to Malvern and he was being fast-tracked for a DI role. We both just became too busy and lost touch. It happens, you know.’

‘Sami called me an unofficial detective,’ said Jude. ‘And I’m detecting you aren’t telling me everything.’

‘You can think whatever you like.’ Binnie kept her eyes stalwartly on the road ahead, not turning to catch Jude’s waiting eyes. ‘It won’t make it any truer. I’m afraid as far as Oz and I go, there’s nothing more to tell.’

‘Okay, okay!’ Jude held her hands up in defeat. ‘If you say you don’t find him attractive and want to ask him out on a date so that you can catch up on the good old days without me being there as a third wheel, then I believe you.’

Binnie finally turned to look at her. ‘No, I didn’t say that, did I?’ She smiled a mischievous smile. ‘I just said nothing happened between us when we were training.’

Jude thumped one clenched fist into her other hand. ‘I knew it!’ she declared in excitement. ‘My radar is never off about these things.’

Ahead of them, Oz’s car indicated before turning off into the grit-covered car park of a red-brick and wood-beamed pub. A sign with a picture of a silver fish arched against a watery backdrop and the pub’s name, The Trout Inn, hung from a post outside.

From the car park Jude could see that the garden, studded with wooden tables and benches, ran all the way down to the river’s edge. She imagined in the summer it was packed with people looking for a bit of waterside tranquillity as they tucked into their scampi and chips or Sunday carvery.

‘Remember we are here to discuss a horrific murder.’ Binnie put her hand on the door handle but didn’t open it. ‘Not to try and set me up on a date.’

‘Say no more,’ said Jude. ‘Although you have to make sure you at least take his number before you leave.’

Binnie only rolled her eyes in reply before getting out of the car.

Oz was waiting by the pub’s porch and held the door open for them to go through, but Binnie’s phone chose that moment to ring.

‘You go on,’ she said as she took it out. ‘I need to take this.’

‘Sami, hi,’ she said into the phone as she walked away to speak to him in private.

It was cosy inside with a roaring fire in a grate that was open on both sides, sending warmth around the pub.

Jude and Oz went straight up to the bar where a jolly woman with short-cropped hair and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses was waiting to welcome them.

‘What can I get you?’ she asked, looking at Jude.

‘I’ll have half a Guinness, please, and a ginger beer for my friend if you’ve got one.’ Jude looked over her shoulder. ‘Oz?’

‘I’ll have half a lager shandy, please.’ He leant around Jude and picked up three menus. ‘Can I start a tab?’

‘Sure,’ said the landlady. ‘I’ll have to ask for a credit card, if you don’t mind.’

Oz was a step ahead and was already holding his out.

‘Ta.’ The woman took it and propped it on a shelf behind the bar. ‘Do you know where you’ll be sitting?’

Oz looked over at a table, nicely tucked away in a corner, where they could discuss the case in relative privacy. ‘Over there, I think.’

‘Table 8, right you are.’ She put a clothes peg with the number 8 painted on it on the end of the credit card.

Jude and Oz collected their drinks and went over to sit down at their designated table.

‘So, Jude, you’re working with Binnie on a consultancy basis?’ said Oz before sipping the froth off his shandy and sitting down.

‘Yep, that’s right.’ Jude thought that if Binnie needed to elaborate on the fact she was actually nothing more than an unpaid member of the community then that was up to her.

‘Well, you have been paired with a great detective.’ Oz looked at Binnie who had come back in and was heading their way.

‘Oh, I know that,’ said Jude.

‘Is that for me?’ Binnie asked as she sat down and pointed at the ginger beer.

‘Yep,’ said Jude. ‘Everything okay with Sami?’

‘Yeah, he’s been trying to track down Rachael’s parents as Joshua apparently has never met them and couldn’t help.’

‘Okay,’ said Oz, sitting forward. ‘Did he find anything?’

‘He did,’ said Binnie. ‘A reason why Danny and Rachael were so close. They were fostered by the same couple when he was thirteen and she was twelve. They grew up together in London as brother and sister.’

This triggered something in Jude’s memory. A moment from the New Year’s Eve party when Jessica had rushed off after Joshua, leaving Danny put out that she had chosen her brother over her fiancé.

‘It’s a sibling thing. Nothing stronger than the bond between a brother and sister,’ Rachael had told him. Words that now seemed to hold more meaning if Rachael had in any way had a hand in setting the wheels in motion for his murder.

‘And not just that, but their long-term foster parents didn’t always live in London. They spent the first ten years of their married lives in Malvern End.’

‘The same village their children would end up in through their own choices of partners,’ said Jude. ‘That’s a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?’

‘No such thing as coincidence,’ said Binnie and Oz in perfect sync.
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The revelation that Danny and Rachael were siblings both surprised and interested Jude, but it wasn’t the only thing about the latest puzzle piece that Sami had unearthed to do so. She wanted to know why neither of them had spoken about their link and apparently the Merebrooks had no idea. And then there was their foster parents’ connection to the village too. Binnie and Oz were right; when it came to murder investigations, there were rarely such things as coincidences.

‘Have you spoken to the foster parents?’ Jude asked.

‘Not yet,’ said Binnie. ‘But Sami’s working on that now.’

‘So she might well have inadvertently set up the murder of her own brother,’ said Oz. ‘Ouch, that’s some terrible sibling rivalry.’

‘That’s the thing,’ said Jude. ‘They seemed to get on really well together, and she was devastated when he died.’

‘Devastated or guilty?’ Oz said.

‘Something to think about.’ Binnie went into work mode then. She took out her notebook and a pen and laid them down in front of her. ‘That explains why Danny left her so much in his will. And now we know that he didn’t type the note sent to Rachael we are assuming he wasn’t asking her for any of the money he lent her back.’

‘There was a note?’ Oz asked.

‘Made to look as though Danny and Rachael had messaged each other.’ Binnie took out her phone and pulled up photos of both sides of the note. ‘But we now know that Danny’s side is almost certainly forged. I’ll send them over to you. If you can figure out why someone would want to send that to Rachael, and how they knew about Danny’s intention to propose to Jessica that night then you are doing better than me.’

‘Knowing that they were siblings makes all the difference, don’t you think?’ Jude asked. ‘I mean, look at Rachael’s wording.’ She held her hand out. ‘Can I see?’

Binnie passed her the phone.

Darling Danny. Don’t do it. Don’t ask her to marry you tonight, I know that if you do it will be for all the wrong reasons. I regretted Joshua the day I woke up as his wife. It’s just not worth it.

If you say the word, we can be gone. Put all this behind us and spend some time together just you and me. You know it’s the right thing for us, I know you do.

All my love. Rachael xxx

‘We all assumed that this was a declaration of romantic love,’ said Jude, ‘but it isn’t, is it? I met her, she was the sort to call everyone darling, so that means nothing. And the rest of it, well, those could easily have been written by a doting sister.’

‘I agree,’ said Binnie. ‘We are perhaps even further from understanding Rachael’s motive for killing him then.’

Oz took another sip of his shandy before wiping his top lip carefully with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Rachael Merebrook as a person, fill me in. And while you’re at it, give me the key points I need to know about your main suspects.’

‘Between us, we’ll certainly do our best.’ Binnie had chosen to sit on a backless stool and her posture was as straight as a rod. ‘First, let me tell you about New Year’s Eve.’

Oz had his own notepad open on the table in front of him and as Binnie and Jude spoke, he jotted the important details down.

Jude let Binnie do most of the talking, only adding her voice when Binnie asked for it.

They only stopped when a waiter came over to take their food order and again when he came back again with sets of knives and forks wrapped in paper napkins that had been dampened and dried so they held their form around the cutlery.

‘Given what you’ve said, we already have the first murder possibly instigated by the second victim,’ said Oz. ‘She might not have meant for it to turn out that way, but she was running from something.’

‘I’ve been wondering about that,’ said Jude. ‘We know that the person Rachael hired knew about the valuable heirlooms she was taking from Letchley Hall when she left because I heard her tell them on the phone. Someone who gets paid to kill can’t have many scruples in their possession and would also be very motivated by money.’

‘I agree,’ said Oz. ‘And I see where you’re coming from. Someone willing to kill for money once, when presented with the most golden opportunity to increase their haul and take everything Rachael had already stolen, wouldn’t think twice about killing again.’

‘Exactly,’ said Jude. ‘And they would have saved themselves the cost of a fake passport to boot.’

The waiter approached the table again carrying two plates hot enough to need a tea towel to protect his hands.

‘Two lasagnes?’

Binnie and Oz raised their hands in unison and the waiter put their food down in front of them. ‘Careful, plates are hot,’ he said.

A second waiter was just behind with Jude’s lunch. ‘Chicken curry, half and half,’ he said as he put down a plate of golden curry: one side loaded with rice and the other piled high with crispy chips.

‘My Nani would turn in her grave if she could see curry and chips on the same plate,’ said Binnie.

Jude prodded a chip with her fork, dipped it into the sauce and held it out to Binnie. ‘Suck it and see,’ she said. ‘You never know until you try it.’

Binnie held her hand up in refusal. ‘I’ll give it a miss, thanks.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Jude bit into the chip herself. ‘Perfection.’

‘Talking about the Letchley Hall heirlooms,’ said Binnie, ignoring her. ‘We’ve had an initial list from Alexander Merebrook of all the things he thinks have been taken and it’s a real eye-waterer. Reads like a list of all those things you see right at the end of Antiques Roadshow when they make everyone gasp by revealing how much a pair of earrings or a little pottery owl are worth.’

‘Total value?’ Oz asked.

‘Over two million, black market value,’ said Binnie. ‘One diamond necklace alone was worth more than a quarter of a million and there was a set of little jugs things by Meissen worth not much less than that.’

‘Imagine just having those sorts of thing lying around the place,’ said Jude.

‘The really expensive ones were in the safe with a hundred thousand pounds of cash,’ said Binnie.

Oz’s fork stopped short of his mouth. ‘He had a hundred thousand pounds just casually sitting in his house?’

‘He said he doesn’t trust banks now everything is digital so he kept an emergency fund where he knew it would be safe.’

‘Well, that worked well for him,’ said Jude.

Binnie picked up her ginger beer and took a sip. ‘Alexander is spitting nails that Joshua showed Rachael what was in the safe. He basically spoon-fed her the perfect robbery. A box full of priceless treasures and she’d have seen the code to access them when he punched it in.’

Jude had seen Alexander’s rage first hand and felt very sorry for his son.

‘That’s going to be some impressive insurance claim.’ As she said this, a thought occurred to Jude. ‘I imagine that a sizeable windfall will soften the blow a little. You don’t think there are any legs in pursuing this as a line of enquiry, do you?’

‘That depends on whether you mean Alexander is claiming for more than Rachael stole, in which case – not really relevant to the murder case.’ Binnie looked thoughtful as she mulled the idea over while she spoke. ‘Or if you mean he found Rachael and killed her, recovering his things but claiming for them anyway…’

‘The more important point here, I think, is that you have a strong motive for Alexander to have killed Rachael,’ said Oz. ‘Also, from what you’ve told me, Joshua and Jessica too. All three were completely shafted by her and it sounds as though the Merebrooks are not a family who’d take that lying down.’

Binnie pushed her thumb into the centre of her forehead and Jude knew she was trying to relieve a budding tension headache. ‘The thing is, how would any of them have got to her?’ she asked. ‘We had squad cars on all the roads leaving Malvern End and Rachael managed to evade us all. When she first left, all three Merebrooks were still at Letchley Hall and they stayed there for a good chunk of the day. I know because I was with them for a lot of it.’

‘You’re right,’ said Jude. ‘If any of them did find her, it was because they knew exactly where to look. Could they have tracked her using her phone?’

‘She left it behind,’ said Binnie.

‘Could Joshua Merebrook have had a tracker on his car?’ Oz asked.

‘It wouldn’t have mattered if he had.’ Binnie winced slightly and picked up her handbag. ‘None of the Merebrooks left Letchley Hall between the time Rachael drove off and the time Joshua’s car was found.’ She rooted in her bag until she found her painkillers.

‘Are you okay?’ Oz looked at her in concern.

‘I get migraines, but I’ll be fine once these kick in.’ Binnie put two tablets in her mouth and swallowed them down with a generous slug of ginger beer before carrying on as though she had never stopped her train of thought. ‘So, there’s no way any of them could have got to her before she left the car.’

‘Which brings us back to our number one suspect being whoever Rachael was on her way to meet,’ said Oz. ‘Have you made any headway into finding out who it might be?’

‘None,’ said Binnie. ‘Her phone records gave us absolutely nothing so we assume she had a burner phone.’

Oz stared into the cheesy topping of his lasagne as though it held all the secrets to the mystery surrounding Rachael’s and Danny’s murders. ‘I remember the Hannah Merebrook case,’ he said. ‘It was still a hot topic when we started our DC training. Cut-and-dry case on the surface, but I never quite bought it.’

‘You’re not the only one,’ said Jude. ‘Carol Alcock⁠—’

‘That’s the slightly obsessive close family friend.’ Oz stopped staring at the lasagne and cut into it instead.

‘That’s her,’ said Jude. ‘Well, she’s absolutely convinced that Hannah was set up and then murdered.’

‘I remember hearing a conspiracy theory at the time,’ Oz said. ‘Something to do with the dead guy’s wife?’

‘It came to nothing,’ said Binnie. ‘She had plane tickets to show she’d been out of the country at the time. I believe she emigrated to New Zealand when it was all over.’

‘There were others who believed it was Alexander who killed them both.’ This was a theory that Jude felt she could subscribe to despite the severe lack of evidence.

‘I assume it’s not just me who thinks that this sort of thing happening twice in the same family is decidedly odd.’ Oz looked directly at Binnie as he said this.

‘No, Oz. It’s not just you. What I can’t figure out though is how they could be linked.’ Binnie pushed away her lasagne, only part eaten. ‘A cold case from over a decade ago and now this new double murder.’

They talked some more but Jude knew that at this stage, with very little strong evidence, they were just going to keep moving round in circles.

After a while, the plates were cleared and puddings and coffee were offered by the waiter.

‘Sadly, I have to get on,’ said Oz.

‘Yes,’ Binnie agreed. ‘As do we. Could we just have the bill, please.’

‘We have a credit card behind the bar,’ said the waiter. ‘Am I putting everything on that?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Oz before Binnie had a chance to jump in.

‘DCI perks,’ he said when the waiter had gone to fetch the bill. ‘This is a working lunch so West Mercia can pay for it.’

‘I may not be a DCI, but we both know that the force doesn’t hand out purchasing cards to anyone lower than a super.’

‘You never did let any flies land on you, Binnie Khatri,’ he said with a smile.

When the bill came, he paid it nonetheless and they all left the pub together.

‘I should give you my number,’ Oz said as he took a police card from the inside pocket of his coat.

Binnie deliberately avoided Jude’s eye as she held her hand out for the card.

‘Hang on.’ Before he passed it over, Oz unclipped a pen from the same pocket and scribbled something on the back of the card. ‘My personal number,’ he said. ‘Just in case.’

‘Thanks.’ Binnie took the card and put it in her pocket.

‘Make sure you text me so I have yours too,’ said Oz. ‘And call me if you have any news your end.’

‘Will do,’ said Binnie. ‘It was good to see you again, DCI Chambers.’

‘You too, DI Khatri.’

The newness of each other’s rank titles obviously tickled them as they chuckled in unison before moving over to their respective cars.

‘Say anything and I’ll make you walk home,’ Binnie said with a sideways glance at Jude as she buckled her seatbelt.

‘What?’ Jude could feel the mischief bubbling inside her. She’d known Binnie for a fair few years and had never seen her react in that way with any other man before. It was far too good an opportunity to pass up. ‘All I was going to say was that I thought Oz was charming.’

‘Charming?’

‘Yes,’ said Jude. ‘An absolute peach.’

‘And that’s all you were going to say, is it?’ said Binnie.

‘Well, no,’ said Jude. ‘I was also going to say that you should pull over and text him straight away to ask him if he wants to go to dinner with you tonight and that you’d be happy to cook if he’d be happy to stick around to help you with your dirty, ahem—’ she gave a little cough ‘—dishes.’

Binnie stopped the car at the entrance to the pub car park.

‘Right, that’s it,’ she said in her most authoritative senior detective voice. ‘I warned you. Now you’re going to have to walk home.’

‘I was only going to say all that, but I didn’t because you told me not to,’ Jude teased. ‘And then you changed you mind and asked me to say it anyway so really I was only following your orders.’

‘Ooh, you can be infuriating sometimes,’ said Binnie.

‘I know. I’m sorry, but it’s all out of my system now, I promise. As long as you promise to text Oz as soon as you get home, I won’t say another word about it.’

‘I have to text him. He outranks me and gave me a direct order.’ Binnie’s face relaxed and she grinned at Jude. ‘He is charming, isn’t he?’

‘And he’s back in the area now so you can get reacquainted with each other.’

Binnie started to drive off again. ‘Just promise me one thing. Keep this between us. The last thing I need is for Sami to start making a song and dance about it.’

‘Deal,’ said Jude.

‘Right then.’ This was Binnie’s way of closing the conversation. ‘I need to go to Letchley Hall and break the news to the Merebrooks that we’ve found Rachael.’

OceanofPDF.com


16




Jude felt all her muscles tense as Binnie drove them back up the drive to Letchley Hall. It was drizzling and grey which gave the old house even more of a Jane Eyre feel.

‘How’s the head?’ Jude asked before they got out of the car.

‘It was feeling much better, but I’ve got to say I think the Merebrooks will be able to coax the pain back quickly enough.’ Binnie took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a second. ‘Okay, let’s get this out of the way.’

It was Jessica who answered the door and she didn’t look at all pleased to see Binnie and Jude standing there.

‘God, we’re all getting rather sick of these impromptu visits, you know. Haven’t you ever heard of calling in advance?’

‘Can we come in?’ Binnie had adopted a particularly grave voice and the tone must have rattled Jessica because she lost some of the surliness.

‘What’s happened?’ The colour faded from her cheeks. ‘Have you found her?’

‘Is Joshua at home?’

‘Josh,’ Jessica yelled over her shoulder. ‘Police are here again.’

‘It really would be better if we could do this inside,’ said Binnie. ‘May we?’

Jessica stepped to the side and yelled to her brother again.

‘Shall we go into the kitchen?’ Binnie asked.

‘No, in here is fine.’

Jude felt Binnie’s disappointment as they were guided into the library which was as cold as it had been the last time they’d been in there.

Alexander and Joshua arrived at the same time and stood in the doorway. Two sides of the same entitled coin, father and son glaring into the room at the audacity of the people who had disturbed them yet again.

‘Well?’ Alexander demanded.

‘Perhaps you’d both like to come and sit down?’ Binnie suggested.

‘We haven’t got anything else to say to you.’ Alexander planted his feet and clasped his hands behind his back, a stance of power.

Joshua though looked more wary. Perhaps he did have an ounce or two more empathy and perception than his father and had gauged that something was wrong.

‘What is it?’ he asked as he walked into the room and stood next to his sister in front of the cold fireplace. ‘It’s Rachael, isn’t it? You’ve arrested her.’

‘Bloody well hope so,’ said Alexander. ‘Did you get our things back too?’

Binnie kept her eyes on Joshua. ‘We have found your wife, yes. But I’m very sorry to tell you that she was discovered by two divers in the River Severn this morning. I’ve just come back from the scene to identify her body.’

‘She’s dead?’ Joshua was standing perfectly still and Jessica put her hand on his arm.

‘I’m afraid so, yes.’ Binnie was holding her hands respectfully in front of her. ‘Maybe you’d like to take a seat now?’

‘What about the things she stole?’ Alexander was seemingly immune to the news that his daughter-in-law was now deceased, worried only about the financial impact it would have on him. ‘Were they with her?’

It was really no surprise to Jude that this was the primary thought on his mind but hearing him say it aloud still made her want to shove him hard in his paunchy stomach.

‘Gone.’ A single word answer was all Binnie offered him.

Jessica led her brother over to the large sofa and they both sat.

Alexander though remained in the doorway. ‘She drowned herself then, did she?’

‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘She was shot. Murdered. I’m so sorry.’

‘Someone killed her?’ He looked at Jessica. ‘But who would do that? And then throw her so carelessly into the river?’

‘We don’t know,’ said Binnie. ‘At the moment our main line of enquiry is to find out who she was meeting when she ran away.’

‘Should be easy enough to catch them,’ said Alexander. ‘Can’t be a very clever sort, chucking her in the river like that. They must have known it’s not deep enough to hide a body for long.’

‘Actually, we think they knew exactly what they were doing,’ said Binnie. ‘The place they chose, it’s one of the deepest parts of the river once it pulls away from the Bristol Channel and it’s also very quiet and secluded. We think it’s someone who knows the river well. Can you think of anyone with this sort of knowledge?’

Jude was watching the siblings carefully and at the mention of the river, a shadow had definitely passed over Jessica’s face.

‘No,’ she said, a little too quickly for Jude’s liking. ‘Nobody.’

‘The bastard must have done her in and gone off with all our family jewels.’ Alexander was still seething about the lost money, and it made Jude wonder if it was all a little too staged? Was he overdoing the anger to hide the fact that he had already reclaimed them?

‘That’s the motive we’re currently favouring,’ said Binnie.

‘If she was shot then at least it would have been quick, I suppose,’ said Joshua. ‘You know, if she’d asked for money, I’d have given it to her. She was my wife, I’d have done whatever she needed.’

This expulsion of feeling surprised Jude. It seemed so out of character from Joshua’s usual machismo and it made her wonder who he really was beneath the layer of masculine plaster his father had spent years applying.

‘Has anyone been to tell the Alcocks yet?’ Jessica asked.

‘Not yet,’ said Binnie. ‘We usually only tend to inform next of kin, but I can drop in on my way back to the station, if that’s helpful.’

‘No!’ Jessica snapped. ‘No. I’ll tell them myself.’

The vehemence with which she said this made Jude instantly suspicious. When Danny had been killed, Jessica had looked to Joshua for comfort. Now the roles were reversed, surely she would want to stay here with him and return the favour? Not only that but Jude had seen Jessica with the Alcocks. She was marginally kinder to them than Joshua appeared to be but there was no real affection there, Jude was certain of that.

‘I know this has been another huge shock for you all.’ Binnie’s voice was still calm and gentle, a skill that Jude envied. ‘Do you have any questions for me at this stage?’

‘I have one.’

Jude looked across at Alexander and saw that he was pointing at her as he said it.

‘I want to know how Jude Gray, our local lady farmer, keeps popping up every time there’s something going on.’

Lady farmer? Jude screamed in her head. Does he think I’m growing fields of women on the farm?

‘She was in the car with me when I had the call about Rachael,’ Binnie explained. ‘I thought it might be comforting to see a familiar face when I delivered the news, so she agreed to come with me. I hope that’s okay?’

‘Always a pleasure to see my pretty neighbour.’ Alexander delivered a smile that made Jude’s skin crawl. ‘I just wondered if perhaps she’d decided to hand the reins over to that man of hers and join the police force instead.’

Jude tried to harness some of Binnie’s calm serenity as she spoke. ‘That man of mine is fabulous with a paintbrush and he’s very willing on the farm, but I’ve still got a lot to teach him before I could consider even sharing the reins with him.’

‘Oh, bravo!’ Alexander’s chubby red face lit up as he guffawed, delighted at Jude’s comeback. ‘I do love a girl with a bit of character. Not too much though, ey, Jude?’

‘I’ll try to keep it in check.’

‘There’s something else I need to ask you,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you know a couple who used to live in the village a while ago, a Mr and Mrs Montgomery, Douglas and Patricia?’

‘Doug and Trish.’ Alexander’s brow furrowed. ‘Not terribly well but, yes, I knew them. They moved away years and years ago. What have they got to do with any of this?’

‘They moved to London where they fostered two children.’

‘So what?’ Joshua asked.

‘Those children were Danny and Rachael,’ said Binnie. ‘Did you know they were siblings?’

‘No, they weren’t.’ Joshua blew out a puff of withering disbelief. ‘I’m afraid your sources have let you down on this occasion, Detective. I think my sister and I would have known if this was the case.’

Jude hated the pomposity he had when he spoke and imagined him worsening even more in time until he was as misogynistic and unbearable as his father.

‘I can’t believe Danny was her brother.’ Jessica looked shocked at the news but at least she wasn’t questioning it.

‘And you say the Montgomerys adopted them?’ asked Alexander.

‘They were long-term foster parents,’ Binnie corrected him.

‘Does this have anything to do with who killed them?’ Joshua demanded.

‘At the moment, we don’t know,’ said Binnie. ‘If you think of anything that might be able to help us untangle this then please do get in touch.’ She turned to Alexander. ‘Mr Merebrook, you don’t know where we might be able to find Douglas and Patricia, do you?’

‘Haven’t seen them since they left the village.’

‘Right, well, if you’ve no more questions, we’ll leave you in peace,’ said Binnie.

Jessica stood up and Jude was relieved to let her go first to remove the door-blocker that was her father.

‘Where are you going in such a hurry?’ Alexander asked.

‘I’m going to make sure Carol and Toby hear about Rachael from me,’ said Jessica. ‘And there’s something I need to talk to Toby about.’

Jude saw her look at Joshua, another of those moments when she was sure one could understand what the other was saying without needing to use words.

Something was going on and Jude had a hunch it had been triggered when Binnie mentioned the fact that Rachael’s murderer had been someone who knew the River Severn well.

When they got outside, Jessica got into her black SUV and revved the engine more than necessary as she took off down the drive.

‘We need to follow her,’ said Jude as they got to Binnie’s car. ‘She knows something.’

‘I agree.’ Binnie was already climbing into the driving seat. ‘Hurry up.’

Jude hadn’t even managed to click her seatbelt into place before Binnie was off. At the end of the drive, Jessica’s car turned left and, a little way after, Binnie did the same.

‘Do you think she’s even going to the Alcocks’?’ Jude asked.

‘If she’s got any sense then yes, initially at least.’ Binnie clunked into second gear and followed Jessica towards the village. ‘She knows we’re on her tail so she’d be daft to do anything else. Whether or not they are her final destination, that’s a different matter.’

Sure enough, just before they entered Malvern End, Jessica’s indicator flicked on and she turned off into the Alcocks’ drive.

‘What now?’ Jude asked. ‘Wait and see what she does?’

‘No,’ said Binnie. ‘I can’t help feeling that whatever was suddenly so important to her involves one or both of the Alcocks.’ She pulled up in the gateway to one of Jude’s fields just past the drive and stopped. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and see what’s occurring.’

They walked together round the old yew tree with a few poisonous scarlet berries still clinging on amidst the dark green needles.

Jessica’s was the only car on the drive and Jude didn’t know if that meant the Alcocks were out. Either way, there was no sign of Jessica as they approached the house.

‘The front door’s open,’ whispered Binnie. ‘Something is definitely wrong here.’

‘Do we go in?’ Jude asked.

‘Not without making sure they know we’re here,’ Binnie replied. ‘Which kind of defeats the purpose. We have to do things by the book, I’m afraid.’

‘Okay,’ said Jude. ‘So let’s go and see if we can find out what’s happening first and go from there.’

As they got close to the open door, two voices could be heard coming from inside. Jessica’s was rough and confrontational and Toby’s was quieter and subdued.

‘Poor Josh,’ said Toby. ‘He must be going through hell.’

‘You sound as though you might actually give a toss,’ said Jessica.

Jude and Binnie looked at each other with equally cringing faces at Jessica’s acid tone.

‘How can you say that?’ Toby asked. ‘He’s like a brother to me.’

‘You know about the River Severn, don’t you?’ Jessica asked after a brief pause.

‘A bit,’ said Toby warily. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I remember when you were teaching yourself geography for A level, you were a complete river geek.’

‘River geek,’ Jude mouthed at Binnie. They both now had a much better inkling as to why Jessica had felt the need to come straight round to confront Toby.

‘I found them fascinating, I suppose.’ He still sounded very unsure of what was going on.

‘You made Carol drive you up and down the Severn doing mud samples and measuring the depth and width of it.’

‘What’s going on, Jess?’ Toby asked and Jude could hear fear starting to creep into his voice.

‘Did you do it?’ Jessica’s question was blunt and her voice severe.

‘Do what?’ Toby sounded so small.

Jude could barely breathe in case she missed a single word of what was happening.

‘You know what I’m talking about, Toby. Did you kill Rachael?’

‘No,’ said Toby firmly. ‘Why would you even ask me that?’

‘Because I remember you telling me that if you ever killed someone, you knew the best place to get rid of the body.’

Jude stiffened and saw Binnie take out her phone to send a message.

‘You told me that there was one specific bridge where the water was particularly deep and the bridge was well hidden so nobody would see you.’

‘It was only a theory. It was never…’ He was faltering in the way only those who knew they’d been caught out did.

‘That bridge you told me about is exactly where they found Rachael’s body. You killed her, didn’t you?’

‘Why would I?’ Toby was desperate now, his voice raised a fair few tones. ‘I liked her and she was always kind to me.’

‘But she knew about the fire,’ said Jessica. ‘Didn’t she?’

Jude saw Binnie’s eyes widen and felt her own mirror them.

‘I…’

‘I know she did, Toby. And do you know who else knew? Danny. I told him. Don’t you think it’s strange how two of the only people who knew what you did to Belton are both now dead?’

‘I didn’t…’

‘You don’t have to lie to me, Toby.’ Jessica sounded softer now and Jude wondered how well practised this routine was. Quick personality changes to discombobulate, strength first to show her victim who was in charge and then gentleness to disarm them and make them give her what she wanted. ‘I just want to know the truth, that’s all. If they were blackmailing you then I’m sure the police would understand.’

Only in this instance, what Jessica appeared to want was also what Jude and Binnie wanted. The truth from Toby Alcock.

The sound of a car pulling into the drive made Jude and Binnie turn to see who was approaching. The sound had also clearly alerted Jessica and Toby who had stopped talking.

The car was the same make and model as the one Jessica drove. Another way in which the Alcocks tried to copy their idols. Jude wondered whose choice it had been to buy it and decided it was probably Toby’s. Yet again she felt sorry for him. They bullied him and yet he still went out of his way to be like them. Copying Joshua’s fashion sense and Jessica’s taste in music. Desperate for scraps and constantly belittled for his efforts.

If it turned out that Jessica was right and Toby was the murderer then had it just been down to money? Or was he trying to protect them?

‘What are you doing here?’ Carol demanded as she bustled out of the car.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Alcock,’ said Binnie. ‘We’ve come to have a chat with Toby.’

‘Well, you can’t.’ She glowered first at Binnie and then Jude who took the brunt of her furious gaze. ‘I thought we had an agreement that you would keep him out of this whole debacle. You know he struggles with his nerves.’

‘I appreciate that, but new evidence has come to light and we need to talk to him.’ Binnie’s voice was empathetic but still firm.

‘New evidence?’ Carol had planted herself between Binnie and the front door of the house. Perhaps the most unlikely bouncer Jude had ever seen in her Barbour jacket and tweed skirt.

‘Could we come in?’

‘You cannot.’ Carol crossed her arms in front of her.

‘Very well, then I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist that Toby comes with me to the police station and I will question him there.’

Carol stared at Binnie with loathing, perhaps wondering if she could find a way to stop the inevitable happening and keep the police detective away from her son.

‘Do you have a warrant to break into my house?’ She indicated the open front door behind her.

‘Mrs Alcock, that was already open when we arrived.’

The anger in Carol’s eyes was replaced by fear as she temporarily forgot about her unwanted visitors and ran inside, calling out her son’s name.

Binnie and Jude followed her into the house, which had an odd shadowing of Letchley Hall about it. The walls were covered in a very similar wallpaper to that hanging in the hallway at the Merebrooks’ house, and the black and white chequerboard lino was a cheap imitation of the marble floor tiles at Letchley Hall.

Jude stopped for a moment to look at the family photos hanging on the wall: several of Toby through the years in school uniform with neatly combed hair, a family portrait of Carol and a very young Toby with a man she assumed was Mr Alcock, and a couple taken later when it was just mother and son left. As well as family photos, there were also several taken with the Merebrooks, including one of Carol next to a woman with a carefree smile, sparkling eyes and golden hair who Jude knew had to be the mysterious Hannah. It was hanging by a picture of Jessica and Joshua Merebrook with Toby, which Jude leant in to scrutinise. The composition was, on the surface at least, a happy one. Three children, perhaps eleven or twelve years old, sitting on a picnic blanket with a river in the background. Plates of sandwiches and crisps were on their laps and there were tubs of cherry tomatoes and cucumber batons in front of them.

It was clearly a hot day as they were all dressed in shorts and T-shirts, and the sky was a bright cornflower blue. All three were smiling and, placed next to the photo of Hannah Merebrook, Jude could see how similar in looks mother and daughter had been other than the colour of their hair: Jessica’s very dark and Hannah’s more the honey tones of her son’s. But what struck Jude most about the photo was the sideways look Joshua was giving Toby, and the awkwardness that stopped Toby’s smile appearing genuine. It was almost as though Joshua had just done something sneaky and was watching for Toby’s reaction, or Toby knew that something was inevitably coming and was steeling himself for it.

‘Jude!’ Binnie hissed from the entrance to the room that Carol had bustled into.

Jude tore her eyes away from the photo gallery and went to join her friend.

‘I said I’d come here to tell Toby and Carol about Rachael myself,’ Jessica said to Binnie. ‘Why did you follow me?’

She and Toby were sitting together on a sofa and Carol had pulled a footstool over so she could be close to her son.

‘We had some further questions we needed to ask,’ said Binnie. ‘I wonder if we might have ten minutes alone with you, Mr Alcock?’

Toby looked at Jessica, his eyes wild with terror. ‘I swear I didn’t do anything to Rachael, it wasn’t me.’ He pushed his balled fists into his eye sockets and Carol was instantly on her feet and pushing her thin frame into the tiny space between her child and the arm of the sofa so she could comfort him.

‘Can’t you see you’re disturbing him?’ she said to Binnie.

‘I am sorry, but this is a very serious case as I’m sure you understand and I believe that Toby may be able to help us with our enquiries.’

Toby whipped his hands from his eyes and looked up at them, his face contorted in a mix of panic and confusion. ‘I didn’t kill Rachael,’ he said. ‘I didn’t even know that she was dead, and I swear I had no idea that she knew I’d started the fire at Belton until Jess just told me.’ He looked at Jessica again, like a wounded animal, kicked and beaten by the person he’d given his loyal heart to. ‘Why did you tell them?’ he asked in a tiny, hurt voice.

‘Toby, I didn’t,’ she said. ‘But you just did.’

‘What?’ His eyes now flitted from Binnie to Jessica to Carol and back again. ‘I…’

‘We already knew,’ said Binnie, pointing behind her. ‘You didn’t close the front door and we heard you talking.’

‘It isn’t true,’ said Carol, still holding both of Toby’s hands in hers. ‘You were always such a good boy at school.’

‘I didn’t mean to, honestly. I didn’t want to do any of it but I was sick of always being the one everyone teased because they thought I was boring. I just wanted them to like me so when there was a game of dare and they asked me to join in, I just did.’ He was starting to shake and Jessica put her hand out to steady his arm.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to say anything else.’

‘Are you telling us that you started the fire as some sort of dare at school?’ Binnie asked.

Toby looked utterly broken, sitting with his mother on one side, who was still holding his hand, and Jessica on the other, cradling his arm. Jude couldn’t make her out at all. First, she had gone round all guns blazing to accuse him of double murder, and now she was acting as though she was his guardian angel.

‘I swear I didn’t mean for the entire school to burn down. They just told me to set fire to the shed with all the PE equipment in it. I told them they’d put too much petrol on it but they called me a chicken and a loser and said they knew I’d bottle it.’ Toby was now staring into space as though he was reliving that moment in vivid technicolour and Jude felt sure this was something he’d done countless times before. Something like that would stamp itself on a brain and never allow itself to be forgotten. ‘I didn’t think. I just grabbed the lighter and threw it in.’

‘Who?’ Carol’s voice was hard. ‘Who made you do it?’

‘I can’t remember their names. It was just a bunch of boys.’

Jude remembered the article she’d seen when she’d been trying to find out more about the Merebrooks. Joshua had been caught on camera taking part in an initiation test in Chelsea with the inflatable horse. She also knew from Granny Margot and George that Toby would have done anything one of the Merebrooks asked him to do. She’d seen for herself that he still would.

‘It was Joshua, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘He was the one who made you start the fire.’

Jude watched carefully as Toby looked at Jessica, and she thought she noticed her fingers digging into his arm a little tighter than before.

‘Of course not,’ Toby said. ‘Joshua would never have done that, we’re friends. He always looked out for me at school.’

That was a lie. Jude and everyone else in the room knew it.

‘Toby Alcock, I am arresting you on suspicion of arson,’ said Binnie.

‘No!’ screeched Carol. ‘You cannot do this.’

‘You do not have to say anything,’ Binnie continued, ‘but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court.’

‘You can’t take him,’ Carol yelled as Binnie finished cautioning Toby.

‘It’s okay, I promise.’ As Toby spoke, Jude saw that he was not looking at Carol but Jessica, who gave the tiniest nod of her head.
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The next day saw the winter temperature rise a few degrees, just enough for the ground to soften so the slurry could be spread. Jude knew that some folk around Malvern End wouldn’t be all that happy and she’d have complaints about the smell again when she next went into the village. But she’d do what she always did when this happened, explain that the smell was very short lived and that the slurry produced by her sheep was both the most cost effective and eco-friendly way of fertilising her pasture and her arable fields.

Any time the sheep were housed in the sheds, the waste they made was collected and stored. It wasn’t nearly as much as there would have been when Adam’s family had a herd of cattle on the farm that overwintered in the lambing shed and the ones next to it. But the drainage and storage system still worked and Jude and Noah used what they had.

After her field rounds, Jude went to the machinery shed to find the old tanker so she could fill it with slurry from the pit. She found Noah already there.

‘Great minds, an’ all that,’ he said when he saw her.

‘I’m happy to do that,’ said Jude. ‘I actually don’t mind the smell.’

‘You’re okay,’ said Noah. ‘I’m here now. Why don’t you go and pick up your fancy new computer from town?’

Jude groaned. Given the choice between spraying liquid sheep muck over her fields and sitting in the office trying to wrap her brain around the farm’s accounts, there was only one clear winner.

‘Eurgh. You mean I get to battle with my tax return?’

‘Deadline’s coming up,’ said Noah.

‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ said Jude. ‘Every year I tell myself I won’t leave it until the last minute. And every year it ends up being a last-minute panic.’

‘Go on then,’ Noah said. ‘I would offer to swap places, but I think we both know that if I try sorting the accounts it wouldn’t end well.’

‘Fine,’ said Jude. ‘But I want you to know that every part of me will be wishing I was in your shoes, showering shit all over the fields!’

‘Fair enough.’ Noah grinned.

* * *


The laptop was waiting for her as promised at the collection desk of Argos in Malvern’s retail park. Having such a shiny new toy to play with brought Jude absolutely no joy. Before she could even start doing her tax return, she’d have to learn how to set the damn thing up and load on to it everything she needed.

When she drove away from the shops, she found herself carrying on, past the mouth of West Malvern Road and on into Great Malvern itself. From there, she dropped down Church Street with the grand Priory church on one side and turned down Victoria Road, pulling up outside the police station.

A police officer Jude knew called Nige was walking up to the front door and stopped when he saw her.

‘Well, if it isn’t the station’s favourite farming detective.’ He grinned.

Jude smiled back.

‘Hi, Nige. Did you have a good Christmas?’

‘I was on duty.’ He shrugged. ‘But at least that got me out of the washing up. And I got plenty of sympathy points which, I will admit to you, I milked for all it was worth when I was off later in the week.’

‘Glad to hear it!’

‘You here to see DI Khatri, are you?’

‘She isn’t expecting me but I was hoping to catch up with her if she’s about.’

‘I think she’s interviewing this morning,’ said Nige. ‘But I’ll go and check.’

As Nige went into the station, Jude realised how silly she’d been. Of course Binnie wouldn’t just be hanging around at the station, drinking coffee and waiting for Jude to turn up for an update. If she was interviewing then it was almost certainly Toby and possibly other members of the Alcock/Merebrook conglomerate. Jude would have loved to have a live feed so she could hear what was going on, but she’d just have to be patient and wait for Binnie to fill her in.

The door of the station opened and Nige poked his head out. ‘Sorry, Jude. She’s interviewing all morning. Can I take a message for you?’

‘No,’ said Jude. ‘Thanks, but it’s nothing that can’t wait.’

She turned to go back to her car and saw Oz pulling into the parking space next to hers.

‘Hi,’ she said as he got out.

‘Well, if it isn’t the unofficial DI!’ Oz smiled and Jude noticed how the crow’s feet around his eyes gave him an added air of joviality as he teased her with Sami’s new nickname for her.

‘Binnie told you then?’

‘What, that you are a civilian so vital to the case that both of you lied to a senior officer about your role as a police consultant?’

‘I’d say we were more misleading than outright lying,’ said Jude.

‘Funny…’ Oz smiled again good-naturedly. ‘That is exactly what Binnie said.’

His natural geniality slipped then as he took on a more sombre expression. ‘Is she okay?’

Jude was startled by the change of tone and the frankness of his question.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘I called her yesterday evening and we ended up having a very long chat.’ Oz’s eyes were creased with empathy. ‘She said she was struggling.’

‘Binnie admitted that?’ It seemed so wholly out of character to Jude.

‘It’s a tough job,’ said Oz and Jude thought he sounded more than a little jaded. ‘And I told her as much. The Met took over my life. I was so desperate to be fast-tracked through the ranks that I missed out on what was far more important. My wife divorced me after only two years of marriage and I’ve been alone ever since.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Jude was surprised by the candid way he was talking but found his openness endearing.

Oz shrugged. ‘In all honesty, we probably weren’t destined to last but my job was definitely the biggest factor in the early split. I’m only telling you this because I know how all-consuming the job can be, so when Binnie told me she was struggling, it resonated with me.’

‘You must have been very good friends.’ Jude wondered again exactly how good. ‘She’s such a closed book when it comes to her emotions.’

‘We were. And I hope that now we’ve reconnected, we will be again.’ He locked the door of his car and put the key fob in his coat pocket. ‘She’s a special person, but then I think you know that, judging by the friendship you two obviously have.’

‘She is special,’ said Jude. She couldn’t be sure just how much Binnie had told him about the head injury that had been the catalyst for her current struggles, nor the fact that she was contemplating leaving the force, so she decided to guide the topic of conversation away from Binnie and on to the case.

‘Bit of a twist yesterday to find out that one of the suspects had such a big secret to hide,’ she said.

‘Indeed,’ said Oz. ‘And that the two victims were both in possession of said secret.’

He looked at her quizzically. ‘What do you make of it all, Jude?’ Oz asked. ‘I gather from Binnie that you are someone with a rare talent for observation and theorising. She said that’s why she involves you as an unofficial member of the investigative team.’

Jude felt a flush warm her cheeks slightly. ‘I’d say she highly exaggerated that.’

‘Oh, we both know exaggeration is not something Binnie Khatri goes in for. So tell me, what are your thoughts on Toby Alcock?’

‘I think he’s a complicated character,’ Jude began. ‘I think he feels things very strongly and he is certainly overly fixated where the Merebrooks are concerned. I also think there are more ludicrous motives for murder than killing to protect people you love, or in his case, are obsessed with. But did he do it? I’m not sure.’

‘He knows the river though, and the fact he’d worked out the best place to throw a body is extraordinarily bizarre.’

Jude nodded. ‘But who else did he tell apart from Jessica? An off-the-cuff comment to the wrong pair of ears and he might have inadvertently gifted someone the perfect hiding place for a dead body.’

‘Almost perfect,’ Oz pointed out.

‘Almost,’ Jude agreed.

‘Binnie and I are pretty certain that if he is guilty, he wasn’t working alone. Could he have been in cahoots with one of the Merebrooks?’

Jude sighed. This was a question she’d asked herself many times already and it was something that only sent her thoughts spiralling.

‘I heard the way Jessica spoke to him when she confronted him with her suspicions,’ she said. ‘She definitely wasn’t working with him, but perhaps Joshua could have been – or Alexander.’

‘They certainly both have strong motives themselves.’

‘Do you know if anyone managed to talk to Danny and Rachael’s foster parents?’ Jude asked.

‘No,’ said Oz. ‘Mrs Montgomery died a couple of years ago and her husband is still living in London. My colleagues have made several attempts to make contact with him but so far no luck. He took a week off work so presumably is away on holiday at the moment.’

‘Do you know how Mrs Montgomery died?’ Jude asked.

Oz cocked his head. ‘You mean were there any suspicious circumstances surrounding her death?’

‘You can’t blame me.’ Jude’s toes were starting to feel the chill so she tapped first one foot and then the other to encourage the blood to flow and warm them. ‘Given the fact we already have three – possibly four – bodies already that were by no means natural deaths.’

‘Sorry.’ Oz looked confused. ‘Three or four bodies. Are you including the Hannah Merebrook case in this?’

‘I am,’ said Jude. ‘Like you and Binnie said, there are rarely coincidences when dealing with murder. I don’t know how they’re linked but if Mr and Mrs Montgomery were living in Malvern End when Hannah’s lover was shot and she disappeared then they might be the connection we’re looking for.’

‘You have ideas?’ Oz could clearly be as blunt as Binnie when in work mode.

‘A few,’ said Jude. ‘Did they see something and were paid off to keep shtum and move away? Looking at the insurance claim, Alexander would only have had to sell a couple of knick-knacks to make a very tempting deal. Perhaps Danny and Rachael found out and came back to milk it, get embroiled in the family and then ask for more money to keep quiet.’ Jude assessed her audience to see if she could read his mind. Did he think her a foolish conspirator or was he really interested in her thoughts? She thought he was showing more signs of the latter so she continued.

‘Or perhaps they had something to do with Hannah’s disappearance. Maybe they helped her escape the world’s eyes while she was trying to stay hidden. Or maybe the opposite is true. Maybe the theory that Alexander Merebrook killed his wife and her lover is right and they helped him cover it up? If Danny and Rachael had discovered any of these secrets then their presence in the Merebrooks’ life could surely only be to cause trouble for the family.’

Oz looked impressed as he let his head nod softly. ‘Binnie was right,’ he said. ‘You are good.’

‘Not that good,’ said Jude with a deep sigh. ‘There are still so many holes I just can’t fill.’

‘We’ll get there,’ said Oz. ‘I’m heading in now to find out exactly what they pulled from Toby Alcock and Joshua Merebrook.’

‘Joshua?’ Jude was surprised to hear that he had also been taken in for questioning.

‘Yes,’ Oz confirmed. ‘Brought in to talk about the arson attack at Belton school but I know Binnie was going to take the opportunity to quiz him more about Rachael.’ He checked his watch. ‘I’d better get going, Jude. Nice talking to you. I’m sure we will see a lot more of each other.’

Jude wasn’t sure if he meant because of the case, or because he was intending to be a more permanent fixture in Binnie’s life. Either way, she knew she wouldn’t be sorry to see the amiable DCI Chambers more often. She could already see why Binnie was so happy in his company.

‘See you again,’ she said as she got back into her Land Rover.

Setting off, Jude found that Douglas and Patricia Montgomery were on her mind. Chatting through her thoughts with Oz had made them even more interesting to her than they already had been. In a place like Malvern End, where everyone inevitably knew everybody else’s business, she thought it couldn’t take her too long to dig around and find out more about them. And she knew exactly where to start.

* * *


When Jude went inside Perrins House, she found that it was an awful lot less festive than it had been on her last visit. The lack of tinsel and paperchains made the care home seem much drabber than it really was but the removal of several Christmas trees did make it seem more spacious again. It was the same all over the place, the new year erasing all signs of Christmas excess and replacing it with tidiness and order.

Jude knew that Granny Margot would pretend to be grateful for the end of what she considered to be the season for the young but would also be lamenting the lack of decorations and a steady supply of chocolates and fruit jellies.

‘Jude!’ Lucy was on duty and helping one of the residents walk with his frame in the direction of the toilets. ‘This is a nice surprise. Margot is actually having a bit of a nap in the conservatory but go on in, I know she’ll be delighted to see you when she wakes up.’

The conservatory was a beautiful space that wrapped around a corner of the main building, offering views of the expansive gardens from two sides. It was the perfect suntrap, making it toasty enough for tropical plants to grow in there. Also making it a place where residents often dozed off in the warmth.

Jude found Granny Margot sitting on a rattan chair, not asleep as Lucy had suggested, but gazing out into the garden through a pair of binoculars.

‘Doing a spot of birdwatching?’ Jude asked, seeing the four-armed feeder stuck into the lawn just outside the window.

‘No,’ said Granny Margot without removing the binoculars from her eyes. ‘I’m watching to see if Fizz and Hector are getting up to any funny business behind the rhododendron bush.’

‘Pardon?’

‘I’ve suspected the two of them of having a bit of a thing for a while now but they both deny it.’ Granny Margot twisted the dial on the top of the binoculars to adjust the focus. ‘I saw Hector sneak out through the conservatory door when I was pretending to be asleep and I knew Fizz wouldn’t be too far behind him. Sure enough, they both went down to the bottom of the garden, disappeared behind the rhododendrons and haven’t been seen since. Now you tell me what they’re doing down there if it isn’t a little bit of funny business?’

Jude chuckled again. ‘My mind is boggling,’ she said.

‘Imagine what mine is doing,’ said Granny Margot. ‘You don’t have to be here witnessing their shenanigans day in, day out.’

‘You know you could just put down the binoculars,’ Jude pointed out.

‘Now where’s the fun in that?’ Granny Margot did prise her eyes away from the rhododendrons and put her binoculars on the table next to her: upright so she could snatch them up again at any moment should they be needed.

‘I wasn’t expecting you this morning, Jude,’ she said. ‘Not that it isn’t wonderful to see you as always.’

Jude pulled another rattan chair from the other side of a lemon tree and put it next to Granny Margot’s. ‘I had to pick up a new computer in town so I thought I’d pop in.’

‘How lovely,’ Granny Margot remarked. ‘Lucy said you’re getting ready for lambing already.’

‘We’ve a fair while to go yet,’ said Jude. ‘Noah’s very twitchy about the baby though and he wants to be super prepared.’

‘Let him get on with it, I say. It’ll give you more time to solve these murders. Now, what have you got for me? Anything new?’

Jude plumped the cushion behind her back. ‘What do you know about a couple who used to live in the village called the Montgomerys?’ she asked. ‘I think we are going back to before I came to the farm.’

‘Doug and Tricia,’ Granny Margot replied without having to think about it. ‘I remember them. They were very good friends of the Merebrooks, Hannah in particular.’

Jude’s antennae were already starting to prick at this, remembering how Alexander had said he barely knew them.

‘Doug and Hannah used to walk out together at one time, and they remained very good friends even after their romance ended,’ Granny Margot continued.

‘How did Alexander feel about that?’ Jude thought of the sort of man he was and couldn’t see a way in which he would be altogether happy about having a wife who remained friends with one of her ex-boyfriends.

‘Honestly, I have no idea. If there was a problem then he never made it public knowledge. When you saw the four of them together, they all seemed to get on famously. From what I remember there was more gossip in the village about whether or not he was having an affair with Tricia than the state of Hannah’s relationship with Doug.’

‘And was he?’

‘Again, dearest Jude, I have no idea.’ Granny Margot patted her silver bobbed hair. ‘What I do remember though is the way they fell out. Terrible business it was. Alexander was offered some sort of business proposal, one of those sure things – you know the sort. Pile in your life savings and you’ll double your money in two years.’

Jude winced. The one thing her waste of a father had actually taught her was that if something appeared to be too easy or too good to be true then it inevitably was.

‘Oh dear,’ she said.

‘It was definitely oh dear for Doug Montgomery. He lost everything, including the house. But Alexander, who had persuaded Doug to plough his money into a fool’s game, decided not to gamble his own wealth.’

Jude gave a small involuntary gasp. ‘You’re joking?’

‘I never joke about these things. The rich stayed rich and the poor lost it all. It’s an age-old story. Not that the Montgomerys were poor exactly, they just wanted to improve their circumstances, I suppose, and trusted the advice of an old friend.’

‘Was that when they left the village?’

‘I suppose it was. Poor Hannah was absolutely mortified. I think that was probably the final nail in the coffin of their dead marriage. It wasn’t that long before she was having an affair and it all ended in tragedy.’ Granny Margot gave Jude a meaningful look. ‘Now it’s your turn to talk. Why are you asking me about a couple who must have left the village twenty years ago?’

‘First thing to tell you is that Danny and Rachael were foster siblings, brought up together by the Montgomerys.’

‘Now that is interesting,’ said Granny Margot. ‘What have they got to say about the whole thing?’

‘Tricia died a couple of years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘And Doug just happens to have taken a holiday at exactly the time the police need to speak to him.’

‘Which makes you wonder why.’

‘Of course it does,’ said Jude. ‘Especially after hearing what you had to say about the money Alexander lost him. Surely that would have given his children a reason to have sought out the Merebrook family and mess with them to teach Alexander a lesson. Marry his children and cause him embarrassment and annoyance from the inside as well as stealing some of what they must have thought their foster father was owed.’

‘That would make perfect sense,’ said Granny Margot. ‘And it would explain the note that Rachael sent her brother. She had married into the family, never for love but purely for revenge. I’d hang my hat on the fact the pregnancy that ended so soon after their marriage was one that never actually was.’

‘She made it up so he’d marry her?’ If this was true – and Jude believed it very well might be – she felt tricked herself. She’d felt so sorry for Rachael on hearing of her miscarriage and so angry at Joshua and Alexander for their terribly crass way of handling the situation. The whole lot of them were as bad as each other but what did this mean for the two murders?

‘Do you think someone found out about their espionage and decided to take matters into their own hands?’ she asked.

Granny Margot steepled her fingers across the bridge of her nose. ‘I think that would be a very reasonable deduction to make.’

Jude jumped as Granny Margot suddenly lurched forward and grabbed her binoculars.

‘Hang on,’ she said as she pointed the glasses to the end of the garden where Jude saw the branches of the rhododendron bush moving and Hector appeared. He gave a furtive glance around him before nodding back to a second person, still hidden amongst the foliage.

‘I knew it!’ Granny Margot said triumphantly as Fizz appeared at Hector’s side. ‘They can’t pretend now, can they?’

Granny Margot picked up a little metal watering-can, left on the windowsill for the houseplants, and leant over to tap the spout on the window.

‘Cooey!’ she called out in glee, waving at the two pensioners whose faces had flamed the instant they realised they’d been caught out.

‘Gotcha,’ Granny Margot muttered under her breath.

* * *


Jude’s head was spinning as she left the care home and began her drive back to the farm. The last thing she wanted to do when she got there was to unbox the fancy new laptop and try to learn how to use it.

It took several hours and a seemingly constant stream of mugs of tea and coffee from Marco (which Jude felt were his way of saying that he was there for her but wouldn’t get involved in the tech and tax return on any account) for her to start to get on top of things.

So, when Binnie phoned later that afternoon, Jude was only too glad of the excuse to down tools and stop for an update.

‘I gather from Oz and Nige that you called into the station earlier,’ Binnie said. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t see you, it’s been a busy day.’

‘I didn’t really expect you to,’ said Jude. ‘I was in town anyway so I thought I’d drop in on the off-chance. It was nice to have a chat with Oz though. He happened to mention he was now single.’

‘A fact I already know,’ said Binnie. ‘And here’s another one for you, Jude. Neither Oz nor I are in any hurry to change that situation. It is very lovely to have him back in my life and I’d forgotten how much I enjoy his company, but that really is all. I know you mean well but stop now.’

Jude heard the tiredness in her friend’s voice again and knew that the time for teasing her about Oz had come to an end. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

‘I just want to get through this case,’ said Binnie. ‘And then, I’ve made my mind up, I am going to hand in my notice.’

For once, Jude didn’t know what to say. She knew just how much Binnie loved her job and what a momentous decision this was for her.

‘You’ve been telling me for ages to look after myself better and I know you’ve noticed how tired I get and how many painkillers I have to take. It’s time to listen to you and give my head a chance to rest and heal properly.’

‘Oh, Binnie,’ Jude said. ‘I’m so sorry but for what it’s worth, I think it’s the right choice. And you never know what’s around the corner.’

‘Perhaps I don’t,’ said Binnie. ‘Anyway, Toby Alcock.’ As was her way, Binnie moved the spotlight off her with sudden abruptness. ‘He’s admitted to starting the fire that burnt Belton down which is enough for us to keep him in for the moment, although the Merebrooks have hired him a hotshot lawyer who will no doubt get him out on bail before too long. Money definitely buys a level of protection in this case.’

‘He said it was some sort of initiation test set by other boys from the school,’ said Jude. ‘I know one of them was Joshua. I bet that’s why they’re paying for Toby’s legal representation.’

‘I agree, but Toby is keeping him out of it completely. He has stated categorically that Joshua was not involved at all and has given the name of two other boys. The trouble is, Belton burnt before school records were backed up on the cloud, or whatever schools use nowadays. Pretty much all data was lost so it’s not that easy to find them.’

Jude frowned. ‘So they might be nothing but a wild goose chase, made-up names to keep the heat away from Joshua. Names Toby had absolutely no recollection of when we first asked him about it, if you remember.’

‘Exactly,’ said Binnie. ‘We did bring Joshua in but he, of course, denied all involvement and claimed he didn’t even know that Toby had been the one to set the fire.’

‘What about the murders?’ Jude asked.

‘Absolutely nothing to pin them on Toby, although we’re going to keep pushing. The fact that he told Jessica the bridge was the perfect place to hide a body is not evidence per se, but it is a pretty strong indicator that either Toby or someone he mentioned this to is involved.’

‘This whole thing is like filling a circular hole with a peg that’s square and refusing to be manipulated,’ said Jude.

‘I agree,’ said Binnie. ‘We know Rachael paid to have her brother killed, but I don’t think we have her true motive. I keep going over that note in my mind and trying to figure it out and I have no sensible suggestions. Not one.’

‘I have another confusing twist to add to the mix,’ said Jude. ‘After I went to the station this morning, I dropped in on Granny Margot, font of all knowledge when it comes to Malvern End and its inhabitants from the past few decades.’

‘Did you ask her about Mr and Mrs Montgomery?’

‘I did and it seems that this is another lie Alexander has spun. He said that he didn’t really know them but according to Granny Margot, they were actually the best of friends.’

Jude told Binnie about the rumour that Alexander might have been having an affair with Tricia Montgomery and that Hannah and Doug were old, close friends. When she brought up the bad business advice and the money that Doug had lost, Binnie made an odd hissing sound down the phone as though she was exhaling all her frustrations through her teeth.

‘What is wrong with people?’ she said. ‘Imagine treating anyone that way, let alone a good friend. Especially when the Merebrooks are sitting on all that wealth, locked up in heirlooms only ever kept hidden away in a safe.’

‘I can see why Danny and Rachael came here.’ Jude adjusted the phone in her hand and stood up to stretch her legs after sitting at the laptop for so long. ‘And I can understand why Rachael felt no guilt in helping herself to some of the Letchley Hall fortune. It is making me wonder exactly what service she thought she was paying for. Surely it would make more sense if she had hired someone to hurt the Merebrooks in some way. Perhaps the phone call I overheard had absolutely nothing to do with Danny’s murder at all.’

‘Hang on, Jude. I’ve just had a message. Let me put you on hold for a minute while I check if it’s something important.’

There was a pause as Binnie listened to her voicemail and then she was back.

‘Forensics have found several of Rachael’s hairs and traces of her blood in the boot of Toby’s car.’
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The combination of Toby’s knowledge of the river and the best place along it to dump a body, with the positive DNA samples found in his car, gave Binnie what she needed to issue a search warrant.

When going through the Alcocks’ house, the team found a box hidden amongst the old schoolbooks, baby clothes and toys Carol had squirrelled away. In the box were the diamond necklace and rare Meissen jugs, along with some other small antiques and pieces of jewellery that had been included on the insurance list Alexander had wasted no time in putting together.

With the new evidence adding to what the police already had on him, not even the Merebrooks’ hotshot lawyer had been able to get Toby released on bail. He had been arrested on suspicion of two serious crimes: the Belton fire and the murder of Rachael Merebrook.

While Jude felt certain he was knee-deep in both, she was equally sure that he was not the only one. Someone was pulling his strings and she had a very strong feeling that this someone was either Joshua or Alexander.

For the briefest of moments, Jude wondered if Carol had been the one to help her son dispose of Rachael’s body and steal the heirlooms but that was a very short-lived theory. A mother as protective as she was would not just sit back and watch her son take all the blame if she knew the truth.

No, Jude thought as she let the bantam hens out of their coops and into the orchard. It is someone else, and my money is on Joshua Merebrook.

Alexander had certainly got a very good motive and he would be in absolutely no hurry to step up and take his share of the blame if he could allow Toby to take the fall. But the more Jude thought over the possibility, the more she felt Joshua fitted the profile far better. They’d all witnessed Toby taking the blame for the school fire which Jude was sure had been instigated by Joshua. Rachael had made a fool of him and stolen a fortune that was heading his way as heir to the Letchley Hall fortune. A man like that would have been apoplectic about both of these things and, Jude supposed, highly unlikely to let them pass unpunished.

Was Jessica involved as well? There’d certainly appeared to be some sort of unspoken understanding passed between her and Toby right before he was arrested.

‘Excuse me, ladies,’ Jude said to the hens as she scootched them out of the way so she could fill their feed trays.

They were glad to be outside and busied themselves pecking at their breakfast or scratching around in the grass, making it easier for Jude to collect their little eggs. With each nesting lid she lifted and each speckled egg she secreted safely into an egg box, she firmed her theory about Joshua and tried hard to think of ways she could prove it.

Once all the eggs had been collected, Jude carefully stacked the boxes into a wheelbarrow and pushed it across to the gate that led into the garden. Then she went to check on her pedigree Kerry Hill sheep on the other side of the orchard. All three of her ewes were pregnant and she was hoping that, come the summer, she would have a good chance with the lambs at the county shows. Her two rams were kept in a separate enclosure, away from the ewes now that they had performed their sire duties for the season. Noah had helped her fence off two suitable areas of the orchard, each with shelter and plenty of space for the sheep to, in theory at least, be kept away from trouble.

‘I don’t know which of you was responsible for getting my little Pancake pregnant,’ Jude said as she let herself into the rams’ enclosure. ‘But you might like to know, she’s doing very well.’

The rams eyed her suspiciously.

‘How are you for water?’ Jude asked.

It was the first morning in a while that she didn’t have to break ice on their drinking buckets but they were in need of a top-up so, after she’d thrown a carefully measured helping of sheep nuts into their trough, Jude went to fetch the hose.

With the rams dealt with, she went to check on her mums-to-be in the ewes’ enclosure and felt a wash of pride at how well they looked, and excitement for the new little lives they were carrying inside them.

Before bustling on to the next task at hand, Jude stood for a while, arms resting on the fencing around the ewes, and watched them as they attacked their food trough as though they had never been fed before and didn’t think they ever would again.

She tried to still her whirring mind but it was an impossible task, and she was soon thinking about the Merebrooks and Toby Alcock again.

‘Where does Hannah fit into all of this?’ Jude asked the Kerry Hills. ‘Because we know she has to in some way, don’t we? A woman suspected of murder has either been missing for years or was killed herself and now her family is at the epicentre of two more deaths.’

One of the ewes bleated at her with comical timing.

‘Thank you for your input, Lark,’ said Jude. ‘Scaz, Abby, anything either of you would like to add?’

The sheep remained quiet, choosing instead to focus on the food in their trough.

Jude watched them for a while longer, succumbing to the greater power of her mind and allowing it to chop up all she knew about Hannah Merebrook in the hope she would uncover something she hadn’t thought of before.

It was as the ewes finished their food and started to snuffle around in the grass for any stray sheep nuts that someone of possible interest did dawn on Jude. And when it had she was angry with herself for not remembering it sooner.

‘She wrote a column,’ said Jude. ‘Alternative views on countryside issues or something like that and I’m sure one of the titles had something to do with banning the use of firearms on farms.’

The sudden realisation of what she’d missed hit Jude with a wallop and she thudded her hands down hard on the top bar of the fencing, making the sheep skitter away from their food.

‘Thanks for the chat,’ she said to the Kerry Hills as she left them to it. ‘It might have been very useful.’

On her way out of the orchard, Jude collected the wheelbarrow of eggs and pushed it up the garden path to the back door which was unlocked. She left them outside while she went in, kicking her boots off as she did and shrugging her coat off and onto a peg.

‘Come on, you two,’ she said to Pip and Alfie who had both run up to greet her as soon as they’d heard the door open. ‘We have work to do.’

The new laptop switched on instantly and, whereas the old computer had needed plenty of time to stretch its brain and warm up before it offered a search bar, the new machine got straight to the point. Jude was quickly connected to the internet and tapped in Hannah Merebrook’s name along with key words magazine column and firearms.

She had to admit that the smooth keys were much nicer to type with and the fact that her search results appeared in a list within a second did make a nice change from the sadly outdated computer waiting to be taken to the recycling centre.

‘There it is,’ said Jude as what she’d been looking for appeared on her screen. One of a string of articles that Hannah had written for an online publication Jude had never heard of before called Countryside Quest, which claimed to redefine what it meant to live in the countryside in a modern era. This, she knew, had the potential to be extraordinarily explosive, as old country traditions and values often did not align with the scrutiny of a modern eye.

Hannah’s column, it seemed, was dedicated to poking at the most divisive of topics, ranging from the place traditional hunts had in a modern world to whether farmers should be forced to think more about the environment when using chemicals on their crops and if people should be allowed to own a house in a rural community if it was a second home.

It had been nineteen years since Hannah’s last column feature and Jude could imagine the topics she’d include if she’d still been writing them. Top of the list would be the vast amounts of farming land being turned over to solar-farming and, of course, the new inheritance tax scheme that was crippling so many family-run farms.

There was only one issue she wanted to hear Hannah’s thoughts on.

‘What should the boundaries be when it comes to firearm use in the countryside?’ she read aloud as she clicked on the correct column.

The right to own a shotgun in the UK is something that is often seen as a necessity in our rural communities. Although usage of these weapons is strictly limited and controlled, it is still legal in this country to own a shotgun as long as the correct licence is granted and firearms are securely stored.

I have often found myself asking if this law is still relevant today and why so many landowners choose to keep such dangerous weapons.

Perhaps the first thing to ask ourselves is what are people using shotguns for? No longer can an Englishman defend his castle in any way he chooses. Luckily, society has moved forward with enough sense to see that this was a law destined to be mistreated.

Now, shotguns are used primarily for rural sport, culling of animals classed as ‘pests’ and the killing of injured farm animals. But are these reasons justifiable or do we need to tighten the restrictions, perhaps even banning the use of shotguns altogether?

Jude read on, taking on board what turned out to be a very one-sided rhetoric. The longer she’d lived at Malvern Farm, the bristlier she had become when it came to people without knowledge or understanding of the nuances of country life throwing their opinions around without consideration for the people whose lives they seemed so keen to reshape.

There was only one thing though that Jude was interested in about Hannah’s opinions on shotguns and that was that she was clearly very much against them in almost all situations.

And for Jude the inference was an obvious one. If she was so anti-firearms, then there seemed very little chance she would have learnt to use one. And if she didn’t know how to shoot, then Carol and Granny Margot’s theory that she had been set up for the murder of Rick Banks seemed even more plausible. Furthermore, if someone else had killed Rick, then that also meant the chances of them murdering Hannah too seemed pretty high.

Had Alexander Merebrook managed the seemingly impossible? Had he stitched up his wife before killing her and somehow got away with a double murder? And if so, had he felt infallible enough to kill again when his reputation and wealth had been in jeopardy?

Perhaps it was him and not Joshua who had been tugging on Toby’s puppet strings. Either of them certainly seemed more believable as a killer so maybe Toby’s part in Rachael’s murder had been far more of a knight’s page. Following his master and tidying up after him.

‘But none of the Merebrooks left the house for at least a day after Rachael ran away.’ Jude growled with frustration. ‘How could any of them have helped Toby kill her?’

Before she switched her laptop off, she copied the link to the article and sent it to Binnie.

Then she put the investigation to one side again as she carried on with her farm jobs.

The eggs needed to be sorted into orders both for Mrs James at the village shop and also for Roy at the farm shop down the road. What was left she’d put in the honesty box at the end of her drive on the way out.

Jude carefully stacked the egg boxes into the back of the Land Rover and set off down her drive. At the bottom, she pulled over and got out of the car to collect the money box that was feeling comfortably full. After emptying it into a pouch, she re-locked it and secured it back in place before taking out the first of the eggs allocated for the honesty stall.

As she was putting the second load of eggs into the little wooden shelter, a car drew up next to her and wound the window down.

‘Oh, hi,’ said the woman inside. ‘I was wondering if you could point me in the direction of Letchley Hall?’

Instantly suspicious, Jude was not forthcoming with directions in the way she usually would have been. She went closer to the car and bent down so she could look in at the woman.

‘Are you another reporter?’ she asked.

‘What?’ The driver looked surprised. ‘No. My name’s Kathleen Jones, Kathy. I’m looking for the daughter of a friend. I’ve got some urgent news for her.’

‘Sorry, who are you looking for?’ Jude asked, realising that she was scowling but needing to make sure that this stranger wasn’t just after a cheap story. There was only one woman living at Letchley Hall and she was Alexander Merebrook’s daughter. Also Hannah’s daughter, Jude realised. Was there a chance that this woman had come on her behalf? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, it passed again. If Hannah was still alive then she wouldn’t be sending friends around who would be so lax in their handling of things.

‘Sorry, but do you know where Letchley Hall is or not?’ Kathy asked tetchily.

‘The family is going through a really tough time at the moment as I’m sure you can imagine,’ said Jude. ‘If I’m being terse then it’s because I don’t want to be responsible for sending someone over who is only after a bit of true crime macabre.’

‘I appreciate that, but this is rather important.’ She looked genuinely concerned. ‘I’m looking for Rachael Montgomery, or Merebrook as she is now.’

For a moment, Jude didn’t know what to say. She still didn’t really know who this woman was but if she was a friend who somehow hadn’t heard about Rachael then Jude didn’t want to be the person to spring it on her.

‘Her father, Doug, had a nasty accident and he’s in a coma. I know it’s the most awful timing and she must already be going through hell after what happened to her brother, but I also know how much she and Danny loved their dad and I’m sure she would want to know so that she can go and visit him.’

Jude had to stand up for a moment so she could gather her thoughts.

Danny and Rachael’s father, the man Alexander Merebrook had significantly screwed over, was in a coma. This woman had just said he’d had a terrible accident but, with both of his children already murdered since the year had started such a very short time ago, Jude was already thinking that the chances of his current situation being accidental were very slim indeed.
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Jude heard the car door opening and Kathy got out and walked around to meet her.

‘What’s going on here?’ Kathy asked, pushing her fingertips deep into her thick Afro hair to massage her scalp. ‘You won’t tell me where Rachael is and now you’re acting most peculiar when you heard about Doug. Did you know him?’

Jude closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath.

‘I’m Jude Gray.’ She offered a hand but the woman didn’t seem to be in the mood for shaking it, which, Jude thought, was fair enough. ‘I think there’s quite a lot for us to talk about, actually. And I also think my friend Detective Inspector Khatri would be very interested to hear what you have to say.’

‘Detective Inspector?’ Kathy looked confused.

‘Yes,’ said Jude.

‘The police are already investigating what happened to Doug, though.’

For a police investigation to have already been triggered, Jude knew that they must have reason to think that his death was suspicious. ‘I thought you said he had an accident?’ She wondered why Binnie hadn’t already been told about it.

Kathy stared at Jude for a moment as though trying to work out how much to trust her. ‘He was mugged,’ she said. ‘But if you didn’t already know this and you thought it was only an accident, why do you think your detective friend would be interested?’

‘Let me just call DI Khatri, and then will you come and have a cup of tea in the warm?’

‘I don’t know.’ Kathy’s brow had furrowed deeply in distrust.

‘I’ll put the speakerphone on if you like so you can hear for yourself that I’m not making it up.’

Kathy thought for a second before answering. ‘Okay.’

‘Thank you.’ Jude took her phone out and scrolled her contacts for Binnie’s work number, relieved when she answered after only a couple of rings.

‘Jude? You’re using my work number, is everything okay?’

‘Hi, Binnie,’ said Jude. ‘Before we go on, I have someone here I would like you to talk to, but she just needs to confirm that you are who I said you are. Could you just tell her your full name and job title, please?’

Jude knew that Binnie wouldn’t hesitate, knowing instantly that Jude wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t important.

‘Detective Inspector Binita Khatri of West Mercia Police. Is there something I can help you with?’

Jude looked at Kathy, who nodded.

‘Thanks, Binnie,’ said Jude. ‘A friend of Danny and Rachael’s father has arrived in the village with the news that Doug Montgomery is in a coma. That’s why he hasn’t been answering your calls.’

‘Crikey, I see,’ said Binnie. ‘When did this happen?’

Jude held the phone out to Kathy.

‘Hello, Detective. My name is Kathleen Jones.’

‘Hello, Kathleen. Thank you for talking to me. Can you tell me exactly what happened?’

‘Kathy, please. I’m afraid I don’t know very much. Since he’s been on his own, what with the children moving on and him splitting up with his girlfriend over Christmas, I’ve been keeping an eye on Doug.’ The way she puffed up her chest just a little as she said this made Jude think of Carol when she spoke about how good a friend she was to the Merebrooks. ‘I started to worry around the New Year when he wasn’t answering his door or his phone.’

‘We are aware he took a week off work around New Year,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you know where he went?’

Kathy looked surprised at this. ‘He didn’t mention anything to me about a holiday,’ she said. ‘And he definitely would have. When he goes away with work, he asks me to look after his cat and watch out for any deliveries left on the doorstep, you see.’

‘Right,’ said Binnie. ‘So take me to how he ended up in a coma, if you can.’

‘I left it a few days and then contacted the police to register a missing person’s report, but he’s a grown man and I’m not next of kin so they weren’t interested.’

‘Sorry to stop you, but where did you file that report?’

Jude knew that Binnie would be thinking the same thing she was. If Doug Montgomery had been added to the missing persons register, then why had this not come up when her police colleagues had been looking for him?

‘I went into our local police station in Bethnal Green and reported it there. Someone took all the details and said they’d be in touch, but I could tell what she thought of me.’

‘Kathy, I’m sorry you had that experience,’ said Binnie.

‘Thank you,’ said Kathy. ‘I know they must be really busy. Anyway, then I saw the news and knew Danny had been killed and I thought Doug must have gone away to be with Rachael. Only then I had a call to say he’d been mugged.’

‘Mugged?’ Binnie asked.

‘That’s right. Some bastard put him in hospital, all for a mobile phone and a crappy second-hand car.’

‘Look, I feel that this is a conversation I would like to have in person, if that would be okay with you?’ said Binnie. ‘Would you be happy for me and another detective dealing with this case to come to the farm and talk to you there? If you’d rather, you can come down to the station, but it’s really busy down here at the moment so we might have to wait some time for a room to become available.’

Kathy looked at Jude. ‘Were you just on your way out?’

‘It’s fine,’ said Jude. ‘I’d be more than happy for you to come and wait with me in the house.’

Kathy nodded. ‘At the farm would be fine then.’

‘Thank you,’ said Binnie. ‘I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.’

The phone went dead and Kathy passed it back over to Jude.

‘Do you think I should go and tell Rachael I’m here first?’ she asked. ‘I’d hate her to find out about her father before I’ve had a chance to see her.’

Jude didn’t feel as though it was up to her to tell this woman that it was already too late for Rachael, but she also didn’t enjoy the sense of keeping such a big thing from her.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Let’s go up to the house and put the kettle on while we wait for Binnie. If you don’t mind going first, I can pull out and turn my car round.’

‘Okay.’ Kathy looked a little dubious still. ‘Is it just straight up there?’

‘That’s it. Park anywhere in the yard and I’ll be right behind you.’

Kathy got back into her car, reversed a little into the lane so that she could swing her front end round and, when she was clear, Jude turned the Land Rover and followed her. The egg deliveries would just have to be late that day.

* * *


A quarter of an hour after Jude had sat Kathy down at the dining room and put a large mug of sugary tea in front of her, Binnie and Sami arrived at Malvern Farm. Jude took them into the dining room and made the necessary introductions.

‘Thank you for agreeing to meet us,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you mind if we record this?’

Sami held up an iPad ready to go.

‘No, that’s fine,’ said Kathy.

‘Thank you.’ Sami switched the recorder on and propped it on the table. ‘Before we start, can you just confirm your full name, please?’

For the sake of the recording, Kathy said her name and Binnie gave a brief summary of the phone conversation they’d already had.

‘So, tell me exactly how you found out he was in hospital?’ Binnie prompted when they were up to date.

‘I had a call last night from the police to say there was a patient in Gloucester hospital matching Doug’s description who had come in with no form of identity. I drove down straight away, well, you would, wouldn’t you?’

Jude, Binnie and Sami all nodded in encouragement.

‘It was a shock seeing him there, with so many wires and tubes. It was definitely Doug, but he looked so much smaller and there is still a lot of bruising on his face.’ Kathy took a tissue from the cuff of her jumper and dabbed her leaking eyes. ‘They told me he’d been mugged. For some reason I just can’t fathom, he was in the car park of Gloucester Quays on New Year’s Day, and someone attacked him, pushed him down the stairs and stole his wallet, phone and car keys, leaving no way of tracing him. He’s been in a coma ever since, with nobody familiar around to look after him.’

‘I can see that this is distressing for you,’ said Binnie, ‘but do you mind if I ask you a few more questions about Doug and his children?’

‘That’s fine,’ Kathy sniffed. ‘I’ll help however I can, but can I ask – Gloucester police are, I believe, already dealing with the mugging. Why are you so interested too? Do you think it has something to do with Danny’s murder?’

‘We’re just exploring all possibilities,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you remember the last time Doug saw his foster children?’

The confused look on her face only deepened. ‘Danny and Rachael were fostered? They always seemed like such a tight and loving family unit.’

‘Not all loving families are connected by blood,’ said Jude.

‘No, of course.’ Kathy shook her head as though shaking her thoughts back into order. ‘That was a silly thing to say, you just took me by surprise.’

‘Can you remember when they were last at home?’ Sami asked.

Kathy pulled her thick-knit cardigan around her. ‘Neither of them was home for Christmas but they did have a family get-together a couple of days later. He was so excited to have just the three of them together for lunch.’

‘No partners were invited?’

‘No, just Doug, Danny and Rachael. Sonia was supposed to be there too but they had some sort of row.’

‘Sorry, Sonia being…?’ Binnie asked.

‘His ex-girlfriend. Sonia Hastings.’ Kathy appeared to be a naturally nervous sort of person, constantly fiddling with her clothing and picking at the edges of her fingernails.

When Kathy had mentioned a recent relationship break-up initially, Jude hadn’t imagined that recent meant just days before he’d been attacked.

‘Do you have a contact number for her?’ Sami asked.

Kathy shook her head. ‘I’m afraid I don’t. I didn’t really know her very well. She was only in London sporadically, I believe she had family elsewhere, a son perhaps?’

‘Not to worry, we can look into that,’ said Binnie. ‘Would you say Doug had a loving relationship with his two foster children?’

‘Definitely,’ said Kathy enthusiastically. ‘They adore him and he adores them.’

‘And their partners? Jessica and Joshua Merebrook? What was their relationship like with him?’

‘As far as I know Doug never met them. I know he was devastated when Rachael went off and got married without even telling him. Strange how they ended up being involved with a brother and sister, isn’t it?’

Not, Jude thought, if there was a reason Danny and Rachael both wanted to infiltrate the same family.

Kathy’s face fell. ‘I have no idea if Doug knows Danny is dead. I assume that the fact he was in Gloucester was because he was heading this way to visit them. Although what he was doing in the shopping centre, I have no idea.’

‘No,’ said Binnie darkly. ‘Nor do I.’

‘How’s Rachael bearing up?’ Kathy asked. ‘She loved her brother enormously.’

Jude noticed Sami’s eyes widen as he looked at his boss, waiting for Binnie to answer this one.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Binnie, her face grave and sympathetic. ‘You obviously aren’t aware that her body was found in the Severn two days ago. An official statement will be going out later this afternoon in the press to confirm her identity.’

‘What?’ Kathy’s hand instinctively flew to her head, flattening her thick hair so that it sprouted in tufts through the gaps between her fingers.

‘I’m afraid so.’

Jude noticed Kathy’s skin had become ashen and the whites of her eyes more pronounced as she took in the shock of hearing that the third member of the family she clearly had a strong connection with had died.

‘Whatever will I tell Doug when he wakes up?’ she whispered. ‘First to lose his wife and now both his children so close together.’

‘When the time comes, we can help you with that,’ said Binnie. ‘But for now, we are very grateful that you have made us aware of where Doug is and what happened to him. Do you need us to call anyone for you? Someone who can come and support you?’

‘My son’s out of the country at the moment so I live on my own.’ Kathy looked as though she might be about to vomit, a very natural reaction to the shock she’d just had and Jude took out a washing-up bowl from beneath the sink and put it on the table, just in case.

‘Doug is all I have, really,’ Kathy said, tears silently tracking down her cheeks. ‘I suppose I’ll go to the hospital and just wait for him to wake up.’

‘I can get someone to take you, if you like,’ Binnie offered. ‘If you don’t feel like driving or being on your own.’

‘No.’ Kathy closed her eyes and clicked the back of her front teeth with her tongue as though trying to collect herself and straighten her resolve. After a short while, she blew out a long puff and opened her eyes. ‘Thank you, but I’ll be fine. It’s Doug I’m worried about so I want to make sure I’m there for him as soon as he comes round.’

‘Did the hospital give you any idea of what they’re expecting his progress to be?’ Jude asked.

Kathy shook her head sadly. ‘He’s stable,’ she said. ‘And I thank God for that, but the rest is down to time and luck. He’s made of strong stuff though so I’m sure it won’t be long.’

‘Well, you know where I am if there’s anything you need while you’re down in this neck of the woods. If you want a base, I have a couple of shepherd’s huts that are really warm and snug even at this time of year. I’d be happy to let you have one of those for as long as you need it.’

‘That’s very kind but I’ll find somewhere closer to the hospital, I think.’ She looked at Binnie. ‘Are you allowed to tell me how Rachael drowned? Was it an accident do you think?’

‘We are in the process of carrying out a thorough investigation at the moment,’ said Binnie. ‘Perhaps you could give me your phone number so that I can be in touch if I have any further news or need to ask you anything else.’ Binnie handed over a West Mercia card with her work number on it. ‘In case you need to talk to me. Or you can just call Malvern police station and leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’

Kathy took the pen and piece of paper Jude was offering and wrote down her own number which she passed to Binnie.

‘Am I able to go now?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ said Binnie. ‘If you’re sure we can’t help get you to the hospital.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll want my own car there.’ She waved the police card. ‘And I have this if I need it.’

* * *


Once Kathy had left for the hospital, Binnie and Sami sat back at the table with Jude.

‘Well,’ said Binnie. ‘That’s every member of the same family either dead or lying in a hospital bed. I think we can safely say that the mugger was not just there by chance. This was a targeted attack and I’m as certain as I can be that whoever pushed Douglas Montgomery down the stairs will not be happy to learn that he’s still alive.’

‘How are we only finding out he’s in a coma now, and from some random woman too?’ Sami asked incredulously.

‘Serious breakdown of communication between teams.’ Binnie rubbed at the nape of her neck to ease out some of the tension Jude knew she was holding there. ‘And a lack of resources. For now we need to move past that and get on with finding out what happened and how it connects to the two deaths we are already investigating.’

‘What did you make of the ex-girlfriend?’ Sami checked the notes he’d made during Kathy’s interview. ‘Sonia Hastings?’

‘I want to talk to her, of course,’ said Binnie.

Jude was twisting a stray tendril of hair around her finger as she thought. ‘Could Rachael have had anything to do with it?’ she suggested. ‘Could this be what she was talking about when I heard her on the phone? When Rachael said, If I’d known exactly what you were going to do to him, I assumed she was talking about Danny. But what if she meant Doug instead?’

‘But why would she want to hurt him?’ Binnie asked. ‘From what we can gather, Rachael loved her family. Everything seems to point to the fact that she and Danny were close and Kathy clearly thought the same was true of them both and their father.’

‘I hope Kathy’s faith in Doug’s healing ability pays off and he wakes up soon so we can ask him what the hell’s going on,’ said Sami.

‘First things first, we need to get an armed guard at the hospital.’ Binnie already had her phone out.

She went into the sitting room to make the call and while she was in there Marco came into the kitchen carrying the latest Farmers Weekly, Farmers Guardian and Malvern Gazette which he deposited on the table along with a French stick and a triangle of Worcestershire Hop cheese.

‘I’ve just come from the village shop,’ he called through to Jude in the dining room. ‘Mrs James was asking after her morning egg delivery.’

‘Bugger,’ Jude muttered.

‘Oh hi, Sami,’ said Marco when he went into the dining room and saw him there. ‘Sorry, am I disturbing something?’

‘There’s been a development,’ said Sami.

Marco glanced over towards the sitting room where Binnie’s voice could be heard requesting an immediate armed guard at Gloucester Royal Hospital.

‘So it seems.’ He looked at Jude with raised eyebrows. ‘Another casualty?’

‘Danny and Rachael’s dad,’ she explained. ‘He was mugged at Gloucester Quays on New Year’s Day.’

‘Someone really doesn’t like that family,’ said Marco.

‘Either that or someone knew they had the power to destroy the Merebrooks and wanted to stop them,’ said Jude. ‘Either because they’d discovered a plan to pay back Alexander and his family for Doug’s financial collapse, or because they found out Doug and his children knew the truth about Hannah Merebrook.’

Marco tested the teapot on the table with his hand to see if it was still warm enough to warrant fetching himself a mug. ‘Which is?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think Hannah killed Rick Banks, the gardener she was having an affair with,’ said Jude as Binnie rejoined them and sat down. ‘She wrote a column piece about the use of shotguns in rural living and was wholly against it.’

‘And if she was anti-guns then she probably wouldn’t know how to use one,’ said Sami.

‘Exactly.’ Jude leant her elbows on the table and addressed her friends with the confidence of conviction. ‘And if she didn’t kill Rick Banks then there is still a murderer out there with the ability to skew facts and evidence to create whatever rhetoric they want.’

Jude’s mind was spinning as she thought about what this could mean.

‘Toby?’ Marco asked. ‘How old would he have been when Hannah went missing?’

‘Thirteen or fourteen,’ said Binnie. ‘Old enough to know how to use a shotgun but I’m not sure he’d have been able to pull off such a convincing set-up to frame Hannah.’

‘What if he had help?’ Jude asked. ‘Someone else who would do anything to protect him?’

The biggest part of the mystery that had never sat well with Jude was the phone conversation she and the Merebrooks had overheard. Although the specifics weren’t clear, it definitely placed some sort of guilt firmly on Rachael’s head. She had stolen from the Merebrooks, and she had paid someone to get her a fake passport as well as something else that was still unknown, causing harm to possibly Danny, possibly Doug.

But what if whoever had skewed facts before to hide their part in Rick’s murder, maybe Hannah’s too, had developed new techniques over the years and was able to use technology that hadn’t been around back then? Was it possible that the voice she’d heard had not been Rachael’s?

‘Jude?’ Binnie asked. ‘I know that face. Tell me what you’re thinking.’

‘I think there’s a chance we’ve been stitched up.’ Jude stared at the ceiling, forcing herself to remember everything she’d seen and heard that day at Letchley Hall but this time through a new, more sceptical lens. ‘Jessica, Joshua and I all heard a conversation that made sense and a voice we all recognised so we didn’t stop to question it. Then we saw Rachael drive away and that cemented what we thought could be the only truth. But what if it was all fake? Do you remember at the party when Danny was so dismissive of Joshua and his demo track?’

‘He was pretty brutal,’ said Marco.

‘But do you remember Joshua’s comeback?’ Jude’s theory was gaining momentum and suddenly it was all slotting into place in a way that, for the first time since the investigation had started, made sense. ‘He told Danny that his job would soon be obsolete as AI was already using voice samples to create new songs in seconds.’

Sami slapped the heel of his hand against his forehead. ‘He did, and he wasn’t wrong. It is absolutely possible now to record a simple voice sample and for AI to use that to make you sing the words to a song it has instantly come up with. Or…’ He shook his head as the further possibilities of this new technological menace hit home.

‘Or, to make a fake recording of someone confessing to their part in a crime they had nothing to do with,’ Binnie concluded. ‘But you saw her drive off in the MG, Jude.’

‘We saw a woman drive off,’ Jude clarified, furious with herself for being so badly taken in. ‘Someone with the same hairstyle as Rachael and the same type of silk scarf. Someone whose identity, after just hearing the confession, we didn’t stop to question.’

‘Another rhetoric spun,’ said Binnie. ‘It’s not a bad theory, Jude. And I suppose there’s one person who would fit the bill for such espionage perfectly.’

‘Carol Alcock,’ Jude confirmed. ‘It all makes sense. She found out her son had killed Danny and wanted to protect him. Just like she wanted to protect him from the truth about the arson attack on Belton from getting out.’

‘Strong motives,’ Sami agreed. ‘Perhaps she found the note that Rachael had written to Danny and decided to use it to her advantage. Kill two birds with one stone as it were by getting rid of Rachael and simultaneously pinning Danny’s murder on her. She could have typed out a fake reply that would give Rachael motive to kill and hidden it strategically where she knew someone in the Merebrook house would discover it. Between them, Carol and Toby have everything they needed to stage the rest of the illusion that would send the entire investigation off on the wrong pathway.’

Binnie was rubbing her temples again and Jude was instantly worried about her. If this was the answer they’d been looking for and they could find enough evidence to prove it, then she found herself hoping this would be Binnie’s last case.
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Once Binnie and Sami had left, Jude and Marco set out in the Land Rover to deliver the bantam eggs to Mrs James and the farm shop.

‘Do you think they’ll arrest Carol?’ Marco asked as they passed the pond and waved at Noah who was just coming out of the paddock.

‘They’ll need more than a sound theory,’ said Jude. ‘But I’m sure they’ll bring her in for questioning and see what they can get on her.’

‘What about Hannah Merebrook? Do you think she killed her too?’

Jude scrunched her chin up and thought about this. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘She’s been so vocal when it comes to defending Hannah and accusing Emma Banks of her murder. Don’t you think that if it was Carol who’d actually killed her she’d just be so relieved that everyone was buying the story of Hannah’s guilt that she’d stay quiet?’

‘Maybe,’ said Marco thoughtfully. ‘Unless she was always expecting something to happen. Perhaps Hannah’s body to be uncovered or some new piece of evidence that showed Hannah hadn’t killed the gardener. Perhaps by throwing around early conspiracy theories and accusations, she was pre-arming herself in case the shit ever did hit the fan.’

Jude pulled out onto the lane and bit her bottom lip. Who knew what went through someone’s head when they chose to kill? And perhaps even more so, what was the thought process when they realised they had to try and keep their crime hidden for the rest of their lives?

‘Perhaps it won’t take too much for Carol to admit what she did,’ she said. ‘Toby’s already been arrested and now he’ll be under even more scrutiny. I can see why, if they are in cahoots, she’d have kept quiet so far. As soon as Carol admits her own guilt, she’s rather sealing his fate too. But maybe now, with so much evidence, she’ll choose to take control of what happens. Weave a version of a story she knows is about to come out in such a way as will offer her son as much protection as possible.’

‘You mean shoulder the brunt of the guilt herself in order to protect Toby?’

‘Mothers have been known to do much bigger things when their children are in danger,’ Jude pointed out.

‘Perhaps,’ said Marco as they pulled up outside the village shop.

‘I hope that’s how it will play out here,’ said Jude, switching off the engine. ‘For Binnie’s sake if nothing else. She’s absolutely done in, but I know she won’t take any time off until this has all been put to bed.’

‘Well, let’s hope your new theory is the right one then.’ Marco squeezed her hand as it sat redundantly on the gearstick.

* * *


With all the eggs safely delivered, Jude and Marco decided to stop off to see Lucy before heading back to the farm.

Her due date was only a couple of weeks away and she was already feeling as though it couldn’t come quickly enough.

‘Hello, you two,’ Lucy welcomed as she opened the front door. ‘I’m not going to be polite and step aside for you to come in as there’s no way you’ll fit past my frankly obscenely enormous belly, so you’ll have to close the door yourselves.’

‘Nothing obscene about a pregnant body. It’s one of the most beautiful things there is,’ said Marco, which earnt him a deep groan from Lucy. ‘What did I say?’

‘Nothing,’ said Jude. ‘My hippo of a sister is just being grumpy.’

She produced a bar of Tony’s chocolate that she’d bought from Mrs James and waved it in the air. ‘Maybe this will improve her temper.’

‘Thank you,’ said Lucy, taking the chocolate. ‘And I am enormously apologetic if my hormones offended you in any way at all, Marco. I just feel huge and sore and like this baby is never ever going to decide it’s time to come out.’

Jude knew that her sister wasn’t on the lookout for sympathy or empathy or any other pathies she could think of. She needed to be distracted and she knew just the thing for it.

‘You go and sit down and I’ll make us a drink,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll get you up to date with the comings and goings of Letchley Hall.’

‘Ooh, good.’ Lucy’s eyes shone in their eagerness. ‘Tell me all.’

‘Actually,’ said Marco. ‘While you two sit and solve crimes together, I think I’ll head up to Sebbie’s room if that’s okay, and make a start on sketching out the new bits he wants adding to his walls.’

‘I don’t know what mess you’ll find up there, I’m afraid,’ said Lucy. ‘Housework has been very much on a needs-must basis. Unfortunately, I’ve not gone in for this nesting business of ultra-tidying.’

‘I’ll take it as I find it,’ said Marco with a smile. As he left the room, he took a pouch from his pocket that Jude knew contained pencils and a blade for sharpening them. It was standard kit that he was rarely without, stuffing it into a pocket or bag in case he came across inspiration in the shape of the perfect view or interesting composition.

‘I’m so glad you two managed to get there in the end,’ said Lucy. ‘He’s one to hold tight to.’

Jude thought about the marriage proposal that she’d headed off before it had even been asked. She knew it was the right decision for her, but she also knew that Lucy was right too. Marco was one to hold on to.

Over decadent hot chocolates made with proper full milk, Jude relayed to her sister almost everything that had come to light since she’d last seen her, regarding the double murder of Danny and Rachael, and possible link to the Hannah Merebrook incident almost two decades earlier.

‘They’ve been clever,’ said Lucy. ‘They must have known about the vent leading into the kitchen which was why they chose that exact spot to play the AI recording.’

‘And they must have taken the keys to Joshua’s MG early so that they could make sure the roof was down ready. The deception wouldn’t have been as strong if we hadn’t all seen the back of her head and the wig and scarf, which I have to say was pretty convincing.’ Jude wondered if Carol had stolen one of Rachael’s hair scarves for the trickery or had she gone out to buy another? Perhaps her online shopping footprint or credit card receipts would be one way of attaching Carol with more adhesive to the case being built around her.

Lucy rubbed the broadness of her midriff before pulling the elastic of her maternity jeans away from her bump so she could scratch the taut skin underneath.

‘But why use the Merebrooks’ knife and then throw it into the fire where it would be found?’ she asked. ‘I thought they were both utterly obsessed with the family. Surely the last thing they’d want to do is frame them for murder.’

Jude squeezed her lips tightly together. Was it enough to suppose that, like everything seemed to be, Carol and Toby’s adoration of the Merebrooks was nothing more than an act? It wasn’t as though they were shown very much affection by the family from the big house. They weren’t really shown much of anything other than tepid indifference and the occasional mockery.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Maybe they were sick of being trodden on by Alexander and his children.’

‘Has Toby been charged yet?’ Lucy asked. ‘I mean, surely there’s enough evidence against him now? The DNA found in his car, the stolen heirlooms in his house, his knowledge of the river. Hell, he even told Jessica that he knew the perfect place to hide a body.’

‘They’ve charged him with the fire at Belton,’ Jude said. ‘But the last I heard he was out on bail and no charges had been made with regards to the murders. I’m not sure how up to date that is now.’

‘And Carol. Can you imagine her hanging out with all the tough nuts in prison?’

Jude thought of her in her tweed skirts and beige twinsets. ‘God, no!’

They sat a while longer, talking through other options and finding none that was as wholly plausible as the one involving Toby and Carol. When Marco returned with the news that he had sketched out the main components of the mural but that Sebbie was to sign off before he added too much detail, the sisters had exhausted their options.

‘I can’t help feeling just the tiniest bit sorry for Toby,’ said Jude with a sigh. ‘He was coerced into setting a fire that, unless the two names he actually offered turn out to be real people, he is taking the full blame for. He’s been teased and manipulated his whole life by the Merebrooks, especially Joshua, and he’s in love with a woman who pities him at best.’

Lucy shifted her weight on the sofa, choosing a more upright position with her legs wide to accommodate the fullness of her tummy.

‘Not to mention the fact that his childhood has clearly scarred him enough to want to remain living in his mother’s house despite being in his thirties.’

‘I don’t think he knows how to live outside of the buffer she’s created for him,’ Marco said.

A buzz from Jude’s pocket made her take her phone out.

‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘It’s Binnie.’

Swiping the screen to answer, Jude put the phone to her ear.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Yes, I’m at the station so can’t speak for long but popped outside to let you that I’ve been in touch with the Gloucester team,’ said Binnie. ‘The mugging was caught on CCTV and it is not nice watching. A man wearing a hoody and balaclava caught Mr Montgomery at the top of the staircase coming down from the car park towards the shops. He took him by surprise and gave him a whack to the head with what looks like a rounders bat, which caused him to tumble down the stairs.’

‘Nasty.’ Jude winced.

‘Very. The assailant then followed him down, hit him several more times with the bat before emptying Mr Montgomery’s pockets of phone, wallet and car key, making it look like a straightforward, if particularly vicious, theft.’

‘Exactly the conclusion they wanted the police to come to,’ Jude said. ‘Also a good way of making it harder to identify Doug, perhaps to stall proceedings. Was it Toby?’

‘What’s going on?’ Lucy mouthed at Jude.

Jude held up a finger and closed her eyes to concentrate on what Binnie was saying.

‘It’s impossible to ID the assailant because his face was entirely covered, but we do have footage of a car in the area at that time containing two people. The passenger is our assailant, although he doesn’t take his balaclava off in the car so we have no footage of his face. The driver is also impossible to ID as they were wearing a baseball cap, large sunglasses and a scarf wrapped around the lower part of their face.’

‘So, there are definitely two of them involved.’ Jude was already firmly putting Toby and Carol in those shoes.

‘Yes. The driver dropped our attacker off and then waited for a short while, probably to get the all-clear that the job had been done and Mr Montgomery’s car keys secured before they drove off.’

‘And then I assume he stole Doug’s car to make it look even more like a mugging.’

‘The camera got a good image of the car which has been traced back to Toby Alcock. The very same one we searched and found traces of Rachael’s blood in.’

Jude puffed loudly. ‘Is that enough?’ she asked. ‘Will you be able to charge him now?’

‘Just about,’ said Binnie.

‘And Carol? Was it her in the driving seat?’

‘It’s possible, of course, but hard to confirm. I’m just leaving the station now to head over and bring them both in for more questioning.’

‘It has to be them,’ said Jude. ‘And I bet they know more than they’re letting on about Hannah Merebrook’s disappearance too.’

Jude waited for Binnie’s ever-sensible reminder that they needed to wait until facts were known before jumping to conclusions.

But it didn’t come.

The phone was suddenly empty of Binnie’s voice but Jude could tell the call hadn’t been cut because she could hear the background sounds of a blackbird’s call and a car driving past.

‘Binnie?’ Jude wondered if she was taking her time to think something through, but silence was not Binnie’s way and the longer it extended the more worried Jude found she was becoming. ‘Binnie? What’s going on? Are you still there?’

‘What is it?’ Marco asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Jude. ‘One minute she was there and then she wasn’t. Binnie? Can you hear me?’

‘Perhaps she put it on mute by mistake?’ Lucy suggested.

‘No, I can still hear the birds and traffic. Something’s not right.’

‘Shit!’ At last a voice came through Jude’s phone, but it wasn’t Binnie’s. It was hard to say from just one word, but she thought it sounded like Oz.

‘Hello?’ Jude shouted into the phone.

‘Binnie? Oh, shit.’ He was closer to the phone now and his voice clearer: definitely Oz.

‘Binnie?’ he was saying urgently. ‘Binnie, can you hear me?’

Jude imagined her friend lying on the ground, unable to speak, and panic flooded her. She was desperate to call out to Oz in the hope he would hear her and pick up the phone to tell her what was going on but she didn’t want to distract him from looking after Binnie.

‘Someone help,’ he shouted loudly. ‘Officer down, I need assistance.’
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Jude was instantly on her feet.

‘We need to go,’ she said to Marco. ‘Binnie’s been hurt.’

She kept the phone by her ear as she grabbed her coat.

‘Can you drive?’ Jude tossed the key to the Land Rover to Marco.

‘What’s going on?’ Lucy pushed herself up off the sofa.

Jude flicked the phone to speaker so they could all hear Oz on a call to the emergency services.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I found her like this. I think she must have fallen.’

‘We have to go,’ Jude told her sister. ‘I promise I’ll call you as soon as we get there and I know more.’

‘Go on,’ said Lucy. ‘And if you see her, give Binnie my love.’

Although the phone was still on speaker, Jude held it next to her ear as she rushed out of Lucy’s sitting room towards the front door.

‘There is a definite pulse and her breathing is steady, but she is unresponsive.’

Jude could hear other voices in the background. Others from the station no doubt who had been alerted to Binnie’s situation and had come out to help.

‘Tell them she had major brain surgery less than two years ago,’ she heard Sami say.

‘I’ve told them,’ said Oz. ‘They’ve already dispatched an ambulance.’

Jude held the garden gate open for Marco and he unlocked the passenger door first so that she could climb in.

‘Jude?’ Hearing her own name suddenly so clearly through the phone made her start.

‘Sami?’

‘What happened?’ Sami asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Jude buckled her seatbelt as Marco drove off towards the town. ‘One minute I was talking to her and then she disappeared. What’s going on?’

‘Oz found her collapsed in front of the station. That’s all we know. Ambulance is on the way.’

‘Marco’s driving me over,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll hang up and see you in ten minutes.’

‘Okay.’

Jude and Marco didn’t speak as they drove over the hills and through Great Malvern to the police station.

The ambulance was already there when they arrived and Jude could see two people in green paramedic kit crouched on the tarmac of the car park along with Oz. Sami and another of Binnie’s colleagues were hanging back, clearly wanting to be present but not in the way. Much to Jude’s repulsion, two officers in uniform had to be at the entrance of the car park to stop the small crowd that was growing from pushing too close or taking photos.

Marco pulled up on the other side of the road and Jude left him to lock the car as she hurried over to see what was happening with Binnie. She found her fingers automatically crossing themselves in the way they had when she’d been a child wishing and hoping for something that was out of her control.

Her throat had dried and her heart was definitely pumping twice as hard as it usually was.

‘Shame on you all,’ said Jude as she barged her way through the onlookers.

‘Okay, love,’ said one man who was still filming despite the police officers’ constant requests for phones and cameras to be put away. ‘No need to push.’

Marco, who had caught her up, nudged into the man, causing the phone to fall from his hand.

‘Sorry, mate,’ Marco said.

‘Oi,’ the man growled.

He did not look like the sort to take Marco’s act of rebellion lightly so, as the man bent to rescue his phone from the feet of the crowd, Jude hauled Marco up to the uniformed officers.

‘Hi, Nige, Paula,’ she said. ‘We’ve come to see how she’s doing.’

‘Go on.’ Nige nodded her through.

Jude felt a little guilty as she left Nige and Paula to deal with the unsavoury man who was demanding that the police do something as they’d just witnessed an assault.

Sami came to meet them and gave Jude a tight hug.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he said. ‘It was awful seeing her lying there. Took me right back to when we were in the hospital waiting to hear if she would survive.’

Jude felt the tiniest hint of a blush threaten as she remembered the kiss of relief that she had shared with Sami when they’d discovered Binnie would pull through after her operation.

‘She’s awake though,’ said Sami. ‘A couple of minutes before you arrived.’

‘Phew,’ Jude sighed out. ‘Thank goodness for that.’

‘She’s not said much, but it’s a start.’ Sami glanced towards the crowd of rubberneckers. ‘Let’s stand here,’ he said. ‘It’ll make it harder for them to see anything.’

Jude wrapped her arms around herself and found Marco’s arms joining hers as he comforted her from behind.

They stayed like that, watching and waiting for news, until the paramedics stood up and went to the ambulance to get out the stretcher. With them out of the way, Jude saw Binnie for the first time. She was lying on the ground still, blankets and a foil layer covering her and a brace around her head, but more alert than Jude had dared hope.

‘Jude,’ Binnie called when she saw her, making Jude’s heart sing.

Oz, who was still crouched in the most uncomfortable-looking squat, turned his head, waved and then fairly creakily got to his feet.

Jude ran over to her friend and took Oz’s place on the ground next to her.

‘What happened to you?’ she asked gently.

‘I’m fine, really,’ said Binnie. ‘All this is just over-worrying.’ She lifted her hand and pointed at the brace.

‘It doesn’t look as though you’re fine,’ said Jude.

‘Honestly, I just fainted, that’s all.’

‘Binnie, you were out for ages.’ Jude took her hand and squeezed it tightly. ‘That’s more than just fainting.’

‘Blacked out then,’ said Binnie. ‘They’re just being ultra-cautious because of my ropey old brain.’

‘And the fact you hit your head on solid tarmac by the look of it.’

The paramedics returned with the stretcher which was placed next to Binnie. Jude moved away a little so they could get on with their job.

‘They want to take me in to give me a once-over, but I reckon I’ll be out by the end of the day,’ said Binnie.

‘We’ll see,’ said one of the paramedics with a raised eyebrow.

‘Look after her,’ said Jude as they carefully transferred Binnie from the cold ground to the stretcher. ‘She’s rather important.’

A wave of emotion swept through her as she watched them load Binnie into the back of the ambulance. The two of them had been through so much together and Jude loved her as a second sister. Seeing her so exposed and weak yet still trying to put a positive spin on everything, denying any severity and softening the blow for those around her, made Jude feel Binnie’s vulnerability deeply.

Nige and Paula moved the crowd out of the way to allow the ambulance to leave.

‘Show’s over,’ said Nige. ‘You can all bugger off and get on with your sorry little lives now.’

* * *


For the rest of the day, Jude couldn’t concentrate on anything other than waiting for the phone to ring with news of how Binnie was doing. She carried on with jobs that needed to be done, but always with her phone at hand, regularly checking that it hadn’t somehow switched itself off since the last time she’d looked at it.

It wasn’t until the evening that she finally heard from Binnie. Marco was out meeting a client about a new commission and Jude was curled on the sofa with her dogs at her feet watching something pretty mind-numbing on the television.

‘I’ve been scanned and tested and pricked with more needles than I could count, but the conclusion is that my brain is no worse than it was at my last checkup and the fall has left no lasting damage,’ Binnie said.

‘It wasn’t a fall though, was it?’ Jude said. ‘You blacked out, which is something else altogether.’

‘It’s semantics,’ said Binnie. ‘The result is the same. They want me to stay in overnight for further observations, but I should be released tomorrow once the neurologist gives me the all-clear.’

‘It isn’t semantics,’ said Jude. ‘Falls and blackouts are not the same thing: one is very much more serious than the other.’

‘Either way, I’ve been instructed to keep stress at bay for a while.’ Binnie sounded annoyed. ‘So drop it or I’m going to have to take my doctor’s advice and put the phone down on you.’

Jude picked at the stray thread of the cushion she had cradled against herself. ‘I’m just worried about you, that’s all.’

‘I know,’ said Binnie. ‘And I love you for it, but I really am okay. It’s just reinforced what I already knew. I’m not cut out for the pressures of being a police detective any more.’

‘Do they think the blackout was a direct result of stress?’

‘Brain overload,’ said Binnie drily. ‘I’ve already passed the case over completely to Oz and Sami.’

Jude pulled her legs up underneath her. ‘Frustrating as I know this is for you, I’m glad your body found a way of telling you to slow down, and I’m glad you’re listening to it.’

‘I don’t really have a choice,’ said Binnie. ‘But I will be keeping up to date with what’s happening. I’ll just be doing it in work hours only and from the comfort of my own home.’

‘I have no doubt about it,’ said Jude.

‘It’s Danny’s memorial service in London tomorrow,’ said Binnie, curving the topic of conversation as was her way when she’d said all she wanted to on a subject.

‘It is,’ Jude replied. ‘Will everyone be able to go, or are some in custody?’

‘I checked in with Oz just before I called you. They’ve charged Toby with two counts of murder and one attempted murder, as well as theft of the Letchley Hall heirlooms. Carol is still in for questioning but so far she hasn’t been charged. That’s as much as Oz would give me and I had to prise that out of him. Oh that, and the results of the PM on Rachael that confirm her body had been in the water for around a week when it was pulled out.’

Jude nodded at the dogs who were lying at her feet, looking up at her without bothering to lift their heads from the floor.

‘So she was definitely dead before the Merebrooks and I supposedly heard her confession and saw her drive off in the MG.’

‘You were right,’ said Binnie. ‘It was a very convincing stunt.’

‘Doesn’t matter how convincing it was,’ said Jude. ‘I’m still annoyed I didn’t see it.’

‘You did in the end,’ said Binnie. ‘And it sounds as though the case is coming to a head now partly because you realised that there was a very good chance that Rachael hadn’t been behind Danny’s death after all.’

‘Has Toby given any indication of who the other person in the car with him was when he drove to Gloucester Quays?’

‘Like I already told you,’ said Binnie, ‘Oz was giving me nothing. He’s coming in tomorrow to give me a lift home, so I’ll quiz him in the car.’

‘That’s very kind of him,’ said Jude unable to hide the delight in her voice.

‘He’s a very kind friend,’ said Binnie. ‘I already told you that.’

‘You did,’ said Jude with a smile. ‘Well, I’d better let you go and get some rest. Call me if you need anything and let Oz know that I’m around if he’s called to something important at work and can’t come over to Gloucester to pick you up.’

‘Thanks, Jude. I’ll talk to you in the morning.’

* * *


The world was particularly dark and cold the following day when Jude got out of bed. The rain was sheeting down, making it sound as though a thousand birds were tap dancing on the old roof tiles.

As she slipped out of the bedroom to go and find the work clothes she’d left out ready in the bathroom, she looked back at Marco, envying the way he could sleep through absolutely anything.

Dressed for the day in plenty of warm layers, she went downstairs to let the dogs out. Both stood at the door with their ears flat as they looked outside at the rain. It was six o’clock already but the only sign the sun was anywhere close to making an appearance was a slight, greyish illumination behind the many layers of cloud.

‘Not very tempting, is it?’ Jude said to her dogs. ‘But I don’t want you peeing in here so out you go.’ She pointed into the yard, but the dogs looked up at her as though to say Are you kidding me? I don’t see you having to go out in this to have a pee.

‘Go on,’ she said in a harsher tone. ‘Go and wee.’

First Pip, always the more willing of the two, went outside to the patch of grass that grew under the kitchen window and squatted, then Alfie reluctantly followed.

While they were busy, Jude put the radio on quietly and filled the kettle for a coffee in the hope it would give her a boost to go outside herself.

The news was on, the usual depressing mix of world politics going ever further down the pan and who the men who made the rules and decisions were choosing to piss on next. She let the dogs back in and towelled them off before they shook all over the kitchen. Then she spooned coffee grains into her favourite mug and was about to turn the radio off when Danny Howell’s name came over the airwaves and instead, she turned it up.

‘It will be a closed ceremony to celebrate the life of a man whose musical legacy will live on in so many of the bands and acts he has produced over his impressive career,’ said the newsreader, giving the details of Danny’s memorial service just enough gravitas while managing to keep the A-list interest keen.

‘It is expected that acts such as L’il Jem, DJ Tones and Nick Jubs will join Danny’s closest friends and members of his family. Soul singer Jaynie Pool will be singing a specially adapted version of her hit single from last year, “If I Ever Had to Say Goodbye”. We have been told that this will be released later in the year with all profits going to the Apple Core Foundation: a charity that helps give children from underprivileged backgrounds the opportunity to develop their musical talents. Danny Howell was instrumental in getting the foundation up and running and was often quoted as saying he was grateful to his foster parents for giving him the chances he hadn’t been born with.’

Jude thought of Doug Montgomery lying in a bed in the intensive care ward of Gloucester hospital and her heart ached for him. By all accounts, he’d been a wonderful father to the two children he’d fostered, even after his wife had died and he’d been left to care for them on his own.

She found herself very glad that Kathy was waiting by his bedside in case he did wake up. It would be some comfort at least to find out about Danny and Rachael from a good friend.

‘Meanwhile, police investigating Danny Howell’s fatal stabbing on New Year’s Eve have confirmed that they have made one arrest and that a second person of interest is helping them with their enquiries. As yet, no suspects have been named. The police have so far made no comment on any connection between the deaths of Mr Howell and his sister, Rachael Merebrook, whose body was found in the River Severn earlier this week.’

This was the first time Jude had heard Rachael’s name on the news which meant the press release must have gone out the day before as planned.

‘In other news, a lady from Pontefract, at the age of ninety-two, has been lacing up her running shoes to prepare for a gruelling four-day challenge, running from Whitby across the whole county of Yorkshire to Huddersfield to raise money for Parkinson’s UK. Eleanor Gratton will begin…’

Jude wished Eleanor Gratton all the best, but her head was too full to listen to her story. Toby was in custody, charged with murder and Carol was being investigated as being the most obvious person to have helped him either kill or, more likely, clear up the mess afterwards.

It all fitted together well enough, but Jude realised that she no longer bought it. Or at least not that this was the whole truth. She believed Toby was in some way guilty, possibly even that Carol was too. The itch that wouldn’t go away though was the possibility that there had been some kind of input or assistance from the Merebrooks.
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Later that morning, with the rain clouds thankfully lifted, Jude made sure she was at Lucy’s house promptly at seven forty-five so her sister could go into work for her last day before her maternity leave kicked in. Sebbie always loved the days that Aunty Jude came to take him to school as it meant there was usually chocolate in the car waiting for him.

As she opened the garden gate, she saw a car coming towards her. It was Jessica Merebrook’s Volvo and Jude could see Jessica driving it with her father in the passenger seat. The back window had been wound down and Joshua was half leaning out, puffing on a vape. They were all dressed in black and Jude knew they would be on their way to London for the memorial.

Jude raised a hand in greeting but none of them returned the gesture.

‘What did you do?’ she whispered. ‘Because I know Toby is taking the brunt of the punishment for something that at least one of you had a hand in.’

As the car drove away she noticed the personalised numberplate, short and ending rather ostentatiously in the initials JJM.

It seemed odd to her because she was certain that the car she’d seen Jessica driving on New Year’s Day had a plate ending with the three letters KND. She’d been amused by this as it was almost the word kind: a word that was not in the top ten she’d have chosen to describe Jessica Merebrook.

A rap on the window made her turn her head and attention away from the Merebrooks and on to her nephew who was waving enthusiastically at her from the sitting room.

Lucy was ready to go and kissed her son and sister before rushing out of the door, leaving Jude in charge.

For twenty minutes she lost herself in Sebbie’s world. Listening to him talk about things he’d found interesting, reading a couple of pages of his schoolbook and watching as he demonstrated a new move he’d learnt in the taekwondo classes Lucy had recently signed him up to.

Before Jude was ready to draw it to a close, it was time to gather up his things for school and leave the house.

‘Did you get me a KitKat?’ he asked as he climbed up into the passenger seat where Jude had already secured his booster.

‘I don’t know,’ Jude teased. ‘You’d better check in the glove box and see what you can find in there.’

‘Why’s it called a glove box?’ Sebbie asked as he opened it up and took out the chocolate they both knew would be there. ‘Nobody puts their gloves inside, do they?’

‘Not these days,’ said Jude. ‘But when cars were really new, people used to have special gloves to drive in and I suppose that’s where they kept them. Now buckle up, please.’

‘I’m buckling.’ Sebbie gave a comedic salute that made Jude chuckle and wonder where he’d picked that particular little gem up from.

Jude really loved spending time alone with her nephew, even if it was just for half an hour or so before school. No matter what nonsense she’d heard on the morning news or what issues she had to deal with later that day, Sebbie’s innocence, constant questioning and joie de vivre always cheered her up.

These days, Noah took on a lot of the school runs that Jude had once done. But now and again, she was still called upon and when she was, she made the most of it.

The lane outside the school was usually heaving with parents dropping their children off so Jude always parked in the pub car park and walked the short way from there to the school.

In the playground, Jude safely deposited Sebbie with his class teacher, kissed him goodbye and watched until he, along with the line of other children in his class, had trooped in to begin their lessons.

Then she walked to the post office to pick up a few things.

‘Oh, Jude,’ said Mrs James when she went in. ‘How are you?’

Her sympathetic tone made Jude wonder what in particular she was referring to.

‘I’m okay?’ Jude walked over to the counter where Mrs James was waving a copy of one of the national rags.

‘It’s the memorial service today, isn’t it?’

Jude saw Danny’s face staring at her from the front page, confident, relaxed and very cool.

‘It is,’ she said.

‘It must be hard for a family to grieve properly when they can’t bury their dead.’

Jude nodded. As far as she knew, Danny’s body had not yet been released for burial so any funeral would have to wait. But what family he had left, she had no idea.

The shop-bell tinkled and Jude turned to see Janet Timms bustling in. Sometimes she thought the village busybody spent her life milling around looking for potential gossip and following her nose to find it.

‘It’s cold out there again,’ she said. ‘But at least that rain has stopped. Did you hear it this morning?’

‘I was very glad I could just walk down my own stairs without having to leave the building to get to work this morning,’ said Mrs James.

‘Certainly one benefit of living in a flat over the shop.’ Janet gave the tiniest of sniffs as she lifted her bosom with both hands clasped beneath it.

‘It suits me very well,’ said Mrs James.

‘Of course it does,’ said Janet. ‘Now then, what about this memorial service today? Did you see the news this morning? I have to say I had no idea how important Danny Howell was until he was murdered, but it seems he was quite a big fish in the music industry.’

‘Apparently so,’ said Mrs James. ‘Not that I’ve heard any of the bands he works with. I suspect they’re aimed at a slightly younger listener than us, hey, Janet.’

Jude wandered over to the shelves and picked up a jar of sauce to stir into her Bolognese that evening and some spaghetti to put with it.

‘They said on the news that they’ve arrested someone,’ said Janet loudly. ‘I heard it was Toby Alcock. Is that what you heard, Jude?’

Jude rolled her eyes at the shelf of pasta before turning around.

‘There’s always gossip, isn’t there?’ she said. ‘I suppose we’ll find out in due course.’

‘I suppose we will.’ Janet sounded disappointed not to have been able to prise anything new out of Jude. ‘And what about the Merebrooks, have you seen them?’

‘I don’t really know them, to be honest,’ said Jude.

‘But you are involved in the investigation, aren’t you, Jude?’

Janet’s look dared Jude to rebuke her. ‘You always seem to work so closely with the police that sometimes we forget you aren’t actually a detective yourself.’

‘I think the Merebrooks would probably like to be left alone at the moment, if I’m honest,’ said Jude.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Janet. ‘It must be a difficult day for them all. Poor Jessica, mourning her fiancé in front of all those reporters and cameras. It’s hardly surprising she decided she wouldn’t go to the service in the end.’

This made Jude’s ears prick.

‘Did she not?’ Mrs James asked. ‘I’m surprised at that.’

‘So was I,’ said Janet. ‘But I saw her up at the big house only quarter of an hour ago when I went to drop off a condolence card.’

‘Are you sure?’ Jude asked. She had definitely seen all three Merebrooks leaving the village that morning, dressed in black with sombre faces.

‘Well, it’s funny you should ask me that,’ said Janet, delighted to have another pair of ears to spin her tale to. ‘When I first saw her, I had the fright of my life because to begin with, I thought it was poor Rachael. I imagined I’d seen a ghost.’

Jude was confused. ‘But they looked nothing like each other.’

‘It seems Jessica decided the best way to deal with her grief was to go to the hairdressers and have a fancy new hairdo.’ Her nose pinched in to show exactly what she thought of such frivolity during a time of grieving. ‘She chose the very same colour that Rachael had.’

Jude felt the colour drain from her face as several things all fell into place like Tetris pieces.

‘Are you sure it was Jessica?’ she asked as another explanation was already rapidly forming.

‘Well, it certainly wasn’t poor Rachael,’ said Janet. ‘She scurried away when I called her name; I suppose she wanted to be on her own today. But yes, I’m sure it was her.’

Jude knew otherwise. When she’d seen Jessica leave that morning her hair was still dark. Besides, unless they had all decided to turn around and come back before the memorial had even started, the Merebrooks were all on their way to London.

Or at least three of them were.

It was as though the plug had been pulled on the dam of little snippets of things that had been milling around Jude’s head, popping in and out of her consciousness, but never long enough to pin down.

Someone had been outside the kitchen, playing a staged recording that pinned Danny’s murder on Rachael.

Someone with honey-coloured hair, wrapped in a scarf that was similar to the ones Rachael favoured, had driven away in a car with the roof down despite it being the middle of winter.

Someone had been hiding in Letchley Hall when Jude had gone around with the pie which was, Jude now realised, quite possibly after Rachael had already been killed.

What if that someone was the fourth member of the Merebrook family, missing for almost two decades and presumed dead by a lot of people?

What if Hannah had not been set up as Carol and Granny Margot believed? Not murdered herself but very much alive and here in Malvern End?

Jude put her groceries back on the shelf, her head a quagmire of new possibilities that she had to unravel.

‘Jude?’ Mrs James called after her in confusion as she left the shop and headed for her car.
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Jude didn’t hesitate when she was in the car. If Hannah Merebrook was still alive and back at Letchley Hall then Jude wanted to catch her there. With the rest of the family heading to London for the day, it was the perfect opportunity, and who knew how long she’d be sticking around, especially now Janet had spotted her.

Jude thought about calling Sami or Oz but wanted to be sure of what she was suspecting before she got them involved. Just a glimpse of Hannah through a window was all she needed, and then she’d lurk in the bushes and watch as she called for a police car to come and pick the fugitive up. Without solid evidence that she really was there, the police wouldn’t be able to break into the house, but their loud presence would no doubt drive Hannah underground.

No, she had to do the reconnaissance on her own.

As she drove out of the village, Jude tried to piece the rest of the mystery together.

Hannah Merebrook, so like her daughter in the photo Jude had seen at the Alcocks’ house. According to Granny Margot, she had been a great friend of the Montgomerys, Doug in particular. Had she heard that their two fostered children, Danny and Rachael, were so angry with the way Alexander had treated their parents that they’d come back to get their revenge by destroying his children’s lives?

It was possible that a mother would want to protect her children in this instance, but to kill? And how did her presence fit with Toby’s apparent involvement in the murders? Carol had suggested Hannah was like a second mother to him. Was it Hannah and not Carol who had helped him get rid of the threat from Doug’s children? There were still things that she couldn’t iron out, but Jude felt she was getting closer to the truth.

It was as she pulled up in the layby a little way down the lane from Letchley Hall that another thought struck her.

‘Toby copied everything the Merebrooks did,’ she told the steering wheel as she stared at it for a moment, concentrating hard on one particular fact that had eluded her so far. ‘The cars…’ She drummed her fingertips on the dashboard as she thought.

Two identical cars, both driven by Jessica, but with different numberplates which begged the question: if Jessica hadn’t been in her own car when Jude had seen her on New Year’s Day, then whose was it? This was an easy one to answer: it had to have been Toby’s. And if that was true then that put a brand-new spin on his supposed guilt which was partly built on the fact his car had contained Rachael’s blood and had also been seen near Gloucester Quays when Doug had been attacked.

‘His car took part in murder.’ Jude’s words were pushed out by a large exhalation. ‘But I don’t believe he did.’

Jude got out of her car and walked through the trees up to the house with its grand entrance.

She remembered Jessica’s phone call, begging her to come to the house because she’d discovered the note that would put Rachael in the frame for murder. How handy it was that Jude was there at exactly the right moment to hear the fake confession from Rachael. And how fortuitous that they all clearly witnessed what looked like Rachael haring away with the car roof down.

Jude was furious: with the Merebrooks for so clearly playing her like a marionette, and with herself for not seeing what it was. They were obviously experts in misleading, incredible actors who’d known exactly how to stage things so that everything went their way.

‘Oh, bollocks!’ Jude hissed under her breath as she realised how far their manipulation of her had gone. Not just her, but Binnie too. They had both been there when Jessica had reacted to the news the murderer was someone who knew the river. They’d seen her odd reaction and sudden desire to visit the Alcocks and watched her rush off to see Toby, laying just the right amount of clues to ensure that Jude and Binnie would follow.

‘You absolute muppet,’ she berated herself as she remembered the front door of the Alcocks’ house being open when she and Binnie had arrived. Because of this, they could hear the entire conversation between Jessica and Toby and the next stage in the deception had worked. Because they’d assumed Jessica didn’t know that they were there, the illusion that she was the accuser and Toby the guilty rang true, cunningly disguising the fact that Jessica also knew the perfect spot to hide a body in the Severn.

The fact she had allowed herself to be so gullible made Jude both furious and determined to get what was needed to put the real killers behind bars.

A woodpecker rapping on a tree nearby made Jude start and she brought her mind sharply back to the job at hand rather than berating what she saw in the rearview mirror.

Moving steadily and slowly, she made her way from the cover of the trees across to the house. She’d chosen her path carefully so she was walking on grass rather than noisy gravel and was in the open for the shortest time possible.

The house was quiet and still, as though in mourning for the family who it must now be so ashamed of.

Jude stuck closely to its walls as she made her way around the perimeter, listening carefully for sound before peeking into the window of each room. All the lights were off and all rooms empty and she was wondering what to do next when she heard a sound coming from behind the front door.

Quickly, Jude darted over to Alexander’s Range Rover and squatted down beside it so she was out of view should the door open.

Seconds later, Hannah Merebrook came out of Letchley Hall carrying a small bag in one hand. Jude watched her turn around to lock the house and post the key through the letterbox. From behind, it was clear to see how, with the clever use of a silk scarf, she could have passed for Rachael.

Hannah stood on the doorstep for a moment and gazed around the grounds, a melancholy look on her face. Then there was a whirring thunk from the car next to Jude and the indicator lights flashed to show that it had been unlocked.

Jude knew that if Hannah made it into the driving seat, she’d be gone. With her capacity for evading capture, Jude had to head her off before she had a chance to leave.

‘Hannah,’ she said as she stood up and stepped away from the car, putting herself firmly between it and the startled woman in front of her. ‘It is you, isn’t it?’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, walking purposely towards Jude and the car. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I have to go.’

‘I know it wasn’t Toby who killed Danny and Rachael,’ Jude blurted out. ‘I know your children are behind it.’

Threatening her children did exactly what Jude had anticipated it would and Hannah stopped in her tracks.

‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘The police have already arrested Toby, so the case is closed.’

‘No. It isn’t. Because, you see, things just don’t add up. And when things don’t add up, it inevitably means the truth hasn’t yet been reached. I know that Jessica was driving Toby’s car on the day Rachael was killed.’ Jude had never been one for relying on hard facts in situations such as this. She found that if she put enough conviction behind the things she was almost certain were true, she often got the reaction she needed. ‘I also know that Joshua was driving it on the day Doug Montgomery was so brutally attacked in Gloucester.’

At the sound of Doug’s name, Hannah shuddered.

‘It wasn’t them,’ said Hannah quickly. ‘Don’t you think the police would have found out if it was?’

‘You mean like they did when they accused you of killing Rick Banks?’

Again, Jude noticed Hannah tremble a little and she pushed on.

‘Because that wasn’t you, was it?’

‘What do you mean?’ Hannah stared at her. ‘You seem very clued up on everything so you must know the amount of evidence they found against me. There was no way I’d have got away with it; it’s why I left so quickly.’

Jude could see how desperate she was to be believed, and suddenly she saw the truth of what had happened that day when the Merebrooks’ gardener had been shot. The only thing that could have made Hannah choose to take the blame when Jude knew she hadn’t killed him.

‘You were protecting them back then, weren’t you? Just like you’re doing now.’

‘I really don’t have time for this,’ said Hannah, flushing wildly as she came closer to her escape vehicle.

‘Had they discovered you were having an affair and decided to stop your lover with a shotgun?’ Jude sidestepped to block Hannah.

‘Get out of my way.’ Hannah pushed Jude hard in the ribs and she stumbled sideways, catching the toe of one boot on the heel of the other and falling roughly onto the gravel.

‘If you leave, your children will take the blame for everything,’ she said. ‘While you can go back and live freely wherever it is that you’ve been hiding out for the past two decades.’

Jude clambered to her feet but stepped away from Hannah with her palms raised, showing that she was not going to physically stop her from getting into the car. In a situation such as this, Jude decided her words would be the better weapon.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Hannah. ‘I killed Rick Banks and then I ran away from my crime because I couldn’t bear the thought of going to prison. My friend, Doug Montgomery, helped me and, when his wife died, I was able to be a bigger part of his life.’

So that was where Hannah had been hiding out for so long. But exactly how big was the part she’d played? Jude thought to herself. Was she Sonia, the girlfriend Kathy had mentioned?

‘We came up with a new identity for me so I could meet his friends and his children. For a while it was perfect but then Danny and Rachael discovered how Alexander had treated Doug, causing him to lose pretty much everything he had. They wanted revenge and decided the best way to go after it was to infiltrate the family through my children.’

This part of the story at least sounded true but there was something about the way Hannah was so freely giving her so many details that made Jude suspicious.

‘Had they worked out who you really are?’ Jude absent-mindedly picked a piece of grit from her hand. ‘Did they know that Sonia Hastings was actually Hannah Merebrook?’

‘Not to begin with, no.’

‘So you came back to warn your children to stay away from Danny and Rachael?’

Hannah rested her back against the side of the car, which had given up waiting for her to get in and re-locked itself.

‘No,’ she said, firmly. ‘I haven’t seen either of them since I shot Rick. They had no idea I was even here. When I heard what Doug’s foster children were up to, I just wanted to keep an eye on everything and make sure Jessica and Joshua were safe, so I watched from afar.’

Jude’s eyebrows crossed themselves. ‘You weren’t staying in the house?’

‘No. I’ve been living in the old grooms’ room down by the stables. Since I left, Alexander got rid of the horses so I had the place to myself. I was only in the house today to get a few things and have a look around for old times’ sake. It seemed the perfect opportunity as I knew they’d all be in London for the day so I used the spare key to let myself in. Silly man, never changed where he left it.’

Jude knew that everything she was saying now was nothing more than bunkum. She had seen Hannah hiding in Letchley Hall and heard the warning in Joshua’s voice when he’d announced her presence on the day she’d forced her way in to drop off the pie. She also knew that if Hannah Merebrook really had sneaked in using the spare key, she’d have hidden it back in its correct place, not posted it through the front door.

She decided not to say anything though. Better for Hannah to think Jude was buying her story when the reality was, she was finally beginning to understand what had actually happened.

Jessica or Joshua, potentially both, had killed Rick Banks, and Hannah had framed herself before running away to protect her children. And now, here she was, trying to do the same thing.

Before she could decide what to do next, Jude heard a car turning into the driveway. She and Hannah both turned to see who it was and saw Jessica’s black Volvo thundering over the gravel.

For a split second, Jude wondered what they were doing back so soon after they’d left for London, and then all thoughts disappeared from her mind as she realised the car was heading straight towards her, and Jessica clearly had no intention of slowing down.
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There was absolutely no time at all to process what was happening as the 4x4 hurtled towards her. Luckily for Jude, her instinctive reactions kicked in and she dived out of the way as Jessica’s car flew past and screeched to a halt just centimetres before impact with Letchley Hall.

In leaping to safety, Jude over-balanced and stumbled backwards into the middle of a spiky pyracantha bush. As she scrambled to get herself upright and free herself of the thorns that were jabbing her painfully and snagging at her clothes, Joshua and Alexander ran from the car and were upon her. She tried to fight them off, but Jessica joined them and, when it was three against one, Jude had absolutely no hope of winning.

‘There’s a thing of gardening wire in the trug over there,’ said Joshua. ‘Jess, go and grab it.’

With the two men grappling Jude’s arms behind her back, Jessica tied her hands together with something that felt like cheese wire as it bit into the skin on her wrists.

‘Keep still and it will hurt less,’ Jessica barked.

Jude clenched her jaw hard to try and stop her teeth from chattering. She glanced over at Hannah who had abandoned her bag and was standing still, watching the scene unfold with a look of horror on her face but mute in any objection to what her children and husband were doing.

‘Why the hell are you here?’ Joshua snapped, looking directly at Jude and proving that the sight of his mother hadn’t been in the least bit surprising to him.

‘I only came to drop off a condolence card,’ Jude said, directly nabbing the excuse from Janet Timms.

‘But you decided to leave your car in the layby and walk up?’ Jessica said, clearly not buying the blatant fib.

‘Let’s get her inside while we decide what to do with her,’ said Alexander, giving Jude a sharp shove in the back.

‘Careful. There’s no need to hurt her,’ said Hannah who had only minutes ago been trying to persuade Jude that she was a cold-blooded murderer. ‘I thought you would all be at Danny’s memorial for hours still.’

‘We would be if Jessie hadn’t made us turn around when we were almost at Cirencester to come back for her shoes.’

‘I’m sorry, but I needed my Louboutins.’ Even in the current situation, Jessica still managed to sound spoilt and petulant. ‘I couldn’t attend my fiancé’s memorial in the trainers I’d driven up in, could I? Besides, it was lucky we did come back because it looks as though the shit was hitting the fan here.’

Between Joshua, Jessica and Alexander, Jude was hustled into Letchley Hall and marched down the hall to the kitchen which was, at least, still warm. Strong hands pushed her down into one of the hard chairs and her knuckles stung as they connected with the wood of the chairback.

There seemed little point in struggling as Jude wouldn’t have got very far with her hands tied harshly behind her back and a quartet of Merebrooks to stop her.

‘Pass me the wire,’ Joshua said with his arm outstretched to Jessica.

‘You hold her legs to stop her kicking me in the face and I’ll tie them,’ Jessica said.

Jude had never felt so utterly helpless as she did with Alexander pinning her down, Joshua holding each of her calves against a chair leg and Jessica tying them in place with the same wire she’d used on her wrists.

Their work done, the Merebrooks stood back to look at her, trussed up like Aslan the lion.

‘What now?’ Hannah asked, her voice shaking.

‘You should know that the police are on their way,’ said Jude. ‘I called them before I came up to the house.’

In two strides, Joshua had crossed the kitchen to a large dresser. Opening one of the drawers he pulled out an ornate antique pistol with three brass barrels stacked on top of each other and aimed it at Jude. ‘In that case, we’d better make it quick, hadn’t we?’

The sight of the gun, possibly the same one that had been used to kill Rachael, made bile rise from Jude’s stomach into her throat.

‘No!’ Hannah shouted. ‘Joshie, please. Put the gun down.’

‘She can’t live,’ said Joshua. ‘Not now that she’s seen you. Don’t you see? If we let her go, she’ll go straight to the police and tell them you’re alive and back here. We can’t have that, can we? Just think of the questions it will bring up. It’ll only be a matter of time before they realise that Toby could no more have murdered two people than grown wings and flown off the top of the Malvern Hills.’

Alexander grabbed the hand Josh was holding the gun in and pushed it downwards, making Jude breathe a very tiny gasp of relief.

‘You stupid child,’ he said as though Joshua was thirteen, not thirty plus. ‘Have you not learnt your lesson about messing around with guns? Give that to me.’

‘You’re never going to let that drop, are you?’ said Joshua, not relinquishing the pistol. ‘I’ve lost count of the times you’ve made Jessie and me pay for the gardener over the years. We were children. It was a mistake, get over it. Mum did.’

Jude would have been shocked at the casual way Joshua appeared to be talking about shooting a person and letting his own mother take the blame. But she’d spent enough time with him and his family since New Year’s Eve to realise nothing about them could surprise or shock her.

Alexander threw his hands in the air in despair as though he’d been arguing with his son about nothing more than homework or breaking a curfew.

‘Well, you’re going to have to get rid of her,’ he said. ‘Only this time do it properly and leave no trail. Not one single speck of her blood in the house, in the car, or on any clothes that are brought back here. Do you understand me?’

‘How do you suggest we do that?’ his surly daughter asked.

‘I don’t know, Jessica. Perhaps you should have thought about that before bringing those two troublemakers into our lives. Or better yet, not triggered this entire fiasco by messing about with my shotgun in the first place.’

‘Oh, don’t you give me that rubbish, old man.’ Jessica moved purposely over to her father and jabbed him sharply in the chest with a manicured fingernail. ‘You would have done exactly the same as us if you’d had the balls. We heard you arguing with Mum when you found out about her affair. You told her that if Rick ever set foot in our garden again, you’d get the shotgun out.’ She was shouting now and Jude got the very strong feeling that this was two decades’ worth of pent-up anger coming out in one fell swoop.

Alexander grabbed her finger and twisted it so she cried out in pain.

‘You forget yourself, missy,’ he said. ‘Because of you, I have spent the last nineteen years excusing the actions of my wayward wife and keeping up my side of this ridiculous farce to try and scrape back the family name. Never forget the sacrifices I have made for you and your brother again.’

Jude glanced at Hannah, the woman who had made far more of a sacrifice than her pompous husband. She was standing at the edge of the kitchen, like a frightened observer. Had she had anything to do with any of the deaths? Or had her only input been trying to protect her children? Jude had a sizeable hunch that it was the latter of the two and wondered if there was a way she could use this to her advantage.

‘Stop arguing,’ Joshua yelled. ‘You’re wasting time and the police are on the way.’

‘No, they’re not.’ Alexander laughed as he took the pistol from Joshua’s nervous hand and laid it down on the kitchen table. ‘You didn’t really call them, did you, Jude?’

He laughed again and looked at her as though she was a hired performer there to entertain him. ‘I like your gumption but it’s the oldest trick in the book and I don’t buy it. For a start, why did you come snooping around here yourself if you’d already called the police? Furthermore, if you had told them you believed Hannah Merebrook was here at Letchley Hall, or that you had reason to believe the whole family was nothing but a bunch of lousy murderers, I suspect half of West Mercia police force would already have hot-footed it straight over here by now, don’t you?’

‘They’ll be here any moment,’ Jude replied, hearing the flimsiness of her rebuttal but unable to think of anything stronger to add.

‘Well, we will see about that in due course,’ said Alexander, clearly not worried in the slightest. ‘In the meantime, please can I request that this time the three of you do a better job than you’ve managed so far? No more Letchley Hall heirlooms used as murder weapons, Jessica, or tossed away casually for the police to find, please, Hannah.’

Ah, thought Jude, so Hannah hadn’t been completely passive when it came to the act of murder after all.

‘No more half-cocked attempts without completing the job, Joshua – you might still live to regret that one if old Douglas ever does pull through and regain the use of his mouth and memory.’

‘It won’t happen,’ Joshua said. ‘I told you, he’s a complete vegetable. They’ll switch him off soon.’

Jude felt the acidic bile rise further in her throat at the crass way they were talking about humans whose lives they’d taken.

‘You’d better hope they do,’ said Alexander. ‘And no more bodies dumped where they are likely to be recovered in a matter of days please, Jessica.’

‘That was hardly my fault.’ Jessica pouted. ‘How was I supposed to know that divers would choose that exact week to carry out a sodding bridge survey? At least mine was a clean kill, and you have to admit I did manage to pin everything on Toby particularly well.’

‘Just to be clear, as with all the other shitshows you’ve brought about, I want nothing to do with this one. I’m going to take my car, and I’m going to head into London as planned and make sure I’m seen by as many people and cameras as possible so that whatever mess you create here, I will not have been a part of it.’

Alexander picked up the car keys that Hannah had dropped onto the dresser when they’d all gone into the kitchen and went to leave.

As soon as he’d left the room, the two siblings looked at each other and shook their heads.

‘Father of the year award once again goes to Alexander Merebrook,’ said Jessica.

‘We need to think.’ Joshua crooked his arm up over his shoulder so he could nervously scratch the base of his neck. ‘What are we going to do? Whether or not the police are on their way, it feels like we’re sitting ducks as we are.’

‘I agree,’ said Jessica. ‘We need to do a Mum, I think. Take a load of things from the house and leave. Give ourselves new identities and use the money to set up away from here.’

‘It’s a good thing the police found the things we hid at the Alcocks’ and returned them to us so we can take those too.’

Jude’s heart was thumping as she listened to the plan and tried not to imagine where she ended up within it. Her wrists and ankles ached from the tight wire cutting the circulation. But if she tried to move, the wire only bit in deeper.

‘If you’re going to disappear, you don’t have to get rid of me, do you?’ Her voice quivered as she tried to reason with them. ‘It won’t make a difference to you, but I have a lot of people depending on me. Not least my sister who’s due to give birth any day now.’

Jessica looked at Joshua with a shrug that told Jude she really didn’t care one way or the other.

‘No loose ends,’ said Joshua. ‘Sorry, Jude. It’s nothing personal. I actually quite liked your company on New Year’s Eve. The trouble is you’ve been meddling and you know too much.’

He reached for the gun that was still on the table, but Hannah put herself swiftly between her son and the weapon.

‘Not here, Joshie,’ she said. ‘You two go and get yourselves ready. Pack what you need and gather up as many things as you can to sell. We’ll go to my flat today.’

‘What about her?’ Jessica pointed to Jude.

‘I have an idea,’ Hannah said. ‘I think I can make her disappear and pin the whole thing on your father. The bastard deserves it.’

Joshua grinned. ‘Propositum egregium, Mother.’

The moment her children had left the kitchen, Hannah Merebrook closed the door and rushed over to Jude who braced herself for whatever was coming next.

‘Please don’t,’ she begged. ‘I can tell you love your children and that any mistakes you’ve made were done to protect them.’

‘Shhh,’ said Hannah as she bent down and Jude realised with surprise and tentative hope that Hannah was undoing the wire that Jessica had twisted around her ankles.

‘I know that an apology is not nearly enough,’ Hannah said. ‘But I want to offer it anyway.’

‘Are you letting me go?’ Jude asked.

‘Of course I am.’ Hannah defeated the first piece of wire and threw it to the ground. Then she started on the second. ‘You heard the truth, or some of it at least, but it’s time the police knew it all and I want you to tell them. My children were the ones who shot Rick Banks and I staged it to look as though it was me. They only wanted to scare the man they’d just discovered was having an affair with their mother and it ended up going so badly wrong. They each took a gun from Alexander’s bloody gun cabinet and they both took a shot at Rick when he was walking through the garden to come and say goodbye to me.’

As the wire from Jude’s second ankle fell away, Hannah stopped for a moment to wipe her tears on the sleeve of her jumper. ‘I was right there. I saw it all happen and I went into autopilot to protect my children.’

Hannah helped Jude to her feet and turned her so she could start on the wire tying her wrists.

‘I took the cartridges so they wouldn’t know two shots had been fired from different guns and I made the children wipe down one of the guns and return it to the cabinet. Then they brought me a cloth so I could clean the other and remove any traces that they’d used it. I put my fingers in poor Rick’s blood and I picked up the gun again to make sure my prints were unmistakable.’

The final wire was proving the most difficult to loosen and Jude had to clench her teeth against the pain as Hannah’s efforts caused it to dig further into her skin.

‘I thought I was doing the right thing,’ Hannah said as she sniffed back more tears.

‘You left your brooch at the scene on purpose and then you ran away, the final show of guilt,’ said Jude.

‘In the end I did them no favours.’ Hannah gave one last twist and, to Jude’s relief, the wire came away and her wrists were free. ‘I taught them that they didn’t have to atone for their own mistakes and I left them to be raised by their brutish father. Is it any wonder they both became the monsters they are now?’

The two women stood for a second, their eyes connected as Jude watched the agony of a mother’s awakening, and Hannah strove to find some sort of understanding in Jude.

‘What about Danny and Rachael?’ Jude asked.

‘I never meant for him to get hurt,’ said Hannah as she guided Jude towards the utility room. ‘I went there to talk to him, try to make him see that what Alexander had done to Doug wasn’t my children’s fault.’

‘But you took a knife with you.’

‘I wish I hadn’t.’ Hannah sighed deeply. ‘Before the party at the pub, I went back to Letchley Hall to speak to Alexander, but they’d all already left. I saw the knife sitting there and I just picked it up. I had some stupid idea that I would frighten him with it. I don’t know, threaten him or something. But he only laughed when he saw it and then he told me that he was enjoying taking my family down and had no intention of stopping until the world knew exactly what sort of people the Merebrooks are.’

‘And you stabbed him.’

‘Not me, no.’ Hannah’s shoulders dropped and Jude saw the truth.

‘That’s when Jessica came in, wasn’t it?’

There was a clunky old key in the door that led out from the utility room and Hannah turned it. ‘You should go,’ she said.

Jude stared at Hannah for a moment, but she knew she wasn’t going to get anything more out of her then.

‘Thank you.’ Jude wanted to say so much more and there were a thousand questions she needed to ask but in that moment Hannah had gifted her the chance to run and she wasn’t stupid enough to squander it. ‘Come with me? The police will go easier on you if you hand yourself in and help them hold Joshua and Jessica accountable.’

Hannah shook her head. ‘I know they’re monsters but they’re also still my babies. This all began because I had an affair and threatened to break up their family when they were still children. It’s my fault they are as they are and I need to stay with them now. You go. Do what you need to do.’

Jude could tell there was no way to change Hannah’s mind and she didn’t have time to try so she nodded her understanding, such as it was, and ran off to find safety. Keeping herself low and tucked in as close to the wall as she could to avoid being seen, Jude reached the corner of the house and peered round to make sure the path ahead was clear. It was impossible here to stick as closely to the wall as she’d managed so far because more devilish pyracantha were growing with defensive spikes making close contact with it unappealing.

Tucking in as much as possible, Jude sank her body even lower to avoid being spotted. She was only halfway along the side wall of Letchley Hall when she heard a roar of anger coming from the house, followed by a single gunshot.
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At the sound of the shot, Jude froze.

The furious roar told her that Joshua had discovered that his mother had let Jude go and he wasn’t happy about it, but what did the gunshot mean? Surely he hadn’t been enraged enough to hurt her?

For a moment, Jude’s instincts told her to go back and see if Hannah was okay, but she checked herself quickly. Either Hannah had been shot or she hadn’t; there was nothing Jude could do to change it and by trying she would only be putting herself in even more danger. The best thing would be to try and get back to her car and call for help.

Not knowing exactly where each Merebrook was meant that Jude had to tread carefully. She wanted to run fast and get to her car as quickly as possible, but if Joshua had gone through the house and was about to burst out of the front door brandishing the pistol, she didn’t want to put herself in the firing line.

Jude crept around the side of the house, listening out for any clue as to which way the Merebrooks would inevitably be coming after her. With her heart pounding a strong and steady beat, she weighed up her options. Whatever she did would mean breaking cover at some point and in the end it would boil down to potluck as to whether she was out in the open when she was spotted.

As she neared the corner of the house, a car came up the drive, making her stop in her tracks. She inched forward and, through the prickly branches of the pyracantha, she saw the car stop and Oz and Sami get out.

Relief flooded through her and she was about to rush forward and scream for them to get back into the car when the front door crashed open.

She couldn’t see what was happening on the doorstep but the fact that both Oz and Sami instantly put their hands in the air told Jude all she needed to know. Someone had come out with the gun.

‘Stay where you are.’ Joshua’s voice gave Jude clarification of who was holding the pistol.

‘What the fuck?’ And Jessica’s less than dulcet tones added her to the scene Jude was building in her head.

‘Put your weapons down.’ Despite the fact he had his arms in the air and was obviously at a huge disadvantage, Oz still managed to sound in control and confident.

Jude clocked that the word weapon had been pluralised. If Joshua had the pistol, what was Jessica carrying?

‘What are you doing here?’ Joshua shouted.

‘We’ve just come to talk,’ said Oz. ‘That’s all.’

Although Jude couldn’t see the front door, she could see Sami’s face clearly and he looked petrified.

‘We’ve got nothing to say to you,’ said Jessica.

‘We are also looking for Jude Gray and have reason to believe she is here,’ said Sami. ‘Is she safe?’

‘Haven’t seen her,’ snapped Joshua.

Jude knew she had to do something. The Merebrooks were reckless and had already shown that they were more than capable of killing if it suited them. Oz and Sami might be police detectives, but Jude felt sure this wouldn’t make them immune.

Alexander’s car was missing so she knew he was out of the picture. Hannah had shown she was no threat and Jude wasn’t sure whether or not she’d been shot. Joshua and Jessica were both currently on the front doorstep and would imagine that she was hiding somewhere outside. Being able to place them all made decision-making slightly easier and Jude retreated back around the house to the utility-room door. Letting herself in quietly, she steeled herself for what she might find in the kitchen.

There was no sign of Hannah, but a scarlet trail alerted her to the fact that the gunshot she’d heard must have drawn blood and that Hannah had either dragged herself or been dragged across the floor and out of the kitchen.

Jude looked around for something she could use as a makeshift weapon and decided on a large iron skillet hanging above the range. Carrying it in both hands, she crept over to the door, swallowing a couple of times to try and force the fear further down into her stomach and steady her nerves.

She could hear Joshua and Jessica still standing in the open front door and could tell that Oz was using his training to try and keep them talking. And then she realised she could hear another voice. Smaller and a little disjointed but Jude still recognised it as Hannah Merebrook’s.

‘It’s time to stop now,’ Hannah was saying. ‘It’s gone too far. Can’t you see that?’

‘But you know they’ll send us to prison, and I just can’t do that,’ said Jessica.

‘I know it’s hard, my darling. But there is no other way now. If you put your knife down and hold up your hands, the police will look more kindly on you.’

Jude peered around the kitchen door and saw the backs of the three Merebrooks. Jessica, who was holding a carving knife out in front of her, looked at her mother and then at her brother, trying to work out what the path of least self-destruction would be.

Hannah was leaning against the doorframe with her left leg raised slightly to take the weight off her foot. It was clear to see that this was where the blood was coming from as the lower half of her jeans were dark with it and a red pool was starting to form on the floor.

‘Is she right, Joshie?’ Jessica asked.

‘Stop talking,’ Joshua shouted. ‘I need to think.’

‘You both know what you have to do,’ said Hannah.

Grabbing the metal handrail to the side of the front steps, Hannah hopped on her good leg down them. When she got to the bottom, she turned and Jude could see the pain and effort of moving etched deeply into her features.

‘Come with me,’ she said. ‘It’s time to pay for what we’ve done.’

Oz took a step forward and Joshua reacted by straightening his arm out further, the gun still clasped in his hand.

‘Don’t move,’ he shouted.

Oz put his hands back in the air. ‘Your mother needs help,’ he said.

‘She’ll be fine.’

Despite the enormity of the wrongs Hannah Merebrook had done, Jude’s heart went out to her. She had given up pretty much everything to protect her children and now, when it came down to the crunch, she was nothing more than collateral damage to them.

‘Now this is what’s going to happen,’ said Joshua. ‘You two are going to lie down on the ground with your hands behind your heads and let my sister tie you up. Then Jessica and I will get into our car and leave. If you do as you’re told no shots will be fired. Is that clear?’

‘We can’t do that,’ said Oz, making Jude wonder how Sami felt about this decision.

‘You don’t really have a choice,’ said Joshua. ‘My father taught me how to use guns, and we spent our summers lining up tin cans to shoot down. I am a very good shot.’

‘You won’t get far,’ said Oz. ‘We’ll pick you both up soon enough and the consequences will be greater than if you put your weapons down and come with us now.’

‘Not going to happen, I’m afraid,’ said Joshua. ‘Jess, have you got the bag?’

‘I left it at the bottom of the stairs. Hang on.’

Jude ducked sideways, behind the kitchen door, to avoid being seen when Jessica came back into the house to retrieve what Jude assumed was the bag full of money and heirlooms that would buy them a new start.

‘Good,’ said Joshua. ‘Now, last chance – are you two going to do as I say or are we doing this the messy way?’

‘Please,’ said Sami. ‘You have to see that killing two senior police detectives would mean they’d make sure you never left prison.’

Jude tightened her grip on the skillet and moved cautiously out of the kitchen. It was not far to the front door and both Joshua and Jessica were focused on what was happening outside, so if she could just make it without them turning around then she had the element of surprise and a good chance of disarming Joshua.

‘Pah!’ Joshua snorted. ‘You make it sound as though if we come quietly we’ll get nothing more than a slap on the wrists.’

‘No,’ said Oz. ‘Prison is coming for you whatever happens next. But the question is, how long do you want your stay to be and are you interested in ever seeing the outside world again?’

‘You forget that disappearing is in our genes,’ said Jessica. ‘Our mother managed to outrun the system for almost twenty years.’

Jude inched down the hallway, her heart rate increasing with every step. She willed Oz to keep them talking just for a few seconds more until she was close enough to clobber Joshua with the skillet.

‘Enough now,’ said Joshua. ‘We need to go. Are you going to get to your bellies or not?’

Jude was only a few steps away, the skillet raised above her head in preparation. Then, between the Merebrooks, she glimpsed Sami’s stricken face and his arms still held above his head. He had seen her too and the panic in his eyes grew as he gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shake of his head.

‘Your choice,’ Joshua said, reading the head shake as Sami’s refusal to toe the line.

In one quick move, Jude rushed forward and flung the entirety of her strength through the handle of the skillet.

Both Merebrooks turned and stared at her in surprise as she swung the skillet at Joshua, not caring which part of him she hit, just intent on getting him down and the gun out of his hand.

The heavy metal pan connected with Joshua’s shoulder and a loud crack reverberated around Letchley Hall as the pistol went off.
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Jude stood still as Joshua stumbled sideways, dropped the pistol and toppled down the three stone steps, bashing his head on the bottom one to lie crumpled at his mother’s feet.

‘Jude!’ Sami shouted as he ran towards her. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘He didn’t get me,’ said Jude.

A sky-peeling shriek pulled everyone’s attention to Jessica Merebrook who was holding one hand out in front of her and gazing at the sticky redness of it. There was a clatter as the metal blade of the carving knife she’d been carrying hit the stone of the steps and she clasped her side with her clean hand.

‘Urgent backup requested,’ Oz was shouting into his phone. ‘Three casualties. Two gunshot wounds, both alert and responsive. One trauma to the head, unconscious but clear signs of life.’

‘He shot me,’ said Jessica, looking at her brother in shock. ‘The bastard actually shot me.’

Then she sat down on the top step, peeled back her layers of winter clothing to reveal an abdominal wound that was spewing plenty of blood, and promptly passed out.

* * *


That evening, Jude was at Binnie’s house with Oz and Sami.

Although she had only been discharged from hospital a couple of hours earlier, Binnie was adamant she was given the full rundown of everything that had happened that day.

‘So in the end, Toby had nothing to do with any of it?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Oz confirmed. ‘We’ve released him.’

Jude noticed how close he’d pulled his chair to Binnie’s and how often he glanced her way as he spoke.

‘I bet Carol was pleased about that.’ Jude was sitting on the sofa and pulled one of Binnie’s cerise silk cushions behind her back.

‘I’m not sure if relief was the main emotion she exhibited when she went to pick him up.’ Oz glanced at Sami.

‘I think bull-headed fury might be closer to the truth.’ Sami grimaced. ‘Wait until she hears the full truth about her precious Merebrooks.’

‘What a family track record.’ Binnie rested the mug of chai that Oz had made her on her knee. ‘I have to say, I didn’t take to Jessica Merebrook at all, but I’d not have pegged her as a double murderer.’ She had her legs curled up beneath her and was wearing a stylish cotton dressing gown with her hair scooped up into a loose bun. Even straight out of hospital, Jude mused that Binnie was still by far the most elegant person she knew.

‘The rest are just as bad, if you ask me.’ Sami lifted his hands from his lap so that Babur, Binnie’s tiger-striped cat, could jump on and take up residence in the crease of his legs. ‘Although Doug is still alive, and out of his coma, there’s no doubt Joshua meant to kill him.’

‘It’s a shame Doug didn’t get a good look at him,’ said Jude. When Oz had told them that Doug had woken the night before and given an initial statement that morning, she had rather hoped this would be the end for Joshua. But the balaclava and the fact he attacked from behind had made it impossible for Doug to recognise his assailant.

‘Joshua’s denying it, of course, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to find some hard evidence to make sure he can’t wriggle out of it. Hopefully, when she’s recovered from her surgery and we can take Hannah’s full statement, she will fully cooperate and back up what Jude heard Alexander and Joshua say about a half-cocked attempt at murder and living to regret it if Doug pulled through.’

Jude clenched her teeth together in anger at the casual way they’d spoken about the man that Alexander had ruined financially and Joshua had beaten and left for dead at the bottom of the shopping centre car park steps.

‘Hannah was very close to Doug,’ she said. ‘I’m sure that when she found out what Joshua had done to him and the casual way he spoke about it afterwards, that was the turning point for her and the reason why she wanted to tell me everything her children were guilty of.’

‘But she still helped them get away with murder,’ said Oz. ‘Not just once, when they shot Rick Banks, but again and again. Getting rid of the knife Jessica used to kill Danny, helping her to dispose of Rachael’s body in the river.’

Jude remembered the look on Hannah’s face when she told Jude she wanted to stay with Joshua and Jessica, regardless of the consequences.

‘They were her babies,’ she said. ‘She may have been stupendously misguided, but she did what she thought was in their best interest.’

‘We have to hope that, when she comes round, she will start to do what is legally and morally right instead.’ Binnie laid her head against the back of the sofa and sighed.

‘I’m not sure I’d be alive if it hadn’t been for Hannah Merebrook,’ Jude said. ‘If she hadn’t let me go, I don’t know what would have happened, and then she got shot because of it. Bear that in mind, won’t you?’

‘We will,’ said Oz. ‘She’ll get time for perverting the course of justice but the more she helps us with our enquiries, the more lenient her sentence will be.’

‘Do you know how she’s doing?’ Jude asked.

‘She’ll be fine.’ Sami shifted Babur off his lap as the cat began to knead his claws into Sami’s trouser legs. ‘Joshua shot her but not to kill. The bullet went through her calf and has done some damage to the Achilles tendon. She lost a lot of blood and will need plenty of rehab to get her walking again, but the operation went well and she’ll recover.’

Jude nodded. Hannah had made some pretty cataclysmic mistakes, but Jude really felt that, whatever the extent of her involvement in covering up the despicable deeds of her children, she herself was not a bad sort. Just hopelessly misguided when it came to trying to rescue her babies.

‘I’d like to say I can’t believe you went looking for trouble again, Jude.’ Binnie raised her eyebrows in Jude’s direction. ‘But of course I can.’

‘I wasn’t really looking for trouble,’ Jude said. ‘As far as I was aware, Hannah was the only Merebrook left at Letchley Hall, and I wanted to see her for myself before calling in the cavalry.’

‘Yes, well, it’s a very good thing Oz and Sami went looking for you.’

‘You can thank Doug Montgomery for that.’ Oz crossed his hands behind his head and leant back into them. With his elbows out and one ankle resting on the other knee he looked extremely relaxed in Binnie’s sitting room. ‘When we talked to him this morning, he told us everything: or at least everything he knew. Hannah had been living in London since she’d run away from Letchley Hall. She had taken on a new name and Doug had helped her set up a new identity.’

‘Exactly as she told me,’ said Jude. ‘Sonia Hastings, the girlfriend that Kathy told us about.’

Sami nodded. ‘It was awful, hearing him talk about her in such a loving way still. He told us they’d argued just before Christmas about Danny’s and Rachael’s involvement with Hannah’s children. She was suspicious of their motives and he refused to step in and tell them to keep away. Something I’m sure he deeply regrets now.’

‘Did Danny or Rachael ever find out her real identity?’ Binnie asked.

‘According to Doug, only when they overheard him arguing with Hannah after Christmas.’

‘They knew about Alexander Merebrook though, didn’t they?’ Jude put her now empty tea mug down on the coffee table in front of her.

Oz nodded. ‘Oh yes, they knew about Alexander and how Doug had lost all his money because of him.’

‘Which is why they came to mess with the Merebrooks,’ Jude said.

‘That was how it started,’ said Sami. ‘Only then they overheard Hannah talking to Doug and found out the entire truth. It gave them the one thing that would have the power to bring the entire Merebrook family into disrepute.’

‘The fact that it was Jessica and Joshua who killed their mother’s lover, not her,’ said Binnie.

Jude pushed back against the cushion and folded one leg beneath her. ‘Did you find out what Doug was doing in Gloucester on New Year’s Day?’ she asked.

‘He said that Hannah had sent a text asking him to meet because she had something important to tell him,’ said Oz. ‘We’ll have to wait until Hannah is out of surgery before we can find out the truth, but I’d say it’s a pretty safe guess to say that one of her children sent the message instead.’

‘Any updates on the rest of the Merebrooks?’ Jude asked. ‘For a while there, I was worried I’d killed Joshua with that skillet.’

Oz let out a hearty guffaw. ‘To be honest, Jude, and completely off the record, of course, I was whooping loudly in my head when you gave that arsehole the whack he deserved.’

‘Me too. You were like one of Charlie’s Angels.’ Sami put a hand up for Jude to high five, but she just raised an eyebrow at him.

Sami lowered his hand, but the grin remained. ‘Joshua is being held in a secure hospital bed, already awake and argumentative with no real damage other than some corking bruises and a stonking headache. Well done there, Unofficial DI Gray!’

‘And Jessica?’ Binnie asked.

‘That was a clean bullet wound,’ said Sami. ‘Straight through her side, missing anything essential. She’s already been patched up and stitched back together. We’re expecting both of them to be out of hospital and ready to be arrested in a couple of days.’

‘The only one who managed to wriggle out of our grip is Alexander.’ Oz stretched his legs out in front of him. ‘We’ll nab him as soon as he returns to Letchley Hall though and we’ll make sure we have something solid to pin on him, even if he didn’t pull any triggers or stab anyone himself. Jude, your testimony will be key there.’

‘Happy to help,’ said Jude.

‘Binnie said you were a good detective.’ Oz grinned at her. ‘And now I can see why you’ve earnt your title at the station. I’m not condoning a member of the public putting themselves in danger like that, but we definitely wouldn’t have got the result we did today without you.’

Jude was not one to take praise easily and she looked down at her hands to avoid his eye contact. Her phone rang then and she answered immediately when she saw Noah’s number on the screen.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Lucy’s gone into labour. Can you come and watch Sebbie?’

Jude was on her feet instantly. ‘I’m at Binnie’s,’ she said. ‘I’ll be ten, fifteen minutes but Marco should be at home and he can be there in two.’

‘Fifteen minutes will be fine,’ said Noah. ‘See you then.’

* * *


It was an anxious wait for Jude who had given Sebbie his supper, read several chapters of the next book in his current favourite series, Libby and the Manhattan Mystery by Jo Clarke, and answered a thousand questions about labour and childbirth as well as she could.

Marco had come round for a bit, but she’d sent him home after a while, saying that it was silly for them both to go without sleep and that if he went back, he’d be more useful to her in the morning.

Sebbie had finally been sleepy enough for bed and she had tucked him in and kissed him goodnight with promises to take him to the hospital first thing the next day if the baby had been born by then.

Midnight came and went and at some point she napped on the sofa, but it wasn’t until almost four in the morning that her phone rang and a tired but excited Noah told her that she had a new niece.

‘That’s the most wonderful news,’ Jude said. ‘And Lucy? Is she okay?’

‘She was amazing,’ said Noah. ‘I couldn’t be prouder.’

‘Have you chosen a name?’ Jude asked.

‘We have, but I think Lucy wants to tell you herself.’

‘Okay, well, give them both a big kiss from me and tell Lucy that I’ll bring one very excited big brother in to visit in the morning.’

‘Thank you, Jude.’

After she’d put the phone down, Jude found she could manage a couple of hours’ deep sleep before Sebbie came bounding downstairs and ran into the room to wake her up again.

‘Am I a big brother yet?’ he said, his voice bubbling over with the excitement of it all.

Jude sat up and rubbed a hand across her eyes. ‘Come here,’ she said, patting the sofa next to her.

Sebbie did as he was told and she wrapped her arm around his precious shoulder, dropping a kiss on his sleep-messed hair.

‘Is the baby here yet?’

‘Yes, she is,’ Jude told him. ‘You have a little sister, Sebbie, and she can’t wait to meet you.’

‘Yes!’ Sebbie punched the air. ‘I told Mum it would be a sister. But when I drew the card I just wrote hello baby inside just in case it was a brother. What’s she called?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

Sebbie stuck his chin out and stared at the ceiling. ‘I think we’ll call her Libby, like my book. Or maybe Rose because that’s Mummy’s favourite flower.’

‘Both very good ideas,’ said Jude. ‘But I think Mummy and Noah have already chosen a name for her.’

‘Noah said I can call him Daddy, if I want to.’ Sebbie was still jutting his chin towards the ceiling and Jude could tell that he was thinking over all the new changes in his little life. ‘He said it’s up to me but that the baby will call him Daddy and if I want to I can as well.’

‘And do you?’ Jude asked.

‘He is my daddy really, anyway, isn’t he?’ said Sebbie. ‘So I think it would be a good idea.’

‘Well, that’s sorted then,’ said Jude.

She drew his small body into a tight hug which he allowed for perhaps five seconds before wriggling out of her grasp.

‘Come on, Aunty Jude. I’ve got to get dressed and then we have to go and find my new sister.’

* * *


Jude managed to slow proceedings down by taking a fully dressed Sebbie, armed with his homemade card and a sheep soft toy that he’d picked out in the shops weeks earlier, to the farm.

Here she set him to work with Marco, making a WELCOME HOME banner while she had a shower and got into some clean clothes. Having persuaded Sebbie that, before they went to the hospital, he really ought to go to the paddock with her to feed the animals and tell them his exciting news, they then went back to Noah and Lucy’s house to put up the banner.

Eventually it was a more sociable hour and Jude and Marco loaded Sebbie into the back of the Land Rover and headed out of Malvern to Hereford County Hospital to find Lucy, Noah and the newest member of their family.

Sebbie chattered the entire way but, as they approached the ward, he became suddenly quiet and took hold of Jude’s hand.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

‘What if my new sister doesn’t like me?’ His voice was uncharacteristically small.

Jude crouched down so that her eyes were at his level. ‘Sebbie, there’s a good chance she will cry when you hold her but if she does, that isn’t because she doesn’t like you. It’s because she’s a baby and that’s what babies do. Just like the lambs when they’re hungry or can’t find their mums. But your sister is going to love you so much, just like I love my sister.’

‘Mummy,’ said Sebbie.

‘Yep. Your mummy and me still argue sometimes and can I tell you a tiny secret?’

Sebbie nodded solemnly.

‘Sometimes she drives me up the wall. That’s what brothers and sisters do and that’s okay. But your mummy and me, we are always on each other’s sides and we love each other in a very special way that only ever happens with brothers and sisters. And that’s what it will be like for you and the new baby.’

‘Okay,’ Sebbie said, accepting this as firm truth.

‘So, are you ready?’

Sebbie nodded and held her hand tightly as they walked through the door into the maternity ward with Marco right behind them.

Lucy was still in the delivery room and the nurse on duty made a big fuss about the number of visitors, but allowed it this once as Sebbie was clearly an important guest.

She opened the door and Jude looked in to see the happiest of scenes. Lucy lying with her hair spread out across white hospital pillows, a tiny sleeping bundle in her arms and an already besotted Noah at her side.

‘Mummy!’ Sebbie squealed as he let go of Jude’s hand and rushed over to join his family.

‘Hello, you,’ said Noah, scooping him up and putting him in the big armchair that he’d just vacated himself.

‘Hello, Daddy,’ said Sebbie, trying the new name on for size.

Jude caught the delighted look on Noah’s face as he locked eyes with Lucy for a second.

‘Do you want to hold your new sister?’ Lucy asked.

Sebbie nodded seriously, pushed himself right back in the chair and held his arms out ready.

Noah carefully took the sleeping bundle away from Lucy, and the baby squirmed a little in annoyance but quickly settled again when she was safely laid in Sebbie’s arms.

‘Meet Margot Judith Harrow,’ said Lucy. She looked at Jude for a moment. ‘Named after the two most incredible women I am lucky enough to have in my life.’

Jude smiled and blinked back a couple of tears as Marco slid his arm around her shoulders.

‘Am I the only Berban then?’ Sebbie looked up.

‘That depends,’ said Noah, ‘on what you want. You can stay Sebbie Berban if you like. Or you can be a Harrow too.’

‘I’d like to be a Harrow,’ Sebbie said without any hesitation, then he turned his attention back to the important job of being a big brother.
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Baby Margot had arrived a couple of weeks early, which was a real help when it came to lambing. By the time the first ewes were ready to give birth, she was already seven weeks old and Lucy had recovered well.

Two weeks into the season and she decided she was sick of taking things easy and wanted to cook a proper Sunday roast for everyone.

Jude had argued that it was not even two months since she’d given birth, but Lucy was adamant.

‘It won’t be fancy,’ she’d said. ‘Just meat and two veg with spuds and Bisto. Sebbie can help prepare the veg and you can all do the clearing up afterwards.’

It was a very happy group that sat around the big dining room table at Malvern Farm. Jude and Marco, Lucy and Noah, Sebbie, Granny Margot with Gerwain, Binnie, Sami and Oz, whom Jude had insisted very much deserved his place at the table.

Lucy had fed Baby Margot just before the food was ready to serve and she was obligingly sleeping in her carry-cot on the spare bed.

‘You’ll be glad the latest case has all been wrapped up, Binnie,’ said Granny Margot as she held her plate out for Gerwain to spoon on some roast potatoes. ‘Another successful mission.’

‘I definitely am,’ said Binnie. ‘We all are.’

Jude had noticed how much calmer Binnie had been since the entire Merebrook family had been arrested. Alexander’s lawyer had tried to get him released on bail but Jude’s testimony, along with those of both his children and his wife, ensured that the serious charges of perverting the course of a murder investigation and attempted insurance fraud kept him locked up while he awaited his trial.

Hannah had not made any attempt to limit her punishment, taking full responsibility for her part in setting false evidence at the scene of the murder of Rick Banks, evading the police, attempting to dispose of a murder weapon and concealing evidence in the murders of Danny Howell and Rachael Merebrook as well as the attack on Doug Montgomery.

From her post-operative hospital bed, Hannah had given Oz and Sami a full statement with details of how Jessica had stumbled across her with the Letchley Hall hunting knife in the dining room at The Lamb. Jessica had heard Hannah talking to Danny and realised that not only had she been completely taken in by him but also that he had the power to destroy her and Joshua if he spilt what he knew. She’d grabbed the knife and plunged it into his back three times before handing it to her mother to get rid of.

‘What sentences can Joshua and Jessica expect to get?’ Granny Margot asked.

Lucy nodded her head meaningfully toward Sebbie, reminding everyone that his young ears didn’t need to hear the details of a nasty murder case.

‘The judge will be very tough.’ Oz poured gravy over his vegetables and passed the jug on to Binnie who was sitting next to him. ‘Neither one of them has shown any sign of regret or remorse and they’re both still acting like spoilt brats.’

‘Jessica in particular is absolutely furious with her mother,’ said Sami. ‘She assumed that because Hannah took the blame for the gardener’s, ahem, accident—’ he glanced at Sebbie who was far too busy attacking his Yorkshire pudding and gravy to be bothered by the grown-ups’ conversation ‘—she’d cover for them again.’

‘But Hannah did go on a New Year’s Day trip with her daughter to drop a package off in the river,’ said Granny Margot. ‘And she was quite happy to put on a silk head scarf and pretend to be someone else as well as play with this ghastly AI business to make a fake recording.’

‘Who did a ghastly business?’ Sebbie asked.

‘Oh, just one of Aunty Judy’s friends,’ said Lucy quickly. ‘But she is very, very sorry and is trying to make things right now.’

‘That’s good,’ said Sebbie. ‘Can I please have another Yorkshire pudding?’

‘Of course you can,’ said Noah. ‘Growing boy like you needs all his energy to help me out with the lambing later.’

Sebbie looked very pleased with himself as he leant across the table and stabbed a golden Yorkshire with his fork.

Jude thought about Hannah as she had done many times since the day she had found her about to leave Letchley Hall. Whatever punishment the courts decided was apt for her would be nothing compared to the mental torture she would live with for the rest of her life, knowing what her children had done and the part she had played in it all. According to Binnie, when Hannah had been shown the CCTV footage of the brutal attack on her old friend, Doug Montgomery, she had broken down and sobbed uncontrollably. After seeing that, knowing that the attacker was Joshua and that Jessica had been the instigator as well as driving the car to get him to Gloucester Quays, she held nothing else back.

‘I hope things stay much calmer for you for a bit now,’ said Noah.

‘Actually…’ Binnie took a sip of water and Jude realised that the time had come for her friend to make the big announcement she knew was coming. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you all about while everyone is in the same room. Sami already knows and I mentioned it to Jude, but I’ve handed in my resignation and will be leaving the police force.’

‘Wow!’ Lucy put her knife and fork down. ‘That’s huge news.’

‘It is,’ Binnie agreed. ‘But it’s also exciting because the other bit of news I have is that I’m going to be taking a bit of time off altogether. My consultant told me I need to be taking better care of myself so that’s what I’m going to do.’

‘Good for you, Binnie,’ said Granny Margot. ‘Do you know what you’re going to do, or just enjoy spending some time at home and putting your feet up?’

Jude knew that more than a day or two spent at home putting her feet up would send Binnie doolally.

‘I have decided to go travelling,’ Binnie said. ‘Actually, there’s a third piece of news, because I’m not going on my own.’ She looked at Oz then and they smiled at each other. ‘I don’t want you to get all carried away, Jude, you especially. There is nothing romantic going on. We’ve just remembered how much we enjoyed each other’s company and how we’ve missed the friendship.’

‘I was thinking of taking a sabbatical myself, so when Binnie told me she wanted to travel, it just all seemed to slot into place,’ said Oz. ‘We’re going to see her family in India; I have relatives in Gabon and a favourite aunty who moved to New Zealand so we thought we’d do a bit of a tour.’

‘Just for six months,’ said Binnie. ‘And then I can really think about what I want to do next.’

‘I’ll miss you,’ said Jude. ‘And you’d better send loads of updates and photos. But I’m really happy for you. For you both.’

Jude felt quite emotional as she took on board Binnie’s news. She was delighted for her friend, but she knew she’d also miss her terribly. Somehow it seemed like the end of an era, and she knew West Mercia Police would be a little worse off for not having her on the team.

‘Where’s Gabong?’ Sebbie asked, breaking the moment perfectly.

‘Gabon,’ Oz laughed. ‘Come here and I’ll show you on my phone.’

Sebbie put the last mouthful of his beef and potatoes in his mouth. Then he pushed himself off his chair and went around to Oz’s side of the table where he leant lazily against Oz’s leg and watched him pull up a map on his phone.

After everyone had eaten their fill, the roast was cleared away and an apple crumble brought in by Lucy, with Sebbie next to her carrying a jug of custard.

Baby Margot waited until the pudding had been served before deciding it was time to wake up and join the party.

‘I’ll go,’ said Noah as her mewing cry came across the baby monitor.

‘Now, I hear something very special is happening to you very soon,’ said Granny Margot, looking directly at Sebbie.

‘Yes,’ said Sebbie, puffing his chest out proudly. ‘I am going to be adopted by my daddy and we’re all going into town to have pizza to celebrate.’

‘Well, that is exciting,’ said Granny Margot. ‘And what a very good daddy to have.’

Jude couldn’t have agreed more. Noah had been by her own side through the very worst life had thrown at her over the years, and there wasn’t a better man alive she would trust to take care of Lucy and her children.

‘Everyone want crumble?’ Lucy asked, dishing up steaming bowls of stewed apples and perfectly crunchy topping.

When Noah came back in, Granny Margot held out her hands.

‘I haven’t had a cuddle with my namesake yet today,’ she said. ‘I’ll have my pudding when it cools down a bit.’

Jude smiled at the two Margots, almost a full century between them, and took a moment to revel in the wonder of the group of people around her. Various fates had brought them all together and she was grateful for every one of them.

Pudding was delicious but barely over before Noah stood up.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I hate to leave in the middle of a party, but Dad’s out on his own with the sheep and I promised him I’d take him a plate of roast dinner and give him a break.’

‘Thanks,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll take the red-eye shift tonight.’

‘Right you are.’

When the meal was over, everyone helped clear away and then there was a mass exodus as Granny Margot insisted Jude was left in peace to grab a nap before a full night in the lambing shed.

The days were lengthening and it was still dusky when Jude went out to take over from Noah. As she was crossing the yard, Marco came up behind her, also dressed in an old coat and wellies.

‘Are you joining me?’ she asked.

‘Thought I might.’ Marco had been coming out to help with the lambing a lot that year and Jude loved having him around. He was keen to learn, asked questions and took on board everything she told him. ‘I want to see how that third lamb from the triplets is doing. Has the surrogate taken to him?’

‘He was doing really well when I went in this morning,’ Jude said.

Inside the shed, they walked up and down each set of pens, Jude casting her well-practised eye over the inhabitants to make sure there were no concerns.

‘This is the one Frank delivered this morning,’ said Jude. ‘She was a prolapse, but he said it all went well.’

‘These will be ready to move into the big barn soon, won’t they?’ Marco stopped by a mother and her two-day-old twins. ‘And then how long before those already in will go out to pasture?’

Jude answered his questions as they walked up past the final row of pens.

‘Let’s sit down for a moment,’ she said when they got to the pile of hay bales stacked at the side. ‘I don’t know about you, but I could use a cuppa before we do anything else.’

There was an old kettle on a table in the corner and Marco filled it from the hosepipe while Jude swilled out a couple of mugs for them. Somehow tea always seemed to taste best when it was made in the lambing shed and drunk out of an old, chipped mug.

Tea made, they sat down and Marco talked about the lambs and the things he’d noticed.

Jude bent down and pulled a piece of hay from the bale and, as Marco chatted, she twisted and knotted it into a little hoop.

‘I love that you’re with me in here talking about spares and surrogates and which lambs are almost ready to go out to pasture,’ she said.

He leant across and kissed her, taking her hand as he did so and entwining his fingers with hers. ‘It turns out that lambing can be a bit of an addiction, can’t it?’

‘Can’t argue with that,’ said Jude.

In that moment she knew that it was impossible for life to get any better. She had coped on her own after Adam died and tackled everything that needed to be tackled with her usual gumption and refusal to be knocked down. She had been fine on her own and would have survived if that had been her lot in life. But she had been gifted something else. Something wonderful in the shape of the man sitting next to her with a chipped mug of tea in one hand and her fingers entwined in the other.

She thought for a second or two about what she was about to do, knowing that once the question was out there, she could never take it back again. But it only took that long for her to know for certain. Just a couple of seconds to realise that all her doubts and misguided feelings of broken loyalties had been wrong.

Her marriage to Adam had been wonderful and she would always look back on it with gratitude and love. More than that, he had left her with the absolute privilege of becoming custodian of Malvern Farm when he’d died, leaving her a legacy of not just a home and income but a way of life she adored.

But Adam was gone.

And Marco was here. Loving both her and the farm in a way that Adam would most definitely have approved of.

She’d almost lost him once, when her guilt had stopped her from allowing him in. This time she wasn’t going to make the same mistake.

‘I want to ask you something.’ Jude put her mug down and dropped to one knee, ignoring the muck on the floor. ‘I was wrong before and I needed a little time to see that and realise what I really want my life to look like.’ She held up the little ring of hay.

Marco’s eyes were so full of love as he looked down at her. ‘Jude, you don’t have to do this. Like you told me, marriage is only a certificate really and you are enough for me without it.’

‘I know,’ said Jude. ‘But I also know that I want that certificate. I want us to run this place together as husband and wife. If you still want the same?’

Marco knelt down opposite her and picked up a piece of hay which he twisted nimbly into a matching ring.

‘Marco Ricci,’ said Jude.

‘Jude Gray,’ said Marco.

They grinned at each other, knowing that starting their new chapter by taking on big decisions together was the perfect way to begin.

‘Will you marry me?’ they asked together before slipping the hay rings onto each other’s fingers and sealing the pact with a kiss.

With her eyes closed and Marco’s lips warm against hers, Jude could hear the gentle bleating of her ewes and mewing of the lambs as they answered.

This was where she belonged.

This was her life.

The world was changing fast. Sebbie would turn seven in a couple of months, Baby Margot would soon be crawling then walking and before long she’d be running through the fields trying to keep up with her older brother, perhaps even outrunning him in time.

Technology and politics had turned the world into a frightening place at times, but Malvern Farm would weather it all. Ewes would still need to be lambed, crops would still need to be sown, tended and harvested, and Jude would still be at the helm, making sure it all ran as smoothly as possible.

Only now, she was navigating it with her fiancé at her side, and that made her feel invincible.

‘Come on,’ said Marco. ‘My bones are too old to be kneeling on this concrete for too long.’

They stood up and brushed the hay and dust from their trousers. Then they linked hands and walked towards the back of the barn.

In the last pen, deliberately placed right next to the chairs where they usually stopped for their tea breaks, was perhaps the proudest ewe in the shed. A little Cheviot with two tiny lambs born the day before. One had the black ears of her Kerry Hill father and the other had his panda-like black eye-rings. Both had black tips to their muzzles as though they had dipped their noses into coal dust.

Jude let Marco’s hand drop and stopped to lean on the metal hurdle. She passed her mug to Marco who took them both over to the chairs and sat down.

The ewe lifted her head and bleated a gentle greeting to Jude.

‘Hey there, Pancake. How are you doing?’ Jude reached out to stroke her old friend between the ears. ‘I remember when I found you in here as a poor, squashed, teeny thing. What a lot we’ve seen between us in those six years, hey?’

The little Cheviot’s soft eyes blinked at her knowingly and Jude imagined she saw Pancake give a small impossible smile before she laid her head down with her babies.

‘Sleep well,’ Jude whispered as she went to the chairs where Marco was waiting for her.

They sipped their tea, enjoying a moment of calm together with the gentle sounds of the lambing shed around them.

When they were finished, they rinsed out the cups and left them ready for the next tea break that would probably come in the wee small hours of the morning.

‘Shall we fetch the dogs for the field rounds?’ Marco asked.

‘Yep,’ said Jude. ‘Let’s get started.’

She and Marco walked the short distance across the yard, past the stone cider press filled with snowdrops and the first daffodils. Then they went into the black and white farmhouse, opened the door and whistled once for Pip and Alfie to join them before heading off to the fields.

* * *
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Chapter 1

Turning seventy had been unequivocally horrid for Alice Dench.

It wasn’t the passing of the years or the hitting of another milestone that had been hard to take. Nor even the horrendousness of waiting for the consultant to decide whether or not she’d seen the back of the cursed breast cancer. It was the fact that Phil hadn’t been there with her when it happened. In the entirety of their forty-six years of marriage, she had spent no more than a handful of nights without him so when he’d died without the decency of any warning, her life had crumpled.

She had her children of course, two of them, and Alice loved them fiercely, but sometimes she felt as though they had already written her off and were just counting down the years until they could pop her safely into a retirement home.

Alice looked out of the window of her little Devonshire-stone cottage, snuggled into the chocolate-box, late-summer garden that had been Phil’s pride and joy. Although it was drizzling, the last of the scarlet and pink roses and blue delphiniums made the garden bright and jolly.

‘What do you think, Rosie?’ she asked the chubby sausage dog who was curled up on the sofa next to her. ‘Shall we go out for our walk now or wait a bit and see if the rain passes?’

Rosie climbed up onto the softness of Alice’s corduroy-clad thighs and tucked her snout into the crook of her elbow.

‘Fair do. We’ll stay here a while then, shall we?’

Alice had lived in Devon for her entire life, barely leaving the county of her birth during childhood. A surprise week on the island of Jersey, booked by Phil for their honeymoon, had felt exotic and exciting but she’d never felt the need to travel any further than that. They’d bought the little cottage with its views down to the cliff-edge and slate waters of the Irish Sea when she’d been pregnant with Melanie and had found no good reason to ever leave.

Recently though Alice had developed an itchiness of foot and something that she thought her grandchildren would call a wanderlust. It could have had something to do with the earliness of her widow status, perhaps also the strange mix of feelings that came from being diagnosed with, treated for and finally free of cancer.  There had definitely been a new sense of impending fragility creeping in that brought with it a feeling of now-or-never. But maybe it was just that she was now seventy-two and sick of being bombarded with adverts for retirement homes, hearing aids and walk-in baths.

‘Look now,’ Alice said as the sky darkened from murky white to dark grey and the drizzle gave way to heavy rain. ‘We missed our chance I’d say. Come on, let’s have a bit of lunch and try again later, shall we?’

Rosie often pretended she was untrainable, refusing to understand words such as come, stay or quiet. Lunch however was one she had mastered fairly quickly and at the sound of that single syllable, she was off the sofa and running towards the kitchen before Alice had a chance to get to her feet.

‘Chicken or salmon today?’ Alice asked, showing the attentive dog both packets. ‘Salmon it is then.’

As she peeled back the foil lid and scooped the contents into Rosie’s bowl, something hit Alice with great force and it was not just the strong fishy smell coming from the dog food.

‘Do you know, my girl, these days I talk to you more than any human being.’

She didn’t say it with melancholy or gloom, and most definitely not with self-pity, it was just a fact. But it was a fact that made Alice stop and think. Since Phil’s heart attack and her own brush with death, she had thought more about spreading her wings but in reality her world had shrunk.

She played dominoes with Judy and Mags on a Wednesday lunchtime at The Old Wagon and went to the village hall on Monday afternoons for the over sixties exercise class, but some weeks that was all she had.

‘I do believe I need to get out more,’ she said as she went to the sink to rinse off the dog food tin. ‘A hobby maybe, or perhaps I could even take a course and learn something new.’

The possibilities that came with those words filled Alice with something that had been altogether missing for the past couple of years.

She was, she realised, excited.

Having tossed the dog food tin into the recycling bin, Alice washed her hands and mulled over different ideas.

‘Nothing like crochet or knitting,’ she said as she took a plate from the cupboard.

‘And I am not going to learn to play bridge. I want something altogether different. Something that will give my children something to talk about.’

Alice took ham, cheese and a cucumber from the fridge and set about making herself a sandwich.

‘Sky-diving,’ she turned to look at Rosie who was still nose deep in salmon and vegetable gourmet dog’s dinner. ‘That would make them stop and think. Or pole-dancing.’ She chuckled to herself at the thought of her comfortable curves trussed up in Lycra as she swung around a pole upside down with gravity pulling her grey hair away from her head.

‘Maybe not, hey?’

Before she put the cheese away, she cut an extra couple of thick slices, put one in her mouth and the other on the side of her plate next to the sandwich. As she chewed, she thought.

‘I think I fancy something arty,’ she said as she took her plate and a glass of orange squash to the kitchen table. ‘Pottery perhaps.’

Rosie, who had licked her bowl clean and was eying up Alice’s sandwich as though the salmon and vegetables hadn’t made a dent in her hunger, gave a single sharp yap.

‘No, you’re probably right. Something else.’ Alice bit into her sandwich and thought about the arts. Dress-making? She did love to watch the Great British Sewing Bee but in all honesty that was as much for the handsome presenter with his suits, moustache and twinkly eyes as it was for the sewing machines. Sculpting? It could be fun but an image was starting to form in her mind of an easel with her standing in front of it, a paintbrush tucked behind her ear and another in her hand. Dungarees covered in splatters and smears of a rainbow of paints. Grey bobbed hair pushed back by a knotted headscarf.

‘Ooh yes,’ she said. ‘That’s it. I’m going to learn to paint.’

Rosie snuffled her nose deep into the bowl to lick clean the last remnants of her lunch, completely uninterested in the idea that was growing in her owner’s mind.

‘I bet there are some evening classes at the college,’ she said.

The laptop was on the table next to her and Alice pushed her plate to one side to make space to bring it closer.

A picture of the entire family filled the screen when she switched it on. Phil and her in the middle with Rosie sitting on her knee. Melanie with her husband, Dale, and their two girls on one side and Isaac, his wife, Divya, and their baby on the other.

It was a snapshot of the before.

Before heart attacks and breast cancer had changed everything.

Alice opened a new browsing page and started her search. There was the option to register for a formal A level in fine art as a mature student but it wasn’t right for her.

Someone was offering local walk-and-sketch tours which sounded fun but she wanted something more.

As she scrolled, the internet showed her results from further afield and these sounded far more interesting.

‘Perhaps I could go away,’ she said. ‘Listen to this, Rosie. Learn to sculpt in Michaelangelo and Raphael’s Tuscany. Stay in a beautifully renovated farmhouse set in a vineyard in the Tuscan hills. Spend your days under expert tutorage and your evenings relaxing by the pool and enjoying traditional Italian cuisine.’

The website included tempting pictures of tile-floored bedrooms with billowing white curtains framing windows that looked out over the cypress trees and vines of the Italian countryside. The image of a table laden with dishes of pasta and glasses of wine set up next to an azure swimming pool made Alice quite giddy.

‘Wouldn’t that be something.’ She scrolled down to the cost and almost choked on her sandwich. ‘Heavens. I’d have to re-mortgage the house.’

Although Italy was not to be, the notion that perhaps the thought of taking art classes could grow and become something more like an artists’ holiday gave Alice a new idea.

‘Find art in nature within Snowdonia National Park,’ she read from the results of a fresh search. ‘Or how about this: sketch, paint and camp. Stay in either a bell tent or shepherds’ hut on a farm at the foot of the Malvern Hills and be taught to capture their beauty by renowned local artist Marco Ricci. That sounds like fun.’

She clicked onto the booking page but all available courses were sold out until the following summer and she wanted to do something sooner so the search went on.

As she ate her lunch, Alice continued to scroll, dismissing each website as too expensive, not exciting enough, or just plain ridiculous. Why would anyone want to learn how to junk model using only things that had been rescued from a shopping centre wheelie bin?

And then she clicked on a link that seemed more hopeful than the others.

‘Drawing in the Highlands,’ she read as she looked at a picture of a Scottish castle, straight from a story book. Before she got too carried away by images of tartan carpets, roaring fires and plates of shortbread biscuits, Alice scrolled down to the small print.

‘Golly,’ she said as she checked it twice and then a third time to be certain that she hadn’t misinterpreted the cost. ‘That’s not bad at all. Everything is included, the room, all meals and a seven-day art course. Ooh, and look at that, Rosie. Dogs are welcome too.’

Feeling impetuous, and knowing that Melanie and Isaac would try to persuade her against it if she told them, Alice took out her credit card and tapped the details into the booking page.

‘Well, my love,’ she said as she scooped the little dog onto her lap. ‘It looks like we’re going to Scotland.’

Chapter 2

The neighbours were at it again. Burning Lord-only-knew-what on their bonfire and Genevieve had only just hung her sheets on the line.

‘Bloody inconsiderate,’ she grumbled to Humphrey as she pushed her feet into her wellies to go and retrieve the washing.

The black labrador jumped up off the hallway floor where he’d been enjoying the warmth of a sunray. To him, wellies meant the chance of a walk and Humphrey was always up for a walk.

Genevieve strode purposefully out of the house, her mouth drawn into a stiff line of annoyance.

‘It’s just not on, you know,’ she said to Humphrey who was trotting one step behind her, as he’d been trained to do. ‘Bad enough that they burn things in the middle of the day, probably one of the last good drying days of the year too. But what the hell have they put on that fire to make such a God-awful stink?’

A thick black curl of smoke was spiralling up past the hawthorn and goat-willow that separated her acre and a half of mainly wild garden from the land belonging to next-door’s house. Through the gaps in the hedge, already increasing thanks to autumn’s early leaf-fall, Genevieve could see Harrison was out tending the fire.

Good. She’d be able to tell him exactly what she thought of his bad-neighbourly etiquette once she’d taken down her washing.

Not bothering to release the pegs first, she pulled the duvet cover from the length of cord that was stretched out between an apple tree and silver birch, propped in the middle by a long forked-stick. Dumping it in the washing basket, she added the sheet and four pillow cases, and then deposited the basket onto the age-silvered, teak garden-table.

Then she pushed up the sleeves of her well-patched, cashmere cardigan and marched over to the hedge.

‘Oi, you there,’ she bellowed through one of the bigger gaps. ‘I’ve told you before, you can only burn organic material on a bonfire. Not whatever bloody rubbish you’re getting rid of.’

‘Mrs, Janders,’ he said and Genevieve was cross to notice the exasperated tone in his voice.

With him there was always a tone of one sort or another but he had no call to be exasperated. He was the one burning rubbish and filling the sky – and her bedsheets – with noxious smoke.

‘I’m only burning the overhanging branches of the pine trees and some of the brambles that were taking over.’

Now that she thought about it, perhaps the air did have a waft of burning pine about it, and green wood did burn with a darker smoke, that was true. Still, there was an unwritten bonfire etiquette that her neighbour was clearly in breach of.

‘That’s as may be but it would have been basic courtesy for you to knock on my door and make me aware of your plan so that I would know not to hang my sheets out. Or better yet, don’t bloody burn things in the middle of a fair-weather day.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Genevieve didn’t think he sounded in the least bit sorry. Just pissed off.

‘I thought you were going to be in Scotland so I didn’t think you or your sheets would mind if I burnt some garden rubbish.’

‘I’m leaving tomorrow actually,’ said Genevieve. ‘I’m sure I told your wife.’

‘I must have got it wrong,’ said Harrison. ‘It won’t be burning for too long. Perhaps you could hang your sheets out when the smoke has died down?’

‘It’ll be too late.’ Genevieve knew that her children would tell her off for being bolshy and difficult if they could hear her. Her ex-husband, the despicable Marcus most certainly would. Perhaps she was, but there was a way to do things and a way not to do them. And Harrison was very often in the second of the two camps. ‘I’ll have to hang them inside and hope they dry in time for me to put them back on my bed this evening.’

‘Sorry,’ said Harrison but he’d already moved away from the gap in the hedge and Genevieve could see him prodding the fire.

She had no choice but to leave him to it, pick up the laundry basket and head back to the house to hang the sheets over the airer.

‘I suppose we’d better start packing,’ she said to Humphrey. ‘Where to begin though? September in the Highlands. Could be buggering hot, could be absolutely bloody freezing.’

She climbed up the threadbare stairs, laid with an expensive Axminster carpet runner that her grandparents had put down at least a hundred years ago.

Pyrford Hall had been something to see back then. Black and white photos hung from the faded wallpaper showing her grandfather and his brothers and sister playing tennis on the lawn outside as they revelled in the ending of one war, oblivious to the fact that another was on the way. The house had gone to her own Father and now Genevieve, as his only child and heir, owned it.

It would always be a heavy sadness to her that it had been under her care the place had been let to fall into such a sorry state. Not her fault of course. No, she laid the blame for the decline of Pyrford Hall squarely at the feet of Marcus. The no-good, fortune-hunting cad who had swept her off her feet, married her and given her three babies before buggering off when someone younger and perkier had come sniffing around.

She was furious with herself for being taken for a mug, but even more furious with him for squandering so much of Daddy’s money away.

Still, she lived a good life and was able to keep the house so that was something.

‘This bloody hip,’ she said as she gripped the handrail to take her up to the attic. ‘Perhaps I should get myself on the waiting list.’

It had been a year since the first had been replaced and although it was pain-free and more agile than it had been for years, it had been a long and frustrating recovery to get this far. She wasn’t at all keen to start that particular dance again but it was now becoming sadly inevitable.

‘My three will try and confine me to my bed for months again, no doubt,’ she grumbled to herself as she pushed her weight through her hand and into the rail to take some of the pressure off her hip as she climbed the stairs.

James, Thomas and Elsie were not terrible children. They had all fledged well enough and were holding down lives of their own with jobs, children and partners. It had been a surprise to her when Thomas had announced that the love of his life was a chap called Brian who had given up his lucrative career in the city to become a singer in a folk band, but she’d become quite fond of him.

The thing she disliked about her three offspring was the way they tried to parent her.

She was the matriarch and in possession of every one of her marbles but ever since she’d broken her hip and gone through the operation to replace it with something altogether sturdier, they had started to treat her as though she was wholly breakable and unable to look after herself properly.

Barely a phone call or flying visit from one or other of them went by without the suggestion that perhaps it was time to sell Pyrford Hall and move into something a little more appropriate. It was all tosh of course. She’d only turned seventy-two that year and the women in her family were known to live well into their tenth decade.

Reaching the top of the attic steps, Genevieve switched the light on and stepped up onto the boarded eaves, cluttered with the treasures and heirlooms of five generations of her family.

Her trusty suitcase was thankfully near the front so she was spared a deep dive into the contents of the attic. The leather was worn and her embossed initials faded but it had plenty of life left in it and it felt good to dust it off after such a long break.

‘Come on, old friend,’ she said with a flutter of excitement. ‘Time for our next adventure.’

Chapter 3

The nerves started to raise their heads for the first time as Alice stood at the station with her suitcase at her feet and Rosie in her arms, waiting for someone to come and find them.

She had been assured by Morag, the host of the retreat, that a driver would be there to pick them up and she’d made sure that she’d given her the train’s arrival time. Not that there were many trains to choose from: only two a day connected Inverness with Glenkillick. A glance at her watch told Alice that they were now nearly an hour late.

There was no point staring at her phone again to try to find an answer as all twenty-five times she’d already checked there had been absolutely no hint of a connection.

‘What if we got the day wrong, Rosie?’ she whispered into the small dog’s neck as she nuzzled into it. ‘What if nobody comes and we have to stay here all night?’

The thought made her shiver and begin to wish for the first time that she hadn’t been so bold and had just stayed at home in Devon. There she knew where she was and how things worked.

Suddenly, a woman appeared through the station car park and strode across towards her with a confidence that told Alice she knew exactly where she was and how things worked. She was perhaps a little intimidating with her tweed, fitted-trousers, wide-brimmed waxed hat and Barbour jacket but just seeing another soul gave Alice hope. She felt Rosie stiffen as she spotted, or perhaps smelt, the shiny, black Labrador trotting obediently at her heel.

‘Ahoy there.’ The woman raised a hand in greeting. ‘Are you native?’

‘Am I what?’ Alice asked.

‘Are you from these parts?’

‘No, I’m from Devon.’ For some reason, saying this made Alice feel guilty, as though she was letting this woman down somehow.

‘Bugger it. I was hoping you might be able to help me find out where the hell I’m supposed to be. My lift doesn’t seem to have appeared.’

‘You’re not here for the painting retreat, are you?’ Alice asked. It was a long shot but two of them would definitely be preferable to being one on her own.

To her relief, the woman’s face split into a broad grin.

‘I am.’ She stuck out a hand and stepped towards Alice. ‘Genevieve Janders, very nice to meet a fellow would-be-artist.’

‘Alice Dench.’ She repositioned Rosie under her arm so that she could release her hand to accept the firm grasp Genevieve was offering. ‘Nice to meet you too.’

‘Well, we seem to be in a bit of a pickle, don’t we?’ Genevieve tucked her thumb into the pocket of her Barbour. ‘I’ve just walked into the village to see if I can find someone to help but it seems there are only a handful of houses and village shop which closed over an hour ago. Nobody I met could tell me how to get a taxi and I gather it’s rather a long way to walk to the castle from here, especially with ancient joints and a tricky hip.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Alice. ‘That does appear to be a problem. I take it you have no phone signal either?’

Genevieve took a mobile out of her pocket and started jabbing a finger at the screen. ‘Not a jot,’ she said. ‘There was a phone box in the village. I didn’t even know they still existed other than around London for tourists to take photos of but no. Apparently there are still pockets of Britain that need the backup due to their preposterous lack of connection. I don’t carry loose change with me though so no good. What about you?’

‘Hang on there.’ Alice had to put Rosie down in order to rifle through her handbag to find her purse. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said when Rosie predictably began to yap at the Labrador. ‘She always has to tell bigger dogs that she might be a bit dangerous. I think it makes her feel better about her size.’

Genevieve crouched down low and pointed a stern finger at Rosie. ‘Enough,’ she commanded and to Alice’s utter amazement, Rosie quietened and stared at her, still grumbling a low growl but no longer yapping.

‘There’s a good girl. Now sit.’

Rosie sat instantly and watched Genevieve as though waiting for the next instruction.

‘Well I never,’ Alice said. ‘How on earth did you do that?’

‘You just need to show ‘em who’s boss,’ said Genevieve as she gave Rosie’s head a quick rub. ‘Now then, how are you doing with the search for telephone change?’

At that moment, a bright-blue 4x4, which looked as though it had driven straight out of the previous millennium, hared around the bend and screeched to a stop in front of them. The driver’s door opened and a younger woman with hair the colour of a Highland cow loosely tied into a plait jumped out.

‘Mrs Janders and Mrs Dench?’ she asked, her cheeks flushed and her eyebrows tied in a worried knot.

‘Can we assume you are the cavalry?’ Genevieve asked.

‘Morag Mackenzie. I cannot apologise enough for being so late. You see the lane up to the castle is pretty narrow and old Bluey here and me, we got a wee bit stuck in a ditch when I moved out of the way to let a car get past me. Had to wait for a farmer to find me and pull me out with his tractor. I did try to call and tell you but as I’m sure you’ve already found out for yourselves, phone reception around these parts is pretty shocking.’

‘Don’t worry, love,’ said Alice who was just so relieved they’d not been forgotten she would have forgiven a lot more than an hour’s lateness. ‘You’re here now, aren’t you? That’s the main thing.’

‘Do you want the dogs in the boot?’ Genevieve asked, already opening the door.

‘Come on Humphrey, up you go,’ she said, not waiting for an answer.

‘Do you mind if I have Rosie on my knee?’ Alice said. ‘She can be a little bit delicate in cars.’

‘Of course,’ said Morag. ‘Here let me help you with those cases.’

Eventually everything and everyone was in. Humphrey had the boot to himself, Genevieve was in the front seat and Alice was behind with both suitcases next to her and Rosie perched on her knee.

The only view she had as they drove away from Glenkillick village was what she could see through the side window. And what a view it was! They drove out through a wide valley with a river running alongside them. Hills, or were they mountains, raised themselves up to stretch their peaks high as though in competition with each other. Plants and trees covered them and Alice saw not a single blight on the landscape to show that humans had ever been there.

‘It’s incredible,’ she said. ‘It all makes me feel very small.’

‘I know exactly what you mean,’ said Morag. ‘I’ve been coming here my whole life and I still feel the power of the Highlands even now.’

‘So you don’t live here then?’ Genevieve asked.

‘Oh, I do now. But not when I was a wee one. My parents and I lived in Malaig, by the sea. But my godfather has a cottage not far from where we’re going and he used to let us borrow it in the holidays. It was like a second home to me so when I saw the castle for sale for a bit of snip thanks to the state of the place, I decided to sell the house in Malaig and try and make a go of it.’

Alice wondered if that was the same house Morag had grown up in and if so, did that mean her parents were no longer alive? They must have died at an early age if this was the case as Morag couldn’t be much older than thirty.

‘How long have you been running art courses from there?’ Genevieve asked.

‘Actually, this is my very first one,’ Morag confessed. ‘But Richard and I, that’s my godfather, we’ve spruced the place up no end and it’s all ready for business now.’

‘He sounds like a wonderful chap to have on your team,’ said Genevieve.

‘Oh, he is, believe me.’ Morag turned and Alice saw the warmth in her eyes as she spoke. ‘You’ll meet him soon enough. He wanted to be one of the first guests.’

‘How lovely,’ said Alice. ‘How many of us will there be, all in all?’

‘There’s five of you. A nice number I think as I’m hoping you’ll all get to know each other really well over the course of the week.’

‘And what a place for us to learn to paint,’ said Alice looking outside again at the landscape as she started to climb upwards away from the valley floor. On her side of the car, the hill dropped downwards and metal barriers had been erected at the edge of the tighter twists and turns.

‘I do hope we’ll have the opportunity to get outside and do some sketching but sadly the weather isn’t looking very good,’ said Morag as she negotiated another sharp bend in the road. ‘The rain comes in this evening and if the forecast is right, it doesn’t leave us for the next four days.’

‘Honestly, it’s just nice to be away from home for a bit without my children trying to make me feel as though all I’m good for these days is putting my feet up and watching afternoon quiz shows,’ said Genevieve.

Alice grinned. ‘Tell me about it,’ she said. ‘Mine would have me wrapped up in cotton wool if they had their way. I know they mean well but I’m not ready to be written off just yet.’

‘Precisely.’ Genevieve turned and pushed her face through the gap between the two front seats. ‘How old are you? Seventy? Seventy-five?’

‘I’m seventy-two as it happens.’

‘As am I. Seventy-two with many more adventures ahead of us.’ She winked and Alice found a welcome connection form between herself and this woman who at first sight she’d assumed she’d have absolutely nothing in common with.

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ she said.

‘There you are, you see,’ said Morag. ‘Friends already and we haven’t even got to Killick Castle yet.’

‘What did your children say when you told them you were coming to a Scottish castle on a painting retreat?’ Genevieve asked.

‘I didn’t tell them,’ Alice giggled. ‘I thought I’d wait until I got there and then send them an email so it’s too late for them to do anything about it.’

Genevieve let out a loud guffaw. ‘I don’t believe it. That was exactly my plan too. Although I wasn’t going to bother with the email: just let the buggers find out for themselves when they go round to tell me for the thousandth time that I should be selling my house and moving into a one bed bungalow.’

‘Oh goodness,’ said Alice, absolutely delighted with her new friend. ‘I suppose that makes us two old ladies at large.’

‘Yes!’ Genevieve clapped her hands together. ‘I suppose it does.’
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