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    Sam Spicer grew up in the West Midlands, where she still lives. An avid and enthusiastic reader from childhood, she now indulges her passion for writing and is the author of the Edward Gamble Mystery novels and of the Blackbridge crime series.  
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    THE DOUBLE YELLOW-HEADED AMAZON 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Winter still clung fiercely to the English countryside, for now kept at bay by Alice Alderton’s thickly woven curtains. The dining room was dimly lit; a few tiffany lamps and a modest flame in the hearth, but these struggled to penetrate the gloomy corners of the room, where some of the old lady’s finest antiques lurked in the shadows. Three of us were sitting down to dinner, each occupying our own remote position around the table, small islands of china and crystal separated by a wide expanse of gleaming mahogany. This stuffy formality was compensated for by the warm aroma of roast beef and fine wine. 
 
    Alice was relaying the sad news of the passing of one of our neighbours, a Mrs Lily Henderson, a woman of advanced years who’d been unwell for some time. Apparently she had died peacefully in her sleep a couple of nights before. This news, though sad of course, wasn’t very complicated. However Alice seemed averse to just getting to the point, and took a great deal of time to tell any tale, her narrative meandering tirelessly and unnecessarily, shooting off in unexpected directions before eventually circling back round to the topic at hand. Any attempt to interrupt or interject a comment of your own was not welcome, and she would usually just carry on talking right over these attempts anyway.  
 
    I tried to look politely interested in what she was saying, but gave most of my attention to my dinner, shovelling in generous forkfuls whenever Alice wasn’t looking in the hopes of getting seconds. Jane Harris, Alice’s housekeeper and cook, had left a tempting platter of extra roast beef and Yorkshire puddings in the centre of the table, and I definitely had my eye on it.  
 
    Across the table Edward paid close attention to his aunt as he always did, absorbing each and every detail whilst methodically cutting up the food on his plate. I had known Edward Gamble since we were boys at school together, though we hadn’t been close back then. Edward had always been a solitary child, but when he was twelve years old his parents died suddenly in a house fire, and he went from being a loner to being lonely. He became like a pale ghost haunting the edges of the school yard or drifting through the hallways. He’d been a thin boy with a mass of curly, blonde hair, endowed with keen intelligence and a real flair for art. Naturally his weedy frame and academic prowess had made him a target for every bully in our school, and on more than one occasion I’d ended up rescuing the puny lad from schoolyard persecution. Not that I was some selfless hero of the playground trying to find helpless weaklings to protect, its just that it wasn’t right. I couldn’t help but pity him, and the bullying he endured was even harder to bear because he always suffered in silence. He would never fight back, never run for help, he’d just take whatever was doled out then quietly stumble away, almost as if nothing had happened. There were an unpleasant few who had found him to be an irresistibly small and easy victim, and it sickened me, so I gave them a bigger target to grapple with.  
 
    Now he sported a close-cropped beard, the short blonde bristles a shade or two darker than his fair hair. His light blue eyes still had that same far-off quality I remembered, except for when he smiled and then they shone, transforming his features. He’d also filled out since our school days, and though still pale and lean he was no longer the skinny youth I’d met all those years ago.  
 
    “Poor Mrs Henderson,” Aunt Alice let out a dramatic sigh. “She had so little to live for these past few years, not since her husband died so suddenly.” She sipped her wine daintily, the expensive crystal ringing faintly against her numerous gold rings as she returned her glass to the table. “Except for that awful bird of course,” she continued with a sour expression. “Some sort of parrot it was, why she wanted a creature like that in the house I will never understand.”  
 
    Her disdain spoke volumes. Neither Edward nor I made any comment, despite the fact that I had a paw periodically swiping at my trouser leg under the table, and Edward had a liberal wine stain down his shirt after another of Alice’s cats had tried to leap into his lap during the first course. 
 
    “Still,” she continued. “I do hope she didn’t know that it had disappeared, or I am sure her last hours would have been all the worse for worrying.”  
 
    Edward’s fork froze in midair. Already attentive to the sad tale of Mrs Henderson he now seemed positively alert. Whilst the greatest passion in Edward’s life was undoubtedly art, I had quickly learnt that my inquisitive friend just could not resist a good mystery. There was an eager gleam in his eyes despite the subdued lighting. He sat up straighter in his chair and I could almost hear the cogs and wheels in his brain starting up.  
 
    “Disappeared?” 
 
    “Why yes.” Alice took another leisurely sip of wine and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her serviette before continuing. “When Connie found her poor mother on Saturday morning there was no sign of it, not even the cage, just vanished.” 
 
    With Alice’s attention focussed on Edward I took my opportunity to discreetly reach across the table for the beef platter that was beckoning me. I managed to snag one corner of the heavy serving dish with my fingertips and began tugging it towards me.  
 
    “Had she had the parrot for very long?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh, a good few years,” confirmed Alice.  
 
    There was a sudden, and very loud, clatter. My efforts with the platter had dislodged a serving spoon, which in turn propelled a piece of beef high into the air. I briefly saw the meat land before a large tabby pounced on it.  
 
    Alice whipped round to fix me with a withering stare. “Charles! Do try not to wreck my best dinner service.”  
 
    I hated being called Charles. Everyone who knew me called me Charlie, even my own parents. Alice was well aware of my aversion to it, but on the few occasions she deigned to communicate with me she always, without fail, called me Charles.  
 
    I carefully righted the serving spoon, lowered my gaze, and put my hands in my lap until she released me from her glare of condemnation. Once Alice was satisfied that she’d scowled at me enough she returned her attention to Edward, her expression immediately softening into an indulgent smile.  
 
    “As I said, her poor husband just dropped dead one day, a heart attack I think it was,” she mused. “Anyway that’s when she got the bird. Her husband was bringing it home as a gift apparently, however he never made it. She lost a husband and gained a parrot!” 
 
    Edward spent several more minutes questioning his aunt about the Hendersons and the missing bird. A small black notebook and pen had appeared from somewhere and he was eagerly jotting away. I can’t imagine what he was finding to write down as Alice didn’t seem to know much more than she’d told us. Indeed she seemed to have lost interest and was giving most of her attention to the apple crumble we’d just been served. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWO 
 
    One of the perks of being a teacher is all the holidays, and a week off in the middle of February was very welcome. It was gratifying to enjoy a lie in on a Monday morning, curled up beneath the sheets, occasionally peeking out blearily to see the light creeping around my curtains change from a faint grey to a pale golden glow.  
 
    Getting up in the morning had never come easy to me. On working days, knowing that the clock was against me, I would invariably try to eek out every last possible second of being cocooned in my comfortable bed, especially on winter mornings when I could almost hear the frost creaking at the window. Then I’d stumble out of bed with only minutes to spare, and have to wash and dress at record speed. It was the main reason I had finally prised myself out of my parents’ house and moved into Edward’s spare room. The commute from his village home was so much quicker and easier. No more battling petrol fumes, road rage, and clogged streets every day.  
 
    Edward by contrast was always up ridiculously early, he just didn’t seem to need much sleep. When we didn’t have to work he’d usually left for one of his long walks by the time I surfaced. Despite the inherent cosiness of his home, Edward had a true love of the outdoors and would disappear into the countryside for hours at a time, often with a sketch pad tucked beneath his arm, returning with intricately drawn scenes from his travels. These he would take into his studio, crank up the volume on his faithful transistor radio, and imbue his drawings with soft life, creating paintings of exquisite delicacy, which, despite his very light touch, somehow resonated with profound sensation. More often than not he would already have breakfasted and left the house before I even woke, leaving behind the aroma of freshly toasted bread, and a fragrant pot of tea warming under the cosy.  
 
    The kitchen of Willow Cottage was a light room with walls the colour of buttermilk. Its eastern aspect allowed the rays of the rising sun to stream in through the small lattice window, cheerfully dappling the work surfaces. On chilly mornings when I didn’t have to rush I liked to sit near the range cooker, quietly munching my way through toast and marmalade washed down with hot cups of tea, half-heartedly browsing the newspaper.  
 
    On this morning I dozed peacefully for a while, before eventually lumbering downstairs in my pyjamas. When I shuffled, yawning, into the kitchen, it was to find Edward sitting at the table, fully dressed and reading the morning paper. I paused in the doorway, surprised by his presence. Something else was different; there was no lingering smell of breakfast, or steaming pot of tea. This didn’t bode well. Deciding upon my first priority I made a grab for the kettle. Before I could get very far Edward’s head emerged from behind the paper. 
 
    “Morning, Charlie.” He smiled, eyeing up my striped pyjamas with a half-puzzled, half-amused expression. “I thought we might have breakfast at Minnie’s this morning,” he announced, carefully folding the newspaper and giving me his full attention.  
 
    By Minnie’s he meant the village café on the High Street. I’d visited the café with Edward before, as Minnie’s homemade cakes were legendary in our little corner of the countryside, but this was the first time he’d suggested having breakfast there. There were a handful of establishments within our little community which were real hot spots for the gossip mill, and Minnie’s café definitely qualified.  
 
    “What are you up to?” I put the kettle down and turned to face my friend. 
 
    His light blue eyes widened innocently. “Up to? It’s just breakfast, Charlie.” 
 
    “Really? So this has nothing to do with that missing parrot your aunt mentioned then?” I asked, a tad bluntly, but then I still hadn’t had my morning cuppa.  
 
    Edward had the good grace to look a bit sheepish. “I confess I am a bit curious about that,” he admitted. “But I just thought as its half-term we could treat ourselves to a fry up.” He smiled again, his face beaming with enthusiasm.  
 
    Once Edward latched on to something there was no dissuading him. He had quite a reputation in Hadenville because of his appetite for solving mysteries. When I’d first moved to the village I hadn’t paid much attention to this, especially as most of the stories I’d heard had come from Alice Alderton, so I’d assumed they were the proud exaggerations of a doting aunt. As I got to know more of the villagers and heard what they had to say it soon became an undeniable fact that I was living under the roof of a budding amateur sleuth. Now as I stared at Edward, still sitting at the table returning my look with a mild expression, I weighed my choices. In the end I’d probably have to hear all about it anyway, so concluded I might as well get a good breakfast out of it. 
 
    Twenty minutes later we left Willow Cottage and stepped out into the crisp, bright morning, our breath steaming before us in the frigid air. The week before had brought a couple of inches of snow, now mostly melted, but the distant hills still gleamed white in the sunshine. I was bundled up in a large overcoat with the collar pulled up over my ears. Edward wore his favourite faded tan leather bomber jacket, his only concession to the cold being a long scarf his aunt had knitted for him, which he’d wrapped around his neck several times. 
 
    The cottage next to ours was home to the Hart sisters, two elderly ladies of whom I’d become quite fond in the short time I’d lived there. Isobel Hart, the younger of the two, loved to potter around in her garden, even in bad weather. She’d garnished the front of their home with hanging baskets and window troughs, and though looking barren and forlorn on a February morning they’d erupt into a riot of colour come spring.  
 
    Isobel was standing on the path just outside her front door engulfed in a full-length velour dressing gown and fluffy slippers. She looked a little vexed but smiled when she saw us.  
 
    “Morning boys.” She had her arms folded against the cold but gestured with her chin across the village green which stretched out before us. In its centre stood a number of trees, including a couple of large willows which would be draped in hoary foliage in a couple of months. Her sister, Jemima Hart, stood at the base of one of the trees throwing little pieces of bread up into the branches, most of which were falling back on to her. She was also still in her dressing gown, which was bright blue with white spots all over, but she’d at least put on some dirty green Wellington boots for her trip across the green. 
 
    “Spotted her favourite squirrel,” Isobel informed us. “I’ve been trying to get her back in before she freezes out there.” She rolled her eyes then yelled, “MIA, COME ON IN, NOW!” 
 
    Jemima, or Mia as Isobel always called her, turned, gave us a cheery wave, then resumed her bread tossing. If there was a squirrel in that tree I couldn’t see it, even in its leafless state, but then I’d come to realise that Mia Hart had her own unique perspective on the world around her.  
 
    Edward turned on his heel and, with his hands in his pockets, strolled across the green toward Jemima Hart. The two of them stood side by side for a few moments looking up into the branches. We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but in no time at all Edward was sauntering back towards us with Jemima shuffling along in his wake.  
 
    “That boy’s a wonder,” muttered Isobel from the doorstep. She ushered her sister back inside and nodded to Edward, mouthing ‘thank you’, before closing the door. 
 
    It was only a short walk to Minnie’s café, skirting the green and then down through the High Street. Hadenville was a charming little place tucked away in its own timeless pastoral landscape. The heart of the village was populated by quaint shops and rows of cottages which lined the narrow road, their honey stone walls blushing softly in the morning light. There were also some larger, grander properties, though these shied away from public scrutiny, set back to lurk primly behind high hedges and tall trees. Alderton House, where we’d dined the evening before, was amongst these more prestigious residences, and I could see the columned entrance to the grounds on the opposite side of the road as we hurried along the chilly High Street.  
 
    The air was so cold that my cheeks were soon numb, and Edward had pulled his scarf so far up his face all I could see were his eyes peering over the top of it. The village was quiet and no-one lingered on the frosty street. I was beginning to wish I’d stayed snug at home, but any regrets soon vanished when we entered the warm and welcoming interior of the café. Plumes of steam, the seductive aroma of frying bacon, and the distant sounds of Abba, all drifted out of Minnie’s kitchen. Minnie herself was a large woman with a penchant for floral dresses and headscarves. She flitted between the tables with an agility that belied her size, and in her bright outfits looked like a work of abstract art darting around, partially obscured by vapour and smoke. 
 
    We ordered some tea and settled ourselves at a small formica table near the window. The street outside was little more than a pale blur through the misted up panes. I turned my attention to the blackboard propped up next to the counter, where Minnie had written out the breakfast options in a large, curvy script. Edward was more interested in retrieving his notebook from his jacket pocket, and this he placed purposefully on the table in front of him.  
 
    “So, what’ll it be gentlemen?” asked Minnie cheerfully, flashing a broad smile as she placed two cups of strong tea down in front of us. I was always slightly in awe of people who could be so jolly early in the morning, and perhaps a bit suspicious of them. I opened my mouth to ask for the Full English, but Edward piped up first. 
 
    “Minnie, did you hear about Mrs Henderson?”  
 
    Her smile faded. “Oh yes, poor Lily,” she sighed. “She used to come in here a lot at one time. Lovely lady she was. Her husband, Sid Henderson, he used to come in here all the time as well, but he’s been gone for years now.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ve heard Mrs Henderson’s parrot has gone missing?” Edward asked. 
 
    Minnie nodded vigorously, causing her intricately wound headscarf to bob around. “Funny business that,” she said. “Who would steal a parrot?”  
 
    “That’s what I’d like to know. I wonder if anything else was missing,” he mused. 
 
    “Not that I know of my dear,” she told him. “My George was in The Swan last night chatting to Bob Carter, you know, Connie’s husband.”  
 
    I remembered from Aunt Alice’s commentary the previous evening that Connie was Mrs Henderson’s daughter, and I believed her to be the same Connie who served me in the village grocers. 
 
    “Well he seemed as puzzled by it as the rest of us, and didn’t mention anything else missing,” she continued. “Mind you, I don’t suppose he’ll lose any sleep over it, Bob couldn’t stand that bird. Anyway he said they’re going down there this morning to start going through Lily’s things, so I’m sure they’ll soon know if anything else has gone. Now, what can I get you boys?” 
 
    Once Minnie had returned to her steaming kitchen to get our breakfast, Edward leaned forward eagerly. “That’s handy, the Carters being at the Henderson cottage this morning, we can pop down there.” He looked positively delighted at the prospect. 
 
    I almost choked on my tea. “Edward, Connie’s just lost her mother.” I pointed out, hoping to rein in his enthusiasm a little. 
 
    “I know that,” he said simply. “So we should go and pay our respects then shouldn’t we?”  
 
    It seemed tactless but I didn’t argue further, and my indignation lessened substantially once I was tucking into bacon and eggs. By my second cup of tea I was finally feeling alert and ready for anything. 
 
    We’d been in the café for about twenty minutes when the little bell above the door tinkled as someone came inside. Although I had my back to the door I suspected I knew who had just entered from the expression on Edward’s face. Glancing over my shoulder I saw I’d guessed correctly. Beth Stanton was bounding into the café and throwing a cheerful greeting to Minnie. Just outside the door her dog, Pip, waited for her, a black and white Collie she’d rescued when a farmer had deemed it useless and therefore expendable. Beth made for the counter, glancing our way as she passed, a wry smile on her face. Edward acknowledged her with the merest of nods then looked back down at his breakfast, although he seemed to have lost interest in the food and was just pushing it around his plate.  
 
    Beth worked at the vets next door to the café, and she and Edward had known each other for years, ever since he’d moved in with his aunt. She lived with her parents in the house next door to Alice, and was a couple of years younger than Edward. I tried to imagine them as kids, the shy twelve year old boy grieving over the loss of his parents, and the lively little girl next door with her love of animals and nature. They seemed to have a special bond which must have formed as children, although I wondered if Edward didn’t quite know how to deal with her once she became a woman. I watched as she leaned against the counter chatting to Minnie. Her hair was scraped back into a functional ponytail and she wore no makeup, though her cheeks were flushed pink from the cold. She was dressed simply in faded jeans and a chunky blue cable knit jumper, which seemed to swamp her slender frame. When I’d first met Beth I’d been more than a little interested in getting to know her better, but I soon realised that I’d be crossing a line with Edward. Even though he insisted they were just friends, it hadn’t escaped my notice that something in his demeanour changed when he was with Beth, and despite his awkwardness around her there was also a closeness they shared, a subtle intimacy to their interactions which was unique to the two of them.  
 
    Once she’d picked up her order, Beth headed straight for us. “Well, we don’t normally see you two in here at this time of the day.”  
 
    “Hello Beth,” I said. Edward was fiddling distractedly with the teaspoon on his saucer. Beth leaned over his shoulder and picked up his notebook from the table. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s what you’re up to is it?” she said quietly, reading what he’d jotted down. 
 
    Edward gently retrieved the little book from her hand, their fingers touched for a moment and a slight flush crept across his pale cheeks. It didn’t prevent him from making the most of the opportunity. “Did you ever treat Mrs Henderson’s parrot?” he asked looking up at Beth, but having a little trouble holding the gaze of her calm, grey-blue eyes. 
 
    She sighed. “No, unfortunately I never saw it. Shame though, I’d love to have learned more about a bird like that, would have made a nice change from cows and sheep.” 
 
    “So it never got ill?” asked Edward. 
 
    “Once I think, yes not too long ago, Mr Powell treated it. He wasn’t too pleased as he had to go to her house. Mrs Henderson wasn’t a well woman and was almost blind so he made an exception, he doesn’t normally make house calls for the domestic animals.”  
 
    Jeremy Powell was the local vet and Beth’s boss. He’d lived and worked in the village for a couple of years, running the vets practice and living in the flat above. 
 
    “Do you know what was wrong with it?” Edward persisted, now with his pen grasped expectantly between his fingers. 
 
    “Sorry I don’t, but it’ll be on file. Pop by later, I’m sure Mr Powell will be pleased to help,” she suggested. “I hope you find it, Edward. I’d hate to think anything bad had happened to the poor creature.” She lightly squeezed his shoulder then left the café, giving us a cheery wave as she went. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THREE 
 
    After breakfast at Minnie’s I was quietly regretting the extra toast I’d consumed as my insides fought to digest the extra calories. Edward was raring to go. He wasted no time following up on Beth’s suggestion to drop in to see the vet. After the bustle and steamy aromas of the café it was quite a contrast to step into the hush of the veterinary practice. There were no clients in the waiting room when we entered, just a line of empty plastic brown chairs arranged along one wall. There was a faint chemical tang in the air, and a large notice board in the waiting area was filled with overlapping posters detailing a multitude of alarming pet diseases. Mary Drew, the receptionist, was perched on a stool behind the counter eating a chocolate bar. She was a short, chubby woman in her late forties, and if the village grapevine was to be believed her tastes extended beyond cocoa based confectionary, having an appetite for unsuspecting young men who wandered into her sights. Her hair had been streaked a garish blonde colour, and had been liberally sprayed back into what I’m sure she thought were stylish flicks, but somehow she looked as though she’d sprouted wings on her head. She wore dark trousers and a long crimson cowl jumper which looked far too tight and accentuated her various undulations. Mary beamed when she spotted Edward. 
 
    “Edward Gamble,” she squealed. “How nice, I haven’t seen you in ages.” She tossed her hair ‘wings’ and fluttered her eyelashes at my friend. 
 
    “Hello, Mary, how are you?”  
 
    “Oh fine, fine, thanks,” she said. “Beth said you might pop in for a visit.”  
 
    Edward looked around as if expecting Beth to suddenly appear. 
 
    “She’s gone out on a call,” Mary informed us. “Jeremy’s with a client but shouldn’t be too long.” More eyelash fluttering and hair tossing. 
 
    “Perhaps you could help us, Mary?” Edward flashed her a winning smile, which was either very brave or very reckless on his part. “It’s about Mrs Henderson’s parrot,” Edward ventured. “I believe Mr Powell treated it a while ago?” 
 
    “Why yes, I think you’re right,” she said. “Tell you what, I’ll check the files for you, but you must promise it’s just between us.” She actually winked at him. I kept my distance, and was seriously considering slipping out of the door and leaving Edward to it, just in case she turned her attentions on me. Almost as if he’d read my mind Edward turned and caught my eye, beckoning me forward with a sharp jerk of his head as Mary turned her attention to the filing cabinet behind her desk. 
 
    “So sad about Mrs Henderson, poor Connie is so upset,” Mary tutted as she rummaged through the rows of files in the drawer. She extracted a slim manila folder and brought it back to the reception desk. She was quickly joined by Edward who leaned eagerly across the counter. Mary squinted at the contents of the file, moving it further and further away as she struggled to read what it said. Her glasses were lying on the counter right beside her but she made no move to put them on, I suspected out of vanity, as she was still trying to make eyes at Edward in between squinting at the pages in front of her. 
 
    “Yes here it is, Mr Powell was called out a few weeks ago, the twentieth of January it was.” She pointed helpfully at the date in the file. She squinted at another section a little further down the page then informed us. “He prescribed DMSA. Only made one follow up visit so that must have done the trick.” She smiled widely at Edward, looking very pleased with herself. 
 
    “What is DMSA?” he asked, his trusty notepad and pen now poised expectantly in his hands. 
 
    “Oh, no idea, sorry,” admitted Mary, looking slightly crestfallen. 
 
    “That’s fine, thank you Mary, you’ve been very helpful.”  
 
    At the sound of a door opening behind her, Mary swiftly and deftly returned the file to its slot in the cabinet.  
 
    Jeremy Powell was a man in his late thirties, with a thatch of thick brown hair and a rapidly developing paunch round his middle. He was just showing out Walter Bayliss, the Station Master, with his little black Scottie dog, and passed some paperwork to Mary before turning to Edward. “Beth said you might want a word. Come on into the office,” he invited us, though with a notable lack of enthusiasm. We followed him through a bright, white examination room and into a cluttered and cramped office behind it. Jeremy dropped down heavily into his desk chair as though he’d had a weary day already, though it was only just after 10 o’clock. “So, what can I do for you gentlemen?” he asked, absently tidying up some papers on his desk. “I’m afraid I only have a few minutes.” 
 
    “Did you hear about Mrs Henderson?” Edward got straight to the point. 
 
    “Oh yes, very sad,” Jeremy said, his hands now still in front of him. “She was a sweet old lady, I only saw her a few weeks ago.”  
 
    “You treated her parrot I understand,” Edward continued. “Can you tell us what was wrong with it?” He still had his notepad in his hand and was flipping over to a new page. 
 
    “Ah yes, the Double Yellow-Headed Amazon,” Jeremy said. “That’s the name of the species,” he clarified, catching my confused expression. “It was just a mild bacterial infection, easy enough to treat,” he said simply. “I dropped back later the same day with some antibiotics.” 
 
    “Did you ever go back again after that?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “Once, just as a follow up, about a week later. But the bird was doing well so that was it. Can I ask why you want to know this?”  
 
    “The parrot’s disappeared.” Edward told him. 
 
    “Yes, I heard about that, but I really don’t see how its medical history is relevant.”  
 
    “It’s just that you were there recently. Did you notice anything strange?” Edward persisted. He could be like a dog with a bone when something piqued his interest, and I wondered how long Jeremy Powell’s patience would last. 
 
    “Not really,” he reflected with a sigh, his gaze drifting to his office window. Outside was an unappealing view of the garages at the back of the shops, where bags of rubbish and a couple of discarded sledges had been stacked next to an overflowing bin. “There was that old guy next door to her.”  
 
    “Oh? What about him?”  
 
    “He was out the front when I left. Not a pleasant fellow, asked if I’d come to ‘put the damned thing down’!” Jeremy shook his head in disgust. “I ignored him of course,” he said. “But I asked Mrs Henderson about it when I went back. She told me he was constantly complaining, I think it upset her.”  
 
    Edward was jotting away in his notebook again, which the vet was now eyeing suspiciously. “Anything else you can remember?”  
 
    Powell pursed his lips as he pondered but said, “Nope, nothing out of the ordinary.” He then looked pointedly at his watch. Thankfully Edward took the hint. 
 
    **** 
 
    The morning was wearing on as we made our way to the cottage of the late Mrs Henderson. The low winter sun, though very welcome, had little heat in it and struggled to combat the bitter cold. Here and there remnants of snow endured in discarded grubby piles where residents had shovelled it aside to clear their paths. Our destination was on Coppice Lane, a narrow road bordered by beech and horse chestnut trees which sloped down to the south for a short way, before turning eastward to run parallel with the High Street. As we walked Edward filled me in on the Carters. They rented a small place near the railway station and didn’t have much. To make ends meet Connie had her job at the Grocers but also did a bit of cleaning. Her husband looked after the grounds of the church cemetery. I was curious to get a look at a man who spent his days amongst the gravestones.  
 
    Rounding the bend we passed the local pub, The Swan, which dominated the corner position, and a little way past this were rows of small, stone cottages flanking either side of the road. This was where we were headed. The cottage frontages were narrow and only a low wall and a couple of feet of front yard separated the dwellings from the footpath. People had tried with varying degrees of success to accessorise these walled areas. Most seemed to have favoured potted plants set off with a few hanging baskets waiting for the return of spring to make the best of the space. Mrs Henderson’s looked rather sorrowful. There were several pots outside but not much seemed to have survived in them, and scrubby tufts of grass had begun to poke up through the cobbled yard inside her wall. 
We stood on the narrow step as we waited for someone to answer our knock. An old man sat on a small stool on his doorstep outside the cottage next door, lifting his face to the weak February sunshine and puffing away on an ancient looking pipe. He wore a flat cap and a threadbare suit. His face was a maze of wrinkles etched into his papery skin, but the bright gleam of his eyes peered at us suspiciously from beneath the peak of his cap.  
 
    The door was opened by a thin woman with short, dark, curly hair and a slightly harried look about her. Connie Carter was normally neatly dressed and carefully made up, the sort of woman who always applied powder and lipstick before stepping out of her front door. Today she looked pale and blotchy, with dark circles under her eyes, which were unfocussed, distracted. She was clearly still reeling from her mother’s death, I didn’t expect to receive much of a welcome, especially as we were only slightly acquainted with Connie, but she accepted Edward’s condolences and graciously invited us in. 
 
    Stepping inside from the sharp, bright morning, it was as though light and sound were muffled by the gloomy interior and the thick hall carpet beneath our feet. I peered into the small sitting room as we walked by; it was cluttered up with mismatched furniture and an abundance of cheap ornaments, and in one corner was an ancient, dust-covered television which must have hailed from the 1950s. The lady that had lived there had only been gone for a couple of days, and yet there already seemed to be a muted stillness and a neglectful air to the place. 
 
    We followed Connie through to the kitchen, but Edward then just kept on going, making straight for the back door and heading out into the garden. Outside there wasn’t much more than a scrap of faded lawn, flanked on all three sides by a low unkempt privet hedge, with a small wooden gate set into the hedge at the bottom of the garden path. Connie’s husband, Bob Carter, was sitting on a rickety bench at the end of the garden smoking. He had a sombre look about him, whether this was his normal expression or as a result of having just lost his mother-in-law I couldn’t tell. He was a small man with pinched features and very little remaining hair, and looked disappointingly ordinary. I followed Edward as he made his way down the narrow garden path. Bob Carter gave a curt nod in greeting. Edward went up to the little gate, opened it and stepped out. Beyond lay an expanse of open parkland which was popular with local children, though on a chilly February morning no use was being made of the crooked goalposts, or the rope swings dangling from the trees at the far end of the park. Directly opposite we could see the dark rear windows and garden gates of the houses and shops that ran along the High Street. The park was utilised for a variety of village functions; sports matches or fetes, or just somewhere to lie on the grass on a hot summer’s day. Today it had only attracted a few intrepid dog walkers, and even they didn’t seem to be hanging about for too long. Edward stepped back into the little garden and closed the gate again. He stood pondering for a while, then was stirred from his reverie by the rasping voice of the man on the bench. 
 
    “Anyone could have come through here and took it,” he said, gesturing to the gate. “Though why they’d want to I can’t fathom.” He spat into the grass and lit another cigarette. Clearly Bob Carter was under no illusions as to why Edward was paying them a visit. 
 
    “Can you remember anyone in particular taking an interest in your mother-in-law’s parrot?” Edward asked him. 
 
    Bob shook his head slowly as he thought about this. “Not that I know of, but then I kept well away. Damn thing set me off something awful if I got near it.” He took another deep drag on his cigarette. “I’m allergic to the feathers,” he clarified. “Frankly I’m glad it’s gone.”  
 
    He glared at Edward as if daring him to challenge this, but Edward merely asked. “Aren’t you curious though?”  
 
    Bob Carter spat again. “Couldn’t care less.”  
 
    Edward glanced thoughtfully at the garden gate once more, then we took our leave of Mr Carter, who seemed impervious to the cold, and returned to the house. The kitchen also served as a makeshift office. There was a very large, old-fashioned captain’s desk, with a scratched leather top and brass handles, pushed up against one wall. This was piled high with letters and pamphlets, as well as mounds of old newspapers. A thick shelf above it provided overflow with yet more paperwork heaped alongside a large brick of a radio. Connie was sitting at the desk on one of the wooden kitchen chairs and was sifting through the masses of paper; there looked to be years of correspondence stacked up with no semblance of order.  
 
    If the Carters found our presence there unusual they didn’t say so, Bob Carter remained outside the whole time we were there, whilst his wife muttered to herself continually about the state everything had been left in, as she futilely pushed papers around the desk in front of her.  
 
    “Connie, is that gate ever locked?” Edward was peering out through the small kitchen window.  
 
    Connie looked up in surprise as if she’d forgotten we were there. “Oh, no not really, there’s just a latch on it.” 
 
    As Bob Carter had pointed out anyone could have come through that way. I could see why this might interest Edward and expected him to ask her more about it, but instead he moved over to stand next to where she sat. He bent down to look at the right hand side of the desk. When we’d arrived it had been the only clear part of the desk, but it was now becoming littered with papers as Connie continued to ‘sort’. Edward carefully moved aside some of the papers she’d disturbed and closely examined the leather top. Connie stopped what she was doing to watch him for a moment.
“Yes, that’s where she kept it,” she told him sadly. “I kept on at her to have the damn thing in the living room.” 
 
    “Oh, why was that?” asked my friend, continuing his close inspection of the desktop.
“Well, she doted on the thing. Loved to sit and talk to it would you believe. She’d sit in this cold kitchen on these hard chairs all evening. I told her if she moved the thing into the front she’d be much more comfortable.” 
 
    “I see,” said Edward. “Did she say why she didn’t want the bird in the front room?”
“Too heavy to move she said, and she liked to leave the door open in here when she was out in the garden, said that the bird liked a bit of fresh air.” She rolled her eyes. “Of course that caused problems with him next door.” Connie jerked her head towards the wall against which the desk stood. 
 
    “The neighbour?” I remembered the old fellow with his pipe. 
 
    “Yes, Isaac Cole, miserable old bugger he is. To be honest the bird could be quite noisy, and like I said she loved to chat away to it. Well he started complaining about the noise, how it was making his life a misery.” She tutted angrily. “He tried moaning to me about it once, but I told him to get over himself,” Connie said indignantly. “Mum said he’d bang on the walls and yell over the garden hedge for her to shut the thing up. Now is that any way to treat an elderly lady on her own?”  
 
    We shook our heads. 
 
    “And I know for a fact she always covered the cage at bedtime so that bird didn’t make a peep at night, and my mum always went to bed early.” She was now irritably throwing old newspapers into a rubbish bag at her feet. “I’ll bet it was him that took it! Never known anyone make such a fuss over nothing.” 
 
    “How could he have got inside the cottage though?” A reasonable question I thought, but both Connie and Edward stared at me with something like mild astonishment.  
 
    “A place like this most people don’t bother with locking their doors,” Connie pointed out as if she were talking to a simpleton. “Except of course those with the fancy homes and expensive stuff,” she added, then coloured and glanced quickly at Edward, no doubt realising his aunt definitely fit into that category. Edward was oblivious to this and had returned to his careful examination of the empty portion of the desk, running his fingers across the scratched leather surface, and flicking aside small black bits of dirt. I could see the deep, grooved outline which showed where the cage had stood, but couldn’t see anything that would help us to discover what had happened to it.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    One advantage of Edward’s obsession with gossip was the undeniable usefulness of paying a visit to the local pub. The Swan didn’t disappoint as a village pub, pleasing to the eye with clean white walls, and warm patches of fractured light spilling from the many leaded windows. It was a haven for thirsty villagers whatever the weather, with cosy nooks or a fireside seat on chilly days, and a sweep of lawn dotted with neat wooden benches for balmy summer evenings. A small tiled lobby led into the bar, a homely room of polished wood and crimson upholstery. A fire crackled happily in the grate, its glow winking at us from the abundance of brass knickknacks favoured by the landlords.  The Swan was run by the husband and wife team of Humphrey and Martha Jackson. Humphrey was a tall man, broad through his chest, but with a playful turn of nature and a ready grin which frequently rumpled his florid features. Martha by contrast was a diminutive woman, serious and industrious by nature, but with a frivolously large hairdo, the blonde locks precariously piled high and held in place by either a multitude of pins or sheer force of will. She tottered around the bar busily, the quick, sharp rapping of her staggeringly high heels against the wooden floors as familiar as the clink of glasses in the friendly bar. Martha was the older sister of Mary Drew from the vets, though there was little resemblance in their appearance, and they were certainly very different characters.  
 
    On a cold Monday evening in February, The Swan wasn’t too busy, just the usual die hard regulars haunting their favourite corners, and a few late diners. As I ordered drinks at the bar I spotted the old guy from the cottage down the road, Isaac Cole, who had given the late Mrs Henderson so much grief over her pet. He sat hunched on a bench near the door, a dark pint of half drunk ale sat on the table before him, his features difficult to make out behind the veil of smoke rising from his pipe.  
 
    As soon as we’d paid for our drinks, Edward made a beeline for two men sitting on the other side of the room, relaxing after their supper, with jackets unbuttoned and their empty plates pushed to one side. These two men constituted Hadenville’s law enforcement; Constable Joe Downing, and his boss, Inspector Richard Green. Joe was a few years older than us, and he and his wife lived in the Constable’s cottage just across the road from Willow Cottage. They’d had their first child about six months before, and Joe had apparently been seen in The Swan with increasing frequency since then. Joe was a strapping guy, so powerfully built the muscles in his arms bulged beneath his uniform, and his thick neck strained against the collar of his shirt. His burly, bulldog physique might have been intimidating, were it not for his boyish face and gentle nature. As Hadenville was a small village, it fell under the police jurisdiction of Westbridge, therefore Inspector Richard Green would often drop by to be briefed by Joe Downing on what, if anything, was happening. Inspector Green sat opposite Joe, leaning back contentedly with his long legs stretched out beneath the table. He watched our approach with keen brown eyes which missed nothing. Green carried his authority easily, a stern and intelligent man who had worked his way up through the ranks, a modest sprinkling of grey through his thick dark hair and beard the only clue to his age. As always he was immaculately turned out in a crisp dark blue suit and plain tie, his heavy overcoat carefully folded on the chair next to him.  
 
    Edward greeted him fondly. “Hello, Inspector. Can I get you another drink?” He gestured to the other man’s almost empty glass. 
 
    “No thank you, Edward. I’ll be off home soon.” He regarded Edward, his eyes narrowing shrewdly. “I hear you visited the Carters this morning,” he said. “Nice of you to pay your respects.” I could tell by the expression on the Inspector’s face, astute yet slightly amused, that he knew full well that hadn’t been Edward’s real intention for visiting the grieving family that morning.  
 
    Edward merely smiled serenely as he settled himself into a chair. “Just being neighbourly.”  
 
    Richard Green leant forward across the table, his humour had evaporated. “I seem to remember your father was always keen on being ‘neighbourly’ as well, and it got him into trouble more than once.” Edward didn’t look in the least perturbed by Green’s tone or meaning, whereas I felt a mild rising panic that we’d done something to incur the wrath of the formidable Inspector. However when Green spoke again his voice was softer, kinder, almost pleading. “Why don’t you just leave this to the proper authorities?”  
 
    “You know I always like to co-operate with our local law enforcement,” Edward said elusively. 
His response wasn’t particularly helpful so I decided to try and divert the conversation. 
 
    “Did you know Edward’s father well, Inspector?” I hoped the subject wasn’t too painful for my friend, but it seemed a good opportunity to get a bit of information as well as distracting everyone from the topic of missing parrots. 
 
    Green regarded me for a moment, then with a final glance at Edward eventually answered. “Yes, yes I knew Thomas Gamble very well. We were good friends. He was very bright, sociable, but also incredibly inquisitive.” Another meaningful glance in Edward’s direction. The Inspector wasn’t fooled by my diversionary tactics for a second, but had decided to use the opportunity as a warning vehicle for his own purposes.  
 
    Edward didn’t mind the turn the conversation had taken, if anything he found the Inspector’s comments amusing. “Well of course he was inquisitive, that was his job, he was a journalist.” 
 
    Green sat back in his chair and threw back what remained of his pint. “I know that, but sometimes you have to let things go and move on. Your father never knew when to quit though, I had to get him out of a few scrapes I can tell you.”  
 
    Suddenly this sounded more and more interesting, what on earth had Edward’s father gotten himself into that required the intervention of a policeman? 
 
    “What kind of scrapes?” Now I was the one leaning intently across the little wooden table.  
 
    The older man paused as he considered my question, clearly weighing up the merit of sharing stories from the past. “Well, there was the time he broke into the Westbridge Museum.”  
 
    Joe Downing had sat quietly enjoying his pint until now, but at this exclaimed, “Really!” 
 
    Green actually smiled at the memory. “Yes, caught red-handed by a security guard.”  
 
    “Why did he break into the museum?” I asked, shocked that Edward’s father would have gone to such reckless lengths for a story. 
 
    “I’m not too sure really,” sighed the Inspector. “Thomas claimed he was onto something big and was looking for proof. He never found anything though.” 
 
    “So what happened?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, let’s just say I had to call in quite a few favours to keep him out of jail.” 
 
    “He was lucky to have you as a friend,” I pointed out.  
 
    The Inspector looked at Edward again. “Perhaps, I just wish he’d been the sort of man to take advice when it was offered. Unfortunately he wouldn’t listen to anyone once he got a whiff of a good story, except for Emma of course, she could sometimes keep him under control.” 
 
    “Emma?” 
 
    “My mother,” Edward startled me by suddenly speaking up, and when I looked round at him he had a sad but dreamy look on his face.  
 
    “A talented lady,” the Inspector said admiringly. 
 
    “My mother was an artist,” Edward told me, seeing my puzzled expression. “A good one.” Edward looked so fragile just at that moment I held off asking any more questions, about either of his parents. Perhaps it had been indelicate of me to do so in the first place. At least I now knew where Edward had inherited his inquisitive nature, and also where he’d obtained his artistic flair. It seemed that some of his parents’ most distinguishing traits lived on in Edward himself, and I was coming to realise that their lives, as well as their deaths, had made a great impression on him. 
 
    There was silence for a moment amongst our little group, then the Inspector stretched, yawned and got to his feet. “I’d best be going.” 
 
    Edward shook off his reverie. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay for another drink, Inspector?”  
 
    Green shook his head. “No, I have to get back home or I won’t be popular.” Richard Green had a wife and four daughters, two of whom had already left home, and two more that were growing up fast and causing him many sleepless nights. He shrugged into his overcoat and gave Edward a shrewd look. “I’m sure Joe will be glad of the company though, as long as you’re not going to pester him about missing birds.” Joe laughed heartily at this, but I cringed inwardly knowing full well that’s what Edward intended.  
 
    Edward pursed his lips then said, “Surely, Inspector, you mean stolen, not missing?” 
 
    The Inspector gave Edward an inscrutable look, then with a glance at his watch he said, “You’re on your own, Joe.” He clapped Edward on the back and headed for the door. 
 
    Joe did in fact seem quite happy with our company, and what’s more despite the Inspector’s comments he didn’t even seem to mind when Edward began asking questions, which of course he launched into after about five minutes.  
 
    “Tell me, Joe, how long is it since Mr Henderson died?” 
 
    “Mr Henderson?” Joe pondered this for a minute before replying. “Well, it must be about ten years now.” He took a sip of beer. “Bad day that was.” 
 
    “Heart attack wasn’t it, Joe?” Edward asked. I kept quiet, not least because I couldn’t for the life of me see how the death of Mr Henderson ten years ago was relevant or helpful to finding a stolen parrot.  
 
    “That’s right,” confirmed Joe. “Over in Westbridge it happened.” Edward nodded but didn’t speak and sure enough Joe went on with the tale. “He’d just finished a big refurbishment job a few miles away at a manor house near Marlsbury. He drove to Westbridge later that day, then keeled over in the street there, poor old sod.” 
 
    “You say he’d finished the job, so he wasn’t going back again?” Edward interrupted.
“Well he couldn’t have could he?” Joe said, sounding slightly indignant. “As he dropped dead that day! But no, according to Nathan they’d finished.”  
 
    “Nathan?” 
 
    “Nathan Grove, he used to work as an apprentice for Sid Henderson back then,” said Joe. “He didn’t want to carry on in the building business after Sid died though. He comes from a farming family so he went back to working on the land. He’s at Brook Farm now, been there for a few years.” 
 
    “I see,” Edward was distractedly checking his pockets, then after a moment pulled out his notebook and pen with an expression of relief. He flipped through the pages before asking, “So then, Nathan was with Mr Henderson when he died?” 
 
    “No, no, he wasn’t,” Joe told him, trying to crane his neck to see what Edward was writing down. Edward looked up and smiled encouragingly. Joe went on, “Nathan said that Sid needed to run some errands or something, so he’d dropped him off first. That was the last time anyone saw him alive.”  
 
    Edward looked meaningfully from me to Joe’s almost empty glass. I took the hint and fetched another round, treating myself to a couple of packets of crisps whilst I was at it. When I returned Edward had succeeded in bringing the topic around to the parrot. 
 
    “I had to drive the family to Westbridge to identify the body and pick up his belongings,” said Joe sadly. “It was a surprise to find this great green parrot in a big cage in the back of the truck.” 
 
    “I’ll bet!” I opened my crisps and offered the packet to Joe, who politely declined. 
 
    “Anyway, that was obviously the least of their worries, so they just took it back home along with everything else. Though Bob wasn’t too happy, you know, Connie’s husband?”  
 
    “Why wasn’t he happy?” asked Edward. 
 
    “Well he drove the truck and by the time they were back at the Hendersons’ he was in a right state, apparently he has an allergy of some sort. Then he had to struggle to get that heavy cage out of the truck and into the house. Anyway he was all for getting rid of the thing straight away, but Mrs Henderson said no, it had to stay.” 
 
    “Maybe Sid Henderson had already told his wife about it,” I mumbled through a mouthful of crisps. Edward gave me a disgusted look, either because of what I’d said or out of an aversion to my eating habits.  
 
    Joe shook his head. “No, she knew nothing about it at the time, but she kept it anyway and was glad she did later.” 
 
    “Why was that?” Edward asked, focusing back on the Constable. 
 
    “Well,” continued Joe. “When Nathan heard what had happened he naturally went round to see her. Told her the bird had been a gift to Sid for all his hard work at the manor house. Nathan said that Sid took a real liking to the bird, in fact he seemed really excited about taking it home to his Missus.” Joe looked at us sceptically as though it was hard to believe anyone could get excited about a bird.
“Do you know where it was in Westbridge that Mr Henderson died, Joe?” Edward’s pen was poised above his little notebook in anticipation.  
 
    “Oh yes, it was Bull Street,” Joe confirmed, still eyeing Edward’s note-taking suspiciously over the top of his beer glass as he took a sip. “As I said, I took Bob to fetch the truck from where it was parked, and apparently he’d collapsed just a few yards from there.” 
 
    Edward found all of this intensely interesting, but I didn’t see how it helped us get any nearer to finding the bird. We didn’t stay late at The Swan, once Edward had extracted all he thought was useful he got fidgety. I could have happily settled in for a couple more pints but decided against it as I knew I’d probably regret it the next day. As we left The Swan that evening I once again noticed Isaac Cole, still sitting in the same spot, now sipping what looked like a shot of whiskey, still wearing his cap and smoking his pipe. He watched us cross the room and as we passed by I swear I heard him chuckling to himself.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    The next day we were in Beth’s Land Rover as it bumped its way down the winding track that led to Brook Farm. As a vet Beth was well acquainted with all the local farmers, and in the case of Brook Farm she knew the owners very well having gone to school with their daughter, Kerry. When Edward had telephoned Beth to enlist her help she’d been more than happy to oblige, and had immediately suggested we all drive out there together. There was a new calf she wanted to check up on anyway so we could kill two birds with one stone.  
 
    I was sitting in the back with Pip, Beth’s black and white Collie who went everywhere with her. Pip gazed expectantly at me with his big brown eyes for the whole journey, his ears pricked up and his pink tongue lolling out of one side of his mouth. Dogs have always made me uncomfortable; in fact I’m downright terrified of them, having been badly bitten as a child. Pip seemed friendly enough, but I tried not to make eye contact with him or make any sudden moves. Edward sat up front in the passenger seat. He was staring straight ahead and all I could see was the back of his rather stiff neck, and his hand which had a tight grip on the seat beneath him. He looked tense, which may have been because of his close proximity to the lovely Beth Stanton, but probably had more to do with her awful driving. He’d barely spoken during the journey, although it was thankfully a short trip. Beth on the other hand was happily chatting away about her work with the veterinary practice. She had qualified a couple of years before and was clearly enjoying working for Jeremy Powell and learning from the more experienced vet.  
 
    “Mind you he’s cut Mary’s hours,” she was telling us. “Says there’s not enough work for all of us full-time. I hope he doesn’t cut my hours back, I need all the experience I can get.” The car jolted suddenly as she negotiated the rutted track at some speed.  
 
    “Maybe in a couple years I’ll be able to start my own practice somewhere,” she glanced very slightly in Edward’s direction as if to gauge his reaction, but he remained stiff and unresponsive. Another bump in the road caused me to temporarily leave my seat and bang my head on the roof. Edward was still clinging on for dear life. I risked another glance at Pip, who seemed supremely unconcerned by the roller coaster ride we were on; I suppose he was used to it. 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll spend some time overseas,” Beth continued. “It would be great to experience working with other kinds of animals, maybe even in the wild.” She threw another brief glance towards the passenger seat. This time Edward seemed to flinch slightly but still said nothing. Beth’s attempts to engage Edward yielded no satisfactory response from my rigid friend, but this didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. She happily prattled on until we reached our destination. It was an immense relief when the farm buildings loomed in front of us and Beth parked up.  
 
    Brook Farm was owned and run by David and Carol Floyd and consisted of a collection of mismatched buildings sprawling across both sides of the narrow lane. Their home was a modest double fronted red brick house. To one side of it was a small kitchen garden, the vegetable patch looking sparse and pitiful on a winter’s morning. At the garden’s edge was a large chicken coop and beyond a handful of plum trees. On its other side the farmhouse was dwarfed by a vast corrugated barn, behind which were scattered an eclectic mix of smaller structures, ancient looking stone outhouses and modern steel sheds, as well as several pieces of machinery in various stages of disrepair. A small man in overalls appeared out of the large barn, he waved and made his way over to us, scattering chickens as he approached. His age was hard to determine, somewhere between fifty and a hundred and fifty was my best guess. To say he looked weatherworn was an understatement, with deep creases running down his checks and across his brow. His soft brown eyes almost seemed at odds with his craggy features. Beth introduced me to Farmer Floyd, his small rough hand was like a vice when I shook it. He slapped Edward amiably on the shoulder and gave Beth a quick hug, almost lifting her off her feet.  
 
    “Edward would like a quick word with Nathan if that’s OK?” Beth said, once she’d extracted herself from the farmer. 
 
    “Would he now?” David Floyd looked at Edward with a knowing glint in his eye. Edward just gave a small shrug of his shoulder as if it was no big deal, though I think we all knew better. 
 
    “Alright then, he’s round the other side of the barn,” he told us, gesturing over his shoulder. “But don’t keep him too long, I’ve got him fixing up that damned tractor again.” 
 
    We headed off in the direction he’d indicated leaving Beth chatting with the farmer. 
 
    Nathan Grove looked to be in his early thirties, he was tanned and muscular with short cropped blond hair, and had those little creases round his eyes that come from working outside in all weather. He was wiping his oily hands on a cloth as we approached. When Edward said he wanted to ask him about the Hendersons, Nathan seemed more than happy to chat about his previous employer. Once again it surprised me how accommodating people were with Edward, and tolerant of his inquisitiveness. I pondered this as we stood in the yard of Brook Farm beneath the cloudy February sky, my arms folded tightly against the chill wind. I wondered whether it had less to do with Edward’s unassuming manner but rather that he was in fact seen as something of a local eccentric, to be humoured and pacified. I was just puzzling over what that would make me when I realised Nathan was talking about the last job he’d done with Sid Henderson. 
 
    “The Widow Carrington was considered to be a bit of an eccentric shall we say,” he was saying. Well how about that!  
 
    “We sourced some of our supplies in Marlsbury and when we mentioned where we were working some of the locals seemed to find it very funny, said she was bonkers.” 
 
    “Was she?”  asked Edward. 
 
    “Nah, not really,” Nathan said. “We were up there nearly three weeks on that job, and I tell you she was a lovely woman. Yes she dressed a bit peculiar and had some funny habits, but she made us very welcome, made sure we got tea and sandwiches every day, very generous and kind I thought she was.” 
 
    “Yes, she gave Sidney Henderson that parrot didn’t she?” Edward said shoving his hands in his pockets to keep warm. 
 
    “Oh yes, but it wasn’t just him. While we were up there she had quite a few people in and out doing stuff, workmen like us, and her solicitor and accountant, people like that. Everyone got something.” 
 
    “Including you?”  
 
    “Well, yes,” he said and shuffled his feet sheepishly. After a moment’s hesitation he went over to his jacket hanging from a nail on the barn door and took something from the pocket. When he came back he showed us a small but ornate fob watch on a thick chain, both watch and chain looked to be gold.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s better than a bird!” 
 
    Nathan laughed. “I thought so too.” He tucked the watch away safely in one of his pockets. “Mind you, I felt a bit bad about it, you see I didn’t mention what she’d given me to Sid, I was worried he might want to swap, and you know he was my boss, so I kept quiet.” 
 
    “We heard he was pleased with his gift though?” Edward said. 
 
    “Oh yes, he was well chuffed, I mean, it was a beauty of a bird, but like I said I preferred my gift.” He smiled and patted his pocket. 
 
    “And you say she gave other people presents too?” continued Edward, his hands now back out of his pockets and the infamous notebook making an appearance. 
 
    “Oh yes. I’m not sure who got what, but there were all these things up in the east wing of the house, lots of paintings, vases, even swords and funny looking armour and statues. A lot of it came from overseas apparently. The widow told us her late husband liked to travel, went to all kinds of far off places and collected loads of stuff. She knew a lot of it was valuable but said she couldn’t take it all with her, so she preferred to give gifts to people she liked.” 
 
    If anything the revelations of Mrs Carrington’s generous gift giving made the whole issue even more confusing, but Edward seemed very pleased with how our meeting with Nathan Grove had gone. He even managed a smile for Beth when she returned to the Land Rover and enquired after the calf, who I’m pleased to report was doing very well. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIX 
 
    The following morning I opened my curtains to the sight of a fine rain peppering the window, and heavy dark clouds as far as the eye could see. The distant hills were lost in a shroud of murkiness, and the dawn light struggled to make any impression through the persistent gloom that had spread across the land. My mood was as sombre as the weather and the prospects for the day ahead weren’t encouraging. I ate a solitary breakfast and was just rinsing my cup at the sink when Edward returned to the cottage. He bounded into the kitchen looking damp but animated. He greeted me cheerfully and positioned himself next to the stove to dry out his wet jeans. 
 
    “Why don’t you just go and get changed,” I suggested tersely. As I’ve said, I’m not a morning person. For some reason his cheeriness combined with the damp smell and the sight of steam rising from his drying clothes irritated me at that hour.  
 
    “Because I’m going out again,” he replied, still quite happily. 
 
    “Another walk?” I asked sarcastically.  
 
    Edward knows what I’m like, and he either didn’t notice my tone or chose to overlook it. “No, I’m going into Westbridge. I want to visit the library,” he informed me as he started drying his dripping fair hair with the tea towel. 
 
    As an English teacher and lover of literature I would normally relish a trip to the library, but I was under no illusions that Edward’s visit would turn out to be parrot-related. Still, I was running low on a few supplies and it seemed the best way to make use of a cold and wet day was to go to the shops. So after a brief internal struggle I decided to risk tagging along to Westbridge, but determined to follow my own agenda and not get caught up in Edward’s private quest. 
 
    The Hadenville Station ticket office was deserted when we got there. As a small village station it was never exactly heaving with activity, but my previous experiences of the place had been during trips to and from work. Of course rush hour on the rural line generally only constituted a handful of commuters heading for Westbridge and small groups of Oakfield students, but there were usually a few other patrons milling about. On this rainy Wednesday morning the only other person we encountered was the Station Master, Walter Bayliss.  
 
    Walter was a contradiction; he looked as though he should be jolly and friendly, his bushy white beard, twinkling blue eyes and rosy cheeks made him look almost like a Father Christmas figure. During my first few encounters with the man I’d approached him with a ready smile and a hearty greeting, even in the mornings when I wasn’t usually so sociable. I soon learnt not to waste my time. The moment we approached him the man’s eyes would narrow suspiciously and every transaction was a series of scowls and monosyllabic responses. He’d run the village station for many years, so I couldn’t quite understand why he was so offended by the presence of customers. Wasn’t dealing with the public the point of his job? When I’d asked Edward about the man he’d shrugged it off, I suppose it was normal to him, although I had noticed that my friend invariably sent me to get the tickets whilst he maintained a discreet distance. I had learnt to accept these wary exchanges and politely purchased our tickets that morning from Walter, trying my best to ignore his sullen rudeness. 
 
    After a brief wait under the dripping doorway of the Hadenville Station the train arrived and we boarded a little after ten in the morning. The journey would take about twenty minutes and we sat in companionable silence for a while, watching the rain streak across the grimy windows of the carriage. The world flashing by us was shadowy and drab beneath the damp skies. On brighter days the countryside about us would be striking and delightful. I knew as the seasons progressed I would come to enjoy these short train rides even more, and once spring burst forth I anticipated a majestic landscape emerging. However, for now all was sombre and subdued, so I turned my attention to Edward. 
 
    “Well,” I said to him. “Are you any closer to solving your little mystery yet?” 
 
    Edward gave me a withering look, probably in response to my use of the words ‘little mystery’. 
 
    “I think I’m on the right track.” He smiled at his own quip. 
 
    I couldn’t see how a trip to Westbridge library was going to help him, and to my mind his preoccupation with the death of Mr Henderson all those years before whiffed of desperation. If he did have any theories he wasn’t ready to share them, but I didn’t give up that easily.  
 
    “My money’s on Bob Carter,” I said confidently. “After all, everyone says he hated the bird. Plus he and Connie inherit that cottage now, so he’d want any trace of it gone as soon as possible wouldn’t he?” 
 
    Edward gave me an inscrutable look, then went back to looking out of the window at the misty scenery blurring past us. I couldn’t tell if he thought my theory had any merit or just wasn’t worth responding to. I tried another approach. If Edward didn’t want to share his thoughts on the missing parrot case fine, I was far more interested in hearing more about his late father.  
 
    “You never mentioned your father was a journalist,” I ventured.  
 
    Edward turned his head to regard me with his light blue eyes, his brow crinkled with uncertainty, and for a moment I wondered if he would refuse to be drawn on the subject of his family. Then he spoke. “He worked for the Westbridge Chronicle, one of their best journalists. Most of his colleagues were content to find an easy story to run with, just so they’d keep getting their pay packets. But my father sought out the ‘real’ stories, the hidden truth, corruption, and cover ups. He didn’t always play by the rules, and to be honest I don’t think he made himself too many friends.” I was speechless for a moment, I hadn’t expected Edward to be so forthcoming.  
 
    “How well do you remember him?” I asked tentatively, determined to make the most of his cooperation before it vanished.  
 
    “Very well, but I didn’t know that much about his work really. He did enjoy telling me stories at bedtime, when he was home in time, and I’ve often wondered if some of those stories were embellished versions of his real life investigations.” Edward’s gaze drifted back to the dreary landscape beyond the carriage window. “I would fall asleep to the sound of his voice, and dream about great adventures.”  
 
    I left Edward to his thoughts as the train rocked along. I felt I’d gotten to know my friend just a little bit better, but didn’t want to push my luck. Instead I began making a mental list of items I needed to get, and when we came to a juddering halt at Westbridge station he and I went our separate ways, arranging to meet up later for a bite to eat.  
 
    Westbridge was originally a small market town but had evolved over many years into a large, sprawling centre of commerce and urban development. The station was close to the centre and handy for the many shops and bars that Westbridge had to offer. The persistent cold drizzle made shopping more of a chore than usual. At first I worked efficiently, heading straight for the stores I needed and quickly locating what I was after, and was soon laden with several small carrier bags. However before too long the damp had penetrated my hair and clothes, and I was cold, shivering, and miserable. As a result I began to dash swiftly between the shops, but then lingered longer than I intended once I was inside, making the most of the warm and dry interiors. The knock-on effect of this retail loitering was that I ended up buying more than I really needed. When I caught myself seriously considering purchasing a fountain pen that I neither needed nor wanted particularly, just because it came in a nice case, I decided it was time to call it a day. Back out on the drenched streets I looked at my watch and realised I was running late for meeting up with Edward, so set off at a brisk pace through the town centre.  
 
    The café he’d suggested happened to be on Bull Street, the very road where Mr Sid Henderson had died all those years before. The café itself was a warm place to sit with a hearty selection of food and beverages, so I eagerly dashed inside. Vigorously shaking the water out of my coat, I realised Edward hadn’t yet arrived. Seeing the disapproving frown from the lady behind the counter as she regarded the puddle forming beneath my feet I quickly made my way to a table, and gave my full attention to the small laminated menu. 
 
    I had already drunk one cup of hot, strong tea before Edward finally made an appearance. He looked flushed as he sat down opposite me, either from the excitement of his investigation or from rushing to get out of the rain. We ordered more tea and a plateful of hot pork sandwiches for our lunch.  
 
    “Did you get all your shopping done?” Edward glanced at the assorted bags stacked by the side of my chair. 
 
    “Yes I think I’ve got everything I need. How about you, was the visit to the library worthwhile, you were there some time.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” he said, swallowing a large bite of sandwich. “I was reading up on the Carringtons, you remember that widow Nathan told us about?” I nodded as I tucked into my own lunch. “They were very interesting people, and Nathan was right, her husband Earnest Carrington was something of a traveller, he’d been everywhere over the years. Not only that, he was an avid collector, and had amassed an impressive amount of art and artefacts from all over the world. But look, I also found this.” Edward fumbled in his jacket pocket and pulled out a neatly folded sheet of paper. He slowly opened it out and gently smoothed out the creases before passing it across the table to me. It was a print out of a newspaper article from the Westbridge Chronicle dated about eighteen years ago. It did indeed concern the intrepid Mr Carrington, but I quickly saw that wasn’t what had captured Edward’s interest.  
 
    The journalist that had written the piece was Thomas Gamble, Edward’s own father. This was a real gem for my friend to find. I knew he had an old shoebox containing memorabilia regarding his parents, but as very few of their personal belongings had escaped the ravages of the fire that had killed them there couldn’t be much left for him to cherish. The article in my hand reported the theft of one of Earnest Carrington’s artefacts, a jade figurine of considerable value. Thomas Gamble had gone into a great deal of detail regarding the specifics of the crime. I commented on his thoroughness to Edward.  
 
    “I know, he clearly found it very interesting. If you read on he speculates it might not have been an isolated incident, but linked to some other thefts in the area.” I glanced down the article and sure enough Thomas had managed to embellish the theft to the proportions of a scandalous crime spree in the world of fine art. He didn’t seem to offer any solid proof or sound reasoning for his accusations, though I knew better than to comment on this to my friend, whose face shone with pride as we discussed his father. 
 
    “He must have been on to something big, when I get a chance I think I’ll go back and see if I can find any follow up articles, or perhaps Inspector Green will remember the case.”  
 
    “He worked at the Chronicle, didn’t he? Maybe you could get in touch with the newspaper. They might have old records of your father’s articles.” 
 
    Edward frowned. “So long ago, I doubt they’d have anything that wasn’t printed, in which case it’s public record anyway.” Suddenly the frown smoothed away, replaced by a flash of hope. “You know, I do have some of my father’s own notes.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes, in my shoebox at home. He had a small notebook. Inspector Green gave it me after the fire. He’d cleared out my father’s desk at the Chronicle and found it.” 
 
    “Haven’t you read it?” I couldn’t believe if he had a book full of his father’s notes in his possession that he wouldn’t know the contents inside and out. 
 
    “No.” Edward saw my scepticism and added. “I glanced at it once, but it’s written in shorthand.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “Still, now I have something specific as a point of reference it might be worth another look.”  
 
    Edward prattled on animatedly for a while about his father and the possibility of researching the Carrington theft further; once again demonstrating that he’d fully inherited his father’s love of a good mystery. In fact he seemed so wrapped up in his new find that the disappearance of Mrs Henderson’s parrot seemed to have diminished or perhaps wholly vanished from his mind. I wondered if my friend had gotten himself well and truly sidetracked for once. 
 
    I realised this wasn’t the case when we eventually left the warmth of the café. Once we were back out on the soggy street Edward made a point of walking up and down Bull Street, carefully examining the shops lining the road, and even popping inside a few of them. The rain hadn’t let up, but it didn’t deter him from making a complete survey of the businesses trading there. He paid particular attention to the southern end of the road, and was making copious notes in his little black book the whole time. It was some time before he was finished, and by then he was beginning to attract more than a few curious stares from passers by and suspicious shop staff peering from the windows. Eventually he seemed satisfied and I was able to persuade him to get a move on so we could get back to the station before we were completely soaked. 
 
    Back in Hadenville if anything it was raining even harder when we stepped out onto the platform. We rushed from the station and through the village, hurrying to get back to Willow Cottage, our collars turned up and chins tucked in against the icy rain. At one point I realised that Edward was no longer beside me. He had stopped dead and was staring from one side of the street to the other with intense interest. 
 
    “COME ON!” I shouted, feeling the rain snaking down the back of my neck. Edward looked at me and suddenly grinned. He then broke into a swift run, racing me back to the cottage. 
 
      
 
    That evening I bought fish and chips, returning to the cottage laden with warm, paper-wrapped parcels giving off the mouth-watering scent of vinegary enticement. Edward was sitting in the living room. On his lap was his old shoebox and he was delicately sifting through the contents. I hesitated in the doorway, not wishing to intrude on a private moment. I had just decided to back off discreetly when he looked up and grinned.  
 
    “Something smells good,” he said, and jumped up straightaway to join me in the kitchen for our supper. I noticed he had something in his hand. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as we set plates and unwrapped the steaming food. 
 
    Edward held up a small notebook, not too dissimilar to his own, though this one was brown with a tight elastic band wrapped round it. “That notebook I told you about.” He liberated the small book from its elastic binding, slowly, carefully. The elastic band looked brittle and ready to crumble, and had left a deep groove etched into the leather cover. The notebook clearly hadn’t been opened in years. Edward took a deep breath and began flipping through the pages. As he did so a small, folded piece of paper dropped out onto the table. Edward opened it out and examined it with interest, then held it up for me to see. Drawn onto the paper was a series of straight parallel lines going off in different directions, some mere off-shoots from the main body of the drawing, but all linked together. There was no explanation of what it was, just the letters ‘B M’ on one side of the paper, and the letter ‘X’ on the opposite end of the page. 
 
    “Looks a bit like a maze,” I suggested. 
 
    Edward frowned. “Not a very good one, too simplistic. Maybe it’s a map,” he said, his face lighting up at the prospect.  
 
    “’X’ marks the spot eh?” I teased, but he just smirked, then returned his attention to the piece of paper, turning it up the other way and even holding it up to the light. His penetrating gaze alone wasn’t enough to persuade the creased bit of paper to yield anything enlightening, so he switched his attention back to the notebook. He scanned the pages of his father’s notes, but as he’d told me it was in shorthand, therefore unreadable to me even if I’d been looking at it the right way up. Edward didn’t seem deterred by the unintelligible scribbles and carefully examined it from cover to cover as he distractedly picked at his dinner. 
 
    “Is it all in shorthand?” I asked.  
 
    “Hmm?” He looked up. “Oh, mostly. Except for this one page.” He flipped back through until he found what he was looking for, then held it up to show me the page which contained several lines of numbers. “I wonder what these mean?” he pondered as he reached for the ketchup bottle. It was typical Edward, fascinated by a book filled with script we couldn’t make out and a page of random numbers. 
 
    “They could be anything,” I told him. 
 
    Edward regarded the numbers with interest. “The sequence is very specific, two digits, a full stop, four digits, another full stop, then the final digits, but there are more on some lines than others.” Somehow he’d made the incomprehensible even more confusing. “And look.” He held it up again, and enthusiastically pointed to one particular row of numbers. “The same letters as on the map, ‘B M’, that can’t be a coincidence.” Sure enough noted next to a line of numbers were those two letters once again. I didn’t know what to make of it, but Edward was intrigued. 
 
      
 
    Edward had initially been in a good mood after his trip to Westbridge. The distraction of his father’s article on the Carrington theft and his frustrated examination of the old notebook seemed to have sapped his enthusiasm. By the time darkness fell and the evening was wearing on he was irritable and unable to settle. I was sprawled on the sofa trying to read but he kept pacing up and down, chewing on a fingernail. It was a small room and this was highly distracting. 
 
    “Edward!” I was starting to get dizzy from his constant circling, plus I’d read the same paragraph four times. “For God’s sake, sit down will you.” 
 
    He stopped and stared at me. “Sorry, Charlie.”  He obediently flopped into the armchair; his expression still one of worried preoccupation. I put aside my book. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you anyway, I thought you were making progress with this parrot business?” 
 
    He sighed dramatically. “Well yes, I have made some progress. That is, I think I know the why, but I still don’t know the how.” 
 
    From my point of view it should have been the other way round. “Surely the how is obvious though, Connie herself said the back door was usually unlocked.”  
 
    Edward grunted and still seemed far from satisfied. He was now jiggling his foot, which was only slightly less annoying than the pacing had been.  
 
    With the onset of evening the temperature had dropped, and glancing out of the window I could see that the earlier spatter of rain had now been replaced by soft white flakes, settling silently on the glass against the dark backdrop of the night beyond.  
 
    “I’d suggest going for a drink but it looks like its starting to snow again,” I said. “Why don’t I put the kettle on?” As I got to my feet Edward shot up out of his chair at the exact same moment.  
 
    “Charlie, you’re a genius!” 
 
    
  
 
   



 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    The weather had brightened up considerably by the following day, most of the clouds had broken up and scattered, exposing a cool blue sky and the pale disc of the sun. The snow from the night before had amounted to no more than a fine coating, which had hardened overnight to form a crisp crust beneath our feet, glinting in the morning light. Edward was back to his old self, brimming with confidence and with an eager gleam in his eye. He once again felt the need to talk to Connie Carter, who we tracked down at her job at the village grocery store.  
 
    The shop sold an array of items. Being a small village most of the stores and businesses tended to diversify in order to fulfil whatever need there was, as well as improving their sales figures of course. Outside were precariously stacked baskets of fruit and vegetables, sacks of potatoes were propped up alongside, all huddled beneath a wide striped canopy, its scalloped edges fluttering in the faint cool breeze. As we entered the shop we set off a faint jingling bell above the door. Inside every bit of space had been used to full effect, requiring the patrons to meander carefully to negotiate the multitude of displays. Alongside the shelves crammed with the usual assortment of tinned goods, biscuits, and tea bags that one would expect, there were also bundles of knitting wool, assorted packets of seeds, and bicycle repair kits.  
 
    Derek Johnson, Connie’s boss, was re-stocking shelves and greeted us happily. He was a sturdy and energetic man in his early forties, hard working but with an abundance of high spirits. Derek and his wife Debbie had taken on the grocers about ten years before, so naturally they were still considered relative newcomers to the village. However they had quickly proved to be a popular couple, and were liked and respected amongst the locals. Debbie’s job as a nurse supplemented their income, but also took up a lot of her time, hence they employed Connie to help out for a few hours a week.  
 
    When Edward asked for a quick word with Connie neither she nor Derek seemed to mind the interruption, although Connie still seemed far from her usual self. She looked gaunt and distracted, and I was surprised she was even at work.  This time Edward’s attention appeared to be focussed on the morning she’d found her mother, which seemed a little insensitive, especially as she’d just graciously invited us to attend the funeral being held the next day. 
 
    “I noticed when I was at your mother’s cottage that there was no telephone,” Edward said to Connie. 
 
    “No, she never wanted one,” she confirmed. “Made it a pain in the neck though I can tell you. I was having to go round there two and three times a day to check on her. Tried to get her to have a phone put in but she refused.” 
 
    “So when you got there on Saturday morning you couldn’t call anyone?” asked Edward. 
 
    “No, I went to fetch Doctor Granger when, you know, I realised.” Her voice trailed off at the memory. 
 
    “Which way did you go?” he then asked. “I mean, did you go round by the road or across the park?” 
 
    “Oh, I cut across the park, it’s much quicker,” Connie told us. 
 
    “What time was that?”  
 
    She thought about it for a moment. “Not too long after seven I’d say. I was supposed to be working Saturday morning you see, so I’d gone round to see mum early.” Tears sprang to Connie’s eyes and I saw her lip quiver.   
 
    I could have kicked Edward when he carried on, regardless of her obvious distress. “But surely it would still have been dark at that time, especially in the park?” he pointed out, which I didn’t think would matter that much to someone who’d just lost a loved one. 
 
    “It was,” she sniffed. “But I had my torch with me. I’d often cut through there anyway if I was going to mum’s before or after work, like I said it’s quicker. To be honest, being open ground like that it’s not too bad to see, there’s the street lights ahead to guide you, I mostly take my torch to avoid all the dog mess.” 
 
    “And you went straight to Dr. Granger’s house?” Edward was looking intently at Connie as he waited for her to answer. 
 
    “Yes.” Connie nodded, getting her emotions under control with an effort and taking a deep, juddering breath. “Like I said, it was early and a Saturday, so I went to his home. I phoned Bob from there so he could meet us back at mum’s.”  
 
    Edward was jotting in his trusty notebook by this time. I was slightly in awe of Connie’s patience with all his questions and scribbling. 
 
    “Did Bob arrive at your mother’s before you got back there with Dr. Granger?” Connie looked a little more suspicious about this question, but answered him anyway. 
 
    “Well yes, he’d driven the car round and was parked outside.”  
 
    “Had the bird gone by then?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “I couldn’t say to be honest,” she said wearily. “We all went upstairs; it wasn’t until much later that I went into the kitchen to make some tea. That’s when I noticed it had gone. I can’t even remember if it was there before I fetched the doctor, I was in too much of a state.” She bowed her head and wiped her eyes with a well-used tissue. 
 
    Edward suddenly put away his notebook, and then patted Connie on her shoulder a little clumsily. “Thank you, Connie.”  
 
    When we left the grocers Edward was beaming, his eyes shining and his pale cheeks flushed in the chilly morning air. “Well, now it’s all starting to make sense,” he proclaimed enthusiastically, but I had no idea what he meant.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    St. John’s church was an impressive edifice in the centre of the village, and had existed in one form or another for centuries, with parts of it dating back as far as Norman times. Its looming spire rose above thick stone walls, ornately carved arches graced each doorway, and rows of elegant windows ran along its length. Beyond sprawled the extensive churchyard, its perimeter enclosed by a low, ancient stone wall. The cemetery was full of headstones bearing the names of many of the locals’ ancestors. Some of these memorials were still smooth and clear, others had been placed there long ago and were moss covered and faint to read. All nestled together beneath the sheltering boughs of the stately Yew trees that were planted throughout the grounds.  
 
    It was almost eleven o’clock and it seemed that most of the village had turned out for the funeral of Mrs Lily Henderson. Scores of well dressed people had congregated just inside the church grounds, chatting in a quieter way than usual, their heads together and voices low. The weather remained clear, and whilst still bitterly cold the clouds were mere tatters blowing along on a light breeze, and it looked set to stay dry. We were loitering on the path near the church gates wearing our best suits and most sombre expressions when Beth arrived. She was dressed simply but smartly in dark trousers and boots and a long grey overcoat, her hair loose about her shoulders, and her hands encased in thick woollen gloves. As ever her black and white Collie, Pip, trotted along dutifully at her side.  
 
    Although they didn’t socialise on a daily basis, Edward and Beth naturally gravitated towards each other in any kind of gathering. Though this could leave me feeling like a third wheel I confess I found observing them a little fascinating, and rarely had the good grace to leave them alone. So after a few muted greetings to some of the other villagers milling about Beth joined us, and the three of us stood making small talk about the weather, the sadness of the occasion, and what a good turn out it was for Mrs Henderson. 
 
    “Where’s your boss today?” I asked Beth, when there was a brief lull in the conversation. 
 
    “Oh he couldn’t make it; he’s had to go into Westbridge to pick up some supplies.” 
 
    Edward scrutinised Beth closely. “Don’t you get your supplies delivered?” he asked her a little brusquely. 
 
    Beth nodded as she rubbed her gloved hands together against the cold. “Yes we do, but I think it must be something he needs urgently.” 
 
    “Oh, why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I heard him say on the phone he’d personally collect something,” she said. “We usually have to wait until they’re in the area doing a drop, so if we run out of anything that we’ll really need it’s sometimes easier to just fetch it.” She looked a little puzzled by Edward’s sudden interest in their supply process. 
 
    “So, you’ve run out of something that’s so important he’s going to miss the funeral?”  
 
    I thought Edward was being a bit harsh, especially as Jeremy Powell had probably only met Mrs Henderson a couple of times. Perhaps it had something to do with the mentality of such a small, close-knit community. Even I’d been tempted to cry off that morning, and only decided to go when I saw the weather was OK. Beth clearly didn’t think her boss’s absence was a big deal either and promptly told him so. 
 
    “Did he take his car?” Edward wanted to know next. 
 
    “Of course,” she told him, with an air of exasperation. People were now starting to move inside the church and Beth and I made to follow. Edward didn’t move. He was standing stock still, staring off into the distance. 
 
    Beth stepped back and put her hand on his elbow. “Come on, Edward,” she urged. 
 
    Edward looked down at her hand resting on his arm, as if surprised by the touch. Then he looked into her face for a moment, and Beth smiled encouragingly up at him.  
 
    It looked as though it might be a tender moment until Edward unexpectedly said, “I’ve got to find Joe.”  
 
    Suddenly he was off, rushing through the crowd. Beth and I looked at each other nonplussed for a second before taking off after him, with Pip bounding along behind. 
 
      
 
    Joe Downing was just as baffled by Edward’s behaviour, but somehow we all ended up abandoning the funeral of poor Lily Henderson. Instead we assembled in the little office of Jeremy Powell, overlooking the back alleyway behind the vets. Edward kept peppering Beth with questions about Jeremy Powell and his movements that morning. Jeremy had left in his car just before ten o’clock. It was now almost eleven thirty.  
 
    Joe had initially seemed happy enough to come along, I strongly suspected because it was preferable to sitting in the church with his scolding wife and screaming baby. However he was now getting jittery and looked like he was having second thoughts. “What are we doing here?” he asked. 
 
    Edward glanced at his watch for what seemed like about the hundredth time. “Not long now,” he told us. Beth looked a little pale as we watched the empty alley. The minutes ticked by and there was a palpable anticipation in the air, even though we weren’t sure what was going to happen. Finally we heard the sound of an approaching car and Edward ushered us back from the window so we wouldn’t be seen. 
 
    “It’s Jeremy,” Beth confirmed in a whisper, as the blue car came into view in the alleyway and stopped outside one of the garages. Jeremy Powell got out and opened up the garage doors. The interior was dark, but we could make out irregular shapes in the gloom and it was clear that Jeremy used the space for storage not for housing his car. Edward was like a cat ready to pounce. However he waited until he saw Jeremy move to the back of his car. The vet had a good look around the alleyway before opening up the boot and leaning inside to get something. 
 
    “Now!” Edward hissed. “Follow me.” He was off. He charged through the back door, with the rest of us scrambling after him, still unsure what we expected to find. 
 
    Needless to say when the back door flew open and Edward Gamble came running out at top speed, Jeremy Powell jumped about a foot in the air in shock. As he did so he dropped what he’d just taken out of the boot of his car. It was a large, domed, black bird cage which clattered to the ground and rolled a short way along the tarmac. I stopped it with my foot; it was empty and looked new. Jeremy Powell looked from the cage at my feet to Joe Downing, who was standing next to me. The presence of the policeman in his uniform seemed to unsettle Jeremy, and after the briefest moment of frozen shock the vet suddenly decided to make a run for it, and turned tail to set off down the alley.  
 
    Here I saw Joe Downing come into his own; whatever doubts he may have had about Edward’s little mission, the policeman in him knew that innocent men don’t run, and he was in pursuit straight away. Jeremy Powell was no match for the fast and powerful police constable, who had caught him and brought him down before Jeremy even made it to the end of the alley. Joe hoisted the vet onto his feet and marched him back to where the rest of us were still standing by the car. Edward had positioned himself right on the threshold of the entrance to the open garage, and was peering intently inside. 
 
    “Right,” demanded Joe, ostensibly of Jeremy Powell, although he also glanced in Edward’s direction. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Jeremy was clearly thinking on his feet and now changed tactics. “You have no right to go in there,” he yelled at Edward, who hadn’t actually made any move to enter the garage. “That’s private property.” Powell struggled against the constable’s grip. “Let me go,” he demanded. “I’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    Edward turned towards where Beth was still standing just outside the back door. Then to my surprise he hunkered down where he was and called over Beth’s Collie. Pip obediently trotted over to Edward and let him pat him on the head. Then his ears pricked up and he cocked his head to one side, as something inside the garage clearly got the dog’s attention. Suddenly Pip began to bark incessantly. 
 
    “Shut that bloody dog up!” Jeremy yelled, his face now an angry, blotchy red, either from rage or the exertion of his jog up the alley. Beth’s eyes narrowed, and she frowned at her boss with an air of cool dislike. All of us there knew that Beth’s Collie was extremely well trained and very well behaved. If Pip was barking then you could be sure it was for a good reason. That reason became apparent seconds later when a loud screeching started up, coming from the interior of the garage. The look of panic returned to Jeremy Powell’s face, and turned to horror when Joe produced his handcuffs. Given the amount of noise now coming from the interior of the garage there was nothing for it but to check it out.  
 
    Despite Jeremy’s continued protestations about private property and the abuse of his rights, Joe strode into the garage and pulled back a sheet of tarpaulin. Underneath was a bird cage, very like the one at my feet, but this one contained a large green and yellow parrot, still screeching. When the cover was removed it began flapping its wings, which I noticed were edged a brilliant red.  
 
    We had found the Double Yellow-Headed Amazon. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINE 
 
    We had visitors that evening. I lit the fire in the living room and liberated a bottle of scotch from the old oak sideboard under the window. Pip was stretched out on the hearth snoring gently. Beth was sitting in Edward’s armchair with her feet tucked up beneath her, slowly swirling the amber liquid around in her glass. She’d changed clothes and was now wearing jeans and a cream jumper. As she was now the only vet in town she’d taken charge of the bird after the excitement of that morning. Beth’s initial shock at discovering her boss was a thief had now turned to anger having examined the recovered parrot. 
 
    “He’s in a bit of a state but I think he’ll be OK,” she said. “I don’t think Jeremy could have been feeding him very often, the poor thing was ravenous.” She looked disgusted at the thought of how the bird had been treated. Beth loved animals and abhorred cruelty, so I can only imagine how repulsed she must have felt when the perpetrator was a vet. “I’m keeping him at the practice for now until I can find him a permanent home.”  
 
    Edward had been hovering next to where Beth was seated; either offering a supportive presence or merely waiting for an opportunity to get his favourite chair back. He’d also changed out of his smarter clothing back into a shirt and jeans. I saw no merit in wearing more than one set of clothes in a day, so had merely discarded my jacket and tie. Although casually dressed, Edward still somehow managed to look elegant and respectable, whereas I looked unkempt and crumpled even in my best suit. When the doorbell sounded Edward disappeared to answer it, returning moments later with Joe Downing and Inspector Green.  
 
    The Inspector looked like he’d had a long day and sat down heavily on the sofa, pushing a weary hand through his dark hair. “Well, Jeremy Powell has confessed to the theft,” he told us. “Not that he had much choice as he was caught red-handed.” 
 
    Edward flashed a knowing grin at Inspector Green as he poured drinks for our guests. The Inspector gratefully accepted his and took a generous swig. Then he settled back more comfortably into the sofa, crossed his legs and looked up at Edward curiously for a moment.  
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    Edward resumed his position next to Beth, and had a slightly smug smile on his face as he responded to the Inspector. “That Jeremy was the thief, you mean? Or that the cage is made of solid gold?” 
 
    I’d just taken a swig of my whiskey and almost choked on it. Joe was sitting open-mouthed staring at Edward in disbelief. Beth exclaimed ‘gold!’, and even Pip raised his head for a split second to peer at us all before resuming his nap. 
 
    Richard Green couldn’t help smiling at our stunned faces.  
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “It seems that Connie and her husband are getting a bit more of an inheritance than they bargained for.” He looked back at Edward. “Well?” 
 
    Edward shifted uncertainly on his feet for a moment, and I knew he was trying to resist the urge to begin pacing up and down as he enjoyed his moment of glory. “Well,” he finally began. “It was an odd crime to begin with. Why steal a parrot? Then there was the weight of the cage, a couple of people commented on how heavy it was.”  
 
    Joe nodded at this, still looking a trifle stunned, and muttered, “No bloody wonder.” 
 
    “That bothered me from the beginning,” Edward continued. “It would have been a lot of hard work to move it, so why was it worth going to all that trouble?” He lost his battle with his feet and began pacing across the small room, his hands in his pockets and his eyes on the carpet as he spoke. “I also found flakes of black paint on the spot where the cage had stood, so I knew it had been painted at some point. But it was really when I spoke to Nathan Grove that I first thought it might be the cage, not the parrot, that was the target. He told us about Mrs Carrington and her fondness for giving gifts, expensive gifts. So I did some checking.” 
 
    “The visit to the library?” I asked. Edward looked over at me and grinned. 
 
    “Yes. The late Mr Carrington had been a great collector. On a few occasions he’d even loaned pieces to the local museum, I actually found mention of a solid gold bird cage, which was just too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “But how did you know it was Jeremy Powell?” asked Joe, possibly remembering how easily Edward had roped him in to that morning’s operation. 
 
    “Well, that was obvious,” said Edward, coming to a halt next to Beth’s chair again and leaning on the back of it, she was looking up at him with raised eyebrows and an amused expression. He cleared his throat before going on. “Most people took no notice of the bird, and Mrs Henderson herself had very poor eyesight.” The pacing began again. “But Powell went there at least twice to examine the bird. I think he planned to steal the cage all along, from the moment he realised what it was.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I interrupted. “Powell went there weeks ago, why wait until now. He couldn’t have known when she was going to die, could he?” Edward looked at me with something akin to pity. 
 
    “Of course not. Although she wasn’t well I don’t suppose anyone expected her to die just yet. In fact that was probably the last thing Powell wanted.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Beth. Edward seemed to be enjoying his moment in the limelight. 
 
    “Like I said, I think he’d hatched a plan to steal the cage but without anyone knowing. That’s why he needed the duplicate that we caught him with this morning. It probably took him a while to track down a cage that looked enough like the original to avoid arousing suspicion. He could make the swap and no-one would be any the wiser.” Edward explained confidently. “When Mrs Henderson died so suddenly I imagine he just panicked and swiped the cage, bird and all.” 
 
    “But Edward,” Beth said. “How could Jeremy have known that Mrs Henderson had died that morning?” 
 
    “Connie and her torch!” I exclaimed, very pleased with myself for realising the significance. 
 
    “Exactly.” Edward pointed at me and beamed, as though I were one of his students who’d produced a particularly impressive piece of work. The others understandably looked from one to the other of us with puzzled expressions. 
 
    “Connie ran to fetch the doctor that morning,” Edward informed them. “She cut across the park, and as it was still dark she used her torch. I would imagine Jeremy Powell had been keeping a very close eye on the Henderson cottage while he was waiting to put his plan into operation. His flat above the vets looks right across the park to where Mrs Henderson lived. He would know that Connie checked on her mother regularly, and could easily have seen her come out the back gate and rush across the park. Then from his front window he would have seen her destination was Doctor Granger’s home across the street. It must have been obvious to him that Mrs Henderson had taken a turn for the worse at the very least. He realised that in no time at all there could be any number of people in and out of there, and he could see all that money slipping away from him.” Edward picked up his glass and took a self-satisfied sip of his whiskey. 
 
    “But how did he move it?” asked Joe. “It was bloody heavy, and he wouldn’t have had much time.” 
 
    “That puzzled me for a while,” he admitted, swirling the liquid around in his glass. “But when Charlie and I were talking to Powell in his office on Monday I noticed a couple of old sledges next to the bins in the alley outside. By then of course the snow had pretty much thawed, but on Saturday morning there was still enough around for Powell to drag the cage across the open ground using a sledge.” 
 
    Joe was looking up at Edward with admiration and even Beth looked impressed. Finally Inspector Green spoke up. “Edward, I know that Powell is guilty, because he was found with the stolen goods, and he’s confessed. But all you’ve demonstrated here is that he had means and opportunity, you didn’t know conclusively that he was guilty.”  
 
    We all looked at Edward as we realised the Inspector was right. We’d been so sucked in by his convincing narrative, but now realised he’d surmised the vet had noticed the gold beneath the paint, and the fact that he lived across the park and could see the cottage from his flat didn’t mean much, many properties overlooked that same park. 
 
    Edward looked supremely unconcerned at being pulled up like this by the Inspector. He merely shrugged and said, “I didn’t actually have proof, but why would an innocent man lie?” 
 
    “Lie?” Beth and I asked at the same time. 
 
    Edward looked at me. “Do you remember what he told us about treating the parrot?” 
 
    I racked my brains. “Some sort of infection?” I said scratching my head. 
 
    “He told us he’d treated it with antibiotics for a mild bacterial infection.” Edward now took out his trusty notebook and flipped through until he found the right page. “But when Mary checked the file she told us the treatment he’d prescribed was DMSA.” Edward looked at Beth. 
 
    “DMSA is a chelating agent,” she informed us, only to be met by a sea of blank faces. “It’s used for metal toxicity, metal poisoning,” she clarified. “It binds with the trace pieces of metal and expels them from the body.” She took a sip of her scotch. “It was probably from the paint you mentioned, a lot of paints still contain zinc which is toxic.”  
 
    Edward nodded, looking both proud of Beth’s knowledge and very pleased with his own accomplishments. Inspector Green was eyeing Edward in an appraising way as if not sure whether to commend him or scold him. Edward must have picked up on this and pointed out. “Besides, Inspector, I did make sure Powell actually had a cage on him before we confronted him.”  
 
    Joe hastily confirmed this was true and then allowed Edward to top up his drink.   
 
    Inspector Richard Green shook his head in exasperation but he chuckled. He raised his glass to Edward and smiling broadly said, “Your father would be proud.”  
 
    These words rendered Edward speechless for a moment and I could see the swirling emotions rising within him as his blue eyes misted over. After a moment he merely nodded his thanks to the Inspector then dropped his head in thought. The room was silent for a few minutes except for the fire crackling in the hearth and Pip’s quiet snores.  
 
    “Do you think old Sid Henderson knew?” Joe asked. “That the cage was really gold, I mean?” 
 
    “Personally, I think he did know,” Edward told him. “He was very happy with his gift by all accounts, and made a special trip to Westbridge, to Bull Street in particular.” 
 
    “What’s so special about Bull Street?” I asked, having been there with Edward earlier in the week I couldn’t see any significance. 
 
    “It’s jewellery central for the area,” Inspector Green pointed out. 
 
    “He probably wanted to find out exactly what that cage was worth before going home. Sadly he never made it,” Edward said quietly. 
 
    We all sat and pondered this, the cruel irony of knowing you’d come into a lot of money as you’re lying in the street whilst your heart gives out.  
 
    The Inspector didn’t stay long, and still didn’t look entirely convinced by Edward’s methods when he took his leave. The rest of us had a couple more drinks and raised our glasses to the late Hendersons, the Carters with their small windfall, and of course the generous widow Carrington. Eventually Joe dragged himself off too, and Edward gallantly offered to walk Beth home. After they’d all gone I could feel my eyelids growing heavy, and deciding to leave the tidying up for the next morning I made my way wearily up the narrow stairs.  
 
    The half-term break hadn’t perhaps been as relaxing as intended, but I felt a sense of satisfaction, and a newfound respect for my friend. Although at times I’d thought Edward was losing the plot, as it turned out the guy knew what he was talking about.  
 
    

  

 
   
    MURDER AT WOODFORD HALL 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The revelation about Jeremy Powell and the golden bird cage kept the gossip mill turning for a good while in our little community. Beth had to take over running the vets practice until a replacement could be found and was working all hours. However this didn’t seem to faze her at all, she was her usual cheerful self and seemed to have boundless energy. She even managed to make time to find a good home for the late Mrs Henderson’s parrot. Soon enough of course the excitement passed, life in the village settled back into its usual gentle flow, and the Hadenville grapevine reverted to more mundane matters. March breezed by, cool, cloudy and blustery, an unwelcome extension of winter with little of note happening. Of course there had been Edward’s birthday at the beginning of March, but as he stubbornly refused to celebrate birthdays this wasn’t really any cause for excitement. I had forgotten it until now, but he’d been the same at school, totally disregarding birthdays and Christmas, not interested in presents or games, or any of the things most kids loved. Edward had always been a little different, socially skewed, like he was skirting everyday life, only dipping in when it suited him, and after his parents had died this self-imposed isolation intensified further. He didn’t exactly repel friendship, rather failed to make any real effort to sustain it, so in the end I think I was his only real friend during our school days.  
 
    An old memory resurfaced from our teenage years. Returning to school after Christmas everyone was bragging about the quality and quantity of gifts they’d received. Someone, I don’t remember his name, had asked Edward quite kindly what he’d had for Christmas, probably just to try and include the sullen, reclusive boy in the post-holiday banter. Edward had stared coldly at the other boy for a long moment, then turned his back and walked away. In hindsight it was a wonder he didn’t get beaten up more often. He had a uniquely offensive way of observing people, his curiosity or even distaste evident for all to see, with no effort to temper his attitude with such trivialities as social graces. After years of knowing the man I now realised that his attitude wasn’t intentional, and perhaps he wasn’t even aware of the effect his blunt scrutiny could have on people, but he wasn’t likely to ever change.  
 
    The only good thing to come out of his obstinacy on this occasion was an unexpected temporary alliance with his aunt Alice, as both she and I attempted to persuade him to mark his birthday in some way. We failed of course. I was still careful not to do anything to upset the old lady, but she did seem to have softened in her attitude towards me just a tad.  
 
    April arrived, finally bringing a change in the weather, and the cold northerly winds were replaced by gentle southern breezes. The steely clouds dispersed, exposing deep blue sky, and the golden globe of the sun began to warm hearts and bodies. I was looking forward to the Easter break, two long weeks away from Oakfield School to enjoy some precious free time. When holiday periods loomed some of my colleagues would invariably be industriously planning interesting trips or activities, exciting places to visit and things to do. I was more than content to spend the holiday lazing around at home, enjoying a life not dictated by the hands of a clock for a change.  
 
    It was Sunday evening, and we’d joined his aunt in her garden, enjoying the welcome arrival of spring. Daylight was fading at a leisurely pace, and a few deepening shadows tentatively crept out from the undergrowth. After the recent cold spell it was a pleasure to be able to finally venture outdoors and make the most of the balmier climate. The garden was coming to life, full of colour and thickening with new growth. It was a tranquil spot, a few bees droned lazily amongst the flowers and somewhere in the distance birds were singing. The ancient garden furniture had been brought out, scrubbed clean, and was gleaming white in the evening light. We were sitting around the little table politely sipping sherries before dinner. Aunt Alice was wrapped in a large silk shawl to guard against any possible evening chill. All in all I was feeling very contented, relaxing in the fragrant spring air and looking forward to a fine dinner. I could even forgive Alice’s slightly disapproving appraisal of my new checked shirt when we’d arrived, after all she’d shown great restraint by limiting her condemnation to a brief frown and a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Edward, dear,” Alice broke the companionable silence. “Tell me, how long is the Easter break for you teachers?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” Edward replied without looking at her. He was sitting with his legs crossed and his head tilted to one side examining a nearby flowering cherry tree, I suspect contemplating whether or not he wanted to paint it.  
 
    “Two weeks, I see.” She mulled this information over for a moment. “So then you won’t be at work this week or next week?” She seemed to be stating the obvious, but Edward suddenly stiffened slightly and glanced warily at her. He merely nodded. “Well that is nice isn’t it?” said Alice. “As you’re going to be around I think I’ll invite the Stantons over for lunch one of the days.” Then she looked at him sternly. “You haven’t forgotten that its Beth’s birthday next week have you, Edward?” 
 
    Edward went pink and shook his head slightly, but before he could respond Jane Harris, Alice’s housekeeper and cook, came hurrying out through the French doors. Alice glanced at her watch, I knew she was a stickler for having dinner served at precisely 7pm and that was still half an hour or so away.  
 
    “Everything all right is it, Jane?”  
 
    When Jane reached us she leaned in to Aunt Alice and said in a low voice, “Mrs Alderton, there’s a policeman at the door asking to speak with you.”  
 
    Alice paused before replying, and I wondered which impulse was winning out, satisfying her natural curiosity as to why there was a policeman on her doorstep, or rueing the inconvenient intrusion which might delay dinner. “Well, we’d better oblige I suppose hadn’t we,” she said after a moment with a sigh. “Please show him out here.”  
 
    Jane rushed off and in a minute she came back outside, now accompanied by none other than Inspector Richard Green. The Inspector looked hot in his dark grey suit and tie, and had a weary expression at odds with our relaxed little group in the garden. He made his apologies to Alice for the intrusion as he settled his large frame into one of the garden chairs.  
 
    “What can I help you with, Inspector?” asked Alice graciously.  
 
    “Well, I have some sad news I’m afraid,” he said. “It’s about Mr Bromley.” 
 
    “Clifford Bromley?” enquired Alice. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Green. “You see, I’m afraid he’s dead.”  
 
    Alice sat bolt upright in her chair. “Dead? Why I only saw him on Friday night, I had dinner at Woodford Hall.” 
 
    “Yes I know,” said Green. “That’s why I’m here. You see Mr Bromley was murdered last night.” Aunt Alice gasped at this. Edward immediately stood up and went over to stand next to his aunt, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder which she patted distractedly. Jane Harris, who had remained outside with us, refilled Alice’s sherry glass with a generous measure. I hadn’t met Clifford Bromley but I’d heard Alice mention the Bromley family several times, and she seemed to have had a very good opinion of her now deceased friend. Mr Bromley was a very successful businessman and he and his family lived at Woodford Hall, a grand house on the outer edge of the village with extensive grounds leading right down to the river. Without question it was the finest property in Hadenville. I wondered what was going through Edward’s mind. Clearly his compassion for his aunt was uppermost, but I knew how tantalising a murder in our own little community would be to him. 
 
    “Murdered, how?” asked Edward. 
 
    Green glanced a little uncomfortably at Alice before responding. “He was stabbed in the back,” he told us. “I’m talking to everyone who saw him recently, including the guests at the dinner party he hosted on Friday.” 
 
    “I see,” said Alice, looking pale and pulling her shawl more firmly about her shoulders. “Well, of course I’ll give you any help I can, Inspector.”  
 
    “Perhaps you could just tell me about that evening.”  
 
    Aunt Alice nodded and looked off into the distance for a moment as she composed herself.  
 
    “As I said it was Friday evening. I think we arrived at about five to seven,” she began. 
 
    “We?” asked Green, 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Granger and his wife Elaine were kind enough to pick me up.” Green nodded and she continued. “When we arrived at Woodford Hall, Clifford Bromley greeted us himself at the door and showed us into the sitting room where the other guests were having drinks.” 
 
    “Can you tell me who else was present?” Green opened up his note pad. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Aside from Clifford Bromley there was his wife Cynthia, she’s his second wife you know. Then there was his son Stephen who was there with his girlfriend, Jessica.” 
 
    “Jessica Bayliss?” Edward asked.  
 
    “Yes that’s right, such a sweet girl.” 
 
    “I shall need to pay her a visit too; do you know where she lives?” The Inspector asked her. 
 
    “Jessica lives with her father, Walter Bayliss. He’s the Station Master, Inspector,” Alice informed him. “His is the last cottage on the left before you get to the railway station.” I didn’t envy the Inspector that call, Walter wasn’t the friendliest of characters.  
 
    Green was jotting away. “Anyone else?”  
 
    Alice took a hearty sip of her sherry whilst she organised her thoughts. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “There was Mr Hardwick, David Hardwick, he’s Mr Bromley’s accountant. Or rather he was his accountant.” She corrected with a disbelieving shake of her head. 
 
    Green waited for her to continue. “They were all the people there when I arrived, but shortly after we were also joined by Frank and Sophie Coombs. Sophie is Cynthia Bromley’s sister.” 
 
    “And that’s everyone?” asked Green. “You didn’t see anyone else that evening at Woodford Hall?” 
 
    Again Alice considered before replying. “Well yes, there was Edith of course, Edith Turner.” 
 
    “The Bromleys’ housekeeper.” He nodded. “Yes, I’ve spoken to her briefly. She was the one who found the body this morning.” There was another audible gasp, but this time it was Jane Harris who had turned very pale.  
 
    Alice also noticed.  
 
    “Jane dear, sit down with us and have a drink.”  
 
    Edward immediately poured her a sherry and guided her to his own vacated seat. “Jane and Edith Turner are good friends, Inspector,” Alice explained, then turned to her housekeeper. “Perhaps you could telephone Edith once we’ve finished here, Jane, see how she is.” 
 
    I wondered why she seemed more concerned about the Bromleys housekeeper than about the bereaved family members but kept my thoughts to myself. Alice had her own way of prioritising situations and people. Jane quickly composed herself with the help of a good slug of Alice’s best Sherry. 
 
    Inspector Green continued, “But you saw no-one else?” 
 
    “No, that was everyone.” 
 
    “So,” Green reviewed his notes so far. “There were ten of you for dinner then?” 
 
    “Ah no, actually only eight of us sat down to eat in the end,” she corrected. 
 
    Green looked up expectantly waiting for her to go on.  
 
    “You see Stephen and Jessica left before we even went in for dinner. There was a terrible argument.” Alice suddenly looked at Inspector Green in horror. “Oh my!” 
 
    Green nodded at her reaction. “We’ve already heard about Stephen’s argument with his father from other witnesses, but I would like to hear it in your own words, Mrs Alderton.”  
 
    “Well, once we were all there Stephen Bromley said that he had an announcement to make. He proceeded to tell us that he and Jessica had become engaged and were going to be married.” 
 
    “And how did Mr Bromley react?” asked Green. 
 
    “He was furious,” she said. “I’ve never seen Clifford Bromley lose his temper. He was always such a mild mannered gentleman.” She sighed sadly. “Anyway he said he forbade it, that they were too young and barely knew each other. He accused Stephen of being completely irresponsible.”  
 
    “I see, and how did Stephen react to that?” 
 
    “He yelled back at his father. He told him that he’d marry whomever he wanted and there was nothing he could do about it.” She took another generous sip from her glass. “Then Clifford said if they insisted on going through with it he’d cut Stephen off and he’d never get a penny.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Well then Stephen pointed at Cynthia. He said that he had more right to his father’s money than that, that... well, Inspector, he used a very unkind word,” she ended demurely, smoothing down the front of her shawl.  
 
    Green didn’t push the point and asked instead, “Was that the end of the argument?” 
 
    “Pretty much yes, Jessica was sobbing poor thing, Stephen whisked her out of there pretty quickly. I believe his parting words were ‘this isn’t over’ or some such thing. It was all very dramatic.” Alice reached for the sherry bottle again. The old lady normally restricted herself to only two small glasses before dinner at the most. 
 
    “Did anyone comment on what had happened, after Stephen and Jessica left?”  
 
    “Well, by this time we were all standing round in stunned silence, no-one spoke for a moment or two. Then Clifford was all apologetic and topping up glasses. Cynthia disappeared for a while but rejoined us as we went in to dinner and was perfectly composed again.”  
 
    “And nothing more was mentioned?” 
 
    “No, the dinner conversation was a little tedious I’m afraid, everyone keeping to nice safe and boring topics after what had happened. I don’t think anyone wanted to stay longer than necessary, I left at about a quarter to ten with the Grangers and that was the last time I saw any of the Bromleys.” 
 
    “Have you seen any of the other guests since then?” 
 
    “Only the Grangers at church this morning, but then Mr & Mrs Coombs and Mr Hardwick don’t live in Hadenville so there’s no reason I would see them.”  
 
    “You didn’t think it odd that none of the Bromleys were at church this morning?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh they don’t go.” She sniffed, slightly disapproving for the first time. I glanced at Edward as I knew he also refused to attend church except for special occasions, but he was too focussed on the matter in hand. I noticed he also now had a notepad in his hand and was making copious notes. 
 
    “Mr Bromley used to attend with his first wife of course,” Alice continued. “But she died about 15 years ago, he stopped going then.” 
 
    “So how long had he and Cynthia been married?” It was Edward who asked this. 
 
    Alice smiled at her nephew indulgently. I wished she wouldn’t encourage him. “Four or five years I think it is,” she replied. “If memory serves me right Cynthia didn’t have a bean when she met Clifford, perhaps that’s why Stephen resents her so much.”  
 
    “So do you have any suspects?” I asked Green. The Inspector had also noticed Edward’s note taking and was frowning at him. 
 
    “Actually we’re questioning Stephen Bromley,” he admitted. “Witnesses saw him back there last night. Mrs Bromley was away at her sister’s, so Clifford Bromley was alone when his son paid him a visit. Next morning the man’s found dead.” 
 
    “What does Stephen say?” asked Alice, not looking wholly convinced about the Inspector’s prime suspect. 
 
    “Denies it,” he said simply. “But then they always do.” 
 
    The Inspector stayed a few minutes more going over his notes with Aunt Alice and checking a few details. Jane disappeared into the house to finish preparing dinner, and to my immense surprise Edward immediately followed her inside. This was very odd when there was a policeman still sitting there in his aunt’s garden talking about a murder in our very own village. I wouldn’t have thought wild dogs could have dragged him away from that! He reappeared just as Inspector Green was leaving and looked worryingly pleased with himself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Edward seemed in a hurry to leave his aunt’s house after dinner that evening. We would usually linger for a while chatting with his aunt Alice. Or more accurately the two of them would chat whilst I clandestinely helped myself to generous helpings of port from the drinks cabinet. Edward though was keen to get going for a change. He rapidly polished off each course we were served; he was usually the last to finish whatever was on his plate. He’d barely finished scooping up his last spoonful of lemon meringue before he was pushing back his chair and taking leave of Alice. I briefly entertained the possibility that this behaviour was in deference to his aunt, perhaps believing he should let her get an early night after the shocking news brought earlier by Inspector Green.  
 
    I wasn’t really surprised to find I was wrong once we got home. I’d barely stepped through the front door when he said, “Charlie, grab your car keys.” 
 
    Uh oh, a car journey at that time of night could not be good news. “Where are we going?”  
 
    Edward grinned at me. “Woodford Hall, of course.” 
 
    The last thing I felt like doing was going on a late night jaunt to the house of someone who’d just been murdered. I emphatically pointed out to Edward that we wouldn’t be able to gain access as it was not only a private residence but also a crime scene. My arguments fell on deaf ears and Edward casually waved away all of my objections, cryptically telling me ‘it’s all arranged’.  
 
    So abandoning all thoughts of curling up in bed with a good book, instead we were soon driving through the quiet village and taking the turning down Coppice Lane in the direction of Woodford Hall. Our destination was on the outskirts of Hadenville, some way beyond the last of several neat cottages, and we followed the lane until there was nothing but a tree-lined road, pitch black and isolated. The extensive grounds of the property were tastefully obscured by mature trees and high fences. The house itself was set well back and not visible at all from the road, a fortress of splendour and solitude. I had to slow right down so I wouldn’t miss the turning, which was a narrow entrance between two stone columns leading into the driveway. A short way inside I could just make out two long rows of large yew hedges which intersected the gravelled drive, thereby effectively dividing it into three sections. Edward instructed me to go round to the left and park up out of sight. 
 
    We approached the house on foot and even in the dark the size and grandeur of the place was evident. There was also something eerie about the dark, blank windows looking down on us and I felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the cool of the night air. The only illumination was two small lights tucked under the porch canopy guiding us to the front door. Before we even knocked the door was opened by a tall, angular woman of around fifty with very short, greying hair. Edward quickly slipped inside so I followed. She immediately closed the door behind us. 
 
    “Thank you, Edith,” Edward said. So this was the Bromley’s housekeeper. How on earth Edward had persuaded her to give us access I couldn’t imagine. “Can you show us the room?”  
 
    She nodded and led us through the grand hallway, which didn’t disappoint with gilded mirrors, smooth parquet floors and an enormous glittering chandelier. Every surface was polished to a high shine, and magnificent framed portraits gazed down at us as we passed by. Under other circumstances I would have been keen to have a good look around Woodford Hall, it was no doubt a real treasure trove, but as it was I couldn’t wait to leave.  
 
    Edith stopped outside a half open door. “The police have asked us not to touch anything,” she warned, then disappeared and left us to our own devices. 
 
    The room was obviously a study. A vast oak desk dominated one end of the room, set before a tall bay window, its leather-topped surface still strewn with papers. Floor to ceiling book shelves covered another wall, crammed full of bound volumes and undoubtedly a few rare editions. Straight ahead of us was a roomy fireplace, its deep grate now dormant and black with soot, nestled beneath an elegant white marble surround. A couple of large, deep-buttoned leather armchairs flanked the hearth, and between them was a low mahogany coffee table, its clawed feet sunk into the thick pile of the Chinese rug beneath it. The coffee table still held two crystal tumblers and a heavy glass ashtray containing a few cigar butts. It would have made for a cosy and sophisticated scene had it not been for the large, dark bloodstain spreading across the carpet. 
 
    Edward took his time to examine every inch of the room, rifling through drawers and examining the papers on the desktop. Although he had the sense to wear his leather gloves, and was being careful to put everything back where he’d found it, this blatant rummaging through someone else’s property, dead or alive, was making me very jumpy. At any moment I expected to be caught, and kept glancing nervously over my shoulder. I also didn’t see how this would be helpful. Aside from the gruesome blood, it was just an ordinary room, and if it held any clues the police would surely have already found them. I pointed this out to Edward. 
 
    “The body was only found this morning,” he muttered distractedly, as he examined the bookshelves. “And being Sunday the police were a bit thin on the ground. Apparently they’re sending a team in tomorrow morning to take fingerprints and all that.” I automatically shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to remember if I’d touched anything since we’d entered the house. “That’s why the tumblers are still on the coffee table.” He gestured vaguely at them and then went over to examine the fireplace. 
 
    “But they’ve already got the son for it, haven’t they?” I pointed out to my friend, who was now hunkered down and using his pen to poke at the ashes in the fireplace. 
 
    “Mmm?” He clearly wasn’t listening to me. 
 
    “I said they’ve got Stephen Bromley for the murder. What are you hoping to find?” 
 
    Edward picked something up and brought it up to the light to examine it. He didn’t answer me, instead going back for another delve around in the fireplace debris. 
 
    Edward’s examination of the crime scene seemed to take forever. When he was finally satisfied I hoped we could leave the enormous, too quiet, house and get back home. Instead he went in search of Edith Turner. We found her tidying up in the kitchen. This was another vast room, gleaming pots and pans hung above acres of worktops and there was a massive table that could easily have seated a dozen people. The black and white tiled floor looked spotlessly clean, or at least it did until Edward breezed in, startling Edith so much that she dropped the cup she’d been about to put away. She seemed even jumpier than I was, and was clearly still pretty shaken by what had happened. Edward apologised and rushed over to tidy up the shards of porcelain now littering the floor.  
 
    Once Edith had calmed down a bit Edward settled her at the large kitchen table.  
 
    “I don’t like being here on my own now,” she said, looking around anxiously. “Not after what happened to Mr Bromley.” Tears formed in her eyes. “He was such a nice man.” 
 
    “Mrs Turner, did you see Stephen last night?” Edward asked her. 
 
    Edith nodded. “I was getting ready to go home as there was only Mr Bromley here, and he’d already had a bit of dinner,” she told us. “I asked if he wanted the fire lit in the living room as there was a slight nip in the air, but he said instead could I make up the one in his study.” 
 
    “Did you think that was unusual, that he wanted a fire lit in the study?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Not that unusual,” she confirmed. “He worked all hours, that man. Mrs Bromley had gone to spend the rest of the weekend with her sister, and he’d usually be working if she wasn’t at home. Stephen arrived just as I was leaving, he said goodnight to me as I was heading down the drive.” 
 
    “How did Stephen seem to you, Mrs Turner, was there anything unusual?” Predictably Edward was now making notes in his little black book. 
 
    She thought for a moment. “No, he seemed quite cheerful, he waved at me and said ‘night, Edith’ then disappeared inside. I honestly thought nothing of it. Although he has his own place in Westbridge he’s often here, especially during holiday times.” 
 
    “You’ve heard that the police are questioning him?”  
 
    She shook her head, but it was a shake of disapproval. “I don’t believe it,” she said forcefully. “Yes he was here, but I’ve known that boy most of his life, I just don’t believe it.” 
 
    “But you didn’t see anyone else around that night, either here or on your way home?” asked Edward. Edith said she hadn’t.  
 
    “You’re absolutely sure, Mrs Turner?” he pressed. “You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary?”  
 
    She dropped her gaze as she thought about what he’d asked. “No, there wasn’t a soul about walking up the lane, and when I left here there was only Mr Bromley at home, and Stephen coming in as I left.”  
 
    “No strange sounds, nothing like that?” Edward persisted. 
 
    “Sounds? No.” She was now a little more hesitant as if recalling something. “I thought I smelled smoke as I was going,” she said. “Just outside the house, but I didn’t think anything of it.” 
 
    “Cigarette smoke?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    She thought for a moment. “I suppose it could have been, like I said I didn’t really pay much attention.”  
 
    “Thank you, Edith,” Edward said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re welcome, my dear,” she said with a kind smile. “It’s the least I could do; I remember how kind your father was. When my Arthur became too ill to work your father would visit him as often as he could. Not many did, even most of his old colleagues from the museum didn’t bother to visit before he died.” She looked down at her hands and her face crumpled with sadness at the memory. When her head came up again she looked straight at Edward. “But dear Thomas was a real comfort to him I think in those last weeks, chatting away about their work and families, it really made a difference.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” Edward told her. “I hadn’t realised your husband worked at a museum. That would be the one in Westbridge I suppose?”  
 
    I recalled Inspector Green telling us that Edward’s father had been caught breaking in to that very establishment and, though I hated to think it, wondered if that was why Thomas Gamble had spent so many hours chatting to poor Mr Turner before his demise. 
 
    “Yes that’s the one, he worked there for years, loved it he did. I think that made it harder in the end, not being useful, and he missed seeing all those wonderful works of art each day. We visited a couple of times in the beginning, but before long he was just too sick to go anywhere.” She sighed sadly. “In fact, Arthur left your father something. I’m ashamed to say after his death it was some time before I got round to sorting out a lot of his things, and by then, well...” 
 
    Edward nodded solemnly. “The fire.”  
 
    “Yes,” she sighed. 
 
    “What did he leave him?” 
 
    “Oh something silly, an ugly old mask it is. I’m sure your father wouldn’t really have wanted it. I’ve nearly thrown it out so many times, but if you want it, Edward you’re quite welcome, though I won’t blame you if you don’t, as I said it’s a funny looking thing.” 
 
    “Why did your husband leave him a mask?” I asked. I would have thought a dying man’s gratitude would have stretched to something more useful or perhaps valuable. Then I suddenly wondered if the wily old fellow had swiped something when he’d left his job, and visions of priceless wonders of the world briefly filled my imagination. “Was it from the museum?”  
 
    “Yes it was, but not one of the exhibits, not as such. Some of the more well-known artefacts have copies made and they’re sold in the gift shop. I’ve seen some of them which are lovely, little prints of the paintings, or small copies of statues. This is a replica mask that Arthur had kept; I suppose after all their chats he thought it would amuse Thomas.” 
 
    Edward insisted we wait for Edith to lock up and give her a lift home, she seemed very grateful for this and I soon saw why. Although in the car it was just a couple of minutes to Mrs Turner’s home, it would have taken her a while on foot, and without the headlights it would have been incredibly dark in the lane. She lived in one of a row of cottages right opposite the old Henderson place we’d been to in February. I noticed a light on downstairs and recalled that Connie and her husband were living there now. I wondered how they got on with the old man next door. 
 
    Edward insisted on escorting Edith right to her front door and even disappeared inside for a few moments. When he returned he was clutching a small carrier bag and as he threw himself into the passenger seat happily announced, “I’ve got that mask.”  
 
    On our way home I asked Edward how he’d known Edith would be there and would let us in to examine the room. 
 
    “Jane telephoned and persuaded her to let us have a quick look around.”  
 
    “Why would she agree to that?” I asked incredulously. “No offence Edward, but no matter how good your dad was to her husband she was taking quite a risk.” She must surely have been breaking the law, allowing us to search someone else’s home like that, especially under the circumstances. 
 
    “You heard her, Charlie,” Edward told me. “She doesn’t believe Stephen Bromley killed his father. The police have a nice convenient suspect so they might not look too much farther.”  
 
    “I thought you respected the Inspector’s judgement?” I was surprised Edward would say something so negative when he always seemed so keen to work with the police. 
 
    “Oh, I do,” he confirmed. “But not everyone trusts the police you know, which in this case I used to my advantage”. 
 
    “What advantage?” I wanted to know. “We didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “Actually it was very interesting,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    “It didn’t look very interesting from where I was standing, a little gruesome maybe.” 
 
    Edward said nothing more and kept his ‘interesting’ thoughts to himself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    The next morning there was no sign of Edward. When I ambled into the kitchen I was greeted by the sight of a hideous countenance. He’d left the mask Edith had given him propped up against the toast rack. It had a small, dark wooden face, with disturbing glaring eyes, and two horns curving out of the top of it. It was truly ugly, though Edward unaccountably found it delightful. Studiously ignoring the offensive item I settled down to enjoy my breakfast and the morning paper.  
 
    I was idly flicking through the newspaper and wondering how to spend my day when I heard a car pull up outside. Peering out through the cottage window I recognised Constable Joe Downing’s car, and the person just emerging from the passenger seat was Edward. This couldn’t be good. Hoping it would turn out to be just a social call I went to the front door, and opening it came face to face with an uncharacteristically stern Joe Downing. My heart sank. 
 
     “Good morning, Mr Cutler.” The formality of his greeting only added to my apprehension. “I’ve just brought Mr Gamble home, I’m sorry to say that he was trespassing.” Edward lurked behind Joe with a slightly bored expression. When I looked at him he gave a very slight shrug then gazed off into the distance, which seemed to both confirm what Joe had said and dismiss is as nothing serious.  
 
    “Oh dear, well I’m sure it was just an honest mistake,” I told Joe, hoping to smooth things over with the constable.  
 
    Joe didn’t believe me for a moment. “Found him poking around at the Bromley place.” He confirmed my fears. “That’s a crime scene, you know.” He turned to point an admonishing finger at Edward, who didn’t even try to look sorry, but just returned the policeman’s serious look with a serenely patient expression.  
 
    “I mean blimey, we haven’t even found the murder weapon yet!” Joe exclaimed, clearly exasperated. 
 
    “What? You haven’t found the knife?” Edward pounced on this information like lightening, his whole demeanour changing in an instant. 
 
    “No, but we have a description, one was missing from the kitchen.” Joe snapped his mouth shut as he realised he was giving us information about the case. Edward was staring at him like he’d just given him a great gift and had a hungry gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Well, I’d best be going.” Joe was suddenly in a great hurry to leave. I saw him to his car and was relieved when he said there’d be no charges, though he did add ‘this time’ and looked pointedly over my shoulder at Edward. 
 
    After the constable had left Edward busied himself in the kitchen, tidying up and re-filling the kettle. For some reason even when I made an effort to do a bit of housework it always seemed to fall short of Edward’s standards. He usually re-washed dishes or moved things around that I’d put away in the wrong place.  
 
    Then with a mug of tea and a self-satisfied air he sat down at the table and picked up the ugly mask, turning it over admiringly as he sipped his tea.  
 
    “It’s quite something isn’t it?” Never mind our difference in taste, I was astounded by his nonchalance after having been virtually dragged home by the police for trespassing. “Be good to see the original, I wonder if it’s still at the Museum.” He ran his long fingers across the smooth surface of the mask.  
 
    “Edward, why on earth did you go back to Woodford Hall?” 
 
    “Well, it was dark last night,” he said, as if that were sufficient explanation.  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So what about the outside, Charlie?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was looking for clues of course,” he pointed out, looking at me now like I was stupid. “I wouldn’t have been able to see anything last night, and there are any number of ways someone could approach that house without being seen. So I thought I’d have a look around the grounds, see what I could see.” He said it like it was the most reasonable thing in the world. “And I’m glad I did, just outside the study window there were signs of footprints in the flower beds and a discarded cigarette butt.” Seeing my horrified expression he added, “Don’t worry, I was careful not to touch anything. It’s interesting that they haven’t found the murder weapon yet, isn’t it?” he said, more to himself than to me. 
 
    “So do you still think it might have been someone other than Stephen Bromley then? There was no sign of forced entry or a struggle after all was there? And of course there were the two glasses in the study,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I know, those bother me,” he admitted. “And no, I’m not convinced they’ve got the right person.” He was now rooting about in the biscuit barrel looking for his favourite custard creams. 
 
    “But we know he was there, Edith Turner said so.”  
 
    “True. There was another witness too, Joe let that slip as well as he was driving me home. Apparently old Isaac Cole was walking down the lane on Saturday night and says a car came pelting up the road from the direction of Woodford Hall, very nearly knocked him over. Said he recognised the car, Stephen Bromley isn’t known for his subtlety in vehicle choices.” He gave up his examination of the bottom of the biscuit barrel and picked up his tea. 
 
    “So that’s it then,” I said sitting back. Perhaps the Easter break wouldn’t turn into an Edward Gamble mystery after all. My hopes on that score were quickly dashed. 
 
    “On the contrary, this is just the beginning,” Edward said, flashing me one of his ‘just you wait and see’ grins.  
 
    I groaned inwardly. “So what’s next then?”  
 
    He pondered this for a moment or two, then suddenly stood up. “I think we need reinforcements for this one.”  
 
    He disappeared into the hallway and I heard him pick up the telephone.  
 
    The reinforcements in question turned out to be his aunt Alice, who being wealthy and elderly had enough status to gain access where we might not. Naturally she agreed to Edward’s suggestion to pay a visit to the grieving widow Bromley, who was staying at her sister’s home in Westbridge. Much to Edward’s annoyance however she would do so only on her own terms and by following a degree of etiquette. She suggested that she would telephone them first to advise that she would like to drop by the next morning to pay her respects. Edward found the delay frustrating and would have preferred to just drive over there straightaway, but Alice insisted on handling any visit with sensitivity.  
 
    Edward paced up and down for a full twenty minutes after he got off the phone and we both jumped when it rang again. We should not have doubted Alice, come to think of it I’d never known anyone say no to her about anything, she was a woman who always got her own way. Edward was happier when he put down the phone, but still fidgety at the prospect of waiting until the following day before he could continue his investigation. He spent what remained of the morning roaming around the cottage like a caged animal, or pacing impatiently up and down the small garden, often consulting his little notebook, his pale face a mask of concentration and lost in his own thoughts. I did my best to keep out of his way, eventually escaping to the peace of my own room where I endeavoured to drown out his restless footsteps by playing my favourite 45s at full volume.  
 
    It wasn’t much after midday when he tracked me down and suggested that we should go out for lunch, which immediately aroused my suspicions, especially when he said he was paying. Still, it sounded better than hanging around the house watching him wear out the carpets with his pacing, so I agreed.  
 
    **** 
 
    It was another beautiful spring day; bright but breezy. I had my coat buttoned up and Edward’s scarf fluttered about his ears as we walked across the green. 
 
    I fully expected we’d be going to The Swan for lunch and was eagerly anticipating a pint of their excellent ale. To my surprise, and slight disappointment, Edward instead headed straight for the Hadenville Hotel. The hotel was located near the centre of the village, squeezed in between the rows of shops running along the High Street. It was grander than the little buildings surrounding it, and being three stories high was rather prominent, with only the church spire a short way down the road looming higher. The entrance was approached by broad stone steps, flanked by two stout columns holding up the porch canopy. The hotel served as a meeting place for some of the more well-to-do in the area. Most of one side of the ground floor was taken up by a large restaurant, but there were also cosy tea rooms and a plush bar. It attracted a mix of business people, successful tradesmen, and affluent farmers. As and when anyone did have the need for accommodation in the village the Hadenville Hotel had a number of neat, modern rooms on the upper floors that could be reserved at a reasonable cost.  
 
    I consoled myself over the loss of a chance to sample The Swan’s ale with the prospect of the food at the hotel restaurant, which was always of a high standard; after all I wouldn’t be footing the bill. Stepping inside and away from the breezy street I immediately noticed how quiet the place was as our footsteps echoed loudly on the tiled floor. Several people were milling around in the bar to the right of the foyer but talking in subdued tones. Ahead of us was a large reception desk with a narrow bank of pigeon holes for the guest rooms and rows of glinting keys hanging in a state of readiness. To the left was the doorway leading through to the restaurant and Edward made straight for this, where we were immediately greeted by the Maitre D’.  
 
    “Mr Gamble, we haven’t seen you in a while.” The man greeted us with a wide, professional smile. He looked to be in his mid twenties, slender with keen green eyes and a rather prominent nose. His clothing was immaculate, a crisp white shirt buttoned to his throat, a perfect crease ironed into his black trousers, and his shoes polished and buffed to a high shine. 
 
    “Hello, Daniel,” Edward replied. “Do you have a table free?”  
 
    “Of course.” Daniel scooped up a couple of menus. “This way, gentlemen.” 
 
    Though it was a large room the rich oak panelling and thick burgundy carpet gave it an air of warmth and cosiness. We were seated at the front of the restaurant near one of the grand high windows, and I could actually see Willow Cottage from where I sat. Daniel disappeared and soon after a waitress materialised to take our orders. I had just started looking at the menu, which had some very tempting options, and didn’t pay much attention when she first appeared with her small notepad poised in her hand. 
 
    “Can I get you gentlemen some drinks?” I looked up to answer but was surprised to see that the young waitress had very puffy eyes and smudged mascara, which stood out all the more given the contrast with her otherwise pristine appearance. Like Daniel she was impeccably dressed, wearing a straight black skirt and snowy white blouse. Her blond hair was intricately pinned back and I noticed that she was very pretty, puffiness aside, with fair skin and light blue eyes. Edward also seemed to be taking a great deal of interest in our waitress and was staring at her openly. I realised she was beginning to shuffle her feet in discomfort under this intense scrutiny and a slight flush was rising in her cheeks. 
 
    “Is there a house ale you can recommend?” I piped up. She seemed relieved at the query and straightaway sprang into her well practised run down of my options. I ordered a drink and we both looked at Edward, who was still watching her intently.  
 
    I was about to prompt him, or perhaps kick him under the table, when he finally spoke. 
 
    “You think he’s innocent, don’t you.” He spoke very quietly, and it was really more of a statement than a question. He held her gaze for a moment, his expression intense and curious, by contrast she looked uneasy, fear and doubt clouding her features. She glanced nervously, almost guiltily, over her shoulder then took a trembling breath and slowly nodded her head. 
 
    “Me too,” said Edward, and smiled gently at the young woman. She stared at him uncertainly for a second or two, then shyly returned his smile and a little of the tension seemed to leave her. 
 
    “I’d like to help,” Edward said. “Maybe we could talk later?” Her eyes widened in surprise and she seemed to be trying to resolve some internal struggle but eventually merely nodded again. I could see Daniel the Maitre D’ looking over our way, which Edward noticed too so he finally gave the waitress his order and off she went. I merely raised an eyebrow at Edward. 
 
    “You’ve no doubt guessed, that’s Jessica Bayliss,” he informed me. 
 
    “I’m surprised she’s working today,” I said.  
 
    Edward smiled at me, he had taken out his notebook and ripped out a page on which he was now scribbling. “And are you surprised that she’s a waitress?”  
 
    I thought about it. “I don’t know, I suppose not,” I replied, remembering she was the Station Master’s daughter, and no doubt keeping her job was more important than ever with her wealthy fiancé now behind bars. Thinking about Walter Bayliss it was hard to believe the woman I’d just seen was his daughter, as so far as I could see there was no family resemblance at all.  
 
    Jessica soon returned with our drinks and we made our selections from the menu. After she’d taken our order and removed the menus I noticed the piece of paper Edward had been writing on had also disappeared.  
 
    Although our visit to the Hadenville Hotel had been another stepping stone in Edward’s investigation, I actually found it rather enjoyable, and the food certainly lived up to its reputation. I happily devoured a plate of succulent pork medallions and buttery mashed potatoes, followed by a generous slab of fruit crumble, and even indulged in a second pint. As we finished our desserts we gazed out onto the sun-dappled village.  
 
    Across the green I could see the elderly Hart sisters enjoying the spring sunshine. Isobel was, as ever, tending to her garden, her familiar straw hat bobbing around industriously. Now that the growing season was well underway their cottage was almost obscured by a vast array of colourful blooms. Whilst Isobel toiled to maintain her picturesque home, her sister Jemima had wandered out onto the green. Jemima seemed to find every single thing delightful, the small wild flowers in the long grass, the birds flitting overhead. We watched as she picked a few daisies and then stood there, looking off toward the distant hills, swaying happily in the April sun. 
 
    **** 
 
    When we returned home that afternoon Edward disappeared into his studio and I went into the living room with a pile of homework to mark. I sat down on the sofa with the best of intentions and began trawling through a stack of essays with woefully bad spelling. Although I had two weeks of the Easter break ahead of me I had determined it would be much wiser to get this marking out of the way early on, rather than leaving it until the last minute as usual. However the combination of my long, boozy lunch and the warmth of the room made me sluggish, then drowsy, and before long the marking lay forgotten and I had sunk into a deep, irresistible sleep.  
 
    When I woke up it was almost 5 o’clock. I stretched, yawned, and headed for the kitchen to get a glass of water. It was obvious that Edward had gone out; his coat and scarf were missing from the hooks in the hall. I abandoned the marking and put on some music instead. It was almost an hour later when Edward came back and my suspicions were confirmed; he’d spoken to Jessica Bayliss. 
 
    “I could have gone with you,” I protested, hating the slight petulance I heard in my own voice. It seemed so unjust, Edward happily dragged me along on enough of his quests, but when it was a pretty girl he was going to see he conveniently left me behind. 
 
    “But you were sleeping like a baby, how could I disturb you,” he teased with a smirk. Then added seriously, “To be honest Charlie, I just thought she’d be a bit more forthcoming if it were just me. The situation needed to be handled delicately and I didn’t want to overwhelm her.” I tried to figure out if my presence being overwhelming was complimentary or insulting, but in the end decided to just let it go. 
 
    “So did you find anything out?” I asked with resignation, turning off the music. 
 
    “It was quite an interesting chat actually.” Edward sat down in his favourite armchair and crossed his legs. “Stephen Bromley does not get on with his stepmother Cynthia.” 
 
    “Understandable I suppose,” I remarked. “He probably wouldn’t like anyone who tried to replace his mother, would he?” 
 
    “According to Jessica there’s more to it than that. Stephen thinks Cynthia is a heartless gold digger, pure and simple.” 
 
    I looked at Edward dubiously, this was just hearsay, and the source was a young man who clearly resented his father’s second wife. “I’m not sure I see how that helps,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, it makes killing his father even more implausible as far as I’m concerned. That leaves Cynthia controlling the purse strings. I’d have thought that would be the last thing Stephen would want, don’t you agree?” 
 
    I nodded, privately thinking that murder wasn’t often a logical act. 
 
    Edward picked up the newspaper and began flipping through it, then almost as an afterthought he added. “He also believes she was having an affair.”  
 
    “Hang on,” I said. “An affair?” 
 
    “Yes.” Edward peered at me over the top of the paper. “So maybe someone else had a motive after all,” he said with raised eyebrows, then returned his attention to the newspaper. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    A thick cloud bank had blown in from the west overnight but at least it remained dry as we set off for our appointment with Cynthia Bromley. Without the sun peeking through the temperature had suffered and there was a slight chill in the air. I waited in the car whilst Edward went to collect his aunt, which took a while; Alice wasn’t the type to rush for anyone. Eventually they appeared, Alice holding on to Edward’s arm as he led her down the front steps. She was wrapped up in a very smart crimson coat with a light silk scarf tucked tightly around her neck. When they both proceeded to get into the back of the car I felt uncomfortably like their chauffeur, especially when Alice instructed me to ‘drive on’. I suppose I should have been grateful I wasn’t expected to wear a peaked cap. Edward’s amused expression in the rear view mirror didn’t help. 
 
    Despite the fact that my primary usefulness in this little excursion seemed to hinge on the fact that I had a car, it actually turned out to be quite a pleasant drive. Even beneath the clouds the landscape around us looked ripe and wholesome, and there was very little traffic about until we reached the outskirts of Westbridge. During the journey Edward and his aunt talked quietly together about the events at Woodford Hall. He updated her on what he’d discovered about the Bromley case so far, and I heard Alice express regret about Jessica, ‘such a sweet girl to get caught up in something so awful’. She didn’t seem anywhere near as sympathetic towards Clifford Bromley’s widow, and when Edward mentioned the affair allegation she said she wouldn’t be at all surprised with a disdainful sniff.  
 
    Our destination was in an outlying suburb of the town, where long stretches of tightly packed terraced houses lined the narrow road. The lack of front gardens gave it an oppressive feel, the only threshold between the street and the interior of the residents’ homes being a small stone doorstep. The frontages of the houses were all of the same design but had received varying degrees of care and maintenance over the years. I noticed that the Coombs house was definitely one of the shabbier of the properties, quite a change from the grandeur of Woodford Hall. Its façade looked a little sorrowful, with paint beginning to peel around the window frames and overflowing dustbins out front. 
 
    The door was opened by a thin, surly man with a slight stoop, wearing a brown cardigan which appeared to be missing a couple of buttons. He said hello to Alice and nodded at Edward and me. He informed us we’d find Cynthia in the sitting room with his wife, hence I concluded that this was Frank Coombs. He ushered us through the hallway and into the small sitting room, then he promptly disappeared.  
 
    The room we found ourselves in was tacky but cheerful. It had been colourfully decorated but had seen better days, here and there the garish wallpaper had lifted away, and the carpet was worn and faded. The floral furniture looked lumpy and uncomfortable, every bit of available space on the windowsill and mantelpiece was crammed with porcelain figurines, and a row of flying ducks were making a bid for freedom up the chimney breast.  
 
    There were two women sitting on the sofa drinking tea. One was wearing a sheer cream silk blouse and a short navy skirt, she was dabbing at her eyes with a small white lace handkerchief, although her carefully applied mascara looked intact.  This I assumed was Cynthia Bromley. The other woman was makeup free and wearing a faded floral dress and slippers, she almost blended with the furniture. I concluded this must be her sister, Sophie Coombs. My assumption was proved right when Alice went over to the well-dressed woman and patted her on the arm, expressing her sadness for the loss of her husband.  
 
    There was another person in the room, a man standing by the fireplace smoking a slender cigarette. He wore a well tailored suit and had a neat moustache and dark hair, receding at the temples. Alice introduced us to everyone and I discovered this was David Hardwick, Clifford Bromley’s accountant.  
 
    I looked over to see how Edward would approach this golden opportunity. He had half the people who had attended the Woodford Hall dinner party gathered together in one room. I imagined he must be brimming with questions, and fully expected his infamous little notebook to make an appearance. But when Mrs Coombs offered to make some fresh tea, Edward took me completely by surprise by insisting on helping her. He industriously began tidying up the coffee table, gathering up the previously used cups, teapot, and full ashtray, and whisked them away to the kitchen on a small plastic tea tray. Sophie Coombs looked a little nonplussed but trotted after him in her slippers. I stared stupidly after them for a moment then realised that David Hardwick was saying something. 
 
    “Well I must be off now, Cynthia. I’ll pick you up in the morning, around 9:30.” He bent over and took one of her hands in his. “In the meantime if there’s anything you need, anything at all, just give me a call.” She nodded and proffered a weak smile, then extracted her hand from his, rather quickly I thought. He picked up a leather briefcase and headed for the door. I wondered if I should try to delay his departure but couldn’t think of any reason for doing so. He nodded stiffly to me as he passed by and I was left with Aunt Alice and Cynthia Bromley.  
 
    Alice settled herself onto the sofa next to Cynthia. “It is so important to have ones friends close at a time like this,” she said, her voice oozing compassion, without a trace of the disdain I’d heard earlier. 
 
    “Oh yes, David’s been marvellous,” Cynthia agreed, with a slightly melodramatic sniff. 
 
    “But my dear, where is he taking you in the morning, if you don’t mind my asking? You really should get other people to run errands for you at this difficult time, and not trouble yourself at all.” Alice maintained her sympathetic countenance, but I recognised a gleam of curiosity in her eyes scarily reminiscent of her nephew.  
 
    “Oh, it’s all right,” Cynthia assured her. “Actually, David’s taking me back to Woodford Hall tomorrow. I know Sophie doesn’t mind putting me up, but she really doesn’t have much room, so I’ve decided it’s time I went back home, although it won’t be easy.” She dabbed at the corner of her dry eyes again. 
 
    “That’s very brave of you, my dear,” Alice told her. “I’m sure you’ll soon get used to being back there.” Alice then proceeded to tell Cynthia she knew only too well how it felt to lose a husband. I decided at this point I’d rather be in the kitchen with Edward and Sophie Coombs. 
 
    I found him with his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows and his arms plunged into a sink full of frothy suds. He was happily washing up cups and saucers whilst Mrs Coombs dried, and they were chatting amiably about the weather when I entered. 
 
    “David Hardwick just left,” I said a little bluntly. 
 
    “Oh, I should have said goodbye,” Sophie Coombs said with regret. “He’s been such a comfort these last couple of days. He’s been round to check on Cynthia a few times”.  
 
    Edward gave me a meaningful look. 
 
    “Sad things like this tend to bring people together don’t you find?” Edward said. “Mr Hardwick must have known the Bromleys for quite a while.” 
 
    “Oh yes, a few years,” she confirmed as she stacked the saucers she’d just dried. “Well of course Cynthia used to work for David’s firm”.  
 
    I could see this was very interesting to Edward, who was now drying his hands on the corner of a tea towel. “Really, was that before she got married then?” he asked casually, as he turned his attention to filling the kettle.  
 
    Mrs Coombs seemed more than happy to talk about it. “Yes, in fact its how Cynthia and Clifford met.” She looked out at the neglected little garden beyond the window as she absently wiped down the work surface. “Of course, David would usually visit his more important clients at their own homes or offices, but one day Clifford happened to be in town and came into the office. Cynthia had been working there for about 18 months then I think.” She looked at us with a slightly dreamy expression. “I think it was love at first sight, for both of them.”  
 
    “And Mr Hardwick didn’t mind losing one of his employees?” asked Edward. 
 
    “Well if he did he wouldn’t say anything to Clifford Bromley would he? He was one of his richest clients after all. Mind you,” she whispered confidentially. “I think he was privately a little bit gutted.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “To be honest I think he had his eye on Cynthia himself and was a bit jealous when Clifford came on the scene. I remember they used to be quite close, her and David.”  
 
    I came away from the Coombs’ house with mixed feelings about the family. Of Mr Coombs I could form little or no impression, as I only saw him briefly when I arrived. His wife Sophie was a sweet woman with a kind nature and poor dress sense, whilst by contrast her sister Cynthia was impeccably turned out, but gave off a glacial whiff of disdain for everyone and everything around her. 
 
    Edward and his aunt had their heads together for a while on the ride home, mostly speculating about Cynthia Bromley’s fidelity from what I could overhear. By the time we got back to Hadenville they’d fallen silent, and my friend was staring out of the window looking pensive.  
 
    **** 
 
    After dropping Alice at home I tried to persuade Edward to join me for a bite of lunch and a drink at The Swan. He was too preoccupied with his own thoughts and refused to be tempted, instead opting to go off on one of his long walks.   
 
    A break from the gruesome case of Woodford Hall was just what was needed, and after being cooped up in the Coombs’ cramped front room it felt good to be out in the fresh air, enjoying a leisurely stroll through the peaceful village. I’d never understood Edward’s desire for prolonged treks over the hills and through muddy fields, especially as he claimed it was for cognitive benefit rather than physical exercise. I found it far preferable to amble down a tidy footpath enjoying the picturesque surroundings of Hadenville, especially when my destination was the local pub. 
 
    It was quiet in the bar of The Swan. There were a couple of businessmen chatting quietly over their lunch, and a young couple in the corner enthusiastically smooching. I bought a pint and ordered steak and kidney pie and chips, then headed out to the beer garden. The only downside to this plan was that I wasn’t the only one out there. Isaac Cole, the old man who lived next door to Connie Carter and her husband, was sitting at one of the tables, puffing away on his pipe and sipping his pint of dark ale. I chose a table sufficiently far away from him and settled down with my drink. I began to really relax as I sipped the cool beer and enjoyed the tranquillity of the peaceful pub garden.  
 
    When Martha brought out my heaped plate of food and placed it in front of me I immediately set to work demolishing my lunch, suddenly ravenous and grateful for the generous portions of Martha’s kitchen. After a couple of minutes I began to feel self-conscious and glancing up found that Isaac Cole was watching me intently. He blatantly stared at me as I continued to eat. A couple of times I almost said something to him about his rudeness, but in the end decided it just wasn’t worth it.  
 
    I was pondering whether to gather up the remains of my lunch and finish it off inside when a gravelly voice suddenly said, “Bad business that, down at Woodford Hall.”  
 
    I nodded to acknowledge him but didn’t reply; after all I was there to get away from the Bromley murder. 
 
    “Mad bugger nearly ran me over,” he continued. I’d forgotten until that moment that it was Isaac who had witnessed Stephen Bromley driving off at speed up the lane. 
 
    “Are you sure it was Stephen Bromley?” I asked, more to annoy him than anything else, as I doubted he would appreciate anyone questioning the accuracy of what he saw. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with my eyes!” he growled. “I’d know that red sports car anywhere, seen him haring up and down this lane often enough since he got it.” He shook his head in disgust. The interior of the pub seemed more appealing by the second. I decided I’d risk offence rather than spend the rest of my lunchtime with the cantankerous old git. I started to rise from my seat to make good my escape. 
 
    “And besides that other car was a big black thing,” he said. I froze, my backside a couple of inches off the bench, not sure what to make of this. 
 
    “What other car?” I asked tentatively, slowly sitting back down. 
 
    Isaac jerked his chin in the direction of Woodford Hall. “Don’t get much traffic on this lane, especially at night. I was sat right here and saw two cars head down that way within minutes of each other.” He paused to puff on his pipe, then I had to endure a bout of his hacking cough before he continued. “First there was a big black car, and just afterwards that red thing of Bromley’s goes the same way.” I suspected this was just the kind of information Edward would find interesting, although I doubted it was significant. “Not long after I was heading home when he came flying back up here, like I told the cops I’m lucky to be alive.” Isaac seemed to think it was quite a hair-raising story, but I knew his cottage was the first along the road from the pub, and also on the same side. 
 
    “How did he nearly hit you?” I asked. “Did he mount the pavement?” 
 
    Isaac scowled at me through the smoke. “No, but that’s not the point, he was going too fast, there’s speed limits you know,” he grumbled. “A man can’t step into the road outside his own home without taking his life in his hands.” It seemed to me that Isaac must have been the worse for wear at the time. I could just imagine him stumbling about and weaving down the road. “Had to sit on my step to recover,” he continued his tale of woe. “Never did see that other car come back up the road though, kept a look out for it, but never saw it.” He took a long drink and gazed off into the distance. 
 
    I didn’t waste any more time and left him to it, relieved to get away from him and into the sanctuary of the bar. 
 
      
 
    That evening, as I suspected, Edward found the tale Isaac had told me very interesting. I was lying on the sofa trying to watch TV, but as soon as I’d mentioned my conversation with the old man at The Swan, Edward had put down the book he’d been reading and started peppering me with questions. 
 
    “Isaac as good as admitted to me he’d been three sheets to the wind,” I pointed out after several minutes of interrogation. “He probably dozed off and just didn’t see that other car go back again.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said dubiously. “But even drunk Isaac Cole is a sharp old git.” Edward sat in deep thought for a few moments, his fingers tapping on the arm of the chair. “And he definitely said it was the black car that went past him first?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said exasperated, it was the third time he’d asked me that.  
 
    “Of course you know who does drive a large black car don’t you Charlie?” I racked my brains but had to admit I didn’t. 
 
    “David Hardwick, it was parked outside the Coombs’ house this morning.” I remembered there had been a black car there when we arrived but hadn’t known it belonged to Hardwick. 
 
    Suddenly Edward beamed at me. “Alice said he’s taking Cynthia back to Woodford Hall tomorrow.”  
 
    “Yes I know, I heard. He’s picking her up at 9:30 in the morning.”  
 
    “Then this is an opportunity not to be missed.” 
 
    “An opportunity to do what?” I asked with a sinking feeling, and hating it when he didn’t get straight to the point, which was almost always. 
 
    “To get confirmation.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    What Edward had in mind was the very last thing I wanted to do. However after my ‘cosy’ little chat with Isaac Cole he wouldn’t let me wriggle out of it, insisting that my presence was essential. Shortly after 9.30 the next morning Isaac Cole opened his front door to find Edward and me standing on his door step. Seeing the wary, inhospitable look on the old man’s face it looked like he was at least as unenthusiastic about our visit as I was.  
 
    “Morning, Isaac,” Edward said breezily. “Hope we’re not disturbing you?” He flashed what I think he thought was a winning smile but got a suspicious scowl in response. 
 
    “What do you want?” Isaac’s tone was curt, and he stood with his legs slightly apart and his arms crossed, as if defending his territory and daring us to try and get past. From what I could see of the dingy interior I privately hoped Edward’s plan to visit the old man wouldn’t extend as far as going inside. 
 
    “Charlie was telling me about what you saw the other night; you remember the cars going down the lane on Saturday?” Edward gestured to me over his shoulder as he spoke, eliciting a baleful glare in my direction from Isaac.  
 
    “What about it?” He sounded even more defensive if anything, as if he were being accused of something. 
 
    “Well, I find it very interesting,” Edward told him, maintaining his carefree cheerfulness despite Isaac’s attitude. “Do you know, it’s so rare to find people around here who are such keen observers, very rare indeed,” he said, appraising the man before him as if he very much admired him. I couldn’t believe Edward was trying such obvious flattery; the man was so surly there was no way that was going to work.  
 
    Isaac squinted up at Edward for a moment or two, his face twisted into a sour expression, then suddenly and unexpectedly he let out a high, rasping laugh, showing us the toothless interior of his mouth as he did so. “Fine, come on in, but don’t expect tea.” 
 
    So I was proved wrong and we were admitted into the old troll’s lair. He led us into the small sitting room at the front, and Edward immediately went to check out the view from the window. Isaac’s furniture looked ancient and was threadbare in many places. The room stank of his pipe tobacco and the ceiling, which must once have been white, was now the colour of weak tea. On the fireplace were several old, black and white photographs. I didn’t recognise any of the people in them and wondered if they were all that remained of Isaac’s family.  The old man sat down in a chair next to the hearth. It reminded me eerily of Edward’s favourite armchair at home, with its high back and sturdy wooden legs, but the fabric on Isaac’s chair was torn or burnt in several places, and he looked very small in it. Edward perched himself on the windowsill and was fogging up the glass with his breath. I glanced at my watch, hoping Hardwick didn’t make any detours and we wouldn’t be stuck there for too long. The room was depressing, with a thick layer of dust covering everything and a neglected air about it. I remained standing in the centre of the room and tried not to touch anything. For a while no-one spoke, the only sounds the sonorous ticking of the mantel clock and Isaac’s raspy breathing. 
 
    “You look just like your dad,” Isaac suddenly said. He was watching Edward as he filled his pipe, packing the stringy tobacco into the bowl with well practiced skill. 
 
    Edward didn’t look round but quietly replied, “So I’m told.” 
 
    I kept quiet; perhaps this little visit might prove interesting after all. 
 
    “Remember him as a kid, he used to be a right little tearaway,” Isaac informed us as he struck a match and began puffing on his pipe. “Chased him and his mates off more than once for playing ‘postman’s knock’.” The old man chuckled throatily. “I’d have just ignored them of course, but it used to drive the wife up the wall.” I couldn’t imagine Isaac Cole having a wife, he was so sour and grizzled. I scanned the photographs again, this time in more detail, and spotted a wedding picture. Isaac was barely recognisable, a fresh faced young man beaming with pride next to an elegant woman dressed in layers of lace.  
 
    “He was a nosy bugger as well, always wanted to know everyone’s business.” Edward didn’t respond. “Suppose that’s why he became one of them newspaper fellas.”  
 
    “Journalist,” I corrected him, then wished I hadn’t when he glared at me.  
 
    Isaac said nothing for a moment or two as he concentrated on enjoying his pipe, but then he added, “He should have stayed in Hadenville. He’d still be alive today if he had.”  
 
    Edward very slowly turned his head to look at Isaac for the first time since he’d begun talking about his father. His expression was inscrutable, and I couldn’t decide whether he found what the old man had said offensive or interesting. How he might have responded to this statement I never found out, as just then over his shoulder I caught sight of a black car slowly coming round the bend in the distance.  
 
    “Edward!” I pointed out of the window.  
 
    Edward stood up swiftly, now focussed and alert. “Isaac, the black car you saw on Saturday, was it similar to this one?”  
 
    Isaac pushed himself out of his chair and shuffled over the window just as the car slid past sedately. We watched it drive down the lane towards Woodford Hall. 
 
    “Nope,” he said.  
 
    Edward looked at him with something akin to horror. “No? Are you sure?” he asked desperately. 
 
    “I’m sure, it’s not similar, it is the car I saw on Saturday.” 
 
    Edward’s expression brightened immediately. “You’re certain, you saw that very car go past here on Saturday?”  
 
    “Yes, how many times have I got to tell you,” Isaac grumbled, and returned to his chair. 
 
    **** 
 
    It was a relief to get out of Isaac’s stuffy, claustrophobic home and into the fresh air outside. The skies were still grey and gloomy, and a chill wind had picked up which would either blow the clouds away or bring with it some stormy weather. I turned up my collar as we headed back toward the heart of the village. As we reached the High Street Edward suddenly nudged me in the ribs and gestured ahead. Further along the road Edith Turner was coming towards us, wearing a thick woollen cardigan and carrying a bulging shopping bag. 
 
    “Be nice to know what’s going on inside Woodford Hall now that the grieving widow’s back in situ, don’t you think?” he said, eyeing up the unsuspecting housekeeper with almost obscene enthusiasm. Before I could formulate a suitable response Edith was upon us and Edward, naturally, had stopped to chat. 
 
    “Morning, Mrs Turner.” Edith looked much less approachable than the last time we’d seen her. “I notice Mrs Bromley’s back at home again.”  
 
    Edith’s expression tightened with disapproval at the mention of Cynthia Bromley. “Is she? Well, I wouldn’t know about that, would I?” she said, shifting the weight of her shopping bag and sniffing haughtily. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edward asked, sounding genuinely puzzled and a little concerned. 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t heard already.” She looked around as though she was about to tell us something shocking. “I’ve been fired haven’t I,” she said with obvious difficulty. As well as being a practical difficulty, this was clearly a real source of shame to a proud and conscientious woman like Edith Turner. 
 
    “Fired?” Edward sounded mortified, and although I hated to think such a thing, I couldn’t help wondering if he was more concerned that this would upset his own plans, rather than out of empathy for the lady before us. 
 
    “Over twenty years I worked for Mr Bromley, and more than once that man told me I’d have a job with them as long as I wanted it,” she continued, her stiffness now giving way to emotion. “Couldn’t even tell me in person could she. No, not her, just phoned me up out of the blue and said that was it, they ‘didn’t require my services any longer’.” 
 
    Edith took a couple of unsteady breaths and unnecessarily smoothed the front of her chunky cardigan in an effort to compose herself.  
 
    “Edith, I’m so sorry,” I told her, hoping Edward wouldn’t say anything tactless. She gave me a small, grateful smile. 
 
    “So she gave no explanation at all for firing you?” Edward asked her. 
 
    “Not a word, just that I wasn’t needed. Who’ll do the cooking and cleaning now? She won’t do it, I can tell you that for nothing!” said Edith, her voice rising by several octaves. “She’ll never lift a finger to do anything that one. And with poor Stephen locked up, oh dear.” Her eyes filled with tears at the thought of Stephen Bromley. “Of course,” she said, fishing around in her pocket and producing a tissue. “I know the real reason she wanted me gone.” 
 
    “Oh?” Edward’s eyes lit up. “Why?”  
 
    “Oh, I know too many secrets, don’t I? She thinks she’s so clever, but I’ve seen what’s gone on in that house you can mark my words.” 
 
    “Like what?” Edward was watching Edith hungrily and inevitably his notebook and pen made an appearance.  
 
    Once again she checked over her shoulder, then loudly whispered. “Like adultery!” 
 
    “Cynthia you mean?” He was scribbling away now. “Who with?” 
 
    Edith snorted unpleasantly. “That smarmy accountant for certain, and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if there were others, she likes the attention that one.” 
 
    “You saw Cynthia and David Hardwick together?” Edward asked, looking at Edith seriously now. “This is important Edith, are you sure they were having an affair?” 
 
    Suddenly Edith seemed to deflate a bit and looked uncertainly at Edward’s note taking. “Well yes, I am sure. Mind you, I think it was over with some time ago.” 
 
    “But no-one else knew, Clifford Bromley for example, could he have found out?”  
 
    “Oh no, I don’t think he realised. That poor man thought the world of Cynthia, wouldn’t hear a bad word said about her. Well, they do say love is blind don’t they?” She shook her head in bewilderment. “Of course, when it was all going on they thought they were being so careful, but they weren’t as clever as all that. He’d come down The Greenway so he wouldn’t be seen, but I saw him arrive and leave, parking behind the yew hedge so no-one knew he was there,” she told us, once again warming to her theme. 
 
    “He used The Greenway?” Edward seemed to find this piece of information particularly interesting. 
 
    “Yes, many a time I’d see that car of his slope off away down The Greenway. Poor Mr Bromley, I suppose I should be glad he never realised what was going on under his own roof.” 
 
    “Edith, you said it was over some time ago, how do you know?”  
 
    “Heard them having a huge row one day. Well, he was shouting, didn’t hear her raise her voice much. But from what he was yelling it sounded like she’d ended it and he wasn’t too happy about it. Anyway in the end he called her a few choice names and stormed off. I didn’t see him there again after that, except for when Mr Bromley was home. Then the pair of them pretended they were all friendly and civilised like nothing had happened.” 
 
    Edward had a definite spring in his step as we took our leave of Edith Turner and headed home. He seemed to have found the conversation with her supremely interesting. I couldn’t see what was so fascinating though, she’d only confirmed what we’d already suspected after speaking to Jessica Bayliss and Cynthia’s own sister. I pointed this out to him and got one of his annoying pitying looks in return. 
 
    “This explains what Isaac saw, or rather what he didn’t,” he told me. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked, wishing again that he’d get to the point. 
 
    “The Greenway,” Edward said as if that explained everything. Seeing my expression he continued. “Don’t you remember when we went to Brook Farm with Beth?” I thought about the lane tapering into a bumpy track, which had been no problem for Beth’s old Land Rover, but which probably wasn’t ideal for a lot of cars. 
 
    “That’s The Greenway?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Coppice Lane pretty much ends at Woodford Hall. Beyond that it’s called The Greenway, and it’s little more than a dirt track cutting through farmland.” 
 
    “It was pretty narrow and rough,” I conceded. “How far before it becomes a good road again?”  
 
    “It twists and turns for a couple of miles or so before it eventually joins the main road into Westbridge,” he told me. “But no-one uses it as a cut-through, even if it were a decent road it would still be longer than the other way round. However, I’d imagine it would make a handy escape route for someone who’d just committed murder.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Edward was convinced he’d found the true murderer. I spent most of Wednesday trying to reason with him. There were a few holes in his theory, such as a complete lack of proof, and the fact that his star witness was a miserable old sod who’d been hammered at the time of the crime. He refused to be swayed, and when he got tired of listening to my arguments he gathered up his sketch pad and disappeared for a few hours. By the time he returned he’d come to a decision as to what he needed to do next.  
 
    Thursday found us sitting in the reception area of the Westbridge police station waiting to see Inspector Richard Green. Hanging around a police station wasn’t my idea of fun at the best of times, but especially when I was sure we were wasting our time. The station’s reception was a hive of activity with a constant stream of people passing by as we waited on hard plastic chairs. Some hurried past looking serious and purposeful; others were more hesitant as they made enquiries at the desk. The policeman on duty was an old guy who looked like he’d seen it all, and calmly kept a shrewd eye on everyone and everything, dealing with each enquiry in a swift, practised manner. I was jittery and impatient. I lacked Edward’s confidence, and doubted the wisdom of interrupting the Inspector during his busy working day. I shuffled around on my uncomfortable seat, periodically chewing my finger nails and checking my watch. Edward lounged next to me serenely as he watched the comings and goings of the station with interest. 
 
    After nearly half an hour we were finally shown through to the Inspector’s office, a small room with a row of battered, metal filing cabinets crammed against one wall. The narrow window looked out over an unappealing asphalt car park, and I could just make out the rear entrance to the magistrates courts across the way. His desk was strewn with files and stacks of paper, as well as a framed photograph of the Inspector’s wife and daughters next to the telephone. The shabby environment seemed strangely at odds with the man himself, who was always so smartly turned out. 
 
    “Edward,” he greeted as we entered, not without an air of impatience. “Mr Cutler.” Barely less tolerant. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” he asked, but seemed more interested in the file he was flicking through. My unease grew, Inspector Green didn’t approve of Edward meddling in police matters, and as far as I could tell we had no new information to give him. 
 
    Edward took a seat without being asked and got straight to the point.  
 
    “I think you should release Stephen Bromley.”  
 
    Green peered at him over the top of his reading glasses and slowly put down the file. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s innocent.” 
 
    “Really, and how do you know that?” Green asked with an audible sigh. 
 
    “Well, how do you know he’s guilty? He hasn’t admitted it, has he?” countered Edward.  
 
    Green stared at him for a long moment and I wondered if we were about to be thrown out. Instead he removed his glasses and slowly massaged the bridge of his nose before responding. 
 
    “Firstly, they had a very public argument the night before the murder. Secondly, he was seen at the house on the evening Clifford Bromley was killed.” 
 
    “True,” Edward admitted. “But look at how Clifford Bromley was murdered, it seems like a rather cold-blooded act to me. Somebody made a point of going through to the kitchen, finding a knife, and then going into the study to stab him in the back. Stephen doesn’t have a history of violence, but even if he’d lost his temper and attacked his father, you’d think he’d have just used whatever was to hand. There were several things in that study that would have done a lot of damage, Inspector.”  
 
    “Oh, really?”  
 
    “If I can prove someone else was there on that same evening would that change things?” Edward asked, and my heart sank knowing he was pinning his theory on Isaac Cole. 
 
    Green looked from one to the other of us narrowing his eyes. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Another car was spotted going down Coppice Lane only moments before Stephen Bromley’s,” Edward told him. I sincerely wished I’d stayed in the waiting room. “A large black car.” Edward was now leaning forward eagerly. “Also, someone was smoking near the house the night Bromley was killed, the housekeeper smelt it when she left that evening.”  
 
    “Edward,” Green said, trying with difficulty to remain patient. “You can’t really expect me to release our only suspect, who was definitely seen at the house, because of a car in the vicinity and someone smelling smoke?”  
 
    “Hear me out,” Edward insisted, now leaning so far forward he was literally perched on the edge of his seat. “There’s plenty of physical evidence at the scene to show someone else was also there.” 
 
    “Such as?” I couldn’t help but be impressed that we were still sitting there and that Green was allowing him to continue. 
 
    “Outside the study window the flower beds had been trampled,” he went on. “There was a cigarette butt on the ground and another like it in the fireplace in Clifford Bromley’s study.” 
 
    Green’s brow furrowed at this. “Yes, we retrieved all the physical evidence, but it could have been left there at any time. Remember, the Bromleys had entertained the night before.” Then he also leaned forward and said quietly, “Now I know Joe found you snooping around the grounds on Monday morning, but I’d like to know how you know what was in the fireplace?” 
 
    Far from getting the Inspector on his side, Edward had dug himself into a huge hole and me along with him. I broke into a nervous sweat as I pondered just what we could be charged with after our illicit visit to Woodford Hall, and could happily have thumped Edward for letting the cat out of the bag. He and the Inspector regarded each other for a few moments and I found I was holding my breath. Then to my surprise the Inspector laughed out loud.  
 
    “Scrap that,” he said, still chuckling. “I do not want to know.”  
 
    Edward smiled sheepishly and proceeded with his theory. “I think you’ll find if you speak to the housekeeper that she made up the fire in the study on Saturday evening, so anything found in there must have been put there that night. Clifford Bromley smoked cigars, not cigarettes,” Edward pointed out. “And I think I’m right in saying that Stephen Bromley doesn’t smoke at all?”  
 
    Green nodded his agreement to this. 
 
    “Then there were the drinks glasses.”  
 
    I remembered seeing two crystal tumblers when we’d visited Woodford Hall. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Green. “There were two on the table, and we found the remains of another in the fireplace, which I’m sure you already know about.” He gave Edward a stern look. “But three glasses doesn’t mean three people, it just proves that at some point a glass got broken.”  
 
    So that was why Edward had spent so much time rooting around in the ashes of the fire in Bromley’s study. 
 
    “True.” Edward nodded. “But from what your eye witness said, Stephen wasn’t there for very long. It doesn’t seem very likely that he had one drink, broke a glass, then had a second drink before murdering his father.” 
 
    Green played along, leaning back in his chair, more relaxed now that he’d resigned himself to Edward’s amateur detective work. “Maybe they argued, he threw the glass into the fire. Then he killed his father, and poured himself another drink afterwards to calm his nerves.” 
 
    Edward smiled. “I’ll go along with the first half of that, yes they argued, and Stephen probably broke that glass. But someone else came afterwards, and I believe that’s your murderer.” 
 
    At this point Edward fished around in his jacket pocket and placed a piece of tissue on the desk in front of us. When he opened up the tissue there was a cigarette butt inside. 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t take this from the crime scene,” the Inspector groaned.  
 
    Edward shook his head. “No, I didn’t. However, if you were to compare this cigarette butt to those found at the crime scene I’d be willing to bet this is an exact match. Tell me Inspector, if the person who smoked this cigarette also drives a large, black car that was seen in the area on the night of the murder, wouldn’t that be of interest to you?” 
 
    Inspector Green looked seriously at Edward. “Who?” 
 
    “David Hardwick,” Edward announced proudly. 
 
    “The accountant?”  
 
    Edward nodded enthusiastically. “Precisely! He had a history with Cynthia before she even met Clifford Bromley, and according to the housekeeper they had an affair after she was married. I think David Hardwick had arranged to go and see Bromley on Saturday night, possibly even just on business, he was often there after all. He must have parked round the side of the hedge, which would explain why no-one saw his car, neither Edith nor Stephen. When he heard Stephen drive up he decided to hang back and lit a cigarette while he waited. He heard Stephen say goodnight to Edith, and curious after the argument of the night before he probably went round to the study window to eavesdrop, hence the trodden flower beds.” Green nodded and gestured for him to go on. “He hears them having another argument. He already knows Edith Turner can place Stephen there, and he suddenly realises he has an opportunity to get rid of Clifford Bromley and Stephen in one go. He’ll not only have Cynthia to himself but also all of the money she’ll inherit.” 
 
    “I see your logic, Edward,” conceded Green. “But it’s not really enough to go on. If we identify his car I could question him, but that’s all really. There’s just not enough evidence.” The Inspector actually looked a little bit sorry for Edward at that moment. 
 
    “I thought you might say something like that,” said Edward. “That’s why we need to find the murder weapon, and I think I have an idea of where it might be.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Edward radiated disappointment that he’d failed to persuade the Inspector to join us on the hunt for the murder weapon. Richard Green had flatly refused to return to Hadenville with us. He did however make a phone call and arranged for Constable Downing to accompany us, probably to keep an eye on Edward rather than out of any real conviction we’d find anything. It seemed the Inspector thought it was just a wild goose chase, and I privately thought so too. Having followed Edward this far on his investigation I felt obliged to stand by him, especially given that his last encounter with Joe Downing hadn’t gone too well. 
 
    Joe insisted on driving as it was officially police business and picked us up from Hadenville station. There was still an uncharacteristic stiffness about the Constable when he met up with us. Edward seemed oblivious to this and was eager to get going straight away. We headed down Coppice Lane and Joe slowed the car as we approached the entrance to the Woodford Hall property. 
 
    “Keep going, Joe,” Edward directed him. I remembered my last trip beyond this point when we’d visited the farm with Beth, along The Greenway as I now knew it was called. Thankfully Joe was a much steadier driver. About fifty yards or so past Woodford Hall the road began to narrow, and quickly became nothing more than a single lane winding through the surrounding farmland. It soon ran out of tarmac becoming little more than a dirt track, full of holes and deep gouges made by tractors and other vehicles that had bravely passed that way in all weathers. It twisted and turned, seeming to have no purposeful direction. Half a mile took us past the gate leading to Brook Farm. Joe glanced at Edward who merely gestured ahead to indicate he should keep on going. Joe drove very slowly as the lane narrowed further, not helped by the encroaching new spring growth in the hedgerows and undergrowth. If we met anything coming the other way I didn’t see how we’d get past. We rounded another bend and here The Greenway opened out slightly just before a narrow stone bridge. 
 
    “Pull over here,” Edward instructed. Judging by the redness on the back of Joe’s neck, he was not enjoying taking orders from a civilian. Edward leapt out immediately, followed less enthusiastically by Joe and me.  
 
    The three of us walked out on to the bridge and looked around us. The river at this point was wide and deep, and the bridge arced over it gracefully. The low walls on either side only came up to my knees and the bridge itself was just wide enough for one car to pass over it at a time. The stonework looked dark and ancient, but despite its obvious age when I stepped onto the smooth surface it felt reassuringly solid beneath my feet. 
 
    It was a secluded spot. The sensation of isolation was compounded by the overhanging trees and thick shrubs that populated the riverbank for as far as I could see in either direction, like an unkempt swathe of wildness cutting through the tamed farmland surrounding it. The sun emerged for a moment from behind the heavy clouds, casting its light and warmth upon the central span of the bridge, however it failed to penetrate the gloom of the nearby undergrowth which enveloped the steep riverbank.  
 
    Joe looked upstream then down, put his hands on his hips and turned to Edward with a quizzical and rather impatient look. 
 
    Edward smiled broadly. “Perfect, isn’t it?” 
 
    Joe and I exchanged a puzzled look. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked Edward. 
 
    He looked a little crestfallen that I needed to ask. “It’s the perfect spot to dispose of a murder weapon.” He gestured expansively over the sides of the bridge. 
 
    “You think it was thrown in the river?” Joe asked, not looking in the least convinced by this theory. 
 
    “Of course,” said Edward patiently, as though he were talking to a couple of slow children. “Hardwick came this way so his car wouldn’t be seen. We already know that he knew this route well from his clandestine visits to Cynthia Bromley. He would know it was rarely used, being such a bad road.” We nodded at this, it was a bad road. “So after he killed Clifford Bromley he came back this way so he wouldn’t be seen driving through the village.”   
 
    “Then why didn’t he arrive using this road?” I asked. “Isaac Cole had already seen his car coming past the pub.” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Edward. “But he never saw it go back again. I find that mighty suspicious. Stephen Bromley arrives and leaves by the same route, and takes no trouble to be subtle about it. But what if Hardwick hadn’t arrived intending murder, but saw his opportunity to kill Bromley and frame Stephen for it?” Edward was pacing around the centre of the bridge now, warming to his subject. “Of course he knows it’s possible someone saw a dark car coming down the lane that evening, but if they’ve already pinned it on Stephen no-one’s going to pay too much attention. However he doesn’t want to push his luck so he goes back a different way, which would bring him across here.” He indicated the bridge beneath his feet. “We know the knife wasn’t found at the house, so he had to have disposed of it after he’d left. I doubt he’d risk having it on him for very long, just in case. He’d want to be rid of it as soon as possible.” 
 
    Joe folded his arms and still looked highly dubious. 
 
    “So imagine, you’ve just committed a crime, a murder,” Edward continued, caught up in his own narrative. “You’re pretty sure you’ll get away with it because you have a witness who saw the son arrive, the son who’d argued with his father the night before. Then you come across this bridge, out in the middle of nowhere, in the dark. Like I said, it’s perfect!” 
 
    “So,” said Joe. “You think the knife’s in there?” He gestured towards the deep water beneath us with a tilt of his chin. Edward nodded happily. 
 
    I looked around at the steep, overgrown riverbanks that looked virtually impassable. 
 
    “If he did chuck it in here it’ll have been taken off by the current by now,” Joe pointed out with a tone of defiance. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Edward insisted. “We’ve had no rain for some time, so although it is deep it hasn’t been fast-flowing for a while.”  
 
    He probably had a point; there was a stillness to the water, but it did look very deep. 
 
    “But it could be anywhere,” I couldn’t help saying. I didn’t see how we could hope to stumble on the knife in there, and I didn’t relish trying. I was beginning to feel a creeping dread as to what Edward might have in mind as I looked at the treacherous scene before us. Even getting down the precipitous banks looked highly dangerous, let alone getting into the water. 
 
    “He’s bound to have thrown it a certain distance.” Edward was looking about musing to himself. “But it was dark so he wouldn’t have risked too great a throw, in case it overshot and landed on the bank, and he wouldn’t have been able to see much with just the car headlights. On the other hand he wouldn’t have just dropped it right down beneath the bridge either.” Again he paced around the bridge, trying to calculate where it could have ended up. Joe and I waited patiently. The Inspector had used great wisdom staying well away from this one. 
 
    Edward suddenly moved to the left-hand side of the bridge, leaned over the low wall and peered out intently. “My money’s on that way,” he announced and pointed. 
 
    “Why?” Joe asked in a rather surly voice. 
 
    “It’s the direction the current flows, and if it did rain heavily the knife would be carried further away from the scene of the crime,” Edward informed us. “Because Woodford Hall is back that way.” He gestured vaguely over his shoulder towards the right hand side of the bridge. After a few moments of gazing into the cool water below he stood upright again and turned to look at us, his face determined and a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Somehow the following scenario played out: Joe had two sets of waders in the boot of his car, not for police business but because he was a keen angler. Joe and I ended up donning these and embarking on a treacherous descent down the river bank about thirty feet from the bridge. Before I even got into the water I was scratched, dirty, and pretty much hating Edward. His logic had been something along the lines that he’d be better able to guide us from his vantage point on the bridge above. The upshot was that despite it being entirely Edward’s idea, he was the one who remained dry and unscathed, whilst Joe and I plunged into the cold depths.  
 
    Stepping into the river felt very unsafe, my feet slid every time I moved them so it seemed impossible to find a sure footing. Joe had more experience but still struggled and, despite the comparatively sluggish water, the farther out we went the stronger the water pulled at our legs. In an effort to keep ourselves upright Joe Downing and I had to hold hands as we negotiated the Haden River. Edward continually shouted orders down to us from his safe position up on the bridge, bossily instructing us as to where we needed to be, and admonishing us if we went the wrong way. It seemed an entirely futile exercise. I was so busy trying not to fall over I didn’t see how I’d spot anything even if it was right underneath my feet. We had to go very slowly and carefully as the slightest movement disturbed the silty bottom of the river, sending up clouds of dirt and obscuring the previously clear water. It also soon became obvious that the middle portion of the river was too deep to wade into, and if Edward’s theory was right surely that’s where the knife would have been thrown. I’m not sure how long Joe and I were wobbling about in the river but it felt like ages. Despite the waders I could feel the icy water pressing all around us, and the steep banks flanking the river cast a chilly shade. I felt cold to my very bones, I was shivering, and very nearly at the end of my tether. I was about to insist we give up when Joe stopped suddenly.  
 
    “Hang on!” He peered intently down into the water a few feet in front of us. I followed his gaze but it took a moment to locate what he’d seen. Sure enough what looked like a bit of gleaming metal twinkled far beneath the surface.  
 
    I have to hand it to Joe Downing, with the possibility that it might be connected to a crime he took it upon himself to don gloves, take a deep breath, and dive down into the frigid water of the river. I watched as he clawed at the bottom trying to grasp what we’d seen. He seemed to be under for quite a while. I was just about to reach in and pull him back when he suddenly flipped over and popped up again.  
 
    In his hand was a large kitchen knife. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Friday night we went to the pub. Edward had spent the day roaming the house waiting for news about the knife we’d found. He’d called the police station so often I was afraid he’d be arrested for causing a nuisance. I’d had enough of his obsessing and convinced him we should go out.  
 
    The weather had broken and it had started to rain that morning. The sombre clouds that had threatened for days had finally released their burden on to the lush countryside. Darkness came earlier than usual and the pavement glistened with fresh rainfall as we walked quickly through the quiet village. As we approached The Swan, larger raindrops began to pelt us so we ran the final few feet, dashing through the doorway into the bright, buzzing interior, shaking the water from our coats and hair. We had to elbow our way through the Friday night crowd to reach the packed bar.  
 
    As we waited to be served I glanced around, wondering if we’d be able to get a table or whether we’d have to prop up the bar with a few of the regulars. I spotted Beth Stanton, looking pretty in a blue and white striped t-shirt and snug fitting jeans, with her light brown hair pushed back off her face. She was sitting at a table, Pip lying dutifully at her feet of course, and chatting to the village primary school teacher, Sandra Pickering. Beth and Sandra were good friends even though Beth was almost 10 years younger, and they’d often get together for a girls’ night when Andy, Sandra’s husband, was working the late shift at the Knoxton Brewery.  
 
    As soon as we’d paid for our drinks, and before Edward could object, I took our glasses over to the table where Beth and Sandra were sitting. 
 
    “Mind if we join you?” I asked, not looking at Edward. Beth moved her chair over to make more space, careful not to disturb Pip dozing under the table. I quickly took my seat so that Edward had no choice but to sit close to Beth.  
 
    “Well Edward, how are you enjoying your Easter holidays?” she asked him with a small, knowing smile. I wondered just how many people knew about Edward’s interest in the Bromley murder. 
 
    He nodded, blushed, and muttered, “Oh fine, thanks.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to getting together next week,” she said, taking a sip from her wine glass and watching Edward closely. His colour deepened.  
 
    “Next week?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Alice has invited me and my parents round for dinner on Tuesday.”  
 
    “Oh that’s right, it’s your birthday isn’t it?” I remembered. 
 
    Beth nodded. “You will both be there, won’t you?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t miss it.” I assured her, hoping I was also invited; I wasn’t sure how Alice would take to a gate-crasher. 
 
    Edward didn’t say anything; he looked as though he might be trying to think of a way out of it, but was then distracted by a familiar deep voice. 
 
    “So here you are.” Inspector Richard Green appeared at his shoulder. “We went to the cottage first, I should have known you’d be in here on a Friday night,” he said, casting a knowing look towards our female companions. Joe Downing was standing behind the Inspector grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Would you like to join us, Inspector?” Beth offered and I rustled up a couple more chairs. It was a cosy fit around the little table, and Edward found himself wedged up against Beth’s chair, their knees and elbows bumping together in the confined space. He sat up straight with his hands clasped in his lap, and looked oddly stiff for someone who was supposed to be on a night out with friends. He had a fervent look in his eyes and kept shuffling his feet; I could tell he was bursting for news from our law enforcement companions. Somehow he managed to contain himself, waiting patiently whilst Joe fetched drinks, which took a while, and the Inspector made small talk about the nasty weather. Perhaps it was Beth’s presence which kept a lid on his sleuthing enthusiasm. She kept casting him sidelong glances; I suspect she read the signs of frustration as surely as I did. When Joe finally returned I decided to put him out of his misery.  
 
    “Any news on the Woodford Hall case, Inspector?”  
 
    There was an immediate hush amongst our little group, and Edward seemed almost frozen with anticipation. 
 
    Green took an appreciative drink of his pint before responding. “Actually yes, we’ve formally charged someone for the murder of Clifford Bromley.” There was a palpable sense of anticipation; even the people at the next table seemed to be eavesdropping. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “David Hardwick. And yes,” he said, looking directly at Edward. “Stephen Bromley has been released.” 
 
    Edward positively beamed at the Inspector. “The knife?” he asked. 
 
    Green nodded at Edward, and couldn’t help the small grin that crept onto his face. “One fingerprint was enough. That, and of course our star witness, who identified his car going down the lane on Saturday night.” At this he swivelled round in his chair to raise his glass to Isaac Cole, who was sitting in his usual corner, smoking his pipe and chuckling to himself.  
 
    “Once he knew he’d been seen and we had his fingerprints on the murder weapon it didn’t take long for him to confess. You were right, Edward,” said Green. “He saw a chance to get rid of Clifford Bromley and get Cynthia back. Framing Stephen for it would have been the icing on the cake, Cynthia had always hated Stephen.” 
 
    I was still amazed at the luck we’d had in finding that knife. And now Hardwick had been arrested and Stephen Bromley was in the clear. I couldn’t help regarding Edward with a slight sense of awe, had he really figured it all out or had he just got lucky? 
 
    “What about Cynthia?” Edward asked. “Do you think she knew anything about it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Green said. “Apparently she’d broken it off with Hardwick ages ago. I get the impression that woman only finds someone interesting as long as they’re useful to her.” 
 
    The Inspector stayed for just one drink before heading back to Westbridge. Joe reluctantly left too, and not long afterwards Andy Pickering collected his wife on his way home from work. Beth, Edward and I stayed late. Edward’s mood transformed in the light of this news and after a couple more drinks he relaxed, even with Beth. When she quizzed him about solving the case he attempted modesty. He did though treat her to a lengthy and exaggerated version of the story of Joe Downing and me wading out into the depths of the River Haden. Beth was almost crying with laughter as he described two big guys holding hands and wobbling around in the deep water. I still didn’t see the funny side.  
 
    When we finally left the pub the rain was even heavier, coming down in sheets, the force of it causing it to bounce off the pavements and run in torrents along the gutters. I thought about the Haden River and how fast the waters would be flowing now. If it weren’t for Edward, that knife would probably have been washed away and be well on its way to Marlsbury by now. Beth had had the foresight to bring an umbrella with her, and she and Edward huddled tightly beneath it as we made our way home, their arms linked and their heads close together. Pip and I trudged along miserably in their wake, both of us getting thoroughly drenched. I had to admit, the river wading incident aside of course, my friend did deserve his moment of triumph. 
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Sunday 3rd June. My twenty-ninth birthday. It was also the start of half-term break, so it merited a night out. First I had to convince Edward. The passage of time hadn’t dimmed his resolve to dig further into his father’s investigation into the artefact thefts. For some time he’d been convinced Thomas Gamble’s old notebook held the key. Since it contained only unreadable shorthand, a list of incomprehensible numbers, and a crude yet baffling map, it had yielded nothing at all, despite the many hours Edward had stared at it.  
 
    Having hit a brick wall with the notebook he’d decided to refocus his attention on the ugly mask left to his father by Arthur Turner. Lacking any information about this item, other than its physical appearance, he ordered a copy of the Westbridge Museum Catalogue in the hope of discovering more about it. Each day he’d stroll down to the Post Office to see if it had arrived, only to return empty handed and frustrated.  
 
    As Edward’s friend, I couldn’t bring myself to deter him from looking into the past; his link with his father through a few random objects was just too important to him. Still, a night off would do him the world of good, and wouldn’t do me any harm either. Edward agreed to go to The Swan, but refused to sacrifice his customary Sunday night dinner with his aunt Alice. A compromise was reached. We would have a briefer stint than usual at Alderton House, then leave early to enjoy some quality drinking time before last orders.  
 
    Alice didn’t appreciate this. She clearly felt slighted at being a mere stopping off point in our evening. Her sarcastic barbs about free meals and freeloaders quickly became tiresome, and it was a tremendous relief to finally escape to the far less judgemental atmosphere of the public house. Once the regulars at The Swan got wind it was my birthday I became the lucky recipient of quite a few free drinks. My mood perked up in no time, and caught up in the party spirit I got well and truly drunk.  
 
    The next morning I felt awful, not just because of the brutal hangover slicing through my brain and churning up my stomach, but also because I had a vague but painful memory of the walk home. Edward had to guide me through the streets as I floundered about, occasionally propping me up in order to get me back to Willow Cottage. I may have lacked physical coordination but my verbal capabilities were unhindered. I couldn’t remember everything I’d said, but there had definitely been some cringe-worthy, self-pitying babble about where my life was going. Birthdays have a way of making you take stock, but this is unwise when you’re hopelessly inebriated. I remembered asking Edward what the hell was wrong with me. He didn’t answer, bless him. 
 
    Monday morning was bright, very bright to my bleary, bloodshot eyes. I was standing on our doorstep feeling queasy and still in my dressing gown, having a frustrating conversation with our next door neighbour, Jemima Hart. Old Miss Hart had come round to give Edward some cake. However what she had in her hands was a pile of dead flowers. Edward had a real talent for coping with Jemima’s eccentricities, but he was out so the task fell to me. She kept trying to sneak past me but I was determined to deal with her myself this time, assuming I didn’t have to make an emergency dash to the bathroom.  
 
    “He’s not here, Miss Hart,” I repeated for the fourth time. 
 
    She smiled up at me. “That’s all right, dear. I can get this ready for when he gets back.” She raised her cupped hands to proudly show me the crumpled petals. 
 
    “But those aren’t cakes,” I tried to tell her, not sure whether honesty was the best policy in a situation like this. 
 
    “Oh you!” she chastised me. “Don’t be jealous, I’ve brought some for you as well.” 
 
    I was about to throw in the towel and fetch her sister to help out, when I spotted Beth Stanton strolling across the sun-dappled green and making straight for our cottage. I glanced at my watch. It was 9:30am. I wondered why she wasn’t at work. Beth was still running the veterinary practice single-handed and I hadn’t seen much of her because of her heavy workload. Distracted by Beth’s approach, Jemima took her opportunity to flit past me. She was surprisingly quick on her feet for a lady of her age.  
 
    “Morning, Beth,” I called. “Skiving off are you?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she laughed. “Was that Jemima Hart I just saw disappearing inside?” She peered past me into the little hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “She has cakes for Edward, except they’re dead flowers.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, then, “Is Edward here?” 
 
    “Not right now, but come on in,” I offered, hoping she’d help with the Jemima situation.  
 
    In the kitchen Jemima had taken out some plates and laid them on the table, and was busy arranging her flowers carefully on each. She looked up at us and beamed. “Oh we’ll need another plate for you, my dear,” she told Beth, and began rummaging in the cupboards for more crockery.  
 
    It took a good fifteen minutes to persuade Jemima we’d had enough ‘cake’ and it was time for her to go home. I went with her to make sure she got safely inside, and Isobel was full of apologies as always. I knew how hard she tried to keep tabs on her sister, but Jemima was a wily old dear who was hard to contain. With Jemima Hart back at home, I turned to go back to the cottage and noticed Edward coming up the road. As he approached he glanced at my dressing gown and slippers with amusement. “Not flashing the neighbours I hope, Charlie.”  
 
    “You have a visitor,” I told him with a smirk. No matter how many times he insisted he and Beth were just good friends I wasn’t fooled. I knew how much he liked her. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “In the kitchen.” I ushered him inside. Beth was tidying up bits of flowers and washing the plates Jemima had used. Edward stopped in his tracks, surprised to find her at our kitchen sink. 
 
    “Hi, Edward,” she said. 
 
    “Hello.”  
 
    “I’m glad your back.” She dried her hands on a tea towel. “I wanted to ask you about something funny.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” He glanced my way, once again taking in my state of undress. This time he looked less amused. I took the hint and went to put on some clothes. By the time I returned to the kitchen, Edward and Beth had finished tidying away all evidence of Jemima’s visit and were sitting down with tea and biscuits. Beth filled us in on her ‘funny’ situation. 
 
    “Last Monday Lindsay Summers brought her cat Smudge in to see me,” she said, sipping her tea.  
 
    “Smudge?” Edward repeated. 
 
    “Yes, Smudge. He was very poorly, vomiting, diarrhoea, in a really bad way the poor thing.”  
 
    I returned the biscuit I’d been about to eat to the tin.  
 
    Edward nodded, but I was sure he was as befuddled as I was as to why Beth was telling us about cat sick. 
 
    “I had to keep him in, basically flush his system out – I won’t go in to detail.” I let out a sigh of relief at that. “But what’s strange is the week before I’d had a similar case with Donald Spencer’s cat,” she said, dunking a ginger nut into her tea. “Then early this morning, Jane Harris brings in Muffin.” Beth took a large bite of soggy biscuit. 
 
    “Muffin?” Edward glanced my way with slightly raised eyebrows. I wondered if working all hours at the practice was beginning to take its toll on Beth. 
 
    “Yes, Muffin, her long-haired Persian.”  
 
    I snorted into my tea as I tried not to laugh. Beth glared at me. Edward managed to keep a perfectly straight face and even took out his little notebook and pen.  
 
    Beth noticed this and smiled appreciatively. “Anyway, Muffin has the exact same symptoms as the other cats I’ve treated. I’ve kept her in too, so hopefully she’ll be OK in a day or two.”  
 
    “Perhaps there’s some sort of cat disease going round,” I suggested, dabbing at some tea I’d spluttered onto the table. 
 
    “Perhaps, although I don’t know what would cause this. And once I’d purged their systems they seemed to recover all right,” she said. “I noticed that all the owners live very close to each other.” 
 
    “But they’re cats,” I said. “They can go anywhere; we get cats in our garden here.” 
 
    “True, they are free to roam, but behaviourally they’ll usually have a territory they’ll stick to and don’t often stray that far from it.” 
 
    “Then you think their sickness is environmental?” Edward queried. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I just hate to think someone is intentionally trying to harm them, you know, poison or something.” She looked genuinely concerned. 
 
    “Do you think it was poison then?” Edward asked. His eyes lit up and he looked more interested by the second. 
 
    “Well, I’ve kept a sample from Muffin. I have a friend at the university in Marlsbury and I’m hoping to call in a favour and get it analysed.” 
 
    I dreaded to think what kind of ‘sample’ that would be. Thankfully Edward didn’t ask about it. 
 
    “Let me know if they come back with anything,” he said. “In the meantime, I’ll have a look around to see what I can find.”  
 
    Beth smiled at him with such gratitude that I couldn’t entirely blame Edward for offering his services. I groaned inwardly as I had visions of spending my half-term break crawling through undergrowth and investigating the activities of the neighbourhood cats. Still, it might be a handy distraction for Edward, spending his time helping out a friend rather than digging into the past and fixating on his father’s work.  
 
    **** 
 
    Edward decided to start with Jane Harris, as she was his aunt’s housekeeper and the most recent person to report a problem. She was due to be at Alice’s at noon, so we arranged to meet her there. Alice herself opened the door when we arrived.  
 
    “Come on through to the living room, boys,” she said, surprisingly friendly in her attitude even towards me, with no trace of the previous evening’s disdain. “Poor Jane is so very worried, it’s always such a trauma when pets get sick.” She sighed as she led us through to the lounge.  
 
    We found Jane looking ill at ease sitting amongst Alice’s plush cushions. She was accustomed to doing the cooking and dusting around Alderton House, and looked uncomfortable perched politely on Alice’s enormous Chesterfield sofa. Jane Harris was in her early fifties and her hair was just starting to show a sprinkling of grey. Her reserved nature bordered on timid, even her clothes were understated, and her makeup consisted of little more than the merest suggestion of pink gracing her cheekbones and lips. As we entered the room she began to rise nervously from her seat, then changed her mind and sat back down, her feet primly together on the floor and her hands clenched tightly in her lap.  
 
    Edward got straight to the point as soon as we were seated. “Beth came to see me this morning, she told me about your cat.”  
 
    “Yes, when I let her in this morning she was in such a state, I was really frightened,” said Jane. “Beth’s been very good, but I’ve had to leave Muffin at the vets so she can monitor her.” 
 
    “Poor Beth,” put in Alice, who had settled herself into a deep leather armchair and picked up her knitting. Her needles clicked away rapidly as she observed Edward. “How that girl has managed all by herself these past few months I’ll never know.” Then added, in an offhand sort of way, “Still, that will all be at an end soon, which is just as well.” 
 
    Edward had been all set to say something to Jane, his mouth open with some question or other, but he was suddenly diverted by this comment. He looked round at his aunt so quickly I wondered if he’d cricked his neck. 
 
    “What do you mean?” He temporarily forgot all about the plight of Jane Harris and Muffin. 
 
    “Oh, well they’ve finally found a replacement for that Powell character. I believe he’ll be starting this week sometime. About time too, Beth needs all the help she can get.” 
 
    “What do you know about him?” Edward asked sharply. 
 
    “Not a thing,” Alice replied simply, eyeing Edward shrewdly over the top of her half-moon spectacles. “Didn’t you come here to ask about Muffin?” She prompted him, with a slight incline of her head towards Jane. 
 
    Edward reluctantly returned his attention to the task at hand, though he looked a little distracted and it took a moment or two for him to marshal his thoughts again. “So, you let the cat in this morning, had she been out all night?”  
 
    “Not all night, I let her out in the early hours. She seemed fine then, although I was half asleep of course, but I didn’t notice anything odd until this morning when I opened the back door and saw all that sick.” 
 
    Great, we were back onto the topic of cat sick, just as I’d begun to feel a bit better and was wondering what I’d like for lunch. 
 
    “Yours is the first cottage as you turn into Station Approach, isn’t it?” he asked her, his notebook making an appearance. Jane confirmed this to be the case. 
 
    “And you haven’t noticed anything different around there lately?”  
 
    Jane looked puzzled. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “No-one’s been dumping anything nearby, nothing like that?” 
 
    She thought about it. “No, I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary, just the normal household rubbish put out when the bin men come, and that’s usually been collected by seven o’clock.” 
 
    Edward nodded thoughtfully. “None of your neighbours have anything different in their gardens that you’ve noticed?” 
 
    “I’m on the end of the row so I’ve only got one next door neighbour, and I can’t really see anything through the shrubbery to be honest,” she admitted. “Besides, I don’t think they bother much with their garden.” Her voice held an uncharacteristic hint of disdain. 
 
    “Jane’s next door neighbours are the Jessops,” Alice informed us with a sour expression, her needles still clattering away rhythmically. “Not very nice, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “Well, Kerry’s nice,” corrected Jane. “But since her husband, Liam, lost his job at the Knoxton brewery, well, let’s just say unemployment doesn’t suit him.” 
 
    Edward was making careful notes in his little book. “Beth said that Lindsay Summers’ cat was ill about a week ago. She lives by you, doesn’t she?”  
 
    “Really? I didn’t know about that,” said Jane. “Yes, Lindsay’s house is on the main road, but my garden sort of backs on to hers. Come to think of it, her little tortoiseshell cat does often come through my garden.” 
 
    “Who else lives on your row of cottages?”  
 
    “Well on the other side of the Jessops there’s Daniel King and his girlfriend Melanie.” Edward nodded and she continued. “Then the last one in the row is Donald, from the Post Office,” she told him as he scribbled away in his notepad.  
 
    “Other than yourself and Donald, does anyone else on your road have a cat?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no,” said Jane, furrowing her brow as she thought about it. “Across the road Walter has a little Scottie dog, but no there aren’t any other cats nearby. I really don’t think my cat goes that far. She’ll go into Lindsay’s garden I know, but on the other side of their house is Bob Jones, and he has two great big German Shepherds, so I doubt he gets any cats on his property.” 
 
    Edward put away his notebook. “Can we come over later and have a look around, Jane?”  
 
    “Yes, of course.” She gave him a grateful smile. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Instead of heading straight home, Edward suggested lunch at the hotel. 
 
    “The last time we ate there you had an ulterior motive as I recall,” I pointed out. “And Jane mentioned someone called Daniel?” On our last visit the Maitre D’ had been a young man named Daniel, and obviously he was one of Jane’s neighbours.  
 
    “Well spotted, Charlie!” congratulated Edward, grinning at me.  
 
    “What are you going to do, ask him if he’s been poisoning cats?”  
 
    “We need to look into all the neighbours,” he pointed out. “Daniel lives next door to the Postmaster, Donald Spencer, whose cat was the first to fall ill, and he’s only two doors away from Jane.” 
 
    The hotel hadn’t changed since my last visit in April, even the hushed atmosphere felt the same. It was a little busier, the lure of a summer’s day tempting locals from their homes. To the rear of the restaurant French doors had been pushed open which led out onto a sunny terrace. Here was where most of the lunchtime clientele had chosen to dine, basking in the sun’s glancing rays on the bright patio. We remained inside, opting for the cool, shady interior, which suited me just fine as my head still felt fragile.  
 
    Daniel the Maitre D’ also looked just the same as before, immaculately turned out in dark trousers and a crisp white shirt, his short dark hair combed back neatly. As he led us to our table, Edward attempted to make small talk.  
 
    “How’s Melanie?” he asked, referring to Daniel’s girlfriend.  
 
    The young man looked somewhat startled by this enquiry but politely answered, “Oh, very well, thank you.”  
 
    “Are you still living on Station Approach?” Edward asked. 
 
    We’d arrived at our table. He gave Edward another puzzled look, this time tinged with suspicion.  
 
    “Yes, we’re still there,” he replied, and quickly hooked the professional smile back on his face. “Shall I send a waiter over to take your drinks order?”  
 
    “Such a nice little road that,” Edward said, ignoring Daniel’s question about the drinks as he lowered himself into his chair. “I was only saying the other day what a lovely road it would be to live on, wasn’t I, Charlie?” 
 
    “Oh, oh yes,” I agreed, hastily sitting down and trying to look convincing. He’d never said any such thing. 
 
    “Well thanks, we like it,” Daniel said, now trying to edge away. 
 
    “There’s one cottage in particular,” Edward continued, looking contemplatively into the middle distance and tapping his bottom lip thoughtfully. “Its a few doors up on the right, the garden always looks fantastic, really well maintained.”  
 
    I saw a slight flush of pride colour Daniel King’s cheeks. “Actually, that’s my garden,” he said, trying to sound modest but failing. “I do spend a lot of time on it.”  
 
    “Well it shows,” Edward enthused. “Well done, it looks great. Like I said, it’s always a pleasure to walk down there.” Then he added jokingly, “I hope old Walter doesn’t let his little dog mess on it?” 
 
    They both laughed and Daniel assured us he didn’t. “He always keeps the dog on a lead, and it’s very well trained.” 
 
    “That’s good, you wouldn’t want all your hard work ruined, you’ve got it looking so nice.”  
 
    “Well, I do have to shoo some of the neighbours’ cats off from time to time,” he admitted. “They like to use the flower beds as a toilet.” He shook his head in disgust at the idea. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a bit like fertiliser?” I decided to chip in, knowing what the response would be. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Daniel. “It’s not the same. I try to discourage them.” 
 
    “Not easy when you’re out though I suppose,” Edward sympathised, shaking his head at the unpleasantness of such a prospect. “Or during the night for that matter.”  
 
    “Well no, but it’s not much of a problem really,” Daniel assured us, still managing a stiff smile but his discomfort evident beneath the professional veneer. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to hear it; you’ve done a splendid job there.” Edward beamed at him. 
 
    Daniel nodded his thanks, looking flattered but embarrassed. “I’ll send the waiter over,” he said, and made a rapid escape before Edward could say any more.  
 
    For the remainder of our visit I only glimpsed the Maitre D’ once or twice, and then he was outside on the terrace, keeping his distance and attending to the less curious customers. 
 
    I managed to settle my queasy stomach with a healthy portion of Salmon en croute and a mound of fresh green vegetables, which captivated my full attention for some time.  
 
    It wasn’t until we were sipping our coffees that I asked Edward about his new case. “How did you know Daniel’s was the cottage with the nice garden?”  
 
    He gave me one of his ‘isn’t it obvious’ looks. “Jane’s is the first in a row of four,” he pointed out. “And we know that Donald Spencer lives in the one at the other end.” 
 
    “I see.” Jane had told us her next door neighbours were Liam and Kerry Jessop. By a process of elimination that meant Daniel’s was the third one along, which I now recalled did always look immaculate. 
 
    “So, do you think he’s putting something down to keep the cats out of his garden?” I thought I’d try asking my friend the question straight out, just to see if he was ready to commit to a theory. 
 
    Edward merely shrugged his shoulders. “Too soon to say, but the more we know about everyone who lives there the easier it’ll be to figure out.”  
 
    “What if it doesn’t have anything to do with any of the residents? Those animals could have picked something up anywhere.” 
 
    Another shrug. “Like I said, it’s too soon to say.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Leaving the restaurant, instead of turning towards home we carried on along the sunny High Street in the direction of the station and Jane Harris’ home. The sky was a deep blue, and the disc of sun beating down on us had warmed the day up nicely. As we ambled through the village the distant sound of children playing in the park reached our ears, and several of our neighbours waved at us cheerfully as we passed. Edward was deep in thought, almost oblivious to his surroundings as he mentally immersed himself in any number of scenarios to explain this current mystery. I felt relaxed and carefree, content to merely stroll along on a summer’s day, even my hangover had dissipated and I could enjoy my charming surroundings. Hadenville really came in to its own when the sun shone, a precious gem of a place set amongst the lushness of the surrounding countryside. Not for the first time I felt a sense of gratitude for my good fortune at finding a home in such a beautiful spot.  
 
    Station Approach was a narrow lane which, as the name suggests, led down to the tiny village railway station. Rows of small terraced cottages occupied both sides of the lane, each the same as the next, gleaming white in the sunshine, with neat wooden porches jutting out beneath small dormer windows. Set apart from these, a little further along the lane, stood a solitary double fronted cottage with a black front door, which I knew to be the Station Master’s cottage, and the home of Walter Bayliss. I remembered his pretty daughter Jessica, who no longer worked at the restaurant where we’d just eaten, having moved out of her father’s home to go and live with her fiancé Stephen Bromley. Beyond the cottages was a strip of land covered in long, swaying grasses, clusters of dense shrubbery, and a few puny trees. 
 
    Edward came to a halt as we turned into Station Approach. He stood motionless for some time as he scrutinised the scene before us. As we passed this way often I was sure his keen observational skills would have immediately noticed anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked Edward, who still hadn’t moved.  
 
    “Three cats get sick, but not all at the same time,” he muttered. “The first belongs to Donald who lives in the end cottage down there on the right.” I looked down the road at the fourth in the row of cottages. Whilst the cottages themselves looked virtually identical their front gardens varied. Donald Spencer’s looked tidy and well maintained, although rather bland compared to the garden next door, which was a mass of blooming colour, and which I now knew belonged to Daniel King. 
 
    “The next cat to get ill belonged to Lindsay Summers, who lives on the main road. That’s her house there.” He pointed to the right and I could just make out the slate rooftop of a house beyond some tall trees. This was the place that Jane’s garden backed on to. 
 
    “Then thirdly there’s Jane’s cat and she lives here.” I looked at the first in the row of cottages. Again the garden was neatly maintained and there were a couple of cheerfully planted baskets hung on brackets either side of the front door. Jane’s next door neighbour was by far the shabbiest in the row, with overgrown grass and tall weeds obscuring much of the path leading to the front door.  
 
    “So, not only are they all in close proximity, but according to Jane they’re also the only ones that have pets. I’ll double check that with Beth later,” said Edward. 
 
    “Are you seeing Beth later then?” I smirked and gave him a meaningful look. 
 
    Edward replied with an air of exasperation. “I said I’d call her with our progress.” I suppose I should have been flattered he said ‘our’ progress. 
 
    “Let’s check out that open ground beyond Donald’s cottage before we visit Jane,” he suggested. 
 
    We spent a futile half an hour wandering aimlessly through the long grass, checking amongst the small trees and peering under bushes. If anyone was watching us we must have looked like a couple of idiots as we roamed about, bent over as we examined the ground, and occasionally poking our heads into the undergrowth. All we succeeded in finding were empty chip papers, a few discarded drinks cans, and the remnants of some rather dubious magazines.  
 
    By the time we got to Jane’s my earlier contentment had completely evaporated. I was hot, grubby, and irritable. The first thing I did when she opened the front door was ask if I could use her bathroom, feeling a desperate need to wash my hands after trawling through all the dirt and litter. Jane’s cottage was very small and the ceilings seemed much lower than those of Willow Cottage. I had to duck to avoid the overhead light in the hallway as I made my way up the very steep and narrow staircase. I found the bathroom at the top of the stairs, which was just big enough to house the champagne coloured suite, and was spotlessly clean. After giving my hands a thoroughly good wash I felt a little better and headed back downstairs to join the others.  
 
    I found them in the lounge, a pleasant, welcoming room with comfortable furniture and soft carpet. A vase of freshly cut flowers had been placed on the hearth and white net curtains were fluttering gently in the breeze coming from the open window. It looked so inviting I was looking forward to spending a comfortable half hour in one of Jane’s deep armchairs, and perhaps enjoying some refreshment in the form of tea and biscuits. Jane was sitting demurely on a small vanilla coloured sofa when I entered the room; Edward was leaning against the mantel.  
 
    “Beth says she’s looking better already,” she was telling him. “I may even be able to bring her home tomorrow.” The relief was evident on Jane’s face. Indeed her whole demeanour was far more relaxed than it had been earlier in the day, though being in the familiar environment of her own home rather than in Alice’s grand parlour may have been a factor.  
 
    Edward on the other hand looked fidgety and preoccupied. I suspected a degree of frustration was creeping in due to his lack of progress, even though he’d only begun his investigation a few hours before. I even entertained the notion that perhaps he hoped to solve this feline mystery in record time in order to impress the young Miss Stanton. I had barely begun to lower myself into a comfortable chair when he proposed taking a look at the back garden. 
 
    As with the rest of Jane’s home the garden was neat, a rectangle of close cropped lawn with well pruned shrubs surrounding it. A straight slabbed pathway ran from the back door and up one side of the garden. Edward meandered up and down the path, occasionally craning his neck to see if he could see over the back fence or into the neighbour’s garden on the left. I could tell from his disappointed expression that the garden wasn’t yielding anything useful. Needless to say our visit didn’t last very long.  
 
     As Jane was seeing us out we spotted the heavily pregnant Kerry Jessop trudging down the road on her way home from work. Kerry worked at the village hair salon and was the daughter of the Floyds who ran Brook Farm. She had cut my hair a few times when I’d visited the salon, which was still a source of much amusement to Edward, as very few of the Hadenville male inhabitants would dare to venture into that lair of femininity. Kerry was tall and fair with big blue eyes and a sweet disposition. She wasn’t as chatty as the other ladies in the salon, but I’d always found her pleasant and efficient. I hadn’t seen her for a while and was slightly taken aback by her appearance. Pregnancy did not seem to agree with her. Far from blooming she looked pale and gaunt, despite her swollen belly. We all nodded politely as she passed by. A small smile briefly crossed her face before she put her head down until she was through her own front door. No sooner had the door closed behind her than we could hear the sound of a man yelling from inside. I couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying, but this was obviously Liam Jessop and he didn’t sound happy at all. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, he’s always shouting about something,” said Jane with a sigh. “I don’t know how she puts up with his ranting, but it takes all sorts I suppose.” 
 
    “Do you have to listen to that all evening?” I asked, feeling very sorry for Jane if this was the normal behaviour from her neighbours. 
 
    “Oh no, I’m sure he’ll be off to the pub soon, that’s where he spends most of his time these days.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY  
 
    The next day a light drizzle had settled in and fogged up the world, so I chose to spend the morning sprawled on the sofa with a good book and a packet of digestives. Edward had disappeared at dawn and didn’t return until late morning, looking damp and slightly sullen. He couldn’t seem to settle and loitered for a while, absently tidying up around me where I’d established my messy little nest. Eventually he wandered into the hall where I heard him making a telephone call. When he returned to the living room he plonked himself in the armchair across from me looking disconcerted.  
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “I just spoke to Beth,” he said. “She took that sample over to her friend at Marlsbury Uni yesterday evening, but says it could be a while before she has a chance to analyse it.”  
 
    It must be a very good friend indeed to even agree to analyse cat vomit, or worse, never mind the timescales involved. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Not sure,” admitted Edward, thoughtfully chewing on a fingernail. “It would be nice to know if it’s something natural though. Still, there are other things we can do.”  
 
    I put down my book with a sigh of resignation. “Such as?” 
 
    “Well, tonight we’ll go to The Swan.” 
 
    “Agreed. But can I assume you’re interested in doing more than just enjoying a pint?” 
 
    “I want to get a look at this Jessop fellow. If Jane’s right about him then that’s probably where he’ll be again tonight.”  
 
    “You think he’s behind all this then?” From what I’d heard the previous day, Liam Jessop certainly didn’t sound like the friendly and considerate sort, so it was perfectly credible he could be trying to harm his neighbours’ pets. However, he also sounded like the sort who wouldn’t put up with Edward’s interfering. I hoped he wasn’t too big. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’d like to check out all the residents around there, especially from those middle two cottages as they’re the ones that don’t have pets.” 
 
    **** 
 
    It was strange going to The Swan on a Tuesday evening, but as it wasn’t a school night I had the pleasing prospect of a lie-in the next day. After the excesses of a couple of nights before I was definitely going to limit myself to just a couple of drinks though. We got to the pub just before nine o’clock, and by then the early evening diners had disappeared, and it had mostly whittled down to a few of the regulars. Across the room I spotted Nathan Grove, who worked at Brook Farm, sitting at one of the tables chatting with a couple of friends. He briefly nodded in our direction as we headed for the bar, then continued talking to his companions and paid us no more attention.  
 
    “Do you see Jessop?” I whispered to Edward as we were waiting to be served. He nodded and made a slight gesture with his head towards the corner of the bar. I saw a large, balding guy with a beer belly and sweat stains under his armpits. One hand was holding onto the bar, whilst his other hand systematically raised a pint to his mouth at regular intervals. No-one else was standing near him or attempting to make conversation with him, which I took to be a bad sign. I sincerely hoped Edward was only going to observe and not try to talk to this man. 
 
    There was a calm, amiable atmosphere in The Swan that evening, and I amused myself for a while trying to draw Edward out on any theories he might have regarding Beth’s sick animals. As usual he would give nothing away. My queries elicited nothing more than a noncommittal shrug or an enigmatic smile. I began to suspect his reticence had very little to do with being secretive, but was because he didn’t actually know anything. Why else had we resorted to watching a drunken man getting steadily further inebriated.  
 
    We’d been there for over half an hour when Nathan Grove said goodbye to his friends and started to make his way towards the door. For the first time Liam Jessop paid attention to something other than his pint, and suddenly the mood in the bar changed. He watched Nathan pass by with an expression of extreme dislike. This didn’t escape Nathan’s notice, and he returned it with an equally contemptuous look.  
 
    Before Nathan could reach the door Jessop spoke, “Off home to your mummy, Grove?” he taunted with an unpleasant chuckle.  
 
    Nathan gave him a cutting look but didn’t respond, and for a moment I hoped he’d have the sense to walk away.  
 
    Jessop didn’t let up. “Going to crawl into bed with your mummy Grove, she’s the only woman who’d have you!” he snarled.  
 
    Nathan stopped dead in his tracks, then slowly turned around and walked over to the bigger man. He squared up to Liam, his eyes flashing with hatred. “If I did have a woman, I wouldn’t send her out to work all day, while I got pissed on her money!” he spat back, with an animosity I wouldn’t have believed possible from the normally good-natured young man.  
 
    Although Liam Jessop had obviously had a skin full, his reaction speed was still startling as he threw a punch. Nathan somehow managed to avoid Jessop’s fist with lightening reflexes of his own, and launched himself at Liam before he could swing again. The two of them grappled fiercely and went barrelling backwards into the bar, sending Liam’s pint smashing to the floor. Behind the bar Martha began to screech with alarm, bringing her husband Humphrey rushing round to our side. 
 
    “Cut it out!” he yelled, flailing a bar towel around. “I said cut it out!” He danced around the two struggling men, who were taking no notice. For some reason Edward decided to intervene and rushed to help split them up, so I was obliged to help out too so that he didn’t get flattened.  
 
    Humphrey prised Nathan away whilst Edward and I held Liam back. As soon as they were apart Nathan pulled himself free, muttered an apology to Humphrey, then quickly left despite Liam’s continued taunts. As the door snapped shut behind Nathan the bar was strangely silent for a second, then I heard the unexpected sound of faint laughter and looked round to see Isaac Cole chuckling away in his usual corner. Everyone else was either frozen stock still or looking down into their pints to avoid getting involved.  
 
    Liam looked at us blearily as if curious as to why we were hanging on to him. Up close he really did look the worse for wear and the alcohol was clearly taking its toll. His skin was blotchy and flabby, a sheen of sweat covered his face, and there were flecks of blood beneath his nose, so it looked as though Nathan must have got in a lucky shot. Before the guy got the wrong idea I quickly pulled Edward to a safe distance. Humphrey called to Martha to get Liam another drink, and for Edward and me too, as he set about cleaning up the broken glass. I doubted it was wise to put more alcohol into the big guy, but he seemed to have calmed down again and resumed his previous stance at the bar.  
 
    We didn’t hang around for long after that, swiftly downing our complimentary drinks then heading home. It was a relief to get back outside into the cool night air. Darkness had descended and the earlier clouds had begun to scatter and drift away, exposing patches of velvety sky full of glittering stars.  
 
    I took a couple of cleansing breaths as we strolled towards home. “Well, that was fun, thanks mate!”  
 
    “There’s no love lost between those two is there?” Edward commented.  
 
    “Liam Jessop doesn’t look like the sort who has much love for anyone,” I replied, and I couldn’t help thinking about poor Kerry Jessop, who had looked so pale and drawn.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
    Edward was like a cat on hot bricks on Wednesday, excuse the pun. Foregoing his usual morning walk, instead he roamed around in a state of distraction, unable to focus on any one task. He seemed uncertain, unsettled, and whatever he had on his mind was radically disturbing his usually cool demeanour. When he suggested going out I immediately agreed, relieved he’d regained some sense of purpose.  
 
    Our first stop was the veterinary practice. The door was locked and the ‘back soon’ sign was hanging in the window. There was no sign of Beth or the receptionist, Mary Drew. 
 
    “She must be visiting one of the farms,” he grumbled. 
 
    “What, did you want to visit Muffin?” I chuckled, only to be rewarded with a look of disdain. Edward stood for such a long time staring off into space I wondered if he intended to wait until Beth returned, whenever that might be.  
 
    Then suddenly he said, “Right, I need to do some research.” He set off down the road at a fast pace.  
 
    I rushed after him. “Where are we going now?”  
 
    “The library.” 
 
    “But the library’s in Westbridge,” I pointed out. 
 
    “There’s no fooling you, is there?” Then he stopped so suddenly I almost knocked him over. “You know, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to.”  
 
    Edward normally enjoyed having me tailing after him when he was on a mission, so this sudden exclusion was highly suspicious. Given the choice I would have much preferred to miss the bar brawl rather than a visit to the library. My suspicions were confirmed when it seemed Edward wasn’t completely letting me off the hook. 
 
    “Could you check at the Post Office, see if that museum catalogue’s arrived yet?” he asked. I looked back over my shoulder at the Post Office, which was right next door to the vets. 
 
    “Or you could just go yourself.” I gestured over my shoulder and wondered if he had designs on turning me into his own private errand boy, something I wasn’t about to tolerate. 
 
    “There’s a train in a minute and I want to catch it. Besides, it’ll give you a good excuse to talk to Donald Spencer, won’t it?”  
 
    I groaned, “Oh Edward, I won’t know what to say to him.”  
 
    “Ask about the cat.”  
 
    I started to protest but he was off again, striding down the road with his hands in his pockets. Why couldn’t he speak to Donald Spencer himself? There were trains so regularly into Westbridge that he could easily have got the next one. Perhaps foolishly I felt a faint tinge of pride that Edward had entrusted me to conduct a solo interview.  
 
    The Post Office was very quiet and my footsteps echoed sharply off the tiled floor. The dim interior looked tired and dusty, as if it had remained unchanged for many years. Donald was sitting on a stool behind his little screen reading the morning paper. Aside from the view afforded through a small sliding panel in the centre, he was almost obscured by numerous posters and dog-eared notices that covered the clear partition; informative Post Office leaflets, alongside adverts and flyers placed by the locals. He was an elderly gentleman with very thick spectacles and wispy white hair. He was neatly dressed with the carefully pressed collar of his shirt peeping out from beneath his maroon pullover.  
 
    He peered at me over his paper with his strangely magnified eyes and smiled happily. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” I returned, wondering how to bring up the subject of his pet. People tolerated Edward’s snooping, but I was still new to the village and saw no reason why he should want to tell me anything. I delayed by asking about the catalogue. 
 
    “Oh yes, you know I think there was a delivery for Edward.” Donald slid from his stool with a small grunt and shuffled out of sight for a moment. I waited in the too-quiet, cramped atmosphere of the Post Office, resisting an unaccountable urge to make a swift return to the street, suddenly craving fresh air. When Donald reappeared he hoisted himself back onto his perch before handing over a fat, and quite heavy, padded envelope addressed to Edward.  
 
    “Thank you.” I tucked the envelope under my arm, then took a deep breath and went for it. “How’s your cat, Mr Spencer. I heard, well, that it was unwell... a while back.” He looked up at me in surprise, his eyes somehow amplified even further. “I saw Beth the other day, and she mentioned something about it,” I added lamely, wondering if this would get Beth into trouble, but then this wasn’t like doctor/patient confidentiality was it, not with vets, at least I hoped not.  
 
    Thankfully this seemed perfectly reasonable to Donald. “Oh, Misty’s much better thank you.” He beamed at me. “Had me worried there for a while though.” He shook his head as he recalled the incident. 
 
    “What happened?” Not subtle perhaps, but I just wanted to get the conversation over with and leave. I could tell Edward I’d done what he’d asked and that would be it. 
 
    “Not sure,” Donald said thoughtfully. “Very sick she was though. I felt bad ‘cause I’d left her out all night, sometimes do when the weather’s fine. Bless Beth though, she fixed her up in a couple of days and she’s seemed OK ever since. Mind you, I’ve been keeping her in nights since it happened.” 
 
    “So, fully recovered then?” I said, already beginning to back away. 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s been two weeks now, well actually a bit more because it was the Monday morning, I remember ‘cause I was late for work. It’s lucky I’m right next door to the vets so I was able to check in on her regularly.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad she’s fine now.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “So how are you finding it up at that School?” he asked before I could reach the door. “Oakfield, isn’t it?” He peered at me expectantly through his thick glasses, and folded his hands across his stomach as he leaned back, giving me his full attention. 
 
    It took me nearly half an hour to get away from Donald Spencer. The man could talk! Every time I tried to sidle towards the door he had another question for me. He wanted to know about my job, my family, where I’d been brought up, everything except the colour of my underpants. Short of being downright rude I was well and truly trapped there under the magnified gaze of that tremendously nosy old man. There’s no telling how long he might have interrogated me, but thankfully another customer came in and I seized my opportunity to escape. I had a nagging suspicion that Edward knew what a chatterbox Donald could be and had set me up. It would certainly explain the sour expression he’d returned with after each of his previous Post Office visits, and there I’d mistaken it for mere disappointment about the catalogue. 
 
    When Edward got home after his visit to the library I was sitting in our small garden on one of the kitchen chairs, enjoying the warmth of the June sun on my face. He sauntered outside grappling with the padded envelope I’d picked up for him. I watched with interest, and amusement, as the brilliant mind of Edward Gamble struggled to open up a piece of standard stationery. Eventually he pulled out a large, hard-cover book. He held it up for me to see with a look of triumph and delight. I hoped if he could satisfy his curiosity about the original mask he might get rid of the replica. The hideous thing had pride of place on our mantelpiece, and gazed at me menacingly whenever I tried to watch TV.  
 
    “It might be nice to visit the museum some time, don’t you think?” he said as he flipped through the book. When I didn’t answer right away he glanced at me shrewdly. “They have more than just masks you know, Charlie.” 
 
    Ignoring his sarcasm I tried to go back to soaking up the afternoon sunshine, but Edward soon set aside his new acquisition and returned his attention to the cat case. Although he avoided telling me why he’d gone to the library, or whether he’d discovered anything useful, he did want to know everything that Donald Spencer had told me about his cat in minute detail. He grilled me for several minutes, insisting I relay Donald’s exact words to him. Despite giving him a very thorough account of my chat with Donald, he repeatedly asked if I was sure I’d told him everything that had been said.  
 
    Finally I’d had enough. “Edward, that’s everything he told me!” I yelled, my frustration bubbling over at being doubted and quizzed. 
 
    Edward stared at me for a moment, then nodded. “OK then.” After a brief pause he added, “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” I settled back in my chair again and closed my eyes. 
 
    As he disappeared inside he muttered over his shoulder, “Maybe we should get you a notebook.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
    I was woken the next morning by a knocking at the front door. I pulled the blankets over my head and tried to ignore it, pretty sure it would be Jemima Hart standing on the other side with something ridiculous. I heard the door open and looked at the clock. It was just after 8 o’clock, I was surprised Edward was still in. Oh well, he could deal with Jemima. I heard voices in the hallway as Edward let the visitor in. It didn’t sound like our next door neighbour, but it was definitely a female voice. By the time I got downstairs, Edward was chatting with Beth Stanton over a cup of tea.  
 
    “Morning, sleepy,” she said brightly as I entered the kitchen. 
 
    “Two visits in one week, Beth. I guess you can’t keep away,” I teased.  
 
    Beth looked down into her tea cup, a small smile playing around her mouth. Edward gave me a warning look. 
 
    “Actually, my friend at the university came through for me quicker than I’d hoped. She phoned me last night.” 
 
    “Oh yes, the sample!” I said, pouring some tea. 
 
    Beth seemed to find my squeamish expression amusing. “That’s right, the sample!” She glanced briefly at Edward before going on. “She found traces of Warfarin.” Suddenly they both looked serious and concerned. I had no idea what Warfarin was, which must have been evident from the blank expression on my face. 
 
    “Commonly found in rat poison,” Edward informed me gravely. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “So someone’s been putting down rat poison. Well maybe they had a rat problem, and the cats digesting it was accidental.”  
 
    “You’re probably right,” agreed Beth. “It’s still very irresponsible though. I think I’ll go and knock on a few doors, see if I can prevent any further incidences.” She looked like she meant business. I knew how passionate Beth could be on the subject of cruelty to animals, even if that cruelty might be unintentional. 
 
    Edward had been staring off in to space, his brow furrowed in thought. Suddenly he said, “No, don’t do that.”  
 
    Beth looked at him surprised and ever so slightly indignant. “Why not?” 
 
    “Can you give me a few more days?” he asked her. “And don’t mention the poison to anyone.” 
 
    Beth plonked her cup into its saucer. “Edward, stop being mysterious. If you think its anything other than an honest mistake just tell me.” 
 
    He looked at her for a long moment, caught up in an internal struggle.  
 
    “You’re probably right, it’s most likely nothing more than a mistake. I just need to check one thing, a few days is all I ask,” Edward entreated, his passion for a mystery was as dogged as Beth’s dedication to animal welfare and he was gazing at her hopefully. 
 
    “OK.” She gave in. “But if another animal gets poisoned I’m blaming you,” she told him, pointing a threatening finger in his direction. Edward looked rather alarmed for a second, but then nodded and smiled. Beth looked at her watch. “I’d better get going.” 
 
    Edward looked up at the kitchen clock. “It not even half eight yet,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I know, but Darren starts today,” she said, standing up and taking her cup to the sink to rinse it out. 
 
    “Darren?” Edward and I asked in unison. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her back still to us as she ran the tap. “Didn’t I tell you, they finally found a replacement for Jeremy Powell. His name’s Darren Walker.” She turned and was startled to find that Edward had followed her to the sink, and was now right beside her. 
 
    “Where’s he going to live?” he demanded. 
 
    “Jeremy’s old flat, above the practice,” she said, manoeuvring around Edward to pick up her bag. “I gave it a good clean so I think he’ll be comfortable enough there. Anyway, I want to make sure I’m there to greet him when he arrives, so I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Edward looked like he had about a million more questions but Beth was already heading for the door. He followed her into the hallway. “Remember Beth, not a word, not even to this Darren!” There was an unexpected bitterness to his tone, and I suspected my friend would do his utmost to get a look at the new vet at the earliest opportunity. 
 
    **** 
 
    Edward’s interest in the case of the vomiting felines seemed to evaporate suddenly and completely, and he showed no sign of continuing his investigation. Either in his own mind he’d already solved this particularly mystery, or else he’d simply given up. After securing Beth’s assurance that she’d keep her findings about the rat poison to herself he had happily returned to his other passion, and spent most of the remainder of our break disappearing into the hills and fields with his trusty sketch pad. I was baffled. The man was irritatingly tenacious, to the point of obsessive. To see him stroll off to do a bit of drawing without a care in the world just didn’t sit right with me. I couldn’t quite believe that was the end of it. Even if the illnesses had been caused accidentally or through carelessness, the Edward I knew would still need to discover all the details. Aside from his dogged curiosity, he also got enormous pleasure from explaining how he’d got to the bottom of any mystery.  
 
    So for the time being I was left to my own devices and, total turnaround in his behaviour aside, Edward couldn’t be blamed for enjoying the great outdoors. The weather remained warm, a pleasing combination of sparkling sunshine and soft breezes. I passed my time in delicious aimlessness, reading, or listening to music, or strolling through the village to stretch my legs. The days were long and leisurely and I didn’t stray far from Willow Cottage. Unlike my wandering friend I preferred the gentle pace of life in the village. When I tired of my own company I could amble to the café to enjoy some cool refreshment and delectable pastries, and chit chat with whoever was around. The local park was a magnet for most of the youngsters, but you’d also find older residents enjoying the shady refuge of the trees. As much as I liked and admired Edward, it was something of a relief that he’d abandoned this latest case. It left me free to bask in the amiable atmosphere of my first summer in Hadenville.  
 
    Edward’s lengthy sketching expeditions meant he was neglecting some of the more mundane domestic tasks. So when I got peckish on Friday afternoon, and witnessed the sad state of the fridge and pantry, I decided to head off to the grocers to stock up on a bit of shopping.  
 
    Stepping in off the sun-drenched street the interior of the shop was cool and quiet. Connie was serving someone, but aside from him there were no other customers. I didn’t recognise the man at the counter but noticed that Connie was giggling and coyly twirling a strand of hair in a way I’d never noticed before.  
 
    My curiosity piqued I sidled away into the far aisle, making a great show of interest in the biscuit selection whilst surreptitiously observing the stranger. He was of average height with thick black hair. He wore jeans and a navy blue t-shirt, and despite his slim build I could see muscles beneath the thin material. Curious to hear what they were saying I quickly grabbed a few items so I could get closer.  
 
    Unfortunately in my haste I bumped into a neatly stacked pyramid of tinned fruit, knocking over the display and sending the tins scattering across the floor with a loud clatter, the noise all the more startling after the tranquillity of the store only seconds before. Connie and her customer both turned to stare at me as I frantically, and unsuccessfully, tried to contain the rolling cans as they escaped in all directions. The unknown young man rushed to assist me, swiftly followed by Connie who threw me a brief look of loathing as she scooped up the scattered goods, before remembering her manners and introducing us. 
 
    “Mr Walker, this is Charlie Cutler.” 
 
    “Darren, please,” he said to Connie and then turned to me. He was lightly tanned with vivid blue eyes. He introduced himself with a hearty handshake and a dazzling smile. “Darren Walker,” he said. “Just moved here, I’m working at the vets.” 
 
    “Hello,” I returned his handshake uncertainly. He seemed very friendly. I wasn’t sure I liked him. “Yes, Beth mentioned you’d be starting. How are you settling in?” 
 
    “Fine thanks, everyone seems very nice.”  
 
    I stared at him for a few seconds, not too sure what to say. I felt that out of loyalty to Edward I should try and find out as much as I could about him, but wasn’t sure where to start. Several questions popped into my head but all seemed too personal or idiotic to ask someone you’d only just met. It was taking me too long to think of anything suitable to ask and I was merely gawping at him stupidly.  
 
    “Well, good to meet you, I’d better get back to work,” he finally said, then off he went, suddenly keen to be on his way.   
 
    I had to wait quite some time to be served, as Connie avidly watched Darren Walker until he was completely out of sight. I wondered what her husband would make of her ogling young men in the shop. She then spent an unnecessarily long time rebuilding and carefully rearranging the tinned fruit display I’d wrecked. When she eventually did turn her attention to me there was none of the giggling or coy hair-twirling that her previous customer had enjoyed. 
 
    That evening I mentioned my brief meeting with the new vet to Edward, who displayed a striking lack of interest in our new neighbour. He merely shrugged, grunted, then thoroughly immersed himself in his new museum book.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
    On Sunday evening we left Alice’s earlier than usual, and I took the opportunity to go up to my room to prepare for school the next day. I was diligently sorting through piles of text books when there was a knock on my door and Edward’s fair head popped in through the gap. “I need to go out later; I could use your help.”  
 
    “Out?” 
 
    “Just something I need to check out, but it has to be tonight.” 
 
    “OK.” I was too used to his ways to bother trying to prise any more information out of him. “I’ll just finish up here.” I began tidying up the text books strewn across my bed.  
 
    “No, not now, later,” he said, then his head disappeared and my door clicked shut again. I looked at my watch; almost ten o’clock. I wondered what he meant by ‘later’. 
 
    It was just after 1am when, bundled up against night-time chills, I followed Edward through the village. We turned into Station Approach and headed for the row of cottages where Jane Harris lived. I had thought, or at least hoped, that we were finished with the sick cat case. As far as I knew they were all fine now and there’d been no further reports of vomiting pets. I shivered on the pavement looking at the dark houses lining the road. Everyone was sleeping in their warm beds; I wished I was tucked up in mine.  
 
    Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse than being dragged out into the cold night, Edward suddenly flitted up the front path of the Jessops’ cottage. He soon came hurrying back carrying a bulging black sack. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. 
 
    “Shh! Take this.” He pushed the black bag onto me. Then he was off again. This time he stole the rubbish from outside Daniel King’s cottage. I stood there stupidly holding on to someone else’s refuse, and completely nonplussed.  
 
    “Come on,” Edward whispered, and he took off down the road at speed with the heavy bag dangling at his side.  
 
    We hid behind some nearby bushes. Edward had obviously planned for this and had come equipped with a torch, gloves, and several small, sealable plastic bags. He began prising open his rubbish sack and indicated I do the same.  
 
    “Edward, what the hell are you doing?” I demanded again. 
 
    “Looking for food,” he told me. “Probably something with meat in it.”  
 
    He delved into the contents of the bag. This was it I thought, he really had lost his marbles this time. However, he was determined to go through with his examination of the rubbish, so after a few moments I stupidly followed suit and also dived in. 
 
    It was a disgusting task, rummaging through someone else’s household waste. The only small crumb of comfort I could find in the whole episode was that Edward’s bag appeared to be even more unpleasant than mine. We crouched in the bushes for quite a while, and between us found seven sets of food remains that Edward thought might be ‘of interest’. He bagged up portions, carefully writing on each sample so he knew whose rubbish bag it had come from. Edward’s intention was to get Beth’s friend in Marlsbury to do some more tests for us, and he was sure the rubbish we were sifting through would yield some useful information.  
 
    Finally he was satisfied we had enough. We retied the refuse bags and returned them, before heading home. I suspected there would be a race for the shower.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
    By Thursday of that week the normal working routine had taken over once more, and my thoughts were all of homework assignments and class schedules. With the fine weather and the long summer break not too far away, engaging young minds was even trickier than usual. Each day I persisted in my efforts to tease some imagination and insight from my reluctant students, before the intellectual torpor of the holiday season descended.  
 
    That evening I was relaxing on the sofa, making absolutely no progress with the marking I was supposed to be doing. Edward sat opposite me in his armchair. He’d been thoroughly examining his museum guide book, which he’d combed through several times, only to be disappointed to discover it didn’t contain any reference at all to the mask. Glancing at the disturbing replica over the fireplace I wasn’t at all surprised the ugly thing had been left out of the catalogue. I didn’t say as much, instead I pointed out that the museum probably had far too many pieces to include all of them in the guide book.  
 
    He sighed and dropped the book onto the coffee table, pouting like a child dissatisfied by a new toy. The book flopped open to some pages showing rare and ornate armour. Edward slumped back in his chair, gazing accusatorily at the unhelpful tome as it lay innocently on the table. After his momentary huffiness he was about to pick the book up again when he was distracted by the phone ringing and rushed off to answer it. I guessed who the caller was, even though I could only hear Edward’s end of the conversation. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Oh hi, how are you?” 
 
    “I see, what did she say?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Mmm, that’s very concerning. Can we meet up tonight?” 
 
    “Well can’t you get out of it? This is very important!” 
 
    An audible huff. “Fine, I’ll see you then.” 
 
    The phone clunked down heavily. 
 
    Edward slouched back into the living room with a gloomy expression on his face. 
 
    “Everything OK?” I enquired mildly.  
 
    “That was Beth, she’s got the analysis back,” he told me what I’d already gathered. 
 
    “So does it shed any light on things?” 
 
    “Yes I think so, but not in a good way,” he said cryptically. 
 
    “Is Beth coming over?” I asked, conscious I was sprawled across the sofa in my vest. 
 
    “Later, she’s having dinner with Walker.” 
 
    “Oh, dinner!” Darren Walker didn’t waste much time. 
 
    It was just after ten o’clock when Beth knocked on the door. I let her in and led her through to the kitchen. She looked luminous and cheerful, wearing a pretty blue summer dress, with her hair carefully piled up into a mass of soft curls. She sat at the kitchen table but declined my offer of a drink. 
 
    “I can’t stay long,” she told us, taking a piece of paper out of her handbag. She held it out to Edward, who was staring at her unusually feminine clothing with a look of quiet astonishment. “This is what my friend told me over the phone today. She said she found a match with the other sample I gave her.”  
 
    Edward took the paper and looked it over. “And you’re certain it was this sample she found the poison in?” he asked seriously, suddenly back to his businesslike self. “It’s imperative you’re sure it was that particular bag.” 
 
    “Yes, Edward,” she said wearily. “It was definitely the bag you’d marked 2B.”  
 
    Edward was lost in thought for several moments, fiddling absently with the piece of paper Beth had handed over. 
 
    “Where did you get all those samples anyway?” she asked. Edward was still mulling over the information she’d passed to him. He was so distracted I chipped in to tell Beth about our evening ferreting through other people’s rubbish. I felt my cheeks colour with shame as Beth’s expression filled with disgust. 
 
    “Why?” she asked incredulously.  
 
    It was Edward who answered. “All the cats you treated were brought in on a Monday, weren’t they.”  
 
    She nodded as she considered what he’d said.  
 
    “Well, that’s also the day the rubbish is collected. I don’t ignore coincidences like that. Each cat had been out for at least part of the night, at a time when people’s refuse was lying out waiting to be picked up early the next morning. I had to narrow it down a bit, and now we have this.” He wafted the paper she’d given him, but didn’t look as triumphant as usual with his breakthrough. 
 
    “So?” she finally prompted him. “What does that tell you?” 
 
    Edward took a deep breath before answering. “It tells me, that Kerry Jessop is trying to kill her husband.” 
 
    There was a stunned silence in the little kitchen as we absorbed what he’d just said.  
 
    Then Beth exclaimed, “That’s impossible! Edward, I’ve known Kerry for years, we were best friends at school. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”  
 
    “That poison was in some leftover food I found in the Jessops’ rubbish,” Edward informed her gravely. “It looked like a chicken casserole or something like that. But it was definitely in someone’s dinner!”  
 
    “Well there has to be some other explanation, I can’t believe she’d do that,” Beth argued. 
 
    “Depends how desperate she is,” Edward mused. “Liam’s a nasty piece of work, maybe she’s too afraid to leave him, so...” He left the thought hanging. 
 
    “No, if there was rat poison in that rubbish it must have accidentally got mixed in with some food. You can’t prove it was in Liam’s dinner. Besides, other than being a drunken lout he’s fine, isn’t he?” 
 
    Edward disagreed, “I don’t think he is fine, Beth. I think he’s already showing signs of poisoning. I did some research into the effects of different poisons when I was at the library. Liam doesn’t look too well, he’s lethargic and unsteady on his feet.” 
 
    “But that could just as easily be down to all the drinking,” she interrupted, still reluctant to take Edward’s claim seriously.  
 
    “Maybe you could put it down to his drinking, but you have to admit the poison could also cause that. Plus I noticed his nose had been bleeding when we were in The Swan last week.” 
 
    “But he’d just been in a fight,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but the blood had dried so it must have been from earlier. Bleeding from the nose and gums is another symptom of poisoning, isn’t it?” 
 
    Beth nodded, suddenly looking far less sure of herself.  
 
    “Edward, you can’t go to the police with this,” she blurted out.  
 
    His expression mirrored my own shock. I couldn’t believe Beth would ask that of him. 
 
    “Beth,” I said. “If it’s possible she’s trying to poison him we have to stop her, we can’t just ignore murder.” 
 
    “Well I’m still not convinced that’s what’s happening,” she said stubbornly. “But I’ll talk to Kerry. I can find out how things are, just don’t go to the police. I’m begging you.” Beth gazed imploringly at Edward. It didn’t take long for him to crumble. 
 
    “OK,” he said to my amazement. “But I have one condition. I want to be there when you talk to her.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s a good idea? She doesn’t really know you. I’m more likely to get her to open up on my own.”  
 
    Edward shook his head emphatically. “I insist, Beth, and it has to be soon, tomorrow.” 
 
    Beth put her head in her hands. If Edward’s theory was right she’d suddenly found herself in a very real and scary situation. Finally she raised her head, looked him in the face, and nodded. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
    On Friday evening Beth and Edward went to Kerry Jessop’s house. They waited until Liam left to go to The Swan, and predictably Edward found an unpleasant task for me. My job was to make sure Liam stayed at the pub for at least a couple of hours to give them enough time with Kerry. Given what we knew about the man it hardly seemed necessary, I doubted he’d be in a hurry to leave anyway, but I decided it was best not to take any chances. If, for some reason, he did decide to go home early I didn’t see how I’d be able to stop him, therefore I thought my best tactic was to be proactive and keep him occupied instead.  
 
    Entering the pub I spotted him immediately, standing in almost the exact same place by the bar as before, wearing a stained t-shirt which struggled to contain his overhanging beer belly. He was slowly drinking his beer and ignoring everyone around him. I took a deep breath and approached.  
 
    “Hi, Liam, isn’t it?” I said, in what I hoped was a casual but friendly tone of voice. For a response I got a very dirty and suspicious look. Edward was right, he didn’t look well at all, but was Kerry really trying to do away with him? 
 
    “It’s Charlie,” I persisted, feeling a slight sweat break out between my shoulder blades. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    His gaze, though slightly unfocussed, was still unnerving. “Why?” he croaked. 
 
    “I was in here last week, saw you had some trouble with that Grove bloke.” I shook my head in disgust. “He was out of order.” I nearly choked on the lie, I actually quite liked Nathan Grove. Liam nodded as he processed this. 
 
    “How about that drink?” I grinned at him. He glared at me for another second but then accepted my offer and I ordered a couple of pints. He wasn’t much of a talker to begin with and just sipped his beer whilst eyeing me warily. When I bought him a second drink his tongue loosened and I discovered the source of his hatred for Nathan Grove. 
 
    “Doesn’t like that he lost out to a better man,” Liam informed me. “Thought he could have Kerry for himself, ha!” He took another liberal swig of beer. I noticed he was drinking faster now that I was paying. 
 
    “Thought ‘cause he’d been working for her dad all these years he had a foot in the door, but he was wrong about that.” Another gulp of beer. “I mean yes, she’d hang out with him sometimes, but she was never interested in him in that way. I know that for a fact!” he told me as if I was about to challenge him on it. “I’ve asked her about it enough times, just to make sure you know,” he said conspiratorially. I didn’t envy Kerry Jessop one bit, and wondered why she’d married this aggressive, intimidating bully in the first place. 
 
    “When she met me he didn’t like it, did he?” I just shook my head, afraid to make any comment. “He even tried to break us up, can you believe that?” Liam Jessop stuck his face so close to mine I had to try not to gag at the stench of his breath. Again I shook my head and tried not to breathe in. 
 
    “Yes, went to see her old man didn’t he, tried to bad-mouth me to her family. Made up rubbish about me.” He pulled away to take another drink. I took the opportunity to discreetly back up a few inches. “Anyway he couldn’t stop me.” He laughed, not a pleasant sound. “She’s mine and he’ll never get his hands on her.” 
 
    Jessop turned and carefully surveyed the busy bar through his bloodshot eyes. “Funny he’s not in here tonight come to think of it.” He blinked stupidly a couple of times, then cast a highly suspicious look in my direction. I could see he was beginning to sense something was a bit off. 
 
    “He probably didn’t want to push his luck, after what happened last week,” I suggested. Liam Jessop was obviously paranoid when it came to Nathan Grove, and I suspected Nathan had been more of a threat than he cared to admit. Just how paranoid I was about to find out. Liam picked up his half finished pint and brandished it in my direction. 
 
    “What’s your game anyway?” he growled. “What’s with all the drinks and chat, are you trying to keep me here for some reason?” He wasn’t quite the dim-witted buffoon I’d assumed. 
 
    “No, no, of course not. Just being sociable, honest.” I backed off further. I wasn’t about to get into it with this guy. Jessop narrowed his eyes, still doubtful. He glared at me for another second then threw back the rest of his drink and stumbled towards the door. This was bad news, if he found Edward and Beth talking to his wife he wouldn’t like it, and if he found out Kerry had been trying to poison him he may very well kill her then and there. I had to warn them. 
 
    Knowing that Liam would walk along the road I decided to cut across the park. This guaranteed he wouldn’t see me, but it was also the longer way round. Even in Liam’s lumbering, inebriated state, I would have to hurry to beat him. Therefore I had to run, and run fast.  
 
    I dashed across the open ground and headed for the distant lights of the High Street. After a couple of pints this wasn’t easy but I pushed on, pumping my legs as hard as I could. I realised how unfit I’d become, notwithstanding the beer sloshing about inside me. I crossed the park swiftly, at least running on the grass was a little easier on my legs, I just hoped I didn’t step in anything unpleasant. I was soon back on jarring tarmac, thumping along for all I was worth.  
 
    Turning into Station Approach I saw Beth’s Land Rover parked outside the Jessops’ cottage. I’d arrived before Liam. I banged on the door, doubled up and trying not to be sick on the path. I saw Liam appear over the rise in the distance, staggering, but making steady progress. 
 
    Edward opened the door. I pointed down the road and gasped, “He’s coming.” 
 
    “Beth,” Edward immediately called over his shoulder. “We have to go, NOW!”  
 
    Beth appeared in the hallway, looking pale but worryingly determined. “Not without Kerry,” she said quietly, but with a resolve that made me groan. They stood on the worn carpet in the Jessops’ tiny hallway staring at each other. I noticed several fist sized holes in the doors and walls which did nothing to alleviate my unease. 
 
    Edward took Beth gently by the shoulders, his face only inches from hers. “It has to be her decision, Beth. We can’t force her to leave.” 
 
    Tears sprang to Beth’s eyes but she remained resolute. “She does want to leave, Edward. She’s just so afraid.” 
 
    A flurry of emotions crossed Edward’s face, tenderness, determination, and impatience seemed to be vying for dominance. The two of them gazed at each other in some kind of mental stand-off that seemed to drag on for far too long.  
 
    “Come on. Move!” I hissed. Neither Edward nor Beth paid any attention to me. Kerry Jessop appeared in the hallway behind Beth, cradling her enormous belly, her tear-stained, ashen face taking in the scene. 
 
    “He’s coming, isn’t he?” she whispered, frightened. Edward nodded, still holding onto Beth’s shoulders. I looked down the road, Liam was getting close. He’d spotted the Land Rover, and me standing on the door step. He yelled something but I couldn’t make it out. The others heard too. I concentrated on getting my breathing under control, painfully aware I was probably going to need all my strength and wits to tackle the violent, and perhaps slightly unhinged, Liam Jessop. 
 
    Suddenly Kerry moved, quicker than I’d have thought possible for a woman so heavily pregnant. The sound of Liam’s angry roar had galvanised her into action. She disappeared for just a second into the kitchen and returned with a large handbag.  
 
    “Take me to my mum and dad’s,” she said to Beth. Although she still looked frightened her voice was firm and calm. 
 
    This was all Edward needed. He quickly ushered the two women towards the Land Rover, Beth already fishing around in her pocket for the keys. Jessop was approaching at an unsteady run as we all dived into the vehicle.  
 
    Throwing myself into the passenger seat it took all my self control not to scream at Beth to hurry up as she fumbled to start the car. It was a close thing. He was nearly upon us by the time the engine rumbled into life. She actually had to swerve to avoid Liam as he lunged toward the vehicle, yelling incoherently, his face furious and blotchy as he watched his wife driven away. 
 
    Knowing how bad Beth’s driving was I spent the whole drive to Brook Farm telling her to slow down. In the backseat I could hear Kerry muttering ‘oh my God’ over and over. I wasn’t sure if it was because of Beth’s awful driving or the fact that she’d just left her violent husband. 
 
    **** 
 
    I was impressed by David Floyd’s cool demeanour when we arrived at Brook Farm that night. He and his wife Carol came out to meet us as we all piled out of the car, curious about their late night visitors. Kerry was visibly upset and her mother quickly took charge of her, ushering her inside the house and straight upstairs. Beth was pale and shaking slightly. Edward hovered close to her as he told Kerry’s father that Liam hadn’t been at all happy about her abrupt departure, and was likely to show up throwing his weight around.  
 
    David Floyd actually laughed at Edward’s warning. “I can handle Liam Jessop,” he assured us, and invited us all indoors. We ended up sitting in the Floyds’ homely kitchen drinking tea with the friendly farmer, who took the situation in his stride. 
 
    “Can’t say I’m sorry,” said Floyd a little sadly. “I knew she wasn’t happy you know, but you can’t interfere can you?”  
 
    We shook our heads, but none of us commented.  
 
    “They got married so fast,” he went on. “Barely had time to know each other if you ask me, then she gets pregnant in no time at all.” He paused and looked at each of us seriously. “I know what’s been going on, you know.” Beth looked at Edward with very real alarm. Edward continued to watch David Floyd with great interest. “Me and her mother have been worried about it for a while, seeing less and less of her. But the signs are there. I’m not stupid, I know that bastard’s been hitting my little girl!” David Floyd’s kind face hardened and his knuckles turned white around his mug of tea.  
 
    No-one spoke for a moment; we sat in silence around the scrubbed oak table, deep in our own thoughts.  
 
    Then a quiet voice said, “She can’t go back.” It was Edward, and he was looking intently at David Floyd. Beth shot him a warning glance. 
 
    “She’ll have a home here with us as long as she wants it,” Floyd said. Edward looked like he was about to say more but Carol Floyd came rushing into the room.  
 
    “I think it’s started,” she said with a wide smile. I was temporarily thrown and wondered what she looked so happy about.  
 
    Then her husband went over and took her hands in his own. “Are you sure, love?”  
 
    “Her contractions seem pretty regular,” said Carol. “I’ve just phoned Doctor Granger.”  
 
    Beth clapped her hands with joy. Edward looked at me with something akin to horror; we’d both been willing to stand up to a vicious thug but child birth was something else entirely. 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of your way,” he suggested, and we both started to rise from our seats at the same time. 
 
    “Nonsense,” said David with a laugh. “Let’s get another brew on. Beth, you’ll stay won’t you?” She was more than happy to stay and help. Although she was a vet, Carol was happy to have Beth there with her knowledge and cool head until the doctor arrived. Edward didn’t look happy at all. His promise to Beth to keep quiet about the poison still seemed to be in force, and I suspected things weren’t going at all how he would have hoped. It was going to be a long night, but at least there’d been no sign of Jessop yet, who I presumed had fallen into a drunken slumber somewhere.  
 
    After another half hour or so had passed David Floyd’s excitement turned into nervous energy. With the women still upstairs he kept himself busy, tidying up and aimlessly pottering about, as he awaited the birth of his first grandchild.  
 
    Edward stationed himself quietly near the window, gazing out into the night. His pale cheeks looked whiter than ever set against the darkness outside, and a veil of anxiety hung over him that had nothing to do with the impending birth. I decided to get as comfortable as possible and settled down close to the warm stove. Eventually I even managed to doze in my chair, only occasionally disturbed by people coming and going, including Doctor Granger who arrived at some point during the night.  
 
    I was jolted awake by the joint sounds of Kerry’s screams coming from somewhere above me, and someone hammering furiously on the front door. I sat up in my chair and looked around stupidly, trying to get my bearings. David Floyd swiftly disappeared into the hallway followed closely by Edward. It wasn’t until I heard the door crash open and a gruff voice demand ‘WHERE THE HELL IS SHE?’ that I realised what was happening. Liam Jessop had arrived. There was some frantic scuffling and cursing coming from the hallway and it sounded like a colossal struggle was underway. Suddenly wide awake I bolted from my seat and rushed to see what was happening.  
 
    The sight that greeted me was Liam, looking totally deranged, barging into the two men in the hall, who were vainly trying to halt his progress. Edward had been thrust back against the wall, whilst David was valiantly standing his ground. It was clear he couldn’t hold off the bigger man for long. Jessop looked furious and determined, his head was dipped down like a charging bull, and his bulky body filled the doorway. He was bellowing incoherently as he battled to gain access.  
 
    Kerry’s father was desperately fighting to keep his son-in-law out of the house, his splayed legs were planted firmly on the hall mat and his muscular arms braced against Liam’s chest. David Floyd was finally undone by his own cheery welcome mat, which suddenly slipped under the duress of the scuffle and took the farmer’s legs out from under him.  
 
    The second I saw David Floyd lose his footing and fall to the ground I made my move. Liam tried to take advantage of the opening but had failed to take my presence into account. I launched myself at him, tackling him round the middle and barrelling him back through the open doorway. We landed in an untidy heap on the ground outside. Liam was spluttering and glowering at me with pure hatred, but I must have winded him as he just lay there for a moment gasping.  
 
    I’d barely got to my feet when a large, booted foot flew up unexpectedly and kicked me squarely between the legs. I watched the rest of the proceedings through tears and in excruciating pain, curled up on the ground.  
 
    David Floyd quickly recovered and before Liam could fully get to his feet the older man threw a swift but effective punch. Then, quick as a flash, he twisted Liam’s arm behind his back and forced him to the ground. He held him there, with some difficulty, as Liam continued to struggle wildly, all the time yelling threats and expletives. I wondered where on earth Edward could have got to and why he wasn’t helping the farmer. When he appeared a minute later his delay became apparent. 
 
    “Joe’s on his way,” he told Floyd, then he promptly sat down on top of Liam to keep him on the ground. 
 
    By the time Joe Downing arrived on the scene I had recovered slightly and clambered to my feet. I had an almost overwhelming desire to do real harm to Liam Jessop, not only because I was still wincing in pain, but for what he’d done to the good people of Brook Farm. David Floyd had fallen awkwardly during the hallway scuffle and was limping. The front door had a jagged split in the wood from the force with which it had been slammed into the wall. When Carol Floyd appeared she was in floods of tears. As well as the frightening onslaught by Liam, she’d also discovered multiple bruises on her daughter, confirming their worst fears. It took David Floyd some time to calm his wife, and in the end I think it was only the impending birth of her grandchild which prevented her from completely going to pieces.  
 
    By the time Joe led Liam away he had ceased struggling, and instead had begun to whimper quietly. His self-pity sickened me even more than his earlier violence, and I was relieved when he was locked securely in the back of the police car so I didn’t have to look at the man anymore.  
 
    It was almost dawn when we got back home. Beth dropped us off and I immediately dragged myself out of the car, eager to collapse into my bed. As I fumbled for my key I realised Edward was still sitting in the Land Rover talking to Beth, their heads close together, having a quiet but intense debate about something. I could guess what.  
 
    When Joe Downing had taken statements I had watched Edward’s agonised expression as he’d answered the policeman’s questions, and never once did he mentioned the fact that Kerry Jessop was trying to poison her husband. Liam Jessop was a violent bully, and there was no question that David Floyd had been correct about him hitting Kerry, but as unpleasant as Jessop was I knew it was agony for Edward to keep quiet about what Kerry had done. There was only one reason he was doing it, and that reason was Beth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    IT MUST BE FETE 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
    The summer heat built each day, drenching the land in radiant light. Doors and windows were thrust wide open to tempt in the soft summer breezes. The elderly shied away from the sun’s blazing power, resting in the shade with fans and iced drinks. Youngsters rushed around, joyful, unheeding of the heat, keen to stay outdoors and make the most of every bit of daylight. When the sun slipped below the crimson horizon the world slumbered fitfully in sultry darkness for a while before a new day dawned.  
 
    At Oakfield School the faces of my pupils turned more often to the idyllic views beyond the classroom windows than to my blackboard, and I couldn’t blame them. Everyone was enjoying the unbroken spell of good weather, and when we broke up for the long summer vacation, I felt just as jubilant as the students on that last day. Although I resisted the temptation to squeal excitedly or engage in water fights.  
 
    The dry conditions didn’t make everyone happy. My next door neighbour, dear old Isobel, spent her evenings trying to moisten her little garden, tending to it into the twilight hours. I would hear the gentle splosh of her watering can as I sat in the garden, usually with a good book in one hand and a cold beer in the other.  
 
    Edward sulked for a few weeks after the Kerry Jessop incident, dissatisfied with the outcome and angered by Beth’s insistence on secrecy. He’d wrangled with Beth for a while, indignantly lecturing her about moral duty. Despite some very eloquent speeches about doing the right thing, I suspect hurt pride had a lot to do with his anger and frustration. After presenting him with a challenge to solve, Beth had then cruelly denied him the satisfaction of revealing that his theory was right.  
 
    Beth and Edward were my closest friends, but they were both equally stubborn and unwavering in their personal beliefs, which meant if they disagreed on anything I was subjected to a fiery stalemate. I had to endure a few heated arguments, as well as some stony silences, but eventually, to my immense relief, peace was restored.  
 
    Every August the village hosted its annual fete, an event which took over the whole of the central park for one glorious Saturday. Though a modest affair by some standards it was always an eagerly anticipated event in Hadenville, by young and old alike, and this year was no exception.  
 
    Throughout the course of each year there would be several opportunities for the community to assemble, holidays and well-loved traditions, some formal and some festive, each occasion offering its own charm; a chance to impress, to dress up, or simply to celebrate. Of all of these the summer fete was on the grandest scale, and when the weather chose to behave it was the most enjoyable. On this day the villagers woke to find the world bathed in cheery sunshine and soon everyone was converging on the park, a swarm of floating summer dresses and rarely worn shorts, all seen through the tint of cheap sunglasses. 
 
    When Edward and I arrived proceedings were well underway. The air beneath the deep blue sky was filled with happy chatter and laughing children. The locals relished the opportunity to show off their skills, and there were all kinds of stalls dotted around with proud residents peddling their wares. Cakes, sweets, jams, and pastries were on display to tempt us, and I was sure I’d feel satisfyingly sick by the end of the day. As well as tasty treats there was a coconut shy, tombola, duck shoot, various games to guess the amount or guess the weight, pretty much everything you’d expect from a village fete on a summer’s day.  
 
    At one end of the park a small platform had been erected to set up a skittles game which was proving popular, and not only with the children. Reverend Summerville had swapped his sombre stone church with its rigid pews for springy turf and colourful plastic chairs. He presided over the proceedings as he always did, moving among the throng of people, chatting to those manning the stalls, and generally keeping a fatherly eye on everything. He was a small, cheerful man with pink cheeks and wire-rimmed spectacles. He and his wife had worked tirelessly for weeks to organise this Hadenville tradition, inevitably assisted by an army of middle-aged ladies whose involvement had more to do with showcasing their cooking and baking skills than out of an excess of community spirit.  
 
    We’d been ambling around aimlessly for a while when we spotted a familiar black and white Collie and knew that Beth Stanton must be close by. We found her chatting with Sandra Pickering, the village primary school teacher. Sandra was presiding over a stall with a mouth-watering display of cakes and homemade biscuits. There was another woman with them I didn’t recognise, but she caught my attention right away. She was small, and simply dressed in a sleeveless white cotton dress, with vibrant copper-coloured hair which coiled down past finely freckled shoulders. What I noticed most of all were her eyes, which were a deep, deep blue, and utterly mesmerising. Beth introduced us to the newcomer. Her name was Lucy Jamieson. 
 
    “Lucy’s starting work at the primary school with me in September, she’s just moved here,” Sandra informed us. For some reason this information gave me a warm feeling that had nothing to do with the sun beating down on us. 
 
    “Hello,” Lucy said and smiled. She held up one of the assorted tins displayed on their stall. “Can I tempt you with my chocolate chip cookies?”  
 
    I bought five! 
 
    I only managed a couple of minutes of small talk with Lucy before the stall attracted other customers and I was elbowed out of the way. The summer fete had suddenly blossomed into a much more interesting occasion, and my previous appetite for homemade baked goods had been replaced by something far more compelling.  
 
    As the day wore on I kept a sharp eye out for Lucy, hoping to find an opportunity to accidentally-on-purpose run into her again. I almost had my chance when I saw her ducking into a small tent where a miniature photography studio had been set up. I quickly formulated a simple but effective plan; if I stood right outside the entrance when she came out again she couldn’t fail to bump into me. I took a deep breath and pushed my fingers nervously through my hair. I was just about to put my idea into action when a tall figure appeared at my shoulder. 
 
    “Afternoon, Cutler.”  It was Maurice Clements. The Headmaster of Oakfield School was as dapper as ever. His only concession to the hot weather was to dispense with his jacket, though he still wore a smart yellow waistcoat buttoned neatly over his crisp blue shirt.  
 
    “Hello, sir.” Despite the informal occasion, Clements was one of those men who engenders respect and remains your boss, even on a sunny Saturday during the holidays when you’re more interested in chasing girls. Maurice Clements lived in a neat brick house set on a corner plot at the main junction leading into the village. The house was not large but was detached with windows on all sides, each aspect showing a different viewpoint. He probably had the most interesting outlook in Hadenville. Most of village life passed by his door, though the man himself was not often seen. He didn’t go to church, and I’d never seen him in The Swan. He caught the train to school but left much earlier than we did and came home much later. Subsequently, it was a rare occurrence to bump into him anywhere other than the school.  
 
    “Such a beautiful day,” he commented, looking about with his thumbs tucked into his waistcoat pockets, watching our neighbours happily milling about. I agreed it was. Clements made no sign of moving away, he just continued to stand next to me, serene and dignified. I frantically tried to think of a way to excuse myself without appearing rude. Then he nodded in the direction of the refreshments stand.  
 
    Minnie had set up a small tent, open to one side, where she was serving tea and toasted sandwiches. Plastic tables and chairs were arranged in front of this tent. Now that the sun had moved round in the sky it had become a pleasant, shady spot to sit. Several of the older ladies of the village had settled down to take advantage of this and enjoy a nice cup of tea. The Hart sisters were there, chatting with Elaine Granger, the doctor’s wife, sipping tea from small porcelain cups.  
 
    “Ah, there’s Edward,” Clements pointed out. Edward was sitting at another table with his aunt Alice and Jane Harris. “I wonder if we should join him and the ladies for some refreshment?” The Headmaster pursed his lips thoughtfully; he looked genuinely uncertain as to whether this was a good idea or not. He watched them with a furrowed brow and a small frown of doubt. 
 
    My attention was suddenly captured by the sight of Lucy Jamieson emerging from the photo booth tent looking flushed and pretty. She headed off into the crowd, moving further and further away. Distracted, and busy trying to peer over the sea of heads to discern which direction she was going in, I momentarily forgot all about Maurice Clements. 
 
    “Oh, dear me!”  
 
    I turned back. Seeing the Headmaster’s shocked expression I followed his gaze. A small fire had erupted at the corner of Minnie’s refreshment tent. It wasn’t much of a fire, a small flicker of flame and a faint puff of smoke rising from one of the litter bins. Constable Downing was nearby and sprang into action, swiftly and efficiently extinguishing the small blaze by dousing it with Minnie’s kettle water. 
 
    It wasn’t the fire that had disturbed Maurice Clements, it was Edward. None of Minnie’s customers were sitting particularly close to the tent, so they weren’t anywhere near the small fire that had broken out. Nevertheless, as soon as Edward became aware of it he leapt up and seized his aunt Alice. He pulled her from her seat, none too gently either, sending the chair flying backwards and scattering cups in his haste. He attempted to lift her bodily as he frantically tried to get her as far away as possible. The old lady tried to oblige him by hurrying along, at the same time desperately tugging at her skirt to hold it down; Edward’s antics were in real danger of betraying her modesty. Edward didn’t even notice this. He had a wild, unfocused look in his eyes, and was yelling at the top of his voice.  
 
    “MOVE! Quickly, come on, MOVE!”  
 
    Everyone stopped to watch him in stunned silence. He was oblivious to the spectacle he was causing. He didn’t let go of Alice until he’d dragged her several yards. Having deposited his aunt at a ‘safe’ distance he then rushed back to usher the other ladies out of harm’s way. They scattered with surprising speed given their ages, evidently more desperate to put some distance between themselves and the over-zealous Edward, rather than out of any fear of the fire. Having seen the proud Alice Alderton unceremoniously manhandled in such a way, nobody else wanted to experience the same humiliation. For once I felt a genuine pang of pity for old Alice; she stood by helplessly watching her nephew, her lined face full of concern.  
 
    Only two people were ever anywhere near the flames. One was Minnie, who proved how fast she can move for a larger lady, and the other was Joe Downing when he put it out. The fire itself was a small incident, quickly dealt with, and barely noticed by most. It was Edward’s overreaction that caused a scene, and it left me feeling unsettled. I had never seen my friend like that, he had completely panicked, and I don’t think he even realised. 
 
    
CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN  
 
      
 
    Monday dawned brightly and promised to be another hot, August day. I did my best to ignore the blazing sunlight creeping through the gap in my bedroom curtains for as long as possible and rose late. Eventually I shuffled downstairs in t-shirt and shorts. There was no sign of Edward. The kitchen was neat and tidy; he’d clearly been busy before leaving the house. A cup and bowl had been washed and left on the draining board to dry. All the surfaces had been tidied and wiped clean. As usual a pot of tea had been left stewing under a gaudy woollen tea cosy his aunt had knitted. Putting my hand to it the pot was cold, either Edward had gone out very early or I’d risen very late. I yawned and looked blearily at the clock. It was after 10 o’clock. OK, I was up late.  
 
    The washing machine had been chugging away and was building to a final spin cycle.  
 
     This kind of industrious behaviour came naturally to Edward, and he never made any demands on me regarding housework. I paid my way with the bills and grocery shopping, but in all honesty never gave everyday household chores a second thought. At dinner the previous evening Alice had dropped several very heavy hints about the need for me to ‘pull my weight’. She found it deplorable that I didn’t even know where the vacuum cleaner was kept. This seemed a bit rich coming from a woman who employed a housekeeper.  
 
     She was happy to pick away at my shortcomings on the domestic front, but at no point during the evening was any mention made of the incident at the fete, when her nephew had manhandled her needlessly in front of the whole village. Nevertheless, to ease the nagging voice in my head, and the nagging Aunt Alice, I decided it was time to start doing my bit.  
 
    So, after making some fresh tea, then sitting down for half an hour or so to drink two cups and come round a bit, I got busy emptying the washing machine. Granted it took me some time to find the pegs, but I persevered and eventually padded barefoot into the garden to hang the washing on the line. My chore complete I stood back and proudly surveyed my efforts. The sun was hot and the laundry was dancing merrily on a boisterous summer breeze, it would be dry in record time. Honestly, I couldn’t see what all the fuss was about.  
 
    Having washed and dressed I was feeling at a bit of a loose end, and having fulfilled my domestic responsibilities with the washing, I decided to go for a walk into the village, perhaps even reward myself with a slice of cake at Minnie’s. Stepping outside the front door, I saw Isobel Hart weeding in her front garden. She was wearing a floral dress and straw hat, which she’d secured to her head with a white scarf to stop it blowing away in the wind. As lovely as their garden was, I wondered if she ever got tired of rummaging around in the dirt; she seemed to spend half her life on her knees amongst her flower beds. 
 
    “Morning, Miss Hart,” I called over the low stone wall. Isobel’s head popped up and she smiled, her eyes scrunched against the bright light.  
 
    “Morning, Charlie. How are you, my dear?” She rose to her feet with a little difficulty and rubbed her knees. 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you.”  
 
    “And Edward, is he all right?” she asked, leaning forward and lowering her voice slightly, the smile replaced with mild concern.  
 
    “Oh, yes, yes I think so.” I was unsure why she had asked the question so seriously. She noticed my puzzled expression. 
 
    “I just wondered,” she said. “After what happened on Saturday.” Isobel and her sister, Jemima, had also been at the refreshment tent when Edward had his episode, and had narrowly avoided being jostled away from what he perceived to be danger. 
 
    “Oh, yes, he did overreact a bit,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure I’d say that,” Isobel said, now looking a little uncomfortable. “You do know he lost his parents in a fire, don’t you?” She looked at me closely, her soft brown eyes appraising as if I might be oblivious to such an important part of my friend’s past. 
 
    “Yes,” I assured her. “When he was twelve.”  
 
    “That’s right,” she confirmed. “I’d imagine seeing something like that is traumatic at any age, let alone for such a small boy. Its no wonder he panicked a bit, especially with his aunt being there.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I interrupted her. “What do you mean ‘seeing something like that’? Edward wasn’t there when his parents died, was he?” 
 
    Again she scrutinised me closely. “I don’t suppose he ever talks about it, does he?” she muttered sadly. “Yes, Charlie, he was there. His father had actually managed to get Edward out of the house before the fire got too bad. But then he went back inside because Edward’s mother was trapped upstairs.” She sighed and gazed off towards the distant hills. “They said it spread so very fast, there was nothing anybody could do. That poor boy stood all alone on the pavement watching as the house burned, and his parents never made it out.” 
 
    I was horrified and stared open-mouthed at the old lady over the garden wall. It felt as though a cloud passed overhead though I knew it was still blue skies above me. I had always assumed that Edward was away from home when his parents died in the fire, but racking my brains I couldn’t recall him actually telling me so. 
 
    Isobel leaned across the wall and squeezed my hand. “Probably best not to bring it up if he hasn’t chosen to talk about it,” she advised. Having seen the after-effects of this trauma at the fete I wasn’t convinced she was right. It would probably benefit Edward greatly to talk to someone about what had happened, though I didn’t fancy volunteering for that job. 
 
    Before I could say more I was distracted by the sight of a small figure with red hair walking along the pavement on the other side of the green. Isobel followed my gaze then gave me a small, knowing smile. I felt warmth in my cheeks but was determined not to miss an opportunity to speak to Lucy. I waved, a little too enthusiastically, at Lucy Jamieson. She spotted me waving and halted uncertainly. Isobel also waved and then Lucy tentatively waved back and, thankfully, crossed the green to where we stood.  
 
    “Morning,” I called as she approached.  
 
    She halted several feet away, hesitating at the edge of the green. I wondered if she even remembered me from the fete. 
 
    “Hello,” she said in a quiet voice.  
 
    “Lucy, this is my neighbour, Miss Isobel Hart.” I made the introductions. “Miss Hart, this is Lucy Jamieson, she’s come to work at the primary school with Sandra Pickering.”  
 
    Isobel graciously welcomed Lucy to the village. “Where are you staying, my dear?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh I’m staying in a flat above the shops.” She gestured over her shoulder. “Mr Jones is renting it to me; he’s done it up very nicely.”  
 
    Bob Jones was the local butcher and I knew he owned his shop and the flat above it. I scanned the windows across the road, trying to gauge which ones were the new abode of the attractive young lady in front of me.  
 
    “Are you looking forward to starting your new job?” Isobel asked, rather loudly. They’d both noticed my intense interest in the property above the butchers. I smiled and tried to look casual. 
 
    “Yes, very much,” Lucy replied. “I’m just on my way to Sandra’s now; she’s showing me round and introducing me to some of the parents and children.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” said Isobel. “I’m sure you’ll get along very nicely, we’re a friendly bunch round here.” I could have kissed Isobel Hart for keeping the conversation going. Lucy looked as though she was finally beginning to relax.  
 
    Then Jemima Hart appeared. She came trotting happily out of their cottage, wearing a gaudy apron over her summer frock and her favourite fluffy slippers, despite the heat. 
 
    “Oh, Charlie, Charlie!” she called loudly, waving some kind of white cloth at me. She hurried over to where we stood. 
 
    “Mia, this is Lucy.” Isobel tried to head her off and introduce her to Lucy. Jemima had other ideas. She merely smiled broadly at Lucy before turning back to me. 
 
    “Your pants, Charlie, I’ve got your pants!” To my horror I realised what I’d thought was a cloth was actually my underpants.  
 
    I stood frozen for a second, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me. Jemima was holding the underpants aloft for all to see, wafting them around, and not one of my best pairs either, more grey than white with a small hole near the top. I was only vaguely aware of Lucy saying she had to be off and Isobel retrieving my underwear from her sister. 
 
    “They must have blown off the line,” she said, pressing the offending garment into my hand. I turned around but Lucy was already halfway across the green. I couldn’t help noticing her rate of retreat was a lot faster than her approach had been. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
    After the embarrassing episode with my holey underwear I decided the time had come to buy new clothes, and not just underpants either. Aside from the suits I wore to work, when it came to my appearance my attitude was careless, bordering on apathetic. I usually just threw on whatever was relatively clean, comfortable, and to hand. Now a sudden motivation to improve myself had surfaced, and I reasoned, or rather sincerely hoped, that if Lucy saw me smartly turned out she would quickly forget about the sight of my greying pants being waved around by Jemima Hart.  
 
    A couple of days later I was in Westbridge with a bulging wallet and a newfound sense of purpose. Despite being nearly thirty, shopping for my own clothes was still something of a novelty. Before leaving home my wardrobe had always been well-stocked thanks to the careful attention of my mother; well worn or torn garments would miraculously disappear to be replaced by the new and intact.  
 
    My first few weeks of independent bachelorhood had been an eye-opener. I still approached the task of ironing with trembling fingers and heightened anxiety. Now, spurred on by the merest possibility of romance, I threw myself into the shopping experience, enthusiastically foraging amongst the clothing racks and spending more time in a changing room than I would have believed possible.  
 
    I’d been in town for a while and was wandering down Westbridge High Street, laden with shopping bags and daydreaming about wearing my new purchases on a first date with the lovely Miss Jamieson, when I spotted the woman herself.  
 
    She was standing in the doorway of a clothes shop, her head tilted down slightly as she checked inside her handbag for something. She wore cut-off jeans, a loose white t-shirt and strappy sandals, with her thick, red hair pulled back into a ponytail. When she looked up I waved and called out but she didn’t see me. She gathered together the carrier bags at her feet and headed off across the road.  
 
    I decided to catch up with her. It was perfect, two neighbours running into each other whilst shopping in Westbridge. I would go up to her and suggest we get a coffee, then we would have a cosy chat and get to know each other. The scenario played out beautifully in my mind as I hurried along to see which way she’d gone, my shopping bags bumping against my legs as I weaved in and out of the crowd. I spotted the glint of Lucy’s copper pony tail bobbing along and saw her disappear around a corner. Not wanting to miss such a golden opportunity I broke into a jolting run, dodging people, not always successfully, and getting a few dirty looks thrown my way in the process.  
 
    I paused at the corner and peered round. Lucy was on the opposite side of the road now, looking intently into a shop window. I walked slowly for a little way trying to get my breathing under control. It wouldn’t look good to go bolting up to her out of breath like some kind of deranged weirdo. I rearranged the shopping bags that had begun to cut into my fingers and waited for a bus to go past before crossing the street.  
 
    By the time the bus had gone by, Lucy had moved on and was walking away at a brisk pace. I dashed across the road, causing a near-miss with a taxi driver; his profanities were mostly drowned out by a blast of the horn as I quickly trotted up the street. I saw her disappear into the doorway of Barnett’s, the large department store on the corner.  
 
    Another stroke of luck; there was actually a coffee shop on the top floor of that store. Now that there was no risk she’d see me approaching, I broke into a frantic run and within seconds had reached the entrance to Barnetts. I rushed inside and looked all around, but there was no sign of Lucy, she wasn’t amongst the perfume counters or in the accessory section. I made my way up the escalator, perhaps she was on the first floor looking around the women’s wear department. Again, there was no sign. I spent a disappointing half an hour searching the store but couldn’t find Lucy anywhere.  
 
    Perhaps it was just as well. By then I was hot and sweating, and when I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror the face looking back out at me was shiny and red. I consoled myself that I’d make a much better impression when I was showered, sweet smelling, and wearing one of my colourful new shirts. 
 
    **** 
 
    In the days that followed I concocted a number of errands which handily took me right past the butchers, or more importantly the flat above the butchers. I got plenty of fresh air and exercise, and our cupboards were so well stocked we could have held out against a protracted siege, but I saw no sign of Lucy. I must have bumped into every other Hadenville resident as I trod the well-worn route through the High Street, adopting an air of determined casualness, striving to look carefree yet interesting in case she should happen to be round the next corner.  
 
    Edward watched me with mild interest and a hint of amusement every time I returned home, unpacking yet another bag of groceries or adding to the growing pile of newspapers. He raised an eyebrow when he caught me sitting on the kitchen floor, examining the mystifying array of dials on the washing machine as I tried to figure out how to turn it on. I had to make sure my new clothes were washed and ironed, so I wouldn’t be found lacking as and when fate finally decided to smile down on me and put Lucy in my path once more. At one point I caught Edward lifting one of my new shirts out of the laundry basket and regarding it solemnly, in a manner very reminiscent of his aunt.  
 
    I ventured into the butchers shop a couple of times. I got on well with the owner, Bob Jones, a stout, energetic man with a talkative nature. I was quietly confident that if I could get him chatting I would soon be able to find out quite a bit more about his new tenant.  
 
    The first time I visited the shop, Bob wasn’t there. He’d gone out to make some deliveries and had left his assistant, Barry Tibbs, running things. Barry was a large, awkward chap with a round face who had been burdened with more than his fair share of nervousness. Although Barry was always polite, or at least I think he was as he had a tendency to mumble, he was also painfully shy. I doubted he could tell me anything useful even if I had been able to make out what he was saying. I bought a chicken and mushroom pie that I didn’t really want and decided to try again later.  
 
    Perhaps I should have waited until the following day but my eagerness was in overdrive, so only a couple of hours later I was once again stepping into the village butchers. Bob Jones was standing behind the counter and greeted me warmly as I entered. However, I noticed Barry’s podgy face pucker with concern, and he leaned across to whisper something to Bob. 
 
    “What’s that?” Bob said to his assistant. “Speak up, Barry, for heaven’s sake!” Bob rolled his eyes at me. Barry muttered something, barely any more audible than his first attempt, but I thought I caught the words ‘chicken pie’. Barry must have thought the reason for my return so soon was because there was a problem with my earlier purchase.  
 
    “Oh no, I just forgot to pick up sausages when I was here earlier,” I assured him, and then wondered why Barry had jumped to such a conclusion so speedily, and whether the chicken pie was indeed all right? 
 
    “Don’t mind Barry, he’s such a perfectionist,” Bob informed me as if he’d read my mind. “You should have seen him on Saturday at the fete.” He chuckled. “He was in charge of the photo booth and drove people mad, making them pose over and over again until he was satisfied.” Barry’s moonish face was turning redder by the second, but Bob seemed to find it all highly amusing. I couldn’t believe my luck that we were onto the subject of the fete, it gave me the perfect opening.  
 
    “It was a good day, wasn’t it?” I ventured. “Actually, I met your new tenant at the fete. Lucy something, isn’t it?” I tried to look nonchalant as I perused the meat selection beneath the Perspex counter as if that were of more interest to me. 
 
    “Yes, Lucy Jamieson,” Bob confirmed. “Lovely girl, and an ideal tenant. We don’t hear a peep from upstairs do we, Barry?” When I looked up Barry was obviously still smarting from his earlier embarrassment, the tips of his ears were bright red and he kept his back to us as he cut up some ribs with a large cleaver. He grunted but didn’t turn round. Bob was obviously used to this level of communication from his assistant and carried on regardless as he wrapped up my sausages. “Yes, I’ve been trying to let the flat for a while now, so you can imagine when she got in touch...”  
 
    At that moment the door behind me opened and Bob’s attention was drawn to the newcomer. “Ah, good afternoon, Mrs Alderton.”  
 
    My heart sank. Why couldn’t it have been somebody else, anybody else? I turned to give Alice the most sincere smile I could manage under the circumstances. She looked at me imperiously over her spectacles and glanced at the sausages Bob was passing to me.  
 
    “Doing the shopping I see, Charles,” she observed, and I recalled our last meeting when she’d chipped away at me about pulling my weight with the domestic chores. A small smile played at the corner of her mouth, no doubt she thought she’d pricked my conscience. She approached the counter and rummaged in her handbag for a moment before pulling out what looked like rather a long shopping list. I paid and quickly left, once again feeling thwarted.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
    Friday evening rolled round and I persuaded Edward to join me for a drink at The Swan. Usually going to the local pub would entail little more than rummaging round to find money and keys. This time I put in a bit more effort, just in case.  
 
    On went one of my new shirts, a bold number in navy with splashes of gold. I spent so much time checking whether it looked better tucked in or left out that I had to iron it again.  
 
    My short brown hair looked dull and uninspiring so I attempted to tease it into life with liberal scoops of hair gel. A generous spritz of aftershave found in a drawer completed my transformation and I admired the results in my bedroom mirror. The image thrown back at me was one of confidence and style, and I felt pretty damned good.  
 
    This feeling lasted almost two full minutes, until I bounded downstairs and into the kitchen. When Edward clapped eyes on me his eyebrows shot up into his hairline. He just stared at me, and for such a long time I felt an uncomfortable flush creeping up my neck and face. His normally serene blue eyes were sparkling as he slowly circled me, taking in every detail. 
 
    After completing a full rotation he grinned. “Is this a date?”  
 
    Whereas Edward could pull off a casual, unkempt look with his wavy hair, gold-flecked stubble and shabby clothing, I could not. His mockery irritated me all the more as his careless good looks rarely failed to catch the attention of most women, whilst I was invisible in his wake.  
 
    “Can we go?” I asked testily. 
 
    “Really, I feel positively underdressed.” He smirked. “Should I go and change?”  
 
    On the walk to the pub he kept giving me sideways glances, and made a point of not walking downwind of me as if my aftershave was too overpowering. I ignored this childish behaviour, even considering that for once he might be jealous.  After all, I hadn’t made any great effort before, now perhaps Edward had some competition.  
 
    Entering the bar of The Swan several people turned to watch us cross the room. I detected more raised eyebrows. Suddenly I felt self-conscious, and for the first time wondered if I might have gone a bit overboard.  
 
    Humphrey served us; I thought I detected a smirk as he pulled our pints. Ignoring the stares I quickly scanned the busy bar. There was no sign of Lucy, but it was still early and plenty of people would be sitting outside.  
 
    Then I spotted Beth chatting to Darren Walker, her Collie, Pip, snoozing at her feet. My heart sank. If Lucy had been out with anyone it would most likely have been Beth.  
 
    I wondered what Edward would make of seeing Beth out for a drink with Walker. He’d steadfastly managed to avoid the new vet. If seeing them together having a cosy drink soured his mood then the whole evening was likely to be a failure. The prudent thing was to steer my friend to a table in the beer garden, where we could at least make the most of the balmy August evening without the distraction of Beth with another man. 
 
    We’d barely stepped across the threshold though when Beth came hurrying after us. She grabbed me roughly by the arm, almost spilling my beer. I looked down at her in surprise and saw that she was not happy at all; in fact, she looked angry. 
 
    “I want a word with you!” she hissed, and began to jostle me round the corner of the pub. Edward neatly stepped aside as she bundled me past him, watching with interest but choosing to keep out of harm’s way. 
 
    “Beth, what’s up with you?” I asked, trying to hold on to my pint. She didn’t speak until we were almost at the gate leading to the car park. Edward followed us for a little way then halted, lurking near the corner of the building. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re playing at, Charlie?” Beth demanded, her furious face only inches from mine, a feat which I suspected entailed her being on her tiptoes. Beth was usually so easy going; it came as quite a shock to be confronted by this snarling version of her, the grey-blue eyes suddenly dangerous and stormy as they bore into mine. “I wouldn’t have expected this kind of behaviour from you. For God’s sake, she’s only been here a couple of weeks and you’re harassing the poor girl.”  
 
    “Hang on,” I interrupted. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. I’m talking about Lucy, of course.” She gave me a scathing look. “You can’t go following people around and scaring them like that.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Edward had risked creeping a few steps closer.  
 
    “Scaring? I haven’t scared Lucy...” I stopped, my mind racing. “Hang on, is this because of the other day in Westbridge?” Lucy must have seen my hulking figure running down the road, and after the episode with Jemima Hart and my underwear who could blame her for being a bit freaked out. “No, no, I was just trying to catch up to her to say hello, I didn’t mean to scare her,” I told Beth miserably. “To be honest, I didn’t think she’d even seen me.” 
 
    Beth backed off slightly, whether because she believed me or because her toes were giving out I wasn’t sure. “What about all those other times then, walking past her flat all the time?” She wasn’t raising her voice as much, but her eyes still flashed dangerously. 
 
    “I haven’t been walking past her flat all the time!” I insisted. This wasn’t strictly true, but I couldn’t admit it, not now I knew I’d been scaring the poor girl. “I mean, she lives on the High Street, I’m bound to pass that way, everyone does, don’t they?”  
 
    “Not in the middle of the night they don’t!” she said, raising her voice again, as well as an accusing finger. Edward took a hasty step backwards again. “And what’s with all those phone calls?”  
 
    “What! Hold on, Beth,” I halted her rant. “What the hell are you talking about? I haven’t passed by there in the middle of the night, or made any phone calls; I don’t even know her phone number.”  I’d been desperate to defend myself and not have Beth, or more importantly Lucy, think I was a stalking weirdo, but now I was concerned that someone really was harassing Lucy.  
 
    Beth looked less sure of herself and Edward once again crept closer. “It wasn’t you?” she asked, looking at me seriously. 
 
    “No Beth, I swear to you, of course not,” I told her emphatically. “But what’s been going on, are you saying there’s some kind of peeping Tom or prowler bothering Lucy?” My chivalrous side was kicking in now and I wanted a target to go after. 
 
    Beth looked from me to Edward as if trying to make up her mind. She sighed and seemed to deflate, then said, “The poor girl’s in a right state. Someone’s been hanging around outside when it gets dark, and her phone keeps going late at night. She said you followed her at the fete, then chased her in Westbridge, what was I supposed to think?” 
 
    “You could have just asked me,” I pointed out grumpily. 
 
    “I just did,” she insisted. 
 
    “Accused more like!”  
 
    Beth opened her mouth to say more but Edward was suddenly at her side. He’d stopped merely observing now that Beth had calmed down a bit and something mysterious had cropped up.  
 
    “I think I should speak to Lucy,” he said, with that familiar gleam of curiosity lighting up his eyes. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    In hindsight it was just as well that Lucy didn’t see me on Friday night. Notwithstanding she was under the illusion that I was some kind of creepy stalker, I also finally realised how ridiculous I looked. The liberally applied gel caused my hair to congeal into greasy clumps, nothing like the carefree, swept back style promised on the label. Then there was the aftershave, perhaps I put too much on, but it proved to be a cloying noxious gas which engulfed my senses and gave me a headache. Both products quickly found their way into the bin. I got up early on Saturday morning, desperate to jump in the shower and remove all traces of the night before. After fifteen minutes vigorous scrubbing and shampooing I was back to my old self again. I went over various scenarios in my head of how I could prove to Lucy that I was a normal, decent guy, and certainly no threat. My priority had to be to find out what was going on and, more importantly, who was responsible. I decided it was best to play it cool. At least Beth would have now assured Lucy that I wasn’t responsible for the night time lurking, or at least I sincerely hoped she had.  
 
    The entrance to Lucy’s flat was via a sturdy wooden door in the alley behind the shops. A doorbell was fixed to the frame and just above it a nameplate with ‘L Jamieson’ written in small, neat handwriting was tucked beneath a clear plastic cover. Edward pushed the button and we heard the faint ringing somewhere within. After a moment footsteps descended the stairway on the other side, then slowly, tentatively, the door was unlocked and opened a crack. Lucy’s face appeared in the gap. Even in the shadowy stairwell I could make out the dark circles beneath her deep blue eyes.  
 
    Edward said hello and my throat suddenly went very dry, but I tried to give her a reassuring smile. After a moment’s uncertainty she opened the door wider and invited us in. We followed her up the narrow stairway to a second door which led into the flat itself.  
 
    Inside it was surprisingly light and spacious; it was hard to believe we were above the village butcher’s shop. All the furniture looked new, and the pictures on the walls were full of contemporary designs, bold geometric shapes and blocks of vivid colour. A large, oval, smoked-glass coffee table was set between two dark leather sofas, and the pale carpet felt springy beneath my feet. Bob Jones had done a good job, creating a space both stylish and homely. Beth was already there, sitting demurely on one of the sofas, her legs crossed and holding a large mug of coffee in both hands. Lucy immediately sat down next to her, clearly grateful for Beth’s presence. Having seen Beth’s ferocious side the night before she couldn’t have chosen a better friend. We were left to sit on the other sofa opposite them, it felt oddly formal as we regarded each other across the coffee table.  
 
    Edward sat back, perfectly at ease, and got straight to the point. “Beth says you’ve seen someone hanging around at night. Where were they exactly?”  
 
    Lucy nervously picked up her own mug of coffee and glanced at Beth, who gave her a brief nod of encouragement.  
 
    “It was out the back. I saw someone from my bedroom window.”  
 
    Lucy’s flat had an open plan living room and kitchen; I could see the upper storeys of properties on the other side of the High Street through the front windows. The bedroom and bathroom would be located at the rear.  
 
    “Show me,” Edward got to his feet.  
 
    Lucy didn’t move for a second, just looked up at him in alarm. Beth put her hand on the other woman’s arm.  
 
    “It’s all right, Lucy, you can trust Edward,” she told her quietly but emphatically.  
 
    Lucy put down her mug and led the way. Edward gave Beth an inscrutable look for a moment before turning to follow Lucy. I wondered whether I should go too, and was just rising from my seat when Beth fixed me with a stern stare. I sat back down; it seemed I was still on probation with Beth Stanton. Edward and Lucy reappeared after a minute or two. He immediately went over to the windows at the front of the flat and looked out over the High Street. 
 
    “So the phone calls were always later, never at the same time as you saw someone out the back?” he asked Lucy, his back to us as he gazed through the window. 
 
    “Not at exactly the same time, no,” she confirmed, returning to her seat next to Beth. “But sometimes it was only a few minutes later when the phone would go.” 
 
    “And when did this start?” 
 
    “The first phone call was on Monday night. I’d just got into bed.” 
 
    Monday had been the day I’d spoken to Lucy and the poor girl had been subjected to Jemima Hart flaunting my underwear in her face. 
 
    “And when you answered it, no-one spoke?” Edward asked, turning to face us. 
 
    “No, they never said a word, but you could tell there was someone there, listening. I hoped it was just a wrong number or mistake. But it unnerved me a bit, then on Tuesday when I went to draw the bedroom curtains I saw someone hanging around out the back.” 
 
    “Can you describe them at all?”  
 
    “It was dark. I’m sure it was a man though, and quite big, tall you know.” She half glanced in my direction and I tried to make myself look small against the leather sofa, unsuccessfully.  
 
    “I peered out a couple of times and thought they were still there, but I couldn’t be absolutely sure, there were so many shadows. Then when I eventually went to bed the phone rang again, same thing as the night before.” 
 
    “And since then?” 
 
    “The phone’s rung every night. I was scared but didn’t want to unplug the phone in case I needed to call someone.” 
 
    Her meaning was clear, Lucy had been afraid she was in danger. I felt a righteous rage building in me and determined that, even if she never had any interest in me, I would not stand by idly and allow this young woman to be terrified in her own home. I would find the culprit and make them pay. Hadenville was supposed to be a friendly, sleepy little country village, it should have been the safest place in the world for someone like Lucy, but she was living in fear because of one sick individual. 
 
    “And the man out back, has he been there every night?” asked Edward, returning to the sofa. 
 
    “I can’t be sure. I thought I saw movement out there a couple of times, but either it’s been my imagination or he’s been more cautious the last couple of nights.”  
 
    Edward nodded thoughtfully and sat in silence for a few moments.  
 
    “Have you spoken to Joe? Constable Downing?” he finally asked.  
 
    This surprised and worried me. Edward preferred to solve mysteries himself rather than referring them to the police. The implication therefore was that Edward believed there might be real danger here. Lucy looked to Beth again, as if unsure how to respond. 
 
    “Not yet,” Beth was the one who answered, then she looked directly at me. 
 
    “Because you thought it was Charlie?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Beth admitted. 
 
    I was still appalled she’d suspected me, and didn’t know whether asking Lucy not to go to the police because she thought I was responsible was a mark of friendship or not. 
 
    “How could you think that, Beth?” I blurted out; my pride and credibility were taking more of a beating than I could bear. 
 
    “Oh come on, Charlie.” She banged her coffee mug down on to the glass table. “I saw you at the fete, you were watching her every move. And you admitted yourself you were chasing her in Westbridge.” 
 
    “Not chasing,” I insisted again, this time through gritted teeth. “Just trying to catch up to her.” I could feel my face reddening with an unpleasant mix of anger and embarrassment.  
 
    Beth looked like she was about to get fired up again but Edward intervened. “That’s enough.” His voice was quiet but firm, and beneath his disapproving gaze Beth and I both sat back in our seats, looking into our laps like naughty children. 
 
    “Lucy,” Edward addressed the anxious young woman. “I can promise you it isn’t Charlie who’s been hanging around late at night, or making those phone calls. I think you should report this to Joe Downing, just so he can keep an eye out. I’ll also do everything I can to find out who’s behind this.” 
 
    Lucy nodded gratefully, even managing the hint of a smile.  
 
    “I’ll take Lucy to see Joe,” Beth assured Edward, and he smiled at her in a way I rarely saw him do.  
 
    I was still quietly fuming when we left. I had hoped to turn my fortunes around with the visit, but instead I’d behaved like a petulant child thanks to Beth’s provocation and accusations. For the first time since I’d moved to the village I silently cursed Beth Stanton, not only for believing such terrible things of me, but for saying what she had in front of Lucy. 
 
    Edward and I walked across the green in silence. He must have guessed what was going through my mind, or at least read the scowling look on my face.  
 
    He stopped and put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Look at the bright side, Charlie.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked grumpily. 
 
    “This is the easiest of cases to solve!” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Whoever is watching Lucy, they’re not too bright. They watch until her bedroom light goes out, then they go round to the public phone box on the High Street and start making their phone calls. We just have to watch tonight and I’ll bet we’ll catch him in the act.” 
 
    “You really think it’ll be that easy?” I felt a faint glimmer of hope, apprehending the stalker in a brave and daring night time mission could vastly improve Lucy’s opinion of me. 
 
    “Of course. Piece of cake!” Edward beamed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
    Edward’s plan was simple. We would hide in the shadows and see who turned up to spy on Lucy. We decided to split up, enabling us to watch both the alley behind the shops and the phone box across the street. 
 
    Just after half past ten that night we left the cottage and made our way through the village. We’d dressed in dark clothing, Edward even sacrificing his favourite tan leather jacket for a navy fleece. It was important to get into our hiding positions without being seen if we were going to have any chance of catching this guy in the act.  
 
    I volunteered to take the alley, and then had to endure an emphatic nagging from Edward not to make a move until we were absolutely certain we had our man. He insisted we had to wait until they used the phone too, and not just jump on anyone who happened to stroll through the alleyway. After repeatedly assuring Edward that I wouldn’t take any action by myself, he went off to hide in the shadows near the doctor’s surgery, which gave him a clear view of the village phone box.  
 
    My hiding place was behind the bins at the back of the chip shop, where I hunkered down to keep watch, not a pleasant experience as the bins stank of several days refuse left out in the summer heat. It was difficult to measure time as I waited in the darkness, listening to the sound of my own breathing and staying alert for any unusual sights or sounds.  
 
    A fox drifted silently into view at one point, and paused only feet from where I crouched. When the debris from the overflowing bins failed to yield anything appealing it swiftly moved on, oblivious to my presence. My legs were beginning to cramp and I was getting cold despite the warmth of the season when I thought I spotted movement across the alley, little more than a shadow flitting across my field of vision.  
 
    I rubbed my legs and knees to warm them up and get some feeling back. I was tempted to spring into action then and there, if only to relieve the tedium, but kept still and watched. If someone was there they must have stopped further down. It was so dark I was beginning to find it difficult to make anything out in the alley. Straining my eyes, once or twice I thought I saw movement but couldn’t be sure; every shadow in the alley seemed to shift ominously. I closed my eyes briefly hoping to clear my vision and my head. I opened them again and a second later a light came on in the building overhead; Lucy’s bedroom.  
 
    At that moment a figure stepped forward at the other end of the alley. There was no mistaking it this time; there was a man there, standing in the shadows, his head tilted up to look at Lucy’s window. A surge of rage pulsed through me, but still I resisted the urge to act, at least not yet. I glanced up at the window to reassure myself that the curtains were shut and there was no sign of Lucy. All that was visible was a dim glimmer of light from behind the drawn curtains. Another light came on in a little window to the right of the first, which must be the bathroom. The blind had been pulled down and other than the merest glimpse of a shadow going by the window nothing could be seen. Her privacy was at least mostly intact, but it didn’t lessen the anger I felt towards the individual standing just yards from where I hid. Moments later the bathroom light went off, then soon after the bedroom light was extinguished and the alley was plunged into darkness once more.  
 
    Within seconds of the light going off I could make out the form of the man now heading in my direction. I kept silent, holding my breath as he passed by. He looked powerfully built, but not as big as me. I was sure with the element of surprise I could easily bring him down. Even with Edward’s warnings I might have tackled him there and then if my legs hadn’t been so numb from crouching for so long.  
 
    Once he’d passed I stood and coaxed some feeling back in to my limbs, quietly and carefully moving out of my hiding place. He went down the narrow path at the side of the shops which led back out on to the High Street. I followed, keeping close to the wall and trying not to make a sound. It seemed to take ages to get to the end of the pathway, but when I peeked out the figure ahead had only just crossed the road. Sure enough, his destination was the phone box.  
 
    As he stepped inside he disappeared from my line of vision. I knew Edward could see both the interior of the phone box and Lucy’s living room window from his vantage point. If her light came on then he would come out of hiding, and that would be the signal to make our move. Within seconds I saw Edward walking swiftly towards the phone box. I dashed across the road to join him.  
 
    By the time I got there Edward was already pulling open the phone box door.  
 
    “Hello, Barry,” he said.  
 
    There inside the phone box stood Barry Tibbs, the butcher’s assistant. He turned at the sound of Edward’s voice, dropping the handset in surprise which swung guiltily from its spiral cord. Barry’s small, dark eyes darted nervously from one to the other of us, and I could see the sheen of clammy sweat covering his pale, doughy face. There was a moment of tense silence as he stood there, frozen in shock. Then, to my horror, he pulled a meat cleaver from beneath his jacket.  
 
    The steel blade glinted dangerously and Barry’s normally placid features transformed into a mask of frenzied rage. I yelled something but can’t remember what. I tried to pull Edward backwards out of harms way, but Barry Tibbs lashed out frantically with the cleaver, his flailing movements full of desperation.  
 
    Edward instinctively raised his arms as the cleaver came slicing towards him. With Tibbs still half inside the phone box I couldn’t get to him and he was fighting like a cornered animal. I finally grabbed the back of Edward’s jacket and threw him to one side, out of Barry’s reach. That small window of opportunity was all Tibbs wanted. He bolted.   
 
    I didn’t think, didn’t hesitate. I took off after him, ignoring Edward’s voice trying to call me back. 
 
    Tibbs didn’t have much of a head start, and on a level playing field I know I could have caught him easily, but he disappeared back between the shops and then into the churchyard. I hurtled after him, dashing headlong into the silent and shadowy cemetery, the blood surging through my veins, fuelled by outrage and the desire for vengeance. My towering fury found no outlet as my enemy had vanished into the darkness. The churchyard was vast, full of trees, as well as countless headstones and watchful statues. Even in daylight someone could easily have eluded capture in such a place, and in the depths of night every shadow threw me into confusion as I prowled around, my frustration increasing as the minutes ticked by and I came up empty handed. Eventually I conceded defeat and made my way back to the High Street. 
 
    A small group of people had gathered around Edward, who was leaning against the phone box, white as a sheet and cradling his right arm. I could see the sleeve of his fleece was dark and tacky with blood. Derek Johnson was there, he lived nearby and had come out to see what all the commotion was about. Lucy had also bravely ventured outside. She was wrapped in a thick woollen cardigan and looked almost as pale as Edward. The other person there was Constable Downing, who was trying to take statements but seemed half asleep and had obviously dressed hastily. Everyone was talking at once, with Joe trying to calm things down so he could figure out what had happened. Edward looked up anxiously as I approached. I thought I saw relief and realised how reckless I’d been to chase a man wielding a cleaver. 
 
    “I lost him,” I said bitterly, my failure eating away at me, especially in Lucy’s presence. “How’s your arm?” 
 
    “He’s bleeding, he needs to see a doctor,” Lucy said, concern etched into her face. The selfish thought crept into my head; if I’d been injured I might have made it into Lucy’s good books on the sympathy vote. I quickly quashed the thought, annoyed for thinking such a thing. 
 
    Joe had a brief look at Edward’s arm. He couldn’t see much through his jacket but there was a lot of blood. 
 
    “Let’s get Dr. Granger to have a look, but I’d say you’re going to need stitches,” Joe said. “I’ll finish getting statements later. Right now I need to find Barry Tibbs.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” I volunteered straight away. 
 
    “This is a police matter, Charlie,” Joe said grimly. 
 
    “Joe, you can’t tackle him on your own,” Edward gravely advised the Constable. “He’s not in his right mind.” He indicated his arm to emphasise his point.  
 
    I knew Joe wasn’t lacking in bravery, but nobody would want to apprehend a mad man with a meat cleaver on their own. “All right,” he conceded.  
 
    “I’ll come too,” said Derek, his face set with determination. 
 
    Lucy helped Edward and the two of them made their way to Dr. Granger’s home. I watched as they walked away, Edward still gingerly holding his injured arm, with Lucy by his side looking small and vulnerable. Barry Tibbs had a lot to answer for, he was responsible for hurting two of my favourite people, and he wasn’t going to get away with it.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
    Joe decided our first port of call would be the home Tibbs shared with his mother on Coppice Lane. I could understand why Joe would choose to start there rather than roaming around blindly hoping to stumble across the guy, but thought it unlikely we’d find Tibbs at home. I was wrong.  
 
    We’d just emerged from the park onto the lane when an elderly woman in a dressing gown and slippers came flying across the road towards us.  
 
    Joe intercepted her. “Mrs Tibbs, are you all right.”  
 
    “Oh Joe, it’s my boy, I don’t know what’s got into him. He’s smashing the place up.” Tears streamed down her face and she clung to Joe’s arm. “He’s always been such a good boy, but now, he said such terrible, terrible things to me!”  
 
    Joe gently extracted himself from her grasp. “Leave it to me, Elsie. I’ll go and talk to him.”  
 
    Faces were peering out of nearby windows, other residents curious as to what was going on. The only person who came out into the street though was Edith Turner, Jane Harris’ friend and the housekeeper at Woodford Hall. I realised Edith lived in the cottage next door to Tibbs and must have heard the commotion before any of the other neighbours. She took possession of the sobbing Mrs Tibbs whilst Joe, Derek, and I approached the cottage. 
 
    “Someone should probably go round the back in case he tries to make a dash for it that way,” Joe said, looking as if he hated to suggest it. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I offered. Barry Tibbs held no fear for me, seeing the man’s own poor mother so distraught only added fuel to my fire. He had to be stopped before he caused any more harm. 
 
    I quietly unlatched the side gate and made my way round to the small garden. I heard Joe calling out and banging on the front door. As soon as I emerged into the yard I spotted Tibbs. He was bent over a barrel shaped object at the bottom of the garden. I could see no sign of his earlier weapon but crept along cautiously. Stealth doesn’t come naturally to me, but Tibbs was so preoccupied he didn’t even notice my approach. Once I was close enough I launched myself at Barry Tibbs with a savage howl.  
 
    I caught him completely off guard and dragged him heavily to the ground. I tried to pin him down but he flailed wildly, kicking out frantically and making it impossible for me to maintain my grip. In desperation I threw my full weight on top of him, and for a moment thought I had him. Barry squirmed beneath me but I bore down on him, feeling his hot breath on my face as he grunted with the effort to escape. Then somehow he twisted and suddenly I was pitched away from him and rolled aside.  
 
    With alarming speed he was up on his feet, and before I could get off the ground he’d delivered a swift, painful kick to my abdomen, leaving me winded and powerless. The noise of our fight brought Joe and Derek running; too late however, as Barry leapt over the back fence and went haring off into the darkness beyond. 
 
    Once I was able to coax some breath back into my body I staggered to my feet, massaging my sore ribs and smarting from the pain and frustration. Tibbs seemed to thwart me at every turn. Under other circumstances his resourcefulness and speed might have been impressive, but I was now well and truly fed up with the man.  
 
    I was all for jumping the fence and taking off after him but Joe held me back. “Charlie, I appreciate your help, but I’m bringing in some colleagues from Westbridge to help with the search. Besides, chances are we won’t find him until morning.”  
 
    Joe turned his attention to the barrel that Tibbs had been so engrossed with when I’d found him. It was a rusted old drum, blackened and ash filled and evidently used as an incinerator. Some torn newspapers had been hastily thrown inside and there was a discarded box of matches lying on the ground. Barry had been trying to light a fire; he’d been very keen to burn something.  
 
    A cursory search of the area soon revealed what he’d been intending to destroy. Joe found a carrier bag filled with photographs, and they were all of Lucy. A small handful had obviously been taken professionally at the village fete. I recalled Bob’s teasing as he’d described Barry’s perfectionism, how he had kept re-taking the pictures until he was satisfied. He’d made several attempts with Lucy and had kept them all. More worrying though were the rest of the photos in the bag.  
 
    These had been taken using an instant camera, and definitely hadn’t been with Lucy’s consent. Some were from afar, pictures of her walking down the street or chatting to someone at the shops, others were much closer, and a few blurry shots looked like attempts by Barry to take pictures of her through the windows of her flat.  
 
    Joe bundled the pictures back inside the bag to take away as evidence. Then the constable regarded me solemnly for a moment, perhaps he saw the cold hatred I was feeling for Barry Tibbs, or the frustration at his escape.   
 
    Joe patted me chummily on the shoulder. “Get yourself off home, Charlie. Go and see how Edward’s doing. We’ll find Barry, you can be sure of that.” 
 
    I knew there was little chance of finding Barry under the cover of night, so I reluctantly and wearily made my way back towards Willow Cottage. A police car pulled into the village just as I was heading home; at least the reinforcements hadn’t wasted any time getting there. I took the shortcut across the park and soon approached the back of the shops; the site of my earlier surveillance. Suddenly I spotted a small form moving swiftly along the alley. It was Lucy.  
 
    She glanced around nervously as she unlocked the door to her flat and quickly disappeared inside. I knew I risked being caught, and possibly once again accused of snooping, but for my own peace of mind I had to search the alley and make certain Barry hadn’t returned. It would have been reckless for the man to go back there, but anyone who’d behaved as Barry had wasn’t thinking rationally, and I was taking no chances where Lucy’s safety was concerned.  
 
    I stuck to the shadows as I searched, not wanting to alarm Lucy if she should look out of a window, and was careful not to make any sounds that might scare her. The alley was empty, but Barry Tibbs was still out there somewhere. The thought of those photographs and the memory of his silhouette staring at Lucy’s window sickened me. I wouldn’t be able to rest at home, and I knew I couldn’t find Barry by scouring the countryside in the dead of night. So, I did the only thing I could. I sat on the door step to Lucy’s flat. No-one was getting in, not past me.  
 
    If I could do nothing more I could at least stand, or rather sit, guard for the rest of the night. I made myself as comfortable as possible on the hard stone step, wrapping my arms around my body for warmth and leaning against the wooden doorframe. I had no idea of the time but it must have been well past midnight. The village was silent beneath an inky sky glinting with distant starlight. I intended vigilance, scanning the area for any sign of movement, my ears alert for the slightest noise. However tiredness pulled me down and even on the cold stone step my eyelids drooped and before long I was sound asleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    I woke abruptly when the door I was leaning against sprang open and I tumbled backwards, banging my head and crying out in surprise. I tried to get my bearings as I fumbled to right myself, quickly remembering my doorstep vigil. The sun had risen and I could hear bird song somewhere in the distance. Lucy stood on the threshold looking down at me.  
 
    She was wearing a light cotton dressing gown with her hair pulled back off her face. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, which seemed to accentuate the deep blue of her eyes. To my surprise she didn’t look perturbed or frightened at finding me there, instead she smiled. 
 
    “Have you been there all night?” she asked, but softly, kindly even.  
 
    I struggled to get to my feet, and divest myself of a slug that was clinging to my trouser leg. Eventually I was upright, wiping slime off one hand and trying to flatten my hair with the other. 
 
    “Tibbs,” I babbled at her. “In case he came back.” I looked over my shoulder as if expecting him to appear, and wondered if I’d made any sense at all.  
 
    Apparently I had as she said, “Constable Downing just phoned. Barry Tibbs turned himself during the early hours.”  
 
    “Oh!” was all I could think to say. 
 
    “Come inside, Charlie,” she said, and smiled again. “You look like you could do with a cup of tea.” 
 
    Edward’s cut had been quite deep. Ironically if he’d been wearing his usual leather jacket it might have offered a bit more protection, but the lightweight fleece he’d opted for because of its dark colour had been pretty thin. He needed several stitches and had spent a few hours at the hospital. He was still up when I got home that morning, and although I was dirty and exhausted he refused to let me do anything until I’d filled him in on all that had happened since I’d left him at the phone box the night before.  
 
    In truth I didn’t mind. The hour I’d spent with Lucy had lifted my spirits marvellously. I launched enthusiastically into my tale, possibly exaggerating in places, and certainly embellishing the details of the fight with Tibbs to thrilling proportions, rather than the clumsy scuffle it had actually been. I even tried to make my vigil outside Lucy’s flat sound heroic, standing to attention on the look out for danger, rather than admitting I’d nodded off on the doorstep. Edward didn’t interrupt, but he did look disappointed when I told him that Tibbs had handed himself in to Joe. 
 
    “How do you know he handed himself in?” He wanted to know. I felt a momentary reluctance to tell Edward about my morning chat with Lucy, a small, greedy piece of me wanted to keep it private and just between Lucy and me. I gave him only a brief summary of my conversation with her, but left out the parts he didn’t need to know.  
 
    After inviting me in, Lucy and I had sat side by side in her living room sipping fragrant tea, with the early morning sun glinting off the windows across the street. Her earlier apprehension had evaporated. Not only did she seem more comfortable with me, she actually seemed glad of my company. As she topped up my tea she asked about my job and my family, her inquisitiveness natural and sincere. The two of us chatted quietly for a while, and I soon forgot about the cold, uncomfortable night I’d spent outside. A delicious warmth infused me as I took the first tentative steps getting to know Lucy Jamieson. I trod carefully, not wanting to stamp on my progress with prying questions or bumbling over-enthusiasm. Lucy’s personal space had taken enough knocks and I never wanted her to look at me fearfully again.  
 
    I needn’t have worried though, for my entire visit she was relaxed and charming, still wrapped in her homely dressing gown without a hint of self-consciousness. I felt humbled by her trust, and found her more beautiful than ever, free of make-up in the morning light, and drawing me in with her captivating indigo eyes. She didn’t seem to mind my bedraggled appearance, and even braved a kiss on my cheek when I left, stretching up on her tiptoes to reach, and slipping a small piece of paper into my hand. I didn’t dare look at it until I was halfway home.  
 
    She’d given me her phone number. 
 
    

  

 
   
    MUSEUM SECRETS 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
    Since that crazy August night chasing the cleaver-wielding Barry Tibbs my circumstances had improved considerably. Meeting Lucy Jamieson had infused my life with new meaning, and given me a sense of purpose I hadn’t known before. The world around me was more harmonious and my senses pulsed and swirled. The sultry heat of August gave way to a cool, gusty autumn. At times the weather didn’t seem to know what to do; you never knew if you’d be subjected to torrents of cold rain or a bright disc of autumnal sun. The trees exploded into colour, deep reds, vivid yellows and every shade in between, a fleeting vibrancy against the backdrop of pale skies before the withering leaves yielded to the lure of the hard ground below.  
 
    Lucy and I took long, lingering walks, our feet rustling amongst the carpet of crisp fallen leaves, our cheeks glowing in the biting wind. After a few tentative dates we eased into our relationship. Lucy was level-headed and practical, with a cheeky sense of humour and compassionate nature. Her young pupils at the village primary school adored their new Miss Jamieson, and she was soon taken to the hearts of many of Hadenville’s inhabitants, folded into our exclusive little community with far more enthusiasm than I’d experienced. I felt a swell of pride at Lucy’s easy popularity, but had to temper a selfish desire to keep her all to myself. This was especially true in the case of Beth Stanton, as the two of them had quickly become fast friends.  
 
    Since Darren Walker also valued Beth’s friendship, I increasingly found myself part of a cosy little foursome. This caused sharp pangs of guilt that I was betraying Edward, who was spending more and more time alone since my relationship with Lucy had blossomed. I couldn’t be entirely sure if there was anything going on between Beth and the other vet, but somehow I doubted it. On the surface at least they seemed merely platonic. Darren was a good looking guy who attracted a lot of female attention around Hadenville; it’s probably fair to say he could have had his pick of the single ladies. However he didn’t show any interest in pursuing any of these possibilities, instead preferring to hang out with Beth. I could only conclude that he was persevering but finding Beth a tough nut to crack. 
 
    With a half-term break to look forward to in late October I anticipated spending some quality time with Lucy. I began formulating ideas of places to visit and things to do, happy to immerse myself in the kind of pastimes that couples are inevitably drawn to. These plans were quashed when her grandmother became ill, and Lucy could do nothing other than rush back to her family. Though I would miss Lucy there was no point brooding over the situation, and I consoled myself with the thought that at least I would be able to make some amends to my neglected friend, Edward. It’s a credit to his nature that despite being shuffled down my list of priorities he never objected or resented the time I spent with Lucy. Edward was as content to drift along solo as he was to have me in tow. The way he saw the world was more encompassing than most, scanning the vista of his life to see if any bright flags of interest caught his attention, rather than being preoccupied with whatever or whoever happened to be right in front of him at the time.  
 
    **** 
 
    Saturday evening we were sitting in the snug living room in Willow Cottage, the room lit by a small reading lamp and the flickering fire in the hearth. Of late Edward had again been dipping into his shoebox of treasures which linked him with his late father, re-reading articles and pouring over the little brown notebook almost obsessively. This fixation of his couldn’t be healthy, continually delving into the past, and I worried he was sinking too far from reality.  
 
    With a week off work I racked my brains for some way to engage him in the here and now. It was the grotesque, horned, wooden mask mocking me from the mantelpiece that gave me the idea. After all, Edward had expressed an interest in visiting the museum in Westbridge. Granted his interest predominantly lay in researching the original mask and its possible link to his father’s investigation, but that aside it seemed as good a way as any of capturing his attention. Since the shoebox hadn’t made an appearance for a few hours I threw out the museum suggestion. Edward jumped at the idea; in fact he seemed delighted at the prospect and immediately rushed off to find the museum guide book he’d ordered months before.  
 
    Once he’d located it he settled himself down in his favourite armchair with a cup of tea and a packet of biscuits and began slowly turning the pages, examining each picture and avidly reading the descriptions. He was several pages in when he froze, the tea halfway to his mouth suddenly forgotten and his wide blue eyes glued to the page. For the count of a couple of heartbeats he was a study in complete stillness, then, very slowly, he returned his tea to the table, carefully placing the cup down before sitting bolt upright. Now fevered activity replaced the immobility of a moment before. He frantically flipped back and forth through the book, attacking the pages, his expression wild as he tore his way through the guide book. 
 
    “Um, Edward?” 
 
    He stopped, looked up, and stared at me for a second or two. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but instead dropped the book onto the coffee table and flew out of the room. I heard him thudding up the narrow staircase, then heard footsteps overhead as he rushed into his bedroom. After a few moments he came bounding back down the stairs. Not bothering with such trivialities as furniture he plonked himself right on the floor next to the coffee table like an eager child, cross-legged and fully absorbed with what he was doing.  
 
    He had in his hand the small brown notebook that had belonged to his father, the very thing from which I’d hoped to distract him. What had a journalist’s notebook full of unreadable shorthand got to do with the local museum guide book? Edward flicked through the notebook quickly until he found the page he wanted; I noticed he still treated it with great care, unlike the guide book that he’d ravaged.  
 
    I leaned over to see what had piqued his interest. The page he was examining was the one with the list of numbers. “What are you doing?”  
 
    Edward looked up at me with a shining, triumphant expression. “Look, they’re the same.” I joined him on the floor, the two of us sitting side by side on the carpet poring over the little book. He pointed to the numbers in the notebook and then to some small numbers beneath each of the item descriptions in the museum book. Each artefact had a number, which was referred to as an accession number, and which was configured in the same way as the numbers in the notebook, two digits, then four digits, then the final numbers, which varied between two and four digits. I could see why Edward was so interested, it was quite a coincidence that they were noted down in exactly the same way, each number separated by a full stop.  
 
    We spent most of Saturday evening meticulously going through the museum guide book, I would call out each item’s accession number and Edward would attempt to cross reference it against his father’s notebook. Frustratingly none of the numbers matched. Although several shared the same first digits, and a few had the same second digits, none were exactly the same. Edward noted that the final sequence of numbers in the catalogue entries were always different, and deduced that these were specific itemising numbers for each individual artefact. Edward’s excitement waned a little when we failed to find exact matches, but he was now convinced that he finally knew what the numbers in his father’s book referred to. 
 
    “But why would he note down item numbers for museum pieces?” I asked, partly fired by Edward’s enthusiasm but as always listening to the sceptical voice in my head. 
 
    “Don’t you remember his article about the Carrington theft?” Edward prompted me, his bright eyes reflecting the firelight. “Maybe these were other leads he was following, other potential targets, or perhaps even stolen items.” 
 
    “You’re just guessing, they could be anything. What do you intend to do?” 
 
    Edward smiled. “Take your advice of course, and pay a visit to Westbridge Museum. After all, these are museum allocated references, maybe we can track these items down.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
 
    Monday morning we headed out into a beautiful autumnal day, the sun warmed our faces and a lively breeze whipped up a flurry of crisp leaves around our feet. We sauntered along enjoying the tranquillity of the morning as the gentle hum of life got underway in the village. Halfway along the High Street the calm air was pierced by a loud voice. Beth Stanton was waving enthusiastically from an upper window in her parents’ house.  
 
    “WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”  
 
    The tidy net curtains of nearby houses twitched indignantly at the disturbance. Edward stood on the pavement with his hands in his pockets, staring up at Beth as though she was an interesting specimen to observe, his expression politely curious and slightly entertained.  
 
    “MUSEUM,” I yelled back. Her mother’s disapproving face appeared at a window below, then vanished just a swiftly. The next moment Beth’s attention was distracted by something inside and her head disappeared from sight. Edward and I looked at each other and smiled, then continued on our leisurely way towards the small railway station. Before we reached our destination we were distracted again, this time by the sound of speedily pounding footsteps approaching from behind. It was Beth. She barrelled into us, giggling, out of breath, and pink in the face.  
 
    “I’m coming too,” she announced. To my surprise Edward smiled at her and stuck out his elbow for her to take. I fleetingly wondered whether I should make some excuse and leave the two of them alone, but Beth immediately began chatting to me about her latest veterinary exploits. Beth was passionate and enthusiastic about her job, but I had a sneaking suspicion that these comprehensive narratives were done for effect, and she enjoyed making me squirm with her overly detailed descriptions of some pretty disgusting things.  
 
    At the station she flitted from Edward’s side and into the ticket office, calling over her shoulder ‘I’ll get these’ as the door clanged shut behind her. Edward took it all in his stride, too used to Beth to try to restrain her nature, and too laid back to concern himself with the social niceties of who should pay for what. He stood patiently on the platform looking towards the hills.  
 
    I watched Beth as she bought our tickets, chatting away to Walter Bayliss. The old Station Master was smiling and looked equally chatty. Under normal circumstances this wouldn’t be surprising, Beth was charming and engaging and everyone liked her, but in all my experiences with Walter he’d been so tense and grouchy I couldn’t believe the difference in him. I pondered this as I waited on the breezy platform, perhaps Beth was the exception who could charm the grumpy old git and break through his armour of cantankerousness, or could it be that somehow, for some reason, he just had a problem with me? I searched back through my earliest memories of moving to Hadenville, digging around for any transgression that may have occurred; nothing sprang to mind. I made a mental note to observe how Walter was with others when I got the chance, and perhaps ask Beth what she thought of him. 
 
    **** 
 
    The museum was in the heart of Westbridge, an old building overlooking a spacious town square, reached by climbing broad stone steps. We passed an enormous fountain, solitary, gurgling and splashing to itself, but on rare hot days it would become a magnet for noisy crowds. The autumn sunshine accentuated the beauty of the architecture of the building looming before us. The façade stood out brightly amongst the grubbier, lesser buildings surrounding it. The stonework was the colour of pale honey, stately columns paraded proudly either side of the entrance, and an impressive clock tower rose up on one side as if reaching for the heavens.  
 
    We stepped through the grand entrance, leaving behind the blustery autumnal day, swapping it for the cool, quiet interior of the museum. It was a large building spread over two floors, with vast wings shooting off from the central structure. The rooms were all high-ceilinged, some with majestic domes, some intricately decorated, there was even a long room with a glass roof letting golden shafts of daylight spike down into the room. The museum was filled with beautiful objects, artefacts and art from all over the world and spanning millennia. The three of us spent a couple of hours wandering amongst the exhibits, enjoying the ambience, the hush of the place soothing, lost in past glories and forgotten histories. The peace was occasionally punctured by a running child or noisy teenager, usually quickly subdued by anxious parents.  
 
    Edward had told Beth of his discovery and shown her the old notebook that had belonged to his father. He even allowed her to handle it without a second’s hesitation, though he guarded it jealously from everyone else. Beth was intrigued by the mysterious numbers and felt it made the whole outing even more of an adventure. She and Edward were never more than a couple of feet apart as they ambled from exhibit to exhibit, finding something exciting or interesting in each ancient object, putting their heads close together to check the numbers in the little book against the displays. I also had a copy of the numbers and as the morning wore on we checked everything, hoping for a match as we wandered amongst the exhibits.  
 
    We stopped by the museum café for a brief lunch of deep-filled sandwiches and strong coffee. We hadn’t found a single match despite our thoroughness. Edward was distractedly stirring sugar into his cup, and once again the shadow of disappointment had descended. Beth watched him with concern then she came up with a suggestion.  
 
    “You know, they must have a central log of all their exhibits somewhere,” she pointed out, and was rewarded by the hopeful gleam that came into his blue eyes. “Each item is clearly catalogued, and probably in some sort of order, so if we could look at their register it would be easy to check if those numbers are anywhere in the museum’s files.”  
 
    Edward beamed at her. “That’s a brilliant idea, Beth.” He gazed at her for a moment as if she was the most beautiful thing in the world. Then his brow furrowed slightly again. “But I wonder if they’ll let us look at their files?”  
 
    **** 
 
    The young man sitting behind the reception desk frowned suspiciously at our request. He swiftly distanced himself from any responsibility or decision making by telephoning his boss. Several minutes later we were approached by an elderly gentleman. He was impeccably dressed in a dark suit, the point of a perfectly folded handkerchief poked out of his breast pocket, and a spotted bow tie completed the look. He introduced himself as Stanley Villiers. Edward wasted no time asking if we’d be able to look through the museum files and produced his list of accession numbers. Mr Villiers listened patiently, his head slightly cocked to one side like a curious bird.  
 
    He cleared his throat before speaking, “But may I ask, young man, why you wish to look at the archive files?” Villiers fixed Edward with a piercing look, and I began to suspect our request may be rejected. If Edward launched into a monologue about the mask and his late father’s notes we’d be refused access, and possibly thrown out.  
 
    Beth must have been thinking along the same lines. She pushed forward, shoving Edward out of the way and thrusting out her hand to shake the curator’s hand vigorously.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr Villiers. My name’s Beth Stanton. It’s so good of you to spare us your time like this.” She beamed at him with her most disarming smile, and the old man happily switched his attention to her. 
 
    “My pleasure, I hope you’re enjoying your visit to the museum?” 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s fantastic.” 
 
    “However, I cannot allow access to the private areas of this establishment without good cause,” he told her kindly but firmly, not swayed by Beth’s charms. 
 
    “Well of course not,” she agreed wholeheartedly. Behind her Edward was frowning and trying to manoeuvre himself back into the conversation, unsuccessfully.  
 
    “It’s just that Edward and Charlie here are both teachers, at the Oakfield School, perhaps you know it?” Villiers gave the merest nod; Beth was already talking again. “They’re considering a joint project; you know to give the students a greater understanding of what goes in to running and organising a great institution such as your museum.” 
 
    I was both impressed and shocked by Beth’s ability to lie so smoothly and easily.  
 
    “I see,” he said, but still didn’t look convinced. He was now eyeing the notebook in Edward’s hand with great interest. “And those codes you have?” Villiers was sharp. Even if he’d believed Beth’s concocted story he could see our aim was more specific. 
 
    Edward opened his mouth to answer but again Beth beat him to it. “Just a bit of fun really, you know kids, you have to keep them interested. So we just picked a few items.” She gestured vaguely at the list in Edward’s hand. “Totally at random of course, you know so they could track their progress, such as exhibitions they’ve appeared in and the like. We’re sure some of these were exhibited here in our own local Westbridge museum.” She smiled again at Villiers, who seemed to be wavering. “Seemed a fun way to introduce them to all this wonderful culture,” she went on, seeing he needed a little more to persuade him. “I’m sure it will make their visits here all the more rewarding.” That clinched it, the idea of numerous lucrative school trips gracing his establishment lit up his eyes and brought a wide smile to his face. 
 
    Through Beth’s dubious tactics we were granted access, though under supervision. Mr Villiers made arrangements for his second in command, the Assistant Curator, to accompany us. The Assistant Curator was a tall, middle-aged woman called Trudy Birchfield. Her thin frame was clad in a well-cut, but conservative, trouser suit. Her short hair was a mass of dark curls, just beginning to show through with grey. She met us in the foyer by the museum entrance and we followed her through an innocuous door behind the reception area.  
 
    This led down a narrow flight of stairs to a maze of long corridors crisscrossing the sub-level below the museum. It was a very different world from the splendour above. Mrs Birchfield’s low court heels clipped efficiently against the stone tile floor as we followed her through the underbelly of the museum, along cluttered, dimly lit hallways and past many doors, all closed on silent rooms. Beth had linked her arm with Edward’s and seemed to find the place even more fascinating than the grandeur and fine art we’d left above us.   
 
    “Mr Villiers tells me you teach at the Oakfield school,” Mrs Birchfield addressed me as we walked.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I teach English, and Edward teaches Art.”  
 
    She nodded as if she wholeheartedly approved of our chosen subjects. “You’re not a teacher then?” she asked Beth, peering round at her through her thick-rimmed spectacles.  
 
    “No, I’m a vet,” Beth told her proudly. Mrs Birchfield nodded politely but seeing no profit in this seemed to lose interest. “Of course, my father wanted me to follow him and study law, but that wasn’t for me,” Beth continued, oblivious to the other woman’s indifference. Sometimes with Beth a polite enquiry could open the floodgates. I wondered if we were about to get a rundown of her career trajectory to date.  
 
    “Your father’s a lawyer?” asked our escort politely, though she looked less interested than ever. 
 
    “He’s a judge,” Beth told her. “I mean, he’s very good at what he does, but I couldn’t be cooped up in a job like that. At least working with animals I get to be out and about a lot of the time.” Beth jabbered on for a minute or two about her work on some of the local farms, but thankfully we reached our destination before she had warmed to her subject too much.  
 
    After negotiating the labyrinth of hallways we arrived at a small, cramped office which led through to the archive room. Mrs Birchfield insisted that all three of us sign the large, yellowing visitors book in the office, before leading us through to a musty old room full of rows and rows of cabinets and a few empty display cases.  
 
    She explained that the filing system wasn’t always entirely predictable and offered to help us search. Edward even showed her his father’s precious notebook, so keen was he to find something, anything, which would make sense of it all. Mrs Birchfield spent some time carefully mulling over the numbers. Once she’d thoroughly absorbed what was written down she looked up at us with a professional smile. 
 
    “Yes, this shouldn’t take too long,” she told us. “Mind you, these are from a while ago, and they’re mostly from different years so we might need to sift through a couple of the catalogue registers.” She rummaged around for a while then produced two large books.  
 
    In the space of just over an hour we managed to locate all nine of the items which corresponded with the numbers in the notebook. It was an eclectic assortment, and the only thing they seemed to have in common was that none of them were permanent exhibits, all had been loaned to the museum at some point from private collections.  
 
    We carefully noted down all the details, descriptions, owners, and when they were on loan to the museum. Edward was delighted when he discovered one of the pieces matched the description of the replica mask adorning our mantelpiece. Then he almost fell off his chair with excitement when another piece was recorded as belonging to none other than Earnest Carrington, and not just any piece. From the description it could only be the very item that had been stolen all those years ago, the jade figurine, and the crime that Thomas had found so interesting. It seemed he was right, there was a link between the list of artefacts and the Carrington theft. My efforts to distract Edward with a trip to the museum had actually had the very opposite effect. By the time we left the museum Edward had adopted a determined air that gave me a familiar sinking feeling. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
 
    Edward was riding high on this latest discovery, and was more convinced than ever that his father had been right to suspect that the Carrington theft was part of a bigger picture. His next goal was to track down the rest of the items on his list. The following day we spent a wet afternoon at the library, trawling through newspaper articles on the microfiche machines. After a couple of hours my vision was swimming and my head had begun to throb. Edward’s attention never wavered; he barely seemed to blink, just systematically scanned page after page without pause. When he had his first breakthrough he nearly scared half a dozen nearby customers out of their wits with a whoop of triumph. A stocky, bald man browsing at the corner of the aisle gave us a look of strong disapproval, and the librarian craned ominously over his desk to see what all the fuss was about. Thankfully Edward’s explanation to me of what he’d found was in a low whisper. The article referred to a Ming vase that had been on his father’s list; it had also been stolen eighteen years ago.  
 
    A tedious afternoon sitting on hard chairs in the quiet library paid off. I found two further newspaper articles relating to thefts of items from the list. Edward found another three, including one about his precious mask, again all had been stolen. That brought the total up to seven out of the nine on the list. It looked like Edward’s father had been on to something after all. All the items we’d tracked down had been stolen, never to be seen again, and each had been exhibited at Westbridge museum only months before the theft.  
 
    As evening descended we made our way back to the station through a cold wall of rain. Edward had printouts of each article carefully wrapped up in a carrier bag and tucked beneath his jacket to keep them dry. I was exhausted and thick-headed from being cooped up all afternoon. Edward still had a spring in his step, and was wildly theorising about who could be behind the crimes. He became convinced the thief must have been linked to the museum.  
 
    At the station we waited for our train, sheltering beneath a long canopy. I was soaked and shivering, I found myself envying a better prepared man across the platform holding a large, black umbrella. The man glanced our way at one point and I thought he looked familiar; it was a few moments before I could place him. It was the same stocky man I’d seen frowning at us in the library.  
 
    **** 
 
    Edward poured over these new discoveries all evening, reading and re-reading each article, and making detailed notes about each of the thefts; dates, times, places, and anything else he thought might be important. After a while he fixated on one theft in particular, that of a small Chinese vase with a coiled dragon around the base dating from the Ming Dynasty.  
 
    “What’s so special about that one?” I asked when I noticed he kept going back to it, like an itch he couldn’t quite scratch. 
 
    “Couple of things really,” he said. “First of all, this vase was stolen less than two weeks after it had been exhibited at the Westbridge museum.” 
 
    “So, doesn’t that fit with your theory that the museum is linked to the thefts? After all, each piece was stolen after being exhibited there.” 
 
    “Yes, but all the others were stolen between six and ten weeks after they’d been on show at the museum, this one seems very soon after, almost as if someone didn’t care if it raised suspicions.” 
 
    “You said a couple of things, what’s the second thing?” 
 
    He picked up the print out of the article again and glanced at it, though by now he must have known the contents off by heart. “The alarm was activated.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, in every other instance it says that the thief, or thieves, managed to get in and out without setting off any of the alarm systems, and these are all wealthy residences with some pretty sophisticated security.” 
 
    “Maybe they just couldn’t deactivate that particular alarm for some reason.” It seemed such a minor difference, the key facts remained the same, the piece had been shown at the museum and stolen a short time after. 
 
    “There is one other thing,” Edward held up the now familiar little brown notebook, once more turning to the page with the accession numbers. He pointed to one of the numbers, the one with the letters next to it. “This is the accession code for the Ming vase, and it’s the only one with letters next to it, ‘B’ and ‘M’, which are also on this.” He held up the piece of paper that had been tucked inside the notebook, and which he believed might be a map.  
 
    The rightful owner of the Ming vase had lived locally, in nearby Fletwick, a village just a few miles north of Hadenville, so this was too good an opportunity to pass up. The man’s name was Joshua Oakenshaw. Given he was a local and wealthy, Edward’s natural starting point to track him down was his aunt Alice, the font of all village knowledge and the empress of gossip. The old lady didn’t disappoint. She remembered Joshua Oakenshaw had lived in a large manor house on the outskirts of Fletwick, a man of wealth, education, and fine taste according to Alice. She was able to tell us the location of the house, but admitted it was many years since she’d spoken to old Joshua. She didn’t know if he’d still be there, or even if he was still alive. 
 
    **** 
 
    The road to Fletwick was short but challenging. The rain had let up overnight but had left its soggy fingerprints across the landscape. I carefully negotiated tricky puddles left over from the downpour as we snaked through country lanes. The route between the two villages was lightly travelled, the region sparsely populated, and we saw more livestock than people. The only other car I saw was at a distance in my rear view mirror, the driver even more cautious than me, as they never gained ground on us despite my tentative pace. At one point I wondered if we were being followed, then sharply reminded myself we were just two teachers driving to Fletwick. Who would follow us? 
 
    The manor house proved easy to find, large and noble, and perched conspicuously on the side of a hill. Joshua Oakenshaw was still very much alive, though well into his nineties. He moved slowly, cautiously, putting his trust in a sturdy walking stick as he led us to a small sitting room overlooking a well-tended lawn. He had once been tall, but had stooped under the heel of time. Despite fragile skin laced with broken veins, his high cheekbones and sweeping forehead conveyed an air of dignity. He seemed pleased to have visitors, and his enthusiasm only heightened when he discovered we were there to talk about his beloved Ming vase. 
 
    “A real beauty it was, black and sleek, so intricately carved.” He sighed. “I do miss it, but it’s probably far, far away now. The police said these kinds of thefts are often stolen to order, could be some foreign crime lord is enjoying my Ming by now.” He gazed out of the window, lost in his own thoughts for a moment. 
 
    “My father was looking into some thefts before he died,” Edward told the old man. “He seemed to think there might be a link between your Ming, and some other thefts that happened around that time.”  
 
    The old man scrutinised Edward carefully. 
 
    “I thought you looked familiar, yes I remember your father. He visited me about the very same thing a few months after the theft. You say he died, when was that?”  
 
    “Just over seventeen years ago,” Edward said simply.  
 
    The old man nodded slowly. “Very sad, he was so young. I wondered why I didn’t hear from him again.” 
 
    “It was very sudden, a fire,” said Edward quietly. For a brief moment we sat in silence. 
 
    “Well then, what did you want to know?” asked Joshua. “I’m not sure what help I can be. I’ve come to accept I’ll never see my Ming again, but I’m happy to answer any questions you may have.” 
 
    Edward plucked his trusty notebook from his pocket. “You’d exhibited the piece at the Westbridge Museum only a couple of weeks before it was stolen, is that right?” 
 
    “Oh yes, I still regret that.” He sighed heavily. 
 
    “Why, do you think the museum had something to do with the theft?” 
 
    Joshua shook his old head slowly. “I’m sure it was all above board, but putting your treasures on show is a sure way to tempt some callous thief I should think.” 
 
    “You say you regret it, why did you agree to the loan to the museum?” 
 
    “Vanity, I’m afraid to say. The Curator contacted me to see if I was interested in loaning it out, they were doing a Ming Dynasty exhibition and hoped to include it. As I said it was a beauty, and the Curator seemed so keen that it should be part of the display that I agreed.” 
 
    “Who was the Curator at the time, can you remember?” asked Edward, jotting away. 
 
    “Yes, his name was Villiers, can’t quite recall his first name,” he muttered scratching his head. 
 
    “Stanley Villiers?” 
 
    “Yes, that was it, Stanley Villiers, how did you know?” 
 
    “Because he’s still the Curator at the museum, Mr Oakenshaw, we met him the other day.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” 
 
    “Were any special arrangements made, for the move of your artefact I mean?” Edward asked. 
 
    “They were very careful about the shipping, meticulous about packing up the piece and transporting it. Security wasn’t really an issue as I recall. The only thing that seemed strange was that Villiers and his assistant seemed to feel it necessary to pay a visit here and examine the piece themselves before arranging for it to be shipped to Westbridge for the exhibition.” 
 
    “Do you remember his assistant’s name?” 
 
    “No, but it was a young woman.” 
 
    “Trudy Birchfield?” I asked, remembering the helpful woman at the museum. 
 
    “No, no that doesn’t sound right, I don’t know that name.” 
 
    “Mr Oakenshaw, this may sound like a strange question, but do the letters ‘B M’ mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think so. What are they supposed to be, initials or something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure really,” Edward confessed. “I found those letters amongst my father’s notes, I wondered if they’d have any significance to you.” 
 
    Oakenshaw slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Edward looked disappointed. He was convinced those letters were important but was drawing a blank.  
 
    “You said they wanted to examine the vase beforehand, did they mention why that was?”  
 
    “Just that it was routine procedure. I suspect they were making sure it was authentic. If you’re borrowing from a private collector you may not know what you’re really getting after all.” 
 
    “Surely you’d have papers to verify its authenticity though?” 
 
    “Yes, they wanted to see those too. It was a brief visit, they seemed satisfied and that was that. The exhibition lasted a few weeks then my Ming was returned, as good as ever, safe and sound, until the burglary.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about that?” 
 
    “Very little I’m afraid. I was away at the time; I was still working at the university back then and travelled sometimes. I had a call whilst I was away from the police; my security system had been activated. By the time they got here there was no sign of anyone, and the only thing missing was the Ming.” 
 
    Edward put away his notebook. He’d found out as much as he was going to from the other man. He looked at me as if to suggest we should take our leave. However Joshua Oakenshaw had now warmed to his theme and was glad of a captive audience. His grandson appeared as if from nowhere with a tray of tea and digestive biscuits. Oakenshaw himself rummaged in a small ornate bureau, returning with a small photo album. 
 
    “Perhaps a little sentimental to have so many, and kept in an album, but as I needed pictures for the insurance anyway I thought I’d make it worthwhile,” he explained, passing over the small album. There were over twenty photographs of his precious Ming. I tried to look interested but in truth found it less than inspiring. The vase was small, a narrow fluted design with a wide bottom fashioned like a coiled dragon. It was sombre looking, with a dark lacquer finish and a few fine but hard to discern etchings over the surface. Edward took his time, examining each picture with curiosity and patience, much to the elderly gentleman’s delight.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
 
    Edward, nothing if not thorough, intended to return to the library again the next day, just in case he’d missed anything. I didn’t have to cast about for long before I found a reason not to go with him; Lucy was back. Whilst he chose to while away his time cooped up in the silence of Westbridge library, staring at old newspaper clippings until his head swam, I preferred a bit of quality time with my girlfriend.  
 
    I spent a lazy morning at her flat, listening as she filled me in on her grandmother’s recovery, nodding sympathetically in all the right places, and scoffing down homemade cake. The weather remained dry and eventually we ventured out, strolling through the village arm in arm. I was about to suggest lunch at The Swan when, for the second time that week, I was surprised by the sound of running feet approaching from behind. It was the same person. Beth was haring along the road, but this time when she came to a halt there was no giggling, she looked serious, frightened even. 
 
    “Charlie, it’s Edward, he’s in the hospital.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Alice sat in the backseat along with Beth, both pale, both worried, his aunt quieter than I’d ever known. Lucy sat beside me, occasionally trying to say something consoling, but any optimism faltered on her lips. We knew very little. The police had called to say that Edward had been attacked and taken to Westbridge Hospital. I couldn’t help thinking back a couple of months to the night he’d been injured by Barry Tibbs; now he was in hospital following another attack.  
 
    Alice and Beth rushed inside as soon as we arrived. I had the added frustration of finding somewhere to park before Lucy and I could dash into the hospital. We spent several more minutes negotiating the maze of corridors until finally finding the right ward.  
 
    Edward was sitting up, attempting to smile reassuringly at his aunt who was grasping his hand, continually patting it as if to assure herself he really was there. Beth stood nearby, looking back to her old self again, but I remembered the fear I’d seen in her face. There was another person sitting on the other side of the bed; Inspector Green. The Inspector looked stern but concerned as he watched Edward, who was trying to persuade his aunt he was fine.  
 
    My arrival seemed to come as a relief to Edward. “Charlie, Lucy. My, I am popular today.” 
 
    “Can’t I leave you alone for five minutes without you getting into trouble?” I teased, which at least got a genuine smile from him, though his aunt looked daggers at me. 
 
    Green courteously gave up his seat for Lucy. “Thankfully there was no real harm done,” he told me as he took up a position at the end of the bed, regarding Edward as if weighing up what to do with him. “Sounds like it was a mugging, pure and simple. But he took quite a bump to the head so he was brought in just to be on the safe side.”  
 
    “Maybe it’ll knock some sense into him,” Beth said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Did you get a good look at him?” I asked.  
 
    He shook his head, looking disappointed. “Not really, they hit me from behind, before I knew it I was lying on the ground with a big boot in my back, I only saw them from the back as they ran off.” 
 
    “Them? How many were there?”  
 
    “Two, like I said, one pinned me down while the other went through my jacket pockets.”  
 
    Alice continued patting her nephew’s arm. “You poor dear, what is the world coming to.” She turned to glare at Green. “Well, what are you going to do about this, Inspector? These men must be caught; they’re a menace to the streets!” 
 
    Inspector Green was obviously no stranger to demands from distraught citizens. “We’re doing everything we can, Mrs Alderton, I can assure you. Now if you’ll excuse me I must be getting back to the station.” He looked at Edward again, his expression softening. “Edward, you know where I am if you need anything.” Edward merely nodded.  
 
    After the Inspector left I began peppering Edward with more questions. Where was he when it happened? What had they taken? Did he get a good look at them as they ran away? 
 
    “Charles, he needs rest, stop pestering the poor boy,” scolded Alice. At least the old bat was getting back to her usual self.  
 
    “It’s all right, aunt,” said Edward, looking amused, and also glad she was no longer fretting so much. “I’d just left the library and turned a corner. A moment later I was flat on the ground. Like I said, I didn’t get much of a look, just that one was tall and thin and the other guy was bald and stocky. They took my notebook.” For the first time he looked annoyed about the whole episode. Most people would consider they’d got off lightly, but I knew how much Edward treasured his trusty little book, now full of scribbled clues and nuggets of information.  
 
    “Nothing else?” asked Lucy, with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “No, just the notebook, one of them grabbed it from my pocket then they scarpered.”  
 
    “That seems a bit odd,” Lucy commented, I was silently willing her to shut up; Edward had a vivid enough imagination without her egging him on. 
 
    “The Inspector said they probably thought it was a wallet, being black with a leather cover. I suppose it is about the same size and shape as a wallet, if you didn’t look too closely,” he told her, much to my relief.  
 
    My relief was to be short-lived. Edward was discharged later that afternoon and I stayed home that evening at Lucy’s insistence to make sure he was OK. We were sitting in the living room, I was reading and Edward was once more sifting through his growing pile of papers on the thefts, when he suddenly picked up his father’s old notebook and gazed at it thoughtfully.  
 
    “You know, I can’t help wondering if this is what they were after,” he told me, still holding the small brown book in his hands. 
 
    “No offence, Edward, but why would anyone want that?”  
 
    “Evidence, maybe it contains more than we first thought, after all I can’t even read most of it.”  
 
    “But who would even know you have it?” I pointed out. Perhaps he’d bumped his head harder than we thought. 
 
    “I suppose, it just seems funny, I start looking into the thefts my father was investigating and someone mugs me just for a notebook – bit of a coincidence you have to admit.” He looked at me with one eyebrow cocked and a look of intrigue. 
 
    “Those thefts were years ago though, Edward,” I reasoned. “It was probably just an opportunistic crime that’s all, like the Inspector said no doubt they thought they were taking off with a wallet stuffed with money.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. You know the Inspector; he likes to deter me from following up my own lines of enquiry. Then again, he also knows how much this means to me,” Edward said, his tone wistful as he gazed at the contents of the book, all noted down in his father’s hand. 
 
    “How much did you tell him?” I was curious what had transpired between the two men before we’d arrived at the hospital.  
 
    “Everything. He remembered my father’s interest in the thefts. He said when he got chance he’d have another look at the police files using the list we found, to see if there was anything to connect them to the museum.” His tone was offhand but he didn’t quite make eye contact with me. I strongly suspected Inspector Green had told him what he wanted to hear, an attempt to pacify the eager young man, and perhaps dissuade him from pursuing the case himself and get into any more trouble.  
 
    He went back to sorting through his pile of information. I left him to his thoughts and tried to get back into the book I was reading. My mind unwittingly conjured up the image of the man I’d seen in the library and at the station a couple of days earlier, a man who could well fit the description Edward had given of one of his assailants. Then I remembered the car behind us on the journey to Fletwick. I gave myself a mental shake, annoyed I would allow such ridiculous conjecture to creep in based on a few everyday occurrences. Edward’s suspicion and paranoia could be infectious and I was determined not to let my imagination run away with me. As horrible as it had been, what happened to Edward was a mugging, pure and simple.  
 
    **** 
 
    Visiting the museum, the library, and Joshua Oakenshaw, had seemed harmless enough, but everything we’d discovered only served to renew Edward’s determination to find out more about the thefts. He spent some time out walking as usual, but when he was at home he was brooding, roaming around the cottage muttering to himself. This was distracting and irritating behaviour so I tried to keep out of his way. It was a relief when he finally settled down to something and stopped pacing around, though my heart sank when I discovered his new venture. After a shopping trip one afternoon he returned with two new acquisitions, one was a small black notebook to replace the one that had been stolen, and the other was a large text book. This turned out to be a shorthand dictionary  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m going to decipher my father’s notes. It’s not that straightforward as he obviously adapted his own style of shorthand, but I’m able to figure out some bits and pieces, so I should eventually be able to translate chunks of it.” 
 
    This was probably a colossal waste of time, the notebook could take months to decipher, and was probably filled with unrelated notes as part of his father’s everyday journalistic activities, maybe even a few shopping lists. However Edward’s connection with his father through that small book was very important to him, plus studying shorthand was at least a safe activity and might keep him out of trouble for a while.  
 
    For a couple of weeks he trawled through that little book, constantly referring to his new dictionary and making copious notes on a large jotter. Once or twice I glanced over his shoulder. He was noting down multiple possibilities for each word he tried to decipher. Given the amount of possible options he was concocting I thought it likely that he would be able to make coherent sentences, but they may well be nothing at all like the original notes his father had intended. His thoroughness was in danger of becoming pure fabrication to suit his own ends. I switched between pity and annoyance at this tenacious and misguided translating but kept my thoughts to myself.  
 
    After many evenings pouring over the notebook Edward finally seemed satisfied. He’d successfully deciphered one small part of it. When he announced this breakthrough I congratulated him, hoping to sound genuine, and showed a willing interest in what he’d discovered.  
 
    I’m not sure what I expected him to say, perhaps some cryptic message about a stolen artefact, the name of a potential thief, or some theory as to where the items had ended up. What I truly did not expect was for my friend to delightedly announce that he’d discovered how his father had broken into the Westbridge museum.  
 
    I stared at him for a moment, dumfounded, the false smile I’d attempted slipping from my face. “What use is that?” I eventually asked. 
 
    Edward seemed to find my question strange. “Well, now we can get in the same way of course,” he pointed out. It took a while for me to absorb just exactly what he’d said. 
 
    “What for?” I asked in astonishment.  
 
    “I realised something, it didn’t occur to me at the time, but I’ve been going over and over it in my head, and now I’m certain.” 
 
    “Certain of what?”  
 
    He grinned, that manic, triumphant smile of his that meant he was leading me into a bad situation. Then he held a piece of paper before my eyes, it was the maze or map that he’d found in his father’s notebook, the series of lines that had seemed so meaningless. 
 
    “It correlates perfectly, Charlie. This is a map of the lower level corridors of the museum, and I intend to find out what’s here.” He pointed at the small ‘X’ marked on the paper. 
 
    I took a steadying breath. “But why break in, they let us go down there before, maybe we could just ask...” 
 
    “No,” he said. “First of all, we don’t know who we can trust at that place, for all we know any one of them could have been involved with the thefts. Secondly, even if they were happy to let us see the archive files they’re hardly likely to let us go rummaging through the private areas or search through actual museum artefacts.” 
 
    “Surely you haven’t thought this through,” I pleaded. “We can’t break in to the Westbridge museum.” 
 
    He flapped his translated papers at me. “Actually, yes we can. I have the way in right here.” 
 
    “From your father’s notes?” 
 
    “Yes, from my father’s notes.” 
 
    “Your father, who was caught, and arrested, for breaking into the museum?”  
 
    The victorious expression slid off his face. Unfortunately this glaring flaw in his plan wasn’t enough to put him off. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
 
    Some misguided sense of loyalty, some spark of curiosity, sent me following my friend into Westbridge that night. I doubted we’d get far. Edward’s means of accessing the museum hadn’t been tried for almost twenty years. Things would have changed a lot in that time; the museum would have updated its security and made many improvements over the intervening years. 
 
    Our point of entry was in an alley at the back of the building, concealed beneath an old corrugated lean-to, once utilised as a bicycle shed but now partially collapsed and home to only litter and rats. Beneath this precarious structure was a forgotten row of basement windows, small, blackened, and grimy from years of neglect. Their dark panes blended into the stonework around them. Edward prised open one of these windows and deftly slipped inside, whispering ‘come on’ as he disappeared into the dark interior. I followed, with less finesse; Edward had to pull me after him when I got stuck and almost panicked. 
 
    We fumbled our way through the dark, dank basement and up a small flight of slippery stairs only to find the door at the top locked. Perhaps we would have to abandon the plan. Edward wasn’t so easily thwarted. He produced a small torch and pen knife and began tinkering with the lock. After a minute there was a faint click. He opened the door and stepped out into the corridor beyond. 
 
    “How did you learn to do that?”  
 
    “Practice. Come on.” 
 
    I felt sure we’d be caught at any moment, my hands shook at the prospect of hearing sirens blare or a burly security guard suddenly stepping out and challenging us. It was pitch dark in the narrow hallway and I followed Edward and his thin torch beam as closely and quietly as I could.  
 
    We hadn’t gone far when I knocked over some boxes that had been stacked in the corridor, the noise was deafening in the cramped space. Several objects clattered loudly across the floor. We froze until the last sounds had faded. When Edward moved again it was to turn around and shine his torch on me, I didn’t need to see his expression to feel the disapproval wafting my way.  
 
    There were no signs of life, no glimmers of light from any of the rooms we passed, or the slightest sound except our own careful footsteps and my anxious breathing. It felt as though we’d been down there for hours, even though it was only a matter of minutes, before Edward was confident he’d got his bearings. He’d located the entrance from the upper foyer, and from there he could follow his father’s map. Now all we had to do was negotiate the maze of corridors, probably littered with more stuff I could knock over, and make our way to the point marked on the map. As more time passed my dread and panic increased; what if we’d triggered a silent alarm of some kind, what if we couldn’t get back out, or even find our way back through the labyrinth of passageways? The narrow halls began to feel claustrophobic, and the darkness and quiet, which should have felt like secure cover, were pressing in on me. My breathing was shallow and raspy as I imagined all the things that could go wrong.  
 
    This anxiety wasn’t helped by Edward. For some reason he crept along at a snail’s pace, carefully and slowly examining every turn and every corridor. He constantly referred to the map in his hand and kept stopping to raise his torch and have a good look around. 
 
    “Why do you keep doing that?” I hissed at him on about our sixth halt, as he shone the weak beam as far as it would go down the hallway. 
 
    “I’m just checking we’re still going the right way,” he told me quietly, his voice betraying none of the fear that I felt. 
 
    “Do you mean you’re not sure where we’re going?”  
 
    “I’ve got a fair idea,” he said. “Come on.” He moved off again, still painfully slowly. I stood there for a second, seriously considering the merits of turning tail and leaving him to it. I would have done if only I could remember the way back out. The next time he stopped it was so sudden I actually bumped into him. 
 
    “Ouch, careful!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “This is it,” he finally said, his voice still quiet but now full of excitement. He slowly turned the handle and pushed open the door.  
 
    The room was long, and all along its length on either side were deep metal shelving racks, all stuffed full with assorted rolls of paper, as well as rigid cylinders of various sizes, containers for canvases, or perhaps old maps and other documents. The shelves were thick with years of dust, and the merest disturbance sent cloying puffs up into the stale air. The rows of cylindrical containers were tightly packed together, most in uniform stacks, but a few were adrift where they’d rolled away at some point. Edward carefully examined each tube, lightly tapping those he could reach, listening to the hollow sounds they made. There were shelves of them, stretching out before us. I sat down on a nearby stool. If he intended to check every one we’d be there all night.  
 
    Edward soon absorbed the enormity of the task. He took a step back to assess his options, surveying the scene with the dancing beam of his torch. Eventually he came to a decision, or at least I think that’s what prompted him to suddenly drop to the floor, lay flat on his belly, and peer intently beneath the racking. His torch lit up the filthy floor underneath and he spotted something.  
 
    He jumped up and frantically hunted around the area, then disappeared into a nearby cupboard. He returned with a broom. Had the dirty surroundings become too much for his neatness and sense of order? Was he going to tidy up? Instead he used the broom handle to prod and poke beneath the shelving. After some grunting and manoeuvring he extracted a grimy cylinder that must have rolled under there a long time ago. Again he lightly tapped the surface. Edward’s shirt and jeans were covered in dust from scrambling about on the floor, but his face lit up with joy.  
 
    Curiosity lured me from my seat and I joined him as he carefully prised the end off the cylinder. All I could see inside was rolled up newspaper but Edward very gently tilted the whole thing and we heard something shift inside, sliding along the length of the container. He passed it to me. 
 
    “Keep it very still,” he instructed.  
 
    Edward pulled gloves out of his pocket and slipped them on before reaching again for the cylinder. “Now, very slowly tilt it towards me.” I followed his instructions, tilting it millimetre by millimetre. Edward took hold of the object as it neared the opening, guiding it gently, carefully peeling away the remaining few tatters of newspaper still clinging to it.  
 
    I recognised it immediately; we’d seen enough photographs after all. As the object emerged I saw the dark lacquer finish and the coiled dragon around the base, and I knew that we’d found Joshua Oakenshaw’s Ming vase. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I whispered. “What do we do?” 
 
    Edward didn’t speak for a moment, then shone his torch out into the hallway. “The office we were in last time is just down there, I remember seeing a phone.” 
 
    The second he opened the door to the office we were met with an ear-splitting sound as an alarm above us erupted into life. I turned and started to run, then realised Edward wasn’t following me. I dashed back to the doorway to see him leisurely flip on the overhead light and head for the telephone on the nearby desk. 
 
    “Are you mad!” I yelled. “Come on, we have to run for it.” 
 
    Edward lifted the receiver and began to dial. “I’m staying right here, Charlie,” he told me, standing patiently with the receiver to his ear. In the distance I heard doors flying open and the sound of pounding feet heading our way. Panic took over. I ran. Fear and self-preservation took control and I hurtled off down the nearest dark corridor, without a thought for Edward who I left in the office. My flight response was reckless and in no way governed by anything resembling rational thinking, and I managed to run straight into the path of two thickset security guards. 
 
    Being in handcuffs was a new experience, and one I did not wish to repeat. For forty-five minutes I thought my life as I knew it was over. The security guards arrived first, intimidating as they jostled me back to the office where Edward was still patiently waiting. They wanted to know if we were acting alone or if there was a whole gang infiltrating their museum. In my own garbled way I tried to assure them we weren’t there to steal anything, that there was no-one else with us, if they’d just let me explain. If they had let me explain I’m not sure what I would have said. 
 
    Edward was infuriatingly unhelpful. He refused to answer any of the questions put to him, and looked almost smug about being caught breaking into a Westbridge institution of art and culture. He allowed himself to be cuffed and shoved into a chair without any fuss or argument.  
 
    Next the police arrived. Suddenly the room was full of uniforms, radios emitting unintelligible voices, and we were bombarded with more questions. Edward was still tight-lipped and uncooperative.  
 
    I broke out into a clammy sweat at the thought of what would happen to me. I thought of Lucy, and the realisation of what we’d done crashed in on me. I thought of the Headmaster; would I get fired for having a criminal record? I had visions of having to go back to my parents, disgraced, alone, unloved and unemployed.  
 
    I’d got as far as confirming my name and address to the officer standing over me when the door opened. In walked Inspector Richard Green. So, that’s who Edward had called from the office telephone. Hot on his heels was Stanley Villiers, the Curator, looking bleary-eyed and displeased.  
 
    Edward sat patiently, still, like a calm sea undisturbed by the storm raging around him. Not until things had quietened down and Green had asserted his authority did he say anything. When the Inspector had the handcuffs removed, Edward stood up, unrepentant and resolute. 
 
    “I need to show you something.” 
 
    A small group of us filed back down the corridor, Edward, me, the Inspector and Stanley Villiers, with a couple of wary-eyed security guards following close behind. We re-entered the dusty room with the cylindrical containers and Edward revealed his discovery. As he carefully lifted the Ming vase I saw the colour drain from the Curator’s face. 
 
    **** 
 
    Despite breaking into the museum and being caught red-handed somehow the Inspector managed to keep us out of jail, though I suspect it was by the skin of our teeth. He’d swept in, taken charge of the situation, then got us out of there as soon as he could. It was a few days before we saw him again.  
 
    I’d just showered and padded downstairs, ready to spend a lazy hour in front of the TV, when there was a loud knock at the door. Opening it revealed a very grim looking Richard Green. I led him through to the living room where Edward was sitting in his armchair gazing into thin air. When he saw our visitor he immediately jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Inspector Green, that was the real Oakenshaw vase, wasn’t it? Have you got any more leads?” 
 
    The Inspector’s response wasn’t what I expected, he exploded.  
 
    “WHAT THE HELL DID YOU THINK YOU WERE PLAYING AT?” he yelled into Edward’s face, who looked back at him, more puzzled than offended by the other man’s anger. “DO YOU EVEN REALISE HOW MUCH TROUBLE YOU COULD BE IN?” Edward still didn’t speak.  
 
    The Inspector took a couple of deep, steadying breaths. “Edward,” he lowered his voice to a more normal level, though with difficulty. “You are very lucky you didn’t end up with a conviction for that stupid stunt you pulled. Both of you.” He threw me a dangerous look over his shoulder. “It took all my influence to get you off with just a caution.”  
 
    He moved across the room and sat down on the sofa, pushing a weary hand through his thick hair. “And yes, it was the authentic Ming, which is just as well as that helped sway things in your favour.” I saw a small glint of victory light up Edward’s face, but he had the good sense to keep his enthusiasm under control and let the Inspector proceed at his own pace. “I’ve been very patient, but I’m telling you now, if you get yourself into any more scrapes I won’t bail you out,” the Inspector said, looking intently, almost sadly at Edward. “I had enough of this nonsense with your father, he always pushed things too far, wouldn’t listen to reason.” Green looked like it pained him to talk about his old friend that way, especially to the man’s own son.  
 
    “But, he was right, wasn’t he?” Edward said, his voice low, quiet, and his eyes locked on the Inspector. “He knew the vase was there, that’s why he broke in. He just got caught before he could find it.” 
 
    Green took another deep breath, suddenly he looked his age as he regarded Edward. “Yes, he was right,” he confirmed. “Not just about the location of the vase, but about the connection between the thefts.” Edward and I exchanged a stunned look. “We found a list of codes during our search, the very same alarm codes that were used to deactivate the security systems during the other thefts on your father’s list.” 
 
    “Where did you find them?” asked Edward. 
 
    Green got to his feet again before responding. “In the Curator’s office, locked in his private safe.” 
 
    “Stanley Villiers?” I asked.  
 
    “We’ve arrested him. He’ll probably make bail, but before too long he’ll be in court to answer the charges.” Green walked towards Edward and placed a hand on his shoulder, all trace of anger now gone. “Without your father’s information we wouldn’t have caught him, but it’s over now.” With that he made for the door, nodding wearily to me as he passed.  
 
    Edward stood in the middle of the room for a few seconds then disappeared into his studio. I left him alone. Although he and his father had been vindicated in their beliefs it didn’t feel like much of a victory, and I wondered if Edward would have preferred not to have solved the old case so quickly. He now had no reason to keep digging through his father’s work, and I knew he’d clung to each nugget of information as though it was a piece of Thomas Gamble himself.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    A NOTABLE ABSENCE 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
 
    Winter had finally taken a firm hold, frigidly clinging to the world in gauzy dawn frosts, the previously fertile earth hardened and dormant in its grasp. Temperatures plummeted at night, leaving pavements treacherous with slick ice and glimmering cobwebs adorning the hedgerows. It was mid-December and the start of the Christmas break.  
 
    At just after six in the evening it was already dark and I had to watch my footing as I made my way through the village to Lucy’s. The tarmac already glistened with early evening frost, and the chilly air stung my face. Despite the darkness and the cold the village was a picture. Christmas lights were draped across street lamps all along the High Street, the church spire was lit from beneath and shone out like a protective beacon for all to see, and I could make out the sound of the choir practising for the Christmas concert. Nearby windows cast a cosy glow, and every front door was hung with a wreath of ivy or holly.  
 
    I’d even managed to persuade Edward to let me hang a wreath on our door. It was a spindly affair and had lost most of its berries. It had been a gift from Lucy, lovingly made by the infants in her class, so I displayed it proudly. Edward did draw the line at a Christmas tree, arguing that we didn’t have the room and it would make too much mess. His abstinence from the pleasures of the season made him poor company. To make matters worse, he was still fixated on the small collection of his father’s things. The case had been solved, and the police were investigating Stanley Villiers’ involvement with the thefts, but this hadn’t diminished Edward’s obsession with the past. He re-read all the articles and studied the notebook with worrying frequency. Even though these items no longer held any secrets he still seemed captivated, drawn to them again and again, like a moth to an irresistible flame.  
 
    I was determined to enjoy my first Christmas with Lucy, and refused to be dragged down by Edward or anyone else. Not to be completely denied I managed to purchase a tiny white plastic tree from the local shop. This I placed in the corner of my bedroom, and hung it with fat strands of bright red tinsel. I felt happier and more festive than I could remember feeling in years.  
 
    When I got to Lucy’s she answered the door, looking stunning with her dark copper hair pulled back and a simple black pullover accentuating her figure. As we kissed I couldn’t help noticing that her greeting was a little flat and her smile didn’t quite extend to her eyes.  
 
    “Anything wrong?” I asked, shrugging out of my coat and throwing it onto a chair. 
 
    “No, not really,” she said, but still looked a little glum.  
 
    “Didn’t your shopping trip go well?” Lucy and Beth had arranged to go to Westbridge that afternoon to have lunch and visit the Christmas market. 
 
    “We didn’t go,” she told me with a sigh. This explained the low mood. 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Well.” She looked at me as if not quite sure how to phrase it. “The thing is, Beth didn’t show up.” 
 
    A missed shopping trip didn’t seem much cause for consternation, but I’d learnt that the etiquette of friendships amongst women weren’t necessarily the same as with men. I’d also learnt not to open my mouth and stick my big foot in it, so was careful not to make light of her disappointment. 
 
    “I’m sure she had a good reason, probably a vet emergency or something,” I suggested with an encouraging smile, expecting her to agree.  
 
    Instead she said, “Well no, it wasn’t anything like that. We’d arranged to meet at the station, I waited ages. So when she never turned up I went to her house. Her parents said she’d gone away for a few days, visiting a friend in Marlsbury or something.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean she forgot.” This surprised me. Beth could be a bit of a free spirit, but she was usually sensitive to other people’s feelings. “That doesn’t sound like Beth.” 
 
    “No, it’s weird,” Lucy agreed. “I thought we got on well. I can’t think of anything I’ve done to offend her.” Lucy’s face puckered with concern as she racked her brains for any faux pas she may have made. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” I assured her, pulling her into my arms. “She probably made plans with you, forgetting that she had to go away. I’m sure she’ll be full of apologies when she gets back.” 
 
    Lucy rested her head against my chest, but the affectionate gesture was still accompanied by a heavy sigh and a distinct slump in her demeanour. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind, but it was only yesterday we firmed up a time to go to Westbridge,” she mumbled into my pullover. “She popped in to see me at lunchtime. How could she forget in such a short space of time?” 
 
    If I was going to lift Lucy’s spirits I needed to move the focus away from Beth Stanton. “How about you and me go shopping, one of the days next week?”  
 
    She pulled back and gazed up at me thoughtfully, as if assessing my worthiness for such a venture. It took a little too long for her to answer.  
 
    “OK, yes, why not,” she said eventually, though with less gusto than I would have liked. 
 
    “Now, what about tonight, do you want to stay in and watch telly? It’s bitter out.” I eyed the couch hopefully. 
 
    “No, let’s go out for a drink.”  
 
    I didn’t relish trudging round to The Swan in the freezing cold but Lucy seemed to have perked up a bit so I didn’t argue. 
 
    If anything it felt even colder stepping back out onto the street. The chilly night quickly enveloped us, greedily sucking the heat from our bodies. Lucy clung tightly to my arm so as not to slip on the icy pavement as we shuffled along with cautious footsteps, our breath steaming before us in the cold air. She had wisely wrapped up well in a padded coat, gloves, scarf, and a woollen hat pulled down over her ears, and by the time we reached the pub I was sorely regretting not putting on more layers.  
 
    Hurrying into The Swan we were grateful for the warmth of the bar. The landlords, Humphrey and Martha, had decked out the pub with garlands and wreaths of green and gold, and the whole place was bursting with festive spirit. There weren’t many spare seats so we joined Darren Walker, who was sitting having a drink with Nathan Grove. I settled Lucy down at the table before fetching our drinks. By the time I returned the conversation had turned to Beth. 
 
    “She never said a word,” Darren was saying to Lucy. “Her dad phoned this morning to say she was taking a few days off, gone to visit a friend or something. Seemed a bit sudden, and dropped me in it to be honest. I’d already agreed she could take this afternoon off, but a few days is a different matter. We’ve got a lot on at the moment, which Beth knows.” 
 
    “Maybe someone’s sick,” suggested Nathan reasonably. “That’s why she’s gone off all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Maybe,” grumbled Darren, still looking a little put out.  
 
    I silently cursed Darren Walker as I saw Lucy’s unhappy face. His whining about Beth’s absence was in danger of putting a real dampener on my evening, so I decided to change the subject.  
 
    “How are Kerry and the baby?” I asked Nathan. His friendly face lit up at this. He launched into a detailed run down of how much the baby was sleeping, eating, and pooping, which was far more information than I actually wanted. However it had the desired effect and Lucy soon forgot about Beth and was smiling again. Nathan and Kerry had been seeing each other for a few months and seemed a very happy couple. There were some in the village who thought it scandalous as Kerry was still technically married to Liam Jessop. Since Liam had bullied and beaten his wife, I for one was glad she was now with Nathan, and hoped he would remain the doting boyfriend, otherwise he may well have to watch what he was eating.  
 
    The evening turned out pretty well. We avoided any more talk about Beth’s ill-timed trip to Marlsbury, but I was forced to switch topics again when Lucy began questioning Nathan a little too closely on parenting tips with a dreamy look in her blue eyes.  
 
    **** 
 
    In all new relationships adjustments are inevitable, shifts in routine and small sacrifices. In my case I had swapped my Sunday morning lie-ins for the pews of the village church. Lucy’s faith was understated but constant. The tiny gold cross she wore at her throat was more to her than mere decoration, and whenever she was uncertain or upset her fingers would flutter to it as if seeking guidance or solace. I happily embraced this new custom, proud to be by her side as we were enfolded once a week into the bosom of the congregation. Sometimes it was a wrench to leave the comfort of my bed, especially when the world beyond my curtains was still dark and freezing, but the trade-off was worth it. I willingly swapped my warm duvet and soft, yielding pillow for the draughty, vaulted interior of St. John’s. Granted, sometimes I found the sermons a little soporific, and despite Reverend Summerville’s fervent delivery I almost dropped off more than once. Luckily for me Lucy was always alert, and would helpfully dig a small, sharp elbow into my ribs if I struggled to stay awake.  
 
    That Sunday a light snow shower passed through Hadenville, leaving a fine frosting across the rooftops and blanching the distant hilltops. Timing can be a funny thing. Sometimes you are just in the right, or wrong, place to see or hear or experience something. A little earlier or a little later you’d never have known and you wouldn’t have given it a second thought, or found any cause for concern. This was one of those occasions where the timing kicked in perfectly.  
 
    Just at the moment when Lucy and I were coming out of the church gates I saw a man. I didn’t recognise him, but he looked unmistakably like a farmer. The thing that caught my attention though was that he had Beth’s dog, Pip. He took him out of the back of a car and led him on a rope up the driveway to the Stantons’ house. I stopped in my tracks to watch. Lucy tugged on my arm; I was in the way and causing a blockage at the church gates, eliciting loud tuts from the old dears behind. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie, what’s wrong?” She continued pulling at my arm. I moved, but instead of turning towards home I strode across the street for a better look, taking Lucy along with me. The dog looked a little grubbier than usual, but there was no mistaking him, it was Pip. I’d seen him countless times. He was probably the only dog in the world I could be in a room with without breaking out into a cold sweat. The farmer knocked on the door of the Stanton house, and when Beth’s father answered he handed over the dog and headed back to his car. It looked as though they’d arranged this return beforehand; Mr Stanton showed no surprise and simply took Pip inside, waved at the farmer, and then closed the door. 
 
    “Charlie!”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. 
 
    “What’s so fascinating?” She looked annoyed, perhaps because I’d pulled her across the street, or perhaps she was still put out with Beth, and there I was staring at Beth’s house. 
 
    “That was Pip, Beth’s dog.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “Have you ever seen her go anywhere without Pip?” I asked Lucy. 
 
    “Well, no, I haven’t, but I suppose she couldn’t take him with her to visit her friend.”  
 
    What Lucy said was reasonable, but during the past year I had never seen Pip without Beth or vice versa. For some reason it unsettled me, and then I felt foolish for allowing it to unsettle me. Edward’s suspicious nature was rubbing off on me. I pushed away any nagging doubts and Lucy and I went on our way. The question of why Beth had gone away without Pip, and why some farmer was bringing the dog back home, would no doubt have a very simple explanation.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
 
    One Sunday custom that endured was dinner with Alice. I tried to get out of it, several times. Lucy thought it would be disrespectful to Alice, and hard on Edward, if I didn’t go. As she liked an early night on a Sunday anyway she persuaded me it was for the best. The food was always good but it barely made up for listening to Alice’s detailed criticisms of unsuspecting friends and neighbours, a process heavily laced with conjecture and condemnation.  
 
    Edward didn’t share his aunt’s judgemental nature; instead he sifted through titbits of gossip hoping to find a nugget worthy of further examination. My skin had thickened to Alice’s barbs over the course of the year. I’d even learned to tune her out altogether if need be, though that was a risky ploy which could backfire spectacularly. I would gladly have swapped the oak panelling and heavy velvet curtains of Alderton House for Lucy’s cosy little flat. 
 
    I hadn’t said anything to Edward about Beth’s trip, or that she’d left her loyal dog behind, and was about to tuck into my prawn salad when Alice said, “Edward, what do you make of this business with the Stantons?” 
 
    Edward didn’t respond straightaway, mainly because he was trying to fend off a tabby cat that was attempting to clamber up his leg. He wafted his napkin at it whilst trying to gently nudge it away with the toe of his boot. It didn’t do any good. Alice’s cats loafed around the house individually, ignoring each other and everyone else. That is until something appetising was on the menu, usually chicken or fish, then they’d come together as an attack force embarking on a concerted mission to infiltrate the dinner table. Why Alice allowed them into the dining room I couldn’t figure out, though I noted they never tried to get near her plate. 
 
    “The Stantons?” Edward risked a brief, quizzical look in his aunt’s direction. 
 
    “Yes,” said Alice, serenely tucking into her starter, apparently oblivious to her nephew’s plight with the tabby. “I called the vets yesterday to ask Beth to come over, I wanted her to have a look at Parsley’s tail, don’t know what he’s been up to this time! Anyway, according to Mary Drew she’s gone away for a few days.” 
 
    “Oh?” Edward sat up straight and stared at her, forgetting his previous predicament for a moment, until a well placed claw made him wince. From his puzzled expression this was obviously news to him and I felt a pang of guilt for keeping quiet. Although why the fact that the poor girl had gone to see a friend should become the talk of the village beggared belief, didn’t these people have better things to worry about?  
 
    Edward discreetly skimmed a prawn across the floor to get rid of his assailant so he could give his aunt his full attention. From experience I knew this would just make matters worse. I could feel the other cats homing in on me and dearly wished we’d been served soup. 
 
    “Where’s she gone?” Edward asked his aunt. 
 
    “No idea, but Mary couldn’t be specific as to when she’ll be back. I shall have to go and see that awful Walker fellow to get Parsley looked at.” 
 
    Darren Walker was a nice chap and everyone seemed to have taken well to him. I wasn’t sure what criteria you had to fulfil to meet Alice’s standards but being friendly and helpful didn’t cut it. 
 
    “She’s gone to Marlsbury,” I chipped in, doling out this piece of information as casually as I could manage, but privately glad that I knew something these two busybodies didn’t. “Visiting a friend, apparently.” 
 
    Edward stared at me like he was trying to penetrate my skull to analyse the inside of my head.  
 
    “How do you know that?” Alice asked sharply, as though I had no business knowing more about the Stantons than she did, and pointing at me accusatorily with her fish knife.  
 
    “Lucy told me,” I informed her mildly, and could see immediately the inner battle this caused. Alice loved to find fault with me, and could generally criticise anything I did or said. However, I happened to know that she was really quite fond of Lucy and wouldn’t say a thing against her. I would have to remember this for future reference; Lucy was a useful weapon in my arsenal.  
 
    As it turned out Edward saved her the trouble of responding. “Aunt Alice, you said the ‘business with the Stantons’, as in plural. What else did you mean?” 
 
    I stiffened as something brushed past my leg beneath the table, then shovelled in my food as quickly as possible. Alice glared at me over her half-moon spectacles. I didn’t care, the prospect of going home after another Sunday night dinner covered in scratches made me reckless. 
 
    She managed to continue glaring disapprovingly at me whilst answering Edward. “They didn’t go to church this morning,” she said indignantly, as if that were sufficient explanation.  
 
    Edward nodded thoughtfully as he processed this, but I couldn’t help rolling my eyes at the ridiculousness of it. Alice’s brow furrowed further as she intensified her glare. I decided to avoid further eye contact, concentrating so hard on my food that my face was almost in my plate.  
 
    “I telephoned this afternoon, Henry answered, he said Eleanor hadn’t been feeling well,” she informed her nephew. 
 
    Jane Harris came in to see if we’d finished our first course and I gratefully gave up my plate to her. Not a moment too soon either as I’d spotted two of Alice’s cats sneaking towards me in a pincer movement. 
 
    “Thank you, Jane,” said Alice, passing over her own plate, then returning her attention to Edward. “I’ve never known Eleanor to miss church before, not even when she had the flu that time. The poor thing slumped over after about ten minutes and Henry practically carried her back home, but she still made the effort to go.” 
 
    “Perhaps she has the runs,” I suggested, surmising that even the most devout wouldn’t chance sitting amongst the church congregation if they were suffering with diarrhoea.  
 
    Alice sat bolt upright and shot me a look of horror. “Young man!” she spat the words. “We do not speak of such things at the dinner table.”  
 
    I looked from Alice’s furious countenance to Edward, who looked away with the hint of a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered, though I thought it a valid suggestion.  
 
    “Funny that Beth didn’t say anything to me about going away though,” Edward mused, thankfully drawing attention away from me. I knew how much Edward cared about Beth, even though he tried to play it down, and he looked a bit forlorn. 
 
    “I’m sure she won’t be gone for long,” I said, hoping to cheer him up a bit. “She didn’t even take Pip with her, so she’s bound to be back soon.”  
 
    This didn’t have the comforting effect I’d hoped for, quite the opposite. Edward stared at me more horrified than Alice had been at the mention of the runs. “How do you know she hasn’t taken Pip?” he asked, his eyes boring into mine as he waited for my answer.  
 
    “Well, I saw him, this morning,” I replied. “Some farmer dropped him off at the Stanton house.” 
 
    Edward grilled me for more details. I told him all I could remember; the description of the farmer and his car, the brief exchange with Henry Stanton, even the bit of rope he used as a lead. Edward found it all fascinating but worrying at the same time.  
 
    “What’s the big deal?” I asked, frustrated by the whole dinner conversation so far. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Edward admitted. “But something’s not right.” He sat back in his chair and stared off into space, distractedly rubbing his forefinger across his bottom lip and clearly deep in thought.  
 
    Once Edward had finished his interrogation about Pip, his aunt smoothly and enthusiastically returned to the topic of Parsley’s tail. Apparently the subject of animal ailments was perfectly acceptable dinner conversation. She had no objection to going into great detail about those, and didn’t seem in the least perturbed that Edward was now so preoccupied he was paying no attention to her at all. As Jane brought in our main course I knew I was in for a very long evening. She put my plate in front of me, roast chicken. Oh no. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY  
 
    Edward dwelt on Beth’s unexpected absence all through dinner Sunday evening, either contemplating it in sullen silence or bothering me with questions. His consternation deepened further when I told him Beth had forgotten about her arranged trip with Lucy. Even his aunt eventually tired of his obsession, retiring earlier than usual and effectively dismissing us. I couldn’t really blame her. Predictably enough on Monday morning Edward was waiting for me in the kitchen with a determined look etched into his fine features. 
 
    Our first port of call was the veterinary practice. On the one hand it seemed a colossal waste of my time, but I was mighty curious to witness a conversation between Edward and the handsome and charming Darren Walker. Since Darren moved to the village, Edward had managed to discreetly avoid him; the most interaction I’d witnessed between the two men was a polite nod of acknowledgement. In a way I could understand Edward’s wariness, given that the new vet spent a lot of time with Beth. It could have made for a classic love triangle, except I’d yet to see any signs of romance from any of them, both men’s relationships with Beth were unaccountably smothered by a platonic cloak.  
 
    Entering the reception area we were greeted by the sight of Mary Drew’s ample behind, stretching her tight blue leggings to the limit as she bent over a box of decorations. She was halfway through dressing a spindly Christmas tree in the corner but straightened up and turned at the sound of the door.  
 
    “Oh, Edward, how nice to see you.” 
 
    I was ignored completely. 
 
    “Tree’s looking good,” Edward complimented, joining Mary and appraising her handiwork.  
 
    “Thanks,” she beamed. “I thought it was time we got into the festive spirit; cheer the place up a bit.”  
 
    The only customers in the waiting room were an old guy with a dog with a bandaged foot, and a woman and little girl with a mysterious box with holes in the top. It was probably a guinea pig or something, but my imagination conjured up images of snakes and tarantulas. Edward was making small talk about the distribution of baubles on the tree, which seemed odd, but Mary was lapping up the attention as they chatted. They’d progressed to bemoaning the difficulties of fallen pine needles when a door opened and out stepped Darren. Even in mid-winter he looked tanned and healthy as he strode into the waiting room, flashing a dazzling smile to his waiting clients. When he spotted Edward in the corner his smile slipped a notch or two. Edward had never been self-conscious; for the most part he strolled through life with enviable indifference to the opinions of others. However when faced with Darren Walker I witnessed the slightest shift in my friend’s demeanour. The cool fluidity of his movements stiffened, an uncharacteristic hesitancy settled in, and for just a moment uncertainty clouded his features. 
 
    “Well, who’s next, Mary?” Darren asked.  
 
    Mary suddenly forgot that Edward existed and hastily trotted over to her appointment book. “I’ll just check for you, Darren.” She tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder and thrust out her ample bosom as she passed by him. Instead of going back behind her desk, Mary chose to lean across it, in what I suspect she thought was a provocative pose, but her sizeable chest knocked over a tub of pens as she reached for the book. Darren nodded politely but stiffly to us as he waited; I could see he was wondering what we were doing there. With Mary still scrambling to pick up the overturned pens, Edward took advantage of her disarray to approach Darren.  
 
    He attempted a smile, but it was too forced, more like a tight grimace as if someone had just kicked him in the shin. “Darren, I was just wondering if you know when Beth will be back?” he asked, trying to sound casual and not quite managing it.  
 
    Darren glanced at me curiously before returning his attention to Edward. He wasn’t nearly as friendly towards me as he’d been in The Swan I noted.  
 
    “I’m not really sure,” he replied, unhelpfully. Edward’s expression hardened and there was a brief but tense moment as they just stared at each other.  
 
    Darren broke eye contact first. He turned to Mary again, who’d just about got all her pens back in their container. “Mary, when you spoke to Beth’s dad, did he say when she’d be back?” 
 
    Mary abandoned the pens and scuttled over to Darren, she seemed to see the question as a good excuse to go and stand very close to him. “No, Darren.” She smiled at him. “He just said she’d be taking a few days off.” 
 
    Darren looked back at Edward with a slight shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “It was Mr Stanton then who called to say she’d be off work?” Edward asked Mary, but it was Darren who answered him. 
 
    “Yes, he phoned on Saturday, about 10:30. I was just starting to wonder what was keeping Beth when he rang to say she wouldn’t be coming in to work,” he said. “Mind you, she never mentioned anything to me about taking a trip or having time off; I can only assume something came up unexpectedly.” 
 
    “You said you were ‘just starting to wonder what was keeping Beth’, weren’t you curious when she wasn’t here first thing then?”  
 
    Darren definitely didn’t seem to enjoy being questioned by Edward but did his best to remain polite. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. Her first appointment was at Blackberry Farm. She was going there first thing, then coming in to the practice afterward.” 
 
    “Did she keep that appointment?” Edward asked, though it sounded more like a demand. Darren glanced at his watch, his tolerance waning fast. I could see we were wearing out our welcome.  
 
    “Yes, I called Mr Jenning to check and he said she’d been to see his sheep as arranged. Now I should get on, if there’s nothing else, that is.” His sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on Edward, who gave him a cool smile and a polite thank you, before heading for the door.  
 
    Out on the chilly pavement Edward gazed across the road, where we could see both his aunt Alice’s house and the Stanton place next door. The previous day’s snowfall had failed to amount to much more than a light dusting on the grassy verges, but the sky still threatened, and heavy, dark clouds continued to roll in. 
 
    “What now?” I asked, knowing that wouldn’t be the end of it.  
 
    “Come on,” he said and swiftly crossed the street. He headed straight for the Stanton house. It was a double-fronted home with tall sash windows, set a little way back from the road and partially obscured by neat high hedges. Though it lacked the grandeur of his aunt’s house it was still substantial, and sat proudly within its own well maintained and extensive grounds. I hurried after Edward as he strode up the wide driveway, his boots crunching sharply against the pea gravel beneath his feet. He knocked on the front door, where a tasteful Christmas wreath of dark green sprigs and bright red berries stood out vividly against the glossy black wood. When there was no answer he knocked again, louder. I thought I saw a curtain twitch and remembered that Eleanor Stanton had been ill the day before; her husband was most likely at work. 
 
    “Maybe we should try again later.”  
 
    Edward threw me a disapproving look then knocked again, even more insistently. Finally we heard the sound of the door being unlocked and it opened just a crack to reveal the face of Beth’s mother, though it was a very different Eleanor than I was used to. Her beauty had drained away, replaced by a hollow, ashen mask, white-lipped and dark eyed. She didn’t look at all well, and it was clear that Alice’s condemnation about the Stantons missing church had been misplaced.  
 
    Eleanor peered out at us listlessly for a moment until recognition set in. “Edward,” she said, looking uncomfortable and self-conscious as she tried to smooth down her tousled hair. “What are you doing here? I’m afraid Beth’s not home.” She put her hand on her chest and seemed to be in some discomfort. I sincerely hoped she wasn’t about to throw up on the doorstep and took a hasty step back. I also didn’t relish the idea of catching anything nasty just in time for Christmas. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” Edward said briskly. “When will she be back?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not too sure.” She took a deep breath, and I wondered if I could risk putting further distance between us without it being too obvious. “She said she’d call and let us know when she’ll be home.”  
 
    “I hear she’s visiting a friend in Marlsbury, do you know where exactly?” Edward queried. 
 
    Eleanor’s face stiffened; she seemed annoyed by Edward’s question. “I can’t help you, I’m afraid,” she said tersely. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m not feeling too well.”  
 
    I turned to go as she was already shutting the door. To my surprise Edward stopped her, pushing his hand against the wood and taking a step closer. Eleanor Stanton gasped and stared indignantly at Edward, who in turn regarded her closely and seriously. There was an uncomfortable moment as I witnessed their stand-off on the door step, unsure whether I should say, or do, something.  
 
    Then Edward took me by surprise. “Can I take Pip?” I thought I’d misheard for a second. 
 
    Eleanor was equally surprised. “Pip?” 
 
    “Yes Pip, I know Beth didn’t take him with her, and if you’re not feeling well I can look after him, take him for walks and all that, just until Beth’s back, of course.” 
 
    Eleanor still looked surprised but her features relaxed. “Oh, yes all right, that’s very good of you.” 
 
    She opened the door wide to let us in and my heart sank. I’d always hated being ill to the point where it had almost become a phobia. The last thing I wanted to do was enter a germ-filled household, especially to collect a dog, my other great fear. Silently cursing Edward I followed him inside. I hoped we’d be in and out quickly, but for some reason Edward took his sweet time, walking slowly, his eyes everywhere as he scanned the tidy hallway and even peered up the broad staircase. Twice Eleanor stopped to wait for us to catch up, but Edward merely halted too, smiling innocently at her with his head cocked to one side as if listening out for something. He was equally as unhurried once we made it to the kitchen, leisurely making a fuss of Pip, but his head still on a swivel as he examined our surroundings. Eleanor threw some dog food and treats into a carrier bag, which to my horror she’d thrust into my arms before I could stop her. She was eager to be rid of us, and once she’d passed Edward the dog’s lead she folded her arms and stood in the centre of the kitchen, clearly willing us to go. 
 
    Edward attached the lead; Pip gave him an almost human look of disdain. Beth never had need of such a device; the dog was perpetually glued to her side and obeyed every instruction. Eventually, after another ponderous procession back through the house, we were once again outside. Eleanor Stanton virtually slammed the front door shut as soon as we were over the threshold. I gulped a few cleansing breaths of the fresh air and hoped I wouldn’t catch anything. Why Edward wanted to nose around the Stanton house I couldn’t fathom, he must have been inside countless times over the years. I also didn’t understand why he’d volunteered to dog sit, but, as fond as he was of Pip, I suspected it wasn’t merely out of kindness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY ONE 
 
    Visiting Beth’s work and home had done nothing to alleviate Edward’s unease, if anything he looked more worried. So when he asked me to grab my car keys I obliged. I’d drive all the way to Marlsbury and scour the town looking for Beth if that’s what it took. Half an hour later we were indeed on the Marlsbury road, but our actual destination was much closer; Blackberry Farm, the place of Beth’s last appointment. The day was dank, overcast, morning frosts had given way to a murky dampness that had me turning up the heater in the car. Edward insisted on bringing the dog with us, so Pip had taken up position on the back seat. He periodically poked his head through the gap between the front seats, something I found more than a little unnerving. The first time it happened I was so startled by the sudden appearance of a dog’s head at my elbow that I almost crashed the car. 
 
    A couple of miles outside Hadenville I took a right turn and followed the narrow, winding lane that led to the farm. Edward had me slow right down as we drove along the lane. He shuffled around in his seat trying to get a good look all around, peering intently into the hedgerows as we passed by. When the farm came into view I parked not far from the entrance and waited for Edward to do or say something. 
 
    He sat quite still, looking straight ahead and lost in thought. As I waited for him to decide on his next move I glanced at the scene ahead. The farm was like most in the district, a collection of mismatched buildings and vehicles, a little smaller than Brook Farm near the village, but still a good size. A man crossed the yard. I watched him for a few seconds before it registered that he was familiar. 
 
    “Hang on.” I sat forward, my face close to the windscreen. “I’ve seen him before,” I told Edward, who was now watching me with interest. “That’s the man who brought Pip home yesterday.” I pointed to the figure now disappearing inside the house. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s definitely him.” I scanned the farmyard again, more carefully this time. “And that’s his car, same car.”  
 
    “I see,” said Edward, then promptly got out of the car. “Come on, Pip,” he instructed. The dog dutifully jumped through the gap, onto the front seat and out to join Edward, managing to smack me in the face with his tail as he went. 
 
    Edward strolled towards the farmhouse, hands in his pockets and Pip in tow. For a moment I considered staying in the car. Sometimes following Edward turned out to be embarrassing, or even dangerous, but in the end curiosity got the better of me and I rushed to catch them up. 
 
    The man who ran Blackberry Farm, and had returned Pip to the Stantons, was a guy called Bruce Jenning. Edward blatantly used Pip as an excuse for the visit. He made a big show of thanking the man for returning the dog, stressing how devastated Beth would have been if she’d returned to find her dog missing. As he talked Edward fussed the dog at his side, who played his part very well too. In the end Jenning invited us inside for tea, and after some small talk about the weather Edward brought the conversation back round to Pip. 
 
    “So lucky that you found him,” he said. “When did you say it was?” 
 
    “Late Saturday night,” confirmed Jenning. “I was driving home and was pretty tired. Lucky I didn’t run over the dopey dog. But I wasn’t going too fast and spotted him in the headlights.” 
 
    “Where was he, exactly?” Edward asked, taking a sip of tea. 
 
    “Up the lane, back the way you’ve just come. I’d say about half a mile, that’s where he was. Just standing in the road, looking really, what’s the word? Dejected,” Jenning told us.  
 
    “Dejected?” Edward repeated. 
 
    “Well yes, he didn’t move when the car approached, he just stood where he was, his head was down, his tail was down. Like I said, dejected.” 
 
    We all looked at Pip, who watched us as if he was listening to every word, then he buried his nose in Edward’s lap. 
 
    “And you had no trouble catching him, he just let you take him to your car?” 
 
    “No bother at all,” said Jenning. “I mean, I was a bit cautious about approaching him at first, but when I got closer I realised it was Pip, though I hadn’t recognised him at first, looking the way he did.” 
 
    “Looking ‘dejected’ you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well that, and the fact he was pretty dirty. But like I said, when I got nearer I thought ‘that’s Pip’ so I checked his ID tag just to be sure. He let me fuss him, so I just grabbed the rope and led him to the car. He came as obediently as you like, though he certainly wasn’t his usual lively self.” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Edward. “You said you ‘grabbed the rope’. What rope?”  
 
    “The rope attached to his collar.”  
 
    I recalled Jenning had led the dog by a rope when he took him back to the Stantons. As Pip usually went without any kind of lead I’d just assumed the farmer had attached some rope as a makeshift lead.  
 
    “So a piece of rope was already attached to his collar when you found him?” I asked. 
 
    Jenning confirmed that was the case. Who had put a rope on the dog and why?  
 
    “Was there anything unusual about the rope?” asked Edward. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, anything distinctive about it?”  
 
    Jenning considered. “No, just a bit of rope. Looked quite new, except the end was frayed.” 
 
    “Was Pip with Beth when she came out here on Saturday?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh yes, she always had him with her.” 
 
    “But the rope wasn’t on his collar when Beth was here on Saturday morning?”  
 
    “No, he never had any kind of lead on when I saw him with Beth. First time she came out I was a bit worried, with the lambs and that you know, but that dog’s no bother at all.” 
 
    “What time did Beth leave here?” Edward fished his notebook out of his pocket. 
 
    “Well, she’d arrived quite early, so I’d say she left about half past nine,” he told Edward. “Not much later than that I’m sure.” 
 
    “Did you see any other traffic go by on Saturday morning?”  
 
    Jenning looked puzzled at the switch of questioning from Pip to traffic flow on Saturday, but he scratched behind his ear as he thought about it.  
 
    “No, no definitely not,” he finally said. 
 
    “You seem pretty sure,” Edward said, not bothering to hide his scepticism. 
 
    “I am. I was out there for a good couple of hours after Beth had gone, trying to fix up my old Land Rover. Anyway we’re right on the lane here, you notice anyone going by. This road’s usually only used by people who live on it, and I didn’t see any of them.” 
 
    Before going back to the car Edward once again asked the farmer exactly where he had found Pip. He told us it was a little way before a particularly tight bend, as he remembered thinking if the dog had been in the road on the bend itself he would surely have hit him. We thanked Bruce Jenning for his time and went back to the car. 
 
    I didn’t need to ask Edward what was next. We quickly found the place and parked up just after the tight bend. It was a bleak spot, made gloomier by the high prickly hedgerows and dark skies above. In the daytime it felt isolated and I could only imagine how uninviting it was at night. I mentally tipped my hat to Farmer Jenning for even spotting a dog in the road in such a place, let alone rescuing it.  
 
    The second Edward got out of the car Pip flew out after him like a dog possessed and dashed straight out into the road, which was luckily deserted and free of traffic. He began barking loudly, running back and forth across the lane, a frenzied black and white blur. Edward stood on the muddy verge watching the frantic animal. Pip gradually slowed down, his barking dwindling to a pitiful whine. Eventually he came to a halt in the middle of the road, where he stood trembling.  
 
    Edward went to him. He crouched down beside the distraught Collie, took the dog’s head in his hands and scratched him behind the ears. Edward muttered soothingly and when he rose Pip followed him back to the verge and sat down obediently. Edward then seemed to take over where Pip had left off, desperately scouring the area, bent low and carefully examining the ground all around us. He paid particular attention to some tracks in the mud at the side of the road. 
 
    “Something big stopped here,” he observed. “Bigger than a car, maybe a truck.” I watched nonplussed as he surveyed the tyre tracks from various angles. There were probably no end of vehicles that passed that way, I didn’t see what use it was, or what it had to do with Pip and the mysterious rope. 
 
    Edward continued his detailed assessment of the area. “Some other imprints here, looks like hooves, maybe a horse. Yes, I can see the shoe imprint, definitely a horse.” Edward stood upright and looked up and down the lane. “Possibly just someone out riding,” he muttered, then continued to examine the muddy ground. “Here are some more, same horse I’d say, and recently.” After another brief scan he straightened up. Something caught his attention and he suddenly headed for a small gap in the hedge and squeezed his way through to the other side.  
 
    “Here!” he shouted after a moment or two. I sighed and ploughed through the prickly branches to join him, cutting my hand and ripping my coat in the process. 
 
    “What?” I asked grumpily, examining the tear in my best winter coat. 
 
    “Look.” He pointed to a small, knobbly tree stump, or more specifically to a piece of rope tied around the base of it which had a frayed end. When Edward looked at me I could see the alarm behind his normally serene blue eyes. He inspected the area thoroughly, then carefully untied the rope and put it in his pocket.  
 
    Back in the car Edward took out the rope and looked it over. Pip was again sitting in the back seat and barked once, whether displeased by the sight of the rope or trying to convey something in dog language I had no idea. 
 
    “Someone tied him to that tree,” Edward said quietly. I had concluded the same thing but couldn’t figure out who would do such a thing, or why, or what on earth Pip had been doing out there that night in the first place. 
 
    “Something is very wrong here, Charlie,” said Edward. The look on his face unnerved me; he no longer looked merely worried, he actually looked afraid. 
 
    “Maybe it was a prank, some kids perhaps,” I theorised, hoping to ease Edward’s distress. “If Pip got out he might have wandered off, you know, looking for Beth. They were out this way earlier that day, so he might have come back here, then someone found him and tied him up.” It seemed at least plausible to me, albeit cruel. It was lucky Pip had managed to chew his way through the rope to free himself, then have the good fortune to be found by Bruce Jenning.  
 
    Edward shook his head sadly. “No, I don’t think Pip got out. Actually, I don’t think he made it home on Saturday morning.” 
 
    Pip nuzzled Edward’s arm through the gap in the seats and made a tiny whining noise. I didn’t like what Edward was saying, now he was frightening me.  
 
    “Edward, he was with Beth on Saturday morning,” I pointed out. “She would have gone back home after leaving the Jenning place. She wouldn’t have left Pip behind.” 
 
    “Of course she wouldn’t, not if she could help it.” Edward sighed heavily, and actually put his head in his hands, a gesture I couldn’t recall ever seeing before from my friend. He sat back up after a moment and pushed his hair out of his eyes, his face pale but resolute. “Beth’s in trouble,” he said without a trace of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “But her parents said she was at a friend’s. We spoke to her mother this morning, you don’t think she’d lie to us, do you?” I asked, thinking he must surely, this time, be wrong. 
 
    “You saw her mother,” said Edward. “That was what really started to worry me, she was lying, and she was scared. She’d obviously been crying too, and she couldn’t wait to get rid of us.” 
 
    “She was just unwell, are you sure you’re not reading too much into this?” 
 
    Edward looked at me for a long moment. I could see the sadness in his eyes, but his jaw had a determined set. When he spoke it was barely a whisper. “Please trust me on this one, Charlie; I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    How could I say no to that? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY TWO 
 
    I gave Edward my assurance I‘d do everything in my power to help him, we would sort out what was going on and I would stick by him. If I’d known what he was planning I might well have washed my hands of the whole affair, but I couldn’t go back on my word, no matter how insane his suggestion was. Edward was convinced something had happened to Beth; her sudden disappearance, the fact that Pip had not only been left behind but had been tied to a tree in the middle of nowhere, and his suspicion that her parents knew more than they were letting on. Edward had known Beth since they were children, when some deep connection had formed between them, and the intervening years had only served to strengthen their relationship. Though they lived separate lives, whenever they were together invisible threads seemed to bind them. They could guess each other’s thoughts, finish each other’s sentences, no mean feat where Edward was concerned. Given how well he knew her Edward’s plan was to search her room at her parents’ house, that way he’d be able to ascertain if she’d gone away of her own free will based on what she’d packed.  
 
    Despite vowing my help I did try to talk him out of it. 
 
    “But that won’t help, you surely don’t know all her clothes, how will you tell if anything’s missing?” 
 
    “I know what clothes she normally wears,” he informed me, as if I was insulting his observational abilities. “And it’s not just clothes, women use all kinds of toiletries and beauty products don’t they.”  
 
    “OK, even if that told you anything, how are you going to persuade her parents to let us in to search her room? I’m sure they’d just love to let us rummage through Beth’s underwear!”  
 
    Edward gave me a disgusted look. “I’m not going to ask their permission, am I?”  
 
    “Then, how?” I asked, then wished I hadn’t.  
 
    Edward’s plan was to break in to the Stanton residence in the early hours when her parents would be asleep. He was confident he could sneak in, look around, ascertain what he needed to know, and be out again without anyone being any the wiser. 
 
    “Edward, Henry Stanton is a judge! If we’re caught breaking in to his house this is not going to end well for us.” 
 
    “Then we’d better not get caught,” was his infuriating reply. 
 
    2am on a frosty December night we crept through the sleeping village to break into Judge Stanton’s home. Dense clouds obscured the moon and stars but did little to alleviate the frigid temperature. My breath fogged before me and my unease grew with every step; nerves fluttered deep in the pit of my stomach and I wished I was tucked up in bed. I felt conspicuous despite the dark clothes I wore and jumped at the slightest sound. Edward had also dressed differently for the occasion, wearing a navy fleece and black trainers. He moved confidently, silently, and seemed impervious to both the cold and the risk.  
 
    He didn’t appear to have brought any special equipment and I couldn’t see how he intended to gain access. Did he plan on scaling a wall or picking a lock? I was surprised when he pulled out a set of keys; surely it couldn’t be that easy? He walked straight past the Stanton house, instead turning into Alice’s driveway. We let ourselves in through a side door and crept through the large kitchen. I followed Edward closely, fearful of bumping into anything. He negotiated his way through the dark room without incident and we soon stepped out of the back door and into the chilly night air. We made our way through Alice’s extensive grounds, darting across the tidy lawn, fumbling through the utter darkness cast by looming evergreens, and trying to walk silently on gravel pathways. We walked all the way to the orchard, which was at least far enough from the house to allow me to speak again. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I hissed at Edward, as he made for a wall of blackness that I knew to be a high hedge marking the boundary between the two properties.  
 
    “There’s a gap just there,” he said. I could see nothing but varying shades of darkness, even Edward was indistinct under the canopy of night. I followed closely and suddenly he disappeared without a sound into the hedge itself. I followed, though without his stealthy silence; twigs caught at my hair and clothes and I swore repeatedly. I wasn’t happy by the time I came out on the other side; it was the second time that day I’d had to scramble through shrubbery. 
 
    “What now?” I asked testily. “I suppose you’ve got keys to the Stantons’ as well.”  
 
    “Of course not.” He began making his way up the expanse of lawn toward the house before us. “We go up the sycamore.” He gestured in the direction we were headed. An enormous tree grew to one side of the garden, its bare branches reaching up at least as high as the nearby building, stretching out towards the corner of the house as though trying to embrace it. 
 
    “We go up the sycamore!” I hadn’t climbed a tree since I was a child, even then it was never a giant like this, in the dark, in the cold. I could barely feel my hands as it was. 
 
    “That’s Beth’s window there.” Edward pointed to the far side of the top floor. 
 
    “Which is shut,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I can open it,” he assured me in a calm voice. My heart sank; this could be the end, falling to my death from a tree in the middle of the night. 
 
    Reaching the base of the sycamore I peered upwards, feeling small and fragile next to the great tree. The branches seemed to stretch up endlessly, and I could hear the higher boughs creaking far above. 
 
    Edward wasted no time. He lightly sprang up onto the closest branch. “Follow exactly where I go,” he whispered and proceeded to move up higher.  
 
    I followed with far less confidence and dexterity. It was hard going, my hands were numb, my feet were numb, and my heart was pounding loud enough to wake up the whole neighbourhood. One thing was clear though, Edward had climbed this tree before, and many, many times if I had to guess. In the pitch black night he found his way easily, almost effortlessly, weaving through the branches on what must have been a well-used and remembered route. He paused a couple of times, and then only to wait for me to catch up.  
 
    Why had he visited Beth’s bedroom, and via a tree and not the front door? Perhaps I had been wrong to assume their relationship was merely platonic. I did my best to keep up, fumbling for grip on the cold bark, my fingers scraping painfully as I heaved myself upwards. Some of the branches swayed alarmingly when I put my weight on them, causing me to cling to the trunk for dear life, my stomach plunging with the dread of falling. I didn’t dare look down even in darkness, and made my way gradually upwards, trying to quash the panic rising in my chest.  
 
    Worst was the last part. Edward shuffled part way along a thick branch near Beth’s window, then leaned out precariously. I almost called out, certain he’d fall, but managed to stop myself and stayed quiet. He didn’t fall. He fiddled with the bottom of the window for a moment and then amazingly it slid open. He swung one leg across, then the other, and disappeared inside. I followed, now hoping Beth hadn’t already come home and was sleeping soundly inside, how would we explain that? The slight gap between the branch and window seemed enormous as I crossed it, and it was a huge relief to put my feet onto the solid floor of Beth’s room. Edward closed the curtains quietly then flicked on a torch and swept it round the room. 
 
    “Why didn’t you use that down at the hedge?” I whispered in disbelief, I’d had to grope my way in pitch darkness when all the time he’d had a torch in his pocket. 
 
    “Sshh!” was the reply.  
 
    The room was large and under normal circumstances would be comfortable and welcoming. In the torchlight I caught fleeting glimpses of sturdy white furniture and thick pile carpet. The double bed was neatly made, and it was empty. Beth hadn’t come home yet. Slippers were placed to one side of the bed as if anticipating their owner’s feet at any moment. After a cursory look round Edward got down to the business of searching Beth’s room. 
 
    First he turned his attention to the large wardrobe. He opened the door which creaked despite his best efforts, then carefully examined all the clothes hanging up, sifting through garments methodically, then examining shoes and boots stacked in the bottom, his torch reaching right into the corners. After the wardrobe he went to another cupboard in the corner of the room. This was messier, overspill for things that weren’t in everyday use. It was haphazardly stacked with suitcases, spare blankets and pillows, old sports gear, and piles of reference books from her university days. Again Edward was thorough, so I waited patiently. Once he’d finished rummaging through the corner cupboard he moved over to Beth’s dressing table. On top were a hairbrush and a small, ornate jewellery box, which he glanced at then started opening drawers, systematically checking the contents of each. From the top left-hand drawer he took out a book and started leafing through the pages. I stepped to one side to get a better look and realised it was a diary.  
 
    “Edward,” I whispered. “You can’t read that.”  
 
    Edward glanced at me but I couldn’t read his expression in the shadows. He took no notice of my objection, shining his torch on the pages. I’d had enough. I was about to insist we leave, sincerely hoping Edward’s exit plan didn’t involve going back out the window, when the unthinkable happened.  
 
    Edward was still engrossed in Beth’s diary, I was standing in the middle of the room with my hands tucked under my armpits for warmth, when the door flew open and the lights went on. I froze and stared at Judge Henry Stanton. He stood there in his dressing gown glaring at me, an angry flush in his face and, more worryingly, a hammer in his hand. We’d been caught.  
 
    I didn’t dare move, just risked a glance at Edward. He was regarding Henry Stanton and his hammer with cool detachment. Edward casually flicked off his torch and put it back in his pocket. Incredibly he didn’t look afraid or even ashamed of himself. In fact, if anything, he looked annoyed. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Henry Stanton asked us through gritted teeth, his face puce with rage, and I didn’t like the whitening of the knuckles on the hand gripping the hammer. 
 
    “Where is she?” Edward asked in return, his voice low, his expression still stern. He looked for all the world like he was the one who deserved an explanation, not the man before him whose house we’d just broken into. 
 
    Mrs Stanton appeared at her husband’s shoulder. She looked just as bad, if not worse, as she had that morning, her face as white as the robe she was wearing. She peered round Henry Stanton and saw it was us. She seemed to relax a little, perhaps glad it wasn’t real burglars, but Henry was still furious. 
 
    “Just get the hell out of here!” he shouted. I was ready to bolt the second he stepped aside, and started moving cautiously towards the door.  
 
    Edward didn’t budge. “I said, where is she?” His voice had lowered further, he sounded very calm, very serious, very dangerous. Edward’s coldness was more alarming than the fury of Henry Stanton, hammer notwithstanding. 
 
    “And I said....”  
 
    Before he could go further, Eleanor put a hand on her husband’s arm and gently squeezed. That small act was enough to silence him and he took a couple of calming breaths.  
 
    “Please, Henry,” she said. They looked at each other for a long moment, then he seemed to slump. He dropped the hammer, thankfully, and went to sit on the edge of Beth’s bed. Then, to my dismay, the man began sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    Eleanor went over and wrapped her arms around her husband, she was also crying but silent tears rather than the racking sobs of Henry. I realised with horror that Edward had been right, something awful must have happened. 
 
    Eleanor took control. She tenderly helped her husband to his feet then ushered us all downstairs. I could feel the frustration radiating from Edward but he managed to be patient in light of the fragile state of the Stantons. In the kitchen Eleanor put the kettle on whilst her husband, calmer now but still trembling, told us what had happened. 
 
    “We got a phone call on Saturday morning, about ten thirty I think.” He looked to Eleanor who nodded her agreement. “It was a man, he said that they had Beth, and that if I didn’t do as they asked they would...” he took a juddering breath. "They’d kill her.” His voice faded almost to nothing as he finished this sentence.  
 
    I was dumbfounded for a moment but then managed to blurt out. “Who are ‘they’, who has Beth?” 
 
    Henry looked at me and shrugged. “I don’t know exactly who.”  
 
    “What did they ask of you?” Edward asked, he looked much calmer than the rest of us, although he was paler than usual. 
 
    “There’s a case I’m presiding over, the trial of a man called Barnabas Monk. He’s on trial for burglary, he’s just a petty thief really, not even a particularly good one.”  
 
    Edward glanced at me with a strange look in his eyes. “His name is Barnabas Monk?”  
 
    Henry nodded. “Yes, an old guy. He’s been living abroad for nearly twenty years, but within a few weeks of returning to this country he gets himself arrested. I guess he must have some powerful friends somewhere though, and they’ve taken Beth.” Henry cradled the tea his wife handed to him and smiled weakly at her before continuing. “The people who phoned said I had to throw the case out. The evidence against him is pretty circumstantial anyway, and they’re going to fabricate something that will appear to discredit the prosecution’s case. I have to announce a mistrial, and the accused walks free. Otherwise...” 
 
    “When is all this meant to happen?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “The defence are putting forward key evidence on Wednesday, that’s when it has to happen.” 
 
    “That’s another two days,” Edward’s voice was almost a whisper. “Beth’s been held hostage since Saturday. Have you even spoken to her, do you even know if she’s still alive?” His cool demeanour was beginning to show signs of cracking. 
 
    “Yes,” said Eleanor, her hands shook but her voice was calm. “We spoke to her on Saturday when they first called, but it was just for a few seconds then there was all this beeping, must have been a phone box. They called again on Sunday evening, and it was the same thing, we only had moments to talk to her before the money had run out.” 
 
    “I insisted on regular contact,” Henry said, his voice finding a little more strength. “They’ll call again tomorrow at 6pm, well today now I suppose,” he said, glancing at the kitchen clock which showed it was almost 3am. “They’ll let us speak to Beth again, so we know she’s still OK. Then after I’ve announced the mistrial on Wednesday they’ll call one last time to tell us where we can find her.” Edward didn’t look at all happy; I could see he was not only worried but also annoyed at the delay. 
 
    “I have to go to the office and court as usual every day so as not to arouse suspicion.” Henry Stanton gave Edward a strange appraising look. “They said if we told anyone, or went to the police, they would kill her.” This time when he said it his voice didn’t fade, in fact it became stronger and he was still looking straight at Edward as if challenging him. “Two more days and this is all over, I have my little girl back.”  
 
    Edward returned the judge’s stare with an unreadable expression. I hoped the situation wasn’t about to deteriorate. Given the position the Stantons were in I doubted they’d call the police on us for trespassing, but even so I wanted to keep the peace. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t tell anyone,” I assured them, wishing my voice sounded more confident. All eyes fell on Edward.  
 
    “I will handle this, Edward. You leave it to me, do you hear?” Stanton warned. 
 
    Edward looked more worried than I’d ever seen him. “I only care about Beth’s safety,” he murmured quietly. Henry Stanton didn’t look particularly reassured but we finished our tea and left.  
 
    I told the Stantons to call if they needed anything at all; carrying the burden of what was happening had clearly taken its toll on them both. I wasn’t sure what help I could really be, so maybe the offer sounded hollow, but Beth’s mother gave me a small, sad smile of gratitude. It had been a bizarre and troubling evening, and we were both very quiet as we walked through the dark, silent streets back to Willow Cottage.  
 
    Once home by some unspoken mutual agreement we just sat in silence at the kitchen table, listening to the ticking of the clock on the wall. The enormity of what had happened was only just beginning to sink in. I still couldn’t quite believe it; Beth had been kidnapped. My brain was running hot and fast as I went over all the things that had happened over the course of the last couple of days. It had all seemed so trivial; Beth missing her arranged appointment with Lucy, the Stantons not attending church, the dog being returned by a farmer. Edward had immediately suspected something was wrong, and not for the first time I hadn’t taken him seriously.  
 
    Now the full meaning of what we’d just been told was crashing in on us. I felt foolish, shocked, and most of all utterly useless. I struggled to find some words of comfort to offer Edward but nothing seemed adequate. At one point I suggested making tea, but Edward just sat with his head in his hands, his taut white fingers entwined in his wavy hair; he didn’t even look up to acknowledge me. I knew he was going through hell. Edward hated to sit back and do nothing when someone needed help, and this time that someone was Beth.  
 
    After a while he got up and disappeared into his studio, and for some time I could hear him pacing back and forth, back and forth. The muffled sound of his footsteps on the wooden floor seemed to resonate ominously throughout the little cottage. I knew he wanted to be by himself so I left him alone, but there was no way I could go to bed. Instead I dragged myself into the living room and flopped wearily onto the sofa. My tiredness overcame my anxiety and eventually I slipped into an uneasy sleep, filled with dark and frightening dreams. The next thing I knew Edward was shaking me awake, and had put a cup of tea down in front of me. 
 
    I could tell by the look on his face, even through his exhaustion, that he had some kind of plan in mind. I looked at the clock on the mantelpiece, it was 06:15. 
 
    “OK,” I said, picking up the tea. “What are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY THREE 
 
    I parked up outside Brook Farm a little before 7am. Edward wanted to talk to Nathan Grove. Nathan’s local knowledge and familiarity with the surrounding areas might prove useful. Before settling at Brook Farm Nathan had moved about quite a bit, hiring himself out to many of the farms in the region. I didn’t see how this could help where kidnapping was concerned, but Edward needed to do something.  
 
    Work started early at Brook Farm, and when we asked up at the house we were told Nathan was already out and about, but we were invited to wait. Carol Floyd had a broad, angular physique, but her rosy cheeks and twinkling blue eyes seemed at odds with her hardy frame. Even at that time of the morning she was pleasant and chatty as she led us into the farmhouse kitchen, which was warm and filled with the scent of freshly baked bread.  
 
    At the table sat Kerry Jessop. She was feeding her baby daughter, who happily sat in a highchair flipping her feet up and down, and completely ignoring her mother’s attempts to get a spoon into her mouth. Kerry was still in her nightdress with a thick woollen cardigan over the top. She looked well, happy and healthy, a far cry from the gaunt woman she’d been the night she left Liam Jessop. She certainly looked far fresher than Edward and I; he hadn’t slept at all as far as I could make out, and I’d only snatched a couple of hours in the same clothes I still wore.  
 
    Carol Floyd told us her husband and Nathan would return shortly for breakfast, and we were welcome to join them. She moved efficiently around her kitchen, frying up strips of bacon, cracking open fresh eggs, and setting out warm loaves of bread. Edward looked fidgety, vexed by the delay, but unable to think of any alternative he posted himself by the window. I sat at the table, feeling weary to my very bones.  
 
    It wasn’t too long before we heard footsteps approaching and David Floyd entered the kitchen, closely followed by Nathan Grove. David’s skin was nut brown even in December, with a network of deep lines and furrows criss-crossing his face. Whilst David was small and wiry, Nathan was larger and more muscular, with an open, friendly face, always quick to smile. Edward looked ready to swoop in straight away and get on with what he’d come for, but Nathan busied himself helping Mrs Floyd bring over the breakfast things, so Edward was obliged to take a seat at the table and bide his time.  
 
    Once we were all seated David Floyd turned to Edward. “Always good to see you, Edward.” He sliced a generous slab of bread. “But why do I get the feeling this isn’t a social call?” 
 
    Edward politely thanked Mrs Floyd as she served him some thick slices of bacon, but made no move to touch the food in front of him. “I wondered if I could have a word with Nathan, I’d like to pick his brains.” 
 
    “Well, that won’t take long,” laughed David. 
 
    “Dad!” admonished Kerry. 
 
    “Sorry sweetheart, you know I don’t mean it. But come on Edward, what’s this about?” 
 
    “I just need some information,” Edward said elusively, turning his attention to Nathan. “You’ve worked on a few of the farms around here, and some of those further off I think. I’m just trying to get the lie of the land, so to speak.”  
 
    It was an odd request but Nathan seemed happy to oblige, he hadn’t forgotten Edward’s part in liberating Kerry from her violent husband. “What exactly do you want to know?” asked Nathan, as he shovelled large forkfuls of food into his mouth. 
 
    “On the stretch between here and Marlsbury, do you know how many of the farms keep horses?” 
 
    I remembered the hoof prints we’d found on the lane where Pip had been tied up.  
 
    “Horses?” Nathan considered for a moment. “Well there’s Yeates Farm, they have a couple, ponies really. At least they did last time I was there, but that’s been some time ago now.” 
 
    “Who owns Yeates Farm?” Edward wanted to know. He’d fished his notebook out of his pocket and had his pen poised.  
 
    “Family called Robson,” Nathan confirmed, looking dubiously at Edward’s note taking. Edward waited patiently whilst Nathan gulped down some tea. “Then there’s Upper Hollow Farm, belongs to Freddy Mortimer. They’ve got quite a few as his daughter runs a riding school. I know she still does ‘cause I bump into old Freddy now and then at the market.” 
 
    “Any others?” Edward was writing down everything Nathan told him. 
 
    Nathan thought about it as he chewed on a piece of bacon. Then shook his head. “No, not farms, none that I can think of anyway.”  
 
    Edward looked up sharply. “You said ‘not farms’, do you know of anyone else out that way with horses then?” 
 
    “Well,” Nathan continued. “There’s a house along the turning for Fletwick. They’ve got stables, but I don’t know who lives there.” Another gulp of tea. “The only other place I can think of is the Old Coach House Inn on the main road to Marlsbury. I’m not sure of the landlord’s name, well I know the fellow’s called Bill, but I don’t know his surname. Anyway they’ve always got a couple of horses in the field behind the beer garden.” 
 
    “OK, thanks,” said Edward. “And you’re sure that’s all?”  
 
    Nathan shrugged. “Those are the only ones I know about.”  
 
    David Floyd had listened with interest. “What’s this all about?” he asked.  
 
    Edward pursed his lips; he looked round at each of the faces at the table. For a brief panic-filled moment I had a horrible feeling he was about to blurt out what had happened to Beth.  
 
    “Just trying to track someone down,” he said instead, with an unconvincing smile. He was already getting to his feet. I quickly crammed in as much of Mrs Floyd’s delicious breakfast as I could and grabbed a piece of bread to take with me. There was no telling how long it would be until my next meal.  
 
    “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    David Floyd still looked dissatisfied and like he had more questions, so I quickly followed Edward, thanking Mrs Floyd through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “I hope you find what you’re after,” Nathan called as we made our exit. 
 
    We headed back to the car where Pip awaited our return from his place in the backseat. I’d suggested leaving him at the cottage but Edward wouldn’t hear of it, and now his eager black and white face was pressed through the gap in the window. 
 
    “What now?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, we’ve got four potential locations so let’s go and have a look around.” 
 
    “What makes you think there’s a connection between the kidnappers and horses?”  
 
    Edward looked at me seriously. “Beth’s a smart girl; she wouldn’t have stopped for strangers, not without good reason. But she’s also a vet, it would be easy for someone to flag her down if they had an animal that needed help.”  
 
    It still seemed a long shot, but Edward had to do something, anything, he couldn’t just sit and wait. “We have to be careful though, Edward,” I reminded him. “If the kidnappers are in one of those places and they see a strange car hanging around it could be very bad for Beth.” 
 
    Edward glared at me, his eyes flashing angrily. “I know that!” he growled. 
 
    “I just mean...”  
 
    He put a hand on my shoulder and his anger subsided as quickly as it had risen. “I know, I know what you mean. Sorry, Charlie, this is just... just hard.”  
 
    I knew that was a gross understatement, and felt a huge surge of pity for my friend as we stood in the blustery yard of the farm. “The thing is, all these calls to the Stantons have been made from public phone boxes,” he pointed out. “That’s what I want to check out. Is there a phone box that’s close enough to one of those properties to make it viable to use? After all, it’s risky isn’t it, taking a hostage out in public to make a call?” I nodded my agreement. “So,” he continued. “It’s got to be remote or private in some way, but also accessible for the kidnappers.” His reasoning as ever seemed sound, if a little ambitious. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go and see.” 
 
    It was barely light as we drove out of the village, darkness grudgingly giving way to a subdued, grey world. All the colours of the landscape seemed dampened and repressed once we’d left behind the homes and shops of Hadenville, with their glittering and vibrant Christmas decorations, small, shining, optimistic objects doing their best to ward off the winter gloom. The rising sun did little to brighten the world, the creeping dawn revealed a low, steely sky. Somehow the silent, sombre cloudbanks hanging over us seemed apt, matching the dark mood in the car as we headed out into the countryside.  
 
    We had to get through this short, gloomy December day before another long, wintry night descended. I knew Edward would try to make every moment count. I could almost feel the desperation emanating from Edward as he sat silently beside me. Although I had misgivings about his slender theory, based on nothing more than a few hoof prints in the mud, I knew that he’d go crazy with nothing to focus on. I’d gladly drive him around the countryside for as long as necessary, rather than risk bursting the small bubble of hope he was clinging to so fervently. Judge Stanton had insisted we do nothing and let him handle the situation. Although we weren’t exactly adhering to that request, I doubted our wild goose chase would turn up anything useful anyway. I was just biding my time and trying to help Edward cope. 
 
    We checked out Upper Hollow Farm first as it was closest. It was large and prosperous, with extensive paddocks and rows of orderly stables occupying the strip of land nearest the road, whilst further away enormous sheds stretched into the distance. The working day was well underway. Riders milled about near the busy stable block. In the few moments we watched we saw people disappearing into the main house, the door unlocked and the house easily accessible. Several rooms were brightly lit, with curtains pulled back so we had a clear view of those within. After driving past the farm and criss-crossing the lanes in the vicinity it seemed an unlikely candidate. There was also no sign of a public phone box nearby, so if Beth was being held there transporting her farther afield would be risky and involve passing through more populated areas.  
 
    It was a similar story with the pub, The Old Coach House Inn. The large old building squatted near the roadside, the interior warmly lit, Christmas lights circling the window frames. There was a public phone right outside the pub but it seemed unlikely this could be the one we were looking for. The Stantons had received phone calls at times when the pub would have been trading, so the kidnappers would have been in full view. Neither Edward nor I could see Beth being kept there or using that telephone. We moved on.  
 
    That left two possibilities. Yeates Farm, situated further along the Marlsbury road and located where there were few other houses, or the house on the way to Fletwick, which again was in a fairly remote location. 
 
    When we reached the turning for Fletwick, sure enough there on the corner stood a public phone box. The ground around it was churned up where vehicles had pulled up onto the grass verge, a small line of trees behind marked the boundary with the wheat fields stretching away on the other side. It was a remote spot with no buildings in sight and little passing traffic. We parked up and got out to look around.  
 
    “This is the one,” Edward said, his voice a husky whisper.  
 
    I didn’t question him for a second. Pip had followed us from the car and was going nuts. It was a repeat of the dog’s behaviour in the lane the day before, except this time he was even more excitable, more frenzied. He combed the area desperately, thrusting his nose into the deep tyre tracks criss-crossing the ground, and jumping up against the phone box, his paws scraping uselessly against the glass. His frantic behaviour plucked at my heart.  
 
    I turned to Edward, intending to ask for his help to calm the poor animal, but the words dried up in my mouth. He was so pale the colour even seemed to have drained from his lips, and dark circles of worry and fatigue had appeared beneath his blue eyes, his misery now so palpable it was like a physical presence.  
 
    A light, chilly drizzle set in and slowly saturated us as we stood on the grass verge, watching Pip’s distress, two helpless men and one pining animal.  
 
    Beth had been here. She would be coming here again, hopefully. In the meantime what could be done? Eventually Edward went to Pip. He knelt on the muddy earth and embraced the wretched animal, whispering softly into the dog’s ear as though he didn’t want me to hear what he was saying. Perhaps he didn’t.  
 
    When we returned to the car even I gave Pip a comforting pat on the head as he sat miserably in the back seat, still staring at the phone box on the corner with sad brown eyes. 
 
    “So,” I said, trying to sound positive, businesslike, despite the hopeless feeling gnawing away inside my chest. “I take it the house Nathan told us about is this way?” I pointed down the road signposted for Fletwick. 
 
    Edward nodded. “Yes, or if we carry on straight ahead we’ll see Yeates farm a couple of miles down on the left.” He pointed down the main Marlsbury road. 
 
    “Shall we have a look?”  
 
    Edward devised a route that took us in the direction of Marlsbury, passing Yeates farm, then we took another turning much further along to come back in a big loop and thereby pass the house on the Fletwick road. This way we’d only pass each of the properties once so wouldn’t arouse suspicion if anyone was keeping watch. 
 
    Yeates farm was in stark contrast to the flourishing Upper Hollow Farm, it had an almost abandoned air with drab, dilapidated buildings, the roofs of which had been patched many times over the years. Not a soul was evident in the grubby farmyard, the only signs of life a couple of horses huddled together in the corner of a field. The tiny farmhouse looked almost as run down as the other buildings, and the small latticed windows remained dark and blank as we passed.  
 
    Soon after we passed the final location on our suspect list. The house was not large, but was a neat brick building which looked well maintained. Tidy picket fencing enclosed a well tended garden which curved around the side of the house. Again we didn’t see anybody about, though a thin plume of smoke drifted from a chimney on the far side of the house. There were stables and an adjoining paddock and a chestnut horse which raised its nose as we passed.  
 
    After spending the morning driving around the countryside we were no nearer to finding the kidnappers or Beth, and weren’t able to exclude either of the possible locations. Both were remote, both could access the phone box on the corner without being seen. The fact that the phone box was on the corner of Marlsbury road seemed odd as it was a fairly major route, but then again a main road in the countryside still tended to have very light traffic. Edward also pointed out the tracks on the grass could have been where a vehicle parked purposely to shield the phone box and its users from the prying eyes of passing vehicles. 
 
    We returned to the junction and the now infamous phone box, this time approaching from the Fletwick direction. I pulled over again and looked at Edward. 
 
    “It could be either, or neither,” I pointed out, needlessly I saw by the worried lines etched across his brow.  
 
    After a few moments mulling it over he said, “The only thing we can be sure of is that Beth was here.” He pointed at the phone box. I looked at Pip over my shoulder, yes that wasn’t in doubt.  
 
    “Do you think they’ll use this place again this evening?”  
 
    Edward gazed at the innocuous looking phone box and the churned up ground all around it. After a moment he turned to me, his pale face grim with determination, and a fierce fire in his light blue eyes. “There’s only one way to be sure.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 
 
    An hour or so later I walked into Westbridge police station.  
 
    I’d dropped Pip off at home; to me he was a poignant representation of this whole terrible situation. I’d tried to tempt the dog with some food, but he’d just sat there looking at me with big brown eyes which seemed to ask ‘why’? I wasn’t entirely sure of the question. Why had Beth gone away? Why was he sitting in our kitchen instead of at home? Why was the strange man who’d always been scared of him suddenly being so kind? Whatever the question I didn’t have an answer, and left the poor creature alone in our cottage so I could do what I had to.  
 
    Edward and I had both agreed Pip couldn’t be anywhere near the scene if Beth turned up, he’d be bound to give the game away. So, rather than leave him cooped up in the car, I drove the dog back to our cottage. I was then supposed to return. To park the car somewhere out of the way and out of sight, and join Edward to wait for Beth and the kidnappers.  
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    Instead I did the very thing Henry Stanton had warned us against, I went to the police. 
 
    At the desk I asked for Richard Green with as much bravado as I could muster, I knew the Inspector was the only one I could speak to. When the policeman behind the counter told me he was out hot panic rose in my chest. I hadn’t considered this. Where was he? How long would he be? I realised I was actually verbalising these questions when the policeman frowned, unimpressed by my tetchy demands. My nerves were wound so tight I didn’t know how much more I could take. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, taking a deep breath and forcing a smile. “He said he’d be here,” I lied. The policeman looked suspicious but suggested I take a seat and wait. Not knowing what else to do I sat on one of the hard, plastic chairs. Looking at my watch I was surprised to discover it was only just after one o’clock, this day already seemed to have gone on forever.  
 
    The waiting room was quiet, peaceful. The man at the desk disappeared behind his newspaper, rustling pages every now and then as he slowly worked his way through it. The large, old-fashioned radiator in the corner of the room made low, gentle chugging sounds as the heating system ponderously toiled to keep the cold at bay. From somewhere deeper within the building came the steady hum of muffled voices and the distant ringing of telephones, indistinct echoes of the day to day business of the station which seeped through into the quiet waiting room. A light sleety rain started up outside, the flakes pattering soft and wet against the window. Lulled by the tranquil surroundings my chin soon dropped to my chest; I couldn’t have fought the warm embrace of sleep even if I’d wanted to.  
 
    I was woken by a swift kick to my foot. I grunted, sat up, and blinked stupidly as I tried to get my bearings. Richard Green loomed over me. His heavy overcoat, hair and beard all glistened with drops of rain. The cold air coming off him enveloped me, chasing away drowsiness. I cleared my throat, tried to gather my thoughts. 
 
    “You look awful,” he said. I didn’t argue, if I looked half as bad as I felt I couldn’t have been a pretty picture. “Follow me.”  
 
    He led the way to his office on the first floor. I followed, silent and obedient. He hadn’t asked me what I was doing there, but had immediately taken me up to his office. The detective in him could tell this was serious. I glanced at my watch. It was already nearly quarter to two. I thought I’d nodded off for just a few moments but I’d slept for over half an hour. Perhaps not so surprising given how exhausted I was, I felt physically and emotionally drained. My thoughts turned to Edward. He would be at least as exhausted, not to mention freezing cold, wet through and all alone in the countryside in mid-winter. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he’d collapsed somewhere amongst the hedgerows.  
 
    The insanity of it all crashed in on me; I’d barely sat down opposite Inspector Green before I began to speak. I told him everything, including breaking into the Stantons. I didn’t even care if he took it as a confession and locked me up for breaking and entering; a hot cup of tea and a bed in a cell would have been worth it the way I felt.  
 
    Green listened without interrupting. I blurted it all out; the need to unburden myself overtook all other considerations. When I’d finished a surge of relief flowed through me, though outwardly I was still a wreck and realised I was shaking. Richard Green stood up and disappeared into an outer office for several minutes. I dropped my head into my hands, wishing for the millionth time that it was all over. I wanted nothing more than to enjoy the Christmas holidays with Lucy, happy, carefree, with no thoughts of kidnapping, or danger, or fear. When Green came back he put a hot mug of tea in front of me and placed a large reassuring hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Drink that.” 
 
    I complied. We sat in silence for a few minutes as I drank the hot tea, cradling the mug in my hands and taking comfort from its warmth. 
 
    “Charlie,” he eventually spoke. “Am I right in thinking Edward didn’t want you to tell me any of this?”  
 
    I was impressed by the man’s perceptiveness. I hadn’t mentioned anything about Edward to give that impression. Perhaps my demeanour gave me away, like a man confessing, something I was sure the Inspector had witnessed many times. 
 
    “I was just supposed to drop the dog off at home then go back out there to wait with him,” I admitted. 
 
    Green nodded his head slowly. He didn’t speak for a minute. “Well,” he said eventually in a brisk tone of voice. “Now that you have told me you realise I have to act in my official capacity. Whatever Edward is, or was, planning is irrelevant. We have officers trained specifically for this kind of work. I’ve already set the wheels in motion. We’ll have someone go to the Stanton home and to Judge Stanton’s office. Negotiators are on their way, and I’ll personally arrange a stakeout on this phone box you think they’re using.” 
 
    I sat stunned. I’d wanted someone to take over, take the responsibility away from me, away from Edward too. But now that it had happened I felt truly miserable. I had utterly betrayed my friend, and I hoped for all I was worth that I hadn’t just doomed Beth. 
 
    Green’s expression softened. “You did the right thing, Charlie.” For some reason it didn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 
 
    Once the Inspector put the wheels in motion things happened fast. In less than two hours I was back at the corner where I’d left Edward, clambering out of an unmarked police car, and full of trepidation. With me were Inspector Green and a couple of constables, Steadman and Clarke. As soon as we were clear of the vehicle the driver took off down the road to take up his own position.  
 
    With dazzling speed orders had been issued and all manpower available had been assembled. Police officers were strategically posted to keep watch on the two properties we’d identified, as well as all possible routes to the phone box. The sheer scale of the operation added to my anxiety; they’d invested considerable resources based on our desperate theory. I felt small beneath the crushing weight of responsibility, so much happened so fast based solely on my information. If no-one showed up to make that phone call at 6 o’clock I didn’t know what I’d do, and I prayed my decision wouldn’t make matters worse for Beth. 
 
    Edward emerged from his hiding place in the bushes. He was soaked to the skin and looked ill with exhaustion, a pale wraith bearing down on us in the fading afternoon light. His hair was sodden, dripping onto his shoulders, he was visibly trembling, and as he drew closer I saw that a blue tinge infused his lips. Despite his pitiful appearance what stood out most of all was his fury. His white face was a grim mask, and his eyes bore into mine as he came to a halt in front of us. I felt a sharp pang of shame and sick with guilt for letting him down. 
 
    “What have you done?” Edward’s voice was low, quiet, but bursting with emotion. Shouting, even screaming at me, would have been preferable, but he stayed in control, his disappointment and despair filling the air between us. The pain of my betrayal tore into me and I had no words. Unable to stand his gaze I dropped my head and miserably pondered the ground at my feet.   
 
    “Don’t blame him,” said Green. “I made him tell me what was going on.”  I was grateful to him for trying to cover for me, but I knew Edward wouldn’t believe it for a second. The Inspector stood squarely in front of Edward with his hands on his hips. “You should have told me, Edward.”  
 
    Edward threw another baleful glare at me before responding. “The Stantons didn’t want the police involved,” he said bluntly. “Was I supposed to go behind their backs?” 
 
    “And yet here we are,” Green pointed out, gesturing around vaguely. “You need our help. Don’t you trust me, Edward?” Suddenly his voice sounded sad as he regarded the young man in front of him, and I saw a fleeting look of pity cross the Inspector’s features. The two men regarded each other in silence for a moment. I knew how much Edward looked up to Richard Green, and that he valued his opinion above all others. The only other person who came close was our headmaster, Maurice Clements. In their own unique ways both men had been surrogate fathers to Edward, just as Alice had been a surrogate mother.  
 
    Eventually Edward nodded, slowly. “It’s just...” his voice faltered, and for a moment he had to look away. I saw the muscles working in his tightened jaw and heard his ragged breathing as he fought to get his emotions under control. When he turned back to face Green he looked him right in the eye, his expression imploring. “It’s Beth!”  
 
    Green and I both knew how special she was to Edward; could either of us really say we wouldn’t behave irrationally in similar circumstances. Richard Green reached out and grasped Edward’s shoulder, the same gesture he’d used on me back at his office. It was a small thing, but for a man who never let his feelings get the better of him the sentiment it conveyed was pretty moving.  
 
    The swell of tension suddenly evaporated, and Inspector Green smoothly switched back into official mode. He and Edward soon had their heads together, debating the best vantage points and strategic hiding places. It was heartening to see Edward almost back to his old self as he discussed the merits of nearby tree cover, and I suspected he was secretly relieved to have the Inspector there. I know I was. 
 
    The light faded beneath leaden skies, a cold, sleety rain saturated everything, and dusk brought with it creeping mists which rose from the damp earth. All we could do was wait. We tried to make ourselves as comfortable as possible in the freezing wet conditions, lurking at the edge of a wheat field, sheltering behind a high hedge. My hands and feet were numb with cold, the rest of me shivering, my thick coat useless against the cold. I couldn’t imagine how Edward felt, at least I’d briefly thawed out during my trip to Westbridge, but he’d been exposed to the elements all day, and hadn’t slept for well over twenty four hours. I was amazed he was even standing, let alone still having whispered discussions on surveillance tactics with the Inspector.  
 
    Soon enough even he fell quiet, each of us lost in our own thoughts as darkness fell around us, waiting patiently until we were enveloped in the icy blackness of the night. A few cars passed by as the five of us loitered in our hiding place, trying and failing to keep warm and dry as we waited for 6 o’clock to roll round. When there was only a quarter of an hour to go Green, Steadman and Clarke stealthily made their way to some scant trees a few feet from the phone box. In daylight this would have been risky cover, but in the pitch dark they would be nicely concealed. Edward had worried that the kidnappers’ headlights might pick them out, but Green pointed out that all the tracks on the ground ran parallel to the trees he’d chosen, and it was unlikely they would park differently on this occasion.  
 
    Edward and I stayed where we were, peering through a ragged hole in the hedge. Green had threatened us not to make a move or a sound, or to interfere in any way. He assured us that if Beth was there, and he could safely extract her, then he would. If it was too risky there would be other opportunities once we knew where they were keeping her.  
 
    A crackle from Green’s radio told us one of the other teams had spotted something. The wait felt like forever. A sharp chill bored down into my very bones, either caused by weather, exhaustion, or just pure fear.  
 
    In the distance came the sound of an approaching car, coming from the Fletwick direction. Moments later headlights cut through the swirling mists and a vehicle came into view. Would they carry on past or stop at the phone box? It must be 6 o’clock by now.  
 
    The vehicle slowed, for a moment I thought it was going to keep on going, and turn off onto the Marlsbury road, but at the last second it veered onto the grass verge, parking just where the other tracks in the ground were. Edward gasped beside me. He‘d realised what I hadn’t spotted straight away; it was Beth’s Land Rover. 
 
    The driver’s door swung open and a man emerged. I could still hear the low drone of the engine ticking over, and the headlights gave me a good view of the driver. He was short, powerfully built, with a bald head, and I had seen him before. In fact, I’d seen him twice, back in October, once lurking in the library and again beneath an umbrella at the railway station in Westbridge. Edward stirred at my side; I was sure he also recognised the man. After carefully scanning the area the bald man moved to the other side of the vehicle and pulled open the back door. It was what we’d been expecting, hoping for even, but it was still a shock to see Beth dragged out of the back of her own car.  
 
    She looked somehow smaller than usual, shrunken with fright, her shoulders tightly hunched and her head down, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground in front of her. Her hair hung limp and dark so I could barely make out her pale face. It was a far cry from the Beth I’d come to know, normally bursting with life and energy. The confident, joyful young woman had been diminished to a small, meek soul shrouded in fear.  
 
    A second man emerged from the vehicle. He was taller than the other, but less intimidating than his companion. His clothing seemed too loose for his thin frame and his head swivelled nervously in all directions. Beth was securely flanked by her captors. With her hands bound in front of her they kept a tight grip on her arms as they manoeuvred her towards the phone box. The taller man quickly stepped inside, his thin, pinched profile exposed by the dim lighting within. His stockier companion kept the door propped open with one shoulder whilst still keeping a firm hold of Beth, who was wedged nervously between them. The guy inside took a piece of paper out of his pocket and started to dial.  
 
    Then all hell broke loose.  
 
    Green and his two men had made their move without me noticing. Suddenly they were right on top of the kidnappers, moving with startling speed, calling out and shining their torches right into the eyes of their quarry. The guy outside the phone box reacted quickly and tried to make a break for it, making a desperate dash for the Land Rover. He didn’t get far.  
 
    Constable Clarke flew after him and expertly delivered a low, hard tackle which brought him down heavily. The young policeman pinned him to the ground whilst Green handcuffed him. Steadman shut the other kidnapper inside the phone box, utilising it as a temporary holding pen. He easily kept the door closed, and after a few feeble attempts to escape the taller man inside gave in, and could only watch impotently from his trapped position as his scrappier companion struggled vainly against the other officers.  
 
    It had happened so fast. I was still in my hiding place, gaping stupidly at what was unfolding before my eyes, when I realised that Edward was no longer at my side. Beth had slumped to the ground, dazed and confused, and even as Green and his men were still in the act of apprehending the kidnappers, Edward ran out. He was at her side in seconds.  
 
    He gently lifted her chin so she could see it was him, then helped her up, swiftly moving her away from all the commotion. Finally galvanising my feet into action I rushed over to them. I had about a million questions, but Beth’s eyes were dark and blank, she was so pale, a shadow of her former self, trembling in the mist. Taking off my thick overcoat I wrapped it around her. Edward nodded his thanks. He didn’t speak either, just put his arms around Beth and rested his cheek against the top of her head. I thought I saw a tear roll down his face, though we were all so drenched it was hard to be sure. I discreetly turned my back anyway. 
 
    Two police cars screeched into view, bright blue lights slicing through the darkness, and in no time at all the area was crawling with police. The stillness and silence of our long wait had been replaced by noise and activity. Beth’s kidnappers were now the ones held captive. They were bundled into the back of a police car, the bald one still uselessly struggling and protesting even as the car door slammed shut. Inspector Green seemed to be everywhere at once, giving out orders and continually speaking into his radio. Beth, Edward and I kept out of the way, standing on the sidelines of the commotion. Once the Inspector was satisfied everything was in hand he came over. His eyes sought out Beth, appraising her as she stood engulfed in my coat and Edward’s embrace.  
 
    “Is it over?” I asked. “Can we go home now?”  
 
    Green nodded. “Yes, I’ll take you myself.” He looked troubled as he continued to gaze at Beth. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Edward asked.  
 
    The Inspector took a deep breath. “You were right, it was that house on the road to Fletwick,” he confirmed. “Once my guys saw the Land Rover leave they went in.” 
 
    “Was anyone else there?” Edward wanted to know. 
 
    “Yes,” the Inspector confirmed. “Stanley Villiers.” 
 
    “Villiers? The Curator from the museum?” I asked, incredulous at this news. Edward said nothing, he simply stared at the Inspector. My mind reeled as I tried to make sense of it all. “So, you’ve arrested him then?”  
 
    “No need, he’s dead. They found him shot through the head, the gun still in his hand.” 
 
    Green drove us back to Hadenville. I sat up front, hunched over the heating vent trying to coax some feeling back into my frozen hands. Edward and Beth sat in the back in silence. Beth still hadn’t said a word, her traumatic experience had left her rigid with shock and she stared ahead without focus. The police had removed the plastic ties binding her wrists, leaving dark, sore welts where the ties had dug into her skin. On the journey back to Hadenville she clung to the front of Edward’s jacket, with her head resting against his shoulder. He kept his arms wrapped protectively around her, his expression unreadable in the shadows.  
 
    Despite being shattered and freezing I felt almost elated, flooded with relief and gratitude that we’d found her. Granted Beth didn’t look too good, but she wasn’t badly hurt and we were taking her home. The last twenty four hours had felt like an eternity. It was hard to believe a few days ago I’d been utterly oblivious to what was happening, happily planning shopping trips with Lucy and looking forward to my first Christmas in Hadenville. Thinking of Lucy filled me with warmth and I determined to go and see her the first chance I got, the anticipation of holding her and breathing in her sweet scent seemed to restore some of my spent strength.  
 
    As we entered the village Edward leaned forward in his seat and in a low voice asked the Inspector to make a brief stop at Willow Cottage. Green obviously disapproved of this request, I saw him glance uncertainly at Beth in the rear view mirror. He wanted to get her home as soon as possible and saw no need for detours. Before he could object I gave the Inspector an encouraging nod, I knew exactly why Edward had requested the stop. As soon as we pulled up next to our little cottage by the green I jumped out of the car and rushed inside. 
 
    Pip went wild when he was reunited with Beth. His rapidly wagging tail kept hitting Edward in the face in the confined space in the back of the car. Under other circumstances it might have been amusing, but Beth’s reaction was heart-wrenching. At the sight of her beloved dog she finally seemed to shake off the shocked stupor she’d been in since her rescue. She clung desperately to Pip’s neck, her face buried in his thick fur, and her body shook with uncontrollable sobs as the tears finally flowed.  
 
    As soon as we arrived at the Stanton house, Beth’s parents came hurrying out of their front door. Beth was barely out of the car before she was engulfed by them. Edward discreetly stepped away as the small family cried and clung to each other, with Pip dancing happily around the reunited trio. The Inspector gave them a moment before gently ushering everyone into the house. Inside the brightly lit living room Beth’s parents sat either side of their daughter on the sofa. Mrs Stanton fussed over Beth; did she want something to eat, something to drink, was she warm enough? Beth seemed too overwhelmed to respond, but held her mother tightly and kept Pip close. Green quietly spoke with the other officers in the hallway, and Edward lurked uncertainly in the lounge doorway, watching Beth tenderly. 
 
    Henry Stanton looked over and spotted Edward. I half expected the man to come over and thank us, shake us by the hand, possibly give Edward a fatherly hug for bringing his little girl home safely. He didn’t. Instead he stood and stormed over to Edward. 
 
    “You!” He jabbed Edward in the chest with a finger. Everyone stopped to watch. “You could have got her killed!” he yelled, his face inches from Edward’s. “I told you to leave it alone, didn’t I?” His voice lowered a little but his face was blotchy with rage, if anything he seemed to be getting angrier. “I told you to leave it to me to sort, but no, not you, not Edward Gamble.” He glared at Edward with utter contempt.  
 
    Beth extracted herself from her mother’s arms and rushed over. “Dad, don’t,” she pleaded, trying to pull her father away, fresh tears running down her cheeks. Richard Green positioned himself strategically nearby, ready to intervene if things got out of hand. 
 
    “If anything had happened to her...” Henry Stanton’s voice choked as he considered what might have been. Beth still tugged on his arm and suddenly noticing her there he put a protective arm around her. He looked back at Edward, his voice now much calmer. “Get out of my house.” There was a stunned silence throughout the room. Edward glanced at Beth and their eyes locked, it was the briefest glimpse, but somehow that fleeting moment conveyed understanding, tenderness. Then he turned and left.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY SIX 
 
    Inspector Green had arranged to meet the pathologist back at the Fletwick road house. He dropped us at our own front door before driving off into the night. Edward was silent, pensive, either still worrying about Beth after her ordeal, or smarting from Henry Stanton’s fury. The clock over the fireplace gave the time as just after 7 o’clock, though to my weary body it felt much later. It was hard to believe the drama at the phone box had taken place little more than an hour before. I was worn out but longed to see Lucy, and was tempted to turn right round and rush across the green to be with her. The sight of Edward sitting miserably in his armchair with his head clasped between his hands stopped me. It reminded me of the way he’d looked hours before when we’d discovered the truth of what had happened to Beth.  
 
     “Edward, why don’t you go and get some sleep,” I suggested, feeling a welling up of compassion for him.  
 
    He looked up at me. He didn’t look upset, and though the rigours of the last day or so had taken their toll he didn’t look at all sleepy either, in fact he looked downright annoyed.  
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t planning to return to the Stanton house to have it out with the judge.  
 
    Edward got to his feet and began his all too familiar pacing. “Something’s not right,” he muttered as he travelled across the carpet anxiously. “Something about all of this just doesn’t fit.”  
 
    “All of what?” I asked, confusion clouding my tired, sluggish brain. 
 
    “The thefts, Charlie! There’s something I’ve missed.” He was getting more agitated by the second as he roamed around the small space between the hearth and the coffee table, his hands clawing at his hair in frustration, as though trying to physically entice some startling new revelation out of his head. I was flabbergasted. The thefts? How could he still be obsessing over those art thefts of years before after what we’d just been through? The case had already been solved, it was over and done with. Edward’s tenacity was sorely testing my patience. I silently counted to ten before responding. 
 
    “Edward, it’s finished. There’s nothing you missed. Stanley Villiers was behind it all,” I reminded him. My words didn’t have the desired effect, instead Edward spun round on me. 
 
    “There’s still so much we don’t know,” he insisted. “What does Barnabas Monk have to do with anything, why go to such lengths to free him?”  
 
    “Well that’s obvious,” I told him, my irritation beginning to bubble over. “Monk was a thief; Villiers must have been in league with him.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Edward, though without conviction.  
 
    “Definitely,” I countered. “Edward, it all makes perfect sense if you think about it.”  
 
    He looked at me as though I’d slapped him. “What do you mean ‘it all makes perfect sense’? None of it makes sense!” He was getting more and more worked up but I was determined not to rise to the bait. He was overtired, and perhaps his ego was bruised as he hadn’t put all the pieces together himself, that was all. 
 
    “Such as?” I asked, calmly, determined to keep a lid on my own irritation. 
 
    “Well for starters, what about that list of security codes that was found in Villiers’ office?”  
 
    I couldn’t see why Edward found this anomalous. After all, those very codes emphatically linked Villiers to the thefts, and backed up the whole case quite nicely. I pointed this out. 
 
    “Yes, Charlie, but why did he keep them?” he asked, his eyes now a little wild and his voice getting more shrill. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that the thefts were years ago. Those codes would have been obsolete almost immediately after the thefts, wouldn’t they? Anyone in their right mind would change their security settings after a break in, so the codes were useless. Hanging on to them served no purpose at all, other than to incriminate Villiers when they were found!” 
 
    “OK, so it was stupid of him to keep that list,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t really change things, does it?” 
 
    “Then there’s Oakenshaw’s Ming vase,” Edward went on, pausing in his erratic pacing to ponder this, tapping his bottom lip thoughtfully.  
 
    “What about it?”  
 
    “We still don’t know why it was hidden away in the museum. Why break into someone’s home to steal a priceless artefact, and then stuff it into an old container to gather dust for years?” 
 
    I shrugged. I had no solution to offer, and after the day I’d had it was hard to even care what had happened to some ancient vase. “I guess we’ll never know.”  
 
    Edward stared at me for a second, his unfathomable eyes seeing past me as his mind continued to race. Suddenly he turned toward the fireplace and smoothly swept the ugly wooden replica mask off the mantelpiece. “Then there’s this,” he brandished the hideous thing at me. “Why did Arthur Turner leave this to my father?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Edward, maybe because he had appalling taste in gifts!”  
 
    Edward was determined not to let go of his father’s investigation, always another question, always picking away at the facts to see what else he could unravel.  
 
    “Edward, it’s over,” I told him. 
 
    He solemnly regarded the mask in his hands, when he looked back up at me he shook his head, like a stubborn child.  
 
    I dropped onto the sofa, leaning back into the soft cushions, trying to find the strength to reason with my stubborn friend. “Edward, it’s just a stupid replica, it doesn’t have to mean anything,” I insisted, tiredness eroding my composure. I was sick of the sight of the mask and rapidly losing patience with Edward’s preoccupation.  
 
    “Arthur Turner worked at the museum,” Edward pointed out what I already knew, still peering intently at the mask, vainly holding it up to the light to examine it. “My father visited him a number of times, and we know he was investigating thefts that he thought were connected to the museum.”  
 
    “Perhaps he suspected Arthur,” I suggested, much to Edward’s disgust. 
 
    “I hardly think so. With all due respect to Arthur Turner I don’t have him pegged as a criminal mastermind.” He set the replica back on the mantelpiece. “But Arthur must have left this to my father for a reason. Maybe he knew something, or suspected something, about the thefts.”  
 
    “Then why not just say so, or go to the police?” 
 
    “Maybe he was afraid,” said Edward simply.  
 
    “I still don’t see how that helps.” I pointed at the ugly wooden mask. 
 
    Edward sighed and flopped down into his armchair. “No, neither do I.” He rubbed his eyes and leaned back. “There was nothing special about that particular theft as far as I can see. It was the same as all the others.” He pulled out his notebook, once again going over the facts and dates he’d jotted down. “It was the earliest of the thefts on my father’s list, it happened over twenty years ago.” 
 
    “Does it even matter now though?” I implored. “Villiers is dead, after all, and like you said those thefts were ages ago, they’re ancient history.” 
 
    Edward stared at me and blinked a couple of times, then lunged for the coffee table, scattering the papers and newspaper articles he’d collected on the artefacts as he frantically searched through them until he found the one he wanted.  
 
    “Too long ago,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Edward sat next to me on the sofa.  
 
    “Here.” He passed me a copy of an old newspaper article, which included a large photograph at the bottom of the page showing a group of people inside the Westbridge Museum. They were all carefully posed around a grand display housing the original mask artefact, much larger than the replica, and even uglier. “What do you see?”  
 
    I was in no mood to be tested on my observational skills. 
 
    “A photograph,” I told him flatly. 
 
    “Look underneath the picture, the names along the bottom.” 
 
    I scanned the list of names which correlated to those posing in the black and white photograph above. I realised what Edward meant when I came across an unfamiliar name, Carl Finlay. What was most notable was the word in brackets next to the man’s name, (Curator). I pointed at it stupidly and looked at Edward, who nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Stanley Villiers wasn’t even at the museum when this picture was taken, he didn’t start working there until months later. So you see, he couldn’t have been behind the theft of the mask. Now, keep looking, do you see anyone familiar.”  
 
    I looked again, my curiosity stoked, carefully scanning the many faces in the picture until I spotted it. There, standing just behind the exhibit, was a tall female figure, neatly dressed, and smiling widely for the camera. “Mrs Birchfield?” 
 
    “Yes, except she’s still very young in this picture, it was taken before she was married. Do you remember when we spoke to Oakenshaw? He didn’t recognise her name. That’s probably because she wasn’t called Birchfield back then.”  
 
    Edward ran his finger along the small typed print listing the names of those in the group shot until he found the one he sought; Gertrude Monk. 
 
    “Monk? The same name as the thief in Henry Stanton’s trial,” I realised. 
 
    “Exactly, Barnabas Monk. Remember the initials on the map, ‘B M’? And Trudy must be short for Gertrude.”  
 
    “So Stanley Villiers wasn’t the thief?”  
 
    Edward shook his head emphatically. “No, Trudy is the thief.”  
 
    I took a moment to try and wrap my brain around that, unsuccessfully. “Don’t you mean Barnabas, he’s the one on trial for burglary, and it was his initials on the map. Trudy may have been his eyes on the inside of course...” 
 
    “No,” Edward interrupted. “Trudy is the one behind this.” 
 
    “Then why were Barnabas’ initials next to the reference for the vase in your father’s notebook, and also on the map showing its location?”  
 
    “I’m not sure, but that theft was different from the others, wasn’t it? The alarm was activated; it wasn’t nearly as slick as the other thefts.”  
 
    “But why was the vase hidden away for all these years?”  
 
    Edward shrugged, a casual gesture, but his face was animated, feverish as he continued to examine the photograph in his hand. Even I couldn’t deny the coincidence that the man on trial had the same surname as the woman in the picture, as well as the same initials we’d found in his father’s notes. Edward was silent for a moment, contemplative, but when he looked at me his face was set and that familiar hungry gleam had returned to his eyes. He stood without another word and disappeared into the hallway. I heard the front door slam. I listened to the silence around me for a moment before forcing my body off the sofa to rush after him. 
 
    **** 
 
    I wasn’t sure what kind of reception to expect from the Inspector when we arrived at the house on the Fletwick road. It had been a little over half an hour since he’d dropped us home, and now here we were, turning up uninvited at a crime scene. To his credit Inspector Green barely registered surprise at our presence, although I thought I saw his shoulders slump slightly as he approached us through the mist. The three of us stood in a shivering huddle on the chilly driveway outside the house where Beth had been kept prisoner for three days. It looked so innocuous. Even now with police everywhere, surrounded by uniforms and flashing lights, the house sat serenely before us. The soft glow behind the curtains and neat grounds belied the disturbing truth of what had happened inside. How could somewhere so homely conceal such sinister deeds?  
 
    Green listened patiently, without interruption, as Edward filled him in on what he’d learned; his realisation that the mask theft predated Villiers appointment at the museum, and the too great coincidence that Trudy Birchfield’s maiden name was Monk, just like the thief on trial. Edward had brought the photograph with him and as he spoke he waved it in front of the Inspector’s nose, his manner agitated as he was running on his last reserves of energy. I was impressed his thinking was still so rational, even if his body language was beginning to worry me a bit. When Edward had finished explaining his theory, and that it was Trudy Birchfield the police should be after, the Inspector nodded and finally spoke. 
 
    “I agree.” His voice was quiet, almost sad. “Our examination of the crime scene has ruled out suicide. The pathologist noticed that the angle of the shot is not consistent with Villiers taking his own life, and more importantly, the gun that we found in his hand is in fact a fake. Stanley Villiers was murdered. With what you’ve just told me it gives me enough cause to start a search for this Trudy Birchfield.” 
 
    The efficient Mrs Birchfield was more ruthless than we’d realised.  
 
    “Didn’t you have people watching this house earlier?” asked Edward.  
 
    “Yes,” Green confirmed. “There were no other vehicles here, and my officers didn’t see anyone coming or going. However we’re in the middle of nowhere here, so she could easily have escaped on foot. Come on, let’s check the perimeter.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to find what we were looking for. Telltale footprints tracked through the mud of a nearby flowerbed, and trampled grass showed someone had recently passed that way. The tracks led to a stile, which led to a field, which led to the vast darkness beyond. We gazed out over the shrouded landscape. 
 
    “She could be anywhere by now,” I sighed.  
 
    Edward slowly turned around, trying to get his bearings. “She headed west,” he surmised. 
 
    “Looks like it,” agreed the Inspector, eyeing him curiously. “So?” 
 
    “So,” Edward pointed across the dark fields before us. “If you head due west from here within a couple of miles or so you’ll come to the railway tracks, and if I’ve got my bearings right Fletwick Station should be pretty close to where you’d come out.” 
 
    Could it be that simple? Was Trudy Birchfield going to hightail it across the countryside then simply board a train? 
 
    Edward pushed up his sleeve, tilting his wrist to look at his watch. “Even going at a fair pace it would take her a while to get there cross-country. The next train is due in about fifteen minutes, that’s our best bet; I don’t think she could have made an earlier one.” 
 
    Green didn’t hesitate; he sprang into action, pulling together his people, shouting out instructions. Within moments a couple of constables were jumping into a police car and tearing off down the road, heading for Fletwick Station. 
 
    “Edward.” Green returned to where we waited amidst the sudden commotion. “We may be too late, which way will that train be going?” 
 
    “Heading into Marlsbury,” he confirmed. “In fact, at this time of night I don’t think it makes any stops before then.” 
 
    “OK, let’s go then.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN 
 
    We heard it first, a distant rumbling, growing ever louder as the steel beast approached. As it rounded the curve of a small hill, glowing orange lights appeared through the darkness. The vibrations rippled through the ground beneath our feet as the train got closer, then a torturous screech of brakes rent the air as it struggled to come to a juddering halt in front of the platform at Marlsbury Station. Green had several officers spread out along the length of the platform, watching all exits and scanning every carriage window. Edward and I hung back, under strict instructions to stay out of the way, but Edward was alert, his eyes everywhere at once. I knew he couldn’t rest with Trudy Birchfield on the loose. She was dangerous, she’d already killed once, and Beth’s ordeal, still fresh and raw, weighed heavily on Edward.  
 
    As soon as the train came to a complete stop several police officers approached, looking through the grimy windows to examine the harshly lit interior. The Inspector had been thorough. He’d already made arrangements to ensure the train wouldn’t move again until he’d had a chance to check every square inch, to study each and every occupant. Doors clanged open and several uniformed officers began scouring the carriages, much to the confusion of the travellers inside, startled from the torpor of their quiet journey by this sudden rush of activity. Disappointment built as the search continued. All seemed normal inside the train, and the officers were running out of carriages to search.  
 
    Then one individual in a carriage near the front suddenly leapt up and moved with startling speed. It was a tall, thin woman, with short, curly hair. The constable nearest her called out but she flung open a door and leapt from the train. The officers still on the platform had no opportunity to apprehend her though; she had jumped out of a door on the other side of the carriage, dropping out of sight onto the dark tracks.  
 
    The calm, methodical search turned into a frantic chase. Shouts rang out, and constables dashed across the platform, their actions mirrored by colleagues still inside the train. The curiosity of the other passengers blossomed into fear at the sudden commotion, and they cowered in their seats as officers charged by. Several uniformed police leapt on to the tracks to pursue the fleeing figure, joined by Inspector Green himself, who took off at a fierce pace, his great coat billowing behind him as he ran. Their swiftly moving bodies were quickly swallowed by the darkness beyond the railway station. The only clue to their whereabouts the erratic bobbing torchlight and confused yells which split the cold night air.  
 
    I turned to Edward, only to see his retreating figure rushing away, but he wasn’t following the others. Instead he dashed through the small station waiting room, heading for the street beyond. I fled after him, not sure where he was going, but certain he’d figured something out that the others hadn’t. We ran down the street, our boots smacking loudly against the hard tarmac. I struggled to keep up with Edward, normally I’d have sworn I was the faster of the two of us, but something spurred him on. I pushed on, desperate to keep up, or at least keep him in sight.  
 
    He turned, bolting into a small alleyway and out of my line of sight. I followed and soon reached the end of the alley, my lungs searing and my eyes straining to penetrate the darkness around me. Ahead of me was a high metal fence. Through the wire mesh I could see that to the left were the high-walled embankments which flanked the railway line between the station and where I now stood. However directly ahead of me the walls ceased and the land fell away, levelling out and, I realised, offering several escape options. Edward had figured out that if she made it this far we may never find her, she could have taken off across fields or even disappeared into the streets of Marlsbury, a sprawling town offering any number of hiding places.  
 
    I saw movement ahead. Edward had already somehow climbed the fence and was on the other side, heading into the darkness, clearly intending to cut off Trudy Birchfield’s escape. Panic drove me on. Trudy Birchfield was a criminal, she was a desperate individual with a ruthless streak, not averse to murder, and she may well still be armed. I grabbed the fence and pulled myself up, the rigid steel strands dug into my hands and I could barely get a foothold, only the very tips of my shoes would squeeze into the narrow holes. I clawed my way to the top with effort, precariously balancing across the top as I swung my legs over. My trousers caught on something sharp. I felt it bite into my cold skin and cursed under my breath. Throwing caution to the wind I tugged my leg free and launched away from the fence. I landed painfully and clumsily, my ankle twisting under my weight, but I was more or less intact. Creeping forward I couldn’t see or hear anything as I made my way into the deepening darkness, trying to control my ragged breathing and limping slightly from my graceless landing.  
 
    Suddenly a hand covered my mouth. Before I could cry out Edward’s voice whispered in my ear.  
 
    “She’s coming.” 
 
    We pressed ourselves against the high wall, quiet and invisible. My eyes were adjusting to the darkness, and in the distance police torches bobbed about as they made their way towards us. Just ahead of them was a rapidly moving figure, little more than a shadow, hugging the other side of the embankment but making good ground. She would be right opposite us at any moment. 
 
    “Stay on this side,” Edward whispered. Then he moved stealthily past me and across the tracks, where he tucked himself into a small recess, ready to step out and put himself right in her path. I wanted to call out, get him back, but surprise was our only chance; any sound might alert her to our presence and put him in greater danger. 
 
    Standing in the deeper darkness of the embankment kept me invisible, though I could make out the outlines of the others. The police were still some way down the tracks. They were spread wide, moving quickly but cautiously as they covered every inch of ground, careful not to miss anything or let her double back. I willed them to hurry as I saw her approach, and fear clutched at my chest as she neared Edward’s hiding place.  
 
    I pressed my hands against the grainy surface of the cold brick wall behind me, carefully applying weight to my sore ankle, testing it, hoping it would hold up. Trudy was close. At the last possible moment Edward stepped right out in front of her. She gasped and halted, staring in surprise at the figure before her for a split second, then, to my horror, she raised her hand and in it was the unmistakable shape of a gun.  
 
    “You again.” Her voice was low, menacing, and frighteningly calm. “I should have expected it, I suppose.” 
 
    Edward didn’t move, the gun pointed at his chest kept him rooted to the spot, but his unquenchable curiosity didn’t keep him silent. “Oh, why’s that?” 
 
    She laughed, a low chuckle. “I recognised the name straight away, you even look like him, your interfering father. Oh, I remember him. He thought he was something special, snooping around the museum and asking lots of questions. But he was just a nosy fool, and look where that got him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Edward, his voice so quiet I barely made out the words. 
 
    The police were gaining ground now. Trudy glanced briefly over her shoulder as she realised they were getting close. The hand holding the gun came up, now it was aimed directly at Edward’s head. I had to act. 
 
    “Time to go,” she hissed. 
 
    I pushed away from the wall as hard and fast as I could, ignoring the pain shooting through my ankle as I catapulted into the darkness ahead. I barrelled into Trudy, forcing her backwards with my momentum and at the same time desperately trying to grab her arms.  
 
    A deafening shot pierced the air. 
 
    Had Edward been hit? I wanted to check he was OK, but I couldn’t let go. I ploughed on, slamming her hard against the opposite wall. Whilst she was still jarring from the impact I grabbed both her wrists, fiercely wrenching her right hand until I heard the gun clatter to the ground, then I held her there with all my strength. The police were almost upon us. I only had to hold on for a few seconds, though she thrashed around like a maniac as she tried to get away, even trying to bite me through my jacket.  
 
    Relief came when I was suddenly surrounded by half a dozen police officers and the welcome light of their torches. I hastily relinquished my captive to them, and watched with some satisfaction as she was wrestled to the ground and handcuffed. I turned to Edward but Richard Green got to him first. He was sitting on the ground rubbing his shoulder and blinking up at us as he watched everything unfold. 
 
    “Edward, are you hurt?” asked the Inspector. “Are you shot?” 
 
    “No,” Edward said, a little sheepishly. “I tripped.” 
 
    It was a rare thing for the surefooted Edward Gamble to be so clumsy, but that fall may well have saved his life. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT 
 
    For the next couple of days I wanted nothing more than to enjoy the simple things that life had to offer; the warmth and comfort of my bed, the taste of food in my mouth, the pure contentment of sitting by a cheerful fire with a good book, and last, but definitely not least, the blissful gratification of Lucy Jamieson, her touch, her scent, her voice.  
 
    Edward stayed home, either too weary for his usual long walks, or perhaps to be near Beth, tucked away in her parents’ house and conspicuous by her absence from her normal routine. Her parents fiercely shielded her from any disturbance and she hadn’t been seen out once since we’d taken her home. The only visitor allowed was Lucy.  
 
    On Thursday afternoon Lucy was telling us about her latest visit to see Beth. Edward lapped up every word, giving Lucy his full attention, his pale face rapt, his eyes hungry for information. Although Beth hadn’t been harmed she was pretty shaken up by what had happened. Apparently she’d spent most of her time at the Fletwick house locked in a cellar alone, occasionally seeing her captors when they brought her food and water, but the most contact she’d had with her kidnappers were the visits to the phone box. Edward questioned Lucy closely, gleaning every snippet of information he could. Finally he seemed satisfied.  
 
    He’d just risen to go up to his room when there was a knock at the door. Edward disappeared to answer it, returning to the living room followed by Richard Green. 
 
    “Charlie, Lucy,” the Inspector greeted us, heading straight for the fireplace to warm his hands. 
 
    Edward lingered near the doorway, watching the older man with interest.  
 
    The Inspector turned and regarded us each in turn before speaking. “I thought you’d like to know we’ve charged Gertrude Birchfield with kidnapping, theft, and murder.” 
 
    No-one spoke for a moment. The fire crackled in the hearth and a light sleety rain pattered softly against the window. 
 
    “So she’s admitted to killing Villiers?” I asked. 
 
    Green took a deep breath. “She’s not admitting to much at all just yet, but the evidence is pretty clear. There’s no doubt it was her gun that was used to kill Stanley Villiers. I believe she intended to frame him for the kidnapping as well as the thefts, but our timely intervention spoiled her plans.” Green glanced my way, perhaps remembering Edward’s disappointment with me for involving the police. “Then there are also a couple of hefty bank accounts we’ve tracked down in her name which will take some explaining. It seems she’s been far more cautious as the years have gone by, but there have been some other thefts that I think we can link to her.” 
 
    “What about the Ming vase?” asked Edward. It was the one piece of the puzzle that was still unresolved, an anomaly that continued to eat away at him. “She didn’t know it was there, did she?” 
 
    “As I said, she isn’t feeling too talkative,” Green advised. “However, I have had a chat with her father.” 
 
    “Barnabas Monk,” said Edward. 
 
    “Yes, and he is decidedly more chatty.” 
 
    “And it was actually Barnabas who stole the Ming,” Edward stated confidently.  
 
    The Inspector nodded appreciatively. “It seems he and Trudy always had a rather turbulent relationship. He never lived with her mother but he tried to be a good father, at least when he was around. When he realised Trudy had decided to follow in his footsteps and begun stealing he tried to stop her, he didn’t want her to end up like him.” 
 
    “I’d say she was a bit better at it though!” I pointed out. Barnabas Monk was a mediocre burglar with a knack for getting caught, whereas Trudy had made a lot of money over the years with some pretty slick art thefts. 
 
    Green shrugged. 
 
    Edward took up the tale. “So, when he found out what she was up to he tried to talk her out of it, unsuccessfully of course, so he decided he needed a bit of leverage. When he realised she was going to take the Ming he got there first, that’s why there was such a short space of time between its exhibition at the museum and the theft itself. And that’s also why the alarm was activated, Barnabas didn’t have access to the security codes like Trudy did. Then he hid the vase right inside the very museum where she worked every day.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the Inspector confirmed. “It was a particularly valuable piece and he thought he could dangle it like a carrot and persuade his daughter to give up her life of crime. Of course, by then she’d already developed quite a taste for the money.” 
 
    “So what happened?” I asked. “Why did it remain hidden for all those years?” 
 
    “Well,” Green went on. “Barnabas underestimated his daughter, didn’t realise what lengths she’d go to, until she tried to have him killed.” 
 
    “What? Her own father?” I was incredulous, although recent events had proved how ruthless she was, this was still shocking. 
 
    “Well that’s what he believes anyway, so he decided it was better to disappear. He went abroad and stayed there, at least until he thought it was safe to return.” 
 
    “But not before he sent that map to my father,” Edward said quietly. 
 
    “Before their falling out Trudy had mentioned to her father that Thomas was sniffing around, looking for a story on the thefts. So when Barnabas decided to flee he left Thomas a tantalising clue. He was angry enough at Trudy to give your father a little help, but didn’t go as far as exposing her outright. I’m not sure if it was fatherly affection or fear, but he stopped just short of actually snitching on Trudy.” 
 
    Once more the room fell silent as we absorbed this information. The thefts that Thomas Gamble had investigated all those years ago had been perpetrated by a young woman who’d chosen to follow in her father’s thieving footsteps. Now, because of Edward’s enquiring mind and tenacity, she was finally behind bars. 
 
    “Why did Villiers have the security codes though?” I asked. 
 
    “She realised what I was doing in the museum archives,” Edward said simply. “Remember? I actually showed her my father’s notebook with the accession codes, and we all signed the visitors log so she had all our names, including Beth’s. She must have planted the codes on Villiers to divert attention away from herself if anyone else came looking.” 
 
    “So when Barnabas got himself arrested, and Trudy found out Judge Stanton was overseeing the trial, she realised he was Beth’s father.”  
 
    Edward and the Inspector both nodded.  
 
    “So she knew where to find Beth, and used her to get Barnabas released. I guess she must have forgiven him then if she was willing to resort to kidnapping.” 
 
    Edward and the Inspector exchanged a long look; they seemed to be having a silent consultation across the room.  
 
    It was the Inspector who finally spoke. “I don’t think Trudy had forgiven her father. In fact, until he was arrested, she probably didn’t even know he was back in the country. When she realised he’d be up in front of Beth’s father she saw an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.” 
 
    I felt a cold sensation creeping up the back of my neck. “What do you mean?” Lucy reached for my hand. 
 
    “Framing Villiers should have been an end to it, but with Barnabas back in the country it presented a real danger to her. She couldn’t risk him saying anything to the police. As long as he was in custody she couldn’t get to him.” 
 
    “So, do you mean, you think she wanted her father released so she could kill him?”  
 
    “I can’t prove it, but it makes the most sense,” Green told me seriously.  
 
    “What about Beth?” It was Lucy who spoke. It was the first time she’d said anything since the Inspector’s arrival. Her voice sounded small, frightened, and her hand grasped mine tightly. 
 
    “Trudy knew that Edward was continuing his father’s work. Taking Beth not only gave her sway over the trial, it also gave her a way to avenge herself against Edward who’d brought focus about the thefts back on to the museum.” We all stared at the Inspector as the implication of what he was saying hung in the air between us. “Let’s just say, I’m very glad we found her when we did,” he added, his voice quiet, his glance seeking out Edward. I could see the concern etched into his features.  
 
    Edward didn’t say anything; he simply gazed out of the window, watching the wintry raindrops snake down the glass as darkness descended outside. After a few moments he met the Inspector’s gaze, took a step towards him, and held out his hand. Richard Green took it and they shook hands, briefly, silently. Edward nodded once at the older man, then turned and left the room. 
 
    I felt bad about leaving Edward alone that evening after all he’d been through; I knew the physical and emotional effects must be taking their toll. I also knew he’d been wounded by his run in with Henry Stanton, and it filled me with guilt. After all, I’d been the one to involve the police, but Edward had taken the full brunt of Judge Stanton’s blame and fury without complaint. After hearing the Inspector’s revelations I was now glad I’d done what I had. The possibility of what might have happened if we hadn’t rescued Beth at the phone box was too frightening to contemplate. The kidnappers had been arrested, and Trudy Birchfield was going to be locked up for a very long time. More importantly Beth was home, and safe, and that was all that really mattered in the end.  
 
    Lucy and I chatted late into the evening; her very presence was enough to heal any lingering emotional wounds. By the time I left her flat to head home it was well after midnight. As I walked back through the village soft white flakes began to fall from the sky. Everyone was asleep, it was dark, peaceful, and it looked like the villagers would be getting up to a blanket of pure new snow the following morning. I trudged down the road, tired but contented. I looked forward to falling into my bed with no intention of getting up until very late the next day.  
 
    Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement. 
 
    A familiar figure was strolling up the road. Even through the veil of falling snow there was no mistaking Edward. I couldn’t hear his footsteps and realised he wasn’t wearing his usual boots. Instead he was once again dressed in the dark fleece and trainers he’d worn the night we broke into Beth’s room, a silent, shadowy figure gliding through the night. I watched for a moment. I saw him pass by the Stanton house and disappear into Alice’s driveway. I grinned to myself, then continued on my weary way home. I didn’t envy him the task of tackling that sycamore tree in the snow. 
 
    
Thank you…. 
 
      
 
    I really hope you enjoyed this book.  
 
    Your opinion matters to me, so if you have a moment to leave a rating or review it would mean a great deal. 
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