
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    BURIED IN HIS BOOTS 
 
    Merry Summerfield Cozy Mystery, Book 5 
 
    Kristie Klewes  
 
    Brilliant house. Amazing views. I thought I’d hit the house-sitting jackpot until Claude, the big Beagle look-alike, unearthed a body from behind a collapsing wall in the yard. First we saw the distinctive boots that proved to be a truly gruesome trophy. And then… 
 
     Hi – I’m Merry Summerfield, law-abiding book editor, pet-sitter, and unintentional sleuth. I’ve been tipped out of my beachside haven because it’s now a crime scene – but do you think that’ll stop me trying to discover what really happened? 
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 Chapter 1 - The Hellish Hole 
 
    “Oi!” I yelled in my best dog-controlling voice. “Stop that, Claude!” 
 
    He took no notice so I went to grab him and pull him away.  
 
    When I saw what he’d found, I gagged and clutched at my throat. Claude continued to bounce around, barking and growling, standing up on his hind legs and pawing at the hideous sight in front of us. 
 
    I somehow managed not to sick up my mid-morning treat of airport hot chocolate and a sugar-crusted lemon muffin, but it was a close thing. Then I turned my head aside, took a deep breath, and plunged forward to grab his red collar. 
 
    * 
 
    But let’s go back in time by half an hour… 
 
    Hi – I’m Merry Summerfield, freelance book editor, occasional house and pet minder, and accidental sleuth. I’m starting a new house and pet minding job today, and the house is a stunner – right on the shore of Drizzle Bay. There’s only a rough access road between me and the sand, but it has a surprisingly neat front garden for a beach property. I suppose the former owners tidied it up to help sell it. A couple of spiky flax clumps, a border of bright yellow daisy bushes, and – thank heavens – a fence and sliding security gate to keep pets and children inside the property, beach-goers out, and the view still very visible. It’s made from bars of Corten steel – that stuff that goes rusty on purpose and protects itself – or else it would corrode through in no time this close to salt water. 
 
    “So what do you reckon?” Dexter Harroway asked. He and Dominic Delgardo, owners of the aforementioned Claude, had just delivered some furniture, and I’d met them here for my latest assignment. Dex leaned back against the tray of his truck, certain I’d say complimentary things. He was absolutely right. 
 
    “Brilliant setting,” I said. “Amazing.” 
 
    I privately thought the place might get swamped by storm tides or small tsunamis. My brother Graham and I live in the old family home further along on a slight rise, and we’ve never had any trouble that way. But… climate change, rising seas… no-one’s treating it as a joke any longer. 
 
    “Too good to miss out on,” Dex said, watching as Claude rough-and-tumbled with Dominic. “Three decent bedrooms and a study. Huge garage, so room for a boat or a bigger vehicle like this. Or a camper, I guess.” 
 
    I nodded along, eyeing the furniture they’d brought me to use for the week. Also eyeing Claude, who was a very vigorous-looking dog. He was bouncing and growling, teeth clamped onto a tug-toy, and practically pulling Dominic off his feet.  
 
    “We’re lucky at home,” I said. “Driveway, garage, and quite a big lawn where Graham’s two spaniels can work off some energy. I know the people who lived in the top house here originally owned all the land.” 
 
    Dex tilted his head on one side while he surveyed his expensive new purchase. “Yeah. Excavated their front yard to make room for this and still kept the view for the house at the rear. Lived here for two years, then sold it for big bucks before moving off to a retirement complex.” 
 
    “Bettie and Clive Wynyard,” I said. “Friends of my parents. Still clients of Graham, I think.”  
 
    I wondered how many ‘big bucks’ the boys had paid for the house. And were Dex and Dominic a couple, or just renovation specialists who always took on projects together? I’d known them vaguely for years and never been certain. Or particularly interested, to be honest. They’re both short and wiry, and neither has any hair.  
 
    That’s not entirely true. Dex has about half his hair and Dominic seems to have more, but they both shave it back to glinting stubble so the effect is pretty bald. Ginger-blond for Dex, and darker for Dominic, who I’ve always assumed was partly Italian. 
 
    I prefer my men taller than me and with hair to run my fingers through. Vicar Paul McCreagh immediately springs to mind. Also John Bonnington from the Burkeville Bar and Café, and Sean Manahan, the cop seconded from Boston for a while. Three prime specimens who sometimes haunt my dreams – so far without much hair action.  
 
    “Are you going to live here?” I asked, shaking my brain away from taller, hairier men and back to the present moment which contained short bald ones. “Or turn it into something even more splendid?”  
 
    I’d arrived a little earlier than them, and had no luck getting through the security gate, and no inclination to try scrambling over it in my pencil skirt and heels. Mesh filter curtains were drawn across, anyway, but I was itching to see inside. 
 
    “Live in it,” Dex said. “We’ll definitely live in it.” He glanced across at Dominic again and sent him the dopiest smile.  
 
    A-ha! Okay, good on them. That wasn’t just the grin of a contented home-owner. It looked like they’d each found their ideal person and were happy together.  
 
    He dug into his jeans pocket and produced a ring of jangling keys. They’d taken ownership of the house a couple of weeks ago, and they’re moving the bare minimum of furniture in so I can stay here and dog-sit and they can complete a huge interior paint-and-retile job on their current place – which they’ll sell as soon as it’s looking a million dollars. Inquisitive Claude, who feels he needs to investigate every new smell and fixer-upper item, was being No Help At All, and he’s being banished to the beach house so they can get on with the work in peace. Nicer than kennels for him, and a job for me. Also some privacy in case a tall, hairy, available man comes striding along the beach road while I’m leaning on the slatted gate and looking lonely.  
 
    That thought had me snorting to myself. Grandfatherly fishermen or school-wagging surfers are more likely.  
 
    Dex’s high forehead crinkled up into a frown. “You think you’ll be okay for a few days?”   
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I assured him as we all moved toward the long run of glass doors. 
 
    Dominic let go of the tug-toy and Claude tumbled backward onto the graveled driveway with a growl and a yip. “Ah, you’re a real softie,” Dominic said. He slapped his thigh and Claude bounced up again and gave him a bunt on the knee.  
 
    A gush of hot air came out to meet us the moment Dex pushed the door open. “It’s a total sun-trap. I’m betting you’ll spend a lot of time like this,” he said, folding the doors concertina-like so they were stacked all the way back. The filter curtains breathed in and out until he slid them aside to show me the interior of the house. 
 
    Immediately I saw why they’d wanted it.  
 
    “Open concept living and dining,” he said proudly.  
 
    “Lots of polished hardwood, big windows, high ceilings, heaps of natural light flooding in,” Dominic added. 
 
    “You sound like home-seekers listing desirable features on a TV show,” I teased. “Love the oven!” A very upmarket dark stainless steel stove was flanked by granite counter-tops.  
 
    “Yeah, shame the matching fridge has gone,” Dex said. “I gather the son or daughter wanted it. Part of the contract.” 
 
    I grinned at the huge gap where the fridge had sat. I’d spotted a little wine fridge on the truck tray which would look hilarious there, but Claude and I would cope.  
 
    “Go and choose your bedroom,” Dominic said. “We’ll bring the beds in first.” 
 
    So I wandered through, admiring the bathrooms on the way, and decided the rear bedroom was best – well away from possible beach noise. It looked out onto a less-than- attractive courtyard with bare concrete block walls around two sides. Even a coat of paint would have made it better. Water from recent rain seeped out from beneath it. One chunky trough with a couple more daisy bushes was the only attempt at beautification. Oh well… 
 
    Dom and Dex weren’t big men but they were nuggety and strong. In no time I had two single beds side by side. “Sorry it’s not a king size,” Dominic said, wiping a hand across his brow. “But big enough for a bit of mischief, eh?” He waggled his dark eyebrows. 
 
    What did they think I’d be getting up to???  
 
    He saw me looking outside. “Work to do there,” he added. “It’s totally private but it needs some greenery. We’ll put a shade-sail up for starters and think about building a proper roof over part of it. I’ll drill some holes in the rear wall. Get some hooks in for wires to support vines to soften it.” 
 
    “A couple of trees in big tubs,” Dex added. 
 
    “Well, I won’t need anything like that,” I assured him. “Finish your other place first and the dog and I will hang out here and give you some peace.” 
 
    Claude chose that moment to come barreling in. He scrambled up onto one of the beds. 
 
    “Down!” his owners commanded in unison, snapping their arms out at matching angles like a pair of toy soldiers. Claude looked sorrowfully at them, whined, and slithered off onto the floor again. 
 
    “I’ve got his bed on the truck,” Dex said. “That’ll make him feel more at home.” He turned to Dom. “You want me to bring in the concrete drill?”  
 
    Dom nodded. “I’ll see what we’re up against, and what kind of fittings we’ll need.” 
 
    So Dex went back to the truck and Dom opened the door to the courtyard. Nosy Claude pushed past him and began to sniff around to see what was out there. Not much. 
 
    He was a funny looking dog. Cinnamon-brown all over and built rather like a big beagle. Soft, floppy ears, an over-long snout, and a tail that whipped to and fro a million times a minute. Obviously well-fed and well-loved, but I couldn’t hazard much of a guess at the combo of breeds in him.  
 
    I wandered out to the living area again just as Dex came in carrying a snazzy dog bed filled with a long, looped-up cable, a big dusty drill, ear protectors, two dog bowls, and Claude’s lead. He unpacked the drill and cable, put the bowls and lead on the counter, and slid the bed into a corner. 
 
    Next, my pair of baldies set me up with a smooth-topped outdoor table and four matching chairs beside a long curtained window or door that presumably faced out into the courtyard. “We’ll put this out on the deck once we’ve moved in,” Dom said. “Will it be okay for your desk in the meantime?” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. I had my office chair in the back of the car. I’d bring that in once they’d gone back to their renovating. 
 
    Four rattan armchairs followed, and the boys arranged them in a circle around an old but serviceable coffee table. Perhaps the chairs would eventually live on the deck, too? Then Dom went back to the courtyard. Claude followed, but when hideously noisy drilling began, he barked his disapproval and scuttled back inside. 
 
    Meantime, Dex showed me the interior door through to the garage and gave me a tour of the rest of the house – opening some of the wardrobes and drawers to demonstrate how well-fitted-out the place was. There were basic kitchen items already there. “From our celebration picnic,” he said. 
 
    “It’s lovely, Dex,” I enthused. “I can always bring other bits from home if I need them. Claude could meet the spaniels. Do you think they’d be okay together?” 
 
    “You know dogs,” he said. “A bark and a sniff and a run-around, and then best mates forever.” 
 
    True. Old Isabel Crombie’s little bichons, who I’d cared for after she’d been found dead in the aisle of Saint Agatha’s, got on very well with Graham’s spaniels once a bit of sniffing and chasing was out of the way.  
 
    After some more drilling, Dom came back inside. “I’m not sure the wall’s all that thick,” he said, looking disapproving. “I might have just missed the reinforcing, but I’ll want to check out the building specs. Anyway, we need to get some nylon wall plugs. Have you given Merry the keys she’ll need?” 
 
    They departed. Claude didn’t seem too worried to be left with a stranger. Indeed, he trotted off to the rear courtyard again, giving me an excellent chance to get settled in. 
 
    Suddenly there was a strange ‘whump’ noise. It was somewhere outside. Maybe a larger than usual breaker thumping down onto the shore? It wasn’t repeated, so I took my cosmetic bag through to my rather nice bathroom and stowed some make-up and shampoo away.  I was heading into the bedroom to hang a few clothes when a storm of barking and growling erupted from the courtyard. Holy moly – what was Claude up to? 
 
    I peered out with caution.  
 
    Oh. 
 
    My. 
 
    Sainted. 
 
    Aunt. 
 
    It seemed Dom’s noisy percussion drilling had loosened part of the wall. A big chunk of the front concrete block facing and the rock and muddy soil behind it had fallen out – obviously the ‘whump’ I’d heard.  
 
    Claude was scratching and scrabbling at the exposed gash. 
 
     “Oi!” I yelled in my best dog-controlling voice. “Stop that Claude!” 
 
    He took no notice, so I went out to grab him and pull him away.  
 
    And then I saw it. Concealed in the earth and stones behind the wall was a body. Someone who’d once worn jeans because there was a bit of blue denim visible in the oozy mud. At one end were boots – and maybe I didn’t look too hard at the rest. Boots with thick soles. Tramping boots? Tradie’s boots? 
 
    I gagged, and clutched my throat, willing myself not to vomit. Claude continued to bounce around, barking and growling, standing up on the corner of the daisy trough and pawing at the hideous sight. I turned my head aside, took a deep breath, and plunged forward to grab his red leather collar. 
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 Chapter 2 – Another call to Carver 
 
    I sat, trembling, in one of the rattan chairs in the living area, keeping a tight grip on Claude’s lead, which I’d clipped on after a short struggle. I gnawed my bottom lip. One of my shoe-heels kept up a shaky tattoo on the hardwood floor. 
 
    Who was the dead person? How had they got there? Had Claude smelled the body through the holes Dom had drilled? Did it even smell by now? It looked as though it had been there quite a while, but dogs’ noses are amazing.  
 
    I was sure there’d been a worm or two visible. Fat pink ones, trying to wriggle away from the light. Had they been slowly turning the body into compost? Mostly what I remember about worms from school biology is that they eat garden soil, extract whatever they want from it, and poop it out again in cute little mounds all over the lawn which always annoyed my grandfather. Surely worms had to be vegetarians, though? Memories of his compost heap swam through my brain. Cabbage stalks and carrot peelings, lawn clippings and autumn leaves, the flower plants my granny decided were ‘done’ for the year. Seaweed from the beach. And worms galore. Hopefully the ones behind the wall had been munching on the roots of whatever had been growing up the top and not on the poor person buried in their boots.  
 
    I clamped my spare hand over my mouth and nose, just in case. 
 
    Obviously I needed to phone Detective Bruce Carver, who would no doubt be thrilled to have yet another substantial crime to solve in Drizzle Bay courtesy of me. 
 
    But first I needed to tell Dex and Dom about Claude’s grisly discovery. They’d probably be able to ease up on the renovations at their existing house because they wouldn’t be moving in here as quickly as they’d thought. And for sure I’d no longer be staying here because it was now a crime scene. I reached out sideways, groped in my bag for my phone, and scrolled for Dex. 
 
    “Merry? Something you need?”  
 
    I relayed my horrifying find and told them I’d be phoning the Police next. I didn’t know if they’d want to come and see things first (although why would you?) but he said they’d be there in a few minutes – to reclaim Claude and to take some photos for insurance purposes. I was in such a tizz I hadn’t thought of that, but if they’d bought a house with inadequately supported land I guess they had a case for some sort of compensation. Poor old Bettie and Clive Wynyard might have to cough up some of their ‘big bucks’, because an insurance company wouldn’t just pay out without trying to recoup the money. Somehow. From someone. 
 
    “I’ll wait until you arrive and then I’ll phone Bruce Carver. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Have to be,” he said grimly. “Thanks Merry. Won’t be long.” 
 
    So there I sat, talking nonsense to Claude. I could have put him in the garage, but the company was welcome – even if he sometimes tugged on the lead in the hope of returning to the courtyard. No way ho-zay. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the gate slid aside and the little truck glided in and coughed to a halt. I wondered why they didn’t just park in front of the garage and come in that way, but after the terrible shock I’d had, I obviously wasn’t thinking straight because then I remembered my car was already parked there. Claude immediately started up some thunderous barking, out of all proportion to his size. Yes, the Daddies had arrived, and if the nasty lady wouldn’t let him near his wonderful discovery, maybe they would?  
 
    I doubted it. 
 
    To my surprise, three men emerged from the front of the truck. They’d brought Vicar Paul with them. I was, admittedly, in a bit of a state, and wondered if he was here to do some sort of blessing over the body, but as Dex and Dom started to bundle two dining chairs apiece back onto the truck tray, Paul came across to me. He pulled one of the rattan armchairs close to mine and patted my hand. Not the one holding the dog-lead.  
 
    “Merry, this is beyond anything,” he said. “Are you okay? Are you in shock?” 
 
    I gulped. “Yes, probably. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Good grief woman, why do you think? To be some comfort to you, if possible.” He looked up as Dex and Dom hurried back in to grab the big outdoor dining table. “Thanks for calling me, guys. She’s definitely a bit stunned. Take the dog?” He unwound noisy Claude’s lead from my hand and passed it across to Dex who sprinted out to the truck, opened the door, and confined Claude in the cab before returning to help Dom with the table.  
 
    I quite liked having my hand patted. In fact it was so comforting that I leaned my shoulder toward Paul’s and collapsed against him with an embarrassing whimper. Then his whole arm came around my shoulders and pulled me close. My heel stopped its uncontrollable tapping on the floor.  
 
    Dex and Dom loaded the table onto the truck tray and returned to grab the two rattan chairs Paul and I weren’t sitting on. The wine fridge followed. I guess it made sense to take their stuff away before the Police got here. And the Police wouldn’t be getting here unless I called them and told them what had happened, would they… 
 
    “You’re sure they’re dead?” Paul asked. “It’s definitely human?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Buried for ages. Wearing big boots. I need to phone Bruce Carver.” 
 
    “Very soon,” Paul said as Claude’s barking continued from the truck cab and Dex and Dom trotted through to the bedroom. They were missing for a couple of minutes, and I presumed they’d gone out to the courtyard to take their grisly photos. Then I heard the back door slam and they came staggering back with one of the beds. 
 
    “Have you unpacked anything?” Paul asked me. “Might be good to gather it up before you make that phone call.” 
 
    So, moving as though I was wading in treacle, I made my way to the bathroom and repacked my cosmetics and shampoo, and then to the bedroom where I’d hung a few clothes in the wardrobe.  
 
    Dex and Dom came back for the second bed, and as soon as they’d left the room, I said to Paul, “Over there,” and shuddered, and wagged my head sideways toward the wall. 
 
    Paul pulled the sheer curtain back and peered out, twitched it back into place again, then bowed his head and said a silent prayer. He’d seen far too much death and horror while serving in Afghanistan as an army chaplain, so I felt really guilty adding to his burden with my awful find. Or Claude’s awful find, really. I watched him with concern, doing some praying myself – that his PTSD wouldn’t be triggered by yet another violent discovery in this supposedly peaceful place. After a minute or two he raised his head and turned to me again. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll phone him now,” I said, reaching for the handle of my rolling suitcase. It was barely half full. I hadn’t brought much with me, the job being so close to home. 
 
    He beat me to it. “I’ll take that. You make the call.” 
 
    So we went back to the living area in time to see Dex and Dom making off with our chairs. Then they came back for the coffee table and the dog bed and bowls. It was as though I’d never moved in. 
 
    “You’ll stay until the cops turn up?” Paul said to them. More of an order than a request. Did army chaplains get to order people around? It sounded as though he was used to it, which got me wondering if he’d once been the captain of a rugby or soccer team at uni. I knew he coached some of our local schoolboys at basketball – another legacy from military bases in Afghanistan. 
 
    Dex and Dom beetled out with their last load, nodding agreement. Claude’s barking increased when he saw them coming back, then they climbed in with him, the truck door slammed, and he quietened down. 
 
    I was still shaking. I really wanted to sit somewhere, but … where? 
 
    Paul let go of the suitcase handle and reached both hands toward me. “Up on the counter,” he said, pressing his big hands around my waist and lifting me so I was beside my handbag and phone. Good grief – I weigh a bit and he’d made that seem easy. How had he known my knees had gone all trembly again? 
 
    I scrolled for Bruce Carver, hoping beyond hope I could leave him a message and then phone the emergency number instead. But no – luck wasn’t on my side because his nasal drone of “Ms Summerfield?” was almost immediate. 
 
    “Yes, sorry, it’s me again,” said like a ninny. “Um – I was going to be house-sitting a dog at one of the beach houses and the wall fell down and someone’s buried there. In big boots.” 
 
    Bruce Carver drew a sharp breath and then coughed and had to clear his throat. “Dead?” he demanded. 
 
    “Heck, yes,” I snapped back. “It’s number… oh goodness, I’ll have to ask Dex. But you’ll see their truck. They were moving some furniture in so I could stay here but they’ve loaded it up again now we’ve found this.” 
 
    “And who is ‘we’,” he asked rather snarkily. 
 
    “Dexter Harroway, Dominic Delgardo, their dog Claude, and Vicar Paul McCreagh.” 
 
    “Half the village, in other words. Disturbing evidence and muddying the crime scene.”  
 
    It didn’t sound like he was having a good day either. I heard the slam of a car door and he muttered something to someone else – possibly DS Marion Wick. 
 
    “I can assure you no-one has touched anything,” I snapped. “Not even the dog, although he’d have liked to.” 
 
    “We’ll divert. We’re on our way.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s further down than where Graham and I live. Hang on and I’ll find the number.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” Paul said, clamping his hands onto my thighs so I’d stay sitting.  
 
    So indeed I sat while he hurried outside. The warm imprint of his hands through my linen skirt lingered pleasurably. 
 
    “It’s a new house that’s been built in front of an older one,” I said. “There’s a retaining wall at the back, and part of that has given way. He’s buried in behind it. I think it’s a man because the boots are quite big. And we could see a bit of blue denim, so possibly jeans.” 
 
    “Thank you Ms Summerfield.” DI Bruce Carver certainly knows how to make ‘thank you’ sound as though he isn’t the least bit grateful. “And everyone’s still there?” he demanded.  
 
    Go figure – one minute he doesn’t want a crowd and the next he’s making sure no-one’s leaving.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with an impatient sigh. “Dom and Dex are in their truck with the dog. Paul – er, Vicar McCreagh – is just checking on the street number, and I’m sitting on the kitchen counter. All present and correct.” 
 
    “On the kitchen counter?” 
 
    “There’s no furniture,” I explained, possibly with a repeat of the impatient sigh. 
 
    Paul strode back in. “58A,” he said. “It’s on the mailbox.” 
 
    “58A,” I said into the phone. “It’s on the mail box but you’ll see the truck first. And my car’s in front of the garage. I’ll go and move it so you can park there.” 
 
    Paul reached out a hand, palm up. It was begging to be filled with my key-ring which had the car-fob attached so I dug in my bag and produced it for him. 
 
    “We’ve reached the shops, so won’t be long,” Bruce Carver said. 
 
    “Okay.” I disconnected, and then wondered if I should have stayed on the line. No – there was nothing else I could tell them and they’d only be a few minutes now. 
 
    But that poor man. Who was he? How long had he been there? Why had no-one missed him? Searched for him? I couldn’t remember reading anything in recent years in the Coastal Courier about a missing local man, and Bob Burgess would have been all over the story because he doesn’t get much that’s sensational happening here to write about. Unless you count Isabel Crombie getting murdered in the aisle of Saint Agatha’s. And Matthew Boatman being shot in the back. Goodness, maybe we did have a bit going on! Oh – and Coral Clappe being dumped in the trash bin after being bashed on the head. And the mysterious body on the beach…  
 
    I swallowed. Actually four murders in the last year, and now number five. Although maybe not in the last year. I tried to calm myself with that thought. Fat chance. 
 
    Paul’s feet crunched on the gravel driveway as he returned with my keys. “Good idea to free up the garage access,” he said. “I presume they can reverse the coroner’s vehicle – or whatever it’ll be – into there and load up out of sight. Might not be today though.” 
 
    I shuddered at that thought, but he was right. He glanced outside, back at me, and his eyebrows twitched. “Your cop’s here.” 
 
    “Not mine.” 
 
    Then one corner of his mouth curled up. Well, really. As if! Have you seen DS Bruce Carver? Awful taste in shoes, bitten fingernails, too much cologne. I don’t think he has a wife to smarten him up any more – if he ever had one in the first place. Maybe Paul was just trying to distract me and cheer me up? I huffed out a big sigh, watching as DS Carver and Marion Wick approached the truck. Dex and Dom climbed out but left Claude there, whining with annoyance, paws planted on the dashboard, and long nose quivering. Then they all walked in to where I sat and Paul stood. 
 
    Marion Wick glanced around. “Nice.” 
 
    “We thought so,” Dex said. 
 
    “Until this,” Dom added. 
 
    Bruce Carver nodded slowly. “How long have you owned it?” 
 
    “A fortnight,” Dex said. 
 
    “It used to belong to Bettie and Clive Wynyard,” I contributed. “Friends of my parents.” 
 
    Dom cleared his throat. “They moved to a retirement place.” 
 
    I dived in again. “Graham should know where – I think they’re still his clients.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ms Summerfield,” Bruce Carver said, digging in his pocket and producing some blue plastic elasticated shoe covers. Marion Wick did the same. 
 
    “You won’t need those,” I said. “The house has been lived in for at least two years, with people all over the place.” 
 
    Dex scratched his neck. “And we had a housewarming picnic here last weekend. A couple of dozen friends. Inside, and… out there…” He pointed in the direction of the courtyard. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, wanting to be helpful, “the poor man’s been dead since before the house was built. Maybe. And he might be on the property next door, and not on this one at all. He was behind the wall, so who’d know?” 
 
    Marion Wick cleared her throat while Bruce Carver took a strangled breath. “I think you can leave us to decide that,” she said.  
 
    Dom waved a hand at the doorway that led through to the bedrooms and ultimately the back courtyard. “I’ll show you where.” Both of our brave detectives snapped their shoe covers on anyway before they followed him. 
 
    “Nasty job for them,” Paul said. 
 
    “Horrible,” I agreed. “Would you like a lift home? There won’t be much room in the truck now the dog’s there as well.” Then I realized how ungracious I’d sounded, and turned to Dex. “I’m so sorry. This must have really taken the gloss off your beautiful new home. I could cook you all lunch, if you like?” Actually, did that sound any better? I tried again. “It would be my pleasure to cook you all lunch. Paul, it was very kind of you to come along with Dex and Dom in case I was upset. It was an awful thing to find. I’m going to be shaky for a while yet.” 
 
    Dex pressed his lips together. “Not so sure how much I want the place now…” 
 
    Oh surely not!  
 
    “But it’s beautiful. Such an amazing view, and so wonderfully designed and finished. Suitable in every way for you and Dominic and Claude.” 
 
    “Apart from the body in the back yard.” 
 
    “I think it was next door’s back yard and not yours.” 
 
    “Splitting hairs, Merry. A matter of inches. I’ll tell you something, though.”  
 
    He pulled his phone from his pocket and scrolled until he found what he wanted. Paul and I shot horrified glances at each other. What did he plan to show us? But it wasn’t the body – it was a close-up of the edge of the wall where it had given way. “Unreinforced blocks,” he said. “And you can’t tell from the front, of course, but they’re far too thin. Should have been twice that hefty, with steel rods and concrete in all the cavities. No proper drainage, which is why there’s water leaking out at the base. There’s a big capping on top which is totally misleading. It’s a real shonky job. Some contractor took those oldies for a ride, we reckon. No wonder it came apart so easily.” 
 
    Paul and I peered at the screen. No sign of a body… just broken concrete with clay and stones behind it. Certainly not anything except fresh air inside the blocks. 
 
    “Built to fail,” Dex emphasized. 
 
    We nodded somberly. “But,” Paul said, “That’s only half the story, isn’t it. Yes, it looks like the wall was badly built. Tracking down whoever worked on it shouldn’t be hard, though. And surely either the Wynyards or your insurance company will come to the party compensation-wise so it can be rebuilt properly?” He laid a hand on Dex’s arm. “But was the body stuffed into the side of the wall and blocked over, or was it buried from the top? Maybe sometime later – by someone who had no way of knowing the wall wasn’t going to last forever. Or conversely did they simply dig a hole in the upper garden before any excavating was done at all? And was it blind good luck whoever built the wall missed the body by inches? Or bad luck, of course.” 
 
    We all thought about that while I wondered what I could turn on for lunch in a hurry. It wasn’t easy to think catering with a dead man only a few yards away. 
 
    Dex wagged his head in the direction Bruce Carver and Marion Wick had taken. “They’ll work it out,” he said. “But I can’t see that it’s possible to conceal a full-size human being down here with the property owners living right next door, and probably popping down for progress inspections every few hours. Wouldn’t you be doing that?” 
 
    I looked away from Dex’s screen and up to his face. “So you think he must have been buried later? Maybe when the new owners of the top house were away sometime?” 
 
    “Could be they only ever use it for a holiday home?” he suggested, tapping around on his phone again. “Number fifty-eight. Leonard Buzzard. Access from the top road now.” 
 
    There’s not much privacy these days, is there? Endless information at your fingertips… 
 
    Paul rubbed his chin. I heard the faint scrape of his whiskers. “Len and Anastasia,” he said. “And a teenage daughter, Debra, who was heavily into the Goth look last time I saw her.” 
 
    “Anastasia Buzzard,” I murmured. “What a name to get stuck with.” 
 
    “Goes by Anna,” Paul said. “And it’s better than him. Always called Beaky. Most unkind. He has a rather sharp nose, but he’s a nice chap. In fact they’re a nice family generally. Full-time residents for the last couple of years. I can’t see them being involved in this.” 
 
    “Beaky Buzzard,” I murmured. “Cruel. Okay, so not them. But maybe before they moved in, or while Bettie and Clive Wynyard were away on holiday sometime?” 
 
    “Dom should have left the wall alone,” Dex said gloomily. “We could have just had trees in tubs.” 
 
    “Much as this is a horrible shock,” Paul said, “it now means someone’s missing son or brother or father can be returned to them. A mystery solved, and closure for a family.” 
 
    Dex and I both nodded, and I’ll bet my guilty and apologetic expression matched his. Trust Vicar Paul to see the human side and find some good in the horror. 
 
    “And,” he continued, “Kind though it is of you to offer us lunch, Merry, can we go to the café instead? Heather’s working today and I want a word with her.” 
 
    Phew. What a relief.  
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 Chapter  3 – ‘All Ears’ at Iona’s 
 
    Seconds later, Dom returned with a grim-faced Bruce Carver and Marion Wick in tow. “I’ll give you the garage remote,” he said, handing it over. “So the house stays locked, but anyone who needs to can enter and exit that way. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Bruce Carver agreed. “There’s a lot to do, starting with exhumation and identification. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    We all trooped out – me shivering at the thought of having to exhume the body. It wasn’t like those big sealed coffins of embalmed people you sometimes see on the TV programs – this was just a man in jeans. Or more likely only bones in jeans by now. If they really were jeans. But there’d be DNA for sure, so presumably the first part of the mystery would be solved.  
 
    The who.  
 
    But the how and the why might be further off… 
 
    Dex pulled the filter curtains across and slid the big doors home, making sure they were locked. Claude of course set up an enthusiastic ruckus in the truck the moment he saw us all leaving the house.  
 
    “Back to the salt mines,” Marion Wick said with a wave as she strode across to Bruce Carver’s grey saloon. 
 
    “Do they have any clues or theories?” Dex asked once our detectives were out of hearing. (Not that they would have heard a lot over Claude’s barking and whining.) I saw Dex sneak an arm around Dom’s waist in a discreet comfort hug. Yes, it can’t have been nice out there for him while they were doing their scene examination.  
 
    Dom shook his head. “As baffled as us. They agreed it was an odd place to try and hide anything, and were chasing up the building permit people to find out what size blocks had been specified.” 
 
    “And why there weren’t some reinforced pillars,” Dex inserted. 
 
    “And who the contractors were. That woman detective was on the case pretty quickly. Found out where the previous owners were living and spoke to the manager there. It seems the old boy is pretty far into dementia, which is why they sold up and moved.” 
 
    I huffed out a sigh. “So he might not know much.” 
 
    “Maybe nothing at all,” Dex agreed gloomily. 
 
    “Looking on the bright side,” I said, “At least the wall didn’t collapse when you were entertaining your friends out there.” 
 
    Dom gave a strangled cough and tried not to smirk. “Jeez, Merry, you do have a strange brain.” 
 
    I smoothed my hair back and tucked it behind my ears. “You should read some of the thrillers I have to edit. Perfectly normal people can dream up the most unlikely and terrible things.” 
 
    “Worse than that?” Dex asked, wagging his head back toward the house. 
 
    “That was just a discovery. When you have to go through all the planning and actual killing of someone, it’s pretty horrible.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Why do you do it, then?” 
 
    “They’re not all like that, thank goodness. Some of the work is just amazing. I have one author who writes about birds and animals and does her own paintings. Her stories are a lot more fun than correcting catalogues that have been badly translated, or family histories with too many relatives all going by the same name.”  
 
    “Good money?” Dom asked.  
 
    I thought that was rather rude, so I said, “Probably as good as house renovation,” and made his eyebrows jerk. “I can set my own hours, have a change of scenery, enjoy some private time away from my brother…” 
 
    I was kidding about the money being that great. When did you ever hear about house renos that didn’t cost an arm and a leg?  “So are we all okay with Iona’s?” I asked. “Do you need to drop Claude home first?” 
 
    “Yeah, better do that,” Dex agreed. “Meet you there?” 
 
    “We’ll grab a big-enough table,” Paul said, setting off for my car and away from Claude’s enthusiastic noise. 
 
    “You might have dodged a bullet there,” he said as he beeped the doors unlocked. “Does the dog ever give up?” 
 
    “He doesn’t like being ignored.” 
 
    “He’s not alone in that.”  
 
    Hmm – that was a slightly strange tone. Was Paul feeling neglected? By me? Was that what the lifting me onto the counter and holding me there until I produced the car-remote was about? And why hadn’t he given it back? 
 
    I reached out once we were seated, and he handed it over without looking me in the eye. Definitely something going on, wasn’t there? Oooh… 
 
    “So why do you need to see Heather?” I asked, deeming it wise to change the subject. After all, she’d moved into the lovely old vicarage when she’d arrived on holiday months ago. Surely they had plenty of time to talk at home?  
 
    “Are you feeling okay to drive now?” he asked, changing the subject completely. “That was a heck of a thing to find while you were on your own.” 
 
    Nice of him to ask. 
 
    “I’m not tearing out onto the main highway. We’ll be safe enough getting to the café.” I turned further toward him and got some reaction this time. A quirk of one eyebrow, the faintest of grins, and concern in his dark eyes. Maybe I should encourage him more? 
 
    His grin faded. “Mother’s travel plans for the wedding,” he said, reverting to the former topic. “Once Heather starts, she doesn’t stop. I thought a quick word while she was working might keep the length of the chat down to something reasonable.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “How much more do you need than her flight number and arrival time? You collect her, she stays for a while, then she either goes home or maybe she does a package tour and flies out from here or somewhere else?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, with a hiss of resignation. “Cut and dried. Easy enough, you’d think. But Heather seems determined to make a massive production out of the trip.” 
 
    I fired up the engine. Dex and Dom had already chugged by. “It’s her wedding,” I said. She wants to make sure it’s special.” And, to be honest, I’d already heard rather a lot about it from Heather herself and didn’t need much more – although it might be a welcome distraction from this morning’s gruesome discovery. 
 
    We glided along the narrow beach road not too far behind the little truck and saw them turn off to deliver Claude home. In a couple more minutes we were near to the shops and searching for a parking space. The lovely weather and the nearness to noon had brought a surprising number of people out. 
 
    “Over there,” Paul said, pointing. “Or you can always park in the vicarage grounds and we could walk back.” 
 
    I chose the place he’d just spotted; my shoes weren’t ideal for too much more walking. As we approached Iona Coppington’s café I asked, “Inside or out?” because I could see an empty table large enough for four under the shady veranda roof. 
 
    “Inside, if you don’t mind. I won’t get much of a chance to speak to Heather out here.” 
 
    True. But how much ‘speaking’ would he manage to do inside, either? They looked very busy. 
 
    We entered the cheerful Friday bustle and wove our way through strollers, small children, old chaps with walking sticks in the way, young men with wet hair and surf shorts, and ladies of a certain age all looking very pleased to be there. The aromas of good coffee and fresh baking filled the air. 
 
    “Pretty full,” Paul murmured from behind me. I felt the puff of his warm breath on my ear. How close was he? Should he be worried people would talk? Their vicar practically plastered up against a divorcee with a reputation for finding bodies. And, oh dear, now another one… 
 
    “Over by the wall, Merry,” he said, guiding me toward a table four ladies were just vacating. “Coffee first, or shall we wait for Dex and Dom?” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder to him. “Wait, I think. It seems more polite, and it’s best if you’re there because I’ll be lucky to reserve the three other seats with my one handbag.” 
 
    His quiet chuckle sent a little shiver through me. It hadn’t been that funny, but for sure I was on edge because of my recent discovery. In fact all of a sudden I couldn’t wait to sit down before my shaky knees gave way. Delayed shock. You can only appear calm for so long, and then it gets you. And it had just got me. 
 
    “Afternoon, Vicar,” the ladies chorused, giving me polite nods and smiles but reserving their serious greetings for Paul as I practically yanked out a chair and fell onto it. 
 
    “Afternoon, ladies. All good?” 
 
    “Lovely morning tea, but we’ve just realized what the time is. Better give up our seats so other people can have lunch.” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” he said with his warm trademark grin. Not many people seem able to resist one of his ‘aw-shucks-that’s-wonderful-of-you’ smiles. The ladies certainly couldn’t, because like a flock of twittering birds they wove their way between the other tables, leaving us in relative peace. I placed my handbag right in the center of the table, hoping it signaled ‘ours’. Paul took the chair beside me. It probably would have reserved the table better if he’d sat opposite. However, Dex and Dom must have done a lightning-fast furniture unload before bundling Claude in behind their gate because we saw their truck chug by bare minutes later. Or it seemed like that, anyway. Maybe I was further into la-la land than I’d thought? 
 
    Heather chose that moment to approach our table. Normally she’s out the back whipping up delicious treats, but at their busiest times she helps Iona tend to customers. “All good with you two?” she asked, adding a raised eyebrow to her query. 
 
    “Better for sitting down, with the prospect of lunch,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Paul muttered. 
 
    But Heather’s not dim. She ignored her brother and fixed her gaze on me. “Why better for sitting down?” she asked. “You’re very pale, Merry.” 
 
    “Tight shoes,” I said, trying for cheery innocence.  
 
    “They don’t make you go pale,” she said, slitting her eyes at me. 
 
    “Leave it, Heather,” Paul said, quite snarkily for him. “We’re waiting for Dexter Harroway and Dominic Delgardo, so if you see them come in, can you point them in our direction?” 
 
    Paul got the slitty-eyed glance then. “I was talking to Merry.”  
 
    I probably rolled my eyes at her. “I dropped Steff into Wellington at the crack of dawn because she’s flying back to Montreal, so I got a bit dressed up, including heels I don’t often wear. It’s already been a long day. And I’m sad she’s leaving, of course…” Hopefully that would give Heather enough to digest for a few minutes. 
 
    “Oh, Steff was nice,” Heather said. “You’ll miss her. You certainly looked as though you had something on your mind. You want something to drink while you’re waiting?” 
 
    Paul cleared his throat and unfolded from his chair. “In a couple of minutes? They’ve just arrived.” He raised a hand in Dom and Dex’s direction and they threaded their way across to us. 
 
    “I’ll give you all time to decide,” Heather said, turning away and approaching a nearby table. Iona’s isn’t huge, but she packs the customers in pretty closely and she has space outdoors in front, too. I reckon she does okay.  
 
    I removed my handbag from the center of the table once Dex and Dom were sitting. “How’s this going to affect your move-in timetable?” I asked very quietly. (You never know who’s listening, do you?) 
 
    Dex shrugged. “Hard to tell. Certainly put it back by a few days.” 
 
    “Depends what else they discover,” Dom added. 
 
    I swallowed. “Not another body, I hope.” 
 
    “Perish the thought,” Dom said out of the corner of his mouth. “But until they look properly, all bets are off.” 
 
    Our murmured pow-wow was rudely interrupted by the arrival of Brett Royal, the whale-watch captain, who clamped his meaty paws on Dom and Dex’s shoulders and bellowed, “So what were the cops doing at your new place this morning, boys? I had my binoculars on them from the boat.” 
 
    The whole place fell silent as the café patrons waited for the answer. Heather’s head jerked up. Chatter died down. “Brett – for heaven’s sake!” I exclaimed. “None of your business. They were… they were…” I ran out of any suitable words and looked at Paul for help. 
 
    “They were investigating something that might be human remains,” he said in a suitably hushed and reverent tone. “Buried behind a retaining wall, possibly many years ago. There’s no danger to anyone, and nothing is properly established yet.” He glared at Brett. “And it would be good if you didn’t spread rumors far and wide until they’ve had the chance to do their job and confirm exactly what they’re investigating.” 
 
    “Aye-aye Vicar,” Brett said, looking far from chastised. “Another body? How many have you found now, Merry?” 
 
    It was very hard not to spring to my feet and slap him across his grinning chops with a starched and stinging serviette. But, this being Iona’s, the best I could have managed was a limp paper one from the dispenser on the table. I stayed glued to my chair instead and said, “I didn’t find it, Brett, whatever it was.”  
 
    And I hadn’t. Claude had. Not much comfort, though. I had no doubt it was human because of the boots. And I’m sure it didn’t go back decades because that flash of blue denim I’d seen was still recognizable. Denim is cotton. Cotton rots. And that hadn’t rotted entirely away yet. 
 
    Brett stood up straighter, the picture of offended manhood. “All right, all right, hold your horses!” His big dark eyes had lost their usual sleepy expression, and he’d thrust his jaw out like a belligerent boxer trying to out-stare his opponent. 
 
    “No, I won’t hold my horses, Brett,” I lashed back at him, pushing up off my chair and teetering on my high heels so we were nearly eye to eye. There was no point trying to speak quietly now because every head in the café had turned toward us.  
 
    Old Bertie Glanmire was fiddling with his hearing aid. Small children were wide-eyed. 
 
    “Do you think it’s something to be joked about?” I demanded. “A number on a score-card? It’s distressing and sad, and if it does turn out to be human, then someone’s lost a father or a son or …or… a sister or a mother…” 
 
    Brett pulled his chin in at that. “Yeah, well,” he croaked. “It always seems to be you.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Dex snapped, jumping to his feet and causing Brett to take a hasty step back. The contrast was amazing – Dex who’s five-seven in work-boots and barely more than scrawny, and six foot Brett – thick everywhere (including his brain, I’ve sometimes thought). 
 
    At that, Paul stood too, ever the peacemaker. As tall as Brett, but way fitter. Oh my goodness – the vicar wasn’t going to fight to defend my honor, was he? I sensed the whole café holding its breath. 
 
    “Okay people,” he said. “Topic over until we know what’s actually going on. You okay, Merry?” 
 
    I was bigger than Dex! It wasn’t me who needed rescuing! I inclined my head and sank to my chair, grateful to have the pressure off my pinched toes again anyway. “Fine thank you Paul.” 
 
    And with supremely bad timing – or good, as far as he was concerned – Bob Burgess from The Coastal Courier strode through the doorway, spectacles twinkling in the lights and wallet at the ready to buy his lunch.  
 
    Brett, who’d no doubt had enough of either being ignored or chastised, barged between the tables on his way out. As he passed Bob he said loudly, “She’s found another one.” 
 
    Bob’s keen gaze tracked the direction Brett had appeared from and found me looking stunned and my three men-friends looking thunderously annoyed or fiercely protective, depending on your point of view. “Another what?” he mouthed, moving closer. 
 
    All we needed – honestly! 
 
    “Hi Bob,” I said, attempting a bit of breeziness. I write occasional articles for The Coastal Courier when I come upon interesting snippets of local news. No byline, but sometimes a petrol voucher or box of chocs because I value my anonymity but appreciate the treats. Bob and I both think that’s fair. 
 
    Paul and Dex and Dom sank into their seats again, and I shuffled mine sideways. Bob managed to squat between Paul and me because there were no spare chairs on offer. 
 
    “So?” he queried. 
 
    I huffed out a breath of total annoyance. “So nothing at all. Bombastic Brett strikes again. However, there was definitely something buried behind Dex and Dom’s new retaining wall.” 
 
    “Old retaining wall,” Dex inserted. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Old retaining wall at a newish house they’ve recently bought. A piece of the blockwork came loose so I phoned Bruce Carver because there was something buried behind it. We don’t know what for sure. No-one knows what, but they’re going to dig it out and see if it’s human or animal.” 
 
    “Not another leg of beef, like the one that ended up in your brother’s Mercedes?” Bob asked. 
 
    I noticed no-one at our table was mentioning the boots because they really were a giveaway.  
 
    “No, Bob. Definitely not a leg of beef. No sign of any fur – er – hide. There’s no story yet, but I’m sure you’ll get one from Bruce Carver or Marion Wick once the discovery has been identified.” 
 
    “Bad timing for me,” Bob said. “I’m driving up to Taupo this afternoon. Family wedding.” He rose from his squatting position after a couple of creaky bounces and a grunt. “I’ll get on the blower to them. See if we can break the story before the big guys do.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be great?” I enthused. The Coastal Courier is pretty much a one-man band, and there’s never much more than local stories in it. I know Bob yearns to beat his city competitors to a top-level juicy scandal, but I doubt it’s ever going to happen. Still, you never can tell… 
 
    “Did you hear what Roddy Whitebottom’s doing now?” he asked. 
 
    We all jerked to attention for different reasons. 
 
    Bob leaned lower and dropped his voice to a murmur. “Guest appearances at Freddie’s Nightclub in Wellington. Had some surgery in Australia, looks a million dollars, calls himself Naughty Marietta.” 
 
    And with that bombshell, he straightened up and headed for the food cabinets. 
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 Chapter 4 – Paul gets tough 
 
    We were all strangely silent after Bob’s description of Roddy Whitebottom. Maybe Dex and Dom had an occasional night out at Freddie’s nightclub? Did they go there to enjoy the drag acts? Did they go in drag themselves? Did they keep their hair shaved short so they could tape wigs on? 
 
    Paul certainly knew Roddy from Afghanistan – and had described him as ‘the least suitable soldier ever’. Roddy had arrived in Drizzle Bay, tracked Paul down, caused him some grief, and then gone bush with Beefy Haldane… which brings us full circle to the leg of beef in Graham’s Mercedes that Bob had mentioned. Honestly, it’s a very small world.  
 
    So now we knew where Roddy had disappeared to, and why.  
 
    “Did you know about that?” I asked Paul. 
 
    He looked down, tucked his tongue into his cheek, and nodded. Then he broke his silence by saying, “He’s sent me the odd postcard. Changed his name to Dante Di Maggio.” 
 
    “Goodness – him!” I exclaimed. “I never actually met him when he was Whitebottom. I only saw him that one time from the helicopter when Beefy and he were both shooting, so I barely got much of an impression. I didn’t know he was Dante now.” 
 
    Paul took a deep breath. “Mostly working at a place in Kings Cross – Pistons Coffee Lounge, which is somewhat more than a coffee lounge at night. Calls himself Marietta Cattiva, or indeed Naughty Marietta, as a stage name. I’m surprised if he’s back here for long, though. I’d have thought the last shooting fiasco would have been enough to keep him away.” 
 
    I shivered as I thought of it – the helicopters, the guns, the way it had stirred up Paul’s PTSD again. 
 
    He sighed. “He seems grateful I found him some help and got tough with him so he faced up to his demons.” 
 
    Paul ‘getting tough’? I tried to picture it. Hmmm… Flashing dark eyes, determined chin, indrawn breath, out-thrust chest. Definitely good. 
 
    I was interrupted from my imaginings by Dex saying, “Bacon and egg pie, thanks,” and found Heather had returned. “And English Breakfast tea.” 
 
    “Same,” Dom echoed. 
 
    “Make that three,” Paul added. “But with a latte.” 
 
    They all looked at me. I suspected I’d been miles away for a few minutes as I pictured Paul in tough-mode. Well, I’d had that muffin ages ago at the airport, but it had been followed by an hour and a half’s drive, moving house, finding a body, and facing up to Bruce Carver yet again so I definitely deserved a tasty lunch. 
 
    “Ah, you’re back with us,” Heather said. “You looked to be miles away. We have fresh asparagus and mushroom quiche?” Obviously I hadn’t chosen anything with my usual alacrity – it was unlike her to have to prompt me. 
 
    “Lovely,” I agreed. “And I’ll join Paul with a latte.” 
 
    “You’re definitely not yourself,’ she murmured. “I knew it had to be more than your tight shoes.” She rushed away, giving Paul no time to raise the topic of their mother’s impending visit. 
 
    Lunch was somewhat disrupted. Iona bustled over when there was a momentary lull in trade. “You poor dear,” she whispered, patting me on the shoulder. Iona is a real shortie, nosy as anything, but with a heart of gold. 
 
    “A nasty fright,” I conceded. “But no-one knows who or what it is yet, so there’s no point in being too upset.”  
 
    But those boots… 
 
    Lady Zinnia Drizzle, who was seated with her daughter, threaded her way between the maze of tables and chairs after they’d finished their lunch. “Merry dear, what a shock, coming across something like that again. I hope the find proves totally innocuous?” 
 
    Yes, so did I. But those boots… 
 
    Then I spotted Lurline Lawrence from the Drizzle Bay Animal Shelter heading my way, dreadlocks and ample bosom both bouncing. Surely not Lurline, too? But yes – a sympathetic smile, a friendly patchouli-scented hug, and, “Don’t worry – they’ll solve it,” she said before joining friends at another table.  
 
    I couldn’t stand another moment of this. I swallowed the last mouthful of my excellent quiche and screwed up my paper napkin. “I hope the rest of your reno work at home goes well,” I said to Dom and Dex, lurching up from my seat. “Keep Claude out of the tile grout. I’ll let you know if I hear anything from the Police, and maybe you’ll do the same in return?”  
 
    I turned to Paul. “I’m off to see Graham.” 
 
    “Lunch is on me,” he said, half-rising from his chair, polite Englishman that he is. 
 
    I expelled a long, annoyed breath. “Thanks. For everything.” And I bolted. 
 
    * 
 
    First I needed to change my shoes so I could stand up without grimacing, so home I zoomed. I parked outside on the street hoping not to alert the spaniels, but fat chance of that. Manny and Dan have hearing like super-sensitive spy devices and were racing across the lawn to the back gate long before I reached it. I fended them off (pantyhose!) with lots of pats, and hobbled inside, closing the door and easing my shoes off not a moment too soon.  
 
    I glared at the pretty high-heeled things and carried them to my bedroom. They were sandals rather than shoes. Slender gray heels, pink and silver and gray straps. Party shoes, but I’d been feeling somewhat down with Steff leaving, and wanted to farewell her dressed more smartly and with a more sophisticated air than I usually managed. And I’d reckoned it wouldn’t do any harm to turn up at a swanky, almost-new beach house looking somewhat ‘resorty’. More fool me. It would be a while before I wore them again.  
 
    I didn’t think sneakers would be quite smart enough with my gray pencil skirt – or indeed for Graham’s legal chambers – so I pushed my feet gratefully into some navy-blue patent flats before touching up my lipstick and giving my hair a quick brush. 
 
    Even though Drizzle Bay is no metropolis, Graham keeps pretty busy. I knew I could take my chances and just arrive, but it made more sense to phone his assistant, Jenny, and see how the land lay. Although what were texts for? I decided to go straight to brother dear and ask if he could spare me five minutes. It’s all I expected it would take for my one little query.   
 
    ME : Can I see you 1.15-ish? 
 
    HIM : All okay? 
 
    I scrunched up a handful of my hair. Had he heard? Already? How? Or maybe he hadn’t, and it was just a general query. Surely he would have rung me before this if anyone had told him? Heaven knows, he’s seen me through the end of a bad marriage, and then dallying with a couple of other unsuitable men who I’d finally summoned up the sense to proceed no further with.  
 
     He’d been my rock when our parents died, and somehow kept me sane when I ended up far too close to several mysterious deaths. He was a Living National Treasure and I was lucky to have him – even if he was exceptionally set in his ways and strangely unsociable.  
 
    For now, a white lie seemed the best plan. 
 
    ME : Yes. See you in ten. 
 
    I glared at myself in the mirror and re-brushed my hair after messing it up. He didn’t text back to say it was a bad time, so I locked the outside door, fended off the spaniels again, and hopped into the car.  
 
    Jenny Henderson, who guards Graham as though she’s a medieval jailor and he’s a princess in a tower, opened her eyes very wide when I did the unforgiveable of breezing in without an appointment previously entered onto her super-efficient spreadsheet. 
 
    “Merry. Goodness. We weren’t expecting you.” 
 
    There was no-one else waiting in the reception area, so I didn’t see that was a problem. 
 
    I sent her my sweetest smile, and said, “It’s fine Jenny. I texted him and he said to just bowl up.” 
 
    Her widened eyes narrowed. 
 
    I gave a perfunctory knock on Graham’s door and walked in, pushing it shut behind me. I really didn’t want Jenny spreading word of my horrible find, although I had little doubt Brett Royal and the entire lunchtime population of Iona’s Café were even now doing exactly that. 
 
    I plonked myself down into one of the timber-armed chairs that had always been there. Maybe they even went back to my grandfather’s day? They had real springs in the seats instead of foam plastic or rubber. As a small child I’d bounced on them as though they were trampolines (and been told not to in no uncertain terms.) Somehow, after many years of being squirmed on, the autumn-leaf-patterned velvet still had most of its shiny hairs. 
 
    Graham cocked an eyebrow. “To what do I owe…?” He must have sensed something in my expression because he stopped dead and rose from his desk. “Sis?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to cry. Certainly not. But my shoulders heaved a bit, and I needed to swipe away a tear that trickled down from one eye. “Gray,” I grabbed a breath. “Thanks so much for seeing me. Nasty morning. I’m surprised you haven’t heard about it already.” 
 
    “What haven’t I heard about?” He pulled a chair much closer to mine, and sat. 
 
    “You really should get rid of these ancient things,” I said, slapping one of the arms with my hand. “So old-fashioned.” 
 
    He raised his chin like a movie gangster. It was unsettling. “I rather hoped they conveyed a ‘frugal, penny-pinching, and not likely to fleece my clients’ vibe,” he said. And then, because he can read me like a book, he slung an arm around my navy, gray and white bloused shoulder with a sigh. “What’s happened, Merry?” 
 
    I poured it all out. The house and dog-sitting for Dex and Dom, which he knew about of course, followed by the water leaking from under the wall, and Dom’s drilling and Claude’s grisly discovery after some of the blocks had collapsed. And the boots. 
 
    “No wonder you’re looking a bit pale,” he said. “Sherry?” 
 
    Graham often thinks a sherry or a whiskey is what a client needs when they’re dealing with bad news. 
 
    “No thanks,” I gulped. “Driving. But I wondered if the Wynyards were still clients of yours, and if so, where they’d moved to.”  
 
    “Are you meddling where you shouldn’t?” He fixed me with his best steely lawyer’s gaze. 
 
    A small frisson of guilt shimmied through me as I assumed an offended expression and said, “Of course not, Graham. I’m here on behalf of Paul McCreagh, because he wants to visit them to ensure they’re not upset by… it.” 
 
    Graham’s no fool. “Upset by which aspect of this, exactly?” 
 
    “Well…” I floundered after the best words. “Upset in case it turns out to be anyone they knew. Or by the thought of having someone buried under their front lawn while they were living there. If it does turn out to be human.”  
 
    “The boots are a total giveaway,” Graham said, and I sighed agreement.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, getting up and going back to his desk, muttering, “Save… Documents… Wynyard…” to himself as his big fingers ambled around the keyboard. He peered at the screen. “Right – it’s Oldershaw Village, just up the coast a bit.” 
 
    “Oldershaw as in ‘older’ people? That’s a bit rude.” 
 
    “No – Oldershaw as in ‘Oldershaw Farm’, although they traded as Apple Jacks.” 
 
    “Oh, that place. I know where you mean.” 
 
    “Yep, just past the turn-off up into the forestry blocks. They used to grow apples, but when the supermarkets got into pre-bagged salads a few years back, the son saw an opportunity and changed some of the land over to lettuce and other greens.” Graham leaned back in his chair. “But their business was annihilated by the big covered weatherproof operations further north. The Oldershaws closed down and sold up, but they would have done well from the land sale.”  
 
    His manner suddenly changed. “Shall I get Jenny to make us each a coffee? You can’t be feeling too great after this?” 
 
    “Less than fantastic,” I conceded. “But I’ve just had lunch at Iona’s, so I won’t collapse from malnutrition or dehydration.” 
 
    He cocked his head on one side, blue eyes as sharp and assessing as our father’s used to be. “Then how about we go along to the Burkeville for dinner tonight, seeing you’ll be home after all?” 
 
    “Great idea,” I agreed. “The way this morning went I’ve no meals planned for anyone right now.” 
 
    “Might cheer you up,” Graham said. 
 
    And, I thought to myself, I could get an eyeful of John Bonnington if he’d returned yet from his current top-secret assignment.  
 
    Detective Sean Manahan from Boston had seemed sure John had not retired from the military and was leading a double life as a US espionage specialist and Kiwi bar-tender. John definitely had the hard-muscled body of an active serviceman, and it was very hard to stay breezy and focused when he was in sight.  
 
    He’d kissed me once – publicly and lingeringly – when my ex-husband Duncan Skeene had turned up at the Burkeville with a much younger woman with whom he did a lot of obvious flirting not too far from where I was sitting.  
 
    D Skeene had stopped mid-flirt and stared daggers at us because John had greeted me effusively, making sure we’d be noticed, and tilted my head so I could see the effect our kiss was having on the man I never wanted back. It was one of the best moments of my life.  
 
    I sighed inwardly. I could do with more of that, but so far it didn’t look like it would be coming from John’s direction. Sean Manahan, flirty as hell, had gone back to Boston, and Vicar Paul, who was very lust-worthy, had so far remained a perfect gentleman, dammit. Honestly, what’s a woman to do when there’s not a nice man on the menu? 
 
    I stood. “The Burkeville’s a lovely idea, but I’d better get going because I have a really interesting manuscript to whack into shape. The history of Turkey.  I’m sure you’re busy, too. Thanks for the Oldershaw info. I’ll pass it on.” And I slipped out of his office before he could ask any other questions. 
 
    Of course I didn’t intend passing anything on to Paul. I drove straight out onto the main highway and kept my eyes peeled. Past the Burkeville Bar and Café, and on until I spotted a discreetly classy green and gold sign pointing to The Oldershaw Retirement Haven. The buildings were tucked in behind a stand of mature trees no-one had yet taken a chainsaw to. And if anyone tried, I’d bet my bottom dollar the Tree Protection League would be out in force, roping themselves up into the branches, flags and banners at the ready.  
 
    I remembered the distinctive red and yellow Apple Jacks sign from years ago. Maybe the senior Mr Oldershaw had been Jack? This looked a lot less crass. 
 
    The developers had built a collection of small, neat houses on the flatter area past the trees. Presumably this is where lettuces and cabbages formerly called home? Now there were narrow garden beds around a large but currently unused bowling green, and behind the houses stood a long, triple-storied building which might be care-home rooms or mini-apartments, or possibly a dementia facility. Beyond that, rows of apple trees had been severely thinned out so more houses could be sited in the wider spaces, each with a personal apple tree or two. The foundations for the first half dozen were already under way. 
 
    There was an electric gate at the entrance – much bigger than Dex and Dom’s – but it must have been set to daylight hours because it obediently slid aside as I nosed toward it. I pulled in to one of the visitor parks outside the glass doors of the reception area, and two small but vigorous-looking ladies came out into the sunshine for a walk. One of them checked her wrist and fiddled with buttons before they set off. No charming small gold watch for her – this was quite chunky, and looked very sporty. It seemed like they were aiming for a few thousand steps. I hoped neither of them was Bettie Wynyard. 
 
    I locked the car and walked across to the glass doors. They obliged me by opening, so I strode in to the very pleasant reception area, trying to look as though I had every reason to be there. The walls were decorated with framed photos of the various Oldershaw facilities. There were beautiful bedrooms with fancy bed-linen and lots of cushions. Would people really bother arranging them each morning? Another photo showed snowy-haired men playing bowls on the green, and a big dining room scene featured happy diners with heaped-up plates of food all raising glasses of wine to toast each other. I couldn’t help thinking those seniors would be lucky to get through so much food. My mother had definitely found the need to cut down the portions once she and Dad passed sixty. “We just can’t eat as much these days, dear. You’ll find out when your turn comes.” 
 
    Me? Not eat? I’d see how I felt about that in another twenty years. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a few seconds. It was so unfair they’d been stolen away from Graham and me by that drunk driver plowing full-speed through the Drizzle Bay intersection despite all the road signs demanding caution. Every witness statement told the same story, but nothing would ever bring Arnold and Sally Summerfield back to us. 
 
    I took a deep breath and turned for the reception desk. A sandy-haired girl with rather prominent teeth looked up from her keyboard and beamed at me. She was wearing a badge that said ‘Adrienne’. “Hello – how can I help today?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m just popping in to visit Mrs Bettie Wynyard and see her new house for a few moments,” I said, crossing my fingers behind my back that toothy Adrienne wouldn’t say ‘Sorry, you’ve just missed her. She’s gone for a walk.’  
 
    “Mrs Wynyard…” she murmured, consulting a list on the wall beside her. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you before,” I said. (Which was certainly true, but she had the aura of being new, or maybe unfamiliar with the place, and I thought it might give me an air of authority rather than that of a sneaky spy.) 
 
    “Villa sixteen,” she said. “At the far end of the bowling green.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I enthused. “Thank you so much.” Seconds later I was out in the sunshine again, ambling along beside the pretty floral border that pointed the way. More daisies similar to those Dex and Dom had in their front bed. Pansies looking a little past their best, but still with such cute velvety faces. Clumps of hostas with fresh, gorgeous, juicy, heart-shaped leaves.  
 
    To my consternation Villa sixteen already had a visitor – a roughly-dressed man in his forties who was plainly not old Clive. He, and a silver-haired woman I presumed was Bettie Wynyard, were enjoying a cup of tea at a table on the front terrace. I dithered at the end of the path and was noticed almost immediately by Bettie. No flies on her! She beckoned me in. 
 
    “You’re Sally Summerfield’s daughter!” she exclaimed. “Goodness, you’re her spitting image.” She beamed at me with very white, absolutely even dentures. 
 
    “Merilyn,” I said, hoping that being recognized would make this easier. “Mostly called Merry.” 
 
    The man looked up briefly, then promptly put down his tea and picked up his phone with an air of relief. 
 
    “This is my son, Benedict,” Bettie added. I was spared a nod and a muttered correction to ‘Ben’ from Mr scuffed-trainers / ragged-jeans / holey-T-shirt before his gaze flicked down to the screen and stayed there.  
 
    Bettie raised her eyebrows. “How can we help you?”  
 
    Now it had come to this point I was somewhat at a loss for words. I hadn’t expected anyone except her to be there. “Umm,” I said, which is never an impressive beginning. “I’m here because I got your address from my brother Graham. He’s still your lawyer?” 
 
    The dentures made a dazzling appearance again. “Absolutely. We wouldn’t think of taking our business to anyone except dear Arnold’s son.” 
 
    “Such as it is,” the phone-scroller muttered. 
 
    “Why do you say that, dear?” Bettie enquired with an interesting touch of acid in her voice. 
 
    “Geez Mum, I don’t know!” he snapped, glaring at her with narrowed eyes. “Maybe it was using all your funds to build a fancy new house, and selling the one we grew up in without asking if any of us wanted it, and then spending everything you had left to move in here. Your kids could have done with some mortgage help, you know.” 
 
    Wow – bitter. And far too outspoken in front of a stranger. 
 
    Bettie nodded slowly, the dentures disappearing behind pursed lips before she said, “What Poppy and I do with our money is entirely our own business. As I’ve said before, you’ll get your share when the time comes.” She didn’t look too ruffled. I knew they had three children – two sons and a daughter – and couldn’t help wondering if they were all so predatory. 
 
    “Poppy and I,” Benedict mimicked. “Dad doesn’t know what day it is. You arranged everything to suit yourself while he just got more and more forgetful.” 
 
    She turned to me. “Would you like a cup of tea, Merilyn?” 
 
    Nice change of subject! Well, it would be a legitimate reason to stay a while longer so I accepted. Bettie creaked up out of her chair and trundled off inside, and Benedict/Ben continued to devote his attention to the phone. 
 
    “Here we go,” she said as she returned and set down a pretty cup and saucer. She poured tea and then added milk without asking if I’d prefer it black. Oh well, I could just take small sips. Then she settled into her chair and enquired, “Did you have a particular reason for visiting?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Well,” I said, “have the Police been in contact with you today yet?” 
 
    She tucked her chin down and sharpened her gaze. Ben sharpened his gaze, too, but only by flicking his eyes up off his phone screen. 
 
     “No dear,” she said. “Why do you think they might have been?” 
 
    I picked up my teacup. “I’m glad I beat them here then, because something mysterious and somewhat distressing has happened at your last house. I’m a freelance book editor, so I can work anywhere there’s decent cellphone coverage. I sometimes accept house-and-pet-sitting jobs. It makes a change, and gives Graham and me some relief from each other’s company.” I put my tea down again. “And… Dex and Dom who bought your home –” 
 
    “Lovely boys,” she said. 
 
    “Queer as ten-bob watches,” Ben muttered – loud enough for me to hear, but maybe not Bettie, because she ignored him. And had he actually got the old-fashioned quote right? Wasn’t it two-bob watches? And ‘useless as’, not ‘queer as’. And not queer that way, either. Fail. 
 
    “Um… they asked me to move in and house-sit their dog so they could finish off some work at their existing place without him getting in the way all the time. It’s a beautiful house you had built.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bettie agreed. “A lot of thought went into it.”  
 
    “And a lot of money,” Ben sniped. “That Corten steel fence and electric sliding gate cost a fortune. Apart from anything else.” 
 
    “It was what my architect specified,” Bettie snapped, finally losing her cool with Ben’s needling. “Dear Poppy got it into his head that he wanted concrete blocks, of all things, which would have totally spoiled the view.” 
 
    I nodded agreement. “Goodness, yes. But you had blocks at the back, where they made much more sense.” I was trying to sound soothing. This was good – we were getting to the point without having to reveal the hideous find yet. 
 
    She put down her cup and turned to me. “He ordered a huge load of them, right when I was due to go into hospital.” She patted her lower tummy, pointedly looking away from Ben and raising one eyebrow at me.  
 
    A hysterectomy? Something gynecological anyway, and obviously too private for a well-bred lady of a certain age to mention while her son was present. I gave an understanding nod. 
 
    “I hit the roof!” she exclaimed, presumably back to the concrete blocks again. “I was really looking forward to that beautiful slatted fence and gate so we could see the ocean.” 
 
    Ben finally deserted his phone and looked across to me. “So the silly old bugger got one of his mates to help and they used them out the back instead. There’d been plastic sheeting keeping the incline safe from the rain, but no, he couldn’t wait for a proper block-layer. He told me proudly they’d got free sand from the beach for the mortar mix. It’s a wonder it’s still standing.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, and stopped. 
 
    Bettie looked at me with wide eyes. “What’s happened?” 
 
    Ben smirked, and said, “Don’t tell me…” 
 
    I soldiered on. “Yes, I’m afraid the wall gave way, but that’s not the worst problem. Anything can be rebuilt, but it’s what was found behind it...” 
 
    I examined them both closely for guilty expressions. None that I could see. Bettie was most unlikely to have murdered and buried anyone.  Ben, on the other hand, was not the nicest piece of work I’d ever met and was obviously keen to get his hands on their money, although, in that case, why wasn’t it one of his parents behind the wall? 
 
    “I’m guessing my lovely clumps of Lime Tuff Lomandra all fell down?” Bettie said. “They were doing so well in that garden bed at the top. I specially chose them to make a nice bushy border, but to stay low and preserve the view.” 
 
    “Might not be the worst problem, Ma,” Ben said, translating my concerned expression correctly and holding up a hand to silence her. “What was behind it?” 
 
    “Possibly… only ‘possibly’ at this stage…” I stopped. Ben could certainly take the hideous truth, but could Bettie? “The dog – Claude – could smell something. He started barking a lot, and I went out and found a piece of the wall had slumped down. He wanted to investigate, but I could see there was a… maybe… umm… human... in the hole.” 
 
    “Shi– ” Ben exclaimed, rapidly changing it to “Shi-vers” in his mother’s presence. 
 
    “How terrible. How shocking,” Bettie said. I suspected the reality of the situation hadn’t registered with her yet or she wouldn’t have sounded so genteel. 
 
    “So I phoned the Police,” I concluded. “They were going to get a proper analysis done before making anything public, but I thought with you being friends of our parents that I should give you some warning instead of letting them spring it on you.” 
 
    Although, given Brett Royal’s trumpeted announcement at Iona’s Café, and Vicar Paul’s quiet confirmation that a body was a possibility, it wouldn’t be long before the gossip mill had spread the news far and wide. 
 
    I took a final sip of the milky tea, hoping I wasn’t wrinkling my nose with distaste, set my cup back on the saucer, and pushed it away as a signal I was ready to leave.  
 
    “Thank you for coming, dear,” Bettie said, taking the hint. “Nice to be forewarned. Poor Clive will be so sad his wall fell down.” 
 
    Ben gave a strange bark of laughter. “Poor Clive probably doesn’t remember building it. I think we’re safe from his disappointment for a while.” 
 
    “Don’t be so cruel, Benedict,” Bettie snapped as I rose to leave. She looked up at me. “Dementia – Alzheimer’s – is such an unfair thing. And with him, it advanced very rapidly. That’s why we had to leave our lovely beach house and move here. To get proper care for him.” 
 
    I assumed my best sympathetic expression. Yes, the Wynyards had been dealt some unlucky cards all right, and now there was this to sort out.  
 
    I gave Bettie a subdued wave as I turned and walked away down the main path by the bowling green. Ben had his eyes on his phone again and wouldn’t have noticed if I’d danced off naked, although I wouldn’t be testing that theory. 
 
    My deductive superpowers told me she hadn’t known what was behind the wall, and that snarky Benedict could keep a straight face and brazen his way out of most situations, so I really hadn’t a clue about him. Hoping I hadn’t given away the fact that the Police might now be hot on his trail, I beetled off, pointed my fob at my gleaming aubergine pride and joy, and watched as its lights flashed and it unlocked itself. So who else might be a possibility?   
 
    Umm… how drifty had old ‘Poppy’ been when he built the wall? Could he have done it and concealed the body when his mate wasn’t looking? And forgotten about it? Or forgotten that he wasn’t supposed to kill and bury people? 
 
    No – that was ridiculous. Wasn’t it?  
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 Chapter 5 – Possibly not innocent 
 
    I drove out between the fancy Oldershaw gateposts and onto the main highway again, wondering if I should call in at the Burkeville Bar and Café to make sure Graham had booked us a table for this evening. He probably had – or efficient Jenny Henderson had – even though it usually wasn’t necessary. But it was Friday, and if Brett had been spreading word of another possible murder around the district then there might be a larger than usual turnout this evening, with everyone keen to hear more.  Especially from me.  
 
    Maybe it hadn’t been such a great idea to have dinner out? But right now would be a good chance to see if there was any sign of Surfer John, and to check if Mysterious Erik was close to returning from the States. I wasn’t even sure which state he was visiting, but probably not California because his accent is so different from John’s. Or ‘Jawn’s’, because that’s the way Erik always pronounces it. Heather has been very secretive about the whole thing but my sleuthy skills tell me she’s starting to glow, so he can’t be too far away now. 
 
    The black pick-up truck was parked out the front so that seemed a good sign. I slowed, turned in to the parking area, and braked beside it. Fire and Ice weren’t secured on the back, but I could hear big woofs from the rear of the building so they were no doubt in their fancy yard. Then I heard a shrill whistle and they fell silent, so I knew John was home from wherever he’d mysteriously been. 
 
    The place was pretty quiet inside, it being after lunch and before dinner. The Burkeville’s not really the kind of place you go for afternoon tea – unless you’re whizzing by on the highway from somewhere else and want a break. I’d decided to get a hot chocolate to wash away the lingering milky tea taste, and ambled across to the bar, where – wonder of wonders! – John was on duty. Mindful of my flat shoes, I stood on tiptoe to even our heights up somewhat, knowing he couldn’t see my feet from where he stood. 
 
    He looked at me for a few moments, and I had no idea if it was with affection or annoyance or amusement. 
 
    “You’re back,” I said, wondering if I’d get any clue from him as to where he’d been. 
 
    “And you’re courting danger again,” he drawled. “Merry – you gotta stop doing it.” 
 
    I know my mouth dropped open as I stared at him. I finally managed to say, “Not from choice! A dog’s sense of smell is pretty phenomenal – as you’d know from your two. The wall fell down, the dog I was looking after could smell something, and there it was. Where did you hear about it, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said. “Keep far, far away from this one.” 
 
    “What do you already know?” I demanded. 
 
    He made a ‘keep the volume down’ hand signal, and glanced around. There were a few lingering lunchers at the tables out in the sunny courtyard, but the only two inside were so wrapped up in each other that I could have grabbed him by his ears and pulled him down for a kiss and they’d never have noticed.  
 
    And where had that thought come from? 
 
    I drew a sharp breath and repeated my question in a whisper. “What do you already know, John? And how, and why?” Then at slightly higher volume, “All I did was pull the dog away from it to preserve the evidence, and then call Bruce Carver. Nothing more than any other member of the public would have done. I couldn’t wait to get away from it. He was buried in his boots.”  
 
    “Or she,” John muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Always a possibility.” 
 
    I stared at him in disbelief. “Women don’t get killed and buried behind walls in big boots.” 
 
    One of his eyebrows quirked slightly. Just a twitch. A somewhat amused twitch. 
 
    “John,” I grated, as quietly as I could manage. “You know something, don’t you?” I dragged in a deep breath. “Is this part of your strange funny-business secret life, Commander?”  
 
    I practically coughed the last word out, and got a gratifying result. Both eyebrows jerked up, he pressed his gorgeous lips together, and bugged his riveting blue eyes at me. “How the heck?” 
 
    “Ha! I have my sources.” 
 
    We glared at each other. This seemed to confirm Sean Manahan’s claim that John was far from retired from the military. I couldn’t keep a straight face for long, though. “Hot chocolate please,” I said at normal volume. “So what do you know?” 
 
    At that moment one of their wait-staff appeared and John passed my order on to him. I hadn’t seen this guy before. Somewhere between John and Erik in height, lean and freckled, and with disconcerting big brown eyes under a shock of ginger corkscrew curls.  I’d lay odds he’d gotten away with all sorts of mischief as a kid. Probably still could. 
 
    Then John leaned a lot closer to me. “I’m not joking, Merry. I’ve no idea why you have the bad luck to discover bodies –” 
 
    “Again and again,” I said, huffing out a defeated breath. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you can’t undo the past.”  
 
    “It’s not like I actually killed anyone.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “But you came damn close to getting hurt a couple of times, and I don’t want it happening again.” 
 
    If I thought about that, he was absolutely right. Tied to a chair by poachers while they decided how to dispose of me. Attacked by a mad athlete in an underground lair. Shot at by a crazed gunman who thought he was back in Afghanistan. You couldn’t make these things up, really. Well, I couldn’t. Maybe one of the inventive authors whose work I edit could. Ciss Lightgarten of the terrifying thrillers would be onto it like a shot. 
 
    Then my brain finally came back to the point.  John didn’t want it happening again? To me specifically, or to anyone in general? 
 
    “Thanks Liam,” he said sideways as my drink was placed in front of me. A small chocolate fish and a pink and a white marshmallow sat on the saucer beside the heavy brown Italian cup. 
 
    “So what do you know?” I asked again. 
 
    John shrugged. “No more than you. Marion Wick called in a while ago and mentioned you’d phoned them.” 
 
    “They turned up at the house pretty fast. Bruce Carver said he was diverting from somewhere. What else did Marion say? Did she think you’d know about it? I mean – why are you telling me to stay ‘far, far away’? It sounds like there’s something criminal going on.” 
 
    He breathed out rather hard. “Of course there’s something criminal going on, Merry. No-one gets killed and buried behind a wall unless it’s a crime.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    He stood taller, placed a palm over each of his ears as though he wanted to block out my questions, then ran his hands backward over the short undercut each side of his head. John has a lot of hair – enough to have it practically shaved off at the sides and then the long piece on top either gathered up in a man-bun or left flowing in the wind like a rock-star. Every man should be so lucky. He stretched, arms behind his head, chest expanding, eyes closing like a drowsy cat’s.  
 
    All my lady-parts sighed.  
 
    “No – I know nothing about it,” he drawled. “I haven’t been around here, as you probably know.” 
 
    “Except in the middle of the night,” Liam muttered. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Shut it,” John said, although with less annoyance than when I’d called him ‘Commander’.  
 
    Liam grinned, ducked his curly head, and then leaned an elbow on the bar, looking curiously at home. That really set me wondering. Was he tied up in John’s ‘funny business’? Was the Burkeville Bar and Café a front for clandestine goings-on? 
 
    “He’s not the hard man he makes out to be,” Liam said to me. “Sneaks home in the wee small hours to visit his dogs in case I’m not taking good enough care of them.” 
 
    Ha! I’d been wondering why I hadn’t been invited to move in and look after Fire and Ice again. I thought I’d done well enough last time. So this meant while everyone presumed John was out of the district, he’d really been working on something much closer to home. My spidey senses tingled. What had he been up to? And, as he was back here in broad daylight, did this mean he’d now finished it? 
 
    The couple at the far table pushed back their chairs with a scrape and made their leisurely way toward the door. “Thanks, guys,” the man said, settling his arm more firmly around his girl.  
 
    “See you again soon,” Liam responded. 
 
    Now there was no-one close to overhear us. 
 
    John shrugged. “As I say, as far as anyone except Loose-lips here is concerned, I haven’t been around.” 
 
    “You do lead such an interesting life,” I sniped. 
 
    He sent me a sudden grin, and I was so surprised that I gave up the pretense of wearing heels, and dropped down off my toes. Bliss. 
 
    “No point leading a boring one,” he agreed.  
 
    “So you’ve been around Drizzle Bay, after all?” 
 
    John shook his head. “Not so anyone would notice. Everyone knows Erik’s gone home. Some people think I’ve gone with him.”  
 
     “People made the assumptions John needed them to,” Liam said, suddenly sounding more serious. 
 
    I pinned them both with what I hoped was a penetrating gaze, and then said to John, “So you come and go at night – to see Fire and Ice – but what else?” 
 
    “Nothing else anyone needs to know about.”  
 
    “So how do you get around?” 
 
    He gave me a long, fulminating glare, and then switched his attention to Liam. “Wish you hadn’t mentioned the dogs now?” he demanded. 
 
    “E-bike,” Liam said to me. And then to John, “You need to trade a bit of info to get anything in return.” 
 
    E-bike? John in colorful stretchy racing Lycra? Well, no – more like slinky black, knowing him. Whizzing around the countryside in the dead of night – invisible, silent, and lethal? 
 
    My imagination may have been getting the better of me here, but the picture was hard to wrestle out of my brain. “Why an E-bike?” I asked. “I mean – quiet, I guess. But you’d have to charge it up, and how far can you travel on it, and where do you hide it?” 
 
    John raised his eyebrows at Liam. “See what you’ve started? It’s no wonder she walks into trouble constantly.” He turned to me. “I’ll go this far, Merry. I can recharge it in the barn with Erik’s Squirrel. That’s a helicopter,” he added.  
 
     “Yes, I know. I once had a ride in it – remember? Do you sleep there, too?” I couldn’t help asking. 
 
    “When he’s not home visiting his dogs,” Liam said, smirking.  
 
    “Of course not,” John said, looking as annoyed as I’d ever seen him. 
 
    I thought of the scenic tourist flights Erik arranges, and the punishing back-country survival slogs John conducts for people who want to really challenge themselves. Bear Grylls on steroids, I can’t help thinking. A jog through a few flattish fields by starlight is nothing compared to those, as presumably John couldn’t pedal along the main road in the wee small hours without drawing attention from someone – a Police night patrol, long-haul lorry drivers who prefer the roads less crowded, or the Monty’s Artisan Bread truck dropping off specialist items like sourdough loaves and bagels to cafes and bars up and down the coast pre-dawn. Including here at the Burkeville. And even Iona’s.  
 
    Yes, if he wanted to keep out of sight, across the fields seemed good. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the latest body?” I asked.  
 
    “Possibly,” John conceded. 
 
    “Yet to be determined,” Liam added.  
 
    I pointed a finger at John. “So much for claiming you didn’t know anything when Marion Wick turned up. I think you know plenty.” 
 
    He pointed a finger straight back at me. “I’m deadly serious about this, Merry. ‘Deadly’ being the operative word. Stay right away from anything to do with this case. Let Carver and Wick handle it. There are…” He smoothed a big hand over his chin while he thought for a moment. “What you might describe as ‘foreign influences’ involved. It’s a nest of snakes they need to unravel. In fact the local cops might not even realize what they’re up against, and your discovery could have now made things worse.” 
 
    Hmm. That was quite an admission. But did this mean his current work was connected to what was behind the wall? Did he know who the body was when it hadn’t yet been identified? Or I presumed it hadn’t, anyway. Maybe he expected other bodies in the district to be part of an over-all pattern? If there were any more. 
 
    I worried at my bottom lip with my teeth. “So you’re back now? From wherever you’ve been?”  
 
    He inclined his head.  
 
    “What about Erik? When are you expecting him home again?”  
 
    Heather had been practically silent about him, which wasn’t the way I expected a fond fiancée to behave. I took a cautious sip of my hot chocolate, but it wasn’t burning, so took a bigger one and savored the rich taste. Then I raised it slightly at Liam. “For a spy-guy, you do a good job.” 
 
    “He’s not a spy-guy,” John said grumpily, sending Liam an eyebrows-down glare.  
 
    “Just a humble barista,” Liam said – shaking his ginger-gold curls and sending me a grin that told me he definitely wasn’t. 
 
    “If you won’t talk to me about Erik, how about Toby?” I asked. His was the face I’d most often seen behind the Burkeville’s bar.  
 
    “She does ask a lot of questions, doesn’t she?” Liam said to John. “No wonder she ends up in these dangerous situations.” 
 
    So they’d been talking about me. I drew an offended breath, which thrust my cleavage into greater prominence at the low-ish neckline of my gray, white and navy top. From the way their eyes immediately focused down there, neither man objected. 
 
    “Toby’s gone to Sydney,” John said, clearing his throat. “A mate’s wedding. Back in a couple of days.”  
 
    Hmmm. That sounded fair enough. I reached for my hot chocolate again and took another sip, cruelly cradling it against me to hide their view. 
 
    “And Erik will be back pretty soon,” he added. 
 
    “Great. That will cheer Heather up. She’s been a bit down. Very quiet. Do you know much about his deceased wife?” 
 
    “Yes,” John said, nodding, and holding my gaze with his. Plainly he wasn’t going to tell me anything, though. 
 
    I set my chocolate on its saucer again, refusing to look frustrated by his lack of sharing. “Anyway, what I came in for was to check if either Graham or his secretary made a booking for dinner tonight. For him and me.” 
 
    John ran his finger down the page of the ever-present appointments book. “For three,” he said. “Seven o’clock.” 
 
    What? Who was the third? I hid my face in my hot chocolate again to cover my surprise. “That’s fine, then,” I said once I’d swallowed an over-large mouthful. “But you still won’t tell me what you know about the body behind the wall, or what you’ve been doing out of sight for the last few weeks?” 
 
    “Well…” John said, releasing a very long sigh. “What’s your Second World War knowledge like?” 
 
    Really? This thing went back that far? All of a sudden I had the strangest feeling somewhere below my ribs. A big prickle of excitement. Unease. Anticipation. “Umm…” I floundered. “Hitler, Churchill, Dresden bombing raids, all the little boats across the English Channel to evacuate the soldiers from Dunkirk… D-Day, when America joined in.” I scratched my head, thinking hard, and realized I’d probably been on the wrong tack. “But maybe you mean somewhere closer to home? Pearl Harbor? The atomic bombs at Nagasaki and Hiroshima?” 
 
    “She’s got it,” Liam said in a reverent tone, nodding slowly at John, and then at me. 
 
    “So it’s a historic case,” John confirmed. “None of us were much more than a gleam in our grandparents’ eyes back then. But there were always rumors…” He rubbed his hand across his chin again. 
 
    “Rumors of what?” I demanded, picking up my mini chocolate fish and licking its tail. 
 
    John took a deep breath. His chest swelled, and I could see all the ridges of his abs under his thin T-shirt. “Rumors of a secret US base up in the hills somewhere behind Drizzle Bay,” he muttered. “While there was still a lot of native vegetation. Before the land was cleared for the forestry plantations.” 
 
    I nodded, frantic for more.  
 
    He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Secret of course. Top-level secret. A huge underground bunker.” 
 
    “Here?” I gasped. “Like the way they tunneled into the hills in England? In those Abandoned Engineering programs on telly?” 
 
    John nodded. Liam nodded too, and said, “It would have been hard going with so many men away at war. Who did the digging?” 
 
    “John tapped his finger on the side of his nose. “Special Forces personnel. Engineering Corps…?” 
 
    “Kiwis or Yanks?” I demanded. 
 
    “Can’t tell you. Well…” He relented. “Our lot, for sure. They wanted a base to develop further atomic weapons in case the Japanese didn’t capitulate. There were rumors of another Fat Boy being designed.” 
 
    I was on the point of taking a sip of my hot chocolate and breathed in a puff of the bubbles on top at the thought of something so terrible. I made some fairly strange noises in an effort not to cough my drink everywhere. 
 
    John’s eyes widened at my predicament. “And Erik,” he added, “hasn’t just gone home to settle family stuff. He’s tracking things through at The Pentagon to find out what he can over there. The diplomatic and legal situations. Seeing who knows what. Admissions, denials, reparations and so on.” 
 
    “Oh, good heavens.” I picked up one of my marshmallows and popped it into my mouth, being careful not to breathe in the powdery coating and half-choke myself again. “Is it just you at this end?” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “I still haven’t found the bunker. Seems like they camouflaged it pretty well. But the word is there were plans left inside, and we’d like to make sure no-one else gets their hands on them.” 
 
    “Understood,” I agreed, nodding like a bobble-headed dog on a car parcel shelf. 
 
    “Or plutonium,” Liam said. “Wouldn’t want the Ruskies getting their hands on that.” 
 
    “Plutonium?” I squawked. “Radioactive? How long does it stay dangerous for? How many miles away is it? Are we all going to have to move out of Drizzle Bay?” 
 
    John reached across and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Calm down, Merry. It might not be that which is causing all the dead animals up in the forestry block.” 
 
    “Dead animals?” I gasped. This was terrible! I needed to get a message to Bob Burgess at the Coastal Courier so the citizens closest to the possible bunker could be evacuated to safety, and damn John’s obsession for keeping it top-secret. This was a bigger story than one body behind a wall. 
 
    “Or it could have just been a miscalculation with the 1080 for the possums, of course,” Liam suggested, trying to look serious and innocent. 
 
    At this point both men started to with snort with laughter. They bent over double behind the bar so I couldn’t see them any longer, but I heard them slapping their knees, and gasping for breath and doing whatever else practical jokers do when they know they’ve fooled someone and can’t keep a straight face any longer. 
 
    “You absolute ROTTERS!” I yelled, thumping my cup down on the saucer, grabbing the other marshmallow, and flouncing out. 
 
    * 
 
    I drove away fuming, but gradually calmed down and concentrated on the busy road, considering the ‘nest of snakes’ and the ‘foreign influences’ John had mentioned. Was he on the level about those? 
 
    New Zealand has no snakes, thank heavens. But foreign influences? That deserved some further thought. He’d sounded really serious about that before he’d started spinning the plutonium story to wind me up. Who the heck had he been keeping an eye on – at night, on an e-bike? If indeed anyone at all. Maybe there wasn’t even a bike?  
 
    Who was Graham’s dinner guest? When might I hear more from Bruce Carver or Marion Wick? Would they even bother contacting me? Who was the body? Someone foreign? Why had John been so adamant I shouldn’t get involved this time? Sometimes it’s really frustrating being me.  
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 Chapter 6 – A booking for three 
 
    I knew that Graham, ever a creature of habit, would leave work at 5.30. Then he’d put his briefcase into the Merc, which was always parked in the same named space behind the legal chambers. Five minutes to drive home, three minutes to fuss his spaniels, then inside to change out of his suit. Maybe his usual whiskey on the rocks – or perhaps not, if he was driving tonight. Then out to his dogs again for half an hour’s frolic on the beach (them, not him). It would be at least six-fifteen before he was back again, and then he’d change into something smarter than dog-walking clothes to be respectable for dinner.  
 
    Therefore I needed to bail him up about the identity of our dinner companion at spaniel-fussing time because if I asked him once he’d brought the dogs back from their run it wouldn’t leave me much time for primping. In the meantime I hauled my office chair out of my car because plainly it wasn’t needed at Dom and Dex’s new house, and pushed it along the path from the back gate. Manny and Dan lunged at it, growling and barking the whole way as though it was an alien invader. Then I heaved it up our two concrete steps onto the porch, rolled it into the kitchen and closed the door on the spaniels. Once I had it along the hallway to my office I got back to editing the history of Turkey. 
 
    Fascinating though the manuscript was, I couldn’t help wondering why John had been so insistent I kept ‘far, far away’ from the body-behind-the-wall case. How could he have known anything about it, given it had probably been buried there for at least the whole two years Bettie and Clive Wynyard had owned the property? And for a while, properties plural?  
 
    Eventually though, I was sucked in by Turkey and the meticulous research from my long-time client, Rudolph Hansen. He’s great on facts but not so hot at punctuation. The time whizzed by while I visited Istanbul, reading about the Hagia Sophia – originally a church, then a mosque, then a Grand Mosque. Built by the Byzantine people in the sixth century. Still in everyday use fourteen centuries later.  
 
    I couldn’t help reflecting that the Hagia Sophia was still going strong after fourteen hundred years and Poppy Wynyard’s block wall had lasted barely two…  
 
    I wasn’t surprised. Being such a seeker of knowledge (you can clear your throat noisily here and correct that to ‘nosy parker’) I had of course Googled wall construction and plaster strength and found the salt in sea-sand made it unsuitable for the job. So much for him trying to save a bit of dosh. 
 
    I was interrupted eventually by the frenzied barking of the spaniels who’d detected Graham’s Mercedes gliding up the driveway. I tapped Save and rose from my chair, pulling the neckline of my top up a little because brothers don’t need to see cleavage, even if barpersons enjoy it.  
 
    Graham looked across at me the moment he heard the door unlatch. “You doing okay, Merry? Sorry I didn’t check on you again – I got tied up with something out at Alfie Robb’s place. Poor old chap fears he’s not long for this world and wanted to settle a few details.” 
 
    I walked across the porch and stepped down into the yard. “Yes, I’m perfectly fine, but eaten up with curiosity about what was behind the wall. And still getting horrible flashes of it.” I kissed his bristly cheek. “Nice drive out to the horse stud?” 
 
    Graham bent to his dogs again and fondled their silky ears. “Lovely day for it. Alfie’s still sharp as a tack but totally bed-ridden now. Jenny got everything properly documented and then I scooted out there again so he could sign it off.” 
 
    “And he can drift away knowing his wishes will be carried out?” 
 
    “Not without a fight. His daughter-in-law is a piece of work. I’m predicting she’ll be poking her oar in the moment he’s gone.” Graham shook his head. “And the son has no backbone.” 
 
    “That’s his problem,” I said. “People should be more careful who they marry.” 
 
    Graham made a strange noise. “Are you including yourself there?” 
 
    Hmmm.  I thought of the unlamented Dudley Skeene who’d I’d married unwisely, stayed with unwisely long, and finally divorced very wisely indeed so he could continue going his merry way with any other women he fancied. Sooner or later his luck will run out, though. The last time I saw him he was definitely showing his age. Hair color highly suspect, a pot belly straining against his trouser belt, bags under his eyes suitable for a bloodhound.  How much longer does he expect his smarmy charm to work? 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I was too young when we met. Mum and Dad should have stopped me.” 
 
    “Fat chance of stopping you from doing anything back then,” Graham needled.  
 
    Yes, probably…  
 
    I bent to pat the dogs with him. “I was wondering how dressed up I should get. John said you’d made a dinner booking for three. Who’s the third?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Graham said, which told me nothing. He bent lower over the dogs so I couldn’t look him in the eye. “Er… she’s called Rachel.” 
 
    Knock me down with a feather! “You’re finally moving on from Susan?” 
 
    Graham groaned. “I have the distinct feeling that Susan’s moved on from me. If anything was going to happen, it would have by now.” 
 
    “Well, it did,” I said, resting my hand on his shoulder and patting as though he was the third dog. “You had some nice times together, I’m sure. I’ve caught her here when she didn’t think I’d be arriving home. You sometimes came back from seeing her and wafted perfume around. With the odd smudge of lipstick on your shirt collar.” 
 
    He laughed without humor. “All over. She’s flying out to London in a few days to live there with her sister and visit some of the sights of Europe over the next year or two. She’s been planning it for a while.” 
 
    I gave him a final pat. “Gray, I’m so sorry. Hopefully it was nice while it lasted. Tell me about Rachel, then. Should I dress up a bit fancy to try and impress her for you?”  
 
    He motioned the dogs away, then finally looked at me. “Good luck with that. I’ve never seen her wearing anything but jeans or jodhpurs. Mostly with a rugby jersey. She’s one of Alfie Robb’s staff. A stable girl.” 
 
    “Girl?” I asked, no doubt too sharply. Graham has just passed fifty. 
 
    “She’s thirty-eight,” he said in answer to my unasked question. 
 
    Not so bad then. Perish the thought my respectable brother had plans to sweep a teenager off her feet.  
 
    “Maybe the correct title would be stable person these days?” he mused. 
 
    Graham is not the most modern of men.  
 
    “Darn right it is! I’ll wear trousers so she doesn’t feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Merry, she bosses huge horses around. I doubt she’s ever ‘uncomfortable’.” 
 
    I gave a slow nod. “So is it serious?” 
 
    Graham tugged his tie loose. “I hope so. I think so. It’s quite recent, but we seem to be on the same wavelength.” He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not too busy? Women like attention. I mean – your job, your stamps, your rugby, your Rotary, your…” I broke off at the look on his face. 
 
    “Time to burn,” he said. “Rachel can have as much of me as she wants.” 
 
    That reduced me to surprised silence. For a while, anyway. I sneaked another glance at him, pretending I wasn’t. 
 
    “Has it ever occurred to you,” he said slowly, “how badly we’re doing on the family front? There’s no-one to inherit this huge old house. Are you likely to produce anyone? I’d like some kids to tumble around the lawn with my dogs.” 
 
    I was so shocked I said, “By the time you have kids old enough for that, you’ll need new dogs.” 
 
    And, being very fond of each other, we dissolved into helpless laughter and then a big hug.  
 
    I drew a deep breath once I’d recovered. “No. Still theoretically possible for me, but unlikely. You’re a better bet. I wasted a lot of time with Dudley Skeene.” 
 
    “A ‘dud’ in every way?” Graham suggested. 
 
    I sighed the rest of my deep breath out, and confessed, “It became more and more obvious he didn’t have ‘father’ among his ambitions. That was the final straw that made me send him packing.” 
 
    “Wasted years,” Graham said. “I’ve been wasting years, too. Finally had enough of it.”  He slung an arm around me and walked me to the open back door. “I won’t throw you out. We could look at dividing off a separate apartment for you if things work well. There’s plenty of square footage.” 
 
    I poked him in the ribs. “Damn right you won’t throw me out! The estate was a fifty-fifty split. Dad was a great and careful lawyer.” I sent him a grin to lighten the moment. “So what am I going to wear to make a good impression on your Rachel? Something with an ‘auntie’ vibe? A blouse with a lace-trimmed collar, maybe? A cardigan with flowers embroidered on it?” 
 
    “As if,” Graham said, motioning me to precede him through the doorway. “You don’t have any ‘auntie-vibe’ clothes. It’s all low necklines and tight skirts with you. Boobs and bottom. I’m surprised you didn’t re-marry years ago. I mean, there’s – ” 
 
    “There’s no-one,” I insisted. “No-one in particular, anyway.” 
 
    “I can think of a couple of men who might be very interested.” 
 
    Unbidden, my heart thumped faster inside my ribs and my brain pulled their faces into sharp focus. “Not interested enough.” I didn’t mean it to sound sharp, but I fear it did. 
 
    * 
 
    In the end I had a quick shower and settled on my new black jeans (casual, but a great fit), my black ankle boots which have a cute Cuban heel (because as the unknown Rachel is horsey she might be only jockey-sized?) and a scoop-necked zebra-printed knit top which did indeed allow my best assets to enjoy the evening air. I hoped that getting gussied-up would be a nice distraction from the hideous sight I’d seen earlier in the day, because the boots/body/blue denim wedged in the mud were still flashing through my brain every few minutes like an endless bad movie. 
 
    Graham predictably took Manny and Dan to the beach so I turned on the TV News just in time to catch the headlines. Would there be anything about our local atrocity? 
 
    “Worst ever road toll for third quarter,” the familiar newsreader intoned. “Students march again for climate change. Body discovered behind seaside wall.” 
 
    Drizzle Bay didn’t even get a mention! However, it was unlikely two bodies had been discovered behind seaside walls on the same day, so I dotted some moisturizer over my face and sat down to listen, massaging in an upwards direction to encourage my skin not to sag. Accident figures were detailed. Earnest students clutched placards and chanted. Finally an aerial shot of Drizzle Bay appeared. What would they do without drones these days? 
 
    “Police have confirmed a body has been located behind a residential home in the lower North Island beach resort of Drizzle Bay.”  
 
    Beach resort? That was new. We locals always refer to it as a village. Oh well, anything for a bigger story. It might bring some more trade to Belinda Buttercup’s bridal boutique or Winston Bamber’s classy gallery, or Brett Royal’s whale-watch business – although after the way he’d almost accused me of murder at lunchtime, I kind of hoped Brett didn’t benefit too much.  
 
    “For a deeper dive into this story, here’s local reporter Trent Bristow.” 
 
    And not only Trent Bristow, who proved to be a bespectacled never-before-seen young man clutching a notepad and a microphone, but Detective Bruce Carver as well. I wriggled my bottom more comfortably into the sofa cushions and gave them my full attention. 
 
    “Good evening,” said Trent Bristow. “Mid-morning today, Police were called to the scene of a grisly burial in this beautiful resort.”  
 
    I must say the sparkling ocean did look very attractive behind him. They panned along past some of the beachfront houses but didn’t stop and linger on any of them, and certainly not on 58A. I might have caught a glimpse of ours, but it was very fast, if so. 
 
    “The partial collapse of a retaining wall has revealed the body of an adult, presumably hastily buried, because no coffin or other covering was in evidence. With me I have Detective Bruce Carver – first on the scene.” 
 
    No he wasn’t, I thought peevishly. I was. 
 
    Trent glanced at his notebook as he thrust the microphone close to Brucie. “Detective,” he mouthed, and then realized he couldn’t be heard. He pulled the microphone back, swallowed visibly, and said again, “Detective, can you tell us more?” 
 
    This time Bruce Carver grabbed the microphone for himself. Trent took the opportunity to consult his notes again while Bruce glared through the screen at me, or, more probably, at the camera operator. “Yes, very sadly a body we assume is male was discovered when a wall collapsed in a rear yard at Drizzle Bay Beach today. It will eventually be removed for further examination and hopefully for identification.” 
 
    Trent reached out for the microphone again. “Any clues as to why the wall collapsed? I mean, could it have been a build-up of… gas?” 
 
    “From putrefaction?” Bruce asked, not turning a hair. “No – not in the least. The wall was not built to code, and the recent rain appears to have undermined it.” 
 
    Trent visibly deflated. “Why do you think anyone was buried there?” 
 
    I could tell Bruce was trying not to roll his eyes. “Because they died unexpectedly and someone wished to hide the fact? Or wanted to avoid paying for a funeral? If the person was murdered, then they may have been buried by their killer to conceal the crime? Any number of possibilities, and we’re a bare half day into the investigation yet.” He rubbed his chin and displayed his bitten fingernails. “I’m inviting members of the public to think back and see if they can recall a man who was possibly wearing denim jeans and definitely wearing distinctive Russian military boots, perhaps acquired on an overseas holiday.” 
 
    “Or bought on the net,” Trent suggested.  
 
    “Indeed,” Bruce agreed, scowling. I couldn’t picture Bruce buying much on the net. “A man who disappeared unexpectedly, probably at least a year ago, and maybe longer. Please phone Police on the 105 non-emergency number – that’s ten-five – if you have any useful information. Ten-five, because this is not an emergency.” He glared at the camera again, and I couldn’t help thinking he didn’t look too welcoming. Then again, did he ever? “There’s a long way to go yet in this investigation,” he added. “As viewers might imagine, there’s been a substantial amount of deterioration so this won’t be a fast or pleasant job.” 
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 Chapter 7 – Back to the Burkeville 
 
    “You look nice, Sis,” Graham said, giving me an affectionate once-over as I walked toward the open door. 
 
    I inspected him in return. No suit. And, thank heavens, no everlasting fawn trousers and pale blue polo shirt, which is his time-honored casual default. “So do you. She’s definitely special then?” 
 
    Graham shrugged, which made the shoulders and chest of his charcoal grey tailored shirt mold quite closely around the body underneath. And not a bad body, either. Solid and manly rather than athletic, but I guess he does quite a lot of dog walking on the beach to balance out all the sitting behind a desk. No pot tummy. Long torso, long legs, in fact pretty much a replica of our lovely Dad. Pale grey chinos I hadn’t seen before. He’d actually gone shopping? 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, nicest woman I’ve met in ages.” 
 
    “Are we collecting her somewhere?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Separate cars. We’re taking it cautiously.” 
 
    “But you’d like it to be less cautious?” 
 
    He waggled a hand in a maybe/maybe not motion. “I don’t want to wreck it before it properly starts.” 
 
    It seemed to me that a night at the noisy Burkeville, and arriving and leaving in separate cars, didn’t leave a lot of room for romance. “Bring her back here for coffee,” I suggested. “We might have had enough of Brett Royal cracking murder jokes by the time we’ve finished dessert. I’ll have an early night and leave you two to have a cuddle on the sofa – or whatever would move things along a little.” 
 
    Graham gave a mirthless laugh. “I’m no Don Juan.” 
 
    I reached over and grabbed his chin so he had to look me in the eye. Hmm – barely bristly any longer, so he’d shaved to impress Rachel. “Perish that thought! You don’t need to be. You’re pleasant, polite, interesting, still got all your teeth.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Nice car, own house, held in high regard by the community. I think you’re a catch.” I let my hand fall away. 
 
    He blinked. “Let’s hope she thinks so, too.” 
 
    “It’ll take my mind off this murder,” I said. “There was a piece on the TV News – Bruce Carver inviting info from the public, but looking pretty unapproachable. The boots were described as ‘Russian military’ so that’s different. Maybe it was someone Russian? Perhaps he was a spy, after information about our defense force?” 
 
    Graham’s lips quirked. “I don’t expect he’d discover much in Drizzle Bay.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know…” I murmured, thinking of John’s bunker story. Surely it had been pure invention? But Russian boots on the same day…? 
 
    “Do you need a jacket?” Graham asked, pretending not to inspect my cleavage, although I saw him sniffing as he enjoyed my Black Opium perfume as it floated across to him. I hoped Rachel smelled of something nicer than Eau de Horse. 
 
    I shook my head as I peered out to the yard. “It’s still lovely. Plenty of evening sunshine. It was a great day to move to Dex and Dom’s house. Shame it fell through.” 
 
    “Ready to go, then,” he said, reaching for the keys. Of course the dogs came bounding over, ever-hopeful of more dinner when they heard them jangling. “Off you go, boys,” he said, shooing them away from his new pale trousers. 
 
    The beach road was already busy as we glided along in the Mercedes. I presumed most people were sticky-beakers because the ‘body behind the wall’ story would have spread like wildfire – from Brett and the others at Iona’s, and now from the TV News. Well, they wouldn’t see anything because the burial site was hidden behind the house, and I’d bet there were security guards and crime scene tape all around the place anyway.  
 
    Graham and I bowled along in the other direction. Past the shops – all closed now except for the ever-open Mini-Mart. Snowy white Poppadum, the Japanese Spitz, was enthroned in his basket just outside the door, black eyes following anything that moved, pink tongue peeking out as he panted, ever ready for a friendly lick at customers who stopped to pet him.  
 
    “That dog’s fallen on his feet,” Graham said as he slowed for the corner. 
 
    “He was lonely before. Lived with Raina’s brother and saw pretty much no-one else.” 
 
    “Unfair,” Graham agreed. “He’s got it made these days.” 
 
    “Yes, much better,” I agreed.  
 
    We turned onto the main highway. Now there was nothing between us and Australia. A few fishing boats and cargo ships, I guess. Maybe a cruise liner or two out past the horizon – because summer was definitely cruising season.  
 
    Long waves washed in from the deep ocean. Pohutukawa trees were festooned with bright red flower tassels. And Graham had a new romantic possibility!  
 
    After the day I’d had, I needed a drink. Or a distraction. Maybe Graham’s lady would do the trick?  
 
    “Rachel who?” I asked him. 
 
    He turned surprised blue eyes on me. “Rachel Wrightson.” 
 
    “And? What’s she like?” 
 
    “Looks like she needs a decent feed. Stays light for the horses, maybe?” 
 
    I already hated her! 
 
    Graham stared ahead at the highway, although I don’t think it was the traffic he was seeing. “Dark hair, a bit streaky.” 
 
    Expensive hair job. 
 
    “Short, and kind of tousled.” 
 
    “Her or her hair?” I couldn’t help asking. 
 
    Graham shook his head, still lost somewhere else. “Her hair. She’s quite tall. What the magazines would describe as ‘effortlessly put together’.” 
 
    Would they indeed? And when had Graham been reading magazines that covered anything like that? At the dentist, maybe? Or did Jenny Henderson bring them to work so clients had something to skim through if they had to wait a few minutes? I’d never noticed them, if so.  
 
    “But you said she always wore jeans and rugby shirts. Which I guess would be effortless.”  
 
    Meow…. Keep your claws in, Merry. 
 
    “Well,” Graham said, looking across at me after a kamikaze driver had roared past us and pulled in front again, “not caked with make-up anyway. She might wear something prettier tonight. I’ve mostly spoken to her at the stud farm or on the beach.” 
 
    Hmmm. “So have you taken her out before?” 
 
    “Nope. This is a cautious first try.” 
 
    “But she was happy to come?” 
 
    He breathed out through his nose, rather hard. I heard it even over the Merc’s quiet purr. “No Merry. I’m dragging her along to the Burkeville kicking and screaming. Can’t you see her on the end of a rope through the back window?” 
 
    Okay, I was asking too many questions. “Clown,” I muttered. “But I remember not too long ago, when we were all at Erik and John’s for dinner, you indicated I should get a move on with Vicar Paul.” 
 
    “And how’s that going?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “Or John?” 
 
    I snapped my eyes sideways and glared, but by then he’d turned back to the road and was studiously not looking at me again. “Gorgeous John the flirt?” I demanded. “John Bonnington, who’s younger than me, and is still some sort of secret agent for the US Navy?” 
 
    That made Graham swivel back in a hurry. “Really?”  
 
    “Well, as far as I can find out.” I huffed out a defeated sigh. “He’s definitely not just a bar and café owner. He goes off on secret missions.” I clamped my teeth together. I might put him in danger if I spread stories like that around. 
 
    “Secret missions for what?” Graham insisted.  
 
    “Oh. Well. You know…” 
 
    “Not a clue. I thought he was busy working on the Crombie sisters’ cottage out at The Point?” 
 
    Really? Why hadn’t I heard? I’d begun my house-and-pet-sitting career there. I’d known John had wanted the idyllically-situated old building after he’d swaggered up off the beach in wet, clingy board-shorts, already keeping an eye on the place and demanding to know what I was doing on the property. And now he owned it? “Did you help him get it?” I demanded. 
 
    Graham inclined his head. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “I might have greased the wheels a little. No more than that.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a life-saver for Margaret?”  
 
    Graham sighed. “I felt pretty sorry for her. Tom Alsop was a bad sort, long before they arrested him for the illegal car dealing. I really don’t think Margaret had a clue about it.” 
 
    “She was happy enough to enjoy the proceeds,” I said snarkily. 
 
    “Not many proceeds once it was all washed up. Their big house in Sandalwood Grove was mortgaged to the eyeballs. The bank foreclosed. Ditto the car-yards – as I’m sure you know. But Tom had other personal debts, too. I have to wonder if he and Margaret came in to the office with the old parents to get their will changed because he knew he was reaching the end of his run.” 
 
    “So at least Margaret got the cottage money?” 
 
    “Half,” Graham said. “It was a rum do. Left to both sisters equally, and not just the surviving daughter. Isabel’s will stated that her share would go to St Agatha’s once the cottage was sold, although that hasn’t been made public, so I shouldn’t tell you. Never in a million years would she have imagined she’d be murdered, Tom would be arrested, and Margaret would need to move in.” 
 
    “Bad luck, Margaret,” I said without much sympathy. “She had beautiful clothes and jewelry.”  
 
    “She might be able to sell off some of the jewelry, but the clothes are going to have to last her a while. She’s moved up to Hamilton to get away from all the gossip and to attempt a fresh start. Her daughter has a house with a small flat in the basement – a handy bolt-hole in the meantime. A half share in a rundown cottage won’t keep her in luxury, poor old girl.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling slightly bad for sounding unsympathetic. “And you think John has already started work out at The Point? I’d be surprised if he has permits for anything yet.” 
 
    “Does he strike you as the kind to wait for building permits if he’s off on secret missions?” Graham needled.  
 
    I could see he had his tongue tucked into his cheek. “It’s so isolated out there he could probably do anything he wanted to, unobserved,” I said. “Except, of course, for Jim Drizzle, who thinks he owns the whole district and might walk old Lizzie in that direction so he can keep an eye on things.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Graham agreed, slowing as the Burkeville came into view. 
 
    “So if Isobel’s half went to St Agatha’s, Paul might get his church hall after all?” 
 
    Graham nodded as he signaled for the turn into the parking lot. He surveyed the other cars there before pulling in next to the black pick-up. “I don’t see Rachel’s wheels here yet.” 
 
    “What does she drive?” 
 
    “Grunty old Landcruiser.” 
 
    “Sounds ideal for a slim, effortlessly put-together brunette.” I really tried to hold back the sarcasm but don’t think I succeeded. 
 
    He turned off the ignition. “She pulls horse floats sometimes. Takes Alfie’s grandkids to gymkhanas.” 
 
    Thus put in my place, I grabbed my purse and slid out. 
 
    * 
 
    “We meet again,” Liam said, nodding his ginger curls at me. “Table for three? John’s put you over in the corner with a Reserved sign.” 
 
    “One still to arrive,” Graham said. He turned to me. “You want a drink now, or when we order? I might wait for Rachel here.” 
 
    Deserted! “I’m not sitting over there on my own with no drink. I can’t pretend to read the blackboard menu forever.” 
 
    “We’ll bring you a glass of bubbles,” Liam said, making no secret of enjoying the scooped neckline of my zebra-striped knit top, winking, and waving a hand in the direction of the table. 
 
    I took a deep breath and wove my way through the crowded tables, trying not to make eye contact with anyone who’d want to chat. It’s amazing how useful it is to keep your eyes down on a phone screen on such occasions. It does mean you need to devote enough of your brain to walking so you don’t trip over, though. I caught the toe of my Cuban-heeled boot on Belinda Buttercup’s lavender leather handbag which she’d left projecting a little too far from under her chair and shocked myself silly. 
 
    “Merry!” she exclaimed, grabbing my elbow to support me. “I’ve been thinking about you ever since I heard the news. How are you bearing up?” 
 
    Here we go.  
 
    I tried for a compassionate-but-cheerful expression. Not easy! “Shocked and sad, but I’ll live,” I said. “Poor man – fancy being dumped there for heaven knows how long.” 
 
    Belinda, who’s an astute business person, but terribly nice, let go of my elbow once she knew I wasn’t going to fall over, and I continued toward the table in the corner. 
 
    But, wouldn’t you know it – Brett Royal of the whale-watch boat, plus wife, several friends, and a lot of empty glasses, occupied the table next to ours. 
 
    “Evening, Merry,” he boomed cheerily – and far too loudly for my comfort. “Do they know who that body was yet?” 
 
    I set my purse down and pulled out the chair facing away from him. “Didn’t you see it online – or in Bruce Carver’s interview on TV?” I asked over my shoulder. (Because of course he had.) “They’re saying a man in jeans and Russian military boots – which I couldn’t tell from my quick glimpse. Claude the dog was interested in seeing more, but I certainly wasn’t.” 
 
    “Claude? So the dog’s a male, too? You’d think there’d be room for at least one female in that house.” 
 
    I took a slow breath. Brett seemed to have no idea how offensive he sometimes was. 
 
    “No females in our house, either,” John said, arriving with my drink. He stood between us, at least six feet of hard, bulging muscle, sharp blue eyes and very snug jeans.  
 
    “Yeah,” Brett blustered. “Not quite what I meant.” 
 
    “We all know what you meant,” John said icily, “and we don’t need any more of it, or you’re out of here.” He glared at Brett until he lowered his gaze and returned to his beer. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow as John set down my drink. Bubbles hissed and fizzed in the tall flute. “Nicely done,” I murmured. 
 
    “Idiot,” he murmured. “He’ll get his one day.” 
 
    “Bitten by a whale?” I whispered. We both snorted at the thought and I didn’t dare pick up my glass until my shoulders had stopped shaking.  
 
    “So it was you who found the body?” one of Brett’s friends asked, twisting in my direction as John deftly gathered up their crop of empties. 
 
    I shook my head, sure Brett had put him up to that. “No – a piece of concrete block wall fell down and a dog found it. I certainly didn’t want to look. Just a glimpse of some boots and a long muddy shape.” I hoped that was enough to stop any further questions.  
 
    “How awful!” Brett’s wife exclaimed. “You do have bad luck, Merry. Do they know how long ago he died?” 
 
    Oh, she was good. All wide eyes and raised brows and sweet smile. 
 
    John took a deep breath. I watched with fascination as his chest expanded and his nostrils dilated like a snorting bull’s. “Here comes your lawyer brother, Merry,” he barked – with enough emphasis on the lawyer to make the people at Brett’s table bury their noses in their drinks. 
 
    And sure enough, not only Graham but a tall, slim, tousle-haired woman in jeans and a very pretty blouse with daisies printed all over it and little leaf-shaped buttons. OMG – it was the kind of ‘auntie vibe’ garment I’d teased Graham I should wear, and which he’d rightfully pointed out that I owned none of. She’d outdone me there for sure.  
 
    “Merry, right?” she asked, thrusting out a hand to shake before Graham could perform any introduction. I saw his eyebrows bounce, and a faint grin tweak his lips. “He talks about you a lot,” she added, releasing my hand from her reins-holding grip and sinking onto the chair he’d pulled out for her. 
 
    “Nothing bad,” he inserted hurriedly. “This is Rachel.” 
 
    She leaned back and gazed up at him. Quite fondly, I thought.  
 
    “Hi Rachel,” I said. “It’s nice to know he’s seeing someone he enjoys talking with. He says more to his dogs than to me sometimes.”  
 
    Graham pulled out the remaining chair. “Some people are easier than others, sis. You live in your head such a lot I don’t think you always hear me.”  
 
    “I live in other people’s heads,” I protested. 
 
    “The books you edit?” Rachel asked. “I bet you need to be broad-minded?” 
 
    I smiled, and possibly raised an eyebrow. “Well, sometimes. Family histories and books about crafting and stories for children are all pretty tame.” 
 
    “But?” she asked, eyes twinkling. “Any hot novels?” 
 
    Graham cleared his throat. “Not that she tells me about.” 
 
    “I don’t tell you about all sorts of things,” I retorted. 
 
    “And possibly just as well,” Rachel agreed. 
 
    “Well, he’s my brother, after all,” I teased, reaching out and patting Graham on his hand just as Liam’s ginger curls bobbed up to the table.  
 
    “Drinks before dinner?” he asked, distributing menus to the three of us. “The fish of the day is Butterfish. Chef came up with a new whiskey sauce this afternoon – pretty wild over ice-cream. Otherwise, same old, same old.” 
 
    Graham rolled his eyes. “You’re not much of a salesman, are you?”  
 
    Liam did a dramatic and obvious perusal of the café. Every seat was now taken. “Of course the one thing that’s not the ‘same old’ is a newly discovered body to gossip about,” he murmured. 
 
    I drew a deep breath. “Not you too.”  
 
    “I reckon they’re all here to toss it around. I mean – what else has happened in Drizzle Bay lately?” 
 
    Possibly not a lot. Thefts of underwear from the clothes airing rack on Biddy Hardacre’s deck. A new paint job for the extended veterinary clinic now that Lisa and Ten Ton’s building program was finished. Rumors of a seniors ocean relay planned for the Christmas holidays. Nothing riveting. Not as riveting as a body in Russian boots behind a wall. 
 
    “And that’s the fifth one she’s found,” Brett Royal brayed.  
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Although… my mind instantly flashed to Isobel Crombie in the aisle of St Agatha’s, the body on the big tree at the beach beside Drizzle Farm, poor old Matthew Boatman who died in his kitchen, Coral Clappe who’d been (mostly) stuffed in the trash bin behind Winston’s posh gallery… and now this.  
 
    In my defense I have to say Vicar Paul was with me when Isobel was found. And Erik was flying the helicopter when we spotted the body on the beach. Matthew was… umm… totally my discovery. John’s dogs, Fire and Ice, had drawn my attention to Coral Clappe. And it was Claude who’d sniffed out this morning’s horrible find. I hung my head, not wanting to look anyone in the eye after a list like that. Was I jinxed? 
 
    “Five,” Brett bellowed, and I flinched. “A black one, a marmalade, a grey striped job, and two little tabbies. Of course young Huia wants to keep them all.” 
 
    What? Not bodies? Not me? 
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 Chapter 8 – Cat out of the bag 
 
    “Dumped by the roadside,” Brett continued. “Five helpless kittens. Who could do that?”  
 
    I caught Graham’s eye. His face was flushed and his lips were compressed as though he was holding back his anger by the thinnest of threads. Okay, there was no need to go into battle on my behalf, after all. Whew. I watched as his features relaxed and he sent me a flicker of a wink. 
 
    “Some people have no compassion,” Brett’s wife snapped.  
 
    “Totally true, baby. And some people need to get to bed early.”  
 
    That threw me for a few further seconds until he leaned back, stretched his massively muscled arms above his head, and yawned. Absolutely making the most of the crowd’s attention.  
 
    “Taking another fishing party from the city out at crack of dawn,” he said loudly to one of his friends. (I’ll bet they already knew.) “Word’s getting around. Good money there.” He stood and the others dutifully followed. “Let’s hope the fish are biting, eh?” he shouty-whispered as they wove their way toward the cashier, dispensing farewells in all directions, wallets at the ready. 
 
    Liam watched them amble away. “I’ll come back for your order in a few minutes,” he said, gathering up their empties. “Any drinks to be going on with?” 
 
    “Bottle of Sauvignon Blanc?” Graham suggested. “The Awatere River?” 
 
    Liam nodded. “That’s a nice drop.” 
 
    Graham glanced at Rachel. “Okay with you?” 
 
    She smiled. “Lovely.” 
 
    He didn’t even check with me – he knows I’ll drink whatever he chooses. 
 
    “Soooo….” Rachel said, turning to me as Liam departed, “do you work only with local writers, or do you have clients from further afield? Anyone really famous?” 
 
    Her enthusiasm perked me up no end after the body/kitten confusion. Graham watched her with a very fond expression. Could she see he was head over heels for her? I certainly could. 
 
    I tipped my hand in a half and half gesture. “I always edit for the children’s writer, Elaine O’Blythe. She does her own lovely paintings.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of her,” Rachel said. “So that kind of book sells well?” 
 
    “Hers definitely do. And I’ve a friend up in Northland who’s making a real name for herself with sexy billionaires – it’s great fun working through those.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Rachel enthused, raising an eyebrow at Graham.   
 
    I rubbed my chin, wondering who else would impress her. “Ciss Lightgarten, the thriller writer. Rita Rover and her travel books.” I ran a finger to and fro over my chin while I thought further. “Umm… Kenny Masterton, the police procedural man, before he got snapped up by his big New York publisher.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “I’ll bet your good editing was part of the reason they wanted him.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a sweetie!” I exclaimed. “Not everyone would think of that.” I turned to Graham. “Not just pretty, but has a brain. She’s a keeper.” 
 
    Graham flushed rhubarb red. “Merry…” he protested, for once in his life lost for words. 
 
    Deciding I’d planted enough of a seed there, I prattled on about catalogues and training manuals and the other less interesting parts of my work.  
 
    “Can we go back to the children’s writing?” she asked when I stopped to draw breath. “Pony stories for little girls. I’ve had a look online and there are hundreds, but I have something particular in mind.” 
 
    I’m sure my mouth dropped open. “You’re going to write one?” 
 
    Rachel shook her head, then bit her lip and shrugged. “More than one, with any luck, but there won’t be many words.” She turned to Graham. “You know about Alfie’s granddaughter, Tori? She’s autistic. Minimally verbal. But she can draw horses like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Graham reached toward her hand, and Rachel grabbed it before he could pull it away again. Uh-huh – she was definitely keen on him, too. 
 
    She flicked her gaze back to mine. “So I’m thinking picture books that would make use of her talent. I can string some brief stories together to link the pictures, but would you give me some pointers? Check over my wording… advise me what to do next? I’m thinking sing-song rhyming poems.” 
 
    I sat there nodding, and watching Graham’s thumb stroking over her knuckles – she was so much warmer than Susan had ever appeared. “I’d love to. Sounds like fun.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I think you both know Alfie’s far from well, now. He’d be thrilled to hear Tori had something like this under way. A big interest to occupy her.” 
 
    “How old is she?” I asked. “Working age?” 
 
    “Only fourteen,” Rachel said. “And barely employable in the usual sense. But I thought…?” 
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Wonderful idea. I’d be pleased to help. And you never know?” 
 
    “That’d be so good. Maybe a real opportunity.” 
 
    “Speaking of opportunities,” Graham said, nudging my foot under the table, “Look who’s heading in this direction.” 
 
    Paul and Heather McCreagh were making a rapid beeline for Brett’s recently-vacated table. “Okay if we push these two together?” Paul asked, looking hopeful. Well, we could hardly refuse, could we?  
 
    “Why not just grab a couple of their chairs? We’d all fit around this one,” Graham said. 
 
    Extra cozy, I couldn’t help thinking as I watched him shuffle closer to Rachel. Was that what he’d meant by opportunities? Or did he mean it was a chance for me to get closer to Paul?  
 
    Our athletic vicar lifted two more chairs with ease and slotted them in either side of me. Snug as bugs in rugs! I glanced up at Heather as she sat. Whereas at lunchtime she’d been efficient but definitely preoccupied and not her usual bubbly self, now her eyes were wide, her cheeks were pink, and she looked ready to take on the world.  
 
    “Anyway,” I said, knowing introductions were called for. “Heather, this is Graham’s friend, Rachel. Rachel, this is Paul’s sister, Heather – who you might know from Iona’s café. I presume you know Paul? Paul McCreagh – vicar of our parish.” He wasn’t wearing his dog-collar, so maybe it wasn’t evident. 
 
    “Yes, I recognize them both,” Rachel agreed, smiling across at them. “It’s nice to meet up in a more social situation.” 
 
    I turned to Heather. “So what’s up with you?” I asked as she settled more comfortably into her chair. 
 
    “Does it really show?” She smoothed her hair back behind her ears. “Paul said it did. But I want the rest of your story first. Was it seriously another body?” 
 
    I tried to look daggers at her but it was hard doing it sideways. “Not you, too?” I muttered. 
 
    “Well it’s not an everyday occurrence,” she protested. 
 
    “For which, let us all be thankful,” Paul countered. 
 
    I decided I might as well get it over with. “Yes,” I agreed – quietly, because I really didn’t want the rest of the diners at the Burkeville to overhear. I was pleased the extra table was now sitting empty behind us. “You know Dex Harroway and Dom Delgardo? Builders. Reno specialists.” 
 
    “Not one of them?” she asked, horrified. “They come in two or three times a week, and they’d be lost without each other.” She narrowed her eyes.  “No, of course not one of them – they were in at lunchtime today with you.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I hurried to assure her. “But did you see the TV News?” 
 
    She worried at her bottom lip and blushed. “I was on a rather important phone-call for a while when that was on. No – I only know what Paul told me.” 
 
    I couldn’t help thinking that should have been quite enough.  
 
    He shrugged and dug an elbow gently into my ribs. “Other things on her mind. I don't think she really took in what I was explaining.” 
 
    “Not a nice thing to have to tell her about,” Graham said, watching the friendly nudge Paul was giving me. 
 
    I know Liam heard as he arrived with our bottle of Sauvignon Blanc in one hand, three glasses threaded through his fingers by their stems, and menus for Heather and Paul tucked under an arm. He dealt his collection around the table and asked, “Ready to order, or drinks for you two first?” 
 
    “Another bottle of the same?” Paul suggested, glancing at the label. “We can share it around.” 
 
    “John just picked up some more news online,” Liam said, bending low so his comment couldn’t be overheard by anyone else as he opened the first bottle of Awatere River, waited for Graham to sample it, and then poured some into our three glasses once he’d been given the nod. “They’re pretty sure he went in from the top, and wasn’t pushed in at the side.” 
 
    I flicked my gaze around the group. “Makes good sense to me. I can’t see how those two old men could have bricked up a body between them.” 
 
    “Which two old men?” Graham demanded 
 
    “Be quiet, Graham,” I warned. “Poppy Wynyard and whoever his mate was.” 
 
    “Poppy Wynyard?” Paul asked in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “It’s what his wife called him,” I said. “I’m sure she meant Clive. It’s a nickname from a grandchild, maybe?” 
 
    Graham let go of Rachel’s hand and pointed at me. “Sis – what have you been up to?” 
 
    At the same moment, Paul demanded, “Merry – have you been sticking your pretty nose in again where you shouldn’t?” 
 
    Well, at least he’d said it was pretty! 
 
    I took a very deep breath, which had the desired effect boob-wise. “Of course not, Paul. But I thought it would be nicer for them to hear about it from me – the daughter of old friends – rather than some unknown policeman.” 
 
    Paul clutched his forehead and Graham cleared his throat. “Hang on. Hang on,” he said once his airway was clear for some brotherly chastisement. “Let’s start with the ‘two old men’ piece.” 
 
    I sighed as though I was explaining something to a five-year-old. “Clive Wynyard and his mate who he built the wall with. Bettie told me he’d bought enough concrete blocks for a wall along the front of the property, but the architect had already specified the slatted Corten steel one, and she insisted that’s what she wanted anyway. So when the huge pallet-loads of blocks turned up, she hit the roof because she was due to go into hospital and didn’t want Clive spoiling the view while she was gone.” 
 
    Paul and Graham both shook their heads in unison, gazing at me as though I was crazy. 
 
    “You actually went to see Bettie?” Graham asked. “I didn’t tell you they’d moved to Oldershaw Village so you could do that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Done now. And it was quite revealing.” 
 
    “Give me twenty seconds to get these two some glasses,” Liam muttered, and bustled off. He was back in a flash, and placed them in front of Heather and Paul. He didn’t bring any more wine, though. Presumably that took longer to retrieve.  
 
    “Anyway,” I continued, “Right after they moved in, Bettie went to hospital. Clive took advantage of this and rounded up an old mate. Together they built the ill-fated wall – obviously with no permit. And using sand off the beach in the plaster, which wasn’t clever. But that back courtyard is totally hidden from the road, and I doubt the people up the top could have seen down on that angle, so no-one queried it.” 
 
    Everyone at our table now had horrified expressions on their faces, and who could blame them?  
 
    “I remember Clive Wynyard being much the same size and build as Graham and our Dad,” I added. “Big enough and strong enough to load several concrete blocks into a wheelbarrow, trundle them up the shallow ramp to the deck, into the main living area, and out through the back doorway.” 
 
    “True,” Graham agreed, possibly pleased to be described as big and strong in front of Rachel. “Two healthy old guys with time on their hands could have done that in a couple of days with a few beers along the way, and then got to work out of sight for as long as it took.” 
 
    “While Bettie was safely tucked up in her ward,” I added.  
 
    “They more likely took them in through the garage,” Paul suggested. 
 
    Heads nodded around the table. 
 
    “I’ll grab the other wine,” Liam said, diving back to the bar and perusing the big chiller cabinet behind it until he found what he wanted.  
 
    Paul picked up the opened bottle and poured some for Heather and himself. “That might explain why it collapsed, but not why anyone was buried behind it.” 
 
    Graham’s pleased expression faded and he pinned me with a very direct stare. “You said it was ‘revealing’ seeing Bettie?” 
 
    I took a sip of my wine as Liam arrived back again. “Not so much her as one of her sons. Benedict, but he wanted to be called Ben.” 
 
    “What did you make of him?” Graham asked. Rather sharply. 
 
    I sensed Liam was keen to hear my answer, too. He was all alert eyes and quivering ginger curls, with his head cocked like a lively terrier. What business was it of his?  
 
    I went ahead and told them anyway. “Didn’t like him. Roughly dressed, barely looked up from his phone, and when he did it was only to complain to his mother that she hadn’t done much about spreading the family fortune around. In his direction, I assumed. You don’t do that in front of strangers.” 
 
    “Indeed not,” Paul agreed, looking offended. 
 
    “Do any of you know him?” Graham asked. 
 
    Rachel and Heather shook their heads, but Liam nodded. “Nasty piece of work,” he said. Got himself into a bit of trouble a couple of years ago. Went to court, but not convicted.” 
 
    Graham looked as though he had an opinion about that, but I saw him clamp his jaw shut. I guess it wouldn’t be wise to go spouting his views about legal judgements in public. 
 
    A couple of years ago… When did that man get buried behind the wall? 
 
    “There are two Wynyard sons and a daughter,” Paul said. “The others wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Both married with kids. The daughter’s a teacher. But from gossip around the parish I understand Benedict has skated on thin ice for several years. Marriage broke up, a couple of dodgy business schemes gone bad…” 
 
    “No wonder he was after his parents’ money,” I said. “Honestly, he was rude. Not just for doing it in front of me, but quite sharp with Bettie.” 
 
    “Better go,” Liam muttered, picking up our now-empty wine bottle and returning to the front counter.  
 
    Paul surprised me by saying, “Bettie can look after herself. She’s tougher than her ‘little old lady’ appearance suggests.” 
 
    “She has terrifying teeth,” I admitted, lifting my wine glass for a sip. 
 
    “The things you notice,” Graham muttered. 
 
    “Well, I’m a details person!” 
 
    “Not actually what I meant,” Paul said, holding his glass at chest level. For some reason I registered what very nicely-kept fingernails he had. Short and smooth, with squared-off corners. I suppose he has to have them neat and clean when he stands in the pulpit holding the bible or a prayer-book in front of him. Yes, I’m a details person… 
 
    “So what did you mean?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    He almost snorted. “Typical short-person syndrome. Ruled that family with a rod of iron. She’s not big, but she’s hellish fierce. I wouldn’t want to cross her.” 
 
    I saw Rachel smirk, and wondered who was short and fierce in her life. 
 
    Graham gave a gusty sigh. “Have to agree. She’s a little Hitler. She didn’t get the better of Benedict, though.” 
 
    “Might have been helpful if she had,” Paul muttered, glancing around to make sure no-one was listening. No – we were safe. Animated conversations flowed at the nearest tables, and someone had turned the background music up a notch or two. Possibly Liam. “Sorry – shouldn’t have said that,” he added.  
 
    “Speak as you find,” Heather said. 
 
    Paul leaned closer to her. “Are you going to tell them now?” 
 
    “Tell us what?” I asked her. “What’s got you lit up like a Christmas tree?” 
 
    “I have amazing news,” she said, dropping her gaze to the tabletop for a second or two. I saw her swallow. “Erik is finally on his way home from America. He phoned at six. He’s been sorting out some really complicated legal stuff.” Her face lit up as she beamed at me. “And even better than that, he now has the custody settled and he’s bringing his daughter back with him.” 
 
    “Heather!” I squealed. “Fantastic!” That’s not as over-the-top as you might think, because Heather and her late husband, Rob, weren’t able to have children, and I know she’d been devastated about that. Erik had never mentioned to me he had any, although why would he? Or that he might be bringing anyone back with him. What a surprise. A truly wonderful surprise. “So – instant wicked step-mother,” I teased.  
 
    “Now that you have that to think about,” Paul said to her, “will you please stop worrying so much about Mother’s trip out to your wedding?  She’ll be fine. The aircrew will make sure she arrives safely from London. She can decide for herself whether she goes for a coach-tour here or not. She might rather hire a car or a camper-van and go touring on her own? She’s not decrepit.” 
 
    Heather’s brows shot up. “On her own?” 
 
    “It’s a great way to meet people,” Paul said. “She’s not likely to end up buried behind a wall wearing Russian military boots.” 
 
    “Paul!” 
 
    “Heather!” 
 
    But I could see they were only mock-arguing. “How old is Erik’s daughter? What’s her name?” I asked so they’d stop.  
 
    “Bonnie,” Heather said with a soft smile. “And she’s nine. I’ll show you.” She reached for her phone and scrolled until she found several shots of Erik and a small dark-haired girl, taken in the last few hours because there were glimpses of airport activity behind them. They certainly had the same eyes, but Erik’s bright white hair made him look almost grandfatherly. 
 
    A tall shadow fell across the table. It was John, ready to take our food orders. “So you’re sharing the news?” he asked, peering over Heather’s shoulder. 
 
    “Too good to keep to myself.” 
 
    “I hope she likes big dogs,” he said, bending lower. “Cute kid.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve seen photos of her before this?” Heather suggested. 
 
    He nodded, straightening again. “Yes – while Erik’s wife was well, but once she got sick, hardly a one. The grandparents felt they were entitled to custody of Bonnie because she and Angie-Jo – Erik’s estranged wife – had been living with them for the past few years. But Erik is her dad, and he loves her dearly, and her mother’s passed now, so after quite a lot of legal mess, it’s settled. It went right to the wire, though. He wasn’t certain until they were actually on the plane that it was really going to happen.” 
 
    “Terrifying,” Rachel murmured. 
 
    “It’s a complicated field,” Graham agreed. 
 
    It was now or never, and it seemed I’d just been offered the ideal opening. “Do you have any children, Rachel?” I asked, innocence all over my face. 
 
    Across the table from me, Graham assumed a thunderous expression – eyes bugging out, jaw clenching… But Rachel simply smiled and shook her head. “Not unless you count all the dozens of foals over the years.” She flicked a glance at Heather. “I’m at Alfie Robb’s stud. The young horses are always a delight.” 
 
    Heather smiled back. “Maybe I could bring little Bonnie out to see them sometime?” 
 
    “Lovely idea,” Rachel agreed. “You can always contact me through Graham.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at my brother. Sounded like Rachel intended being part of his life for a while longer at least. I watched his aggravation dissolve away and sent him a subtle thumbs-up. 
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 Chapter 9 – No new suspects 
 
    I thought about Bettie Wynyard a lot more while we ate and chatted. A little Hitler? She’d seemed pleasant enough to me – although of course I’d given her some pretty horrendous news which would have knocked the stuffing out of most people. 
 
    Several Drizzle Bay-ites happened by our table hoping to discuss the finding of the body, but having my back to the rest of the café helped, and Graham and Paul were both very able dissuaders. Heather wanted to talk about nothing except Erik’s return with Bonnie next day, and that left me with plenty of time to consider my next move. “Do you want me to take you in to the airport?” I asked her. “How much luggage do you expect there’ll be?”  
 
    “We’re going in the truck,” she said. “But thanks. I know there’ll be some boxes of her favorite toys – to make our little girl feel at home – and maybe some other stuff, too.” 
 
    Our little girl! That sounded so good, even if the wedding wasn’t for another few weeks. 
 
    “Right,” Paul said, glancing at his watch once we’d finished our desserts, “No coffee for you, Heather. You’ll probably lie awake half the night as it is. Keeping you keyed up on caffeine won’t help at all.” 
 
    Heather pulled a rueful face and nodded. “On this occasion, you win, big brother. It would be nice not to have worry-bags under my eyes tomorrow – and it’s quite an early start.” She pushed her chair back from the table, and Paul did the same.  
 
    “I hope it goes well,” Rachel said. She really did have a gorgeous smile. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting us to share your table,” Paul said to Graham. And then, to my astonishment, he cupped up my chin, tilted my face back, bent, and dropped a kiss on my lips. 
 
    A kiss! And in public. In front of his sister and my brother. 
 
    “Great to meet you,” Rachel said to Heather as they moved away, and I sat there stunned. “Don’t forget to visit the foals.” 
 
    I possibly looked like a gasping fish for a few seconds. Graham winked when I dared to look up at him. I probably shrugged, having no idea if the kiss had been thanks for our company, consolation for a pretty terrible day, or a shy signal of admiration. Holy moly – was Paul finally fired up? 
 
    I cleared my throat, remembering my earlier offer to Graham. “Paul’s right about coffee, and I could really do with a good night’s sleep after what I saw this morning. Would you like to come home for a while, Rachel? I have some delicious Belgian drinking chocolate that’ll round out the meal nicely and not keep us awake until all hours.” 
 
    “Nice idea, Sis,” Graham said. “I’ll get the bill.” And he shot off to pay, leaving Rachel and me to gather up our purses and phones and wander along behind him. 
 
    * 
 
    The Merc purred into action, and two cars away I heard Rachel’s Landcruiser whinny and then cough into life. Graham led the way back along the main highway and she followed.  
 
    “Rachel’s lovely,” I said. And she was – chatty enough to be friendly but not annoyingly talkative or loud. “Has she been married?” 
 
    “Nope,” Graham replied, with a definite pop on the ‘p’.  
 
    Okay, that told me the topic was off the menu.  
 
    “I’ll be pleased to have a look at her horse and pony stories,” I said. “I’ve no doubt she’s keen on you. I wouldn’t be finding reasons to keep in contact with the sister of a man I didn’t like.” 
 
    He scratched an ear. Possibly shrugged. “Early days.” 
 
    The big quiet car glided on. This wasn’t getting us far! “What did you make of Liam?” I asked. “He’s kind of appeared out of the blue. I’d never heard John talk about him, although they seem on good terms. I’ve only met him once before.” 
 
    Graham cleared his throat. This is always a good sign, and indicates he has things to say on the subject. “I’m thinking undercover cop, or similar. He’s as fit as a buck rat. A total chameleon. Could start a conversation with anyone and fit in anywhere he wanted.” 
 
    “Nooooo…” I said. “Surely not. He looks like a choirboy. Butter wouldn’t melt, and so on. Seems like a competent barista, too.” 
 
    I thought back to the story he and John had spun between them which had totally sucked me in until they’d collapsed laughing. “He must be a friend from John’s past,” I said. “I get the feeling they know each other pretty well.” 
 
    “He’s here to assist with some forestry training, and John’s helping, too.” 
 
    “Forestry?” I coughed with surprise. “What on earth does John know about forestry?” 
 
    “Not much, I imagine.” 
 
    “So, what makes you think…?” This was definitely out of left field! 
 
    “John knows men. Motivation. Getting the best out of people. Think about those wilderness hikes he takes people on after Erik’s flown them into the back of beyond.” 
 
    Very true. And being ex-military – or maybe still military – he could certainly meld strangers into teams and achieve co-operation from them. But forestry? I couldn’t help a puff of laughter escaping.  
 
    “It’s a huge industry, Sis. Mostly out of sight except for the timber trucks you see on the highway or the railway flat-beds. It’s a great earner for the country. There are trees galore ready to fell for export. Big cut-over tracts full of old slash that need replanting – preferably in native species and not more endless pinus radiata. And there aren’t nearly enough experienced staff to cope with it all.” 
 
    “Mmm,” was the best I could manage. 
 
    “On the other hand,” Graham said, sounding really fired up now, “we have too many disadvantaged young people whose education has fallen by the wayside because of the Covid lockdowns, family violence, lack of money, and so on. They’re going nowhere in their lives – except possibly prison – because they’re not getting much encouragement. If some of them can be taken in hand, put into accommodation in the old deserted forestry camps, and trained for real jobs instead of being left to stand around vaping and getting into trouble, everyone would be better off.” 
 
    I certainly couldn’t argue with that. “And John and Liam are thinking of being part of this?” 
 
    “Some of it. As far as I know. Motivation and discipline and fitness. The actual job training would be from experienced forestry staff, naturally. With some basic reading and arithmetic included because many of those kids can barely read or write. They’re planning to isolate the boys from booze and drugs and bad company, feed them well, and keep them busy. With a guaranteed job at the end of it if they knuckle down and take it seriously.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Exactly. They have several teams on simultaneous trial runs, and it’ll be physically tough for the kids scrambling around the hills if they’ve mostly lurked on the streets before this.   But Liam says the boys who are gamers – many of them, let’s face it – have the manual dexterity to make them fantastic machinery operators. And what young guy wouldn’t want power like that? To eventually be in charge of a huge log harvester or loader or skidder, and paid a decent wage for his skill? A couple of weeks out in the open air first, getting fit, getting clean of any drugs, and enjoying the amazing nature we have on offer here.” He ran a hand through his thick sandy-brown hair. “Then the serious training, with an open-air rock concert to celebrate the end of it.”  
 
    I looked down at the knees of my black jeans, thinking how privileged Graham and I had been. Sure, we’d worked hard, but there’d always been food and shelter and love and encouragement. 
 
    Well, the open-air concert was a bit out of left field, but the rest sounded totally sensible. “It’s a great idea,” I said. “I hope they can prove it works, but I presume John’s not giving up the Burkeville full-time?” 
 
    “Not a hope.”  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, and glanced behind us. Rachel’s red Landcruiser was tagging along at a respectful distance. I guessed if she was used to transporting horses, she’d also be used to leaving a safe following margin for braking without throwing her four-legged charges around. Was she as cautious in everything else? What kind of background had she come from? 
 
    So, being me, I blurted it out. “Where did you meet Rachel?”  
 
    I saw Graham check the rear-view mirror before he answered. “On the beach. I was walking Manny and Dan. They tore up out of the water, and would have drenched her if I hadn’t grabbed their collars first.” 
 
    “And she was grateful?” I suggested. “And you got talking. And walked on together?” 
 
    “Why do you even ask?” He shook his head. “You have the whole thing worked out already. I barely need to answer.” 
 
    I reached over and poked his arm with a finger. “I’ve edited a lot of romances. The beginning is called the meet-cute. It would have been cuter if the dogs had shaken water all over her and you’d brought her back to the house and offered to put her clothes in the drier for ten minutes while she lounged around in your plushy black robe and you made her coffee. Or offered her a glass of wine.” 
 
    To my surprise, he laughed. “Didn’t think of that. I don’t know how well it would have gone down, though. I have the strong feeling she’s been hurt in the past. She’s terribly private. Really cautious. Hence insisting on bringing her own vehicle – so she can escape if she needs to, I presume.” 
 
    I gave his arm a pat, removed my hand, and sighed. “Yes, she’s lovely, but I see what you mean. What did she talk about this evening? Horses. How well Tori can draw them, and how she might write some words to tie in. How much she enjoys working for Alfie. How much she likes her little farm cottage. What a good vet Lisa is. The sole personal thing she mentioned was the cottage, which isn’t hers anyway, and she only admitted to having no children because I asked her point-blank.” 
 
    Graham tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “She perked up when Heather said Erik was bringing his daughter back.” 
 
    “Live in hope, then. Maybe she’d love a daughter of her own? Maybe that’s your ammunition?” 
 
    “Ammunition…” he muttered. “Sounds a bit savage.” 
 
    We turned off the main highway, swept past the shops and St Agatha’s, and along the beach road. I’d left my car out on the shoulder to give Graham access to the garage, and he signaled for its door to rise so he could drive straight in. This caused a storm of barking from Manny and Dan, and he made a quick dive for the back gate to quieten them down.  Then Rachel drove in and parked behind him.  
 
    Darn! That thwarted my plan of making hot chocolate, feigning exhaustion, and taking mine to my bedroom to leave the coast clear for Graham to do his wooing. I didn’t feel like keeping my ears flapping for her departure just so I could go and retrieve my car later and bring it in off the road. Oh well… 
 
    I unlocked the back door while Graham gave the spaniels some attention, watching through the kitchen window as Rachel walked slowly across to the gate, and willing him to dash over to her and make her as welcome as the spaniels had made him. He got it about half right. A leisurely stroll rather than an eager dash, but at least he took her hand to lead her into the house. 
 
    “Won’t be long,” I said to them, already getting out the sachets of chocolate and Sally Summerfield’s prettiest mugs because I thought Rachel looked more like floral bone china than sturdy Denby pottery. Going by her blouse, anyway. 
 
    Graham led her through the big kitchen to what always used to be the formal dining room. Nothing formal about it now! A while after Mum and Dad so tragically died, Graham and I decided to banish the rarely used 8-seater dark walnut dining suite and sideboard to the old sitting room, had part of the kitchen wall removed, and set up the sofas and armchairs in the former dining space so we had a sociable family living room. It’s nowhere near as open-plan as Dex and Dom’s, but what an improvement… finally friendly. 
 
    “When was the house built?” Rachel asked, looking up to the molded plaster ceiling in what was now the living room. 
 
    “1914,” Graham replied. “I guess our great-grandparents were lucky it was finished just before the First World War broke out.” 
 
    “Because all the young builders would have gone off to fight,” she suggested. “Horrible times. I think my little cottage at the farm must be mid-sixties. Orange Formica counter tops.” She pulled a rueful face. 
 
    “The mid-century look is right back in fashion now?” I suggested. 
 
    “Not with the latter half century’s wear showing,” she said, biting her lip as though to stifle other complaints. 
 
    Yes, our old ceilings are lovely. We grew up with them and take them for granted. “It’s all bells and ribbons there,” I said, gazing up. “But the corner room has garlands of roses. Take Rachel through for a look, Graham. I won’t be long with this.” 
 
    Obediently he guided her away, and I heard quiet exclamations of admiration as they walked toward the other end of the house. 
 
    Now was my chance! I arranged two mugs of hot chocolate on a tray, added a dish of sugar cubes and a couple of teaspoons, and finished my domestic display with two side-plates that matched the mugs, and some coffee-cream wafer biscuits. I set it down on the low table in front of the sofa, drew the curtains closed, snapped on the lamp with the dusky apricot shade, turned off the main lights, and picked up the third mug of chocolate. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about this,” I said, stifling a fake yawn as I drew level with them in the hallway as they returned. “I’ll leave you to it, if you don’t mind. That was an awful morning, given what I found. I’m hoping I’ll doze off pretty fast and manage to forget about it for a while.”  
 
    Rachel nodded in a very understanding manner, and Graham pursed his lips and assumed the expression of a possum caught in the headlights of a fast-approaching car. I hoped he’d snap out of it before she noticed. 
 
    “Looking forward to catching up about the pony books,” I said, giving him a few seconds to recover. “Graham will give you my number.” I raised my mug to her in a quasi-toast and trotted off down the side passage to my bedroom. 
 
    It took mere minutes to undress, wash my make-up off, and brush my teeth. I’d need to get up again and re-brush after the hot chocolate, but that was a small price to pay for enjoying the comfort of my bed with its nest of pillows and the delicious drink. As I sipped, I kept half an ear on the other end of the house – romantic music! Tony Bennett – and reviewed the possible candidates for body-burying. Given they hadn’t yet announced any identity or cause of death, and that I was slightly woozy after a couple of glasses of wine, it was a futile exercise. I couldn’t picture either dithery Clive or Bettie with the terrifying teeth killing and disposing of a healthy young man. Especially so close to home. Bolshie Ben was easier to suspect, but why choose his parents’ front garden? It would have been easier to pile the body into a dinghy (I’ll bet they had one tied up to a tree on the beach), rope a couple of Clive’s concrete blocks to it, and row out into the bay after dark to slide it over the side. Well, easier than burying it, but maybe not easier than getting it across to the water unobserved... 
 
    I gnawed the inside of my cheek, put down my empty mug on the cabinet beside the bed, and settled a little more comfortably into my pillows while I thought some more.  
 
    But really, who else was likely? Neighbors don’t just pop by to bury a body. If other people in the district had been up to no good, there were much more deserted places. Far down the south end of the beach? Maybe a back corner of Drizzle Farm or Horse Heaven, or one of the other local rural properties? Up on the empty forestry land? My dozing, over-imaginative brain started inventing possibilities. The vaping boys on the street corners… knives and guns… gang fights. But surely they wouldn’t come all this way to conceal their victims? 
 
    In no time the birds were chirping, the sun was dazzling me through the narrow gap in my carelessly closed curtains, and Manny and Dan were woofing around on the back lawn. So much for racking my brain and grinding my teeth for what felt like half the night!  
 
    Then my phone chirped as a text arrived. 
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 Chapter 10 – A deep conversation 
 
    Free to meet me for coffee at Iona’s? 
 
    I blinked at my phone screen. It was John Bonnington. I heaved myself up straighter, punched my pillows into a more supportive pile, and instinctively pulled my pajama front higher. I can’t pretend the man doesn’t have alarming effects on me. 
 
    Why wasn’t he offering coffee at the Burkeville? (Although that would mean ten minutes’ drive for me, so I was probably grateful he wasn’t.) And also, why wasn’t he at this moment on the way to the airport with Heather to collect Erik and Erik’s little daughter? 
 
    I put my phone down on the bedside cabinet and ran my tongue guiltily around my non-re-brushed teeth while I considered. And woke up properly. 
 
    When? I texted back. I’m just out of the shower. 
 
    What a lie – but I could make it fast. 
 
    Visiting Lisa with dogs. 15 mins? 
 
    I squinted at the time. Good grief – I’d overslept by miles. Why hadn’t Graham woken me? 
 
    There by 9.30. I hoped deodorant and make-up would get me by. Thank heavens I’d had that shower late yesterday afternoon. 
 
    There was no further phone action so I brushed my teeth thoroughly enough to remove enamel, never mind leftover Belgian drinking chocolate, brushed my hair just about as savagely, gathered it into a pony tail, and attempted a summer Saturday vibe with slightly glittery concealer in a shade called Sunkissed, apricot lip gloss, a denim skirt, blue and white striped top, and cork-wedge sandals. Best I could do in a hurry. 
 
    I checked that Graham hadn’t slept in, too, but predictably he’d gone out – and taken the spaniels, as I found a couple of minutes later. He’d also brought my car in off the road. Maybe in return for the romantic opportunity I’d set up with the hot chocolate? With no dogs to bounce around trying to wheedle another breakfast out of me, I headed off on foot because it was a fantastic morning, I’d made good time getting ready, and the shops were only a few minutes’ walk away.  
 
    I rounded the corner where Meggie Houseman’s pretty embroidery store had been situated for years. The plants in the kerbside pots looked green and healthy as the sun glanced off them. The white-painted lines on the road gleamed clean and fresh – perhaps there’d been a little shower of rain earlier? I’d been so dead to the world I hadn’t heard it, if so. Or, to judge by the entirely dry road surface, maybe the road-marking truck had been out in the dead of night to tart up the suddenly famous (again) ‘beach resort’ for its annual influx of summer visitors? That made more sense. I would have been dead to the world by the time the crew came rumbling and hissing their way past.  
 
    I stopped for a quick look at the craft projects so beautifully displayed in Meggie’s window. A patchwork quilt in pinks and lilacs – I could picture it looking wonderful on a little girl’s bed. Maybe Erik’s daughter’s bed?  A couple of cream linen cushions with big circles of orange and yellow. Embroidery or appliqued fabric? Probably just right for Rachel’s mid-century cottage. And cross-stitch cushions galore.  
 
    Meggie could often be seen behind the counter stitching away at something. Maybe these were hers? I peered more closely at the neatly printed tag on one of the nearest ones in an arresting black, red and white tribal design. No, they were the work of Aroha Karaka, the butcher’s wife. Well, that was a surprise! At my recent writer’s workshop she’d seen Hetty Royston’s drawings of craft projects for children and asked if Hetty would do some sketches of her two little white Bichons so she could try her hand at a story-book.  Busy lady if she was into cross-stitch, too. 
 
    John and his two big Shepherds were only a short way ahead. John’s long blond hair streamed down over his shoulders instead of being wound up for work. The ends lifted languidly in the warm sea breeze, and my fingers itched to touch. Fire and Ice sunned themselves on the back of a different truck from usual – and were no doubt securely attached to it. John stood with his back to me, talking with Lord Jim Drizzle, who for once was without faithful black and white Lizzie beside him.  
 
    After Graham’s comments that John was the new owner of – and probably renovating – the Crombie sisters’ old cottage out at The Point, I’d wondered if Lord Jim might be keeping an eye on the changes – all in the guise of being a helpful neighbor, of course. Jim Drizzle knows every single thing that’s going on in the district. 
 
    “Morning Uncle Jim,” I said as I walked up behind him in my soft-soled cork-wedge sandals and made him jump. I think he might be slightly deaf these days. 
 
    One corner of John’s gorgeous mouth quirked. 
 
    “Morning young Merry,” Jim boomed. “Aren’t they a fine pair of fellas?” He waved a hand at Fire and Ice in all their hairy black and fawn glory. Fire gave a jaw-stretching yawn for good measure and his huge pink tongue came flopping out. 
 
    “I was looking after them for John when poor Coral Clappe was murdered,” I said, reaching over and giving Ice’s neck a good rub. Fire’s fangs were still somewhat on display, and they were very white and very sharp as they gleamed in the morning sunshine. Then he closed his mouth so I gave him some attention, too. “Gorgeous boys,” I added. “No Lizzie?” I asked Jim. 
 
    “Just left her at Lisa’s. Teeth,” he said morosely. “Sadly, not as sound as those.” He wagged his head sideways at Fire. 
 
    “Oh, poor Lizzie. But I’m sure she’ll come through fine.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t like to be without her,” he agreed. 
 
    Then I turned to John. “Is this a new truck?”  It looked somewhat the same, but dark metallic charcoal instead of the black I was used to. 
 
    He leaned an arm against the cab. “Yep – Erik needs the other full-time now he’ll be on dad duties. And I want to be able to come and go easily to The Point while I make plans to renovate.”  
 
    Hmm… Make plans? Not actually renovate? I didn’t believe that for a moment. “But I thought you and Heather were collecting Erik and Bonnie from the airport this morning?” 
 
    He grinned slightly. Jim Drizzle showed no signs of moving on until he'd heard the answer. 
 
    “Liam’s on his way there,” John said, glancing at his big, serious-looking watch. “They may even have met up by now.” 
 
    “That's not very friendly,” I exclaimed. “Why didn’t you go?” 
 
    He reached out and gave each of the dogs a scratch. The Shepherds rumbled with appreciation and closed their eyes. John left exactly the right length of time for maximum effect before he replied, “Because he’s Erik’s half-brother.” 
 
    “Knock me down with a feather,” Jim Drizzle muttered, adjusting his battered old stockman's hat over his grizzled hair.” 
 
    “He can’t be,” I gasped. “Erik’s American and Liam’s … possibly a bit Australian, but I’d have thought pure Kiwi. Erik’s hair is white and Liam’s is red. Erik’s is straight and Liam’s is curly.” 
 
    John deserted the dogs and put a hand under my elbow, effectively moving us away from Jim Drizzle. “See you another time, Jim,” he said. “Merry and I have business to discuss.” 
 
    Did we? I still had no idea why I was there. Not to mention no idea how Erik and Liam could possibly be related. I gave Jim Drizzle an affectionate wave as we walked toward Iona’s open door. “Inside, I think,” John said, no doubt sensing me hesitate. He surprised me by leading me to the quietest corner of the café, pulling out a chair, and waiting until I was seated before folding his long body down onto the opposite one. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “Latte, thanks.” I hesitated. “And if the muffins look nice, then one of those, too, please?” Because after all, I’d had no breakfast, had I? 
 
    He watched me across the table and I watched him back, still stunned by his revelation about Erik and Liam being half-brothers. Nothing about that made sense.  
 
    Then he strode off to order our coffees and came back with a white chocolate and raspberry muffin on a plate. He set it down in front of me. “Drinks won’t be long.”   
 
    I tried to convince myself he’d been joking about the half-brother thing, but why would he be? Because otherwise, surely it would be him collecting Erik and Bonnie with Heather?  
 
    “I'm still very puzzled about this,” I said, inspecting the muffin with appreciation. “Erik and Liam don't look anything alike. And why has Liam only recently turned up?” 
 
    “Both got very dark eyes,” John said.  
 
    “But totally different builds.” 
 
    He licked the corner of his mouth, looking as though he was trying to stifle a grin. “If you’d seen Erik years ago, you mightn’t have thought that. He’s put on a lot of muscle. And he used to have red hair before it turned silver.” 
 
    I bugged my eyes at him. “No!” 
 
    “Yep – Erik the Red – wasn’t that some old Scandinavian guy who invaded all sorts of places?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I think the ‘red’ was because of all the blood. He and his followers weren’t kind to their enemies. Horrible times, way back then.” 
 
    John shrugged. The scent of fresh baking floated in the air between us.  
 
    “So how did it happen?” I asked. “Being half-brothers.” 
 
    “How does it usually?” He reached over and broke a piece off the edge of my muffin.  
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    His lips quirked, and he slid the morsel between his lips and chewed. “Someone chooses the wrong person, has a kid, splits up, tries again. Oldest story in the world.” 
 
    “So Erik’s dad…?” I hazarded. 
 
    “Erik’s dad was a piece of work.” 
 
    “And by that, you mean not a good piece of work?”  
 
    John nodded slowly. “Got the daughter of a big cattle rancher pregnant forty years ago, hoping for a nice payout when they divorced – or that was the father-in-law’s theory, anyway.” 
 
    “Could be the father-in-law made life unbearable for them?” 
 
    “Could be,” John agreed without rancor. “But maybe Carson wanted a cowboy and got a con artist instead? The way Erik tells it, his dad was a real no-hoper.” 
 
    “But Erik’s lovely!” 
 
    “Great guy,” John agreed. “Couldn’t wish for a better friend. But once he was old enough, he chose the military and not the ranch, so poor old Carson was disappointed again. Then Erik married Angie-Jo and they had Bonnie, but they didn’t last the course with him being away on deployment so much. Angie-Jo lived with her parents until she passed, and they’re getting on in years now, which no doubt helped influence the custody decision away from them and toward Erik.” 
 
    I glanced across to the counter to see if there was any sign of our coffees. “So how does Liam come into the picture?” 
 
    John looked down at the table top for a few seconds and said, “Erik’s dad got a pretty Kiwi backpacker pregnant next time around. Had the sense not to marry her.” 
 
    “Or maybe she had the sense not to marry him,” I suggested. 
 
    “Could be,” John agreed, smirking. “Either way, fate took a hand. Erik and Liam met up through military service and joint ops, and kept in touch. They worked together on a tri-nations defense exercise way up north past the Great Barrier Reef in Queensland a few years ago.” 
 
    “Good grief, what are the chances of that happening!” I exclaimed, spotting Iona bustling toward us with the coffees.  
 
    She gave me a thorough once-over with her twinkling bird-bright eyes, and pressed her lips together. Yes, she was more used to seeing me here in Paul’s company, but who I sat and drank coffee with was my own business entirely.  
 
    “Playing away from home?” she asked. I had no idea whether she meant ‘me and not-Paul’, or ‘John and not-at-the-Burkeville’, so I gave her a cheeky grin and said, “A change is as good as a rest.” That’s something my dad used to say, and it always drove us mad. She didn’t look too pleased either. 
 
    John closed his very blue eyes. Was he blocking out the sight of me? I wasn’t looking that bad. As soon as Iona left, he opened them again, added a sugar to his coffee, and screwed up its little paper tube. Then he started to stir it. And kept right on stirring while I took a bite of my muffin, took a sip of my coffee, and put my cup down again. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I want to talk about yesterday’s find, and why I warned you off.”  He sounded positively furtive, and John has never struck me as anything except super-confident. I had to lean well over toward him for the next comment because I was really keen to hear what he was saying and he’d dropped his volume way down on the last few words. “Merry, I told you to keep well away for your own good.” 
 
    “But why? Who was it?” It sounded as though he knew, and I hadn’t heard the identity of the body from any other source. A Russian spy? A drugs courier? A property developer trying to buy land with amazing views? (Who’d somehow got into an argument with the land-owner and needed to be disposed of?) Believe me, I’d kept my ears flapping. There’d been no hint on the TV News the previous evening. Indeed, they’d been asking for suggestions. Well, information anyway. There’d been plenty of chatter at the Burkeville but I’d heard curiously few serious theories.  
 
    And this morning I’d woken late and dashed full-speed through my getting-ready routine. John’s sudden invitation had brought me barreling out of the house and bustling along in the sunshine, curious about what the heck he wanted. Now he stretched a hand across the table and stroked a finger up and down one of mine. Cue shivers of delight! That felt super-sexy for such a tiny gesture, but we were definitely in a public place and I guess he couldn’t do too much more than that without scandalizing the whole cafe and getting us thrown out. 
 
    I hadn’t seen this coming. John seemed to be making a pass at me. Admittedly a very small pass, but still…  
 
    “I don’t know who yet, and it doesn’t matter,” he said. “Whoever it is, I want you well clear. Right away from it. Not slinking around the edges of an interesting situation just because your brain enjoys the challenge of trying to solve the puzzle.” He raised his spoon and we both watched the coffee drip off the end of it and back into the cup. Then he lifted his gaze to mine. “You’re a special woman, Merry. Very special. I don’t want to have to rescue you again.” 
 
    I buried my teeth in my bottom lip as I stared at him. The cheek of the man! I guess he’d certainly rescued me from those horrible rustlers when I was looking after Isobel Crombie’s pretty cottage and little white Itsy and Fluffy. And he’d been in the right place when Beefy Haldane went berserk. But not when I unwisely ventured into the secret room at Matthew Boatman’s place. Or indeed into the alley behind Winston Bamber’s swanky art gallery where Coral Clappe had died. 
 
    “Only twice,” I said. I may have sounded sulky. 
 
    “Twice too often,” he muttered, and put the spoon on his saucer.  
 
    But I was special? To John? Little shimmers of delight ran up and down my spine as I tried to hold his gaze. I’d thought from the first moment I’d met him that he was special. He’d loped up from the beach, surfboard under his arm, muscles gleaming in the late sun, half clad, hair even longer and blonder than mine, golden skin spangled with drops of sea water.  
 
    He’d accompanied me into Isobel’s cottage to make sure I was safe, made me a cup of tea, and watched me across the table to ensure I wasn’t going to faint, or collapse, or cry, or whatever else he might have considered a possibility after I’d found her body in the aisle of Saint Agatha’s.  
 
    But he was way out of my league. I’d never expected my admiration to be returned after all these months. Somehow I held my tongue and he then said, “Definitely special. I don’t want any harm to come to you. I want you safe. So do me a favor and keep right away from Carver’s current treasure trove.” He picked up his coffee and took a couple of deep swallows. I watched his throat constrict and relax. I would have liked to reach over and stroke the long tanned column of it, and to tangle my fingers in his shock of blonde waves, but for sure that would have brought more than a suspicious squint from Iona. And probably an instant hair-trigger judo chop from John. 
 
    “Why am I special?” I asked, trying to banish the judo chop from my mind. I had nothing to lose, and his comment had come as such a surprise that he’d knocked the natural caution out of me. 
 
    “You’ve always been special,” he said, glaring at me as though that was a very grudging admission. 
 
    “Dudley Skeene didn’t think so!” 
 
    “More fool him,” John said, possibly with a rosy flush appearing across his sculpted cheekbones. 
 
    And that of course reminded me of the smackeroo kiss he’d given me at the Burkeville months ago when my past unlamented husband had been helping himself to a nubile young woman across one of the tables. He’d looked pretty sick after John had helped himself to me in return. I hadn’t known which I’d enjoyed more – Dudley’s discomfort or John’s expertise.  
 
    But sadly, nothing since then. Had John actually wanted to kiss me, and used the situation as an excuse? That was enough to make my heart pound somewhat faster. I wondered if it was making the blue and white stripes of my summer top twitch about. I certainly wasn’t going to avert my eyes to check. 
 
    “Special why?” I demanded. Quietly but insistently.  
 
    “Give it a rest,” was the swift reply. “I don’t lead the kind of life that leaves room for a permanent woman. You know that. I suspect you know more about me than I’d like you to. I’m not a good risk.” 
 
    “No-one’s a good risk, as far as I can see,” I said gloomily. “Did someone in the past… someone you were really fond of… break up with you?” 
 
    His fuming silence told me quite a lot. And then I had a terrible thought. “Someone you were on a secret operation with?” I whispered. “And she got into danger?” There was no way I dared take that train of thought any further, but his bleak expression told me I was close to the truth.  
 
    “Sorry,” I added, reaching over to clasp his big capable hand. A hand that I knew was used to holding guns and knives and heaven knows what other weapons. 
 
    “Gotta go,” he snapped, giving mine a quick squeeze and then releasing it. “Remember what I’m saying. You’re special. Keep out of trouble.” 
 
    He took one more gulp of his coffee, stood, set down the heavy coffee cup with an emphatic thump, and loped across to the door on his very long legs. 
 
    I sat there blinking with surprise, and swallowing to try and relax my suddenly-tight throat. John Bonnington liked me. And maybe he’d loved and lost someone important and had a broken heart that would never mend. So much for thinking he might be getting up close and personal with Marion Wick a while ago. Maybe he was never going to let himself get serious about a woman again? What a total waste of a lovely man. I’d have to see what I could do about that. Not necessarily with me, you understand. 
 
    And it also seemed Vicar Paul McCreagh liked me, judging by his rather public kiss at the Burkeville last night. In front of my brother and his sister. In front of many other people, too. Had he finally been staking his claim? Had John seen, and had he just staked a counter-claim? And then unstaked it? John was lovely. Paul was lovely. I was now totally confused.  
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 Chapter 11 – More confusion 
 
    I took the last bite of my muffin. Food always helps. Don’t you find that? Not that it was yet helping me get any closer to solving the mystery of the man behind the wall. 
 
    I chewed and swallowed, enjoying the crunches of the white chocolate nuggets and the sweet-tart taste of the raspberries. Iona makes a great muffin. And a great custard square. And a great chocolate fudge finger. In fact, why isn’t she the size of a bus? She’s only a shortie, and definitely on the plump side, but with so much temptation all around her it’s a miracle she doesn’t wobble like a plate of jelly.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a second, trying to erase that picture from my mind, and got one heck of a fright as someone tapped on the window right beside me. Squinting against the bright sun I was able to see only a tall, dark shape. The shape moved a little to the left and blessedly blocked the brilliance from my eyes. Paul McCreagh’s face came into sharp focus. He made no secret of the fact he was checking if I was alone and if it was okay to join me, so I beckoned him in. Had he seen John just leaving? Was this a counter-counter claim? And is that even a thing? 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound, I thought. At the very least it would be fun to see Iona’s reaction to my rapid change of male company.  
 
    Ten seconds later I was sitting opposite our hunky vicar – looking very Saturday-ish in black jeans and… really?... a tan T-shirt patterned with black arrow shapes, for all the world like the uniform for a cartoon prison. Or something.  
 
    I blinked.  
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “A birthday joke from Heather. I thought I’d wear it today so I’d look less forbidding for the little one.” 
 
    “You might scare her silly,” I said. “It reminds me of something out of … got it! The Flintstones. Didn’t Fred the dad have arrows all over his costume?” 
 
    We both thought about that for a moment. “Maybe rocks?” Paul hazarded. 
 
    “Flints!” I exclaimed. “Rocky arrow-heads.” 
 
    “Huh. Flintstones,” Paul agreed. “Do you think I’d better change it for something less casual? I was trying to look like a fun uncle.” 
 
    “Nooo….” I said, taking my time to check out his very nice shoulders and chest. Heather had done the world a favor and bought it a little too small. “You look like a very fun uncle indeed.” I tried not to ogle him too obviously, and took a sip of my coffee. 
 
    Paul watched as I swallowed and licked my lips. “Can I get you another?”  
 
    “Are you having one?” 
 
    “I’d better, or Iona will want to know why I’m taking up space.” 
 
    Hmmm – I was still wondering about that, too. “Not another coffee, thanks, but I’ll go halves with you on a raspberry and white choc muffin. One wasn’t quite enough for breakfast.” I handed him my empty plate. 
 
    “Done,” he said, rising and wandering over to join the short queue that had formed since I’d last looked. Paul ran to keep himself fit, but only on a treadmill in one of the vicarage’s spare bedrooms because he felt pounding the streets in sweaty sports gear wasn’t a good look for a member of the clergy. By contrast, I was sure it would swell the female total of his congregation tremendously if more of them got an eyeful of the strong and streamlined body he kept hidden under his conservative clothes and religious vestments. He was absolutely in great shape for comfy knit running shorts and tight T-shirts. His niece-to-be would think he was quite a hunky unky. 
 
    I buried my nose in my coffee cup again, reflecting on all the lives that were about to be transformed by the addition of one little girl to our midst. Happiness for Erik now his daughter had returned to him. Hopefully happiness for Bonnie now she was re-united with her dad. A change of address and a wedding for Heather, and therefore more happiness. A long-yearned-for child for her, too.  Probably a change of address for John before long. Another pupil for our local school. And Sunday School. A space in the vicarage because Heather would be leaving to live with Erik after their wedding.  
 
    A space in the vicarage… 
 
    I was still miles away when Paul returned with his coffee and my muffin. What if he asked me to fill the space in the vicarage? 
 
    I jumped as he again pulled out the chair that had recently been John’s and said, “You’re looking very thoughtful.”  
 
    “Just ‘things’,” I said, managing to wave an airy hand. 
 
    He grimaced, and looked at me very directly. “It’d be hard to get that body behind the wall out of your mind. I can still picture the scene far too clearly, and I didn’t get a close look like you did.”  
 
    If only he knew he was foremost among the ‘things’! 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee.  
 
    “This is totally different from the other murders, though,” he added. “Far in the past and with no obvious clues. The others were all brand new.” 
 
    I’m sure I wrinkled my nose with distaste at that thought, but he was right. “True,” I agreed. “Poor Isobel Crombie was still warm when we found her, and there were people all around at the shops. Anyone nearby could have done it.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow at my blunt description. 
 
    “And Matthew Boatman had that funny family situation…” 
 
    The other eyebrow went up. 
 
    “There were clues to follow,” I insisted. “People and things to find out about.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Have to agree. If someone noticed a body under one of the tables here – right now – you’d have plenty of people to suspect and lots of sharp knives and forks available…” 
 
    “Paul!” I exclaimed, staring at him in disbelief.  
 
    He grinned. “Calm down – it’s not going to happen. But the time delay before finding that poor chap behind the wall makes it a whole different ballgame. There’s no-one around who knows anything, or not that they’re saying. I haven’t heard he’s been identified yet. No announcement about a murder weapon. No cause of death made public. Mind you, I had an early start this morning. Heather was really wound up about her trip to the airport. Seeing Erik again. Meeting Bonnie. The murder was the last thing on my mind.” 
 
    I resisted pulling my phone from my skirt pocket and checking the latest news. People at the surrounding tables were doing plenty of that, and there’d been no exclamations of “Hey, they know who he is,” or “Three bullets in his skull,” or anything similar. In fact he was probably still holed up behind the wall while they looked for other clues around the area. He wasn’t going to get any deader, was he? I know the Police sometimes leave a crime scene undisturbed for several days while they check every tiny possibility. Detective Bruce Carver was absolutely livid when he found the paramedics had moved Isobel Crombie’s body toward the doors of Saint Agatha’s instead of leaving her lying on the floor in that nasty puddle of blood.  
 
    I decided to walk as far as 58A later in the day and see if they still had plastic tape tied all around the place and guards on duty. Just for my own curiosity, because after all, I’d found the poor man first.  
 
    A total change of subject was called for. I picked up my teaspoon and poked at the frothy crema on the sides of the cup. “So are you looking forward to having a little girl in the family?” 
 
    I knew this was a very loaded question for a single woman to ask a single man, but the sooner it was out of the way, the better. 
 
    “Well, she’ll never be mine,” Paul said – somewhat sadly, I thought. “My life until now hasn’t been conducive to settling down… establishing a home where I could even consider the thought of a wife and children. Afghanistan put paid to a lot of things.”  
 
    He’d brought a knife so we could divide the muffin easily, and now he reached out for it and cut it in half. Or not really in half, because he definitely picked up the smaller piece before he slid the plate toward me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “But it seems to me you’re making real progress now. I think you’re getting past it.” I took a slow breath, knowing I was on thin ice even admitting his PTSD was a problem. “You’d make a lovely dad. You can practice on Bonnie.” Then a sudden thought struck me. “It’s just as well she’s Erik’s daughter and not John’s. Otherwise she’d be Bonnie Bonnington!” 
 
    Paul cracked a rueful smile at that and the atmosphere lightened. “You and your words,” he said, shaking his head. Then he surprised me by saying, “I always assumed I’d be a dad by now. It just seems like the natural progression. You grow to adulthood, you find a partner, you start the next generation. Or ‘beget’ the next generation if we’re being biblical.” 
 
    I took a bite of my muffin to buy some time. What on earth was I supposed to say to that? I chewed for a while before swallowing. “Dudley Skeene showed no signs of wanting to go in that direction,” I finally murmured. “I think we drifted along knowing we were fated not to last, so we never got around to procreating – although he got some practice in with other women.” 
 
    Paul closed his eyes briefly. “You’d separated by the time I arrived here.” 
 
    I nodded. He didn’t need the details. “But!” I said with glee. “Graham shocked me last night by saying he’d like to start a family. Crusty old Graham. Lawyer forever, rugby fanatic, total bachelor – or so I thought.” 
 
    “I wonder what brought that on,” Paul asked with a warm grin. Then he raised his eyebrows, and added, “That’s not really how you see him, is it?” before he took a bite of his muffin. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I admitted. “But he’s been unattached for so long, I’m used to having him like that. There was Susan, who we teased him about the night Erik and Heather got engaged, but she’s gone off to live with her sister in England, and Graham doesn’t seem heartbroken.” 
 
    Paul swallowed his mouthful and I watched his tongue flick out to collect a stray crumb from the corner of his lip. “That’s because he’s met Rachel.” 
 
    “You think?”  
 
    “I was sitting right across the table from them. I enjoy people-watching.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a vicar thing?” 
 
    “A theological imperative?” 
 
    I took a few seconds to consider that. “Definitely a grander way to say it,” I conceded. “And you think he’s keen?” 
 
    “If you’d noticed the number of times he almost touched her last night but pulled his hand back at the last moment, I’d say there’s no doubt.” 
 
    “Go Graham,” I muttered. “He did admit he likes her, but he also said it was very early days. And on the drive home we decided she’d been hurt in the past – by someone or something.” 
 
    “Someone. And that’s all I’m saying. It’s not my story to tell.” 
 
    “Paul!” I took a savage bite of my muffin, and he gave a soft chuckle.  
 
    “I’m just naturally curious,” I conceded once I’d swallowed. 
 
    “And it gets you into trouble.” He raised his coffee cup and took a sip. 
 
    “Not really,” I said, my brain pinging sideways as it often does. “Do you know if they still have crime-scene tape up at the house?” 
 
    “You’ve just proved my point,” he said, rubbing his bottom lip with his thumb.  
 
    My gaze followed avidly. Why hadn’t I noticed what a nice mouth he had before today? 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” he added. “But I was thinking of paying Beaky and Anna Buzzard a visit… just a pastoral call to check they’re bearing up all right after such a hideous find on their property. I was hoping they’d be home, seeing it’s Saturday. I could let you know.” 
 
    “Can I come?” I asked. 
 
    “No way!” he snapped. 
 
    Goodness – stern Paul was something else. Eyes wide open and staring straight at me. Mouth in a firm line. Chest inflated with annoyance. 
 
    “Just a thought,” I said, shrugging. “If I saw the actual place then it might bring something to mind.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what.” He didn’t relax his glare in the slightest. “Those poor people have had their lives totally disrupted. They’ve lost a piece of their front garden until a proper wall gets built again. They might be worried their house is going to crash down the unsupported slope. They’re probably being asked inane questions by all and sundry. There’ll be drones buzzing by, as close as they dare to go. The occasional nutcase no doubt thinks Beaky and Anna are actually murderers…”   
 
    I swallowed. “Yes, okay, I can see what you mean, but I’d still love a look.” I enjoyed his angry chest packing out the Flintstones T-shirt for a few seconds longer and then said, “Are you going to change first? You’re not looking very vicar-ish.” 
 
    He continued to glare. “I have a clerical vest and jacket in the car. I always have something suitable in the car, because things happen…” Then he relaxed a bit. “You can wait in the front seat, if you really want to.” 
 
    I nodded avidly. 
 
    “Although I can’t imagine why that proposition has any charm,” he concluded, one corner of his mouth twitching. 
 
    “I’ll be able to see if there’s any crime-scene tape,” I replied huffily. 
 
    We finished our coffees and muffin halves in silence. I was worried he might withdraw his offer of a ride, but he didn’t say anything further so neither did I. When we turned up the road away from the beach to where the original back access to the house had been there was no visible tape.  
 
    A new front door and path had been installed to the side of the house – presumably when the Wynyards divided the land and built their new house on the front part. Paul kindly braked so he was parked right opposite the end of path. It gave me the best view I was likely to get, but there wasn’t much. A mat on the front step that probably said ‘Welcome’. A couple of pots overflowing with pink flowers to indicate this was now the door to use. A panel of trellis with a creeper concealed the original back entrance. Presumably the old front door had opened out toward the beach access? Maybe it still did? Otherwise the Buzzards’ house was an unremarkable single storied timber bungalow, maybe built in the late forties or early fifties, painted white, and with beachy blue windowsills and doors.  
 
    Paul retrieved his clerical garb and the Flintstones T-shirt was easily concealed. The black jeans suddenly didn’t look like jeans any longer. Huh. Tricky.  
 
    “Stay,” he said, as though I was Claude or one of the spaniels. He closed his door.  
 
    Being told to ‘stay’ like a naughty dog didn't go down too well with me, but I stayed – peering out the window avidly and hoping for any glimpse of crime-solving evidence. Fat chance of that, of course, but even being close to the scene of the crime set my brain racing again. Anyone could have walked up that side path and no one would have taken much notice. No one was taking any notice of Paul as far as I could see. No nosy neighbor was weeding her garden border. No kids were out on the road thumping a basketball around. This was a little dead-end cul-de-sac so there was no through traffic. It was quiet, quiet, quiet. So quiet that I heard Paul using the door knocker. And then using it again. I saw him step away, peer down toward the beach, take a few steps in that direction, and then come back to the car.  
 
    “No-one home,” he said, opening my door. “So you may as well come in for a quick look. The end of the path is barricaded off so you won't see much.” 
 
    No more invitation needed! I swung my feet out and grabbed my purse – for what, I had no idea. Then I followed Paul up the not-very-wide path and past the front step to the beach corner of the house. He was right about the barricade. Not just red and white Police Emergency tape festooned everywhere; a big section of sturdy wire mesh fencing on steel pipes had been firmly attached to stakes driven in beside the house and on the other side to the end of an elderly outhouse/toolshed that had seen better days. The trunk of an old tree filled the gap beside it and the fence. No way through, but plenty of view. There were noises – digging, the scraping of spades on pavers, grunts of effort, low masculine complaints. Goodness, they must be still searching. 
 
    In the near distance, the ocean sparkled. The roof of Dom and Dex’s house was far enough below us not to hide too much of the sand and beachy activities. But the foreground was chilling. The Buzzards’ lawn now featured a huge, deep hole, staked and taped around. At each end of it, clumps of lime green tussock gleamed in the sun, neatly arranged. Suddenly I could hear Bettie Wynyard lamenting that her newly-planted line-up of something that would stay low and not impede the view had probably been ruined. Absolutely right.  
 
    The hole was much bigger than any human body. I surmised they’d been searching further afield in case of extra victims. Yuck – one was enough. The nearest grass was covered with plastic sheeting, and earth spilled off it onto the lawn – now looking less like a lawn and more like a well-trampled stock pen. The whole front had fallen out – or been dug out – but at least the house seemed in no danger of sliding down and crashing into the one below. Dex and Dom would be pleased about that. I guessed the Buzzards would be pleased, too. 
 
    But honestly? Obvious clues? Not a one. 
 
    Feeling I should do something useful while I had the chance, I dug in my purse for my phone and took a couple of shots of the destruction. 
 
    “Merry, you can’t do that,” Paul remonstrated. 
 
    I turned and popped off a shot of him looking stern and serious. 
 
    “Hey!” he objected, quietly enough that whoever was below wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “I’ll delete it if it’s no good,” I whispered, hoping he wouldn’t want a look. I pushed my phone back into my bag. “But the hole’s huge, compared to the bit that fell out. What do you think they’ve found?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing, I very much hope. Unless it’s something useful, of course.” 
 
    I sighed, defeated. “What do you think’s in the old shed?” I asked, standing on tiptoe and clutching the mesh fencing in case I could peer through the cobwebby window. The pieces I could see appeared to be absolutely empty. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We don’t want to get caught here.” And he took my hand to tug me back along the path to the car. 
 
    Should I count this as romantic progress after his kiss at the Burkeville? Holding hands where anyone could see us? But of course there was no-one around, which is why the place was ideal for murder and hand-holding. 
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 Chapter 12 – Claude as well 
 
    Being a true gentleman, Paul drove me all the way home, although I could perfectly well have walked from the vicarage. I enjoyed a last glimpse of the snug-fitting Flintstones T-shirt as I waved him goodbye, and hoped little Bonnie liked it as much as I did. 
 
    I checked my watch as I hurried up our driveway. Graham and the spaniels were home from their walk, and he was giving the Merc its regular Saturday vacuum.  
 
    Secondary School Principal Lucy Stephenson was almost due for coffee and a chat about manga, and a cheery double toot alerted me to her red Beetle pulling to a halt in front of the house slightly earlier than the eleven o’clock I’d expected. I reversed direction and trotted back out to greet her.  
 
    “Merry!” she exclaimed, unfolding from the little car like an elegant spider. Lucy is as thin as matchsticks, and moves at the speed of light. I’m guessing one leads to the other. “Lovely day,” she added, turning her face up to the sun. “I could do with more of this.” 
 
    “Summer school holidays soon,” I said. 
 
    “And you think I’ll get much of a break?” She shook her head ruefully. “The general public has no idea the hours teachers and principals put in behind the scenes.” She bent into the car and hauled out a colorful carry-bag. “Anyway, I found some examples of graphic novels for you.” 
 
    I reached out to take the bag. Several books – excellent. I’d done some internet research because manga’s not something I have much to do with, and seeing the real thing would be gold.  
 
    She slammed the car door and we walked up the driveway together. The spaniels of course came gamboling across the lawn to the gate to see who the new arrival was, prancing and bouncing like a couple of puppets on strings. 
 
    “Do you mind dogs?” I asked. (She was wearing pale fawn slacks.)  
 
    “Not in the least. They won’t have wet feet on a nice day like this.” And just as well, because they stood up on their hind legs and leaned on hers to make the most of her effusive attention as she fussed their necks and stroked their long floppy ears. 
 
    “Coffee or tea?” I asked. 
 
    “Tea for me.” 
 
    I turned and bellowed over my shoulder, “Coffee or tea, Graham?” 
 
    The noisy little vacuum cleaner stopped abruptly. “I’m almost finished here. Coffee in a mo?” he called back in a much more civilized tone than mine. 
 
    I led Lucy inside, waved her to a nearby chair, set the water to boil, and got out the cups.  
 
    She glanced around. “You told me about taking out this wall,” she said, inspecting our now much friendlier living area. “Did you have trouble finding a builder?” 
 
    “Our next door neighbor’s dad took pity on us,” I said. “Edgar Simmonds. He’s not young though. He kept telling us it would be his last serious job. I don’t know if he was joking or not.” I pushed one of the other chairs further sideways so I could sit closer to her. “What do you want done? The men I’m supposed to be house-and-pet sitting for currently are builders… but…” 
 
    “Yes, I heard,” Lucy said, mercifully leaving it at that. We looked at each other glumly, and I sighed. 
 
    “Chin up,” she said. “We all have to go sometime.” 
 
    “But not like that,” I protested. “Buried behind a wall and ignored.” 
 
    We both shook our heads, then she said, “We had someone’s grandfather drop dead of excitement at the end-of-term sports day a couple of years ago.” 
 
    “No!” I tried hard not to laugh, and so did she, but we both failed. Awful of us, but there you are. 
 
    “At least he wasn’t left behind a wall,” she said, after a couple more sniggers. “It was the most exciting sports day we’ve ever had. Totally memorable. Ambulance racing up the school driveway, lights flashing, siren wailing, and onto the sports field. CPR from a couple of the teachers until the paramedics got there. Defib…” 
 
    “But no luck?”  
 
    She shook her head, and the kettle switched off with a loud click, so I returned to making the tea, trying not to think about poor dead grandpa. “Homemade shortbread or bought sultana cake?”  
 
    “Shortbread, thanks,” she said, pulling the books out of the bag and placing them on the coffee table. Once tea and shortbread were provided, and we were comfortably seated, she slid a book in my direction. “The first thing to notice,” she said, after taking a sip of her tea, “is that graphic novels are read back-to-front as far as you and I are concerned because that’s the way the Japanese do it. See – main cover on the back. The story starts on the last page.” 
 
    “I presume Alex knows this,” I said, taking the book and started to explore it. 
 
    “Alex Hudson? Clever boy,” Lucy confirmed. “A most unfortunate life in some ways but he’s risen above it.” 
 
    “Living with Jim and Zinnia Drizzle will help make up for the time in the house-bus with his deteriorating mother,” I suggested, slowly turning pages and admiring the energetic drawing style. Alex had emailed me some of Sean Manahan’s illustrations, and it looked like he definitely got some kicks from drawing them.  Alien cops with out-of-this-world guns. Animals you wouldn’t want to meet on a dark night – or even on a fine day!  
 
    I held out the copies I’d printed so Lucy could see them. “He might have found a father-figure,” I said. “Or, more likely, an older brother. Do you remember the detective who was here on secondment from Boston a while ago?” 
 
    Lucy raised a brow. “Now you mention it…” 
 
    “Yes. Gorgeous man. Far too handsome and charming for his own good, but he and Alex hit it off in a big way. Alex writes and Sean draws.” 
 
    “And draws very well,” Lucy said, peering at the slashing lines more closely. “There’s not going to be a lot of writing for Alex to do, though. Just the speech bubbles?” 
 
    I rubbed my nose. I’d been thinking the same thing. “He lays out the original story and Sean draws the pictures to order, I think. I don’t see why they couldn’t incorporate all the writing into a separate section for readers who might want more, though. Sort of manga-plus.” 
 
    We flipped on through the pages of one of the books. Lots of crash-bang-wallop, narrowed eyes, swords, fearsome expressions, explosions and chaos. “They’re huge in Japan,” Lucy said. “And unaccountably popular with middle-aged businessmen. I gather some of the subject matter gets very racy though.” 
 
    “Porn comics?” I asked, no doubt looking astounded. 
 
    “I – um – caught the boys with a couple and confiscated them.” 
 
    “Oh Lucy – poor you!” 
 
    “But the internet’s full of it, so what can you do?” she asked, shrugging. “Conversely, some of them are really soppy love stories between innocent-looking teenagers. All wide eyes and frilly dresses on the girls and sharp haircuts and wistful sulking from the boys.” 
 
    I worried at my bottom lip with my teeth as I flipped through Sean’s drawings again. “At least these will be action stories. Some of Sean’s female characters are practically bursting out of their spacesuits, though.  I fear there’ll be a lot of oxygen escaping. They’ll never stay breathing.” 
 
    We both snorted at that, inspecting their outrageous curves and plunging necklines. “But it’s within the bounds of decency,” I added. “From what I’ve seen so far. They’re calling it Space Crime. It’s definitely going to make a change from the Turkish history manuscript I’ve been editing.” 
 
    Lucy sipped her tea again before saying, “You get variety, for sure.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, hearing the snick of the gate-latch as Graham headed toward the house. “Culture one minute, real life murder the next. My life’s a bundle of laughs.” I cursed to myself the moment I’d said that. She didn’t deserve that snippy response to such an innocent comment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, pursing her lips.  
 
    I knew I’d been short with her. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound so sharp, but I’d rather bodies didn’t keep turning up like this. Why me?” I set my cup down and it rattled and jiggled against the saucer. Hmm – I was a bit shaky. Hadn’t expected that. “Am I the only person in Drizzle Bay death wants to stalk?  Not that it’s exactly stalking me. But that discovery behind the wall yesterday was awful.” 
 
    “Somewhat hard to just banish things like that from your mind.” 
 
    I nodded. Graham had gone straight into the utility room to stow his little vac away. I heard the rush of water into the laundry tub as he washed his hands. Then he came out to us, stole a piece of shortbread off our plate, and proceeded to make himself coffee. “All good, Lucy? Any of your boys going to take part in this forestry training?” he asked. 
 
    “Ah. I didn’t know that was common knowledge yet,” she said to Graham’s back. 
 
    “No,” I said, diving in fast. “I don’t think it is, but we had dinner last night at the Burkeville, and there was a bit of chat. Excellent scheme if it works.” 
 
    She smoothed a non-wrinkle from the fabric of her trousers. “Yes, they’ve had it under way for a few weeks. We have three boys there. Word is that two of them are really into it and one’ll be out on his ear any day now.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they’d started,” Graham said, bringing his coffee across to join us. 
 
    “Hopefully they don’t find any bodies up there,” I said morosely. “But it would be a much better place to bury people than behind Dom and Dex’s wall, or in the Buzzards’ front lawn, or wherever the cops decide it really was.” 
 
    Graham set his coffee down and reached for my hand, giving it an encouraging squeeze before he let it go again. “Hang in there, Sis. I know it’s a bad business and a total dog’s breakfast, and ‘why you again’ and so on, but we can’t turn the clock back and erase the past.” 
 
    “Or delete all the hackneyed expressions in that sentence,” I muttered. “Although Claude would have made a breakfast out of it if he could.” 
 
    Graham and Lucy both shook their heads, looking at me with concern. And then my phone rang. I glanced at the screen before answering, “Dex?” 
 
    “Sorry Merry,” baldy number one said, sounding stressed. “This needs more than a text. Dom and I were wondering if there’s any chance in the world you could look after Claude for the rest of today, and maybe keep him overnight and tomorrow? We can drop his kennel around on the truck? I’ll double the rate?” 
 
    Desperation! “What on earth’s happened, Dex?” (Because really, what could be worse than having a body discovered behind your garden wall?) 
 
    He gave a gusty sigh. “You won’t believe it. The house was going well. We had the hardwood floors all sanded and looking great. We had the first coat of sealer on. Dom had the tall stepladder out and was just touching up some architraves. Claude somehow slipped his chain and came barreling inside.” 
 
    I clutched my brow, having a terrible premonition of what might be coming.  
 
    “He bounced up against the ladder,” Dex continued. “Dom’s paint can shot off the top. Missed the drop-sheet. Long story short, we now have white enamel all over the floor. Claude ran through it, of course, for good measure. So paw-prints through a couple of other rooms.” 
 
    It was very hard not to laugh. “Oh, Dex,” I managed. “I’m so sorry. Hang on – Graham’s right here, so I’ll see what he says.” 
 
    I explained the problem, trying to sound serious. Lucy clamped her hand over her mouth, and Graham’s eyebrows shot higher and higher. 
 
    After giving it the briefest of consideration, he nodded. “We can chain him to his kennel here if he misbehaves. Keep him out of the way of their renovations for sure. Manny and Dan might quite enjoy having company.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I mouthed.  Then I said, “Yes, Dex. That’ll be fine. I’ll take him for a long walk on the beach to hopefully get rid of some energy. Don’t worry about any money.” 
 
    I practically heard the whoosh of relief through the phone. “Right – we’ll be a while. Need to clean up as much of this mess as we can while it’s still wet. Claude’s in disgrace, and now tied up very securely. Thanks Merry. See you later.” 
 
    * 
 
    By midday, Lucy was driving away. By one o’clock, after making the bed I’d left so abruptly, doing some dusting, and starting a load of washing, I was turning my mind to lunch. My chocolate and raspberry muffin-and-a-half and my piece of shortbread now felt a long way in the past. Graham had gone out with the dogs before I received John’s summons to meet him at Iona’s so surely he must be getting hungry, too? I peered into his office; no sign of him. I ran him to ground in the garage again. “Lunchtime, Gray?” I asked, just as Dex and Dom’s little truck came trundling up the driveway with Claude barking on the back.  
 
    “I’ll chain Manny and Dan up,” he said, beating a hasty retreat through the gate before there was any chance of canine warfare. Soon we had three dogs attached securely to their respective kennels. The men thought they’d better see how the dogs got on before any un-chaining happened, and I agreed. Much stretching of necks to meet the new acquaintance, some barking and whining, and plenty of tail-wagging too, but you never know.  
 
    “So how’s the mess?” I asked. 
 
    Dex and Dom shook their heads in unison. It was uncanny what a pair they were. “Better than it was,” Dom said. “We need to re-sand and re-coat some pieces though.” 
 
    “And we need to get back to it,” Dex said with resignation. He swung himself up into the truck. Claude immediately released a storm of louder barking, and I heard Graham mutter something less than complimentary under his breath.  
 
    “Good luck with it,” I said, giving them a little wave as Dom climbed aboard. Claude barked louder. Graham muttered more colorfully. The spaniels joined in. The neighbors were going to love us! 
 
    The moment they’d left, Graham returned to the topic of food. “No lunch, thanks Sis.” Goodness, he looked shifty. “Rachel said she’d get a picnic together, and we thought we'd take it down to the river at Alfie Robb’s place, so I'll be off now.” 
 
    “You're not planning to sit on the riverbank in those trousers, are you?” He had his pale grey chinos on again.  
 
    “No – we’ll be … umm… sitting on a new picnic rug I bought – Merino front with a waterproof backing.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. Graham! He was planning ahead… 
 
    “I’ll grab the wine,” he said, flinching away from my scrutiny and striding back into the house. He came out a few moments later with a bottle in a bag and something that was probably two glasses in a small leather case. Swanky! “Count me out for the rest of the day. Rachel and I might have dinner together, too,” he said by way of goodbye. 
 
    “Drive carefully,” I bellowed over Claude’s barking. “And you,” I said, turning to face the poor beast, “will be QUIET!”  
 
    There was instant silence. 
 
    As Graham didn’t want lunch, or indeed dinner, I decided to take Claude for a walk on the beach and see if I could expend some of his energy and get him more used to my company. Most dogs are very gregarious, but imagine being foisted off onto new people and having to behave for them with no notice or explanation?  
 
    I grabbed a chocolate-covered pineapple-and-coconut ice cream on a stick in lieu of lunch. I’d popped a four-pack in our freezer a week ago and resisted them until now.  I could always make a chicken sandwich or something else more sensible and nourishing when I returned. 
 
    Soon I was ambling along in the sun, alternately enjoying my ice cream and clicking on Claude’s expandable walking lead as he decided to investigate dead fish, a dead seagull, a pile of empty shells beside the remains of a campfire (and boy, did all his choices pong in the sunshine!) He was also very keen on sniffing at assorted large chunks of driftwood, and adding his own perfume to them as we progressed further and further away from the village. At least he’d stopped barking. Or he had until a tall shape came sprinting along against the sun with two big Shepherds circling around him. John was out for a run, and Claude greeted the trio with enthusiasm, bouncing up and down, skidding in the sand, and generally being a larrikin. 
 
    “QUIET! I yelled – because it had worked at home. But not this time. 
 
    “Got a problem here?” John asked with a grin as he slowed down and then stopped. He was panting a lot less than the dogs. 
 
    “I need your magic dog-whistle,” I grouched. He’d loaned it to me when I’d looked after Fire and Ice for him, and apart from a distressing tendency to get tangled up in my bra, it had been brilliant.  
 
    Goodness, there was now a lot of canine rear-end snuffling going on as well as whining and barking. Dogs have no sense of polite behavior in public.  
 
    “He’s not mine,” I protested. 
 
    John nodded. “I know he’s not. He’s Dex and Dom’s. What are you doing with him? 
 
    “Trying to stop him from barking,” I bellowed. 
 
    John worked a miracle by pulling the whistle from under his sleeveless sports singlet and blowing it. No noise from the whistle. And blessedly no noise from Claude any longer. 
 
    “How on earth does that thing work?” I demanded. 
 
    He pulled his singlet edge out, dropped the whistle inside again, and said, “Different sound frequency from what you and I can hear. Do you want this one? I buy them on the web. I’ve got a spare at home.” 
 
    OMG, what a godsend! I’d assumed it was something super-secret-spy, but apparently not. He tugged it off over his hair – tied up in a man-bun for running – and then slipped it over my head while I clung onto Claude’s lead with one hand and the disappointingly small remains of my ice cream with the other. Then, with his tongue nipped between his front teeth, he hooked a finger in behind the scooped neckband of my blue and white striped top, twitched the fabric outward, and dropped the whistle in. When he was done, he pulled his tongue in behind his teeth again, and smoothed the fabric down against my suddenly very flushed chest. Thank heavens I had a pretty bra on! 
 
    “I have something,” he said, “that your tame cop needs to know.” 
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 Chapter 13 – Finding a stooge 
 
    “He’s not my tame cop!” 
 
    John smirked. “But you have his ear.” 
 
    “No more than you have Marion Wick’s,” I protested. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Not the point. I have something the cops need to know, and I’m not going to be the one to tell them.” 
 
    I glared at him until he opened his eyes again. “I don’t believe you. Not after that yarn you and Liam fooled me with about the Russian base up in the forestry land.” 
 
    “Ah. Sorry. Liam’s a good wingman.” 
 
    “He’s a good liar, anyway,” I snapped. “Keeps a straight face, no problem at all. So if you know something, why aren’t you willing to tell DS Bruce Carver or Marion Wick?” 
 
    He looked at me for a very long few seconds and finally said, “I might implicate myself in something that’s part of the past, and that I don’t want dragged back into the present.” 
 
    I raised what I hoped was an enquiring and accusing eyebrow, and then needed to blink, so it might have looked as though I had something irritating in my eye instead.  
 
    Heavens to Betsy! Here was the awful confirmation of what I’d only suspected until now. Hints from Paul, and Sean Manahan, and even John himself, had led me to believe his life had been lived on the edge where most people feared to tread. But this? This! My blood ran cold with dread. My brain ran hot with curiosity. 
 
    “Let’s put it this way,” John added, sighing before he continued. “Erik’s just got his daughter back and will be marrying Heather before Christmas. He won’t be willing to risk dragging up the past. Roddy Whitebottom, aka Dante Di Maggio, also has a whole new life happening.” 
 
    “How on earth?” I asked. “I thought he was in Afghanistan with Paul.” 
 
    John face remained neutral. “We might have borrowed him,” he said. “Might have needed someone with his… proclivities. We were all there, but not guilty of anything.” 
 
    “All where?” I demanded. “And what weren’t you guilty of?” 
 
    John narrowed his eyes. “Can’t tell you that. It was a multi-nation undercover mission and that’s all I’m saying. But there was a guy called Ryan McCloskey – always known as ‘McRusski’ afterwards – who got too heavy-handed trying to get info out of a Russian hitman. Russian died. McCloskey took his boots as a trophy.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. Then I swallowed, which wasn’t easy. I’d quite forgotten I was hanging onto Claude’s lead, and he gave a sudden lunge which almost toppled me sideways and made me drop the remains of my ice cream. Darn! 
 
    The story was both hard to believe and horribly possible. The sheltered life I’d led meant such things occurred only in books and movies. I swallowed again. “And you think that’s who’s behind the wall?”  
 
    John gave an infuriating shrug. “How many pairs of Russian military boots are likely to be kicking around in Drizzle Bay?” 
 
    “Or not kicking around,” I muttered. “But what makes you think he’d have been anywhere near here?” 
 
    A long, level gaze from those intensely blue eyes was followed by, “I served him a drink or two a couple of years ago.” 
 
    “At the Burkeville?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “And have you seen him since?” 
 
    John shook his head. “Come and sit down a minute, Merry.” He indicated a big tree stump that had washed ashore sometime during the past winter. 
 
    “It’s probably covered in dog pee,” I objected. 
 
    “Not the top of it. Come on.” He led me maybe thirty yards further down the beach and we both sat – me being careful to keep my legs well away from the sides. John motioned Fire and Ice to lie down, and Claude, finding himself part of the pack, followed suit. It would have looked a pleasant scene for anyone watching. Two beach-walkers and their three dogs, all soaking up some sunshine while listening to the lazy hiss of the rollers surging up the sand. 
 
    “So,” John said. “The timing’s right, the boots are right, and McRusski was well off the rails when I last saw him. Doing drugs, for sure. Eyes bugging out of his head.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have been drinking, then.” 
 
    “True. But it was his body and not my business.” 
 
    And you want me to tell Detective Carver this?” 
 
    John stared at me appalled. “No! I want no part in this – for me or for you. I definitely don’t want you involved, but you have a devious brain, Merry. I was hoping we could come up with some way of letting Carver know the body’s identity which will keep us both well out of the picture.” 
 
    I considered that for a while. “Who’s the best blabbermouth in town? Where could someone hear rumors?” 
 
    John nodded slowly. “Yeah – we need someone who knows nothing but will spill the beans.” 
 
    I rubbed my nose. “Raina at the Mini Mart sees a lot of people?” 
 
    “But she’s not one for gossip. I don’t think she’s the answer.” 
 
    I sucked my bottom lip for a few seconds. “Bernie Karaka? Butchers are great gossipers. Although how would he get to know?” 
 
    John tipped his head from side to side. “Iona can never resist spreading a good story.” 
 
    “But again – how would she get to know something like this? Unless he called in for do-nuts? But even then, she’d hardly notice his boots.” 
 
    “And she’s too close to Heather. There’s no way I’m letting her get implicated.” 
 
    My eyes shot so far open I probably looked like I was on drugs, too. “Surely she wouldn’t be!” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” he said in a flat drawl. 
 
    We both stayed silent for a while, staring out into the ruffled waters of Drizzle Bay. The Whale Watch boat was making its way past for the afternoon trip under the bright, warm sun. And on board, full of his own importance, would be… 
 
    “Brett Royal!” we said in unison. 
 
    Perfect. So we had the ‘who’. We just didn’t have the ‘how’. 
 
    We sat on in the sun, thinking hard. Eventually John glanced at his watch. “I need to get back, Merry. Saturday night, so we’ll be busy, and I can’t expect Erik to desert his daughter so soon.” 
 
    I understood that for sure. “So we both keep thinking? I was planning to walk Claude quite a lot further to try and tire him out, but now I have your whistle…?” 
 
    “Go for it,” he said. “Think while you walk. Or take him home and think there. But be in touch, huh? And I’ll do the same. Lips are zipped.” 
 
    “Lips are zipped,” I repeated.  
 
    John rose and stretched. Fire and Ice rose and stretched. Claude also rose and stretched. “Not you,” I said, making sure no more of the lead unspooled when he tugged at it. I sat on, watching John’s long legs eating up the distance, a Shepherd bounding either side of him. I knew he’d put their leads on once they were close to the beach-going families further along, but for now they made a great picture.  
 
    Claude let out a resigned sigh and an annoyed whimper. “Yes,” I agreed. “Three good-lookers, and all of them out of our class.” 
 
    I decided we’d walked far enough. The wind had increased and we’d be returning home against a blustery northerly so that was going to slow us down a little, and hopefully tire Claude out some more. And anyway, now I had something really delicious to sink my teeth into. Or my brain, anyway. “Off we go,” I said, and Claude needed no more than that to start back toward the shops and Vicar Paul’s sunlit church spire. All the way there I turned the name over in my mind. Ryan McCloskey. McRusski. On drugs, perhaps because of what he’d done? Or on drugs to steel himself up to do it?  
 
    So who had murdered him? Not John, or he wouldn’t have told me. Surely not Erik? A couple of years ago he would have been worried about his failed marriage, and maybe already concerned about his ex-wife’s failing health. Too keen to get custody of little Bonnie when the time came to risk ridding the world of McRusski. Roddy Whitebottom hadn’t appeared in Drizzle Bay until somewhat later, so probably not him… even though he’d turned into a lethal killing machine when Beefy Haldane had become a danger to all and sundry the previous Christmas. And John hadn’t mentioned Liam being part of the ‘multi-nation undercover mission’, whatever and wherever it had been.  
 
    Even a slight association with something like this was risky. I saw what he meant. Look how things blow up on social media! A story that has no substance at all is touted as the truth until someone else disproves it. That dramatic bot-built photo of ex-Pres Trump being flung to the ground and arrested in the street… Pope Francis in his huge and unlikely puffer jacket… deaths that never happened, marriages that never broke up, dams that no-one bombed… 
 
    I huffed out a frustrated sigh. My job was not to go backward and unravel the past; it was to go forward and work out some way of letting Brett Royal think he knew the name of the murderer – so he would pass it into the official, nail-bitten hands of Detective Bruce Carver. 
 
    * 
 
    I was no further ahead by Sunday morning as I gave a luxurious stretch in my comfy bed. The sound of Graham moving around in the house had jerked me from my pleasant doze, and I knew if I stayed there he’d eventually put his head around the door and ask if I’d like tea. 
 
    Sure enough. “Tea, Merry?” he suggested, padding in with it and setting it on top of my bedside chest. 
 
    “You’re a honey,” I said. “How did your picnic go?” (Because of course I was bursting to know, and he hadn’t appeared by the time Lurline Lawrence, who I’d invited over for an impromptu meal, had returned home.) 
 
    His big grin didn’t need any words to go with it, but I got some anyway. “Best afternoon of my life,” he said. Nice food, great company, and the weather behaved, even if I can’t say the same for us.” 
 
    “Graham!” 
 
    “Just a bit of a cuddle,” he elaborated hastily. “I don’t want to scare her off. Anyway, she invited me back to her old farm cottage and put a meal together later.” 
 
    “And then she bit your neck,” I said, having just spotted the mark below his ear. 
 
    “I got her back,” he said cheerfully, and not even blushing, which is his usual reaction if I tease him about sexy stuff. “Anyway, how are you bearing up after… finding… you know?” 
 
    Yes, I knew. And now I knew more than I wanted to. 
 
    “I’m fine, Graham,” I assured him. “I took Claude for a walk, met John and his dogs out for a run, he loaned me his magic bark-stopper whistle, and I took the chance of leaving everyone running free in the yard for the rest of the afternoon. No carnage. A Manny and Dan twosome seems to equal one Claude.” 
 
    He picked up the teaspoon and stirred my tea.  
 
    “Did you put sugar in that?”  
 
    He jerked alert. “Oops – gave you mine by mistake.” He picked it up and wandered out of the room, returning with my favored no-milk, no-sugar option. Preoccupied for sure. 
 
    “Anyway,” I said as he came back, “Lisa’s invited me to see her new upstairs kitchen and living room now it’s all finished. Anything you need from the vet clinic?” 
 
    Graham scratched his chin. “See what she has in the way of brushes. Our best one’s losing a few bristles, and I’d like to give the boys a good going-over before it gets too hot.” 
 
    “Grooming  brushes – check,” I said, piling up my pillows so I could enjoy my tea in comfort and give some more thought to how McRusski’s identity could be passed on to Brett Royal without him knowing where it had come from. Right now, short of pulling on some rubber gloves, selecting a sheet of paper from the untouched center of my printer’s supply, setting out a message that said something like ‘Body behind wall is Ryan McCloskey. Tell DS Carver’ and keeping the gloves on until I’d delivered it into Brett Royal’s mailbox after dark, thereby leaving no fingerprints on anything, I was stumped. 
 
    * 
 
    “So,” Graham said as I emerged for breakfast, “As you’re going to Lisa’s, how about you take Manny and Dan for a ride? If you give me that whistle of John’s I’ll take Claude for a walk and see how we go.”  
 
    I didn’t mind a bit. Manny and Dan love rides in my car, but they never get a look-in with Graham’s precious Merc; they’d need to be practically dead on their paws before being allowed to ride on that soft grey leather. 
 
    I reached up for the whistle cord. Once again it had got itself tangled on something inside my T-shirt. I tugged, and it flipped out and hit me on the chin. 
 
    “Whoa!” Graham said, inspecting me to make sure there was no blood. 
 
    “Good thing you don’t wear lingerie,” I huffed, handing it over. “One toot does the trick, and human ears can’t hear it.” 
 
    He threaded it over his head. “I doubt I’ll need it,” he said. “I’m good with dogs.” 
 
    But not so good with women… 
 
    “Seeing Rachel today?” I asked. 
 
    He pulled a face and waggled a hand in a maybe/maybe not gesture. So maybe not. But from that bite on his neck she’d seemed keen enough. I thought it best to leave the topic alone for a while. 
 
    * 
 
    I got the surprise of my life when I reached Lisa’s. It had always been a long, boring white building with a central doorway and a sign saying Drizzle Bay Veterinary Clinic. Half of the front now sported a new gabled extension on top. I’d watched it being built on my various trips up and down Drizzle Bay Road. It was also white. Also pretty boring. But today I laughed out loud as it came into view, and my sudden whoop made Manny and Dan stop gazing out of their respective windows, jerk at their restraining harnesses, and whine and complain. I stopped at the entrance to the parking lot and stared upward, still giggling.  
 
    The two visible windows in the extension now had wide, curved black surrounds. A big black nose and a grin had been painted underneath them. A pair of hilarious black half-round ears stood up on the roof to finish the effect. It was a panda! A giant panda. A panda’s head as wide as the bedroom and new bathroom that I knew were concealed behind those windows. What an eye-catcher. I wrapped my arms around my ribs as I giggled. Sometimes life is really good. 
 
    Once I was properly parked I lowered a couple of the car windows for cross-ventilation, assured Manny and Dan they weren’t here for anything nasty, and left them to doze in the sun on the back seat. I was still chortling as I knocked on the front door of the clinic. 
 
    “Lisa!” I exclaimed when she swung it open. “I love it. What a great idea. It absolutely says ‘animals’ and it’s a plug for The World Wildlife Fund as well.” 
 
    I stopped short as Brett Royal came into view, carrying Pugsy. A shame I hadn’t proceeded with my note; I could have slipped it into his pocket when he wasn’t looking.  
 
    Or not! 
 
     “What did poor Pugsy do this time?” I asked.  
 
    Pugsy gave a whistly sigh. Brett gave a less whistly one. “Got into young Huia’s chocolate when she wasn’t looking. I swear he can smell it from a hundred yards away.” 
 
    “Euw – dangerous,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yeah. The Bro-theo-mine makes his heart race.” 
 
    “Theobromine,” Lisa said quietly. And then added at greater volume, “Maybe Huia had already eaten more than she admitted to, because he’s not bad at all. But good job checking, Brett!”  She held the door open for him so he’d leave. 
 
    “Customers on Sundays. One of the perks of living on the business premises,” she muttered once he was out of hearing range. She locked the door. “But back to the panda,” she added, smiling again now. “Ten’s idea. The big goof has a very odd sense of humor sometimes.” 
 
    The ‘big goof’ stuck his head around the corner of the room that used to be the kitchen. “No complaints yet,” he said. “But the ears need to be a lot larger. I didn’t fancy their chances in the wind if I did that, though.” 
 
    “They’re sheet aluminium,” Lisa said. “Nice and light, but in a howling southerly…?” 
 
    He came out and joined us – all six feet seven of him in his bare feet. “I’m going to try again with marine-grade plywood – bigger, with good bracing, and a lot of holes drilled through them. I don’t think the holes will show much from the ground, but I’m betting they’d help with the wind resistance. Might even look furry.” 
 
    I smiled at that thought. “What do the kids think of the finished effect?”  
 
    He grinned back at me. “Bailey’s embarrassed, Mac doesn’t care, and young Pete thinks it’s cool. Pretty much what you’d expect.” 
 
    “The boys are still in bed and Bailey’s gone to Sunday Bible Class,” Lisa added, “Which is why I thought it was ideal for you to visit this morning. Come and have a look upstairs now it’s finished.” 
 
    We trooped up the dozen or so steps, now with a classy black steel hand rail. The opposite wall was lined with black-framed family photos. And OMG – what a job they’d done at the top! I’d seen it in a very rough state when it became a last-minute meeting venue after Coral Clappe had been killed only feet away from the old shop I’d intended using. Now their new space was glossy and gleaming and looked a million dollars. The formerly half-lined walls were finished and smooth and as white as the spume on the waves I could see rolling ashore in the near distance. The huge, high ceiling was a delicate sea-blue. Or maybe sea-green? Long pale-timbered beams stretched the length of it, leading my eyes out to the view. Lisa skipped across to the far wall and pushed back some impressive bi-fold doors so I could check out the big sunny deck. 
 
    “Amazing,” I said, searching (of course) for the roof of our house. I was reluctant to turn away from the panorama, but there was the kitchen to admire next. We padded back across the hardwood floor – pale timber to match the ceiling beams – and I ran my hands enviously along the smooth granite-topped island and counters, and my eyes equally enviously over the long run of white-doored cabinets and pale-timbered shelves. “Graham and I should update our kitchen,” I said, thinking aloud. 
 
    “Everyone should update their kitchen,” Lisa agreed. “This is heaven to work in.” 
 
    “Love the granite. Not too noisy.” 
 
    “We chose it to look beachy,” she said. “It took a while to track this pale stuff down, but I love it, too. Come and see the finished bathroom.” 
 
    I gave the granite a final stroke and followed her into the opulently sexy master bedroom that had caused such a stir at the writers’ meeting. Still wonderful. And then into the now-finished bathroom. “Did you design all this yourselves?” I asked. 
 
    “With the help of a few magazines and TV shows.” 
 
    “Endless TV shows,” Ten Ton groaned, appearing in the doorway. “Tea or coffee, ladies?” 
 
    “Make us your special lattes,” Lisa suggested, sending him a wink. 
 
    “I brought some of Iona’s lemon slice,” I said, digging into my bag and producing it. 
 
    Soon we were all sitting out on the sunny deck, sipping and munching.  
 
    “You holding up okay?” Lisa asked. “After… you know?” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I rolled my eyes. “Why me again? What did I do in a former life to deserve this? Normal people don’t find endless bodies.” 
 
    “Just ‘wrong place, wrong time’,” she soothed. “Did they say who it was, yet?” 
 
    “I don’t think they know. Might still be buried while they search the area for other evidence.” I managed not to tell them I’d been very close to the site with Paul the day before and that forensic people were definitely still working down there. 
 
    “Russian military boots…” Ten Ton said, staring into space as he ran his thumb and forefinger down his long jaw. “It’s been nagging at my brain. Strange thing to be wearing.” 
 
    “Do they think he’s Russian?” Lisa asked.  
 
    I pulled the corners of my mouth down. “No idea.” 
 
    “Military,” Ten murmured. “There was a guy… a totally full-of-himself type… who called into the garage a while ago. Quite a while ago, I guess.” He glanced across at Lisa. “Before I came back home to live.” 
 
    She reached over and stroked his wrist. “Eighteen months at least, then.” 
 
    “Mmm. He had a flashy rental. Brand new Tesla Model 3 – they didn’t launch the right-hand drive version here until almost 2020 – and he’d managed to damage a tire. Driving it off-road I’d bet, and no doubt too fast.”  
 
    He stroked his long jaw again, and I held my breath. 
 
    “I was just closing the workshop for the night and he was pretty insistent I helped him put the spare on because he’d injured a hand. Waved a wrist with an elastic brace at me. Definitely not Russian. Had a north-of-England accent.” 
 
    “And you noticed his boots?” Lisa asked in a disbelieving tone. 
 
    Ten turned and looked at her. “He made sure I did. Said he’d got them somewhere in the Middle East.” 
 
    By now all my spidey senses were tingling. “But you’d have no way of tracking his name down so you can tell Bruce Carver?”  
 
    “Probably not,” Ten agreed, and I released the breath I’d been holding. 
 
    “But…” he added. “Bob Burgess from the Coastal Courier might know something. There was a stink about the rental car. It went missing for a while.” 
 
    “Probably not the same car, though,” I said, fairly sure it would be, because missing owner, missing car...  
 
    “Might be. The timing’s about right.” 
 
    “Hmm.” And because I had Bob’s number I decided I’d call him in a while. But – Sunday morning. Maybe he’d be at church? Or the wedding? Or both? I guessed I could always leave a message though. 
 
    “Give me a minute or two,” Ten muttered, setting his coffee down and disappearing inside. Graham’s request floated back into my brain. “Oh – we need a new grooming brush.”  
 
    Lisa nodded. “How are you going with Claude?” 
 
    I possibly pulled a face. “Fine, until he found that body. So he had to leave, because of course I couldn’t house-sit there after that. But he’s blotted his copybook with Dex and Dom again – well, blotted their new sitting room floor with white paint – so I have him at home for a couple of days to give them some respite.” 
 
    Lisa smirked. “Energy to burn.” 
 
    Ten came back with an iPad and tilted it into the shade so he could scroll around on it. “Let’s say eighteen months back,” he murmured. “Or a bit further, because he had a shirt on I wouldn’t have been caught dead in. Summer shirt. Sleeves very short to show off his guns. Impressive guns, too. He worked out, for sure. So maybe as far as November…”  
 
    I leaned across to see what he was checking. 
 
    “Back-up accounts,” Lisa said. Ten was concentrating so hard he ignored my nosiness. 
 
    “Got him – kind of,” he eventually said. “February. Someone Ryan. I don’t have a first name.” 
 
    Yes you do, I thought.  So Ryan McCloskey had definitely been around Drizzle Bay almost two years ago. And Bob Burgess might know more. 
 
    I swallowed the last of my latte and opened my phone to text John.  
 
    Calling B Burgess to jog Carver about missing Tesla rental 2 yrs ago. Driver sounds like your man. 
 
    The occasional items I provided for the Coastal Courier meant Bob and I had a reasonable friendship, but I needed to think carefully about this.  
 
    Seconds later John texted back. OK. Safe for you? 
 
    Yes. All good. 
 
    Maybe Bob could finally beat the big boys to a decent story?  
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 Chapter 14 – News-hound on the scent 
 
    Nothing happened for a while. Bob had mentioned the family wedding in Taupo when I’d talked to him at Iona’s on Friday. He’d have muted his mobile for sure. Gleefully, I texted him.  
 
    Maybe big story for you. Dig out your missing rental car item from approx 2 yrs ago. Driver might be man in boots behind wall. 
 
    That got the desired reaction! He was practically expiring with excitement when he phoned back and I explained what I’d found out from Ten Ton Smedley while he and Lisa and I had been talking about Friday’s horrendous discovery. How Ten had changed the tire on a distinctive rental car for a man who was boasting about special boots acquired somewhere in the Middle East. And that it had jogged our memories about ‘something in the Coastal Courier a couple of years ago’. A missing rental car. A missing driver. I didn’t mention John, of course.  
 
    “I’m not telling anyone else about this, Bob. It’s over to you how you want to play it. Bruce Carver’s all yours.” 
 
    “I’m onto it,” he said crisply. “I remember that story well. And if Ten recalls the boots, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Yes, he seemed sure. And maybe the customer’s surname was Ryan?” 
 
    I heard Bob snap his fingers; flick-flick-flick. “Not the surname. The first name. Ryan… Mc… Mac… something. I’ll find it easily enough.” 
 
    “Enjoy the rest of your wedding weekend.” 
 
    “It just became a lot more enjoyable. Thanks Merry. I owe you an extra special box of chocs for this.” 
 
    So we were all happy, and no-one’s cover had been blown. Lisa and Ten and I sat on in the sun for a while longer and agreed that Bob absolutely deserved first dibs on the story. Then I bought Manny and Dan a swanky new brush as I was leaving, and Pete, their younger son, emerged yawning from his bedroom to say hello and goodbye and how did I like the panda? 
 
    I left Lisa and Ten contemplating bigger ears for said panda and drove home, making a mental note to call at Bernie Karaka’s butchery tomorrow to grab some meat for the next couple of days – hopefully some perfectly aged and delicious rump steaks and a succulent pork fillet. Don’t you just love it when a plan falls into place? 
 
    * 
 
    Graham was definitely looking frazzled when I returned and handed over the brush. I noticed Claude had been attached to his kennel. “He’s more of a handful than Manny and Dan,” he said as we watched through the kitchen window a little later. The three dogs were racing at top speed around the big back lawn. Hopefully exhaustion would soon kick in. 
 
    “Doing anything with Rachel this afternoon?” I asked. 
 
    A glum shake of his head. 
 
    “Hey, this open-air rock concert you’ve heard about? The one they’re holding to celebrate the end of the first forestry training course… any idea where and when?” 
 
    He scratched his chin. “Possibly not as close to Christmas as I thought. Lucy said the course was already well under way, didn’t she?” 
 
    “I might ring her and check.” 
 
    “But I know where, for sure. It’s at Jim Drizzle’s Hidden Valley. Up the back of the farm.” 
 
    I slipped an arm around his waist and leaned on him. “Thanks Gray. I’ll give him a call instead, and tell him I can get the event some publicity in the Courier if he wants. I’m guessing they’re fundraising for one of the local charities?”  
 
    Graham gave a slow nod. “Something arty for Lady Z, or maybe the community Christmas dinner if Lord Jim’s beaten her to it.”  
 
    I remembered Hidden Valley from a concert we’d attended as a family, years ago. There were bagpipes (my dad was a fan) and the plaintive sound had echoed eerily around the hills. There was also a very brassy jazz band, plus a group of acoustic guitars with a noisy drummer who were popular. Nothing electric or electronic though, because I guess they had no power source way out there. 
 
    The highlight was undoubtedly the amazing Kapa Haka performance Bernie Karaka and his brother Anaru had arranged with many of their friends and family. The mesmerizing pois swung in circles as the women’s supple wrists twirled them. Flax piupiu skirts swayed and clicked, the men brandished spears and slapped their chests, and the whole group joined in the enthralling chant. Traditional tattoos – whether genuine or only felt-penned on for the day – covered faces and bodies. Eyes flashed, hair lashed, and the passion was amazing. It was a trial run for that year’s Te Matatini festival, and drew huge applause. 
 
    I wondered what we’d get this time. Graham had said a rock concert, but I suspected he was pretty hazy on details and I’d need to go to the source if I wanted more. 
 
    Well, Sunday afternoon was a good time for a rural drive. Maybe I’d cast an eye over John’s cottage at The Point and see if anything was happening there. I might bump into Alex, too, and ask if he planned to write more than speech bubbles for Sean Manahan’s graphic novels. But first I’d phone Jim Drizzle and see if His Lordship was at home. 
 
    “Merry!” he answered, with what sounded like genuine pleasure. “How can I help? Bearing up after finding that body?” 
 
    That’s Jim; straight to the point. 
 
    “Been better. Been worse.” 
 
    “And they still don’t know who the poor blighter is?” 
 
    “Not for sure, Uncle Jim. But I heard they’re chasing a decent lead. Might be on the TV News tonight.”  
 
    Or so I hoped. I wondered how fast Bob Burgess would get moving?  It would need to be pretty fast if he wanted the scoop.  
 
    “Bad business,” Jim Drizzle said. “Tough on Dex and Dom having that found in their courtyard. Tough on Clive and Bettie, knowing it happened while they were living right there.” 
 
    “In one place or the other,” I inserted. 
 
    “Indeed! And very tough on the Buzzards. Thrown out of house and home so the Police can dig up their lawn.” 
 
    “Are they?” I asked, in the most innocent tone I could manage. It had looked to me as though the Buzzards still had access to 58, although why would you want to stick around with that going on? 
 
    “Not good for Drizzle Bay’s reputation,” he continued. “It’s going to blight our concert.” 
 
    Leaving him no time to draw breath, I gabbled, “That’s what I’m really phoning you about. Lucy at the school told me about the forestry course with the rock concert as a reward at the end of it.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “There’s a bit more to it than that, Merry. Do you want to come out and see what’s going on?” 
 
    Perfect! I hadn’t needed to beg for an invitation. “Well,” I said, pretending to be only mildly interested, “I suppose I could. This afternoon?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re just finishing lunch here, so any time… any time… no, Lizzie!” 
 
    “How are her teeth?” I asked, remembering yesterday morning’s conversation. I should have asked Lisa while I’d been there. 
 
    “She has a couple less now, but doesn’t seem bothered. Come around to the back of the house when you arrive.” 
 
    “On my way in twenty minutes,” I said. “See you soon.” I turned to Graham. “Grilled cheese sandwiches?” 
 
    So, shortly thereafter, having lunched, and changed my skirt and sandals for jeans and sneakers, I turned in between the brick gateposts marking the entrance to Drizzle Farm. Manny and Dan were beside themselves as the rural scents grew stronger. Alex’s old house-bus was still in its usual place, but the door was closed and there was no sign of life. Maybe he was having lunch with the Drizzles, or possibly he was doing something at the concert site? 
 
    I parked close to the bus, lowered a couple of windows a little further so the dogs wouldn’t expire, and made my way to the big back terrace. Jim and Lady Zinnia were enjoying the sun and motioned me to sit down with them.  
 
    “Isn’t this a heavenly day?” Lady Zin said. “I was thinking I might pick some of our blue lace-cap hydrangeas for a painting.” 
 
    “Sounds fiddly,” Jim said. “Why not the big plain pink ones?” 
 
    “Merry can decide,” Lady Zin said. “Pink or blue?” 
 
    “Blue,” I said after a moment’s thought. “To match my jeans and top.” 
 
    She laughed at that. “As good a reason as any. I’ll go and get my secateurs.” 
 
    “So,” Jim said, giving Lizzie a couple of hefty pats, “I’ll take you up to Hidden Valley and you can see the progress. Give your dogs a thrill while we’re at it.” 
 
    Oh good grief – what did he have in mind? 
 
    “Treat them like real workers,” he added. “We’ll take the ATV and they can ride on the back.” 
 
    I must have looked really doubtful because he gave a bellow of his trademark wheezy laughter. “The side-by-side truck, Merry, not the bikes. You and me in the cab and the dogs on the tray.” 
 
    “Tied on,” I insisted. “Graham would have a fit if he thought I’d treated them like your farm dogs – jumping on and off all the time to round up sheep.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he agreed, heaving himself to his feet.  
 
    Manny and Dan were absolutely thrilled to be invited on board, although it was a bit of a squash in the little back tray, and rather muddy. After some sniffing between them and Lizzie, and me attaching their harnesses to the center of the cab wall so they couldn’t reach the edges and attempt an escape, our cargo was safely settled.  
 
    When I climbed into the open-sided front cab with Jim I was doubly-pleased I’d swapped my rather nice blue skirt for jeans. I’m not saying it was muddy, exactly, but it was kind of ‘farmy’. Dusty, with bits of straw, and trails of pale dried liquid which might have been fertilizer someone had tipped over. Drifts of white dog-hair – from Lizzie’s ruff? – stuck in it. I’d bet he lets her sit on ‘my’ seat when they’re on their own. But there were seatbelts. And knobbly tires underneath us to get the little vehicle safely over rough ground. 
 
    “We’ve done a lot of work on the farm access roads since you were here last,” Jim said cheerily as we chugged away. “That’s why we can do the concert up in Hidden Valley again.” 
 
    We started to climb, stopping when we reached a pickup truck which had pulled over beside a small bridge. “All okay?” Jim called, perhaps not seeing the phone the driver had clamped to his ear. A yell of, “All good,” got us moving again.  “That’s the sound truck,” Jim told me. “They’re doing a trial to see if that big portable generator can drive the gear they think they need.” He shook his head. “No doubt deafening,” he added morosely. 
 
    I grinned. “And this is for the trainees from the forestry program?” 
 
    “Them and others,” Jim confirmed.  
 
    We trundled onward. The road really was in good condition – unsealed, but well packed down and surprisingly level. He stopped a few minutes later and pulled into a big flat parking area – definitely recent. “We’ll walk from here,” he said. “Give you the spectacular first impression.” 
 
    “I’ve been here before,” I said. 
 
    “A few years ago now. You’ll notice differences. Down, Lizzie.” 
 
    Manny and Dan whined impatiently until I untied them, and I kept a tight hold on their leashes, not wanting them rolling in sheep dung. “Keep them out of the pukeko droppings,” Jim advised. “Stinkiest stuff ever – and there are quite a few of the silly birds here.” 
 
    I glanced around. Pukeko are swamp-hens – big and bold, dark blue and black, with bright red beaks and eyes. Their legs and feet seem far too big for their bodies. Sure enough, on the far side of a nearby stream several of the chicken-size birds were pecking their way around. The spaniels complained to me and tugged on their leashes. Old Lizzie spared them barely a glance. 
 
    We walked up the last of the incline, and I gasped at the scene before me. Hidden Valley is truly that – an unexpected and beautiful area surrounded by limestone cliffs and majestic vegetation. A line of tall old kowhai trees bore the remnants of their golden spring flowers. Native rimu and kauri (still with a thousand years to grow until they reached full size) formed a sensational backdrop. I decided Lady Zin might have chosen the shady under-planting of rhododendrons and hydrangeas. It was a natural amphitheater – and now with a real stage at the far end. 
 
    “Surely that’s not just temporary?” I asked Jim. 
 
    He gave a wheezy chuckle. “Well, that was the original deal, but they’ve brought in some quite decent timber from the forestry land and seem to be using it as an exercise to give the kids building experience.” 
 
    I gazed more closely. Were those Liam’s ginger curls? And John’s long legs?  
 
    Manny and Dan began sniffing and snuffing at Jim’s pocket, and attempting to stand up against him for a better whiff. I widened my eyes at him. 
 
    “Good noses, eh? Cannabis is just the job for arthritis,” His Lordship said, waggling his big silver eyebrows at me from under the brim of his stockman’s hat. 
 
    “Uncle Jim! I exclaimed. “Really?” 
 
    “Don’t knock what you don’t know about,” he said, placing a finger over his lips to signal silence.  
 
    “Well I hope no-one else here’s on it! Not if they’re using power tools and ladders and hammers and so on.”  
 
    “I think your boys from the Burkeville would put a stop to that.” 
 
    “Not my boys,” I said huffily, stifling a grin. 
 
    I surveyed the assembled collection of casually-dressed young people. Raina Singh’s tall handsome son… the Atarangi twins, who I hadn’t seen for several years… a girl in full Goth get-up who might be the Buzzard daughter… someone who looked like a younger version of Ben Wynyard… other familiar local faces, too.  
 
    Jim ushered me down to the worksite. Immediately tools and timbers were laid aside and Manny and Dan and Lizzie became the focus of enthusiastic attention. 
 
    “Any excuse for time off work,” Jim muttered to me, but he didn’t seem too bothered. I passed the spaniels’ leads to a couple of hopeful admirers, with stern requests to ‘hold on tight because I really don’t want them escaping into the pukeko droppings’. Loud laughter from amused teens. 
 
    John sauntered over. “So you found us,” he said. “I wondered how long it would take.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Lucy Stephenson came by this morning and told me a little. But why hasn’t the concert been advertised yet?  I could persuade Bob to give it a good push in the Courier.” 
 
    “How did you get on with him?” John asked, his very blue eyes sharp and unblinking. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, keeping my volume low. “He was thrilled to have the scoop and promised to find the article and contact B.C. – A.S.A.P.”  That sounded so silly I immediately started to laugh. Ensuring no-one else could hear, I added. “Ten Ton Smedley remembered the boots very clearly. Acquired somewhere in the Middle East, your contact told him.” 
 
    John flinched. “Not my contact. But Middle East is right. He deserved everything he got after what he did, but the mystery now is who took action?” 
 
    “At least this ought to move things forward,” I said. “But why no noise about the concert?  It looks as though the stage is just about ready, and Jim and I passed your sound man on the way.” 
 
    “Only a rehearsal today,” John said. “These kids are mostly doing Community Service for minor misdemeanors and we don’t want to glorify anything too much.  If they put in the work, we’ll arrange some publicity then. Hopefully it’ll encourage some of them to stay on the straight and narrow.” He glanced sideways at the group. “I’d be happy to take a couple on as servers at the café if they’re old enough and keen enough.” 
 
    “Instead of forestry jobs?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We have two different deals going on here. The forestry jobs are guaranteed, and all but one of those boys will have a job before Christmas.” 
 
    “So these?” I asked, waving a hand at the assembled dog-worshippers. 
 
    “A favor for Detective Wick.”  
 
    At least he hadn’t called her Marion…  
 
    “Why is the Buzzard girl here?” I asked, taking a chance that it was her. 
 
    “Bullying, apparently.” 
 
    “She doesn’t look big enough to do much damage to anyone.” 
 
    “You never can tell. So it might be on the News tonight?” he asked, changing tack completely. 
 
    “Bob won’t waste any time in case someone else beats him to it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Good. Thanks.” He turned away and let loose a piercing whistle. “Okay people, enough dog-patting. Back to work.” 
 
    Jim Drizzle and I moved on through the site. Several girls with an assortment of small paint pots were painting thin triangles of timber to resemble colorful flags.  Liam came across and inspected their work. “Need more blue ones,” he said. “But yeah – good.” One of the girls gazed at him with far too much adoration, given the difference in their ages. The others rolled their eyes at her and giggled. 
 
    My ears flapped madly at the snippets of conversation the various kids were sharing. They were looking forward to the concert. There wasn’t enough action in the district. (I’d thought the same when I’d been their age.) But the Coastal Crush concert at Memorial Park had been ‘sick as’.  
 
    It’s a whole different language these days, isn’t it!  ‘Sick as’ and ‘hard out’ both seem to mean good. Sick means depraved to me.  
 
    Sick as in killing someone and burying them behind a wall.  
 
    “The Crush was awesome,” one of the boys agreed. “Almost as good as the Vines and Pines Rave out past Martinborough. Did Ry ever turn up for the Crush?” 
 
    I froze.  
 
    “Never, although he swore he would.” 
 
    “Full of hot air. No loss,” someone else scoffed. 
 
    “Total loser,” a girl’s voice added, “despite his fancy car.” 
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 Chapter 15 – A Hole lot worse 
 
    OMG. 
 
    The Coastal Crush had taken place two summers ago – right after the Vines and Pines.  
 
    ‘Ry’ was possibly Ryan.  
 
    Jim Drizzle didn’t notice my sudden halt. He and Lizzie were now a good ten feet ahead of me, inspecting something two boys in backward-facing ball-caps were arguing about. “You could also do it this way,” I heard him say, moving a plank sideways. John loped across to sort it out while I stood there, stunned. It was extra confirmation that the man behind the wall might be Ryan McCloskey. Name was right enough. Timing was close enough. And it seemed he’d made enemies if that throw-away comment of ‘no loss’ was to be believed. 
 
    I lagged further behind and dug my phone out. Bob answered on the second ring. “Merry?” 
 
    “Are you driving?” 
 
    “I put the phone on hands-free in case Carver gets back.” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “Be good if he hurried. Anyway, I have a little more of the story now. I’m currently at a working bee on Drizzle Farm. They’re setting up for an eventual concert in Hidden Valley. Remember the last one? The bagpipes? And the amazing item Bernie’s group rehearsed for Te Matatini?” 
 
    “And?” he asked, plainly trying to hurry me up. 
 
    “And, I’ve just heard some chat about the Vines and Pines Rave, and the Coastal Crush Concert – both a couple of years ago.” I grabbed a breath. “Someone asked if Ry ever turned up for the Crush. Ry for Ryan, I’m presuming. It seems he wasn’t seen again, and there was a comment of ‘no loss’, so maybe he wasn’t too popular generally.” 
 
    Bob made a noise that sounded like ‘Hmmph’. 
 
    “Okay,” I added. “Drive safely. Good luck with Bruce Carver.” 
 
    I’d definitely be setting my phone alarm for the start of the main TV News bulletin tonight in case the story broke. 
 
    I wondered if I’d have any better luck if I phoned Marion Wick? And remembered in the nick of time that John wanted our names kept well out of the story. But I could maybe send her number to Bob as a back-up? I was sure I had it in my phone so I did a quick search and pinged it off to him. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. 
 
    I’d just pushed Send when Jim Drizzle turned and said jovially, “You young people – can’t keep off your phones, can you?” 
 
    It was rather nice to be called young in my mid-forties. “Something I needed to let Graham know,” I said, lying through my teeth. 
 
    “Ready to leave?” Jim asked. I think he’d had enough of the spaniels sniffing at his cannabis stash.  
 
    * 
 
    So off we went. Another thrilling ride for Manny and Dan and some more wondering for me. Once we were back at the farm homestead I clipped the boys’ harnesses into my rear seat fittings and was admiring Lady Zin’s progress on the painting of blue lace-cap hydrangeas when my phone signaled an incoming text. I didn’t want to be rude – but what if it was Bob Burgess? I glanced surreptitiously at the screen.  
 
    Nailed it. Watch the 6 pm News. 
 
    “Excuse me just a moment?” I asked her. She waved a gracious hand and began adding dabs of pale blue pollen as Jim settled into the chair he’d left earlier. 
 
    You going to be on it? I texted. 
 
    Might be.  
 
    I could see his jubilation in the attached string of laughing emojis. 
 
    “Bob Burgess,” I said to the Drizzles. “They’ve got a good lead on that body behind the wall.” 
 
    A grunt and a nod from Jim. A ‘thank heavens’ from Lady Zin. 
 
     “From info that he passed on from an anonymous source,” I added. It was so hard to hold my tongue and not say more, but somehow I managed it. 
 
    “Bad business,” Jim said. “The poor old Wynyards must be beside themselves.” 
 
    “Better than being beside an unknown body,” Lady Zin said with a touch of acid. Enough of a touch to make me wonder what she and Bettie had clashed over in the past. 
 
    “Love the painting,” I said. “Maybe for the big summer exhibition?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed, giving me a warm smile before turning back to her canvas. She was soon absorbed in her pollen again. 
 
    “Thanks for coming out, Merry,” Lord Jim said.  
 
    “Thanks for inviting me. Let me know when you want some publicity.” 
 
    “Will do. Will do.” He heaved himself to his feet and escorted me back to the car, dear old gent that he was. 
 
    After that, I departed, turning in the other direction between the big brick gateposts so I could check if anything interesting was happening to the beach cottage John had bought at The Point. After all, he was well out of the way and wouldn’t see me spying. To my extreme annoyance I found he’d repaired the terrible old fence and now had some new gates which looked electronic. I nosed my car as close to them as I dared, but that didn’t trigger them to open. Well darn! Was I going to risk climbing over to see what was happening around the other side? The ocean side, where the view was? 
 
    After a few moments’ consideration I decided against that. He might see me spying after all, even though he was miles away. He likely had sensors. Cameras. Hooked up to his cellphone. If anyone had, it would be him. At this very moment he was probably watching me from out in Hidden Valley. Just in case, I waved and gave him a beaming smile before driving off. 
 
    * 
 
    Claude was very pleased to see the spaniels again. There was a great deal of sniffing and dashing around as I made my way into the house. 
 
    “We need to watch the TV News tonight,” I said to Graham. He was staring gloomily into the depths of a glass of whiskey so I presumed there’d been no further action with Rachel. 
 
    “There’s been a development in the case about the body at Dex and Dom’s,” I tried, looking across to see how he’d taken that.  
 
    Still staring gloomily. 
 
    “When I was at Lisa and Ten’s we got talking about it, of course. Oh – you’ll never believe it, but the vet clinic now looks like a big panda head!” 
 
    Even that startling news didn’t shake him. 
 
    “Hmm?” he murmured. 
 
    “The body behind the wall. Ten remembered changing a wheel on a new Tesla rental a couple of years ago, and the guy was wearing unusual boots and talking about them. And then he recalled there’d been something in the Courier about a missing Tesla around the same time.” 
 
    I got a couple of slow nods for that. 
 
    “Boots – see? So I phoned Bob Burgess, and he checked out his item and found the name and phoned Bruce Carver.” 
 
    Graham finally looked up at me. “So who was it?” 
 
    I came so close to telling him before I remembered John’s warning not to get involved, so I shrugged and said, “I’ll set my phone alarm so I don’t miss it. Are you home for dinner?” 
 
    Another gloomy nod, and not even any further interest in pursuing the identity of the murdered man. Given that his sister had discovered the body, I thought that was just rude. Then his phone pinged with a text alert.  
 
    I’ve never seen him come to life so fast. He scooped it up, read the message with such intensity that I’m surprised his laser gaze didn’t melt the screen. The gloominess melted like mist in morning sunshine.  
 
    “Rachel?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I texted her this morning.” 
 
    “Texted? That’s not very romantic, Graham.” 
 
    “It’s what Susan preferred.” 
 
    “And look where that got you! Why didn’t you hit Rachel with a nice intimate phone-call… all husky morning voice and sleepy suggestions?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    I nodded enthusiastically. “Purring like a big tiger.”  
 
    Poor Graham. You should have seen his face.  
 
    “I didn’t want to wake her up,” he protested. 
 
    “Gray – she works with horses. She’s probably up and about by 4 am or some other outrageous time.” 
 
    He shot me a filthy look.  
 
    “Phone her,” I said. 
 
    He stood, full of indignation, and strode off to the other end of the house. Oh well – determination if not tiger purring.  
 
    He was back a few minutes later looking more relaxed. Dare I even say triumphant? “Can you stretch dinner to three?” 
 
    I mentally reviewed the possibilities. Given the lack of any super-special rump steak or succulent pork fillet until I could get to Bernie’s tomorrow, it would have to be something a little more prosaic. “She’s not vegetarian, is she?” 
 
    “She brought ham to our picnic.” 
 
    What would I do without my mother’s old cooking habits? I’d casseroled some slices of cross-cut blade the day before. With plenty of onions and carrots and celery and capsicum strips. Tomato puree and shakes of Worcestershire sauce and dried herbs. A beefy treat to do us twice. Looked like it wouldn’t be doing us twice after all! But at least it would do us once very generously. With some tiny new potatoes and spinach. Followed by… umm… ice-cream and fresh strawberries. Easy-peasy. Graham would definitely be able to produce a bottle of something red and robust to enjoy with it. 
 
    “Okay – beef casserole,” I said. “You can scrub the new potatoes because I need to change.” 
 
    I’m not a silly sister. Attending to fiddly little potatoes has never been my favorite job. I rattled plenty into the sink, produced a suitable-sized saucepan, and left him to it. I was out of my possibly rural-scented jeans, into some black capris, and deep into my History of Turkey editing job when my phone alarm alerted me it was news time.   
 
    “Drive-by shooting north of Auckland,” our familiar presenter intoned. “Cheese prices drop to twelve month low.” 
 
    Oh come on! It’s a murder… 
 
    “Body behind wall in beach resort identified.” 
 
    That was more like it. After I’d listened with half an ear to the drive-by shooting – no-one dead, one man hit in the shoulder, gang warfare increasing in the area – and three-quarters of an ear to the cheese price item, I devoted all my attention to the possible announcement of Ryan McCloskey’s name. Sure enough, local reporter Trent Bristow was on the job again, and after a brief reminder of Friday’s find, the camera shot widened to include not just Detective Bruce Carver, but Bob Burgess as well. Be still, my beating heart! 
 
    “Detective, can you bring us up to date, please?” 
 
    Close shot of Bruce. “Yes, Trent, as I announced on Friday, the body of an adult male was located behind a retaining wall in the popular beach resort of Drizzle Bay when part of the wall collapsed and a dog took an interest.” 
 
    “And what was the dog’s name?” 
 
    Bruce Carver lowered his eyebrows, and I heard Bob coughing, and probably trying not to laugh. 
 
    “The important name is that of the deceased, and my staff has been working very hard to identify the man and his cause of death. Help from the public is always appreciated in cases like this, and we’ve been lucky enough to get some. However…” 
 
    With surprising speed, Trent angled the microphone at Bob. “Mr Burgess, you reported something interesting.” 
 
    Bob grabbed a fast breath. “Yes, as editor of the Coastal Courier Newspaper, I recalled an item I’d written a couple of years ago about a missing rental car, and its equally missing driver. One of my subscribers – the owner-manager of the Drizzle Bay car repair depot – had changed a wheel for the driver of the car, and mentioned his unusual boots.” 
 
    The microphone swung back to Bruce Carver. “So we now have a name,” Bruce barked, “and that name is Ryan McCloskey. But I must stress this may not be his real name. We have reason to believe Ryan McCloskey is, or was, a Special Forces Operative and he could have been born John Brown or… or… Nikolai Ivanov for all we currently know.” 
 
    Trent smoothly retrieved the microphone. Looked like he’d been practicing in the last couple of days. “But at least a name to set the wheels in motion and the ball rolling. Members of the public are invited to phone Police on the 105 non-emergency number – that’s ten-five – if they have any further useful information.” 
 
    They switched to an item about an anti-mining protest while I put my editor’s hat on and wondered whether it would be better to remove ‘wheels in motion’ or ‘ball rolling’ because for sure he didn’t need both. Then I checked if Graham had done okay with the potatoes and started plotting how I’d get back to the crime scene for another look. 
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 Chapter 16 – Confessions  
 
    I woke next morning to find my book had tumbled onto the floor and sunlight was streaming in through the gap in the curtains. Graham put his head around the bedroom door, set down my tea, and said he was taking all three dogs out for an early walk because it was such a fantastic day. I wondered whether that was the Rachel influence or the weather. He’d be cutting it fine to get to work on time, although maybe he knew he had no early appointments.  
 
    As soon as we’d breakfasted and he was off in the Merc, I grabbed my big tote bag, whisked the binoculars from the coffee table in the front room, and headed across to the beach and along toward 58A. Our dad had been a keen observer of seabirds, boats, and the beach in general from our big front window, and they might be just what I needed for a closer look at the area in question. Always supposing I could see anything at all past Dom and Dex’s house, but you never know until you try. 
 
    Basically, no. There were still security guards there, and plenty of Police Emergency tape shining and flapping in the sea breeze. I needed to approach things from a different angle. So I pulled the plastic collecting bag from my tote, shook its creases out so ‘Drizzle Bay Community Christmas Lunch’ was visible on the side of it, and climbed up the steep little cul-de-sac, grateful for the grippy soles on my sneakers. I had no intention of actually collecting any money, but it was the best excuse I’d come up with for wandering around the streets, and possibly onto private property. On a quiet Monday morning nothing moved except the tape and a few soaring seagulls.  
 
    I passed 52, 54 and 56 until I stood level with 58 at the end. I guessed the numbering continued from the beach road. The waves washed in and out, and I could dimly hear masculine voices – maybe the security guards talking at the property below.  
 
    And then – louder than the men – unmistakable female weeping and panic. 
 
    I froze in place, listening intently. 
 
    “They’ll find out,” a woman wailed, trying to keep her volume down but not entirely succeeding. “Now it’s been on TV, they’ll find out and it’ll be terrible. They know.”  Hiccupping sobs followed, then consoling murmurs from a masculine voice. 
 
     “There’s no way they can tell, Deb. Stop panicking. Try and stay calm. Nothing’s happened in two years, and it won’t happen now, either.” 
 
    That made my mouth fall open! 
 
    “But it might….” she protested. Another hiccupping sob. “I’m so scared, Jase.” 
 
    “Shhhhh….” As though he was the dad and she was the child. 
 
    I took two more quiet steps. No-one was visible at the house next door. No-one was visible in the whole street. No-one was visible at Buzzard’s property, either, but… 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done it…” she wailed. 
 
    OMG – done what?  And the voices were definitely coming from there. I eyed the piece of trellis which was screening what I’d presumed was the original back door when Paul and I had visited. Its covering of creeper was an evergreen of some sort. Quite dense, except for the base, through which I could now discern feet. Big ones in sporty grey sneakers. Small ones in spike-heeled black platform boots. 
 
    “If you hadn’t done it, you’d be the dead one.” 
 
    OMG even more! 
 
    At which the poor thing sobbed louder, and the man – Jase – said, “You know I’m right. It was him or you, and it had to be him. It had to be him, Deb. I think it’s amazing you managed it.” 
 
    I stood there in a fine dither as she cried and he made consoling noises that plainly weren’t much consolation. Well, this couldn’t go on forever, so I called out, “Hello? Can I come and join you, and perhaps be some help?” 
 
    There was an immediate flurry of gasps and curses, and the scraping of chair-legs on concrete. An old beach chair fell out and hit the path at one end of the trellis. “What did you hear?” the female voice demanded. Huge black-rimmed eyes peered at me from around the end of the creeper. 
 
    “Enough to know what the problem is,” I replied, walking slowly along the path, and trying to look small and non-threatening, which wasn’t easy, given our relative sizes. “I found him,” I added. “Me and the dog.” It seemed reasonable to try and include myself in the discovery so it made me sound like an ally rather than an enemy. 
 
    “It’s you from yesterday!” the Gothy girl from Hidden Valley exclaimed as she moved further into view.  
 
    “Oh geez…” a Ben Wynyard lookalike groaned. They both stared at me in horror. He picked up the chair, set it back on its feet in the sunshine, and held out a hand with a flourish as though we were at some fancy social event. “I’ll get another one,” he said, diving through the doorway and dragging a third chair out. “We can’t sit in the front,” he added in my direction. “It’s still fenced off.” 
 
    And would you want to sit anywhere close to that gaping hole, knowing what it had recently contained? I nodded my thanks, and sat. “So just to be clear,” I said, once the boy was seated, too, “We’re talking about a guy named Ryan McCloskey who was supposed to be here a couple of years ago for The Coastal Crush, but who never showed?” 
 
    They both nodded. Jase swallowed. Deb wiped at the tears leaking from her eyes, which didn’t do a lot for the overdone black make-up. 
 
    I tried a small, sad smile. “I’m Merry Summerfield. And yes, I saw you both yesterday. I’m a friend of John and Liam.” 
 
    “We’re Deb Buzzard and Jason Wynyard,” Jason said.  
 
    “Ben’s son?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No – Ashton’s son. Ben’s my uncle.” 
 
    I nodded at that, pleased he didn’t have a dad with criminal tendencies. 
 
    “Anyone else home?” Hopefully no gun-toting friend was likely to spring out at me. 
 
    “Just me and Jase,” Deb said. “Mum and Dad went to Sydney for their silver wedding anniversary.” 
 
    “But not you?” 
 
    She shook her head, and sniffed. “I’d cramp their style,” she said with a ghost of a grin. “It’s supposed to be romantic for them.” 
 
    Time to move things along. “Do you want to tell me what happened? Because from other sources I’ve heard he was on drugs and not the nicest person.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Jason muttered. 
 
    “But sort of charismatic,” Deb added. “Confident, good-looking, plenty of money. Like a spider sucking people into his web.” 
 
    “So he sucked you in?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jason said. Then he raised his head and looked at me properly.  “Definitely. He was older – close to thirty I’d guess. With that fancy car, and he let me drive it. I was a very stupid seventeen, back then.” 
 
    “So you were all at the Vines and Pines Rave? You met him there?” 
 
    “He was on his own,” Deb said. “Asked us to take pity on a poor lonely Englishman. Set up camp next to ours. It seemed fine to start with.” 
 
    “Was it one of those deals where everyone brings their own little igloo tent?” I’d never been to any of those big festivals. I’d met Duncan Skeene too young, and it wasn’t his thing… 
 
    They both nodded.  
 
    “And afterward?” 
 
    “He offered us a ride back here, instead of us having to take the train. Said he had no timetable to keep to.” 
 
    “And then he went weird,” Deb said. “There was no way we wanted him driving. He was high for sure. And the drive back over the Remutaka mountains is a steep, curly mess.” 
 
    Jason reached over and took her hand. “When we said that, he gave me the card that started the Tesla, and told me I was now the driver. It was a heck of a car. I wasn’t going to turn him down.” 
 
    Deb shook her head. “Even though you only had your provisional driving license.” 
 
    “As I said, seventeen and stupid. But he would have had us off the side of the road and dead down a cliff if he’d driven.” 
 
    She gave a slow nod.  
 
    “So you got back here safely?” I asked. 
 
    “Almost,” she said. “There was something wrong with one of the wheels and he dropped us off on the main corner and drove to Ten Ton Smedley’s place to get it seen to. It was just on closing time, so he told us to walk along the beach road and he’d bring our gear once it was done.” 
 
    “Bad mistake,” Jason said. “It meant he knew where Deb lived, and he’d been making passes at her in the car. Playing with her hair and so on. She was in the front with me and he was in the back.” 
 
    “We decided we wouldn’t let him into the house,” Deb added. “I could see Mum and Dad were out somewhere when we arrived or it would have been different. So I said I’d lost my house key and I’d have to wait for them to come home, and he insisted we sat around in the front yard looking at the sea. Then he saw the outdoor shower on the side of the shed and said we should pitch the tents for the night.” She shuddered. “I really didn’t want him here, but he’d given us that ride home.” 
 
    We all sat silently for a while, and I finally said, “I think I should call a nice detective called Marion Wick and you should tell her the whole story. Would that be okay? She’ll get it sorted out.” I reached for my phone. “I’ll do it now, shall I? It’d be good to get in first.” I took a closer look at the tear-stained, mascara-streaked mess of a girl in front of me. “How about you go and take that make-up off? Make yourself look young and innocent? Play the best cards you can.” 
 
    “You don’t need the ‘tough-girl’ face now,” Jason agreed. “And you know I like the ‘real’ Deb even more.” 
 
    She pressed her dark-lipsticked mouth into a twist. “You know why I do it,” she said to him as she stood and turned toward the house. 
 
    Jason and I sat in silence for a while, and when I was sure she was out of earshot, I asked, “Why does she?”   
 
    He took his time answering, then said, “There’s bullying at school. She thinks it helps to look fierce.” 
 
    That threw me for six. “Her? She’s too small to be a bully.” 
 
    He shook his head – a sharp decisive twitch. “She’s not the bully. She’s trying to stop it happening. It’s her last year there, so at least that’s good.” 
 
    “So why was she doing Community Service yesterday at the farm?” 
 
    Jason took a long, deep breath. “She was part of a bad fight,” he said. “Trying to break it up. And the teachers lumped everyone in together.” 
 
    That made me nod, and swallow, and search for anything else to say. I’d be having another chat with School Principal Lucy Stephenson, for sure – and not about graphic novels this time.  
 
    “Are you Deb’s bodyguard?” I finally asked. 
 
    He worried at his bottom lip. “If you like. When I can be.” 
 
    “Poor kid – that on top of this.” 
 
    He nodded, looking more serious than any nineteen-year-old should. 
 
    After that, I finally got around to my call. When Marion Wick answered, I tried to make it clear they’d get more out of Deb if Bruce Carver held back and she took the lead, but fat chance I could really influence them.  
 
    A few minutes later a tiny fresh-faced doll emerged from the front doorway. Deb in white cargo pants, a pink T-shirt, and ballerina flats. Her blonde hair was out of its strange tufts and fell past her shoulders. Her only obvious makeup was some shimmery lip gloss. Without the hideous boots she stood barely five feet tall. Jason reached out an arm and she came and stood beside him, leaning her pretty face against his shoulder. 
 
     It took a bare five minutes longer for Wick and Carver to arrive. In the meantime Deb and Jason had decided the kitchen-diner was a friendlier place to talk than the formal sitting room, and that they definitely wanted me there with them. I didn’t know if I’d have any say about that, but no-one tried to throw me out when he answered the door and our detectives trooped inside. A ‘look’ definitely passed between them, though. 
 
    Marion Wick was good. Somehow she made herself seem like a sympathetic big sister as the whole story tumbled out again. The music festival, the ride home with Jason driving the unfamiliar car, and Ryan McCloskey making a nuisance of himself. Being dropped in the village while the wheel was attended to, finding the Buzzards not at home and Deb having the sense to say she’d lost her key. She sobbed her way quietly through the whole ordeal. 
 
    Jason let loose a gusty sigh. “And then he threw fifty bucks at me and said to go and get some takeaways, and I stupidly did.” 
 
    “Like you were his servant,” Deb added. “He’d teased you because you didn’t want to do drugs with him, and he was rude about your glasses. He was a total brute – a big bully.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason agreed. “But driving that Tesla around the village… man, it felt good.” 
 
    The both fell silent. Then Deb started to shudder and weep again. 
 
    I saw Jason swallow. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his corded neck. He still needed to grow into his body, but he’d be a handsome young man once he did. “Yeah,” he said again on a long breath. “I came back with the food and found him lying dead on the lawn with Deb in hysterics.”  
 
    There was a stunned silence for a few seconds, and then Deb gave a hiccupping sob. “I was only fifteen.”  
 
    “Were you?” Marion asked softly. 
 
    Deb nodded. “Fifteen and ten months.” 
 
    “The thing is,” Jason blurted, looking shame-faced, “we weren’t supposed to go to the Rave together. Her parents thought she was staying with a couple of girlfriends.” He picked at a thread on his jeans. “I was trying to hold out until she was sixteen,” he added. “Our parents said we couldn’t start dating until then. We’d been family friends forever, but then she grew up. So pretty.” He looked at her with such tenderness that my heart gave a couple of extra-hard thumps. “I was supposed to be keeping her safe, and look what happened…” 
 
    “I killed Ryan. I’ll go to prison for murder,” Deb sobbed. 
 
    That really shook me. “You?” I exclaimed, over whatever Marion Wick was starting to say. “I very much doubt it. But why didn’t you contact the Police or the ambulance right away? You could have told them it was self-defense and that he’d been taking drugs. It would have been obvious he was bigger and stronger and older, and maybe out of control. They’d have found whatever the substances were in his system.” 
 
    “I panicked,” she whispered, squeezing her eyes closed. “I wouldn’t let Jase call them.” 
 
    She must have been a great persuader – or else he was totally under her spell. And given their ages back then, maybe they really hadn’t had enough common sense to see that calling for help had been the best way out of the awful situation. 
 
    Deb eventually opened her eyes again and looked at Marion Wick. “Ryan wanted sex,” she said in a tight voice. “Saw no reason why he couldn’t have it. He didn’t know me. He was vile. I told him I was still fifteen and it made no difference. He just kept grabbing at me.”  
 
    Jason stood, and pulled her up into his arms. Rocked her like a baby. Then he looked at the two detectives. “She managed to hit him with a spade. Her dad had been neatening the edges of the garden and it was just standing there in the border. Ryan was dead by the time I got back.” 
 
    We all fell silent again. Then Deb resumed her shuddering and weeping. 
 
    Bruce Carver finally decided it was his turn to speak. “So you managed to hit him. How many times?” 
 
    She and Jason both flinched. “I don’t know,” she wailed. “Several. I grabbed hold of the handle and swung it really hard. He staggered around the lawn a bit, swearing and trying to get me again. He was still standing. So I hit him until he wasn’t. There was no-one else around. The neighbors were probably all at the beach. It was a lovely evening.” 
 
    “But not for you two,” Bruce Carver said, sounding sympathetic for a change. “And then what happened?” 
 
    “And then my mother phoned,” Debs said.  
 
    OMG – awful timing!  
 
    “She wanted to let me know they were staying out for dinner and might be late. Of course I said it was fine, because I didn’t want them coming home to… that.” 
 
    Jason cleared his throat and said, “So we just sat there for a bit, wondering what to do. Ryan wasn’t breathing and had no pulse because I checked. His neck was… bad.” 
 
    Deb gave another huge shuddering sob. 
 
    “Anyway, Gran had planted a line of new tussock plants,” Jason continued. 
 
    That threw me for a minute, but then I remembered he was Bettie Wynyard’s grandson, and that Bettie and Clive had lived here before building their new house down the front.  
 
    “And?” Bruce Carver asked.  
 
    “And we decided to dig some of the plants out and bury him under there, so we spread Ryan’s tent on the lawn for the dirt and dug until it was nearly dark.” 
 
    “If you find chicken bones it’s because I threw the KFC in with him,” Deb whispered. “We didn’t eat it. We were sick. Throwing up with fright.” 
 
    “We dragged him into the hole, covered him up, and replanted the tussocks,” Jason added. He was now as white as a sheet and about as shaky as Deb. “At least we got it done before her folks came home.” 
 
    “What did you do with the tent?” Bruce Carver asked after a short silence.  
 
    “I got a garbage bag from the shed and we stuffed it into that,” Deb said. “It’s probably still up in the reserve land over the road. Under the trees, weighed down with a couple of rocks. As high as we could climb in the dark.” She covered the bottom of her face with her hand. I noticed she still had her Gothy black fingernails. 
 
    “And then I took our gear out of the back of the car and drove it down the beach road,” Jason said. “Left it behind some bushes. Heck of a walk back home after all that digging.”  
 
    We tried not to laugh at that – some of us more successfully than others. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” Deb begged. 
 
    “To us,” Jason corrected. 
 
    And then, forgetting my promise to John not to get myself involved, I blurted, “Ryan McCloskey was a murderer himself. A total psychopath who killed at least one person and took the man’s Russian boots as a trophy. He got what was coming to him!” 
 
    Everyone stared at me. 
 
    “You may have some explaining to do, Ms Summerfield,” Marion Wick said, not unkindly. “However, I think we already know the situation and the source behind those facts. As I see it, the most important next step is to get some competent counselling for Debra and Jason. These two young people have been living with incredible stress for the last two years.” She looked across at them. “Yes?” 
 
    They both nodded, relief plain in their expressions. 
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 Epilogue 
 
    Three weeks later there was indeed another concert in Hidden Valley on Drizzle Farm.  
 
    The stage was hung with fairy lights and tinsel and colorful triangular flags which swayed gently in the barely-there breeze.  
 
    Bernie Karaka and his Kapa Haka group outdid themselves, enthralling us again with three performances spaced through the evening. They contrasted mightily with the choral group from Saint Agatha’s who sang medieval hymns, unaccompanied. Their very fine voices filled the evening air like a choir of angels.  
 
    Heather – ex actress that she was – read a piece from Romeo and Juliet, and made Shakespeare sound as though it had been written yesterday instead of four hundred years ago. Erik cuddled Bonnie on his knee, and they both beamed with pride. Of John and Liam there was no sign, despite their part in the training scheme. On duty at The Burkeville, I concluded. 
 
    Mrs Vanessa Valentine-McCreagh had arrived safely for Heather’s fast-approaching wedding, and after some doubts about attending an open-air concert on a farm, she enjoyed herself thoroughly.  
 
    Graham and Rachel sat with me on his Merino rug with the waterproof backing. He slid his arm around her shoulders and she had no complaints at all. They were definitely an item, and sniffy Susan was now well in the past. 
 
    The martial arts group from Burkeville Secondary School leaped and thumped and chanted, giving the newly-built stage a fearsome workout, but it lived to fight another day.  
 
    Over to one side of the valley I spotted Jason and Deb with four older adults – presumably both sets of parents. I’ll just say quietly that I can indeed see why Beaky Buzzard is so named. What a cruel nose to be landed with. 
 
    Then it was the turn of The Rockers from the Forest; the work-experience boys who’d been guaranteed jobs if they put in the effort. And they were good. Maybe they’d had plenty of time to practice in the evenings after work? The guitars and drums and keyboards set us all clapping along, and hardy favorites like ‘Rollin’ on the River’ and ‘Sweet Caroline’ had us yelling our heads off in the choruses. Some of the rap items, not so much… 
 
    Their act drew to a close and the applause was deafening. Then, to my astonishment, a tall dark-haired figure rose from behind the drum kit.  
 
    I knew that T-shirt! I’d sat opposite it at Iona’s the day after I’d discovered the body. Tan with black arrows. Or flintstones. So it had been lovely Paul beating out the primal rhythm as though he absolutely belonged on stage with a band. When I thought about it, it seemed likely that vicars had some musical training – hymns and all that – but nothing as raunchy and rhythmic as what I’d just seen and heard. Oooh! 
 
    There was an extra-loud barrage of cheering and clapping as he made his way to the microphone at the front of the stage, then it slowly died away as he dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, thank you all for attending, and for contributing to the collection boxes. This means we’re one step closer again to our new church hall, and I’m sure our whole community will make good use of that when it’s complete.”  
 
    He inclined his head again, this time in the direction of Jim and Zinnia. “Lord and Lady Drizzle, thank you for offering us this amazing venue.” 
 
    More cheering followed, and both Drizzles turned and waved to the crowd. 
 
    “Thank you to everyone who performed tonight,” Paul continued. “There were some wonderful acts. And now, as we’re getting close to Christmas, we’re going to wind up the evening with some beloved traditional carols. Please join in as loudly and tunefully as you can.” 
 
    Led by the Saint Agatha’s choir members we gave it our all. ‘Away in a Manger’, ‘Hark, the Herald Angels Sing’, and ‘Silent Night’ rent the air, accompanied by occasional baas from the surrounding fields and the shrill calls of the Kaka swooping overhead.  
 
    Which really left only one problem. 
 
    * 
 
    People have short memories. After a few months had slid by, most people forgot about ‘the murdering sexual predator who got what he deserved.’  
 
    As soon as Bob’s story appeared in the Coastal Courier it was picked up by the national media, and several other young women came forward with accusations similar to Debra Buzzard’s. Good riddance to bad rubbish seemed to be the general opinion.  
 
    From his official records he was described as six foot one and a hundred and eight kilos – or seventeen stones. Deb was five feet and half an inch, and around a third of his weight. Well done Beaky for leaving your spade handy! 
 
    John doesn’t think charges will ever be pressed. He knows something more than he told me that day in Iona’s. One day I might even dig it out of him – or so I’m hoping. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    

  

 
   
    A note from Kristie 
 
    Thank you so much for reading the fifth Merry Summerfield cozy mystery. They’re real fun to write, and leave me with a brain stuffed with details and hoping I have everything in the right place. To discover more, go to https://www.kristieklewes.com/ 
 
    A very special ‘thank you’ to every one of my readers and reviewers. Hugs to you all! 
 
    It goes without saying that Philip gets the biggest ‘thank you’. He’s been my husband for fifty years, has read all of the Merry Summerfield books, and is endlessly willing and able to untangle the messes I make on the computer. He never complains when dinner is late, doesn’t look too surprised when I come out with sudden random questions, and can generally find the answer for me. What a treasure! 
 
    * 
 
    I began my working life as an advertising copywriter at my local radio station in Hawkes Bay, New Zealand. Once I’d saved up enough to go travelling I lived in Italy and London. Then I returned to my capital city of Wellington and worked in TV, radio again, and several advertising agencies, followed by happy years as a retail ad manager. Totally hooked on fabrics, I surprised people by going into business with Philip as a curtain installer, working for some of the city’s top designers. Quite a turnaround! It was finally time to write fiction. In twenty years I didn’t fall off my ladder once through drifting off into the plot of the current book, but I’ve certainly seen some beautiful homes and met wonderful people.  
 
    To see all my titles, including my cozies, go to https://krispearson.com/ 
 
     But be warned – the contemporary romances I’ve written under my real name are totally different from the Merry Summerfield mysteries. 
 
    To see only the Kristie Klewes cozy mysteries, go to https://www.kristieklewes.com/ for  
 
    Murder in the Aisle  
 
    Xmas Marks the Spot  
 
    Murder they Meowed 
 
     Body they Barked  
 
    and the box-set of the first three 
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