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    1 
 
    11th December 
 
      
 
    Genny slipped her head through the apron, tied it tightly around her waist and smoothed out the creases. Behind her was a counter with a glass front, full of cakes, quiches, breads and pastries, all made by her. 
 
    She breathed out with a chuckle.  
 
    7.59am. She had done it – the bakery was finally ready to open. 
 
    With one final cleansing exhale, she swung the sign on the door around to read ‘Open’ and hurried behind the till to await her customers. 
 
    She tried to keep her expectations realistic. It was a new business, with only a week until Christmas, and she had only been living on Solent Island for a few months. She was not above spending the first week handing out free samples of cake in the town square; she’d be happy with just one sale today. 
 
    She’d made an effort to provide some suitably festive bakes – Rudolph cookies, spiced fruit cake, mince pies and a batch of twenty mini yule logs that she’d gotten up at 5am to decorating with icing sugar snowflakes and fondant robins. 
 
    8.05am. No one yet. 
 
    “Someone will buy something, right?” She asked Pip, her Spring Spaniel, who was sat on her dog bed in the corner of the shop. She looked up at Genny with an excited wag of her tail. 
 
    She waited ten minutes, twiddling her thumbs nervously. Even policework had never made her this nervous before, but she felt completely out of her depth. She opted to clean the brand-new tabletops just to look like she had something to do and to keep her hands busy. 
 
    The bell of the shop door dinged and she turned around as the noise of conversation hit her – a dozen or more villagers were crowding in, enthusiastically chatting to each other about the selection. 
 
    She quickly nipped behind the till again. 
 
    Where did they all come from? Maybe the leaflets I put through the doors last week actually worked? 
 
    But then she saw who was shepherding them in – DI Remy Cochran, her new friend and almost-colleague. Although she was retired from life as a detective in London, she had helped him out with a murder case a few months earlier, while his DS was on maternity leave. 
 
    “Oh, look at these darling little mince pies!” One of the villagers said to her friend. “We should get a dozen to take with us to the Christmas party at the vicarage!” 
 
    “I’m sure the new vicar will provide mince pies, June,” her friend scolded. “She is hosting the party after all.” 
 
    “But these look so delicious, Miriam!” June protested. 
 
    Genny recognised the two women from around Whitebourne – June Setter, a pensioner and head of the Solent Island Women’s Club, and Miriam Carston-Skolka, the headteacher of a private pre-school in Market Yaxley. 
 
    “How about I box you up a few to take home, free of charge?” Genny suggested. “And if you like them, you can always come back another day.” 
 
    “How kind of you,” June smiled, satisfied with the deal. “And I’ll buy a loaf of the sourdough bread too.” 
 
    “Two cheese and chive quiches for me,” Miriam said. “And a mini yule log – we can take it to the vicar as a moving in gift.” 
 
    June nodded at the idea. 
 
    “There’s a new vicar?” Genny asked, boxing up the order. 
 
    “In Owlwood,” June explained. “She’s somewhat of an unknown to all of us, isn’t she Miriam?” She added, turning to her friend. 
 
    “A complete mystery,” Miriam agreed. “But, the vicarage in Owlwood is very special to us islanders, being so old as it is. The annual Christmas party is a great tradition, and all the islanders go. It’s this Saturday, the 16th.” 
 
    “I see,” Genny nodded, ringing up the amount on the till. “And is it open invitation? Even to uh… the less religious.” 
 
    “Open invite, of course,” June nodded with knowing smile at Genny’s comment. “No one turned away. The church community tries to be friendly to all.” 
 
    “How lovely,” Genny said. 
 
    She served the rest of the customers, thrilled to see so many faces from around Whitebourne. 
 
    As everyone else moved out with their purchases, it was just Remy left, and she noticed he was holding a bouquet of flowers. 
 
    “On your way to meet a special someone?” She asked. “I can put some of my decadent triple chocolate cupcakes into a box to take with you?” 
 
    He chuckled incredulously, “The flowers are for you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, feeling her cheeks grow warm. It wasn’t like her to get flustered, but she hadn’t expected it. “That’s very sweet of you.” 
 
    “To congratulate you on opening your business,” he explained. “And as a thank you for helping me solve the last case. The murderer was sentenced today and the evidence we gathered made a strong case. It was a bittersweet moment for the victim’s family.” 
 
    The victim had been Genny’s builder, Mitchell, a well-liked figure in the community. She was glad to bring the killer to justice. 
 
    “The flowers are very thoughtful of you,” Genny said. “But the help on the case was the least I could do, given the circumstances. How is your Detective Sergeant?” 
 
    “I’ve just been to see her and her baby, actually. She’s six months now and getting bigger every day.” Remy smiled. “A girl – Peggy.” 
 
    “Aw, lovely,” Genny said. “So, you’re still alone?” 
 
    “Another three months until she returns to work,” he said. 
 
    “You know where I am if you need me,” Genny said. 
 
    “I’m surprised you won’t be too busy, with all this,” Remy said. 
 
    “Well, maybe…” she said with a raised eyebrow. “That’s a good point.” 
 
    She crouched down and fumbled around in the crockery cupboard below the countertop until she found a vase, which she filled with water and placed on the shelf behind her. 
 
    “They really are the most beautiful flowers,” she commented, taking a deep breath of their scent. It was heady, like honey and musk. “Daisies?” 
 
    “The Solent Island Spotted Sea Daisy,” Remy nodded. “You’ll hear a lot about them from the locals. They’re only native to our island and very highly sought after. But they’re in decline because of habitat loss, so they’re a protected species. Trying to control the illegal seed trade is actually the bane of my policework.” 
 
    “How did you get hold them?” 
 
    “Well, they usually only grow on Seahaven Marsh, but that’s protected. Luckily, the florist in Owlwood grows them in her greenhouse. She has a license.” 
 
    “They must have been expensive,” Genny said, looking at the delicate pink spotted flowers again. “You really didn’t have to go through all that trouble.” 
 
    “It was no trouble,” Remy insisted.  
 
    They shared a look. She couldn’t quite form the words to express how touched she was. 
 
    “So…” He cleared his throat to change the subject. “I also came by to ask if you’re going to the Christmas party at Owlwood Vicarage?” 
 
    “I’ve only just heard about it,” she answered. “June Setter mentioned it. Supposedly it’s quite the bash.” 
 
    “Quite the bash if you’re 85 like June,” Remy smirked. “The previous vicar wasn’t exactly a party animal. But it’s always a nice do with food and music. Most of the island goes.” 
 
    “The vicarage must be huge to fit all those people in,” Genny commented as she used tongs to rearrange the mince pies to fill in the gaps the sold ones had left. 
 
    “You really don’t know much about the history of the island, do you?” He said, not unkindly. “Owlwood Vicarage is medieval, originally some sort of cloister, I think. The actual vicarage – the house that the vicar lives in – is a fairly small Victorian cottage, but the attached cloister and the church are quite grand. There’s a courtyard and a fountain.” 
 
    “Wow,” Genny said, putting the tongs down and looking at him in surprise. “No wonder everyone wants to go. How does the parish afford the upkeep?” 
 
    “That, I would not know,” he shrugged. “Council grants, I expect. Or a generous and very pious benefactor.” 
 
    “Very pious indeed,” Genny said pensively. 
 
    “So,” Remy asked again. “Do you think you’ll go?” 
 
    “I do,” Genny said decisively. “It sounds lovely. I’ll have to go into Solan to buy a dress though, I’m not sure my usual jeans a tartan shirt will match the grandiose setting.” 
 
    “Even I’ll be in a tux,” he grinned. “You won’t recognise anyone – they all scrub up quite well when you get the sea spray and mud off of them.” 
 
    Genny laughed. 
 
    “I look forward to it,” she said. “It sounds like the new vicar is already causing quite the stir.” 
 
    “The islanders don’t really like change,” Remy mused. “You remember their reaction to the lighthouse being refurbished.” 
 
    “Yes, although that was rather overshadowed by the crimes that ended up being committed there,” Genny pointed out. “The new vicar is a woman?” 
 
    “Another contentious factor,” he sighed. “Young, female and potentially progressive – all of the things that the parishioners scorn. Some of the older members of Owlwood started to petition when it was announced, but it came to nothing. They pinned it up on the church hall noticeboard, a real coup.” 
 
    “Wow, a paper petition,” she breathed. “They really do hate change.” 
 
    “But they love Christmas,” Remy pointed out. “So, if she does a good job over the festive period, I’m sure they’ll come around.” 
 
    “Then good luck to her.” 
 
    “Right, I really have to get back to my desk,” he said, clapping his hands together decisively. “But I suppose I should really buy something before I do.” 
 
    “That’s only polite,” Genny said, the corners of her mouth curling playfully. 
 
    “I’ll take two dozen mince pies back to the station,” he said, gesturing to them, knowing full well that was all of the remaining mince pies. 
 
    “You realise I can’t give you a friends and family discount in my opening week or I’ll go bankrupt,” she said slowly as she pulled out two takeaway cardboard boxes and started to fill them with the mince pies. “These mince pies are £1 each.” 
 
    “A bargain,” he insisted with a wink. “What sort of friend would I be if I didn’t come and support you in your first week?” 
 
    Her cheeks coloured a little as she shared his smile. 
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our flight lands at 7pm on the 15th.” Genny sipped a glass of non-alcoholic wine as she laid back on the sofa in her new house, Foxglove Cottage, resting the phone between her ear and her shoulder as she used her other hand to stroke Pip’s head. 
 
    “Sounds great, Mum,” she said. “Don’t bring too much with you, will you? My new house is only a small cottage. There’s not much closet space.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be dramatic, Genevieve,” her mum scoffed. “I only ever bring the bare necessities.” 
 
    “Sure,” Genny agreed through gritted teeth. She hated it when her mum called her ‘Genevieve’ and she vehemently disagreed with her mum’s assessment of her packing abilities. Family holidays as a child had practically required a moving van for all of her mum’s belongings. 
 
    “Besides, it’s your father who will be bringing loads of stuff,” she insisted. “He’s gone a little crazy on the presents this year. I think he misses you.” 
 
    “I miss him too,” Genny sighed. 
 
    Moving to Solent Island had been the fresh start she’d needed, after her sister Annabelle was killed in a hit and run, but it had meant leaving her parents and friends behind in London. 
 
    A whole life, set aside. But it was the only way she could feel settled again, to move to the island she and Annabelle had loved so much as children, and to get away from the city that reminded her of her sister’s murder. 
 
    “He’s been very busy the past few months with the children,” her mum explained. “He babysits three times a week now and it’s brought him a lot of joy.” 
 
    By ‘the children’ she meant Genny’s cousin Sam’s three kids who ranged in age from two to eight. Annabelle had wanted children, but Genny never had, but her parents were close to their siblings’ families, being like a third set of grandparents to them. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be showered with gifts too,” Genny said, smiling at the thought. 
 
    “We’re hosting them all for New Years,” her mum explained. “You should get a flight, come up and see everyone!” 
 
    Genny hesitated as a lump formed in her throat the idea. 
 
    “I… no, I don’t think so,” she stammered. “It’s too… no, not this time, Mum. I told Sam that they’re all welcome to come and visit in the summer. The children will love the beaches here.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure they will,” her mum said with a sympathetic tone. “You and Annabelle loved them when you were little.” 
 
    “I remember,” Genny said sadly. 
 
    “Well, anyway, your father and I will be there soon,” she said quickly. “And we’re looking forward to spending Christmas with you in your new home.” 
 
    “Me too,” Genny said. “I was meaning to say – there’s a Christmas party at the vicarage on Saturday. You and Dad are welcome to come with me or stay at the cottage if you prefer.” 
 
    “Oh, how lovely,” her mum said. “I’ll talk to Dad, see what he thinks. Depends how tired we are after our journey on Friday.” 
 
    “Of course,” she nodded. “Love you, Mum. See you Friday.” 
 
    “See you Friday, sweetheart, and congratulations on opening your bakery. We’re so proud of you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    2 
 
    16th December 
 
      
 
    “Dad, are you sure you won’t come with us? I hear the food is very good,” Genny gave a last-ditch attempt to convince him as she slipped into a pair of dark green heels. 
 
    “No, no, it doesn’t sound like my kind of thing,” he insisted. He lifted up the book he was reading in an armchair by the fire. “I’ve got to finish this chapter about potato beetles anyway. I have a crop waiting for me in my allotment.” 
 
    “He’s not talking about potato beetles again, is he?” Genny’s mum appeared on the stairs in a black sparkly blouse and black trousers, fiddling with a pair of diamond earrings. “Honestly, Felix, no one wants to hear about potato beetles.” 
 
    “Well, that’s me told!” Her dad laughed. 
 
    “You enjoy your book, Dad,” Genny said, raising an eyebrow at her mum to warn her against badgering him. Gardening had been his escape after Annabelle’s death, and she knew how important it was to find other things to think about. Pip had been her salvation, the sweet dog reminding her that life went on. For her dad, it was his vegetable garden. “We might be back late, so make sure you extinguish the fire before you go to sleep.” 
 
    “Got it,” he said absent-mindedly as he had already gone back to reading his book. Pip lay at his feet, enjoying the warm of the fire and resting her head on his soft tartan slippers. 
 
    Genny drove the few miles inland to Owlwood, a cosy village in the heart of the island. It had one of the smallest population’s of any village on the island, and the houses dotted around gave way to forest on all sides. 
 
    The vicarage was just as it had been described to her, with an old cloister and a spire towering over the trees around it. 
 
    They entered through the large double doors of the cloister, seemingly original to the building, and were greeted by a space lit with twinkling lights. 
 
    The hall was a hundred foot long, designed for tables full of monks at one point. The ceiling was high, with wooden beaming curving back and forth. Chandeliers hung from the roof’s structures, giving a warm glow to the room. 
 
    The left hand wall was punctuated by big, ornate arch-shaped stained glass windows, and in the centre of the wall was another arched door which had been propped open, leading out to the courtyard. 
 
    At the far end of the hall was a Christmas tree bigger than Genny had ever seen inside, decorated with gold crosses, stars and baubles painted with nativity scenes. 
 
    Hundreds of people were mooching around the space, talking and laughing as servers moved through them with trays of canapes and glasses of champagne. 
 
    “Wow…” Genny’s mum said as someone came forward to take their coats. 
 
    “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” Genny agreed. 
 
    “Champagne?” A server approached and held a tray out to them. 
 
    “Not for me,” Genny said, hoping there were soft drinks around. 
 
    “Yes, please!” Her mum answered quickly, taking two glasses from the tray with a cheeky giggle. 
 
    “Mum!” Genny scolded. “What will Dad say if you come home drunk?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t spoil my fun,” she said. “It’s Christmas!” 
 
    “Yes,” Genny said with a playful eyeroll. “I suppose it is.” 
 
    No sooner had they started to move into the party than they were approached by June and Miriam, excitedly greeting Genny with tipsy shrieks. 
 
    “Your mince pies were amazing!” June said. “I’m going to ring you on Monday to order a dozen for the Solent Island Women’s Club.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Her mum asked, adding quickly. “I’m Gloria, Genny’s mother.” 
 
    “Gloria, how nice to meet you!” Miriam cooed. “SIWC is a society for ladies of a certain age,” she explained. “We get together every Tuesday and Thursday to talk about issues pertaining to the older ladies in the community and to socialise.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Gloria said. “Perhaps I’ll join you this week – I’m staying with Genny until Boxing Day.” 
 
    “How amazing!” June said. “My family only see me on Christmas Day now, too busy in the run up to the big day with their friends and whatever else. How nice that you can stay for the entire festive season.” 
 
    “One of the perks of being retired,” Gloria said. “Although my husband hasn’t quite given up his graphic printing business yet – he’s always on the phone with someone or other to talk about paper thickness or types of ink.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why you need a group of like-minded ladies to talk to,” Miriam said. “I still work…” 
 
    The conversation faded out as Genny spotted Remy across the room.  
 
    He was in a tux, as promised, with a smart white shirt and a red and green striped bow tie. His black hair fell with a slight curl around his ears, and he’d trimmed his beard to a neat stubble. 
 
    “Are you okay if go and mingle, Mum?” Genny asked as the conversation between the other three women reached a natural pause. 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart,” Gloria replied quickly. “I think I’ve found my people! I’ll come and find you later.” 
 
    Genny squeezed her mum’s arm warmly as she left her with the other two, talking fervently about a soap opera she’d been watching on TV. 
 
    As she moved through the crowd, Remy noticed her too, beaming as she walked towards him. 
 
    “That is quite a dress. The green really suits your lovely auburn hair,” he said, gesturing up and down. She’d found a long green silk dress in an independent shop in Solan. It had a deep but modest neckline, tied at the waist and with a slit down one leg. “And heels too. You’ve really gone all out.” 
 
    “As have you,” she said. “You look very nice.” 
 
    “As do you.” 
 
    She pursed her lips to stop from smiling too much and he awkwardly cleared his throat. 
 
    We’re just friends, she reminded herself. 
 
    “Genny, I really should introduce you to someone.” He tapped a woman on the shoulder behind him. She was facing away from him, talking to another group, but she turned. She was stunning. Around ten years younger than Genny, closer to Remy’s age. She had long dark brown hair and was wearing a tightly fitting black dress which hugged her in all the right places. 
 
    Her heart sank. She had been silly to think there was… something. The hint of a spark. They were just friends. Of course, he had a girlfriend closer to his own age. 
 
    “Genny?” The woman said in a lilting Italian accent. “You are just as Remy described!” 
 
    She pulled Genny into a hug. 
 
    “Oh, am I?” Genny said uncomfortably, looking to Remy who just smiled back. 
 
    “Yes, you are!” The woman said as she broke the hug apart. “Gorgeous and smart, just like he said.” 
 
    Genny flushed red again. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “You’re very beautiful too.” 
 
    “Oh, stop!” She laughed. “I haven’t lost the baby weight yet, but you should have been the size of my bump. Peggy was the size of a watermelon when I gave birth to her.” 
 
    “Peggy?” Genny said, realisation and relief spreading across her face. “It’s really lovely to meet you DS Moreno.” 
 
    “Maria, please,” she insisted. “There’s no need for formalities here. I’m just glad my DI had some experienced help with Mitchell’s murder. You’re quite the detective.” 
 
    “I was, once,” she shrugged modestly. “A long time ago.” 
 
    “You haven’t lost it,” Maria said pointedly. “We should go for a drink sometime, if you don’t mind a screaming baby. She’s been fussy recently, and I am struggling to imagine how I’ll leave her in three months’ time! My husband thought I’d want to get back to work right away but it’s been nice to have a change of pace, focus on being a mother.” 
 
    “It must be hard to think about going back,” Genny said understandingly. “But you’ve got another three months to go yet. You might be itching to go back by then.” 
 
    “That’s what my husband says,” Maria laughed. “He says, ‘Maria, just imagine you won’t have to be up to your elbows in dirty nappies anymore’ and I say, ‘no, just up to my elbows in police paperwork’!” 
 
    “Swapping one unpleasant task for another,” Remy chuckled, and Maria smiled. 
 
    “I do miss working with this one, though,” Maria said. “He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “He is,” Genny agreed. 
 
    “Enough you too, you’ll make my head grow too big to fit through the doorways,” Remy laughed. 
 
    “I should get back to my husband,” Maria sighed. “I left him with Polly Montford-Blake over by the drinks table so I’m sure he’s about ready to go home and relieve the babysitter!” 
 
    Genny had run into Polly Montford-Blake at the dog-walking group a few times, and she’d never once enjoyed her company. She couldn’t open her mouth without gossiping, talking about how rich her husband Greg was, or passive-aggressively insulting someone nearby. 
 
    “Oh, poor man – save him!” Remy said. 
 
    “Love to meet you, Genny,” Maria reiterated. 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    Maria moved off through the crowd, looking over people’s heads as she searched for her husband. 
 
    “She’s lovely,” Genny said to Remy. “I remember that DI to DS relationship so well. I took advantage of it a little bit, in retrospect.” 
 
    “You weren’t friends with your DS?” Remy queried. 
 
    “Not like you and Maria seem to be,” she shrugged. “Regrettably, I was a little too… obsessed with work back then.” 
 
    “Easily done,” he agreed. “I notice you don’t have a drink – were they only handing out alcohol?” 
 
    “As is often the way,” Genny said with a ‘that’s how it is’ gesture with her hands. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Take advantage of the free drinks,” he encouraged. “Let’s go over to the drinks table.” 
 
    He led the way through the party guests, some already raucously laughing in their tipsiness, until they found the drinks table in an alcove. 
 
    There was no sign of Maria and her husband, but Polly and Greg were stood a few feet away, bickering back and forth. 
 
    “What’s up with them?” Genny asked Remy covertly as she took a pre-poured glass of orange juice from the drinks table. 
 
    “Christmas stress?” He suggested, sipping his champagne. 
 
    “I know how they feel. My parents are staying with me,” she told him. 
 
    “Oh?” He laughed. “Do you get on with them?” 
 
    “Most of the time,” she smirked. “They’re good people, it’s just a little odd having them in my house now. In London, we all lived just round the corner from each, me, my parents, Annabelle…” 
 
    She trailed off and he caught her eye. She’d told him everything about Annabelle when he’d helped her move into Foxglove Cottage, although he hadn’t pressed her to talk about it further. Maybe one day she’d share with him the extent to which it had effected her. 
 
    “My parents are going to visit my brother on the Isle of Wight this year,” Remy said. “He’s got a wife and three – no, four, kids now.” 
 
    “Wow, loud house,” she remarked. 
 
    “A big family Christmas.” 
 
    “I take it you’re not going with them?” She asked. “Why not?” 
 
    He shifted his weight from foot to foot as he gathered the words. 
 
    “You know how it is with this job,” he said sheepishly. “I offered to be available over the Christmas week so that the rest of the team could spend it with their families. I’ll go over to Ventnor and see my brother and his family in the new year.” 
 
    “If anyone understands, it’s me,” she said. “But take it from someone who wishes they could have another Christmas with their sibling, don’t skip all the years.” 
 
    He nodded pensively at the thought. 
 
    “A good point,” he admitted. 
 
    She sighed and sipped her drink again, “Will you at least do something festive on the day? I hate to imagine you at your desk waiting for a call about a drunken pub brawl while you eat a microwaved turkey and mash dinner for one.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrow sarcastically, “That’s quite a sad little scene you’ve painted of me there, Genny!” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “Perhaps I’m projecting a bit too much of my past self onto you there.” 
 
    “It’s not a million miles away from the actuality,” he acquiesced, playfully bumping shoulders with her. “Though I don’t eat microwavable dinners for one, thank you very much. I make a mean roast.” 
 
    “You can cook?” Genny asked, a little surprised. 
 
    “I’m a 35-year-old man who lives by himself,” he stated impishly. “I realised about five years ago that it was either death by frozen ready meal or learn to cook.” He watched her expression and added, “You look surprised. I’m a little offended that you take such a low opinion of me.” 
 
    “Not of you,” she stressed. “Just of most bachelors, I suppose.” 
 
    “A few bad boyfriends?” He teased. 
 
    “I don’t think a single one could even boil an egg,” she said, thinking back. “One of my university boyfriends didn’t realise that you were supposed to boil pasta. He used to eat them like crisps.” 
 
    “What a catch,” Remy said with a hearty laugh. “Ah – look!” He said quickly, pointing through the crowd. “That’s the new vicar.” 
 
    She was a tall, slender woman with shoulder-length blonde hair, no older than forty-five. She wore a short red party dress that went up to her chin and her neck was circled by a dog collar. Her black tights had a gold cross pattern dotted across them, which Genny found more whimsical than pious. The whole look was topped off by surprisingly high candy cane striped heels. 
 
    She could see why Remy had said some of the islanders didn’t like change. The new vicar was not quite what the small, conservative seaside community was used to. 
 
    “Let me introduce you?” Remy asked, taking Genny’s free hand and gently pulling her back into the throng. 
 
    The vicar had a few people round her, but they smiled politely and made their excuses as they saw Remy approach. 
 
    “Vicar,” he said. “Another parishioner for you to meet – this is Genny Hadley. She moved here from London in the autumn and has since opened a bakery in Whitebourne.” 
 
    “Oh, of course! I’ve been meaning to get over there and buy some of the delicious mince pies everyone has been telling me about,” she replied. “And call me Angellica. ‘Vicar’ seems a little formal, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you,” Genny said taking her hand as she offered it. “How are you finding Solent Island so far? As a recent newcomer myself, I know it can be a bit of an adjustment period!” 
 
    “It has a been a little bit of a challenge, although I am a complete newcomer as I was vicar on Clearwater Island for six months before this,” she explained. “But the bishop felt this was a better fit for me.” 
 
    “Clearwater Island? Are there many people living there?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Yes, there’s quite an active community there,” Angellica explained. “About 5000 people. I know everyone thinks of it for it’s historic ruins, but it’s actually a vibrant town too.” 
 
    “How interesting!” Genny said. She didn’t know much about the small island off of the coast of Solent Island, except that she had been there a couple of times as a tourist when she was a child. The ruins of a medieval fort were the main attraction – although they were closed off to the public due to unsafe structures. The island boasted a visitor centre and museum at the ferry port and saw a decent footfall from holidaymakers and school trips. 
 
    “Owlwood Vicarage has its own medieval history, of course,” Angellica said. “One that I’m looking forward to hearing a lot more about.” 
 
    Genny sipped her drink and watched Angellica’s expression as she said ‘a lot more’. There was something in it – a frustration that she was suppressing. She didn’t comment on it, instead changing the subject to the party. 
 
    “This is quite a grand affair,” she said, gesturing around at the surroundings. “I see there is even a tree in the courtyard.” 
 
    They turned to look out of the big arched doorway to see a fully lit tree at the end of the garden path. A few people were milling around outside, but it was too cold for anyone to brave it for long. Even people gathered near the door were hugging their arms. 
 
    “Yes, I hear that fir tree is older than all of us combined,” she said. “And of course, the courtyard was secretly used as an archery training camp in the Hundred Years War, given Solent Island’s strategic position between Britain and France.” 
 
    “How fascinating,” Remy said. “And what’s that down there?” 
 
    He gestured to a set of stone stairs which descended from the corner of the room down below them. Someone had set up a rope barrier in front of them which read ‘PRIVATE’. 
 
    “The basement,” Angellica nodded. “That’s Horace’s office. In medieval times the monks brewed mead down there. It still smells of honey.” 
 
    “I had no idea there was so much history here,” Genny said. 
 
    “I don’t think even some of the locals know all of the details. I’m hoping to make a parish newsletter soon. I’ll be including some of the history of the place, for those that are interested,” she smiled. Something across the room drew her attention and she hastily added, “It’s been great to meet you Genny, and you see you again DI Cochran, but I’d better back the rounds. Catch me before you go, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Genny said. 
 
    “Enjoy the party – no expense spared!” Angellica said with a final grin as she made her way to the courtyard, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    “Is she how you imagined her?” Remy asked. 
 
    “A little more eccentric, if I’m honest,” Genny said. 
 
    “The shoes were quite something.” 
 
    “I presume the previous vicar didn’t wear candy cane stilettos?” 
 
    “He was 86 when he retired, but maybe in his younger years,” Remy teased. 
 
    Across the hall, a piano started to play soothing Christmas tunes and the crowd shuffled in that direction, Remy and Genny moving along with it. 
 
    By the Christmas tree at the end of the hall was a grand piano, fairly old but still in good condition. Playing it was a young woman, in her early twenties at the oldest, with mousy brown hair slung back in a low ponytail. 
 
    She started to sing ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’ in a rich French accent, the crowd joining in. 
 
    “Genny!” June brushed shoulders with her. She was stood next to another older lady in a navy-blue skirt suit, with a sour expression on her face. “Good to see you again! And DI Cochran, good to see you out together!” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, June, just call me Remy when I’m not at work,” he insisted. 
 
    “June – where’s my mum?” Genny asked, craning her head to try to find Gloria. 
 
    “There!” June giggled, pointing to the dancefloor next to the piano. 
 
    Genny’s mum and Miriam were among a few people who had taken to the floor, bobbing to the music and laughing. 
 
    “Oh!” Genny laughed. 
 
    “She’s had a little bit to drink,” June laughed. “Just a couple of glasses of champagne.” 
 
    “That’s your mother?” Remy asked, his eyes lighting up with amusement. “I can see the family resemblance.” 
 
    “Very funny,” she scoffed. “She’s always been a little more carefree than I am.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” he said, as Gloria amped up the crowd with whooping and cheering. 
 
    “I could be like that,” Genny said, arms crossed. “I’m just a bit more like my dad. A good book or a long walk is more my thing.” 
 
    “Mine too,” the lady next to June piped up. “I hate parties.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t go as far as saying that I hate parties,” Genny quickly corrected. 
 
    “Wendy Dulcet,” the woman curtly asserted, sticking out her hand for Genny to shake. 
 
    She was not quite as elderly as June, with some black still in her greying hair, but she carried herself with far less joy and openness than June did. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Genny said. “I’m Genny.” 
 
    “I know who you are.” Wendy gave her a sidewards look that made Remy almost spit out his mouthful of drink. Genny wasn’t sure whether her comment was an insult or not and decided to ignore it. “I do the flowers for the church,” Wendy added. 
 
    “Oh,” Genny nodded placatingly. “Lovely.” 
 
    “It was,” Wendy scowled. “Until she came along.” 
 
    “By ‘she’, I presume you mean the new vicar?” Remy queried. 
 
    “Exactly,” Wendy said. “Women should not be vicars. It is ungodly.” 
 
    “Oh, Wendy,” June chided. “The church has modernised. Leave those medieval values in the past where they belong.” 
 
    “I won’t compromise on my values,” Wendy said crossly. 
 
    “And that’s fair enough,” Genny soothed, looking to June to join in. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose everyone is entitled to an opinion,” June agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “But don’t you think Wendy that Angellica seems like a good choice for the community?” Remy said, seemingly determined to rock the boat. “She is colourful and friendly.” 
 
    “Colourful is another word for sinful,” Wendy said. “Those ridiculous shoes she’s been wearing all night… I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. She looks like she should be on a street corner.” 
 
    “Now, that’s a bit much,” June said to her friend. “I know you miss Reverend Marrow, but he was very elderly.” 
 
    “The bishop could have found someone else. A man for one thing.” 
 
    Genny shot a look at Remy as the two women had their back and forth. She was surprised there was still such backlash to a female vicar in the 21st century. 
 
    “Not this whining again!” A new voice entered the conversation. A woman with dark brown skin and tight black curly hair approached, arms crossed over her blue and green patterned dress. She was a similar age to Wendy, though she had none of her tension and bile. “Wendy, the new vicar is here to stay and we must praise God’s choice.” 
 
    “Hi – I’m Genny,” Genny said extending a hand. “And you are?” 
 
    “Abimbola,” she replied. “I run the church’s soup kitchen.” 
 
    “How amazing,” Remy said. 
 
    “She does a wonderful job,” June agreed. “And has been a staunch supporter of Angellica.” 
 
    “Of course,” Abimbola restated. “She is God’s choice. Not to mention that she is a charismatic and sweet woman.” 
 
    “Charisma is not a requirement for the church, Abimbola,” Wendy snapped. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Abimbola asserted. “Reverend Marrow was a sinfully dull man and he turned away half the congregation with his meandering sermons and badly organised events. We should be grateful for some fresh meat, all praise to God.” 
 
    Genny looked to Remy again. 
 
    It seemed they had gotten caught in a debate she had no real way to contribute to, and as much as she didn’t want to be involved, she found herself offering some reason. 
 
    “She’s very new,” Genny said. “We should all be open-minded and give her a chance.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Abimbola agreed. “Thank you, Genny. May we all have that kind of patience and grace in our hearts. Now, I actually must go and find the vicar, if you’ll all excuse me.” 
 
    She left the group just as an elderly balding man in a green sweater vest gestured for the piano playing to stop and took to the stage. 
 
    “Everyone!” He shouted, his voice nasal and calming. “Our new vicar would like to say a few words.” 
 
    Everyone looked around, and not seeing Angellica, looked back to the man on the stage. 
 
    “Riff a bit, Verger!” The young woman on the piano called in a thick French accent. A rumble of laughter went round the crowd. “Warm them up!” 
 
    “I… I don’t know how to ‘riff’, Collette,” the verger said haltingly. “I’m sure Angellica will be here any second.” 
 
    A haunting scream cut through the night air, silencing everyone in the hall in an instant. 
 
    Genny looked to Remy, who was already alert, trying to figure out where the scream had come from. 
 
    “The courtyard?” She asked him, gesturing to the door Angellica had closed half an hour earlier. 
 
    They were the first people out there as another scream went up. 
 
    It wasn’t until Genny reached the courtyard that she understood who was screaming. 
 
    Abimbola. 
 
    She was on her knees in front of the Christmas tree, half-sobbing, half-screeching, and in front of her, slumped against the bottom boughs of the tree, was Angellica, blood splashed against her displaced dog collar, from where her throat had been cut. 
 
    By the side of the body was a knife. 
 
    Genny crouched down next to Abimbola, putting her arms around her shoulders comfortingly as Remy pulled gloves from the back pocket of his trousers and carefully picked up the knife. 
 
    The party goers had gathered behind them, whispering and hollering in horror. 
 
    “An inscription, look,” Remy said, showing Genny the knife. “Angellus Dei Ultimus.” 
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    “Everyone back,” Remy said, performing the futile but necessary job of checking Angellica’s pulse. Her eyes were wide open, and her throat was slit; there was no chance she had survived, but he still needed to confirm the death. “This is a crime scene. No one is to leave here until we say you can go.” 
 
    More shocked murmurs moved through the crowd and a few people shouted their complaints at being treated as suspects. 
 
    Remy ignored them, looking to Genny to take Abimbola inside while he called for his team and an ambulance. 
 
    “It’s awful!” Abimbola sobbed as Genny led her inside. “That poor young woman! It’s awful!” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Genny agreed. 
 
    It was still shocking to her, all these years later. Just minutes earlier she’d seen and talked to Angellica and now she was laying dead in the courtyard. 
 
    They found a pair of armchairs by the drinks table and Genny gestured to one of the servers to get something for her to drink. The server looked just a shaken up as Genny felt as he brought over a glass with whiskey in the bottom. 
 
    “I was thinking more of a cup of tea,” Genny whispered to him as she re-mimed her action and made it clear that she’d been trying to emulate a mug shape with her hands. 
 
    “Thank you,” Abimbola said, taking the glass and downing it without a thought. 
 
    “Or whiskey’s fine,” Genny said with a shrug at the server. 
 
    “This is terrible,” Abimbola sobbed. “Why, God?” 
 
    Genny had no answers for her, and they sat silently together as she tried to calm her. 
 
    She knew from experience that just because someone found a body, doesn’t mean they are the killer. Although, equally, it didn’t prove that they weren’t, either. Abimbola’s grief could be well rehearsed. 
 
    “I know it’s hard,” Genny said after a few minutes. “But I need you to tell me what happened.” 
 
    The sounds of police sirens echoed through the hall as blue and red lights flashed through the large windows of the cloister. PCs trudged inside, stopping guests from leaving and making a perimeter with tape. 
 
    “What happened?” Abimbola repeated her words back to her. 
 
    “Yes, what happened in the courtyard. What happened to Angellica?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, tears streaking her cheeks like snail’s tracks. “I just found her like that! I swear, I had nothing to do with this!” 
 
    “I know, it’s okay,” Genny reassured her, and though she believed her, she needed to be thorough. “Just tell me step by step as much as you can. We need to find out who did this to her.” 
 
    Abimbola started to cry anew as she tried to piece the words together. 
 
    “I was looking for her to tell her that we were ready for her speech. She had wanted to give a speech to the guests so that everyone felt like they knew her a little better. She was thoughtful like that.” 
 
    “I see,” Genny nodded. “And you couldn’t find her?” 
 
    “No,” Abimbola sniffled. “She wasn’t in the hall. So… I went outside… and…” 
 
    Genny gestured to the server again, who brought over another drink. 
 
    “Some tissues too, please?” Genny asked the young man, who nodded and scurried off into the kitchens. 
 
    Abimbola sipped the drink this time and took in a deep breath. 
 
    “She was just laying there, against the tree,” she explained. “And I fell to my knees and screamed. I could do nothing except weep. She was so young!” 
 
    “Yes,” Genny agreed. “It’s tragic, she seemed like a lovely woman. We need to honour her by finding out who did this.” 
 
    “Of course,” Abimbola sniffed again. 
 
    “Did you see anyone, or anything that could give us a clue as to who did this to her?” Genny asked gently. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied. “I saw nothing. No one. By God’s mercy I wish I had…” 
 
    “Alright,” Genny said, squeezing her hand softly. 
 
    “Genny?” A voice behind her made her turn to look. 
 
    “Mum,” Genny said. 
 
    Gloria was as white as a sheet and shaking. 
 
    “That poor woman…” Her mum stumbled to say. “Are you going to help the DI again?” 
 
    “Yes,” Genny stated. It had been unspoken between her and Remy – he still needed her. “Don’t fret about me. Please can you sit with Abimbola?” 
 
    She was fairly confident that Abimbola was not the murderer, and there were half a dozen servers sheepishly standing by the drinks table anyway. 
 
    “Of course,” Gloria said, taking Genny’s seat as she vacated it and grabbing both of Abimbola’s hands comfortingly. “There, there. I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Abimbola sniffed. 
 
    The young male server appeared again, this time with two cups of tea and a plate of biscuits on a tray. 
 
    Genny smiled at him in gratitude and left them to it, heading back out into the courtyard. 
 
    Most of the party were still outside, muttering about the cold. 
 
    Genny found him by the body as his team were cordoning off the area. A forensic photographer was capturing the scene as Remy explained to a PC what was going to happen next. 
 
    “Genny,” he greeted her wearily as she approached. “Thank you for dealing with Abimbola. Has she calmed down at all?” 
 
    “A little,” Genny said. “My mother is with her.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” he said. “Did she say anything else?” 
 
    “She didn’t see anything. He insists that Angellica was already dead when she came outside to get her. Apparently, she was about to make a speech.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” Remy said. “Well, the coroner will be here soon but until then our best guess is that she was killed about half an hour ago. You and I might have been the last people to speak to her.” 
 
    “I remember,” Genny said. “She went out into the courtyard, pulling the door shut. Was anyone out in the courtyard when she came out?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Everyone was inside the hall when Angellica went out, and that is the only entrance to the courtyard.” 
 
    “That we know of,” Genny pointed out. 
 
    “Well, exactly. If the killer used the courtyard door, we’ll know soon enough. There is CCTV in the hall, but conveniently enough for the killer…” 
 
    “None in the courtyard?” Genny guessed. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Genny looked around at the shivering guests. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone connected to the church, I suppose. Someone who would know that there was no CCTV in the courtyard.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Remy said. “If it wasn’t for this knife.” 
 
    He held up the evidence bag with the knife inside. 
 
    “The murder weapon?” 
 
    “We’ll need to confirm with the coroner, but her injury looks consistent with the size and sharpness of the blade. But look at the inscription… Angellus Dei Ultimus. That’s Latin, I know that much.” 
 
    “My Latin is pretty rusty,” Genny admitted. “The ultimate angel?” 
 
    “It’s even more ominous than that – ‘God’s last angel’,” Remy said. 
 
    “You read Latin?” Genny asked, impressed. 
 
    “Not really, but the internet does,” he said, holding up his phone in the other hand. “And the internet also told me that Angellus Dei Ultimus is the motto of a purported medieval society – the Order of Blessed Knights - which appears to still have a cult-like following. Similar to how the Knights Templar inspired the modern Order of the Solar Temple cult.” 
 
    “And this society still operates?” 
 
    “The details of that aren’t exactly plastered across search engines,” he acknowledged. “But the most interesting detail I found from my brief search was that the Order of Blessed Knights was formed at Clearwater Fort in 1340.” 
 
    “That was during the first phase of the Hundred Years War, just as Angellica was telling us about Solent Island’s role in it…” Genny pointed out. “And Angellica’s previous parish was on Clearwater Island.” 
 
    “It can’t be a coincidence,” Remy said. “And may I add that your history knowledge is quite impressive.” 
 
    “Many moons ago I did a degree in it,” Genny reminisced. “Who knew it would come in useful in a murder case.” She blinked. “That’s a point – are we certain this is murder? The knife-” 
 
    “It was too far from her hand for her to have done it herself,” Remy said. “And given the blood splatter on the courtyard’s flagstones, the attacker came at her from behind and threw her body against the tree before dropping the knife. This was definitely murder.” 
 
    “Gosh, poor Angellica,” Genny sighed. 
 
    “It never gets any easier, does it?” Remy half-asked, half-stated. “Watching a woman in the prime of her life be cut down like that… it’s a wonder you have such a positive view of people.” 
 
    “Well, not of murderers,” she countered. “But yes, I understand what you’re saying. No matter how many murder cases I’ve worked on, it is always sad.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s a relief in some ways,” Remy said, handing the evidence bag to a PC as they walked past. 
 
    “A relief?” 
 
    “To know that we’re still human, still feeling empathy. This job can make you question that a bit.” 
 
    Genny knew how he felt. She put a hand on his shoulder tenderly. 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he nodded with a half-smile.  
 
    “Sir?” A PC approached with a piece of paper. “The party planner gave me this as you asked.” 
 
    “Thanks, West,” Remy replied. He turned back to Genny. “This is everyone at the party, at least everyone that the party planner had on the list. We should narrow down the initial suspects so the rest of the guests can head home. I don’t want to be responsible for any deaths by frostbite.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Genny said. 
 
    “I asked the party planner to highlight anyone associated with Owlwood Vicarage,” Remy said, showing her the list. 10 or so names were highlighted in neon green. “If you are happy to rule her out as a suspect, perhaps Abimbola can help us to identify the highlighted names.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Genny said. “Meet me back at mine tonight to get a jump on this case?” 
 
    “Aren’t your parents staying? I don’t want to make them uncomfortable,” Remy said. “A murder case on the dining room table isn’t very festive.” 
 
    “Murderer on the loose a week before Christmas isn’t very festive either,” she asserted. 
 
    “Even so, come to mine. It’s not quite as homely, but we can work in peace. I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    “Okay,” Genny said, annoyed at herself that a flutter of butterflies in her stomach stirred at the thought of seeing his house. 
 
    It’s just work, she reminded herself. 
 
    She returned to her mum and Abimbola, who looked much calmer, sipping her tea. 
 
    “Thanks, Mum,” Genny said with a gentle hand on her mum’s shoulder. “Why don’t you get June to give you a lift back to mine? I’m going to help DI Cochran.” 
 
    “Okay, dear. Don’t stay up too late, will you?” 
 
    “I don’t expect I’ll rest much until the killer is caught,” she answered, and after a pointed look of worry from her mum she added, “But I will be back home to get some sleep, I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” her mum said, giving her a small hug before heading off to find June. 
 
    “Is everyone leaving now?” Abimbola asked, her eyes and nose red from crying. 
 
    “They will be shortly,” Genny said. “But the police need your help first.” 
 
    “My help?” Abimbola asked shakily. 
 
    Genny showed her the list. 
 
    “These names – can you tell me who each of them are?” 
 
    “Are they suspects?” Abimbola asked, horrified as she saw her name highlighted. 
 
    “No, no,” Genny said, a half-lie, but she didn’t want to scare her. “We just need to know a little bit more about the people from the church so that we can find out who did this to Angellica.” 
 
    Abimbola met her eyes and nodded, understanding the seriousness of the task. 
 
    “Okay…” she muttered as she read the names. “Well, there’s me of course. I run the soup kitchen. We make food in the kitchens in the back of the cloister,” she gestured to the door that the servers were coming in and out of. “And then we take it to Solan and hand it out to people in need. Sometimes we run events where a shuttle bus brings people from the nearby towns to have a hot meal and a haircut. Tony Willis and Patricia Rigman are the other two volunteers for the soup kitchen.” She gestured to their names on the list. 
 
    Genny scribbled “SK” for soup kitchen next to their names. 
 
    “And they’re at the party tonight?” Genny asked. 
 
    “They’ve been in the kitchen all night,” Abimbola said. “They’re preparing packed lunches for tomorrow. There is CCTV in there, I’m sure the police can check that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Genny nodded. “And the other names?” 
 
    Abimbola looked at the list again. 
 
    “Mary Thompkins and Cecil Thompkins are an elderly couple who run the boys’ choir. Very sweet people. They donate money to my soup kitchen every month,” Abimbola said. “They were supposed to come tonight but the church in Southwich needed a choral master for their service because theirs is unwell, so they went and helped there instead.” 
 
    That would be easy enough to verify. 
 
    “Roy Martens,” she pointed to another name. “He went home early, but he was here.” 
 
    “He went home early?” Genny asked, curious. Could he have just pretended to go home and instead head out to the courtyard to lay in wait for Angellica? 
 
    “He probably wanted to go to bed. He’s 97 next month,” Abimbola explained. “I never liked him much, but he’s a good-hearted, God-fearing man. He does the Sunday readings from the Bible and has done for the past 78 years.” 
 
    “Wow, incredible,” Genny said. 
 
    Perhaps not. Could a 97-year-old man who goes to bed before 9pm have the strength to hold onto the vicar from behind, slit her throat and throw her against the tree? 
 
    “Colette Babineaux,” Abimbola said. “She was the young woman playing the piano. She plays our organ. She’s a student of music at Solan University, just here from France for her studies. Such a lovely girl, everyone likes her. She’s only twenty.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, noting it down. 
 
    “Horace Kipper is our verger. He’s been the verger here for forty years, outlasting many vicars,” Abimbola said. “When I first moved here from Nigeria in 1996, he was such a huge support to me. The vicar back then was a very elderly French man, and he didn’t like me much, but Horace always showed me kindness.” 
 
    “He was the man who came on stage just before you went out to the courtyard?” Genny queried. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he get on with his new vicar?” Genny asked. “No tension between them?” 
 
    “No,” Abimbola shrugged. “As I said, he was verger to many vicars. I think he greeted all of them with open arms.” 
 
    “Right.” Perhaps he was a conservative man, offended by a younger, female vicar. “And just two more names. I know Wendy Dulcet – she does the flowers, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Abimbola shrugged. “We clashed about the new vicar, but I don’t think she’s a bad woman.” 
 
    She had been openly mocking and spiteful about the vicar, but was that enough of a motive to murder her? And had Wendy had the opportunity? She had been with June when Horace got on the stage, and Genny could only presume they had been chatting for some time before. 
 
    “And I presume Joseph Dulcet is a relation of hers?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Her husband,” Abimbola confirmed. “He was supposed to come tonight but he didn’t. Between you and me, I’ve seen him in Solan late at night…” 
 
    She trailed off and Genny prompted her to continue with a hand gesture, “Doing what exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t like to gossip,” she replied. 
 
    “It’s not gossip, Abimbola,” Genny reminded her. “Anything might be important to the police. 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a self-soothing breath. “My neighbour and I go to Solan every Saturday night to watch live music in a Nigerian bar in town. We have food and dance a lot and then we go home. It’s my one night a week to let loose and have fun.” 
 
    Genny smiled softly. She was glad that someone as selfless as Abimbola took time for themselves. 
 
    “And that’s when you’ve seen him?” 
 
    “Almost every Saturday night, when we leave the bar,” she explained. “We see Joseph coming out of the casino on Chalk Lane.” 
 
    “A casino?” Genny clarified, taking notes. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see.” She wondered what Wendy might think of her husband’s antics, if she knew. “And the last name on the list?” 
 
    “Terrence Hickory is our Bishop for Solent Island.” She sighed. “He is God’s faithful servant.” 
 
    “But?” Genny pressed, sensing her holding something back. 
 
    “But he is not a pleasant man to be around,” Abimbola admitted. “He has anger in his heart that he refuses to exorcise.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “But I didn’t say any of that. He is a powerful man.” 
 
    “This is all confidential, Abimbola, don’t worry,” Genny said. “DI Cochran is just using this information to find the killer.” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Abimbola said. “I’m confident he will find out who did this to poor Angellica. Especially with you at his side, I heard all about how you helped in Mitchell Collins’ murder, you clever thing.” 
 
    “I helped as much as I could,” she replied simply. 
 
    “So modest,” Abimbola grinned. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Genny said earnestly. “And if we need to contact you again, you’d be happy for us to do so?” 
 
    “Of course,” Abimbola nodded firmly. “You can find me in the soup kitchen most days. Just find who did this to her, please.” 
 
    “We will.” 
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    Remy had a small cottage halfway between Solan and Owlwood, nestled on the edge of Greendean Forest. Genny arrived just before midnight. 
 
    He opened the door with bleary eyes, still in his tux, minus the bow tie and jacket, and his shirt half untucked. 
 
    “You must be freezing,” he said, ushering her in. 
 
    His cottage was warm, but he grabbed a blanket from the sofa and wrapped it around her shoulders. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “I appreciate your help – again,” he said, rubbing his eyes sleepily. “Coffee? We might need it.” 
 
    “Tea would be preferable,” she said. 
 
    “Tea it is,” he said. “I have some biscuits somewhere too.” 
 
    He gestured for her to sit at the kitchen table, where had already collated a pile of documents, and soon joined her with two mugs and a plate of snowman shaped biscuits. 
 
    “These are quaint,” she smiled, picking one up and making it walk across the plate. “Don’t tell me you made these?” 
 
    “I told you – I can cook,” he said. “It’s not so surprising, is it?” 
 
    “For a man with no Christmas tree?” She said, gesturing around the open plan kitchen-living space. “A little surprising.” 
 
    “I didn’t see the need for one,” he shrugged, biting the head off of a snowman. “It’s just me here this year, so why bother with all of that?” 
 
    She didn’t reply, suppressing pity for him. 
 
    She could hardly criticise – it had been her, year after year. But Annabelle had always insisted that they make an effort to celebrate, hosting a big party every year. 
 
    “I spoke to Abimbola, poor woman,” Genny explained. “I believe I was able to narrow the list down to four likely suspects. The other six seem very unlikely, most with verifiable alibis. Here’s my notes.” 
 
    She handed her notes over and waited for him to read them as she started to eat a biscuit, realising just how famished she was. She’d had a couple of canapes at the party but there had been no time to eat a real meal. 
 
    “So, Collette, Horace, Wendy and Terrence are our likely suspects,” Remy concluded after reading the notes. “Good work.” 
 
    “Finding a motive for each of them is going to be tricky,” Genny explained. “They are all purportedly religious people with no strong connection to Angellica. Why kill her? The method of killing was quite brutal.” 
 
    “Not something I’d expect of a godly person, no,” Remy said. He took a bit of his biscuit pensively. “Although, religious people are very passionate about their cause, and passion can come out in all sorts of ways.” 
 
    “Not usually murder!” Genny retorted. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Remy said. “Look at the knights we talked about earlier – they believed in the holiness of The Crusades, killing anyway they felt they needed to in order to protect their holy mission. Wendy certainly seemed passionate about protecting the church from someone like Angellica.” 
 
    “She was quite passionate in her hatred of her,” she conceded. “But angry enough to kill? I struggle to see it.” She finished her biscuit as Remy finished his. “Are there anymore?” She asked. 
 
    Her stomach was growling now, the reminder that she was hungry awakening it. 
 
    “Oh, gosh, of course, we skipped dinner…” Remy said. “Let me whip something up.” 
 
    “I can’t ask you to do that!” Genny protested. “It’s nearly midnight.” 
 
    “You’re hungry,” he countered. “And so am I for that matter. We can’t think on an empty stomach. How does mushroom and thyme risotto sound?” 
 
    “Like it will take a long time,” she huffed. 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said, opening the fridge. “I batch cook. I never know when something like this is going to come up.” 
 
    He removed two portions of the risotto and started to heat them in a pan. 
 
    “And to think, when I had to pull all-nighters in London we just got takeaways,” she remarked. “I ate a lot of bad kebabs.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” he grimaced. “You can get that sort of thing in Solan, but aside from a few fish and chip vans the rest of the island is quite free of that temptation.” 
 
    “Probably for the best,” Genny said. “I’m sure the fat from those kebabs are still stuck in my arteries.” 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” he smirked. “Tell me about the other suspects. Horace – what do you know of him? I’ve only met him in passing.” 
 
    “Abimbola only had good things to say about him,” she answered. “But I can see a motive for him – he has been a loyal verger to many older men. It’s not a leap to suspect that he might not appreciate a younger female vicar.” 
 
    “That could be true, though it is hard to prove,” Remy pointed out. “What else did you find out?” 
 
    “Surprisingly little,” Genny said. “No one has come forward to say they saw anything suspicious?” 
 
    “Nobody,” Remy shrugged, stirring the food thoughtfully. “And that in itself is suspicious. It suggests the killer was quite meticulous in planning their route out to the courtyard.” 
 
    “Another thought,” Genny said. Remy dished out the risotto into bowls and brought them over to the table. “How did the killer know that Angellica would be out in the courtyard at that time?” 
 
    Remy paused, thinking back. 
 
    “We were talking to her right before she went out there,” he said. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Just that she needed to go, I think,” Genny said, wishing she had paid closer attention to her words. “She said she had to make the rounds, right?” 
 
    “That’s it. She looked across the room and said she had to go and make the rounds.” 
 
    “Could that have been the killer signalling to her?” Genny asked. “She went outside just after that. She even closed the big door herself, though at the time I presumed that was just because it was cold. Everyone in the hall seemed to feel the breeze from it.” 
 
    “The question is if anyone followed her out there,” Remy said. “That’s how we’ll find our killer.” 
 
    “CCTV?” Genny asked hopefully. 
 
    “The church is still using VHS,” Remy said. “There are hours and hours of physical tapes to go through, with no way to know which tape is from today let alone from the time of the murder. But one of my PCs is on it – West, good guy, new to the job.” 
 
    “The killer probably knew that too,” Genny said. “Everyone on our list knows that church intimately.” She put a forkful of the risotto into her mouth and closed her eyes dreamily. “Remy, this is amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a satisfied grin. He replied to her point, “The killer might have known that, but all we need is one mistake and we’ll catch them out. A hidden look or someone walking just a bit too quickly, all caught on camera. I still have hope.” 
 
    “I think my optimism is rubbing off on you,” Genny remarked. “But I think you’re right.” 
 
    They both knew they couldn’t do much while they waited for the CCTV to be sorted through, which while unbearable gave them the opportunity to gather their thoughts. They sat up on Remy’s laptop, learning everything they could about the suspects. Social media profiles, videos, news articles. Anything that was online was fair game. 
 
    Three hours later and with drooping eyelids, Genny finally decided to go home. 
 
    “This isn’t getting us anywhere without further interviews, the coroner’s report and the CCTV,” Genny said. “Let’s get some sleep and start again fresh in the morning. Although, looking at the clock I’m not sure how fresh we’ll be.” 
 
    “Why not sleep here?” Remy said. 
 
    “…here?” Genny asked, not sure if she had understood his meaning. 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” he backpedalled quickly. “I just meant you could stay in my spare room. Save you driving back this late in the cold.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her relief at assuming incorrectly quickly followed by disappointment. “That’s kind of you but I told my mum I’d come home when we were done. She might be waiting up for me. You know parents, worriers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he smiled. “I’ll see you in the morning then, bright and early.” 
 
    “Not too early,” she said sarcastically, knowing full well she’d struggle to sleep with this all on her mind. “Meet at the church at 8am?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” he said. “Hopefully my poor sleep-deprived PC will have something by then.” 
 
    “Poor West,” Genny chuckled as he showed her to the door. 
 
    She drove back home, finding both of her parents sitting on the sofa with Pip, watching TV and half-dozing. 
 
    “Oh, Genny, thank goodness,” her mum said. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t have waited up,” she said. 
 
    “Any closer to finding the killer, love?” Her dad asked sleepily. 
 
    “Not yet,” she sighed. Pip jumped up from the sofa, putting her paws on Genny’s legs. “This one might take a while. We figured it was better to get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    “Very sensible,” her mum said. 
 
    “Well, then, I’m off to sleep,” her dad said, rounding the sofa to kiss Genny on the cheek before taking the stairs. 
 
    “And me,” her mum said. “And if you want my opinion, which you might not…” she added. “That Wendy is a piece of work but the verger is definitely hiding something.” 
 
    “Noted, thank you,” Genny said, squeezing her mum’s hand as she passed. “Oh, Pip,” she said looking into her big brown eyes. “Here we go again.” 
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    Remy was waiting for her at the church, leaning on the bonnet of his car with a coffee and tea from the café in Whitebourne in each hand. 
 
    “You’re an angel,” Genny said, taking the tea from him. “And I brought mince pies from the bakery. I figured we could have a treat for breakfast with everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “Oh, that was a very good idea,” he said, taking one from the container she produced from her bag. “Hang on, who is running your bakery today? I’d hate for you to have to close it in your first week of being open!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mum happily volunteered,” Genny reassured him. “Though she might eat more of the stock than she sells.” 
 
    “That’s good of her.” 
 
    “She’s quite taken with the community,” Genny said. “She made a lot of friends in the Solent Island Women’s Club last night, including June Setter.” 
 
    “Wow, she’s quite the socialite. You only left her alone for a couple of hours, maximum.” 
 
    “She’s always been like that. She can make friends wherever she goes.” 
 
    “It’s a useful skill that I do not possess,” Remy said, chewing his mince pie mournfully. 
 
    “People like you!” Genny insisted. 
 
    “People tolerate me,” he said. 
 
    “You brought all of those people into the bakery on my first day,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps they fear me.” 
 
    “You’re not scary.” 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely not my sunny attitude that hooks people in,” he replied sardonically before popping the rest of the mince pie into his mouth in one bite. Trying to hide his full mouth behind his hand he added, “Should we go in?” 
 
    “Let’s,” Genny agreed. 
 
    The police tape was still up, with a few PCs and dogs walking the perimeter. 
 
    “Morning, Inspector, Miss,” one said as they passed through the front door. 
 
    Remy looked at Genny amusedly as he replied to the PC, “Morning, Falinska.” 
 
    They walked through the door and across the hall. Genny held back a laugh as she said, “It’s been quite a few years since I’ve been called ‘Miss’.” 
 
    Abimbola was stood at the end of the hall by the serving hatch, drying containers with a tea towel. 
 
    “Oh, Genny, Detective Inspector Cochran,” she greeted them. “The police officers said that we could come in and use the kitchen. I hope I haven’t made a mistake?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Abimbola,” Genny said quickly. “There’s no reason that you can’t continue your important work in the kitchen, isn’t that right DI Cochran?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Remy replied. “Everything was photographed last night. If we need to close the kitchen at a later point we can, but for now, carry on.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” she replied, letting out a stilted breath. “Who are you here to see, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “The verger,” Remy said. “Horace Kipper.” 
 
    Abimbola nodded, “He’s in the vestry steaming his cassock and gown for today’s service.” 
 
    “Today’s service?” Genny asked, looking to Remy pointedly. 
 
    “He’s opening the church for the congregation. They want to pray for Angellica.” 
 
    “Of course, that’s understandable,” Remy said, looking back at Genny with a ‘don’t worry’ nod. “Which way to the vestry please, Abimbola?” 
 
    “Through that corridor,” she said. “Second door on the left. If you end up in the church, you’ve gone too far.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They walked through the corridor and found the vestry door, Remy knocking gently. 
 
    “Enter,” Horace called from inside. 
 
    The vestry joined the medieval cloister to the more modern church hall and the restored church itself. It was a small room with benches, a table and chairs and big cupboards full of clothing for the vicar, verger and the choir. 
 
    The elderly balding man that Genny had seen on the stage the night before had his back to them as they entered, using a steaming machine on a black cassock which was hanging from a hook on the wall. 
 
    “Horace Kipper?” Remy asked, bringing his ID out from his coat pocket as the man turned to look. “I’m DI Remy Cochran. 
 
    “I know who you are, DI Cochran,” Horace replied. He spoke softly, though not shyly. “I will happily answer any questions you have for me. Angellica’s death is a tragedy.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Remy agreed. “We won’t take up much of your time. This is my colleague, Genny Hadly.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” Horace said. “Would you like some tea? Abimbola is in the kitchen, I could ring for her.” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary, thank you,” Remy said, gesturing to the takeaway cups they were holding. 
 
    “Then perhaps we should sit?” Horace put down the steaming machine and gestured to the table and chairs. They took their seats on either side. “I think I know what you might want to ask me,” he added. 
 
    “Oh?” Remy asked. 
 
    “You have likely formed the – not implausible – idea that I didn’t get on with our new vicar. After all she was our first female vicar at Owlwood, and she had some rather eccentric liberalisms that the community weren’t keen on.” 
 
    “That is one observation,” Genny said measuredly. 
 
    “Well, whilst it is one interpretation of the facts, it is untrue,” Horace explained. “Angellica was a wonderful person and I believe, if she hadn’t been killed, she would have proven herself to be an effective and well-liked vicar for this community, despite the backlash.” 
 
    “So, you were not the person who started the petition that was pinned up in the church hall?” Remy asked. 
 
    “The petition to have her removed?” Horace clarified. “No, I actually discouraged people from signing it. You only need ask around the parish. If I had had my way, I would have ripped it down, but Angellica thought it was only fair to let the community have their say. She was very fair like that.” 
 
    “That was very mature of her,” Genny said. “I have to ask – do you know who started the petition?” 
 
    She was sure she knew the answer – Wendy Dulcet seemed the obvious candidate. She had hated Angellica. 
 
    “Well, that was another reason I thought the petition should be removed. It was not a resident of Owlwood parish.” 
 
    “Really?” Remy asked. “That seems odd. Why would someone from another part of the island care who the vicar at Owlwood was?” 
 
    “Because he was a member of her previous parish – Clearwater Island,” Horace explained. “A man named Reid Chester. I love all of God’s creations, but that man has some real hatred at the core of him. He started making posts on the Owlwood Residents social media group, saying that Angellica was not a good fit for Solent Island. From there, he influenced the minds of a few parishioners and soon there was a small but vocal minority in the community who agreed with him.” 
 
    “Wendy Dulcet?” Genny asked. 
 
    He nodded sadly, “Among others. They booked out the church hall for a meeting of sorts, and it was at the end of that meeting that Reid Chester put his petition up on the noticeboard.” 
 
    “What reason did Reid Chester give for hating Angellica?” Remy said. 
 
    Genny opened her tablet and started to look through the Owlwood Residents social media group. 
 
    “He was never very specific,” Horace explained. “As I said, I think he is full of hatred and unhappiness. Perhaps he and Angellica fell out.” 
 
    Genny read out loud from the posts, “’19th November – Angellica Clementine is not the sort of vicar we want on Solent Island. She claims to be a good person, but she is a liar and God will judge her for her sins in hell.’” She looked back up and Horace and Remy. “I see what you mean about the hatred.” 
 
    “It is sad,” Horace sighed. 
 
    “Anything else?” Remy asked her. 
 
    “Two more posts, both with lots of comments. ‘28th November – My previous post didn’t seem to get my message across. I know Angellica’s true nature. She is not a good person. Appeal to your community and cast her out from Owlwood as we did in Clearwater.’ Vague again. And then finally, ‘10th December – Thanks to Wendy Dulcet I will be coming to Owlwood Church Hall tonight at 6pm to speak to those of you who want to take action to rid yourselves of the devil’s conduit.’” 
 
    “Strong words with next to no context,” Remy pointed out. “Horace – have you met this Reid Chester?” 
 
    “No,” Horace shrugged. “I didn’t see the social media posts until just a few days ago when Angellica herself showed them to me. She was trying to persuade me that this upset would blow over, but I’m afraid she was mistaken.” 
 
    “Evidently,” Genny nodded. “And the other people at the meeting – do you have a list of attendants anywhere?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure there must be one on Angellica’s computer,” Horace answered. “Whenever someone books the church hall online, the details are emailed to the vicar.” 
 
    “Could you show us where the computer is?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Of course, but I have no idea what the password is,” he answered. “Only Angellica knew.” 
 
    Within half an hour, an IT specialist from Solan met Remy, Genny and Horace in Angellica’s office behind the church. The computer was predictably as ancient as the CCTV system, taking several minutes to choke into life as the specialist got to work deciphering the password using a memory stick which was able to input thousands of password attempts every second. 
 
    “There,” Rana the IT specialist clapped her hands triumphantly as the password screen lifted and they were able to access Angellica’s computer. “The next vicar should probably get a more secure password than ‘owlwood123’.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rana,” Remy said, sitting in the desk chair as she vacated it. 
 
    Horace pointed out the filing system on the computer’s home screen and they searched through the folders until they found one labelled ‘Church Hall Bookings December’. 
 
    “The 10th?” Remy checked with Genny. 
 
    “That’s what the post said.” 
 
    “Here,” he said, bringing up the document. 
 
    “I haven’t seen a computer this old in years,” Rana chuckled to herself. “Is that TypeDoc 1998? This should be in a museum.” 
 
    Remy looked at Rana pointedly. “Thanks, Rana. You really can go now.” 
 
    “Alright, boss,” she smirked, sharing a look with Genny who smiled back. 
 
    The document listed four names. 
 
    Reid Chester 
 
    Wendy Dulcet 
 
    Bishop Terrence Hickory 
 
    Angellica Clementine 
 
      
 
    “The bishop and Angellica attended the meeting?” Genny questioned, noting the surprised look on Horace’s face. He clearly had no idea either. 
 
    “I did not realise Angellica had attended,” Horace said. “I suppose she wanted to hear them out.” 
 
    “And the bishop?” Remy said. “I presume he alone had the power to remove her from her position?” 
 
    “Yes,” Horace agreed. “Though clearly he didn’t agree.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about Reid Chester besides what you’ve already told us?” Remy asked. 
 
    “He is a volunteer at the church of Saint Mary on Clearwater Island. He handles the fundraisers,” Horace explained. “Aside from that, one of my parishioners told me that Reid works at Clearwater Fort as curator of the museum. He’s a history scholar, a professor of medieval history at Solan University in his younger years I believe.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” Genny said, looking to Remy to signal they should move on. 
 
    “Very,” Remy nodded. “Thank you for your time, Horace. We’ll leave you to your service. We’ll be in touch again if we have any further questions.” 
 
    “Of course,” Horace said, shutting Angellica’s computer said. “Anything I can do to help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They took a ferry across from Southwich to Clearwater Island, landing in the small town of Tupbank at the south of the island. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Genny asked Remy, who was looking green after the choppy ride after the cold December seas. 
 
    “I’ll be fine in a minute,” he groaned as they walked up through the town from the quay. 
 
    “I would have thought an islander would have better sea legs than that,” she teased, though feeling a little sorry for him as he struggled not to gag. 
 
    “My sea legs are fine, it’s my sea stomach that’s protesting,” he grimaced, leaning against a wall and bending over. 
 
    “There’s a herbal shop up ahead,” Genny observed. “Stay here and I’ll see if they have a tea or something for nausea.” 
 
    She left him leaning against the wall and wandered into the shop. 
 
    It had stations of dried foods in bulk, various health food items and a large display of herbs. 
 
    “Good morning,” the woman behind the counter greeted. 
 
    “Good morning,” Genny said, looking at the herbs with futile glances back and forth. She had no idea what to get. She turned to the woman and said, “Anything for seasickness? A tea or a tablet or something?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” she said, rounding the counter in a sweep of tie-dyed skirts and tracing her finger along the various glass jars until she plucked one from the shelf. She pulled out a brown paper package. “Lozenges,” she explained. “Mint, ginger, raspberry leaf and liquorice root. One of our most popular products, as you can imagine, being so close to the ferry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Genny said, taking the packet. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “£2,” she said, gesturing for Genny to follow her to the till. 
 
    “Perfect. And perhaps some of these crackers,” she said, picking up a packet of rosemary and sea salt crackers. “I don’t think my friend has eaten much today and that might help settle his stomach.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the woman said. “Are you here for tourism?” 
 
    “No,” Genny said, deciding how honest to be. In London, she’d rarely revealed who she was for fear of harassment, but Solent Island was different. She had found that people often spoke to her openly here, keen to gossip or share their opinions on the other islanders. “I’m helping the police on a murder case.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh, that poor woman – the vicar,” the woman nodded as she typed the products into the till. “I presume you’re on Clearwater Island because of the whole scandal when she was removed from the church of Saint Mary.” 
 
    “Scandal?” Genny questioned with a raised eyebrow. “There was a scandal?” 
 
    “A big one,” the woman nodded salaciously. “I don’t know all of the details but there was an argument between her and the nosey old guy who works up at the ruined fort, Reid.” 
 
    “Reid, oh,” Genny said, pretending the name was new to her. “He didn’t like her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly,” the woman admitted. “But he’s not a very pleasant man. Very angry. His wife left him a couple of years ago and he’s been quite bitter ever since. But like I say, I don’t know what happened between them, only that they had some sort of spat and then she was removed.” 
 
    “Does Reid still help out at the church of Saint Mary?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I think so,” the woman said. “When he’s not working at the ruins.” 
 
    “Do you think you could tell me how to get to the church and the ruins?” Genny said. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re the one from London,” the woman said with recognition. “The one who solved Mitchell Collins’ murder.” 
 
    “Well, I just helped,” Genny insisted. “But yes, I’m from London originally.” 
 
    “I remember your face now,” the woman said. “From the newspaper.” 
 
    The local newspaper had reported on Mitchell’s murder, including a picture of Genny in her Met uniform, much to her chagrin. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, not quite sure what to say about the article except that she wished it didn’t exist. Her quiet retirement to a sleepy seaside island hadn’t been quite so quiet. 
 
    “Anyway, there’s a map of the island in this pamphlet,” the woman explained, pulling one from a tourism display next to the till. “This dot here is the Tupbank high street, and then up the road is the church, and then further inland on the hillock is the ruins of the fort. You can’t miss them, they’re visible from most of the island.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for your help,” Genny said, giving her the money and taking the crackers, lozenges and pamphlet outside with her. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the woman said. “And I hope you find the killer.” 
 
    Genny found Remy still leaning against the wall and thrust a lozenge into his hand. 
 
    “Is it magic beans?” He joked dryly, not waiting for the reply before shoving it into his mouth. 
 
    “Yes, I traded a cow for it and now a beanstalk will grow out of the top of your head,” she teased. “And nibble on these crackers. You’ll be alright in a minute.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied earnestly. “You’re a good friend, Genny Hadley.” 
 
    She grinned, putting a consoling arm around his broad shoulders and leading him up the hill. “We’ll pass the fort first, see if Reid is there. Then on our way back down we’ll pass the church.” 
 
    “And then back to the ferry?” Remy sighed. 
 
    “We could always swim back,” she pointed out drolly. 
 
    The ruins were just as the woman had said, perched high on a lush green hillock, shadowing the towns below. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find that even the museum was closed on a Sunday, and the fort itself was so unstable that only the grounds were available to tourists on other days anyway. 
 
    “I was hoping we’d find something more,” Genny said. 
 
    Remy looked brighter now, breathing minty clouds into the frosty air as they stood there. 
 
    She knew that look on his face; he had an idea. 
 
    “This way,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her around behind the museum. 
 
    “Where are we going?” She asked. 
 
    “I want to see the entrance,” she explained. “We might be able to see into the fort that way.” 
 
    The hillock was surrounded by metal fences with barbed wire running along the top, but the bars were easy to see through. 
 
    Soon, they found the old gatehouse of the fort, barely standing, but recognisable by its arched shape. 
 
    “It’s derelict,” Genny pointed out. “I dug out my history books over breakfast this morning. It’s just as Angellica was telling us; these islands were used as training in the Hundred Years War, secretly of course. The French ships often passed close by. Some records indicate the fort was taken for all of a week by the French in 1352 before Edward III drove them out again.” 
 
    “And the Order of the Blessed Knights soon followed?” 
 
    “It seems so,” Genny said. “To protect against the French and pursue holy interests overseas.” 
 
    “Then I think I have put some pieces of the puzzle together,” Remy said, pointing through the bars of the fence. “Look there.” 
 
    Genny strained to see what he was pointing at. 
 
    “Your eyes are younger than mine,” she protested. 
 
    “Oh, hardly,” he scoffed. “But here.” He passed a pair of mini binoculars from the pocket of his coat. “I never go anywhere without them.” 
 
    “Are you a peeing Tom? Or worse – a bird watcher!” She teased. 
 
    “Worse still, a detective,” he grinned. 
 
    She took the binoculars and put them up to her eyes. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Through the entranceway, in the next chamber.” 
 
    She focussed on that area, trying to see what he had been looking at. 
 
    Most of the building was just freestanding walls now, the roof and wooden beams had lost collapsed or rotted. 
 
    Then she saw it. On one of the wall was a coat of arms, a shield shape split into four quadrants, at one point in time probably painted with bright colours, carved with lions, wolves and crucifixes. 
 
    But under the coat of arms, chiselled into the stone, protected from the elements by the surrounding walls, was a phrase: Angellus Dei Ultimus. 
 
    “The same phrase as the knife,” she observed, looking back at him with gleeful understanding. “How does this link to Angellica?” 
 
    “That I’m not entirely sure about,” he conceded. “Either a medieval cult decided she had to die, or someone really wants us to connect the two things.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not convinced the former is as implausible as we suspect. I’ve seen some cults in my time and they know how to indoctrinate their members.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree – a fanatical religious cult that punishes progressive vicars isn’t out of the question.” 
 
    “But I think we can agree that it’s not worth chasing our tails over for now?” She handed him back his binoculars. “I don’t believe in following a trail of breadcrumbs.” 
 
    “That’s a fun mix of metaphors,” Remy smirked. “This whole thing does feel a bit… metaphorical somehow. Symbolism everywhere. Angels. Christmas trees. Crucifixes.” 
 
    “A distraction?” Genny pondered. “A murderer who wants us wrapped up in the fairytale of it all?” 
 
    “That’s what my money’s on.” He sighed and brushed a hand through his dark hair. “Let’s re-focus. We were looking for Reid Chester. The church?” 
 
    They could hear church bells in the distance. Sunday morning. 
 
    They followed the map back down through Tupbank, finding a little Victorian church along the western stretch of beach. It was decrepit, with bricks out of place and cracked windows. The sound of the congregation singing hymns hummed through the walls, swirling in the sea air around them as they approached. 
 
    They sat on a bench outside the church, watching the waves and eating the crackers Genny had bought, waiting for the service to be over. If Reid was as aggressive as the woman in the shop and Horace had made out, they wanted to avoid a scene. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Remy answered, “Although I’m not keen to get back on the ferry. Needs must.” 
 
    “Is that another reason you don’t want to go to the Isle of Wight with your family?” Genny pushed. 
 
    He gave her a sidewards look. 
 
    “If it is, it’s subconscious,” he said, considering it for a moment. He sighed and looked at her with frustration, “You’re really not going to stop talking about Christmas Day, are you?” 
 
    “I just think it’s a shame that you don’t have decorations and you’re working instead of seeing your family,” she shrugged. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine!” He insisted. “I’ll see my family another time, and decorations are just things.” 
 
    “They’re not just things. It’s community. Cheer. Marking the passing of another year. You don’t have to be religious to want to celebrate those things.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, really,” he said. “But I’ve been a ‘bah, humbug’ type all my life. This year is no exception.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stop talking about it,” she relented. “So long as you’re sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The church doors opened, and the vicar and verger stepped out, saying goodbye to the congregation as they moved out. 
 
    “How will we tell which one he is?” Genny asked. 
 
    “A little trick I sometimes use,” Remy said facetiously. “Works 50% of the time.” He cleared this throat and loudly said, “Reid!” 
 
    A few people turned, but one man stared at them, confused. 
 
    “Very professional policework,” Genny scoffed. 
 
    “Don’t act like you had a better idea.” 
 
    “Asking the vicar?” 
 
    “That would have also worked,” Remy shrugged. “Although perhaps not before he’d run off.” 
 
    They made their way towards Reid Chester. 
 
    He was a very short man in his 50s, skinny with square glasses and wispy hair. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” he said as Remy pulled out his ID. “You think I killed that vicar.” 
 
    Genny was taken aback. How would he presume that already? 
 
    Remy matched his combative tone, “Well, did you?” 
 
    “No!” Reid protested, blowing an incredulous raspberry. “Ridiculous!” 
 
    “But you can see why we’d presume it was you?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Because I got her kicked off of Clearwater Island!” He said. “And with good reason. I don’t think that’s motive for murder.” 
 
    “But you really hated her, didn’t you?” Remy poked at him a bit more. “We’ve seen your posts in the social media group, Reid. You were the one who started the petition to have her removed. And you got a dozen or so signatures, although that didn’t do much.” 
 
    “That’s only because they don’t know the full story about her,” Reid said, starting to walk away, parallel to the beach and back towards the town. 
 
    They kept up, Remy continuing to apply the pressure. 
 
    “You know the full story, don’t you Reid? And that’s why you hated her. She did something to you.” 
 
    Reid stopped in his tracks, anger making his cheeks purple. 
 
    “Look, are you going to arrest me or not? Because I don’t have to talk to you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Genny acknowledged. “But wouldn’t it be better for your standing in this community if you weren’t?” She gestured around at the congregation, still filing out of the church and watching their conversation carefully. 
 
    Reid rolled his eyes, “Fine.” He beckoned them away from the church and they walked down to the seafront. Reid sat on the wall of the promenade and sighed, as if he were about to give up a long-held secret. “I didn’t hate her. I just didn’t trust her. I care about the community.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you trust her?” Remy asked, crossing his arms inquisitively. 
 
    “Well, the reason I haven’t told anyone the full story is that I can’t fully prove what she did. But I went to the bishop and he believed me enough to move her away from here. Just not far enough for me.” 
 
    “Enough mystery,” Genny said firmly. “What did she do Reid?” 
 
    “She stole from the church fundraiser,” Reid said darkly. “At first, it looked like it was all just expenses – food, drink, hiring a bouncing castle, that sort of thing. But when I went through the expenses for the three fundraisers we had over the summer, there were all sorts of mislabelled items. A few dozen cans of drink somehow cost £100. A magician’s fee for an hour of balloon animals was £500. The final straw was a local fish and chip van that we hired to cater an event. She’d added a charge of £2000 to the expenses, but when I spoke to them, they told me they’d done it for free, to help the fundraiser. In the end, though we did raise money for the church, we made no way near the profit I had expected.” 
 
    “And you are sure she was pocketing the money?” Genny asked. 
 
    “At first, I gave her the benefit of the doubt,” Reid said. “I didn’t want to believe it – she was a vicar, you know? But then… she started wearing designer shoes to the church services. She got a new car, a nice one. It just all looked a bit suspicious.” 
 
    Genny thought back to the beautiful red dress and candy cane shoes that Angellica had been wearing at the party. Could there be some truth to Reid’s accusations? Would a vicar really steal money from church fundraisers so brazenly? 
 
    “Why didn’t you go to the police, Reid?” Remy asked. 
 
    “I had no proof,” Reid countered. “Just a gut feeling.” 
 
    “The police could have looked at her bank statements,” Remy said. “We could have proven it, and either forced her to give the money back or more likely charged her for theft.” 
 
    Reid put his head in his hands, “You’re right,” he said. “I was a fool. I went to the bishop instead. I thought, ‘this can’t be right, I’m missing something here.’ I went to the bishop and showed him what I had found. And then… everything got worse.” 
 
    “How so?” Remy asked. 
 
    “He agreed to remove Angellica from the church. But he warned me not to go to the police. He told me he would ‘deal with it’.” 
 
    “He threatened you?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Not in so many words,” Reid said. “But I trusted him. I wanted to believe in the goodness of the church. I wanted to believe that this was just a big misunderstanding and he’d sort it out.” 
 
    “So, why the petition Reid?” 
 
    “When I found out the bishop was just moving Angellica to the big island, I was furious. What was to stop her doing it again? Then I visited Owlwood church and saw the beautiful stained glass and the endless upkeep. I was worried she was doing it again, fundraising for the church and pocketing bits here and there. I went to the bishop again and then he really doubled down. He came to our meeting at Owlwood Church Hall to warn me. He told me not to say anything or he’d use his ‘connections’ to ruin my life.” 
 
    “Now, that’s a threat,” Remy said. “Do you have any proof of that?” 
 
    “No,” Reid shrugged. “We were alone, in person. He’d surely deny it if I suggested it.” 
 
    “So, you did the only thing you could,” Genny concluded. “You tried to turn the community against Angellica instead. You wanted to use a democratic way of getting rid of her.” 
 
    “It seemed the only option left,” Reid said. “But now she’s dead, and I can’t help feeling responsible.” 
 
    Genny and Remy shared a look. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Because I incited hatred against her. She was a thief, I believe that,” he said. “But I don’t think she deserved to die for what she did here. It’s awful. And to think that I stirred up such passionate distrust of her in the community… I did not wield the knife, but what if someone did it because of me?” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself even if that is true,” Genny said. “But we do need to know if you have an alibi for last night between 9 and 10pm?” 
 
    He thought for a moment, visibly shaken by talking about the subject before finally saying slowly, “Yes. I was with my ex-wife, Jean. She needed help putting the tree up.” 
 
    “Is she the only person that can confirm that?” Remy asked. 
 
    Genny knew all too well that often spouses – or ex-spouses - were used as fake alibis. It was much harder to prove that they weren’t at home that way. 
 
    “Yes, her sister and her mother were having dinner with her in the dining room while I wrestled with the tree,” he explained. “And if you speak to them, you’ll realise they very much landed on Jean’s side in the divorce. They wouldn’t lie for me, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    He was astute, she had to give him that. 
 
    “Thank you for speaking with us,” Remy said. “We’ll be back in touch if we need to ask anything else.” 
 
    “Okay,” Reid said sheepishly, looking like he was waking from a nightmare. 
 
    “One last thing, actually,” Genny said, remembering the coat of arms. “Angellus Dei Ultimus – you work at the ruins, what can you tell us about that phrase.” 
 
    “The motto of the Order of Blessed Knights?” He asked, puzzled. “It was the centre of my research while I was a professor at Solan University, and still of great interest to me now. It is a Latin phrase, of course, ‘God’s last angel’, thought to refer to the last stand of the order against attacking French forces during the Hundred Years War. They hid in the walls of the fort, knowing they were outnumbered. They carved the phrase onto their weapons as a prayer of sorts and jumped out from their hiding places crying it. They slit the soldier’s throats from behind, using the element of surprise.” 
 
    “From behind?” Remy repeated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They were silent, thinking through the intended symbolism of Angellica’s death. 
 
    “Okay, thank you for answering our questions,” Genny said. “Enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    He gave them a final bemused look before jumping down from the wall and scurrying back down the hill towards the town. 
 
    “It’s obviously not a coincidence,” Remy asserted. 
 
    “No,” Genny said. “I agree.” 
 
    “But what does it mean?” 
 
    “It means that someone really wanted us to think it was Reid Chester,” Genny said. 
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    Remy braved the boat again, sucking his lozenges and humming to himself. When they returned to shore, they went their separate ways so that Genny could relieve her mum from the bakery. They agreed to meet first thing the next day, once Remy had phone the bishop to arrange a meeting. 
 
    Bishop Terrence Hickory lived in a large house in Market Yaxley, close to the town centre. That Monday morning, he had reluctantly agreed to meet them after Remy had reminded him of the importance of the church co-operating with the investigation. 
 
    “He was pretty cagey on the phone,” Remy explained as they took the final turning towards the house. “I’ll try not to keep you too long – I’m sure your mum isn’t too happy to be watching the bakery again.” 
 
    “She loved it actually,” Genny explained. “And she sold more cakes than I did in my first week alone, mostly to her new pals. Although I will need to go home at some point to bake some more stock, otherwise I’ll be making yule logs at 3 in the morning.” 
 
    “Not ideal,” Remy agreed. They found the right house, an old columned monstrosity with at least six bedrooms. “Crikey. Let me take the lead this time? I’ve known him a long time and he can be… well, openly sexist.” 
 
    “Charming,” Genny remarked. “But yes, I’ll keep quiet.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They were led inside by a housekeeper who twittered nervously about how awful the murder had been and how the bishop’s heartburn had been flaring ever since. 
 
    The bishop was in his study, barely looking up from the notebook he was writing in as they were shown in. 
 
    “Thank you, Magda,” he said with a deep, Etonian voice. “Be a good woman and bring us tea.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Magda said, with a nervous little curtsey. 
 
    Genny struggled to keep her face neutral. Remy hadn’t been kidding. 
 
    “Bishop,” Remy greeted as they took their seats on the other side of his large mahogany desk. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Not under the circumstances,” the bishop added, looking up at them over half-moon glasses. “And who are you?” He directed at Genny. 
 
    “Genny Hadley,” she said. 
 
    “Ms. Hadley was a DI in the Met. Her counsel has been invaluable to me on a number of cases now.” 
 
    “Ah, of course, the builder that was shot at the lighthouse,” the bishop drawled. “Awful business, I read about it in the paper.” 
 
    “Yes,” Genny confirmed. “I helped on that case too.” 
 
    “Well, then, it’s good that you’re here,” the bishop replied sardonically as Magda came back in with the tea tray.  
 
    Ordinarily, Genny would have snapped back with something scathing, but she held her tongue as Remy had instructed. It was vital that they got the information they needed from the bishop about Angellica’s re-location, considering how important it seemed to be to her murder. 
 
    “We’re here to talk about Angellica Clementine’s murder,” Remy began as Magda left the room. “But more specifically we’d like to ask about Reid Chester.” 
 
    “Ugh, that fool,” the bishop scoffed. “Has he been making more trouble? It wouldn’t surprise me if he killed her over all this nonsense with the fundraisers.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that Angellica was stealing the money?” 
 
    “I couldn’t care either way,” the bishop chortled. “She seemed a perfectly find vicar to me, and gorgeous too. She really brightened up the pulpit.” 
 
    Genny dug her fingernails into the palm of her hand to stop herself from glowering at him. It was going to take every ounce of energy she had to keep her face neutral. 
 
    “Well, that may be,” Remy said, clearing holding back him own anger too. “But in a murder investigation, the funnelling of church funds to a vicar is rather important when ascertaining a motive.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, sure,” the bishop said with a dismissive wave of his hand. He leaned back in his desk chair and removed his half-moon glasses. “In that case, it was almost certainly Reid Chester. Angry little man. Probably fancied a roll in the hay with her. Although, who didn’t?” 
 
    Genny held back an eyeroll. 
 
    “Bishop,” Remy said with a cleansing breath. “You must understand the seriousness of the accusation against Angellica. You discouraged Reid from going to the police. You moved Angellica to a new parish without discovering whether she was guilty of the accusations Reid made.” 
 
    “It was all something and nothing,” the bishop insisted. “A few quid got mislaid – big deal. I just wanted Reid to stop going on about it. So, I moved her and hoped he’d shut up!” 
 
    “But he didn’t shut up, did he?” Genny pointed out. “And so, that made things very difficult for you. Now, you had two parishes complaining about one of your vicars.” 
 
    “Not just a pretty face,” the bishop said with a wink at her. “It did make things difficult, but I didn’t kill her if that’s what you’re insinuating Mrs. Hadley.” 
 
    “Ms.,” she insisted. 
 
    “I can see why you would think that I would benefit from her death, but think about it logically – why would I kill her and make more drama when I could just quietly move her away again? I could have palmed her off on the mainland, some other bishop’s problem. Or sent her to some backwater around the world as a missionary. Perhaps I should have done that the first time, but she was just so nice to look at, I couldn’t bring myself to do that.” 
 
    Genny’s blood boiled and it was only Remy’s elbow in her side that kept her from telling the bishop what she really thought of him. 
 
    “That’s true,” Remy accepted. “Her murder made more issues for you than it solved. But I have one final qualm – the finances for Owlwood Church just don’t make sense. For example, how could they afford to throw such a lavish Christmas party, with staff to serve canapes, champagne, two giant trees? How much money does Owlwood parish receive from the diocese’s budget?” 
 
    “The same as the other parishes,” he answered plainly, the most earnest answer he seemed to have given so far. “All of the churches have to fundraise to make enough money for repairs, events, extra staff. That is just the way it is now.” 
 
    “We may be in contact to see official documents that verify that,” Remy emphasised. “I presume you would co-operate with that and I won’t need to get a warrant?” 
 
    “Of course,” the bishop said. “I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “Good,” Remy nodded, patting his legs as he was about to stand up. 
 
    “It’s a terrible shame,” the bishop said. “A sexy woman cut down in her prime like that. We have so few women who look like that in the church. Apart from that stunning little French girl, so spirited…” 
 
    Genny opened her mouth to bark out a reply, but she paused, thinking through what he had said. 
 
    “Spirited?” She asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “The two of them were arguing just before the party, actually. I don’t know what about but just watching them…” he groaned. 
 
    Genny wrinkled up her face in disgust and looked to Remy. 
 
    “I think we have what we need, thank you,” Remy said, standing up and gesturing for Genny to do the same. 
 
    “No problem, Inspector,” the bishop said. “Do let me know if you need anything else from me. Tell Magda to come in on your way out. The tea is cold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was only a short drive to Solan University via the snaking woodland roads of Greendean Forest. 
 
    “According to the campus map, the music department should be just here on the left,” Genny directed Remy as they drove past the library. 
 
    It was a small university compared to some on the mainland, but it held a distinguished reputation all the same. 
 
    The music room was a modern building, decorated with large orange music notes on the front door. 
 
    The entered to the sound of violins tuning and the distant, muffled rattle of a drum kit. The common area of the department was full of students, some working on their laptops and others fiddling with instruments. Door off of the main area appeared to be music practice room and seminar classrooms. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you all,” Remy said over the noise, a few students looking up from their work. “We’re looking for Collette Babineaux?” 
 
    “She’s in the computer suite,” one of the students answered. “Down that corridor and up the stairs.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Remy replied. 
 
    They followed the student’s directions and reached another room, full of rows of computers. The students were using software to write music compositions, moving crochets and rests around the screen digitally or inputting the melody via a piano keyboard which was wired in. 
 
    Colette was in the corner, and noticed them as soon as they entered, saving her work and gesturing for them to come with her. She led them through to an empty practice room and shut the door. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “Everyone’s working on their final paper before the Christmas holiday. Did you need to speak to me about Angellica?” 
 
    “Yes,” Remy said. “We just had a few questions.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, pushing her hair out of her face. 
 
    Her youth was evident in her face, giving her a naïve expression, which Genny suspected wasn’t true to her nature. 
 
    “How well did you know Angellica?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Not particularly well,” Collette shrugged. “She had only really performed a handful of sermons before… before she was killed.” She blinked away sadness. Genny could only imagine how hard something like this had to be to process at that age. “I just play the organ there. We’d worked together a few times to put together a programme of hymns, one wedding and two funerals. That’s all really.” 
 
    “Did you socialise outside of your work for the church?” Remy queried. 
 
    “No,” Collette shrugged. “I mean, I liked her, she was nice to me, but I’m busy with uni and we didn’t really have the opportunity to hang out.” 
 
    “She was nice to you?” Genny repeated her words back to her. 
 
    “Yeah,” Collette said casually. “Always.” 
 
    “You never argued?” Genny pressed. 
 
    Collette hesitated. “Possibly, but never anything serious.” 
 
    “You didn’t argue just before the party?” 
 
    Collette crossed her arms defensively and paused before replying, “You mean in the vestry? We were frustrated with each other, but I don’t know if you could consider it an argument.” 
 
    “What happened?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Angellica wanted to give her speech before I played any songs,” Collette said. “But I thought it would be better to get the crowd warmed up with a few Christmas favourites first. She had always deferred to me on music choices before, so I was a little surprised when she disagreed with me. We perhaps got a little more heated than I would have liked.” 
 
    “You shouted at each other?” 
 
    “More like bickered,” Collette said. “I tried to convince her that we should start the music and dancing early to try and get people loosened up. There was a lot of tension in the community, and I thought it might diffuse some of that. But she insisted that she had to speak as early as possible.” 
 
    “How did the conversation end?” Genny asked. 
 
    “I agreed with her. I didn’t want to fight. I knew what I thought was best, but she was in charge. She thanked me and then we carried on setting up for the party.” 
 
    “But hang on,” Genny said. “You did start playing music before her speech – how did that happen if you agreed to do as she wanted?” 
 
    “Because no one could find her,” Collette said. “Obviously, we later found out why. She was nowhere to be seen, even Horace could find her, so I started the music and Horace eventually stepped in to call her to the stage with the microphone. Then Abimbola screamed from outside and…” 
 
    “And we know the rest,” Remy finished. 
 
    “Who told you that we had argued?” Collette asked. “I didn’t think anyone else was in the vestry.” 
 
    Genny looked to Remy, who nodded his permission. 
 
    “The bishop,” Genny said. “He overheard you.” 
 
    “Not Horace then?” Collette asked. “That man makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “The verger, Horace Kipper?” Remy clarified. “But he seems like such a sweet man.” 
 
    “He is, usually,” Collete agreed. “But for the past couple of weeks I’ve been going to Owlwood Church in the evenings, after uni, so that I could practice the Christmas tunes on the big piano there. We only have upright pianos in the music department here, and I wanted to test how it would sound in the echoey cloister. He was always there in the evenings, in his office, even if Angellica wasn’t there. He would often get angry with me for being there so late.” 
 
    “Angry?” Genny asked with surprise. “He seemed so gentle. I can’t imagine him angry.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s just me he doesn’t like,” Collette sighed. “But I didn’t like being there alone with him at night.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Remy said. “Just one last question. I know this is not a nice thought, but do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm Angellica? Did you see anyone threaten her or pull her aside at the end of a service?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” Collete said firmly. “Despite the petition and a few people being upset, she got on well with most people.” 
 
    They left Collette to her studies, more confused and frustrated than they had been at the start of the day. 
 
    “We’re not getting anywhere going off of hunches and hearsay,” Remy sighed as they got back into the car. “Of the four – now five with Reid Chester – suspects, we have no evidence that any of them had the means or opportunity to commit the crime. Collette was at the piano when Abimbola found the body, Horace was on stage, Wendy was stood right next to us and the bishop, well… I don’t know where he was but he’s right that his motive doesn’t make any sense. I have a PC checking on Reid Chester’s alibi, we should have that confirmed by tonight.” 
 
    “You’re right, we’re ping-ponging around all over the place based on what we’ve been told. We need something concrete.” 
 
    “Like the CCTV,” Remy suggested. He sighed, realising what was needed. “Let’s go back to Whitebourne. I’ll spend the evening helping PC West go through the CCTV and I’ll drop you back at your place. You’ve got some more cakes to make, and I refuse to be the reason that your customers are denied your delicious mince pies.” 
 
    She nodded. He was right, she had to think of her business as well as her parents who had been nothing but helpful during the case.  
 
    “I feel quite useless on this case, I admit,” Genny said. “It feels like the more we pull at the threads, the less thread we have.” 
 
    “You’re vital to this, I promise you,” he insisted. “Otherwise, I’d be sat in the car talking to myself right now.” 
 
    “You could put a dummy in the passenger seat?” She teased. 
 
    “And miss out on your witticisms?” He retorted. “Never.” 
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    “I really can handle the bakery, Gen,” Gloria insisted. “I’ve been quite enjoying having something to do.” 
 
    “What about Dad?” Genny said, wiping over the glass shelves in the display fridge and placing a spiced fruit cake in prime position. 
 
    “He helped me yesterday,” her mum said. “And at lunchtime, we shut the bakery and went for a nice long walk with Pip along the river. It’s been so peaceful. It’s made us both remember why we loved bringing you and Annabelle here as children.” 
 
    Genny smiled softly. 
 
    “Well, I’m still waiting for Remy to get back to me about the case, so we can open the bakery together today,” she said. “I’ve got more mince pies in the back and then we’re ready to open.” 
 
    “You know, this is exactly what I imagined my retirement would be like,” Gloria smiled as Genny went to the back to get the mince pies. “Working in a little shop, walking, seeing my family.” 
 
    Genny came back with the mine pies, placing each one into the display fridge carefully. 
 
    “I think so long as you’re working, Mum, you’re not fully retired,” she teased. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she laughed. “But I’m glad to be here. I know you and Remy will solve the case in time for Christmas.” 
 
    “No pressure then?” Genny said. 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not darling, sorry,” she added quickly. “But Remy is smart as a whip and you are too. You make a good team.” 
 
    “We do,” Genny agreed, noticing her mum’s salacious look. “Not like that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Gloria grinned. “I’ve seen how you look at each other.” 
 
    “We’re colleagues,” Genny said. “And friends.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fine,” Gloria shrugged. “I just thought I saw something between you.” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Mum,” Genny said firmly but not unkindly. “Can you please turn the sign around so we can open?” 
 
    She could see June Setter hovering outside the shop. Her mum waved to her as she turned the sign around and let her inside. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re open,” June said, blowing hot air into her hands. “It’s freezing out there!” 
 
    “What can we get you June?” Genny asked. “Something to warm you up?” 
 
    “A hot chocolate,” June said. “And a loaf of that lovely sourdough bread to take home.” 
 
    “No problem,” Genny said, starting on the hot chocolate while her mum packaged up the bread. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t ask, but I just have to… any luck finding the vicar’s killer yet?” June asked. “It’s just awful, and a few of my church-going friends are scared to go back.” 
 
    “No, not yet,” Genny said. It was only natural that people would want to know, especially given how public her death had been. “Why are they scared?” 
 
    “Because there’s a mass murderer on the loose, of course!” June huffed. “Any of us could be next!” 
 
    “I understand the fear,” Genny said, pouring the warm milk in with the hot chocolate powder. “But let me assure you all that we have no reason to suspect the killer will strike again. All the evidence points to this case being entirely to do with Angellica, not the church as a whole.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something at least,” June sighed, taking the bread from Gloria. Genny finished the hot chocolate and placed it on the countertop. June added, “Do you think you’ll find the killer before Christmas?” 
 
    Genny swallowed down frustration. 
 
    Why does everyone keep adding a deadline? 
 
    “I hope so,” Genny said. “As soon as we can.” 
 
    “Do you have any suspects in mind?” June said. “Because although Wendy is my friend… well, she can be quite tetchy at times.” 
 
    “We’re considering every option,” Genny assured her. “Please try not to worry. Take your mind off of it.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” June said with a sigh. “Which reminds me – Gloria, are you coming to the meeting of the SIWC this evening?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gloria said looking to Genny. “If that’s okay with you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Genny said. “In fact, why don’t we leave Dad to close up the shop and we’ll go together. I could do with a distraction too.” 
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    The Solent Island Women’s Club held a meeting every Tuesday and Thursday evening at Owlwood Church Hall. June had explained to them with pride that the club had started with the suffragettes in the early 1900s, although these days it was less about the emancipation of women and more about gossiping while eating cake. 
 
    Genny and Gloria took a chocolate cake from the bakery with them, decorated with mini fondant penguins and holly berries, which eliciting ‘oo’s and ‘ah’s from the members as soon as they walked in. Someone had made sandwiches, scones and there was a very green quiche in one corner of the food table. 
 
    June got them a cup of tea each from an ancient tea urn and they moved around the group, chatting to each of the women. 
 
    She could see Reid’s petition still on the noticeboard at the other end of the hall. It had more than a dozen signatures. His plan to get her removed from the island hadn’t been a terrible one, even if it had made him look guilty of her murder. She was rarely certain it wasn’t him, and once Remy’s PC confirmed his alibi, they could put that idea to rest. 
 
    Genny spotted Wendy immediately, holding court with another group of women. She surreptitiously listened in. 
 
    “It’s a tragedy of course, but she wasn’t right for the parish,” Wendy was saying. “Awful, yes, but God always has a plan.” 
 
    A few of the women around her nodded compliantly while some of the others looked around sheepishly. 
 
    She was cruel and rude, but was she stupid? She’d have to be if she was the murderer, making herself look so suspicious. 
 
    She had motive, perhaps she had opportunity, but could she really kill someone? She was short and plump, and not as old as the other women. Could she have held onto Angellica from behind and cut her throat? 
 
    “I made a special floral arrangement for the church’s service on Sunday,” Wendy explained. “Carnations, naturally, and the spotted daisies. We may not have liked the vicar, but she deserves the best flowers in death.” 
 
    She gestured to a woman with long grey hair next to her, who shrugged awkwardly, as if she didn’t really agree with what Wendy was saying but didn’t want to offend her. 
 
    “Who is that?” Genny whispered to June. 
 
    “Oh, that’s Margie, she owns the florist behind the old schoolhouse in Owlwood,” June explained. 
 
    The florist that Remy knew, Genny realised. 
 
    She thanked June and gently inserted herself into the other group, ignoring a furrowed brow from Wendy. 
 
    “Margie?” Genny asked. 
 
    The woman with long grey hair beamed, “That’s me.” 
 
    “My friend brought me a lovely bunch of flowers from your shop, with the spotted daisies in it. He said you grow them yourself.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Margie nodded. She wore a long blue apron-dress over the top of a grey woolly jumper, and even just from standing next to her Genny could smell flowers – her scent was like warm honey, dark and sweet. “I grow them in my garden. They’re a protected species, you know. There are very few people with a license to grow them.” 
 
    “You need license to grow them?” Genny asked, though she remembered that Remy had told her that before. 
 
    “Of course,” Wendy interjected. “They’re an important native plant, we can’t just let anyone get their hands on them. It’s a criminal offense to pick them from the marsh.” 
 
    “I see,” Genny said, bristling at Wendy’s interruption. “Well, they’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Your friend must be DI Remy Cochran,” Margie said. “I’ve known him for a long time.” 
 
    “Really?” Genny asked. 
 
    “I was friends with his grandmother, before she passed away,” Margie explained. 
 
    “We all were,” Wendy said bitterly. “She was a member of the SIWC.” 
 
    “Yes,” Margie agreed. “And often I would babysit Remy when he was small.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what he was like as a child,” Genny laughed. 
 
    “Just as he is now!” Margie beamed. “With a quick wit and a world-weary attitude. He always had his nose in a book or was scribbling notes into his pocketbook. The other children didn’t like him that much. Too smart for them.” 
 
    “Ha!” Genny guffawed. “That sounds like him.” 
 
    An intelligent loner. 
 
    She would have been like that too as a child, if it hadn’t been for Annabelle. Her sister had been a natural at making friends, just like their mum. She could walk into a room full of kids that they didn’t know and come out with a trail of followers, begging to be her best friend. 
 
    Genny’s reverie was broken by her phone ringing. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I have to take this,” she apologised to the group. 
 
    Remy. 
 
    She slipped outside the front of the church hall and answered. 
 
    “Genny,” he said, relieved that she had answered. “Are you near the church?” 
 
    “I’m actually at the church hall,” she said. “Why? Did you finish looking through the CCTV?” 
 
    “Not quite,” he said. “But there’s been an attack in the vestry.” 
 
    Genny took off at a run, entering the church through the side door and following the corridor to the vestry. A few police officers were stationed outside, and she could hear voices within. 
 
    “Genny?” Remy appeared at the door as he heard her footsteps. “It’s alright,” he told the officers, “She’s with me.” 
 
    She followed him inside and saw the scene. 
 
    Two paramedics were crouched down over Horace, dressed in his black verger’s cassock, whose arm was being bandaged. There was blood on the floor and on the walls where it had sprayed upwards. 
 
    “The same attacker?” Genny asked Remy. 
 
    “It seems that way,” Remy said. “Same style of knife. Attacked from behind. But Horace didn’t see them.” 
 
    “I was taking off my cassock,” Horace said nervously. “I performed a baptism this morning, so I was getting dressed back into my own clothes to go on a lunchtime walk. As I lifted the cassock over my head to take it off, I heard footsteps behind me, and then a man yelled out angrily, slashing my arm. I tried to remove my cassock to face them, but they were gone before I could.” 
 
    “You’re sure it was a man’s voice?” Genny asked. 
 
    She immediately thought of Reid Chester. Had he been lying to them? Had his alibi checked out? 
 
    “Yes,” Horace replied. “It was deep and angry.” 
 
    “I see,” Remy said. He directed his next question to the paramedics. “Will he be okay?” 
 
    “It’s deep,” the first paramedic, a short woman with brown hair, replied matter-of-factly. “But it’s not life-threatening. The slash missed the major blood vessels. The spray on the walls is probably from the struggle.” 
 
    “Struggle?” Genny said. 
 
    “Wasn’t there a struggle?” The paramedic asked Horace. 
 
    “A little,” Horace said, “But only because I couldn’t see what was happening. I may have wheeled around a lot.” 
 
    “I’ve sent the dog team out,” Remy said. “And in the meantime, we’d better head back to the CCTV. We need to see who came through the cloister.” 
 
    “The wound will need re-dressing,” the paramedic explained to Horace. “And you’ll need antibiotics. We’ll take you in the ambulance.” 
 
    “Now?” Horace stammered. “But I have to oversee the Christmas choir practice in an hour.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” the paramedic said. “We really should take you in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about any of that, Horace,” Genny said. “You need to take care of yourself.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said reluctantly. “It’s just that with Angellica gone, a lot of these responsibilities fall to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure the choir masters can handle it,” Remy said firmly. “Go with the paramedics and make sure everything is sorted out.” 
 
    Remy and Genny headed out of the room, leaving the paramedics with Horace. 
 
    Remy stopped by the police officers and said quietly, “Wait until they’re gone and search the room. If there’s any evidence as to who attacked Horace, we need to find it. A footprint, a snag of fabric on a nail, an open window – anything. Get forensics down here and keep the scene closed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the PC replied confidently. 
 
    “As for us,” Remy said, leading Genny back down the corridor. “We have CCTV to review.” 
 
    “Did you find the right bit from the Christmas party?” Genny asked. 
 
    “We did,” Remy said. “And wait until you see them.” 
 
    Genny noticed how exhausted he looked, and how grumpy. She could understand his strain – she had felt a fraction of it when June and her mum had insinuated that they needed to solve it before Christmas. 
 
    They took stairs up from the hall into a security office with big television screens. The TVs themselves had to be 30 or more years old and the VHS recorders were thick with dust. 
 
    “PC West, this is Genny Hadley,” Remy said, introducing a sleep-deprived young man with a half-smile. 
 
    “Ma’am,” West greeted her. 
 
    “Oh, no, I don’t like that,” Genny insisted. “Genny will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh… okay,” West stammered, looking to Remy nervously. 
 
    “West, show her what we found,” he instructed. 
 
    West pressed play on the current tape and one of the TV screens burst into life. 
 
    It was one angle of the cloister hall, showing the door out to the courtyard. 
 
    Genny and Remy were just at the edge of the screen, talking to Angellica. Behind them, a few party goers walked from the front of the hall across and towards the stage. 
 
    Wendy appeared at the left-hand side of the screen, scowling at Angellica as she walked past them. She stopped and talked to Horace. They seemed to get heated with each other, before Wendy crossed her arms and sighed. They paused and then both descended the stairs to his office in the basement. 
 
    A few minutes later, Abimbola ascended the stairs from the basement, looking flustered. She headed left, towards the stage and out of view. 
 
    After a few seconds, Angellica walked towards the door, exited and pulled it closed behind her. 
 
    “Is this the only angle we have?” Genny asked, frustrated that they couldn’t see more of what happened. 
 
    “Just wait,” Remy said, pointing to the screen. 
 
    A few minutes later, only just visible through the stained glass, someone appeared to the right of the courtyard. 
 
    “The killer?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Seems to be,” Remy agreed. “How did they get out there?” 
 
    “They must have already been out there,” Genny suggested. 
 
    “But then how did they get back out without being seen on the CCTV?” Remy said. “That door is the only way out to the courtyard.” 
 
    “The only conclusion is that it isn’t,” Genny said. 
 
    “There must be a secret door,” West chipped in. 
 
    “Exactly,” Genny said. “Exactly that, West.” 
 
    West smiled sleepily. 
 
    “What happens next?” Genny asked, turning their attention back to the screen. 
 
    West fast-forwarded through, “It’s just general party stuff,” West said. “People talking and drinking.” 
 
    “There!” Genny said, pointing to the corner of the screen as Wendy came back up the stairs. “Was that enough time for her to kill Angellica?” 
 
    “How?” Remy said. “She was in the basement.” 
 
    “What if the basement connects to the courtyard somehow,” Genny said. “She has motive.” 
 
    “She’s an elderly woman,” Remy pointed out. “Do we really think she is capable of it?” 
 
    “I think that knowing this case, someone has to have been capable of it. None of them seem likely candidates.” 
 
    “True,” Remy conceded. “What about Horace? He went down there with her.” 
 
    “He was attacked today,” Genny pointed out. “What if he saw something and Wendy was trying to silence him?” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he agreed. 
 
    “Then we know what we need to do. We need to search the basement.” 
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    19th December 
 
      
 
    “It’s just papers down here,” Genny said, exasperated as they searched the basement office. “But wow does it smell.” 
 
    The verger was not a neat man. There were piles and piles of documents on his desk, tucked in one corner of the room. The furniture was old, with rugs that had been trampled and frayed by constant use. Everything was damp, permeated by the smell of centuries condensation and cold. 
 
    But the undertone was sweet and fermented, like an old jar of honey found at the back of the cupboard. 
 
    “Like honey, because of the mead,” Remy answered. “I can only imagine how tipsy those monks were. The fumes down here must have been intoxicating.” 
 
    Genny stopped. 
 
    She realised she had smelt that before. That exact earthy, sweet scent. 
 
    She looked at the walls. There were no soft furnishing that had been here longer than fifty years. How would the stone walls keep the smell of mead for that long? 
 
    “After centuries have passed, how could it still smell like honey?” Genny questioned. Remy stopped searching at looked at her. She added, “We took what Angellica said as fact, but it doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Good point,” Remy said. “But what’s the significance of that. Maybe it’s Horace’s cologne.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she conceded, though she was sure it was familiar. 
 
    She left the desk and turned to the walls. 
 
    “I was certain there’d be a door down here,” he sighed, hands on hips. “A cupboard with a false back or a hatch or something.” 
 
    The room seemed to be entirely self-contained. The only way in and out was via the staircase that led up into the cloister’s hallway. 
 
    “These bookshelves aren’t original to the structure,” Genny pointed out, running her hand along the wood. It was old, but not centuries old. She started removing books which smelt of mould and crumbling pages. 
 
    “That’s a good bet,” he agreed, coming over to help her. 
 
    They worked systematically, removing each book in turn and placing them on the floor behind them. 
 
    “Wait,” Genny said. “Look.” 
 
    Her knuckles had grazed something as she’d removed that last book.  
 
    “Do you have a glove?” She asked Remy, and he quickly produced one from his coat pocket. 
 
    She put it on and grappled underneath the shelf, feeling her way along the wood until she found it. On the underside of the second shelf, someone had taped a key. 
 
    It was an old, ornate design, with three vertically descending prongs making a rounded ‘i’ shaped tip. 
 
    “What’s it the key to?” Remy pondered, looking around the room. “Wait…” 
 
    He gestured for her help, pushing his shoulder against the bookcase with effort, and almost falling when it easily moved aside. 
 
    “Wheels,” Genny laughed incredulously, pointing to the trundles on the bottom of the bookcase. “How did we not see that?” 
 
    The bookcase moved aside to reveal a door, the same heavy wooden design as the ones upstairs in the cloister. 
 
    As they unlocked and opened the door, the smell grew stronger still. It was a passageway, dimly lit by moonlight from a pair of staircases at the other end of it.  
 
    “Secret passages?” Remy chortled. “This can’t be real.” 
 
    “Remember what Angellica said,” Genny pointed out. “It was secretly used for military training in the Hundred Years War. They didn’t want the French to know what they were doing.” 
 
    She turned the torch on her phone to bright and walked into the corridor. 
 
    “What do you think that smell is?” Remy coughed, holding his sleeve up to this nose. “It’s like soap shop. Like perfume.” 
 
    “Or like a florist,” Genny said pensively. 
 
    “A florist?” Remy asked, confused. 
 
    “I know where I’ve smelt that before,” she explained, moving further into the passageway. 
 
    Margie had smelt like that. The flowers Remy had gotten her had smelt like that. It was distinctive, she knew she couldn’t be mistaken. 
 
    They walked further in, walking carefully through the passage. One staircase up to the left led to the courtyard, the entrance hidden behind an overgrown bush. The other led back up towards the church, but they hit another door, which was jammed from the other side. 
 
    “We can break that in,” Remy said. “I’ll get the team down here.” 
 
    “I’m sure I know the smell…” Genny was thinking out loud, barely registering what Remy was saying. 
 
    “Genny?” Remy prompted her loudly. “Bring me onto your train of thought.” 
 
    She swung back around to answer him. 
 
    “Daisies,” Genny said plainly. 
 
    “Daisies?” He asked. “You mean like the Solent Island Spotted Daises?” 
 
    “The ones that Margie grows,” Genny nodded. “The ones that grow wild on the marsh.” 
 
    He sniffed the air and thought. 
 
    “You’re right,” he concluded. “You’re absolutely right, that’s what it is.” 
 
    “The smell is really strong,” she noted. “It’s not just the smell of a bouquet or a flower basket.” 
 
    There was nothing in the passageways now, but Genny suspected that their recently had been. 
 
    “It’s the underground seed trade,” he groaned angrily as he realised. “DS Moreno and I have been trying to track down the culprits for years. They sneak the boxes in with other goods, shipping them over to France to be sold. But until now, we had next to no information on who was doing it.” 
 
    “Quite literally an underground seed trade,” Genny sighed. “There was no way to know this was here. Or that someone would be using the church for illegal activities.” 
 
    “You really think Wendy was doing all of this?” Remy said. “Why?” 
 
    “She had access to the office, she arranges the flowers at the church, so she likely knows a little about plants, but crucially, she needs the money that selling rare flowers would bring in.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Her husband has a gambling problem,” Genny said. “Abimbola told me.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough to verify,” Remy said, bringing out his phone to text West. “I’ll get a background check on her finances, and we should head over to her house.” 
 
    Genny looked at her watch. 
 
    “It’s nearly 10pm,” Genny said. “I suspect she’ll be in bed. She’s hardly likely to greet us with open arms, and without concrete evidence linking her to any of this, we really can’t demand her compliance.” 
 
    “Tomorrow then,” Remy said. “And in the meantime, I’ll get a forensics team in here. We’ll try to get fingerprints from the key and the passageways.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    9 
 
    20th December 
 
      
 
    “Another day, another early morning tea in your car,” Genny said with a grin as she got into Remy’s car outside Foxglove Cottage. 
 
    He handed her a cardboard cup of tea and sipped his coffee sleepily. 
 
    “I really need it this morning,” he groaned. “Just five days until Christmas and I can’t say for certain that we’ve got even half of the evidence we need to prove who killed Angellica.” 
 
    “Did forensics turn anything up?” Genny asked. When they’d left the church the night before, Remy’s team had gotten to work in the basement and the passageways, hoping to find clues that pointed to one of their suspects. 
 
    “The key was clean of fingerprints, but considering the knife that was used on Angellica also was, it’s not surprising. As for the rest of the office, it’s just Horace and Angellica’s fingerprints on all of the surfaces and walls, as we would expect.” 
 
    “That’s frustrating.” She groaned and pushed her head back against the seat. “This entire case has been going around in circles. Just when we think we’ve made a breakthrough, we hit a wall again. An endless series of passageways with no exits.” 
 
    “I feel the strain of it too,” he said gently. “All we can do is keep going. Keep asking questions. Keep looking for answers.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she backpedalled. “With this case and the last one, all I wanted was to help take some of the load off of you. But with the bakery open now, even with my parents helping me out, I feel like I haven’t been pulling my weight.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” he insisted. “You’re doing me a favour by helping me. You’re not even being paid for this. I’ve got my team to help me, and I appreciate anything you can do, especially your ideas.” 
 
    “On that note, Wendy,” Genny said with a sigh. “How defensive do you think she’s going to be?” 
 
    “Far worse than any of the others,” he said with a grimace. “But we can play her. We just need to treat carefully and only rile her up once she’s started talking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    -          They go to arrest Wendy. She admits to the illegal flower trade with Horace but did not kill Angellica. They expect her to be the tough guy but she’s pathetic. 
 
    -          Next day, café together. PC rings to say he found knife hidden in the vestry, same phrase. Has to be Horace.  
 
    -          Back to basement, Horace out of hospital. Horace pulls a knife on her spouting some nonsense about God and Remy tackles him and is wounded before giving chase through a secret door which leads out to the courtyard and to the vestry. Genny manages to get him in cuffs, tends to Remy. 
 
    -          Christmas Eve. Genny goes to Remy to check on his wound. He’s fine. Gives him a tree and insists he comes to her house for Christmas Day. Gloria points out she said the verger was suss. Sweet ending. 
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    24th December 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” Remy laughed as he opened his front door to Genny. 
 
    She was holding a Christmas tree, still wrapped in mesh. 
 
    “You need one,” she insisted. “You might be on duty, you might not be with your family, but you need a tree.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said with a grin. “Bring it in but I don’t have any decorations.” 
 
    She held up a carrier bag, “Well I thought of that too, of course.” 
 
    He laughed, “Of course you did.” 
 
    “And, I know you might be called away for a drunken brawl, but I insist that you join me and my parents tomorrow for Christmas dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, Genny, I really don’t know…” he stammered. “If I get called away it’ll interrupt your day.” 
 
    “Did I not say ‘insist’?” She pointed out. “I’ve been there, Remy, and I can’t sit by and let you spend Christmas lonely, filling out paperwork about our verger’s arrest, can I?” 
 
    “You really don’t take no for an answer, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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