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Cherringham — A Cosy Crime Series

“Cherringham — A Cosy Crime Series” is a series made up of self-contained stories. The series is published in English as well as in German, and is only available in e-book form.


About the Book

When a hiker falls from a cliff edge while walking the Cotswolds Way, it seems like no accident. The more Jack and Sarah investigate the walkers on the trail that day, the more likely it seems that danger is still afoot. Is there a potential killer in this Cherringham tour group? And when will he or she strike again?


Main Characters

Jack Brennan is a former NYPD homicide detective who lost his wife three years ago. Being retired, all he wants is peace and quiet. Which is what he hopes to find in the quiet town of Cherringham, UK. Living on a canal boat, he enjoys his solitude. But soon enough he discovers that something is missing — the challenge of solving crimes. Surprisingly, Cherringham can help him with that.

Sarah Edwards is a web designer who was living in London with her husband and two kids. Three years ago, he ran off with his sexy American boss, and Sarah’s world fell apart. With her children she moved back to her home town, laid-back Cherringham. But the small town atmosphere is killing her all over again — nothing ever happens. At least, that’s what she thinks until Jack enters her life and changes it for good or worse …


The Authors

Matthew Costello (US-based) is the author of a number of successful novels, including Vacation (2011), Home (2014) and Beneath Still Waters (1989), which was adapted by Lionsgate as a major motion picture. He has written for The Disney Channel, BBC, SyFy and has also designed dozens of bestselling games including the critically acclaimed The 7th Guest, Doom 3, Rage and Pirates of the Caribbean.

Neil Richards has worked as a producer and writer in TV and film, creating scripts for BBC, Disney, and Channel 4, and earning numerous Bafta nominations along the way. He’s also written script and story for over 20 video games including The Da Vinci Code and Starship Titanic, co-written with Douglas Adams, and consults around the world on digital storytelling.

His writing partnership with NYC-based Matt Costello goes back to the late 90’s and the two have written many hours of TV together. Cherringham is their first crime fiction as co-writers.
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1. A Jolly Day Out

Will Goodchild pulled up in his eight-seater minibus right outside Huffington’s, and checked his watch: 07:58 precisely.

He waited before turning the engine off — the day’s weather forecast was just finishing on the radio. He listened carefully while scanning the sky for signs. So far so good — deep blue sky and light wind.

But he knew that his whole schedule for the day depended on clement weather.

“And most of the Midlands can expect sunny intervals with just the odd chance of a shower later…”

Perfect! he thought, turning off the engine. Nothing there to dampen the enthusiasm of my little band of walkers, for sure.

He climbed out of the driving seat, pausing for a second to enjoy the early warmth of the May sun, then walked round to the back and unlocked the rear double doors.

Even now, some two months into his new venture, it still gave him a thrill of pride to see the perfectly stencilled words on the vehicle: Goodchild’s Heritage Tours — Personally Guided Walks through Cotswolds History.

Business so far had been positively booming — indeed, he was booked up right until the end of the summer.

At last it seemed, amazingly enough, that he’d found a way to make a living out of his passion for Cherringham’s history. Much as he enjoyed writing books and pamphlets for the local tourist board, the meagre fees hardly covered his rent.

He pulled the doors wide, leaned into the van and opened the crate containing the special walkers’ backpacks, each one embossed with the Goodchild Tours logo.

“Morning Mr Goodchild,” came a woman’s voice from behind. He turned — to see Katie, one of the young waitresses from Huffington’s, carrying a bakers’ tray filled with wraps and sandwiches.

“Ah, Katie, wonderful timing,” he said, taking the tray from her and resting it on the floor of the minibus. “No problems with the order?”

“Should all be there,” said Katie. “Lunch for eight. The gluten-free and the vegan choices all marked. Cakes in the foil packs. Today’s special — chocolate walnut. Think you said no nut allergies, so good there. And still warm!”

“Sounds delicious,” said Will. “See you tomorrow, same time?”

“I’ll be here,” said Katie. “Beautiful day for a walk — do wish I could come with you!”

“Full house today,” said Will. “But I’m thinking of doing some one-off Sunday specials in the summer — get a few more locals involved.”

“Count me in,” said Katie.

“I certainly will.”

“Bye then,” she said, and Will watched her head back to the little café which was already filling up with Monday-morning customers. He turned his attention back to the lunches.

Ten minutes later, and he’d labelled and packed each backpack with the correct lunches (as requested on the detailed email he had sent to his guests), water bottles, a quality Silva compass, maps, notes and finally — the new purple waterproofs (though with luck they wouldn’t be required today).

He checked his watch again — 8.20. Ten minutes to rendezvous time.

He took out his clipboard with the names of this week’s walkers.

An odd mix — but on the evidence of last night’s drinks at the hotel, not a bad one. No obvious awkward customers and no peculiar behaviours that he felt were beyond his handling.

He ran through the list, putting faces to the names. First, the four Americans who had all elected to stay in the Bell Hotel: Danny and Julie Klein, and Steve and Melissa Arnold. Ah yes. Danny: the real estate man, all slick, shiny, with a laugh like a big dog barking. And Julie: his wife, rather weak smile, stupendously unfit, and clearly long-suffering.

That could be a bit of a problem.

Then their good friends Steve and Melissa. Steve: retired apparently, morose-looking, and a tad clingy. Wants to talk golf all the time. Melissa: younger, bit — well — brassy, and (he’d noticed straight away, couldn’t miss it!) a talent for putting away the martinis, apparently not doing much damage in the process.

Wandering hands too, thought Will, remembering how she touched everyone she spoke to. Not that anyone’s hands ever wander my way, he thought. That will be the day, hmm, Will?

Next, the German woman, Stephanie Bruckner.

Will had resurrected his schoolboy German briefly the night before, in her honour, but it was clear that Stephanie’s English was far superior — albeit, and interestingly — with a slight Irish accent. The two had chatted about her home town of Gelnhausen, a charming medieval centre which (to her surprise) Will had actually visited years ago as a student researching 11th-century German kings.

She also seemed to have a connection to Ireland though he hadn’t quite figured out what. Curious.

Doubtless as the week progressed he’d learn more.

Will was always relieved to find somebody like Stephanie in the group — cheerful, happy to chat, and so interested. In truth, he suspected she was also a bit of a party animal (if that was a phrase young people still used).

But as long as everybody turned up on time in the mornings Will didn’t care about that.

Stephanie had chosen the cheaper option of staying at the Buckland twins’ bed and breakfast, as had the other single traveller, a Ms Heidi Blake from Florida.

Will hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to Heidi at the welcome drinks. But she, too, seemed genuinely informed about English history and keen to know more.

Just the kind of guest he liked!

And though, on the surface, Heidi seemed like the kind of pleasant, retired, suburban American who did their bit in the community and went to church on Sunday and all that, there was something about her that suggested she’d had an interesting past.

He suspected there was more to Heidi than first appeared, and he made a mental note to get to know her better during the week.

Which left just one guest at the end of the list — a local woman apparently, but not a name that Will had recognised: Susan Braithwaite. She’d signed on at the last minute, and given few details about herself apart from the basics demanded by the booking form.

So, a woman of mystery, he thought, putting the clipboard back in his own backpack and turning to look across the square to see if any of his group were approaching.

As he did so, he noticed a man across the street by the Angel, standing in the shadows of the alley that ran beside the pub, watching him.

A tall man in a tightly zipped winter jacket and hat.

Hmm. On a warm day like this.

There was something odd about the man, but Will couldn’t quite put his finger on what.

Was it the way he was standing, staring?

Staring at Will. Not just casually but intently.

But when the man saw Will looking back at him, he turned and slipped away down the alley.

And then, before Will could think more about it, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

“Mr Goodchild?”

He turned. A woman stood facing him. Brown hair, fleece, jeans and walking boots. He didn’t recognise her from the welcome drinks at the Bell Hotel the night before, so he guessed straight away who she was.

“Susan?” he said.

“I’d prefer Ms Braithwaite,” said the woman, holding out her hand for Will to shake. Will was slightly taken aback by the formal tone.

“Pleasure to meet you,” he said, recovering.

“Likewise,” said Susan. Will felt her gaze upon him, appraising.

“You’re younger than I expected,” she added.

“Really?” said Will, not quite knowing if this was intended to be a compliment or not.

“Yes. My mental picture of a local historian, perhaps.”

No clue there.

“And it seems I am the first of the group,” she said looking around. “You have a full complement?”

“Yes.”

Now this too was odd. The woman, having thrown him off balance, asking questions.

Someone who is used to taking charge, he imagined.

“Good,” she said, peering into the minibus. “Lunches supplied?”

“Yes, all prepared as requested.”

“Jolly good,” she said, finally smiling, turning back to him. “By the way — I enjoyed your monograph on Early Middle Palaeolithic flint tools.”

“Gosh,” said Will, a flush of surprise and pride coming to his cheeks. “It’s hardly best-seller material—”

“Indeed, but competent research has its value.”

Competent, thought Will, beginning to get used to her. Well, I suppose that might just be a compliment.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “However, I have to say that I felt that some of your conclusions with regard to source were a trifle flawed. And your methodology, well… not quite rigorous.”

“Ah,” said Will, the flush draining rapidly from his face, “I see.”

Ms Braithwaite — getting points for bluntness.

“An engrossing read, nevertheless.”

Will nodded, relieved after this helter-skelter conversation: “Good,” he said. “Are you, perhaps, an… historian, yourself?”

“I dabble.”

Dabble? thought Will. What the hell does that mean? Yes or no?

Blunt and secretive!

“Well… good,” said Will, feeling rather nervous around this woman.

And then he had a thought. Oh God, what if she’s some kind of tourism inspector, checking to see that I know what I’m talking about?

I do, of course. Still…

“Well, I hope I can sustain your interest this week,” he said. “My tours are really designed for those with little or no knowledge of history or indeed the area.”

The woman looked away. Will’s warning of little importance.

“No matter. I had a week’s unexpected leave and your itinerary seemed both relatively well considered and as comprehensive as one could expect. And of course, you had a vacancy at short notice.”

“Indeed,” said Will. “What a shame you were not free for last night’s welcome drinks to meet the other guests. Your, fellow travellers, as it were.”

“Fellow travellers?” said the woman, looking at him sharply.

“I meant in the literal sense,” said Will, realising she had misunderstood him. “Not in the sense of um, well, you know, Communists.”

“Ah, yes, I see,” she said, nodding slowly.

And she’s prickly as well.

He reminded himself not to engage her in any side chats.

It was distinctly unpleasant.

“Although I left early, I believe the evening was a great success,” said Will, changing the subject quickly. “A bit of group bonding, you know.”

“I’m pleased to hear that, Mr Goodchild. I did in fact have an empty diary last night but I chose not to go. I’m not here for the jolly — or bonding.”

“The jolly?” said Will, not recognising the word.

“The drinks, the dinners, the gossip…”

“Ah, yes, I see,” said Will, clueless as to how to respond to that. “Well, do climb aboard the bus to wait. Take whichever seat you fancy, they’re not reserved.”

She nodded, and Will watched her climb into the seat next to his own.

Least she didn’t interrogate him about the seating arrangements!

Oh God, he then thought. If she sits there, in the front, right next to me, all week, this is going to be very hard work indeed! 


2. On the Road

“Ahem — ladies and gentlemen — if you don’t mind, I wonder if I could have your full attention please? Please?”

Will stood in front of his little group of walkers and waited for the chatter to stop, trying not to let his frustration show.

With this small van and modest-sized group — no need for a microphone and speaker.

But it had taken more than half-an-hour before they had all shown up and here they still were, way past departure time, standing around in the middle of Cherringham!

He looked at his guests, maybe a bit worse for wear after the previous evening’s get together.

Danny and Melissa were trying on the waterproofs and laughing, while Danny’s wife Julie seemed to be showing Stephanie family photos on her phone. Steve was swapping backpacks and comparing lunches with Heidi — and from his body language it was clear he wasn’t happy with some of the arrangements.

In the front seat of the bus, Will could see Susan Braithwaite sitting with one hand to her brow.

Clearly not patient, and as annoyed as I am, he thought.

“Er, just a short announcement before we set off,” said Will. “If I could have a little quiet…?”

But nobody noticed.

He looked round the group and finally caught the eye of the big American — Danny — who took in the situation quickly then gave him a big wink and banged his fist hard on the roof of the minibus:

“All right, all right, you guys! Listen up! Ten-shun!” shouted Danny, laughing as he did so. Will could hear his booming American voice echoing off the walls of the village hall.

That New York accent — like something out of the movies!

The other walkers stopped talking and turned to Will, clearly wondering what all the fuss was about.

“Okay! Let’s all listen to our fearless leader Mr Goodchild!” said Danny with a grin.

“Um, er, thank you, Mr Klein,” said Will.

“Hey — it’s Danny please? Capiche?”

Will nodded. His estimation of how easy this group would be had been a bit off the mark.

“Right then. We’re already running a little late so I shall be brief. Today’s itinerary: first a ten-minute drive to rendezvous just at the foot of Winsham Hill. That is marked point ’A’ on your individual maps. From there, we proceed on foot up through the woods to the top of the hill, where we shall walk the famous ’Green Lane’, for approximately two miles—”

“Two miles?” said Julie. “Are you kidding me?”

“Walk in the park,” said Danny, laughing. Then, turning to the others: “Get it? Walk… in the park!”

“Ha, love it, Danny!” said Melissa, patting him on his shoulder.

Will saw Steve shake his head and frown.

“No park that I know,” said Julie, stuffing her purple waterproof back in her backpack. “And you said this was going to be all easy hikes!”

Will ignored the interruptions and carried on: “So, two miles, crossing the ancient Fosse Way, stopping to explore Knap Barrow, and climbing Clevedon Ridge for lunch on the crag at approximately one pm.”

“Two miles in four hours!” said Julie. “That’s crazy!”

“Sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” said Heidi. “I’ll help you out, Julie, if you get tired.”

“Me too,” said Stephanie, slinging a camera bag over her shoulder. “We’re all in this together.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a holiday, when you put it like that,” said Steve. “All in it together. In what exactly?”

“Come on, Babe,” said Melissa, rolling her eyes. “Re-lax! It’ll be fun. And look at that sky! A perfect English spring day!”

“Yeah, but rain’s forecast for later,” said Steve. “And my phone never gets that wrong.”

Will looked at the group — hardly a merry band. Then back at his list. He had more to say but at this rate it would be lunchtime before they left.

I can catch up with the info on the way, he thought, putting his clipboard back into his backpack.

“Right then!” he said. “All aboard! No allocated seats, just sit where you like.”

And he watched as they clambered into the vehicle, then slammed the doors shut.

One last look around — making sure nobody had left a bag — then he climbed into the driver’s seat and turned on the engine.

“Nine eighteen,” said Susan from the seat next to him.

He looked across at her and was about to say something — then held his tongue.

“Plenty of opportunity to pick up time later,” he said with the best smile he could muster.

Then he pulled out across the village square and headed for the road to Winsham Hill.

*

Susan Braithwaite stood at the muddy edge of the trail, next to the parked minibus and watched the other walkers, arguing and jostling.

They seemed to have got the backpacks mixed up, so all the lunches and jackets had come out and been swapped back again.

And not surprisingly, the two men — Danny and Steve — had taken on the role of supervisors, lining people up and telling them what to do.

So predictable how men always did that, in a group.

She could, though, see resentment simmering in the other women. Shaking heads, rolling of eyes.

For now, they said nothing. But that wouldn’t last, for sure.

She’d spent the short journey listening to the conversations behind her. Working out the relationships.

Analysing.

Goes with the territory, she thought.

So far, everybody seemed to be who they said they were. Which was always reassuring.

She was looking forward to setting off. But just as it seemed they might be ready to start — Julie decided to change from her trainers to the boots she’d brought along ’just in case’.

“Look at that all that mud,” she said, seated at the open rear doors and gesturing up the wooded path. “It’s disgusting! And what if I slip?”

Susan pulled the straps on her backpack tight and waited for Julie Klein to get her act together, wondering now if this last-minute holiday — at least with this lot — had been a big mistake.

Never one to enjoy holidays, she’d been given no choice about this one. Her boss had told her in no uncertain terms that she couldn’t clock up any more untaken leave.

She was taking a holiday — no arguments accepted.

And this week — he’d hinted — would be a very opportune week to do it.

Signing up to the walking tour had been a whim: she’d seen Will’s ad in the parish magazine and thought — it’s this or spend the week gardening.

“Nearly there, Ms Braithwaite,” called Will, as Julie stepped away from the minibus and levered her backpack onto her back.

She watched Will lock the doors, then turn to the group.

“Right then! Here we go! Up the trail here for about a mile, then into the open and across farmland.”

He grabbed a walking stick and marched ahead, speaking as he went.

Susan watched the walkers line up in a loose formation and follow him into the woods, the dense oaks on either side blocking out the light.

“These woods — Winsham Woods — were famously the refuge of Royalist troops fleeing the village after the disastrous Battle of Cherringham in 1646, when hundreds of King Charles’s men fought a desperate retreat in the main street. Just outside your hotel, actually.”

“How about that?” said Melissa. “Must be tons of ghosts.”

“Imagine, if you will, the scene here that night,” said Will, striding up the wooded path, his walking stick punctuating his tale.

“Tired, bloodied, demoralised soldiers, huddled around camp fires in the surrounding fields, knowing that perhaps, after four years’ struggle, the Royalist cause was lost and the country would soon be in Parliament’s hands.”

Susan waited for the group to pass and slipped into the middle between Heidi and Stephanie.

She smiled at the two women and matched their step.

She always felt more comfortable in the middle of a group.

Safer.

They walked together in silence, taking care on the slippy, muddy trail, listening as Will continued his commentary ahead of them.

After a minute or so, some instinct made Susan turn quickly and look down the muddy path behind them.

A small silver hatchback had pulled up by the minibus down at the foot of the trail.

Strange.

In the shadow of the trees, it was too dark for her to get a proper look at the driver — just a pale orb in the open window.

But someone clearly staring up the trail.

After a few seconds the car drew silently away.

Probably just a dog walker, thought Susan, turning. Or someone perhaps lost, checking a map.

Nothing to worry about.

And she carried on up the track, determined to find out more about Stephanie and Heidi.

Knowing exactly who she was with was always so very important to her.


3. Lunch Interrupted

“This it?” said Steve Arnold, as Will led the group through the gate and then halted in front of the famed Knap Barrow.

“It is indeed,” said Will, proudly. “Absolutely one of the finest examples of a Neolithic burial ground in England!”

Will watched as the group stared at the grassy mound, seemingly perplexed.

“And — look around — such an amazing location too,” said Will, pointing to the valley which stretched away for twenty miles or more. “From here you can see all the way to Wales!”

“When it’s not raining, yeah,” said Julie.

Will peered into the distance — he could just see a distant sliver of dark against the low cloud. “And there,” he pointed again, “those are the Malvern Hills. And yes — a few clouds do seem to be gathering.”

He turned back to the little group huddled together. Most seemed uninterested, enjoying the break after the tricky climb.

“Anyway,” he said, “the barrow’s the thing — not the view.”

“But — excuse me — it’s just a bump in the ground, isn’t it?” said Steve. “More of a mound. Hardly the pyramids.”

“I think you’ll find the Egyptians never quite made it to the Cotswolds, Mr Arnold,” said Will, trying hard to keep his tone pleasant.

“As far as we know,” said Susan Braithwaite.

Will watched her walk away round the side of the barrow.

“Hmm, yes, well, of course,” he said.

“So where’s the way in?” said Julie.

“There are entrances at each end,” said Heidi. Then, turning to Will: “But I imagine there’s no access to the inner chamber, is that right Mr Goodchild?”

“Exactly — and thank you Ms Blake,” said Will. “Please everybody — do walk around the barrow. You can climb on top too — but be careful. With all the rain recently, it’s very slippy up there. Best leave your bags here too, I think.”

Will leaned against the information sign and watched as Danny took off his backpack, grabbed Melissa Arnold’s hand and pretended to haul her up the side of the barrow.

He saw her husband sitting on one of the entrance stones, still catching his breath. Will watched him take out his phone from his bag, tap the screen and start typing.

He looked across at the opposite end of Knap Barrow: Julie sat on a stone with her shoes off, massaging her feet.

Which meant they’d all have to wait for her to put her boots back on again when it was time to move on.

Glancing the other way, he spotted Heidi and Stephanie walking slowly around the barrow together, taking pictures, those two, clearly interested in the great ruin.

At least they appreciate the place, thought Will.

He noticed that Stephanie was using an old Canon — a proper SLR — and made a mental note to ask her later in the week if he might have one or two prints.

Another look around.

Now where’s our “dabbling historian” got to? he thought. The mysterious Ms Braithwaite.

But he couldn’t see her anywhere. He looked back towards the gate and the field they’d just walked through to get up here.

No sign.

Damn. Don’t want to lose someone before we’ve even had lunch, he thought.

Surely she couldn’t have got lost? No. As a local, she must have been up here many times.

Perplexed, he made a complete circuit of Knap Barrow, looking down the hill into the valley, checking she hadn’t decided to walk off on her own.

But apart from the odd sheep and a herd of cattle dotting the fields below, there was no sign of movement.

Only another walker a few hundred yards behind them, following the tree line.

He hurried back to the information panel — and saw her, standing with a small pad in her hand, sketching the barrow with a pencil.

What the—?

How did she turn up there? he thought.

“There you are, Ms Braithwaite!” he said.

“Yes. Indeed I am,” she said, not taking her eye from the sketch.

Before Will could ask her where she had been, Steve approached.

“It’s raining,” he said. “I said it would rain. And it is.”

Will looked up — and yes it had started raining. Gentle now, but from the menacing dark clouds to the west, it didn’t look like a quick shower.

Oh dear.

“Waterproofs on, everyone, please,” he called.

He watched as the walkers returned to the backpacks and pulled out the brightly coloured waterproofs — each with the Cotswolds History Tours logo embossed on the front. Will had chosen bright purple to ensure he didn’t lose track of anyone.

No chance of that, he thought, seeing them in the wild for the first time.

He waited while they put away cameras, pads and phones, and pulled their coats on. Then, when it seemed they were all ready, with hoods up: “Jolly good everyone! Let’s keep walking — there’s shelter just a mile ahead where we shall stop for lunch. We’ll be walking along the very top of the Clevedon Ridge with some rather steep drops, so do please stick to the path. Follow me!”

And off he strode.

*

The rain turned heavy, stronger than forecast, and, as he walked, Will could hear mutterings and complaints from the group behind him.

More arguments, it seemed. The two American couples, constantly getting at each other as they trudged over the muddy, wet ground.

Why did they come all this way from the States if only to bicker?

At least the other three got on: he could see Susan, Heidi and Stephanie marching steadily, chattering away like old friends.

Perhaps Ms Braithwaite wasn’t so formidable after all.

He tightened the toggle on his hood, shutting out the rain and the other voices.

This morning’s walk was not turning out at all as planned.

Up here, he would normally be pointing out the distant landmarks — country estates, castles, the old droving routes from Wales, the Roman roads.

But now, as he scanned the horizon to the west, all he could see was low grey cloud through the driving rain.

He looked south: at least the sky was a little brighter there. Perhaps by the time they reached the crag — where various rocky outcrops provided cover — the sun might come out again and they could enjoy lunch in the sunshine?

*

“Here we are,” said Will brightly, putting down his backpack in the shelter of Clevedon Crag and turning to face the group of hooded walkers as they shuffled along the ridge towards him.

God, they look miserable, he thought, as they came to a halt and stood lifeless in the rain.

Pink-faced from the walk, muddy and soaked through, they looked back at him like he was a drill sergeant who’d just forced them to take a five-mile run.

Keep smiling, he said to himself.

“Well done, everybody! Now, after that bracing climb, it’s time for lunch!”

Again, no discernible reaction.

“You’ll find a number of dry, sheltered areas all around the crag here; perfect to sit and enjoy the delicious lunch provided for you today by our very own Cherringham bakers — Huffington’s!”

He pointed along the ridge. The crag rose ten or fifteen feet from the grassy strip that ran along the escarpment, jagged and uneven, but with little hollows worn flat by hikers resting after the hike up the hill.

“All you have to do is pick a spot and admire the view!”

Though, in this rain, the “view” extended no more than a few hundred yards on either side of the hill.

“Just be careful not to climb onto the rock of course. There’s quite a drop on the other side and, as I said earlier, with all this rain it is rather slippy up here.”

“How long we got?” said Julie.

“An hour,” said Will. “Then we’re going to head down into the valley, just there.” He walked over to a gap in the rock and pointed towards the distant fields. “And explore Edgecombe Villa, a fine example of a luxurious third-century Roman dwelling complete with bath-house and mosaic pavements—”

“Just an hour?” said Julie, before Will could go on. “For lunch?”

“Yes.”

“One hour, then more mud and rain!” said Julie, visibly wilting.

“Sounds good to me,” said Danny rolling his eyes at his wife and looking round at the group in their bright coats. “Any longer out here — we’ll all dissolve! Gotta love this English weather!”

Will saw Danny waiting for laughter but none came.

“Um, there’s also a bit of shelter in the woods,” said Will, pointing to the tree line that ran along the other side of the ridge. “Though if you do venture over there, please keep track of the time, and don’t go too far.”

He watched the walkers discussing their options, then: “Right then,” he said, picking up his backpack. “I’m sure the rain won’t last much longer. I’ll see you all back here in one hour sharp.”

He gave them all a big smile, then backed away, leaving them to it.

*

After a morning being “on duty” Will enjoyed the solitude that the lunch hour provided.

And he always made sure that each day’s tour provided a quiet place for him to retreat to and eat his lunch alone.

Recharge, as it were.

Now, he walked around the crag and picked his way carefully down through the rocks until he reached his own favourite picnic spot about thirty feet below: a cleft in the stone that provided a natural armchair, always sheltered, whichever direction the wind or rain came from.

Seated here — invisible from above — he imagined himself the latest in a long line of warriors, installed upon his throne, looking out upon his kingdom.

Those reveries — one of the reasons he so loved sites like this!

He opened his backpack and took out his plate, sandwiches and flask of tea, laid them all on the flat stone to one side of the “throne”.

Bliss.

“Mind if I join you?” came a voice from behind him, making him turn quickly.

Steve Arnold stood just a couple of yards away, clutching his back pack.

Oh God! Probably complaints at the ready.

“Um, well, to be honest—” said Will, but too late: the man had already put down his pack and sat on the adjacent stone.

“Quite the little hideaway, hmm?” said Steve. “Keep this to yourself, don’t you.”

“Not at all,” said Will. “I just like a little peace and quiet to plan the afternoon, you know?”

“Sure,” said Steve, clearly not believing him.

“Mrs Arnold not joining you?” said Will.

“Oh she and Julie’ll be eating together. Inseparable, those two.”

“I see.”

Though Will didn’t. The unfit and whiny Julie, and the, well, quite different and flirtatious Melissa.

“High school friends. Go back a long way.”

“That’s nice.”

“When we go on vacation — Melissa always likes to have Julie along.”

“And Mr Klein, too?” Will realised his words could be misconstrued, so hurried on. “Enjoys the four of you travelling together?”

“Danny? Yeah. Likes an audience.”

“I see. Very congenial,” said Will.

“Guess so.”

Will unscrewed the cap of his flask.

“That coffee?” said Steve.

“Um, no, tea.”

“Ah, too bad. A hit of caffeine would be nice.”

Will turned to look at him.

Even if it had been coffee, he wouldn’t have shared it, at least not willingly.

What is it with these people, he thought, reaching for his cheese and pickle sandwich. Can’t I get a minute’s rest? Don’t they even have a modicum of—?

But as he raised the sandwich to his lips, he saw a blur of colour out of the corner of his eye, a tumbling, rushing flash of purple that literally bounced off the rock above and behind his head with an awful thud, and then landed on the steep rocky ground just in front of him.

For a second he wasn’t sure what had happened.

Then he saw the shape move, and a limb — maybe an arm — flopped over and he realised — God! — it was one of his walkers.

And as the shape groaned, then made a terrible gurgling sound, Will stood up, his sandwich falling from his hand, to see that the shape was…

Ms Susan Braithwaite — her face and blood-matted hair now visible inside her purple hood, her eyes rolling.

In slow motion, Will was aware of Steve Arnold standing too. Stepping towards to the motionless body.

“Oh God!” he said, turning slowly to Will, his face furrowed in confusion, his mouth open in shock. “W-what do we do?”

But Will was already reaching for his phone to call the ambulance, and looking up to the cliff behind them to see if anyone was there.

But the ridge above…

Deserted.


4. Will’s Secret

Sarah pulled up close to where the line of boats was moored, the barges catching the sunlight while the Thames glistened.

It was exactly that kind of afternoon: picture perfect, warm for May, with just a hint of a breeze blowing off the water.

And she immediately saw Jack, sitting on his deck.

With him, Will Goodchild.

When Jack had asked if she could come over for a chat, saying that Will had something he wanted to talk about, it wasn’t exactly a convenient time. With her assistant Grace knee-deep in final wedding plans, a lot of the work — understandably — now fell on Sarah’s shoulders.

Still, she also had this thought: if Will Goodchild — such a good friend of her father’s and a sweet, gentle man who knew more about the history of this area than anyone — wanted to see the two of them, together…

That meant only one thing.

Something wrong.

She turned off the engine, popped open the door of her Rav-4, and started walking the plank leading to the deck of Jack’s boat, The Grey Goose.

A third folding chair awaited her, placed perfectly to catch the late afternoon sun.

*

“Sorry,” she said. “Took a few minutes to tidy up some things. Busy days!”

Jack smiled. His large hands cradled a cup, still warm enough that a thin plume of steam arose from it.

“Fancy some?” he asked.

She smiled. “God no. Another cup of tea and I’ll explode.”

She turned to Will, and one look at his face revealed an unfamiliar Will Goodchild. Lips pursed, brow furrowed, eyes narrowed.

Clearly, deeply concerned about something.

“Will, it’s good to see you. I hear you’ve been doing terrific business with your Cotswolds walks.”

She could see that her words did nothing to lighten the look on Will’s face.

But he nodded. Forced the smallest of smiles.

“Will here wanted to speak to the both of us,” Jack said.

Sarah nodded. Knowing what that must mean.

Jack took a sip of his tea and turned to Will, giving him space to add a few words.

“Um, yes. You see, on yesterday’s walk, just around lunchtime.” The man paused as if remembering the moment, back at whatever idyllic spot he had taken his customers. “There was” — he looked up — “an accident.”

Sarah leaned forward, the sun on her face feeling so good, the perfect amount of heat.

And she was, as the expression goes, all ears.

*

“I was telling Jack, we were up on Clevedon Ridge. And the woman who had the accident — Susan Braithwaite — she fell from the crag. Had to go to hospital in Oxford. Fractured elbow, cracked rib, some nasty scratches, a cut or two. But all things considered — thanks to a tree growing off the side of the cliff that broke her fall — not terribly damaged.”

He took a breath.

“Could have been far worse. They released her this morning. Last night my other walkers decided to carry on with the tour. Just an unfortunate accident. Nothing to cause them to reconsider their plans. They’re quite the group.”

Sarah nodded. Will’s life — she imagined — was probably so orderly. He got his kicks from researching the twists and turns of battles and struggles from centuries ago.

So this happening, to his fledgling business, must be a blow.

She waited. Knowing that there had to be more.

“But today, well, we hiked down to Chedham Copse, near the Roman villa? Hard to find without a guide. Anyway, the walkers… Some of them interested… A few complaining about the mud… I ended up having a private chat with one of them.”

Sarah listened carefully, every now and then looking at Jack, his eyes squinting in the sunlight. Riley, his spaniel, sat by his side, looking as though he too was enjoying this wondrous time, topside, in the sun. It had been a tough winter for Cherringham. This spring: most welcome.

“A German woman. She had seemed quiet all morning, and then she made an effort to walk beside me as we did this big trudge across the meadow near Mabb’s Farm. Just the two of us.”

Will rubbed his cheek, and looked away.

“She spoke to me about the accident. And she said that she had seen Susan on the crag.” Will cleared his throat. “To be honest, I didn’t have a clue what she was going to tell me. But, you know, all the same, I looked around — no one within earshot. She went on and said, and these were her exact words: ’I can’t be totally sure — I was at some distance — but I think I saw someone else up there. Someone right behind Susan. And that was just before she fell!’”

Only then did Will look up, turning from Sarah, then to Jack, eyes still narrow.

“So, now you see my, um, problem, hmm? What happened on my walk, well, maybe it wasn’t an accident at all.”

*

Jack scratched Riley’s head while Will got Sarah up to speed.

He had a lot of thoughts, about what Will had said.

But he had learned — more and more as they worked together — to wait for the instincts of his partner in, well, crime.

No longer teacher and pupil really.

Most of what Jack knew — about interrogations, and digging for secrets, revealing things hidden — she had become as good as he had ever seen.

All that, and a great person to share a rib-eye and a martini with.

“Hang on, Will,” she finally said. “The woman, released from hospital, she’s back home now, yes? Mending?”

“Yes. Her cottage is just outside the village.”

“And what exactly did she say about the incident?”

“That’s just it. She said she slipped. The ground and rocks were wet. Could happen. Said there was no one on that cliff but her. Insisted on it.”

Jack felt Sarah turn and look at him.

Yup, her instincts kicking in.

“And did you speak to anyone else? About the fall?”

“Oh well, just the police — Alan.”

Alan Rivers. Cherringham’s finest and the only occupant of the village’s tiny police station. A good man, and one who had learned to appreciate the occasional help he and Sarah could offer.

He did a good job of hiding the fact that he still — in all likelihood — carried a torch for Sarah Edwards since their schooldays in the village.

“You called him?” said Sarah.

“Um, no, actually, he called me.”

“Really?” said Sarah. “When was that?”

“When?” said Will. “Um, well, the night of the accident I think. Yes, he said he was calling from the hospital.”

“Did that surprise you?” said Jack. “That he called?”

“Put the fear of God into me at first!” said Will. “Thought maybe the whole thing was my fault!”

“But he reassured you?” said Sarah.

“Absolutely. Said it sounded like a run of the mill fall, told me not to worry.”

Jack saw Sarah glance across at him. Something not right.

“Did he ask you any questions?” said Jack. “About what happened?”

“Only if I’d seen her fall,” said Will. “Which I hadn’t really. I just saw her… well… you know… hit the ground.”

Jack saw Will look at both of them, then frown: “Why are you asking me that?”

“No reason, really, Will,” said Sarah. “Just seems a bit unusual. Police don’t normally get involved in a minor accident.”

“Hmm, yes, I suppose so,” said Will. “But I was glad to hear from him — put my mind at rest. Maybe that’s why he called. To do that.”

“Of course,” said Sarah. “So, he’d already talked to Ms Braithwaite?”

“Yes. Apparently she told him what she told me. Just a silly slip. Not at all my fault. Nothing for anyone to worry about. So that was it.”

Then silence. A few people on other boats had broken out their small barbecues, ready to inaugurate the season with a meal on deck.

Not about to let an evening like this slip away.

“And what does Ms Braithwaite do?” said Sarah. “She’s local, yes?”

“Financial analyst apparently,” said Will, nodding. “Whatever that is. Sounds a bit high powered.”

“London?” said Jack.

“No,” said Will. “Cheltenham I think she said.”

Jack waited, knowing Sarah would ask more.

“And the woman who thinks she saw something?”

“Stephanie Bruckner, from Gelnhausen, Germany. Beautiful cathedral there, by the way.”

Jack turned to Sarah. “She did tell Will that she might have been mistaken.”

Will nodded. “That she did. But here’s the thing: she didn’t really sound unsure at all. And the way she waited to talk with me, just the two of us.”

He took another deep breath.

“She thinks she saw something suspicious. And I have to say, I believe her.”

Now Jack leaned forward. Riley stirred a bit, maybe thinking they’d be hitting the meadow for a run.

But Jack, arms resting on his legs, closer to Will, said, “Will — what would you like us to do?”

“Sorry to ask. But, I don’t want to bother Alan. I was just wondering, well, can you, the two of you, look into it? I mean, there’s still a potential insurance issue. But then, too, for my new business, the scandal. I mean, what if it was no accident at all? I’ll be honest with you, I’m a little frightened. What if one of my clients was responsible?”

And now Jack looked at Sarah, though he had no doubt what her response would be.

She put a hand out. Touched Will’s shoulder.

“Sure. Sure, we can. Maybe give us all the people’s names, what you know about them? And we can start by talking to this Susan Braithwaite.”

Jack added: “We can say that you asked us to check in on her, see how she’s doing.”

Will nodded.

“Yes. I’ll do that, do you have some paper?”

But Jack had already dug out a frayed notebook and a pen from his back pocket.

“Most of the Americans, they’re all staying at the Bell.”

“Americans?” Jack said, laughing. “You didn’t mention that.”

“Not Americans like you, dear Jack. The two other women, one from the States, the other, as mentioned, Germany, are staying at the Bucklands’ bed and breakfast.”

The Bucklands.

Jack, and everyone in Cherringham, well knew that the twin Buckland sisters ran — in perpetuity thanks to a decree from Henry VIII — the small toll bridge where a sign still announced the cost of bringing geese and goats across.

Added to that, the twins — Jen and Joan — were avid mystery fans.

Which, amazingly enough, had proven useful before.

“Didn’t know they had turned their home into a bed and breakfast.”

“Oh, yes. And they get a lot of mystery fans there. And people who want to stay in what was once a medieval stone gatehouse near the bridge’s toll booths.”

The inside of that house, Jack thought, would be something to see.

“Oh, and I can give you the address for Susan Braithwaite. As I said, she lives close by. Okay, here are the names: there’s Danny Klein. He’s—”

Jack took down the names and what Will knew about them, looking forward to the moment when he and Sarah could talk and plan. Did Will really have anything to be worried about?


5. Just a Silly Fall

Sarah drove slowly over the rocky, bumpy lane that supposedly led to the cottage where Susan Braithwaite lived.

Jack leaned forward.

“You sure there’s going to be anything around here? Pretty deserted.”

“Tell you something, Jack, I thought I knew, pretty much every inch of Cherringham. Certainly never knew about this particular spot. It’s isolated all right.”

“Mighty reclusive,” Jack said, still leaning forward.

Sarah’s Rav-4 hit a bump that shook the two of them back and forth.

“And not great for my suspension either.”

“Guess she has to do this every day for work. Be interested to see what she drives.”

“Financial analyst? I’m thinking whatever she drives, it’s way beyond our pay-grade, Jack.”

She made the car inch forward, slowly, doing whatever she could to avoid hitting another crater.

Then the rubble-filled lane curved right, past a stand of dense bushes, and there it was.

And in sharp contrast to the gauntlet that was their journey from the main road to here, the cottage looked…

Well, manicured.

A perfect little gravel path. Carefully tended flowers and shrubs — hydrangeas, chrysanthemums, and some Sarah couldn’t identify — arrayed on each side of the path leading to the front door.

The cottage itself: decidedly small but in perfect condition, recent paint job, bronze gutters glistening.

“I’m amazed she can get any workmen to trek here,” she said. “I mean, to maintain this place? Talk about off the beaten track.”

Jack had turned quiet as they got closer — something that used to throw her off but which she knew was all part of his process, as he tried to completely focus on every detail.

Still a trick she was working on.

“Unless maybe she does all the work herself. Aha! Check out the Range Rover.”

And parked to the side was a sandy-beige Range Rover. Not so much upscale suburban — more a vehicle that looked like it could handle a safari, heavy duty tools, and manage this rocky lane with ease.

Sarah stopped the car.

She and Jack had decided to start with the accident victim, and maybe put this whole thing to bed at the very start.

A quick chat here — then maybe some equally quick interviews with the other hikers.

Probably all to confirm exactly what Alan had told Will.

Just an accident.

Though, on the reason why he had got involved, they were less clear. Sarah had called Alan after Will had left, but, so far, he hadn’t returned her message.

Keys out of the ignition, she turned to Jack.

“All set, Detective?”

He smiled at that.

“Why, I think I am.”

And she watched as he popped open his door, and pulled his tall frame out of her Rav-4.

How he’d managed to squeeze into, let alone drive his Sprite — now sadly a bit of crumpled metal and a memory — she never knew.

Guess the pleasure of driving such a machine was compensation for all the discomfort.

And then Sarah opened her door and followed Jack up the neat path to the cottage.

*

Jack watched as Sarah, slightly to the front, knocked on the door.

He didn’t see a bell anywhere.

Made sense. Not likely to get many visitors out here!

But he did see, just above the door lintel, a very tiny white cylinder.

A camera — wireless, it looked like — connected to the cottage’s Wi-Fi most likely. Viewable on a smartphone. Maybe a built-in motion detector?

If Susan Braithwaite was up and about, she would have already seen their arrival and be near the door, waiting.

But after the knock, the door did not immediately open.

Jack knocked again.

After another pause — as he looked at Sarah, her face looking confused as well — the door opened.

And there was Susan Braithwaite.

Brown hair pulled back, her face marked by bruises and cuts, a bandage on her forehead, and her right arm in a substantial sling.

And her response — a single word.

“Yes?”

Sarah took a breath and, Jack saw, managed a smile.

“Ms Braithwaite, Will Goodchild, a dear friend of ours, asked if we could look in on you, see how you’re getting on?”

The door — Jack noticed — hadn’t opened a millimetre more.

The woman nodded at that.

“Um, well then, you can tell him I am getting on just fine.”

The woman’s eyes, pretty steely, Jack thought.

Of course, no one is going to be happy having a bad fall, going to hospital, getting bandaged up, holiday over.

But this woman… her face…

Even ignoring the cuts and bruises…

“Harsh” was the word that came to mind.

Sarah fired a quick glance at Jack, perhaps thinking that their interview had just ended.

Jack stepped closer, also forcing a smile that — from the woman’s response — was the equivalent of throwing a bowling ball down a bottomless well.

“Ms Braithwaite—”

Will had already informed him that using her first name would be ill-advised.

“We also had — on Will’s behalf — a few questions. About your accident?”

“I have already spoken — in detail — to the local police. Not that my little fall warrants their involvement in any way. So, if there’s anything further you need to know, you two can ask them.”

And at that, her hand on the door moved a bit, in the direction of closing the door and the conversation.

“I’m sure Alan Rivers would tell us. We, um, have helped him in the past.”

Jack took a gamble that Braithwaite might know of his and Sarah’s activities in the village.

Just a hunch.

“But there were a few things we still hoped to clear up? It would be very helpful if you could give us just a few minutes?”

The woman’s face seemed to show she was debating whether to continue to close the door, or to reluctantly let them in.

“All right. A few,” she said flatly, finally opening the door. “I need to rest. Took quite a knock. But then, you two have eyes, hmm? You can see that.”

And despite the hostility, the door opened and they entered the cottage.

*

Once inside, standing in her tiny sitting room, Jack noticed that it was in perfect order.

But also perhaps… generic?

Looked more like a rental place. No personal photos. A few books. Serviceable furniture.

He guessed that a mote of dust didn’t stand a chance in this pristine environment.

Even Braithwaite, arm in a sling, the bandage on her head, face with scratches, and a bruise by her throat now visible — remained standing.

“Such a pretty cottage,” said Sarah. “Love what you’ve done to the garden.”

“Thank you.”

Jack guessed that Sarah felt the place as sterile as he did — but she hid it well.

“Quite out of the way though,” she continued. “I imagine in winter—”

“Your questions?” said Braithwaite.

“Yes,” said Jack. “So Will tells us that you fell.”

“I slipped. Wet rocks. Mud. So, yes, a silly fall. Just careless.”

Somehow the word “careless” didn’t seem to fit this woman at all.

“And a tree broke your fall?”

“Apparently. Though it happened so quickly, I don’t remember that at all. Just landing. Bloody fractured arm. As I said, a silly accident.”

She was certainly emphasising that it was simply a careless tumble.

Maybe too much, thought Jack.

He was about to challenge her when Sarah — probably phrasing it more diplomatically — took the lead.

“Um, on today’s hike, someone spoke to Will.”

The woman remained still. Listening.

“And she said that she thought she saw someone else on that cliff. Someone behind you.”

Again, silence.

Sarah waited just a beat.

Then: “Is that possible?”

No waiting this time.

“No. I have told you. I slipped. Fell. End of what is decidedly a non-story.”

Jack kept watching her as she spoke. Something about her defiance, her protest as to what happened.

Strong. Too strong.

He wasn’t at all sure what it meant. Only he had that very early feeling — that it meant something.

Sarah seemed unfazed by Braithwaite’s response. “So, there’s no chance at all that someone, maybe one of the other hikers, was up there with you, and you were simply not aware that—?”

Even faster now.

“None at all.” And faster still, “I really don’t understand the point of these questions, Ms Edwards. What are you suggesting?”

Jack jumped in: “I’m sorry, Ms Braithwaite. See, here’s the thing. An accident like this, with no witnesses, well, Will Goodchild is obviously very concerned that he might in some way be deemed to be at fault.”

“Nonsense.”

“You know how it is. Small local company. He’d hate for his reputation to be damaged, or even—”

“I can assure you I am not the litigious kind, Mr Brennan. There will be no detrimental publicity for Mr Goodchild’s tour company. On that you have my word.”

“That’s very reassuring,” said Sarah. “We’ll pass on to Will what you have said.”

“Good. Now, if you two will excuse me. I’ve been told to get bed rest, though whatever that will do is beyond me. If you please…”

With her uninjured arm and hand, she gestured to the door.

And as Jack nodded, he had to admit: not much more they could do here.

“Thank you, Ms Braithwaite,” he said.

“Yes,” Sarah added.

And they both turned and walked to the door. In the hallway, Jack saw a small keypad on the wall.

Security system.

Pretty state of the art too, he thought.

He paused, nodded to Braithwaite’s arm in a sling: “I guess you’re going to be off work for a few days?”

But she ignored his comment. Instead: “Mind the fence there when you turn. I’ve only just had it painted.”

The woman remained standing, on guard, as they opened the door, unescorted, and walked out.


6. Post Mortem

“Well, well, well,” Jack said.

Sarah sat there, car windows open, feeling the warm breeze — even with the evening close. The sun cut through the nearby trees, dappling her car in bright yellow splotches. An idyllic setting. But certainly remote.

“Yeah,” she said. “I mean what was that?”

But then Jack reached over, touched her wrist.

As if signalling her to pause.

And just as Sarah was about to ask what was up, he pointed to his ear.

And then she heard it.

A car engine. Not far away. The throaty rumble as it started up. They both sat in silence, still outside the hidden cottage.

Sarah thought: Braithwaite has to be in there, waiting, watching.

Probably wondering what we’re doing.

The roar then became the smallest of rumbles, then nothing.

“A car. Small truck, maybe,” Jack said. “But no other houses down this lane, hmm?”

“No. Maybe somebody lost? Took a wrong turn?”

She saw in Jack’s eyes that he questioned that benevolent hypothesis.

So she added: “Or someone watching this place? Maybe… watching us?”

Jack nodded.

“Okay to start?” Sarah asked, pointing to the keys in in the ignition.

“Yeah. I’m sure our hesitation has been noticed.”

“Must remember not to drive into the fence,” she said, smiling.

“You do that.”

As she backed up, the Rav-4 engine seemed more subdued than the sound they had just heard.

A three—point turn had them headed down the rocky dirt road, about to torture her vehicle’s shock absorbers once more.

“Interesting, hmm? Someone watching this place. Us. Maybe both. Maybe neither. So—”

She hit a particularly large crater and it made Jack bounce in his seat.

“What do you make of that?” he said. “The accident victim?”

And Sarah laughed at that.

“She seemed pretty tightly wound to me. I mean — okay — she fell, ended up in hospital. Embarrassed perhaps? Maybe. I don’t know. But she definitely didn’t want to talk to us.”

“That was clear.”

“There was something else, too.” She turned to Jack, even as she gripped her steering wheel tightly with two hands.

“I had the feeling with all her talk of a ’silly fall’ that she was hiding something. But what?”

“Well, if Frau Bruckner did see someone up there, on the cliff behind her, could be that’s the thing being hid, yes?”

“But why?”

Now Jack laughed.

“Exactly. Why hide the fact that someone pushed you off a cliff, and tell the police that you just slipped? ’Fraid, that does not make any sense.”

“You’re right,” Sarah said. “But that’s not the only thing. The whole cottage just didn’t make sense.”

“Hmm? Go on.”

“Well, I can’t quite put my finger on it. But it’s like — well — she doesn’t really live there.”

“Like a short-term rental, hmm?”

“Exactly. No pictures. Photos. Letters. No little bits and pieces, holiday mementoes — you know the kind of thing?”

“You saw it too.”

“But she gave that address as her home.”

“Maybe she just moved in?” said Jack.

“Possible. I mean — I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in the village. But another thing — that Range Rover? Sure, she needs something tough for the lane. But that? I would never have matched that car with her.”

“Okay. So, maybe she doesn’t live alone. We’ve just been assuming that.”

“You think?” said Sarah. “Some big burly farmer out there tending the family flock?”

“Hmm, put it like that — does seem kinda unlikely,” said Jack, smiling.

“I know. No. I’d bet anything she’s living alone.”

“Still — that cottage and the car are ringing some funny bells.”

“Right. And talking of funny, Jack…”

“Yeah?”

“She’s the victim here — but it feels like — I dunno — like we’re now investigating her.”

“Yep, I had that same feeling.”

“Somehow—” She took a sharp turn to guide the car away from another hole.

Thank God the main road was just ahead.

“—we have a knack for making these things that do not make any sense at all—”

“Fit together? Usually. But, you know, we’re due to fail at that. Not every ball of thread can be unravelled.”

“But, oh the fun of trying, hmm?”

“God, yes,” said Jack, smiling. “So — we have the other hikers to interview. Get their stories. Maybe another chat with Will and—”

“A full agenda that’s for sure. But — here’s the thing — there’s only a few more days of hikes.”

“So — not much of a window before they all head home.”

“Exactly,” said Sarah.

“I’m also thinking we should take a look at Clevedon Crag. I mean, was there even any room up there for another person?”

“Hmm. So, the hikers next. We go to the Bell first? And then—”

Jack looked away.

“Um — might I suggest a slightly different plan?”

“Go ahead.”

“I go to the Bell. All Americans, even all New Yorkers, I think. Might feel at ease with me.”

“Unless you tell them you’re an ex-homicide detective.”

“I will try to omit that bit of history.”

“Oh — wait a second.” Sarah hit the main road, a smooth bit of welcome flat surface. She stopped, making sure no other vehicles were passing. Deserted out here, but still. She took the turn. “So that means I face the Buckland sisters? Alone?”

That produced a hearty laugh.

“Well, in truth, you are there to speak to their guests.”

“Right, as if Joan and Jen Buckland won’t hover close once they know there’s a mystery to be solved!”

Still grinning, Jack said, “They are very knowledgeable.”

“Okay,” she said, laughing. “Sure. Makes sense, you to the Bell, me braving the Bucklands. And I have to confess — I’ve always wanted to see inside their house.”

“There you go. Think of it as a field trip. Meanwhile, I may have to brace myself being with four New Yorkers from dunno, Queens? The Bronx?”

“Or Brooklyn? You can talk about sport or something.”

He laughed. “Or something.”

For a few moments all was quiet as she drove. Then Jack turned to her.

“One more thing? Ms Braithwaite? Maybe see what you can find out about her through your online wizardry.”

“I’d planned on doing that. And the others too.”

“Good.”

And then she drove, Jack quiet now. Both of them — she knew — thinking; mentally preparing for the conversations to come. The questions.

And maybe — just maybe — the revelations. 


7. Five New Yorkers in Cherringham

Jack walked into the Bell Hotel — door propped open to let the amazing spring air in; the lobby catching the rich, deep gold of the soon-setting sun.

He guessed he’d find the Americans staying here, hanging out in the hotel’s bar in the back.

But there was no guessing needed, as he heard a booming, laughing voice, clearly someone from across the pond.

And by way of the “R” subway too, Jack imagined.

The registration desk was empty, and he walked straight through.

Here, the cosy bar was dark and empty, save for four people sitting by the windows, a number of glasses on the table.

He looked over to the bar itself, spotting Patrick, the young guy who usually manned the front desk.

Jack guessed this group here had him working the spigots and wine bottle steadily.

Jack smiled at Patrick, and then walked over to the large wooden oval table, taking in the four people there as he did.

A man in a black short-sleeved shirt, open at the collar, showing a hint of gold around his neck. More gold glistened from his wrist. Face florid, still wearing the smile from whatever he had said that made himself — at least — laugh.

And close to him, what would appear to be his wife, from the looks of things. Blonde hair — whether of the store-bought variety or not — and, Jack had to admit, on first glance sexy.

Another man to the side, wearing a golf shirt, the Ralph Lauren polo figure visible. Cradling a half-finished pint in his hands. Other side of the oval table, a chunky woman who sat as if she was the nanny for them all. Face set.

No smiles there.

Jack kept walking.

“Do I hear American?” Jack said.

And the man in the black shirt — who Jack guessed, based on Will’s quick description, was Danny — said, “Hell ya. You too? Have a seat and join us!”

Jack smiled and liberated a chair from a nearby table.

Then Danny continued. “That New York I hear in your voice?”

Everyone’s eyes were on him. Including, Jack couldn’t help note, the blonde close to Danny.

Jack smiled.

“Guilty as charged.”

Danny sent a hand flying to the sky. “Barkeep, come find out what our fellow citizen here will be drinking?”

Jack paused. He didn’t usually drink in the day. But he sensed Danny was not a man used to having his offers of largesse and booze turned down.

“Kind of you,” he said. Then, as Patrick came over to take the order: “Just a half of bitter, thanks, Patrick.”

“Jack Brennan, by the way,” said Jack, pulling up a chair and joining the group.

Danny nodded, still computing things.

“Danny Klein,” he said, handing Jack a card from a slick silver case. “Klein Associates.”

Jack took in the card. “Manhattan real estate, hmm? Quite a line to be in.”

“Oh yes,” said Danny, putting his arm around the shoulder of the man to one side. “Me and my best pal and partner here set up twenty years ago.”

“Steve Arnold,” said the other man, voicing his name like it was an unfortunate burden.

One fun guy there, thought Jack, taking a sip of the beer that Patrick had brought to the table.

“Couldn’t have picked a better time to get into real estate,” said Danny. “We hit the boom — ka-boom! And then the bust. But now, boom time again!”

“How about that?” said Jack.

“Born lucky, me!” said Danny, winking at the blonde woman next to him. “Though Steve here,” Danny gestured to the other man, “couldn’t take the pace. Escaped to Florida for the condo life.”

“Nice work if you can get it,” said Jack, turning to Steve.

“The only nice work is no work,” said Steve.

Though it sounded like a joke, Jack saw that Steve wasn’t smiling.

And he caught a look passing between the two one-time partners.

Hmm, thought Jack. Steve’s departure — partnership — ending? Some other story going down here, might be worth digging into.

Now — an awkward silence.

Then the others introduced themselves. Melissa Arnold first — the blonde was not Danny’s wife, as it turned out. Her gaze was still locked on Jack. And Danny’s wife Julie — looking glum, her face in a steady grimace — forcing her name through tightly pursed lips.

Introductions done, Jack added.

“So yeah, NYC — actually ex-police.”

Definitely leaving the detective part out for now.

“Really?” Danny said, continuing as toastmaster for the quartet. “To New York’s Finest! None better or braver.”

Jack nodded, taking the compliment and raising his glass back to Danny.

Finally, Steve, just to Jack’s left, spoke. “You on vacation Jack?”

“No, um, Steve, right?”

He name-checked even though he knew who it was. Best to appear that he wasn’t tracking every detail of this little chat.

Which he most decidedly was.

“I live here. Have for a good number of years.”

“What? You live in this sleepy place? A guy from the Big Apple? Cannot be true!”

Danny wore a big grin, and looked around at the others as if what he said contained an immense pearl of wisdom.

“’Fraid so. Got a boat. My dog. And you know… tell you a secret…” Jack leaned forward, “I love it here.”

Then Melissa, whose gaze seemed to have never left him spoke, “And you don’t miss the big city?”

“I get back from time to time. Miss the pizza, for sure.” A laugh from Danny at the ubiquitous pizza reference. “And the buildings, the excitement. Oh, and the people. All those millions crammed together, somehow making it all work.”

“Till it doesn’t!” Danny said.

At this, Melissa raised her now-empty red wine glass. “Oops, all gone. Do believe I am in need of a refill.”

At that Steve dutifully stood up, not needing a more direct prod, and took her glass, heading to Patrick at the bar.

And Melissa leaned across, touched Jack’s hand.

“Will you have another?”

Jack nodded — a small smile. “Thanks. But I’m good.”

Melissa let the hand linger a moment before reclining back into the curved wooden chair.

“I bet you are.”

Steve returned, glass in hand.

And now, Jack figured, was the time to release the cat from the bag.

“Really came by… well… My good friend Will Goodchild is concerned about the fall yesterday. Up at Clevedon Crag? I wanted to talk to you four about it.”

And at that — silence.

*

“Crazy thing, slipping, falling like that. Stupid accident, hmm?” Danny directed his question at Jack. Jack noticed that the others nodded.

“Yeah. That’s what Susan Braithwaite said. Slipped. Fell.” Jack paused. “But I was just wondering — just trying to help my friend Will out. You know?”

Another pause.

“Any of you see something?”

“Something?” Steve said.

Jack turned to the man.

“Yeah. Was Susan Braithwaite alone when she fell?”

For a moment, quiet.

“I dunno,” Steve said. “I was actually eating lunch with Will when she — God — landed right in front of us!”

Jack nodded. Waiting for the others.

He turned to Danny’s wife.

“Me? I didn’t see a thing. Ate my lunch, had my shoes off. My feet, that walk — killing me. Some vacation.”

“So, you weren’t near the crag — where she fell?”

“Those nasty rocks? No thanks! I found a dry patch in the trees. Out of that terrible wind.”

Which left, Jack reasoned, Danny. And Melissa.

Jack let his eyes go from one to the other. “You guys?”

Danny answered first. “Hey, Jack. Got to ask you. The woman said she slipped. So why these questions? Jeez, I don’t get it.”

Jack nodded.

“Just clearing up some loose ends for my friend Will. He’s got all these insurance forms, you know, that kinda thing,” he said. “So…?”

“It was,” Melissa said carefully, “lunch. Free time. To explore. Pretty place, all and all. I was walking around, farther along the ridge, when I heard people yelling. After the fall, I mean.”

Jack had to ask the obvious.

“Alone?”

Her eyes locked on his — she was someone who did not blink easily — and said, “Of course.”

Doubtful, Jack thought.

“Yeah, me too,” Danny added quickly. “Lunch not much of anything, you know. What the hell is watercress anyway? But, you know, I like this history stuff. So, I was checking out the view to the Roman road down in that valley. Seeing what I could see. Map said it was down there.”

“And you spotted it, hmm?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Hell — hard to tell! Me, I’m more of a World War II buff. Say, Jack, ever go see the sites where it went down? That Battle of Britain stuff?”

Stuff. New York elocution at its best, and a none-too-subtle change of subject.

“I have, Danny. Some sites near here. Planes went down, memorials in place. Worth a visit. If you have the time.”

“Damn. Few more hikes, then we’re back to London I’m afraid.”

“Thank God,” said Julie.

Jack nodded, then, looking around the group in turn: “Okay, so nobody here saw Ms Braithwaite up on the crag?”

“Didn’t notice her,” said Steve, shaking his head. “But then — like I said — I was talking to Will Goodchild.”

Jack paused. Their story — all of them not seeing anything — locked in tight.

“What about the other two hikers in your group?” said Jack. “What are their names?”

“Heidi and Stephanie,” said Julie.

“Yeah, right,” said Jack. “You see them anywhere near that ridge?”

“Nope,” said Melissa. “Those two? Just kinda disappeared.”

“Thick as thieves, too,” said Steve, nodding into his glass.

“Yeah, more like old pals,” said Danny. “That was sort of funny. I mean, not like they came on the trip together.”

Danny looked around at the others.

Almost as if checking that they were on board.

“Yeah. Always together,” said Melissa.

“Real buddies,” said Julie.

Jack nodded again. Is there any more I can pry out of this lot? he thought

He smiled to himself for using a British expression — you lot.

But it seemed perfectly apt for this group.

Might be good to talk to them again. Perhaps individually.

Especially now that Jack could see the dynamic of the four of them. Danny as leader, Melissa seeming a remarkable mismatch for dour Steve. Whining Julie wishing she could be anywhere else.

Could there be something here?

But that would be best done after he heard how Sarah got on facing the Bucklands and their house guests.

“Just, um, one last question…”

“Ha, you won’t catch us out with that old ’one last question’ schtick,” said Danny. “Worked on the force, did it?”

Then he turned to his business partner and grinned: “We’ve seen too many crime shows, huh, Steve?”

“Right. Sure. Seen ’em all, Danny,” said Steve.

“Okay — you got me,” said Jack smiling. “But seriously, my question: you notice anyone else up there on the ridge at all that day? Someone around, maybe… not part of your party?”

He watched them look to each other, then shrug and shake their heads.

“In that rain? That mud?” said Julie.

“Only an idiot would be wandering around those woods in that weather,” said Steve.

“Hey! I thought — until the fall, that is — that it was a great hike. Screw the weather!” said Danny, laughing loudly.

Then silence, as they all stared awkwardly.

Jack stood up, and as he did, he knew one thing.

Bunch of things going on here with this quartet.

But the big question was, did any of it have to do with Susan Braithwaite’s supposed fall? Or the mystery person who may — or may not — have been behind her on the cliff?

Jack knew he wasn’t any closer to anything that resembled an answer to those questions.

But sometimes, just even having the questions is a good place to start.

“Well, thanks folks. You, um, enjoy the rest of your trip here.”

Nods around the table, Jack’s departure not bringing the smiles that his arrival did.

Jack guessed — with Danny and his number two, Steve, involved in New York real estate — this wasn’t the first time they had faced some uncomfortable questions from a cop.

Danny — at least — knew how to put his guard up, fast.

At Jack’s move, Danny stood up. Put out a hand.

Meaty, is the word that came to mind.

“Thanks Jack. Good to meet you. New York — damn! Great.”

Then the handshake.

The type that Jack had experienced many a time.

Way tighter than needed, a little test there. Danny, with a few extra pounds around the middle, but a strong guy.

Hand clasped. Jack kept his smile on.

And he answered in kind, his own hand closing until he felt Danny go slowly limp, eager to be released.

Childish, thought Jack. But perhaps — in this instance — useful.

Then Jack let go. A last smile.

“Have fun in my village.” Then, not that he thought it would sink in, “It’s one mighty special place.”

And at that, he turned and walked out to the hotel lobby, door still open, sun finally down.

The spring sky turning a deep purple, with stray clouds turning a ruddy orange from the last bits of light hitting high in the atmosphere.

My village, he thought. On a night like this… perfect.

And he started the hike back to The Grey Goose to wait for a call from Sarah.


8. Drinks at the Bucklands

Sarah cycled over Cherringham Bridge, then slowed as she passed along the tall laurel hedge that ran alongside the Bucklands’ cottage. Somewhere in here she knew there was a gate, but the massive hedge almost completely concealed it.

Aha! There it was.

She climbed off her bike, pushed open the little metal gate, stooped under the drooping arch of vegetation, and followed the weathered brick path to the front door.

An old bell and chain hung from the porch. She rang the bell and waited, turning to take in the garden in the last of the evening light.

Unlike Sue Braithwaite’s house, this place was definitely lived in. A garden full of flower beds bursting with colour; clematis and jasmine spilling over the porch; little hideaway corners with chairs and benches and lanterns crowned with melted wax.

Even though the house lay just fifty yards from the toll bridge over the river and the road that led up the hill to Cherringham, Sarah had never visited, though the Buckland twins — inveterate mystery fans — had often helped out on cases in the past.

She couldn’t wait to see inside.

“Aha! Sarah my dear!” came a voice from behind her. She turned to see Jen (or was it Joan?) standing in the doorway, a crime books apron on, and a cooking spoon dolloped in red sauce in one hand.

“I won’t kiss you, I’m all garlicky! Come in, come in!”

Sarah went inside, a delicious smell wafting through from the back of the house.

Jen (or was it Joan?) closed the door and slipped past her.

“Tarry not! Joan’s been doling out the gin and tonics since six and our guests should both be nicely oiled by now.”

“Oiled?” said Sarah, following Jen down the flagstoned hallway towards what Sarah guessed must be the kitchen door.

“Always helps if the evening’s suspects have had a couple of looseners, I’m sure,” said Jen conspiratorially, pausing at the door.

“Um, I just wanted a bit of a chat, Jen, I don’t really see your guests as—”

“Ha! Don’t give me that! You never know! They’re all suspects until proven innocent — isn’t that what the great Poirot used to say?”

And with that she swung open the kitchen door and Sarah followed her in.

*

The Bucklands’ kitchen wasn’t at all what Sarah had expected.

When they were out and about in the village, the two women — Jen and Joan, simple dress, sensible shoes — generally gave the impression of still living in the fifties. Certainly, they both dressed identically with more than a nod to classic Miss Marple.

I wonder, Sarah thought, do they enjoy that people can never tell them apart?

But Sarah could see that this kitchen was top-end design: big and discretely modern, with an enormous professional cooking range, steel and marble worktops, deliberately mismatched cupboards, bronze lights hanging over a pine table set with candles, modern art on the walls — and Charlie Parker playing through speakers set into the walls.

Not at all what she expected.

In another corner, two old leather sofas with a coffee table stood by French windows.

Jack and Sarah had often joked about how much the twins must earn from the ancient toll they operated on Cherringham Bridge. It was pretty clear from this kitchen how the two ladies liked to spend their money.

Joan — who stood at the cooker, stirring a pot — turned briefly to Sarah as she entered: “Supper in twenty minutes, Sarah — will you join us? There’s plenty!”

“That’s very kind of you Joan, but I have Daniel at home tonight and that’s a rare chance for a catch-up.”

“Ah, the vagaries of the teenage male,” said Jen, handing Sarah a very large gin and tonic in a crystal glass. “It is a mixed blessing that Joan and I have never had to contend with such creatures! More power to you, dear!”

“And here’s to the single life!” said Joan taking a swig of her own glass and raising it high, before turning back to the stove.

“The single life!” said Jen, responding with a swig.

The single life? thought Sarah, looking at the twins.

“So, how’s your bed and breakfast business getting on?” she said.

“Highly profitable,” said Jen. “We moved all our books upstairs and created three crime-themed rooms.”

“Room one: Scandi Noir — all Nesbos, Mankells and Larssons,” said Joan. “Not exactly my cup of tea — but so very popular!”

“Room two: Golden Age — Ngaio Marsh; Dorothy L Sayers; dear, dear Agatha,” said Jen.

“And room three: not for the faint of heart — hard-boiled Pulp Fiction!” said Joan. “Chandler, Hammett, James M Cain. That room — well — you really should see!”

“No sleep for the wicked in there!” said Jen. “Though one can imagine many other things going on!” Then, leaning in conspiratorially to Sarah, “Speaking of which, let’s bring in our suspects, shall we?”

Suspects… they really won’t let that go!

“I think ’witnesses’ is really the word I’d use, Jen—”

But Jen was off, and Sarah watched her disappear down the hallway — only to reappear a minute later with two women in tow, also carrying large gin and tonics.

“Sarah Edwards — Stephanie Bruckner, Heidi Blake,” said Jen thrusting the women forward. All three smiled and shook hands. “While Joan and I stay out of your way, why don’t you sit over there on the sofas and have your little chat?

“Thanks, Jen,” said Sarah, knowing full well that Jen had picked just the spot where she and Joan could hear the whole conversation.

*

Sarah listened and took notes as Stephanie and Heidi described their movements on the day of the accident.

She watched the two women carefully, listening for any hint they might be somehow involved in the accident. But both accounts seemed completely credible — although the two women were each other’s alibis for the moments right up until Susan Braithwaite fell.

Or was pushed.

Of course, it was possible they were in cahoots (as Jack would have said). But, talking to them, Sarah thought it unlikely. It seemed like the two of them had just formed a real friendship during the days’ hikes, even though they were a generation apart.

“So, you were both at the far end of Clevedon Ridge, taking pictures when Susan fell?” said Sarah.

“Yes,” said Heidi. “I’d say approximately two hundred metres west of — I think you call it — Clevedon Crag?”

“We were both tracking a rather beautiful kestrel that was hovering over the ridge,” said Stephanie.

“But you’re certain you saw somebody?” said Sarah, looking at Stephanie.

A bit of hesitation there.

“It was just really a glimpse through the mist,” said Stephanie. “But yes — I think… I’d have to say…”

A nod.

“I’m sure. Just a glimpse. A shape — then gone.”

“What about you, Heidi?”

“Not me. I was looking the other way.”

“Right. So, you can’t confirm what Stephanie saw.”

“No,” said Heidi. “Or say that there wasn’t someone there, either.”

Interesting point. And interesting also how she phrased that.

The phrase “can neither confirm nor deny” came to mind.

Sarah turned back to Stephanie.

“That’s quite a distance. I mean, to see and all. Especially with low cloud and rain,” said Sarah.

“True,” said Stephanie, with a shrug. “But I know what I saw. Susan was standing alone on the rock, looking out across the valley. Then — so quickly — a person just seemed to pop up, from out of nowhere in the rocks, moving so fast. And then, well, I can’t be sure, but it looked, well, like the person pushed her. And she disappeared over the edge.”

“Definitely pushed?”

Another pause.

On this point, maybe Stephanie not so sure.

“I — I couldn’t say. Not for sure.”

Sarah watched her nod slowly.

“And the person you saw — they disappeared too?”

“Yes. I even had to doubt — did I really see someone there?”

“Man? Woman?”

“Ah well, yes — it was way too far to see that, for sure.”

“Do you think, it could have been one of your group? One of the other walkers?”

“It’s possible, I suppose,” said Stephanie. “But wait — no — because we all had our special coats on, bright purple — and it looked like this person did not.”

“Special coats?” said Sarah.

“Part of the tour,” said Heidi. “To keep us together, maybe? Will gave us purple raincoats.”

Sarah nodded. Then: “Um… and this person you saw, they weren’t wearing a purple raincoat?”

“No. But it was far away. They looked just… kind of grey-ish. As I said, barely visible, happening so fast!” Then she added quickly, “But I did see them! I know that.”

“Of course, Sarah,” said Jen from the other side of the kitchen, “it would be easy for one of the hikers to remove their waterproof, pitch Susan over the cliff, then pop the coat back on again.”

Sarah turned. “Um, yes, quite possible, thank you, Jen.”

When she turned back to the group, she saw Heidi smiling at her.

“Jen and Joan here have been getting us to draw pictures of where we think all the suspects were at the time of the fall,” said Heidi.

“Of course! A classic way to solve a murder attempt like this,” said Joan.

Murder? First time that word had been used in connection with Braithwaite’s accident.

“Never fails,” said Jen.

“Yes,” said Heidi. “We tried to do that. But Stephanie and I weren’t greatly interested in the other walkers, to be honest. We stuck together. We couldn’t really map exactly where they were before the fall happened.”

“I can imagine,” said Sarah. “Well, let’s talk about the other walkers a bit if we could. Were there any arguments at all that morning? Was there any friction between Susan and anyone else?”

“You mean any motive for someone wanting to… do that woman harm?” said Heidi. “Nothing I saw. Steph?”

“Oh no, me neither,” said Stephanie. “The only thing I really noticed was how much time Mr Klein and Mrs Arnold spent together on the walk. If you know what I mean. His wife, lagging behind. Odd, you know?”

“Ah, yes,” said Sarah, making a note to bring that up with Jack, though it was hard to see what relevance it had here.

In fact, although she didn’t doubt Stephanie’s belief about what she’d seen, there was a real lack of evidence for the existence of the mystery person on the crag.

“One final thing,” she said, putting away her notebook. “I don’t suppose you noticed anyone else walking on the ridge, before or after? Or even on the trail up there?”

She watched both women consider this. Then Heidi spoke.

“You know — if you’re asking about before — there was somebody else, I think. In the woods when we started out. I remember that now. A car pulled up as we headed off. Then, twenty minutes or so later, I think I saw a walker in the woods that runs by the fields up to — what’s it called? — Knap Barrow.”

“Hmm. Interesting,” said Sarah. “How about you, Stephanie. Did you see anyone that morning?”

“I didn’t. But, you know, I took such a lot of pictures that day — usually a few quick bursts, trying to catch birds. I mean, I even had Susan in some shots on that cliff edge.”

Sarah stopped.

What did she just hear?

The camera! Sarah had totally forgotten that Stephanie was a photo buff.

“And when that person appeared? I mean, those shots I took. Must have been a burst of three, four of them, in just seconds. I could have caught something. I know, I got the crag, with Susan on it. I mean, just before she fell. So, well — it’s not impossible that I caught something on camera.” She took a breath. “Someone.”

“The person who appeared to push Susan?”

“Not sure. But possibly.”

“Really?” said Sarah. “God, that’s terrific. Have you got your camera now? We could look—”

Heidi laughed, took a sip of her tall drink.

“We could,” said Heidi. “But Stephanie here shoots film — not digital.”

“Oh,” said Sarah.

“Old-school, hmm?” said Joan, turning from the stove.

“How exciting!” said Jen clapping her hands in glee. “I love it!”

Her sister Joan took a step closer. “And if it’s an old-school method, Sarah — real film and all — you’re actually perfectly placed to do something here!”

“Really?” said Sarah, not sure where this was going. “How?”

“Ha! The clue lies in the name — old school,” said Jen. “I bet they still have a dark room up at Cherringham High.”

“Which means your Daniel will be able to get you in!”

And with that came the amazing realisation: the Bucklands were right.

Stephanie’s film could be developed.

Enlarged.

“You’re right,” said Sarah. “Great — I can ask him tonight.”

“The film rolls from that day are in my room,” said Stephanie, getting up and heading out of the kitchen. “Two of them.”

“Could be your break,” said Heidi.

“Could be,” said Sarah, putting away her notebook and getting up.

When Stephanie returned she had the rolls of 35 mm film.

“Wow,” said Sarah. “I haven’t seen these in a long time.”

“I don’t know how much use they’ll be,” said Stephanie. “But they cover most of that morning. Including Susan on the crag. As I said, a lot of quick shots in sequence. Fast! I’m always surprised when I see what I’ve captured.”

“Fingers crossed,” said Sarah. “And thank you both for helping. And you two, Joan and Jen.”

“Always welcome,” said Jen. “Don’t forget — we’re here should you need us!”

“I’ll see you out,” said Heidi, following Sarah down the hall.

“No need,” said Sarah at the front door.

But Heidi insisted and followed her outside, into the front garden. Sarah suspected she had something private to say.

She wasn’t wrong.

“Wanted to mention. Just in case. Back home, I used to work in Federal Law Enforcement,” said Heidi, her voice low. “Learned a few things about people — if you know what I mean.”

“Go on,” said Sarah, not at all sure what Heidi did mean.

“The woman — Susan Braithwaite — did she tell you what she does? Job, I mean?”

Sarah shrugged: “Some kind of financial analyst, I think. I haven’t checked into her yet.”

“Well, I recommend you do — if you want to get to the bottom of this case.”

“What do you mean?” said Sarah.

“Susan Braithwaite is, well, we used to call them ’spooks’. She does something secret. I’d bet my last dollar on it.”

“Spook — you mean — a spy?” said Sarah, not quite believing what she was hearing.

“Yes. Well, an agent of some kind. Works intelligence, somehow, I imagine. See, I watched her on our first day. Old habits, you know. The way she spoke, moved, operated. How she found out everything she wanted about each and every one of us, and — at the same time — revealed nothing about herself. Had eyes on everything. Didn’t miss a thing. Apart from the person who pushed her, of course.”

“Right,” said Sarah, thinking fast. Things suddenly making sense. “I’ll see what I can find out about her. But your take on her — based on your background — could be important.”

Then: “What about the rest of the group — any thoughts on them?”

She watched Heidi shrug: “Nothing beyond the obvious. Stuff going on between one husband and the other guy’s wife, I imagine. This definitely is Danny’s ’junket’. The others — none too happy.”

Sarah nodded. Interesting…

She opened the little metal gate: “Well, Heidi, thanks for your thoughts — and the information.”

“You’re welcome. I don’t like the idea of someone throwing a woman off rocks,” said Heidi, turning to go back to the cottage. A grin then. “Even if they are spies.”

“Me neither,” said Sarah, watching her go.

But also thinking — maybe it takes a spy to know one.

And perhaps she’d been a little too trusting of Heidi — and her so-convenient alibi, the German tourist.


9. Walking the Dogs

“How’s the knee holding up, Jack?” said Sarah, as they both climbed the stile set in the dry-stone wall.

“As well as can be expected,” he said, watching her head off up the steep trail that led to Clevedon Ridge. “Makes a funny clicking sound, but seems to work okay.”

Jack was still recovering from the effects of totalling his car a while back, while amazingly stopping a suspect from getting away. And though he was happy going uphill he suspected it would be the walk down that would cause problems today.

He watched Riley chase after Sarah’s dog, Digby, the two Spaniels running crazy rings around each other in the sloping grassy meadow.

“You sure you can keep that pace up?” he called, watching Sarah march ahead.

“Yep!” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll give you a lift to the gym any day you want.”

He laughed. “No way. You see me joining a gym?”

Sarah paused at that, and turned as he caught up.

“Ha, I think you’re not much of a joiner of anything, Jack.”

“True fact,” he said, smiling.

Still — he had to admit — if he was ever going to run again he needed to do some serious rehabilitation work after that injury.

And boy did he miss his brisk morning runs along the river bank.

“Come on,” said Sarah. “If your knee’s up to it, race you to the top.”

“You are a cruel woman, Sarah Edwards,” he said watching her pick up a jog and head towards the top of the hill.

*

Sarah stood on top of Clevedon Crag, looking out at the distant Welsh hills.

Big cumulus clouds scudded across the blue early morning sky — but the far horizon was crystal clear, and she could see pretty much the whole of the Cotswolds laid out.

A picture postcard view, to be sure.

How could you not love this part of the world?

She turned to Jack, who stood next to her on the rocky outcrop.

“I’m guessing this was pretty much where Susan Braithwaite was standing, according to all the statements,” she said.

“Yeah. And hard to imagine anyone creeping up on her,” said Jack. “Especially if Heidi’s right about her being a spy or agent of some kind.”

“Well — it was rainy that day. Windy. Maybe hard to hear someone approaching. As to exactly what Susan Braithwaite is, I hope we’ll find out today, when I hit the office and get online. Though, if she is really with the government, that might be impossible.”

“Right — then be prepared to find nothing.”

“Yep,” said Sarah. She turned to look along the ridge. “So, okay, Heidi and Stephanie were all the way down there,” she said, pointing.

“If we believe them,” said Jack. “Been thinking more about what you said on the drive up here this morning. Two agents of some kind on the same walking tour? What are the chances of that?”

“Could be a coincidence?”

“You know my thoughts on coincidences,” said Jack.

“Oh, I do,” said Sarah. “Heidi could, of course, be playing a very clever game.”

“Throwing us off the scent, hmm?”

“She made sure that our conversation outside wasn’t overheard by the Bucklands or by Stephanie,” said Sarah. Then: “What about the others — where were they?”

“Will and Steve Arnold were sitting, um, right about there I think,” said Jack, peering over the edge. Sarah looked too, and could just see a flat piece of grass thirty or so feet below, scuffed with footprints. A ragged, wind-worn tree jutted out from the rock just in front of it.

“Wow. Long way to fall,” said Sarah.

“Could have been fatal,” said Jack.

“Right. Lucky the tree was there.”

“Yep,” said Jack, “But I think that rules both Steve and — of course — Will out, yes?”

“Agree.”

“Meanwhile,” he said, turning and pointing, “Danny Klein and Mrs Arnold were somewhere over there, at the edge of those woods.”

“The two of them, off on their own. We can imagine why.”

Sarah looked across the flat grassy ridge to the trees where the two dogs were now joyfully hunting rabbits.

“Though accounts so far differ as to quite how close to each other they were,” said Jack.

“Very close from your American bunch’s account. I can’t wait to meet them by the way.”

“Oh, they’re a riot” said Jack. “They didn’t exactly make me homesick. Anyhow, that leaves Julie Klein. Where was she?”

“The one that complains a lot, hmm? She a potential spy? Or killer?”

Jack laughed. “If she is — then she’s a master of disguise.”

“And, of course, we have absolutely no motive.”

Jack laughed. “There is that little issue. But, maybe you’ll find a link online between any of our walkers and Susan,” said Jack. “Which leaves the mysterious figure in the mist.”

Sarah looked around the jagged rocks of the crag carefully. “Of course, if somebody knew this was the group’s destination, they could easily hide in these rocks, waiting.”

She saw Jack nod.

“Sure. Possible,” he said, looking around. “Guess they’d have to park the other side of the hill, climb up a different way. I mean, so as not be seen as they came close to the group. But hold on — didn’t Heidi say she saw somebody earlier, on the walk up?”

“Could be two people? One tailing, one already up here waiting on the crag?”

“Yeah — that’s how I’d do it,” said Jack working his way along the crag. She saw him stop: “Oh. Now this is interesting.”

Sarah manoeuvred carefully over the crag to where Jack stood, peering down into a deep hollow in the rock. It was easily big enough for somebody to hide there.

“Look down there. See the cigarette ends… and footprints?” said Jack. “Somebody’s been up here, and recently.”

Sarah looked down. The footprints were large with a zig-zag pattern, probably trainers of some kind, and clearly fresh. She took out her phone, grabbed a picture of the prints.

“Evidence,” she said, “of a sort. The ’figure’ that Stephanie saw?”

“Maybe. Slim. Not much to go on,” said Jack.

“No. So, we done up here?

“Sure. Our dogs have certainly had a good run.”

Sarah picked her way carefully back over the sharp rocks and jumped down onto the grass.

“Nearly nine o’clock,” she said. “Time I was in the office. Been so busy lately.”

She called to Digby, who amazingly came first time, followed by Riley.

“Funny how obedient they get when they haven’t had their breakfast, isn’t it?” said Jack, joining her.

Then, together they set off along the ridge back to the wooded track.

*

Jack gingerly stepped over the stile, wincing as he did so.

Though he’d made light of it, Sarah knew that his knee and hips were still painful from his accident. This terrain, tough on them.

She handed the dogs’ leads over the stile while they squeezed through the wooden bars, then climbed over after them.

Together they walked down the muddy track.

“Hey, big news — forgot to say — I’m looking at a possible new car this morning.”

“Great,” said Sarah. “You going to give me a hint what it is?”

“Um, I don’t think so. Think I’ll surprise you. That was the deal, remember?”

“I do,” said Sarah, thinking back to that terrible day when Jack’s Sprite had been smashed into pieces. And how for one dreadful moment she’d feared he’d gone.

“Penny for them,” said Jack. “Your thoughts, that is.”

“Hmm? Oh, just planning the day,” she said. “Reckon I might be able to find some time in the office this morning to do some searches — starting with the mysterious Susan Braithwaite.”

“Great. See what you can find on the whole group. Something not quite right about that cheery foursome from the Big Apple.”

“Heidi and Stephanie too?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Jack. “What’s the deal with the film? Stephanie’s photos?”

“Daniel’s got a pal at school who works on the school website, a photo buff. The whole thing intrigued them both. You know Daniel. So, the two of them are going to develop the film after school. He said he’d give me a call when they got the negatives and are ready to print.”

“Sounds good,” said Jack.

They rounded a bend in the trail and Sarah could see her car parked where they had left it a few hundred yards ahead.

But something wasn’t right.

The front passenger door was open.

And a figure was bent double inside.

“Jack!”

“Hey!” he shouted.

Sarah saw the figure jolt upright and step back from the car. A young guy in jeans and a hoody.

The man saw Sarah and Jack, turned and ran towards the road. Sarah started to run down the hill towards them — but as the man reached the road, a silver car shot into view, slid to a halt, the man jumped in, and they were gone.

Sarah kept running down to her car. When she reached it, the door was still open. None of the windows were smashed.

How the hell did they get in? she thought.

Then Jack, also hurrying despite his pain was standing beside her, the dogs on their leads nervous, spooked.

“Damn. You leave anything valuable in the car?” he said.

“No,” she said, hurriedly searching. “Always take bag and phone with me.”

“Guess we’re lucky. Just some guys taking a chance.”

Sarah popped open the little drawer by the dashboard — and saw it was empty.

“Hang on. They weren’t just some guys, Jack,” she said. “They took one thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. My notebook — with all the interviews.”

And as this sank in, she suddenly felt scared.

Joan Buckland had said the improbable word first: murder.

Now — maybe not so improbable.

“Jack, just who are we dealing with here?”


10. Warnings

Jack sat opposite Alan Rivers in the tiny back office of Cherringham police station, waiting while the policeman finished his phone call.

Sarah had dropped Jack off in the market square while she went to her office to catch up on her work.

Jack had wasted no time walking up to the police station. He had questions to ask, and he hoped he’d get some answers.

Everything about this case was beginning to smell bad.

If Heidi Blake was right about Susan Braithwaite, then the attempt on her life had to be connected with the break-in to Sarah’s car.

And as the local cop, Alan Rivers was sure to know something about it.

But when Jack had arrived just minutes ago, Alan had been on a call and had just waved him through to the back office to wait. Ten minutes later, the call was still going on.

Alan slid his pack of cookies across the table to Jack, nodding an invitation to take one.

Jack shook his head. Slid the cookies back. Finally, the call ended, and as Alan put the phone down, Jack saw instantly from his nervous expression that the young cop knew exactly why Jack was here.

“Jack,” he said, “what can I do for you?”

“Susan Braithwaite,” said Jack. “Alan, what’s going on?”

“Sorry, I’m not following. You mean the lady who fell — had the accident?”

“Come on. We know, and you know, that was no accident. And I’m guessing you also know that Susan Braithwaite is more than just the financial analyst she claims to be?”

Jack felt Alan stiffen in his chair.

Not liking this at all.

“And I’m thinking that there’s some other agency in town on this case — bumping up against me and Sarah.”

“Case? Really, Jack? Now I’m really not getting what you’re telling me. What case?”

“Don’t BS me.” Jack smiled, hoping to defuse the building tension between them.

But Jack knew. Amazingly enough, Alan Rivers was definitely hiding something.

“You have to know that for twenty-five years I worked NYPD and every cop, and every detective knew what it really meant when things were suddenly taken out of our hands. High up, strings being pulled. So — me and you — we’ve seen a lot in this little village. Why not just tell me what’s happening here and Sarah and I will back off.”

Jack waited, while Alan pondered this.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll tell you. But, Jack, this goes no further than you and Sarah, okay?”

“Sure.”

“Susan Braithwaite is an analyst, yes. But not the financial kind. She works over at GCHQ.”

“Intelligence gathering?”

“That’s as much as I was told, yes. All I know is, she’s important. Tons of security clearances. She was doing this week of hikes, on leave, while some big… thing — some event, I don’t know what, they didn’t tell me — happened that she’s been working on. So, when she reported to them that someone had tried to kill her—”

“Ah — she was pushed?”

“Oh yes — no doubt about that. Anyway, when she reported that, I was told to treat it like an accident and look the other way. Stay completely out of it. The guys from London are all over this now, trying to figure out what happened. Who did it, and why. Watching her house, 24/7. They even called me, asking who the hell you and Sarah were.”

“Difficult spot for you, hmm? We kinda figured something like that. But — and I’m guessing this you don’t know — they just broke into Sarah’s car. Took her notebook.”

“Really? Sorry about that. But you know what I’m going to say — what I have to say.”

“Nothing you can do?”

“Exactly. And I suggest you do likewise. This is a job for whoever it is she works for. And I imagine, these are people who know what they are doing. Attempted murder, something like that? Job for professionals.”

Ouch. Jack knew what Alan meant — but the implication of what he’d said stung nevertheless.

“Fair enough,” said Jack. “I’ll tell Sarah. And we’ll back off, yes? Maybe you can do me a favour?”

Finally, Alan grinned, a deal struck. “If it’s reasonable.”

“Tell them to back off too? On us? I don’t fancy having my boat turned over by some over-eager government agents in hoodies. And, gotta say, if I find someone doing that on The Grey Goose… I’ll treat them like I would any intruder.”

Alan’s smile faded. “I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that, Jack.”

“Good.”

And he got up from the chair, went out of the office and headed out into the clean, open air.

*

Sarah stood at the back of the darkroom, watching Daniel and his friend Cal as they carefully poured chemicals into the developing tank.

Back in the day, it was the way all pictures came into existence.

Now, more of a lost art.

But Cal — evidently a serious kid from the way he worked the vats, mixing the developing liquid — clearly knew what he was doing.

“You know, Mrs Edwards—”

Sarah let the “Mrs” stand, but she did think, I’m not a Mrs anything anymore.

“—very interesting that this person shot in black and white.” He turned to her. “Most of the great photographers — people like Weegee, Diane Arbus, even Stanley Kubrick before he started making his masterpieces, they showed the power of black and white.”

“Great,” Sarah said, though she didn’t mention that, with black and white, she wouldn’t be able to see the colour of whatever the person on the cliff was wearing.

But, she hoped, at least maybe I’ll get to see him. Her? Whoever it was.

Stephanie’s two rolls of film had been turned into negatives, and were now in strips all ready to be examined.

Cal had Daniel measuring out what Sarah assumed was some other liquid important to the process, while Cal worked on another vat.

“That there is the stopper. Basically, stops the developing process cold. And this — the fixer — locks it in. The photo will last forever. Or nearly,” he said with a grin.

Sarah remembered, standing here, in this very darkroom, red safe light on, with one of her early boyfriends, back when she was a student. He had taken photos for the yearbook. Invited her to the dark room.

To see how it’s done.

Least, that’s what he’d said.

And there was something about that, the two of them, a red light glowing in the darkness… so exciting.

Ah the memories that going to one’s old school could summon.

Most of them — for her — good. If not a little awkward to recall with Daniel standing by her side…

“Nearly ready,” Cal said.

Sarah waited.


11. Not Quite Off the Case

Jack was going to head back to The Grey Goose.

Normally, he was able to roll with how things played out.

Once you’ve dealt with the bureaucracy of the NYPD — some city councilman always upset about something, civilian review boards, and the mayor’s office scrutinising anything controversial — as a detective you either, yes, rolled with things, or the whole system would roll over you.

But in all his years in Cherringham, working with Sarah?

And it was work, he thought, real work. What they did — often so important.

In all these years he never had that feeling. No one watching them, supervising them. No landmines to be avoided. Jack felt he could make things happen more easily in the village. Bend a rule here and there. Do some things that — legally speaking — slipped into a grey area.

But now to be told, quite clearly “hands off” when it came to looking into Susan Braithwaite’s fall…

Just didn’t sit that well.

So, to clear his thoughts, as he passed the Ploughman’s, he had an idea.

Something, on a normal day, he wouldn’t do.

Step in. Have a mid-day pint. Forget about how he felt about that order from Alan.

Just enjoy the pub.

Least, that’s what he thought he was going to do as he stopped walking towards the river and his boat, and instead turned and headed to the Ploughman’s, doors wide open, a perfect day, sun, warmth and the pub so inviting.

*

Cal stood back from the trays that he and Daniel had prepared.

“Okay. So,” he turned to her again, “now the big question. You want all these images developed?”

She was about to say yes, but then, she thought, that might take a while.

“Wait. Using the negatives, maybe I can get an idea of what the picture is. Maybe narrow down which ones I want a real picture of?”

She took care not to tell them what she was looking for or why.

But she knew Daniel, for one, could guess.

“Sure, I mean, you won’t be able to see details, any faces and all. And even things like the terrain — bit hard to tell as negatives. But if you have a rough idea of what you’re looking for, totally do-able. Come over here, we can look at the first roll.”

And Sarah passed her son, giving him a smile. His knowing Cal turning into a lifesaver. And it looked like Daniel, very much a modern kid with digital everything, seemed genuinely interested in the alchemy that was old-school photography.

“See this.” Cal pointed to a squat device with an eyepiece, not unlike a microscope. “For looking at negatives. Not state of the art at all. There’s digital ones these days that can even show the real image, straight from a film negative. But this is all we got.”

He pointed to the eyepiece.

“You can look in here, run the strips of negatives through, right here. Just turn the knob. And if you see one you want, let me know, I’ll note it, and when you’re done, we’re good to go.”

Sarah nodded. She knew what a negative looked like. Her mother and father had boxes of them in the attic, some real treasure probably in those boxes. Scenes from a hundred years ago.

So, she knew what a negative could reveal — and what it couldn’t. And also what she was hoping to see…

Clevedon Crag. A lone hiker atop it. And someone, something else behind.

God, she hoped that Stephanie had been right.

That she just might have caught someone with her camera.

If she did, it was all about to be revealed now.

*

“Jack, been a while! Too long! How are ya?”

Billy Leeper, the proprietor, manned the bar himself, tending to the slim early afternoon crowd at the Ploughman’s. Just a few regulars. Mostly pensioners, gathered at a table, nursing their beers, but also some workers at a table eating a latish pub lunch.

The Ploughman’s food — basic steak and kidney pies, bangers and mash — was serviceable at best, and not something that Jack often sampled.

Jack remembered suggesting to Billy that maybe, just maybe, a real cook would be a worthwhile investment.

Billy, though, felt that his limited menu was more than sufficient.

“I’m not too bad, Billy. Enjoying this weather.” Jack looked over the spigots. “Um, how about a half of Hooky?”

Full pint was too much for this time of day, he thought. One of those giant beers was sometimes like consuming a loaf of bread.

Billy took a glass, then pulled on the big hand pump, filling it in one gush.

There’s an art to that, Jack thought.

“You and Sarah been up to anything lately?”

Again, Jack knew everyone had developed more than a little interest in Sarah’s and his collaboration.

And having just been told to back off the case, Jack’s answer was easy.

“No. Been quiet.”

“Sleepy village, hmm?” Billy said. Jack nodded, even though, in his experience, this village was not so sleepy.

“Just taking care of my boat, getting my dog out for his walks, and God, enjoying this weather. It’s absolutely—”

When Jack heard a voice.

Someone yelling, using a string of expletives not often heard — even late at night — at the Ploughman’s.

Coming from the backroom, where Billy had a dartboard and pool table.

He looked at Billy. The voice, so loud — American.

Jack could easily have been in a bar in Red Hook.

Billy started to rub his hands on a bar towel, taking a breath, getting ready to check out the row.

Jack put up a hand.

A smile.

“Hey — you got customers. And sounds like one of my countrymen. I’ll take a look.”

And Jack sailed to the back room, the angry words continuing.

*

Sarah had already examined one full roll of negatives, all showing — quite clearly — shots of scenery, and no mysterious figures lurking.

In terms of people, there were only a few shots of the hiking party, obviously posed pictures. Most of the pictures were landscapes — or zoomed shots of birds.

Other than that — nothing.

And certainly, nothing to be developed.

And now she was on the second roll, where Stephanie had said she remembered that she had taken a sequence of quick pictures of a bird that included the crag, even one — she thought with Susan Braithwaite — on top of it.

Sarah fed another strip in, hoping — as Stephanie promised — that it would show the crag. Susan…

And maybe — just maybe — something more.

The last strip.

Either something was here, or this whole exercise had been a waste of time.

A few clicks, and she looked at yet another negative image.

But on this one — she took a deep breath.

Sarah stopped on a negative. A bird, caught in perfect focus. Below it, the crag. But just the crag, no one on it, or even near it that she could see.

She turned the knob on the negative viewer.

And with the next few clicks of the sprocket…

There it was.

The crag again. But now a person near the edge.

Even in negative form, Sarah could tell that it was a woman. The dark hair all white in the reverse image.

And this obvious fact, she was alone. No one behind her. No one poised to give her a shove off the cliff to the rocks below.

She did slip. That’s all.

What had Susan Braithwaite said?

Just a silly accident.

But even as she had that thought, she turned the dial another few sprockets to cue the next negative in sequence.

And nearly the same image. Nearly.

But this time there was someone behind her. Quite clearly, someone had emerged from the within the rocky outcrop close to the cliff edge.

Only maybe a foot or two behind the woman.

In those precious seconds, did Susan hear the person? See him?

No guarantee it was a “him”. The person in a waterproof or hoodie of some kind.

And not knowing the colour of the waterproof, there was no way to tell it was a member of Will’s tour group.

Not like this. Not as a negative.

Still — she pulled back from the eyepiece. Felt Daniel’s eyes on her. Did he sense she had found something?

“Cal, I know — um — this is black and white film, but is there any magical way to tell what colour someone is wearing?”

“Interesting question,” the serious Cal said. “You can rule out certain colours and shades. But as to an object’s true colour? When you merely have grey tones? I’m afraid not possible.”

“Mum,” Daniel said, feeling the importance of the question, “do you see something?”

She nodded. “Maybe, Daniel. Not sure.”

She knew the only way to tell was to go back to the eyepiece. And see if — by some miraculous chance — the photographer from Germany had taken one more quick shot.

*

Walking into the back room, Jack saw a familiar face.

Ray, a neighbour (of sorts) of his, who had his own ramshackle boat near The Grey Goose.

Ray’s lifestyle seemed to cycle around pot, the Ploughman’s and whatever smalltime semi-legal activities could fuel both.

But — all in all — he was a not-too-bad sort who had helped Jack in the past.

On Ray’s face, a bit of shock. Maybe even fear?

Across from Ray, steps away, on the other side of the pool table — stood another man. Few days’ dark growth on his face. Mostly bald head, with just some wispy hair on the sides. And — Jack noted — a pool cue held firmly in his two hands.

Like he was about to use it, but not to sink the three-ball in the corner pocket.

“Hey, Ray,” Jack said casually. Another look to the man with the cue. “What’s going on? Bit noisy back here.”

The man with the cue took a step closer to Jack. “I’ll tell you what’s going on. This goddamned cheating bastid.”

The words, and the accent, so familiar to Jack.

Pure, one hundred percent, New York. Or to be more precise, Brooklyn. An accent that Jack grew up hearing and — except for the visiting hikers — hadn’t heard in Cherringham… ever.

What is going on here?

Jack liked being the village’s lone yank. This guy, and even maybe the hikers staying at the Bell, were giving people from NYC a bad name.

As if we need that these days.

Jack turned to the guy with the cue, who seemed to be the problem here. Ray was, more or less, cowering.

Fights in bars? Pool table squabbles? Day-drinking and booze in play? Jack had handled many such similar situations before.

“Yeah,” Jack said, “you were saying?”

“This village idiot thinks he can make a bet on a goddammed game of—”

Jack put up a hand.

“Easy there, pal. This is my local, you know? Kind of a quiet place during the day. So, want to watch the language?”

The guy’s eyes, bloodshot, narrowed. Giving his face a feral look. Rat-like. Still holding the cue though, and maybe wondering if he might challenge Jack on that question.

Jack hoped not.

But if he did, well, wouldn’t be the first time either.

“All right. This ass… — um — guy and me, we bet on the damn game. And when he scratches—”

“Jack — it wasn’t a real scratch. I hadn’t really taken my shot.” Ray cleared his throat. “And I think this bastid was hustling me anyway!”

The man with the stick pivoted towards Ray.

“You took your damn shot, missed — and that is” — look to Jack — “a scratch. And when I sink the eight ball, my game, my win. And you owe me—”

Jack took a step towards the man.

He also fired a look at Ray, a warning.

Just keep quiet, okay?

Ray, who looked ready to defend himself, stopped.

“And you, buddy — let’s put the pool cue down, hmm? Before anyone gets hurt.”

Jack had to wonder, did Ray even have money to bet? Ray wasn’t above a quick hustle himself, thinking he might win some quick drinks money.

The man with the cue didn’t move. But Jack’s carefully worded request, followed by a step closer to the man, led to the cue slowly being lowered.

And, as the stick came down…

“You may not know this, but gambling, on a game like this, in our village… my village…” Jack added for emphasis, “’fraid, it’s not legal at all.”

And a quick turn to Ray who hopefully picked up on what Jack was doing (since Ray bet on absolutely any kind of activity in the village that he could).

“Now, I know you don’t want the attention of the police. And I had my friend Billy out there hold back from calling the cops.”

Jack guessed “calling the cops”, wasn’t a phrase this guy liked hearing.

“Maybe time for you to stop the game? No harm, no foul. Maybe have a quick beer. Or better — maybe not. Maybe just move on. There are other pubs in the village.”

This guy, really was caving much too easily.

Was it the spectre of the police? Or Jack, close by, a big guy, while the rat-faced man with the pool cue was slim, wiry? Wouldn’t be great in a fight, despite Ray’s cowering.

In response, the man nodded, as if there would be more to come later.

And instead of neatly putting the cue back in its rack with the others, he threw it to the ground.

“Stupid English,” he said, moving from Jack to Ray.

Then he turned and walked out of the backroom.

Ray didn’t move.

Because Jack turned to him, and said something that was more important than asking how’d Ray get into a game and the shouting match with the man.

A much more interesting and burning question.

Which was: “Ray, do you know who that guy is?”


12. What Happened on the Cliff

Sarah turned to the next negative. And there it was.

The crag, nobody on it, seconds after Susan fell, the mysterious figure behind her gone.

And Sarah thought: thank you Stephanie.

And then Sarah turned to Cal.

“I have three negatives — love to get prints. Large as you can.”

Cal nodded. “Limited by the size here of the enlarger, and of course the photo paper. In a big lab, Oxford, London? Could get it real big. Here, well, I will do my best.”

Then she, Daniel beside her, looked on as Cal, like a wizard from another era, took the strip of negatives Stephanie had just been looking at. He then fed it into the enlarger, lights still on. And throwing a switch, the enlarger projected the negative onto the table.

Cal moved a piece of ordinary paper into position, showing the projected negative of what Sarah recognised as the first picture she wanted developed — Susan at the cliff edge.

“Okay,” he said. “Large as I can get it. Now for the magic.”

He turned off the enlarger, and the image from the negative vanished.

Cal reached up, and threw a switch for what he called the “safe” light, a warm red filling the room as he killed the regular light.

And then he grabbed a box, pulled out a black envelope and removed a single sheet of photo paper.

Placed it where the negative would be projected, then reached over and turned a small dial on a timer.

“Ten seconds,” he said. His voice so serious.

Sarah looked at her son by her side, also watching intently.

Cal turned on the enlarger again.

The timer ticked away seconds. Sarah guessed Cal probably could time each part of this process without the aid of anything.

A bing. He shut off the enlarger.

Then using plastic tongs, he picked up the photo-to-be, and slid it into the tank of developer fluid.

“Two minutes,” he said with the tone of a surgeon in an operating theatre.

And during those minutes, he grabbed the tank, and sloshed back and forth. Daniel on one side of Cal, Sarah on the other.

As slowly, as though emerging from a cloudy mist, an image began to appear.

And then — in this instant digital age, where we shoot thousands of pictures documenting everything, maybe losing sight of those truly special moments — the image was there.

Magic indeed.

And there was Susan Braithwaite, a nice, crisp, sharp black and white image. The woman at the edge of the ridge, gazing out across the Cotswolds plain.

Cal used the tongs again, and slid it into a second vat.

“The stop bath. Freezes the developing. Just thirty seconds and—” He leaned down to scrutinise the picture in the second tray. “Not bad,” Cal said. “If I do say so myself.”

Then Cal plucked the photo out of the bath, let it drip a minute and then finally into the third and last tray.

“The fixer locks the image in the brightness. Basically sets it.”

“That’s so cool,” Daniel said. “Way more fun than digital.”

“Exactly what I think.”

Cal let it sit there for about a minute before he plucked the finished photo out, and tossed it almost cavalierly into a larger tray in the sink, a tub, with a thin hose of water pouring in.

“Just rinsing it,” he said, with a smile that even the dull red safe light caught.

He turned to Sarah.

“Two more? Yes? The next two?”

Sarah nodded, and she had to admit, creating this bit of evidence, a real piece of evidence that someone meant to harm, even maybe kill, was so exciting.

She smiled at Daniel, and they both waited.

The next picture — the important one.

*

“Look Jack, you know me. Kind of a ’get along with any bloke’ sort of fella, right?”

Jack nodded, though he knew his good-natured friend travelled some shady circles, often just narrowly avoiding real problems with either the law, or the less than stellar associates he hung out with.

“So, this guy, seemed bored. Dunno, like he was waiting for something, killing time. So, I’m thinking maybe a game of pool.”

Jack nodded. “Which you wagered on?”

Ray grinned. “Well, yeah, I mean, why not make it interesting, hmm?”

Interesting enough that Ray nearly got skewered with a pool cue, Jack thought.

“Okay, so you’ve seen him around?”

Ray nodded. “This past week.” Those words got Jack’s attention. “Seen him a few times. Not exactly the tourist type, eh? Not here to enjoy our lovely village and all that.”

“And any clue where he’s staying?”

“Oh yeah — more than a clue. Had a couple of pints the other day with Tom Vining. And Tom said that Harry Markham up at the Railway Arms was complaining about some bloody yank saying he’s none too happy with the rooms — which to be honest, Jack, you know, ain’t much.”

Jack had never had the dubious pleasure of staying at the Railway Arms. But the pub was famously at the very bottom of the league of Cherringham’s three inns — and he could guess the quality of the rooms.

“That’s where he’s staying?”

“Still is, I imagine.”

Jack nodded.

“Got a name?”

“Can get it easy enough,” said Ray.

“Appreciate it if you could. Let me know, hmm?”

This yank, as Ray called him, a New Yorker. With a temper — edgy, violent.

Maybe someone worth looking into.

Jack nodded again to Ray. “Thanks, Ray.” Then he headed through the pub itself, and onto the street, sun low, door still open, nice end-of-the-day warmth.

He tried to make sense of what he and Sarah knew — and all that they didn’t.

*

Sarah, Cal and Daniel hovered over the picture, the second one, about to be developed.

Sarah hadn’t told them exactly what she was looking for, but it was as if the two boys — young men — knew that this next picture was important.

And then the image appeared, again crisp, clear in that amazing way black and white can be.

Showing: Susan, still more or less in the same position, at the cliff edge.

And then someone standing — just a few feet behind her.

Right behind her.

For a moment, Sarah thought the guy’s face — if it was a guy — might not be visible. Hood pulled up, angle wrong…

But as Cal moved the developing picture around the tray of chemicals, that face was turned just enough. Emerging from a shadowy near-blur, and every second becoming clearer, sharper.

Until, almost as if they were watching a movie, the scene coming to full life, Cal swooped in with his tongs and slid it into the stop bath.

The developing stopped. The image frozen.

The face, maybe not as large as Sarah would like, but definitely clear.

If I saw that face, I’d know who it was, she thought.

But that was the thing.

It wasn’t anyone from the hiking group.

And not anyone she had ever seen in Cherringham.

Yet clearly, this was the person who had pushed Susan off that cliff.

She looked at Cal. One more pic to develop. The empty crag, finishing the story. But she imagined her expression said it all.

Something bad had happened on the cliff.

And — more importantly —this was the guy who did it.

Then lastly a question…

Why?


13. A Tough Call

Jack had taken only a few steps from the Ploughman’s this late spring evening that was just about perfect.

And he really wanted to go walk by the Railway Arms.

That’s what I’d do normally. Look into the mystery of what really happened on Will Goodchild’s hike.

But Alan’s warning — and Jack wanted to respect that — was clear.

Back. Off.

About to head back to The Grey Goose — thinking about maybe an evening walk with Riley (which for Riley would be more of a giddy race through the meadow at top speed, circling back to Jack who took a more leisurely pace) — his phone buzzed.

He slid it out.

Sarah.

And somehow, even before answering, he felt — intuition again — she has found something out.

*

Jack slid into the passenger seat of Sarah’s car. Her windows all open, the smallest of breezes making the envelope she carried rustle in her hands.

He looked at her. “I must say — you have me quite interested in the result of your school trip.”

Jack could see, from her smile, the light in her eyes, Sarah, too, was excited at what she held.

“Jack, I couldn’t believe it. I mean, what chance was there that Stephanie caught something on film?”

“But she did.”

Jack put out his hand for the envelope.

“May I?”

He undid the metal clasp — and right now he himself felt like a spy, a top-secret dossier handed from one agent to the other.

But as he took it, he knew he had something important to pass on to her.

“You know, we’ve been told to back off.”

“What?”

“Someone high up telling Alan.”

“You’re kidding.”

Jack shook his head: “Our local hiker — turns out she’s more than the analyst we thought.”

He told her what Alan had revealed that morning.

“Really?” said Sarah, shaking her head. “Susan Braithwaite — a spy?”

“Take my word for it. Guess spooks never look like spooks.”

Jack waited as she stared out the windshield, clearly reviewing events.

“Hmm — it kind of all fits together, doesn’t it?” she said. “Those mysterious cars everywhere. Susan’s house looking like a rental. Hey — my car! The break-in! My notes!”

“Alan said he’d try and get them to back off us.”

“Got a good mind to sue them for the damage! Who do they think they are? They can’t go around breaking into cars like—”

Jack laughed. “’Fraid they can, Sarah. And they do. Lot of things at stake here maybe — bigger than just a little incident on a cliff.”

“Meanwhile we’re just supposed to sit back and do nothing?”

“Yes, we are.”

Jack saw real anger in Sarah’s eyes. He nodded at the envelope: “And this — these pictures. Not exactly backing off.”

“Okay. But just take a look, Jack. Honestly — what harm can it do?”

He stared at her, making his mind up.

And then he pulled out the eight by ten glossy black and white photos, arranged in order.

Three of them.

*

Sarah kept her eyes on him. He didn’t rush. Studying the crag. The image of Susan amazingly clear.

“Pity not in colour,” Jack said.

He turned to her. “And so far, photo number one, she appears all alone up there.”

“Next…” Sarah said.

And he slid the top photo away, to reveal the second.

And the look on his face.

Well, she expected surprise, maybe even a grin that here at last was evidence that someone was up there, as he moved onto the last photo, revealing that someone had indeed pushed Susan Braithwaite over.

But on his face…

Something more.

He turned to her. Sarah knew that he was thinking through something, his eyes darting slightly left and right.

“Jack — what is it?”

“You’re not going to believe it. I’ve met this guy.”

“You what?”

Her turn to be surprised.

“I mean…”

She saw him look out the front of the car, then to the sides, and behind them.

She had parked at the far end of the pub car park.

Isolated.

He’s checking to make sure that no one is nearby, who might see us looking at these photos.

He continued. “I just saw him. Right here at the Ploughman’s. Starting a fight with good old Ray.”

“You mean, the guy in the pic going after Susan is some kind of agent?”

“Agent?” And at that she saw him shake his head. “Extremely doubtful. An American. New York accent as thick as a pastrami sandwich from Katz’s.”

“Um, Katz’s?”

Despite the air of tension, he laughed.

“It’s the deli from that movie, you know When Harry Meets Sally? Sandwich with about four inches of the best pastrami in the universe. But” — another small grin — “I digress. Guy seemed like a cheap hood. Backed down right away when I broke up the party.”

Sarah reached out to take the photos, shuffling to the one that showed — quite clearly — the face of the man behind Susan.

“You’re sure it’s him?”

“No doubt about it.”

“He tried to kill her.”

“So it would seem.”

“But who is he? What’s his connection to Susan Braithwaite? And Jack — you think he’ll try again?”

“All excellent questions — to which I have no answers.”

He did another quick scan of the area around the car.

“Maybe put those back in the envelope. Just in case. So, no, I know nothing about the guy. ’Cept the one thing Ray could tell me.”

“Ever useful Ray.”

“He’s staying in the village. Railway Arms.”

“We got a name?”

“Not yet. But Ray said he’ll get it for me.”

“Hmm, okay,” said Sarah. “Funny how useful Ray can be at times.”

Jack kept looking at her. Those eyes suspecting something. “Um, just what are you up to, Sarah Edwards?”

“Plotting,” she said. “Right now though, I have to get back to the office, give Grace a break. But are you free tonight?”

“I am.”

“Fancy cooking me some supper?”

“Always a pleasure.”

“And always a pleasure to eat it! I’ll come over around seven. And I’ll bring my laptop.”

“We going to work too?”

“As you would say, Jack — you bet we are.”


14. Pasta and Plans

Sarah slid her plate over to the pasta bowl. “May I?” she said. “This is yummy.”

“Help yourself,” said Jack.

She dug deep into the bowl of linguine and mushrooms in butter and parmesan — such a simple meal, but just perfect to eat out here on the deck of The Grey Goose, the warm May evening sun as good as anything Italy might offer.

“Needs finishing tonight,” said Jack, passing the pepper and parmesan. “Though Riley always hopes we might leave a little for him.”

At the mention of his name, Sarah saw Riley look up from his position by Jack’s chair and give her his most pleading expression.

“In your dreams, Riley,” said Sarah, raising a fork of linguine, then she smiled at Jack.

She nodded as he lifted the bottle of Verdicchio from the ice bucket and offered her a top-up, then filled his own glass and sat back.

“So, what’s the plan?” he said.

She spun the linguine on her fork, ate, then took a sip of wine too.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m thinking — right now all those clever spy, spook, intelligence guys are running around, hunting down some kind of global conspiracy reason for a murder attempt on Susan Braithwaite.” She took another sip of the icy-cold wine. “But we — you and me — know that the culprit is some nobody from New York. Hardly agent material. And also highly unlikely to have any connection whatsoever to the prim and proper English lady from spy central.”

“With you so far on that,” said Jack.

“And we also know that for our bad guy to get the timing and location right for the push off the crag — there must have been somebody else involved. Some kind of signal — a warning. Right?”

“Someone else tracking the group.”

“Or maybe, someone in the group,” said Sarah.

“Good point,” said Jack. “Meaning — perhaps — that one of our walkers wanted rid of Susan Braithwaite?”

“For whatever reason.”

“And hired said schmuck to do the dirty work.”

“Schmuck! Perfect! Not a word we hear much in these parts. But, yes, exactly,” said Sarah. “Now, of course that would only really make sense if there were some Americans in the suspect group — oh, wait, hello — yes — so there are! Five of them!”

“The two couples — and our ex-intelligence friend Heidi,” said Jack. “However — unless you’re thinking there’s a blue-on-blue angle here — I’m more inclined to believe one of our happy little foursome is involved.”

“Blue on… what?”

“Meaning some problem between a US agency and its British counterpart. Like cop vs cop. Don’t think I see that here, though.”

“Okay. So, the foursome then. Which is why I think we spend the rest of this beautiful evening checking the walkers’ histories and backgrounds. See if any one of our four — somehow, somewhere — crosses paths with Susan.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Jack.

“Would help if we had a name for our bar-brawling friend. Could throw him in the mix too.”

And, as if on cue: “Jack! Sarah!”

Sarah spun round to see Ray standing on the riverbank by his barge, a four-pack of beers cradled in his arms.

“Got that name for you, mate,” he called, swaying slightly as he turned towards his boat.

“The name of that… guy.”

Sarah watched as Ray clambered aboard — wavering on the gang plank and nearly falling in the process.

“Whoops,” he said, recovering, and putting the beers down on his wheelhouse roof. He turned back to Jack and Sarah, gave a big thumbs up. “What was I saying, Jack?”

“You were saying you had that name.”

“Oh yeah, that bastid from the pub. Tom Murphy, that’s who he is. Sounds more Irish than American to me. Probably made up. But that’s the name he’s using. Tom Murphy.”

“Thanks, Ray,” said Jack. “Appreciate it. Good work.”

“Any time,” said Ray, “’s what friends are for, hmm?”

Sarah watched him smile, still swaying, his next words just a smidge slurred. “Hey, you two wanna come over, share a beer, have a smoke, bit of a party, know what I mean?”

“Kind of you, Ray. Have to be some other day.”

“Oh.”

“Sarah and me are working right now.”

“Work, eh?” said Ray, squinting at them in the setting sun. “Hmm. Work. Gotcha.”

And as if the word “work” itself needed guarding against, Ray turned, and Sarah watched him open the wheelhouse door.

“Getting late anyway,” he said.

Then he disappeared inside and shut the door behind him.

Sarah watched the boat for a few seconds more but Ray didn’t emerge. She turned back to Jack.

“Tom Murphy,” she said.

“Hmm. Hell of a lot of Tom Murphys in New York, that’s for sure.”

“True,” said Sarah. “But we have a photo. And you nailed the accent.”

“Some.”

“So, maybe your pals back on the force could help? Give me an email, I could scan our photo and send. Only midday there.”

She saw Jack considering this.

Bringing an old work contact into a case like this… maybe not a great idea.

But then he shrugged. “Okay. Sure. What’s to lose?”

Sarah nodded. Then she got up, gathered the plates and bowls.

“I can set up my laptop out here.”

“I’ll get some candles — and coffee,” said Jack, heading into the wheelhouse.

This, thought Sarah, as she stepped down the stairs into Jack’s galley, beats working in an office any day.

*

Sarah watched Jack put her mug of coffee on the desk next to her laptop and then pull up his chair alongside.

They’d come in from the deck when it got chilly, and spent another couple of hours making web searches and taking notes.

But so far they’d drawn a blank.

She rubbed her eyes.

“God. Nada, hmm? Maybe time we called it a day?” he said.

“I hate being beaten by this. There has to be a connection.”

“Maybe not. Maybe our Mr Murphy just likes pushing random people off cliffs. Travels the world looking for victims. Works alone. No accomplices. Just another crazy New Yorker.”

“You believe that?”

Jack laughed: “No.”

“Then what?”

He shrugged. “Okay. We get some sleep. Start again tomorrow. Take a new angle. Look for different connections.”

“Yep, you’re right. I’m so tired now I’m probably missing things anyway.”

She pulled her notes together. Then stopped and took out the three photos, laid them out on the desk.

“Daniel was so excited,” she said. “’We got the killer, Mum,’ that’s what he said.”

Jack picked up the photos, and she saw him carefully scan each one again.

“You said she had more negatives?”

Sarah nodded and took another envelope from her bag, tipped out a dozen or so strips of negative. Jack took them and one by one held them up to the brass desk lamp.

“She took pictures every day,” said Sarah, as he slowly examined each shot. “You can tell the ones from the crag because everybody’s got their coats on.”

“Ah right,” said Jack. “That’s why it’s so hard to tell who’s who.”

“Will paid a fortune for the logos on the coats. Soon as it rained, apparently, he couldn’t wait for people to put them on. Kind of sweet, really, the way—”

“Sarah—”

She paused, knowing that tone in his voice so well.

That inflexion, a quiet urgency that meant — he’d seen something.

“What?”

“I don’t suppose you have any other photos of that day?”

“Only the ones Heidi and Stephanie took on their phones. But they don’t have anything. I checked. There’s nothing up on the crag.”

“Show me.”

Sarah turned back to her laptop. She’d downloaded the photos at the Bucklands’ cottage — checked them, and not looked at them since.

Quickly she scrolled through folders until she came to the photos, then opened them.

“Okay. This is day one — when they all met at the minibus in Cherringham.”

“Okay. Run through them for me, up until the walk starts.”

Sarah opened the photos one at a time.

“Anything particular I should be looking for?” she said.

“I don’t know… yet,” said Jack. Then, “Stop! That one. See?”

She checked her screen. It was a photo from behind the group, taken in the rain somewhere half way up the hill towards the barrow. She recognised the ploughed field.

“What do you see?” said Jack.

Sarah stared at the screen: “Looks like the whole group. Spread out. Heidi’s picture — so she’s not in it. There’s Stephanie with her camera. And there’s Will, leading the way.”

“The others?”

“Well, I think that’s Danny Klein — and that one at the edge there looks like Steve Arnold.”

“You recognise them — even though their backs are turned?”

“Yes. Body shape, I suppose.”

“What about the others?”

She looked intently at the three women, all in purple jackets with their backs to the camera and their hoods tight. There was just no way to tell one from the other.

No way to tell one from the other.

She turned to Jack.

“Whoa. I get it. We’ve been looking at this the wrong way round, haven’t we?” she said.

He nodded: “Right there in front of us. Out in that rain, the group all mixed up, same coats on…”

Sarah nodded, exactly on the same wavelength as Jack. “The killer got confused. So, easy to happen. Then pushed the wrong purple jacket off the cliff.”

“Yep,” said Jack.

Sarah looked at the colour picture of the whole group spread out, walking up the field in driving rain. The two American couples. The two single women. And Will Goodchild…

“But if Susan Braithwaite wasn’t the target — who was?”

Jack laughed. “I don’t know. And this idea — only a theory. More importantly, I don’t think we can know any more until we’ve figured out who this Tom Murphy is.”

Sarah looked across at the old ship’s clock which hung on the wall above Jack’s stove.

“Time I was home, Jack,” she said. “I’m sure Daniel will be still up wanting to know the latest.”

“Sure. We’ll have to pick this up tomorrow.”

“Last day of the walking tour,” she said, packing up her laptop.

“I know.”

“Text me if New York comes back to you,” she said, getting up. “Whatever the time.”

“Will do. You get some sleep — thinking tomorrow might just be a busy day.”

“I hope so,” she said, then she headed up the steps to the deck and the chilly starlit night.


15. Meet Mr Murphy

Sarah was still in her dressing gown and making herself a pot of tea, when she saw Digby — her own crazy spaniel — excitedly jumping up at the French windows of the kitchen.

“What is it, boy?”

She looked down the long garden, which sloped towards the river. In the early morning light — it was barely seven — she saw Jack, tying up his little rowing boat at the ageing jetty.

Since he’d written off his car on a case a while back, the river was Jack’s preferred method of getting to Sarah’s house. On foot, she knew the walk took twice as long — and, so far, Jack had resisted all her entreaties to get himself a bicycle.

She smiled to herself — and put the coffee on.

*

Jack sipped his coffee and watched Daniel tuck into his bacon and eggs.

“Real good work with the photos yesterday, Daniel,” he said, pointing to the pile of prints that sat on the kitchen table.

“Was fun,” said Daniel in between mouthfuls. “Cal is amazing. Mum said it’s helped crack the case, yes?”

“Got us close, for sure,” said Jack.

“Let me know when you catch the guy,” said Daniel, picking up his now-empty plate and taking it to the dishwasher. “Now I’m eighteen we can celebrate together, down the Ploughman’s.”

Jack laughed and turned to Sarah. “This country. I still don’t get over how young you let your kids drink.”

“And I can’t believe I wouldn’t be able to drink legally in the States,” said Daniel.

Jack watched him pick up his shoulder bag, then run a quick hand through his hair in front of the mirror. “Anyway — great to see you, Jack — but I’m outta here,” he said, heading for the door. “World won’t wait.”

“See you tonight, love,” said Sarah.

“Later,” said Daniel, with a wave. Then he was gone.

Sarah came back to the table and sat.

“Usual whirlwind in the morning,” she said.

“Where’s he working right now?”

“Farm shop. While he figures what to do for uni. And to be honest, Jack, now that I see so little of Chloe, I kinda don’t mind if he takes his time deciding.”

“Hard to see them go.”

He watched her pour another tea. Then she sat back: “Right then. So I’m guessing from the fact you’re here bright and early that New York’s finest came through?”

A nod. His face serious. “And then some. Turns out our Tom Murphy has a rap sheet long as your arm. No murders. Least on the books. Mostly minor stuff — drunk, theft, auto crime, bar brawls. Couple of failed store robberies, some breaking and entering.”

“Any connection to any of our hikers?”

“Okay. Now this is the nice part. Seems Murphy’s Brooklyn born and bred. But his home patch for the last twenty years has been Kissena Boulevard in Queens. And wanna guess where Danny and Steve’s real estate empire had its first office?”

“Kissena Boulevard?”

“Cigar for the lady! Not only that, but my pal Harry asked around. Turns out Murphy managed one of Klein’s rental blocks — until the tenants got him kicked out for a variety of unsavoury behaviour which I don’t think we’ll go into over breakfast. Lived there for free while, I guess, being available to Danny Klein for whatever he wanted.”

“So — looks like we have our link between Murphy and the four pals.”

“Without a doubt.”

“But still — no motive.”

“Not yet. But at least now we know what direction we’re heading.”

“Exactly,” she said. “By the way, I put a couple of calls in to Will and Heidi this morning — some lingering questions I had.”

“Such as?”

“Who actually booked the trip over here? Danny or Steve? Or the two women? And who argued for continuing the tour even after the accident.”

“Good questions — especially that last one. But without a solid motive, think we’re still chasing air.”

He saw her nod at that.

“So, you think we should go see Murphy,” said Jack. “Right?”

“I do — but what about Alan? His warning?”

Jack took a deep breath.

“Well, we were warned away because of whatever government stuff Susan does, right? Alan — and whoever her bosses are — all think it’s related. They’re probably looking into things that match up with that. But this guy? A punk?”

“And we know now that this has nothing to do with spy stuff.”

“Right. Which means that if you and me did go talk to him, and he has no connection to Susan’s line of secret work, then we’re not really getting in the way, are we?”

She laughed. “I doubt Alan or whoever gave him those orders would buy that line of logic.”

Jack grinned as well. “Was worth a shot.”

Now Sarah looked away. “No matter. Railway Arms, you say? Guess we know what we have to do, hmm?”

“I do like the way you think, Sarah Edwards. Shall we go in your car?”

Another nod from her.

“Just give me a minute to get dressed.”

She picked up the photos from the table, and slid them back in the envelope.

“Going to take these. I’ve a feeling they’re going to be very useful.”

*

Sarah led the way up the dingy stairs of the ramshackle Railway Arms.

Even at this early hour, the pint—sized pub on the ground floor was occupied by a handful of locals who acted like they had a lifetime right to the scattering of wooden chairs gathered around worn and stained plastic-topped tables that looked to date back to the 70s.

Not a place that attracted the tourist trade, she knew.

More for workers needing a cheap place while on some big project. Or late-night arrivals at Cherringham station, just up the road.

Only a few rooms — places that Sarah had never been in — and never wanted to.

Funny, she thought, how you could live in a village for so long and yet there were certain places, hidden away, that you’d never see.

Behind her, nearly penned in by the low, sloping ceiling above the stairs and the walls themselves, Jack took measured steps, but still the old floorboards under worn lino gave out a squeaky groan with each step.

If the element of surprise was important, they had certainly lost that.

And there was also the possibility that the mysterious New York hood, a “punk” as Jack called him, had left. Though the hollow-eyed guy at the bar said “He hasn’t checked out.”

But had he skipped out?

She reached the top of the landing.

Number 5. Second door on the right.

She waited till Jack was beside her.

This definitely was more up his alley than hers. She wasn’t exactly afraid, least not with all of six-feet two of Jack beside her.

Still, certainly nervous.

They went to the door.

A quick look, and with her free hand, the one not holding the envelope, three sharp raps.

*

The door opened with a pop, the ancient wood, swollen, tight against frame.

And then Sarah was face to face with the man in the photo. But he was first to talk.

Looking from Sarah then up to Jack.

“You again. What the hell? Get lost!”

Jack nodded at the suggestion, and then pointed inside the room, where Murphy had a suitcase, full, looking all ready to be zipped.

“Leaving, Tom? And so soon?” Jack said.

Sarah saw a cagey look come over the man, his dark shadow of a beard, bleary eyes reinforcing his overall rat-like expression.

“Had enough of this town. Damn boring. Got to get home.”

Jack turned to Sarah, holding the envelope, the guy unaware of what she held inside.

“Hey — how you know my name?”

“Common courtesy,” said Jack. “I mean, hate to just call you ’punk’.”

The man’s eyes narrowed at that. Jack guessed it was a name he had been called before, and one he didn’t particularly appreciate.

Then a gulp.

The “punk” sensing something’s up.

“What the—”

A nod from Jack, as he raised a hand, pressing an invisible pause button.

“Well, Tom — here’s the bad news. See, your suitcase is all packed. Ready to leave. But I’m afraid — that just isn’t going to happen.”

“Hell it isn’t. Nothing you, or her, can do to stop me. I’m an American. I got rights, and I’m leaving.”

The man forced a grin.

Teeth not looking in the best shape, Sarah noted.

The grin cocky, but as she was about to demonstrate — unwarranted.

Sarah started to undo the metal clasp of the manila envelope.

“Tom, I don’t think you’ll be leaving. Not today, at least. Maybe not for a while.”

The hood’s eyes now fell on the envelope, clasps undone, flap open, as Sarah pulled out the glossy photographs.

“You see,” Sarah said, holding up the pictures — in order. “I’m afraid these show, well, you know this spot, hmm?”

He said nothing.

“That cliff? The woman up there? Then—”

And Sarah had to admit, with big Jack by her side making her feel physically secure, she was enjoying this.

She slid the top photo away.

“Well, look here. The woman’s not alone. Someone’s up there right behind her, hmm? Look familiar?”

The gummy smile faded. The man’s rat eyes darted.

Then — to the last photo.

“And here, the woman’s gone, pushed over the cliff.”

And Tom Murphy from some shabby area of Brooklyn, was absolutely frozen.

Probably thinking, he had been so close to getting away.

Jack broke the stunned silence. “How about we come in a minute? Maybe talk over things?”

Jack took a step forward.

Towards the man blocking the way, as if the suggestion wasn’t really merely a suggestion at all.

The man backed up.

And they entered his tiny, claustrophobic room.

*

Tom Murphy had sat down on the narrow bed, as if this confrontation had literally knocked him down.

Sarah let him again rifle through the trio of pics. No danger of his destroying the prints, all so easy to reproduce.

“Looks like,” Jack said, “you’re guilty of the attempted murder of Susan Braithwaite. You’re lucky — she’s okay. Still, think the people over here take such attempts pretty seriously, you know?”

And Sarah could feel the man’s eyes searching the photos as if they were the instruments of his doom.

“So,” Sarah said, taking her cue from Jack to push Murphy a bit, “with this evidence, with what you did, maybe best you tell us everything?”

Tom Murphy looked up.

Probably not the first time he’s been trapped, back to the wall, she thought. And in this case, literally.

But with his eyes on Sarah, as if he could maybe convince her of something really important, he said.

“But that’s just it. You don’t understand.”

Sarah looked at Jack.

“You see, I didn’t mean to push that woman.”

Sarah felt an odd anticipation: what was this petty hood going to say? Were she and Jack right in what they’d put together?

He took one of the photos.

“That woman there? That… that was a mistake!”

The words seemed nearly comical. Sarah felt that she might actually laugh.

A look to Jack signalling, well, isn’t this an interesting confession?

“A mistake?” Sarah said, managing a straight face. “Then, I guess you’d better just tell us everything.”

She slipped a notepad out. Jack followed suit.

And then Tom Murphy sprang from the bed, pushed between them both sending Sarah flying against the wardrobe, and fled through the door.

Sarah quickly scrambled back to her feet, expecting Jack to go racing after — but he just stood calmly and shook his head slowly.

“Shame,” he said, putting away his notepad. “We could have had this whole thing wrapped up here and now and gone straight to Huffington’s for coffee.”

“Hang on. You not going to go after him?”

“No. And here’s why.”

She watched Jack go over to Murphy’s suitcase, tip it out on the bed, start searching every piece of clothing.

“The minute we tell Alan,” he said emptying a washbag on the bed, “Tom Murphy’s pretty face is going to be on the watch list of every Western intelligence service. Don’t think he’s going to get very far.”

Sarah joined him by the bed. Then saw Murphy’s jacket hanging on a chair in the corner. She picked it up — checked the pockets.

In one — a phone.

“Jack,” she said, holding it up.

“Burner?”

“Certainly cheap.”

She tapped the screen.

“Default password,” she said. “Has to be…”

“You in?”

She nodded.

“Yep. Just checking call history.”

She tapped a couple more times.

“Perfect,” she said. “Two numbers.”

“Two?”

“Yep. Called — and received.”

Jack smiled and shook his head: “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

She nodded: “Time to join the Cotswolds Historical Walking Tour?”

“Exactly,” said Jack. “And I took the precaution of finding out just where they are this morning.”

“Well then, what are we waiting for?” said Sarah, tucking the phone in her pocket and leading the way out of the dingy room.

Time to reveal the mystery attacker, she thought. 


16. One Last Hike

Sarah pulled up in the gravel car park near the imposing portcullis and entrance of Combe Castle, and turned the engine off.

“Bit quieter than last time we were here,” said Jack, climbing out. “Remember?”

Sarah nodded.

In one of their earliest cases, she and Jack had been asked to help out on a movie shoot here, protecting the lead actress from a mysterious attacker.

She looked across the car park — no sign of Will Goodchild’s minibus.

“You sure they’re in there?” she said.

“I rang the hotel first thing,” said Jack. “Idea was they walk the five miles from the village, along the river — then end up here with a castle tour.”

Sarah looked up at the castle ramparts and saw the tiny pin-heads of a group just disappearing slowly around onto the river-facing side of the castle.

“There they are,” she said, nodding towards the castle entrance. “Come on.”

*

As they climbed the cold, twisting stone staircase within the castle tower, Jack could just hear Will’s voice from above on the walls.

Probably describing the order of Cromwell’s army on the opposite bank of the river, he thought.

He knew that Will’s special subject was Cherringham in the Civil War — and this siege of the Royalist Combe Castle was one of his favourite battles.

More than once, Jack had war-gamed the engagement at Will’s house, marvelling how passionate the historian became as the climax of the battle approached.

“How’s the knee?” said Sarah, from below, as he carried on climbing towards the top.

“Holding up,” he said.

“All this walking and rowing you’re doing. Good for you!”

“Not for much longer. My transportation problems soon will be — oh, aha, here we are.”

He stepped out onto the castle ramparts, Sarah right behind him.

And ahead, just ten or so yards away, he saw the group clustered around Will on the flat open top of the corner tower.

Heidi, Stephanie, Danny, Julie, Melissa and Steve.

Above them a Royalist flag fluttered. Below the stone walls, the river flowed dark and deep. Golden fields lay in squares on the opposite bank, disappearing in the distance into a deep wood.

And above — a clear blue sky.

The perfect setting, thought Jack, as Will paused in his speech, and the group turned to see the visitors.

“Jack?” said Will. “Sarah?”

Will clearly confused.

“Morning everybody,” said Jack, smiling.

“Um, delighted to see you, as ever,” said Will. “But — can I help with something?”

“Oh, you’ve been help enough already,” said Sarah. “Thanks for the text this morning by the way.”

“Of course,” said Will, “though I’m not sure I quite understand why you wanted to know about—”

“Well, that’ll become clear in just a minute,” said Jack, approaching the group and smiling at them all. “If I could have your attention, hmm?”

“Sure,” said Danny.

“Any time,” said Melissa.

Jack looked around the group, then: “Just wanted you to know that we’ve found out how Susan Braithwaite fell from Clevedon Crag — or, I should say — how she was pushed.”

An instant bubble of conversation and exclamations from the whole group.

“Whoa, whoa, let me finish, please,” said Jack, still in his nicest possible voice, a big grin making this little speech more like a prize-giving than the outing of a potential murderer. “And we know exactly who was responsible. And you needn’t worry — even as we speak that person is, I’m sure, being detained.”

“But who?” said Heidi.

“Why?” said Stephanie. “Why Susan?”

“Excellent questions,” said Sarah, stepping forward to stand alongside Jack. “And in this case, very pertinent. Because you see — that little episode was in fact — a mistake.”

“A screw-up, I would call it,” said Jack.

“In fact, the intended victim was meant to be… one of you,” said Sarah.

Jack waited for that to sink in, watching the four Americans closely.

Still not knowing who was guilty — or who was innocent.

The six members of the group swivelled and looked at each other, eyes wide. Behind them, Jack saw Will’s mouth open in disbelief.

This, he thought, is actually fun.

“Which is why we thought we’d better come now. See you all. Just in case anyone had any ideas about, you know, making one last attempt — to kill, that is.”

Silence. Jack turned to Sarah and nodded.

“Luckily,” he said. “We have the mobile phone of the wannabe killer. And turns out, on that cell, there are actually two phone numbers. People he talked to every day, over and over again for the past week.”

Jack paused, waiting for this to sink in.

“So, we think these numbers belong to the real killers. Kinda makes sense. Wouldn’t you all agree?”

Again, silence.

“Sarah, if you would, please.”

Sarah held the phone — then tapped a single key.

“Last number redial,” she said. “Such a boon when you’re busy.”

Jack waited, smiled at the group. “And the killer is…”

He heard the phone ring just as its owner desperately rummaged in his coat to try and stop it.

Steve Arnold pulled out his phone, hurled it over the battlements.

“Oh, hi, Steve,” said Sarah, smiling and giving him a small wave.

“This is all a mistake,” said Steve, “you can’t prove anything with—”

But Jack saw the group back away from him.

“Second number, please Sarah,” said Jack, smiling like he was on a primetime game show.

But before anybody’s phone rang, Julie Klein broke from the group, pushed past Jack and headed for the stairs down the tower.

The phone in her pocket rang, echoing loudly as she tottered down the perilous staircase and out of sight.

Jack saw Sarah walk over to the edge of the wall and peer down into the car park.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about her getting away,” she said, turning back to the group. “There’s our local police force arriving — bang on time.”

“Jeez,” said Danny. “So — God — who was the intended victim?”

Melissa turned towards him. “With all due respect to Heidi and Stephanie — isn’t it obvious, you silly old goat, Danny?”

“You?” said Danny, clearly still in shock. Then he embraced her tightly. “Jeez,” he said, after a few seconds, then turned to Jack and Sarah. “Thank you,” he said, clapping. “Thank you, guys.”

And within seconds the rest of the group were clapping too, as approaching police sirens began to echo across the walls of Combe Castle.

Jack turned to Sarah.

“How about that?” he said, and winked.


17. Table for Four

“To catching bad guys,” said Susan Braithwaite, holding up her champagne flute for Heidi, Stephanie and Sarah to clink. “And to the good women who do the job! Cheers!”

“Cheers!” said Sarah and the other women.

The four of them sat at one of the street-side tables of the Spotted Pig, having enjoyed a long lunch hosted by Cherringham’s resident spy — who Sarah now realised was actually warm, totally human, and potentially even a very good friend.

The lunch had been impromptu — and Jack had been invited, but he’d said he had another appointment and might only make it for the dessert.

Strange that, Sarah thought.

She looked at his empty chair and so hoped he would get there in time.

For once, it had been left to her to draw the ends of the case together for her eager listeners. How Julie and Steve had bound their bitterness together in a plot against Danny and Melissa, thinking that an accident far from home might not be investigated.

And how Steve had miscalculated — using his old high school pal Tom Murphy as an amateur assassin. Police had picked up Tom just the day before in a tweed hat and theatrical moustache, trying to board a boat for the Channel Islands.

“He didn’t even realise that the Channel Islands were in the UK,” said Sarah. “He thought they were in France.”

Finally, she’d recounted how Danny and Melissa were both filing for divorce and looking forward to closing the business and travelling the world together — while Steve and Julie were by all accounts heading for a prison stretch each.

“You know, Sarah,” said Susan, “any time you want to give up the web business and do this for money — just give me a call. We could certainly do with more people like you.”

Sarah smiled at her. “I’m flattered you say that, Susan, I really am. But you know — I’m really just happy doing this with Jack, and the partnership he and I have is the whole point of, well — you know—”

“Speak of the devil,” said Susan, putting a hand on Sarah’s and deftly changing the subject.

Sarah heard the throaty engine sound of a sports car and turned — to see Jack pulling up outside the restaurant.

For a second, she expected the old Sprite — even though she knew it had been totally wrecked.

Instead, there was Jack in what looked like a sleek version of his old sports car. Same shade of green, with wood trim and tan leather seats.

But longer, more powerful-looking.

Jack waved — but didn’t climb out.

“He called me a couple of hours ago,” said Susan. “Said he’d made a promise to you a while back — and could he pick you up when lunch was over? A surprise! So, of course — I said yes.”

Sarah turned and looked at Heidi and Stephanie.

“You in on this too?” she said.

They smiled and nodded.

“Go,” said Stephanie.

“Enjoy yourself,” said Heidi.

“Thank you, all of you,” said Sarah.

Then she rose from the table, picked up her handbag and stepped out onto the street, hardly believing this perfect afternoon could get any better.

Jack climbed out, came round the car, opened her door, and she slid in. She watched him walk round again and settle into the driver’s seat.

“Where to?” he said.

“Anywhere,” she said.

“Anywhere it is,” he said, putting the car into gear and revving the engine.

So she sat back as he drove, the sun just dropping behind the hill above Cherringham, the May air still surprisingly soft, and Jack — she could see — so completely overjoyed to — at last — be behind the wheel again.

Taking her for that first spin, as promised.

Jack with his new car.

Yes — the universe was finally back in order.

 

END
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