
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Lawley Case

      A Markham Sisters Cozy Mystery Novella

    

    




      
        Diana Xarissa

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Text Copyright © 2018 Diana Xarissa

      

        

      
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Letter to Bessie, part one

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

      
        
          Letter to Bessie, part two

        

        
          Glossary of Terms

        

        
          Other Notes

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          The Moody Case

        

        
          Also by Diana Xarissa

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      With this, we hit an even dozen Markham Sisters novellas.  I have so much more planned for the sisters, including a visit from Bessie Cubbon later this year.  I always suggest reading the entire series in (alphabetical) order so that you can see how the characters change over the course of the novella, but each story should be enjoyable on its own if you choose not to read them all.

      The aforementioned Bessie Cubbon is the protagonist in my Isle of Man Cozy Mystery series.  Janet and Joan first appeared in Aunt Bessie Decides, and the sisters have remained in contact with Bessie ever since.  These novellas open and close with excerpts from Janet’s letters to Bessie.  You do not need to read that series in order to enjoy this one.

      The stories are set in the fictional village of Doveby Dale in Derbyshire.  Because of the setting, I use UK English and spelling, although it is increasingly likely that American words and spellings may sneak in, as I’ve been living in the US for some years now.  I do apologize for these errors and try to fix them when they are pointed out to me.

      This is a work of fiction and all of the characters are fictional creations.  Any resemblance that they may share with any real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.  The shops and restaurants within the story are also entirely fictional.  If they resemble real businesses, that is also coincidental.

      I love hearing from readers and all of my contact information is available in the back of the book.  Please don’t hesitate to get in touch at any time.  Thank you for spending time with Janet and Joan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        23 June 1999

      

      

      

      Dearest Bessie,

      

      I’ve sat down to write to you a dozen or more times in the past month, but I never seem to get past the first sentence before I have to rush away to do something.  Joan and I were expecting the summer months to be busy, but I don’t think either of us truly anticipated what that meant.

      This is the first day in June where we haven’t had guests here and I’m delighted that we only have one couple checking in tomorrow, as well.  A second couple arrives on Friday, and both couples will be here through the weekend, but thus far we actually have a day off the following week as well.  It appears that we are completely booked for most of July and August.

      I know that I shouldn’t complain as this was always Joan’s dream (even if she never bothered to tell me about it until last year), but I am rather exhausted from having to be nice to people all the time.  Still, we are doing very well financially, especially as Joan has just put our rates up and that hasn’t slowed down bookings in the slightest.

      Besides being busy with the bed and breakfast, things have been fairly quiet in Doveby Dale of late.  We did have one rather peculiar incident that all started with Stuart, our neighbour from across the road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “What time do today’s guests arrive, then?” Janet asked, trying not to sound as grumpy as she felt.

      “Mrs. Armstrong said that she thought they would arrive around five,” Joan replied.  “Any earlier and we’d struggle to have the room ready.  Mr. and Mrs. Carter haven’t left yet.”

      “I thought they ask you to have their breakfast ready for seven,” Janet said.  She glanced at the clock.  It was half nine.

      “They did, but they haven’t come down yet.  I was thinking about going up and vacuuming the other bedroom.  Maybe that would wake them.”

      “Are Mr. and Mrs. Fordham out, then?”

      “Yes, they had their breakfast at seven, as they’d requested.  I gave them Mr. and Mrs. Carter’s meals, too, so that they wouldn’t go to waste.”

      “We should charge extra if you have to make extra food.”

      “We probably should.  I shouldn’t have started cooking until the Carters arrived in the kitchen, really, but they’ve been incredibly prompt every other morning, and they were insistent that they needed their breakfast ready when they got downstairs today so that they could eat quickly and get on the road back to Cornwall.”

      “You don’t think something has happened to them, do you?”

      “I certainly hope not.  Maybe we should check on them.”

      Janet frowned.  The last thing she wanted to do was bother their guests if they’d decided to lie in.

      “Meeroow,” Aggie said from the other side of the room.

      “You think they’re okay?” Janet asked.

      “Mmerew,” Aggie replied.

      “Aggie thinks they are okay, just having a slow start,” Janet told Joan.

      Joan raised an eyebrow.  “While I may concede that you have learned to understand Aggie when she speaks to you, I find it hard to believe that Aggie is capable of knowing whether something is wrong or not with guests behind a locked door.”

      “She’s a very smart kitten,” Janet replied.  “I believe her.”

      Joan sighed.  “We’ll leave them for one more hour, but then I’m going up to check on them.”

      Janet shrugged.  “They’ll be down eventually.”  And while they’re still up there, I don’t have to wash bedding or dust and vacuum, she added to herself.

      She’d been looking forward to only having one set of guests for a few days after the Carters left, until Joan had booked the Armstrongs into the empty room.  While Joan had spent her years as a primary schoolteacher dreaming of owning a bed and breakfast one day, Janet, working the same job, had always looked forward to retiring and travelling the world.  Now Joan was living out her dream and Janet sometimes felt stuck.  She loved her sister, otherwise she never would have agreed to buy Doveby House in the first place, but the busy summer season was proving to be hard work.

      The only thing that kept Janet going was the knowledge that they were tucking away a considerable profit from their little business.  She knew that after the summer was over, things would be considerably quieter, and she was determined to convince her sister that they should do some travelling during those months when they would struggle to book guests.

      Janet was in the seventeenth-century manor house’s small library an hour later, looking for something to read on the very full shelves, when Joan found her.

      “They aren’t down yet,” Joan said in a worried tone.

      “I’m sure they’ll be down any second now,” Janet told her.  “Any suggestions for something different for me to read?”

      “There are thousands of books in here.  Just choose one at random.”

      “I could do that.  But after all the time I spent arranging the shelves, it wouldn’t be truly random.”

      The library had been full stocked with books when the sisters had purchased the house.  That was one of the main reasons why Janet had agreed to the purchase in the first place.  Janet had spent many months working her way through the entire room, categorising and arranging the shelves exactly the way she wanted them.

      “I can choose something for you if you’d prefer,” Joan offered.  “I still don’t understand how the books are arranged.  Your system doesn’t make any sense to me at all.”

      Janet grinned.  “It makes sense to me.  You said I could do whatever I wanted.”

      “Yes, well, perhaps I was a bit hasty in that,” Joan replied with a frown.  “Anyway, try this one,” she suggested, pulling a completely random book off the nearest shelf.

      “Gardening for Beginners,” Janet read off the cover.  “I’m not sure that’s exactly what I had in mind.”

      “Oh, dear, Ms. Markham, we are sorry,” a man’s voice came from the corridor outside the room.

      Joan turned around.  “Mr. Carter, I was just starting to worry about you,” she said.

      “Yes, um, well, we are sorry.  I set the alarm on my phone, but, well, it seems that I turned it off and went back to sleep.  It’s just lucky my son rang to check on our progress towards home.  He wasn’t best pleased to learn that we hadn’t even left Derbyshire yet,” the man replied.

      “Will you and your wife be wanting any breakfast, then?” Joan asked.

      “I wish we could, as your cooking was one of the highlights of our stay, but sadly, we don’t have time.  My wife is just finishing the packing and then we’ll need to be away.”

      “I have some cereal bars that a previous guest insisted that I buy.  You’re more than welcome to take a few of those with you for the drive,” Joan said.

      “That would be a help, actually, as we probably won’t stop for lunch until late.  Thank you.”

      Joan glanced over at Janet and then winked at her.  Janet knew that Joan hated having the bars in her kitchen, but she was too frugal to throw them away.  This was the perfect way to get rid of some of them.  As Joan left to get the bars and show the Carters out, Janet dropped into the nearest chair.

      “Gardening is the quintessential British pastime,” she read from the first page of the book Joan had handed her.  “It can provide hours of quiet enjoyment while making a person’s surroundings more beautiful.”  She looked at Aggie, who was washing a paw.  “I don’t know.  I’ve always thought of gardening as hard work.  Maybe I’ll try to catch Stuart and ask him what he thinks.”

      Stuart Long lived in one half of the semi-detached property across the road from Doveby House.  He was a retired gardener and he spent much of his spare time looking after the rather extensive grounds around Doveby House.  The sisters paid him a small amount of money for his time and then supplemented that with a continuous supply of tea, biscuits, and cakes.  It was an arrangement that seemed to suit everyone.

      Aggie didn’t bother to reply.  Instead she curled up in her bed that was in one corner of the room and went to sleep.  Janet turned the page, but was immediately interrupted.

      “The Carters have gone,” Joan told her.  “We must get their room ready for the Armstrongs.”

      Janet dropped the book onto the desk and followed her sister out of the room.  She’d lock up the library later, once Aggie was done with her nap.  The Fordhams would be out all day, anyway, and the Armstrongs weren’t due until later.

      Joan stripped the bed and started the laundry while Janet dusted and then vacuumed the smaller of the two guest rooms.  They made up the bed with the second set of sheets and blankets, and then Joan cleaned the en-suite bathroom while Janet dusted and vacuumed the other guest room.  That was a more difficult job as Mr. and Mrs. Fordham had left their things all over every surface.  Janet did her best anyway.

      “I’ll clean the en-suite in here if you want to get some flowers for both rooms,” Joan said a short while later.

      “I’d rather get some lunch,” Janet told her.

      Joan glanced at her watch.  “The morning has flown past, hasn’t it?  We can have a quick lunch before we finish in here, then.”

      It only took Joan few minutes to make sandwiches for them.  Janet was quite content to let her older sister take care of the cooking and baking for both of them, although she was quiet capable of looking after herself, as well.  What Janet wasn’t interested in doing was cooking and baking for the bed and breakfast.

      As they’d lived together for their entire lives, Joan knew exactly how Janet preferred her sandwiches, anyway.  “What’s in this?” she demanded now as she took a bite.

      “I put some spinach in both of our sandwiches,” Joan told her.  “It’s good for you.”

      “But I don’t want spinach in my sandwich.”

      “You’ll barely taste it with everything else that’s in there.”

      “But I can taste it.  That’s how I knew you’d done something different.”

      “As I said, it’s good for you.”

      “Do I get pudding if I eat it all?”

      Joan sighed.  “I think you’re old enough to eat healthily without having to be bribed.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t agree.  I don’t like the spinach, but I’ll eat it if I can have a slice of Victoria sponge when I’m done.”

      “How old are you again?”

      Janet laughed.  “I’m two years younger than you, so old enough to be retired, but not quite old enough to eat my spinach without a bribe.”

      Shaking her head, Joan got up and refilled her coffee cup.  “You’re over sixty,” she pointed out as she did so.

      “Yes, but nowhere near seventy,” Janet replied cheerfully.  “Let’s not argue.  As you are up, you can cut me a piece of cake.”

      Joan looked as if she wanted to argue, but after another sigh she unwrapped the Victoria sponge and cut off a tiny slice.  She put it on a plate and then glanced at Janet.  “It’s come out rather thinner than I expected,” she said.  “I’ll just cut you a slightly larger one.”

      Janet hid a smile as Joan cut a larger slice and handed it to her.  Then Joan put the smaller slice at her own place before she rewrapped the cake.  Once they’d enjoyed their cake, they went back to work.

      “That’s everything ready except the flowers,” Joan said as they walked back down the stairs a while later.  “Do you want me to get them?”

      “No, I’ll go,” Janet replied.  “I love being out in our garden.  I don’t spend nearly enough time out there.”

      “I don’t either.  We should make more of an effort to enjoy it.”

      Janet collected a pair of scissors and then headed out into the garden.  For several minutes she simply stood and soaked in the glorious sights and smells of it.  There seemed to be flowers everywhere, an explosion of colours and scents on all sides.  She meandered along the paths that ran throughout the grounds, admiring everything as she went.  She was just outside the coach house when she found the man responsible for it all.

      “Stuart, everything looks fabulous,” she told him.

      He looked at her and then nodded.  “It’s doing well this year,” he said.  “I’m happy with most of it, anyway.  There are a few persistent weed patches in one of the beds and some things aren’t flowering as much as I’d like, but overall it’s doing well.”

      “I think it’s absolutely gorgeous, every inch of it.  But I want a few flowers for the guest rooms.  What would you suggest?”

      “Let’s start with the bushes that need a bit of pruning back and see how we get on,” he suggested.  “You may get all that you need from them.”

      Janet got what she needed and a great deal more by the time Stuart was finished with his pruning.  “Take some home to Mary,” she suggested, referring to the man’s wife.

      “Oh, she’s off visiting her son again,” Stuart said with a shrug.  “She won’t be back for a fortnight, at least.”

      A dozen questions sprang into Janet’s mind, but she didn’t ask any of them.  Instead she thanked the man for his help.

      “Always happy to help,” he replied.  “But do you have a minute?  There’s something that’s been bothering me and I’m not sure if I should talk to the police about it or not.”
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      ‘The police?” Janet echoed.  “My goodness, that sounds serious.  Why don’t you come inside and have a cuppa?  I’ll get the flowers into vases while we wait for the kettle to boil.”

      Stuart nodded and then followed Janet into the house.  She filled the kettle and then several vases.  By the time the flowers were all arranged, the kettle had boiled.

      “Good afternoon,” Joan said, smiling at Stuart as she walked into the kitchen.  She shot her sister a questioning look.

      “Ah, good afternoon,” he replied.  “I hope this isn’t inconvenient for you.  I wanted to talk to Janet about something.”

      “That’s not a problem at all.  I’ll leave you two alone, then, shall I?” Joan replied.

      “Oh, no need to do that.  I’m happy to talk to both of you, really,” Stuart said quickly.

      Janet made three cups of tea and then glanced at Joan.  “Maybe we could have biscuits,” she said.

      “I’ll put some out,” Joan told her.  “But it is nearly time for dinner.”

      Janet smiled to herself as she slid into a chair.  A few biscuits wouldn’t spoil her dinner, and if what Stuart wanted to discuss was serious, a little bit of sugar would help.

      “I hope everything is okay,” Joan said in a questioning voice as she put a plate of biscuits on the table in front of Stuart.

      “Everything is fine, at least I think it is,” he replied.  “It was just something odd that happened, that’s all.”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” Janet suggested before helping herself to a custard cream.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Stuart agreed.  He ate a biscuit and drank half of his tea before he continued.  “I was at the garden centre yesterday, you see.  I wanted to get some new secateurs and a few other things.  I was just looking around at the trees when I, well, I overheard a conversation.”

      “And what you heard is worrying you?” Janet asked as the man nibbled his way through another biscuit.

      “Oh, yes, that’s it exactly.  I only heard part of the conversation, but it sounded suspicious to me.”  He finished his tea and picked up another biscuit.

      Janet swallowed a sigh.  “What was said, exactly?” she asked as Joan refilled the man’s teacup.

      “I’m not sure I remember the exact words, but from what I could make out, it sounded very much as if they were discussing planting, well, planting things that aren’t legal in this country.”

      “What do you mean?” Joan asked.

      “Drugs,” Stuart replied.  “Or rather, the plants that can be used to make certain drugs.  As I said, I didn’t hear the whole conversation, but that’s what I believe they were discussing, anyway.”

      “That seems very much the sort of thing the police would want to know about,” Janet said.

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Stuart sighed.

      “Robert is a very nice man and an excellent constable,” she added.  “I’m not sure why you didn’t go to him immediately.”

      Robert Parsons was the local constable charged with policing both Doveby Dale and the neighbouring village of Little Burton.  He was young, but smart and kind, and Janet thought he was doing an excellent job.

      “I’m sort of trying to avoid the police, especially after all that trouble a few months back.  Mary is still upset with how she thinks the police treated me,” Stuart admitted.

      Janet nodded.  Stuart hadn’t been arrested or accused of any wrongdoing, but he’d been questioned extensively when money had been stolen from a charity fundraiser that he’d helped organise.  “But we don’t want anyone growing anything illegal in Doveby Dale,” she said.

      “Yes, I know, but, well, there’s another reason why I didn’t just ring Robert,” Stuart said.  He picked up another biscuit and took his time with it.  As he washed it down with more tea, Janet thought about taking the tea things away from the man and demanding that he get on with the story.

      “What was that other reason?” Joan asked as Stuart reached towards the biscuit plate yet again.

      “I never did get a good look at the men whose voices I heard, but I saw them getting into their car a short while later.  I recognised the car, you see.”

      “Whose car was it?” Janet asked quickly, before Stuart could start eating again.

      “I don’t know if you know Martin Lawley?  He has a small farm on the outskirts of the village.  It may even cross the border between Doveby Dale and Little Burton.  It’s been in his family for generations.  Anyway, it was Martin’s car.”

      “Was Martin one of the men having the conversation?” Janet asked

      “Oh, no.  These men were much younger, or at least they sounded much younger.  Martin is probably in his late seventies.  These men didn’t sound anywhere near that old.”

      “Does Mr. Lawley have children?” Joan wondered.

      “Not of his own.  He has a stepson, but last I knew Nick was living and working in Manchester.”

      “Could one of the men have been this Nick?” was Janet’s next quick question.

      Stuart shrugged.  “I haven’t seen the man in years, and as I said, I didn’t get a look at the two men who were talking in the garden centre, either, but I suppose that’s one possibility.”

      “You should talk to Robert,” Janet said.

      Stuart nodded and began to eat another biscuit.  Janet grabbed a custard cream and followed suit.

      “You know Robert will conduct a very discreet investigation,” Joan said.

      “Yes, I suppose so.  I just don’t want to get Martin into any trouble.”

      “He’ll be in even more trouble if his stepson starts growing drugs on his farm,” Janet pointed out.

      “I just wish I would have heard more of the conversation,” Stuart sighed.  “I may have completely misunderstood what was being said.”

      “As I said, Robert will be discreet, but it should be investigated, just in case,” Joan said.

      “I was thinking maybe I should take a ride out there,” Stuart said.  “It’s not a very big farm.  It would only take a few minutes to drive around the place and just, I don’t know, see if there are any signs of anything.  Martin hasn’t planted anything in his fields for years.  He just uses them for grazing a handful of cows and sheep.  It wouldn’t take long to spot any clearing or anything that might be happening.”

      “But it could be dangerous,” Joan said.  “If his stepson is planning to start growing drugs out there, he isn’t going to want anyone snooping around.”

      “I just want to be more certain of what I heard before I go to Robert.  I may have completely misinterpreted what they were discussing.  Perhaps I should go and visit Martin.  I owe him a visit anyway.”

      “I don’t suppose he knew Alberta Montgomery?” Janet asked.

      “He may have,” Stuart said.  “He’s old enough to have done so, anyway.”

      Janet nodded.  Alberta had once lived in Doveby House, and Janet was convinced that it was Alberta’s ghost that screamed in the night when the moon was full.  While Janet had been told the basics of Alberta’s story, she was eager to find out more.  An entire box filled with the woman’s diaries and letters had been found in the carriage house, but Joan didn’t think it was appropriate for them to read through the items in the box.  Janet was eager to find any of Alberta’s relatives.  She was secretly hoping they might agree to let Janet read the contents of box and maybe even write a book about their relation.

      “I’ve been trying to reach Gretchen Falkirk, but she never answers her phone and she doesn’t seem to have an answering machine,” Janet said.

      “Oh, she wouldn’t,” Stuart said.  “She’s not one for embracing modern technology.  She’s always kept to herself, but she keeps herself busy.  Did you want to ask her about Alberta, then?”

      “I want to ask everyone and anyone about Alberta,” Janet exclaimed.  “But no one seems to want to talk to me.”

      “You could come with me to see Martin,” Stuart suggested.  “We could see if his stepson is visiting and whether or not he was one of the men I overheard.  I’m sure Martin wouldn’t mind if we took a drive around the farm after our visit, either.  We could tell him that you wanted to see it.”

      “Ring Robert,” Joan said.  “This is a police matter.”

      “Or maybe it isn’t,” Stuart replied.  “It might just be me getting things muddled up.  I’ve known Martin for a long time and I can’t believe that he’d let his stepson do anything illegal on his property.  I’m going to go and see Martin, whether Janet comes with me or not.”

      “You shouldn’t go alone,” Janet said quickly.  “I’ll come, too.”

      “Well, I don’t approve,” Joan said tightly.  “You’ve no idea what’s going on at the farm.  Maybe Martin isn’t even there at the moment and his stepson has taken over.  You could walk into a huge drug manufacturing operation or something.”

      “I’m sure that isn’t the case,” Stuart said.  “But if it will make you feel better, I’ll ring Martin and ask him if we can visit.  If he says no, I’ll ring Robert immediately.”

      Joan frowned.  “I suppose that’s better than the pair of you just showing up on his doorstep, but I still don’t like it.”

      “Let’s see what Martin says when Stuart rings him,” Janet suggested.  “That may tell us everything we need to know.”

      “I’ll just ring him now, from here, then, shall I?” Stuart asked.

      Joan pressed her lips together and glared at Janet.  “Use this phone,” Janet suggested, gesturing towards the phone on the kitchen wall.

      Stuart dialed the number from memory.  Sitting at the table, Janet could just hear it ringing on the other end.

      “Hello?” a man’s voice said loudly.

      Stuart pulled the phone away and frowned at it.  “Martin?  It’s Stuart, Stuart Long,” he after he’d returned the receiver to his ear.

      “Stuart?” the other man shouted back.   “What can I do for you?”

      “I was just talking with the lovely sisters who now own Doveby House,” Stuart replied.  “We were talking about Alberta Montgomery.”

      “Eh?  Pardon?  I can’t hear very well,” Martin yelled.

      Stuart repeated himself more loudly while Janet grabbed another biscuit.  Joan frowned at her.

      “Oh, Alberta, yes, what about her?” Martin said finally.

      “We were wondering if you remembered her?” Stuart told him.

      “Oh, aye, of course I do.  She was almost royalty to us.”

      “Would you be willing to talk to my friends about her?  Maybe we could come out and visit you at the farm?” Stuart suggested.

      “Visit me?  Here?  Sure, I don’t see why not.  Bring biscuits, though.  My stepson is staying with me now and he’s eaten everything sweet in the house.”

      Stuart laughed.  “We’ll bring something nice for tea.  How about tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow at two would work,” Martin said.  “As would just about any other time.  I’m retired, you know.  I don’t do anything all day.”

      “We’ll see you around two,” Stuart replied.

      “I’ll be looking forward to it,” the man shouted before banging the phone down in Stuart’s ear.

      He returned the phone to the wall and then shrugged.  “He didn’t seem any different, just deafer.”

      “That might make our conversation difficult,” Janet said.

      “It also means that his stepson and his associates could be discussing things right in front of the man that he knows nothing about,” Joan suggested.  “I still think the whole idea is dangerous.”

      “We’ll be fine.  You’ll know exactly where we are.  If we aren’t back here by half three, you can send Robert in,” Janet said.  “Or maybe we should say four o’clock.  I suspect I’m going to have to repeat myself a lot.”

      Joan shook her head.  “I don’t like it,” she said crossly.

      The doorbell saved Janet from having to reply.  As Joan went to open the door, Janet let Stuart out the back way and then quickly took the vases of flowers up to the guest room.  Aggie was pacing around the first floor corridor.

      “I know, I know.  Now that the guests are here, you want to hide in my room,” Janet said.  She put the flowers where they belonged and then let Aggie into her bedroom.  When she heard voices on the stairs, she shut her bedroom door and stood just inside it, listening carefully to the conversation in the corridor.

      “We’ve put you in the Montgomery Room,” Joan was saying.  “You have the key to your door and also to the front door of Doveby House.  That way you can come and go as you please.”

      “It’s rather small,” a nasal voice that could have been male or female complained.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s the only room we have available at the moment.  We generally take bookings several months ahead,” Joan replied.

      “Then it will have to do,” a different voice, this one definitely female, said.  “I just hope I don’t get too claustrophobic in here.”

      “There are several large hotels near Derby if you don’t think this will suit you,” Joan said.

      “I don’t want to spend my time looking for a hotel room,” the nasal voice snapped.  “We’ll stay here.  We just won’t like it.”

      Janet frowned.  Their new arrivals didn’t sound at all pleasant.  She had to hope that they’d spend most of their time sightseeing or doing other things well away from Doveby House.

      “As I said, this is the only room we have available,” Joan said stiffly.  “The en-suite is just through there.”

      “It’s small, too,” the woman complained.  “But at least it’s all clean.  I suppose we’ve stayed in worse places.  I just can’t remember any at the moment.”

      “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything,” Joan told them.  “I hope you enjoy your stay.”

      “Not likely,” the nasal voice replied.  “But we’ll see.”

      Janet listened to her sister’s footsteps as she went down the stairs.  After a minute, she heard the bedroom door across the hall slam shut.  She opened her door a crack and peeked out.  The corridor was empty.

      “You were smart to hide when you did,” she told Aggie.

      “Meerrowww,” Aggie replied, settling into her cat bed for a rest.

      Janet slipped out and locked the door behind her.  Quickly making her way down the stairs, she stopped to lock the library door before she found Joan in the kitchen.

      “I overheard the conversation in the corridor,” she told her sister.  “Our new guests sound as if they’re going to be hard work.”

      “On the plus side, they’ve upset me so much that I’ve nearly forgotten to be cross with you about your going to meet Martin Lawley,” Joan replied.
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      Joan made shepherd’s pie for dinner.  They were still eating when their new guests walked into the kitchen.

      “We’ve unpacked as best we can,” the man said in his nasal whine.  “There isn’t very much storage space in the room, either.”  He was exactly what Janet had been expecting from his voice, a short, thin, unhappy-looking man in his late fifties or early sixties.  He was wearing brown trousers and a brightly coloured and patterned shirt that seemed completely unlike something he would have chosen.

      “I’m Janet,” Janet said, ignoring his remark.  She stood up and held out a hand.

      He stared at her hand for a moment and then touched it with his fingertips.  “I’m Malcolm Armstrong, and this is my wife, Judith,” he said, nodding at the woman next to him.  She was slightly taller than her husband and probably twice his weight.  Her scarlet red dress was printed with what looked like tiny parrots all over it.  Janet wanted to get closer to get a better look.

      Judith nodded at Janet, but kept her hands in her pockets.  Janet sat back down at the table and took a bite of her dinner.  It was rude to eat in front of the guests, but she didn’t care.

      “Where can we get some dinner?” Malcolm asked.  “We’d prefer something reasonably priced, but exceptional.”

      Wouldn’t we all, Janet thought to herself.  She looked over at Joan, who was frowning.  Janet could guess what her sister was thinking.  They could send the couple to the café up the road where the food truly was excellent, but then poor Todd and Ted, the owners, would have to deal with the unpleasant pair.  She and Joan both liked Todd and Ted a great deal.  Neither of them wanted to subject them to the Armstrongs.

      “There are only a few restaurants in Doveby Dale,” Joan said.  “What sort of food do you fancy?”

      “Oh, we don’t want to eat in Doveby Dale,” Malcolm scoffed.  “We’ll drive into Derby, of course.  The food will be better there.  Is there anywhere you can recommend?”

      “We rarely go into Derby,” Joan told him.  “We prefer to give our business to our friends in Doveby Dale.”

      “Yes, well, I suppose that’s more affordable for you, isn’t it?” Malcolm sneered.  “We’ll just have to go and see what we can find.”

      “Good luck,” Janet told them as they left the room.

      Joan got up and followed behind them, no doubt to make sure that they locked the door when they left.  When she came back into the kitchen, she was shaking her head.

      “They didn’t lock the door, did they?” Janet asked her.

      “They didn’t even shut it,” Joan replied.  “I stayed back far enough that they couldn’t have known I was behind them, but they walked out of the house and went off to their car, leaving the front door wide open.”

      “They’re terrible.  If they ever ring again, make sure that you tell them that we’re fully booked.”

      “I’ve already added them to my list,” Joan assured her.  “Monday can’t get here fast enough.  I’ve already had enough of those two.”

      “At least the Fordhams are nice people,” Janet said.  “Perhaps the Armstrongs will be out as much as the Fordhams are and we won’t have to deal with them very much.”

      “I have to make them breakfast every morning,” Joan sighed.  “I wonder if they’d prefer to eat in their room.  I’d rather they take their food up to their room than have to share my kitchen with them.”

      “Feed them in the dining room,” Janet suggested.  “We never use it, but they’re the perfect guests for it.”

      “You may be right about that.”

      While Janet loaded the dishwasher after dinner, Joan started pulling out flour and sugar.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just a bit upset about the Armstrongs.  I’m going to bake something.  That always makes me feel better.”

      “What will you make?” Janet asked excitedly.

      “I thought I might try the American brownies from Bessie’s recipe.  Either that or a chocolate cake.  Which would you prefer?”

      “Let’s try the brownies.  They sound the perfect tonic to the Armstrongs.”

      “We have to try something,” Joan muttered as she flipped through her recipe cards.

      The sisters were watching television when they heard the front door open several hours later.  Janet got to her feet.

      “I’ll go.  Maybe it will just be the Fordhams.”

      “That means I’ll have to go next time when it’s sure to be the Armstrongs,” Joan sighed.

      When Janet walked into the sitting room a moment later, both couples were hanging up their jackets.

      “Good evening,” Edgar Fordham said.  “We thought we’d be back hours ago, but we couldn’t stop chatting to the lovely girl who works at the café.”

      “Stacey?  She’s very sweet,” Janet agreed.  “How was your dinner?”

      “Oh, excellent,” Carol Fordham replied.  “You were right about that café.  The food was good and the service was even better.”

      “Hmph, well, at least some of us had a nice evening,” Malcolm Armstrong said.

      “Oh, dear, that doesn’t sound good,” Carol replied.  “Did you have a bad meal somewhere?”

      “We went into Derby and found a little Italian place,” Malcolm told her.  “It looked nice enough from the outside and it was over half full, so we assumed it wouldn’t be too bad.”

      “But we were badly wrong,” Judith said.  “The service was slow and the food was uninspired.  It was nothing like what we ate when we were in Rome, nothing at all.”

      “They tried to tell us that they specialise in Northern Italian cuisine, but that’s no excuse, is it?  In the end, we refused to pay for any of it and left,” Malcolm said.

      “You must be hungry,” Edgar suggested.

      “Oh, we ate what we were given, as we were both starving,” Malcolm replied.  “But we didn’t enjoy it.”

      Janet frowned.  If they’d eaten the food, they should have paid for it.  She and Joan always requested that guests pay in advance.  She could only hope that the Armstrongs had done so.  They’d find it difficult to demand any money back from Joan unless they left early, which would make Janet happy and be worth refunding them.

      “As much as I’d love to curl up in your lovely television lounge, I think we need an early night,” Edgar said.  “We want to get to Chatsworth tomorrow.”

      “It’s a waste of time,” Judith said.  “We were bored to tears there.”

      “We’ve been a dozen or more times and we always love it,” Edgar told her.  “To each his or her own, I suppose.”

      Judith shrugged.  “Whatever.  We should get to bed as well, I suppose.  We’ve a lot planned for tomorrow, too.”

      “Really?  What are you going to be doing?” Carol asked.

      “Things,” Judith replied.  She looked over at her husband.  “Are you ready to try to squeeze ourselves into that tiny little room?” she asked.

      “If we must,” he sighed.  “I hope your claustrophobia doesn’t bother you too much.”

      Janet stood with the Fordhams and watched the other couple as they left the room.  As soon as they were gone, Edgar looked at Janet.

      “Our room is larger, isn’t it?  Would you rather we switched rooms with them?” he asked.

      “Oh, goodness, no, but thank you for offering,” she replied.  “You were here first and you’ve paid for the larger room.  They only rang at the last minute and were lucky that we had a room available at all.  If they truly don’t like it, they don’t have to stay,” she said.  In fact, I’d be happy to see them go, she thought.

      “We won’t mind.  If you feel you need to move them, let us know,” Carol said.  “I’d hate to think that you’ll be listening to them complain all weekend.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Janet lied.  What she was sure of was that even if they moved the unpleasant couple into the larger room, Mr. and Mrs. Armstrong would still find things to complain about.

      “Lucky you,” Janet said to Joan when she walked back into the television lounge a few minutes later.  “Both couples are back and tucked up for the night.”

      “I should have come out and helped you, then, shouldn’t I?” Joan said.  “I was caught up in the increasingly implausible storyline on this show, but that’s no excuse.”

      “It wasn’t a problem.  Mr. and Mrs. Fordham had a lovely evening and went off to bed happily.  Mr. and Mrs. Armstrong had a miserable night and went off to bed grumbling about their room again.  I do hope that they paid in full in advance.”

      “They did, although they complained about having to do so.  They’re going to hate whatever I make them for breakfast, aren’t they?”

      “I expect so.  No doubt they’ll eat it all and then demand some money back from you because it wasn’t what they really wanted,” Janet said, repeating what Malcolm had told her about their dinner in Derby.

      Joan frowned.  “They won’t get away with such behaviour here,” she said stiffly.  “I taught primary school for over forty years.  I know how to deal with bullies.”

      Janet grinned.  Tomorrow’s breakfast was going to be interesting, anyway.

      Aggie was fast asleep on her pillow when Janet opened her door a short while later.  She got ready for bed and then crawled in carefully.  When Aggie opened an eye, Janet gave her a pat.  “Night night.”

      “Meeeoowww,” Aggie said softly.

      Janet was in the kitchen before Joan the next morning, something that almost never happened.  She started a pot of coffee brewing and then slid slices of bread into the toaster.  While she was contemplating what she wanted for her own breakfast, Joan joined her.

      “You’re up bright and early today,” she said.

      “I woke up at six feeling ready for the day.  I knew if I went back to sleep, I’d regret it, so here I am,” Janet explained.

      “The Armstrongs asked for breakfast at seven.  I don’t know if I should start cooking or wait to see if they actually turn up,” Joan said.

      “Why not start cooking now and if they aren’t done at seven, we can eat what you’ve made?” Janet suggested.

      Joan chuckled.  “You’re in the mood for a full English breakfast today, then?”

      “I’m always in the mood for a full English breakfast, even when it’s time for lunch or dinner.”

      Joan nodded and began to pull out what she needed from the cupboards.  “I don’t know why we don’t eat breakfast foods at other times of the day, or when we do, we feel odd about it.  What makes scrambled eggs or pancakes right for first thing in the morning, but wrong for dinner?”

      “I’ve no idea, but if you want to start making pancakes for dinner every week, I won’t complain.”

      At exactly seven o’clock the kitchen door swung open.  Malcolm Armstrong walked into the room.

      “Is our breakfast ready, then?” he demanded.

      “It is,” Joan replied as she added the last slice of toast to the toast rack.

      “Do you have a tray so I can take it back to our room?” he asked.

      “Certainly,” Joan said.  She pulled a tray down and carefully loaded the plates full of food into it.  By the time she added cups of coffee and orange juice to the tray, it was pretty full.

      “Maybe I should help with that,” Janet suggested.

      “I expect one or the other of you to carry it,” Malcolm snapped.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” Joan said.  “But this is a bed and breakfast, not a fancy hotel.  We don’t have room service here.  You’re welcome to have breakfast in your room, but you’ll have to carry it up there yourself.  If Janet wants to take the drinks separately so that they are less likely to get spilled, you should be grateful for her help.”

      The man frowned.  “When I pay a premium price for a place like this, I expect excellent service.”

      “If you think you’ve paid a premium price, I suggest you look at what bed and breakfast establishments charge in other parts of the country,” Joan replied in a level voice.

      “I don’t think I like your attitude,” the man said sharply.

      “You’re more than welcome to take your business elsewhere, then,” Joan said calmly.  “I’ll happy refund the balance of your stay if you choose to leave.”

      “I’m going to talk to my wife about just that,” he said, grabbing the tray and storming out of the room.

      Janet waited until she heard his footsteps on the stairs before she spoke.  “I really hope they leave,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t normally agree, but in this case, I’d be happy to see the back of those two,” Joan sighed.

      A few minutes later Judith stuck her head into the kitchen.  “We’re off now.  We expect our room done up with fresh bedding before we return.”

      “When will you be back?” Joan asked.

      “Maybe in an hour, maybe this afternoon, maybe late tonight,” she snapped.  “We have a key for the front door, so it really isn’t your business.”

      She was gone before Joan could reply.

      “I suppose we’d better go and get their room done, then,” Janet sighed.  “I hope we don’t disturb the Fordhams while we’re doing it.”

      “They’re meant to be coming down shortly for their breakfast.  If you go and get started on the Armstrong’s room, I’ll get things started for the Fordhams.  I’ll do their room once they’ve finished breakfast.”

      Janet nodded and headed for the stairs.  As she climbed them, she told herself to expect the room to be a mess, but even so she was unprepared for what greeted her in the guest room.  The couple had clearly eaten breakfast in bed, as the dirty plates had been left in the middle of the bedding.  A half-eaten slice of toast was sticking out from under one of the pillows and a large streak of raspberry jam ran along the top sheet.  Sighing deeply, Janet began to clean.

      “My goodness, I thought you’d have been done ages ago,” Joan said from the room’s doorway over an hour later.  “They’ve only been here one day.  How much mess could they have made?”

      “It was bad,” Janet said.  “But I think I’ve taken care of the worst of it.  After I found the sausage in the bottom of the wardrobe, I went back over the entire room.”

      “There was a sausage in the wardrobe?” Joan echoed.

      Janet nodded.  “I suspect they were hoping that I wouldn’t notice it and that then they could claim the room wasn’t cleaned properly.  No doubt they’d expect some money back if that happened.”

      “I’m sure you’ve been thorough, but I think I’ll go through it all again, if you don’t mind,” Joan said.

      Half an hour later the women were satisfied.

      “I really hope they decide to leave early,” Janet said as she lugged all of the dirty bedding down the stairs.

      “I’m tempted to give them all of their money back if they’ll just go,” Joan admitted.  “But then I’d feel as if they’ll have won.”

      “There is that,” Janet agreed.  “But I hate the thought of having to clean up after them again tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow it will be my turn,” Joan promised.  “For now, let me make you a lovely breakfast.”
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      After breakfast, the pair quickly tidied the Fordhams’ room before Janet needed to get ready for her trip out with Stuart.

      “I still think this is a bad idea,” Joan said as Janet waited for their neighbour to appear.

      “I know you do, but I’m sure everything will be fine, and it will set Stuart’s mind at rest, too.  I was thinking, it’s possible that the men at the garden centre just had a car that looked like his friend Martin’s car.  We’re probably wasting our time going to see the man.”

      “I suppose that’s one possibility,” Joan replied.

      “No, not possible,” Stuart told Janet as he drove them through Doveby Dale.  “Martin’s car is a classic, mostly because he refuses to get rid of it.  He does all of his own repairs and he’s kept it running for decades.  There probably aren’t more than two or three left in the country that still run.”

      “Let’s hope you misunderstood the men you overheard, then,” Janet suggested.

      “Yes, I certainly hope so.  Drugs scare me.”

      “Me, too.”

      Once they’d left Doveby Dale, Stuart followed the road towards Little Burton.  After a few miles, he turned off the main road and onto a side road.  Within minutes, he turned off of that road onto what looked like a dirt path.

      “This isn’t much of a road,” Janet remarked.

      “No, Martin really should have it paved or something, but it’s a long way from the road to the house.  He never could afford it.”

      They drove between some trees and then through a large clearing.  Stuart slowed down.

      “Nothing looks as if it’s been touched for years,” Janet said, looking around.

      “We’ll have to find an excuse to drive all the way around the farm before we leave,” Stuart said.  He parked in front of the small run-down farmhouse.  “Here goes nothing,” he muttered as he opened his door.

      Stuart’s knock seemed to echo around them as they waited.  It felt as if they were a long way from civilization to Janet, and she was sorry she’d let Stuart talk her into coming when the door suddenly burst open.  Janet jumped and let out a small scream.

      “I wasn’t expecting that,” the man at the door shouted at her.

      “I’m sorry,” Janet said quickly.

      “Pardon?” he replied.

      “I’m sorry.  You startled me when you opened the door,” Janet said loudly.

      “Oh, aye.  I thought as much when you jumped and shrieked,” the man told her.  “But welcome, anyway.  Come in.”  He turned around and began to shuffle back into the house.  He was hunched over and had the weather-beaten look of a man who’d worked outside for his entire life.  His grey hair was sparse and untidy and he was wearing thick glasses over his brown eyes.  His clothes were clean but worn, and as Janet followed she noted that he was wearing slippers on his feet.

      He led them into a cosy sitting room near the back of the small house.  The couch and chairs looked comfortable but dated, with worn patches here and there.  The man settled into what was clearly his chair and then waved at the couch.  “Sit, sit,” he shouted.

      Janet sat down next to Stuart and glanced around the room.  A few of the furniture pieces looked as if they might be antiques.  If they were, they were probably valuable.

      “So, Martin, this is Janet Markham.  Janet, this is Martin Lawley,” Stuart said loudly.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Markham,” Martin said.

      “Please, call me Janet,” she replied.

      He nodded.  “And I’m Martin, of course.  But did Stuart say you’d purchased Doveby House?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Janet said.

      “It’s a beautiful old house, Doveby House,” Martin told her.  “I haven’t been inside it for years, of course, but I remember it fondly.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to visit any time you’d like,” Janet said.  “Joan and I love having visitors.”

      Martin shrugged.  “I don’t get out much anymore.  But I have something for you.”  He struggled to his feet and then crossed the room.  When he came back, he was holding a metal candleholder that he handed to Janet.

      “It’s lovely,” she said, studying the thick black twisted wire that held the candle.  A small wooden stopper rotated along the spiral wire to lift or lower the candle as needed.

      “I used to make ones like that for Doveby House when I was younger,” he told her.  “It was just something I did in my spare time, during the winter when I wasn’t as busy with the farm.”

      “But you must let me pay you for it,” Janet suggested.

      “No, no, not at all.  I have a few more lying around the place, actually.  We used them all the time, and then one day we got electricity and we didn’t need them anymore.  I just thought that Doveby House should have at least one of them after all these years.”

      “Well, thank you very much,” Janet said.  “I will put it somewhere where it can be admired by our guests.”

      Martin shrugged.  “They remind me of Alberta.  I can almost see her standing in the doorway of Doveby House lit by candlelight.  She was so beautiful, she was.”

      “What can you tell me about her?” Janet asked.

      Martin shrugged.  “She was beautiful, that much I’ve already said.  I can’t really tell you much else.  Her family was the closest thing we had to royalty in Doveby Dale.  They didn’t speak to the lower classes.”

      Janet frowned.  She’d been hoping for a good deal more from the man.  “But I’ve been told she had a relationship with the gardener,” she said.

      “Oh, he was trouble, that man,” Martin told her.  “I knew that the first time I saw him.  When it was all over, I thought I should have warned Mr. Montgomery about him, but I didn’t expect him to chase after poor Alberta.  And then, after she’d died, he simply left town.  I thought he should have been arrested for something.”

      “Was Alberta very in love with him, do you think?” Janet asked.

      “I doubt it,” Martin replied.  “She’d been very sheltered her whole life.  I don’t know if she knew what love even was, really.  No, I think she was just infatuated by him and he used that to his advantage.  He was able to get lots of expensive presents from her before her parents realised what was going on.”

      “Did he?  I didn’t know that.”

      “Oh, yes, she gave him bits of her jewellery and other things.  It was said that Alberta wasn’t very intelligent.  I don’t know if that’s true or not.  She had a nanny, and as I said, she was very sheltered.  Bright or dumb, Will came along at just the right time.”

      “Will?” Janet repeated.

      “Oh, that was the gardener.  I can’t recall his surname.  He was a handsome fellow, I’ll give him that.  When he first came to Doveby House, I heard that he’d been sent away from one of the larger stately homes because he’d been caught in bed with the owner’s wife, but like I said before, I knew he was trouble the first time I saw him.”

      “I’ve heard that Alberta was pregnant when she fell to her death,” Janet said.

      Martin shook his head.  “I’ve never believed that.  It was whispered at the time, of course, but I don’t think it was true.  I know Alberta was sneaking out to meet Will, but I don’t believe things went that far, not before her parents found out what was going on and put a stop to it.”

      “Is it true that she saw Will with another woman the night she died?” Janet asked.

      “That’s how the story always went,” Martin replied.  “I don’t know anything for sure, but it seems likely, knowing Will.  He probably had a girlfriend or even two that Alberta didn’t know about.”

      “It’s such a sad story,” Janet sighed.

      “It is.  I always think of her when I see those candleholders.  Now you’ll think of her as well.”

      Janet nodded.  She already thought of Alberta every time there was a full moon.  Maybe she didn’t need any more reminders.

      “How are things?” Stuart asked.

      Martin blinked at him and then shrugged.  “Things are fine, I suppose.”

      “You’re doing okay out here on your own?” Stuart wondered.

      “I was, and then my stepson turned up,” Martin replied with a frown.  “Now he’s underfoot all day and night, him and his friends.”

      “I don’t know that I’ve met him,” Stuart said thoughtfully.

      “You probably did when he was younger, but he hadn’t been here in years before he turned up last week.  His mother finally passed, and he says he wasn’t sure what to do with himself after that.”

      “His mother was Margaret?” Stuart asked.

      “No, Margaret was my first wife.  We married young and she passed in childbirth.  I lost the baby as well.  I swore I wouldn’t marry again, but then I met Bethany.”

      “Oh, I remember Bethany,” Stuart frowned.

      Martin nodded.  “Everyone frowns when they remember Bethany,” he said.  “She wanted a father for Nick and a roof over her head, so she married me as soon as she was able to convince me that it was my idea.  She was gone within a few months, chasing after some other man with more money.”

      “Didn’t she leave her son here for a while, though?” Stuart asked.

      “Aye, I kept young Nick for more than a year before she finally sent for him.  I had him back again once or twice over the years, too.  I always told him he was welcome here, as long as he was willing to do his fair share of the farm work.”

      “And was he?” Stuart wanted to know.

      “Sometimes.  When he was younger, he tried hard, but I think his mother must have taught him her ways.  He got lazy as he got older and then he stopped coming.  I was surprised when he turned up last week, really.”

      “Is he staying here with you?” Janet asked.

      “In his old bedroom,” Martin said.  “The house has three bedrooms and I’ve never needed more than the one.  His friend, Jim, is staying in the other one.”

      “And how long will they be here?” was Janet’s next question.

      “I wish I knew.  Oh, they’re welcome to stay as long as they like, really, but I’m not used to having other people in the house.  It’s different, that’s all.”

      Janet looked over at Stuart.  She could think of a dozen other questions, but they all sounded rude when she thought about them.

      “Are they helping you around the farm, then?” Stuart asked.

      Good question, Janet thought.

      “There’s not much helping to do anymore,” Martin sighed.  “I’ve a few cows and sheep left, but they pretty much look after themselves these days.  I keep saying I’m going to sell them, but I can’t imagine not having some animals around the place.”

      Stuart nodded.  “You didn’t plant anything this spring?”

      “Plant?  Oh, no, that’s too much like hard work.  I haven’t planted anything in years.  Jasper, over across the way, he’s been trying to convince me to rent him some of my land for pennies so that he can expand, but I’m still thinking about that.”

      “Jasper Jones?  I’d have thought he has more than enough of his own land,” Stuart remarked.

      “That’s what I told him, but he wants to try something new.  I didn’t really follow what he said, something about organic methods, whatever that means.  I don’t think it’s really him that wants to do it.  I think it’s his son, Joseph.  He’s just moved back up here from the south.  I understand he was involved in lots of environmental protests while he was down there.  He’ll be the one that wants my land.”

      “And you aren’t interested in renting it out?” Janet wondered.

      “Not to Jasper or his son, anyway,” Martin laughed.  “We’ve been neighbours for seventy-odd years and I’ve never liked the man.  I don’t mind leaving the land empty.  Maybe if he offered me a lot of money, I’d change my mind, but I doubt it.  I don’t need money, really.”

      “We all need money,” Stuart replied.

      “I’m doing okay.  I have my state pension and I put a bit away when I was younger, too.  I’ll have to be careful, but it should see me out,” Martin told him.

      “Mary and I just redid our wills for the tenth time since we’ve been married,” Stuart said.  “She keeps changing her mind on how much to leave each child.”

      “As I don’t have children, I don’t have that problem,” Martin replied.

      “What about Nick?” Janet asked.

      Martin shrugged.  “He’s not really my child, but he is in my will anyway.  He never seemed interested in being a farmer, so I’ve left the farm to my cousin in Edinburgh.  Now that Nick is here and talking about trying his hand at getting the farm back up and running, I may have to reconsider that, though.”

      “You should wait and see if he’s really serious before you make any changes,” Stuart suggested.

      “I won’t do anything too…” the man stopped as they all heard a door slam somewhere.  A moment later they could hear footsteps in the corridor.

      “Martin?  Where are you?” a voice called.

      “We’re in the sitting room,” Martin shouted back.

      “We?” was the reply.  A moment later a dark-haired man with a beard and mustache, who was probably in his forties, strode into the room.  He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and he stopped a few steps into the room.  He stared at Stuart for a moment and then turned to look at Janet.  She was starting to feel uncomfortable when he spoke again.

      “Martin, I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t have guests when I’m not here,” he said loudly.  “I don’t know what you two are after, but it’s time for you to leave.”

      “We aren’t after anything,” Stuart said, getting to his feet.  “I’ve known Martin for many years. I brought my friend to meet him because she wanted to ask him about someone who used to live in Doveby Dale many years ago.”

      The man nodded.  “I hope you understand that Martin isn’t in the best health right now.  Physically, he’s doing okay, but mentally, well, just don’t believe everything or maybe even anything he told you,” he said in a whisper.
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      “What are you whispering about,” Martin demanded.  “You know I can’t hear you when you whisper.”

      “Sorry, Martin,” the man said quickly.  “Introduce me to your friends.”

      “This is Stuart Long.  You’ll have met him when you were younger,” Martin replied.  “And Janet Markham has just purchased Doveby House.”

      The man gave Janet a thoughtful look.  “I’m sure that wouldn’t have been inexpensive.”

      “It was surprisingly affordable,” Janet replied truthfully.  “The owners were eager to sell.  And you are?”

      “Oh, I’m Nick Berry.  I’m Martin’s stepson,” the man said.

      “I do remember you, but only slightly,” Stuart said.  “You’ve changed a lot since you were ten.”

      Nick chuckled, but it seemed forced.  “We all get older, don’t we?  But what are you doing here?”

      “We came to talk to Martin about Alberta Montgomery,” Janet replied.  “She used to live in Doveby House.”

      Nick shrugged.  “If you say so.”  He glanced over at Martin and then stepped closer to Janet.  “You should go now.  Martin isn’t well.  He isn’t really meant to have visitors,” he said in a low voice.

      “He seems perfectly fine to me,” Janet replied.

      “Of course, you just met him today,” Nick retorted.

      “I’ve known Martin for many years and he seems fine to me, as well,” Stuart told him.  “I should think you’d be happy that Martin has friends who want to visit him.”

      “Of course, I’m delighted,” the man said sarcastically.

      “Nick?  I told you I have places to be,” a voice shouted from the front of the house.

      “I’m in the back.  Give me a minute,” Nick shouted.

      “Who’s that, then?” Martin asked.

      “It’s just Jim.  He was waiting in the car for me,” Nick told him.

      “My car?” Martin demanded.  “When are you going to get yours running again?  I’d like my car back, you know.”

      “And I’d love to give it back to you,” Nick replied.  “I hate driving around in that ancient thing, but the garage hasn’t been able to replace my brakes yet.  They keep telling me they need another day.  If it were safe to drive, I’d take it somewhere else.”

      “Hey, Nick, come on,” a voice said from the doorway.  “Oh, sorry.  I didn’t know we had guests.”

      Janet looked over at the man who’d just joined them.  He, too, appeared to be in his forties.  His hair was lighter than Nick’s and cut far shorter.  Sunglasses covered his eyes, even though he was indoors.  Now he slid them down his nose and studied Janet over the top of them.

      “They’re visiting Martin,” Nick said.

      “Really?  Why?” the man replied.

      “Martin is an old friend,” Stuart said.  “Who are you?”

      The man looked amused as he glanced over at Stuart.  “I’m Nick’s friend.  Jim Rodgers is the name.  What else do you want to know?”

      Stuart looked as if he had a great many questions for the man, but Martin interrupted.

      “Stop whispering, all of you,” he said.  “Nick, why are you here?”

      Nick glanced at Jim and then sighed.  “I was hoping I might borrow a few pounds,” he said.  “Jim and I were going to go and get some dinner somewhere, but my bank card still isn’t working properly.”

      Martin frowned.  “You’ve had nothing but trouble since you’ve been here,” he said.  “First your car broke down and then your bank card stopped working.  Maybe you need to go back to Manchester and get everything sorted.”

      “I would, if the garage here would get my car repaired,” Nick told him.  “As it is, I’m a bit stuck.  I don’t think your car would get all the way to Manchester, even if you didn’t mind me taking it.”

      “Which I most certainly do,” Martin snapped.  “And I haven’t any more money to lend you, either.  You’ve had over two hundred pounds off me since you’ve been here.”

      Nick flushed.  “I told you, I forgot to tell the bank that I was going to be in Doveby Dale.  When I tried to use the card here, they cancelled it because they thought it had been stolen.  Now I’m trying to get a new card, but until I do, I don’t have any access to my money.”

      “I suppose your good friend, Jim, is just going to have to help you, then, isn’t he?” Martin said.

      “He already owes me a good deal more than two hundred pounds,” Jim said.  “I’m running low on funds myself, now.”

      “Perhaps you’ll have to cut your visit short,” Janet suggested.

      Nick looked over at Martin.  “If his health was better, I might, but I’m awfully worried about him,” he told Janet in a whisper.

      “There’s plenty of food in the kitchen,” Martin said.  “You two can stay home and cook something for your dinner.  You don’t have to eat in fancy restaurants all the time.”

      Nick nodded.  “We’ll do that, then, after we’ve finished running a few errands.”

      “What sort of errands?” Martin asked.  “You’ve been out all day, running errands.”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Nick replied.  “We’ll be on our way, and when we get back I’ll cook something for all three of us.”  He nodded at Jim and the pair made their way out of the room.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Janet called after them.

      Martin laughed.  “It wasn’t, though, was it?  He can be very unpleasant, that boy.  It’s only because I remember the unhappy eight-year-old I once knew that I put up with it.”

      “You shouldn’t lend him money,” Stuart suggested.  “You’ll never it get back.”

      “Oh, I know, but I’m only lending him his own inheritance.  He’s getting one of my bank accounts, you see, and every time he asks for money, I take it out of that account,” Martin laughed.

      “What’s wrong with his car?” Janet wondered.

      “The brakes failed,” Martin replied.  “I know he’s telling the truth on that, because I was with him when it happened.  We nearly hit a stone wall, and we had to have the car towed to the garage.  I’m not sure why the repair is taking so long, though.”

      “Maybe you should ring the garage and find out,” Janet suggested.  She hadn’t like the man at all, and she was highly suspicious of everything he’d told them.

      “If he doesn’t get the car back soon, I might just do that.  I miss having my car here whenever I want to go anywhere,” Martin told her.  “For now, well, in some ways it’s nice to have him around.”

      “We should go,” Janet said, getting to her feet.  “Thank you so much for your time.  I enjoyed learning more about Alberta.”

      “I enjoyed talking about her and the past.  It doesn’t seem as if anyone is interested in what happened all those years ago.  Nick isn’t, anyway.”

      “Do you know if Alberta has any family left anywhere?” Janet asked.

      Martin shook his head.  “I believe her parents were both only children.  There might be some distant relatives somewhere, but I’ve no idea where you’d even start to look for them.”

      Janet frowned.  She really wanted to go through the box of letters and diaries that Alberta had left behind.  Joan was the only obstacle.  But maybe the letters themselves would hold a clue as to where to find Alberta’s family.  That might be an argument worth trying with Joan.

      “Thank you for your time,” Stuart said.  “Would you mind terribly if I drove Janet all around the farm before we go?  I told her a lot about it on the way over and I’m sure she’d enjoy looking around.”

      “I would, indeed,” Janet said.

      “Drive wherever you’d like,” Martin told them.  “There’s nothing much to see now, though.  As I said, I’m not planting anything and I don’t have many animals left.”

      “It will still be interesting to see the layout,” Janet told him.  “I’m fascinated by everything about Doveby Dale and its history.”

      “Take your time and drive all the way around, then,” Martin said.  “From the top of the hill, you can see back across the whole farm.  You may even be able to see Doveby House from up there.”

      “Really?  I can’t wait,” Janet replied.  She picked up the candleholder.  “And thank you again for this.  I’ll find somewhere special to keep it back at Doveby House.”

      “You’re very welcome.  As I said, I like the idea of one of them being there,” Martin said.

      He led Janet and Stuart back through the farmhouse and opened the front door for them.  Nick and Jim were standing near Stuart’s car, talking together.

      “I thought you had to be somewhere,” Martin shouted at his stepson.

      “We do, but we had to ring someone to check the arrangements,” Nick called back.

      Martin shrugged.  “Always rushing off and then going nowhere,” he muttered under his breath.

      Janet watched as the two men climbed into the old car that was parked next to Stuart’s.  It didn’t seem to want to start, but eventually it coughed to life.  Nick drove away, giving them a bit of a wave as he pulled onto the road.

      “Thanks again for everything,” Stuart said to Martin.  “I’m going to make a point of visiting you more often.”

      “You’re always welcome,” Martin replied.  “And you are, too,” he added, nodding at Janet.  “It’s always nice to have a pretty woman around the place.”

      Janet flushed and then thanked the man before following Stuart to the car.  As they began to drive away, she waved to Martin, who was still standing in the farmhouse’s doorway.

      “That was interesting,” she said after a minute.

      “It was, wasn’t it?” Stuart replied.  “I don’t like Nick and I don’t trust him.”

      “Was he one of the men at the garden centre?”

      “That’s the problem.  I don’t think he was, but I do think Jim was one of them.”

      “That’s odd.  Maybe Nick was waiting in the car?”

      “That’s one possibility, I suppose.  Let’s see what we can find on our drive.”

      Stuart drove slowly along the dirt road that surrounded the farm.  As far as Janet could see, there was nothing there but neglected fields.  When they reached the top of a small hill, Stuart stopped the car.

      “We should be able to see the whole farm from here, or most of it, anyway,” he told Janet.

      They climbed out of the car and Stuart pulled binoculars out of his glove box.  While he took a long and slow look around, Janet tried to find Doveby House in the distance.

      “I can’t see anything but empty fields,” she said after a minute.

      “Look down there,” Stuart said, handing Janet the binoculars.  “Just to the left of the large tree and to the right of the farmhouse.  Does that look as if someone has been preparing the ground for planting?”

      Janet trained the glasses on the spot she thought Stuart was talking about.  “I suppose it might,” she said slowly.  “But it really doesn’t look all that different to the fields all around it, at least to me.”

      Stuart sighed.  “I think you might be right.  Maybe I’m just seeing what I want to see.  If you look a little bit further to the left, you can see Doveby House, anyway.”

      Janet followed his directions and then grinned.  “It is Doveby House,” she exclaimed.  “Although it looks really tiny from up here, even with the binoculars.”

      “Let’s go,” Stuart said.  “Maybe we’ll spot something on the way back down.”

      “There’s something,” Janet said a moment later.  “What is that?”

      A huge cloud of dust seemed to be rapidly approaching their car.  Stuart pulled over to the side of the road and stopped.  A moment later Nick stopped Martin’s car next to him.

      “What are you doing out here?” Nick demanded.

      “Martin said it was okay if I drove Janet around the farm.  She’s interested in the history of Doveby Dale and in how this farm used to operate,” Stuart replied.

      “Yeah, well, I think it would be best if you left now.  Martin means well, but he’s not doing as well mentally as he is physically.  He probably forgot what a mess these roads have become.  I’d hate for your car to get damaged out here.”

      “The roads haven’t been that bad,” Stuart said.  “Is Martin okay?”

      “He’s fine, really, he just needs some looking after.  That’s why I’m here,” Nick told him.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Stuart said.  “We’ll be on our way, then.”

      “You should turn around and go back the way you came,” Nick said.  “The road on this side isn’t as good as it is on the other side.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine.  Turning around on such a narrow road would be difficult.”

      “But easier than trying to get through what’s ahead.  Turn around now,” Nick said firmly.

      “But you’ve just come up that way,” Janet pointed out.  “If you can manage in Martin’s car, we should be good in this one.”

      “As I said, you need to turn around,” Nick replied.  “There’s no need to argue over this.  Just turn around.”

      Stuart looked at Janet.  She shrugged.  They didn’t seem to have much choice but to obey, especially when Nick reversed his car so that he was blocking the road in front of them.

      “Can you get turned around here?” Janet asked.

      “It’s going to be difficult,” Stuart said.  “But I don’t think we have much choice.”

      “Why doesn’t Nick want us going that way?” Janet wondered as Stuart began turning the car around.

      “I don’t know, but I’m determined to find out,” Stuart replied.

      “We need to go to the police,” Janet said.  “Robert can take a look around, no matter what Nick says.”

      “Yes, but first we have to get out of here.”  It took several minutes for Stuart to successfully turn the car around on the narrow road.  He only just missed a small tree and a large rock.  When they were finally on their way back towards the farmhouse, he glanced at Janet.

      “Nick’s following us,” he said tightly.

      “Yes, I see that,” Janet replied.  “I wonder where Jim is?”

      She didn’t have to wonder for long.  As they approached the farmhouse, she noticed Jim standing near the front door.

      “I wonder what they’re up to,” Stuart said as Nick pulled up next to the man.  Jim climbed into the car and then Nick continued to follow them towards the main road.

      “Where should I go from here?” Stuart asked when he and Janet finally reached the main road.

      “I think we should go and see Robert immediately,” Janet replied.

      “I’m inclined to agree, but I’d rather not drive straight there from here, not with those two following behind.”

      Janet nodded.  “I’d rather you didn’t drive back to Doveby House, either.  I know they’ll find us easily enough if they want to, but I’d rather not lead them straight to our homes.”

      “Let’s drive out to Little Burton,” Stuart suggested.  “Maybe Nick and Jim won’t follow us.”
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      Stuart pointed the car towards Little Burton.  Janet couldn’t help but look back to see what Nick was doing.

      “They’re following us,” she said with a sigh.

      “Maybe they’re just going the same way we are,” Stuart replied.  “We’ll visit the shops in Little Burton.  Hopefully, they’ll just keep going.”

      There was a small parade of shops in the centre of the tiny village.  Stuart pulled into the oversized car park and stopped his car.  Janet tried not to be obvious about it as she watched Nick and Jim drive past them.

      “I think I need a cuppa,” Stuart said.

      “I don’t know where we can get one here,” Janet frowned.  “Unless you want to go over to the pub.”

      “If we go to the pub, I’m going to want something much stronger than tea.  Maybe we could just have a short walk around the shops.  That confrontation with Nick was upsetting.”

      Janet nodded.  “I agree, but we don’t want to spend too long out here.  We need to get back to Doveby Dale to talk to Robert.”

      “I know.  I just need a few minutes.”

      They both got out of the car.  Janet found herself looking with interest at the antique shop in the centre of the row.  She knew the owner of the small antique shop in Doveby Dale.  William Chalmers had been arrogant and rude when she’d first met him, but he’d worked hard over the past six months or more to make friends in Doveby Dale.  He’s also begun hinting that he might like to be more than just friends with Janet, but they’d both agreed to take things very slowly.

      Janet had been at William’s shop one day recently when Jonathan Hamilton-Burke had paid him a visit.  Jonathan had informed them that he was opening his own antique shop in Little Burton, news that had worried William.  This was the first time Janet had been in Little Burton since, and she was surprised to see that the shop appeared to be open for business.

      “I didn’t realise the antique shop was already open,” she told Stuart.

      “I didn’t realise Little Burton had an antique shop,” Stuart replied.  “I hope it doesn’t hurt William’s business.”

      “I met the owner.  Apparently he inherited a huge house full of antiques and he’s simply going to sell them all here.  I suppose that means that everything he makes will be profit, doesn’t it?”

      “Aside from the cost of renting the shop and paying for things like electricity and whatnot.”

      “I understand he bought the entire building.  I suppose he’s planning to rent out the other spaces, but he hasn’t managed that yet.”

      “Should we do some antique shopping, then?” Stuart asked.

      “If the owner is here, I wonder if he’ll remember me,” Janet said.

      “Ah, hello,” Jonathan said from behind a long counter at the back of the large shop.  “Welcome.  Was there something you were looking for specifically, or are you just trying to find something that catches your eye?”

      “We were just driving past and stopped on impulse,” Janet told him.

      The man barely glanced at her, and clearly didn’t remember that he’d met her before.  He looked Stuart up and down and then sighted.  “If you want more information about any of the pieces, just ask.”  He then went back to flipping through the magazine that was on the counter in front of him.

      Janet glanced at Stuart and then shrugged.  When she’d first met the man, he’d told her that he was planning to hire staff to actually work in the shop.  It seemed obvious that customer service was not the man’s strength, but maybe whoever he’d hired had rung in sick today or something.

      She turned her attention to the items on display.  There were a few nice pieces, but a lot of it looked like inexpensive modern pieces rather than antiques.  A lovely small table caught Janet’s eye.  The tag on it said “table,” and nothing more.  A quick check of a few other tags revealed more of the same.  Across the room, she saw Stuart shaking his head.

      “The tags aren’t very helpful,” he told Janet as they crossed paths.  I thought Mary might like that bowl, but the tag simply says ‘bowl,’ with no description or price.”

      “The tags are all the same, completely useless,” Janet replied.  “I think I’ve seen enough.”

      “Do you think that we should ask for a few prices, just to let William know?”

      Janet frowned and then glanced at Jonathan.  He appeared to be reading an article in his magazine, his lips moving along with the words.

      “No, let’s just get out of here,” she said.  “William can come and see the place for himself.  I’m pretty sure Jonathan won’t recognise him, either.”

      They were back in the car before Stuart burst out laughing.  “What sort of shop does the man think he’s running?  I can’t imagine he’s going to get much business with things done that way.”

      “It was definitely odd, but I believe he has plenty of money.  I got the impression that the shop was just something he was doing for fun, so maybe he doesn’t care whether it’s successful or not.”

      “Well, unless he makes some changes, I can’t see it being successful.”

      “There weren’t very many nice things, anyway, whatever he’s charging.  I’d suggest that his grandfather didn’t have very good taste, if everything in there truly did come from his grandfather’s estate.”

      “Let’s get back to Doveby Dale.  I’m ready to talk to Robert now.”

      The village police station had once been a small two-room cottage.  Now the front of the cottage held a desk and chair for Susan Garner, the friendly receptionist who was in her mid-forties.  She worked a regular schedule at the station, while Robert moved back and forth between Doveby Dale and Little Burton during the week.  As the station was usually quiet, Susan spent her spare time knitting.  She was very talented, and Janet and Joan had several of the items she’d made on display in Doveby House.  They were very popular with their guests, and the sisters regularly dropped off money and picked up more items from the woman.

      “Good afternoon,” Susan said brightly as Janet and Stuart walked into the station.  “I’ve a nice big pile of blankets that I’ve just finished.  I’m sure you won’t want them now until autumn, though, will you?”

      Janet smiled.  “I’ll take a few, certainly.  Even in the heat of summer, the nights can have a chill, and maybe we can encourage our guests to start thinking about their Christmas shopping while they’re here.  Your blankets would make wonderful Christmas gifts.”

      “Tell that to my family,” Susan laughed.  “I’ve made so many blankets for everyone that I’ve been told I’m not allowed to make any more.  Even my mother doesn’t want any more, and she’s always cold.”

      Janet grinned.  “Our guests seem to really appreciate them.  If I find they aren’t selling, I’ll let you know, but for now we’re more than happy to keep taking them.”

      “And I’m more that happy for you to have them.  I’ve no more room for anything else at home.  But that isn’t why you’re here, is it?  What can we do for you?” Susan asked.

      “Is Robert available?” Janet wondered.

      “He’s been on the telephone all afternoon, chasing down some stolen property.  I think he’ll be happy to be interrupted.”  Susan picked up the telephone on her desk and pressed a button.  A moment later the door behind her opened and Robert stuck his head out.

      “Hello, hello.  Come on back,” he said.

      Janet followed Stuart into the tiny office that always made her slightly claustrophobic.  Robert settled in behind his desk while Janet and Stuart took chairs opposite him.

      Constable Robert Parsons was somewhere in his twenties, with brown hair and eyes.  Janet was very fond of the young man.  He frequently visited the bed and breakfast to check on the sisters, although Janet wasn’t sure how much his visits were motivated by the treats that Joan baked rather than anything else.

      “What can I do for you today?” he asked, his pen poised over a notebook.

      Stuart looked at Janet and then sighed. “I wasn’t sure if we should bother you or not, but Janet thought we should,” he said.

      Robert looked at Janet and smiled.  “Janet is usually right about such things.”

      Stuart nodded.  “It’s probably nothing, though, and I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.”

      “I don’t make it a habit of arresting people without a proper investigation,” Robert told him.  “Why don’t you tell me the whole story and we’ll go from there?”

      Stuart still looked uncomfortable, but he didn’t object further.  “I was at the garden centre the other day and I overheard two men talking,” he told the police constable.  “It sounded as if they were discussing the planting and cultivating of illegal plants.”

      Robert made a few notes and then looked at Stuart.  “What plants, exactly?”  He made more notes as Stuart told him.  “Can you remember their exact words?” was Robert’s next question.

      Stuart did his best, but Janet couldn’t help but feel at his reply was somewhat vague.  “I should have written it all down or something,” he said at the end.  “At the time I was so surprised by what I was hearing that I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “Were the two men people that you know?” Robert asked.

      “No, but I recognised the car they were driving,” Stuart told him.

      Robert raised an eyebrow.  “Are you certain?”

      “It was Martin Lawley’s car.  It’s quite distinct.”

      “But Martin wasn’t with the men?”

      “He might have been waiting in the car, I suppose,” Stuart replied.  “I was too far away to tell.”

      “As far as I know, Martin lives alone,” Robert said.  “I’m not sure why he’d be driving two other men around the village.”

      “His stepson is staying with him right now.  His name is Nick Berry, and he has a friend staying there as well.  His name is Jim Rodgers,” Stuart said.

      “How do you happen to know that?” Robert wondered.

      “We, ah, went and visited Martin today,” Stuart replied.

      “Really?  Why?”

      “I wanted to meet him,” Janet said.  “I wanted to ask him about Alberta Montgomery.  He’s one of the few people around who actually knew her.”

      “And the timing of your visit has nothing to do with what Stuart is telling me?”

      Janet flushed.  “Sort of,” she said.  “Stuart told me the whole story, and when he’d done so, I realised that Martin was probably old enough to remember Alberta.  We couldn’t see any harm in paying the man a short visit.”

      “You weren’t concerned that you might be walking into some sort of illegal drug-manufacturing operation?”

      “Martin would never allow such a thing on his land,” Stuart said firmly.  “If his stepson is growing anything, it’s without Martin’s knowledge.”

      “Was his stepson one of the men at the garden centre?”

      “I don’t think so, but I think his friend, Jim Rodgers was one of them,” Stuart replied.  “And I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Nick is involved.  He and his friend were both behaving very suspiciously when we were at the farm.”  He told Robert about their visit and the drive they took after it.

      “Again, didn’t you think you might be in some danger?  I’m sure I’ve told you before not to get involved in these things,” Robert said to Janet.  “Men and women who get involved in the drug trade tend to put little value on human lives.”

      Janet shivered.  “We didn’t think we were in any danger.  Martin told us we were welcome, and Joan knew where we were.”

      “If Martin doesn’t know what’s happening, then he wouldn’t have any reason to discourage your visit.  I’m going to have to find an excuse to pay Martin a visit myself, it seems.”

      “I don’t know if you actually need to visit,” Stuart said.

      “Nick chased you off the farm for one reason or another,” Robert said.  “I really want to find out why.”

      “Just don’t tell Nick or his friend that we sent you,” Janet said.  “They already don’t like us.”

      “Don’t you worry about that.  I’ll find a plausible reason to visit.  I’ll probably wait for tomorrow, though.  If I turn up only a few hours after you two left, that might make Nick suspicious.”

      “That’s probably wise,” Stuart said.

      “I can start doing some investigative work from here.  I’m going to find out as much as I can about Nick Berry and Jim Rodgers before I visit.”

      “We’ll let you get started, then,” Janet said, getting to her feet.

      Stuart followed suit.  “I hope we aren’t wasting your time,” he said hesitantly.

      “You should always pass your concerns along to me in cases like this.  If I investigate and it turns out to be nothing, I won’t consider it a waste of my time, I assure you.  Anyway, it’s good to know that Martin has guests who are using his car.”  He escorted Janet and Stuart back into the outer room before saying his goodbyes.

      “Here you are,” Susan said, handing Janet a large box.  “Four more blankets.  I’ve put a note on the top with the prices I’d suggest for each of them.  The white one is a bit more, as it was a very complicated pattern.  I don’t think I’ll make another like it, at least not in a hurry.”

      Stuart insisted on carrying the box out to the car.  He loaded it into his boot and then drove Janet home.  At Doveby House, he carried the box inside for her as well.  She only just remembered her candleholder as she climbed out of the car.

      “Thank you for coming with me today,” he told Janet as he set the box down on a couch.

      “You’re more than welcome,” she replied.  “I hope Robert investigates and doesn’t find anything.”

      “I hope he doesn’t find anything drug-related, but I wouldn’t mind if he found something that meant that Nick and Jim left.  I don’t think Martin likes having them around.”

      “I agree that he didn’t seem very happy about their visit, but I’m not sure he should be on his own, either.”

      “He’s fine on his own,” Stuart said firmly.

      Janet let him out and then locked the door behind him.

      “What have you brought home now?” Joan asked from behind her.

      “The candleholder is from Martin Lawley.  He used to make them for Alberta.  The box is full of blankets from Susan.”

      “We could do with a few more,” Joan said.  “They’ve been very popular lately.”

      “I hope we don’t owe Susan any money.  I didn’t give her any where I saw her.”

      “We don’t.  I paid her last week,” Joan assured her.  “But let’s see what she’s sent this time.”

      The blankets were all beautiful, especially the white one.  “I’ve never seen such gorgeous knitting,” Janet sighed as she spread the blanket out on the couch.

      “That one is especially nice,” Joan agreed.  “I think we should try getting more for it than Susan suggested.  I’m sure she must have put a lot of time and effort into it.”

      Janet agreed, and then the pair redid the display table at the back of the room, with the white blanket taking centre stage.  Janet was amending the price list when she heard the front door open behind her.
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      “I don’t know that we want to stay for the whole weekend,” Judith Armstrong said.

      “Oh, dear, I’m sorry to hear that,” Janet replied.

      “We’ll expect a full refund if we do go,” Malcolm snapped.

      Janet took a deep breath and then replied very carefully.  “Of course, we’ll refund you for any nights that you choose not to spend with us,” she said.  “Will you be leaving in the morning, then?”

      “We haven’t said we’re leaving for sure,” Judith replied.  “We’ll let you know.”

      Janet thought about arguing, but decided it wasn’t worth it.  She’d even be happy to give the unpleasant couple the full refund that Malcolm wanted if they’d just leave.

      “Where would you recommend for dinner?” Malcolm asked.  “I’m tired of driving around and I want to eat somewhere nearby.”

      Janet hesitated.  The small café that was nearest to Doveby House would be perfect, but she didn’t want to make Todd’s and Ted’s lives miserable.

      “There’s an excellent French restaurant near the centre of the village,” she said after a moment.

      Judith shook her head.  “I don’t like French food,” she said.  “Never mind.  We’ll find something on our own.”

      She turned and stomped up the stairs with Malcolm behind her.  Janet briefly considered ringing the café to warn them, just in case that was where the couple ended up, but she decided against it.  Todd and Ted had been in the restaurant business for a long time.  No doubt they could handle difficult customers.

      The door opened again a moment later.  “Good afternoon,” Janet greeted the Fordhams.

      “Good afternoon,” Carol replied.  “But what do you have there?”

      “We just received some new blankets from the woman who knits them,” Janet explained.  Carol had already expressed interest in one of the blankets.  Now she took a closer look at the new arrivals.

      “This is exquisite,” she said, running a hand down the white one.  “It must have taken ages.”

      “Susan is very good,” Janet replied.  “But she did mention that this one was very hard work.”

      “I have to have it,” Carol said.  “Unless it’s crazy expensive, which it probably should be.”

      Janet told her the price that Joan had suggested.

      “Sold!” Carol laughed.  She opened her handbag and dug out her wallet.  “I even have the cash, because we went to the bank this afternoon.”

      Janet put the money into her pocket.  “When I saw that blanket, I knew it would go quickly,” she told Carol.  “But I didn’t expect it to go that quickly.”

      “What do you have there?” Judith demanded.

      Janet frowned.  She hadn’t noticed the Armstrongs coming back down the stairs.

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” Carol asked, holding up her new blanket.

      “If you like that sort of thing, I suppose,” Judith sniffed.  “I prefer unique items to mass-produced products in that way.”

      “That blanket was knitted by hand by a local woman,” Janet said.

      “Is that what she told you?” Judith asked.  “Because I don’t believe it.  They churn these things out in factories in China for pennies and then pass them along to unsuspecting westerners who can’t tell the difference.”

      “I can tell the difference,” Janet said.  “I used to knit a great deal and I can tell the difference between machine knitting and hand knitting.  I can assure you that this blanket and everything on this table was all made by hand.”

      Judith glanced over the table and then shook her head.  “I’m not saying it isn’t well done, but Malcolm and I have travelled a great deal.  I’ve seen the factories where they make these things.  You mustn’t feel too foolish.  Many so-called experts can be taken in by some of the better quality items.”

      Janet bit her tongue and counted slowly to ten in her head.  Arguing with guests was never a good idea, and she really didn’t want to give Malcolm and Judith any excuse for demanding their money back.

      “Darling, we need to get ready for dinner,” Edgar said.

      Carol nodded.  She gave Janet an uncertain look and then left the room with her blanket.  Janet hoped that Carol’s love for the blanket hadn’t been diminished by Judith’s comments.

      “I hope I haven’t upset her,” Judith said with a nasty smirk.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Janet lied.  She went to work rearranging things on the table to fill the space that the white blanket had formerly occupied.  After a moment, Judith turned and walked away.

      “Let’s go and try to find somewhere with edible food,” she said to her husband.  The pair walked out the front door, leaving it open behind them.

      When Carol and Edgar came down a few minutes later, Janet was quick to reassure the woman.

      “I can take you to meet Susan if you’d prefer,” she offered.  “Or I can give you your money back, if you’re not still in love with the blanket.”

      “I do still love it, but I’m not sure,” Carol replied.  “One of my favourite things about it was that it was handmade.  If it isn’t, well, it simply isn’t as special as I thought.”

      “It’s definitely handmade.  As I said, you can have your money back if you’re unsure,” Janet replied.  “I’ve no doubt it will find another buyer almost immediately, and Susan did say she wasn’t going to make any more like it because it took too much time and energy.”

      “Did she?  I’ll have to think about it,” Carol said.  She and Edgar left a moment later, with Carol still frowning over her decision.

      Feeling angry with Judith, Janet went to find her sister.  Joan was in the kitchen, making them both dinner.

      “You look upset,” she commented as Janet walked into the room.

      Janet repeated the conversation that Joan had missed, leaving Joan shaking her head.  “I do wish the Armstrongs would hurry up and leave already,” she said when Janet was done.  “Maybe if we offered them their money back, they’d go.”

      “They don’t deserve their money back.  In fact, they should be made to pay extra for being so difficult,” Janet fumed.

      “Yes, well, have some chicken and leek pie and a slice of jam roly-poly and you’ll feel better.”

      Janet couldn’t argue with her sister, and Joan was right, she did feel better after she’d eaten.  Once the dinner dishes were loaded into the dishwasher, she and Joan settled down in front of the television.

      “How’s Michael?” Janet asked during a commercial break.

      “He’s fine.  We’d made plans to have dinner together tonight, back when I thought we were only going to have one set of guests tonight.  Once the Armstrongs arrived, I cancelled our plans.”

      “You should have gone anyway,” Janet told her.  “I can handle the guests on my own for a few hours.  Anyway, they’ve all gone out.”

      “Yes, but you shouldn’t have to deal with them on your own if they are here.  Michael doesn’t mind.  Apparently there is some football match on the telly tonight.”

      Janet laughed.  Joan had never shown any interest in men in her younger days, even while Janet had gone through several boyfriends.  Both sisters had been surprised, then, when Michael Donaldson, who lived in the semi-detached house across the street, had begun to court Joan.  After a shaky start, the pair had settled into a comfortable relationship, but Joan usually tried to avoid making plans with the man when the bed and breakfast was fully booked.  The entire business had been Joan’s idea and Janet knew that Joan felt guilty whenever she left Janet to deal with their guests.

      “Anyway, I’m going to see him on Monday, after both sets of guests have gone,” Joan told her.  “We’re going to spend the day together, touring stately homes.”

      “That sounds fun for you, but maybe not for Michael,” Janet suggested.

      “It was his idea.  He suggested it.  He said he thought I would need a break after having had so many guests lately, especially as we’ve so many more coming in the weeks ahead.”

      “Well, I hope you have fun,” Janet said.

      They watched a few old American sitcoms and then moved into the sitting room to wait for their guests to return home.

      Edgar and Carol were back first.

      “I’ve been thinking about it and I think I might not keep the blanket,” Carol said.  “I mean, I do like it a lot, but I don’t really need any more blankets.”

      “That’s fine,” Janet assured her, mentally cursing Judith.  “If you bring it back down now, I can give you your money back immediately.”

      Carol nodded.  “I think that might be for the best,” she said.

      She headed up to her room while Joan went to get the money out of the small safe in her bedroom.  While they were both gone, the door opened again.

      “I can’t imagine how you live here,” Judith said as she stomped into the house.  “We’ve yet to find anywhere with edible food or decent service.”

      “You didn’t like the French restaurant?” Janet asked.

      “We didn’t go there.  We thought we should simply try to the little café up the road,” Judith replied.

      “And you didn’t like it?”

      “It was dire.  The food was incredibly ordinary and the waitress was stupid.  In the end, we had to demand to speak to the manager,” Malcolm said.  “And he wasn’t much better than the waitress had been.”

      “That is a shame.  I’ve always had good service and very good food there,” Janet said.

      “In the end, the manager only took one of our meals off the bill.  He said since we’d eaten everything, we mustn’t have been too unhappy.  I told him that we were simply starving after a most unsatisfactory lunch,” Judith said.

      Poor Todd, Ted, and Stacey, Janet thought.  “Perhaps you’d be better off somewhere closer to Derby,” she suggested.

      “Perhaps.  But we’re too tired to think about that right now.  For now, we just need to go up to our tiny little bedroom and try to sleep,” Malcolm said.

      Judith crossed to the table behind Janet.  “It’s quite chilly in our room,” she said.  “An extra blanket would help.”

      “We have more blankets upstairs.  I’ll walk up with you and get you one,” Janet replied.

      “I can just take one of these,” Judith said.  “I did rather like that white one, though.  I don’t suppose the woman who bought it changed her mind after I pointed out that it wasn’t what she thought it was?”

      “Even if she had, you’d have to purchase it if you wanted it in your room,” Janet told her.

      “How much did you charge her for it?”

      Janet told her what Carol had paid for the blanket.

      “That’s a lot of money for what it was, but under the circumstances, if she does decide she doesn’t want it, I’ll buy it from you for that price,” Judith said.

      “I’ll let you know,” Janet said, determined to keep the beautiful white blanket far away from the horrible woman.

      “There’s no need for that,” Carol said from the doorway.  “I can see now that you were just saying horrible things about the blanket so that I would return it and you could snap it up.  Well, I won’t give you the satisfaction.  I’m keeping this blanket and I’m going to love having it.”

      Judith stared at her for a minute and then shrugged.  “As I said, it’s cold in our room.  That was the only reason I wanted another blanket.  I would have thought, with the price we’re paying for our tiny room, that we would have adequate heating.”

      “You can adjust the temperature in your room yourself,” Joan said as she walked back into the room.  “I showed you how to do that when I took you to your room.”

      “I don’t remember that,” Judith snapped.

      “I can show you again now, after I’ve found you some more blankets,” Joan offered.

      “We won’t need more blankets if we can adjust the temperature, will we?” Edgar said.

      “Come along, then, let me show you again,” Joan said.  She turned and walked out of the room.  After a moment, Malcolm and Judith followed.

      “I’m sorry,” Carol told Janet.  “I let that awful woman’s lies make me question my own eyes.  I can see that the blanket was handmade by someone with tremendous talent.  No doubt she could see that as well.  I promise you I will treasure this blanket.”

      “It truly is lovely.  I’m just glad you’re going to appreciate it,” Janet said.

      When Joan came down a short while later, she was shaking her head.  “Those two are determined to get their money back, one way or another,” she said.  “I checked their room again after they went out for dinner and I found that the control knob for their thermostat had been removed.  I found it in the desk drawer and replaced it.  No doubt they thought that when I went up with them I would find it missing and would be forced to compensate them for not having heating in their room.”

      Janet shook her head.  “I wish I could have seen their faces when you opened the door and the knob was in place.”

      Joan laughed. “It just about made up for the trouble they’re causing,” she said.  “But now I’m going to bed.  I can’t help but hope that they’ll decide to leave tomorrow.”

      In her bedroom, Janet snuggled up with Aggie.  “I really don’t like our guests,” she confided to her pet.  “Edgar and Carol Fordham are lovely, but Malcolm and Judith Armstrong are terrible.”

      “Yooowwll,” Aggie replied.

      “Does that mean they’re criminals?” Janet said.  Aggie had been useful in the past at identifying criminals, although Janet hadn’t mentioned that skill to her sister, at least not yet.

      Aggie shrugged and rolled over on her side.  As she began to lick her paw, Janet wondered about the men that Stuart had overheard at the garden centre.

      “What about Nick Berry?” she asked.

      Aggie kept licking and didn’t reply.

      “Okay, what about Jim Rodgers?”

      “Yoooowwwlll,” Aggie said.

      “Martin Lawley?”

      Aggie went back to her grooming.

      “Martin mentioned his neighbours.  What were their names?” Janet muttered.  “Jasper Jones?”

      Aggie switched to licking a different paw.

      “What about Joseph Jones? Janet tried.

      “Yooooowwwlll,” Aggie said.

      Janet lay back on the pillows and tried to think.  If Aggie was right, the two men in the garden centre were probably Jim and Joseph.  Now Janet just had to find a way to let Robert know which men he should be investigating.
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      Janet helped Joan with breakfast the next morning, serving all of their guests in the dining room.  The added distance from the Armstrongs made them slightly more bearable.  They limited their complaints to the quality of the orange juice, something that Joan purchased in a carton, which was just as well.  Janet wouldn’t have tolerated any complaints about her sister’s cooking, not when she knew how wonderful it was.  Once both couples left for the day, the sisters cleaned the guest rooms.

      “You start on the Fordhams’ room,” Joan told Janet.  “It’s my turn to deal with whatever the Armstrongs have left for us today.”

      She opened the door and Janet held her breath.  “It isn’t as bad as yesterday,” Janet said happily.  “We need to make sure they eat in the dining room every morning.”

      When the chores were out of the way, the pair ate a light lunch together.  After that, Janet curled up in the library with a book.  She quickly found that she couldn’t focus, however, as she couldn’t stop thinking about her conversation with Aggie the previous evening.

      “I need an outing,” she told Joan a short while later.

      Joan was busy baking biscuits.  “I have a prescription that needs collecting from the chemist’s.  I was going to go later, but if you’re that bored, you can go and get it for me.”

      “I will, and maybe I’ll go and see William while I’m there,” Janet replied.  She and the antiques dealer had agreed to take things slowly, but it had been weeks since they’d spoken.  Janet couldn’t help but wonder if William had found someone else or if something was wrong.  She’d been unable to work up the nerve to ring him, but if she was going to be in the shop next door to his, well, it would be rude not to visit.

      Janet went up to her room to get ready to go out.  She ran a comb through her shoulder-length grey bob and then patted some powder on her nose.  A fresh coat of lipstick finished her efforts.  “You’ll have to do,” she told her reflection, patting a hip that was more rounded than she might have liked.  Joan, even though she cooked and baked regularly, had always been slender.  Janet, who rarely did either, tended to be a good deal curvier.  While people always insisted that the sisters looked alike, Janet didn’t agree.  They did share the same hairstyle and blue eyes, but as far as Janet was concerned, that was where the resemblance ended.

      “I’ll be back soon,” she told Joan as she collected the car keys from the kitchen drawer.

      “No need to rush,” Joan replied.  “I’ll plan dinner for six, if that suits you.”

      “I’m sure that will be fine, unless William asks me to have dinner with him.”

      “Let me know if you do make plans with William.  Maybe I’ll invite Michael over for your share of the roast chicken and apple crumble.”

      “If it’s apple crumble for pudding, I’ll be home,” Janet laughed.  “You know it’s my favourite.”

      Joan grinned.  “I thought you deserved a treat after having to deal with our guests this week.”

      “I do, at that, and so do you.”

      “It’s a good thing I like apple crumble, then, isn’t it?”

      As Janet headed for the door, she tried to think.  What was Joan’s favourite pudding?  Was she a terrible sister for not knowing?  Joan knew hers because Joan was the one who always prepared their meals.  There was no reason why Janet had to know Joan’s choice, though.  Joan could make her own favourite whenever she wanted it.  Still feeling slightly unsettled, Janet drove into Doveby Dale and parked in the small car park for the shops.

      “Ah, good afternoon,” Owen Carter said from behind the counter at the chemist’s shop.  “How are you today?”

      “I’m fine,” Janet replied.  She and her sister both liked the tall man who was in his late forties.  He’d been sent to manage the shop when Michael Donaldson sold it to a large national chain.  After dealing with some ill health, Owen was back to running the shop, and Janet couldn’t remember the last time she’d been there when he hadn’t been the one behind the counter.  “How are you?”

      “I’m very well, thank you.”

      “I’m here for Joan’s prescription.”

      “Ah, yes, let me find that for you.”

      Janet looked around the shop for a few minutes while Owen searched through a large box.  “This is a good price for tissues,” she said.  “I may have to buy a few boxes.”

      “It is a good price.  We aren’t carrying that brand anymore, so we’re clearing them out.  I have several more cases of them in the back, so I’d love it if you’d buy a few boxes.”

      “Can you give me a better price if I buy a whole case?” Janet asked, thinking that their guests seemed to go through an awful lot of tissues.

      Owen named a price that seemed very reasonable to Janet.  “Yes, please,” she said.

      “Here’s Joan’s prescription,” he said.  “If you can sign for it, I’ll go and get your case of tissues.”

      Janet signed and then Owen loaded the large case into her boot for her.

      “Thank you very much,” she said.  “I wasn’t looking for tissues, but they’ll definitely come in handy.”

      With Joan’s bottle of tablets in her handbag, Janet looked over at the door to WTC Antiques.  For a moment she thought about simply getting into the car and driving home.  While she was arguing with herself, another car drove into the lot.  Janet’s heart skipped a beat when she recognised it as Martin’s car.  She stood very still, wishing she could make herself invisible as Nick and Jim climbed out of the car.

      They ignored her and headed into the antique shop.  Curiosity quickly overcame Janet’s uncertainty about seeing William and she followed the pair as rapidly as she could.

      “…to sell, maybe an entire household,” Nick was saying as Janet walked into the shop.

      William looked over at her and smiled brightly.  “I’ll be with you as quickly as I can,” he called.  William was a grey-haired man in his sixties.  His suits all seemed to have been tailor-made for him, even though Janet knew that he wasn’t as wealthy as he pretended to be.  She also knew that he’d spent some time in prison for selling fake antiques at his shop in London.  He still maintained his innocence, and Janet chose to believe him.

      She nodded and began to look around.  There were several new pieces scattered around the place.  It wasn’t her fault that the most interesting ones were closest to where William and Nick were talking.

      “I’d be happy to make an appointment to come out and take a look at what you have,” William told Nick.  “But I’m very selective in what I purchase.  If you’re looking to clear an entire house, you would probably do better with Stanley Moore.  He has a warehouse just outside of Derby and he’ll be more willing to simply take everything off your hands.”

      “Maybe you could come out first and pick out the more valuable pieces,” Nick suggested.  “Then we could offload the rest on the warehouse guy.”

      “That might be an option,” William said.  “Let’s start with an appointment for one day next week and then go from there.”

      Once that was set, Nick headed for the door.  Jim didn’t follow.  “I have some coins,” he told William.  “Can you tell me if any of them are valuable?”

      William nodded.  “I’m not a coin expert, but I can probably tell you if they’re anything special, at least.”

      Jim nodded and then pulled a handful of coins out of his pocket.  William laid them out on the counter and looked at each one in turn.

      “This one is worth two pounds,” he said after a minute, handing the coin back to Jim.  “It’s a modern coin that must have been mixed up with the others.”

      Jim laughed.  “I should be more careful, shouldn’t I?  I’d hate to accidently spend one of the others if it’s truly valuable.”

      William nodded and then went back to studying the coins.  “I don’t think any of them are worth a fortune, but my friend the coin dealer would probably like a good look.  Let me get you his details.”

      William walked to his desk near the back of the room.  He jotted something down on a sheet of paper and then returned to where Jim was still standing.  “Tell him I sent you,” William said.

      “Yeah, right, thanks,” Jim replied.  He turned and looked at Nick.  “We should go.”

      “I’m waiting for you,” Nick said.

      Jim nodded and then scooped his coins off the counter.  By the time he and Nick were out the door, William had crossed to Janet’s side.

      “I should probably start by telling you how sorry I am that I haven’t been in touch,” he said softly.  “I’ve no real excuse, either, other than cold feet.”

      Janet flushed.  “Cold feet?” she repeated.

      William took her hands and waited until she looked into his eyes to reply.  “Yes, cold feet.  You’re pretty and clever and, well, wonderful.  I know we talked about taking things slowly and seeing where they went, but, well, I got scared.  There, I’ve said it.  I’ve always been terrible at relationships and I don’t want to ruin everything.  I love Doveby Dale and I want to stay here, and if I get things badly wrong with you, well, I know I’ll have to go.”

      “So you don’t want to be anything more than friends?” Janet asked.

      “I don’t know what I want,” William told her.  “That’s why I haven’t rung you in weeks.  It’s a stupid excuse and I...”

      “Ah, good afternoon,” a voice said from the doorway.

      William dropped Janet’s hands and they both looked at the man who’d just walked into the shop.  He was probably in his mid-forties, with brown hair and eyes.  He was wearing jeans and a grubby T-shirt, and Janet wondered what he wanted at an antique shop.

      “I have a few coins I was hoping you could value for me,” the man said.

      “Really?” William replied.  “Coins aren’t my specialty, but today seems to be my day for looking at them.”

      “What do you mean?” the man asked, giving William a suspicious look.

      “Just that you’re the second person to ask me to look at coins today, that’s all,” William replied with a wave of his hand.  “I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, but I’ll probably give you the same advice I gave him, which is to visit my friend in Derby who is an expert on the subject.”

      “Yeah, I can’t get to Derby right now,” the man said.

      “I’m happy to take a look and give you my opinion, but I don’t generally buy coins,” William explained.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.  I just want to know if I could get anything for them if I do find the time to get to Derby, that’s all,” the man replied.

      He handed William a handful of coins and again William spread them out on the counter.  This time Janet didn’t have to pretend she wasn’t watching.

      “I can’t give you an exact value on any of them, but I suggest you take them to my friend,” William said after a few minutes.  “These two in particular should be worth something, which isn’t to say the others aren’t.”

      The man nodded.  “Are we talking hundreds of pounds or thousands of pounds?” he asked.

      “Hundreds, certainly, but possibly those two could be worth as much as a thousand pounds or more each,” William replied.  “As I said, though, I’m not an expert.”

      “How about you give me five hundred pounds for the lot, then,” the man suggested.

      William hesitated and then shook his head.  “I’m afraid I simply don’t know enough about coins to be sure,” he said.  “I could be mistaken about what you have.  Let me give you the name and number for my friend in Derby.”

      “Nah, that’s okay,” the man said.  “I’ll take them to Little Burton.  I’ve heard they’ll buy anything at the antique shop there.”

      “Really?  I didn’t realise the shop there was even open yet,” William replied.  “Good luck to you, then.”

      The man looked slightly surprised before he gathered up his coins and strode out of the shop.

      “That was odd,” William said.

      “What, that you were asked to look at coins by two customers in a row?” Janet wondered.

      “That was a little bit odd, but it was stranger that both men had some of the same coins, one of which I thought was rather rare.  Maybe I’m confusing it with something else, though.  I probably should have taken him up on his offer.  There was at least a thousand pounds worth of coins there, even if I’m only right about half of them.”

      “Could any of them have been counterfeit?” Janet asked.

      “That was what I was wondering, especially with the duplicates that the two men had.  That’s why I said no, actually.”

      “Maybe you should go and talk to Robert about them.”

      “I don’t think a few duplicate coins are a police matter,” William replied.  “Anyway, I don’t even know who the first man was.”

      “I knew the first one,” Janet told him.  “He’s called Jim Rodgers, and he’s here visiting Martin Lawley, who has a farm between Doveby Dale and Little Burton.”

      “The second man was Joseph Jones,” William told her.  “His father, Jasper, shops here from time to time.  He brought Joseph in a week or so ago and introduced us.”

      Janet frowned.  “I’ve heard the name before,” she said.  “I don’t like either man.  I’m glad you didn’t buy the coins.  I don’t trust either of them.”

      William nodded.  “But we were talking about us,” he said.  “Maybe we should have dinner together one night soon and really talk.”

      “I’d like that,” Janet replied.  “Do you want set a date and time now or do you want to ring me?”

      “Let’s set it now, otherwise I’ll chicken out.”

      Janet laughed and then agreed to dinner on an upcoming Saturday evening.

      “Do think about talking to Robert,” she said as William walked her to the door.  “There’s something suspicious about those two men, I’m just not sure what it is.”

      William shrugged.  “I get a lot of odd people in here,” he said.  “I don’t want to start bothering Robert every time.”

      Janet swallowed a sigh as she walked back into the car park.  She couldn’t very well tell William that Aggie had warned her about the men, could she?
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      As she walked back towards her car, she noticed that Martin’s car was still in the car park.  A quick look around suggested that Nick and Jim weren’t in the newsagent’s or the chemist’s.  Where could they have gone?  There was a small coffee shop a short distance away, but the last Janet knew, it was closed.  Next door to that was the police station.  Surely the men weren’t there.

      Janet stopped at her car and looked at the coffee shop.  It was just possible that there were lights on inside it.  After a moment’s hesitation, she decided to investigate.  The police station was right next door.  What could go wrong?

      A small handwritten sign was taped to the door.  It read “open.”  Janet pushed on the door and walked inside.  Her first thought was that the new owners hadn’t put any effort into the place.  It looked exactly the same as it had under the previous ownership, which meant tired and in need of work.

      At least the tables seemed to be clean, Janet thought as she looked around the room.  Only one table was occupied.  Nick and Jim were sitting with the man that William had identified as Joseph Jones.  In such an empty room, Janet couldn’t think of any reason why she should sit next to them, even though that was what she wanted to do.

      “Oh, hi,” a young girl with a blonde ponytail said as she walked out of the kitchen at the back of the room.  “You can sit anywhere, I suppose, although it might be easier if you sit in the same section as the others, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” Janet assured her as she selected a table next to Nick and his friends.

      “We’ve only just opened and we’ve a lot more work to do, but I can get you tea or coffee and we have a few cakes on offer today,” the girl told her.

      “Just tea for now,” Janet said.

      “Sure,” the girl replied.  She disappeared back into the kitchen, leaving Janet alone with the three men.  They ignored her and carried on with their conversation.

      “…three or four more days,” Joseph said.

      “That long?  I’d really like to get out of this place.  It’s so quiet, it’s creepy,” Jim replied.

      “I’d rather do it right,” Joseph replied.

      “I can’t go back to Manchester before then, anyway,” Nick said.  “I’m still waiting for my car, remember?”

      “You should have had it towed to a proper garage,” Jim said.  “The guy here doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      “I actually think he’s good,” Nick replied.  “But he has to wait for the right parts.  He can’t stock parts for every car in the country, you know.”

      “I’ll bet he has parts for that piece of junk you’ve borrowed from your father,” Jim laughed.

      “He probably does,” Nick chuckled.  “But only because my father probably has the car in that garage every other week.”

      “Maybe you should help your father out and total that thing.  Then he could get a new car,” Jim suggested.

      “Nah, he loves that car.  He’d never forgive me if I did anything that damaged it.”

      “Maybe I should total it for him, then,” Jim said.

      “I told you I don’t want you driving it anymore,” Nick said.  “You weren’t meant to be driving it in the first place.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Jim shrugged.  “Can we just get everything done and get out of here?”

      “I think we’ll be better off with the guy in Little Burton,” Joseph said.  “He didn’t seem to have any idea what he was doing.”

      “Yeah, but he also didn’t have any idea of the proper value for anything,” Jim said.

      “I’d rather get what we can and get out of town than worry about getting a bit more money and finding the police at my door,” Joseph said.

      “William Chalmers isn’t going to ring the police,” Jim told him.  “I did my research.  The man spent time in prison in London for misrepresenting what he was selling in his shop there.  He’ll be doing his best to avoid the police, I would imagine.”

      “Here we are, then,” the young girl was back with Janet’s tea.  “Are you sure you don’t want to try a slice of Victoria sponge or a piece of lemon cake?”

      “I’ll try the Victoria sponge,” Janet said, more to get the girl to go away than out of a genuine desire for cake.

      The girl nodded and then moved over to the other table.  “Did you gentlemen need anything else?” she asked.

      “No, we’re done,” Nick said.  He got to his feet and pulled out his wallet.  He handed the girl a twenty pound note and then headed for the door, his two friends on his heels.

      Janet frowned.  “I don’t really want that cake,” she said quickly, but the girl was already gone, back into the kitchen.  Janet got to her feet and walked to the café’s door.  She could just see through the small window as Nick and Jim got into Martin’s car and drove away.  She couldn’t see where Joseph had gone.

      “Here we are, oh, there you are,” the girl laughed.  “I was afraid you’d left for some reason.”

      “Just stretching my legs,” Janet muttered.  She sat down and smiled as the girl put her cake on the table.  “I’ll need a fork,” she said after a moment.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” the girl said.  “I will get the hang of this eventually.”

      Janet ate her cake and sipped her tea, trying to decide what she wanted to do next.  There was nothing in what she’d overheard to suggest that the three men were involved in anything to do with drugs, but she’d heard enough to make her think that they were up to something illegal.

      “I hope everything was okay,” the girl said as Janet finished.

      “Oh, yes, it was fine,” Janet lied.  The tea had been lukewarm and weak, and the cake had been dry and tasted like shop-bought rather than homemade, but Janet decided to be polite, at least for this first visit.  No doubt the girl would get plenty of complaints from the good people of Doveby Dale if things didn’t improve over time.

      Janet paid her bill and then walked from the café to the building next door.  Susan looked surprised to see her.

      “You don’t normally visit me twice in two days,” she said.

      “And I didn’t even bring your money,” Janet sighed.  “The white blanket sold immediately.  Actually, there’s a story to that.”

      Susan looked indignant when Janet told her what Judith had said about the blanket, and then laughed when Janet finished the story.

      “Fancy telling her it wasn’t handmade just so that she’d not want it anymore,” Susan sighed.  “She doesn’t sound like a very nice person.”

      “She isn’t, but as I said, I forgot to bring your money.  I’ll bring it next time.  I was really hoping to see Robert today.”

      “He’s in Little Burton today,” Susan said apologetically.  “I should have told you that when you first arrived.”

      “That’s okay.  I wanted to tell you the story about the blanket anyway,” Janet assured her.

      “I can ring Robert, if it’s important.”

      “I don’t know if it’s important or not.  Maybe just leave him a message and ask him to ring me when he has a few minutes to talk,” Janet told her.  “It may be nothing at all.”

      “Robert trusts your instincts, though.  I’m sure he’ll ring you later today.”

      “Thanks,” Janet said.  She spent the drive back to Doveby House trying to work out what the three men were plotting.  If all three of them were involved, of course, that meant that Aggie had missed out identifying Nick.  Janet hated to think that Aggie might have made a mistake.

      “You were gone for ages,” Joan said when Janet walked into the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry.  I stopped to talk to William and then I decided to get a cuppa at the coffee shop.  It has new owners, so I thought I should pay them a visit.”

      “I hope you didn’t feel as if you had to have some cake to go with your cuppa,” Joan said, giving Janet a suspicious look.

      “I bought a huge case of tissues,” Janet dodged the question.  “Owen was selling them off.”

      “We do seem to go through a lot of them,” Joan said.

      When Janet told her the price she’d paid, Joan smiled.  “That is a good price, well done.”

      Janet flushed.  She’d left nearly all of the work that went with running the bed and breakfast to Joan and she’d never really given any thought to their expenses or profits.  Maybe it was time to start taking a more active role in the business, especially as Joan didn’t seem to be tiring of it.  It seemed as if the bed and breakfast was going to be a part of her foreseeable future.

      “Dinner in half an hour,” Joan told her.

      Janet nodded and then went up to her room to freshen up.  “Maybe I should start doing more of the cooking, as well,” she said to Aggie.

      “Yooowwl,” Aggie replied.

      Janet laughed.  It seemed Aggie didn’t like that idea, anyway.  “But let’s talk about the men I saw today,” she began, determined to get Aggie’s thoughts again.  Aggie blinked at her and then curled up on the bed and shut her eyes.

      “You can’t go to sleep on me, not now,” Janet said.  Before Aggie could reply, Janet’s mobile phone began to ring.

      “Janet, my dear, it’s Edward.  How are you?”

      Janet sat down on the bed and tried to think of how she wanted to respond.  Edward Bennett had been their first guest, turning up on their doorstep before they were ready to open for business.  He’d insisted that he had a booking made with the previous owner, Margaret Appleton.  During his stay, he and Janet had had a romantic dinner together, and before he’d left he’d told her about himself.  If he were to be believed, he worked for a top-secret government agency that had occasionally used Doveby House as a safe house.  He’d told Janet that he was interested in pursuing a relationship with her, and then disappeared for months on end.

      Whenever she’d decided that he was out of her life for good, he’d ring out of the blue or send her a present in the post.  Some months ago his sister had come to stay with them, and before she’d left, she’d given Aggie to Janet on Edward’s behalf.  The man himself had even come and spent a weekend at the house, taking Janet to dinner a few times and helping her investigate a case of arson.  In spite of all of that, Janet wasn’t sure how she felt about the mysterious man, and she was starting to think that she’d be better off without him in her life.

      “You’re not answering, which means you’re angry with me,” Edward sighed.  “I’ve been in South America, dealing with, well, some issues.  I sent you a little something, to let you know I was thinking of you.  I hope my little bunny friend arrived safely?”

      “Yes, it did.  Thank you,” Janet said.

      “You’re very welcome,” Edward replied.  “And I don’t blame you for being cross, either.  I should find a way to ring you more often.  Even better, I should come and see you regularly.  I keep trying and things keep coming up that get in my way.”

      “Perhaps you need to try harder,” Janet suggested.

      Edward chuckled.  “I definitely need to try harder,” he agreed.  “But tell me what’s been happening in Doveby Dale since we last spoke.”

      “Nothing much,” Janet replied.  “Although Stuart thinks we might have someone trying to cultivate drugs here.”

      “It’s the perfect place for that sort of operation.  Robert Parsons can’t keep an eye on every square inch of Doveby Dale and Little Burton on his own and there are acres and acres of unused farmland.  You’re close enough to Derby that it would be easy to set up a distribution network.  I wouldn’t be surprised if Stuart is right.”

      Janet sighed.  “What a horrible idea.”

      “It is, rather.  I like to think of Doveby Dale as a safe oasis in an increasingly unlawful world, although you’ve seen more than your fair share of criminal activity since you’ve been there, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, I believe we have, although things aren’t as bad here as they are on the Isle of Man.  My friend Bessie keeps getting caught up in murder investigations.”

      “Yes, Miss Cubbon does seem to have a knack for finding dead bodies, doesn’t she, although I understand you found a few yourself when you were visiting her.”

      “I did, and I’d rather not think about it or talk about it,” Janet said quickly.

      “I understand,” Edward told her.  “But what’s raised Stuart’s suspicions, and what does Robert think?”

      Janet took a deep breath and then launched into a complete account of everything that had happened since Stuart had first mentioned his visit to the garden centre to her.  She didn’t leave out anything except for the personal remarks that had passed between her and William.

      “I’m a bit worried about William Chalmers,” Edward said when she was done.  “He’s a little too smooth and charming.  I don’t like him.”

      “He’s very nice, and I like him a lot,” Janet retorted.

      “That’s what worries me.  But that’s beside the point.  I suggest you tell Robert everything you’ve told me, if you haven’t already.  I can imagine a few different possibilities from what you’ve said, and none of them are good.”

      “Does it sound as if it could be drug cultivation to you?”

      “No, that’s one thing it doesn’t sound like,” Edward said.  “But that doesn’t mean that Robert shouldn’t check the farm for that as well.”

      “I think Robert needs more help.”

      “He’s doing an excellent job, and he has a lot of backup in Derby if he needs it,” Edward assured her.  “How’s Joan?”

      Janet was surprised by the sudden change in subject.  “She’s fine.  Why do you ask?”

      “I want to know all about your life,” he replied.  “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I do care a great deal about you.”

      “How’s your sister?”

      “Ah, Margaret is fine.  Still trying to change the world, and probably doing a better job than I am with it.”

      “The next time you talk to her, tell her I said hello.”

      “I will do.  I might send her back up to see you and Joan again soon, actually.  She could do with another holiday.”

      “I think we’re pretty well booked through the summer, but you’d have to talk to Joan about that.”

      “I suspect Margaret is too busy to take any time off during the summer anyway,” Edward replied.  “But maybe in the autumn.  Maybe we could both come and stay.  I haven’t spent any real time with my sister in years.”

      “That would be nice,” Janet said, wondering if she meant it.  It was bad enough only getting to see Edward once in a very rare while.  She didn’t really want to have to share him with his sister on one of his visits.

      “And now I must go,” Edward sighed.  “Make sure you talk to Robert today, won’t you?”

      “I’ll try,” Janet said.  She sighed when she realised that Edward had already ended the call.

      “That was frustrating,” she told Aggie.

      “Mmerrooww,” Aggie replied.
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      A quick look at the clock showed Janet that she was dangerously close to being late for dinner.  She quickly combed her hair and then washed her hands before heading down the stairs.

      “I thought maybe you’d fallen asleep,” Joan said.

      “Edward rang.”

      “Really?  What did he want?”

      Janet shrugged.  “Just to say hello, I suppose.  I told him all about Stuart and the men staying with Martin Lawley, though.  He thinks I need to talk to Robert about the things I overheard today.”

      “You were already planning to talk to Robert, weren’t you?”

      “Well, yes, but I thought it was interesting that he agreed.”

      Joan served roast chicken with vegetables, mashed potatoes, and stuffing.  Janet tried to stop herself from eating too much as she didn’t want to spoil her pudding.  The apple crumble was every bit as delicious as she’d hoped it would be.

      The sisters were just heading for the television lounge when someone knocked on the door.

      “Robert, this is a surprise,” Janet said as she opened the door to the young police constable.

      “Susan said you want to speak to me.  As I’d spent a lot of today on the telephone for various reasons, I thought maybe I could talk to you in person,” he replied.

      “Well, you’re just in time for apple crumble,” Joan said.  “Come on back to the kitchen and I’ll put the kettle on, as well.”

      Robert dropped into a chair as Joan filled the kettle.  Janet sat down opposite him.  “I know you said you’d check into what Nick and his friend Jim are doing at Martin’s farm, but I saw both of them today and, well, I overheard some things that I thought you should know.”

      As Joan put a plate of crumble in front of him, Robert pulled out a notebook.  “Thank you,” he said to Joan.  “You spoil me when I come here.”

      “It’s only leftover crumble,” Joan replied.  “And tea,” she added as the kettle boiled.

      “Tell me about your day, then,” Robert said to Janet.  “Start with breakfast and go from there, please.”

      Janet did as he’d asked, taking him through cleaning the guest rooms and then her trip into the village.  When she was done, she took a long drink of the tea Joan had given her.

      “That’s all very interesting,” Robert said.  “I’m going to have to take a closer look at all three men, I think.  Jasper Jones can be a prickly character, though, so I’ll have to tread carefully when it comes to his son.”

      “I don’t think we’ve met Jasper,” Janet said.

      “You’d remember him if you had,” Robert replied.  “But he doesn’t leave his farm very often.”

      Robert finished his tea and crumble and then got to his feet.  “Thank you for the information.  I’m going to check on a few things tonight and then follow up on the rest tomorrow.  From what you’ve said, the men are planning to be around for a few more days, at least.”

      “That’s certainly how it sounded today,” Janet agreed.

      She and Joan walked to the front door with the man.  As Janet opened it to let him out, Judith, who was standing on the step outside, screamed.

      “Oh, my goodness.  I wasn’t expecting the door to open in my face,” she gasped.  “I was just waiting for Malcolm.  He’s parking the car.”

      Robert frowned at her.  “You look familiar,” he said.

      Judith shrugged.  “This is our first visit to Doveby Dale, so I doubt we’ve met before.  I’m Judith Armstrong.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.  I’m Constable Robert Parsons,” he replied.

      “Constable?  As in police constable?” Judith asked, glancing into the car park.

      “Yes that’s right.  I’m in charge of the local station,” Robert told her.

      “But what are you doing here?” Judith asked.

      “Talking to Joan and Janet.  I visit them regularly.  I think it’s important to keep track of what’s happening in the village,” Robert replied.

      Judith nodded.  “I’m just going to go and see what’s keeping Malcolm,” she said.  She rushed down the steps, nearly knocking Malcolm over as he was coming up the path from the car park.  “I left something in the car,” she said loudly as she dragged Malcolm away.

      “What can you tell me about those two?” Robert asked as he watched the pair walk back to their car.

      “They complain a lot,” Janet said, “to the point where they manage to get their meals and things for free.  They’ve done their best to manipulate us into refunding their stay, but we’ve managed to stay one step ahead of them thus far.  They’re deeply unpleasant people and nothing would make me happier right now than if you arrested them both and took them away.”

      Robert chuckled.  “I get the feeling you don’t like them,” he said.  “But I can’t arrest them without cause.  I am going to see what I can find out about them, though.  Give me their full names and where they’ve come from, please?”

      Joan supplied the information while Janet watched the Armstrongs.  They were standing together behind their car, clearly arguing.

      “Should we keep them here if they decide to leave early?” Janet asked.

      “No, let them go.  I’ll note their plate number when I leave.  I’m sure I can find them again if I need to,” Robert said.

      Janet nodded.  He walked down the steps and headed for his car.  As he got closer to the Armstrongs, they quickly dashed towards Doveby House.

      “How was your day?” Janet asked brightly as the pair nearly tripped over each other in their haste to get inside.

      Edgar pushed the door shut and then leaned against it.  “It was fine,” he said in a clipped voice.  “Just fine.”  He glanced at his wife.  “We need to go upstairs and finish our conversation,” he said.

      “Yes, let’s,” Judith agreed.  The pair scurried up the stairs, leaving Janet and Joan behind.

      “That was odd,” Janet said after a moment.

      “It was, indeed.  I’d hate to think that we’re harbouring criminals.”

      “Me, too, but I do like the idea of them leaving early,” Janet said.

      “I think I might just stay in here with a book,” Joan told her sister.  “I think the Armstrongs might be back down soon.”

      Janet agreed.  She went and pulled a random title from the mystery section in the library and then settled on a couch in the sitting room.  Only a short while later, the Armstrongs came down the stairs with their suitcases in hand.

      “As we’ve been saying all along, Doveby Dale simply isn’t for us,” Judith said.  “We’ll be leaving now.”

      “I’ll refund you for the nights you won’t be staying,” Joan said.

      “No, no, that’s okay,” Malcolm told her.  “We don’t need a refund.”

      Janet’s jaw dropped as the couple headed for the door.

      “Here are the keys,” Judith said, dropping them onto the table near the door.  “Thank you for everything.”

      They were gone before either sister could do much more than get to their feet.  Janet walked to the door and watched as they threw their suitcases into their boot and drove away.

      “I’m going to ring Robert and tell him that they’ve gone,” she told Joan.  “They must be wanted for something, the way they rushed out of here.”

      Janet had to settle for leaving a message on Robert’s voice mail.

      “Is it just me, or does the house feel happier now that they’ve gone?” Janet asked her sister after she’d put the phone down.

      “I’m sure it’s just you,” Joan replied.

      Janet made a face at her and then went back to her book feeling a good deal happier with life.

      Robert paid them a visit a few days later.

      “Come in and have tea and biscuits,” Joan invited the man.

      “I will, if you can spare them,” he replied.

      “You know we always have tea and biscuits for you,” Joan replied.

      Janet filled a plate with several different types of the homemade biscuits that Joan had been busy baking over the last few days.  Joan made the tea and then they all sat down together to talk.

      “I’ve quite a few things to tell you, actually,” Robert began.  “Where should I start?”

      “Start with Martin Lawley’s farm,” Janet suggested.  “Is anyone trying to grow anything illegal there?”

      “No, at least not as far as we can determine.  After Nick and Jim were arrested, a specialist drug squad went over the entire farm, and they didn’t find any evidence of anything drug related.”

      “But Nick and Jim were arrested?  For what?” Janet asked.

      “It seems they were part of a scheme to defraud Jasper Jones of a great deal of money,” Robert replied.  “Jasper’s son, Joseph, was behind it all, but he was using the other two men to help.”

      “He was planning on stealing from his own father?” Janet said, in shock.

      “According to him, he was simply trying to access his inheritance a little bit early,” Robert replied.  “The three of them were trying to find ways to sell many of Jasper’s antiques and his coin collection.”

      “So the coins they showed William were stolen from Jasper?” Janet asked.

      “It certainly seems that way.  Jasper has a huge collection that he keeps in special trays.  It seems that the two men simply grabbed a few coins from each tray without having any idea what they were taking.”

      “What would have happened when Jasper noticed?” Janet wondered.

      “It’s highly unlikely that he would have, actually.  The coins are kept in a safe in a first-floor bedroom.  Jasper can’t easily climb stairs anymore, so they probably could have cleared out the safe over time without Jasper ever realising.”

      “And were they going to do the same thing to Martin?” Joan asked.

      “We aren’t sure what their plans were.  We do know that they’ve been working their way around the country, doing a variety of unscrupulous things to enrich themselves at the expense of other, often vulnerable people.”

      Janet sighed.  “How can people behave in that way?”

      “Most of the victims were formerly involved with Nick’s mother,” Robert said.  “Nick has a long list of stepfathers, although we don’t think most of his mother’s marriages were legal ones.  In one place, he and his friends managed to sell off entire rooms of antique furniture from upstairs rooms that the owner could no longer visit.  In another, they helped themselves to a collection of old snuff boxes that were stored in a crawl space under the house.  The owner had nearly forgotten that he had the collection.  Apparently he’d inherited it from his own father and had never given it much thought.  Nick, or one of his friends, found it and sold it all for a great deal of money.”

      “I hope you can lock them all up for the rest of their lives,” Janet said.

      “We may be able to do something like that, anyway,” Robert chuckled.  “Joseph was quite upset that Jim had pocketed a few of his father’s coins.  Apparently, everything they stole from Jasper was meant to go to Joseph alone since it was his father they were stealing from.  Once Joseph found out that Jim had been helping himself to coins, he decided to tell us everything he knew about Jim’s part in the schemes.  Once Jim found out that Joseph was talking, he started doing the same.  When Nick heard that the other two were talking, he gave us his version of events.  We now have a long list of cases to investigate and a whole plethora of charges we can make against all three men.”

      “That is good news,” Janet said.  “I hope Martin isn’t too upset about everything that’s happened.”

      “I talked to him yesterday and he seems to be taking everything in his stride.  He didn’t seem terribly surprised by what I told him.  I believe he was also happy to have Nick and Jim out of his house.”

      “I must pay him another visit,” Janet said.

      “Stuart said the same thing when I talked to him about everything,” Robert told her.

      “But what about the Armstrongs?” Janet asked.  “Why did she look familiar to you and why did they rush off once they’d met you?”

      Robert shrugged.  “I worked out why she looked familiar later that night.”  He named a popular soap opera.  “I’m embarrassed to admit that I watch it, but it’s usually on when I get home from work at night, so I watch while I eat my dinner.  Anyway, if you’ve ever seen it, there’s a minor character who I think looks a lot like Judith Armstrong.”

      Janet thought for a minute.  “The woman who lives next door to the loud-mouthed blonde?” she asked.  “Now that you mention it, there is a resemblance.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s why she looked familiar to me,” Robert said.  “Why she and her husband rushed away after meeting me, I can’t tell you.”

      “Maybe they were afraid that one of the local businesses complained about their behaviour,” Janet said.  “I know they demanded free meals just about everywhere they went.  Perhaps they suddenly realised that what they were doing was bordering on fraud?”  She told Robert about the sausage they’d hidden in the wardrobe and the missing thermostat knob.

      He nodded.  “It’s one thing to complain about a bad meal and hope to get it taken off your bill, but those sorts of things are getting dangerously close to criminal.  Let’s hope they learned a lesson from their stay here and that they will mend their ways.”

      “I’m just glad they’re gone.  If they ever try to book again, we’ll be full,” Joan said firmly.

      Robert ate a few more biscuits while the trio talked about people and why they treated other people so badly.  When he was done, the sisters walked him to the door.

      “Thank you for your help in stopping Nick and his friends,” Robert said to Janet.  “Jasper might not be my favourite person, but I’d hate to see him cheated by his own son.”

      Janet watched as Robert walked down to his car.  She didn’t understand how people could deliberately cheat one another, but she had a bigger worry on her mind.  Why hadn’t Aggie reacted to Nick’s name in the same way she had to Jim’s and Joseph’s?

      “We need to have a chat,” she told Aggie a short while later.

      Aggie, who was stretched out on Janet’s bed, simply opened one eye and then squeezed it shut again.

    

  


  
    
      I still don’t know exactly what Stuart overheard at the garden centre, but at least, thanks to his (somewhat misplaced) concerns, three criminals are behind bars.  As I’ve still not been able to reach Gretchen Falkirk, I’ve been back to visit Martin again.  He couldn’t tell me any more about Alberta, but he did share some history of Doveby Dale that was fascinating.  I’ve taken to calling the entire thing “The Lawley Case” in his honour.

      I wish I knew why Aggie got this one so wrong, but she refuses to discuss the matter.  I shall be more careful, going forward, when discussing cases with her, I suppose.

      We still have no idea what scared away the Armstrongs, but Joan and I are both glad they went.  Joan insisted on giving some of the money that they overpaid us to Todd and Ted to cover for the meal that they managed to get for free from them.  We would probably do the same for the restaurant in Derby if we had any idea which restaurant it was, but there are simply too many possibilities.

      Joan and I are delighted that you are thinking of visiting us later this year.  Just let us know when you are coming and we’ll cancel any guests we may have scheduled.  It would be especially nice if Doona could come with you.  Joan and I would both enjoy seeing her again.  Do let us know your plans.

      All my very best wishes,

      Janet and Aggie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Terms

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	bin — trash can

        	biscuits — cookies

        	booking — reservation

        	boot — trunk (of a car)

        	car park — parking lot

        	chemist — pharmacist

        	chips — French fries

        	cuppa — cup of tea (informal)

        	fizzy drink — carbonated beverage (pop or soda)

        	fortnight — two weeks

        	glove box — glove compartment

        	holiday — vacation

        	lie in — sleep late

        	midday — noon

        	pavement — sidewalk

        	pudding — dessert

        	saloon car — sedan

        	shopping trolley — shopping cart

        	telly — television

        	till — checkout  (in a grocery store, for example)

        	torch — flashlight

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      In the UK, dates are written day, month, year rather than month, day, year as in the US.  (May 5, 2015 would be written 5 May 2015, for example.)

      In the UK, when describing property with more than one level, the lowest level (assuming there is no basement; very few UK houses have basements) is the “ground floor,” and the next floor up is the “first floor” and so on.  In the US, the lowest floor is usually the “first floor” and up from there.

      When telling time, half six is the English equivalent of six-thirty.

      A “full English breakfast” generally consists of bacon, sausage, eggs, grilled or fried tomatoes, fried potatoes, fried mushrooms and baked beans served with toast.

      A semi-detached house is one that is joined to another house by a common center wall.  In the US they are generally called duplexes.  In the UK the two properties would be sold individually as totally separate entities.  A “terraced” house is one in a row of properties, where each unit is sold individually (usually called a row house in the US).
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      Janet and Joan Markham are on a routine trip to the supermarket when their car gets hit from behind.  When the man who hit them doesn’t want to provide his name or insurance details, Janet rings her friend, Constable Robert Parsons.  Robert fills out an accident report and that should be the end of that.

      Meanwhile, the sisters have two single men as guests at their bed and breakfast.  The guests don’t appear to know one another, but they share a few peculiarities.  The one that bothers Joan is that neither of them ever wants any breakfast.

      While their car is being repaired, Janet borrows a sporty red coupe from the local garage.  She loves driving it, but when she gets stuck in heavy traffic as the result of an accident, she’s shocked to discover that one of their guests is involved.  A few days later a second accident, this time involving their other guest, leaves Janet wondering if there might be something criminal going on.

      Can Janet work out what’s really going on?  Neither guest is talking.  More importantly, can Janet find a way to convince Joan to let her buy the little red car?
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