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      Murder. Spies. Treason. Shadowy secrets lurk beneath the surface of an idyllic country village...

      When Helen Lightholder’s world is shattered by the death of her husband during the London Blitz, she escapes to the countryside, hoping to leave the war behind her. But managing an inherited property in a quaint Gloucestershire village turns out to be more perilous than she expects.

      Cozy little Brookminster isn’t the peaceful haven Helen dreamed of, and it isn’t long before she discovers that, even here, dark threats and dangerous secrets await. As family duty compels her to meddle in a police investigation into the suspicious death of a relative, she finds herself at odds with the local inspector.

      Can Helen bring justice to her little corner of the country, while war rages on in the greater world outside? Or will her investigation make her the next target of a fiendish killer who has everything to lose?
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      Thunder rumbled over my head, somewhere high above the thick, dark clouds. I clutched the umbrella in my hand more tightly, as if it might help my feet to remain on the ground, as if I could squeeze some of the pain that tore through my heart into it. But relief would not come, no matter how white my knuckles became.

      The rain splattered against the black plastic above my head, sharp and fast like a hail of gunfire. Droplets collected along the rim, before gravity pulled them down to the ground, where they rejoined the others in the puddles at my feet.

      The polished stone erected in the ground in front of me was difficult to see through my bleary eyes. I blinked the tears away, and read the words carved in the granite before me.

      
        
        Roger Lightholder

        1910 – 1941

        “Be strong and courageous, and do the work.”

      

      

      “You were strong…and courageous,” I said, barely above a whisper. No one would have been able to hear me, even if they had been standing right beside me. But it didn’t matter. The one who needed to hear it would never hear it, anyway.

      The words chosen for his headstone were words he had said often in his life. Ever since meeting him, I’d noticed it was his mantra, of sorts. He would say it before heading out the door for work, often to begin a project that would take him away from me for weeks on end. When the funeral director had asked me what he would have wanted inscribed on his grave, I had been only vaguely aware of the question. All I could think was…my husband’s grave? No, that can’t be right. It must be someone else’s.

      This was only the second time I had come up to London to visit Highgate Cemetery. The first had been for Roger’s funeral some weeks ago. I couldn’t even be sure exactly when that had been. The days had seemingly melted together into one, long, terrible blur.

      The last time I stood here, I’d been wearing black. Something my sister picked out for me. I couldn’t even remember if it was hers or mine. People around me had cried. I met members of his family that I should have met at a Christmas dinner, or perhaps someone’s birthday, but not over Roger’s grave.

      And yet now, on this evening when I stood all alone in the pouring rain, the only living person in the cemetery, I found myself feeling that pain I’d been too numb to feel during the funeral. My heart ached, my breath caught in my chest… I wanted to run from it all, but it was impossible to run from one’s own thoughts and emotions…

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll be back to Plymouth before spring for a visit,” Roger had said the very last time I’d seen him. He smiled that crooked smile at me, his deep blue eyes holding no fear or regret.

      “But how can you be sure about that?” I’d asked. “This war has been going on for two years now. Can’t I just come with you?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. It’s not a good idea with London being such a target. It’s much safer if you stay here with your parents. They’re happy to have you and I can sleep well at night knowing that you’re out of harm’s way.”

      “And what about me?” I asked. “What about all of my sleepless nights, not knowing if I will ever again see the husband I have barely seen since our wedding day?”

      He laid his hands on my shoulders and looked me straight in the eye. “Helen, I promise that I will always come home to you. And when this war is finally over, we can get that little cottage by the sea and start our life together the right way.”

      I didn’t know why that memory kept flooding my mind every time I thought about him. Maybe it was because it was the last pleasant one I had.

      “You were right, you know,” I murmured to the headstone, the surface of the smooth granite slick with rain. “You did come home to me, in the end.”

      Just not in the way that any woman wants… I thought bitterly.

      I stared out over the graves, my heart aching inside my chest. How terrible cemeteries were. They were filled with the memories of people living out the worst moments of their lives, grieving over those who had been lost, over those who had passed on. It didn’t matter if it had been their time, or if it had happened suddenly. Death was a horrible price for a loved one to pay, a pain they would carry with them for the rest of their days…until it was their turn to join the others buried six feet beneath the ground.

      “I wish I had known you better,” I said to the rain, since it was the only thing remotely lifelike around. “Married for two years, and I don’t know if I should be more angry with the world for going to war, or with you for agreeing to leave me behind to go help deal with it.”

      I realized I was being unfair, but I knew I would never get a chance to say these words to him, and as the tears resumed, the emotions continued to bubble to the surface. I’d been thinking these things over and over again since I had received the call. That dreaded night, when I was sitting awake with a pit in my stomach for some strange reason, unable to sleep. When the telephone rang just after midnight, it was as if I knew before I had even answered it.

      “I don’t blame you,” I said. “I hope you know that. I don’t blame you for the air raid that happened that night. I don’t blame you for the war, and it’s taking you away from me. But I wish I knew more, Roger. I wish I knew why you had to be in London, living day in and day out in danger the way you did. Why didn’t you ever talk about your work? Of course, at the time I didn’t ask, but now I wish we had shared more with each other.”

      The rain began to fall harder on my umbrella, as if the sky itself warned me that I was venturing into dangerous territory. The umbrella handle trembled in my hand, and I gripped it harder.

      There was a blaring honk! behind me that made me jump. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the streaked headlights of a car parked just outside the cemetery, the bright lights piercing the gloomy darkness.

      “It’s time for me to go, Roger,” I said in a low voice. “I…I don’t know when I’ll be back. But I couldn’t begin this new chapter of my life without saying goodbye.”

      I lifted my chin, and wiped the tears from my eyes.

      “Goodbye, Roger. I hope that you can rest in peace,” I said.

      I turned and started out of the cemetery, my shoes already soaked all the way through, the water creeping into my stockings as the puddles splashed against my legs. The path leading back out to the road was muddy and unstable, and by the time I walked back through the wrought iron gates, I was nearly drenched up to my knees.

      The taxicab driver’s bristling grey moustache twitched as I walked toward the vehicle. He leaned his arm out the window, his jacket sleeve getting sprayed with heavy raindrops. “Everythin’ alright, Miss?” he asked, squinting up at me through the dreariness.

      “Yes, I’m sorry I made you wait so long,” I said.

      “It’s fine, but just so’s you know, I’m still chargin’ you for the time I’m idlin’,” he said. “If you’re ready, you should get in before you catch your death. Don’ want to be joinin’ these poor sods anytime soon.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the cemetery, my eyes all too easily falling upon Roger’s grave. “Yes, you’re right,” I said. “This is no place for the living.”

      “Too right you are,” he said.

      I pulled open the back door and slid inside. Closing my umbrella, I set it down on the floor, realizing how futile it was to attempt to shake it out. As soon as the door shut with a heavy thud, we were on our way.

      The cigarette clamped between the old man’s teeth filled the car with a haze of smoke. He glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “So…where you headed?” he asked.

      “Paddington station,” I said, turning to stare out the rain-streaked window. Shapes were indecipherable through the downpour, but lights from headlights and streetlamps were like fireflies scattered around the city.

      “Not a problem,” he said.

      We drove in silence for a few moments, my mind numbly passing from one thought to the next, too tired to focus on anything in particular.

      “If you don’t mind me askin’…who was you visitin’ today?” he asked.

      “My late husband,” I said, not seeing any reason to lie.

      “Oh…” the man said, somewhat sheepishly. “I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my wife a few years back. She’s buried not far from here, actually. Sometimes I like to bring her flowers when the sun’s nice and bright. She loved foxgloves best.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, meeting his eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “Thank you,” he said with a dip of his head. He sighed heavily, straightening his shoulders. “Things never been the same since she passed. Work is about the only thing I do. Kids all grown up, moved out, families of their own… Well, you’re quite young still, Miss. I’m certain you can find happiness again.”

      “And I’m sure you will, too,” I said. “You’re never too old to still find the good in life.”

      He smiled at me. “Thank you for sayin’ that. I think I needed to hear it today.”

      I smiled in return, but my lips turned downward again as soon as his eyes left mine in the mirror. I wished I truly believed the positive words I spoke to everyone around me. I wished I honestly thought I still had a future ahead of me, but in my heart of hearts I was convinced nothing interesting would ever happen to me again. I had no idea how wrong I was.
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      I paid the taxi driver an extra tip for his services. I knew that most would have refused to sit and wait while I went into the cemetery to pay my respects to my husband, but he had been kind enough to allow it. And after finding out about his wife also being deceased, it made me feel a bit of kinship with the man.

      He dropped me off as close to the main entrance as possible, though it seemed to me that every man and woman in London wished to take the train that day. “That’s quite the surprise,” said the driver, seeing all the people walking in and out of the doors, umbrellas in greys and blacks and blues dotting the sidewalk. “It’s not a holiday or nothin’ like that. What’re they all doin’ here?”

      I had no idea, but it didn’t change the fact that I had a train to catch.

      Bumping and dragging my suitcase in through the large doors, I did my best to squeeze past others with their luggage trolleys. “Excuse me – oh, pardon me. I’m sorry, ma’am, I – excuse me.”

      No one else around me seemed to notice, though, as they were all lost in their own worlds. The only people who seemed to give me any thought were those that I bumped into, or backed up against without seeing them. “I’m sorry,” I said, over and over, my face growing hot, my stockings still soaked through, and my shoes slipping on the muddy, wet floor.

      I managed to drag myself up to the ticket counter, where the tired looking man behind it blinked unenthusiastically at me. “Where are you headed?”

      “Gloucestershire,” I said as the woman beside me with a baby in her arms elbowed me in the shoulder. “The eight o’clock train.”

      The man turned rather slowly to his right to glance at a list of trains and their departure times. “You’re in luck. I only have a few tickets left for the eight o’clock.”

      “Thank you,” I said, pulling the money from my purse and passing it through the small gap in the window.

      He handed me the ticket, and I turned to face the crowds again, steeling myself.

      It took me nearly twice as long as it should have to push my way through the groups of people, the crying children, and the station attendants helping older couples with their bags before I stepped out onto the platform where the train awaited.

      I dragged my suitcases toward the doors near the front of the train, and was greeted by a tall, thin, smiling man with a conductor’s uniform on. “Good evening, Miss. May I help you with your bags?”

      “Oh, yes, thank you,” I said, my shoulders sagging with the weight of my things. “I realize now I should have found a trolley, but I am quite certain they must all be gone by now.”

      The conductor smiled pleasantly, and easily swooped both of my suitcases up off the ground and turned toward the open door he’d been standing inside. “Which cabin is yours?”

      I glanced at my ticket. “Seven B, sir.”

      “Right this way,” he said, disappearing inside the narrow halls of the train car.

      I stepped up inside, and at once the hustle and bustle of the train station seemed to die away. Softer murmurs replaced the yelling and the carrying on of those passengers outside, and as I wandered past compartments, I saw many had already been occupied.

      The conductor was whistling up ahead, which lifted my spirits somewhat.

      “Here we are,” the conductor said to me, ducking inside a compartment near the back of the train car.

      I followed him in and stepped into a small compartment, with two comfortable sized benches situated on either side of a large, picture window overlooking the station beyond.

      “Is there anything else I can get you? Perhaps the dinner trolley?” the conductor asked.

      “No, that is quite alright,” I said.

      “May I see your ticket?” he asked.

      I passed it to him, and he clipped it with a smile. “Thank you, Miss. I hope you enjoy your trip to Gloucestershire.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He tipped his hat to me before hurrying off, no doubt to go and help more passengers.

      With a heavy sigh, I slid the compartment doors closed before sinking down onto the bench, peering outside.

      I watched as a mother ushered her seven young children up toward the train, her husband looking as worn out as I felt, tagging along behind. I watched a group of men in sharp suits and sashes make their way along the platform toward the back of the train, one of them carrying a bag with the word CIRCUS inscribed across the front of it.

      My heart ached as I watched a young man, no older than eighteen or nineteen and dressed in military garb, embracing a sobbing woman, the older man standing beside her looking rather somber.

      Off to war, it seemed. Another young man putting his life on the line for his country…

      I turned away from the window. After squaring my suitcases away on the luggage rack beside the door, I pulled a book from my bag and sat beside the window again, my back to the glass, and my knees curled up underneath me.

      It was only a two hour trip, but I was already dreading the time I was going to have to spend all by myself, without anyone to talk to or distract me. Alone with my own thoughts, as nice and quiet as it was in the compartment. In a way, I would almost rather deal with London and all of its hectic ways, if it meant I didn’t have to spend any time reflecting on my life, and all that it was, for the moment.

      Not that I had to think, of course. But I knew myself well enough to know that as good as a book could be, it was never enough to fully blot out the reality that pressed itself in against my mind every waking moment of the day. I was alone, and that was not going to change, no matter how far away I ran.

      The shriek of the train whistle echoed around the station, making me look up. Was it time to leave, already? I glanced out the window and saw some of the station attendants pushing people back away from the platform, including that couple who had brought their son to go off to war. The woman was still dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, and the husband resting his hand on her shoulder, his eyes downcast.

      I turned away. I understood how they felt far too much to wish to linger on it. In my heart of hearts, though, I hoped they would not have to experience a fulfillment of their fears like I had. I hoped their son would come home, alive and well, without the horrors of war still preying on his mind.

      The train headed out of the station, the heavy frame chugging along slowly at first, the sound of the wheels on the tracks somewhat soothing and rhythmic. As we came out from underneath the glass and iron overhang of the station, the train was pelted with the heavy rain. It obscured the view of the city as we wound our way along through it, the darkness growing and soon drawing many passengers to sleep.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. A weight seemed to lift from my chest the further we traveled from the station. Making my way to unknown places, I was leaving behind anything and everything that could remind me of my husband and the life with him that I was robbed of. Soon I would be in a place where I might be able to start over.

      I settled as comfortably as I could against the seat, opening the book once more and allowing myself to focus on it. My gaze, however, fell away from the words and settled on a familiar letter I’d tucked into the front cover.

      I slipped it from between the pages and looked at it. The envelope was wrinkled and creased, and the seal on the back had been ripped in three places. I had read the contents many times already but felt the need to read them yet again to strengthen my purpose. I peeled the opened envelope apart and pulled free the letter, which was even more crumpled than the envelope itself. My eyes skimmed past the greetings and jumped down to the main body.

      

      I am writing to inform you of an inheritance from a one Miss Vivian Caldwell, who is recently deceased. The following has been transferred to your name as of the signing of this letter, and all of the necessary documents of proof are enclosed in this envelope;

      

      The letter went on to list a cottage, along with all of its contents, located in the small village of Brookminster. It seemed that the building encompassed both an upstairs living area and a shop that had been run out of the bottom floor.

      I was uncertain why Aunt Vivian, a woman I barely knew or remembered, had chosen to bequeath her home and business to me at her death. According to my father, I had met her once when I was about four years old at a family gathering of some sort, but she had made little impression on me. Perhaps I had made a greater one on her? Or perhaps, she had simply had no one better to leave her worldly goods to. Word within the family was that she hated traveling, and lived alone well away from everyone else.

      It was my father who had encouraged me to make use of this unexpected inheritance. He knew that a small village in the Gloucestershire countryside would be safer for me than continuing to live as a guest in my parents’ home in Plymouth, where I had been since the start of the war, at Roger’s insistence. If Plymouth was a less attractive target for air raids than London, the tiny Brookminster nestled in the middle of nowhere was better still. While my mother despised the idea of me leaving so soon after Roger’s death, Father could see that this opportunity for independence and a sense of purpose was what I needed more than anything.

      

      “You need distance and time to heal,” he said to me when we had discussed the inheritance. “And if you get there and realize it is not what you hoped it would be, then you know you always have a home here.”

      

      Those words had been enough to spur me on toward the change. The move gave me something to focus on, something to strive toward. I felt invigorated again for the first time in the weeks since Roger had died, and I really believed this could be the way out of my misery.

      After getting a few more details settled with my aunt’s solicitor, all the remaining paperwork had been signed over to me; the house, the shop, and everything in it.

      It was mine now. Entirely mine.

      I was grateful that I was going to be taking over something in the family. It was something I could call my own.

      I hoped the countryside would be a place where I could heal, just like my father had said.

      I would miss Plymouth. I’d grown up there, and it was where most of my family was. But I needed some time alone. I needed to figure out who I was now, without a future with Roger. With everything having turned completely upside down, I wasn’t sure what the future might even look like.

      I tucked the letter away inside the cover of the book once more, a prickle of nervousness racing down my spine. As much as I had been anticipating this big move and change, it was still completely new, and I had no idea what to expect.

      I forced myself to focus on the book in front of me. I had to give my mind a rest for once. I had spent so much of the last month thinking that I had exhausted myself, and I wasn’t sure I could ever fully recover.

      It wasn’t long before my eyelids began to grow quite heavy, and I was squeezing my eyes shut just to try and keep myself awake.

      When rest became too sweet and tempting, I laid my head against the back of the bench, and allowed myself to close my eyes.

      Just for a few minutes…I said. I just need to rest for a moment is all…

      Those few moments passed away too quickly, and I lost awareness of my surroundings. The ebb and flow of the train rocked me as easily as if I were an infant, and the next thing I knew, I was sound asleep.

      I wasn’t aware that I was asleep, though. As soon as I was aware of myself once again, I was in a familiar place. Not on a train. Not heartbroken.

      I was sitting outside a little café in Paris, a fresh cup of tea and a warm croissant on the table in front of me, tempting me. A group of pigeons cooed somewhere along the ground between the tables.

      But my eyes were not glued to the food, or to the beautiful city.

      I was staring at the man across from me.

      He seemed entirely relaxed, his face turned up toward the sun. His legs were crossed, his foot bouncing to some unknown tune in his mind. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      Roger. My Roger.

      “What a fine, fine day,” he said. “And the weather could not be more perfect, could it, sweetheart?”

      “No, it couldn’t,” I said.

      “I must say, we will have to make a tradition of this, I think,” he said. “I know it is our honeymoon, and all that…but wouldn’t it be nice to get away like this once in a while?”

      “I think so,” I said. “I’m pleased to see you so relaxed, darling. You really shouldn’t work so hard.”

      “I agree. I must learn to take it easier now that I am a married man,” he said, turning himself back around to me, pulling himself up to the table.

      “And what exactly is it that the government has you working so hard at, dear?” I asked, for what felt like the hundredth time since we’d met.

      He grinned at me, and opened his mouth to answer. But I couldn’t quite hear him. It was as if he spoke from the end of a very long tunnel.

      “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” I asked.

      He did so, nodding encouragingly.

      I shook my head. “I still couldn’t quite hear you,” I said, leaning forward, cupping my hand over my ear.

      “You will never know,” said our waiter who had suddenly appeared, speaking in his thick, French accent. “He will die before you get the answers you seek.”

      “What?” I asked, fear flooding me. “Roger? Die? No – how could he – ”

      “Miss? Miss?”

      My heart jumped and my eyes flew open.

      The conductor was standing beside me, shaking my shoulder gently.

      The blood raced in my ears as I stared up at him. “Oh, I’m sorry…” I said.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” the conductor said with his pleasant smile. “I believe this is your stop. I wouldn’t want you to wake up and realize you had missed it.”

      “Oh,” I said, sitting up straight and running a hand through my hair. It was sticking up in the back where I’d lain on it. “Thank you very much for alerting me. That was very kind of you.”

      “It was no trouble at all,” the conductor said. “Here, allow me to help you get your things off the train.”

      I packed my book back into one of the suitcases, and the conductor happily took the case from me and carried it back through the door and down the narrow corridor.

      The train station in Gloucestershire was a great deal smaller than Paddington station had been. There were far fewer people, as well, which suited me just fine.

      “Thank you again, very much,” I said as the conductor set my suitcases down onto a luggage trolley for me.

      “It was my pleasure,” he said. “I hope you have a pleasant rest of your evening.” He tipped his hat at me and smiled once again before hurrying off to the train, and climbing inside.

      As I pushed the trolley toward the exits, the whistle sounded again, and guilt washed over me. They had held the train for me, it seemed.

      My face flushed as I thought back to the dream I’d had. It had started so much like the memory of our honeymoon that I had, that beautiful trip to Paris before the war, but it had taken such a morbid turn. Would there ever be a time in my life when his face didn’t fill my dreams? Would it even matter if I tried to distance myself from him, knowing that he would just be there when I entered my dreams?

      I sighed, and headed out toward the doors.

      I took a cab to an inn at the edge of town. I couldn’t even remember the name of the place, but the cabbie seemed to know it. I had made a reservation some days ago, and thankfully the room was still available.

      Clambering out of the car, I surveyed the low building before me. In the darkness, I could barely make out the details of its honey colored stone and the purple wisteria climbing up to the edges of the slate roof. Moonlit fields stretched beyond. There was no question that I had come a long way from Plymouth and London.

      I collected my room key quickly and dragged myself to my small, quaint room, too tired to admire the timber beams overhead or the view out of the window beside my bed. I fell asleep before I had a chance to undress.

      The next time I woke up, the first golden sunlight of dawn was filtering in through my window. It was the first dreamless night I’d had since Roger had died. Well, not entirely dreamless, as I’d slept on the train, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt better.

      I made it a point to put some effort into getting ready that morning. I spent an extra long time in the bath, and took awhile to brush out my hair before pinning my best hat on.

      I even put on some lipstick that morning before I headed down to pay my tab and enjoy the complimentary breakfast.

      After a proper breakfast with eggs and sausage, I was ready to head out.

      A cab that the innkeeper had called for me pulled up outside. The driver loaded my suitcases into the back, and opened the door for me to slide in.

      “So, where are you headed?” he asked, turning around and looking at me. He was a large framed man with a square jaw and drooping cheeks like a basset hound.

      “Brookminster,” I said. “I hope it’s not too far. I’m not really familiar with these parts.”

      “Not too far, no,” the man said, turning back around. “Just about an hour from the station here. Nice place, Brookminster. My sister lives there. It’s quiet. One of the few places left where it still doesn’t feel like there’s a war on, you know?”

      That was rather pleasant news.

      “I’m glad to hear those places still exist,” I said, hope stirring inside me.

      It seemed like just maybe this little village would be a place where I could put death and darkness behind me…once and for all.
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      “We’re just about there, Miss,” said the cabbie from the front seat, pulling me out of my reverie. I had been so wrapped up in my thoughts as we drove down the hedge-lined narrow lanes that I hadn’t realized how quickly the time had slipped by. “Brookminster is just up over this hill, here.”

      I peered through the front windscreen of the car, and saw a faded, wooden sign with the word Brookminster in scrolling script. I wondered how long the sign had been standing there beside the road.

      We crested the hill, and my heart skipped.

      A lovely landscape unrolled before us. The gentle, green hills stretched on forever, interrupted only by occasional low rock walls or hedges. Sheep grazed along in the thick, rich grass. The village itself was tucked away on one of these hillsides, surrounded by trees that were just beginning to bloom in the early spring air. A beautiful stone church stood in the center of it all, its ancient grey steeple peeking up over the roofs and chimney tops of the surrounding cottages. The homes themselves, scattered along the winding roads, were made of a lovely, honey limestone. I noticed overgrown ivy crawling up the walls, and sharp peeked, sun faded shingle roofs.

      “Was there a particular address where you wanted me to drop you off?” the cabbie asked.

      “Oh,” I said. “Well, yes, I suppose there is. It’s a haberdashery on High Street.”

      “High Street, not a problem,” he said. “That’s the same street where my sister lives, too.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I wonder if I will someday meet your sister.”

      “I’m certain you probably will,” the cabbie said with a toothy grin. “She’s quite good at making herself known around these parts.”

      High Street was the main thoroughfare for the sleepy little town. We passed by the church I had seen in the distance, with lovely white wild flowers blooming out in front. There was a rather sizable outdoor marketplace, where some vendors were already out selling their fresh produce. We passed by a pub, and I heard some music streaming through the open front door. All of these little shops and homes made the place seem welcoming.

      The driver pulled up outside one of the warm, stone cottages. It was nestled between two other cottages that appeared very similar, but this one had a sizable front garden, and flower boxes hung beneath the windows. Some of the ivy had started to grow over the doorframe, which would certainly need tending to.

      “Everything looks abandoned. You sure we’re at the right place?” the cabbie asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you very much, sir. Especially for taking me all the way out here.”

      “Not a problem at all,” he said as I passed him the money I owed him over the seat. “Maybe I’ll get a chance to have some lunch with my sister and nephew this afternoon.”

      “I hope you can,” I said with a smile.

      He helped me to unload my suitcases from the car, and I waved at him from the front garden as he drove away.

      There were some rose bushes beside the front gate. As I let myself in, the metal squeaked horribly. The hinges would certainly need some oil in the future so as not to alert everyone in the area each time I was arriving home.

      I stared up and down the street. There were people milling about, talking to neighbors who were leaning out of their upper windows. A dog’s bark echoed across the buildings from down the street. A young boy with a stack of newspapers at his feet called out to passersby with the latest headlines, but he was too far away for me to make out what they were, exactly.

      Not that I minded, of course. It was likely about the war, and I was not sure I could stomach any bad news when I was still reeling from my own loss. I realized there were going to be many people all over the world who were grieving the loss of their own loved ones today, many of whom would be completely shocked by the news this very hour, but I just couldn’t bring myself to grieve for them.

      I had enough of my own grieving to do.

      I delved into my bag and found my book, and the envelope, once again. Nestled inside the bottom of the envelope was the key to the front door.

      I pulled it out, the metal cool in my hands. It was an older, iron key that seemed to match the doorknob and knocker on the front of the old, worn, door.

      I slid the key in the lock, twisting it gently…and it gave easily.

      The smell of must and disuse greeted me as soon as I stepped inside. A cloud of dust billowed up from around my feet. I must have been the first person to step inside this place since the solicitor had come to collect the deed and the key. It made me wonder how long ago that had been…

      Hadn’t my aunt died around the same time that Roger had? It wasn’t as if I had been in any state of mind at the time to really care about someone that I barely knew passing away…but somewhere in my memories, I remembered my father telling my mother about Aunt Vivian’s death a few days after returning home from Roger’s funeral.

      The old adage was that deaths came in threes, wasn’t it?

      I shuddered and pushed that thought away. I would very likely lose my mind if anyone else I knew were to pass away.

      The inside of the shop was rather small, but it seemed bright with all the light coming in through the windows. I gave the glass a quick wipe with the sleeve of my jacket, still somewhat damp from all the rain the night before, and even more light streamed inside.

      There were many little tables gathered around the space, and curved pegs on the wall where empty hangers hung, waiting for clothing. I found boxes of small pins, ivory and mother of pearl buttons, and even several packs of stockings that came in three different colors.

      The place needed a bit of cleaning, but it was a pretty, quaint little shop that I would have liked to have shopped in myself.

      Perhaps my Aunt Vivian was not nearly as crotchety as my father made her out to be.

      I dragged my suitcases across the dirty, moth eaten rugs toward the back of the shop. There was a lovely metal till there that looked as if it had come from the nineteenth century. Behind that was a pretty, yellow doorway.

      Upon opening it, I discovered a hall that contained nothing more than a narrow staircase leading up to another door.

      I flipped on the light switch, just inside the door along the wall. A little lantern near the top of the stairs flickered to life.

      When I opened the door at the top, I discovered an upstairs flat, which must have been where my aunt lived. It had everything I would need; a decent sized bedroom with a view out over High Street, a small but efficient kitchen, complete with a full size oven. The sitting area was cozy and comfortable, and there was plenty of storage space.

      My favorite, though, was the washroom. There was a lovely clawfoot tub beneath a window that overlooked the back garden I hadn’t realized existed until now, and the tile floor was a honeycomb pattern of black and white flowers. It was like something out of a dream.

      Leaning against the doorframe, my arms folded, I nodded appreciatively. “Perhaps you and I were more alike than I realized, dear aunt,” I said, looking around the pretty space that I was having a hard time realizing was actually my own.

      The smell of dust was starting to make me sneeze, so I wasted no time throwing open the windows to the sunny day. After all the rain from yesterday, I was eager to let the fresh air inside to help clear the place out while I could. The sounds of the village came wafting in on the breeze, and instead of finding the noise jarring and overwhelming like I had in London, I found it rather soothing. There was the laughter of children as they chased one another through the streets, the methodic pat, pat of a woman beating out her rug with a broom, the clip clop of a horse’s hooves as it walked past the front garden.

      I dragged my suitcases up the stairs, the stairway just barely wide enough to get them up. They bounced with every step, but it felt nice to have them up in the floor of the bedroom. I knew I had all the time in the world to unpack, but it still felt good to take my favorite blouses and skirts from inside, unfold them and hang them up where they could air out.

      Soon, far too soon, it was getting dark, and I realized I had not eaten a thing. I hurried downstairs, grabbed my purse from beside the till, and made my way outside. Thankfully, one of the outdoor market stalls was still open, and I purchased some bread and dried apples.

      “Are you new around here?” the man asked with a friendly smile. “I’m not sure I recognize your face.”

      “I am, yes,” I said with a smile in return. “Just moved in, actually.”

      “Did you really?” the man asked. He stretched his hand out over the table. “The name’s Williams. Tucker Williams.”

      “Helen Lightholder,” I said, shaking his hand.

      He grinned. “I’m certain my wife would want me to do something to welcome a newcomer to our small village…” he said, turning around and looking at all he had left behind his stall. “Ah, here we are. Please, take this as a way to welcome you.”

      He passed over a handsome looking mincemeat pie.

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly – ” I said. With all the rationing, this was like giving me a whole week’s worth of food.

      “I insist,” he said, pressing it into my hands. “Any time you need baked goods of any kind, we are here!”

      “Thank you very much, Mr. Williams,” I said, almost breathless with appreciation.

      “You’re quite welcome, Miss. Have a good evening!”

      “You as well!” I said, feeling rather pleased with myself as I hurried back to my cottage with an armload of food.

      The bread and the dried fruits were delicious, but the mincemeat pie was the best I had ever had. I was eager to eat more, but knew it was best to ration myself, as I hadn’t had a chance to go and collect anything more. I would certainly have to visit the butcher, and find the place with the best produce.

      I began to make a list as night fell around the little town. Soon, all I heard outside was the sound of the wind through the trees, with the occasional conversation as men wandered by along the street, likely on their way home from the pub. There was something so incredibly normal about my actions that I was very nearly giddy about it. I was living my life again, and I was quite relieved to be doing so. Perhaps, just perhaps, all unpleasantness was finally behind me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, after having another slice of the mincemeat pie with some tea for my breakfast, I set about getting the shop into order.

      I took the rugs out to the back garden, throwing them over the line and beating the devil out of them with a broom that must have been older than the house. I filled a bucket I’d found in a closet upstairs with hot, soapy water, and set about scrubbing the floors of the shop, as well as the kitchen and the washroom in my flat.

      It wasn’t until late afternoon that my stomach finally protested and demanded that I eat again. I quickly changed and headed off into town, searching for some groceries I could enjoy for the next few days. Before leaving Plymouth, I had applied for a coupon book of rations for myself.

      It wasn’t hard to see which of the businesses fronting the near street belonged to the butcher. The parcels of fresh meat displayed in the window would have given the truth away, even if the hand-lettered sign out front had not done so. I met the butcher, who was a pleasant enough fellow, though I was not too keen on shaking his hand after seeing the stains on his apron, along with the sheep’s carcass I glimpsed hanging in the ice box. After exchanging the appropriate coupons, he sold me a few eggs and a little meat, which was not very much. A surprisingly small amount, in fact. Had the rations become even stricter? I had only myself to feed, though, and I knew I could make it stretch if I was wise.

      I found my way to the greengrocer, as well, this time having to stand in line. When I reached the register, I found that they had run out of tomatoes, but that didn’t matter much. I purchased potatoes, and fresh garlic, as well as any herbs and spices they had on hand.

      “I heard that Mrs. Rolling started a garden,” said one of the shop workers to another. “Said the buds from the green onions are easy to replant and harvest.”

      “She’s not the only one,” said the other worker, bagging up some beans for another customer. “It seems the Franklin family is doing the same thing. My mum was even talking about it. She said by this time in June, we could be eating like kings.”

      “If kings liked brussels sprouts and onions, perhaps,” said the first worker.

      As I carried my groceries home, I pondered their words. Maybe it would be prudent of me to start a vegetable patch of my own. Not only did I have more than enough space in the back garden, but wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to eat as much of what I grew as I wanted? I could learn to preserve vegetables and perhaps even dry certain fruits.

      The idea excited me, and I made a plan to locate a library nearby so that I could do some research.

      I put away my food inside the ice box in my flat, and decided that since it was now already evening, I might as well do some more work around the place. Everything felt clean and fresh, and with some rearranging, I knew that it would start to feel more like my own, and less like I had moved into someone else’s home.

      I wandered up into the attic, a place I had not yet been, and found it strewn with boxes, old and broken mannequins, and even the remnants of what looked like a piano with all of its keys missing.

      The more I explored my aunt’s little cottage, the more I realized just how meticulous and well organized she was. Everything had its place. All of the fabric she had for dressmaking was organized by color, and the buttons were put in boxes of varying value, from the silver and pearl buttons to the plastic and wooden buttons.

      I also found a box where she had kept all sorts of paperwork, including coupons. Then I found a coupon book without a name on it.

      “Hmm…that’s a little strange, isn’t it?” I said, lifting it out of the box. The light up in the attic was so dim that it was hard to read but, curiosity piqued, I picked up the box and carried it back down to the flat.

      I set it down on the table and turned the light on over it, taking a seat in one of the mismatched chairs.

      I opened the coupon book, and realized that something seemed strange about it. After a few moments of not being able to discern what precisely was different, I pulled out another one of the coupon books in the box, one with my aunt’s name on it, and compared the two.

      The one without a name had slightly different lettering. It was incredibly similar, but the letters were just slightly wrong. And they were inconsistent, as well. One letter C was slightly smaller than its companion three lines down.

      “Is this…a forgery?” I asked, squinting between the two coupon books. If someone was to glance as it quickly, it might not seem obvious.

      My eyes widened. What was Aunt Vivian doing with these? Not only was forgery illegal, but it was disturbing to think that someone I was related to was not entirely honest, either. If the government were to somehow find out, would they blame me for my aunt’s actions?

      I tucked the coupons away back inside the box, thinking it might be best if they remained forgotten. If I was going to reopen the haberdashery, then I was going to need to try to run the business as honestly as I could.

      I returned the box to the attic, feeling rather unsettled.

      Perhaps her business had started to fail, I told myself as I climbed back down from the attic, shutting off the lights. Maybe Aunt Vivian was desperate.

      Did that really matter? Desperation was never a good reason for dishonesty.

      I suppose you really never know another person’s secrets, do you? I thought as I closed the attic door.
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      The next few days were much the same. I would wake early in the morning, spend some time reading and having tea, enjoying the quietness of those first sunlit hours, and then begin my day. I found I needed that time to get my mind straight for the day, because as soon as my eyes would open, all of the horrors of the last few weeks came barreling down on me like a tidal wave, and I knew I couldn’t let myself remain in that dark, sad place.

      Physical activities certainly helped, so I set about cleaning up the haberdashery. As organized as my aunt was, I found she was also quite the hoarder. She saved every little thing, even thread that was only a few inches long. Broken buttons filled a drawer beneath the till, none of which could be fixed. What had she planned to use them for? She also seemed to keep every pair of stretched or torn stockings.

      As I examined them all, I began to wonder if she had intended to repurpose them, or if anyone would end up buying them out of desperation. The village of Brookminster was quite small, but the homes were in excellent shape, and it seemed to be a place where more middle class families lived…unlike the poorer homes and families I’d seen in London, many of whom had lost everything in the war.

      I decided to hold onto the items, in case I came across a note or an order for these mismatched or damaged pieces.

      I knew I was nowhere near ready to open the shop on my own, as I had never had much experience in running a business. Still, I would have to learn and soon.

      I pulled back my hair into a clip that my mum had given me for my twenty-fifth birthday, made with pretty blue, glass beads, tied up with thin wire. I wore it almost every day, as it did a wonderful job of keeping my dark hair out of my eyes. I put on some of my oldest, grubbiest clothing so that I could properly tackle the cleaning that day, and set about getting the windows, the shelving, and the till itself cleaned.

      I also cleaned out the closet in the shop, and decided that the dining room table and all the mismatched chairs needed a fresh coat of paint, as they were so dented and scratched.

      For all the things that Aunt Vivian had on hand, she did not have any paint, so I was going to need to make a trip out for that. I headed out of the shop, still ready to take on the day.

      High Street seemed to be quite busy that afternoon; I saw a mother walking hand in hand with her three young children, and a man strolling past with his nose buried in the newspaper. Both said hello to me as I passed, though, which brought a smile to my face. This place was already so much more pleasant than the cities I was used to.

      I passed the butcher’s, the post office, and the bakery, which smelled like freshly baked bread, making my mouth water.

      I wandered past what looked like a tool shop before turning around and making my way back inside, realizing it was likely the best place to find what I needed.

      “Good afternoon,” said the man behind the counter. He had vibrant red hair and a broad smile. “What can I help you find today?”

      I walked right up to the counter. “I was hoping you might have some paint,” I said. “I’m looking to repaint some furniture.”

      “What an economic idea,” said the man with an even bigger smile. “Instead of buying all new furniture, you’re choosing to repaint. How ingenious! What color might you be thinking?” He stepped along the back of the counter toward a shelf at the end of the row.

      “Ivory might be nice,” I said. “I thought that anything with color might be harder to come by these days.”

      “You are correct about that,” he said. “An ivory, you say? Would you like something a bit brighter, like this?” He took a small, tin jar from the shelf and set it down. Pulling a screw driver from the front pocket of his apron, he popped the lid off. “Something with a pearly sheen? Or perhaps you would like something like this,” he said, reaching back and pulling another can from the shelf. When he got it open, it revealed a lovely, creamy white with just a shade more yellow in it.

      “Oh, I’m really rather fond of that second one,” I said.

      “As am I,” the man said with a smile. “Wonderful choice. I shall have this bagged up for you in no time.”

      I left the store a few minutes later, still reeling from the price of a paint can. How had it become so expensive? I stared at the bag in my hands, wondering if it was worth it. I supposed paint was likely considered a luxury item now, though, and was not a necessity.

      I pulled the sweater I wore more tightly around my shoulders as I headed up the road; the weather seemed to be as unpredictable as it always was in the spring. The sun disappeared behind some clouds, and the wind came in through the valley, brushing its way between the houses, down the street, and right through to my bones.

      A pleasant, warm aroma met me as I walked, the lights from the nearby shops spilling out into the quickly darkening streets. I looked up to see a worn, wooden sign swinging from above the doorway of one of the shops. A bright blue teacup in chipped, old paint was framed by the words The Traveler’s Teacup.

      The idea of a warm cup of tea on this now quite cool afternoon sounded pleasant, so I pushed open the door, emitting a pleasant ring, ring from the bell over my head.

      It was a wonderful little place, with round tables covered in mismatched floral patterned cloths. All of the chairs were different colors, and the whole back wall of the tea room was a large shelf filled to the brim with teacups. Two of the tables were occupied; one beside the window where a young couple sat with their heads together, whispering and smiling at each other, and the other with a trio of older ladies who were chattering away together, sipping their tea.

      “Hello, come in, come in,” said a voice on the other side of the low-ceilinged room. I followed the sound and found a plump, tall woman with cornflower blonde hair waving at me from a table she was clearing. She couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than I was, maybe mid-thirties at the oldest. “Have a seat wherever you like, I’ll be there shortly to take your order.”

      I picked a table beside one of the other windows. I could just see the sky through the panes, watching the clouds roil and churn. A storm was certainly coming, and from how quickly the clouds were moving, it was likely to be a strong one.

      “Well, hello there. My apologies for taking so long,” said the blonde woman, arriving at my table. She grabbed a small pad of paper from inside her apron, and a pen from somewhere behind her head; perhaps it had been tucked in her bun? “What would you like?”

      “Well, I’m not even sure what you have,” I said. “What could I order?”

      She reeled off the available choices before concluding with, “Our rather comforting green tea seems to be the popular choice today. I also have some scones from lunch, as well as some little tea cakes that my son helped me bake.” She grinned at that. “Anything sound appetizing?”

      “Everything, really,” I said. “I’d love some Earl Grey.”

      “Anything to eat?” she asked.

      “A scone would be nice, thank you,” I said.

      “Coming right up,” she said with a kind smile, and hurried away.

      She wasn’t gone more than three or four minutes before coming back to the table with a pretty pewter tray in hand. “Here we are,” she said, setting it down in front of me. There was a beautiful, small teapot sitting on it, along with a matching cup and saucer. She had even brought a small ceramic pitcher with cream, and a glass bowl with about a dozen sugar cubes in it.

      “This is wonderful,” I said. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re very welcome,” said the woman. She tilted her head to the side, regarding me closely. “I must apologize, but I don’t believe I have ever seen you around here before. Are you visiting family? Or perhaps just passing through?”

      “No, actually, I just moved into the flat over the haberdashery up the street,” I said, gesturing up to the eastern side of the street.

      The plump woman’s face filled with delight, and she seated herself in the chair across from mine. “Did you really?” she asked, her grey eyes widening. “I wondered when someone would snap that shop up. It is in a prime location, after all,” she said with a nod. Then she held out her hand to me. “My name is Irene Driscoll. My husband and I are the owners of this little tea house.”

      I shook her hand, finding myself rather liking this incredibly friendly woman. “Helen Lightholder,” I said. “Vivian Caldwell was my aunt.”

      “Your aunt?” Irene said, her eyes widening even further. “You don’t say? Well, I am certainly glad that the shop stayed in the family.”

      That piqued my interest. “Did you by any chance happen to know my aunt well?” I asked.

      Irene reached across to the teapot and began to pour my tea for me. She poured without thinking, and it was quite clear that it was second nature to her. “No, I did not. She was quite pleasant when I did interact with her, though.”

      “I see,” I said. “I didn’t know her all that well myself. I lived in Plymouth for most of my life, and barely ever saw her.”

      “Oh, well, I am sorry for your loss,” Irene said. She looked around, glancing at a clock on the far well. “Perhaps this is a bit impertinent of me, but would you care to stay for dinner? I know that my husband and I would love to welcome you to our little town, and I assume that you aren’t really all that familiar with everyone yet?”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, my smile growing. “I would like that, thank you very much for the offer.”

      “Don’t even mention it,” she said. “You finish your tea, and I’ll let my son know to set another place at the table for dinner.”

      Feeling slightly self-conscious, yet flattered at the same time, I watched as Irene fussed about at the other tables. She was incredibly kind, and she smiled at each and every customer, most of whom she knew by name. I realized how much of an outsider I really was in a place like this, and knew that it was likely in my best interest to have accepted the dinner invitation in the first place. It might be my only true way into the community.

      Soon, the tables were empty, and Irene was pulling the tablecloths off and replacing them with fresh ones from a lovely, red chest in the corner.

      “Can I help?” I asked, getting to my feet. I’d long since finished my tea, and only the crumbs of my scones remained.

      “Why, that would be very nice,” Irene said over her shoulder. “You can help me with this one.”

      I walked over and helped her unfold a lovely, pale blue tablecloth with white lace edges. It was so soft between my fingers. “These are beautiful,” I said as we fluffed it in the air over our heads before letting it fall gently to the table top. “How have you been able to keep them in such fine condition?”

      “By only using them sparingly,” Irene said. “I’ve managed to collect many, many tablecloths over the years, so I have spares. The war has not made owning a place meant for relaxation and luxury easy, mind you. Thankfully, our little town wishes to hold onto the more typical day to day happenings instead of wasting our time worrying.”

      “That is good to hear,” I said.

      “You said you were from Plymouth?” Irene asked as she rolled up the other tablecloth, tucking it underneath her arm.

      “Yes,” I said as I followed her toward the back of the shop. “Though I also spent some time in London during the past month.”

      “I would not want to go within ten miles of London these days,” Irene said, shaking her blonde head. I noticed a few other pens tucked in her bun. “What with all the air raids and protests…”

      I fell silent. “Yes…that was part of the reason I was there.”

      She stopped, her eyes widening as she looked back at me. “Oh, dear, I’m sorry. You haven’t lost someone to those raids, have you?”

      I wasn’t sure why I was so utterly convinced that this woman was trustworthy. Perhaps it was the clearness of her eyes, as if she was an open book and would hide nothing from a friend. Or perhaps it was her warm personality that had made me feel comfortable from the moment I stepped inside.

      Even more than that, though, was the genuine regret in her gaze as recognition registered on her pretty face. “Oh, good heavens…I’m terribly sorry.”

      “It was my husband,” I said. “We had barely been married for three months before the war broke out, and given his work for the government, he was whisked away to London. I…hardly saw him after that. I mostly stayed in Plymouth at my parents’ home. The last time I saw Roger was around Christmas. I received a telephone call in February informing me he’d been killed in one of the air raids.”

      Irene’s face fell. “I am so very sorry, Helen. I truly am.”

      “Yes, well…I came to Brookminster so I could get away from that part of my past. Maybe be able to heal.”

      “And so you shall,” Irene said, wrapping her arm around my shoulder. “And healing of the heart always begins with a good meal. Come along, I’ll whip us up something in no time.”

      When we went upstairs, I met her incredibly sweet husband Nathaniel, whose broad shoulders and arms showed he was likely in very good shape, once upon a time. The years had softened his body a little, but he had the same warmth and kindness about him that Irene did, and I immediately liked him.

      I also met their son, Michael, who was only seven. He hid behind his father, peering at me from behind with the same grey eyes as his mother.

      I enjoyed a wonderful meal with them, and for the first time since coming to Brookminster, I was able to forget about myself and my own heartache for the time being. We laughed and learned about one another; they loved to travel, and Nathaniel spoke three languages.

      When I was unable to hide my stifled yawns any longer, Irene insisted that I go home.

      “And you should take this,” she said, passing me a paper bag.

      “What is it?” I asked, peering inside.

      “The leftovers,” Irene said with a smile.

      “Oh, Irene, I couldn’t,” I said, trying to hand it back. “You have a whole family, and it’s just me at my house, and – ”

      Irene shook her head. “You need to keep your strength up. Especially now. Don’t worry one bit about it. I’m certain you’ll return the favor and we will be able to see what you’ve done with your little place soon.”

      She winked kindly at me.

      My heart was full as I made my way home along the dark street. The streetlights glowed warmly as I did my best to evade the puddles from the storm that had come through. How fortunate was I to have met such a welcoming, generous family?

      Suddenly, a prickle rose along the back of my neck, and I looked around. I didn’t know why but I had an odd feeling, as if someone was watching me.

      The road was empty apart from me, or so I thought.

      With a jolt of fear, I saw the silhouette of a man, standing back in the shadows between the pools of light from the streetlamps.

      I turned around and blinked a few times…but the silhouette was gone.

      My heart fluttered, and I began to walk even faster as I made my way past the last few cottages before reaching my own.

      I hurried into the front garden, unlocked my door and ran inside, locking the door behind me before I looked out the window.

      The street was once again quiet, and empty.

      I must be exhausted…I thought. Seeing things in the dark? I’m letting my fears get the better of me.

      But even as I got ready for bed, I couldn’t help but think of the chill that had run down my spine.

      I was imagining it, I thought, over and over.

      By the time I fell asleep, I had started to believe it.
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      The weeks of March moved seamlessly into April, and while the temperatures rose slightly, the rains never let up. Every morning and every evening it seemed that we could set our clocks by the rainfall. At first, it was somewhat soothing. But day in and day out of not seeing the sun was rather tiresome after a while, and I was not all that keen on having to try to plant a garden in muddy soil, or constantly having to drag my already wet wash back indoors after the briefest moments of cloudless skies tempted me into believing I could hang it on the line.

      I had also tried my hand at opening my aunt’s shop. I’d found an old open and closed sign tucked away in the drawer beneath the till, along with a simple hook above the window beside the door. Not even ten minutes after I’d hung it, customers began to arrive.

      I saw Mrs. Williams, who introduced herself to me, saying how she had been dying to meet me since I’d run into her husband at their stall in the market. “I was hoping you would open soon, I am very much in need of buttons,” she said.

      After helping her to pick out some brown buttons to match her husband’s jacket, I met the butcher’s wife, Annie. She was a rosy-cheeked woman who wore bright red lipstick and a string of pearls around her frail neck. “You wouldn’t by chance have any black stockings, would you? I got a run in my last pair the other night, and am just terrible at mending them.”

      It wasn’t until almost two in the afternoon when there was a lull, and I was able to look around, taking a breath.

      I had not considered just how dire the clothing situation truly was for some people. I was fortunate enough to have a sister and a mother who were all relatively the same size as me, and we had been sharing clothes for the last six months or so. Now, though, it seemed things that used to be so utterly commonplace and replaceable, such as buttons and thread, were as precious as jewels.

      It was somewhat sobering to realize that when people were tested so much, things that once seemed important and valuable would always become worthless compared to what really mattered, to what was really necessary.

      I was straightening up some spools of ribbon when the bell over the door chimed.

      “Welcome,” I said. “I’ll be right – oh, hello, Irene!”

      I smiled at the woman who had just entered the store. “Hello there, Helen. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to stop by the day you opened, but I had to go meet with Michael’s teacher at school – say hi to Miss Helen, sweetie,” she said, pulling the small boy around from behind her back.

      The boy looked sheepishly up at me. “Hello…” he mumbled, but I thought I saw a small grin at the corner of his lips.

      I had been spending at least three afternoons a week over at Irene’s tea shop. Not only had it been a wonderful place to meet with other townsfolk, but it also gave me a chance to talk with Irene more. She was such a fascinating person, with wonderful tales that she was so gifted at telling. Not only that, but it was clear how much she truly cared about other people. When we spoke, I knew she was listening, and she showed me great respect. It helped me to realize that it was very easy to be too caught up in one’s own thoughts and feelings, and she pushed me to really pay better attention to others.

      “Hello there, Michael,” I said, smiling at the boy. I turned my gaze to his mother. “And it’s quite alright, you know. I knew you would make your way over here eventually.”

      “Even still, what sort of friend am I?” Irene asked, closing the door behind her.

      I straightened up, her words resonating with me. We were…friends?

      A warmth spread through me, and I smiled. “A good one,” I said. “And I am glad you have come for a visit.”

      Irene looked around the shop, nodding in appreciation. “My goodness, you certainly have brightened this place up in here. When your aunt looked after it, it was always rather dark and dingy. And it’s so clean. Look at the way you’ve organized those ribbons. Such a nice burst of color on that side of the room.”

      I smiled as I set a spool of red ribbon on the last peg, and took a step back to admire it. “I think you’re right. I was not sure if these would make it look too busy.”

      “Not at all,” Irene said.

      “Well, I’m closing up the shop here in about fifteen minutes,” I said, glancing at the clock hanging on the wall near the till. “Would you like to stay for some tea?”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Irene said.

      “Michael, you would be welcome to play in the back garden,” I said. “If your mother agrees. Just be sure to mind the puddles.”

      Michael’s eyes lit up as he looked at his mother. “Can I, Mum?” he asked.

      “Of course, darling,” she said. “But just make sure not to trample Miss Helen’s vegetable patch, alright? She has worked very hard on it, and I know she would be sad if something were to happen to it.”

      “Here,” I said, walking to the closet on the other side of the room. “Why don’t you take this bucket out to play? Maybe you can catch a frog.”

      Michael’s face split into a wide smile, his grey eyes sparkling. “Wow, alright.”

      Irene and I stood at the doorway for a few minutes, watching his youthful spirit letting go as he chased a squirrel up a tree in my neighbor’s yard, and then turned the bucket upside and wore it on his head like a helmet, marching around like a little soldier.

      “Ah, to be young with that carefree imagination…” Irene said with a small chuckle.

      I laughed, too. “Indeed. I would love to be able to play like that once again…” I glanced up at the sky overhead. “How about that tea? We probably have a little time before the rains come back.”

      “Wonderful,” Irene said.

      I locked up the store at the strike of three, and led Irene up the narrow stairwell to my flat.

      “Oh, isn’t it charming up here?” she said, staring around, gaping. “And the table and chairs! Look how marvelous they turned out.”

      I smiled, looking at my handiwork. “I’m quite pleased with it, too. And it helps this place to feel more like my own.”

      “I love it,” Irene said.

      I put a pot of tea on to boil, and we sat down at the table together.

      “So, how are you adjusting to life here in Brookminster?” Irene asked. “Are you settling in alright?”

      I looked around at the little flat that I called my own, and nodded. “I think I am, yes. It still feels rather strange that I am here on my own, without my husband…” I said with a tight smile. “We always planned to finally have a home together by the sea when the war was over. It was our dream.”

      Irene reached across the table and squeezed my arm affectionately. “I understand,” she said. “That must be hard for you.”

      “It’s getting easier,” I said. “We…weren’t married long. Not even two years. There are many nights now where I wonder how much I really knew him. In a lot of ways, he was still a stranger to me…”

      “Well, living apart while you were married can’t have been easy,” Irene said. “My husband went to Italy before we opened our tea shop, looking for the sorts of china I wanted to use. He was there for almost two months, and I thought I would go out of my mind with worry.” She laughed. “Michael wasn’t born yet, but even still, the separation was hard.” She squeezed my arm again. “I am sorry, my dear.”

      “It’s alright,” I said, getting up as the tea kettle began to whistle.

      “I can see you aren’t completely unpacked yet,” she said, staring around at some of the boxes I’d stacked near the door. “Would you like any help going through it all?”

      “Actually, that would be wonderful,” I said. “Those are things that belonged to my aunt, and I am just so tired of sorting and throwing things away. If I look at another broken button or a bent needle, I think I might just pull my hair out.”

      “Don’t lay a finger on that pretty head of hair,” Irene said with a smile.

      “Cream and sugar?” I asked her as I poured the tea into some less than elegant, mismatched teacups.

      “A little of both, thank you,” she said, getting up and crossing over to the boxes. “Any preference as to which one I start with?”

      “No,” I said. “Any of them would be fine.”

      We sipped our tea and sat on the floor of my kitchen, digging through the boxes and chatting.

      We talked about the fabric shortage, and I told Irene it was my hope to be able to repurpose what little material my aunt had left me.

      “I’d like to make some scarves,” I said, finding a piece of blue silk that had been jaggedly cut, and would typically be useless now. “And perhaps add details to some of the clothing that she left behind, and then sell them. What do you think?”

      “Repurposing is the name of the game, these days,” Irene said. “But it makes it all rather fun, wouldn’t you agree? It gives us all a chance to make something unique, something that is entirely our own. I, for one, have enjoyed the art of quilting. Not only has it allowed me to use some of the worn out fabrics I have, but I have made some rather pretty pieces, as well.”

      “Precisely,” I said. “Oh, let me show you something I did just a few nights ago.” I got to my feet and hurried to my room, returning with a scalloped blouse that I had added some scraps of green velvet to.

      “What do you think?” I asked, coming back out with the blouse draped over me, turning so the light caught the shining velvet.

      “Oh, it’s lovely,” Irene said, her eyes widening. “I love the little caps you added to the sleeves. It gives it so much personality.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I wasn’t sure if it was too much, or too showy.”

      “Nonsense,” Irene said.

      “Do you think other ladies would pay for these services?” I asked. “I have so much scrap fabric that I would love to use, and if it would help make the articles we own stretch just a little bit longer…”

      “You will be amazed what some women will pay to stay fashionable these days,” Irene said, leaning in more closely to me as I sat down to join her at the boxes again. “You didn’t hear it from me, but I saw a woman rather well known in the village take the brown paper that her meat had come in, wash it out really well, and then cut it up into scraps to line the inside of her rain coat.”

      “My goodness, is it really that bad?” I asked.

      Irene nodded. “Which you will see as soon as you go to order more fabric. I trust your aunt had some decent wholesalers?”

      “Oh…” I said, looking away, ashamed. “I…I suppose I have not considered what it would take to restock everything.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Irene said. “I will help you locate her suppliers. It shouldn’t be too hard, digging up her receipts or even just asking around town…Oh, would you look at these?” she continued, pulling from inside one of the boxes a pair of pumps that were rosy pink with a small, white ribbon glued near the toes. “Aren’t they sweet?”

      She passed them to me, and I looked them over. “They’re about my size, too,” I said.

      Irene laughed. “It’s hard to imagine a woman like your aunt ever wearing something like this.”

      “There is just so much I don’t know about her,” I said, shaking my head. I frowned slightly. “I’m starting to feel that way about a lot of people in my life.”

      “Oh, don’t get too discouraged now,” Irene said. “I may not have known her well, but she was the sort of woman who didn’t want to be known. She kept to herself, and seemed perfectly content to be that way.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said, reaching into the next box.

      I was surprised when my fingers brushed the cover of a thick, leather bound book toward the bottom. I reached in and pulled it free.

      It was a very pretty journal, faded navy blue with yellowed pages. When I flipped it open, I found a bookmark with little flowers sketched onto it, along with the name Vivian written in a lovely, tight script.

      Curiosity and nervousness fought for control as I debated flipping to the next page.

      “What have you found?” Irene asked.

      “I think…” I said, curiosity winning, and turning to a page somewhere in the middle. “I may have found her diary.”

      “Well, there now,” Irene said. “You wanted to know more about your aunt? There you are.”

      I began to read aloud from it, but most of the entries were rather boring. She talked about people in the town, most of whom were no longer living, according to Irene, and none of it was very nice.

      “A bit of a nosey woman, wasn’t she?” I said, pacing back and forth across the sitting room.

      “It certainly seems so,” Irene said.

      “And it seems like she thought everyone was doing something wrong,” I said, scratching my chin. “But – well now wait a minute, what’s this?” I asked.

      I stared down at the page, noting the date was almost exactly a year ago.

      “I’m starting to worry about my safety,” I read, my eyes narrowing. “It seems that every time I turn my back, I get this feeling that someone is watching me. It is quite unnerving. I lock the door every night, and I have Papa’s old hunting rifle hanging by my bedroom door…but I am still worried that they will get in here. I know it’s ridiculous, but I am beginning to jump at every sound I hear, wondering if I am losing my sanity, or if there really is danger. I avoid that place like it’s infected with the plague. Maybe it’s just all in my head…Regardless, I don’t regret what happened, and I stand by my decision. Getting mixed up in things like that is nothing more than a waste of time, no matter whose feelings are hurt.”

      I looked up at Irene. “I wonder what it was that happened?” I asked.

      “Maybe check an earlier entry?” she suggested.

      I did, but was unable to find anything that could explain what had caused Aunt Vivian to feel so frightened.

      “There’s nothing,” I said, frowning. “I wonder what it could have been.”

      “Well…I could be entirely out of line, but your aunt was involved with a man who lives here in town, and from the rumors, things ended rather badly,” Irene said.

      I looked over at her. “Do you think that could be what she was talking about?” I asked.

      “It’s quite possible,” Irene said. “She wrote that she didn’t regret what happened, and that she stood by her decision, right? From what I heard, she was the one to break things off with him.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Irene sighed, shaking her head. “Well, to be honest, Walter Graves has quite the reputation for being a brawler and a lush. Has for some years now. He gets thrown out of the pub on the regular.”

      “And my aunt was seeing this man?” I asked. “That’s rather surprising, given how her nose was high in the air in regards to everyone else.”

      “Everyone thought it was quite strange, too, but somehow he had charmed her. And for a while, it almost seemed like he was cured, himself. But he is notorious for having a rather nasty temper, and it’s possible they could have had a row or something akin to it,” Irene said.

      I stared down at the page. “There was a great deal more to my boring old aunt than I ever realized,” I said.

      “That’s how we all are,” Irene said. “All of us have things we would rather leave in the dark. You perhaps know that better than everyone, what with the pain you carry around with you.”

      I wasn’t even sure why Aunt Vivian had passed away. Thinking about it, she wasn’t all that old when she died, and I had never bothered to ask my father about it.

      It wasn’t possible that this feud she had with Walter Graves had been the reason she died, was it? Maybe the distress of the situation had been too much for her heart? And I had cause to believe she’d been under other forms of stress as well.

      For a moment, I debated telling Irene about the forged clothing coupons I’d found, and my suspicions tied to them, but I was not sure they were relevant to anything.

      “I don’t know…” I said. “But the information I’ve been unearthing about my aunt just keeps getting stranger and stranger.”
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      I asked Irene for a little more information about this Walter Graves fellow, and learned that his family had lived in Brookminster for many generations. His father had been a prominent member of a council in the city before the first war, and his grandfather owned one of the largest farms right outside the village. I also learned that his brother was named Samuel, although he preferred to go by Sam, and was a local police inspector.

      After saying goodbye to Irene, I spent a good portion of the evening going back through my aunt’s journal again. I tried as hard as I could to find mention of Walter, or anything that could have been alluding to him, but I couldn’t find anything. Would she have not wanted to put that down on paper? Had things not been all that serious? Had it not lasted very long?

      I found I had many more questions than I ever thought I would, and went to bed with a heavy heart, wondering if I ever really knew anyone in my life.

      That night, I had a terrible dream about going into the kitchen and finding a strange man hovering over the dead body of my aunt. I awoke in a sweat, my heart hammering against my ribs and a nameless dread making my stomach churn. There was absolutely no reason for the dream, I told myself as I stared up at the ceiling overhead and tried to think calming thoughts. I had probably only had it because Irene and I had been discussing Aunt Vivian so recently and because I had been pondering whether my aunt’s distressed emotions regarding her secret romance could have been a factor in her death. The man in the dream could surely have no significance beyond that.

      But the next morning, to my dismay, I couldn’t stop thinking about the nightmare. I would have liked to find an obituary that would help me clear up the reasons for my aunt’s death. I was rather ashamed that I didn’t know how she had died, and wondered if that would make me feel better about all this information I’d found out from Irene. Maybe learning about what were probably the perfectly natural and undramatic circumstances surrounding the event would help me to dismiss my unease.

      I knew Irene wouldn’t have saved her obituary from the newspaper, and I wasn’t sure if anyone would have kept a record of it at the library in the nearest major town… But there were at least two places I suspected might be involved in the event of a sudden death, and those were the nearest hospital and the local police station. Maybe one of them would have a useful record. Because the police station was close enough that I could reach it on foot, I decided to go there.

      I wrote a note on a piece of paper and taped it to the inside of the glass of the shop door, hoping any customers who might come by would see it.

      Out for an important meeting. Will return soon.

      Hopefully that would suffice to avoid the wrath of some impatient customer who had ventured out for buttons or pins.

      As I headed out through Brookminster, I found myself thinking about my aunt, and how she could have died. I did not enjoy dwelling on it in the least. In fact, I reprimanded myself for not being able to think of anything else. I had spent more than enough time thinking about death these past two months, and the last thing I wanted was to hurt myself even more by being unable to push those terrible thoughts aside.

      The truth is, though…since arriving here in Brookminster, especially when trying to figure out these strange mysteries about my aunt, I have spent a great deal less time thinking about Roger, and if I’m completely honest with myself, that makes things far less painful…

      Admitting it to myself eased the tension in my shoulders slightly. Perhaps it was the natural progression of things, finally moving away from thinking about the death of my husband and onto something else, something that was affecting me here and now.

      Guilt soon followed, however, as I smiled at passersby, and kept my eyes fixed on the street signs. Did that mean I was starting to love my husband less?

      The thought struck me painfully, but I quickly squelched it.

      No, I told myself. It would be terrible for me to spend the rest of my life grieving. I miss Roger, every moment of every day…but he is not coming back. Maybe I am just coming to accept it, trying to find the joy that I can in the life I have to live now.

      I steeled myself and pushed on, my hands balling into fists inside the pockets of my jacket.

      It isn’t as if I asked for this life. I never wanted him to die. If I had it my way, we would have grown old together just like we planned. I didn’t want any of this…

      The thoughts quickly faded as my eyes fell on the stone façade of the police building.

      For now, I would have to put those fears and concerns aside. I had answers to find.

      I headed up the half a dozen stairs to the front doors, where the words Brookminster Law Enforcement were etched on the glass. I pulled the door open, and stepped into a hazy, dark reception area.

      The thin-faced woman behind the front counter was perusing a magazine, a cigarette hanging from her lips. Her pointy brown shoes were kicked up on the desk, and she only moved her eyes up to meet me as I approached. “Is this an emergency?” she asked, sounding bored.

      “Well, no,” I said. “I was hoping I could speak to someone about locating a death record.”

      The woman’s shoes slipped off the desk, and she gave me a rather cool stare as she pulled her cigarette from her mouth, setting it down in the ashtray beside her. “A death record, you say?” she asked, pulling toward her a box from a shelf below the counter. She popped it open and began to rifle through it. “Last name?” she asked.

      “Oh,” I said. “Caldwell.” I spelled it out for her.

      “Caldwell, Caldwell…” the woman said, then she shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I don’t have anything on it. Was it a recent death?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “I believe it happened in February?”

      “Oh, then I won’t have that here,” she said, snapping the box shut and glaring up at me. “You’ll have to go see Inspector Graves. Though I should warn you, he’s in a rather foul mood today. Might not be up to helping anyone.”

      “I see,” I said. “Which way to Inspector Graves’ office?”

      “Down the hall, last door on the right,” she said, not even bothering to look up as she picked her cigarette back up.

      “Thank you,” I said, and headed down the hall.

      Men in smart, trimmed suits walked past. One of them had his nose buried in a stack of fluttering papers, another was busy examining a notice board outside an office space.

      The last door at the end of the hall had a name in black letters on the door; Sam Graves, Police Inspector.

      I reached out and gently knocked.

      “Who is it?” called a rather gruff voice inside. “I’m busy.”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but my name is Helen Lightholder, and I am looking for the death record of my aunt,” I said.

      For a moment, I thought he hadn’t heard me. I lifted my hand to knock again when the door was pulled open, and I found myself face to face with Sam Graves.

      He wasn’t quite as old as I had expected, probably not yet forty, and had broad shoulders and dark hair peppered with hints of grey around the temples. His shirt looked wrinkled as if he had been wearing the same one for days without remembering to change it, and I could see his suit jacket hanging on a chair in the office behind him. His jaw was set in a frown and the forehead over his startlingly blue eyes furrowed as he stared down at me.

      There was clear intelligence in those eyes, and if I hadn’t been surprised by his immediate annoyance with me, I might have considered him slightly handsome.

      “And who might your aunt be?” he asked, his tone making no secret of the fact that I was probably interrupting him in the middle of some important work.

      “Her name is Vivian Caldwell,” I said, a little flustered by his impatience. “Or rather, it was. Your receptionist at the front sent me back to you since it wasn’t a recent enough death.”

      When I said my aunt’s name, there was a spark of recognition in his face; his eyes widened briefly, for just for a fraction of a second. It happened so fast I wondered if I had only imagined it.

      “She’s not my receptionist,” he said, still rather gruffly, turning and walking back into his office. He sighed heavily, and motioned over his shoulder for me to follow him. “Come in, I’ll see what I can do to help you.”

      I stepped inside the tiny office and looked around. The whole left wall was filled with filing cabinets, some of the drawers peeking open with papers sticking out of them haphazardly. The right wall was stacked with bookshelves, but there was not any space to spare. Binders and folders, none of them in any sort of order that I understood, stood on the shelves, along with worn books and other thick, ancient looking tomes.

      The windows behind his cluttered desk had the blinds pulled, which did not matter much, as the weather was nothing special to look at today.

      He gestured to one of the burnt orange armchairs in front of his desk. Their wooden frames looked as if they were meant to ensure that visitors didn’t stay for long.

      I obliged, though, and looked up at him.

      “So,” he said, his back to me as he stared at some folders tucked away on a shelf. “You said your aunt was Vivian Caldwell?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” I said. “She was my father’s sister.”

      He gave me a sidelong look before turning his gaze back to the shelf.

      I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to give him that extra information. Was it to make him believe me? Was it so he didn’t suspect I was there with ulterior motives about learning more about her death?

      I crossed my legs rather nervously, trying to smooth the wrinkles from my skirt as he searched through his shelf. He scratched his chin, which I noticed had rather a nice square shape.

      I shook my head. I cannot be thinking he’s handsome; how could I even be entertaining thoughts of another man?

      I’m not. I am not entertaining anything. I am simply observing things about him, and noticing a man’s handsome face means nothing. I thought Irene’s husband was nice looking when I met him, too.

      “When did she pass away?” he asked, drawing me from my argument with myself.

      “In late February,” I said, brushing some of my dark hair behind my ears. “I don’t know anything about it, except what I received from the solicitor in the mail when the property passed to me.”

      “A solicitor?” Sam asked. “Was her property not claimed by a husband? Or children?”

      “She didn’t have any children,” I said, my eyes narrowing. Was he unaware of her circumstances, including her torrid affair with his brother? Or was he just playing along? Regardless, my unease about him increased slightly, and I leaned back to put some distance between us. “And she was only married once, I think, but they were divorced many years ago, when I was very young. Anyway, it seems that she took a liking to me when I was small and wanted to leave me her home and business.”

      “I see,” he said, not looking at me.

      He grabbed a deep blue folder from the shelf and let it fall open in his hand. “Caldwell…yes, here it is,” he said.

      He pulled the clipping from the folder. It was sealed behind a plastic film to preserve it.

      “I’ll be back in a moment. I will get you a copy of this,” he said.

      “Alright,” I said.

      He walked out of the room without another word.

      I chewed on my lip, wondering how honest he was being with me. I supposed it wasn’t unnatural for him not to trust me. He only had my word to go on, anyways, which might not mean much to someone in his line of work.

      He returned a moment later.

      “I’m afraid that I am not at liberty to discuss the details of your aunt’s death,” he said, his eyes fixed on the paper in his hands. “But I can give you this obituary, which is consistent with the coroner’s report.”

      I stared up at him. “Not at liberty to discuss? Does that mean there is more than what’s described in the obituary?” I asked. He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but as I already told you, I cannot say more. If I do, the both of us could be in some real trouble.”

      I glared at him. “She is my family, though. Shouldn’t I know what happened?”

      “Listen, Miss…Lightholder, you said? I’m afraid –”

      “Actually, it’s Mrs. Lightholder,” I interrupted quickly. “But I recently lost my husband.”

      “My condolences,” he said briskly. “But as I was about to say, this whole ordeal with your aunt has already been handled and put to bed by the police. There is nothing else to concern yourself with. Please, take this copy of the obituary. I trust you can see yourself out, as I have a meeting in less than ten minutes that I must prepare for.”

      I snatched the obituary from his hands, and turned on my heel, marching from the room.

      “The nerve of that man…” I said, my face burning with color.

      He strolls back into his office, saying he is not at “liberty to discuss” it any further with me. And then he has the audacity to tell me not to concern myself with it any further!

      But my anger swiftly faded, replaced by uncertainty, as I stepped outside into the hazy, cloudy day.

      Surely the inspector had no cause to lie to me. If he said he was unable to discuss the matter but that it was already settled, what choice did I have but to take him at his word? Perhaps I was simply over-thinking my aunt’s death and had persuaded myself there was something more to it than there really was.

      Nonetheless, a nagging thought tugged at the back of my mind… If there was anything unusual in my aunt’s death, anything unexpected or suspicious, considering that the inspector’s own brother had been involved with her, might Sam Graves having something to hide?
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      I hurried home, tucking the obituary beneath my jacket as I went. I needed more information, and to read the obituary before I jumped to any more conclusions…my personal feelings aside.

      The sky looked as if it was about to open up again, and I wanted to get home before I ruined the paper I had sacrificed open hours at the shop to get.

      When I stepped inside, I trod on a few slips of paper left by customers who were clearly frustrated that I’d been closed. They were filled out with specific orders. I snatched them off the floor and brought them over to the counter where the boxes of buttons were kept.

      I threw the order slips down a bit more angrily than I intended to, not even bothering to read them fully. I made a mental note to come back down the next morning before opening the shop and fill the orders so that when those customers inevitably returned, they would be ready and waiting for them.

      I set myself down in one of my dining chairs and pulled the obituary free from my jacket with trembling fingers.

      Why was I so nervous to read it? Weren’t these the answers I was searching for?

      I unfolded the paper, realizing I had wrinkled it quite a lot in transport.

      A familiar face, trying to pass as smiling, was grimacing up at me from a small photograph in the corner of the newspaper clipping. I recognized her, though she looked considerably older than the last time I had seen her.

      The obituary itself was quite short, informing the reader of many of the same things I’d just told Inspector Graves; no children, no husband. Lived alone. Owned the haberdashery.

      But apart from that…everything was rather vague.

      Miss Caldwell was found deceased in her home, early in the morning of February the twenty-third. Her funeral was held three days later at St. Peter’s Church at four in the afternoon.

      “That’s…it?” I asked, frowning. “There’s nothing else?”

      I turned the paper over, knowing full well that there was nothing underneath.

      It was the vaguest obituary I had ever read. She was found deceased? How? Why? Was it a customer that came in and discovered the body? Why were there no more details?

      Was this what Sam Graves meant, saying that he was not able to discuss it? Was it possible…that even he didn’t know anything, and it was easier to pretend that he just was not allowed to talk about it in case I started asking more questions?

      I slapped the paper down on the table, chewing the inside of my lip nervously.

      Could it have been a suicide? That might explain why the paper hadn’t been very specific. Aunt Vivian was certainly a recluse, without children to visit her, and no husband. It made me wonder how recent her relationship with Walter Graves was. I couldn’t help thinking back to that strange journal entry wherein she had described the danger she was feeling almost a year ago… Was I wrong in thinking that maybe Walter was the one who ended things with her, and she was simply too proud to admit it, even to herself? Perhaps his ending the relationship had been too much for her to bear?

      But suicide didn’t fit with anything else I knew of her. And after reading her journal front to back, I had never found anything that would indicate that she wanted to end her own life.

      I stood from the table and began to pace back and forth across the small flat, my eyes glued to my feet.

      It was always possible that her death was natural or nothing more than an accident, I soothed myself. But if that was true, then why did they not simply say that in the obituary? What good could be gained from keeping that part a secret? I thought.

      That was even more troubling. If it had been an accident, then surely it would have been specified as such. The same could be said if she had died of some illness, or perhaps a heart attack.

      “I wonder if my father was satisfied with this information when he saw it,” I said to myself. “Did he even question what the obituary said? Or did he care so little that it never crossed his mind?”

      I paused, staring out the window at the cloudy sky.

      If it wasn’t illness, or accident, or suicide…then that still left another option. Murder.

      I swallowed hard, my knees growing weak. Did I truly wish to delve into this any deeper? Was this wise of me? It made me wonder if I was so desperate to set aside my thoughts of Roger that my imagination was running wild, that I was willing to consider the possibility of a murder that may or may not have occurred.

      I sank down onto the sofa, which I still had yet to replace. It was a rather ugly, floral pattern, with stuffing peeking out of the corner of the back, and buttons missing on the far left cushion.

      I ran my fingers through my hair.

      It isn’t as if I must make a decision about this right this moment, I said to myself. It isn’t as if this whole thing can’t lie dormant for some time, until I can find someone to talk to about it all…or perhaps find out some more information.

      But what would that look like? I knew that I wasn’t nearly brave enough to confront Walter Graves for information …and if I was, what could I possibly say that wouldn’t land me in prison, likely put there by his police inspector brother, who would surely wish to protect Walter?

      I tried to calm myself, knowing that I was allowing myself to get worked up over nothing.

      “I could just drop all of this right now, pretend like I never even started to consider it. I could put the journal away – burn it even, if I wanted to,” I said, picking at my fingernails nervously. “I can just leave everything behind…”

      But I knew there was something deep within me that wouldn’t let me give this up. I would never have real peace in this house until I got to the bottom of it.

      The idea of my aunt being murdered in this place…it was enough to give me nightmares.

      There was a sharp series of knocks on the door downstairs that startled me, making me jump.

      “Calm down, Helen,” I reprimanded myself, my hand over my fluttering heart. “It’s just the door.”

      I made my way downstairs, the visitor knocking once again, this time much more severely.

      “I’m coming,” I shouted when I reached the bottom of the landing. “One moment, I’m coming!”

      I saw a rather surly looking woman standing outside, her arms folded tightly across her bony chest. Her brow was furrowed, her beak-like nose pointed high in the air. Her thin, wispy reddish hair curled around her ears, and she wore a rather horrible pea green knit hat.

      I unlocked the door and opened it, smiling as best I could. “Hello, can I help you?”

      The woman sniffed haughtily. “Your sign says you were away, yet here you are,” she said, her eyes narrowing.

      Then why did you knock in the first place? I thought to myself. “I’m sorry, I just returned home. I have had some important things to take care of. Now, if this is about an order, I will happily take an order sheet and have it filled for you by tomorrow – ”

      “An order? From me? Bah…” the woman said, waving a bony hand at me. “As if I would come buy anything from you…”

      With a twinge of anger, I tried to force a smile. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we have had the pleasure of meeting yet. And if we have, you must forgive me. I am doing my best to remember as many people in the village as I can.”

      I wasn’t sure the woman’s chin could be lifted any higher, but she proved me wrong.

      “My name is Sandra Martin. Mrs. Martin to you. I am the owner of the dress shop on the other side of town,” she snapped.

      “Oh, a clothing shop,” I said. “I didn’t realize there was another one in town.”

      She snorted with derision. “As if you could call this place a real shop,” she said. “I must admit, I was quite pleased when Vivian’s little haberdashery was shut up tighter than a drum. And then through the grapevine, I heard that someone had opened it back up again. And instead of trying something different, and enjoying a different job, you have the audacity to continue in her footsteps.”

      I folded my arms, feeling the blood singing in my ears. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Martin, but this business belonged to my family, and from what I have seen, was a rather important part of the community. What would you have me do, somehow get rid of all of my aunt’s inventory, perhaps tread on the toes of someone else’s business in town?”

      “But you have no trouble at all impeding my business,” Mrs. Martin said, her voice rising. “No, you are quite content to attempt to put me out on the streets, aren’t you?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “I had no idea there was another similar shop in town – ”

      “Surely someone would have told you,” she snapped. “Regardless, you should really have thought better about your decision, especially given the shortages that we all have to deal with during this blasted war. Considering that, there should only be one clothing shop in such a small town.”

      “Are you telling me to close mine?” I asked, incredulous.

      “I am informing you that as long as both places remain open, it is likely we will both fail,” she said. “How could we not, with each of us only making half of the potential profit?”

      “Well, I do not wish to cause any trouble,” I said. “I am simply doing my best to honor my aunt by taking care of her loyal customers.” If I was completely honest, I would have told her I wasn’t sure this was what I planned to do for the rest of my life, but because of her attitude, I didn’t want to give her any reason to pester me any further. “I promise that I will do my best to stay out of your way, Mrs. Martin,” I said.

      Mrs. Martin huffed. “See that you do,” she said. Then her eyebrows arched toward her wild, wispy hair as she regarded me. “While I’m here…” she started shortly. “You wouldn’t by any chance have any buttons that you might be willing to part with on a wholesale price?”

      “Oh,” I said, startled by the sudden shift in conversation. She thought I would be willing to do business after she came and accosted me the way she did? And hadn’t she told me that she wouldn’t be caught doing business with me in the first place? She had some nerve… “I suppose I do. I have a box of black buttons that are all the same, one of the extras I have.”

      “That will suffice,” Mrs. Martin said, her tone still sour.

      “Give me just a moment and I’ll bring them out to you,” I said, and I closed the door behind me.

      As nasty as she had been to me, I still had sense enough to realize it would be deeply unwise to get on this woman’s bad side. I wondered why Irene had not warned me about her. Maybe she hardly ever interacted with her, or didn’t know this side of her. Regardless, I needed to keep my cool. If she was going to end up being another busybody, then I needed to watch myself around her.

      It seemed that she and my aunt had maybe been at odds, given their line of work. I rolled my eyes, realizing how much they likely would have gotten along had they been able to put their differences aside.

      “Here you are,” I said, returning to the door and giving her a box the size of a small apple.

      Mrs. Martin stared down at the box I’d placed in her hands. “This is all you can offer me?”

      “There are several hundred buttons inside,” I said, confused.

      “Several hundred – ” Mrs. Martin said, and then sucked in a breath between her teeth, before releasing it slowly. “Very well, this will have to suffice. Here is what I can offer.”

      She pulled a few shillings from her pocket before offering them to me.

      That was all she wanted to pay? The box of buttons was worth easily twice as much.

      “I suppose I can part with them for that price just this once…” I said. “For solidarity and all that.”

      She smiled at me, but it was tight, and her eyes were all screwed up. “Yes, for solidarity. Thank you. It was a pleasure doing business with you,” she said before pocketing the box of buttons and turning on her heel and walking back down the road.

      I stared after her, dumbfounded.

      I suppose there is always one person like that in a town like this, I thought to myself. I just thought it had been my aunt.
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      I watched Mrs. Martin make her way up High Street before someone else caught my attention; Irene and her son were walking toward me, Irene glancing back and forth between Mrs. Martin and me.

      I stepped out into the front garden and looked down the road, waiting for them to get closer.

      “Good afternoon, Helen,” Irene said with a wave when she was passing the cottage next door to mine. “How are you doing today?”

      I smiled at her, and it was the first easy smile I had given to anyone all day. “I’m alright. How are you both?” I asked.

      They stopped just outside the garden gate, Michael peering over it at me with his wide, grey eyes.

      “We are just fine,” Irene said, looking down at her son. “Aren’t we, dear?”

      Michael nodded.

      I knelt down to eye level with him, smiling. “I found the fairy circle you made in the backyard with pebbles yesterday,” I said. “I think that will make them very happy when they come to visit.”

      Michael’s face split into a wide grin.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?” Irene asked, glancing over her shoulder. Mrs. Martin had just disappeared from sight down another side street. “I saw Mrs. Martin stop by.”

      I looked up and down the street myself, not wanting to be overheard. The last thing I wanted was for the townsfolk to think that gossiping busybodies ran in my family. “Why don’t you come in and join me for some tea?” I asked. “I could show Michael my collection of books and maybe give him a special job to do?”

      His eyes lit up as he looked up at his mother.

      “Oh, a special job?” Irene said with all the right enthusiasm. “How exciting. Yes, we would love to stay for tea. Besides, it looks like you could use an ear to talk to.”

      I let us all inside, making sure to lock the door behind me. I removed the note from the front door, and checked that the closed sign was still facing outward. All the other customers coming by today would just have to be alright with me being closed, I guessed.

      We went upstairs, where I showed Michael a picture frame that I wanted to paint in the same ivory color I’d painted my chairs in. I set up an old piece of thick cloth across the wooden floor in my bedroom, along with the picture frame, a spare brush, and a small bowl of the paint. He seemed thrilled to have something like that to do, knowing that every time he came over, he would see his work hung proudly on the wall.

      While he was busy in the other room, I brewed Irene and I some tea again, sighing heavily as I joined her at the table.

      “Now, what’s going on?” Irene asked, her round face full of concern. “You look like you didn’t get a wink of sleep last night.”

      “I hardly did,” I admitted.

      “What was Mrs. Martin snooping around here for?” she asked, her blonde eyebrows knitting into one, creased line.

      “She seemed shocked that I reopened my aunt’s shop,” I said. “Shocked and offended, in fact.”

      “Oh, well that’s no surprise,” Irene said, shaking her head. “She hasn’t approved when any shops have opened around here in the past ten years. She thinks they are all trying to steal her money.”

      “Even those whose businesses have nothing to do with hers?” I asked.

      Irene nodded. “I suppose I can see why she would feel threatened by yours, but even still…your shop is still quite a bit different than hers.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “She sells women’s and men’s finery,” Irene said. “She sells dresses that she’s made, as well as household attire. You sell the pieces that she would likely need to finish her clothing.” She shook her head. “She’s likely unhappy because she probably hoped to expand her business to fill the need in the community.”

      “I can see that,” I said. “Even still, it’s been quite a long time since someone has been quite so hostile toward me.”

      “I would not get too worked up about it,” Irene said. “She is a lot of bark, and hardly ever bites.”

      “Yes, well, I certainly do not want to be on her bad side,” I said. “Even if she gave me entirely far too little money for the box of buttons I sold her today.”

      “Don’t let her walk all over you,” Irene said. “She will take full advantage if you let her, and I would not want to see that happen.”

      “I’ll do my best…” I said.

      Irene’s eyes narrowed again. “But something tells me Mrs. Martin is not the real reason why you look so pale, is she?”

      My stomach twisted into knots as I stared into the depths of my teacup. “No…” I said. “I suppose not.”

      “Well, I hope you know that you can talk to me,” Irene said. “You have my word that I will keep whatever is said between us.”

      I hesitated for a moment. I wasn’t entirely convinced there was anything worth talking about…but something deep within me told me that she was trustworthy.

      “I…” I said, my face flushing pink. “I’ve started to wonder if my aunt’s death was something…well, sinister.”

      Irene’s eyes widened, and she glanced toward the door to my bedroom where Michael was happily working. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      I leaned forward, dropping my voice. I told her quickly about the forged coupons I had found, and how suspicious that was. “And then you told me about her relationship with Walter Graves…and then we found that rather ominous journal entry last night.”

      “That doesn’t mean that her death wasn’t natural,” Irene said. “I don’t recall there being any gossip about it at the time. Do you know the details?”

      “No,” I said. “I went down to the police station for information and they only provided me with an obituary. Here, I’ll just let you read it.”

      I grabbed the scrap of paper from the inside of my aunt’s journal, which was sitting on my coffee table.

      It didn’t take Irene more than a moment to read it. “Well, I will admit, it’s rather vague…”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I said. “If she died because of a health condition, or perhaps an accident, wouldn’t they have been able to say that?”

      “I suppose,” Irene said. “But it’s also possible that it wasn’t necessary to add.”

      “But that doesn’t explain why Sam Graves said that he was not ‘at liberty’ to speak about the details,” I said.

      “Alright, dear, I can see this has gotten you quite upset,” Irene said, laying her hand on my shoulder. “The last thing I want is for you to worry yourself sick.”

      “I’m worried that someone – ” I stopped, concerned that Michael might be listening. “I’m worried that someone with a grudge may have gotten angry, and perhaps – ”

      “I understand what you mean,” she said, nodding. “But Helen…you must admit that it is typically the simplest explanation that is true. I can understand your fear, especially given it is about a member of your family, but this village is so small, and our law enforcement is very capable…surely someone would have figured it out if anything terrible like that happened.”

      “Even if the one to look into the death was the brother of the police inspector?” I asked.

      Irene gave me a rather nervous look. But then, her face hardened, and she finished the rest of her tea. “My husband and I are quite familiar with most of the people in this village. Tea houses are a great place to pick up on the gossip of others…” She lifted the teapot and filled her cup once again. “Tell you what. I am going to help you get to the bottom of this. While I am inclined to believe that whatever happened to your aunt is not at all sinister in nature, I certainly do not want you lying awake here in this house all by yourself, worrying over this. And…” she continued, her face brightening. “I think that I might know just the person to ask. I promise you I will get in touch with them.”

      “Mummy?” came the small, nervous voice of Michael.

      “What is it, darling?” Irene asked.

      “I think I’m all done,” he said.

      We followed him into the bedroom and found a beautifully painted frame there. He was sheepish as we praised him, and I thanked him by giving him a small piece of hard candy.

      “Don’t worry, Helen,” Irene said with a pointed look as I walked them to the front door of the shop. “Please. I am going to call that person I told you about, and we will get this all figured out, yeah?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Thank you, Irene. Really. You are far too kind to me.”

      “I hope you know how much we care about you,” Irene said. The look on her face told me that she meant it. “In the meantime, just relax. There’s no sense in getting worked up for no reason yet.”

      “Yet,” I repeated, smiling at her.

      I waved at them as they headed off into the pink night. The sun hovered just above the horizon, painting the clouds in shades of candy floss.

      I watched them walk away around the corner toward their house before turning back to my own home. A light on in the window at the cottage next door caught my eye.

      The whole four or five weeks I had been living here, I had never seen anyone come out of or enter that house. And yet, the lights in several windows were glowing brightly.

      It made me wonder if the owner had been away on holiday…though who had the money for a holiday in these times?

      I made my way inside, wondering who my new neighbors might be, and reflecting on Irene’s promise.

      I felt better not having to deal with this on my own now…though as I locked my door behind me, I realized that I had committed to dealing with it in some way.

      I suppose I will just have to see this through…I thought, trying to be braver than I really felt.
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      It took me hours to fall asleep that night. Every bump and creak made me jump, and I wondered if I was simply losing my mind. I started to feel more and more like my Aunt Vivian, finding danger lurking in every corner, in every shadow.

      When sleep wouldn’t come, I finally rose from my bed and spent some time soaking in the bath. Even with a book, I was unable to find any peace of mind.

      Finally, though, after I had seen the early, lonely hour of two in the morning, I was able to finally nod off into a light, restless sleep without any dreams.

      It wasn’t until I finally found a comfortable position, and the hours slipped by that I heard a knock on the door downstairs.

      It roused my mind, but I wasn’t able to open my eyes, which felt like weights had been glued to them.

      The knock echoed again, and I finally squinted against the sunlight coming in through the windows. Apparently, I’d forgotten to close the blinds.

      I dragged myself from bed and grabbed my robe on the back of the door. I hurried down the stairs, my feet nearly sliding out of my slippers, and I rushed over to the door.

      I was surprised to see Irene standing on the other side.

      When I pulled the door open, I realized it wasn’t just Irene on the other side; she was standing there with a man who was probably in his late forties.

      I wrapped my robe more tightly around myself, staring between the two of them.

      “Hello, Helen,” Irene said. “I’m sorry we are here so early, but Constable Chamberlin has to be at work before nine, and he is ready to discuss those things we were talking about last night.”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” I said. “Please, come in.”

      We walked up the stairs to my flat, and Irene gave me explicit permission to excuse myself for a few minutes to change into some proper clothes. I found a dress that I had pressed yesterday, and while knowing I had no time to fix my hair properly, I quickly tied it up in a knot at the back of my neck, and brushed a kiss of blush across my cheeks.

      When I returned, Irene had made some tea and had located a tin of biscuits. I gave her a grateful smile, so thankful that she was as thoughtful as she was.

      “Well, now, would you like some tea?” Irene asked, holding the teapot out toward me.

      “Yes, please,” I said. “I must admit, I slept rather dreadfully last night.”

      Irene gave me a hard, motherly sort of look. “I told you not to worry, didn’t I? I promised you I would handle it, and I have. Constable Chamberlin is my answer.”

      Irene looked over at Constable Chamberlin, who was a strapping man with a dark, toothbrush moustache, and a smart, navy blue uniform. He had a rather long face and pale blue eyes. “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Lightholder,” he said, holding out his hand. “Irene has told me of your predicament, and I thought I could offer my services.”

      I shook his hand nervously. “I’d be very grateful, sir.”

      Constable Chamberlin gestured to the chair across from his, which I took hesitantly.

      “Now, Helen,” Irene said, setting a fresh cup of tea in front of me. “You have to realize that Constable Chamberlin has come here of his own volition and as a favor to me, but his job could very well be in danger if any of this were to get out.”

      “Yes, indeed,” he said in a somewhat nasally voice. “If any of my superiors were to discover I was here discussing sensitive matters, I could find myself in some difficulty.”

      “Oh, Constable Chamberlin, that is the very last thing I would want,” I said, the color draining from my face. “If you are worried about this meeting jeopardizing you – ”

      He held up his hand. “It’s quite alright. I supposed I always hoped that this whole mess would be brought back out into the open sooner or later. It never sat right with me, the way we left things…”

      “How did you leave things?” I asked.

      “Well, to tell you that, I will have to take you back to the day that everything happened,” he said, sitting back in his seat, folding his hands in his lap. “You see, the men were rather sour. Have been since the war began. Shifts have gotten longer, yet pay has been cut…all the while, the incidents we must investigate have become stranger and more troubling. Increased petty theft, assault, and the like keep us busier than we used to be. Broominster has been isolated from a great deal of this, as many of the families in this town have lived here together for generations and see one another as friends. However, we have not been totally immune to the troubles…”

      He shifted rather uncomfortably in the seat, the ancient wood creaking beneath him. He lifted his tea and sipped the hot liquid cautiously.

      “We have seen things as horrendous as murder, suicide, and have intercepted several cases of the same. It was getting to the point where when an emergency call would come into the station, all the hairs on the backs of our necks would stand straight up. And unfortunately, the night that your aunt was found dead was one of those nights,” he said.

      Irene sat down at the small table as well, her brows knit together in worry.

      He stared down into his cup, swirling it gently. “I was sitting in the common area, talking rubbish with some of the men who were about to go off duty. I remember we were discussing the end of the war, and what that might look like. Jones was hoping to take his wife and daughter to Italy for some sightseeing. Harrison wanted to go visit his cousin in Ireland. I was telling them I’m hoping to get a business idea off the ground, as this life as a constable is not exactly the sort of profession I’d hoped to have the rest of my life…and that was when the telephone rang.”

      I could clearly see the discomfort in his face as he remembered that night in such great detail. Tragedy always struck when one least expected it, and that always turned those memories that should have been perfectly happy and ordinary sour.

      “It wasn’t even eleven in the morning when we got the call to come out,” he said. “On arrival, we found the woman who had called, a shop customer apparently, worried and terrified about what she had found when she had gone inside. She told us that she tried to call the owner that morning, said that they were supposed to have breakfast together. When she arrived and heard no answer when she knocked, she found a way to get into the house. That was when she found the body.”

      He seemed worried that he had said too much already, rubbing the side of his face.

      “We left one of our men outside to question her further, and the rest of us went inside. It was dark, but it was clear from the moment we walked in that something terrible had happened. The stench was unbearable…metallic, sour, rotting… We flipped on the lights and we slowly made our way in further…”

      He looked at me, worry furrowing his brow.

      “If you do not want me to describe any more of this to you, I can spare the details,” he said.

      I shook my head, my throat growing tight. “I think I can handle it,” I said.

      Irene looked at me, concerned. “Are you sure?” she asked. “Constable Chamberlin could very easily give you a brief overview of what – ”

      “No,” I said. “I want to know. I need to know.”

      Constable Chamberlin nodded. “Very well…we found her body at the bottom of the stairs leading up here to the flat. The door was open, and the light was on, as if she had been making her way up the stairs when everything happened. There was a great deal of blood. And from one glance, it was clear that the cause of death had been a blow to the head.”

      “Oh, goodness me,” Irene said, her hand clasped over her heart.

      “The chief determined that it was likely the result of an accidental fall down the stairs, given the…well, the pattern of the blood spray – ”

      “Good heavens, Constable Chamberlin,” Irene said, her brow furrowing. “This story is becoming quite ugly.”

      “My apologies,” Constable Chamberlin said, bowing his head. “I shall avoid the grimmer details.” He looked back over at me, his gaze hardening. “As much as I trust the chief, I have never been fully satisfied with his assessment of the victim’s cause of death. Yes, she certainly was splayed out at the bottom of the stairs, and she did indeed have a broken arm that she had seemingly landed on in her fall. But…”

      “You aren’t convinced it was an accident?” I asked, the little hairs on the back of my neck standing up.

      I stared at him, all the feeling leaving the tips of my fingers. Blood spray? The thought of such a gruesome scene sent chills down my spine. I couldn’t even imagine it, even after living with the nightmares about Roger and his death.

      My heart began to race. How thoroughly had this place been cleaned? If I were to really look, down at the bottom of the stairs…would I be able to find the remnants of the blood stains?

      Bile rose up in the back of my throat.

      What had really happened to my aunt?

      The constable sighed rather heavily, his eyes glued to his teacup sitting on the table. “I must be very careful with what I can actually say, you understand. I am quite certain that I can trust you both, but nevertheless…”

      “It’s alright,” I said. “What do you think happened?”

      “I’m…not certain,” he said, rubbing the temple on the left side of his head. “We didn’t find any evidence of foul play around the shop, nor up here in the flat. Likely in murders, especially in more spontaneous decisions, the attacker will make a mistake. They will leave clear evidence they had been there. A scuff of a shoe on the floor, or footprints outside in the garden. I’ve even seen torn pieces of clothing that were caught on corners or sharp edges during a hasty escape. This time, though, there wasn’t any evidence of that sort. Even the next morning, in the light of day, no evidence was found. Chief deemed it an accident, but as I said, it was very strange, and we were unable to determine with perfect certainty that it was indeed an accident.”

      I sat back in my chair, a weight settling over my shoulders, as if the physical presence of my aunt’s death could be suddenly felt in this room.

      It made my skin itch, and I was suddenly desperate to get up, to move.

      I got out of the chair and snatched up my cup, walking to the stove and setting the kettle back over the burner.

      “Helen, dear, are you alright?” Irene asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said, my back still turned to them. “I suppose it…it is just more to absorb than I expected it might be.”

      “It is still very possible that her death was nothing more than an unfortunate fall down the stairs,” Constable Chamberlin said. “There is no proof to the contrary. Nothing aside from my own hunch, I suppose.”

      I turned and looked at him. “Yes, but you have been in this business for some time, haven’t you, Constable Chamberlin?”

      He nodded. “Twenty-five years, to be exact.”

      “And how many of these sorts of cases have you come across?” I asked cautiously.

      He scratched his chin. “Well, that’s another matter entirely. As I said, this village is peaceful most of the time. It’s really only been since the war broke out that we’ve had troubles.”

      “But how many murders have you seen?” I asked.

      His expression became grave. “More than I would like.”

      “So you would trust your judgment when it came to assessing whether or not what happened to my aunt was indeed an accident, or…perhaps a crime?” I asked.

      “I would like to,” he said. “But without proof, there can be nothing but assumptions. And not only that, but there is no one to accuse.”

      I looked over at Irene, and her gaze met mine, questioning.

      Was this Walter Graves’ doing? His temper had gained him a reputation around town, after all. Perhaps the sudden end to their relationship gave him motive enough, especially if his feelings toward her had been stronger than hers for him. Had he planned out her death so meticulously that he would be able to get away without being discovered?

      My hands began to shake as I scooped out a fresh spoonful of tea leaves from the ceramic jar on the countertop.

      “Listen, Mrs. Lightholder, the last thing I want to do is frighten you,” Constable Chamberlin said. “It doesn’t do to put much stock in the possibility of it being foul play. We likely won’t ever know for sure. The police have moved on to different cases, ones with more concrete evidence, and they likely won’t ever look back at this one. If I were you, I would put this whole thing behind you and do your best to forget about it.”

      I smiled as kindly as I could. “I suppose you’re right,” I said, pouring some hot water over the tea leaves. “It won’t do me any good to worry, will it?”

      “No, it won’t,” Irene said, getting to her feet. She came over and rested her hands on my shoulders, and I looked back at her. “I do hope you were able to find the closure you needed, dear… At least now we know how she died.”

      “Yes, at least we know that,” I said.

      “I am sorry about all this,” Irene said, clearly worried.

      “It’s alright,” I said. “I was the one who wanted to know the truth…or as much of it as we were able to uncover.”

      I walked them both to the door downstairs.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” Irene asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I just need some time to think this all over. Thank you, Constable Chamberlin, for being willing to come and speak with me.”

      “I wish I had more answers for you,” he said.

      “It isn’t your fault,” I said. “I appreciate you being willing to discuss it in the first place.”

      I said goodbye to them, thanking them once again before closing the door and locking it behind me.

      I sagged against the door, my heart pounding in my ears.

      Murder. I had been right. Aunt Vivian had been murdered.

      Constable Chamberlin had not been certain, of course, but I could see from the look in his eyes that he shared my suspicions, that something was not right about her death.

      I knew I should listen to his words about putting it behind me, but I just couldn’t.

      If her death was deemed an accident, but it had in fact been a murder, then the murderer got away, never having been caught. That meant they were still out there somewhere…

      I slowly walked over toward the stairs, the stairs I had climbed likely hundreds of times since moving in.

      The bile stung my throat once again as I stared down at the old, polished wooden floors just in front of the door. At one point, they had been drenched in blood.

      The room swayed, and I hurried for the bin beside the till, kneeling beside it as my stomach heaved up all the tea I’d just consumed.

      Hands trembling, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. How could I ever face this house again, knowing that my aunt had likely been killed here?

      And what if…I thought…What if the murderer came back to harm me, too?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me awhile, but I was finally able to coax myself up the stairs. It was Sunday, so the shop was closed for the day, which was a great relief to me. After hearing everything that Constable Chamberlin had to say, I knew it was going to take me some time to adjust to everything around here now.

      When I had read Aunt Vivian’s obituary, and it said that she had died in her home, I had imagined her curled up in her chair beside the fire, perhaps with a book in her hand. As it turned out, it was a great deal bloodier than that, and the image kept lingering whenever I would close my eyes, even for a brief moment.

      I needed some fresh air. I needed to distract myself, and knew that being outside was likely the best place for it.

      After collecting as much laundry as I could find, including the rug at the bottom of the stairs, I headed to the washing machine tucked away in the small, back room off the shop. I got everything washed up, and soon was eager to get the clothes out on the line in the backyard.

      As soon as I stepped outside, I breathed in deeply through my nose, the sweet smell of the country air clearing some of the dark thoughts from my mind.

      The clouds overhead had thinned, allowing the sun to peek through on occasion. The breeze was rather strong, however, and as I lifted one of the bed sheets from the basket at my feet, it whipped and flapped in the wind, smothering my face and chest as I tried to heft it up onto the line.

      Blindly, I moved my hand down the thick string to locate a clothespin, but it seemed I was fresh out.

      Finally, with a quick and desperate shove, I managed to disentangle myself from the sheet and throw it up onto the line.

      Perhaps this was not the best day to try and be productive…I thought sourly as I tugged on the back side of it, struggling to get it into a place where it would stay put.

      “You’re quite brave, you know.”

      My already strained heart leapt in my chest, and I wheeled around to see a handsome young man leaning on the low, cobblestone wall between my house and the one next door.

      He had a warm smile, a face peppered with many freckles, especially over his nose, and bright red hair that reminded me of warm, buttery toffee.

      “I’m sorry, did I startle you?” he asked, in a very clearly Scots accent. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “No, it’s alright,” I said, turning toward him, brushing some of my hair out of my eyes. I flinched slightly as the sheet behind me whipped me in the back of the head.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you too much,” he said. “I just moved into the cottage next door, and I have been trying to meet as many of my neighbors as possible. You, though, miss…you are quite elusive.”

      “My apologies,” I said. “I certainly never meant to be. My name is Helen Lightholder.”

      “Helen, what a lovely name,” the man said, a smile spreading across his freckled face. “I’m Sidney. Sidney Mason.”

      “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Mason,” I said, turning back to my basket of laundry. I selected my favorite pale, blue dress more carefully this time, and with relief, located a few spare clothespins in the basket at my feet. “I recently moved to Brookminster as well.”

      “Did you?” he asked. “Well, I am absolutely smitten with this town. It is so peaceful, so quiet…I’ve found myself sitting in my back garden here, late into the night, just watching all those glittery stars up over my head…”

      I wish I had so little to worry about that I could also enjoy the stars… I thought, somewhat bitterly as I struggled to keep an ornery pin in place. “I understand what you mean,” I said. “Brookminster has been nothing but a pleas – ”

      The line suddenly fell away from underneath my fingers, snapping sideways, nearly colliding with the side of my face. The dress and sheet I had just hung slumped to the ground, very likely into a puddle of mud.

      “Oh, dear…” Sidney said behind me.

      My face turned scarlet as I stared helplessly down at it. How had that happened? Was the sheet too heavy, wet as it was? Or was the line so old that it was bound to break any day?

      I lifted the end of the string from the ground and attempted to attach it to the post it had broken off of, but I realized it wasn’t the line itself that had torn off, but the post. It was rotten, and the peg that had been fixed to it had simply given away.

      I sighed heavily, knowing this was nothing I could fix easily.

      “Is everything alright?” Sidney asked from his side of the fence.

      “Oh, yes, it will be fine, I think,” I said, my brow furrowing as I attempted to tie the line back around the rotten post.

      I heard a whoosh through the air, followed quickly by the sound of something striking the stone path behind me.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Sidney had hopped the fence, and was on his way over to the post.

      “Oh, Mr. Mason, it’s quite alright,” I said. “Nothing more than a – ”

      “It’s fine,” he said, stopping beside me. “I’m a bit handy, you know. Fixed all kinds of things for folks over the years.”

      I stared at him, somewhat perplexed. “Well, that’s very kind of you,” I said.

      I stooped to pick up my basket full of clothes, careful to deftly hide any unmentionables before I embarrassed us both, and set it off to the side.

      His brow was already screwed up in a tight line across his forehead. He rubbed his stubbled chin thoughtfully as he examined the end of the thick string and the screw he must have found on the ground.

      “This should be easy enough to replace,” he said with a smile. “Nothing a hammer and a new post couldn’t do.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do anything like that,” I said. “It’s alright, I can go to the hardware store and purchase the things I need.”

      “No need, I already have what you would need in my shed,” he said. His smile grew wider. “It’s really no trouble at all. I would be happy to fix it for you if you wanted.”

      I debated for a moment. Here was a perfect stranger in my back garden, offering to help with what might end up being a rather time consuming project. I glanced back and forth between him and the post. Would it be wise to let him repair it?

      Well, I haven’t thought about Aunt Vivian in the last few moments…I thought. Maybe having someone else around today might not be such a bad thing…

      “Very well,” I said. “But you must let me pay for whatever materials you use.”

      “Oh, you won’t need to worry about that,” Sidney said as he turned and easily vaulted back over the garden wall again. “Like I said, I have everything I’ll need. It’s really an easy fix.”

      “Well…alright,” I said. “I’ll be right back out. I’m just going to take the basket back inside in case it decides to rain again.”

      “That sounds like a fine idea,” he said with a wink before making his way back through his own yard.

      For some reason, that action stirred something inside of me. I couldn’t explain it, but it was as if a place within my heart that had lain dormant for a very long time was suddenly waking.

      I shook my head as I carried the basket back inside, my heart suddenly revolting against any sort of happiness Sidney’s words had brought. Guilt washed over me for smiling back at him, for giving him any sort of attention.

      I put the basket down beside the washer, and exhaled long and slow. It was one thing to notice how handsome he was, and how nice his smile was, but it was entirely another thing to allow his flirtations to get the better of me.

      Now rather angry with myself, I stiffened my shoulders, determined not to let Mr. Mason or his smile get under my skin.

      When I stepped back outside, I found him already measuring the post that was rotted, a pencil clenched between his teeth.

      “So how long have you been a handyman?” I asked, looking for conversation that would be easy. “Is it your profession?”

      “Oh, no, it’s something I picked up from me Da,” he said. “He was a carpenter for many years, and I would often help him when he was finishing odd jobs.”

      “I see,” I said.

      “It’s just something I do in my spare time,” he said, scratching a line of pencil across the rotted beam.

      “You’d best not tell me that,” I said. “Because it feels like my cottage is falling apart around me.”

      I hadn’t meant to say it so starkly out loud the way I did, especially since the cottage itself really was in perfectly fine shape. But the thought of all the blood that had been in that flooring made my skin crawl, no matter how well the hardwood had been cleaned. I wondered how much he would appreciate it if I asked him to refinish the whole downstairs floor.

      “Well, whatever you might need, just let me know, and I can come over and take a look at it,” he said, popping the pencil back between his teeth as he knelt over a freshly cut wooden post on the ground.

      “So if you aren’t a handyman for a living, then what do you do?” I asked, hoping that I wouldn’t make a fool of myself and blurt out the desire to have the walls stripped so I could see behind them, making sure the blood hadn’t seeped into the very foundations of the house…

      “Oh, I’ve jumped around between jobs over the years,” he said. “Haven’t really been able to keep anything very long. Especially not with this war on.” He reached into the tool belt he must have buckled around his waist when he was back in his shed, and pulled out a tarnished screw driver. “And what about you? Are you the one who owns that quaint little haberdashery? Or do you just rent it out to someone?”

      “No, I own it,” I said. “It used to belong to my aunt. She…well, she died.”

      Maybe if I talk about it enough, it’ll lose some of its sting, I thought, all the while knowing how futile that hope was.

      He looked up at me, the screw positioned over a dot he’d marked on the new wooden post. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “It’s always hard to lose a loved one.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said.

      I watched as he deftly twisted the screw into the wood, as easily as if it were butter.

      “You said you recently moved to Brookminster,” I said. “Where were you moving from?”

      “From north of London,” he said, examining the post, brushing away some of the sawdust left behind by the screw. “Since my health has kept me out of the army, I thought I’d ride out the war in the countryside, away from all the bustle.”

      “Your health is an issue?” I asked, concerned.

      “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. Just a minor heart abnormality, but you know what sticklers those military doctors can be. It doesn’t slow me down, though.”

      “I see. What of your family?” I asked. “Did you move away from them?”

      He turned and looked up at me, a smile growing on his face. “My goodness, you certainly have a great many questions, don’t you?”

      I gaped, floundering around for a word. “I – I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy or – ”

      Sidney laughed as he set his screwdriver back into his toolbelt. “It’s fine, it’s fine,” he said. “Though I suppose it’s only fair if I ask you the same questions? What about you? Why did you move to Brookminster? Was it just to take over the shop?”

      I shook my head. “No…” I said. I wanted to escape the memories of my dead husband, I thought, a frown creasing my brow. “I suppose I just wanted to get away from my past.”

      “Don’t we all?” he asked with a less enthusiastic smile.

      He pulled a small saw from his belt, and a few moments later, had cut the last half of a meter off the bottom. “There,” he said, getting to his feet. “Should be just about the right size…”

      With some effort, he managed to dislodge the old post from the ground, and he tossed it aside, saying how it was likely good for nothing more than firewood. He dug out the hole a little more, set the new post into the earth, and began to fill it in.

      “Some cement would do this wonders,” he said. “I might have some, but I’ll probably have to do it on a day when we can be sure it won’t rain.”

      I squinted up into the sky. “Well, we cannot be sure it won’t today,” I said.

      “Precisely,” he said. “Now, watch this.”

      He picked up the fallen line from the ground again, and managed to attach it to the screw in the new, upright post. He gave it a few, firm tugs, and it held in place.

      “There you are,” he said. “It should hold enough for you to hang out your laundry. I’ll make sure to bring that cement over first thing in the morning…as long as it looks like the rain will hold off.”

      I admired the post, smiling. “Thank you, Mr. Mason. This has saved me a great deal of trouble. I truly appreciate it.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he said, beaming at me. “Just call it a gift from your new neighbor and friend.”

      “Can I offer you some tea or anything?” I asked, suddenly feeling like a terrible host.

      He shook his head. “No, that’s alright. Thank you very much, but I really should be getting back to unpacking.”

      “Alright then,” I said.

      He grinned once more before heading over to the garden wall between our cottages, and leaping over the stones once again.

      I had half a mind to remind him there was, in fact, a gate further down the wall, but he did it with such ease that it was likely not as difficult for him as it would have been for me.

      I made my way back inside to fetch my basket, thinking over this new neighbor of mine.

      His answers to my questions really were quite vague, I realized as I thought back to what I had learned. North of London? Well, that could be almost anywhere. And he completely avoided my questions about his family…

      I picked up the basket, pursing my lips in concentration.

      He also didn’t tell me what he did. In fact, I might know more about his father than I do about him. How very peculiar…

      When I stepped back outside, I saw the small, stone shed in Sidney’s yard was open, and I could just make out Sidney standing inside, putting his tools away.

      It isn’t entirely unreasonable for him to be distant with me, I thought as I hung another dress over the newly repaired line. We do not know one another. I acted the same way, as well, didn’t I? When he asked why I moved to Brookminster, I didn’t tell him the full truth, either…

      I frowned, listening hard to the sounds coming from Sidney’s property, wondering what it was he might be doing over there.

      Why am I so suspicious? I thought, once again angry with myself. Calm yourself, Helen. Of course you are suspicious after everything you have learned about your aunt, but does that mean you need to be mistrustful of everyone you meet?

      Of course it didn’t, and yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this new neighbor of mine had been deliberately evading my questions. He was very kind, though. So much so that he had repaired my laundry line, which he certainly did not need to do…

      But was he a bit overzealous? Was I just a young, single woman to him? Was he single himself?

      Or perhaps…was there some other reason?

      I shuddered as I finished hanging the last few things on the line before scurrying inside.

      At one time, I would have thought I was losing my senses if I began to suspect everyone around me of keeping evil secrets… But given what I had learned about my aunt, her death, and some of the other people in this little village, I wasn’t certain there were too many people I could really, truly trust.
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      Almost a week had passed since my meeting with Constable Chamberlin. Some of my fear of living in the cottage was beginning to dissipate, and I was able to walk down the stairs without closing my eyes and holding my breath. I realized how foolish I was being, but I also wished more than anything that I had not started down this path from the beginning.

      Ignorance really would have been bliss…especially in this situation.

      Running the shop and taking care of inventory helped me to keep my mind off of it. I also found a little time to finally write home and let my parents know how I was getting on. I especially made a point of letting my mother know about the friendship I was forming with Irene, so that she wouldn’t worry about my being alone in a strange place.

      Truly, Irene’s invitations for dinner and tea in the afternoons helped me more than anything. I wasn’t sure if Irene was able to detect my unease about the whole situation with my aunt’s death, or if she was simply worried about the news we had gotten from Constable Chamberlin. Regardless, she was being very kind to me, maybe overly so, but I was not going to refuse her hospitality.

      The only hard times I had were when it was becoming dark. The lights were out, and all of the terrible images came flooding back into my mind unbidden. I did my best to tire myself out as best as I could before crawling into bed, busying myself with things like cleaning the kitchen from top to bottom, or reading a book out in the sitting room until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      It was a particularly sunny day when I decided to make my way into the heart of the village to do some more grocery shopping. I found I was much happier when I awoke that morning, the sun doing wonders for my disposition. I smiled up at the sky as I walked, inhaling the sweet air, hoping that I could absorb as much of the light as I could before it inevitably disappeared behind the clouds once again.

      The rest of the town seemed to be in a good mood, as well. The front doors had been thrown open in the shops, and I watched as a neighbor, Mrs. Barrowman, swept dust from the inside of her door out into the street, whistling as she worked. She waved at me as I walked by.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Lightholder,” she said.

      “Hello, Mrs. Barrowman,” I said.

      “Off to do some shoppin’?” she asked.

      “Indeed,” I said. “Even with just myself, I am becoming quite low on necessities.”

      “I heard you have a new neighbor,” she said, sticking her broom into the ground beside her. “Some young fellow.”

      “Oh, yes,” I said, walking across the street to stand beside her. “Just met him a few days ago, really.”

      Mrs. Barrowman’s eyes narrowed as she scrutinized me. “And?” she asked.

      “And what?” I asked.

      “What do you think of him?” she asked.

      My face flooded with color. “I – I don’t know what you mean,” I said. “He seems nice enough, and he helped me to repair my laundry line – ”

      “Ha!” Mrs. Barrowman said, striking the ground with the bristles of the broom. “I thought you might like him. You know, it’s not good for a pretty young widow to be alone the way you are, especially not with the way the world is these days…”

      She proceeded to tell me all about how she met her husband when she was around my age, and I quickly realized she had been looking for an excuse to talk to someone, really anyone, out in the sunlight.

      “Now why don’t you take a seat?” she said, gesturing to one of the small tables she’d likely had her husband drag out into the street. “I’ll bring you some pastries, freshly baked this morning. That oven this morning, let me tell you…”

      She departed back inside, muttering to herself under her breath.

      Not wishing to displease her, I took a seat. A few moments to enjoy a pastry out in the beautiful sunshine didn’t seem like a terrible way to spend part of the morning.

      I inhaled deeply, turning my face up into the sunshine. I felt the sun on my eyelids, on my cheeks, in my hair…it was wonderful, and comforting, like a hug from a mother.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Lightholder.”

      I opened my eyes, the familiar voice making my heart jolt. I looked up and saw Sam Graves walking toward me.

      “Oh,” I said. “Good morning, Inspector Graves.”

      For a moment, I thought he was just going to walk right past me with nothing more than a tip of his hat, but he surprised me when he stopped beside my table.

      “Lovely day, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir, it is,” I said. “A very lovely day indeed.”

      He nodded his head, glancing up and down the street.

      Tension filled the space between us as he scratched his chin and turned his gaze back to me.

      “So, Mrs. Lightholder…I have heard that you have been doing some digging around about your aunt,” he said, dropping his voice ever so slightly. There wasn’t anyone else out on the street to overhear us, but he clearly didn’t want to be discovered talking to me in this way.

      My eyes widened, and my face grew hot. Had he somehow found out about Constable Chamberlin coming to speak with me? How could anyone have figured it out? I certainly hadn’t told anyone, and I was utterly positive that Irene never would have said anything…

      He leaned in closer to me, his intense blue eyes fixed on my face. “I should warn you that it is deeply unwise to interfere in an already settled investigation.”

      My nervousness morphed to anger rather quickly. “She was my family. I feel as if I should know the truth about what happened to – ”

      “So you admit to asking around?” Sam asked, his thick, dark eyebrow arching up toward the brim of his hat.

      I swallowed hard, looking away. He was attempting to goad me, and I was not going to allow him to. If he didn’t know about Constable Chamberlin, I was not going to be the one to blow his cover.

      “Look,” he said, pulling out the small, folding chair across from mine and taking a seat in front of me. “I am not saying this to upset you. I realize that finding out about your aunt is very important to you. However, I have told you all I know, as well as everything that the police as a whole know, and – ”

      “That is not true,” I said. “And I don’t appreciate being lied to.”

      He seemed startled. His mouth hung open incredulously, and his gaze hardened. “Lie to you? I would never – ”

      “You didn’t tell me that she had been murdered,” I said, my eyes narrowing as I stared across the table at him.

      He looked around, over his shoulder, and behind me down the street. Clearly, he didn’t want to be seen and heard with the word murder hanging in the air anywhere around him. “That is a very bold claim,” he said, bright red blotches appearing on his face.

      “Are you denying it?” I asked.

      “Of course I am,” he said. “There was no evidence of foul play.”

      “Something tells me that you are lying once again,” I said. “And if she was killed in the very house that I am living in, then I have the right to know that.”

      “Are you afraid of ghosts?” he asked. “People die in homes all the time, and then new families come in and live very happy lives in them, none the wiser…until one of them perishes inside them, too.”

      “What a wonderful, cheerful way to look at the world,” I said.

      “The world is not a cheerful place,” he said in a hard tone.

      “So you still won’t confirm or deny what happened to my aunt?” I asked.

      “She was found dead when the police arrived,” he snapped. “And there was no evidence of it being caused by someone else. It looked like an accident, plain and simple. Now, why are you so determined not to believe the truth? Are you mad, hoping to find such a terrible history in your own home? Are the horrors around you in this world not enough for your curiosity?”

      My hands began to tremble on the table. I pulled them into my lap, knotting my fingers together. How dare he say that? “You have no earthly idea what I have been through – what I have had to endure – ”

      “And you have no idea what I have seen, either,” he said, lifting his chin as if he’d won the argument. “I do not have to explain any of this to you, regardless of whether or not she was your family. The story we have released is the story that we believe is the truth, yet you stand here and accuse me, accuse the entire police force, of some sort of conspiracy. And to what end? What benefit could there possibly be in lying to the people of this town?”

      “The protection of your reputation, for one,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “You wouldn’t want anyone to think less of you or doubt your ability to do your duty. And an unsolved murder would certainly make those in the community rather uneasy, wouldn’t it?”

      His eyes narrowed further. “Where did you get this idea in the first place?” he asked. “You seem to be very convinced of it.”

      My cheeks flushed, and my gaze snapped to my lap. “That is none of your business.”

      “It very well might be,” he said. “Something has clearly given you the idea that your aunt was intentionally killed. But what? Or who?”

      “It was no one,” I said, perhaps a bit too hastily. “As I said, it isn’t your business – ”

      “Mrs. Lightholder, I have been in this line of work a long time…and I can always tell when someone is concealing something from me,” he said. “Do you really think it’s wise to try and cover up whatever amateur investigating you’ve been doing?”

      My heart was beating fast, the blood surging through my veins echoing in my ears. He was right that I had lied to him. Why had I thought that would work?

      Sam Graves seemed to sense my regret. His expression softened somewhat. “I should have known that someone helped you…” he said. “When I heard the name Vivian Caldwell floating around the other day, I should have known that someone had been feeding your mistaken suspicions. And when I find out who it was, I’m going to – ”

      “Inspector Graves, can you blame me?” I asked, desperate to take his attention away from possibly discovering Constable Chamberlin, or even Irene if it came down to it. This was entirely my fault, and I deserved the blame, not them. “I wanted to know the truth. Because…what if someone did kill my aunt right there in that shop, and made it look like an accident?”

      He rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “Mrs. Lightholder, I have already told you – ”

      “And if they did, then how in the world am I supposed to feel safe in the house and shop where a murderer has been? How can I be certain that the killer won’t come in again, if he has unfinished business?” I asked.

      The real truth had come out, the true reason why this had all frightened me so much in the first place. I wasn’t afraid of the fact that my aunt had died there. I was afraid of what would happen if her killer were to come back.

      I was afraid for my own life.

      Inspector Graves studied me for a few moments. I could see the gears turning in his mind, see his evaluation of my response. I knew he would find my fears understandable.

      His shoulders sagged, the tension leaving him. All of the anger that had been building between us fizzled away. He sighed, exhaling heavily.

      “I do understand,” he said. “I will tell you that the details surrounding your aunt’s death were indeed a little…fuzzy. As often happens in these situations, there were a few questions we would have liked answers to. But an accidental death was the only conclusion we could arrive at when looking at the evidence we had, and things went quiet after the chief finished his investigations.”

      I still wasn’t convinced. I watched him carefully. He could easily meet my eyes when he was speaking, but something deep within me screamed at me that he was hiding something still.

      “If I were you, I would do your best to let this whole thing go. If I were to linger over every doubt I had, then I would be a very sleepless, fearful man,” he said.

      Sleepless. Fearful.

      That was precisely how I was feeling.

      “And what of your brother?” I asked before good sense told me to hold my tongue. What if the inspector was lying to me in order to protect his brother?

      He seemed more confused than angry. “What of Walter?”

      “Don’t be coy,” I said, feeling my temper rise. “How can I be certain that he wasn’t the one who murdered my aunt?”

      He seemed taken aback. “You think Walter killed your aunt?” he asked, incredulous.

      “They were in some sort of relationship, weren’t they? It didn’t take long for me to hear about that. And from what I hear, your brother has a rather nasty temper, does he not?” I asked. Now that I had started, I wasn’t sure I could stop. I never in my wildest dreams thought I would ever confront him about this, but how could I be sure of getting the truth otherwise?

      Sam Graves, on the other hand, was not taking kindly to my assumptions.

      “I understand your fear, Mrs. Lightholder, but to go around and accuse people randomly of something so heinous – ”

      “And yet you are not denying it,” I said. “I heard that Walter Graves is a drunk, and how can I be sure that he didn’t attack my aunt during a fight they had, or if he was already in a foul mood – ”

      “I do not deny it because it is a preposterous accusation. My brother may be a lout, but he is no murderer.”

      “How can I be certain that you aren’t just protecting him by brushing me off?” I asked. “How can I know that you are telling me the true facts?”

      “Good heavens, woman, what it is about you? Why are you so determined to think that I am lying to you?” he asked.

      I stood, shoving the chair behind me away. My heart was thundering in my ears. Suddenly I couldn’t put up with this anymore. It was all too much. I didn’t have to stay here, listening to him evade my questions.

      Without another look back, I started down the road, my hands shoved underneath my folded arms.

      I couldn’t trust anyone in this village. Not the police, not my neighbors… There was only Irene and her family, but I had already put Irene through enough difficulty and danger. I was not going to drag her into all this again.

      Tears stung my eyes as I heard Sam Graves calling out to me, trying to get me to come back.

      No. I was not going to listen to him anymore.

      Not when I knew he wouldn’t help me to discover the truth that I was coming to want more desperately with each passing hour.
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      When I arrived home, I realized how foolish I had been to walk away from the inspector the way I had. Of course, in my anger, I had seen nothing wrong with accusing his brother, but now that I was home, and the anger pulsating through me was beginning to die down, I was incredibly embarrassed.

      “What in the world was I thinking?” I muttered to myself, sinking into a chair beside the door, my head falling into my hands. If I had ever wanted Sam Graves to trust me, I had utterly destroyed the possibility of it now.

      I still had no answer about whether or not his brother had been the one to hurt my aunt. The inspector seemed adamant that Walter had nothing to do with it, but how could I really be certain? If Walter had indeed been the one to kill my aunt, and Sam had covered it up, he would be in terrible trouble. Was he more committed to his own kin than to his duty and the position of authority he represented here in town?

      But his words kept ringing in my mind. Why was I so determined to write off his answers as false? Why was I so convinced that he was lying?

      And the truth was…I didn’t know.

      What proof did I have? The uncertain words of Constable Chamberlin? The forged clothing coupons, which made me suspect Aunt Vivian was up to no good, maybe getting herself involved in something more sinister? Her diary, with the single entry where she expressed concerns for her safety?

      Those weren’t nearly solid enough to go on, and I just felt unsatisfied.

      I picked myself up from the chair and dragged myself back across the shop, flicking on the lights as I went.

      Exhausted, I wanted nothing more than to have a hot cup of tea and rest for a few moments. I hadn’t even had the chance to go out and get the groceries I needed, but at the same time, I didn’t want to run into Sam Graves again. Or anyone else for that matter.

      As I stood next to the stove a few minutes later, I realized that this was not the first time I had been worked up over something like this.

      When Roger died, I felt this exact same way. I had so many questions, none of which anyone I spoke with could answer. Not his brother who had seen Roger just the day before, nor any of his coworkers. No one could even answer my questions about why he had to be in London in the first place…

      I poured the hot tea into a cup and carried it across to the sitting room, where I settled into the armchair beside the window, my knees curled up beneath me.

      Oh, Roger…if you were still here, then none of this would have happened…I wouldn’t have to live in this house that seems tainted by fear, and I wouldn’t have to face these mysteries that keep piling up, one on top of the other. If you were here, then I certainly wouldn’t be struggling to sleep when the night comes, or to make ends meet as I do my best to run a business for the first time in my life…

      I set my tea back down on the side table, untouched, and made my way over to the closet in my bedroom.

      It didn’t take long before I found the box with a few of Roger’s things that I had kept. Things that still had meaning to me when I had left Plymouth.

      My heart ached as I carried the box back out to the sitting room. I knew each and every item inside, along with all of the memories that clung to them.

      With shaky hands, I opened the flaps and peered down inside.

      My heart clenched like I had lost him all over again. When his shirts and ties, books and watches were put away, it was much easier for me to put thoughts of him at the back of my mind. But now, running my fingers across the soft wool of his green sweater, and the scent of him lingering as if he were sitting right beside me… I wanted nothing more than to be able to go back in time and warn him, beg him to leave London so that he could be safe.

      I lifted the sweater from the box, and buried my face in its smoothness, allowing myself a chance to cry over all the things I had lost once again. I ached with regret, with guilt, and with longing. It was very nearly worse than it had been the night I had found out he’d been killed.

      I didn’t cry long, though. The exhaustion that hung over me like a shroud was too strong, making my eyes heavy, my cheeks stained with tears.

      “I know unpacking these things won’t bring you back…” I said, finding a photograph of us together that I had saved. The only one, I realized sadly. “And all it does is make me miss you terribly, Roger.”

      As I moved aside one of his hats, I found some envelopes far at the bottom of the box. My heart skipped as I recognized his handwriting…with my name written across the front.

      I pulled one of the envelopes free and sat back against the chair behind me, my eyes welling with tears once again.

      My dear Helen,

      It is a rather gloomy morning, so I thought to cheer myself up by writing to you. I know it has only been a few days since we saw one another, but I cannot help but think of you every passing moment. I have your picture beside my bed, and I often stare at it until I fall asleep.

      The rest of the letter was vague information about the jobs he was doing, as well as some struggles his brother had been going through with his health. That first paragraph had been more than enough reason for me to hold onto that letter, a letter he had written to me just a few short months after he had moved to London.

      I found another letter in the box, and from the wrinkled state it was in, knew it was a much older letter. One I had read many times.

      Dear Helen,

      I just wanted you to know how much fun I had when we were out last night. I never realized that a stroll through town at sunset could be so enjoyable. And I was pleased that you liked the restaurant; Mr. Robinson is a dear family friend, and I knew he would take care of us. That roasted lamb was exquisite.

      I must admit, while the theater production was riveting, I could think of little else aside from you. I was amazed that you had agreed to come in the first place, uncertain if seeing Wagner would be the wisest choice for a first time out together, but every time I looked at you, your eyes were alight and utterly fascinated… Still, I could scarcely look at anything aside from your beauty…

      I set the letter down. I couldn’t read any more. I remembered that night as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. I couldn’t bear to allow that wonderful evening to play in my memories any more than it already did.

      I tucked the letters away, my heart so heavy that I felt I would rather die than attempt to carry the pain around any longer.

      How had I ever taken him for granted? I had believed we had so much more time together, so that it never crossed my mind to spend it truly getting to know him. I could have learned so much more about him, and his character, if I had just allowed myself to be more open with him.

      Of course, these were the sorts of things one never realized until it was too late. I had accepted our life the way it was, and even if I didn’t like the distance between us, at least I knew that he wasn’t in the military, had not been shipped to the front lines like so many other men his age. I had not suspected that he was in any immediate danger…

      If anything, his death taught me that it was unwise to take life for granted, for it could end in an instant.

      I grabbed the box and got to my feet, lifting it off the ground.

      It would likely take a great deal of time before I was able to go through its contents again. I wasn’t sure if I would ever be able to stomach digging through it all. I couldn’t bear the pain it caused, the loss that was so stark whenever I looked at it.

      I carried the box up to the attic, my heart heavy with every step.

      “I hope you can forgive me, Roger…” I said as I held the box tightly against myself, almost as if I could hug him the same way. “I am not doing this to forget you. I just cannot bear seeing these things that we shared, things from a time in my life when you were still alive. It hurts me too much, and I just miss you so terribly.”

      I looked around the attic, all among my aunt’s odds and ends that I knew I still must sort through at some point in time. I searched for a place that would be honoring. Someplace that wouldn’t make me feel horribly guilty about leaving his things up here.

      I found a spot tucked away in the back of the room. It was beside the window, and I hoped that in the afternoon the sun would just be able to reach it.

      Roger had loved the sunshine.

      I made my way back to the narrow ladder to the attic, turning once more to look over my shoulder at the box.

      Something about moving it up here felt so final to me. But what choice did I have? I couldn’t spend my days weeping over his things. That was no way to live, and I knew for certain that it would not be very conducive to future happiness for me to continue in that way.

      As I descended the ladder and closed the door above my head, I was plagued by restless frustration. The answers I sought about my husband’s death, about his life…I was certain I would never find them.

      The truth was elusive to me, in all areas of my life. Where I wanted stark black and white answers, everything was made of shades of grey. Would anything ever be clear again?
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      Knock, knock, knock!

      My ears perked up at the new sound.

      For a moment, just a brief moment, my imagination got away from me, and I forgot where I was. I wondered…I hoped…that it might be Roger.

      As soon as the thought passed through my head, however, I knew how foolish it was.

      Knock, knock, knock!

      I realized that the knocking was indeed real, and that someone downstairs was looking for me.

      I hurried down the stairs to the shop.

      A man stood on the other side of the glass-fronted door, looking around at my garden. There was something large and wooden in his hands.

      My heart skipped as I dashed over to the door, unlocking it as quickly as I could. “Mr. Mason,” I said, smiling up at him politely. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      Sidney turned at my greeting, his red hair like shining copper in the beams of sunlight peeking through gaps in the clouds overhead. He grinned, his green eyes merry. “Well, good afternoon, Helen. How are you?”

      As soon as the words had left him, though, a look of concern passed over his face.

      “Have you been crying?” he asked.

      I had gotten a bit weepy while putting Rodger’s things away in the attic but I didn’t want to admit that. Instead, I looked down at my shoes, shaking my head. “I’m fine, it’s nothing, really – ”

      “You have,” he said. He shifted the wooden box in his arms to the side so he could peer at me more closely. “Whatever has happened?”

      I shook my head again. “I’m fine, just doing a bit of cleaning, and – ”

      He brushed past me into the shop, hefting the box and carrying it to the back. He set it down on the counter beside the till.

      “I see you fixed my jewelry display box,” I said, hoping to deter him from asking any further questions. “I really do appreciate you being willing to take it so last minute.”

      He shrugged. “It was my pleasure,” he said in his rich accent. “I am always happy to help. I just replaced one of the hinges inside, and sanded down one of these drawers to make sure it fit just a bit better. No trouble at all. But what is distressing you? If anyone has upset you, I’ll wring his neck myself.”

      His kindness lessened the ache in my heart slightly. “It…” I said.

      I realized that most of the pain of the last few weeks had been because I was unwilling to discuss things. Irene was aware of some of my troubles, but she was the only one. And I greatly appreciated her willingness to listen. I couldn’t burden anyone else with my sorrows…could I?

      “It’s alright,” he said. “You can trust me. I realize we don’t know each other that well yet, but we are to be neighbors, aren’t we? And neighbors that cannot help one another are no good to each other.”

      I sniffed, my eyes stinging again as I tried to fight back the sadness that lurked beneath the surface. “What have I done for you?” I asked. “You have fixed my laundry line, my jewelry box, and the lock on my back door…and I have done nothing to help you.”

      “Well, if it’s a job you want, then I could certainly use some new buttons on my best jacket,” Sidney said with a broad grin. “Preferably in black.”

      “I would be happy to,” I said. “Just bring the jacket by as soon as you want, and I will – ”

      “I was joking with you, Miss Helen,” Sidney said with a laugh. “Friendship doesn’t need to be about repaying debts, or something like that. I am the type of man who enjoys helping those in need, and it has been a joy to be able to serve you.”

      I bowed my head. “I suppose you’re right. I’m sorry, Mr. Mason. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “Sidney, if you please,” he said with a warm smile. “And you did no such thing. Now…why was it that you were crying when I interrupted you?”

      I realized in that moment that I was quite tired of bottling things up the way I was.

      “I was just…well, to be quite honest, I was missing my late husband. I was going through a box of his things, and – ” I didn’t know how to finish that statement without bursting into tears.

      “You need not say more,” he said, his voice soft and warm. “I’m terribly sorry you have had to endure such a loss. I cannot imagine the strength you have had to find in order to continue.”

      “It certainly has not been easy,” I said.

      “How long ago did he pass away?” Sidney asked, leaning against the counter, folding his arms.

      “This past February,” I said. “It was an air raid.”

      Sidney’s eyes widened, and for some reason, seeing the shock in his face made me feel somewhat better. For a brief moment, I wasn’t alone in my suffering.

      “I wish I knew what to say…” he said, his gaze suddenly distant. “I may not have lost a spouse, but my brother-in-law was killed in this war. He was in the navy.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss as well,” I said, and I hoped he realized that I meant it.

      “Did something remind you of your husband today?” Sidney asked. “Or was it some sort of special day for you?”

      “I have just been suffering with the grief from multiple deaths in my life,” I said. “My aunt, the one who used to own this shop, in fact, she died right around the same time as my husband, and I…well, I just learned some rather distressing details about her death that I wish I never discovered in the first place.”

      Sidney’s face softened with concern. “That sounds terrible. What have you discovered?”

      “Well, she was found here, dead, after what seems to be a rather gruesome accident,” I said, my eyes unconsciously moving toward the spot on the floor where I imagined her body had been sprawled.

      Sidney followed my gaze, and I wondered if he expected to find evidence of the accident somewhere nearby.

      “I can see why you would be so unsettled,” he said. “The thought of someone passing away in a home that you live in now is certainly troubling.”

      “You have no idea…” I said, sinking into one of the chairs behind the counter. I didn’t have the strength to stand any longer. My legs weak, and my throat dry, I did my best to appear as calm and collected as possible. “I am learning to live with it, though.”

      Sidney seemed fixated on the spot near the stairs. Was he able to see something I had not been able to?

      “Did your aunt own this place for a long time?” he asked.

      “I assume so,” I said. “She lived here for as long as I was aware. The shop belonged to her and my late uncle, though they divorced when I was very young.”

      “I see,” he said. “Was it always your intention to take this place when she was ready to retire? Was it in her plans all along to leave it to you?”

      My brow furrowed as I thought about his question. And what a peculiar question it was. I was assuming he would ask more about my relationship with her, or perhaps about her death. But about her passing the shop to me?

      “I don’t know, actually,” I said. “It was all a bit unexpected, but I was grateful for the chance to start over after my husband passed away.”

      “Oh, yes, that does make sense,” Sidney said. “That must have been very overwhelming for you, stepping into a role like this so suddenly.”

      I watched him carefully for a moment. What did he mean by that? “You mean my role as shopkeeper?”

      “Well, yes,” he said. “That, and your role as a widow.”

      “It wasn’t entirely foreign to me,” I said. “Being a shopkeeper, I mean. My parents have their own business, and I spent many years as a child helping them out.”

      I wasn’t quite sure, but something about his questions concerned me a little. I thought back to my aunt’s forged clothing coupons. Was it possible that she had business associates that had helped her?

      A horrible, dark thought passed through my mind.

      Sidney had moved into the house next door to mine shortly after my arrival. In truth, my aunt’s shop had not been vacant for very long, perhaps a few weeks at most. I was quite aware that news traveled quickly, but was it possible that others were vying for this property?

      I hardly knew anything about Sidney. I didn’t know where he came from, who his family was, what he did for a job…

      “Have you ever had any interest in running a shop?” I asked him.

      He said, “Oh, I would be terrible at selling. I would be far better suited in providing a shop with their products, or helping maintain them. That is where the money is to be made, you know.”

      How interesting…providing a shop with their products, hmm? And his comment about money…

      “I realize that the sorts of things I would offer wouldn’t be very exciting,” he said. “But if you wished, perhaps you and I could work out some sort of deal. If you wanted, I could pass you some small products to sell here at the haberdashery, and I would be happy to share some of the profit with you.”

      I stared up at him, confused about this sort of comment.

      Was it possible that he, like my aunt, was somehow involved in black market activities? And if he was, was it possible that he had known my aunt before she died, and was simply feigning ignorance?

      Here he was, offering me products of unknown origins to sell in my shop. He mentioned working out some sort of deal.

      “I’m sorry,” Sidney said, a smile crossing over his handsome face. “I can see that this was the wrong time to bring it up. I should have been more sensitive to your concerns right now, not attempting to do business.”

      “No,” I said, pushing those troubling thoughts aside. “It’s alright. You’ve been quite helpful, in fact, as you have helped me to forget about what was bothering me so much.”

      “Well, then,” Sidney said, clearly relieved. “I am pleased to hear it.”

      “We can certainly discuss some items to sell here,” I said. “I realize that everyone needs to make a living in these difficult times. As long as everything is above board, of course.”

      “Well, certainly,” he said, his brow furrowing. “As if I would ever chance causing trouble for you, Miss Helen. I would sooner cut off my own right arm.”

      I smiled. “Well, thank you very much, Mr. Mason, for fixing my jewelry case,” I said. “The brooches and pins I have been polishing will now have a lovely home until they are purchased by my customers.”

      “You are quite welcome,” Sidney said. “And as I have said, if you ever are in need of anything else, please do not hesitate to ask me, yes?”

      “I shall ask,” I said. “Especially since I know how reliable you are now.”

      “I am pleased to hear it,” he said.

      I walked with him to the door, noticing how easily he smiled at me, how kind he was. Was it an act? Or was he a genuine sort of man?

      As I closed the door behind him after saying goodbye, I found myself worrying.

      Aunt Vivian’s forged clothing coupons were troubling but now I had to consider the fact that they may have been the tip of the iceberg. What else might she have been involved in? Was it possible that Sidney had been Aunt Vivian’s supplier of black market goods, and now he was attempting to get close to me in the hopes that I would perhaps pick up where she left off?

      I could not be certain, and yet, at the same time, could not disprove anything either. Just like the rest of the confusing circumstances that I was surrounded by, I had yet another series of questions without answers.

      I liked Sidney, but that was also why I wasn’t sure if I should trust him. Was his overt interest in me the pursuit of a gentleman? Or was his desire to be “helpful” nothing more than seeking out his next business venture?

      His curious questions and his interest in my aunt’s business were certainly enough to leave me suspicious of him…

      Just as I was of everyone else in this strange little village.
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      I was determined to learn the truth.

      I didn’t care what lengths I would have to go to. I needed to know what was happening, what had happened, and who I could trust. More than anything, I wanted peace of mind about this new life that I had chosen for myself.

      All of my concerns in this town were tied to my aunt and her place in the community. Her relationships, her business, her perceptions of both.

      Everything that she had owned was still inside these four walls. Furniture that I had gotten rid of as well as old and broken items would not be telling the story I was looking for.

      No. The puzzle pieces of this story that I was trying so hard to put together were likely tucked away in the attic. It meant I was going to have to go back through my aunt’s belongings, likely weeding through mostly useless items in the hopes of finding the few things that might help me make sense of everything that was going on around me.

      I knew this was going to take hours. Days, even.

      And so I began. I knew that I would likely be sacrificing business, as well as incurring the wrath of some of the more loyal customer base I had started to build, but I couldn’t be bothered about that. It wasn’t as important to me right now as sorting all of this out.

      When I learned the truth…and I certainly would learn the truth…then I could breathe easier. I was concerned that I would not be able to rest until then.

      I began to look through every box, every book on the shelves, every drawer of every piece of furniture. I left nothing to chance. I realized it could be the smallest piece of paper that would reveal the answers I sought. I knew how crazy this would seem to anyone outside of my own head, but I didn’t care. I was going to get to the bottom of this…even if that meant finding the truth at the bottom of the barrel.

      I started in the shop. I pulled every item out, looked in all the books for notes or forgotten letters. I found a book of receipts tucked away in the very back of the cupboard behind the counter. I checked every single page, but found nothing of value. Nothing that proved anything.

      The next day, I started tearing apart my flat. I looked through her books, behind the appliances for anything that might have fallen. I even pulled the cushions from the furniture and checked inside their zippered cases for hidden letters or notes.

      I was empty handed at the end of that day, as well.

      Then I moved to the attic. There had to be almost a hundred boxes stacked inside, all throughout the dark, humid space. But I was determined.

      I gave Roger’s box in the far corner a sidelong look, but forced myself not to dwell on it. I needed my wits about me, and giving in to sorrow was the last thing I needed.

      I carried box after box downstairs until the whole sitting room was filled with them, some even stacked up toward the ceiling.

      I stared around, somewhat dismayed. This was going to take forever.

      I half considered reaching out to Irene, to ask for her help with this, but I feared involving her in this mess any further. I wasn’t convinced that Sam Graves hadn’t figured out who it was that had told me about the night of my aunt’s death, and if he did, then it was only a matter of time before he tracked it back to Irene.

      I sighed heavily, and went to make myself some tea before I began tackling the boxes.

      It was still somewhat troubling, thinking about going through the belongings of a dead woman. It felt wrong, examining her personal things as closely as I was. It was necessary, though, and I forced myself to keep going.

      I found a strange myriad of things. I had suspected that my aunt was a curious lady, but when I stumbled upon a stack of books about Gaelic myths, I began to wonder how sane she might have been. It didn’t end there, though. I also stumbled upon a collection of handmade dolls with dead, beady eyes and vacant expressions.

      Those ended up outside in the back garden with the intentions of giving them to Sidney Mason, in the hopes that he could find a use for the materials they were made out of.

      I found recipe cards dating back to the early nineteenth century, about three dozen copies of some strange book about the moon phases, and a blanket with a hole in it that looked as if it had been chewed by a squirrel.

      I was beginning to get discouraged by the end of the third day of looking. I had been so convinced that I would find something, perhaps another journal or maybe another list of purchases that she would have wanted to keep separate from the others that she had down in the shop. But aside from some questionable choices in fashion and literature, I couldn’t find anything.

      Discouraged, I wondered if I had made my assumptions prematurely. I thought for certain that I would find clues to explain her dark past, or at least perhaps proof to indicate she even had one in the first place.

      There are still a few boxes to go through, I thought, staring around the crowded sitting room.

      The sun had set on yet another day, and I was still empty handed.

      I sighed, brushing the hair from out of my eyes, and the sweat from my brow.

      I glanced at the clock. It was nearly eleven o’clock. I knew I would need sleep sooner or later, but I was too aggravated to rest for the time being.

      I pulled another box toward me, this one labeled extras for the shop.

      I gasped as I opened it up.

      Inside I found coupon books. Stacks of them. Likely hundreds.

      “How in the world…” I said, reaching inside and picking up the booklet on top.

      My heart began to pound. No single person could rightfully be issued this many coupons. There was absolutely no way that this was allowed.

      I jumped to my feet and hurried to my bedroom. I yanked open the closet door and found the box where I had relocated my aunt’s diary as well as the forged coupon books. I brought them into the sitting room, my mind racing.

      Was it possible I had discovered more of her forged coupons? Or were these books ones she was attempting to sell illegally?

      I picked out the forged coupons, and grabbed the top book of coupons from the stack inside the freshly opened box.

      Bringing them together, I compared them.

      “The handwriting is exactly the same…” I mumbled. They were both still slightly different than the government issued ones, but it was very hard to tell. And why would anyone look too closely, especially an ordinary shopkeeper? Most would never think to look for abnormalities or inconsistencies…they would just want to take care of their customers however they could in these hard times.

      But as I stared at the coupons, something didn’t seem…right. The handwriting, while consistent across the coupon books, still didn’t look familiar.

      Struck with a sudden realization, I grabbed for my aunt’s journal, flipped it open, and laid one of the coupon books beside it.

      “It’s different…” I said, my eyes widening. “Her handwriting doesn’t match the coupons.”

      What did this mean? The coupons weren’t hers?

      “But then…how did she get all these?” I asked, peering into the box that was loaded with coupon booklets.

      Could she have been playing the good civilian? Had she discovered someone else’s black market dealings? She was an incredibly nosy woman, after all, always in everyone else’s business. Her diary was clear proof of that.

      However, if she was aware that someone was breaking the law by having these, or making them…then why did she still have them?

      Maybe her intention was to reveal her discovery to the authorities, but she was killed beforehand…I thought.

      And that would be a good reason to kill her, wouldn’t it?

      If that was the case, then it meant someone else was selling items and forged clothing coupons on the side, likely as a way to make extra money, just like I had suspected Aunt Vivian of doing.

      I cannot write her off yet, I thought. What I need is someone else who might have known about this. It is still very possible that she was buying them herself to sell, and just hadn’t sold them yet.

      It made me realize there was still so much that I just didn’t know, and so many things that I wished I had the answer to.

      But if it wasn’t Aunt Vivian…who could it have been?

      I thought back over the townsfolk I had met so far and tried to remember if any of them had seemed particularly suspicious or hostile. Had any expressed special interest in my moving into my aunt’s home and business?

      With a jolt of horror, I thought of the woman who had come to my shop, her expression sour, with a reluctant desire to do business together.

      Sandra Martin. She had been disgusted that I had decided to continue on with my aunt’s business. I thought it had been nothing more than a dislike for competition when she had likely been experiencing some good sales without it.

      Was it possible that she was involved somehow?

      There was only one way to find out, but in order to do so, I knew I was going to have to wait until morning.

      I couldn’t sleep. My mind was wrestling with the possibility of Sandra Martin being involved with my aunt somehow. Was it possible they were in cahoots together? She didn’t exactly seem all that friendly toward my aunt, at least not considering the way she was speaking to me…

      I knew it could excite her suspicions if I rushed right over to her shop as soon as the sun came up, so I bided my time, looking over the coupons and my aunt’s journal. I spent a good hour or so looking through her entries again to see if there was any mention of Sandra. I found a few.

      It was clear that they were at odds most of the time, but they also seemed to have an agreement about supplies and inventory. Was it simply innocent cooperation, though?

      Regardless, it solidified my decision to go and talk to her. If anyone might know what these coupons were, or where they might have come from, she was my best bet as of now.
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        * * *

      

      I was standing outside Sandra Martin’s shop at exactly eight o’clock, the moment her doors were due to be unlocked. I still wasn’t quite sure how I was going to proceed, but I had my aunt’s journal tucked inside my purse, alongside two of the coupon books, to prove that I had more than one.

      My heart was hammering beneath my ribs as I took a deep breath, raising my hand, and knocked on the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was dark and angry, even well after sunrise. The clouds threatened to rain, heavy and laden as they swelled in the sky, swirling and churning overhead. Tree branches swayed in the blustering wind, and there was a distinct scent of rain hanging in the air. It made me wish I hadn’t forgotten my umbrella in my haste to get over to Mrs. Martin’s shop.

      I shivered slightly as I waited outside, rubbing my hands along my arms to keep them warm.

      I wonder if she heard my knock…I thought. Too apprehensive to try again, I decided to wait another few moments.

      The wind was picking up, and a few stray droplets splashed against the top of my head.

      I reached out and knocked again, now hoping to be able to avoid the rain just as much as I hoped to be able to speak with Mrs. Martin.

      I was considering running home for my umbrella when I heard the lock flip on the other side of the door…followed by another lock, and then another, and yet another.

      Good heavens, this woman is paranoid…

      The door opened, and I found myself staring at Sandra Martin’s sour face.

      “Mrs. Lightholder…” she said, her eyes narrowing behind a pair of bottle thick glasses. “I hope you know that my shop doesn’t open for another hour on Saturdays.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize – ”

      “Well, then you are welcome to come back when everyone else does,” she said, and went to close the door on me.

      “Wait!” I said, thrusting my hand inside the door to stop it from closing. I managed to keep it open, my fingers just barely grazing the wooden frame of the doorway. “Hold on, I was wondering if I could talk to you,” I said.

      A single, beady eye stared back through the gap in the door at me. “Has it occurred to you that I might, in fact, be busy this morning?”

      “Oh,” I said. “I am sorry, but it’s important – ”

      Mrs. Martin scoffed, rolling her eyes.

      “And it’s going to start pouring out here, at any moment,” I said. “I would really appreciate it if you just gave me a few moments of your time.”

      The groan that she released was rude, but she did pull the door open all the way.

      “Come in,” she said in a tone that said she would rather be doing anything but this at the moment.

      I stepped into the room and found myself in a lovely, clean shop. Whereas everything in my aunt’s shop felt dated, yet charming, Mrs. Martin’s seemed to be the latest design, and resembled many of the shops I had seen in my short time in London.

      The clothing she had on display was immaculate, as well. Lovely dresses, brightly colored blouses with delicate collars and details on the sleeves. The shoes were polished, and the trousers for men were organized by cut and material.

      “Your shop is wonderful,” I said, smiling at her.

      She mumbled something under her breath as she folded her arms. Her wispy hair was even wilder than it usually was, as if I had interrupted her as she was getting ready.

      “Well? What is it that you interrupted my quiet morning for?” Mrs. Martin asked, her gaze sharp and her mouth set in a hard, flat line.

      I had spent the whole night thinking about how to bring this up to her, knowing that I was going to be broaching a delicate subject.

      Now that I was standing in front of her, I wasn’t sure how to address it. It seemed almost unapproachable now.

      “Well?” Mrs. Martin asked, her eyebrows arched and her fingernails drumming against her folded arms.

      “I…well, I was wondering how well you knew my aunt,” I said.

      Mrs. Martin’s face hardened at once. “Your aunt?” she said, and her voice became like acid. “Your aunt was a thorn in my side, a miserable old bat who had nothing better to do than to get involved in the lives of everyone in this town. And not only get involved, but ruin.” She spat that last word as if it left a bad taste in her mouth. “She was bitter, and hateful, and never had a care for anyone aside from herself.”

      I swallowed hard. I had expected perhaps some dislike, or maybe even some animosity, but not this amount of hatred. This was more than simple distrust. She despised my aunt’s very existence. “I know she wasn’t the most pleasant woman, but – ”

      “Not the most pleasant woman…” she repeated in a mocking voice. “Vivian Caldwell wouldn’t have known what the word pleasant meant if it came up and bit her in the neck.”

      “But weren’t the two of you in business together?” I asked.

      Her gaze snapped back toward me. “Business? You have no idea about anything, do you, girl?”

      “I assumed you were, since you came to do business with me,” I said.

      “Vivian was ruthless in her practices,” Mrs. Martin said, a distant look in her eyes. “She very nearly ran me out of business…”

      “I had no idea,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Sorry?” Mrs. Martin said. She threw back her head and laughed, but it was hollow and sharp. “You could never be sorry enough to make up for her transgressions against me.”

      She speaks as if it would be my responsibility to make up for what my aunt did… I thought.

      My throat grew dry as my hand squeezed more tightly around the strap of my purse.

      “Thank you very much for coming over here this morning and ruining my whole day by bringing her up once again,” Mrs. Martin said. “I was just beginning to get used to a life without her in it, and here you are, dredging all these memories back to the surface.”

      “That wasn’t my intention – ” I said.

      “You have upset me enough, thank you,” Mrs. Martin said. She began to shove me back toward the door.

      “No, Mrs. Martin, please,” I said, trying to step out from underneath her hand. “That isn’t the reason why I came to see you this morning.”

      “Then why are you wasting my time the way you are?” she snapped. “Out with it, you foolish girl.”

      My pity for her dissipated slightly at her rudeness, making it easier for me to pull the coupons out from inside my purse.

      “I found these in my aunt’s attic when I was cleaning everything out,” I said. “In her belongings.”

      I showed one of the coupon books to her.

      Her eyes widened at once, and she snatched it from my grasp.

      “How did you…” she muttered.

      Her expression rapidly changed, however, and she shoved the coupon book back into my hands as quickly as she had taken it.

      “I have no idea what this is,” she said, her nose high in the air. “What purpose could showing me your coupon rations book possibly serve?”

      My eyes narrowed. “You knew exactly what this was when I showed it to you,” I said. “Why are you trying to feign ignorance?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she snapped, turning away from me. “Now, if you are quite done wasting my time, I must – ”

      “No,” I said staunchly, waving the coupon book in the air in front of me. “I am not leaving until I have some answers, Mrs. Martin.”

      “And what sort of answers are you looking for, hmm?” she asked, taking an aggressive step toward me.

      “Answers about your relationship with my aunt, and why she has these forged coupon books,” I said. “Do you know who they belong to? You obviously have seen them before…”

      “I have never seen them before,” she said, and her cheeks flushed red. “Now get out of my shop!”

      “No!” I said. “I want to know what you know!”

      Mrs. Martin lashed out with a cry of anger, and knocked a mannequin over.

      It slammed against the floor, the frame snapping and the bodice rolling away toward the wall.

      “You want to know what I know?” Mrs. Martin said, her voice low and gravely. “Then let me tell you a little story, Mrs. Lightholder. Let me tell you the story of your aunt’s desire to absolutely ruin my life for no other reason than for her own amusement…”

      She took a step toward me, her finger pointed outward toward me. Her eyes dark, and her lip curling into a wicked grin, she continued her story.

      “The war began, and everyone fell on hard times. No one needs to hear that, because we all have experienced it, haven’t we? And as it continued, the money began to dwindle more and more. The women who used to frequent my shop became less dependable, and the gentlemen knew their wealth was better saved or spent on the more ‘necessary items’ than new trousers or jackets…”

      She clicked her tongue, and stooped over to pick up the mannequin. She dusted off the collar, even though the wooden rod the bust was attached to was now bent down near the base.

      “When an opportunity came my way to make some more money, of course I was interested in hearing more. Wouldn’t you be?” she asked, moving smoothly around a table that separated us. She ran her fingers along a gorgeous blue silk evening dress. “Coupons would no longer allow for such frivolous things as evening wear or several pairs of heels. And when no one was buying my higher priced items, I wasn’t making money any longer, was I?” she said. “And after my Jim died, how was I supposed to carry on? This business was my entire life, the only way I could help support my dwindling family…”

      Her bony shoulders stiffened, and she adjusted a hat on a stand that had been slightly askew.

      “Could you blame me for jumping at a chance to make some more money, as well as find a way to help make the people in our little village happier?” she asked.

      I glanced down at the coupon book in my hands. “So these coupon books were yours…not my aunt’s?” I asked.

      “I would hardly say they were mine, exactly,” she said. “I had absolutely no intention of keeping them or using them myself. And I hardly ever did keep them for long. Whenever I made a sizable sale, I would offer the customer an extra coupon book.”

      “Surely they would have known that it was counterfeit,” I said, my eyes narrowing, my heart racing. “Why would anyone have risked that?”

      Mrs. Martin laughed, and it grated on my ears. “You are so naïve, aren’t you? People love to cut corners, to have advantages over one another. Why wouldn’t someone want to purchase another book, when it would double the amount of rations they were to receive, even for just as long as they could make them last?”

      “I have a hard time believing that – ” I said.

      “People’s selfishness knows no bounds, you know,” Mrs. Martin said. “It was typically the women, especially those who had fallen in love with a new piece I had put on display, as well as those with the desire to stand out among their friends who were all having to mend the clothes they already had instead of having the luxury of buying something new.”

      “So you were deceiving them?” I asked. “That’s terrible.”

      She shrugged. “They knew what they were buying. To them, it was entirely worth it. And why does the government have any say in how we spend our money, or what we spend our money on, hmm?”

      My fingernails dug into the flesh of my palm. “Because of the brave men fighting for our country right now, giving their lives so that we can be safe – ”

      “Pish posh,” Mrs. Martin said, waving dismissively. “What about the rest of us, forced to live our lives more scarcely? It’s not fair. And that is why so many people will be perfectly fine with spending money on more coupons.”

      Then her face darkened, and she wrinkled the fabric of the dress she had been running her fingers along, squeezing it tightly in her fist.

      “And then your aunt began to meddle. She began to question. And she somehow had gotten someone to squeal about the coupons I was selling,” Mrs. Martin said.

      She slammed her hand onto the table between us, causing the whole surface to shake, and all of the hat displays on it trembled.

      “Your aunt decided that she was going to suddenly have a righteous streak. She cornered me, just like you are, and she told me that if I didn’t give her all the books, she was going to take the information to the police. Blackmail. Well, I didn’t want to end up in prison, did I? So I agreed…but not without a seething hatred that I still have to this day.”

      Her eyes darted down to the booklet in my hands, and she laughed.

      “I thought for certain that she would have burned them just to prove her point,” she said. “But I can see that she kept them, likely to sell them herself. I knew that she wasn’t as righteous as she pretended to be.”

      She leaned across the table, her hand outstretched to me.

      “Now…give me those coupons, and I won’t have to hurt you,” she said.

      “You…what?” I asked, my knees weakening. The woman must be mad to make such threats.

      “You heard me,” she said. “You gave me all the information I needed. Is that the only booklet you found?”

      I hesitated. If I answered, what was she going to do?

      “You see? You don’t even need to say anything. Your silence says it all. If she still has all those booklets, then I will have no trouble finding them, and I can reopen my business!” She laughed again, the piercing sound echoing off the walls of the small, ornate shop. “Now hand it over like a good girl, and we can work out a deal.”

      I hid the booklet behind my back. “No…” I said. “I – I won’t let you do that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You see, when I broke into your shop last time, it was when your aunt was still alive. I confronted her, asked her where she’d hidden the booklets. She insisted that she burned them. It seems she lied to me, yet again. And since she burned my livelihood, I very little needed to keep her or her threats around any longer.”

      “It was you,” I said, slowly backing up, my shoulder eventually colliding with the wall behind me. “You…you killed her.”

      I knew it. I had known all along. Something deep down had confirmed what Constable Chamberlin had suspected since the night it happened. It had not been an accident. The blow to the head had been caused by –

      Mrs. Martin laid her skeletal hands against her narrow hips. “I will make quick work of you, as well, and call the police just as I did last time, insisting that it was an accident, and that you had come over for tea this morning, and you tripped and fell, landing so tragically on…well, how about this?”

      She stooped and picked up a rather menacing looking metal beam with a flat, sharp point on one end.

      “I use this for keeping lady’s shoes pointed nicely,” she said, turning it over in her hands. “A bit unorthodox, but it certainly gets the job done.”

      “You wouldn’t…” I said, but even as the words escaped me, I realized how wrong I was. She had already done it before. And from the way she spoke, she had no remorse about it whatsoever.

      “Wouldn’t what?” she asked. “Impale you with this? Perhaps I will. You do know the truth about everything now, and I really have done my best to protect my reputation and my business. Though, it seems that if you were able to find out the truth, I didn’t cover my tracks well enough. I’ll have to find those books for certain as soon as I get the chance to get into your shop – ”

      “You will do nothing of the sort,” I said, staring around for something, anything that I could use to defend myself. “I will not – ”

      “You aren’t the one with the weapon here, dear,” she said with a cackle. She began to circle around the table, making her way closer to me.

      I tried my best to edge toward the door, determined to escape before this absolutely mad woman could lay a hand on me.

      “Give up,” Mrs. Martin said. “If you don’t let me kill you now, then I’ll just follow you home, and when you least expect it, I’ll be – ”

      I tripped over a coat rack beside the door, my foot tangling with the wooden legs. My arms stretched out to save myself, a sharp, stinging pain shooting up through my elbows and into my shoulders.

      My heart was thundering in my ears. The edges of my vision were turning black. My mind was blank. All I could do was stare at the metal rod in Mrs. Martin’s hand.

      She stood over me, raising the rod up above her head, pointing its tip downward like a sword, aiming it directly at my chest.

      “I hope you know it’s nothing personal,” he said. “You simply should never have gotten involved.”

      She inhaled deeply.

      I closed my eyes.

      BANG!

      I waited for the sting, waited for the bite of the metal in my flesh…

      I opened my eyes, and saw her body splayed across the floor, a blossom of dark red spreading across her chest.

      I turned my head and saw the front door stood wide open…

      And Sidney Mason was standing on the threshold, a smoking pistol in his outstretched hand.
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      “Sidney!” I exclaimed, scrambling over the coat rack.

      He stretched out a hand, helping to pull me free from the trap I had managed to find myself in.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, his left hand clasping my upper arm, his eyes checking me up and down. “She didn’t get you, did she?”

      “N – no,” I said, realizing I was trembling from head to toe. “I’m – I’m fine. What happened?”

      Sidney glanced at his pistol, and shook his head. “Well, I did what I must. I saw she was coming at you with that thing in her hands – ”

      “But why?” I asked. “How did you…how did you just happen to be here?”

      Instead of answering, he released my arms and walked over to the still form of Sandra Martin. I knew he was checking her for signs of life, but I turned away, not yet ready to look at the disturbing sight. When he returned to me seconds later, I knew by his expression that she was certainly dead and beyond all help.

      “How did you know where I was?” I repeated.

      He said, “I was meant to meet Mrs. Martin here at half past eight. She asked me to replace a bad hinge in one of her glass cabinet doors, and wanted it done before she opened the shop this morning. When I arrived here, I heard raised voices, so I waited outside, not wishing to interrupt. Then I heard your voice, and Mrs. Martin’s tone became rather…well, strange. I leaned against the door and eavesdropped, and heard her threatening you. I’m glad I stepped in when I did.”

      I finally made to look over my shoulder, but Sidney reached up and laid his hand against my cheek, stopping me.

      “Please trust me when I say that you do not want to look. There is no need to see something that you can never unsee.”

      He took my hand, pulling me over the threshold and outdoors. In my shock, I didn’t resist.

      He then closed the door behind himself, sighing heavily.

      “How was it that you had a pistol on you?” I asked.

      “I never go anywhere without it anymore, not in these times,” he said. “One can never be too careful.”

      I rubbed my hands over my arms, unable to control my shaking.

      We huddled beneath the shallow awning over the front door as the rain pelted against the ground around us, the sky rumbling with thunder.

      “I – ” I said. “I don’t know how to thank you for…for everything.”

      “You need not thank me,” he said. “I’m just glad I was here when I was.”

      I looked into his kind eyes, his freckled face. How could I have ever thought he was the one who had anything to do with Aunt Vivian’s death?

      “What is it?” Sidney asked, searching my face. “You have gone very pale. You didn’t look back, did you?”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said, trying to remember to breathe in and out. “But she – she’s dead now. And it’s my fault! If I hadn’t – ”

      “It is not your fault,” Sidney said, meeting my eyes. “Do not blame yourself, you understand? She was the one who made the choice to threaten you, to raise that weapon against you. There is nothing that could ever excuse her choice – ”

      “I found out she was the one who killed my aunt…” I said in a small voice.

      For a moment, the only sound was the rain against the cobblestones.

      “Is that what you two were arguing about?” he asked. “I’m…I’m terribly sorry, Helen.”

      My eyes welled up, but I closed them and shook my head. “It isn’t your fault. My aunt certainly did not help herself. She was blackmailing Mrs. Martin, it seems, and…”

      I swallowed. It was incredibly hard not to think of the body that was lying just on the other side of the door.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      Sidney seemed as shaken as I felt. “We are going to have to take this to the police,” he said. “They will need to – ”

      Before he could finish the words, I saw a group of half a dozen men hurrying down the street, and for the first time, I noticed the wide-eyed faces peering out of doorways across the street.

      My knees became weak once again. “I believe the police have already been summoned,” I said, pointing over his shoulder.

      He turned and saw them, as well.

      Inspector Graves was among the others, easy to spot, given he was in front. I didn’t even need to see his eyes clearly to realize he was staring intently at me.

      “There have been reports of a gunshot fired from this location,” said one of the constables flanking Sam Graves. “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Yes,” Sidney said, lifting his pistol into the air. “I shot in defense of Mrs. Lightholder, when she was attacked by Mrs. Martin in there. Mrs. Martin is now dead.”

      At his words, a pair of policemen immediately rushed past us and disappeared inside.

      The man who had spoken looked nervously around at another constable beside him. His gaze hardened as he looked back to me. “Is this story true?”

      My hand clutched at the front of my blouse. I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “I came over to talk to Mrs. Martin about some counterfeit coupons of hers that I had found, and – ”

      “Hold on one moment,” said Sam Graves, stepping up to the front of the line. “Counterfeit coupons?”

      I held the book out in front of me. “I found them in my aunt’s belongings. Apparently, my aunt was blackmailing Mrs. Martin, who was selling them to make extra money.”

      One of the constables shook his head, and the first one had pulled out a small pad, the pages becoming spattered with rain. “Can you please start at the beginning?”

      I told them about my suspicions about my aunt, including finding the first coupon book, her journal, and hearing the rumors about her relationships around town. I told them about the box I had found the night before, and how I had suspected Mrs. Martin might have some understanding of its contents. I told them that when I approached her about it, she freely admitted she had been the one selling the books.

      “And then when I accused her of having killed my aunt and staged the scene to make it look like an accident, she said she was going to make my own death look like an accident as well. She found this – this rod that she said she used to keep the points of her shoes, but it was long, and sharp, and – ”

      “Was it this?”

      I turned and saw that one of the constables who had gone into the shop had reappeared, the weapon Mrs. Martin had threatened me with in his hands.

      “Yes, that’s it,” both Sidney and I said together.

      “And what about you?” Sam Graves asked in his deep, rumbling voice, looking over at Sidney. “Why were you so conveniently here at the right time?”

      Sidney explained the same thing to the inspector that he had explained to me. He pointed to the tool belt around his waist. “And if you want the letter that she left me on my doorstep yesterday morning asking me to come over and replace a bad hinge, I will happily get it to you.”

      Sam gave him a skeptical look.

      “Mr. Mason saved my life,” I said. “If he hadn’t been here, then you would have had two unsolved murders on your hands.”

      Sam’s piercing blue eyes shifted to me, and a knowing look passed between us.

      “I need to apologize, Inspector Graves,” I said, rubbing my hands over my chilled arms. “For the things I said the last time I saw you.”

      Sam shook his head. “There’s no need, Mrs. Lightholder. I wish I had been able to be of more help, but it seems that you were able to discern a truth that had eluded even the police.”

      “But the things I said about your brother,” I said. “I was wrong, and I was entirely out of line for saying anything like I did. I was angry, and confused, and frustrated, and I was desperate to find the answers I was looking for.”

      “I understand,” he said. “You were frightened, and I suppose I let my own anger get the better of me. I’m sorry about that as well.”

      Feeling somewhat relieved, I nodded up at him as he walked past me to enter the shop himself.

      Sidney looked over at me. “What did you say about his brother?” he asked.

      “I heard that his brother and my aunt had been in a relationship, and I wondered if the inspector might have known anything about my aunt’s death that he wasn’t sharing,” I said.

      We waited around the crime scene for almost two hours after the police had arrived, being asked over and over again what had occurred. Both Sidney and Sam seemed determined not to let me back inside the shop, which I wasn’t entirely upset about, but there was a small, strange part of me that wanted to see what had happened, to understand fully.

      It was almost noon before Sam came back outdoors. One of the constables had pulled a chair outside for me, where I had been sitting, trying my best to stay out of the rain. Sidney had asked me over and over again if I was doing alright. I kept insisting that I was fine, even though I couldn’t quite shake my distress at what had occurred inside the shop.

      “It seems safe to say that your story checks out,” Sam Graves said. “Those coupons you showed us…we found something similar hidden underneath the drawer in Mrs. Martin’s till. She was clearly hoping to get her hands on more of them.”

      Relief washed over me, and I smiled thankfully over at Sidney.

      “Did you shoot to kill?” Sam asked Sidney.

      Sidney met his gaze. “Wouldn’t you have?”

      Sam grunted, looking away. “That’s what I thought.”

      They sent me on my way after that, which I was grateful for. The temptation to look inside and see the body was too strong, and I knew that being away from it would help me to shake the unease that seemed to be following me.

      The streets were surprisingly empty, and as I meandered back to my house, I found the lack of people rather unsettling.

      I had never seen a life end as suddenly as I had seen Mrs. Martin’s end. I had witnessed death, been seemingly surrounded by it for the last few months…

      But to experience it first hand?

      I suspected I would be having nightmares for some time.

      I hesitated at my front door, my key poised in the lock.

      A chill ran down my spine, like icy water trickling down my neck.

      I froze, feeling a pair of eyes on me.

      I never was one to believe in ghosts…but was it possible that Mrs. Martin was already there, haunting me?

      I looked over my shoulder, and in the gap between the two houses across the street, there was a silhouette. The darkness of the shadows and the gloominess of the day obscured the person’s features, but I knew without a doubt that whoever it was had their eyes locked on me.

      I could only watch, the breath stolen from my very lungs.

      Was this the same silhouette I had seen when I first arrived in Brookminster? I had thought for certain that it had been a figment of my imagination…

      I hurried inside, locking the door securely behind me.

      I dragged a few chairs and a dresser in front of it, just for good measure.

      Whoever that dark figure was, I was almost certain I had not seen the last of them.

      I shuddered, wondering what lay in the days ahead. Although the mystery surrounding my murdered aunt had been resolved, something told me my future in this quaint little Gloucestershire village would continue to be less than peaceful.

      Brookminster held many secrets…and it seemed that I was the one meant to uncover them all.
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      I hadn’t worn my black dress since Roger’s funeral. It had hung in the back of my closet, still tucked away in its garment bag. I had hoped it would never see the light of day again. It wasn’t as if the dress itself was anything special. It was rather simple; fell to the knees, with wide pleats and a clean hem, stitched with black. The collar was scalloped, white, and the only contrast to the whole outfit. The sleeves, long and straight, were unadorned. Two simple buttons, also black, finished the neckline.

      My sister had picked it out. She said it suited me. But how could a dress suit a person whose heart had been broken? Was there a particular way that a woman who had just lost her husband should look? Was that what this dress said to those who saw me?

      Memories washed over me as I pulled that dress back on. Every nerve in my body rejected it, cried at me to take it off. In my mind, I saw the graveside, the dirt damp and fresh, the mahogany casket lying down inside it…the last time I would ever see the final resting place of my Roger. I saw the dress hanging on the back of the closet door in my old bedroom at my parents house, my mother in tears as I told her that I was leaving Plymouth to start my life over, my voice so loud as I yelled in anger at her that my throat felt as if I was tearing it. I saw the dress folded up in my suitcase as I prepared to leave, as if I somehow cherished it like the other few things I had decided to bring with me to my new life…when in reality, I just couldn’t imagine parting with something that I had worn to honor Roger and his life.

      When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror in my bedroom, I had to remind myself that I was not, in fact, going to Roger’s funeral. The pain, fresh again, roiled around inside me, the same heaviness weighing on my heart just as it had that day.

      That happened months ago…I reminded myself. Roger has been gone for almost six months. I am doing much better now. The days are easier. Sleep is easier. Yes, I miss him. All the time. But I am healing.

      I continued to remind myself of these truths as I finished getting dressed, pinned my hair up in a jeweled barrette that Roger had given me before we were married, and added some simple, black heels. I found a small enough purse to tuck my handkerchief and my lipstick inside before leaving the house.

      The wind had picked up overnight, causing me to clutch at my skirt to prevent it from blowing up at all as I walked.

      The church, beautiful in its ancient stone, stood atop the hill nearer the center of town, its steeple stretching high into the sky, taller than any of the trees around it. Bells began to chime just as the hour of noon arrived, echoing all through Brookminster.

      I received some strange looks as I went, from acquaintances as well as others. One such person was the butcher’s wife, Annie. She was busy minding her young son and daughter, yet she gave me a kind smile as I drew nearer to them. “Good afternoon, Helen,” she said, her eyes immediately dipping down toward my somber appearance. “My goodness, you look as if you might be headed to a funeral…is everything all right?”

      “Oh, well, that is precisely where I am going,” I said.

      Annie seemed stunned. “Who was it that passed away?” she asked. “Is it anyone I know?”

      I glanced down at her children, the boy sticking his tongue out at his older sister when neither she nor her mother were watching, and chose my words carefully, so as not to upset young ears. “It was that poor refugee that your husband – ” I began, but both pairs of little eyes darted up toward me at the mention of their father.

      “Good heavens,” Annie said, her eyes widening. “I had no idea they were having a service for him…”

      “Yes,” I said. “I imagine it will be rather small, perhaps not well attended. I don’t think he knew anyone in town.”

      “Why are you going?” Annie asked, her brow wrinkling. “Did you know him?”

      I shook my head. “I met him very briefly a few days ago. He was looking for someone, and wanted help. My neighbor, Sidney Mason, took him down to the police station, but something tells me he was never able to find who he was looking for.”

      “How sad,” Annie said, concern clouding her pretty, delicate features. She was a dainty woman to be married to a butcher. “I will head home at once and tell Ronald, but I am certain he won’t be able to leave the shop on such short notice…”

      “It’s quite all right,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no need to explain that to me. Besides, it isn’t as if he will know who was able to come or not…”

      Annie gave me a sad, yet understanding look.

      “Well…regardless, it was good to see you, Helen. Perhaps we should have tea at Irene’s soon?” she asked.

      “I would like that,” I said.

      “Very good,” Annie said. “I’ll be seeing you!”

      “You as well,” I said, and continued on down the road toward the church.

      Concern began to creep up within me. I had thought for certain that the butcher would have attended the funeral, given he had been the one to find the poor man…

      I had heard about the funeral that Sunday during church, even if Mr. James had only mentioned it briefly. I had imagined that a great deal many more would have heard, as the news about his death had spread across town like wildfire. Before the day was through on the morning he had been found, everyone knew what had happened. Many suspected murder, given the strange location of the body, but some were convinced that he had wandered in there in the middle of a drunken stupor and had accidentally shot himself, although no weapon had been found in the shed.

      All of this I had heard through secondhand sources, mostly the wives of the police officers, or those who were too nosy for their own good. Irene, however, working at the tea shop, had heard more details about it than anyone.

      She and Nathanial were unable to attend the funeral due to their shop being open, and Nathanial being away on business in London to retrieve a fresh supply of tea from the shipyards. They had a special supplier that liked to be paid in person.

      “But come right here afterward, all right?” Irene urged me as we had left church together two days before. “I’ll make sure to brew you up some fresh tea to soothe that tired, sad soul you’ll be bringing back with you.”

      If I was honest with myself, that was all that was helping me to get through, knowing that I could much more easily move past this funeral than I had Roger’s, and that I could be with a friend and relax later.

      When I reached the doors of the church, however, my sadness returned as I stared into a very empty sanctuary.

      My footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceiling overhead, the pale light of the day filtering in through the stained glass windows depicting different stories of the Bible; David and Goliath, Joseph and his brothers, Abraham and his son Isaac…

      A simple table was set up just before the altar. A bouquet of flowers, small and simple, sat upon it. Two candles burned on either side of it.

      “Ah, Mrs. Lightholder. I’m surprised to see you here.”

      I looked around and saw the vicar, Mr. James, stepping out of his office, off to the side of the sanctuary.

      He was a rather handsome man, thin and lean, with dark hair that was greying around his temples. Thin faced and narrow jawed, he had the features of a man who spent a great deal of time reading, and not nearly enough caring for himself. He wore tortoise shell spectacles that complimented the green of his eyes, and a long dark robe.

      “Did I…am I here at the wrong time?” I asked, looking around.

      “For the funeral?” Mr. James asked, walking toward me. He adjusted his glasses, shaking his head. “No, I’m afraid not. To be quite honest, I was rather certain that no one would be showing up. He was a complete stranger to everyone in town, and from what I have heard, was a bit troublesome to others.” He sighed, pursing his lips thoughtfully. “Even so, I expected there would be some that might come to pay their respects out of kindness…”

      His brow furrowed as he looked at me.

      “Why did you decide to come?” he asked, and I fell into step beside him as he started toward the front of the church.

      “Well…” I said. “Sidney Mason and I met the man some time ago, and…I don’t know. He was looking for someone, seemed almost desperate. And with this war going on, haven’t we all lost someone?” I trailed off. “I’m sorry, I suppose I just hoped he would have been able to find whoever he was looking for, and something tells me he did not…”

      Mr. James nodded his head. “Well, it was very kind of you to come. It certainly does not matter who we are, or where we have come from. God made us all, and He cares about each one of us. This refugee from Germany was no different, for God loves them as well.”

      “I believe he was from Poland,” I said.

      “Really?” Mr. James said. “There were a great many people who told me he was German…well, no matter. It’s tragic that he lost his life here, and I certainly wish it had turned out differently for him.”

      “As do I…” I said.

      He took a deep breath, glancing back at the doors to the sanctuary. “I have a feeling we aren’t going to have many more guests. Perhaps we should get started?”

      “Yes, I think so,” I said.

      I took a seat in the front pew, and instead of speaking from a distance, Mr. James came around to stand beside the table, his Bible lying open in his hands.

      His message was short. Neither of us knew the man’s name, nor anything about him apart from what I had gleaned the day I had met him.

      “The book of Ezekiel says, For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord God. Death is a result of the fall of man, and something not meant to be endured by men. Yet, as we live in a fallen world, with our fallen natures, we must endure the pain and suffering that loss and death brings us. However…hope is not lost. Second Corinthians says; So we are always of good courage. We know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord.”

      Shortly after his message, we made our way out to the cemetery behind the church. The wind still raced through the trees, making the branches flutter and sway. I wished I’d brought a sweater with me, as the air was quite a bit cooler than I remembered.

      We walked all the way to the back of the cemetery, to a corner of the churchyard that overlooked the valley and all its beautiful rolling hills.

      I saw the casket, already settled into the dirt. It was a small area, nestled between a tree and some rose bushes.

      “This was a plot that was never chosen by families in the town,” Mr. James said as we stood in front of the open grave. “No one wished to be buried alone, regardless of how beautiful this place is.”

      Beautiful it certainly was. And peaceful.

      “We can be hopeful for our own deaths,” Mr. James said, staring down at the polished casket. “Because our Savior walked out of his own grave, having risen three days after he had been killed by those who hated him. We can have hope for our friend, then, knowing that he has met the Lord, face to face.”

      I noticed the headstone was unmarked.

      Mr. James must have noticed my gaze fixed on the headstone. “It makes me sad, as well, but I didn’t want to disgrace him by putting a name upon it that was not his own. I had no idea of his age, either, and it seemed rather morose to put nothing more than the date of his death upon the stone. I thought it might be best just to leave it blank, even though I know it will create many questions from others.”

      “I understand,” I said, though I thought it was sad. The only people who would know that he was here would be Mr. James and I, and soon, everyone in our little village of Brookminster would surely forget he had ever been here in the first place.

      “Do you know how he died?” I asked, looking up at the vicar.

      Mr. James exhaled out of his nose, his gaze somewhat distant. “No,” he said. “And to be honest, it wasn’t important for me to do my duties. All I knew was that I needed to prepare a place for him to be buried, so that’s what I did.”

      “Well…thank you, Mr. James,” I said. “For being so kind.”

      “It was no trouble at all,” he said. “I just worry now about his family, if he had any…they’ll never know what happened to him. And as we didn’t know his name, they’ll never be able to find him, either. I wonder if he would have been buried alongside his wife, or his parents, if he had stayed back wherever he came from…”

      That was something I had not considered. It was terribly sad to think of his living family, wondering where in the world he had ended up. And not for the first time, I wondered again who, exactly, it was that he had been looking for.

      “Thank you again for coming,” Mr. James said, closing his Bible and tucking it beneath his arm. “It was a very gracious thing to do.”

      “It was no trouble,” I said with a smile.

      I departed as a worker arrived, picked up a shovel that had been laid aside, and begun to fill in the grave. The methodic sound of the chink of the dirt in the ground followed the tumbling shoosh of soil as it slid off the shovel and into the grave. Every few scoops, I heard the dirt banging against the wooden coffin, and my stomach clenched.

      That poor man was inside, never to see the light of day ever again…

      At least, not on this earth.

      My heart ached for him. I ached for what could have been for him. I wondered how his life could have come to such a sudden, tragic end.

      Then I wondered if anyone in town might have learned more about him. Maybe even discovered his name.

      That…and I couldn’t stop thinking about Nathanial’s assumption that the poor refugee had likely been murdered.

      Who would have done such a thing? And to a complete stranger?

      These were certainly dangerous times we were living in, but to murder someone –

      “You of all people, huh?”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      I wheeled around and found Inspector Graves, leaning up against the trunk of one of the ancient trees in the churchyard. His gaze was fixed on the distant grave, where Mr. James lingered while the worker diligently filled in the hole around the casket that was just visible in the earth.

      Sam Graves’ foot was propped up on the tree behind him, and his arms were folded in front of himself.

      “Oh, Inspector Graves…” I said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      He shifted his gaze to me, his blue eyes piercing beneath his dark lashes.

      I swallowed hard, both unsettled and strangely entranced by his intense stare.

      “First I find you outside the shop of Sandra Martin, who was attempting to kill you, and now here I find you at the graveside of a stranger, who had no family, no name…” He shifted his shoulders, leaning down toward me. “Are you going to tell me that you knew this man somehow? Or perhaps were related to him?”

      “N – no,” I said, taking a hesitant step back. His gaze was quelling, making me feel like a schoolgirl caught misbehaving. “I met him while he was alive, and – ”

      “And what?” he asked.

      I clutched the purse in my hands, and attempted to stand a bit straighter. “Inspector Graves, I don’t know what you are implying, but I was simply attending this poor man’s funeral. As you can see, there wasn’t anyone else here. At least it wasn’t quite so lonely.”

      “Hmph…” he said. “I was here, too.”

      “Yes, you were,” I said.

      A brief moment of silence passed between us, with nothing but the wind to fill the space.

      “I shouldn’t have to say this…” he said, his eyes narrowing. “But it may not be the wisest idea to get too involved with anything that has to do with this man.”

      My brow wrinkled. “What does that mean?”

      His gaze hardened. “You now have a history of meddling where you shouldn’t, and getting yourself into trouble.”

      “Are you implying I had something to do with his death?” I asked, shocked.

      He shook his head. “No. You aren’t a killer. That much is obvious. But you seem to be one of those people that tragedy likes to hang around…”

      My heart sank at his words. Tragedy followed me around? “That’s an unkind thing to say to someone…” I said.

      He shrugged. “That doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

      “So you’re saying that someone did kill the poor refugee?” I asked.

      His face suddenly went blank. “All I am saying is that you need to keep your distance. As kind as it was for you to come to the funeral, this is where your influence should stop. For your safety.”

      I folded my arms, staring at him coolly. “Even though I was the one who figured out that Sandra Martin murdered my aunt?”

      “That was different,” Sam said. “You had access to information that no one did…which you should have brought to me in the first place so that you never would have been in danger from her.”

      My face flushed, and I looked down. He was right about that, I supposed.

      “Just…be wise, all right? Don’t let your curiosity get the better of you,” he said. “You know what they say, right? What happened to the cat when it got too curious?”

      Throat growing tight, I glanced over my shoulder. Mr. James was still watching the man with the shovel as he filled the grave.

      “I understand,” I said, the little hairs on the back of my neck standing up. “Loud and clear.”

      
        
        END OF EXCERPT
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