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      Welcome back to Exham-on-Sea.

      It’s been a while since the last story of Libby and Max Ramshore, Bear, Shipley, Fuzzy and their friends and neighbours appeared in bookshops, but now they’re back, as a new killer spoils the tranquillity of Somerset.

      Libby Forest is now sometimes known as Libby Ramshore after marrying Max. She devises and produces cakes and chocolates that sell all over the county, and especially in the Crusts and Crumbs Café in Exham-on-Sea’s High Street. She also solves crime in partnership with Max, her husband. She’s beginning to wonder if she’s spreading herself too thinly, especially as she’s now a proud grandmother to her son, Robert Forest’s toddler, Josh.

      Max Ramshore, a banking whizz with many years spent uncovering fraud, prefers his computer to the gossip and intrigue found in groups like the Exham-on-Sea History Society. Nevertheless, since he realised that Libby was not at the centre of a fraud enterprise, he’s been happy to work with her, digging deep into obscure areas of the internet where Libby prefers not to tread.

      Bear, their Carpathian Sheepdog, is ageing a little, with a touch of rheumatism, and likes to spend most of his time lying in the living room watching over Shipley, the excitable Springer Spaniel, and Fuzzy, the aloof cat.

      Angela Miles is Libby’s best friend and the elegant and mostly unflappable manager of the Crusts and Crumbs Café, owned by her partner, Oliver. She also hosts the Exham-on-Sea History Society.

      Jemima Bakewell is now retired from her job teaching classics and is enjoying the later-life courtship of both Dr Archie Phillips, the librarian at Wells Cathedral, and Quentin Dobson, the curator of the tiny museum in Watchet.

      Mandy Parsons, Angela’s niece, was Libby’s protégée and apprentice baker. She is currently living in London with her saxophonist boyfriend, Steve.

      Major Chalfont-Smythe is a newcomer to Somerset, having recently bought Priory Manor. A retired military man, he likes to continue to use his title.

      His wife, Dawn, is pleased to escape a lifetime of endless military dinner parties but is willing to host events for her husband from time to time.

      Tilly, their older daughter, is a teacher and dog-lover. She has become used to being called ‘the sensible one’.

      Mindy, their second daughter, is an influencer with a love of fashion and an excessively handsome boyfriend, Giorgio.

      Giorgio Fontana owns a beautiful red Ferrari Roma and has an unfortunate habit of looking down women’s cleavages.

      Annabel Pearson is the doctor’s wife, working in the Crusts and Crumbs Café. She has a covetous eye turned towards Max.

      Raj and Noreen Inman have bought Three Oaks Farm, where Noreen is determined to rewild the land. Raj imports lovely fabrics from South Asia.

      Barry Brown and Jenny, his dog-trainer wife, work a different farm, trying to make ends meet. Jenny’s training business shows signs of becoming more lucrative than the farm itself.

      Ali Forest, Libby’s previously restless daughter, is now well on the way to becoming a doctor while struggling with an on-off relationship with her boyfriend, Andy.

      Colonel Horace Campbell is an old army friend of the Major, now slipping into old age, helped to manage in a bungalow in Bristol by his caregiver, Janet Tucker.

      DS Gemma Humberstone is a local police officer and supporter of Libby’s sleuthing methods.

      PC Ian Smith has run up against Libby many times. He would love to find a murderer before Libby does, but has so far failed.

      DCI Waterloo is a new arrival on the scene, none too pleased to find Libby and Max on his staff as civilian officers.
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      Libby Ramshore flipped the switch of the industrial-strength food mixer and breathed out, enjoying the sudden silence in the kitchen. ‘I’m sorry. What did you say?’ She wiped cake mixture from her cheek with the back of her hand and grinned at Angela Miles.

      ‘I said shouldn’t you be wearing ear defenders?’ Her friend Angela, the manager of the Crusts and Crumbs Café in Exham-on-Sea, waved a booklet in the air.

      Libby laughed. ‘I think you’re letting your Health and Safety review preparation go too far. I’m sure this mixer noise is less than seventy decibels. At least my watch, that knows everything, hasn’t complained, and I know it works because it buzzes at me every time Bear barks.’ Bear, Libby’s huge, friendly Carpathian Sheepdog, had a voice that shook windows.

      ‘It’s up to you,’ Angela said, making a note on her phone. ‘But if the inspector asks, tell him I offered to supply those ear defenders.’

      ‘Anyway, this is the last batch of cakes for today.’ Libby added a few drops of a fresh raspberry concentrate produced, as the café’s menu proudly announced, from raspberries grown in Somerset. She waved as Annabel Pearson, one of the café waitresses, poked her head around the door and switched on the coffee machine. That would save Libby from the next instalment of Annabel’s continuing story of her son’s academic brilliance.

      With the elderflower and raspberry flavoured cake safely in the oven, Libby changed her apron and gloves – Angela would be proud of her – and joined the rest of the café team serving the teatime rush of customers. Her real job at the café was product development, but she was happy to help serve customers when she could.

      ‘Not long until Carnival night.’ Gladys, who kept the flower shop in the same High Street, collected her first cappuccino of the day. ‘Are you stocking up?’

      ‘The freezer’s groaning, but we know we’ll sell it all. The Capital Carnival Club came in the other day after a weekend working on their float and they managed to eat their way through half the stock, so I’m replacing that.’

      ‘I hear they’re doing Pirates of the Caribbean, this year?’

      ‘I do hope so. The music’s so wonderfully raucous. Maybe I’ll need those ear defenders after all.’

      Angela looked at her watch. ‘It’s almost closing time. I need to get off promptly today – I’m going to a posh cocktail party.’

      ‘Ooh, lucky you,’ Gladys said. ‘I’m all alone this evening.’

      Libby raised an eyebrow in disbelief. Gladys always had at least two admirers in tow at any one time.

      ‘I got rid of that Nigel,’ Gladys explained. ‘He dropped my favourite vase and it broke. But what’s this cocktail party all about? It sounds a bit posh for Exham. And why weren’t we all invited?’

      Angela leaned her elbows on the counter. ‘It’s the couple who just moved into Priory Manor – Major Chalfont-Smythe and his wife. He’s planning a new business venture and gathering prospective partners, so it’s Oliver he wants this evening, of course.’ Angela’s partner, Oliver, was a successful businessman who owned, among other ventures, the Crusts and Crumbs Café. ‘I’m going as his plus-one. The Major plans to set up a new outlet for the best produce in the area – to be called Special to Somerset. Oliver’s seen the business plans and he thinks it might work, with the right products and plenty of financial backing.’

      As the café’s final customers of the day departed, leaving the staff to finish clearing up and pull on their coats, Libby looked up at the sky. ‘I’m out on the town tonight as well. Max has tickets for that musical in Yeovil; Cabaret – or is it Chorus Line? No, wait, I think I mean Chicago. I’m glad it’s indoors. I reckon this dry weather’s about to break.’
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      Arriving home to an ecstatic welcome from Bear and the Springer Spaniel, Shipley, Libby removed Bear’s immense paws from her shoulders, accepted the toy Shipley had brought her and grinned as her husband gulped down a mouthful of chocolate chip biscuit. ‘We won’t be eating until after the show,’ he defended himself. He glanced at his watch. ‘We’d better get going. The journey will take less than an hour at this time of the evening, but still…’ He stopped, staring at Libby. ‘Are you going like that?’

      Libby checked in the mirror. Her face was still spattered with cake mixture. ‘Maybe I’ll have a quick shower.’

      ‘Ten minutes,’ Max called as she sped upstairs.

      Thirty minutes later, they fed Fuzzy the cat and bade farewell to Bear and Shipley, both of whom looked set for an evening snoozing happily in the living room.

      ‘We’re hardly late at all,’ Libby insisted as the Range Rover sped through the countryside. She watched the Somerset fields pass by, dotted with sheep. ‘Do you know, it’s starting to feel like autumn already. Some of the trees are turning.’ She sighed, happily. ‘This is one of my favourite times of year: conkers and acorns and crunchy leaves.’

      ‘And rain,’ Max observed. ‘Look how dark it’s getting. The heavens are about to open.’

      At first, the raindrops fell quietly, pattering gently on the roof. The car’s windscreen wipers creaked into action, sweeping late-summer dust in streaks from the glass, gaining momentum as the shower turned into drumming rain.

      Max turned down a lane to the left.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Libby objected. ‘Don’t get lost – it’s pouring with rain and I don’t want to be stuck in any mud.’

      ‘It’s a shortcut,’ he said.

      ‘That’s all very well when it’s not raining…’ But before Libby could finish, she was blinded by headlights.

      ‘Watch out!’

      Max dragged the steering wheel sharply to the left. The car shuddered, brakes squealing, and skidded on the wet road. Libby’s hands flew to her mouth as a blur of red metal careered towards them at breakneck speed. As she braced for the crash, the oncoming car slowed, tyres screaming, and came to rest, quivering, against the Rover’s front bumper.

      Libby looked at Max, her eyes wide with shock.

      ‘Are you okay?’ they said, together.

      ‘Fine,’ Libby said, her voice wobbling.

      ‘Me too. Let’s go and see if that idiot’s killed himself.’
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      Max elbowed his door open and leapt out, his lights illuminating the scene, while Libby climbed down carefully from the passenger seat. Her evening heels slipped and slithered in mud, and rain stuck strands of hair across her forehead.

      ‘Good Lord, it’s a Ferrari,’ Max said, awestruck.

      ‘Now it’s a dented one,’ Libby pointed out. The expensive car bore a long scratch on its wing, while Max’s aged Range Rover had suffered no damage at all. She pulled out her phone and flicked on the camera. Ferrari repairs would be expensive and there was no way she would let the driver claim the smash was Max’s fault.

      The sleek red beast had come to rest tilted against a hedge, the left front wheel – Libby believed it was technically known as a near wheel – had sunk into a ditch, one of many such flood defence rhines that crossed the Somerset levels.

      As Libby punched phone buttons, the Ferrari driver’s door flew open. A flood of mellifluous, possibly Italian, cursing accompanied the appearance of a tall young man. He shook his fist melodramatically as he scrambled out.

      Max, perfectly calm, waited for the fusillade to stop before asking quietly, ‘Anyone hurt in there?’

      The young man ran a hand through a head of tousled black curls. ‘Just my beautiful car.’

      ‘Taken a bit of a knock, I can see,’ Max agreed. ‘Let’s exchange details and the insurance companies can deal with it. We can get someone to pull your car out of the ditch.’

      Infuriated, the man embarked on another verbal stream of consciousness. Meanwhile, the passenger door of his car opened, and a pair of glamorous high-heeled shoes slid out, followed by two long legs in a silver, sequinned dress. The sequins caught the light of Libby’s phone as she snapped hasty pictures of both the driver and passenger to show that no damage had been done to either face.

      She had to admit they were rather lovely, youthful faces, caught fetchingly in the beam of Max’s headlights. The young man’s beauty was, however, disfigured by a scowl. His companion, whose blonde hair reached to her waist and whose voluptuous lips could surely not be entirely the product of nature, smiled vacantly, eyes unfocused.

      ‘Do you think she’s been drinking?’ Libby murmured in Max’s ear.

      The male beauty staggered a little as he pointed towards the dent and scratch on the Ferrari’s front wing, the flow of angry recitative unabated. Max held up a hand to stem the torrent of abuse – Libby was almost certain by now it was Italian.

      ‘Possibly,’ Max agreed. ‘Or maybe she’s high. Both of them, most likely. In any case, I don’t think we should let him drive, do you?’

      Libby looked over Max’s shoulder. ‘You know, that’s Priory Manor, just there,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should all call in and, er, recover. Although they’re entertaining this evening,’ she remembered. ‘So maybe not⁠—’

      The young woman giggled, her umbrella shaking drops of water on Libby’s shoes. ‘We were going there anyway. My father, Major Chalfont-Smythe, owns it.’

      Libby angled her own umbrella to keep as dry as possible, although the rain had begun to tail off. ‘I’m Libby,’ she said. ‘Libby Ramshore.’

      ‘Mindy.’ The young woman looked Libby up and down, not bothering to meet her eyes.

      ‘At least we’re all in one piece,’ Libby said.

      ‘Giorgio drives like a prat,’ Mindy shrugged. ‘He thinks he’s a racing driver.’

      Max could hardly tear his eyes away from the Ferrari. ‘You have a wonderful car,’ he said.

      Giorgio, calm at last, posed elegantly against his car and smiled. ‘When she is fixed, I will take you for a drive.’

      Mindy tapped her foot impatiently. ‘Look, it’s cold and wet out here and we’ve driven all the way from Exeter. I’m not going to stand around in the rain talking about cars. My parents have a party going on tonight and half of Somerset are probably already here nosing around, so you might as well come in.’

      ‘With an invitation like that, how can we resist?’ Libby’s smile took the edge off the sarcasm. Her curiosity was piqued. She wondered whether the rest of the Chalfont-Smythes would be as grumpy as Mindy.

      Another car drew up. The driver’s door opened and Oliver hailed them. ‘Hi there. Is everything okay?’

      ‘We’re fine,’ Max said. ‘Just a minor bump on the red one.’

      Giorgio launched into another salvo of rapid-fire Italian while Angela climbed out of Oliver’s car and joined them.

      ‘Calm down,’ Mindy said, giving Giorgio’s arm a little shake. She smiled at Oliver. ‘We just need someone to pull us out of the ditch. I’m wet and freezing, so we’ll leave you boys to it.’ Leaving Libby to follow with Angela, she marched across the road and up the drive.
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      Major Chalfont-Smythe opened the door as Mindy leaned on the doorbell. He stood tall, as though on parade. Libby reckoned he must be at least seventy, but his back was straight and his abundant grey hair belied his age – or was that perhaps a toupee?

      He waved Angela and Libby inside and laughed uproariously as Mindy recounted details of the crash. ‘That young man of yours will write off that flashy Ferrari one of these days.’

      ‘My husband’s out straightening up the cars,’ Libby said. ‘I’m Libby Ramshore.’

      The Major shook her hand. ‘Ah. Ramshore and Forest, Private Investigators?’ She nodded. ‘I’ve heard of your exploits in Somerset. Let’s hope there won’t be any need for your detective skills tonight. Ha! Ha!’ Libby smiled dutifully. ‘Now, you need to get yourselves warm and dry while I take Angela to find a drink.’ He half turned towards a tall woman, much younger than himself. ‘This is my wife, Dawn.’ He beamed. ‘Dawn, this is the famous Libby, Somerset’s multi-tasking baker, chocolatier and solver of crimes, and Angela Miles, who manages the Exham-on-Sea café.’ He looked round, clearly keen to make more introductions. He pointed at a brown-haired young woman in a high-necked dress. ‘That’s Mindy’s sensible older sister, Tilly, over there.’

      Tilly turned and waved, smiling.

      Dawn Chalfont-Smythe wore a long black silk column dress, discreet pearl earrings and a pearl necklace, and looked so elegant that Libby thanked her stars she’d changed her own clothes before coming out. Her wide-leg trousers and satin blouse were just about adequate. ‘Come upstairs to dry out and then join the party,’ Dawn said. ‘Or do you need to be somewhere else?’

      ‘We were already late for the theatre, so I think we’ll abandon that for this evening, if you really don’t mind us barging in?’

      ‘Splendid, the more the merrier, and we can get to know you.’

      Libby slipped off her muddy shoes and followed Dawn upstairs, to a bathroom full of mirrors, marble and faded Art Deco glamour, with soft towels neatly arranged on hot rails.

      Dawn smiled serenely. ‘If you had to have a little accident, it’s such luck it happened close to the house. Take as long as you like. Oh, here’s Mindy – make sure Libby has everything she needs, won’t you, dear? I must get back to the party.’

      Soon, a newly dry and tidy Libby returned downstairs, leaving Mindy repairing her make-up.

      Dawn took her arm. ‘Come with me and meet people.’ She whisked Libby into a room with paired candelabra and acres of carpet. Max was there already, talking to Angela, Oliver and the Major.

      Dawn said, ‘I’ve heard all about your chocolates, Libby. I’ve told Lionel to make sure I have a box for my birthday or there’ll be trouble.’

      Max laughed. ‘Just be careful,’ he said. ‘Libby’s chocolate flavours can be a bit – er – experimental. No one’s been poisoned yet. Not by Libby’s chocolates, anyway, although the pistachio and pumpkin came close…’

      The Major hooted. ‘I’ve been warned about Exham-on-Sea. Somerset’s murder capital, I think they call it.’

      Dawn took Libby’s arm. ‘Ignore him, Libby,’ she said, turning to frown at her husband. ‘You’re not in the Mess now, dear.’

      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ the Major muttered. ‘What would we do without our wives to keep us in check, eh, Max?’

      Libby, glass of champagne in hand, spotted local farmer, Barry Brown, nearby in earnest conversation with another couple.

      ‘We’re going to make our fortune,’ he was saying. He noticed the newcomers, stopped talking and strode forward to shake hands with Max and Libby. ‘We meet again,’ he said. ‘I saw you last month at the market.’

      ‘You were selling some of your cattle,’ Libby remembered.

      ‘At a decent price for once, I’m pleased to say. My Highland pedigrees might keep the farm limping on for another year or two and we’re hoping this venture of the Major’s will help us all turn the corner.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s been bad these past few years, what with floods and then drought. Half the farmers around here have sold up.’

      As Libby made sympathetic noises, Barry led her across the room. ‘Here’s a man you should get to know if you’re interested in our new venture, Raj Inman. New to Somerset, aren’t you, Raj?’

      Raj, a handsome man a little shorter than Libby, smiled showing perfect white teeth. ‘We live on Three Oaks Farm near Dulverton.’ Libby knew it well. It had been a thriving dairy farm at one time, but the owner had finally sold up after years of falling profits and the farm had fallen into sad disrepair.

      Barry said, ‘It was his wife who persuaded him to buy the place – isn’t that right, Raj?’ Raj smiled politely as Barry waved at a petite blonde who was talking animatedly to Max. ‘Noreen’s new to Somerset, too,’ Barry said. ‘She’s dedicated to rewilding the land.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘She thinks farmers are vandals ruining the planet. She reckons we have no souls.’ He nodded at Noreen. ‘How are the weeds, then?’

      Noreen closed her eyes wearily, as though he asked this every time they met. ‘Oh Barry,’ she sighed. ‘Why don’t you come to the farm and find out? We have otters now.’

      Quietly, Dawn slid between them, a bottle in either hand. ‘Now, you’ve all got empty glasses. Let me top them up. Alcoholic or non?’

      Giorgio, the driver of the Ferrari, appeared at Libby’s side, standing a little too close for comfort. He murmured in her ear, ‘Trouble in Paradise, I see,’ jerking his head towards Barry and Noreen. His eyes gleamed. ‘What is your opinion on these English hobbies – hunting, shooting and fishing, Mrs Ramshore?’

      ‘To tell you the truth, I’ve never done any of them.’

      Teeth flashing, Giorgio raised his glass in an unsteady salute. A drop of champagne splashed onto the carpet. ‘Very tactful.’ He wandered away.

      Barry’s wife, Jenny, a dog trainer, smiled at Libby. ‘Where are the Major’s dogs, that’s what I want to know?’

      Tilly was just passing. ‘Safe in the kitchen. They’d cause havoc in here.’

      Angela touched Libby’s elbow. ‘I’m glad you and Max are here, although that was a very unconventional way to arrive.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Now, you’re a detective. Tell me what you think of Mindy’s Italian boyfriend?’

      ‘Well,’ Libby thought for a moment. ‘Italian, as you say. Drives a Ferrari very badly and swears unintelligibly. He’s obviously wealthy. Smokes, though, and, if I’m not much mistaken, he’s either a bit merry or a bit high this evening.’
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      Mindy reappeared, cheeks flushed, startling blue eyes flashing under the candelabra, seeming to change colour with the light. Were the pupils a little dilated? And what a shame she’d had ‘work’ done to her lips. Libby sighed. Did young women think you couldn’t tell?

      Mindy hurried to Giorgio’s side. ‘I’m sorry the party’s such a bore,’ she said, a little too loudly, ‘but Dad can’t get over all those years he spent partying in the Officers’ Mess. At least it’s an excuse to dress up and the food will be good. Dad’s pinched the chef from one of the posh hotels around here – the Sheep or something, it’s called. Make sure you get your hands on some of those canapés.’

      Dawn circulated, checking that everyone was eating, drinking and talking.

      Libby could still hear Barry’s voice above the rest as he cornered the Major. ‘So glad they finally found someone brave enough to take on this old place.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’ the Major frowned.

      ‘Yes, we thought the ghost had frightened all the buyers off. A chap called Wendlebury owned the place until a few years ago. He was murdered, you know.’

      The Major’s lips tightened. ‘Not sure that’s quite what⁠—’

      Mindy reappeared. ‘Oh, Daddy, don’t be such a bore. I do hope the house has a ghost of its own. How did this man die?’

      ‘Gunshot,’ Barry said.

      An awkward hush fell on the room.

      ‘Of course, Libby here solved the mystery and the criminal was arrested. He’s in jail now, I believe.’

      As Libby looked for somewhere to hide, hating to be thrust into the limelight, Dawn appeared at her side. ‘I’m sure that’s all a lot of nonsense and we certainly haven’t seen any ghosts while we’ve been living here,’ she said firmly. ‘And now, Libby, I’m longing to have a chat with you.’

      Libby’s heart sank. She recognised that look on her hostess’s face. Dawn wanted something. Advice on how to deal with online phishing, perhaps, or how to foil attempts at cyber fraud, or maybe how to find out if a husband was cheating.

      ‘Don’t look so worried,’ Dawn said. ‘I’m not about to pick your brains about crime in Somerset. No, I’m thinking about the best way to celebrate our anniversary in a couple of weeks and I’m hoping you have some ideas. It’s not a big anniversary, but we’d like to take a few people out. Angela said you’re the best person to ask.’

      Libby smiled politely. Just wait until she got hold of Angela tomorrow…

      ‘The thing is,’ Dawn said, ‘I can’t stand any more formal dinners or visits to pretentious restaurants. We’ve done all that, so many, many times in the army. Lionel loved it all, of course, but often – well, I sometimes feel I never want to go to another party – oh.’ She blushed. ‘I don’t mean today. This is a lovely way to get to know people. Our neighbours, you know? So friendly…’ her voice tailed off.

      Libby put her out of her misery. ‘I think I know what you mean. Being with too many people for too long can be draining.’

      Dawn beamed. ‘That’s exactly how I feel. Now, as there are so many charming places in Somerset, perhaps we could spend the day of our anniversary with some of these new friends, just being tourists. We could end up with a dinner somewhere lovely.’

      ‘There’s plenty to choose from – Glastonbury with the Tor if you fancy a really atmospheric climb – although it’s best in the early morning, in the mist. Or, if you’re looking for ghosts, try Cleeve Abbey, one of the monasteries pulled down by Henry the Eighth. Then, there’s Clevedon Pier where the steamboat visits, or Wells Cathedral.’ That was one of Libby’s favourites. ‘I know – why not try The Bishop’s Palace. That’s also in Wells. The grounds are fabulous, there’s a moat and a waterfall and the well pool’s deep and wide. It’s the reason the city was named Wells. You could finish off with a pub meal. There are some lovely pubs in Wells.’

      ‘That sounds just right. I’d be happy just going with Lionel, but he’ll want to invite a few guests. He always does. He’s only ever happy when he’s surrounded by as many people as possible.’ She sounded wistful. ‘But if we spent a day in Wells sightseeing with a group of friends, we could investigate the town in ones and twos and meet up for a meal afterwards. That would be perfect and we’d both be happy.’ She beamed. ‘Thank you. I knew I was asking the right person.’

      ‘And what are you ladies cooking up?’ The Major appeared. His nose had turned a little red.

      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Dawn said, with a laugh. ‘Now, let’s make sure everyone has plenty to drink.’ She led her husband away with a smile at Libby. ‘And you must come to Wells with us. Such a brilliant idea. I can’t thank you enough.’

      Libby sighed. She loved Wells and visited often, but she really wasn’t sure she wanted to be a tour guide for Dawn and the Major.
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      As Libby made her way towards Max, hoping to persuade him to go with her on the Wells expedition and knowing he’d be reluctant, the door opened and a couple of late arrivals stepped inside. At least, a middle-aged female stepped in, while a much older man walked hesitantly behind, leaning on a stick.

      Every head turned. ‘Horace,’ boomed the Major, hurrying across the room and shaking the new arrival’s free hand. ‘Come in, come in. Wonderful to see you.’

      ‘He’s doing very well today,’ the middle-aged woman remarked. His nurse, Libby supposed.

      Tilly hurried over. ‘How wonderful to see you, Uncle Horace,’ she said. ‘How long has it been since you read Paddington Bear to me when I was three?’

      ‘I’ll leave you here for a while, Colonel, with your friends,’ the nurse said. ‘Your taxi will come and get you in an hour to drive you back to Bristol. That will be enough excitement for you.’

      ‘But you must stay and have something to eat, Mrs, er…’ Dawn offered a tray of mushroom vol-au-vents.

      ‘Tucker. Janet Tucker.’ She smiled shyly. ‘That’s very kind, but I can’t stay. Although I’d love one of those canapés. They do look so delicious. But then I really must get home. I promised my husband we could have a cosy evening and I’ve organised a taxi to take Horace home. I don’t do nights, you see.’ Still talking, she drifted away.

      ‘Silly woman.’ The Colonel, a little stooped and leaning on his walking stick, smiled warmly at Tilly. ‘Hello, lovely girl,’ he said. ‘How you’ve grown.’

      Tilly waved Mindy across. ‘And this is my sister – you never met her, did you?’

      The elderly man beamed, his eyes sharp. ‘Sadly not. That’s army life – your father and I kept moving on, not bumping into each other for so many years. But it’s good to see you all again. I’m getting a bit old and decrepit, but it does me good to see all you young people.’ He cackled, the laugh turning to a cough. ‘That’s why the dragon, Mrs Tucker, and her fire-eating colleagues look after me at home. She keeps me in order – she’s worse than my dear wife, Jane, bless her memory, who passed away five years ago. Still, now Mrs Tucker’s gone, we can party.’ His bushy eyebrows rose and he surveyed the room intently.

      The Major tapped a spoon on his wine glass to call attention and announced to the room at large, ‘This is our special guest, Colonel Horace Campbell, my oldest friend from our army days. We bumped into each other at a regimental reunion six months ago. It’s good to have you here, old friend.’ He blinked rapidly. ‘It’s been far too long and we’re neither of us as young as we were.’

      ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m on top form,’ The Colonel insisted. ‘Definitely. Finished the crossword this morning. With no cross words.’ He snorted at his own joke. ‘Let’s meet some of these guests of yours, Lionel.’ He peered around the room. ‘It’s good to meet new people. Just like the old days,’ he said. ‘And they were good ones. Remember that time we raided the kitchens in the Mess? Just lads, weren’t we, up to our tricks? Upset the chef, though.’ He laughed, eyes twinkling.

      ‘What a lovely man,’ Libby said to Mindy.

      She sighed. ‘My father’s invited him in on the business venture, but I don’t think he took into account that Horace is about ten years older than he is. He’s feebler than I expected.’

      ‘Let him enjoy himself,’ Tilly said. ‘I bet he can remember every detail of his early days in the army. They were in the same regiment, you know. Horace was Dad’s Commanding Officer at one time. It was during the Cold War, so they didn’t see much real action. Horace was a bit of a hero, though. He saved Dad’s life, although Dad doesn’t like to talk about it.’

      The nearby party guests fell silent, listening.

      ‘You see, they were posted to the same place in the eighties. It was Dad’s first posting, I think. When the Soviet Union crumbled during Glasnost, officers from Russia came as part of a friendly tour of military bases in the UK.’

      Libby was surprised. ‘Really? Wasn’t that a bit foolhardy? Weren’t we giving away secrets?’

      Max said, ‘The Cold War was over. The Russians were meant to be our new friends and the government seemed to think they’d established world peace.’

      Barry whistled. ‘A bit naïve, if you ask me.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Mindy raised her voice, taking centre stage, ‘Dad and Horace were in the Officers’ Mess with a couple of Russian generals. They asked for tea, which the Colonel thought was odd⁠—’

      The Colonel interrupted. ‘It was happy hour, you know, two pints for the price of one. No one was drinking tea – not in those days. Alcohol only. And I was suspicious. I saw one of the generals put his hand in his pocket just as he took a cup of tea from the tray. Then, he passed the cup and saucer to Lionel.’

      His audience listened intently as The Colonel went on.

      ‘“Excuse me,” I said, as politely as possible. “I think that’s your cup. The Major only drinks coffee.”’ He chuckled. ‘Everyone was shocked to the core; that was no way to speak to a visitor in the Mess. But the fool looked at me, eyes like saucers, leaned across the table and knocked the cup over. There was tea all over the table.’ The Colonel snorted. ‘That didn’t matter, we could clear it all up, but the idiot was spooked. He upped and ran straight out of the Mess.’ By now, the Colonel was laughing, spluttering so hard he could hardly finish the story. ‘One of the guards outside stopped him – none too gently, I’m afraid.’ He shook his head, wheezing. ‘Just a cup of tea – but I saw what he was up to and he meant business.’

      Suddenly exhausted, he shook his head.

      The Major waved the story away. ‘Amateur hour, that’s what it was. The man must have been crazy. He was whisked away, and no one knows what happened to him when they got him back to Russia. I imagine the Secret Service analysed the spilt tea, but we never heard any more about it.’

      Tilly helped the Colonel, still alternately chuckling and coughing, to sit down and recover.

      Mindy said, ‘Dad always had a soft spot for Horace, Mum said. They were like brothers back then, but I didn’t know he was coming today. Dad must have invited him.’ Her voice held an edge. ‘Such a lovely surprise.’

      Tilly smiled. ‘The Colonel lives in Bristol,’ she said. ‘We’d had no idea he was so close. I’ve lived in Taunton for four years, teaching in one of the schools, and my parents came to Somerset to be near me. I’m thinking of asking the Colonel to give a talk at my school. I asked Dad to, but he said, “Not likely”.’

      The Colonel finally had his breathing under control. He viewed the room with blue eyes that were still piercing. ‘So, this is where that old fraud, Chesterton Wendlebury, lived. I’m acquainted with his cousin, don’t you know? He’s a politician now.’ He chuckled. ‘But I knew him when he was in the army. Short-term commission, just three years. He didn’t stay in long when he realised he might end up in Northern Ireland, I can tell you. By all accounts, young Chesterton never made much of his life, with one failed business after another – and then a spot of fraud.’ He shook his head. ‘I gather it all caught up with him in the end.’

      ‘Mr Wendlebury died a while ago,’ Angela said.

      ‘Is that a fact?’ The Colonel sighed. ‘Thought he’d see us out,’ he said to the Major. ‘Oh well, he always did say there was something strange about this house. No one makes old bones here. You’d better watch out, old man. Maybe your time’s up.’

      Libby murmured in Max’s ear, ‘Time we were going, I think. We don’t want to outstay our welcome.’
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      Back at home, Libby kicked off her shoes with a groan. ‘Pointy toes. Whatever was I thinking?’

      ‘Why didn’t you take them off in the car on the way home?’

      ‘Because I knew that if I did I wouldn’t be able to get them on again.’

      Max sank onto a kitchen stool.

      Libby said, ‘What are you laughing at?’

      ‘Well.’ Max chuckled softly. ‘I could have carried you from the car.’

      Libby hooted with laughter. ‘You’d never make it.’

      ‘Course I would. I’ll prove it.’

      He approached, determination glinting in his eyes.

      Libby took a step backwards. ‘You do know I have a dangerous weapon in my hands, capable of taking someone’s eye out?’ She waved the shoe in the air. ‘I saw that snooty Mindy looking at these beauties and I swear she was the tiniest bit jealous. But more to the point, what did you make of this evening?’

      Max shook his head. ‘It was an odd mix of meet and greet – you know, getting to know the locals – and this business venture. The Major talked about it. He thinks there are wonderful possibilities, but I wouldn’t be quite so sure – Somerset’s the county that people drive through on their way to Devon or Cornwall. Who’s going to buy these top-of-the-range products?’

      ‘Possibly the actors and designers who’ve been moving in to the county. The Major’s done his sums and Oliver thinks it has possibilities, although it sounds as though the Major’s relying on the Colonel for finance. Did you hear that they’ve only just got together again after more than thirty years? They were big buddies when Tilly was a baby, but they didn’t keep in touch.’

      Max stifled a yawn. ‘What did you think about that story – the Russian agent trying to kill the Major, and Horace intervening? A bit James Bond, don’t you think?’

      Libby huffed. ‘It sounded totally off the wall to me. I suppose it’s one of those silly stories people tell in the Officers’ Mess when they’ve had a few too many champagne cocktails, or whatever it is they drink. It made the Major look like a prize idiot and he didn’t seem very pleased to hear it again.’ She switched on the coffee grinder, raising her voice over its clatter. ‘Whatever the truth of the story,’ she went on, ‘there were some uncomfortable undercurrents there. That was some bad feeling between Noreen and Barry.’

      ‘Barry can be a belligerent so-and-so,’ Max said with a laugh. ‘I think he’s someone they’d call a disruptor. He does it deliberately.’ He frowned. ‘But it’s not right to pick on Noreen and Raj. They’re relatively new to the area.’

      ‘Raj did seem anxious,’ Libby said. ‘Noreen, I think, can stand up for herself. And I’d love to know more about her rewilding project.’

      ‘By the way,’ Max asked, emptying the dishwasher as Libby finished making coffee. ‘What were you and Dawn muttering about in the corner?’

      ‘Ah.’ Libby took a second. ‘She’s invited us to visit Wells on their anniversary; the Bishop’s Palace gardens, ending with supper.’

      He grunted. ‘I’m not free that day.’

      ‘What day? I didn’t mention one. So you’d better pencil it in for the eighteenth.’

      With a reluctant sigh, Max fiddled with his phone. He looked up and grinned. ‘No, seriously, I can’t make that day.’

      ‘Really? Are you deserting me in my hour of need?’

      ‘I’m in London that week, meeting a new contact who wants me to investigate possible fraud in his company. He’s ready to pay extremely well.’

      Libby sighed. ‘I can’t argue with that.’ She poured the coffee.

      ‘Sorry I can’t be there,’ Max said cheerfully. ‘Who else is invited?’

      ‘I think all the same people again. They seem to be the Major’s new best friends and Barry thinks they’re going to make a fortune with this Special to Somerset project.’

      Max poured cream liberally on his coffee. ‘Good luck to them. Although Barry mentioned to me that the Major’s tried a few enterprises since leaving the army, without much success. Something about day-trading on the stock exchange that went wrong, and supplying venture capital for small films that crashed, and stage plays that were shut down after a week. You have to admire the man for trying.’

      ‘I suppose it’s hard being an ordinary civilian when you’ve been used to managing troops. At least Barry has his head on straight with that farm of his. It’s about the most successful in the county.’

      Max yawned enthusiastically. ‘I’ll look forward to hearing about your day out with Somerset’s latest tycoons, but now, I’m going to bed. It’s getting late and I’m far too old for all this excitement. And so are you.’

      He left the room, dodging the shoe Libby threw half-heartedly in his direction. He poked his head back round the door. ‘Are you coming?’

      ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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      The day of the Wells visit arrived, and Libby drove happily to the tiny city, determined to make the most of an afternoon entirely devoted to pleasure. The group met up briefly at the bottom of the High Street. Not everyone could be there. Max was in London and Barry was dealing with a sick cow and an expensive veterinary visit.

      Raj and Noreen were to join Dawn and the Major at the Bishop’s Palace, keen to explore the famous gardens with Jenny and the dogs. ‘I can’t wait to see the arboretum,’ Dawn said, ‘and the well pools, but it’s such a shame Tilly can’t be here. She’s teaching at school this afternoon. I was hoping she’d be able to meet us later for dinner, but it’s a parents’ evening.’

      ‘Work comes first,’ the Major said, approvingly.

      ‘I’m so pleased Horace is able to come,’ Dawn said. ‘Mrs Tucker’s arranged to bring him. He used to be a keen gardener, so he was determined to be here.’

      Jenny had volunteered to look after the dog in the gardens. ‘I don’t know how she does it,’ Libby sighed. ‘Even Shipley walks quietly on a loose lead when she’s in charge.’

      Mindy and Giorgio’s plans seemed mainly to feature pub visits in various parts of Somerset, but they promised to join the party at the Bishop’s Palace gardens later in the afternoon, ready to make their way to the White Hart Inn for drinks and dinner.

      Libby and Angela left Oliver attending a meeting with his accountant before joining them later.

      ‘Oliver never stops working,’ Angela said, ‘but I’ve taken the day off. Annabel’s in charge. She’s keen and she’s very trustworthy.’

      The two friends strolled happily up the High Street towards the Cathedral and the Bishop’s Palace, beside a stream that trickled down the road. They made a detour to visit the picturesque cobbled, fourteenth-century Vicars’ Close. As always, the echoes of centuries of clergy, schoolchildren and music from the Cathedral scholars seemed to hang timelessly in the air of the oldest still occupied residential street in the country.

      Libby’s favourite sweet shop sat on the corner at the top of the street, nicely placed for the students to keep their sugar levels high. The shop was small but always busy, its glass cabinets stuffed full of fudge in every flavour you could possibly imagine. The shop also sold pleasingly regular quantities of her own Mrs Forest’s Chocolates.

      It was market day, with plant stalls, food trucks and market traders offering bargains and refreshments, clustered together at the top of the High Street. After eating chips slathered in salt and vinegar, Angela and Libby wandered into the Cathedral, scene of a murder several years ago, and bumped into Dr Archie Phillips, the librarian who looked after the famous chained library.

      ‘Libby, my dear, and Angela as well. How lovely to see you both. Not chasing murderers today?’

      ‘No, this is pleasure only. We’re coming to watch the clock.’

      ‘Just in time,’ Archie said, walking beside them. They arrived just as the cathedral clock launched into action, marking the quarter hour as knights jousted above the clock face.

      ‘And now, I must leave you,’ Archie said, ‘until Friday, at the next meeting of the History Society at your house, Angela. It’s Quentin’s turn to talk about some recent fossil finds on the beach at Kilve and I’m looking forward to it.’

      ‘Jemima will be there promptly, then,’ Angela murmured to Libby. ‘I’ll make sure the two of them sit together.’ A romance between the librarian and Jemima Bakewell, a retired schoolteacher, had blossomed recently.

      Libby and Angela made their way along the path beside the Palace moat, meeting Oliver leaning against the wall to watch as swans and their cygnets tugged at a rope that hung down to the water, demanding food be dropped from the window above. With every tug, the bell rang. Generations of swans had taught their offspring the process and Libby never tired of watching them. Today, though, she was uneasy. She shivered as though a cloud had passed in front of the sun.

      Angela said, ‘Are you cold?’

      ‘Not sure if it’s that, or if I’m fey,’ Libby admitted. ‘I’ve had this funny feeling about today ever since the Major’s party. I wish I hadn’t suggested this trip at all.’

      ‘Let’s walk around the well pool in the gardens,’ Angela suggested.

      They strolled through the archway, finding the Major, Dawn and most of the party in the garden, criticising each other’s choice of fudge and wondering when Mindy and Giorgio, the Colonel and Mrs Tucker would join them.

      They all stopped at the edge of the L-shaped well pool, which was fed by a powerful spring via the well known as the Bottomless Well. The still waters perfectly reflected the handsome south-east face of Wells Cathedral. As they pointed out occasional bubbles rising from the spring, the Colonel and Mrs Tucker approached from behind. He puffed loudly, leaning heavily on his stick. ‘Time for a little sit-down,’ he wheezed.

      Mrs Tucker urged him towards a bench set among flower beds facing the water where few other visitors remained. ‘It’s a lovely spot, don’t you think, Libby? You don’t mind if I call you Libby, do you? I feel almost as though I know you. I’ve followed all the cases you’ve solved in Somerset. Most impressive.’

      Libby felt a blush creeping over her face.

      ‘You see,’ Mrs Tucker went on, standing stolidly in front of Libby, hands on her hips. ‘I’m what I like to call a crime-aholic. I just love murder mystery stories, especially when the sleuth is an amateur. They’re such fun, don’t you think? Like doing a jigsaw puzzle. It must be the same in real life – looking for clues, finding leads and so on.’ She beamed.

      Libby opened her mouth to point out the serious, sometimes dangerous, aspects of her work, but Mrs Tucker was in full flow.

      ‘And when you beat the police and find the murderer – as you do so often, Libby – it must be the most satisfying thing in the world.’

      ‘It’s very—’ Libby began, but Mrs Tucker had looked at her watch.

      ‘Oh, goodness me, look at the time.’ She turned to The Colonel, who’d so far taken no notice of her chatter but sat peacefully, sucking a humbug from the corner shop. ‘I promised to take some fudge back for my husband and I quite forgot,’ she burbled. ‘Oh, here’s Mindy and Giorgio, how lovely. Horace has told me how much he’s been enjoying getting to know your sister, Tilly, properly after so many years, Mindy. It’s such a shame she couldn’t be here today.’

      Mindy shrugged. ‘Tilly’s at some school thing. She was so upset to miss today.’ The sarcastic edge to Mindy’s voice and her sideways glance at Giorgio spoke volumes about her envy of her sister’s absence.

      Luckily, Dawn and the Major were out of earshot, admiring the autumn planting in the garden with Raj and Noreen.

      The Colonel beckoned the rest of the party over to sit with him. ‘Let’s try all the flavours,’ he said. ‘Mine’s rum and raisin.’

      Mindy said, ‘It looks dreadfully unhealthy.’

      ‘One of the advantages of my advanced age,’ the Colonel said, ‘is that I get to eat anything I want to.’ He leaned closer to Mindy and whispered, ‘At least, so long as she’s not around.’ He jerked his head towards Mrs Tucker, who was bent over a late rose bush, sniffing a blowsy pink flower. Mindy giggled.

      ‘Now, Horace dear,’ Mrs Tucker turned back to him. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right here? We did agree before we came⁠—’

      ‘Of course I’ll be all right, woman. I’m not a baby.’

      ‘Well, if you’re sure, dear. I need to do a bit of shopping before the shops close. I’m hoping to get another bag of that rum and raisin fudge. I know I shouldn’t eat sweets,’ she patted her stomach, chuckling. ‘But just this once won’t hurt, will it? I’ll be back in time to get to the pub. I wouldn’t miss that for the world. It’s so very kind of the Major and Mrs Chalfont-Smythe to include me in their invitation.’

      Libby winced. Mrs Tucker was a lovely, warm person, but her tongue had a life of its own.

      At last, she was gone. The Colonel said, ‘Now, the rest of you go and enjoy yourselves. You don’t want to spend your time with an old fogey like me. I shall be perfectly all right in this quiet corner.’ He patted Mindy’s hand. ‘I don’t like a lot of fuss and that woman could talk a dog’s hind leg off,’ he said. ‘I shall rest here for a bit and then take a little stroll. Now, off you go.’
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      As the sun lost a little of its heat and a breeze blew up, Libby and Angela made their way towards the garden exit, joining most of the group on the way. ‘I’m looking forward to my steak,’ Libby said as they crossed back over the moat. ‘I’ve worked up quite an appetite.’

      Dawn did a quick count. ‘We’re all here except Mrs Tucker and the Colonel. I expect they’re close beh—’ she stopped. ‘What – what on earth was that⁠—’

      ‘Someone screamed,’ Angela gasped. ‘Back in the gardens⁠—’

      ‘Oh no!’ Dawn cried. ‘The Colonel…’

      They turned back and ran, Mindy and Giorgio leading the way to the well pool, the rest of the party puffing behind.

      Mindy shrieked.

      Dawn’s hands flew to her cheeks.

      Giorgio looked at her, then down at his shoes, but made no move to enter the pool where the Colonel lay, face down, floating peacefully on the still water.

      ‘Get him out,’ someone cried as Raj and a gardener waded in. They tugged at the inert form, guiding it to the side, where a crowd was gathering. Grunting with effort, they heaved the sodden body out of the water and turned the Colonel, unresisting, onto his back. Libby already had her phone to her ear, calling an ambulance as the two men worked on the motionless body. In seconds, the area swarmed with onlookers.

      A manager arrived, moving people back, watching helplessly as Raj alternately thumped the Colonel’s chest and breathed into his mouth.

      Libby had no idea how long they waited before the ambulance appeared, but Raj and the gardener didn’t pause their CPR for a moment.

      ‘It’s no use,’ Angela muttered, ‘you can see he’s dead. Libby, make them stop.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘They can’t. Once they’ve started, they have to keep going – oh, at last!’ An ambulance siren’s wail filled the air.

      Moments later, the paramedics moved in.

      The older of the two looked up and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘we’ve lost the poor soul.’

      Mrs Tucker had arrived during the confusion as the Colonel was being pulled from the water. She stood close to Libby, shaking so hard she could hardly stand. ‘I only left him because he told me I could. He was fine, just sitting happily in the sun. I never thought – I mean – how could it have happened?’

      No one answered.
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      ‘Oh, Max, it was horrible.’ Libby was home at last, wishing Max were there with the inevitable pot of tea and comforting hug, but forced to make do with a video call. ‘The poor man must have wandered into the water. But he’d seemed fine when we left him. Absolutely fine. He said how lovely it was to sit there and that he was happy by himself and he sent Mrs Tucker off to do some more shopping – she’d never been to Wells before, and all the rest of us went for a last look around before leaving. It had been such a lovely afternoon. And then, to find him like that! Oh, Max, if only we hadn’t left him.’
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      The café was already buzzing when Libby arrived next morning. She stood in the doorway for a moment, savouring the atmosphere. She could smell warm bread, croissants and pastries, with hints of cinnamon. Behind the counter, today’s cakes rested, enticing, safe under their glass domes. It wasn’t long since breakfast, but Libby was tempted by the lemon drizzle, apple layer and, her current personal favourite, chocolate fudge cake, on display.

      The other end of the counter was devoted to Mrs Forest’s Chocolates, all designed, created, and often enjoyed, by Libby. She liked to let her creative juices flow when thinking up her confections, willing to suffer the occasional disaster. Strawberry and chilli had not gone down at all well with the customers. It turned out that limoncello truffles were top of the hit parade at the moment.

      Unfortunately, the enticing smells of the café weren’t enough to cheer Libby’s spirits after the terrible ending to the day out in Wells, and her mood worsened as she realised people were coming to the café for more than cake. The Exham-on-Sea grapevine had sprung into action within hours of the Colonel’s death. When Gladys popped in to collect her coffee and pain au raisin she already had the story. ‘Come on, Libby,’ she insisted. ‘Spill the beans. Who is this Colonel and who killed him?’

      Libby spluttered. ‘I only met him twice and so far as we know his death was an accident.’

      Glady snorted. ‘Oh yeah. A sudden death at the Bishop’s Palace? I bet it’s another murder.’ She leaned against the counter and complained, ‘I’m always in the wrong place at the wrong time when something exciting happens.’

      ‘I sincerely hope the Colonel’s death was an accident,’ Libby tried to shut Gladys down. ‘For one thing, both Angela and I were there at the time.’

      ‘So you’d be suspects?’ Gladys breathed, even more thrilled.

      Angela intervened. ‘Libby and I were at the Palace and we’re very upset, Gladys, so maybe we can cut down on the gossip?’

      Gladys raised her eyebrows, accepted her order and left the café to spread the news as widely as possible.

      Libby retreated to the kitchen to pound the life out of a cranberry loaf. She couldn’t get the Colonel’s death out of her head. She didn’t want to rush into a suspicion of foul play, but she recognised the knot in her stomach. She’d had that feeling before during murder investigations, and it had never been wrong. Indeed, it had started early that afternoon in Wells, before anything upsetting had happened. What was it that had set her antenna waving? What had felt wrong?

      Reluctantly, she decided to share her concerns with the one local police officer she trusted.

      She reached for her phone.

      ‘Detective Sergeant Gemma Humberstone.’

      Every time Gemma answered the phone using her newly acquired title, since a recent promotion, a smile spread over Libby’s face. Gemma was far too young to be a sergeant – or so it seemed to Libby, who was feeling her age.

      ‘Hello, it’s Libby here.’

      Gemma’s voice held a smile as she answered. ‘Why am I not surprised to hear from you, Mrs F? Although I suppose you’re Mrs R these days. Would it by any chance be connected to the perfectly unsuspicious accidental death of an elderly man at the Bishop’s Palace?’

      Libby had to laugh. ‘Good guess. As you say, it’s probably nothing at all. I was at the Palace myself when Horace Campbell died. He was old and he used a walking stick, so he may have fallen accidentally into the water – maybe a heart attack or something. But I have a funny feeling. You see, I met him at a party a couple of weeks ago and heard a crazy story about his past. It happened years ago, and was probably a totally fabricated story from a couple of retired army officers bigging up their past adventures.’ She outlined the story told at the party. As she talked, she felt increasingly embarrassed. How could she be giving this nonsense even the slightest credence?

      Gemma chuckled. ‘That’s a terrific story. But honestly? Are you thinking it has some relevance to the death of a frail old man?’

      ‘I know.’ Libby sighed. ‘Of course it sounds completely batty. And Colonel Campbell’s death was, I’m sure, perfectly innocent. But still…’ She gave an uncertain laugh. ‘I just have a feeling in my stomach.’

      ‘And your feelings haven’t let you down before, have they?’ Gemma said. ‘But I’m a police officer so I have to follow the evidence. And at the moment, there’s no evidence at all that Colonel Campbell’s death is due to anything other than natural causes.’ She paused. ‘Meanwhile, I am about to join a meeting with my new boss, DCI Waterloo, and I dare not be late. But, funnily enough, I’ll be coming down to Exham after our meeting. One of the Scouts has been threatening to blow another one’s brains out. A storm in a teacup, I’m sure, but I need to talk to the boys concerned. Just in case. I’m not aware of teenage gangs in town, but you never know. So maybe we could meet up for a quick coffee, off the record? I can be with you at about eleven this morning, if you could meet me in the Crusts and Crumbs?’

      ‘I’ll be here.’

      Meanwhile, as the stream of customers paused for a few moments, Libby and Angela took a moment to sit in the peace and quiet of Angela’s office to discuss the café’s increasing popularity.

      ‘We’ve been growing fast over the past couple of years,’ Angela said, ‘and we need more staff.’

      Libby bit her lip. ‘I’m sorry, Angela. I know I said I’d sort out Mandy’s replacement and I’ve been dragging my feet.’ Mandy, her young apprentice and friend, currently lived in London with her musician boyfriend, Steve.

      ‘And I entirely understand. Mandy was – is – special. Her move to London was a big loss. Since then, we both know you’ve been splitting yourself into too many pieces, trying to do enough work for two people here, as well as your work as a private investigator.’

      Libby blinked in surprise. Max had said almost exactly the same thing to her a couple of weeks ago. She took a moment to think, biting her lower lip. The truth was, she couldn’t bear the thought of letting either side of her work go. Cakes or crime? Crime or cakes?

      She shook her head. Both areas fulfilled her and made her happy. But – she was a grandmother now and not as young as she used to be. Other grannies spent hours – days – with their grandchildren. And before long, her grandson, Josh, would be starting school. He was already at nursery. Libby longed to find the time to help her son and daughter-in-law out with a spot of childcare.

      Angela was smiling, her eyes sympathetic. ‘It’s hard to let go, isn’t it? But we need another body here.’

      Libby winced. ‘The trouble is, I love baking and experimenting. It was perfect while Mandy was here with me. I don’t think I have the energy to take on another apprentice.’

      ‘I’ve talked to Oliver,’ Angela said, ‘and he’s willing to fund new staff, but not an apprentice. You haven’t time to mentor one. No, I’m suggesting we advertise for a qualified baker to join the team. Someone to work under your guidance. You can develop your recipes whenever you have time, but he or she will also be expected to design new products, making sure of your approval on anything that comes into the café.’

      Libby felt a weight sliding from her shoulders.

      Angela went on, ‘We just need to find the right person.’

      Libby slowly stood, leaned over and hugged Angela tightly. ‘It’s a brilliant idea.’

      ‘You’ve always worked too hard. And this seems like the right time for a change, what with the Colonel dying so spectacularly. I know that once you’ve seen something dodgy, you won’t stop until you’ve solved – well, whatever there is to solve. Oliver has agreed and I’d decided to put our suggestion to you anyway, but I brought it forward to today because, yes, I am wondering about the Colonel’s death. He was alone for such a short time and he seemed so contented. Okay, he was a bit unsteady on his feet, but he used his stick and surely if he’d fallen into the water he would have cried out.’

      Libby was nodding in agreement. ‘Actually, I’m meeting with DCI Humberstone in a few minutes, here, to talk it over with her.’

      Angela laughed out loud. ‘So, Ramshore and Forest are already on the case. Good for you. Why don’t you talk in my office here – I need to get back to the shop floor to make sure everything’s running smoothly.’ Angela crossed to a filing cabinet, opened it and pulled out a slim file. She held it out to Libby. ‘Here’s a first draft of a job description for this new baker position. Have a look and let me have any changes, then I can go ahead and advertise.’

      ‘I’ll do that tonight.’

      Libby’s phone buzzed: Gemma.

      Tactfully, Angela left Libby to take the call in peace.

      ‘So sorry,’ Gemma sounded harassed. ‘DCI Waterloo won’t let me come over to meet with you this morning. He’s asked – well, ordered me to tell you to come here instead.’ Libby bit back the comments that sprang to mind. The DCI was going to be difficult. ‘I’ll be there,’ she said.
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      Libby was well known at the police station five miles away and was greeted with a smile at reception. ‘DCI Waterloo is just finishing a report. He asked for you to wait here.’

      Libby took her place on the uncomfortable seats; wood, on top of a brick base set into the floor. Late-night drunks would find nothing to throw at each other, or at the receptionist behind the desk.

      She sat quietly for twenty minutes, fuming at the time taken from the café. This conflict of roles was happening too often. Thank heaven for Angela’s proposed solution. The delay, she knew, was a deliberate action by the DCI to make sure she knew her place. She counted to ten and tried to relax.

      Finally, she was escorted to the DCI’s office. A man of around fifty, with a red face, bushy eyebrows and receding sandy hair, he made no attempt to smile as she came in. He sat straight, at a desk, clear except for a thick file and an expensive-looking pen.

      Gemma sat in a chair to the side of the desk. Her gaze met Libby’s, eyes apologetic.

      Libby took her time settling into her seat. I will not be intimidated.

      ‘Well, Mrs, er…’ DCI Waterloo flipped open the file and glanced down at the first page. ‘Ramshore, I see.’ His voice had a metallic, nasal resonance. ‘I’m afraid we’re not in chocolate and cake territory now.’ He didn’t hide the sneer in his voice. He was out to show Libby who was in charge.

      She hid her annoyance behind a smile. ‘Thank you. I’m a full partner in Ramshore and Forest, Private Investigators, working as civilian officers. I prefer to use my married name.’

      ‘Indeed.’ He looked her slowly up and down.

      Libby raised her eyebrows but kept her cool.

      DCI Waterloo laid a hand on the file. ‘I have studied the details of the cases in which you have been involved. Your professional partnership has provided some, er, reasonably useful information at times.’

      Wretched man. I solved cases! She avoided Gemma’s gaze and concentrated on keeping her expression neutral.

      ‘I believe DCI Morrison thought highly of some of the work done by your husband and yourself.’

      Why say ‘yourself’ when you mean ‘you’? It was one of Libby’s pet hates, along with ‘myself’ and ‘I personally think.’

      ‘However,’ DCI Waterloo wrinkled his brow in a fake display of concern, ‘I am surprised that you arranged a meeting with a member of my team without my knowledge. I am pleased to say that DS Humberstone mentioned your phone call when I spoke with her this morning.’

      Libby hid a grimace. He must have pressured Gemma to tell him her exact whereabouts. Micro-managing, Max would call it. She smiled, sweetly. ‘I would not presume to telephone you directly, DCI Waterloo, knowing how busy you must be. And our meeting was intended to be informal – during a coffee break. But thank you for inviting me here.’ That was a nice touch, well done, Libby.

      He snorted. ‘Be that as it may, I have agreed to allow DS Humberstone to discuss the recent accidental death with you initially. I see you imagine there are suspicious circumstances surrounding the death of Colonel Horace Campbell, retired?’

      Libby waited.

      The DCI continued. ‘There will be an autopsy, according to protocol following any death by drowning, regardless of the age or health of the deceased. The police are well aware of the need to check that a sudden death is a simple accident.’

      Libby bit her lip but kept her tongue firmly in check.

      ‘My officers have cordoned off the scene of the incident, as you no doubt observed yesterday for you were, of course, an – er – a witness at the scene.’ His eyes glinted with delight. Should the evidence of the autopsy point to foul play, unlikely as it seemed, Libby herself would be a suspect. She fought a sudden urge to laugh inappropriately – she might end up investigating herself. ‘However,’ the DCI continued, ‘our involvement will remain low-key unless or until we have evidence of anything other than an unfortunate accident or natural causes.’

      Libby smiled sweetly. ‘Of course.’

      He scowled. ‘I have therefore asked DS Humberstone to interview you as a witness and take your statement. It will be a purely voluntary interview at this stage.’ He sounded disappointed. ‘As your partnership is retained by this police force, so long as your statement is satisfactory, I will allow DS Humberstone to gather information from you. She will report to me on progress, and I will decide whether the evidence indicates anything that requires further investigation.’

      Libby nodded. There was nothing wrong with the process he outlined. But his manner! Well, the sooner he lost interest in this part of the world and moved on to somewhere more exciting than Somerset to further his career, the better.

      DCI Waterloo flipped the file shut and nodded, a satisfied smirk flashing across his face. ‘Thank you.’ This was clearly the end of the conversation.
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      That evening, Libby and Max sat at the dining table with a glass of red wine and a plate of Moroccan lamb tagine each. It was one of their favourite meals. ‘I think it’s the apricots I love,’ Max said.

      Libby laughed. ‘You have such a sweet tooth. I like the recipe because I can toss all the ingredients in the slow cooker in the morning and leave it to cook while I’m busy.’

      This was her favourite time of day, when they could linger over a meal and a bottle of wine in the evening, putting the world to rights.

      She had never regretted working with her husband, even though she’d been warned against it. ‘You won’t be able to relax and forget work – you’ll be on it all the time,’ some of the regulars in the café had said. In a way, it was true. And she was far too busy, managing both jobs. But the fact was that they enjoyed working together.

      Max’s recent meetings in London had been successful, and he was excited about his new fraud investigation. ‘And I can do it remotely via the internet. So that’s me busy for a while. Now, tell me more about your brush with the new DCI.’

      As he poured Libby a second glass of wine, she recounted the morning’s interview at the police station. ‘That man is unbearable,’ she said. ‘He pretended that all we’d provided to the police in the past was “information”, as though we’d just offered a few phone numbers and the odd description of a passer-by. No acknowledgement at all of the people we helped put behind bars when the police were baffled.’ She liked the sound of that. ‘Yes, they were definitely baffled,’ she repeated.

      Max was laughing.

      ‘It’s all very well,’ she went on, ‘but you’re a man and you can’t know what it’s like when a man like DCI Waterloo treats you like a silly little woman – yes, in this day and age, it still happens – and tells you off for daring to contact his subordinate to discuss something off the record. He’s sexist, that’s what he is.’ She waved her fork in the air. ‘And if he treats Gemma with the contempt he showed me, she’ll be off working elsewhere as soon as he can say “my subordinate”, and then he’ll be sorry because she’s as sharp as a tack and nothing gets past her.’ Satisfied with her rant, she asked calmly, ‘How’s the lamb, by the way?’

      Max laughed again.

      ‘What?’ she said. ‘What’s so funny?’

      Max put down the mushroom that had been halfway to his mouth. ‘You are. And admirable. The food is cooked perfectly as ever, and I think I might have to warn DCI Waterloo that he should beware. I would advise him to avoid any attempt to annoy, intimidate or upset you or any of the friends you guard so fiercely. “Me too” has nothing on the revenge the women of Exham-on-Sea will visit upon anyone who tries to put them down.’

      Libby was mollified. ‘We don’t stand for it, do we? Do you remember when Mandy threw a box of chocolates at PC Ian Smith for his behaviour?’

      As they finished the last scraps of her apple crumble, with her secret, spicy ingredient in the crumble, they offered some left-over lamb to the dogs.

      ‘Whose turn is it for walking this evening?’ Libby asked.

      ‘I’ll go,’ Max said.

      ‘Or I could. I need some thinking time. Or⁠—’

      ‘Or we could go together. Come on, dogs.’

      Both dogs pricked up their ears. Bear scrambled to his feet and trotted over to the hooks where the leads were kept. Shipley spun around twice and barked while Libby collected a few treats.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Off to the beach.’
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      ‘About that visit to the Bishop’s Palace,’ Libby said, as they made their way through the dunes, onto the stretch of golden sand where the dogs could gallop to their hearts’ content. ‘There were some odd things I thought we might consider. If you don’t mind discussing it? I know you’ve had a tiring day.’

      ‘I know you won’t rest until the postmortem result.’

      ‘Well, it was a very strange death, wasn’t it? It made my investigative goosebumps rise, because it seemed so odd. The Colonel was elderly, but not enough to just topple over into the water. He used a stick to keep his balance. So, how did it happen?’ She thought for a moment. ‘I suppose he might have felt faint or had a heart attack.’

      ‘The postmortem will tell us.’

      ‘You’re right.’ Libby threw a stick for Shipley who raced to collect it. ‘I don’t want to get ahead of myself, so I’ll wait for the report before jumping in and deciding there was any funny business. I’ll just say that the way we all met him for the first time at the party, where he was getting to know the Major’s neighbours, was unusual. Angela says his offer of finance was essential to the Special to Somerset enterprise. And then, all the same people went on an outing where he died. Well, it feels a bit too coincidental to me.’

      ‘And you don’t believe in coincidence?’

      ‘Not until it’s been thoroughly investigated. Don’t you agree it’s odd?’

      Max thought about it. ‘Actually, I do. I wish I’d come to Wells with you all. But you’re right that even the party was strange. So, if we’re playing with an idea that someone might have wanted the Colonel out of the picture, let’s think about who was at the party and also on the trip to Wells. They’re going to be the suspects, should there be any.’

      ‘They were either family or business contacts. Angela told me the Major wanted financial backing from all the people there,’ Libby said. ‘Oliver’s looking to buy in to it. Angela was there as his plus-one. I suspect the consortium, or whatever it’s called, will also have their eye on her as a possible manager.’

      Max put in, ‘And a very capable one, as her handling of you makes clear.’

      ‘I wouldn’t describe it as handling me, exactly. But I will admit she solved a growing problem.’

      Max went on listing the attendees. ‘That’s Angela and Oliver, then Raj and Noreen – Raj is an importer of who knows what, something about textiles from India, which seems to make him a bob or two.’

      ‘That’s true,’ she agreed. ‘Noreen’s dress was stunning, like a proper designer dress.’

      Max continued to list the guests. ‘Barry wasn’t there. Jenny, his wife, is a dog trainer extraordinaire. I went to her for advice about Shipley, if you remember.’

      ‘I do.’ Libby was happy to divert onto a discussion of their dogs. ‘It made such a difference. It turned him from a crazy idiot into a well-behaved – well, fairly well-behaved – sniffer dog. Anyway,’ she went on, as Bear dug a hole by her feet, throwing sand into her boots. ‘I can see why they want Barry and Jenny in the syndicate. He’s a very successful farmer, although he denies it. And he can be good fun, too.’

      ‘His humour’s a bit “whoopy cushion heavy” sometimes,’ Max said. ‘Moving on, though, we shouldn’t forget the glamorous Mindy. And there’s the even more gorgeous Giorgio.’

      Libby sighed gently. ‘He really is spectacularly good-looking. I can forgive his bad temper – and swearing in Italian is really far more effective than in Anglo-Saxon.’

      ‘His car’s a beauty,’ Max said, ‘I was hoping you’d flirt with him so he might invite you out for a run when that little dent’s been fixed, and I could go instead.’

      Libby hooted. ‘He promised you a ride, anyway.’

      ‘That’ll never happen. I think Giorgio’s what they used to call “all mouth and no trousers”.’

      ‘True,’ Libby said. ‘He’s about the same age as Ali, so I’m old enough to be his mother. But he is lovely to look at…’

      ‘That’s enough,’ said Max. ‘We should keep our minds on the job. Because as well as being apparently in a relationship with one of the daughters of the house, Georgia⁠—’

      ‘His name’s Giorgio.’

      ‘Okay, Giorgio, seems to be either a super-successful, wealthy businessman in his own right or, I would suspect, has a successful, rich Daddy – or perhaps Mummy,’ he amended as he saw the look in Libby’s eye.

      ‘Right,’ she agreed. ‘Another thread to pull at.’

      ‘Agreed. Who else was there? We haven’t talked much about our host and hostess.’

      ‘Dawn was so sweet,’ Libby said. ‘Asking about places to spend their special day.’

      ‘And you suggested the Bishop’s Palace because…?’

      ‘Wells seemed to fit with her idea of being tourists for a day. I remember how much fun I had visiting the area when I first moved to Somerset. There’s something special about seeing a wonderful tourist attraction and thinking, well, that sort of belongs to me now.’ She shrugged. ‘It sounds silly, I suppose. The Major seems to be focused entirely on his new project and keeping the other members of the consortium happy. I wonder whether he’s desperate for their money. Priory Manor had dropped considerably in price when he bought it, as it took so long to sell, and parts of it are really quite shabby. I suspect the cocktail party, with waiters and champagne, might have been an attempt to establish his credentials as a man of means.’

      ‘Let’s not forget the final pair, Horace and his carer. I’m afraid I can’t remember her name.’

      ‘Mrs Tucker,’ Libby said. ‘Funny how easy it is to overlook the carer. She could have been the most interesting person in the room, but because she was looking after the Colonel she faded into the wallpaper. I did speak to her for a while – she says she’s a fan of my record with murders.’

      ‘Is she now? No wonder you liked her. I wonder how her relationship with the Colonel worked. Did she look after him full-time? He was quite the centre of attention when he arrived; the Major’s oldest friend. There was one thing that struck me as odd, though…’

      ‘Go on,’ Libby was intrigued.

      ‘There was a lot of talk of him and the Major being great friends, but they didn’t talk much to each other. They didn’t tell anecdotes except something vague about kitchens and the one about the Cold War and Glasnost. The Major didn’t seem to enjoy that much. Not, “do you remember so-and-so”, like you’d expect.’

      ‘But the Colonel’s getting on in years. Maybe the Major didn’t want to put him on the spot by asking him to remember things.’

      ‘That could be true, although if I remember rightly, elderly people often remember things from the distant past far more easily than things they did yesterday.’

      They paused, thinking.

      ‘Let’s get home,’ Libby said. ‘I love the beach in the dark, but I’m always a bit afraid of getting stuck in the mud when the tide’s out.’

      They called the dogs.

      Libby attached Shipley’s lead to his harness. ‘We should have the results of the postmortem tomorrow or the next day, so we’ll know then whether or not the Colonel died of natural causes and we can relax.’

      ‘And if not, the chances are one of these people is a murderer.’
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      They did not have long to wait for the postmortem results. Gemma telephoned in the afternoon of the next day, suppressed excitement in her voice. ‘Libby, we have the postmortem results. I’m holding a copy of the report in my hand right now and – let me see – there’s no evidence that Colonel Campbell died from a heart attack or stroke. There’s a lot of technical detail here, but that’s the gist of it.’

      ‘Okay, that rules out some of the most likely causes for him to fall in the water.’ Libby’s heart was beating faster.

      ‘Give me a minute,’ Gemma said. ‘I’m trying to understand the medical jargon. Yes, here we are – there was no water in his lungs, which means he didn’t drown. He had already stopped breathing when he went into the water.’

      ‘Right.’ That didn’t take them any further.

      ‘However,’ Gemma said, ‘the pathologist took blood samples, and they show evidence of drugs in the Colonel’s system.’

      ‘Anything particular?’ Libby’s heartbeat stepped up another gear. ‘I mean, I’m sure he was on statins or aspirin, or possibly one of these water pills that stops liquid collecting in the body overnight and makes people pee in the morning. My grandmother used to grumble about that one all the time.’

      ‘Yes, he was on most of those, but there is something else, something the report describes as unusual.’

      ‘And that is…’

      ‘Heroin.’

      In the stunned silence, Libby took a deep breath. ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that. Really? Heroin? At his age?’ She thought for a moment. ‘Wait, wouldn’t that just be morphine taken for a medical issue?’

      Gemma sounded excited. ‘Not according to the pathologist. Apparently, on general tests heroin and morphine come out the same. But because it was a drowning and he’d had been left by himself, the pathologist asked for a specialised test. And that showed the presence of something called 6-MAM – no idea what that is – but it proves conclusively that, although the pathologist couldn’t see a puncture wound, the substance in Horace’s blood was heroin. Not morphine, codeine or any other opiate. Heroin itself.’

      Libby frowned, trying to get her head around the news. ‘So,’ she said slowly, ‘unless he’s a geriatric junky who shoots up for fun⁠—’

      ‘Which I don’t think seems very likely,’ Gemma said.

      ‘Quite so. Which means someone else must have been responsible for the heroin.’

      Gemma went on, ‘That’s right. If he didn’t take it deliberately, someone gave it to him. And the only reason I can think of for giving heroin to a man of his age who doesn’t take recreational drugs is to kill him.’

      ‘Hello? Libby? Are you still there?’

      ‘Yes. I’m thinking.’

      ‘Me too,’ Gemma said. ‘I can hardly believe it. Nor can the DCI. He wants me to interview the carer who accompanied Horace to Wells. He thinks it’s a cut-and-dried case that we can easily prove. He says he bets it’s a case of a nurse or care worker murdering their patient to get their hands on his money. Between you and me, Libby, the DCI sounded excited, as if that’s what he wants it to be. He’s spending most of his budget on the team investigating every older person Mrs Tucker has ever had in her care and checking out wills and insurances.’

      ‘But that’s jumping to conclusions, not following the evidence…’

      ‘I know,’ Gemma sounded worried, ‘but at the moment I can’t do anything except follow his instructions. He’s the boss. But, Libby, he said I can work with you, and he didn’t specify what I should ask you to do.’

      There was pleading in her voice.

      ‘I understand,’ Libby said. ‘I can look into other possible aspects of the Colonel’s death. We don’t need to tell your boss that’s what I’m doing.’

      ‘But he’s not going to give you much financial help. At least, not unless you find something he can’t ignore. I’m sorry, Libby, it’ll just be the regular retainer.’

      ‘Well, thanks to his predecessor setting that up, I can work with you without objections. Don’t worry, Gemma, Max and I will get on to it. Then, if we find anything and DCI Waterloo won’t listen, we’ll go above his head.’ In many ways, Libby reflected, the independent position of Ramshore and Forest meant they had more freedom than police officers, and with Gemma’s input and access to real, methodical police investigations, they had the best of both worlds.

      Her fingers tingled with excitement. She’d met Horace Campbell, so she felt a real regret that he’d died and anger that anyone should murder a defenceless old man, but her brain was buzzing with plans. The History Society would be meeting that afternoon, and she would have a job for them to do. That would make their day.

      ‘Thank you. I knew you’d help. And if there’s anything I can do… Obviously I’ll tell you anything the team discovers about Mrs Tucker’s patients…’

      ‘You never know,’ Libby said after a moment. ‘DCI Waterloo might be right.’ But she very much doubted it.
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      As Libby expected, the members of the Exham-on-Sea History Society were clamouring to know more about Colonel Campbell’s death. Avid gossips each one of them, a sudden death at the Bishop’s Palace was hard to beat as a topic. It wasn’t, Libby knew, that they wanted anyone to die, but if it had to happen, they were keen to examine every aspect as minutely as possible. They’d already begun their discussions before Libby and Bear arrived. She’d banned Shipley from Society meetings since the day he jumped up and tore a hole in Jemima’s jumper.

      There was plenty for the society members to get their teeth into – new people arriving in the area were always a hot topic. But for one of the newcomers – or at least, one of their friends – to die in the Bishop’s Palace gardens was too exciting to ignore. ‘You couldn’t make it up,’ ex-classics teacher, Jemima, was telling her special friend, Dr Archie Phillips. ‘It’s very sad, of course,’ she added, with a guilty glance at Libby. ‘Very sad indeed. And we don’t know how this Colonel Campbell died. Or not for certain. But he seems to have an interesting past, what with the army and so on.’

      Angela, whose home they used for the group, turned from the sideboard where she was pouring tea and sent a despairing look in Libby’s direction. ‘I’m afraid there’s only one topic of conversation this afternoon. I’ve had a request to put on hold this month’s advertised talk by Quentin and he’s very kindly agreed to talk next month instead. So, thank you, Quentin.’

      ‘Nonsense, no problem,’ Quentin, the curator of a small museum in Watchet, surveyed the group with a wry smile. ‘Let’s face it, no one would be listening, given this news about that poor old chap, Horace Campbell. And if the rumours are true, I think we’ll all be wondering whether there’s anything we can do to help, Libby.’

      Libby smiled at the expectant faces turned towards her. The History Society had been involved in more than one of her investigations. They’d be disappointed not to help in this one. She hesitated. Should she tell them the pathologist had confirmed that the death was suspicious? So far as she knew, the police hadn’t released the news.

      Quentin said, ‘Most of us here are getting on in years. Sudden death could happen to any one of us, you know, and maybe it’s not such a bad way to go – a quick heart attack in one of the loveliest gardens in Somerset.’

      ‘If it was a heart attack,’ Jemima said.

      Angela asked, ‘How is the Bishop taking the news, Archie?’

      He shook his head. ‘The Bishop is used to death, given his profession, and maintains his view that Colonel Campbell has gone to a better place. However, he gathered all the staff together to tell us the sad news and said he’s planning to visit any relations of the poor man.’ Archie leaned forward and raised his voice to ensure everyone could hear. ‘He told me the death is considered to be non-accidental. Which I suppose is police-speak for a possible murder,’ he announced.

      The news was out.

      Libby stammered, ‘But surely the police haven’t said anything yet?’

      Archie tapped the side of his nose. ‘Sources,’ he whispered, reaching into his pocket to pull out a dog biscuit. Bear crunched it with enthusiasm and rolled over for Archie to rub his stomach.

      Police Constable Ian Smith, Libby thought. It wasn’t the first time he’d talked too soon and too publicly, before the news had been officially released. It made her blood boil.

      She was willing to bet he was jealous of DS Gemma Humberstone’s recent promotion. He had been a PC for years. He’d take any opportunity to undermine her. Libby thought quickly. It seemed that he hadn’t mentioned the heroin, so she’d keep that quiet for now. Instead, she had a suggestion for the group.

      ‘You know, I came here today very unsure as to whether I should share some information. It hasn’t come from any police contact, but it’s a story I was told at the Major’s party. I don’t know whether or not it’s relevant, and I think it’s worth finding out more about it.’ She glanced at Angela. ‘You heard it as well.’

      ‘I did. The story of Colonel Campbell, Major Chalfont-Smythe and the cup of poisoned tea?’

      Libby nodded.

      Angela smiled. ‘I thought I’d keep quiet about it until you arrived.’

      Libby looked at the ring of expectant faces. ‘The story we heard at the party dates back to when the Colonel and Major met generals from the Soviet Army. According to the story, one of the generals attempted to murder the Major by poisoning his tea.’

      ‘Good gracious me,’ Quentin said.

      ‘It’s hard to believe,’ Jemima added.

      Dr Phillips said, slowly, ‘I wouldn’t believe it, except that Russian poisonings have happened more than once in this country. It could be true.’

      Libby agreed. ‘Or it could be quite untrue and fabricated to impress, or to cause trouble, or embarrass the Major. But this group of people, here today, are as likely to get to the bottom of it as anyone. If, that is, you’re willing to take on the task?’

      Looking around the room, she met each pair of eyes. Eagerly, excitedly, they stared back. How could they possibly refuse? This was the kind of real history they found utterly thrilling.

      By the time the meeting broke up for a second cup of tea and slice of fruit cake, Libby and Angela had shared all they knew of the story, including the fact that the Colonel and the Major were in the same regiment and had both been seconded to an RAF base in southern England, known as the Joint Services Command and Staff College.

      Dr Phillips had been thinking. ‘I know a chap who was posted there once. Senior officers from the three services, Navy, Army and RAF, were sent to train senior staff and devise wargames for use in possible future scenarios. The scenarios might then be further developed as exercises for the troops. He might have a few contacts I can use. I’ll get on to him and see if he heard anything. If it’s true, it will be part of the folklore of the place.’

      Satisfied with the afternoon’s work, Libby left, planning to talk to the Major himself and see what he had to say.
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      Next morning, Libby put work on the death of Colonel Campbell aside for a few hours. As she told Max, she’d set the scent hounds on the trail of information on the Major and Colonel’s military backgrounds. She would visit the Major later, but first, she was going to concentrate on her family.

      Ali was coming home for a month. It was something to do with a delayed summer break as she’d spent all of the summer working in a hospital for sick children, as part of her medical training. Excited to see her daughter, Libby nevertheless felt a familiar pang of sadness. A couple of years ago, while living on the other side of the world, Ali had suffered a miscarriage, but she’d kept the news of her suffering away from Libby and Max. She’d been in Brazil at the time with her boyfriend, Andy, and had let not the slightest whisper of her pregnancy reach her family in England. It had only been the following Christmas, when her brother Robert and Sarah’s baby was born, that Ali had finally told her mother about her own loss and her broken heart.

      Libby, plagued with guilt because she hadn’t been there to support her daughter, had longed to find a way to help her. Strongly self-sufficient, Ali insisted she was fine, transferred her medical training from Brazil to the UK and impressed Libby with her apparent resilience. The two of them had slowly mended their relationship as they learned to talk about the past.

      Libby realised the breakdown of her marriage and the death of her husband, Ali’s father, had affected their daughter. ‘I know he wasn’t perfect, Mum,’ Ali had said, ‘but he was the only dad I had and I loved him. I remember him teaching me to play “Chopsticks” on the piano and holding me up to the Christmas tree to put the angel on top.’

      ‘I remember it, too,’ Libby had said. ‘And no, he wasn’t all bad. Just a bit weak. But we all have faults, don’t we?’

      Now that their relationship was more relaxed, Libby was looking forward to this visit with all her heart.

      ‘And while I’m there,’ Ali had texted, ‘I’ll turn up the new curtains you bought, that you said were too long. Because you haven’t done it, have you?’

      She was right. Libby had to admit she boasted very few useful household skills apart from cooking, while Ali loved a task that involved any kind of craft. Max suggested she become a surgeon so that she could use her sewing techniques on her patients.

      Max was making himself scarce this weekend. Although he and Ali were on good terms, he recognised that Libby needed to spend as much time as possible with her daughter. So he would be visiting his own offspring, Joe, in Hereford. ‘Nice and symmetrical, don’t you think,’ he said. ‘I will return and we can spend many happy hours discussing which of our children we like best.’

      Ali arrived, looking plumper and more cheerful than Libby had seen her for months. She greeted the dogs, unpacked in a trice and returned to the living room, where the table was spread with three kinds of cakes, a coffee pot and paper napkins.

      ‘Mum,’ she protested. ‘Why are you going to so much trouble?’ She looked hard at her mother’s face. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Come on.’ Ali looked around, suspiciously. ‘Can’t see anything. But there must be something. You’re trying to get round me and that means you feel guilty about something.’

      ‘I just want you to feel at home.’

      ‘I feel at home when you’re rushing around trying to be in three places at once, Bear’s digging up the garden and Shipley’s scratching up the mat in the hall. That’s home. Not plumped-up cushions and afternoon tea.’

      ‘Well, you’ll see all that, I’m sure. The thing is, I may have another investigation on my hands – an elderly man died suddenly and fell into the big well pond at the Bishop’s Palace. I might have to rush around a little while you’re here.’

      ‘A murder?’

      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      Ali’s eyes lit up. ‘Tell me all about it.’

      Libby told her the story.

      Ali nodded, her expression suddenly professional. ‘So that’s why you’re looking so excited. I knew you were up to something. And I won’t try to stop you interfering, because,’ she waved a finger in the air as though giving a lecture, ‘all the evidence shows that it’s important for older people to keep busy and do things they find stimulating. So,’ she winked at her mother, ‘I’m not worried about you running around chasing murderers. Even if you do have a very big birthday looming.’

      Libby groaned. ‘I’m trying not to think about it. I’m not sure I want people to know about my birthday with a nought in it.’

      ‘Getting back to this Colonel Campbell,’ Ali said thoughtfully, ‘let me get this straight. You’re saying he was probably murdered during the second of two events he attended where he met the Major’s new neighbours?’

      ‘Exactly. And I’m planning to find out exactly why. Incidentally, the Major’s two daughters, Tilly and Mindy—’ she broke off. Ali was laughing. ‘What’s so funny?’

      ‘Those names,’ Ali said. ‘I suppose Tilly is short for Matilda and Mindy for Miranda.’

      ‘Don’t be so quick to judge. They’re about your age and they seem perfectly nice. Well, one of them is, anyway. Tilly is the older of the two, very grown-up and sensible. She lives near Taunton and she’s a teacher. Mindy is a little different. She looks amazing, has eyes like David Bowie and cheekbones like Angela Jolie, and seems to drift around aimlessly with her handsome Italian boyfriend. Neither of them has a full-time job, so far as I could tell.’

      ‘And the daughters are suspects?’

      Libby smiled happily. ‘Mindy is. Everyone who joined the day out in Wells – and had been at the Major’s party as well – could be the killer. Even me.’

      Ali looked thoughtful. ‘Mindy Chalfont-Smythe – she isn’t a fashion influencer by any chance, is she?’

      ‘Does that count as a job? Have you heard of her?’

      ‘I think I have. She’s all over Instagram and TikTok. Give me an hour on the internet and I’ll be able to tell you absolutely everything about her.’ Ali gave a snort of laughter. ‘I would love to dig intrusively into the life of a woman I’ve never met,’ she said. ‘I take after my mother, and I have some free time at the moment.’

      She took a long breath. ‘Actually, Mum, there’s something I wanted to tell you. Andy and I aren’t together any more.’

      Libby, who’d been standing by the sink, half-heartedly filling the dishwasher as they talked, straightened up and shot a glance at Ali’s face. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she said, keeping her voice neutral.

      ‘Don’t be. It’s all very amicable, but we’ve realised our time together has run out. Nothing dramatic – well, losing the baby was pretty dramatic.’

      Libby’s eyes filled with tears. She bent over the dishwasher as Ali went on. ‘But that’s not why. Andy didn’t cheat on me, by the way, so don’t start thinking of ways to punish him. We were all set to get married but somehow it never felt quite right. Actually,’ she gave a shaky laugh, ‘I blame you for that – you and Max. If I can’t have the sort of relationship you two have, I don’t want one at all.’

      Libby’s heart was in her boots, but determined not to show it, she took a deep breath. Ali knew her own mind. ‘And is there anyone else in your life?’ she ventured.

      ‘Lots of people, Mum, but nothing special. Just friends. I’m happy, you know, on my own. I like Bristol, I’m loving my training, and I’m still only thirty-three.’ She stood up. ‘Now, I’ll get to work. I’ll start online, but it might be a good idea for you to arrange for me to meet these girls. Do they go to a particular pub or anything like that?’

      Libby hesitated, plagued with second thoughts. Could Ali get hurt? This was a murder investigation, after all. ‘I’m not sure you should get too involved.’

      ‘Come on, Mum. I’ve taken leave and I’ve never really lived much in Exham-on-Sea, so I don’t have many friends here – apart from the dogs, of course. And much as I love you and Max, I don’t want to follow you around. This will give me something to do. In any case, I think I might have inherited your secret investigator gene.’

      ‘Is that a compliment?’

      ‘Well, not exactly. It means I can be devious and sneaky. So maybe I’ll be a good sleuth, like you.’
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      Before setting off for Priory Manor to talk to the Major and Dawn, Libby decided honesty would be the best policy and rang Dawn. ‘The police sometimes ask Max and me for our help,’ she explained. ‘Police budgets are so stretched; they find us useful when they need extra bodies.’ Or, at least they used to, she thought, remembering DCI Waterloo’s reluctance to work with her.

      ‘DS Humberstone said you’d be in touch,’ Dawn said. Libby silently thanked Gemma for smoothing her path. ‘We want to help in any way we can. The Colonel was a dear man. I hadn’t seen him for many years, and I was quite shocked to see him looking a bit – well – what can I say? Old, I suppose.’

      ‘I’m so sorry for the loss of your friend,’ Libby said.

      ‘Thank you. It’s so strange – we find each other again – and then he dies. Poor Lionel is really rather upset.’

      ‘Of course. And it would be so helpful if I could come round for a chat with you both. When would be convenient?’ Libby asked.

      ‘This afternoon? The Major’s out at the moment. He has a business meeting with Raj over at their farm this morning, but he said he’d be back for lunch.’

      ‘Would two thirty be okay?’

      ‘Oh yes. We’ll expect you then. It will be so nice to talk…’
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      At Dawn’s insistence, Libby took both the dogs with her. ‘We’ve heard all about your dogs from Jenny, and our two are longing to meet them,’ she said as she ushered Libby into a smaller room, cosier and shabbier than the one used for the party. There was no fire in the fireplace as the weather was still mild in early October, but piles of logs and a decorative screen lent a snug air to the room and made Libby think of harvest festivals and Halloween. Dawn bustled about sorting out tea. ‘What kind do you prefer? Assam, Earl Grey, Lapsang? Or some of those herbal teas our girls like to drink.’

      Meanwhile, Libby told her about the Carnival in early November. ‘You have to see it for yourself. Videos just don’t do it justice. It’s the loudest, brightest, most fun event you can imagine. The Carnival Clubs work on their floats all year, and on the night there’s a mix of tableaux and moving scenes. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen Robin Hood and his Merry Men in full costume in a massive moving forest of fake trees, pretending to fire arrows at the crowd to the tune of “Born to be Wild” at full volume.’

      Dawn finally brought in a tray loaded with pretty chintzy porcelain cups and saucers and settled into a well-worn armchair, promising to make sure she would be in Exham on the night. Shipley sat looking hopefully at the tray, set enticingly at doggy head height.

      Libby turned to the reason she’d come. ‘Was your husband in the army for a long time?’ she asked.

      ‘Thirty years. It was our life, you know. I was an army wife as much as Lionel was an officer and we travelled around constantly. Oh, here is Lionel. He can tell you himself.’

      The Major’s two dogs burst into the room, delighted to meet Bear and Shipley and enjoy a mutual sniff-fest.

      ‘There you are. They’re the best of friends already,’ Dawn said. She smiled at her husband. ‘We were just about to talk about army life, dear. We had a wonderful time, didn’t we?’

      ‘Excellent organisation, the military,’ the Major barked. ‘The lads who joined up made the best decisions of their lives. It made men out of them.’

      ‘Yes, dear.’ Dawn gave a tiny sigh. She must have heard this many, many times. ‘But Libby needs to know about Horace. She’s with the police. Well, sort of…’

      ‘Sort of? Come on now,’ the Major sat, ramrod straight, in an armchair. ‘You either are or you aren’t. Which is it?’

      ‘My role is as a civilian officer,’ Libby explained. ‘I provide extra manpower when the police force is stretched.’

      ‘Ah, yes. I see. I was talking to the Chief Commissioner the other day.’ The Major’s already ruddy face took on a glow of pride. ‘A sensible enough chap. He filled me in on the cuts to police budgets. It’s the same with the army, of course. Law and order, the military – all gone down the tube. Too expensive, the government says.’ He gave a sharp laugh. ‘They’ll be sorry one day when they need us and there aren’t enough of us left to do the jobs.’ He leaned back in his chair, booted legs stretched out under the coffee table that held the tea tray, while his wife poured a cup of tea and set it down close to him. ‘The peace dividend. That was supposed to be a godsend to the country⁠—’

      Dawn interrupted, ‘Have a biscuit, Libby.’ She pushed the plate closer.

      Her husband gulped tea from his cup. ‘Just look at the mess the world is in now.’

      Libby stepped in. ‘When did you and the Colonel get to know each other?’

      To her relief, the Major stopped the criticism of governments and narrowed his eyes, thinking. ‘Back in the seventies. Horace was senior to me then and he went on to have a good career, retiring as a Colonel. He put me through my paces in one of my first postings when I was fresh from Sandhurst and wet behind the ears. Horace and I were friends when I met and married Dawn and we had Tilly. Horace took quite the fancy to her as a baby. Then we were sent off on other postings and lost touch for years, until we met again at that reunion earlier this year.’

      He fell silent, brow furrowed. His eyes had a faraway look, as though he were back in those heady times of his army service when the world seemed to be changing for the better.

      ‘Those were good times,’ he murmured. ‘I can hardly believe Horace is gone. Still, we have to adapt – make the best of things, keep our eyes on the goal. That’s what I’ve been doing since I retired from the army. Start-ups, you know, and backing for films.’

      Libby remembered Angela telling her the Major’s ventures had been unsuccessful.

      He grunted to himself. ‘It’s a difficult world, out there, but I bet this new business of ours is just the job. Local folk working together, d’you see. Special to Somerset – great name, don’t you think? Local farmers, small businesses, all co-operating. It’s time to put Somerset on the map.’

      Libby wondered if Somerset really needed putting on the map. ‘Was Colonel Campbell part of the… er, syndicate?’

      The Major punched the air. ‘Absolutely. I’ll tell you how it happened. Horace was lonely, you see. He’d started thinking about the old days and looking up his old acquaintances. Then there was this reunion of old codgers like Horace and myself, getting together to talk about the past. We’d been close when Tilly was born, but we hadn’t seen much of each other since. Well, we got talking. Neither of us wanted to live in the past. We thought we could do something to keep ourselves going in our old age. Horace was so pleased with the idea. Anyway, I was about to move here, to this old house, and I had this idea for a co-operative, selling high-end local produce. He was looking for somewhere to put his money. He said he had no children to leave it all to, just some distant nephew or other who lived abroad and didn’t need it, so he’d use it.’

      Dawn put in, ‘The Colonel’s people were really rather aristocratic and wealthy. They owned one of those huge old houses in Scotland; beautiful but freezing cold. It must have cost a fortune to heat, but quite an asset for the Colonel. He was thinking about selling it and putting the money into the business.’

      Libby’s mind was racing. The Colonel was, as she’d suspected, the main money man, ready to feed his resources into a friend’s venture. She had a queasy feeling. Had he really understood the risks involved in backing a brand new business, or was the Major, and possibly some of the local businessmen, taking advantage of him?

      She changed tack. ‘Do you know where Mrs Tucker came from? The lady who was looking after the Colonel?’

      The Major turned to his wife. ‘You’ll know more about that kind of thing than I do. It’s a woman’s job, caring. Don’t know how they do it. Messing around with sick people.’ He shivered theatrically. ‘Still, each to his own.’

      Dawn stepped in. ‘Tilly helped to find someone in Bristol, after we got back in touch with him recently. She went through an agency. She remembered the Colonel, just, from when she was little and she wanted to help him.’

      The Major looked at his watch, ‘Look, I need to get on. Things to do, you know. People to meet. That farmer Barry’s a fine chap. He’s given me some food for thought.’ Abruptly, he rose to his feet. ‘Come on,’ he called. The lurcher Libby had met at the party rose from a bed in the corner of the room where he’d been dozing happily and trotted out after his master, the Jack Russell bounding along behind.

      Bear and Shipley looked longingly from the door to Libby, but Dawn said, ‘Shall we have another cup of tea?’ The dogs lay down again and went back to sleep.

      After the Major left, some tension seemed to go out of the air. Dawn went to brew more tea and returned smiling.

      ‘Don’t mind Lionel,’ she said cheerfully. ‘He’s upset about the Colonel, of course, but he didn’t like that old story coming up at our party. It upsets him dreadfully.’

      ‘It does?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Between you and me, it’s one of the reasons we lost contact with the Colonel. Lionel became very tired of hearing the story constantly. The Colonel spread it everywhere he went. Poor Lionel felt it was too late to say it wasn’t true.’

      ‘So, the Colonel made it up?’

      Dawn drew a deep breath. ‘I don’t know for sure, but it never rang true to me. Lionel won’t say either way – he doesn’t want to call the Colonel out. Loyalty to his old comrade, I suppose.’

      ‘What do you think of the plans for this business in Somerset? I gather the new buildings will be on Priory Manor land.’

      She shrugged. ‘I don’t have much to do with Lionel’s projects. But it seems sound enough. He was excited to have the Colonel on board. He’s confident of getting planning permission – there were going to be houses built here, until the owner of the manor sold it. There’s an architect working on the plans now.’ Dawn’s gaze wandered to the window that looked over a stretch of lawn running down to a small copse of trees. ‘But I leave all that to Lionel.’

      Libby let that go. ‘Do you have an address for the family home where the Colonel grew up. In Scotland, I think?’

      ‘Well,’ Dawn hesitated, ‘I haven’t been there myself, you know. But I think we have the address somewhere. Give me a moment.’ She left the room.

      Returning, she waved a blue address book in one hand. ‘Got it. Sorry it took so long. We’re still in a bit of a muddle after the move here. Nothing is where it should be. I think the Major must have been using the address book and stuffed it in a drawer in his study. Still, here we are at last.’

      She read out the address of the Colonel’s family home in the Highlands of Scotland.

      ‘Now,’ she settled back in her chair. ‘More biscuits?’
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      Libby and Max video-called when Libby returned from Priory Manor. It was good to see Max’s face. He’d only been gone a short while, but she was missing him already. ‘How are the dogs?’ he asked.

      ‘Pining,’ she said with a grin. ‘They like you more than me. And Joe?’

      Max was quiet for a long time.

      ‘Max? What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing – I hope. But Joe and Claire are not the happy bunnies they used to be.’

      ‘Well, I noticed that a couple of years ago. But we hoped they’d got over it, didn’t we? I mean, I know they don’t agree about the baby thing…’

      Max sighed. ‘It hasn’t gone away. Joe took me out for a beer and told me about it. The bottom line is that Claire wants a baby and Joe doesn’t. He thinks his job as a police officer makes it too difficult to bring up children successfully. And the trouble is, Lib, that it’s my example as a father that he’s remembering. Look what happened to me.’

      The divorce. ‘You don’t need to beat yourself up about that. Divorce is always difficult, but you did the best you could in the circumstances. And that’s all any of us can do. What did you say to Joe?’

      ‘I pointed out that the ball was in his court. Claire has made her opinion clear and she can’t wait too long if she’s going to have a baby. Her clock is, as the dreadful phrase goes, ticking. And it’s getting louder every day. I’m not entirely sure, but I think there’s an ultimatum on the table. Joe kept talking about Christmas and I suspect he’s got to make his mind up by then.’

      ‘Ouch. That’s not very far away. But this problem’s been dragging on for years. I know I shouldn’t take sides, but frankly, I think Joe’s wrong. Having Ali here made a few things clear to me and one of them is that to grow old alone without children can be terribly lonely. Does Joe want to end up a shrivelled old man who nobody really cares about, like the Colonel?’

      ‘And that’s what you call sitting on the fence, I suppose.’

      They both laughed. ‘Well,’ said Libby. ‘It’s up to Joe. At the moment, he’s on target to lose his wife. If he loves her, he needs to be careful.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll pass on the message. Joe thinks highly of you, so it might make him have another think.’

      ‘Just tell him to stop being a… Well, you know what I mean.’

      ‘I do. Meanwhile, tell me all about your visit to the Major. Did he make you stand to attention?’

      ‘Well,’ Libby thought for a moment. It always helped to run her ideas past Max. ‘The Major was relying on the Colonel to fund his business,’ she said, ‘maybe with some help from the local business owners. I don’t think the Major has the funds to back a new business himself.’

      Max nodded. ‘Do you think he might be a bit of a fantasist? Trying to buy in to the hunting, shooting and fishing lifestyle, and hoping his old friend would help – his old friend who, according to the story, saved his life all those years ago? Do you think he threatened to debunk the story – one that the Colonel had probably dined out on all his life – to persuade him to put in the money?’

      ‘A spot of blackmail? Threatening Horace’s reputation as a hero? I hadn’t thought of that. But, if so, the Major would want to keep his old friend alive, as would the rest of the syndicate.’ She sighed. ‘So far, money is the only motive we have. We don’t know of any other reason why someone would want the Colonel dead. He has a house in Scotland that a distant cousin might inherit, but the cousin lives in Australia. Gemma will let me know if he’s been in England recently. Anyway, I think we should take a trip to the old house and try to find out more about the Colonel. Also, I really like Scotland and fancy a couple of days up there. Preferably eating seafood.’

      Libby picked Fuzzy up and cuddled her on her lap. The cat’s fur was long and warm and stroking it helped Libby relax.

      Fuzzy jumped down and ran off.

      ‘Thank you for that,’ Libby grumbled. So much for pets making life better.

      With a sigh, she went off to cook dinner – lasagne, still one of Ali’s favourites – and think about some possible new fillings for her chocolates.

      Ali was downstairs, looking extremely proud of herself after several hours spent in her bedroom poring over her laptop. ‘That was the easiest piece of research I’ve ever had to do,’ she said. ‘Mindy and her handsome boyfriend are all over the internet.’

      ‘Really? Why?’

      ‘Mindy is an influencer as I thought. She has a website, a blog, a vlog, an Insta account and lots of TikTok videos which seem to go viral at regular intervals.’

      ‘Heaven save us all,’ Libby said. ‘If this is what people do these days instead of a job. Like the Kardashians?’

      ‘Exactly, becoming an influencer is amazingly lucrative, if you do it right and don’t mind living your life entirely online with half the world hating you and trolling you on X.’

      Libby chopped onions with enthusiasm. ‘Right, Ali, maybe you could unpack all that for me. I mean, I sort of know what you’re talking about. But how do you even get to be an influencer? And who is she influencing?’

      ‘Well, as you will know, having met her, Mindy is very good to look at. She’s amazingly photogenic. She has all the advantages – high cheekbones, slanting eyes, full lips. I don’t know how much of that is natural, of course. I suspect those lips might have had a bit of help.

      ‘Judging by some of the dates I’ve found, she started off just modelling a few clothes on her website. She got lots of likes and shares and started writing reviews for the things she wears. There are links so that her followers can buy the products themselves. I believe that’s one of the ways these careers begin. She puts pictures everywhere; on every social media outlet there is. It must be a full-time job. Anyway, her posts are full of lifestyle pics and most of her recent shots are taken in the countryside. Look.’

      Ali swivelled her laptop so that Libby could see the screen. Mindy was photographed leaning against a stone wall, close to a stream. She wore a floaty dress and sandals and held a small bunch of yellow flowers against her face.

      ‘She looks as though she’s checking to see if she likes butter.’ Ali giggled.

      ‘I think I know that man,’ Libby said, ‘dabbling his feet in the water.’

      Ali was nodding. ‘He’s just started showing up in some of the photos – but it’s always a back or side view. Mindy likes her followers to make guesses as to who he is.’

      ‘Is he someone famous, then?’

      Ali shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’

      Libby closed her eyes, thinking back to the party. ‘I don’t think he’s anyone famous at all. It’s Giorgio, the one with the Ferrari that ran into us. He’s very beautiful, but what a temper!’

      ‘I bet the Ferrari will show up soon,’ Ali said. ‘It looks like Mindy and he are building towards some kind of reveal. Maybe they’re starting a business together.’

      ‘Of course!’ Libby snapped her fingers. ‘The co-operative venture. They’re probably working on advance publicity for Special to Somerset. Which means they also have an interest in the success of the Major’s project.’

      She finished layering meat, sauces and pasta into a dish, loaded it into the oven, took a seat at the kitchen table and stretched.

      ‘Well, you’ve opened my eyes. It seems Mindy is highly successful.’

      ‘Her speciality is fashion,’ Ali said. ‘Not any old cheap stuff, but she seems to have an endless supply of designer clothes and goes to all the fashion shows. Especially those in Italy.’

      ‘Aha. Maybe that’s how she met the gorgeous Giorgio?’

      ‘Lucky her,’ Ali said.

      ‘Although,’ Libby said judiciously, looking at the photos, ‘I don’t like his tattoos. But I suppose I’m getting old. You don’t have any, do you?’

      Ali blushed. ‘Just the smallest butterfly on my hip. But stick to the point, Mum. I found some other social media posts. Things Mindy might not be so pleased are still there. I found her popping up on sites that aren’t about the sort of culture you would approve of.’

      ‘Not porn, surely?’

      Ali’s eyebrows rose.

      ‘I’m not the fuddy-duddy you think I am.’ Libby protested.

      ‘Sorry, Mum. If you say fuddy-duddy, you definitely are.’

      ‘Well, anyway. What kind of porn are we looking at?’

      ‘I think we need Max to help find the worst of it. You know, digging into virtual private networks – VPNs to you and me – the dark web and so on.’

      ‘Are you telling me you want me to ask my husband to watch porn?’

      ‘I think I am. Will he mind?’

      ‘I sincerely hope so. How bad is it?’

      ‘Pretty terrible, I think. But I don’t know any more. I can dig a bit deeper,’ she said.

      Libby hesitated. ‘How did you even find this stuff?’

      ‘I just poked around the internet a lot. I bet Mindy thinks it’s all been taken down, but as Max has said many times, it’s incredibly hard to get rid of anything you’ve posted. Ever.’

      Libby shuddered. ‘The Major and his wife would be horrified.’ She thought for a moment. ‘What about her sister, Tilly?’

      ‘Squeaky clean as far as I can see. Apart from some photos with friends in Ibiza and so on, but that’s par for the course. I got in touch with Tilly directly, by the way.’

      ‘Really? How?’

      ‘On Instagram. I sent a couple of likes and a comment or two, and said hello, I heard she’d moved into the area. She messaged me back and we talked about dogs and the result is, I’m meeting her in the Kings Arms tomorrow night.’ She shut down the laptop with a triumphant snap. ‘A good day’s work, I think. And, by the way, we didn’t agree terms. How much is all this worth?’

      Libby’s jaw dropped. ‘You mean, pay you?’

      Ali shot her a smug grin. ‘Just kidding. But you can sub me for the drinks tomorrow.’
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      Libby woke early the next morning to find Bear lying heavily across her legs. ‘What are you doing?’ She tried to shift him over to Max’s side of the bed which was currently vacant. He moved a few inches, then stretched out again, sighed and went back to sleep.

      ‘Okay,’ Libby said. ‘You stay here on this lovely soft bed and dream.’

      She struggled out from under the dog’s back legs. She had work to do this morning. There was a new batch of cakes waiting to be made. Nothing innovative, but some of the café’s favourites. She could spend the morning in the café’s kitchen where it would be warm and cosy, and if there was any gossip to be had, she’d be there to hear it.

      Ali was already seated at the kitchen table, laptop open, when Libby went down for breakfast. ‘Already working?’ Libby said.

      ‘Spying,’ Ali pointed at the screen, which showed photos of the Milan fashion week. ‘Look, there’s Mindy.’

      ‘How does she even keep that dress on?’ Libby asked.

      ‘Sticky tape.’

      ‘Ouch. Uncomfortable. I hope the central heating’s on.’ Libby said.

      She gave a small sigh. ‘I wonder what’s going to happen with Joe and Claire,’ she murmured.

      ‘They’ll work it out,’ Ali said. There was something odd in her tone.

      Libby looked at her sharply. ‘What do you mean? Do you know something?’

      ‘Nope, nothing. Now, leave me alone. I’m going on TikTok, so I’ll be busy until lunchtime.’

      ‘I think you’re enjoying this a little bit too much,’ Libby observed, hiding a smile, secretly thrilled to have her daughter home for a while.
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      The Crusts and Crumbs Café was busy with early-morning coffee drinkers when Libby arrived. She set up in the kitchen and began to mix the ingredients for one of her best-selling cakes: elderflower and raspberry.

      Annabel was there, taking and delivering orders. ‘Big demand for croissants today,’ she told Libby.

      ‘Very nice,’ said Libby, absent-mindedly.

      ‘Yes, I made some with walnuts and cranberries,’ Annabel said. ‘They’ve almost sold out.’

      Libby switched off the mixer.

      ‘New recipe?’ she asked.

      ‘Well yes. I didn’t think you’d mind. It’s good to have a change, isn’t it? And you weren’t around while I was trying it. Your husband bought one the other day and said he liked it.’

      ‘Can I try one?’ Libby smiled through gritted teeth. She’d often noticed that Annabel, a widow in her forties, seemed to have something of a crush on Max. ‘Sounds delicious.’

      ‘Oh, sorry,’ Annabel said. ‘I just sold the last one.’

      ‘If you make another batch, please keep one back for me,’ she said as gently as possible. She was responsible for the quality of the café’s products, after all.

      Annabel turned away with an unmistakable huff.

      A little later, Angela came out of her office and popped her head round the kitchen door. ‘How’s it going?’ she asked.

      ‘Fine, just fine,’ Libby said.

      ‘Good,’ Angela said. ‘The advert for a new developer has gone out, but it will take a while to find the right person. Meanwhile, if you’d like some time to work on the Colonel’s murder, we have plenty of cakes to keep us going and some of the local school students would like to help us out serving, as work experience.’

      ‘Maybe Annabel could try out a few recipes?’ Libby suggested.

      Angela looked thoughtful. ‘One or two. The walnut croissants she made are very good.’

      ‘Well, if you’re sure, I could certainly use some time to find out more about the Colonel. Thank you.’

      She frowned as she left the café. First Max and now Angela suggesting she needed to slow down? Had she been making a hash of things lately? This birthday coming up was a big one. Was she really getting old?

      Don’t be so stupid, she told herself, shaking her head to clear it. She’d simply taken on too much and she was bad – very bad – at letting things go.

      She longed to talk it through with Max. She missed him when he was away.

      At that moment, as if in recognition of her mood, the heavens opened and it poured with rain. She was going to look like a drowned rat for the rest of the day.

      She toyed with the idea of visiting Barry and Jenny on their farm, but didn’t feel she could cope with his endless bad jokes that sometimes strayed into practical joke territory. Libby had never really understood practical jokes. They seemed designed to make the victim look and feel foolish. That was clearly how the Major felt about Horace’s tale.

      Determined to fight her gloom with action, she got into her car and headed for the farmhouse, out in the middle of nowhere in West Somerset, where Raj and Noreen lived. She was keen to get to know Noreen. When they’d met at the party, they’d established an instant rapport. Noreen had said, ‘Please come over and visit. The place looks a mess if you’re used to seeing neat, tidy farms, but that’s all part of the re-wilding process. Weeds and dead branches all have a place in the scheme of things at Three Oaks. We already have otters visiting our stream.’

      The possibility of an otter sighting was exactly what Libby felt she needed just now, quite apart from her wish to find out more about the two suspects who lived there.

      The road out to Three Oaks farm took her into some of the loveliest countryside in Somerset. She turned off the main road and followed a twisty lane that took her past fields of sheep, into woodland and pheasant territory. Finally, she turned right onto a track that led steeply downhill and arrived at Three Oaks Farm.

      Miraculously, the rain had stopped, and the sun shone above the group of trees that gave the farm its name. She could hear the music of the stream at the bottom of the valley as she climbed out of her orange Jeep, changed into the wellies she kept in the back of the car and took a deep breath of fresh air, full of the distinctive, redolent scent of soil after rainfall. There was a name for it. Her troubles seemed to fall away as she struggled to remember. Per… pesicore… petrichor. That was it. She wasn’t that old, then, if she could still remember things.

      She straightened up and strode forward. And there was Noreen opening the farmhouse door and greeting her with a wide smile.

      ‘Libby, I am so pleased you came,’ she said in a warm Irish accent. ‘And the rain’s stopped, so let’s have a quick tour of the farm. Or shall I get you a cup of tea first?’

      ‘No, I’m fine and dying to see around if you have time to show me.’

      Noreen was beaming. ‘Right then, follow me.’

      Libby, enjoying the breeze ruffling her hair and hearing the birds trying to outdo each other in the hedgerows, reminded herself she was here on business.

      Noreen glowed with pride. ‘We’re cutting down some of the trees that have been planted recently. Those Thuja, for example.’ She pointed to a row of felled tree trunks. ‘They’re not going to be wasted, but we need space for native trees and bushes to flourish. You see, re-wilding really grows from the ground up. Without these rows of incomers – mostly pine – nature can take over.’

      ‘What does Raj think about it?’ Libby asked.

      ‘To be honest, he doesn’t really notice what I’m doing out here.’ Was that a bitter note in her voice? ‘His interests are different, but he’s very generous about giving me free rein over the land, so long as he doesn’t need it for any of his projects.’ Noreen was eager to chat, and her lyrical Irish intonation increased by the minute.

      ‘We met at university, years ago, where I was studying geography and ecology. I’ve always been fascinated by the way nature works, you see. Raj was on the business studies course. He’d be the first to admit he’s no great intellect – neither of us is, and maybe that’s why we rub along so nicely. His parents were very keen on education. They came to England from Kenya when they were thrown out of the country. They set up a pharmacy, worked all the hours of the day and half the night, and taught Raj and his brothers that it’s hard work that matters.

      ‘And, as a result, Raj has done very well and manages to keep me in a way I never even dreamed of. To a little girl growing up in Belfast just after the Troubles, living in the countryside would be a dream come true. My parents can’t get over it.’

      ‘It must have been hard in Northern Ireland?’

      ‘Sometimes,’ Noreen admitted. ‘One of my older brothers was keen to get rid of the British government, but he toned down after the Good Friday Agreement, thank the Lord.’

      ‘Do you get involved in Raj’s import business?’ Libby asked. ‘Fabrics, I believe?’

      Noreen took a second to answer. ‘I leave all that to Raj. He brings in wonderful silks and sells them on. But this place is my dream, and thanks to him I have the means to make it come true. He’s a generous, kind man.’

      Was Noreen singing her husband’s praises a little too obviously?

      ‘Where does he import from?’ Libby asked.

      ‘India. He grew up in Bradford where there’s a big Asian community, so he has a wide circle of friends on the subcontinent. There’s huge demand for Asian silks in the UK. The quality is wonderful.’

      Libby said, ‘The dress you wore to the Major’s party was absolutely beautiful. And Mindy had that sequin-covered dress. Did the material for that come from Raj’s stocks?’

      Noreen increased her pace a little. ‘Tilly had warned us to dress up to the nines. She said the Major loves to have parties like in the old days. And it was great to have the chance to get out of my wellies for once.’ Libby noted that she hadn’t answered the question. They negotiated a stile and followed a path towards the stream. ‘That’s one of the perks of the business, I suppose, having lovely clothes. Even if I only get to wear them once in a blue moon. Mindy loves the fabrics…’ She stopped talking. ‘Oh, look, there’s a jay,’ she pointed.

      Libby ignored the bird. ‘So, Mindy’s involved in Raj’s business?’

      ‘Not really.’ Noreen was walking so fast, Libby could hardly keep up. ‘She helped me choose the material and had the dress made up for me.’ She was almost gabbling. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have much fashion sense, but one of my daughters follows her on Instagram and TikTok. My Aisha’s still at school, and she was thrilled to bits when she found her influencer idol was living in Somerset. Raj met the Major at one of those business events organised by Business Link – or was it the Round Table?’ She sighed. ‘I forget which. Raj goes to so many networking evenings. I hardly see him some weeks.’ She stopped talking and slowed down, letting Libby catch her up. ‘Listen to me, running on,’ she said. ‘Raj always says I talk too much.’

      As they made their way back to the farmhouse, Libby wondered what Noreen wasn’t telling her. ‘Are Mindy and Giorgio going to be part of the venture the Major’s putting together?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t really know much about that at all,’ Noreen said.

      Libby tried another tack. ‘Did you know the Major before he came to Somerset? Was Raj in the army, too?’

      ‘Oh no, he would never join the military. He’s a peaceful man; a Sikh, although he doesn’t really practise his religion. Neither do I, of course, although I was brought up as a Catholic. Now,’ she said, ‘let’s go inside and have lunch if you have time. I’d love to tell you more of my plans for the farm.’

      They circled back to the farmhouse, tracking beside the stream that bubbled cheerfully.

      ‘Wait!’ Noreen stopped, holding out an arm. ‘Shh!’

      Libby followed the direction of Noreen’s pointing arm. In the stream, a small grey shape was moving, leaving a trail in the water as though it were a ship ploughing through the sea.

      ‘Is that…?’ Libby whispered.

      ‘The otter,’ Noreen breathed. ‘Now, would you believe he or she came out especially to see us.’

      They watched in silence as the otter lifted its head, watched them for a second and disappeared from view.

      ‘They first came last year, and this year they had a kitten. I’ve seen it once or twice. Tilly comes here from time to time to see the otters, but I’m afraid they don’t very often appear.’

      ‘I’ve been lucky,’ Libby said.
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      Lunch was a Ploughman’s constructed from home-grown produce. ‘We grew the potatoes ourselves – of course we did, I’m Irish after all,’ Noreen laughed. ‘Then the salad is all from here too. We don’t make cheese, though, or keep pigs. Although I’m thinking about that. I wanted to introduce boars, but Raj put his foot down. Apparently they cause no end of trouble in the Forest of Dean where they run wild. Raj is always very careful not to offend local people.’ She fell silent for a moment.

      ‘Wonderful cheese,’ Libby said, looking at the Brie on her plate. ‘Is this local?’

      ‘It is. I go to the farmer’s market in Dulverton. There’s a huge selection of cheeses on sale there, and all made in Somerset. This one comes from⁠—’

      Libby burst into laughter. ‘I know the farmer that makes that cheese,’ she said. ‘I met him soon after I arrived in Exham, when I found the body under the lighthouse. We keep in touch from time to time.’

      ‘Well, and isn’t that a coincidence? Such a nice young man, he is – he took over the farm from his father, I believe. He’s interested in joining the business.’

      ‘Do you think Special to Somerset is going to be successful?’

      Noreen thought for a moment. ‘I do,’ she said. ‘There are many more wealthy folk than there used to be in this part of the world, according to Raj, and he’s very positive about it. Although, to tell you the truth, he’s not sure the Major has the business ability needed. But don’t tell anyone I said so. I’d hate to upset Dawn. She’s such a lovely person.’
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      Libby’s phone pinged as she was starting the car to leave the farm. It was a text from Gemma.

      
        
          
            
              
        Could we meet this evening to compare notes?

      

      

      

      

      

      Libby thought for a moment. It sounded a bit cloak-and-dagger. She wondered if this meeting might not be approved by DCI Waterloo.

      ‘Where?’ she wrote.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can I come to you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Libby wanted to laugh. If this was a fictional crime story, she was pretty sure Gemma and she would meet in a pub over a pint, not at Libby’s house. Still, it would be quiet and she could provide wine.

      ‘Seven o’clock?’ she suggested. ‘Max is due back soon, but I’m here. Ali’s out with Tilly and Mindy, would you believe. They seem to have made friends.’

      Gemma didn’t reply.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Libby said. ‘Ali knows they’re suspects. She won’t take any chances. Now, I’ll feed you if you like home-made pizza when you come. We can have a girl’s night in – with a little detecting on the side.’

      
        
          
            
              
        Perfect.
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      When Gemma arrived that evening, her narrowed eyes and flushed cheeks told Libby what kind of mood she was in.

      ‘Hard day?’

      ‘Oh, that man!’ Gemma took a long gulp of white wine from the glass Libby had poured. She was going to need a taxi home.

      Libby pulled pizza from the oven.

      ‘And Ian Smith!’ Gemma’s hand was clenched tightly round the stem of her glass.

      ‘Smith? What’s he done?’

      ‘I’m sorry to say he’s on his way round here. He overheard me telling a colleague I was coming to see you, went straight into the DCI’s office and came out grinning like a… like an evil Cheshire Cat. The DCI had told him to come with me.’

      ‘What a cheek!’ Libby sliced the pizzas – one tomato and cheese, one ham and pineapple. ‘I know a Hawaiian pizza’s not considered proper in Italy,’ she sighed, ‘and I wouldn’t offer one to Giorgio, but I do like it.’

      Gemma nodded, glumly. ‘Ian will be here in a few minutes.’

      ‘Well, he’s not getting my wine.’ Libby put the bottle back in the fridge. ‘You drink up before he arrives… Oh, wait, too late,’ as the doorbell rang, twice.

      Gemma gulped down the rest of her wine in one mouthful and took the glass to the sink. ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ she said.

      ‘Before I let him in, I need to tell you that Max sends his sympathy to you on your new boss and says he’ll catch up with everything tomorrow.’

      ‘I just wish Joe was still working here,’ Gemma murmured, ‘but I have to work with whoever’s in charge.’

      She leaned morosely against the counter while Libby opened the door to PC Ian Smith.

      Bear raised his head from his favourite spot in the kitchen beside the Aga and growled.

      PC Ian Smith smirked. ‘Evening, Mrs Forest. Don’t mind me popping round, do you? I see you’ve still got that ancient dog. How old is he anyway?’

      ‘It’s Mrs Ramshore, now,’ Gemma pointed out.

      ‘Oh, we’re old friends, aren’t we?’ The constable surveyed the kitchen. ‘Ah, coffee,’ he said. ‘Just the job. And pizza. Wow – cake as well. No wonder you spend your time over in Exham-on-Sea, Gemma. The boss says he can’t understand it.’

      Libby wanted to kick herself. She should have hidden the cake.

      Gemma’s face betrayed nothing, but her hands were balled into fists.

      ‘So,’ PC Smith settled himself at the table. ‘What about this carer woman, eh? Tucker, that’s the name. She’s right up there at the top of the list of suspects. The boss reckons she’s the guilty party and we’ll have this all sewn up in a few days. We’re going to look at Horace Campbell’s Will and I bet you a pound to a penny she’s in it.’ Noisily, he munched pizza. ‘That’s what these women do, you know. Get a job as a carer and suck up to an old fool like Horace.’ Crumbs sprayed across the table.

      ‘Do have another slice,’ Libby said, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do.’ He grabbed another chunk and munched. ‘See, this is what a woman should be doing,’ he smirked at Gemma. ‘Baking. I reckon they had things right in the seventies. Men did the work and their women folk looked after them.’

      Libby sighed. She knew Ian Smith wasn’t as stupid as he seemed. He just liked winding people up. Banter, he’d call it if Gemma objected.

      Libby leaned across the table. ‘You’d better mind your manners, Ian. You can get in big trouble for the things you’re saying.’

      He snorted. ‘Come on, where’s your sense of humour? Can’t a man have a joke with a colleague any longer? You don’t mind, do you, DS Humberstone?’

      Gemma heaved a heavy sigh. ‘Shall we just talk about the case?’

      ‘See,’ PC Smith said. ‘I told you she doesn’t mind. You won’t understand it, of course, Mrs Ramshore, seeing as you’re not police trained. It’s different for members of the public. We have to be on our best behaviour with them.’ He swallowed another chunk of pizza. ‘And don’t forget you were there when the old Colonel died. You’re a suspect, just like all the others.’

      Libby held her tongue. One day the man would go too far, but meanwhile he apparently had the DCI’s backing. ‘Mrs Tucker did fade into the background when the Colonel was with the rest of the Major’s friends,’ she said.

      ‘That’s their training.’ Gemma avoided looking at PC Smith. ‘It’s harder than you’d think to be a carer.’

      ‘It must be,’ Libby agreed. ‘Imagine being at a party where everyone is chattering and drinking very good champagne while you stay stone-cold sober and invisible. Although, if I remember correctly, Mrs Tucker did make up for it by tucking in to the canapés.’

      ‘Well,’ Gemma referred to her notes. ‘Mrs Tucker works for an agency called Caring Hands. It’s based in Bristol and it has a very good reputation. The carers are all qualified nurses and they undergo a lengthy training process.’

      Libby munched thoughtfully. ‘I suppose being a well-trained nurse doesn’t mean she can’t be a murderer, unfortunately. We certainly can’t count her out. There’s a sad history of a tiny number of nurses who cross the line between helping and harming, and nobody quite understands why.’

      PC Smith had started on the cake. ‘Maybe that’s why they become nurses in the first place. Why else would they want to spend their time cooped up with an old codger? It’s either to cheat him out of his money or to bump him off.’

      Gemma said, ‘Let’s try to stay sensible. Mrs Tucker is most likely a kind, caring lady who loves helping people. We must look at her, but with open minds. At least, I am, and so are most of the team…’ She left that hanging in the air a moment. ‘Ian and I interviewed her, today.’

      ‘Sounds like good cop and bad cop,’ Libby said. ‘Or maybe one cop trying to get to the truth and the other cop trying to get a result asap and not caring about its veracity?’

      ‘That’s enough,’ he growled. ‘I know how to do my job. We go on courses, you see.’

      Libby ignored him. That chip on his shoulder expanded every time she met him.

      Gemma said, ‘We can’t let you have transcripts of the interviews, Libby. The boss has forbidden me to take them out of the building, which means I can’t send them electronically, either, but I can run you through the facts we have available.’ She finished her cup of coffee, shooting a wistful glance at the fridge where Libby had returned the bottle. ‘The Colonel had two carers who looked after him in his own home. According to the agency records, the other carer was due to accompany him to the day out in Wells, but she had a cold that day and went off sick.’

      ‘A bit suspicious,’ Ian put in. ‘Maybe they were both in it together.’

      Libby said, ‘I suppose we can’t rule that out.’ PC Smith wasn’t completely stupid.

      ‘Exactly. Now, moving on to the interview with Mrs Tucker.’ Gemma glanced at her colleague.

      ‘Be my guest.’

      Gemma went on, ‘She’s married and her husband works for a Bristol IT company. Mrs Tucker has been with the nursing agency for nine years, has an impeccable record and no blame has ever attached itself to her.’

      ‘Not true,’ Ian said sharply. ‘Her record’s not clean.’

      Gemma held up her hand. ‘I was coming to that. She made a mistake giving medication to a hospital inpatient twenty years ago.’

      ‘Mistake?’ Smith said. ‘Or was it?’

      Gemma went on, ‘Apparently, in those days, if a patient received the wrong dose on a ward the nurse responsible went straight into an investigation. The mistake would remain on her record for a year. Mrs Tucker drew attention to this herself during her interview with us and described the process of giving drugs at the time. Let’s just say it was tricky, depended on a doctor’s handwriting and was made worse with staff shortages. Nurses dreaded making mistakes.’

      ‘It’s a big responsibility,’ Libby said.

      ‘Mrs Tucker made that point very forcibly. She said that she was alone while doing the drug round, the writing on the form was bad and the dosage information was squeezed into a tiny box. The subsequent enquiry backed up her version and after a year the incident was removed from her record.’

      ‘It’s not that simple,’ PC Smith growled. ‘The drug Mrs Tucker messed up was morphine which means we can’t entirely discount it.’

      ‘But it wasn’t morphine that killed Horace,’ Libby objected.

      PC Smith laughed, ‘We didn’t point that out to Mrs Tucker.’

      Gemma had finished her coffee. Libby took pity on her and retrieved the wine bottle.

      ‘Not got any beer, I suppose,’ PC Smith said hopefully.

      Libby relented, pulled out a small bottle of Peroni and handed it over.

      Gemma took a gulp of wine and said, ‘More worrying for me is that Mrs Tucker left Horace on the bench by the lake on the day he died. She had very little to say for herself about that. Simply that she wanted to go shopping and buy some fudge for her husband. The Colonel said he wanted to have a little while by himself and she thought he would be fine as other members of the party were there as well. Including you, Libby. But it leaves Ian here and the boss both convinced she’s the guilty party.’

      ‘Exactly,’ he shouted, triumphantly. ‘Following the evidence, you see. That’s what real policemen do.’

      ‘You mean police officers,’ Gemma said quietly. ‘And Libby is as good as any of us. Now, would Mrs Tucker be able to get her hands on heroin? As a registered nurse, it would be easier for her than for the rest of us. And we all know it’s available on the streets, if you want it. Ian is talking to colleagues about possible routes and we’re distributing her photo to known addicts. The other main area of investigation is into the rest of her track record. Any unexpected deaths of people in hospital or people in her care in the community. So that’s a lot of hard slog, going through records.’

      ‘Whew,’ Libby breathed. ‘It sounds as though a major part of the police effort is going into proving whether or not Mrs Tucker is our killer.’

      ‘She’s in a shaky position,’ PC Smith added. ‘All we need is a couple of unusual patient deaths and we’ve got her.’

      ‘But it’s all circumstantial.’

      He shrugged. ‘It’s more than you have.’

      That was true. ‘It’s early days,’ she said.

      PC Smith had finished his beer and the cake tin was empty. ‘Right, I’ll leave you two ladies to gossip. I bet we’ll have our Mrs Tucker in custody before you can say “sorry”,’ he said and stomped out of the house.

      Libby closed the front door behind him. ‘I’m sorry you have to deal with him.’

      ‘I can handle Ian,’ Gemma said. ‘He’s all talk, and not completely hopeless at his job. But I’m relying on you to help find the real culprit even if he’s right and it’s Mrs Tucker.’

      ‘Don’t forget my secret weapon – the History Society,’ Libby chuckled. ‘Dr Archie Phillips, for example. He knows pretty much every librarian in the country. That’s likely to include military historians. He’ll be able to dig up every piece of information we need on the Colonel’s life and career. If the mystery lies in Horace’s military background, I’m convinced our crack team of amateur historians will winkle it out.’

      Gemma visibly relaxed. ‘That sounds much better,’ she said. ‘But there is something I’d like to work on with you. People’s movements on that trip to Wells – can you help sorting out who was where and when?’ She brought out a spreadsheet. ‘This sheet begins when you all met up at the Palace,’ she said. ‘Can you fill in earlier parts, such as who arrived with whom, and when?’

      Libby considered. ‘It’s tricky as we arrived in ones and twos. I came on my own as Max couldn’t make it. The Major drove his wife. Giorgio came in his Ferrari, bringing Mindy. They made a great deal of noise and arrived at the car park at the bottom of the city at the same time as I did – so I looked at my clock and it was two thirty. Well, not exactly, as the clock might be a minute or two fast. Or slow. Sorry. I don’t make a very good witness, do I?’

      ‘You’re better as a detective. But don’t worry. What about the others?’

      ‘Angela and Oliver were already in the car park. I don’t know what time they arrived. We stood around and chatted with them for a while, and about ten minutes later, Raj and Noreen arrived. They’d been held up on the A39. I don’t know when the Colonel and Mrs Tucker got there either, or where they parked. I think there are a few disabled parking spots nearer to the Bishop’s Palace aren’t there? The rest of us had a gentle walk up High Street, but I don’t think the Colonel would have made it that way.’ She thought a moment. ‘Have I said everybody?’

      ‘Jenny.’

      ‘Oh, how could I forget? Jenny came in the van she uses to transport dogs, and she arrived just after I did and parked beside the Ferrari.’

      ‘That’s helpful,’ Gemma said. ‘Did you all walk round together as well?’

      Libby closed her eyes, remembering. ‘I joined up with Angela and visited the Cathedral. Oliver was meeting his accountant who has an office in Wells. Mindy and Giorgio said they were going to visit one of the pubs in the city before taking off to a couple of others they’d heard about. Jenny, Raj and Noreen went into the gardens with the Major and Dawn. Jenny had volunteered to look after the dogs. We met up again in the gardens – about five-ish. Mrs Tucker said she just had time to run quickly back to the sweet shop before it closed, and she left.’

      Libby closed her eyes, determined to remember exactly what had happened. ‘The Major said, “Dawn and I are having a last look around before we leave. Do you want to come with us?” The Colonel said no, he was tired and he’d like to sit down. Dawn kissed him and the Major gave him one of those pats on the back – you know the kind of thing? Men do it instead of a proper hug. And off they went.’

      She finished her cake and took a swig of wine.

      ‘Angela, Oliver and I wandered off to see the rest of the gardens before they closed. Mindy and Giorgio arrived then, and everyone was swapping fudge. The next thing I remember was leaving the Palace gardens. We were all together then, except for Horace who was waiting for Mrs Tucker to get back. He wouldn’t let us stay with him, so we all left without him. Then, we heard the scream.’

      ‘When Mrs Tucker arrived back at the gardens, did she have the fudge?’ Gemma asked.

      Libby blinked. ‘I really don’t know. She had a cross-body bag to carry her bits and pieces, which I suppose left her hands free when she looked after the Colonel. The fudge could have been in there.’

      When Gemma had gone, Libby sat at the table, thinking. Who had the chance to get heroin into Horace? And exactly how had they done it?
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      ‘You’re going to be pleased with me,’ Ali said next morning.

      ‘I’m always pleased with you, my love,’ said Libby with what she hoped was a maternal smile.

      ‘You weren’t when I left uni and waltzed off to Brazil.’

      ‘Ah well. I wasn’t happy, but that was because I didn’t want you to make a big mistake.’

      ‘Hmm. Fair enough. The thing is that parents always believe they know better than their children.’

      ‘Well, yes…’

      ‘Don’t interrupt.’ Ali spread far too much butter on her slice of toast. ‘In this case, you’ll want to listen to me. I have important news.’

      Libby swallowed hard. This did not sound good. Important news had a worrying ring about it. ‘Go on then.’

      ‘I spent the evening sleuthing on your behalf.’ Ali bowed to an imaginary applauding crowd. ‘Thank you. And my ingenious cover story: that I’m a lonely student whose life was wrecked by Covid, forcing me to sit at home and study online while eating crisps and drinking cider, means I have no friends and am desperate to make some, especially in this part of Somerset where nothing ever happens except the odd murder.’ She paused for breath.

      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

      Ali smiled. ‘I met up with the Major’s daughters as arranged and I am now best friends with them.’

      ‘Have you been drinking? You sound very strange.’

      ‘At this time in the morning? Although alcohol did form a significant part of my evening. There may be the tiniest drop left circulating in my blood. If you like, I can explain the exact science of alcohol and its effect on the human system, for I am, as previously stated, an unfortunate medical student, so trodden down by rural life that I actually spent recent years studying for and passing endless exams.’

      ‘Very well,’ Libby said. ‘Let me pour more coffee while I wait for you to get to the point.’

      ‘Okay,’ Ali dropped the act. ‘TLDR – which stands for Too Long Don’t Read, by the way – the point is that I have made friends with both Mindy and Tilly and spent yesterday evening hearing about their lives. And to be honest, those girls really know how to party.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      Ali, looking pleased with herself, said, ‘As I discovered online yesterday, Mindy is rich and famous, with a sordid past life that I didn’t raise with her last night and a rich and famous model boyfriend.’ Ali bit a corner neatly from her toast. ‘Tilly,’ she said, ‘on the other hand, is rather sweet and quiet, and very upset about the Colonel being murdered by persons unknown.’

      She finished her toast and put more bread in the toaster. ‘Mindy and Giorgio, who was not present at our girls’ night out, are very fond of cocaine and probably lots of other substances, and Mindy offered to tell me where I can get some.’

      Libby felt her eyes widen. ‘I hope you didn’t take her up on it.’

      ‘I couldn’t, because Tilly became really rather, um, emotional about the dangers of drugs and so on. She’s very keen on organic food, gut health, feeding the bacteria in our bodies and so on. She adores Noreen’s farm. She loves that Noreen’s making a new life in Somerset after her early childhood in Northern Ireland. She said an uncle of Noreen’s died in the Troubles, shot by a soldier, but Noreen doesn’t hold any grudges. Tilly drank juice and water all evening, by the way. But she said some things that you may find rather interesting, Mum.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Mindy was talking about a dress she wore on one of her TikToks. Tilly said, “I suppose it was that sparkly material,” and Mindy told her to shut up.’

      ‘And that’s odd because?’

      ‘Because Mindy turned quite pale. She was absolutely furious. I thought she was going to throw her drink at Tilly, but instead she just put it down and left.’

      ‘Was she a bit tipsy?’

      ‘I don’t think so. She didn’t rush off to the ladies’. She just walked out of the door. It was almost as though Tilly – whose name is in fact Matilda as we suspected. We guessed correctly about both of the Major’s daughters in fact. Anyway, it seemed as though Tilly had let a large cat out of the bag.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I pretended I hadn’t noticed anything. I started talking about the otter you said you’d seen over at Three Oaks, and Tilly’s seen it too, so we got into that for a bit, but then she said, “Don’t take any notice of Mindy. She’s a bit touchy at the moment.” I pricked my ears up at that. I said, “Why’s that?” but she didn’t say much more, just that Mindy had been arguing with Giorgio. “They’re always falling out,” and that’s all she would tell me.’

      ‘I wonder what that was all about.’ Libby mused.
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      Next day, Libby was enjoying a long, slow lunch. Max would soon be home, and Ali was meeting Tilly at Barry’s farm that afternoon. Tilly was thinking of taking on a new puppy, a cockapoo, from the latest litter bred on the farm. Jenny had two female cocker spaniels and bred them with a highly energetic miniature poodle that lived on a friend’s farm.

      Libby shook a warning finger at Ali. ‘Do not, under any circumstances, bring any puppies home. Max and I have enough on our plate.’ Bear pricked up his ears. Libby was sure he understood almost every word she said. ‘Much as we love you, dear Bear, dogs take a lot of looking after.’

      Bear snorted and went back to sleep.

      In the peaceful house, after Ali left, Libby sat down to think about recipes. It would be lovely to spend a few hours alone, quietly improvising new flavour combinations. ‘Walnut and cranberry croissants indeed,’ she muttered, ‘nothing original there. Now, what might work with beetroot?’

      Her phone rang. Not a text. Not Ali then. It was Jemima, one of the historians, on the line. Libby knew she’d travelled down with Dr Archie Phillips and Quentin Dobson to meet Archie’s friend of a friend from the Joint Services Command. She wondered how that threesome was getting along. Jemima had blossomed with not one but two suitors after a lifetime of spinsterhood, but she seemed to be enjoying herself so much that she showed no signs of making a final choice.

      Today, though, she sounded tearful. ‘Libby, something dreadful’s happened.’

      ‘What?’ Libby’s heart began to beat faster. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine, and so are the boys.’ Quentin and Archie were ‘the boys’.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      Jemima’s voice shook as she said, ‘You know we came down to find out what happened when Colonel Campbell and the Major were at the Joint Services place together?’

      ‘Yes, I know, but…’

      ‘Well, it’s rather horrid. You see, one of the Colonel’s carers has also been here. Archie’s librarian friend told him she came a few days ago.’

      ‘Really? That’s very strange.’

      ‘Isn’t it? We asked the librarian if she left her name, and of course she did, and it was Mrs Tucker.’

      ‘So, what’s the dreadful thing?’

      ‘Archie phoned her to have a chat, to see what she wanted to find. But it wasn’t Mrs Tucker who answered the phone. It was her husband and he was in tears, because she’d been in a car accident.’

      ‘Mrs Tucker in a car accident? Is she okay?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Janet Tucker. But no, Libby, she isn’t all right at all. She’s dead.’
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      Rocked back on her heels, Libby could hardly believe what she was hearing. Mrs Tucker, the police’s number one suspect for the Colonel’s murder, was dead.

      Was it an incredibly coincidental accident, or could it be something more sinister?

      When Max returned the next day, he was as stunned as Libby. ‘This certainly stands DCI Waterloo’s theories on their heads,’ he said.

      ‘And I feel so sorry for her husband,’ Libby remarked. ‘She must have been out of her mind with worry since her police interview. I don’t think they’d got as far as putting her under caution, but she must have been well aware of their suspicions. According to Gemma, PC Smith didn’t pull any punches while he was playing bad cop. Poor Mrs Tucker must have thought she was about to be locked up and accused of murder. And now, she’s been killed.’

      ‘This is a nasty business,’ Max said. ‘I mean, it’s bad enough the Colonel being murdered, but at least he was past the biblical three score years and ten. That sounds callous, which I don’t mean. But you understand?’

      ‘I do know what you mean, and I feel incredibly sad that Mrs Tucker’s died so young. And I can’t help wondering why…’

      ‘You have that look on your face,’ Max said.

      ‘What look’s that?’

      ‘The one that shows the cogs in your brain clicking around like crazy. Which is not surprising.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘I hadn’t really thought too much about Mrs Tucker as a person rather than a suspect. The police were so sure she was the culprit that I left them to investigate her. And now I feel guilty. Maybe if I’d talked to her more, pointed out how dangerous investigation can be, she wouldn’t have been driving around the country without telling anyone where she was going.’

      ‘You can’t blame yourself for her actions. And accidents do happen all the time.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘I think I need to know more about her. What if her death wasn’t an accident? If it was deliberate, we need to find out why she became a target. And the reason is quite likely to be because of her relationship to Horace. Had she stumbled on to something the killer didn’t want known?’

      Max said, ‘I imagine you’ll be hearing from the police soon. Perhaps they’ll tell you more.’

      His own phone rang.

      Libby went about her business while he answered it. He came to find her, grinning in a sheepish way that told Libby she wasn’t going to like what he had to say.

      ‘I was right about hearing from the police. That was DCI Waterloo inviting me, and you as a kind of afterthought, into the station to discuss the case in the light of new evidence.’

      ‘What!’ Libby exploded. ‘He’s suddenly contacting you? The⁠—’

      ‘Keep your hair on,’ Max advised, making very little attempt to hide his amusement. ‘I expect he’s embarrassed about the way he spoke to you.’

      Libby said something that sounded very like ‘Prrmp.’

      ‘Nicely put,’ Max said, ‘Now, are you coming to the police station with me or are you going to sulk?’

      ‘I’m coming to tell DCI Loser what I think of him.’ She tugged on boots and a coat. ‘I do hope Gemma’s there to hear him grovel.’

      But when Libby and Max arrived at the police station, there was no grovelling. DCI Waterloo did not leave them to kick their heels in reception, but neither did he make any mention of his previous theory. In fact, he seemed to blame Gemma for the police theory that Mrs Tucker was the Colonel’s killer. ‘Perhaps a complex case of this nature needs a more experienced head than DS Humberstone. I’m putting another officer in charge for now, to work closely with PC Smith.’ Libby felt her breath stop. Was she hearing right? Surely, he couldn’t do that?

      She stole a glance at Max. His mouth had fallen open.

      ‘PC Smith has been part of the team for longer than young DS Humberstone,’ the DCI said blithely. ‘He’s keen to move into detection, and he’s a bright lad. I know you have some sort of friendship with DS Humberstone,’ he addressed this to Libby. ‘She will remain working on the case, as she cannot be entirely blamed for this tragic turn of events, but PC Smith will take on a bigger role.’

      His chummy tone grated.

      Libby longed to tell him what she thought, but Max shot a warning glance her way. The DCI could terminate their working arrangement at any time.

      She would have to keep her thoughts to herself for now, but DCI Waterloo had better watch out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      DCI Waterloo had offered Libby and Max no new information. ‘I’m not giving up,’ Libby said as they drove back to Exham. ‘The police have been wrong once already. Who knows who they’ll accuse next?’

      Max was as annoyed as she was. ‘I’d like to talk to Barry,’ he said. ‘He isn’t a suspect, but he’s very astute and he knows the others involved in the Special to Somerset syndicate.’ Max didn’t add that he had another reason for a visit to Barry’s farm. ‘Shall I leave you at home to think? You look a little pre-occupied.’

      ‘Yes, please. I need to get my head around Mrs Tucker’s death before I talk to any more suspects. You go and have a man-chat with Barry, and fill me in later?’

      Max whistled as he drove with Shipley through the countryside. Although summer had departed for now, and grey clouds gathered ominously, the Somerset Levels were still alive with wildlife. Overhead cables hung heavy with flocks of birds – possibly swifts, Max guessed – gathering in preparation for their autumn migration.

      A fury of barking greeted him as he rounded the last corner and drew up in a well-swept yard near the collection of farm buildings. Knowing better than to waste a farmer’s time, he’d checked beforehand that Barry would be free and was pleased to see the man’s familiar ancient hat appear at the door of the office. ‘Max, mate. Come on in.’

      Mugs of hot tea in hand, the two men sat opposite each other at the table.

      Barry said, ‘Would you believe it? One minute we’re drinking the major’s champagne and the next we’re dying off one by one. I’m thinking we might be in an Agatha Christie. You know the one that keeps changing its name. Ten Little Somethings?’

      ‘And Then There Were None,’ Max supplied.

      ‘That’s the one. Last man standing takes all. Not that there’s much to take on a farm these days, with bankruptcy staring us all in the face if our luck doesn’t change.’ Barry offered this dire pronouncement with a cheerful grin.

      Honey the cocker spaniel trotted in at the door and sat at Barry’s feet, leaning against his legs.

      Absently, Barry reached down to scratch behind her ears and murmured, ‘Taking a break from your pups are you, Honey? Don’t blame you.’

      Shipley, recognising another spaniel as a possible distant relative, leapt around the kitchen, trying to persuade her to chase him. Barry threw a well-used yellow ball and Shipley slid across the floor like a speed skater to grab it. Honey graciously allowed him to win the battle.

      ‘She’s as calm as can be since she had the pups,’ Barry said. ‘She’s turned out to be a perfect mother.’

      ‘Libby tells me Ali was out here the other day to see the puppies?’ Max said.

      ‘That’s right. Young Tilly’s taking one in a couple of weeks. There are still two more, if you’re in the market?’

      ‘Well, I’m very tempted. Libby has a big birthday coming up and maybe she’d love a puppy. On the other hand, I’m trying to get her to slow down. She’s been doing the job of two at the café since Mandy left.’

      ‘We’ll give you mate’s rates.’

      ‘Let me think about it. I’ll sound out Ali first.’

      ‘I sometimes think Jenny’s dog breeding is the only thing keeping this place afloat these days. Apart from the flooding.’ Barry chuckled ghoulishly at his pun. ‘Anyway, what can I do for you? Thinking of taking up farming? Because if you are, I’ll sell you this place for tuppence an acre. And you’d still make a loss.’

      ‘I wanted to have a word about these deaths – the Colonel and then his carer, Mrs Tucker.’

      Barry held his hands up as if in surrender. ‘Not guilty, Guv.’

      ‘I didn’t really think you were.’

      ‘But we’re all in the frame, aren’t we? Though I wasn’t there for the final scene, and nor were you. Nice work, eh.’

      Max cradled his huge mug of tea in his hands. ‘I made a good decision there. But I wanted to ask you a few things.’

      ‘Ah. With your investigator hat on, is that it? What do you make of it all? That PC Ian Smith upset my Jenny good and proper when he came round here. Made her think she’d be off to jail in a day or two. I tell you what, Max, he’d better stay away from me when this is all over.’

      Max nodded. ‘He’s not the most tactful man in Somerset.’

      ‘You can say that again! You and your Libby find the guilty party, though. I can deal with PC Smith.’

      Barry was a big bloke, with muscles hardened by years of physical effort on the farm, but Max had never heard of him being violent.

      Barry grunted. ‘What did you want to ask me then? Do I know who pushed that old codger in the pond? The answer’s no. I never saw him before that party, not in my life, and nor did Jenny. And since the Major, Raj, Oliver and I were just setting up a business deal, none of us would be wanting to rock the boat.’

      ‘Ah yes. That business deal.’

      ‘It’s all above board. Somerset is changing. I reckon it’s the next Cotswolds, what with all the celebrities moving in, and we don’t want to be behind the curve. We could set up quite the outlet. Someone tried it a few years ago in an old mill, but it didn’t last. It will benefit us all – Raj with his silk frocks and whatever, me selling anything I can persuade this disaster of a farm to grow. That Giorgio and the Major’s daughter, Mindy, they’re coming in to do publicity. At least, Mindy is. Giorgio just hangs around looking pretty in her photos. Not a brain in his head, if you ask me. Mindy’s looking to sell her own line of fashion. She’s already well known online, so that’s one profitable business. Maybe your Libby might want to join in – wedding cakes or whatever. Though if she’s too busy…’

      ‘Her hands are pretty full at the moment.’

      ‘Well, you never know. Could be quite an earner. Of course, we have to get it past the planners, and we all know what they’re like, and with this murder they’ll be even more difficult. We’ll get plenty of opposition from all the old folk who want the place to stay the same for the next hundred years. A bunch of stick-in-the-muds they are, and no mistake.’

      ‘And the Colonel was part of this project?’

      ‘Ah, well, there’s the thing. Rich as Croesus, he was, according to the Major. Been building up his property portfolio ever since he retired from the army. The Major had hopes of him backing our little venture, but apparently his health had deteriorated in the last couple of months. I doubt he would have been allowed to invest his fortune without all the men in grey suits putting a stop on things.’ Barry shook his head. ‘That evening, I could see all our ideas in danger of running straight down the drain, like milk after a bad TB testing.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘But since then, I’ve thought some more and I reckon the Major’s on to something, even without the Colonel’s backing. This part of the world is in for a windfall. So make sure you and Libby get on board, Max. Don’t miss the opportunity. That’s my advice.’
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      ‘There we are,’ Libby said, cooking chilli for dinner that evening. ‘Special to Somerset might not get going without the Colonel.’

      ‘Its fate seems to hang in the balance, although Barry at least is keen to get it going. But there doesn’t seem to be much of a motive for any of the syndicate members to want the Colonel and his money out of the picture.’

      Libby stirred thoughtfully. ‘There are plenty of other motives.’

      ‘Go on.’ Max was hovering behind her. She offered him a taste on a wooden spoon. ‘Delicious,’ he said. ‘Now, those motives. Tell me more?’

      ‘Love, sex, jealousy? Not the most likely motives for an ageing Colonel’s killer. But revenge is worth pursuing. Especially for a man who was in the army. Look at the trials that are still happening to soldiers accused of murder during the Troubles in Ireland.’

      ‘True.’ Max, leaving her to finish cooking, went back to his computer and tapped at the keyboard. ‘If you look at the statistics, the most common category of murders is lumped together as quarrels, revenge and loss of temper. Drugs or alcohol are often involved. Then there’s financial gain and “irrational acts”.’ He pushed his chair back. ‘And that’s according to ChatGPT, so it must be right. Data doesn’t lie.’

      Libby snorted. ‘ChatGPT isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. People catch it out all the time.’

      ‘It doesn’t give the full picture, either, but the statistics can be checked from other sources. It’s the irrational acts that are the flies in the ointment. That basically means any murder that doesn’t have an immediately obvious motive.’

      ‘Let’s look at the less obvious,’ Libby agreed. ‘We’ve had two murders, now. Unless Mrs Tucker’s accident was, in fact, an accident.’

      ‘To me, it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      Max rolled his eyes. ‘So, it must be a duck.’

      ‘Why are we talking about ducks?’

      ‘Metaphor, my dear wife, metaphor,’ he said. ‘It means what you see is what you get; WYSIWYG if you like computer speak. As you very well know.’

      ‘But I do like you to explain things to me in that lovely mansplainy way.’

      He said, ‘Going back to the army thing. Both the Major and Horace moved around during their working life. That makes it harder to trace people they’ve known in the past.’

      Libby remembered the party. ‘Yes, I remember Tilly saying something about moving. She said it was hard when she and Mindy were young, because they would go to a new school, make friends and then move away a couple of years later. She said it was quite difficult to keep in contact.’

      ‘Easier these days through social media, I imagine.’

      ‘But the Colonel and his wife – Jane, I believe – and the Major and Dawn wouldn’t have had phones glued to their hands back in the days they were serving officers. Tracing all their friends and acquaintances from their years in the army would be a huge task. Too big for us. But maybe it’s something the police will be doing. And now that they have egg on their faces about practically arresting Mrs Tucker who then died, perhaps we could suggest it if they haven’t already thought of it.’

      ‘I’ll check with DCI Waterloo,’ Max agreed.

      ‘And I will stay well away from the man,’ Libby said, with satisfaction. ‘By the way, Ali says Tilly is coming here, and Mindy and Giorgio are dropping in to collect them all. They’re off to some club or other. I thought I might offer them a drink before they go and seize the chance for a quick chat.’

      ‘Put a few of your snacks out and a cocktail or two and they’ll be willing to talk for hours.’
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      Tilly wore a demure blue dress in light cotton that evening.

      ‘I’m glad Max is safely tucked away in his study,’ Libby told Ali. ‘I don’t want to overexcite him, at his age.’

      ‘Too much information, Mum,’ Ali scolded.

      ‘Mrs Ramshore, these nibbles are just wonderful,’ Tilly said, finishing one and choosing another. ‘I’m starving. Ali and I spent ages out with Jenny, training that crazy border collie belonging to the vicar. Honestly, he has no recall at all!’

      ‘She means the dog, not the vicar,’ Ali said.

      Tilly nudged her. ‘At least, he didn’t until Jenny started work. Ten minutes out in the field and he wouldn’t leave her side.’

      ‘So, what’s her secret?’ Libby asked, intrigued.

      ‘Cheese,’ said Tilly succinctly. She took another canapé. ‘Those cockapoos of Jenny’s are just adorable, aren’t they, Ali.’

      Ali’s eyes sparkled. ‘They’re like little brown teddy bears. Although their coats aren’t curly yet. And they love people – one of them was following me around.’

      ‘No,’ said Libby.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You can’t adopt him – or her. You’re a student doctor. And don’t look at me. Max and I already have two dogs and they cause enough trouble for six. Don’t you, Bear?’

      Bear looked up, hurt.

      Ali knelt beside him, stroking his ears. ‘Don’t listen to her, Bear. We all love you.’

      ‘Of course, we do,’ Libby agreed. ‘And we don’t want him bothered by a new puppy climbing all over him.’

      ‘Fuzzy climbs on him and he doesn’t mind, do you, Bear? He’d love it.’

      Bear, enjoying the attention, rolled over to have his stomach scratched.

      Libby thought about it. It was true that Bear would love to have a puppy around, she knew, and a new arrival would be fun.

      Shipley edged closer to Tilly, politely keeping his distance in an unusual show of good manners. Libby shook her head. What was she thinking? She was rushed off her feet half the time already. A puppy would mean midnight trips to the garden, crazy puppy half-hours jumping around and nipping her fingers, little accidents on the carpet. But then, who cared about a carpet?

      She dragged herself back to the present. ‘Tilly, I didn’t say how sorry Max and I are about the Colonel. I know you cared very much for him.’

      ‘We all did,’ Tilly said. ‘He was like an uncle to me when I was small. Although we never saw him after that, we always hoped to catch up with him again. I asked Mum about it once. I thought maybe they’d had a quarrel. Dad can be a bit fiery sometimes. But Mum said it was just one of those things and not to bother Dad about it. It was a lovely surprise his coming to Dad’s party, and then to our day in Wells. Although it was all spoiled in the end. That was such a shock. Dad had already been getting a bit maudlin about life – how nothing was the same outside the army. That’s why he bought Priory Manor and started to get everyone together for this project of his. He said he wasn’t going to sit around doing nothing for the next twenty years. We’re all trying to cheer him up at the moment.’

      The doorbell rang and Mindy and Giorgio appeared. Libby looked hard at Giorgio, checking he was sober.

      Mindy was what Libby’s mother would have called ‘dolled up to the nines’ in a skintight leopard-print dress that began low on her chest and ended just beneath the curve of her bottom, revealing a considerable amount of side boob. Ali said, ‘I can’t wait to ride in your car, Giorgio. It’s a Ferrari Roma, you know, Mum. With four seats, luckily.’

      ‘Just don’t drive into any ditches,’ Libby said.

      Giorgio laughed. ‘Lovely Mrs Ramshore, I, Giorgio Fontana, will take great care of your daughter, who is almost as beautiful as her mother.’ He looked at his immense watch. Libby wished she could see it more closely, for she suspected it was a Rolex – or possibly a Patek Philippe – or another ridiculously expensive brand. Unless it was a fake.

      In a flurry of expensive perfume, the young people drove away. ‘We’ll get taxis home,’ Ali promised as they left.

      Max came in to watch at the window as the Ferrari drove away.

      ‘Stop drooling,’ Libby said.
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      ‘The oddest thing about it all,’ Libby mused aloud next day as she was pounding dough, ‘is that no one seems to know why Mrs Tucker was driving in Devon, where she died. What was she doing and was it connected to the Colonel’s death? Had he told her something we don’t know about?’

      ‘Maybe we’ll find something useful in Scotland.’ Max said. ‘In any case, I’m looking forward to the trip.’

      ‘Jenny said she’ll look after the dogs while we’re away.’ She finished attacking the dough, tipped it onto an oiled basin and set it aside to prove. ‘Meanwhile, I think I should go to Mrs Tucker’s funeral.’

      She needed to speak to Mrs Tucker’s husband. She couldn’t wait any longer. The coroner had found nothing other than the effects of a road traffic accident and had released her body so that her funeral could be arranged. The duck quacking theory again, Libby thought. She wasn’t so sure. She didn’t like coincidences and she was sure that Gemma would feel the same way.

      The Colonel’s funeral would take place next week, but Mrs Tucker was due to be buried at a church in Bristol the next day.

      The funeral was, as Libby had expected, profoundly sad. Michael Tucker’s grief and that of his two adult sons was heart-breaking to watch. He read out the eulogy for his wife, managing to keep himself together until almost the end. He listed the good she’d done in the world, especially with the elderly people she’d supported. Several of them were in the church, accompanied by their own carers or relations.

      Libby felt like an interloper. DC Green, Gemma’s colleague, was also there to represent the police, looking uncomfortable. Libby sat quietly, noting the mourners she recognised, and she breathed a sigh of relief when it was all over. The vicar asked people to leave their names as a memento to Janet’s family. DC Green would make sure he had a copy of that list.

      One or two people from the Major’s party – Jenny, Noreen, Tilly – had also come to pay their respects, but the other faces were new to Libby.

      They trooped outside and Libby held back to let close family and friends congregate at the graveside, but Michael Tucker appeared at her side. He touched her arm. ‘You’re Libby Forest – or Ramshore, I believe?’

      She nodded. ‘I am. And I’m so sorry for your loss.’

      ‘I’ve heard about you.’

      She winced.

      ‘You helped an old friend of mine a few years ago, when their dog was stolen. Yes, that business would never have been sorted if it weren’t for you.’

      He managed a smile as Libby nodded, embarrassed. ‘I hope you don’t mind…’ she began, but he cut her off.

      ‘Will you help find out what happened to my wife?’ he asked. ‘I don’t want to talk to the police. They all but accused her of killing that old man, one of her patients. Well,’ he gestured around, his arm taking in all the elderly people, ‘you can see what sort of a person my Janet was. She was an angel. Absolutely an angel.’ He stopped and swallowed, gaining control. His eyes looked red and sore, but he had command of himself. ‘Someone killed her,’ he said.

      ‘We don’t know that,’ Libby said carefully.

      ‘It was one hell of a coincidence,’ Michael Tucker said. ‘The police tried to be kind. They told me she was run off the road on a country lane in the dark in Devon. That it was probably an accident. But if so, why did the driver leave the scene of the accident? Who would do that? It would be only human to stop and help.’ His voice rang with anger. ‘The police don’t have photographs of the cars in the area at that time, out there in the middle of nowhere, and I think they’ll find it impossible to find the right one. False plates – we all know it’s easy enough to change them. We’ve all watched Line of Duty. Cars are stolen every day and burned out. You can pick up an old car through an auction and then burn it out and no one will know. No, with all respect to the police, they won’t find my Janet’s killer that way.’ He turned, stopping Libby in her tracks. ‘It’s not fancy police computers that will find out who did this. I’m relying on you. You think, you use your brain, and you have a record of success.’

      ‘Mr Tucker, I’ll do everything I can to help. I think your wife⁠—’

      ‘Please call her Janet.’

      ‘Janet,’ Libby said, ‘I’ll be honest with you. I agree that her death is too much of a coincidence. I think it’s possible she knew something about the Colonel’s death and was deliberately run off the road, maybe to frighten her off. I suspect someone had been following her. Someone who had already killed Colonel Campbell.’

      Michael sighed. ‘Please do whatever you can. I can’t help you much, I’m afraid. She took me by surprise, insisting on taking off in the car that day. She said there was someone she needed to see.’

      ‘Did she give a name?’

      He shook his head. ‘She said the Colonel had told her about a secret and she wanted to check it out.’ He blinked hard.

      ‘What kind of secret?’

      He shrugged. ‘No idea. But she said it would be worth her while to follow it up.’

      ‘But she didn’t give you any clues as to where she was going?’

      ‘None at all.’ His eyes filled again. ‘Janet was very independent. She wanted to find things out for herself.’ He blew his nose. ‘If only I’d made her tell me. But she did like keeping secrets, did Janet. She said the thing she loved most about her job was getting to know the people she worked with. She was a real people person – loving all their little foibles, finding ways to keep them happy. But don’t get me wrong, she didn’t gossip. She was a professional through and through. The things her clients told her – she made a point of keeping them to herself. Said she’d never talk about a patient, not even to me.’

      Libby felt sick. If Janet Tucker had been less professional and had gossiped, as some in her position would have done, she might be alive today.

      That was all Michael had time to say, as his children claimed him. Libby slipped quietly away, thinking hard. What had Janet Tucker found out that got her killed?
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      Libby sat in a corner of the local pub on Monday lunchtime, meeting DS Humberstone.

      ‘Summer’s gone,’ Gemma said sadly as she settled into a seat on the other side of a small table. They each had a glass of non-alcoholic beer. ‘We’ll soon be putting the clocks back.’

      ‘But Strictly will be back on TV,’ Libby pointed out. ‘I love it. I don’t have any rhythm myself, but I like to watch from the settee with a nice glass of red and a pizza. Max disappears into his study in disgust.’

      Gemma leaned forwards, elbows on the table, ‘I have some information for you.’

      ‘About Mrs Tucker? I’m betting she was killed deliberately.’

      ‘Oh, we think she was,’ said Gemma. ‘As you know, we don’t have the funds to routinely attend reports of stolen cars, which we know makes it easier for criminals to use them. And it looks as though that’s what’s happened here. We have people poring through stolen car reports. It’s one of the most boring jobs you can imagine. Mostly it’s given to people who’ve blotted their copybooks or injured themselves and can’t get out much to chase the bad guys. And in this case, to me.’ She gave a sad little laugh.

      ‘But you may come up with something?’

      ‘Don’t hold your breath, Libby. But, on the other hand, if you want to know where the victim went in her car, we can help. I was looking at the data this afternoon, and she moved around a bit. Let me look at my notes.’ She flipped to the right page. ‘Here we go – she drove up to Horace’s Bristol bungalow. She had a key which she later returned to her Head Office. The agency said she’d asked to be taken off the rotas, too upset to do the job for a while. Instead, she drove down into Devon and stopped at a place called Shipwreck House.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

      ‘It seems it was once a school for girls, or young ladies, I suppose they would call them, back in the sixties. Now it’s a private residence, lived in by a family that bought it and renovated it in, er…’ she consulted the notebook, ‘in 1979.’

      ‘Did her visit have anything to do with the Colonel?’

      ‘We don’t know. It might have been a social visit.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘I think she would have told her husband where she was going, if that were the case. No, it sounds as though she was on the trail of something.’

      The two women sat in silence for a while, thinking.

      ‘Come on, Libby,’ Gemma said at last. ‘Janet was channelling you. What would you have done?’

      ‘I’d have kept notes, for one thing.’

      ‘Exactly! I bet she did.’

      ‘I suppose there wasn’t anything on her that would tell us what she was up to – a notebook or whatever?’

      ‘Actually, there were some documents in the car with her when she died. I haven’t seen them yet. Ian Smith had a quick look, said they didn’t mention Colonel Campbell, and they were sent off for forensic analysis. It will be a while before I get my hands on them.’

      ‘In that case, I shall follow in Mrs Tucker’s footsteps. I feel a bit responsible⁠—’

      ‘Because she had a case of hero worship where you’re concerned?’

      ‘A little bit. I should have warned her to get some training and take investigation work seriously. The least I can do is find out what she was up to when she was killed.’

      ‘The DCI is on the case, even though he’s shut his eyes to the evidence. He still believes her death was an accident and she was the Colonel’s killer. I think he’s hoping to close the Colonel’s file and call it a win.’

      ‘I owe it to Janet to find the truth and clear her name. I’ll honour her memory by recreating her journey.’

      ‘Well,’ Gemma said. ‘In that case I’m going to come with you. For one thing, I can liaise with the local police if they kick up a fuss about you invading their patch. Although they’ll just think you’re crazy.’

      ‘Crazy like a beagle,’ said Libby, grabbing her bag and leaving Gemma, her face a picture of confusion, to follow.

      ‘A beagle,’ Gemma muttered. ‘Oh, got it. Nose to the ground.’
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      ‘You could be in trouble for this,’ Libby said.

      ‘My job’s pretty well trashed anyway,’ Gemma said. ‘I’m sick of looking at data – just rows of numbers. My eyes are permanently crossed and I am, after all, a detective sergeant. I mean to do some proper detecting before I’m demoted in favour of Ian Smith or sidelined off to the Isle of Wight.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with the Isle of Wight,’ Libby said. ‘I had some holidays there when I was kid. I still have a glass lighthouse full of coloured sand to show for it.’

      ‘Me too,’ Gemma laughed. ‘Alum Bay?’

      ‘There you go. Nice place.’

      ‘It is, but I still don’t want to spend the next ten years there.’

      ‘They do have crime. And ferries,’ Libby pointed out. ‘They’re not cut off from civilisation. But still, I take your point. You’d rather go out in a blaze of glory.’ Like Janet Tucker, she thought. ‘I think I’ll let Max know where we’re going,’ she said at length, pulling over to the side of the road.

      Gemma had found the address of Shipwreck House and the satnav took them to a small village in the Devon countryside.

      ‘Pretty,’ Gemma said as they drove through narrow lanes, orange and brown leaves blowing in the wind. They passed a row of stone cottages with a red pillar box on the corner, left the village behind and finally slowed down beside a neatly maintained dry stone wall. A wrought-iron gate stood open. ‘This is it,’ Gemma said. ‘Shipwreck House.’

      ‘Interesting name. I wonder what that’s all about?’

      Libby drove through the gates and braked gently outside the neat Georgian house. Stone steps led up to the front door, and Gemma rang the distinctly twenty-first-century Ring doorbell.

      A voice asked, ‘Can I help you?’

      Gemma held up her badge. ‘Detective Sergeant Gemma Humberstone,’ she said.

      ‘And Mrs Libby Ramshore,’ Libby added.

      The door swung open. A small man with a white beard, the spitting image of Father Christmas, wearing a pair of trousers that must surely be used for gardening, held a pair of secateurs in one hand and used them to wave Gemma and Libby inside. ‘I haven’t had so many visitors here for years,’ he said. He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses more securely onto his nose. ‘But the police haven’t been before. Come on in, unless you’re going to arrest me. Ha ha!’

      Gemma sighed quietly, but Libby chuckled. She imagined every other person Gemma called on said the same thing. Even the criminals.

      ‘Wendy,’ he called up the stairs. ‘Visitors requiring a cup of tea.’

      A muffled voice replied, ‘I’ll be down in a minute. I’m inside the duvet at the moment.’

      ‘I’ll make the tea, then. And I’ll get out the chocky bikkies,’ he said, beckoning the two women into a sitting room packed full to bursting with chairs, tables, bookcases and piles of books and magazines. ‘Now, sit you down and tell me why we’re suddenly flavour of the month. You’re the second strangers we’ve had visiting recently, and all of you lovely ladies. So, tell me what I can do for you.’

      Libby and Gemma exchanged glances as he bustled in and out, making tea and bringing a plate of chocolate digestives.

      Gemma said, ‘I think your other visitor may have been a Mrs Tucker,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, yes, quite. That’s the name. Is she a friend of yours?’

      ‘I’m afraid we have bad news, sir. Mrs Tucker was in a car accident on her way back from visiting you.’

      ‘No!’ The man gasped. ‘Unbelievable. And such a nice lady,’ he said. ‘How is she? Please give her our best wishes.’

      ‘I’m very sorry, Mr⁠—’

      ‘Sickle. John Sickle.’

      ‘Mr Sickle,’ Gemma said. ‘I’m afraid I have to tell you that Mrs Tucker died. It was a hit-and-run accident and we haven’t yet found the other driver.’

      ‘Oh, dear me no. What dreadful news. But thank you for telling me, in any case.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘Such dreadful things happen. Hit-and-run, you say? So nobody stopped to help her?’

      ‘I’m afraid not.’

      ‘Well, that’s terrible. I don’t know what the world’s coming to, I really don’t,’ he said. ‘Someone was speeding, I’ll bet, and panicked. We sometimes get boy wonders driving over from Exeter and they scare the life out of me if I meet them on the road.’

      Gemma took a sip of tea. ‘We’re trying to find out exactly what happened. You know, where Mrs Tucker was going, or coming from, when the, er, accident happened. Did you know her before she visited?’

      ‘No, not at all. She was a total stranger. But a very nice lady.’ The shock had hit him hard. The hand holding his cup trembled.

      Gemma’s voice was gentle. ‘Can you tell me what she wanted?’

      He looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, she asked me not to talk about it. She said it was private business and she was here on behalf of one of her patients, but she wouldn’t tell me the name. That’s not surprising because she said she was looking right back to the 1950s, when Shipwreck House was a boarding school.’

      Libby looked up, hopefully. Why did Janet Tucker want to know about the fifties?

      ‘But there was a fire at Devon County Hall in the seventies and most of the files and things were lost.’

      Libby subsided, deflated. Every step she took turned out to be a dead end. ‘I believe she took some documents?’ she suggested hopefully.

      ‘There were a few. We found them after we moved in.’ Libby’s heart lurched. ‘We had the kitchen redesigned – well, my dear wife insisted – and we came across some papers that had fallen down behind the old, fitted cabinets, along with a whole pile of plastic carrier bags.’ He made a face. ‘Those bags were in a nasty state – hundreds of little bits of plastic. I suppose that’s how they degrade. No wonder these Green people tell us there’s plastic everywhere.’

      ‘But the papers?’ Libby dragged him back to the subject. ‘Were they from the school?’

      ‘They were. Lists of pupil names, mostly. We put them up in the loft, in case someone needed them, one day.’ He smiled. ‘They were there for years and we forgot about them. Mrs Tucker was thrilled and we were delighted to get rid of them. Now we have more space in our loft.’

      Libby’s heart pounded. Was this a proper clue at last? Were they on the verge of finding something important?

      Gemma said, ‘Is there anything else you can tell us?’

      As he shook his head and Libby rose to leave, his wife poked her head around the door. Her white hair was disarranged, her cheeks pink from the exertion of changing the duvet cover. ‘I didn’t want to interrupt,’ she said, ‘but I couldn’t help hearing something about dates. The 1950s, you said?’

      Libby and Gemma sat down again. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Well, you didn’t tell me about that, John, now did you?’

      ‘Didn’t I, dear?’ he said vaguely. ‘Does it matter? We know this was a school for young ladies in those days.’

      ‘A school? Dear me, it was a lot more than just a school. Like those places in Ireland, run by nuns, that have been all over the news. There were places like that in England, too, you know. I know because my mother’s friend was in one and it broke her heart.’

      Libby’s brain clicked into gear. ‘A special school?’

      ‘Special? Well, you could call it that. It was a place where girls came when they were, as they said in those days, no better than they should be.’

      Gemma breathed out, a long breath as though she’d been holding it for a while. ‘You mean, girls came when they were pregnant and their families didn’t want anyone to know?’

      ‘That’s right. Shameful, it was, what happened to those girls. Once they’d had their babies, the little things were whisked away to be adopted, and those poor girls never saw them again. It wasn’t really a school at all. That was just what people were told. You know, to spare the young mothers from unpleasantness in the village. In those days, folk were so judgemental.’
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      Libby and Gemma could hardly wait to get back to Exham. They backed out of the house, pursued by John and Wendy Sickle offering flasks of tea for the journey. ‘Well, at least take a few chocolate biscuits,’ Wendy insisted, trotting after them. They climbed into the car and drove away, waving.

      Libby slowed the Jeep to let a tractor through, holding her breath as it squeezed by, the immense wheels just centimetres away.

      ‘Let’s not get our hopes up too much,’ Gemma said. ‘The lists are probably laundry lists or lists of recipes from the school kitchen; nothing to do with the Colonel at all.’

      Libby crunched the gears.

      ‘You really need to get an automatic car,’ Gemma said. ‘It would make it so much easier to talk and drive at the same time. Although,’ she chuckled, ‘I shouldn’t say that, as a police officer, should I?’

      ‘At least I’m not using my phone,’ Libby said virtuously.

      ‘Come on, tell me what you’re thinking?’ Gemma persisted.

      ‘I’m thinking about ages. You see, people who had babies in the 1950s are pretty old now, and lots of them have died. Even if the papers Mrs Tucker was so excited about have all the mothers’ names, they won’t tell us about the fathers. The babies themselves will have moved on to other families and are likely to have new names. It’s a bit of a dead end in a way.’

      ‘I suppose it is, without more information.’ Gemma sounded deflated.

      ‘On the other hand…’ Libby said.

      Gemma nodded. ‘I knew you’d have another hand.’

      ‘There is a connection with the Colonel. Mrs Tucker mentioned him to our Father Christmas impersonator, so it’s clear she knew he was linked to Shipwreck House in some way. She was close to him, so he might have mentioned it to her.’

      Gemma took the thought further. ‘Or she could have seen written evidence.’

      Libby agreed. ‘Something in the bungalow, perhaps. I do wish we could talk to her.’

      ‘In any case, now we know Shipwreck House was really a home for pregnant women and that the Colonel might have had some kind of a link to it. That’s a big clue.’

      ‘Although people are likely to keep quiet about adopted babies from the fifties.’

      ‘They might be reluctant to talk about it if it was in the family, but no one would forget about it,’ Gemma pointed out. ‘In those days, it’s true, the subject was taboo. But times have changed, there’s no stigma attached to babies born outside marriage – loads of children are born that way and no one cares.’

      ‘It’s different with people who lived through the fifties.’ Libby changed gears again, the clutch groaning. She really must get the Jeep in for a service. ‘They’re older, they haven’t talked about something for years because of the shame that was attached to it back then. Why should they begin talking now?’

      ‘The mothers or adoptive families might not talk, but I bet some of their friends or relatives had suspicions. I can’t wait to find out more about people who went to Shipwreck House.’

      ‘There’s a snag,’ Libby objected.

      ‘There always is.’

      ‘Yes. Mrs Tucker died while trying to find out about something that happened here, years ago. That means the truth might be dangerous. We don’t want people to put themselves in harm’s way by talking to us.’

      Gemma thought about that for a while. ‘Maybe, the best avenue might be publicity? Asking anyone who knows anything to come forward. We can have a confidential helpline, if DCI Waterloo will agree. That will bring floods of calls. The difficulty will be sorting the wheat from the chaff, if you like. Finding who has genuine information and who doesn’t.’

      Libby agreed. ‘We won’t be pressuring anyone who doesn’t want to talk to us. We need to start small. In the local area. Points West on the TV, and local newspapers. And we should ask for people to come forward as part of a project, researching the house’s past.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll talk to the DCI,’ Gemma wrinkled her nose, ‘and see what he says. Although I’m not confident. I think he’s looking for any reason he can find to get rid of me or at least demote me. Which would be the same thing, as I couldn’t stay on working closely with Ian Smith.’ Her voice shook.

      Libby reached across and squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘We won’t let that happen. We’ll find the killer – who I’m convinced is a double murderer – and we’ll make sure DCI Waterloo has to give you the credit.’

      Gemma gave a small sniff. ‘I’m not sure that will be possible.’ She reached into her bag for a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘I’m sorry to be pathetic,’ she said. ‘It’s just that everything was going so well ever since we worked together on that murder in Cleeve Abbey, what with my promotion, and working the Colonel’s case, and so on – and now it’s all going down the tube.’

      ‘That’s not all you’re worried about, is it?’ Libby asked. ‘I noticed you’ve been growing very close to DC Green recently.’

      Gemma fidgeted with her seatbelt. ‘Is it that obvious?’ She sighed. ‘Well, to be honest, we were thinking of moving in together. But there’s no point if I’m going to end up leaving Somerset in disgrace.’

      ‘You’re jumping to conclusions,’ Libby remarked, slowing to let a school bus pass. ‘Look on the bright side. We’ll get this case solved in a blaze of glory and everything will get back to normal.’
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      Libby spent the next day on tenterhooks, waiting for Gemma to retrieve copies of the Shipwreck House documents and launch an appeal for information. ‘Come on, dogs,’ she said. An early-morning walk on the beach and a busy day at the Crusts and Crumbs would be just the thing to calm her excitement.

      The dogs piled into the back seat of the Jeep and Libby hooked them in, protesting, to their seatbelts. Bear hung his head over the passenger seat, drooling gently, while Shipley watched through the side window, hoping to see a cat to bark at. They drove out to Berrow Beach, Shipley howling with joy as they turned into the small car park where just one other car had parked.

      The rising sun shone as, released onto the sandy pathways, the dogs trotted happily through the dunes towards the miles of sand on the other side. Bear’s arthritic joints had benefitted from a long warm summer and regular medication and occasional autumnal warm weather, and he trotted along like a youngster. The trees were beginning to turn autumnal, releasing the first of the season’s leaves to lie softly on the paths.

      Libby lifted her face to the sky, unexpected joy flooding her body. She should do this more often. Time spent in nature was a tonic that had the power to counteract all her stress. How foolish she’d been, letting things get on top of her in recent months, even leaving Max to do the morning walks with the dogs.

      Shipley reached the beach first, for Bear stopped and looked around every few paces to check that Libby was following. The tide was on the turn, leaving space for the spaniel to run to his heart’s content, returning with a huge piece of driftwood in his mouth and sand in his ears, closely followed by a new friend.

      ‘I know that dog,’ Libby said to Bear. She waved at the figure trotting behind the golden cocker spaniel. ‘Hi, Jenny. You’re a long way from home.’

      Jenny stopped, slightly breathless. ‘Honey loves this place – there are more dogs than people once the summer visitors have gone. It’s the first time we’ve been for ages, but the puppies are old enough now to be left at home. We’re just about to walk through the nature reserve.’ She bent to attach a lead to Honey’s collar.

      ‘We’ll come with you, if that’s okay?’ Libby said.

      Jenny pointed. ‘I don’t think we have a choice. Honey and your Shipley seem to be best friends these days.’

      They walked up to the sanctuary, Honey and Shipley side by side, Bear guarding the humans, the dogs trotting happily on leads after their beach run.

      ‘I often get lost here,’ Jenny confided. ‘It’s so much bigger than it looks.’ She glanced sideways at Libby. ‘I’m pleased to have bumped into you. I was wondering whether the police were any closer to finding out what happened to Colonel Campbell.’

      ‘I think those of us who went to Wells are the only suspects,’ she said, speaking with care, watching Jenny’s face. ‘I expect the police talked to you?’

      Jenny rolled her eyes. ‘Did they ever. Honestly, by the time that PC Smith had finished with me I was ready to confess to anything.’ She paused as Honey snuffled in the grass. ‘But neither Barry nor I knew Colonel Campbell before the Major’s party. I know Tilly, of course. We’ve met on doggy days out and she helps me with some of the training courses when she has time – but her teaching is a busy full-time job.’

      ‘Barry seems very excited by the co-operative they’re setting up.’

      ‘Well, he is if it goes ahead. We could diversify much more if there was a big outlet near us, especially if it sells premium products. You know, higher prices for the best goods. But…’ and she shot a glance towards Libby. ‘We aren’t going to go broke if the consortium falls apart, and we have no reason to kill the Colonel. The Major’s worried about finance, though, and he’s called a meeting in a few days, to talk about alternatives to the Colonel’s funding promises.’

      Libby said, ‘So, who do you think might have a reason to want the Colonel out of the picture?’

      ‘Well, it’s not for me to say…’

      ‘Come on, Jenny. You sound as though you have something on your mind.’

      ‘Well.’ Jenny was silent for so long that Libby began to think she’d changed her mind about sharing information. At last, she sighed. ‘I don’t know much, but I wonder about Raj and Mindy.’

      Libby stayed silent, waiting.

      ‘You see,’ Jenny went on, hesitantly. ‘I take the dogs to Three Oaks Farm quite often. Noreen sometimes struggles with the negativity from some of the farmers nearby and I like what she’s doing with the farm, so I go to support her. And while I was there one day, Mindy arrived, but she didn’t come into the house. I saw her go over to the outbuildings where Raj has his office and where he keeps all his samples. They were there for a long time. I pretended I hadn’t noticed, and I think Noreen did too – but Mindy’s car was there in plain view. Then, Mindy came out and she was very red in the face.’

      Jenny started talking faster, her words tumbling over each other. ‘Noreen went to the door and waved, calling out to see if Mindy wanted coffee. She looked as though that was the very last thing she wanted, but really she had no choice but to come over. We sat and drank coffee together. It was all a bit awkward. Noreen asked Mindy if she’d been looking at fabrics for some of her creations – you know she puts them on her website and Insta and so on?’

      Libby nodded.

      ‘Mindy said, “That’s right,” but she sounded grateful, as though that really wasn’t why she was there at all, and Noreen was giving her a way out of telling us the real reason. And she gulped down her coffee – it must have been scalding hot – and couldn’t get away fast enough. Her little Mini skidded all over the yard on the way out, she was in such a hurry.’ Jenny stopped talking and relaxed. ‘I’m sure it was nothing,’ she murmured. ‘Nothing at all. Mindy does wear some wonderful dresses, and her website explains that she designs some of them herself. And Raj’s fabrics are lovely.’

      They’d reached the car park, so they spent ten minutes cleaning sand and mud from the dogs’ paws, before loading them up and leaving. Libby pondered Jenny’s story. What might it have to do with the Colonel’s death?

      ‘By the way,’ Jenny called as Libby prepared to drive off, realising she needed to get to the café. ‘I’ve still got the cockerpoos and they’re ready to go to new homes…’

      Libby gave her a non-committal wave. Not to me, she murmured to herself as Bear drooled happily down her neck. I’m trying to shed responsibilities, not take on more. Although a puppy might be fun…

      She dropped the dogs at home and left them snoozing contentedly at Max’s feet while he worked at his desk. She spent the rest of the day at the café, helping out at the tables when it was busy, baking in the kitchen whenever she could.

      As she finished filling Victoria sponges, Gemma phoned. ‘I have the documents Mrs Tucker took from Shipwreck House,’ she said, excitement taking her voice up half an octave. ‘Would you like to come in to the station to look at them? The DCI won’t allow them to leave the premises – not even copies. I’m afraid he doesn’t trust me, even though I’ve told him about our trip to Devon. And Ian Smith’s been whispering in his ear that I’m wasting time.’

      Libby hesitated. The café was quiet and she’d finished the baking she needed. The freezers wouldn’t take any more cakes. Reluctantly, she asked Angela if she could take a few hours off.

      Her friend hesitated for a moment that felt too long for comfort and Libby’s heart sank.

      Then Angela smiled. ‘Go on. Annabel can cope in the meantime.’

      Libby swallowed hard. That was fair enough.

      ‘Thanks, Angela.’

      ‘Go.’ Angela waved her off with a smile. ‘We’ll manage without you.’
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      Libby was ushered into a tiny room at the police station where Gemma sat at a table with a small pile of A4 sheets of paper in front of her. There was still plenty of evidence of the years they had spent behind kitchen cabinets in Shipwreck House’s kitchen. Smears of food that Libby preferred not to think about had indelibly stained the paper, and a few stubborn creases had resisted every effort to smooth them out.

      The top sheet was a list of names.

      Gemma turned them to face Libby and ran her fingers down the page. ‘These appear to be the names of the women who came to Shipwreck House in the fifties,’ she explained. ‘See, they’re all called Miss. All pregnant and desperate.’

      Libby felt her heart contract. How dreadful to be sent away from everyone you knew, almost as though you were a criminal. ‘Do the documents tell us what happened to the women and their babies?’

      ‘Well, there are these different coloured ticks next to the names. Some are blue, and others are pink.’

      ‘Blue for baby boys and pink for girls?’

      Gemma nodded. ‘I think so. And these asterisks here,’ she pointed, ‘correspond to asterisks on another document.’

      She unearthed another list. This one, though, consisted of initials. Mr and Mrs H, Mrs B, Mr and Mrs O and so on.

      Libby sighed. ‘There are husbands involved on this list, so these must be the families where the babies ended up.’

      ‘That’s what I think. But I can’t really see how it takes us any further forward.’

      ‘Except to know that Baby B, a boy, for example, is now an adult with the initials BH. That might turn out to be useful.’

      Libby and Gemma exchanged a disappointed glance. ‘It’s a start, although we need names before we can do any matching,’ Libby shrugged. ‘But it’s another piece of evidence. I just wish whoever kept these records had been a little less careful about confidentiality. We need another list to match up these names, and I suppose the lists were deliberately kept apart. Still, it’s better than nothing.’

      Gemma said, ‘I’ll contact Mr Sickle to see if there are any more documents, but we’d better not expect it. We were lucky to find these.’

      ‘Meanwhile,’ Libby said, ‘Max and I are taking a trip up to Scotland soon, to visit the old family home where Horace grew up. I want to know more about him. He wasn’t always a frail old man, or even an army officer. I want to get inside his skin and find out what he was like as a person. Maybe that will tell us why he was killed. But the first step is to see who comes to his funeral.’
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      The coroner had released Horace’s body, and his solicitors had provided the will, were acting as his executor and had organised his funeral service according to his written wishes. The will had been drawn up recently, in August of this year, since the Colonel and Major had reconnected after many years. The Colonel had died a very wealthy man, and most of his estate, including both the Scottish house and the Bristol bungalow, were to be sold and the proceeds were to go to local and military charities. However, a bequest of £750,000 went directly to ‘my dear friend’s daughter, who brightened my life when she was born, Matilda Chalfont-Smythe’.

      ‘Well,’ Libby said to Max, ‘that’s very interesting. There’s nothing for the Major, which leaves him without a motive for the Colonel’s murder, and nothing for Mindy, but a surprisingly huge amount of money for Tilly. I wonder if that will cause trouble in the family.’

      The will held no clues to the Colonel’s connection with Shipwreck House in Devon.

      ‘I wonder why he left all that money to someone he hadn’t seen for more than thirty years, until very recently,’ Libby said. ‘And she’s someone who isn’t a suspect, as she wasn’t in Wells on the day the Colonel was killed. She was at her school, so she has a watertight alibi. I’m going to move on from a financial motive and find out more about the Colonel’s past.’

      And so, one bright morning that autumn, Libby and Max found themselves at a church in Bristol, hoping to find new information about the Colonel’s life. The church was full. It turned out that he had supported many charitable projects in the area, from providing homes for horses, through funding the local brass band, to maintaining the fabric of the church.

      Local people from those charities were in attendance along with a small Somerset contingent that included the Major, who seemed genuinely moved by the service, and Dawn who patted her husband’s hand sympathetically throughout. Tilly, Mindy and Giorgio were all there.

      The wake was held in a local pub. ‘I’m surprised,’ Libby said to Max, ‘that this is such a local affair. I thought there would be plenty of old comrades in attendance.’

      The Major overheard. ‘Horace was almost a recluse after his wife died, and he always maintained he had no other close family. He never wanted children; his career was everything to him. I was hoping he’d move nearer to us, once we got back into contact. We were making plans and he was in touch with estate agents, looking for somewhere suitable. He was keen to be part of the consortium.’ The Major’s eyes misted over. ‘It was a bit of a pipe dream, I suppose, working together again at our ages, and it wasn’t to be. I hadn’t realised how frail he’d become.’

      His wife took his arm. ‘Come now, we’ve got Tilly and Mindy. We’re the lucky ones. And before we know it, they’ll be married and we’ll have grandchildren on the way.’

      ‘True enough, dear. Although Tilly’s leaving it a bit late if she wants a family, so whether I’ll still be here to enjoy it, who knows.’ He heaved an enormous sigh and turned to Max. ‘Let’s have another beer. Horace wouldn’t want to see empty glasses.’ He sniffed, his moustache quivering, as Dawn drifted away to talk politely with representatives from the Colonel’s local charities.

      The Major was still talking. ‘We should have kept in touch over the years. It was all my fault we lost contact, back in the eighties. I met Dawn and got married and then Tilly came along. When she was three or four, Horace was posted to the Ministry of Defence and we lost touch.’ He drank deeply. ‘Life was hectic in those days. I travelled around from one posting to another and Dawn was busy with the children. When you’re young, you think you’re invincible; there would be plenty of time to catch up with old friends in the future. Still, at least the two of us got together one last time, and there’s no point wallowing, is there? We’re none of us getting any younger and we won’t live forever.’

      The Major’s distress seemed genuine. Libby had met murderers before who were able to fake distress, but the Major’s tears, discreetly wiped away, were real.

      Tilly joined her father. She smiled at Libby. ‘It’s so good of you to come to the funeral.’

      The Major seemed to make an effort. ‘We’ll keep moving forward, though. Just because Horace is gone, it doesn’t mean the project will die, will it, Tilly?’

      ‘He’s mentioned you in his will, I believe,’ Libby asked Tilly.

      The Major answered before his daughter had the chance. ‘Tilly will invest money in the project anyway.’

      Tilly blinked and her lips tightened. ‘Now’s not the time to talk about it, Dad.’

      ‘Nonsense. It’s only right,’ the Major insisted. ‘Old Horace left it to you for old time’s sake. He’d want you to use it to benefit the whole family.’

      Libby often marvelled at the human ability to assume they knew what another person ‘would want’ if only they were here.

      Tilly gave the ghost of a shrug. ‘We’ll see what’s best,’ she said. ‘I must go and talk to Mum. One of the Colonel’s friends has cornered her, and I think she needs rescuing.’

      Tilly might be less of a pushover than her father expected.

      Libby drifted around the room, keeping her ears open for interesting conversations. She heard Mindy’s voice and turned to see her talking to her father. Trying not to look as though she was eavesdropping, Libby tuned in.

      ‘What’s Tilly going to do, Dad?’ Mindy said. ‘Is she going to invest?’ Her voice was high-pitched and her face, usually so perfectly made-up, looked pale and blotchy. Was she genuinely affected by the Colonel’s death? That was hard to believe, for she hardly knew him. Perhaps she was more upset about the huge inheritance he’d left to her sister, with nothing for her.

      The Major made soothing noises, but an angry flush had spread over Mindy’s cheeks.

      ‘You’ve got to make her. It’s important, Dad. We need Special to Somerset.’

      ‘No need for you to worry, my dear. Everything’s under control. I’m sure Tilly will come around.’

      Giorgio, leaning gracefully on the bar, looked up, saw his girlfriend and sauntered across to smoothly insinuate himself into the conversation. ‘Of course, Tilly will want to be part of the project,’ he said, his Italian accent making the words sing, although his eyes flashed with a hint of steel. ‘And everyone will be happy when they know the financing is safe.’

      Another couple came between Libby and the Major’s group, and Libby could hear no more. She didn’t envy Tilly. Already her father had made a bid to get his hands on her new-found wealth, and it surely wouldn’t be the last.
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      For their trip to Scotland, Libby and Max caught the Caledonian sleeper train from London’s Euston Station, and arrived next morning in the Highlands, slightly groggy after a night of restless sleep.

      ‘I think I prefer our own bed,’ Max groaned, stretching his back. ‘But let’s pick up the hire car and find this place.’
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      ‘Wow.’ An hour later, Libby gave a gasp of wonder as they drove up a leafy avenue and saw the turrets of their castle hotel rise above the autumnal morning mist. ‘It’s exactly what I imagined. There are flags and everything.’

      Inside was unexpected luxury and a fabulous view of autumn trees from the window of their room.

      ‘I don’t think DCI Waterloo will stump up for this,’ Libby said. ‘Have you emptied our savings?’

      ‘Not quite. We can manage a couple of days here.’

      ‘And that should be all we need.’ Libby wandered around the room, admiring the elegant bath oils and shampoos. ‘I wonder if anyone ever uses hotel shampoos? I always take my own brand,’ she commented. ‘But we must remember we’re not on holiday. At least, not until we’ve found Horace’s old house and poked around a little. I rang the estate agents and gave them our credentials as a bona fide PI business, and they’re letting us in for an hour or so. It’s up for sale. We need to get a move on.’

      Horace’s childhood home turned out to be a large, slightly dilapidated but charming Georgian house just outside a small village.

      ‘Not quite Balmoral,’ she said. ‘It needs work – there’s a smell of damp in the hall, and the lighting sockets look like they were installed in the 1920s, but it would still have been comfortable when the Colonel was a boy. His family must have had a bob or two. Where should we start?’

      ‘Is there some sort of a study?’

      Sure enough, they found a room furnished with leather chesterfields and a walnut bureau.

      Libby sniffed the air. ‘Woodsmoke, years of fires, pipes and cigarettes.’

      ‘Mm,’ Max agreed, ‘there’s something about these old rooms. Man caves, I suppose they’d be called these days.’

      ‘Definitely,’ Libby said. ‘Look at the pictures on the walls.’

      The Colonel’s military career had a starring role in the photographs, presumably hung on the walls by his proud parents. One revealed him in uniform, standing in front of a line of troops, all saluting. Another, covered in signatures, showed him passing out of Sandhurst, achingly young in a smart uniform, carrying a sword.

      A third photo, a panoramic view, caught Libby’s eye. There was the Colonel as a teenager. His hair was greased back with Brylcreem, his arm slung round the shoulders of another lad, both of them grinning manically at the camera. Libby studied the young faces.

      ‘A school photo?’ suggested Max. ‘Look at the uniforms – with kilts.’

      Libby peered more closely. ‘Sadly, I don’t see any knives in their socks.’

      ‘You mean “Sgianan-dubh”,’ said Max smugly.

      ‘How on earth do you know that?’

      ‘I looked it up. As I keep saying, everything is on the internet.’ He pointed at the photo. ‘I thought so. See, that young man sitting next to Horace on the left side of the line of students. He reappears right at the other end of the line of students.’

      ‘What?’

      She squinted at the picture. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘He’s in the photo twice.’

      ‘So, he’s the joker in the pack,’ Max said. ‘Back in the day when this was taken, in the fifties, I presume, the kids would sit in long rows. The photographer scanned from left to right, or possibly right to left, to make sure everyone was in the photo. That gave the class clown time to have his picture taken once, then run around the back of the other students and appear again in a different place.’

      ‘And there he is – next to a young Colonel at one end of the line and also at the other end.’ Libby laughed. ‘And no one noticed?’ She took a closer look. ‘I wish we knew who all these people were.’

      ‘The Colonel is recognisable,’ Max said helpfully.

      ‘Handsome, too,’ Libby pointed out. She stiffened. ‘Oh my…’

      Max looked from the picture to Libby and back again. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘what have you seen?’

      ‘I might be imagining things – but that lad who appeared twice – doesn’t he seem familiar?’

      Max frowned. ‘I can’t say he does. Well, teenage boys of the time all look pretty much the same – what with the ducktail hair and scraggly attempts at sideburns. And these boys are all in school uniform in a black and white photo, so they look even more like each other. Who do you think it might be?’

      Libby looked again. ‘No, you’re right. I’m starting to imagine things. There are so many parts to this case. Loose ends that look like clues and turn out to be dead ends, or even red herrings.’

      ‘Like Mrs Tucker?’

      ‘I wish I’d known her,’ Libby murmured. ‘I only saw her very briefly at the party and talked to her for a few minutes in Wells. She was one of us, and she was on the trail of the killer. I feel I owe her something.’

      Max was suddenly solemn. ‘Listen, Libby, you must take care. It’s a dangerous job we’re doing. Don’t try anything daft, will you?’

      Surprised by the worry etched on Max’s face, the lines on his forehead and his suddenly dark eyes, Libby squeezed his hand. ‘I’ve been fine all these years. I’m not reckless.’

      Max smiled, but the frown was still there. ‘You can be when you get on the trail, and you’ve had a couple of near misses. It’s one of the things I love about you, but all the same, promise me you’ll be careful, especially when we get back to Somerset. Whoever killed Mrs Tucker is ruthless and I don’t want to lose you. In fact, I sometimes wish you’d go back to being a cook and endlessly testing cake recipes on me. I miss those days.’

      ‘Life was simpler, then, but not nearly so exciting. But I promise to be careful. And now, let’s get on. Our hotel’s so expensive we can’t possibly stay longer than one night. My thrifty mother would turn in her grave at the thought. Let’s get down to the village and see who we can find that knows about the Colonel and his family.’

      They walked down the avenue of beech trees, the leaves fiery copper in the autumn light. At the end of the drive, they could see a row of cottages and, beyond, a narrow high street.

      ‘Let’s try the houses, first,’ Libby said, marching through the first low gate and tapping on the door. A young woman in joggers and a sweatshirt threw it open.

      ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘I’m looking for someone who knew Colonel Horace Campbell. His family lived here when he was young.’

      She nodded, her ponytail swinging on the top of her head. ‘That’s the man who was murdered down south? We heard about it,’ she said, ‘but I don’t think I can help. We’ve only just moved in here.’ She looked back at her small house with its brightly painted blue door. The curtains at the windows were neatly gathered into tie-backs. ‘It’s dreadful to think of someone being murdered, even miles away in Somerset,’ she went on, interest sparking in her eyes. ‘Some of the older people in the village knew the family.’

      Libby smiled, wondering what the young woman meant about ‘even in Somerset.’ Part of the big, bad ‘down South’ or ‘over the border’, she supposed.

      ‘I’m keen to find someone who knew the Colonel. We live in Somerset and we’re working with the police, trying to find out what happened.’

      ‘You should try the Post Office. Old Mr Penny there told my husband he knew Horace Campbell when they were children.’

      Libby wanted to cheer. ‘That’s amazing,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘It’s just up there, to the right,’ the woman pointed. ‘Good luck.’
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      Sure enough, the man behind the Post Office counter, part of a small local Spar, happily identified himself as Mike Penny. ‘With a name like mine, it seems only natural to keep the Post Office,’ he said. ‘It gives folk a wee chuckle. What can I do for you today?’

      Libby explained. ‘I think it might be your father we’re looking for. It’s about Colonel Horace Campbell.’

      ‘Dad,’ Mike called out. ‘Folk here to talk about Horace.’

      His father appeared, younger-looking than Libby had expected. ‘Ay, we’ve been expecting the English to appear,’ he grumbled. ‘No Scot’s safe down there among the Sassenachs, you mark my words.’

      His son intervened, ‘Now, no need to be like that, Dad. We had the referendum, fair and square, and we’re part of the UK for now, so we need to get on with the English.’

      Max said, ‘And we’re very glad you’re with us. Scotland is a beautiful part of the world and we’re proud to be joined up.’

      Libby shot him an admiring glance. Such tact!

      Max avoided her eye. ‘We heard you knew Horace Campbell.’

      ‘Oh, aye,’ the older man sighed. ‘That was a bad business and no mistake. Why would anyone kill an old man like that? What could he do to upset them, that’s what I want to know. No, I never trusted the English and I’m not about to start now.’

      Max unzipped his backpack and, to Libby’s surprise and admiration, produced a bottle of The Macallan. She would never have thought of bringing that. ‘I thought you might enjoy this?’

      The old man’s eyes twinkled. ‘Not so stupid, are you, lad.’ He took the bottle. ‘This is grand stuff. Whisky drinker are you, yourself?’

      ‘Indeed I am.’

      ‘Well then, let’s have a wee dram and I’ll tell you what I know about yon Horace.’

      At a nod from his father, Mike Penny produced four glasses from under the counter, with the nonchalant air of one who thought nothing of downing a wee dram at eleven in the morning.

      ‘Now, then,’ Mr Penny senior said. ‘About young Horace.’ He sucked his teeth, watching Libby. ‘Aye, you can smile, but he was always young Horace to us at school. I was in his class, back then.’

      ‘Really?’ Libby said.

      ‘Aye, you may be surprised we’re the same age. Horace let himself go in later years, he did. Too many drams, not enough exercise.’ He patted his own undeniably flat stomach.

      Mike said, ‘My father prides himself on his fitness.’

      ‘I’m not surprised,’ said Libby. The man could easily have passed for fifteen years younger than the Colonel. Maybe the whisky kept him young. ‘Anything you can tell us about Colonel Campbell will be helpful,’ she said.

      ‘He was quite the lad, was Horace.’ The man downed his drink and pushed the glass across the counter for a refill. ‘He was the life and soul of the party, him and his mates. Always laughing and joking. He got himself into trouble more than once, mind. Our school was strict. No smoking, no drinking, no girls allowed in the grounds.’ He gave a fruity chuckle. ‘Not that any of the rules could stop Horace. He was one for the ladies. Mind, he was a grand-looking lad.’ He sighed, ‘Of course, he was out of my league. I was never in Horace’s club.’

      Libby raised an eyebrow. ‘Club?’

      The old man nodded. ‘They called it The Campbells are Coming. After Horace’s clan who go way back to the wars with the English. The rest of us called it The Campbell Club.’

      Libby steered him away from the wars. ‘What did the club do?’

      ‘Och, well. Just a bit of fun, Horace would say. They were the wealthy ones, mind, in the Club. You couldn’t get in if you couldn’t afford dinners every month at the Castle Hotel.’ He paused. ‘They still charge a fortune up there. Too expensive for the likes of us folk who live round here, so the place is full of rich Sassenachs.’

      Libby winced, making a mental note not to mention that she and Max were staying there.

      He went on, ‘The Club would hire a room in the hotel and have one of their feasts. They’d drink plenty – too much whisky and wine – never mix the two, by the way, trust me, young lady.’ He grinned knowingly. ‘Stick to one or the other.’ He frowned, ‘What was I saying?’

      ‘About the Campbell Club.’

      ‘Aye. Stupid name and a bunch of stupid lads with more money than sense. They hired all the young girls in the village to wait on them at their feasts. You wouldn’t want a daughter of yours to be there, I can tell you that. My Vera had nothing to do with it, but she told me about the other girls.’

      ‘Is Vera your wife?’ Libby asked.

      ‘She was indeed, but she died five years ago.’ The man’s face fell. ‘She was a lovely woman, my Vera, aye, Mike?’

      ‘Best mother a man could have,’ Mike agreed, refilling his father’s glass. He winked. ‘Go on, Dad. Tell them what Mother told us.’

      ‘Well, she wasn’t one to gossip, my Vera, but she did let slip one day that one of the maids up at the house had left in a hurry.’ He nodded significantly and dropped his voice to a dramatic growl. ‘And no one ever said why. But she was one of the lasses who worked at the Campbell Club feasts. I don’t know her name.’

      Libby’s heart missed a beat. ‘What had happened?’

      ‘We didn’t know for sure, although there were rumours swirling around. Horace was in big trouble with his parents and there were no more outings for the Campbell Club. They grounded him, right through his Highers. He didn’t do so well in those, either, but his father got him into the Army anyway. You could do that, you know, in those days. You could buy a Commission, go off to Sandhurst and there you were, a brave soldier-boy.’ He grunted. ‘We hardly saw him up here, after that.’

      ‘And you never knew exactly what Horace did that was so bad?’

      ‘Well, we were pretty sure it had something to do with the maid. Nothing criminal, I suppose,’ the old man mused. ‘Mind, his parents would have been able to pay off the polis if they had to. No, women were Horace’s downfall. We had a good guess, me and my chums, putting two and two together, and I bet you can too.’ He nodded, ending the conversation. ‘That’s all I can tell you.’ Smiling, he finished his third whisky, toasting his visitors as they left.

      ‘And that tells us why Mrs Tucker visited Shipwreck House,’ Libby said. ‘She must have found out something about the Colonel’s disgrace – presumably that he got one of the maids at his home pregnant. And we can guess she went down to Devon, as far away as possible from him and his family home, to have the baby.’

      ‘I wonder how Mrs Tucker heard about it?’

      ‘Well, she looked after Horace in his bungalow. She might have found something – a letter, maybe, or Horace may even have let slip the truth. It must be hard to keep a secret like that for so many years. Maybe he thought telling his carer was safe.’

      ‘But Mrs Tucker, being as curious as you are, followed it up.’
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      Back at the hotel, Libby and Max took a walk around the grounds, drinking in the spectacular scenery.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Libby said, ‘but I won’t be sorry to go back home tomorrow. There’s something about Somerset that I think you only understand after a while. It’s quiet and people drive straight through it on the way to Devon and Cornwall, but I’ve learned to love it. And although people might take a while to get used to you when you arrive, at least we’re not “bloody Sassenachs”.’

      ‘Hundreds of years of enmity,’ Max mused. ‘It’s not about to blow away just because half the Scottish population agreed to stay in the union.’

      ‘I suspect the older Mr Penny was in the losing minority for that vote.’ They came to a bench, strategically placed so they could look out over a lake with a view of steep, dark hills in the distance. As she sat, warmly wrapped against the Highland breeze, but with the afternoon sun on her face, Libby relaxed. ‘Funny how you can think a person’s one thing and find out they’re quite another,’ she mused.

      Max agreed. ‘Never trust anyone, I suppose.’

      ‘At least, until you really know them. I thought the Colonel was such a nice old fellow.’

      Max squeezed her shoulder. ‘As the saying goes, it’s actions not words that count. Our Colonel sounds like a real bad ’un.’

      He fell silent.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Libby asked.

      ‘That all the village must have known about Horace Campbell and the maid – you can’t keep something like that quiet in a small community. Look how many people will have worked at the big house. Even though we’re talking about the fifties, just after the war, when the owners of big houses found it difficult to find staff, there would have been cleaners at least, maids, not to mention gardeners and chauffeurs. You can’t silence that many people.’ He was nodding to himself. ‘No, I think Mr Penny was right. Horace Campbell and the maid conceived a baby, she was sent away and the baby probably adopted.’

      Libby agreed. ‘Mrs Tucker did well to find her way to Shipwreck House, where the maid was hidden because of her “shame”. Meanwhile, the future Colonel was dispatched off to the army. Where, by his own account at least, he was something of a hero.’

      Max said, ‘I reckon he was still an untrustworthy chancer, no matter how good a leader of men he became. I wonder if he supported the maid at all.’

      Libby rose and stood by the lake, looking out over the still surface. The wind had dropped. Nature seemed to hold her breath. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘We now have another motive for the Colonel’s murder, besides money. Perhaps we can forget about the Major as a suspect.’

      Max objected. ‘Let’s not be too hasty. What if the Colonel had actually said no to the Special to Somerset initiative? If the Major knew about Tilly’s legacy, he would expect to be able to persuade her to use her inheritance to back the project. I somehow don’t think Tilly has stood up to her father much in the past. You told me he called her “the sensible one” when you first met.’

      He threw a flat stone into the lake, watching it skim over the surface.

      Libby said, ‘She didn’t sound as though she was willing to back the project.’

      Max was silent.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Libby asked.

      ‘I’m thinking about Tilly. If she’s standing in the way of someone who wants the money, she could be in danger, too. In any case,’ he continued, ‘we now see the Colonel not as the hero saving his friend from a dastardly poisoning, but as a rich toff, willing to trample lesser mortals, such as the unfortunate maid, under his feet.’

      Libby bit her lip. ‘And that presents us with other suspects. The maid herself, for example. I wonder whether the Colonel kept in touch with her, or with the baby? Perhaps he sent her money?’

      Max considered. ‘It’s all so long ago. The Colonel’s bank records might have told us, but they won’t go back far enough to be useful. And the maid must be pretty old now, which makes it unlikely that she would suddenly seek revenge after all those years.’

      ‘Exactly. If she’d wanted to harm the Colonel, she would have done something about it years ago. I wish we knew her name. We should have asked Mr Penny.’

      Max groaned. ‘It’s not too late. Brace yourself. We need to go back to see the Sassenach-hater again.’
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      Back at the Post Office, Mike Penny rewarded them with a grin. ‘If you want to see my dad you’ll have to wait a while. He’s taking what he calls a “wee nap” after all that whisky.’

      Libby sighed. They should have asked him more questions at the time. He wasn’t the only one the whisky had affected.

      ‘On the other hand,’ Mike said, ‘there are other folk around who might be able to help, if you’re interested? Like old Mrs Parsons who lives next door?’
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      Mrs Parsons turned out to be an elderly lady with pure white hair worn in a neat bun at the back of her head and a pink, soft complexion. She wore a white lace blouse with a frilly collar and a full-length skirt.

      ‘Come away in,’ she said, waving them inside her tiny stone cottage. A fire burned in the grate. Photographs, porcelain figurines and vases of colourful dahlias decorated shelves and tables. Mrs Parsons seemed like a lady content with her lot.

      She bustled around, making tea, refusing Libby’s offers of help. ‘I’m not decrepit just yet,’ she said.

      Settling down in front of the fire, she asked, ‘Now, how can I help you? Young Mike from the Post Office came around at lunchtime to tell me you were asking about Horace Campbell and his misdeeds.’

      ‘You knew the family, did you?’

      ‘My father was the ghillie there.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t expect that means much to you, but he was one of the trusted servants at the house. He looked after the land and the livestock. They used to have shooting parties in the season, you see.’ She stretched across to pour milk into their tea, which was dark and strong. ‘That was an exciting time for us young people, when all the rich folk came to shoot grouse and deer. I never could get on with the killing, myself, but for others it was a way of life.’

      ‘Was Horace Campbell involved in the parties?’

      ‘He was a good shot and he loved to be out with the hunters. He was supposed to be at school, but that hardly stopped him. He had a will of steel, did Horace. He always wanted his own way in everything and because he was the heir of the big house, he got it too.’

      Libby prepared to ask the delicate question. ‘Did you know anything about a young maid?’

      The elderly lady chuckled, offering shortbread biscuits. ‘We all knew what was going on. She was a beauty, so she couldn’t help but catch Horace’s eye. But it wasn’t just her. None of the lasses in the village were safe – and most were happy to have him chasing them.’

      ‘I’m sorry to have to ask, but did Horace – I mean, were you one of Horace’s…’ Libby fell silent, embarrassed. She was tying herself up in knots.

      ‘Oh, I know what you mean, dear. No, I was too young for Horace, I’m happy to say. Seven years younger and still at the primary school while he was getting up to all sorts in the Campbell Club. He tried his nonsense on with my big sister, Vera, but she sent him packing. She was already with her Hen – Henry Penny.’

      ‘Oh!’ Libby was startled. ‘You mean Mr Penny at the Post Office?’

      ‘Yes, he was quite the catch, was Henry Penny. Although he didn’t have money like Horace and his cronies. Vera married her Hen, and they were as comfy as a pair of argyle socks in the winter.’ She shook her head. ‘But she’s gone now, I’m afraid. So many have left us. Sometimes it feels like Hen and I are the only ones still here after all these years.’ Her eyes misted over. ‘Still, we have our memories – and grand ones they are too. Dances at the house, shooting parties and Hogmanay. You wouldn’t believe the excitement at Hogmanay. You can keep your Christmas trees and carols. Hogmanay was two days of the best partying in the world.’

      Libby crossed her fingers. ‘Do you know the maid’s name?’

      ‘Aye. Eve, we called her. Evelyn McCleod.’ Mrs Parsons bit into her biscuit. ‘Eve really loved Horace.’ The twinkle in the old lady’s eyes died away.

      ‘They got together?’

      ‘That’s right, at a Campbell Club feast in January. And soon after Easter, poor Eve disappeared. We never heard from her again. And nor did we see Horace.’

      She offered the plate of biscuits and Libby took her second. They were delicious, round with a thistle motif.

      ‘His parents were old-school Scottish protestants and proud of it,’ Mrs Parsons said. ‘They’d had no idea what he’d been up to. When they found out, they were shocked and horrified and they couldn’t get rid of either Eve or Horace quickly enough. He hardly came back to the house once he’d left – although we did hear he was doing well in the army. I think wild lads like him need the discipline. It settles them down. There was a story going around that Horace had saved his friend’s life during his time in the army, but we took that with a big dose of salt around here. Horace was famous for making up stories – him and that friend of his. What was the lad’s name now – something from the Gaelic, I think. Finbar, would that be it?’

      Max leaned forward. ‘Is Finbar still in the area?’

      ‘Bless me, no. He moved away not long after Horace. He wasn’t in disgrace – or none that we knew about,’ she beamed. ‘At any rate, he was a nice lad – a bit of a comedian, but kind to us younger ones. I think I had a card from him on my wedding day, now that I come to mention it.’ She rose to her feet, leaned on the arm of her chair and uttered a little cluck of irritation. ‘These old bones of mine! So annoying. Don’t you go getting old, that’s my advice to you.’ She waved a finger at Libby. ‘But I can lay my hands on that card, if you’re interested. I keep the treasures from my wedding, although it was fifty years ago. They remind me of my Bruce.’

      She opened a cupboard hanging on the wall in the corner of the room and drew out a shoebox tied with a blue ribbon. Setting it down on the table, she sifted through the contents.

      ‘Will you look at that,’ she said, taking out a small silver horseshoe. ‘That was on our wedding cake – to bring us luck.’ She closed her fingers over the charm, her eyes shut briefly, before she dropped it back into the box. ‘That’s enough sentimental old nonsense. This is what I want.’ She pulled out an envelope and removed the contents, stacking them carefully on the table. She sifted through the pile of cards and telegrams, extracted a smaller, faded yellow envelope and opened it. ‘Good luck,’ she read aloud. ‘“Long may yer lum reek.” That means may your fire stay alight – it’s a wish for health and wealth,’ she said, laughing. ‘We were so nervous of opening it at the wedding. Finbar was such a trickster, we wouldn’t have been surprised if it turned out to be a stink bomb or something. But it was a lovely card.’

      ‘Does it say where Finbar lived at the time?’

      Mrs Parsons shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’ She put the card back, her fingers gently stroking the box.

      ‘Well, we’ve taken up a lot of your time,’ Libby began, but the old lady interrupted.

      ‘I know he went down south, though. Cattle, that was Finbar’s passion. He always said he’d start a herd of Highland cattle and show the Sassenachs what a real cow looks like. Now, where did he go? Dorset – Devon – Somerset – one of those places.’

      Max murmured in Libby’s ear, ‘How many herds of Highland cattle are there in the south-west?’

      ‘That’s so helpful,’ Libby said, butterflies beginning to stir in her stomach. ‘We’re really pleased to have met you. Thank you for giving us your time and your lovely shortbread too. You know, I’m a baker at home, and I’d be really interested in the recipe?’

      To her surprise, Mrs Parsons nodded. ‘Of course. There’s no secret to it, really, just one little ingredient which I’ll whisper in your ear, my dear. My grannie would haunt me if I wrote it down.’

      Libby bent close to hear the secret. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make the shortbread for my customers, but I won’t tell anyone the secret ingredient. I’ll call them Mrs Parson’s Best Biscuits.’
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      Next morning, Libby and Max enjoyed a full Scottish breakfast at the hotel before returning in the car to the station, ready to catch the train back to Somerset.

      Libby rubbed her stomach. ‘I’ve never eaten so much in my life. A full English is filling enough, what with eggs and bacon and mushrooms and fried bread, but haggis, black pudding and square sausages are just a step too far. I wish you’d stopped me.’

      ‘You didn’t have to eat everything,’ Max pointed out.

      ‘I may have to skip lunch,’ Libby said.

      ‘Come on, then, spill the beans. What was Mrs Parson’s secret ingredient?’

      ‘Please don’t mention beans,’ Libby groaned. ‘And I’m not talking, so there’s no point guessing.’

      He mused. ‘I know – heather honey? Or something to do with thistles?’

      Libby held her finger against the side of her nose. ‘I’ll give you a clue. The secret ingredient is not quinoa. Nor is it, I’m pleased to say, chilli. I’ll be keeping Mrs Parson’s secret, but I’ll make a batch and you can compare the taste.’ She watched the passing fields. ‘The scenery’s so gorgeous here, and we’ve learned a lot, but I really can’t wait to get home, now.’

      ‘We’ve got a couple of solid leads at last,’ Max smiled.

      ‘That’s right – Finbar and Evelyn both left the area and travelled over the border. If we can track down Finbar through his Highland herd, he might know what happened to Evelyn.’ Suddenly, Libby stood up. ‘I’ve just had an idea. It seems ridiculous. Too unlikely to be true, but…’

      ‘Well come on. You can’t leave me in suspense.’

      Libby screwed up her face, thinking. ‘It’s possible, though. Listen, what was the Colonel famous for at school?’

      ‘Being a spoilt little rich boy.’

      ‘Yes, agreed. But what else?’

      ‘Fond of the girls and probably unlikely to take no for an answer.’

      ‘Well, that might be taking things too far. The maid of the house might have been a willing participant.’

      Max scoffed. ‘You think? Come on, Libby. Look at the imbalance of power. How could she refuse him? Her entire livelihood depended on his family. A word from him and she’d have lost her job.’

      Libby groaned. ‘Okay, you’re right. And I like that you’re a defender of women’s rights. But there are other things he was known for.’

      ‘Smashing up restaurants – which in my book also amounts to bullying.’ He gave a wintry smile. ‘Not coming out of this at all well, is he? He wasn’t the kind old gentleman Tilly thinks.’

      Libby was still waiting.

      ‘Okay,’ Max said. ‘I give up. What else could he possibly be doing as a teenager that wasn’t acceptable.’

      ‘Actually, it’s nothing especially bad. But he and his friend were known as practical jokers.’

      Light dawned in Max’s eyes. ‘Of course. The school photo, for one thing.’

      ‘Exactly. But he wasn’t alone. Remember, it wasn’t the Colonel messing up the school photo, was it? I wonder if that was his friend, Finbar.’

      Max whistled. ‘And Finbar is thought to have moved down to the south-west to breed Highland cattle.’

      ‘And who do we know that’s a farmer with a reputation for pranks, with a pedigree herd, who was also at the cocktail party?’

      Max started to laugh. ‘You’re thinking of Barry?’ he muttered, thinking aloud. ‘He fits the bill. Finbar – contracted to Barry. That’s quite common in Scotland, I believe.’ He slapped his forehead. ‘It’s so obvious!’ Then, he frowned. ‘But it means the answer we’ve been looking for by travelling all over the country is actually here at home in Somerset.’

      ‘Barry’s too young to be the Colonel’s school friend,’ Libby objected. ‘But the farm, the Highland cattle – it could be a link.’

      They both thought for a while.

      ‘I think a visit to Barry’s farm is in order.’
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      Back in Somerset and briefly rested from their Scottish adventure, they set off to collect the dogs that had been boarding with Jenny. Max navigated the A39 while Libby sat in the front of the car, thinking over everything they’d learned in the last few days.

      Barry was heading into his farmhouse just as they arrived. ‘Good afternoon, to you both,’ he said, doffing his cap with a grin while dogs circled at his feet. ‘Jenny’s away today, so I’m on dog walking duty. I’ve counted them and we still seem to have the right number, so choose yours.’

      Max was in no mood for jokes. ‘We have a few questions for you, Barry – or do you have the Scottish version of your name – Finbar?’

      Barry scratched his head. ‘I haven’t been called that for a good long time. Not since I was eight. You’d better come inside.’ He hooked his wellies off on the door scraper and left them outside.

      Bear and Shipley followed him inside.

      He laughed. ‘They’re looking for Honey and the pups.’ He opened the door into the warm and cosy back place where the dog baskets lived. The two remaining puppies lay snoring in a heap. Bear curled himself up close to their basket as their mother trotted into the kitchen in search of treats. ‘What’s all this about my name?’ Barry said, leaning on the mantelpiece in the kitchen. ‘I never use it. The other kids used to laugh at me at school, so I shortened it to Barry.’

      Libby said. ‘How old are you, Barry?’

      ‘Now that’s a question I wouldn’t ask a lady and I’m not sure it’s appropriate to ask me.’ Barry narrowed his eyes.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ Max said. ‘We’re here as part of the police enquiry into the Colonel’s murder. We had to go all the way to Scotland to find out your relationship to him.’

      ‘But I don’t have a relationship with him.’

      Shipley, who’d settled under the table, lifted his head at the raised voice.

      ‘The Major introduced us, saying the Colonel was keen to come in on the project as a silent partner,’ he said more quietly. The dogs subsided, Shipley stealing Honey’s yellow duck toy. ‘I met him for the first time at the Major’s party and, to tell you the truth, I didn’t think he would come on board. He was pretty doddery.’

      Barry waved them to the scrubbed kitchen table. ‘Let’s have coffee and see if you can start to talk sense.’ He clattered around filling a kettle, heaping spoonfuls of instant coffee in the mugs. ‘I imagine you’re talking about my father.’

      Libby sat quite still. ‘Is he called…’

      ‘Finbar. Like me. The name’s travelled down in the family for centuries. I spared my own boys, though. They’re English through and through, David and Harry. Nothing there to antagonise their school mates.’

      ‘And is your father – er…’ Libby mumbled, chastened at having jumped to conclusions.

      ‘Alive?’ Barry gave one of his belly laughs. ‘The old chap’s definitely alive and kicking, although he doesn’t get around much.’

      ‘Can you give me his address?’

      Barry stirred three spoons of sugar into his coffee mug. The mug featured a picture of a Highland cow. ‘Now you’re teasing me, Mrs Ramshore. He lives here, with me and Jenny. He moved in when the boys went off to university. Jenny had that – what’s it called – empty nest syndrome. She said she needed someone to look after, although I would have thought Honey and the other dogs were more than enough trouble. Still, we invited him in a couple of years ago and he’s still here, hale and hearty and constantly telling me how to run my farm.’

      Libby couldn’t resist a glance at the ceiling. Presumably the older Finbar was up in his room. ‘Could I – possibly – have a word with him?’

      Barry swallowed the last of his coffee, padded out to the stairs and shouted, ‘Dad? Come on down. You’ve a lady friend come to see you.’ He nodded at Libby. ‘He has a sitting room up there. He joins us in the evenings, but during the day he says he likes the peace and quiet.’

      Clumping feet on the stairs told Libby that Finbar was on his way.

      Barry said, with all the flourish of a man producing a rabbit from a hat, ‘So may I introduce you to my old dad, Finbar Brown. Come and sit down, Dad. Libby wants to know what you’ve been up to.’

      Libby swallowed. ‘Well, I wondered if you were the Finbar who was at school with Colonel Horace Campbell.’

      The old man lowered himself into a chair. ‘Now, why would you be asking that? I’ve had nothing to do with him for years and didn’t want to. He was a bad lad, was Horace.’

      Barry frowned. ‘Why didn’t you tell us you knew him, Dad?’

      ‘You never asked. I’ve nothing to hide, you know. But I knew that if people found out he and I went way back, there would be a fuss. Maybe I was a bit wild in my youth, but nothing like he was. Just a few high spirits.’

      ‘Like in that school photo – the one you appeared in twice?’

      Finbar hooted. ‘Good Lord, I’d forgotten all about that. You couldn’t do that these days, not with these panoramic cameras. Kids these days don’t know what they’re missing. It was harmless fun, of course.’

      ‘Unlike some of the other escapades of the Campbell Club.’

      The smile died away. ‘I’m not proud of all that,’ he said. ‘We were a thoughtless bunch and sometimes we got a bit carried away.’

      Max said, ‘You certainly did. And, by all accounts, no young women were safe from you and your mate, Horace.’

      ‘Hang on there,’ Finbar objected, suddenly self-righteous. ‘I liked the girls as much as any red-blooded teenager. But I never upset anyone. I just liked a little bit of slap and tickle behind the bike sheds, if they agreed, and that was all.’

      Libby let that hang in the air a moment or two. ‘Well, I suppose things were different in those days. But what about the Colonel? I mean…’ She decided to be plain. ‘Did he force people?’

      And for the first time, the elderly man hesitated. He fiddled with his tie, looking down at the table.

      ‘Come on, Dad,’ Barry said. ‘No one’s accusing you of anything.’

      Finbar sighed, loosened his tie and sighed again. ‘He could get carried away,’ he admitted. ‘He had a fancy for Evelyn, the maid up at the house.’ He scoffed. ‘Horace’s family was the only one that still had maids in those days. You were lucky if you could get hold of a daily woman coming in to clean. Women were doing different jobs, d’you see? After the war, when the women stepped up to do men’s work, they realised they liked it. Why, my wife was a land girl during the war and she turned out to be a better farmer than I ever was. She built up the herd with me.’ He shook his head. ‘I would never have made a go of it without her.’

      He rubbed his nose and blinked.

      Barry said, gently, ‘What happened with Evelyn, Dad? You need to tell us everything you know.’

      ‘Oh, aye. I was forgetting.’

      Not really, Libby thought. He was redirecting. He didn’t like talking about his friend’s behaviour.

      ‘She was a lovely lass, was Evelyn. Like an angel with her blonde hair and pretty as a picture. We were all after her, but Horace was the top dog. He was a Campbell, you see. It was his club we all belonged to. It was Horace who paid the bill when we broke things in the restaurant. He was generous enough – well, he could afford to be. But he had a temper on him.’

      He drank a gulp of coffee. ‘Now, where was I? Young Evelyn, that was it.’ He took a long breath. ‘It all happened one night when we had the Campbell Club dinner in the town’s only decent restaurant. I can’t remember the name. It was too long ago. I do remember, though, that Evelyn was waiting at the table along with a couple of other village girls. We had a good meal, plenty to drink, too. Toasts. You know the kind of thing – “Here’s to my sister’s left foot,” and so on. Horace toasted Evelyn – “To my sweetheart, Eve,” he said. And there was a bit of a silence in the room. He sounded different – as though he wasn’t joking – as though he really meant it. Little Evelyn blushed pink as a rosebud and Horace took off his ring – a signet ring his parents had given him on his birthday. It had the family crest so it was a big deal. He slipped it on to Evelyn’s finger and gave her a kiss.’ Finbar smiled, his mind full of memories as though he was back in that room all those years ago. ‘You should have heard the cheers. We all thought he really meant it.’

      Barry said, ‘What happened next? What did Horace do?’

      ‘Well, we were all half cut by then, so I don’t remember it too well, son. That’s the honest truth. We all went back to school, I think. The porter was used to us sneaking in late after a Campbell Club night. All of us went back, I think, except Horace. He’d disappeared. The rest of us were laughing and taking bets on what he was up to, although we knew full well where he’d gone. He’d be with Eve.’ He rubbed his chin, thoughtfully. ‘Don’t be too hard on us. It’s a difficult tale to tell after all these years and I haven’t told a soul before. Horace swore me to secrecy.’

      ‘Horace is dead,’ Barry said. ‘And you owe him nothing.’

      Finbar nodded. ‘Aye, maybe you’re right.’ He raised his mug in the air. ‘Horace,’ he said, ‘I’ve kept your secret all these years and maybe I shouldn’t have. Forgive me.’

      Libby said, ‘So Horace confessed to you what he’d done.’

      ‘Not exactly. He never spelled it out to me. Evelyn couldn’t wear his ring, because Horace’s parents would have seen it, but nevertheless she trusted his word. She thought he really loved her and she believed he was going to marry her and they’d live happily ever after. So, I suppose he had his way with her, and she was willing enough, or she wouldn’t have wanted to marry him, would she? And he’d made a promise. Or so we all thought.’ He drew a long breath. ‘Then, a few months later, about three, I suppose, Horace told me Evelyn was pregnant.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      Max asked, ‘And what did Horace do when he discovered Evelyn was pregnant with his child?’

      ‘He offered her money to get rid of the baby.’

      Libby gasped. Back in those days, pregnancy termination was against the law, except in specific medical circumstances, and it was a shock to hear how cruel the Colonel had been. That cheery, friendly old man was nothing but a selfish brute.

      ‘She said no,’ Finbar went on. ‘She told Horace she had his ring and she expected him to marry her.’ He smiled at Libby. ‘She was a lass with real spirit, was Evelyn. They had a proper shouting match. Horace laughed at her and called her stupid – how could she imagine he would ever dream of marrying a jumped-up housemaid who worked for his parents. She threw the ring back at him and left the house.’

      ‘Where did she go?’

      ‘She came to me. She told me that Horace had seduced her that night, after the Campbell Club meeting. She said she was going to go across the border to England and have the baby, but she didn’t have any money to pay for it. She was an orphan, d’you see. She had no rich parents to help her out. She asked me for help.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘Well, I didn’t have any money to give her, but I went to Horace and promised to keep it all a secret if he’d pay for her to go to one of these places that looked after unmarried mothers. Horace sneered at the idea.’ Finbar’s eyes narrowed. ‘I saw another side of my friend that day and it wasn’t one I liked. He said Evelyn had brought it on herself. He said she’d let him have his way, to force him to marry her.

      ‘Well, it ended in a fight between Horace and me. A real one, with fists and kicks and everything. It was the only one we ever had. I gave him a bloody nose and he nearly broke my chin.’ He rubbed his face as though he could still feel Horace’s blow. ‘We had a black eye each, but we didn’t stop. We went on until we were both on the floor, too exhausted to fight any more. Then I told him if he didn’t support Evelyn, I’d go to his parents. He agreed to pay her off. He got out a great handful of cash, there and then. Money was nothing to Horace, he always had rolls of notes in his pocket. He said, “There, I’ve paid up. And you tell her that’s the last she’ll see of me. And you too. You keep out of my way, Finbar Brown, or you’ll be sorry. My parents own half the village, you know.”’

      Libby bit her lip, to stop herself interrupting Finbar’s story.

      He said, ‘Evelyn still thought he loved her. She said, “He paid for me. I know he’s thoughtless, but he’s doing the right thing. He does care about me.”’ He shrugged. ‘I couldn’t persuade her otherwise. She went off down south to Devon, to a place called – called… No, I’ve forgotten. Something to do with the sea?’

      Libby put in, ‘Shipwreck House.’

      He slapped the table. ‘That’s right. That’s the place. What a name. I suppose the girls who went there felt their lives had been shipwrecked. Well, I went down to see her in the local hospital after she had the baby.’ His face clouded over. ‘But she only had the little girl with her for a few hours. She couldn’t afford to keep her, you see. Horace’s money wouldn’t go any further and he didn’t reply to her letters. That was when she finally realised he didn’t care about her.

      ‘She was a different woman when I saw her. She was broken, she’d lost her lovely looks, she looked like an old woman. I tried to talk her into keeping the baby, but she was determined. “My little girl is going to have a decent life,” she said. “Better than anything I can give her.”’

      Finbar drank the last of his coffee. ‘I couldn’t change her mind. A local couple adopted the wee one and Evelyn never saw her again.’ He had tears in his eyes. ‘That broke her heart, did that. Up until the moment they took the baby, she’d truly thought Horace would change his mind and marry her. But he’d finished at school by then and off he went to join the army.’

      ‘Did you contact him?’

      ‘I did. But he didn’t want to know. He said, “She made her choice.” The man had a heart of stone. You should have seen Evelyn’s face that day when I visited her. It broke my heart, it did. The poor wee lass had no one in the world except her baby girl and she’d had to give her away.’ He blew his nose. ‘I was engaged to my Sybil by then and there was so little I could do to help. I offered some money, not that I had much to offer, but Evelyn wouldn’t take it.’ He heaved a great sigh. ‘When I rang Shipwreck House a week later, they told me Evelyn had drowned herself.’
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      Silence filled the kitchen. The clock ticked relentlessly on, the only sound in the room. No one knew what to say.

      At last, Libby cleared her throat. ‘Horace got off scot-free?’

      Finbar wiped his nose on his sleeve. ‘He’d done nothing illegal,’ he said, but his voice shook with anger.

      Max’s voice was hard as granite. ‘Getting a girl into trouble and then abandoning her was perfectly acceptable for men like Horace, with money and connections, and parents who didn’t want any trouble to ruin their precious, spoilt child’s prospects.’

      Libby, surprised at the anger in Max’s voice, slipped her hand into his. ‘I suppose things were different then,’ she said, hesitantly.

      Max’s blue eyes were bright with anger. ‘How could anyone, in any age, think it was acceptable to leave a girl alone to have her baby and then take the child away from her? Horace was responsible for Evelyn’s death even if he didn’t put his hands around her throat. I wonder if he even knew she’d died.’ He shook his head as if composing himself. ‘Still, that’s my personal opinion. We’re not here for that.’

      Libby squeezed his hand. ‘But we are looking for a reason for someone to kill Horace. And we’ve found a huge motive – revenge.’

      They collected Bear and Shipley, leaving Barry and his father still sitting at the table. Finbar held a handkerchief to his eyes. Barry’s hand lay on his father’s shoulder.

      ‘Horace was guilty of a legalised crime,’ Max murmured, ‘but despite everything, murder is never justified. However, our job is not to judge, but to find out who did the deed. And as for killing Janet Tucker – that was pure wickedness.’

      ‘Are you still up for finding the killer?’

      ‘Of course. And now we have a real motive.’

      Libby said, ‘At least it wouldn’t happen today.’

      She climbed into Max’s Range Rover, trying to think beyond her shock.

      ‘We’ll find them,’ Max said, grimly. ‘I don’t think Finbar’s in the frame. He seems to have done his best to help Evelyn. At the time, he might have felt murderous towards Horace, but that was years ago. Why wait until now to avenge her?’

      Libby watched the fields slide by as they drove.

      ‘I still think the killer is one of that group of people at the party and in Wells,’ Libby said. ‘That’s assuming the heroin was administered then.’

      She fell silent.

      Her gasp was loud and sudden enough for Max to hit the brake. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘But I had a thought. Is injection the only way to administer heroin?’

      ‘I’ve always thought so.’

      ‘But we don’t know for certain?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe you can get tablets. And, by the way, I’d be grateful if you could have your thoughts a bit more gently,’ Max complained, urging the car back to a normal speed.

      Libby was still thinking. ‘I want to find everyone who knew about Evelyn and her baby.’ She paused. ‘In particular, I want to know the name of the family she went to.’

      ‘So, let’s get home and start work.’
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      That evening, Libby and Max settled down to several hours of research. Ali was back at university, so Libby defrosted a home-made chicken and ham pie from the freezer for the two of them. ‘That’s why I married you,’ Max said. ‘So I’d never have to order in a Chinese meal again.’ He opened a bottle of his best Pinot Noir. ‘I think we deserve this after today’s revelations.’

      ‘They’ve left a nasty taste in my mouth,’ Libby shuddered. ‘The Colonel was an evil old man.’

      After dinner, they settled down in the living room, Max nursing his laptop and clicking the keys like a demented woodpecker. Libby stretched out on the sofa, Shipley lying alongside her so that she could scratch behind his ears, Bear flopped on the floor nearby.

      Suddenly, the dogs sprang to attention, Shipley planting his feet painfully on Libby’s stomach. ‘Ouch,’ she grunted, pushing him off. ‘What’s the matter, boys? Did you hear a cat?’

      Fuzzy, contentedly grooming her fur on the rug, stopped for a moment, glared at the dogs, and calmly resumed her toilette.

      Libby said, ‘What was that?’

      ‘What was what?’

      ‘I heard something in the kitchen.’

      ‘Like a burglar?’

      Libby laughed. ‘Nothing so dramatic. Just a noise.’

      ‘Well, as the man of the house, I will bravely investigate.’ Max returned with a folded sheet of paper in his hand. ‘This was shoved under the door.’

      In the distance, Libby heard a car moving down the lane, fast. ‘What’s this, then?’ she asked the dogs, who were trying to grab the paper from Max.

      Max raised his eyebrows as he read the note. He handed it to Libby. It was typed in large letters. Libby read it aloud. ‘MIND YOUR OWN BUSNESS, spelt without the i. I think someone’s being a little dramatic,’ she said.

      ‘We shouldn’t have touched it,’ Max said. ‘If it’s from the killer, it will have fingerprints on it.’

      ‘You think? In this day and age? Everyone knows about fingerprints and wears gloves. But this is the most amateur attempt at a warning note I’ve ever seen. It’s as though the writer doesn’t want to be too rude. They just want to politely tell us to stop investigating. And there’s the spelling mistake. Do you think it’s meant as a joke?’

      ‘I most certainly don’t. Come on, Libby. Someone thinks we may be getting closer to finding them. They’ve been wily enough to put this through the back door to avoid the Ring doorbell.’

      Libby stared at the note, now sitting on the sideboard. She wrinkled her nose in thought. ‘We’ve spoken to a lot of people in the last few days. Which one do you think is most likely to try to warn us off?’

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ Max said. ‘But we should get it forensically checked. Let’s ring Gemma.’

      More shaken than she cared to admit, Libby found a plastic Ziploc bag and slid the note inside. The spelling nagged at her. Who couldn’t spell ‘business’ correctly?

      She took a deep breath. Until these murders were solved, it seemed that Ramshore and Forest Investigators were under threat.

      With a renewed sense of urgency, trying not to think about Janet Tucker’s untimely death, Libby spread the print-outs of the photographed records from Shipwreck House on a table. She shouldn’t have photographed them, but Gemma had tactfully disappeared into the ladies’ at the police station at the relevant moment. DCI Waterloo would never know unless he had a warrant to take Libby’s phone and, luckily, he’d shown no sign of treating Libby as a really serious suspect.

      She studied the names of the mothers who’d been staying in the house. This time, she had a name – Miss McCleod. And, sure enough, there it was.

      Evelyn’s baby – marked in pink for a girl – had definitely been born there.

      Holding her breath, Libby reviewed the list of adoptive parents.

      The asterisks showed that Evelyn’s baby girl had gone to a couple called Mr and Mrs Harris, who lived in Devon. ‘All we have to do is find the Harrises and we’re home and dry,’ Libby cried. ‘At last.’ She sat down. ‘Although, come to think of it, I’m not sure how that’s going to help us find the killer.’

      ‘Meanwhile,’ Max said, ‘I’ve reviewed all the ways heroin can be administered and, believe it or not, your guess was right. You can swallow it. It’s as easy as giving someone a cannabis brownie. What’s more, if you eat or drink something laced with heroin, the onset of its effect can be delayed. And heroin in its purest form doesn’t have much of a taste.’

      Libby groaned. ‘Which means that the group of suspects expands to anyone who had any chance of feeding contaminated food to Horace at any time that day.’

      ‘Time to meet the Harrises?’ Max suggested.

      ‘Yes, but I want to talk to the Major as well. Did he really not know about his old friend’s past?’
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      Libby drove up to Priory Manor, anxiety shortening her breath. She’d never felt so nervous about approaching a suspect. What was it about the Major that frightened her? Was it because he was an army officer? She gave herself a small shake. That was nonsense. He wasn’t going to threaten her with a loaded gun, just because he was a soldier. And she was only going to ask a few questions.

      She took a deep breath and exhaled for as long as she could. That, she’d read, should calm her body.

      It didn’t work.

      Oh well, just get on with it, she muttered, leaving the Jeep, straightening her shoulders and ringing the front doorbell.

      No one came. She wandered around the side of the house until she found a back door. She tried the handle and the door swung open.

      She could hear voices, loud and angry. That explained why no one had heard her ring.

      ‘I can’t believe it of you!’ she heard. ‘A daughter of mine!’ That must be Dawn, talking to one of her daughters.

      Libby walked quietly through into the elegant hall, surrounded by tapestries she suspected were not as old as they pretended to be, and listened unashamedly.

      Another high-pitched voice said, ‘Everyone does it.’

      ‘Porn? Porn?’ Dawn’s voice rose to a screech. ‘Everyone does not do it, Mindy, and if your father hears about it, he won’t have you back in this house, I’m sure. You know how he feels about it. He hates social media anyway – he thinks it’s dangerous.’

      ‘Oh, Dad’s just an out-of-touch old man. I’m not a teenager. Who cares what he thinks?’

      There was a long pause.

      ‘I do, Mindy. I care very much. Your father has stood by you all your life – in school, when you stole – yes, stole – another child’s lunch because you’d forgotten yours, or when you were caught shoplifting⁠—’

      Mindy interrupted, like a spoilt child. ‘Everyone does it, Mum.’

      ‘If your father hadn’t spoken up for you, you could have been in real trouble.’

      ‘Just because he could have a word with the chief constable of whatever godforsaken part of the country he’d dragged us to, to “further his career.”’ The words hung heavy with sarcasm.

      ‘Oh, Mindy.’ The exasperation in Dawn’s voice told Libby this was one of many reruns of the same argument.

      A third person spoke. ‘Let’s all calm down. We’re getting off the point.’ That was Tilly, the peacemaker. ‘Mum, Mindy made those films years ago when she was younger. She knows better now. They shouldn’t even be on the internet.’

      ‘That’s right. I thought he’d deleted them.’

      ‘Who should have deleted them?’ Dawn’s voice cut through like a shard of ice. ‘Giorgio?’

      Instead of a reply, a door slammed and footsteps clattered on the stairs. Libby retreated into the nearest doorway, just in time, as Mindy shot down the stairs and out of the front door.

      Libby had eavesdropped enough. She coughed loudly and moved into the hall.

      ‘Who’s there?’ Tilly looked over the banister. ‘Oh, it’s you, Mrs Ramshore.’ She started down the stairs. ‘I’m sorry if you heard all that. Mindy’s having a moment.’

      Libby came clean. ‘I heard. And I’ve seen the movies you were talking about.’

      Tilly stiffened, one foot poised to finish the descent, the welcoming smile draining from her face. ‘The movies?’ she said.

      ‘I found the porn movies Mindy made.’

      Tilly slumped down on the bottom step. ‘You mean, Ali found them. She told me about them, so I looked and then I told Mum. I don’t know how Mindy could be so stupid. I mean, apart from the fuss Dad’s going to make, those clips could ruin her life. Her online career will be finished as soon as they put them on Instagram.’

      ‘They?’ Libby queried.

      ‘I mean, whoever encouraged her to post them. We’ve been trying to find a way to get them taken down.’

      Libby sat down beside her. ‘Look, Tilly. There’s something very fishy going on here. Something that involves Mindy, possibly Giorgio, and Raj as well.’

      Tilly’s sharp intake of breath told Libby she was right.

      Suddenly, Mindy reappeared at the front door, fury distorting her face. She ran across the hall and stopped, her perfectly groomed fingernail just centimetres away from Libby’s face. She’d heard them talking. ‘Just stay out of my affairs, Mrs Private Investigator.’ She was shaking uncontrollably, her make-up smeared with tears, her lips trembling.

      Tilly jumped up and grabbed her sister’s arm. ‘Calm down, Libby’s trying to help.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid. How can she? My life is ruined.’

      Tilly tutted. ‘Oh, stop being so dramatic.’

      Libby said, quietly, ‘Maybe if you tell me the whole story?’

      Mindy hesitated, twisting her hands together, looking back towards the door as though about to run again and then back at Libby.

      Dawn spoke from upstairs. ‘I think we need to sort this out, once and for all.’ She stepped down the stairs and through to the drawing room.

      Libby, Tilly and Mindy followed.

      ‘Now, let’s sit down and talk this through sensibly.’ Mindy took a seat as far away from the others as possible. ‘Libby,’ Dawn went on, ‘it seems you’ve unearthed the family’s dirty washing. We’re in something of a pickle and if you can help, we’ll be very grateful.’

      She sounded in total control of herself.

      Tilly said, ‘I think it’s more than “something of a pickle”, Mum.’ Sitting on the sofa next to her mother, she turned towards Libby. ‘Mindy was tricked into making dreadful films.’

      ‘By Giorgio?’ Libby took a guess.

      Mindy half rose. ‘He wasn’t in them. He just organised it, to help my career.’ She leaned forward, earnestly. ‘Honestly, he didn’t mean any harm. He fixed it up with a couple of people⁠—’

      Libby interrupted, ‘And I’m guessing he owes them money?’

      Mindy nodded. ‘They’re a couple of guys he knows. They set up the film sessions, using me and – and…’ her voice sank to a mumble, ‘a few men.’

      Libby stifled a groan. How could she have been so naive? ‘How did you meet Giorgio?’ she asked. ‘Was it in Italy?’

      Mandy snorted. ‘No. Nothing so glamorous. It was just after I moved to London. I was living in a shared flat with a couple of other girls. I had a modelling contract with a knitwear catalogue. They held a party at the end of the shoot and Giorgio was there. He asked me to dinner, picked me up in the Ferrari, took me to a posh restaurant⁠—’

      Dawn said, tartly, ‘I think we can guess the rest. Giorgio and his friends plied you with drink and drugs and you had a simply lovely time.’ Wearily, she rubbed her forehead.

      Mindy went on, doggedly. ‘It was fun. Giorgio was wonderful, we were already in love and the guys made me laugh so much. Even the filming was fun. I was… I was…’

      ‘High as a kite?’ Dawn suggested.

      Mindy nodded, her eyes filling with tears.

      Libby said, ‘You didn’t do anything illegal. You were foolish, I think we’re all agreed about that, but the criminals were these guys, and possibly Giorgio, taking advantage of…’

      Dawn interrupted. ‘Of your stupidity.’ Her voice dripped with scorn, and Mindy seemed to shrink back into her seat.

      Tilly said, ‘Do you know who these backers were?’

      Miserably, Mindy shook her head. ‘I never saw them. They dealt with Giorgio.’ She mumbled, ‘He thought it was all okay. He…’ Her voice dropped so low that Libby had to strain to hear her. ‘He thought the guys were paying for the films and they’d get their profits through sales. But, instead, they sent him a huge bill and started to threaten us. They said – they said they’d cut my face if he didn’t pay up.

      ‘His father’s very rich, but Giorgio had spent his allowance and his father wouldn’t give him any more. He said he had to get a proper job. Now, Giorgio’s afraid he’ll find out about it all and cut off all his funds, and I’m terrified they’ll catch me and… and do something to me.’

      Libby thought this through, remembering Jenny’s account of seeing Mindy quarrelling with Raj. ‘Giorgio and you have been putting pressure on Raj. Blackmailing him.’ Libby’s brain was in overdrive, pieces of the jigsaw falling into place, one after another. Drugs, porn, Giorgio relying on his father’s money while he hoped to make a living through Mindy. She had a suggestion for Mindy. ‘Tell all this to DS Humberstone. You’re the victim. You’re not a criminal.’

      Mindy shook her head. ‘Giorgio didn’t mean to do anything to me.’

      ‘Well, that’s for the police to decide. DS Humberstone will help to get the films taken down. But you may want to rethink your career choices. Do you really want to rely entirely on the internet for the rest of your life, a life where you’ll be subject to vicious trolling as soon as you say something incorrect, or someone digs out another unfortunate social media post?’

      Libby left that hanging in the air and excused herself from the house, leaving Dawn and her daughters to untangle the mess Mindy had got herself into. The conversation had set bells ringing in Libby’s head. She set off for Three Oaks Farm.
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      The farmhouse was quiet when Libby arrived at Three Oaks Farm. She knocked at the door, but there was no answer and she stepped back, wondering if Noreen was out and about, maybe watching for the otters.

      Suddenly, a window at the top of the house flew open. ‘Mrs Ramshore.’

      She looked up to see Raj peering down at her.

      ‘Are you looking for my wife?’ he asked.

      ‘Well, either of you, really.’

      ‘Wait, I’m on my way down.’

      Libby waited, gathering her thoughts.

      ‘Shall we walk or would you like tea?’ Raj asked.

      ‘Let’s walk. I spend so much time drinking tea, I sometimes feel like Noah.’

      ‘Noah,’ he chuckled, ‘and the Ark. One of your charming Christian traditions. In the Bible, I believe?’

      Libby felt a blush creep over her cheeks.

      Raj laughed. ‘Now, I’ve embarrassed you. No need. You have religious traditions as do I. I’m a Sikh and we believe in some very interesting things. Many people think we have several gods, but that’s not true. We have one Creator, and we worship through Gurus. I suppose it’s a little like the Roman Catholic way of worshipping through saints. Or so my wife tells me.’

      ‘Well, anyway,’ Libby said, feeling slightly at a disadvantage. She wished she didn’t have suspicions about Raj. He seemed to be such a gentle soul.

      ‘We were very sad that Horace died so suddenly,’ he said. ‘Is your visit connected with that?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Libby said. ‘I mean, not exactly.’

      ‘Come on, then. Out with it,’ Raj said.

      Libby grasped the nettle. ‘Why is Giorgio blackmailing you?’

      Raj stopped walking. After a long moment, he said, ‘Perhaps we should have that tea, after all.’

      She shook her head. ‘Not just now. You see, that dress Mindy wore at the Major’s house. It was covered in sequins.’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about fashion,’ he protested.

      ‘But you know a great deal about fabrics. Indian silks, decorated with sequins. Why did Mindy panic when I asked her about the dress?’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. What’s your theory?’

      ‘Well.’ Libby gathered herself, hoping she wasn’t completely crazy. ‘There are two things about Mindy that bother me. One of them is Mindy’s private problem, but the other is drugs and fabrics.’

      ‘I know nothing about drugs.’ Raj opened a gate as they walked. His hand was shaking.

      ‘I don’t think you do. And that’s why you didn’t know that the sequin-covered silks Mindy and Giorgio have been importing through your company are not what they seem. The sequins are covered with a very special plastic coating.’ She stopped walking and turned to face Raj. ‘I’m talking about illegal drugs. Cocaine, possibly heroin, smuggled in on the fabrics you import.’

      Raj was silent.

      Libby said, ‘I was puzzled by hearing your name coupled with Mindy’s. At first, I thought she was simply using your imported textiles, which are lovely, by the way, for the designs she wears on her social media platforms. But I’ve seen her high from drugs, and she and Giorgio, who is not the sharpest knife in the drawer, offered to supply my daughter. That made me wonder about ways that drugs could get into the country, and lo and behold, the internet told me about fabrics smuggled from South Asia.’

      She waited, but still Raj said nothing.

      ‘Very well, I’ll explain a little more. I talked to Noreen, and she accidentally let slip that you were under pressure. Then, Jenny told me she saw Mindy visit you and leave after what was clearly a quarrel. I put two and two together, thinking I might be making five, but your silence tells me that I am right. I suggest you explain.’

      Raj closed his eyes for a moment. ‘I didn’t know,’ he whispered. ‘Giorgio asked me to make an order through a friend of his. Like a fool, I agreed, but I had no idea what I was doing.’ He walked over to a log and sat down. ‘I began to suspect something was wrong when Mindy came to the office and grabbed a certain bale of fabric. I didn’t know why she wanted that particular roll. I did some research as well – I imagine I ended up on the same page as you.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘What could I do?’ He spread his hands wide. ‘If I was caught, my business would never recover. I told Mindy I knew what she’d done and that I would never help her or her boyfriend again.’

      ‘And she said?’

      ‘She cried. She said Giorgio had persuaded her to do it as a practice run. But worse than that, he had been told to do it by a drug gang.’

      ‘The people she calls “The guys”?’

      Raj said, ‘You know them?’

      ‘I just heard about them from Mindy. She’s planning to go to the police – about another matter connected with them.’ There was no need to tell Raj about the videos. ‘If I were you, I would contact DS Humberstone as soon as you possibly can, tell her what happened to you and⁠—’

      ‘And throw myself on her mercy?’

      ‘If you give evidence to the police, you may escape the worst penalties. If you genuinely didn’t know what you were doing, a good lawyer will be able to help you if it comes to court. In any case, you can’t ignore what you did. Smuggling drugs is a serious crime. I know about your involvement now and I left the information I found on my husband’s laptop. He’ll already have seen it. I’m sorry, Raj, but you have no alternative but to go to the police before they come for you.’

      His head was in his hands, tears oozing between his fingers. ‘This is a disaster,’ he moaned. ‘What is going to happen to me?’

      Libby touched his arm. ‘You need to ask Gemma – DS Humberstone. She’ll help you if she can. But you must act quickly. Tell your wife, get yourself that good lawyer and talk to the police.’

      She rose, leaving Raj in despair, sitting on the log surrounded by the wild beauty of his farm, his world crashed around him. She made her way back to her car. Raj was a good man, she was sure of it. She understood, now, why Noreen had been so nervous. She had suspected something. Did she know exactly what had happened? That was between husband and wife, for now, until the police became involved.

      Libby was suddenly filled with rage at Mindy and Giorgio, two over-privileged, rich kids who thought the rules didn’t apply to them. They didn’t care who they hurt. They’d used Raj cruelly. He should certainly have been more careful, and his ignorance might not be enough to save him from a long sentence when the whole business reached the criminal courts, but she was convinced the real criminals were Giorgio and Mindy.

      She climbed into the Jeep, reflecting on the fact that Raj and Noreen were about to have their lives destroyed through their own stupidity. And she, meanwhile, was no nearer to finding the killer.

      Hot with anger and frustration, she revved the engine and drove home. At least bringing in the information about the gang behind the smuggling would help Gemma’s career, no matter how much DCI Waterloo or PC Smith tried to undermine her. It was good to have at least one silver lining to this whole mess.
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      The drive to Devon the next day was easy enough. Finding the Harrises’ address took Max less than ten minutes. ‘You can find anything about anyone once you have their name,’ he said, smugly.

      To Libby’s amazement, the satnav took them straight to an impressive pair of closed gates, the ironwork covered in gold paint. ‘Wow, baby McCleod seems to have fallen on her feet,’ Libby said.

      The gates swung slowly open and they drove through, parked in a small gravelled area to the side of the house, and mounted a short flight of stone steps to the front door.

      Libby could hardly stand still, she was so excited at the prospect of meeting the baby’s parents.

      She was disappointed. The man who answered the door was far too young – less than forty, Libby suspected. He was not the adoptive father, that was for sure.

      Everything about him suggested a public school background; floppy hair receding towards the back of his head, a pair of old corduroy trousers, patches on the elbows of his jacket, and his accent. He greeted them politely enough and asked how he could help them.

      Libby drew herself up to her full height and gave him their names. ‘We’ve got some questions we’d like to ask you about the death of Horace Campbell. You may have heard of his murder. We work with the police. You’re not under any sort of suspicion, of course.’

      The man looked down his long, patrician nose. ‘Suspicion?’ He snorted. ‘So the police don’t even ask their own questions now.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘I suppose they’re too busy arresting drivers exceeding the speed limit by two miles an hour. Meanwhile, murder enquiries are left to people like you.’

      Libby swallowed. She could think of nothing to say.

      Max stepped in, ‘What was the car?’

      ‘My old Porsche. I kept scraping the suspension on these country roads. In the end, I gave up and sold it to a dealer.’

      ‘Nice cars,’ Max said. ‘What do you drive now?’

      Libby tapped her foot. ‘Do you think we could forget about cars for a moment or two and explain to Mr, er, Harris, what we need to know?’

      ‘Fire away,’ the man said. He’d warmed to Max. What was it with men and cars?

      The dogs barked from inside the car and the man looked up.

      ‘Ah, a Carpathian Sheepdog?’ he said. ‘I have a friend who keeps those. Wonderful creatures. Bring the dogs in and give them a drink.’

      He watched the dogs trotting at Max’s heels.

      ‘Tell you what, let’s all have a drink. It’s eleven o’clock on a Saturday – time for a quick one? Glass of fizz?’

      ‘Just water, please,’ Libby said.

      The man grinned. ‘On one of these slimming drugs? Want nothing to touch your lips?’

      Libby kept calm. ‘Your name is Harris, isn’t it?’

      ‘Guilty as charged, officer.’

      ‘I’m not an officer,’ Libby snapped. ‘But we need to know if anyone in your family is adopted.’ Nothing like being direct, she reasoned.

      He gave a shout of laughter. ‘Is that all?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Although I don’t see that it’s any of your business, actually.’

      ‘It’s important.’

      He blinked at Libby’s serious tone and relented. ‘Not me or my sisters.’

      Max said, ‘We were really looking a bit further back. To a previous generation.’

      Harris looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m sorry?’

      This was it. With all the confidence she could muster, Libby took a deep breath and said, ‘We know that your grandparents adopted a baby girl in the fifties.’

      Harris took a long moment to answer. ‘Okay. So what? It was perfectly legal.’ He shifted in his seat. ‘But my grandparents were old school and they kept it quiet. They never told my aunt she was adopted.’ He shrugged. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? But times were different then. To be born out of wedlock was still a cause for shame and they thought they were doing the right thing by keeping it secret.’

      ‘Is your aunt still living in the area?’

      ‘Good Lord, no. She – well – it’s all rather awkward.’

      ‘We wouldn’t ask if we didn’t need to know. As I told you, we are investigating a murder.’

      ‘Not my aunt…’

      ‘No. But we need as much information about her as possible.’

      After a moment, Harris replied, ‘It’s difficult to talk about because the adoption wasn’t exactly a rip-roaring success. My aunt didn’t fit in to the family, apparently. She was – well, different, according to the little I know. You see, after she was adopted, my grandparents had a child of their own, my father. That sort of thing happened quite often, I gather. I think they regretted taking my aunt on, but they couldn’t give her back, could they? And they didn’t want anyone to know.’

      ‘So they kept the secret?’

      ‘Absolutely, right up until my grandmother died. Then my grandfather told my father, James, that his sister wasn’t born his sister. But there were no details. My aunt had left home by then – she went as soon as she possibly could, to London, I believe. She even changed her name.’

      Libby let out a long breath. She hadn’t known how tense she’d been and she was overcome by a terrible feeling of anticlimax. She’d been so sure she’d have the answer she needed, but once more she didn’t even have a name. Oh well, more work to do. ‘What was her name before she left home?’

      ‘She was Elena.’ He became animated. ‘They did their best for her, you know. My dad said she was just different. The rest of the family were farmers – well, landowners, I suppose.’ He grinned. ‘We still are. They weren’t badly off at all, but Elena wasn’t interested in the countryside. She loved art and music. She painted and cooked and played the piano. She didn’t fit in, she was unhappy, and as soon as she could she left home. No one knows what really happened to her.’
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      ‘So that’s another dead end,’ Max said, as they drove home. ‘We still don’t know who Horace’s missing child is. It wouldn’t be quite so easy for someone to disappear these days, what with cameras and satellites, but back then it was possible to just walk away and lose yourself.’

      ‘No one would find her in London, if that’s where she went.’

      ‘She might have changed her name by deed poll,’ Max said. ‘But not if she wanted to stay under the radar. She could just start using her new name and no one would turn a hair.’

      ‘Certificates,’ Libby mumbled. ‘There will be a birth certificate with Elena as the name and Evelyn as the mother.’

      ‘That’s right. We should be able to get hold of one using her real name, Elena. That’s really rather a nice name. Look, we’re nearly home. Libby? You’re not listening…’

      Libby gave a little shake of the head. ‘I’m sorry? What did you say?’

      ‘Nothing in particular. What are you thinking about? I know that look.’ He steered onto their drive and drew to a halt.

      ‘I’m not quite sure,’ she said, ‘but I think I know who Elena might be…’
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      As she began to tell Max about her idea, Libby’s phone buzzed and she grabbed it from her pocket. ‘Yes, Libby here.’ She listened in silence for a few moments, muttered a quick ‘Thanks,’ to end the call and jumped back in the car. ‘Max, turn around. We need to get back to Barry’s place.’

      ‘Whatever you say – but who was that on the phone?’

      ‘Jenny. She said there’s something we won’t want to miss.’

      ‘Let’s leave the dogs at home. They’ve had enough driving around.’

      With Bear and Shipley safely fed and watered at home, Max three-point-turned and revved the engine. ‘Hold on to your hat,’ he said as the car took off.

      They drew to a halt at the Browns’ farm where the Major’s battered Land Rover was parked askew in front of the house.

      Max and Libby left the car to knock on the door of the farmhouse. Jenny answered the door, eyes like ping-pong balls. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said. ‘You’ll never believe what’s going on.’

      Around the scrubbed kitchen table sat Barry, his father, Finbar, Dawn and her daughters, Tilly and Mindy. Libby’s eyes shot straight to the table where a basket contained a pile of brownies.

      ‘Has anyone eaten a brownie?’ she asked, anxiety sharpening her tone.

      Jenny sat down with the others. ‘Not yet,’ Jenny said. ‘We’re waiting for the kettle to boil. Come and grab a seat.’

      Dawn said. ‘If you’re hungry, you’re very welcome. There are plenty. Although I doubt that they’re as good as yours because I made them myself. For Finbar.’

      Libby looked from one face to the other, suspecting that her bright idea might not be so stellar after all.

      ‘Well, let’s see,’ Max said. ‘I’ll choose a brownie and you eat it, Dawn.’

      ‘What?’ Barry said. ‘Are you crazy?’

      Dawn smiled. ‘I can see what you’re thinking. No, Max, I’m quite happy to eat any of them – although they won’t help my waistline – or you can take them away and have the contents analysed. You’ll find a good deal of sugar and chocolate, but I don’t think that’s what you’re wondering about.’

      Libby winced. ‘I have a feeling we may have the wrong end of the stick.’

      Dawn started to laugh. ‘If you think I poisoned Horace Campbell and brought brownies here to kill Finbar Brown, you certainly have. I brought my girls here today to meet Finbar, who used to be a very dear friend of… of my mother.’ Her mouth trembled. She pointed to a collection of photographs that stood on the mantelpiece. ‘There she is. It’s a colour photograph, which was expensive in those days. Finbar took it when he visited her at Shipwreck House.’

      ‘She was such a beauty,’ Finbar said. ‘She could have been a film star.’

      ‘Maybe you can see the likeness?’ Dawn pointed. ‘The eyes especially?’

      Tilly said, ‘I’m sure you’ve noticed Mindy’s unusual eye condition – what’s it called, Mindy, I can never remember.’

      ‘Heterochromia,’ Mindy said.

      ‘That’s it. You can see that our grandmother had the same thing and it’s skipped a generation. She’s rather proud of it, aren’t you, Mindy? It’s the other-worldly effect – it looks dramatic in photographs.’

      Mindy deliberately reached out and took a brownie. ‘And just to prove Mum isn’t trying to kill anybody with her brownies, I’ll take the first bite.’

      The kettle whistled. Barry measured tea into a teapot and poured boiling water. ‘So why don’t you both sit down like normal human beings and listen?’ he said to Max and Libby.

      Dawn closed her eyes for a moment to gather her thoughts. ‘Libby, I gather you’ve found out plenty about Evelyn McLeod and her relationship – an uneven one – with the over-indulged son of the house where she was a maid. With Horace Campbell, I mean. Barry saw something familiar about Mindy when they met at our party, although he couldn’t pin it down. When his father finally explained Evelyn’s story, which he’d never before revealed to anyone, Barry looked harder at Evelyn’s photograph and noticed the unusual eye condition. He rang me and gave me the bare bones of the tale. I came today to hear more from Finbar and we thought, as you are investigating the Colonel’s background and Finbar’s already told you most of the story, you should hear the rest.’

      Barry looked from Libby to Max. ‘You two look as though you’ve been sucking on lemons. For goodness’ sake, relax and listen while Dawn fills you in.’
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      ‘I never knew I was adopted,’ Dawn began. ‘They didn’t tell me.’

      ‘Your parents?’ Libby prompted.

      Dawn nodded. ‘Yes. I mean, I always felt like I didn’t belong in the family. I wasn’t “one of them”, if you know what I mean. I was almost a stranger in my own home. James was so clever, so academic, and all I could do was,’ she shook her head, ‘needlework and painting and singing and cooking. My mother said – but she wasn’t my mother, was she?’ she corrected herself.

      Jenny patted her hand. ‘She was the person who loved you and brought you up.’

      ‘But she was disappointed in me. Always. “Why can’t you be like James?” she’d say. “You can’t even read. You’ll never amount to anything.”’

      A penny dropped in Libby’s brain. ‘You couldn’t read? You mean you’re dyslexic?’

      Dawn snorted. ‘That’s what they call it these days. Give it a big name and everything’s all right. But back then, they just said people like me were stupid. I was in the D stream at school. D for Dunce.

      ‘I left home as soon as I could and ran off to London, to cookery school. The day I walked out of the door of that house, I felt as though I’d been released from prison. I’d saved money – pocket money, Christmas and birthday presents, and payment for jobs around the house and the estate. I found a tiny room in a shared house in Earl’s Court. I loved cookery school, even though I couldn’t read the recipes. One of my friends would read them to me and I’d learn them by heart.’ She looked up, suddenly fierce. ‘But I could do the numbers, funnily enough. I was good at arithmetic. So, my friend made me work out the ingredient amounts. We were quite a team. Marjorie, that was her name.’

      ‘And after cookery school?’ Libby asked.

      ‘Marjorie’s mother persuaded one of her friends in the Women’s Institute to give me a job. I worked at a big house in Dorset. I never let my parents know how close by I was living.’

      She smiled and her face was transformed. She must have been a beauty in her youth, like her mother.

      ‘And that’s how I met the Major. He came to visit with the son of the house – in the same regiment, you see. Lionel was older than me, and he didn’t even notice that I couldn’t read – or if he did, he didn’t mention it. He’s not the most observant man.’

      She stopped talking, reflecting. ‘We’ve been happy, Lionel and I. We had friends and horses and dogs, and then the girls came along and I was a mother. I thought life was perfect. I spent my days giving army dinner parties, looking after my girls, drawing and painting and playing the piano. I enjoyed being an army wife. But I never could read my girls a bedtime story. Never.’ Tears filled her eyes. ‘I didn’t tell people. I think Marjorie was the only one who ever knew. I was too embarrassed, and scared that Lionel would think I was a fool.’ She gave a watery smile.

      ‘Then, one day about two years ago,’ Dawn continued, ‘Tilly and I were in the kitchen together when the post arrived. I put it on the table as I always did, to wait until Lionel came back, but Tilly picked up the letters and said, “Shall I read them to you?”’ Dawn shook her head. ‘I just froze to the spot. My head was spinning. I realised that the worst thing had happened – the thing I’d aways dreaded: Tilly had realised I couldn’t read.’ She looked at the ring of faces staring at her, fascinated. ‘I was so ashamed. I wanted to run and hide, but Tilly just said, “You can learn to read if you like. It’s never too late.”’ Dawn blew her nose.

      Tilly said, ‘I’m a teacher, you see, and I know a bit about dyslexia.’

      Dawn squeezed her daughter’s arm. ‘She introduced me to a colleague of hers who gave me a lesson every week. And it was unbelievably wonderful. She had some plastic sheets, all different colours, and she put them, one by one, over the pages of a book, and the green one made everything slide into place. Suddenly, all those letters that usually jumped around on the page fell into line. I still couldn’t decipher them, but there was hope – just a tiny glimmer. Maybe I would be able to make sense of them one day.’ She smiled at Tilly. ‘And thanks to you, dear, eventually I did.’

      Mindy looked from her mother to her sister, her expression stony. ‘I would have helped, if I’d known.’

      ‘Of course, you would,’ Dawn said. ‘But I never wanted to talk about it. It’s too humiliating. A grown woman who can’t read? I was ashamed.’

      Barry said, ‘How did learning to read make a difference?’

      ‘I’ll explain. We moved house. We bought Priory Manor and packed everything up – well, the removal men did. All our furniture, our belongings, everything. My husband, though, wouldn’t let anybody into his study. It was sacred to him – full of army bits and pieces as well as our family files. Lionel insisted on packing things up himself, but he was so terribly slow.’

      Both her daughters laughed. ‘That’s Dad for you,’ Mindy said.

      Dawn went on, ‘He kept stopping to look at old medals and badges and show them to me. There were empty bottles of champagne from special occasions in the Mess that he wouldn’t throw away, and all sorts of other things. His uniform spurs, his hat – so much stuff. He was never going to get things sorted out, so one day while he was out, I went in, opened the drawers and started to put his letters and things into boxes. I wasn’t snooping – I just wanted to get the job done. And in the files of important family documents, I found my birth certificate and for the first time I realised it was different from all the others.’

      She looked around the table. ‘It was called a Short Form Certificate, and it just had my name, sex, date of birth and country of birth. Nothing more. I was puzzled by it, but I could look things up online, although I’m still slow with words, and I found out that certificate was issued to babies that were adopted.’

      She smiled. ‘I was so happy to find that I’d been right to think I’d never fitted in at home. I set about finding my mother. First, I applied for my original birth certificate. I had to jump through a few hoops and have a counselling appointment, and then I finally had the certificate in my hand, and there was my mother’s name, Evelyn McLeod.’ She paused. ‘But the certificate mentioned no father. I was disappointed, of course, but at least I knew my mother’s name, and so I researched a bit more.’

      Sadly, she shook her head. ‘I tracked down her death certificate and it said…’ Her voice shook. ‘Suicide. Intentional self-harm. My poor mother had taken her own life just after I was born.’ Tears sprang into her eyes. ‘Can you imagine how that felt? To discover my mother’s name, and then to find she’d been so unhappy that she’d killed herself?’ She clenched her fists until they shook. ‘And I still didn’t know who my father was. I’d hit a dead end.’

      Finbar shifted in his chair and Dawn smiled at him. ‘This is where the miracle happened. It goes back to the cocktail party. Barry asked me if we’d met before. He said I reminded him of someone. But, of course, our paths had never crossed. I thought nothing of it and forgot about it.’

      Barry nodded. ‘That’s right. I couldn’t place you, but there was something about you that seemed familiar. I let it go until one morning I was drinking tea right here in our kitchen, and I looked up at the framed photograph Dad always kept on the mantelpiece, along with photos of my mum and other pictures of family and friends. An old friend, he’d always said, who’d tragically died young. And I could see those eyes – unusual and strangely mesmerising.

      ‘Mindy’s eyes are the same. They remind me of David Bowie – he famously had one eye that appeared to be a different colour from the other, although I believe in his case it was caused by a blow on the head. Your eye colours must be an inherited condition, Mindy – inherited from Dad’s friend, the girl in the photograph, called Evelyn McLeod. It was too big a coincidence to ignore, so I rang Dawn and asked if she knew anyone with that name.’

      Dawn took up the tale again. ‘I was speechless. Suddenly, I didn’t only know my mother’s name, I could see what she looked like. And then Finbar told me the whole story and I heard the terrible news about my father – that he was the Colonel and he’d abandoned my mother.’

      Libby said, ‘When did your conversation with Finbar take place?’

      Dawn smiled. ‘It was just last week. I was so angry that he – the Colonel – oh dear, I don’t know what to call him – he was no father to me. I was furious that he was dead. I longed to have confronted him. He was responsible for my mother’s death, as surely as though he’d drowned her himself. I lay awake, night after night, imagining what I would have said. I didn’t tell Lionel or the girls at first, I was so angry and confused.’

      Libby took a breath. When she’d arrived at the farm today, she’d been almost sure Dawn had killed the Colonel, but now she knew the timings were all wrong. Dawn hadn’t known about the Colonel’s treatment of her mother until after he died.

      She dragged herself back to the present as Dawn continued to talk. ‘Lionel had dropped the friendship years ago. He saw the Colonel bullying junior officers, and – well – I suppose you’d call it leering – over other people’s wives at dinners and parties. It was a long time ago and no one called him out for it, but there was plenty of gossip.’ She gave a tiny, strained laugh. ‘At least he wouldn’t get away with his behaviour these days.’

      Libby thought of Giorgio looking down cleavages, DCI Waterloo talking down to her, and PC Smith’s never-failing denigration of women. ‘He probably would,’ she murmured to Max.

      Dawn’s face turned pink and angry. ‘Lionel hated that story about the Russians, but he didn’t know how wicked his friend was. The Colonel had been very taken with Tilly when she was born, and we asked him to be her godfather, but he never tried to keep in touch with her. No birthday presents or visits.’

      Tilly said, ‘I remember him, a little, from when I was a child. He used to let me pull his moustache. I was thrilled when Dad said he’d invited him to the cocktail party.’

      Tears were pooling in Dawn’s eyes.

      Finbar Brown leaned over and laid his hand on hers. ‘I wish I could have done more for your mother, Dawn. She was a lovely woman and she would have been a marvellous mother if only she’d had the chance.’

      The tears overflowed and streamed down Dawn’s face.

      Tilly crossed the room and refilled the kettle. ‘Why don’t you stay a while, Mum, and talk to Mr Brown about Evelyn – about our grandmother. Mrs Ramshore, could you give us a lift home, do you think?’

      Libby and Max left, the two young women following a little way behind them to the car. Libby could hardly speak. ‘I can’t believe I got everything so badly wrong,’ she murmured to Max. ‘I suspected Dawn was Elena, the lost baby, and I thought she’d killed the Colonel for the way he treated her mother. It would have been such a strong motive, if she’d known the story. I hated the thought, because she’s such a warm, kind person. I’m so glad she isn’t a murderer.’ Libby shuddered as she climbed into the car. ‘Imagine if PC Smith were here just now.’ She grabbed a tissue from her bag and blew her nose. ‘I’ll have to contact Gemma. She was invested in the story of the Colonel’s child. We were so sure that story held the secret to his murder.’

      ‘I’m afraid it’s back to the drawing board,’ Max said.
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      The dogs seemed to recognise Libby’s disheartened mood when she and Max arrived home from Barry’s farm. Bear brought her his favourite bone, only slightly muddy after a few days buried in the garden. Shipley zoomed around the furniture, trying, Libby was sure, to make her laugh.

      Max said, ‘I’ll take these two out for a walk before dinner. I need to stretch my legs after all that emotion.’

      Soon, Libby was alone, apart from Fuzzy who was hiding in the airing cupboard. Libby enticed her out with salmon. ‘You have no idea what a fool I’ve been,’ she told the cat, who ignored her entirely. ‘I made the same mistake as the police – I thought I knew the answer and I stopped following the evidence.’

      Fuzzy stopped eating and looked at Libby, her head on one side.

      ‘I wish I was you,’ Libby said. ‘All you want is enough food, a warm place to stay and – well, that’s about it, really. No need to think.’

      She stopped, picked Fuzzy up and flopped down on to the sofa. For once, Fuzzy stayed by her side. Libby lay back, her fingers stroking Fuzzy’s fur, warm and soft. Thoughts passed through her mind, one after another; Dawn, her father who abandoned Evelyn and never tried to find his daughter, the Major who’d stopped seeing his old friend until he needed backing for his business venture. Her mind whirled with memories of the consortium members, snatches of conversations, glimpses of the expressions on their faces.

      Max’s key sounded in the door. Libby sat up. ‘Max,’ she said. ‘I’ve had a thought. Jenny told me the Special to Somerset consortium is meeting at Priory Manor the day after tomorrow, to plan a way forward now the Colonel’s not there to back the project. We should gatecrash again.’
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      The day before the meeting of the consortium, Libby put her investigations aside temporarily, as it was Carnival Night in Exham-on-Sea.

      She planned to serve at the café all day, for excitement about the Carnival filled every table many times over. Along with Angela, Annabel and a couple of food technology students recruited from the local school for the day, she was rushed off her feet.

      The teenagers were thrilled to be drafted in and badgered Libby to tell them every detail of the murder at the Palace. Maintaining a professional silence was more tiring than rushing around with plates of cakes.

      ‘But Mrs Forest’ – her married name had never caught on with local people – ‘did you see him fall in the water yourself? Was he drunk?’ the girl, Maia, asked.

      ‘Of course he wasn’t.’ Her male companion, Jack, a lanky lad whose voice veered between croaky baritone and sudden childish soprano, was scornful. ‘He was about eighty. People don’t drink at that age.’

      ‘My granddad does,’ Maia objected. ‘He says his daily pint’s the reason he’s going to live to a hundred. He says it’s his only pleasure.’

      This gloomy view of old age hardly cheered Libby as she contemplated her rapidly approaching birthday. There were only ten days to go. Any birthday with a nought in it was an ordeal and she hoped she could spend this big one as quietly as possible, at home with Max and the animals.

      A second shift of teenagers arrived, all delighted to be released by the school for this learning opportunity. They donned pristine white aprons and prepared to be bossed mercilessly by Jack and Maia, who, having spent three hours at the café, considered themselves to be experts.

      At the end of the day, Libby’s route home was hampered by Carnival floats waiting at the sides of the main road for the start of the Carnival. The queue of tractors and trailers stretched all the way from the town to the motorway. A detour took Libby beside the promenade, and letting a window down she smelled cordite hanging in the air from the previous evening’s firework display. The street sweepers had already cleaned up every last crisp packet and emptied the bins. They’d be busy again tonight.

      Music, slightly muted until the start of the parade, put a smile on Libby’s face as she passed the last six huge floats waiting patiently to move forward through the streets of Exham-on-Sea.

      She ate an early supper with Max. They took it in turns to look after the dogs on Carnival night, and this year it was Max who would stay at home. Bear, Shipley and Max were snuggled upstairs, plug-ins sending pet-calming pheromones around the rooms, soothing music playing, and platefuls of their favourite treats on hand. Fuzzy was asleep in the airing cupboard, as though wondering what all the fuss was about. The music had already begun, and its relentless boom-boom-boom made the walls vibrate. ‘At least it’s only once a year,’ Max remarked.

      Libby pulled on a coat and a woolly hat, wound a scarf around her neck and slid her hands into mittens, grabbed a torch and set off, her pockets full of coins to throw into some of the ubiquitous charity buckets. The sky threatened rain, but nobody cared on Carnival night.

      She walked through the alleyways of Exham-on-Sea to her favourite spot, near the beginning of the parade. Already, the streets thronged with residents and visitors from miles around. Everyone was there tonight, from tiny children holding light sticks to elderly people with hot tea in vacuum flasks.

      The starting gun fired and the music rose to full volume as the first walking floats arrived, and passed close by. Ten minutes later, a blast of energy from hundreds of light bulbs heated the air as though it were midsummer as a giant float, decked out as a Pirates of the Caribbean tableau, loomed above the crowded street. Libby’s ears reeled as the film music blasted out with a thunderous fortissimo.

      The crowd pressed close, every spectator straining to get the best possible view.

      Suddenly, something hard was forced painfully into Libby’s back.

      What was that?

      She half-turned, only to freeze, rooted to the spot, as an unearthly voice whispered in her ear, its words crystal clear despite the Carnival cacophony. ‘Stop interfering, if you know what’s good for you,’ it hissed.

      Libby stood paralysed. What was that pressing into her back – a gun or a knife?

      Once more, the sinister whisper chilled her to the bone. ‘This is your last chance.’

      Libby tried to collect her wits. Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, the weapon, whatever it was, had gone. Libby tried to breathe, her stomach churning. She swallowed hard, fighting the urge to be sick.

      Slowly, slowly, every cell in her body resisting, she turned around.

      There was nothing to see – only joyful, laughing faces.

      Her knees could hardly bear her weight. She struggled back through the crowd and found a tiny space on a garden wall where she could lean, fighting to still her pumping heart. She forced herself to breathe regularly, in and out, in and out, the whisper echoing in her brain.

      At last, when she was able to walk, legs trembling at every step, she stumbled home to the safety of Max and the dogs.
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      Clasping a mug of chocolate heavily laced with whisky in cold hands, she went over and over the experience. ‘The worst part was the voice,’ she said. ‘It was like an alien whispering right in my ear.’

      Max nodded slowly. ‘A voice-changing app, do you think?’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Did you recognise anything about it?’

      ‘Nothing at all. It didn’t sound human.’

      Max took the mug from her hand and hugged her close. ‘But it was. And whoever was speaking, they must be known to you – otherwise they wouldn’t need to disguise their voice.’

      She laughed, shakily, feeling the fear lifting. ‘I don’t even know if they had a weapon. It could have been a stick. I was too scared to look.’

      Max’s voice resonated with fury. ‘Tonight was the perfect time to put the frighteners on you, among all the noise and excitement of Carnival night. Are you sure you’re not hurt?’

      ‘Just my nerves – and my pride.’

      ‘They know you’re getting close,’ Max said, as they walked upstairs. ‘They’re running scared.’

      The dogs raced in and out of the bedroom, bringing Libby’s shoes, and trying to lick her face as though she’d been away for days. That opened the taps and her tears flowed. Finally, she blew her nose and heaved a deep sigh. ‘Next year, you dogs are coming to the Carnival with me,’ she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      Libby slept fitfully that night, her head spinning, full of whispering voices. She woke early and took a long, hot shower, strangely calm. She’d been wrong, two days ago. She’d jumped to conclusions and had only by a whisker escaped accusing Dawn.

      And now she knew why, for all the moving parts of the investigation had fallen into place while she slept. This morning, she was full of fury at the attempt to scare her and she could hardly wait for the meeting of the Special to Somerset syndicate.

      ‘You don’t have to come,’ Max said. ‘We can let the police do the work.’

      ‘And let PC Smith take the credit? Not likely,’ she said. ‘Today is the day we finally catch the killer.’

      She’d thought better of gatecrashing the Major’s business meeting and called Dawn to warn her she was on her way. ‘Libby, dear, you are welcome here at any time. I don’t know how things will go at the meeting, though. The stakeholders are going to decide how – or whether – to go ahead now the Colonel won’t be backing Special to Somerset.’
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      The drawing room at Priory Manor looked completely different from Libby’s previous visits. A long table was set up with chairs neatly arranged around the sides and important-looking folders and pens set out on the gleaming wooden surface. Noreen and Raj had arrived just as Libby was taking off her coat. Neither of them spoke to Libby as they brushed past. They stood awkwardly, uncomfortable, avoiding everyone’s eyes.

      Barry and Jenny sat at the table with Oliver, water bottles and glasses in front of them all. The Major sat at the head of the table, looking several years older than last time Libby had seen him, while Dawn bustled about organising coffee and biscuits.

      ‘I’ve told Lionel everything,’ she muttered in Libby’s ear. ‘He’s in a bit of a state. He had no idea that man was my father. I won’t repeat what he said.’

      Libby sank into a sofa a little distance from the table and Max joined her.

      The Major rapped on the table and the meeting’s attendees took a seat. ‘I see we’re all here except my daughters,’ he said, gruffly, ‘and Giorgio. I can’t imagine why they’re late. We’ll give them five more minutes.’

      At that moment they arrived, Mindy flushed, Giorgio examining his nails, Tilly apologetic. ‘Sorry, Dad, we were held up. Traffic on the motorway, you know.’

      As the three of them took their places at the table, Libby inhaled deeply, straightened her shoulders and said, ‘Before you begin the meeting, Major, I would like to take the opportunity to say something.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘Something that may affect your decisions today.’

      She moved her gaze from one face to the other, noticing who met her eyes and who stared resolutely down at the table.

      ‘Most of us here today were in Wells when Colonel Horace Campbell was murdered. The only other person there was Mrs Janet Tucker, who, as you know, was later killed in a car crash.’

      No one spoke.

      Libby went on, ‘Max and I have been helping the police look into these two murders.’ She held up a hand to forestall Mindy who’d opened her mouth to speak. ‘Yes, I’m convinced the crash was murder – or, at the very least, an attempt to warn Mrs Tucker off. She was a keen amateur sleuth and she uncovered important information about Colonel Campbell during her caring role in his house. Unfortunately, she let slip some details that warned the killer that she was on their trail.’

      ‘What information?’ the Major interrupted. ‘Don’t play games with us, Mrs Ramshore. None of us knew the woman before she brought Horace to our party.’

      Libby nodded. ‘I can assure you this is no game. Someone sitting here today murdered both the Colonel and Mrs Tucker.’

      Two or three people gasped. Everyone watched Libby, transfixed.

      ‘Several of you had motives to kill the Colonel,’ she said, ‘and anyone in Wells that day had the opportunity. One of you gave heroin to him in food or drink – it was easy enough. We were there to enjoy ourselves and we swapped different flavours of fudge in the gardens. Heroin ingested that way takes a while to take effect. I imagine the Colonel stood up, ready to meet us all for drinks and dinner. But the heroin took effect, his heart stopped and he toppled into the water.’

      She waited as her audience frowned, shook their heads or nodded, thinking about the scenario she’d described. After a moment, she carried on talking.

      ‘I repeat, several of you had possible motives to kill the Colonel. Some were personal – very personal.’ She looked at Dawn. ‘I’m afraid I must talk about your relationship with him,’ she said.

      Dawn inclined her head. ‘Yes, I understand. And I have nothing to hide.’

      In a few words, Libby recounted Horace’s background and his treatment of the maid who bore his child. ‘That motive was enormous – the death by suicide of a woman mistreated by the Colonel.’

      Dawn cleared her throat. ‘That woman, Evelyn McLeod, was my mother. And the Colonel was my father. I didn’t know that until very recently, and nor did my husband.’ She walked over to stand beside the Major, who took her hand.

      Libby didn’t wait for the others to voice their astonishment. They would have time for that later and she had plenty to say. ‘It was because of Mrs Tucker that we uncovered that story.’

      No one answered.

      ‘But you, Dawn, didn’t know the full story of your mother’s death, that day in Wells. You thought the Colonel was simply an old friend. We have to consider other reasons why someone wanted the Colonel dead.’ She examined the upturned faces, each one showing shock, bewilderment, fascination. Some avoided Libby’s gaze, but none displayed guilt. ‘Noreen,’ she said. Noreen gasped, but Libby went on, ‘You were born in Northern Ireland. The Good Friday agreement of 1998 put an end to the Troubles that had lasted for many years between Catholics and Protestants, between the desire for a United Ireland on one side and the wish to remain part of the UK on the other, but emotions still run high, especially on the subject of British military involvement.’

      Noreen was visibly on the verge of tears. ‘But my parents moved here when I was a baby.’

      ‘That’s true. They did. In any case, one of the members of the Exham History Society researched every part of the Colonel’s career and he never spent time in Northern Ireland. The police and I have discounted that as a motive.’

      Noreen briefly closed her eyes, her shoulders slumped in relief, as Libby moved on.

      ‘Someone here has been working in the background during this entire investigation, feeding in information so carefully and cleverly that none of us noticed. Every piece of intelligence was designed to point away from the killer and towards a possible motive for another member of this group. You’ve nearly all been targeted, one by one.

      ‘You are all here now, because of the Special to Somerset project. The Colonel’s money has been described as essential. We know he was a wealthy man, unlike you, Major Chalfont-Smythe.’

      ‘I say!’ The Major turned brick-red.

      ‘I’m talking about catching a murderer, Major. There’s no time for tact or finer feelings. The killer has struck twice – might they do so again?’

      The Major subsided, huffing angrily.

      Libby said, ‘I thought you had no reason to kill the Colonel because you needed him alive to back your business. But had the Colonel told you he was leaving money to Tilly? At his funeral, you tried to persuade her to use her legacy for Special to Somerset. But she is less keen, is that not true?’

      ‘I’m sure we’ll come to an arrangement,’ blustered the Major. ‘And if you think I murdered Horace, you’re wide of the mark, Mrs Ramshore. Very wide indeed.’

      Libby paused. ‘You’re not the only one here with financial problems. Max has investigated your separate businesses and in the main found nothing amiss.’ Max nodded agreement. ‘But there are one or two discrepancies.’ She looked at Raj. ‘You, Raj, have been tricked into smuggling drugs.’

      He half-rose from his seat, but Libby held up her hand.

      ‘Tricked being the important word. Someone took advantage of your good nature and persuaded you to import fabrics as a favour, which resulted in you inadvertently smuggling drugs.’

      ‘But I didn’t know.’ Raj was close to tears. ‘I’ve already told you, and I’ve been to the police.’

      Someone in the room drew a quick breath.

      ‘That’s true,’ Libby agreed. ‘You’ve been another of the killer’s victims.’

      ‘But who’s doing it all?’ Dawn’s voice rose to a shriek.

      Libby said, ‘Someone who’s quiet, kind and gentle. Someone we all like. The last person we would expect.’

      She took a moment to take in the expressions on her listeners’ faces: Jenny’s bewilderment, the Major’s anger, Dawn’s mixture of happiness and, perhaps, a slowly rising fear.

      Libby turned to her daughter. ‘You, Tilly, the sensible teacher, overshadowed by your beautiful sister, jealous of Mindy’s looks, boyfriend, fame, you have kept under the radar throughout, feeding in information, watching and plotting to get your hands on the Colonel’s money, ensuring you had an alibi in place. You were not even there, were you, the day he died? You were safe at your school, still playing the part of the caring teacher and loving daughter, but you had planned the murder – oh so carefully. You made fudge with a strong taste, ginger I would suggest, to mask any taste from the heroin, and you arranged for it to reach the Colonel.’

      Tilly leapt to her feet, her chair crashing to the floor. ‘How dare you.’ She looked at the Major. ‘You don’t believe this nonsense, do you, Dad? How could I have given poisoned fudge to the Colonel? I wasn’t there.’

      ‘Yes, you had an unbreakable alibi,’ Libby repeated. Tilly opened her mouth to speak, but Libby forestalled her. ‘But you also had an accomplice.’

      Tilly’s eyes flashed. ‘What nonsense,’ she snapped. ‘You’re making this all up.’

      Libby interrupted, her eyes on Mindy. ‘I’m sorry to tell you, Mindy, that your faithful boyfriend, Giorgio, has, all the time, been cheating on you. With your sister, Tilly. And he was her accomplice – the Clyde to her Bonnie. She had given him the vital piece of fudge, ready to share with the Colonel in plain sight as people gathered at the Bishop’s Palace garden, swapping pieces of fudge.’

      Tilly crossed the room to Giorgio. She took his arm, ‘Come on, Giorgio. We don’t need to listen to any more of this.’

      Before she reached the door, Libby raised her voice. ‘You haven’t even denied that you were having an affair with your sister’s boyfriend. You planned the Colonel’s murder to get your hands on his money, knowing he had left you a large chunk of his wealth. You visited him at his home, several times, after his reunion with your father, to persuade him of your affection and keep him on board. The Colonel, a lonely old man, was thrilled to have the attentions of a lovely young woman, especially one he could remember as a charming child from his distant past.

      ‘The police thought Mrs Tucker was after the Colonel’s money, but it was you. You needed his legacy to widen your criminal interests. You are deeply embedded with drug dealers. You are intelligent, and your brain has kept you safe from suspicion, hiding your envy and greed even from your closest family.

      ‘You have built an empire of evil, taking every chance to pull people into your clutches. It was you who made sure your sister’s embarrassing films appeared on the internet, and you, helped by your lover, Giorgio, who encouraged her to persuade Raj to import bales of doctored fabrics, leading to the quarrel between Mindy and Raj that Jenny witnessed.

      ‘It was you who told Jenny that Noreen was a Catholic from Northern Ireland, with a possible grudge against the Colonel, laying down alternate motives in preparation for your carefully planned murder. You and Giorgio even tried to provide drugs to my own daughter, although you took care to pretend you never used them.

      ‘You made a mistake, though. When you visited the Colonel, Mrs Tucker met you at his home. You barely noticed her – she was just a middle-aged woman to you, a carer for the old man. But she remembered you. In the garden of the Bishop’s Palace, she told Mindy how pleased the Major had been to see you again. She said, “The Colonel told me how much he’s been enjoying getting to know your sister, Tilly, properly after so many years, Mindy.” But the party at Priory Manor was supposed to be the first time you’d met him since you were little, and you spent very little time talking to him in the middle of a busy cocktail party. I believe he meant he’d been getting to know you through your visits to his bungalow.’

      Tilly stood beside the door, holding Giorgio’s hand, her face stony. ‘There’s no proof of any of this. It’s all in your imagination.’

      ‘Yes,’ Giorgio added, with a smirk. ‘There’s nothing to link us to these murders. You are making it all up, Mrs Ramshore, because you have failed to find the killer.’

      Max spoke up. ‘There, Giorgio, I’m afraid you’re wrong. You see, your car bears the scars of your bad driving. How many times have you taken it to be repainted after you’ve crashed into other cars? I did some research and found the garage you use. They gave me, and the police, a list of the times your car has been repaired. It went in for a respray just after the cocktail party, when you ran into my car and then, again, the day after the death of Mrs Tucker. The police are looking into the damage they repaired and matching it to injuries on Mrs Tucker’s body.’

      Giorgio’s face drained of colour. He turned to Tilly. ‘I told you we should steal a car to follow that woman.’

      Tilly shrieked at him. ‘Shut up you fool…’ but it was too late.

      ‘Thank you,’ Libby said quietly.

      Tilly, brick red now and furious, grabbed Giorgio by the front of his expensive cashmere sweater. ‘You stupid idiot,’ she hissed at him, her voice full of the venom Libby had heard at the Carnival, when Tilly had slipped through the crowd and threatened her. ‘They had no proof until you opened your big mouth.’

      The door opened. DS Gemma Humberstone appeared accompanied by a uniformed police office. ‘Matilda Chalfont-Smythe,’ she said. ‘I’m arresting you…’

      Tilly’s head swung round, her eyes probing for a way of escape, but there was none. The uniformed officer took Giorgio’s arm, and the pair were escorted from the room.
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      On her birthday, Libby woke to find Max bearing a tray with tea, croissants, jam and a vase bearing a tiny flower. ‘Happy birthday.’

      Libby rolled over and groaned. ‘What time is it?’

      ‘Time for you to sit up and open presents.’

      Libby struggled up. ‘And you need to be prepared,’ Max went on, ‘for it’s your sixtieth birthday and I have a special bottle of champagne waiting for this evening.’

      ‘That’s very nice,’ Libby said, yawning as she slid her feet out of bed, ‘just so long as there are no surprises. A quiet meal and an evening in with my feet up. That’s all I want right now. Okay?’

      But Max had left the bedroom.

      Libby put her feet back in bed and enjoyed her breakfast.

      Max returned, accompanied by Bear and Shipley, his arms full of brightly wrapped gifts that he tumbled on to the bed. ‘Enjoy yourself. The socks are from me, of course.’

      As the day wore on, the phone barely stopped ringing. Her children called, she spoke to her grandson and listened to him singing ‘Happy Birthday’, she heard from Mandy and Angela and most of the Exham History Society members.

      She walked the dogs, enjoying the cool of the early autumn air, and ate a ploughman’s with Max in their favourite pub.

      She tried to hide from herself a growing feeling of anticlimax, but by tea time she had to confess she was itching for some excitement.

      ‘Right,’ Max said, finding her in the living room aimlessly watching TV, ‘it’s time to get ready. We never saw that play in Yeovil, so let’s try again. I have tickets.’ He waved them in the air. ‘I promise to drive carefully all the way.’

      Libby summoned some enthusiasm and spent longer than usual choosing earrings and trying to persuade her hair to behave. Finally, she slipped into one of the three dresses she’d bought for her wedding but rejected before the big day. She looked, she hoped, pretty good for her age.

      As she slid her feet into a pair of shoes, rather less pointy than those she’d worn on the day of the Major’s party, Max poked his head around the door. ‘Time for a glass of that champagne I promised, before we go.’

      Libby followed him downstairs, avoiding Fuzzy who still loved to cross in front of her mistress. She hadn’t tripped Libby yet, but never gave up hope.

      Libby pushed open the door of the living room.

      ‘Surprise!’ The room was full. They were all there – everyone who’d called that day, all her friends and neighbours, Gemma Humberstone – all laughing and cheering.

      Libby’s chest felt tight and tears blurred her vision. She hadn’t wanted this. She’d always maintained she’d hate a surprise party. But now she couldn’t think of anything better. She couldn’t speak. She was fixed to the spot, her feet refusing to move.

      ‘Happy birthday,’ her wonderful friends chorused.

      Max offered her a full glass and she took a sip of champagne, her hand shaking.

      She gave the glass back, her body returned to her control, and suddenly she was hugging and kissing everyone, laughing, crying and generally behaving just as she had always vowed she never would.
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      Later, when eighties music was playing in the next room and Ali had grabbed her brother, Robert, to dance, Libby settled on the settee.

      ‘Do you forgive me?’ Max asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ she said. ‘And it’s great to have everyone here, because there are some loose ends I want to clear up.’

      Max crowed with laughter. ‘Thirty minutes. Pay up, everyone.’

      Gladys from the flower shop was the first to hand over a twenty-pound note, but she was followed by a stream of others.

      ‘We had a bet on how long it would be before you insisted on talking shop,’ Angela said, ‘and I won. Max only gave you five minutes.’
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      Gemma nipped out of the room and returned clutching a huge bouquet. ‘These are a thank you for giving my career such a wonderful boost.’ She handed them to Libby and went on, ‘Talking of loose ends, DCI Waterloo called me in to his office yesterday and said the Chief Constable had been impressed by my work on the, er…’ she stumbled, clearly remembering not to gossip about police business, ‘by the information you sent my way, that it had gone to the Organised Crime Unit and they are delighted.’ Gemma chuckled and said, with a grin at DC Green, who was by her side, gazing at her in admiration, ‘I did tell him you did the work, Libby, but the DCI didn’t listen.’ She raised her glass. ‘And he told me he’s being moved on to the Met. He says it’s a promotion and that’s where the real policing happens.’

      DC Green said, ‘He’s being promoted because of your work, Mrs Ramshore. It’s not fair.’

      ‘He’s very welcome,’ Libby said, ‘if it means he goes far, far away. It’s just a shame he won’t be taking Ian Smith with him.’

      Gemma and her friend looked at each other and laughed. ‘Actually,’ Gemma said quietly to Libby, under cover of the general conversation, ‘someone’s complained about Ian Smith’s behaviour and he’s under investigation. We asked a new PC to help follow up the mountains of information provided after our appeal about Shipwreck House. It’s been amazing. There are dozens of babies, all getting on in years, still looking for their birth parents, and hoping to find them through Shipwreck House. We’re passing plenty of enquiries on, from all over the country.’

      She took a breath, ‘This young PC made the mistake of asking Ian Smith for help with the task, and he took her to a local pub to discuss it. She came to me, saying his hands were all over her, and so I followed procedure. I’ve never been so pleased to write a report in my life. I think he’ll be out of our hair for a while. But that’s strictly confidential, of course. And, by the way, Tilly Chalfont-Smythe has shown her true colours, and she’s busily trying to pretend it was Giorgio who tricked her into her crimes. She insists he was driving the car that killed Mrs Tucker, while he says she was at the wheel.

      ‘She’s a really nasty piece of work. She said the Colonel was a “sad old has-been”. She said he “maundered on” – her words – about losing a child, and how if he’d behaved better he wouldn’t be a lonely old man, and that he wished Tilly was his own granddaughter.’

      Libby said, ‘Which she is. Isn’t that ironic? But I’m afraid he really doesn’t deserve our sympathy. Dawn and the Major are the ones I feel for.’

      Max handed her a piece of birthday cake, a gift from the staff at the café. ‘That’s enough about the whole sorry story,’ he said. ‘We’re here to celebrate your birthday, and the successful end to another murder investigation.’ He held up his glass. ‘To Libby.’

      ‘You know,’ she said, ‘it was Max who tricked Giorgio into confessing that they used the Ferrari to kill Mrs Tucker.’

      Gemma agreed. ‘Until then, all we had was circumstantial evidence. We had no proof.’

      Libby laughed. ‘It’s a good thing Giorgio is so dim. And it was Giorgio who pushed a threatening note under our door, complete with a spelling mistake. For a moment, I thought Dawn might have written it.’

      Gemma shuddered. ‘Do you think that was Tilly’s idea – to suggest her own dyslexic mother might be the killer? How wicked can you get?’

      Max said, ‘I wonder whether it was Giorgio or Tilly who crept up behind Libby at the Carnival, whispering threats in her ear.’

      Gemma shook her head. ‘We don’t know that for certain, yet. They’re each denying it.’

      Libby said, ‘I’m sure it was Tilly herself. Imagine how she must have enjoyed it!’

      Angela came over and kissed Libby’s cheek. ‘Now, if we can stop talking shop for a moment, and in case you’re not enjoying your birthday enough, there’s one more thing.’

      ‘Really? What can possibly be better?’

      ‘Wait and see.’ Angela threw the door wide open.

      ‘Mandy?’ Libby shrieked, leaping to her feet. ‘No, I don’t believe it.’

      ‘You’d better, Mrs F.’ For there was her protégée, Mandy, herself, dressed as always in black, her chains and pendants rattling, still a Goth despite her time in London. ‘And I’m here for good,’ she said.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Steve, Mandy’s partner, a saxophonist whose work in London had taken the couple away, stood behind her, grinning happily. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘I’ve been offered a permanent job playing on cruise ships, which means I’ll be away for six months at a time. I can’t trust Mandy on her own in London – who knows what she’ll get up to.’

      Mandy interrupted, her cheeks pink with excitement under her white powder. ‘So I’m coming back to Exham-on-Sea for good. I can’t bear to live all alone in London, but I’ll be fine here and I heard there was a post available in the Crusts and Crumbs, so I applied.’

      Angela said, ‘Mandy was the only applicant with a proper qualification, thanks to her apprenticeship with you. Which is just as well, as it stops anyone complaining I gave her the job because she’s my niece.’

      Libby, laughing, thought her heart would burst. ‘Where are you going to live?’ she asked.

      It was Max who answered. ‘Where do you think?’ he said. ‘Your cottage is standing there all empty and forlorn. It won’t take long to fix it up ready for Mandy – if you’re willing to let her have it.’

      Libby frowned. ‘How long have you all been cooking this up?’

      ‘We thought you’d like a surprise on your birthday.’
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      After everyone had left, Libby and Max put their feet up. ‘Leave everything,’ Max said. ‘Ali’s coming back in the morning to help clear up. She swapped her shifts around at the hospital so she has two days off.’

      ‘What an evening,’ Libby said. ‘I can hardly believe it. I was dreading this birthday but today was wonderful and I don’t feel a day older, so long as no one says the word sixty to me. Ever.’

      Max said, ‘Joe just texted to say that he and Claire arrived home safely. They seemed happier this evening, I thought.’

      ‘If catching them in the kitchen snogging like teenagers is any guide, I would say things are fine with them. Whatever you said when you visited, they seem to have come to an agreement.’

      She paused, and said, ‘It’s tragic for Dawn and the Major. They’re rattling about in that big house, with Tilly in custody and Mindy drooping around the place feeling lonely and miserable and scared in case she ends up in jail. Ali told me Mindy doesn’t think she deserves any punishment at all, and she blames Tilly for the mess she’s in.’

      Max said, ‘Tilly is a truly nasty piece of work. That caring, sympathetic girl-next-door act was carefully curated to hide her greed. I have a feeling the Colonel’s attitude to Evelyn – using her and tossing her aside when he was done with her – has skipped a generation and Tilly takes straight after her grandfather. She’s only out for herself and well in with a criminal gang. I wonder whether the police will catch them all.’

      Libby was nodding. ‘Giorgio must be sorry he ever met her.’

      ‘He seems not to have a brain in his head, and he deserves everything he’ll get,’ was Max’s verdict.

      ‘Gemma said the Organised Crime Unit are confident they can pick Tilly’s contacts up.’

      ‘On a brighter note,’ Max said, ‘I gather that the Harris fellow, Dawn’s adoptive nephew, has been in touch with her.’

      ‘Maybe with help, Dawn and the Major will find a way through this. Dawn will probably come into some of the Colonel’s money, so perhaps Special to Somerset might happen after all. At least she’s getting to know Finbar, her mother’s only friend, although nothing will make up for Tilly’s wickedness and Mindy’s foolishness. I remember, when we were at the cocktail party, there was talk of Priory Manor being an unlucky house. I wonder whether the Major and Dawn will want to leave it, or whether they’ll try to turn things around. I have a feeling Dawn might be resilient enough for that. I do hope so.’

      ‘I wonder what will happen to that fabulous car, when the police have finished with it?’ Max mused.

      Libby patted his arm. ‘Your Range Rover is much better suited to Somerset.’

      ‘It is – but a man can dream. And I did earn a ridiculous amount of money helping that bank last year…’ He raised his eyebrows at Libby. ‘Would you mind very much?’

      Libby laughed. ‘Of course not. We can always sell off my Jeep. So long as you don’t mind Bear and Shipley riding in the Ferrari.’

      Max shuffled his feet. ‘Talking of dogs, I wanted to show you this.’

      He produced a photograph from his back pocket and handed it to Libby.

      ‘That’s one of Jenny’s cockapoo puppies,’ she said. ‘So cute…’

      ‘She’s yours if you want her. I didn’t want to surprise you with her, in case you really didn’t want another dog, but we can collect her tomorrow if you like?’

      Libby started to laugh. ‘How can I resist that dear little face?’ She heaved an enormous sigh. ‘Now, my only worry is that I feel sorry for Annabel. I’ll have to be nice to her in future. Angela told me she didn’t even apply for the job because she has enough on her plate with a new romance and her son. Apparently, she met someone called Brian online and her son’s not too keen on him. I completely misunderstood her, you know – although, I still think she fancies you.’

      Max laughed. ‘Just so long as you do too. And even though you’re getting very old, I promise I will always choose you, my darling Libby.’
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