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 A Death in the Village 
 
    I was surprised to find my fingers nervous when I pressed the dial button to call him. Alistair and I parted on friendly terms but since I left the ship, we had only spoken once. Captain Alistair Huntley was the kind of middle-aged man, a middle-aged woman might dream about: successful, handsome, respected, gentle and kind, but also capable and brave. I met him on a three-month around the world cruise, resisted for a while, but then fell gratefully into his arms. 
 
    Occasionally, I still questioned my sanity since it was I who chose to end the relationship, leaving him and the ship behind to discover myself. There were things I needed to deal with; my divorce for one. Staying on the ship to perpetually sail into the sunset each night with a man who claimed to love me had its merits. Alistair was quite old enough to know what he was saying when he proclaimed his love; it was not the hormone-driven claim of a twenty-year-old. Even considering the bliss that a life with him might bring, I knew I would always wonder who I could have been if I chose to stand by myself. So that was what I did. Technically still married, I left the ship to get my life in order and, if I wanted to, come back to him. He promised to be waiting. 
 
    Now, having not spoken to him since the day I left the ship, I wondered how true that might still be. The phone rang once, twice, and then his voice was in my ear again, his baritone purr zipping straight through me like a lightning bolt to my heart.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Patricia. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?’ He sounded truly pleased that I called, which made me feel worse because I wasn’t really calling to talk to him. We hadn’t seen each other in weeks, yet oddly, having agreed to go on a date with another man, I now felt like a cheat. Alistair’s rival was another handsome man in a position of power and respect. David Sebastian, the Lord Mayor of Kent, had tricked me into a date after I kidnapped him and tied him up. 
 
    ‘Hello, Alistair. I’m just checking in, I guess.’ A few days ago, one of the people I put behind bars during my trip around the world, escaped his prison cell in St Kitts. He blamed me for his incarceration, and the chance that he might come after me seemed high, so I was calling Alistair for an update. ‘Is there any word on Mr Schooner?’ 
 
    I heard Alistair draw in a breath of air, something he always did when he considered how to answer a question. After a second, he said, ‘Nothing yet. Purple Star Cruise Lines do not plan to tackle the issue themselves. They feel the likelihood of him targeting their employees or property is low and therefore have chosen to the leave the authorities to handle it.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘You knew him better than most, do you think he will come after me?’ 
 
    ‘It would seem I didn’t know him at all, Patricia. Until you uncovered his crimes, I would have testified that he was honest and virtuous. I’m afraid I cannot predict what he might do.’ 
 
    Alistair was probably right in that Robert Schooner’s actions could not be predicted. However, hearing him say it did little to calm my anxiety. ‘Where are you now?’ I asked, switching subjects so the call wasn’t just about me. 
 
    ‘On the bridge. Oddly, since you left the ship, we have been relatively incident free though I must question if that is because we are simply not uncovering the criminal occurrences. It has meant the number of times I must leave the bridge in a rush to deal with a body have dropped significantly’ 
 
    A wry grin crept across my face – I was something of a trouble magnet. ‘Actually, I meant where are you geographically?’ 
 
    He chuckled at his misunderstanding. ‘Just leaving New York. We will stop in Canada next and then to Iceland, arriving in six days for a three-day stopover. Is your new business flourishing?’ 
 
    I wondered for a moment if he had taken the time to look me up and found my new business but then remembered telling him about it when we last spoke. Just as I started to answer, my phone beeped with an incoming call. A quick glance at the screen showed me a number which meant it was from someone I didn’t know and therefore could very well be a customer. ‘Alistair can you hold for just one moment, please? I have a client on the other line.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    I was already thumbing the button to answer the incoming call before it rang off. ‘Good morning, Patricia Fisher Investigation Bureau. How can I help you, please?’ 
 
    I got a sob from the other end, then a torrent of words as the caller blurted, ‘Patricia, you don’t know me though you would probably recognise me if we met. My name is Vernon Curry. I need your help.’ 
 
    Quickly, I snatched up a pen and clicked the end to extend the nib, scribbling Vernon Curry on a fresh page in my notebook. ‘Slow down, please, Vernon. It’s all going to be alright.’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t,’ he wailed. ‘Someone killed my Vera. She’s dead!’ There were more sobs while I cursed my poor choice of words.  
 
    Pushing on, I said, ‘Tell me what happened, Vernon. Tell me what I can do.’ 
 
    The answer didn’t come straight away; I could hear conversation in the background, Vernon talking with someone else. When someone spoke to me again, it was a new voice; one I recognised. ‘Hello, Patricia,’ Detective Sergeant Mike Atwell said with a sorrowful sigh. ‘I’m afraid Mr Curry is currently not allowed to make this phone call. I need to process him first.’ 
 
    ‘But I didn’t do it!’ protested Mr Curry in the background, shouting to make himself heard.  
 
    I asked, ‘What is going on, Mike?’ 
 
    He huffed a little before replying, ‘Okay. Officially, I am not allowed to tell you this so don’t go blabbing it about, please.’ I felt his request for discretion on my part was unnecessary, but I kept quiet as he continued to talk. ‘Mr Curry is the likely suspect in the murder of his wife. He called us, but his prints are all over the weapon, her blood is all over him and I have probable cause. I’m about to transport him to the station. To do anything else would get me fired, and quite rightly so.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think he did it?’  
 
    ‘All the evidence points that way.’ 
 
    ‘That is not an answer, Mike,’ I replied, calling him on his policeman’s noncommittal response. 
 
    ‘It’s the one I have for you right now.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Curry said that he wants to hire me, Mike. Would you be a sweetie and confirm that for me, please.’ 
 
    He was silent for a moment, probably mulling over my request and wondering if it would get him into trouble. ‘It looks like an open and shut case, Patricia,’ he replied, trying to put me off. 
 
    I was not about to be dissuaded from taking on a murder enquiry though, ‘Those are my favourite kind, Mike,’ I said sweetly.  
 
    With a grumble, he spoke to Vernon Curry, his phone picking up what both men said. ‘Mr Curry, do you wish to engage the services of Patricia Fisher to investigate your wife’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Vernon sobbed. 
 
    ‘You do understand that if you did it, Mrs Fisher will still charge you for the time she spends investigating, yes?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do it!’ he raged through his tears.  
 
    I wasn’t waiting for Mike’s reply, I was already stuffing things into my handbag and walking through my house to the garage in the east wing. When I heard Mike put the phone back to his ear, I said, ‘Can you tell me where the murder took place, Mike? I assume you are still there.’ 
 
    Wearily, he gave me the address, a house in the village just a mile away. I changed direction, heading to the pantry to collect my miniature dachshund, Anna, for a walk instead. Since it was that close, it would be as well to walk there; parking would be terrible near the house with cop cars and crime scene guys all in attendance.  
 
    Before I ended the call, I said, ‘Mike, please inform Mr Curry that I will be taking his case and will meet him at Maidstone station.’ I might get to the house before they took him away, but they would not let me speak to him until he had been processed, fingerprinted, and all the things that went with being a murder suspect.  
 
    With the call ended, I pressed the red button and slipped the phone into my bag. Then realised my error and pulled it out again. ‘Sorry, Alistair. So, so, sorry. I just got a call from a man accused of murder who claims he didn’t do it and …’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay, Patricia. I remember what it was like being sucked along in the whirlwind that follows you.’ I pulled a face – whirlwind? ‘I will keep my ear to the ground about Robert Schooner. If I hear anything, I will call you. Patricia,’ his voice softened. ‘If you ever need a vacation. Short or long …’ 
 
    I knew what he was asking. I knew I could get on a plane and be at the boat in less than a day and in his arms moments later. All I said was, ‘I know.’ We said goodbye and I shook my head to rid myself of negative emotions. A single tear formed in my left eye before I banished all those making a queue behind it. I had to get to the victim’s house. 
 
    Coming into the kitchen I called, ‘Anna! Come along, Anna. Walkies!’ 
 
    My voice reached her just as I was coming into the kitchen, my small dog abandoning her litter of almost-weaned puppies gleefully. She leapt the barrier at the door of the pantry, leaving four tiny puppy faces looking over it with annoyed expressions. When she skidded to a stop by my feet, I scooped her up and fussed under her chin. ‘We’ve got a murder enquiry to investigate, yes we do,’ I cooed to her as she snuggled into me. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher,’ called Mrs Pamela Ellis, the cook. She was a wide-hipped woman in her late fifties who had worked in the kitchen since before she left school. Having a cook to make my meals and meals for all the other persons in the house had taken a little getting used to. She didn’t slap my hand away if I tried to make myself a sandwich, but I always got a frown when I did.  
 
    ‘Hello, Pamela.’ 
 
    ‘More murder and mayhem this morning then?’ she asked, hefting a box containing a selection of fresh vegetables onto the counter by the centrally located sink.  
 
    ‘Do you know Vera Curry?’ I asked.  
 
    Mrs Ellis dropped the box of vegetables before she could put it down, her hands flying to her face. ‘Is she dead?’ she gasped.  
 
    Feeling like I shouldn’t have revealed the victim’s name now, but accepting I couldn’t take it back, I said, ‘Yes. I’m sorry. Was she a friend of yours?’ Vera lived in the village, but she wasn’t someone I knew even though Mr Curry, now my client, felt I would know him by sight. 
 
    ‘More like a rival,’ Mrs Ellis replied, grabbing for a nearby stool on wobbly legs. 
 
    Jermaine, my butler, came into the kitchen. He needed less than a second to take in the scene. ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ 
 
    I swung my head and eyes around. ‘Could you make Pamela a cup of sweet tea, please?’ I asked. Then turning my attention back to my cook, as Jermaine swiftly and wordlessly obeyed my request, I asked, ‘What do you mean, a rival?’ 
 
    Mrs Ellis looked very pale, the usual redness in her cheeks disappearing as she came over faint. Now she was leaning on the kitchen table and fanning herself with one hand. ‘Ooh, goodness, Mrs Fisher, you should learn to warn a person before you shock them.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Pam. Sorry about that.’ Jermaine arrived with a cup of tea, brewed swiftly because we have one of the those taps that dispenses boiling water and because Jermaine understood the need for swiftness, so had skipped the usual ceremony of preparing a tray. Sliding it into her hand, I asked my question again, ‘What did you mean when you said she is your rival, Pam?’ 
 
    She blew out a breath as she tried to get her head to stop spinning. ‘Only that we are both cooks. She wins the village fete baking competition every year. I don’t remember the last time she didn’t win it. Of course, it’s a bit of a cheat to let her enter; she’s not really a villager, she only moved here fifteen years ago.’ 
 
    ‘How long must a person be here to be considered a villager?’ asked Jermaine. 
 
    ‘Ooh, you can’t just become a villager by hanging around for a few decades. If you’re not born here, then you’re not a villager. Anyway, they let her win the village fete baking competition every year even though she shouldn’t be allowed to qualify.’ 
 
    ‘That’s soon isn’t it? The village fete, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Ellis. ‘It’s the weekend after this ‘un. I shall have to dust off the cake tins, I suppose. Vera won’t be entering, God rest her soul, but it does mean someone else might get a look in. Of course, I think the judges were more than a bit biased.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    Mrs Ellis gave me a serious look. ‘She bribed them. The judges that is. She sent them free cakes right throughout the year. That’s what I heard anyway. Seems like a shoddy way to win, but perhaps she thought the title was important for her local business.’ Mrs Ellis stopped what she was doing for a moment. ‘How did she die?’ 
 
    I felt my expression hardening as I said, ‘That’s what I am going to find out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Murder by Palette Knife 
 
    Jermaine accompanied me for the walk into the village, Anna leading the way with her nose to the ground. Out in the countryside, rodents, rabbits, and other creatures abounded though her nemesis of choice was the squirrel mafia. Ever alert, she would pause frequently to focus on a noise from above and launch into a pointless and unnecessary barking fit whenever she spied a bushy tail flitting between the partially denuded branches.  
 
    The pavement bordering the road and indeed the dirt-path shortcut through the woods were covered in a layer of brown, golden, and yellow leaves. It was a beautiful time of year though my sensibilities prevented me from commenting because I was on my way to visit a murder scene.  
 
    The house, it transpired, was two down from my friend Melissa’s. Her son, Samuel, was in his front garden watching proceedings as the police and crime scene people went back and forth. I waved to him and called, ‘Hello, Sam,’ as Jermaine opened the garden gate to the Currys’ house and held it for me.  
 
    I got a friendly wave in return but then Mike was coming out of the front door reacting to a message I sent two minutes ago. 
 
    ‘Is Mr Curry still here?’ I asked as I scooped Anna into my arms – she would not be welcome on the floor inside the house of a recent murder. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘He was transported to the station right after we spoke on the phone. You should come inside.’ He beckoned and led us into the house, Jermaine and I both scanning around to take in all there was to see.  
 
    The house was a semi-detached, the building divided neatly in two along the centre axis to form two properties which mirrored each other. Like many in the village, it was erected in the thirties right before the outbreak of the Second World War. They were solidly built houses, thick walls and tough roofs unlike the modern places popping up all over the country. The front door led into a small entrance lobby where one could remove shoes and coats. A uniformed officer placed there to manage the flow of people in and out, handed us plastic overshoes to slip on so we would minimise contamination of the crime scene.  
 
    Passing through the house, several officers, both plain-clothed and uniformed, were going through the Currys’ life and possessions wearing protective gloves. At the rear of the house was a large extension which served as Mrs Curry’s kitchen.  
 
    Entering it, I said, ‘This is quite the set up,’ marvelling that it was bigger than the kitchen for my seventy-three-bedroom home. It seemed like overkill for a hobby chef winning prizes for her baking. In fact, it was more like the kitchen one sees on a television show when the cameras supposedly visit the house of a chef to film. I always believed they were studios made up to look like someone’s house but now I had to wonder.  
 
    I didn’t wonder for long though because as I came around a counter, I saw Mrs Curry. I recognised her, she came to church each week, but I don’t believe we had ever spoken. The poor woman was flat on the floor in a pool of her own blood. Bloody handprints were all around her, Mr Curry’s I guessed, and a palette knife, the short kind one would use to smooth icing, was discarded a few feet away.  
 
    Anna’s little nose was sniffing away like crazy, her desire to explore the body on the floor causing her to quiver with excitement. I held her tight and did my best to shush her.  
 
    The palette knife had a little pop up sign next to it, a label essentially on which the date and other details were recorded for the chain of evidence. It was crusted with dry blood, but it was a startlingly odd choice for a murder weapon. The ends were rounded so that it had no tip and the blade, if one could even call it that, was thin and flimsy, designed to bend as the user applied pressure. The killer must have attacked with some force and that suggested a highly impassioned motivation.  
 
    A flash popped as a crime scene guy wearing a full forensic suit took another picture of the body. It prompted me to start asking questions. ‘What can you tell me, Mike?’ 
 
    Like me, he was staring down at Mrs Curry’s lifeless body and continued to do so as he spoke. ‘Mrs Curry, sixty-three, was killed somewhere around five this morning. A more exact time will be possible following the autopsy. The icing knife …’ 
 
    ‘Palette knife,’ one of the crime scene guys corrected him, standing up. ‘It’s called a palette knife.’ He pulled his paper mask down a bit to show his smile as he waved to me. ‘Hello, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Simon,’ I replied, seeing that he was someone I knew. On the floor, kneeling over the body to take a swab of something was Steven, who also gave me a wave.  
 
    Mike continued. ‘Okay, the palette knife you can see is the likely murder weapon. Again, we will not be certain until the autopsy is completed but I am ninety-nine percent certain already. Mr Curry claimed he found his wife in her current position at roughly quarter past eight this morning when he came downstairs.’ 
 
    ‘Why the disparity in alarm time?’ I asked. ‘She was up hours before him.’ 
 
    Mike nodded at the question. ‘Mrs Curry sells her wares to a number of local shops, restaurants, and caterers. I’m surprised you didn’t know that; she has a whole section in the village post office.’ 
 
    Realisation dawned. ‘Oh, my goodness, so she does. Curry’s Cakes.’ With the prompt, I could picture the range of tasty pastries, cookies, and sponges. Many times, in the past, I had fallen foul of their tempting appeal and indulged my sweet tooth. Not so much in recent weeks since returning from my cruise with a trimmer figure I wished to keep. Now I would never have the chance to savour them again. ‘So, that was what she was doing up so early, baking today’s supply. What does Mr Curry do for a living?’ 
 
    ‘He sells insurance. There is a hefty policy on his wife, in fact. One which I believe he planned to cash in on.’  
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’  
 
    Mike turned away from the body, his right arm extended to his side to usher us from the room. The forensic team had work to do and we were in the way. Once back in the main part of the house, Mike said, ‘This is why I don’t think you should take the case. The neighbours reported hearing a row last night; lots of shouting and something smashing against a wall. We found a broken plate in the trash along with a brochure for a cruise. The brochure was torn in two. They had a fight about something but when I asked Mr Curry about it, he clammed up and it was shortly after that when I found him talking to you. His phone had been confiscated but he had another one stashed in a drawer. Serves me right for not cuffing him the moment I suspected his guilt.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know what the fight was about?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Are there any marks on Mrs Curry?’ I wondered if perhaps my client was violent.  
 
    ‘None visible, but …’ 
 
    ‘But you’ll need to wait for the autopsy to know for sure,’ I finished his sentence. ‘Okay, so you have a fight and an insurance policy. That’s not enough to convict, surely there must be more?’ 
 
    Mike frowned at me. ‘His prints on the murder weapon are enough to convict, Patricia. There is no sign of forced entry, no prints other than hers and his on anything. Put that with a fight last night and the Crown will not break a sweat getting a conviction. Like I said – it’s an open and shut case.’ I had to agree that the evidence, if viewed the way Mike presented it, made for a compelling case against my client. That made the challenge a little sweeter, I told myself, worrying already if that would prove to be true.  
 
    In my head, I was already creating a list of tasks and looking around the room for clues. We were in their living room, where above the hearth was a photograph of the couple. They were in their fifties, I estimated and standing either side of a proud looking boy on his graduation day. The facial resemblance between father and son assured me that was the relationship and that gave me at least one person to speak with.  
 
    As I continued to think, a voice interrupted me. I turned to find a young male officer standing in the doorway. ‘Excuse me,’ he repeated. ‘There’s a young man here who claims he is your assistant.’ I could see by the officer’s face that he was questioning if the person was telling the truth. I knew he wasn’t because I haven’t yet hired one, but just as I opened my mouth to say that, I closed it again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 New Assistant 
 
    ‘Sam?’  I called.  
 
    Sam Chalk’s head popped around the doorframe, a wide, cheesy smile splitting it in two. Sam Chalk was born thirty years ago with Down’s Syndrome and he is the loveliest man I have ever met. That’s saying something because I adore Jermaine. He is a little taller than me at five feet nine inches, wears glasses with a thick frame; they have to be strong because he keeps sitting on them, his mother told me, and generally has unkempt hair though I know Melissa combs it every day. Right now, as the cop lost interest and stepped out of his way, I saw that he had changed into a suit. Complete with tie and good shoes, Sam had even tidied his hair and added product to keep it in place.  
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher,’ he said, his goofy grin refusing to go away.  
 
    To Jermaine I said, ‘I guess I have an assistant.’ Then I beckoned for Sam to join us. ‘Sam you remember Detective Sergeant Atwell?’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Mike,’ Sam replied.  
 
    ‘No, Sam. We are working now. When we are working, we need to remain professional. Unless I say so, this is Detective Sergeant Atwell.’  
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher,’ Sam replied obediently. ‘Sorry, Detective Sergeant Atwell.’ 
 
    Mike said, ‘That’s okay, young man. I think that’s my fault anyway. When we met, I introduced myself as Mike.’ 
 
    ‘Sam!’ We all turned to see Mrs Chalk arguing with the police officers at the edge of the cordon. We could see her through the window.  
 
    Sam said, ‘It’s mum.’ A curious grin on his face.  
 
    The obvious conclusion was that mum didn’t know where her son had absconded to. The Downs Syndrome limited Sam’s cognitive ability, essentially preventing his reasoning and deductive skills from advancing beyond that of a young child. I thought he was brilliant fun, nevertheless.  
 
    I raised my hand in warning to everyone else before I shouted loud enough for Melissa to hear, ‘He’s in here, Mel.’ I was on my way out to her, but she looked anxious, so my call was to let her know she didn’t need to look elsewhere for him. I waved to her as I left the house, smiling so she knew she could relax as Sam followed me out. ‘Sorry, Mel. He came to find me.’ 
 
    A mother’s worry became a stern expression in the space of a heartbeat. ‘Sam, are you allowed to leave the house without first telling me where you are going?’ 
 
    ‘No, mum,’ he admitted, voice sounding like that of a child in trouble. ‘I’ve got a magnifying glass though!’ he added, gushing with excitement as he pulled it from his jacket.  
 
    Melissa let her shoulders slump and groaned. Facing me, her cheeks flushed. ‘Sorry, Patricia. He thinks he’s your assistant. He’s been going on about it for days now. I didn’t think he would actually follow you.’ 
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder as a gesture of reassurance. ‘It’s fine, Mel. I think he is really sweet. In fact,’ an idea had just popped into my head, ‘if it’s alright with you, I think I will employ him.’ 
 
    Melissa just stared at me. I think she was waiting for me to reveal the punchline. When none came, she asked, ‘Employ him how?’ 
 
    ‘As my assistant. I have Jermaine here who doubles up as butler and bodyguard, but I have lots of tasks that would just be distracting for him but might suit Sam perfectly and I often find myself alone; the company would be nice. He doesn’t have a job, does he?’ 
 
    ‘He’s never had a job,’ Melissa replied slowly, glancing around at everyone as if this were an elaborate practical joke.  
 
    I didn’t have it all worked out in my head yet, but I could see a number of times in the past week when innocent-looking Sam would have made the perfect undercover agent. No one would look at him and assume he was a spy, or that he was listening to their conversation. Was it okay to employ him specifically because of his uniqueness? I couldn’t work out what was politically correct and what was not these days, but I believed I could offer the man a paying job and I knew it would be a lifeline for his mum.  
 
    ‘I think it will have to start as part time hours,’ I told her, ‘and I need some time to think about how and where I want to employ him. However, unless you bar me from doing it, Sam now works for me.’ 
 
    Melissa’s jaw worked up and down a couple of times, then a tear formed in the corner of her eye and she flung herself at me. Wrapping her arms around me and hanging on tight, she sobbed into my shoulder, ‘You are too much, Patricia Fisher. How can I ever repay you?’ 
 
    Most of the cops in the garden and around the cordon were watching us and wondering what was going on, their assumption probably that the crying woman was overwhelmed with grief for the dead Mrs Curry inside the house.  
 
    ‘It’s alright, mum,’ said Sam. ‘I’ll help Mrs Fisher solve lots of crimes.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you will,’ Melissa replied after noisily blowing her nose.  
 
    My feet were twitching in my desire to get moving along. I would need to visit Mr Curry in Maidstone police station, but my first port of call would be the post office where a certain someone would undoubtedly be able to tell me all manner of things.  
 
    ‘Mike, I think I am done here for now. Your team need to do their work but thank you for letting me go inside. I appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘Consider it a professional courtesy. You just remember to call me when you need someone arrested.’  
 
    I smiled my agreement to do so and started toward the garden gate, Jermaine ensuring he got there first to open it. Back in the street and beyond the cordon, Melissa thanked me once again, patted Sam on his head and told him to be good.  
 
    ‘What are your thoughts, madam?’ asked Jermaine once we were out of earshot of the police and it was just me, him, and Sam.  
 
    Making sure I included Sam, I corralled my thoughts and laid them out. ‘It looks bad for Mr Curry. I believe he will claim that he found his wife and went to her aid. He pulled the palette knife from her chest which is why his fingerprints are on it and he then attempted to revive her which is why he is covered in her blood. His actions, viewed from that standpoint, sound perfectly natural. I must speak with the neighbours to get a first-hand report on the argument last night and I want to track down the son. Mike said there was no forced entry but who doesn’t hand out a key to a neighbour or to their only child? We have some work to do, not least of which is to quiz Mavis at the post office about who Vera Curry didn’t get on with. First, we need to do the one thing the police will not do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Sam. 
 
    ‘We need to assume that Mr Curry is innocent.’ 
 
    Jermaine nodded along with my line of reasoning. ‘Yes, if they assume he is guilty, they will still examine the evidence, but they will not dig into the weeds looking for an alternate suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Which is precisely why they won’t find the real killer,’ I added triumphantly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Post Office 
 
    I was heading for the post office. I knew Mavis would be there; I swear she hadn’t taken a day off in years, and it presented an easy starting place to gain some inside information on Vera Curry and her life – Mavis seemed to know everything about everyone. 
 
    Not two steps later, I changed my mind when I saw the curtain twitch in the neighbour’s house. They were at home. A quick tug on Anna’s lead changed her direction to get her going down the garden path.  
 
    Unsure whose house it was, I rang the doorbell and fixed a welcoming smile in preparedness. It fell when Helen Powell answered the door. Helen was a girl I went to school with. She was firmly in Angelica Howard-Box’s camp then and little had changed in the intervening years. Angelica still bore a grudge, so all her little followers still bore a grudge.  
 
    As I did my best to fix my smile back in place, Helen sneered down at me from her elevated doorstep, ‘Patricia. Still getting people killed I see?’ 
 
    Confused by the comment, my face frowned, and my smile couldn’t deal with the mixed messages so chose to hide again. ‘I’m not sure what you mean, Helen.’  
 
    ‘People didn’t die before you turned super-sleuth, Patricia. Are you arranging the murders to make yourself look good?’ 
 
    My jaw worked up and down as I struggled to find a response. Beside me, Jermaine stiffened at the open insult yet waited for my command before reacting on my behalf.  
 
    ‘Get out the way, Helen.’ The new voice came from behind her where a man in a wheelchair was nudging her legs. ‘She’s just doing her job.’ 
 
    Helen glared at me again then slammed the door in my face. An argument ensued inside, most of which we could easily hear and all of which revolved around how Helen believed I was several unrepeatable words and her husband felt she was being utterly ridiculous. He even berated her for listening to Angelica which pleased me.  
 
    I elected to wait a few moments and got my reward when the door reopened to reveal her husband. I didn’t know him, so I extended my hand, ‘Good morning, I’m Patricia Fisher. I’m sorry to disturb you this morning. These are my associates, Jermaine Clarke and Sam Chalk.’ 
 
    ‘That’s quite alright. I’m Daniel Powell. Good morning, chaps,’ he nodded at both Sam and Jermaine as he and I shook hands. His position in the wheelchair meant he had to bend in half, and I had to lean into his house, but he was warm and engaging; something of a contrast to his wife. ‘Sorry about Helen. Sometimes she forgets that school was forty years ago. You’re a private investigator, aren’t you? I read about you in the paper.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes. Your neighbour Vernon hired me to find his wife’s killer.’ 
 
    Daniel’s brow creased. ‘I thought Vernon did it. They took him away a little while ago and he was covered in blood.’ 
 
    I chose to push on rather than cover unnecessary ground. ‘The police told me you heard your neighbours fighting last night and that something got smashed?’ 
 
    He thought for a moment before answering. ‘I very nearly went around there to see if everything was alright.’ 
 
    ‘What time was the argument?’ 
 
    ‘Around eleven o’clock. I was in bed already. That’s why I didn’t go actually. It takes me so long to get myself back downstairs. Now I wish I’d forced myself to make the effort.’ He looked disappointed with himself, but he would not have changed the outcome even if he had intervened. At least, that was the stance I chose to take. 
 
    ‘Did they argue often?’ I asked. 
 
    Daniel paused again, thinking about what he wanted to say before starting to answer. ‘No more than any couple, I guess. Certainly, less than Helen and I and nothing like last night. I have never heard them row like that before.’ 
 
    ‘Could you hear the argument? Do you know what it was about?’ 
 
    This time he shook his head straight away. ‘No. The walls are pleasantly thick. All we get is indistinct noises.’ It was what I expected.  
 
    Changing tack, I asked, ‘Were they planning a cruise do you know?’ 
 
    I got a smile this time. ‘Actually, I do know. Occasionally I would meet Vera over the garden fence. If we were both outside, we would chat for a while. She was desperate to go on a cruise. I think she even had the money put aside, but though she never said it, I think Vernon was the barrier. I don’t know any of this for sure, you understand? These are just snippets of conversation over a garden fence.’ 
 
    I nodded my understanding and assured him that I was just trying to build a picture of her life. We chatted for a while longer, but Mr Powell could not tell me anything that seemed important. He saw different people coming and going from the property but couldn’t name them. I didn’t ask but I got the impression he was mostly house bound.  
 
    Just before I left, I asked a final question, ‘Do you have a key to their property?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No. They have one for ours, just in case, you know? But they have never offered us theirs and it is not the sort of thing a person asks for.’ 
 
    Thanking him for his time, I left him to his day and moved on.  
 
    Leaving his front garden, I spoke to Sam, ‘That was what we call an interview. Mr Powell was kind enough to share information about his neighbours. We need to ask lots of questions to build up a picture of what might have happened.  
 
    ‘Will I get to use my magnifying glass?’ Sam asked.  
 
    The answer was probably not, but I wasn’t going to dampen his enthusiasm. ‘We shall see what the day brings.’ 
 
    Thirty yards along the road from the house and heading for the post office, Anna drew level with a public trash bin and began whining at it.  
 
    This would not be the first time she sniffed out a half-eaten sandwich or other ripe-smelling treat. Usually, she finds them tucked under a bush at the edge of the pavement and devours them before I can stop her.  
 
    I gave her lead a quick tug to get her moving as we caught up and passed her. ‘Come along, Anna.’ 
 
    She whined louder and dug her heels in, forcing me to tug harder on her lead. It was unlike her to be so hell-bent on getting to something so whatever was in the bin, it had to smell good. ‘Come along, Anna,’ I repeated, my tone more insistent, but rather than comply, she turned to face me, barked once and then backed her head out of her collar.  
 
    Right next to a main road, I panicked that she might run into it, but as I started running back to get to her, Jermaine easily darted around me to scoop her safely into his arms.  
 
    ‘What has got into you, young lady?’ I asked impatiently as I put her collar back on. ‘People will think I don’t feed you.’ 
 
    Sam was peering into the waste bin through the letterbox sized hole in the top. Driven by curiosity, I joined him, moving my head around to see what might have got my dog so excited. The receptacle inside was half-filled with wrappers from candy bars and empty soda cans. A splodge of something unspeakable stained one side and there were several little baggies I felt quite certain contained doggy poop. Let’s just say I held my breath while I was looking. The only other thing I could see was a supermarket salt container, the type a person would buy to refill a saltshaker they keep for daily use.  
 
    There most certainly wasn’t a discarded murder weapon, blood-soaked rag, or anything else of interest that I could see.  
 
    Jermaine handed Anna over when I held out my arms and though she continued to struggle, I held her to my chest as I set off again. ‘That’s quite enough freegan foraging for today, thank you, Anna. I think you should stick to kibble.’ 
 
    When she settled down, a hundred yards later, I set her back on the ground so she could walk the rest of the way. The post office was just around the corner after all. One of the joys of village life is that, for the residents, nothing is very far away. I had further to go than most for though my house was within the dual village boundary of East and West Malling, it was too big to be within one of the residential areas. Trust me when I tell you I was fine with that.  
 
    Most of the places to visit are in West Malling High Street which has shops and restaurants and a decent sized supermarket. East Malling, its smaller sibling, doesn’t really have a High Street but it does have a post office which doubled as a general store. It is always busy and forms the hub of gossip for the village.  
 
    In truth, it is not so much the post office that is the hub of gossip as it is Mavis, the lady who runs it. Several decades of handling people’s mail, combined with a nosy-parker nature, and the ability to ignore social boundaries, meant she knew more than anyone would like her to know about everyone for miles around.  
 
    Coming out as I was going in was a retired gentleman I recognised. ‘Hello, Albert,’ I greeted him. He was one of the police officers in the village when I was growing up and, if my memory served me correctly, rose quite high in the ranks. 
 
    ‘Hello, Patricia,’ I got in return. His dog, a large German Shepherd wearing an assistant-dog jacket, lowered his head to sniff Anna who promptly lunged forward to snap at the larger dog’s nose. ‘Goodness, she’s a feisty one,’ Albert commented. He had a newspaper tucked under his arm and a small bag of shopping in his other hand. His dog, who I knew to be called Rex Harrison, eyed my tiny dog sceptically, probably wondering was her issue with him was. ‘Well, better be off. I’m packing to take a trip.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really? Anywhere nice?’ 
 
    Albert smiled. ‘I’m taking a culinary tour of the British Isles. It’s been almost a year since my Petunia died and I feel a need to explore while I am still young enough to do so.’ With that, he waved his goodbye and set off with Rex Harrison leading the way. I wasn’t sure how old he was, but he was one of those people that got the word sprightly added to their description. A culinary tour of the country sounded fun, but I had travelled enough this year. 
 
    When the bell above my head jingled my arrival in the store, Mavis was behind the glass divide of the post office and serving an elderly gentleman.  
 
    As was so often the case when I came in, Sharon was idly reading a magazine and leaning on the cash register. I said, ‘Hello, Sharon,’ on my way past her, which elicited the usual grunted reply. Jermaine remained outside with Anna, but Sam came in with me, following me to the left where Mavis was now trying to hurry her customer along.  
 
    ‘Now this one is going to my cousin – that’s my younger cousin, Maisy, not my older cousin Edgar. One lives in Canada, that’s Maisy, and the other, Edgar, he lives in New Zealand.’ The man paused for a moment, thinking. ‘Or is it the other way around?’ he asked himself.  
 
    ‘It’s the other way around,’ said Mavis, poking her fingers through the gap under the glass to grab the letters. He moved at the last moment, turning to see who was coming up behind him, which took the two envelopes he held out of reach.  
 
    I saw who it was now. ‘Hello, Mr Ryman. Sending letters to your relatives?’ 
 
    He raised his bushy white eyebrows as if surprised by the question until he remembered he was holding two envelopes. ‘Oh. Oh, yes. I am. I think I might have to go home and check what is inside them first. I seem to have got myself a little confused. Ta ta, Mavis,’ He meandered away at a snail’s pace which seemed to suit Mavis just as well as getting her hands on the envelopes.  
 
    Mavis likes me because, in her words, there is always some juicy gossip going on with me around. According to her, at least. I wasn’t sure it was a compliment but thankfully she was referring to my business activities not my private life.  
 
    ‘Have you heard?’ she squeaked with excitement. ‘There’s been a murder. Mrs Daniels was in here an hour ago telling me all about it.’ The thing about Mavis was that interrogating her for answers was completely unnecessary. I hadn’t asked her a thing, but she was going to tell me everything she knew anyway. ‘She said Mrs Curry, the baker, was killed by her husband in their home. I’m surprised it wasn’t the other way around.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ I asked, pulling Sam closer so that he was included. Mavis was already giving me the gold I came here for.  
 
    She glanced about to check her surroundings even though there was no one in the shop, and if there had been, she wouldn’t have cared. Then she pointed downward in a surreptitious motion while whispering, ‘Performance issues.’ 
 
    My cheeks coloured very slightly to be discussing such a personal issue and I wondered if there was any basis to the rumour she shared.  
 
    ‘What does performance issues mean, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Sam, blissfully unaware of such things.  
 
    ‘Oh, um. He can’t run as fast as he used to be able to,’ I mumbled hurriedly. This was one issue I hadn’t considered when I took him on.  
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s old and wrinkly in his trousers, Sam,’ said Mavis bluntly.  
 
    Sam blinked twice, then said. ‘Okay. I thought it meant he couldn’t get it up.’ 
 
    Now I was blushing. ‘Sam, this is not an appropriate subject for work colleagues to discuss.’ 
 
    ‘She started it,’ Sam frowned.  
 
    I chose to let the discussion topic die. ‘Do you know if she was planning to take a cruise?’ 
 
    ‘Planning,’ Mavis cackled. ‘I think she had already booked it. You can take the blame for that.’ 
 
    Startled by her accusation, I demanded, ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    Mavis cackled again. ‘Vera has been getting cruise brochures through the post for years.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    Mavis wiggled her eyebrows, ‘Because I lift the flap to have a look at what’s inside. Or, you know, sometimes the envelope things come in gets accidentally torn. Anyway, she has been dreaming about going on a cruise for years, but her Vernon would never agree to go. He said they were too expensive, and she said he was a skinflint layabout who could earn twice as much if he tried. Well, then a certain someone we both know chose to very publicly ditch her husband and sail around the world by herself getting into all kinds of mischief.’ My cheeks coloured again. ‘I think Vera was choosing to do the same thing. Maybe not right around the world, but I think she booked to go away without him. You’re only here once, you know.’ 
 
    This was a major revelation, but not one that helped me. It added more fuel to the fire beneath Vernon Curry. The cruise brochure was torn in half; I could picture the enraged husband learning his wife was leaving and pitching a fit. Even if she was coming back, it sounded a likely cause for the fight last night and now she was dead.  
 
    I thought I might be able to use my contacts or my name to find out if she had booked a holiday. The brochure was for Purple Star Cruise Lines where my name ought to carry some credit. I would find out later.  
 
    In the meantime, I asked, ‘What else do you know about their relationship?’  
 
    ‘I got the impression he wasn’t very good at his job and didn’t bring in much money. She was the bread winner and he tended to skive off when he was supposed to be doing door to door insurance sales. I think there were a lot of long pub lunches and a bit too much …’ she mimed tipping a large glass into her mouth. ‘Hence,’ she pointed downward again in case I wasn’t following her gist.  
 
    ‘How long had they been married?’ I asked. I could have waited and asked Mr Curry later, but I also liked to challenge Mavis’s claim to know everything about everyone.  
 
    ‘Thirty years,’ she replied without needing to think. ‘Vernon bought the anniversary card from that rack over there.’ She pointed to a sad and rather faded looking stand containing cards for every occasion. Thirty years. About as long as I managed with Charlie though we were not actually divorced yet. ‘Anyway, I hope they give him the electric chair.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t do that in this country, Mavis.’ 
 
    ‘Well they should bring back hanging then. Her cakes brought loads of people into the shop. What am I going to do after today’s supply has gone? Who could possibly replace Vera Curry?’ Mavis was prattling on about Agnes Barton and how she might approach her because she always came second in the village fete baking competition, but I was distracted by her previous comment and had started to walk away.  
 
    At the glass fronted display cabinet that always held the cakes and other confectionaries, I found Vera Curry’s final delivery. Gaps and unevenness in the smartly stacked display told me that people had been buying them today, but how did they get here if she was already dead?  
 
    Snapping my head back around to look at Mavis, I asked, ‘Who put these cakes here?’ 
 
    She nodded her head at Sharon. ‘Sharon sets them out each morning.’ 
 
    I had asked my question the wrong way. ‘I mean, who delivered them. If Vera was already dead, who brought the cakes here?’ 
 
    Mavis shrugged. ‘They get dropped into a box out the front before we open. I think Vera does it herself, she has a little van and she takes them all over the local area, dropping them to her customers. I bring them in and set them on the side and Sharon sets them out. Some days people are trying to pick them out of the box before Sharon can get to it.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t know what time they were delivered?’ 
 
    Mavis shook her head. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have CCTV?’ I asked hopefully. 
 
    Mavis beamed with positivity, ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Great. I need to see who dropped them off and when.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    ‘What? What, ah?’ Sam’s head was going back and forth between Mavis and me as if he were in the front row at Wimbledon.  
 
    ‘The cameras are only for inside the shop, Patricia. They’re to catch shoplifters. Why would I want them in the carpark? I’d record teenagers fiddling with each other and squirrels raiding the bins.’ 
 
    Feeling frustrated, I stared at the cakes. The back of my skull itched, a sure sign that the cake delivery meant something. What time was Vera’s alarm set for? That was a question I needed to answer. Had there been time between rising and dying to bake and deliver the cakes? If not, then who had delivered them? Was it the killer? Was it Mr Curry? Was Mr Curry the killer? 
 
    Sam fiddled in his back pocket, producing a wallet and then a wrinkled five pound note from it. ‘I think I’ll get mum a cake. She will be sad that these are the last ones.’ 
 
    Watching him lift the flap to get inside the cabinet, I agreed with his sentiment. Cake was a rare indulgence now, but since it was the last chance to ever get one, I selected a large Victoria sponge, slid it into one of the boxes provided, and took it to the till.  
 
    Barbie, my live-in, size-zero gym instructor friend, would not approve but I think she would understand the justification behind my food choice. It wasn’t like I planned to eat the whole thing. Sam got the same thing for his mum and I paid for both - a signing on bonus, I told him. I got his usual cheeky grin and was excited about the day ahead and the mystery I now faced. However, my smile was short-lived.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Angelica Howard-Box 
 
    ‘What the …’ I very nearly swore out loud and in public as my mouth dropped open. On the wall behind Sharon was a poster with my face on it. That might be acceptable if I was being championed for something, or if it was my poster advertising my business. It was neither of those things.  
 
    At the top, in bold, inch-high letters, were the words – East Malling murder rate rises by one thousand percent! Then in smaller type, the author laid out the following: 
 
    Since local fake celebrity, Patricia Fisher returned to the village, the death rate due to being horribly murdered in one’s home has risen by over one thousand percent. A troublemaker since childhood, Mrs Fisher’s very presence among us vastly increases the likelihood of premature death. Join me as I petition to have her evicted from the village for the good of us all.  
 
    Angelica Howard-Box 
 
    Parish Councillor 
 
    Champion of all things decent 
 
    The picture of me was a terrible shot, where the camera had caught me with my eyes half closed. I looked terrible and was not aware that my photograph had been taken. At the bottom of the four foot by two foot poster was a headshot picture of Angelica looking poised and serene – like a vote-for-me shot a politician might use.  
 
    I stomped behind the counter, anger driving me to take action. Ripping it from the wall did little to make me feel better because I was certain there would be others dotted all over the village. I needed to not catch up with Angelica for a while or I might be the next person to be arrested for murder.  
 
    As I rolled it up, Sharon complained, ‘I just put that up.’ 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I raised my voice, ‘Mavis!’ From behind the glass barrier in the post office, Mavis looked up to see what I wanted. I crooked a finger at her.  
 
    When she joined me at the front of the shop, I unrolled the poster again. ‘Why are you displaying this in here?’ I demanded to know.  
 
    Mavis’s eyebrows reached for her hairline as she took in the offensive article, her eyes zooming over the lines as she read it. Done, she looked up at me. ‘I’ve never seen it before. Where was it?’ 
 
    Sharon answered, ‘Mrs Howard-Box, you know? The really bossy one? She came in half an hour ago with it and said I had to display it behind the till so everyone would see it. Then she stood there and held up the queue until she was satisfied the task was done correctly.’ 
 
    I was going to kill her. Who did she think she was?  
 
    Pinching my nose between forefinger and thumb I steadied myself and took a breath. Telling myself to be calm, I said, ‘Angelica is pursuing a hate campaign against me because she is a bully and I have a habit of standing up to her. If she returns, please advise her that I took the poster down and you refuse to put another one up. Can you do that?’ 
 
    Mavis cackled, ‘Don’t worry, Patricia. If that stuck-up cow comes back in, I’ll deal with her.’ I thanked her, took my cake and left the store, Sam trailing obediently behind me. Going out the door, I heard Mavis giving Sharon advice on how to deal with stuck-up cows.  
 
    Right now, my preferred method would be to run her over with a tractor. I couldn’t focus on her, though, or rather, I didn’t want to let the stuck-up cow distract me. I had a case to investigate. 
 
    Little did I know, I had already been witness to the vital clue.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Lifeline 
 
    Back at the house, I placed the cake in the pantry where it would remain cool but not be refrigerated. The puppies, John, Paul, Ringo, and Georgie showed great interest, their little noses working overtime as I placed the box on a shelf out of their reach.  
 
    Tired from her walk, Anna climbed into her bed and was immediately set upon by the four pups. They had most likely slept for the two hours we had been out and were keen to play. I sent them into the garden with Sam as their minder.  
 
    ‘Why’s he all dressed up for a wedding?’ asked Mrs Ellis. 
 
    ‘Sam? He’s my new assistant. I think he picked the outfit that made him look like he was working.’ She was right about his suit; it did make him look like he was off to a wedding. Especially with the matching shirt and tie. ‘Jermaine?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam?’ 
 
    As always, my butler was close to hand and waiting for my next requirement. ‘I think we should have Sam fitted for a couple of suits. If he is going to be with me regularly, I want him to look the part. Can you arrange that, please?’ 
 
    Jermaine smiled. ‘I can do the job myself, madam.’ 
 
    ‘You can?’ No sooner had I asked the question than my memory served an image of Jermaine repairing my clothes on board the Aurelia. He was a man of many talents and had first taken a job on board the ship in a cabaret act where he dressed as a woman to sing songs. He made all his own clothes because they just don’t make cocktail dresses to fit a six-foot four-inch, muscular Jamaican man. ‘Of course you can,’ I concluded before he had the chance to answer. ‘Very good. Please do try to make him look like a young man in a suit, not like John Steed or any other superhero you may feel appropriate.’ 
 
    Jermaine frowned as if the idea had never crossed his mind. ‘Of course, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Right, well, I need to get to Maidstone where they are holding my client. They ought to have finished processing him now. I should be back for lunch.’  
 
    ‘Shall I accompany you, madam?’ 
 
    ‘There should be no need. Can I ask you to perform some research here instead?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam. What do you need to know?’ 
 
    ‘I believe the victim had just booked a cruise with Purple Star by herself. As in she was going and leaving her husband behind. Apparently, I inspired her,’ I admitted with an embarrassed look. ‘Can you find out if that is the case, please? If it is, the police will use it as further proof that Mr Curry had motive and I would rather know ahead of time. Also, can you track down the Currys’ son for me, please? He seems likely to have a key. The police will be in contact with him, they may have already, in fact. I would like to speak with him today, though, if possible. No need to alert him. Sam and I just need to know where to find him.’ 
 
    Jermaine said, ‘I shall attend to those task forthwith, madam. However, if you will grant me a moment of indulgence, I will measure Mr Chalk and order some material. I shall need but a few moments.’ 
 
    Mrs Ellis opened the pantry door to call him in, the puppies and Sam all racing to get back into the house and clearly having a great time in each other’s company. In a week, the tiny dogs would be old enough to go to their new homes and one was going home with Sam.  
 
    I waited while Jermaine recorded some measurements and asked Sam about dressing preferences. Then, I led my new assistant through the house to the garage in the East wing where I collected my favourite car, a 1954 Aston Martin convertible, and set off for town.  
 
    On the way, we dropped off the cake Sam selected for his mum.  
 
    ‘How are you getting on, Sam?’ she asked cautiously.  
 
    ‘It’s lots of fun,’ he beamed.  
 
    Melissa risked a glance in my direction. ‘He’s great, Mel. I haven’t asked him to do much yet, but I’ll stop by later to discuss wages and hours and things like that. Is that okay?’ 
 
    ‘Is it okay? she gasped. ‘Patricia, you are throwing me a lifeline. This will be so good for Sam. Just don’t let him get in your way or slow you down. He is very good at staying in the car when you tell him to. Wait a second.’ She dashed into the house, returning a moment later with an electronic tablet. ‘He can entertain himself with this when you need him out of the way.’ 
 
    Sam took it, his grin still in place. ‘Thanks, mum.’ I didn’t think it would be necessary but then I had never spent a whole day with him before.  
 
    Heading back to the car, I spotted Mike leaving the Currys’ house. I expected him to have left already but seized the chance to quiz him some more. ‘Detective Sergeant Atwell,’ I called. He looked up at the sound of his name being called, spotted me and Sam, and came to the edge of the cordon. ‘Mike do you know what time her alarm was set for?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It is currently set for five this morning. I checked it myself. You are about to tell me that it could have been reset since, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it could have,’ I agreed though it hadn’t occurred to me. 
 
    ‘Yes. Or Mrs Curry could have risen before the alarm. Many of these things will be hard to prove either way unless I find evidence and that is my next task.’ I raised my eyebrows in question to draw more out of him. ‘The row of houses behind mirrors this one. Lots of people have motion sensors and garden cameras these days. I’m going to knock on a few doors and see if I get lucky. Who knows; maybe there is a video of Mr Curry stabbing his wife. I think it doubtful the resolution would be good enough, but perhaps there will be one that shows the light coming on to give us an accurate time.’ 
 
    He was thinking clearly, his detective brain well-suited to his work and he already volunteered information I might find useful, so in the tradition of our relationship, I said, ‘Someone delivered her cakes to the post office this morning.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mike blurted his response. ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, Mike. That is why I asked about the alarm time. I cannot establish what time the cakes were delivered but unless she had time to make them, deliver them, and return before getting murdered, it was the killer who dropped them off.’ 
 
    It was a startling revelation for the detective. It didn’t ruin his belief that the husband did it, but it certainly cast a shadow.  
 
    ‘Could she have made them yesterday?’ asked Sam. 
 
    Mike’s expression changed swiftly, latching onto Sam’s idea. ‘Yeah, maybe she made them yesterday. Maybe she makes some cakes before bed. That way they would still be fresh, and she could drop them off first thing before getting on with baking other things.’ 
 
    I could only shrug my shoulders. ‘I don’t think a professional baker would do that, but it’s down to you and me to uncover what did happen.’ 
 
    Mike wished me luck and went back into the house as Sam and I returned to the car. I had more questions for him, but they could wait for later - the case was just getting started.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chief Inspector Quinn 
 
    At the station, I announced who I was and that I wished to see Vernon Curry. The desk sergeant was rather curt when he asked me to wait. Sam and I claimed a place each on the plastic chairs between a man who was tattooed quite literally head to foot, his head shaved to show off the skull inked onto it, and a young lady who had fallen asleep but appeared to have forgotten to bother with getting dressed. Not that she was naked – she was just nearly naked, her attire more suited for the bedroom than anywhere else. I suspected she was tired because she had gone out last night, hence the trampy outfit, and had not yet made it home.  
 
    I did my best to wait patiently, Sam opting to turn on his tablet and watch a film, the tattooed man leaning in slightly so he could see as well. After twenty minutes I returned to the desk.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ I called to get the desk sergeant’s attention.  
 
    Without looking up, he said, ‘Chief Inspector Quinn will be with you shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Chief Inspector Quinn?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He’ll be out shortly.’ 
 
    The desk sergeant was rude, but I saw nothing to be gained by challenging him. Yet. I returned to my seat and waited a further ten minutes. Just as my impatience was ready to boil over, the door next to the reception desk opened and a young male police officer poked his head out.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ he asked. ‘The chief inspector has a small window if you can be quick.’ 
 
    I stood up. ‘Come along, Sam.’ I got a collective groan both from Sam and his new tattooed friend, but Sam switched the tablet off and followed me.  
 
    At Chief Inspector Quinn’s door, the young officer knocked and waited, the man inside clearly hearing him but not acknowledging his presence straight away as he completed whatever he was doing on his computer.  
 
    Looking up a few seconds later, he saw me. ‘Ah, Mrs Fisher, yes. Please come in.’ Seeing Sam, he added, ‘You have a new assistant.’ 
 
    Sam put out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Sam Chalk.’ 
 
    ‘Very good,’ said the chief inspector, rising from his chair to shake Sam’s hand. His attitude, which could be odious at times, was exactly as the situation called for on this occasion.  
 
    The young officer scurried away as I took a seat. ‘I came here to see my client, Mr Curry, Chief Inspector. Why am I now seeing you?’ 
 
    He pushed his chair away from the desk a little and leaned forward. ‘Because I am blocking you from speaking with your client, Mrs Fisher.’ When he saw my expression change, he said, ‘You are not his lawyer, Mrs Fisher. You have no actual right to see him or interview him by any means of communication. He is suspected of murder and there is a strong case against him. I cannot stop you from conducting an investigation, but escorting you to an interview room, bringing Mr Curry out from his cell and guarding him while you speak with him, are all tasks I do not have the manpower to support. Especially when I have no reason to.’ 
 
    I had not expected this. ‘The case against him is not so watertight as you think,’ I replied with forced calm. I knew he was correct about my right to demand an audience but had not expected him to enforce it. ‘I believe I can prove he is innocent.’ I couldn’t say why I made such a bold claim. There was something about the chief inspector and the way he wielded his power that made me want to push him.  
 
    He smiled at me. ‘I wish you luck, Mrs Fisher, but I do hope you don’t waste too much time on this case. Mr Curry is guilty; I have read DS Atwell’s preliminary report. A conviction will not be hard to secure.’ 
 
    ‘Even if he is innocent?’ I asked, almost snapping at him. It was a direct challenge. 
 
    CI Quinn narrowed his eyes at me. ‘My task is to ensure justice, Mrs Fisher. Please do not ever accuse me of putting arrest and conviction rates ahead of that singular purpose.’ 
 
    I gathered my handbag as I made to leave. ‘Very well, Chief Inspector. I will let you know when I have identified the real killer. Perhaps you can go easy on Mr Curry until then; the man just lost his wife in terrible circumstances.’ I stood up and motioned for Sam to leave first. ‘Come along, Sam. We have a case to solve.’ 
 
    Before I could leave, Chief Inspector Quinn said, ‘Mrs Fisher I have another matter to discuss with you?’ I paused and raised my eyebrow so he would tell me what it was. ‘I’m sure you haven’t forgotten the small matter of the threatening letter from the Godmother.’ 
 
    My heart thudded suddenly. I had all but forgotten it. A few days ago, I found a handwritten envelope on the desk in my office. The fact that it was in my office meant that someone had let themselves in, which was disturbing enough. However, the content was worse as it was a blatant threat.  The letter had been signed by the Godmother, the tone such that it suggested we knew each other. She had me at a loss, though, as I didn’t know who she was or why she wanted me dead. In the short letter, she described three incidents where I had attacked her business, but I was not able to discern from that what precisely she referred to. All in all, it was quite disturbing.  
 
    I sat back down, my legs feeling a little wobbly now. ‘What news do you have, Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    He looked at Sam. ‘Would you be so kind as to close the office door, please?’ Sam didn’t question the request, leaning from his seat to push the door to. Now sealed off from the activity outside, Chief Inspector Quinn steepled his hands, leaned his lips on the tips of his fingers, and thought for a moment before starting. ‘First, I want to stress that I have nothing concrete for you. As you know from our last conversation, the Godmother is of interest to a specialist group investigating organised crime. They claimed to have never heard of her, but since I was instantly put through to their group upon mentioning her name, she must be a person of extreme interest. Unfortunately, those I might turn to for answers about why she is of interest are the same people telling me she doesn’t exist so I have had to be … inventive with my methods, shall we say.’  
 
    I listened intently, terrified for what I was going to hear.   
 
    ‘I think it safe to assume the Godmother, I’ll use the pronoun she from now on, is involved in organised crime at a high level. The connection to you then must be something to do with organised crime. You recently influenced London gangland relationships when you had most of the Old City Firm incarcerated.’ 
 
    My memory flashed to the faces of Jim Brevin and Ian Drummond, two nasty gangsters from the East End of the capital. ‘You think this is them reaching out from jail to get revenge.’ 
 
    The chief inspector shook his head. ‘No, Mrs Fisher. I’m afraid I think this is much bigger than that. It may be the case that the Old City Firm are just a minor player in a far larger organisation.’  
 
    The unwelcome news made me draw in a deep breath as my head swam a little. ‘What exactly does that mean, Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    He blew out a breath of frustration. ‘At this time, Mrs Fisher, I can give you no specifics. I am not able to ask direct questions but have reached out through a colleague to organisations in other countries. If I am correct, and I genuinely hope I am not, the Godmother is involved in organised crime on a global scale. I hope to have more to tell you soon. What I will say is …’ 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest of what the chief inspector was telling me; my pulse was hammering in my ears to make me feel quite faint. The pictures in my head were no longer of Brevin and Drummond, but of Japanese crime lords who I disturbed in Tokyo, and of the plethora of gangsters I had to survive when the Aurelia left Miami with them all on board and battling for supremacy. I had to put a hand on my knee to steady myself and lower my head until the thumping in my ears calmed a little.  
 
    ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Sam. I got the impression it wasn’t the first time he had asked. He had a hand on my shoulder and was crouched down to see my face.  
 
    I forced a smile. ‘Yes. Yes, thank you, Sam. I just had a bit of a dizzy turn.’ 
 
    ‘Are you pregnant?’ he asked, surprising me. 
 
    Unsure quite how to answer, I said, ‘No. No, I’m fairly sure I am not pregnant. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Tanya next door fainted last week when she was in the garden, and her mummy said it was because she is a dirty skank and got knocked up by Tommy Corbett. My mum said that just means she is pregnant.’ 
 
    A little flustered by the, um … joyous news about the latest teenage mother in the village, I patted Sam’s hand and turned my attention back to the chief inspector. I felt better at least, Sam doing a great job of distracting me. ‘What do you suggest I do, Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘It may be possible to arrange protection for you. But not until they, whoever they are, do something to tangibly threaten you.’ 
 
    I understood that a single letter was insufficient to justify a taskforce be arranged to protect me, but I had no desire to go into hiding. I gathered my things again. ‘Thank you, Chief Inspector. I will begin to investigate this myself. Please let me know if you uncover anything else.’ 
 
    Back in the street, Sam asked, ‘What do we do now, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I pushed the Godmother and whatever threat she represented down my list of things to worry about until I had time to consider it more fully. If I were in danger, then by association, so were Jermaine, Barbie, and anyone else who got too close to me.  
 
    To answer Sam’s question, I said, ‘We do some research, Sam. We do some research. And we get lunch.’ 
 
    My stomach had begun to rumble while we waited for the chief inspector to grant us a few moments of his time. It was just approaching one o’clock now and lunch beckoned. Back at the house, we would find all manner of decadent choices along with much healthier ones which was what I ought to pick considering I planned to have a wedge of that Victoria sponge later.  
 
    If I was going to eat the cake, I needed to do it when Barbie wasn’t around; her constant nutritional advice was what had helped me shed a few pounds and then keep them off for the first time in my life. That and her regular exercise sessions. However, I firmly believed that, every now and then, a piece of cake was good for the soul.  
 
    Sam and I chatted amiably about television on the way back to my house. I might not need him this afternoon, but the chances were high that Jermaine would have located the Currys’ son which meant I could find out if Sam could do undercover work. Sam told me all about his favourite show which was to do with an old space adventurer called to set off on another intrepid adventure because his granddaughter needed his help. I listened and tried to ask pertinent questions, then slammed on the brakes to put my car into a four-wheeled skid.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Posters 
 
    As the car came to a violent stop, poor Sam was flung against his seatbelt. I was too, but I knew it was coming and had the steering wheel for support. 
 
    Regretting my decision to brake so suddenly I put a hand on his arm. ‘Sorry, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘What is it, Mrs Fisher?’ he asked.  
 
    Ahead of me, on both sides of the road as we neared the village of East Malling was a poster stapled to every single tree. The trees lined the road on both sides, one planted every thirty yards for the next two miles. And my face was on every one of them. Angelica Howard-Box had gone too far. Seething, I put the car back in gear and pointed it toward her house. I had been prepared to ignore her and deal with her nonsense at a more convenient time, opting to treat her as if she were the buzzing of a fly – annoying but insignificant. Now, though, I didn’t see how that was possible.  
 
    Angelica’s dislike for me was a personal choice on her part. Yes, I stole her boyfriend when we were eight years old, and once the feud was established, I did nothing to quell it, often stoking the metaphorical fire with my actions. Now, having returned from my cruise with a new life that overshadowed hers, I found her to hold a position of power over the parish and the pettiness to use it for her own malicious ends. I stood up to her, one of very few who did, and she was going all out to eliminate me. 
 
    I drove with a heavy foot, my rage refusing to dissipate, but Sam thought my taking of corners at speed to be the utmost fun and whooped as the back end slid out a little on the next one. At her house, a large detached place sitting at the edge of the village and more than a mile from mine, I slammed the brakes on again. The border of her property was brick and ornate steel fencing with a double-width electronic steel gate controlled by a security panel.  
 
    I didn’t know the access code to get inside so I opened my window and jabbed the call button. I had to do it three times before a voice answered, but the delay did nothing to calm my seething.  
 
    ‘Angelica Howard-Box,’ she answered politely. 
 
    ‘You’re a scheming cowpat of a woman, Angelica. What is it that you hope to achieve by this ridiculous campaign, other than to fuel my need to fight your lust for power at every opportunity?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, is that you, Patricia?’ she asked as if surprised to hear my voice and wondering why I would be calling at her house. ‘The murder magnet? The scourge of the village? The one person determined to halt the progress and success of the villagers? Whatever can I do for you?’ Her calm reply was deliberate, its instant effect that of ratcheting my rage up to apoplectic level.  
 
    As my right eye started to twitch, I quietly growled. ‘You’ve gone too far, Angelica. This is going to blow up in your face.’ 
 
    ‘Too far?’ she chuckled. ‘Goodness, Patricia, I have only just started. People are signing up in droves, terrified that they might be next to be shot or stabbed or dismembered. I am acting for the good of the local people. I am their champion. You are the evil we must fight against. Honestly, it amazes me each week when you walk into church and fail to self-combust. I think it would be best, if you sold that gaudy mansion of yours and moved somewhere else. Somewhere … I don’t know, out of the country, shall we say. Norway perhaps. That ought to be far enough away.’ 
 
    It was time for me to laugh. ‘You think you can get me to leave, Angelica? You really have let your petty powers go to your head. You are a parish councillor, you ridiculous woman. It’s not even a paid job. You have no powers. You will take down the posters or I will sue you for defaming my name.’ 
 
    When she replied, it was with less mirth, ‘No power, huh? There’s an emergency meeting for all villagers at the village hall tomorrow night at eight o’clock. The only item on the agenda is how we rid the village of Patricia Fisher and return our lives to ones where people are not hacked to death on a daily basis!’ she was shouting by the time she finished her sentence. Then she calmed again. ‘Why don’t you come along, Patricia. I shall be very glad to see you finally realise just how hated you are in this community.’ Then she let the button go at her end and the conversation was ended.  
 
    I didn’t bother to retort. I was going to fix her. I was going to fix her good and telling me about the meeting was a huge mistake.  
 
    ‘Everything alright, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Sam. 
 
    Gripping the steering wheel as I stared through the still-closed gates to her house, a plan began to form in my head. ‘Yes, Sam. Everything is just fine. I think we should get some lunch.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Lunch 
 
    By the time I parked the car in front of my house, I was almost calm again. Angelica was able to push my buttons in a way that no other human on the planet could. She was playing into my hands though, or at least, that was what I was telling myself. I needed time to focus on dealing with her, but if her tactics were intended to distract me and make my working life as a detective difficult, I could only defeat her by focussing on Vera Curry’s murder.  
 
    Jermaine met me at the door, as he almost always did, dressed in his butler’s tails. ‘I have news for you, madam. Also, Barbie is home for lunch and found the cake. I thought you would want to know.’ I looked up at him to judge his feelings on the matter, got his staid butler’s noncommittal expression, and sniggered to myself.  
 
    I am a grown woman; I will eat cake if I wish to and will not be bossed about by a gym bunny with a perfect figure who is thirty years my junior and cannot predict her own cake eating habits when she reaches my age. That was what I told myself, but when I saw her, I crumbled like the base on a cheesecake.  
 
    ‘I was only going to have a sliver,’ I protested before she could say anything.  
 
    I got a smile from her. ‘I think you should have a big piece, Patty. You work hard and you deserve it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I asked suspiciously. She never encouraged anyone to eat sugar-based foods.  
 
    ‘Sure. It’s okay to treat yourself once in a while.’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ This wasn’t what I expected at all. Usually, she would tell me how many calories I could expect to find in a sugary treat and what the sugar did to my blood glucose in both the short and longer term. 
 
    Still smiling, she produced a large knife and said, ‘Cut yourself a slice.’ 
 
    Now I felt like I was being led over a trapdoor. ‘No.’ I wagged my finger at her. ‘You’re being too good about this. You’re going to let me eat it and then make me run an extra fifteen miles tomorrow morning, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Her smile stayed in place. ‘No, silly.’ I continued to squint at her. ‘Well, it is kind of a naughty treat, I suppose. And treats are more for dogs than they are for humans – the sort of thing you give Anna when she has been a good girl. But … if you think you have been good enough to justify it.’ 
 
    Now I couldn’t possibly have a slice. ‘You’re a dirty, rotten, horrible person. You know that Barbara Berkeley?’ Her sweet smile stayed in place. ‘Just you wait until I tell your boyfriend.’ 
 
    She put the knife down and shut the lid of the cake box. ‘Ha! He’s not allowed any either.’ 
 
    Jermaine stepped around me, taking his wallet from a pocket inside his tails. As I watched, he handed over a crisp ten pound note. Staring at them both incredulously, I growled, ‘You had a wager on whether I would eat the cake?’ 
 
    Looking guilty, Jermaine said, ‘I wagered that you knew your mind too well to be dissuaded by Barbie’s tactics.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she replied, snatching the note and holding it up to the light in a show that she was checking its authenticity. ‘You lost. Point to the bubble-headed blonde.’ 
 
    Barbie was anything but bubble-headed; she was savvy and well educated, but I was going to get some of that cake when she wasn’t around to look at me.  
 
    Turning to Jermaine, I asked, ‘What was the news you had for me?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. The research tasks you gave me, madam. I spoke with an old friend at Purple Star who was able to access central registry. Mrs Curry did indeed book herself a cruise. She was due to board the Mesopotamia, the Aurelia’s smaller sister, for a one-month cruise in January of next year. She bought only one ticket.’ 
 
    I blew out an annoyed breath. I knew what their fight was about. At least, I could could be fairly sure. The police would know too and that would not go well for Vernon. It didn’t change anything; having reason to be angry or raise his voice did not make him a killer.  
 
    I said, ‘Okay. What else, what about the son? What is his name, please?’  
 
    The son of Mr and Mrs Curry is a gentleman by the name of Murray.’ 
 
    ‘Murray Curry? Is this another wind up? I’m a woman on the edge today and it would be unwise to provoke me.’ 
 
    Jermaine looked aghast at the suggestion. ‘No, madam. His middle name is Theodore,’ he added.  
 
    ‘Murray T Curry.’ All I could do was stare at him in disbelief. ‘Show me.’ 
 
    We left the kitchen, Jermaine leading the way as the rest of us followed, though I noticed Barbie took the cake and placed it on a high shelf I wouldn’t be able to reach without a stool.  
 
    In my study/office, what was once the billiards room for the house, Jermaine had a desk and computer set up. A click of the mouse brought up the pages he had been looking at, and one of the them was the social media profile for Murray Theodore Curry. It was such an awful name that they must have chosen it deliberately. Quite why a parent would do that, I could not fathom. There were photographs of him ranging from his late teens. Knowing Jermaine would have been thorough, I stopped reading and asked, ‘What can you tell me about him?’ 
 
    ‘He graduated from Southampton University in 2009 with a second-class degree in economics. He is thirty-one years old and is currently unemployed after being fired for fraudulent accounting.’ 
 
    ‘Unemployed, really? That is interesting.’ It meant Murray had no income which could make a person desperate very quickly. ‘What else?’ 
 
    ‘Losing his job occurred six months ago but there was no follow up criminal proceedings. It would appear his wife left him just a few days later, though whether the two things are connected, I cannot say.’ 
 
    ‘It seems likely,’ chipped in Barbie. ‘If the relationship was already strained, that could be the last straw.’ She settled onto a spare chair at the desk and opened her laptop. ‘Do you want details of the wife?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes, please. It might be helpful to ask her about him.’ 
 
    Jermaine pressed on. ‘I wasn’t able to look at his finances, of course.’ Such files are very difficult to access. ‘However, I was able to find a thread on his social media where he is asking a friend for a loan. The friend refused it, but I felt it showed a level of desperation.’ 
 
    ‘He went to a friend and not his parents. Which either means his relationship with them was not a good one and he didn’t ask, or he gets on with them just fine but was too embarrassed to admit the truth to them, or maybe he asked, and they refused.’ 
 
    ‘How do you find out which it is?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    The answer was to ask Mr Curry, but since my access to him was cut off, that wasn’t an option. That inconvenience wouldn’t be enough to beat me. I could ask Murray’s wife instead. Barbie had her details on the screen already and would no doubt soon furnish me with a phone number or a place I could expect to find her.  
 
    ‘Sam and I have some people to talk to this afternoon and may have to get inventive with our methods. I think I need some lunch first.’ 
 
    Back in the kitchen, Mrs Ellis was pulling sponges from the oven and placing them on wire racks to cool. Rooting through the refrigerator for the whole grain salad I knew was in there, opting to eat healthy now to allow for the cake later, I asked her what the cakes were for. 
 
    ‘I’m practicing, Mrs Fisher. The village fete is a week away and with Vera, God rest her soul,’ Mrs Ellis crossed herself, ‘out of the way, I only have Agnes to beat if I want to win the best cake prize. My sponge has never been light enough though. Vera’s is like a cloud. I suppose that should be was like a cloud now. I wonder what happened to her recipe.’ 
 
    Mrs Ellis was idly musing about cakes and recipes and how to get the perfect balance of jam and cream. I let her jabber on as I helped Sam make a sandwich. He could make it for himself but didn’t know where anything was kept in my gargantuan kitchen.  
 
    Barbie stuck her head through the door, eyeing me suspiciously. When I looked at her, she switched to a smile. ‘Just checking. I have a class in twenty minutes, so I’d better be going.’ She jogged away and out of sight. 
 
    To show interest between mouthfuls I asked Mrs Ellis about her baking and the village fete. I knew it occurred each year but could not remember the last time I attended - in the nineties perhaps. 
 
    ‘Oh, the baking competition is very popular,’ she explained. ‘They get a dozen or more entries most years. No one has been able to beat Vera since she moved here fifteen years ago. I have to admit it put my nose out of joint when she won it for the fifth straight year. I started putting less effort in after that and then stopped altogether. Vera Curry always just had a certain something no one else could match. There was a rumour Agnes Barton made cannabis brownies one year in a bid to beat her, but it was all nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘You sound certain,’ I commented. 
 
    She leaned in as she lowered her voice. ‘When I heard the whispers, I snagged one from her display. It just tasted like a brownie to me. I didn’t get any of the supposed fun side effects.’ It was quite the admission; my cook quite willing to dabble in banned substances the first chance she got. ‘Anyway, with Vera gone, God rest her soul,’ she crossed herself again, ‘I might stand a chance this year.’ 
 
    I finished my lunch, collected Sam’s plate, and placed them both in the dishwasher. With a contact address for Murray Curry’s estranged wife provided by Barbie, I chose to speak with her first so I could approach Murray armed with some knowledge. I would use it to put him on the back foot.  
 
    ‘Where are we going now, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Sam, happily trailing along behind me.  
 
    His question gave me a chance to explain how I generally chose to approach my cases. ‘We need to speak to some people that will help us to fill in some of the unanswered questions we have, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Like who delivered the cakes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Sam. Just like that. If there was no forced entry, but Mr Curry didn’t kill his wife, we can conclude the killer gained entry with a key. In my experience, adult children often have a key to their parent’s house which for me places Murray on the possible suspects list. Our enquiries have already revealed that he is in financial trouble. We are going to speak with his wife now to see if we can obtain a clearer picture. I don’t have a phone number for her, but I do know where she works.’ 
 
    ‘Does she work in an office?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Sam. She is an accountant. Just like her husband is or was.’ I had to question if accountants got disbarred for fraudulent practices. I didn’t know the answer but doubted it was pertinent to the case.  
 
    We had arrived in the garage once again where my Aston Martin was waiting for me. Tom, the house handyman had wiped it down to return the shine, not that I believed such effort was required this time; I hadn’t gone far in it and it was dry out today. The worst it might have suffered was a falling leaf brushing gently against it. However, he liked to fill his day and who was I to argue – the Maharaja paid his wage, not I. 
 
    Opening the car, Sam had another question, ‘Why is it that we are going to her office and not calling her on the phone, Mrs Fisher? Her office will have a phone, won’t it?’ 
 
    It was a good question that he had taken time to consider so I did my best to explain. ‘I have found that people are more willing to speak when I am standing right in front of them. Calling the office would go through to a switchboard which would give Mrs Curry the opportunity to reject the call. This way is longer, but more likely to yield the result I want.’ 
 
    ‘That’s clever,’ he grinned at me.  
 
    Tom, the handyman, saw me start the car and raised the garage roller door to let me out. I waved to him as we passed, but then it was off to Kings Hill and the office of Batty and Botts limited, a construction firm where Mrs Curry worked.  
 
    As I drove, I did my best to not let my mind dwell on the Godmother, the potentially vengeful and murderous Robert Schooner, Angelica Howard-Box, and the cherry on the cake, just to top things off, the impending divorce where I felt certain my devious git, soon-to-be ex-husband would try to get his hands on the wealth the Maharaja chose to bestow upon me.  
 
    ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ Sam asked, his cheeky grin absent for once. Guiltily, I realised I had been driving fast again and muttering under my breath as I thought about all the people I wanted to drop off on a remote island somewhere.  
 
    I slowed to a sedate pace and tried to focus on the case. To apologise, I leaned across the divide of the car to pat Sam’s arm. 
 
    Which was when my windscreen exploded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Car Chase 
 
    I squealed in terror and floored my accelerator. The juicy little engine sprang to life as the car leapt like a scalded cat. It was an automatic reaction I never questioned, my left hand snaking up to grab Sam’s collar.  
 
    ‘Get down!’ I yelled as I scooched in my seat and yanked his head lower. Wind whipped through the car, making the canvas roof billow like a sail.  At this stage, I had no idea whether the windscreen had shattered because a rock flew up from a car passing on the other side of the road or what might have occurred, but the staccato report of a machine gun being fired confirmed my worst nightmare. 
 
    We were being chased and shot at by another car. I risked a glance in the rear-view mirror. My car being old, it is mounted on the dash, thankfully, but I still had to raise my head to get a good look.  
 
    Thirty feet behind us was a BMW five series and a man hanging from the passenger’s window, an ugly black assault rifle in his hands.  
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ asked Sam, trying to pop his head up to get a look himself. ‘It’s a bit windy.’ 
 
    Trying to exude calm for his sake, I said, ‘Yes. Exhilarating, isn’t it? Is your seat belt tight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘Good. We are going to have a bumpy few minutes. Just hold on, okay?’ 
 
    I didn’t wait to hear his answer; there was no choice in the matter. If they caught us, they would kill us both. I was certain of that, so I wasn’t slowing down for anything – better to risk crashing than take it easy and get killed anyway. 
 
    The quiet country lane leading away from my house whipped by as my speedometer showed eighty-five. I would have to brake soon; there was a junction coming up, but if the men behind were determined enough, they would just slam into the back end of my car and drive it across the road and into the trees where they could murder us at their leisure. I had to brake, and at the same time, I couldn’t afford to brake.  
 
    It was an annoying dilemma. 
 
    I risked another glance in the rear-view, then squealed again as the next hail of bullets tore through the gap between the seats to obliterate it. The mirror exploded in a shower of glass and tore the holder for it from my dashboard.  
 
    I scowled when I saw the damage they were doing, my love of the car overwhelming my sense of mortal danger for a moment.  
 
    The junction was a hundred yards ahead, but I had a plan. I knew these roads better than the men in the car chasing us. At least, I was about to bet our lives on it.  Of the four people complicating my life who I was pondering as we set off, this had to be either the work of the Godmother. It was that or Robert Schooner, former deputy captain of the Aurelia, was driving the car chasing me.  
 
    I slowed, letting the chase car creep a little closer. What I was about to try could not be done at nearly ninety miles per hour. Another salvo of bullets peppered my beautiful vintage car, two of them making it into the cockpit where they made ugly smoking holes in the dashboard.  
 
    In my head, I quickly counted down, three, two, one. Then bellowed, ‘Hold on!’ as I yanked the steering wheel to the right and left the road.  
 
    On the other side of the road was a piece of dipped kerb and a short track through the woodland. It was only about a hundred yards long and part of a bridleway designed for horses. Bridleways ran all over the local area, crossing the roads at odd angles to disappear into the woods again on the other side. This one offered me a manageable angle to take at speed as it cut the corner neatly to arrive on the other road without the need to stop for the right-angled junction.  
 
    I heard screeching brakes and shouts of anger as the chase car shot behind me. They saw the junction too late and were heading for a crash. I waited for the sound of rending metal, but none came, and I felt certain I would have heard it despite the volume of my racing engine.  
 
    The bridleway was not designed for cars, a gap too narrow to fit through made me close my eyes, pray, and wince as I hit it at over sixty. Both wing mirrors flew off with a clatter as my poor car took yet more beating. We raced on, the edge of the woodland now two seconds away and I was certain we were going to make it. All I had to do now was negotiate the turn to get straight on the road. If there was a truck coming the other way, we were toast. 
 
    As it happened, there was nothing coming toward me. It was my direction of travel that had a car in it. Just at the precise moment we came flying out from between the last two trees, a car swept by in front of us. I narrowly missed clipping its back bumper as I shot behind it, careening across the road to the other side as I fought for control on tyres slick with mud.  
 
    I would have said unladylike words if I thought I could spare the breath to say them. Hanging on for dear life, I brought the steering wheel around and mashed the accelerator pedal again. I was on the wrong side of the road but about to overtake the car I had nearly hit. A quick peek through the gap in the seats showed me the BMW heading our way at speed. It was coming fast but I had more than a hundred yards on it now.  
 
    I fumbled for my phone. ‘Here, Sam. Call the police.’ 
 
    He grinned at me from his hunched position low in his seat. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    Then, I slammed the gearstick into top gear and powered around the silver Mercedes cruising along the country lane. The poor driver was minding their own business, innocently going from A to B, yet now they were in the middle of a car chase and shootout. I raised my head enough so that I could see into the car. My intention to signal an apology went out the window the moment I saw Angelica Howard-Box’s stern face glaring back at me.  
 
    As the blood rushed to my head, I accidentally twitched my steering wheel and side-swiped her immaculate car with mine. My beautiful vintage Aston Martin was already riddled with bullets, a little grazing to the paintwork wouldn’t make any difference. 
 
    Angelica looked horrified, her eyes filled with disbelief and that made me feel a whole lot better - something good had come of this car chase after all. I mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ as I left her in my wake and belted toward the roundabout at the end of the road.  
 
    I needed to get to the King’s Hill bypass. It was a dual carriageway, which meant I could accelerate, but speed wasn’t the point. The modern car behind me would have more power and go faster; the bypass was desirable because there were cops there regularly. It ran from the motorway, taking traffic around the villages rather than through them. It was also a wide, long stretch of road where drivers habitually went too fast. Cops on traffic duty would hang out above the motorway right at the start of the bypass. 
 
    Skidding on four wheels as I tried to make the turning, the familiar shiny yellow and blue stripes on the side of a squad car flashed by. They were backed into a layby where they were mostly out of sight, but they would have to be dead to not notice me squealing by. For good measure, I gave them some horn, thankful it still worked.  
 
    Never had the wail of a siren been more welcome. I wasn’t stopping, though, and a glance between the seats showed the BMW get through the junction and across the roundabout before the squad car could get going.  
 
    My pursuers had closed the distance to less than fifty yards and were lining up for their next shot.  
 
    Sam was still trying to work the phone. ‘Never mind that now, Sam. The cops are right behind us.’ Bullets pinged off the metal work again, one finding its way through to gouge a chunk out of Sam’s seat, and another clipped the top of the windscreen where the folding roof connected.  
 
    Glancing up, I had a wild idea.  
 
    With the windscreen gone, my convertible roof was basically a giant parachute. Undoubtedly, it was slowing the car down as I tried to make it go faster, but what if we unclipped it at the front? Another peek behind – the BMW was twenty yards away and still closing, the driver trying to hold the car steady so the passenger could take what might be the final shots.  
 
    I screamed my instruction at Sam, yelled a countdown, and we both lunged for the latches that held the roof in place. The roof came free, caught even more air and ripped away from its mounting points at the back. It flipped over in the wind and wrapped itself around the front of the BMW, covering their windscreen and blinding them.  
 
    I kept going, my foot still firmly to the floor, but the BMW was starting to swerve in its lane. The driver’s arm appeared from his window to grab the canvas roof now blocking his view. The passenger too was trying to free it; their efforts countering each other as both pulled in opposite directions until the passenger realised his mistake and let go.  
 
    With nothing holding it back, the driver was able to yank it clear, but the sudden loss of opposing force meant he pulled too hard, all his effort going one way, which made him pull the steering wheel too. As the car turned hard right across the two lanes, the passenger, balanced precariously half out of the window, fell.  
 
    I could do nothing but watch, my eyes glued to the scene as the forces acting on the chase car made the left side wheels dig into the tarmac. It flipped up, rolling side over side as it tore itself to pieces. The chasing cop car ran over the passenger, the officer in the driver’s seat looking horrified as he failed to avoid the tumbling body.  
 
    I let my car slow, then found the gumption to take a breath and apply the brake. It was over, the BMW rolling one last time to find itself back on its ruined tyres.  
 
    ‘That was fun!’ exclaimed Sam. ‘Wait ‘til I tell Mum! She’ll be so jealous.’ 
 
    A snort of laughter escaped me; I couldn’t hold it back. ‘I think perhaps I should be the one to tell your mum about this little adventure.’ I was trying to imagine what Melissa’s reaction might be to the news that her son was nearly killed halfway through his first day of employment with me.  
 
    I needed to get out of the car. It was damaged and I could smell petrol. If my beautiful car was about to catch fire, I did not want to be in it. Then, as I unclipped my seatbelt, I saw movement inside the BMW.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Assassin’s Creed 
 
    The driver was still alive! And that probably meant he was still armed. I had to get Sam out of here, but my poor car chose that moment to conk out, the engine dying with a wheeze.  
 
    I cranked the key and begged for it to roar back into life. The engine turned over but wouldn’t catch, my frustration exacerbated by the need to come up with another way to escape.  
 
    Mercifully, if it is okay to use such a word, I didn’t get to dwell on it for long because the BMW chose that moment to explode. A whump of oxygen getting sucked inward came immediately after the explosion blasted the glass outward. If the driver had been able to come after me before, he certainly wasn’t now and the passenger wasn’t looking too healthy either; both cops were kneeling in the road and trying to revive him but no sooner did I look at them, than they accepted defeat and gave up.  
 
    A wave of relief washed over me – Sam was in one piece and so was I. The car might be toast, and that was upsetting, but it was a material item and replaceable.  
 
    ‘Come on, Sam. I think we should get out.’ I had to give my door a hard shove to get it moving, but with a resistant creak, I managed to force it open far enough to clamber out.  With Sam standing in the road on the other side, I paused for a second to inspect the damage.  
 
    My car looked like a teabag.  
 
    ‘Hey, girl! Have you been upsetting folks again?’ I turned to see Police Constable Patience Woods approaching. I hadn’t noticed it was her in the passenger seat of the squad car. Her eyes were flared wide in disbelief at the damage all around us. ‘Are you both okay?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Sam?’ I prompted. ‘Are you injured at all? Any cuts, scrapes, or bruises?’ I got a grin and a thumbs up in reply. To Patience, I said, ‘We are both fine. I take it the passenger is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah. He’s deader than last year’s fashion. I tried to give him CPR, but there’s not much left of his chest after Hardacre hit him with the car.’ Beyond the squad car, which was doing a good job of shielding the body from view, was PC Hardacre setting out road flares; he had shut the bypass.  
 
    A queue of cars was already forming. At least they couldn’t question why the road was shut; the pyre from the BMW would be visible from the back of the queue.  
 
    Patience said, ‘We got told to look out for a madwoman driving her Aston Martin like a stock car. Apparently, you slammed into someone. Two seconds later, you shot past us. I guess you were getting chased.’ 
 
    ‘Just a little,’ I acknowledged.  
 
    Hardacre called her name, Patience held up a hand to acknowledge him and beg for a moment. ‘If you are sure you are both okay, I need to help out with traffic control and getting this situation sorted out. It’s going to be a busy afternoon.’ 
 
    I told her to go, then rescued a blanket from the boot of my car so Sam and I could sit on it. The sun was shining, there were birds tweeting in the trees on the opposite side of the road and if we had some food with us, it might even be a nice spot for a picnic were it not for the BMW fire still burning with a man inside and the dead body lying a few yards away.  
 
    Sirens in the distance, coming down the now blocked off bypass heralded the arrival of reinforcements. In contrast to Patience’s prediction of a busy afternoon, I got nothing done at all.  
 
    The passenger’s body was inspected which revealed that he carried no identification. In fact, he carried nothing at all, didn’t wear a watch or have any jewellery and had nothing in his pockets other than more weapons. Furthermore, his fingerprints had been sanded off, a sure sign that he was a hired assassin. Though I might never be sure, I suspected that the driver in the car had set off an explosive device to prevent his arrest and interrogation. It had to be the work of the Godmother, her promise to have me dispatched resulting in today’s attempt.  
 
    The BMW must have been waiting within view of my house since they shot at me no more than one hundred yards after I left my driveway and joined the road. It was very worrying, most especially because I felt certain this would not be the end of it.  
 
    Presently, Jermaine arrived with Tom to bring me a fresh set of wheels. I had chosen the Ferrari 360 Spider because it was seriously fast, a trait I welcomed after today’s chase.  
 
    ‘Are you injured, madam?’ my butler asked.  
 
    He offered me his hand to get up from the blanket. ‘Thank you, Jermaine. Incredibly, no. I don’t have so much as a scratch or even a sore muscle. Sam and I were very lucky.’ 
 
    ‘I think perhaps I should accompany you at all times until this present danger has passed.’ I could offer him no argument. He couldn’t stop bullets, but Jermaine would take care of anyone that approached me on foot. ‘Do you believe this to be the work of the Godmother?’ he asked.  
 
    I nodded. ‘I do. She is not the only enemy I have out there, but this feels too ruthless and well-resourced to be anyone else. For that matter, I don’t know for sure that Robert Schooner will choose to seek revenge. He may do the sensible thing and find somewhere to spend the rest of his life free of jail. If he comes after me, he risks capture and further incarceration.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ Jermaine agreed. He had driven the Ferrari, Tom following behind in the Range Rover Overfinch.  
 
    Tom was staring at the wreck of my Aston Martin. ‘There’s a specialist repair place in Borough Green, Mrs Fisher. It will be pricy, but they should be able to give you a quote for the work.’ 
 
    ‘You think it’s repairable?’ I felt doubtful but also hopeful. 
 
    I got an encouraging nod. ‘Everything is repairable, if you want to spend the money.’ 
 
    ‘Even that one?’ asked Sam pointing to the BMW.  
 
    ‘Err, no,’ replied Tom. ‘No, not that one. That one is scrap.’ The fire was out, but there wasn’t much left of the car but the chassis and the powertrain.  
 
    I spotted Patience, gaining her attention by walking toward her and waving. ‘Are we free to go?’ I asked.  
 
    She looked about for someone. ‘That’s not my call. You gave your statement already though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then I expect so. Give me just one moment.’ Patience stood on her tiptoes to spot who she was looking for and set off. She returned a minute later. ‘The chief inspector wants to see you, but he is currently dealing with another case and cannot get here. He asked me to pass on that he will catch up with you shortly.’ I knew what that was about; he and I had discussed it a few hours ago - the Godmother case just escalated. He needed to wait for tangible threat before he could act. The car chase and shooting probably counted. 
 
    I thanked her and wished her luck with the rest of her day. Tom took the Ferrari back to the house, three of us would not fit in it, and Jermaine drove the Range Rover with Sam in the back and me riding shotgun. Tom would arrange for my Aston Martin to be towed.  
 
    All in all, it was shaping up to be a tough day, a day that required a slice of cake.  
 
    And very probably gin.  
 
    And possibly a bucket to put the gin in to save walking time between refills.  
 
    Gin would have to wait for later, we still had enough time to get to Mrs Curry’s place of work and maybe make a tiny bit of headway in the case.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mrs Curry 
 
    The office of Batty and Botts was on the Kings Hill business estate where countless other businesses enjoyed the plush surroundings the purpose-built area provided. Parking was plentiful and the office easy to find but with so much of the day eaten up by the crash and waiting around afterward, if she finished early, we might already have missed her.  
 
    Jermaine led us inside and to the door marked with the firm’s name. He had changed his butler’s garb to leave the house, and wasn’t, for once, dressed as John Steed with bowler hat and umbrella. I had to wonder if the call from me to explain about the car chase had caused him to move so swiftly an abridged version of the outfit had been necessary, but either way, he looked like a professional businessman in his suit and was immediately welcomed inside.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ said a young man in a tan suit from behind a reception desk. He had a headpiece on to keep both hands free for typing while he answered phone calls. ‘How can I help you?’ 
 
    Sam laughed. ‘He looks like a robot.’ 
 
    I shushed him. ‘That’s not polite, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I turned to the young man, but Jermaine was already explaining the purpose of our visit. Natasha Curry was indeed still in the building, but the young receptionist wasn’t sure if she was free. I took that as a veiled code for, ‘I’m not sure who you are or whether she will want to see you.’  
 
    As he reached for his phone to make an internal call to her desk, I leaned across to tell him, ‘Please inform her that our visit is pertaining to her husband and is an urgent matter.’  
 
    He relayed the message, the ambiguity of my chosen words enough to lure her out. I knew what she looked like from the swift research Barbie performed earlier. A petite woman with auburn hair and designer glasses, she pushed the reception door open with a curious but unconcerned expression. ‘What has he done?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Perhaps there is somewhere we can speak in private?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘No need,’ she assured me. ‘He worked here. Everyone knows what an idiot he is. That’s why I had to fire him.’ That he had also worked here was undoubtedly in the information Jermaine found for me earlier. Had I read far enough I would have known already. I brushed over my surprise at her news, and tried once again, ‘What I have to say might come as a surprise and is rather personal. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to move somewhere else?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ she replied, sounding bored already and not trying to hide it when she checked her watch. ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ she claimed. ‘I need to get a lot done before I finish today, can we make this quick?’ 
 
    I shrugged to myself and gave her the news. ‘Your mother-in-law, Mrs Vera Curry, was murdered this morning.’ 
 
    Natasha’s hands shot to her mouth as she gasped in shock. Then her face went pale and she fainted.  
 
    Jermaine caught her.  
 
    ‘Ooh, that was a bit sudden, don’t you think?’ said the young man at the reception desk. He wasn’t wrong but I had tried to warn her.  
 
    Jermaine lowered her to the floor and Sam began to fan her face. It did the trick, Natasha Curry groaning as she came around again. Two minutes later, the four of us had moved to a small meeting room where I was now able to tell her a little more about her mother-in-law.  
 
    Natasha sipped water and sniffed into a tissue. ‘She was such a lovely woman,’ she sobbed. ‘Have they arrested Murray?’ 
 
    Her question caught me by surprise. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    Now it was her turn to look surprised. ‘Isn’t he the killer?’ she asked. This was getting interesting.  
 
    With Jermaine taking notes for me and Sam listening as instructed – I wanted him to learn – I began to quiz her, starting with, ‘What was your husband’s relationship with his mother like?’ 
 
    ‘Can we call him my ex-husband, please? I know the divorce hasn’t been finalised and technically we are still married but …’  
 
    I knew how she felt. I hated being reminded that I was still married. I said, ‘Of course,’ and waited for her to answer the question.  
 
    After another sip of water, she told us, ‘Strained. I think it had been bad for a while. He was terrible with money as a child but good at math as I understand it. His mother nagged him, and I think he studied economics at uni as a way to get back at her. When he was caught embezzling funds here, which by the way, was easy, she severed all ties with him.’ 
 
    ‘What happened between the two of you?’ 
 
    ‘Our marriage was already on the rocks, but I had to be the one to fire him. I hired him in against the advice of his mother and several of my work colleagues who told me it was a terrible idea to spend all our time together. I knew it was a bad idea, but I was convinced he was having affairs with his work colleagues everywhere else he worked; that was why our marriage was failing. Anyway, I thought I could keep an eye on him. That soon blew up in my face. He thought with his wife as head of department, he could get away with doing no work. When I caught him fiddling the books, I had to fire him. How many wives get to do that?’ she chuckled and sniffed again. ‘I knew he would blame me, even though it was all his doing, so I moved out the same day.’ 
 
    I had given her some easy stuff to talk about, subjects she would be familiar and comfortable with. Now that she was used to being the one speaking, I put her on the spot. ‘Why do you think Murray might be the killer?’ 
 
    She shuffled around on her chair to make herself more comfortable and blew her nose as she thought about how to answer me. ‘He’s got a big insurance policy. It is going to pay out now that she is dead, so he stood to gain a pile of cash. He hated the policy because it cost so much every month; almost two hundred pounds, and I think he resented his father for talking him into getting it.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he sign up to it?’ 
 
    ‘His dad is actually a good salesman when he wants to put the effort in. The way Murray tells it, his dad caught Murray bragging about how much money he was going to make when he got his first job. He had just left uni and landed a position with a big London financier. Anyway, Vernon sold him this policy that was guaranteed to pay out when one or both of his parents died. Vernon said it was a brilliant loophole and the kind of investment he wished he had taken out at Murray’s age because it was guaranteed to pay. With the monthly payment Murray opted for, the cheque at the end would buy a house in the country.’ 
 
    ‘But his parents went on living.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. They did,’ she agreed. ‘And Murray lost the job in London for being lazy, and then the one after that. After I fired him from this job, he couldn’t get anyone else to take him on. He even had the audacity to phone me and complain about it. I knew he would get into financial difficulty; he was just that kind of person. When he asked me for a loan a few weeks ago I laughed at him. I didn’t think he would kill his mum, though.’ 
 
    I asked a key question, ‘Did he have a key to his parents’ house?’ 
 
    She locked eyes with me and nodded, her expression grim. ‘How did he do it?’ 
 
    That was not the sort of information I felt I should divulge. ‘At this stage, I am not certain that he did. I need to conduct my investigation and see where that leads us.’ I thanked Natasha for her time, gave her my condolences and apologised again for the shock I gave her. At the door, I paused. ‘If you think of anything else you believe may be important, however small it might seem to you, please call my number.’ Jermaine dutifully handed her a business card and we left her to get back to work.  
 
    At the car, Jermaine held my door and closed it once I was inside. With the engine running, he asked, ‘Where to, madam?’ 
 
    ‘I think we should drop Sam at home.’ The clock showed ten past five. ‘His mother will want to feed him dinner and hear about his day. Then I think we should get home ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    It had been a long and trying day so far, but it wasn’t nearly done yet. My murder enquiry had only just begun, and the clock was ticking for my client. He would be transferred from the station to a prison shortly even if he continued to protest his innocence. To do my best for him meant working many more hours this evening as I tried to determine if Murray might have stabbed his mother to death. He certainly had motive in the form of financial reward in the case of her death. He also had opportunity since he had a key and would be able to let himself in and out.  
 
    However, too often in the past, I had allowed myself to be fooled by evidence which later turned out to be misleading. Murray could be the killer, but there were other avenues to explore.  
 
    In the quiet of the car, each of us keeping our own thoughts, the sound of my phone ringing was loud even buried in the detritus of my handbag. I dug it out, hoping it would be Mr Curry finally getting to make a phone call. I had so many questions that only he could answer, and I hadn’t formally been hired to investigate the case yet; no paperwork had been signed, no deposit taken, and no fee agreed.  
 
    It wasn’t Mr Curry, though, it was David Sebastian, the Lord Mayor of Kent.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Bothersome Date 
 
    The Lord Mayor and I met a few days ago during all the nonsense with the pagans and their solstice sacrifices. Now he and I had a date tomorrow night which currently I didn’t feel I had time for.  
 
    ‘Hello, David,’ I answered his call.  
 
    I swear I could hear him smile. ‘Patricia, good evening, how has your day been?’ 
 
    ‘Um.’ I wondered how to answer that, so asked him a question instead. ‘Did you hear about the terrible traffic jams on the Kings Hill bypass this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, goodness, yes. I heard there was a car that caught fire and then exploded. The new Chief Constable told me it was quite a mess. Did you get caught up in it?’ 
 
    I couldn’t help the laugh from escaping my lips. ‘David, I was it.’ 
 
    ‘Beg pardon?’ 
 
    ‘The car that caught fire chased me three miles from my house firing a machine gun at me all the way and turned my car into swiss cheese.’ I heard him gasp. ‘It exploded first, actually, then caught fire. I think the man inside detonated a grenade to kill himself.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ The Lord Mayor was shocked by my news, news that hadn’t reached his ears from his new appointed official, the Chief Constable. The new head of police for Kent had only been in the job a day, to be fair, his predecessor buried beneath the ruin of St Leonard’s Tower for all eternity.  
 
    I figured this was probably my best shot at wriggling off the hook. ‘This is what you can expect around me, David. You should consider your safety. This was a professional hit conducted by two paid assassins. I think it fair to say that it will not be the last.’  
 
    ‘Hmm. Well that is a pickle. I shall just have to toughen up then, won’t I? Our courtship will be like an action movie where the lovers have to dodge bullets while holding hands.’ 
 
    Here’s the thing; I felt beholden to go on a date with the man. I tied him up and gagged him and sort of accidentally left him in a house that exploded. He wasn’t in the house by the time the bomb went off, but his survival was no thanks to me. All he asked for, when I called to beg forgiveness, was a date. How can a lady say no to that? I just didn’t want to get into anything romantic though I would honestly struggle to explain why. David was handsome and athletic, he had good hair and good teeth and a position of respect in the county. Other women might fall at his feet. However, with a divorce hanging over my head, a new business to run, and a relationship with the captain of a cruise ship, which felt less like it was over and more like it had been indefinitely paused, the notion of getting into anything with anyone was unwelcome.  
 
    He wasn’t being put off by the threat of death and I questioned whether I should switch my perfume. Like maybe I should switch it for drain cleaner. That ought to put men off.  
 
    ‘Okay, David,’ I replied with a sigh. ‘It’s just one date though, remember? That was our deal.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Patricia,’ his response coming with great enthusiasm. ‘That will be the start of it. I shall collect you tomorrow at seven forty.’ 
 
    I had to admire his persistence if nothing else. ‘Yes, David. That was what we agreed. Friday for dinner at eight. I will see you then.’  
 
    We ended the call, the phone slipping back into my bag as we neared East Malling and I caught sight of all the posters again.  
 
    Seeing me stiffen, Jermaine said, ‘I am not sure it is legal for her to display your photograph in the manner she has, madam.’ 
 
     ‘No, Jermaine. I don’t think it is either and that means I will be able to win a battle against her at some point in the future. In the meantime, she is doing her best to poison the village against me, and I have too many other things that require my attention to be focussed on her petty nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    We were arriving at Sam’s house, twilight setting outside to shroud the village in a cloak of darkness. The woods on the other side of the road were already inky black. The lights were on inside his house, his dad’s car back in its spot on the driveway, and the soft glow of a television flickering around the edge of the curtain. It was a welcoming sight, Sam clearly agreeing with me as he leaned forward to point.  
 
    ‘Dad’s home!’ he cheered.  
 
    Jermaine waited outside, scanning the area for anyone who might be watching or waiting. Sam and I went inside, Melissa opening the door before we got to it. Sam got a hug from his mum and then I got one too.  
 
    ‘How was your first day, Sam,’ Mum asked. Paul, Sam’s dad, came into the kitchen to join us and gave his son a high five.  
 
    ‘It was super awesome!’ Sam cheered, his mood almost perpetually buoyant.  
 
    Melissa did her best to echo his enthusiasm, ‘Wow, that’s good. What was the best bit?’ 
 
    Too fast for me to stop him, Sam said, ‘When the car exploded!’ 
 
    As his parent’s eyes swung disbelievingly my way, I sighed. ‘Yeah, about that.’ Then I did my best to tell them what had happened, focussing on how amazing Sam had been throughout – cool under pressure, a phrase I used more than once. I expected them to stamp on my offer of employment, but when Sam continued to gush about how amazing his day had been and how excited he was to finally have a proper job, Melissa cried and told him to make sure he got an early night tonight so he would be ready for work tomorrow.  
 
    Feeling he had exhausted the subject, Sam left to play a video game in his bedroom, which left me with his parents.  
 
    ‘Is he in danger?’ Mel asked, going for the direct approach.  
 
    ‘If he is with me? Very possibly, yes.’ I wasn’t going to lie about it.  
 
    ‘Will you do your best to keep him safe?’ asked Paul.  
 
    This one was easy to answer. I had always liked Sam; he had been a cute kid who grew to be a generous and likeable man. Having spent a little more time with him recently, I found he enriched my environment; nothing ever seemed to get him down. ‘I will protect him with my life and I have a ninja warrior hiding in the shadows to protect my life with his. If anyone ever wants to hurt Sam, they will have a tough time getting to him.’  
 
    Paul turned to his wife. ‘I can’t tell him no. I just can’t, Mel. I have never seen him this excited.’ 
 
    Another tear leaked down her right cheek. I felt like joining her. She nodded. ‘Let’s give him a few days. I don’t like the idea of him being in any danger. I’m not sure he would know to run away, but if you think you can keep him safe, I don’t want to break his heart either.’ 
 
    It was settled then. We took a couple of minutes to discuss his hours and wages and what sort of work I would have him doing. Then I bade them both goodnight, called up the stairs that I would see Sam in the morning and went back outside to find Jermaine loading an armful of posters into the boot of the Range Rover.  
 
    ‘I thought I would take a few down, madam. I find them quite offensive.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ I agreed. Angelica must have employed a small army to get so many posted in such a short space of time. There were none yesterday and hundreds, maybe thousands today. That villagers would side with her and help erect them was worrying. Was there really an undercurrent of hatred? I had no sense of it; everyone, with the exception of Angelica, was pleasant and polite when I saw them.  
 
    Jermaine took me home, but I was not about to get a peaceful evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Protective Custody 
 
    I didn’t feel the need to get out at the front door just so I could enter the house like the lady of the manor. When Jermaine suggested it, I pointed out that with my butler in the car there was no one inside to take my coat and greet me formally. Caught out by his own cleverness, Jermaine accepted defeat and drove me, as requested, around to the back of the house and in through the garage in the east wing.  
 
    Coming into the central rooms in the house, Anna bounded out to find me, four little puppies clumsily stumbling along behind her, their enthusiasm driving them to run faster than their paws would allow. Knowing someone must have let them out of the kitchen, it was no surprise when Barbie and Hideki appeared as well. Hideki was around less than either of them wanted him to be. His position as a junior doctor at St Barts Hospital demanded a lot of hours, the reward for which would be reaped only later in his career.  
 
    My blonde friend had her arm looped through her boyfriend’s and a beaming grin on her face. ‘Hi, Patty. Hi, Jermaine. How was your day?’ I guess news of the car chase and the assassins hadn’t reached her ears yet.  
 
    ‘Um, it was more interesting than I expected.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh did good stuff happen?’ she asked. 
 
    Her question opened the door to tell her about the attack today and the likelihood of further attacks to come. As I wrapped by explaining my suspicion that the Godmother was behind it, the doorbell rang.  
 
    Tutting because he did not have his butler’s tails to hand, Jermaine went to answer the door, crossing the wide entrance lobby at a steady pace. Anna raced ahead of him, barking at the door, and the puppies followed her. Seeing his dilemma - Jermaine could not answer the door and let the dogs attack the person outside - Barbie, Hideki, and I rushed to his aid. With three of us holding the excited and wriggling dachshunds, Jermaine opened the door to reveal Chief Inspector Quinn outside.  
 
    ‘Good evening, Chief Inspector,’ I said with a resigned smile. Jermaine stepped out of the way to let the man enter and offered to take his hat and coat. It reminded me of being on board where he often took hats from members of the security team or the captain himself.  
 
    Ian Quinn was not alone; a second man, wearing a suit, came through the door just behind him. The chief inspector introduced him. ‘This is George Banks of the organised crime division.’ 
 
    George extended his hand, shaking first mine and then everyone else’s. ‘Good evening. I wish this visit were not necessary. After this afternoon’s attack, I fear it may be.’ He wasn’t wasting time on pleasantries, so I invited them to go through to a drawing room a few yards from the front door. There we could be more comfortable as I listened to what they had to say.  
 
    My friends all came with me as I expected them to, but I was the first to start talking. ‘I assume you are about to offer me some for of protective arrangement. What is it? Protective custody? A team of bodyguards?’ 
 
    Liking my direct approach George offered me a grim smile. ‘We have not been able to identify the two men who attacked you today. However, I am prepared to speculate that they were most likely paid assassins. The serial numbers on their weapons had been removed to make them untraceable, so too the car they drove. They carried nothing we could use to identify them by so unless dental records turn up something, which I doubt they will, they will remain unidentified.’ 
 
    Chief Inspector Quinn had something to add. ‘If this Godmother character has put out a hit on you, I think it safe to assume that was the first of many attacks. That is why I wish to implore you to leave tonight and go into hiding.’ 
 
    ‘Out of the question,’ I replied without needing time to think. ‘I have a case to solve. I probably have several,’ I added, remembering that I hadn’t checked my emails today. ‘Whoever the Godmother is, she wins if I go into hiding. How long would I have to hide for?’ I asked because I knew they would not be able to give me an answer. ‘Exactly.’ Facing CI Quinn, I said, ‘Ian, you told me you do not know who she is, but that you believe she is a person of extreme interest to an organised crime division in Scotland Yard. How do I get to talk to them?’ 
 
    He drew in a deep breath through his nose. ‘I will reach out to them, Patricia,’ he mirrored my desire to be on first name terms. We were in my house after all. ‘I can promise nothing; they operate as if they are a clandestine organisation. They do not even have a name. Nor are there names for any of their operatives.’ 
 
    George pursed his lips. ‘You are quite sure you do not wish to go into protective custody? It may be the only way to keep you safe.’ 
 
    ‘What else can you offer me? The solution I see is for us to track down who she is and shut her down. Eliminate the threat by putting her in jail forever. Had that occurred to anyone?’ I was being a bit unfair; this was outside of their jurisdiction. It still felt like the right approach to take.  
 
    ‘We know she is a criminal, right?’ said Barbie. ‘Will there be support when Patty works out who it is and finds all the evidence you need to bring her to justice?’ 
 
    Ian and George exchanged a look. Ian said, ‘That depends where she is. Outside of the county, there is only a limited amount I can do other than request assistance from local constabularies. There will be nothing I can do if she is outside of the country.’ 
 
    It was a valid point. She could be in Central America or Eastern Asia for all we knew. Either way, I was going to have to go after her myself if I ever wanted to be rid of her.  
 
    George said, ‘I’m afraid I do not have officers I can place at your disposal at this time. They are all engaged in other duties. I can offer you safe accommodation. Enough for you and anyone else you think the Godmother might target.’ He used his right hand to indicate my friends sitting on the other couch and Jermaine standing behind me.  
 
    I shook my head, the movement very definite. ‘No. I would not feel safe in a so-called safe house. Here, I am able to spot that which is out of the ordinary. Besides, since you do not know who she is and her influence appears to be broad, how can you guarantee none of your men are in her employ? 
 
    George bristled at my question, but Ian held a hand out to prevent him snapping a reply. ‘Mrs Fisher makes a valid point, George. I will arrange additional patrols in this area. It seems to have become a crime hotspot recently.’ My mind flashed to Angelica’s accusation that I was the source. ‘For now, that will have to do. Please stay safe, Patricia. Report anything out of the ordinary. You have a direct mobile number for me. Use it when you need to.’ 
 
    That appeared to conclude their visit, both men getting back to their feet. Jermaine escorted them to the door where I bade them goodnight. 
 
    The house quiet again, Barbie asked, ‘Do you think they will come here?’ I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what steps an enraged super-criminal might take. I escaped the first wave of attack, but would I survive the next one? If I did, what then? 
 
    Opening my eyes again, I answered her question. ‘Yes, Barbie. I think they might.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Campaigners for all that is Decent 
 
    Tucked in my office with the taste of gin still ripe on my tongue, and a dachshund snoring on the chair next to mine, I tried to do some more research on Vera Curry’s murder. Murray looked good as a suspect, almost too good suddenly with the information his wife gave us. It made me want to focus all my effort on catching him. It was a distraction technique; I recognised what I was doing. Two men tried to kill me today and they probably had no idea who I was. If they were hired killers, they wouldn’t even care – my death would just be a job. The Godmother wanted to erase me for something I had done, and it most likely was to do with the gangsters I met during my cruise. But which one? Which set of gangsters was it that led me to this? I would need to clear my caseload and focus on working out who she was and what I could do to stop her.  
 
    Then the answer hit me like an uppercut, jolting me from my chair as I went scrambling across the room to find the letter she wrote. The original went to the police so they could analyse it, but I had a copy tucked inside a folder on the bookshelf behind me. Tearing it out, my fingers unable to move as fast as I wanted them to, I flattened it against the folder’s outer cover.  
 
    The Godmother referred to three events - three events where I impacted her empire and cost her money. Now, she felt it necessary to kill me as a matter of principle. I let the letter go, both it and the folder tumbled to the carpet as I raced back to my desk. Anna lifted her head to see what might be making me move so swiftly, but after an experimental sniff, decided there wasn’t any food to be had and went back to sleep with a grumpy noise.  
 
    I had been looking at the Godmother wrong. The reason I couldn’t work out what three things she referred to, was because, to me, they were not related. When Chief Inspector Quinn first informed me she was most likely involved in organised crime, I still wasn’t able to see the link to me though I narrowed it down to the Miami gangs, the Yakusa and Zanoozi, or the Old City Firm.  
 
    It wasn’t one of them. It was all three!  
 
    The Godmother, whoever she was, sat above the crime families of the world and considered them all to be a part of her empire. My mouth felt dry and my legs weak. Reaching for my glass of gin and tonic over ice with a slice of cucumber, my hand shook. When the ice rattled, I steadied the glass with my other hand.  
 
    The sound of someone ringing the front doorbell made me jump. I stayed in my seat, content that Jermaine would answer the door and deal with whoever was there. I wasn’t expecting visitors, the question of who it might be never arising as I grabbed a pad and started to map out the gangs. Drawing a very rough picture of the planet as one might find it laid out on a map with America to the left and Russia to the right, I added the three gangs in their different locations and linked them. I didn’t have much of a plan. Not yet, anyway. I was just trying to visualise a global organised crime syndicate. They were coming for me … 
 
    ‘Madam?’ I screamed as I jumped clean out of my chair and spun around to face my attacker. Poor Anna woke with a start and leapt from her chair to find safety.  
 
    With my left hand on my heart, I took a breath and held up a finger to beg for a moment. ‘Jermaine, we need to get you some shoes that make noise when you walk.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright, madam?’ he asked, genuine concern on his face.  
 
    I knelt to scoop Anna out from under the desk where she hid. ‘Come on, sweetie. Mummy’s sorry. That naughty Jermaine snuck up on her, didn’t he?’ 
 
    Seeing that I wasn’t going to have a heart attack, Jermaine announced his business. ‘You have two callers, madam. They are campaigners.’ 
 
    Still cooing at Anna because it was helping me to feel calm, I asked, ‘What are they campaigning for?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s just it, madam. I think you should come and talk to them.’ 
 
    This was unusual behaviour for Jermaine. He was very forthright in his duty to keep nonsense away from me. If they were campaigning on behalf of a charity, he would have arranged a suitable donation. If they were political, he would most likely have sent them away. This was something else then, and the tone of his voice made me want to see who it was.  
 
    I said, ‘Show me,’ and crossed the room to follow him to the front door.  
 
    Standing just inside the house, where Jermaine had no doubt instructed them to wait, were a man and a woman. Both were in their early thirties and wore business suits. The woman, a brunette with long hair pulled into a ponytail, started talking before I could get to them.  
 
    ‘Good evening. My name is Marjory Devenish. The gentleman with me is Colin Fox. I hope we might divert a moment of your time to discuss an important issue that is blighting your village.’ 
 
    I had been about to shake her hand and give her my name, but her words stopped me short. ‘Tell me more,’ I demanded. 
 
    Perhaps content to be held rudely just inside my door, Marjory wasted no time in getting to the point. ‘We represent a concerned villager who feels it necessary to take action at this time.’ Colin handed her a clip board. ‘We are campaigning on her behalf to maximise the spread of her influence. Can I ask you; do you want to live in a peaceful and safe village?’ 
 
    A small snort of laughter escaped my lips. Jermaine had been right to request I attend the callers; they were here on behalf of Angelica Howard-Box. These were hired campaigners going door to door, but they didn’t know who I was.  
 
    To answer her question, I used a question of my own and fixed my face, so it showed worry. ‘Is the village not safe now? What is it you feel might disturb the peace?’ 
 
    Marjory nodded along as I spoke, her face filled with empathy and understanding for my concern. ‘I’m glad you asked. The danger isn’t so much a what, as it is a who. There is a cancerous growth in the village, one which will consume the good people if left to spread. However,’ she smiled for effect, ‘the cancer can be removed. Our client wishes to act as the surgeon and has thrown her resources and finances at achieving that very aim. She is truly heroic but wishes to remain anonymous. Adulation is not her aim, only the safety of the village she loves.’ 
 
    This was brilliant. ‘Who is the person she wishes to remove, please?’ I asked sweetly. ‘I see you have a petition for me to sign. Do you have many signatures already?’ 
 
    Looking pleased with herself, Marjory proudly announced, ‘We have over twenty-five thousand signatures, the villagers are really behind this cause.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-five thousand?’ I gave her my disbelieving face. ‘But that’s almost twice the entire population of the village.’ Her smile froze and Colin’s expression looked panicked for a moment. ‘What did you say the name of this terrible person is?’ 
 
    Now looking less sure of herself, Marjory attempted to rally. ‘Her name is Patricia Fisher. Her very presence in this village represents a danger for everyone else.’ She flapped the pages on her clipboard, making a show of looking through the signatures. ‘I think you may be wrong about the village population.’ 
 
    ‘Patricia Fisher, eh? She sounds quite terrible. I’m not sure who she is though. Can you describe her, please?’ 
 
    Behind Marjory, Colin spoke for the first time. With both hands free, he took a phone from a trouser pocket. ‘I expect I can do better than that. A simple search on the internet will show us her picture. She is a local detective, apparently,’ his tone was derisory. ‘A pitiful pursuit which is stirring up criminals and inciting murder.’ 
 
    As he fiddled with his phone, Marjory pushed her clipboard toward me. ‘If you would just like to add your name to all the others, Mrs …’ 
 
    I took the clipboard, but my eyes were firmly locked on Colin, so I saw it when the blood ran out of his face. Staring at the phone, his head snapped up to look at me. I was smiling like a cat who had just cornered two mice.  
 
    ‘Fisher,’ I supplied, answering the question Marjory posed. ‘Mrs Patricia Fisher.’ The colour drained from Marjory’s face as well. ‘You two really ought to do your homework.’ I handed Jermaine the clipboard and took a step forward, getting right into their personal space. I was shorter than either of them and had to crook my neck to glare at their faces, but the Godmother thing had riled me, and I was too on edge to take this lightly. ‘Go back to Angelica Howard-Box and tell her she just trod on the tiger’s tail. Her campaign against me stops now or I will destroy her. Is that message clear?’ 
 
    Backing away and bumping instantly into Colin, Marjory gulped. ‘Yes, completely clear.’ 
 
    ‘Good. The only danger to this village is Angelica’s bullying tactics. If you have any sense, you will go far away from here and never come back. Make sure you bill Angelica in full though, won’t you?’ 
 
    Marjory and Colin could not escape my house swiftly enough. Anticipating their desire to leave, Jermaine opened the door. I thought about aiming a kick at Marjory’s backside as it fled but remembered myself in time. I was the good guy in this. Though, to be honest, if Angelica were here now, I might try to bludgeon her to death with the clipboard.  
 
    ‘Would you care for another gin, madam?’ asked Jermaine.  
 
    I chuckled but shook my head. ‘I would like to take a swim in gin, truth be told. But I need my head clear to perform research, so I had better abstain.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam. Is there anything I can help with?’ 
 
    I thought about his question. ‘I believe there is a need for some surveillance. Murray Curry may have killed his mother; he has motive and opportunity according to his wife, but I need hard evidence before I can approach the police. If I track him down and interview him, I tip my hand, and nervous, he may then bolt or be more guarded about his actions.’ 
 
    Jermaine tapped his chin. ‘When I looked at his social media profile earlier today, I picked up a trend for betting; he is a regular at the dog track.’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ 
 
    ‘Sittingbourne.’ Then Jermaine produced his phone, his thumbs and fingers a blur as he swiped and searched. ‘Ah. He has posted his interest in attending an event tonight. It is listed as the Gold Cup. I assume that means there is a larger than normal pot to be won. 
 
    ‘Which would attract a person who already likes to gamble,’ I added. This was more like it. ‘Do you have plans this evening?’ 
 
    He sucked on his lip before he answered, a clear sign that he was now working out how to change his plan to accommodate my needs. ‘You have a date, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘It is of no consequence, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Absolute nonsense,’ I growled back. ‘You need a life beyond looking after me, Jermaine. Besides, I have an assistant now. Sam can accompany me.’ 
 
    ‘Accompany you?’ asked Barbie. She was coming down the sweeping staircase with Hideki at her side again. Between them, they carried all four puppies.  
 
    ‘We were thinking about going out for the evening,’ announced Hideki. ‘Can you suggest anywhere for fun and entertainment?’ 
 
    A lightbulb pinged on above my head. ‘How about the dog track?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Going to the Dogs 
 
    Sittingbourne is a forty-five-minute drive, but we have a garage full of exotic and expensive cars, so the trek to get there soon became an adventure crossed with a race. Still sad about my gorgeous Aston Martin, I consoled myself by taking the Lamborghini. Melissa was surprised to get my call, but when Sam heard there was a secret mission to be had, I could hear him whooping in the background.  
 
    By the time I got to his house, he was waiting in the doorway. Melissa gave me a wave and Sam got a kiss as he ran to get to me. ‘Wow, Mrs Fisher! This is a cool car.’ If his excitement at getting out of the house wasn’t enough, now he got to travel in a luxury Italian sports car he had most likely only seen on television or in magazines.  
 
    With Jermaine with Marcus, who had decided to take their date to the dogs, in the Bentley, Barbie behind the wheel of the Mini Cooper, and Hideki looking suave and cool in a gleaming red Ferrari, we set off for the motorway. Naughtily, all four of us broke the speed limit when we reached the Kings Hill bypass. If there was a cop lurking, they would be at one end, not in the middle, so for a two-mile stretch, we floored our accelerators and enjoyed the thrill of going fast.  
 
    Sam’s face was filled with an unbridled joy one cannot fake.  
 
    Finding our way to the dog track was easy; it was well signposted, but parking was less simple. The Gold Cup, whatever that was, had drawn a crowd, the stadium filling up with people looking to lose some money. Our cars drew a lot of attention, the throaty rumble of our engines turning heads as we approached and then wove through the press of people. We finally found parking spaces at the back of the stadium, but locking up and walking away, I couldn’t help feeling like the cars were being abandoned – we were not in the nicest area to be parking over a million pounds in cars.  
 
    ‘There are a lot of people here, Patty,’ observed Barbie, the crowd ahead of us funnelling into the stadium mostly male. They were a mix of ages and clothing styles, some in suits, but the vast majority were not dressed for a night out and had not come as a family.  
 
    It didn’t matter that the venue was popular, but the problem it created was in finding Murray amongst them. It might have been tough to spot someone we didn’t know in a crowd of just a few hundred, now there were thousands to sift.   
 
    ‘We’re here now,’ said Jermaine. ‘We might as well enjoy the event, take part and blend in, but also spread out and see if we can’t spot him.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone has the picture on their phones, yes?’ It was an unnecessary question for me to ask, Barbie having circulated a headshot picture of our target before we left.  
 
    Marcus put his hand up. ‘What do we do if we spot him?’ 
 
    Jermaine replied, taking his boyfriend’s hand to lower it again. ‘We observe and let the team know.’ 
 
    Everyone looked set and ready to go. The queue moved forward, and we were in, paying the paltry entry price for all six of us with a swipe of my card as we clicked through the turnstile.  
 
    Then we split up, Jermaine with Marcus, Hideki with Barbie, and Sam with me. Jermaine wasn’t happy about not being close to me for protection, forcing a brief conversation where I managed, just about, to convince him no one would try a hit tonight and the Godmother almost certainly hadn’t sent another crew already because she wouldn’t have expected the first to fail. 
 
    Incredibly, with thousands of people in the venue, I spotted Murray in less than five minutes. Above the greyhound track is a large viewing area which doubles as a bar and food court. On the far side as one enters, doors lead outside providing access to a tiered, open grandstand area. Our target, a man who very possibly killed his mother, was just going out of the door as I came in. The setting sun reflected off the glass door as it swung, blinding me but also drawing my eye just as Murray passed through it.  
 
    ‘Come on, Sam.’ I grabbed his hand to pull him through the crowd behind me, quickly calling the other teams so they would converge on our location.  
 
    Crossing the busy room took too long; Murray was nowhere in sight by the time we got outside so the search started again, albeit in a smaller target radius.  
 
    ‘I’ll go this way, Mrs Fisher,’ said Sam. He had his phone and a picture of Murray. I worried about losing him among the people here but didn’t wish to stifle his enthusiasm. It didn’t look like there was a way to get off the grandstand other than by going back through the doors.  
 
    I pointed to the doors. ‘I’ll meet you back there, okay? If you cannot find me or I don’t answer my phone, that is where I will be.’ 
 
    I got the usual grin. ‘Okay.’ Then he turned left and was swallowed by the greyhound and gambling enthusiasts two paces later. Mildly concerned, yet unwilling to squash his desire to operate independently, I turned right to conduct my own search.  
 
    Then an announcer’s voice boomed over the PA system: It was time for the first race. As if someone had thrown a switch, everyone stopped moving. Except me that is, which made me stand out. As all the men around me turned their eyes my way, I stopped moving so I would blend in.  
 
    This was my first ever visit to a dog track, my first time at any kind of gambling-based sporting event for that matter, but it wasn’t something that interested me. Hushed silence preceded a bell and a little robot hare whipped by the kennels, the doors opening a heartbeat afterward.  
 
    As the greyhounds in their colourful coats pelted around the track, I stood on my tiptoes to spot Murray.  
 
    ‘Any sign?’ asked Barbie, making me jump with her sudden presence.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, I lost him as soon as he came through the door. I’ve been watching the doors, so he is still out here somewhere.’ 
 
    She looked around. ‘Where’s Sam?’ 
 
    Guiltily now, I worried if I should have kept a tighter control on him. He was a sweet man, but did he have the smarts to stay safe here? ‘He’s looking for Murray,’ I admitted.  
 
    ‘Oh, okay,’ she saw the concern on my face. ‘There’s no sense in three of us waiting here. Come on, Hideki. We’ll get into the crowd and see if we can’t spot Murray.’ Just before she left, she whispered, ‘If I see Sam, I’ll steer him back here as well.’ 
 
    Just as they vanished into the audience standing on the concrete grandstand, Jermaine and Marcus appeared. ‘Have you located him, madam?’ 
 
    ‘No. He came onto the grandstand and is still out here somewhere. He’s wearing a black leather jacket and his hair is still the same style as the photograph we have.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Sam?’ asked Marcus, the second person to ask me what I had done with my charge in the last two minutes. It was giving me a bad feeling, as if I had been remiss in my duty to look after him.  
 
    Trying to quell my rising worry, I nodded toward the press of people on the grandstand. ‘He’s out here somewhere. Barbie and Hideki are looking for him.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam. I think Marcus and I should add our eyes to the search. If we spot either Murray or Sam, I shall let you know.’ 
 
    I thanked him and watched as they too wove their way into the crowd watching the dogs. The first race had ended already, the event lasting less than a minute. The crowd had cheered when the dogs set off, their volume growing to a crescendo as they rounded the final bend. Some would have won, most others would have lost; the ground, I noticed was littered with the confetti of losing tickets.  
 
    Having paid no attention to proceedings, I could not guess the gap between races, a few minutes at least I thought as they would need to reset the track, put the bunny away and get the next set of dogs into position. However long it might be, the crowd outside felt it was long enough to go back inside.  
 
    I watched the door, hoping to see Sam or Murray. I realised now that I was more concerned about seeing my assistant. He wasn’t among the people going through the door, though. It created a perfect funnel for me to inspect them one at a time, leaving no chance I could miss him. 
 
    As the crowd thinned to a few handfuls, a sense of dread crept over me; I could see everyone left on the grandstand and neither Sam nor Murray were among them.  
 
    Barbie, right down at the front edge of the grandstand turned around to face me, worry etched on her delicate features too. She had been hanging over the edge to look below, but on seeing my face, ran up the tiered steps to speak with me, Hideki hot on her heels.  
 
    ‘He’s not here, Patty.’ 
 
    I knew she meant Sam and not Murray. Jermaine and Marcus also joined me. I was starting to feel serious concern for my young friend. We were here to track a man who was very possibly not only capable of murder but might have stabbed his own mother. Would he think twice before killing Sam? I already knew the answer, the real question was would Sam have approached him or made himself obvious? His enthusiasm might have made him try to interview Murray himself.  
 
    Now gripped by panic, I stammered, ‘We have to find him.’ My tone echoed how urgent the situation now was. ‘I told him to come back to the door.’ 
 
    ‘You should wait here, Patty,’ Barbie called over her shoulder as she and Hideki raced away. Jermaine and Marcus went in the other direction, rushing to find Sam and leaving me to fret on my own. What a terrible lack of judgement I had shown. How could I have been so reckless? 
 
    How would I explain this to Melissa? Little more than an hour ago, I told her I would keep him safe. Then I sent him to track a killer.  
 
    I felt weak with worry, desperately searching through the crowd inside to see if he had doubled around to get inside by another route. Unable to keep a lid on my panic any longer, I went through the door and into the bar, grabbed a chair and climbed onto it so I could see over the crowd.  
 
    Then I screamed his name, ‘Sam!’ a thousand sets of eyes turned my way. ‘Sam!’  
 
    ‘Everything alright, love?’ asked someone, their face lost as my swirling emotions made my vision swim. I realised I was going to faint about a second before I did, too late to stop it, but just long enough to alert the nearest man so he could catch me.  
 
    I saw his kindly face as dancing dots of light filled my vision, the message that I was looking down at Murray T Curry reaching my brain just as it switched off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Skill of Sam 
 
    When I came to, I was surrounded by worried faces. They were almost exclusively male and pressing in on every side as I became the entertainment between races. Trying to sit, I scanned the faces to find Murray. I was going to grab his ears and make him tell me what he had done with Sam. 
 
    But Murray was not among those surrounding me, the slippery criminal slinking away while the crowd’s focus was on me. I had to get up, I had to find him and wring his neck until he told me the truth.  
 
    Jermaine and Hideki were here somewhere, they could make him talk.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, are you alright?’ 
 
    ‘Sam!’ 
 
    The sound of his voice was like hearing angels sing. It jolted me from the floor just as he managed to squeeze his way through the front row to get to me. I was still only halfway up, flinging my arms around him in relief thus resulted in me pulling him over as I lost my balance. Poor Sam ended up on top of me with his face stuffed into my cleavage.  
 
    It brought a chorus of sniggers and guffaws from the men, many of them making lewd and unnecessary comments as the announcer broadcast the start of the next race. They headed to the doors, leaving Sam and me sitting on the tiled floor.  
 
    ‘Sam, where did you get to?’ I held back from expressing my worry. He was clearly unharmed and still smiling so nothing bad had befallen him; the panic I felt was all self-induced. 
 
    With a grin, he said, ‘I followed Murray like you said.’ 
 
    Jermaine and Marcus reappeared, Jermaine talking animatedly on his phone as he approached. Getting closer, I heard him tell Barbie to call the search off and come to the bar where we could regroup.  
 
    I clambered to my feet, Sam giving me a hand to steady myself. ‘Where did you follow Murray to, Sam?’ I asked. ‘We looked for you on the grandstand, but you weren’t there.’ 
 
    Again the grin, but Sam was happy to answer my questions. ‘Murray climbed over the edge of the grandstand. There is a ladder.’ I gasped in horror, imagining Sam falling as he clambered around. ‘I wondered where he was going so I followed him like you said.’ 
 
    ‘Did he see you?’ asked Jermaine.  
 
    ‘No. He didn’t look, and people don’t see me anyway. Mum says I am not invisible, but I think I can be when I want to.  
 
    ‘Where did he go?’ I asked, keen to hear what Sam had seen.  
 
    Sam swung his attention my way. ‘He climbed down to a platform underneath the grandstand. He was talking on his phone the whole time. He sounded angry about something.’ 
 
    This could be key information; how much of it would Sam remember accurately? When I asked him to tell us what he heard, Sam produced his phone. ‘I recorded him.’ 
 
    I will admit his revelation stunned me. Sam has Downs and that limits his cognitive ability; I knew this to be true but had focused on not using it to judge what he could or could not do for himself. Regardless, sneaking after a possible killer and then thinking under pressure to record the conversation was inspired.  
 
    Barbie arrived, looking almost out of breath and flustered for once. ‘Hey, guys. Everyone okay?’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Barbie,’ said Sam. She gave him a hug.  
 
    I told her Sam had a recording of a conversation Murray made. The bar was too noisy and too crowded for us to listen there, but the corridor outside which led to the toilets and back to the entrance was quiet. Six of us crowded around his phone. It picked up halfway through a heated discussion though we were only getting Murray’s half.  
 
    ‘… the time and place. Got it?’ Murray’s voice was angry. He was shouting to get his point across.  
 
    After a pause where he must have been listening to the other person speak, he said, ‘Yes, it is a lot of money. And you are going to pay every penny of it. It’s that or the rest of your life in prison. How would you like that?’ 
 
    Another pause followed.  
 
    ‘Look, you’ve had enough warning. I want the first payment tonight. Two grand or I go to the cops.’ 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    ‘Midnight.’ 
 
    A pause.  
 
    ‘Come alone. If I see anyone else, you are history.’ Then his tone changed as he talked to himself which let us know the call had ended.  
 
    I said, ‘Please send that to me,’ and paused while he did. When my phone pinged with the incoming message, I asked, ‘What happened next, Sam?’ 
 
    Sam put his phone away. ‘He went back to the ladder to climb up to the grandstand. I hid around the back of a sign until he was gone, but he got into trouble with a security man when he got back to the top. The man said he wasn’t allowed to go down there and that it was dangerous, so I found my way down to the side of the track and a man showed me how to get back into the stadium. I told him I was lost.’ 
 
    I patted his arm. ‘Well done, Sam.’ The others all congratulated him on a job well done as I pieced together the phone conversation. ‘I think he is blackmailing someone.’ The moment I said it, I knew it was true. ‘He’s not the killer at all.’ 
 
    ‘But he knows who is,’ said Hideki.  
 
    Jermaine added, ‘And he would rather extort money from them, than get justice for his mother.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he is quite the loving son,’ I agreed.  
 
    Quietly, Barbie said, ‘We have to find him.’ 
 
    ‘What if we find his car and watch that?’ asked Marcus. ‘Do you know what kind of car he drives?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Blackmail 
 
    As it so happened, we did. Jermaine had been thorough when he investigated Murray Curry, noting his current address, email address, the names of the friends who most often commented on his social media feed and other details. Among them, he found pictures of Murray’s car. Murray might be in financial difficulty and have no job to provide an income, but if the car was any indication, he was still living as if nothing had changed.  
 
    Outside in the carpark were maybe five thousand cars, so many in fact that parking had overflowed onto the street outside. It was serendipitous then that we found the car after only ten minutes of searching, the shiny Audi A7 sitting beneath one of the floodlights erected to illuminate the front façade of the stadium. 
 
    ‘Now all we need to do is wait,’ said Barbie.  
 
    We took it in turns to loiter within sight of the car, everyone else pulling back to wait in our cars with a plan that we would collect whoever was observing when the time came.  
 
    As it happened, I was the one who saw Murray Curry coming out of the venue. It was nearly eleven by then and a lot of people had already left. It was no surprise to me when I spotted his black leather jacket winding its way through the cars to get to his; a meeting at midnight meant he had to leave soon.  
 
    Turning my back so I would not be tempted to draw attention to myself by watching him, I called Jermaine. A quick shuffle of the cars had Sam in the Bentley with Marcus and Jermaine driving the Lamborghini. As Murray peeled out of the carpark, he had four luxury cars on his tail.  
 
    We couldn’t tell where he was going, but it soon became apparent the village, or its vicinity, was his destination.  
 
    I said, ‘Drop back,’ as we neared the bypass that led from the motorway. ‘He’ll spot us following if we are too close now.’ It was a quarter to midnight which meant there wasn’t much on the roads and our ability to keep a few cars between us was gone. Stay too close and we might spook him.  
 
    If he wasn’t the killer, then he was on his way to meet whoever the killer was, and this represented my best shot at closing the case early. In less than a day, in fact.  
 
    He left the bypass at the turning that led to East and West Malling and took the back roads that would lead him to the eastern edge of he village first.   
 
    ‘He’s heading for the church,’ Jermaine predicted, which turned out to be bang on the money, his brake lights flaring as he neared the car park. East Malling, the smaller sister village to the larger West Malling has a small church at the eastern edge. It was the first thing one came to if approaching along the road Murray had chosen. Built in the sixteenth century, it was hewn from solid chunks of rock taken from a nearby quarry. Gravestones in the grounds around it were no longer standing straight and the letters once etched into them were no longer legible, the elements eroding them as the years progressed.  
 
    Jermaine drove straight past the carpark entrance, our friends behind us wisely following until all four cars were a hundred yards beyond the church. There, we slowed to a stop at the side of the road.  
 
    ‘Do you think we are out of sight here?’ Barbie asked Jermaine once we were all standing in the road. She voiced the same concern I felt, but the lights were all extinguished so if Murray had seen us stop and taken fright, it was too late now.  
 
    We needn’t have worried. His car was still in the church carpark when we got there. Approaching with stealth and silence, I felt like a special forces soldier as I snuck into the church yard in the dark. Murray was here somewhere attempting to blackmail the killer, at least that was what I believed. I expected to find out in the next couple of minutes.  
 
    All it took was a hasty discussion before we left the cars to organise ourselves into two parties. Jermaine came with Sam and me, heading around the church clockwise, the others going anticlockwise and each group keeping an eye and ear out for our targets.  
 
    Voices, that was what I expected to hear as we kept to the grass and off the gravel doing our best to stay quiet. Had he arranged to meet behind the church? We had already covered the first third of the sides and there was no sign of him. In a few more paces we would reach the back of the ancient stone building and would have to carefully peek around it. The other team would be roughly parallel with us on the other side.  
 
    There was still no sound, when I expected to hear an angry discussion.  
 
    Peering around the edge of the church to see the final side we had not yet explored, I saw Barbie’s face looking back at me from the other side. Hideki and Marcus poked their heads out as well, so soon all six of us were searching the grounds behind the church with our eyes.  
 
    I listened for a minute but there was still no sound to be heard; just an owl hooting somewhere in the distance. Exasperated, I stepped out into the moonlight, everyone else following my lead. Barbie flapped her arms in a where-did-he-go kind of way.  
 
    A quick gesture and we converged in the middle. Speaking quietly, I said, ‘I can’t believe that we missed him, so he is either here somewhere or he met the killer and the pair of them went somewhere else together.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they saw us,’ said Barbie.  
 
    Hideki spoke next, ‘He’s still here.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Jermaine asked spinning around on the spot to search the dark.  
 
    Hideki pointed and then we all saw it:  a foot poking out from behind a gravestone.  
 
    ‘Oh, cripes,’ said Barbie, taking off as we all ran to see who it was.  
 
    That Murray was dead was very probable but Hideki, as the resident doctor, checked him anyway and pronounced his death right there and then. Murray’s face was a bloody mess, and his skull a little misshapen like a soft-boiled egg when one hits it with a spoon.  
 
    ‘The killer didn’t like being blackmailed,’ said Barbie.   
 
    A frustrated sigh escaped my lips. ‘No, I guess they didn’t,’ I replied. Then to Hideki. ‘Does he have his phone on him?’ 
 
    Carefully using the back of his hand rather than introduce more fingerprints, Hideki patted down the obvious places a phone might be kept. It wasn’t there. The killer, who Murray had called earlier using his phone, was wise enough to relieve him of it. I believed the police could examine phone logs without the phone which meant they could trace the number but if the killer used a burner phone, it would be the same as untraceable.  
 
    Straightening up and trying not to feel beaten, I took out my phone. It was time to call the police. With my finger poised above the number for Detective Sergeant Mike Atwell, I dealt with some admin first. ‘Barbie can you and Hideki please take Samuel home?’ I gave Sam a hug. ‘Sam, I can take it from here. You were marvellous tonight. Get some sleep so you are fresh in the morning. Be ready for ten o’clock. I’ll collect you from your house.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Mrs Fisher. Today was fun.’  
 
    Fun was not the word I would use, but I believed he meant it. I wished him goodnight, got the same in return, and a quick kiss on the cheek from Barbie as she departed. Jermaine sent Marcus away as well as we consigned ourselves to a tedious few hours.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Cake 
 
    Unfortunately for me, the next day was one of my scheduled exercise days where Barbie would rouse me for a youth and vitality retaining fitness session. I both loved and hated her for it. I knew it was good for me; there was no doubt I was fitter, healthier, and indeed, slimmer than I had been since my twenties, but I hadn’t found my way to bed until after three this morning and really needed to have a lie in.  
 
    However, putting Barbie off was nigh-on impossible, so this morning I didn’t even try as she bounced into my room like Tigger, declaring the sun outside to be the start of a beautiful day. Promising myself a piece of the damned cake afterward, I slunk to the gym, yawning all the way.  
 
    The gym is at the rear of the house, overlooking the garden where happy woodland creatures skittered across the lawn or slept happily below ground unaware of the torture going on a few yards from them.  
 
    Burning calories on an elliptical trainer, I shut out the protest coming from my lungs, arms, and legs by focussing my thoughts on the case again.  
 
    Last night it was a sleepy version of Mike Atwell who arrived first at the graveyard behind the church. He reacted to my call quickly, taking only fifteen minutes to get to us, a host of cops in squad cars and chaps from the crime lab all arriving shortly thereafter as they reacted to calls he in turn had made.  
 
    A cordon was erected, not that they needed to keep anyone back yet, but the routine of it gave the officers familiar activities to busy themselves with and passers-by would no doubt be curious once the sun came up.  
 
    Patience found me after a while, appearing out of the darkness with a smile despite the hour. ‘You white people sure do like to kill each other. This ain’t what church is for you know. Now where’s that big hunk of black man you always have around you. Mmm-hmm, I would not mind a slice of him.’ 
 
    Somehow, she always made me laugh no matter the circumstances. ‘I’m afraid he is gay,’ I told her.  
 
    She let her shoulders slump. ‘All the pretty ones are, you know. So, who died this time?’ 
 
    I pointed to the body sticking out from behind the gravestone. ‘That’s the son of the lady who was murdered yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Wow. Someone sure doesn’t like that family. Are you okay here?’ she asked as she started to move away. ‘I’d better see if I can help out or the guys will moan.’ 
 
    She bustled off to be useful elsewhere just before Jermaine returned. He had taken the Bentley from the road to place it in the church carpark. Mike came over at the same time. As senior officer on scene, he needed to coordinate efforts, but the work was getting done now which gave him a chance to speak with me.  
 
    ‘You say you believe he was meeting someone here?’ I gave Mike a brief rundown when he first arrived, now he wanted the full picture.  
 
    I replayed for him the recording Sam took. ‘To me it sounds like he was trying to blackmail someone. The bit where he said they would go to jail for the rest of their life if the cops found out.’ 
 
    ‘You think he was talking to Mrs Curry’s killer, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mike.’ He was challenging me but not to tell me I was wrong. Rather, he was poking my theory to see if it held water. 
 
    ‘Mr Curry still looks good for his wife’s murder, Patricia. This could be entirely unrelated.’ Seeing my expression, he added, ‘You only heard one half of the conversation. It isn’t me you have to convince.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I acknowledged. ‘It’s Chief Inspector Quinn. Murray was bludgeoned to death with something heavy. Something like a bat.’ 
 
    A crime scene man, who was bent over Murray’s body, looked up and pulled down his mask; it was Simon again. ‘It wasn’t a bat. At least I don’t think so.’ He pointed to Murray skull. ‘See here?’ I didn’t want to, but I looked anyway. ‘The indentation is round like a bat but has a square cut end.’ 
 
    I frowned as I tried to picture it. ‘Like a rolling pin?’ 
 
    It was Simon’s turn to think. ‘Yes,’ he concluded. ‘Exactly like a rolling pin. Oh, that’s cool.’ He turned his head to face the other way. ‘Hey, Steven! I think we have our first death by rolling pin!’ 
 
    A few yards away where he was looking at blood splatter, Steven said, ‘Oh, Cool!’ 
 
    Giving Mike a look that said, I’ve-just-scored-a-point, I said, ‘That’s two murders involving a kitchen implement in the same day. It has to be the same killer both times.’ 
 
    Mike did not agree. ‘The chaps will have to prove it was a rolling pin first. But even if it was, that doesn’t mean Vernon Curry didn’t kill his wife. It will shed some doubt on Mr Curry but do little to clear his name. Why were you following their son in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘Because he had motive and opportunity.’ I explained the insurance policy his father tricked him into taking out. Then I asked about a key. ‘Most people have a spare key hidden under a rock or hung on a ledge somewhere for the emergency day when they get home and cannot get in. Was one found at the scene?’  
 
    He shook his head. ‘No. I had the same thought when it was clear no one had forced their way in. Mr Curry said all the doors were locked, but I didn’t think to ask him about a spare key. It was only after he departed that I considered sending officers out to look for one.’ 
 
    ‘If they didn’t find one, it could mean that someone else took it.’ 
 
    I got a wry smile in response. ‘Or it could mean there was never one there to begin with.’ 
 
    It was impossible to argue with his logic, but I continued to push. ‘What about the timeline of her death? If she got up at five and was killed before six, she wouldn’t have had time to make cakes and deliver them to the post office or anywhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Patricia. We discussed whether she might have made cakes the previous evening. I can confirm that Mr Curry said she did not. However, in interview, he stated several times that he rarely woke up when his wife got out of bed and that she often got up before her alarm went off. Since we have no way of knowing when she got up, she might easily have had enough time for the task.’ 
 
    This was getting frustrating. ‘I don’t suppose you had any luck with the CCTV footage you hoped to find.’ 
 
    ‘None at all.’ 
 
    Really frustrating. 
 
    That was the nature of my business. Some days the clues presented themselves nicely, and other days there was nothing but dead ends.  
 
    ‘Ready to work your abs?’ asked Barbie, bringing me back to Earth where I found myself unfortunately still in the gym trying to work off the cake I planned to eat as soon as Barbie went to work. I almost had a chunk of it when I got in last night but held back for fear it would give me indigestion or heartburn while I slept.  
 
    I was ready for cake and a lie down. I didn’t get those things, though, I got an abdominal muscle workout that made me want to cry.  
 
    An hour later, Barbie had left for the morning, heading to her job as a fitness instructor at a local health centre and I was in the kitchen getting the cake back down from the shelf she placed it on. I needed a step stool to get to it, which I fetched from the pantry. Anna and her four puppies fussed about my feet as I climbed back down from the step stool. They could smell the cake and wanted some too.  
 
    It was no longer fresh since it has been baked yesterday morning, but it was a moist Victoria sponge and likely just as delightful today.  
 
    ‘That must be one of Vera’s last ever cakes you have there, Mrs Fisher,’ observed Mrs Ellis. She was at the kitchen table as usual, this time cutting up carrots to make something. ‘It’s the base for my famous ragù,’ she explained when I asked. ‘The carrots give a sweet undertone you simply cannot get without them.’  
 
    ‘Is there a pasta dish section of the village fete?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘This year there is, sort of anyway. They have different themes each year. The baking section is always the same, although contestants do have to enter something new every year. Then, because it is right around harvest time, they have best vegetable competition and biggest vegetable, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Well obviously,’ I agreed, thinking the idea of growing giant vegetables to be a little bonkers.  
 
    ‘Then they have a separate competition to celebrate the harvest by cooking the best dinner. It is generally quite open to interpretation provided one can show fresh, in-season vegetables have been used, hence the carrots. However, this year, some bright spark suggested all dishes must have an international theme. Well, that put a few noses out of joint, especially when Angelica Howard-Box ruled that Irish stew was too British to be allowed.’ 
 
    ‘Irish stew,’ I repeated. ‘Angelica actually banned it, even though it has the name of another country in the title?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I heard.’ 
 
    I could absolutely see Angelica doing exactly that but only because she didn’t like the person who was going to make the dish as their entry.  
 
    I cut myself a large wedge of the Victoria sponge and set the kettle to boil. Then, feeling the eyes of five dachshunds staring up at me, I carved them off some crumb sized pieces and tossed them at their hopeful mouths.  
 
    Each dog caught a piece and then promptly spat it out. Anna sniffed hers suspiciously, stared at me accusingly, and wandered back in the direction of the panty where I could soon hear five tongues lapping water from the bowl. 
 
    Frowning at their unusual behaviour, I picked up the slice I cut for myself. I sniffed it, getting joyous notes of butter icing and strawberry jam. It smelled alright. Whatever got into my dogs? I found out when I took a bite.  
 
    Mrs Ellis looked up as I did my utmost to spit the cake back out without showing her I was doing so.  
 
    ‘Everything alright?’ she asked as I scraped my tongue using a fingernail.  
 
    Needing water before I could contemplate answering, I finally said, ‘Salt. It tastes of nothing but salt.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ asked Mrs Ellis, her surprise and disbelief causing her to take a bit before I could stop her. The same reaction ensued.  
 
    ‘Oh, my word, that was awful.’ I guzzled tea trying to shift the taste from my mouth.   
 
    Doing the same, Mrs Ellis sounded wistful, when she said, ‘I wonder how that happened. Vera never baked a bad cake in her life.’  
 
    ‘Well, she messed this one up.’ It added more strangeness to a murder case I was already flummoxed by.  
 
    I turned to my cook. ‘Pam, did Vera have any enemies? Other cooks perhaps who resented her ability and that she kept winning?’ 
 
    Pam’s forehead creased as she considered the question. ‘No, I don’t think so. I don’t remember anyone ever getting into it with her. Quite the opposite, in fact, she had a lot of good friends who were the people she beat every year. Some of them even worked with her or helped out when she took a holiday by covering her deliveries.’ 
 
    ‘Like who?’ I asked. Suddenly I had a new line of enquiry. 
 
    ‘Agnes Barton for one. She came second behind Vera virtually every year but the two of them remained firm friends.’ 
 
    ‘Would she have a key to Vera’s house?’ 
 
    Pam’s eyes rose to the very top of her forehead. ‘You don’t think she could have done it, do you? Why ever would she do that?’ 
 
    It was a great question. One I was going to get an answer to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Agnes Barton 
 
    How it was that the police didn’t know Vera had friends who came to work with her in her kitchen, I couldn’t fathom. Or maybe they did know but were content with the case against Vernon Curry so hadn’t yet bothered to pursue any other lines of enquiry.  
 
    To get the bottom line on Agnes Barton, I was doing what I did every time a question about a villager arose: I went to see Mavis in the post office. Font of all knowledge, Mavis was bound to know how strong their relationship was and whether Agnes had any reason to wish ill of her baking partner.  
 
    To get there, I took Anna for a walk. I found there and back was just the right distance for my little dog. Much farther and she began to drag. On occasions in the past, when I thought a long walk might suit her, the extra miles were trodden by my feet alone as my dachshund chose to sit and then refuse to move. The resulting standoff was never one I could win, so I would carry her the remaining distance and soon learned what amount of effort she found acceptable.  
 
    It was pleasant today, songbirds tweeting merrily in the trees above my head and the bushes that border the road. Anna saw rabbits hopping in the fields beyond, and ahead of us on the verge of grass that bordered the pavement and often threatened to reclaim it. The squirrel mafia were around though I spotted only one of them after it threw an acorn at Anna. I say threw because it only just missed her and the two squirrels high above were chattering as they ran away, their speech sounding like laughter to me.  
 
    At the post office, the first thing I saw as I approached was a large sign in the window. It didn’t have my head on it this time; it was a white sheet with a handwritten apology.  
 
    To everyone who bought cakes here yesterday, we apologise for the poor quality. Please come to the till for a full refund.  
 
    It wasn’t just my cake then. The note made it sound like it was all of them. Inside, I said hello to Sharon and got the obligatory mumble in response, but carrying Anna, I was already making my way to the back of the store and the post office counter where Mavis was attempting to serve Mr Willoughby. Mr Willoughby had been old for as long as I have been alive and had to be about a hundred and twenty-seven now. Whatever his age, he was still going and still getting about by himself. He was mostly deaf though refused to wear a hearing aid. Today, he was shouting for Mavis to speak up.  
 
    Mavis did her best. ‘It’s seventy-seven pence,’ she roared as loud as she could manage.  
 
    In reply he said, ‘Eh?’ 
 
    I got the impression this had been going on for a while. Mrs Christmas, next in the queue and keen to get her business concluded so she could leave, had a try. ‘It’s seventy-seven pence, Roger.’ 
 
    He turned to look at her, ‘Eh?’ 
 
    Then she tried to open his wallet. It was the kind with a section on the side to hold coins, but though he was holding it in the air and mostly under her nose, he snatched it away with an accusing look when she tried to help him.  
 
    ‘I shall thank ye to keep your hands to yourself, young lady.’ Mrs Christmas was nearly ninety.  
 
    By the time he turned back to look at Mavis, she was holding up a handwritten note which told him the price to send his letter first class.  
 
    ‘What is that supposed to say?’ he asked. ‘How am I supposed to read such small handwriting.’ He fumbled in every pocket of his coat before finding a set of reading glasses hanging from a string around his neck. Finally, with the glasses in place, he jerked as if stung. ‘How much?’ 
 
    Mavis banged her head against the glass screen. ‘That’s the price of a first-class stamp,’ she wailed.  
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    I gave up and left them to it, wandering back to the empty and rather sad looking cake display. Yet another handwritten sign taped to the glass lid told anyone reading it that the cake supply would resume shortly – a replacement baker had been found.  
 
    Wondering who that could be, I heard Mr Willoughby muttering to himself about kids as he ambled out of the shop. I had to wonder whether he meant actual children when he used the word kids, or perhaps just anyone with less than three numbers in their age.  
 
    Mrs Christmas was just finishing up as I got to the post office counter again, Mavis regaling the old lady with a juicy story she just heard about Enid Sharples being seen by Mildred Deans as she snuck out of Christopher Soaper’s house.  
 
    ‘Well,’ said Mavis, ‘Those two have been at each other’s throat for decades. Ever since Enid ratted Mildred out for kissing Tony Bryant two nights before her wedding to Gavin.’ 
 
    Mrs Christmas was duly impressed and gasped at the gossip. ‘Do you think it’s true. Is Enid having an affair at her age?’ 
 
    I let them finish and finally got my turn. ‘Morning, Mavis.’ 
 
    She cackled at me. ‘I see that Curry boy got his last night. He was a nasty bit of work I can tell thee. The amount of times I caught him trying to shoplift from this store. His mum told me not to bother with the police after the second time, told me to give him a whack with a broom and let her know. Was he a mess?’ 
 
    The post-mortem condition of Murray Curry was not a subject I felt comfortable to divulge. ‘He was definitely dead, if that is what you are asking. Were all the cakes tainted with salt?’ 
 
    Grumpily, she said, ‘Yes. Every single one of them. I can’t imagine what got into Vera’s mind.’ 
 
    I wasn’t so sure it was Vera who baked them, but I kept quiet about it for now. Instead of saying what I thought, I asked another question, ‘Who is the new cake person?’ Mavis gave me a mystified look. ‘The cake cabinet has a sign in it saying someone new will be supplying the cakes,’ I prompted. 
 
    ‘Oh. Yes, well, I needed to tell people something. I got bored with everyone asking me who was going to supply them now, as if I’m the boss of all bakers. What was I supposed to do? Just call the next person in line.’ 
 
    ‘So what did you do?’ 
 
    Mavis grinned. ‘I called the next person in line. Agnes Barton is on her way here now. She supplies the cakes almost every time Vera goes on holiday, God rest her soul, and it’s no secret she has wanted the job for years.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Has there ever been any animosity between them? I heard they were good friends.’ 
 
    Mavis looked about to see if anyone else was listening, a sure sign that she was about to reveal what she believed to be a big secret. Then she cracked her knuckles as if limbering up. ‘Those two were as thick as thieves. They used to get on like a house on fire, but that all ended about three months ago.’ I leaned closer to the glass as she dropped her voice to a quiet whisper. ‘In the summer they had a major row over a recipe.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Hardly the most likely cause for a double murder.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you were away on your cruise, but they had a stand-up fight after church one week. The vicar tried to separate them, and he got punched in the face by Agnes. He gave the evening sermon with a black eye.’ 
 
    Talk of a bust up at church ought to have still been a discussion topic even months after but I hadn’t heard about it and no one had mentioned it in the days since Vera was killed. ‘What was the fight about?’ 
 
    Mavis was in her element now, dishing the dirt on people and telling stories they would rather forget. ‘Vera won the village fete baking competition I don’t know how many times. She is recognised as the cake baker in the village and Agnes was always in her shadow, but it didn’t seem to really bother her. Not even when the church council thought it would be a good idea for Vera to publish a recipe a month in the parish magazine. That started just after Christmas but in June, Vera’s recipe was for oat and raisin cookies, which seemed innocent enough until Agnes accused Vera of stealing the recipe from her.’ 
 
    This was good stuff. Agnes might very well have a key to Vera’s house if she helped her out with baking and now she had what might be a motive. Killing someone over a recipe sounded crazy but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen.  
 
    I let Mavis continue. ‘Agnes said it was a recipe she had been perfecting for years and one which she believed was going to win the baking competition this year. But Vera claimed it as her own, which Agnes said was because she couldn’t bear the thought of losing her crown. We all thought that was a load of nonsense, Agnes is an okay cook, but nothing she ever made came close to what Vera could do.’ 
 
    ‘And they had an actual physical fight about it?’ 
 
    ‘In the church yard. Both in their Sunday best. There were bits of hat everywhere.’ Mavis cackled at a favourite memory. Then suddenly, her face straightened to a poker expression, all hint of mirth banished from her mouth. She signalled behind me with her eyes just as I detected a person coming our way and turned to find Agnes Barton approaching.  
 
    As if greeting an old and very dear friend, Mavis halloed from behind the glass divide. ‘Hello, Agnes. So good of you to come in at such short notice,’ she gushed. Feeling that still wasn’t enough, Mavis pulled down the blind to show the post office was shut and came out through a side door. ‘We can’t wait to have your cakes in here, Agnes. It will be so nice to have a change up from the same old flavours Vera gave us day after day.’ Mavis was making a big show of selling the point just seconds after telling me Agnes couldn’t hope to operate at the same level. I guess the cakes were a big draw for local customers no matter who made them.  
 
    Agnes looked sheepish. ‘Yes, about that Mavis. I haven’t said yes yet, and I don’t think I should.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mavis couldn’t believe her ears. ‘Why ever would you turn down this opportunity?’ 
 
    Grumpily, Agnes said, ‘Because I’m not as good as Vera was. She always won because she is better. If I try to replace her cakes, I will just line myself up for abuse and negative criticism. Everyone will publicly compare my cakes to hers. There just isn’t enough profit to make me want to do it. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘What about the raisin cookies?’ I asked, sticking my oar in very deliberately and getting a scornful look in return.  
 
    Agnes growled, ‘That was my recipe. She had no right to take it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed, showing her empathy. ‘That was a terrible thing to do. How did she get hold of it?’ 
 
    Sighing, Agnes said, ‘It was my fault. We baked together and sold our wares at farmers’ markets throughout the year. We worked together most Saturdays, baking and getting everything packed up and ready and then we had to head out early on a Sunday morning. She was happy with the line up that we always made; Vera liked to be in charge. Arguing with her was almost impossible because she would just point to all her trophies. Anyway, I thought my recipe for the cookies was good enough, so I showed her it and baked her a batch. The next month she published the recipe as her own.’ 
 
    I nodded along, trying to make her feel like she was among friends so she might keep talking. ‘What did she say when you accused her?’ 
 
    A look of rage flitted across Agnes’s eyes as we dredged up the unwelcome memory. ‘She had the audacity to claim she had taken my recipe and improved it, so it wasn’t my recipe anymore, it was hers.’ 
 
    ‘What had she changed?’ 
 
    ‘She increased the quantity of raisins by two ounces.’ Agnes looked like she wanted to strangle something, or someone, or maybe what I was seeing was exactly the level of rage a person would need in order to then stab a person to death with a palette knife.  
 
    ‘That’s it?’ I questioned, keeping with the sympathetic tone, but beginning to agree that Vera had acted terribly.  
 
    ‘Oh, it gets better,’ sniggered Mavis. ‘Tell her, Agnes.’ 
 
    I really wanted to hear how this tale got better. ‘I found the recipe in the church magazine. They hand them out once a month as we leave church.’ I knew this because I got mine each month, but I refrained from interrupting her. ‘I shouted for Vera to stop when we were still in the yard. She was heading home with Vernon, but I slapped her face when she turned around. I screamed at her for stealing my recipe, but she grabbed my hair and said it was her right to publish it because I was her apprentice. Her apprentice! She talked as if she was a professor getting her name on a ground-breaking paper first because I am the student. As if all the credit had to be hers and none of it could possibly be mine. We haven’t spoken since.’ 
 
    Now that I had the story and had seen the rage, I asked. ‘Did it worry you that the police might consider you to be a suspect when she was murdered?’ 
 
    Agnes looked shocked when she replied, ‘Heavens no! Why ever would anyone think I could do it?’ I couldn’t tell if she was faking or not. ‘I thought Vernon did it because of his … you know …’ 
 
    ‘Performance issues?’ I completed her sentence, then switched to ask her a very direct question. ‘Do you have a key to her house?’  
 
    ‘No. I, ah …’ Agnes suddenly realised what she was saying and who she was saying it to. ‘Are you investigating? Is Vernon not guilty?’ 
 
    I gave her a level stare, looking into her eyes as if trying to impart that I could see all the way into her soul. ‘Vernon Curry hired me to clear his name. Why would he do that if he is guilty?’  
 
    ‘So he can get away with murder?’ Agnes tried, but she failed to sound convinced herself.  
 
    I drew in a breath through my nose and let it go slowly and meaningfully as I held her gaze. ‘I’m sorry, Agnes. Right now, you are the chief suspect in the murder of Vera Curry. You might not have had a key to get in, but by your own admission, you wanted to hurt her. Did you add salt to the cakes to ruin them as part of your revenge?’ I asked the question to see how she would react. In my experience, when you reveal something the other person does not expect you to know, they tell you with their eyes.  
 
    What she said told me enough as her face hardened into a scowl. ‘You think I killed her? Why don’t you just try to prove it, Patricia Fisher? You might think you are famous, but around here, you will always be the little girl who wet her knickers at the village fete.’ Then she turned on her heel and stormed from the shop.  
 
    ‘That was 1971,’ I shouted after her, annoyed that so many people still remembered it.  
 
    When the door closed again, Mavis said, ’I guess you’ll just have to prove it then. I heard her challenge you.’ 
 
    Squinting my eyes and biting my lip, I said, ‘Yes, I guess I will.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Salt 
 
    I felt like dancing when I left the shop; a complete switch from my mood when I went in. Half an hour ago I had two murders and no suspects. Now Agnes Barton had thrown herself unwittingly into the frame. I would have found out about her in the end, but that might have been days from now.  
 
    She looked and sounded guilty even if a recipe was a crazy thing to kill a person over. My next task was to collect Sam on my way back to my house. The walk would ensure Anna was well exercised; she could spend the rest of the day chasing squirrels in the garden.  
 
    I turned right as we reached the pavement, Sam’s house no more than a quarter mile in this direction. Anna pulled at her lead in an excited way, digging her claws into the path to propel herself along. ‘What has you so excited?’ I asked her.  
 
    She glanced over one shoulder quickly before turning her attention back to the route ahead. She wanted to get somewhere in a hurry. So much so it made me question whether I forgot to feed her breakfast.  
 
    Suddenly, the tension in her lead went slack. We were passing the rubbish bin; the same one she got so excited by yesterday.  
 
    Salt! 
 
    Anna’s backend was planted firmly on the ground under the raised bin, a small receptacle mounted on a lamppost four feet off the ground. She couldn’t reach it, but something in her doggy brain made the connection between the dead body she could smell yesterday and whatever she was able to smell in the bin. When I peered through the aperture at the top yesterday, I saw the edge of a salt container, the type one might buy in a supermarket. It meant nothing then, but now, with the murder victim’s last batch of cakes tainted by salt, it had to mean something. 
 
    I held my breath and looked inside again. More empty soda cans, wrappers from snacks and suspicious little baggies likely to contain poop were piled on top so the salt container, if it was still in there, was now buried under detritus. I called Mike.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Patricia. Have you yet another body for me?’ I almost laughed but it really wasn’t funny.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Mike. I am pleased to say that I do not have a body. What I do have is evidence. Just along from Vera Curry’s house is a rubbish bin mounted on a lamppost …’ I told him about the cakes and my suspicion that the killer baked and delivered them, and about the salt container discarded so close to the house. He was wise enough to agree that it needed to be investigated.  
 
    Sam’s house was just a few doors along, but paranoia assured me the bin would get emptied or the killer would come back for the evidence the moment I stepped away from it, so I phoned him instead.  
 
    He answered almost before it rang. ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Sam. I’m right outside, but I have found a clue. Actually, that should be, I think Anna has found a clue. If you want to get started today, come outside. I’m in the street. Can you bring a stick or something I can root around in a bin with? And some rubber gloves? They would be super. Oh, and maybe a clean plastic bag, the type your mum uses to put leftover food in the freezer,’ I added quickly as my brain added implements and tools to the list. ‘Oh, and an old shopping bag like you get from the supermarket, please.’ 
 
    When Sam came out of the house two minutes later, waving vigorously when he spotted me, his mum, Melissa, came with him. Her expression betrayed her curiosity.  
 
    Coming along the street with her son, she called, ‘Hi, Patricia,’ when she got to within a few feet. Frowning slightly as if confused, she said, ‘Sam just raided my kitchen for the most bizarre collection of items and said you needed them to find a clue. What’s in that bin? Or do I not want to know?’ 
 
    I chuckled at her squeamish face. ‘It’s not a severed body part, if that’s what you are thinking.’ Sam offered me the items I asked for, his hands trying to juggle them. ‘Thank you, Sam,’ I took the rubber gloves first, probably the ones Melissa used to do the washing up.  
 
    With them to protect my hands, I gripped the top of the bin and pulled it free. A few flies buzzed out, but this far into the autumn they were moving slowly and had very few friends. Able to see the contents a little better, there was still no sign of the salt container, so I carefully began removing items one at a time using a pair of sausage tongs Sam brought me. I placed each item in the old shopping bag Sam now held open for me.  
 
    Sixteen items and two inches down into the bin, I spotted the top of the salt container. Relieved that it was still there, even if it did turn out to be just a salt container and not a vital piece of evidence, it was at that moment that Mike Atwell’s car rounded the corner and started coming toward us.  
 
    Curtains, which started twitching moments after Sam, Melissa, and I gathered in the street, stopped moving as the residents of the street could contain their curiosity no longer. By the time Mike parked his car and got out, we had a dozen spectators.  
 
    Anna wagged her tail vigorously, happy to see someone she knew. I shot him a grim smile. ‘It’s here. I think I can see blood on it.’  
 
    A ripple echoed around our spectators as they surged forward, human nature driving them to want to see the thing hidden in the bin.  
 
    Mike came close and peered in, squinting down into the garbage inside until he pursed his lips and pulled back. ‘Yes, I think you might be right.’  
 
    I allowed myself a mental fist pump though on the outside I remained dignified and calm, doing my best to channel my inner Miss Marple. ‘Do I take it out?’ I asked, sausage tongs and makeshift evidence bag held at the ready.  
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I already called the station. Steven and Simon are on their way. Better to let them catalogue and photograph it, observe all the stages of evidence gathering in case it proves to be vital.’ 
 
    I told him about Agnes Barton, though I walked him to the other side of the street to do so; telling Mike my thoughts in front of other villagers would make it gossip and they would spread it around so fast it would make me giddy. Anna sniffed the hedgerow. 
 
    Mike said, ‘You really think Vernon Curry is innocent, don’t you?’  
 
    ‘We know he didn’t kill his son. He was in a cell at Maidstone station when it happened. Has he been informed?’ 
 
    ‘Of his son’s death?’ Mike confirmed. ‘I would assume so. He was being transferred this morning. So far as I know, Chief Inspector Quinn is treating the second murder as a separate incident.’ 
 
    Incredulity filled my words. ‘You are kidding! The two crimes are clearly linked, Mike.’ 
 
    He folded his arms and scuffed the ground a bit with a foot. ‘I’m not so sure they are, Patricia.’ I was stunned. ‘If Vera was killed by her husband, then we know her husband did not also kill his son. However, from your testimony, the son, Murray, was involved in blackmailing someone.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, for something the other person had done which would land them in jail! You heard the recording.’ 
 
    ‘But the crime the other person perpetrated could be anything, Patricia.’ He held his hand up to stop me as I wound up for another salvo. ‘I’m not saying you’re wrong, Patricia. You are so often right, but if I am to go to the chief inspector and trash his already-solved murder investigation, I need hard evidence. The salt container,’ he pointed to the bin, ‘might be it.’ 
 
    Basically, I had to hope there was a fingerprint on the salt container that was not Vernon’s or Vera’s along with Vera’s blood. Introducing a third person, even if that person was unknown, would cast serious doubt on Vernon’s guilt, most especially since a second murder had occurred which he could not have perpetrated.  
 
    The sound of Sam raising his voice caught my attention, and I turned to see him trying to keep Mr McKay from poking around in the bin. 
 
    ‘Please, everyone, keep back,’ Sam begged. When Mr McKay, a retired chap in his seventies with a shock of white hair clinging to the back of his head, tried to peer at the evidence again, Melissa caught his arm and pushed him away.  
 
    ‘Do as my Sam says,’ she insisted. ‘This might be vital evidence for the police to catch Vera’s killer.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why I want to have a look at it,’ argued Mr McKay indignantly.  
 
    Just behind him, Sarah Tweedy, a woman in her twenties still living with her parents and not doing much to change the situation if her dressing gown and slippers were much to go by halfway through the morning, said, ‘I thought Vernon did it?’  
 
    Her mother, dressed almost exactly the same, joined in. ‘That’s what I heard.’ 
 
    And their neighbours, the Chorleys echoed them both. Mrs Chorley, one of the local primary school teachers said, ‘I heard it was because of his performance issues.’ 
 
    Quickly the voices of the villagers became a hubbub as they started arguing theories about who might have killed Vera Curry. A screech of brakes brought everyone’s attention around.  
 
    Anna barked and snarled savagely, lunging for the car as if sensing something inside needed tio be bitten.  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  
 
    ‘Caused another death I see, Patricia,’ sneered Angelica. ‘When will you get the message and leave? Before or after everyone in the village is dead?’ She didn’t hang around for my retort; she powered her window back up and sped off. All along the side of her car were scratches and dents where mine had collided, ever so accidentally, with hers. I ought to contact her and exchange insurance details so she could make a claim. It was the right thing to do but I honestly expected that she would tear my details to pieces or offer to forget the repair bill if I would just leave.  
 
    ‘Who was that?’ asked Mike. ‘Is that the woman who put up the posters?’ 
 
    ‘The very same. She can’t do that, can she?’ 
 
    Mike pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes at the back of her car as it vanished around a corner at the end of the road. ‘No, she cannot. I shall need to have a word with her.’ He clearly meant at a later date because he had more pressing issues now.  
 
    Mr McKay, among others, were still trying to get a look in the bin. ‘Is there a bomb in there?’ he demanded to know. If there’s a bomb in the road outside my house, I deserve to know about it.’ He got a chorus of yeahs from the spectators. 
 
    Mike came at them with his arms spread wide. ‘Step back all of you, please. This area is under my supervision. If anyone tampers with the evidence, I will arrest them for interfering with a crime scene.’ I wasn’t convinced he would, but the threat was enough for most to lose interest, drifting back to their homes where daytime television waited. Melissa told me she had left the iron on and needed to get back before the house caught fire. She took her sausage tongs home; glad I hadn’t used them to dig around in the bin. 
 
    A few minutes later, a crime scene van rolled around the corner, my two favourite forensic investigators visible in the front seats. Being meticulous men, once the hellos were done, they got on with the process of extracting the salt container. It took them half an hour, but like I said, they are meticulous.  
 
    Once it was out and sealed inside a box specifically designed to preserve any DNA, fibre or fingerprints, I asked them, ‘How long will it take to get a fingerprint and identify it?’ 
 
    Steven answered, ‘No more than a couple of hours.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not at the front of the queue, though,’ Simon pointed out. ‘There was a murder last night and a lot of evidence from that to work through.’ 
 
    ‘The team at the lab are already working on it,’ Steve argued.  
 
    I found the two men often did this, arguing back and forth like an old couple married for so long they became a double act. Mike interrupted them before I could.  
 
    ‘I’m sure you can push this one to the head of the line, chaps. A fingerprint on this might change the direction of the case.’ 
 
    Both men looked at him and blinked in unison. ‘Okay,’ said Steven.  
 
    ‘We can check it against the family members easily enough,’ said Simon. 
 
    ‘That’s if there are fingerprints on it,’ added Steven. 
 
    Simon darted in with the next sentence, ‘It’s cardboard, you see?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I held up my hand to stop them. ‘Cardboard is hard to lift prints from. I’m sure you will work your magic. If it doesn’t match the family members, it might match Agnes Barton.’ 
 
    The crime lab guys blinked at me, then said as one voice, ‘Who’s Agnes Barton?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Village Archives 
 
    The subject of Agnes Barton was one I was going to have to get familiar with very quickly. My client was already being transferred to jail where he would be held until his preliminary hearing several weeks from now. The only way to change that was to present evidence sufficient to bring his guilt into question.  
 
    Before Mike followed the chaps back to the station, I asked him about the Currys’ house. ‘Can I get a better look inside, Mike?’ 
 
    He gave me a disappointed face. ‘You know I can’t do that, Patricia. The cordon is still up at the boundary to their property for a reason and it may be necessary for the police to go back in if Mr Curry calls on evidence we do not have.’ 
 
    Frustrated, but expecting the answer I got, I asked, ‘What about the garden? Can I look around the garden? Agnes didn’t have her own key, but she could have found a spare one somewhere.’ 
 
    This time I got his professional cop face. ‘No, Patricia. I must insist that you stay out of the property and that includes the garden. Officers searched the garden but were unable to find a spare located anywhere. I’m sorry, but I feel I must put my foot down this time. Do not go onto the Currys land.’ 
 
    ‘I understand, Mike.’ I offered him a smile; we were friends even if we didn’t always agree. Sam and I waited to wave him off. 
 
    Then Sam asked, ‘What do we do now, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    Watching Mike and walking away from the Currys’ house until he was out if sight, I immediately turned around. ‘We are going to look for that key.’ 
 
    Sam, who got left behind when I changed direction, hurried to catch up. ‘But Detective Sergeant Atwell said …’ 
 
    ‘I know what he said, Sam. Sometimes we have to break the rules to catch the bad guy.’ 
 
    I gave Mike another minute just to see if he was coming back to make sure I didn’t disobey him. Then, I tucked Anna under my arm so she wouldn’t leave a present on the lawn, and with purposeful strides, I led Sam down the garden path and around the side of the house.  
 
    ‘We’ll check the back garden first. Remember we are looking for a key to the house so check under rocks and flowerpots and maybe inside the guttering on the shed. You also want to look to see if you can spot where a key might have been.’ The latter, if anything, was more important. If there had been a spare key and someone took it, that person could be anyone, but it would explain the unforced entry.  
 
    Sam and I set about the task, but just like Mike’s officers yesterday morning, we found nothing. No trace of a key anywhere. I poked about at the front as well with the same result. More frustration. I was feeling it more than normal on this case, which was nothing to do with the case itself and everything to do with the Godmother. I needed to focus on her, not be distracted by this.  
 
    Accepting there was no key to find meant the killer had to already have one. There was nothing more to be done at the house, no further clue to be found, which meant it was time to point our efforts elsewhere.  
 
    Anna was looking sleepy. I could not say what is typical for a dachshund, but I thought mine was quite lazy. Taking on a dog, I figured she would demand exercise – walkies thrice times a day. In contrast to my expectation, she often hid when I suggested a walk, or rolled or her back to make it difficult to put her collar and lead on. Still tucked under my arm now, she gamely looked about, but I knew her well enough to know she would be happier dropped at home than walked any further.  
 
    The route to the church didn’t exactly take us past my house, but it only added about an extra half mile if we went that way. On the way, I made a call to the vicar.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Reverend. This is Patricia Fisher. I am hoping to see the village archives this morning. It is part of a murder enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, goodness. Good morning, Patricia. Such tragic news this week, and so awful that young Murray should have his life cut short in the very grounds of the church.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is terrible.’ I waited, then had to prompt, ‘The archives?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Yes. Well, you see, the archives are controlled by the church council,’ he tried to explain. 
 
    ‘Yes, I know, Vicar. I am a member of the church council.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. Well, all access to the archives is now controlled by the president of the council.’ 
 
    Angelica. 
 
    Feeling a vein begin to throb in my forehead, I pressed on. ‘Vicar, Mrs Howard-Box is currently conducting a hate campaign against me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. I have seen the posters around the village. They look very professional, don’t you think? It made me think, though, that this week’s sermon should be on the need to love thy neighbour.’ 
 
    My right eye twitched. ‘Geoffrey, I need to catch a killer before they strike again. Angelica will go out of her way to prevent me from doing so. I need you to give me access to the archives.’ 
 
    It took a little time to convince him; I think his biggest concern was that Angelica would find out and berate him for interfering in church council business. The archives were not exactly kept under lock and key but the door to the vestry was locked and only a small handful of people had access to keys. Angelica, of course, the head verger, and the vicar. The head verger was in Angelica’s pocket which is why I arranged for the vicar to be waiting for us. 
 
    Forty-three minutes after calling him, Sam and I arrived at the village church without our canine companion. Jermaine had met me at the front door to take her inside. I could have grabbed a car while I was there, but the weather would turn soon enough and I felt it best to make the most of the sunny days we had left.   
 
    Arriving on foot back at the scene of Murray’s murder, much of the yard was still cordoned off but the path from the arched gate to get to the front door had been left clear.  
 
    Stepping out of the autumn sun and into the shade and cool of the church robbed my eyesight for a second. It was quiet inside. Quiet as a church one might say, which made it easy to hear footfalls when someone moved deep inside the old building. Nerves gripped me, two bodies in two days, plus the ever-present possibility of the Godmother organising another attack making me unnecessarily jumpy.  
 
    The vicar stepped into view. Well past retirement age, he ambled slowly everywhere he went but let nothing stop him from serving the Lord. ‘Just this way, Mrs Fisher,’ he called, heading back into the vestry as we crossed the church.  
 
    I hadn’t known there was a village archive until I joined the church council and it came up in the meeting minutes. I suppose it was obvious that there had to be a repository somewhere for records of christenings, births, deaths, weddings, et cetera. All these, which went back more than three hundred years, and more recently the photographs taken, were kept in a cool storeroom behind the vestry. 
 
    ‘What is it specifically you are after?’ the vicar asked.  
 
    I bit my lip as I thought about his question. Jermaine was at my house delving into Agnes Barton’s life. He would extract a lot of mundane details; I was here for background and because I had an itch at the back of my skull that told me there was only one killer and it was Agnes. 
 
    ‘I would like to see the village fete records, if I may. The last twenty years ought to be quite enough. Does it list the baking competition for each year, do you know?’ 
 
    Geoffrey squinted at the shelves, getting his bearings before moving. Two thick tomes came off the shelf, dust shedding from the top of the older one where it hadn’t moved in years. The vicar took them one at a time to a table where they thumped down with another shower of dust. ‘They’re a bit heavy,’ he chuckled. 
 
    They looked it. Certainly, they were too heavy to carry anywhere very far. I opened the most recent and began turning the pages. Much like a scrap book, each page had several photographs arranged, beneath each tidy copperplate handwriting recording what the picture showed. Each had a date recorded, the place, the event or reason for the photograph, and the names of the people shown.  
 
    I found myself fascinated - captivated even - by the history of the village, instantly wondering if I would find pictures of myself or my mother and father when they were still alive. Because it was chronological, the pictures nearest the back being the newest ones, I hefted a huge wad of pages to get to the most recent entries and then worked backward.  
 
    Sensing that he served no purpose and keen to get on with other tasks, the vicar said, ‘I’ll be in my chambers if you need me. I’ve left the key in the door. Just close up when you are done and let me have the key back.’ 
 
    I thanked him, tearing my eyes away from the book so I wouldn’t seem rude, but getting quickly back to it the moment he was gone. On some pages there were cuttings from newspapers; events recorded in local papers such as The Wield Word when a person in the village had achieved something newsworthy. Sylvia Phillips, who was responsible for filling the archives, was doing a wonderful job.  
 
    Ten-year-old Jonny Marden won a local fun run event with his dad, Morgan, the slice of newspaper and picture getting an entry. Another child placed in a national science competition; the photograph was of the winners being handed awards by a television celebrity.  
 
    I turned more pages, noting newsworthy events, but turning a few more brought me to the summer and suddenly I was staring at two blank pages. Although, they were not actually blank. The tidy handwritten notations were still there but the pages bore gaps where clippings from a newspaper had clearly been. Two diagonal lines were drawn across each page, words sandwiched between telling me the contents had been audited and removed by the president of the church council. Now curious about what Angelica had found so offensive I read the bits she couldn’t delete, my breath catching as I realised it was me.  
 
    The removed articles were all about me. The archivist chose to dedicate a two-page spread to stories taken from newspapers about my exploits on the cruise ship. The copperplate handwritten notes said which country I was in and when, but Angelica, her hate campaign knowing no bounds, had defaced the archive to erase me.  
 
    Biting down on my anger, I turned more pages hurriedly until I found what I had come in here for: the village fete. Last year’s event was fifty-one weeks ago now, the next one almost upon us. It also received a two-page spread, the main focus of which was the vicar handing over the best in show trophy to Vera Curry. Standing to her right was Agnes Barton, the cameraman capturing them just as they were sharing a joke, forever frozen in time with a laugh on their lips.  
 
    I rifled quickly through another year’s worth of pages to get to the village fete the previous year. The picture was much the same, the position of the people little different though this time Vera and Agnes were both looking at the camera. I recognised most of the ladies in the background; the runners up, encouraged to cram into the picture and smile. There was one solitary man in both of the shots. He wasn’t someone I recognised, but he smiled like everyone else. Beneath the pictures, the winner and runner up were listed; Vera followed by Agnes every time.  
 
    Sam was bored by the task, not that he said so, but it wasn’t interesting and though he initially found it fun to point people out and name them, he soon tired of that. Spotting something, I said, ‘Sam have you still got your magnifying glass?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher,’ he said excitedly, whipping it from a pocket to hold it aloft.  
 
    ‘Have a look at this picture and tell me what you see.’ 
 
    He squinted down at the page for a few seconds, his tongue escaping his mouth as he concentrated. Then he beamed. ‘That’s me.’ One of the pictures was taken as Sam passed by in the background. Looking for more photographs with him in kept him entertained for a while.  
 
     After an hour, I began to question what I was doing. Would I find anything in the archives that might help me solve this crime? My first thought was that the crime was all to do with baking and that led me to the imminent village fete and the baking competition. That in turn made me want to know more about it. However, staring at the same few pictures each, posed with the same people each year had told me nothing so far.  
 
    About to give up and close the book, I spotted something. It made me stare because I realised I had seen the same thing in another picture. I didn’t get time to explore my discovery because just then my phone rang.  
 
    The screen displayed Mike’s name. ‘Hi, Mike,’ I answered cautiously, wondering if he heard about my foray into the Currys’ place even though he expressly told me not to.  
 
    It wasn’t that at all, though. ‘I have two pieces of news for you, Patricia. The first is that the weapon used to kill Murray Curry almost certainly was a rolling pin. The crime scene guys found tiny pieces of wood in the wound, transferred no doubt when the implement made contact with his skull. They also found sugar and a small amount of cinnamon.’ 
 
    It confirmed the baking connection so far as I was concerned. ‘You said two pieces of news, Mike. What’s the second?’ 
 
    The chaps lifted a set of prints from the salt container.’ 
 
    My pulse quickened instantly. ‘Don’t make me wait, Mike. Whose is it?’ 
 
    ‘Agnes Barton,’ he confirmed. There was very little inflection in his voice when he admitted I had been right all along. ‘There were three sets of prints on it, in fact. Vera Curry, Agnes Barton and one other that we were not able to identify. Agnes is on record for assault a few months ago.’ Vera must have chosen to press charges. 
 
    ‘Are the other fingerprints Vernon’s?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘No. I made sure the chaps had checked already.’ 
 
    ‘What about the blood?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same type as Vera Curry but they will need further testing to conclude if it is hers; DNA cross typing takes time. You realise that what we have, even if it is Vera Curry’s blood, is inconclusive, Patricia, yes?’ 
 
    Stilling my excitement, I accepted that he was right. A fingerprint on a salt dispenser next to a smear of blood would not make a conviction, not against a woman who used to visit the house regularly and had cause for her fingerprints to be there.  
 
    ‘Do you intend to question her?’ I asked.  
 
    Mike sighed. ‘Yes. I feel I must. Someone ditched the salt container in the trash bin. It could easily have been Agnes. Two officers are on their way to her house now to arrest her in connection with the double murder.’ 
 
    It felt like a breakthrough, but I was still lacking the vital piece of evidence I needed. Circumstantial factors would not do it. I made a fast decision: I wanted to be there when the officers arrived.  
 
    ‘Come on, Sam. We need to go,’ I said with my hand over my phone. Then I ended the call with Mike and phoned Jermaine.  
 
    ‘Madam.’ 
 
     ‘Jermaine, I’m back at the church. How soon can you get here?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cake Mix 
 
    The answer was six minutes, my butler wasting no time on changing his outfit as he raced to match my sense of urgency. He already had the address for Agnes; his own research providing such details. Already feeling naughty after disobeying Mike’s instruction to stay clear of the Currys’ property, I barely hesitated when I chose to liberate the two archives. They were heavy, as the vicar assured me, but not so weighty Sam and I couldn’t manage one each.  
 
    Jermaine had the back door of the Bentley held open for me but saw us struggling down the church path with the heavy books and opened the boot before rushing down the path to pluck mine from my hands. He made it look like its heft was insignificant.  
 
    With the borrowed archives nestled on a blanket in the boot, we set off for Agnes’s house on the other side of the village.  
 
    Agnes lived in a nice detached place, her great grandmother’s house originally, Jermaine informed me on the way there. Virginia creeper dominated the entire front façade, reaching to the eaves and curling over the guttering to reach the roof in places. This late in the year it had taken on a glorious deep red colour with shades of orange poking through here and there.  
 
    We arrived before the squad car but only just. Joshua Clifton and his partner Marvin Gaye pulling around us to access the driveway moments later. I was already out of the car and about to ring the bell when Joshua’s call stopped me.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, if you please. DS Atwell warned me that I might find you here. Please step away; you know what I am here for.’ 
 
    I complied with a smile; there wasn’t much else I could do, but I also believed it was a good policy to keep the police on my side.  
 
    Joshua knocked on the door with purposeful raps no one inside would miss. ‘Police. Open up, please.’ 
 
    PC Gaye pointed around the side of the house. ‘I’ll cover the back, just in case.’ 
 
    Joshua nodded and repeated his order to open up as his partner vaulted a six-foot wall.  
 
    No answer came and when Joshua changed the angle of his hand so his next knock would make even more noise, a shout from the rear of the house got everyone’s attention.  
 
    ‘Josh! Break it in! I think there is someone hurt inside!’  
 
    I could only guess at what the officer might have seen, but prayed Agnes hadn’t done something crazy like take her own life because she knew I was on to her.  
 
    Joshua took two steps back, issued a warning that he was going to effect a forced entry, a legal requirement like rules of engagement no doubt, then exploded toward the door to strike it right on the lock with his right boot.  
 
    He bounced off and said a rude word.  
 
    Out of curiosity, and because we live in a quiet rural village, I tried the door handle. It opened and I walked inside as Jermaine offered Joshua a hand off the ground. I rarely bothered to lock my door when I lived with Charlie. I think most people hereabouts are the same. 
 
    PC Gaye must have also found an open door because the next time he called out his voice came from inside. ‘She’s here. I’m calling the coroner.’ 
 
    My hand flew to my mouth as my jaw hung slack. She had killed herself! However, when I followed his voice as he talked on the radio, I found the kitchen and the sight there challenged my conclusion.  
 
    Agnes Barton looked just as dead as Murray had the night before, but in a very different way. There was no blood this time; she had been garrotted – by her mixer. The cord for the mixer had been wound around her throat and then around the paddle inside - the bit that beats the cake mix into batter. Turned on, it had wound the cord tight until her air supply was cut off. Now she hung lifelessly from it, the cake mixture inside never to be baked.  
 
    Sam’s mouth hung open too. ‘She had a terrible accident,’ he said.  
 
    This was not an accident, it was murder. The third in forty-eight hours as someone eliminated the competition so they could hope to win the grand prize at this year’s village fete. It beggared belief.  
 
    Worse yet, I now had no idea who the killer was.   
 
    It was silent in the car on the way home, Jermaine recognising my need to be left with my thoughts. An hour ago, I felt certain the case was solved. Agnes could not get past her anger with Vera’s treacherous methods and using a key she had but lied to me about, snuck into the house early one morning to kill her rival. It was my belief that she had gone there with the express intention of murdering Vera but use of the palette knife suggested opportunity rather than premeditation.  
 
    In the end, it was neither, because she hadn’t done it at all. Neither had Vera’s son, Murray, who stood to gain a significant windfall from her death, one which would consolidate his debts and leave him financially buoyant for a period. I believed he knew who the killer was, either working it out for himself or because he caught them somehow. Foolishly, he tried to blackmail a person who was already proven capable of murder. Lured to a graveyard in the middle of the night, the killer bludgeoned him to death with a rolling pin.  
 
    Vera, Murray, Agnes. Two of them were linked by the challenge of the village fete baking competition, the third by being the son of the first victim. There was at least one other player in this game, and I needed to work out who it was before they struck again.  
 
    Thinking about who might be next made me yell out loud as an answer collided with my question with a terrifying result.  
 
    ‘Pam!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Blood on the Floor 
 
    My outburst made Jermaine, my robot/ninja butler, jump and twitch the steering wheel. The car slewed in its lane a little as he wrestled it back under control.  
 
    Sam whooped with delight; for him it was the most interesting part of the day and he probably hoped for another near-death experience, white-knuckle car chase.  
 
    I said, ‘Sorry, Jermaine,’ reaching forward to pat his shoulder once the car was cruising smoothly again.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ he asked, his bass voice rumbling from the driver’s seat.  
 
    ‘I hope so. It occurred to me that whoever the killer is, they murdered the person who always wins the village fete baking contest and then they murdered the person who always comes second. I believe Murray was killed because he knew who the killer was and was stupid enough and so motivated by greed, that he tried to blackmail them rather than turn them in.’ 
 
    Jermaine understood where my thoughts were heading. ‘You believe the killer is taking out the competition. Who then is always third?’ 
 
    I failed to keep the dread from my voice when I said. ‘I don’t know about always but for the past three years it was Pam Ellis.’ 
 
    Jermaine’s eyes flicked into the rear-view mirror to lock with mine. ‘I see,’ he said as the car went a little quicker.  
 
    Soon we were going at fifty percent more than the posted speed limit allowed, flying past a squad car on the other side of the road as Jermaine powered his way back to our house. I snapped my head around in time to see the police perform a handbrake turn, smoke burning from the front tyres as the driver floored his accelerator.  
 
    Jermaine wasn’t stopping. They were a quarter mile behind us in seconds and the turning for my house was no more than a few hundred yards now. Slowing so he could take the turn, the squad car’s siren sounded. He continued to ignore their obvious desire for him to pull over as he powered around the sweeping driveway to get to the house. 
 
    Screeching to a stop and skipping over the gravel, Jermaine calmly said, ‘I shall remain here to speak with the officers, madam. Might I suggest haste to ensure Mrs Ellis is safe?’ 
 
    I slapped his arm for good luck as I bailed out, the car barely stopped as Sam and I ran across the gravel to get to the front door. The thing I noticed in the archives earlier was Pam Ellis holding a third-place trophy. I saw her in more than one photograph, but at the time it seemed inconsequential. I knew she had entered in the past, she told me so herself. But she didn’t say that she had ever won a prize. In fact, she played the whole thing down as if it were a fun thing to do, but she was clearly talented, as one might expect from a life spent in a kitchen. Had I known she was among the winners, I might have realised sooner that she could be in danger.  
 
    Crashing through the front door, I started yelling her name.  
 
    ‘Pam! Pam! Mrs Ellis!’ Sam joined in, his voice adding volume to mine as we ran through the wide and long entrance lobby and past the stairs to the hallway at the back. The kitchen sat in the centre of the house, midway between east and west wings but at the farthest point from the front door unless one went into the wings.  
 
    Running through the house, Molly, the housemaid, came rushing out of the drawing room to see what the commotion was about. Chasing after me, but easily able to keep up, she cried, ‘Whatever is the matter, m’lady?’ Then, as I turned my head to answer her, she tried to perform a curtsy, as she always did when she got nervous. Unable to do that and run, she tangled her feet, tripped and collided with a five-foot-tall vase. As it fell, she dived to catch it, Sam and I throwing ourselves underneath it to stop it crushing the poor girl.  
 
    Tom, the handyman, appeared too, worry on his face because clearly something was amiss. We were moving again, heading his way. ‘Find Mrs Ellis! I yelled to him. Molly gave the vase a final check to be sure it wasn’t going to topple, then hared after us as we got into the back half of the house.  
 
    ‘Pam!’ I shouted again, shouting like a mad woman in my desperate need to find her. Why wasn’t she answering? Four of us were calling her name! 
 
    To Tom I yelled, ‘Check the herb garden and vegetable plot. She might be bringing in some late beans or peas.’ Then I sent Molly to the chicken shed on the other side of the garden. We were shouting too loudly for Mrs Ellis not to hear us from the kitchen and I feared the worst. Molly and Tom had known her far longer than me; I sent them to look elsewhere because I didn’t want them to see her mutilated body. It was bad enough that I would have to see it.  
 
    Anna, reacting to my voice as I shouted through the house, came running out from the direction of the kitchen. The door to the kitchen was generally pushed closed but left far enough ajar that she could move around the house if she wanted to. Her recent confinement to the pantry was only because of the puppies and my belief that they would wreak destruction if allowed to roam freely.  
 
    It wasn’t Anna that slowed my pace, it was the trail of bloody footprints she left behind.  
 
    Grinding to a halt as I neared the kitchen, I grabbed hold of Sam’s arm. He had already seen two bodies in the last twenty four hours when I hadn’t wanted him to. He thought being a detective was cool, but his mother would not thank me if he started having nightmares about people he knew being murdered.  
 
    ‘You wait here, Sam. Okay? I’ll call you to come in when I’m ready. Stay here.’ I made him agree to do so. 
 
    Then, steeling myself for what I was about to see, I pushed the kitchen door open and closed it again behind me. My breath caught in my throat. 
 
    On the stone floor, right next to the kitchen table was a wide pool of blood. It was bright red and clearly very fresh. Coming out of it was a set of doggy footprints where Anna ran through it. I picked her up to stop her doing it again, not caring about the red stains her paws would leave on my cashmere sweater.  
 
    The puppies could see me over the barricade in the pantry which mercifully kept them contained. They barked and yipped in their excitement though I ignored them. I’m not sure I remembered to take a breath as I crept across the kitchen expecting to find the body of my cook lying dead on the other side of the solid kitchen table. I had to edge around the pool of blood which appeared to still be expanding, but wincing and telling myself I was ready to see it, I peered around the table to see Pam’s body. 
 
    There was nothing there. This was worse.  
 
    The killer had taken her body and was going to pose it somehow for the police to find as a macabre taunt. Or would they just put her in a shallow grave, never to be found? Each new thought was worse than the one before.  
 
    ‘Sorry about the mess,’ said Mrs Ellis, her voice behind me making me scream and actually wet myself. She threw a bucket of water over the pool of blood as she eyed me sideways. ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher? You look like you have seen a ghost.’ 
 
    There wasn’t a mark on her.  
 
    ‘Wha … blood … what?’ I stuttered and mumbled. Unable to form a coherent sentence, I pointed to the flood of blood now washing across the floor.  
 
    ‘Oh, the blood?’ she tracked my arm. ‘Al Spencer keeps pigs. Two of them went to slaughter this morning and he kept the blood for me. I was going to make black pudding, but I went and knocked the jug over. Such a shame. Don’t worry, though. I’ll have this mess cleaned up in a jiffy. Did you want a cup of tea?’ 
 
    I put a hand against the counter to steady myself and lowered Anna to the floor where she sploshed about in the bloody water. Tom and Molly came running in through the pantry door at the same time, both a little out of breath and ready to report they hadn’t been able to find her. They both saw Mrs Ellis instantly, most likely wondering what I had been making all the fuss about.  
 
    Sam came in from the other direction, Jermaine right behind him with two police officers on his tail. Mrs Ellis looked at all the people. ‘I am popular today. I’m glad I baked.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 False Alarm 
 
    The police officers were Patience Woods and Brad Hardacre, both still assigned to traffic detail where they had been on their way back from a boring shift on the Kings Hill bypass when we shot by. Contrary to my belief that they were pursuing us for speeding, Patience assumed we were in trouble again, reminding me that it was only yesterday when two assassins tried to kill me.  
 
    Jermaine assured them that was not the case but then led them inside to find me, still believing of course, that I might be staring at the body of Mrs Ellis. Mrs Ellis hadn’t heard us shouting because she was outside running a bucket of cold water. There were taps inside, she explained but she kept the buckets outside. Whatever the case, my panic had been a false alarm; she was fine.  
 
    ‘I can’t imagine anyone thinking I’m a threat,’ she chuckled when I explained about Agnes’s murder. ‘I’m not likely to win it even with those two out of the way.  
 
    Patience didn’t hold back her disbelief. ‘You really think the crazy white folk out here in the countryside are killing each other just so they can win a trophy for best cake?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s not just cake, dearie,’ Mrs Ellis replied even though the question was aimed at me. ‘Tray bakes, puddings, biscuits, and brownies. That nice Benjamin Alexander made rocky road last year. He comes last every year, bless him. He’s not much good and he didn’t even know what the right name for it was. He kept calling it Ricky Zoom,’ she laughed. ‘I tried a bit, terrible it was. Tasted like he used salt instead of sugar. That’s the sign of a terrible cook right there. It’ll be Vera’s legacy. Everyone will remember her for the salt in all her cakes.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever it is, it’s still nuts.’ Patience slurped her tea noisily. ‘Tell me, Pam; if you are not the likely next victim, who is?’ 
 
    Brad finished his tea, placing the mug down with a light clunk. ‘Patience our shift ended ten minutes ago, we really ought to be getting back to the station.’ 
 
    Patience took a moment to think. Finishing her own tea, she came to a decision. ‘You go if you want to, Brad. There’s a killer loose here, I think I’ll stick around.’ 
 
    ‘Hello?’ Barbie’s voiced echoed through the house, she was home from the health centre and calling to see where everyone was.  
 
    ‘In the kitchen,’ Jermaine called loud enough for her to hear. 
 
    Responding to Patience, Brad said. ‘If you’re sure, Patience. I’ll be stranding you out here, but it’s Friday night and this young man needs to …’ he stopped talking the moment Barbie walked through the door, his eyes doing what most men’s eyes do when they see Barbie– they stuck out on stalks.  This wasn’t their first meeting, of course. Less than a week ago, when he was involved in the battle at St Leonard’s Tower, Barbie, along with me, Jermaine, and others, arrived there coming directly from an underwear party so his introduction to my lithe blonde friend was to see her running around in a thong and bra. At the time, there had been altogether too much threat of death for him to focus his attention on her. Now, though … 
 
    Patience rolled her eyes. ‘Sticking around instead then, Brad?’ 
 
    ‘Damn right!’ he stated with force. ‘There’s a killer to stop.’ Barbie glanced at him and gave him a smile. His chest puffed out a few inches. 
 
    Barbie waved hello to everyone. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked, wondering why we were all congregated in the kitchen.  
 
    ‘Pam’s not dead,’ Sam grinned at her.  
 
    Barbie wasn’t sure what to make of his response, her eyes seeking out mine for a translation. I said, ‘I’ll explain later.’ 
 
    Patience turned her attention back to me. ‘So, what’s your play, detective lady? You keep solving these cases. I figure you’ll probably need a sassy lady cop around to make an arrest for you soon. Need me to hide in a big bowl of vanilla butter cream and then jump out to put the bust down on someone?’ 
 
    Her question, though intentionally flippant, placed me on the spot. All eyes in the room were trained in my direction as they waited for me to reveal my grand plan. How was I going to catch the killer? 
 
    Before I could speak, Jermaine interrupted my train of thought with a question that derailed the plan just beginning to take shape in my head.  
 
    ‘Madam, do you still plan to attend the meeting tonight?’ 
 
    Pam said, ‘Ooh, yes. That awful Angelica Howard-Box is going to be trash talking you tonight. I’m going. I think half of the village plan to attend because they think you are going to take her down a peg.’ 
 
    This was news to me. ‘Really? People are actually attending?’ 
 
    Tom answered. ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. Mrs H-B had young folk out selling tickets for the front two rows.’  
 
    I suppose I ought to not be surprised; Angelica knew no shame and would never be able to understand that she was wrong. To her, if she believed something, then it was clearly correct.  
 
    ‘Who is Angelica Howard-Box?’ asked Patience, frowning. ‘Someone plans to trash talk you? Just point me at them, trash talk is my specialty.’ 
 
    I didn’t doubt it. Through good fortune or fate, I had two uniformed officers at my disposal. That might come in handy. The bakery competition killer had to come from the village and most of the village were going to be in one place tonight. It presented an opportunity. Now I needed some head space to work through what I knew and find the clue or clues I must have missed. My itchy skull was adamant I knew who the killer was, but it would not provide a name. Now I had just a few hours left to identify them if I wanted to end this tonight.  
 
    ‘Mrs Ellis, please prepare a cold meal for everyone including the officers. We’ll be in my office going over the evidence.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I nodded to Jermaine who led the way, most of us filing from the kitchen in a snaking line. With so many heads cramming together, surely, we would be able to work this out. One more wouldn’t hurt though. As I took out my phone to call Mike Atwell, planning to end this evening by catching a murderer and ending Angelica’s reign of terror, I couldn’t avoid the feeling that I had forgotten something important. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 What I Forgot 
 
    About forty minutes later Mrs Ellis and Molly found us in my office, a large room at the back of the house, both carrying large trays on which delicate sandwiches were balanced along with cakes and other teatime treats. I thanked them both, as my friends hungrily descended on the food like a plague of locusts. Only Mike abstained because my call reached him just after he finished his dinner.  
 
    I left them to it initially so I could change my dress with its bloody pawprint motif for something else, Jermaine steaming the creases from a dress I selected while I took a few minutes to fix my face; I was going to be seen by the whole village tonight. I only took a few minutes, rushing back to join in the brain storming session still unable to shake the feeling that I had forgotten something important.  
 
    I have white boards on the wall in my office, four of them, which I use to visualise my thoughts sometimes. We were doing that now; drawing lines and writing names, trying to find connections that were not there. The killer had to have a key to get into Vera’s house, however, we had been unable to find a spare. Mike came in handy because he had finally been able to speak with Mr Curry about the subject. After the third murder this afternoon, Mike was prepared to accept that Mr Curry, while still a good fit for his wife’s murder, might not be guilty after all. The result of their brief conversation that the Currys’ did not keep a spare key in the garden.  
 
    Barbie wrote down the names of the bakers who regularly entered the village competition, put lines through two because they were already deceased, and on a separate board wrote Murray Curry. I believed he knew the killer’s identity, but how he knew continued to elude me.   
 
    We went around like that for more than an hour after the plates of sandwiches were devoured. 
 
    ‘Is the whole baking competition thing just a red herring?’ asked PC Brad Hardacre. He was getting frustrated, though I was glad for his company, not least because I got to watch the physical comedy as he tried to make sure he stood close to Barbie and nodded appreciatively each time she made a point.  
 
    I shrugged at his question. ‘I don’t know.’ I wanted to believe this was all about the baking competition, but most of the contestants were in their seventies. There were a few younger persons who entered each year, but none of them consistently. They would enter, get heavily defeated by the older, more experienced bakers and generally not bother to enter again.  
 
    Preparing to knuckle down and look at the case from a new angle, I picked up a white board eraser. ‘Let’s clean the boards and start again, shall we? Come at this from a new angle. Perhaps some refreshments might help,’ I suggested, my taste buds and mental state demanding a gin pillow to lie on. 
 
    Jermaine made his polite cough to get my attention. ‘Madam, I fear the time is nigh to depart if we are to attend the village meeting this evening.’ 
 
    A glance at the clock revealed it was already gone seven thirty. I muttered my frustration. I didn’t have to go to the meeting. There was a part of me that thought ignoring Angelica might be a good way to disarm her. But she would just spew awful lies if there was no one there to defend me, poisoning the villagers against me because few of them really knew me and Angelica’s greatest skill was in being persuasive.  
 
    I started for the door, nodding to Jermaine because I felt sure he would accompany me for moral support. However, when I turned around, I found the entire room were right behind me.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I asked.  
 
    At the head of the line, Barbie, holding Sam’s hand, said, ‘We’re coming with you, silly.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ echoed Patience. ‘I’m gonna arrest this smack-talking bitch for being annoying in public.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a thing,’ Brad whispered to her. 
 
    It wasn’t a thing, but it gave me an idea. Standing in the doorway to my office, with Anna at my feet and a small sea of faces waiting to follow my lead, the idea quickly became a plan. It was a plan that might beat Angelica down and make her reconsider her tactics for a while. It required a little acting by some of my friends, but I felt sure they would play along.  
 
    Putting the murder enquiry to one side as we went to the door, I outlined my thoughts.  
 
    Mrs Ellis bustled past. ‘All going?’ she asked, taking in our group as those of us not in uniform donned coats. ‘It will be a packed house tonight.’ Not waiting for an answer, she opened the door but instead of going out, she took a step back. ‘Oh,’ she said.  
 
    We all looked her way, just as a face appeared at the door and the thing I had been trying to remember sucker punched me in the gut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Strange Date 
 
    David Sebastian, the Lord Mayor of Kent, stuck his head through the door, his expression a mix of confusion masked by a professional smile. I groaned and though I tried to keep the emotion of annoyance from my face, I think I failed if his disappointed look was anything to go by.  
 
    He took in the scene and nodded to himself. ‘Right, sorry. I appeared to have misjudged. Please excuse me.’ He turned around to begin back down the steps to his car. Guilt drove me after him.  
 
    ‘David.’ I caught his right arm to stop him and spin him around. ‘David, I’m so sorry. I got caught up in a murder enquiry and there’s this complete cow in the village who is trying to turn everyone against me because I stole her boyfriend forty-five years ago. I just forgot.’ His crushed look made me feel like I had just kicked a puppy and I noticed for the first time that his left hand held a large bunch of roses. ‘I haven’t had dinner yet,’ I lied hoping the sandwiches I ate would leave enough room for something light to follow. ‘I just need to pop to a meeting at the village hall and then I am all yours.’ He looked doubtful, so I took his hand. ‘Honest. I promised you a date and I will be both attentive and engaging. I just need to do this one thing first. Will you wait for me?’ 
 
    He looked down at the ground as if making a decision, his head making small movements as perhaps he argued with himself. When he looked back up, his professional politician’s smile was back in place. ‘Of course, Patricia. I do hope the wait is not too long. The, ah, cow you mentioned. Would that be Angelica Howard-Box?’  
 
    Startled, I asked, ‘You know her?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all,’ he said with a shake of his head. ‘I saw posters on the trees as my driver brought me into the village. I asked him to stop so I could read one when I saw your face on it. I thought perhaps you were running for local office. I take it the two of you have some history.’ 
 
    I nodded and snorted a laugh as I led him back to the house. I needed my handbag and Anna’s lead, and we were now going to be cutting it fine to get there before it started. Mrs Ellis had already gone but arriving late might provide for a grand entrance.  
 
    As my friends filed out, I had another idea. ‘Jermaine, sweetie, can you get the archives, please? I think I can use them tonight.’ 
 
    A minute later, followed by three friends, accompanied by three police officers, and holding the Lord Mayor’s hand, I left the grounds of my house to face my nemesis. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Showdown 
 
    The village hall was indeed packed. So packed, in fact, that it was standing room only. Arriving at the doors to find people stood in the entranceway because they couldn’t get any closer, I could still see Angelica because she was on the stage at the front. Like most village halls across the country, it was multi-purpose, getting used for meetings of the Women’s Institute, the Girl Guides and Sea Scouts and the amateur dramatics society. This meeting was unlike any of them, Angelica holding court as she railed about the danger our village faced.  
 
    In my arms, Anna growled. I was aware of her, but my attention was drawn to Angelica’s voice 
 
    ‘If we do not rid ourselves of this threat to our way of life, we may all share the same fate as those who have died this week. Can it be a coincidence that since she returned just a few weeks ago, the crime rate in our peaceful village has skyrocketed?’ There were a few mutterings of agreement and one or two overly enthusiastic whoops which would be Angelica’s inner posse and thus easy to ignore, but I was relieved to not hear a rousing chorus of voices demanding my blood.  
 
    ‘What are you proposing, Angelica?’ The question came from a man sitting a few rows back, his swagger cane lifted to draw Angelica’s eye. The cane confirmed the person speaking was Wing Commander (Retired) Roy Hope, a man I knew to be no fan of Angelica’s.  
 
    Angelica ignored the question. ‘Let me see a show of hands from everyone who has witnessed one of her gaudy sports cars whizzing through the village?’ 
 
    A few hands went up, her attention immediately seizing upon a man in the front row. ‘Alan, please tell everyone what it was like to be in fear of your life. Did she overtake you on a blind corner, or was she just roaring through town like a mad woman?’ 
 
    Suddenly in the spotlight, poor Alan stuttered, ‘I don’t know that I would say I felt fear.’ 
 
    She cut him off immediately, picking on another person. ‘You there, tell everyone your harrowing tale.’ 
 
    This time the person stood up and I recognised him immediately as Helen Powell. She had been one of Angelica’s nasty group of friends back in school and was here tonight as a plant whose sole purpose was to maintain and strengthen the negative, anti-Patricia mood. 
 
    I’d had enough. ‘Excuse me,’ I called loudly to be heard, letting David’s hand go with a whisper that I would be finished soon. I passed Anna to Jermaine and took the archive he held in exchange. Our eyes locked briefly; mine thanking him for being here with me, his telling me it was all going to be okay. Heads in the crowd had already turned my way and as the people nearest the back recognised who had spoken, the crowd began to part. Like the Red Sea, a gap emerged through the rows of chairs, allowing me to walk down the centre of the room to the sound of murmured whispers.  
 
    Angelica wore a haughty expression. Whatever outcome she expected from tonight, she believed she had the voice of the village and the ability to make me feel intimidated. Far from it, this was going to be great. I had one of the archives tucked under my arm quite deliberately, Angelica saw it, her eyes flaring briefly before she allowed a smirk to cross her face.  
 
    She whispered something to Marjory, another one of her hired helpers. I hadn’t noticed her until now; she had been sat while Angelica was standing, but Marjory moved now, picking up her chair to place it centre stage.  
 
    With a flare of showmanship, Angelica welcomed me to the stage. ‘The woman of the hour. Please join us, Patricia. That’s if you can do so without anyone getting murdered.’ Addressing the crowd, she said, ‘Never have I been more in fear of my life. You should all feel the same.’ I wanted to punch the fake smile she wore. 
 
    Then she pointed to Marjory who pulled on the corner of a sheet to uncover a large projection screen. This had been planned in the hope that I would make an appearance.  
 
    Angelica wasted no time. ‘Prior to Mrs Fisher returning to the village, how many murders were there in the previous year?’ She paused to see if anyone would answer, then after a two-count, filled in the blank for them. ‘None. That’s how many.’ Marjory clicked a button and the screen displayed the number like a statistic. ‘In fact, there hasn’t been a murder in this village for seventeen years. Now there have been five!’ She hit the last word hard to highlight the number, then Marjory showed the increase over time on a graph. It looked like the human population growth curve. 
 
    ‘Name them,’ I challenged her. 
 
    Angelica stared at me. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Name them. Who was first?’ 
 
    I gave her an easy opener and she faked a derisory laugh. ‘You see? There’s so many that she cannot even remember her best friend Maggie Jeffries being the first.’ 
 
    Facing the audience and letting my eyes linger on as many faces as possible, I said, ‘I was still on board the cruise ship when she was killed.’ Angelica’s face froze. ‘If you are going to record data, you should ensure it is correct, Angelica. I did not arrive back in the village until ten days after her murder.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, she didn’t.’ The voice calling from the crowd surprised me, mostly because it belonged to my estranged husband Charlie. I hadn’t spotted him until now, but he was defending me.  
 
    ‘Who else, Angelica? Who is next on your list?’ 
 
    Sounding less confident, she said, ‘The next one was that chap whose daughter cut his climbing rope.’ 
 
    ‘But they live in Larkfield,’ I pointed out. ‘Do you want to keep going? You’re zero for two so far.’ 
 
    Balled hands shot to her hips. ‘Ha! Try telling me the three murders this week weren’t from the village. Three dead in a few hours. Since you returned, we have vergers sending poison pen letters, little dogs getting kidnapped and insane cults organising mass sacrifices within the village boundary. Not to mention the terrible property damage to St Leonard’s Tower. That building stood for a thousand years until Patricia Fisher went near it. You speed through town, you destroy other people’s property, you endanger lives just by being here. You act as if your ridiculous business as a private investigator grants you permission to look into our lives and you flout rules as and when you wish!’ She was ranting by the time she finished, her chest heaving as she found herself out of breath. Gasping in a lungful of air, she thrust an accusing arm in my direction. ‘Even now, she holds one of the village archives, a record of all that our village stands for and which is not to be removed from the church. How do you plead, Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘You mean this archive?’ I asked, smiling up at her from my seat where the large book was balanced on my lap. I got a triumphant look in return. ‘This archive right here that you defaced?’ Her smile faltered.  
 
    Toward the back of the hall, an old, but nonetheless enraged voice said, ‘What?’ The village archivist is a lady called Sylvia Phillips. The sort of lady who never said anything to anyone and gave the impression she was a harmless old lady. I knew different. She caught me sneakily eating her chips at the village fete in 1971 and scared me so badly I wet my knickers. I never forgot it and spent the next four and a half decades avoiding her.  
 
    She was making her way forward now, barging through the crowd as I leafed through the pages to show the villagers what Angelica had done to their record. Finding the two blank pages, I held the book aloft, standing up so everyone could see.  
 
    ‘That’s just a misunderstanding,’ Angelica tried to backtrack. 
 
    Sylvia was nearing the stage. However, as I planned, she wasn’t the only one approaching. Mike, Patience, and Brad were also making their way through the crowd, and so was the Lord Mayor, which made me question what he was doing because he wasn’t part of the plan.  
 
    David, following behind the three police officers, spoke first. Still halfway to the stage, he spoke in a loud and authoritative tone. ‘Mrs Howard-Box, as Lord Mayor of Kent I have instructed these officers to take you into custody.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ she screeched, taking a step back and glancing around for support.  
 
    ‘Under the statute of liberties section fourteen, subsection two-hundred and thirty-six, where it states that no image of a person can be displayed publicly without the said permission of the person being displayed. You have flouted that law in a vexatious manner, accusing an innocent party of crimes while you, in fact, are the criminal.’ His party reached the stage, where he helped Sylvia to climb the steps and the officers surrounded Angelica so she could not escape. ‘I also find you guilty of inciting public riot, of both slander and libel, and …’ he sniffed, ‘you smell like cabbage,’ 
 
    Angelica looked terrified and confused. She intended this to be her moment of glory. Marjory, I noted, was nowhere to be seen. Sensing the turning tide, she had already chosen to vanish. 
 
    Sylvia came to look at the archive book, shaking her head and muttering at the ruined pages while David took control. Nodding to Mike, he said, ‘Please take Mrs Howard-Box away.’  
 
    Angelica screeched and ran, attempting to evade the officers now surrounding her. She got about four feet before Brad and Patience grabbed an arm each. I thought for a moment she might go into full crazy mode and try to hurt one of them, but as soon as they had hold of her, she sagged and started sobbing. Then Mike created a gap through the centre of the crowd so Patience and Brad could manhandle Angelica outside.  
 
    This wasn’t my plan, but it was, in many ways, superior. David turned back to the assembled villagers, hitting them with his winning smile. His actions made me see him in a new light, but something had just caught my eye. Something I should have seen before but somehow hadn’t.  
 
    As David started to address the crowd, I tore the archive out of Sylvia’s hands, spinning it around so I could focus on an image.  
 
    ‘Excuse me, Patricia Fisher,’ Sylvia snapped indignantly. I could barely hear her over the blood rushing to my head. How had I not seen it earlier? 
 
    Grabbing Sylvia’s hand as the Lord Mayor of Kent entertained the village, I had the archive on the floor as I knelt to examine it. ‘Sylvia, help me find the pages with the village fete on. I need to see every year.’ 
 
    Forgetting her outrage, she asked, ‘How far back do you want to go?’ 
 
    It was a good question. Spinning around to spot Jermaine, Sam, and Barbie at the back of the hall, I signalled urgently for them to join me and pointed to the archive they still held in the hope they would understand.  
 
    Jermaine, carrying the archive under one arm and my dog under the other, squeezed through the audience, forming a gap for the others to follow. I could hear him politely saying, ‘Excuse me and pardon me,’ as he made his way to the front.  
 
    Sylvia turned some more pages, sticking the fingers of her left hand between pages to mark them, then showing me one after the other. She started with the most recent entry, that of last year, just as I had done this morning in the vestry. I hadn’t gone back more than a couple of years then so hadn’t seen the trend and hadn’t paid enough attention to see the face one person was pulling.  
 
    It went on, every year more or less the same; everyone smiling except one person. It didn’t happen every year, but in more than one picture, as the cameraman caught it, that person was glaring hatefully at the winner. Jermaine arrived on stage with the second archive, the older one. No one was paying attention to us; the Lord Mayor held the crowd’s attention like a stand-up comic as we huddled on the floor a few feet away, five of us on our hands and knees to go through the pictures.  
 
    ‘Find pictures of the village fete,’ I told Jermaine. ‘I need to see anything older than fifteen years ago.’ Pam told me that was when Vera first won. She moved to the village and won the competition that year and every year since.  
 
    I was still going through pictures in the newer volume with Sylvia, but when Jermaine said, ‘Madam,’ to draw my attention to a particular picture, I knew I had just found the killer. I just had one question left to answer. How did the killer get into the house without needing to break in?  
 
    Feeling giddy from the surprise, I stood on wobbly legs, Jermaine moving quickly to give me a steadying hand. David saw me approach the centre of the stage, finished what he was saying, something about civic responsibility, and turned his body so he was part facing me but still sort of facing the audience at an angle so he and I formed a vee.  
 
    Staring at the parishioners, all of them hushed in anticipation of what I might be about to say, I had to clear my throat. The knowledge I held made me feel sick; I wanted a glass of water, though a gin sounded far superior. The silence stretched on for a few seconds, long enough for it to start to feel weird.  
 
    I didn’t need to search the crowd for the killer’s face; I already knew which seat they occupied. Sensing that David was about to come to my rescue and fill in the blank I was leaving, I started to speak.  
 
    ‘We all know there is a killer in the village. Someone here tonight is responsible for three murders.’ A murmur rippled around the room as people glanced to their left and right. ‘I extend to you my apology that I wasn’t able to solve this sooner.’ Upon announcing I believed the case to be solved, the person I watched from the corner of my eye, stiffened and glanced to the exit.  
 
    ‘Who is it?’ someone shouted.  
 
    Ignoring the question for now, I continued, ‘Had I been swifter to determine the reason behind Vera Curry’s murder, I might have been able to save the life of Agnes Barton. However, in many ways, it was her death that gave me the connection I needed. At first, I suspected the son Murray Curry. He had a valuable insurance policy against the death of either one of his parents. There was no forced entry to the Currys’ house, the obvious conclusion to draw being that the killer had a key. Murray has a key, which gave him motive and opportunity. But he didn’t kill his mum. In many ways his crime was more callous; he knew who the killer was but rather than turn them in, he chose blackmail, and we all know how that worked out for him.’ 
 
    I glanced again at the killer who shifted uncomfortably in their seat and checked the exit once more.  
 
    ‘With Murray dead, a chance conversation led me to suspect Agnes Barton. Many of you will know of her fight with Vera outside the church a few months ago. The cause of their violent disagreement nothing more than a recipe. Agnes had good reason, one might argue, to harm Vera. A recipe might seem a trivial matter to murder someone over, but Agnes felt strongly enough about it to dissolve their lucrative baking partnership and end a friendship which had lasted more than a decade. Agnes didn’t have a key to sneak into Vera’s house, but she didn’t need one; she baked with Vera several mornings a week, generally arriving at an hour when most of us are asleep. On the early mornings that they baked together, Vera expected her and would let her in. Not recently though. Not for three months.’  
 
    I was leading the village to a conclusion, telling them someone in the room was a killer but knowing something that none of them did. Many were leaning forward in their seats or turning around to see if they could spot a person who looked guilty. 
 
    I pressed on toward the terrible moment when I would have to name the murderer in the room. ‘You see, this crime was not about money. It was not about love or sex or passion. It was about cake. The grand prize and title of village best baker has gone to Vera Curry for fifteen straight years. Ever since she moved into the village, she has dominated the competition. However, prior to her reign, it was always won by a different family. One woman, and her mother before her. Isn’t that right …’ I swung my eyes to stare directly at the killer, ‘Pam?’ 
 
    Pam Ellis exploded from her chair. ‘She wasn’t even born in the village!’ she shrieked. Strong hands grabbed her, gripping her coat as two men sitting behind her tried to stop her from escaping. They needn’t have bothered, there was no way she could get to the doors; too many people were crowded inside.  
 
    Unperturbed by the odds, Mrs Ellis pulled a kitchen knife from her bag, the threat enough to make the two men let go.  
 
    Terrified, and now surrounded by villagers who couldn’t get away from her even if they wanted because people farther away were trying to get closer so they could see, Mrs Ellis swung the blade around as she backed to a wall. Anybody near her ducked back, wise enough to avoid the knife and certain she would stab them if her wild eyes were any indication.  
 
    ‘It was the comment about the salt, Pam,’ I told her calmly. ‘You wanted to ruin her, but she had no idea about your hatred, so you approached her with a view to replacing Agnes as her baking partner. Isn’t that right?’ She didn’t answer. ‘The fingerprint on the salt container, we will find it is a match for yours, won’t we, Pam? You didn’t have a key. There was no forced entry, but you didn’t need to let yourself in, Vera was expecting you that morning. You killed her and baked the cakes, ruining them with salt because you believed everyone would remember her for that and not for all the times she won.’ 
 
    Pam roared, ‘She was never as good as my mum!’  
 
    I offered no argument, climbing down from the stage to approach her, the crowd parting like the Red Sea once again. ‘I don’t think you planned to kill Agnes, not originally, but once you killed Murray, you thought; why not. How did Murray know?’  
 
    I didn’t need the answer for the police to be able to convict, I only asked for completeness.  
 
    Pam chose that moment to sag, the knife beginning to droop in her hand as she stared ahead to a life in prison. ‘Pure fluke,’ she replied, her voice coming out as a soft whisper as tears began to flow. ‘He saw me delivering the cakes that morning. He was out for a run and spotted me carrying them to the drop box. He even asked me about his mum and how she was doing. Then he phoned me later that day and threatened to tell the police. He wanted money, the little scumbag.’ 
 
    Detective Sergeant Mike Atwell had been hovering nearby for a while. He had Patience and Brad either side of him. All around and in front of them, the villagers were simultaneously trying to keep away from the killer but also showing no sign of wanting to depart in case they missed anything. Once again, on command, they parted to let the police officers approach. Pam saw them, the knife tumbling from her fingers as she accepted her fate.  
 
    By my ear, David whispered, ‘And I thought I could hold a crowd’s attention.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nightcap 
 
    It took a while for the village hall to empty. The villagers in attendance felt they had been treated to a spectacle. Many were those who had also taken part in the midnight raid on St Leonard’s Tower a few days ago. Some hung around to watch Pam Ellis being taken away in cuffs.  
 
    I found a chair and all but collapsed into it, pulling Anna onto my lap so I could focus on her and still my overactive brain. David sat next to me. ‘We’re not getting that date tonight, are we?’ It was a question, but he hadn’t posed it as one.  
 
    ‘Sorry.’ I swivelled in my chair to face him. ‘This will take a while to wrap up.’ I opened my mouth to offer him food back at my house then closed it again as I remembered my cook was on her way to jail. ‘Can I offer you a night cap? I have a fine selection of gins. I could do with one.’ I needed more than one, truth be told. Five or twelve might be more like it. I remembered something else. ‘Were you a lawyer before?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm?’ 
 
    ‘A lawyer? Were you a lawyer before you became the Lord Mayor?’ 
 
    He frowned in confusion. ‘No. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘All that stuff you rattled off to Angelica about statute of liberties, subsection something, paragraph yadda yadda. I figured you were recalling verbatim a section of law.’ 
 
    He burst out laughing. ‘I was really that convincing? I made the whole thing up on the spot. I know a few lawyers and they always claim they can say whatever they want because no one, other than another lawyer, will know if they are spouting nonsense.’ 
 
    I chuckled too, surprised at his admission. ‘It convinced me.’ Mike approached, walking across the hall easily now that eighty percent of people had gone home.  
 
    ‘That’s us all done here,’ he said. ‘Mrs Ellis will be questioned tonight. I think we can expect a full confession since we already know most of the story. If the fingerprint on the salt container is hers, she won’t have much wriggle room.’ Then he gave me an apologetic face. ‘I’m afraid I need to send officers to search your place.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever for?’ asked David. 
 
    ‘The rolling pin,’ I answered. ‘She used it to kill Murray and it might be in my house somewhere now.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘There might be other evidence too. I’ll lead the team myself, try to make sure we don’t make too much mess.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do with Angelica?’ I asked. In all the excitement of solving the crime, I had all but forgotten my opponent.  
 
    ‘I let her go with a warning. Then Patience threatened to … hold on, I want to get this right.’ Mike licked his lips and then did a passable impression of my young female police officer friend, even getting her gesticulations about right when he said, ‘If I hear you’ve been buggin’ my friend Patricia again, next time I’m gonna get nasty on yo’ ass.’ Switching back to his own voice, he added, ‘Then she called her something unrepeatable and kicked her derriere when she tried to walk away.’ 
 
    ‘That ought to do it then,’ said David, cheerfully.  
 
    I gave a little shake of my head. ‘I doubt it. If I know Angelica, her next plan will be even more devious than this one.’ 
 
    I spotted Melissa with Sam near the door, excused myself and went to them. If the police were heading to my house, it was already time to leave, but I needed to thank my assistant for the hours he had willingly put in these last two days. He made it clear that he wanted more of the same and would happily work for me every hour of everyday.  
 
    Melissa thanked me again for giving her son employment and yet again I countered it by saying he was a joy to have at my side. Mel and I hugged goodnight and it really was time to go.  
 
    With Anna buzzing around my feet, I chose to walk home. Barbie had already gone. It was getting late and she burns so many calories in a day that she needs to get a good nine hours sleep each night. Jermaine was waiting by the door to walk me home, but David elected to stroll with me also, offering me the crook of his arm to loop mine through.  
 
    Anna led the way. With the squirrel mafia now in bed, she barked at owls and fluttering bats instead.  
 
    The lights were on in my grand home, a welcoming sight, and I had to admit that it had been a satisfying day all things considered.  
 
    ‘May I fetch refreshments, madam?’ asked Jermaine as I doffed my coat. David and I were going to spend an hour or more alone in each other’s company. Tom had lit a fire in the drawing room near the front of the house; Jermaine giving him tasks to do to distract him from the terrible revelation about Mrs Ellis.  
 
    I replied, ‘Yes, thank you, Jermaine,’ and settled onto a comfortable couch. There would soon be police in the house, Simon and Steven perhaps, but certainly someone from the local crime lab as they pored over the contents of my house to look for evidence linked to the triple murder. We were tucked out of the way and could relax.  
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Jermaine returned far faster than he ought to have been able and was not bearing a tray of drinks as expected. Quashing my desperate desire for a cold hit of botanicals when I saw his expression, I swallowed hard.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I think you should see, madam.’ 
 
    David gave me a questioning look as I rushed from the room behind Jermaine. Running in the house, something a butler would never do, told me there was something terrible waiting for me.  
 
    And there was.  
 
    On the kitchen table, propped against a kitchen knife embedded point down in the butcher’s block was a white handwritten envelope.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ asked David.  
 
    Feeling untethered because the letter’s location meant someone had once again been in the house uninvited, I answered, ‘It’s a letter from the Godmother.’ 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Author Note 
 
    It is the middle of March 2020 which means that when I wrote this book, the whole world was in Covid-19 pandemic lock down. My author friends who write postapocalyptic stories are either rejoicing because their predictions were on the money, or terrified that zombies in the street might be the next stage. I make light of the situation, but it is no joke. 
 
    I am one of the fortunate ones for whom the lockdown has little impact. I already work from home, spending most of the daylight hours, plus quite a few of the night-time ones, in a cabin at the bottom of my garden. My wife is over seven months pregnant so is mostly too uncomfortable to do anything. The impact, unfortunately, for my household, is on a four-year-old boy who just doesn’t understand why he isn’t allowed to play with the little girl next door. She is in his pre-school group and he can talk to her through the fence. These are first world problems that will be forever forgotten a few days after the police-enforced restrictions are lifted.  
 
    Mercifully, the days this week have been warmer and dry after months of grey, wet weather. Hunter has been able to play in the garden with his monster trucks, dad making sure he takes a few hours off in the middle of the day to build him an arena out of dirt and help him find worms for the chickens.  
 
    With just a few weeks left until the next bundle of joy arrives, I have prepared by spending many hours repainting the house. My wife says I am nesting, though I just feel that having converted the spare bedroom into one suitable for a little girl, the rest of the house now looks less than perfect. The original driver was the belief that the house would be filled with friends and relatives visiting the new arrival.  
 
    Covid-19 laughs at my plans.  
 
    It also laughs at my ability as a plumber. Just because the country is on lockdown, a pipe beneath my boiler thought it might entertain me if it developed a leak. An engineer by trade and education, I pride myself on being able to fix almost anything. It would help if the shops were open though. It is not currently leaking, although my kitchen ceiling has seen better days. The string, spit, and hope holding the leak at bay may not outlast the national shutdown.  
 
    These are still trivial problems since none of us are sick and are unlikely to get sick, isolated as we are.  
 
    I hope everyone reading this can claim a similar experience. I have bread flour to make my own bread, something I like to do anyway. My wife has sugar and butter and eggs from the chicken so there will be cake whenever anyone wants it and the supermarkets are recovering from the insanity of panic-buying in the early days when the nation seemed to think toilet paper, pasta, and beans were the things to hoard. Despite abstaining from any form of panic-buying, no one is going hungry in our house.  
 
    This book is leaving my desk to get edited and proofread, and I am already itching to start the next one – a Patricia Blue Moon Adventure called A Banshee and a Bookshop.  
 
    Take care 
 
    Steve Higgs 
 
    March 2020 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    More Books with Patricia Fisher 
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    Read the book that started it all.  
 
    A thirty-year-old priceless jewel theft and a man that really has been stabbed in the back. Can a 52-year-old, slightly plump housewife unravel the mystery in time to save herself from jail?

When housewife, Patricia, catches her husband in bed with her best friend, her reaction isn’t to rant and yell. Instead, she calmly empties the bank accounts and boards the first cruise ship in nearby Southampton.

There she meets the unfairly handsome captain and her appointed butler for the trip – that’s what you get when the only room available is a royal suite! But with most of the money gone and sleeping off a gin-fuelled pity party for one, she wakes to find herself accused of murder; she was seen leaving the bar with the victim and her purse is in his cabin.

Certain that all she did last night was fall into bed, a race against time begins as she tries to work out what happened and clear her name. But the deputy captain, the man responsible for safety and security onboard, has confined her to her cabin and has no interest in her version of events. Worse yet, as she begins to dig into the dead man's past, she uncovers a secret - there's a giant stolen sapphire somewhere and people are prepared to kill to get their hands on it.

With only a Jamaican butler faking an English accent and a pretty gym instructor to help, she must piece together the clues and do it fast. Or when she gets off the ship in St Kitts, she’ll be in cuffs! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    What Sam Knew 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Patricia Fisher is not your average woman. To start with she lives in a seventy-three-room manor house and travels with a Jamaican butler who is part ninja and fakes his Downton Abbey accent. Then add to those facts that she just opened a private investigations business and throw in the worrying bit where people keep trying to kill her. 
 
    When a climber suspiciously falls to his death and a local artist has her dog stolen, Patricia finds herself investigating two cases which seem to have no motive and no clues. Even with the help of her friends these mysteries will be hard to unravel.  
 
    But as she starts to poke her nose in where it is most definitely not wanted, a name from the past comes back to haunt her, a mysterious underworld figure issues a confusing threat and she begins to wonder if she has any idea what she is doing. Will her intuition get her through again? Or has she bitten off more than she can chew? 
 
    If only she had listened to Sam. 
 
    Get ready for a new series of thrills!
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