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5
            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

         

         THE RESIDENTS OF SUNSET HALL

         
            Agnes ‒ ex-police, founder of the house share, and skilled butterfly wrangler

            Marshall ‒ ex-military, fan of firearms and of Agnes

            Edwina ‒ ex-Secret Service, reptile fanatic, mad as a box of frogs

            Charlie ‒ vlogger of Charlie’s Wacky World of Wonders fame; fabulous, brings a touch of glamour to the house share

            Winston ‒ uses a wheelchair; the house share’s rock

            Bernadette ‒ the bride, blind and in love, but not blinded by love

            Jack ‒ former contract killer; currently Bernadette’s fiancé

            Lillith ‒ dead and in a tin, but still an important member of the house share

            Hettie ‒ the house tortoise; fresh out of the fridge

            Oberon ‒ a boa constrictor, pursuing higher things Brexit ‒ Sunset Hall’s scruffy wolfhound 6

         

         THE OTHERS

         
            Christopher ‒ good-looking man from the internet, Charlie’s beau

            Richard the Lizard ‒ not-very-good-looking man from the internet, houseplant nut, Agnes’s date

            The Verger ‒ Dominic: murder victim and paper hoarder

            Reverend Barnes ‒ the Vicar of Duck End; rather fond of the sound of his own voice

            Benjamin Stout ‒ private detective

            Countess Constance Purr ‒ aristocratic owner of Fox-glove Manor, blue-blooded flamingo

            Dorothea Gretchen ‒ bookworm and unwanted houseguest

            Moira, Norma and Gilda/Hilda ‒ members of the knitting circle the Knitwits

            Mia ‒ a complicated young girl

            James ‒ stripper for the more mature lady

            The Sweet Potatoes ‒ a swing band: four men and a female lead singer 7

         

         MORE WEDDING GUESTS

         
            Sylvie ‒ the home help

            Sylvie’s Husband

            The New Gardener

            Charlie’s Grandson and His Partner

            Marshall’s Daughter and Her Boyfriend

            Nathan ‒ Marshall’s grandson

            Sparrow ‒ opportunistic burglar and friend to the house share

            Sparrow’s Plus-One

            The Photographer 8
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            PROLOGUE

         

         Agnes felt strangely empty after the wedding. She placed her peculiar fascinator on the kitchen table, made some tea and manoeuvred a generous slice of wedding cake onto a plate.

         Then she arranged the cup of tea, the piece of cake and a cake fork on a tray with a jug of milk and was about to get herself a sugar cube but decided against it in the end. The truth was: she was sick of the sight of sugar cubes. Finally, she glided up to the first floor with the aid of the stairlift, not to her room, but to the sunroom, which was of course deserted and completely devoid of sun at this time of day. It smelt a bit musty too.

         Agnes clicked on a reading lamp and watched for a moment as the light cast ominous shadows onto the walls. The chair – a gravestone; the spider plant – a spider, no less. Even her own shadow appeared shifty and strange. She sighed, shaking off the bad mood like raindrops. She poured some milk into her tea and shovelled the first forkful of wedding cake into her mouth. Delicious. She realised she’d left the teaspoon in the kitchen, so she stirred her tea with 10the cake fork, then took some paper and a pencil out of the games drawer.

         She spent a long time staring at the empty sheet of paper, which seemed to glow in the light of the reading lamp. She had the urge to chew the end of the pencil, but that didn’t seem wise, what with her fragile false teeth and all.

         During her long life, Agnes Sharp had spent an inordinate amount of time dealing with murders – first in a professional capacity with the police, later privately in her spare time.

         But she’d never planned a murder before.

         It was no easy task.

         She allowed herself another bite of cake and put her remaining grey cells to work. Eventually, she put the blunt pencil to paper and began to write.
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            KETCHUP

         

         The anaemic afternoon sun streamed into the room at an awkward angle, forming pale puddles of light on the stone tiles. Outside, a few birds tentatively attempted their spring songs, but in Sunset Hall’s utility room it was still quiet and wintery. One lone fly had prematurely taken to the cool air and was stubbornly launching itself at a windowpane, presumably in search of a little warmth.

         Edwina lay lifeless on the floor, her face small and scrunched up, as if she’d just sucked a lemon, her hands contorted like claws. A red fluid oozed out of the corner of her mouth, and the same fluid was already forming an impressive puddle on the tiles.

         Not far from her, next to two balled-up socks meant for the washing machine, lay the murder weapon, a pair of equally blood-smeared garden shears.

         Charlie, who had dropped the washing basket in fright, stared at the horrific sight in astonishment.

         ‘Edwina?’

         Being so unaccustomedly lifeless made her housemate look smaller than usual, more fragile and, for the first time 12that Charlie could remember, really old. A haggard little old lady in a lilac tracksuit, her hair short and hedgehog-like, her sheep slippers too big and ridiculous. no time to die was emblazoned on her sweatshirt.

         The fly abandoned the window and inspected the red puddle.

         Charlie surveyed the scene for a while, then she crouched down next to her friend and stuck her finger in the pool of blood.

         Thick and tomato-red.

         Charlie sniffed it.

         ‘So, that’s where the ketchup went,’ she murmured.

         The fly buzzed, clearly experiencing a sugar rush, but Edwina didn’t move an inch and looked even deader than before, if that was possible.

         Charlie continued mercilessly. ‘It’s hamburgers today, Edwina. Have you forgotten already? Hamburgers and chips. And you know what we all think of chips without ketchup, don’t you? Not a lot!’

         The meals in their retirement house share might be monotonous, but there were a few things you could usually rely on. One of those things was ketchup.

         Edwina opened one eye; it was alert and alarmingly blue.

         ‘Go away!’ she hissed. ‘It’s a surprise!’

         ‘I was surprised,’ said Charlie.

         ‘It’s not for you,’ muttered Edwina. ‘It’s for Agnes! To cheer her up!’

         The blue eye shut again.

         ‘Cheer her up …’ Charlie shook her head and started to pick up the laundry scattered around the utility room.

         ‘Agnes likes murders,’ said Edwina stubbornly. 13

         ‘But not yours!’ Charlie hissed. ‘Now I’ve got ketchup stains on my blouse, and they’re a bugger to get out!’

         Dead Edwina shrugged.

         Charlie tipped the laundry into the drum and started the machine. It was true that Agnes had been acting a bit strangely recently. More strangely than usual, that is. Stressed. Absent-minded. Unusually confused. An interesting murder might provide a remedy, but it wasn’t as simple as Edwina imagined.

         ‘Could you call Agnes?’ Edwina was sticking to her guns.

         Charlie put her hands on her hips. ‘Fine then. But it’s the last time!’

         ‘Agreed!’ Edwina crowed with delight and licked a bit of ketchup from her lips.

         
             

         

         The remaining residents of Sunset Hall were sitting in the lounge together: Agnes, Winston, Marshall, Brexit the wolfhound, and Oberon, the house boa constrictor. They were all trying to get cosy despite the smoky fire in the hearth – with varying degrees of success.

         Marshall, who was in an unusually good mood even though he had his left arm in plaster, was single-handedly cleaning one of his many firearms. It was a bit of a slog. Winston had manoeuvred his wheelchair underneath one of the reading lamps and was attempting a crossword. Agnes, the founder of the house share and owner of Sunset Hall, was knitting something shapeless in a dubious swampy green, swearing like a sailor every now and then. Brexit was dreaming, his paws twitching.

         Oberon was the only one who seemed to be approaching the business of relaxing in a professional manner, basking contentedly beneath his heat lamp in the terrarium. 14

         Charlie pushed open the door and dramatically placed her hand on her forehead, managing, despite the unkempt hair and ketchup on her blouse, to look fabulous as always.

         ‘Edwina’s dead!’ she announced.

         ‘Again!’ Agnes put down her knitting, clearly annoyed.

         ‘She means well,’ said Winston, without looking up from his crossword.

         ‘What is it this time?’ asked Marshall, with feigned interest. ‘Hanged in the loft? Drowned in the bath?’

         ‘I hope it’s not “drowned in the bath” again!’ Winston muttered. That scenario caused quite a flood last time, largely because Edwina had kept topping up the warm water post-mortem.

         ‘Stabbed in the utility room!’ Charlie rolled her eyes. ‘With some garden shears. And you can all forget about ketchup on your chips now!’

         Agnes struggled out of her chair. Her stiff joints and cantankerous hip made it a rather difficult undertaking.

         ‘I think I should see for myself.’

         In a fit of vanity, she ignored her walking stick and padded along the hall towards the utility room, haunted by a cloud of grim and rather fundamental thoughts.

         Had the pensioner house-share thing really been a good idea? In theory, it was about supporting one another, sharing their sunset years with like-minded people in a dignified manner, and easing one another’s passing if necessary. In practice, there were snakes, ketchup-smeared housemates and unimaginative pseudo-murders to grapple with. And a real murder thrown in every now and then for good measure.

         It was far from dignified!

         But, as is so often the case, the realisation came a couple 15of years too late. The house was already full of pensioners and creatures great and small, and if Agnes didn’t get a move on, Edwina was going to catch a cold into the bargain.

         She pushed the door to the utility room open and groaned. Edwina really had gone to town with the ketchup. Agnes stepped closer and felt Edwina’s pulse happily beating away. Then she took the garden shears in hand.

         ‘Stabbed,’ she said loudly. ‘Puncture wound between the ribs, straight through her heart. Murder weapon: garden shears. Why the victim is bleeding from her mouth is therefore unclear.’

         Edwina sat up, beaming. ‘I thought it looked better that way.’

         ‘Hmm,’ said Agnes.

         ‘And who was it?’ asked Edwina hopefully.

         ‘How should I know?’ Agnes muttered. She knew exactly what Edwina was getting at, but she didn’t want to play along.

         Edwina spread her ketchup-splodged arms. ‘Brexit!’

         The wolfhound! Again! It looked like everything was Brexit’s fault, in the house share and in life.

         ‘Brexit’s snoozing in the lounge!’ said Agnes sternly. ‘He’s got an alibi.’

         ‘But …’ Edwina broke off and lowered her hands. ‘You’re not happy at all!’

         ‘I …’ Agnes groped for words. ‘I’m a bit down, that’s all.

         It’s got nothing to do with murders.’ Well, almost nothing.

         ‘But it’s spring!’ cried Edwina, nimbly jumping up. ‘How can you be down when it’s spring?’

         Agnes looked at her enviously. If only she were as agile. Or at least half as agile. Even a tenth of her agility would 16have done Agnes some good. Was it too late to start yoga at her ripe old age? Probably.

         ‘Someone should tell the weather,’ she muttered, disgruntled.

         ‘I tell the weather every day,’ Edwina reassured her, wiping ketchup from her mouth with a cloth. ‘The weather promised to improve. But what about you? You’re not improving.’

         That was the strange thing about Edwina. On the whole, she was what less-informed people might call ‘confused.’ Nothing but nonsense and hundreds of hare-brained schemes in her head, and an unhealthy obsession with reptiles to boot. But sometimes she hit the nail on the head. It was most annoying.

         ‘What’s wrong with me?’ snorted Agnes. It was meant to sound assertive, but came out as a strangely pathetic whine.

         Edwina patted the back of Agnes’s hands with her sticky fingers.

         ‘Well, it’s the verger, isn’t it? He was murdered and you still don’t know who did it. Nobody knows. But it’s not so bad, Agnes. You don’t always have to know everything.’ She nodded wisely.

         A few months back, Agnes had discovered the verger hanging in the church bell tower. Not a pleasant sight on the way home on a Friday afternoon. Murder, Agnes had quickly realised, but instead of getting stuck in as she usually would have, she had packed her bag, overwhelmed, and gone on holiday. It was no secret that it was playing on her mind. Yet the dead verger was the least of her worries at the moment.

         She lowered herself onto a stool, sighing.

         ‘It’s not the verger,’ she admitted. ‘It’s this stupid wedding.’
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            HOUSE MEETING

         

         The merry month of May was fast approaching and this year it was shaping up to be especially merry, because as well as sunshine and lily of the valley, they had their housemate Bernadette’s wedding to look forward to; she was marrying her old flame, Jack. In Agnes’s opinion, it was a holiday romance gone horribly wrong. Now Bernadette was about to squeeze herself into a wedding dress – at her age! Then haul herself down the aisle and disappear from the house share to start a new life in an idyllic house in the Cotswolds. And the other housemates had nothing better to do than encourage her in her madness. Why? What was wrong with Sunset Hall? They had everything they needed to live a comfortable life! Hot meals. Nice rooms. Reptiles. Company. A beautiful garden. Brexit. Independence. Even the boiler had now been fixed. What more could you want at their stage of life?

         Bernadette obviously wanted more. Love! Happiness! Agnes couldn’t get her head around it. Normally, the very presence of her housemates annoyed her – but it turned out that it was even worse when they left, be it through death, 18like their friend Lillith just last autumn, or like now, through an unexpected and tragic marriage.

         Agnes, who always needed a bit of time to get used to any changes, was lagging behind recent developments. Once a member of Sunset Hall, always a member of Sunset Hall! That’s what she’d imagined when she’d founded the house share. Death and marriage were inimical to the house share and must be defied!

         ‘You still haven’t got a present!’ said Edwina critically.

         ‘I haven’t,’ Agnes admitted. ‘Not even an idea for a present. No idea what I should wear, either.’

         Agnes resisted the urge to tear her already-thinning hair out, and broke off in frustration.

         ‘That’s not a problem,’ Edwina cooed. ‘Ideas are everywhere.’ Her ketchup-hands made a wide arc that encompassed not just the utility room, but practically the whole world.

         Agnes groaned. ‘You should get changed,’ she said, before Edwina could regale her with any ideas. ‘And the shears need cleaning too. They’ll go rusty if not.’

         Edwina pouted, and Agnes instantly felt a tiny bit better. She was Agnes Sharp, the voice of sanity in a house that was otherwise rather lacking in the sanity department! She had two feet firmly on the ground, with a walking stick, if need be, and wasn’t going to let something as trivial as a wedding upset her.

         ‘At least it’s not a big do,’ she muttered once Edwina had finally shuffled off towards the sink with the shears. ‘Registry office, then an intimate gathering. How bad could it be?’

         
             

         

         19But at dinner, as they all grappled with their dried-out hamburgers, and unanimously bemoaned the absence of ketchup, things looked rather different.

         Bernadette and her fiancé, Jack, had come back from their romantic afternoon walk even chirpier and more rosy-cheeked than usual and had immediately started banging on about so-called good news.

         The best part of the news was apparently that the corner-shop owner’s daughter had done a runner with her riding instructor. Good for the daughter, good for the riding instructor, and it was presumably also pretty good for a load of horses, who could now relax a bit, but the real relevance of all this was that it meant that a certain wedding, namely the one between the corner-shop owner’s daughter and the local bank manager, would no longer be going ahead.

         ‘Backed out and did a runner.’ Bernadette grinned and lovingly placed her hand on Jack’s arm. Bernadette was blind as a bat, but she found Jack’s arm as unerringly as a whole squadron of carrier pigeons. Agnes looked down.

         ‘These things happen,’ said Charlie, gnawing on a burnt chip.

         ‘But not very often,’ Bernadette countered. ‘It’s perfect! Fate!’

         ‘It means that Foxglove Manor had a date free at short notice,’ Jack explained, protectively placing his hand over Bernadette’s. ‘We had to strike while the iron was hot.’

         Fate. Strike. Agnes narrowed her eyes suspiciously. Had Jack had something to do with the riding-instructor saga? It was no secret that Foxglove Manor was the best place around for weddings. Stately home, landscaped gardens, locally sourced fine dining. Apparently, they had a champagne 20fountain too. It was difficult to imagine anywhere more romantic and it was usually booked up years in advance.

         And now, just like that, there was suddenly a date free? Jack seemed a little too pleased with himself for Agnes’s liking. He might look like a lovable geriatric penguin on the outside, but he had a long and successful career as a hitman behind him.

         
             

         

         The kind of guy who was used to efficiently removing any obstacles that stood in his way. Mind you, he hadn’t made the other groom disappear, as would have been customary in his line of work.

         ‘When?’ Agnes looked a bit enviously at Bernadette’s hand, so safe and sound in its Jack sandwich, and pulled out a pen to note the new wedding date on the house calendar.

         When Bernadette warbled the date, she went rather pale.

         ‘Two weeks? How on earth are you going to arrange—’

         Bernadette interrupted her. ‘It’s not a problem. The good thing about it is that the vicar is available as well. The vicar, the registrar, Foxglove Manor, the caterers, even a band. The whole shebang! All we have to do is turn up and invite twenty guests.’

         Twenty guests?

         That was the fly in the ointment!

         
             

         

         Later that evening, after Brexit had polished off the rejected remains of the burgers and Edwina had switched off the light in the terrarium, the residents of Sunset Hall held a full meeting in the lounge by candlelight. The full meeting got its name because it usually involved a full complement of alcoholic beverages. Sherry, port, whisky, gin and tonic; 21whatever they fancied. Even Brexit was offered a brandy bean, but rather sensibly declined. Full attendance of all residents was, however, not necessary – quite the opposite, in fact. Bernadette and her groom had sneaked into their room like teenagers, and the rest of the gang used the opportunity to openly discuss the problematic subject of the wedding.

         The date was resplendent on the calendar, thickly underlined, circled twice, with a little skull drawn by Edwina, and was getting menacingly closer with every passing second.

         Fourteen days. Twenty guests.

         Five overwhelmed residents of Sunset Hall. One tortoise, a boa constrictor and Brexit.

         The numbers were not looking good and they all felt rather daunted by the planning. Jack and Bernadette deserved a wonderful day, there was no doubt about that. But what exactly constituted a wonderful day? That’s where opinion was deeply divided.

         ‘Tortoises!’ said Edwina emphatically. ‘Loads of tortoises! We’ll defrost Hettie. That’s the first step!’

         Hettie, the Sunset Hall tortoise, was currently busy hibernating in the salad crisper drawer in the fridge. Warming her up was an important seasonal event each year, but the others doubted the wedding preparations would end there.

         ‘Foxglove Manor really is upmarket,’ Charlie pointed out. ‘I’ll have to reconsider my entire outfit again. I’d initially thought smart-casual would do, but now it’ll have to be super chic.’

         Charlie spent a disproportionate amount of her time looking fabulous and had even started a lifestyle vlog – at her age! ‘Charlie’s Wacky World of Wonders’. It was wacky, all right. 22

         Agnes let out a snort of discontent. The clothes issue was on her mind, too, and realistically, she had next to no chance of pulling a super chic outfit out of the bag. Charlie might be able to conjure a new, shimmering item of clothing from the depths of her wardrobe each day; Agnes, however, would be lucky if she could find some shoes with a semblance of a heel, stockings without ladders and a dress in a suitable colour. Not too light and not too dark – that was the key at weddings.

         She realised that Marshall was looking at her dreamily over the top of his whisky glass, and she almost choked on her drink.

         ‘Could we maybe briefly discuss the elephant in the room?’ she asked irritably.

         Edwina looked up hopefully, but obviously there was no elephant.

         ‘You mean the guest issue?’ Winston nodded with concern.

         ‘You’re damn right that’s what I mean!’ Agnes responded.

         Like everything in life, the unexpected date at Foxglove Manor had a catch. You couldn’t just rock up with a groom, a tortoise and a boa constrictor, oh no, you had to invite an appropriate number of guests. The manor wouldn’t even switch on the champagne fountain for fewer than twenty guests.

         That might be no great shakes for the average couple, but it wasn’t the case for Jack and Bernadette. The two of them had met years ago. Back then, Bernadette had hung around with a drug-dealing gang, and at some point, she’d decided to shop the gang leader to the police. After that she had been given a new identity, while Jack had stayed in the same line of business and could now look back on a successful career on the other side of the law. 23

         Life had brought the two of them back together again, but their friendship groups – if you could even call them that – were clearly incompatible. And more than that, the wedding could only go off without a hitch if not a single one of their former acquaintances showed up. That made the guest list issue a bit tricky.

         ‘We’re going, of course!’ said Marshall.

         ‘We need fifteen more people,’ Agnes groaned, quickly adding: ‘and I don’t think tortoises and snakes count at Foxglove Manor’ to head off Edwina. If Edwina was to be believed, practically anything could be solved with the help of reptiles. The reality was rather different.

         ‘Well,’ said Charlie, ‘fifteen isn’t a huge number, is it? If we put all of our friends together …’

         Silence fell over the room as each of them sifted through potential friends in their heads. When you reached a certain age, your social circle shrank dramatically; for one, of course, because of unavoidable fatalities, but also because you got more and more cantankerous and quarrelsome. The sad truth was that even with five of them, they couldn’t muster fifteen people whom they hadn’t fallen out with.

         Nevertheless, in the end they managed to cobble together a tentative list of sorts.

         There was Sylvie, the cleaning lady, who only sporadically put in an appearance at Sunset Hall, and Marshall’s daughter with her new beau, as well as her son Nathan, who was well-known to them all.

         There was Sparrow, their burglar friend.

         And Charlie had a grandson whom she got on well with, and Winston remembered a first cousin twice removed.

         Then they ran out of steam. 24

         The candles flickered; the residents of Sunset Hall drowned their sorrows. Silence lay over the table like a second tablecloth, until Marshall stood up and put the record player on. Soppy music oozed out of the speakers. Agnes fidgeted uneasily on her chair.

         ‘It’s not quite enough,’ Marshall muttered, briefly placing his hand on Agnes’s shoulder on his way back from the record player.

         The lovey-dovey lyrics made Agnes blush. ‘Where on earth are we going to find extra wedding guests?’ she cried, possibly a bit too loudly. The others gazed at her, but Marshall had already moved on and was nursing his whisky again.

         Charlie shrugged. ‘Where else, darling? The internet, of course!’
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            SUNNY SIDE UP

         

         ‘You mean, you can order them online?’ Agnes asked uncertainly, peering at the faces grinning back at her from Charlie’s computer screen.

         Charlie nodded encouragingly. ‘Sort of. This one here, for example: John, eighty-two, “wants to enjoy the finer things in life with you.”’

         ‘With me?’ asked Agnes, aghast, staring at the photo of a man with a bulbous nose posing in front of a red car, his chest hair on display for all to see.

         Charlie waved her hand dismissively. ‘Enjoy the finer things in life always means just one thing. You won’t get him out of bed.’

         ‘Whose bed?’ breathed Agnes. Hers? That was completely out of the question. She was prepared to put herself out for Bernadette’s wedding, but putting herself out there was something else entirely. And anyway … She shook her head, but Charlie had already swiped John from the screen and was now pointing at Mark. Moustache. Dark circles under his eyes. Nice shirt. 26

         ‘There. That’s more like it: looking for an elegant lady to accompany me on cultural adventures. And he’s only seventy-nine. Believe you me, every year counts!’

         ‘Would you call Bernadette’s wedding a cultural adventure?’ Agnes asked, sipping her sherry. She felt a bit light-headed. Charlie had dragged her into her room after the house meeting, fired up the computer and then topped up her sherry glass far too many times.

         Charlie grinned. ‘It’s definitely an adventure. Here, how about this one: Richard. He’s a bit pasty maybe, but he’s looking for company and good conversation. That’d suit you, Agnes! You like conversation.’

         Agnes peered unenthusiastically at Richard, who was faintly reminiscent of a lizard.

         ‘Then what? Would he really come to the wedding?’

         Charlie swept a wisp of white hair from her face. ‘Absolutely! I tried it out for my vlog. If you contact five or six of them, there’s usually at least one that takes the bait.’

         ‘Takes the bait,’ Agnes repeated, overwhelmed.

         ‘And once he’s taken the bait, you bring him to the wedding!’ Charlie explained patiently. ‘And we’ll find someone for Winston, Marshall and Edwina …’

         ‘For Marshall?’ muttered Agnes in disbelief, but Charlie wasn’t listening.

         ‘Edwina will be a tough nut to crack, admittedly, but I’ve got someone in my sights. A yoga fanatic. And hey presto: five more guests. Voilà!’

         ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit …’ Agnes faltered. Well, what? Dishonest? Immoral? Shallow? In principle, she didn’t actually have anything against people meeting online. She 27just didn’t want to go to the wedding with a lizard; that was the simple truth.

         Charlie was wielding the sherry bottle again and shooing away Agnes’s misgivings like pesky flies.

         ‘Oh, Agnes! Modern women don’t just throw in the towel when they get to seventy. They’re in the prime of their lives. And online dating is part and parcel of it.’

         Agnes didn’t want to be in the prime of her life; she wanted to be in bed, especially at this late hour, preferably without John, Mark or Richard. It really wasn’t too much to ask!

         ‘Isn’t it a bit risky?’ she asked sheepishly.

         ‘I don’t see why.’ Charlie had her hands on her shoulders and was circling her elbows like little wings, presumably to loosen up the tight muscles from all her vlogging. ‘Look at them. Do you really think there’s a killer lurking amongst them? Really, Agnes! Do you always have to have such a one-track mind?’

         ‘I’m not thinking about murder,’ Agnes said defensively. ‘And if I was, it’d be Richard’s murder. Or Mark’s. I mean the risk …’ She put her hand to her heart, which was beating away beneath her thin cardigan. She was three sheets to the wind and felt dazed and almost a bit guilty. ‘The risk to my heart.’

         Charlie lowered her elbow wings and eyed Agnes critically. ‘You old romantic, you! Who would have thought? But let’s be honest, Agnes. When you’re young, yes, it’s a big decision. When you’re thirty-five you could be stuck with the guy for fifty years or more. And your heart …’ Charlie placed her hand on her heart like Agnes, but the gesture looked uncertain, more like she was checking whether there was still 28a heart inside there at all. ‘But at our age … so what? Till death do us part … ha!’ She grinned mischievously at Agnes.

         ‘But isn’t it a bit late?’ Agnes peered surreptitiously at her watch and downed the contents of her sherry glass. She wanted to get to bed!

         Charlie, who seemed to have found her heart, stood up, swaying a bit.

         ‘It’s never too late for love!’ she explained in the ‘Wacky World of Wonders’ voice otherwise reserved for her followers. ‘We might look a bit shrivelled, but we’re all twenty-five on the inside. We just want to be recognised and seen!’

         Above all, Agnes wanted to hit the hay. With some difficulty, she heaved herself out of Charlie’s desk chair and made for the landing.

         ‘I was never twenty-five!’ she muttered, pulling the door shut behind her.

         ‘Then it’s about time!’ cried Charlie, clicking in a green box to send Richard the Lizard a message from Agnes.

         
             

         

         After breakfast the following day, the residents of Sunset Hall set to drafting a wedding invitation, fuelled by toast and fried eggs. Time was of the essence.

         Charlie, who had a few weddings under her belt, had told them how it worked:

         Guests didn’t just show up of their own accord; they wanted to be wooed and romanced, preferably with sickly sweet phrasing and the promise of a good spread. The invitation should look chic, sleek and, above all, normal, to lull the potential guests into a false sense of security.

         They really couldn’t afford for anybody to decline the invitation. 29

         Winston, who had the most legible handwriting of all of them, sat at the dining table ready to write, while the others searched for the right words.

         They searched and searched.

         ‘Dear friends,’ Bernadette tried tentatively.

         Jack gently touched her shoulder. ‘Most of them aren’t really our friends.’

         ‘Thank God,’ said Bernadette, grinning. Her dark sunglasses sat on her nose at a jaunty angle, her cheeks were rosy and glowing, and instead of her usual clashing colour combinations, she was wearing a practical but elegant suit in a deep-sea blue. Jack might have a shady career behind him, but he was good for her. There was no doubt about that.

         ‘Dear friends and non-friends,’ Edwina suggested diplomatically, but Charlie firmly shook her head.

         ‘Hi, folks!’ said Marshall.

         ‘Too casual,’ Charlie advised.

         ‘Dearly beloved wedding guests,’ Winston attempted.

         ‘Not casual enough,’ said Charlie.

         ‘How about: Dear guests?’ asked Agnes. ‘Any guest that’s coming is a dear guest, simple as that.’

         Nobody seemed to have anything against Dear guests, so Winston put pen to paper for the first time.

         Emboldened by her success, Agnes continued. ‘We’re hitching ourselves, err, getting tied up …’ Agnes was briefly reminded of the verger hanging in the belfry. Why was it haunting her like this? Dammit! Now she was all of a dither.

         ‘We’re taking the plunge. Care to join us?’ said Bernadette, with a smirk on her face and a twinkle in her eye. Jack chuckled. The harmony between the two of them flowed over and spilt across the breakfast table. Agnes indignantly 30stabbed her spurned fried egg and watched the yolk run out. Sunny side up. Ha!

         ‘Sometimes the heart can see what the eye can’t,’ Winston mused.

         ‘The heart can’t see a damn thing!’ Agnes hissed. ‘It doesn’t have eyes, for goodness’ sake.’

         The others looked at her in surprise.

         ‘It’s a quote, or something along those lines, anyway,’ Winston said, trying to placate her. ‘It’s from The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. A nice saying. The heart sees things invisible to the eye.’

         ‘Then you need glasses!’ cried Agnes. Even she didn’t know why she was in such a foul mood all of a sudden. After all, it was just about Bernadette having a lovely day at Foxglove Manor, ideally with some guests present.

         Ashamed of her outburst, Agnes looked at her plate. ‘Winston, read out what we’ve got already,’ she said.

         ‘Dear guests,’ read Winston. It wasn’t much.

         Even Charlie seemed to be slowly running out of patience. ‘The guests don’t care who can see or how well,’ she explained. ‘And with what. They want to know what they’re going to get; it’s got to leap out at them.’

         ‘Frogs,’ Edwina suggested. ‘Frogs for everyone! Come and celebrate our nuptials with us at Foxglove Manor. There will be frogs!’

         ‘That’s it!’ Bernadette cried. ‘Just without the frogs!’

         While Edwina sulked and Winston wrote the sentence down minus the frogs, Charlie studied the email that Jack and Bernadette had received from Foxglove Manor. ‘We should explain a bit about the order of the day. It’s nice to know what to expect, particularly at a wedding. Champagne 31reception at ten, marriage service in the private chapel at eleven, followed by signing the register, a sumptuous wedding feast and dancing into the small hours. And Foxglove Manor’s famous pot-au-feu to keep them going.’

         ‘Dancing?’ Agnes almost fell off her chair. Into the small hours? There were precisely two activities that Agnes liked doing into the small hours. One of which was hunting murderers. The other: sleeping soundly, and preferably dreamlessly.

         She tried to imagine the dancing: Bernadette and Jack, in a close embrace, in a world of their own, surrounded by a motley crew of wedding guests: Sylvie the cleaner and Nathan the Grandson. Sparrow and Richard the Lizard. Charlie, swathed in colourful marabou feathers; Marshall in his uniform draped in medals, jingling like a Christmas tree; Edwina with Oberon wrapped around her neck like an exotic snake dancer. All shuffling and swaying in an awful circle, with Agnes somewhere amongst them in a sensible silk dress.

         It didn’t bear thinking about!

         Charlie seemed to read her mind and frowned.

         ‘Maybe it’s best not to mention the dancing. The band is called the Sweet Potatoes. I’m not expecting much, to be honest.’

         They got the rest of the order of the day down, then looked proudly at the impressive amount of writing on Winston’s sheet of paper.

         ‘Maybe we should say something positive to round it off.’ Charlie pondered. ‘Something that will encourage them to come?’

         ‘Come, or you’ll regret it!’ Edwina suggested, drawing one of her skulls next to the order of the day. 32

         ‘Come and you’ll regret it,’ Agnes muttered, but Marshall heard her and raised an eyebrow.

         Agnes blushed. ‘Well. I’m just saying it how it is.’

         The eyebrow lowered in disappointment, it seemed to Agnes.
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            BUTTERFLIES

         

         The next day an official-looking bundle of white envelopes left Sunset Hall. Some of them travelled by post to far-flung corners of the United Kingdom – most notably Dartmoor, where Winston’s cousin lived. Some were delivered by hand accompanied by empty promises and less-empty threats.

         Agnes fixed a new note to the fridge. Confirmed was written at the top, followed by absolutely nothing else for the time being.

         The waiting had begun. The day with the skull on the calendar was creeping unstoppably closer, and they were racking their brains about where on earth they were going to get the remaining guests from.

         Then Agnes had an epiphany in the shower.

         That wasn’t anything unusual in itself. When the water was flowing and the shampoo was frothing, her thoughts flowed and frothed too. But unfortunately, she didn’t often manage to remember her shower epiphanies for long enough until she was dry again and had the opportunity to immortalise them on paper. All sorts of good ideas had gone down the drain with the soap suds and shampoo residue. 34

         But not this one.

         As it tried to slip away, Agnes clung to it until she was dry and wrapped in her dressing gown.

         Agnes decided to forgo the pen and paper, and instead put her slippers on so she could present the idea to her housemates in person.

         She found Winston, Marshall and Edwina in the lounge. Edwina was feeding the fire with old newspaper; Winston and Marshall were in the process of organising the food and grocery shopping for the coming week.

         They looked up in surprise as Agnes breezed in wrapped in her dressing gown, her hair dripping wet.

         ‘We don’t need to invite any more guests!’ she cried, dripping on Winston’s meal plan. ‘We’ll just hire them!’

         While Winston patted his plan dry – Agnes gleaned bangers and mash, casserole, cauliflower cheese – and Marshall drew up a chair for her, she explained that there were obviously people who didn’t have a choice, people who had to show up at weddings because of their jobs. Photographers. Florists. And suchlike.

         You could just hire them. The sky was the limit!

         ‘Maybe Winston could do with somebody to help him with his wheelchair,’ said Agnes, grinning. Marshall grinned back.

         ‘Why does it have to be me?’ Winston moaned.

         ‘And maybe a nurse as well?’ Agnes was trying to be creative. ‘At our age, a nurse is never a bad idea! The people at Foxglove Manor don’t care if the guests are there for work or pleasure, as long as they sit at the table and eat the wedding feast!’

         ‘What about a private detective?’ Edwina asked suddenly, 35holding a crumpled scrap of newspaper with small ads on it up towards them. It read:

         
            
               Benjamin Stout 

               Private Detective 

               No case too difficult

            

         

         ‘We’ll see about that!’ Agnes cried, and the next minute she, Winston, Marshall and Edwina were busy concocting a case for Benjamin Stout. A case that could only be solved at Foxglove Manor.

         Agnes was finally starting to enjoy the wedding preparations after all.

         
             

         

         The feeling quickly vanished once she was left alone in the lounge to wrangle with her knitting again. Marshall and Winston were doing an online grocery order, and Edwina was outside interviewing a new contender for the post of gardener. After the passing of their friend Lillith, they urgently needed somebody to tend the hydrangeas and dahlias. Edwina was taking her role very seriously and even had the urn containing Lillith’s ashes under her arm, in order to instil a sense of respect in the current candidate and apply a bit of pressure. He seemed to be holding his own. By the skin of his teeth. What teeth he had left, that is. Agnes peered critically out of the window. The man was at least eighty and had a big bushy white beard, but generally made a pretty solid impression. He even nodded politely towards the urn when Edwina introduced Lillith to him.

         Agnes tried to concentrate on her knitting. It was supposed to be a hat, a green hat. Military green. She irritably pushed the thought to the back of her mind and glared at her knitting 36project. At the moment it looked more like something you could store onions in, or maybe potatoes. Misshapen was the only word to describe it.

         Just recently, a group of knitting-mad women had started making long colourful covers for tree trunks. Nobody knew why, but more and more trees with knitted accessories were popping up all over the village. What a waste of time!

         Agnes was so lost in thought that she gave a start when somebody cleared their throat next to her.

         ‘Bernadette!’ she cried, half relieved, half disappointed. Whom had she expected it to be? And what did Bernadette want? Wasn’t she busy being engaged?

         ‘Hi,’ said Bernadette, sitting down next to Agnes on the sofa. Was Agnes mistaken, or did she look a bit sheepish beneath her glasses? What was going on? Had the lovebirds had a tiff? Was the wedding off?

         ‘Where’s Jack?’ Agnes asked semi-hopefully. ‘Has something happened?’

         ‘He’s having a nap,’ said Bernadette drily. ‘At our age you need a nap every now and then, even if you’re in love. Especially if you’re in love. And it suits me just fine. I have a favour to ask of you, Agnes.’

         Agnes put her knitting away and braced herself for Bernadette’s request, but her friend didn’t say anything to begin with and seemed to be listening instead.

         ‘Life works in mysterious ways sometimes,’ Bernadette finally muttered.

         You couldn’t really argue with that, so Agnes didn’t say anything. Bernadette was somebody who appreciated a good shared silence. Agnes, however, felt uneasy after a while. The unspoken request hung a bit menacingly in the air. 37

         ‘Are you having doubts?’ she asked.

         Bernadette chuckled. ‘Of course I’m having doubts, Agnes. Doubts abound! Me? Getting married! What a ridiculous idea! I never would have thought … I never expected … I don’t think much of marriage in actual fact. When you can’t see, you hear even more, and the things you hear …’

         She fell silent again, and Agnes readied herself to have to laboriously drag it out of her.

         ‘But?’ she asked warily.

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Bernadette explained. ‘I know I’m too old for all of this. I know Jack’s difficult and has led a morally questionable life, and that old habits die hard. I know that we barely know each other and we’ll probably be at each other’s throats after a while. Yet’ – she reached out her hand towards the warmth of the fire, a gesture that seemed full of hope somehow – ‘none of that matters. In here’ – she patted the centre of her body – ‘it feels completely different. Butterflies, do you know what I mean, Agnes?’

         ‘Butterflies,’ Agnes repeated, at a bit of a loss, trying to imagine the fluttering creatures throwing themselves against Bernadette’s rib cage. With limited success.

         ‘If you get them, you have to give it a go,’ Bernadette continued. ‘Because if you don’t, you’re already a bit dead inside – and you’ll be dead soon enough.’

         ‘Far too soon!’ They could agree on that.

         ‘I’d really like you to be my … how should I put it … bridesmaid doesn’t sound quite right, but you know what I mean.’ Bernadette broke off and looked a bit embarrassed.

         Bridesmaid did indeed sound a bit odd; it conjured up the image in Agnes’s mind of a nimble figure in pastels desperately trying to catch the bouquet. All very far removed from Agnes. 38

         ‘The butterflies get to me a bit sometimes,’ Bernadette explained. ‘I’d like to have somebody clear-headed by my side. Somebody who’s not being driven to distraction.’

         Agnes stared down at her knitting bag and thought for a moment.

         Agnes Sharp, butterfly wrangler. It was an honour – and an imposition.

         ‘Okay,’ she said finally, and Bernadette squeezed her hand tightly, before returning to Jack, presumably driven back by the butterflies.

         
             

         

         RSVP had been written haughtily on the invitations, and indeed a few confirmed guests could be added to the list on the fridge.

         Charlie’s grandson had promised to come, and he was even bringing his partner.

         Marshall’s daughter wanted to be there, complete with boyfriend and son, Nathan, a.k.a. the Grandson.

         Winston’s cousin declined the invitation, but Sylvie the cleaner wanted to come with her husband.

         The new gardener had been appointed, and some of his first jobs were getting the brambles under control and attending the wedding.

         They’d hired a photographer, and, with Marshall’s help, Agnes had sent the private detective an email.

         Charlie added a mysterious ‘Christopher’ to the list, and Agnes was secretly afraid Richard the Lizard would be next. Then an RSVP arrived that none of them had expected.

         One morning, Edwina found the letter on the hall table. At first glance it appeared rather promising: a pink envelope could only be a good thing! 39

         But after Edwina had torn it open, things looked rather different.

         ‘Somebody’s really put a lot of effort into this,’ she cried as she presented the letter to the others at breakfast, and indeed: somebody had painstakingly assembled, then glued together a message from newspaper cuttings, letter by letter.

         It read:

         
            Something old, 

            Something red, 

            Something stolen,

            Something dead.

            I’ll be there to make sure your big day goes off with a bang.

            X.

         

         ‘Xavier?’ Edwina asked, glancing quizzically at the X. ‘We didn’t even invite anybody called Xavier!’

         ‘That’s no Xavier,’ Marshall said gloomily after he’d found his reading glasses and studied the handcrafted letter in detail. ‘That’s a coward! An anonymous poison-pen letter! Not nice at all!’

         ‘What’s the X about, then?’ asked Winston.

         ‘It’s about ruining Bernadette and Jack’s big day!’ Agnes explained, taking the letter out of Marshall’s hand. ‘It’s designed to invoke fear. But whoever’s behind this shoddy piece of craftsmanship is sorely mistaken! We’re not scared! And Bernadette definitely isn’t! We’re not even going to tell her anything about it!’

         She had got used to her new role as bridesmaid and guardian of the wedding, and took the nasty letter as a personal affront. With nothing but blind faith, Bernadette, 40spurred on by her butterflies, had decided to take a step into the unknown. And, inspired by their bridesmaid chat, Agnes had concluded it was more than just a personal decision – it gave them all hope. The huge gesture showed that you could decide for yourself when your life was over.

         Nothing and nobody had the right to cast a shadow over her brave step!

         ‘You really want to …’ Charlie began to ask, but Agnes quickly put her finger to her lips and stuffed the letter and its envelope up her cardigan. Was something stirring on the first floor? Bernadette and Jack were notorious for their lie-ins, but once Bernadette was awake, she heard practically everything that went on.

         Yes. Something creaked above them. Somebody was on their way to the bathroom.

         ‘What if it’s not just an empty threat?’ Charlie hissed into her ear. ‘What if this Xavier means business? We can’t just let Bernadette unsuspectingly stumble into a dangerous situation!’

         Somebody flushed the loo on the first floor, and Agnes was in a rush to kick the subject of the wretched letter into the long grass.

         ‘We’ll keep an eye out for the signs,’ she whispered. ‘For something old, something red, something stolen and something dead. If we see any of them, we can start to worry. Until then … would somebody pass me the toast, please?’
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            SPORTY LITTLE NUMBER

         

         Despite her outward show of bravery, Agnes was secretly worried.

         She’d stuffed the poison-pen letter into the bottom drawer of her desk, where instruction manuals for long-gone household appliances and invoices from the eighties eked out their existence. But, even through the wood and paper, she could still sense it: a malicious, ominous presence. A few times she even had to fight the urge to retrieve the letter and examine it for clues with her reading glasses. What sort of clues was she expecting to find? The basic premise was blatantly obvious, and anybody who had enough patience to painstakingly glue individual letters onto the paper had probably thought about gloves too. Besides, by now almost all of the residents of Sunset Hall had handled the thing – they could forget about fingerprints.

         What Agnes found most unsettling wasn’t the stupid rhyme, but the envelope it had come in: rosy and untouched, with no address or stamp. It hadn’t arrived in the post.

         So, how had it ended up on their hall table?

         Had the letter-crafter brazenly ventured into Sunset Hall, 42despite Brexit, boa constrictor, and seven fairly sprightly pensioners? And if not, who had deposited the letter in their hallway? And how did X even know that there was a wedding on the horizon? Jack and Bernadette hadn’t exactly been shouting it from the rooftops.

         Had X been invited?

         And what sort of idiot wrote a blind woman a poison-pen letter anyway?

         Questions upon questions. Agnes was determined to pursue the matter, but she wanted to tread carefully.

         
             

         

         ‘Agnes, are you ready? Agnes?’

         Somebody was hammering on her bedroom door, and it made Agnes jump. Had she fallen asleep? Had the poison-pen letter been a dream? And what time was it? Afternoon, and by a long margin, she realised after looking at the clock.

         The door flew open and there stood Charlie dressed to the nines, wearing a silk jacket, fox stole and even a hat, complete with three pheasant feathers.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Agnes levered herself out of her wingback chair. ‘Are we going hunting?’

         ‘Kind of.’ Charlie had a twinkle in her eye. ‘We were going to speak to the vicar and take a look around Foxglove Manor. You haven’t forgotten, have you?’

         Agnes, who genuinely didn’t remember a thing, looked suspiciously at Charlie and her strange feathers. Had she really forgotten, or maybe not heard properly in the first place, or was Charlie trying to rope her into an unpleasant task?

         ‘The vicar? How come? Isn’t that Bernadette’s job?’

         Charlie waved her hand impatiently. ‘Bernadette and Jack 43are far too busy being engaged. I’m taking over the logistics – this wedding’s not going to plan itself!’

         Agnes realised that she wasn’t going to get rid of Charlie that easily and went to look for her coat.
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