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			SUSAN A. KING lives with her husband in a quiet suburb in Hampshire. Between them they have four grown-up sons. The inspiration for her Beattie Bramshaw novels comes from her long experience and observation of competitors at the local Romsey Show, where she regularly aspires to win Best in Show with her floral arrangements.
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		  ‘A wonderful read – funny, clever, incisive and thoroughly entertaining. You really get the atmosphere of neighbourly hostility at the village show, and can hear the grinding of teeth when a certain person wins yet again. Constructed ingeniously…super writing, crafty inspiration and total success’

			Books Are Cool

            
              ‘The ultimate funny cosy crime novel and a superbly written debut. It totally captures the summer village fête feel and the whole atmosphere – murder aside – is joyous. Beattie Bramshaw is one of the best literary characters I’ve encountered this year. Marrow Jam is a truly lovely read’

              A Little Bright Corner

            

            
              ‘Five proper WI stars for a cosy mystery. While I’m handing out stars, I may as well give the author her Best in Class rosette and her Best in Show trophy. This humorous and agreeable English country village mystery is a winner’

              Jena Books

            

            
  ‘A standout standalone of a wacky rom-com cosy mystery that left me longing for more from Beattie Bramshaw and her unique approach to amateur investigation’

              Bookshine and Readbows

            

            
              ‘Get ready for the WI ladies, led by the inimitable Beattie Bramshaw, in this humour-packed murder mystery! This brilliant story had me laughing out loud. What a superb read in which to escape our current realities’

              Splashes Into Books

            

            
              ‘I loved this book, it made me laugh so much. If you love Agatha Raisin and other ‘village’ mysteries, this is definitely the book for you. Great characters and humour throughout. I hope this is the beginning of a series. Highly recommended’

              The Divine Write

            

            
  ‘A wonderful comic crime caper that will have you chuckling with nostalgic glee. I loved this novel from start to finish’

              Kraftireader

            

            
  ‘A light-hearted comic mystery with plenty of memorable, if not slightly mad, characters – a fun-filled story that’s the perfect escape from these trying times

              On the Shelf

            

            
              ‘A charming story with plenty of laughs thrown in’

              Just 4 My Books

            

            
  ‘Absorbing, hilarious, and thoroughly entertaining. Highly recommended for an afternoon or two of pure pleasure!

              Satabdi

            

            
              ‘A fun little cosy mystery that will leave readers highly entertained

                Jazzy Book Reviews

            

            
              ‘A wonderfully compelling cosy murder mystery with a fabulous cast of characters and a good dose of light-hearted humour which will have you giggling out loud. A perfect read for lockdown

              Dash Fan

            

            
              ‘It’s intriguing, captivating, and so charming. It reminded me a lot of shows such as Rosemary & Thyme. I took my time with this and I enjoyed every minute’‍

              Radzy Reviews

            

            
              ‍‘Hysterically funny! There is so much more to this than just a murder! I’ve had quite the gigglefest reading this one. For everyone who enjoys cosy mysteries, especially ones which make you laugh, this is highly recommended

              Grace J Reviewerlady‍

            

            
              ‘A Miss Marple/Father Brown with humour. Cosy crime with a smile, a little romance, a little mystery and a larger than life character who reminded me of Madame Arcati. A wonderful, enjoyable read that cheered me up no end’‍

              Nicki’s Book Blog‍

            

            
              ‘This delightful tale of murder, infidelity, and ruthless fair competition... Beattie Bramshaw is a real force to be reckoned with’‍

              Tessa Talks Books‍

            

            
              ‘A top-notch cosy mystery and the perfect book to escape with

              Donna’s Book Blog

            

            
              ‘A cosy mystery with a comedy vibe. Father Brown without the sanctimony meets Midsomer Murders with more determined villagers’

              Cheryl M-M’s Book Blog
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			Dreighton Police Station

			Sunday, 19 September 1999 – 6.25am

			Detective Inspector Grayson stood a short distance from the Formica table and double-checked the details on the arrest sheet — When apprehended the accused was found to be in a state of undress, wearing only a black jumper, black tights, and scuba mask.

			On his initial reading he had automatically pictured a late-night reveller, but here sat a woman in her twilight years, wearing a blue rinse and set and very little else. His eyes fell on the undulating form of her thighs, the thick wool of her tights doing little to obscure the tell-tale signs of sprawling cellulite. Yet, despite her lack of clothing, he was surprised how at ease she appeared in her surroundings, teasing minuscule nodules of soil from the woollen pile of her tights before depositing them in a neat stack on the small table. A grey cell blanket had been draped across her midriff in an attempt at modesty but, it seemed, a night in the cells had done little to unnerve her. 

			He let out a long breath and acknowledged his colleague, Constable Brown. The constable, in turn, confirmed the attendee had been read her rights.

			‘And she’s refused the assistance of a solicitor, Sir,’ said Brown, raising his hand to make a small circular motion with his index finger to the side of his temple.

			Grayson’s eyebrows rose. That was all he needed: a fruitcake. Could his day get any worse? Although an early morning summons came with the territory of being on-call, youth was no longer an ally and his body had grown tired of rising at the command of the night shift. He removed his tweed jacket and placed it on the back of a standard-issue plastic chair before signalling for the constable to push the ‘record’ button on the triple-deck tape recorder. He waited a few seconds to ensure the tape was recording, focusing his eyes on the whirring apparatus. If he did this right, he would make it in time for his customary Sunday lunch at The Crooked Staff on the High Street. He salivated at the thought of their famous crispy crackling, imagining the salty fat coating his tongue, and determined to wrap the interview up quickly. 

			‘The time is 6.29am on Sunday, 19th September 1999. This is Detective Inspector Robert Grayson of Dreighton Local Constabulary. Also present in the room is Constable Trevor Brown, the arresting officer.’

			‘Very pleased to meet you both, I’m sure.’ 

			Grayson ignored the interruption and continued. ‘I am interviewing Mrs Beattie Bramshaw of...’

			‘I’m sorry to intrude on your charming introduction, Inspector, but it’s Miss.’ 

			Grayson lifted his eyes to the lady in question. ‘Pardon?’

			‘It’s “Miss” Bramshaw,’ she confirmed, rolling a freshly picked clump of mud between her index finger and thumb. ‘Always has been and, failing a miracle, almost certainly always will be.’

			Unable to argue with her foresight, Grayson extracted a mint imperial from the stockpile in his jacket, nestling it in the corner of his mouth before continuing. Dinner couldn’t come soon enough.

			‘Very well, Miss Bramshaw,’ he replied. ‘The time is now 6.31am on Sunday, 19th September 1999. This is Detective Inspector Robert Grayson of Dreighton Local Constabulary. Also present in the room is Constable Trevor Brown, the arresting officer. I am interviewing Miss Beattie Bramshaw of Bluebell Cottage, Main Road, Elmesbury. Miss Bramshaw has declined to have a solicitor present.’

			A loud tut escaped her lips and he followed the rise of her eyes toward the ceiling. 

			What was it with the older generation? Out of all the age groups he had the misfortune to interview, it seemed the senior citizen brigade fancied themselves above the law. She obviously didn’t comprehend the precariousness of her situation. He pulled out the chair and sat down. With elbows anchored on the table top, he used his clasped hands to support the weight of his chin. It was a favoured stance, one he had long since calculated to be neither threatening nor comforting, leaving the detainee wondering whether to trust or fear him. He enjoyed witnessing their uncertainty; twenty-six years in the force had instilled in him a need to be respected. He locked eyes with her and cleared his throat. 

			‘Can you explain to me your intentions when discovered on your hands and knees in the Elmesbury allotments at 12.05am with a deadly weapon secreted on your person?’

			‘Deadly weapon?’ asked the old lady, her fingers coming to an abrupt ball-rolling stop.

			Grayson reached into the plastic box at his feet and, moving aside two evidence bags containing a torch and scuba mask, extracted a bag labelled ‘No. 1’, secured by a bright red sticker emblazoned with ‘Police Evidence Seal – Do Not Tamper’. ‘For the benefit of the tape, I’m showing the accused Exhibit No. 1,’ said Grayson, dropping the bag into the centre of the table. He stared her in the eye, daring her to deny the obvious.

			‘Oh for goodness’ sake, that’s not a deadly weapon. That, I can assure you, Inspector, is the 12cm kitchen knife from the Robert Welch Signature range, purchased from Grimm’s Hardware on the High Street. I still have the receipt if you want to check it. Ideally, I would have used the 14cm, much more suitable. Unfortunately that’s been missing since the fertiliser incident.’ She used her finger tips to rub at the patch of dirt on her knee as she held his stare.

			‘The fertiliser incident? Mrs…I mean, Miss Bramshaw, I need you to concentrate now and, without deviation, tell me why you were in the Elmesbury allotments in the early hours of this morning with a 12cm kitchen knife.’

			‘Well it’s not as simple as that, I’m afraid. It’s rather a long story. Are you sure you have time?’

			‘Trust me, I’ll make time.’ He pursed his lips and waited.

			‘Well, I’m not sure I do. This is all most inopportune. I have a very full diary.’ She leant forward and added another soil sphere to the growing mound.

			Grayson grunted, trusting his muteness would prompt her to talk. The wait was agonising, reminding him of the dreaded pause at his weekly confession when the priest pondered over his penitence. This week’s confession should be interesting, visions of pensioner strangulation breaching his thoughts. A rope or bare hands? The sound of her voice brought him back with a jump.

			‘Well, to pinpoint the precise trigger is difficult, but I suppose the frustration that had been festering for some time truly took a hold on the day of the Elmesbury annual fête. Were you there, Detective?’

			‘Miss Bramshaw, please…’ Why was she dallying? What did the village fête have to do with anything? And then he stopped short. Yvonne Richards, her murderer still unaccounted for, had been a judge at the fête, and her body discovered only a short distance from the allotments. Could this be related? Things had unexpectedly become interesting. 

			‘Pardon me for asking,’ she said, shifting in her seat.

			Conscious of the vein in his neck pulsating, he grabbed at his collar to loosen the starch.

			‘Whenever you’re ready,’ he said.

			Patting the wayward curls on her head, she began. ‘Well, I’d had an early start that day – you know how it is?’

			Grayson shrugged his shoulders; yes, he could empathise with that.

			‘At about quarter past eight, I was in the craft marquee and had just laid out my entry for the Great Bake Challenge. I was rather proud of it actually – a sumptuous coffee and mango gateau with individual swirls of coconut-flavoured cream. As a final and, even if I do say so myself, unique embellishment, I’d added individual Peruvian coffee beans. Oh, it did look marvellous…’

			His patience reaching melting point, Grayson sucked in his breath and then gasped. The hitherto forgotten mint was now lying firmly lodged in his windpipe. His body twitched in response, his features a grotesque mask as he clawed at his throat in a desperate attempt to remove the blockage. Several sweat-ridden seconds passed before Constable Brown, having awoken to the seriousness of the situation, launched himself across the room in the manner of a rugby player attempting a try. With arm outstretched, his body horizontal and seemingly floating on air, his open palm impacted with Grayson’s diaphragm. The ferocity of the full-frontal attack sent Grayson flailing backwards, the chair beneath him now balancing on its two back legs. Meanwhile, the liberated menthol missile shot from his mouth, crossing the room at speed. Skimming a mere fraction above Constable Brown’s skull, creating a new parting in his gelled hair, it ricocheted off the wall before bouncing across the floor and coming to a slow spiralling stop beneath the table. 

			Constable Brown rose from his crouched position, uncovering his pale face from the protective shield of his hands. Behind him, Grayson negotiated the landing of his chair back onto terra firma, the legs reconnecting with the tiled floor with a shuddering bump. Three pairs of eyes now joined in staring at the moist, white pebble, sitting motionless in the shadow of the table. Grayson, loosening the top button of his shirt, couldn’t shake the feeling it had been sent to mock him. Things were not proceeding the way he intended.

			‘Oh dear, Inspector, you’ve gone the most peculiar shade of puce,’ advised Miss Bramshaw. 

			Kicking the mint away, he ran his fingers through his hair and appraised the woman before him. Was she trying to make a fool of him? He needed to reel this in, and soon.

			‘Miss Bramshaw, that’s all well and good,’ he wheezed, removing a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and dabbing at his brow. ‘But what correlation does your little story thus far have to do with your presence in the allotments last night?’

			She crossed her legs, resting her hands on one knee, the picture of calm. ‘I’m building background for you, Inspector. I can hardly expect you to understand my reason for being found in such an unladylike position without first explaining the minutiae.’

			‘Well, would it be possible for you to get to the crux of the matter anytime soon? A little less flourish and a little more fact, please Miss Bramshaw.’

			She rewarded him with a sympathetic smile. ‘Anyway, as I was saying before your untimely interruption, I was in the craft marquee…’
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			Beattie

			(Seven Weeks Earlier)

			Saturday, 31 July 1999 – 8.05am

			Like a lioness stalking her prey, Beattie narrowed her eyes as she circled the table, hunting for the slightest imperfection. 

			‘Oh no you don’t,’ she muttered, flicking a stray crumb that had dared to escape her confectionary wonder. A stickler for detail, she moved in closer to adjust the Indian cotton doily beneath the Caribbean gateau so it lay flush to the table. 

			She took a step back, flattering herself on the smoothness of her butter cream coating and the symmetry of the coconut cream swirls, each crowned with a mango-glazed coffee bean. Her hours of undivided attention had not been wasted and she sent up a silent prayer of thanks to Fanny Cradock for sparking her love of patisserie. Satisfied all was in order, she turned to critique the competition laid out on the wooden trestle tables around her. 

			The marquee was a hive of activity, and the pervading atmosphere tense, as competitors tweaked their lovingly-crafted exhibits, agonising over last minute alterations. Beattie recognised their pain and experienced a churn in her stomach as she scanned the other entries in her own category of Great Bake Challenge. The rules were simple: a cake of at least two layers and decorated in a fashion to complement the ingredients. Beattie knew from years of experience that at least fifty per cent of the marks were allocated to decoration and she hovered a moment on each competitor’s design, searching for their weak point. Her eyes skimmed over the selection before her and she licked her lips. There was something extremely appealing about a well-risen sponge and good frosting. 

			Then she spotted it, nestled between a chocolate orange Genoese and a lemon drizzle cake: Meredith Sharpe’s balsamic and strawberry torte. Her left eyebrow arched, an idiosyncrasy of hers when agitated. Nice touch, thought Beattie, noting its generous coating of edible glitter while suppressing the urge to cough and release a thousand sparkly shards.

			Congratulating herself on her self-control, she turned about, her eyes immediately drawn towards an antique gilded cup sitting on a fabric-encased pedestal. Its polished gold sparkled and she took time to appreciate the trophy for its own particular beauty, determined to overlook the name of last year’s winner of Best in Show etched into its otherwise pristine surface. As she dreamed of lifting it in triumph, her thoughts betrayed her and strayed to last year’s prize-giving. Doug Sparrow and his giant marrow had won the coveted trophy, not for the first but for the fourth year running. Once again, his grinning face had claimed the front pages of the regional newspapers. Albeit this had brought much publicity for the Elmesbury village fête, she found it debatable whether an elderly man straddling an oversized courgette was quite the exposure their sleepy community desired. 

			It was common knowledge that the majority of the villagers shared her concern and likewise despaired of ending his reign. Indeed, for the past few years the regular consortium of entrants had waited in anticipation, hoping the appointed judges would fail to notice the green colossus in their midst and award Best in Show to the winner in another category. Maybe this year, she decided, taking a backward glance at her own entry and re-crossing her fingers. 

			Shaking herself down, she hurried towards the exit. Not only had the image of marrows brought on a sudden bout of nausea, but Phyllis, her dearest friend, was in danger of missing the competition deadline. She must find her.
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			The moment she stepped onto the green, the fête’s festive atmosphere wrapped itself around her. She stayed a moment, listening to the organ grinder’s music as it vied for air space against the smoky vapour surging from the obligatory steam tractor. She watched the queue of impatient children as they scrambled to take turns in the tractor’s driving seat, looking set to exchange blows as they pushed their way up its steep foot-holds. To one side, stallholders arranged their wares, competing with their neighbours to perfect the highest and most prominent display. While, to the other, charity raffle volunteers tackled yards of sticky tape as they adorned jars of wild honey and home-made wine with their lucky tickets. The entire landscape, embellished by a squadron of straw bales and decorated with yards of bunting, added to the countryside feel. It was the classic, idyllic village scene and, as happy conversation sailed to her on the wind, she savoured this singular moment of pleasure.

			Drawing in the smell of candy floss and toffee apples, wondering if the butterflies in her tummy might in fact be related to hunger pangs, she spied a figure hurrying in her direction. She frowned as she followed her friend’s progress down the field’s grassy incline. Phyllis’ stiletto heels were digging into the soft turf and both she and the large cake box cradled in her arms looked set to topple at any moment. 

			Phyllis came to a trembling stop beside her, her chest rising and falling with each gasp of breath. She moved her lips to speak but failed, producing instead a sound not dissimilar to steam escaping a pressure cooker. 

			‘For goodness sake, Phyllis, where have you been?’ asked Beattie, checking her watch. ‘They will be closing the tent for judging any moment.’ 

			Phyllis continued to puff and wheeze and Beattie took a moment to study her appearance. She had never known Phyllis to be so lackadaisical. Her dark hair was crumpled and frizzy, her dress way too flamboyant and her make-up carelessly applied; it was clear something was undeniably awry.

			With no response imminent, and conscious of time, Beattie took charge. Placing her hands on Phyllis’ shoulders, she guided her towards the craft tent.  

			They came to a stop at the one remaining space on the Great Bake Challenge table and Phyllis prised the lid off her cake box. ‘Oh no!’ she cried.

			Beattie turned to view the contents of the cake box and shuddered. Phyllis’ blueberry and plum sponge, so often the main topic of conversation at their monthly WI meetings, had taken on the façade of an experiment in particle physics. The tangled muddle of fruit and crumb appeared to have no top, middle or bottom and, more importantly, no hope of rescue. She studied Phyllis’ face, witness to the colour visibly draining from her cheeks, and pulled her close. 

			‘Oh dear, I’m so sorry, Phyllis.’ 

			With heads locked together, they deliberated on how to display the cake’s remains to best effect while a crackle emitted from the public address system behind them. A sluggish voice, nasal in quality, echoed around the tent. ‘Will all competitors please vacate the marquee as judging is about to commence. Any unattended belongings left behind will be destroyed.’

			Surfacing from her trance-like state, Phyllis lifted her chin and shrieked out loud. ‘Jam! My jam!’ 

			Beattie recoiled at the sound but, after years of honing her knowledge on the intricacies of fête regulations, didn’t need to be told twice. Picking up the bag at Phyllis’ feet, she pounced with the vigour of an overweight gazelle toward the seasonal jam display. ‘Let’s try to think positive, dear,’ she called, removing the jar from its plastic carrier as she rushed through the area reserved for chutneys and preserves. ‘Why don’t you have a go at pushing it back together? You never know – they may overlook the appearance and rely on taste.’ 

			Relief washed over her as she placed Phyllis’ entry of pear passion jam into the allotted space within seconds of the deadline. She turned the jar, ensuring the label faced forwards, when small flecks of white floating below the rim caught her eye. She bent down to carry out a closer examination, shook her head, and tutted. The contents were clearly displaying the early stages of crystallisation. A sure sign of over-boiling, she surmised: an uncanny reflection of Phyllis’ current physical plight. 

			She hurried back to Phyllis’ side. ‘What on earth has happened? I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you look dreadful.’ 

			‘Oh, Beattie, it’s awful, Edward’s left me,’ said Phyllis, an irregular sniff punctuating her words. ‘It happened last night when I was whipping the cake batter. He told me he’s met someone else and doesn’t love me any more.’

			‘Yes, dear, but surely he didn’t take your hairbrush with him?’ Beattie winced, the words spilling from her mouth unchecked. How had her dependable recall of suitable responses for every occasion failed her in her hour of need? Was it an age thing?

			Phyllis, far too distraught to respond, appeared as if she might collapse at any moment. Taking her by the hand, Beattie gently steered a course towards the WI tea tent.

			In her role as secretary of the Elmesbury WI, Beattie would undertake serving duties in the tea tent that afternoon but, for now, she could fix all her energy on Phyllis. Joining the back of the queue, she took care not to lean against the make-shift counter bowing under the weight of its home-made fare. Unlike herself, those ahead of her appeared to hold no such fear. The table swayed as they nudged along its edge, and she began to fret that one inadvertent thrust might cause a confectionery avalanche. This would never do.

			‘Everyone stand back, sick lady coming through!’ she called, delighting in her ingenuity when everyone stepped to one side. She comforted herself it wasn’t a complete lie. Phyllis did look rather peaky.

			One tea and one strong coffee procured without incident, Beattie whisked Phyllis through the crowd towards a quiet corner at the back of the tent. No sooner had they sat down than Phyllis began to rock on the edge of her seat, her hands clasped to her chest as tears spilled down her cheeks. Taken unawares, Beattie grabbed a napkin from the tea tray and pressed it into her hand. 

			‘Now, dear, try to calm yourself, and start at the beginning,’ she whispered.

			Phyllis took a large gulp of air. ‘I don’t know anything really, but his firm did recently win a big contract to work with…oh, I forget the name. Anyway, that’s not important, but it did mean he had to take on a lot of overtime…or so he told me.’ Her fingers picked at the corners of the paper napkin. ‘I didn’t mind: I stupidly thought we could save the extra income and take a nice holiday. When I look back, I can see now that it all makes sense. The new aftershave, the vegetable milkshakes… She dabbed at her eyes with the remains of the napkin. ‘I’ve been such a fool. I should have seen it coming.’

			‘Now, you mustn’t blame yourself,’ said Beattie, at the same time questioning why Phyllis hadn’t shared these revelations with her before. Was her skill in extracting snippets of her friends’ personal lives on the wane? ‘He’s an absolute fool to let you go. Listen, why don’t you move in with me for a while? It will give you a chance to get over this awful affair.’ 

			‘Oh, that’s kind of you,’ said Phyllis, holding up the palm of her hand, ‘but I really couldn’t impose.’  

			Ignoring Phyllis’ casual dismissal of her invitation, Beattie ploughed on. ‘I’ll tell you what, as soon as the fête is over we’ll pop back to yours and I’ll help you pack a few essentials. I can’t bear to think of you stuck in that house on your own.’

			Phyllis’ shoulders slumped and Beattie’s heart went out to her. Having resigned herself to the solitary state of spinsterdom many years ago, it was now an effort to recall the deep-seated pain which had accompanied the break-up of her own engagement. The unhappy event had been life-changing – the catalyst which had driven her to dedicate her life to the honing of her skills and become the undisputed Elmesbury WI crafts aficionado. The diversion had served its purpose well; material objects having an undeniable element of reliability. She could always depend on a generously filled shortcrust pie to elicit a congratulatory comment, but people, she had come to discover, were a source of constant disappointment. So much better to live one’s life vicariously and avoid the inevitable regret. 

			She paused, her mood lifting when she realised refocusing of the mind had proven to be the best antidote for her own heartache. Phyllis’ best chance of recovery lay in distraction. Sipping the last few mouthfuls of her tea, she stood up and smoothed the non-existent creases in her Barbour woollen skirt.

			‘Come on, Phyllis, I think some fresh air and a visit to the husbandry area is in order. Erin Forster has been gloating for weeks that she has first prize in the bag with her new billy goat. If neither you nor I have the wherewithal to stop Doug Sparrow winning Best in Show again, let’s hope Erin’s entry can.’ 

			As she nodded her head to affirm her declaration, the beginnings of an idea started to form. There appeared no basis yet; no firm plan. Just a simple determination that should Mr Sparrow ascend the winner’s podium again, she would ensure, by fair means or foul, that it would be the last time.
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			Phyllis

			Saturday, 31 July 1999 – 9.05am

			Phyllis gazed at her untouched coffee, and then at Beattie striding towards the exit. The constant dabbing of the tissue had made her eyes sting, but her attention was overwhelmed by the dull ache in her chest. She took a gulp of air, cursing bad fortune for its ability to always arrive in threes. In just twenty-four short hours, not only had her husband left her, she had put her name to a patisserie travesty and unwittingly accepted an invitation to stay with Beattie. Her life was spiralling out of control and she had no idea how to stop it. 

			With head bowed she contemplated her organza dress, removing a thread that had worked its way loose from the delicate material. An anniversary gift from Edward last year, she had chosen to wear it as a symbol of hope – despite the finality of his announcement. He’d met someone else, their marriage was over and, adding salt to the open wound in her heart, he’d insisted she pack his travel bag.

			His voice had floated up from downstairs. ‘Don’t forget to make sure you pack socks that complement my ties – six pairs should suffice.’

			Typical Edward: even in a crisis he could remain regimental when it came to his wardrobe. She had always attributed this fastidiousness to his work as an accountant, an ingrained need to manage his assets and maximise his capital gains. He had essentially controlled all the decisions in their life together, but then she had been the one to allow him. In truth she had been happy to play the dutiful wife, a camouflage for her own feelings of inadequacy. In her, Edward had found his perfect chattel but even that, it appeared, wasn’t enough.

			Packing complete, he had left her standing in a kitchen full of the detritus from a full day’s baking and an unopened bottle of red wine. That had been the first to disappear. No wonder she had overslept.

			She snapped herself back to the present, still holding onto the hope he would return soon. After all, at some point he would want to match the odd socks in his case with those still lying on the floor of their bedroom.
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			Beattie

			Saturday, 31 July 1999 – 9.35am

			Beattie held on tight to Phyllis’ arm as they strolled along the grass aisle, part of her wishing to console her friend, part of her wishing to stay upright. Bordered on each side by an array of stands which appeared to be doing a booming trade despite the early hour, the footpath had transformed into a mud runner’s dream. 

			The last few weeks had seen above average rainfall and now, mixed with the footfall of a hundred or more visitors, the field was quickly turning into a bog. Taking one careful step at a time, they inched their way towards the goat arena but, the closer they drew to their destination, the more exasperated Beattie became. The sludge was clinging to her favourite brogues and each stride required increasing exertion. 

			It was at moments like this she regretted not joining the weekly keep-fit class in the village hall. She had considered it – even going so far as to purchase what her home catalogue described as ‘a fashionable yet flexible leotard’ in aquamarine. Although she had never been particularly body-conscious, the lumpy image reflected in the mirror when she performed an arabesque convinced her the local aerobic fashionistas were unlikely to approve. Still, it made for a handy peg bag now she’d sewn the leg seams together.

			‘Not far now, Phyllis. Our goal is within reach. That’s it… Lift and extend.’

			The consistency of the mud, having now reached quagmire status, showed no signs of improving. Breathless, Beattie came to a sudden stop and reached out her arm, blocking Phyllis’ path. 

			‘For goodness sake, you’d have thought the organisers would have made contingencies for all climatical probabilities,’ she said, eyeing the large puddle of muddy water rippling before them. 

			She steadied herself. If she could just reproduce her Lycra-induced stretch, she should sail over. ‘Follow me, dear, I think we can manage this one. Just do what I do,’ she instructed, raising her foot. ‘Lift and extend.’ 

			Disregarding the laws of physics, Beattie took a giant step forward, the twinge in her calf muscles testament to the length of her stride. But at the precise moment her leg reached over the abyss, passing the point of no return, she became aware that her trailing foot had failed to follow. Too late, she realised it was stuck fast. Her right and left leg were now positioned at an uncomfortable ninety-degree angle to each other and the warm mud, oozing slowly but surely towards her ankles, had now entered her brogues. 

			‘Oh hell’s bells!’ Powerless to evade the wasp now circling around her, Beattie tracked its course, mesmerised by its twitching stinger. It came to a hovering stop in her eye line, as though weighing up its next move. She flapped her hand. ‘Shoo!’

			The wasp zigzagged left to right, hesitating for the briefest of moments before entering the gap in her blouse. 

			‘Marvellous, that’s all I need.’ Beattie closed her eyes. She must remain calm. 

			Convinced her time as Brown Owl with the Elmesbury Brownie Pack would come to her aid, she scoured her mind for the wildlife explorer-badge handbook. What did it say about extricating oneself from quicksand and calming errant bugs? She remembered it had a blue cover and a number of educational illustrations, but was at a loss to recall any of its life-saving advice. She sensed the insect’s tiny feet crawling beneath her camisole. It was no use. Aware her already precarious position could see her sliding into a full split at any moment, she had to concede her memory had drawn a blank.

			Phyllis, having opted for a detour, struggled to conceal her laughter as she approached the unfolding scene. Beattie huffed. As much as it pleased her to see a smile on Phyllis’ lips, from her perspective, there was very little to laugh about.

			‘Don’t just stand there, Phyllis, give me your hand,’ she said, her arms rotating at speed as they grappled with gravity.

			Phyllis took hold of Beattie’s outstretched hands, pushing down hard on her heels, and pulled until the suction force holding Beattie’s shoes hostage relented. A loud ‘plop’ announced their freedom. 

			Beattie straightened herself quickly and eased the blouse from her waistband. The brushed nylon billowed as she lifted it to catch the breeze. 

			‘Beattie?’ asked Phyllis.

			‘There’s a wasp on my bosom,’ she mouthed, ignorant to the crowd now gathering to watch the dog-obedience class.

			After what seemed an age, the windswept insect crawled free of its hiding place, its course now set towards an unsuspecting ice-cream vendor.

			‘That’s better,’ said Beattie, reinstating her blouse. Her ears picking up on the sound of laughter, she spun towards the source and buckled. Having turned their backs on the ‘sit-stay’ exercise, the gathered crowd were applauding the impromptu sideshow.

			With her chin leading the way, she marched onwards. Only a slight tremor at the corner of her eyelid betrayed her humiliation.
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			Arriving at the entrance to the goat enclosure, they stopped to catch their breath. The large marquee, housing in excess of thirty goats of varied size and breed, reeked of damp hair and droppings. Beattie withdrew a cotton handkerchief from her pocket and placed it over her nose.

			She scanned the length of the animal enclosure and spied Erin and her husband, Ian, conversing with a man and woman she didn’t recognise. She strode forward, determined to gain Erin’s attention and at the same time introduce herself to the intriguing strangers. 

			‘Cooee!’ she called.

			Waving her handkerchief as she made her way through the maze of goat pens, she struggled to keep upright. The weight of the mud attached to her shoes enforcing a wild, side-to-side gait. Her target audience turned to see her heading their way, their faces reflecting their confusion. Had one of the Morris dancers, currently performing in the show’s main arena, wandered off course? 

			Beattie hopped the last few yards. ‘Hello, my dear,’ she said, surreptitiously rummaging in the sleeve of her blouse to retrieve a loose bra strap.

			Erin wrapped her arms around her. ‘Beattie! How lovely to see you and Phyllis here. I was just saying to Yvonne and Barry what a close community Elmesbury is. Oh, where are my manners?’ She turned to her companions. ‘Let me introduce you. This is Beattie Bramshaw, our WI secretary, and this is Phyllis Mott, another member of our little band of women.’ 

			Yvonne and Barry nodded in acknowledgement. 

			‘If you ever want to know about the pitfalls of competition,’ continued Erin, her blond curls bouncing in tune with her enthusiasm, ‘you need look no further than Beattie. She’s our resident expert.’ 

			Beattie’s eyes brightened at the unexpected compliment. She turned to face them, expressing her delight with a smile and extending her hand. ‘Charmed to meet you,’ she said. 

			Unsure if it was the grandeur of their dress or haughtiness of their expressions that overwhelmed her in that moment, she suddenly became conscious of her knee dipping when she took Barry’s hand. She regretted it immediately. The indeterminate curtsey had triggered the couple’s attention downward, their eyes now confronted with feet encased in their very own made-to-measure mud casts. Barry sniffed, his aquiline nose pulling at the nostrils while he scrutinised her footwear. His wife followed suit, her eyes widening as she lifted a gloved hand to her chest. Unlike Beattie, Yvonne appeared flawless: not a hair out of place and make-up as smooth as the final coat of royal icing on a wedding cake. 

			Beattie squirmed, all too aware that her bra strap was once again heading south. Resisting the urge to retrieve it, she placed her left arm across the crown of her stomach to act as a temporary prop.

			With Erin re-directing their attention towards the animals, Beattie hovered at the edge of the group to observe the newcomers. Yvonne, she soon fathomed, was the type of woman who knew she looked beautiful and basked in the attentions of a male audience. Particularly those who weren’t her property, she concluded, turning to see Ian’s smile as he admired the loveliness before him and Yvonne’s subtle batting of her eyelids when her husband’s back was turned.

			Inadvertently catching her eye, Yvonne moved to stand alongside her.

			‘So, you’re an expert in competitions, are you?’ asked Yvonne, a sneer hovering at the corner of her mouth. 

			‘Well, I do pride myself on having a thorough knowledge of the rules, and I’ve been submitting at the Elmesbury fête since I was in my twenties, so I like to think I have a good idea of what the judges are looking for,’ replied Beattie.

			‘Really? That long? I suppose the fête must have been suspended during the war though – all excess produce needed for the war effort and all that. That must have been a loss for you, not being able to dabble in these eccentric country ways of yours?’

			Beattie bristled. Was this woman suggesting she was in her eighties? And what did she mean, ‘eccentric’? She studied Yvonne and wondered if it was worth wasting her breath on a snide response. She decided against it. 

			‘I can’t really recall,’ she replied. 

			‘Understandable,’ said Yvonne, a trace of sympathy to her tone. ‘Tell me, are you entering anything today?’ 

			Beattie bit her tongue, aware that telling someone she would be entering their backside with the toe of her shoe if they didn’t change their attitude might not receive a favourable response. ‘Yes, I’ve entered a cake into the Great Bake Challenge, in the crafts category.’

			‘Cake,’ exclaimed Yvonne, making no effort to conceal the journey of her eyes towards the expanse of Beattie’s generous hips. ‘Well,’ she said, placing her hand on Beattie’s arm and giving it a gentle pat, ‘I think it’s admirable you haven’t let age become a barrier. So many old people these days just lounge around doing nothing. Are you still able to live at home?’

			‘I’m not incontinent yet, dear, if that’s what you mean.’

			Yvonne screwed up her eyes, her mouth twisting into a grimace. ‘Ugh! What a strange little woman you are.’

			 Beattie gasped, the colour rising on her cheeks. ‘Strange little woman’ indeed. Who did she think she was? She wouldn’t be forgetting that insult any time soon. Eager to draw the conversation to a close, and mindful her bra strap was in urgent need of re-adjustment, she made a show of checking her watch.

			‘Well, would you look at the time? It’s been lovely to meet you, I’m sure.’ She turned to Erin. ‘All the best, Erin. Your goat is superb, I’m confident it will do very well.’

			‘Thank you, Beattie, and good luck with your entry, too. Now, do take care on the way back,’ said Erin, waving her off.

			Beattie sensed Yvonne’s eyes boring into her back as they headed towards the exit and she took Phyllis’ hand. One foot in front of the other, she composed herself to walk in as straight a line as her brogues could muster. Yvonne, she was determined, would not witness any further blunder with which to ridicule her – not if she had anything to do with it. It wasn’t often she found herself taking an instant dislike to someone but Yvonne, without doubt, had more than satisfied her lengthy criteria. 

			Making their way outside, Beattie was called to question how Erin could be friends with someone so arrogant. Erin was normally so sensible. Perhaps they were related? After all, you couldn’t choose your family. Yes, that had to be it. 

			Setting her sights on the craft marquee, she prayed for some good fortune, a chance to regain a smidgen of her now much-bruised ego.
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			Dreighton Police Station

			Sunday, 19 September 1999 – 6.55am

			Twenty long minutes had now passed since Miss Bramshaw had consented to explain her reason for being found in the allotments in the early hours of the morning, and DI Grayson had reached the point of despair. If he had to listen one more time to her fool-proof method on how to make the perfect cream filling, he would scream. He didn’t give a frog’s ass about the ratio of butter to icing sugar, let alone the precise measurement of vanilla essence. Did he seem like someone who would be the slightest bit interested in the culinary arts? Her rambling monologue was beginning to hurt his ears and he still appeared to be no closer to discovering an incentive.

			Although, he had to admit, one interesting fact had come out of her story thus far. She had gone into some detail on her meeting with Yvonne Richards at the Elmesbury village fête. If he could get her to reveal more along this vein, it just might have been worth seeing the sunrise that morning. He needed to press her further on her relationship with the deceased, but her desire to discuss the intricacies of her damn cake was proving hard to suppress. There was nothing else for it; he would have to butt in and pray it didn’t end up silencing her for good.  

			Grabbing at a gap in the conversation afforded by her need to take a breath, he tapped his pen on the table.

			‘So, you met Yvonne Richards at the fête. How well exactly did you know Mrs Richards?’ he asked.

			‘I wouldn’t say I knew her at all. I only ever spoke to the woman twice and, between you and me, I never took to her,’ she replied, appearing unfazed by the sudden change in topic. ‘Ideas above her station, if you ask me.’

			‘Not a fan of hers, then?’ Grayson lifted the pen, placing it at the corner of his mouth while he focused on her next words.

			‘Well, far be it from me to speak ill of the dead, but she was one of those people it’s easy to take an instant dislike to. I daresay, if she wasn’t already dead, it wouldn’t be too long before someone else stepped in to do the deed.’ 

			‘What do you mean by someone else? Are you saying you did it?’

			‘Inspector, you can try and twist my words all you like. I simply meant whoever did it was probably the first in a queue of many.’ 

			DI Grayson sat back in his chair and chewed at the pen’s plastic stopper. He couldn’t shake the feeling the woman sat before him might very well hold the key to solving Yvonne Richards’ murder. Under little duress she had freely imparted a possible motive, surely it was only a matter of time before she divulged intent. As he considered the best way to proceed, the acrid tang of ink enveloped his tongue.
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