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			Chapter One

			Dreighton Police Station

			Thursday, 10th August 2000 – 11.35am

			When viewed from the other side of the desk, Detective Inspector Grayson’s backside closely resembled a space hopper on spin cycle. With bent back, his buttocks bounced from side to side and up and down in a never-ending loop while his hands struggled to manoeuvre the final evidence file into the already full box at his feet.

			Not five minutes had passed since he had finished writing up his conclusions on the investigation into this summer’s double murder in Elmesbury, and in his hands sat the watertight proof that would, without doubt, secure a lengthy custodial sentence for the perpetrator. Gathering together the forensic reports, witness statements and police recordings had been a mammoth undertaking, culminating in the mound of cardboard boxes now sitting on the floor, and he allowed himself a symbolic slap on the back. Yes, he had surpassed even his own expectations and, barring any unforeseen catastrophe, he felt certain the case would prove to be the pinnacle of his career. 

			He sneered as he recollected the investigation into the murder of the fête judge, Yvonne Richards, last year when he had been overlooked as a member of the investigating team. The whole matter had been handled badly, the police’s reputation in tatters when a member of the public had solved the case ahead of them. But this time he had been pushed to the fore, and he had not been found wanting. There was no doubt in his mind the superintendent would be pleased with his efforts and he allowed himself the luxury of foresight as he dwelt on the round of promotions coming in the not-too-distant future. Detective Chief Inspector Grayson had a certain ring to it, and securing the conviction of a serial killer would unquestionably guarantee his rise within the ranks. 

			He checked his watch, happy to note it was almost lunch time. All he needed to do now was gather up the evidence boxes and deliver them to his senior officer before indulging in a well-earned meal at his favourite watering hole on the High Street – The Crooked Staff public house. In his opinion, their unbeatable Sunday roast could not be faulted but, his thoughts galloping ahead of him, he considered his recent efforts called for something a little more special. He licked his lips at the thought of a prime steak and small, no, he chided himself, large glass of red wine. He’d earned it.

			Now if only the blasted file would fit inside the box. Already bulging with its content, he had used his free hand to create a space and offered up the edge of the file to the temporary gap. Halfway in, and despite the firmness of his waggle, it had become very much wedged. He re-positioned himself, legs astride, and grabbed at either end of the buff folder, tensing the muscles in his buttocks as he applied his full weight from above. A few centimetres short of true alignment, his efforts were interrupted by a knock at the door. Spurred on, he elicited one final thrust and the file slid into place. Bingo! Nodding in satisfaction he straightened himself, scooping a number of overlooked paperclips on the desk into the palm of his hand, and bade the visitor to enter.

			“Morning, sir,” said Roger, the station’s desk sergeant, hovering at the threshold.

			“And a good morning to you too, Roger, what can I do for you on this fine morn?” Grayson beamed, unable to contain his current euphoria. This not being an expression he often summoned, the muscles on his face fought to manoeuvre themselves into a moderately natural pose. 

			Roger, caught unawares by the unusual configuration of Grayson’s features, struggled to get his words out. “You have a visitor,” he stuttered.

			“A visitor?” Grayson’s temple wrinkled as he tried to recall an overlooked appointment. “I don’t believe I have any meetings planned for this morning, are you sure?”

			“You’re right, there’s nothing scheduled. I did ask that she call your secretary to book herself in, but she was very insistent, said you were the only one she would speak to and it had to be today.”

			His internal antenna sensing something was afoot, Grayson’s inners performed a triple toe loop in reverse and his hands balled into fists, the paperclips digging into the soft flesh.

			“And who is she?”

			“Miss Beattie Bramshaw, sir.”

			Grayson’s jaw dropped, his expression devoid of its earlier warmth.

			“Are you alright, sir?”

			Roger rushed forward, his hand catching hold of Grayson’s arm in time to halt his vertical descent to ground. While he struggled to support the weight of the limp body, his size 12 steel toe caps glided across the polished flooring, inadvertently connecting with the evidence box at Grayson’s feet. The seams of the cardboard container required no further prompting. In the style of a jack-in-the-box reaching the climax of its tinny tune, the contents exploded from their confinement, the binders inside releasing the sheaves of evidence now forming a river of paperwork across the office’s linoleum tiles.

			
				[image: ]
				

			
			Grayson exited the staff toilets, the tiny droplets of water clinging to his hairline evidence of the liberal dousing his face had just received. 

			That woman! What did she want now? His thoughts turned again to last year’s debacle when the police had been forced to accept that Beattie Bramshaw, an elderly spinster, had thwarted their own earnest investigations and exposed Yvonne Richards’ murderer. She had rendered the Dreighton police force a laughing stock, added to by the judge at the preliminary hearing voicing his disappointment in the local constabulary. Now, just when he was on the cusp of regaining the station’s dignity, she had re-appeared like a malevolent boomerang. 

			He prayed whatever she wanted, it would be swift, unlike the last time he had the misfortune to interview her. Found in a state of undress at the Elmesbury allotments with a knife on her person, she had been brought in for questioning, but any semblance of his standard quick-fire interrogation had been thwarted by her need to talk at length on anything and everything but the subject at hand. Even now, with almost a year gone by, he still suffered recurring flashbacks.

			He walked towards the grey door of Interview Suite No. 3 and gently placed his fingertips on the handle. He could still turn back. It wasn’t too late.

			“Is that you, Inspector?” The unmistakeable twang carried through the soundproof door.

			Damn. 

			Determined to make an entrance, one that would imply her presence was no more than an inconvenient interruption in what was an already busy day, he grabbed the handle and pushed down hard. 

			“Good morning, Miss Bramshaw. I understand you wanted to speak with me.” He took the seat opposite her, the Formica table between them his only defence. He felt he needed more.

			“Good morning, Inspector.”

			She shuffled in her seat and he couldn’t help but notice the large handbag balancing on the edge of her knees. He gave it a hasty appraisal, wondering if it was the same one she had used to bring down Barry Richards on the day of his arrest last year. He felt himself slide further back into his chair, the extra distance doing little to quell his uneasiness. Her eyes met his and he waited for her to continue. With nothing forthcoming, he tried again.

			“What is it I can help you with?” he asked, checking the dial on his watch. “I’m afraid I’m rather busy at the moment so if you could just state your purpose, I’ll see what I can do to help.”

			“Well, it pains me to say it but, then again, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, going on past form. Indeed, if my dear departed mother were here today she would no doubt wish to enlighten you to the benefits of getting things right first time, Inspector, negating the necessity to exfoliate your knuckles with a tea strainer. But I’m not here to deride the police’s lack of ability…” She paused. “No, that’s not entirely true. I have in fact come to advise you that you’ve made a dreadful mistake and charged the wrong person for the recent deaths in Elmesbury. You need to release them immediately.”

			Grayson rested his head in his hands and groaned aloud. Oh lord, no. Not today. Please god, not today. An ominous foreboding that his engagement with a sirloin and merlot may very well have to be postponed started to take hold. He lifted his head and pulled at the cuffs of his jacket. He needed to hurry her up, his lunch depended on it.

			 “Perhaps you would like to explain what you mean? I can assure you we’ve carried out a thorough investigation and, if you recall, you yourself made mention of their suspicious behaviour at the time of your testimony. I’ve also double checked all the evidence myself only this morning and it’s inconceivable to think anyone else could be responsible.”

			Miss Bramshaw snorted in response, her eyes rolling so far back in their sockets he could only make out the whites of her eyes. 

			He sucked in his breath. How did she do it? How did she always manage to make him feel like a five-year-old child? He was an experienced officer of the law, twenty-seven years as one of the station’s top detectives, yet this village busybody had the effect of transporting him back to his old headmaster’s study, a metaphorical cane perched in readiness on the table’s edge. 

			“We have all the evidence,” he repeated, the conviction in his voice petering as he came to a close.

			“Not quite.” 

			Grayson felt himself flinch when she re-positioned the handbag on her lap and leant towards him.

			“I do believe I have uncovered the identity of someone with not only the motive, but the knowledge and opportunity to carry out the heinous deed.”

			Grayson struggled to suppress the moan threatening to escape his lips. “Pray tell what it is you have discovered that an army of police officers and the finest forensic team in the county have supposedly failed to find?”

			“Well, it’s rather a long story, are you sure you have time?”

			Déjà vu struck at Grayson’s heart. His earlier premonition that this wouldn’t be a five minute chat appeared to be correct.

			“Yes, Miss Bramshaw. As I believe I told you once before, when investigating an incident of this nature, I can make time.” He shook his head, his hand instinctively moving towards his jacket pocket where a supply of mint imperials sat awaiting decimation. He pulled it back, recalling the last time he had sucked on a mint in her presence and almost succumbed to its windpipe-blocking properties. Sustenance would have to wait for now, but it was a timely reminder to source an alternative appetite suppressant for the future.

			“Excellent. Well then, I’d better start at the beginning.” She smiled for the first time and, placing her handbag on the floor with one hand, she used the other to smooth a curl on the blue rinse and set crowning her head. 

			Relieved to find the handbag was no longer within striking distance, Grayson crossed his arms and mentally prepared himself for what would no doubt turn out to be a long and twisting tale.

			“It all started to go pear-shaped the day Leo Levine moved into the village…” she began.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			(Four months earlier)

			Leo

			Monday, 3rd April 2000 – 10.55am

			Leo Levine stared at his reflection, the harsh light of the make-up mirror’s bulbs highlighting every imperfection. The young make-up artist’s brush shook as she applied contours to the ridge of his cheeks, an angular muddy rose gouge now positioned on each side of his face. For forty-seven years of age he’d always considered he’d weathered time well, but the last few weeks had seen his body catch up with him. He didn’t appear youthful any more, his skin having lost any semblance of its earlier radiance and his brows weighing heavy from the flurry of condemnation aimed in his direction.

			Disturbed by an outbreak of activity at the door, he turned to see a young boy dressed in baggy jeans and tight t-shirt rush into the room. He assumed it was a boy. It was hard to tell with the over-sized, sweeping fringe covering the majority of his features, and the lack of facial hair.

			“Five minute call for Mr Levine,” hollered the runner, directing the clipboard in his hand toward Leo. “Yes, he’s here,” continued the spotty teenager, talking into the microphone attached to a pair of oversized earphones. “I’ll send him along in two.” 

			Leo lifted his chin, allowing the make-up artist to disguise the early onset of jowls with a coat of darker foundation. He sighed. The sooner he no longer had to endure the torment of titivation, the better.

			“If you could just pucker your lips for me, Mr Levine,” suggested the make-up artist, screwing her lips into a pout. 

			Leo eyed the thin, tapered brush and rainbow-filled palette of lip colours nestled in her hand. “I most certainly will not.” He may well need a little assistance to look his best in front of the cameras, but Venus would have to collide with Mars before he succumbed to the indignity of cherry blossom lips. “That will do fine,” he snapped, grabbing at the protective napkin around his neck and throwing it in the young girl’s direction. “Which way to Studio 4?”

			“End of the corridor on the right,” said the girl, whimpering as she tried but failed to juggle the napkin, lipstick brush and palette in two hands.

			Leo entered the studio and spotted the hosts of the show, heads down, reading through the script for the next segment of today’s show. They looked up as he made his way over; the studio’s ceiling lights above glaring down onto the generic sofa area behind them. A canvas of orange velour, scatter cushions and clipped ornamental bay trees, his focus was drawn to the three large screens, framed to look like windows, showing a recorded feed from the banks of the River Thames on loop. Hilarious, thought Leo, wondering how the viewing public would react were they ever to discover the studio was situated in the urban jungle of Maidstone. A squadron of TV cameras, standing like sentinels, circled the familiar set and his hosts were now making their way through the maze of trailing cables to greet him.

			 “Good morning, Mr Levine. May I say what a pleasure it is to have you with us today,” said Stuart, extending his hand in welcome. 

			Leo ignored it, revelling in Stuart’s obvious discomfort. 

			As one half of the TV phenomenon that was the Mornings & More show, with over 3 million viewers daily, Stuart, along with his sidekick Polly, had become a household name. And it was, out of the many requests Leo had received to make a public appearance, the pair’s ability to reach more homes than most that had persuaded him to appear on their programme and unburden his growing dissatisfaction with the press’s vindictive hate campaign against him.

			Polly stepped forward. “Hello, I’m Polly. We’re on a news break at the moment. The cameras are due to start rolling in approximately…” she glanced at the Timex on her wrist, “… one minute. Would you like a glass of water before we start?”

			“I trust my agent made it clear which questions I’m prepared to answer and, more importantly, those I shall not?” replied Leo, snubbing her offer.

			“Places everyone!” A call from the gallery drew all eyes upwards where a team of technicians could be seen pushing and gliding buttons on a vast console. Behind Leo, the studio floor door opened and a stream of cameramen rushed past to take up their positions, with one man, a remote camera balanced on his shoulder, tip-toeing around the set seeking the best spot to capture an invasive close up of the show’s latest guest.

			Stuart and Polly led Leo over to the sofa area, indicating for him to take the seat opposite their own.

			“OK, everyone?” came the call from the gallery. “In 5, 4…” The last three seconds were silent, replaced by a countdown on fingers.

			Leo straightened himself as the melodic intro music played over the Mornings & More ‘welcome back’ freeze frame. Lights shimmered and cameras swivelled into position, all focussing on the central characters for the next chapter of the Mornings & More daily schedule.

			“Welcome back, everyone,” called Polly, looking directly into Camera 2 and reciting each word on the autocue verbatim. “Joining us on the sofa today we have probably one of the most controversial figures in the news at the moment, Mr Leo Levine. You will all know Leo from his popular Saturday night show All in the Stars in which he regularly provides horoscope and tarot readings for the general public and celebrities alike, but more recently better known for his association with the suicide of one of Britain’s best loved actresses, Patrice Kennedy.” She turned to Leo. “So, Mr Levine, first off, I’m sure our viewers would like to know what it was you shared with Ms Kennedy just before she took her own life.”

			Leo twiddled with the cravat at his neck, the unaccustomed silk tickling the hairs on his chest. His agent had insisted he wear it, believing it would give him an air of gravitas but, at a time when the public were scrutinising his every move, having to relinquish his infamous garb of flowing kaftan had been yet another intrusion on his individuality and freedom. He took a moment to collect his thoughts. He had known the question would be asked, but he wasn’t going to let them have it all their own way.

			“I didn’t share anything with her,” he replied.

			Polly looked confused and returned to the notes in her hand. “But the police have reported that Patrice Kennedy had a reading with you the night she died. Are you saying she didn’t turn up for that reading?”

			“On the contrary, Patrice arrived early.”

			“So do you think there was something in the reading that unnerved her?”

			“Polly, I take my profession very seriously. All readings are held in the strictest of confidence, unless of course the client has signed a waiver for the TV show which, you understand, Patrice had not. Whatever was said that evening will remain between me and the ghost of Patrice but, I can assure you, she seemed perfectly fine when she left my home.”

			“I see, but was there anything in your prediction that could have upset her?”

			“It’s hard to say really. Obviously the woman was in a state of quandary before she came to see me as most people who seek answers from the stars or a deck of cards invariably are. I can only assume that her difficulties were well hidden and she intended taking her life regardless of the fact my reading foretold… something.”

			Stuart jumped in. “Something? That’s a bit of a generalisation isn’t it? Your readings are normally so succinct. Were you having an off day?”

			Leo glared at Stuart and stretched his neck, loosening the cravat a fraction. The little whippersnapper, how dare he question his ability? “Well if you must know, I foretold death.”

			Stuart shuffled to the edge of the sofa, unable to disguise the eager tone in his voice as his head and shoulders leant towards Leo. “You foretold her death?”

			“No, no, I simply said there was an aura of death surrounding her. That could quite easily have meant the death of a loved one or family pet. The cards and stars do not always spell these things out, you understand?”

			“Are you always so blunt with your clients?” asked Polly.

			“Now listen here, young lady, I get paid very good money by these people. What sort of person would I be if I didn’t give them the full facts?”

			“A considerate one?” asked Stuart.

			Leo swore beneath his breath, the gnashing of his teeth audible through the microphone attached to the collar of his shirt. Having been determined to portray himself in a good light, they had cornered him. God, they were good. He needed to turn things round and steer the questioning towards the reason he had come here in the first place.

			Polly stepped in, spreading her arms between the two men, indicating they should call a truce. “The police say that you have been unhelpful with their enquiries. What do you say in response to that?” she asked.

			Leo closed his eyelids. It was pointless. They just weren’t going to let it lie.

			“I would say that you have severely overstepped the threshold of our agreement.” Leo uncrossed his legs and took to his feet. “I haven’t come all this way just to pander to your gruesome fantasies. My sole intention for agreeing to this circus in the first place was to inform you and the viewers at large that you have seen the last of Leo Levine. I am, as of today, withdrawing from public life and taking a sabbatical. And I’m not entirely sure I will ever be back after the hateful media campaign that has been waged against me. Suffice to say, I intend moving to the country where I hope to find some much needed solace and anonymity.”

			He ripped the microphone from his shirt and threw it on the floor at Polly’s feet.

			“Really? But what about your TV show, Mr Levine?” called Stuart to his fast departing back.

			“My health and well-being are far more important to me,” replied Leo, coming to a stop and turning about. Oblivious to the roving cameraman hovering at his side, he delivered his parting shot. “Oh, and before I go, I have a little prediction for you both. Mornings & More is on shaky ground. I foresee the show being cancelled by the network before the year is out. Is that a succinct enough reading for you?”

			Polly’s hand went to her throat, her eyes widening in alarm when a close-up shot of Leo’s nasal hair appeared on the live feed.

			Stuart turned to face Camera 1, doing his best to ignore the commotion in the gallery above and the tirade of obscenities in his ear piece. With his nonspecific TV smile fixed in place, he looked straight into the lens and read from the autocue. “We will now go to a commercial break. When we come back we will be meeting a woman who believes she is the reincarnation of Queen Victoria.”

			“Hah! And I’m Attila the bloody Hun,” yelled Leo, the slam of the studio door pronouncing his departure.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Beattie

			Friday, 7th April 2000 – 10.25am

			“Really, Miss Bramshaw, it’s not extreme enough for me to make a referral at this time. The NHS only has limited resources, you know? We can’t expect to MRI every person who walks in here with a minor ailment. Just keep taking the ibuprofen and call me if the pain increases to the point you can no longer talk. Under those circumstances I would be quite happy to see you again, good day.”

			Beattie screwed up her eyes, questioning whether she should sit it out until the doctor succumbed to the pressure of her non-compliance. It was all very well him telling her to carry on taking the ibuprofen but she’d read the instruction leaflet and there were some extremely unpleasant side effects from extended usage. Besides, it only offered intermittent relief. How was she supposed to continue her WI duties if she was unable to stand for more than twenty minutes at any one time?

			“What about an X-ray then?” she suggested, her legs dangling over the edge of the examination table.

			“Good day, Miss Bramshaw.” He peered over the top of his reading glasses, making no attempt to disguise his scorn as he elaborated on his diagnosis. “And might I add, it wouldn’t hurt to lose a few pounds. You may find that is all that is required to give your poor feet sufficient reprieve.” The doctor waved her off and returned to the task of completing his notes, ending with a flourish of ‘no treatment required’ before tucking his patient’s medical record into a small buff envelope.

			“And it wouldn’t hurt for you to learn a better bedside manner,” said Beattie, unable to silence the huff as she shimmied towards the edge of the consultation table. Shoes retrieved, her toes protesting as they burrowed into the stiff leather of her brogues, she came to a decision. If he thought she would be baking him her eucalyptus oil muffins the next time he had a head cold, he could think again. She shuffled out of the consultation room without bidding farewell. That was the trouble with GPs today, she grumbled, closing the door behind her, too young for their own good. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to pay another visit to the library computer suite in the nearby town of Dreighton and Ask Jeeves for an alternative relief for arthritis of the toes? It had proven most enlightening when investigating the most reliable form of marrow killer. Yes, she wouldn’t mind having another go at this new-fangled internet thing. As she hurried through the surgery’s reception area, trying her best not to grimace each time the soles of her shoes connected with the hardwood floor, her departure was delayed by a voice summoning her to change course.

			“Good morning, Beattie.”

			Beattie turned to see her WI colleague, Naina Chatwal, sitting behind the reception desk in the midst of sorting through a thick pile of prescriptions. She sighed. What she wouldn’t give for one of them to be hers.

			“Good morning, Naina,” said Beattie, her eyes drawn to the silk scarf resting on Naina’s shoulders. It had long been a dream of hers to own just one Liberty yet the GP’s receptionist, she’d begun to notice, appeared to own an extensive collection. It gratified her to think that Naina had heeded at least one of the many suggestions she had passed her way since her arrival in the village a little under a year ago, and perhaps subscribed to The Lady. The leading authority on the finest of gentlewomen’s fashion, it was essential reading if you wanted to fit in. Beattie knew all too well the debilitating effect of being an outcast, and so offering advice at every conceivable opportunity had come easily. Had her interference ever been questioned, she would have justified her actions as being a natural extension of her role as secretary within the Elmesbury WI – a response that had served its purpose well on numerous occasions in the past – and that she was simply facilitating their newest member’s smooth transition from the bustling streets of Mumbai to the quiet idyll of Elmesbury. 

			“Will we see you at the meeting next week?” asked Beattie. 

			“Oh yes, I wouldn’t miss it,” replied Naina. “Will you be providing the refreshments?”

			“I believe it’s Audrey’s turn this month.” Beattie tried but failed to hide the look of anguish contorting her features.

			“Oh, dear,” replied Naina, mirroring Beattie’s stretched face. “But, you never know, maybe she’ll surprise us and provide something tasty.”

			Beattie seriously doubted it.

			“Well, I best get on, these notes won’t file themselves.”

			Beattie continued to watch Naina as she got up from her chair and headed towards the huge circular Rotadex at the back of the reception area. Spinning on its central shaft, it came to a juddering stop allowing her to slot a patient’s records back into the A-Z roundabout. On her tiptoes, Naina pushed the small brown envelope into the section marked ‘G’ and Beattie could only presume she would need to employ a stepladder when it came to filing her own notes under ‘B’ on the filing system’s highest shelf, not that there had been anything of import added to them.

			“I’ll see you next week, then,” said Beattie, tucking the ends of her hand-knitted, woollen scarf inside the collar of her raincoat.

			“Yes, see you then,” said Naina, waving from behind the desk and picking up the next batch of buff envelopes in need of her clerical skills. 

			Beattie turned and headed towards the door, grateful to Naina for mentioning the refreshments. She had completely forgotten Audrey would be providing the post meeting snacks. Goodness knows what inedible delights she would be serving up this time, remembering all too well her disastrous bread entry at last year’s village fête. Although, to be fair to her, she had surprised everyone by winning top prize at the County Show with her own mother’s version of marrow jam. Beattie wondered if Audrey had it in mind to serve up marrow jam sandwiches for the ladies but then, with Audrey, it would be foolhardy to assume anything – not so much pot luck, more pick ’n’ mix. She shuddered as a medley of possible combinations filled her mind, coming to the conclusion it would be prudent to take along a packet of custard creams as emergency back-up. The alternative, a roomful of women in urgent need of a sweet treat and finding none, didn’t bear thinking about. Wars had been started for less.

			Promised April showers had dampened the ground and, rather than taking her usual shortcut across the green, Beattie made the decision to keep to the narrow kerb. Deep in thought on how soon she could make the bus journey to the Dreighton library computer suite and research an alternative therapy for her aching feet, she almost passed it by. But, as though providence had ordained it, the sun’s rays chose that very moment to burst through the clouds and settle on an unfamiliar object. Tucked beneath the boughs of the village’s namesake, a small, white notice board attached to a short, wooden spike had been jammed into the ground. She took a moment to debate whether the mystery object warranted the inevitable water damage to her leather brogues, but curiosity won out and she gingerly stepped towards it.

			‘Tree Removal Notice’

			by Order of Elmesbury Parish Council

			Beattie’s eyes widened, her face draining of colour as she gasped out loud. Not the elm? What on earth was the council thinking? The magnificent specimen had stood at the very centre of the village for two hundred years or more and had frequently been proclaimed its number one outstanding feature. Not only that, it held priceless memories. Enjoyed by children of all ages, she could recall herself spending many a happy day scuttling through the branches to get to the very top. It had been her fairytale castle and those occupying the lower branches her loyal subjects. This would never do. She would have to speak out.

			Ignoring the pain in her toes she quickened her pace, covering the short distance to her two-storey mine worker’s cottage in record time. She headed straight for the telephone in the hallway, an overwhelming desire to sit down and rest her feet almost postponing her mission. More than once it had crossed her mind to invest in a telephone console similar to Marjory’s and she now bitterly regretted her indecision. Not only did it have a cushioned seat to relax on but also a drawer, somewhere to secrete a supply of ginger nuts for those unexpected, lengthy calls. Instead, deciding that desperate times called for desperate measures, she placed one hand on the wall and lifted her left foot, allowing her a momentary reprieve before switching to the right foot and back again.

			After a few rings, the call was answered. 

			“Elmesbury Vicarage, Reverend Arthur speaking.”

			“Vicar!” cried Beattie.

			“Hello, Beattie, what can I do for you?”

			Beattie fought to keep her speech at a slow, even pace. Not easy when standing on one leg, but the vicar needed things spelled out. If she rushed it would only serve to bewilder him, although she wasn’t convinced anything was capable of confusing him any more than he already was. His sermons appeared to be getting more bizarre by the week and she and Doug had already begun to question their wisdom in having him preside over their wedding ceremony next year. With no time to lose she pushed future concerns to the back of her mind, steadying her voice in order to enlighten him to the village’s current predicament.

			“Have you seen the notice on the village green? They want to cut the tree down.”

			“Ah yes, I was aware, but it can’t be helped I’m sorry to say. The poor thing is a little long in the tooth, a bit like myself. They say it’s been building up to it for a few years now. The limbs, much like my own, have now reached the precarious stage and likely to crumble at any moment.”

			“But there must be something that can be done? What will Elmesbury stand for without an elm tree?”

			“Short of an Act of Parliament, I’m not sure anything can be done.”

			“I think you may have hit on something there, Vicar. With less than 10% of the elm population still standing since that devastating disease wiped them out, surely the government has a taskforce on standby, poised and ready to pounce on anyone planning to cut them down willy-nilly?”

			“I’m afraid, Beattie, that local matters such as these remain the responsibility of the parish council. Although I believe they have kindly offered to replace it with a flowering magnolia.”

			Beattie hung up the phone, perplexed. It sounded very much like the tree was suffering from a touch of arboricultural arthritis. Surely there must be some form of ibuprofen for trees? Her trip to Dreighton couldn’t happen soon enough.
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			The large, blue removal van trundled down the main thoroughfare, its polished insignia Shifty Moves sparkling in the spring sunshine. New arrivals in the village were an infrequent event and so it was no surprise the van’s approach heralded a number of twitched curtains. As a flurry of venetian blinds concertinaed themselves back into position in its wake, it lumbered around the village green and turned into the small estate at the rear. 

			Beattie closed the gap in her own net curtain, smoothing out the kinks before hurrying to the hallway and picking up the phone for the second time that day. 

			“Mott residence, Phyllis speaking.”

			“Phyllis, look out of your window,” said Beattie, wishing she was there to nudge her. Phyllis never had been one to pick up on the urgency of a situation with any great hurry. “There’s a removal van heading your way.”

			“Ooh, how exciting, new neighbours. I was starting to wonder if anyone would ever move in, it’s been empty for so long. Hang on while I take a peek.”

			Beattie drummed her fingers on the telephone table while she waited for Phyllis to return. 

			“Yes, I can see it and they’ve parked on the drive at number 13,” said Phyllis.

			“Any sign of the new owner?”

			“No, just some delivery men at the moment. Don’t worry, I shall keep watch and let you know as soon as I see anything.”

			“Don’t worry about that, put the kettle on, I’m coming over,” said Beattie, replacing the phone.

			Beattie grabbed a jacket from the cloak stand and hurried out the front door. It was only a fifteen minute walk to Phyllis’ home but she had long ago calculated, if she put a spurt on, she could do it in ten. 

			As she turned into the cul-de-sac she spied Phyllis straight away, standing on her doorstep and quite clearly observing the comings and goings across the way. “Not a clue,” mumbled Beattie to herself as she made her way over, deciding it was high time she gave Phyllis a long overdue lesson in the art of surveillance. There were ways and means of spying on your neighbours without making it quite so obvious. Sweeping the doorstep with a dustpan and brush had always proven her most reliable favourite, no more than twice in one week though or people might presume you had an ant infestation. She came to a stop at Phyllis’s side, one eye on her, the other directed across the road.

			“Kettle on, Phyllis,” she instructed. “This could turn out to be a marathon wait.”
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			Snuggled into two easy chairs in Phyllis’ front room, manoeuvred to point towards the street, they nestled down to watch the activity occurring outside. 

			“I say, they do have an eclectic choice in furnishings, don’t they? Not cheap mind you,” said Beattie, dunking a jammy dodger into her freshly brewed tea. 

			“Ooh, look at that. Is that what I think it is?” asked Phyllis.

			Beattie craned her neck to see an ornate wooden board being lifted from the back of the wagon. The arm muscles of the young men carrying the heavy weight grew taut, the definition of their biceps showing through their tight t-shirts. Beattie looked to the item they were carrying and back again. 

			 “Looks like a hand-carved headboard, although I can’t quite make out what the design is, but it’s very intricate. Possibly African, what do you think?” asked Phyllis.

			“Possibly,” replied Beattie, too embarrassed to enlighten her friend to the Kama Sutra scene etched into the dark wood. 

			“I prefer a padded headboard myself,” said Phyllis, “so much more comfortable when you want to read in bed. I can imagine that one would aggravate after a page or two.”

			“Quite right, they’re obviously not night-time readers.” Beattie popped the remainder of the biscuit into her mouth and stretched forward to place her cup and saucer on the window sill. She was on the cusp of asking if Phyllis thought it too soon to have another cup when a low hum reached her ears and she turned her head to see a red sports car approaching the neat circle of houses from the direction of the village green. “Positions, Phyllis. It looks like we have movement.”

			Phyllis leant forward and together they followed the progress of the car as it slowed to a stop outside no. 13. The driver’s door opened and they witnessed a colourful turban emerge first, quickly followed by a sweeping kaftan in hues of ruby red and gold.

			“I know him from somewhere,” said Phyllis, picking out a biscuit crumb that had become entangled in her mohair sweater. 

			“Yes, so do I. How intriguing, that’s Leo Levine from All in the Stars. He was in the paper a few weeks ago, something to do with Patrice Kennedy’s unfortunate suicide, I believe. She was so young as well. To have your life cut short with so much still to live for doesn’t bear thinking about. Speaking of which, have you heard about the tree?”

			Phyllis sipped at her tea. “Audrey did mention it, yes, such a shame.”

			“Shame be damned,” said Beattie, “we need to do something about it.”

			Phyllis choked as she emptied her cup of the remaining dregs. “We do?”
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