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      As always I dedicate this book to my beloved daughter Lucy. Without your love and support I would have struggled over the last few years.

      

      What inspired me to write a whodunnit?

      It is a little different from my usual genres!

      

      The idea came to me after attending a talk at my local library. Four crime writers were talking about their books and the next morning I woke up with almost the entire plot for this book in my head.

      

      I have met so many fabulous people over the course of my life and many of you feature in some small way in this book. Not as whole characters, rest assured none of you are the murderer!

      But so much inspiration has come from my memories of the past, from people, places and events.

      

      I do hope you enjoy this story.
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            APRIL 1986, EASTBOURNE, SUSSEX, ENGLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Betty had often wondered if he was quite as perfect as he seemed.

      She had hardly ever spoken to him of course, just the odd hello as they passed on the street, but her mum had always referred to him as “that nice Mr. Jones, a perfect gentleman.” Betty had never spent enough time with him to know if that was true.

      And now she would never know for sure.

      The only thing she did know was that he was now perfectly dead, his frozen body lying beneath a fresh coating of snow.

      Her screams echoed around the lane. They were so loud that it woke the neighbours. Lights were switched on in the surrounding houses, illuminating the dark alleyway.

      

      It took the police ten minutes to arrive at the scene. It had been a quiet night and when the emergency call came in they had all been sitting around the police station gas fire, enjoying mugs of steaming hot chocolate.

      

      Two uniformed officers got out of the squad car; Fred who was nearing retirement and his young sidekick Andy, a fresh faced lad straight from police training college. By now there was quite a crowd in the lane.

      

      “Ok then, so what do we have here?”

      

      It was a rather silly question. It was pretty obvious that what they had here was a dead body. A body that must have been there all night, judging by the fact that until Betty had kicked it with her foot, it had been completely covered with fresh snow.

      Fred, the older of the two policeman took control of the situation.

      “Now then, let’s calm down everybody. I know it’s been an awful shock for you all, but could you please return to your homes now. We’ll be doing a door to door search later, talking to all of you. But now we need to clear the lane, so the ambulance can get through.”

      

      Eventually the ambulance arrived and the body was taken to the morgue at the local hospital. The two police officers hung around, taking notes. They had called for a female officer to go with them to break the bad news to Mrs. Jones. There were no lights coming from number 47, so it seemed that she was probably still fast asleep, quite unaware of the fact that she was now a widow.

      

      The ambulance man had gently brushed away some of the snow covering the body, exposing a tall, slim man, about six feet tall, with a rather handsome face. His bushy eyebrows and moustache, still with their covering of pristine white snow, made him look like an old man.

      

      “He lives at number 47 with his wife Vera. Has anyone told her yet?”

      

      “I expect he was drunk. He often staggered home after spending all evening in the pub. Bit of a drinker he was you know, officer.”

      

      “Still, what an awful way to die, freezing to death outside all night. Outside his own home. Gives you the shivers.”

      

      “I guess someone will have to let the bank know. They’ll need to get a temporary manager in I suppose.”

      

      “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry. He was a miserable old bugger, always yelling at my kids when their ball went over his fence. I do feel for his wife though, lovely woman Vera is. I never thought he deserved her.”

      

      “Poor Betty, what a shock to find his body lying there. She’ll have nightmares for weeks about that.”

      

      “Andy, can you please go and take a statement from the young lady who found him. Betty her name is and she lives right there.” Fred pointed to the back gate opposite to where the body had been discovered.

      

      Ten minutes later, Andy found himself sitting at a pine kitchen table, drinking tea from an enormous blue mug. The young woman sitting opposite him looked very pale and had obviously been crying.

      

      “I’m so sorry Miss, I know it’s been an awful shock for you, finding the body like that, but I do need to take a statement from you.”

      She sniffed and wiped a stray tear that was running down her cheek. Even in her extreme distress he could see that she was a very pretty girl. Only about his age he reckoned.

      “So, Miss, I just need your full name, age and address please.”

      “Oh I’m not Miss, I’m married. My husband is called Ian and we live here with my mum and dad at the moment. Oh and I’m 23 years old, 24 next birthday.”

      She took off her thick woollen gloves and he noticed the gold ring on her wedding finger.

      

      He realised that she was still in shock and very nervous, so rather than ask any more questions, he just let her speak in her own time.

      

      “I was really surprised to see the garden covered in snow. Although it was a bit cold last night, no-one, not even the weather forecasters on the evening news, had expected snow. After all, it’s April, Spring already, and the daffodils, tulips and snowdrops are already popping their heads out of the cold earth, seeking fresh air and a little gentle sunshine. I love it when those flowers appear, don’t you? Really makes you feel like summer’s on the way.”

      Andy knew that it was unusual to get snow in Spring, especially here in Eastbourne on the South Coast of England, a place generally known for its mild climate. A place where people dreamt of retiring to, once they had finished their working life. For this, his first police posting after training college, he had relocated from Northumberland, close to the Scottish border. The weather was much harsher up there and he was already enjoying the milder temperatures of the South Coast.

      

      “My mum and Dad moved here 10 years ago and are loving it: they enjoy being able to stroll down to the beach to meet their new friends for lunch in one of the little seaside cafes, or go for adventures to nearby Beachy Head or the Seven Sisters. They say they wish they’d done it years ago. They can do whatever takes their fancy. So much nicer than having to get up with the alarm clock every day and trudge to boring old office jobs as they had to for the last 40 years. Now they’re free agents.”

      

      Sadly, Betty and her husband Ian weren’t free agents. They were trying desperately to save enough money to put down as a deposit on a property of their own, but having spent the first two years of their married life paying rent on a tiny little flat in a rather grotty part of town, they had realised they were getting nowhere fast. So, when Betty’s parents had suggested they move in with them for a year or two, rent free, it had made a lot of sense. The only problem was that they both did shift work (because it paid much better than ordinary jobs) so it meant that they were often like ships passing in the night, unable to spend much quality time together.

      Having explained all that, she continued.

      

      “So, this morning, like every other morning, I had to leave the house by 5.45 to make sure I got to work on time. My job, working in the offices of the local D.I.Y superstore, doesn’t start till 6.30, but I always like to allow plenty of time in case my old car doesn’t start”.

      

      “I walked slowly down the garden path, trying not slip. The crisp white snow looked beautiful, but I knew from bitter experience that once it turned to ice it could be lethal. I’ve still got a few scars on my leg from where I slipped and fell on black ice ten years ago.”

      

      Betty and her family lived on a street full of old Victorian houses, sturdy brick homes that had originally been built back in the late 1800’s for working class families. They were exactly like the houses you could find on any street, in any town or city, in England. Plain red brick terraced houses, with tiny front gardens and long narrow plots behind. They had been built in the days of horse and carriages rather than motor cars, so there were no garages attached. Instead, there was a narrow alleyway that ran behind the houses, just a rough track really, but wide enough to accommodate a car, so some homeowners had built freestanding garages at the bottom of their gardens with gates that opened onto the lane.

      Of course this was the 1980’s, so lots of people owned cars now. Why, some families, like Betty’s, had several. These garages were too small to accommodate more than one vehicle, so Betty and her husband always had to park theirs outside in the lane.

      “We’ve only got small old cars, that’s all we can afford right now and we always try to make sure they’re tucked tightly against the fence, so they won’t block anyone’s access, but of course there’s always a few grumpy people who like to moan.”

      She paused. She knew you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.

      “That Mr. Jones for example. His wife was lovely, but he was a miserable old bloke. Well spoken, well dressed, but lacking in much charm in my view. He might be a bank manager, stuck up and full of his own importance, but I don’t think he was a very pleasant man at all. Not my idea of a gentleman, nothing like my perfect husband Ian, or my lovely kind dad.”

      “Oh Betty love, don’t say that. The poor man is dead.”

      “I know Mum. But just because he’s lying out there in the snow doesn’t mean he’s suddenly a nice person.”

      The young policeman smiled to himself. This spirited young woman was just his cup of tea, what a shame she was married.

      He smiled at her, encouraging her to continue talking.

      

      “I always tried to avoid him as much as possible, he gave me the creeps a bit.

      If I was ever in the lane when he roared up in his shiny new car I’d rush indoors so I didn’t have to make conversation with him. His car was as flashy as he was, quite unsuitable for a middle-aged man in my opinion. My mum always said that his claret coloured Jaguar XJ6, with its fast engine and leather interior, was the sign of an “old bloke trying to regain his lost youth.”

      Her mum, sitting at the other side of the kitchen table shook her head. That girl of hers was too outspoken for her own good sometimes.

      

      “Anyway, this snowy morning, his posh car was all tucked up in the garage at the back of number 47. I expect he would have taken a taxi to work that morning, rather than risk his precious car getting damaged by more falling snow, or by all the salt they chuck on the main roads to stop ice forming. He was very precious about that car, my mum often said that he treated that car better than he did his own wife!”

      She seemed to have calmed down a bit and was now in her stride, quite enjoying telling her dramatic story.

      

      “It was very dark in the lane that morning. There are only two streetlights, one at the top of the alley and one at the bottom. This meant that the bit in between, my bit, was rather gloomy. It wouldn’t be daylight for another hour or so, but I’m used to leaving home in the dark. I always carry my big torch with me. Luckily my car was parked right outside the back gate and as I put my key into the lock I looked around, making sure there was nothing to bump into as I reversed into the lane.”

      She paused for dramatic effect.

      “I noticed a big lump in the snow: obviously someone had put their rubbish bags out overnight and the falling snow had covered it. I hate it when people do that, put it out the night before so they don’t have to get up early on bin day. It attracts all sorts: cats, dogs, seagulls and vermin and sometimes they rip open the bags and then the lane is full of peoples unwanted food scraps.

      Anyway, I was in a hurry as usual, but didn’t want to risk running over the bags and make a big mess, she I got out and walked over to the pile.”

      

      “I tried to kick the bags out of the way, then I realised it was a body. A dead body. And then I screamed.”

      She burst into tears and her mum spoke instead.

      “This is a really quiet street usually. A very respectable place. But everyone heard her screaming. My poor girl. Her screams echoed around the dark lane. Lights went on in all the houses and after a few minutes people emerged, mostly in their nightclothes. Apparently my Betty carried on screaming until I appeared and took her inside. She was in a right state. First time she’s ever seen a dead body.”

      

      It took a while for the police officers to get a response to their knocking. Vera Jones had been fast asleep, quite unaware of the drama unfolding in the lane.

      

      When they told her of her husband’s demise, It had been such a shock for her. She looked as though she might faint, so young Andy made her a cup of tea, while the female officer gently led her to an armchair.

      

      “We are so sorry Mrs Jones. Is there anyone we can call to come and stay with you. You shouldn’t be alone after such a shock.”

      

      “Oh thank you dear. No, I’ll be fine on my own. But perhaps you could let my neighbours know. Number 73, Martha. Just in case I need any shopping or anything. I’m sorry if there’s not much milk left for your cups of tea. I was going to pop out and get some more first thing in the morning, before Herbert got up. He does like a nice cup of milky coffee with his toast and marmalade.”

      With that she burst into tears, realising that her husband was never again going to demand a milky coffee with two spoonful’s of sugar.

      They let her calm down for a few minutes before continuing.

      

      “Mrs Jones, did your husband have heart problems or anything that might make him collapse? I am sorry to ask, please don’t answer if it upsets you, we can always pop back later on, once you’re over the worst of the shock.”

      It seemed to the young policeman that Vera Jones had aged ten years in the last ten minutes. She was obviously in deep shock, as anyone would be, having heard that their husband had dropped dead. And the shock of learning that he had frozen to death, lying outside for hours, right outside his own home, while she had presumably been tucked up in a warm bed fast asleep.

      “I’m sorry to ask this, but did you not notice that your husband didn’t come home last night?” He blushed as he spoke, it seemed such an intrusive question to ask, especially of someone old enough to be his mother.

      “Oh my dear, Herbert was often out late, at various meetings or the pub. When I was younger I used to stay up and wait for him to come home, making sure I was there if he fancied a cup of tea or a bit of toast, but in the last few years he insisted I just went to bed when I felt like it. Said I wasn’t getting any younger and needed my beauty sleep. And of course I have to get up early to get to work in time. I work at Bobby’s, the department store.”

      

      She answered all their questions, even though at times she was close to tears.

      They all hated seeing her in such distress. It was the worst part of their jobs as police officers, having to deliver such devastating news.

      

      “Well thank you so much Mrs. Jones. My deepest sympathy for your loss. I am sorry to say that there will have to be an inquest, even though there doesn’t appear to be any suspicious circumstances. Even in tragic accidents like this, we have to make sure that no stone is left unturned. We will be in touch once the coroner has released the body. Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you have any questions or think of anything else we should know.”
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      Like all dramas, the excitement passed quickly and after a few days everyone just got back on with their lives. The neighbours were questioned of course, the police had to do their job after all, even if it appeared to be an open and shut case. Betty had to attend the inquest to give evidence. She was still a bit shaken up and so had been given two weeks compassionate leave from her job. After all it wasn’t every day you discovered a dead body right outside your house.

      

      The inquest was held. The police gave their evidence and witness statements were read. The grieving widow, looking pale and dignified, sat quietly, listening intently to every word.

      “Herbert Henry Jones. Age 57. Bank Manager. Married, no children.”

      “Frozen to death.”

      “Misadventure.”

      “Accidental death, although there was excess alcohol in the body.”

      “No evidence of illegal drugs.”

      “Injuries consistent with slipping, falling and banging head on rough concrete path.”

      “Some slight bruising to front of body, cause unknown.”

      “Mr. Jones was known to have minor heart problems, but it is doubtful this contributed to his death.”

      “A sad accident. No indication of foul play.”

      Verdict: Death by misadventure.

      Case closed.

      

      Vera Elizabeth Jones had never expected to be widowed so young. She had always imagined that her husband Herbert would outlive her. He had always seemed so full of life, so vibrant, so passionate.

      They had met when she was just nineteen years old, a naïve and impressionable young woman and he had swept her off her feet with his charm, his brooding good looks and his patter. He was only a bank clerk then, but he had big ambitions and was determined to become a bank manager.

      “You watch, my girl, one day I’ll be one of the most important men in this town. Someone that people will look up to.”

      

      She had been very impressed. He was exactly the sort of man she had always hoped to marry. A man who would love her forever and provide well for her and her children.

      She had met him at the local nightclub. He and a group of his mates were from the next town, some 10 miles away, and they had decided to go to Eastbourne that night looking for “fresh talent.” It was the 1960’s, the Swinging Sixties some called it, and to many young men of that era it was still quite acceptable to treat women as playthings: to wolf whistle and fondle their bodies as you danced.

      But Herbert wasn’t like that. He acted like a true gentleman, always kind, always courteous: opening doors and walking on the kerbside of the pavement (an old English custom he had explained to Vera, that was intended to ensure that delicate ladies never got splashed by passing cars, or toppled off the kerb.) She had been impressed with his rather old fashioned manners, it made such a change from having to fight off other boys she dated who felt entitled to explore her body with their big rough hands.

      

      They were married a year later. In many ways she hardly knew him, they had only spent three evenings a week together and barely any weekends. He had explained that he was frightfully busy studying, he was so determined to rise through the ranks, to become a bank manager and sit in a wood panelled office all day, issuing instructions to his minions.

      She didn’t much like the way he spoke about other people, people he considered lesser than himself, and there were one or two other aspects of his character that worried her a little, but she put all those fears aside, put on her beautiful long white dress and smiled for all the wedding photos.

      

      At first it had been lovely, she had been so busy trying to be the ideal wife that she hardly noticed his bad points. If he was grumpy, she just put it down to him being tired, what with working in the bank all day and then studying every night and all weekend. She knew how much his career meant to him, so she tried to be as supportive as possible. Of course it meant that she was always rather tired too: as well as running the home and attending to her husband’s every need, she had a full time job working in the local department store. She had been there since she left school and had worked her way up to being in charge of a whole department: ladies scarves and gloves. There was very little she didn’t know about such things. She could talk for ages about the very best and softest leather gloves, or the finest patterned silk scarves. She knew the best suppliers and the best factories and one day she secretly hoped to be invited to go on a buying trip to Milan in Italy, with her boss Miss Hardcastle, and Mr. Tripp the store owner. It was a well-known secret that those two had been lovers for more than 20 years and would probably have married had it not been for the fact that Mr. Tripp had been married to the formidable Mrs. Tripp for the last 25 years and she was most reluctant to get a divorce, as she would then lose her enviable lifestyle. Being the wife of the largest department store owner in the town brought many benefits and so much prestige, and despite being unfulfilled in her marriage and only too aware that her husbands heart lay elsewhere, she was determined to cling on until the bitter end. As for Mr. Tripp, it was rather good for his ego to have two women fighting for his attention. He enjoyed having a wife at home and a younger, prettier mistress at his workplace.
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      The funeral was very well attended. The old stone church was almost overflowing with mourners. It seemed that many people wanted to pay their respects to Herbert, or perhaps they were just curious, after all it wasn’t every day that your local bank manager froze to death outside his own home.

      Vera, the widow, sat quietly in the front row, flanked on either side by two young men: Henry and Hugh, nephews of her late husband. Having not been fortunate enough to have children of her own, these boys had been an important part of her life for many years and she was grateful for their support today.

      

      “Welcome to you all. We are here today to celebrate the life of a much loved husband, uncle, brother and friend to many.

      Herbert Henry Jones was a pillar of this society, a respected bank manager and a man who did much good for his community…”

      

      Vera squirmed in her seat. How she hated hearing him spoken about like this. She had always been so private, keeping her feelings to herself and now she was expected to share all her emotions and memories with everyone in this church. Before the coffin was carried in, she had glanced around and noticed lots of familiar faces: several of their neighbours of course, including young Betty who had found the body. Betty was there with her mum, both of them were looking pale and upset, dressed in their best black clothes. Vera looked down at her own outfit: a rather nice well cut black dress and matching jacket in a fine wool mix. It had been a little expensive, but she had bought it at the department store with her staff discount. The discount was so good that she had also treated herself to a little pillbox hat with a black net veil attached. She had known it would be useful to hide her tears.

      Several of her friends from the shop were sitting in the rows behind: Mr. and Mrs. Tripp, Miss Hardcastle and Jennifer and Lucy from the Ladieswear department.

      Two whole pews were filled with Herberts colleagues from the bank. She knew that he would have hated hearing them referred to as his “colleagues.” To him they were just his employees, the people he directed to keep the business of the bank running smoothly. Still, it seemed he must have been a good boss, as there were so many of those people, both past and present staff, attending his funeral today.

      

      There were also quite a few people that Vera didn’t recognise, but that wasn’t altogether surprising, as she rarely left the house apart from going to work every day. Herbert had always preferred to keep his home and work life quite separate.

      “Oh come on old girl, you’d be bored stiff having to make small talk with all my cronies. None of the other wives will be there.”

      “Come on now Vera, do you really want to hang about all evening sipping on your one glass of that horrible sweet white wine?

      I’m going to be too busy making new contacts and doing deals, to be able to babysit you. You’d be much better off staying at home and watching your favourite soap opera on the telly.”

      

      She had always rather resented being relegated to being “the little woman indoors” but over the years she had become accustomed to being left at home while he went to dinners, functions and even business weekends away without her. She knew she had lost her sparkle a bit. It was hard to shine when your husband, the one man who was supposed to find you desirable, obviously preferred the company of other people. Still, at least he had never been unfaithful or abandoned her. They still lived in the house they had bought from her parents when they were first married: a solid three bedroomed brick house, built in the late Victorian era. A terraced house in a street of similar houses. With a long alleyway running behind.

      The alleyway where Herbert, her husband of more than 35 years, had died. Frozen to death. She shuddered and felt the tears rolling down her cheeks. At least the veil hid them. She had always been a very private person and saw no need to share her emotions now.

      

      “My Uncle Herbert was a fine man, a real gentleman. He taught me and my brother Hugh so much. Our dad died when we were young you see, so Uncle Herb and Aunty Vera were the only family us and our mum had really. Our mum Joan really loved her brother and I’m just glad she’s not still alive to see how horribly he died. It would have broken her heart. Thanks for everything Herbert, we’ll really miss you.”

      

      “I knew Herbert for 46 years. We started at the Grammar school together when we were just eleven and we stayed friends all these years. Of course there was always a bit of rivalry, Herbert being a banker and me working at an insurance company, but despite that we stayed good mates all these years. We even went on a few business trips together, leaving our wives at home!”

      

      The next speaker was a woman, probably in her late 50’s, although with her dyed blonde hair and heavy make-up she could have been older.

      

      “I’ve known Herbert for more than 30 years, ever since he first set foot in my pub. I run the Leg Of Mutton public house opposite his bank building, so every day, rain or shine, he’s popped over for a couple of pints and a bit of lunch. I’m going to miss his smiling face and those bow ties.”

      

      There was a bit of laughter. Everyone knew about Herberts penchant for bow ties. He had worn them every day, they had become his trademark.

      

      A few more people spoke, singing his praises and reminiscing about their memories of the deceased man. And then it was over. The final hymn was sung, the departing prayers spoken and the velvet curtain closed, taking the mortal remains of Herbert Henry Jones to the fire and his eternal resting place.

      

      Outside the church everyone crowded around Vera, wanting to express their sympathy to the grieving widow. After what seemed to her like an eternity, a continuous stream of “so sorry for your loss, he was a good man,” she finally found herself back in her own home. Her two nephews had left and gone back to their own lives and their own families and it would probably be some time before she saw them again. She had no doubt that they cared, they had been such sweet little boys and had become fine young men, but now they were both married and living some distance away. And everyone knows the expression “A son is a son till he gets him a wife.” Still, they would almost certainly turn up for the will reading next week, so at least she’d see them again then.

      Alone in the house she had shared with Herbert for so long, Vera sat lost in thought. She thought about all the times they had shared, all the years of companionship, the occasional arguments about money. She remembered how she had resented him for buying his flashy brand new Jaguar car, just weeks after he had explained that all they could afford for her was an old second-hand Ford Escort. She had been really cross at the time, especially as all her wages went into their joint account, but as usual she had acquiesced to keep the peace. He had explained that it was extremely important that the local bank manager was seen to be driving a top of the range car, apparently he needed to look very successful, both for his own standing and that of the institution.





