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Winnie Hatherall’s dog, Lennard, woke her at six o’clock every morning, whatever the weather or season.

This morning, after quickly washing and getting dressed, she ran a hand through her springy grey curls before opening her back door and stepping out into a glorious June morning with not a cloud in the sky. The gentle rhythm of Saturdays in the village of Sixpenny Cross made her sigh with contentment as she inhaled the morning air.

Lennard was already waiting at the garden gate, and as she opened it, she heard someone running, their feet slapping the tarmac with each stride. This caught her attention, making her pause. Eight-year-old Billy Hunter ran towards her, his chest heaving, his skinny arms and legs pumping with effort. Eyes wide and panic-stricken, a smear of dirt stark on his white face, he looked as if his worst nightmare was on his heels.

Winnie reached out a hand to prevent him from colliding with her. “Billy, whatever is wrong?”

“It's Mr. Wilkes,” Billy gasped, bending double as he caught his breath. “He's asleep by the pond. I shook his shoulder, and I couldn't wake him up. I think there’s something wrong with him.”

While Lennard waited patiently beside her, Winnie listened to the boy with some misgivings. The Mr. Wilkes she knew was in his mid-fifties, with white hair and a neatly trimmed beard, giving him the appearance of someone's favourite uncle. He favoured fine leather brogues, smart tweed suits brightened by fringed silk scarves in various colours and patterns, and carried a silver-topped black walking stick. Rambling across fields and sitting by ponds was something she was certain was not in his nature.

“Are you sure it was Mr. Wilkes?” she asked.

His dark eyes full of anxiety, Billy nodded vigorously.

“Would you like me to see if I can help?”

Billy nodded once more, briefly lost for words from the shock of whatever he had discovered.

“Come along, then.” Winnie offered her hand, which he took after a slight hesitation. “You’re out early this morning,” she continued as they retraced the way he had come.

The contact and the company seemed to loosen Billy’s tongue. “Yeah, Mum got me the fishing net to go with the jam jar I’ve been saving so I could catch some minnows or sticklebacks. I’m doing a project for school on how fast they grow.”

“That’s very enterprising of you.” They reached a wooden stile where Winnie paused, surveying the meadow beyond it, but seeing nothing more alarming than a few raucous crows. “You wait here and look after Lennard for me while I go and see if I have better luck waking Mr. Wilkes.”

Billy nodded, edging closer and burying his hand in Lennard’s fur. Winnie told her dog to stay as she walked towards the stile. Her cheeks puffed with effort as she clambered over it into the meadow known as Sixpenny Acres.

The ten-acre grassy playground had long been a popular spot for bird watchers, courting couples, dog walkers, and village children. They romped among the tussocks, built dens among the willow trees, and fished and paddled in the pond, where many had learnt to swim.

She followed the well-worn footpath from the stile until it joined another path that encircled the pond. As she drew closer, she looked carefully along the water's edge. A pair of mallards busied themselves among the reeds, where they probably had a nest. A moorhen skittered across the water's surface and sought refuge beneath the trailing fronds of a weeping willow.

All was peaceful, and she saw nothing to explain Billy’s panic. Then, just beyond the willow tree, slumped against the bank, she spotted the familiar figure of Monaghan Wilkes. Billy was right. It did look as though he was sleeping, but a certain stillness surrounding him raised the hairs on Winnie’s neck.

She took a deep breath and hurried along the path, stopping only to glance at a trampled patch of grass and Billy’s abandoned fishing net. From the broken shards of glass scattered nearby, he must have tripped and fallen. Two tiny, silvery bodies lay in a muddy patch on the path. There would be no more growth for them.

“Monaghan,” Winnie called as she approached the reclining figure. “Are you all right? Do you need any help?”

Silence. She moved closer. Monaghan lay on his right side, eyes shut. With his pale skin, slack cheeks, and smooth, wrinkle-free face, he looked as if he were asleep. His distinctive fringed silk scarf was loosely draped over his shoulders. Under his open jacket, Winnie could not see his chest rising and falling as it would with steady breathing.

“Monaghan,” she repeated. Bending down, she touched his shoulder and gently shook him. There was no response. She carefully placed two fingers against his neck, hoping to find a pulse.

There was none.

“Oh dear, Monaghan. What happened to you?” She straightened up and surveyed the body.

Monaghan Wilkes, known for his usual supercilious expression, appeared more relaxed than she had ever seen him. She thought about taking photographs and reached into her pocket for her mobile, but she noticed a faint bulge in his jacket. Using the edge of her phone, she carefully lifted the fabric and saw the corner of a small, red notebook tucked into the inside pocket.

Her fingers twitched with curiosity, but recalling the police procedurals she had watched on TV, she knew she should not interfere with a crime scene. Instead, she activated her phone’s camera and took photographs of the area from different angles, then looked around her surroundings. There was no one and nothing in sight, not even the crows.

Winnie keyed in the emergency number to request police assistance. She provided the dispatcher with details about her location and the identity of the deceased man. In response, she was asked to remain at the scene until the police arrived. She returned to where Billy and Lennard were waiting. Calling Lennard, she watched him wiggle through the stile, led him to the body, and set him on guard. He sniffed what remained of Monaghan a couple of times and then sat down beside him. Winnie knew he would not allow anyone near the body and would stay there until she called him.

“Was Mr. Wilkes asleep?” Billy asked as she clambered back over the stile. “Did he wake up?”

“No, Billy,” Winnie spoke gently. “He wasn’t, and he didn’t.”

“Does that mean,” Billy stammered, “that, well, you know, that he’s dead?”

Winnie nodded. “I’m afraid it does, dear. We’ll have to stay here until the police arrive, but we’d better phone your mum and tell her where you are.”

Winnie handed him her mobile and watched him enter the number. When the call was connected, he handed the phone back to her.

“Mum might not be home,” he said. “She got up when I did because she had to finish some work at Mr. Tennant’s office. He told her she could go in today because he wouldn’t be there. She says she could work more quickly if she went in while it was all quiet, but if she wasn’t home by ten, I was to get my breakfast if I got home before her.”

As Billy suspected, there was no reply, so Winnie left her name and number. As she slipped her phone into her pocket, she heard the distant wail of a police car’s siren.

“Blimey.” Billy looked awestruck. “This is better than fishing. Wait ‘til I tell everyone at school that I found a real, live dead body. Do you think the cops will let me sit in their car?”

“I have no idea, but it would be better not to ask,” Winnie warned him. “We must let them do their work.”

A police car pulled up and came to an abrupt stop beside them. Winnie tugged Billy back against the hedge, and he slipped his hand into hers. She gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Don’t worry, Billy. Everything will be fine.” Winnie hoped she wasn’t lying as she watched two constables emerge from the car.

“Hello, Mrs. H, so what’s going on here, then?” The first constable wedged his peaked cap onto his head.

“Hello yourself, Constable Wood,” Winnie greeted him. “Billy found Monaghan Wilkes in the meadow by the pond. I went to check, and I’m afraid he’s dead.”

The constable stared at her. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, Constable Wood, I am very sure.”

“Well, then I’d better take a look.” From the expression on the constable’s face, Winnie knew he would rather not.

“I’m sure you should,” Winnie agreed. “But you won’t get anywhere near Mr. Wilkes if I don’t first call Lennard. I left him on guard, you see.”

“Ah. Right.”

Winnie placed two fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. An answering bark signalled that the dog was on his way. He galloped into view and wove his way through the stile, tackling it as if it were an obstacle course.

“He doesn’t get any smaller, does he?” the constable commented, murmuring something that Winnie didn’t quite catch but suspected to be unflattering. Constable Wood made his way towards the stile, and Winnie watched him vault over it, admiring his athletic prowess and youthful vigour. His colleague similarly followed suit.

The police car’s siren had attracted some attention despite the early hour. Gordon Pollock, the landlord of the Yew Tree, across the road from where Winnie and Billy waited, emerged from the beer garden at the back of his pub.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“The police have to check on something,” Winnie said as noncommittally as she could.

Gordon was joined by Freddie Beaumont and his son Richard, who were out walking their dogs. In her peripheral vision, Winnie noticed a few more people on the outskirts of the group. There was Kath Travis from the tea shop, Stephen Brewer, the postman, and some teenage boys on bicycles, but before she could pay them much attention, Billy squeezed her hand.

“Will they carry Mr. Wilkes out?” he asked. “I don’t think I want to see that dead man again.”

“You won’t have to, dear. There is a lot the police must do before they can take Mr. Wilkes away,” Winnie explained. “As soon as the constable comes back, we can go to my house.”

Billy nodded. “I’d like that.”

He tightened his grip on Winnie’s hand when Constable Wood returned. Winnie saw his clenched jaw and deep frown and didn’t envy him for his task.

“My colleague is calling it in,” he said. “We’ll have the SOCOs and the medical examiner here soon.”

Billy shook Mrs. H’s hand to get her attention. “What’s a SOCO?”

“That’s a scene of crime officer,” Constable Wood explained, having heard Billy’s question, “but for now, I should take a statement while the details are fresh in your mind.”

“There’s not much I can tell you,” Winnie said. “It’s Billy who found Mr. Wilkes and was concerned about him. I came along at the right time to help.”

The constable wrote swiftly in his notebook. “And what time would that have been, Mrs. H?”

“Oh, I didn’t think to look,” Winnie said, “but it couldn’t have been more than half an hour ago.”

“Right.” The constable checked his watch. “So, about a quarter to seven this morning? Why out and about so early?”

Winnie pointed at her dog. “We were on our way out for our walk when we met Billy. And now, Constable Wood, I am going to take Lennard home for his breakfast, and Billy is coming with us.”

“Um, I think you should stay here until a detective arrives,” the constable cautioned.

Winnie summoned the authoritative look she had used to quell numerous schoolchildren over the years. “When he arrives, send him over. You know where my house is as well as I do, so he won’t have far to go.”

Constable Wood looked decidedly uncomfortable, but after much consideration, finally agreed. “Right, but please don’t go anywhere until he’s talked to you.”

“That’s not likely while I have Billy under my wing.” Winnie leaned towards the constable and whispered, “Don’t worry, Matthew. It will be fine.”

She almost chuckled at the startled look in his eyes and the slow flush on his cheeks. It didn’t seem that long ago that she had caught him drawing a moustache on a portrait of one of the school governors. She snapped her fingers, and Lennard came to her side. Billy’s hand still rested in hers, so she gave it a comforting squeeze. “Come along, Billy. You can help me feed Lennard, and then we’ll have breakfast. Would you like scrambled eggs and toast?”

“With ketchup?” Billy looked hopeful.

“Of course.”

If only the rest of the day could be as simple as a small boy’s breakfast, Winnie thought, all the while knowing it could not.
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Detective Sergeant Rachel Evans cast a glance at her boss as he braked and manoeuvred his dark blue BMW saloon into the shade of a tall hedge at the roadside, before switching off the engine.

“We’re on our way to an unexplained death. Is there a reason you are stopping?”

“Uniform will already be on scene, and the deceased isn’t going anywhere,” Detective Inspector Anthony Wallace said as a line of horse riders approached. “You, no doubt, have noticed how narrow and winding the lanes around here are. Speeding can and has caused accidents involving horses and riders, so your first country life lesson is to pay attention to and obey the speed limits. I’m the liaison officer between the police and the local horse-riding community, headed by Maggie Hawkins, who owns and runs Paddocks Farm Riding Stables and Horse Rescue. I'd be toast if I didn’t follow the rules.”

“I see.” Rachel frowned as she watched the riders, an adult at the front and back of the ride with nine young girls of various ages between them.

Anthony rolled down his window and called, “Good morning, Maggie.”

The lead rider nodded her head in acknowledgement. “Nice to see you, Tony.” She shifted in her saddle and called over her shoulder, “Riders, what do we say to polite drivers?”

A chorus of ‘thankyous’ in childish voices, some accompanied by girlish giggles as they passed the car, made Rachel want to roll her eyes. Even eight-year-olds seemed not immune to Anthony Wallace’s deadly dimples. As she listened to the cooling engine echo the click of hooves against the road surface, the last rider drew alongside the car. Dressed in black and riding a black horse outfitted with a black saddle and bridle, the only striking feature about her was the long, blonde ponytail artfully arranged over her shoulder.

“Detective Inspector Wallace,” the woman purred, leaning from her saddle so that her head was level with the car window. Her lips stretched into a seductive smile. “How nice to see you.”

“Nice to see you too, Christie,” replied Anthony, raising his hand in a semi-salute.

Rachel didn’t like the sly smile the woman sent his way. It hinted at shared, probably not good, secrets Rachel judged. Was there something between them, either now or in the past?

“Who was that?” she asked as Anthony started the car.

“Christie Beaumont,” he said. “Her family has lived at the manor house here since 1684, although the village has existed long enough to be included in William the Conqueror’s Domesday Book.”

“Fascinating,” Rachel muttered, history of any description not being her forte. If Anthony registered her dry tone, he ignored it and continued.

“According to the entry, a guy called Sistain held one hide with one serf and half an ox team, which could be four, or two, or only one ox. Two hundred years later, in King Edward the First’s time, that same hide was worth twenty-five shillings.”

“What’s a hide?” Rachel asked.

“One hundred and twenty acres,” Anthony said.

“Fascinating,” Rachel repeated. “I'll bet those acres are worth more than twenty-five shillings today.”

Anthony laughed. “And then some.”

“Where did you learn all that stuff?”

“I had it drilled into me at primary school, which is just over there on the right.”

“Oh, so you’re a local.”

“Absolutely.” Anthony stopped at an intersection and looked both ways for oncoming traffic. “My parents were both from Sixpenny Magna, and my mother inherited her parents' house.”

“About that,” Rachel began, “Why are there three areas with the Sixpenny prefix?”

“Sixpenny Cross was the original village. When it began outgrowing its boundaries, it expanded into Sixpenny Magna and then to Sixpenny Newtown.” Anthony drove slowly across the intersection.

“And is there a cross, as the name suggests?” Rachel heard Anthony chuckle before he responded. It occurred to her that she was asking too many questions unrelated to police work.

“Yes, there is.” Anthony slowed down and stopped as a dog walker crossed the road. “It used to be in the centre of the crossroads, but it was moved into All Saints churchyard around 1900. Unlike horses, which could avoid the cross easily, motorised vehicles tended to crash into it if the drivers weren’t paying attention to their steering, especially after dark or on their way home from the pub.”

Rachel could only imagine the upset that would have caused. She continued to look around. Set well back from the roads on either side of the village green were several picturesque, chocolate-box thatched cottages. So much for Sistain’s twenty-five-shilling hide, Rachel thought. She’d bet any of the cottages around the green wouldn’t go for less than a quarter of a million pounds now.

“Is the food any good there?” She nodded towards the Cob and Pen pub on the corner of the green.

“Good enough that if you want a table, you need to make a reservation a few days in advance,” Anthony told her. “The bar snacks are a bit above average, too.”

“What’s the significance of the swans on the sign if the name is Cob and Pen?” Rachel asked. “Shouldn’t it just be The Swan?”

Anthony glanced sideways at her. “Not a country girl, then.”

“City born and bred.” Rachel waited for the question she was sure would come. She was surprised when it didn’t.

“A cob is a male swan,” Anthony explained. “The pen is the female. They mate for life and can be quite aggressive if disturbed, especially during nesting season. And there ends your second country life lesson because we’re on.”

Rachel looked ahead at a group of people standing beside two service vehicles. Beyond them, more vehicles were visible. Rachel suspected that several were designated for scene of crime officers and the medical examiner. Before she could get out of the car, a constable had already opened Anthony’s door and stood back as he exited.

“Morning, Sir.”

“Good morning, Wood. Where is the deceased?”

“This way, Sir.”

Rachel followed them, unsure about hitching her skirt to negotiate the stile. As she clambered over it, she made a mental note to wear dress trousers in future.

“Who phoned it in?” Anthony asked as they followed the constable.

“Mrs. Hatherall.” Rachel heard the sense of doom Wood’s voice conveyed.

“Ah, yes.” Anthony pursed his lips before blowing out air. “It would be.”

“Someone you know?” Rachel asked.

“Unfortunately, all too well.” Anthony did not elaborate on the matter as they neared the medical examiner. “Early start today, Derek. What have you got for me?”

Dr. Derek Ward shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything yet other than to confirm that Monaghan Wilkes is deceased.”

“Time of death?”

“Difficult to be exact as rigor mortis is still present, but my guess would be late last night, possibly early this morning, but I know you don’t like guesswork.”

Anthony nodded. “You have my number.”

“And I will let you know more when I know more. Morning, Rachel.” The ME leaned towards her and stage-whispered, “Don’t let him bully you.”

Anthony glared at the ME before marching towards an erected forensics tent with Rachel behind him.

Mr. Wilkes’s body was not her first experience observing the dead, nor would it likely be her last, but her stomach fluttered with fateful anticipation as it always did. The SOCOs vacated the tent so Anthony could enter, and she followed him.

“What do you see?” Anthony asked quietly.

“He looks like he’s asleep.” Rachel moved around the body, examining it more closely. “I don’t see any bruising or blood. It doesn’t look like he has any defensive wounds. Could he have died from a heart attack?”

“Derek would have noticed if that had been the case. Let’s go and find Winnie Hatherall. She’ll be country life lesson number three.”

“And what would that be?”

“That every village has a busybody.”

They re-negotiated the stile, and Anthony called Wood to join them.

“Did Mrs. Hatherall find the body?” Anthony asked.

Wood shook his head as he rifled through his notes. “That would be Billy Hunter. He was running home, and she asked him what was wrong.”

“Where are they now?”

“At her house.” Wood flushed, and Rachel knew he thought he should have kept them on site. “Mrs. Hatherall insisted. Said the boy is only eight and should be with his mum, but she’s working, so Mrs. H took Billy home with her.”

“And where is her house?” Rachel asked.

“Her cottage is just over there.” Wood cocked his head towards the corner of the main road through the village and the lane running along one side of the meadow.

Rachel edged sideways to peer past a willow tree standing guard behind a hedge bordering the property. The house she saw was made of the distinctive, warm yellow sandstone, which she now recognised as a feature of the area.

As they drew closer, she noticed tall chimneys rising from each end of the stone-tiled roof. The nearer they came, she observed the same tiles covering a porch that sheltered what appeared to be a solid wood front door with a brass knocker. Diamond-paned windows overlooked the lane, while tall trees stood at the back and far end of the house, which seemed as though it had grown organically from the ground.

“That’s not a cottage. That’s a bloody mansion,” she muttered, hurriedly trying to keep up with her long-legged boss as he strode towards a garden gate set within the hedge. Its brass-lettered sign declared this to be Towpath Lane Cottage. “I bet my London flat would fit into it at least four times with room to spare.”

“You’re hanging on to that, then?” Anthony asked as he opened the gate.

“Yes, until I know what to expect from this posting.”

Rachel wasn’t sure if her DI understood why she was being transferred sideways, but she said nothing as they stepped onto the porch. She noticed the bench on one side, the boot stands and a scraper on the other, and decided it was a practical setup. About to lift his hand to grasp the doorknocker, her boss paused and turned to her.

“If Mrs. H’s cat is in the house, do not touch it,” he warned.

“Why?”

“It’s called Slasher Sid for a reason.”

The detective inspector reached for the doorknocker, but the door swung open before he could knock, revealing a white-haired woman in her sixties standing in the hallway.

“Hello, dear.” Her blue eyes twinkled as she looked at Anthony. “It’s been quite a while since I last saw you.”
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“Hello, Mrs. H,” Detective Inspector Wallace said as the woman darted a glance at Rachel. “This is Detective Sergeant Evans.”

“Well, don’t stand outside. Do come in, both of you.”

Rachel followed them into a spacious entrance hall, quickly glancing around and admiring its worn elegance, which revealed it was a much-loved and well-used home. To her right, French doors led into a large kitchen. She knew her mother would covet the cast-iron Aga range with its four ovens and two burners. The square Belfast sink beneath the kitchen window looked deep enough to bathe a baby, and there were more upper and lower cabinets than could be filled. Amid it all, a large, scrubbed pine table surrounded by a variety of chairs.

A boy with untidy, floppy brown hair sat at the table. As they filed into the kitchen, Rachel saw him take a final mouthful of food and drop his knife and fork onto his plate with a clatter. As he pushed back his chair and stood, his face bore a restless, worried expression.

“Have you come to arrest me?” His young voice quavered.

“Why would I do that?” Anthony pulled out another chair and sat, making sure his eye level matched Billy’s.

“Well, I found Mr. Wilkes, and you might think I did something to him.”

Anthony shook his head. “I don’t think that at all, Billy. It is Billy, isn’t it?”

The boy nodded.

“Could you tell me, in your own words, what happened?”

Billy reclaimed his chair and did precisely that.

“And then I got frightened and started running home, but met Mrs. H, and she sort of took over.”

Rachel watched Winnie set a plate of chocolate biscuits and a glass of milk on the table. “Comfort food,” she whispered to Rachel, who responded with a smile.

They all jumped as the rap of the doorknocker echoed through the hall.

“I’ll get it.” Rachel hurried towards the front door, hoping to open it before the summons came again.

A dishevelled, agitated woman stood on the doorstep.

“Where’s my Billy?” she demanded.

There was no mistaking that this was Billy’s mother, so Rachel stood back. “He’s in the kitchen with Mrs. Hatherall and the Detective Inspector. Please go through.”

The woman rushed ahead, and Rachel arrived in the kitchen in time to hear her say, “I’m so glad it’s you.”

Bemused, Rachel stood at the back of the kitchen and watched Anthony’s slow smile for the newcomer.

“Good to see you too, Sally. It’s been a long time. How’s life treating you?”

“Better since–well, it doesn’t matter.” She sighed as she looked at her son. “What’s he been up to then?”

“I found a dead body, Mum.” The news burst out of Billy’s chest.

“Don’t you be telling me fibs like that, Billy Hunter,” Sally began, but then narrowed her eyes. Rachel watched her face as the significance of two senior police officers being in attendance occurred to her. “He didn’t. Did he?”

“Have a seat, Sally.” Mrs. Hatherall pulled out a chair beside Billy’s, and his mother sat down.

“Oh, Lord,” Sally breathed. Her eyes opened wide as she scanned Billy’s grubby face. “You found Mr. Wilkes?”

Billy nodded. “Yeah. It was cool. But when I shook his shoulder, his head flopped, and he wouldn’t wake up. I got scared that I’d done something wrong, so I ran. And then Mrs. H left me with Lennard while she went to see if she could help Mr. Wilkes.”

Rachel flipped open her notebook, studying it with a frown. “This is the first time anyone has mentioned Lennard. I should go and speak to him.”

“You won’t have to go far.” Mrs. Hatherall opened a door leading to the garden. To Rachel’s surprise, the woman put two fingers to her mouth and whistled. In response, an enormous, hairy dog padded in, his claws clicking on the tiled floor. “This is Lennard, but I’m afraid you won’t get much information out of him, not even if you tempt him with a treat.”

Rachel’s eyes widened with panic, and she took a step back. “Holy heck. What is it?”

Mrs. Hatherall chuckled. “Don’t let his size worry you, dear. He’s as gentle as a lamb.”

“I’ve never seen a dog that big,” Rachel gasped.

“I had the vet do one of those DNA tests,” Winnie said. “His primary indicators show Great Pyrenees, Leonberger, Golden Retriever, and Chow. Who knows how they all ended up in this package? Oh, Anthony, I did advise your SOCOs that if they found any cinnamon-coloured hair, it would likely be Lennard’s, so I gave them a sample.”

“Very thoughtful of you, Mrs. H,” Anthony said, turning again to Billy. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

Billy shook his head. “Only that when Mrs. H came back from seeing Mr. Wilkes, she looked a bit sad.”

“Yes, I can imagine she might have done,” Anthony said. “Thank you, Billy. You have been very helpful. I’ll let your mum take you home now, but I must ask you not to talk to anyone about what happened. We don’t want our investigation to be muddled with gossip. You understand?”

Billy nodded vigorously. “Can I take my chocolate biscuits with me, Mrs. H?”

“Of course, you can,” Winnie said. “But finish your milk before you go, too.” 

“So you came from work, Sally?” Anthony’s question gave Billy time to gulp down the remains of his beverage.

“Yes, it’s been a real whirlwind this past week. I was looking forward to a lie-in this morning, but Rory, I mean Mr. Tennent, left some typing for me. He said he needed it all finished and ready for his signature when he gets back from London this afternoon. At least I didn’t have to get dressed up today.”

From the blush on Sally’s cheeks when she mentioned her employer, Rachel suspected there was more to their relationship than that of employer and employee. She was certain the DI noticed it and was even more convinced that Mrs. Hatherall might be fully aware of what was happening between them.

“I like dress-down days, too,” Rachel confided. “So much more comfortable, aren’t they? Come on, I’ll see you out.”

After saying their goodbyes to Winnie and Anthony, Sally took her son's hand and walked to the front door with Rachel, who thanked the boy for his help. Embarrassed, he shyly ducked his head and followed his mum outside. Rachel closed the door and returned to the kitchen.

Winnie pulled out a chair for her. “Come and sit down for a moment. You look as though you could use a cuppa.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Hatherall.” Rachel sank onto the offered chair.

“And it’s Winnie, or Mrs. H. No need to stand on ceremony here. Seen many dead bodies, have you?”

“More than a few.” Rachel tried her best not to think about them, but they were always lingering at the edge of her mind. “I don’t think it’s something you ever get used to.”

“One would hope not,” Winnie agreed.

“So, Mrs. H, can you tell me what’s going on between Sally and Rory Tennant?” Anthony asked.

“Ah, I didn’t think you’d miss her little bit of bluster.” Winnie shook her head as she handed Rachel a mug of tea. “I don’t think there’s anything between them other than that Sally has a crush on Rory. Almost to be expected in the circumstances.”

“What would those circumstances be?” Rachel placed her mug on the table and flipped open her notebook.

“Sally’s had a tough time these past few years,” Anthony said. “Her husband walked out on her, not that he was ever much of a husband or dad from what I heard of him, and then she lost her long-time job at the bank in Sixpenny Newton when they closed and merged with the main branch in Crossdale. She wasn’t managing very well, and Social Services almost took her kids away, but Rory Tennant gave her a job in the nick of time, so she feels deeply grateful to him.”

“Who is this Rory Tennant?” Rachel looked up from her notepad.

“Property developer, dear,” Winnie explained. “He bought the old coal wharfs and warehouse at the top end of the village and converted the wharfs into a very upmarket marina and the warehouse into even more upmarket condominiums.”

Rachel thought of the chocolate-box cottages. “Like how upmarket?”

“They start at one point four million pounds,” Winnie told her.

Rachel’s jaw dropped. “Worth it or a rip-off?”

“Depends on your point of view,” Anthony said. “Locals who were against the conversion say it’s a rip-off, but those who could afford to buy into the project think they got their money’s worth.”

“Oh, yes,” Winnie agreed. “There was a very posh Grand Opening last month, before any new owners moved in. One of Rory’s stipulations, as I recall. He had an apartment on the main floor open for viewing so we locals could see the results.”

“You must know the local people very well,” Rachel ventured.

“Some more than others,” Winnie agreed.

“Was there anyone else around when you found Mr. Wilkes?” Anthony asked.

Rachel saw Winnie’s eyes narrow as she considered the question, then she shook her head. “No, I’m sure no one else was in the meadow. Of course, by the time your squad cars arrived, a few people were gathered around the stile to see what was happening.”

“Can you name any of them?” Rachel sat with her ballpoint pen poised over her notebook.

“Of course,” Winnie said, slowly recalling who had been standing around. “There were the Beaumonts, father and son, that’s Frederic and Richard, respectively.”

Rachel thought back and then glanced at her boss. “Any relation to the woman you spoke to this morning?”

Anthony nodded. “Frederic is her father, and Richard is her brother. Please carry on, Mrs. H.”

“Right. Well, there was Gordon Pollock, the landlord from the Yew Tree pub, Kath Travis from the Bide Awhile Tea and Cake Shoppe, a few teenagers with whom I am not familiar, and Stephen Brewer, the postman.”

“Was there any sign of Wilkes’ business partner?” Anthony asked.

“No, Colin’s in Birmingham,” Winnie replied.

“How do you know that?” Anthony sat back in his chair.
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