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PROLOGUE 
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Swinbury Abbot is a village divided by its small commercial centre, the High Street. This throughway lies at a diagonal, from south-west to north-east, and comprises a hairdresser’s, a stationer’s (with sundry toys, novelties, and souvenirs), a mini-market, a post office, a junk shop, a take-away food establishment, and a pharmacy which also sells beauty products.  

There are two public houses, which are situated like bookends one at each end of the small parade of shops. At the north-east end is The Clocky Hen, and at the southwest, The Leathern Bottle, and both have their own, very distinct clientele. The Clocky Hen, due to its proximity to the Wild Flowers Estate (more of which, later), draws its clientele from these crowded dwellings and maze-like roads. The Leathern Bottle, being at the other end of the High Street, and more convenient to the residents of the older houses, draws its custom from this source. 

In The Clocky Hen there is a snooker table, a dartboard, and a jukebox; occasionally a live band on a Saturday night. In The Leathern Bottle, Vivaldi and his little friends play a genteel background music that deafens no one, and allows for civilised conversation without the need to bellow across the table at one another; and occasionally there is a jazz night, for aficionados of that style of music, which has proved unexpectedly popular. 

To the north-west of the High Street, the village green and pond are to be found, but now find themselves facing, across Chopping Knife Lane, an estate built in the eighties and named the Wild Flowers Estate. By those who do not live there, it is referred to as The Starfish, having five roads that radiate out in the shape of the aforementioned creature.  

There had been terrific opposition to the building of this maze of modern, cramped housing. The Parish Council was up in arms, letters were written, signatures sought on petitions as far away as Market Darley, and even the storming of a meeting of the Planning Committee, by some people who felt strongly enough about what they considered would become an eyesore so close to their village centre, and were willing to risk being arrested and, maybe, charged with causing a breach of the peace. But all their efforts had been in vain. The pressure for new housing was so great that, eventually, building went ahead, but it brought with it benefits that had not been expected. 

Down in the south-west corner of the village, where only The Grange, the old meeting hall, and the row of terraced houses known as Columbine Cottages previously existed, now sat new buildings that housed a playgroup, an infants’ school, a doctor’s surgery, and a dental practice. 

Due to the density of the new housing, at about the same time, the Church sold off over half the garden previously enjoyed by the incumbent resident at The Parsonage, and the New Village Meeting Rooms had been created, much to the disgust and fury of the incumbent reverend gentleman, who requested to be moved to another parish shortly after its erection. 

Once the new estate had ’settled in’, however, it began to prove its usefulness to the old village, for it was an excellent source of cleaning ladies, ladies who could sew, gardeners, and general handymen, even if the hourly rate they asked did seem a little high at first. After a few years, it became a relationship of convenience, the old village families never looking anywhere else when they needed a little help with something, the residents of the estate, glad to get the income, paid in cash and with no records kept. The two diverse communities may not have thought well of each other, but they had found a way to co-exist in fairly close quarters, without a war breaking out. 

To the south-east of the High Street, there are a few fine old residences, and more are to be found to the south, below where the High Street makes a T-junction with the Stoney Cross Road, and these are variously addressed as being in Beggar Bush Lane, Back House Alley, and Groat Lane. 

The only building of architectural interest in the whole place is its church, St Luke’s. By some error, now lost in the mists of time, it was built with its spire facing east instead of west and, through a great many years, petitions to the Church had failed to rectify this catastrophic error. The result had been, that it was impossible for a peal of bells to be installed in the steeple, due to the fact that the east window had to be situated below it, and there were fears that it could not withstand the weight. 

The problem had been solved, again, back in the mists of time, and, it was then hoped, only temporarily, by the construction of a small stone structure atop the roof at the west end of the church, to contain a single bell. And from that time on, that single ball had been the only voice to ever call the faithful to service. Officially called St Luke’s, everyone from thereabouts referred to it as ‘St Back-to-Front’s’, and if it were decided now to rectify its architecture, there would be an enormous outcry. The locals were used to their church, and would not have it any other way.  

There are quite a few hobby groups that meet regularly in Swinbury Abbot at regular intervals, but the most controversial is the local band. It is an enthusiastic little ensemble of diverse instruments, and it has performed for many local functions, doing a sterling job every Christmas, when its wandering performances collect a great deal of money for the local air ambulance, but whether donations are so generous because their playing is enjoyed, or because those listening would prefer it if they just packed up and left the audience in peace, will never be known. 

They are now referred to, and actually bill themselves, as ‘The Dalziels’, because when anyone new to their playing hears them, the usual reaction is ‘****dy ’ell’, and the name has been adopted without any resentment or rancour. The members only play for fun, never pretending to be professionals, or even any good, and if their playing amuses people and raises money for charity, then each and every inept musician is happy and fulfilled. As with the estate and the village, the band and its residents have found a way to co-exist, if not in completely accurate harmony, at least with an acceptance of the disharmony their playing provides. 
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Chapter One 
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I 

Let us open this story at the beginning of the events that led to the violent upheaval in the normally smooth timetable of the band’s rehearsals, and the way in which these upheavals occurred. 

At the moment, the band was without a musical director, and therefore without someone of sufficient training and experience to arrange and write parts out for new pieces they wanted to play. Its members, however, didn’t want to spend any money on purchasing them, as they were a diverse mix of instruments, no two the same. Two out of the three previous musical directors were able to write for all tunings of instrument, whether in C, B flat, or E flat, could read and write for treble, bass, and alto clefs, and were, in consequence, sad losses.  

A further complication meant that this also meant that they had no conductor, and to allow them to play without someone waving a baton, or their arms around, was akin to letting a lion perform un-caged and without its keeper. 

The first of these previous MDs had suddenly had a whim to move to the Lot in France, and was gone within a few weeks. The next MD did exactly the same thing when her husband accepted early retirement, and they moved to the Dordogne. The third MD was also a woman, but she could not read either bass or alto clef, and could not cope with writing parts for transposing instruments, so for the best part of a year they had to make do with what music they already had and had had nothing new to tackle. 

Two months short of the anniversary of this particular 

lady taking over the position, she announced that she and her husband had purchased a property in Normandy, and that they would be moving there in the very near future. ‘What the hell did France have that England didn’t?’ many members were heard to mutter between themselves, but no open resentment was shown, and she went off on her adventure with the goodwill of all. 

This left them all in the aforementioned dilemma, and when the vicar turned up at The Grange at their next rehearsal, and announced that he knew someone who had just moved to the village who had spent his whole life working with bands, it seemed like a miracle – although they’d have to ask him how he felt about France, before getting used to him and settling down again. To lose three musical directors to that country was catastrophic enough: to lose four would simply be calamitous and beyond belief.  

Everyone knew, of course, that Wheel Cottage had recently been bought, but no one seemed to have any information about who now lived there. Granted, there had been a large removals van that had turned up one morning about a week ago, and unloaded a lot of rather fine furniture, but the new owner himself (or even herself) didn’t seem to be present. 

A few days later, there were suddenly curtains at the windows, and lights on in the evening, but still no visits to the village shops from whoever had moved in. Curiosity had nearly reached fever pitch, when the vicar announced that he might have someone to fill the void, and he would bring him – him – along to their next rehearsal, so that he could hear them play, and they could get to know one another a little bit. 
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II 
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Friday 25th June 

It was the fourth Friday of the month and, therefore, it was rehearsal night for the village band in Swinbury Abbot. The members had gathered, as usual, in the home of Myles and Myrtle Midwynter. The Grange was a large residence situated on Beggar Bush Lane, to the south of the village centre, and backing on to the terrace of dwellings known as Columbine Cottages. It had no near neighbours, and there was, therefore, no need to worry about complaints about the noise – either its volume, or its quality. 

The players had assembled, as was normal, at seven o’clock, to commence with a glass (or two, or more) of wine and a bit of a chat. They knew that Rev. Church would be bringing round his mysterious stranger, as a candidate for the role of musical director, but did not expect the visitation until rather later in the evening. 

When Myrtle Midwynter called them to the dining room at a quarter to eight, they settled themselves round the large table to an excellent meal of poached salmon, salad, and new potatoes, followed by a delicious strawberry trifle, still chatting with enthusiasm, and it wasn’t until nearly a quarter-past-nine that Myles announced that he rather thought they ought to play a little something. 

There had been a whole month of news and gossip to catch up on, and as only a few of the musicians had been nominated as the designated drivers, the other players had continued to imbibe, with scant attention to exactly how much they had drunk, Myles topping up their glasses whenever they showed any signs of having room for more. 

The Midwynters made a good team, despite the disparity in their ages, with Myrtle being only thirty-six years old to Myles’s fifty-eight, and anything they hosted, usually ran on oiled wheels. Every guest’s needs were immediately noticed and catered for, and nothing was too much trouble; this was one of the main reasons why the band met there. Myrtle didn’t mind either the time or the expense of feeding them all, and they all felt at home and welcome. 

As Myrtle cleared away the dirty dishes, everyone assembled in the large drawing room, and began to get their instruments out of their cases, search for sheet music, and take on the monthly battle with the music stands – one which the music stands usually won, leaving at least two or three pinched fingers and, on one memorable occasion, a badly squashed nose, but that was more due to alcohol, than ineptitude on the part of the victim, and fortunately, didn’t require any medical attention. 

There was a sharp knock at the front door, as Myrtle was coming through the hall, still drying her hands on a tea towel, and she answered it before going into the drawing room to unpack her cello. Standing on the step, she found Rev. Church, and the person she presumed was the candidate for the position of Musical Director. 

As Rev. Church introduced her, she took note of the small man with whom she was shaking hands. He was only about five foot seven, with white hair cut fairly short, probably in his late sixties – but it was his eyes that captured her attention, for he seemed to be looking in two directions at once. One of them stared her squarely in the face as they greeted each other, the other had an alarming habit of wandering around, as if in search of something just out of view, and she longed to turn round to see what it could be looking for. 

Remembering her manners, she invited them in, and preceded them to the drawing room, opening the door and calling over the loud buzz of chatter and the sound of instruments being both tuned and warmed-up. 

‘Quiet everybody! Your attention, please!’ She clapped her hands loudly, in the hope that this would penetrate the hubbub, then called again, a little louder this time, ‘Silence! Be quiet! We have visitors. If I could have your full attention, please, I would like to introduce you to ... Oh, I’m terribly sorry, but I never asked your name. Rev. Church, perhaps you would do the honours?’ 

‘Of course, my dear,’ replied the vicar, smiling fondly around at all those present. ‘May I present to you Mr Campbell Dashwood, who has recently moved into Wheel Cottage. He has been involved in music all his life, both as an enthusiastic amateur performer and, later, as a professional.  

‘He has a great deal of experience as a conductor, and is sufficiently multi-talented,’ (here, the vicar made a small bow in Mr Dashwood’s direction), ‘to produce arrangements for all of those – oh, what do you call them, now? – transferring instruments.’ 

‘That’s ‘transposing’, Vicar,’ interjected the newcomer, with a small, superior smile. 

‘Precisely, Mr Dashwood; just what I meant to say. Anyway, here is the man himself, and perhaps I could hand over to you now, Mr Midwynter, so that you can introduce him to all your players, and then, perhaps, you could find us somewhere to sit, so that we can listen in on your rehearsal, and just give Mr Dashwood here, a flavour of your playing.’ 

As Myles Midwynter put down his clarinet, Campbell Dashwood extracted a small notebook from the breast pocket of his jacket along with a minute pencil, licked the end of the latter, and stood, ready to take notes. Before Myles could speak, however, Campbell Dashwood was moved to verify some information. 

‘I understand that your performance later this summer is to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the forming of the band, and that it will take place in the church, with half the proceeds going to the church restoration fund, and the other half to a charity to which you regularly contribute.’ 


‘Absolutely correct, Mr Dashwood.’ 



‘Please, call me Campbell,’ suggested the little man, but his smile never reached his eyes – either of them – and was somehow chilly. 

‘Right, Campbell,’ continued Myles, ‘may I begin by introducing you to the strings section of the band. Perhaps when I call out your name, you could stand, so that Mr Dashwood – sorry, Campbell – can identify you,’ he requested, moving to the front of the assembled musicians. 

‘Let’s start with first violin. May I present to you Mr Cameron McKnight.’ 

Cameron stood, still clutching his violin and bow, and made a small bow to Campbell. ‘Very pleased to meet you,’ he said, smiling, but as Campbell made no answer, he sat down again, feeling a little flustered. 

Myles cleared his throat in embarrassment about the lack of response, but put this down to, perhaps, a bit of initial shyness on Mr Dashwood’s part. Dammit, it didn’t feel right calling him Campbell. He’d have to do something about that later; and he put his mind to finding a suitable ruse to address this enigmatic little man in a more formal manner; one that felt comfortable. 

‘Next,’ he continued, ‘we have second violin, Mrs Gwendolyn Radcliffe.’ A short, dumpy lady with an irongrey perm and more than a hint of a moustache rose to her feet, blushing, then sat straight down again, without even waiting to see if any response was forthcoming. 

Dashwood considered her to be in her early sixties. 

‘On viola, we have Miss Fern Bailey,’ intoned Myles, and a slightly plump woman shot up off her seat and beamed round at all assembled. She wore a hairband and had a ‘jolly hockey sticks’ air about her that proclaimed her to be just an overgrown boarding school girl, even though she was in her mid-thirties. 

Myles continued gamely, ‘Now we have my own lovely wife, Myrtle, on cello.’ Myrtle didn’t stand, but as they had already met on the doorstep, waved her tea towel in the air instead, before folding it into a small square on which to place the spike of her cello so that there would be no damage to the carpet.  

‘I say, old girl,’ called Myles. ‘All this announcing is thirsty work, do you think you could do the honours, and top up all the glasses. There are a couple more bottles of white in the fridge if you need them, and a couple more red, breathing, on the dining room sideboard. May I get you a glass of wine, Mr Dashwood?’ 

This time, Campbell didn’t correct Myles’s form of address, and said, with a certain amount of smug pride, ‘I never touch anything alcoholic. Not only does it damage the liver, but I am convinced that it rots the brain as well. I don’t suppose I could have a glass of water, could I, if it’s not too much trouble?’ 

‘Got that!’ called Myrtle, and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. 

‘Moving on, we have Miss Vanessa Palfreyman on double bass. Stand up and show yourself, Vanessa. Don’t be shy.’ A tall, somewhat stout middle-aged woman with short-cropped dark hair, just beginning to show signs of grey, slid out from behind the camouflage of her large instrument, then ducked back out of sight as quickly as possible. 

‘Right, that’s the strings dealt with. Now we move on to woodwind, starting with Gayle Potten on flute.’  

‘Overweight mutton dressed as lamb,’ thought Dashwood, disparagingly. ‘She could do with losing at least three stone, if not more, and if her T-shirt were any tighter there would probably be a very nasty explosion of flesh to be dealt with.’ 

‘Geraldine Warwick, on piccolo and miscellaneous percussion.’ Myles had dropped the use of titles; it was all too wearing to remember which of the women were Miss, Mrs, or Ms, when he’d already sunk a few sherbets. 

‘Mouse,’ was Dashwood’s only thought about the apologetic pixie, who had bobbed briefly to her feet in response to her name. 

‘Wendy Burnett, on oboe,’ Myles droned on, stifling a yawn. Surely it wasn’t that late. 

‘Methuselah’s mother,’ thought Dashwood, unkindly, as Wendy was a very spritely eighty-nine, and looked years younger than her actual age. 

‘And last in this section, but certainly not least, we have Lester Westlake, on saxophone.’ 

Dashwood observed a tall, slim man rise from the back of the room, bowing to all present, and grinning a smile that seemed to contain a great number of large and very white teeth. ‘Lounge lizard!’ His thoughts allowed him the luxury of a minuscule smile. He knew the type, all right. All looks, and nothing much of anything else. Well, he’d better play well, or he’d have his guts for garters. 

‘Oh, not quite last. I’m afraid,’ Myles apologised. ‘I’ve forgotten myself. I’m on clarinet. The brass section has only one player, I’m afraid, but it is the unforgettable Harold Grimes, on trumpet.’ 

A fairly short, elderly man rose to his feet and, extraordinarily, to one who hadn’t seen how much wine he had imbibed, did a little dance on the spot. 

‘The fool of the group,’ was Dashwood’s silent verdict. 

‘And our last member to be introduced is Edmund Alexander, who plays keyboard for us, and generally keeps us in line.’ 

‘We’ll see about that!’ thought Dashwood. ‘He’d better be good, or he’s out.’ 

‘Come on, woman; where’s that glass of water? We’ve got a man dying of thirst here,’ shouted Myles, with such volume that Geraldine Warwick was observed to physically jump in her seat. 

‘I’ve put it on the little table between the two red leather armchairs. Oh, and I’ve put a glass of red wine there for you, Vicar. I know how you like a little tipple.’  

‘You get yourselves sat down, and we’ll just have a little discussion on what we’re going to play for you this evening.’ Moving back to his place in the band, Myles exhorted the others to wrack their brains, and come up with something interesting.  

‘Come along, you lot! Mr Dashwood and the vicar don’t want to be sitting here all evening, while you bicker and squabble about what we ought to play,’ he said, cutting across the babble of talk. ‘I know; let’s do ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’. That’s always a good laugh – at least it is for me. You know what my timing’s like!’ he finished, with a rich chuckle, drawing smiles from all the other band members, who did, indeed, know how erratic his timing was, and how many hilarious moments it had produced in the past. 

After an enthusiastic, but wildly inaccurate fifteen minutes of fighting the chosen piece, Dashwood whispered something in the vicar’s ear, then rose from his seat and left the room, dragging an embarrassed clergyman in his wake. 

Once out in the hall, Dashwood turned to Rev. Church and asked, in a furious whisper, ‘Have they really been together for ten years?’ His rogue eye seemed to rake the ceiling, as if he were looking towards the heavens for an answer. 

‘Yes. The odd person has left, and another one joined, but they’re basically the same people here now, who started it all.’ 


‘And how often do they rehearse?’ 



‘Once a month,’ replied the vicar, now mortified after what he had just listened to in the drawing room. 

‘Well, that’s going to have to change, if I’m taking over. It’s got to be once a week. And tell me something else. Do they always start that late, and drink so much?’ 

‘They have a meal first, and there’s wine with that, and more during the rehearsal if anyone wants it.’ 

‘Well, that’s got to stop as well. And that drawing room’s no use for rehearsing in – people sitting in low armchairs, and on drooping sofas. Would it be possible for us to use the old meeting hall on a Friday night?’ 

‘I have no problem with that, Mr Dashwood, but who’s going to tell them about the changes?’ 

‘Oh, I will. They don’t frighten me. If they want to be a decent band, then they’ll have to learn discipline – and I’m the man for the job. I’ll drop a note through Midwynter’s door first thing in the morning, then I’ll telephone him later, if you would be so kind as to supply me with his number.  

‘We can thrash it out between us over the phone. If we can get the rehearsals started earlier, there will be plenty of time for them to go for a drink afterwards, but, in my opinion, one mouthful of alcohol in the system completely befuddles the fingers, whatever instrument one plays.’ 

‘Rather you than me, old chap,’ retorted the vicar, his face a mask of dismay at the outcome of such straight talking, to a man of such entrenched habits as Myles Midwynter. 

‘Oh, it’s not luck I need, Vicar, just determination and structure, tempered with an iron discipline. I’ll soon have them playing like professionals. You just wait and see. They just need the alcohol-induced scales to fall from their eyes, and they’ll realise what an appalling racket they actually make. I’ll soon have them eating out of the palm of my hand.’ 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


III 

[image: ]




It had been one of those frustrating days for Detective Inspector Harry Falconer, with a very awkward moment with Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael. The moment had occurred when they were both in the office, up to their eyes in paperwork, and Carmichael had suddenly said, ‘John Proudfoot’ [PC] ‘said something very odd to me today, sir. He patted me on the arm and said, ‘You’re a very brave lad, carrying on working like this, and we’re all very proud of you. You keep on eating those lollipops –  they’ll help to build you up. Now, I’ll say no more.’ What do you think he meant by that? 

‘And then, when I went to the canteen, the woman behind the counter gave me an extra doughnut, and then wouldn’t charge me for it. She said I needed to keep up my strength and just carry on taking my medicine. I’m fair flummoxed. And I’ve had some odd, sad looks from some of the others working here – you know, the civilian staff? What the hell’s going on?’  

‘That does sound odd,’ Falconer replied. ‘I’ve got to go down to the desk, so I’ll see what Bob Bryant has to say. He’s usually got his ear to the ground and knows just about everything that goes on around here.’ 

Ten minutes later, the inspector stormed back into the room, a look of fury on his face. ‘You and your stupid Kojak look!’ he exclaimed [see: Murder at The Manse]. 

‘What about it, sir?’ asked Carmichael, puzzled at the out-of-the-blue reference to his recently-shaven head. 

‘Proudfoot’s only put two and two together, and made eighty-seven. He’s been going around telling everyone how tragic it is that you’ve got cancer! They think you’re having chemotherapy and still coming into work, despite the way you obviously must be feeling. 

‘Well, I bearded him in his den – asleep behind a newspaper in the canteen – and I told him that there was nothing wrong with you, and that he’d better get round to spreading that good news. There never had been anything wrong with you, and now everyone thought you were ill. I said he also needed to apologise to you, personally, as you had no idea what people were thinking, and couldn’t understand why you were being treated so differently.’ 

‘You didn’t tell him about Kojak, did you, sir?’ asked 

Carmichael, nervously. He didn’t want anyone extracting the Michael about his little fantasies. 

‘Oh course I didn’t, you twerp. I told them you’d forgotten to put the spacer into your hair clippers, and after the first run across your head, you realised you’d made a mistake, and had to shave the rest of it off, to make it look acceptable, otherwise you’d have had a great bald stripe right across the top of your head.’ 

‘Phew! Thanks, sir. I didn’t want anyone to think I was a fantasising twit.’ 

‘Even if you are – although not the fantasising bit,’ Falconer muttered under his breath, so that Carmichael wouldn’t hear. How things can be twisted all out of shape, if someone gets the wrong end of the stick, and just happens to be the station’s biggest gossip and rumourmonger.  

Harry Falconer was late finishing work that day, and it wasn’t until seven o’clock that he packed up the paperwork he needed to take home, and prepared to leave the Station, but he wasn’t to escape the building that easily. 

At the foot of the staircase, he was hailed by the desk sergeant, Bob Bryant. ‘Hey, sunshine, not so fast! There’s been something left here that I don’t think will keep overnight, so I’d be grateful if you’d collect it now and take it with you.’ 

With a puzzled expression, Falconer crossed to the desk, only to have his gaze directed to the floor just behind it, where a small grey-spotted cat nestled on part of an old blanket, in a wire cat basket. ‘Oh, no,’ he thought. ‘I’d forgotten all about that.’

‘I seem to recall,’ Bob Bryant went on, ‘that you promised to take this tiny, helpless creature into the care and comfort of your own home. That fella from the hotel phoned the RSPCA to take her away, but fortunately, word had got around about your very kind offer, so one of their lads went and collected it, and here it is. I don’t know whether it’s a he or a she, but it seems very placid.’ 

‘So did they say why it’s taken so long to get her here?’ asked Falconer, still slightly puzzled. 

‘Had to catch it first, apparently. It can run like the very devil, when it wants to. Anyway, sunshine, it’s all yours now. I can’t be having animals behind my desk. Gives completely the wrong impression to visiting members of the public, and the next thing you know, we’ll be inundated with all sorts of waifs and strays. Here it is,’ he said, handing over the cage. ‘And good luck. You’re going to need it with that snooty Mycroft of yours, not to mention the other two you took in after that affair at Stoney Cross.’ 

Falconer took the cat basket with a sinking feeling in his stomach. After the first day or two, he thought everyone had forgotten his rash offer to give Perfect Cadence a home, then he had conveniently forgotten it too, making sure he didn’t mention it to anyone, in case his spontaneity came back to haunt him; and yet here it was, much more substantial than a ghost, and liable to cause chaos with Mycroft (his seal-point Siamese), Ruby (a red-point Siamese) and Tar Baby (a huge, black, furry monster of a cat). Still, such is life! He’d just have to learn to keep his mouth firmly shut in the future, and not let his sentimental side get the better of him. 

Placing the basket on the passenger seat of his Boxster, he carefully fastened the seatbelt round it, and headed for home, full of trepidation. The cat had woken up as soon as he started the engine, and managed to howl mournfully for the entire journey, which did nothing for his spirits. 

Entering the house, three furry figures skittered out of 

the sitting room to meet him, skidding abruptly to a halt when they saw what he held in his left hand. They couldn’t quite see what was in the cage, but they could smell ‘cat’, and it wasn’t one of them. What was going on here? Why had he brought another cat home? Weren’t they enough for him? 

Before Falconer had even had the chance to close the front door, the three furry bodies had turned their backs on him in disgust, and gone about their business, feigning total disinterest in what he had brought home for them, for if it was a present, he could just take it away with him again, because they didn’t want anything to do with it. 

Fortunately, they had all stalked out of the cat-flap in a huff, to see if anything interesting was going on in the back garden, and he was able to set the flap to ‘in only’, and release Perfect Cadence from her prison. Setting the cat box, door still open, in case she felt she needed somewhere to retreat to, he filled a fresh bowl with food, and another with water, and put both down on the floor, on the plastic mat he used for the other feeding bowls, so that his kitchen floor did not get too dirty, for his pets had absolutely no table manners at all. 

Reaching to the top of one of the kitchen cupboards, he retrieved a litter tray, removed the emergency bag of litter from the cupboard under the stairs, poured the latter into the former, and put it down near the back door for the new cat’s use, until he felt she was at home, and ready to go outside, and still know where to come back to. 

Perfect Cadence performed like a natural. She slunk over to the food bowl, eyes going from side to side, in case there were any of those other cats that she had smelled around, then lowered her head, and ate, making unnerving growling noises, as she made the food disappear. When the bowl had been licked clean, she took a dainty drink of water, then approached the litter tray with an intent look in her eye. 

Falconer finally found the poop scoop about ten minutes later, under a pile of old newspapers that he had placed under the stairs to take for re-cycling, and then completely forgotten about. Armed with this, and trying not to breathe through his nose, he set about cleaning the foul little present that his new house guest had deposited in the litter tray, tied the carrier bag in which he had placed it, and then stood thinking. 

He couldn’t take it outside to the dustbin, because she might get out, so he’d have to distract her, and shut her in another room, before he could discard his noisome little bundle. Oh, boy; was life going to be more interesting from now on, and he could only hope that his three other cats would accept her as easily as Mycroft had accepted Ruby and Tar Baby, last year. 

Once free of his stinking little bundle, he went into the sitting room, and sat down in his favourite chair with his newspaper, only to find the little cat sliding gently on to his lap, purring like a little engine, and rubbing her face against his left hand as it held the pages of the paper up. ‘You little darling, Cadence,’ he crooned, already having shortened her name for the sake of simplicity, and, dropping his paper to the floor, started to stroke her silky soft fur. ‘You’re going to be no trouble whatsoever, are you, you little poppet?’ he predicted. 
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Saturday 26th June 

When Myles Midwynter came downstairs, a little later than usual as it was a Saturday, he espied an envelope sitting on the doormat which definitely had not been there the night before, and could not have come by post, as the postie never came before eleven on Saturdays. 

He picked it up with some interest, slit it open with his thumb, and unfolded the single sheet of paper contained therein. As he read, his face grew redder and redder, and he began to shake with rage. ‘Myrtle!’ he shouted, loud enough to wake the dead, then charged back up the stairs again, holding the letter at arm’s length, as if it were alive. ‘Myrtle!’ he bellowed again, and found his wife sitting up in bed, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.  

‘What on earth is wrong? And why are you making all that noise?’ she asked, in a husky, just-woken-up voice. 

‘This – this letter! This bloody letter!’ he exclaimed, thrusting it under her nose, before she had even had the chance to reach for her reading glasses. 

‘That bloody man!’ he exclaimed, his voice rising to a shout again. 

‘What the hell has he – whoever he is – written, to get you into such a fine old state?’ 

‘It’s that Dashwood, the bounder! He’s suggesting that we completely reorganise how we run our rehearsals, if we’re to be under his baton. I’ll give him ‘under his baton’! He wants us to rehearse in the old meeting hall, so that we can sit on suitable chairs in our proper musical groups ...’ 

‘Well, the old meeting hall’s just a few yards down the road for us, so that’s not a real problem, but as far as musical groups go, that’ll leave Harold rather lonely, won’t it?’ cut in Myrtle. 

‘Harold be damned! He’s always sat with the sax. But – get this – he doesn’t think it appropriate that we should be under the influence of alcohol when we play, as this obviously leads to inaccurate note-reading and an under-par performance. My arse! That’s the way we’ve always done things! Who does he think he is, telling us what to do, when he’s not even been in the village for more than five minutes?’ 

‘Calm down, Myles. You know you need to be 

careful of your blood pressure.’ 

‘And,’ he went on, ‘he thinks that a heavy meal before playing is also a bad thing. Dammit, we’ve been having a meal together before we’ve played, for the last decade.’ 

Myrtle had now located her reading glasses behind her nightly glass of water, and held the letter up to the light, the better to read it. When she had finished, she dropped the sheet of paper on to the bedclothes, and pierced her husband with a gimlet eye. 

‘We have been getting rather lax of late, you know,’ she stated baldly. ‘Why, on at least two practices out of the last half dozen, we haven’t even bothered to play more than one or two pieces. And I can see his point in rehearsing weekly. The concert’s only a couple of months away, and there’s no way we can be ready if we carry on as we are, you’ve got to admit.’ 

‘What are you suggesting then? That we give in and do exactly what he says, like naughty schoolgirls and boys being told off by the headmaster? Dammit! I won’t be written to like that! I won’t be bullied!’ 

‘No, but you will be swayed by simple common sense. If we really want to do this concert for charity, then we’re going to need to practise a lot more, not just at home, which I don’t think anybody bothers to do at the moment, but together, and on a much more regular basis.’ 


‘Traitor!’ 



‘Don’t be so childish! This is a perfectly polite and reasonable letter, and I think we should give his suggestions serious consideration. And, as for the food and wine, there’s no reason why I can’t leave out a finger buffet here, if I put cling film over the plates. He says here that he’d like us to start at seven. If we do that, and he runs it competently, we can be back here by nine, stuffing our faces and having a few glasses of the old vino. And if he doesn’t run it well, we can tell him to sling his hook.’ 

‘I vote we tell him to sling his hook now, and just go on as we are.’ 

‘Now, you know that’s not really an option. The vicar bringing him along, has at least opened my eyes to how much work we actually need to do, to be ready to perform in front of an audience, and I think we should give him a chance. If he can get us through this concert, you can do whatever you like after that, but it’s been much more of a social club than a band practice lately, and you can’t deny that.’ 

Myles sighed, ran his hand over his suspiciously dark hair, then used both hands to twirl the ends of his magnificent (and also suspiciously dark) handle-bar moustache, actions that indicated that he was thinking. ‘You’re right, of course, but I don’t like admitting it. I’ll do an e-mail for those who’ve got computers, and phone those who haven’t, but they won’t like it.’ 

‘Then they’ll just have to lump it, won’t they. It’s either practise like the very devil, or cancel, and we simply can’t let the vicar down – or the church restoration fund.’  



Chapter Two 

Friday 2nd July 

I 

Campbell Dashwood was extremely dismayed to find that he was not the first to arrive at the old meeting hall that evening, even though he was half an hour before time. He was also furious to discover that the two persons present hadn’t just put up their music stands, and tuned their instruments, ready for his instruction. 

Instead, he found Vanessa Palfreyman, bow discarded, plucking away at her double bass with a very competent jazz rhythm, Gayle Potten accompanying her on the flute with a high, teasing melody that flew here and there, but never faltered or sounded wrong. There wasn’t a music stand or a chair in sight, and there was no music that he could see from which they were playing. 

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he asked, with acid in his voice. 

‘Just jamming, squire,’ answered Vanessa, not missing a syncopated beat. The band was the only place she felt she could let herself go a bit, being painfully shy in the presence of strangers, and not able to make friends easily. ‘We got here early so that we could throw around some ideas. It’s just a bit of improvisation. Do you have a problem with that?’ she asked, still plucking away at the deeply pitched strings of her bulky instrument, her self confidence at its highest, in familiar company. 

‘I do, in fact,’ answered Dashwood. ‘I have called this rehearsal, and I would have expected anyone who arrived early would have set out chairs for the others, put up their music stand, and had their music ready for my arrival.’ 

‘But we don’t know how you want the chairs set out, do we? So we couldn’t do that, and it hardly takes more than a minute to put up a stand. As for the music, we don’t know what you want us to play yet, so we just thought we’d warm up with a bit of a session. Is warming up all right?’ she finished, uncharacteristically insolent. 

At that exact moment, the mood was broken with the arrival of Myles and Myrtle Midwynter, and an uneasy truce reigned, as they gave Dashwood a hand setting out chairs in sections near the piano, but sideways on to it, as it was an upright, and Edmund Alexander needed to be able to see the conductor, as well as his music.  

When they had finished, Myles looked at the arrangement, and asked, ‘Why have you got one chair sitting all on its own?’ already knowing the answer, but wanting to get this particular matter settled before anyone else arrived. 

‘It’s for the trumpet. It’s the only instrument in the brass section, or had you forgotten the make-up of your own band?’ Oooh, that was throwing down the gauntlet, and no mistake! Dashwood’s good eye stared at Myles in mute confrontation, his wild eye roving from side to side restlessly. 
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