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The Residents of Stoney Cross:

Culverwell, Lydia – amateur pianist

Horsfall-Ertz, Harriet ‘Squirrel’ – dog-lover and hoarder

Jephcott, Delia – flautist living with Ashley Rushton Leighton, Summer – young dancer Lyddiard, Serena – working in the health service Markland, Camilla – harpist, married to Gregory

McKnight, Peregrine – joint tenant of The Inn on the Green

Palister, Sadie – sculptress Pargeter, Fiona – amateur singer, married to Rollo

Radcliffe, Tarquin – joint tenant of The Inn on the Green

Ravenscastle, Rev Benedict –  vicar, married to Adella

Rushton, Ashley – living with Delia Jephcott Templeton, Christobel – amateur poet, married to Jeremy, romantic novelist


Westinghall, Felicity – romantic novelist, married to Hugo,

also a writer



Willoughby, Marcus – radio presenter who is new in the village

Wingfield-Heyes, Araminta ‘Minty’ – painter

Sundry Exhibiting Artists:

Carstairs, Emelia – pastels Fitch, Lionel – oils Solomons, Rachel – watercolours

Officials:

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer 

Acting Detective Sergeant Ralph ‘Davey’ Carmichael

Sergeant Bob Bryant 

PC Merv Green

WPC Linda ‘Twinkle’ Starr

Superintendent Derek ‘Jelly’ Chivers

Dr Philip Christmas
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A Few Notes on Stoney Cross – Then and Now 

The village of Stoney Cross is situated some four miles from Castle Farthing and nine miles from the town of Carsfold. Five miles in the other direction is Market Darley. 

Just over a hundred years ago Stoney Cross had been a perfect centre for the community that had lived in its environs. It had its own school, church and chapel. The forge, with its blacksmith and farrier, attended to the needs of the farmers’ one-horsepower four-footed engines, the High Street for the demands of their wives and households. It had a mill for flour and a flat field for recreation on its outskirts. At Starlings’ Nest, a local doctor held surgery twice a week for the inhabitants’ physical problems, and the reverend gentleman at The Rectory took care of their spiritual needs. 

The village, then known as Stoney Acre, this being before the Great War (the 1914 to 1918 one, not the Napoleonic, also referred to as the Great War of its time), was a small but busy commercial centre, its highways and byways frequented by horses, carts and carriages. For two hundred years its inn had been a staging-house for coaches, and on its side were stables for the tired horses, above its bars, rooms for the weary travellers. 

It had been renamed Stoney Cross in 1925 when the war memorial was erected, declaring the deaths of so many young male members of its community. About this time, with the decline of the horse, so many fewer men left to work the land and the introduction of machinery, farming changed for ever. The strong, lusty young men who once worked the fields had left a hole that it was impossible to fill, and the machines moved in to take their places, leading to the inevitable decline, and finally closure, of the forge – there was not much money to be made from decorative ironwork. The farrier, too, walked away from his previously busy life in Stoney Cross, never to return. 

Over the next few decades, the fortunes of Stoney Cross fell into decline. People moved away, as small businesses closed due to financial problems, or the lack of an heir to carry on with the business. Many buildings and houses stood empty, as if time had closed over them, encapsulating them in a bubble of the past. 

The school closed down due to lack of pupils, the mill following suit, due to lack of businesses to supply, for it was not just Stoney Cross that struggled in this era. Over time, some of the farm buildings were sold off, as was the land, for new housing after the Second World War, and the chapel ceased to hold services, there being no faithful left to listen to the fire and brimstone sermons preached within its walls. 

The only things left unchanged were the village green and pond, and the standing stones to the south-west of the village. 

Weekenders started its revival first, buying the smaller outlying properties, then commuters began to move into the more substantial homes, hoping to give their families a healthy life away from the bustle and pollution of more urban areas. Gradually properties were renovated and converted, and Stoney Cross now boasted an old mill conversion, an old school conversion, an old forge conversion, and a refurbished old rectory. The old coaching inn had shaken off its dust and cobwebs, and re-invented itself as The Inn on the Green, with an adjoining restaurant, in actuality the old stables (converted, of course). 

The High Street now housed an arts, crafts and new-age centre, a post office (hanging on by the skin of its teeth), a gallery-cum antiques and curios shop, a tea shop, a village store packed with organic-this and organic-that, and, what seemed an amazing survival but was in fact a new arrival, a hardware and corn-merchant’s. Down Castle Farthing Road, a Chinese chippie and pizzeria (eat in or take out – home deliveries within a two mile radius) nestled none too shyly, its light blazing from under a bushel, like a beacon to those of less formal dining habits. 

The old, flat, recreation field was now a football/rugby/cricket pitch with pavilion, and the old village hall, sadly neglected and inadequate, had been replaced with a much larger and grander structure, with the combined functions of Village Hall, Scout/Guide Hut and Sunday school. The village green was home to three benches: a very old one commemorating Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee, one to commemorate the coronation of our current Queen, the third in memory of Princess Diana. On the public open space opposite The Inn on the Green were two ‘Silver Jubilee’ benches, and one of the standing stones had received a brass plaque declaring the start of a new millennium. 

This is Stoney Cross today. It even has signs on all roads entering it reading, ‘Slow – free-range children’. 
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]










As our story opens, Akela, Brown Owl, and the Sunday school teacher are gathered in the village teashop, casting aspersions on all those involved with the accursed Forthcoming Event. They had been cast out of their normal space for their weekly activities, and were sorely tried, and indignant that this should be allowed to happen. 

In The Old Chapel (converted), Christobel Templeton sat at her Georgian desk, putting the finishing touches to her fiercely calligraphic poetry exhibits. She would, of course, not use these for her recitations, as they would be on display. She was a tiny woman with a mass of auburn-tinged curls, freckles, and big brown eyes, and was at present shooing her cats, Byron and Longfellow, away from the un-dried ink. As she resumed her lettering, her small pink tongue protruded, almost invisibly, from the side of her mouth as she concentrated. She so hoped that everyone would like her little contributions, and looked forward, with an anxious, desperate longing, to receiving praise for her efforts. 

Across the intervening paddock, at The Old School (also converted), Sadie Palister stood stock still, chisel in one hand, mallet in the other, her head tilted slightly sideways as she viewed her creation with a critical eye from behind her hornrimmed glasses, her view slightly obscured by the wispy fronds of a raven-black fringe. ‘This thing will be finished in time,’ she shouted across her studio to no one in particular, flinging down her tools and tossing a cascade of hair away from her face.  

She stooped to grab an open can of lager from the floor, and pondered anew how to arrange her other, smaller pieces around this monster, for the great event. Smiling wickedly, she took a greedy gulp of the lukewarm flat liquid, and wandered over to her favourite piece, beside which her contact lenses were sitting. These were of a startling blue, and not only helped her eyesight, but transformed her eyes’ natural nondescript colour into tropical pools and, on the whole, she thought, they enhanced her image as a sculptress. 

Oh yes, that must be blatantly in view, considering its title, and considering also who might see it and tie it in to its inspiration, she thought. (This was a thin hope, as she had no doubt that her old enemy would have little time for such small-fry as a village event, but it cheered her to think that this was, at least, a vague possibility – cheered, but chilled her at the same time!)Her gothic make-up crinkled with mischief, as she ran her pitch-coloured fingernails through her night-black hair. 

Across the High Street in The Old Mill (converted, unsurprisingly), Araminta Wingfield-Heyes – Minty to her friends – bent her small, round figure to the bottom righthand corner of the large canvas before her, her cropped mousey hair almost touching the not quite dry paint. Better sign it, I suppose, she thought, reaching over to her workstation where her brush rested, in waiting for just this moment. 

In Dragon Lane, at Journey’s End, Lydia Culverwell ran her nimble fingers over the keyboard of her piano in rehearsal for the recitals she would give in the forthcoming event. She had chosen Chopin for her pieces, their sad and romantic themes close to her heart, but at odds with her plain and unremarkable looks. She had had her dull mousey-blonde hair highlighted in anticipation of, maybe, a photograph in the local newspaper, but could do nothing to disguise the undistinguished grey/blue of her eyes – others in the village, not so naïve, guarded their secret solution to this problem jealously. 

As she approached a very tricky section, her ears discerned the unmistakeable ‘ah-ah-ahing’ of her neighbour on the other side of the adjoining wall, obviously warming up with scales, for her own performance. As the intrusive voice searched for a high note it could not quite find, and clung hopelessly to one a quarter of a note lower, Lydia flung down the lid of her ‘darling’ (her pistachio green baby grand), and flounced off to the kitchen to make herself a cup of camomile tea. 

She’d wait for now, until the children of the neighbouring household went to bed, then give them hell with the louder sections of Dave Brubeck’s ‘Blue Rondo a la Turk’. That would teach the bitch to interrupt her when she was ‘in the zone’. 

On the other side of the wall, in The (converted) Haven, Fiona Pargeter’s cat-like green eyes twinkled with victory and, with a shake of her copper-coloured waves, she launched into her proposed solo for her performance. That had shown the bitch next door that she wasn’t the only one around here with a musical bone in her body. As her voice soared higher and higher, she thanked God that her husband Rollo was a sufficiently accomplished pianist to accompany her – how she would have hated to go round on her knees to beg for Lydia’s services.  

Casting this unpleasant scenario from her thoughts, she let her mind dwell fondly on the fact that Rollo had taken their children George, Henry and Daisy into the village to feed the ducks on the pond. They would not return until teatime, giving her the rare luxury of peace and quiet, now she had seen off the crashing, mistake-ridden chords of that pretentious cow next door, who would be better off, in her opinion, thumping out melodies for the drunks in The Inn on the Green on a Saturday night. 

Down Stoney Stile Lane, in Starlings’ Nest, the slightly dumpy figure of Delia Jephcott could be discerned, producing a bright tune on her flute, as beautiful and liquid as birdsong. She had no neighbourhood axe to grind and played on blithely, oblivious to the semi-detached rivalry and warfare underway in Dragon Lane. Oh, but she was hungry! But she mustn’t eat anything. No food! Let music be her only sustenance. 

Stopping abruptly and putting down her flute, she darted guiltily into the kitchen and opened the fridge. A girl had to eat, hadn’t she? And it wasn’t as if she couldn’t do something about it afterwards, was it? She just mustn’t make a habit of it, or she’d have a real problem. 

Across the dividing hedge, in Blackbird Cottage, Serena Lyddiard had her earphones in, and was totally absorbed in her graceful dance routine, floating and flying elegantly across the floor of her living room, oblivious to the existence of an outside world, totally caught up in the marriage of music and movement. Her steps suddenly halted, and she pulled her ear-pieces away as she said, ‘Blast your eyes Tar Baby! What do you think you’re doing?’ Her eyes smiled fondly at the big black cat, who had unwittingly offered himself as a Fred Astaire to her Ginger Rodgers, and she shooed him off to go play with Ruby, his red-point Siamese companion. 

On the other side of Church Lane, opposite the church, in Blacksmith’s Cottage, Camilla Markland drew one long, last, lingering chord from her harp and sighed. Her own playing always made her feel emotional. A slightly overweight woman who was constantly on a diet, she was a suicide blonde, dyed by her own hand. She had mud-coloured eyes and, like Sadie Palister, she overcame this shortcoming with the use of turquoise-tinted contact lenses. The sculptress’s little secret was only kept, as long as Camilla’s was safe in Sadie’s bosom. If she, Sadie, ever indicated what she knew, then Stoney Cross would be made aware that Camilla Markland wasn’t the only one in the village who was pulling more than wool over her own eyes. 

In many other dwellings in Stoney Cross, a welter of individuals were painting, mounting or framing their watercolours, oils and pastels. Portraits, landscapes, and a whole variety of other scenes, were all being treated with the respect due to them, as objects that would soon be on public view, and under the scrutiny of the public’s eye. 

In other houses, voices were raised oratorically, practising the recitation of poems, short stories, and excerpts from longer literary creations. All much-loved by their creators, these pieces were being treated like new-born babies, each ‘parent’ hoping that their ‘offspring’ would be praised for their beauty, but with the not unnatural dread that they may be slighted as not pretty enough; that they would be mocked, even, for their lack of perfection. 

Stoney Cross had become a hub for those of an artistic and creative bent, and was now polishing up its talents for the biggest show the village had produced in living memory. 

In the town of Carsfold, Marcus Willoughby was packing up his possessions in preparation for moving to his new home. He had everything ‘in the bag’ workwise between now and Friday, when he would take up residence in his recently purchased dwelling, and thought his new job was going very well indeed. Smiling smugly, he inserted the last few books into a box, and sealed it with parcel tape. 
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Tuesday, 1st September 

I 

The posters had been up for a month, taped in windows, glued to village noticeboards and pinned to the walls of the public house. They had been pasted on telegraph poles and fences, in fact anywhere that the glaring of the fluorescent yellow background would attract attention. The event had been four months in the planning, from the first nebulous idea, the first vague hope that it really could happen, through all the meetings and arguments, to today.  

Today the inhabitants of Stoney Cross began to put into motion their fabulous and exciting plan, the results of which would dazzle those from the surrounding villages and visitors alike. It would be a showcase for the multi-faceted artistic talent of the village’s inhabitants, and they waited in great anticipation for what would be ‘The Stoney Cross Arts Festival’ – with luck the first of many over the years to come. This was to take place over the weekend of Saturday the fifth and Sunday the sixth of September, with platforms and exhibition space to show off various artistic gifts harboured within this small community. 

There was to be an ‘Artists Trail’ round the homes of those participating, so that their works could be seen in situ: sculptures too heavy to move, water-colours, abstracts; all the categories one could imagine for the visual representations of art, within the limitations, of course, of such a small place. 

In the multi-purpose village hall there were to be musical recitals, poetry reading, excerpts from literary works, and a dancing display. The Inn on the Green and the teashop were girding their loins for this onslaught, while at the same time rubbing their hands with glee at the thought of such unexpected profits at the tail-end of the season. (The Festival committee had a strong aversion to the idea of scores of tiny feet thundering and trampling amidst their pretty, ordered village, and also feared for the exhibits, at risk of damage from sticky little fingers and the like, and had decided to stage the event when the schools had reconvened for the new academic year.) 

Front gardens had been mown, flower beds weeded, hanging baskets refreshed, and brass door furniture cleaned and polished until it smote the eye with its twinkling glitter. Stoney Cross was on parade, and would not compromise its reputation for being picturesque. The village’s collective consciousness shrugged off the word ‘twee’ like an unwanted hand on the shoulder, and concentrated, instead, on the idea of ‘the perfect place to live’, visualising it as envied by others who passed through, or who lived in the surrounding communities, wishing they could live there too. 

In the village hall itself, were the several inhabitants who had formed the Festival’s committee during its planning stage, plus Hugo Westinghall, a romantic novelist like his wife, and in attendance by invitation. Their two children played under public supervision on the village green, along with their black Labrador, Diabolo. Those gathered were giving the finishing touches to the ‘lick of paint’ to the walls that was deemed necessary for the presentation to the public of the jewels in the local artists’ crowns. 

Hugo was a small man, only about five feet six inches in height and, as the area he was working on rose higher and higher, he began to make little jumping movements to achieve his goal, leaving small spots of paint on the bald patch revealed by his fast-disappearing mousey hair.  

‘Get a chair like me, you silly,’ called his wife Felicity, only five-feet-one herself, and in the process of graduating from a chair to a stepladder. They were both looking forward to the readings from their respective novels, and Felicity had re-hennaed her wispy hair in preparation for looking her best for her public. 

‘Has anyone had any thoughts on additional publicity?’ called Sadie Palister from the other end of the hall where she was crouched, painting almost at floor level. ‘And I have no idea why I’ve been involved in this face-lift, as I shall be holding ‘open house’. You know my stuff’s much too difficult and expensive to move without a buyer footing the bill.’ Some of Sadie’s sculptures, especially the outdoor ones, literally weighed a ton. 

‘Serves you right for being on the committee,’ shouted Hugo Westinghall from his new height on a chair. ‘I haven’t even had that pleasure, and here I am, paintbrush in hand, giving my all for your art.’ 


‘Shut up, Hugo!’ This was from Sadie. 



‘What about the local radio station?’ Fiona Pargeter, the singer, spoke up in a penetrating, musical voice. ‘There’s been a new arts programme on that, for the last three weeks. It’s supposed to cover arty people and events: has a bit of music and something bookish every week.’ 

‘When’s it on?’ carolled Christobel Templeton (poet, and always on the lookout for a good rhyme for the word ‘purple’). 

‘Fridays at three o’clock,’ Fiona announced to anyone who was interested. 


‘What station?’ 

‘Radio Carsfold.’ 



‘Who’s the presenter?’ Sadie Palister had now given her full attention to Fiona. 

‘I can’t remember his name, but he’s quite outspoken on behalf of villages and their inhabitants.’ Fiona had obviously been paying attention over the past few weeks. Climbing down from her supported plank, the singer flicked on the teaurn and prepared to inform and educate. ‘As I said, it’s only been on for three weeks, and maybe he’d be glad of the material, as he’s only just starting up. It could be a win-win situation for both parties.’ 

‘That’s as may be, but you say he’s outspoken – about what in particular?’ interrupted Camilla Markland, harpist and local harpy, and a twenty-four carat bitch in many people’s opinion. 

Undeterred, Fiona started to recite the contents of the first trio of broadcasts. ‘Well, the first week he had a go at incomer-commuters, who have raised local house prices over the years, thus making it difficult for real locals to afford to buy properties in the villages.’ 

There was a muted ‘Hurrah!’ from an unusually subdued Ashley Rushton, there with his partner Delia Jephcott, and still suffering from a humongous hangover after celebrating his birthday rather more vigorously than he had intended the night before. 

‘What do you mean, Ashley?’ queried Jeremy Templeton. 

‘We’re incomer-commuters ourselves,’ Ashley replied, but still in quiet tones, so as not to wake the little men with pick-axes who had taken up residence inside his head. ‘It’s us who’ve put the house prices up, so I say “hurrah’ for us”, for increasing our original investments.’ 

‘Point taken,’ Jeremy conceded with a self-satisfied smile, as the answer hit home. 

‘The second programme,’ Fiona continued undeterred, but with a slight frown of irritation gathering on her forehead, ‘was about the number of buildings in villages which have been converted or totally refurbished and modernised. He said that that was destroying local history.’   Again she was interrupted, this time by Minty 

Wingfield-Heyes, abstract artist. ‘Bollocks!’ she shouted. ‘If it wasn’t for people like us, this particular village would either be a museum, or a ghost town. We’ve saved it from disappearing into the earth whence it came,’ she finished, rather pompously. 

This received a cheer from all present, but Minty sent the ball straight back to Fiona. ‘And the third week? He sounds all right so far – a bit of a precious prat, but we can use him for publicity if he’s naïve enough to think that places like this 

could have survived without outside money.’ 


‘That was to do with weekenders ...’ 



‘What? That dreary soap opera the BBC will persist in broadcasting?’ Sadie was absolutely not a fan. 

‘No, you fool! Weekenders who come down to their holiday homes and bring all their food and drink with them –  everything with which to pander to their every whim, and never buy anything from the village shops. He also had a go at the aforementioned incomers who shop at the big supermarkets in the surrounding towns. Apparently we are “killing the local economy”. We’re the reason that village shops are closing down in their droves.’ 

‘Huh! Who needs that pathetic bunch of shops in the High Street?’ Sadie Palister was on a roll today. ‘There’s not one of them worth a light, as far as everyday living goes. 

Who’d miss them if they weren’t there?’ 

‘The organic foods are very useful for a healthy diet. I wouldn’t like to be caught short without bulgar wheat – or bran – and have to traipse all the way to a supermarket just to get it,’ Christobel Templeton offered, timidly. 

‘But you wouldn’t die without it for a few days, would you?’ Sadie Palister persisted. ‘They do all that healthy stuff in the supermarkets, and you can have it delivered.’ 

‘I know, but it’s not the same, is it? It’s so nice to be able to look at, and touch and smell your food before you buy it, don’t you think?’ 

‘Not with fresh fish, it isn’t.’ Sadie had an answer for everything, and that seemed to close that particular part of the discussion. 

‘Well, shall we ask him, then?’ Fiona Pargeter brought them back to the crux of the matter. 

‘Ask him what?’ Ashley Rushton was still feeling rough, and hadn’t been paying attention, because his insides, feeling like the Bay of Biscay in a force nine, were commandeering his entire concentration. 

‘Oh, keep up, Ashley!’ barked Fiona. ‘Ask him to report on our Arts Festival. He could say a few words about when it’s on, on this Friday’s programme, and he’d have the weekend to look around and get something for his next programme. What do you think, guys?’ 

A ‘yes’ in unison answered her question and, at this happy juncture, they all abandoned their various positions and painting materials, and adjourned to the tea-urn for some well-earned refreshment, thoroughly puffed-up with self-importance at their generosity and largesse towards this as yet unnamed and unsuspecting radio broadcaster. 

II 

Later that evening, many of the locals were gathered in the saloon bar of The Inn on the Green in eager discussion about the forthcoming Arts Festival. Around one table were gathered Lydia Culverwell the pianist, Delia Jephcott the flautist, and Camilla Markland the harpist. It was tonight’s ‘musical’ table.  

Around an adjacent table were clustered Sadie Palister, Minty Wingfield-Heyes,  Christobel Templeton, Fiona Pargeter, and Felicity Westinghall. (Hugo was at home, ostensibly to look after the children; in reality, to put in a little more practice for his reading the next weekend.) Apart from Fiona, who was blatantly avoiding the company of her neighbour Lydia, this was the ‘literary and visual arts’ table. 

Back at the musical table Camilla was sharpening her claws. ‘No Ashley tonight, Delia?’ she asked. ‘He’s such a youngster. I’d have thought he would want to come out of an evening, instead of staying inside like someone middle-aged.’ (Meow!) 

‘I freely confess that he’s a little younger than me,’ (he was twenty-eight to her forty-three, but that was by-the-by), ‘but he doesn’t have the stamina that those of us of a slightly more mature persuasion enjoy. Anyway, he’s still suffering from the hangover he spent so long courting last night at his birthday celebrations. He was as sick as a dog when we got home from the hall earlier, and when I suggested he might come out for a restorative glass or two, he turned positively green and headed straight for the bathroom again.’ 

‘OK, don’t get your knickers in a twist. I was just asking, wasn’t I?’ 

‘Maybe. But at least I don’t lie about my age,’ muttered Delia, under her breath. 


‘What was that?’ 

‘Oh, nothing; just clearing my throat.’ 



‘He probably doesn’t need as much stamina as I’ve had to call on recently,’ stated Lydia Culverwell cryptically. 

‘Why’s that, old bean? Got yourself a nice fit young bit of bum to keep you warm of a night?’ called Sadie Palister, shamelessly eavesdropping from the next table. 

Ignoring this interruption, Lydia continued, ‘It’s the constant noise nuisance from next door that’s really been getting me down. I was wondering if I could have some time before the Festival opens, to practise in the hall, away from all the discordant distractions.’ 

There was a shouted exclamation in response to this, much louder than all the other voices in the bar, and from the direction of the other table. ‘I heard that!’ retorted Fiona Pargeter. 

‘You were meant to!’ Lydia called back. ‘If anyone has to put up with noise pollution, it’s me, with you ‘ah-ah-ahing’ away all day, out of tune and in the wrong key. It’s like living next door to a cats’ home. Why don’t you just have some singing lessons, and then move to Land’s End or John O’Groats to practise?’ Lydia Culverwell vented her spleen with all the accuracy of a trained sniper. 


‘I heard that, too!’ retorted Fiona. 

‘Good!’ 



‘You spiteful old witch!’ (Lydia was a mere two years older than Fiona, thirty-six years to thirty-four – hardly a chasm. But all was fair in love and village war.) ‘What do you think it’s like for me, with you crashing and banging about on that bloody piano of yours, all day, every day. It’s like living next to a ...a ...a bloody poltergeist!’ So great was her anger that Fiona spluttered to find a suitable comparison.’ 

Peregrine McKnight, one half of the management of The Inn on the Green, appeared suddenly between the two warring tables, and offered an olive branch. ‘I don’t know! Such artistic temperaments! Now, why don’t we just calm down, and I’ll bring you all drinks on the house, to seal a pact of peace. We can’t have the law in here, arresting you all for disorderly conduct, can we? Where would our Arts Festival be without you?’ 

At this exact moment, his partner in management, Tarquin Radcliffe, oozed over with a large tray of drinks, appeasement writ all over his smarmy face. ‘Here we are, my darlings. Drink, drink, and fight no more. Smile, be happy, and accept our little gift of good luck to you all.’ 

The mood lightened after just a couple of scowled glances, and a voice that had been previously drowned out by the outbreak of hostilities was lifted again in suggestion. ‘Why don’t you just borrow the key to the hall and practise there? As far as I know, Serena Lyddiard is key-holder at the moment. No doubt, she too would like to go in, to get a bit of practice. There can’t be much room in her house for dancing, and she’ll need to get the feel of the space before her performance.’ The sweet voice of reason came, unusually, from Delia Jephcott. Normally a dissenting character, she felt she had already got her money’s worth tonight, and was more interested in staying out late to annoy Ashley than in going home early after a row. 

This final suggestion effectively separated both tables and turned them back in on themselves, as other minds wondered about borrowing the key from Serena and having a little time to themselves, to ‘try out the acoustics’ (aka show off), and plotting how soon they could nip off to Blackbird Cottage to get their hands on this powerful piece of metal. 

Those at the musical table, inevitably, left first, closely followed by Fiona Pargeter, whose mind was running along identical lines. At the literary (and visual arts) table, Felicity Westinghall and Christobel Templeton were also anxious to be off, as they had similar aspirations for their recitations, and soon made their farewells, leaving just Sadie and Minty to finish off the pork scratchings. ‘Ah, what a thing it is, to be spiritual enough to dedicate one’s life to one’s Art,’ smirked Sadie to her companion. 

‘Quite!’ agreed Minty Wingfield-Heyes, grinning back, ‘but only if you can get your sticky little hands on that key, and bag most of the time available for yourself. Thank God we’re both exhibiting from home, or we’d probably be scratching each other’s eyes out to secure the most prominent positions for our work.’ 

‘Amen to that,’ murmured Sadie. ‘A-bloody-men to 

that!’ 
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Chapter Two 
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Wednesday, 2nd September 

I 

It was Fiona Pargeter who took it upon herself to get in touch with Radio Carsfold to obtain the name of the lucky radio presenter, and instructions for getting in touch with him. As it was she who had listened to the programmes, and she who had told everyone else about them, she felt it was her duty to do so (apart from the fact that her melodious speaking voice might possibly be broadcast across the countryside for the enjoyment of others). 

The name she was given was ‘Marcus Willoughby’; the telephone number, another Carsfold one. Fiona’s hand displayed a minor tremble as she dialled it, but immediately stopped as a voice answered her summons. It was a deep voice, a deep, golden voice – rich, velvety and suntanned, and she was immediately enchanted. If anyone was going to be tall, dark and handsome, it had to be this man, she thought, automatically putting her hand to her hair. ‘Hello, is that Marcus Willoughby? Oh, enchanting to speak to you, too. I wonder if I could ask you the teensy-weensiest little favour?’ she enquired, making her voice deep and husky – what she thought of as her ‘sexy’ voice. 

‘And what might that be, dear lady? Speak, and I shall positively rush to your aid.’ 

‘Oh! Well, thank you.’ Fiona was definitely flustered. ‘It’s just that we’re putting on – I mean, the village where I live is putting on an Arts Festival, this Saturday and Sunday, actually, and I’ve been listening to your programmes – so interesting and uplifting – and I wondered if you might ...’ Here, she lost herself a little, but battled on bravely. ‘I wondered if you might come along to it, might even give it a mention this Friday, and then come along ... Yes, just come along to it and maybe, oh, I don’t know, maybe you could do a few itsy-bitsy minutes on it when you’d seen some of it. I mean, it goes on all weekend, but I couldn’t expect ...’ 

‘Say no more, dear lady. Now, just let me get this straight – there’s going to be an Arts Festival in your village?’ 


‘Yes.’ 



‘And it’s going to be this weekend. That is, the fifth and sixth of this month?’ 


‘Yes.’ 



‘And you’d like me to mention it on this week’s show, to help with publicity and attendance, no doubt?’ 


‘Yes.’ 

‘And to come along in person to report on it?’ 

‘Yes.’ Fiona had never been at such a loss for words. 



‘I should be delighted, my dear, provided that you furnish me with three things.’ 


‘What?’ asked Fiona, even more flustered now. 



‘Why, the name of the village concerned, the name of your delightful self, and your telephone number, so that I can get in touch with you again about arrangements.’ 

‘Oh, of course, how silly of me! And you mentioned the days that I mentioned ...’ She still had not pulled herself together. 

‘I should be delighted to visit on both days, if you would so desire. Now, tell me about the arts to be represented, and I shall have some idea of what I am up against,’ he finished, preparing to take notes. 

She replaced the receiver of the telephone some twenty minutes later, quite breathless from being charmed. Patting her hair once more and rolling her lips together to make sure her lipstick was still evenly applied, she smiled to herself in self-importance, and prepared to pass on this wonderfully exciting news to the others. 

II 

‘Hello, Serena, guess what?’ Serena Lyddiard was not in the mood for guessing games and said so, without preamble, having been badgered almost out of her wits by people ‘just calling’ to see if they could borrow the key of the village hall. 

‘Oh, all right, it’s just that I’ve been speaking to that radio presenter ...’ 


‘What radio presenter?’ 



‘Oh, of course, you weren’t there. Well, he does a programme on Radio Carsfold called ‘The Village Culture Vulture’ every Friday at three, and I’ve hunted him down,’ another unconscious pat at the hair, ‘and I’ve only got him to agree to advertise our little Festival this Friday, and to turn up in person, both Saturday and Sunday, so that he can fully cover everything.’ She purred to a halt. 

‘Who is he?’ Serena wasn’t really interested, but realised she had been a bit uncharitable when answering the call, and had better get herself up to snuff before she hurt Fiona’s feelings. 


‘Marcus Willoughby.’ 

‘Never heard of him!’ Whoops, manners slipping again. 



‘Well, he sounded just divine on the phone. I bet he’s well fit. Anyway, thought I’d just let you know, and that it’s all down to little old me.’ 

‘Well done. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a cake in the oven, and it smells like it’s catching.’ 

Fiona heard the receiver replaced, and shrugged. You couldn’t please all of the people all of the time. Reclaiming her good mood, she looked at her list of numbers, and began to dial the next one. 







III 

On one of the benches on the village green, Rev Benedict Ravenscastle was sitting next to an elderly woman who held a Yorkshire terrier by a slender lead. They were deep in conversation, the subject quite obviously a serious one. ‘I realise that you miss Bubble very much, and so does little Squeak.’ He cast a glance at the tiny dog, lifting its leg at the end of the bench. ‘But he’s been gone for over five months now, and I really think that you should put it to the back of your mind, and not depress yourself any more, my dear 

Squirrel.’ 

Harriet Horsfall-Ertz, a staunch church-goer for all of her seventy-eight years (for she had been carried to church as a babe in arms by her parents) turned her rheumy eyes towards God’s representative here on earth (for the parish of Stoney Cross, at least) and said, ‘But it’s this thing with the soul, you see, and the Church thinking that animals don’t have them; so what’s going to happen to me when I get to the Pearly Gates, and there ain’t a little Yorkie capering around, all excited to see me again?’ 
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