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CHAPTER ONE

IT’S REALLY NEVER GOOD when your new landlady meets an untimely death just three days after you’ve settled in. Especially when one of the neighbors you had yet to even meet swore to the first copper on the scene she heard “an ugly row” about whether I was allowed to have a cat. I assured him up and down I had no interest in having a cat at all but he asked the obvious question about why said cat showed up at exactly the same time I did. I truly don’t know. Maybe someone left the back door open and it availed itself of the opportunity.

The initial thought of the Devon-Cornwall Police Department seemed to be to treat Mrs. Gladfelte’s death as an accidental overdose of some prescription meds. As a lady of advanced years, it probably wasn’t uncommon for her to be forgetful about things. Even after I signed the lease, she insisted on calling me Daphne despite the fact it’s nowhere close to Rochelle or to my nickname of Rocky. Perhaps I reminded her of someone. Who knows? I told the investigating officer, Sergeant Mallory, I’ve encountered no shortage of sweet elders who have trouble remembering if they’ve taken their daily pills or not and perhaps Mrs. Gladfelte was one of them. My own gran had one of those cute turquoise plastic cases with the numbered compartments so as not to forget what day of the week it was, the only problem being she was constantly misplacing it.

The discovery of a small, half-eaten box of chocolates on the landlady’s bedroom bureau was the tip-off that meds might be the least of their suspicions. 

The sergeant asked me whether I knew of anyone Mrs. Gladfelte was on the outs with. I repeated—as I’ve done many times thus far—I’m new to Lynmouth and had only made her acquaintance when I answered a classified in the Exmoor Advertiser the week before. He asked why I’d want to live in Lynmouth when “a pretty young thing” such as myself—what century is this man living in?—could probably find much brighter lights in London. 

I’d have betrayed too much of my past if I’d told him the truth—actually more embarrassing than scandalous or criminal—and replied instead I found Lynmouth completely charming for this exploratory juncture of my life. Translated: I don’t know what I want to do with myself just yet and Lynmouth seems a low-stress setting to figure it out. Unless, of course, there’s a potential murderer under your roof.

And my place of employment? I replied I had passed a lovely antique shop on my first day in town. It was closed at the time but I made special note of the hours:

Closed on Mondays.

Open 10-3:30 Tuesdays-Thursdays.

Open noon to 5 on Friday unless it’s raining.

Open 11-4 every other Saturday.

Open Sundays by special appointment.

Having endured the mind-numbing drudgery of a 9 to 5 with my previous employment, the flexibility and vagary of the shopkeeper’s hours appealed to me as much as the whimsical merchandise in her front windows. It being closed that day, I made a point of returning the next morning, presenting my resume and being rewarded with a new job by lunchtime. The owner, it turned out, wasn’t even keen about her own loopy schedule and welcomed handing over the reins to someone younger so she could sleep in whenever she wanted to.

My new employer was even helpful in telling me to check out the Exmoor Advertiser for a possible place to rent. Given the economy, she related, many people with large homes had either taken to becoming B&Bs or reinventing themselves as residential buildings. Mrs. Gladfelte had gone the route of the former and quickly discovered she was an abysmal failure at it. Being a landlady absolved her of having to be a charming hostess and putting out a tasty spread every morning for breakfast. She did, however, encourage her tenants—there were now seven of us—to adjourn to the front parlor every evening for a complimentary glass of sherry.

“And how well do you know your neighbors?” Sergeant Mallory queried, mistakenly assuming I was already entrenched in the daily ritual of imbibing.

“Haven’t really had the time for meet-and-greets,” I told him. Which was true. We all seem to have odd schedules. My own off-hours are devoted to fixing up my room. The décor left by my predecessor was—how can I put this kindly?—quite hideous and very 1970s, an era in which I hadn’t even been born. The furniture itself isn’t half-bad albeit a bit clunky. A good thing since it would be way too cumbersome to haul it down to the first floor and bring up something new. The rest of my time, I explained to him, is spent exploring this quaint little community in which I have put down short-term roots.

Lynmouth is a seaside village which sits in Devon and straddles the confluence of two rivers. Both sides of its main street are dotted with picturesque shops which look like something out of a storybook. Thomas Gainsborough honeymooned here with his new bride and spoke glowingly about it. I should think this bodes well for romantics among us who are still seeking a happily ever after. In the 20th century, there was also a hellacious flood. I intend to read more about this.

For now, though, he has asked me if I’ve formed any impressions about my neighbors. That I don’t even know their first names should be answer enough to this. Did I mention the sergeant does not have a sense of humor?

Like a lot of people, I have only ascribed sometimes unkind descriptions and made my own guesses about their respective circumstances:

Tweedy middle-aged guy with a bad comb-over. Maybe an accountant?

Plumpish twentysomething with long brownish hair and owlish glasses. Maybe a secretary?

Distinguished older gent who’s never without his pipe which smells of heavenly chocolate tobacco. Reminds me of Jeremy Irons. Or maybe Christopher Plummer. Taking a guess he’s retired from foreign service.

Forty-ish redhead who dresses way younger than her years. Divorced? Desperate to find a new man?

Nice looking buff guy my age, perfect hair. Too perfect. Maybe an actor? Maybe gay?

A middle-management feminist who always wears the same unflattering orange jacket with boxy shoulders. Maybe an estate agent? Her haircut reminds me of a cupcake.

Which, of course, leads to speculations about the impressions they may have formed about me:

Slender girl in her late 20s with a black, layered bob and a creamy complexion I work hard to keep that way. I hope they’ve noticed my eyes—my best feature—which are deep green, and my cheekbones which are high and well chiseled. In my former-job commutes on The Tube, I’d always get asked if I was an actress on East Enders. In my dreams! I’d also get asked if I was a runway model but, to be honest, I have to say none of today’s modern fashion looks really suit me. Plus I’ve been known to walk across a room and trip over nothing.

Sergeant Mallory has told us individually and collectively we should not make any plans to leave town. It’s only then we individually and collectively start to deduce perhaps Mrs. Gladfelte’s demise may have been hastened by someone personally known to her. Maybe even someone who lives in this building.

Apparently the sherry-drinking tradition is to continue without the person who started it. Just for the heck of it I decide it might be interesting to attend. Not knowing the dress code, I swap out jumpers and wear a dark skirt instead of the jeans I’ve had on all day. 

This evening’s gathering seems to be girls only. Maybe it’s just early. Or maybe it’s the Monday Rule.

Ginger, who is thrice-divorced and liberally drenched in Shalimar, is eager to introduce herself. “You’re that cute shop girl!” she declares. Although her grin is on the toothy side, I can tell it has been aggressively whitened. She goes on to say there’s a brooch in the shop window which she has had her eye on and maybe I could get her a smart discount? There’s a fancy to-do she plans to attend with the new man she has been seeing over the hill in Lynton. 

“I don’t really have the clout to adjust prices,” I honestly tell her but I can see she’s undaunted and plans to pop ‘round the next morning.

She directs my attention to someone across the room. “Have you met Audrey?” she asks me sotto voce. Behind the owlish glasses, it looks as if Audrey has been having a good sob. Ginger—whom I quickly come to realize knows everything about everyone—confides to me Audrey has boy trouble in the form of a boss who’s not keen to leave his wife and marry her. She also tells me Audrey is “one of those vegans.” I nearly laugh because she pronounces it like “vedge-ins.”

The third person to join the mix moves as if she’s on auto-pilot, never diverting her gaze from her tablet as she helps herself to a liberal pour from the decanter on the Victorian sideboard. I learn from Ginger her name is Vanessa—Van, for short—and she’s a sales rep for an artisanal cheese franchise. I’m not sure why this job would require her to wear such a butt-ugly jacket. Maybe corporate policy? Maybe because it’s the color of cheddar? I just hope she doesn’t come and sit next to Ginger because her attire would clash with Ginger’s hair. Fortunately, she’s in and out in a flash, never once acknowledging there was anyone else in the parlor. 

Audrey, meanwhile, has tucked herself into a far corner and trying—successfully, I might add— to blend in with the brown and ochre wallpaper. The whole time she’s whispering into her mobile—clutching it like a child’s well-worn stuffie—but clearly not getting the responses she wants in order to be A Fulfilled Human Being.

The Shalimar is beginning to make my head buzzy. “Long day at the shop,” I tell Ginger as I make my excuse to leave. Actually, it being Monday, I didn’t have to work at all. Wanting to make a good impression on my new employer, Mrs. Daltry, I volunteered to create an inventory as a way to familiarize myself with the merchandise. I’m not sure why this hadn’t occurred to her before. Or perhaps it did and over the passage of time she simply let it get away from her. 

“Have at it, dear,” she encouraged me. I’m not sure whether she was happy to have someone so young and industrious tackle this Herculean task or, it being Monday, she knew she didn’t have to pay me.

Ginger reminds me she’ll be at the shop tomorrow morning to talk about the brooch she fancies. Oh joy.

I offer a brief nod and a smile at Audrey and hope she doesn’t take it as an invitation to become besties. Audrey smiles back but I can tell her heart just isn’t into it. I reflect on all the on-again/off-again boyfriends I’ve had myself. Mostly off-again but, save for one, none of them had wives or babies in nappies.

The aroma of chocolate pipe tobacco has wafted into the foyer as I step out of the parlor. It’s not enough to expunge the overpowering scent of Ginger’s perfume from my nostrils, but it is an opportunity to formally introduce myself. He says his name is Clive. It’s a name which aptly suits him. Like the late Mrs. Gladfelte, his flat is on the ground floor. Not sure why she wouldn’t have wanted to take his unit for her own use since it has a huge window looking out on the upper end of the street. 

I shouldn’t like a ground floor front window myself if it were a busy city which invited easy snooping. Lynmouth, however, is quite the opposite. I suspect even the occasional passersby midday are too well bred to peer through windows to see what sort of stuff someone has.

“Sad business about the super,” he remarks with a shake of his head. He’s 70 if he’s a day but his hair is thick and silvery and he doesn’t seem to have let his waistline go south.

“Did you know her for very long?” I ask.

His reply reveals he had stayed here once when it was a B&B and although the deceased’s innkeeping didn’t impress him per se, he very much liked the architecture. Did he stay here alone, I wonder. Maybe it’s my age but I really can’t fathom a male staying in a B&B by himself. And what, I further wonder, would compel him to return here once the rooms were renovated and had become available to let? Clearly there’s a lot to Clive which doesn’t quite meet the eye.

I cautiously venture to ask to whom we might be paying the rent now that Mrs. Gladfelte has quite literally left the building. Unspoken is my trepidation we might all be summarily evicted and tossed out on our respective ears. Or rears.

He seems unconcerned about this. Before I can press him further, however, it’s apparent he’s on his way out. A glance at his watch suggests he is already running late and has no time for chatter. He gives me a wink. “But at least now you can keep your cat,” he says.

Again with the cat. Where’s that coming from? 

I make my way up two flights to my room. In any other place this would be categorized as an attic. Here, however, there’s an en suite bathroom and I have a high porthole window which makes me feel as if I’m on a ship setting sail for adventures. I realized after I moved in that many of the items up here were the result of it probably being an upstairs catch-all for everything Mrs. Gladfelte didn’t know what to do with when she converted this place to flats.

She had briefly alluded my predecessor was some sort of artist who offered to paint festive murals on the walls in exchange for a come-down on the rent. Whether this had materialized or his efforts were painted over after he left is anyone’s guess. Since there is also no rhyme or reason to the detritus up here, I’m not sure who it belongs to. She told me if I wanted to toss anything to just check with her in advance. Frankly I think woodland pixies could steal away with all of it during the night and she’d never know anything was missing.

The lease comes with downstairs kitchen privileges, which is nice if you want a fridge to store juices and smoothies or a stove with multiple burners to whip up something ambitious. Its back door opens to a modest garden, useful to have if you’re an Audrey and mad about herbs and veggies. I myself mostly subsist on Chinese takeaway and sandwiches from the local Londis but I do have a 3-in-1 on the credenza which has a small coffeepot, oven and topside griddle. For now, it’s really all I need.

If I were to be swept off my feet, of course, it would be by someone dashingly handsome and modestly rich who’d ensure my next address was a fine house with an amazing kitchen and an equally amazing cook to prepare all of our meals. Doubtful such husband material will walk through the front door of Mrs. Daltry’s, but I can dream, can’t I? Which suddenly causes me to muse whether the recently departed Mrs. Gladfelte has a husband tucked away somewhere who will be grieved to learn she is gone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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“Ooooh! You found the Polish Pottery egg cups!”

Mrs. Daltry is effusive about what I accomplished yesterday. It’s really only the tip of the proverbial iceberg but I felt good about myself. The organizational skills I applied in my former job at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe have been put to good use along with my eye for detail. She even likes my idea about switching out the window displays every few weeks just to keep things interesting.

“If people always see the same stuff when they pass by,” I explained to her, “they won’t have as much incentive to come in for a look-see.” 

This immediately gets her thinking aloud about what could be done for festive holiday décor. “It’s what all the smart shops do,” she declares. Smart shops which obviously have the time and resources to invest in all manner of plucky seasonal displays which then live in storage for most of the year.

I don’t have the heart to tell her I’m not sure how many holidays I’ll be around. For one thing, my stay at Mrs. Gladfelte’s—I as yet have no idea how else I should label my address—may be shorter than I originally anticipated. I had actually only taken the flat because (1) it was within my budget and (2) it was just a short hike down the hill to work. Not having to stress about whether I’d be able to find places to park was a definite perk. 

The other flats I had found in the Exmoor Advertiser weren’t just farther out, they were also much more expensive. The money I have from a small inheritance and my becoming redundant at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe won’t last forever. I, thus, cannot afford to be frivolous.

I’d also be remiss if I didn’t say I appreciate how painlessly simple she made the hiring process. Anyone else would have been asking for at least three references—references which, to be honest, might have been hard for me to scare up in a pinch. Beggars, as the saying goes, cannot be choosers.

As I proceed to show her the inventory list I’ve started, she asks me if there’s been any new developments. The anxious look on her face leaves no doubt as to what it is she wants to know and it has nothing to do with Polish Pottery egg cups.

I shake my head and relate it may take the police a while to check it all out. The remaining chocolates had been whisked away to a lab along with some of Mrs. Gladfelte’s personal effects. Among the latter was the spiral-bound appointment book in which she judiciously recorded everywhere she went and everyone she saw. I remember it distinctly from her office desk because my own name had been duly recorded in it when I made the appointment to see the attic flat she was renting.

Sergeant Mallory had asked if any of us remembered if she kept her 2pm doctor’s appointment the day she died. If she’d indeed gone out that afternoon, however, we’d have all been none the wiser. 

“Poor thing,” Mrs. Daltry remarks with a heavy sigh. “Maybe if she’d gone to the doctor, she’d still be alive.”

I don’t say it but I’m inclined to disagree. Everything hinges, I think, on who gave her the box of chocolates and when. I shudder to imagine what might have transpired if Mrs. Gladfelte had felt generous and set the box out in the parlor to share. Could the intended recipient actually have been someone else and our landlady availed herself of the sweets on the sly? I’m reminded of a neighbor I once had in London who always used to pilfer floral arrangements left outside front doors while the rightful addressees were off at work. 

I pose this theory to Mrs. Daltry, seeing as how she knew about Mrs. Gladfelte’s failures as an innkeeper and might have more of an insider scoop about her personality.

“Oh, Maris had a sweet tooth for sure but she’d never take something that didn’t belong to her.” Mrs. Daltry winks at me. “Unless, of course, it was someone else’s husband.”

“Come again?” Did I hear that right?

“She was quite a dish back in the day.”

I ask her how she knows this.

“She told me so,” Mrs. Daltry matter of factly replies.

Since my employer is in a talkative mood, I decide to press whether she knows any of my neighbors.

“Only Mr. Burroughs. Clive? Have you met him yet? Such a gentleman!” She goes on to say he has brought her quite a few pieces over the past several years. “Mostly ladies jewelry. His late wife’s, I think.”

I instantly feel sad and wonder if his connection to Mrs. Gladfelte’s was because maybe he and his wife had once spent a holiday there.

Before I can ask anything more, the bell above the shop door jingles and Ginger makes a grand entrance in a pastel twin-set better suited to a much smaller twin. As soon as she sees me, the first words out of her mouth are, “Did you find out about the brooch?”

A confused Mrs. Daltry turns to me. “What brooch is she talking about?”

I quickly explain Ginger is one of my neighbors and was asking after an antique pin in the front window. 

“Or a tiara,” Ginger adds. “Do you have anything nice in tiaras? Maybe something like Catherine Zeta-Jones wore when she married Michael Douglas?” Clearly she has given this a lot of thought and fancies herself worthy of bling. She also discloses her new beau works for an MP and she expects lots of posh parties to be in the offing.

Mrs. Daltry encourages her to look around but not before giving me an eye-roll which almost cracks me up.

Our conversation temporarily on hold, I busy myself straightening the countertop letter box which contains sepia photographs from well over a century ago. They’re roughly the same size as postcards, cost twice as much and seem to be a quirky mainstay of shops such as this. Not sure what the appeal is of buying vintage pics of non-smiling people who aren’t even your own ancestors. Has anyone ever actually stumbled across a faded daguerreotype, smacked themselves in the forehead, and said “Oh my God! It’s my long lost great, great grandfather!”

I’m tempted to buy a few, put stamps and friends’ addresses on the back and cheerily scribble, “Hi! I don’t know who these people are, either. Wish you were here.” I’ve been told I have an odd duck sense of humor.

I glance up at that moment and happen to see Buff Guy with Perfect Hair walking past the front window and going in the direction of the harbor. If I were by myself, I’d answer the impulse to lock up and go see where he’s headed. It seems too late to be going to work and too early to be going to lunch. Maybe it’s his day off? If so, a day off from what? He’s wearing the same thing he wore last time I saw him at Mrs. Gladfelte’s—a black turtleneck and black jeans. This would seem to confirm he does something laid-back and artsy. Or maybe this is the only outfit he owns. I’ve known guys like that. Always fun and sexy but constantly hitting up their friends—and their dates—for rent money and pints at the pub.

Yes, I know I’ve got my own free info source putzing around in the background looking for a tiara, but the last thing I need is for Ginger to take a sudden interest in my nonexistent love life. Even worse—if he’s single—she might take it upon herself to play matchmaker. Horrors. I’ll find my own men, thank you.

Two female customers have entered the shop. From the chatter, they’re a pair of American tourists eager to spend money on mementos of their trip. They make a point of saying they had come ‘round the day before and didn’t realize the shop was closed. They also share with Mrs. Daltry they’ve been enjoying all the usual “Englandy things” such as Stonehenge, Bath, Salisbury and Covent Garden. 

“And the Changing of the Guard,” the short one pipes up. “We saw that, too.” 

Her companion adds in dismay they’d been hoping William and Kate might come out and wave for photo ops.

As my employer proceeds to suss out what sort of items they’re looking for, I turn my attention to Ginger. She is obviously displeased at not having found the right sort of sparkly diadem with which to dazzle her new beau and asks me whether there might be more tiaras in a back room somewhere. 

In all honesty I can tell her this is not the case. “Just the one. Sorry.” I ask if she has tried Debenhams. “I’m pretty sure they have a jewelry counter and—”

Ginger disses this idea, citing what she really wants is something authentic, vintage and one of a kind. Preferably, I’m assuming, something which once graced a royal head.

I apologize for not being able to help her.

It’s all the opening she needs to change the subject. “If only we’d been able to help Mrs. Gladfelte before she got murdered under her own roof!”

This declaration has the intended effect of causing the tourist ladies’ mouths to drop open. “A murder?!” they respond, almost in unison. “Right here in Lynmouth?!” 

Is it just me or are they perceptibly clutching their purses a bit tighter?

Keen to now have an audience, Ginger proceeds to tell them the victim was her very own landlady who lived in the flat directly below hers. I find this disclosure interesting because, by process of elimination, I can narrow down which flat might belong to Buff Guy with Perfect Hair. Not that I’m going to start stalking him or anything...

Although we’d all been strictly told by the police not to talk about the case to anyone, Ginger seems to feel this directive doesn’t apply to her. She regales her listeners with what she knows about the instrument of murder being a poisoned box of expensive chocolates.

The shorter tourist immediately opines this sounds like the work of a woman. “A man,” she says, “would resort to guns, knives, strangulation. Messing around with the victim’s car in order to make it run into a tree and explode. No, no, poison is definitely something a female murderer would do because you don’t even have to be in the same room to watch it work.”

Even Mrs. Daltry is nodding in agreement at this, nonetheless baffled why anyone would want to dispatch someone as innocuous as Mrs. Gladfelte.

“Did she leave any little ones?” the tourists want to know.

Ginger issues a horse-snorty laugh and informs them the deceased was well beyond the age of having any little ankle-biters.

Since everyone’s playing armchair detective here, I ask my gregarious neighbor whether there was a husband in the picture. If anyone would know this, it would be her.

Ginger replies that although there was indeed a Mrs. in front of her name, it was more like what housekeepers used to do at Edwardian manor houses. “Most of them were spinsters but using the courtesy title of Mrs. made them come across as less threatening and more maternal.”

The shorter tourist giggles at this. “Oh, you mean like Mrs. Hughes in Downtown Abbey? There was never a Mr. Hughes, was there?”

This prompts her companion to ponder why she kept on being called Mrs. Hughes after she married Carson. “Shouldn’t she have been Mrs. Carson?” Old habits, they decide, would have died hard with Lord Grantham and his family.

“And don’t forget creepy Mrs. Danvers in Rebecca,” Mrs. Daltry points out. “She didn’t have a husband, either.”

Someone—not me—could obviously make a new drinking game out of this.

Ginger, meanwhile, has gravitated to the front window, reminded of why she wanted to come into the shop in the first place. “How much is the brooch?” she asks Mrs. Daltry.

“Which one, dear?”

“The one on the blue velvet.”

Mrs. Daltry bites her lip and falters a moment. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” she replies. “That one’s already been sold. My associate was supposed to take it off the display and must have forgotten.”

Hello? I’m not sure what surprises me more—that I’m now her associate or I’ve just been thrown under the bus for something she never told me to do in the first place.

Ginger is peeved about this and shoots me a can-you-possibly-be-more-incompetent look. Her annoyance is short-lived, however. Just before she sails out the door on her quest to find something which suits her, she gives me a jaunty wave and tells me not to forget Mr. Munsey’s lasagna this evening. “Feeding bibs at 7!”

I have no idea what this means. Maybe Ginger’s Shalimar is causing me to lose my mind.

It’s not until the tourists have left—and not having bought a single thing—I ask my employer why she insinuated I had done something wrong.

“I’m so very sorry, Rochelle, but that woman put me on the spot and it was the only thing I could think of.”

“I don’t get it. Is the brooch for sale or not?”

She squeezes my hands in preface to her explanation. “I’m sure she’s a lovely person but under the circumstances I just think it wouldn’t be right to let her buy it and take it home.”

The brooch, she says, belonged to Clive’s late wife, and she thinks he’d be devastated to see it worn by someone so completely inappropriate.
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]




The first evening I spent in Lynmouth, I’d made the discovery of a neighborhood pub called Friars. Not only were the fish and chips to my liking but the Scottish bartender, Ian, is easy on the eyes as well. A former flatmate of mine had once dispensed the wise advice if you’re going to sit in a pub without a date, it’s best to park yourself at the bar and strike up a convo with the person mixing drinks so s/he can look after you. Ian fits this requirement nicely and is no slug in the charm and flirtation department. 

It’s also no secret cozy pubs like Friars are often a font of local gossip. I tell myself there’s no harm in seeing if I can learn anything interesting about my late landlady.

“The usual, lass?’ Ian asks me as he rakes one hand through his shaggy blond hair and sets out a bowl of unshelled peanuts with the other. Although I’ve been to Friars exactly one time previously, I must have raved enough about the fare he casually assumes I’m back for a repeat.

“Just a beer, thanks.” 

Ginger’s cryptic reference to lasagna has stuck with me ever since this morning. Somehow I don’t think noshing on salty fish and chips and then having to eat a heavy pasta two hours later would necessarily sit well. Especially if it’s bad pasta. The non-Italian surname of Munsey would seem to support this. Maybe it’s a service like Deliveroo or Goustou which everybody pays into once a week to get meals they don’t have to cook themselves and Tuesday just happens to be Lasagna Night. 

Funny Mrs. Gladfelte wouldn’t have mentioned this to me like she did the parlor sherry. I’m as interested in food as the next person, right?

There are currently only five other people at Friars—all of them men— and they’re tucked across the room into high-backed wooden booths. Until the place starts to fill up, it will give me the time I need to quietly chat it up with Ian.

He brings my beer and asks how I’m getting on with the new job.

“The quirky hours take some getting used to but all-in-all I’d say it’s fine.”

“And you found a flat to your liking?”

I candidly confess I may be needing to find a new situation in light of my landlady no longer being among the living. In a hushed tone, I tell him the police think she was poisoned. All right, this makes me no different than Ginger in flapping my gums about it. But aren’t bartenders and hairdressers a bit like the clergy? They hear all manner of indiscreet things but I’m sure it’s a tacit rule they can’t go off and repeat them. 

It’s clear from Ian’s smirky reaction he doesn’t hold a lot of hope for Sergeant Mallory to solve anything any time soon even if it’s staring him in the face. “Now if it were Paterson—” 

“Who’s Paterson?”

“The next higher-up. Usually doesn’t weigh in, though, unless the deceased was someone important.”

“How important would someone have to be?”

He winks. “More important than your landlady, lass.”

I sip my beer, hoping Ian can add his own two cents to my local knowledge deficit.

He’d never met her personally, he admits, having only come to Lynmouth a few years ago. The stories he’d heard, though, were that she’d bought her house outright when she was still in her 20s.

“So she had some family money then?”

“That’s the queer thing of it. Came from working class as far as anyone knew. No relatives to speak of.” He points out the house likely went on the market dirt cheap and she was at the ready to snatch it up as soon as it did. “Couldn’t buy it for that now,” he adds with a laugh. Property values in Lynmouth, he explains, have been on a steady climb and there’d be no shortage of commercial estate agents ready to make her an offer. “Maybe not to live in or open a shop but the land it’s squatting on would be a good investment for the right buyer.”

I muse out loud why she’d refuse them. From what Mrs. Daltry told me, my landlady’s business acumen was wobbly at best. Why go from the management of a B&B to the management of a residential building if its sale to someone else meant she could finally become a lady of leisure and never have to work again?

Ian has no answer for this except the idea that sentimentality sometimes trumps sensibility. “Obviously the old place means something to her. Or rather, meant something to her. Maybe some sort of badge of arrival.”

A perplexing assessment, I think. If being popular in Lynmouth was my late landlady’s end-game, she didn’t seem to have been working very hard at it. Even Mrs. Daltry hadn’t been able to recall the last time she’d been seen participating in anything social.

Suffice it to say, my convo with Ian has caused a boatload of new questions to start spinning in my head like bees set free from a hive. Why, for instance, would a girl in her 20s sans family buy a house that huge if, at the time, she was going to be the only one living in it? Did she have plans to marry but her boyfriend resented she had more money than he did? Is he the missing Mr. Gladfelte? And what if she was getting offers to sell recently and someone got impatient she was dawdling? Would it be enough for that person to decide to kill her?

A few more customers have come into the pub, one of whom has parked himself at the end of the bar and is hailing Ian’s attention. I catch a glimpse of sandy brown hair, a rugby shirt and jeans.

“What can I do you for?” Ian asks him.

“I’m looking for a girl,” the newcomer replies.

Ian tosses back his head and laughs. “Aren’t we all, mate? Aren’t we all?”

I take this as a good cue to leave. Even with a bartender pal looking out for me, I don’t feel like being hit on this evening. Certainly my sitting by myself in a pub would indicate the opposite, right? I slide my purse strap over my shoulder, hop off the barstool and head for the door just as it’s opening.

And in walks Buff Guy with Perfect Hair.

“Oh!” I squeak in surprise.

If he recognizes me, it’s only the faintest register. Could his smile be more perfect? Maybe he smiles like way at everyone he nearly collides with in a pub doorway but still—

He murmurs a quick “Sorry” and starts striding toward the bar as if he owns the place.

A part of me is tempted to change my mind about leaving. Has the universe thrown him in my path for the express purpose of our getting acquainted? If I come back in, it’ll not only cause Ian to ask if I forgot something but also attract the attention of the guy looking for a hook-up. For that matter, how do I know Buff Guy with Perfect Hair—who incidentally has now taken the warm barstool I just vacated—isn’t there to hook up with someone himself? Someone who obviously isn’t me.

As I trudge my way home, the memory of his smile, his wavy black hair and chocolate brown eyes linger. As does the strong aroma of fish he seemed to have brought in on his clothing.

There’s a letter waiting for me. A first since I’ve been here actually. I haven’t given it out to anyone because I wasn’t sure how long I’d stay. It’s forwarded from my addy in London and I recognize the ever-so-neat handwriting of Cybbie, the receptionist at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe. She must have done aces in penmanship in school. She’s positively the only person I know who still writes letters and cards instead of texting, and no one I can recall ever had to ask her to decipher phone messages she took down on those while-you-were-out pads.

I have the envelope torn open before I reach the top step to my garret. Garret, I’ve decided, is a much more romantic word than “attic”. If I was anticipating a long, chatty note about how life has wobbled along without me, this isn’t it. In fact, it’s only three short lines:

Dear Rocky: I hope this reaches you. I may have committed a horrible blunder. Call me.

I’m hard-pressed to imagine Cybbie Coltrane blundering anything, much less why she’d be writing to tell me about it. Unless it’s something that involves me. If it is, why couldn’t she just come out and say so instead of embroidering her wordsmithing with suspense? I glance at my watch. It’s too late to call her at the office and I don’t have her mobile number. Hopefully it’s not so dire that the mystery of her writing to me can’t wait until tomorrow morning.
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