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Chapter One


OUT OF THE DARKNESS they came, bells silenced, boots muffled on dead leaves. The whites of their eyes caught the torchlight and reflected an ancient excitement. Above them, budding branches whispered, ahead of them the need-fire was already burning.


The path wound down the shallow hillside among the trees. Two figures broke away, feathers nodding above black faces. Neither of them returned.


‘Please, Libby. Just come and talk to them.’


Libby Sarjeant frowned at the phone. ‘Gemma, I can’t.’


‘Why not? You’ve been involved in murders before.’


Libby squirmed. ‘Not intentionally.’


‘But you have. You’re like – like – oh, I don’t know, bloody Miss Marple or something.’


Libby closed her eyes and squirmed some more. ‘No, I’m not, Gemma. Let me tell you, the police always get there either ahead or at the same time as the amateur in these cases. Let well alone. They’ll find out what happened.’


‘It’s nearly two months now. How can they find out now?’


‘Just think of all the cold case reviews they do these days,’ said Libby. ‘They solve those, don’t they?’


‘They do on telly,’ grumbled Gemma.


‘Anyway,’ said Libby, hastily returning to the point. ‘I can’t see your lot welcoming a batty old woman asking a lot of impertinent questions, can you? Be sensible.’


There was silence at the other end of line. Eventually Libby said, ‘Are you still there, Gemma?’


‘Yes. I was thinking,’ said Gemma. ‘Couldn’t you at least come along? See the celebrations?’


‘On the longest day?’


‘Yes. We start at sunrise.’


‘What? You must be joking!’


‘It’s traditional.’ Gemma sounded defensive. ‘Even the Mayor comes out to watch.’


‘Good for him,’ muttered Libby.


‘Well, if you can’t come then, you could come to one of the public displays during the day. Or even,’ Gemma was disparaging, ‘to the Saturday parade.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’ asked Libby. ‘I seem to remember that being good fun. I used to go with the kids.’


‘Oh, yes, how are they?’


‘Adam’s working with a garden designer locally, and Belinda and Dominic are both working in London. How are yours?’


‘Still at home,’ said Gemma gloomily. ‘Anyway, will you come?’


Libby sighed. ‘Possibly to the Saturday parade,’ she said. ‘Where does it finish up?’


‘Same as we always do – on the mount.’


‘What time?’


‘Two-ish. But you won’t get a chance to talk to anybody then.’


‘I didn’t say I’d talk to anyone,’ said Libby.


‘But I want you to talk to them,’ wailed Gemma. ‘You don’t understand!’


‘Oh, yes, I do, Gemma. Believe me.’


Libby put the phone down and frowned at her sitting room. Sidney the silver tabby twitched an ear in her direction and buried his nose more firmly under his tail. Libby sighed again, picked up the phone and sat down on the cane sofa.


‘Fran? It’s me.’


‘Hi. What’s up?’


‘I’m fed up.’


‘You sound it. Been missing me?’


‘As it happens, I did, but I’ve seen you twice since you’ve been back, so I think I’ve recovered.’


‘From the shock of my marriage, or my enforced absence on honeymoon?’


Libby laughed. ‘Both. No, I’m fed up about lots of things.’


‘Lots of things? Good lord!’


‘Two anyway,’ said Libby. ‘One is Steeple Farm, which is turning into a monster, and the second is – well, someone’s asked me to Look Into Something.’


Fran sighed. ‘I don’t believe it. A murder?’


‘Yes. Have you ever met my old friend Gemma Baverstock?’


‘No. Should I have?’


‘No, I just wondered. She’s a member of the Cranston Morris, if you’ve heard of them.’


‘No, I haven’t, but don’t forget I’ve only been in Kent for a few years. And aren’t Morris sides supposed to be men only?’


‘Used to be, yes, and purists still argue about it, but there are loads of female sides now. Cranston have a male side, a female side and a mixed side, but still uphold the old traditions.’


‘Well, I don’t know anything about that,’ said Fran, ‘except that they dance at May Day.’


‘Hmmm,’ said Libby. ‘Well, on May Day their Green Man was killed.’


‘Sorry, you’ll have to explain,’ said Fran. ‘I thought that was a sort of gargoyle.’


‘Can be,’ said Libby. ‘Often carved up high in churches and cathedrals. But in this case it’s a bloke inside a sort of conical wire frame covered with vegetation.’


‘And this bloke was killed?’


‘Stabbed inside the cage. No one knew until he didn’t start to move when everyone else did.’


‘People would have seen blood, surely.’


‘I didn’t think of that. Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with me. I don’t ever want to get mixed up with murder again. It’s quite ridiculous.’


‘Oh, I agree,’ said Fran with a laugh in her voice. ‘I bet Ben does, too.’


‘Mmm.’


‘Come on, Lib. There’s something else, isn’t there? You said Steeple Farm. And Ben?’


‘Yes. I know I’m being silly, but –’


‘Do you want to talk about it? Guy’s at the shop and won’t be home until at least half five.’


‘Do you mind? I’ll bring lunch with me.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ said Fran. ‘You can bring a bottle of wine, if you like. You’ll be allowed one glass, won’t you?’


‘OK.’ Libby brightened. ‘I’ll leave as soon as I can.’


Leaving a note in case anyone appeared and wondered where she was, she collected a bottle of wine from the kitchen, gave Sidney a perfunctory stroke, and left the cottage. The sky was grey, but as there was very little wind the air felt muggy, and much warmer than it had indoors. Romeo the Renault, now freed from servitude with Libby’s son Adam, sat under the trees on the other side of the little green and started at the first turn of the key.


‘I suppose I shall have to upgrade you sooner or later,’ Libby told the car, as she turned round to drive out of Allhallow’s Lane, ‘but while you behave yourself, I shall keep you.’


The drive from Steeple Martin, the village where Libby lived, to Nethergate, the seaside town where Fran’s cottage looked out over the sea, was quiet and pleasant, through undulating Kentish countryside and the occasional remaining hop gardens, but today Libby was too immersed in her thoughts to admire her surroundings.


Reaching the sign which announced itself as “Nethergate, Seaside Heritage town, twinned with Bayeau St Pierre”, she drove past the entrance to the new estate and dropped down the hill to the high street, past Luigi’s, the Italian restaurant favoured by Fran and her husband, Guy, and finally along Harbour Street, past Lizzie’s ice cream shop and Guy’s gallery until she reached Coastguard Cottage.


The heavy oak door stood open, and Libby found Fran leaning on the deep windowsill gazing out at the small harbour, the yellow printed curtains billowing round her. She turned and smiled.


‘I still can’t believe how lucky I am,’ she said.


Libby gave her a hug. ‘All this and a husband too, eh?’


Fran blushed. ‘I can’t get used to it,’ she said. ‘I’m Fran Wolfe now. How strange is that? I’ve been Castle for the last thirty years.’


‘I bet people will still call you Castle,’ said Libby, hauling the wine bottle out of her basket.


‘I expect so,’ said Fran, ‘and I don’t really mind, as long as it isn’t the children.’


‘No change there, then?’ Libby followed Fran into the kitchen.


‘No. I sent them all postcards from the honeymoon and while Jeremy was staying here until we got back he says Chrissie and Lucy never stopped badgering him. He was very rude to them eventually, and I haven’t heard a word from them since he went.’


‘He phoned me at one point,’ said Libby. ‘He was so sick of them, and they were being so selfish. Not that I could do anything, but by that time his lovely girlfriend had gone back to the States and I think he wanted to let off steam.’


‘He said you had him over to dinner twice. He thought you were lovely.’


‘Good.’ Libby grinned. ‘Adam was there too, so he had someone of his own age.’


‘I thought Adam wasn’t living with you now?’ Fran handed over a glass of wine.


‘He isn’t. You know where he is, don’t you?’


Fran shook her head. ‘I’ve only been back a week, I haven’t caught up.’


‘In your old flat!’ Libby announced triumphantly.


‘Over The Pink Geranium?’


‘And giving Harry a hand in the restaurant in the evenings if necessary. It seems to be working really well.’


‘And Lewis?’


‘Oh, Adam and Mog are still working on his gardens. They’re going to be beautiful. And Lewis has got a new firm in to re-do the interiors. I don’t think he wants to live there any more –’


‘Not surprised,’ said Fran, remembering the unpleasant events that had taken place at Lewis’s house, Creekmarsh Place, only a few weeks before her wedding.


‘– but he still wants to run it as a venue. He’s going to get someone in as an events manager.’


Supplied with glasses of wine, they went back into the sitting room and sat either side of the empty fireplace.


‘Still liking married life?’ asked Libby.


‘Yes.’ Fran leant back and sipped her wine. ‘It feels so good after all these years.’ She fixed her eyes on Libby. ‘And in that direction things are still not going well with you?’


Libby shook her head. ‘Oh, we came to a sort of accommodation before your wedding, you know we did. But even though he’s stopped pushing to get married, he’s still banging on about Steeple Farm.’


Fran eyed her friend thoughtfully. ‘Last I heard,’ she said, ‘he was going to do it up while you stayed at Number 17 and then think again.’


‘I know,’ Libby nodded. ‘But he’s so enthusiastic about it. He keeps dragging me off to have a look at what’s being done – which isn’t much yet, to be frank.’


‘And don’t you like it?’


‘It’s still Aunt Millie’s house to me, even if I’ve stopped thinking of those dormer windows as eyes.’


‘But you said –’


‘I know what I said.’ Libby was exasperated. ‘You said you wanted to live here on your own, and look where you are now? Married to Guy, with all that means.’


Fran pursed her lips. ‘At least I was honest enough to admit I’d changed my mind. Love does that, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes, but I’ve admitted I love Ben. Ever since we came together over that girl’s murder three years ago. We’ve got a lot in common – we’re both divorced, we both love the theatre and we have the same social circle. His cousin Peter is one of my best friends.’


Fran looked doubtful. ‘That’s not love.’


Libby looked up quickly. ‘I didn’t say it was. I still fancy him.’


‘You were the one who lectured me when I was dithering about Guy. I thought you had it sorted.’


‘I did.’ Libby sighed. ‘Sort of.’


‘And Steeple Farm’s complicated matters?’


‘Definitely. You remember why Ben’s taken it on?’


‘Of course. It belongs to Peter’s mum Millie and while she’s in care he won’t sell it.’


‘That’s right. As all this happened just before your wedding, I wasn’t sure how much you’d taken in. So Ben’s going to do it up and live in it, and if Millie dies he’ll buy it as a sitting tenant.’


‘And the original idea was that you’d both live in it, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ Libby bit her lip. ‘It is a lovely house – or it will be, but I love my cottage.’


‘There would be much more room at Steeple Farm.’


‘I know, I know.’ Libby sighed. ‘And Adam loves it. Lewis has promised to keep a watching brief over the renovations, and we’ve got that builder who’s a qualified lime plasterer doing the work.’


‘And?’ prompted Fran after a minute.


‘It still gives me a funny feeling when I go in.’


Fran gave a sharp little nod. ‘In that case, don’t go and live there,’ she said. ‘You know as well as I do, the atmosphere is paramount, and I know what I’m talking about.’


‘I know.’ Libby nodded. Fran had been a consultant to the Mayfair estate agents, Goodall and Smythe, who sent her into properties to divine whether there was anything in the atmosphere which would preclude clients from having a positive living experience, as they put it. Put another way, to find out if anything nasty had happened in the woodshed, the cellars or the attic which might make very rich clients very uncomfortable.


‘You said you couldn’t see me living there,’ said Libby slowly. ‘Remember?’


‘Yes. I also said I could have been wrong. You know how often I’m wrong.’


‘I think you were right.’ Libby twirled her wine glass. ‘I won’t live there.’


‘What about Ben?’


‘He was very understanding last time we spoke about it.’ Libby stood up. ‘Can I go outside for a fag?’


‘You can have one in here, if you like,’ said Fran.


‘No.’ Libby shook her head. ‘It’s bad enough me still smoking without contaminating everywhere else. I’ll go into the yard. Perhaps Balzac will keep me company.’


‘He’ll be sleeping in the big flowerpot,’ said Fran, also getting to her feet. ‘Come on, I’ll come with you. I want to know what you’re going to do about Ben.’


Libby went through the kitchen and out into Fran’s little courtyard. ‘So do I,’ she muttered.




Chapter Two


‘SO HOW MUCH DO you know about this murder?’ asked Fran later as she cleared plates into the kitchen sink.


‘Only what I told you and what I remember from the local tv news. I noticed because it was Cranston Morris and I’ve known Gemma and her husband for ever. And a couple of the other members.’


‘So just that the Green Man was killed?’


‘And another member of the side has gone missing, yes.’


Fran raised her eyebrows. ‘Isn’t that significant?’


‘The police looked into it at first, but he hasn’t turned up and they seem to think it was a planned disappearance.’


‘When he did he go?’


Libby frowned. ‘That’s the funny thing. They were all there for the May Day parade, apparently. It was after they’d discovered that Bill had been stabbed that the other bloke must have disappeared, because he wasn’t there when they rounded them all up.’


‘Very significant, then.’


‘You’d have thought so,’ said Libby, ‘but he hadn’t had time to get far, and there was no trace of him. Even his car had gone.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s a real puzzle.’


Fran cocked her head to one side. ‘And you don’t want to look into it?’


Libby felt the colour creeping up her neck. ‘Well …’


‘When does this Gemma want you to talk to them?’


‘At the Summer Solstice. Apparently they get up really early and dance, then they go to various sites and dance some more. Then, of course, there’s the Saturday Parade – either the Saturday before or after, whichever’s closer.’


‘Where’s that? And which Saturday will it be?’


Libby wrinkled her brow. ‘The day before at Steeple Mount. Longest day is June 21st.’


‘Why don’t we go to the parade together?’ suggested Fran.


‘You don’t want to get involved, surely?’


‘I wouldn’t mind knowing more about it,’ said Fran. ‘What have I got to do these days? I wasn’t cut out to be a stay-at-home housewife.’


‘Guy won’t mind?’


‘Of course he won’t. As long as I’m sensible and we don’t get into trouble like we did before.’


‘Ben’ll mind.’


‘Don’t look so mournful. It’s your life.’


Libby laughed. ‘You’ve changed!’


‘Yes,’ said Fran thoughtfully, ‘I have. Strangely, I’ve become more assertive. Guy’s been good for me in so many ways.’


‘Mmm,’ said Libby.


‘You find out the times and so on and we’ll make arrangements,’ said Fran. ‘Hope the weather changes.’


No need to tell Ben, thought Libby, as she drove home through windscreen-wiper-defying drizzle. I’ll just say Fran and I are going to have a day out together. But he knows Gemma and Cranston Morris, said an insidious little voice. He’ll know why you’re going to the parade. I’ll have to think of an excuse, Libby told herself, and tried to think of something else.


Ben was in a particularly good mood when he returned from the Manor Farm estate office, where he worked looking after his parents rather diminished estate. Once the Manor had been the local centre of hop growing, but the gardens had all been sold off, the hopping huts knocked down, all but one small row which Ben wanted to turn into a museum, and the rest of the estate turned over to tenant farmers.


‘They’ve actually finished ripping out the kitchen and repairing the walls at Steeple Farm,’ he said, pouring himself a whisky. ‘Want one?’ He held up his glass. Libby shook her head.


‘That seems quite fast,’ she said, wiping her hands on a tea towel as she joined him in the sitting room.


‘It is.’ He grinned at her. ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ She smiled and tried to feel keen. ‘What’s next?’


‘They’ll carry on stripping the whole house and repairing or restoring as they go. Lewis popped by today and was very enthusiastic.’


‘Has he been at Creekmarsh?’


‘He stayed down last night apparently.’


Lewis Osbourne-Walker owned Creekmarsh Place, where Adam and his boss Mog were restoring the gardens. Lewis was a carpenter whose appearances on a television homes show had given him a whole new career; a new series was being constructed round the renovation of the house and gardens. Adam was cock-a-hoop about appearing on television.


Libby nodded and threw the tea towel over her shoulder. ‘Dinner in about an hour,’ she said.


‘How about a quick one at the pub, then?’ said Ben. ‘We haven’t been down there for ages.’


Reprieve, thought Libby. He won’t talk about Steeple Farm if we’re in the pub. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Give me five minutes.’


The sun had made a belated appearance and threw their long shadows before them as they walked down Allhallow’s Lane.


‘So, what did you do today?’ Ben slipped an arm around Libby’s waist.


‘Oh, I popped over to see Fran for lunch. She’s–’ Libby stopped and bit her lip. So happy, she had been going to say.


‘She’s what?’ Ben cocked his head to look at her.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Libby temporised, ‘different, I suppose.’


‘Happy?’


‘Well, yes. But I didn’t mean that.’ Libby looked him in the eye. ‘Assertive. She said so herself.’


‘Oh.’ Ben was taken aback, as she had intended.


‘Anyway,’ Libby went on, without giving him time to pursue the subject, ‘she’s suggested we have a day out, just the two of us, next Saturday.’


‘Good. You’ve missed her, haven’t you?’ said Ben.


‘Yes.’ Libby smiled at him. ‘I seem to be surrounded by males, don’t I? And Fran is the first close female friend I’ve had in years.’


‘I know.’ Ben gave her a squeeze and opened the door of the pub. Libby immediately felt guilty because he was being understanding.


‘Is that where you’re going?’ Returning from the bar with the drinks, Ben nodded at a poster stuck up beneath the clock.


“Midsummer Madness with Cranston Morris” it read. “Saturday Parade with fancy dress competition and Greet the Dawn at 5am on The Mount on Sunday 21st June.”


Libby’s heart sank. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I used to enjoy taking the kids when they were younger. Fran suggested it –’ true, she thought ‘– and I thought you wouldn’t mind. Not the greeting the dawn thing, though.’


‘I should think not.’ Ben settled down beside her. ‘We used to go, too. I expect we bumped into one another.’


‘No.’ Libby shook her head. ‘You would have remembered me. If you recognised me when we met again a few years ago, you would have done then, too.’


‘True.’ Ben nodded, and paused for a sip of beer. ‘I always fancied dancing Morris.’


‘Did you?’ Libby was surprised. ‘I wouldn’t ever have guessed.’


‘Apart from the stereotypical images – you know, Arran sweaters, beards and long hair – I thought it looked fun. I was put off by the women, though.’


‘Really?’ Libby twisted sideways in her chair to look at him properly. ‘How come?’


‘They always seemed to be homing in on a male preserve, and over-enthusiastic. I even researched it once.’


‘Did you? What did you find out?’


‘That there’s evidence of women dancing way back in the sixteen hundreds, but the Morris Ring won’t allow women’s or mixed sides.’


‘What’s the Morris Ring?’


Ben wrinkled his brow. ‘As far as I can remember, a sort of association of sides. Over two hundred, I think, but there are other organisations which allow the women.’


‘Fascinating, and one up for the girls.’ Libby lifted her glass.


‘Yes, but there’s no real evidence for women dancing in proper Morris sides, and it really was a men-only thing for years. The people who revived Molly dancing in the Fens in the seventies wouldn’t have them, although even some of them do now.’


‘Molly dancing?’


‘Black-faced. They dance on Plough Monday –’


‘You’ve lost me now,’ said Libby shaking her head. ‘Although Cranston Morris are black-faced. Would they have a connection?’


‘No idea. As I say, I only did a bit of research a few years ago. And I used to have a friend who lived in the Cambridgeshire Fens and danced with a local Molly side.’ Ben smiled reminiscently. ‘Quite rough and earthy. They used to do a Mummer’s play, too.’


‘We have those here, too.’ Libby was defensive.


‘I know, I know.’ Ben smiled again and patted her knee. ‘Cranston Morris do a Mummer’s play themselves at the Saturday parade.’


‘Of course,’ said Libby, ‘I should have remembered. St George and the doctor and all that.’


‘We ought to do one for the theatre,’ said Ben. ‘We could do a pre-Christmas thing. That’s when mummers used to go round, isn’t it?’


‘Wassailing?’ Libby frowned. ‘Something like that. I’ll look it up. Perhaps we could do something round the pubs to promote the panto?’


To Libby’s relief, Ben took hold of the change of subject and began to discuss next season’s pantomime. The oast house owned by the Manor Farm had been turned into a small theatre, which was run by a consortium of Ben’s cousin Peter, Ben himself, who was the architect behind the project, and Libby. The opening production had been marred by the murder of a member of the cast, but, since then, the theatre had gone from strength to strength and gained a formidable reputation in the area.


Peter and his partner, Harry, who owned between them The Pink Geranium, a vegetarian restaurant a few doors down from the pub, joined them at Number 17 after dinner.


Harry complained that the credit crunch was going to halve the takings if something didn’t happen soon.


‘As long as you break even it doesn’t matter,’ said Peter.


‘Hardly doing that at the moment,’ said Harry gloomily. ‘That’s why we’ve come here to ponce a drink off you rather than going to the pub.’


‘And here was I thinking you were desperate for my company,’ said Libby, handing over two large glasses of red wine.


Peter kissed her cheek. ‘What, you, you old trout?’


Libby grinned.


‘So what’s been going on chez the Sarjeant Wilde household?’ asked Harry, flinging himself on to the cane sofa and upsetting Sidney.


‘Not a lot,’ said Ben. ‘Still working on Steeple Farm.’


Harry shot a look at Libby. ‘Right,’ he said.


‘How’s it going?’ asked Peter. ‘James was asking the other day.’ James was Peter’s younger brother.


‘Has he decided he wants to move in?’ asked Libby, a little too quickly.


‘Good lord, no,’ said Peter with a frown. ‘He’s far too ensconced in his nice flat in Canterbury with his new girlfriend.’


‘New girlfriend?’ said Ben and Libby together, and the conversation was once more turned away from Steeple Farm, to Libby’s relief.


‘Come on, then,’ said Harry, a bit later, when Libby went to fetch another bottle from the kitchen. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Libby gave him a wide-eyed look.


‘You don’t want to move into Steeple Farm, do you?’


‘I didn’t say that.’ Libby wrestled with the foil covering on the bottle. Harry took it out of her hands.


‘Just tell Ben. He won’t mind.’


‘But he will.’ Libby looked up at Harry and sighed. ‘He really wants it. And he wants us to live there together.’ She sighed again. ‘Oh, he’s said he’ll live here until I’m ready, but that’s not what he wants.’


Harry looked at her thoughtfully while pulling the cork from the bottle. ‘And it’s not what you want, either, is it?’


Libby felt the colour creeping up her neck. ‘Well, it’s not ideal …’ she began.


‘No.’ Harry handed her the bottle. ‘If you want to talk about it, come down to the caff tomorrow. I think you’re in serious need of therapy.’


‘What were you and Harry talking about in the kitchen?’ asked Ben later, as they got ready for bed.


‘Steeple Farm,’ said Libby, without stopping to think.


‘Oh?’ Ben stopped taking his shirt off and turned to face her. ‘What about it?’


Closing her eyes and cursing herself, Libby sat on the edge of the bed.


‘Come on, Lib, out with it.’ Ben sat down on the other side.


‘Harry wanted to know how I felt about it now.’


‘Now?’


‘Now the renovations have started.’


‘They started weeks ago.’


‘I know. He just wondered if I was happier about it.’


‘Oh, so everyone knows you’re not happy, do they?’ said Ben grimly.


Oh, dear, thought Libby, here we go. ‘No,’ she said aloud, ‘everyone – whoever everyone is – does not know I’m unhappy because I’m not.’


‘Go on.’ Ben settled back against the pillows, arms folded across his chest.


‘It’s just what I said before.’ Libby stood up and belted her dressing gown round her waist. ‘I love this cottage, and I made it what it is now. It’s all me. It’s very hard to think of leaving it.’


‘And you’ve discussed this with Harry?’


‘No!’ The colour flooded back into Libby’s cheeks. ‘He was there when it was first discussed, wasn’t he? And he knows me very well. He just sort of – picked up the – er – vibes, so to speak.’


Ben sighed and stood up to continue undressing. ‘More than I can, then,’ he said.


Libby escaped to the bathroom and heaved a guilty sigh of relief. It wasn’t going to turn into an argument, then. Not tonight, anyway.




Chapter Three


LIBBY PUSHED OPEN THE door of The Pink Geranium despite the closed sign. Donna, Harry’s waitress and second-in-command, still there after numerous offers from bigger and not necessarily better establishments, greeted her with a nod.


‘Harry!’ she called. ‘Libby’s here.’


Harry, already in his chef’s checked trousers and white jacket, appeared from the kitchen wiping his hands on a tea towel.


‘Hello, petal. Wine or coffee?’


Libby looked at her watch. ‘It had better be coffee, hadn’t it?’


‘Go on, then. Take a pew. Be with you in a minute.’


Libby sat on the sofa in one of the windows, to the side of the front door. If she sat sideways she could see the village high street, Ahmed and Ali’s eight-til-late, Bob’s butcher’s shop and the new farm shop, squashed into a gap between the Methodist Chapel and Ivy Cottage on the other side of the road.


‘Have you met the people in the farm shop?’ she asked, as Harry sat down beside her and put a tray on the coffee table.


‘Course I have. So have you.’


‘Have I?’


‘They’re the people who run Cattlegreen Nurseries on the Canterbury road. Nella and Joe. Nella says they weren’t getting enough custom because people weren’t stopping.’


‘And is it better here?’


‘She says so. People in the village are trying to shop in the village and not use their cars, so fresh veg is a good move. And did you know Ahmed’s got a proper baker to deliver bread in the mornings, now?’


‘Really?’ Libby was impressed. ‘Where from?’


‘Steeple Mount, apparently. The bakery there does very well.’


‘Oh, I know it. Run by Diggory something. He’s a Cranston Morris man.’


‘Richard Diggory. He sometimes supplies me with stuff. I didn’t know he was a Morris man.’ Harry pulled down the corners of his mouth. ‘Might have to stop buying from him.’


Libby laughed. ‘Go on, you don’t subscribe to the old stereotype beard and Arran sweater image!’


‘Well, no.’ Harry leant forward to pour coffee. ‘Rich is quite a suave individual, as it happens. Very surprising this is.’


‘He’s known as Diggory in Cranston Morris,’ said Libby. ‘I suppose that fits the image better than “Rich”, doesn’t it? I was introduced to him at a party, ages ago. I’ll probably see him again on Saturday.’


‘You’re not going to that shenanigans?’ Harry looked appalled.


‘The parade? Yes. Fran and I are going.’ Libby took a sip from her thick, white mug. ‘Ben and I used to take the children years ago.’


‘Together?’ Harry raised his eyebrows.


‘No, Ben and his wife and me and Derek. Ben says we probably met, but I don’t remember.’


‘Which brings us neatly back to why you’re here.’ Harry leant back in the corner of the sofa. ‘Shoot.’


Libby unnecessarily stirred her coffee.


‘It’s daft, really,’ she said.


‘So are you,’ said Harry.


‘Yeah, well.’ She sat up and looked at him. Faint lines were beginning to show at the corners of his blue eyes and the handsome face was just that little bit fuller than it had been a year ago. ‘You’re looking very content,’ she said.


‘We’re not talking about me,’ said Harry. ‘However, I am very content. I’m glad Pete and I got civilled, I have a failing restaurant and a lovely home. What more could a bloke want? Your turn.’


‘You know I fancied Ben when I met him over that Hop Pickers murder?’


‘I thought you already fancied him.’


‘Well, I did, sort of, but I didn’t know him very well.’ Libby looked down at her mug. ‘And I didn’t think I stood a chance, to be honest.’


Harry’s mouth twitched. ‘Course you didn’t.’


‘Oh, come on, Harry!’ Libby looked up and grinned. ‘Short, plump and over fifty. Nobody’s best catch.’


‘Were you over fifty then? I thought you were younger.’


‘Flatterer.’ Libby put her mug on the table. ‘Anyway. So we got it together, briefly, like a couple of teenagers. I reckoned it was that life-affirming thing you’re supposed to do after death, you know?’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ said Harry.


‘Then we drifted apart –’


‘Your fault, I gather.’


‘All right, it probably was, but then we got back together. And it was great. Well, you know, you’ve seen us through all of it.’


‘But now –’ said Harry.


‘I think it started when he moved in.’ Libby wriggled in her seat. ‘I’ve come to realise that I like my own space.’


‘So did Fran,’ said Harry. ‘I seem to remember she didn’t want Guy moving in when she went to Coastguard Cottage. She wanted to savour the moment.’


‘I reminded her of that,’ said Libby, ‘but she’s changed. She loves Guy so much.’


‘Which argues, petal, that you don’t love our Ben that much.’


‘I suppose it does,’ said Libby gloomily. ‘And now I don’t know what to do.’


Harry cocked his head on one side. ‘I know I’m not the expert on male-female relationships, but don’t you think it’s a bit unfair that you haven’t told Ben all this?’


Libby nodded. ‘But I don’t want to lose him,’ she said.


‘Now that really is dog-in-the-manger,’ said Harry. ‘I want him, but only on my terms. Compromise, gal, is the name of the game.’


Libby sighed. ‘You’re not telling me anything I don’t know. Ben and I went through all this only a few weeks ago, just before Fran’s wedding. He’s compromised, he’s come to live in my cottage, when he had far more room at the Manor.’


‘And you feel you can’t chuck him out?’


‘Of course I can’t. But I feel crowded and pressurised.’


‘Stating the bleedin’ obvious, Steeple Farm would take care of all that, wouldn’t it? Much more space. And Ben would let you do more or less what you liked with the inside, I betcha.’ Harry sniffed. ‘You could probably even take that creaky straw sofa. And the walking stomach.’


‘Well, of course, I’d take Sidney,’ said Libby with a grin. ‘And my cane sofa is a statement, I’ll have you know.’


‘It makes enough noise,’ said Harry, getting up. ‘More coffee?’


‘No thanks. I’ve promised Guy another pretty peep for his shop and I want to borrow Jane’s sitting room to do a preliminary sketch, so I’ve got to go to Nethergate.’


‘I thought you said Jane and Terry were turning that house back into one, now? Won’t that be their bedroom?’


‘Don’t know,’ said Libby, standing up. ‘She said I could use it, that’s all I know. And she’s working from home today, so I’m going over.’


‘They’re getting married soon, aren’t they?’ asked Harry innocently, as he opened the door for her.


‘Yes. Don’t start.’ Libby gave him a kiss on the cheek. ‘And don’t work too hard.’


Jane Maurice, local newspaper reporter, and her fiancé and ex-tenant, Terry Baker, lived in the beautiful, tall, terraced Peel House on Cliff Terrace, Nethergate. It looked out over Nethergate bay and gave Libby a completely different perspective for her tourist paintings which Guy claimed to sell like hot cakes.


Jane opened the door, looking far less mouse-like than she had the previous summer when they had all been involved in some fairly hair-raising adventures. She kissed Libby’s cheek and held the door wide.


‘Terry at work?’ asked Libby, toiling up the stairs behind her.


‘Yes,’ said Jane. ‘Only five days a week now. He was doing six, but I said he didn’t need to.’ She opened the door to the room at the top of the house.


‘I bet he didn’t like that,’ said Libby, when she’d got her breath back.


Jane looked sheepish. ‘No, he didn’t. But there’s no mortgage on this place and I’m earning a reasonable salary, so why should he work all that overtime? I’d rather he was here with me.’


‘What about when the children come along, though?’ said Libby slyly.


Jane cleared her throat and went pink. ‘We’ll have to have a rethink then,’ she said. Libby looked at her sharply, but she’d turned away.


‘So how’s the granny annexe going?’


Jane sighed. ‘Mother’s being difficult.’


‘No surprise there, then,’ said Libby, taking out her sketch pad and pencils. Mrs Maurice was a true daughter of the nineteen fifties and bigoted into the bargain.


‘The flat was all right for old Mrs Finch, and we’ve already put in a new bathroom and kitchen, but she’s still saying she won’t come.’


‘Perhaps she just doesn’t want to leave her own home and her friends,’ said Libby, searching for the right viewpoint from the large window. ‘It’s a big step to take. I know,’ she added darkly.


‘You moved from somewhere the other side of Canterbury, didn’t you?’ asked Jane.


‘Yes, but I didn’t mean that. My old home was associated with my prat of a husband, so I didn’t mind at all moving away, even though the kids were a bit uncomfortable with it.’ Libby turned an armchair to face the window. ‘I meant if I had to move from Number 17.’


‘But I thought you were moving?’ Jane looked surprised and Libby sighed. Everyone, as Ben had said, was indeed talking about it.


‘Maybe,’ said Libby. ‘Any chance of a cuppa? I’m parched.’


‘So what else have you done in the house?’ she asked when Jane came back with tea.


‘Turned the ground floor into a big kitchen and dining room, with a cloakroom, Terry’s old flat into the sitting room and main bedroom, also with a cloakroom and an en-suite for us, and this floor’s bedrooms and bathrooms. I’m using this one for an office at the moment.’


‘Sorry,’ said Libby, through a mouthful of BB pencil.


‘That’s OK.’ Jane perched on the arm of another chair. ‘I wasn’t doing much. Not much to do.’


‘Are you covering the Cranston Morris parade on Saturday?’ Libby put down her pad and took the cup of tea.


‘The – oh! You mean the Steeple Mount Solstice Parade? No, one of the juniors and a photographer will do that.’ Jane frowned. ‘Cranston Morris. Wasn’t it one of their people who was stabbed at the May Day celebrations?’


Libby nodded. ‘That’s right.’ She looked quickly at Jane. ‘Matter of fact, a friend of mine wants me to look into it.’


‘Oh, Libby, no!’ Jane laid a hand on her chest, looking horrified. ‘Remember what happened here?’


‘Yes, yes, I know,’ said Libby, testily. ‘But Fran and I are quite interested.’


‘Fran too? I thought she had more sense,’ said Jane.


‘Look, I’m only going to look into it as an intellectual puzzle,’ said Libby. ‘We’re not police, or private detectives or anything. It’s just people have got to know about our involvement with all these – um –’


‘Murders?’ suggested Jane.


‘Well, yes.’ Libby was uncomfortable. ‘But, don’t forget, Fran was actually asked to look into that business of the body on the island by the police.’


‘By Ian Connell, anyway,’ said Jane shrewdly. ‘And he wasn’t over-pleased, as I remember, when you turned up at Creekmarsh Place a couple of months ago.’


‘But I was asked by the owner to look into that,’ said Libby smugly.


‘And then asked not to.’


‘Oh, OK.’ Libby sighed. ‘Anyway, I’ve actually said I won’t look into the Green Man murder, so you needn’t worry.’


‘But you said Fran was interested?’


‘Yes.’ Libby frowned. ‘To be perfectly honest, I think she’s a bit bored.’


‘Well, don’t let her drag you into anything,’ said Jane. ‘It was all a bit unpleasant, that murder.’


‘Did you cover it?’ said Libby, interested.


Jane nodded. ‘I saw it – the Green Man, I mean.’ She shuddered. ‘Horrible.’


‘And hadn’t another member of the troupe, side or whatever it is, hadn’t he disappeared?’


‘It looked like it,’ said Jane, ‘because his car wasn’t there and wasn’t at his house, either.’


‘Have they found him?’


Jane shook her head. ‘Completely disappeared, apparently. Just another missing person.’


Libby looked out of the window over the grey-blue sea. Just another missing person, she thought. And perhaps not.




Chapter Four


THE PROBLEM, LIBBY TOLD herself as she drove home, was that she had no one to talk to. Except Fran, Harry and Ben, who, for different reasons, didn’t appreciate what her problem was. She suddenly felt very alone and had to swallow hard against a painful lump in her throat.


‘Pitiful,’ she muttered to herself. But the feeling of ill-usage persisted. Ben (despite agreeing to stay at Number 17 for the time being) was really expecting her to live her life as he wanted it, Adam, although now living in the flat above The Pink Geranium, still tended to treat Number 17 as a hotel (and occasional laundry service) and her other children, Dominic and Belinda didn’t get in touch anywhere near as much as she would have liked. And even Fran was now cocooned in a golden halo of marriage, more suited, in Libby’s opinion, to a misty-eyed twenty-something. Although perhaps twenty-somethings were no longer misty-eyed but cynical and jaded these days.


Sniffing and swallowing, Libby drove past the turn for Steeple Mount, deliberately not looking towards Tyne Chapel, which at one time had been the scene of not only an illegal Black Mass but a murder. Vaguely, she wondered if Black Masses and covens had anything to do with the mythology surrounding the celebrations Morris sides took so seriously. Beltane and Samhain were certainly connected with witches, weren’t they? She resolved to ask Gemma when she saw her on Saturday.


Obeying goodness knows what perverse prompting from her subconscious, Libby turned left instead of going straight on when she reached Steeple Martin and drove slowly up the sunken lane to Steeple Farm. Two small vans and a pile of timber were all that indicated the presence of workmen, so Libby parked the car and went round to the back of the house.


The kitchen door was open and through it Libby could hear Radio 2 quietly chuntering away.


‘Lib!’


Libby swung round to face Ben, who had come up silently behind her.


‘Hi,’ she said weakly.


‘This is a nice surprise.’ He beamed at her and tucked a hand under her arm. ‘Come and see what they’ve been doing.’


A tour of the house revealed much bare plaster work and open studwork and Libby felt her enthusiasm being very slightly rekindled.


‘Coming on, isn’t it?’ said Ben, as they finished up in the empty kitchen. ‘Look, they’ve just put a marble shelf in the larder.’ He pulled open the planked door.


‘Wow.’ Libby put her head inside. ‘I –’ she stopped herself saying “I’ve always wanted one of those.” ‘– I think it’s fantastic,’ she finished.


‘I remember you saying you always wanted a larder,’ said Ben. ‘How do you feel about it now?’


‘The house?’


‘Of course the house.’


‘It’s going to be beautiful,’ said Libby honestly. ‘It really is. What a pity Millie changed it so much.’


Ben looked at her for a long moment. ‘But you’re still not convinced.’


Libby felt the colour creeping up again. ‘I – er – I just need some time.’


‘Mm.’ Ben went to the back door. ‘OK. Do you want to see any more, or shall I see you later?’


‘I’ll see you later,’ said Libby, feeling absurdly guilty.


She took a last look at the paddock, imagining it with a couple of ponies resting under the trees at the end, frowned and went back to the car.


The answerphone light was winking when she got home.


‘Lib, it’s Fran. Can you give me a ring back?’


‘Libby it’s Jane. I found something out about that Green Man murder. Thought you’d like to know.’


Libby stared at the phone. Life wasn’t giving her much of a chance to think about her personal problems.


‘I just thought I’d look up everything we had on the Green Man murder,’ said Jane, when Libby rang her. ‘Apparently they looked into that bloke’s disappearance more thoroughly than I thought.’


‘And?’


‘The police talked to his ex-wife and all his close friends, but no one could say whether anything was missing from his house. His wallet and keys were gone, but not his passport, and nothing’s been heard from him since.’


‘Dead?’ asked Libby. ‘Is that what they think?’


‘According to my sources,’ said Jane, with a faint air of triumph, ‘they think he’s the murderer.’


‘Well, obviously,’ said Libby. ‘Sorry, Jane, but if they’ve gone to a lot of trouble and the conclusions are what you’ve just told me, it stands to reason.’


‘But that has never been released. He’s still listed as missing.’


‘And everyone concerned will have thought the same as the police, I bet,’ said Libby. ‘I wonder why Gemma didn’t say anything.’


‘Perhaps the people involved don’t think it’s connected?’ suggested Jane.


‘Or don’t want to,’ Libby mused. ‘Perhaps that’s it. Perhaps Gemma wants me to come up with an alternative theory. Well, thanks Jane. I’ll keep you posted.’


‘You are coming to my hen night, aren’t you?’ said Jane hurriedly as Libby was about to ring off.


Libby’s heart sank. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said brightly. ‘Next Saturday, isn’t it?’


‘The Saturday after,’ said Jane, ‘the 27th.’


‘Right. It’s on the calendar,’ lied Libby. ‘If I don’t see you before, I’ll see you then.’


She punched in Fran’s number.


‘Do we have to go to Jane’s hen night?’ she asked when Fran answered.


Fran laughed. ‘Of course we do. We were instrumental in getting those two together. Or you were, anyway.’


‘It’s not going to be one of those awful learner plate and white veil dos, is it? We haven’t got to get into a stretch limo and wave cheap champagne out of the roof?’


Fran snorted. ‘Can you honestly see Jane doing that? No, it’s a very sedate evening at Anderson Place. Not many of us. A couple of Jane’s old college friends, a few from work and us.’
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