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Super-sleuth Libby Sarjeant is back with her most puzzling case yet . . . a mysterious death at the local cliffs.


Colin Hardcastle has arranged for two men to meet and discuss the sale of a house. But when Nick Nash – the owner of the property – doesn’t show, Colin cannot begin to imagine the events he has set in motion.


Perplexed, Colin tells his friends in Steeple Martin, piquing the interest of Libby Sarjeant – and the Reverend Patti Pearson, who finds Nash’s name strangely familiar . . .


Despite her burgeoning reputation as a super-sleuth, Libby is somewhat loath to investigate what seems to be a tragic accident. But when two of Patti’s parishioners ask for her help, Libby very quickly finds herself caught up in the mystery. Then Nash’s body is found, and things take a darker turn.


As the case unravels, biting deeper into the local community, Nash’s shocking past is unearthed and it’s up to Libby and her friend Fran Wolfe to help solve the case before it’s too late . . .
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Prologue


There was no one to hear the crash except the seagulls, who rose in a crowd of squawking protest, circling the cliff top before heading for the open sea, which continued its rhythmic, unrelenting assault on the rocks below. Someone looked over the cliff, paused, nodded and withdrew. The cliffs were left to the birds once more.









Chapter One


‘So, I’ve decided,’ said Colin Hardcastle, ‘that I’m going to keep one of the flats for myself!’ He beamed at his assembled friends, who all reacted with delight.


‘Excellent!’ said Libby Sarjeant. ‘I always wondered why you hadn’t done anything with the building yourself, being in property.’


‘I know. I should have done.’ Colin looked guilty.


‘No need,’ said Ben Wilde, Libby’s significant other. ‘You’re doing it now. Let’s have another drink to celebrate.’


He went to the bar, where Tim, owner of the Steeple Martin village pub, had been listening to the conversation.


‘Different bloke now, isn’t he?’ he said as he pulled a new pint for Ben. ‘Wouldn’t recognise him from when he first came over in June.’


‘Good job, too,’ said Ben. ‘And two halves of lager, please.’


‘Weren’t you going to take someone over to see that house near the Dunton Estate?’ Patti Pearson, vicar of St Aldeberge, a village a little way from Steeple Martin, put in. ‘It’s just behind us, more or less.’


‘Oh, yes!’ Colin turned to her. ‘This morning. But it was really odd. I told you last week, didn’t I, that Gerald Hall was interested?’


‘Who’s Gerald Hall?’ asked Libby, who had obviously missed the previous conversation.


‘Bloke I met through the business. He said he wanted a base in England, and liked the idea of living on the coast.’


‘How did you know about the Dunton Estate house?’ asked Ben.


‘That was someone else I met in Spain. I was talking about what had happened over here in June and he said he had a house near here that he wanted to sell. Apparently he and his wife had split up and he’d decided he was going to live permanently in Spain. And then I met Gerry and was telling him about what happened—’


‘Does everyone in Spain know about what happened over here in June?’ asked Libby, amused.


‘Well, it was extraordinary,’ said Colin defensively, ‘you must admit. And I was explaining that I’d decided to make my base over here, you see . . .’


In June, Colin had been called back to England by the police after the discovery of a body in a semi-derelict property he owned. Far from giving him a dislike of the area, he had made friends and was becoming a part of the village community.


‘So anyway, Gerry said he wanted to come back to England, too, and I mentioned Nick Nash.’


‘He’s the owner of this house?’ said Patti, frowning. ‘I think I know the name.’


‘Yes, him and his wife Simone – although I’m not sure she actually part-owned it. It was his before they married. So I put them in touch and arranged to take Gerry over to see it. Nick was flying back specially. But he didn’t turn up.’


‘Nick Nash, Nick Nash,’ Patti was muttering under her breath. ‘Why do I know that name?’


‘One of your congregation?’ suggested Libby.


‘No.’ Patti shook her head. ‘Something to do with the church, though, I’m sure.’ She sighed. ‘Oh well. It’ll come back to me.’


‘Do you think you got the wrong day?’ asked Patti’s partner, Anne. Patti came over to Steeple Martin every Wednesday to visit Anne and have a drink with Libby and Ben, her time being somewhat circumscribed as reverend of three parishes.


‘No – I checked the message while we were over there. And tried to phone him. But it went straight to voicemail.’


‘Do you think he’s changed his mind?’ said Ben.


‘I suppose he might have done, but why not let me know?’ Colin sat back in his chair with a sigh. ‘I can’t ask Simone because I don’t know where she is. And I haven’t got her mobile number – I never knew her very well. I didn’t know Nick that well, either. He was just part of the ex-pat business community.’


‘I don’t suppose your friend Gerry’s very happy, either,’ said Libby. ‘Where’s he staying?’


‘Hotel in Canterbury,’ said Colin. ‘He said he’s going to look round the estate agents tomorrow – see if he can find something else.’


‘Well, at least it isn’t your responsibility any more,’ said Ben.


‘I brought Gerry over here, though,’ said Colin miserably. ‘What a waste of a journey.’


‘Doesn’t he want to buy one of your lovely new apartments?’ asked Anne.


Colin shook his head. ‘No, he wants a house. Preferably one with a bit of land and near the sea.’ He turned to Patti. ‘You must admit, the Dunton Estate’s perfect.’


‘Well, it’s near the sea,’ said Patti. ‘Bit isolated, though. You remember, Libby? Where you thought it looked like Rupert Bear country, with tunnels leading down to caves?’


‘Well, it did,’ said Libby. ‘That’s where the illegal immigrants were landed.’ She looked at Colin. ‘There’s a long history of smuggling in those parts. People and . . . stuff.’


‘Stuff?’ Colin looked alarmed.


‘Drugs.’ She nodded portentously. ‘And tea and brandy in the past.’


‘Tea?’


‘Hugely valuable back in the eighteenth century,’ said Anne, who worked in a Canterbury library. ‘Even more than gin and brandy. You’ve heard the old rhyme, haven’t you? “Brandy for the parson, baccy for the clerk”? Famous poem by Rudyard Kipling!’


‘It rings a bell,’ said Colin, looking nervous.


‘Don’t tease the poor man,’ said Ben. ‘Don’t worry about it, Colin. They’ve found out about all these things over the years. They enjoy airing their knowledge.’


Patti, Anne, and Libby set up a chorus of protest.


‘There must be some down near your mate Fran’s place,’ said Tim, who was leaning on the bar listening.


‘I can’t think of any with land, though,’ said Libby. ‘We could have a look, I suppose.’


‘Who could?’ said Ben. ‘This isn’t anything to do with you, Lib.’


‘Just trying to be helpful.’ Libby gave him a look. ‘Aren’t I, Colin?’


‘Yes, Libby,’ said Colin dutifully. He shot a quick glance at Ben, and said hastily, ‘Would you like to come and see the flat tomorrow morning, by the way? It’s shaping up quite nicely.’


Accepting the change of subject with good grace, Libby gave him a wry smile and agreed.


The following morning, after Ben had left for a meeting with the builders working on his restoration of the Hop Pocket pub, a project he had taken on during Colin’s original visit, Libby followed him down Steeple Martin High Street, until she came to the scaffolding-wrapped former Garden Hotel. Not knowing quite where to go into the building, she made her way to the back, where the restored bat and trap pitch had been in use for several months now, to the delight of the villagers. An old game now being revived in Kent, it had proved surprisingly popular.


Colin appeared at the top of the external staircase that led from the top floor of the building. ‘Come on up, Libby!’ he called.


‘Not going to be much fun climbing up here in the winter,’ she puffed, as she reached the top.


Colin, slim, wiry, and at least fifteen years younger than Libby, grinned at her.


‘We’re building an internal staircase, too,’ he said. ‘We’ve had to re-position the old one because it cut two of the apartments in half. Anyway, come in. This will be a Juliet balcony when we’ve finished.’


Libby turned round and looked. ‘Nice view,’ she said.


The apartment was still an empty shell, still awaiting kitchen and bathroom fittings, but it was bright and airy, and bore little resemblance to the shabby, dilapidated building of a few months ago.


‘No radiators?’ said Libby.


‘Underfloor heating throughout the building,’ said Colin. ‘Controlled from the basement.’ He gave an involuntary shudder. ‘No one wants to spend time down there.’


‘No.’ Libby took a deep breath. ‘Well, you’ve certainly made it different. ‘Are the other apartments as advanced as this one?’


‘No – they haven’t gone on the market yet. We’re going to finish this one so people can come and view. Then they can choose their own finishes and fittings.’


Libby nodded. ‘So when do you think you’ll be moving in?’


‘In time for Christmas.’ He smiled. ‘I have a fancy to spend a traditional English country Christmas for the first time in years.’


Libby beamed back at him. ‘Excellent! And Nanny Mardle will be delighted.’


Mrs Mardle had helped bring the young Colin up, and lived next door to Libby and Ben in Allhallow’s Lane.


‘I’m going down to Nethergate to see Fran this afternoon,’ Libby said as they descended the stairs. ‘Do you want me to have a look in any estate agents while I’m there? I know you and your friend can do it online, but . . .’


‘I thought Ben told you it wasn’t your problem,’ said Colin with a grin.


‘I know.’ Libby sighed. She thought for a moment. ‘I still think it was odd, though, your friend not being there. The other friend, I mean.’


‘I know what you mean.’ Colin leant on the fence of the bat and trap pitch. ‘We looked all round the house, in the windows and everything. And his car was on the drive.’


‘You didn’t tell us that!’


‘No? Well, it was. He must have changed his mind.’ Colin frowned. ‘Shame, because Gerry really liked the look of that place.’


‘Is it worth trying to get hold of him again?’ Libby opened the gate to the lane that ran at the back of the building.


Colin shrugged. ‘I can try. I might ask John Newman. He knows a lot of people from the Felling and Aldeberge area, doesn’t he?’


‘He seemed to,’ said Libby. ‘You could always ask. It depends how long ago this Nick Nash lived there, doesn’t it?’


‘Your Patti said she thought he had something to do with the church,’ said Colin. ‘He wasn’t a vicar, was he?’


‘How do I know?’ laughed Libby. ‘Patti just thought she’d come across the name somewhere.’


‘I’ll give Nick another try and then give up. I’ll give John a ring later, too.’


John Newman had lived at the Hop Pocket, the pub Ben was having restored, when he was a child, while Colin had lived at the old Garden Hotel. He now lived with his wife in the tiny town of Felling, close to St Aldeberge and the Dunton Estate.


Libby put her head round the door of the Hop Pocket, where she found Ben, covered in plaster dust, up a ladder. He waved cheerfully.


‘I’m going to see Fran,’ she said.


‘Don’t start house hunting,’ he warned.


But Libby didn’t want to go house hunting. She wanted to know why the prospective vendor hadn’t turned up.









Chapter Two


‘Oh, Lib!’ Fran Wolfe laughed as she poured boiling water into mugs half an hour later. A foot taller than Libby and considerably slimmer, her sleek dark hair was just beginning to show a little grey.


‘What?’ Libby looked indignant.


‘You can’t leave well alone, can you?’


‘Well, it’s odd.’ Libby accepted a mug and retreated to the window seat in the front room. ‘Colin told me this morning that this bloke Nick’s car was actually on the drive. Why wasn’t he there?’


‘The lubberkin got him,’ said Fran, following her.


‘The what?’


‘Lubberkin. It’s a sort of Puck, or hobgoblin.’ Fran sat down in the armchair by the fireplace. ‘I was reading up about it. There’s quite a lot of myth and legend about the whole area.’


Libby sipped her tea and looked out of the window at the grey sea, which grumbled and threw itself at the beach. ‘Of course there is,’ she said. ‘Just remember Cunning Mary and the Willoughby Oak.


‘And it’s coming up to All Hallow’s Eve,’ said Fran after a moment.


Several years ago, when Libby and Fran had first met Patti, over a rather unpleasant murder in her church, they had come across the legend of Cunning Mary, a local wise woman, who, in 1612, the same year as the Pendle Witch trials, had been forced out of her cottage, taken to the isolated Willoughby Oak, and hanged. Over the years, tales of unearthly goings-on about the tree had spread, particularly on All Hallow’s Eve, or Samhain.


Libby sighed. ‘Well, we don’t want to get involved in anything like that again, do we?’


‘We don’t want to get involved with anything,’ warned Fran. ‘There’s no mystery here, and it’s nothing to do with us anyway. It’s only marginally to do with Colin, after all.’


‘Oh, all right.’ Libby turned from the window and absentmindedly rested her mug on the head of Balzac the cat, who had slithered unobtrusively onto her lap. ‘Amuse me, then. What other murky tales did you find out, apart from this Lubberkin?’


‘Lots of stuff about the blackthorn tree.’ Fran settled back in her chair. ‘Did you know it’s particularly associated with Samhain?’


‘No. Is it a very witchy tree, then?’


‘One of the witchiest. Its thorns are used in poppets, and—’


‘Hang on. Poppets?’


‘That’s the little figures people make to cast spells on people.’


‘The wax ones?’


‘Yes, although apparently they can be made of all sorts of stuff. And not just in Voodoo religions, either. Very European – Germany and Norway.’


‘Well, well!’ Libby shook her head. ‘Grimm’s Fairy Tales, then.’


Fran nodded.


‘So what started you on that?’


‘Something popped up on one of the apps, you know.’


‘What app?’ Libby looked wary. ‘You know I don’t do apps.’


‘Sorry. I forgot how internet-resistant you are!’


‘Why were you looking? I thought you would have had enough of witches by now.’


Fran shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. Hallowe’en. Brings out the weird and wonderful everywhere.’


‘Well, unless this landlubber or whatever it is can make people vanish, I don’t see what it’s got to do with Colin’s mate.’


‘Neither do I,’ said Fran. ‘I was just looking into it for interest’s sake. And because we occasionally get asked for Hallowe’en curios in the shop.’


Libby looked shocked. ‘You don’t do that sort of tat!’


‘I know. It just made me wonder if there was a – I don’t know – classier side to it all.’


‘Good Lord, Fran!’ Libby was disgusted. ‘Whatever’s got into you?’


‘This from the person who’s devoted to panto?


‘Panto has a long and noble tradition,’ said Libby loftily.


‘Not half as long as Hallowe’en,’ said Fran, amused.


‘Ah, but not in its current form!’ said Libby. ‘Anyway, that’s not what I came to talk about.’


‘No.’ Fran sighed. ‘You came because you sense a mystery in the offing.’


‘Come on, you must admit it’s odd.’


‘OK, I’ll admit it’s odd because someone anticipating a house sale – and presumably a lucrative one, at that – doesn’t voluntarily just not turn up. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? That it isn’t voluntary?’


Libby eyed her friend warily. ‘Well – yes.’


‘Even if it isn’t, there isn’t anything we can do about it, is there?’


‘No . . .’


‘So it’s useless speculation.’ Fran grinned. ‘As it often is.’ She stood up. ‘More tea?’


‘No thanks.’ It was Libby’s turn to sigh.


Fran sat down again. ‘So tell me about this house, then. Is it big?’


‘I don’t know. It must be quite posh, I think. I can’t think exactly where it is.’


‘And you want to go and look at it, don’t you?’


Libby felt the colour begin to seep up her neck. ‘Erm . . .’


Fran laughed. ‘You’re so transparent!’


‘Oh, all right! Yes, I do. But I suppose I can’t. That really would look nosy, wouldn’t it?’


‘Yes, Lib. I really think you’ll have to leave it be.’


‘If Ian had been at the pub last night, we could have asked him,’ said Libby. ‘But he wasn’t.’


Detective Chief Inspector Ian Connell frequently joined the Wednesday party in the pub, but it was no surprise when, due to the exigencies of his job, he didn’t turn up.


‘I suppose someone will have to report him missing eventually, if he doesn’t appear,’ said Fran.


‘Who, Ian?’ Libby was startled.


‘No, idiot! This Nick person.’


‘Yes, I suppose so. Should I tell Colin to do that?’


‘Isn’t there someone else?’


‘Colin said he couldn’t get hold of the ex-wife. And I expect, as he seems to live in Spain a lot of the time, people would be used to him not being around.’


‘It wouldn’t hurt to mention it, I suppose. Informally.’ Fran raised an eyebrow.


‘The last time I tried to do anything informally with Ian, he got mad at me,’ said Libby.


‘Was that when you – er – mentioned something through Edward?’


‘Yes. Well, Edward does live in the same building as Ian. It seemed like a good idea at the time.’ Libby grinned reminiscently. ‘Oooh, he was mad!’


‘So were you, as I remember.’


‘Yes, well. Anyway, I’ll mention it to Colin, and if he wants to, he can tell Ian.’


‘Let me know what happens,’ said Fran. ‘And now I’ll have to turf you out. I’ve got to go back to the shop. Guy’s got an appointment this afternoon.’


Back in the car, Libby wondered what to do next. There was a casserole in the slow cooker, so there was nothing to do for dinner, there were no rehearsals at the theatre that evening, and Ben wouldn’t be home for ages. She decided it was a toss-up between Patti at St Aldeberge or a visit to Jane Baker up on Cliff Terrace. Jane was the grandly titled Online Editor of the Nethergate Mercury group of local newspapers, and worked mainly at home, as the group only maintained a very small office space.


On balance, she decided against Jane, as her daughter Imogen would be home from school. Patti, on the other hand, might be anywhere, but it was worth a try.


St Aldeberge was quiet. It usually was, although there was a healthy community spirit – and an even healthier support for the pub. Patti’s own support in the village had been slow to pick up, but she had persevered, and after her involvement in the murders that Libby and Fran had helped to solve, it had strengthened. The only thing she didn’t feel able to do was to bring Anne to live in the village. That might be a step too far, she felt.


Libby drove past the Community Shop, currently closed, down the side of the church, and onto the drive in front of the vicarage. Patti appeared at the front door, beaming.


‘I’ve been looking things up!’ she called, as Libby got out of the car. ‘Is that why you’ve come?’


‘I suppose so, sort of.’ Libby locked the car and went up to the steps. ‘I was just puzzled about that Nick person. His car was still on the drive, you know.’


‘Was it?’ Patti looked surprised. ‘Colin didn’t tell us that last night.’


‘No, he told me today when he showed me round his new flat.’


‘Oh.’ Patti led the way into what she fondly referred to as her office. ‘Look.’ She pointed to a ledger lying open on her desk.


‘What am I looking at?’ Libby peered at it.


‘Here.’ Patti pointed at the handwritten heading


‘Parish Officials,’ read Libby. ‘Nick Nash! Gosh! What was he? Churchwarden?’


‘See? I knew I knew the name from somewhere. And he lives right behind the village. You remember the two cottages by the side of the inlet?’


‘How could I forget?’ said Libby with a shudder.


‘Well, his house is right behind there, not far from Dunton House. You must have been able to see it when you and Fran went exploring.’


Libby nodded slowly. ‘But no reason to take any notice of it then. How do you get to it?’


‘You remember the little lane leading to the Willoughby Oak? There’s a lane leading the other way, straight up to it. That’s the way Colin would have taken his friend.’


‘Hmm.’ Libby was thoughtful. ‘Fran and I walked all over that land, almost down to the cliff. That was when I thought it looked like Rupert Bear smugglers’ country.’


Patti nodded her head. ‘I mentioned that last night. Rupert was a TV puppet, wasn’t he?’


Libby was shocked. ‘No! Well, they eventually made him into one, but he was originally a Daily Express strip cartoon character. Then they made him into annuals. Hugely popular. Still is.’


‘Oh.’ Patti looked doubtful.


‘Anyway, what I was going to say,’ Libby went on, ‘was that we didn’t think the land there was enclosed, or belonged to anyone.’


‘I’m not sure it does,’ said Patti.


‘Doesn’t belong to this Nick Nash, then?’


Patti shook her head. ‘You’re not going to look at it, are you?’ she said, frowning worriedly at Libby. ‘Because something always happens when you do.’


‘When I do what? Look at something?’


‘Yes – you know exactly what I mean, Lib. You’ve only got to remember this summer, when you started looking into Nasty Nigel.’ Sir Nigel Preece had featured in last summer’s adventures.


‘Hmm.’ Libby was thoughtful. ‘Same area, wasn’t it?’


‘Libby!’ Patti sounded exasperated.


‘All right, all right!’ Libby held up her hands in mock surrender. ‘Anyway, it’s interesting about Nash having been a churchwarden. You didn’t find anything else?’


‘Unlikely to be anything to find,’ said Patti. ‘We don’t keep dossiers. ‘I’ll ask some of the older members of the congregation, see if they remember him.’


‘When will you do that?’


‘Don’t be so impatient! Probably tomorrow. I’m doing a stint in the shop.’


St Aldeberge’s Community Shop was just across the road from the church, and Patti often helped out there.


‘Oh, I might come and do a bit of shopping, then,’ said Libby, looking innocent.


‘I’d really rather you didn’t.’


‘That’s nice! There am I, offering to support your community enterprise . . .’


‘And poke your nose in,’ said Patti. ‘Sheila Johnson and Dora Walters have never forgotten you.’


‘I know.’ Libby pulled down the corners of her mouth. ‘All right, I won’t come. Did the Nashes ever use the shop?’


‘I don’t know – they’d left before I arrived. As I said, I’ll ask some of the ladies.’


With that Libby had to be content. She contemplated walking over to the cliff top as she and Fran had done in the past, but decided it was too cold and too muddy.


Her mobile rang just as she walked back through the door of Number Seventeen.


‘Libby, it’s me,’ came Colin’s voice. ‘I’ve just spoken to John Newman.’


‘Really? I’ve just come from over that way.’


‘Oh, yes – you said you were going over to see Fran. That’s not all that near to Felling, though.’


‘No, I went to see Patti in St Aldeberge afterwards. And guess what? Your Nick Nash was a churchwarden! That’s why Patti had seen his name.’


‘Bloody hell!’ said Colin. ‘I can’t imagine him having anything to do with the church!’


‘She’s going to ask some of the older members of her congregation about him. Anyway, what did John Newman have to say? Did he know him?’


‘Well . . .’ Colin paused. ‘Yes, he did, but he was very cagey.’


‘Cagey? How?’


‘He said he didn’t know Nick very well, just remembers him being around Felling when he first met Emma.’


‘Yes, his wife. Could he have been part of Nasty Nigel’s crowd?’


‘I don’t know. It would be a bit of a coincidence, wouldn’t it?’


‘You didn’t press him?’


‘I could hardly do that, could I?’ Colin sighed. ‘Anyway, I don’t see that it’s got anything to do with him not turning up the other day. Looks like he’s not going to turn up at all.’


And, indeed, he wasn’t.









Chapter Three


The weather turned even gloomier on Friday. Libby called Ben’s mother Hetty and asked if she needed anything from the big supermarket in Canterbury.


‘Not got enough to do?’ asked Hetty shrewdly. ‘No thanks, gal. I can get everything I need from the Eight ’til Late and Nella’s farm shop.’


‘You don’t want a run out, then? said Libby. ‘You and Jeff-dog?’


‘We got enough good walking country hereabouts,’ said Hetty. ‘Go and see young Fran.’


‘She’s working,’ said Libby. ‘So should I be,’ she added gloomily.


Hetty made a noise somewhere between a snort and a cough. Although many of her generation considered it right that a woman’s place was in the home looking after her menfolk, Hetty had been brought up in a Cockney family where everyone worked, regardless of gender, and often of age.


‘Plenty of opportunity,’ she said now. ‘Ever thought about runnin’ a pub?’


‘What?’ shrieked Libby. ‘No! Ben promised me I wouldn’t have to have anything to do with it.’


‘Hmph,’ said Hetty.


Next, Libby called Fran, who sounded harassed and was obviously far too busy to chat. Finally, she switched off the phone, regretting the long gone days of the receiver and cradle. Much more satisfying to bang it down. She looked at her watch and wondered if she could get away with morning coffee in the Pink Geranium.


‘What’s up?’ asked Harry, coming forward to greet her, as she trailed through the door. ‘Lost a pound and found a ha’penny?’


She gave him a half smile.


‘Well, it’s either that or you’ve had another bust-up with someone.’


‘If you must know,’ she said, sinking into a chair at the big round table in the window, ‘I’m feeling useless.’


‘Uh-oh.’ Harry put his head on one side. ‘We’ve been here before.’


‘Well, everyone works except me.’ Libby was aware that her voice came out as a whine.


‘I thought you painted pictures for a living?’ Harry smirked at her.


‘Don’t mock. Fifty quid here and there is hardly a living, is it?’


‘Hmm.’ Harry frowned at her. ‘Have you come in here for coffee?’


‘Sorry!’ Libby bridled. ‘Aren’t I allowed to come in for a chat, now?’


‘Stop it, you silly old trout!’ Harry snapped. Two ladies at an adjoining table looked up, startled. Harry gave them a shamefaced grin.


‘Sorry,’ muttered Libby.


‘Come through to the back,’ said Harry, holding her chair.


Libby followed him out through the kitchen and into the back yard, where he served her with an individual cafetiere and a battered ashtray. ‘In case,’ he said.


‘I don’t, any more,’ said Libby. ‘You know that.’


‘I always like to be prepared,’ said Harry. ‘Now, what’s brought this on?’


‘Something Hetty said.’


‘What, she told you to go to work?’


‘No, but she suggested I might like to work in Ben’s new pub.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘I don’t know – nothing! Just that I felt she was criticising me for not working.’


‘She’s never done that before, has she? And she’s always been pleased you’ve been there to help Ben – and her – with everything that goes on at the Manor.’


‘It just doesn’t feel like real work.’


‘Look.’ Harry leant forward with his elbows on the little wrought iron garden table. ‘You’re doing exactly what Fran does, when you come to think about it.’


‘How do you make that out?’


‘Fran goes and helps Guy in the shop. Takes over when he’s painting, or away on a buying trip. Does she get paid?’


‘I’ve never asked her!’


‘I bet she doesn’t. It’s taken as her contribution to the family business. In the same way that yours is. You’ve put a lot into transforming the Hoppers’ Huts, and running them and Steeple Farm as a business, and the bedrooms in the Manor, not to mention all you do for the theatre. Just because you don’t want to work in the pub – tell me, is Ben going to work in there?’


Libby shook her head. ‘No, he’s going to put a manager in. Probably one who can live in. That’s why he’s doing up the flat at the same time.’


‘So why do you think you should?’ Harry sat back in his chair. ‘And if you’re worried about having to earn a living – why? You had enough to retire on when you moved into Bide-a-Wee, and Ben doesn’t have to earn, either. Anything else is a bonus.’


Libby considered. ‘When you look at it like that,’ she said slowly, ‘it looks a bit different.’


‘Thought it might,’ said Harry smugly.


‘But Hetty said I hadn’t got enough to do.’


‘Perhaps at that time, you hadn’t. It’s not a permanent state, though, is it?’


‘No.’ Libby cheered up. ‘I feel better now.’


‘It’s the old Protestant work ethic getting in the way,’ said Harry. ‘You feel you ought to be working.’


‘Yes.’ Libby nodded thoughtfully. ‘I suppose that’s it.’


‘You’re too sensitive by ’alf, you are,’ said Harry, patting her hand. ‘Even if you are a nosy old boot.’


‘Thanks,’ said Libby. ‘Love you, too.’


However, she felt a lot more cheerful as she made her way back to Allhallow’s Lane to pick up the car.


‘Half the problem,’ she told herself as she turned the car round, ‘is not having the panto to do.’


Or, she realised, anything theatrical at all. In previous years, there had always been some kind of production on at the theatre, and she was almost always involved, either in the production itself, or the administration connected with it. Or even, as had happened last year, with a production elsewhere. And this year, that production was coming to the Oast House Theatre under the aegis of Dame Amanda Knight. Ben would be on hand to oversee the stage and technical aspects, and Dame Amanda had been casting lures to some of Libby’s regular company to pad out her cast. But not, Libby told herself firmly, to her. However, Dame Amanda had very sensibly persuaded Tom, the Oast’s regular pantomime dame, to reprise his role, as the regular audiences looked forward to seeing him every year. Libby had purloined him from the company both he and she had been with before her move to Steeple Martin, both of them being more or less retired professionals. Now, she knew, Dame Amanda - or Abby, as she liked to be known - had her eye on the equally popular double act consisting of Bob the butcher and Baz the undertaker. As this was a professional production, money was involved, but there would be more performances than usual, and it might be difficult, as both Bob’s and Baz’s professions tended to ramp up a gear in the winter.


What she could do, she mused, as the Silver Bullet sped along the Canterbury road, was run another Nativity play for Patti at her church, as she had done before.


‘Or even,’ said a voice in her head, ‘one for Beth at your own Steeple Martin church?’ Vicar Bethany Cole, a friend of Patti’s and now of Libby, Fran, and all their other friends, quite cheerfully accepted Libby’s avowed aversion to organised religion in the same way that she took most things in her stride.


By the time she reached the supermarket, she had regained her equilibrium and decided that perhaps in future she wouldn’t be so hasty to cast off all things theatrical without making sure there was something to take their place.


As usual, the supermarket had sneakily moved things around, so the shopping took longer than she had anticipated. By the time she’d finally got home and unloaded, it was well past lunchtime.


‘Soup,’ she told Sidney. ‘Lentil and vegetable.’


‘Sounds fine,’ said a voice from the kitchen doorway.


Libby turned so quickly she almost fell over.


‘How did you get in?’ she gasped.


‘The door was open,’ said Colin.


‘Bother. I’m always doing that – coming in with bags of shopping and leaving it open behind me.’


‘I’ve shut it now,’ said Colin. He sat down at the table. ‘Actually, I’ve got news.’


‘Oh?’ Libby raised an eyebrow.


‘They’ve found Nick.’


‘Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.’


Colin shook his head. ‘It seems he went out to mow the lawn—’


‘I thought there wasn’t a lawn?’


‘Well, the grass up to the headland, I suppose, to make it tidier.’ Colin heaved a sigh. ‘And he went over the cliff.’


‘What?’


‘He was on one of those ride-on mowers.’


‘Good grief!’ Libby’s hand flew to her mouth.


‘I feel terrible, now.’


‘Why? You didn’t push him over!’


‘No, but I was moaning about him not turning up.’


‘Well. you weren’t to know, were you?’


‘No.’


‘Who got in touch with you?’


‘The police. They found a note of my name and address in his pocket, with the date and time and everything.’


Libby nodded. ‘And who found him?’


‘Some gardener woman. I don’t know much about her. I think he’d hired her. He was obviously trying to tart the place up ready to sell.’


‘Not much chance of that now,’ said Libby.


‘I don’t suppose Gerry would want to buy it now, anyway,’ said Colin gloomily. ‘I expect that awful Simone will cop the lot.’


‘Not keen, huh?’


‘She’s one of the most manipulative, grasping women I’ve ever met, and quite a bit younger than him. I wasn’t surprised when they split up, nor when he said he was going to stay in Spain.’


‘Well, at least you won’t have to worry about it any more,’ said Libby. ‘Now, do you want soup? It’ll take about half an hour.’


‘No. Come on – I’ll buy you lunch at the pub.’ Colin stood up.


‘All right,’ said Libby, ‘but you must come and have a meal with us this evening. You must be fed up with eating out all the time.’


‘At least I haven’t got to go and look at him,’ said Colin, on the way to the pub. ‘They just wanted me to confirm that I’d been going to meet him.’


‘Someone must have identified him,’ said Libby. ‘After all, he could have been anybody.’


‘He had all the right documents,’ said Colin. ‘You know, driving licence, credit cards . . .’


‘What – with him while he was mowing the lawn?’ Libby looked dubious.


‘Some people carry their wallets with them everywhere, don’t they?’


‘Maybe.’


‘I don’t know, anyway. You’re right, someone must have identified him. Do you suppose Patti knows anything about it?’


‘Why should she?’ Libby was surprised.


‘You know – churches – centres of gossip.’


‘Your John Newman’s still more likely to know something. He and Emma have lived there a lot longer than Patti, and know a lot of the older residents better than she does.’ Libby pushed open the door of the pub. ‘Snug?’


Nevertheless, when Libby reached home after a substantial lunch in the pub, the first thing she did was to phone Patti.


‘Yes, we’ve heard.’ Patti sounded gloomy. ‘The shop was alive with it.’


‘Oh, yes, you were open today.’


‘Yes, every Friday and Saturday up to Christmas, now. I was over there myself for an hour. The police actually came into the shop.’ Patti sighed. ‘And naturally, once they saw the dog collar . . .’


‘You were appointed spokesperson.’


Patti sighed again.


‘Well, what did they say?’


‘Did I know him, did anyone know him, did we know what he was doing here – you know.’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘I said he was meeting Colin, and they said they’d got his address.’


‘Yes, they were on to him straightaway. Did anyone else say they knew him?’


‘Yes, a couple of them remembered him when he was a churchwarden.’ She hesitated. ‘In fact, I got the impression that they weren’t very – er, well – impressed.’


‘Oh? Did they say why?’


‘No. As I said, it was just an impression.’ Libby heard her take a deep breath. ‘Now listen, Libby. You’re not to start turning this into another mystery. He fell. It was an accident. Nothing else.’
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