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Cast of Characters



The Honeychurch Hall Estate


Kat Stanford (40) antique dealer and our heroine


Iris Stanford (70) widow and novelist aka Krystalle Storm


Earl of Grenville, Lord Rupert Honeychurch (early 50s)


Lady Lavinia (early 30s) Rupert’s second wife


The Dowager Countess, Edith Honeychurch (late 80s)


Master Harry Honeychurch, future Earl of Grenville (around 10)
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Paula Banks (50s) Trevor’s wife and owner of Paula’s Field Pantry
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Danny Pritchard (60s) the new vicar


Ruby Pritchard (mid 80s) the vicar’s widowed mother
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Doreen and Stan Mutters (60s) landlords of the Hare and Hounds


Peggy Cropper (70s) former cook at Honeychurch Hall, Shawn Cropper’s grandmother


The Police


Detective Inspector Shawn Cropper (40s) past village police officer


Detective Inspector Greg Mallory (40s) current village police officer


Detective Sergeant Clive Banks (30s) married to Janet, nephew to Trevor Banks and grandson to Olive Banks


Chief Superintendent Stella Barlow (late 40s) Mallory’s former boss


Luxton’s Auction House


Michael Luxton (70s) owner


Johnny (60s) auction house manager


Arlo (20s) porter


Honorary Mentions


David Wynne (40s) International Art and Antique investigator – Kat’s former fiancé


Piers Carew (40s) Earl of Denby and Lavinia’s brother


Guy Evans (40s) Delia’s son


Di Wilkins (late 30s) Kat’s friend










Chapter One



‘But I don’t understand.’ The young woman standing next to me at the collection counter was distraught. ‘I bought that lot. Those bears are mine.’ Her voice grew shrill. ‘I waved my paddle. You said going, going, gone, and you looked straight at me!’


‘Sorry, Ms Trotter,’ said Johnny, the veteran floor manager of Luxton’s. ‘Ms Stanford was sitting directly behind you.’


‘But that’s not fair. I know you were looking at me,’ she fumed. ‘You’ve got something wrong with your eyesight, you have.’


Johnny ignored the insult. Having started working at the auction house when he was sixteen – he was now in his sixties – Johnny was the consummate professional and nothing ever seemed to ruffle him.


The woman turned to me and glared.


‘Don’t worry, it’s easily done.’ I tried to hide my annoyance. Ms Trotter had pushed the price up for an assortment of stuffed bears of very little value that were worthless to anyone but me. A couple had damaged paws or were missing an eye – granted the stuffed French bulldog with the jaunty straw hat was cute – but that was about it.


I had rescued them all, not to sell on, but to repair those that needed repairing and give to the retired nurse in the village who then donated them to the children’s ward in the local hospital.


The saleroom was bustling with the usual chaos that follows an intense day of bidding and tempers were getting frayed. Everything was running late, thanks to someone who set off the smoke alarm. Everyone was ushered outside into the car park and promptly got drenched in a sudden downpour.


‘Now, if you wouldn’t mind stepping aside,’ said Johnny. ‘Kat? Was there something else?’


I heard the ping of an incoming text. Ms Trotter turned away to read it.


‘Yes. I’m picking up a box of military memorabilia for Olive Banks,’ I said. ‘Lot 49. It was withdrawn at the last minute.’ I pulled out my mobile and showed Johnny the email from Olive’s grandson, Detective Sergeant Clive Banks, authorising me to collect the box on his grandmother’s behalf.


Clive had called me in a panic after lunch, saying that his ninety-something widowed grandmother had just found out that his Uncle Trevor had put the items in the sale without her knowledge.


I suspected it was the usual misunderstanding that followed a death in the family. Many a time Kat’s Collectibles and Mobile Valuation Services, i.e. me, had been asked to value items that were being divvied out to relatives. Many a time I had had to act as referee to the inevitable arguments that resulted in what was fair and what was not.


Johnny nodded. ‘Pity they decided to withdraw it. We’d already got a few online bids.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ I said. ‘Apparently, Olive’s husband had been a local legend in the Second World War.’


‘Wait here and I’ll be right back.’ Johnny hurried away.


I remembered taking a peek inside the wooden crate of Home Guard equipment when I was viewing the sale a couple of days ago, but there hadn’t been anything of interest for me. I didn’t have any military memorabilia collectors and if I was ever asked to value a piece, most of the time I would recommend a specialist.


Ms Trotter materialised by my elbow. ‘Okay, I’ll give you fifty quid.’


I looked at her properly for the first time. She was in her early thirties with a small pale face. Her hair was pulled up into a crisp, tight knot on top of her head and smelled of hair-spray. Other than mascara on obvious lash extensions, she wore no make-up. What I hadn’t noticed before was that under her open burgundy puffer coat were dark-blue hospital scrubs.


I hesitated. She was a nurse! Had she wanted the bears for the same reason as me?


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘They’ve already been promised.’


Ms Trotter gave a sheepish smile. ‘I didn’t realise it was the famous Kat Stanford I was bidding against. I feel a bit of an idiot now. I’m Staci Trotter, by the way. That’s Staci with an i.’


She’d certainly changed her tune. Staci had been positively hostile towards Johnny but now she seemed quite friendly.


I found myself soften a little. ‘I’m Kat with a K.’


‘I’ve never bid in an auction before,’ Staci went on. ‘I wasn’t sure what to expect but my partner told me to get over myself and get in there with my paddle.’ She flashed a smile. It was hard not to smile back.


‘It can be intimidating. But no one bites.’ I remembered the mortification of my first auction when I’d got caught up in the adrenaline rush of bidding on a doll that in the end turned out to be a cheap copy. It had been an expensive and hard lesson.


Johnny returned with a rectangular wooden crate marked LOT 49 where a card noted RTO – return to owner – in black Sharpie was taped to the side. An old leather luggage strap with a tarnished buckle kept the lid in place. Even though there were rope handles on either end, it would be a two-man job trying to get this into my car.


‘I’ll find a porter. Ah, there’s Arlo.’ Johnny said as he scanned the packed saleroom and called over a young man in the Luxton uniform of hunter-green overalls. ‘Where’s your car, Kat?’


‘I snagged a space in the loading-only bay,’ I said. ‘I bought a green wicker garden table as well. Lot 304.’ My mother had wanted it for her Moroccan-themed patio.


‘Arlo will bring it to you, too.’ Johnny relayed the instructions and turned to the next customer.


‘I’ll take the box of bears,’ Staci said and swooped in before I could protest.


I grasped one end of the wooden crate and Arlo took the other. We led the way out to my car with Staci following.


Arlo helped me put the crate onto the back seat and went off in search of the garden table. I took the box from Staci. The bears and French bulldog were jammed in tightly along with random doll dresses and knitted garments that had been tucked into any available crack and crevice. The wooden crate took up most of the back seat but I managed to set the box of bears on the top although it wasn’t very stable.


Arlo returned with the garden table. I opened the hatch-back. Staci helped me remove the parcel shelf so we could fit the table in.


‘Thank you,’ I said to both but Staci was back on her phone feverishly texting. I slipped Arlo five pounds and he headed back to the saleroom.


‘Excuse me.’ I gestured to Staci, who was leaning against my car door.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you eighty pounds. Cash.’


I regarded her with amusement. ‘You really want those bears, don’t you?’


‘You won’t be selling them anyway.’ She sounded more confident now. ‘You only deal in rare bears and dolls.’


‘Yes. That’s true,’ I admitted. ‘But as I mentioned, these have already been promised – to another nurse, as a matter of fact.’ Gesturing to her scrubs I added, ‘Which hospital do you work in? Maybe you might have met her. Gladys Knight.’


A shadow of annoyance crossed her pale features. ‘I’m not a nurse. I’m a masseuse. I’ve got my own business.’


‘Sorry,’ I apologised. ‘It was your uniform.’


‘The bears are for my sister,’ said Staci suddenly. ‘She’s . . . she’s got cancer. She collects injured bears. It helps her not feel so alone.’


‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’ I was uncomfortable and suspicious at the same time. Of course, the bears weren’t worth eighty pounds unless I was losing my grip. I faltered. Would Gladys be that disappointed if I reneged on my promise? At the same time, I didn’t like being guilted into something, sick sister or not.


‘Why don’t you give me your contact number,’ I said. ‘I’ll find the perfect bear for your sister and once I’ve repaired it you can come and get it.’


I heard the ping of an incoming text. Staci glanced down at her phone but didn’t reply. ‘A hundred and that’s my final offer.’


A hundred! ‘Was that your sister?’


She nodded.


I gave a heavy sigh. ‘Okay. I give in.’ I opened the passenger door. ‘Just pick a bear and take it. I don’t want your money.’


I stood there waiting, holding the door open. Staci looked at something over my shoulder but when I followed her gaze, I only saw a man in motorcycle leathers standing by a Fiat 500 in a startling shade of hot pink. He was swinging a helmet with a distinctive purple zig-zag decal. The moment he saw me looking, he turned away.


‘All right, I’ll pick a bear for your sister,’ I said and was about to reach in when Staci gave a cry of pain and doubled over, clutching her stomach.


‘Good heavens!’ I exclaimed. ‘Are you okay?’


Staci waved me away, shaking her head. ‘Just a twinge. Perhaps I shouldn’t have carried the box.’ She gave another sheepish smile. ‘I’m pregnant.’


‘Why on earth didn’t you say in the first place!’ I exclaimed. ‘I would never have allowed you to lift anything!’ Even though it was hard to judge just how pregnant Staci was in her puffer coat, I knew that it was in the early days of pregnancy that mothers-to-be could miscarry. ‘Do you want to sit down? Where is your car?’


Staci pointed to the hot pink Fiat 500 that was parked on double yellow lines on the main road. ‘You should be careful,’ I said. ‘Traffic wardens are very quick to give out parking tickets around here.’


‘It’s okay,’ said Staci. ‘I’ve got a disabled badge.’


I locked my car and walked her back to hers. Sure enough, there was a Blue Badge on her dashboard. Since when did pregnancy qualify for a Blue Badge?


I noticed that the Fiat was new. It still had the thin plastic covering from the factory on the pristine cream passenger and rear seats, not exactly practical for carrying baby paraphernalia, let alone a folding massage table.


I helped her into the front seat.


‘Perhaps you shouldn’t drive for a moment,’ I suggested. ‘Would you like me to find you some water?’


I heard the ping of yet another incoming text. She glanced down. ‘No. I’m fine now, thanks. My partner is coming.’


‘Do you want me to wait with you until he comes?’


‘It’s okay,’ she said quickly. ‘You can go now. Bye.’


‘Wait a minute.’ I pulled a business card out of my coat pocket. ‘Here’s my phone number. Talk to your sister and let me know. My offer still stands.’


Staci didn’t answer. She was reading my business card. ‘You live in Little Dipperton.’


‘Honeychurch Hall,’ I said. ‘My showroom is in one of the gatehouses. You know it?’


‘Okay. Bye then.’ And, to my astonishment, Staci pulled the driver’s door shut with such speed that it nearly caught my fingers. She was back on her phone again.


Exasperated, I left her to it and returned to my car.


As I exited the car park, stopping to ease into the passing traffic, Staci’s Fiat was still parked on the double yellow lines. She was talking to the man I’d noticed earlier in motorcycle leathers through the passenger side window. He had his back to me so I couldn’t see his face. It looked like they were having a heated conversation, judging by the way he was waving his helmet around.


Not your problem, Kat, I reminded myself. Relationships could be so tricky and, as the old saying goes, no one knows what really goes on behind closed doors.


I thought of my own relationship.


What was I going to do about Shawn?










Chapter Two



Things had not been the same between us since Christmas when he’d insisted on a temporary break. I was certain that the problem between us was my mother’s determination to keep her Krystalle Storm pseudonym a secret.


Mum had been writing her steamy romance novels for years but only two people – me and, unfortunately, Shawn – knew that the Honeychurch historian in the village was an international superstar.


My mother had not paid any income taxes on her royalties since time began and Shawn didn’t seem to grasp the severity of what would happen if she was found out. Mum’s weak defence had always been that she ‘didn’t think her books would ever sell’ and if that had been true in the early days, it certainly wasn’t now. There was no doubt that she would go to prison and it wouldn’t just be her. Mum’s stepbrother Alfred – who had been the guest of Her Majesty many times over and was the dowager countess Edith Honeychurch’s stable manager – would be in trouble too. It was Alfred who took the risk of sneaking into the Channel Islands to withdraw large sums of cash from Mum’s bank account and smuggling it back into the UK.


As I had told Shawn on many occasions, hers was not my secret to tell.


To be honest, I was growing weary of Shawn’s attitude in our relationship. He repeatedly told me he loved me and yet his actions certainly didn’t feel like he did. We didn’t see each other as much any more because his promotion meant that he worked longer hours, not helped by the fact that he was based in Exeter, thirty miles away.


And then there were the twins. I adored them and loved being part of the boys’ lives but over the last couple of months, I’d hardly seen them. They would be either staying with their grandmother or having a sleepover with their friends. I knew that the boys must be a constant reminder of Helen. I didn’t want to replace her but, at the same time, I always felt in her shadow. How can anyone compete with a dead woman?


Also, when Shawn and I had been intimate, it was as if something had shifted between us. The spark had gone but then, didn’t the spark go in most relationships and in its place, something deeper developed? Only in our case, it hadn’t.


I thought back to my decade with David Wynne. The spark hadn’t gone there, had it? I had forgotten. Now I only looked back through rose-tinted spectacles on that heady glamorous life when I was a well-known TV host of the antique roadshow Fakes and Treasures, and David was a legend in the international art investigation world. Our only problem had been the constant grief we got from his estranged wife, tabloid journalist, Trudi. Ironically, the pair divorced after David and I split up.


I couldn’t even confide in Di, who had to be my closest friend, because then I would have to betray my mother’s secret. I had hinted that things were different between Shawn and me, but Di put it down to the presence of Shawn’s replacement, Detective Inspector Greg Mallory.


I’d been irritated by that implication, but she had just laughed and said the fact I was defensive was enough to prove that she’d hit a nerve. It had nothing to do with Mallory! I’d be blind if I said he wasn’t attractive in a Desperate Dan/Don Draper kind of way with his ‘lantern jaw’ as Mum liked to call it.


I knew that there had been someone important in Mallory’s life at one time, which was why he had asked for a transfer from the bright lights of Plymouth to the rural South Hams. He never spoke about that to me but then, why would he? We didn’t have that sort of relationship. Ours wasn’t even a friendship. But even as that thought popped into my head, what happened on New Year’s Eve hit me afresh.


It had been in the Hare and Hounds. Shawn had asked for the temporary break and wasn’t there. I was feeling depressed. I was talking to Mallory by the archway that led to the snug, and Di appeared holding a sprig of mistletoe. She dangled it between us and when I pointed out that the mistletoe rule only applied in December, Mallory reminded me that the clock wouldn’t ring in the new year for seven more minutes and, according to ancient tradition, it was bad luck to refuse a man a kiss.


I’d expected a chaste peck but as our lips touched, we both felt the chemistry and sprang apart. I dashed to the loo and missed the countdown, even missed singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’, and when I finally came out, Mallory had gone.


The incident had unsettled me but when I bumped into Mallory again a few days later, neither of us talked about it. It was as if that kiss had never happened. The problem was that it had, and the more distant Shawn became, the more Mallory frequented my dreams.


And then, one night after sharing a bottle of wine with Di, I did something really stupid. I wrote to the ‘Dear Amanda’ agony column in the weekly newspaper, the Dipperton Deal, and for the past few weeks I’d been terrified that the mysterious Amanda would select my cry for help and, if she did, my mother would guess the author was me.


Dissecting the ‘Dear Amanda’ problem page was our Saturday guilty pleasure. Identifying the anonymous letter writer was always such fun. And, of course, trying to guess Amanda’s identity was an ongoing challenge. Apparently, the agony column had been running since the 1980s, so as the older residents of Little Dipperton died out, the pool of possible suspects was becoming smaller.


I pushed ‘Dear Amanda’ to the back of my mind as the signpost to Little Dipperton drew closer and I needed to concentrate on the traffic, which seemed busier than usual. I slowed down to make the right-hand turn off the main road but had to hit the brakes when a motorbike suddenly cut in front to make the same turn. I fishtailed on the wet road, hearing a clunk as the box of bears tumbled from the back seat and into the footwell. My tote bag flew off the front passenger seat and all the contents fell out onto the floor. I hit the horn in frustration and the disappearing rider flipped the bird. Rude as well as dangerous!


A steady stream of traffic kept me stationary for a few minutes and when it started to rain again, I had the uncharitable thought that I hoped the rude rider would come to grief. The narrow lane to Little Dipperton was full of hazards and not one to be taken at speed. Due to the steepness of the terrain, the hairpin twists and the gloomy darkness of the overarching trees, that stretch of road was a well-known accident blackspot.


I made the turn. Rain hammered hard on my windshield forcing me to switch the windscreen wipers to double speed. Visibility was almost non-existent and then just as quickly as it had begun, the rain stopped and gave way to a watery grey sky.


I descended another steep hill where the burned-out shell of Bridge Cottage sat at the bottom in the dell next to a raging torrent of water – a trickling stream in the summer but in the winter, more like force-ten rapids. The derelict house and surrounding forecourt bounded by a low stone wall used to be a hot spot for fly-tippers but the installation of a CCTV camera had been remarkably successful. Hefty fines and a few arrests with shaming on social media seemed to have done the trick.


And that’s when I saw the motorbike. It was lying on its side in the middle of the road across from the entrance. I guessed at once it was the same rider – no one else had overtaken me. I had wished this on him and felt a pang of guilt.


I stopped my car and got out but couldn’t see him anywhere.


‘Hello?’ I shouted. ‘Hello? Is everything okay?’


There was no answering reply. In fact, it was eerily quiet.


Gingerly, I stepped closer to the motorbike. It was a Kawasaki and, by the looks of things, well-cared for so why hadn’t he left it on the kickstand? I saw the keys. They were still in the ignition. Something didn’t feel right.


Perplexed, I stood there staring at the charred skeleton of the old cottage. I scanned the empty forecourt and the bank of trees beyond. If he’d answered the proverbial call of nature, surely he wouldn’t have left his motorbike in the middle of the road?


I scanned the area again, looking for skid marks but there were none.


I heard a car shifting gears and a Skoda Scala in a jarring shade of race blue came into view. At the wheel was a man in his seventies. He pulled up alongside and opened his window. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I’m not sure.’ I gestured to the abandoned motorbike. ‘I can’t find the rider. I don’t know if he fell off or . . .’ I shrugged.


The man got out. He was dressed in an olive-green tweed shooting jacket and tan Birkenstock boots. With a shock of silver white hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, he oozed sophistication. I saw the rental sticker on his car and guessed he was a tourist. The South Hams was deemed an AONB – an area of outstanding natural beauty – and attracted tourists from all over the world year-round.


‘We should at least move it off the road. Agreed?’ He raised an eyebrow. His voice was polished and crisp.


‘Agreed,’ I said.


The man righted the Kawasaki and wheeled it through the entrance and behind the low wall. He set it on the kickstand before removing the keys from the ignition. ‘Well, he can’t have gone far,’ he said, surveying the area. ‘And if I’m not mistaken, that’s a latch key.’


I felt a shiver of apprehension sweep over me like it always did at Bridge Cottage. ‘Perhaps he ran out of petrol and decided to walk to the village?’ Although I thought that highly unlikely.


‘Possibly. But why would he leave his keys?’ The man thought for a moment. ‘How far is Little Dipperton from here?’


‘A couple of miles,’ I said. ‘I’m going that way. I’ll take the keys to the community shop. I don’t think we should leave them here, do you?’


The man turned to the cottage. ‘Did you look inside the house?’


‘No, but I don’t think he’s there,’ I said. ‘I called out several times. I think he must have gone to the village on foot.’


‘It looks like there was a fire,’ he said.


I nodded. I wasn’t going to go into details. I’d only recently managed to pass it without the horror of that night triggering a nightmare. Mum and I had been locked in the cellar. The house had been set on fire and we’d only just managed to escape with our lives.


‘Is it part of the Honeychurch Hall estate?’ he asked.


The question surprised me. ‘You know the area?’


‘Theoretically, yes.’ He smiled and withdrew a pale green business card from his pocket and passed it to me. I detected the delicate scent of Extract of Limes. I recognised it straight away because David used to wear it. It was expensive.


‘Peter Becker,’ he said. ‘I’m with the Chapel Restoration Trust of Great Britain.’


‘Oh!’ I was impressed and introduced myself.


‘Not the Kat Stanford from Fakes and Treasures?’ Now Peter sounded impressed. ‘One of my favourite shows.’


‘Thank you. Although I’ve officially retired from that.’ I smiled. ‘I am assuming you’ve come to see the church clock.’ Our new vicar, the Reverend just-call-me-Danny Pritchard, had only moved to the area three weeks ago and had already launched an appeal to repair the church clock that had stopped in 1944 and never worked again.


Peter nodded. ‘I’ll be staying in the village for a few days.’


‘At the Hare and Hounds?’ I said. ‘The food is really good there.’ I immediately relaxed. The man was a stranger but knowing he was connected to the church and our new vicar allayed my initial misgivings.


‘I hope so.’ Peter grinned. I looked into kind eyes. ‘The Church of England is conducting a census on places of worship, specifically chapels that have fallen into disuse or been turned into residential dwellings. I believe there is such a chapel in the grounds at Honeychurch Hall.’


‘What’s left of one,’ I said. ‘The bell tower is still standing but not much else.’


‘Yes, that’s what I heard, but no matter,’ he said. ‘I’d very much like to see it. I assume there is a graveyard?’


‘I honestly don’t know about that. I’ve never seen it,’ I said and went on to tell him that the chapel was in dense woodland near the north-western boundary of the vast estate. ‘I don’t even think there is a proper road to it. You should talk to my mother. The sixteenth Earl of Grenville, that’s Lord Rupert Honeychurch, has appointed her as the family historian. She knows everything about the house and grounds; the families above and below stairs.’


‘Thank you,’ said Peter. ‘Perhaps you can give me her phone number? Do you have a business card?’


I dived into my pocket but came up empty-handed. I’d given my last card to Staci Trotter. ‘There’s one in my car.’


Peter followed me back to my Golf. When I opened the passenger side, I saw the contents of my tote bag were scattered in the footwell.


‘I had to hit the brakes,’ I explained. ‘In fact, I had to brake because of him!’ I pointed to the motorbike. ‘He cut in front of me at the junction.’


‘It sounds like he was in a hurry.’ Peter frowned. ‘Unless the motorbike was stolen and he changed his mind and abandoned it. That’s a very expensive bike.’


‘It does sound more likely,’ I agreed.


I grabbed a pen, retrieved one of my business cards from the central console and scribbled my mother’s phone number on the back. ‘Her name is Iris Stanford.’


‘I suggest we leave a note on the windshield to tell the motorcyclist where the keys will be,’ said Peter. ‘In case he comes back and we are wrong and it isn’t stolen.’


I ripped a page out of a notepad I always kept in my car and jotted down the information.


‘I’ll stick it on his windshield or perhaps put it in the pannier,’ said Peter. ‘You go on with the keys. Perhaps we should take down the number plate and report it to the police.’


‘I can do that.’ I turned to my notepad and jotted it down.


Peter said he’d be in the village for a few days and that perhaps we’d see each other in the pub – or, in church. I drove away, leaving Peter striding towards Bridge Cottage.


As I drove to Little Dipperton, I didn’t see anyone on foot or otherwise and soon I forgot all about him. Now it was time to do my good deed for the day: Deliver Lot 49 to Olive Banks.










Chapter Three



Little Dipperton was a typical chocolate-box Devonshire village consisting of whitewashed, thatched and slate-roofed cottages with a handful of shops and a seventeenth-century pub. There was just one narrow road that snaked around the village green past the Norman church of St Mary’s which, if the new vicar had anything to do with it, would soon have the old clock working again.


The cottages painted in a distinctive blue trim belonged to the Honeychurch estate and were tenant-occupied. They had no front gardens and there was no pavement. The low front doors opened directly onto the road, with cottage gardens stretching in feudal rows at the rear that overlooked open countryside.


The cottages formed a crescent around a graveyard that was encompassed by a low stone wall. Ancient yew trees and hedges flourished among the dozens of gravestones that commemorated the names of the families who had been born, died and still lived in a village that was mentioned in the Domesday Book.


It wasn’t just the Honeychurch clan who had a huge family plot; the five main families of Stark, Pugsley, Banks, Cropper and Jones – families who had worked on the Honeychurch Hall estate for decades – had their own plots there, too.


I thought of George Banks’s lavish funeral only a week ago. The church had been packed to honour this heroic man of ninety-six who had lived through so much but had died so tragically having fallen asleep in the bath.


The new vicar might be modern in his casual use of insisting everyone call him by his Christian name, but put him in the pulpit and it was like stepping back into the dark ages.


Danny had given a rousing eulogy on the bravery of the war generation who were stoic to the last, and then went on to reprimand the lack of morals in today’s younger generations – specifically condemning sex out of wedlock – and ending in a stern reminder of the Ten Commandments and the importance of the sanctity of marriage, which made a few people uncomfortable and didn’t seem exactly appropriate for a funeral.


I turned into Church Lane, a tiny offshoot from the main street that hugged the eastern boundary of the graveyard and dead-ended in what was optimistically known as the church car park. It was just a patch of hardened mud with room for no more than four cars. Behind a thick laurel hedge stood the vicarage that hadn’t been lived in for twenty years and was being redecorated at enormous expense – if village gossip was to be believed.


I parked behind a yellow Peugeot 109 and an immaculate vintage Harley-Davidson, complete with a sidecar. They were painted in pillar-box red and had a personalised number plate – PRZ HM. I’d heard a rumour that Danny rode a motorbike but hadn’t believed it.


I retraced my steps to a pair of semi-detached stone cottages – Blackberry Cottage, painted in estate blue trim, and Vergers Cottage that belonged to the church for obvious reasons. Clive had mentioned that since his grandfather had died, Olive had moved temporarily into Vergers Cottage with his Aunt Paula and Uncle Trevor – the culprit who had put the Home Guard paraphernalia into Luxton’s when he shouldn’t have done.


Trevor had been tending the graveyard ever since the former postmistress Muriel Jarvis’s husband Fred (‘whose ancestors had mown the cemetery since the Gunpowder Plot’) had died the year before. Apparently Paula was a Jarvis and so, by default, Trevor was able to continue the tradition.


The first thing I heard was the buzz of a lawnmower coming from the graveyard and a tall, rangy figure came into view.


I had to look twice. It wasn’t Trevor. It was our new vicar who, despite the weather and his age – he had to be in his mid-sixties – was stripped to the waist with his grey hair tied back in a man bun. I watched him for a couple of moments deftly navigating the dozens of gravestones and avoiding clumps of wild daffodils, and wondered how long it would be before my mother volunteered to do the church flowers.


I wasn’t the only one watching him either.


Retired nurse Gladys Knight emerged from Blackberry Cottage in a raincoat and bright red lipstick. She was clutching a Thermos and carried a small towel. She slipped through a narrow gap in the wall, calling out Danny’s name. A futile exercise given the sound of the mower, but Gladys didn’t seem to care.


I attempted to pick up Lot 49 by myself but it was just too long and too heavy. I would have to recruit call-me-Danny or, hopefully, Trevor would be home to help.


I rang the bell of Vergers Cottage but there was no reply.


‘She won’t answer.’ Gladys suddenly appeared and stood so close to me I had to take a step back. She regarded me with small beady eyes and a sense of self-righteous determination.


Gladys elbowed me aside and rang the bell long and hard. ‘Come along, Ruby. We know you’re in there.’


‘Ruby?’ I was confused. The only Ruby I had heard of was the vicar’s mother. ‘Doesn’t Olive Banks live here?’ Clive had given me this address only this morning. What could have possibly changed?


But Gladys was on a mission to get an answer. ‘Ruby!’ She walked to the front window and peered through the glass, rapping on it smartly. ‘Stop this nonsense! I can see you! Don’t be silly. Answer the door!’ She knocked on the window even harder. ‘Ruby! Ruby! You are a very naughty girl!’


Gladys returned to my side. Our arms touched. I took a step back again. I had a flash of Gladys in uniform, manning the wards and all the nurses being terrified of her.


Gladys crouched down and opened the letterbox. ‘Ruby!’ she said again. ‘Five thirty sharp tonight. I’m driving. Don’t be late.’


She turned to me with a look of exasperation but I swiftly said, ‘I don’t need to see Ruby. I’m looking for Olive—’


‘Oh, they moved out this morning,’ Gladys declared. ‘Vergers Cottage belongs to the church.’


‘Do you know where they—’


‘Danny and Ruby have moved in while the new kitchen and bathroom are installed at the vicarage,’ Gladys rushed on. ‘You should have seen it! Wallpaper peeling off the walls, damp, burst pipes. It was a mess but of course, the vicarage hasn’t been lived in for donkey’s years and when the old vicar was there, he lived in virtual squalor.’


For someone relatively new to the village, Gladys seemed to be well informed. She cocked her head. ‘Weren’t you bringing me some bears for the children’s ward?’


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘They’re in my car. I just need to sort—’


‘Bring them tomorrow after church,’ Gladys interrupted. She laid a hand on my arm and moved in even closer, so close that I could smell coffee on her breath. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must check Danny’s pulse.’


And with that, she turned away and slipped back into the graveyard. I felt exhausted. No wonder Ruby had refused to open the door.


But suddenly, Ruby did.


A tiny woman who only came up to my shoulders looked out through red-framed glasses. ‘Has she gone?’


‘Yes.’ I smiled. ‘We haven’t met. I’m Kat Stanford.’


The vicar’s mother was a frail little thing, almost birdlike. She wore her grey hair in a chin-length bob with a low side parting that caused a lock to fall over half of her face. But when Ruby looked up, I could see why. Her left cheek was badly scarred.


Ruby caught me staring and hastily pulled her hair forward.


‘I’m looking for Olive Banks?’ I said.


‘Oh! Goodbye.’ And Ruby slammed the door!


Gladys was back again, which explained Ruby’s abrupt reaction.


‘Olive and Paula have moved into number two on the Honeychurch Hall estate,’ Gladys said. ‘I just asked Danny. He’s looking a little pink. I told him he must watch his heart. We don’t want another casualty in the village.’


I didn’t have a chance to ask what casualty she was referring to but I needn’t have worried. Gladys soon filled me in.


‘Dickie Banks!’ Gladys said and stepped closer to me again! ‘Older brother to Trevor. Didn’t you know he’s in hospital? All the Bankses have a weak heart. Hereditary. And – oh no!’ Gladys caught sight of Danny, his head coming into view as he was putting his all into navigating a steep bank.


Muttering ‘blood pressure’ she darted back to her patient.


Ruby didn’t come to the door again.


I left my car where it was and cut through the graveyard to the community shop to pick up Mum’s fan mail and grab a copy of the Dipperton Deal.


Like many post offices and village shops that were forced to close throughout the UK, some had turned into profitable community-run enterprises and Little Dipperton was one.


Twenty-something Bethany Jarvis and her partner Simon Payne had done a great job of keeping the spirit of the traditional shop alive, hanging onto the old-fashioned cash register and brass bell, and keeping the rows of large glass jars filled with sweets along the back wall – more for nostalgic reasons than anything else. The contents never seemed to drop, and I dreaded to think what creatures lived within the wrappings.


Volunteers from the village gave up an hour or two of their time to help at the counter or stock the shelves. In return the shop carried a vast array of homemade wares from honey to jewellery and knitted scarves. Bethany was proud to support local vendors and sold Sharpham wine from the local vineyard, my mother’s homemade Honeychurch Gin and, more recently, artisan fare from Paula’s Field Pantry.


I entered the gloom of the little shop-cum-post office and the first thing I noticed was that all the Krystalle Storm titles – Bethany was a huge fan – had been removed from the spinners by the door, leaving just the usual current bestsellers.


‘I know,’ came a familiar voice. I turned to see Bethany, a dead-ringer for the 1980s pop icon Debbie Harry with heavily kohled eyes and a mass of messy blond hair. ‘Can you believe it! Krystalle Storm has been banished until after Lent.’


I was shocked. ‘That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? And Lent doesn’t begin for another week!’


‘Gladys took them away,’ Bethany went on. ‘She claimed that the vicar felt it gave the wrong message at this time of year and wanted to focus on the Bible.’ She scowled. ‘He’s making himself very unpopular. Did you know that he not only fired Trevor, but he and Paula have been evicted from Vergers Cottage. They’re homeless!’


‘Evicted? That wasn’t what I heard,’ I said. ‘Haven’t they moved into one of the cottages on the estate?’


Bethany shrugged. ‘Paula and Olive have, but Trevor’s gone AWOL.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘But he’ll have to show up for the plaque-laying ceremony tomorrow,’ Bethany went on. ‘You’re coming, aren’t you?’


I hadn’t planned on it but it looked like I was now.


‘The vicar fired Trevor, you know,’ Bethany ran on. ‘And do you know why?’


‘Wasn’t it because the vicarage was being redecorated?’ I said gingerly.


‘Oh well, yes, that’s true but,’ she scanned the shop and lowered her voice, ‘it’s because Trevor is having an affair and the vicar says marriage vows are until death do us part and he needs to stick it out. As it is, call-me-Danny gave me a lecture on living in sin with Simon.’


I knew nothing of Trevor’s adultery, but I did know of Bethany’s views on marriage, namely that she didn’t believe in it. ‘It’s Paula I feel sorry for,’ Bethany went on. ‘Not only has her husband cleared off, her mother-in-law has moved in – although Olive’s bark is worse than her bite.’


‘Olive being . . . ?’ I frowned. ‘Oh, you mean Olive Banks, Trevor’s mother. Clive’s grandmother. Sorry. Just trying to keep up here.’


‘That’s right,’ said Bethany. ‘After poor George died in the bath – with the taps still running I may add – there was so much water that it brought the ceiling down. Ivy Cottage was an estate cottage. Olive and George had lived there for seventy years. Apparently it was in a disgusting condition. The earl should have been doing regular maintenance but you know what that lot are like.’


I also knew that Bethany was anti-establishment and did not hold the ancient Honeychurch family in high esteem unlike ninety-nine per cent of the village. ‘At least Olive has somewhere to live now.’


‘Yeah, but it’s not her own home, is it?’ said Bethany. ‘And Paula and Trevor must work at the Hall. A quid pro quo arrangement.’


‘Would Olive not be better off in a nursing home?’ I said then wished I hadn’t.


‘Are you kidding? Olive! In a home?’ Bethany shot back. ‘She’s still as sharp as a tack. She’s a little slow but she’s still able to use her walker and navigate the stairs. She didn’t want to live with anyone but,’ Bethany shrugged, ‘beggars can’t be choosers.’


I thought of the middle cottage in the terrace of three that was next to the walled garden. It was charming but a bit cramped for three adults – presuming that Trevor returned home – and, from memory, the staircase was narrow and steep. It seemed highly impractical but I wasn’t about to add fuel to the fire.


‘Sorry to bang on,’ Bethany said. ‘You’ve got some post. I’ll go and get it.’ She disappeared behind the post office counter and through the door to the sorting room.


I headed for the newspaper and magazine shelf. There were no copies of the Dipperton Deal, which was annoying. Above the shelf was a notice board that encapsulated village life. Among the usual calls for a babysitter or gardener were three typewritten notices on yellow paper bearing the St Mary’s Church letterhead: Verger Wanted. Free Cottage (Bethany was right about Trevor no longer having that job); Monday Movie Night and Raffle at the Hare and Hounds – proceeds to restoration of the church clock – only the letter ‘l’ in clock had been handwritten in black ink; and the third, The Vicar is In: Tuesday–Thursday afternoons between 1 and 3 p.m. in the vestry. Appointment necessary.


‘Yep, that’s right.’ Bethany appeared and pointed to the notice board. ‘The vicar is free to listen to all your problems and I can tell you, it’s a very popular service – especially with those ladies of a certain age.’


She handed me a small cylindrical-shaped parcel and a large brown envelope addressed to me which contained my mother’s fan mail from the publisher.


‘Thanks. Oh, I almost forgot.’ I put the post in my tote bag and retrieved the key fob for the Kawasaki motorbike. I told her what had happened at Bridge Cottage.


‘He’ll have to bring ID and proof that the motorbike is his,’ said Bethany. ‘But if you ask me, it sounds as if it’s been stolen. I would report it if I were you. I’ll put these keys in the safe.’


‘Good idea.’ I said. ‘You don’t have any copies of the Dipperton Deal left, do you?’


‘Sold out,’ she said. ‘The paper did a four-page special on George in honour of the plaque-laying ceremony tomorrow. It’s going to be quite a big deal, you know. They’ve even got “Devon Live” covering it. Oh,’ she lowered her voice again, ‘don’t look now but here comes call-me-Danny.’


The vicar prowled into the shop, closely followed by Gladys still holding the Thermos and towel. He reminded me of a panther. Sleek and predatory. There was no denying it, Danny was a very good-looking man.


‘Bethany, good afternoon,’ he smiled. ‘You should wear that colour more often. Teal matches your eyes.’


To my surprise, Bethany blushed and managed a quiet thank you.


Danny turned his attention to me. ‘And you’re Iris’s daughter, Kat. I saw you at last Sunday’s funeral, but we didn’t have a chance to talk.’ The vicar took my hands in his and clasped them tightly. I was relieved to find that they were cool and dry despite his physical exertions in the graveyard.


‘Iris is such a special woman,’ Danny enthused. ‘Such an asset to the church. It’s very kind of her to offer to help with the church circular.’


My mother? Helping with the church circular? This was news to me but no surprise.


‘How are the raffle tickets selling, Bethany?’ Danny pointed to another colourful poster with an angel wing and halo print border that had been stuck close to the cash register. Although this announcement was also on the St Mary’s Church letterhead, it was handwritten in spidery black felt pen. ‘Restore Our Clock Village Fete and Raffle! Proceeds go directly to the Church Clock restoration fund. Prizes: a weekend in the Shepherd’s Hut (kindly donated by Lady Edith Honeychurch), a free valuation of an antique of your choice (kindly donated by Kat Stanford), a week of Bible study with Danny (pick your favourite apostle), a bottle of Honeychurch Gin (kindly donated by Iris Stanford) and a hamper featuring delicious baked goods (kindly donated by Paula’s Field Pantry).’
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