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In memory of my godmother, Bet (Beatrice Helen Jellinek), to whom I owe many happy holidays in Cornwall—and so much more.


Also, many thanks for all their help and support, above and beyond the call of duty, to my “full-service” agent, Alice Volpe, Northwest Literary Agency, Inc., and to Alan and Slick.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Port Mabyn is a fictional village in a fictional world lurking somewhere in the 1960s and ’70s, between my childhood memories of Cornwall and the present reality. No computers, no cell phones, no GPS, no nose or navel rings; female police detectives were an anomaly; the Beatles were top of the charts, not golden oldies; instead of the Mediterranean or Caribbean for their summer holidays, the English still flocked to the Cornish Riviera, leaving it to the locals in the off-season.


Though in many cases I have used the irresistible names of real places, the reader should not expect necessarily to find them where I’ve put them. The topography resembles the North Coast of Cornwall in general, but not in particulars. The Constabulary of the Royal Duchy of Cornwall (CaRaDoC) has no existence outside my imagination. For information about the real Cornwall, I refer the reader to countless works of non-fiction, or, better still, I suggest a visit.


Pronunciation note: The town of Launceston is pronounced Lanston or even Lanson. Rough Tor rhymes with doubter.
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ONE


“We put in several frogs, Mrs Trewynn,” said Miss Annabel Willis anxiously. “You did say they were well received?”


“Very well indeed, Miss Annabel. They sold in no time. My thanks to both of you for your hard work and generosity.” Eleanor lifted the big cardboard box, whose faint, sweet fragrance bore out the logo on its sides: Co-op Tea. It was more awkward than heavy.


“It’s a pleasure to do what little we can to help,” the elder Miss Willis assured her from her wheelchair, her knitting needles clicking away tirelessly, producing yet another green and yellow frog. “Annabel, stop fussing and give Mrs Trewynn a hand.”


“Yes, of course, Dorothy.” Miss Annabel dithered.


“Perhaps you could open the car door for me,” Eleanor suggested.


“Certainly.” Beaming, Miss Annabel buttoned her cardigan over her flower-print dress and trotted ahead out of the tiny cottage. She was over eighty if she was a day. Eleanor only hoped she herself would be half as spry at the same age, a couple of decades hence.


The aged lady opened the door of the aged pea-green Morris Minor (age being a relative term). Teazle seized the chance to hop out and stretch her short legs.


“Oh, the dear doggie! We always had West Highlands when I was a child,” said Miss Annabel wistfully. “Dorothy says we haven’t room for a dog. She’s right, I’m afraid. She won’t hear of my wearing trousers, either. They look so comfortable and practical, but in our time, ladies simply didn’t.” She eyed Eleanor’s royal-blue tracksuit and white trainers with envy.


“Nor in my time. Not even in the ’fifties. The ’sixties seem to be altering so many of our ideas.” Depositing the box on the passenger seat, Eleanor closed the door. “Thank you for the cup of tea, Miss Annabel. It was just what I needed. Come on, Teazle, we must be on our way.”


With a shove from behind, Teazle scrambled up on top of a bag of old clothes on the back seat. Eleanor waved a final goodbye and drove back past the other half-dozen cottages of the hamlet. The lane, scarcely wider than the car, wandered through greening valley-bottom woods for a quarter mile and ended at a T-junction with another lane not much wider. Eleanor turned left, up a steep, twisting hill between high banks starred with pale clumps of primroses, the bright gold of celandines, and patches of purple violets.


The slope levelled off for a short stretch. On one side was a grass verge, with a car parked on it with two wheels in the lane. A gate in the bank led to a summer cottage, a tiny farm-labourer’s dwelling expanded and modernised to provide a country get-away for Londoners. Most of the summer cottages and bungalows with TO LET signs she had passed were still closed up, but the Hendersons appeared to have come down early. They were pleasant people with two teenagers.


She pulled over in front of their car, blocking half the lane, but she wouldn’t be more than a moment and she’d hear anyone honking to get by.


Mrs Henderson was delighted to see her. The children were doing foreign exchanges over the Easter hols and she and her husband were going to Italy. They were lending the cottage to friends, so she had come down to prepare the place. She hadn’t realised—one never did, did one?—how much clutter had accumulated over the years, much of it perfectly good but unnecessary. If Mrs Trewynn could just take this box of kitchen stuff—nobody needed two egg-beaters and three potato peelers, let alone five cake pans when one never baked on holiday!


The box was somehow squeezed into the boot on top of two boxes of books.


“And I’ll bring more in to the shop when I’ve sorted it all out,” Mrs Henderson promised.


Groaning a bit, Eleanor’s little Morris tackled the hill again.


“Yes, we’ll go for a walk when we reach the top,” she said in response to an interrogative bark. Teazle raised her black nose from her little white paws and sat up. “If we reach the top,” Eleanor amended, leaning forward over the steering wheel to aid the ascent.


One last, steep upward bend and the Morris bounded forward, demanding a change into third gear. The lane straightened, the banks gave way to drystone walls. A moment later Eleanor pulled across the road and parked in a lay-by beside a stile marked by a green PUBLIC FOOTPATH sign.


“Come on.” She opened the door.


Teazle scrambled over the handbrake, paused a moment to nose interestedly at the tea box on the passenger seat, then launched herself across Eleanor’s lap and out. Before following the terrier, Eleanor remembered to take the keys from the ignition.


Dear Megan was so insistent about the need to lock one’s car, wherever one left it, even if it contained nothing of value. Megan said crooks often stole cars just to use to commit other crimes, and being a policewoman, she must know. Though why should anyone choose a car that had barely scraped through the MOT test a month ago? Eleanor had had to pay for several repairs before the examiner would give her that indispensable certificate of safety.


As she closed the door and inserted the key in the stiff lock, she heard a vehicle drawing near. Quickly she turned to look for the dog.


“Teazle?” From the other side of the stile, two bright brown eyes peered at her through a tangled white fringe. “Stay!”


The car that approached was one of the few that she recognised, black and white with a blue light on the roof and POLICE blazoned across the door. Panda cars people called them these days. She waved a greeting to the driver.


Constable Leacock slowed down. “Everything all right, Mrs Trewynn?”


“Oh yes, thank you, Bob, we’re just going for a walk on the cliffs.”


“Beautiful day for it.” He waved and drove on down the hill.


A nice boy, she thought as she went to join Teazle. She was climbing the stile when she heard another car engine, groaning up the hill. Probably someone from one of the farms. The beginning of April was early for tourists or ramblers, especially with Easter late this year, and few others used this lane from nowhere to nowhere.


She glanced back. The grey car that came into sight was not familiar, but then, she never noticed people’s cars. Sunlight gleaming off the windscreen concealed those within, but it might be an acquaintance who would be hurt if she failed to acknowledge them. She waved.


“Wuff!” said Teazle in a come-on-let’s-get-going tone. Eleanor stepped down from the stile and they set off across the field. Sheep raised their heads to watch suspiciously. Teazle stuck close to her mistress’s heels.


Behind them, the sound of the car’s engine suddenly died. Eleanor hoped that did not portend someone following her along the path. She wanted to practise her Aikido, and spectators always distracted her. Strangers tended to be alarmed when they saw a small woman with snow-white curls twisting and twirling and making strange gestures.


Peter had insisted that she learn to defend herself if she chose to accompany him to the more perilous parts of the earth. Aikido, a then recent development of the martial arts, appealed to both of them with its philosophy of deflecting aggression without harming the aggressor. Now she was safe home in England, she’d never need to use it, but the exercise improved her health and the mental discipline brought tranquility.


Nothing could be more tranquil than the present scene. In the quiet, a meadowlark trilled, invisible in the pale blue vault overhead.


Then a car door slammed. A few moments later, the engine started up again and Eleanor breathed a sigh of relief.


On the far side of the field, she climbed another stile while Teazle wriggled underneath. Here they joined the footpath that led around the entire coast of Cornwall and Devon. A grey-green heather-covered slope rose to the cliff’s edge, with nothing but sky and wheeling herring gulls visible beyond from Eleanor’s viewpoint. A thicket of yellow gorse in full bloom sent forth its sweet, coconutty fragrance.


Teazle dashed ahead, making brief forays into the heather. They came to a level area carpeted with wiry grass, dotted with clumps of pink thrift and patches of wild thyme. A rough, lichened bench overlooked the sea, the slow green rollers shattering in bursts of spray on rocks three hundred feet below.


Eleanor sat down for a minute to collect her thoughts in preparation for the necessary concentrated effort of body, mind, and spirit. She breathed deeply of the scented air. Teazle gave her a sceptical, resigned look and went off about her own business—chiefly rabbits up here. Dismissing irrelevant concerns, acutely aware of her surroundings and of her precise position in the centre of things, Eleanor rose to begin her practice.


When she and the dog returned to the Morris, an hour later, the sun was low in the west and the first scattered drops of an April shower were falling. She felt in her pocket for the car keys.


“Don’t say they fell out while I was . . . Oh, there they are.”


In the car door. And she had left the passenger-side window wide open. What Megan would say if she ever found out! How fortunate that Teazle told no tales.


She gave the little dog a boost onto the high-piled backseat and they headed for home.


The shower was ending and sunset blazed through the clouds when they reached the hill down into Port Mabyn. At the top, before the slope steepened, a rash of pastel holiday bungalows spread across what had been meadows. There was a mini-supermarket, closed now, and a gravelled public car park. From here there was a good view over the old part of town: Grey stone and whitewashed cottages, slate-roofed, clustered about the stream and up the steep slopes on either side. Most were accessible only via a labyrinth of footpaths and steps. A narrow stone bridge crossed the stream just before it widened into a crooked inlet of the sea, between rocky, precipitous headlands. Within the sheltering arm of a stone-built jetty, three fishing boats at anchor bobbed on the dark water.


Eleanor drove on down, past the post office–newsagent–sweet shop, past the Trelawney Arms, Bob Leacock’s police station, B&Bs, antique and curio shops, Chin’s Chinese and the fish-and-chip shop next door. Daffodils and hyacinths flourished in window-boxes and tubs, obstructing the narrow pavement. A few people were about, but hers was the only car.


Halfway down was the Mabyn Bakery (Cornish Cream Teas and Hot Pasties). The smell of baking pasties wafted through the open car window and made her nostrils quiver like Teazle’s. Could her waistline and her wallet afford one of the savoury steak-, potato- and onion-filled pasties for supper, she wondered. Probably not. She had a packet of chicken noodle soup in the cupboard.


She drove across to the wrong side of the street and stopped before a shop window. Above, large gilt letters announced LON [image: image] STAR; and below, smaller, in black script: The London Save the Starving Council.


She had pulled the Morris as far out of the roadway as possible, with two wheels on the pavement, two on the double yellow lines. The bonnet nudged a NO PARKING sign, leaving Eleanor barely room enough to open the door.


“Wait,” she said firmly to Teazle, then once she was out, “All right, come.”


The Westie sprang over the handbrake and down to the pavement and went to sit before a blue-painted door to one side of the shop. Her short tail vibrated with impatient joy. Home!


Eleanor retrieved the keys from the ignition and went to unlock the door. After some fruitless fiddling, she discovered she had forgotten to lock it when she left, a not infrequent occurrence. Really, modern Western life was so complicated, she reflected with a sigh. It made one quite nostalgic for the rondavels of Botswana or the stilt villages of Malaysia.


She let Teazle in and the terrier scampered along the passage to the far end, then up the stairs on the right. Once stepped on, twice shy, she would wait outside the door to the flat, well out of the way of the hordes of tramping feet that would soon be carrying goods to the stockroom at the back. Eleanor turned on the light in the passage, a dim bulb dangling from the ceiling near the top of the stairs. Then she went back to the car to begin unloading, serene in the expectation that those hordes would arrive at any moment to help.


Tipping forward the driving seat, she reached for the bag of clothes Teazle had been sitting on. Beneath it was a black attaché-case. Eleanor frowned. She didn’t remember anyone donating an attaché-case for LonStar. Her memory for practical matters had never been of the best, but she usually knew exactly who had given her what.


Picking it up by the handle—it was surprisingly heavy—she carried it and the bag of clothes through the blue door. Near the far end of the passage, opposite the foot of the stairs, was the door to the stockroom. This she had inconveniently remembered to lock, or, more likely, Mrs Davies had locked it when she left after closing the shop. Eleanor set down her burdens and felt in her pocket for her keys.


Where on earth had she left them now? Ah, dangling from the lock of the street door, of course.


Keys retrieved, she took the clothes and the attaché-case into the stockroom. The bag of clothes she dropped on the floor in the back corner, out of the way of the shelves and racks of already-priced goods awaiting space in the shop. The attaché-case she set on the long trestle table used by volunteers more businesslike than herself to sort and price the donated items.


Through the high window, the setting sun flooded the room with rosy light. As far as Eleanor could tell, the attaché-case was real leather, not one of the modern substitutes. It was in good condition, one corner just a trifle scuffed, but unfortunately on the top edge was an embossed monogram, the kind with superimposed, intertwined letters which are hard to make out—D, A, and W, she thought. One couldn’t expect a customer with the same initials to happen to come into the shop in search of an attaché-case. The letters weren’t conspicuous, though, half-hidden by the handle and not picked out in gilt.


She’d better see whether anything had been left inside it, on purpose or by accident. Laying the case flat on the table top, she pressed back the shiny brass catches, opened it, and gasped. On a bed of black velvet, a tangled heap of jewelry glittered and gleamed, gold, ruby-red, emerald-green, sapphire, amethyst, and the hard sparkle of diamond.


With tentative fingers, Eleanor picked out a bracelet and held it up to the light. Purple stones glowed with an inner fire.


Paste, of course, or the modern equivalent, but paste of excellent quality. Even if they were artificial gems, they must be quite valuable. How very generous people were, she thought, a little misty-eyed.


And doing good by stealth, too, not wanting to be thanked, slipping the case into her car when she was not watching, as if it were manna from Heaven.


What the kind donor unfortunately didn’t realise was that valuable gifts had to be documented. Jocelyn was going to have forty fits when she discovered that Eleanor had no paperwork, no signatures, to vouch for the provenance of the jewelry.


Nor had she the slightest idea of the identity of the giver.




TWO


The number of the safe’s combination was the date she had met Peter in India, between the wars. Even Megan agreed it was as secure a number as any, and it had the immense advantage that Eleanor would never forget it.


The anodised metal door swung open. She scooped the jewelry from the attaché-case with both hands and dumped it in the safe.


Making sure the door closed with a solid click, she re-hung Nick’s painting of Clovelly, a Christmas present. No connoisseur of art, she liked the little donkey traipsing down the steep cobbles, the bright splashes of geraniums in window-boxes. It cheered up her small sitting room.


Teazle was already asleep in her bed in the corner, exhausted after all that fruitless rabbiting. Nose and paws twitched.


“Good luck with the dream rabbits,” Eleanor wished her, wondering in a vague way whether talking to a sleeping dog was even more eccentric than talking to a wideawake one. Teazle raised her head and blinked. “I’ll leave the front door open for you, in case you want to come down and see what’s going on.”


As she started down the stairs, empty attaché-case in hand, a voice rose from below.


“You there, Mrs Trewynn? This stuff need bringing in?”


“Yes, please, dear.”


“Okay. Come on, kids.” Donna, teenage daughter of the landlord of the Trelawney Arms, her face plastered with anti-acne makeup and fluorescent eyeshadow, was accompanied by two small, solemn Chins with straight black hair and almond eyes.


Eleanor stood the attaché-case against the wall at the foot of the stairs and went after them out into the dusk.


“I better put the parking lights on for you, Mrs Trewynn,” Donna suggested, diving headfirst into the Morris. “Okay, Ivy, Lionel, you can take this box. It’s not too heavy. Okay?”


“Okay, Donna.” The children awkwardly bore off between them the box of ever-popular stuffed animals knitted by the Misses Willis.


Donna plunged back into the car. “Mostly clothes, this lot, innit, Mrs Trewynn. Get anything good today?”


Eleanor doubtfully eyed her plump rear end, clad in scarlet tights that appeared to be made entirely of elastic, beneath a nearly non-existent skirt. “Mrs Prendergast gave me three boxes,” she said.


“That’s the lady goes to a fancy London dressmaker, innit? I’d look a right charlie in her stuff. Looks a treat on Mrs Stearns, though. Dad says we got the dressiest vicar’s wife in Cornwall.”


Eleanor stored up the compliment to relay to Jocelyn, then decided her friend might be less amused and flattered than dismayed that everyone knew she bought her clothes at LonStar. Eleanor herself only wished she was the right size and shape to profit from Mrs Prendergast’s aversion to wearing a dress more than once, or a suit for more than a season.


From his gallery next door, Nick came to join her, silent on sandalled feet, accompanied by the usual faint miasma of turpentine. He reached out towards the scarlet tights. Eleanor slapped his hand before thumb and forefinger met.


He grinned down at her, a teasing gleam in eyes as blue as the seas he painted for tourists and suchlike philistines. Tall and lean, he wore his thick, light brown hair long, neatly tied back. Somehow, instead of making him look like a scruffy artist or a hippy, it gave him the air of a dashing Georgian aristocrat. In the dusk, the paint smears on pullover and jeans were invisible.


“Need anything heavy carried in, Eleanor?” he enquired.


Donna emerged from the car, flurried, a box clasped to her bosom. “Ooh, Mr Gresham, you didn’t half make me jump.” She fluttered improbably long, improbably dark eyelashes.


“The exercise will do you good,” he said tolerantly, and she giggled. As she went off with the box, he added sotto voce to Eleanor, “And she’d have jumped a lot higher if you hadn’t—”


“Nonsense, Nick, you wouldn’t actually have pinched her. There are some books in the boot, if you wouldn’t mind.”


He tried the boot. “Locked. D’you have the keys on you?”


To her pleased surprise, she found them in her pocket. He unlocked and opened the boot, leaving the keys in the lock. The Chin children reappeared. From the floor, Eleanor retrieved a set of placemats for Ivy to carry and a whistling kettle for Lionel.


“All the latest best-sellers,” said Nick, examining the top layer of books by the light from the passage. “Old Cartwright?”


“Yes, and there’s another box underneath, of mysteries and thrillers. They sell fast.”


“Many of them to me.”


“And then you give them back—”


“Sometimes a bit paint-smudged, I’m afraid.”


“And someone else buys them. It’s good of Major Cartwright to pass them on to us quickly, before everyone has already read them.”


“Poor old chap.” With a theatrical groan, he hefted the box and followed Ivy and Lionel. A moment later a yelp of pain floated back to Eleanor’s ears. “Sh-ouch!”


She hurried down the passage to find him rubbing his shin while Donna fussed over him and the children politely hid giggles behind their hands.


“What the hell is that monstrosity?” Nick demanded, glaring malevolently at the object in question, which crouched between the stockroom doorway and the long table.


Eleanor bit her lip. “A coffee table, I believe.” Four sleek brass dolphins, standing on their tails, supported on notched dorsal fins a circle of thick glass. Their heads and rounded, beaklike noses, grinning mockingly, protruded several inches at each corner.


“I always thought porpoises were charming, inoffensive beasts,” said Nick, pulling up his trouser leg to examine the beginnings of a bruise. At least the rounded surface had not broken the skin. “Someone must have been delighted to get rid of the hideous thing. I’m surprised you haven’t fallen over it, Eleanor.”


“I never walk into things,” she said smugly. “Shall I get a cold compress?”


“No, it’s all right, I’ll survive. Here, Donna, give us a hand to shift the damn thing out of the way before it breaks my other leg.”


It was heavier than it looked, but they managed to move it over by a rack of clothes. Without further incident, the car was soon emptied. A stack of boxes, bags, and oddments rose in the corner of the stockroom. Thanking the children, Eleanor gave each of them a LonStar sticker and they ran off. Donna showed a disposition to linger in the passage.


“D’you see Doctor Who last night, Mr Gresham?”


“No telly, remember? And if I had I’d be watching the Phil-harmonia, not the Daleks.”


“You coming up the Arms for a pint tonight, then?”


“Not tonight, Donna. Eleanor, shall I park the Incorruptible for you?”


“Yes, please, Nick.” She hunted in her pockets for the keys while Donna departed with a pout and what would have been a flounce had she been wearing a skirt of respectable length.


Nick watched her go, shaking his head. “She’s driving me to do my drinking at the Wreckers. I’ll buy you a sherry there tonight, Eleanor, and then take you to dinner at Chin’s. I’m feeling rich.”


“Oh, Nick, have you sold one of your artistic pictures?”


“No, just the commonplace but oversize daub of Cambeak, you know the one. An American couple. She said the heather was the exact shade of the couch in their family room.”


“Oh dear.”


“It’ll pay the rent,” he said philosophically, moving towards the door. “I left your keys in the car, I think. I’ll come by at . . . What’s the time?”


Eleanor glanced at her watch. “It’s stopped.”


“I’ll come by as soon as I’m ready. You don’t mind walking up to the Wreckers, do you?”


“Not at all. I expect Donna will fancy herself in love with someone else by next month, you know.”


“I hope so. The bitter’s a penny less at the Arms. See you shortly.”


Smiling, she watched him insert himself into the Morris and drive down the hill. She rented a shed for the car from the owner of the small parking lot by the stream, the only level land in old Port Mabyn. Neither the Wreckers Inn, halfway up the opposite hill, nor the Trelawney Arms boasted a parking area.


Eleanor hurried upstairs to the flat, then up again to her tiny dormer-windowed bedroom, to change into a skirt. She was giving the dog her dinner when Nick reappeared in a spotless white shirt and brown corduroys. Teazle spared him a brief but ecstatic greeting before diving at her bowl.


“Let’s take her to the Wreckers,” he said. “We can drop her off back here before we go to Chin’s.”


“She’s had a long walk today. She’ll be perfectly happy at home.” Eleanor put on her jacket and bade the dog farewell, receiving in response a reproachful glance.


“Oh, let her come!” Nick took the lead from its hook. Teazle abandoned what little was left in her bowl and dashed to the door. “By the way, here’s the keys.” He handed them over.


That reminded her to lock the front door of the flat behind her, and she even remembered to remove them from the lock and drop them in her jacket pocket.


By the time she returned home, after a pleasant evening, she had to admit to feeling a little tired. She fetched Teazle down from the flat, where she had left her en route from the Wreckers to Chin’s, and let her out of the back door, at the end of the passage.


A steep, narrow asphalt path ran along the back of the shops. Beyond it the rough hillside sank to the south towards the harbour and the inlet, and rose to the west to become the sheltering headland, Crookmoyle Point. From down here Eleanor couldn’t see the lighthouse, but by the light shining down from her sitting room window above, she watched the terrier’s small white form investigating rocks and bushes. She thought about Nick. What a pity the dear boy had such bad luck selling his serious work.


All the tourists—his chief customers—wanted was pretty pictures to remind them of their holidays. Surely among her vast acquaintance she must number an art dealer or collector to whom she could recommend him.


She’d set her mind to it tomorrow. Tonight all she wanted was a hot water bottle and bed.


“Teazle!”


Short legs at full stretch, the dog raced past her into the passage, then skidded to a halt at the door to the stockroom. She sniffed suspiciously and gave a hopeful bark.


“No. If we really have mice again you can find them tomorrow, but I suspect it’s sheer wishful thinking. Come.”


They went upstairs.


In the morning, when Teazle came in after a brief airing, she had to be dragged away from the stockroom door and carried upstairs. Perhaps there actually were mice, after all. Jocelyn would not be pleased.


Eleanor breakfasted at the table that separated the small sitting room from the tiny kitchen, cleared up, and then wrote letters at her desk.


Though she had retired from LonStar’s overseas staff, she still felt responsible for the projects she had helped initiate. Over the years, she had persuaded scores of villagers, elders, district governors, even ministers, wary of European interference, to allow Lon-Star to bring aid. Forgetful she might be but she never forgot any of them. In schools, clinics, and farming, fishing, and craft cooperatives all over the world, an encouraging word from her might lend new strength to people battling ignorance and hunger. One did not give up just because a riot in Indonesia had slashed a hole in one’s life and heart. Peter would have expected her to carry on.


She had run out of stamps and was thinking of popping out to the post office when there was a knock on the flat door.


Jocelyn’s pepper-and-salt head appeared around the door. “Eleanor? Oh there you are.” The vicar’s wife stepped into the sitting room. Her rather angular figure was admirably disguised by a beautifully cut tweed suit, worn with a pale turquoise silk blouse.


“Morning, Joce. Coffee?”


“No time, thanks. It’s nearly ten. I’m just going to open the shop.”


“Oh, is it your day today? Good. I’ll come down in a minute and help you sort the new stuff.” Though she was hopeless at pricing, she could bend and lift, unlike some of the stouter, less limber volunteers.


“Anything from Mrs Prendergast? Bless the woman! I’m hoping for a new dress for lunch with the bishop on Saturday. Lois can price anything I want to buy when she comes in this afternoon. Hello, Teazle. Are you coming down with me?”


“She’d better not go into the stockroom until I get there. She seems to have decided there are mice in there and you know what chaos she creates when she’s hunting.”


“Not again!” said Jocelyn crossly. “I’ll have to speak to Mary Todd again about clearing up the crumbs from her elevenses biscuits.”


“Must you, Joce? It’s so kind of her to give LonStar so much time. I expect Teazle’s imagining things.”


“We’ll see. It’d do Mary good to go without biscuits a couple of times a week. There’s no excuse for leaving crumbs about the place.” She glanced at her watch, which invariably had the correct time. “I must run.”


“I’ll be right down.”


Eleanor finished her letter and went downstairs. Teazle demanded to be let out, so Eleanor opened the back door and left it open. Going into the stockroom, she heard Jocelyn moving about in the shop, but the connecting door was still locked.


Eleanor had no key—she only helped in the shop itself in the direst emergencies, since the day she had so upset the cash register that the repairman had to be called. She knocked and called, “Joce?” then headed for the stack of “new” goods.


Muffled footsteps, the click of the lock, the creak of the hinges, were followed by Jocelyn’s annoyed voice saying, “I thought Nicholas oiled all . . . Ouch! Who moved that dratted table?”


As they inspected the vicious red mark on Jocelyn’s shin, Eleanor guiltily told her about Nick’s encounter with the table. “At least there’s no ladder in your stocking,” she consoled. “I’ll get a cold compress.”


“Fetch Nicholas, will you? I’ll find a place for that thing in the shop if it kills me, before it kills someone else. And if no one has bought it within a week, I’ll buy it myself and donate it to Ye Olde Cornysh Piskie Curio Shoppe. Brian and Mavis will love it. They can put china piskies and wishing wells on it.”


Nose twitching, Teazle was investigating the table inch by inch, so Eleanor left her. When she returned with Nick, Jocelyn was polishing away dog-nose smears with Brasso and a duster. She had cleared a spot in a back corner of the shop, where no customer was likely to trip over the dolphins. Between the three of them they carried the table through. Nick and Jocelyn compared bruises, then he returned to his gallery.


“You never know when a millionaire art collector will walk in,” he said optimistically.


By some obscure connection of ideas, that reminded Eleanor of the jewelry in the safe upstairs. She was about to tell Jocelyn about it, when the bell over the shop door tinkled and a customer came in. The jewelry could wait. She went back into the stockroom.


In the far corner, Teazle was sniffing at some men’s shirts spilling out of a carrier bag on its side on top of a box. Her tail was between her legs and she showed none of the frantic excitement mice invariably aroused. Glancing round at Eleanor, she whined.


When Eleanor went over to her, she gave a perfunctory wag of the tail and backed off. Puzzled, Eleanor bent down to right the bag and stuff the clothes back in. Behind the box a pair of boots lay on their sides, one atop the other. The leather, once black but now of no determinate colour, was cracked and the back of the heels, turned towards her, were worn down to the uppers.


“That’s odd,” she said to Teazle. “I don’t remember anyone giving those and I never would have accepted them. No one would buy such disreputable boots.”


She set the carrier bag to one side and shifted the box. As it moved, she saw bony, sockless ankles and the frayed, faded hems of a pair of filthy blue jeans. The boots were occupied.


Had some tramp crawled in among the goods? She really must remember to lock doors! In a way, she was glad that he had found shelter from the chilly spring night, but Jocelyn would be furious. Perhaps she could send him on his way before Jocelyn found out.


He must be drunk, or very sound asleep, not to have been wakened by the fuss over the table. She nudged at his thin ankle with a fastidious toe but failed to rouse him.


As she moved boxes and bags away from the prone form, a sick certainty that something was very wrong grew in her. She uncovered the rest of the jeans, a hand in a woollen glove unravelling at the wrist, a khaki anorak ripped under the arm. The man lay motionless.


And then the head, face to the wall: long, lank darkish hair; the angle of a jaw sprouting youthful fuzz; the angle of the neck—


“Joce!” Her call emerged as a strangled squeak. Backing towards the connecting door, she tried again. “Jocelyn!”


“Coming. I’ve sold . . . Eleanor, you’re white as a sheet. What is it?”


“I’m just afraid it’s Trevor.”


“Trevor?”


“The boy who comes to help when he stays with his uncle.”


“Eleanor, dear, calm down. I know Trevor. A scruffy, feckless creature he is, and none too clean either.”


“Was.” Her voice shook. “Oh, Joce, there’s a dead body back there and he looks very like Trevor.”




THREE


Detective Sergeant Megan Pencarrow drove through the town centre with the greatest of care. Detective Inspector Scumble of the Constabulary of the Royal Duchy of Cornwall (usually known as CaRaDoC) hated being driven by a woman and was never slow to say so. Wild horses could not have dragged the admission from her, but she found his solid bulk, squeezed into the seat of the unmarked Mini Cooper beside her, just a bit intimidating.


“Close that window,” he growled.


She complied, though she had been enjoying the breeze ruffling her short, dark hair. If only Superintendent Bentinck had decided to let County HQ in Bodmin take on the case! But murders were few and far between in North Cornwall and he wanted to give Scumble a chance to take the credit for solving this one.


The inspector’s usual partner, DS Eliot, was on sick leave. Scumble had decided it was past time he took a closer look at the work of the only woman detective in his small CID, but he didn’t have to like it. Nor did she.


“I suppose it really is a murder,” he said as she drove round the new roundabout and took the A30 towards the coast. “Someone’s going to catch it if I’m being dragged out to the back of beyond for nothing.”


“The victim has a broken neck and the body was concealed, according to Aunt Nell,” she responded incautiously.


“Aunt Nell? Who the hell is Aunt Nell?” The rhyme pleased him and he listened with unusual tolerance to her explanation.


“My aunt discovered the body, sir. When the vicar’s wife, who was with her, rang Launceston to report it, she asked to speak to me. I gather Mrs Stearns felt it unwise to phone the local officer.”


“Oh yes?”


“Not because of any qualms about PC Leacock’s competence, sir,” Megan hastened to assure him. “It seems his car radio is unreliable and his wife answers the phone at the station. Mrs Stearns felt that half the village would be on their doorstep in no time once Mrs Leacock heard the news.”


“No doubt. Murders don’t happen every day around here.” He rubbed his hands together with unattractive satisfaction. “I take it the doctor and the Scene Of Crime people are on their way?”


“I rang Dr Prthnavi at once, sir. The super ordered out the SOC team from Bodmin and someone’s trying to get hold of Leacock. Shall I check?” She reached for the two-way radio.


“No! Kindly keep your hands on the wheel while you’re driving, wom—er, Sergeant.”


He spoke to headquarters while Megan drove over the northern edge of Bodmin Moor, with the tor of Brown Willy away to the south, and took the A39. As they turned off the main road into the narrow lane leading to Port Mabyn, he signed off and wound down the window. The sun was warm in the high-hedged lane but Megan didn’t quite dare open her own window after being instructed to close it.


“So your aunt found the body,” he commented.


“Yes, sir. It . . . He was in the LonStar shop, as you know. Aunt Nell and Uncle Peter used to work for LonStar, and when he was killed she retired . . .”


“Killed?” he repeated hopefully. “A murder involving a widow whose husband died in suspicious circumstances—”


She disillusioned him. “A riot in Djakarta. Indonesia. Aunt Nell retired and bought the shop in Port Mabyn, with the flat above. She gave the shop to LonStar and now she works as a volunteer.”


Inspector Scumble grunted, acknowledging an unlikely suspect. “She know the dead bloke?”


“I’m not sure, sir. Aunt Nell sounded a bit distraught when I spoke to her.”


“What’s her name, for Pete’s sake?” he demanded irritably. “I can’t call the woman Aunt Nell.”


“Mrs Trewynn, sir. Eleanor Trewynn.”


Rounding a bend, they met a mud-bedaubed lorry. It pulled in close to the hedge and Scumble held his breath as Megan inched past. She was inclined to take umbrage at the insult to her driving ability—until the smell reached her. The lorry’s door panel announced Bray Bros. Livestock Transporters, and porcine snouts grunted at them from the slatted sides.


“Too late to close my window,” he muttered in what might, in anyone else, have been an apology. “You’d better open yours now, air it out.”


She complied, and soon the stink was replaced by the faint seaweedy smell of the ocean.


They passed a caravan park, nearly deserted at this time of year, and then the mini-market and the sprawl of pastel bungalows of the newer part of Port Mabyn. Starting down the steep hill into the old village, Megan glanced at the inspector. His eyes were screwed shut. Being driven really made him nervous, then; she’d assumed his moaning was just part of his general grouchiness.


Just past the pub, she had to give way to a couple of pedestrians crossing the street.


“Are we there?” he asked, eyes still closed.


“Just a little farther, sir.”


She parked opposite the shop, offside wheels on the pavement, realizing too late that her massive superior would barely fit between the car and the wall. Which would annoy him more, she wondered, letting him struggle or offering to pull out, thus suggesting that he was overweight? He wasn’t, or not much—just tall and brawny.


He swung open the door and she winced as it scraped the whitewashed wall. Hurriedly she got out into the street, resisting the temptation to look back. He was breathing heavily when he joined her, his grey suit slightly more rumpled than usual, but any comment he might have wished to make was forestalled.


“Megan!” Aunt Nell burst from the blue door opposite and, to her acute embarrassment, rushed to hug her. “Oh, Megan, my dear, I’m so glad you’ve come.”


“Aunt Nell, please, I’m on duty,” she hissed.


“But you’re not in uniform.” Aunt Nell stood back and studied her niece’s discreet forest-green suit and white shirt. “Are you?”


“No, I’m a detective.” Avoiding the interested gaze of the local constable, who had followed her aunt at a more sober pace, she introduced her superior. “This is Detective Inspector Scumble. Sir, Mrs Trewynn.”


“How kind of you to come, Inspector, though I’m sorry such a nasty business is the occasion of our meeting. Won’t you come in?”


“Thank you, madam, I shall certainly do so as soon as I have had a word with the officer here.” Scumble spoke with the heavy patience of one obliged by his position to be polite. “Perhaps you will be good enough to answer a few questions after I have viewed the body.”


“Of course, but I have already told dear Bob about finding the poor boy.” Stepping back, she patted the constable’s sleeve.


To his credit, the young man answered with aplomb, “So you have, Mrs Trewynn, but the inspector’ll want to hear it all again, I don’t doubt.” He saluted. “Constable Leacock reporting, sir.”


“I’ll go and put the kettle on,” said Aunt Nell and returned to the house.


Jocelyn met her at the foot of the stairs. “Eleanor, you really must restrain yourself,” she said severely. “I can’t believe it’s a good idea to embrace Megan publicly while she’s working. Try to think of her as a police officer, not as your niece.”


Eleanor smiled, unrepentant. The world could never have too many expressions of love, she thought, but she said, “Let’s go up and make tea and coffee. I forgot to ask which the inspector prefers.”


From the kitchen window she watched the arrival of a police van and another car. The pavement and part of the road in front of the shop were cordoned off, leaving the bare minimum of room for vehicles to pass single file. A curious crowd began to gather, housewives shopping, neighbours coming out onto their doorsteps.


Nick appeared and she heard him talking with the officer guarding the street door below.


“What’s happened?”


“Can’t say, sir.”


“Is Mrs Trewynn all right?”


“Far as I know, sir.”


“Let me go and see if she needs any help.”


“No one allowed through, sir.”


He argued for a minute, then shrugged his shoulders and gave up. Looking up, he saw her at the window, waved, and called, “Okay, Eleanor?”


“Yes, dear. Jocelyn’s here.”


“Good.” He waved again and retreated to his shop. Eleanor rather wished she had asked him over before Bob Leacock had turned up. On the other hand, it was going to be difficult enough fitting Megan’s rather large inspector into her sitting room. She hoped he wouldn’t want to question her in the stockroom, at least not until the unfortunate youth had been removed. Though she had seen death from violence, death from disease, death from hunger, she had never grown reconciled to the premature ending of life.


A maroon car pulled up behind the police vehicles and a short, slight Indian emerged. A dapper figure in a pearl-grey suit and pale blue tie, he carried a black bag. As he approached the barricade, the policeman saluted and stood aside.


“The deceased’s in the back room, sir.”


 “Thank you, officer.” Like Nick, he glanced up and saw Eleanor at her kitchen window.


She leaned forward across the sink. “Namaste, Rajendra. You’re the police doctor?”


“Namaste and good morning, Eleanor. Indeed, I have that honour.”


“Do come up for a cup of tea when you’re finished.”


“Thank you. Should I be so fortunate as to have time, I shall be delighted.” He bowed courteously and continued into the passage below.


“Who was that?” Jocelyn asked from the sitting room, which she was tidying ruthlessly. To Eleanor it had looked perfectly all right before she began.


“Rajendra Prthnavi. I suppose he’s come to see how that poor boy broke his neck. Oh, Joce, I am glad it wasn’t Trevor after all. He looked so very like him.”


“That long, matted hair and the tatty jeans are a sort of uniform for a certain type of youth. They wouldn’t wear decent clothes if you paid them.”


A few minutes later, Dr. Prthnavi knocked at the door. Pouring tea, Eleanor enquired after his family. This took some time as, though born in Birmingham, he had relatives in Bombay with whom she was acquainted. After a quarter of an hour, he announced regretfully that he must go about his rounds.


“Aren’t you going to tell us how the unfortunate boy died, Doctor?” Jocelyn asked.


“I ought not, Mrs Stearns, but I am sure I can rely on the discretion of you ladies.”


“Of course,” she said, slightly offended.


“In any case, there is not a great deal to tell. I expect you saw that his neck was broken? If that had not killed him immediately, he’d probably have died slowly from subarachnoid hemorrhage—bleeding inside the cranium. He was hit on the side of the head with the proverbial blunt instrument, sometime last evening.”


Eleanor shuddered. “Oh dear, I was hoping it might somehow turn out to be an accident, but it must have been murder after all, mustn’t it?”




FOUR


A heavy tread on the narrow staircase made Eleanor glad her little house was solidly built of Cornish granite. In relative terms, DI Scumble was equally solidly built, but large. As he stepped through the front door of the flat, left open for his expected arrival, his head brushed the lintel and his shoulders brushed the doorposts.


Teazle let fly a volley of barks. Her voice was surprisingly deep for such a tiny dog. Scumble looked a trifle taken aback, and Eleanor had to suppress a quite inappropriate urge to reassure the monster that the mite would not hurt him.


“Hush, Teazle,” she said instead. “Do sit down, Mr Scumble. Would you like coffee or tea?”


“Not for me, thank you, ma’am,” he said severely, looking round the room for a chair fit to contain his bulk and uphold his weight. The only possibility was one of the old wooden dining chairs, genuine hand-turned beech, a donation from a farmhouse kitchen that had moved “up” to steel and vinyl. Foreseeing the difficulty, Eleanor had tactfully turned one with its back to the table.
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