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  Betty Rowlands and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  ‘Isn’t this is a beautiful spot, Lissie?’ said Sylvia. ‘And what a wonderful view!’ Her eyes shone and she paused to

  lean on a gate leading into a field. Her daughter, quietly observant, felt a rush of gratitude at the animation in her expression and the healthy glow in cheeks that a few months ago had been pale

  and wan and full of care.




  ‘Yes, it is lovely,’ Melissa agreed. ‘I never get tired of it. Look, you can just see the church.’ She pointed across the sloping pasture, dotted with sleek black and

  white cattle, to the square Norman tower of Cotswold stone nestling among a clump of trees.




  ‘So you can. It’s a dear little church, so welcoming, and your rector is such a kind man, and his wife is so friendly. In fact, there seem to be any number of friendly people in the

  village.’




  ‘Yes, the folk in Upper Benbury are on the whole a pretty sociable lot. I hope you’ll be able to settle into village life and not find it too quiet after the town.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure I shall. He looks pleased with himself,’ Sylvia added, switching her attention to a cock pheasant. Disturbed at their approach, he had scuttled across the lane

  ahead of them and fluttered up to perch on the dry stone wall that enclosed the field. He was now strutting along the top of it like a chanticleer lording it over hens in a barnyard, his colourful

  plumage glistening in the sunshine.




  Melissa chuckled. ‘He won’t be so pleased with himself in a month or two when the shooting season begins.’




  Sylvia’s face fell. ‘Oh dear, is there much of that round here?’




  ‘Local landowners breed them for the guns. Organised shoots are a thriving industry these days. Country life isn’t all gambolling lambs and picture postcard cottages, you

  know.’




  ‘No, of course it isn’t, but it does seem a little unfair to breed things just for people to shoot at, don’t you think?’




  ‘To be honest, yes,’ Melissa agreed, ‘but I have to admit I do enjoy a bit of roast pheasant.’




  ‘Ah, now you’re talking!’ Sylvia stepped back on to the road. ‘Shall we walk on a bit?’




  ‘Of course, if you’re not too tired.’




  ‘Lissie, it’s only ten o’clock in the morning! Of course I’m not tired.’




  ‘You’re still convalescent. The doctor said you should take things easily for the next few weeks.’




  ‘Now stop fussing, there’s a dear. I’m feeling stronger every day, so let’s walk on. I want to see that house you were telling me about – what did you say

  it’s called?’




  ‘Cold Wells Manor. It’s quite old – late eighteenth-century, in fact.’




  ‘That’s a strange name.’




  ‘There are some springs down in the valley that the locals know as Cold Wells.’




  ‘And who lives there?’




  ‘A family called Cresney. I pointed them out to you in church last Sunday. Two brothers, Aidan and Quentin, and their wives Caroline and Sarah.’




  ‘I remember. I noticed they hardly spoke to anyone after the service.’




  ‘They’re one of the less sociable families, although Aidan – he’s a retired barrister, by the way – is on the parish council. He’s not particularly popular

  because now and again he takes a controversial stand on certain local matters, especially about planning applications. Because of his professional background he often manages to talk people into

  dropping their objections, sometimes against their better judgment, because they can’t put up strong enough arguments against him.’




  ‘A bit like your father,’ Sylvia remarked, half to herself. Melissa made no comment. Having just embarked on a new life as the wife of her agent of long standing, the last thing she

  wanted was to be reminded of the bitter years of separation and misunderstanding and the dreadful act of violence that had, eventually, brought about her reunion with her mother.




  They walked on for a few minutes in silence. Then Sylvia said, ‘So the two couples share the house? Is it divided into separate dwellings like ours?’




  ‘You can hardly compare it with Hawthorn Cottage and your granny annexe, Mum. It’s a large, rambling place – or so I’m told. I’ve never been inside it and very few

  people in the village have either since the Cresneys bought it and carried out extensive alterations. They’re an odd family.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘According to Henry Calloway, who was rector at the time, there were just the three of them when they first moved in – Aidan, Caroline and Sarah, Quentin’s wife. It was almost

  a year before Quentin appeared on the scene and it had been assumed that Sarah was either a widow or divorced. Until then, Henry said, he was welcomed at the house when he delivered the parish

  magazine, but after the younger brother mysteriously turned up they sort of cooled off.’




  ‘Where had Quentin been?’




  ‘No one knows. The gossips had a field day; some thought he might have been in hospital, or some kind of care home, or possibly in a detox unit after getting hooked on drugs. You’ve

  probably noticed he doesn’t look anything like so robust as his brother, and he was even more frail-looking in the early days. It was even whispered that he might have been in

  jail.’




  ‘With a barrister brother to defend him!’ Sylvia gave a sudden mischievous giggle.




  ‘It would be ironic, wouldn’t it?’ Melissa agreed. ‘Not that I go along with that explanation for a moment; I don’t see Quentin involved in mayhem. He doesn’t

  seem the type.’




  ‘Ah, but doesn’t the least likely one turn out to be the criminal?’ said Sylvia.




  Her daughter gave an indulgent smile. ‘Mum, you’ve been reading too many of my books.’ Under the pen name of Mel Craig, Melissa was the author of a string of successful crime

  novels.




  ‘Perhaps Aidan put him up to it and Quentin bungled it.’ Sylvia’s eyes gleamed with enthusiasm for her theory. ‘You hinted just now that Aidan was a bit of a

  bully.’




  ‘He’s a very strong character, yes, but I’m not sure I’d go as far as calling him a bully. He’s unlikely to be a criminal, though, not with his reputation to think

  of. Anyway, we’re nearly there.’




  ‘I can hear running water.’




  ‘That’s one of the springs.’ The lane had been sloping gently downhill for the past couple of hundred metres and Melissa pointed to a sparkling ribbon of water that trickled

  down the steep bank on their right. ‘There’s a bend in the lane a little way ahead and the house is just beyond. You see the back of it first, but at this time of year it’s partly

  hidden by the orchard.’




  ‘It’s like something out of a picture book!’ Sylvia exclaimed as the property came into view. ‘Look at all those lovely red apples . . . and there are beehives as well,

  lots of them.’




  ‘I understand Aidan took up beekeeping after he retired. Mrs Foster sells his honey in the village shop.’




  ‘I must buy some.’ Sylvia stepped forward to take a closer look. ‘I’ve never seen so many beehives before, except from a distance. Or so many bees,’ she added,

  backing away again. ‘There are thousands of them buzzing around.’




  ‘So there are.’ Melissa peered through the trees at the nearest hives, round which dense clouds of the insects were dancing. ‘That’s unusual.’




  ‘Do you think they’re swarming?’ Sylvia retreated still further.




  ‘I don’t know much about bees, but I’m pretty sure they don’t swarm in August. Something might have upset them so I think we’d better keep our distance.’

  Melissa glanced at her watch. ‘It’s half past ten; if we turn back now we’ll be just in time for coffee. Joe always brews up at around eleven when he’s home.’




  Sylvia gave her daughter’s arm a squeeze. ‘You have such a nice husband, Lissie dear. It’s good to see you so happy, and so kind of you both to welcome me into your

  home.’




  ‘It’s nice to have you, Mum.’




  Mother and daughter wended their way contentedly homewards. Neither of them had noticed the patch of white on the ground beside a small wooden shed, barely visible in the long grass under the

  fruit trees. Even had they done so, it was unlikely that they would have recognised it as one of the sleeves of a beekeeper’s protective outfit. Still less would they have realised that it

  contained a man’s outstretched arm, or that the owner of the arm was dead.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Aidan’s been gone a long time, hasn’t he?’ Sarah Cresney checked her watch against the longcase clock in the corner of the

  sitting room where she and her husband were taking their morning coffee. ‘He said he’d be only a few minutes.’




  Quentin, immersed in the Guardian, looked up and said absently, ‘Been gone where?’




  ‘Don’t you remember, he popped his head round the door half an hour ago to say Caroline had a headache and was staying in bed, so he’d be having coffee here with us this

  morning, after he’d seen to the bees.’




  ‘Very magnanimous of him.’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘It means he might wait to be invited instead of announcing he’ll come to us for coffee. He just takes it for granted that we’ll be honoured by his presence.’ With an

  irritable gesture Quentin threw the newspaper aside, took a mouthful from his cup and pulled a face. ‘This coffee’s nearly cold. No doubt he’ll have something to say about

  that.’




  ‘It was hot when I poured it out. It’s cooled down because you’ve been sitting with your nose in the newspaper instead of drinking it. Aidan’s right, you should be doing

  something more positive with your time than mooching around the place reading and doing crossword puzzles.’




  ‘Such as what? It’s not easy for a man over fifty to find employment.’




  ‘I’m sure there’s some part-time work you could do, or perhaps some useful voluntary service. It’s not as if we need the money after what you and Aidan screwed out of

  Poppy.’




  ‘I object to the word “screwed”,’ said Quentin with a frown. ‘It was only what was my due according to the law – Aidan made sure of that.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Sarah conceded. ‘Still,’ she went on, returning to her original theme, ‘it would be good for you to have an interest. You could help him with

  the bees, for example. That would be a complete change for you. Now he’s chairman of the local Beekeepers’ Association it means a lot of extra work for him. You could take some of that

  off his shoulders.’




  ‘You know very well I’m not the least bit interested in bees. To tell the truth, I’m scared to death of the beastly things. I never go near the hives if I can help

  it.’




  ‘Neither do I, for obvious reasons, but I was thinking more of the paperwork, organising the committee meetings and so on. You wouldn’t actually have to handle the bees. Anyway,

  there’s no risk if you know what you’re doing, Aidan says. They never sting him.’




  ‘They wouldn’t dare!’ Quentin’s scowl robbed the remark of any suggestion that it might be construed as a joke. ‘Anyway, why can’t Caroline give him a hand?

  She’s his wife, but she doesn’t take an interest in anything he does. All she cares about these days is playing bridge or going to the theatre or shopping with her friends.’




  ‘Well, we know why that is, don’t we? I suppose in a way you can’t blame her. After the way he carries on – I can’t think why she puts up with it. I–’

  She broke off and peered into the coffee pot.




  Seeing her colour rise, Quentin said, ‘You were going to remind me that you didn’t put up with it, weren’t you?’




  ‘Don’t be stupid. It was different with us. You didn’t get involved with a married woman, whereas your oh-so-respectable brother–’




  ‘Sshh!’ Quentin glanced round with a look of apprehension on his pale, rather dull features. ‘For God’s sake, Sarah, why do you have to bring all this up when we’re

  expecting him at any minute? We’re not supposed to know about . . . you know. What if he heard you?’




  ‘Sorry, it just slipped out. Let me pour you some fresh coffee. This is still hot. I’ll give you Aidan’s cup and get another one for him when he arrives. You know,’ she

  went on after a further glance at the time, ‘it’s very strange. It’s a quarter past eleven and he’s such a stickler for punctuality. What do you think I should

  do?’




  ‘I don’t see why you have to do anything.’ Quentin picked up the paper, refolded it at the crossword page and settled back in his chair with the fresh cup Sarah handed him.

  ‘If he wants us to know about his change of plan, no doubt he’ll let us know in due course.’




  ‘Perhaps Caroline’s feeling worse. Do you think I should go round and find out?’




  He shrugged. ‘Please yourself.’




  ‘I think I will. I’m sure there’s something wrong.’ Sarah left the room. Quentin, absorbed in checking the solution to the previous day’s puzzle, was only vaguely

  aware of the sound of his wife’s footsteps on the flagged path leading to the front door of the main part of the house where his brother and sister-in-law lived. There was a communicating

  door with the rooms that had been adapted to accommodate him and Sarah after their reconciliation, but his autocratic brother had made it clear that – except in severe weather or in case of

  an emergency – it was to be regarded first and foremost for his own convenience. Sarah accepted the condition as part of the price they had to pay for their comfortable existence, but for

  Quentin it was one of many sources of resentment.




  It was barely a minute after she left that he heard her come running back and he sat up with a start as she shouted through the open window, ‘Quentin! Come quickly! Aidan’s lying on

  the ground in the orchard – he must have been taken ill.’




  He started to his feet and hurried outside. Sarah pointed with a trembling hand. ‘There, behind the shed,’ she said, her voice hoarse and trembling with fear. ‘You can just see

  his arm.’ She broke into a run, then pulled up short and let out a thin scream. ‘Oh, my God, it’s horrible!’ she gasped and turned away, covering her face with her

  hands.




  Quentin, a few paces behind her, stopped and stared, aghast. A figure he assumed from the beekeeper’s white protective clothing to be his brother was lying on its back under an apple tree

  a few feet from the nearest hive. The air around was alive with bees and the creatures were crawling all over the recumbent motionless form, but the ultimate horror was what had happened to the

  face. Inside the veil, it was virtually invisible beneath a dark, seething, angrily buzzing mass.




  Without a moment’s hesitation, Quentin turned and fled. ‘Get back to the house!’ he shouted at Sarah. ‘They’ll be after us next!’




  Sarah, her face white as death, was doubled up at the side of the path, noisily throwing up into the grass. She lurched after him, coughing and retching, one hand clutching her stomach. The

  minute they were back indoors she rushed into the kitchen and collapsed over the sink.




  ‘We have to do something!’ she gasped when at last the spasms subsided. She filled a glass with water and rinsed her mouth. ‘We can’t leave him lying there –

  he’ll be stung to death.’ Tears spilled from her eyes and she began to sob. ‘We must help him, get him to a doctor.’




  ‘How?’ said Quentin helplessly. ‘They’ll only attack us if we go near him.’




  ‘You could turn the hose on him. That might drive them off.’




  ‘I’m not going out there again.’




  ‘You’re going to leave your brother to die?’




  ‘I’m not going to let them kill me too.’




  ‘Then I’ll try. You’d better go and tell Caroline what’s happened.’




  ‘No, it’s too risky. I’ve got a better idea.’ Quentin grabbed the phone and began stabbing buttons. ‘Colin Palmer keeps bees – he’ll know what to

  do.’




  Sarah made for the door. ‘I’m going to connect up the hose. One of us has to do something, even if–’




  Quentin seized her arm and pulled her back. ‘No, wait. Let’s see what . . . Colin, is that you? Quentin Cresney here. Something terrible’s happened . . . we need help . . .

  urgently.’




  ‘He’s only been dead for a short time – less than a couple of hours,’ said Doctor Charman. He glanced at his watch and muttered, ‘Certified dead

  at twelve thirty,’ while writing on a form he took from his case.




  ‘We could have told you that,’ said Quentin. Catching a disapproving look from his wife, he added, ‘I mean, he was still alive at about a quarter to eleven. He said he’d

  be with us in a few minutes – he was going to join us for coffee.’ He gave a short sardonic laugh. ‘It was his proud boast that no one who knew what they were doing with bees ran

  a serious risk of getting stung. Fat lot of good his expert knowledge did him, didn’t it?’




  ‘I had no idea being stung killed anyone so quickly,’ Caroline whispered. It was the first time she had spoken since Colin Palmer and another beekeeper whose help he had managed to

  enlist had driven off the bees with powerful jets of water before carrying Aidan’s body indoors and laying it on the kitchen floor. Meanwhile, Sarah had raced round the house to make sure

  that every door and window was firmly closed.




  The doctor shook his head and put away the stethoscope with which he had been vainly trying to detect a spark of life. ‘Frankly, neither did I,’ he said. ‘Since none of you

  heard any cries for help, I’m inclined to think he died almost instantly of anaphylactic shock, but only a post mortem can tell us for certain.’




  ‘I have a friend who used to live in Africa,’ said Colin. ‘He got badly stung when he was attacked by some wild bees. Somehow they managed to get inside his veil and he

  suffered something like a hundred stings before one of his servants rescued him and managed to get him to hospital. They said it was a miracle he survived.’




  ‘Yes, I remember hearing you tell Aidan about it.’ Caroline’s voice was so weak it was barely audible.




  ‘Do you think we should cover him up?’ Colin suggested.




  ‘Good idea. He’s not exactly a pretty sight, is he?’ muttered Quentin. He was staring in fascinated disgust at the swollen discoloured features. ‘That’ll teach you

  to be so darned cocky,’ he added in an undertone that only his wife, standing close beside him, was able to hear. She pressed her lips together and shook her head, frowning at him, but he

  ignored her.




  ‘I’ll get something,’ she said and hurried out of the room as if glad of an excuse to get away. She returned a few minutes later with a sheet and handed it to the doctor,

  keeping her eyes averted. He unfolded it and spread it over the body, to an audible sigh of relief that drifted like smoke round the room. ‘What happens now?’ she asked.




  ‘I’m afraid I have to inform the coroner,’ said Doctor Charman. ‘It’s routine in the case of an unexpected death,’ he added, as if anticipating a chorus of

  objections, although no one made any comment. ‘Assuming he gives permission – and I see no reason why he shouldn’t – you can make arrangements with a local undertaker to

  come and collect him.’




  ‘Do we have to wait in here?’ Caroline faltered.




  Sarah appeared to become suddenly aware that as the only other woman present she should be making some effort to comfort her sister-in-law. She moved to her side and rather tentatively put an

  arm round her shoulders. Almost impatiently, Caroline moved away. ‘I need a drink,’ she said in a flat emotionless voice.




  ‘I think we could all do with one,’ said Quentin. ‘Sarah, will you . . . ?




  ‘Yes, of course.’ She glanced down at the figure on the floor, now discreetly hidden from view, and then at Caroline. ‘Not in here, though. Perhaps in your house?’




  ‘I suppose so,’ said Caroline vaguely. ‘This way.’




  Like figures in the dream sequence in a ballet, they all slowly followed her from the room. At the same moment, there was a ring at the Aidan Cresneys’ front door.




  







  Chapter Three




  In the subdued silence that had fallen over the group, the doorbell sounded unnaturally loud, almost threatening. Everyone jumped, came to a halt

  and exchanged uneasy glances.




  ‘Whoever can that be?’ whispered Caroline.




  ‘Perhaps it’s the press wanting a story,’ Quentin suggested. ‘Can you picture the headline in the Gazette? “Killer bees loose in the Cotswolds”.’

  He gave a feeble giggle and glanced round for appreciation of his attempt at black humour.




  There was a moment’s embarrassed silence before Sarah said, ‘I don’t think that’s very funny, Quentin.’




  ‘Sorry, perhaps not in very good taste,’ he mumbled. ‘Well, aren’t you going to answer it?’ he added pettishly, turning to Caroline, who was staring at the door as

  if transfixed.




  Sarah went to the window and peered out. ‘It’s Roger with the post. I’ll go if you like.’




  ‘Would you?’ Caroline whispered.




  ‘No, I will,’ said Quentin. Before his wife could move, he headed out of the room and made for the communicating door leading to the main part of the house. He flung it open and

  marched across the hall to the front door with the others trailing behind him.




  The postman was standing on the doorstep with a bundle of letters in his hand. ‘Sorry I’m so late, Mr Cresney, I was held up by–’ he began and then broke off as he

  realised his mistake. ‘Beg pardon, Mr Quentin, I didn’t expect to see you.’ He cast an anxious glance round the group. ‘I noticed Doctor Charman’s car on the drive and

  I said to myself, I hope no one’s been taken poorly.’




  ‘I’m sorry to inform you that my brother collapsed and died this morning after being badly stung by some of his bees,’ said Quentin. His voice was wooden, showing no trace of

  emotion.




  Some of the colour drained from the postman’s ruddy features. ‘What a dreadful thing!’ he exclaimed. ‘However did that happen? Mr Cresney was so experienced with bees. He

  lent me some overalls and showed me the inside of one of his hives a few months ago and they were as quiet as anything.’




  ‘Some of them must have got inside his veil, that’s all we know at the moment,’ said Quentin. He held out a hand for the bundle of letters. ‘I’ll look after those.

  And from now on you will kindly address me as Mr Cresney.’




  Behind Quentin, eyebrows were lifted and glances exchanged. ‘Oh, er, yes, of course, Mr Quen . . . Mr Cresney,’ the postman stammered, after a momentary hesitation when it seemed as

  though he was unsure whether he was hearing aright, ‘and please, Mrs Cresney . . . all of you’ – his eyes swept round the group – ‘accept my condolences at the

  tragedy. I’m sure everyone in the village will be very shocked.’




  There was a general murmur of thanks as the postman backed away, almost missing his footing on the bottom step in his confusion. Quentin closed the front door and gave a cursory glance through

  the envelopes before putting them on the hall table. ‘I’ll sort this lot out later on,’ he said. ‘Let’s have that drink. In your sitting room, Caroline?’ He took

  a step towards a half-open door across the hall.




  Like a waxwork suddenly coming to life, Caroline stepped in front of him in what seemed a deliberate move to cut him off. She went to the table and began sorting the letters and packets,

  retaining the majority of them in her hand. ‘I’ll speak to Roger tomorrow and tell him to deliver all the post separately from now on,’ she said. It was the first time since

  receiving the news of her husband’s death that she had spoken in anything like her normal voice. She pointed to the handful of remaining envelopes. ‘Those are yours and Sarah’s,

  Quentin. You can leave them there if you like until you go back. This way, everyone.’ She led them past the carved oak staircase, opened a door and beckoned them in. ‘This is

  Aidan’s study; it’s where he keeps the drinks.’




  ‘I can’t hardly believe it!’ Mrs Foster, postmistress and proprietor of Upper Benbury’s only shop, gaped at Roger the postman through the security

  screen, her eyes wide and her pale eyelashes fluttering in astonishment. ‘Mr Cresney gone, stung to death by his own bees! Mind you,’ she went on, ‘I remember once saying to him

  when he brought in the honey I’d ordered, “Mr Cresney,” I said, “I do hope you’re careful with those creatures. I don’t trust them, the nasty vicious

  things.” “Oh, there’s no danger if you know what you’re doing, Mrs Foster,” he said, in that highty-tighty way he had, but I told him how my sister got stung once and

  swelled up like a balloon. Had to go to hospital and it was touch and go whether she came out again,’ she added with a certain relish. She shook her head in bewilderment. ‘Mr Cresney

  dead! I can’t hardly believe it!’ she repeated.




  ‘It seems the poor gentleman got stung more than once,’ said the postman. He eyed the security door at the end of the counter. ‘Aren’t you going to let me in,

  then?’




  ‘Oh, yes, sorry.’ She pressed the buzzer to release the lock and he stepped through the door, carefully closing it behind him. ‘All this cloak and dagger nonsense,’ she

  grumbled. ‘Anyone would think this was the Bank of England instead of a village post office.’




  ‘Ay, things have changed since the old days,’ he agreed.




  The bell jangled, indicating the arrival of a customer. Mrs Foster pushed open the door leading to her living quarters. ‘Go through to the kitchen, Roger. I’ve just made the

  tea.’ She turned to greet the newcomer. ‘Ah, good morning, Mrs Craig . . . that is, Mrs Martin. Do excuse me, I keep forgetting, and I’m that mammered this morning, after what

  Roger’s just told me.’ Mrs Foster hailed from a neighbouring county and was apt to resort to dialect words from her childhood at moments of crisis.




  ‘Has something happened?’ said Melissa. ‘You look quite pale.’




  ‘You’ll never guess what’s happened! Poor Mr Cresney’s been stung to death by his own bees.’ She repeated what Roger had told her, adding a few details of her

  own.




  ‘How absolutely dreadful!’ Melissa exclaimed. ‘My mother and I went for a walk down the lane to Cold Wells this morning and we noticed the bees seemed agitated. We decided to

  turn back for fear of getting stung.’




  ‘Something must have upset them, I suppose,’ said Mrs Foster. She glanced across her little shop at the grocery shelves. ‘That’ll be the end of supplies of Cold Wells

  honey, I suppose,’ she said sadly. ‘A pity, that – it’s a good selling line. People come from all over the place to buy it. Some of them take two or three jars at a

  time.’




  ‘Perhaps one of Mr Cresney’s beekeeping friends will look after his hives and keep up your supplies,’ suggested Melissa.




  Mrs Foster brightened. ‘I do hope so.’ After the initial shock of the tragedy, her business instincts had resurfaced. ‘One thing’s for sure, Mr Quentin won’t want

  anything to do with them. Gets all agitated if he sees a wasp round the fruit.’




  ‘Yes, he does seem a nervous gentleman. He must be very upset about his brother – and poor Mr Cresney’s wife must be terribly shocked.’




  ‘No doubt.’




  Something in Mrs Foster’s tone caused Melissa to raise an eyebrow. She waited for a moment, half expecting a further comment, but as none came she said, ‘Perhaps we should let Mr

  Hamley know. I think I’ll call in at the rectory and leave a message on my way home.’




  ‘I’m sure that would be a kindness. Now, what can I get you, Mrs Martin?’ Surprisingly for someone who thoroughly enjoyed a good gossip, Mrs Foster seemed disinclined to pursue

  the subject.




  Melissa consulted the list in her hand. ‘Joe wants to make omelettes for lunch and we’re short of eggs. A dozen, please, and while I’m here I’ll take half a pound . . . I

  mean, two hundred and fifty grams of Cheddar cheese and a packet of muesli.’




  Mrs Foster served her with unusual haste and disappeared into the room at the back of the shop before Melissa had time to put her purchases into her shopping bag. Plainly, she was anxious to

  rejoin the postman in the kitchen to discuss the tragedy in more detail.




  The principal topic of conversation during the preparations for lunch at Hawthorn Cottage was, naturally, the death of Aidan Cresney and particularly the bizarre manner of his

  passing.




  ‘What baffles me is how the bees got under his veil,’ said Melissa. ‘I suppose there must have been a hole or a split in the seam that he hadn’t noticed, but from what I

  know of him it seems unlikely. He was normally so meticulous about everything, especially at parish meetings, always insisting on dotting i’s and crossing t’s . . . but I suppose even

  Aidan wasn’t infallible.’




  Joe, busy beating up eggs for the omelettes while Melissa grated cheese and prepared a salad, said over his shoulder, ‘If he accidentally left something undone so one or two could get in,

  he might have started flailing around at them and made them angry.’




  ‘But surely, with his experience, he’d be aware that would happen and keep calm.’




  ‘Maybe he’s been so careful in the past that he’s never actually been stung before.’




  ‘I doubt if he’d have left any of the fastenings undone,’ Melissa continued, ‘and from the way Mrs Foster described it, he was attacked by an entire swarm, not just one

  or two.’




  ‘Well, we know how she exaggerates.’




  ‘True, but when Mum and I walked down the lane near the house this morning we did notice the bees seemed unusually agitated. You expect to see a few of them coming and going from the

  hives, but there seemed to be thousands and they were making a terrific noise.’




  ‘Have you told your mother, by the way?’




  ‘I haven’t spoken to her since I came back from the shop. I suggested she have lunch with us, but she said she was going to eat off a tray in front of the telly and then have forty

  winks. She’s getting more and more independent, which I suppose is a good thing.’




  ‘Independent and tactful.’ Joe gave his wife a quick hug. ‘We’re only just back from our honeymoon after all.’




  ‘True. She’s really being very sweet, and she thinks she has the best son-in-law in the world.’




  ‘Quite right, too!’ Joe released her in order to tip the beaten eggs into a pan of hot butter. ‘Ready for the grated cheese.’




  ‘Coming up.’




  While they were eating, Melissa remarked, ‘You know, I was saying to Mum only this morning, I’ve always felt there was something a bit mysterious about the Cresneys.’




  ‘How so?’




  ‘Of course, you weren’t here when Quentin appeared on the scene. Until then, they weren’t exactly neighbourly, especially Aidan who’s always given the impression that

  he’s much too superior to hobnob with hoi polloi, but I often used to meet Caroline and Sarah in the shop and they always seemed quite amiable and willing to chat. It was only after

  Quentin moved in that their attitude seemed to change.’




  ‘In what way?




  ‘It’s hard to explain. For a start, they hardly ever come into the shop or show their faces round the village any more, except in church when they just say polite good mornings and

  disappear. You must have noticed that. And Roger reported that letters addressed to Mr and Mrs Quentin Cresney started appearing. Up till then, it was just Sarah who got letters and he used to put

  them through her letterbox. Then, all of a sudden, Aidan told him to deliver all the letters to him – even the ones addressed to Sarah.’




  ‘Did Sarah agree to this?’




  ‘I doubt if she’d have dared raise an objection. Aidan would probably have wiped the floor with her if she’d tried. There’s always been something about him that puts

  everyone at a disadvantage – he had this very authoritative manner and the way he used to put people down was quite breathtaking at times.’




  ‘And now his breath has been taken,’ Joe remarked as he helped himself to salad.




  ‘And by his own bees,’ said his wife. ‘It does seem very odd to me.’




  ‘You know your trouble’ – Joe made a mock pass at her with the salad server – ‘you can’t forget you used to write crime fiction.’




  Melissa laughed, a little sheepishly. ‘I suppose I was subconsciously seeing it as what the police describe as a suspicious death, but I’m sure it’s nothing of the

  kind.’




  ‘Just the same, it’d be interesting to know exactly what happened.’




  ‘I dare say Gloria will be able to enlighten us next time she comes.’




  ‘Is she the Cresneys’ cleaning lady as well?’




  ‘No, but there’s not much going on in the village that she doesn’t know about.’




  







  Chapter Four




  They had just finished their lunch when the doorbell rang.




  Melissa pushed away her plate and stood up. I’ll go while you make the coffee.’




  ‘I’ll bet that’s Mrs Thorne,’ Joe predicted, pulling a face. ‘She’s heard the news from Mrs Foster and it’s given her a brilliant idea for a plot for a

  crime novel.’ Cynthia Thorne, a comparative newcomer to the village, was an avid reader of crime fiction and had been ecstatic on learning that one of her favourite authors was actually a

  neighbour.




  Much as she enjoyed praise from a fan, there were times when Melissa found Cynthia’s effusiveness a little wearisome. ‘Gosh, I hope not,’ she sighed. ‘No matter how hard

  I try, I can’t persuade the woman that I’m not writing any more mysteries.’




  ‘Whatever you do, don’t invite her in,’ Joe begged. ‘She’ll stay for ever. Tell her we’re just going out or something.’




  But it wasn’t Mrs Thorne, it was John Hamley, the rector of Upper Benbury and the adjoining parishes. ‘I hope I’m not interrupting your lunch,’ he said when Melissa

  opened the door.




  ‘Not at all, we’ve just finished. Joe’s making coffee; would you like a cup?’ She stood aside for him to enter. ‘We’re in the kitchen; do go

  through.’




  ‘Thank you. You can probably guess why I’m here.’




  ‘The tragedy at Cold Wells?’




  ‘Exactly. Thank you for letting me know so promptly. I went to the house straight away to see if I could help and to offer what comfort I could. Thank you, Joe,’ he added as he sat

  down and accepted a mug of coffee.




  ‘I imagine they must all be in shock,’ said Melissa.




  ‘Caroline certainly is. Yes,’ he went on in response to their look of surprise, ‘almost the first thing she said when I addressed her as Mrs Cresney was to say, “Oh,

  please, rector, call me Caroline.”’




  ‘That wouldn’t have met with his lordship’s approval,’ said Joe.




  ‘No, far from it. He was always a stickler for formality, and of course his brother and sister-in-law followed suit.’ John poured milk into his coffee, stirred it and took several

  mouthfuls; Melissa had the impression that he was making the actions deliberately slow to give himself time to think.




  ‘Did you see the others – I mean, Quentin and Sarah Cresney,’ she asked after a moment.




  ‘I did, after leaving Caroline. They were back in their own part of the house.’




  ‘You mean they’d left her on her own?’




  ‘She made it quite clear that it was at her own request. As I said, she was obviously in shock, but she was quite calm, or perhaps controlled would be a better word.’




  ‘Well, I suppose we all react to tragedy in our own way,’ Joe commented.




  ‘And from what little we know of the Cresneys, we somehow expect them to behave differently from most,’ said Melissa. ‘Except, of course, that Caroline and Sarah are only

  Cresneys by marriage. Now that the most powerful influence has been removed from their lives it makes you wonder what effect it will have on the family as a whole.’




  ‘Quite,’ said John. ‘To be honest, I found the reaction of all three of them . . . disturbing. That’s why I’ve come to you, Melissa. Alice says that at one time you

  were quite friendly with Caroline and her sister-in-law.’




  ‘Not exactly friendly. That is, we never became particularly close and so far as I know they’ve never chummed up with anyone else in the village. I suggested several times they might

  like to come to a WI meeting with a view to joining, but they always made some excuse.’




  ‘I imagine Aidan Cresney would have discouraged it,’ Joe remarked. ‘He wouldn’t have had much time for the WI; he’d have considered them way beneath his, and by

  extension his wife’s intellectual level.’




  ‘Probably,’ Melissa agreed. ‘Now and again, when we organise a trip to the theatre or a concert that’s open to non-members, we invite them along as guests. Once or twice

  the wives accepted and appeared to enjoy themselves, but needless to say Aidan didn’t honour us with his presence.’




  Joe gave a wry smile. ‘I don’t suppose for a moment anyone would have wanted him; he’d have spent the entire interval pointing out the flaws in everyone’s

  performance.’




  ‘Sure to have done. Anyway, since Quentin turned up they’ve kept their distance even more than before.’




  ‘Not exactly a sociable family, I’m afraid,’ the rector agreed with a regretful shake of the head. ‘Still, they come to church regularly and the parish is very grateful

  for their support.’




  ‘John, you described the family’s reaction as disturbing,’ said Joe. ‘What did you mean?’




  ‘I found a total absence of any outward signs of grief. As I said, Caroline was composed but perfectly courteous and thanked me for coming, but when I called on the others I had the

  distinct impression that my visit was unwelcome. Mr Quentin mumbled something about getting in touch with me shortly about arrangements for the funeral and then practically showed me the door. And

  just as I was leaving, he said, “I’d appreciate it if from now on you’d address me as Mr Cresney.” I understand from Mrs Foster that he said the same thing to

  Roger.’




  ‘On the rare occasions when they appeared as a family, Quentin always seemed to be almost subservient to his brother,’ Melissa remarked. ‘In fact, I always had the impression

  that both he and Sarah were well and truly under his thumb. Now I suppose Quentin sees himself as the head of the family and entitled to the same deference as his brother commanded.’




  ‘What about Caroline? Was she subservient?’




  ‘Detached is the word that springs to mind.’ Melissa considered for a moment before continuing. ‘I’ve always wondered if there might have been some kind of tragedy or

  trauma in her past and that she was somehow . . . I don’t know, covering up. There’s a kind of remoteness and dignity about her that reminds me of a picture in the Wallace Collection in

  London. It’s of a lady called Eleanora de Toledo; it used to fascinate me and I went to look at it every time I spent a day in town. I felt sure she had some kind of secret sorrow and it

  turned out that I was right.’




  ‘How do you know?’ said Joe curiously.




  ‘I looked her up in Britannica and found she’d had the misfortune to marry into the Medici family and suffered all kinds of ghastly tragedies – one of her sons was

  murdered by another and her husband subsequently killed the brother. She died in mysterious circumstances and it was thought the husband might have been responsible for her death as

  well.’




  ‘You’re not suggesting Caroline is covering up something similar?’ said the rector with a smile.




  ‘Hardly. It was just something about her general demeanour that struck a chord the first time I met her.’




  ‘So long as you aren’t thinking of using the story for some grim Gothic melodrama,’ said Joe. ‘I don’t think Cynthia Thorne would approve.’




  ‘Perish the thought!’ Melissa smiled for a moment at the absurd suggestion and then grew serious again. ‘We shouldn’t be making jokes at a time like this. John, do you

  think I could help? It’s true that any conversations I’ve had with Caroline in the past have been pretty general, and she’s never revealed anything about herself or her family,

  but she’s always been perfectly friendly. Perhaps I should pop round and see her. She might find it easier to talk to a woman.’




  ‘She’s got her sister-in-law,’ Joe pointed out.




  ‘I suppose so, but from what John said it doesn’t sound as if they’re particularly close.’




  ‘It would be a kindness.’ There was gratitude as well as approval in the rector’s reaction. ‘Alice said she’d try and find time but she’s always rushed off

  her feet during the school holidays, and anyway she’s hardly spoken to Caroline apart from the usual polite chat after the service on Sunday mornings.’




  ‘I’ll go this afternoon.’




  After a few minutes’ deliberation, Melissa decided not to chance walking through the orchard to the front door of the house. The bees seemed quiet enough now; the

  activity round the hives was, so far as she could judge, fairly normal and there was none of the angry buzzing that had made her and her mother turn back that morning. She shuddered at the thought

  of what the sound had indicated and tried to imagine what might have happened. Perhaps Aidan had become aware of some abnormal behaviour, gone to investigate and been attacked. Perhaps in his haste

  he had failed to check that his protective clothing was properly fastened, with appalling consequences.




  Whatever the explanation, she could not bring herself to walk that way, so she followed the drive indicated by a painted fingerboard reading ‘Cold Wells Manor’. She walked slowly,

  partly on account of the fierce heat of the late summer afternoon and partly to give herself a little more time to decide what her approach should be. She had written and brought with her a card

  offering sympathy; if Caroline made it clear that she did not welcome her call she would simply leave it with an assurance that if there was anything she could do etc etc. The usual trite phrases,

  she thought with a sigh. But what else could one say? Her mind went back thirty years to her own experience of bereavement, when her young lover had died never knowing that she was carrying his

  child. She had heard precious few words of comfort then.




  Through the tall neatly clipped beech hedge concealing the lower part of the house she caught an occasional glimpse of bright colour that suggested a well-stocked flower garden, an impression

  reinforced by the masses of climbing roses surrounding the upper windows. She knew, from the regular sight of a Land Rover turning down the lane leading to the house, that the Cresneys employed a

  local firm of garden contractors. It fitted with her mental image of the family; somehow one did not associate either of the Cresney brothers with hands-on experience of lawnmowers, fertilisers or

  potting sheds.




  Such alterations as were necessary to convert the house into two separate dwellings had been carried out internally, so that the only visible change was the construction of a separate entrance

  that faced north towards the church. A short distance further on, the gravelled drive had been widened to form hard standing, presumably for visitors’ cars, although this afternoon it was

  empty. People were not exactly queuing up to offer their condolences.
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