





[image: image]












[image: image]









Copyright © 2023 Penny Blackwell


The right of Penny Blackwell to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2023 by Headline Accent


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


This Ebook edition published in 2023 by Headline Accent


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover credit © GraphicsRF.com and Lulupainting, both Shutterstock


Cover Design by www.nickcastledesign.com


eISBN: 978 1 0354 0009 6


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









About Penny Blackwell


Penny Blackwell grew up in rural West Yorkshire. After university she spent time in several different cities, but eventually returned to settle in Brontë Country. Penny Blackwell is a pen name for Lisa Firth, who also writes award-winning contemporary romantic comedies as Mary Jayne Baker and World War II fiction as Betty Firth. The Cherrywood Murders is the first novel in a brand-new cosy murder mystery series set in Yorkshire.









About the Book


[image: ]


A DOLLOP OF JAM. A SPOT OF TEA. A SLICE OF MURDER . . .


It has been a year since Tess had to trade the hustle and bustle of London life for pulling pints and moonlighting as a Cher impersonator in a backwater country pub.


The sleepy Yorkshire village of Cherrywood would always be home, but a return to rural life wasn’t quite the path she’d paved for herself. Still, being back with her oldest friends, Raven and Oliver, was a definite upside and she was beginning to settle into the slower pace.


That is until Clemmie Ackroyd, a stalwart member of the community, is brutally murdered. Ruled a robbery gone wrong, it’s an open-and-shut case for the police, but something isn’t quite adding up for Tess.


Then an unexpected face from the past shows up in the village, pointing fingers, and Tess finds herself resolving to get to the bottom of Clemmie’s death – even if that means getting up to her neck in jam, Jerusalem and deadly secrets at the Women’s Guild . . .









For the Horan twins, Mary and Tessie.









Prologue


Nosy cow.


Clemmie was terrified for a moment that she might actually have uttered the words aloud. Her hand flew to her mouth and a brief, high-pitched giggle bubbled from her.


She shouldn’t say that. Shouldn’t even think it, no matter what state she’d just found her drawer in. If you can’t say something nice then don’t say anything at all, Mother used to tell them when they were children. Clemmie may not be good – sometimes, when she lay awake at night, she worried she might actually be downright wicked – but she did try to live her life in a spirit of Christian charity.


She shivered, pulling her cardigan tighter. The sun was going down.


Not that Mother had said or done many nice things herself, when she’d been alive. But that hadn’t been her fault. She was like Prue – she couldn’t help what life had made her, any more than Clemmie could suddenly stop being the person it had made her.


And Prue had really been very good to her since Mother had been gone. Yes, very good. If she’d pressed to sell Ling Cottage, Clemmie could be in some poky flat now – in a grim concrete high-rise, perhaps; the sort of place the lonely went to die. She had no savings of her own to offer to buy Prue’s half of the house.


But Prue had been kind, as far as someone like Prue was capable of showing kindness. It was ungrateful of Clemmie to feel otherwise. Although perhaps kind wasn’t quite the right word for Prue. It was too warm a word for someone like her, someone who was practical to the point of austerity and unemotional to the point of—


Heck, and she was doing it again. What on earth was wrong with her this evening?


‘You’re becoming bitter, Clemency Ackroyd,’ she muttered. ‘Just a bitter, sour old lady. Aren’t you, my girl?’


Clemmie reached up to grasp her St Christopher medal, fumbling in the folds of the thick knitted muffler she’d slung around her neck in a futile attempt to keep out the chill. Finally she caught hold of it, pressing it between her fingers until the little figure and his child burden were printed on the tips. She felt jittery, for some reason. Like something was coming.


It was always chilly in Ling Cottage, no matter the weather outside. Tonight was a mild, moonless evening in late March, yet Clemmie was shrouded in woollen layers as if it was winter. The house harboured a damp sort of cold that seemed to get into your very essence – into your bones, your blood, your soul.


Clemmie frowned and looked round, convinced she’d heard something. Prue had left a short while ago to drive the last of the Women’s Guild ladies into the village, no doubt then being persuaded inside for tea, since she still hadn’t returned home. Although the village was little more than a mile away, on nights like tonight, when the moors that surrounded the house were swallowed up by the darkness, Ling Cottage could feel very far from civilisation indeed.


‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Is somebody th—’


A feline figure slunk from the darkness and wove itself around her feet, purring.


‘Oh. It’s you, puss.’ Clemmie bent painfully to tickle her old tom Nelson between the ears and he rewarded her with a cold nose pressed against her calf.


It felt comforting, that bulk of warm fur against her skin, but Nelson was soon bored and off to search for new adventures. Clemmie watched him pad away and went back to rearranging the contents of her little drawer in the sideboard.


Her coin collection on the left, nestled into layers of filmy tissue paper inside an old tea tin. Her papers beside it, carefully arranged into piles of letters, bills, receipts. Old notepads and memorandum books she ought to have thrown away years ago. But then you never knew, did you, if you might need them again?


Now, what had she been thinking about? Something to do with . . . oh, Prue, yes.


Clemmie remembered what her sister had said to her, the day they’d buried Mother. ‘We’re two old maids now, Clem. We need to take care of one another.’


How Clemmie hated that term, old maid! So old-fashioned and judgemental. She wished Prue wouldn’t describe them that way.


Except, whispered the spiteful little girl who would insist upon talking in her ear, Prue is such a very old-maidy sort of person, isn’t she?


So the decision had been made. With Mother gone, Prue had installed herself back at Ling Cottage, and life had carried on.


And Prue was right, Clemmie told herself as she moved a stack of letters – all opened once and carefully resealed – back into their correct place. It was good that they should keep each other company. They were in their mid-seventies now. The age of love affairs had long passed and they were all the family each had. Loneliness in old age was a terrible thing.


But oh, it drove her mad, the constant fiddling and prying! Prue could be such a busybody; she’d been so from a child. So many times, Clemmie had had to rescue some precious possession from the bin after Prue had decided it needed to go, and she knew her sister went through her private things. Her drawers were never in quite the same order when she returned from shopping. Clemmie could tell Prue had treated herself to a good rummage earlier, while she’d been out buying fairy cakes for the Women’s Guild meeting they’d hosted this evening.


She lifted a yellowing letter from her pile and frowned. It looked as though . . . could it have been? The colouring on the lip of the upper flap looked different. As though the seal had been broken, then regummed and stuck back down.


No. She wouldn’t, surely. Clemmie knew Prue was ruthless in her drive to clear the cottage of what she snippily referred to as ‘tat’ and ‘clutter’, but to open Clemmie’s letters . . .


Well, that was crossing the line. Going through her letters – her private papers! Clemmie slammed the drawer of the mahogany cabinet shut, relishing the satisfying thunk it made as it slid back into place.


Thunk . . .


White pain blossomed in Clemmie’s brain, casting its roots far down into her body, and she heard herself scream.


That one, she thought as she stumbled on to her hands and knees, had been a lot less satisfying.


With an effort she pulled her fogged vision upwards to her attacker, standing over her with weapon poised to strike again. But the numbing pain was too great for surprise as she stared into familiar eyes.


The next blow came. And then another, darkness dogging its heels, and . . . oh dear. Such a lot of red, red blood, soaking into Mother’s Turkish rug.


Prue did so hate mess.









Chapter 1


‘It’s a bad business, this,’ Neil Hobson said soberly as Tess poured his pint. He nodded to the local paper on the bar, bearing the latest report on the police investigation into Clemmie Ackroyd’s murder. ‘Never thought I’d see the like.’


Tess left his pint to settle. ‘I know. A murder, in Cherrywood! The worst crime I can remember happening around here was when Rita Sullivan was caught cycling without lights. Who on earth could have it in them to hurt Aunty Clemmie?’


The murder of the softly spoken former nursery teacher, affectionately known to those she had taught as ‘Aunty’, had shaken Cherrywood to its core. Clemmie had been a sweet old lady with a kind word for everyone, and it made no sense at all that someone could have wanted her dead.


‘You’ve not heard then?’ Neil asked, one eye on his pint as Tess topped it up.


‘Heard what? There’s not been an arrest?’


‘Yes, this morning. Not only that, he’s been charged – Terry Braithwaite, Fred’s youngest. Robbery gone wrong, or that’s what police are giving out.’


Tess frowned. ‘They’ve solved the case that quickly? It can’t be right, surely.’


‘Why not? You know better than anyone that he was always a wrong ’un, Terry Braithwaite. Won’t be his first time inside.’


‘I know, but . . . murder?’ Tess said. ‘Police can’t have investigated thoroughly in a month.’


Neil shrugged. ‘All that means is it must’ve been an open and shut case. Nice to be able to sleep easy again, eh?’


‘Yes,’ Tess said vaguely, putting his pint down on the bar. ‘I suppose so.’


Neil paid for his drink and went back to his table while Tess lapsed into a thoughtful silence – until a moment later, when the door to the Star and Garter opened and Raven walked in. Tess groaned as her best friend joined her at the bar.


‘I was hoping you’d forget,’ she said.


‘Of course I didn’t forget, darling. Gin. Double.’


Tess sighed and did as she was told, pouring a double measure from one of the optics before throwing in some ice and a slice of lemon. No tonic. Raven didn’t approve of watering down perfectly good spirits with anything as vulgar as mixers.


‘You’re not really going to make me do this dreadful thing, are you, Rave?’


‘Trust me, you’ll be thanking me later.’ Raven gave her gin a suspicious sniff. ‘Hang on. What brand is this?’


Tess cast a look behind her at the spirit optic. ‘Tanqueray. That’s all right for her ladyship’s refined palette, isn’t it?’


Raven sniffed it again. ‘It bloody isn’t Tanqueray, it’s Morrison’s own. Ian and Bev must’ve been refilling the bottle with a cheaper brand.’


Tess shook her head. ‘How do you do that? I’ve never known anyone else who could identify gin brands just from the smell.’


‘Years of practice, darling.’ She swallowed a mouthful of her drink. ‘Anyway, never mind what brand it is right now. I’m just grateful for some Dutch courage before I have to make polite chitchat with Grandmother in an hour.’


‘You know, Rave, we could just not go.’


Raven sighed besottedly. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen Sam.’


‘I can’t believe I’m joining the Cherrywood Women’s Guild to help you pull,’ Tess muttered. ‘Of all the places to pick up men.’


‘We’re not joining. We’ll just go to this one meeting.’


‘Hmm. If they let us off that easily.’


Tess had a very specific idea of what Cherrywood Women’s Guild meetings must be like. There was barely a member under sixty, with the group consisting largely of the more terrifying variety of older village lady. In Tess’s mind the meetings resembled a scene from The Night of the Living Dead, only with knitting. Her general feeling was that if she ended up joining the Guild at thirty and committing herself to jam-making and cat-collecting for the rest of her time on earth, then she might as well go straight to the churchyard and start digging herself a spot.


‘Sam’s worth it, Tessie, honestly,’ Raven said, flicking out her black bob. ‘I defy you not to melt in a puddle at the man’s feet. Hiring him might be the best thing my gran ever did for me.’ She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Except I forgot, sorry. You’ve sworn off men for life.’


‘Not life. I might think about getting out on the dating scene again when I hit seventyish.’


‘Seriously, it’s been a year. You can’t write yourself off just because some greasy London sort did you wrong.’


‘I bloody can,’ Tess said, scowling. ‘This time eighteen months ago, I had a boyfriend, a job with great pay and prospects, an exciting life in the big city . . .’ She lifted the split ends of her brown hair, which she’d accidentally spilt a bit of someone’s pint on earlier. ‘Now look at me. I’m stuck doing minimum-wage work in the same dull Yorkshire village I grew up in, I’m sharing a place with you that only barely crosses the line from “closet” to “flat”, I stink of John Smith’s and the highlight of my social calendar is going to a Women’s Guild meeting.’


‘Come on, admit it. For all your whinging, there’s a part of you that’s glad to be home. Me and Oliver are here, aren’t we?’


Tess summoned a smile. ‘I did miss you guys when I was down south.’


‘I don’t see what’s so great about London,’ Raven said. ‘People selling sheds they’ve sloshed a bit of Farrow and Ball over for a million quid plus and calling them des res maisonettes. Over a tenner a pint in every bar. Cherrywood isn’t so bad – at least you can afford to live in it.’


Tess glanced behind her at the brass plaque mounted above the bar, engraved with the pub name over the slogan ‘Ye Olde Traditionale Englishe Pube’. She grimaced. It was hard to take yourself seriously when you worked in a Traditionale Englishe Pube.


‘It’s just such a big step down, going from PA at a London insurance firm to pulling pints in a backwater country pub,’ she said, propping her chin on her fist. ‘I mean, career-trajectory-wise I feel like a total failure.’


‘You’re not a failure. You’re just . . . regrouping.’


‘More like I’m stuck in a rut. Let’s face it, I’ve been here a year and I’ve had zero luck finding anything else. I’m unemployable anywhere but behind the bar in an Englishe pube.’


‘Oh, rubbish. You need to cut out this “poor me” stuff and give yourself a kick up the bum.’ Raven frowned as the strains of something that might loosely be described as music drifted through from the function room. ‘Darling, what is that godawful noise?’


‘“Dancing Queen”, I think.’


‘It sounds like a moose being waterboarded.’


‘It’s Beverley and the am-dram gang,’ Tess said. ‘They’re using the function room to rehearse their summer production of Mamma Mia. Coming soon to a village hall near you.’


‘You mean after the Shakespeare in the Park travesty last year, Bouncing Bev’s still soldiering on? Sweet Baby Jesus.’


Tess nodded to the door of the pub. ‘Speaking of which . . .’


A lanky, fair-haired young man in a clerical shirt and dog collar had just come in. He made a beeline for where Tess was serving, pulled up a stool and slumped face-first against the bar.


‘Pint of Prozac and a gun please, Tessie.’


‘What’s up, Oliver?’ Raven asked, giving the vicar’s head a sympathetic pat. ‘You didn’t catch Peggy Bristow helping herself to the communion wine again?’


‘Miss Ackroyd,’ he muttered. ‘She’s home. And she’s worse than ever.’


Raven shot a look at Tess. ‘Prue Ackroyd’s back in Ling Cottage?’


‘She can’t stay away for ever,’ Tess said.


‘Yes, but it’s only been a month. There are some pretty horrific memories waiting there for her. I don’t know why she doesn’t put the place up for sale.’


‘After Aunty Clemmie had her head bashed in in the study? Would you buy it?’


‘Good point,’ Raven said.


Tess grabbed a glass and started pumping Oliver a pint of best. ‘Did you two hear about Terry Braithwaite?’


‘That they’ve charged him for the murder?’ Raven nodded. ‘It’s all over the village.’


‘What do you think of that?’


‘It’s good, isn’t it? People can feel safe again now they know the person who did it is locked away. And I suppose there’s a sort of closure for us, as a community.’


‘I don’t know, guys. It doesn’t sit right with me.’


‘Why not?’ Oliver asked, still facedown against the bar.


‘It just feels too . . . neat, I suppose. Too easy.’


‘Tessie, you need to stop watching repeats of Murder, She Wrote,’ Raven said as she finished her gin.


‘I just want to be sure justice is being done, that’s all. Aunty Clemmie might be not much more than a statistic to the police – just an insignificant old lady who was in the wrong place at the wrong time – but she meant a lot to this village, didn’t she? She taught half of Cherrywood when we were nursery tots, the three of us included. I want to know whoever did this to her is going to be punished for it.’


‘I’m sure the police know what they’re doing,’ Oliver said. ‘They must have plenty of evidence against Terry to charge him.’


‘I suppose.’ But there was something still niggling Tess. Some sixth sense that said things weren’t quite right.


‘I wonder if she’ll be there tonight,’ Raven said. ‘Prue Ackroyd, I mean.’


‘Why, what’s tonight?’ Oliver asked.


Tess pulled a face. ‘Raven’s forcing me to go to a Women’s Guild meeting. This sexy new gardener her gran hired is giving a talk and I’ve been recruited for wingman duties.’


‘You should see him, Ol. He’s an angel,’ Raven said in a voice that was more than half sigh. ‘I think he’s The One, you guys. Baby-making genes if I ever saw them. I knew it the minute I spotted him raking leaves with his shirt off.’


‘You know, as a metaphor, angels aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,’ Oliver said. ‘The cherubim are ugly buggers. Bodies covered in eyes, according to Ezekiel.’


Tess grimaced. ‘Covered in eyes? Well that’s the stuff of nightmares. Cheers, Ol.’


‘All right, smartarse, then he’s got abs like a Chippendale and a fully biteable pair of buttocks,’ Raven told Oliver. ‘Are you and Ezekiel happy with that description?’


‘Ecstatic,’ Oliver mumbled to the bar. ‘The image of you biting some poor lad on the backside is the only thing that gets me through evensong.’


Tess sighed. ‘Depressed vicars and sex-crazed heiresses. Another day, another dollar.’ She tugged at the back of Oliver’s collar to make him lift his head and slid his pint to him. ‘Here you go, Ol. Get that down you and tell us what Miss Ackroyd’s been doing to make life at the vicarage a living hell.’


Oliver took a pull on his beer to fortify himself.


‘Well, she turned up at church this morning, sitting in her and Aunty Clemmie’s usual pew like nothing had happened,’ he said. ‘Paler, but as frosty as ever. Then after the service, she asked if she could come see me at the vicarage this afternoon.’


‘And?’ Raven said, leaning towards him.


‘I thought she’d want to talk about her sister. I was flattered, to be honest. I mean, I know that’s the last thing I should be thinking when I’ve got a bereaved parishioner in need of spiritual guidance,’ he said, flushing. ‘But ever since I was given this parish, it’s felt like the old guard at St Stephen’s haven’t taken me seriously. Everyone still sees me as little Oliver, who was our paperboy, and his old man used to repair the telly when it went on the blink and his mum worked down the bakery. Miss Ackroyd’s the worst of the lot.’


Raven shuddered. ‘She always was. The Beast of Cherrywood Primary.’


‘Exactly. To her I’m the same snot-nosed eight-year-old who doodled willies in his exercise books.’ He took another deep swallow of his pint and stifled a burp. ‘She’s just got this look on her, you know? Like it’s a wonder an idiot like me can tell one end of a baby from the other and doesn’t dunk them in the font arse-first.’


‘She looks at everyone like that, Ol,’ Tess pointed out.


‘It’s just a lot to live up to,’ Oliver muttered, half unconsciously zipping up his fleece to cover his dog collar. ‘Being a young vicar’s hard enough without working in the village you grew up in. This is exactly why vicars never apply for their home parishes. A prophet’s never respected in his hometown and all that.’


‘So why did you?’


He shrugged. ‘Suppose I got attached to the place.’


‘Miss Ackroyd must respect you a bit if she came to you for bereavement advice,’ Raven said.


‘Except she didn’t. I just assumed. What she actually wanted was to tell me off about the bloody KJV.’ He glanced upwards. ‘Sorry.’


‘The what?’ Tess said.


‘The KJV. King James Version of the Bible. We’ve dropped it from the ladies’ Bible study group in favour of a newer translation and she’s not happy.’ He winced. ‘She’s really not happy.’


‘Gave you a bollocking, did she?’


‘I thought she was going to yank me back to school by the ear and put me in Naughty Boy Corner.’ Oliver’s eyes had fixed on the doorway to the bar storeroom, just behind Tess. ‘Um, who’s that, by the way?’


Tess glanced over her shoulder at the pretty, tawny-haired girl refilling the peanut dispensers. ‘New barmaid – Tammy McDermot. She’s taken Emma’s old job.’


‘Has she?’ Oliver said, not removing his gaze.


‘Oh God, is it that time of year already?’ Raven muttered.


‘What time of year?’


‘The time of year when you develop a graphically unrequited crush on some girl, spend weeks getting up the nerve to talk to her, only to wimp out and end up crying into a bottle of wine at our place.’


‘Well. I like to fall in love over the summer. It gives me something to be miserable about come autumn.’


‘You’ve got no excuse to avoid talking to her this time,’ Tess said. ‘She’s about to relieve my shift. You can fill her in on your VKJ woes while you finish your pint.’


‘KJV.’


‘Whatever.’ She raised her voice. ‘Tam! I’m going to get off now. Will you be OK on your own?’


Tammy came through and smiled at her. ‘I’ll be fine, Tess. You go have a good time.’


‘I’m not sure a good time is really going to be on the cards, are you?’ Tess said, pulling a face.


‘You never know, it might be a laugh. Women’s Guilds are supposed to be dead edgy nowadays. I bet it’s all nude calendars and Class A drugs.’


Tess laughed. ‘I hope not. Left my crack pipe in my other jeans.’


‘Hi, Raven.’ Tammy turned to smile at Oliver. ‘And hi, stranger.’


‘Hi.’ He cleared his throat, deepening his voice slightly. ‘Er, hi. Good to . . . hi.’


‘Now I know I’ve seen you around,’ she said, tilting her head. ‘You’ll have to give me a clue. Mr . . .?’


‘Actually, it’s –’ Tess began.


‘Maynard! Oliver Maynard,’ he butted in. ‘But call me Oliver, please. Mr Maynard’s my dad.’ He let out a high-pitched laugh, then stopped abruptly, staring at her in socially mortified horror.


‘Right,’ Tammy said, looking amused. ‘Well, in that case I’m Tammy. Nice to meet you, Oliver Maynard.’ She held out a hand and he shook it limply, love hearts in both eyes and chirruping tweety birds circling his head.


‘OK, Rave, come on,’ Tess said, coming out from behind the bar. ‘The sooner we get to the meeting, the sooner we can get this hellish ordeal over with.’


Oliver was looking increasingly anxious at the prospect of being left alone with Tammy, who was regarding him with an expression of detached curiosity. The two women walked to the door and stopped.


‘One. Two. Three,’ Raven muttered under her breath.


‘Wait!’ came Oliver’s voice. ‘I’ll walk you to the meeting.’









Chapter 2


‘OK, what was that all about?’ Tess asked Oliver as they made their way through the lovingly tended gardens of Cherrywood Hall towards the manor house. There was a fresh, earthy, delicious smell hanging in the air after a recent shower of rain, and the village was glowing with the tender pastels of spring.


Raven nudged him. ‘Not ashamed of our calling, are we, darling?’


He flushed. ‘Of course not. I’d never be ashamed of what I do.’


‘Then what was with the abrupt change of subject?’ Tess said. ‘You knew I was about to tell her it was Reverend, not Mr.’


‘Wanted to make a good first impression, didn’t I?’ He sighed. ‘Let’s face it, guys. People think vicars are weird.’


‘No, they don’t.’


‘Come on, you know they do.’


‘Well . . . OK, some people might,’ Tess conceded as they took a shortcut through the Japanese garden and turned their steps towards the large, gabled building in the distance. ‘Unusual, not weird. But that’s not everyone.’


‘Faith at that level is scary, Tess. It makes people nervous.’


‘You don’t make us nervous,’ Raven said. ‘And we’re just a pair of cynical heathens.’


‘You knew me before though.’ He absently plucked a cherry blossom from one of the candyfloss-pink trees that lined the path, sniffed it, then tossed it away. ‘When I meet people now, all they see is the collar.’


‘It’s not weird to people who have that same faith, is it?’ Tess said. ‘Maybe Tam’s a Christian too.’


‘I’ve never seen her at church.’


‘She doesn’t live in Cherrywood; she just works here. Besides, not being a churchgoer doesn’t mean she isn’t a Christian.’


‘Even Christians think vicars are weird,’ Oliver said gloomily. ‘I mean, maybe not when we’re giving sermons or selling iced fingers at the vicarage garden party or having tea with your nana. But we rarely fall into the category of potential boyfriends.’


‘Tammy’s very sweet though. Perfect vicar’s wife material.’


‘This is exactly what I’m talking about,’ Oliver said, scowling at a pagoda-shaped summerhouse as if it was personally responsible for his love-life woes. ‘I meet a girl and straight away everyone’s piling in with the vicar’s wife cracks. I wouldn’t mind getting her out on a date before you send her running.’


‘OK,’ Tess said gently. ‘You know I’m only teasing, Ol.’


‘I know.’ He summoned a smile. ‘Sorry, Tessie. Didn’t mean to snap.’


‘I don’t know what you’ve got to gain from lying to the girl,’ Raven said. ‘She’ll find out sooner or later. And when she does, she’s likely to be rather hacked off that you weren’t up front with her.’


Tess nodded. ‘Honesty from the get-go’s the best policy when it comes to fledgling relationships. Trust me, I’ve got that T-shirt.’


‘I think we’ve all got that T-shirt,’ Raven said.


‘All right,’ Oliver said with a sigh. ‘I just thought I could test the water a bit. Actually have a conversation where she looks at me like a normal, perhaps even shaggable, human male before she gets Vicar Face. You know, the one filled with dread that at any moment I might produce a collecting tin and tambourine.’


‘If it means that much to you, your secret’s safe with us,’ Tess said, patting his arm.


‘You could be having a highly shaggable conversation with her right now if you’d put your big boy pants on instead of running away,’ Raven told him with a stern look.


‘Well, you’d better get used to it because I’m about to do it again.’ They’d reached Cherrywood Hall now, and Oliver nodded to an elderly woman in tweed who was about to enter the building. ‘There’s Miss Ackroyd, which means I need to make myself scarce before I get another lecture on the deathless poetry of the KJV. See you later, girls.’ He gave them a hasty peck on the cheek each and scurried off.


‘Poor Oliver,’ Tess said when he’d gone. ‘The dating scene’s tough when you’re God’s representative on earth.’


‘He’s not the Pope, Tess. Anyway, never mind poor Oliver. What about poor Raven?’


‘Oh right, you’ve got problems.’


‘Yes, I jolly well have. I guarantee I’ll have my gran on my case as soon as I get through that door,’ Raven said, nodding to the manor house. ‘She’s worried Cherrywood Hall’s going to end up with English Heritage in fifty years if I don’t squeeze an heir out soon. All her nightmares now involve gangs of thuggish schoolkids wiping snot on the tapestries and feeling each other up on the Queen Anne bedsteads.’


‘Has she noticed you making eyes at Mellors?’


‘Darling, not only that – she actually seems to approve.’


Tess raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re kidding.’


‘I’m not. I caught her smiling maternally at me the other day when she found me trying to make sultry conversation about bedding plants with him.’


‘I thought she’d have you disinherited and scrubbed out of the family Bible for flirting with the help.’ Tess shook her head. ‘Downton Abbey lied to me.’


‘Those bastards.’


‘Right?’


Raven laughed. ‘To be honest, I think at this stage she’d be happy if I got knocked up by the chap in the tinfoil hat who wanders around outside Morrison’s screaming about government brain implants. She’s desperate to see me produce the next in the Walton-Lord line before she pops off.’


Tess looked up at the old mansion, home to the Walton-Lords for seven generations. Raven was the last of them, and her grandmother was becoming increasingly panicked that at thirty, the family’s sole heir was still boyfriendless, childless, and apparently in no hurry to rectify the situation.


‘I can’t believe you’ll own all that one day,’ Tess said. ‘I mean, you, who used to eat crayons at nursery. Where’s my manor house?’


‘You can have mine if you want. I hated growing up in this pile. So rude of my father to drop dead like that.’ She tugged at Tess’s arm. ‘Come on. We don’t want to miss Sam.’


They entered through the double doors and made their way down an oak-panelled passage to the library.


‘So do the ladies all take turns to host?’ Tess whispered.


‘That seems to be how it works.’ Raven grinned. ‘Looking forward to our turn? You’d better remember not to leave your knickers drying over the mantelpiece.’


‘Oh no. Just tonight, Rave, you promised me. I am not joining the bloody Women’s Guild.’


‘Relax, darling, I’m kidding. We’ll tell them we’re just trying it on for size. Then you can help me chat Sam up, we’ll get him to sort you out with one of his sexy friends—’


‘Has he got any?’


‘Of course he has. Hot gardeners always have hot gardener friends. And once that’s all arranged, we’ll just tell Gracie it’s not for us.’


‘Gracie Lister?’


‘Yes, she’s the president.’


‘Might’ve guessed.’


When they reached the library where the meeting was due to take place, the chat was in full flow. Women were milling around, drinking tea and chatting. The meeting looked exactly the way Tess had imagined it.


‘Night of the Living Dead,’ she muttered to herself.


‘What?’ Raven said.


‘Oh, nothing. I think I just had my feminist card revoked, that’s all. It’s like stepping into the 1950s in here.’


Tess looked around the room, picking out familiar faces. She soon spotted Candice Walton-Lord, Raven’s grandmother – tiny, a little hunched, but with a steel in her blue eyes that suggested she wasn’t someone to cross, even at seventy-nine. She was talking to Beverley Stringer, Tess’s boss at the pub, who ran Cherrywood’s famously awful amateur dramatics group. The peroxide-blonde landlady was buxom in leopard-skin as always, and Tess could see Candice casting the occasional disapproving glance in the direction of Bev’s over-exposed cleavage.


Not far from them, under a bouncing champagne perm, was Gracie Lister. One of life’s chairmen, she had her chubby finger in a lot of village pies – as well as president of the Women’s Guild, she was parish council chair, a trustee of the village hall, and she ran a friendship group for dementia patients at the church. She was gesticulating enthusiastically as she chatted to Peggy Bristow, cleaner at St Stephen’s Church and self-proclaimed psychic. Several other women were seated on the uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs that had been laid out in rows in front of a projector and screen.


‘Oh great,’ Tess whispered to Raven. ‘There’s going to be a sodding PowerPoint. Gosh, it’s like all my Christmases have come at once.’


‘Don’t be such a grump. You never know, you might learn something.’


‘About gardening.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Raven, we live in a flat that’s barely six-foot square. We don’t even have a window box.’


Raven shrugged. ‘Well, maybe this’ll inspire us to get one.’


Tess skimmed the room again. Apart from the animated chatter of a little group of younger women who were standing near the table where teas were being served, there was a sober vibe. It was the first Guild meeting since Clemmie’s death, of course. Cherrywood had been doing its best to keep calm and carry on, ignoring the unfamiliar sight of police officers and yellow-and-black tape that had invaded the village in the wake of the first murder there in living memory, but as a community they were still grieving. Tess noted the hushed tones of Clemmie’s old friends as they no doubt discussed the latest development in the murder case: the arrest of Terry Braithwaite.


She scanned the crowd until she spotted the face she was really looking for. Prue Ackroyd. Clemmie’s sister was standing a little distance from the other women, talking in an earnest manner to Raven’s old nanny, Marianne Priestley.


And Tess wasn’t the only one trying to sneak a peek at the woman who was currently Cherrywood’s most notorious resident. She could see other eyes darting furtively in Prue’s direction.


It was funny how people could become starstruck by someone they’d known all their lives, just because that person had been in the papers. Even when it was for something as horrific as discovering the brutal murder of a family member.


Tess wondered what had prompted Miss Ackroyd to turn up tonight. Her sister had been killed the night of the last Women’s Guild meeting. Seeing those faces again, having all the memories stirred afresh, must surely be the last thing she wanted.


One month ago, Prue Ackroyd had come back from giving Peggy Bristow a lift home and found her sister lifeless on the floor, her head caved in with – of all the unlikely weapons – their mother’s brass carriage clock. The back door, it transpired, had been left unlocked, and it seemed that Clemmie, having disturbed the culprit burgling what he believed was an empty house, had paid the ultimate price. Terry Braithwaite was the son of a nearby farmer: a veteran felon who had done time on multiple occasions for theft and housebreaking. And yet . . .


It was all very odd. The place was so isolated, a mile’s walk from the village in the midst of rolling moorland. That meant it was likely to have been deliberately targeted – but why? The Ackroyd sisters weren’t rich. The only items reported missing had been old Mr Ackroyd’s fob watch, a couple of antique silver candlesticks and about a hundred quid in pound coins that Clemmie had been saving up in an old Bell’s whisky bottle. Nothing worth killing for. Terry was a thief, but did he really have it in him to kill a neighbour, his own former nursery teacher – and for so little? In all of Terry’s criminal past, he’d never been such a fool as to target houses in his own community. Something about it just didn’t add up for Tess.


If Clemmie was well liked in the village, then her stern, acerbic sister Prue definitely wasn’t. Her unpopularity, plus the fact she’d been the one to find her sister’s body, had soon set village tongues wagging.


‘Terry Braithwaite my backside,’ Tess heard Peggy Bristow whisper to Gracie. ‘I still say it was Prue who grabbed that carriage clock and planted it in Clemmie’s head. There never was any love lost between them. She’s only lucky she had an ex-con living nearby to pin it on.’


Tess could hear other snatches of conversation as she and Raven wove through the crowd.


‘. . . and I said, “For God’s sake, Ian, if you can’t reheat a steak and kidney pie without all hell breaking loose” . . .’


‘. . . yes, but it was only her fingerprints found on the thing . . .’


‘. . . practically melted the oven by the time I got home . . .’


‘. . . you know we’re not so innocent in this, Prue.’


Tess stopped short. The last comment had been made in a hushed, determined tone and it definitely didn’t sound like idle gossip. It had come from Marianne Priestley, who was still deep in conversation with Miss Ackroyd.


Tess’s eavesdropping was interrupted by Gracie Lister, the Guild president, coming over to welcome them.


‘Raven,’ she said when she reached them, beaming. ‘And Tess too. Surely you two young people aren’t joining us?’


‘Hi Gracie,’ Tess said. ‘Er, yes. That is to say, we’re just trying it on for size.’


Gracie smiled knowingly. ‘You know, you’re the fifth one tonight who’s turned up to “try it on for size”.’ She nodded to the group of lively younger women Tess had observed earlier. ‘Whatever could be behind our newfound popularity, do you think?’


‘Oh, it’s very now, the Women’s Guild,’ Raven said innocently. ‘All the cool kids are getting into it.’


‘It’s funny, but as soon as your grandmother announced that her new gardener was due to be tonight’s speaker, we had a sudden surge in membership enquiries.’


‘Like I said. Very now.’ In order to change the subject, Raven pointed to the table of vegetables from which people were helping themselves. ‘These look good. Some of yours?’


Gracie swelled a little. ‘The squashes are mine, and some of the carrots.’


‘What about the marrow?’ Tess asked. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen one that big.’


‘That one is Beverley’s.’ Gracie cast a distrustful glance at the pub landlady in her leopard-skin dress. ‘I heard a rumour she’s been using imported stuff on her veg this year. Bound to be illegal, of course, but you know the judges won’t do a thing about it. And as for Peggy Bristow and her carrots, well . . .’


Tess stifled a smile. The competitive spirit that arose among the village’s vegetable-growers in the run-up to the Cherrywood Spring Show in May was the stuff of legend, and despite winning in all her categories for the past five years, Gracie was by far the worst culprit.


‘You know you’ll sweep the board as per usual, Gracie,’ Raven said. ‘It doesn’t matter what Bev uses on her marrows: they won’t stand a chance against yours.’


‘Well, Raven, that’s very sweet of you to say.’ Gracie pursed her lips, casting a look at the table of fruit and veg. ‘I suppose my record is the reason some people around here have felt it necessary to bring in outside help.’


Raven frowned. ‘Have they?’


‘Oh, I imagine your grandmother’s found a semi-plausible excuse to replace her old gardener . . .’


‘John? She didn’t replace him, he retired.’


‘Mmm, and just a month before the show; how very convenient. All I can say is, she never brought onions that size along for the vegetable swap table before Sam Mitchell went to work for her.’ Clemmie patted Raven’s arm. ‘But it’s not your fault, dear. I’d never dream of holding it against you. Now excuse me, I must go make sure Mr Mitchell has everything he needs.’


‘Now how can you say this place is duller than London?’ Raven whispered to Tess. ‘Dirty dealings at the village show. Mutant mega-marrows and colossal carrots. It’s a cut-throat world, competitive vegetable growing.’


Tess wasn’t listening. Her gaze had fixed on Marianne and Miss Ackroyd, who were still talking in furtive whispers a little way from the rest of the gathering.


‘Let’s go say hello to Marianne,’ she said.


Raven shrugged. ‘If you like.’


‘It wasn’t us who—’ Miss Ackroyd was saying, but she stopped abruptly when she caught sight of Tess and Raven. She jerked her head to indicate that Marianne should turn around.


Marianne looked taken aback for a moment, but quickly broke into a smile.


‘Raven,’ she said as she came forward to embrace her. ‘And Tess too, how wonderful. Your grandmother and I thought you were teasing us when you said you wanted to join.’


‘When do I ever tease you, Mari?’ Raven said, kissing her on both cheeks.


‘Do you really want me to answer that? Because I have been keeping a list.’


Tess glanced at Miss Ackroyd. She was a hard person to read – certainly her expression never gave anything away. But she’d recently lost her only living relative, and it seemed to Tess that the village ought to be doing a little more rallying round and a little less behind-hand gossiping. Miss Ackroyd could be hard work, but the idea she might be a killer was ridiculous. Spreading wild, unfounded rumours was Cherrywood’s favourite hobby, and this time there was more than the reputation of Beverley’s marrows at stake.


‘How are you doing, Miss Ackroyd?’ Tess asked kindly.


Tess had been afraid of Miss Ackroyd at primary school – all the children had – but for some reason the stern teacher had taken rather a shine to her. Tess Feather was one of the few people in the village she’d condescend to crack a smile for.


But there was no smile for Tess today.


‘I’m doing perfectly well, thank you, Teresa,’ Miss Ackroyd answered stiffly. ‘Although I might be doing rather better if people would stop asking how I’m doing every five minutes.’


‘Oh. Right.’


Miss Ackroyd’s expression softened slightly. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be sharp. Things are rather unpleasant, as you can imagine. Dealing with the police this past month has been exhausting, and then being back at home without . . . they returned her things today.’


‘Her things?’


‘Yes, the items that were taken. Not the money, of course – I suppose Braithwaite had already spent it – but the candlesticks and Father’s watch were found under a loose floorboard in his room at Black Moor Farm.’ She shuddered. ‘I wish the police hadn’t bothered. I hate to have them in the house now.’


‘Of course you do. If there’s anything I can do, just ask.’


Miss Ackroyd summoned a tight-lipped smile. ‘Oh, let’s not talk of it. I’m thoroughly sick of the subject. So, you young ladies are joining us, are you?’


Before Tess could answer, Gracie Lister bounced over, hugging a Tupperware tub to her jiggling chest.


‘Prue, it’s so good of you to come tonight,’ she said. ‘I know it must be . . . well, poor Clemmie and all. Anyway, I wanted to do something, only I didn’t know . . .’ Gracie laughed, fanning herself. ‘Listen to me, old motormouth. I never do manage to open my cakehole without ending up with a foot sticking out of it, do I?’


‘Do you intend to make a point any time this evening, Gracie?’ Miss Ackroyd asked coldly.


‘Yes. Well, no, not a point so much as a . . . casserole.’ Gracie held out the tub. ‘Chicken. I knew you probably wouldn’t be in the mood to cook, and I wanted to, you know . . .’


‘What you know could be written on the back of a sixpenny stamp, Gracie Lister,’ she snapped. ‘For God’s sake, do leave me alone.’


Gracie blinked. ‘Me?’


‘All of you. I didn’t come here to fuel the gossip of a bunch of frustrated curtain-twitchers.’ Miss Ackroyd swatted the casserole away. ‘Yes, I know what you’re all whispering about. I may be in mourning but I’m not, as it turns out, deaf.’ She stomped off.









Chapter 3


Gracie stared after Miss Ackroyd in dismay, still clutching her Tupperware tub.


‘Oh dear,’ she whispered. ‘Now I’ve offended her. Story of my life.’ She turned to Marianne. ‘I honestly wasn’t whispering about her. I wouldn’t dare.’


‘Don’t take it hard, Gracie,’ Marianne said, patting her arm. ‘Prue doesn’t mean anything by it. She snapped at Tess too; it’s not just you.’


‘Yes.’ Gracie summoned a smile. ‘Grief can make people behave that way, I suppose. I didn’t mean to annoy her, I just wanted to help.’


‘That was very kind of you. And I’m sure your chicken casserole is delicious. You know, it’s Candice’s favourite.’


Gracie brightened at once. ‘Oh, would she like it?’


‘She’d love it,’ Marianne said. ‘Thank you. Now, why don’t you get everyone organised? We’ll be starting soon.’


When Gracie had bounced away, Tess smiled at Marianne. ‘Well handled.’


‘What is Miss Ackroyd’s problem?’ Raven demanded. ‘There was no need for that.’


‘She did just lose her sister,’ Tess said. ‘And she’s not wrong, is she? Everyone is whispering about her.’


‘Prue’s lonely. Lonely and afraid.’ Marianne watched Miss Ackroyd as she took a seat at the back by herself. ‘Now Clemmie’s gone, she’s got no one left. Everyone needs someone to love.’


‘Is that a hint?’ Raven said. ‘I didn’t come for you and Grandmother to start trying to marry me off again.’


Marianne turned to look at her. ‘Why did you come?’


Raven shrugged. ‘Idle curiosity.’


‘Mmm. And I know what about.’


Tess swept in with another diplomatic subject-change in the direction of vegetables. ‘It sounds like competition’s already very healthy for this year’s spring show.’


Marianne laughed. ‘You’ve been talking to Gracie.’


‘So, is it true?’ Raven asked. ‘Did you and Grandmother bring Sam in as a ringer?’


‘Darling, I’m shocked,’ Marianne said, holding a hand to her heart. ‘Your grandmother is a Walton-Lord. She would never stoop so low.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But that doesn’t stop the two of us having a little fun with the other growers. What they don’t know is, I’ve been bringing along some of the big organic onions from the farm shop to donate to the produce table. Just to see the look on their faces.’


‘Where’s Sam?’ Raven asked, in her best attempt at nonchalance.


‘In the study, hiding,’ Marianne said, grinning. ‘Gracie’s going to fetch him once we’re ready. Raven, you’d better go say hello to your grandmother before you find yourselves a seat. There isn’t long.’


Raven groaned. ‘Do I have to?’


‘Now come on, don’t be like that. She’s been looking forward to seeing you.’


‘Fine. Fine, I’m going.’


Tess and Raven headed for Candice, who was examining the refreshments.


‘Can you believe that?’ she said when they reached her, shaking her grey curls. ‘Finger foods, I said. What do the caterers bring? Bloody rice pudding! Of course, no one’s touched it. We’ll be eating the stuff for a month.’


‘I think that’s couscous,’ Tess said.


‘I’ll tell you what it isn’t: canapés. I definitely told them canapés on the telephone. The idiot stuttered at me like I’d started speaking another language.’


Tess bit her tongue to stop herself pointing out that this was literally true.


‘We’ll take some back to the flat with us if you like,’ Raven said. ‘Hello, Grandmother.’


Candice turned round and her face softened a little. ‘Raven. Well, dear, I’m glad to see you.’ She held out her hand and Raven gave it a shake. Tess averted her eyes, embarrassed by the formal way they always greeted each other.


‘How’s work?’ Candice asked Raven.


‘Same as usual.’ Raven worked as a copywriter for a wall-art company, coming up with trite slogans for a range of dreadful motivational posters. She often claimed to be the brains behind ‘Live, Laugh, Love’, with her usual creative approach to the truth.


‘Courting at all?’ Candice enquired.


‘Nope.’


‘And have you decided to give up that horrid poky flat and come back to Marianne and me?’


‘Certainly not. It’s a wonderful poky flat. It’s got Tess in it, for a start.’


Candice smiled at Tess. ‘That is one positive feature. So, you’re joining us, are you, girls?’


‘We’re just trying it on for size,’ Tess said. ‘Um, Raven said your new gardener’s speaking tonight?’


‘Yes, it was rather a mess actually,’ Candice said. ‘We had planned to cancel tonight’s meeting. Well, it didn’t seem appropriate, so soon after Clemmie’s death – especially when it happened right after our last meeting. Gracie went ahead and cancelled the scheduled speaker, only for Prue to telephone and insist we went ahead as usual. She was very anxious about it – quite upset, Gracie said, and adamant it was what Clemmie would want. We were very lucky Sam was able to step in at the last moment.’


Gracie approached them, bringing the conversation to a halt.


‘Now, Candice,’ she said, looking stern. ‘What have we forgotten?’


Candice was dumb.


‘The friendship horseshoe!’ Gracie said in an exasperated tone. She gestured to the chairs that had been laid out for them. ‘How are we supposed to build a sisterhood sitting in these nasty little rows?’


‘I thought they were rather sweet little rows.’


‘No, you didn’t. You forgot. Everyone always forgets the friendship horseshoe.’ Gracie prodded Peggy Bristow nearby, who nearly choked on the eclair she was eating. ‘Peggy, you’ll be hosting next time. Just remember, chairs arranged in a lovely lucky horseshoe, OK? That way we can all see each other.’ She clapped her hands and raised her voice over the babble. ‘Now, ladies, I’m going to ask you to fill your teacups, empty your bladders if you need to and take your seats. Five-minute warning before I introduce our guest speaker.’


‘That woman and her hippy-drippy horseshoe nonsense,’ Candice muttered as Gracie made her way to the front.


Raven grabbed Tess’s arm and led her to the back row.


‘Don’t you want to sit at the front, be closer to Sex-on-legs Sam?’ Tess asked.


‘No, I want to be where I can have a jolly good perve without him seeing. We can talk to him after. You’re going to help me lure him to the pub.’


Tess glanced around the newly swelled ranks of Cherrywood Women’s Guild. ‘Looks like you’ve got a bit of competition.’


‘Are any of them heirs to a country estate?’


‘Touché.’ Tess grinned. ‘Hey, what if it’s me he fancies? You never know, he might have a kink for short-arse barmaids with unbrushed hair who reek of beer.’


Raven shrugged. ‘I can always use the family fortune to have you bumped off.’


Tess watched Candice take a seat next to Marianne a couple of rows ahead of them.


Marianne had worked for the Walton-Lords for nearly thirty years, ever since Raven had been a baby. Raven’s mother, who’d reportedly been a great beauty, had quickly grown bored of being mum to a demanding infant. After Raven’s father died, she’d left her tiny daughter at Cherrywood Hall to be raised by her paternal grandmother – and pocketed a tidy sum for agreeing never to contact the child again, according to rumour.


Candice was a kind woman but undemonstrative, puzzled by the ways of children, and little Raven had naturally come to look on her cuddly, affectionate nanny as the closest thing she had to a mother. Marianne had grown close to her employer too, and when Raven had grown up she’d stayed on as Candice’s companion.


‘So are they a couple?’ Tess whispered to Raven. It had been a favourite piece of gossip in the village for decades.


Raven shrugged. ‘No idea.’


‘Didn’t you notice? You grew up here.’


‘They’ve never shared a bedroom. I’ve never seen them kiss or hug, or hold hands even.’ She smiled. ‘But they adore one another. Marianne’s the only person Grandmother’s eyes light up for.’


‘Aww. They are then.’


‘I told you, I don’t know. They love each other, but I don’t know if it’s a romantic kind of love. Then again, it might be – it would’ve been a big taboo when they were young; that’s not something you just shake off.’ Raven shrugged. ‘I don’t know that it matters either way, if they’re happy with each other. It’s really nobody’s business but theirs.’


Tess watched the two of them, sitting shoulder to shoulder. Candice was saying something, and Marianne inclined her white head towards her as she listened. They looked very comfortable sharing each other’s personal space.


‘No,’ Tess said. ‘I don’t suppose it is.’


Gracie clapped her hands again. ‘Let’s get things started. It’s lovely to see so many new people here tonight.’ Her face took on a sober expression. ‘But of course, there’s one member who can’t be with us. Before we begin, I’d like to ask everyone to observe a minute’s silence for our friend Clemmie Ackroyd, who as you all know passed away last month. Several members have asked that tonight’s meeting be dedicated to her memory. So tonight is for our Clemmie, honorary aunty to three generations of Cherrywooders. To Clemmie, who loved this village, and was loved in return by all who knew her.’


‘To Clemmie,’ everyone muttered in unison.


Hands were clasped and eyes lowered. Tess couldn’t help sneaking a look at Miss Ackroyd, seated alone at the other end of their row. She was sitting rigidly upright, staring straight ahead.


‘Thank you, ladies,’ Gracie said when the moment’s observation was over. ‘Now, a few bits of admin before we welcome our speaker. Firstly, I’d like to draw the attention of our new members to the book swap table – yes, the Jackie Collins are all mine,’ she said with a little laugh. ‘If you have any to exchange, please do help yourself. The honesty system, of course. We also have our produce table, with all money raised going towards the spring show.’ She squinted at it. ‘An excess of Peggy’s cabbage chutney, it seems.’


‘Yum,’ Raven muttered to Tess.


‘And my girls have been very busy, so plenty of honey for those with a sweet tooth,’ Gracie said, nodding to a row of amber jars. Her ‘girls’ were her pride and joy – the colony of honey bees she tended with loving care throughout the year.


‘And finally, the shoebox campaign.’ Gracie waved a sad-looking knitted bear in the air. He had mismatched eyes, was wearing a dull blue waistcoat and had the two-dimensional look of woollen roadkill. ‘Now, I won’t name names. But this . . .’ She indicated a large button that had been sewn on to the bear’s front. ‘Ladies, you know adornments of any kind are against the rules. It might produce jealousy among the children; it might choke them. Stick to the pattern provided and no more flashes of inspiration, please.’


‘Um, what are the bear things for?’ one of the other new members asked. Tess recognised her – Audrey Felcher, a pretty girl who worked in the village tearoom. She’d been in the year below her, Raven and Oliver at school.


‘For our annual Christmas shoebox campaign.’ Gracie indicated a pile of boxes under the buffet table. ‘Each box contains a knitted bear, plus toothpaste, toothbrush, pencils and a book. They’re giftwrapped and sent to displaced children living in refugee camps. All for charity.’


Prue Ackroyd’s head, which had been drooping against her chest, shot up.


‘Pardon?’ she said sharply.


Gracie blinked. ‘For the refugee charity, dear. The bears, you know?’


‘Oh. Yes.’ Miss Ackroyd looked relieved. ‘Of course.’


‘Right. So now we begin the meeting proper,’ Gracie said. ‘And we all know what comes first. Up, up, up!’


Tess turned a look of horror on Raven. ‘Women’s Guilds still do this?’


‘Ours does, apparently.’ Raven grimaced apologetically as she got to her feet. ‘Sorry.’


‘You deliberately didn’t tell me. You withheld the fact of . . . of singing from me.’


‘Come on, you sing. You’re always bloody singing.’


‘Not when I don’t know the words!’


‘I don’t know them either,’ Raven whispered. ‘Just mime it.’


Tess noticed Audrey rolling her eyes as the group launched into the dreary, tuneless notes of ‘Jerusalem’.


‘And did those . . . mmms in ancient mmm . . . walk upon England’s mmm-mmm mmm,’ Tess mumbled, avoiding the glare Gracie fixed on her.


‘Well, ladies, I think I’ve teased you long enough,’ Gracie said when they’d all resumed their seats. ‘Without further ado, I’d like to introduce our guest speaker, Sam Mitchell. Sam is the new gardener at Cherrywood Hall, which I’m sure those of you familiar with the beautiful gardens here will appreciate is no small job. Already he seems to be making a big difference to the vegetable patches.’ Gracie cast another resentful glance at Marianne’s shop-bought onions before continuing. ‘Sam is going to share his expert knowledge with us and explain how to get the most out of our gardens. A big hand for him, please.’


Raven hadn’t been exaggerating, Tess thought as Sam entered the room to vigorous applause. He was really very good-looking. Muscular arms, check. Deep brown eyes set in deep brown face, check. Dusting of stubble, check. Unruly black hair flopping into his eyes, check. He’d obviously come straight from work, dressed in a pair of dirty stonewashed jeans and a tight-fitting T-shirt.


All eyes had fixed on him, and it looked like there was imminent risk of some collective swooning. But the man didn’t seem fazed by the sea of dilated pupils and flushed cheeks. He strode to the front like someone who was not only used to being the centre of attention but expected to be, and smiled with one side of his mouth.


The thing was, the arms, the eyes, the smile, the charm – Tess had seen them all before, and they hadn’t been attached to anyone who went by the name of Sam Mitchell.


They’d been attached to a man called Liam Hanley. And Liam Hanley wasn’t a gardener. He was a private investigator.


He was also the man who’d ruined her life.
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