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			Read your own obituary notice; they say you live longer.


			James Joyce, Ulysses
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			Chapter 1


			Edwin: a eulogy from a dead man


			Monday, 4 April 2022


			There are some advantages to being the oldest sleuth in the country, thinks Edwin. For a start, you don’t have to be at your desk early. His morning routine now includes yoga stretches and deep breathing. In for four, hold for four, out for four. Then he breathes through alternate nostrils and finishes with a deep sigh called ‘the ocean’s breath’. If he’s really organised, he will have put his porridge on first and will be able to sit down and eat it at perfect Goldilocks temperature. The porridge is made according to his late neighbour Peggy’s specifications. It’s not very nice but Edwin sees it as a tribute and perhaps a penance. Next is Wordle, an online word game once ubiquitous amongst members of ‘book twitter’ but now, as far as Edwin can tell, only played by the dogged few. But Edwin persists because he has got to preserve his winning streak in the face of understated, but deadly, competition from his friend Bene­dict. After completing the puzzle Edwin walks to Bene­dict’s Coffee Shack to share the results (especially if he has guessed the word in fewer than four tries) and read the papers, an activity he regards as essential for any well-­informed private investigator.


			Today, Edwin arrives at the Shack at twenty minutes past nine. The commuting crowd has gone and the mothers and babies have not yet arrived. It’s a sunny spring day and the kiosk, with its rainbow bunting, looks cheerful and welcoming. Bene­dict is looking out for Edwin but, as he sees his friend approaching, withdraws inside, to make the coffee and probably to hide the fact that he was anxious. Bene­dict is a great worrier.


			‘Five,’ says Edwin, when he gets to the counter. ‘One of those infuriating words where there were too many options. I had “slack”, “black” and “flack” before I got “clack”.’


			‘I got lucky early on,’ says Bene­dict, with the modest look which says he got there in three, or even two. ‘Your usual?’


			‘Thank you, dear boy.’


			While Bene­dict prepares the best flat white in Shoreham-­by-­Sea, Edwin sits at the blue picnic table and opens The Times. His favourite paper is the Guardian, although he has a guilty soft spot for the Telegraph’s book coverage, but The Times is best for his other not-­so-­secret obsession: the obituaries.


			Today there’s a bumper crop: three, including one deceased he knows (knew) personally. The first is a trade union leader who died at the age of eighty-­four, which, given his own age, Edwin now considers untimely ripp’d; the second a pop star who sadly seemed determined to act out the clichés of that profession; and the third is a producer Edwin worked with in his BBC Radio 3 days.


			 


			Charlie (Chips) Walker


			BBC producer famous for his bonhomie and long lunches.


			 


			Bonhomie is one word for it, thinks Edwin. Chips could be good company but, if you got on the wrong side of him, his sarcasm could make you wither inside. ‘Are you trying to bore the listeners to tears?’ he once enquired of Edwin, who had been so shocked that his own eyes had started to water.


			 


			Chips Walker, the veteran broadcaster and producer, was responsible for introducing a whole new audience to classical music with light-­hearted TV shows such as Very Verdi and Mostly Mozart. Chips, who died of prostate cancer aged 85, studied at the Royal Academy of Music before joining Radio 3 as a trainee. He went on to present the Sunday evening show before turning his hand to producing. With his second wife, Margot Emsworth, he set up the production company Counterpoint which was responsible for a series of shows based on well-­known classical composers . . .


			 


			Edwin, a quick reader, has skimmed through awards, illnesses and another wife before Bene­dict puts coffee and a brownie in front of him.


			‘Who’s dead?’ Bene­dict sits opposite him.


			‘Producer I once knew . . . bit of a monster, if truth be told . . . leaves a wife and five children. Five! He was always extravagant. Wonder what the Guardian has to say about him . . .’


			It’s more of the same, with perhaps a little less Verdi and more BBC. He skips to the end of the piece. Unlike the Times obituaries, which are unsigned, the Guardian credits the writer.


			‘This is interesting,’ he says.


			‘What?’ Bene­dict cranes his head to read upside down. Edwin turns the paper.


			 


			Charles ‘Chips’ Walker, broadcaster and producer, born 19 February 1937, died 3 April 2022.


			Malcolm Collins died in 2021.


			 


			‘Eighty-­five,’ says Bene­dict, doing the maths. ‘That’s no age,’ he adds, seeing Edwin’s face.


			‘No,’ says Edwin. ‘The obituary writer, Malcolm Collins, is also dead. He died last year.’


			‘I suppose that often happens,’ says Bene­dict. ‘They write obituaries long before people die. There must be hundreds for the Queen and I bet she’s outlived countless journalists.’


			‘She’ll live for ever,’ says Edwin. ‘It’s odd, though, isn’t it? We’re reading a eulogy from a dead man.’


			Bene­dict doesn’t look as though he finds it that odd but his attention is diverted by the arrival of a stunning blonde in designer running gear. This, much to Edwin’s – and even Bene­dict’s – continual amazement, is Bene­dict’s girlfriend, Natalka.


			Natalka stops at the bench to kiss Bene­dict on the cheek and perform some rather theatrical stretches. Bene­dict hurries away to prepare her signature cappuccino with cinnamon. He’ll draw a heart in the foam too, Edwin knows. Edwin’s not exactly an expert on living with women – he’s known he was gay since prep school – but there is such a thing as being too romantic. Still, Natalka doesn’t seem to mind and she and Bene­dict have been together for over two years now. Their relationship has even survived her mother moving in. Edwin thinks this has put a strain on the couple, though. Not least because Bene­dict gets on so well with Valentyna.


			It seems that it’s Edwin who is the reason for Natalka routing her morning jog in their direction.


			‘News,’ she says, bending one leg back in an uncomfortably jointless way. ‘We’ve got a new case.’


			Natalka and Edwin are partners in a detective agency. It was Natalka’s idea. In fact, Edwin suspected Natalka of suggesting the enterprise to give him that dreaded thing – an interest. He imagined Natalka saying to Bene­dict, ‘We must give Edwin an interest, something to keep his brain alive. It’s not enough to do the crossword and that Wordle thing.’ Bene­dict had been dubious. ‘Finding Peggy’s killer was heart-­breaking. And dangerous,’ he said, during one of the planning meetings at the Shack. ‘Do you really want to go through that again?’ ‘We won’t be dealing with murder,’ said Natalka, though Edwin had thought he detected a note of disappointment in her voice. ‘It’ll probably be women wanting to catch their husbands cheating.’


			The agency was first in Natalka’s name. NK Investigates. And it really did give Edwin an interest. He loved trailing people, old enough to become invisible, taking surreptitious pictures on his mobile phone. He even liked lurking in cafes, eking out a flat white while erring husbands flirted only a few yards away with women they had clearly met online. Eventually Natalka suggested that he become a partner so Edwin invested some of his BBC pension and the K and F agency was formed, standing for Kolisnyk and Fitzgerald. Natalka had first suggested F and K but, written down, that looked too much like the F-­word with the middle asterisked out. It would have been even worse if they’d added C for Cole but Bene­dict still refused to join. ‘I’ve got enough work running the Shack,’ he said. But Edwin knew that, despite loving crime fiction, Bene­dict was squeamish about the real thing. Work at K and F all but disappeared during the pandemic but now that they are picking up a few cases again Natalka runs the business side along with her care agency. She’s a born entrepreneur, Edwin thinks.


			‘Another Jolene?’ says Edwin. This is their rather unkind name for the deceived wives although, in the country and western song, Jolene is actually the scarlet woman who is threatening to steal the unnamed man.


			‘No,’ says Natalka, pausing impressively before starting on the other leg. ‘A murder.’


			‘Murder?’ Bene­dict puts the coffee carefully on the table. Please notice the heart, Edwin begs Natalka silently.


			‘Nice heart, Benny,’ says Natalka, taking a sip. ‘Today I got a call from a woman who thinks her mother has been murdered. The mother is an author, Melody Chambers.’


			‘Famous?’ Edwin reaches for the papers. ‘Will she have an obit?’


			‘You and your obituaries. I wouldn’t think she’s in the papers. She’s a romance writer. Love and all that. You know.’


			‘I think I vaguely remember,’ says Edwin. ‘It’ll probably be in the Guardian. They like women more than The Times or the Telegraph. Yes, here it is.’


			He shows the page to Natalka.


			 


			Melody Dolores Chambers, author. Born 17 May 1952, died 2 April 2022.


			 


			‘Only seventy,’ says Edwin. ‘Not quite, in fact.’


			‘I expect she died of old age,’ says Natalka. She’s probably joking but it’s hard to tell from her face sometimes.


			‘Author of And There You Were,’ reads Edwin, ‘which was made into a film starring Nicole Kidman. It says here she died of a heart attack. Look, obituary by Malcolm Collins. The dead man.’


			‘I’ve just been talking to her daughter, Minnie,’ said Natalka. ‘She read that article about us in Sussex Life. She wants us to investigate.’


			‘She thinks her mother was murdered?’ says Edwin. ‘Does she have a suspect in mind?’


			‘Minnie says that she and her sister Harmony think Melody’s second husband killed her.’


			‘Melody and Harmony,’ says Edwin. ‘Oh dear.’


			‘You’ll have to be brave,’ says Natalka. ‘Minnie is short for Minim.’


			 


			Minim Barnes (née Chambers) lives in a large house on the outskirts of Brighton.


			‘Mummy loved music,’ she tells them in her vast, uncomfortable kitchen, ‘Daddy too. That’s how they met. Singing in a choir.’ She dabs her eyes with a Sussex seabirds tea towel.


			‘Alan’s tone deaf, of course,’ says Harmony who is perched on a stool at the catafalque Edwin believes is called a kitchen island. He’s sitting on a high stool too and wonders if he’ll ever be able to get off. Natalka, who had leapt up on hers, now says, ‘Edwin knows a lot about music. He used to be on BBC Radio 3.’


			‘Really?’ Both Harmony and Minnie turn to Edwin with new interest. They are not very alike, the sisters. Harmony is tall with dark hair pulled back into a severe ponytail. Minnie is smaller with blonde hair in what Edwin (showing his age) would call a pixie cut. Harmony is forty-­five and Minnie forty-­two.


			‘I presented a show for a few years,’ says Edwin modestly. Forgotten Classics. Six o’clock on Sunday evenings. The ironing slot, they called it. Edwin still irons his shirts though Natalka tells him that people don’t bother these days. ‘We buy things that don’t need ironing, or we just wear them with the creases.’ He’s a forgotten classic himself now.


			‘I’m sure Mummy and Daddy listened to it,’ said Harmony. ‘Alan listens to Planet Rock.’ She shudders. Well, that settles it, thinks Edwin. Alan definitely did it.


			‘Daddy loved opera,’ says Minnie. ‘Especially Wagner.’


			‘I’m an Italian opera man myself,’ says Edwin. ‘Verdi and Puccini in particular.’


			He always suspects Wagnerians, though there were plenty of them at the BBC.


			‘Alan likes heavy metal,’ says Minnie. ‘Tells you everything.’


			The sisters’ case is that Alan Franklin, Melody Chambers’ second husband, killed his wife by replacing her blood pressure tablets with poison of some kind. ‘He’s a pharmacist,’ they said in chorus, as if this explained everything. Edwin, who has a very good relationship with Dervish, who runs a chemist shop on the seafront, thinks that a lot more evidence is needed. Other signs of guilt include being fifteen years younger than his wife, having long hair and encouraging her to write a new will.


			‘It’s not about the money,’ says Minnie, putting two cups of professional-­looking coffee in front of Edwin and Natalka. ­Bene­dict himself couldn’t have produced better foam. Edwin takes a sip, ­worry­ing a little about caffeine overload. He usually restricts himself to one flat white a day.


			‘We’re both comfortably off,’ Minnie continues, ‘with families of our own.’ Edwin believes this. Minnie’s house is a solid Victorian end-­of-­terrace near leafy Preston Park and evidence of Minnie’s family is everywhere: a row of wellington boots in the hallway, football kit on the washing line outside, a ‘Mum’s Planner’ stuck on the fridge, a palimpsest of scribbled handwriting. A small dog, who could have had ‘family pet’ written on its fur, watches them from what looks like a day bed.


			‘We don’t need the money,’ repeats Minnie. ‘But Mummy always said she’d leave the house to us. It was our house. Our family home.’ Despite the pixie cut and the designer leisurewear, Minnie suddenly sounds like a teenager.


			‘And now it goes to Alan?’ asks Natalka.


			‘According to the new will, everything goes to Alan,’ says Harmony. ‘The house, the car, the boat. Even Frodo, Mummy’s dog, belongs to him now.’


			‘I understand this must be very distressing for you,’ says Natalka. Her accent often makes this sort of remark sound sarcastic but she manages to strike the right tone here. Both sisters lower their eyes as if to emphasise their distress. ‘But do you have any evidence that Alan wanted to kill your mum?’


			‘Mum’ is a nice touch, thinks Edwin, though he noted that both sisters used the posher, and more old-­fashioned, ‘Mummy’. It’s what he had called his own maternal parent, although their relationship hadn’t been the easiest.


			‘Oh, we’ve got evidence,’ says Minnie. In a dramatic move, she produces a notebook from a concealed drawer in the catafalque. ‘She wrote about it. I found this in her desk.’


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Natalka: first person


			‘It was all there,’ says Natalka. ‘“I think my husband is going to kill me. I can’t tell anyone. He watches me all the time. I’m scared of him.”’


			‘Did the daughters show the notebook to the police?’ asks Bene­dict.


			‘Apparently so,’ says Natalka, ‘but Alan – the husband – convinced them that it was fiction. Something she was planning for a new book.’


			‘Do you think that could be true?’


			‘I suppose it could be. And the sisters hate Alan. I think they’d believe anything of him. But I think it’s worth Edwin and me talking to him.’


			They are interrupted when Valentyna comes in with two bowls of steaming borscht. As often happens these days, Natalka is filled with so many emotions that she feels dizzy. On one hand, it’s wonderful to have her mother here, cooking food that tastes of home. In the dark days of the Russian invasion in February, all Natalka wanted was to get her mother out of Ukraine. When, after a panicky coach journey through Poland and her first-­ever flight, Valentyna arrived at Gatwick, Natalka hugged her mother and vowed never to be parted again. This feeling intensified when, a few weeks later, Natalka’s brother Dmytro made the journey in the opposite direction, leaving the safety of Scotland, where he’d lived since being released from a Russian prison, to join up and defend his country. Natalka – torn between pride and fury – was happy to have at least one family member where she could see them.


			But . . . it’s a one bedroom flat. Natalka and Bene­dict moved in on 3 March 2020 and, as Covid-­19 swept the country, were instantly locked down together. It was a difficult time. Natalka was running the care agency almost single-­handed. Many carers left, worried about their own families, but some stayed on, literally risking their lives for the people in their care. Natalka took on the clients that were left without carers and Bene­dict, Coffee Shack boarded up on the beach, stepped in to help. ‘We’ve got to keep the old people out of hospital,’ Natalka said, ‘that’s where people are dying of this thing.’ All day long Natalka and Bene­dict cooked, cleaned and toileted. From behind their masks they chatted with clients who were terrified of the killer disease that had stopped their friends and families from visiting, leaving them prisoners in their own homes. When they got home, Bene­dict and Natalka took off their scrubs (bought by Natalka from a secret source because protective clothing was in short supply), showered and changed. Quite often they made love at some point in the process. Then they watched comfort TV reruns together: The Office, Friends, Bake Off.


			Now, things are almost back to normal. All restrictions were lifted in March 2022, although Covid remains rife in the UK. It’s still a struggle to find enough carers but Natalka is able to spend more time with the detective agency. One of the worst aspects of lockdown was not seeing Edwin. Natalka remembers standing outside Seaview Court and shouting up to Edwin on the balcony. He had seemed cheerful enough. He wore a different hat every day and demonstrated his mastery of various yoga moves. ‘Be careful!’ Bene­dict shouted, as Edwin teetered on one leg in tree pose. ‘Namaste,’ Natalka had said, bowing to him. ‘What will happen if Edwin gets Covid?’ Bene­dict said, almost every night. ‘He’ll die,’ Natalka had answered. She has always believed in facing things head on.


			But Edwin survived. He regularly claims that, at eighty-­four, he’s the oldest detective in the country but in Natalka’s eyes he’s invaluable. He can sit in a café for hours, carrying out surveillance, deploying his age as a cloak of invisibility. Yet his mind is as sharp as ever and his client reports are so beautifully written as to be almost poetic. He’s even rather good with technology, although he persists in talking about the ‘interweb’. Natalka should be happy: both her businesses are doing well and she hasn’t had to resort to the rather dodgy Bitcoin business that gave her an income when she first moved to England. She’s no longer worried that the Ukrainian mafia will track her down – she thinks they have bigger issues at the moment – and she feels settled in her life. She likes Shoreham, she enjoys running the agency and, by some miracle, she and Bene­dict have emerged from lockdown with their relationship intact. And yet, sometimes Natalka is almost nostalgic for the days when the streets were empty and her family only available via Zoom. It’s great knowing that her mother is safe, living with them and cooking labour-­intensive meals every night. Natalka loves speaking Ukrainian with her, remembering old jokes and songs. The food is pretty good too. It’s just that, with Valentyna sleeping on a sofa bed in the sitting room, there’s nowhere for Natalka and Bene­dict to relax in their own flat. There’s their bed, of course, but, even there, Natalka feels constrained. Bene­dict, the ex-­monk, is surprisingly keen on sex and doesn’t seem to be deterred by the maternal presence in the next room. Natalka wishes that she could feel the same.


			‘Borscht,’ says Bene­dict. ‘дуже смачний.’ He is learning Ukrainian via Duolingo.


			‘You are so clever, Benny,’ says Valentyna. ‘Isn’t he clever, Talia?’


			‘He’s a genius,’ says Natalka. She knows she should be happy that her boyfriend and her mother get on so well but, sometimes, their mutual admiration society makes her want to throw things at them.


			Bene­dict starts to clear the table but Natalka grabs her notebook.


			‘Leave it. I’m in the middle of a case.’


			‘What is case?’ says Valentyna, putting sour cream and chives on the table. ‘Is it murder?’ Natalka definitely gets her interest in crime from her mum.


			‘It’s a woman who murdered her interfering mother,’ she tells Valentyna.


			Valentyna laughs delightedly at this but Bene­dict hastens to say, ‘No, it’s a writer who died recently. Her family think it might be suspicious.’


			‘You must ask Edwin,’ says Valentyna. ‘Edwin knows all writers.’


			‘He certainly thinks he does,’ says Natalka, moodily spooning up soup.


			 


			Natalka had been afraid she would like Alan Franklin and, though she carefully maintains a neutral attitude, she feels a certain affinity with the long-­haired chemist that she didn’t experience with his stepdaughters.


			‘I don’t think of myself as a stepfather,’ says Alan, in the kitchen of the rambling house in Steyning. ‘Just as well because they hate my guts.’


			It had been slightly embarrassing asking for the interview but Alan had made it easier by saying, ‘Have Minnie and Harmony asked you to investigate me? I thought they would. They’re desperate to pin Melody’s death on me. Shock, I suppose.’


			To be fair, Natalka can see why the sisters feel angry to have lost this house. It’s beautiful: stone, double-­fronted, with bay windows and a large, rather overgrown, garden. The kitchen is a perfect mix of country cottage – Aga, pine dresser – and futurist laboratory – shiny blue units, marble counters, spotlit island. Natalka sees Edwin looking nervously at the bar stools by the latter. He seems relieved when they sit down at the scarred pine table.


			A ginger spaniel who has been frisking around their feet jumps up and sits on Alan’s lap. He tilts his head back to avoid the nose lick. Whatever the sisters might say, Melody’s dog seems very happy with its new owner.


			‘He’s called Frodo,’ says Alan, reaching round the dog for his mug of tea. ‘Melody’s choice, not mine. He really misses her. I do too.’


			‘Do you mind telling us what happened?’ asks Natalka.


			‘Like I say, it was a shock. Melody had just come back from the gym. She was very fit, exercised more than me. She was here, in the kitchen, getting some food for Frodo, and she must have fallen . . . I found her lying on the floor, Frodo licking up the food that had fallen onto the floor. I tried CPR but she was already dead . . .’


			Alan’s hand is shaking when he puts the mug back on the table.


			‘Did she have any heart problems?’ asks Edwin. ‘Was she on medication? Goodness knows, I take so much that I rattle . . .’


			This isn’t quite true. To Natalka’s knowledge, Edwin takes statins and believes in the efficacy of an aspirin every day. But he is, in her opinion, rather obsessed with his own health, which might prove useful on this case.


			‘She took pills for blood pressure,’ says Alan. ‘But it wasn’t dangerously high. She exercised, she wasn’t overweight . . . The girls – God knows why I call them that, they’re fully grown women – seem to believe that I replaced the tablets with rat poison, or something similar.’


			‘Was there an inquest?’ asks Natalka.


			‘No.’ Alan’s voice takes on a steelier edge. ‘There was no need. Cause of death was myocardial infarction. No suspicious circumstances. Whatever Cagney and Lacey would have you believe.’


			Edwin laughs but this cultural reference means nothing to Natalka.


			‘What happened to Melody’s blood pressure pills?’ she asks.


			‘I put them in the medical waste disposal at the pharmacy,’ says Alan. He gives a rather saturnine grin. ‘Very suspicious behaviour, I’m sure.’


			Natalka doesn’t like his tone. This is serious, she wants to tell him. And, besides, disposing of the pills might be something a responsible pharmacist would do but it could also be seen as suspicious behaviour. Natalka is sure that Harmony and Minnie would take this view.


			Edwin obviously decides on a change of approach. ‘How did you and Melody meet?’ he asks.


			‘At the pharmacy,’ says Alan, the warmer note back in his voice. ‘She came in looking for something for RSI. Repetitive strain injury. You can get it from typing too much. We got talking about her writing. She came back the next day – she admitted later that it was on a pretext – and I asked her out on a date. The rest is history. Mel was so . . . so much fun. The age difference didn’t matter at all.’


			All the same, this is said rather defensively. Natalka wonders whether Alan has had to justify his marriage many times before. She decides it’s time to get tough.


			‘Harmony and Minnie showed us something Melody had written. It says that she was scared her husband was going to kill her.’


			This time Alan laughs outright. It sounds genuine too. The dog barks in agreement.


			‘That was an idea for a novel. Fiction. She always scribbled bits in exercise books.’


			‘A novel about a wife being afraid of her husband?’


			‘Yes. Why not?’


			‘It’s in the . . .’ Natalka snaps her fingers, irritated that she can’t think of the word. ‘It’s written in the . . .’


			‘In the first person,’ supplies Edwin.


			‘Look, Mel was a writer. I don’t know how she wrote her books. She didn’t discuss her work with me. We had our own spheres of interest. I didn’t ask about the books. She had her author friends for that.’


			‘Did Melody have many local author friends?’ asks Edwin.


			‘Yes,’ said Alan. ‘They’d meet regularly. She was rather upset, actually, because one of them died a few months ago. He was a journalist . . .’


			‘Was his name Malcolm Collins?’ asks Edwin.


			Alan stares at him over the dog’s topknot. ‘How the hell did you know that?’


			Took the words right out of my mouth, thinks Natalka.


		




		

			Chapter 3


			Bene­dict: a double life


			Bene­dict tries never to feel resentful. It’s a waste of energy and, besides, probably damaging to the soul. He remembers Brother Damian, who’d been his confessor in the monastery, quoting from the Book of Job, ‘Wrath killeth the foolish man and envy slayeth the silly one.’ Silly seemed a very unbiblical word, he’d thought at the time, but maybe it’s right for how he is feeling now. He’s silly to feel jealous of Natalka and Edwin because they have a possible murder case to investigate whilst Bene­dict’s – self-­appointed – role is to serve coffee to the early-­morning dog walkers and office workers, none of whom seem very grateful for their mindful cappuccino. Bene­dict tries hard to make small acts special, perfect in their own way. ‘The Little Way’, St Thérèse of Lisieux put it. ‘Miss no single opportunity of making some small sacrifice, here by a smiling look, here by a kindly word . . .’ But it’s possible that St Thérèse never had to serve coffee to a thirty-­something in cycling shorts who can’t be bothered to take his headphones off.


			Bene­dict is very aware of his own faults – Natalka calls it ‘being morbid’ – and he knows that amongst them is an unhealthy fascination with murder. As a teenager he’d had a serious Agatha Christie habit. Once he tried giving the books up for Lent only to weaken on Palm Sunday – of all days! – and open The ABC Murders. Whilst training to be a priest, he’d turned to Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins. He justified them to his conscience (an annoyingly intrusive presence) as Literature but, really, he was obsessed with the detectives: Inspector Bucket in Bleak House, Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone, the intrepid Marian Halcombe in The Woman in White. When he entered the monastery, he gave up fiction altogether. At the time, it had been harder than giving up sex (which, to the young Bene­dict, had been a purely theoretical concept). He traced the first stirrings of his Doubts to buying a copy of Gaudy Night by Dorothy L. Sayers at Waterstones in Bradford, whilst supposedly on his way to a retreat. He remembers the shop itself, as beautiful as any cathedral, appearing like a cornucopia of temptation. The recently published crime novels, women in red coats walking through a succession of moody landscapes, seemed altogether too sensational but the classics section, tasteful oranges and greys, had a reassuringly academic feel. And, after all, Gaudy Night was set at Oxford. Practically a textbook.


			When Bene­dict left the monastery, he moved to Shoreham, bought the Coffee Shack (with help from his parents) and rented an attic room overlooking the harbour. It was a lonely existence enlivened by one thing: television. Every night, wrapped in his duvet, Bene­dict would watch endless episodes of Murder She Wrote, Monk and Midsomer Murders. He learnt to distrust vicars, visiting historians and once-­famous actors whose characters had no obvious link to the plot. When, together with Natalka and Edwin, Bene­dict had actually investigated a real murder, he’d thought that his life would change for ever. And it has changed. Being in a relationship with Natalka is the most wonderful thing ever to happen to him. Every day, he has to remind himself that this beautiful woman is smiling at him, is going home to him, that he can see her brushing her teeth or doing yoga in her underwear. It’s surely enough excitement for one earthly lifetime. Except, it isn’t.


			Lockdown had been terrifying but, for Bene­dict at least, it hadn’t been dull. He’d had to shut the Shack but that meant he could help Natalka on the front line, with the care agency. The days had been long and exhausting but he was buoyed up by the feeling of doing good and also supporting the woman he loved. He hadn’t been able to see his friends or family but being alone in the flat with Natalka had been the opposite of lonely. They’d watched TV, cooked strange meals, developed an obsession with an online yoga teacher called Adriene. But, when lockdown finally ended, Natalka was a detective again and Bene­dict was back to serving coffee. Should he have joined the detective agency? At the time, straight after Peggy’s death, it had seemed wrong to be seeking out the sort of criminals who had taken his friend’s life. When Natalka protested that they would be mainly dealing with divorces, that seemed almost worse. Bene­dict is idealistic about marriage in the way that only unmarried people can be. He’d taken the high-­minded line that he would carry on with the lowly, yet necessary, work of providing sustenance to the caffeine-­loving citizens of Shoreham.


			Bene­dict passes over a takeaway cup to a customer who is having an animated conversation with an unseen auditor. ‘Thank you,’ says Bene­dict loudly. Passive aggression is probably a sin but not, he thinks, a serious one.


			‘Bene­dict?’


			For a second Bene­dict wonders if he’s gone back in time or strayed into Midsomer Murders, because he finds himself staring at a clerical collar. His eyes move upwards and he sees a cherubic face split by a wide grin.


			‘Richard! What are you doing here? I thought you were in Surrey somewhere.’


			‘I came to see you,’ says Richard.


			‘To see me?’ This seems both flattering and slightly worrying.


			‘Have you got time to talk?’


			Bene­dict scans the promenade but it is suddenly completely empty, seagrass blowing like tumbleweed.


			‘Let’s have a coffee,’ he says.


			 


			Bene­dict first met Richard Fraser when he came to the monastery on retreat. Richard was then a Church of England vicar who had been overwhelmed by an inconvenient compulsion to become a Catholic. ‘Everyone will say it’s because I don’t like women priests,’ Richard said to Bene­dict one day as they worked together in the kitchen garden, ‘but that’s not it at all. It’s just, I’m a pre-­Reformation person really. The Catholic Church is where I belong.’


			Bene­dict, who was beginning to despair of ever finding a place where he belonged, had been impressed by Richard’s conviction. He was prepared to disrupt his life – and the life of his whole family – on the strength of his belief. Because Richard was a married man with two children. In theory, the Catholic Church welcomed former vicars, and respected their marriage vows, but, as Richard’s wife Madeline told Bene­dict, ‘There’s no role for us, Catholic priests aren’t meant to have wives, let alone teenage children.’ In his gloomier moments, Bene­dict wondered if anyone really had a role in life but he supposed that Madeline, a GP, already had her vocation. At any rate, five years after the conversation amongst the herbs, Richard became a Roman Catholic priest.


			Bene­dict and Richard have kept in touch over the years, first via email then by sporadic WhatsApp messages. Richard had been supportive when Bene­dict left the order – ‘God has other plans for you’ – but, what with the demands of Richard’s parish and the rigours of lockdown, it had been almost three years since they last met in person.


			Bene­dict makes them flat whites and they sit at the table. He puts some brownies on a plate, remembering Richard’s sweet tooth.


			‘Delicious.’ The first one is gone in two bites. ‘Don’t tell Mad­eline. I’m meant to be on a diet.’


			‘You look fine to me,’ says Bene­dict. But, in truth, his friend is slightly rounder than he used to be which, combined with his almost-­bald head and full-­cheeked face, makes him look a bit like a large baby.


			‘So why did you need to see me?’ asks Bene­dict. ‘And why the full metal jacket?’ He gestures to the dog collar.


			‘I’m going to a meeting at Phil’s later.’ Bene­dict knows that this refers to the St Philip Howard Centre in Crawley. It’s funny how stuff like that comes back.


			Richard takes another brownie, looks at it sadly and then takes a bite.


			‘I don’t suppose you heard that a vicar called Don Parsons died recently? There were obits in some of the papers.’


			The word ‘obit’ reminds Bene­dict of Edwin, sitting at this same table and leafing through the broadsheets. Not a bad haul today . . .


			‘I didn’t hear,’ he says. ‘I don’t really read the papers any more.’


			‘No one does. But Don wouldn’t have had any obituaries if he hadn’t been living a double life.’


			‘Really? Wife and kids?’


			‘C of E vicars are allowed those. Even a few privileged Catholics are. Although I’ve heard all that’s stopping. We married priests are too expensive. What with having to pay us a salary.’


			Bene­dict knows that Catholic priests, unlike their Protestant counterparts, don’t receive a salary, relying instead on parish offerings at Christmas and Easter. It’s no wonder that some priests get quite evangelical about these.


			‘Tell me about Father Don’s double life,’ he says.


			‘Don had a very successful career as Donna Parsons, a romantic novelist.’


			‘You’re joking.’


			‘It was secret for a long time but he was outed a few years back. Didn’t seem to affect his – or Donna’s – sales. I knew Don well. We were at the seminary together and our parishes weren’t far apart. He was a quiet chap. Looked after his mum until she died, obsessed with his obscenely fat cat. You wouldn’t think he could come up with some of the stuff in the books but . . . we all have our hidden sides.’


			Bene­dict’s not sure that he does. The thought makes him rather depressed.


			‘Why are you telling me all this?’ he says. ‘I mean, I’m sorry about your friend, of course, but I’m more of a crime reader.’


			‘That’s why I’m here,’ says Richard, licking brownie crumbs off his fingers. ‘I think Don might have been murdered.’


			 


			‘What did he mean, “murdered”?’ asks Natalka.


			‘Murdered as in unlawfully killed,’ says Bene­dict. He’s slightly irritated that Natalka seems less interested in Don/Donna than in Melody Chambers.


			‘Ah,’ says Edwin. ‘Found the obit.’ They are in the sitting room of Edwin’s flat in Seaview Court. Natalka prefers meeting here because there’s no chance of her mother appearing with Ukrainian snacks but Bene­dict finds the place slightly sad, despite Edwin’s tasteful furnishings and his plentiful supply of classy biscuits. Maybe it’s because it reminds him of Peggy, who once lived across the landing.


			Edwin seems quite happy, though. He loves hosting meetings and always supplies pens, pencils and notebooks. Now he puts on his glasses and reads aloud from his iPad, font size approximately 50.


			‘This is from Monday’s edition of The Times. ‘“Vicar who led double life.”’


			‘That’s what Richard said,’ interposes Bene­dict. ‘He led a double life.’


			‘Well, it’s not a very original phrase, is it?’ said Edwin, slightly sniffily in Bene­dict’s opinion. ‘Anyway, this is what the obit says: “To his parishioners in Morton St Mary’s, The Rev Donald Parsons, who has died aged 62, was known as a quiet, kindly presence, devoted to his cats and his allotment. But the Church of England vicar, who died of a heart attack last week, had a secret. Writing as Donna Parsons, he penned a string of bestselling romantic novels including Red as the Rose, A Country Girl and A Deadly Bargain” . . .’


			‘Penned,’ says Bene­dict. ‘That’s a word that only appears in newspapers, never in ordinary conversation. “Bedded” is another one. And “dubbed”.’


			‘Do you want to hear this or not?’ says Edwin. He scrolls down the page, using forefinger, not thumb. ‘Parsons’ pseudonym was discovered in 2019 after he won an award from the Romantic Novelists’ Association. The subsequent backlash was said to have deeply affected the very private vicar . . .’


			‘Who wrote this?’ says Natalka. ‘Is it Malcolm Collins?’


			‘Times obits are unsigned,’ says Edwin.


			‘Who’s Malcolm Collins again?’ says Bene­dict. He’s conscious of the conversation drifting away from him as he looks out of the window. Not a very rewarding activity because, despite the name, Edwin’s flat does not have a sea view.


			‘He’s the man who wrote the obituary for my ex-­colleague, Chips,’ says Edwin. ‘And predeceased him. We learnt this morning that Malcolm Collins was a friend of Melody Chambers.’


			‘Really?’ says Bene­dict. ‘Did he live in Sussex then?’


			‘Apparently so,’ says Edwin. ‘He and Melody used to meet regu­larly, along with some other writer friends.’


			‘Do we know how Malcolm died?’ asks Bene­dict.


			‘Alan, Melody’s widower, thought it was a heart attack.’


			‘Like Melody,’ says Bene­dict. ‘And Don Parsons.’


			‘People die from heart attacks all the time,’ says Natalka. ‘In my business, I know.’


			Natalka often says things that make her sound like a hired assassin.


			‘But these were all youngish, fittish people,’ says Edwin. ‘Might it be worth investigating?’


			‘My friend Richard definitely thought there were suspicious circumstances with Don,’ says Bene­dict, getting to tell his story at last.


			‘What suspicious circumstances?’ asks Natalka.


			‘Well, for a start, he told Richard that someone was trying to kill him.’


			This, at least, makes Edwin and Natalka concentrate on him.


			‘Don wrote Richard a letter before he died. It said something like, “I’m scared, they’re trying to kill me.” Richard was worried. He rang Don at once but it was a landline – don’t think he had a mobile – and there was no answer. Next thing Richard heard, Don was dead. He feels terribly guilty.’


			‘Of course he does,’ says Natalka, ‘he’s a Catholic.’ She was brought up in the Orthodox Church but no longer practises anything except yoga.


			‘To be fair, I think anyone would feel bad in that scenario,’ says Edwin, an enthusiastic, though slightly freelance, Catholic.


			‘Richard went to the police,’ says Bene­dict, ‘but they said they were satisfied the death was natural causes. He wants you to investigate. He heard about the agency somehow. Maybe the Sussex Life piece.’


			‘We are getting a reputation,’ says Edwin, with some satisfaction.


			‘Richard assumed I was part of the agency,’ says Bene­dict. ‘I told him I wasn’t but said I’d pass it on to you two.’


			‘Is he paying?’ says Natalka.


			‘Of course.’


			‘Then investigate we shall,’ says Edwin, opening his notepad.


		




		

			Chapter 4


			Harbinder: the blonde assassin


			Through the glass walls of her office, DI Harbinder Kaur surveys her team with dissatisfaction. It’s not that they’re a bad lot. DS Jake Barker is irritatingly prone to standing with his legs wide apart and addressing his colleagues as ‘mate’ but he’s a decent copper for all that. DS Kim Manning, currently eying her lunchtime sandwich, is always reliable, both for good work and for a good laugh. DC Victoria ‘Tory’ Hamilton-­Fletcher is a pain but she’s not completely unintelligent and her cutglass accent is sometimes useful when talking to more prejudiced members of the public. DC Patrick Connolly is gently cruising towards retirement but he was very helpful to Harbinder when she first started the job, explaining everything from the London Underground to the intricacies of the stationery ordering system.


			It’s not the personnel that’s the problem; it’s the fact that there are so few of them. Harbinder’s Murder Investigation Team (MIT) is currently investigating a stabbing that might well be a hate crime, two drugs-­related deaths and that of an elderly woman whose daughter thinks she might have been killed by a ghost. Harbinder could do with at least two more DCs but her boss, Superintendent Simon Masters, says that she’s lucky to have a team at all, ‘what with everything that’s going on in the Met’. Harbinder takes this to mean the number of officers suspended for being part of WhatsApp groups full of racist and homophobic messages. This makes Harbinder feel that her superiors should value her – a British-­Indian gay woman – even more and, quite often, it makes her want to resign from the force altogether.


			Her phone buzzes. Natalka. Harbinder hesitates. On one hand, Natalka is always interesting. Harbinder’s girlfriend, Mette, describes her as ‘the blonde assassin’. On the other, she’s probably ringing because she wants something. Or she’s been arrested.


			‘Hi, Natalka.’


			‘Harbinder. How goes the crime fighting?’


			‘Very slowly. How’s the private investigating?’


			‘We have a murder case,’ says Natalka. And Harbinder can hear the excitement in her voice. She disapproves slightly – murder is not a game – but she understands.


			‘Tell me more?’


			‘Two writers who may have been killed.’


			‘May?’ The word ‘writers’ reminds Harbinder of the previous case involving Natalka, a memory that stirs all kinds of emotions: interest, unease and a slight sadness.


			‘Deaths recorded as natural causes but the families think there was something suspicious. Both people wrote about being scared.’


			‘Wrote where? In their books?’


			‘No. One in a notebook and one in a letter.’


			‘Does anyone write letters any more? Or have notebooks?’


			‘These people do. Anyway, I need your help . . .’ There it is. ‘I’ve tried the local police but your friend Nigel . . . Nathan . . .’


			‘Neil.’


			‘Neil. He just isn’t interested. He says there’s no case to solve. No suspicious circumstances.’


			Harbinder can imagine the conversation. When Harbinder used to work with Neil at West Sussex CID, she formed a strategy of pretending that he was a woodland animal: small, cute but ultimately harmless. It stopped her wanting to strangle him when he raised difficulties and objections. All the same, he’s not a bad bloke. It was Harbinder who first encountered Natalka and she was aware that, in taking on the Peggy Smith case, she was bending quite a few rules. Neil hadn’t approved but he’d gone along with it. But he wouldn’t appreciate Natalka turning up again with her wild Slavic beauty and stories of foul play.


			‘I can’t help you,’ says Harbinder. ‘I work in London now, remember?’


			‘But you could research the people involved. You’re a detective inspector. You’ve got a team.’


			‘A very depleted one at the moment.’


			‘If I give you the names, will you just look them up?’


			Harbinder sighs. ‘I’ll ask someone to run them through the database. See if there are any previous convictions. That’s all I can do.’


			‘Thank you. You’re a star. How’s that sexy Great Dane of yours?’


			‘Mette’s fine, thanks. How’s Bene­dict? And Edwin?’


			‘They’re both well. Edwin’s a new man now we’ve got a proper case, not just stupid divorce stuff. Murder agrees with him.’


			‘Be careful,’ says Harbinder.


			‘I’m always careful,’ says Natalka, with a laugh that sounds slightly unhinged.


			 


			It’s not until the afternoon that Harbinder has time to approach Laura, one of her civilian data analysts.


			‘Can you run these names through the database?’ she asks. ‘Melody Chambers, Alan Franklin, Donald Parsons.’


			‘Melody Chambers?’ says Laura. ‘Didn’t she write And There You Were? I loved that book. The film’s great too.’


			‘I don’t have much time for reading,’ says Harbinder. Although she does have a weakness for horror novels, anything involving killer rats or haunted brownstones in New York.


			‘It’s all about finding the perfect man and then – spoiler alert – he’s a ghost.’


			‘I hate it when that happens,’ says Harbinder. She’s out to her colleagues but allows herself the odd hetero joke.


			Laura laughs. ‘Talking of ghosts, wasn’t she an author too?’


			‘You’ve lost me there, Laura.’


			‘The old lady in Kensal Rise, Eileen O’Rourke. The one who the daughter says was murdered by the ghost of Jack the Ripper. She was an author too.’


			There it is again. Authors, in Harbinder’s experience, mean trouble.


		




		

			Chapter 5


			Edwin: retreat


			Now that Edwin has a serious case, he decides to vary his routine slightly. He still starts his day with the sacred trilogy of yoga/porridge/Wordle but now Edwin fires up his computer before saluting the dawn and, by the time he makes it to the Coffee Shack, he has made a breakthrough.


			‘Got it in four,’ he tells Bene­dict, by way of greeting. ‘I don’t approve of American spellings, though.’


			‘I agree,’ says Bene­dict, frothing milk. ‘Took me six goes. I almost gave up.’


			‘And lose your streak?’ says Edwin. ‘Never.’


			They sit at the table. It’s a cold spring day and Edwin is glad that he put on his warm jacket and scarf. He’s also wearing a deerstalker-­type hat, as a nod to his detective duties. Bene­dict compliments him on it.


			‘Thank you, dear boy. It was a present from Peggy, years ago.’


			‘Dear Peggy. She did like her crime novels.’


			‘Yes. I’m afraid she wouldn’t approve of Melody Chambers and co. Speaking of whom, I’ve found a link between Melody and Don Parsons.’
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