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Chapter One


‘What have I missed?’ I asked my mother as she picked me up from Totnes railway station in her bright red Mini. I’d cut short a three-week trip to the USA and was so happy to be home.


‘Nothing much,’ Mum said mildly. ‘Hop in.’


I tossed my small cabin bag on to the back seat of her car.


‘Where’s your suitcase?’


‘Still on the other side of the Atlantic,’ I grumbled. ‘It’s supposed to arrive tomorrow.’


‘At least you got on a flight at the last minute,’ said Mum. ‘I’m not sure why you’re rushing back. I thought you were supposed to be staying on with friends.’


The truth was, I had missed Mallory, my lovely police officer, more than I realised. Although we had tried to speak every day, the eight-hour time difference and both of our busy schedules had made communication very frustrating. Our romantic relationship was still in the early phases and I bounced between being happy and then scared that it would go the same way as my other doomed relationships, which was why we had agreed to keep it secret for the time being. Especially from my mother.


‘You look well,’ I said neatly avoiding her question. And besides, it was true. My mother was a vibrant seventy and was positively glowing. Her once-permed hair was now styled in a highlighted honey-coloured bob. Large Jackie O-framed sunglasses added a touch of glamour to a simple pale-yellow linen summer dress that showed off her tanned limbs. Open-toed sandals revealed bright blue nail polish.


‘I wish I could say the same for you,’ Mum teased.


‘And I love you too.’ I knew I looked a mess, having been travelling for the best part of twenty-four hours. Being naturally clumsy, I had spilt numerous beverages over my khaki trousers, although the coffee stain was due to turbulence.


‘How did it all go?’ she asked. ‘Was it as hot as here?’


‘Hotter,’ I said. ‘But worth it.’


The trip to the United Federation of Doll Clubs annual convention in Los Angeles had been fun but exhausting. The UFDC had been founded by Mary E. Lewis in 1937 and was a big deal. When I’d got the invitation to speak, I jumped at the chance. Much as I enjoyed running Kat’s Collectibles and Mobile Valuation Services, I missed the buzz of being around kindred spirits, especially those whose passion for antique dolls and bears matched my own. Living in rural Devon, I was kept busy enough with my private valuations and the space I rented at Dartmouth Antique Emporium, but my work was becoming increasingly generic and run-of-the-mill.


‘It was lovely being flown business class and lovely being the keynote speaker, which definitely boosted my ego.’ I stifled a yawn. ‘ I would have thought I would have been forgotten by now.’


‘Nonsense,’ Mum declared. ‘You’re still as famous as you’ve ever been. Who wouldn’t flock to hear the former TV host of Fakes and Treasures talk about her pet subject?’


I reached over and squeezed her arm. ‘You are my biggest fan, thank you.’


‘Actually,’ Mum said slowly. ‘There is something I want to tell you. But I don’t want you to be alarmed.’


‘Of course I’m alarmed!’ I exclaimed. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing yet,’ Mum said, ‘but her ladyship has been quite poorly. She’s been in bed for a week, now.’


‘Edith?’ I said. The robust octogenarian was never unwell.


‘There’s a horrible bug sweeping through the village,’ Mum went on. ‘No one knows what it is. It comes as quickly as it goes but, when it comes, it’s really nasty.’


‘I’ll go and see her tomorrow,’ I said.


‘Good luck with that,’ said Mum. ‘You know how Lady Edith hates fuss.’


The dowager countess was stoic to the last. She came from the generation that lived through the Second World War and who kept ‘calm and carried on’. The fact that she was in bed was extremely worrying.


Mum’s mobile rang. It was in the central console. I glanced down at the caller ID which flashed up, call-me-Danny, our vicar.


‘I’ll answer it since you’re driving—’


‘No don’t!’ Mum exclaimed but it was too late. I already had.


‘Iris’s phone,’ I said. ‘I’ll have to put you on speaker, Danny. She’s driving.’


‘Iris? Hello. Hot day. How are you? Good. I’m worried,’ he boomed without giving Mum a chance to answer any of his questions. ‘It’s mother. She’s not answering her phone and I’m stuck at this church conference in Bath.’


My own mother uttered an exasperated sigh. ‘I’m not sure what you want me to do about it, Danny. I’m out and about. Can’t you ask someone else? A neighbour perhaps?’


‘I’ve called everyone in the village, but it seems they are too busy.’


‘Where is Caroline?’ Mum demanded. ‘She only lives next door.’


‘My wife is not answering her phone either.’ Danny’s voice sounded tense. ‘In fact, I haven’t been able to reach Caroline all day.’


‘Perhaps she’s at a spa.’ Mum’s voice was laced with scorn. ‘From what I’ve heard, she seems to spend a lot of time and money being pampered.’


There was a brief silence. ‘No. That was yesterday.’ Danny paused. ‘Mother left me a message this morning. She had received a letter and sounded very upset. I won’t be home until late this evening. Please, Iris. Would you just pop by and check she is all right? And of course, with this bug going around, I don’t want to take any chances.’


Mum gave a heavy sigh. ‘Fine.’


‘Thank you. Thank you. You are a good woman.’ Danny’s relief was palpable. ‘You know if I wasn’t married—’


‘But you are. And Kat is with me in the car and you are on speakerphone,’ Mum declared. ‘Yes, we will check on Ruby. Bye!’


I disconnected the call for her. ‘Is he still flirting with you?’


‘If he is, I don’t care,’ said Mum.


‘Oh?’ I raised a quizzical brow. ‘Could there be someone else?’


‘Don’t be silly,’ Mum retorted. ‘You’d think someone could pop in and check on Ruby. But then who would care? When it comes to the popularity stakes, Ruby is more unpopular than her daughter-in-law.’


‘I like Ruby,’ I protested. ‘And anyway, it’s on our way home.’ Like the dowager countess, Ruby was also in her eighties and although her mind was sharp, her body, not so much.


‘I bought Ruby a complete collection of Wills cigarette cards for her birthday,’ I said.


‘That’s kind of you,’ said Mum. ‘You’re so good at remembering that sort of thing.’


‘It’s called “A Series of Roses” and they were created in 1912,’ I said.


‘Ruby doesn’t smoke,’ Mum said flatly.


‘I know,’ I said. ‘The cigarette cards are not the point. It’s the history behind each rose that I think she’d like.’


My mother didn’t show the slightest interest when I told her that many of the cultivars no longer existed. ‘And each card features a specific rose with a detailed description as to its history, scent, and other anecdotes,’ I went on. ‘Did you know that many roses date back to the mid 1800s and are still flourishing today?’


‘Fascinating.’


‘I can give them to her now, oh blast, I can’t.’ I had packed them in my suitcase. I whipped out my mobile to check for an update alert from British Airways but there was nothing.


We turned off the main road and flew down the first of many narrow Devon country lanes flanked by high hedge-banks, a trademark sight of the South Hams, designated an ‘area of outstanding natural beauty’ or AONB – although it wasn’t particularly beautiful at the moment.


What was usually lush and green was now dry and brown. We were coming to the end of an exceptionally hot summer that had enforced a hosepipe ban across the country. The dead scrubland along the roadside and in the bordering woodland was a fire just waiting to happen.


Dotted at regular intervals were garish posters for Banger Racing. Eric Pugsley, Mum’s neighbour and nemesis, ran this noisy event throughout the summer months.


Mum shifted gears and we descended a steep hill much faster than I would have liked. At the bottom was a famously sharp corner that had garnered the nickname Cropper’s Corner because cars and cyclists alike seemed to ‘come a cropper’ by not making the turn and tearing through the hedge and into the field beyond.


‘Mum,’ I said quickly. ‘Slow down.’


‘I am,’ she said and frantically pumped the brakes.


Instinctively, I grabbed the handbrake and pulled it up sharply, which did the trick, and we zipped around the corner in one piece, managing to stop just a few yards further on.


My mother was furious. ‘There was no need to be so dramatic, Katherine!’


‘We nearly went through the hedge!’ I said. ‘How long have your brakes been like this?’


‘Only since yesterday.’ Mum set off cautiously. ‘The Mini passed her MOT ten days ago. I don’t understand it. I’ve booked the car in on Saturday morning if you must know. I’m not completely useless.’


I knew better than to comment on that remark. When Dad died he had made me promise to keep an eye on my mother. She had always been dependent upon him. After nearly fifty years of marriage, he’d been worried about whether she would be able to look after herself. I had been worried too, which was why I had moved from London to this remote corner of England, retired from Fakes and Treasures, and started my own antique business.


An Audi TT Quattro approached, pulled into an open gateway, flashed his lights, and beckoned for us to come forward so we could get by, which made a nice change.


The lanes were notoriously treacherous for motorists. Even though there were passing places and the occasional gateway to pull into, trying to get from A to B in one go was a bit like running the gauntlet. I was getting proficient at reversing and usually did it with good humour. Not so my mother. Many a time she’d stared down the opposition if she felt their passing place was closer than hers. Once, she flatly refused to budge, switched off her car engine and took out a newspaper to read until the exasperated motorist gave in and obliged.


As we drew alongside, the driver indicated for us to stop. Mum opened her window. A face that I could only describe as ferrety, with a pointed chin and bright eyes, smiled back.


He beamed. ‘Hello, you.’


‘Hello you, back.’ I glanced at my mother, who had flushed pink and wore a silly grin on her face.


And now I knew why she was no longer romantically interested in the vicar.


The man was in his late fifties and wore wire-rimmed spectacles and a very neat goatee – in fact everything about him was neat. I noticed a pair of binoculars around his neck.


He caught my eye and said, ‘How was your flight?’


Puzzled as to how he knew, I just said, ‘Fine, thank you.’


‘Your mother has told me all about you,’ he went on. ‘I thought I wouldn’t get to meet you before I left but, here we are.’


‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’ I asked my mother.


‘Yes, of course,’ Mum said. ‘Crispin, Kat. Kat, Crispin.’


‘Crispin Fellowes.’ He smiled again. ‘How is the eye, Iris? Did you try the raw steak idea?’


A car horn beeped behind us. ‘We’re holding up the traffic, Mum.’


‘Later.’ He winked before adding, ‘Oh … and I would avoid Little Dipperton if you can. The village is teeming with goats.’


Mum laughed. ‘You’re having us on.’


Crispin laughed too. ‘Would I lie to you?’


The car behind beeped his horn again. Mum muttered something derogatory and set off slowly.


‘Gosh. I can’t leave you alone for five minutes!’ I said lightly. ‘Is he Danny’s successor?’


It was a touchy subject and if this were true, I was glad. A few months earlier, my mother’s initial infatuation with our new vicar with his long grey hair and red Harley-Davidson motorbike had been intense but short-lived when his prodigal wife returned and dashed the hopes of all the eligible females in the village. Shortly afterwards, the old vicarage was renovated at huge expense, and Caroline had wasted no time in making her larger-than-life presence clear, elbowing into village affairs and ruling the roost in more ways than one.


‘Oh for heaven’s sake!’ Mum exclaimed. ‘If you must know, Crispin has been staying in the shepherd’s hut in the walled garden. He’s a birdwatcher.’


‘Ah. Hence the binoculars,’ I nodded. ‘Is he married? Perhaps a little young for you but—’


‘He’s leaving on Saturday,’ Mum said firmly. ‘We’re just friends.’


And that was the end of that.


We continued the rest of our journey in silence and Crispin Fellowes was soon forgotten as the familiar church spire of St Mary’s appeared in the distance. Thankfully, Mum navigated the usual series of dangerous hairpin bends more carefully and soon the sign of Little Dipperton loomed into view.


Little Dipperton was a typical chocolate-box Devonshire village consisting of whitewashed, thatched and slate-roofed cottages with a handful of shops and a seventeenth-century pub. There was just one narrow road that snaked around the village green past the Norman church of St Mary’s. The cottages, painted in a distinctive blue trim, belonged to the Honeychurch estate and were tenant-occupied. They had no front gardens and there was no pavement. The low front doors opened directly on to the road, with traditional cottage gardens stretching in feudal rows at the rear overlooking woodland and rolling countryside.


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


We joined a long line of stationary traffic just shy of Church Lane where we needed to turn in to check on Ruby.


Little Dipperton seemed more congested than usual. Holidaymakers came in droves to the South Hams to take advantage of the coastal towns of Dartmouth and the nearby beaches of Bigbury-on-Sea and Bantham. With spectacular Dartmoor to the north, and the River Dart, where Greenway, Agatha Christie’s former summer home, perched on a bluff, and plenty of stunning National Trust properties to visit, it was easy to see why Devon was such a draw.


A colourful banner on fifteen-foot poles straddled the road announcing next Saturday’s Little Dipperton Flower and Produce Festival.


Held in the grounds of Honeychurch Hall the festival was a highly anticipated annual event which seemed to have become more cutthroat of late. Unfortunately, with the county-wide hosepipe ban in force, the impact of the water shortage on their entries was all the villagers could talk about. Backbiting was rife and there was a rumour that neighbours had come to physical blows as to whether a cross between a marrow and a gourd was eligible for the Cucurbit Cup.


And then we saw them.


‘Goats!’ I exclaimed.









Chapter Two


It was sheer pandemonium, not helped by well-meaning drivers getting out of their cars and windmilling their arms in an effort to drive the goats in a different direction. There were at least twenty. One goat, a billy with horns that must have been over a foot in length, was particularly aggressive and seemed to enjoy charging at anyone who dare approach. Goats dashed down the twittens, the small alleys between terraced and semi-detached cottages alike, only to pop out of others further down the lane.


We were hemmed in and unable to move as a red-faced man, Tom Jones – no relation to the singer – attempted to round the goats up. It was like herding cats. The moment one broke away, the others followed.


The Jones family had bought Home Farm from the Honeychurch Hall estate years ago. They made delicious goats milk, cheese and yogurts that were sold at the community shop.


‘I wouldn’t want to be in Tom’s shoes.’ Mum remarked. ‘Look at those window boxes. Those goats have eaten all the geraniums!’


A piercing whistle stopped everyone – including the goats – in their tracks. Lord Rupert Honeychurch, the fifteenth Earl of Grenville, materialised along with Mr Chips, the family’s feisty Jack Russell. In his early fifties, Rupert was tall and easy to spot with his upright stance and military moustache, and the unmistakable manner that says, ‘all this belongs to me!’ Despite the hot weather, Rupert wore beige twill trousers, a long-sleeved shirt, tie, and his trademark checked flat cap.


He blew his whistle in a series of short and long peeps which Mr Chips instantly obeyed. Miraculously, the goats were successfully funnelled through the lych-gate and into the enclosed sanctuary of the churchyard.


It can’t have taken more than five minutes.


‘That dog has missed his vocation,’ Mum declared.


Rupert gave a final peep on his whistle and turned away with Mr Chips trotting to heel. The pair melted into the onlookers and vanished.


Traffic finally moved on again, leaving a trail of destruction and a lot of goat droppings in its wake.


We turned into Church Lane, a cul-de-sac which ended in the vicarage and a patch of hard-packed mud that served as a car park, which was where Mum parked. Opposite was another gate that opened into the churchyard. Young Dawn Jones was standing guard just in case any goat clever enough knew how to open a gate.


We got out.


‘Dad’s gone to get the trailer,’ said Dawn. ‘We’re taking the goats back to the farm and, of course, with Mum poorly we’re short-handed.’


‘Your mother’s got the bug, too?’ Mum said. ‘I am sorry.’


‘The doctor says it’s not contagious and since she rarely leaves the farm, I just don’t know how she got it.’


‘How did the goats escape?’ I asked.


‘No one knows,’ she said. ‘The gate to their field must have been left open. The fencing is new and the gate latch is one of those mortice deadlock things. It even swings shut because the gate closes on a downward slope.’ Dawn looked upset. ‘They’ve feasted on all the gardens and the allotments on this side of the village.’


It suddenly occurred to me what this really meant. ‘Oh. The festival.’


‘Yes,’ Dawn nodded. ‘Dad thinks we’ll never live it down.’


‘Let’s hope that you don’t get sued,’ Mum said darkly.


Dawn’s eyes widened. ‘What do you mean?’


Mum shrugged. ‘People are funny about this sort of thing these days. Damage to personal property and whatnot. I see it on Judge Judy all the time.’


Dawn looked blank.


‘It’s an American TV courtroom show,’ I put in.


‘Jeremy Kyle meets Doctor Phil,’ Mum said. ‘Very entertaining.’


Dawn did not seem in the mood to discuss trivia. ‘Dad got the phone call from that idiot policeman Clive Banks,’ she ran on. ‘His wife Janet found them up to their horns in her prize-winning dahlias. She was furious. Poor Capricious is very upset.’ Seeing our puzzled looks she explained, ‘Capricious Amadeus the billy goat. I’m afraid he’s lived up to his name.’


I thought for a moment. ‘Where is the goat field?’


She gestured beyond the vicarage. ‘Behind there. It runs along the back of the cottage gardens and allotments all the way to the river at the bottom of the hill. At the very least the herd could have been contained in the cart track between because it’s fenced on either side. I just don’t understand what happened.’


I gave her a sympathetic smile.


My mother’s mobile rang again. She glanced at the screen and groaned. ‘Hello Danny. No, we just got here. Don’t call me. I’ll call you.’ And she jabbed the end call button. ‘I suppose we had better go and find Ruby or he’ll just keep ringing.’


We left Dawn perched on the gate and crossed the narrow lane to End Cottage, Ruby’s home.


The moment Caroline had returned to Danny’s arms and moved into the vicarage Ruby moved out. Fortunately, the dowager countess stepped in. Ruby and Edith shared an unusual history which dated back to the Second World War, when Ruby was one of the thousands of children who were evacuated to the countryside from London to escape the bombing. Ruby ended up being billeted on the Honeychurch Hall estate.


When she found herself – unwillingly – back in the area again, the pair had reconnected and become friends. Edith had given Ruby one of the estate cottages to live in, rent free. To be honest, it wasn’t one of the best in the village. In fact, it was called End Cottage because it was literally at the end of the lane, with the front door opening directly into the church car park. Only a screen of mature conifers separated the shabby wooden-clad building from the adjacent vicarage.


‘What a depressing place to live,’ Mum remarked as we knocked on the front door. ‘It looks like a garden shed.’


A net curtain covered the only front window, making it impossible to see inside. After a few more knocks and a shout through the letter box, we decided to go around the back.


A side alley led us to a cobbled path that ran behind the cottages parallel to Church Lane all the way to the main road – if you could call the single-lane that ran through the village a ‘main’ anything.


Each cottage had a rear entrance with a brick-paved area which, in the old days, would have housed a washing line, a concrete coal bunker and an outside loo. Although it had been years since a coal fire had burned in any of the grates in Little Dipperton, there was still that feel of dust and grime. There was also the usual muddle of recycling bins – the South Hams Council had strict rules which involved a lot of faffing around – dividing bottles, containers, cardboard, and tins into their appropriate containers – which hopefully went towards saving the planet but certainly took up a lot of space. Beyond that, a spindly hedge comprising a mixture of hawthorn, hazel and holly swept along a dilapidated picket fence that was interspersed with lop-sided latch-gates. These opened into fenced strips of garden with a bottom latch-gate that backed on to the cart track flanked by sheep wire.


Mum touched Ruby’s back door and it swung open. ‘You go in first.’


Tentatively I stepped into the kitchen. With its low ceiling, small window, and quarry-tiled floor, it was dark but cool.


‘Good grief!’ My mother exclaimed. ‘This place could do with a coat of paint.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘And what’s that smell? Drains?’


I’d been in Ruby’s kitchen many times and remembered my dismay at the condition of the place the first time I saw it, too. It was scheduled for a face-lift at some point, but Ruby had been happy to live there just to get away from her daughter-in-law. It was one-up, one-down with a cat-slide roof that housed the narrow kitchen we stood in now. An ancient gas stove, fridge, and an old stone sink with a wooden draining board crowded one corner. A square table was pushed in the other, with two wooden chairs tucked beneath. Other than BBC Radio Devon playing on low, the cottage was silent.


On the draining board were bird feeders in various stages of being filled with seeds and suet balls. The kitchen table was strewn with magazines and what looked like the remains of breakfast – a half-eaten piece of toast, the lid still off the marmalade jar and a full cup of tea that had to be cold.


‘It’s almost three thirty,’ said Mum. ‘Where can she be? Why don’t you take a look upstairs?’


In my experience, when someone was missing and it was left to me to ‘take a look upstairs’ the answer was laid out on a cold stone floor. Happily, it wasn’t the case today.


Ruby wasn’t in her bedroom that overlooked the car park, nor was she in the bathroom, which was a ghastly shade of avocado green. Even with the tiny window open, there was a strange sweet and spicy smell. In the empty bath sat a large washing-up bowl filled with brownish sludge. A five-litre white plastic bottle with spray nozzle stood on the floor. On top of the windowsill was half a bottle of Fairy Liquid washing-up detergent and a book with Aunt Muriel’s Home Remedies printed on the spine.


I headed back down the narrow staircase to the kitchen. ‘She must be in the garden— Oh Mum! What on earth have you done to your eye!’


My mother had removed her sunglasses to reveal a livid purple, yellow and orange bruise on her cheekbone which had been neatly hidden by her large-framed sunglasses. This must have been what Crispin had been referring to earlier.


‘Oh, that,’ she said. ‘I fell off a ladder.’


‘What!’ I exclaimed. ‘When? Where?’


‘A few days ago,’ she said. ‘I had to get a box down from the hayloft.’


‘But … but … Why didn’t you ask Alfred to help you?’ I exclaimed. ‘Or Crispin, since he seemed to be so concerned.’


‘It was Crispin who broke my fall,’ Mum said, ‘We tumbled to the floor together, which was quite exciting.’


‘Ugh,’ I said but then had a thought. ‘If Crispin was there, why didn’t he get the box for you?’


Mum gave a mischievous grin. ‘Because he said he wanted to admire my legs.’


‘You really need to grow up,’ I muttered.


‘I found this on the kitchen table.’ She handed me an official-looking letter from the water company.


With growing astonishment I read that it had come to their attention that Mrs Ruby Pritchard had been using her hosepipe despite the ban being in place, not once but three times in one week, and warning her that she could be fined up to a maximum of £1,000.


I was stunned. ‘No wonder Ruby was upset. I would be, too. How on earth did the water company find out?’


‘Rumour has it that someone is reporting people who use their hosepipes. Apparently, there is an’ – she used air quotes – ‘“incentive” for sharing information.’


I gasped. ‘I don’t believe it! Are you sure?’


‘Guess what the incentive is?’


‘I have no idea,’ I said.


‘A free watering can.’


‘That seems most unfair,’ I said. ‘Ruby can hardly be expected to lug a watering can from her kitchen to her garden. She can’t walk without her stick!’


I replaced the letter on the table and saw what looked like a very fancy mobile phone with a distinctive cover emblazoned in pink roses. It was peeping out from underneath a newsletter called The Nightjar Network.


I picked up the phone. ‘Oh, it’s password protected.’ I put it back on top of the newsletter.


‘That’s an expensive phone,’ Mum said. ‘It’s much better than mine! I bet she doesn’t know how to use it. That’s probably why she didn’t answer it.’


‘I wish I could share your confidence, and it doesn’t explain the half-eaten breakfast,’ I pointed out. ‘Ruby must be in the garden.’


We exited the kitchen and stepped into bright sunshine. Mum replaced her sunglasses. The offending hosepipe was attached to an outside tap and snaked across the brick path and through a gap in the fence.


As we opened the latch-gate it was obvious that the goats had been in and done their worst.


Ruby’s once neatly laid out vegetable plots and cut flower beds were destroyed. The low, wire-hooped borders that divided each area lay broken. Even the fruit cage had not escaped the goats’ greed – the netting was torn and the flimsy bamboo stick frames lay in pieces.


Ruby’s garden was an unusual L-shape. It was long and narrow and peppered with bird tables and stone bird baths. Dangling from the solitary apple tree were so many suet ball feeders that it resembled a Christmas tree.


‘Let’s try the greenhouse, Mum.’


Gingerly, I pushed open the door. It was stifling inside. There was an abundance of healthy tomato plants and a spectacular array of peaches but no sign of Ruby.


‘I’ll check the rest of the garden,’ I said. ‘You stay here.’


It was just before I turned into an arched, rose-covered trellis that opened into her rose garden that my fears for Ruby’s safety were confirmed. Her walking stick lay on the grass along with suet balls, random pots, and plastic plant trays as well as a white five-litre plastic bottle with its spray nozzle detached – the same kind of bottle I had seen on her bathroom floor.


And then I saw her.


Ruby was lying on her side with her knees tucked up. She was still wearing a white broderie anglaise nightdress, blotched with brown stains.


Her eyes stared at nothing.


I didn’t need to touch her. I already knew she was dead.









Chapter Three


It was another hour before Mum and I were able to leave Mallory to do his job. Other than a brief hug to make sure that I was okay, he whispered that he would still see me later as planned.


When Mum and I left End Cottage, there was still no sign of Caroline or Danny.


I was very shaken up about Ruby’s death and a little puzzled. She’d managed to keep the goats from entering her rose garden by hurling suet balls and garden-tool missiles and shooing them away. I couldn’t see any visible wounds. Had she been charged by Capricious and suffered internal injuries? Or perhaps the shock had brought on a heart attack. I suppose anything was possible.


And why were the top and bottom gates still closed? How had the goats got in and, for that matter, out!


‘Well, I’m sorry to say that she’s not going to be missed,’ Mum suddenly declared.


I knew it was true. Even though I had a soft spot for Ruby, she had been a strange creature. She was fiercely loyal to Danny and very outspoken about just how much she despised her daughter-in-law, and most of the village if the truth be known. Ruby had never wanted to move to Little Dipperton and she had made that clear to all and sundry. On the few occasions I had talked to Ruby, she’d made no secret that her goal was to win every trophy at the upcoming festival just to put noses out of joint.


‘Edith is going to be devastated,’ I said. ‘Mallory will have to break the news to her.’


‘Ah. Your lovely Mallory, you mean.’ Mum gave a knowing look. ‘Even in such tragic surroundings you could see just how much he wanted to take you in his arms and—’


‘Stop,’ I said quickly. ‘We’re just friends.’


Mum raised an eyebrow. ‘Friendship? Is that what you call it?’


I just smiled, determined not to rise to the bait.


I was still cautious and so was Mallory, who had extricated himself from a very awkward situation with his former superior officer. We were just enjoying each other’s company. We hadn’t even taken that ‘physical’ step yet, either, although I knew he wanted to just as much as I did. Both of us had agreed to go slow and be friends first just to make sure we weren’t on a mutual rebound.


When the whole village follows your love life and things don’t work out, it’s embarrassing. I can’t remember how many people came up to me after Shawn and I parted ways with condolences and opinions. It was horrible. I’d suffered the same thing when my fiancé of ten years and I had broken up, although that was a million times worse. That story appeared on the front page of Star Stalkers! and the usual tabloids. It had made me all the more determined to keep my private life private.


Mallory had his own past and I had mine. We had decided to be discreet and give our relationship the best chance we could.


Mum and I spoke very little on our drive home. She seemed as lost in her thoughts as I was in mine. I suspected she was noodling with a story idea for her next Krystalle Storm blockbuster romance. Soon, the familiar sight of the elegant eighteenth-century gatehouses where I operated my business loomed ahead.


The main entrance to Honeychurch Hall was very grand with two towering granite pillars topped with statues of hawks with their wings outstretched. Etched into one were the words Honeychurch Hall. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I saw them I always felt a twinge of pride that I was now part of such a beautiful piece of history.


Mum drove past and on to the next set of pillars – smaller but no less impressive – and a sign that said: ‘Tradesmen’. We turned in and followed the service drive that eventually ended at Jane’s Cottage, perched at the top of a hill.


Jane’s Cottage had been built as a summerhouse in the 1800s on the original site of Warren Lodge where – back in the day – the warrener lived to keep an eye on the Honeychurch rabbits. Poaching was a serious crime, as evidenced by the warning signs that still peppered the estate.


The cottage was built from red brick under a pyramidal slate roof with two bay windows that flanked the Venetian entrance and ionic pilasters. A fanlight over a pediment door made the finishing touch. Jane’s was my home and I absolutely loved it.


I’d transformed the front area to an outside flagstone terrace with a panel of woven hazel to enclose the east end where I’d hung fairy lights. The terrace was my favourite place to sit of a summer’s evening to take in the peace of the spectacular surroundings.


To the north was wild, beautiful Dartmoor with its magnificent tors that were outlined on the horizon; to the south-east lay Honeychurch Hall, the grounds, and woodland surrounding my mother’s Carriage House; to the south stood the gatehouses and, in the distance, the village of Little Dipperton. There was very little to see to the east since the walled garden, stable block and Honeychurch Cottages were hidden by dense woodland along with – thankfully – Eric’s scrapyard and the field where he held his summer banger racing.


How different my life was now! I thought of bustling London where the view from my bedroom window was the platform at Putney Bridge tube station.


‘What’s she doing here?’ Mum groaned as her on-again, off-again best friend Delia Evans, head of house at the Hall, came rushing towards us. Dressed in her usual black garb that closely resembled the clothes worn by Mrs Hughes the housekeeper in Downton Abbey, Delia was sweating profusely. Seeing her bicycle propped against a tree, I assume she had cycled here in a hurry.


Delia wrenched open the driver’s door unable to stem her excitement, and all but dragged my mother out of the car. ‘You were so long! I’ve been waiting for ages!’ and ‘Have you heard? Have you heard?’


‘What’s wrong?’ Mum said in a panic. ‘Is it her ladyship? Has she got worse?’


‘No, thank heavens. Lady Edith is still hanging on.’


‘I’ve been so worried,’ Mum said before adding, ‘So why are you here?’


Delia beamed. ‘It’s to do with someone else, and you’ll never guess who.’


‘Ha!’ Mum crowed. ‘We will because we found her!’


Delia faltered. ‘Found who?’


‘She doesn’t know.’ Mum shot me a look of triumph. The race to get the juiciest gossip first was becoming the stuff of legends. ‘So you haven’t heard.’


‘That depends on what you’re going to tell me,’ Delia said warily. ‘What have you heard?’


‘You tell me what you heard first,’ Mum shot back.


‘Oh for heaven’s sake you two!’ I exclaimed. ‘It’s awful, Delia. Poor Ruby Pritchard is dead.’


Delia’s jaw dropped.


‘And we found her!’ Mum said again, barely able to hide her glee. ‘In the rose garden. Lying in a pool of blood. Covered in flies.’


I rolled my eyes. My mother just loved to exaggerate. Of course it was untrue but Delia wasn’t to know that.


‘Oh well.’ Delia thought for a moment. ‘Do you think anyone would mind if I helped myself to those peaches? I have a new recipe I want to try out for peach jam.’


‘That sounds pretty callous,’ I said, although I wasn’t surprised. Delia was the consummate opportunist.
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