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Welcome to Pudding Corner …



Is there anything more heart-warming than being received into the welcome and open arms of the venerable English village? Ah, the bosom of country life – that perfect entryway into the vestibule of traditional Englishness. That conduit of all things green and pleasant. That gateway into a thatched-roof- and picket-fence-filled Narnia, where the quintessential patch of hallowed grass that makes up the village green reigns supreme and every stranger is a friend waiting to share pot of tea.


Welcome strangers one and all, for who can resist the allure of some harmlessly enthusiastic village community spirit? The helpful neighbours watching on kindly to ensure we never put a foot wrong … straining their necks across the maze of narrow lanes to pleasantly observe that rules are followed, proffering the friendliest tips on what traditions must be upheld – and at what cost.


Hark, the charm of cottages that compete demurely for picture-perfect superiority. All for the greater good of course, and never for individual gain, for remember, there are no egos here in the countryside, just a gentle persuasion to do better. And who can deny the charm of the window box brimming with geraniums and petunias, the riot of colour – but not too colourful, the rusty iron gate – but not too rusty, the feigned autonomy, the faux individuality …


This place that a lucky few can call home. For all is safe and all is quiet when rural beauty is wrapped all around – just a cobbled street to trip you up here and a gaggle of ducks tottering by gently to pierce the silence there. This sleepy village is a place to belong to, a place to return home to, or perhaps even a place to disappear to. Time moves a little slower, everything has its place – and everyone must be kept in theirs …


Welcome my friends, to Pudding Corner. This bucolic stage of familiar delights where all take comfort in ignoring the little things to focus on the bigger picture – a picture that conveniently never seems to change … if they can help it.
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Meeting the villagers …



Daphne Brewster: New-ish to Pudding Corner, having relocated from urban south London to rural Norfolk two and a half years ago. The village’s Vintage Lady and amateur sleuth, she is a kind and inquisitive do-gooder who takes the side of the underdog.


James Brewster: Affable husband to Daphne, who is disapproving of her detective predilections.


Imani ‘Immy’ Antoinette Brewster: Daughter and eldest of the Brewster children.


Archie Brewster: Twin son to Daphne and James.


Fynn Brewster: Twin son to Daphne and James.


Byron: The Brewster family pet; a characterful miniature dachshund named after Lord Byron, the 1800s poet.


Aggie: Short for Agnes; Daphne’s vintage beloved car, a 1969 Morris Traveller.


Marianne Forbes: A snobby and entitled ex-Sloane Ranger raging at the supposed injustice of her lack of financial clout and village social status.


Timothy Forbes: Long-suffering husband of Marianne, content with the simple life – unlike his other half.


Tarquin Forbes: Marianne and Timothy’s son.


Augusta Papplewick: Self-appointed guardian of parish social and moral standards.


Minerva Leek: Quiet and unassuming friend of Daphne, outcast from the village.


Silvanus Leek (known to his friends as Silver): Young son of Minerva, best friend to Imani Brewster.


Nancy Warburton: Formidable village gossip and proprietor of the Pepperbridge Convenience Store.


Patsy Warburton: Younger sister of Nancy and fellow gossiper.


Reverend Gerald Duncan: Local vicar.


Mrs Musgrave: The headmaster’s secretary.


Inspector Hargreaves: Local police inspector dreaming of exciting cases beyond bucolic village life.


PC Maxine Clarke: Former pupil of Pepperbridge Primary School, now a local PC.


Lord Hugh Darlington: Local gentry, recently returned from Australia after an extended period of estrangement from his now deceased family.


Lord and Lady Darlington: Hugh’s parents, now deceased.


Edward Darlington: Hugh’s older brother, now deceased.


Lady Sarah Kirdale: Edward’s romantic interest.


Helena Carter: Former pupil of Pepperbridge Primary School. Known as the quietest and least troublesome of the five Carter girls, aka the H-Bombs. ‘Significant other’ to Hugh Darlington.


Mrs Freestone: Editor of the Village Pump parish newsletter.










Locations in the story …



Pudding Corner: A charming hamlet in West Norfolk. Home to Cranberry Farmhouse and the Brewster family.


Pepperbridge: A larger village next to Pudding Corner, and home to Pepperbridge Primary School.


Cringlewic Heath (commonly known as Cringlewic): A small domestic enclave situated in the middle of Cringlewic Woods and bordering Oxwold Overy estate.


Oxwold Overy estate: A large shooting estate owned by an unmentioned character.


Oxwold Overy: The largest local town.


Narborough: A local village located approximately five miles from Pepperbridge and Pudding Corner.


Cranberry Farmhouse: The country home of the Brewster family; a late-eighteenth-century farmhouse, complete with an ancient Aga, large attic and cellar rooms.


Darlington Hall: The Darlington family estate, known by locals as Old Hall.


A Fine Vintage: Vintage and antique furniture shop located in Pepperbridge belonging to Daphne Brewster.


Warburtons’: Local Pepperbridge grocery and ‘convenience’ shop run by the Warburton family for three generations. Currently under the ownership of the Warburton sisters, Nancy and Patsy.


Chestnut Cottage: A typically modest brick and flint field workers’ cottage in the centre of the village of Pepperbridge. Now extended and home to a longstanding member of the community.
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Prologue



Early spring, March


Daphne Brewster absent-mindedly pulled on her worn leather driving gloves as she waited patiently for the youngest twin (by thirteen minutes) to slide into the back of the 1969 Morris Traveller van. Byron, her faithful little dog, was safely in the house and snoozing in front of the Aga, having been out for a much-welcomed run and a not-so-welcome digging break before the children had come down for breakfast. Now, with all three children in the car, and surprisingly ten minutes early, she was in no particular hurry this morning. She would rather take in the view and the crisp morning air than hustle the kids along and spoil the peacefulness of the moment. Moving to Norfolk had been all about finding some semblance of peace in an otherwise chaotic world and bar one blip she felt that at last she had found it. The Brewster family had settled comfortably into life at Pudding Corner after the rather unfortunate events – the blip – of the previous couple of years. It was as though the murder of Mr Papplewick, the headmaster of the local school, and Daphne’s role uncovering who had been responsible for his untimely demise, had accelerated their acceptance into the fabric of village life. Daphne discovering, outwitting and subsequently incapacitating their former neighbour Doctor Ptolemy Oates, the unlikely perpetrator of the murder, led to a generous welcome that other newcomers had not experienced. It was a well-known fact that to become anything close to a ‘local’, one had to have lived in the county for at least ten years. It was only after a period of at least twenty-five years or so, with bonus points if you had a second generation living within the county perimeters, that you would reach the coveted status of actually ‘being from Norfolk’. As luck would have it, Daphne’s accidental sleuthing had inflated her currency to that of honorary local.


This was much to the annoyance of Marianne Forbes, who had been living in Pudding Corner for several years longer than the Brewster family yet was destined to remain a ‘townie newcomer’ despite her attempts to propel herself to the forefront of the village pecking order. It didn’t help that these matters of social standing were decided on by a single omnipresent entity – in this case Augusta Papplewick: village doyenne and arbiter of parish rules. Augusta had only temporarily felt her crown of power shift during the confusion surrounding her husband’s death. After a period of time away from the village – including a three-month stint on a luxury cruise ship touring the Caribbean and a ‘Mozart and The Sound of Music’ walking tour of Salzburg, her first proper departure from Pudding Corner since she had arrived as a less-than-trembling bride over forty years ago – she had returned refreshed, re-energised and surprisingly robust considering her newly widowed status.


Daphne sighed as she pulled out of the drive of Cranberry Farmhouse, listening to the old-fashioned click of Aggie’s indicator and belatedly remembering to push in the choke. James will be listening and tutting, she thought, smiling wryly to herself as she pushed down hard on the accelerator to carefully glide around the curve that formed the ‘corner’ in ‘Pudding Corner’. It was her favourite part of the drive and the children always giggled with glee as their bottoms slid to the left of the long bench seat despite their seatbelts being tightly secured.


The journey to the small village school in nearby Pepperbridge, the parish that was home to the hamlet Pudding Corner, took only a few minutes as they drove past the familiar expanse of countryside populated mostly by fields currently filled with pigs and sheep. The scenery, lit up by the spring sunshine, worked its magic on her senses even though she had passed it so many times before, and she caught her breath as she took in the crescent-shaped row of medieval cottages and marvelled at the view that evidently hadn’t changed for several centuries. Before long they had parked on School Lane and the children trotted off in front of her, shouting out to friends and waving small hands covered in mittens to ward off the nip in the air. After two years at the school, they all knew the routine, but Daphne still walked behind them, knowing that if even one of her three-strong brood looked back as they lined up after the bell had been rung, and she wasn’t there to meet their eyes or to match their smile reassuringly, there would be hell to pay at pick-up time.


Imani, a rather studious and confident ten-year-old (who had only this week decided – subject to change of course – that her nickname of ‘Immy’ was far too immature for her), had quickly found Silvanus and was showing him her solar system model made of large lumps of plasticine and ice lolly sticks. An equally studious although far more serious child, Silvanus was the son of Minerva Leek, Daphne’s closest friend in Norfolk. Minerva was the person originally accused of Mr Papplewick’s death, and who Daphne had been determined to prove innocent. In a shocking twist of events, it had turned out that Minerva was Mr Papplewick’s secret daughter. So much for the serenity of the countryside … Meanwhile, the twins, Archie and Fynn, now aged seven and entering a curious stage often involving insects and dirt, had run directly to the pond. They were on the lookout for frogspawn and wondering whether (rather prematurely, according to a matter-of-fact Silvanus, considering the time of year) there were any ‘fat tadpoles’ that they could bring home without Mummy noticing.


All in all, it was a very normal-seeming early spring morning – not too chilly, but certainly not mild enough to remove her gloves as Daphne waved goodbye to the children who walked in crocodile lines towards the classroom wings of the old Victorian school. She turned around quickly before Marianne, who she had just noticed stalking towards the school office, could see her. Even the sight of Augusta Papplewick waving goodbye to Silvanus was beginning to feel vaguely normal … Or at least she no longer felt compelled to shield the little boy from Augusta’s wrath. Daphne had witnessed several incarnations of Augusta. She started out as the disapproving matriarch of Pudding Corner, excluding Silvanus and his mother from the village, and she was now playing grandmother to her late husband’s secret daughter’s child. Not for the first time, Daphne thought that wonders would certainly never cease in this small village.


Having jumped back into her car and quickly sped off, narrowly avoiding Marianne and Augusta, Daphne parked less than half a mile away in front of her own shop which sat in a small row on what was grandly called the ‘High Street’. Unlocking her seatbelt and twisting round to grab her bag and a tub of homemade Bakewell slices from the back seat, Daphne realised that she’d forgotten to bring milk so walked towards the Warburtons’ store before opening up. Patsy and Nancy Warburton were purveyors of Pudding Corner’s ‘finest’ (but often out-of-date) goods. Patsy was the younger sister of the formidable village oracle, Nancy, and was now one of Daphne’s favourite people in the village. Getting to know Patsy, with her filthy sense of humour and a very kind heart, had been another benefit of solving Mr Papplewick’s murder.


Daphne’s shop, A Fine Vintage, was just a few doors down from the Warburtons’, which gave them the excuse to share a cup of tea and a homemade biscuit most mornings. A Fine Vintage was one of her proudest achievements. A vintage furniture shop where she upcycled, restored and painted antique pieces, it was not only a long-held dream of hers but had gone from strength to strength and the business showed no signs of slowing down. Daphne was even being contacted by locals for interior decoration advice as well simply sourcing and selling furniture.


Today though, Patsy was nowhere to be seen. Through the glass window, Daphne saw Nancy’s ankles, clad in wrinkled stockings, as the older woman stood sturdily on the wooden shop ladder stacking boxes of cereal on one of the highest shelves. Daphne wondered if Nancy knew how she looked from the other side of the window. Nancy’s stockinged knees were a familiar sight through the distorted ripples of the Warburtons’ glass, but for anyone passing through the village, it was a rather interesting spectacle. For non-Pepperbridge residents who entered the shop, their curious encounter continued when Nancy greeted them, revealing the deeply tobaccoed timbre of her surprisingly gruff voice. The most infamous East End gangster had nothing on Nancy Warburton’s reverberating tenor.


‘Good morning, Nancy,’ Daphne chirped cheerfully as she entered the shop, the bell tinkling loudly and announcing her arrival as the door swung itself shut behind her.


‘Morning, Daphne,’ Nancy responded after a few seconds’ pause.


She had a habit of doing that: tutting at the sound of the bell and leaving one wondering whether she was going to respond or not. It was always slightly unnerving. Luckily, Daphne was used to Nancy’s little idiosyncrasies, and knew that most of them were intended to throw people off guard. For Nancy and Patsy, acting as though customers weren’t in fact welcome was a sport. A bit of harmless fun. It kept the villagers on their toes. They didn’t want anyone to get too comfortable – unless it was of their choosing – and if you were lucky enough to be welcomed into Nancy and Patsy’s inner circle, then you had a loyal friend for life.


Pint of milk in hand, homemade Bakewell slices in the other, Daphne was just leaving the money on the counter when another customer entered the shop. It was Helena Carter, a hesitant woman of about thirty years of age, dressed in jeans, old riding boots and a tweed hacking jacket that looked about as old as she was. She wore her shoulder-length, mousy blonde hair back from her face with a velvet Alice band and had a rather timid countenance as her eyes darted around the store.


‘Good morning,’ she eventually aimed at Daphne shyly.


‘Good morning – Helena, isn’t it?’ Daphne replied. She had seen her around the village before, mistaking her for one of the young mothers at the village school before Minerva had corrected her otherwise.


‘Yes, that’s right. I’m Helena Carter – from the Old Hall.’


‘Hmrpphhh.’ Nancy snorted and then muttered something indistinguishable under her breath.


Helena’s cheeks flushed. ‘I, I saw you through the window,’ she said to Daphne. ‘I was wondering whether I could ask you something – about your shop?’


‘Of course, I’m just paying for this. Shall I see you outside my shop in just a second? It’s not open yet but I won’t be long.’


Helena gave a nod and took that as her sign to exit. ‘Brilliant!’ she said breathily while simultaneously backing out of the shop at speed. ‘I’ll see you there. Thank you.’


Nancy peered down from the ladder as the bell rung to indicate the shop door closing. She ‘harrumphed’ again. This time Daphne couldn’t help but laugh.


‘Nancy! What’s the matter? And please be careful coming down, your tights are down past your slippers.’


‘Lady Helena of the manor, my arse!’ Nancy said abruptly. ‘She’s one of the Carter girls – I remember her as a child and back then she was just plain Helen with shifty eyes. Started off as a cleaner, went off to university for two minutes and now look at her. Lady La Di Da at Old Hall. I’d like to know what position secured her that position!’


Daphne was slightly shocked; it was the most that Nancy had said to her in months. Not since the time she had poured her heart out about her long-standing feelings for Mr Papplewick, and her unsubstantiated fears for her sister Patsy, had Nancy revealed so much. She was normally a woman of few, and intimidating, words.


However, Daphne had heard this rhetoric before, unprompted from both Augusta and Marianne. Climbing above one’s station was not-so-subtly frowned upon by certain stalwart members of the village. It seemed that Helena – who had started out as plain old Helen Carter and was now, due to her recent engagement, Helena Carter of Darlington Hall – had done just that when she’d returned to Pepperbridge with an ‘a’ at the end of her first name and a BA (Hons) at the end of her second.


An innate desire to keep people in their supposed place was one of the few things that Augusta, Nancy and Marianne had in common, albeit for different reasons. Marianne wanted to climb to the so-called top, Augusta wanted to stay on top and Nancy, being one of the longest standing members of the community and having seen many people come and go, taking their secrets with them and occasionally leaving a few behind, just liked to cause mischief.


The interesting thing about being a total newcomer was that you wouldn’t necessarily be judged immediately – especially as a Black woman from south London who had ended up in the English countryside. As such, Daphne was slightly un-compartmentalisable. She had often seen people trying to figure her out, attempting to place her on the social scale. She was well-spoken and proud to say she was born in Croydon – although few could figure that one out, and Marianne certainly hadn’t been able to. ‘Croydon?’ she had said with alarm when Daphne had given her a potted history of her life. ‘You mean, the Croydon?’


‘She seems rather nice,’ Daphne said now to Nancy, being intentionally provocative.


‘Who seems nice?’ Patsy bellowed, walking in from the back of the shop.


‘Helena Carter,’ Daphne and Nancy said simultaneously – although Nancy inserted an extra-spicy expletive, emphasising her personal disapproval.


‘Oh, not that again, Nance.’ Patsy laughed. ‘Leave the poor girl alone. We can’t help who we fall in love with can we, and she never seems to take advantage of it or lord it over anyone. She’s been quite dignified to be honest – or have you got evidence to prove otherwise in that secret notebook of yours?’ she added pointedly. It was widely known that Nancy had a little black book filled with village gossip.


‘Dignity does not consist in possessing honours, but in deserving them,’ Nancy retorted, ‘ … and never you mind about my notebook!’ she added snappily, peering sagely down at Patsy from the ladder and over the top of her half-moon glasses like a life-sized owl.


‘Nancy! Are you quoting Aristotle?’ Daphne couldn’t help but laugh in surprise. Defying people’s under-estimation of her was Nancy’s superpower.


‘What are you on about, Nance?’ interjected Patsy. ‘Doesn’t everyone deserve a bit of luck and isn’t it rather decent of him to want to marry a local girl rather than some socialite?’


‘It’s not her I’m bothered about …’ Nancy muttered under her breath.


‘What’s that?’ Patsy was only half listening now, checking if Daphne had anything of interest in her hands.


Choosing to ignore Patsy’s question, Nancy went on, ‘Aren’t you going to serve Miss La Di Da then?’ she asked, glancing at Daphne before turning back to her sister. ‘Her Highness is requesting the pleasure of meeting Ms Brewster in her shop, if you don’t mind!’


Daphne and Patsy both laughed; once she had the bit between her teeth, Nancy was relentless. ‘I’ll give you twenty minutes and then I’ll come over,’ Patsy said. ‘What have you got today?’ she added, eyeing the Tupperware tub in Daphne’s hands greedily.


‘Bakewell slices – homemade and fresh from the oven.’


‘What’s wrong with Mr Kipling?’ Nancy muttered with faux irritation. She too had become partial to Daphne’s baked offerings although she refused to admit it out loud.


‘Nothing at all, Nancy, but these are my own special recipe – and they’re still gooey and warm … I’ll send one back with Patsy when I’ve opened them.’


Nancy grunted but didn’t decline the offer.


Later that evening, back home at Cranberry Farmhouse with the children finally tucked up in bed and Byron, her faithful miniature dachshund, curled doughnut-like in her lap, Daphne was recounting the day’s events to her husband as he sat nestled into an old George Smith sofa in the snug. The cosy, low-ceilinged room had been covered in the chintziest wallpaper that Daphne had ever seen when they had arrived at their new home. It had originally been first on her list of things to strip out, but she had fallen in love with its faded charm over time, and it had remained up. It gave the room a romantic air of cottage-core chic against the heavy rusticity of the wooden beams and was particularly beautiful in the flickering firelight. Daphne loved it.


Settling in for the evening, she reflected on the day’s events. Helena had indeed been waiting at the shop, seeking Daphne’s advice.


‘She’s the new fiancée of Hugh Darlington,’ Daphne said.


‘Who?’ James mumbled absent-mindedly while scrolling through vintage car videos on YouTube.


‘You know, Hugh Darlington – the one who returned to Darlington Hall after living in Australia for the past twenty years. He’s the last member of the Darlington family and he inherited the house after his brother died several years ago. He’s Lord Darlington, Earl of Pepperbridge.’


Daphne looked over to see whether James was listening and despite glimpsing a Jaguar E-Type on his phone screen, she decided to continue the one-sided conversation regardless. ‘Apparently it took them ages to locate him in Australia because he was working on a 4,000-acre sheep ranch. Anyway, Helena Carter is his girlfriend – or fiancée now apparently – and while he’s trying to get to grips with the estate, she has been tasked with sprucing up some of the rooms so that they can get going on Airbnb, and she says that she has no idea where to start. That’s why she came to me, to ask if I can help her. Can you imagine? It’s an incredible commission if it works out – Darlington Hall is huge!’


‘That sounds great,’ James replied automatically. The sound of sports cars racing around Le Mans played in the background; James’s eyes tracked the progress of an Audi as it negotiated a particularly ‘tasty’ chicane.


She rolled her eyes; she knew when she was beaten. Her news may have been exciting, but cars were cars. For James, if it wasn’t urgent, everything else came second.


Daphne didn’t mind really; she was happy to daydream about the rooms she would be looking at towards the end of the week. She had often passed through the overgrown field bordering the grounds of Darlington Hall – known as Old Hall to the locals – on her dog walks. It looked beautiful, if a little rough around the edges. It was late Palladian in style, possibly built around 1780. She couldn’t wait to get inside. And the gardens – oh, the gardens, they had the potential to be magnificent. She wondered what sort of budget Hugh Darlington had, if any. Just because one was in possession of a big house and a title, it didn’t mean that one necessarily had money; she understood that. But it was still very exciting.


Just then her phone rang. She glanced at the clock on the mantlepiece and went through a quickfire mental checklist. It was 9.15 p.m., the children were in bed and her husband was by her side.


She walked towards the kitchen table and saw the name flashing up. Patsy?


‘Hello, Patsy? Is everything OK?’ At first, all Daphne could hear was the sound of laboured and jagged breathing at the other end of the line – had Patsy been running? However, there was soon a crescendo of moaning and … was Patsy crying? Daphne felt her face drain of colour. ‘Is it the shop … ?’ she asked tentatively, praying that she’d remembered to file the insurance certificate somewhere sensible.


‘It’s Nancy,’ Patsy wailed almost incomprehensibly on the other end. ‘It’s Nancy, oh my God, oh my God, it’s Nancy. She … she’s dead!’
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Chapter 1



May


The news that Nancy Warburton had fallen to her death from a stepladder while unboxing out-of-date country slices had hit the locals extremely hard. Even as the weeks had passed, it hadn’t gotten any easier to comprehend that such a village stalwart was no longer around. It was still a shock, even for a village that had been unwittingly thrust into the spotlight due to the dramatic goings on of a murder (or ‘The Pepperbridge Crime of Passion’, as heaving-bosomed Mrs Freestone, editor of the Village Pump parish newsletter, described it to the smattering of ‘trauma tourists’ who occasionally turned up like circling vultures seeking out the most juicy and meatiest of details.


The truth was that prior to the events involving Doctor Ptolemy Oates and his hitherto lifelong best friend, Charles Papplewick, Pepperbridge had enjoyed a distinctly prolonged lack of drama or tragedy (not forgetting the time that the village cricket team finally lost its unbroken winning streak to the Holt Ramblers in 1996). Pepperbridge and its close neighbour, Pudding Corner, could almost have been labelled unremarkable. Amid the beauty of its charming architecture, gently rolling fields and winding cobbled lanes, nothing out of the ordinary ever happened. That is, until Mr Papplewick’s murder.


Nancy’s accident had caused unrest to stir within the village. Mr Papplewick’s murder may have come as a shock but, as time passed, it could be perceived as an unlikely and rather thrilling one-off. On the whole, in Pudding Corner and Pepperbridge, people tended to reach a ripe old age, expire quietly and without fuss, and then be buried in the local cemetery. This was typically followed by mourners congregating for tea and fruitcake in the village hall where embarrassing stories of the deceased were exchanged with cheerful relish. The second untimely death of a much-respected village bastion was an unsettling reminder that not everything happened in the expected natural order, and that it didn’t take much to knock the village’s reputation as a place of quiet beauty and a must-see heritage site on the Norfolk Brecks trail. After all, one unpredictable death could be regarded as misfortune; two would be seen as carelessness!


There was only one person who voiced their opinion that Nancy’s demise had not been unpredictable at all. If there was one thing that the Reverend Gerald Duncan could be deemed good at (it was certainty not his ability to deliver a charismatic sermon), it was his uncanny ability to imply an all-knowing ‘I told you so’ to the end of any conversation covering any topic – ever. Reverend Duncan claimed that he had warned Nancy over the years that it was unsafe to climb the ladder and stretch out to reach the top shelves at her age. He even went as far as stating that he had suggested that she should invest in either a much younger assistant or one of those non-slip rubber stepladders with a safety handrail, to which Nancy had stared back at him with a deadpan face and an accompanying silence so loud that it screamed a thousand (undoubtedly less-than-savoury) words. Apparently, he had been forced to retreat, a bead of sweat forming at his dog collar as he swiftly paid for his Deep Action Toilet Duck without waiting for his change. This was unheard of for the vicar, who was known to run a tight ship with the church finances.


A sombre mood permeated through all who inhabited the village and surrounding areas – not least because Patsy had not felt up to opening the shop since her sister’s death. The shop had been in the Warburton family for three generations, and although always rather erratic in its grasp of ‘regular opening hours’ – which appeared tauntingly on the window and were often obscured by a ‘Be Right Back’ sign – the store had never been closed for an extended period of time before. Not even when Patsy and Nancy’s parents had died within a few months of each other back in the 1980s.


Today, however, marked the end of month two of the store’s ‘temporary’ closure. The ‘Be Right Back’ sign hung sadly in the shopfront window as Daphne turned the key in the door and made her way in, closing it gently and locking it behind her.


‘Patsy – it’s me!’ she shouted towards the back stairs behind the shop counter, peering into the gloomy darkness beyond. ‘I’ve got you some bread and milk and a few of those chocolate brownies that you like …’


Daphne made her way towards the back of the counter, aiming to poke her head towards the living quarters to make sure that Patsy was up and out of bed. This had become a morning ritual of Daphne’s before opening her own shop. She had started off politely knocking on the shop door and then ringing the doorbell with an increased sense of urgency after having not seen hide nor hair of Patsy for three days after Nancy’s funeral. Up until then, Patsy had appeared to be functioning on autopilot, going through the necessary motions of planning her sister’s memorial service and being carried along with the logistics of hosting distant family members who had shown up from Swansea. At first, Patsy had appeared emotionless, but not entirely incapable. Daphne had kept a watchful eye on her throughout, volunteering to help when and where she was allowed, and taking on a few of the more painful aspects of the funeral planning. (Would Nancy have preferred the pewter urn or the wicker … ? Who knew?) Patsy didn’t have the heart to get involved with that particular choice, so pewter it had been. Strong, solid and sturdy – just like Nancy.


But once the funeral was over, the distant relatives long since departed, Patsy had indicated – quite understandably – that she would prefer a few days to herself to grieve in her own quiet way. Yet the days had turned into weeks and the weeks were now stretching into two months.


Daphne had tried not to interfere for almost two weeks – she hadn’t wanted to appear insensitive and certainly didn’t want to poke her nose in where it wasn’t wanted. In the end though, concerned that the lights in the maisonette above the shop were never on, and the bins never out for collection, she needed to check that all was as well as could be expected.


Finally, having become fed up with Daphne’s incessant daily banging and ringing – which showed no sign of abating – Patsy had reluctantly descended the stairs into the shop and opened the door to her. She had looked dreadful, a shadow of her former robust and (to the casual observer) slightly intimidating self. Deep bags under her eyes, a dejected slope to her shoulders, and what appeared to be one of Nancy’s old housecoats stretched over her far broader shoulders. It had not been entirely unexpected, yet it was still a pitiful sight and Daphne had wanted to scoop Patsy up. She had proceeded to do just that, much to Patsy’s initial surprise and then evident relief as she relaxed gratefully into the hug and started to sob.


It was one of the strange anomalies of village life … that you could live in close proximity to people who you had known you many years – if not your entire life – and yet still feel as lonely as a newcomer in a big city when it came to times of need. Daphne wondered how many villagers had come to see how Patsy was coping in the days and weeks following the funeral. Probably a handful, if that.


Since then, Daphne’s daily visits to check on Patsy and bring her a few provisions had become a much-welcomed ritual for the two women. Patsy had eventually – and only half begrudgingly – handed over a door key so that she didn’t have to descend the stairs every time Daphne popped by. Occasionally she would call down with a few mumbled grunts for Daphne to come upstairs where they would share a pot of English breakfast tea (dark and builders’ strength for both women) and whatever delectable baked goods Daphne was proffering that day. The space in which Patsy now spent the entirety of her time was cosy but sparsely decorated – a maisonette where the sisters had lived together for most of their lives.


Sometimes, like today, Daphne’s arrival would be met with silence. Daphne would be forced to call up with increasing volume before edging herself up the stairs with purposefully loud footsteps, not wanting to intrude on the older woman’s privacy, but feeling the need to ensure the wellbeing of her friend, nevertheless.


‘Patsy, I’m coming up!’ Daphne forewarned now, making her way back to the stairs. ‘Patsy? I’m here …’ Daphne stopped short. Patsy was standing wide eyed and wild haired at the entrance to the sitting room. ‘Patsy? Are you all right?’


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Patsy mumbled as if to herself. She had yet to make eye contact with Daphne, or even acknowledge her presence.


‘What doesn’t?’ Daphne responded, knowing that she was likely to regret asking.


‘Nancy falling …’ Patsy glanced at Daphne. ‘It doesn’t make sense. Nancy was as steady as a rock. She’s been climbing that ladder since she was a child. She wouldn’t, couldn’t have fallen … Someone must have been there. Someone must have been there to make her fall!’ As she finished her ominous statement, Patsy looked directly at Daphne, staring hard into her eyes.


Daphne swallowed uncomfortably, shifting the weight on her feet from side to side. Oh dear, she thought to herself. Here we go again …
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Chapter 2



In her short time as a local, Daphne had never seen Pepperbridge Village Hall like it was today. She had vowed early on that becoming part of village life meant throwing herself into every aspect of it – whether it was showing up to council meetings or volunteering to help with the Brownies. Life would have been far easier if she only showed up when she had to and disappeared into the sidelines at other times, but, as a Black woman in an almost exclusively white rural area who was already known for her part in solving a high-profile crime, the possibility of fading into the background had never been a real option. The hall was heaving with excitable parishioners wanting to share their tuppence worth at the monthly parish council meeting. Daphne had volunteered to put out some extra foldaway chairs after having been shocked to see dear old Pamela Whithorn, the octogenarian head cleaner at the church, valiantly struggling with them last time. The hall was already so full that anyone unwilling to stand would have to sit on one of the tiny chairs normally reserved for Pepperbridge Pumpkins playgroup.


With its curved vaulted ceiling, timbers painted white with black cross beams and large casement windows, Daphne always thought that the room resembled the inside of an upside-down longboat. The highly glossed wooden sprung floor had been reinforced for tea dances in the 1950s and the acoustics were loud and echoey, which meant that when one addressed a crowd at the top of the room it felt like the beginning of an acapella solo. Tonight, however, there was no concert. Daphne knew why there had been such a sudden influx of usually disinterested parties; it had nothing to do with the paper cups filled with Mr Beeston’s recent rhubarb-and-beetroot wine experiment that currently sat untouched on a trestle table. There were seven topics on the evening’s agenda, and Daphne guessed that ‘item number one’ had piqued most people’s interest.


Suddenly there was the crashing of a gong and the hall immediately fell silent. All eyes had turned to the front where Augusta Papplewick stood wearing her signature pearl and diamond earrings, a casually tied silk pussy-bow blouse, sharply pleated navy blue slacks, and a pair of polished-to-perfection tan-penny loafers. In her left hand was a miniature gong that was still reverberating, and in her right hand, the tufted gong stick that had so recently sounded the commencement of the evening proceedings. Those attendees still standing shuffled quickly to their seats: naughty schoolchildren desperate not to attract Augusta’s watchful gaze. Augusta turned her attention to Mr Wittles, the parish council clerk, who was ever so eager to please Augusta – the chair. Mr Wittles jumped to attention and proceeded to announce the points of order.


Daphne was simultaneously aghast and mildly amused to watch Mr Wittles’s eyes dart nervously towards Augusta at the conclusion of each of his sentences, before he handed the reins over to her with an alarming amount of reverence. He practically doffed his cap before slowly retreating backwards, head slightly bowed and eyes barely raised. It never ceased to amaze Daphne how Augusta had remained in control of the general populace of Pepperbridge and Pudding Corner, despite the behaviour surrounding her accusations of only a short time ago. Despite her bullying tactics and pinning the blame of her husband’s murder on more than one innocent member of the village at various points during the investigation, Augusta had come up smelling of roses. Perhaps the fragile alliance she had recently forged with Minerva and Silvanus, having initially pointed her finger at the young woman, had simply bolstered the sense that she could do no wrong.
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