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      Allie Day sat on the edge of her bed in her London apartment, trying not to move.

      She was, however, getting increasingly annoyed by her phone conversation. “How could I have won seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds? I didn’t enter anything!”

      The lady at the other end of the line reiterated once again that, despite not having entered the competition, she had apparently won it. And it was quite a substantial prize at that.

      Holding the phone against her ear with one hand, Allie stood up and turned around to inspect the bed before leaving the room. She narrowed her eyes and gave a small shake of her head. That wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t do it all.

      She was going to have to make the bed again as soon as she was done with this phone call.

      “Can you hold on just a moment?”

      Allie stepped out of the bedroom and into the small living space which was actually quite roomy by London standards. Well, outside of the homes of the mega-rich anyway.

      Unfortunately, neither working in a call centre, as she did, nor working as a fitness instructor as her adoptive sister and best friend Jackie did, had led to them to become ‘mega-rich’.

      “Jackie?”

      Unfortunately, Allie spoke at the exact same time as Jackie pressed the power button on the blender.

      Allie knew that the blades spun at twenty-five thousand RPM, chopping and pulverizing the mixture of fruits, vegetables, powders and juices that Jackie insisted was just amazing for her health. The noise of the blender had completely drowned out Allie’s call.

      Jackie was dressed in workout clothes: white sneakers, running tights, and a midriff-baring running top that showed off a glimpse her flat stomach. This wasn’t because she was about to exercise or had just finished, but because it was her standard attire. Even when she wasn’t exercising, she dressed like she was.

      Allie peered unblinkingly at Jackie, who was staring down at the blender, oblivious. She counted the seconds. One, two, three, four, five…

      “Jackie!”

      This time, Allie’s timing was spot-on—so much so that Jackie yelped in surprise.

      “Allie! How in the world do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Know exactly when to frighten the trousers off me?”

      “The first pulse of the blender is always five seconds.” Allie had counted every day for the last six months—and so the moment the sound of the blender had stilled, it was easy to grab her flatmate’s attention.

      “This is why we all insist you have OCD, missy,” she said with a smile, dropping her hands from the blender’s base to the worktop, which had three small drops of mixed fruit juice spilt on it. “Anyway, what’s up?”

      “There’s a woman on the phone. She says I won some money.”

      “Brilliant! How much?”

      Allie stepped towards the worktop, while Jackie raised one leg behind her, grabbing the toe of her shoe and beginning a light stretch.

      “You don’t understand. I didn’t enter any competition. Hold on. I’ll put her on speakerphone.”

      Allie pressed the little icon that would make the caller’s voice audible to Jackie as well as her.

      “Hello? Are you still there?”

      “Yes. I’m still here.”

      “Could you briefly explain it again from the beginning? I just don’t get it.”

      An audible sigh eked out of the phone.

      Before Allie had come to consult with Jackie, the woman had already explained three times. This meant her next, and final, explanation was going to be exceedingly brief.

      “My name is Krista, and I am calling from Garrett’s department store. Okay?”

      Allie looked to Jackie for guidance, who gave her an affirmative nod.

      “Okay.”

      “You are Allie Day, correct?”

      With another guiding nod, raised eyebrows, and an excited smile on her lips, Jackie indicated for Allie to confirm again. She did.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, I am pleased to inform you—again—that you are the winner of the seven hundred and fifty thousand pound ‘Our Londoner’ jackpot prize.”

      “But I didn’t enter any competition,” said Allie definitively.

      Jackie was shaking her head back and forth like she was trying to remove her head from her shoulders. Her mouth was open, and she was saying something silently with her lips. It looked something like join the army. Or possibly take the money.

      “Our records show that you did enter the competition. Perhaps you just forgot.”

      Allie and Jackie both snorted with disbelief. Like Allie would forget something major such as entering a competition. What Jackie called “OCD”, Allie knew was just her passionate attention to detail.

      “Anyway, this was just a courtesy call. The money is already in your account.”

      “No, it isn’t,” said Allie.

      Allie knew it wasn’t in her account because she checked her account every morning, evening, and lunchtime to make sure that nothing nefarious was going on.

      The woman paused on the other end of the phone. She took another audibly deep breath. “Do you have online banking? Can you check your account again?”

      “I checked it at seven this morning. But I suppose I could check it again.”

      With a couple of quick button presses to activate the shortcut she had set up, Allie pulled up her account details on the screen. As soon as Jackie saw what she was doing, she hurried around the worktop to the other side, dropping an arm over Allie’s shoulder as she peered over the other in a mixture of excitement and curiosity.

      “No way!” Jackie flung her arms into the air in celebration.

      Allie’s frown just became more intense.

      “It’s there, but—”

      “Wonderful,” said Krista down the phone, interrupting Allie’s misgivings. She sounded keen to terminate the call with the ungrateful winner. “Congratulations on your winnings.”

      “But—”

      “Thanks!” Jackie stabbed at Allie’s phone, disconnecting the call.

      “What did you do that for? I was trying to find out what went wrong. I don’t like it when things go wrong.”

      Jackie grabbed Allie firmly by both shoulders. She twisted her sister and best-friend-forever around so that they were face to face.

      “What do you mean ‘going wrong’? You mean ‘going right’. You’re rich! You’re a millionaire!”

      “Seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds doesn’t exactly make one rich in London,” said Allie, twisting her shoulders to try and escape from Jackie’s overexcited squeezing. “And I’ll have to pay it back when they realize what a mistake they’ve made. Also, I’m only three-quarters of a millionaire. And change.”

      “Face it. Garrett’s loves you, and they paid you three-quarters of a million pounds. You’re just going to have to accept it, rich girl!”

      Allie remained stock still, staring at the now blank screen of her phone, running through different scenarios in her head that would explain what had happened.

      Jackie gave her shoulder another squeeze and went back around to her blender. She lifted the glass jug and began to pour the contents into the cup she had prepared.

      Allie’s eyebrows went up in alarm, and she slapped her hands down on the worktop. “What are you doing?”

      Jackie took a sip of her drink. “What?”

      Shaking her head, and muttering “No, no, no,” Allie hurried around the counter to the other side.

      She snatched the cup out of Jackie’s hand, emptied the contents back into the blender’s glass jug, slapped on the lid, and then placed Jackie’s hand back on the device.

      “What?”

      “You only did the first blend. You hold the button down for five seconds, then you stop, look at it, and then you hold it down again for another twenty to twenty-five seconds.”

      “I do?”

      Allie gave her a very determined nod of confirmation.  “You do. That’s the way you always do it. Every day.”

      “If you say so.” Jackie did as she was instructed and pressed the button down again to make the device spin.

      She knew better than to argue with Allie about routines or the correct way to do something.

      While the device whirred, Allie counted in her head, not trusting Jackie to do it right today. She was obviously disturbed by the phone call and wouldn’t be able to focus. Allie would need to keep her on track.

      “Stop!” Allie raised both her palms up, flat out, just in case Jackie couldn’t hear her voice or see the word she was mouthing.

      “So, can I drink it now?”

      “Of course you can. It’s your drink.”

      “Mmhmm.” Jackie poured the contents of the jug back into the cup. “So, what’re you going to do? You’re going to keep it, right?”

      Allie had begun to pace across the small living-dining room of their flat. It was four of her small steps each way, so it wasn’t ideal for pacing, but at least it wasn’t three or five steps across. Dreadful, those odd numbers.

      “It’s a mistake. So the money has to go back. Hopefully before I get fined or arrested for the mistake Garrett’s made.”

      Jackie took three large gulps of her drink, finishing half the glass. “Ah, that’s just the stuff.” She set it down on the worktop, foolishly placing it right on top of two of the little spots of spilt juice.

      They would now stick to the bottom of the glass, and each time she set it down, she would spread stains and mess.

      Doesn’t she ever think about her actions? Allie wondered.

      “Except that’s not the way it is,” said Jackie. “The woman explained you had won the competition. She knew your name. She knew your bank account details. It’s no mistake. We may not know the reason why, but the facts are the facts.”

      “The facts must be wrong.”

      “Facts can’t be wrong, can they? If they were wrong, they wouldn’t be facts. They would be… wrongs.”

      Allie walked over to the kitchen sink, picked up the bright white dishcloth that hung from the small dishcloth rack she had installed herself, and began to clear up Jackie’s mess.

      “You make a good point.” Allie reached out and took Jackie’s cup off of her, wiping the bottom before handing it back. “I suppose it’s possible someone could’ve entered on my behalf.”

      “That’s better. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “I most certainly would look a gift horse in the mouth. What if someone was trying to fob you off with an old knackered horse?”

      “Forget the horse. There is no horse. Let’s focus on the three-quarters of a million pounds instead. Imagine what we—you—could do with it. We could buy this flat instead of renting it.”

      “If it did turn out that it wasn’t a mistake, then I suppose I could put it in an index fund.”

      Jackie began raising first one leg and then the other behind her as she stretched.

      It was almost a nervous habit with her; she could never stay still. She was always exercising, stretching, running, jumping, hopping, skipping, or doing anything except remaining still—the one thing that Allie really wished she would do.

      “An index fund? Is that as boring as it sounds?”

      Allie was busy wiping the worktop. Not just the part with spilt juice, but all of it.

      The problem with wiping just one part is that it created a clean little oasis in the middle of an otherwise still filthy worktop. That was no good at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, they’re not boring at all. In fact, they’re one of the most exciting investment vehicles for people like us—people who have a good forty or fifty years of investing time ahead of us. In fact, professional fund managers—”

      “Fun managers?” Jackie’s face lit up at the thought.

      “Fund. Dee, dee, dee. Fund.”

      Allie went back to the sink and carefully rinsed and wrung out the white dishcloth. When she was done, she held it up in front of the window above the sink so that she could inspect it. Nope. No good.

      The juice had left a small stain, and the pristine white dishcloth was now pristine white with a small couple of circles of greyish red. It needed to be washed. Bleached too, probably.

      “Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Jackie had her arms stretched out in front of her on the edge of the work surface while her legs were way behind as she performed a more elaborate stretch that involved contortions which would’ve been painful for a normal person.

      “Maybe I should just reverse the transfer. Can you do that? Just get the bank to send it back where it came from. Then we wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore.”

      Jackie stood up straight with a start. “No. No. No.”

      “No?”

      “No. I forbid it. You’re always stopping me from doing stupid things, so this time it’s my turn, sis. You are not sending that money back. It would be the biggest mistake of your life.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Well… I suppose we could give it a few days. Just leave it in my account. Not spend any of it, just wait and see what happens.”

      Jackie came over and squeezed Allie by the shoulders again. “That’s better. That’s more like it. Just let it rest in your account. And then, in two or three days when we know it definitely wasn’t a mistake, I can be your fun manager.”

      Allie knew it was a joke, so she kept her no way to herself.

      Although she didn’t understand her adoptive sister all the time—heck, most of the time—she was getting better. That said, Jackie’s “jokes” still weren’t all that funny.

      “I’m going to check my bags again,” Allie said.

      “Again? But we’re not even leaving ‘til Friday.”

      “It’s always best to be prepared, don’t you think?”

      “You know what works for you. But me, I crave the unknown, the excitement and mystery of what will happen if I leave my packing until the very last minute. Just imagine all the possibilities.”

      Truly a strange creature, her friend.

      Allie hurried out of the room, thinking of all the ways things could go wrong if she didn’t properly prepare for their upcoming trip to visit some of their family in the Cotswolds. What if she forgot her torch? Or her backup penlight? Or her sewing kit? Or—horror of horrors—her rechargeable stick vacuum cleaner…

      “Oh no, this won’t do at all,” Allie said herself as she scanned the room in annoyance. She could still clearly see the indentation where she had sat on the edge of the bed while talking to Krista on the phone, and the top sheet had moved at least half an inch thanks to her weight being pushed down on it. And the wrinkles around her impression…

      It was almost too much.

      She’d have to remake the bed.

      But not until she’d checked everything in her case again, just to be sure.

      She always packed her case in exactly the same way: Apfeeiip.

      That was her motto.

      Apfeeiip: A Place For Everything and Everything In Its Place.

      If only the rest of the world would learn instead of creating such terrible messes.
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      It was a gorgeous, sunny day in the village of Hawthorne in the Cotswolds, and Allie Day was enjoying herself by busily wiping down the tables in Bree’s Café.

      “You’re not going to do all the tables, are you?” Jackie called over to Allie from their place in the corner where she was seated with Grandma Em.

      Allie hadn’t meant to start wiping all the tables. She had just been forced into it by circumstances.

      When they had arrived, there was a small red ring on their table which had been left behind by a glass ketchup bottle.  She had managed to borrow a bottle of cleaning spray and a roll of kitchen towels, but once she had wiped their table, none of the others matched.

      She couldn’t have one immaculately clean table and all the rest dirty. That just didn’t look right.

      So, there’d been no choice. She had to clean them all.

      “I’m nearly done,” said Allie as she finished off another table, making sure to go right to the edges.

      With a ting-a-ling, the glass-panel front door of the café swung open and a middle-aged couple hesitantly made their way inside.

      The couple had the air of tourists about them. You could always tell. When they entered the café, they looked around wide-eyed, and in their hands, they clutched a map and a guidebook.

      “Lovely day, isn’t it?” said the lady.

      “It sure is,” said Allie with a polite smile to them.

      “Should we just sit anywhere?” asked the male tourist.

      “No.” Allie scanned the café quickly. Jackie and Grandma Em were seated in the front left corner table. “I think it would be best if you sat here.” Allie pointed to the front right table.

      “Very good. It’s nice to have a window view.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” said the lady, who was most likely the wife of the gentleman. She smiled at Allie. “Are there any specials on the menu today?”

      “The special today is bangers and mash,” said Allie as she walked with them to the table she had indicated. They seemed very nice. It was quite strange that they were asking her about the specials though.

      “Is that so? Well, then, I’ll take an order of that,” said the man with a pleased smile on his face.

      “I haven’t had sausages in ages,” said his other half. “I shouldn’t,” she added with a naughty smile. “But I will. Sausages and mash for me too.”

      Allie stared at them. Oh no. She had done it again.

      “Hello!” It was Bree herself, the owner of the café, come to the rescue. She gently took Allie by the elbow.

      “I’ll be with you in a minute,” said Bree to the couple.

      She walked Allie over to where Jackie and Grandma Em were waiting.

      “I’ll take those, thank you,” said Bree with a smile as she reclaimed the roll of kitchen towels and the bottle of spray from Allie’s hands.

      She raised her eyebrows at Allie and gave her a knowing look.

      Allie had been warned in the past about cleaning up or messing with the customers’ tables. She wasn’t supposed to do that. But since she was only helping, she often ignored Bree’s requests.

      Allie sat down next to Jackie, who sat across from Grandma Em.

      Jackie and Allie often went to visit Em in the countryside, especially during holidays and long weekends. It was nice to get out of London, and they both loved the scenery of the Cotswolds. Grandma Em lived there and had all her life. These days, she was living with her daughter, Aunt Kay, and her family.

      “Bree should pay you, dear,” said Em, giving Allie an encouraging smile.

      “I don’t need paying. I just like seeing everything done properly.”

      “You know, it’s not usual for customers to clean the tables,” said Jackie, giving Allie’s arm a sisterly squeeze.

      “Never mind all that. Is your room okay?”

      Allie and Jackie were staying upstairs in the B&B located above the café. It was managed by a pleasant lady called Michelle, and since Jackie and Allie were regular customers, she always treated them with extra care and attention.

      “Oh, yes. It didn’t take me long to get the room ready at all this time,” said Allie with a grin.

      This was true, by her standards.

      She’d only spent half an hour after arriving getting the room into shape. The first thing that Allie had unpacked was her battery-powered stick vacuum cleaner. Although the room had been in a fairly good state, Michelle had neglected to clean the top of the window frame, and there was a small piece of fluff on the top shelf of the wardrobe. Allie had only managed to find the fluff herself after standing on a chair and reaching right into the very back of the cupboard.

      “One day you’ll have to come stay with us at the house,” said Grandma Em.

      “Oh, we wouldn’t want to cramp you,” said Jackie quickly. She knew that Allie would never agree to stay there. The problem with a proper house with multiple bedrooms, two floors, and a variety of rooms, was that it was next to impossible to keep it up to Allie’s standards. If they ever did stay with Grandma Em and Aunt Kay, Allie wouldn’t have time to do anything apart from clean.

      “Here you go, dears,” said Bree as she arrived back at their table balancing three different plates.

      Ham, egg, and chips for Grandma Em, sausages and mash for Allie, and a garden salad with an extra hard-boiled egg for Jackie. She put the plates down in front of each of them.

      “It’s nice to see you again, girls,” said Bree with a smile. When she had taken their order, she hadn’t had time to stop and chat as there had been something on the stove in the kitchen.

      “It’s great to be back,” said Jackie. “There’s something about the air here, it just makes me feel so much more energetic.”

      Allie wondered if that was true, and if so, how it was possible. Jackie was already the most energetic person she knew, and she couldn’t really perceive any difference when they were out here in the countryside. It was still nonstop, all day every day, go go go for Jackie.

      “Is it the air here? Or is it just that the air in London is so bad?” asked Grandma Em with a frown. “I don’t think it’s healthy staying in those big cities.”

      “I agree.” Jackie tapped the table with the handle of her fork. “On the worst days, I have to wear a mask when I go for my morning run.”

      “And when we leave the windows open, it just fills our apartment up with dust,” offered Allie.

      This was a slight exaggeration. Their flat had never been filled with dust in any meaningful sense of the term. But nonetheless, the air in London did occasionally leave an extra layer of grime behind.

      “It must be nice living out here without any worries,” said Jackie wistfully.

      Grandma Em was already shaking her head. “No worries? Worries will follow you wherever you go, dear.”

      “You’re not wrong,” said Bree with a sigh.

      “Why?” Allie asked pointedly. “What are you worried about, Bree?”

      Jackie and Grandma Em both gave Jackie a look.

      She ignored it. She was used to those looks. She didn’t understand why other people beat around the bush instead of just asking the questions they wanted to ask. If someone dropped a hint about ‘worries’, they obviously wanted to talk about their worries, or they wouldn’t have mentioned it, would they?

      “It’s probably nothing.” Bree bent over the table and lowered her voice. “But I’m worried I might get kicked out.”

      This made Grandma Em look up with a start. “Why? What happened?”

      “Oh, I’m probably just being silly. But our landlord, Larry, he’s selling the whole building. When the new owner comes in, they’ll want to raise the rent. And I won’t be able to afford that.”

      “I’ve known Larry since he was wee,” said Grandma Em indignantly. “We went to school together. Why is he selling? He shouldn’t sell. Or if he does, he should make sure the new owner doesn’t raise the rent.”

      “He wouldn’t have any control once he sold,” said Jackie.

      Allie said, “How much is your rent?”

      Jackie winced again at Allie’s overly direct question. It didn’t seem to faze Bree though.

      “I’m only paying six hundred and fifty a month,” said Bree, pausing and biting her lower lip. “And then for the B&B, I don’t think their rent is much more than a thousand.”

      Allie looked at Jackie. Jackie looked at Allie.

      Coming from London, those rents were ridiculous. No doubt they were just as ridiculous here too.

      There was no way a new landlord wouldn’t raise rates. Unless he hated money—which was not exactly common among people with property portfolios.

      “Don’t worry,” said Jackie with what appeared to be a forced smile. “Things always work themselves out.”

      Allie said, “No, they—”

      “This place is so popular,” Jackie said loudly over Allie to interrupt her truthful response. “And the B&B has excellent ratings online. I’m sure the landlord wouldn’t want to mess any of that up.”

      “He would leave… Ow!” Allie reached down to rub her shin where Jackie had just kicked her with the heel of her running shoe. At least she always wears soft-soled shoes, thought Allie.

      “I just hope it does. I don’t know what I would do without this place.” Bree looked around. “I better go. That couple will probably want to order.”

      “Oh, they already did. Two bangers and mash.”

      Bree gave a small frown but quickly turned it into a smile before hurrying away.

      “I forgot to ask what they wanted to drink,” said Allie, biting her lip in annoyance.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the bell above the door went ting-a-ling again as another customer entered. All three of them turned to look.

      A suave gentleman in country clothes—tweed and a waxed jacket and walking shoes—had entered and was scanning the place. He, too, was clearly another tourist even though he wasn’t carrying a guidebook. There was a faint air of uncertainty on his expression.

      “He looks like he needs help,” said Grandma Em, standing up and giving a wicked grin.

      “Make sure he sits in the back left corner,” said Allie, pointing.

      Grandma Em nodded at her. She looked pleased with the prospect of getting to direct the tourist to his seat.

      “It’s encouraging, isn’t it?” Jackie asked.

      “What is?”

      Allie hated indirect questions.

      Those kinds of questions always appeared to come out of nowhere with no context to the material. Unfortunately, a lot of people—pretty much everyone—tended to speak like that. Allie found it either confusing or annoying depending on the exact circumstances.

      “You know...”

      Allie interrupted her again. “No, I don’t.”

      “That even at her age, she can still spot a handsome man at a hundred paces.”

      “Why is that encouraging?”

      Jackie stretched her arms high above her head, linked her fingers together, and arched back over her chair in a stretch before coming down again. “You know, that even when we get older, we’ll still have it.”

      Allie looked over at Grandma Em. She had her arm linked with the man, leading him over to the table that Allie had indicated.

      “I’m not sure I have it now,” said Allie mournfully.

      Jackie gave her a gentle punch on the arm and giggled. “I’ve seen you looking before, missy.”

      “I’m sure you have. That’s what eyes are for. Now, I was just thinking about something.”

      “I don’t think Bree will like it if you try and rearrange the tables again.”

      “Not that. Though I do have a new seating plan that I want to sketch out later. No, I was thinking about what Bree said. And, you know, the mistake.”

      “It definitely wasn’t a mistake. And what is it that you were thinking? You don’t mean…?”

      “If they are going to force us to take the money.”

      “You make it sound like a punishment.”

      “Well, it’s given us something else to worry about, hasn’t it?”

      “You worry too much. So, do you really think you can buy this place?”

      “We could buy this place,” said Allie forcefully. She hadn’t earned the money, and if it was actually the windfall that it appeared to be, there was no way she wasn’t sharing it exactly fifty-fifty with her best friend and sister. “We come down often enough as it is. And with our jobs, we could even pop over during the week, if we had to.”

      This was true. Jackie worked as a personal trainer, and she could reschedule her training sessions with clients if she had to.

      Allie worked in a call centre that was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and allowed its employees to work on a flexi-time basis.

      Working in the call centre was a great job, in Allie’s opinion. They gave her a script to follow, and she never wavered even a stuttered half a word from it. Though unfortunately, sometimes the customers did.

      “If you do buy it, it’ll be yours. That money was given to you, and it’s in your bank account.

      “No way,” said Allie with a shake of her head. “I didn’t earn it. It’s just luck. After all you and your family have done with me, there’s no way I wouldn’t share it with you. Saving my life has got to be worth more than three hundred and seventy-five thousand pounds. I should probably give it all to you.”

      “No, don’t be silly. I don’t deserve any of it. But if you do buy this place, or somewhere else, I’ll help you out. How does that sound?”

      “Okay.”

      Allie didn’t add that she would make sure Jackie’s name was on any deeds that they signed as well.

      She knew Jackie would argue about it if she said so, and she didn’t see the point in arguing. She didn’t need Jackie’s permission to gift her half of the money.

      Grandma Em returned then and sat down in front of the remains of her cold chips, colder ham, and congealed egg, looking extremely satisfied.

      “Interesting conversation?” Jackie gave her grandmother a sly wink which went completely above Allie’s head.

      “Very pleasant. Mr Winchester is a very congenial man.”

      “Mr Winchester?”

      “Yes. That’s his name, and he’s here on a walking holiday. Walking and watercolours. He’s a painter too.”

      “At the same time?” Allie asked.

      Jackie and Grandma Em both giggled.

      Allie frowned. She hadn’t asked in jest.

      But mostly, she’d been thinking about Larry the landlord and what they were going to say to him. She’d never made a business offer before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Allie and Jackie stood outside of Larry’s cottage.

      It was a one-storey bungalow, the outside of which was almost completely covered with ivy.

      The trailing dark-leafed plant had grown up and around the doors and window frames and was now encroaching onto the actual glass of the windows themselves. At the top of the brickwork, it seemed as if the ivy was planning an assault on the roof, perhaps the beginnings of an audacious plan to envelop the entire building.

      The front garden was overgrown with weeds, and the bushes and shrubs which had been deliberately planted in years past were well overgrown.

      “He hasn’t pruned his bushes in years,” said Allie as she ducked under an overhanging branch.

      “Doesn’t much look like the home of a wealthy landlord, does it?”

      Jackie twisted herself around the branch of a bramble bush that was happily growing in the middle of the driveway. Allie followed suit, and after another half-dozen careful steps, they reached the front door.

      The creamy-white paint was mostly grey and peeling off in large chunks, several of which lay at their feet.

      “What if he says no?” Allie’s hand hovered over the doorbell, a last-minute flash of doubt coming over her.

      “He won’t say no. He can’t say no. Why would he say no?”

      “Why do people do anything? Most of the time, I’m not sure.”

      “Don’t worry. We’re irresistible.” Jackie flicked her head back, sending her ponytail swishing around her shoulders, and kissed the air.

      “What are you doing?” Allie gave Jackie a suspicious look.

      “Just practising. We’re going to wow him.”

      “It looks more like you’re trying to woo him.”

      “Whatever. Now ring that bell. Let’s buy ourselves a café and B&B.”

      Allie frowned at the doorbell. It was covered in what must’ve been years of grime.

      She lowered her hand, pulled out a tissue from inside her bag, and used it to press the button, holding it down for several seconds. There was an exceedingly loud buzzing sound from inside, which made them both start. It was clearly a doorbell designed for the hard of hearing.

      From inside came sounds of shuffling, rattling, thumping, and then finally clunking as a bolt was withdrawn. The door opened about four inches but no further, the security chain clinking as it reached its limit.

      A scraggly face briefly peered through the crack.

      “Not interested.”

      The door slammed with a loud thud.

      The two girls looked at each other. Jackie shrugged and then raised her own hand towards the doorbell. Allie quickly swatted it away and, using the tissue she still held, pressed the buzzer for a second time.

      The door flew open again almost immediately. “I said I wasn’t interested.”

      “You don’t know why we’re here,” said Jackie through the small opening.

      “I don’t care why you’re here.” This time, the door didn’t slam immediately. His head pressed up against the opening, and he appeared to examine the two women. Unfortunately, he was mostly hidden by the door, so neither Allie nor Jackie could get a good look at him.

      “Don’t worry. We’re not selling anything,” said Jackie.

      “What are you? Jesus freaks? Burglars?”

      Jackie laughed endearingly.

      Allie didn’t. She didn’t think what he had said was funny at all. Accusing a person of being a criminal was no laughing manner.

      “We’re here because we heard that you’re selling some property that you own in the village. The building with Bree’s Cafe and the B&B above it?”

      “So what if I am? That’s none of your beeswax.”

      Allie frowned. Beeswax? What was he talking about?

      “We were wondering,” said Jackie, fluttering her eyelashes, “if it was still on the market? Have you accepted a final offer?”

      “Why?” His tone was hard, sharp, and suspicious.

      Why was an easy question, so Allie decided to assist in the negotiations. “We want to buy it. We have 750,000 pounds.”

      Jackie whipped her head around to face Allie, mouth open wide, eyebrows shot up to the top of her head, and her left palm out in an expression of dismayed shock.

      “What?” whispered Allie in confusion.

      Jackie just shook her head in response.

      “I don’t care how much money you’ve got. I’m not selling it to you,” he said with a sneering emphasis on the final word.

      “Why not?” asked the girls in unison—Allie with a tone of curiosity, Jackie with outrage.

      “It’s a commercial property. Commercial. That means business. It’s not for two little girls to mess around with for a hobby because they won the lottery.”

      “We didn’t win the lottery, we won—” Allie’s words were halted by a poke from Jackie. It was a system they had worked out over the years, but Allie didn’t always quite remember what the poke meant. Sometimes she just thought Jackie was trying to get her attention.

      “What she means is that we are businesswomen. We’re not ‘little girls’. Though when you get to your age, perhaps it’s hard to tell the difference.”

      “My age? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think she means you’re going senile,” said Allie with a pleasant smile.

      “That is absolutely not what I meant,” Jackie said to Allie firmly and then turned back to Larry. “I meant that you’re a deluded old fool.”

      “Deluded old fool? I should call your mothers.”

      “Mine’s dead,” said Allie helpfully.

      Jackie gave her another poke. “Look, why don’t you let us come in so we can talk?”

      “I’m not going in there,” Allie said quickly.

      Allie had decided that as soon as the man had opened the door. Although she could only see a little way inside, it was clear that the place was filthy. And not just in terms of her own high standards but by those of anybody.

      “Neither of you are coming inside. I’m not selling to you. Go away.”

      “But—”

      Jackie didn’t get to finish what she was saying; she was too busy jumping back with another start as the door slammed with incredible force right in front of her.

      Allie tapped her forefinger against her chin as she replayed the events in her mind. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like that.”

      “No. I wasn’t expecting him to be such a—”

      “You promised! No London words when we’re in the Cotswolds.”

      “Okay, okay. No London words. But if there was anyone around here that deserved them, it’s him, the curmudgeonly old…”

      “That may be,” said Allie, taking Jackie’s arm in hers and beginning to lead her away. “But do try not to worry. I have a backup plan.”
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      A few days later, the girls were back in Bree’s café again with Grandma Em. At least, Jackie and Grandma Em were together. Allie was on her own working on something important.

      “Symmetry. Symmetrical. Did you really not learn about it at school?”

      Sally, the new waitress, shook her head meekly.

      “It’s easy. Imagine there’s a line down the middle of the café, and then another line across the café, and when you seat people, you want them to be in opposite positions. So, if you seat someone on the left-hand side, next you must seat someone on the right-hand side, so they’re opposite one another. If you seat someone at the back, then next you must see someone at the front. Do you see?”

      The waitress nodded her head dubiously. “And this is important?”

      “Oh, yes. Yes, very important. You can’t run an asymmetrical café.” Allie shook her head in horror at the thought. “You’d lose all your customers.”

      “Really?”

      “Allie! Come back over here. Leave the poor girl alone,” called Jackie faux-cheerfully.

      “I better get back to my family,” said Allie with a frown. “You understand now though, right?”

      “Yes. Symmetry. I’ll do my best.”

      Allie wasn’t sure whether the waitress’s best would be good enough, but what more could she do? And she would be there to assist if it looked like Sally was about to cause a Titanic-level disaster in the café’s seating arrangements.

      “I told Grandma Em about everything,” said Jackie when Allie finally joined them.

      Initially, they had kept the knowledge of the jackpot winnings to themselves, but now that a few days had passed and there was no sign of it having been declared a mistake, it was time to share the knowledge.

      With Grandma Em anyway. The rest of the world could wait.

      “Did you tell her about the shell corporation?” asked Allie.

      Jackie shook her head. “I didn’t quite get that myself. I don’t see how shells are going to help.”

      Grandma Em and Allie shared a glance.

      Jackie was an expert on everything health-related, but outside of her field, she could be a bit of a ditz. She was by no means stupid; she just struggled to take an interest in things that, well, didn’t interest her.

      “A shell corporation means it’s a kind of fake company,” said Allie. “We’re using it as a sort of disguise. It’s technically a real, registered company, but it doesn’t do anything.”

      Grandma Em nodded sagely. “Except buy Larry’s property, right, dear?”

      “That’s right, Grandma.” Allie picked up her mug of tea and took a large sip. “Even if he won’t sell to women, he’ll definitely be impressed by a big corporation.”

      “I wouldn’t be. I’d rather sell to a real person. Someone nice, like us.” Jackie was sitting on the opposite side of the table to Allie and Grandma Em and was using the extra space she had to extend both of her arms out entirely on either side of her while she tilted her neck left and right and left again towards her outstretched arms.

      Grandma Em tut-tutted. “I still can’t believe what he said to you the other day. He must be going senile. He doesn’t sound like the boy I went to school with.”

      With a ting-a-ling, the door to the café swung open, and a man who clearly wasn’t a tourist walked inside.

      He was quite tall, with salt-and-pepper hair, and was dressed in casual but expensive-looking clothing.

      He had the air of a Londoner moved to the countryside about him. There was none of the casual, almost rough edges of a typical country person. He was all fine lines, sharp creases, neatly cut hair, and with the definite whiff of money about him.

      “Here comes trouble,” said Grandma Em quietly.

      “Oh, no.” Allie rushed to her feet and hurried over to the man, who was about to make the mistake of sitting down in almost the worst place possible.

      “Excuse me?” She tapped him on the elbow for attention and turned it into a grasp to stop him sitting. “You don’t want to sit there.”

      He turned to her and then stepped back when he realized quite how close she was to him. “Actually, I don’t want to sit anywhere. I was just looking to get something to take away. Could I get a white coffee, and do you do muffins?”

      “I… The café has muffins. I recommend the blueberry or the chocolate chip. The sticky buns are also great.”

      “Sticky buns, eh? Haven’t had one of those in years. They’re not really in fashion these days, are they?”

      “In fashion?” Allie wasn’t sure how food could ever be in or out of fashion. It didn’t make much sense to her. “I never thought about it. Now, please sit at that table while you wait.”

      Allie pointed at the correct table and then hurried back to her own table and sat down.

      “That was very forward of you,” said Jackie, giving Allie a sly punch on her shoulder from across the table.

      “You didn’t take his order, did you?” asked Grandma Em with a frown.

      “I didn’t mean to,” said Allie.

      Just then, the waitress came out of the back, and before she could go over to the gentleman, Grandma Em called her over and got Allie to explain to her what the man had ordered.

      Grandma Em patted Allie’s hand. “I’d stay away from that one, if I were you.”

      “Why?” asked Jackie. “He looks nice. I wouldn’t kick him out of—”

      “He’s too old for us anyway,” said Allie. “He must be twenty years older than us.”

      “Twenty years more experience, right Grandma Em?”

      Grandma Em looked down and gave a small smile. “Perhaps. But I’m telling you, stay away from that one. I can just tell. He has an air about him. Those city slickers move to the country, and then they get bored. Try and make their own excitement. And big city excitement and country-living are not a good match.”

      “He’s leaving now anyway,” said Allie, nodding her head towards the door through which he was now exiting, clutching a paper coffee cup and a small bag. “We’ll probably never see him again.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. He just moved to the village.”

      “Is that so?” said the two sisters at the same time, but with very different intonations.

      As he exited, someone else entered. All three of them were still looking towards the door when Larry, the rude owner of the building, entered.

      And he didn’t look happy.

      Allie hadn’t been able to get a good look at him when they had been by his house. He’d only spoken to them through the crack in the door allowed to him by the security chain, and the interior of his house had been very dim.

      But now she could see him properly. He was about the same height as Allie—5’8”—and was dressed in old corduroy trousers and a brown cardigan that looked like he had probably inherited it from some Edwardian ancestor.

      Although he didn’t have a beard, he was unshaved in an unkempt rather than rugged manner, and his gait was almost a slow shuffle, aided by a walking cane.

      “You,” he said, pointing with his arm and finger outstretched at their table. “It was you two girls who were knocking on my door the other day, wasn’t it?”

      “Maybe he’s had a change of heart,” said Allie in a low voice but with a happy smile to Jackie, who kept her mouth grimly straight.

      “Yes, that’s us!” said Allie.

      “Good afternoon, Larry,” said Grandma Em, civilly but without warmth.

      “This is none of your concern, Emily. What do you two think you’re playing at, eh?”

      While Jackie faked an innocent face, Allie didn’t need to.

      “We’re not playing anything. We were just chatting.”

      “Not that. The other rubbish. I had a call from a solicitor representing a corporation. A corporation that has no real business whatsoever.”

      “Oh?” Jackie was still playing innocent, even though it was clear the game was up.

      “I know it was you. I told you I wouldn’t sell this place to you, so now you’re trying to get around me. Right?” He banged the floor with his cane for angry emphasis when he barked his final question.

      “Yes. That was us,” said Allie with a smile. “You said you didn’t want to sell it to two girls. So, I thought you might like to sell it to a corporation instead.”

      “Deceivers! You are both deceivers! Harlots too, I expect.”

      “Larry!” Grandma Em rose to her feet and raised one of her own fingers to point back at him. “You leave my girls alone. You’re a beastly old man. And you must be going senile. What’s this rubbish about not wanting to sell to girls? Are you out of your mind?”

      “I would be out of my mind by selling to these two idiots. Who would sell a building to someone who just knocked on the door? Eh?”

      Jackie rose to her feet as well and raised a finger of her own to begin pointing and waving around. It seemed everyone wanted to point except Allie. “How dare you talk to us like that!”

      “I’ll talk to whoever I want, however I want. This is my eighth decade on the planet, and I’ve earned the right. Now shut your trap, you over-exercised string bean, and sit down while your elders are talking.”

      “Do you think she exercises too much?” asked Allie. “I’ve wondered that myself sometimes…”

      Grandma Em and Jackie both glared at Allie while Larry looked a little taken aback, not having expected support from her corner.

      “I don’t care. I’m not selling to you or your stupid corporation. And if I have any more lip out of either of you, I’ll have you barred from this café and the B&B. Got it?”

      “You wouldn’t!” said Grandma Em.

      “You couldn’t!” said Jackie.

      “Sure I can. I’ll make it a condition of the sale. I’m not going to be beaten by two girly whippersnappers. Good day!”

      Larry spun around and began to shuffle towards the door, banging his cane angrily with every step he took.

      “You’re a mean old man, Larry!” shouted Grandma Em in a shockingly loud voice as he exited the café.

      “He is, isn’t he?”

      “I think we need to come up with another plan,” said Allie, shaking her head to herself.
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      A week later, the girls were back, and this time for an extended two-week vacation. While Allie had been keen to move on, Jackie had become incensed by how rude Larry had been to them and was determined to win him over. Allie had agreed, with some reluctance, to give it another go.

      “Are you sure we have to do this before we even check in?”

      Allie was still sitting in the passenger seat of her car, one hand on the door, not quite ready to get out. This time, it had been Jackie’s turn to drive Allie’s old but perfectly reliable Toyota all the way from London to the Cotswolds.

      “It’s what we’re here for. Come on, let’s do it. This is our last try. If this doesn’t work, then we’ll give up, okay?” Jackie opened her car door and undid her seatbelt. “If he really doesn’t want to sell it to us after this, you can go find your index fund or whatever it is. At least until we can think of something really worthwhile to do with the money.”

      They both exited the vehicle and again paused by the gate to Larry’s rundown old house.

      “You sure you don’t want to put a cardigan on top?” Allie said, glancing at Jackie. “You might scare him. Or give him a heart attack.”

      Jackie made a point of running her eyes down over her body, an impish smile on her face. She was wearing skimpy running shorts and a skimpier sports bra top. She had decided that if Larry wouldn’t sell to them purely for monetary reasons, maybe they could charm him.

      “No way. We’ve got to be irresistible. When I offer him personal training to help with his arthritis or whatever he’s got, he won’t be able to say no to me.”

      “Really? He doesn’t exactly seem like the athletic type. No, if anything’s going to interest him, it’s me.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Unlike Jackie, Allie was not trying to use her feminine wiles to charm the old man. She had something else in mind, something much more appealing. At least, she thought so.

      “Of course! Who could resist? A full clean and de-clutter? It’s better than winning the lottery!”

      Allie pulled out the pair of pink rubber gloves that had been hanging out of the back pocket of her jeans and waved them in front of Jackie.

      Jackie answered with a snort. “Yeah, right.”

      “I know what I’d rather have anyway.”

      “Hold on.” Jackie reached into the car and grabbed something out of the door pocket. When she stood up straight again, she slipped a headband over her forehead and sweatbands onto her wrists. “There. Now I look like a fitness trainer from his generation.” With the headband and sweatbands, and her hair in a classic ponytail, she could have been auditioning to be one of Mr Motivator’s backup fitness models.

      Allie shook her head dubiously. “I think his prime was before the 1980s, Jackie.”

      Jackie shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not a historian. Let’s go.”

      The plan was to flatter and charm Larry until he couldn’t resist them. Then, get him to sign a contract to sell the building to them. Surely, he would be persuaded by either some one-on-one training sessions with Jackie or an ultra-clean from Allie. One or the other would do the trick, Allie was certain.

      They swung open the creaky gate and, quicker than last time, wound their way up the path, dodging the brambles and other encroaching overgrowth with skill gained from prior experience.

      “Look,” said Jackie indicating the door. “It’s open.”

      The door was indeed open a few inches. Allie reached out a pink rubber-gloved hand to give the door a gentle push. It swung all the way open, and they were immediately hit by a musty, slightly sour smell coming from within.

      “I—don’t know if I’ll be able to clean this place,” said Allie nervously.

      “He’ll probably go for the personal training anyway, no offence.”

      “I don’t see why he would,” said Allie, speaking so quietly it was almost to herself.

      “Hello?” Jackie called inside.

      There was no answer.

      “Knock on the door,” said Allie.

      Jackie did as she was told. She knew there was no way Allie was going to put her hands on anything in this property if she could help it. In or outside.

      There was no answer.

      “Hello? Anyone in there? Larry?”

      “He’s not here,” said Allie impatiently. “We should go. We can come back later after we put our stuff in the B&B.”

      “Something isn’t right. Why is the door open if he isn’t here?”

      “Maybe he really is going senile and left the door open.”

      Jackie already had one foot inside and now stepped in fully, shaking her head in disagreement. “I’ll pop in for a quick peek.”

      Allie’s adoptive sister stepped inside and began tentatively to make her way down the hallway. Allie raised her right leg but couldn’t quite manage to force herself to step inside.

      The place looked like a full-on germ factory. Ideally, you would want a proper hazmat suit going in there, she thought. No, she’d wait by the door for Jackie and or Larry to return. She wasn’t going to voluntarily enter unless there was a firm commitment on Larry’s part to sell them his building.

      “Hello? Hello?”

      Jackie’s voice fell quieter and quieter as she went deeper into the house. Then, she stopped calling out.

      “Jackie?”

      Jackie didn’t respond with words.

      She responded with a bloodcurdling scream.

      “Oh no.”
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      The next morning, the girls sat with Grandma Em at a corner table in Bree’s Café.

      Both Allie and Jackie had large mugs of hot tea in front of them, overloaded with sugar and full cream milk. It’s what one needed after a shock, Grandma Em had insisted. Even Jackie, who normally avoided sugar like it was the plague, was slurping on the steaming drink.

      “It was horrible, just horrible,” said Jackie.

      “It was,” said Allie, shaking her head at the memory. “I don’t think he’d cleaned in there for years. Decades, even. The dust was a half-inch thick everywhere. And the floor! I don’t even know what colour the carpet was supposed to be.”

      “I was talking about the body,” said Jackie, a grumble in her voice. She kept holding her mug with one hand while raising her other hand into the air and then switching back over again, alternating between the two.

      “That was quite horrible too. But not as bad as the rest of the house!”

      “It must’ve been a terrible shock. And I can’t believe those policemen put you through the wringer like that.”

      Actually, the police hadn’t been too hard on either of them. Of course, they had gone down to the station to give statements, which all in all had taken several hours, but they had been polite and professional about the whole thing and had the decency not to accuse them of being murderers.

      “What are we going to do? What is Bree going to do?”

      “I suppose,” said Grandma Em, tapping her fingernails against the side of her mug thoughtfully, “it will all be left to his son, Larry Junior.”

      “What’s he like? Do you think he’ll sell the building to us?”

      Grandma Em pursed her lips. “Not to speak ill of the living, especially one who’s suffered a loss so recently, but Larry Junior isn’t really the likeable sort. Not like his dad.”

      “Not like his dad?” Allie wrinkled her nose and frowned. But Larry Senior hadn’t been likeable. She wondered what Grandma Em meant.

      “He’s got a bit of a temper,” Grandma Em said. “And he’s not really a people person. And he can be quite… punchy.”

      “Punchy?” Jackie held her own two fists in front of her face, mimicking a pugilist.

      One of the group classes she taught was boxercise which, while not quite a martial art, had at least given her a lot of experience in swinging her fists around.

      “I expect he’ll be shaken up about the death of his father though. That kind of thing usually brings people back down to earth. Might make him turn over a new leaf. Take a good look at his life.”

      “Do you think so?” Allie’s face had lit up. “If that’s the case, I’m sure he’ll be amenable to my offer.”

      The tinkling of the front door drew their attention, but the gentle sound of the tiny bell’s ring did not at all mirror the face of the man who came through the doorway.

      In fact, the man actually seemed to be about the same size as the doorway, though a lot angrier.

      “Speak of the devil,” said Em under her breath.

      Allie gulped.

      The man was looking at them. And even she could plainly see it wasn’t in a friendly manner.

      “It’s you two, is it?” he said, stalking across the room towards them.

      His hands hung by his sides, but they were bunched up into meaty fists, and his whole frame seemed to be shaking.

      “I’m so sorry about your father,” said Jackie, offering a supportive smile.

      “He was quite mean though,” said Allie.

      Jackie kicked her under the table in warning.

      Larry Junior ignored Allie’s critique of his father. “You’re still here. Hard to believe. But you won’t be for much longer, will you?”

      “Actually, we’re here for another thirteen days,” said Allie. “We’re booked in upstairs.”

      Jackie kicked her again under the table, harder than last time. Allie didn’t understand why. She was only telling the truth.

      He slowly shook his head, a wicked smirk on his lips. “You won’t be staying here for two more weeks. Either the police are going to arrest you, or I’m…” He put his hands on his hips, leaned over them, raised his eyebrows, and let his words hang in the air like an anvil above the table.

      “You’re what?” asked Grandma Em pointedly.

      He didn’t answer right away, and when he did, it wasn’t to finish the last sentence.

      Instead, he went for another vague threat. “We don’t like murderers around here.”

      Allie looked up at him in surprise. “Oh, we’re not murderers. We just found the body.”

      Larry Junior locked her with a stare, driving his eyes into her with a glare so threatening that most people would have been immediately cowed. Not Allie though. She was too oblivious for that.

      “We wouldn’t be murderers anyway.”

      He lowered his head even more so that his face was just inches from Allie’s. He maintained a stony silence as he looked at her.

      “We would be murderesses. If we did it, I mean—which we definitely didn’t. Did we, Jackie?”

      Jackie shook her head no in agreement but didn’t speak.

      Larry Junior slammed his hands down on the table, causing waves of warm tea to slop out onto the table.

      Allie gasped, and her hand went up to her mouth. How beastly! That wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t do it all. They were going to need a kitchen towel, stat.

      “Are you admitting it?” Larry’s voice was so low that it seemed to almost shake the table.

      “No,” said Allie with a look of consternation. “I was just saying that if we were the killers, which we’re not, we would be murderesses, not murderers. Because we’re women. It’s grammar. Do you see?”

      This time, both Grandma Em and Jackie kicked Allie. She was going to have some serious bruises at this rate.

      “I know who you are.” He let a long pause fill the air with threat. “I know where you’re staying.” Another pause. “And if the police don’t do their job, well…”

      “They’re very professional. I’m sure they’ll do their job just fine,” said Allie with a smile.

      The last noise to come out of Larry’s mouth was a growl.

      Not that he growled his words, but he literally growled—like he thought he was a wolf or a tiger or some other ferocious beast.

      He then stood up straight and headed towards the door. Just before exiting, he looked back over his shoulder and stared back towards their table.

      He raised two fingers to his own eyes and then pointed back at them with one, angry, pointing finger. He was watching them.
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      There’s nothing like an afternoon walk, a quiet evening of cleaning and tidying a B&B room, and a good night’s sleep, all the while soaking up the slower pace of life and the clean, crisp countryside spring air, to make you feel better after a grisly murder.

      And so, the next day, Allie was feeling somewhat better about the whole affair.

      It wasn’t her fault the old man had died, and she was rapidly working on compartmentalizing the memory itself so that it would just be another—rather unique—life experience to draw on.

      Until she saw the morning newspaper, that was.

      “Unbelievable!” yelled Jackie from the other side of the room.

      The two other tables of customers looked at her and stared. Allie did the same.

      Luckily, Jackie didn’t make Allie call across the café to find out what was wrong. Instead, she came over and dropped the newspaper that had been the cause of her outburst onto the table.

      “Look at that!”

      Allie did indeed look at it.

      The Cotswolds Examiner was a local daily paper, and this particular edition really was quite offensive.

      “Someone’s spilt marmalade right on the front page!”

      “Not that! Look at the story!”

      With a reluctant finger, Allie twisted the newspaper around and tried—somewhat successfully—to overlook the offensive fruit preserve to what lay deeper—the headline story.

      “‘Tourist Finds Murder Victim’”, read Allie. “Look, there’s even a picture of me.”

      Indeed, there was a picture, and it had been snapped just when Allie had left the police station the day before. Jackie had exited just a few steps behind her, but it seemed the photographer had only identified and used the photograph of Allie.

      When she had left the police station, she felt a little confused, even bewildered, by the whole string of unlikely events.

      Unfortunately, the look of shellshock on her face came across as meanness in the unattractive photo the journalist had used. The caption underneath didn’t help much either.

      ALOOF “TOURIST” WHO “DISCOVERED” BODY RELEASED FOR NOW—BUT FOR HOW LONG?

      “They don’t know how to use quotation marks, do they?” said Allie with a sad shake of her head.

      “Unfortunately, I rather think they do.” Jackie raised her arms up and stretched over backwards before sitting down across from Allie.

      “Oh,” said Allie. After another brief pause, she looked up, wide-eyed. “Oh!”

      Jackie gave her a grim smile of support.

      “They’re implying that maybe I killed that man!”

      “I’m sorry, Allie. It’s awful, isn’t it?”

      She nodded morosely. “And they forgot about you!”

      “They did, didn’t they?”

      Allie and Jackie sat in a grim silence, lost in thought.

      This just wasn’t right, thought Allie. Why would the journalist be implying that Allie was the murderer? She was just the person who discovered the body, and even that was more Jackie than her.

      “That’s why people keep looking at me funny today.”

      “We should complain to the newspaper. They have no right printing stories like that. Implying that you, of all people, was a murderer.”

      “I should call them and tell them it should be you,” said Allie with a thoughtful frown.

      “WHAT!?”

      Allie’s mouth dropped open in surprise at the response. She hadn’t quite meant it how it came out. “I mean, of the two of us, you’re the more likely killer. That’s all I mean.”

      “And why, precisely, is that?”

      “You’re stronger than me, so you’d be better able to do it. And you’re faster than me, so you could run away from the scene of the crime more quickly. And you’re less logical than me, and most crimes aren’t carried out in a logical manner.”

      Jackie took a couple of deep breaths like she did in the yoga classes she had forced Allie to attend. “You do know it was nothing to do with me, right?”

      “Of course! I’m just saying that if the journalist was going to imply that someone was a murderer, it should be you instead of me. Logically.”

      “Tell you what.” Jackie squeezed Allie’s hand. “You keep that thought to yourself for now. We don’t want either of us being implicated in this mess, and despite what you’re saying being technically true, other people won’t quite get what you mean. They’ll think you’re accusing me.”

      “Then they’re stupid.”

      Jackie’s supportive squeeze suddenly became a little too tight, crossing from the realm of support to the neighbouring land of warning. “That may be, but it’s important that we don’t implicate either of us, either deliberately or inadvertently, anywhere in this mess.”

      After a brief moment of consideration, Allie gave a nod of agreement. “Yes, I think you’re right.”

      While they had been talking and thinking, neither of them had noticed the arrival of Richard, the rather handsome middle-aged man who’d come in for a takeaway coffee and a cake during their previous trip to Hawthorne.

      “Excuse me?” he said, materializing right next to their table.

      The sisters turned to look at him.

      “Yes?” said Allie, slightly hesitantly. She was on edge after realizing the implications of the newspaper story.

      “I was wondering, are you finished with that newspaper?”

      Just as Jackie was about to shake her head, Allie answered, “Yes. Completely and utterly finished with it.”

      Richard tentatively picked it up with a quizzical look.

      “On the front page...” Richard held the paper up in the air, so it was next to Allie’s face. “Is this…? It is!”

      “It’s the first time I’ve ever been on the front page of a newspaper,” said Allie.

      Richard was silent as he scanned the article, his striking green eyes flicking rapidly back and forth as he went through it line by line. He had the air of someone who had spent quite a lot of time quickly scanning through text.

      Finally, he lowered the newspaper, and looked at Allie again. “This article...”

      “It’s terrible, isn’t it?” said Jackie with a frown.

      Allie hadn’t actually read the whole article, but she sure knew the gist of it.

      “They’re right on the edge of defamation. But they don’t quite outright accuse you.” He sucked in air between his teeth, and his eyes flicked back quickly through the text again.

      “I mean, I assume you had nothing to do with his death, right?”

      Both Allie and Jackie gave quick, affirmative nods. “Neither of us had anything to do with his death.”

      “And this other rubbish about you trying to force him into selling his property...?”

      “Completely false,” said Jackie stridently.

      “True,” said Allie, not very helpfully.

      Richard let out a small laugh of amusement. “Well?”

      “We wanted to buy some property he owned—this building, in fact—but he wouldn’t sell it to us. Then he died.”

      “We didn’t try to force him in any way though,” added Jackie. “We made a business proposition, not any kind of threat. In fact, it was almost the opposite—we were trying to charm him.”

      “He was not a nice man though,” said Allie. “He called us stupid girls.”

      Richard’s jaw dropped slightly. “He said what? Ignorant and sexist? This Larry sounds like quite a piece of work.”

      “He was,” said Jackie, banging the table with her hand.

      “He was meaner to us than anyone since school,” Allie added.

      Richard held the newspaper by his side and tapped his thigh with it thoughtfully.

      Allie counted as he tapped. One, two three, pause... one, two three, pause... one, two three.

      “I bet a nasty old piece of work like that had a lot of enemies. Lots of people probably aren’t upset he’s gone.”

      “Maybe the newspaper should write about some of those people,” said Jackie.

      “Maybe they should,” said Richard thoughtfully. He looked at them again. “I mean, no offence, but you two don’t strike me as murderers. You don’t have that edge about you that murderers normally do.”

      “Err, have you met a lot of murderers?” asked Jackie.

      “Oh, loads. And you don’t remind me of any of them.”

      “Thank you, that’s very kind of you to say,” said Allie.

      Richard gave her a wry smile. “Saying you’re not a murderer is a compliment? You’re easy to please.”

      “Trust me,” said Jackie. “In other ways, she really, really isn’t easy to please.”

      “Oh, is that so? I must say—I do like a challenge.”

      Allie and Jackie exchanged a glance.

      On Jackie’s end it was a You Go Girl! and on Allie’s it was a kind of panicked shock. She wasn’t used to men being quite that forward.

      “But trust me, once you get to know her, it’s worth it,” said Jackie quickly before Allie could say anything else.

      Under the table, she gave Allie’s knee a supportive squeeze, which was a vast improvement from the repeated kicks she’d received the day before.

      “Is that so?” Richard held the newspaper against his side, still now, and made a point of looking at Allie again, as if assessing her. “If this old man had as many enemies as it sounds like, perhaps you should find out whether any of them actually did want him dead. I’m sure the police are doing all they can, but—believe me—it’s not always enough. They don’t have the resources these days.”

      Allie and Jackie looked at each other, a mutual expression of understanding passing between the two sisters.

      “Just something to think about,” Richard added. “I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you need a hand though. You can find me in here most mornings.”

      “We will!” said Jackie a bit too loudly.

      “Thank you,” said Allie a bit too quietly.

      “It’s nice to see you in the village, by the way. There isn’t enough youth in the village.” He started to walk away, then turned and said over his shoulder, “Or beauty.”

      And just like that, he was gone, stolen newspaper under his arm as he exited the café.

      “Someone’s got an admirer,” said Jackie with an over-the-top wink.

      “He’s too old,” lied Allie.

      “No, he’s not. There’s nothing like a safe pair of hands to guide you through life.”

      “How would you know?”

      Jackie shrugged. “I heard it somewhere.”

      Both of them giggled.

      “You know, I’m really feeling a lot better,” said Allie. “When you showed me that newspaper article, it set my head spinning. But now that Richard has told us what to do, I feel like a weight has been lifted.”

      “Yes, I’m sure it’s just his advice that made you feel better. Not him calling you ‘beautiful’ or his outrageous flirting.”

      Allie grinned. Even she had noticed.

      Jackie returned the smile. “So, what are we going to do?”

      Allie clasped her fingers together and placed her hands on the table, a serene smile on her face. “We are going to assist the police by working out who wanted Larry dead—and then did the deed.”

      Jackie was biting her bottom lip. “We’ll just have to make sure not to do anything dangerous.”

      “Of course,” said Allie. “Now, let’s begin.”
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      “Bree!” shouted Allie, when she saw the woman was free. She was across the other side of the café, and Allie wanted to be loud enough to be heard. She certainly succeeded.

      “Allie!” hissed Jackie. “Don’t shout like that.”

      Bree stopped arranging things on the other side of the room and bustled towards them, a concerned smile on her face.

      “Worked, didn’t it?” said Allie with a grin.

      “I hate it when you’re like this,” said Jackie, the smile on her face belying her words.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes—” said Jackie, clearly intending to follow up with more.

      “No.”

      Bree’s eyes flicked across the two girls and then settled on Allie, with a ‘well then?’ look.

      “It’s about Larry,” said Allie.

      Bree’s face fell into a worried frown. “I don’t know what’s going to happen now. I suppose his son will inherit, and then who knows what he’ll do? Still, can’t do anything about it, so no use worrying. Though I do anyway. Worry.”

      Allie nodded politely while Bree rambled on.

      When she was done, Allie said, “The newspaper implied that I might have been involved in his death. And people have been giving me funny looks. So, I want to find out who might have actually killed him. We’re looking into his death.”

      “Oh, my. That sounds like it could be dangerous. He was murdered, after all.”

      “We’re just going to talk to a few people. No...” She struggled while she tried to think of some examples of more dangerous activities, “... horseback riding or unwashed lettuce for us!”

      Bree nodded uncertainly. “Ask me whatever you want, but I doubt I’ll be of any use to you. As you know, I’ve only been here a couple of years myself.”

      “But you knew Larry pretty well, right?”

      Bree shook her head. “Not really. He didn’t even come in here much. I met him when I first rented the place of course. That’s really the only time I spoke to him properly, and then after that he came by twice for annual property inspections. Apart from that, I really didn’t see much of him.”

      “What about Michelle upstairs?” asked Jackie.

      “Yes, you should talk to her,” said Bree thoughtfully. “She’s been here for, ooh... twenty years? Something like that. She must have known him before he became just a grumpy old man.”

      Allie immediately stood to her feet. “Thank you, Bree. Come on, Jackie.”
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        * * *

      

      In order to get to the B&B, they had to leave the café and re-enter the building through another doorway, which immediately opened to a staircase leading to the second storey.

      The staircase was lined with black and white photographs of Hawthorne from times past, when horses and carts were the preferred method of transporting goods. The village looked like it had been substantially busier than it was these days.

      They caught Michelle in the hallway at the top of the stairs, a pile of fresh bedlinen in her arms. When she saw them approaching, she placed the bedsheets on a side table and offered them a smile. She knew what they had been through and had been extra nice to them.

      “Good morning, girls. How are you getting on?”

      “Good, except people think I’m a murderess,” said Allie with a happy smile.

      “Oh, I’m sure they don’t dear. I saw the paper, and it didn’t actually say you were a killer.”

      “Unfortunately, people like to read between the lines,” said Jackie.

      “But there isn’t anything between the lines,” said Allie, shaking her head. “Otherwise they would be lines too.”

      Michelle and Jackie both laughed at her ‘joke’.

      “I suppose you want to head off back to London early, do you?”

      “Nope,” said Allie. “We can’t leave until this is resolved.”

      “Is that what the police said?” asked Michelle.

      “The police? Oh, no. They have our home address and phone numbers.”

      “So, you’re going to stay and weather the storm? I must say I’m pleased. I doubt I’d find anyone to take your room at this last minute. When I saw you coming towards me with those looks on your faces, I thought you were going to be checking out immediately.”

      “Nope!”

      “I’ll let you get on then.” Michelle made to pick up her stack of bedsheets again, but Jackie interrupted her.

      “We wondered if we could ask you a couple of questions? About Larry?”

      Michelle left one hand resting on top of the sheets like she was about to pick them up again. “Mmm?” she said, sounding as noncommittal as humanly possible.

      “Can you tell us about him?” asked Allie. “What do you know? What was he like? Did he have any enemies that you know of? How old was he? What did he like to do? Wh—”

      Jackie gave Allie’s arm a firm squeeze that stopped her dead.

      Michelle had the look of a startled cat at the onslaught of questions overwhelming her.

      She took a deep breath before answering. “I don’t know what I can tell you, really. I met Larry about fifteen years ago, when I—we, Harry and I—bought this place.”

      Allie remembered Harry, albeit vaguely. He had been around when they were younger.

      He was Michelle’s husband, and from what she could recall, he had been a rather difficult man. It had been more than a decade since he passed away.

      “What was Larry like back then?”

      “Oh. You know. Tough, racist, sexist and a bit of a mean streak. But he wasn’t all bad. He could be quite funny sometimes.”

      “A mean, racist, sexist and funny man, huh?” said Jackie. “I guess he didn’t change too much over the years then. Though he wasn’t very funny when we met him.”

      “He didn’t tell us a single joke,” confirmed Allie.

      “Not that kind of funny. More... funny funny, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yes,” said Jackie.

      “No,” said Allie.

      “Was he mean to everyone?” asked Jackie.

      “He wasn’t always nasty.” Michelle flicked her head over her shoulder as if briefly considering heading deeper into her establishment, perhaps to offer them a cup of tea. But then she thought better of it. “After Harry died, he was understanding. He let me pay a month of rent late, until the life insurance paid out.”

      “Wow, so kind,” said Jackie rolling her eyes.

      It wasn’t that kind, thought Allie.

      “And I heard he made quite a sizable donation to the Christmas food bank, last year. He was mean, but not always. There was an occasional patch of softness lurking underneath that gruff exterior.”

      Michelle put both her hands under the pile of bedsheets.

      “It looks like you’re busy,” said Jackie.

      “I’ve got to get on, I’m afraid. No rest for the wicked!”

      “You’re not wicked!” said Allie.

      “Thank you, dear. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      “Of course,” said Allie with a smile. “We can talk to you any time since we’re staying here.”

      “Right, of course,” said Michelle without enthusiasm. She gathered up the pile of sheets and held them under her chin. “See you later.”

      Michelle turned away from them and hurried off.

      “She didn’t seem exactly thrilled about talking to us more about Larry, did she?” said Jackie.

      “No. No, she didn’t. Is that suspicious?”

      Jackie shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows?”

      “I think it might be,” said Allie with a nod. “Who wouldn’t want to talk to us more?”

      “Good point. Come on! What’s next?”

      “Well… next...”

      Allie’s words trailed off with a frown. Her call centre work didn’t ever involve solving murders, so she was at somewhat of a loss as to what to do next.

      “Ooh, I know. Let’s talk to Eddie.” Jackie seemed positively enthused at her idea.

      “Eddie? Who’s Eddie?” Allie didn’t know anyone called Eddie in Hawthorne.

      “Eddie Biswas. You’ll see,” said Jackie with a mischievous smile. “You won’t be able to stop seeing, in fact.”

      Before Allie could reply, Jackie had already started back down the stairs, two at a time of course.

      “Slow down!”

      Of course, she didn’t.
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      It turned out that when they had been interviewed by the police, the interviews had been conducted by different police officers.

      While Allie had been interviewed by an iron-haired female police officer, Jackie had been interviewed by the so-far mysterious Detective Inspector Eddie Biswas.

      Allie deduced they had been interviewed separately for procedural reasons; if they were separated, they wouldn’t be able to consult with each other about their stories. Real criminals who were lying would probably end up with conflicting stories, leading to them being found out.

      Jackie had a different theory.

      She thought that the murder was so exciting for these country police officers that they all wanted a piece of the action—even if the action was merely interviewing the two women from London who found the body.

      “So, while I was being interviewed by a woman as tough as old boot leather, you got this handsome Eddie?”

      Jackie wrapped an arm over her shoulder. “Not just handsome—tall, dark, and handsome.”

      “Ooh, I do love clichés,” said Allie with a smirk.

      “I’m telling you—you’ll love him. In the interview room, he had three different pencils!”

      “Pencils? Am I into pencils?”

      Jackie punched her on the arm. “But get this: he lined them up, perfectly perpendicular to the edge of the table, and all of them were sharpened to a precise point.”

      “Ooh. Okay, he sounds all right. Were they arranged in size order?”

      “You know it!” Jackie punched her on the arm again. “Smallest on the left, largest on the right.”

      “Okay, I admit it. You’ve grabbed my attention. It’s hard to find people with any sense of... rightness.”

      “That’s how I know you’re going to just love him! Here we are!”

      They had arrived at Hawthorne’s police station.

      It was, like every other building in the village, built from the local grey stone that gave it a sturdy, timeless look. When buildings like this were well maintained, it was hard to tell the difference between a mere hundred-year-old “new” building and one that was pushing five hundred.

      “Are you ready?” asked Jackie with a mischievous grin.

      “Bring him on!”

      But before they could venture inside, the object of their mission, if not their desires, emerged from within.

      “There he is!” said Jackie in a loud whisper, poking Allie with a sharp finger at the same time just to make sure she noticed.

      Allie looked at the man exiting the police station.

      Him?

      There was nothing objectionable about his appearance.

      He was indeed quite tall, he was dark, and his features were roughly as you would hope them to be. But there was no wow factor, at least not for Allie. So, it was with a mild sense of disappointment on her part that they greeted him.

      “Hi again, Eddie!” Jackie stepped forward to meet him, hand outstretched.

      Just as he went to take it, she went insane, at least in Allie’s opinion, and wrapped her arms around him in a hug instead of giving him the professional handshake that Allie, and seemingly Eddie, had been expecting.

      “Ugh, whuh—hello,” mumbled Eddie in a confused word jumble as Jackie squeezed the life out of him. For a moment, Allie thought she might even lift him off the ground. Instead, it was Jackie who gave a small little mid-hug hop.

      When Jackie finally let go, Eddie stepped back rapidly from her, an expression of mild panic on his face.

      “This is my sister, Allie,” said Jackie, seemingly oblivious to the discomfort she had caused him. “She’s not my real sister. Our family adopted her after her—” Jackie realized she was jabbering and simply stopped speaking, closing her mouth and keeping it shut in a tight line.

      Cautiously, Eddie stepped towards Allie.

      He stopped a couple of paces away, as if worried she might try the same kind of greeting. He needn’t have feared. Allie didn’t even like handshakes.

      “Allie,” she said shyly. Her shyness wasn’t because his looks intimidated her, but due to embarrassment caused by her sister.

      “Eddie Biswas,” he answered. He didn’t extend his hand to shake, and Allie was pleased about that.

      “We were wondering,” said Allie, “could we talk to you later? About Larry, and, well, everything?”

      “I probably shouldn’t. It’s an active case. And you two are still suspects.” He paused for a moment, as if considering. “But your alibi—that you were still driving at the time—holds up, so far. So, why not?”

      All three of them smiled.

      “You’re staying in the B&B, right? Do you know Bree’s Café?”

      “Know it? We practically live in it,” said Jackie with a wide grin.

      Allie shook her head. “Surely it’s the B&B we practically live in.”

      Jackie frowned at her, while Eddie flashed her a grateful smile. He understood what she meant.

      “How about I meet you guys there later? Have you ever had the cream tea?”

      They both shook their heads. Jackie wasn’t exactly the cream tea type—too many carbs or too much fat, she’d always say.

      Allie never quite grasped what it was they were supposed to eat or avoid eating, no matter how often Jackie tried to tell her. Allie had a sneaking suspicion that Jackie’s dietary advice actually kept changing, since she found it hard to remember despite her good memory and love of details.

      In the end, Allie had never ordered the full cream tea herself because it wasn’t the kind of thing you did by yourself, was it?

      “If you’re up for it, we’ll have a cream tea later and a little chat.”

      “Brilliant! Allie will look forward to it, won’t you?”

      “I like tea. I like cream. I like scones. I’ll definitely look forward to it!”

      Jackie nudged her in the side, but Allie didn’t get the hidden message this time.

      “Great, then I’ll see you later.” Eddie was looking directly at Allie as he spoke and smiled at her as he went to leave.

      Jackie stepped towards him. Allie worried that she was going to try and hug him again.

      Fortunately, Eddie’s defences were now up, and he stepped around Jackie and gave her a gentle pat on the arm as he did so, quickly hurrying past both of them and heading off down the High Street in the opposite direction from which they’d come.

      “I wanted to hug him goodbye,” said Jackie with a frown.

      “I know you did,” said Allie.

      “To be polite.”

      Allie snorted. Even she knew that wasn’t true. She turned to face her sister, took her by the arms, and stared into her eyes.

      “Jackie.”

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve got a crush on him.”

      “Eh? Me? No way!”

      Allie nodded her head up and down three times, slowly and seriously, the barest hint of a smile turning up the corners of her lips.

      “Oh yes, you do. All that nonsense about him being perfect for me—you were projecting!”

      “But he’s so much like you!”

      Allie cocked her head and gave her a smile that was more mischievous than amused.

      “And that’s precisely why you like him.”
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      Jackie went for a run before their afternoon tea meeting, while Allie stayed in her room reading. A couple of minutes before the clock struck four, Jackie knocked on the door to Allie’s room.

      The first thing Allie said as soon as she opened the door was, “Why are you wearing makeup?”

      “You noticed.”

      “Of course I noticed. I notice everything.”

      Jackie’s sigh of agreement showed that she knew she was busted.

      “And you’re...” Allie ran her eyes over her sister while she contemplated the correct word. Jackie was wearing jeans rather than shorts or tracksuit bottoms, and a tight T-shirt that didn’t quite scream ‘I’M FOR EXERCISE!’ at the top of its cottony lungs like most of her apparel. “...dressed up?”

      “Do I look foolish?”

      “No! No way! You look great.” Allie gave Jackie’s arm a supportive squeeze and could feel the hard muscles of her bicep right under the skin.

      Jackie beamed back at her. “Come on, let’s go.”

      When they entered the café, Eddie was already there, sitting at the front right-hand table. Allie was pleased to see that he had chosen the correct spot—the only other occupied table was the front-left one, and Eddie had chosen the spot that was symmetrically opposite.

      Smooth move, Eddie, thought Allie with satisfaction.

      He stood up when they entered and awkwardly reached across the table to push out the two chairs on the opposite side. One of them almost toppled over after catching on the floor, but he managed to catch and steady it just in time.

      It was a shame there weren’t four of them, or so Allie thought as she sat down. It had been the same problem when they’d been sitting with Grandma Em: one side of the tables was unbalanced.

      Bree came over and took their order as soon as they sat down: three cream teas.

      “You’re very lucky, Eddie,” said Allie.

      “Oh? And why’s that?”

      Allie poked her sister in the arm. “She never eats cream or scones or anything like that. She’s a health nut.”

      “Hey, I’m not a nut. I just like to take care of myself. You’d do well to follow my example.”

      “Oh, I’m an addict,” said Eddie with a self-deprecating smile.

      “An addict? Drugs?” Allie’s expression was of shocked wide-eyed innocence.

      Alarmed at Allie’s response, Eddie’s eyebrows flew up and his denial was fast and confused. “What? No! I mean, a cream tea addict!”

      The girls giggled at his panicked reaction.

      “Just kidding,” said Allie with a grin. This was not entirely true though; she had never heard of a cream tea addict before.

      The first thing to arrive, a mere minute or two after taking their order, was a large china teapot and three dainty tea cups and saucers. This was in stark contrast to the oversized mugs that Bree served ‘builders tea’ in. Bree returned again a moment later with a jug of milk.

      “Shall I do the honours?” asked Eddie.

      “Please do.”

      The girls pushed their teacups towards him, and Eddie expertly filled up each of the china cups without spilling a drop.

      Jackie gave a look of consternation at the cup. “I didn’t put the milk in. I always put the milk in first.”

      Allie nodded in agreement. “You do always put the milk in first. And you’re always wrong to do so.”

      Eddie chuckled and gestured with the milk jug. “Tea first, then milk, that’s how it should be done.”

      He held up his own cup in front of Allie, she lifted hers in response and they clinked them together in a cheers of mutual agreement and perhaps even admiration. They were both careful not to spill the tea when the cups touched.

      “I don’t suppose it makes any difference anyway,” said Jackie with a sigh, raising her cup to her lips and taking a sip.

      Eddie and Allie shook their heads and shared a knowing glance. Didn’t make a difference indeed. They both knew it made a world of difference.

      “So, what exactly did you ladies want to talk about?”

      “Well, this whole Larry thing. People around here seem to think Allie had something to do with it. That newspaper article didn’t help. And now people keep looking at her like, well, like she’s a murderer.”

      “Do they?” asked Allie with some shock.

      Now that she thought about it, people had been less friendly than usual. There had been fewer unsolicited greetings from strangers on the street, and they had been more careful not to brush by as they passed her—they’d been crossing the road or giving her a wide berth. She had just assumed they’d all finally grown some sense.

      “People do tend to make assumptions,” said Eddie with a nod.

      “So, what we want to do is try and find out who might have had something against Larry. Kind of... help you out?” said Jackie with uncharacteristic timidity.

      Eddie winced. “I was afraid you might say that. The thing is, as a police officer, I really can’t condone you doing that.”

      “Of course, of course,” said Jackie hurriedly. “We don’t want to step on any toes or anything. We’re just trying to,” she gestured with her hands, “trying to get the lay of the land, as it were.”

      “Right, I see.” Eddie shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed.

      Bree returned just then with a three-tiered curate stand.

      The bottom level held a dozen or so triangular sandwiches with the crusts cut off, while the second layer held a selection of scones, and on the top layer were little dishes filled with clotted cream and jam.

      “Dig in,” said Eddie, immediately snatching up one of the little triangle sandwiches and popping it into his mouth. Allie examined the stand. All the sandwiches had been arranged to satisfactory neatness, and Bree seemed to have done a good job of making sure the numbers were right—there were six cucumber sandwiches, six cheese, and six ham; luckily, she hadn’t made any mistakes with the quantities.

      “Now a serious question,” said Eddie after he swallowed the first of his sandwiches.

      “What’s that?”

      Eddie picked up a scone and lowered it to his plate. He quickly sliced it through the middle to make two halves, and then picked up the clotted cream in his left hand, and the jam in the right hand.

      “What goes first? Cream or jam?”

      Jackie looked at Allie. Allie looked at Jackie.

      “Cream,” said Allie.

      “Jam,” said Jackie.

      They both turned to Eddie to make the final judgement.

      “Cream, then jam. That’s the way I always do it.”

      “That’s right,” said Allie in agreement, with a happy smile.

      “It doesn’t matter, does it?” asked Jackie.

      She received two withering looks in response.

      “Of course it matters!”

      “You’re both weirdoes.” Jackie’s words were said with kindness rather than malice, and they all grinned.

      But then, Allie watched with a frown as Jackie very deliberately cut a scone in half, put a big dollop of cream on one half, and an equally large spoonful of jam on the other. She sandwiched the two halves back together causing much of the filling to ooze out and drop onto her plate.

      “There! Now neither goes first, eh?” And with that pronouncement, Jackie proceeded to take a giant bite out of the scone, sending jam and cream dribbling down her chin and all around her mouth.

      Allie shuddered and focused her gaze on Eddie instead, because she couldn’t bear to watch. They exchanged a look and a barely perceptible shake of both of their heads. He didn’t need to say it, but Allie knew he understood. There was a right way and a wrong way to do almost anything, and even in her quest to find the middle ground, right now Jackie was most definitely eating the wrong way.

      “So, can you tell us who your suspects are?” asked Allie to take their minds off of Jackie’s catastrophic attempt at eating.

      Eddie looked down at his plate, almost like he was embarrassed. “I’m not supposed to say anything to civilians.”

      Allie caught his eye when he glanced up. “Just a hint or two.”

      He lowered his voice, as if eavesdroppers could be listening in to catch him at it. In a small village like Hawthorne, they probably were. “The thing is… you two are still the main suspects. Of course, there were a couple of others, but they had much better alibis.”

      Allie bit her bottom lip in mild annoyance. “But we have a great alibi. We weren’t there! We were still driving down!”

      Eddie nodded. “Yes, but the only people who can verify that right now are you two—you’re each supporting each other’s alibi, which is that you were together in a car somewhere. Since you’re both suspects, that alibi doesn’t work.”

      “But... but...”

      She didn’t have a good answer to that argument.

      It wasn’t their fault they were together when the murder supposedly took place.

      Although she hadn’t been actually accused of committing the crime, the mere fact that they were suspects had awakened feelings in her that she didn’t normally feel.

      Resentment, at (almost) being accused of something she certainly didn’t do. Anger, at whoever had done it and put them in this ridiculous situation. And a modicum of curiosity as to who actually did it and why.

      “And there’s the money,” Eddie said after a slight pause. “We had a look, and it seems the sweepstakes were clearly rigged. Then you show up here with money from a fixed contest, trying to buy an old man’s bit of property, and when he refuses, he turns up dead.” Eddie looked down at this plate again. “It’s, well, suspicious.” He almost mumbled the finals words he had so little desire to say them.

      Jackie’s head had whipped up and she was glaring at Eddie. “What do you mean the sweepstakes win was fixed?”

      “I. Uh. Can’t say anymore. Shouldn’t have said that, in fact. But it is what it is. That sweepstakes that Allie won was a fix.”

      “But how could it have been?” Allie said, spreading her hands wide apart. “I didn’t even know I had been entered into it! And who would fix it in favour of me? I don’t know anyone who works at Garrett’s!”

      Eddie avoided the difficult question, at least temporarily, by stuffing his mouth so full of scone that he looked like a brown-cheeked hamster.

      “If it was a fix, then surely Garrett’s wouldn’t have paid me,” said Allie with a frown.

      Although she had at first been very suspicious of her win, she had grown increasingly comfortable with it.

      There’s something about having three-quarters of a million resting in your bank account that makes you become strangely attached to it.

      If, on that first day, they had called back and said it had all been a mistake, she wouldn’t have been surprised and would only have felt a tinge of regret. But now, after so much time had passed, she had grown used to seeing that massive number every time she opened up her banking app. It actually felt like hers now. She’d grown quite attached to her three-quarters of a million pounds.

      Finally, Eddie swallowed. “Look, if Garrett’s are happy to act like the win was legitimate, then there’s nothing the police or anyone else can do about it. But the signs say it was a fix, and then with the murder...”

      Allie angrily chewed and swallowed a piece of scone. “So, you think we murdered him?”

      Eddie’s eyes went wide. “No! I don’t think that. No way.” He was shaking his head back and forth while he spoke and waving no with one of his hands—a triple rejection of the accusation. “But the chief, the other officers...”

      Allie and Jackie shared a look.

      “Sounds like we do need to investigate and find out who did it, before we get arrested,” said Jackie.

      “She’s right. If you haven’t got any suspects apart from the two of us...”

      Eddie winced. “I cannot condone anyone but the police investigating. Of course, were I in your situation, I might. But I didn’t say that!”

      “Okay,” said Jackie.

      “Yes, you did,” said Allie.

      “He means he’s not admitting to saying it,” said Jackie. “Even though he did say it. Right?”

      “I can’t tell you it’s a good idea. But if, by chance, you do find anything helpful, would you let me know?”

      Jackie snorted. “Sure. We’ll do the work and let you take the credit.”

      Eddie beamed at her. “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t...” Jackie thought better of it, shook her head and snatched up a cucumber sandwich instead.

      “I’ve got to get going now,” said Eddie after he swallowed a final piece of his scone. “Did you enjoy the cream tea?”

      “It’s been lovely,” said Allie.

      “Pretty good for poison,” said Jackie with a grin.

      Eddie and Allie both gave her alarmed looks, which dissolved into nervous smiles when they realized she was merely critiquing the nutritional content of the meal.

      “This is my treat,” said Eddie. “A thank you for being so understanding. You know, about being suspects and everything.”

      “Thanks!” Jackie’s smile was genuinely happy. Who didn’t like free food?

      “Are you sure? I did win all that sweepstakes money.”

      Eddie had already stood up, and when he heard what Allie said, he slapped his thigh. “Of course! Thanks very much! See you later.”

      And with that, Eddie Biswas hurried out the door of the café without so much as another glance over his shoulder.

      “How rude!” said Jackie.

      “Hmm? I thought he was quite pleasant. Apart from telling us we looked like suspects, anyway.”

      “Not that! He made you pay!”

      Allie frowned and shook her head. “No, I volunteered. Didn’t you hear?”

      Jackie shook her head. “I know that, but that’s not how it’s supposed to work! And he didn’t exactly help us either, did he?”

      Allie shrugged her shoulders. “He did what he could. He has to abide by the rules. I bet the police are really strict about following rules, don’t you think?”

      Jackie glowered at her. “Maybe.”

      “What do you think he meant about the sweepstakes being fixed? It sounds like he knows something.”

      “But he won’t tell us. Typical Eddie.”

      Allie cocked her head. Typical Eddie? She’d only just met the guy.

      “I know what it is!” Allie’s eyes had lit up, and she leaned in towards Jackie. “You love him! That’s why you’re pretending to be mad at him!”

      Jackie shook her head vehemently. “Nope. No way. I am annoyed at him. And don’t go throwing around the L-word like that, it can be dangerous.”

      Allie giggled. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I know...” Her words trailed away in thought.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to fix you up! Like a matchmaker!”

      “No, no, no. No, thank you. Just no. I can manage my own love life, thank you very much.”

      “You don’t have one,” pointed out Allie helpfully.

      Jackie responded with one of her sisterly punches to Allie’s arm, only she accidentally misjudged this one. It actually hurt a bit. Allie rubbed at her arm for a moment to ease the pain.

      “So, what do we do next?” Jackie leaned back in her chair, and there didn’t seem to be any risk of further punches, at least not in the immediate future.

      Allie tapped her fingers on the table thoughtfully. “We’ve got to find some suspects. Some real ones. Do you know what that means?”

      Jackie shook her head. “I’ve no idea what to do next. I’ll follow you, just as long as you promise you won’t try and set me up with Eddie. Or anyone else.”

      Allie patted her hand reassuringly. “Of course I’m not going to promise that. Now, let’s go.”
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      The problem with investigating a murder is that you have to talk to suspects, and often murder suspects aren’t the nicest people around. Allie supposed it came with the territory.

      The person they really needed to talk to wasn’t anyone who was going to be keen on talking to them either. At least if their previous meeting was anything to go by.

      “Are you sure we want to do this?” asked Jackie. “We could just go back to London and wait for this all to blow over.”

      “We can’t do that,” said Allie. “It’ll look like we’re running. And you know what Eddie said. We’re the suspects. They’ll just come back and get us.”

      “We could run a long way with your money,” Jackie said with an impish grin.

      Allie’s eyes went wide. “No! We’re not going on the run because of a crime we didn’t commit. Now, come on. We’re just going to have to steel ourselves and do this.”

      “Relax. I was only kidding.”

      Allie and Jackie were in the market town of Buckleminster, six miles from Hawthorne. Whilst it wasn’t exactly the big city, it had a lot more going on than sleepy Hawthorne. There were buses and taxis, buildings more than two storeys tall, and a range of shops, restaurants, pubs and bars.

      If they had been less savoury characters, then what they were doing could have been called loitering, but as they were respectable London ladies, it passed as merely ‘standing around’. It wasn’t that they were waiting for someone—they were waiting until they’d built up the courage to do what they had planned.

      They were there because Grandma Em had discovered that the person they wanted to speak to was staying in one of the small hotels in Buckleminster.

      Furthermore, she had been reliably informed that the gentleman in question liked to spend significant amounts of time—and money—in one of its watering holes. It was called The Bull and Butter and was part of one of those chains that specialized in cheap drinks and cheap food.

      So far, the people they had seen entering and leaving gave the impression that it was the cheap drinks they really enjoyed. From the way some of the customers stumbled out, it looked like some of them really, really enjoyed the drinks.

      They must be good, thought Allie. Unfortunately, Allie had no tolerance for alcohol, so she wouldn’t be testing them out.

      “What if he attacks us?” asked Jackie.

      “Then you can defend us. You’ll boxercise him for me, won’t you, sis?”

      Jackie frowned. “I could barely reach his head. No, if he turns nasty, then it’ll be time for us to run.”

      Allie nodded. “I bet you could outrun him.”

      Jackie shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t need to outrun him. I just need to outrun you!”

      Jackie giggled at her joke. Allie didn’t immediately get it. Then she did.

      “Oh. So, you’d let him catch me while you sprinted into the distance?”

      Jackie squeezed Allie’s shoulder. “Relax. I was kidding. I wouldn’t leave you.”

      “I know you wouldn’t. Come on. Let’s go see if we can find Larry Junior again.”
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        * * *

      

      The pub was dingy, and it seemed to Allie that everything was covered in a layer of grime.

      This was probably because it was. From the tables and chairs to the sticky carpet, the management obviously didn’t consider cleanliness to be a high priority. There was no way she would have considered being a customer in such an establishment, but she would hold her nose and grin and bear it, if she had to.

      “Do you have to do that?” asked Jackie as she skilfully stepped around chairs which had been left blocking the aisles by customers who didn’t care.

      “What?” answered Allie in a strange voice.

      Jackie reached up and snatched Allie’s hand away from her face, where she had been squeezing her nostrils tightly shut.

      With an exasperated sigh, Allie gave her sister an, “Okay,” and silently promised herself a shower and a bath after the day was done.

      “This must be one of the few places that probably smelled better before they banned smoking indoors.”

      “You know, you might be right.” Jackie took Allie’s hand. “But look, there he is.”

      Larry Junior was sitting in the middle of the bar talking loudly to the customer sitting next to him, who was listening with the attention of a captive.

      There were two empty pint glasses in front of him, and Larry was now working on a smaller glass containing ice to the top and an amber liquid that could have been apple juice but was probably whisky.

      “... and so you know what I told him? I told him to get to f—”

      Jackie nudged Allie in the side, drawing her attention away from Larry’s conversation. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I think that decision has been made for us.”

      As soon as Larry had finished his previous sentence, the gentleman next to him had made an excuse and slipped away towards the toilets.

      Briefly companionless, Larry spun around on his barstool.

      “Well, well, well,” he said with a terrifying grin.

      It wasn’t the grin itself that was terrifying—he just looked alarmingly happy—it was the about face since last time they’d seen him. While before he had been aggressively hostile, now he seemed almost... amiable. And that didn’t seem right at all.

      “Hello, again,” said Allie with a nervous smile, while Jackie just raised her chin in his direction but didn’t say anything.

      The two girls maintained their distance, just in case he started yelling at them like last time. Or worse.

      “Come and have a drink with me,” he said, patting the stool that had been occupied until just a moment earlier.

      “I can’t drink, I’m afraid,” said Allie. “Even a single one makes me drunk as a lord.”

      “That sounds fun. What about you, sweet-cheeks?” he asked in Jackie’s direction.

      She patted her stomach. “I’m on a diet.”

      Larry took an aggressive sip of his whisky, clearly annoyed by the rejection.

      “Sorry about the other day,” said Jackie.

      Allie frowned to herself, not entirely sure what Jackie was doing. It wasn’t them who had been rude.

      Larry waved her apology away. “Sorry myself. I was in a bit of a tizzy, what with me dad dying and all.” Another sip, and he licked his lips. “But that policeman told me he didn’t think you did it.” He shrugged. “So let bygones be bygones, yeah?”

      “Umm right, yes, indeed,” said Allie.

      “So, you here to speak to me?”

      Both girls nodded.

      “Come here then—I’m not shouting to you all the way over there. I won’t bite your heads off.”

      Allie looked at Jackie for guidance. She offered a shrug in return.

      “Unless you want me to!”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You hear that, Bob!” shouted Larry Junior down the bar. At the far end the bartender, a bald-headed man in an old England football shirt looked up at him inquisitively. “I said I won’t bite their heads off, unless they want me to!”

      The barman tilted his head in acknowledgement. “Very funny,” he said without even the slightest hint of movement in the corners of his mouth.

      “I don’t think it’s very funny,” whispered Allie.

      Despite her misgivings, she slowly walked towards him. She wasn’t going to sit on a stool—not in a dump like this—but they’d come here to speak to him, and so speak to him she would.

      Jackie trailed along half a step behind, until they were both standing in front of Larry Junior.

      His stool was still spun around, and he was leaning back on the bar behind him as he contemplated them with glassy eyes and a grin that was dangerously close to a leer.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “We also spoke to the police officer,” said Allie. “The one who said it wasn’t us. And he said... Well, now we’re trying to find out if there are any suspects.”

      “You’re working with the police?” he asked with a squint.

      Allie had just begun to sound out the ‘n’ of a no when Jackie cut in loudly.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what we’re doing. Working with the police. To help find out who killed your father. If you tell us what you know, maybe we can get to the bottom of it all.”

      Larry nodded in understanding, as if it were usual for two out-of-towners to assist the police in a murder investigation.

      Maybe it was usual in the countryside, Allie pondered. Or maybe this situation was so unusual for all of them, none of them actually did know the normal procedures.

      “Can you think of anyone who might have had a problem with your father?” asked Jackie.

      “Or might benefit from his death?” Allie followed up.

      Larry Junior put his elbows up on the bar behind him as if settling in for a while.

      “Dad was a bit of a grouch, didn’t get on with everyone. Didn’t have my way with people.” He looked at them for a second before laughing far too loudly at his own joke. Out of politeness, Allie and Jackie tittered back at him as if he was funny.

      “So, he had a lot of enemies?”

      “I wouldn’t say that exactly, not enemies. Not ones who would actually want to kill him anyway. He was more of a lovable grouch than a killable grouch, if you know what I mean.”

      “What about beneficiaries from his death? Is it just you?”

      “I wish!” His response was loud and did nothing to disguise the emotions underneath.

      Allie and Jackie looked at each other.

      “Who else is there?” asked Allie.

      “Ruth, of course.”

      “Of course,” said Jackie with a nod.

      Allie looked at her. “Who’s Ruth?”

      Jackie shrugged. “No idea.”

      They both turned back to Larry Junior who was giving them a strange look, not used to the way they interacted with each other.

      “Ruth was Dad’s girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend?” asked Allie with arched eyebrows. Larry hadn’t seemed the type to have a girlfriend.

      “Yep. They’ve been together about two years now. She used to be his cleaner.”

      Well, she hasn’t done any cleaning in the last two years, Allie thought, but wisely decided to keep that thought to herself. “And she’s in his will?”

      Larry Junior rolled his eyes. “I’ll say! The stupid old codger put the gold-digging bint in it over me!”

      “What, you’re not in the will at all?” asked Jackie sympathetically.

      “Nah. I’m in it. But instead of getting it all, I only get half! She’s getting the other half of my inheritance!”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Allie, trying to sound understanding. “Your father must have really loved her.”

      “Yes, I suppose, in his way, he did.” Larry Junior leaned back further, looking up at the ceiling with a wistful expression on his face. “Though goodness knows what she saw in him,” he said with a shake of his head.

      Jackie and Allie looked at each other again and exchanged a look of mutual understanding.

      “Money?” they both said at once.

      Larry Junior shrugged. “Maybe. It certainly wasn’t his personality!”

      “Or his looks,” said Allie with a misjudged grin.

      Larry sat up straight with a start and lasered his eyes onto Allie. “Are you saying my dead dad was ugly?”

      “Yes,” said Allie. But when she saw the panicked look on her sister’s face, she realized she might have made a mistake.

      “Err...” offered Jackie.

      He stared at the pair of them while they nervously shuffled backwards.

      After ten intimidating seconds that felt more like ten intimidating minutes, he slapped his hands down on top of his knees and let out a guffaw.

      “He was an ugly old goat, wasn’t he? They say that’s where I got my looks from!” He slapped his knees again with even more vigour than the time before and began to laugh uproariously. The girls each gave a tight smile of forced amusement.

      They waited for him to finally stop laughing. “Is there no one else you can think of? No real enemies?”

      Larry wiped a tear of mirth away from the corner of his right eye. “Oh, I dunno. Could be anyone, right? What about his tenants? Maybe they didn’t want him to sell.”

      Allie pondered that for a second. One of the tenants. Was that a possibility? Bree or Michelle? It didn’t seem likely.

      They had known both of them for years and never had any reason to suspect them of being anything other than lovely hostesses and popular local business owners. Though Michelle had been a little cagey when they had questioned her about Larry.

      “It makes you think, doesn’t it?” Larry Junior’s tone was unusually pensive, and the look on his face could almost have been described as thoughtful, if it hadn’t been for the fact that his face was incapable of such an expression.

      “Everything makes me think,” said Allie with a frown that creased her forehead.

      “What do you mean?” asked Jackie, ignoring Allie’s misjudged answer.

      “That we can disappear—our lives erased—just like that. One minute you’re landlord, the next you’re six feet under. Boom. Like flicking a switch. Alive, then dead.” He held out a hand in front of him and flicked an imaginary switch. “Just like that.” He held his arm out for a few seconds more before finally lowering it. “Do you know what I was doing when he was being bashed over the head?”

      “What were you doing?”

      “I was in the cinema. Watching Keanu Reeves kill people. And just think, I could have gone over to Dad’s place instead for the real thing.” He laughed again, seemingly amused at the idea of watching his father being murdered.

      The girls did not laugh.

      “Which cinema?” asked Allie.

      Larry Junior gave her a curious look. “Don’t worry, I had the ticket stub and everything. Gave it to the police, in fact. It was the New Village Cinema on Benbury Road.”

      “I don’t like cinemas,” Allie told him. “They’re too dark. You can’t see if the seats are properly clean, and the floors are always sticky.”

      Larry didn’t seem to be sure what to do with that information. He stared at Allie for a few seconds, then gave a shrug and moved on. “Tell you what though, are you still interested in buying me dad’s old property? The buyer he had lined up scarpered when he saw what a nightmare it would be after he died.”

      Allie looked at him thoughtfully. “You want to sell it to us now?” Things seemed to be going remarkably well compared to the last time they spoke to him, much to Allie’s surprise.

      He shrugged. “It’s my half of the inheritance. And what would I want with it? Some old building in the sticks? With whinging tenants on mates’ rates? Nah, I want the cash.”

      “I suppose we could consider it,” said Allie with a thoughtful nod. She didn’t want to appear too eager.

      The truth was though, owning a building had recently become a lot more appealing than a boring old investment in an index fund or bonds.

      Since the idea had first floated to the front of her mind, it had grown more and more prominent, and now she couldn’t stop thinking about how nice it would be to own an investment property in the Cotswolds.

      Larry peered at them solemnly. “When all the will stuff is finished, we’ll chat some more. I can’t do nothing until the solicitors are done stuffing their wallets and the building’s in my name.”

      “That sounds...” began Allie.

      “...great!” finished Jackie. “But we’ve got to be getting on now. We’ve got things to do, don’t we, Allie?”

      “Oh yes. I’ve got to vacuum my room again, and then—”

      Jackie’s secret-signal nudge was enough to stop that train of thought.

      “Nice to see you girls. Give me a bell in a couple of weeks, and I’ll flog that building to you. All right?”

      “Wonderful. Enjoy your afternoon.” Allie gave him a pleasant smile.

      Larry Junior turned around on his barstool, downed the rest of his drink, and then began waving the empty glass in the air in the direction of the barman.

      Allie and Jackie didn’t wait to see what happened next.

      They had places to go and things to do.
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      Allie drove the Toyota while Jackie leaned back in the passenger seat with her eyes closed. She didn’t like to take her eyes off the road to check, but she suspected Jackie was doing some kind of core-strengthening stretch.

      They were driving down the major A road that passed just outside Hawthorne, linking it to Buckleminster town and then on to other major arteries. The weather was clear, and the traffic was light, so the journey should have taken them a little less than twenty minutes.

      “He was definitely lying.”

      Allie glanced over for a second. Jackie had opened her eyes and was now sitting with her arms crossed and a frown on her face.

      “What do you think he was lying about?”

      “The cinema,” said Jackie with conviction.

      “And why do you think that? He said he had a stub, and he gave it to the police.”

      “I know he did, that’s why I think he’s lying. Pull over.”

      “You want a jumper?”

      Allie glanced over again and was surprised at the withering gaze she received from Jackie. Then she got it. “Oh, you mean pull the car over? Where?”

      Jackie pointed out the window.

      Just up ahead was the cinema that Larry Junior claimed he’d been at while his father was being murdered.

      It was part of an ugly, out-of-town retail complex. All big box-shaped buildings and not a block of the beautiful local stone that the old villages and towns had been created from.

      “I won’t be a minute,” said Jackie, hopping out the car after Allie had parked it outside the cinema.

      Allie sat in the car, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel while she waited. She counted the seconds, and when she got to fifty-nine, she turned to her left to check the passenger window and door. Jackie wasn’t there.

      Why were people so unreliable? Allie kept counting and had reached one hundred and thirty-five by the time Jackie returned, swinging the door open and dropping into the car like a sack of potatoes.

      “You’re late,” said Allie.

      “Late? For what?”

      “You said you wouldn’t be a minute.”

      “Well, how long was I?”

      “I counted to a hundred and thirty-five seconds before you opened the door again.”

      “Hmm. And a minute is sixty seconds. So, there you go. Just like I said: I wasn’t a minute.”

      Allie frowned at being outwitted by her illogical friend. “So, what were you doing?”

      Jackie didn’t answer the question with an answer. To Allie’s annoyance, she answered it with another question. “Where was I an hour ago?”

      Allie considered making a smart-aleck comment, but finally decided to just play along with whatever Jackie was playing at. “You were in the Bull and Butter in Buckleminster with me.”

      Jackie shook her head. “No, I wasn’t.”

      Allie glared at her. “Yes, you were! We were both there! It was just now!”

      Jackie shook her head again and withdrew a ticket stub from the pocket in her tracksuit bottoms. “See, I wasn’t. I was here. I was watching a movie, and I’ve got the ticket stub to prove it. I could show it to the police.”

      “Oh.”

      Jackie nodded. “Oh. See, he was lying to us.”

      “Do you think so? I thought he’d drunk too much to lie properly.”

      “Hmm.” Jackie tapped the ticket stub against her knee. “Maybe. Anyway, he could have been lying about being at the cinema.”

      “Do you think he would kill his own father?”

      “Who knows? People do all kinds of crazy things, don’t they?”

      Allie couldn’t help but agree. “They do! I saw a man throw his receipt onto the floor instead of the rubbish bin while you were in there!”

      “Exactly. Same thing, basically.”

      “Anyway, he’s a suspect then, even if the police don’t think so.”

      “He is. Now, onto our next one. Driver, take me to Ruth’s house!”

      Allie contemplated her for several long seconds before shaking her head and starting the car again.
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      Grandma Em had been an invaluable resource for them. As a local resident, and one who kept her ear very firmly to the ground, as she put it—or a total nosy parker, as those with less kind phrasing would say—she knew all the goings-on.

      Hawthorne was reasonably small, so she knew where pretty much every resident lived, and if they were doing anything interesting, she knew about that too.

      It was she who’d told them where to find Larry Junior, and it was Grandma Em again to the rescue when they wanted to find out where Ruth lived.

      “Pickering Road? I don’t remember that one,” said Jackie with a frown as she looked at the address.

      “Nor I. Put it in your phone and direct me, and we’ll go and see. It’ll be like an adventure!”

      When they arrived, they found that Ruth lived in a part of Hawthorne that had hitherto been hidden from Allie and Jackie.

      In all their trips to visit Grandma Em, Aunt Kay, Jackie’s cousins, and everyone else they knew, they had spent their time in either the historic village, out walking in the glorious country, or visiting historic sites.

      But not everyone in Hawthorne could live in a beautiful, ancient Cotswold stone cottage. In the 1970s, the local council had built a sizable ‘modern’ housing estate a mile or so outside of the village proper. The estate certainly looked its age.

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it, that something built in the 1970s can look so old and run down, but buildings a hundred or two hundred years old still look absolutely lovely.”

      Allie couldn’t help but agree. “It’s a shame, isn’t it? We used to be able to build beautiful homes. But now...”

      They were sitting in the car, outside of Ruth’s house. It wasn’t a bad house, per se; it just wasn’t what you imagined when you thought about homes in the Cotswolds. It could have been anywhere. There was no sign of local materials or the traditional skills of the local craftsmen having been put to use in the construction of the homes there.

      The two women weren’t actually all that interested in the local architecture though. No, right now they were stalling.

      “Do you think she’ll be nice?” asked Jackie.

      “No.”

      “You really know how to encourage people, don’t you?”

      Allie grinned at her. “You didn’t ask me to encourage you, you asked me whether I thought she would be nice. Do you want me to encourage you?”

      “Yes, please.” Jackie’s voice was small, and in that moment, she sounded like a little girl.

      “Ruth will no doubt be absolutely lovely. Probably offer us some carrot cake or another proper sit-down cream tea. She’ll be clever, witty, and charming and absolutely delighted to meet with us. She’ll probably ask you to become her personal trainer, and give us—”

      Jackie held up her palm in the universal stop gesture.

      “Okay. I’ve had enough of that. Let’s get this over with.”

      Ruth’s house was much better cared for than Larry Senior’s had been.

      Her driveway was clear of overgrowth, and the outside of the house was an inoffensive white that wasn’t too dirty. It wasn’t up to Allie’s standards of course, but the building itself didn’t seem to be an immediate health hazard.

      “Ring the door,” said Allie to Jackie. She’d left her bag in the car and didn’t have a tissue to use to press the button. The building may have been cleaner than Larry’s, but not so much that you’d actually want to go and touch it.

      Jackie did as she was told, and they could both hear the annoying novelty Christmas tune that the doorbell played. It was Jingle Bells, despite Christmas still being months away.

      The door opened, and Allie decided to be friendly and funny. “Merry Christmas!” she said in greeting.

      Jackie immediately poked her in the side. She probably didn’t get it, thought Allie.

      The pear-shaped woman who opened the door looked to be in her fifties. She had shiny hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and was wearing a pink tracksuit in the style of the early 1990s. Judging from how threadbare it looked, it was probably the genuine article.

      “What?”

      “Merry Christmas! The bell, it was playing—”

      “It’s not bleedin’ Christmas.”

      Allie shut up but kept smiling.

      “Are you Ruth?” asked Jackie, skilfully changing the topic.

      “Who wants to know?” Her beady eyes had narrowed into suspicious slits.

      “She does,” said Allie helpfully, pointing at her sister. “She’s Jackie.”

      “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “We want to talk to you about Larry,” said Allie.

      “About Larry? Well, you’re out of luck. He’s dead.”

      Allie nodded in understanding. “We know he’s dead. That’s what we wanted to talk to you about.”

      Ruth began to lean against the door, the act of standing apparently becoming a little too much for her. “You’re not police,” she declared with a self-satisfied nod. A strand of hair sprung out from her pony tail and flew to the front, sticking to her forehead.

      “But we’re working with the police,” said Jackie.

      Allie kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t much of one for lying.

      “I already spoke to them.”

      Ruth pushed herself off of the door and went to slam it shut. Jackie quickly stuck a trainer in the door and gave her a charming smile.

      “We just have a couple of questions. We won’t take long. It might help find out who killed him.”

      Ruth peered down at Jackie’s foot that was blocking the door. With a soft sigh, she gave up her resistance.

      Weak-willed, thought Allie to herself. Can weak-willed people be killers?

      “Go on, then. What do you want to know?”

      Before Jackie could begin to ask her first question, Ruth pushed off of the door and stepped outside. Allie and Jackie both stepped backwards to give her room. Ruth sat down on her doorstep with a heavy sigh.

      “Me knees. I can’t stand around all day. I got to sit down.”

      “Oh dear,” said Allie with a sympathetic smile. “It must be because of your diet. Do you eat too much salt? That’s bad for the knees.”

      Jackie jabbed her again. Allie frowned. Why did that deserve a jabbing? It was true, wasn’t it?

      “Ignore her,” said Jackie. “So, you were Larry’s girlfriend, right?”

      Ruth nodded sadly. “I was. ‘Ladyfriend’, that’s what he used to call me. He said he was too old to be having girlfriends.”

      “He was older than you, wasn’t he?” said Allie.

      Ruth tilted her head in agreement. “He was older. We always knew he’d be the first to go.” She stopped as if lost in thought, then shook her head. “But not like that. Not like that,” she repeated.

      “We spoke to his son. Do you know him well?”

      Ruth squeezed her hands together tightly so they went almost white. “Oh yeah. Useful as a chocolate teacup, that one.”

      They both giggled. “We saw him in a pub today,” said Allie.

      Ruth let out a snort. “Yeah, well you can find him in a pub any day of the week, and twice on Saturdays.”

      “He must have a lot of free time,” said Allie thoughtfully.

      “Yeah. A lot of free time,” said Ruth, shaking her head at the thought of her deceased paramour’s son.

      “He mentioned that you’re both in Larry’s will.”

      “Oh, he did, did he? He’s lucky he’s in it at all. Larry was threatening to cut him out entirely. You know what he said?”

      Allie and Jackie shook their heads and urged her to continue.

      “Larry said there was no point in leaving anything to his useless deadbeat son. He’d only go and throw it all away on horses and drink.”

      “Was he a kind of jockey?” asked Allie. Larry hadn’t really seemed the equestrian type to her. Too big, for one.

      Ruth nearly fell off the doorstep as she let out a mighty guffaw. “A jockey!?”

      “I don’t think he was a jockey, Allie,” said Jackie giving her a nudge and wry smile.

      “Gambling. On the horses. If he’s not in the pub, he’s in the bookies. A waste of space, that’s what Larry used to say he was.”

      “But he was still in the will, right?”

      “Yeah. It’s me that told Larry to keep him in there. I said, even if he’s going to waste it, it’s his right. He’s the son, after all. Honestly, I thought my Larry might outlast his deadbeat son. Maybe he would have, if he hadn’t...” Ruth looked down at her hands.

      “Been murdered instead of dying of old age,” Allie finished for her.

      Ruth sighed sadly.

      “Would you say Larry was a generous man?” asked Jackie.

      The corners of Ruth’s lips turned up, but she didn’t laugh out loud. “Generous?” She was thoughtfully silent for a moment. “He treated me all right. Bought me stuff. But I don’t think you could call him generous in a more general sense.”

      “No?”

      “Last year we had some Christmas Carollers ‘round. He listened to them do all of Good King Wenceslas, then he chucked a banana in their bucket and told them to jog on.”

      Allie peered at Ruth carefully. “Well, Wenceslas was actually a duke, not a king, so it’s not a very accurate carol. I can understand why he’d tell them to jog on. But still, that wasn’t very nice to give them a banana. I suppose he didn’t have any cash on him.”

      “Nah, he just wanted his cash to stay on him.”

      “And can you think of anyone who might have wanted to do him harm?”

      “Apart from the carolers? And everyone he annoyed over the years? Oh, I couldn’t think of more than two dozen.”

      Allie brightened. “Really? Can you write them down for us?”

      Jackie and Ruth both gave Allie a look.

      “Nah,” said Ruth with a shake of her head. “He annoyed people, and he was curmudgeonly and a bit mean and pretty rude, but those aren’t things you kill someone over, are they? If they were, he’d ‘a been dead decades ago. I don’t know anyone who really hated him.”

      “Well, thanks. You’ve been a great help,” said Jackie.

      Allie looked at Jackie and was about to point out that she hadn’t really been all that helpful at all, but she caught Jackie’s warning look just in time. Allie would never understand why being honest was rude; it just didn’t make any logical sense.

      “You two better watch yourselves though.” Ruth put her hands on the step on either side of her, and with a heaving push she launched herself to her feet.

      “Watch ourselves?”

      “Yeah. I never met you before, but I know who you are. Everyone does. Word is, you’ve been poking around in everyone’s business. Luckily you met me today, and I’m pretty nice. But you keep an eye out. Not everyone appreciates it.”

      “We’re only trying to help!”

      Why are people so negative about us helping out? wondered Allie. Surely everyone in Hawthorne should be pleased that they were trying to find out what happened to their murdered fellow resident.

      “Yeah, well. Some people—not me, mind you—some people are saying you’re just looking for someone else to pin the murder on.”

      Allie pursed her lips in thought before replying. “Well, that is what we’re doing.”

      Jackie came to the rescue again. “She means we want to find out who did it. Not pin it on any old person.”

      “Right,” said Allie with a jerk of her head. Surely that had been obvious, hadn’t it?

      Ruth pushed her door open again.

      “Watch yourselves, and good luck.”

      “Thanks!” they both said as she shoved the door closed behind her.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here. There’s a bath with my name on it back at the B&B,” said Allie.

      With arms linked, she and Jackie strolled back to their car.
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      When they went downstairs to Bree’s café the following day to meet Grandma Em for a morning mug of tea, it was about three-quarters filled with people.

      Even from outside, they could hear the patrons happily chatting while plates clinked together, knives and forks clanged and clashed, mugs were set down with thumps, the kitchen bell dinged with orders, and Bree and the waitress called out to each other.

      Then, Allie pushed the door open.

      When the bell above the door gave its usual ting-a-ling, every head swivelled towards them like they were on stalks.

      The chattering dropped to murmured whispers, forks loaded with food hung in mid-air, and the customers exchanged knowing glances.

      “Good morning!” said Allie brightly.

      The customers slowly went back to their meals, their voices more subdued, and their eating more careful. By entering the café, it was like they had dropped a wet blanket on the patrons.

      “This is awkward,” said Jackie to Allie as they made their way to the front corner table that Grandma Em was sitting at.

      The life around them soon revived itself further, and by the time they were sitting down again the café was almost—but not quite—as full of chattering hustle and bustle as it had been before they entered.

      “Good morning, girls,” said Grandma Em with a smile that betrayed a hint of caution.

      “Hi. It suddenly doesn’t seem so friendly here, does it?” said Jackie.

      Allie just shrugged her shoulders. She already knew people were weird, so today’s welcome hadn’t overly surprised her.

      Grandma Em reached over and patted both of the girls’ hands. “Not to worry. I’m sure this will all blow over soon.”

      “Unless they never find the killer and we’re treated with suspicion for the rest of eternity.”

      Grandma Em continued to pat Jackie’s hand. “No, these things always blow over. Everything does. And I’m sure the police will catch the killer soon. They’re very good.”

      “Are they?” asked Allie, wrinkling her nose. After their tea with Eddie, she wasn’t convinced that was the case.

      Grandma Em shrugged her shoulders. “Well, the ones on telly are. I’m sure our local constabulary are just as good.”

      That pronouncement did not fill Allie with confidence. “Have you seen Richard today, Em?”

      She shook her head. “Nope, not today. Why?” The final word was very pointed. It wasn’t a general, vague, question asked out of politeness.

      “He said he might help us. Didn’t he, Jackie?”

      Jackie’s nod had a touch more reluctance than Allie would have liked to have seen. And she didn’t bother with a verbal answer to go with it.

      “Is that why you’re investigating? To impress him? I wouldn’t do that if I were you, dear.”

      Allie shook her head too fast and too quickly and immediately felt a wave of dizziness. Grandma Em and Jackie both gave her a strange look. “No. I just mean that we haven’t found out who killed Larry yet. And he said he might help. That’s all. I’m not trying to impress him.”

      The other two women continued to look at Allie impassively. Neither of them spoke. They just waited for her to carry on.

      “I’m not! I just want to find out who killed Larry! The police said we’re the only suspects still. I don’t want to go to prison for a crime I didn’t commit!”

      Jackie cocked her head at her. “Only for a crime you did commit?”

      “Ha. Ha.” Allie sounded out the words to really emphasize how unfunny Jackie was. Then she had an amusing thought. “I bet that’s what you want to do, isn’t it?”

      “Eh?”

      “Commit a crime so Eddie will pay some attention to you! That gives me an idea. Maybe I could frame you for something!”

      “What!?”

      Allie giggled. She was on a roll now. “I said I’d play matchmaker for you. What better way to get you and Eddie together, hmm? I’ll frame you for something fun, just a little crime, and you’ll be forced together!”

      “All right girls, that’s quite enough of that. No one’s committed, or is going to commit, any crimes. And neither of you are framing each other.” Grandma Em had on her sternest, most grandmotherly face, the one that made Allie suddenly feel twenty years younger than she was.

      “Yes, Grandma Em,” said Allie with contrition.

      “Okay, Grandma Em,” intoned Jackie.

      Under the table, Jackie punched Allie’s leg just above the knee. This pleased Allie; it basically meant she’d won.

      “So, you’re not going to do anything foolish to impress a man, right?”

      They both nodded in response.

      Allie was being truthful, as she never did anything she regarded as foolish, though sometimes other people took a different view of her actions.

      The bell rung again as another customer entered. If he sat down, then the whole place would be full—every table occupied. The thought of this pleased Allie. At the moment, the only empty table near the middle looked awfully lonely.

      The man by the door was another tourist.

      This one was even more obvious than the last one they’d seen in there. He was a chubby but jolly-looking late middle-aged man, and he was wearing a white T-shirt with a big red heart on it. Above the heart was the single word I, and underneath The Cotswolds. Not exactly standard attire for locals.

      “The poor thing looks completely lost.” There was a twinkle in Grandma Em’s eyes. “Back in a jiffy, my dears.” She stood up and was off like a whippet before they could even respond.

      “I assume she’s not trying to impress a man,” said Jackie with a grin.

      Allie watched as Em went over and greeted the man. Within seconds she was holding him by the arm and sitting down with him at the last free table.

      “I think you assumed wrong!”

      They watched Grandma Em working her magic on the man for half a minute or so before Bree turned up, notepad and pen in hand to take their order.

      “Busy today, Bree?” asked Jackie, looking around the room with a smile.

      She nodded back. “Been rushed off my feet! But everyone’s got their order now. Just you two and the tourist left to serve.”

      “Just two mugs of tea please, Bree,” said Jackie with a smile.

      “Won’t be two ticks.” She started to leave but then turned back to them. “Sorry about the reception you got earlier. You know what people around here are like—once the rumour mill gets going, it can be hard to turn it off. I’m sure they’ll forget about you two soon.”

      “I sure hope so. It would be a shame if we no longer felt welcome in Hawthorne.”

      “Don’t you worry. Just as soon as the police find out who did old Larry in, everyone’ll forget all about you. In six months, they’ll all be claiming it wasn’t them gossiping, it was everyone else.”

      “I sure hope so,” said Allie. “Did you hear anything else from the police? Do you think they’ll catch the killer soon?”

      Bree shrugged her shoulders. “They always do, don’t they?”

      “Do they?” asked Allie with a frown. She wasn’t sure about that. She’d been looking at rates of crime and rates of crimes solved, and they weren’t really all that encouraging.

      “Well, they do on telly!”

      With a happy smile, Bree turned and left them.

      Allie tapped her fingers on the table. “I think everyone around here gets their knowledge about police work from TV, Jackie.”

      “That’s not surprising. The only crime they have around here is people stealing tractors and spraying graffiti. They don’t have experience with serious stuff.”

      “They do now.”
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        * * *

      

      When they’d finished their tea, Grandma Em still hadn’t returned, so Allie suggested they return to the B&B for a brief rest before they continued their investigation.

      “You’re not going to vacuum again, are you?” asked Jackie, clear suspicion in her voice.

      “Maybe,” said Allie defensively.

      Just before they had left the room that morning, a pigeon had flown through their open window and completed three circuits of the room and treated them to several loud coos before landing on the table by the window, strutting up and down, and finally, having completed his inspection, exiting via the window again.

      “That pigeon didn’t do anything. It just flew around a bit.”

      Allie shook her head. “I think its wings were dusty. You can never be too careful.”

      “Can wings get dusty?”

      Allie gave a confident nod. “Definitely. Anything can get dusty.” She reached out a hand and began slapping at the shoulder of Jackie’s tracksuit top.

      “Hey! My clothes are not dusty!”

      Allie grinned at her. “Not now they’re not. Come on!”

      They re-entered the building through the B&B’s entrance door and headed up the stairs. There was no one at the desk Michelle used as a kind of reception area and office space. She was probably still doing the rooms.

      “It’s quiet, isn’t it?” said Jackie as they went through a small door and up a narrower, wooden flight of stairs that led to the floor above, where their room was located.

      “Well, people don’t come to Hawthorne to sit in their rooms all day. They’re out walking or visiting tourist sites.”

      “Yes. Of course they are.”

      At the top of the stairs, they took a left turn, and then their room was immediately in front of them. On the other side was one other door, and if they had turned to the right there would have been two more rooms. Allie preferred this floor as it had four rooms, unlike the floor below that had five—odd numbers weren’t really her cup of tea.

      “Look, we’ve got post!” said Jackie excitedly before she’d even opened the door.

      Sure enough, they could see the edge of white paper sticking out about half an inch, the rest of it under the door and inside their room.

      Jackie quickly opened the door.

      She was always excited when she got post. Even though Allie reminded her at least twice a week that the only things she received with any regularity were junk mail and bills, she still acted like a kid at Christmas upon receiving anything with her name on it.

      When they had both hurried in, Jackie squatted down and snatched it up. It was a single piece of A4 paper, and it had been folded neatly in half. There was no envelope.

      “Now let’s see...” said Jackie as she unfolded the paper.

      Allie watched Jackie’s face, since the way Jackie was holding it right in front of her, she couldn’t actually read it herself.

      At first, Jackie’s face was all wide, excited eyes and excited bottom-lip biting. Then, her eyebrows went up and her brow furrowed. After that, her mouth dropped open. Finally, she finished off with a scream.

      Allie jumped back in nervous surprise. She hadn’t been expecting the scream. That wasn’t what Jackie normally did when she got post.

      “What is it? Who’s it from?”

      Jackie raised one hand to her now quiet mouth and covered it. The other hand was now shaking, and she slowly handed the letter over to Allie.

      She quickly scanned her eyes over it. “Oh.” Then she read the words. “OH!” she said again. Her hands began to shake too.

      “Let me see that again!” said Jackie, snatching it back from her.

      Allie hurried to stand beside her so that they could both read it again together. When she did so, she knew the words would be burned in her mind forever.

      The text had not been hand-written or printed with a computer, it had been made by cutting out words from newspapers and magazines and sticking them all together onto the paper to create a message.

      It said:

      HAWTHORNE DOESN’T WANT U. STAY OUT OF IT! OR DIE!

      While Allie was reading it for a second time, Jackie pushed past her, closed the door to their room fully, and twisted the lock shut. It closed with a reassuringly solid thunk.

      “What are we going to do? Who do you think sent it?” said Jackie, leaning back against the door as if to make sure it stayed closed.

      “I suppose the murderer sent it,” said Allie thoughtfully. “Either that, or someone who doesn’t want the murderer to be discovered.”

      “You don’t think it could be someone who just doesn’t like us for some reason?”

      Allie shrugged. “I suppose it could be. Have you ever gotten a letter like that before?”

      “Not since primary school,” said Jackie, “and that was just kids messing around after watching too much Poirot on the telly.”

      “Then it must be related to the murder.” Allie held the letter up to look at it again. “I suppose this could be good—in a way.”

      Jackie did not look like she agreed. “How could that be good?”

      “Well,” said Allie, nodding to herself as she thought it through, “the murderer wouldn’t have sent us this letter unless they were worried we would find something, right?”

      “Maybe,” said Jackie dubiously. “I don’t know many murderers.”

      Allie frowned at her. “How many do you know?”

      Jackie rolled her eyes. “None. I know no murderers.”

      “Well, you should have said that. Think before you speak, Jackie. No, I think I’m right. The murderer is getting spooked by our investigations.”

      “So, do you think we should leave, then?”

      “Of course not! This means we’re getting somewhere. It means we can crack it, Jackie. Why risk sending us the note if they didn’t think we were capable of discovering them? I can’t think of a reason.”

      “I suppose, perhaps, maybe you’re right. What are we going to do?”

      “Let’s see if we can find Michelle and see what she’s got to say. Maybe she saw who put it under the door.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Do you think he’s gone?”

      “Unless they’re staying here, they must have. Who would hang around otherwise?”

      Jackie had picked up a candlestick from the small wooden ornamental table that was against one of the walls.

      “What are you going to do with that?”

      “I was thinking I might brain the murderer, if they come after us.”

      “Oh. Anyway, I’m sure they’re not after us yet. That note was to make us leave, right? So, they’re likely to at least wait and see if we’re leaving before they decide to murder us. That would be the logical way to do things.”

      Jackie swung the candlestick around experimentally. “Do you think so? Are most murderers logical?”

      Allie shrugged. She didn’t know how logical the average murderer tended to be, though the fact that this one had gone to the trouble of writing and leaving them a note, anonymously, showed that they were at least capable of planning ahead; this wasn’t something done in the heat of the moment.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Anyway, I think you should put that down for now. Michelle might think you’re trying to steal it otherwise.”

      Jackie grinned. “That would be funny, wouldn’t it? Shall we call the police before or after we speak to Michelle?”

      “Police?” said Allie with a frown. “We’re not going to call the police.”

      “We’re not?”

      “Nope,” said Allie shaking her head. “Remember, we’re not supposed to be doing this investigation. Eddie made it clear that it was all strictly off the record. If his chief finds out that we’ve been running our own investigation... well, needless to say, it’s probably not in our best interests.”

      Jackie eyed her sister dubiously. “If anything else happens, I think we should tell them.”

      Allie thought for a moment. “Okay. If the murderer tries to kill us, we should definitely tell them.”

      Jackie did not look happy at that particular thought.

      “Put down that candlestick, unlock the door, and let’s go see if we can find Michelle.”
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      Michelle was downstairs, just returning to her desk when they descended from their room. They had gone down the stairs quietly, listening out for anything or anyone suspicious, but there had been nothing.

      “Hi, girls. How are you getting on?” said Michelle with her professional hotelier smile.

      “Terrible,” said Jackie.

      “Great,” said Allie.

      Michelle flicked her head back and forth between the two of them as if deciding which one of them she wanted to follow up on.

      “What’s the matter?” she finally said to Jackie.

      “Look at this,” said Jackie, and before Michelle could offer a response, she had thrust the death threat in front of her.

      Michelle gently took the paper from Jackie’s hand, snatched up a pair of reading glasses from her desk, and peered at the paper. The short message barely took more than a couple of seconds to read.

      “Oh,” she said when she was done. “Oh.” She removed the reading glasses and looked at Allie and Jackie again with a look of mild consternation. “What’s this?”

      “It’s a death threat,” said Allie, mildly perturbed by the silly question—hadn’t Michelle just read it? “It was put under our door while we were out. Someone doesn’t want us here, by the looks of it.”

      “I’m sure it’s not a real death threat,” said Michelle dismissively. “It’s probably just someone messing about.”

      Allie shook her head slowly as she processed Michelle’s words. “No. It’s definitely a death threat. Look! At the end it says, ‘OR DIE’, that’s not very jokey, is it?” Allie paused, reconsidering. “Am I missing something again? Is it jokey?” she said, turning to Jackie.

      Jackie immediately shook her head. “No way. This doesn’t look like a joke to me at all. It’s really freaking me out.”

      Michelle gave them a tight smile. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Why don’t you just throw it away and forget all about it?”

      Allie was not pleased at this response.

      She expected the owner of a B&B whose residents were getting to death threats to be taking it a little—no, a lot—more seriously.

      “Have you seen anyone in here today? Has anyone come in, apart from the guests?”

      Michelle shook her head. “Not that I can recall. I didn’t see anyone.”

      “What about the cleaner, Gladys, is she here?”

      Michelle shook her head. “No. She comes in the afternoon today. She does a house in the morning.”

      “So, there’s no one here who saw who it was.”

      “Maybe it was kids just fooling around.”

      “Is that a problem in Hawthorne?” asked Allie in puzzlement. “Do kids here often give out death threats to out-of-towners?”

      “Well, no,” said Michelle shiftily. “But who knows what they get up to when they’re bored.”

      “You don’t seem to be taking this very seriously,” said Allie, getting frustrated.

      Michelle crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Look, it’s just a bit of paper. I wouldn’t get yourselves worked up about it.” Something appeared to cross her mind, and she became a little more contrite. “Umm, well you weren’t going to tell anyone about this, were you? Like the... police?” She said the final word very quietly, as if the mere mention of their name could do untold harm to her business.

      “Actually, we weren’t going to contact the police yet,” said Allie. “They’ve got enough on their plate solving the murder. And, well, we don’t want them to know that we’ve been asking a lot of questions.”

      Michelle’s smile was broad. “Good. I don’t want word getting around about this either. It’d be bad for business, you know.”

      “What, kids playing pranks?” said Jackie sweetly.

      Michelle didn’t reply to her.

      “You don’t have any CCTV or anything, do you?” asked Allie as she peered around hopefully.

      Michelle shook her head. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. I don’t even have a burglar alarm since the building’s never empty. No, if no one saw anything, then, well, no one saw anything.”

      “Thanks, Michelle,” said Jackie with something akin to the opposite of a thankful look on her face. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      Before Allie could correct her, Jackie had taken her by the arm and was pulling her back towards the staircase that led to their room.

      On their way up, Allie finally yanked on Jackie’s arm and got her to stop.

      “Before you ask, no, I didn’t think she was very helpful. I think she might be hiding something.”
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      Allie went around the back of the building to where the small outside carpark for both the B&B and Bree’s cafe was located. Her silver Toyota was parked where they’d left it, and there didn’t seem to be any sign of threats.

      Sometimes Allie liked to go for a drive, just to think. She often found it hard to do that at home. Even if Jackie wasn’t there with her noise and mess and other chaos, there was always something to be done. Whether it be cleaning the windows, tidying the refrigerator, getting the sink plugs perfectly clean, or getting the living room rug exactly straight, there was always something that needed doing. That made it hard to just relax and think.

      So, when she needed to just relax, there was nothing like going for a drive.

      Allie loved her car. It wasn’t new, it wasn’t fast, and it wasn’t worth a lot of money. But it had two things going for it: it was reliable, and it was one of the few things she had of her mother’s.

      Allie’s mother died when she was a teenager, and that’s when she had been adopted by Jackie’s family. She’d already felt like part of the family, but the adoption had made it official.

      Jackie’s parents had, at Allie’s youthful and recently-bereaved insistence, kept her mother’s car for her. As soon as she had turned seventeen, they helped pay for her to have driving lessons, and it had been her little refuge and a reminder of her mother ever since.

      Whenever she got in it, she felt like she was home. She didn’t have to pay rent to anyone to be in it, and there was no one else’s name on the deeds. It was hers and hers alone, unlike their rented flat or their regular B&B room.

      She unlocked the car by sliding the key into the mechanism without even needing to look. She could tell by touch which way up to hold the key, and her hand always glided the key into the lock without even touching the sides.

      She had it down to a fine art.

      She slipped the key into the ignition and twisted it. As always, it started first time, shuddering happily to life. Allie quickly backed the car out of the space, drove down the narrow passageway that separated the building from its neighbour, and joined the village High Street.

      She didn’t have anywhere specific in mind. She just needed to clear her head and do some thinking. It was one of the best things about being in the Cotswolds—she could head in pretty much any direction and be guaranteed quiet, country roads, beautiful views and, if she avoided the known bottlenecks around the various towns, no traffic.

      Ten minutes after sitting in the car, she had already taken three different turns down country lanes. She wasn’t trying to get lost, as such, but she was keen to discover new secrets she hadn’t seen before.

      She estimated that she wasn’t all that far from ‘downtown’ (if such a word could be applied to such a quiet place) Hawthorne when disaster struck.

      Absolute disaster.

      She came to a stop at a quiet T-junction with the intention of making a right turn and heading towards a distant hill that promised a beautiful view.

      When she put the car into first gear to accelerate away, it merely jolted. She’d stalled it. She never stalled it. In fact, she wasn’t sure she even could stall it, so ingrained was her muscle memory for this car.

      “That’s weird,” she said.

      She tried turning the key to restart the engine. Nothing happened. At all.

      There was no whining sound, no sound of a starter trying to start, nothing. Just... silence.

      She didn’t know what to do.

      It had never broken down on her before. She’d maintained it well, of course, taking it in for services and oil and tyre changes and all the rest of it, and it had repaid her by never letting her down. Until now.

      She tried turning the key again. Nothing happened. And again, with the same result. After three attempts, Allie gave up on re-starting the car. It needed fixing, that was for certain.

      With a sigh of regret she pulled out her phone to begin the process of finding a mechanic to rescue her.

      “Of course,” she said with a sigh and shake of her head when she saw the screen—no bars. She was probably only a mile or two from Hawthorne as the crow flew, but she wasn’t sure she knew exactly which direction to go.

      Death threats and a broken-down car in the same day? That just wasn’t fair.

      BEEP BEEP

      She looked in the rear-view mirror. There was a car being driven by an idiotic man behind her. She knew he was an idiot, because only an idiot would assume she was sitting there for the fun of it. No one parks their car at a junction for fun, do they? Well, she certainly didn’t think they did.

      BEEP BEEP

      BEEP BEEP

      She couldn’t think. The incessant sounding of the horn from the car behind her was making it impossible for her to work out what to do.

      Allie undid her seatbelt, opened the door, and began to walk towards the car driven by the idiot. Perhaps he could help her. Maybe his phone would have a signal, and if not, maybe he could drive her into town to find a mechanic. Failing all of that, she could at least explain to him she hadn’t parked there only to annoy other drivers.

      She was halfway to his vehicle when suddenly he turned his steering wheel and accelerated around her Toyota. It was with another series of loud beeps that he drove around her car, turned right, and sped off down the road.

      “Thanks,” said Allie, shaking her head to herself.

      “I didn’t do anything, yet,” came a strange voice.

      She literally jumped in the air, spinning around and stepping backwards when she landed. She took another step backwards, tripped over the curb, and fell back onto the grassy bank that met the edge of the road. From her position, now sitting on the ground, she got her first good look at the stranger.

      He appeared to be in his late twenties and was looking at her intently with deep brown eyes and a surprised expression on his face. He brushed a hand through his dark brown hair before speaking again.

      “Let me give you a hand.” And immediately he did, stepping towards her and offering her a strong-looking hand. She was so flustered by the sudden appearance of the handsome stranger that she almost accepted it.

      But she didn’t know where it had been.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” she said as she stood up by herself. “But my car isn’t.”

      He didn’t seem offended by her rejection of his hand.

      “What’s the matter with it?”

      “It was working, now it isn’t working. I don’t really know all that much about cars.”

      “Then I guess you need a mechanic. Did you call one?”

      She shook her head. “No signal. And I don’t know the number of any mechanics around here. I don’t suppose...”

      He patted the boot of her car absent-mindedly. “Sure. I know a guy. And he won’t rip you off, either—well, he won’t if I speak to him first.”

      Allie wasn’t quite sure what to say. He was being very kind, but the kindness of strangers made her feel uncomfortable. She liked to be in control of everything and being in gratitude to someone she’d only just met meant that she lost some of that control.

      “Thanks,” is what she settled on.

      “I’ll give you a tow into Hawthorne, my mechanic’s there. Do you know the village?”

      That was a stroke of luck.

      “I do! That’s where I’m staying! My grandma and aunt live there.”

      “Hold on and I’ll hitch you up in a minute. Let me just go get my truck.” He started to move, but then stopped himself. “Charlie, by the way.”

      “Allie.”

      With a toothy grin he gave her a wave, and she watched as he disappeared up the embankment. Just beyond it was a wire fence which he hopped over after leaning one strong arm on a wooden fence post. On the other side of the fence was some private land of some kind, though she couldn’t really see it.

      Allie waited almost five minutes before he returned, and when he did it was in what appeared to be a gardener’s van—a small truck with a flatbed behind, in which were various bags, implements and a large tool cupboard fixed to the back of the passenger cabin. On the side it read Charlie’s Landscaping, Gardening, and Handymanning—Cheap, Cheerful and Fast.

      He pulled up in front of her car, and before she knew it, he had attached a rope to the back of his van and the front of her car.

      “All right, hop in, steer behind me, and we’ll get you back into Hawthorne.”

      Allie beamed at him. This was the kindest thing anyone had done for her in a long while, and she couldn’t deny the fact that he was good looking to boot. Being a gardener, he was the outdoorsy type, probably ideal for Jackie, she mused.

      After ten nerve-wracking minutes following Charlie as he towed her car, they went down a small road off the High Street that she’d never explored before. There wasn’t much to it, though at the end, sure enough, there was a garage which backed onto a woody copse. Above the garage was a sign reading Skip’s Garage & Mechanics.

      She hadn’t enjoyed the drive over, as she wasn’t in control. All she could do was steer and brake when he slowed down. Not being able to drive as she pleased was an uncomfortable feeling. But now it was over.

      She pulled the handbrake and undid her seatbelt.

      It was time to meet Skip.
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      Charlie was already out of the cab of his van and walking over to her car when she stepped out. They were both smiling.

      “Hold on here a moment, I’ll have a word with Skip first and then bring him out here to have a look. I’ll put in a good word—you know what mechanics are like, even the good ones.”

      Allie nodded uncomfortably. Again, she was at the mercy of the kindness of a pair of strangers.

      Charlie returned with Skip a few moments later. He was older than Charlie, perhaps in his forties, and he was a wiry thin with a steel grey moustache that looked like it was trying to hide his facial expressions.

      “What’s the matter with it?” Skip asked her, nodding his head at the Toyota.

      “Doesn’t work.”

      He gave her a wry smile. “Yeah, that sounds like a problem. Let me have a look at her.”

      Charlie followed behind Skip, watching everything he did, from attempting to start the car with the key, to peering under the bonnet once trying to start the car had proved fruitless.

      Finally, Skip stood up, dusted off his black, grease-caked hands and caught Allie’s eye.

      “Yep. She’s broke, all right. I’m going to need to get some parts in for this, I’m afraid. It’s an older model, and I’ll have to get them shipped.”

      “How long will that take?”

      He rubbed his chin as if he’d never considered the question before. “Maybe a week, to get you back on the road again?”

      “A week?” Allie’s shoulders slumped as she said it. A week. It was a long time without her car. And she might need it.

      “Yeah, ten days should do it.”

      “Ten days? But you said a week...”

      Skip shrugged his shoulders. “A week would be good, wouldn’t it? Let’s hope for a week.”

      Allie stared at him. What was this? Hope? Didn’t he know how long it would take? How could he live like that?

      Charlie rested a hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t flinch—for once.

      “I’ll check in every day. Make sure it’s done just as fast as possible. Make sure old Skippo doesn’t take too many days off.”

      “Hey, I never take days off!” said Skip, clearly affronted.

      “Spending the day on eBay doesn’t count. Even if you are in your garage while you do it.”

      Skip looked down at his hands and muttered, “Need the parts for work.”

      “Thanks,” said Allie to Charlie. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do without my car.”

      “That’s a shame. So where does your gran live? I’ll give you a lift.”

      Allie shook her head. “I’m staying at the B&B on the High Street.”

      “Hey, Charlie,” called Skip. “If she needs a car, why don’t you lend her that Miata you were doing up?”

      Charlie’s eyes lit up. “What a great idea!” He turned to Allie. “I’ve got this car, bought it second-hand, and I’ve been doing it up to sell on. It’s just about finished. I got it detailed yesterday, so it’s as clean as a whistle too. You interested?”

      “Clean? Like, really clean?” Now he’d piqued her interest.

      Charlie nodded at her. “Yeah. But more importantly, it actually goes.”

      Allie wasn’t convinced that that actually was more important. But different people had different priorities, she supposed. Equally important would have put it best for her.

      “That sounds... amazing. But I couldn’t possibly. You don’t even know me.”

      He looked into her eyes, and she noticed that his brown eyes seemed almost impossibly deep.

      “I’m a pretty good judge of character. And I’m pretty sure you’re not going to do a runner.”

      “I might crash it,” Allie countered.

      Charlie gave her a thoughtful look. “Good point. Deal’s off. See ya.”

      Allie looked on in astonishment as Charlie turned around and headed back to his gardener’s van.

      She could walk back to the B&B from here, she figured. It wouldn’t take more than ten minutes.

      When he was halfway back to his vehicle he turned around, a goofy grin on his face. “Got you!”

      Allie raised a hand to cover her mouth to stop from laughing.

      “Okay, you got me.”

      “Come on, let’s go get the car. I’ll call my insurance company and get you added as a temporary driver for a week or two when we get there. Is your licence clean?”

      She nodded. “Spotless.”

      “Good.” Charlie was by the passenger side of his van, and he pulled open its door. He held out a hand in front of it. “Come on, get in.”

      With butterflies in her stomach, she did as she was told. She’d never gotten in a stranger’s van before. It wasn’t a very Allie thing to do at all.

      She almost made a scene, but manners won out over Allie’s natural inclinations when she saw the inside of his van. It wasn’t the worst vehicle interior she’d ever seen, but it wasn’t exactly up to her standards either. With the very tip of a finger, she pushed an empty crisp packet off the seat and onto the floor, where it joined half a dozen of its cousins.

      Tentatively, she sat down, then pulled the seatbelt across her and clicked it home, trying not to let it touch her skin.

      “You’re lucky I tidied up in here last week. It was a right state.”

      Allie giggled. Yeah right, this thing hadn’t been cleaned in years.

      “What? Why are you laughing? I’m serious! You should have seen it.”

      Allie failed to suppress a shudder as she realized he actually was serious.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m fine. But I’ve had a bit of a bad week, to be honest.”

      Charlie started up his vehicle. It was much noisier than her own car, but the confident roar of the engine was reassuring.

      “My place is about five minutes away.” He turned the vehicle around with an experienced three-point turn, and when they turned onto the High Street, he glanced at her again. “So, what’s been happening? Why the bad week?”

      “Oh. Well. Lots of people think I murdered an old man. But I didn’t. So now I’m trying to—” Allie cut herself off. They were supposed to be keeping that a secret, weren’t they?

      “—you’re trying to find out who really did it? That’s you? I’ve heard about you. I thought there were two of you though.”

      Allie sighed before she answered. Famous. She was finally famous. Maybe only in Hawthorne, but nonetheless, everyone seemed to know who she was.

      Being famous had been something she wanted to avoid all her life. She couldn’t think of anything worse. And, so she had thought, it would be pretty easy to do—most famous people struggled to get there. All she had to do was nothing. At least, that’s what she had thought.

      But it seemed fame had sneaked up on her anyway.

      “Does everyone know who I am?”

      “Well. I reckon everyone’s heard of you. I mean, even I had, and I don’t know much.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. You seem to know a lot about cars. And I bet you know a lot about gardening.”

      He considered that for a moment. “Maybe I do know a few things. Never thought about it like that before.”

      Allie watched him as he drove. His right hand on the steering wheel, the strong forearm muscles flexed when he nudged it left or right to keep it straight. His left hand mostly hung on top of the gear stick as he changed up and down frequently in the stop-start flow of traffic in a small village with narrow streets and too many big SUVs.

      “So, you’re investigating, huh? Are you a policeman?”

      “Police officer,” correct Allie.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” said Charlie with an amused chuckle, unembarrassed by his mistake.

      “But no. I’m not. It’s just that me and my sister are the only suspects the police have. We want to find out who really killed the old man before we get arrested ourselves!”

      Charlie nodded in understanding, as if he heard similar stories every day of the week.

      “But you didn’t do it, right?”

      Allie glared at him, but he didn’t notice. His eyes were on the road ahead.

      “No, of course we didn’t do it.”

      “That’s good. I have a policy of not lending my car to murderers. Just a little quirk I have.”

      Allie glared at him some more, then she noticed he was grinning. It was a joke.

      “Very funny.”

      “Thank you,” he said, and gave a mock bow, knocking his head on the steering wheel.

      Allie smirked at that and felt like she’d won a minor victory.

      “Here we are, my humble abode.”

      Charlie pulled into the driveway of a large two-storey stone house with a well-kept front garden. It was big enough that you could comfortably describe the left- and right-hand sides of it as wings.

      “It’s... lovely,” she said, unable to conceal her surprise.

      “Yeah. Actually, it’s not really mine. I just rent a room here from Old Patricia.”

      “Old Patricia?”

      Charlie stopped the vehicle with a loud crunch as gravel slid underneath the tyres. “Yep. We call her that ‘cause her name’s Patricia and she’s old.”

      “Well, it looks like a lovely place to live anyway.”

      He nodded. “Yep. It’s all right. Sit there a moment, and I’ll bring the Miata around. It’s in the old stables. They’re my garage and workshop now.”

      Allie sat and waited, and in less than a minute, she heard the sound of an engine starting and then revving loudly before dying back down to a throaty idle. The engine started up again, and she heard the car approaching before she could see it.

      Charlie came back, driving down the small pathway that went down the side of the house. It was barely wider than the silver sports car he was driving.

      Allie had not known what a ‘Miata’ was, but if she’d had to guess, it would have been something like this. It sounded like a fun little sports car—and that’s exactly what it was.

      Charlie drove up and parked right next to her before quickly hopping out and opening the passenger door of his van for her.

      Allie smiled down at him as she exited.

      “Why don’t you hop in and have a look, and I’ll call the insurance company and get your name put on. Have you got your licence with you?”

      “Of course.” Allie took out her licence from her bag and handed it over to him.

      “Is the address and everything right?”

      “Yes... it is,” she said with some hesitation. She realized that she had just handed her ID, containing her address, to a man she barely knew and had only just met. He did seem nice though.

      While Charlie made his phone call, Allie climbed into the car. It was much lower than her old Toyota, and she felt dangerously close to the ground.

      She examined the interior and was surprised to see that Charlie was right. It was immaculately clean. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the lack of the distinctive new car smell, it would have seemed brand new. With a satisfied nod, Allie said, “This’ll do. This’ll do nicely.”

      When the mechanic had first mentioned how long it would take, she had considered renting a car. But the very thought of it had made her uncomfortable. There was no way a rental car would have been this nice. She really was lucky to have met Charlie, she decided.

      Charlie soon appeared around the other side of the car, opened the door, and climbed into the passenger seat.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s lovely,” said Allie.

      “Surprised? Bet you didn’t think a mucky old gardener like me would have something like this, would you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I imagined you’d have some kind of rubbish-mobile,” she said with a grin.

      Charlie frowned for a moment before it turned into a grin. “I called the insurance company. Bam. You’re on the policy.”

      “Goodness, that was quick. How much do I owe you?”

      Charlie shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Turns out, when I called them, they said I’m entitled to add a second driver to my policy for free. So that’s what I did.”

      “For a week?”

      He shrugged. “I guess it’s for the length of the policy. They didn’t say.”

      Well, that was odd. She and Charlie were basically sharing an insurance policy. That was the kind of thing married couples did, wasn’t it? Not a strange gardener and a tourist visiting his village.

      “Umm, are you sure you’re okay with that?” she asked.

      “Why not? Might as well get my money’s worth out of them.”

      Allie nodded in partial understanding. She was also keen on getting as much value from every purchase she made as possible. But she’d never done anything like this.

      “If you change your mind, please, let me know, and I’ll return the car right away.”

      “Don’t worry about it. All right, do you want to start her up? You’ll be like a test driver for me, make sure everything’s working right. You’re basically doing me a favour.”

      Allie grinned at him. She knew it was a total lie, but it was a nice lie. She didn’t mind them so much.

      The car started quietly, but as soon as she touched the accelerator, she could hear an engine with a lot more oomph than she was used to.

      “She sounds good, doesn’t she?”

      “I think so,” said Allie who really wasn’t sure about those kinds of things. “Shall I... go?”

      Charlie patted the dashboard. “She’s ready and waiting. Take it easy to start with. She can be a lot of fun, but you should get used to her first.”

      She, she, she. Allie knew that people referred to contraptions with engines as female, but it hadn’t really ever made sense to her.

      “Does she have a name?” Maybe she would finally figure out this assigning-gender and naming-of-objects thing.

      “A name? Oh. Umm. Miata...” Charlie stumbled.

      “Mia?” suggested Allie.

      Charlie slapped the dashboard. “Perfect. Mia the Miata. My favourite girl.”

      Allie glanced over at him curiously and for a moment their eyes met.

      “And Allie, my second favourite,” he said with a grin.

      Now that made no sense. How could she be his second favourite girl when they had only just met? But then again, how could he rate a vehicle higher than her, an actual flesh-and-blood person?

      Allie gripped the steering wheel tightly with her right hand while she slipped it to Drive with her other. Unlike her car, this was an automatic. Ah-ha! As the car shifted to drive, Allie’s brain shifted too, and she understood. He was being polite! That’s why he said she was his second favourite girl. Pleased that she had figured it out, she released the handbrake and started the car forward.

      With gentle crunching, the Miata rolled down the driveway, little pieces of gravel flying out the way as they progressed.

      “Drives smooth, doesn’t she?”

      Allie nodded but didn’t respond, keeping her focus on the driveway ahead and the controls of the car. She was still getting a feel for how sensitive it was and wasn’t yet ready to engage in the potentially dangerous combination of talking and driving at the same time.

      At the end of the driveway, she confidently tapped the stalk to indicate she was going to make a right turn.

      The windscreen wiper began to move with a complaining squeal as the dry rubber rubbed against the drier glass of the windscreen.

      “Other side,” said Charlie needlessly.

      Allie quickly corrected her mistake, and the indicator light being to flash at precise one-second intervals while the wipers made another screeching descent back to their hiding place.

      They turned into the road, and Allie skilfully, albeit slowly, begin the short drive to the B&B.

      “So, you're investigating,” said Charlie. “How’s it going? Do you need any help?”

      After checking that the road ahead was clear she risked a quick glance in his direction. He was looking at her with his deep brown eyes and a look of almost childlike curiosity on his face.

      “It’s... going,” she said. “Though I don’t think ‘well’ is quite the right word to describe it.”

      “I’ve never investigated a murder,” said Charlie, almost idly.

      She glanced back at him again. Of course, he hadn’t investigated a murder. Almost no one had. It wasn’t exactly a common human experience, unless you were a detective whose job it was to investigate murders.

      “First time for me too. But I’m really not supposed to be doing it. So please don’t tell anyone.”

      Charlie tapped a hand against the dashboard idly, as if in thought. “Okay, I won’t tell anyone. But you should know, I think everyone already knows you are. At least, that you’ve been asking questions. And apparently you had a big fight with Larry Junior?”

      Allie shook her head. “We had a mild disagreement. And anyway, we’ve made up now. He even invited us for a drink.” The last bit sounded better than what it had actually been, Allie realized.

      “That’s good. So, will you let me know if you need any help? When I’m not gardening, I don’t have much to do these days.”

      “No hobbies?” asked Allie as she steered the car around a gentle bend with complete ease.

      “None as interesting as investigating a murder!” Charlie laughed.

      “And... here we are,” said Allie as they reached the small passage between the B&B and its neighbouring stone building. She started the indicator, not the windscreen wiper, and then carefully drove the car in, making sure she drove exactly down the middle between the two buildings.

      She parked in the far corner, exactly between the white painted lines.

      “I’m pleased to say you’ve passed your test,” said Charlie with a grin.

      Allie gave him a curious look. “Oh! A joke!”

      “That funny, huh?” said Charlie with a self-deprecating toss of his head.

      “Sorry, my head’s been a bit of a mess these last few days,” said Allie.

      There was a sharp rapping on the glass of Allie’s window. She peered out and saw a red-faced girl in running clothes staring at her in astonishment.

      “Who’s that?”

      “That—is Jackie. My sister. She’s probably wondering who you are and what we’re doing.”

      Charlie wriggled his eyebrows at her. “I bet she does.”

      Allie didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. She opened her door and exited the vehicle while Charlie did the same on the other side.

      “Hello,” said Jackie with an impish grin. “I saw you, you know. I was running, and I saw you driving this car, and I couldn’t believe it. When you ignored me, I assumed it was just your doppelgänger, but I followed you anyway. But sure enough... it’s you!”

      “Yep,” Allie confirmed. “It is indeed me. I think I’m going to go inside now.”

      Jackie shook her head definitively. “No. Not till you tell me who this is,” she said, pointing a finger very directly at Charlie. “Hi!” she said to him, over the roof of the car.

      “Hi,” he said back.

      “I knew you’d want to know.” Allie poked Jackie in the shoulder as if her curiosity was unwarranted.

      Jackie answered with an exasperated opening of her mouth and raising of her eyebrows in a come on, give me the goss right now! look.

      “My car broke down. Charlie took me to a garage, and then he loaned me his car. He put me on his insurance.”

      Jackie looked unimpressed at the brief summary. She clearly wanted all the details, not an executive summary.

      “On his insurance? Like his wife?”

      Charlie laughed uproariously. “I never thought of it like that!”

      Allie frowned. She didn’t want anyone thinking of it like that. She’d just met the guy.

      “So that’s a yes, then,” said Jackie. “Nice to meet you, by the way. I’m Jackie.”

      He raised two fingers to his head as if doffing an invisible cap. “Charlie, as you heard.”

      “He said he wants to help us with our investigations,” said Allie without expression. She wasn’t sure whether Jackie would be pleased at the idea of help or annoyed at the idea of a stranger getting involved in their business. It was hard to judge people’s reactions, Allie found.

      “Does he now? Are you a detective, Charlie?”

      He shook his head. “I’m a gardener. I do own a metal detector though. Does that make me a detective?”

      Allie shook her head at him. “That makes you a detectorist.”

      “Did she tell you all the details?” Jackie put her arms on the roof of the car and leaned on it as she spoke.

      “Not really. I just know the gossip.”

      Jackie gave the kind of smile that said I’ve got a cunning plan. “Well then, Allie’s free tonight. Why don’t you and her have dinner together, and she can fill you in.”

      “Sure,” said Charlie with a pleased smile.

      “What!?” said Allie, thumping Jackie’s thigh just below the window line so Charlie couldn’t see.

      “Dinner.” Jackie squeezed Allie’s arm just above the elbow. Firmly. “A nice dinner, with the handsome man who loaned you his car. You owe him.”

      She had a point. He’d refused her offer of money, but she was still in his debt.

      Charlie beamed at being called handsome. “How about I drop by here around seven?”

      Now that Allie had realized that it was merely a way to repay Charlie, her worries about it being a date disappeared. “Sure, seven sounds great.”

      “I’ll leave you two to it. I’ve got to put up a shelf for Old Patricia.”

      “See you at seven,” said Allie with a wave as he started to walk away.

      “It’s a date!” he called back over his shoulder.

      Allie glared at Jackie, who couldn’t contain her pleasure.

      “You’ve got a date, you’ve got a date, you’ve got a date...”

      And the teasing kept coming for quite some time.
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      Allie resigned herself to the fact the she had indeed been tricked into going on a date with the handsome gardener. She didn’t think it was really what you were supposed to be doing in the middle of a murder investigation, but Jackie had strongly, strongly disagreed.

      “There, you look lovely,” she said, standing back and admiring her handiwork.

      The only clothes Allie had brought with her were her standard wardrobe—jeans and plain T-shirts. She was of the opinion that it’s much less stressful to start each day if you don’t have to make any difficult decisions like what to wear.

      Jackie had done her makeup. Allie knew the basics but had never taken much of an interest beyond that. When she peered into the mirror, she was surprised at what she saw. Through some kind of trickery, Jackie had made her eyes look much bigger than they naturally were and her lips much plumper. Her skin had been smoothed out, and the way she’d applied the lipstick made her look almost... pouty.

      “Are you sure you’ve done this right?” asked Allie dubiously.

      Jackie nodded confirmation. “You look great. Your gardener’s not going to be able to keep his eyes off you.”

      Allie poked at her face dubiously but was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Who’s that?”

      Jackie opened the door to their room and Grandma Em stepped in immediately.

      “Wonderful! I can’t believe you’ve got a date, Allie. Jackie filled me in.”

      “Oh, hi Em. Nor can I. I was trying to go for a quiet drive and... I don’t know what happened!”

      “She met a handsome man, that’s what happened,” said Jackie sounding very pleased with herself.

      “So, who is he? Who’s the lucky fellow?”

      “His name’s Charlie, and he’s a gardener.”

      Grandma Em looked up in thought. “Oh. Charlie? Young man, lives with Old Patricia?”

      “That’s the one, he’s delish.” Jackie poked Allie in the shoulder. “Isn’t he?”

      “He seems nice. He loaned me his car,” said Allie.

      “He’s pretty new to town. I don’t know all that much about him.” Grandma Em said it in such a way that Allie just knew she was going to do everything she could to find out all she could.

      “Allie’ll find out all about him, won’t you?”

      She shook her head. “You know I’m not nosey. We’ll make polite conversation, but I’m not going to go prying.” She shook her head with determination to show she meant it.

      “Don’t worry,” said Grandma Em, squeezing Jackie’s shoulder. “I’ll ask Old Patricia all about him. Find out everything.”

      “Everything?” asked Jackie with a wicked grin.

      “Everything.”

      “It’s almost seven, so I’m going to go on this stupid date. You two can gossip amongst yourselves.”

      “Don’t worry, we fully intend to,” said Jackie with a smirk.

      Shaking her head in exasperation, Allie left the room and went down to the carpark. Jackie and Em were planning to go to the village pub for dinner, and Allie was jealous. Why couldn’t she be having a family dinner instead of going out with a stranger?

      When she got to the carpark, Charlie wasn’t yet there. It was almost dark, and the carpark was very poorly lit, the only illumination provided by a rather tired floodlight attached to the B&B’s grey stonework which provided barely enough luminescence to make out the outlines of the various cars.

      She slowly walked over to the Miata, which had been joined by a blue Nissan in the adjoining space. She peered at her phone, seeing it was seven precisely. Typical. Charlie was going to be late.

      She pulled the car key out of her small handbag and went to put it in the driver’s door. Just before she did, the interior light of the car flicked on. She looked in the window.

      And screamed.

      A face was peering out at her, all flashing teeth and crazed eyes. She stepped backwards quickly, bumping into the Nissan. The death threat they had received earlier immediately jumped to the front of her mind and slammed her with panic. Was this the murderer, waiting in the car to get her?

      The Miata’s door swung open, and Allie began to quickly scoot away sideways, down the gap between the cars.

      “Hi! Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Charlie.

      He wasn’t late. But he was in her car. Only it wasn’t her car. It actually belonged to him, didn’t it? But he’d loaned it to her. So, it was hers for the time being. But he’d let himself in, presumably with another copy of the key…

      She was not comfortable with this at all.

      “Hello,” she said in a small voice, trying not to let it quaver.

      “Come on, get in. I’ll show you how to really drive this thing.”

      Allie almost backed out there and then, but his tone was so friendly, she almost felt like it would be mean to turn him down now.

      “I thought I was going to drive the car.”

      “No need! Come on, hop in.”

      So Allie did.

      “Where are we going?”

      “There’s a little Italian place just outside Buckleminster. Only twenty minutes away—fifteen with me driving.”

      “No speeding. I’m serious.”

      Charlie looked a little forlorn. “Okay. I’ll drag it out the whole twenty minutes. Come on.”

      Apart from accelerating a little too quickly for Allie’s tastes, Charlie proved to be an acceptable driver, her earlier warning being enough to settle his boy-racer tendencies. On the journey over, she filled him in about what she and Jackie had been up to but didn’t mention the death threat they had received. He seemed to find everything she said fascinating, though Allie wasn’t sure if that was because it was her speaking or because the topic—murder—was so inherently interesting itself.

      Nineteen and a half minutes later, they pulled into a dark carpark next to a brightly lit old building that had clearly spent several centuries as a pub before being converted to its current incarnation as an Italian restaurant.

      “Best grub for miles.” Charlie’s voice was boyish with enthusiasm, and Allie couldn’t help but be just a little excited.

      Inside, the restaurant was pleasingly cosy, with a real fireplace and a genuine log-burning fire at one end, and along the back wall the old pub bar was still intact. The dining tables were all of dark brown wood that showed they had years of polish ingrained in them. And best of all, they looked clean.

      Charlie had made a reservation, and they were quickly seated at a table for two not far from the fire by an eager young waiter with deliberately messy blond hair. She was pleased with their seating position, because if the conversation became awkward, she could just stare at the flames as if lost in thought.

      Charlie was dressed in a pair of well-fitting jeans—clearly his ‘going out’ jeans rather than a pair he used while gardening, a checkered shirt that fit his torso perfectly, and a sports jacket. She walked behind him as they were led to their table, and she could see the large bulge of his wallet in the back pocket of his jeans—not that she was deliberately looking at that area of course—and she couldn’t help but notice how well his jeans fit his rather athletic frame. He probably earned his figure from his hard work outside, she surmised.

      “Are you starving? I thought maybe we could just share some garlic bread for a starter? Unless you’re really hungry?”

      Allie had to think for a moment before answering. She wasn’t one for sharing. Especially not with a stranger. But as it was garlic bread, perhaps she could just pick up her own piece or two; it wouldn’t be like sharing an actual plate of food.

      “That sounds nice,” she lied with a smile.

      “And a glass of wine?”

      “Oh, no thank you. I can’t drink wine. Even a glass makes me giddy.”

      “Good,” said Charlie almost absentmindedly as he peered down at his menu book.

      Allie began to tap her fingers on the table in thought. Sharing the cheapest starter on the menu? Pleased about not having to buy any wine?

      When the waiter took their drinks order, Charlie ordered them a jug of tap water to share. The tap water in Gloucestershire tasted far better than in London, and Allie had read that the water was actually cleaner than bottled mineral water. Good choice, Charlie.

      “I think I’ll go for the spaghetti agli… aglo… spaghetti with garlic and oil,” said Charlie. “It’s really good.”

      Spaghetti aglio e olio was the first dish on the list and not entirely uncoincidentally, the cheapest. At least, Allie assumed it was not a coincidence. She had a theory about Charlie, and she just needed to confirm it.

      “If you recommend it, then I’ll have the same.” She of course had a secondary reason for choosing the same dish.

      Her thinking was this: if you and your dining partner choose different dishes, then there is a fairly large risk that your dinner companion might suddenly lapse into insanity and declare let’s try a bit of each other’s dishes! You’d have to be a maniac to think digging your fork into someone else’s plate for a taste was acceptable behaviour, yet people did it every day.

      “Oh. You know, if you got something different, we could try—”

      As soon as she heard the if she started shaking her head, and by the time he got to try she had to speak. “No, no, you must get the dish you wanted. I think it’s nice to have the same dish.”

      He slowly nodded, and she could see his lips silently moving as if rehearsing a counter argument. She had to nip that in the bud, and luckily the waiter appeared at their side to assist, an old-fashioned pen and notepad in hand.

      “Are we ready?”

      Charlie looked like he was about to say he needed a moment, but Allie was more than ready.

      “An order of garlic bread to start, and we’ll both have the spaghetti aglio e olio. That’s two orders, on two separate plates.”

      “Very good.” The waiter scribbled on his notepad for a moment and then looked up at Allie again. “Would you like a mixed salad to share to go with that?”

      “Could you do two small side salads?”

      “Certainly, madam.” After quickly scribbling down the final part of the order, the waiter hurried off to the kitchen to place their order.

      “So how are you liking the car? She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

      That was it. She had definitely figured it out. After being put on the spot by Skip, he had rashly loaned her his car, and now he regretted it. He didn’t want to take her for a meal, he wanted to make sure his car was going to be okay. It was like the pre-screenings they do before letting you adopt a child—though in this case it was post rather than pre.

      “Well, the only time I drove it was with you, earlier. It seems nice enough.”

      “Nice enough? She’s a beauty! Did you hear her when I accelerated out of Hackleston?”

      She had not. “It was lovely.”

      “Are you not a car person?”

      “Oh no, I’m a car person.”

      “You are? But you—”

      “I love my car, but I don’t really know much about any others.”

      “Your old Toyota? That piece of—”

      Worrying he was going to say something she would regret, Allie interrupted. “It belonged to my dead mother. It’s basically all I have of her.”

      Charlie’s face dropped like a rock in the ocean, and Allie felt a pang of regret at her bluntness. Sure, it was sad, but for her it had happened years ago, and she was usually at peace with it. But most people didn’t quite know how to react when she told them.

      “I’m… sorry.” Charlie was staring down at his hands, his cheeks looking rosy all of a sudden.

      “But your car is nice too. I’ll look after it. I’m very careful with possessions.”

      Charlie smiled again. “Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s only a car.”  He said it in much the same way as a heart surgeon might say it’s only a heart after his assistant dropped it on the floor—not very convincingly.

      “Garlic bread,” said the waiter as he appeared again by their sides.

      Allie almost began to panic when she saw it, but quickly launched into action to avert disaster.

      The garlic bread wasn’t, as she had imagined, a small basket of garlicky slices. Instead, it was one really long piece of bread served on a rectangular plate.

      Upon seeing it, Charlie’s face lit up like it was Christmas, his two big hands immediately launching themselves from his side of the table into the neutral territory of the middle, aiming for the garlic bread.

      But thanks to years of practice, Allie was faster. Just before his hands could close in and grasp it up, Allie stabbed her fork underneath his hand into the middle of the bread, with her knife swiftly following up behind it. She angled the implements so their wooden handles blocked Charlie’s descending hands before he could contaminate the garlic bread.

      “Oh, you go ahead,” said Charlie, awkwardly and slowly withdrawing his hands. “I was just going to tear it in half.”

      “I know.” Allie expertly cut the bread, and quickly retrieved half of it with her fork and placed it on her side plate. “Go ahead.”

      Charlie took the other half, snapped off a piece with his hands, and immediately began chewing. “It’s good!” he said, licking crumbs off his lips. “Hey… what are you doing?”

      “I don’t want to get grease on my fingers,” said Allie as she continued to cut up her half of the bread into neat little squares.

      “No? I never thought of that.” Charlie furrowed his brow as if considering the topic for the very first time.

      Charlie ate his garlic bread in less than a minute, while Allie slowly worked on hers for five. When it was all gone, she started to peer around the room at the other customers, while Charlie told her about his gardening work.

      Allie saw something. Or rather, someone.

      “Is that...”

      “What?” asked Charlie in some confusion. He’d just been explaining about how, thanks to a friend at the stables, he could get manure for his clients basically for free.

      “Sorry. It’s just, over there, it looks like Larry’s girlfriend.”

      Charlie spun his head around as if trying to advertise his intention to stare. But he didn’t know who to look at, so he quickly turned back to face Allie.

      “The Larry who died? Who’s the girlfriend? Which one?”

      “Please don’t turn around and stare—it’s rude. But she is the slightly plump lady two tables over. At least, I think it’s her. But she’s with a man who’s definitely not Larry.”

      “Because he’s dead.”

      “Right. Because he’s dead. But it looks like she’s having a romantic meal with someone else.”

      Charlie began to turn his head to no doubt stare gormlessly at people who were strangers to him, but Allie put a stop to it before he could by gently kicking his shin—a skill she had learned thanks to Jackie doing it to her approximately a million times.

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “Go and speak to her. Ask her what she’s doing,” said Charlie with a firm nod.

      Allie wasn’t sure. “Do you think? Just go and talk to her?”

      “Sure. Be direct, that’s my motto. Well, one of my mottos. Don’t worry, that’s another. And eat lots of delicious food is another. And—“

      “I get the picture. You’ve got lots of mottos. All right then, I’ll do it.”

      “Excellent. You won’t regret it.”

      That almost made Allie not do it, putting the thought of regret into her mind. But no, she was going to do it. Jackie was always telling her to be more impulsive, and what could be more impulsive than this—going on a date and ending up carrying on with her murder investigation instead.

      Allie stood up and made her way around the neighbouring table and on to the next where Ruth was sitting with a rather dashing looking middle-aged man who looked vaguely familiar. He was much closer to Ruth’s age than old Larry had been, and just as well off by the look of him.

      It wasn’t until she was standing right by the table that she realised quite how awkward this was going to be. There’s something incredibly uncomfortable about trying to start a conversation with two people who are already sitting down. Especially if you suspect that they don’t want the conversation to happen.

      “He… Hello?” said Allie, her voice a bit too quiet to be clear, while she stared down at Ruth.

      She had obviously made an effort. When Allie and Jackie had visited her home, she had looked rather bedraggled, but now she was wearing a beautiful black dress, some expensive looking jewellery and her hair was now in shiny, loose waves rather than a greasy ponytail.

      Ruth looked up with a quizzical expression that quickly turned to confusion followed by something on the verge of guardedness and hostility. “You.”

      Allie nodded, pleased that Ruth remembered her. “Yes, me. I was having a meal and saw you, so I thought I’d come and say hi.” Allie turned to face the man. “I’m Allie. I knew Ruth’s ex—”

      “THIS,” said Ruth very loudly cutting her off, “is my friend, Dan.”

      “Pleased to meet you. Allie Day.”

      “It was nice to see you, Allie.” Ruth said with a tone of dismissal. “Enjoy your meal.”

      Ruth put her head down and so did Dan, effectively dismissing her. Allie was used to feeling awkward, but finding yourself standing by a table with two people who won’t even look at you was another level to what she was used to. Allie slinked away back to her table, none the wiser.

      “What did you learn?” asked Charlie with eager excitement.

      “I learned that people can be extraordinarily rude.”

      “Right. Anything else?”

      “They didn’t say much. She was with a man called Dan, and she’s all dressed up. It looks like they’re on a date. But she didn’t tell me who he is or what they’re doing.”

      “Could it be her brother or a friend?”

      “If it was her brother, I’m sure she would have said so. And it looks like they’re on a date. They’ve got a bottle of wine, they’re dressed up... They don’t look like friends, do they?” Allie’s brow wrinkled in thought. Maybe friends did sometimes get dressed up and have a meal that could be construed as romantic together? People did all kinds of illogical things.

      Charlie now stared over in their direction, and Allie didn’t even consider stopping him. They’d dismissed her rudely, so she didn’t feel bad about unleashing Charlie’s unsubtle stare on them.

      “Nope, definitely a date.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You can just tell. And anyway, I saw him putting a forkful of linguini in her mouth earlier.”

      “Eww.”

      “Hang on. It looks like the date is ending. Rather hurriedly.”

      Allie looked too. Sure enough, Ruth and Dan had both stood up and were making their way over to the bar area. On the table, there looked to still be a few millilitres of wine at the bottom of their bottle, and the knives and forks on their plates hadn’t even been pushed together. And they hadn’t had dessert or coffee either.

      As the two of them watched, Dan began conspicuously waving his credit card in the air to get the attention of someone—anyone. They wanted to pay and leave.

      “What did you say to them?” asked Charlie. “You really seem to have scared them off!”

      “Nothing! They didn’t like the attention, I guess.”

      “Or maybe they were worried that you were going to ask them more questions. Ones they couldn’t answer.”

      Allie was about to agree with Charlie when they were interrupted by the waiter returning with two identical plates of pasta and two identical side salads, which he efficiently and without fuss placed in front of each of them.

      “Enjoy your meal,” was all he said as he carried away their bread plates.

      The smell of the garlic and olive oil was too enticing to resist, and they both dug in enthusiastically. After swallowing her first forkful, Allie realised that the two of them probably looked like two people ending a hunger strike rather than a couple on a date. But she didn’t care. She hadn’t eaten for hours, and it looked like Charlie hadn’t eaten for days.

      “Good, isn’t it?” he said with his mouth half full.

      Allie mumbled a moan of agreement without looking at him. It was. She was three-quarters of the way through her plate when she was done, unable to eat any more. Charlie had finished everything on his plate a couple of minutes before. She pushed her knife and fork together.

      “You done with that? Can I grab the rest?”

      She wanted to say no. She wanted to tell him that respectable people didn’t scrape off the contents of one plate onto another and shovel it down. And she definitely didn’t want to watch it happen. But she restrained herself. Her opinions on the matter were, according to Jackie and Grandma Em, quirks. And you don’t go off showing your quirks on a first date. Even if it is likely to be your last with the person concerned.

      “Please, go ahead.”

      He didn’t need telling twice, and before she’d closed her mouth again, he’d tipped her plate onto his and the whole slithering mess of noodles had slid down with a slop onto his plate.

      “Cheers,” he said, raising his water glass.

      “Cheers.”

      They clinked their glasses together, he gulped down the entire contents, and then set about clearing the rest of his plate. After watching him, Allie did not have the appetite for a pudding.

      “You don’t want afters, do you?” said Charlie.

      Allie almost said yes just because he was pushing her to say no. But her first decision won out, and she declined with a shake of her head.

      “Good. That was great. You know what I like to do after a good meal?”

      Allie pondered a few possibilities, but most of them made her queasy to think about. “What’s that?” she finally said with some hesitation.

      “Go for a drive with the windows down.”

      That brought a smile to her face. For once, they agreed on something. The cheeky gardener and the big city neurotic had one thing in common at least.

      Then, Charlie did something rather curious. He ostentatiously made a scene of patting the pockets of his sports jacket. He patted the inside pockets, and the side ones, and then he turned to her with a panicked, open-mouthed look of alarm.

      “Oh no, I can’t believe it!” he said.

      “What?”

      He started patting himself again, as if he could have missed the object he was targeting the first time.

      “My wallet! I didn’t bring my wallet.” He shook his head to himself. “And I was going to treat you as well.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” said Allie.

      Charlie’s hands dropped to the table and a smile appeared on his face. “I’ll pay you back—I promise.”

      Allie shook her head. “Oh, no need.”

      Charlie positively beamed at her, his puppy-brown eyes glimmering at the prospect of a nice free meal.

      “You’re sitting on it.”

      He tilted his head in a questioning manner, his smile flickering.

      “Your wallet. It’s in the back right pocket of your jeans. You’re sitting on it.”

      His mouth opened in surprise and the happy glimmer in his eye turned to a look of guilt. He reached behind him, and, not having a choice, retrieved his wallet. She could tell he was trying his best to look surprised.

      “Oh! Weird. I never put my wallet in that pocket.”

      Allie doubted that was true but didn’t feel a need to comment on the matter. Instead, she decided to be nice and put him out of his misery.

      “Actually Charlie, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to pay for dinner. To thank you. You loaned me your car and put me on your insurance. I owe you.”

      His face lit up again. “Wow, thank you!”

      Allie wasn’t overly surprised that he didn’t put up more of a fuss. The ‘forgotten wallet’ had clearly been a ruse to get out of paying. That raised the important question: was Charlie stingy or was he legitimately short of money? She wasn’t sure how much gardeners made, or how successful of a gardener he actually was. “I’ll pay for this, and then I’ll drive you home.”

      Charlie nodded uncertainly. She wondered if he found it a little emasculating to have the woman pay and drive him home on his date. But whether he did or not, no complaint was issued. Allie settled the bill, left a ten percent tip, and led the way outside to the car to drive him home.

      In retrospect, she almost wished she’d let him drive. Almost.
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      Allie was driving the Miata down the country road away from the restaurant and back towards Hawthorne. She was comfortable behind the wheel of the car, even if it was lower than what she was used to, and would have been positively enjoying it if she was alone.

      But, of course, she wasn’t.

      They’d had the windows open for the beginning of the journey, but they’d soon shut them after Charlie got whacked in the face by the tip of a branch that had encroached into the air above the road’s surface. Now they had to talk some more.

      “It’s strange being in the passenger seat of this car,” said Charlie, who was leaning forward to peer out the window ahead.

      “Is it? I thought it was okay on the drive over.”

      He glanced her way before flicking his eyes back to the road. “No, I mean I’m used to being the driver. I’m not sure I like being a passenger.”

      “Are you scared I’m going to crash?”

      “Umm. No. It’s just...”

      “You are! You’re worried I’m not a good driver. I can assure you, I’ve never even got a point on my license.”

      “I’m sure you’re technically very good. But points aren’t everything. You need quick reactions and lightning reflexes,” he said with the confidence of a well-practised tautologist.

      “If you drive carefully, you’re ready for anything,” said Allie. She was quite confident in her own ability to drive. What she was not confident in, though, was everyone else’s. Most people were terrible drivers in her experience.

      Charlie didn’t respond, but she knew he didn’t agree. He was probably one of those people who thought that the fact he could drive fast meant he was a good driver.

      The road felt narrower at night, and the trees that overhung the road from both sides made it feel like she was driving through a never ending, unlit tunnel. The only visible light came from the car’s headlights which she kept on high beam most of the time, only dipping them when a very occasional car from the other direction made itself known with its own bright lights.

      They were almost the only ones on the road that evening. Some way behind them was another car whose lights Allie sometimes caught in her rear-view mirror, but it didn’t seem to be in any hurry to catch them up, even though Allie was sticking to the speed limit precisely.

      “So that woman in the restaurant. Do you think she was cheating on Larry?” asked Charlie.

      “I’m not the best judge of people, but it looked that way to me. Unless she just got back in the dating game very quickly.”

      “That doesn’t seem very likely, does it? Who would go on a date just a couple of days after their partner was buried?”

      “Yep. That’s what I’m thinking. And it makes me wonder whether the guy she was with had something to do with it.”

      “Ooh. He could be the killer! He could have murdered Larry because he was a love rival!” Charlie seemed positively enthused at the possibility. “Did we just have dinner with a murderer?”

      Allie almost giggled but thought it might be rude, so caught herself. “Well, I don’t know about that. Maybe.”

      She slowed the car down as they came to a crossroads.

      “It’s a left here,” said Charlie.

      “I know,” said Allie, not liking to be told what to do or where to go.

      She brought the car to a complete stop, her indicator light blinking nice and early before they reached it.

      “There’s nothing coming. You can just go,” said Charlie when he realised she fully intended to stop the car completely.

      She shook her head but didn’t respond. Something had caught her eye. She peered into the rear-view mirror.

      “Come on, let’s go,” said Charlie, tapping his fingers on the dashboard.

      Allie blinked and cocked her head. In the mirror, the car from before that had been trailing quite far behind them was rapidly approaching them, its headlights on full beam and almost blinding, even in the reflection of the mirror.

      “That’s weird...”

      The car wasn’t slowing down. In fact, it was approaching at a very, very fast rate.

      It wasn’t going to stop.

      And so, for the first time in her driving life, Allie floored it.

      The Miata leapt forward like it had been stung, and Charlie shouted like he had too. “Whoa!”

      She spun the wheel when they were just shy of halfway across the road, and the Miata obligingly leaned as it turned, excited to be finally driven in a way keeping with its sporty stylings.

      The car spun to the left, and just in time too. With not more than a hair’s breadth of room between them, the car behind roared through the space the Miata had occupied just a moment before. Allie just about managed to keep the car on the road, but the right-hand side of it scraped up against the hawthorn hedgerow with loud squeals as its twigs scraped against the windows.

      “WHOA!” repeated Charlie, and this time it wasn’t with excitement. “What the heck was that?”

      The other car had sped right through the crossroads and they could hear it still accelerating away. Allie pressed the button to put on the hazard lights as she slowed the car to a halt. The interior of the car smelt of burnt tyre and it cloyed in the back of her throat.

      Allie was breathing deeply like Jackie had taught her to do in yoga to try and remain calm. After three deep breaths, she opened her mouth to talk. “That was a large SUV. Maybe a Range Rover?”

      “Yeah, I got that part,” said Charlie.

      “And they just tried to kill us.”

      “That’s what I was referring to. If you hadn’t...”

      “Yep. If I hadn’t accelerated away and swerved around the corner, he would have driven right through us.”

      Charlie looked around the interior of the car, examining it.

      “It would have destroyed us. We’d be red smears on his windscreen if you hadn’t gotten us out the way.”

      “I think we should get out of here, in case he comes back.” Allie turned off the hazards and began, with some shaking, to drive them back towards Hawthorne. She was torn between driving incredibly slowly due to the shock, or extremely quickly to escape any more possible murder attempts. She settled on the happy medium of driving at the speed limit.

      “My goodness. I’ve never experienced anything like that. We nearly died!”

      Allie nodded, not deigning to respond. She was focusing on looking out the windscreen ahead and the rear-view mirror behind, in case the SUV returned to finish what it had started.

      They decided to drive to the police station, and Charlie called ahead to let them know they were coming. It was lucky he did, otherwise they would have been out of luck; it didn’t stay open all night. These days, only the big regional ones did.

      When they arrived, there was a light on outside, and the front door swung open as soon as they approached.

      “Allie!?” said a familiar voice. It was Eddie, the police detective and cream tea fan.

      Charlie nudged her. “Who’s that?” he asked in her ear.

      “Eddie. A police officer I know.” They walked up the path and went inside the station, while Eddie closed the door behind them.

      After being offered tea—though sadly without scones and clotted cream—they were separated and invited to give statements. This time, Allie spoke with Eddie while Charlie spoke with another man she didn’t know.

      She followed Eddie into Interview Room B, which smelled pleasingly of disinfectant. Eddie started a recording device, and they went through the events of the evening, focusing on what she remembered about the car and the immediate aftermath of the event. After she’d explained what happened, Eddie switched off the recorder with a flick of his finger. The statement had barely lasted two minutes.

      “Allie,” he said, then paused.

      “Eddie,” she replied.

      “I know what you said on your statement that you don’t know who it was, but, off the record, can’t you take a guess?”

      She shrugged and shook her head. “I really have no idea who it could have been.”

      “But...” Eddie rubbed his chin. “I know what you and Jackie have been doing, remember? I know you’ve been looking into Larry’s death. Did you find anything?”

      “Not really. Nothing. We’ve just been talking to a few people around town.” Allie considered bringing up the topic of the death threat again but remembered her promise to Michelle.

      “And did you speak to anyone tonight?”

      “Umm.”

      “Allie?”

      “Well, there was one person.”

      “What happened?”

      “Tonight, when I was in the restaurant with Charlie. I saw Ruth.”

      “Ruth, as in Larry’s girlfriend, Ruth?”

      “Yep. But she had an alibi the night of the murder, didn’t she?”

      “You know I’m not supposed to tell you things like that. But yes, she had a cast iron alibi.”

      “Then I’m sure it’s not important. But it did seem a little strange. Ruth was in the restaurant too, and she was on a date with a man called Dan.”

      Eddie tilted his head towards her. “Ruth was on a date? But Larry only just died.”

      “Right. That’s what I thought! I mean, you read about all kinds of things in the papers—open marriages, affairs, things like that. Do you think that’s what it was?”

      “Could be, I suppose. Or maybe she just hates being single. Some people are like that.” Eddie nodded to himself as if he was a fount of knowledge about people’s love lives. Allie suspected he knew about as much as she did about the more sordid aspects of the world.

      “Anyway, he was a middle-aged man, and his name was Dan. I don’t know anything more about him. Ruth didn’t want to talk, and she left right after, in rather a hurry in fact.”

      “It could be relevant then, I suppose. Though we really don’t think the murder was to do with Ruth. Now, Allie, I need to ask you to do something.”

      “Oh?”

      “I know what we said before in the café, but you’ve got to stop investigating. Please, leave it to the police. Word has been getting around about you and Jackie. Not just here. I heard you were off in Buckleminster too? Talking to Larry Junior?”

      Allie shrugged. “I think we did bump into him there, yes.”

      “You’ve got to put a stop to it, I’m afraid.”

      “Pressure from above?” asked Allie, twirling some hair around a finger and not wishing to look up to meet his gaze.

      “Not just there. From below, or at least across too. You know how people are. They all talk, and they’re all talking about how you and Jackie are playing detective and poking your noses in where they don’t belong.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      “So, you won’t be doing any more investigating?” he pressed.

      “I said I understand,” she said with a smile and a nod that implied it was the end of the matter.

      Eddie didn’t push any further.

      Of course, she had understood, but she hadn’t agreed to comply. Since the police had been worthless so far, there was no way she was going to stop now. Her life might depend on it.

      Besides, it was a free country. There were no laws against walking and driving around and talking to people, were there?

      Eddie stood up, and Allie did the same, following him out of the interview room, down the hallway, and back to the lobby. Charlie was already there sitting on one of the plastic chairs in the waiting area.

      “Thank you for your reports. We’ll let you know if we find anything,” said Eddie.

      After thanking him for his time, Allie and Charlie headed outside. It had been another long day, but, thankfully, it was almost over. Allie planned to drop Charlie off and then draw herself a nice, hot, bubbly bath.

      “Goodnight, Eddie,” she said, over her shoulder as they left.

      “Goodnight,” came the wistful response.
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      On the short drive back to the B&B the night before, Charlie had offered Allie one helpful suggestion, almost as a passing thought.

      He had told her there was someone else they should talk to: Larry’s neighbour. He was known as a bit of a busybody, and a miserable one at that, and if there had been anything suspicious going on at Larry’s house, he would definitely have seen it.

      “This car’s nice,” said Jackie, who had slid the passenger seat as far back as it would go and was now stretched out exceedingly comfortably.

      “It’s okay. I miss mine though. Especially after last night.”

      Jackie took a moment to respond. “Are you sure?” she finally said.

      “Yep.” Allie didn’t turn to look. She was focused on the road—not just ahead, but she was trying to keep an eye behind her, and one to both the left and right as well. As she only had two eyes, this was proving to be something of a challenge.

      “But seriously. You said you floored it and only just managed to escape. If you’d been in your car…”

      Allie suppressed a shudder. Jackie was right. If she had been in her car, there’s no way she would have been able to get out the way in time. She and Charlie would have been toast. Then again, she wouldn’t have been there in the first place if her car hadn’t broken down, and she hadn’t met Charlie.

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps I wouldn’t have been there at all.”

      “That’s a point. So, what’s this neighbour of Larry’s like?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t met him. From the way Charlie described him though, I think he might be a bit of a grump.”

      Jackie put her sneakers up on the dashboard, and Allie reflexively swatted them down again. Neither commented on the action. It was just part of the daily ballet that played out between them and had done for more than fifteen years.

      “Sounds like most of the people we’ve met around here. Larry. Larry Junior. Even Michelle’s been a bit reserved. Not to mention all the backwards villagers who keep giving us evil looks.”

      “Oh, they’re not backwards,” said Allie. “They just think we might be murderers.”

      “Well, they shouldn’t.”

      There wasn’t anything Allie could say to counter that, so she didn’t. It didn’t matter, as they’d arrived at their destination anyway. Allie parked on the side of the road, and they both hopped out of the car.

      “Oh, and by the way, Eddie thinks we’ve stopped looking into all this.”

      Jackie squeezed her elbow. “You lied to him? I’m so proud of you!”

      Allie giggled. “No, he just read things into my words. He heard things I didn’t say. So anyway, if you see him, keep it in mind.”

      “Okay, I’ll remember to lie to the police next time I see them!” said Jackie far too happily.

      The driveway to Bill’s house was in a better state than Larry’s, but not by much. He had trimmed back the various bushes, shrubs, and trees so the drive wasn’t blocked, but that was about it. The paving stones which were laid from the street to the front door were all covered in decades of grime and grass and dandelions grew in healthy-looking clumps in the cracks between the paving stones.

      “What I wouldn’t give for a power washer and a couple of hours…”

      Jackie smacked her on the arm. “Stop it. We’re here to solve a murder, not to dredge up cleaning fantasies.”

      Allie raised her chin and decided to ignore Jackie. She’d dream of cleaning all she wanted, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop her.

      There was no doorbell, but there was an old knocker that was the colour of brass that hadn’t been cleaned since before Allie was born. She stared at it, willing it to knock itself.

      It didn’t knock itself, but Jackie did, giving three smart raps on the door.

      “I hope he’s not old,” said Jackie rather meanly.

      The door swung open.

      “I am,” said the old man who opened it.

      He looked to be in his seventies or eighties and was shorter than both of the girls. He was almost bald, wore thick bifocals, and dressed in a clean but rather ancient-looking linen suit.

      “Sorry, we were talking about someone else entirely,” said Jackie with confidence and the kind of winning smile that makes a certain kind of man believe anything you tell him.

      Luckily, Bill was that kind of man and he gave her a big smile in return.

      “Well, what can I do for you two young ladies?”

      Since Jackie was doing so well, Allie let her continue doing the speaking, at least for the moment.

      “I’m Jackie and this is my sister Allie. We knew your neighbour, Larry, who was sadly taken from us. We were wondering if we could ask you a few questions about him? We didn’t know him as well as we would have liked, and we want to know a bit more about him.”

      Bill slowly looked Jackie up and down from her bright white trainers to the top of her baseball hat, and then gave Allie the same generous once over.

      “Of course, I’d be happy to tell you all about him. Would you like to come in?”

      No is what Allie wanted to scream but didn’t.

      “We’d love to!” said Jackie with a happy smile.

      Inside was almost as bad as Allie had expected.

      Cobwebs in the ceiling corners, wallpaper peeling off at the edges, a mustard yellow carpet that was several shades darker than it had any business being, furniture piled up with letters and newspapers and magazines, and a musty smell that seemed to get stronger with every step they took.

      “Come into the lounge and I’ll put the kettle on.”

      “That’d be great!” said Jackie, before Allie could explain that they didn’t want any tea due to her fear of being poisoned by dirty cups.

      The lounge had a three-person sofa, a couple of armchairs, a coffee table, and enough clutter to fill a small museum. If you could find a museum that specialised in rubbish, that was.

      “I love your home,” said Jackie.

      “Yes, it’s… a home,” said Allie, not quite getting the charm factor right.

      Bill didn’t seem to notice, being more interested in watching the girls than listening to them.

      “You sit down and make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be back in a bit with the tea.”

      When he’d shuffled out of the room, Jackie took Allie gently by the arm and led her over to the sofa that she definitely didn’t want to sit on. When they were both in front of it, Allie was about to explain her intention to stand for the duration of their meeting with Bill, when Jackie beat her to it by stepping in front of her, giving her a delightful smile, and then a hard shove to her stomach.

      Allie toppled over backwards, landing on the sofa with a poof of dusty air, her mouth open in shock. Jackie immediately sat down right next to her with a grin, giving her a hearty slap on the thigh.

      “You didn’t want to sit there, right?”

      “No. I did not,” said Allie between sucking in breaths.

      “That’s why I pushed you. Had to. Now you’re sitting—just put up with it. He’ll think we’re weird if you insist on standing all the time.”

      “I am weird.”

      “No, you’re not! You’re just very particular.”

      “Are you sure you don’t mean peculiar?” Allie shuffled forward so she was perching on the edge of the sofa. She’d sit there if Jackie really wanted her to, but she wasn’t going to do it comfortably, damnit.

      “Peculiarly particular perhaps. Now, all we have to do is charm old Bill, and hopefully he can give us something we can use.”

      They waited for several uncomfortable minutes while Bill rattled around in the kitchen before returning with three cups of pre-sugared tea in mugs that Allie could psychically tell were full of stains on the inside.

      “Here you go, girls. Now, are you comfortable? What do you want to know?” His voice was throaty with decades of tar, and the slight wheeze that followed his words gave his voice a slightly sleazy undertone.

      He sat in an armchair across from them, both hands wrapped around his steaming mug, eyes fixed on Jackie.

      “We only knew him for a short time, and to have him taken from us so soon was such a shock. We’re feeling… incomplete, aren’t we, Allie?”

      “Oh yes, I certainly feel incomplete.” Who doesn’t feel incomplete sometimes?

      “So,” continued Jackie, “we just wanted to know a bit more. For example, our landlady at the B&B said Larry used to help people. Could you tell us about that?”

      Allie nodded at Jackie. Good idea, she thought, start with an easy question.

      Bill was shaking his head to himself. “I think you might have been misinformed. He wasn’t exactly the helpful type, old Larry. She was probably talking about his loans.”

      “Loans?” Jackie wrinkled up her nose adorably as she asked. Allie held her tongue.

      “High-interest loans. When people couldn’t get a loan from a bank, they’d go to the Bank of Larry instead. High interest, break your kneecaps if you don’t pay, kind of loans.”

      “He was a loan shark?” asked Allie incredulously. “And he broke people’s kneecaps?”

      Bill shrugged his shoulders, sending a slop of tea onto his trousers, but he didn’t seem to either notice or care. “Well, I don’t know about the kneecaps. Maybe. Wouldn’t put it past him. He knew some rough types who could help make sure he got his money back. I avoided finding out too much about it. Knowledge can be a dangerous thing, you know.”

      “But maybe those loans helped some people,” said Jackie charitably.

      Bill didn’t look convinced and just shook his head and muttered incomprehensibly.

      “Ruth seemed awfully upset.”

      “Well, she should be. Gold digging slapper that she was.”

      Allie and Jackie exchanged glances.

      Allie felt like she should ask at least some of the questions. “Did you know Dan?”

      “Dan? Ruth’s Dan?”

      She nodded for him to continue.

      “The fella who works in the cornershop? Nasty piece of work, that one. I’d stay away if I was you.”

      “Do you think he was having an affair with Ruth? I saw them together having what looked like a romantic meal.”

      Bill leaned forward, his forearms on his knees. “Did you now?” He took a slurp of his tea before continuing, eyes narrowed. “Those two go way back. Old friends. I doubt they’re seeing each other. Don’t know why that Ruth hangs around with him though. Nasty piece of work if you ask me.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Jackie quickly.

      Bill shrugged. “Just is. I can tell these things. Hawthorne’s full of them.”

      Allie pondered that for a moment. Was Hawthorne actually full of bad people, or was Bill just a difficult and judgemental old so-and-so? She considered asking him, but she suspected it would be rude.

      “Who do you think killed Larry?” asked Allie suddenly.

      He tilted his head at her, almost as if noticing her for the first time. He’d been so rapt with Jackie that he’d barely paid her any attention, thankfully. “Who? Well. It could be anyone, couldn’t it? His gold-digging tart, one of the people he ripped off with his loans, one of the tenants in that building—the two awful women.”

      “Two awful women?” Allie’s eyebrows had shot up her head in surprise.

      She couldn’t imagine anyone calling either Michelle or Bree awful. Michelle could be a touch terse at times, and she hadn’t been that responsive about the death threat, but she wasn’t awful. And Bree? Surely, she was the epitome of the opposite of awfulness.

      “The money raker upstairs and the faker downstairs. Wouldn’t trust either of ‘em as far as I could throw ‘em. And I’ve got arthritis. Can’t throw for thruppence.”

      “It sounds like there are a lot of bad people in Hawthorne,” said Jackie in a plaintive tone, a sad look on her face.

      Bill shook his head. “Nope. Best people in the world. You go out of here, and everywhere else is ten times worse. In London, they’ll stab you in the eye if you so much as look at someone funny.” He was nodding to himself as he spoke, pleased to be dispensing his wisdom to a willing audience.

      Jackie and Allie exchanged amused glances. While London had its share of crime, neither of them had yet been stabbed in the eye, or indeed anywhere, for looking at someone funny.

      “Is there anything else you could tell us about Larry?”

      He had started to shake his head when he suddenly stopped, a flash of something crossing his face. “He kept his garden nice, I’ll say that. He may have been a loan-sharking rat-faced old miser, but he kept his garden nice.”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      Bill frowned and stared at Allie, annoyed at being contradicted. Then his face softened as he realised something. “Oh. You only saw the front garden, right?”

      Allie nodded.

      “Told you he was a miserly old coot. No, he never touched the front garden. Didn’t for near twenty years. He said he only ever used it to go in and out of his house, and he was damned if he was going to waste time and money just so other people could gawk at it.

      “But the back garden, that he kept nice. Best roses in Hawthorne. And tulips to die for.”

      Allie didn’t think she would die for any flowers, let alone tulips.

      “I suppose everyone has redeeming qualities,” said Jackie. “Even loan sharks.”

      Bill nodded thoughtfully. “What else can I help you with?”

      Allie looked at Jackie, who gave a half-shrug. They’d probably got all they were going to get out of him.

      “I think that’s all. We’ve really got a better understanding of Larry now. Thanks so much. Shall we take our empty mugs through to the kitchen?”

      Allie looked down at her mug. It was definitely not yet empty. She hadn’t had a sip. She looked over at Jackie’s and saw she was the same. They both sprung to their feet and held their dirty mugs up high enough that Bill couldn’t see they were still full.

      Allie took Bill’s empty mug out of his hand, noting that the inside of the white porcelain mug was a deep tea-stained brown. “Thanks for the tea!”

      In the kitchen the girls quickly emptied their mugs into the sink, and then Jackie took Allie’s off of her.

      “Don’t even think about it, missy. I’ll wash them. If we leave it to you, you’ll do the whole kitchen.”

      This was true. Fighting an urge to ‘help’, Allie watched aghast as Jackie did the most cursory cleaning of tea mugs she’d ever seen. She simply swished around some water, rubbed the rim with her fingers to scrape off the freshest stains and then called it good.

      “I’ve got to get out of here,” said Allie, shuddering.

      And so they did, thanking Bill again and heading off back to the B&B.
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      Jackie and Allie were finishing up their lunch. The day’s special at Bree’s had been steak and mushroom pie with mashed potatoes and vegetables, and it had been, unsurprisingly, delicious.

      “Now that is what you call a pie,” said Allie as she pushed her knife and fork together.

      “Well, it was,” said Jackie with a grin. When she was away in the Cotswolds, she didn’t stick to her usual health-nut eating plan quite as much as she did back in London, much to Allie’s relief.

      “Didn’t like that much then, did you?” said Bree as she appeared by their sides and immediately began clearing their plates away, a beaming smile on her face. She loved it when her customers cleared their plates.

      “Nope. Awful,” said Jackie with a chuckle.

      Allie kicked her hard under the table. “Actually, I thought it was lovely. What I like about your pies, Bree, is that they are actually pies. These days so many places give you a little pot of stew with a frozen puff pastry lid, and it just isn’t the same.”

      Bree nodded. “I know, dear. I don’t know how they get away with it. It’s not even a pie, is it?”

      Allie nodded in firm agreement. She had strong opinions about things matching their descriptions and had walked out of more than one pub that either didn’t know what a pie was or was happy to lie about it to their patrons.

      “I was joking,” said Jackie, rubbing her shin, when Bree had left.

      “Oh. Ha, ha.”

      Jackie was glaring at her when she became distracted by something behind Allie.

      “Look, it’s your boyfriend.”

      Allie whipped her head around. She knew it wouldn’t be her boyfriend because she didn’t have a boyfriend, but she was curious as to who it would be. Coming through the door, a cheeky grin on his face, was Charlie. She was still looking over her shoulder at him when he began to approach their table.

      “Hi, how’s it going?”

      “Great!” said Jackie with a smile.

      Allie just shook her head. Why did Jackie lie so much?

      Charlie crouched down next to their table so that his head was at their level. He faced Allie, a serious look on his face.

      “You can sit on a chair if you like,” said Jackie, tapping the back of the chair next to her.

      He shook his head. “No. I’ll be off in a moment, was just passing and saw you in here. His head was bouncing up and down slightly as he tried to maintain his crouch at the correct height. “Allie, how’s the car? Is it okay?”

      Allie smirked, while Jackie pursed her lips. “It’s fine, Charlie. Thank you again for lending it to me. I really appreciate it, and I’m taking very good care of it.”

      “Good, good. I trust you, of course. I just wondered if you had any trouble with it. You know, if I could help you out with it at all.”

      Yeah, right. He was just worried she was going to crash it or get a big SUV to drive through it.

      “Nope. It’s fine. No problems at all.”

      “Well… good then. Any word from the police? They haven’t contacted me at all.”

      “Nor me. I don’t think they’re going to find out who it was. They don’t have any leads apart from our description.”

      “I’m surprised you of all people didn’t get the license plate,” said Jackie.

      Allie glared at her. “It was dark, and the car was moving too fast.”

      “It may not even have had a license plate,” added Charlie.

      Allie nodded in agreement, glad for the support against Jackie’s teasing.

      “Well, just as long as everything’s all right, I’ll leave you all to it. You take care now.”

      “We will,” said Allie. “I’ll get you your car back just as soon as mine is fixed.”

      As he left, Jackie started shaking her head.

      “What?”

      “Oh. You are quite the flirt, aren’t you?”

      Allie frowned at her. “Am not.”

      “You do have a whole string of admirers,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      Allie was just about to deny it when she felt a warm, strong hand close on her shoulder and ever so gently squeeze.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. May I join you for a moment?”

      It was Richard, and he was already pulling a chair out for himself before Jackie gave him, with more pleasure than necessary, permission to sit down with them.

      “Is everything okay? I saw a rather scruffy-looking man crouching down here. I thought I better check if everything’s okay. I thought Hawthorne was a better class of village than that…”

      “Oh, that’s just Charlie,” said Allie quickly, hoping to change the topic as fast as possible. “He’s a gardener.”

      “Allie’s dating him,” added Jackie with a sugary smile.

      “I am not dating him. I bought him dinner as a thank you for lending me his car.”

      Allie was quite pleased with herself for that response. It was mostly true but deflected from the fact that it had, technically, been a date—at least to start with. Most dates don’t end up with you paying and then filing a report at the police station though.

      “He loaned you his car? That’s awfully generous,” said Richard with a furrowed brow and a frown. He didn’t seem particularly pleased by this minor revelation.

      “And he put her on his insurance, like his wife,” said Jackie, who obviously wanted to be kicked again.

      “Ignore her,” said Allie. “He’s just a helpful guy. I’m sure he’d do the same for anyone.”

      “Well, I must say, I’m glad to hear that even the scruffiest residents of Hawthorne are kind. When I moved here, I was worried that the locals might be hostile towards outsiders.”

      Allie and Jackie both shook their heads. “No, the locals are usually very nice. Tourism’s a big part of the economy around these parts, so they have to be.”

      “Though they haven’t been all that nice to you two lately, have they?”

      “That’s different,” said Jackie. “Some of them still think we had something to do with the murder. I guess anyone would be hostile in that situation.”

      Richard made a point of looking around the café. “No one’s sitting near you.”

      “I know,” said Allie happily. It was one of the upsides of having half a village thinking you might be a killer: they tended to bother you a lot less.

      “Did you make any headway with your investigations?”

      Allie and Jackie glanced each other. They didn’t really know Richard, so how much should they share? What if he actually had something to do with Larry’s murder? But then again, if he’d been involved in the murder, he wouldn’t have encouraged them to investigate, would he?

      “I don’t think we’re any closer,” said Allie. She was being deliberately enigmatic. They weren’t any ‘closer’ because they were still in the same place they had been last time!

      “Actually, the police have told us to stop looking into it. It’s the police’s job, they said, and we’re not to go around investigating like amateur detectives.” Jackie was paraphrasing what they’d been told, but it was broadly true. She neglected to mention that they hadn’t exactly been following what had been ordered.

      “Perhaps that’s for the best. If you got too close, it could be dangerous.”

      Allie flicked her eyes up at him and gave him a quizzical look. “Dangerous?”

      Richard nodded. “Oh yes. If the killer thinks you’re onto them, they might try and scare you off—or worse!”

      “Worse?”

      Richard looked down at his hands, slowly turning them over each other. “I don’t want to alarm you, but I met more than my share of murderers when I was a lawyer. Some of them… let’s just say they don’t like it when they get caught. They can be quite violent, in fact.”

      “Thanks for the cheery tip,” said Jackie.

      “Ah. Sorry. I don’t mean to alarm you. I think I’ve done enough damage. I’ve got to get on now.”

      “We won’t keep you,” said Jackie with a smile.

      Richard quickly departed.

      “That was interesting, wasn’t it?” said Jackie.

      “Do you think he knew? About the death threat? And the… car incident?” She had almost said attempt on my life but didn’t want to actually say the words out loud; it would make it all too real.

      “I’m not sure. But I did notice one thing though—he didn’t like Charlie sniffing around you!”

      “He was not ‘sniffing around’ me! He was inquiring after his car.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say. I’ll tell you what though, Richard’s definitely got his eye on you.” Jackie poked Allie in the arm.

      “Nope. Don’t see it. He didn’t even ask me out.”

      “Maybe he’s just waiting to make sure you’re not arrested for murder,” she said with a grin. “After all, he is a lawyer. He’s got a reputation to maintain.”

      “Unlike us,” said Allie shaking her head. “Ours is shot.”

      Jackie gripped her arm. “Nope, it’s just taking a rest. Once this is all over, people will know we’re not the killers, and they’ll forget all about their silly suspicions.” She leaned in close. “And if we find the real killer? Our reputations will be untouchable! And then we’ll buy this building, move here, and be real Cotswolds ladies.”

      Allie snorted. Yeah, right. She didn’t think that was likely at all.

      “Are you ready?”

      “What for?” asked Jackie dubiously.

      “I think it’s time we had another chat with Michelle.”
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      Larry’s old neighbour Bill had told them that he was a loan shark, giving out high-interest loans to people in need of a speedy cash infusion. But that wasn’t how Michelle had described it. She had said that he used to help people. It was quite a different perspective.

      And now Allie wanted to find out just which version of Larry was the true one.

      They trooped up the stairs to the B&B, Allie leading the way and Jackie following.

      “Good afternoon, girls,” said Michelle as they entered through the upstairs door and reached the entrance hallway for the B&B.

      Ever since they had reported the death threat to her, Michelle had started spending most of the day sitting at the reception desk. In the past, it had sat empty unless she had been expecting someone to arrive, but now she’d added guard duty to her daily chores. Of course, it still sat empty when she was off changing the beds or attending to her other tasks, but nonetheless, they were pleased at the effort she was making.

      “Michelle,” said Allie, standing in front of the desk, “I was wondering if we could talk to you a little more about… you know.”

      The landlady gave her a quizzical look. Either Allie was less good at being euphemistic than she hoped, or Michelle was being deliberately obtuse. Or possibly a combination of the two.

      “The murder. Larry.”

      “Oh.” Michelle looked thoughtful for a moment, and Allie suspected that she was thinking about how to deflect their questions or get rid of them. A soft sigh left her lips. “I’m sure there’s nothing I can help you with, but go on then.”

      “You owed Larry money.”

      Allie could hear Jackie muttering something about having the subtlety and tact of a rhinoceros but ignored it.

      Michelle first shook her head, then opened her mouth, then closed it again.

      Finally, she stood up and said, “How do you know that?”

      “Bill told us. Larry’s neighbour. He said that Larry was a loan shark, offering high-interest loans to people who needed help. Is that what he did to you?”

      “No! No, of course not.” If Allie wasn’t mistaken, Michelle was looking a bit paler all of a sudden. “Larry was my friend. Yes, he loaned me some money, but it was nothing like that! He was just helping me out.”

      “Helping you? That sounds generous of him. What was the APR on that loan?”

      “A… P… R?”

      Ignorant or bluffing? Allie wasn’t sure but she intended to find out. “The interest rate.”

      “Was he ripping you off?” asked Jackie to clarify.

      “I don’t know! We didn’t talk about that. He was just a helpful man. He gave me a little loan in a time of need.”

      “That’s not what Bill said,” said Allie, with a confused frown.

      “You shouldn’t listen to Bill. He’s the most miserable old wretch in the village. Thinks badly of everyone. He even says Bree downstairs just fakes being nice and she’s actually a ‘witch’, or something that rhymes with it. It’s all codswallop. He just hates everyone.”

      She did have a point about his negativity. But that didn’t mean that everything he said was wrong. Allie was quite certain there was at least some truth to Bill’s words, but the question was, which ones?

      “I think it’s lovely that he was so kind to you,” said Jackie. “Sorry to have bothered you again. Come on, Allie.”

      Before Allie could complain that she wasn’t quite done, Jackie had interlocked their arms, turned them around, and they were heading back downstairs again.

      When they were out on the street again, Jackie released Allie’s arm.

      “I was just about to really start grilling her,” said Allie, peeved.

      “I know you were, that’s why we left. Remember, we are staying there. Upsetting our hostess wouldn’t be wise. There’s enough people against us in Hawthorne as it is.”

      “Hmm… If you say so. Do you think she was lying though? I do.”

      Jackie hmmed. “Perhaps. Maybe she did owe Larry a sizeable sum.”

      “And if the interest rates were as high as Bill said, then maybe she could only see one way out of her debt.”

      “Killing him?”

      Allie nodded. “It’s just a theory for now, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      “Only if you think Michelle is the kind of person who would resort to murder.”

      “How can you tell if someone is capable of murder?” asked Allie, genuinely curious as to the answer.

      Jackie didn’t give her the kind of answer she was looking for, instead shrugging and saying, “You never can tell.”

      “Hmph. Well she’s going on my list of maybes.”

      “Mine too,” said Jackie, taking Allie by the arm again. “Let’s go for a walk. It’s good for thinking.”

      “Is it?” said Allie dubiously. Jackie always thought some form of exercise was the answer to everything. Surely some things could be solved with cake, or biscuits, or a marathon telly session, couldn’t they?

      “Yes, it is. Now come on.”

      With the sigh of acceptance that comes only with more than a decade and a half of step-sisterly friendship, Allie let Jackie drag her away.
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      Bill sat in front of the remains of his lunch at the small dining table in the corner of his living room.

      It had been such an eventful day that he’d decided to treat himself to a slice of Battenburg cake after he’d finished his sardine sandwiches. It had gone down wonderfully with his fifth mug of tea of the day.

      It had been a while since he’d had two young ladies on his settee, that was for sure. It had been odd that they were interested in Larry next door though. Larry hadn’t had a lot of fans. But then again, neither did Bill if he was honest. People today just weren’t as friendly as they used to be. He couldn’t quite put his finger on why though.

      He picked up the last sizeable crumb of his cake and popped the moist sponge into his mouth, still with a little piece of marzipan attached. Delicious.

      He hadn’t told the girls everything, of course. He liked to think it was because they might come back for more, but it was really because his memory wasn’t quite what it was.

      For example, now that he thought about it, on the day that Larry was killed, he’d had a visitor early that morning. He hadn’t even mentioned it to the police. In fact, it had only come back to him after the girls had left. It probably wasn’t important.

      He licked his fingers.

      Or was it?

      If it was, he thought, then the police would want to know. But so might other people.

      If there was one thing he’d learned in his many years on this planet, it was that knowledge could be a powerful thing. If you knew the right things, you could turn them into money. Whether it was turning knowledge of a skill into a paid trade or simply letting someone know that you would happily keep their secret…. for a price, knowledge was valuable.

      And he had some.

      Slowly, he stood up, picked up his two plates and tea mug and carried them into the kitchen. He dropped them into the sink. He’d wash them later. He deserved a rest after the morning he’d had.

      But he wouldn’t rest quite yet. He had to do something first.

      He walked out into the hallway. There was a small, old wooden table with a single drawer near the front door. On it was his telephone. He opened the drawer, pulled out his address book, and looked up a number. There, there it was.

      He slowly punched the numbers on the phone.

      It had been better in the old days when you could stick your finger in there and turn the noisy, clicky disc, but the telephone company had insisted on switching him over to digital in the 1980s. He’d never forgiven them.

      It wasn’t a long phone call. Less than a minute, in fact.

      When it was over, he headed back into the lounge. He turned on the television and settled onto his settee for a nap while the sultry tones of daytime television presenters lulled him to a well-deserved rest.

      He didn’t wake up again until the knock on the door at 4PM.

      He blinked himself awake, climbed up off of the sofa, and made his way to the front door.

      Visitors, twice in a day. It was like old times.

      “Coming, I’m coming,” he called when the visitor rapped on the door again, impatiently.

      And old Bill went to open his front door with a mutter.

      He’d be glad when the day was over.
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      When Allie and Jackie left their B&B the next morning, they could tell something was wrong almost right away.

      “Did you see that?” said Jackie. “That woman just gave me a nasty look!”

      She nudged Allie to indicate the frumpy grey-haired woman on the other side of the road who was now hurrying away.

      “She was probably just jealous of your figure.”

      Jackie didn’t seem convinced, just shaking her head and frowning.

      When they walked into Bree’s Café, however, the hostility was confirmed.

      There were mumblings and mutterings, hushed words of complaint, and furious glances from every corner of the room save one, where Grandma Em was sitting.

      “What’s the matter? What’s going on? I thought people were giving us the evil eye before, but now…”

      As soon as they had sat down, Em leaned across the table. “There’s been another murder!”

      Allie’s skin began to tingle, and she could feel the blood rushing out of her cheeks. She felt almost faint. Another murder, in Hawthorne?

      “Who? What happened?” asked Jackie, her face scrunched up in concentration.

      “An old man called Bill. Lived next door to Larry. Sometime yesterday afternoon, he was murdered in his own home! Right next door to Larry!” Allie and Jackie exchanged panicked glances while Em carried on. “But that’s not the worst of it, I’m afraid.”

      “What is the worst of it?” asked Allie impatiently. She was of the strong opinion that people should begin with the most important things first, rather than building up to them.

      “Some people are saying that you two were seen at his house yesterday! I know it’s rubbish, but—”

      Jackie reached across and grabbed her grandmother’s arm. “It’s true.”

      Allie nodded. “We went to see Bill yesterday, around lunch time.”

      “Oh, no.” Grandma Em was shaking her head to herself. “That’s just terrible timing, isn’t it?”

      “It sure is,” said Jackie.

      “Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence,” said Allie. “Maybe he was murdered because we went to talk to him.”

      “What were you doing there anyway?”

      “We thought he might know something about Larry’s death. Since he lived next door and had known him for years, we were hoping he might be able to shine some light on the matter and help us find out who killed him.”

      “And did he help? Surely he would have spoken to the police already?”

      “He might have helped a little. He did reconfirm that there’s someone we should talk to.”

      Em looked worried. “Girls, I think you should leave it. That’s two murders in as many weeks.”

      “We won’t do anything dangerous, promise,” said Allie who fully intended to keep that promise.

      “Who is it that you want to talk to?”

      “His name’s Dan. He’s a friend of Ruth’s.” Allie absentmindedly but carefully straightened the salt and pepper pots while she spoke. “But Bill said he’s not a very nice guy at all.”

      Em slowly nodded her head in thought. “Bill was a miserable old sod, but I don’t think he’s wrong about that one. He’s got a cold streak, that Dan.”

      “A cold streak?” asked Allie.

      Em nodded. “He pretends to be nice, but you can tell that underneath he just doesn’t care about anyone or anything—unless it can help him. I don’t know what Ruth sees in him.”

      “Do you think he was having an affair with Ruth?” asked Allie while she adjusted the paper napkin dispenser.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I’ve always wondered about those two. They go way back, but they’ve never been an item as far as I know. Just friends.” Em took a sip of tea. “Oh girls, everyone’s talking about you now. That’s two old men, in neighbouring houses, that you talked to just before they died. It’s just the most frightful luck.”

      But Allie didn’t think it was a run of bad luck. At least not the second murder.

      Bill must have known something. But what?
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        * * *

      

      The women chatted some more, and after a vitalising mug of tea, Allie and Jackie headed out to the cornershop to try and speak to Dan Simpson.

      Mackleton’s was about a minute’s walk up the road, and like the rest of the business on the High Street, it was in an old stone building with a door that was just a bit too low.

      Of course, they had visited the shop many times over the years, but only quickly popping in and out. Neither Allie nor Jackie were familiar with any of the staff who worked there.

      Inside, the shop was more brightly and harshly lit than Allie expected. It’s always a surprising contrast to go into an ancient building and be greeted with the modern office-style fluorescent lighting with all the sterile charm of an operating theatre.

      Allie was surprised and annoyed after scanning the shop upon entering. It was a mess. Half the items on the shelves weren’t lined up, in some cases the remaining products hadn’t been pulled forward to replace spaces left by purchased items, and there was even a packet of ham and mustard crisps sitting on the floor instead of the shelf! All the while, the shopkeeper on duty was standing behind the counter like a lemon instead of making the place presentable—or at least attempting to.

      Allie started to make her way over to the counter, but Jackie paused her with a nudge.  They waited while an elderly lady purchased a packet of lemon drops, painstakingly counting out a whole handful of coins to make the purchase. When she’d finally finished, Jackie nudged Allie again.

      “Hi, Dan, right?”

      He raised a hand and tapped his chest, which had a name badge reading DAN SIMPSON and underneath in smaller writing, DUTY MANAGER, affixed to his polyester uniform shirt.

      “We met the other day, in that Italian restaurant. You were with Ruth. Do you remember?”

      His face dropped. “Oh, yes. I remember. Can I help you find anything?”

      Yeah—the killer! was what Allie wanted to say, but she didn’t. “No… I was wondering, I don’t mean to pry, but were you and Ruth on a date?”

      Dan put his hands palm down on the countertop and leaned over. He was significantly taller than Allie, even at this tilted angle. “Ruth and I are just friends. I know what you’re implying, and the answer is no.”

      “What were we implying?” asked Jackie innocently.

      “That me and Ruth were having an affair. We weren’t and we aren’t. We’re old friends. That’s all.”

      “What did Larry think of your friendship?” asked Allie.

      “I’ve got no idea what that old coot thought. Never even met him. Didn’t want to or need to.”

      “But she was your friend’s boyfriend!” said Jackie sounding surprisingly shocked.

      “Boyfriend? More like old-man-friend. Just because she made a mistake didn’t mean I had to get involved. Her love life’s her own business.”

      Allie decided to try a different tact: lying. “It’s just… people are beginning to talk.”

      In a flash, his eyes narrowed and his eyebrows furrowed. “People? What people?”

      “Just... people,” said Allie, waving her hands vaguely in the direction of outside.

      “What are they saying? That I killed Larry to be with Ruth? They’re some stupid people if that’s what they think. Maybe I should teach ‘em a lesson.”

      Allie shrugged, palms up. “I know, it’s awful, isn’t it? The same thing happened to us, you know. People keep whispering and saying things behind our backs. We know how it feels.”

      Jackie was nodding along in agreement. “It’s a horrible feeling, knowing that people are talking about you killing someone behind your back.”

      Dan looked fierce but confused, his knuckles white and his lip trembling like he wanted to lash out but didn’t have a suitable target to lash out at.

      “They better not say anything where I can hear it, or there’ll be trouble, I can tell you. Idiots, the lot of ‘em. If I wanted Ruth to be my girlfriend—which I don’t—but if I did, I certainly wouldn’t have to kill Larry to make it happen. There’s more than one way to skin a cat, and killing an old codger to get his girl is about the stupidest way to skin that one.”

      Allie shuddered at the mental imagery his words had given her. She wasn’t a fan of metaphors in general, but that one was particularly gruesome.

      “Do you know Michelle, in the B&B?”

      The change of topic was good for Dan’s demeanour. His features softened quickly to a smile, and in a moment his face looked as calm as anyone’s.

      “Michelle? The miserable old cow at that failing B&B?”

      Jackie and Allie exchanged tight-lipped glances. They didn’t like to hear their hostess insulted, but this probably wasn’t the best time to defend her honour either.

      “Yes, her,” said Allie. “We heard she might have owed Larry a lot of money.”

      Dan cocked his head, this new information seeming to be of great interest. “Now that wouldn’t surprise me. Larry did do loans, and I can definitely see her needing one.” He nodded his head to himself. “Yeah, I could see her borrowing a bunch of money from him and then being unable to repay it.”

      “She said that Larry and her were friends.”

      Dan snorted. “Friends? I don’t think Larry had friends.”

      The door to the shop swung open, and Allie turned to see who it was. An elderly but upright old man strolled in holding a cane that looked like he used it more for whacking people with than assisting him in his walking.

      He walked straight to the counter and made a point of standing directly behind Allie, smacking the bottom of his cane onto the floor three times as he came to a halt to announce his place in the queue he had just started.

      “We better get going,” said Jackie. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Bye, Dan. Good luck,” said Allie with a genial smile.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      Arm in arm, heads huddled together, Allie and Jackie left Dan to his work.
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      When they returned to the café, Grandma Em was still there, but she was no longer alone.  Somewhat surprisingly, it wasn’t a male tourist of a certain age that she had persuaded to join her, it was actually just Aunt Kay.

      Aunt Kay was in her forties, and with two children and a full-time job, she didn’t have much time for hanging around in cafés in the daytime. She was a slender woman who was naturally pretty, but her hectic and stressful lifestyle meant that most of the time she looked exhausted and drawn rather than glamorous. Today was no exception, and she looked as if she’d just finished a marathon after several days of severe sleep deficit.

      Grandma Em lived with Aunt Kay, helping her run the household—at least in theory. In practice, Em kept such a busy life herself, that she wasn’t quite as much of a help as she imagined herself to be.

      As they approached the table, Em and Kay looked up, both with furrowed brows and pursed lips.

      “Hi, girls. Sit down, we’ve some news,” said Aunt Kay. Grandma Em nodded in affirmation, her face grim.

      “Oh no, what’s happened now?” said Jackie as she slid into a chair.

      Allie sat down opposite Jackie, clasping her hands in front of her in preparation for hearing about whatever the latest disaster was.

      “I’m sorry to say we’ve got some bad news for you.”

      “There’s not been another murder?” asked Allie.

      “No, thank goodness. Nothing quite that bad,” said Kay. “It’s this—”

      Grandma Em raised up a hand in a halting motion and nodded her head towards the door. They all looked over to see Michelle entering.

      “—well, I’ll let her explain.”

      Michelle walked straight over the table and stood over them, a nervous but determined look on her face.

      “What’s the matter?” asked Jackie as she flexed her extended arms over her head.

      “Allie, Jackie, I’ve appreciated your custom over the years, but, well…” Michelle hesitated, wringing her hands together and looking down at her shoes instead of at them. She took a deep breath, straightened up, and focused on Allie, looking her in the eye directly. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave the B&B. I’ve been getting complaints. Numerous complaints.”

      “But I kept our room so tidy!” said Allie indignantly.

      The other three women gave her funny looks.

      “I’ve been getting complaints that I’m harbouring suspected murderers, Allie. I’m sure you girls were nothing to do with Larry’s death. Or Bill’s. And it was just coincidence that you visited both of them just before they died, but other people don’t see it that way. I said that you two were like angels, but all I heard back was that you were like angels of death.

      “Nope. I’m sorry, but you have to leave. If you don’t, people are going to start boycotting me and leaving bad reviews. It’s a shame, and I don’t want to do it, but I’ve got to protect my business.” Michelle had grown in confidence as she spoke, and when the words were all out, she stood there with a defiant look on her face, daring them to argue with her.

      “I think you’re cowardly,” said Grandma Em.

      “I’m very disappointed in you, Michelle,” said Aunt Kay. Her claim of disappointment sounded much more cutting than Em’s insult.

      “If you could remove your things from your room as soon as possible, I would be most grateful. I’ve already authorised a full refund to your credit card. I’ll be upstairs. Good day.” Michelle turned and left as soon as she was done, not willing to hear any more of their thoughts on the matter.

      “We could fight it,” said Jackie. “I’m sure we have some consumer rights, don’t we?”

      Em and Kay both nodded firmly.

      “If you want to fight, we’ll back you,” said Em.

      Allie shook her head. “I don’t want to stay where I’m not wanted.”

      Jackie sighed. “No, nor do I. Not really. It’s just the principle of the thing that gets me.”

      They all agreed with that.

      “You can stay in our spare room, if you like,” said Aunt Kay quietly.

      She’d offered them the room many times over the years, but Allie had always insisted on staying at the B&B. Kay’s house was fine, but with her children and busy lifestyle it often looked like a particularly unfriendly tornado had recently passed through. That, and she’d clearly never properly studied the finer aspects of the art of cleaning.

      “Oh, could we?” said Jackie. “We’d really appreciate it, wouldn’t we?”

      The kick arrived before Allie could even think about explaining why staying at Kay’s house would be impossible.

      “Umm, oh, yes please,” said Allie, bending down to rub her shin.

      She was already mentally planning: she would turn the spare room into a shrine to calm and cleanliness and simply do her best to ignore the rest of the house. Perhaps she could get some blinkers like a horse for whenever she had to traipse through the rest of the home. She wasn’t sure if they made them in human sizes though.

      “If you grab your stuff from upstairs, we can get you set up right away. I’ve got an evening shift later though, so don’t tarry.”

      Allie and Jackie quickly agreed and went back upstairs to pack their things, leaving Grandma Em and Auntie Kay to worriedly drink their tea and continue discussing their disappointment in Michelle.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, they were each sitting on one of the white-sheeted single beds in Aunt Kay’s spare bedroom. It was on the ground floor of the house and had probably spent most of its life as a study of some kind, but it was now set up as a bedroom. It was almost nice.

      The walls were the bare stone of the cottage, which with its dark grey tone actually came across as warmer than it may have sounded. The floor, too, was stone, but it had been mostly covered with a large oriental-style rug, which hadn’t taken Allie too long to vacuum clean.

      “Do you buy it?” asked Jackie, who was leaning back against the stone wall which her bed was pushed up against.

      “Buy what?”

      “The reason Michelle gave for kicking us out. That people were complaining and threatening to leave her bad reviews.”

      Allie slowly pondered the situation. She had been thinking about it nonstop since Michelle had told them the news. “It could be true…”

      “But you are thinking what I’m thinking, right?” asked Jackie.

      Allie frowned. “You’re probably thinking that we should go for a run to clear our heads.”

      Jackie giggled. “Well, yes, but I know you’d say no to that. No, I mean about Michelle. Do you think we were getting a little too close to the truth—about Larry’s loans—and that’s why she kicked us out? Maybe she didn’t want us uncovering anything else?”

      “Oh, that. Yes, of course that’s what I was thinking. I’m just wondering what she’d gain by getting rid of us. Wouldn’t it be better to have us right there so she could keep tabs on us?”

      “Nope. First, there might be some kind of evidence that she’s hiding and doesn’t want us to find. Second, guilty people don’t always act all that logically. She might be thinking ‘out of sight, out of mind’ if we’re gone.”

      Allie smiled thoughtfully. It sort of made sense when Jackie said it like that. “And perhaps she thought we’d run off back to London with our tails between our legs.”

      “Exactly. She probably didn’t expect us to stick around. But we’re not quitters.”

      Despite having to stay in Aunt Kay’s house, Allie was beginning to feel quite cheery. She was sure they were onto something with Michelle. “We should keep watch on her and see if she does anything suspicious.”

      “Exactly. Let’s find out what it is she’s keeping from us.”

      Just then, Jackie’s phone began to buzz. She looked down at it.

      “Ugh. Why’s he calling me? He should be calling you.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Eddie.” Jackie answered the call and held the phone up to her ear. “Yes… I understand… okay… yes… no, nothing at all… I suppose so… yes… you too… see you then.”

      “Let me guess. He’s taking you to Paris on a whirlwind date.”

      Jackie giggled and shook her head. “It’s you he’d be taking on a date. No, we’ve got to go and give statements. About our visit to Bill’s house. We were probably the last people in the house and the last to speak to him, and so they want to ask us what we know. Again.”

      “I’ve visited that police station more times than I’ve visited Aunt Kay in our last two trips.” Allie wasn’t pleased to go back there again. She knew she had precisely nothing useful to contribute to the investigation into Bill’s death.

      “Ooh! I know what’s going on!” said Jackie, bounding off the bed and landing on her feet with a huge smile.

      “What?” asked Allie suspiciously.

      “Eddie must have fallen in love with you, then he killed Larry right after we visited to have an excuse to meet you! Then he tried to crash into your car, and now he’s killed Bill, just to spend time with you!”

      Allie stood up, alarmed. “Do you think so?”

      Jackie slapped her thigh and giggled, though it sounded more like a cackle to Allie. “I’m kidding! Lighten up. If he’d resort to that, I’m sure he’d just kidnap you instead.”

      Allie rolled her eyes, having had quite enough of Jackie’s jokes for one day.

      “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”
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      The interviews with the police had gone more smoothly than they had any right to expect, what with the way things had been going for them lately.

      It turned out that Eddie himself wasn’t actually there; he was off duty by the time they arrived at the police station. Allie had her interview with the same steel-haired officer as after Larry’s murder, and she found out that her name was Judy Remington.

      They had been allowed to leave as soon as they had given their statements, though the police had asked how long they were planning to stay in Hawthorne. Their vague promise of three or four more days had been enough for now, though she suspected the police intended to speak to them before they left to go back to London. They hadn’t said it as such, but Allie could read it in their eyes.

      “I think they’re going to arrest us soon, you know,” said Allie to Jackie.

      They had just parked the car behind the cafe in their usual carpark, though it wouldn’t be staying there overnight this time since Michelle had unceremoniously kicked them out of their accommodation.

      Allie hadn’t wanted to return to Aunt Kay’s house just yet as her children would be returning home shortly, and Allie wasn’t ready to face their grubby hands.

      “But why would they? They don’t have any evidence against us. It’s all been coincidence.”

      “That may be, but we’re the closest thing they have to suspects, and some of the locals are getting annoyed. They’ve already forced us out of the B&B. I bet they’re calling the police every hour telling them to arrest us.”

      Jackie shook her head. “No way. People are better than that.”

      “Perhaps. Come on. I need a mug of tea. I don’t want to go home until it’s nearly bedtime.”

      “But you love those kids.”

      “Ye-es,” Allie said tentatively, “I do, but only in small doses.”

      Jackie giggled. “Come on.”

      They walked down the small access road that went between the buildings. Just before they came out onto the High Street, Jackie took Allie’s wrist and pulled her to a halt. She gestured towards the High Street with a tilt of her chin and a pointed stare.

      Allie couldn’t see anything special. But when they stopped and she listened properly for a moment, she heard the unmistakable sound of Michelle’s voice.

      “You better keep my secret safe,” she said in a tone that dripped with anger.

      Allie and Jackie looked at each other. Michelle was most upset about something.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. You can trust me.”

      Allie leaned in to whisper in Jackie’s ear. “Dan?”

      Jackie gave an affirmative nod.

      “If anyone finds out,” said Michelle, “it’ll all be over for me. Everything. So you just make sure you keep your trap shut. Got it?”

      “I said I would, didn’t I? Just drop it. You’ve done your bit. I’ll do mine.”

      “Very well. See you later, Dan.”

      “Hopefully not.”

      They heard the sounds of two sets of footsteps walking away, and a moment later Dan passed across the end of the little road they were on. But he didn’t turn and see them.

      “What do you think that was all about?”

      Jackie frowned, raising one leg behind her and beginning a stretch against the wall. She often claimed that twisting herself into awkward and uncomfortable positions helped her think. Allie didn’t buy it. “Michelle’s got a secret, and Dan’s got to keep it.”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what she said. But do you think it could be...”

      Jackie’s head was now bent all the way back, but she flicked it forward and locked eyes again with Allie. “That she murdered Larry and Dan knows about it? He has to keep her secret?”

      They stood there, thinking.

      “I mean, it could be any old secret. It could be just about anything, couldn’t it?”

      “It could, but how many secrets do you think someone could have that could be so ruinous? And what a coincidence it would be with both of those murders.”

      “I think it’s time we had another word with Dan.”
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        * * *

      

      They walked out onto the High Street and could see Dan in the distance walking away at an unhurried pace in the direction of the cornershop in which he worked. They followed behind and caught up to him when he stopped to smoke a cigarette before going back inside.

      “Hello, Dan. On a break?” asked Allie as they approached.

      He half-raised his chin in a combined greeting and confirmation but didn’t offer them anything further.

      “Dan,” said Jackie, stepping up close to him. “A little birdie told me that Michelle has a secret. A rather big secret.”

      Allie didn’t step quite so close, as she didn’t want any of his cigarette smoke on her clothes.

      Dan took a long drag in and then blew it out in half a dozen rings. Allie was glad she’d stayed back. “A secret, huh?”

      He looked back and forth between them, eyes narrowed, as if assessing what they may or may not know. “You saw me and Michelle speaking. Just now.”

      “That’s right,” said Allie.

      “Look, it’s a big secret. If I tell you, will you promise to keep it to yourselves?”

      They exchanged glances and gave little half-shrugs to each other.

      “Sure,” said Jackie.

      Allie wasn’t quite so sure about making such a promise. If Dan were to announce that Michelle had murdered Larry, for instance, then she didn’t intend to keep that promise at all. But luckily it had been Jackie that had given her assurance.

      “It’s this,” said Dan, leaning towards them. “Michelle’s breakfasts, in the morning. You’ve had her scrambled eggs, right?”

      Allie’s expression turned to befuddlement.

      “Yes...” said Jackie, equally surprised by this turn in the conversation.

      “The thing is, she doesn’t make them. It’s powdered scrambled eggs. If people found out the second B in her B&B was faked there’d be hell to pay. It’s a cut-throat business, that.”

      Allie nodded at him. “Thank you.” Jackie gave her a surprised look. “But I don’t believe you,” finished Allie.

      Dan tossed his cigarette onto the ground and stomped on it with a heavy black boot that looked more suited to construction work than minding a shop.

      “You don’t believe me?” He considered it for a moment. “So, you’re calling me a liar?”

      “Yes,” said Allie as she skilfully stepped to the side to avoid Jackie’s cautionary kick.

      “I don’t like being called a liar. Not one bit.” He was shaking his head slowly, and on his face was a snaky smile that was more threatening than amused.

      “You shouldn’t lie then. I’ve had Michelle’s eggs, and they are not powdered. I know, because I saw her making them when I was inspecting her kitchen.”

      Dan glared at her. “Look. It’s none of your business. Why don’t you keep your snouts where they belong and stay out of this?”

      “Look yourself, Dan. We know Michelle has a secret and we know that, despite accusations, we had nothing to do with the two recent murders. So, unless you can tell us what Michelle’s secret is, we’re going to assume it’s something to do with all these deaths.”

      “It’s only two deaths. Don’t exaggerate.”

      “That’s not the point!” Allie was getting increasingly frustrated with Dan’s avoidance of their questions.

      “Right. Listen up. I’m going to tell you this once.”

      Allie gave Jackie a satisfied smile. Jackie didn’t look convinced.

      “Michelle is a... decent woman. Yes, she’s got a secret, but no, I’m not going to tell you what it is. If you’re that curious, go and ask her yourself. Tell her you were eavesdropping and spying on her, but you didn’t get all the details, so could she please fill you in on the rest of it. I’m sure she’ll be delighted.”

      “Is he being sarcastic?”

      Jackie nodded at her sister. “Yes, he’s being an idiot.”

      “I’m going back to work.” Dan turned away from them without offering them a farewell. Under his breath he muttered something that sounded like it began with f and ended with “...muppets.” He pushed open the door to the shop and disappeared inside.

      “That wasn’t very successful,” said Allie sadly.

      “Oh, I don’t know. We’ve confirmed that Michelle’s got some big secret at least. The only thing is, now I’m not sure it has anything to do with the murders.”

      “I know how we can find out whether it has anything to do with the killings,” said Allie with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Oh?”

      “Let’s go and ask her!”

      “You’re a real Sherlock Holmes, Allie.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls walked back down the street, Allie leading the way and Jackie trailing behind.

      Jackie had expressed her doubts about the extremely clever plan that Allie had devised, but she also wasn’t about to let Allie go off and ask a potential killer if she was an actual killer on her own, so she came along regardless.

      When they got to the entrance to the B&B, Allie paused.

      “We’re not allowed in, are we?”

      “Technically, Michelle said we weren’t welcome to stay there anymore. She didn’t say we were barred from visiting.”

      “Oh,” said Allie with a relieved smile, “good point!”

      Still leading the way, Allie climbed the stairs. When they got to the top and entered, Michelle was sitting at the desk. She looked up at them with some surprise.

      “Allie, Jackie,” she said as she shifted uncomfortably in her wooden chair. “You moved your stuff out already, didn’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then...”

      “We’re not barred from visiting, are we?” asked Allie.

      “Who are you visiting? You don’t know any of the other guests, do you?”

      “You,” said Jackie, stepping to Allie’s side.

      “Me? What is it that you want?”

      “We heard you talking with Dan,” said Allie.

      “About your big secret,” said Jackie.

      They paused, waiting to see how Michelle would react.

      The first thing she did was clench her teeth together and narrow her eyes. Allie thought it was an involuntary reaction caused by anger. It turned out, she was right.

      “I’m sorry?” she said through clenched teeth. “Were you eavesdropping on a private conversation?”

      Jackie shook her head.

      “No,” said Allie, “it was on the street. We didn’t mean to hear anything. If you want to have a private conversation, you should probably have it somewhere, well, private.”

      “What did you hear?” she asked in a worried tone.

      Jackie shook her head at her. “We didn’t hear anything, only that you had a secret.”

      “Look, it’s none of your business. But I’ll tell you one thing: It’s nothing to do with those awful deaths. I know you’re in it up to your eyes, but trust me, this is nothing to do with that. So, could you please just leave me and my secret alone?”

      By the time she had finished speaking, some of the anger had left Michelle’s face. Now she seemed more tired than anything. Tired and a little sad.

      Allie stepped back awkwardly. “Sorry to have bothered you,” she said in a tone rather meeker than the one she had used when they first arrived.

      “We’ll leave you to it then,” said Jackie.

      The two of them left the B&B, feeling unwelcome for the second time in one day.

      This time, they also felt guilty.
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      While Jackie claimed that she had been tossing and turning all night long, Allie had slept exceedingly well. She had prepared by visiting the chemist to purchase eye-shades and earplugs, and so had managed to avoid all the disturbances of the night.

      Jackie, on the other hand, said she’d been restless the entire night, waking up dozens of times, unable to sleep because of worry.

      Allie didn’t really get it. There was no point worrying about things in the middle of the night when you couldn’t do anything to change them. She saved her worrying for when it mattered: out in the real world with all its illogicality and craziness. Such as at that very moment, while they were having tea at Bree’s Café.

      “Here’s a question,” said Jackie. “Why does Michelle bother cooking her breakfasts upstairs? She should do a deal with Bree and send her customers down here. It’d be much easier for her.”

      Allie nodded. “And Bree’s breakfasts are much better.”

      Normally they wouldn’t have been quite so catty about Michelle’s food; they would have couched it with phrases like different style or more homely. But they weren’t exactly enamoured with Michelle at the moment.

      “That’s a good idea though. If we ever buy the place, the first thing we should do is kick Michelle out and then re-work it so the customers come to Bree’s for breakfast. We could probably even put in another bedroom if we did that.”

      “Good idea. But first, we really need to make sure we don’t get done for murder.”

      Allie picked up a teaspoon and began to stir her mug of tea thoughtfully, even though she hadn’t added any sugar to it. Jackie had banned her from that vice when they were still teenagers. “Do you think we could buy it from prison? Are there rules against that?”

      Jackie nearly spat out a mouthful of her own tea but managed to recover and swallow it down with a splutter. “Don’t say things like that!”

      Allie shrugged. “Why not? It’s good to think ahead, isn’t it?”

      “No! It’s bad luck. We’re not going to prison, touch wood.” Jackie made a point of rapping her fingers against the table.

      “I don’t think it’s wood,” said Allie with a thoughtful frown. “At least, there’s a plastic coating of some kind on top.”

      “You’re insufferable. Just read the paper or something. Stop putting thoughts of going to prison in my head.”

      Allie shook her head to herself. While obviously she didn’t want to go to prison, there was no harm in at least doing a tiny bit of mental preparation, just in case.

      Anyway, even if they were arrested, they’d never get a conviction against them. There was no evidence, just circumstantial placings. She was quite confident of that. Unless, she thought, someone decided to frame them.

      Before she could carry on with that line of thinking, she took Jackie’s advice and had a look at the newspaper she’d picked up by the door when they had entered.

      The lead story in this edition of the paper was some rather sordid local news.

      “Did you see this?” Allie asked Jackie.

      “You know I haven’t.”

      “It’s about the MP for Hawthorne. You know, that nice looking man with the grey suits.”

      “The most boring man in England?” asked Jackie quizzically.

      “I think he looks nice in his grey suits. Anyway, it seems things haven’t been going well for him. It says here that his wife’s divorcing him, and she was cheating on him for years!”

      “Ooh, are you thinking of adding him to your harem of potentials?” asked Jackie, suddenly perking up.

      “My… what?”

      “You know. Eddie. Richard. Charlie. Larry Junior—”

      “Larry Junior! I—”

      “Got you. That last one was a bluff, but you admit the others are in the running, huh?” Jackie was leaning back on her chair with just about the most self-satisfied look Allie had ever seen her put on.

      “No. No one’s in the running. Especially not this MP. It says here that the MP was having an affair too! So he’s already taken.”

      Allie continued to read the article. Suddenly her hands squeezed the newspaper tight, and if she’d been one for amateur dramatics, she may have fallen off her chair in shock. Instead, she said, “Jackie! You’re not gonna—”

      She was interrupted by Jackie raising a hand to indicate her to stop, which annoyed Allie immensely. She was just about to tell her the most interesting part. But when she looked up, she changed her mind.

      Michelle had just entered the café and was already walking towards them.

      “Can I join you for a moment?”

      Allie and Jackie each gave the other a half-nod of agreement, and then Jackie reached out and grabbed a chair by the top of its back, pulling it out for Michelle. She sat down with a small but grateful smile.

      “Oh,” she said when she saw Allie with the paper. “You’ve seen then.”

      Allie nodded excitedly, while Jackie gave her an inquiring look. “I was just reading it…”

      Michelle shook her head with a look of regret. “I’m really sorry, girls.”

      “What is it? What’s happened?” asked Jackie.

      Michelle reached over the table and tapped the newspaper Allie was holding. “This. Look, I wasn’t honest with you yesterday. I didn’t know this was going to come out.” She paused and sighed and shook her head yet again. “If I’d known… well, it’s too late now.”

      “Could you just tell me what’s going on?”

      “All right. First, I just want you to know I’m sorry. I truly am. When I kicked you out… what I said wasn’t true. People weren’t threatening me with bad reviews or anything like that. Sure, people have been whispering and gossiping about you, but the rest of it wasn’t true.”

      “Then why—”

      “She was being blackmailed, weren’t you?” said Allie. She folded up the newspaper in half and placed it neatly in front of her. She wouldn’t be needing to read the rest of the story. She was going to get it from the horse’s mouth. Well, Michelle’s.

      “I was.”

      “Why?” said Jackie tapping the fingers of both hands on the table rapidly in frustrated annoyance about being left out of the loop.

      “I… had an affair. With an MP. With our MP, John Skye. That was my secret. That was what Dan and I were talking about. I thought it was going to stay a secret, but,” she tapped Allie’s newspaper as she spoke, “it’s all out there now.”

      “And Dan?” asked Jackie, not having quite figured it all out yet.

      “He knew about it. He knew about me and John, and he’s been using it against me for months. At first it was a bacon sandwich every morning—he’d drop by and demand one when I was doing the breakfasts each day. But recently he upped his requests.”

      “He asked you to kick us out,” said Allie.

      Michelle nodded. “He said you two were bothering him and Ruth. The way he explained it, he said you were really intrusive. He said you were going through Ruth’s bins—”

      Jackie snapped to her feet. “Going through her bins?”

      Michelle tilted her head. “That wasn’t true?”

      Allie and Jackie both shook their heads vehemently, and Jackie let herself slide back down into her chair. “And I guess you weren’t sitting outside Dan’s house the other night, with a pair of binoculars?”

      “No!” said Allie, surprised at her own anger. “Nothing like that! We just asked a few people some questions. No stealing of rubbish, no spying, nothing like that! I don’t even know where Dan lives.”

      “You don’t even know where he lives? In that little cottage on the corner before you turn off to get to Skip’s? Then how did you accost him at his front door?”

      “We didn’t!” they both said.

      Michelle looked down at her hands before looking up at them again. “I’m sorry, I suppose I’ve made a right mess. I just wanted to keep my secret, and I suppose I let Dan manipulate me.”

      “Why did you even need to keep it a secret? They were getting divorced anyway.”

      “It’s complicated. Divorces always are. But what happened is the wife had an affair for several years, but when John found out, she supposedly broke it off. They decided to give it another go for the sake of their children and John’s political career. But she soon started up again and filed for divorce. Before the divorce proceedings started though, me and John started to… meet. Technically, he was being unfaithful too—even though she ‘started it’, as it were—and the divorce courts would have held it against him. That’s why Dan was able to blackmail us.”

      “I’m liking this Dan Simpson less and less,” said Jackie with bitterness.

      “I didn’t like him since the first time we met him,” said Allie.

      “I’m so sorry for everything I put you through, girls. While it was Dan blackmailing me, I have to take responsibility too. Now that the secret’s out, I finally feel free. I’m sure you’re too angry at me, but if you like, you could move back to the B&B for the rest of your stay. I won’t charge you.”

      “Well, we’ll think about it,” said Jackie. “We’ve already moved to our Aunt Kay’s house now.”

      “I’ve thought about it already,” said Allie with a smile. “I’ll move my stuff back later today!”

      Jackie glared at Allie, but Allie wasn’t sure why. A quiet room in the B&B was a far superior option to staying in Aunt Kay’s disaster zone of a dwelling, even if they had turned the spare bedroom to an acceptable refuge from the chaos.

      “Once again, I am sorry, girls. I’ve got to get going now, but if I can help you with anything, just let me know.”

      They bade her farewell and she made her way out of the café, her steps lighter and more carefree than when she had entered.

      “Huh,” said Jackie with a little shake of her head.

      “‘Huh’, indeed. I guess that answers the question of what we should do next.”

      “Does it?” asked Jackie. “I can think of several possibilities…”

      Allie shook her head and gave a little smile. She knew exactly what they were going to do next.
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      Allie had parked the car around the corner from Dan’s cottage and had just switched off the engine.

      “Put your phone in the glovebox and leave it there,” said Allie.

      Jackie acquiesced with a grumpy look.

      Allie knew she didn’t go anywhere without her phone. But she knew how those things could be used for tracking and didn’t want to risk it for what she had planned.

      “You ready? Then, let’s go.”

      They got out of the car and walked, somewhat hesitantly, around the corner.

      “Wait,” said Jackie, grabbing Allie’s forearm. “Are you sure it’s okay to do this?”

      They stood outside Dan’s cottage. It was a one-storey bungalow with two oak trees in the front garden that were old enough that their high branches hung over the whole building, so that even at the height of a summer’s day, it would squat in shadow.

      “It was the police’s job to do this, but they didn’t, so we’re going to take matters into our own hands,” said Allie.

      It was logical to her. She knew that things such as a citizen’s arrest existed, for when a member of the public needed to apprehend a criminal but no policeman was present. In this situation, a crime needed to be investigated, and the police had spent weeks getting nowhere beyond taking statements.

      “We’re basically just doing the equivalent of a citizen’s arrest,” said Allie. “If the police can’t solve it, it’s our duty as citizens to do so. Isn’t it?”

      “If you put it like that, I suppose it does make a kind of sense. A kind of Allie sense, anyway,” said Jackie. She had been rather doubtful at first, but Allie’s argument on the drive over had been convincing.

      Allie looked around, checking that no one was visible. When she was sure the coast was clear, she gave Jackie a nudge, and they hurried down the driveway up to the cottage.

      “Quick, round the back.” They hurried around the side of the building where there was a path between the stone of the house and a wooden fence that lined the property’s boundary.

      Neither of them was an expert in breaking into houses, but Allie had decided that if she was going to do it, she wouldn’t break in through the front door; it was too visible from the road.

      They emerged from the side passage into a small and rather scruffy garden. There was a dandelion-strewn lawn with grass that hadn’t seen a mower in a while, flower beds around three sides full of weeds and overgrown bushes and, in the back corner, a large double-sized shed.

      “Look at that,” said Jackie pointing at the shed. “We should check in there too. See if there’s anything there.”

      “In the shed? But it’s probably full of spiders,” said Allie with a shudder.

      “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. But either way we’ve got to check it, don’t we?”

      “But…”

      “The inside of the house is probably a mess too. Do you really think Dan keeps it up to your standards?”

      That was a good point. Dan hadn’t struck Allie as the type who would be particularly house proud. The house probably would be just as bad as the shed.

      “Let’s check the house first, and then look in the shed if we need to.”

      Jackie gave her a doubtful look but then slowly nodded.

      They walked along the back wall of the cottage, inspecting it for the best methods of entry. There were four windows on the ground floor, a back door with a small window, and underneath, a cat-flap. After carefully looking it all over, Allie was delighted to discover a method of entry.

      “Give me your key,” said Allie, nudging Jackie.

      “Why? It won’t fit,” said Jackie, shaking her head.

      “Come on!”

      Jackie took out the key to Aunt Kay’s house from the pocket of her joggers and handed it over.

      With a happy smile, Allie poked it into the keyhole of the back door. She was pleased to find it wouldn’t go all the way in.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Watch,” said Allie.

      She pushed the key in again, and again, shoving it a little harder each time. After half a dozen clinking pushes, her key went all the way in, and on the other side of the door the key that been left in the lock dropped out and fell to the floor.

      Allie dropped to her knees, reached in through the cat-flap, felt around with her hands and with grasping fingers located the key from the floor inside.

      She withdrew her arm, now clutching the key to the door, with a triumphant look. She stood up, withdrew Jackie’s key and handed it back over, and with an exceedingly satisfied smile she inserted the correct key into the lock and twisted it open with a smooth click.

      “When did you learn to burgle?” asked Jackie with a grin.

      “While you’re off running and climbing and yogaing, I study.”

      “You study burglary?”

      “I watch way too many police procedurals.”

      Despite the tense situation, it was with smiles that Allie and her sister entered Dan Simpson’s kitchen.

      It was quite a dark room with there being just a small window above the sink to provide any natural illumination. Allie located a switch next to the door and turned on the fluorescent strip lights that hung on the ceiling. They came to life after several flickering attempts, bathing the room in artificial light.

      “Check out the knives.” Jackie pointed across the room to where there was a dark metal magnetic strip affixed to the wall below some cupboards, and on it were half a dozen metal knives, each one made from a single piece of metal for both the handle and the blade, all magnetically attached to the metal strip on the wall.

      “What kind of knife was it that was used to kill Larry?” asked Jackie.

      “According to the newspaper, it was probably a kitchen knife, though it wasn’t any of the ones found in Larry’s kitchen.”

      “And Bill?”

      “The same.” Allie was a much bigger fan of reading newspapers than Jackie, who preferred to get her news via smartphone. However, the ‘news’ that Jackie read was all about health and nutrition and celebrity diets. It left her largely out of the loop when anything interesting happened—like murders.

      Jackie marched across the room and stared at the knives.

      “Of course, every kitchen has knives,” said Allie. “We need to find something else.”

      Jackie nodded. They didn’t know exactly what they were looking for, but they hoped to come across at least some kind of clue.

      “I’ll check the drawers and cupboards in here,” said Allie. “You go and see what you can find in the rest of the house.”

      “Okay,” said Jackie somewhat tentatively. “I hope something worthwhile comes out of all this snooping.”
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      Dan was standing behind the counter in his shop when Michelle came marching in like she owned the place. Here we go.

      “It’s over,” she said once she had reached the counter.

      “What’s over?”

      “The blackmailing. I don’t expect you to read the papers, but if you did, you’d know the story is out. I’m revealed.”

      “So, no more bacon sandwiches for me?” He offered her a dismissive shrug. “Like I give a—”

      Michelle slammed her hands down on the counter, making him jump back a little. He wasn’t used to this level of feistiness from her.

      “And I told those two poor girls as well. I felt so guilty about kicking them out of the B&B.”

      Dan’s eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, did you tell them?”

      “I told them that you were blackmailing me! That it was you who made me kick them out. I felt so bad for them before I could barely bring myself to do it. But I did it to keep my secret, and now—it’s all out there! My reputation may be ruined, but at least there’s no more secrets.”

      Dan had squeezed his hands up into tight little fists. “What else?”

      Michelle shrugged. “Oh, we figured out some of your other lies too. That they weren’t searching through Ruth’s bins, and that they didn’t spy on you at your home—they didn’t even know where you lived!”

      Dan’s hands relaxed. “But they do now?”

      “I…” Michelle faltered. “I may have mentioned it? Not that it matters. They’re good, decent, people, Dan, and you’re not messing up mine or their lives anymore.”

      “Right. Thanks for the messages. Do you want to buy anything? If not, you can sod off now.”

      Michelle’s cheeks were red, and they grew redder at his dismissal. “Goodbye, Dan,” said Michelle with a contemptuous shake of her head.

      As soon as she’d left, he reached for the shop phone behind the counter. He dialled a number.

      “Hello? Mr Patel? Yes, it’s Dan. I’m sorry, something’s come up. I have to leave early… it’s very important… my mother has died, Mr Patel… okay, half an hour will be fine.”

      Dan spent the thirty minutes he had to wait pacing up and down behind the counter, thinking things through.

      When Mr Patel finally arrived, Dan spent a minute or so turning on the waterworks and pretending to sob about his poor dead mother. In reality, his mother was alive and well and living in South Wales, but what Mr Patel didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      As soon as he was able, Dan hurried out the shop and off home. He just hoped he’d make it there before the busybody amateur detectives.
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      Now that they’d decided they needed to search the whole house, Jackie took three steps to her right to reach the kitchen door, twisted the handle, pulled it, and then turned back to Allie. “It’s locked.”

      Allie tilted her head at her. “Are you sure it’s not just stiff?”

      Jackie twisted the handle hard and yanked hard enough to shake the whole door loudly in its frame.

      “But who locks a kitchen door?” said Allie with a frown.

      SLAM!

      They both spun around to see that the door through which they had entered had just slammed shut. And it wasn’t the wind that did it. This was done by a person. Her shock wasn’t complete until, with an annoyingly satisfying click-thunk, the lock was engaged.

      They were trapped in the kitchen.

      “What—” said Jackie in confusion as she spun around.

      On the other side of the glass they could see Dan, dangling the key to the door.

      “Let’s out of here!”

      “Is he going to call the police on us?” asked Jackie with alarm.

      “I don’t think so…” said Allie.

      They stood by the door, peering out of the small window. Dan stood on the other side of the glass, shaking his head and glaring at them.

      “You had to get involved, didn’t you?” said Dan from the other side. “Why didn’t you go back to London like you were supposed to?”

      “Why did you want us to leave anyway?” asked Jackie. She banged her hands on the glass for emphasis.

      “Because he killed Larry. That’s why, isn’t it?” said Allie.

      “You’re too smart for your own good. And now look where’s it got you. If you’d just left things alone, everything would have worked out fine. But no, you had to get involved. And now there’s three more bodies than there needed to be.”

      Allie frowned. “Three? Bill and…”

      “…us,” finished Jackie.

      Dan raised his eyebrows as he nodded at them, a smile on his lips. It was perhaps the first genuine smile they’d seen of him.

      “Bye, girls,” said Dan. He tossed the key into the air with his left hand, snatched it before it fell to the floor with his right hand, and stuffed it into the pocket of his dark grey work trousers.

      “Allie, what’s that smell?”

      She turned around, and across the other side of the room she could see the first tentative tendrils of smoke coming under the door.

      “That’s smoke, Jackie. He’s locked us in and now he’s burning down the house.”

      “But…”

      “We’ve got to do something!”

      “I know that! But what?”

      Allie looked around. The window above the sink was barred, and the gaps between bars were far too small for either of them to escape through. As was the cat-flap. And as was the window in the back door.

      “Yeah, here’s an idea,” grumbled Jackie. “We should have brought our phones with us then we could call the police or the fire brigade!”

      Allie shook her head. “But then they would have been able to place us here!”

      “That’d be pretty useful right now.”

      “Search the drawers. We’ll find something—I’m sure of it.”

      The smoke tendrils were already beginning to pour in faster than before, snaking their way under the kitchen door and sliding up its face to the ceiling above.

      “Shall we smash the windows? It’ll let some fresh air in, and we can shout out of them.” Jackie was already holding a cast iron pan and giving it some practice swings.

      “Do it!” The smoke was pouring in faster than she had thought possible.

      Jackie didn’t need asking twice and began by smashing the window above the sink. The glass flew out with a crash and a tinkle and Jackie gave her sister a grin.

      “Well done!”

      Despite the praise, it didn’t seem to help much. Some of the smoke seemed to get drawn down towards the window, but it was pouring in under the door now much faster than before. The whole building was going up in flames.

      Allie went through all the drawers in the kitchen. Ideally, she was looking for a spare key. But of course, there wasn’t one. Nor was there a sledgehammer or a handy stick of dynamite. They weren’t going to use brute force to make their way out.

      Jackie smashed her pan through the window in the door releasing another blast of fresh air into the room. But it wouldn’t be enough.

      “Hold on, maybe this’ll work…”

      Allie paused her searching to watch Jackie, who proceeded to swing the pan as hard as she could into the door, around the lock area. It hit with a loud thunk, but nothing further happened. Jackie swung again and again, and each time the pan bounced off the door harmlessly.

      After half a dozen swings, Jackie stepped back and rested the heavy pan on the worktop between the sink and the door. And that’s when she coughed for the first time.

      “Allie! We’ve got to do something fast!”

      Allie knew that, of course, and Jackie’s shouting wasn’t helping. She had two plans, but she wasn’t sure if either of them could help them in time.

      Allie pulled open the top drawer next to the sink again, which was full of cutlery. She removed a standard metal dining knife.

      “I hope this works…”
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      Dan walked into the Bear and Badger pub with a cheery smile, but then rapidly wiped it off when he remembered that his mother was supposed to be dead. He didn’t want to arouse suspicion, even if no one else knew about that particular little lie yet.

      Luckily, Mr Patel wasn’t friends with anyone who would be in the pub in the mid-afternoon on a weekday.

      He hadn’t wanted to go with a lie that big, but it was the only way he could get the tight old business owner to give him some time off at such short notice.

      Now, it was time to develop himself a nice little alibi.

      “All right, Dan,” said Roger, the chubby publican who’d run the pub as long as Dan had lived in Hawthorne.

      “All right,” said Dan, quietly.

      “The usual?”

      “Yeah.” He sat on a stool at the bar.

      When the pint was in front of him, he took a big sip.

      “You all right, Dan? You’re quiet today.”

      Dan nodded slowly. “Not really, Roger, no. I had some sad news, but I don’t want to talk about it just yet, if that’s okay with you.”

      The publican nodded and slowly started working a rag over the different beer taps, polishing one after the other.

      “On a different topic, have you got an electrician you could recommend?”

      Roger didn’t answer at once, instead leaning to the end of the bar and picking up a business card. “Here you go,” he said, placing it on the bar in front of Dan. “That’s Ricky’s card. He did all the electrics in here. Having problems?”

      Dan nodded. “I’ll say. The electrics in my living room have been playing up big time. I think the whole thing might be shot.”

      Roger grimaced. “That’ll be expensive.”

      “Don’t I know it. I knew it would have to be done when I bought the place though.”

      The barman shook his head in sympathy. “Still, annoying though.”

      Dan sipped on his beer and nodded again. He wondered how many beers he would drink before something happened.

      It turned out the answer was two.

      He was just reaching the end of his second pint, when he decided it was time to turn on the sympathy taps. He began to tell Roger a tall tale about how his mother had died falling off a cliff on the Gower in Wales.

      “I am sorry, Dan. I really am,” said Roger with the practised sympathy he had developed from years spent listening to customers telling him their woes.

      Dan found he was enjoying the sympathy so much he decided to really lay it on. “It was her eightieth birthday, too, me poor old ma. You’d never meet a nicer woman,” he said, shaking his head. He figured he might even get a free pint out of it.

      “Terrible shame, Dan, terrible shame.”

      Dan stared down into his empty pint. Come on, give me a free one!

      “Want another? On the house?”

      “Oh…” he faked, “that’s very kind of you. Just one more, I think I’ll be having an early night. Then off to Wales on the morrow.”

      While the pint was being poured, the door to the pub burst open hard, banging back against the wood-panelled wall. Dan spun around on his barstool, momentarily worrying that the two stupid women had escaped and come after him.

      It wasn’t that. But it was something almost as bad.

      “Dan! Oh, hon, I’m so sorry!” said Ruth, as she rushed over to him. She took hold of his arm and gave it a supportive squeeze as soon as she arrived. “I went by the shop and Mr Patel told me about your mam!”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m really shook up,” said Dan with a grimace. He hadn’t planned on Ruth hearing about this little lie. He should have gone with something smaller, in retrospect. But if he had, old Patel wouldn’t have let him leave. Why did life have to be so complicated?

      Ruth sat on the stool next to him, squeezing his hand, while she ordered herself a vodka and coke. Despite the poor timing, he was pleased to see her. He always was.

      Dan was just getting used to playing the poor orphaned middle-aged man when the door to the pub swung open just as hard as before with another smash.

      “It’s all go today,” said Roger with an annoyed toss of his head.

      Dan spun around again, and once again was relieved to find it wasn’t the two women. They’d probably been shut up for good, he figured. The smoke would have got them by now, even if the fire hadn’t yet. He could probably start to relax. Maybe he’d start hitting up some of the other customers for free sympathy pints.

      “Dan? Is anyone here called Dan?” shouted a scruffy-looking brown-haired man in dirty jeans.

      “He’s right here!” shouted Ruth, before Dan could even begin to consider whether he wanted to let this stranger know who he was.

      The man hurried over. “Charlie,” he said, extending a hand. Dan just stared at it until it dropped back by his side. “I’m sorry to tell you this, mate, but your house… it’s the one around the corner from Skip’s, right?”

      “That’s it!” said Ruth. Dan wanted to tape her mouth shut.

      “It’s on fire! The fire brigade is on their way, and the police are already there. But it looks like it’s a bad one.”

      Dan blinked, trying to do his best to look astonished. “Bloody electricals,” he said drooping his head.

      “Oh, Dan,” said Ruth.

      Without prompting Roger poured two shots of whisky and put them in front of Dan and Ruth. “What a day.”

      And it wasn’t over yet.
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      Jackie was giving Allie a look that she interpreted somewhere between bewildered and furious. “What are you going to do with that?”

      Allie pointed the kitchen knife up at the hinges for the back door. They were, of course, inside the house. At the top were two hinges, each held in place with four screws, and at the bottom of the door a single hinge, with four more.

      “I couldn’t find a screwdriver,” she said, followed by a cough.

      “Brilliant!” shouted Jackie. She quickly grabbed a knife of her own. “You do the bottom, I’ll do the top!”

      And with sisterly teamwork, they began to remove the hinges to the door as fast as they could. The ends of the knives were rounded, rather than the sharp points of the larger kitchen knives, and they made passable flathead screwdrivers.

      The room now reeked of smoke, and the colour of the trails coming under the door was getting darker and darker, now almost black. The ceiling was already stained and the air was becoming hotter and hazier by the minute.

      Allie leaned her head out the broken window to suck in some fresh air, before crouching down to undo the screws at the bottom.

      Above her, Jackie was rapidly spinning her knife around to remove the first of the screws.

      Allie struggled at first. The screws had been painted over and this had fixed them more firmly in place. It took a very solid twist to get the first screw to begin to turn, and when it did, flecks of paint dropped to the floor below.

      Something dropped against Allie’s head, landing in her hair.

      “Sorry,” said Jackie, following up her apology with a spluttering cough.

      Allie brushed her hand through her hair and a screw fell onto the floor. “No problem.” She coughed. “You can drop the other seven on me too, if you do it quickly.”

      Jackie chuckle-coughed, stuck her head out the window for some air and got back to work.

      Allie had removed two screws, and Jackie three, before she began to get really dizzy. When she stood up for more air, she was startled to see that she could barely see across the room now. They didn’t have much time left. Not much at all.

      “I don’t know if… we’re going to… make it,” said Jackie, spluttering as she spoke.

      “Don’t… talk.” Allie was squinting her eyes now. The smoke was thick enough that her eyes were stinging and watering of their own accord.

      The last few twists on the final screw took all she had.

      “…done…” she said, before toppling over in a spluttering fit of coughing. The cool stone of the floor pressed against her cheek as another screw dropped onto her face.

      Strangely, it seemed like a good idea to close her eyes, and just have a brief little rest.

      “Get… up…” said Jackie a million miles above her.

      But Allie didn’t feel like getting up… not yet… just a few moments rest…
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      Detective Inspector Eddie Biswas had been enjoying his day off by catching up on some daytime television when he received a rather strange text message.

      His screen flashed ‘New Message’ and, much to his surprise, it said Allie Day underneath. Curious, he picked up the phone and opened up the message:

      Hello, Eddie. This message has been sent on a timer. If you receive it, it means my clever plans have gone awry. Jackie and I are about to break into Dan Simpson’s house to look for evidence that he murdered Larry and Bill. This message has been sent because I did not return to my car to cancel it. We probably need help. We’re at Dan Simpson’s house. Thanks in advance, Allie.

      Whether she needed help or not, she’d just admitted to breaking into Dan’s house. They were supposed to have stopped investigating the murders, but instead, they’d gone full-steam ahead and gotten themselves in trouble.

      It was a bit worrisome—they really shouldn’t be ignoring police orders—but Eddie smiled involuntarily as he thought of Jackie’s beautiful, twinkling eyes. What do women like when they’re in trouble? That’s right, he thought, a dashing man to come and rescue them.

      He rushed to his feet and considered calling the station, but time was of the essence. And the rest might steal his thunder if they beat him to it. Besides, he was sure the trouble they were in couldn’t be anything too serious.

      He hurried out the door to his car, started it up and broke the speed limit on three different roads before screeching to a halt outside Dan Simpson’s house.

      “Damnit!” he shouted when he saw it.  The whole thing was on fire, with flames licking out of the front windows and smoke pouring out of the thatched roof.

      He hurried to the front, but there was no way he could enter there. He quickly made his way around the side of the building. If they were actually inside, he may even be too late.

      There was a backdoor, and he went to it praying it was unlocked. When he reached it, the glass had already been smashed out.

      “Hello?” he called.

      “Help!” came a voice from inside.

      He peered in. It was Jackie and she was holding a dining knife in one hand.

      “Where’s Allie?”

      “On the floor. Quick, kick the door down!”

      Eddie blinked. Kick the door down? While he liked to think of himself as being in reasonably good shape—he was a police officer, after all—he wasn’t an action hero who could kick a door to smithereens.

      “Kick it down? I don’t know if I…”

      “Do it!”

      So startled was he by the ferocity of Jackie’s command, he did as he was told. He lifted his right leg up, close his eyes, and with a twist and push-off with his other foot, he kicked as hard as he could into the door.

      To his utter astonishment, the door flew inwards. He’d kicked the whole thing off of its hinges!

      Jackie appeared in the now empty frame. “Help me!”

      He hurried in, using the sleeve of one hand to cover his mouth. The room was full of smoke and reeked of burning plastic. His eyes began to sting as soon as he entered. Jackie was now bending over double, one hand on a work surface for support, the other pointing to something on the floor. Allie!

      Eddie grabbed her arm and began to drag her backwards. Jackie, bent over double exited just before him, coughing and wheezing while he dragged out her sister just behind.

      When they were outside, Eddie collapsed onto the ground, coughing, right next to where Jackie was already sitting.

      They both crawled next to Allie and peered down at her face. The fresh air seemed to have revived her, and she was blinking. She woke up with a coughing fit that caused her to curl into a ball, as her diaphragm contracted again and again to expel all the smoke from her lungs.

      “Thank… goodness… you came when you… did,” Jackie said between pants.

      Allie continued to cough, the spasms slightly reduced, but she held out a hand in a thumbs-up gesture.

      Eddie was faring better than the two women, having only inhaled a little smoke himself. He stood up again and put his hands on his hips. “I guess it’s lucky I got here when I did. I don’t know how I did it—I guess it was the adrenaline—but I just kicked and that whole door just flew off its hinges. Didn’t know I had it in me, to be honest.”

      Jackie sat up, shaking her head, but didn’t say anything, yet. Slowly, Allie stopped coughing, and with two helping hands, sat up.

      “Eddie… you got my… message…”

      Jackie poked a finger at Allie. “What message?”

      “It was… my… backup… plan…”

      “You two need to get to the hospital,” said Eddie firmly.

      They both shook their heads. “Take us… to the pub.”

      Eddie began to shake his head.

      “NOW!” shouted Jackie.

      There was something in her eyes that made him agree to it.
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      When they arrived at the pub, they had both recovered somewhat. Allie wasn’t exactly feeling her best, but the worst of the coughing spasms had passed.

      Jackie, however, was in fighting form. “Come on!” she said to hurry Allie and Eddie along.

      When they got to the door, Jackie pushed it open hard, sending the door flying back and banging into the wood-panelled door. The first thing Allie saw was the barman shaking his head in annoyance.

      Then her eyes flicked around the room.

      “Allie!” said Charlie, who was standing by the bar next to Dan.

      “Allie?” said Richard, who was sitting with a pint of beer and a newspaper at a corner table.

      “You!” said Dan, his eyes wide.

      Allie and Eddie hurried behind Jackie, who was already marching across the room to where Dan was sitting. On seeing their approach, he slipped off his barstool.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ruth with a frown.

      “Wait here a minute,” said Dan to Ruth. He then proceeded to pick up his barstool and throw it in their direction.

      Jackie tried to get out of the way, but one of the legs of the stool caught her in the shoulder.

      “Ow!” Jackie rubbed her shoulder with her other hand.

      Dan was scurrying across the pub. He couldn’t go out the front, but it looked like he was planning to go out the back.

      He went down the line of barstools to the end of the bar, and then went around to the serving side.

      “Oi! Oh no you don’t!”

      Faster than Allie imagined possible, the chubby bartender lunged for Dan, who was making for the door behind the counter which led to the stockroom and a fire exit beyond.

      Dan made it through the first door, but as he was doing so the barman had already grabbed his mop. He lunged forward with it, and the next thing Allie heard was the sound of a heavy body tripping and falling to the floor. And swearing. Copious amounts of swearing.

      Eddie hurried ahead of Allie along with Jackie.

      “Take that!” said Jackie, and Allie could hear the sound of palm meeting flesh. “And that, and that.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, a very annoyed Dan was sitting back on the same barstool as earlier, though now both his wrists and ankles had been bound with cable ties provided by the very obliging pub landlord, who, Allie had learned, was called Roger.

      “Why Dan? Why?” asked Ruth, shaking her head. She picked up her drink and took a sip with the straw. “Why?”

      “For you! It was all for you!” said Dan.

      “What do you mean for me?”

      “Larry found out about us. He was going to write you out of his will. I couldn’t let him do that to you. You deserved it, Ruth. After putting up with that old fool for so long, you’d earned your half of the inheritance.”

      Ruth put down her drink and then proceeded to slap Dan across the face with a loud smack. Allie winced.

      “You’re a fool! How could you have thought you’d get away with it?”

      Dan shrugged. “The police around here are useless.”

      “Hey!” said Eddie. “I caught you, didn’t I?”

      Dan shook his head. “No. It was those two London cows.”

      Eddie frowned but didn’t push the point.

      “And you burned down your own house?” said Charlie with disbelief. “I was wondering why you didn’t rush out the second I told you it was on fire.”

      Again, Dan shrugged. “It’s only a house.”

      “Umm, we were in it,” said Jackie, lifting up her hand as if readying to slap him again. Allie gently took her sister’s hand and pulled it back to her side. There’d been enough slapping for now, she thought. The on-duty police would be there soon to metaphorically slap him with the law.

      “Only a house and a couple of cows,” said Dan with a smirk.

      Allie may have stopped Jackie, but she couldn’t stop Ruth as well, who proceeded to slap Dan again. He blinked, and then to Allie’s astonishment, tears began to roll down his cheeks.

      “Ruth! It was for you. It was all for you. I… I love you.”

      “Oh, pull the other one. Save it for the judge.” Ruth gave him a contemptuous glare, slid off her stool, and headed off towards the toilets.

      Outside they heard sirens, rapidly followed by the screeching of tires.

      “Sounds like my colleagues are here,” said Eddie. “Time’s up, Dan.”

      It was with satisfaction and relief that Allie and Jackie watched as Dan was dragged out of the pub by two strapping uniformed officers to the police van outside.

      “Come on,” said Allie. “I’m gasping. Let’s go to Bree’s for a brew.”

      Eddie placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “Sorry ladies,” he said with a shake of his head. “You’re going to have to go down to the station to give statements.”

      “Again?”
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      Six weeks later, Allie and Jackie were sitting in Bree’s Café, having just arrived back from London.

      Michelle was sitting with them, a big ring-binder in front of her.

      “Are you sure you understood all of that?” she asked with a worried frown.

      Allie gave her a reassuring nod. “We sure did. And we’ve got your number if there’s anything else.”

      “But remember, you may not always be able to get a hold of me…”

      Allie nodded. She knew that.

      Michelle was going on a cruise with John Skye MP. They’d finally moved in together, and Michelle seemed completely enamoured with him, and from what they had heard, he was the same about her.

      Michelle was clearly worried that Allie and Jackie would need to call her while she was out at sea, but Allie wasn’t concerned. She’d handle whatever needed to be handled; after all, if they could solve a murder, surely they could run a little B&B?

      Larry Junior had sold them the property as soon as he held the deed, and once they had handed over the funds, he had immediately begun to invest his newfound wealth into horse races, whisky and beer. Still, whatever makes him happy, thought Allie.

      “I’ll get on then. I’m sad to see it go… but I know it’ll be in good hands. You’ll at least keep the place clean!” Michelle stood up to leave.

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” said Jackie, giving Allie a friendly poke in the shoulder. Allie wasn’t sure why she was worried though. You couldn’t exactly keep a B&B too clean, could you?

      “Bye then, and good luck.”

      Allie and Jackie stood up to say goodbye to her. They didn’t know when they’d see her again.

      When Michelle had left, they were left alone, just the two of them. It was a quiet morning in the café and there were no other customers present. Bree was off in the back, preparing for the lunch rush.

      “Do you think we’ll ever find out how or why we got the money?” asked Allie.

      “I can’t see how we would.”

      Allie tilted her head thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re right. It’d be nice to know though.”

      “Maybe we can ask around a bit later,” Jackie said reluctantly. “I know you won’t stop till you find out.”

      Allie nodded. “If it’s all a mistake, we need to figure it out quickly. And if it’s not a mistake, I need to know why I got the money.”

      “Do you think we can do this? Like really do this? Properly?” Jackie was poking at the folder Michelle had left with them. Inside, was her secret sauce for running the B&B: all of her notes, instructions, reminders, daily and weekly to-do lists, and contact deals for various suppliers and tradesmen.

      “There’s no choice now, is there?” said Allie.

      “No… I don’t suppose there is.”

      “First things first, we’ll make a contract with Bree to handle the breakfasts. Then…”

      The two now ex-Londoners sat for hours, happily plotting and planning just how they could run the very best B&B in all of the Cotswolds…

      With hopefully no more murders to interrupt them.
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      Despite the bags under her eyes and the ankle monitor, Sophia Becker looked gorgeous.

      “Tiffany!” She flashed a phony smile and embraced me in a warm hug. Her voice contained trace amounts of anxiety and relief, and her blue eyes couldn’t disguise her stress. “I’m so glad you came!”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. I didn’t want her to get her hopes up, or to think our relationship had changed. “I was told it wouldn’t hurt to listen.”

      “Well, thank you for coming.”

      I walked into the mansion behind her, my low-heeled sandals making a clicking noise against the white marble floor. Her place smelled expensive, like a Vanilla-Bergamot scented candle, and was so clean and tidy that I wondered just how many staff she employed.

      When we reached the far side of the living room, Sophia slid gracefully into a wooden chair, and crossed her long, tan legs. She was wearing a short black miniskirt and a designer tank top, and her ankle monitor flashed silently. “Did Richard fill you in?”

      I shook my head no. “He told me you were looking for a PI, but I didn’t get any details.” I perched gingerly on an antique armchair worth more than my entire month’s salary. In my casual Bermuda shorts and t-shirt, I felt a little out of place in this glamorous room. “But I don’t really see what a PI can do for you at this stage.”

      Sophia flipped her long blond hair from one side of her face to the other, and her elegant diamond drop earrings shimmered in the light. She gave me a pained look. “I’m innocent. Don’t you believe that?”

      “That’s what they all say. And even if you are, it’s hard to argue against the evidence.”

      “It was planted.”

      I sighed. “Sophia, they found the gun in your nightstand. Literally. A. Smoking. Gun.”

      She stared at me for a second through narrowed eyes, and then she leaned back in her chair and relaxed. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t even have to think about that one. Sophia was anything but stupid.

      She was beautiful, friendly and witty—and she’d put those qualities to good use by becoming a stripper. She was also ruthless and ambitious, and that was probably how she managed to make Ethan Becker, owner of the Riverbelle Casino, fall in love with her.

      Thanks to Ethan’s wealth, Sophia’s stripping days had been put behind her as soon as they got engaged, and the wedding was exclusive and ostentatious. Judging from the massive rocks she wore, and the Lake Las Vegas mansion I was sitting in right now, Sophia’s marital life had been one great big fairy tale.

      Until three months ago, when her husband was murdered.

      “Then why,” she said, “does everyone think I’m dumb enough to wipe down a murder weapon and put it back in my nightstand?”

      “Maybe you didn’t think anyone would look?” Sophia looked at me cynically and I went on, “Someone would have to break in to plant the gun in your bedroom. You never reported a break-in.”

      “I couldn’t tell from the lock. There are good lockpicks, you know.”

      I looked at her doubtfully. “And what do you want me to do?”

      “Find out what the police overlooked.”

      “What makes you think they overlooked anything?”

      “Oh, please. The instant they found that gun, they stopped their entire investigation and acted like I’d admitted to killing Ethan. Meanwhile, the guy who murdered my husband is walking free.”

      I took a moment to reflect. Did I really think Sophia had killed Ethan? It was hard to tell—all through our high school years she’d been a good actress, manipulating people to get her way. She’d been the pretty, popular cheerleader who’d spread mean rumors behind your back and teased you about your weight, your hair and your unfashionable old clothes. I hadn’t been too fond of her back then, and I wasn’t sure what she was capable of now.

      As though she’d read my mind, Sophia said, “Why would I kill my husband? I had a great life, and I’d be stupid to risk all that.”

      “I don’t know. What if I find things that make you look even more guilty? You know I’ll have to tell the cops.”

      Sophia nodded. “Of course.”

      I thought about all the reasons I didn’t want to take on this case. “Why me? Why not someone else?”

      “It’s a great first case.”

      I loved the way she didn’t answer me directly. I wasn’t even fully accredited, and she wanted me to look into something so serious. “How’d you find me, anyway?”

      “Ed Hastings recommended you.”

      Ed was my supervising detective. He’d certified to the Nevada Board of Private Investigators that I wasn’t mentally unstable or criminally inclined, and once a month I did ten hours of supervised work for him—mostly boring surveillance jobs. My one year of supervised work was almost up, and I was grateful to Ed for the recommendation, even if I wasn’t too keen on working for Sophia.

      “Richard Small did a background check,” Sophia continued, “and then he contacted you.”

      I tried my best not to smirk. Richard might be a successful defense attorney, but I wondered how he’d gotten through high school with such an unfortunate name. He’d probably survived his name the same way I’d survived mine.

      My mother, in an uncharacteristic fit of inspiration, had named me Tiffany. Tiffany Black.

      My name might’ve seemed normal in a regular small town, but here in Vegas, Tiffany was a popular stage name for strippers. Which meant that almost every day of my short twenty-eight-year-old life I’d heard someone, usually a rat-eyed creep with bad breath, coo out a variation of the romantic phrase, “You’ve got a stripper name, do you really like poles?”

      Having a stripper name meant that I went out of my way not to look like a stripper. That involved having unruly, untamable brown hair; carrying a layer of cushioning fat around my waistline; and wearing more clothes than all the girls in Vegas combined.

      I said, “No one else will take the job, will they?”

      Sophia glanced away and I leaned back triumphantly. Of course she wouldn’t voluntarily want to employ a no-name, not-quite-accredited PI like myself if she had better options. She’d hired one of the best defense attorneys in the state, and she could afford any PI—if they’d just agree to work for her.

      “It’s really simple work—” she began, but I interrupted her.

      “No, it’s not, and you know it. No one messes with the casino owners.”

      “I am a casino owner,” she said. “At least I will be, if you can help me get off on these charges. Then you’ll have an easy time getting jobs.”

      “If. And that’s a big if.”

      We looked at each other silently. Jobs here were dependent on the casinos, and nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of the powerful few who controlled an entire state’s economy.

      “Please, Tiff.” Sophia looked at me with sad eyes. “I need you to help me out. I’m in a terrible place, and if you won’t help, I don’t know what to do.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears and I looked away. Crap. I felt like I was kicking a puppy. Despite whatever she’d done when we were younger, the woman was living a nightmare now, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      I glanced at my watch and stood up quickly. “I should go. I’m late.”

      Sophia sniffed. “Please, tell me you’ll consider this?”

      I looked at her carefully. She’d always been an expert manipulator and I hated the thought of being pushed into doing something I didn’t want to do. But her face was pinched, and I could almost smell the doom surrounding her.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “It could be a great opportunity for someone.” To shoot themselves in the foot.

      Sophia nodded, and showed me out silently.
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      Vegas drivers are the worst in the world. Not me, of course. But everyone else.

      As I drove east along the Las Vegas Beltway, I had to stifle my urge to make rude hand gestures and lean on the horn. I hadn’t been lying about being late, and I was grateful Sophia hadn’t asked what I was late for. She probably already knew.

      I stopped at my apartment, a tiny one-bedroom place I’d managed to buy right after the market crashed, and changed. I could drive to work, but the best thing about my place is that it’s only a short walk to work.

      The Strip is a nightmare to drive down at night—all it takes is one mesmerized tourist staring at the lights to cause a pileup. The late-evening breeze made it cool enough to walk, even in the middle of the scorching summer, and I told myself I was getting some much-needed exercise.

      As soon as I entered the casino pit, the loudness hit me: all the colors, noises and lights that epitomized Sin City. Walking into the madness felt like meeting an old friend—a boisterous old friend who annoys you at first, but grows on you.

      I tapped out the day-shift dealer, clapped my hands to show that they were empty, and smiled around the table. “Are you guys having a good time?”

      I genuinely cared about how the men felt. My tips depended upon it. Two of them smiled in a vague, noncommittal way, but one took my question seriously.

      “Stupid blackjack,” he said. “The other dealer was ripping me off. I hope you’re here to improve my bloody luck.”

      He looked at me suspiciously, as though I might have a secret nefarious motive for being there. I smiled and motioned to the waitress. “Looks like you need a refill on that drink.”

      He grunted distrustfully and I started dealing. I knew the man well. He was one of the regulars at any table, Mr. Here For The Money. His real name varied but he was always the same person—rude, surly and generous with the F-bombs. Inevitably he always lost and it was always the ‘effing casino’s fault,’ which meant ‘no tip for the stupid dealer.’

      At least none of my other regulars were there: Mr. Body Odor, Mr. Perving On Every Woman Around, and Mr. Cigar Man.

      I focused on the cards and pretty soon Mr. Here For The Money busted out, threw a hissy fit, and left the table to do God knows what. His place was quickly taken by three frat boys, who all thought they were giving Don Juan a run for his money: “Whatchya doing after work?”, “You wanna show us around Vegas?” (wink wink) and of course, “Met a stripper named Tiffany yesterday, that wasn’t you in a wig, was it?”

      I tell myself every day that I don’t hate my job. It doesn’t pay as much as stripping or being a cocktail waitress, but I get to wear more clothes, don’t get perved on as much, and never get groped. But there’s a reason I’m trying to leave the madness of the casino pit to become a private investigator, and it was a relief when I got a tap on my shoulder, indicating that it was time for my break.

      I headed into the break room and checked my voicemail. There was a strange message from my grandmother, and I told myself I’d call her back tomorrow. I was expecting Sophia to have left me a message reminding me to think about things, but she was clearly giving me some space.

      I felt like I was being chicken, that if I were braver I would just jump straight into the work. But that would be foolhardy—no other PI would touch the case for a reason: clearly there was no chance of wrapping it up successfully. A failed high-profile case would be damaging for any established PI’s reputation and fatal for any newbie’s career.

      I didn’t like Sophia much but she was convincing in her declarations of innocence. Part of the reason I’d chosen to try to be a PI was so I could help people, and Sophia was desperately in need of help. Plus, I knew she’d be willing to pay me an exorbitant amount of money to do the investigating.

      All through the night I watched people wager on games biased in the house’s favor. And yet, players frequently walked away with much more than they lost. The Vegas adage, “You gotta play to win,” was true.

      By the time my shift ended, I’d managed to convince myself that I needed to take on Sophia’s case. It was a gamble that had the potential to pay off well, so I sent Sophia a quick text.

      If I had known at that time I would be risking my life for the case, I would have talked myself out of taking it. In retrospect, I wonder why I didn’t realize that a person who had already committed one murder would stop at nothing to prevent further evidence from being unearthed.
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      The next morning I found myself back at Sophia’s mansion. She looked pleased to see me; there was a hopefulness in her eyes that was heartbreaking and made me want to drop the case just so I wouldn’t have to disappoint her.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I handed her a standard retainer agreement and watched her initial it and sign on the dotted line. As soon as she’d finished with the contract, Sophia brought out some tea for herself and some chocolate cupcakes for me. For a few long minutes, all I could think about was how chocolate cupcakes make life so much better.

      I paused my cupcake demolishing long enough to say, “What do I need to know? Who do I talk to?”

      Sophia sipped her tea gracefully. “Neil Durant. My brother-in-law. He was the chief suspect before they found that gun; he’s probably the one who killed Ethan.”

      I recalled what I’d learned in my pre-meeting online research. Ethan Becker had been driving home on a Saturday night at around one a.m. and had pulled over to the side of the road. At that hour, on a deserted suburban street, nobody was around. Someone had shot him and the crime was only discovered by an early-morning jogger at five a.m.

      “Whaffuzzushayet?” I asked.

      Sophia gave me a funny look and I swallowed quickly. “What makes you say that?”

      “Night of the murder, Ethan and Neil went to dinner at a restaurant near the Strip. Neil lives nearby and he would’ve taken the same route home. But even though he and Ethan left at the same time, Neil got home two hours later and has no alibi for those two hours. He says he took a winding road home—yeah, right!”

      I stopped my feral gobbling for a moment. “So what you’re saying is, Neil should’ve discovered the car and called the police?”

      “Doesn’t that make sense? He claims he took a roundabout byroad, but why would you do that when you’re going home, tired after a dinner?”

      “That’s a little suspicious, but it’s not really proof.”

      “His wife, Thelma—Ethan’s sister—claims Neil got home at three and they spent the rest of the night together.”

      “But why would he kill Ethan? Did they have a problem or something?”

      Sophia looked at the floor. For the first time, I noticed the sadness in her eyes. “I’m not sure, but I know they argued a lot. A few days before the murder, they had a big fight about something. Ethan wasn’t happy with some of Neil’s ideas for the casino. I mean, it’s not like Neil had any casino background or anything—he used to be an underwear model.”

      “You didn’t do any work for the casino?”

      “I didn’t bother. Ethan, his sister Thelma, and Neil were all board members, but not me. People already thought I was a gold digger.”

      “But weren’t you?”

      Sophia laughed, refusing to take offense. I’d only asked her what most people thought but never said aloud. “I was a stripper,” she said, “and Ethan Becker asked me to marry him. How could I not say yes?”

      I loved the way her mouth formed words but didn’t really answer the question. “Did Ethan leave you much in the will?”

      “It’s split between me and his son, Leo. Of course, Thelma is going after me with a civil case. And if I lose that, Leo and Thelma divvy up my share.”

      “Who owns the casino?”

      “After their dad passed away, Thelma got forty percent of the casino shares and Ethan got fifty-five percent. The other five percent are owned by family friends and early investors. At this stage, Leo gets half of his dad’s casino shares and some cash. I get the other half of Ethan’s shares, and some other assets. If Thelma wins her case, Leo probably gets the casino shares I have, and Thelma gets the other assets Ethan left me.”

      “Thelma and Ethan—were they close?”

      “I guess, in a way.” Sophia shrugged. “She wasn’t too fond of me, which I understand, but it still hurt and I was hoping we’d become friends. But now, none of the family will talk to me.”

      “And Leo? He’s got motive, with all that inheritance money.”

      “Maybe my judgment’s been compromised, but I don’t think Leo could do that to his dad. I just can’t see him…” She shook her head. “Anyway, he has an excellent alibi. Night of the murder, he was partying till dawn with fifty of his friends.”

      “How old is Leo?”

      “Twenty-one. He’s a student at UNLV. Here.” She handed me a piece of paper. “It’s a list of names, relationships and contact details for everyone you should talk to.”

      I ran my eyes down the list. Thelma Durant, sister. Neil Durant, brother-in-law. Leo Becker, son. I paused. “Vanessa Conigliani, ex-wife?”

      “Ethan’s first wife. They split ten years ago. Leo’s mom.”

      I nodded. “Is there anyone else I should talk to, other than family? Who else is on the casino board? This might be related to Ethan’s work.”

      Sophia looked up a contact on her phone and wrote down a name. Steven Macarthur, manager. “He’s on the board,” she said, “but he was on the casino floor the entire night, watching a group of blackjack players. He’s recorded on camera for literally every second of that night. And besides, he and Ethan got along really well. Ethan adored him, thought he could do no wrong.”

      “Four people on the board?”

      “The fifth was Laura Schumaker, but she’s the corporate lawyer and isn’t involved in the business.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      Sophia shook her head. “Not that I can think of. But I should tell you, Neil never liked me and we never got along. He was always saying unkind things about me behind my back, and I’ve always thought he’s one of those good-looking bullshitters that’s faking their way into places.”

      It takes one to know one. I finished my cupcake slowly, savoring the rich chocolaty goodness, and wondered if Sophia was judging Neil too harshly through the lens of her own prejudice. I was sure his arriving home late on the night of the murder was just a coincidence, and I wondered where else I could begin my investigation.
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      By the time I left Sophia’s house, I’d decided to talk to Neil another day. I was going to talk to Leo Becker first.

      Motivewise, he had the most to gain, and people had committed crimes for far less than the millions of dollars Ethan had left his son…

      

      Click here to continue reading…
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