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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         The death threat came in a Christmas card. It might have been seen as a joke if it had been sent to a crime writer. But Tiffany Dare wrote historical romance and was a celebrity with a massive online following. As well as messages from adoring fans, she was used to the odd toxic missive from trolls and weirdos on social media, so she didn’t take the threat seriously. At least, not at first.

         Her arrival in the little Dartmoor town of Ashburton created quite a stir. The occasional murder aside, very little of a sensational nature ever happens here. At least not these days. In years gone by it was a stannary town, where tin mined on the moor would be weighed and assayed, and was important for wool and weaving. There used to be a cattle market and a railway. It was notorious for riotous behaviour, for the large number of pubs and its gaming house. Nowadays, Ashburton is famous mostly for its antique shops. There are thirteen of these at present, and one of them, Old Nick’s, is mine.

         Our local rag, the Dartmoor Gazette, devoted a double-page spread to an interview with Tiffany Dare, with pictures. I found Pat reading it over Sophie’s shoulder as I 8walked into Old Nick’s one morning, a few weeks before Christmas.

         The shop was looking festive, entirely thanks to their efforts. Pat had excelled herself on decorations. Elaborate structures fashioned from gold paper hung in our windows, along with delightful animal characters made from felt, small enough to hang on a Christmas tree. She’d been making them since July. And Sophie had printed a selection of countryside Christmas cards, based on her original paintings. My sole contribution to creating a seasonal atmosphere had been to put up a spindly and slightly balding tree in the back room where I sell my antiques and collectibles, and decorate it with a motley collection of old baubles.

         I peered over Sophie’s other shoulder at the photograph of Tiffany Dare, smiling from a beach lounger, her long tanned legs on show, her cascade of chestnut locks tumbling over one shoulder. Uncharitable people might suggest that if she wasn’t such a stunningly attractive woman, her writing career might not merit so much media attention. As it was, she was regularly seen in fashion magazines, and appeared on the kind of television programmes where worldly and sophisticated women sat around drinking and laughed a lot. The tabloids loved her. Serious book reviewers ignored her literary offerings but I doubt if she cared. Her work was translated into nine languages and a German television company had filmed several of her books. She must have been laughing all the way to the bank. It seemed she had taken a house on the edge of Ashburton, quite a grand one, just up the hill with a beautiful view, in order to research the area for 9her next romantic epic, set during the English Civil War.

         ‘What is there worth researching in Ashburton?’ Pat asked, frowning.

         Sophie shrugged. ‘One of Cromwell’s generals spent the night in a pub here or something.’

         I couldn’t help tutting. General Sir Thomas Fairfax, commander of Cromwell’s New Model Army and all-round good bloke, was a personal hero of mine. And he’d done rather more in Ashburton than just bed down for the night. ‘This part of Devon was very important during the Civil War,’ I told them.

         Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, watch out, Juno’s about! We’re going to get a history lesson.’

         ‘No, you’re not. I’ve got better things to do than stand around jawing with you two,’ I informed them loftily. ‘Some of us have more than one business to attend to.’ I looked at my watch. I was due to arrive at a client’s house in ten minutes. ‘I only came in to see if I sold anything yesterday.’ It was a forlorn hope, I had to admit.

         Sophie shook her head. ‘No. Sorry. All we sold were three of my Christmas cards and a little mouse of Pat’s.’

         ‘Hedgehog,’ Pat corrected, ‘the one with the red scarf on.’

         I sighed. If we couldn’t do better than that, three weeks before Christmas, what hope was there? Part of the problem was Old Nick’s position, stuck up Shadow Lane with just an undertaker’s and a launderette for company. Hardly the best trading spot for a shop selling art, crafts and antiques. Even the launderette was empty most of the time and there were rumours of it closing down. Not for the first time, I considered chucking the business in. It had never been my ambition to own an antiques shop but Old 10Nick, a client who’d managed to get himself murdered, had left me the place in his will.

         But at least I had my Domestic Goddess earnings, which was more than Pat and Sophie had. I told them I’d see them later and headed for the door. ‘Try to sell something,’ I pleaded as I let myself out. There would be a lot of bills to pay, come Christmas.

         Mrs Chloe Berkeley-Smythe had been a client of my Domestic Goddess business long before I inherited Old Nick’s and began my unprofitable career as an antiques shop owner. She spent most of her life floating around the world on cruise ships, only returning to her cottage to unpack and re-pack for her next voyage. During her brief stays on dry land she employed me to drive her wherever she needed to go and to deal with her laundry and dry-cleaning. She also paid me a retainer while she was away, to prepare her cottage for her arrival, keep it clean, look after her garden and try to prevent her houseplants from wilting during her absence.

         But this time, our routine had been upset. For at least eighteen months, Chloe’s gallstones had needed attending to and she had been waiting for an operation. When I say waiting, I don’t mean she’d been stuck on any NHS list. She had private medical insurance aplenty. But every date the hospital had offered for her operation had meant she would have to miss out on a planned cruise, and she kept putting it off. Eventually, her gall bladder got fed up of her sybaritic existence and threatened to explode. Fortunately for her, this happened on the return leg of her last voyage and the cruise company was able to rush her to hospital in Southampton. After the operation she languished in an 11expensive care home for a few weeks, before returning to Ashburton to build up her strength in time for her next adventure on the high seas. She was planning to spend Christmas floating around the Adriatic.

         ‘Is that you, Juno dear?’ she called out as I let myself in. She was lying on the sofa in the living room, but not because she was ill. This was her default position, usually with a large schooner of sherry at her elbow. This morning there was no sherry. She was trying to behave, she informed me with a sigh, distracting herself by flicking through the pages of the Dartmoor Gazette. ‘There’s nothing about you in here this time.’ She sounded disappointed. ‘You haven’t discovered any dead bodies lately.’

         ‘Thank God for that,’ I muttered.

         She gave a little chuckle. ‘Are you trying to behave too?’

         I didn’t need to try. Ashburton had been remarkably peaceful over the last few months and my sleuthing activities had not been required. I had not been dragged into any murder investigations, much to the relief of the local police, and a certain Mr Daniel Thorncroft, who worries about what I get up to while he’s away working in Ireland. He’ll be home for Christmas, I reminded myself and felt absurdly happy. ‘What needs doing?’ I asked.

         Chloe glanced up from her paper and stared absently around her, as if I’d asked her a really difficult question. Her gaze lingered on the collection of horse brasses hanging around her inglenook fireplace, but I had polished every one of those damn things before her return home and they were still bright and shiny. ‘Oh, just a quick whizz around with the hoover, dear,’ she said, flapping a 12manicured hand dismissively. ‘Then you can make us both a nice cup of coffee.’

         Some days, Chloe would happily have paid me to do nothing but make coffee and chat, if I’d let her get away with it. ‘I’d better give the kitchen a once-over.’

         ‘If you like,’ she responded vaguely, her nose still in the pages of the local newspaper. ‘Who is this Tiffany Dare?’ she called out as I opened the broom cupboard. ‘Have you read any of her books?’

         ‘No,’ I called back but I was sure a couple of her titles had been donated to the second-hand book exchange in Old Nick’s. ‘I might give one of them a try. Have you?’

         ‘Oh, I don’t read novels, dear. Far too exhausting! I wait for them to come out on TV.’ Chloe found all activity exhausting, even lying down. Her plummy tones continued to drift through the hallway. ‘This place she’s just bought, Ausewell Manor, it must take some running.’

         ‘I expect she has staff,’ I called back as I flicked the switch on the vacuum cleaner. Somehow I didn’t think she had to do her own hoovering. Chloe’s next comments were drowned out by the noise but I didn’t bother to stop and enquire.

         An hour later, having hoovered, cleaned the bathroom and subjected the kitchen sink and surfaces to my bleachy ministrations, I carried two cups of coffee into the living room. Exhausted by turning the pages of the newspaper, Chloe had fallen asleep, her closed lids coloured a delicate shade of plum, I noticed, to match her sweater. I cleared my throat as I set her coffee down and her lids flew open. I picked up the newspaper pages that slid to the floor. ‘There’s a box of exotic-looking toiletries on the stairs,’ I 13told her. ‘Are they on their way up or on their way down?’

         ‘Neither, dear. They’re for you.’

         Chloe brings me home a present from every cruise. ‘That’s very kind, but you really don’t need to keep giving me things.’

         ‘Yes I do,’ she breathed devoutly. ‘I’ve got to keep you sweet! I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

         I laughed. ‘You’d soon find someone else.’

         She looked horrified. ‘Oh no, Juno dear! You are used to my little ways. The very thought of having to start all over again with someone new …’ She gave a little shudder. ‘Do you know,’ she added, ‘it says in the paper that Tiffany Dare came close to death recently when a tyre blew on her car?’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Well, I know how she feels. I thought I was a goner when they were wheeling me into that operating theatre to take out my gall bladder. Did I tell you my skin turned yellow?’

         ‘Yes. But it’s restored to peaches and cream now,’ I assured her. For a woman of her age Chloe had a wonderful complexion, dewy and wrinkle free.

         She gave a coy smile. ‘Well, it should be with all I spend on it.’

         I sat down and we sorted out her shopping list.

         Half an hour later I was on East Street. I’d bought the prawns Chloe wanted, her sherry, and then gone up the street to Will’s Café for a bag of his special-blend ground coffee, which she’d recently become addicted to.

         On my way into his coffee shop, I noticed a gold-coloured E-type Jag parked in a disabled parking space across the road. I bought the coffee, resisting the allure of 14the spiced pumpkin latte offered by the obliging Will, and came out again. The Jag was still there, but this time there was a traffic warden writing down its number. The owner of the vehicle was clearly not disabled. It was impossible to imagine how someone with even the slightest agility problem could slide into the driving seat of such a low-slung beast of a car.

         A woman was hurrying up the hill towards it, running as fast as was possible in a pair of spike-heeled boots. She seemed to have just emerged from the door of a place offering holistic beauty therapies. A camel-coloured coat was clutched around her shoulders and her tumble of chestnut hair bounced on her shoulders as she moved. Unless I was much mistaken, this was the very Tiffany Dare whose picture I’d been recently looking at in the Dartmoor Gazette. I lingered in Will’s doorway, taking a long time putting my purchase away into Chloe’s shopping bag. ‘No, no, no!’ she was calling out to him, waving as she ran. ‘Please don’t give me a ticket.’

         ‘You can’t park here unless you are displaying a blue badge,’ the traffic warden told her.

         ‘I’m sorry. But I’m going now!’

         He seemed unimpressed. ‘I don’t care if you are. It’s the hour and a half you’ve been parked here already that’s concerning me.’

         She laughed in protest. ‘Oh, I haven’t been here very long! Just a few minutes.’

         ‘Yes, you have,’ he responded solidly. ‘I clocked you on my first time round.’

         She flashed him a charming smile. ‘Oh, come on, be reasonable! It’s nearly Christmas.’

         15‘Yes it is,’ he agreed, ‘and disabled people like to park here so they can do their Christmas shopping.’

         She shrugged. ‘There’s a car park just around the corner.’

         ‘Exactly,’ he agreed amiably. I got the impression he was enjoying the conversation more than she was. But I couldn’t stand around all day listening to this debate, fascinating as it was, and began heading back down the hill towards Stapledon Lane.

         Tiffany’s voice was getting louder as she began to lose her cool and before I rounded the corner I heard her demanding the man’s name and number. ‘You’ll regret this!’ I heard her snap at him. There was no point in getting stroppy, I thought to myself. No one likes getting a parking ticket but he was just doing his job.

         
             

         

         I spent the afternoon shopping for Maisie, my ninety-eight-year-old client, and walking her dog, Jacko, then dragged her Christmas decorations down from the loft so I could put them up for her on my next visit. As usual, she was refusing all pleas from her daughter, Our Janet, to join her family up north for Christmas. She’d rather stay home, she said, with the dog.

         It was growing dark by the time I got back to Old Nick’s. A typical dull December day, daylight had never got started. North Street was already lit up, festoons of twinkly white lights stretching from one side of the street to the other. Many of the shops had Christmas trees in their windows. They were all real trees. Artificial ones were frowned on in Ashburton; they didn’t fit with the town’s sustainable, artisan image.

         16By contrast, it seemed gloomy in Shadow Lane, only the lights from Old Nick’s windows shining in the darkness. The shop did look pretty, I had to admit. I remembered what a dingy, run-down old place it was when I inherited it. The girls had done a great job.

         ‘We’ve had a better day today,’ Sophie informed me cheerfully, before the bell on the shop door had stopped tinkling. ‘I’ve sold a painting. Pat’s sold a whole collection of carol-singing mice …’

         ‘And some earrings,’ Pat put in.

         ‘And some earrings,’ Sophie repeated, ‘and you’ve sold two brass things.’

         ‘Brass things?’ I repeated. ‘Could you be more specific?’

         She rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve written them in the book! And you sold a set of those old cigarette cards, football ones.’

         ‘Does that mean Arthur’s been in?’ I suppressed a shudder. Arthur was an avid collector, always asking for rare cigarette cards that sold for high prices and which I couldn’t afford to buy. He was obsessed with the one card that was missing from his collection: a Clarke’s Tobacco Cricketer Series from 1901. It shows a picture of A. E. Stoddart, who used to play for Middlesex. It’s rare and worth quite a bit, so even if I could find it, I doubt if Arthur could afford to pay for it. He was harmless really, just a bit of a geek, and one of those unfortunate people who hangs about and never realises when a conversation is over and it is the right time to leave. He usually turned up at the shop about five minutes before closing time and had to be shoe-horned out of the door. But this time, it seemed, he had actually parted with some cash. And even better, he’d left.

         17The ‘brass things’ turned out to be a pair of Victorian fire dogs, racks for holding flaming logs in a fireplace, although their use these days was more likely to be decorative than anything else. Sophie had dutifully copied the details on the price label into the ledger. ‘Best of all,’ she continued cheerfully, ‘a woman came in with her dog, desperate for ideas for a Christmas present for her husband and I persuaded her what she needed was a portrait of him – the dog, that is, not her husband.’ She picked up her phone and showed me pictures she’d taken of the charming Rags: part spaniel, part indeterminate heritage.

         ‘So, you’ve got a commission?’

         Sophie nodded. ‘She paid a deposit and everything.’

         ‘Well, shouldn’t you be getting on with it?’

         Pat frowned over her sewing. ‘That’s what I told her.’

         ‘It’s too late now,’ she protested, ‘I’ll start it tomorrow.’ She dimpled into a smile. ‘I’m meeting Seth in a minute. We’re going to look at a cottage. It’s just come up for rent. He spotted it in the estate agent’s window and got in quick.’

         Since finishing his PhD, Seth had managed to get a part-time teaching post at the University of Exeter and he and Sophie were saving to set up home together. Affordable housing in the area was scarce, so for the moment, he was living with his family in Buckfastleigh while she carried on sharing her mum’s tiny cottage in Ashburton. The payment she had earnt from a book on hedgerows she had recently illustrated had been carefully squirrelled away for a deposit.

         ‘Where is it, this cottage?’

         18‘On Headborough Lane, near Great Bridge.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Actually, I’d better go,’ she said apologetically, getting to her feet. ‘We’re meeting the agent there. I don’t want to be late.’

         ‘Good luck,’ I called as she headed for the door.

         ‘I hope they get it.’ Pat cut the thread on the little stuffed badger she was stitching up. ‘Trouble is, there’s always so many people after anything that comes up for rent round here.’

         ‘No proper affordable housing,’ I muttered, trying to add up the day’s takings in my head.

         ‘Well, I’ll be off too, Juno, if you’re gonna lock up.’

         ‘Yes, I’ll do it.’ I looked up. ‘How are you doing, then, Pat? How’s life at Honeysuckle Farm?’

         She shrugged her bony shoulders. ‘Oh, you know. Too many mouths to feed.’ She jerked her head at the array of photographs papering the wall behind her. They showed the latest arrivals at the animal sanctuary, each one of them in need of a new home. ‘We had some rescue piglets arrive yesterday and someone brought in an injured owl. Sue and Ken are run off their feet.’

         ‘But the money you earn here, from the things you make, it does help, doesn’t it?’ I asked.

         ‘Oh yes! Mind you, if I had to pay rent …’ She stopped herself, her pale blue eyes suddenly wide, and flushed guiltily. ‘What I mean is, I mean, any time you want any rent money, Juno, you know you only have to say.’

         I held up my hand to stop her. ‘It’s fine, Pat. Our arrangement suits me fine. If I didn’t have you and Sophie here, I’d have to shut the shop. I certainly couldn’t afford to pay staff.’

         19‘Oh, well, if you’re sure,’ she said hesitantly.

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘Right, well, I’ll be getting on, then,’ she said, still flustered and a bit embarrassed, and rather hurriedly put on her coat.

         I sighed to myself after she had gone. I could certainly do with some rent to help with overheads, but I couldn’t take it from Pat. I’d be taking from the animals. And with Christmas coming on there would soon be even more waifs and strays turning up at her door. Never mind, I told myself, and turned to the shelves of the book exchange. I decided I’d spend the weekend with Tiffany Dare.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Her backlist told me Tiffany had written fifteen books. I came home with just two of her titles. The cover of Royalist Rogue showed me an impossibly handsome man with dark curly locks, his feathered hat set at a rakish angle, his sword drawn as he sat astride a rearing white stallion. The second, Cavalier Mistress, displayed a beautiful woman with cascading chestnut hair, not unlike Tiffany’s own, almost bursting out of her bodice as she swooned in the arms of a handsome cavalier. A second man, this time wearing a Puritan collar, stood looking grim, hands on hips, in the background. The message from these covers was clear. In Tiffany’s version of history, the Royalists, with their long tresses and frilly shirts, were the romantics. The Roundheads were the killjoys with bad haircuts.

         I settled for a supper of Marmite on toast so that I could eat sitting on the sofa and read at the same time. Bill came to join me, having consumed his own supper downstairs in Kate and Adam’s flat, where he belonged. He’d done his usual conjuring trick, appearing in my bedroom from nowhere. He sauntered in and leapt up on my lap where, after a desultory sniff at my toast and Marmite, he settled 21down with a deep, rasping purr. He’s always preferred my company to Kate and Adam’s but now baby Noah was not only crawling, but hauling himself upright on the furniture, he spent even less time downstairs. He didn’t like having his tail grabbed. Whether he would feel the same about being here when Daniel’s dog Lottie arrived for Christmas was uncertain, but I’d warned him there was to be no scrapping over territory.

         The English Civil War was fertile territory for the romantic novelist. It’s a known fact that in any romantic book, when girl and boy meet they must spend most of the story hating each other’s guts before they realise they are in love. Sticking them on either side of an armed conflict guaranteed they would loathe each other on sight. In Royalist Rogue, a beautiful and virtuous Puritan maiden attracts the unwelcome attentions of a Royalist aristocrat and before she knows where she is, she’s up on his saddle and galloped away with. Despite the silk dresses and pearls he lavishes on her, she resists his advances for most of the book, even though he’s incredibly handsome and brave. Then she decides the pearls aren’t so bad after all, and they plight each other’s troth. Unfortunately, the Royalists lose the war, obliging the couple to take ship and flee to France, returning only when monarchy is restored.

         Cavalier Mistress was a variation on the same theme. This time, the beautiful but wilful daughter of a Royalist general finds herself in peril when the family castle is captured by the Roundheads, and takes a particular dislike to the broad-shouldered young captain who saves her from a fate worse than death. After the usual nonsense in which she goes on hating him, she falls in love with 22his solid worthiness and, forsaking her pearls, marries him and goes to live with him in his humble cottage where she faces a life of childbearing and drudgery. She soon discovers this is no fun and longs to escape the stifling confines of village life. Fortunately, her in-laws hate her, the villagers are suspicious of her, and in order to escape being burnt on a trumped-up charge of witchcraft, she and her husband must flee the village and take ship, this time to America, and a life of freedom.

         I skim-read this engaging nonsense in a couple of hours. It was full of historical inaccuracies but it was the portrayal of my hero Thomas Fairfax as a cruel villain, that annoyed me the most. In real life, he was a brilliant soldier, famous for his compassion towards those he defeated. The Royalist troops, on the other hand, all represented as noble, honourable men in Tiffany’s books, were notorious for theft, plunder and rape all across Devon, and struck such terror into the hearts of local people, they paid them to stay away. But it seemed Tiffany Dare wasn’t going to let the facts stand in the way of a good story.

         
             

         

         Next morning, it was my turn to open the shop. I was late. I’d had to walk the Tribe first and then return all five dogs to their various owners. We’d got held up on the way back by a slight misunderstanding between Dylan, the German shepherd, and a black Labrador over the ownership of a frisbee. It took a few minutes for his owner and me to sort it out.

         Pat had already got the door open and the lights on by the time I arrived.

         I wasn’t expecting her. ‘I’m not stopping,’ she told me 23bluntly as I walked in. She was wearing dungarees and her old duffel coat and smelt of sawdust. ‘I just come to bring in these.’ She showed me two felt collages she’d completed the night before: sweet country cottages surrounded by fields of woolly sheep. I promised I’d hang them up for her and she scurried off. There was no sign of Sophie. She should have been hard at work on her dog portrait by now. Falling in love with Seth has done absolutely nothing for her work ethic.

         I was still trying to find the right spot on the wall for the collages when the shop bell rang. I turned to see a middle-aged man gazing around him uncertainly. He looked like an academic type, grey haired and beardy with glasses. ‘Can I help you?’ I asked.

         ‘That depends.’ He narrowed his eyes as he took me in. ‘Would you be Juno Browne?’ His voice was deep and rather sexy.

         ‘I would.’ I smiled.

         He held out a hand for me to shake. ‘Theodore Denning,’ he told me, clasping mine in a firm grip. ‘You won’t have heard of me,’ he added modestly, ‘but you may have heard of my wife, Tiffany Dare.’

         ‘Oh, good Lord!’ I nearly blurted out that I’d been reading some of her books the previous evening, but I stopped myself on the brink. He might ask me what I’d thought of them. Actually, historical inaccuracies and romantic improbability aside, I’d quite enjoyed them. Parts, especially the action and battlefield sequences, were particularly well written. But I’d ended up feeling frustrated and annoyed. If Tiffany Dare could write so well, why didn’t she write something better? Instead, I said, ‘You’ve 24just moved into the area, haven’t you?’

         ‘Actually, we’ve been here several months now but it only recently seems to have become general knowledge.’

         ‘Thanks to the good old Dartmoor Gazette,’ I said. There was a moment’s pause. ‘So, what can I do for you, Mr Denning?’

         ‘Theo, please.’ He looked hesitant. ‘Can we talk here?’

         I gestured at the empty shop. ‘We’ve got the place to ourselves.’

         ‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Ms Browne,’ he began, ‘and I’m hoping to engage your services.’

         Somehow I didn’t think he wanted to employ me as a cleaner. There was a chair by the counter and I indicated he should sit. ‘I don’t think I quite understand.’

         ‘You’ve helped the police solve crimes in the past.’

         ‘Not officially,’ I cut in before he could go any further. ‘I’ve accidentally bungled my way into a few of their investigations.’

         ‘That’s not what I hear.’

         ‘Look, Theo, I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong idea. I’m not for hire.’

         ‘Please,’ he urged softly. ‘Will you at least listen to me?’

         I relented and sat down facing him. ‘What’s this about?’

         ‘It’s about my wife, Tiffany,’ he answered, his face grave. ‘I think someone is trying to kill her.’
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         It was a moment before I took this in. ‘Have you been to the police?’ I asked.

         ‘I have but …’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘I’d better start at the beginning. A couple of weeks ago, Tiff was out riding when someone fired a shotgun and her horse bolted. He’s a nervous animal, highly strung.’

         ‘Was she hurt?’

         ‘She took a nasty tumble. She only jarred her shoulder, but she could easily have broken her neck. The thing is, she was riding on our land. No one should have been on our property firing a shotgun, so we reported it to the police.’

         ‘It was most likely to have been a farmer shooting rabbits,’ I pointed out. ‘Not an uncommon sound in the countryside.’

         ‘That’s what the police think,’ he admitted. ‘They said that there was no proof whoever fired the shot meant to harm Tiffany.’

         ‘And what does she think?’

         ‘She was angry about it, but she agreed with the police. She couldn’t see how it could have been deliberate.’

         ‘Was she alone when this happened?’

         26He gave a grim smile. ‘Aria was supposed to go riding with her, but she cried off at the last minute.’

         ‘Aria?’

         ‘Tiff’s daughter. She’s thirteen. She and Tiff had an argument over breakfast that morning, and, well, Aria can be a sulky little brute.’

         I thought I might be sulky too if someone had saddled me with a name like Aria. It was interesting Theo hadn’t referred to her as our daughter. I smiled. ‘Can she fire a shotgun?’

         He smiled too. ‘Uh, no, she can’t. I’m sure there are times when she and Tiff would like to kill each other, but she stayed indoors that morning.’

         ‘May I ask what the argument was about?’

         ‘Aria’s starting to take an interest in boys and naturally her mother’s concerned.’

         I nodded. I got the picture.

         ‘You see, this wasn’t an isolated event,’ he went on. ‘Not long after we moved here, Tiff was driving up on the moor, probably driving too fast,’ he added with a wry grimace. ‘She began to lose control; a wheel was wobbly, she said. She managed to steer offroad, onto some boggy ground, which brought the car to a halt. But we found a roofing nail in the tyre.’

         ‘She could have picked up a nail anywhere.’ I was beginning to think Theo was just a worryguts.

         ‘Oh, I agree. But the wheel nuts had been loosened. The thing is, the car had been in for a service the day before.’

         ‘Then it could have been the work of a sloppy mechanic.’ A loose wheel was dangerous, but no guarantee of a fatal 27accident. If someone really meant to kill her, they would have tampered with her brakes.

         ‘That’s what Tiffany decided. She played merry hell with the garage. Threatened to sue.’

         ‘But you didn’t involve the police?’

         ‘Not on this occasion. You’ve probably gathered, Tiff doesn’t scare easily.’ Theo smiled, unable to conceal a touch of pride. ‘She’s out in the public eye and she doesn’t hold back on her opinions. She’s been the victim of some hateful messages from trolls, but she never lets them get under her skin. She says it’s just jealousy.’

         Jealousy can be a dangerous thing in my opinion, but I didn’t say so. ‘But you said someone was trying to kill her. Do you know anyone with a grudge against her?’

         He hesitated for a moment, then cleared his throat. ‘Tiff doesn’t suffer fools gladly. She’s got no qualms about firing anyone whose work isn’t up to standard. When we moved into Ausewell Manor, she wasn’t happy about the way things were being run. Some of the staff were let go.’

         ‘And you think one of them could bear a grudge?’

         He looked uncomfortable. ‘It’s possible.’

         ‘But just to be clear,’ I said, ‘no one has threatened her directly?’

         ‘Not until about a week ago. That’s when the Christmas cards started.’

         I must have looked blank. ‘Christmas cards?’

         ‘Addressed to Tiffany. Horrible things threatening her life. Two of them, about three days apart.’

         ‘What did they say?’

         ‘The first one said something about Santa bringing her 28a present of Death. The second one said she’d kiss Death under the mistletoe.’

         ‘I take it they weren’t signed?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘Did you take them to the police?’

         ‘Tiff wouldn’t hear of it, threw them in the fire.’

         ‘Pity.’ I had to admit I’d have been curious to see them.

         Theo leant forward earnestly. ‘From now on, I’m making sure she doesn’t get to the mail first. It’s all being opened by me or my secretary. That way, if we get another one …’

         ‘You can take it to the police,’ I said.

         ‘I was hoping I could show it to you.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because I heard there used to be a woman who was blackmailing people here in Ashburton, sending them postcards and you …’

         ‘Jessie Mole is dead,’ I said firmly.

         ‘But you were involved in the case. In solving it.’

         I started to get a very bad feeling. ‘It wasn’t that simple,’ I began carefully.

         Our conversation was cut short by Sophie erupting into the shop, muffled up to her eyeballs against the cold. She carried a blank canvas under one arm and held a dog on the end of a lead. ‘This is Rags,’ she mumbled, letting the lead drop as she closed the door. ‘I’m borrowing him so I can do a few sketches.’

         She began unwinding the scarf from her face. There was a cold wind outside and Soph is asthmatic; she has to be careful. ‘His mum is coming to collect him in an hour. Hello!’ she added brightly, nodding at Theo as Rags began snuffling his way around the shop floor.

         29Theo stood, deciding it was time to leave, and I walked out with him into Shadow Lane. ‘I’m not sure what it is you want from me,’ I told him.

         ‘For a start, I want you to meet Tiff. Come up to the house. Look around.’

         ‘On what pretext?’

         ‘Perhaps you could come to value some antiques?’

         I laughed out loud at that. When I found myself the owner of the shop, I knew next to nothing about antiques. I don’t know much now. There were far more knowledgeable and obvious candidates for valuations in the Ashburton antiques community; I was probably the last person anyone would ask. ‘Tiffany would smell a rat at once.’

         ‘Just promise me you’ll come.’

         I really didn’t think this was a good idea. ‘I’ll think about it.’

         That was all I was prepared to promise. But Theo seemed encouraged and shook my hand when we said goodbye. I watched him walk off down Shadow Lane, his collar turned up against the cold, and felt uneasy, as if I’d just made a bad bargain.

         Back in the shop, Sophie was settling down for a day at her easel. ‘Who was that?’ she asked, not taking her eyes off Rags, who had responded to a command to sit and was staring anxiously at the bag of dog treats on her table.

         ‘Someone who wanted antiques valued.’

         She frowned. ‘You don’t do that, do you?’

         ‘Not really. How did you get on with the cottage?’ I asked.

         ‘It’s lovely. Very tiny and it could do with a lick of 30paint.’ She was concentrating on sketching Rags, her hand working in quick, deft strokes. ‘Trouble is’ – she paused, considering, her dark head on one side – ‘there are so many people after it.’

         ‘But I thought Seth got in first.’

         ‘Huh! That didn’t seem to make any difference. There were at least three other couples looking around while we were there, and a woman with a child who’d lost her job and her accommodation with it.’ She turned to look at me, a tragic expression in her dark, orphaned-seal eyes. ‘I felt really sorry for her actually. She and her little girl are refugees from Ukraine. Oksana, her name is. Her husband is still back there, fighting. They’re living in a caravan at the moment but they can only have it for a few months before they get chucked out of there too. Then they’ve got nowhere to go. At least Seth and I have got a roof over our heads.’

         ‘Couldn’t Seth move in with you and your mum?’

         ‘Well, he stays over sometimes but it doesn’t really work. Our place is so tiny. It’s not him. There’s no room for all his books and stuff.’

         ‘Couldn’t you live with his parents?’

         She pulled a face. ‘Same problem. When he left for university, his mum turned Seth’s bedroom into a sewing room.’ She grinned. ‘I don’t think they want him back, to be honest. And his sister’s still living at home. We really need a place of our own.’

         ‘Well, let’s hope you get this one.’

         ‘I don’t think we will,’ she said honestly. ‘We have to provide references and proof of income. Seth’s job is only part-time and with me being self-employed and an artist, 31well, I’m a dead loss really. They want to see my tax return for the last two years and I earn so little I hardly pay any tax. And even with the book I’ve just illustrated, well, you can’t really say my income is steady, can you? It’s very up and down.’

         I nodded sympathetically. Mine too.

         
             

         

         It turned into a busy day, the approach of Christmas inducing a degree of panic among shoppers. Pat’s collages didn’t make it to the wall; I sold them both before I got a chance to hang them up. A painting by Sophie of toadstools soon followed. I also sold a trivet, a brass candle-snuffer and two pairs of Pat’s earrings before lunch. Rags went home with his mum, leaving Sophie to get busy with her watercolours. While she worked, I dug out the copy of the Dartmoor Gazette she and Pat had been looking at yesterday so I could read the article about Tiffany Dare for myself.

         It told me a lot I didn’t know, relating the story of her difficult childhood, moving from town to town with her alcoholic dancer mother, her father long gone. Then her experience as a single mum struggling to bring up a small child and how a creative writing course had changed everything. She had become the star pupil and moved on to find international fame with her bestselling novels. It was quite a dramatic story. I wondered how much of it was true.

         There was also speculation that she had acquired Ausewell Manor, rather than any of the other properties on the local market, to be close to rival romantic novelist Sylvia la Bec, known to her readers as la Bonk because 32of the raunchy nature of her writing. According to the newspaper, Sylvia had been interested in acquiring the manor herself and it was even suggested that Tiffany had put in a bigger offer just to spite her – an accusation Ms Dare vehemently denied. Was la Bonk sufficiently put out to pull out a shotgun, I wondered, or get busy with the wheel nuts?

         I didn’t gain any other information from the article itself, but tucked away in the letters page I came across something interesting.

         
            Once again we have an example of townspeople moving to the countryside and expecting the countryside to conform to their ways, instead of them adapting to it. If people dislike church bells chiming through the night, or the smell of manure and the rattle of farm vehicles in the early morning, then why do they move here? But no, these newcomers complain to the authorities and expect to get rural traditions and the age-old practices of working country people stopped to suit their convenience. So it is with the latest owner of Ausewell Manor, who has barred access to a footpath because it crosses a corner of her land. This ancient track, which has been used by ramblers for centuries, has been fenced off, barring the way to an archeologically important menhir, or standing stone, known as the Cursed Woman. The owner claims that the footpath across her land represents a security risk. Utter nonsense. The previous owner did not lodge a single complaint against anyone 33straying off the path onto their property. This is another example of wealthy people trying to buy up our countryside and make it an exclusive playground for themselves. It must be resisted at all costs.

         

         It was signed Old Crockern, a pseudonym often adopted by writers of this kind of letter. In Dartmoor folklore, Old Crockern was the name given to a giant believed to be the spirit and guardian of the moor. He was said to be grey as granite, his eyes black as pools of bog-water, his eyebrows thick as sedge. His home was Crockern Tor and his curses fell on anyone who tried to tame the moor by farming, ‘scratching my back with a ploughshare’, or attempting to fence it off. These days, his spirit is evoked by Dartmoor activists, protestors fighting to protect the right of people to roam and free camp on the moor.

         Interesting, I thought. Disgruntled ex-employees, a resentful teenage daughter, thwarted professional rival and now angry activists: it seemed quite a few people had reason to hate Tiffany Dare.

         
             

         

         I was in a floaty state of mind, just drifting off to sleep, feeling warm and snuggly, body soft, eyelids heavy, when the phone buzzed and began vibrating its way across the bedside table. I groaned and rolled over, groping for it with outstretched fingers until I silenced the wretched thing. ‘Mmmph?’ I asked.

         ‘Did I wake you, Miss B?’ a deep voice enquired. ‘I’m sorry.’

         I smiled and rolled up onto one elbow, causing Bill, 34curled up on my duvet, to grumble in his sleep. ‘Daniel.’ My voice was husky and I cleared my throat. ‘Are you alright?’

         ‘Of course. I just wanted to hear your voice. I didn’t realise how late it was.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’ I was fully awake now. ‘Is everything okay? Have you heard from the CPS?’ The Crown Prosecution Service was preparing a case against the Shaws, a London-based crime family who had tried to set up their drug manufacturing business in South Devon a few months ago. They were all banged up on remand now, awaiting trial. Daniel might be called as a witness. He’d intervened when he’d seen someone being beaten up in Torquay, not realising the man he was trying to save was a drug dealer. A grateful Nick Shaw had tried to recruit him into his business. And because he’d spent several days in his company, witnessing his operation, Daniel could give evidence against him.

         ‘I got a call from one of the lawyers,’ he admitted. ‘She was saying it could be at least another eighteen months before this case comes to trial and so it’s too early to tell whether or not they’ll need me to testify. They already have so much other evidence against the Shaws, she seemed inclined to think not.’

         I hoped she was right. The thought of him forced to come into contact with any member of the Shaw family made me feel uneasy.

         ‘Their guilt isn’t in any doubt,’ he said. ‘They were all caught like rats in a trap, imprisoned at the scene of the crime. All down to you being so brilliant, Miss B,’ he added generously. ‘It may not be necessary for me to give evidence at all.’

         35‘Let’s hope not.’ The whole evil tribe needed to be locked up and the key dropped down a well.

         ‘So, what have you been up to?’ he asked.

         ‘Oh, nothing.’ I yawned. ‘Busy in the shop today with Christmas coming.’ I wouldn’t tell him about the visit from Theo Denning and his concerns about Tiffany Dare, because there was nothing to tell. I’d decided not to get involved. Daniel was coming home, bringing the adorable Lottie with him, and all we wanted was a nice, quiet Christmas.
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