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A COLLECTION OF 18 SHORT STORIES

OF MURDER, MYSTERY AND MAYHEM

Throughout her distinguished career, Ann Granger has penned an array of hugely entertaining and gripping short stories. To mark her thirtieth anniversary as a crime writer, eighteen of these compelling mysteries have been brought together to delight and enthral crime fans everywhere.

From a nosy neighbour who trusts no one to a jealous nephew protecting his inheritance, and from a ghostly apparition on a cruise ship to an Oxford undergraduate who cannot escape his past, Ann’s short stories transport readers from the Highlands of Scotland to the rugged coast of Cornwall and from the Victorian era to the present day. In each story there is an intriguing mystery to captivate the most avid crime fan, making this a collection to treasure.




To my mother,
 Norah Davey Granger,
 and my grandmother,
 Sarah Davey Martin.




Introduction

These tales were written at different times and several years ago. For me, their creator, to find them gathered together now, is like finding myself unexpectedly at a reunion of old friends and acquaintances. The door opens, I walk into the room and there they are, all those characters who jumped out of my imagination. What a motley crew crowds the space. The air is filled with the babble of their voices. ‘Where have you been since we last met?’ we ask one another. ‘What have you been doing?’ and in some cases, ‘What a surprise to see you here!’ If one or two of the characters are secretly thinking, ‘Couldn’t you have made me nicer? Prettier? Kinder? Cleverer?’ – well, they are all too polite to say so. Too late now to change their fate, anyway; and a reunion is no time for grumbling. 

I have written all kinds of books in my thirty-plus years as a writer. But, for the most of that career, I’ve been an author of crime fiction. Authors are readers before they ever set out to be writers, and I’ve been a lover of books since I was very young. I was lucky enough to have a mother and grandmother who were both enthusiastic readers, so I came into contact with all sorts of books in childhood and many of them, probably most of them, were not intended for young readers. The only children’s stories I recall devouring were those with horses in them, such as the wonderful yarns written by the Pullein-Thompson sisters. Their plots always featured nearly as many ponies as characters, and were exciting adventure stories, often with a dash of mystery thrown in. Much later in life I was lucky enough to meet Josephine Pullein-Thompson, and was able to tell her how I’d enjoyed her books.

My grandmother, with whom I spent many holidays, lived in the New Forest. The free-ranging ponies that are so much a symbol of the area roamed much more freely then than now. There was an area of grass before her home and a small group of them would sometimes arrive there and wait at my grandmother’s front gate. She always took water out for them, in a galvanised bucket, and they’d form a disorderly queue with the leader of the gang at its head. For me this is another parallel with writing the stories. Characters and plot ideas mill about in my head, slowly getting organised. Some push their way to the front at once; others work their way through the throng and make a later appearance.

My mother liked historical fiction and biographies. My grandmother, on the other hand, had a liking for westerns and crime fiction. She amassed books from various sources, and was an enthusiastic buyer of paperbacks at jumble sales. A bag of such gleanings would be brought home and tipped out in a heap. Burrowing among them was like treasure hunting. Some of these books were in poor condition but I didn’t worry about that. I felt I was reading them in the company of all the previous readers. With books, I was always among friends. 

At my parents’ home in Portsmouth I followed her example and raided second-hand bookstalls for hardback copies. Before these could be read, they had first to be trussed up in string to prevent the covers from curling, and then baked in the oven at a low heat ‘to kill the germs because you don’t know where they’ve been’! This might sound extreme to modern readers, but these were the days before the common availability of antibiotics.

The first crime fiction I recall reading from among those tattered volumes were the courtroom-based investigations of attorney Perry Mason, written by Erle Stanley Gardner, himself a lawyer. Gardner’s books are economically written by today’s standards. But this does not make them ‘short stories’ as generally understood. 

I came to include short stories among my reads much later. I don’t recall either my mother or grandmother reading magazines, where most short stories were to be found. So, I had no memory guide to help in my own efforts when I began to write them myself – except, perhaps, in one respect for which I must thank all those Perry Mason yarns: whatever is going to happen, it has to happen fast.

Creating a short story is a tricky business. Those who have never tried their hands at it sometimes imagine it must be so much easier than writing an entire novel of any kind. This is far from the case, because of the concise nature of the narrative. Like a novel, the short story must have a beginning, middle and an end. There is no room for the plot to wander off down side-alleys and meander its way back to the main narrative. Every word must be relevant. 

The characters, too, must step off the page as real people. There is no time to ‘get to know them’. The reader must feel he or she recognises them at once and can believe in them. Some of them may strike the reader as pleasant, others as sinister . . . and new acquaintances may not be what they first seem! 

For the writer, there is little or no room for error, and the way is strewn with pitfalls. The writer can’t take refuge in passages of description. There just isn’t space. But the author still has to paint a picture and give the characters depth. 

Some of the stories in this present volume are longer than others because they were originally written to be magazine serials. The serial presents a few different challenges. The writer has more space to tell the story, but can’t tell it all at once, so each episode has to form a satisfactory whole, but leave the reader wanting to know what happens next.

Sitting down to create a short story is not unlike opening a trinket box and beholding a colourful heap of assorted objects, each representing a character or element in your story. You pick the ones you need and set them down on a chessboard of the imagination. They are all at a crucial point in their lives, and their fate is in your hands. No wonder some of them look a little worried. But for the writer, it can be quite a power trip! I enjoyed writing these brief tales. I hope you enjoy reading them.

Sadly, there are fewer opportunities today for publishing short stories. Magazines are no longer on the look-out for them as they once were. I would therefore like to thank my agent, Isobel Dixon, for believing these tales could be gathered together in book form, and to express my gratitude to my editor at Headline, Clare Foss, for taking up the idea and making it come to pass, seeing the book through to publication.

So, I raise a glass at the reunion to all the old friends who people these tales. They raise a glass in return. (They like a wee dram or a glass of sherry!) ‘Really good to see you again!’ they call out. ‘Happy memories!’ And, hopefully, ‘Haven’t you worn well!’ 

Ann Granger




A Lady Should Avoid Murder

Amongst Jane Pritchard’s childhood memories was a book. It’d belonged to her grandmother and been entitled Everything a Lady Should Know. Everyone can recall seminal reading of long ago, and the venerable handbook had fascinated young Jane. Embellished with pictures of a smirking Lady writing little notes or embarking on a visit in hat and gloves, it advised the reader on the correct response to every conceivable situation in which the unsuspecting female might find herself. Armed with rules as rigid as the corsets worn by the illustrated examples, the Lady could sally forth, fearing no man and no social pitfall, to knock ’em dead with her grasp of etiquette.

Ah, yes, dead . . . Unfortunately, as far as Jane could recall at the present moment, the wonderful book hadn’t offered any handy hints on dealing with a murderer. Surely an oversight. Allowing herself a moment’s daydreaming, Jane mentally composed a letter of enquiry.

Dear Editor,

I have recently made the acquaintance of a gentleman of homicidal tendencies . . . Please advise . . .

Catching herself out in this lapse of concentration, she wriggled on her chair and smiled nervously at the young man sitting opposite her in her tiny living room. He was rather younger than she was, by about eight years, she judged. She was thirty-seven. He was pleasant in appearance except for a sharp look about the eyes, and wore a neat sports jacket and well-pressed slacks. She was momentarily inspired to wish she wasn’t wearing cut-off jeans and a washed-out sweatshirt.

A Lady who has taken Trouble with her Toilette will always be at her Ease.

‘Shall I make us some more tea?’ Jane asked, seizing a chance to get out of the room for five minutes and pull herself together. It was a stressful situation and she ought to be keeping her mind on matters, not indulging in eccentric fancies.

‘Thanks very much,’ he said, picking up the pottery mug she’d handed him earlier. ‘Need a hand?’

‘No, thanks!’ she replied rather too forcefully and bolted into the kitchen to switch on the kettle.

Tea is taken between four and five o’clock. A selection of plain and fancy cakes should be offered. Napkins are essential.

Jane opened a tin and stared in dismay at the one crushed cracker lying forlornly in the bottom. She dunked the teabag in boiled water and hurried back to her visitor.

‘Sorry, no cake or anything . . .’ she apologised.

‘Never eat it,’ he said. He sipped from the mug which had been hand decorated by Jane with comical cats and glanced out of the French windows leading to the back lawn.

‘Nice little garden you’ve got here. I’m a bit of a gardener myself.’

He was prompting her nicely. She took the hint. ‘I bought this cottage just about a year ago, after my divorce. I’d been living in London. But, you see, most of our friends – my ex-husband’s and mine – had been joint friends and – well, I wanted to get right away and start over with no ties. I’m a writer. All I need really is my computer and a stack of paper.’

She had a horrible feeling she’d told him this before. Like a child who has rehearsed a piece for a school concert, once interrupted she could only resume by going back to the beginning and starting again.

‘I know the cottage is isolated but I didn’t – I don’t – mind that. I also realised there was a house next door, behind all those trees, but I didn’t give a thought to who might live there. I think I imagined at first it was empty. There was no sign of life . . .’

She stopped, wondering if that had been a simple turn of phrase or a Freudian slip. ‘I mean,’ she went on firmly, ‘I hadn’t seen anyone going in or out. So it was a real surprise when Mr Warren put in an appearance about a week after I moved in.’

She’d been out in the garden, trying to fix a rotary washing line. The metal post was heavy and it needed someone else to hold it while she wedged it. Otherwise, once it had laundry pegged to it, a good wind would carry the whole lot away like a ship under sail.

There was a rustle from the further side of the nearby hedge, between her property and the next, and without warning, a head popped up like a puppet’s from behind a curtain. It belonged to a man of about her own age or slightly older, perhaps forty-one or -two. He had straight, flat mousy hair and a small neat moustache.

‘Can I help?’ he asked. Of course, he could.

When he’d arrived in the garden and she’d been able to see him top to toe, the rest of his appearance had also been mousy. Small, a little tubby, wearing brownish trousers and a beige sweater. A dark maroon tie was knotted neatly below his Adam’s apple. He’d scurried round fixing the washing line with nimble fingers and smiling all the while at her, showing slightly prominent front teeth.

‘It’s nice to have neighbours again,’ he said. ‘My name is Harold Warren. I live with my mother.’

Jane replied with a brief word about herself.

‘A writer, eh?’ said Mr Warren, eyes sparkling. ‘I’m a great one for books. I love a good book. I read all kinds, anything I can get my hands on.’

He went on to explain he was unmarried and his mother, with whom he shared the house, was elderly and infirm. She required constant attendance so he didn’t work. Jane gathered there was some family money, enough to live on. She supposed his mother must have a pension as well. She thanked him for his help with the washing line and offered him a cup of tea.

He refused. ‘Can’t leave Mother for long!’

With that, he went back to his own side of the hedge.

A silence fell in Jane’s living room. Her visitor sipped his tea. Jane picked up her own mug.

‘See much of him after that?’ asked her visitor conversationally.

She shook her head. ‘Hardly anything. Their garden’s completely overgrown and you can’t see their house from here because of the trees. The exit from their drive is around the curve in the road and so I wouldn’t normally see anyone go in or out, either. I heard the car occasionally, and saw it sometimes when I was walking along the road. I supposed he was going shopping or something. He had to leave the place from time to time. He always waved to me and occasionally let down the window to call out a greeting. We’d exchange a brief word. I felt sorry for him and that he must be an exemplary son. The next time I had any real conversation with him was when he brought me some apples.’

She’d been outside in her back garden, hoeing weeds from a flower bed. There’d been a rustle on the other side of the hedge and Mr Warren’s head popped up as before, surprising her into letting out a yelp and nearly dropping the hoe. He’d apologised for giving her a fright and held out a plastic carrier bag.

‘Thought you might use some apples. They’re only fallers, so you’ll have to use them at once. They won’t keep. But they’re very good cookers, Bramleys. We have more than Mother and I can use.’

‘How is your mother?’ Jane asked.

‘Oh, much as usual.’ He sighed. ‘Nothing can be done. She’s a bit of a trial, poor old darling, but we manage.’

With that, he’d scurried away.

It had been the second time he’d shown neighbourly kindness. Jane felt impelled to respond in some way.

A return Visit should not be made too soon, neither should it be left too long!

She used the apples to make a batch of pies. She froze all but two of them, put one aside for her own immediate use, and set off for the Warren house, bearing the remaining pie as a thank-you gift. After all, he probably didn’t do much cooking, not if he had to wait hand and foot on his mother.

When visiting the Housebound, some little home-baked Delicacy is always welcome.

Jane walked up the long, weed-strewn drive to the house. The lofty old trees to either side almost met overhead, blocking out the daylight. It was chilly and damp. Fallen leaves had formed a slippery mulch. Everywhere was silent. There was even a curious absence of birdsong.

The house itself appeared ahead of her with the disconcerting suddenness Mr Warren himself had shown when his head appeared over the hedge. Jane, still holding the pie before her in both hands like a religious offering, stood studying the scene. Had she not known better, she would have believed it deserted. The tall narrow windows were covered with a film of dust. The place clearly hadn’t been painted in years. There was a detached garage standing amongst the trees to her right. Indents in the soft soil showed where a car had passed in and out, the only sign of any life. The garage door was shut.

As she approached the front door to the house, she saw that garden debris had piled around and across the steps and clogged the cobwebby cellar windows. She climbed the stone slabs, her feet disturbing the leaf cover which gave a soft shur-shurring sound, and put out her hand to the unpolished brass torque which formed the knocker. The sound echoed throughout the house like a distant clap of thunder.

After a moment she heard footsteps approaching the door. It was tugged open with some effort. It must have swollen shut. A form was dimly discernible on the far side, through the crack. Then it was pulled open wider and Mr Warren stood there in his mouse-brown trousers, beige pullover and maroon tie. He wore slippers.

‘Oh,’ he said, blinking at her. ‘Mrs Pritchard!’

Jane held out the pie. ‘I brought this. I thought, as you were so kind and gave me the apples. I made a whole lot of pies, perhaps you’d like—’

‘Thank you, yes, you really shouldn’t—’ he interrupted her. He seemed agitated and reached out to take the dish.

Before his hands closed on it, a door opened in the depths of the dark hallway to the rear of Warren. A female form appeared, silhouetted against the light from the room beyond.

The woman, whom at first Jane couldn’t make out clearly at all, began to move quietly towards them. She had a curious, uneven gait and put out her hand to steady herself against the wall. Now Jane could see that she wore a dowdy print dress and rather dirty cardigan. Her hair was grey but abundant and fell loose to her shoulders in long, tangled strands. She had large pale blue eyes which were fixed on the visitor with puzzled wonder. It was impossible to judge her age, but her skin appeared fine and remarkably unlined.

Then the smell hit Jane. An insidious stench of soiled underwear, sweat and grime-stiffened clothing, unbathed skin. The woman’s feet were bare – that was why she moved so quietly – and the unclipped toenails had grown to curl over like the talons of a bird of prey.

Jane’s expression betrayed what had happened to Mr Warren, or possibly he’d sensed that someone stood behind him. He whirled round and gave an exclamation which sounded part surprise, part dismay or embarrassment and part anger.

He bustled towards the dishevelled apparition at once and took her arm in a firm grip.

‘Now, dear,’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t be out here.’

‘Who is this?’ the woman asked, staring at Jane over his shoulder with the same kind of wonder. Jane could see now that the pupils of the pale blue eyes were dilated and curiously unfocused.

Raising her voice, Jane replied, ‘I’m Jane Pritchard from the cottage, Mrs Warren. I expect your son has told you about me—’

‘I haven’t got—’ the woman began in a peeved tone.

Warren had moved to place himself more fully between the two women. He looked over his shoulder to Jane and said irritably, ‘She doesn’t understand. It’s dementia.’ He began to push his mother ahead of him towards the rear room.

‘Come on, dear, back to the warm kitchen. You’ll catch cold.’

‘You’ve taken away my shoes,’ said the old woman, sounding even more sulky.

‘No, I haven’t,’ he retorted with crisp authority. ‘You keep taking them off yourself.’

He propelled her through the door at the back of the hall, shut it and scurried back to Jane.

‘You see how it is, Mrs Pritchard,’ he began hurriedly. ‘It’s dementia and nothing at all to be done.’

‘I understand,’ faltered Jane. She didn’t know quite how to phrase this, but the woman was filthy and ought at least to be bathed and her toenails clipped. ‘Do you have any help with your mother, Mr Warren? The district nurse could call, say, once a week and – lend a hand.’

‘No!’ he said sharply. ‘There’s no need!’ He made an effort. ‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful, Mrs Pritchard. It’s kind of you to ask. But I can look after Mother perfectly well. Besides, strangers worry her. I’m the only person she’ll let do anything for her.’

He made to close the door in Jane’s face. She was still holding the pie dish and anxious that he should take it, pushed it forward. The result was that it caught in the closing gap and she almost dropped it. Mr Warren grabbed it in the nick of time.

‘I’m sorry,’ he stammered. ‘I didn’t expect— it’s not one of her good days. You shouldn’t bother. We can manage quite well, Mother and I. I’m something of a cook, if I say so myself!’ With a flash of his rodent’s teeth he was gone.

‘I felt so embarrassed and frankly rather foolish,’ Jane told her visitor.

He sat, cupping his empty mug between his palms and watching her intently.

‘I hadn’t meant to intrude,’ she went on. ‘Goodness, a nosy neighbour can make life miserable! I had no wish to interfere. But I thought, how dreadful for him. How awful to be shut in there all day long – and all night too – with someone in that state. Of course, it was clear to me he needed outside help, but he would refuse any offer. He was determined to look after her himself.

‘You see . . .’ Jane hesitated. ‘I felt a sort of responsibility for them both. In one way it wasn’t my business. But in another, if someone’s in need, you don’t ignore them, do you? Sooner or later, as I saw it, he was going to have to get some help, and the sooner, the better, for them both. I decided to leave it for a week and then call again.’


During the following week she saw nothing of Mr Warren. On Saturday afternoon, the sun shone so brightly after several overcast days, that Jane decided to go out for a walk. Her book, on which she’d been trying to work, had reached an awkward stage. She needed a break.

Returning to the cottage, she passed the Warrens’ drive and, on impulse, turned in.

This time, she decided, she wouldn’t knock at the front door. Obviously it wasn’t in daily use and on the previous occasion, she’d disturbed the old lady. It was customary, in country areas, to use the back door. She’d forgotten that. She would make her way to the back of the house and tap discreetly at the kitchen door.

The rear of the property was as overgrown as the frontage. Here, years ago, had been a productive orchard, but now the trees – source of the apples he’d given her – were unpruned and grass grew high between them. A shrubbery close by the house had turned into a veritable jungle.

There was a window open near the back door and a movement on the other side of it caught her eye. It was Mr Warren but as she made to signal to him, he turned aside without seeing her and went back into the room, out of sight.

Jane went up to the window and peeped in. Her hand was raised to tap on the glass, but she stilled the gesture.

It was the kitchen all right, large, old fashioned and untidy. Mrs Warren was sitting in a rickety overstuffed armchair near an antiquated kitchen range. She wore the same dirty print dress but a different, though no cleaner, cardigan. Her face gleamed with sweat and her tangled hair clung to her shiny skin. Her large blue eyes were wide open and held such an expression of dread that Jane had to clap a hand to her own mouth to stifle a cry.

Warren himself leaned over his mother and held a glass of water or some other liquid to her mouth.

She shook her head, cowering back.

‘Come on!’ he ordered roughly. ‘Get it down you!’

‘I don’t want it, Harold . . .’ whimpered the old lady.

‘You’ll do as you’re told. I’ve got to go into the village, right? I’m not having you wandering about while I’m gone.’

‘I won’t, Harold, I promise!’

He merely pressed the glass to her mouth. ‘If you don’t drink it,’ he said, ‘I won’t give you any dinner tonight, nor tomorrow, nor even, perhaps, the day after.’

There was no doubt in Jane’s mind that he meant it and that this punishment had been employed before. The tone of his voice was unlike anything she’d ever heard in any voice. It wasn’t only threatening. It hummed with a barely concealed quiver of exultation, taking pleasure in the prospect of cruelty.

The woman believed it too. Jane watched as she gulped down the contents of the glass, some of it spilling and dribbling down her chin, spotting the print bodice.

Warren turned back towards the window. Jane just had time to duck down under the sill. She heard the sound of running water, the metallic groan of metal. The sink unit must be under this window. She waited for two or three minutes and when she ventured to take another look, she couldn’t see Warren. Mrs Warren was in the chair, eyes closed. She was mumbling faintly to herself.

Jane ran back to the shrubbery and concealed herself amongst the bushes. After a while she heard the scrape of the garage door being pulled open and then the throb of an engine. Warren drove out, down the drive, and was gone. All was quiet.

Jane came out of hiding and hurried towards the house. The kitchen door was locked, but the window, thank goodness, was still ajar. She didn’t know how long he’d be away in the village, but she wouldn’t get another chance to get into the house.

She pulled the window wide open and scrambled up onto the sill.

‘Mrs Warren? Don’t be scared, please! It’s only Jane, from the cottage . . .’

But Mrs Warren was slumped in the chair, apparently asleep.

Jane managed to get over the sink unit and drop down onto the floor. She hurried to the chair and its immobile occupant. Her nostrils were assailed by a sour odour, but she was prepared for it this time and not put off. Gently Jane shook the woman’s shoulder but Mrs Warren slumbered on. So close up and in repose, she looked younger, her skin little lined. The grey hair, though dirty, grew thickly. Trimmed and clean it would be quite an asset. Jane frowned and tentatively touched one of the sleeper’s eyelids, raising it.

‘Drugged . . .’ Jane muttered. She straightened up and turned. The glass still stood on the draining board and beside it was a small bottle such as pharmacists use when making up prescriptions. She picked it up. It contained a white, crystalline substance. Its label, which looked as if it had been stuck on some time ago, read ‘Chloral Hydrate’.

So Warren had made up and forced his mother to drink an old-fashioned but undeniably effective sleeping draught. It seemed a drastic action. Prolonged use of chloral hydrate had depressive, debilitating effects. If the woman couldn’t safely be left alone he had to do something, but this was out of all proportion to any need.

Jane moved across the kitchen and looked into the hall. It was as she’d seen it from the front door on her previous visit; dingy, the carpet worn. A clock ticked quietly, but not here – the sound came through the half-open door to a room on the other side of the hallway. Jane crossed the narrow passage and went in.

It seemed to be an all-purpose living room and study used by Warren. It was warmer and tidier in here than elsewhere in the house. The gas fire in the hearth must have been in use earlier. There were a few books, but not as many as his claim to be a dedicated reader might lead one to expect. There was, however, a large television set and an expensive computer. The other furniture comprised mostly solid, quite valuable pieces including a large Victorian roll-top desk. It was open, showing the ranked pigeonholes and flat writing surface. Warren must have been working on it before he found he had to go to the village. Jane could see that various papers were laid out neatly.

She ought not to be doing this, she knew. But in extreme circumstances, one could only take extreme action. Jane went to the desk and glanced quickly at the papers. They were bank statements and the amounts listed made her blink. A little family money? A lot of family money! But there was only one name printed at the top of each sheet: Harold Warren. Everything, then, was in the son’s name.

A prickle ran up Jane’s spine and what had been a growing suspicion hardened into chill certainty. But how to prove it? The bank statements didn’t do that. If the old woman was senile, then naturally, control of all financial matters had to lie with the son. He probably had power of attorney.

But there were other papers stuffed into the pigeonholes and, with luck, one or more of them might provide more clear-cut evidence. She didn’t know how long she had to work before Warren returned. Feverishly Jane pulled out a handful of assorted paperwork and began to riffle through it. Domestic bills for gas and electricity, others from a village garage for repairs to the car.

An envelope slipped from the middle of the bundle in her hand and fell to the ground, spilling its contents. Jane gave a gasp of dismay and knelt to gather them up.

They were photographs. She spread them on the carpet. They were a mixed bunch but here was one, not so very old, which showed a couple. The woman wore a smart two-piece outfit and a corsage of flowers. She was smiling happily at the camera. The man beside her also had a carnation pinned to the lapel of his suit. Small flecks of colour dotted the ground around the couple’s feet. Confetti.

The young man in Jane’s sitting room stirred. He put his mug carefully on the table. ‘So,’ he said. ‘That’s when you twigged what it was all about!’

‘Yes, they were wedding pictures. The man was Warren and the woman – even given the awful state she was now in – was the same one he was passing off to me as his mother. But she wasn’t his mother. She was his wife!’

‘And that’s when you contacted the police.’ Detective Sergeant Sullivan smiled at long last. ‘You acted in the nick of time to prevent a very nasty crime, Mrs Pritchard.’

‘Yes, but I can’t honestly say I understand all of it, even now. How was he going to work it?’

‘Oh,’ Sullivan made a wide gesture with his hands. ‘It was simple enough. Clever crooks make simple plans. It’s a mistake to make ’em too complicated. Warren worked on the assumption that most people believe what you tell them. After all, why should they disbelieve you? He told you she was his mother and you had no reason to suppose otherwise, or that she wasn’t, as he claimed, in an advanced state of senility.

‘He was a pharmacist in a seaside town when they met. Mrs Beryl Darcy, as she was at the time, was a widow. Her husband’s death had left her financially comfortable but lonely. She had no family and, frankly, was in that holiday resort looking for companionship. She found it in Warren.

‘He was some years younger than she was. But she’d looked after herself and could afford nice clothes. She didn’t see why a younger man shouldn’t find her attractive. They married. He probably started feeding her drugs little by little almost at once. She fell completely under his sway. He was able to get her to sign away money and property. Once she’d done that, it only remained for him to get rid of her.

‘He bought a lonely house, moved her in, began to dose her regularly so that she didn’t know half the time what was going on. He told anyone who enquired that she was his mother who never went out.

‘If he’d said “wife”, people might have been more curious, wondered why he didn’t seek some help. But an elderly parent, well, people accepted a sad situation and that he was a devoted son. In due course, after a suitable time, he’d have told you that she’d been taken into a nursing home and, shortly after that, he’d have reported she’d died. He’d probably have claimed her body had been taken for burial miles away – to her birthplace, perhaps. You would have believed it, why not?’

Jane shivered. Sullivan got up and went to the French window through which they could see Jane’s garden and the hedge beyond which lay the tangled vegetation and trees of the Warrens’ property.

‘He probably intended to bury her out there in the grounds somewhere,’ the sergeant said. ‘Or under the cellar floor. Somewhere safe. Then, well? He might have just slipped away, gone abroad and started again. Or if he felt secure enough, even cleaned the place up and gone on living there.’

Sullivan glanced over his shoulder to where Jane sat, pale faced.

‘You can be sure you prevented a murder, Mrs Pritchard. We got to Mrs Warren in the nick of time.’

‘How is the poor woman now?’ Jane whispered.

‘Poorly but making a good recovery. She knows what happened and is most anxious to meet you properly and thank you.’

‘I don’t need thanks,’ Jane said. ‘But I will go and see her. I’m so glad she’s all right. What – what will happen to him? I hope they lock him up and never let him out!’

DS Sullivan pulled a wry grimace. ‘That’s too much to hope for! He’ll serve his sentence and then, who knows? Perhaps just disappear, never to be heard of again? But once a conman, always one. They nearly always return to their old tricks. He may decide he knows where he went wrong this time and, next time, aim to get it right!’

Sullivan gave Jane a shrewd look. ‘Personally, I think that if he’d got away with it, he would have stayed here and looked about for another victim. There are plenty of women on their own, with a little money, living in quiet spots, lonely.’

His voice died away and he looked expressively around the room.

‘You mean,’ Jane said dully, ‘that the murder I prevented may ultimately have been my own!’

‘You’re smarter than poor Beryl Darcy Warren,’ her visitor assured her kindly. ‘But probably, yes, he intended you to be next.’

Sergeant Sullivan returned his gaze to the view from the windows and gave an appreciative nod. ‘Yes, you’ve got a very nice garden here, Mrs Pritchard. Very nice little place altogether, in fact. Don’t worry about being here on your own.’ He turned back and smiled at her. He was a good-looking young man. ‘We’ll keep an eye on you!’

‘Huh!’ thought Jane. She scooped up the empty mugs and marched out into the kitchen.

Everything a Lady Should Know, Grandma’s old book, had done its best but it had left out the most important rule of all:

LADY, WATCH OUT!




A Rare Fino

A gentleman, naturally, does not discuss money. That is not to say that, though indisputably a gentleman myself, I don’t think about money. Prior to the unfortunate events I am about to relate, I’d been thinking about money a great deal. It was very distressing.

I should explain. For some years I had been working on my book: The Fauna and Flora of the Iberian Peninsula. I was and remain convinced that when my book is finished and published it will become the indispensable work of reference on the subject. 

Originally I dedicated my work to the famous naturalist, Charles Darwin. I even visited the great man shortly before his death in 1882. I travelled down to his family home and gained entry with the greatest difficulty and by insisting that my research was of paramount importance. (I had prudently taken a copy of the manuscript with me to present to Darwin. I was sure he would appreciate that.)

I have to say I was bitterly disappointed in the great scientist. I realise he was old and sick at the time, but I found his manner abrupt almost to the point of being uncivil. I gave him my manuscript. Instead of expressing pleasure, he just said he would ‘glance at it if he had time’. He tossed it to one side quite negligently and asked if I wanted anything else. Why yes, I declared, I wished his permission to dedicate the book to him. 

‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘if you like. It makes no difference to me. I’m not going to be here when it’s published.’ He then added, ‘If it is published!’

I went home and struck out the dedication. It is my personal opinion he was jealous of my scholarship.

Naturally, I had had to visit Spain and Portugal often and spend some time there in the course of my research. This had cost money: all my money, in fact. The last of my personal fortune had been spent in this cause some years ago. Since that time I had depended on an allowance paid to me by my aunt Matilda.

My aunt (my late father’s elder sister) was a wealthy and childless widow. She lived alone in a large house in Chertsey in Surrey with an elderly cook and maid. There was also a gardener but he must have been seventy if he was a day. Her only companion (excluding the servants) was her pet dachshund, by the name of Oscar.

Oscar wasn’t a young dog. His muzzle was quite grey. He was overweight and bad tempered. People talk of a mule or a camel being the most obstinate of beasts. Such people have never had to deal with an elderly dachshund. If Oscar chose to take possession of a comfortable armchair, it was best to leave him there. His teeth were yellow with age but sharp. 

As for my aunt, they say people grow to resemble their pets and she had certain characteristics in common with Oscar. She too was elderly (but robust and in good health), stout, rather short in the leg, and very short in temper. Both she and Oscar had a sharp nose and beady eyes. 

I had to work very hard to keep on the right side of Aunt Matilda. She could stop my allowance at any moment and if that stopped, my work must be forced to stop too. It didn’t bear thinking of. What’s more, there was the question of her will. 

Now, I had reason to hope that she would leave the lot to me. I had two cousins, it was true, but they were girls and had married, so no longer bore the family name. Only I carried that into the next generation and Aunt Matilda had remarked on it several times. 

Not that the cousins had given up hope, oh no! Those women were always visiting her, taking along their awful children, and showering her with little attentions. They particularly chose to do this when I was away studying my subject in Spain or Portugal. I was sure they took the opportunity to undermine me and damage my own chances.

What’s more, both cousins had chosen to name their very plain daughters after my aunt (although to my mind, three Matildas in one family make far too many).

Now, Aunt Matilda had one little weakness (if you don’t count doting on that wretched dog). She loved a glass of good sherry. As it happened, my research took me to the beautiful region of Spain around Jerez, a name synonymous with that famous aperitif. It is a wonderful part of the world. 

This is the Spain of one’s dreams. By day one travels through a landscape of castles, great mansions, white-washed villages, and ranches where the bulls for the arena are bred. At night one may relax beneath the stars enjoying the warm, balmy air, the tinkling of guitars in one’s ears and in one’s hand a glass of that drink akin to the nectar of the gods. For this is the birthplace of sherry. It is a wine which, like the women of the region, has beauty, dignity and grace. It enchants the eye, seduces the nose and the taste is one to be savoured slowly. Roll it around your tongue. Close your eyes and give yourself over to an experience almost erotic in its physical charm.

You should know that the very best sherry comes from grapes grown on chalky soil. The more sandy soils produce an inferior wine. But the truly great fino, ah, that is something so special and so rare that bottles of it are guarded as fiercely as any part of the national heritage of that country, and seldom leave it. However, on my last visit I had been able, in Sanlúcar de Barrameda, to obtain a bottle of this unique creation. A triumph!

I took it home to England and down to Chertsey to present it to Aunt Matilda. I imagined her delight, the excellent impression my thoughtfulness would make. I even considered the real possibility that she might contact her lawyer at once to make me her sole heir.

I found her thoughtful. She greeted me with less enthusiasm than I had hoped. No matter. I produced the bottle of rare fino, confident that would change her mood.

‘Thank you, Charles,’ she said. ‘Just put it on the sideboard.’

This wasn’t the reaction I had expected or counted on! 

‘My dear aunt,’ I said, ‘could it be that you have something on your mind? Are you not feeling quite well? If that’s the case, I recommend a glass of that excellent fino I have just given you. That will buck you up in no time.’

‘As a matter of fact,’ replied my aunt, ‘I do have something on my mind. Just take a look at Oscar, will you? Tell me what you think?’

I turned my gaze unwillingly on the dachshund which sat beside my aunt on the sofa. I stared at him. He stared back at me. I hid my dislike of him. He did not hide his dislike, even contempt, of me. 

‘He seems much as usual,’ I said.

This was true. He hadn’t improved. He might have been a trifle fatter, but perhaps it wouldn’t do to mention that.

My aunt sighed. ‘He’s not himself. He’s really quite listless. I had the veterinary surgeon call to look at him but he could find nothing wrong. He was tactless enough to mention Oscar’s age. I told him, very plainly, I saw no reason why age should affect an animal so well cared for. I shall not engage that man’s services again. Yet I do fear there is something wrong with Oscar.’

She stroked the animal’s head. Oscar rolled his eyes up at her.

‘He is so intelligent,’ crooned my aunt. ‘He understands every word we say.’

It was difficult to know how to reply. I daren’t make the same mistake as the veterinary and mention age: especially as my aunt herself was no longer young.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘you know, dear aunt, that we all of us from time to time suffer short periods of poor spirits and a general feeling of being “down”. This doesn’t have to mean illness. It is more likely to be the time of year; winter’s short days and long hours of darkness, for example. Or a week’s bad weather that’s kept us indoors and prevented healthy exercise. Oscar just needs a little encouragement and perhaps a tonic designed for dogs. In no time he’ll be as right as rain.’

Oscar gave me a look I can only describe as sarcastic. Perhaps he did understand not only every word we said, but also much left unsaid.

My aunt cheered up at once. ‘How kind you are, Charles,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your advice – oh, and thank you for the sherry. It is very good of you to remember I like it.’

I left Chertsey well pleased. 

The following week I went down there again. I found my aunt much improved in spirits, quite cheerful. I glanced at the sideboard. The bottle of fino was still there but much depleted. There was only a glass or two left in it. In my imagination, I patted myself on the back. 

‘It is very nice to see you again, Charles,’ said Aunt Matilda.

Better and better!

‘I’m very pleased to see you so much happier than the last time I came,’ I said. ‘Does this mean Oscar is improved?’

I looked at Oscar. He had a curious expression in his eyes. He, too, looked quite mellow but his gaze seemed a little hazy.

‘Oh, he’s so much better!’ replied my aunt enthusiastically. ‘And I have you to thank for it, Charles.’

‘Me?’ I was startled.

‘Why, yes, I took your advice.’

I hesitated. ‘Er, what advice was that, aunt?’

‘About giving Oscar a tonic. That was all he needed to make him quite his old self.’ She turned and indicated the sideboard. ‘I have been adding a drop or two of that fino you brought me to his food. It’s done him no end of good. His temper is much improved and he sleeps like a top!’

For a moment or two it seemed the world stopped. I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. Surely I was imagining it? The fino, which I’d brought back from Spain with such delight and presented to Aunt Matilda with such high hopes . . . it had been fed to a dachshund? It wasn’t possible. But oh, yes, it was. I looked at Oscar again, his hazy expression and unwarranted mellowness . . . the dog was drunk!

My ears filled with a roaring. My brain seemed to explode. Was everything I thought of value and gave to a chosen recipient with hope, to be scorned in this way? Darwin had cast aside my cherished manuscript, openly doubted its fitness to be published. This stupid old woman had treated a rare and great wine as though it were a tonic for dogs! Was the world full of Philistines? 

I heard myself ask, through gritted teeth, ‘Have you drunk any of it yourself?’

She shook her head. ‘I saved it for dear Oscar.’

The injustice of it all was too much; the insult to me, to my work and to a great wine, the denigration of all my efforts . . .

In a red rage, I rushed to the sideboard and seized the bottle. I splashed half of what little was left into one of the glasses on a tray there and carried it back to Aunt Matilda.

‘Drink it!’ I ordered.

She looked alarmed. I must have seemed quite wild. I was wild.

‘But what about Oscar . . .?’ she began.

I didn’t allow her to finish. I bent over her. I grasped her jaw and forced her mouth open. ‘Drink it!’ I screamed at her. I poured the glassful of fino, all of it, between her lips as she struggled and gasped, protesting in a panic.

To give him his due, Oscar tried to protect his mistress. He leapt at me, but his general lack of fitness, his weight and his recent diet of sherry all overcame him. He fell off the sofa and landed heavily on the carpet where he lay, glaring at me impotently.

To prevent the wine dribbling out again, I threw the glass aside, clamped Aunt Matilda’s mouth shut with both my hands and repeated my order to her to swallow it.

Still she struggled and then a strange sound came from her throat. Her eyes bulged. She pawed feebly at my hand.

Too late I realised she was choking. I snatched back my hands and tried to revive her but it was too late. Suddenly she was still and I knew she was dead. Her eyes stared up at me in a horrid way with no life in them.

I knew I must not lose my head. I went to the sideboard and poured the last drops of the sherry into a fresh glass. I raised it to my lips and tasted it. Ah! If only for a moment this wine would be savoured by someone who appreciated it.

Oscar watched me all the while, growling in his throat. I took my glass to the little table near to the sofa and set it down. Then I ruffled my hair and ran into the hall shouting for the maid.

‘Help! Help! My aunt is ill. Run for the doctor!’

The doctor came quickly but was far too late. I told him my aunt and I had been enjoying a glass of the rare fino I had brought on my last visit when the choking fit overcame her. I indicated my own glass on the table and Aunt Matilda’s which had fallen to the carpet. Oscar was sniffing at it with appreciation and trying to lick out the remaining dregs. 

I was afraid the doctor would notice the red marks on my aunt’s jaw so I offered the explanation that I had tried to save her by opening the airways but it had been in vain. I tore at my hair and clothing. I wailed.

The doctor was sympathetic and patted my arm. ‘My dear young man, you are distressed but don’t blame yourself! These sad accidents happen so suddenly that unless a medical man is present little can be done. No layman could have saved your aunt.’

The inquest returned a verdict of accidental death. After the funeral my cousins, their husbands and I gathered to hear the lawyer read the will. My aunt had left a paltry three hundred pounds each to my cousins, myself and the two juvenile Matildas.

Three hundred pounds! Was that all? And the same amount to me, who carried the family name, as to those two women and their frightful daughters? Even from beyond the grave, Aunt Matilda managed to insult me.

So what happened to the large house in Chertsey and the rest of the money? Would you believe it? My aunt had set up a trust of which the sole beneficiary was Oscar. Oscar, in short, inherited the lot. The trust stipulated that he was to continue to live in the Chertsey house. The cook, maid and gardener would retain their jobs in order to maintain the place and look after the dog. Only when Oscar died would everything be sold up and all the resulting fortune was to be distributed to various animal charities.

It was in the interest of the servants that Oscar lived on for a long as possible. They kept their sinecure jobs while he did. At last, two years later, despite their valiant efforts, Oscar passed away. The veterinary surgeon who examined the body declared he must have been very old, really quite ancient in canine terms.

Oscar had been a lucky dog indeed. Perhaps, after all, the tonic of rare fino had done the trick. 




A Trick of the Light

Part One

The frogman was sitting alone, perched uncomfortably on a crumbling wooden stump, once a support for a long-vanished jetty. He was without mask or flippers and had pushed back the hood of his wetsuit. His head was buried in his hands and Hetty Farrell could see only a mop of dishevelled brown hair. The rest of him resembled some stranded and unknown species of amphibian.

She’d just parked her own car alongside the large white van marked Underwater Search and Rescue which stood behind them, concealed by a straggly line of trees. However, the frogman wasn’t an official police diver, part of the team which had arrived in the van. He was clearly an amateur and excluded from the work in progress at the lakeside.

‘I suppose,’ she mused with sympathy, ‘he’s the poor chap who found the body.’

All around them a hive of activity provided stark contrast to his brooding form. A police powerboat, moored at the far end of a narrow, wooden-slatted walkway, was lurching on the water as figures scrambled in and out. A couple of uniformed minions of the Cumbria Constabulary, brought in to control civilians, were parrying questions good humouredly as they chivvied people away from the landing stage. The crowd of would-be boat-trippers, whose excursion had been unexpectedly postponed, chatted, speculated and fiddled with cameras.

At the back of the throng, perched on a natural rise in the ground, the tall, thin form of Bradley Wills stared majestically towards the shining waters of the lake. His lordly gaze took in both the activities of the search team and the sheer slopes of the fells on the far side of Coniston Water. His chin held high and his hands clasped behind his back, he was the personification of aloofness.

The excited onlookers observed him from afar in awe and speculated wildly as to his rank. Some optimistically put it as chief constable and one, losing all sense of proportion, as lord lieutenant of the county. Others had got it right and guessed inspector.

None of them looked at the slender but athletically trim young woman in cord jeans, strong walking boots, thick socks and a pullover, who was striding their way, her bobbed brown hair bouncing about her ears. Just another hiker, they thought, if they thought anything at all.

She had nearly reached Bradley Wills on his hummock and had to suppress a grin. Irresistably, into her head, jumped Cowper’s lines:

I am monarch of all I survey,

My right there is none to dispute . . .

Nevertheless, she was well aware that however unheeding the inspector might appear of the crowd, he would be extremely irritated by it. Bradley Wills had a notoriously short temper. At the moment he was freezing out the annoyance. His armour of indifference was likely to be pierced without warning and then Wills’s temper would erupt to the discomfiture of all around.

Hetty approached his imposing figure with some caution and cleared her throat deferentially. ‘Good morning, sir.’

The inspector unbent so far as to incline his head without actually turning it in her direction.

‘Farrell,’ he said, apparently to the world at large.

‘Yes, sir. I came as soon as I could. Any progress?’

Wills took one arm from behind his back and consulted a large and expensive-looking wristwatch. ‘They’ve been down there long enough.’

A testy note sounded in his voice. At the same time he observed that one of the camera enthusiasts had had the temerity to snap him. That he’d been added to anyone’s souvenirs of a holiday in the Lake District proved the straw to break the camel’s back.

The inspector’s face turned dull red, the muscles around his mouth and jaw twitched alarmingly, he flung out a pointing finger and roared, ‘Tell that wretched fellow to stop that at once! I’ll impound his camera if he so much as takes another picture, even if it’s only of his wife and kids!’

The photographer staggered back in shock, almost dropping his apparatus. One of the uniformed men moved across with alacrity but the photographer had scuttled away before he got there.

There was a shout from the waterline. Another police motorcraft had arrived. A black-clad figure clambered out onto the narrow wooden jetty and pounded along it towards the shore. Shimmering drops of water flew through the air and the wooden slats shivered and creaked ominously beneath his feet. The sense of expectancy amongst the crowd was almost tangible. But out of his watery element, the nearing diver ceased to look formidable, only cumbersome and slightly ridiculous. Nevertheless, the crowd of onlookers parted respectfully before him and much whispering followed in his wake.

The diver lumbered across the stony shore towards Inspector Wills on his hummock, who watched his approach with a jaundiced eye and in silence. The man panted to a halt and gave his report.

‘Something down there all right, sir. Can’t tell what it is, to be honest. It’s rolled up in a big sheet of plastic, tied together with rope and weighted down with some kind of large stone object.’

‘Which area of the lake exactly?’ Hetty asked. ‘I’ve only just got here. I didn’t see where you were searching.’

The diver met her eye and, not impervious to a pretty girl in any circumstances, even the potentially grisly, grinned. He turned and pointed down the long narrow lake. ‘Out there, just about where Coniston Old Man overlooks the water.’

Hetty knew the ridge he referred to, so called because someone’s fancy had once imagined it resembled a sleeping man lying on his back.

The diver’s grin hadn’t passed unnoticed by Wills. ‘What about the hand?’ he snarled.

The diver looked suitably abashed. ‘Couldn’t be sure, sir. There is something sticking out. Might be part of a hand.’

‘Can you get the whole bundle out of the water without further equipment?’

‘Should think so, sir.’

‘Then do so!’ Wills ordered.

The frogman padded heavily back to rejoin the other members of his team. Inspector Wills at last deigned to descend from his hummock and turn his pale gaze on his subordinate.

‘Nice day, Farrell,’ he said. ‘I was hoping to go fishing.’ He observed her practical clothing. ‘You, I take it, were going walking?’ He didn’t wait for her reply but looked, if anything, more morose. ‘I suppose you could call this fishing, of a sort.’

Activity at the water’s edge had increased and the powerboat roared away, leaving twin foaming peaks in its wake.

Hetty did her best to appear as coldly professional as the inspector, but it wasn’t the sort of incident she relished. People – divers, fishermen, yachting and wind-surfing enthusiasts – did find things in the lakes from time to time. Sometimes these finds were harmless in themselves, just simply oughtn’t to have been jettisoned where they’d been. But just occasionally, the find proved more sinister.

A man in a state of some agitation had phoned the police earlier that morning to report that he’d sighted a strange object on the lakebed.

‘I think,’ he’d gasped, ‘it might be a body!’

So here they all were, underwater search team, CID, uniformed officers, all milling about on this beautiful morning, oblivious of the wonderful scenery. That it was a Saturday, and that both she and Inspector Wills had been called upon by staff shortages to give up their free weekends, more than justified the inspector’s bad mood. She didn’t feel too happy about it herself.

‘It might be a body,’ returned Wills cynically, echoing her thoughts. ‘Or it might be an old standard lamp or someone’s garden rubbish. Don’t ask me why they insist on putting these things in the lakes. One would have thought the trouble it took to dump their garbage outweighed any other consideration. They do it to be awkward, if you ask me.’

Hetty nodded sympathetically. ‘Who found it?’

Wills sighed and pointed across the shore to the crouched figure of the lone frogman, confirming her earlier guess. ‘That fellow, name of Woodley. You’d better go and get his story. And believe me, when we get it out here on land, whatever it is, it had better be worth all this trouble and my cancelled fishing trip!’

He set off purposefully towards the jetty.

Hetty returned to her car and took out the Thermos flask without which she never set out into the spectacular but lonely terrain around them. She carried it back to the shore and approached the figure that still crouched like Rodin’s celebrated statue, lost in his own thoughts. 

‘Mr Woodley?’ Hetty stooped over him. ‘Would you care for a cup of tea?’

He looked up. He was a youngish man, she judged him in his early thirties, with blunt but not unattractive features. His face was rather red, perhaps from emotion and possibly from the change in temperature. Down on the lake floor where he’d been earlier, it had been very cold indeed. For a moment his eyes stared at her unseeingly, then an expression crossed his face not unlike that of Inspector Wills when he’d spied the photographer.

‘Who are you?’ he said aggressively. ‘Journalist? Local rag? Look, just clear off, will you? I can’t be bothered now.’

‘Sergeant Farrell,’ she told him. ‘Cumbria CID.’

He groaned and returned his head to his hands. From within his fingers he mumbled, ‘That just about takes the biscuit! Some woman asking damfool questions!’

She was allowing for the fact that he was probably still in shock, but there was a limit. It was true that in rural areas especially, a young woman in her job still occasioned comment. But nowadays it was mostly good humoured and actual hostility towards her had been rare. That it should appear now from this man, a young man at that, both startled and annoyed her. On a less personal level, she noted that his wasn’t a local voice. At this time of year, tail end of summer, visitors flocked to the whole Lake District from every part of Britain and indeed, from overseas as well. So the fact needn’t be significant.

‘If you’re the member of the public who reported finding a suspicious object on the lake floor, then you must have expected some questions, Mr Woodley
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