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"I really am the worst detective ever!" Amelia Watson said.

"That's not what I want to hear when I've rung to ask you to solve a mystery for me," her best friend Nicole replied. "Anyway it's not true. You're pretty terrible, but there must be some who are a tiny bit worse."

"You want my help you say?" Amelia asked, trying to sound indignant.

"Correct," Nicole replied. "You don't think I'd call just to talk to you?"

"A proper friend would." 

"Nooo. A proper friend, knowing you've not had any time off in ages, would call you to say that something odd is happening next to her B&B, which just happens to have a free room at the moment. She'd explain about the suspicious activity with giraffes... "

"A giraffe?" Amelia interrupted. After dogs and the more easily identified seabirds they were her absolute favourite animal.

"No! Listen will you? It was OK when it was just one, but it's getting silly. Nobody can understand it, nobody who thinks logically that is. You on the other hand should solve it in minutes and then we can spend a few days together having fun," Nicole coaxed.

"That does sound nice, but we're really busy at work and in any case, after embarrassing myself this morning, I've given up everything to do with solving crimes and investigating mysteries."

"Embarrassing yourself?" Nicole asked with a laugh in her voice. "Come on, spill!"

"Absolutely not. No way. Uh uh." But of course Amelia told Nicole everything. "My downstairs neighbour told me she was going away for a few days to stay with her sister."

"But really it was her secret lover?" Nicole guessed.

"You've met Muriel, how likely do you think that is?"

"Age is no barrier... but yeah, if she had a lover it wouldn't be a secret. She'd tell everyone."

"Exactly. And if she'd been expecting anyone to be in her flat while she was away she'd have told me. So, when I heard a lot of banging and crashing really early this morning, I went down to investigate."

"And she hadn't left at all?"

"No! Listen will you?" Amelia repeating Nicole's words back to her got a chuckle. "I was in time to see someone carrying stuff out to a van. Not just any someone either, but the person who'd driven Muriel away the previous morning."

"No!"

"Yes! It seemed pretty likely Muriel had told him all about staying with her sister, so he'd known the place would be empty."

"A safe bet," Nicole agreed.

"What I didn't know was whether he was just a taxi driver taking advantage of his fare saying the flat would be empty, or if he'd kidnapped her to get her out of the way."

"Poor Muriel!"

"Exactly. So I called the police. Thankfully I only reported the facts I knew, not my suspicions."

"If they thought she'd been kidnapped they might have responded faster..."

"They acted quickly, don't worry. And almost immediately discovered that the 'burglar' was Muriel's nephew."

"The swine! Taking advantage of her absence!"

"Yeah, he did. He took advantage by ripping out her scruffy old kitchen and replacing it with one just like his mother's and which Muriel had said, more than once, that she was very jealous of."

"Oh." 

Amelia guessed her answer was so brief because she was trying not to laugh – which was remarkably restrained of Nicole.

"He'd have got on with the job more quickly had he not needed to explain all that and prove his identity and Muriel's safety, but reckons he'll still just about have it completed in time for his aunt's return."

"All's well that ends well!"

"I suppose."

Amelia did feel a little better after confiding in Nicole, and hearing her friend's infectious giggle throughout the tale of woe, but still couldn't be coaxed into packing her bags and heading for Nicole's B&B in Lee-on-the-Solent. Mostly that was because the hotel where she was a duty manager was just about to host a wedding fair and she couldn't be spared. Partly though it was because she was still feeling stupid for her mistake.

As though to punish herself for meddling, Amelia collected Bongo, the border terrier she shared with a colleague, and drove to another location where her inability to mind her own business hadn't gone well. Early in the autumn she'd taken Bongo, for a walk through some woods in the hope of finding fallen sweet chestnuts. She'd been unsuccessful in her hunt but had seen a man acting suspiciously. Well, maybe not all that suspiciously the first time, but the way he was pacing about in a clearing made Amelia curious.

"Dead dog," she'd whispered to Bongo. Immediately he lay perfectly still, allowing Amelia to watch the man without alerting him to her presence.

His approach wasn't systematic and he was looking around as well as at the ground beneath his feet. The most likely explanation was that he'd dropped something and was searching for it, but he didn't seem to be looking very hard. Could he be searching for something he didn't really want to find, but felt obliged to try? She could think of lots of things he might be happy to lose. A horrible ornament received as a gift, a dull work assignment, the evidence of a failed attempt at baking, his mother's antique mirror he'd cracked playing air guitar... She couldn't think why he'd be taking any of them for a walk through the woods though. Maybe it wasn't anything physical, as he looked kind of lost himself.

A few days later there had been a storm. Hoping that had shaken chestnuts off the trees Amelia returned to the woods. She noticed the same car as last time was parked at the start of the footpath. Not quite the coincidence it might seem as she often went for a walk before starting the evening shift in the hotel. She guessed the man took his walks on the way home from his job, so their visits naturally coincided. The car was easy to recognise because as well as being the same silvery-blue metallic colour as the wrapping on her favourite caramel sweets, the number plate had the letters XYZ, and there was a purple star dangling from the rear view mirror. After a previous, very successful, bit of detective work Amelia made a point of noting the registration plates of cars belonging to people she saw acting in a peculiar manner.

Amelia had more luck finding chestnuts the second time. Bongo soon gave up trying to help after discovering how prickly the outer casings were, but even so it took only a few minutes to gather a pocketful of decent sized specimens. 

After seeing his car Amelia wasn't surprised to see the man again. She was surprised to find him in the same clearing doing the same thing – pacing up and down and back and forth, all the while looking around him. What could he be searching for? 

Bongo wasn't right by her side so she couldn't tell him to stay quiet and still without being heard. As she couldn't just watch the man's activities without the risk of discovery she decided on a more direct approach.

"Hello again," she said.

He appeared startled but quickly recovered and gave a broad smile. Immediately he looked less suspicious and ... nice. That wasn't a very precise word, yet seemed to fit him perfectly. 

"Sorry, I don't think we've met," he said.

"Ah. No, we haven't. Not technically. I noticed you here last week." Oh dear, that sounded as though she was stalking him! "At least, I saw someone who looked a bit like you. I didn't really take much notice."

"I see." He grinned. 

"Are you looking for something?" she asked. "If you are maybe Bongo can help. I've been training him as a sniffer dog." That was nearly true. She had been trying, but with very limited success. He was excellent at finding hidden dog treats, but Amelia knew that was because he could smell them, not because they smelled of whoever had hidden them.

The man crouched down and scratched between Bongo's ears. The dog wagging his tail enthusiastically was a good sign, but not definitive. He was a naturally friendly and trusting animal.

"I bet you'd help if you could, wouldn't you, boy?" the stranger said.

He walked a short distance away, crouched down and pretended to find his mobile phone in a tuft of grass. "Got it!"

Amelia might have believed him had he looked at the phone after getting to his feet with it in his hand. Surely the first thing anyone does after retrieving a dropped phone is to check it's OK? If it really had lain there for days the battery would be flat, but he'd have checked the screen, maybe wiped the dew off it... And he'd look pleased with himself.

"Thanks for your offer of help," he said and strode away.

When she returned to the car park, the silvery-blue car and its purple star were gone.

Amelia went back on several occasions at the same time of day, but didn't see him again. Neither did she see the car she was certain belonged to him. That was, not until after the clocks changed and it was almost dark as she and Bongo finished their walk. As they returned to the car park, Amelia saw a man getting what looked like a spade out of a car. Whatever it was, he threw it back in as she approached. He got in the car, but didn't start the engine.

As Amelia exited the car park she used another of her detection tricks by deliberately making a hash of manoeuvring in the small space. That gave her the chance to light up the other vehicle with her headlights and see that it was silvery-blue and had the letters XYZ at the end of the registration plate. She drove off, parked in a lay-by further up the road and crept back, with Bongo on a short lead and three nines tapped into her phone, ready to dial the emergency services at the first hint of danger. She was in time to see the man lift a dead body wrapped in sacking out the back of his car.

Of course it couldn't really be a body. It wasn't just that, despite his slightly odd behaviour, she'd liked the man and didn't want to believe she
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