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      “You here to see Melanie?” Michael McLaren turned to call his friend to the door, but the woman on the doorstep stopped him, her hand outstretched, yet not touching his arm. She held a bouquet of flowers in her other hand.

      “Not just now. I...came over to...talk to you.” The woman—cocooned in a heavy wool jacket and muffler to combat the November temps—looked at him, a mixture of hope and embarrassment in her blue eyes.

      That hope and embarrassment also colored her voice, he thought, aware of the wisps of cloud-like whiteness of her breath and the faint hesitations as she spoke. “To talk to me?” His head jerked backwards somewhat as his hand touched his chest. The question came out in a tone that mirrored the doubt he had. He eyed the flowers, a blaze of orange and yellow hues against her dark green clothing. A plastic heart sporting an acrylic gemstone protruded from the bouquet. Are they for Melanie? Surely this woman, whoever she is, doesn’t walk around all the time with a bunch of flowers. He tugged the collar of his shirt, forcing it to lie flat at his neck. “Are you certain you want to talk to me? I’m not the house owner. But she’s here. I’ll just get her.” Again, he made to move, but this time the woman laid her hand on his forearm. Her fingers, he noticed, were blanched and stiff from the cold. Why hadn’t she grabbed some gloves before leaving the house? Is this errand that urgent?

      “No, please. It’s not necessary that you disturb Melanie. I know her, though. We’re friends. I’d like to speak to you if you have a moment.” A blush came to her cheeks. It denoted, he thought, her inner battle to come here. She flashed a weak smile. “I know I’ve a nerve to bother you on a Sunday, even more so when you’re working, and I know you’ve driven up to help her pack for her house move, but if you could spare me a few minutes...fifteen, perhaps...I’d be very grateful.” She looked up at him, his six foot three inch height perhaps looking taller from her stance on the bottom doorstep.

      McLaren glanced over his shoulder, into the hallway, as though expecting to find Melanie standing by the foot of the staircase, listening, an amused look on her face. But the only things filling the space were stacks of cardboard boxes and the faint snatches of music that came from the back room. He turned back to the woman. Though she hadn’t stated it, he assumed she would have liked to have said, “If you don’t help me now, I’ll have lost my chance, for I realize you won’t come again to Cumbria.” She had that urgent look about her, had that implication in her voice. He knew the signs all too well, for he had seen and heard similar pleas during his years in the job. But the phrases were left unsaid, and he struggled with his feelings. It was the last thing he wanted to do, take on an investigation. He tried to force a bit of optimism into his voice, but he was still struggling with his duty and feelings. “Well, I don’t know. Melanie’s a strict master. It’s not time for my afternoon tea break.” He grinned to lessen the awkward situation and put her at ease. It seemed to have worked, for the woman before him smiled. “Seriously, Miss, I don’t know what I can do for you. I don’t live here in Moorton.”

      “I aware of that, Mr. McLaren.”

      The use of his name surprised him. He angled his head slightly, trying to remember if he had come upon her before, but he had no recollection of it. “You know who I am. I... I’m sorry. I don’t know your name. Have we met? If so, please forgive me. I’ve an atrocious memory.”

      “You’ve an excellent memory, Mr. McLaren. That’s evident from your previous investigations. But no, we’ve not met. I know of you through the articles that appeared in our newspaper. Also, Reverend Redfern and some of the other villagers talk about your sojourns here, when you previously visited Melanie, and how you solved those other murders.”
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      The use of the word ‘other’ whispered to McLaren that he was about to be inundated with the case details of another murder. He held up his hand as though that could ward off his involvement in whatever she was about to plead. “I appreciate that you think I can help you, Miss...?”

      “Oh. How stupid of me. I’m Chelsea Alexander. I know Melanie. Sorry, I already said that. I’m a bit nervous. I never thought I’d meet you or need to ask for your help.”

      McLaren’s hand moved to the edge of the door, and he leaned against it, undecided what to do. The woman seemed anxious. He hated to turn away anyone who had to deal with a murder. But he was in Cumbria to help Melanie pack up her household items, and he didn’t want anything to throw a spanner into their plans. He mentally struggled with a polite way to tell her that he was too busy.

      “It’s my parents,” she said, cutting off his deliberation. “They were murdered a year ago. The police haven’t been able to identify their killers. It’s...tearing me apart, this not knowing, getting no justice for their deaths. I thought you...” She tugged at a lock of her blonde hair, pulling it taut, looking undecided if she should continue her objective. “Well, I know you’re a former police detective and you’ve solved many cold cases on your own in Derbyshire. Here in Cumbria and in Scotland too. Oh, Melanie hasn’t told anything she’s not supposed to. Don’t worry that she’s spoken out of school. I read about all this in those articles and online.” She said it hurriedly, sounding as though she wanted to erase any suspicion he might have of his friend’s wrongdoing. She took a breath, and her blue eyes darkened. “I realize I’m intruding, and I apologize, but my parents... Well, I don’t know who else to turn to.” Her voice trailed off and she apparently clutched the bouquet tighter, for one of the flower heads bent slightly.

      That’s it, he thought. She’s on her way to lay the flowers on their graves. He eyed the offering again. The ends of the white ribbon encompassing the stalks quivered in the breeze. The zinnias could have come from her garden since they bloom until frost. But the dwarf sunflowers and roses? Had to be bought. An expensive, touching tribute. Only a florist would have those at this time of year. He held the door open and stepped aside as a breath of cool November air rushed into the house. “Please, Ms. Alexander. Come in. I’ve kept you outside long enough on this cool afternoon. We can talk in the back lounge. I think that’s fairly free of boxes and packing tape.” He closed the door behind her and followed her into the room.

      It echoed the make-up of the centuries-old house—white plaster walls veined with large oak beams, a hardwood floor, and a smattering of furniture and keepsakes from her great grandparents. A deer-sized fireplace consumed part of the far wall, with another large beam serving as the mantle. Heavy brocade curtains accented the leaded window glass.

      Melanie Travers, a trim, blue-eyed blonde, looked up from settling some framed photos into a box. She brightened when she saw Chelsea, and pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, as though trying to make herself more presentable. A quick dusting of her hands against her thighs, and a rearranging of her tee shirt neckline seemed to appease her, for she walked over to the woman. “Chelsea. How nice to see you. I had no idea you were dropping by. Can I get you something? Tea or coffee?” She eyed McLaren, about to joke that he had staged this to give himself a break in the packing activities, but her smile faded as she noted his serious expression. “Oh, dear. This looks like business.”

      Chelsea held the bouquet toward Melanie. The plants’ vivid yellows and oranges shone even more intensely in the sunlight flooding the room. “Oh, nothing for me, ta. These must be for you. They were outside, on the top step, beside the big laurel.”

      Melanie dusted her hands against her jeans again, then accepted the flowers, but her expression was decidedly reluctant, McLaren thought, aware of the dullness to her eyes and the slow fading of her smile. She took a moment to reply. “Oh, yes. Certainly. Thank you. Nice that they’ve not suffered from the cool air.” She made no attempt to look at them closely or to inhale their fragrance, as was a usual reaction, but merely stood without moving and holding them waist high.

      Chelsea unbuttoned her jacket and sat down on the sofa, clearly unsure if she had done the correct thing in coming, for she glanced at McLaren before nodding to Melanie. She slid the muffler from around her neck and laid it in her lap. The thinness of her voice, when she replied, bolstered McLaren’s opinion that fear colored her decision even now. “I’m so sorry to intrude, Melanie. I know you’re busy and I know Mr. McLaren didn’t come up here to investigate a murder, but I happened to see him in the village yesterday, and of course I knew who he was, and I thought...” She stopped, her left hand clasping the sofa arm as if seeking an anchor. “I know I’ve come at the worst possible time, but...”

      “But you want Mike’s help,” Melanie finished the sentence, a tone of resignation and empathy coloring her words.

      McLaren watched as her hand lowered, the bouquet now held knee-high and angled toward the floor. He knew what that tone implied, what she was thinking. It was as if she spoke aloud, he was so certain of her thoughts. ‘Hadn’t I done the same thing this past February when he arrived at my house? All he had wanted to do was to spend the night on his drive to Yorkshire, to find a place where he could heal emotionally from his fiancée’s death. And I intruded on his need for solitude, and asked him to investigate the murder of my daughter’s fiancé.’

      She colored slightly as she looked at him, confirming his assumption. The blush mutely suggested the shame of her audacity. She raised her head and nodded encouragingly at Chelsea.

      “I know what I’m asking, Melanie, that I’ve a lot of nerve to barge in like this. But I thought I could at least talk to Mr. McLaren before you move. If he thinks my parents’ murders might be solved, I can live with that. It’s not hearing anything from the police, the month after month of silence, that is so difficult to endure. So, I thought if Mr. McLaren could hear what happened, he might give me some hope or tell me whom to contact for further help, and I could hold on a bit longer and wait for the investigator or the police to solve it.”

      McLaren moved over to the sofa and sat opposite her. He gave Melanie a look that denoted ‘I can at least hear about the deaths’, then faced Chelsea and nodded. Now that they were out of the shadow of the front doorway and in the full light of the late afternoon sun that spilled into the room, he judged her to be in her thirties. Her eyes held the silent plea he had seen so many times.

      “I won’t keep you long, Mr. McLaren,” Chelsea was saying when he refocused on her. “I can see you’re busy.”

      “Take as much time as you need, and please call me Mike.”

      She nodded, looking shy and anxious at the same time. “If you call me Chelsea, I will.”

      He laid his arm along the top of the sofa and stretched out his long legs, appearing to have all the time in the world. “Alright, Chelsea. Go slowly. Leave nothing out. Just relate your story as you wish.”

      She took a breath and leaned forward slightly as she buried her fingers in the muffler. “I’m a PR and marketing blogger. I work from my home. It’s in Kirkby Stephen. Do you know it?”

      “Yes.” He let it go at that, not wanting to relate the story of the deliberate puncturing of his car tire when he was there this past May.

      “My parents, as I said, were murdered a year ago. In November. Denise and Graham Dorsett. Dad was an ophthalmologist and had his own practice in Penrith. He was sixty-three when he was...killed.” She took a deep breath as she gave McLaren a look that conveyed she wished she had merely dropped by for tea instead of having to relate this recent history. “Mum was sixty when she retired from her position as the curator at Moorton Hall. That’s a seventeenth century great house situated halfway between Moorton and Raisbeck. That’s a small neighboring village to the east. The Hall sits on the northern curve of the road. It’s only three-quarters of a mile from here.”

      “That’s convenient if your parents lived here in Moorton.”

      “They did.”

      “You said your mother had been the curator. Was she killed while she held that position?”

      Chelsea sank against the back cushions. Her complexion had regained a more normal hue, and she seemed to relax as she lost her unease at speaking to him. “No. Mum had retired by that time. Dad was still working, though he had cut back on his office hours and went in three days a week only. He planned to hand over his practice to a young woman who was about to graduate. He told mum he didn’t get his asking price for the practice, but he consented to less money because he knew what it was like to be a student just out of university. He mentioned that they’d have to tighten their belts for a bit due to the lower sale price, but I think he was joking about that. Anyway, the sale of the practice was to be next year. That’s this year. I don’t know when. I could find out if it’s important.”

      “It may be, but I’ll ask you later if I need to know.” He paused as Melanie turned off the music, murmured that she had something to do in the kitchen, and left the room. “Now. What about the actual crimes? How and when were they killed?”

      Chelsea paused, as though calling upon her internal resolve, and spoke slowly but precisely, her statements devoid of any outward show of emotion. “There was a burglary at the Hall while mum was still curator. That happened on the sixth of November. Unfortunate timing, as it turned out.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Her staff gave her a retirement party that afternoon. The burglary was discovered later the following morning. Mum got to the Hall at her usual time, and dad and I arrived maybe an hour later. We were going to help her cart the majority of her things home from the office. Leave the items she still needed for her work, but take home the things she didn’t need for her last week there. It took dad and me to help because mum had a lot of items. I cleaned out the majority of her desk while they tackled the books and things. But not the books that belonged to the Hall. Just her personal books. Those took up two shelves, however. We left most of the bookcases as they were because there were other items nestled amongst those books.”

      “Framed photos and small statues and such, right? I have those things at my home too.”

      Nodding, Chelsea relinquished her strangle hold on the muffler. It lay limp on her lap, and she folded her hands on top of it. “Mainly historical things. Items from the Hall and from previous curators that have grown in importance through the years. Kind of like a library that’s always there for reference and research. I’m always amazed at what one accumulates in a desk over the years, and mum had her share of unique things. Maps, an old compass, several desk diaries, a small camera. Even an old tea strainer.” She smiled, as if remembering boxing up everything. “It was bittersweet for mum, of course. Cleaning out the desk and office made the retirement real for her, not just a circled date on her calendar at home. Not just a nebulous day that seemed too slow to arrive. Oh, she had talked about it for ages, and of course she knew about the party, but carting items home in boxes made it final. The office was devoid of her personality. Now her items were at home, instead of at the Hall.”

      McLaren nodded, recalling the day he had quit his job at the Constabulary and brought all his things home. He had swept the framed Chief Constable commendations, the photos, the printed-out in-house personal jokes, and the small objects his friends or fiancée had given him into several paper bags and his briefcase. That terminal round-up had not been leisurely. Anger and contempt had fueled his rush to leave the station, to shove the memories and coworkers behind him. Consequently, the items had not been properly packed. Paper bags had not proven the best mode of transportation for some of the more delicate things. Still, things could be mended, but it had taken slightly more than two years to retrieve some of them from the banishment to the basement. And he had found, to his amazement, that they had shed the contamination of his harsh feelings and now merely reminded him of the job he had loved. So yes, he knew about toting home office residue. There was a finality about it: no job. You’re not going back tomorrow. You won’t need this, so either take it home or pitch it. Do something different with your life now... The image vanished as the house phone rang in the kitchen and Melanie’s voice, soft yet enthusiastic, wound into the lounge.

      “Anyway, mum discovered the burglary as dad and I were loading his car with the last box of her things. As you can imagine, that break-in nearly overshadowed the previous day’s celebration. From what mum told me later, everyone went around the Hall all mardy that morning and talking about who might’ve done it. All the lightheartedness of the party had crumbled.” She shook her head, appearing not to understand any of it. “Mum retired one week later, on the thirteenth. She wasn’t forced out, neither did she leave early due to the crime. She kept to her planned date of retirement. Dad, mum, and I were glad she retired because not only had she worked in the position for thirty years, but also because she and dad had a lot of nice things planned now that she had leisure time. Grand holidays, of course, and smaller one- and two-day trips of camping and rambling. But the plans never came to fruition.”

      “Because your parents had passed before they could do anything.”

      “Yes. Mum retired on the thirteenth, as I said. But she was still working when that burglary happened.”

      “On the sixth.” McLaren extracted his small notebook and pen from the back pocket of his jeans and began making notes.

      “It was a horrendous final week for her. She was under suspicion that she had actually burgled the Hall or at least had set it up so that her accomplice did the work.” Her tone sharpened, betraying her emotions that were still raw. She frowned, and the sunlight highlighted the lines creasing her forehead. They were the only flaws in her smooth skin. “There was no proof for any of it, and I knew that mistrust was preposterous, but that didn’t stop some of the Hall’s employees from thinking that. The rumors began the seventh of November, the day after the break-in. That was the same day that my dad went missing.”

      McLaren looked up from his notetaking. His eyebrow rose, mirroring his uncertainty. “Pardon? You said your father disappeared?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this in connection to the burglary?”

      “Conjecture hinted as much, but mum and I never believed it. I mean, why would he leave home? We would have sworn on anything holy that he had no hand in the break-in, so he had no need to wander off. It’s ludicrous to think so.”

      “Your father couldn’t explain his absence when he returned?”

      Chelsea shook her head, her cheeks and neck reddening. “No. We never saw him again. The police think that’s when he was murdered.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need to explain, Mr. McLaren.”

      “Please do. The more I hear of your story, the more complicated it’s becoming.” If not fantastic, he mutely added. A branch of the elderly laurel tree tapped on the window, as if reminding him of the packing and moving deadlines, of fleeting time, and to get on with his day. But Chelsea needed help. He scribbled a reminder in his notebook, then waited for her to clarify her narrative.

      “I wasn’t at my parents’ place at the time dad went missing, but mum rang me up to tell me he hadn’t come home yet. It was so very strange, so unlike him, and she and I became more and more agitated the later it got. We were sick with worry when he hadn’t returned by midnight.”

      “When was the last time your mother saw him?”

      “That evening, the seventh of November, after their tea. Well, the last time we both saw him. I’d come over for the evening meal. Dad had come home from work late afternoon, at his typical time, and was his usual self”

      “Which means...what? Dejected? Tired? Irritated? Preoccupied? Pleased?”

      “Pleased, yes. He was usually in good spirits. For one thing, he was happy he was one day nearer to his own retirement and to the holiday he and mum would be taking that next summer. We talked about it after our tea, and I suggested spots they might like to tour. But aside from that, he was normally happy just being with mum and pleased with his career. He had wonderful staff, and he liked the majority of his patients.”

      “Do you know if any client in particular bothered your father?”

      Chelsea frowned, scrunching up her lips. Her fingers trailed along the cording on the sofa cushion as she evidently considered the question. After several moments, she shook her head. “Sorry. I never heard a name. I don’t live at home anymore. I moved out years ago when I got married. But we’d chat on the phone several times a week. Mum kept me abreast of everything happening to her and dad. And of course, I went over occasionally for a meal or birthday celebration or just for a Sunday afternoon visit. Same as they also would visit me.”

      “Would your mother have mentioned that your dad had a disgruntled patient, though?” His skeptical expression silently stated that he doubted that would be a usual topic of conversation for those occasional meals or birthday celebrations.

      “Not in normal conversation. I mean, she didn’t come out and say, ‘Guess who’s making life miserable for your dad?’ If she did mention anyone at all, it was in connection with something we were already talking about, such as the new ownership of a car dealership or the greengrocer’s. Some place she and dad patronized. She’d say something like, ‘You remember Herbert Collins, of course. He’s the new owner of High Street Dry Cleaners, and there’s something always wrong with the order when your father picks it up. Hasn’t changed much in the decade we’ve known him, has he?’ Something like that.”

      “Exasperating, I know.”

      “Anyway,” Chelsea said, abandoning the cording on the sofa and folding the muffler, “I left soon after tea that day. I had things to do at my home. When mum rang me up later that evening, she said dad left the house around six o’clock, about thirty minutes after my departure. She said he mentioned he was going to the local to meet up with one of his mates. She kept expecting him around ten o’clock. Well, she would do, wouldn’t she? That was the usual time when he customarily came home.”

      “But he didn’t, I’m guessing.”

      “No. Then it got to be closing time, then midnight. That’s when she really became concerned. She rang me up to ask if dad had mentioned anything to me about going somewhere. I hadn’t heard and said so. Now we were both extremely worried.” Her fingers dug into the muffler, scrunching it up. “I drove over and stayed with her. She rang his mobile, but it was never answered. Tried several times, but it merely rang. We passed the night somehow, neither of us sleeping and alternately crying and looking out the window for dad’s car. Around sunrise she drove through the village, and I took my car to travel the A and B roads around Moorton. We thought perhaps dad had been in an accident, that no one had found him yet.”

      “Which he wasn’t. Right. I’m sorry for the anxiety you and your mother went through. I don’t believe there’s anything worse than waiting for a loved one and having no news or idea of where he is.” He took a breath, eyeing Chelsea. She had paled somewhat on telling the event, but her voice had remained calm. She was doing remarkably well, he thought, and he asked what had happened next. “That was the seventh, I think you said.”

      “Yes. Well, mum and I were both exhausted from the all-night vigil and our nerves were near to the breaking point that next morning. The eighth. Mum rang up the police, told them of the situation, and two officers came over. They eventually spent quite some time searching the area and asking around the village and farther afield, following any leads they got, but evidently they discovered nothing. No one had seen dad the night he had gone missing.” She took a deep breath and stared at her lap. “No one had seen him since then, either. That is, not until his body was found twenty-five days later.”

      McLaren did a quick mental calculation. “First of December.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where was he found? Who came upon him?”

      The breath seemed to seep from her body, for her shoulders and torso collapsed slightly, and she appeared to sink even deeper into the sofa’s back cushions. “An acquaintance of mum’s found him. Well, she’s more like a friend, actually. Her name’s Natalie Vaughn. She’s an archaeologist. She and mum used to hike around the area, walk on the moors and around old sites that are steeped in history. That’s what mum really loved. History and nature. She and Natalie were best friends, told each other everything, asked for opinions and advice, went out to tea sometimes, spent hours talking about books and holiday plans. It was a beautiful thing to see how close they were. I was glad for mum because she had no siblings, so talking to Natalie was like that, like writing in her diary.” She took a deep breath, as though considering something. Melanie’s phone conversation could be heard in the pause, and a trickle of laughter—light and contrasting sharply with the solemn subject in the lounge—wound through the room’s open doorway. “Natalie was working a site at the time she came upon my dad. It was at Smardale Gill kilns. Do you know it?”

      “Actually, this is the first I’ve heard of it, sorry. I’ve not been there. Was it used to smelt iron or limestone?”

      “You know the history of the area. I’m impressed. It was limestone. Anyway, Natalie was working at her dig site, which is an area actually within the cavern. She’d been excavating there for a little more than a week. That morning she found dad’s body. He was...” She took a breath, looking as if she needed to bolster her inner strength. “Dad was in a shallow grave, I guess you might label it. Buried at the spot where she was digging. Just some soil thrown over him, not really concealed.” Her voice had grown softer during the telling, but there was no sign she would cry.

      “No one would’ve seen his body on entering the cave, then? It’s not frequented by hikers or spelunkers? I ask because I don’t know the area or what the cave looks like, how it’s configured.”

      “Oh, it’s available to the public. It’s popular with ramblers and just the casual tourist. The majority of the cave is horizontal. Mostly level, I believe. The mouth is quite large. You don’t have to stoop or wriggle into the cavern. Just stroll in. But the mouth evidently doesn’t line up perfectly with any solstice or equinox dates. Just a cave of no great significance. A hole in the bluff.”

      “But being dark, I assume, or at least in half-light, made the discovery difficult, especially if the dig site was cordoned off, which would be natural since she was working.”

      “It was. Natalie usually works alone. She’s not connected to any university or society program at the moment, although she has been in the past. This dig is more of a passionate, personal project for her. She still took the usual precaution with roping off the area, but no one guards the site when she leaves for the day. She never thought it necessary, and it hasn’t been. She’s had no vandalism or...trouble.” She took another breath and clenched her hands together. “That’s basically all I know. Dad was found in that trench, covered in dirt.”

      McLaren watched her swallow, looking as if she forced herself to remain calm. He said slowly, “I’m sorry. Murder is bad enough, but to know your father was...mistreated and...loathed is atrocious. I can’t imagine what you must have felt when you learned of that.”

      Chelsea nodded, as though agreeing with his assessment. “I never saw...him like that. I didn’t want to remember him that way. The police told me the details, said his wallet and mobile and keys were still with him, so it wasn’t robbery. They said there was an old timey button in the trench with him.”

      “A button? His or part of Natalie’s excavation?”

      “It wasn’t dad’s. At least, not that I ever saw. He could’ve had it and worn it on grand occasions. I didn’t live there anymore. I just figured it was something Natalie would know about, part of her dig.”

      “Sure.”

      “It was a nice thing. Silver decorated with red gems. They never made that finding public. I don’t know why. I just supposed they had sorted through that little mystery. Anyway, that was the extent of items with him. Mum, thankfully, wasn’t subjected to the same dirt and partial burial treatment. She had gone to the cottage they had recently bought. Dad had renovated it—he was exceptionally talented in carpentry. Mum had her own flair for decoration, so between them both, they fixed up the cottage. Well, nearly finished it, I should say. Some things still need to be seen to, but it’s ninety percent better now than when... When they bought it. She’d gone there after tea on the twenty-third of November.”

      “During your father’s absence.”

      “Yes. This was a little more than two weeks after he had gone missing. We still had no word of where he was, and mum was close to her breaking point. She rang me up after tea that day and said she was going to work on the cottage, that she needed something to do besides stare out the window. I thought it a brilliant idea to concentrate on something like that, to focus her energy on anything constructive. I changed my mind quickly, though. It wasn’t so brilliant. She was killed there, later that evening. It...was horrible. She was alone, in that dark wood, no one with her.” Her voice quavered slightly, but she didn’t cry.

      “Who found her?”

      “Unfortunately, I did.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m so sorry, Chelsea.”

      She nodded, and their conversation lapsed for a few moments.

      In the stillness, the sounds of ceramic mugs thudding onto a metal tray and water filling a tea kettle floated into the lounge. Ordinary sounds. Comforting. Warming for the soul and the emotions. A sense of familiarity in the chaos whirling around them. Despite the chill of the November day, McLaren rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

      “The police seem to have lost the thread of both of my parents’ investigation. I’ve had no new information for months, though I suppose they’re still working on it, however sporadically. A year is a long time to keep it alive, I should think.” She said it matter-of-factly, showing no hint of emotion.

      As if she were reciting a poem in school, McLaren thought. “It is a long time. I won’t lie. But I can’t believe they’ve shelved it, not as long as they get new information, however sporadically.”

      The tree branch tapped against the window again, but Chelsea appeared not to notice. She shrugged, perhaps not completely believing him, and when she continued, her voice held the same steady resolve as before. “But I will say that the police did find one cavity beneath a floorboard in the cottage.”

      “A cavity? Produced by soil erosion?”

      “No. They said it was deliberately dug.”

      “That’s not uncommon in old buildings. If the cottage dates back a bit, the previous owners no doubt hid their money and perhaps jewelry there. Banks were often a long distance from the residence. Besides, many people didn’t trust any financial institution, banks or building societies.”

      “I realize that, Mr. McLaren—Mike,” she said as he opened his mouth to correct her per their earlier agreement. “And we probably will never know why it was dug. But maybe it does state something because the police found a ring in the hole.”

      “Left behind when the former owners vacated the premises, do you think?”

      “That’s a logical assumption, and I thought so too before the police said the ring was part of the loot from the burglary at the Hall. They had a list of the stolen items, along with photos, and the ring was included. It’s the betrothal ring of Baroness Douglas, the wife of Ian Douglas, an earl who was very influential in these parts in the 1700s.”

      “That’s all? Just the one lone ring under the floorboard? Nothing else from the burglary was ever located?”

      “Nothing that I’ve heard of. Makes one wonder, doesn’t it?”  She took a deep breath and leaned forward slightly. The muffler was abandoned as she looked at him. “I feel guilty about my mum’s death. If I hadn’t been out of town, I might have been doing something with her instead of leaving her alone so soon after my dad went missing. If so, she wouldn’t have gone to the cottage. I... It’s been weighing on my conscience.”

      “Of course, it’s easy for me to say, Chelsea, but you shouldn’t feel like this. You weren’t your parents’ guardian. Never were. You had your own life, and they were adults with their own lives. I don’t mean to sound harsh or uncaring, but you can play ‘what if’ all day and it doesn’t change the fact that it was your mother’s decision to go to the cottage. I’m sorry it turned out so tragically and I understand your guilt, but you can’t think like that. Things happen despite your wish that they wouldn’t.” He peered at her, judging if his short lecture had any effect on her. When she nodded, he added, “I suppose the police have no suspect.”

      “None that I’ve heard of, and I would think they would tell me if they had someone in their sights. It’s all so frustrating. A year on and no one’s been charged. I feel like I’m stuck on this old calendar page, not having progressed beyond last November. It’s terrifying.”

      He hesitated, unsure of what to say. It seemed extremely coincidental that the one evening Chelsea was out of town was the evening her mother had been killed. Was it really unfortunate timing for the two events, or had Chelsea killed both of her parents, set it up so she would get her inheritance quicker? The supposition startled him, and he found it distasteful. She seemed like a courageous, caring woman. But he had known other courageous, caring people who had committed murders. He shoved the doubt to the back of his mind and waited for Chelsea to regain her composure. Again, the stillness welled up between them, and he heard the microwave beep in the kitchen. Melanie seemed to be thawing something for their tea.

      When Chelsea settled herself comfortably in the corner of the sofa, McLaren said, “As you know, I’m up here to help Melanie pack her household belongings. She’ll be moving down to my village in Derbyshire first part of January if all goes well.” He took a breath, unsure of what he was trying to tell the woman. She looked at him, unblinking, as though waiting for the judge’s gavel to fall with an unwelcome verdict. “My time up here is not my own. I... promised Melanie a month ago when she sold this house that I would help her with the move. I... owe that to her. I don’t like to renege on my promises.”

      Chelsea cleared her throat, eyeing him steadily, her expression calm. “I understand. From what I know of you, I would expect nothing different. You’re a man of your word. You’re honorable. I... I’m sorry I interrupted your day.” She started to get up, but McLaren stopped her.

      “I do want to help you, Chelsea. Just not at the moment. I’ll think about all this and after I get Melanie settled in her new house I’ll consider quite seriously coming back here to look into your cases. Alright?”

      She gave him a hint of a smile, her eyes bright with hope. “Oh, would you? That would be brilliant.”

      “It’s now mid-November. Christmas will be coming before we know it. How about a tentative return in February or March, depending on what I can learn, and if the weather’s not too ferocious? Does that suit you?”

      She stood up, taking McLaren’s hand as he got to his feet. “Perfectly. Yes. What a wonderful Christmas present.”

      “I’m not promising I’ll do this, Chelsea.  Please understand that. My first duty is to Melanie, and I can’t put that off. Nor do I want to. There might be things I have to do for her once she’s moved into her new place, but I’ll give your two cases a serious look-through. I’ll let you know either way as to my decision. How’s that?”

      “Couldn’t be fairer.” She jotted her phone number and her email and home addresses on a slip of paper and handed it to him. “Thank you. Again, I’m sorry I played havoc with your schedule, but I just happened to see you yesterday, and by the time I got up my nerve...”

      “That’s alright. I’m glad we talked.”

      She nodded, said she would be waiting for his email after the first of the new year, and hurried out of the house.

      Moments later, McLaren strolled into the kitchen. Melanie was nestling a plate of chocolate biscuits onto a large metal tray that already looked overloaded with mugs, a teapot, and small plates. She turned from the table, looking at him and craning her neck to see around him. “Where’s Chelsea?”

      “Gone.”

      “From the lounge or the house?”

      “Both.” He strode over to her. As he did, he noticed the trash bin. The flowers were crammed into it, many of their petals fallen off, their stems broken where she had bent the bouquet double.
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      “What’s this?” McLaren ran his fingertip along a rose petal before glancing at the paper tag attached to the plastic heart. ‘To the jewel of the village...and my heart,’ he read aloud, frowning, then stared at her.

      “I should think it’s obvious what it is. Rubbish in the trash bin. Would you mind getting the milk from the fridge?” She placed the teapot, plates, and mugs on the table, picked up the platter of biscuits, and set the tray on the worktop. “I think that does it.”

      McLaren retrieved the milk and poured some into his and Melanie’s mugs before sitting down opposite her at the table. “I know it’s a trash bin, but I wouldn’t think you would classify flowers, especially roses, as rubbish. What’s going on?”

      “Like a Cornish Fairing?” she asked, holding the plate of ginger biscuits out to him.

      “Don’t evade the subject. Why’d you dump the flowers? And don’t tell me it’s allergies. You don’t have any.” He accepted a biscuit and set it on his plate. His fingers went to the wooden beads strung on a leather thong around his neck. She had given the necklace to him. He always wore it, and toyed with the beads whenever he thought of her or was concentrating on a problem. As now. “I’ll keep asking until you tell me. You know how persistent I am.”

      She concentrated on her tea, clanking the spoon against the sides of the mug, avoiding his stare.

      “Come on, Melanie. You might have thought your acting skills last month in Scotland rivaled Sarah Bernhardt, and even though I wasn’t privy to your performance, I doubt it. Why’d you pitch the flowers?” He settled back in his chair, holding his mug, looking as though he had all the time in the world.

      The kitchen seemed to oblige the impression, for the room suddenly fell quiet, as though holding its breath or dozing in the late afternoon sunlight. It had been modernized, as the entire house’s interior had been. A new commercial-sized cooker, fridge, and dishwasher were the obvious updates, their chrome exteriors blending well with the sage green walls and pale white worktop. But for all its outward calmness, at the moment it felt to be harboring fear. Or reluctance.

      A minute ticked by. When it was obvious that he would sit there all week if he had to, she relinquished her stare at the mug to look at him. He was frowning. “Sometimes I wish you weren’t a detective.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “I guess not. I’m just...” She rubbed her forehead. She looked younger than her forty years, he thought. Still had the trim figure of youth, still astonished him with her beauty. At the moment, however, she acted more like a young girl relating an unpleasant episode to her parent, for the explanation came out slowly. “It started last month. Actually, to be precise, one day after I got home from our holiday in Scotland.”

      “What started? Flowers?”

      “Flowers, yes. And... Oh, a few other things.”

      He set down the mug, concentrating on her. “What sort of other things?”

      “Oh, at first it was a small bouquet. Red carnations. Then little less than a week later a homemade bracelet appeared on the doorstep. Braided yarn and beads. That was followed by a photograph.”

      “A photo? Of the gift giver?”

      “No. A sunset over a moor.” She shrugged, rubbing her forehead again, and in so doing, her silver cuff bracelet caught the light. “It probably was a beautiful sunset. I mean, why keep it or give it if the sunset hadn’t been beautiful? My perception of the graphic was colored by my anger, so I didn’t really look at it objectively. A small paper heart had been cut out of paper and pasted onto the photo.”

      McLaren could feel his irritation rising, but he didn’t let it color his voice. “Does the spot have significance for you? Or...” He hesitated, debating if he should say it, but he had to know. “Or does it mean something to you and a former lover?”

      “Not at all. Darren and I had no special place in or around the village. I never thought of that before that photo arrived. I don’t know if husbands and wives have those sorts of things. I just can speak for myself and say no, we didn’t, either before or during our marriage. And I honestly don’t know what this...person...meant by it.”

      “It seems to me that he’s trying to court you. A piece of jewelry, flowers, a heart suggesting a romantic spot for you and him—”

      “That’s not even funny, Mike.”

      “I didn’t mean it to be. The entire thing’s sounding serious. What other interpretation suggests itself?”

      Melanie shrugged and sank against the chair back. Her fingers trailed along the surface of the bracelet. “None.”

      “That’s why the flowers ended up in the kitchen rubbish, then. Right?”

      “I won’t even make a crack about your superior detection skills, I’m that upset.”

      McLaren reached across the table, grabbed her hand, and kissed it. “Has it progressed to a letter or email, or even a phone call?”

      “No.”

      “There’s that to be thankful for, then. Have you an idea who is doing this? Have you had previous trouble with some bloke who fancies you?”

      Melanie extracted her hand from his and picked up her mug. “No, thankfully. Not even innocent jokes as I stand in line at the green grocer’s.”

      “I can just imagine those clever bits. ‘We’d make a peach of a pair if you’d let me court you.’ Cute.”

      “I don’t let it bother me, Mike.”

      “It obviously does bother you. The flowers are sitting atop the remnants of our breakfast, not lolling in a vase.”

      She pulled a
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