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~ * ~ * ~

 

Cassie Pengear was expecting a relaxing holiday in a Cotswolds village near Lower Slaughter, staying in a cottage borrowed from a friend of her landlady.  She was not expecting to spend most of her first day there trying to find someone to give them the key to the cottage.  And she definitely wasn’t expecting to walk in the front door and find a dead body on the sitting room rug.  Now the local police consider her and Mrs. Albright suspects, and the London man she was counting on to clear them turns out to be Inspector Wainwright.  If she wants to clear their names, Cassie will have to solve the murder near Slaughter.
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Chapter 1

THAT SUMMER WAS PARTICULARLY WARM in London, warm enough that I was beginning to understand why all the characters in Regency novels seemed to go to the country for the month of August. So when Mrs. Albright came to my flat to tell me that her friend, Mrs. Foster, had offered to let her use her cottage in the Cotswolds while Mrs. Foster was away and would I like to go along, I said yes at once. I wasn’t quite sure how the Cotswolds could be cooler than London—Scotland seemed more likely to have cooler weather, or the Shetland Islands—but I was willing to try anything. Of course, as soon as the plans were made, agreed upon, and sent to Mrs. Foster, the heat wave broke, and the days returned to normal. But by then, I’d already started looking forward to my first trip to the English countryside and had purchased four novels for the train which, going by their covers and titles, assured me there would be nothing redeeming about them at all, so there was no question of canceling.

And so we found ourselves at Paddington Station on the appointed day, with more luggage than we could reasonably need. Mrs. Albright had been to visit Mrs. Foster before, so I left the details of the journey to her. She consulted a timetable and found our route. “We’ll take the nine-thirty train to Kingham, Cassie, and hope there’s some sort of taxi service at the station to take us to Oakwood Cottage. There was, the last time I was there.”

That didn’t sound quite as reassuring as I would have liked, particularly as neither of us had exactly packed lightly. “Is Oakwood Cottage very far from Kingham?”

“Not by carriage, but we wouldn’t want to walk, not with the cases. It’s near the village of Eybry, which is more or less between Upper Slaughter and Lower Slaughter.”

That did not sound like the quiet place I’d been expecting, even though I knew from the guidebooks I’d read that the name Slaughter was derived from an old dialect and didn’t refer to murder at all, but drainage. “Are you sure I should be vacationing anywhere near a place called Slaughter?”

Mrs. Albright laughed as if I’d made an excellent joke. Before I could correct her, she set off for the ticket office, and I had to concentrate on following her while pushing the luggage trolley without bumping into anyone.

At least the train ride proved relaxing. Mrs. Albright had brought some letters to write, and I alternated between reading one of my new novels and staring out the window at the countryside, which became increasingly sunny and sheep-filled the farther from London we went. Surely nothing bad could happen someplace so calm and green. Of course, the novel in my lap told me all sorts of things that could happen in just such a place. But that was only a novel, as I reminded myself at the end of almost every chapter.

~ * ~ * ~

Kingham was just the sort of place I’d been imagining, with a neat little station surrounded by green fields and sheep. We were the only passengers to get off at the station. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing—less likely the cabs would be busy—or a bad thing—less likely there’d be cabs, but there was one free luggage trolley, so that seemed a promising sign. We piled our luggage on and wheeled it out of the station. 

When we got to the street outside, Mrs. Albright looked down both sides of it. “Now, when I was here last, there were a few people with vehicles to let near the pub. If I could just get my bearings...”

“Looking for a lift, ladies?”

We both turned and saw a police constable walking along the front of the station. “Is there someone who could take us to Oakwood Cottage near Eybry?” Mrs. Albright asked.

“There is indeed. Mr. Westin down at the end of the street there. He acts as a cab driver when he doesn’t have any other business.” He looked at our suitcases piled up on the trolley. “Why don’t I ask him to come over here so you can put the luggage trolley back when you’re done with it?” The constable didn’t wait for an answer, but went back down the way he’d come and spoke to a man leaning against what seemed to be a milk cart. The man nodded and started getting his horse ready to leave. The constable came back towards us. “He’ll be here in a minute. Enjoy your stay.” He tipped his helmet and continued on his way.

“It is a refreshing change to have a policeman with no bodies around,” Mrs. Albright said as she started sorting out her luggage.

I smiled at that. “I do always seem to run into policemen when I travel. Maybe that was my encounter for this trip.”

Mrs. Albright laughed. “We can hope.”

Mr. Westin brought his cart over at that moment, which prevented further conversation. “Where are you ladies heading?”

“Oakwood Cottage,” Mrs. Albright told him.

“Near Eybry. Right. Let’s get these bags up here.” He hopped down and started swinging our bags up into his cart. Once he’d gotten them off of the luggage trolley, I remembered what the constable had said and wheeled it back to its spot at the station. I’d learned it was always best to stay on the good side of policemen, at least until it couldn’t be helped. 

As I was returning to the trolley, I heard Mrs. Albright say, “The key is being kept at Daisy Cottage. If you would be so kind as to stop there first.”

The driver nodded. “Stop at Mrs. Otway’s cottage on the way. Right. Well, climb up and we’ll be off.”

Mrs. Albright and I managed to get ourselves and the last of the hand luggage up into the cart. Mr. Westin didn’t seem to think the amount of luggage was odd, so perhaps we hadn’t packed as badly as I’d feared. In any case, we were soon on our way to Daisy Cottage.

Mr. Westin didn’t say much as we drove, which left me free to enjoy the scenery. It was hillier than I’d imagined, but cool and green, with shady trees hanging over the road and long stretches of green fields with little white blobs I assumed were sheep meandering over them. It looked like just the sort of place Mrs. Albright and I could have the sort of relaxing holiday we’d been hoping for.

I was just starting to get very irritated with a train case—I couldn’t tell which of ours it was—that was poking me in the knee when the cart stopped at the lane branching off of the road. “That’s Daisy Cottage,” the driver said, pointing to a small cottage at the end of the lane. “Quick walk from here to Oakwood Cottage if one of you wants to hop down and get the key and meet up there.”

I very much wanted to stretch my legs, particularly as there wasn’t much room in the cart, so I quickly volunteered. “I’ll go.”

“Would you like me to come with you?” Mrs. Albright offered.

As she was wedged between her hat box and the tea hamper and I wasn’t certain she could extract herself without unloading half our things, I quickly said, “Don’t bother. I can manage.”

“Then Mrs. Otway is expecting us. Tell her you’re with me and ask for the key. She’ll know what you mean.”

The driver looked ready to come and help me down, but I managed it on my own before he got the reins secured. “Just follow this lane about ten minutes in this direction, and you’ll see the path to Oakwood Cottage. There a green gate and a willow tree out front.”

“Sounds simple enough. Thank you. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” I waved as the cart moved on, as it seemed the thing to do, then opened the gate to Daisy Cottage and made my way up the short path to the front door. 

The front garden was just what I expected of the Cotswolds: flowers cascading out onto the path, boxwood bushes forming a neat barrier, wildflowers mixed in with roses and foxgloves. I imagined Mrs. Otway as someone looking rather like Mrs. Albright, spending her days weeding and trimming or whatever one did with plants. Then I almost slipped on a fish and chips wrapper and noticed the boot prints all around. So much for romantic country life—Mrs. Otway must have a gardener. I hurried the last few steps to the door.

I didn’t see any signs that someone knew I’d come, no twitching curtains or shadows moving behind the windows. That surprised me a little, as Mrs. Otway knew we would be coming for the key, and I would have thought would be waiting for us. Still, she could have lost track of time. I tried the brass knocker. There was no answer. I tried again, making sure to give the knocker a firm hit against the door. Still nothing. I tried rapping on the wood with my knuckles, but that carried less well than the knocker, so I tried the knocker again. It seemed quite clear that no one was coming. I stepped back and tried to see the second story of the cottage, but it didn’t look as if anyone were home. 

Unless she was in the back garden. Surely the cottage had some sort of back garden. I walked around the side of the cottage and found there was indeed a back garden, planted with flowers and several rows of vegetables. It was also empty. Wherever Mrs. Otway was, it wasn’t her garden. I leaned over the hedges to be certain she wasn’t crouched down attacking some weed or insect infestation, or, as Inspector Wainwright would no doubt say given my tendency to stumble over crimes, lying there dead. She was doing none of those things. 

In the interests of being thorough, I found the gate to the back garden and went to the kitchen door, where I knocked several times then peered through the windows into the kitchen and the front parlor, just in case there was something wrong. Everything seemed fine. At least, there were no bodies, but there was also no Mrs. Otway.

There was a cottage nearby, just far enough away to make calling it next door a stretch. It was worth trying, at least. Perhaps there would be someone there and they would know where to find either Mrs. Otway or the key to Oakwood Cottage. I crossed the lawn and went to the front door. This time when I tried the knocker, I could hear the sounds of someone moving about inside. A minute later, the door was opened by a woman of about my age wearing a print dress and a large apron. “You’ve got the wrong house, dear. I’m not expecting visitors.”

“I was looking for Mrs. Otway,” I said quickly before she could close the door on me.

“That’s her house next door, but she’s out.”

“Yes, I tried the knocker.”

“Then you knew she wasn’t in.”

I wasn’t about to let my only chance at information get away without questioning. “I thought you might know where she’d gone and when she’d be back.”

“She doesn’t check with me, but I’m sure she’ll be back.”

I had hoped to find one of the village gossips, but clearly, I hadn’t. I tried one more time. “It’s just that she was expecting us—well, my friend. She didn’t say anything about where she put the key, did she?”

“The key?”

“To Oakwood Cottage.”

“I didn’t know Mrs. Foster was planning on renting that out.”

Too late, I hoped I hadn’t revealed too much. “I don’t think it’s really being rented out, just loaned to a friend from London.”

“Well, she didn’t say a word about it to me. Maybe she went to meet you at the train station.”

“Perhaps. Thank you anyway.”

I waited in case the neighbor had any other ideas about Mrs. Otway’s whereabouts, but she merely said, “You’re welcome,” and closed the door.

I made my way back across the lawn to Daisy Cottage. If Mrs. Otway had been at the train station, she would have met the train, and as there weren’t many people there, I would think she would have been noticeable. And surely Mr. Westin would have recognized her and told us she was there when we explained where we were going. But perhaps she had gone to meet us at the cottage. She’d known, or at least would have been able to guess, when we were arriving and could have gone to Oakwood Cottage to meet us with the key. That seemed possible. Mrs. Albright had known which train we’d be taking when she’d written to say we were coming. No doubt I’d arrive at the cottage and find Mrs. Otway in the kitchen with Mrs. Albright and a pot of tea. I went back to the main road and followed it in the direction I’d been told led to Oakwood Cottage.

It was a short walk to the cottage, and when I got there, I found Mrs. Albright standing in the front garden with the luggage, and no Mrs. Otway.

“Did you get the key, Cassie?”

“There was no one there to give it to me.” I outlined what I had done to try and locate Mrs. Otway. “So I thought perhaps she was waiting for us here.”

“She wasn’t, unless she’s inside.”

That seemed worth at least checking, so we both we to the front door and tried it, only to find it locked. Mrs. Albright peered through the front window then tried to push up the sash. “I don’t understand it. I told her we’d be on the nine-thirty from London. She must have known we were coming.”

“I hope she’s all right.”

Mrs. Albright shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry. The driver would have told us if she’d been taken ill or something.”

“I suppose. Then what should we do?”

“The village isn’t that far from here. Let’s see if we can hide the luggage in one of those sheds and walk to Eybry. Perhaps we’ll meet her on the way there. If not, someone may have seen her, or she might have gone to do some shopping and lost track of the time.”

It seemed a sensible plan, and I was getting hungry myself; so we checked the outbuildings until we found a shed that was unlocked and contained gardening equipment where we could hide our luggage, then set off down the path towards the village of Eybry.


Chapter 2

THE VILLAGE OF EYBRY WAS INDEED CLOSE—it didn’t take more than fifteen minutes to walk there—and small enough to be easy to navigate even though we had no idea where we were going. The lane we’d been walking down led us along a small river, past neat little cottages that became smaller and neater as we got closer to the village, and over a small footbridge spanning a shallow ford, and eventually directly to the high street and its small row of shops. “Keep an eye out for her,” Mrs. Albright said as we walked.

I had never met Mrs. Otway, and I didn’t think Mrs. Albright had either, so I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to keep an eye out for her, but I started looking for any groups of people that could explain why she had needed to leave her cottage when she knew we’d be arriving. As it was more-or-less a quarter to noon, most of the shops were empty but preparing for the workers who would be coming for their midday meal. It meant I had a good look at the wares the various shops sold, but not much luck spotting Mrs. Otway. We passed the pub, which seemed to be open despite the tables outside being empty, although that might have had more to do with their stickiness and broken chair legs than anything; a pity, as the train station seemed ages ago now and a bit of fish and chips would have been welcome. But from the noise that wasn’t muffled by the door, it didn’t seem like the sort of place a friend of a friend of Mrs. Albright’s would frequent.

We kept walking until the shops along the street began to give way to cottages. Mrs. Albright paused as the road began to bend. “I don’t think there’s anything but cottages that way. I didn’t see any sign of her, did you?”

I shook my head. “No, but then I don’t really know what she looks like.”

“I was assuming there would be something happening. You don’t just decide to wander off when you’re expecting to meet people coming on a very specific train, particularly when you’re the only way they can get inside their cottage.”

That made sense to me, but I wasn’t sure how it helped us. “What do you think we should do?”

Mrs. Albright looked back towards the square. “We haven’t eaten anything since we left London. The pub looks a bit dodgy, but we just passed a cheese shop. Why don’t we stop in and see if they make sandwiches? While we’re there, we can ask if they know of anyplace Mrs. Otway might have gone or who she might have spoken to.”

That all sounded very logical to me, particularly as I was hungry and had been trying to find a way to suggest stopping for something the whole way through the village, so I quickly agreed and followed Mrs. Albright back down the high street. 

The cheese shop was small inside, with a battered old counter to the left as we walked in that had probably been there through several owners, and a low-beamed ceiling that was the sort of thing a visitor to the area would love and probably annoyed the locals, particularly if they were tall. There was a long, glass-front case displaying what seemed to be very good quality cheeses for sale along with a few other items, and several partially sliced loaves of bread behind the counter which told me that they did indeed prepare sandwiches for hungry patrons, and a chalkboard on the wall advertising their prices. What I did not see was someone to actually prepare the sandwiches, or to help customers in any way whatsoever. I turned to Mrs. Albright, but she looked as confused as I was. “Any ideas?”

“Normally there’s some sort of a bell...”

We walked along the counter until we spotted the bell by the till, an old-fashioned hand bell of the sort I associated with one-room schoolhouses and Christmas bell ringers. I picked it up and gave it a jangle, feeling a bit self-conscious and as if I were demanding someone pay attention to me right this moment. I told myself to stop being silly and gave it a second, harder ring, then put it back on the counter and looked expectantly at the door to the back room.

“They could be taking a delivery,” Mrs. Albright suggested when no one appeared, “or restocking something.”

I nodded. “We can wait a couple minutes and see if they come.” While we waited, I made a slow circuit of the shop, hoping to see something we’d missed. Not that it was hard. The shop was not very large, and most of the space was taken up by the counter and the area behind it for storing and preparing the food. The area for customers to walk in was small, almost the size of my sitting room in London. The walls were covered with shelves displaying a variety of the sort of biscuits and chocolates Mrs. Parnell had in her shop for people needing something for their tea. There was a small dining table in the middle of the room with a display of artistically arranged picnic hampers showing the sort of things one could order to take walking.

While I was looking at things I couldn’t buy, as there was no one to ring them up and accept my money, I heard the door open and another woman walked in. I looked around the picnic hampers and saw she was slightly older than I was, with dark hair and good cheekbones, wearing a plain blue dress of good quality with a matching hat, and carrying a basket, presumably for her purchases. She smiled at Mrs. Albright and moved behind her as if she were going to wait her turn, then looked around and realized there was no one behind the counter. “Is Mr. Elliott in back?”

“We don’t know,” Mrs. Albright replied. “No one’s been here to wait on us.”

“That’s odd. He’s usually here for the lunch crowds. There’s a bell...”

“We tried it,” Mrs. Albright said. “No one came.”

“Perhaps try it again?”

Mrs. Albright nodded in agreement, but neither one of them moved towards the bell.

When it became clear no one was going to try the bell again, I went back to the till and retrieved the bell and gave it a good ring, feeling rather like a lady in a farce ringing for servants that never heard her. 

Perhaps that was it. One would suppose a shop owner would choose a bell that could be heard in the back of the storeroom, but perhaps they’d never tested it. I brought the bell over to the door I assumed led to the back of the shop and rang it again. Surely they would hear it from there. When there was no answer, I took a step through the door, feeling like an intruder, and called, “Hello? Is anyone here? You have some customers.”

Still no answer. I took another step into the back room and looked around. The room I was in was a sort of foyer, with a set of shelves to my left holding the sorts of things the shop probably needed to replenish on a regular basis: grease-proof paper, spare receipt books, what I guessed was a locked box of coins. Ahead of me was the door to the storage room, which seemed to take up the length of the back of the shop. I could see through to the door to the back yard, which was open, and a bit of the alley behind the shop, which was empty. They didn’t seem to be taking deliveries. To my right was a staircase ending in a closed door. I assumed that led to the living quarters above. I put my foot on the first step and leaned in. I could just hear the sounds of someone moving around. Footfalls and what was probably a chair being slid back. So perhaps they were having an early lunch themselves and had lost track of time. I gave the bell another good ring and tried calling out, “Is anyone here? There are some customers in the shop!”

There was no change in the sounds from upstairs, no pause that would suggest they had heard me and were going to come see what was happening. Briefly, I considered going up and knocking on the door, but that seemed too forward. Clearly, they must have heard the bell from the foot of the stairs. If they didn’t want our business, then that was that. I couldn’t force them to come and wait on us. I went back into the shop.

“Any joy?” Mrs. Albright asked.

“I think they’re upstairs. I can hear them moving around, but I don’t think they heard me.” I was hoping one of the others would go back and try calling as I had—surely it had been obvious to them that my voice didn’t carry particularly well—but no one else moved. 

“I suppose we’ll have to try somewhere else,” Mrs. Albright finally said. She glanced towards the other woman, clearly hoping she would offer a suggestion.

She didn’t. “I suppose so. Well, it was nice to have met you.” And she walked out of the shop.

Mrs. Albright turned back to me. “She’s met the newcomers and now has to tell the rest of the village, no doubt. I suppose we’re bound to find something if we continue down the high street.”

There didn’t seem to be many other options, short of helping ourselves and leaving money on the counter or outright shoplifting, so I nodded and followed her out of the shop, leaving the bell in the middle of the display table by the hampers so they would know they’d missed customers if they ever made it back down to the shop.

Mrs. Albright and I had more luck in the rest of the village. There was a small general store a bit further down the street, and even better, it had a hand-lettered sign in the window proclaiming their sandwiches the best in Eybry. Mrs. Albright pulled the door open, causing a small bell to ring, and went in. I followed. 

The shop was larger than the cheese shop had been, but not by much. It was set up in a similar manner, only with a few free-standing shelves in the middle of the sales floor instead of the table. As our eyes adjusted to the dimmer light inside, I could see there was one other customer in the shop, a man in a rather loud checked suit with a folder of papers under his arm, although as I got closer to the counter, it seemed that rather than buying anything, he was there to argue with the man behind the counter. They were both speaking in voices too low to be heard, but the man in the checked suit seemed to do a lot of gesturing to his papers.

The man behind the counter looked up as we came through the door. I had the impression he was glad of the interruption. “Welcome to Eybry, ladies. Joseph Burton, the owner of this establishment. How may I assist you?”

The man he’d been talking to looked annoyed that their conversation had ended but quickly covered his scowl with a strained sort of smile.

Mrs. Albright ignored the second man entirely. “We were looking for Mrs. Otway. She was supposed to meet us when we arrived this morning.”

Mr. Burton shook his head. “She hasn’t been in today. I thought she went over to one of the Slaughters yesterday, so unless she forgot something, she wouldn’t have needed to come here.”

“I can tell you she wasn’t in Chipping Campden this morning either,” the man in the loud suit offered.

Why she would have been there, I had no idea.

“Mr. Oswald Reynolds, of Mrs. Quimby’s Quality Tinned Goods.” His hand went reflexively to his pocket for a card.

“I doubt they’re buying tinned goods in quantity,” Mr. Burton said sharply.

“No, no, of course not. Still pleased to meet you though, ladies. I’m the company supplier for this whole area. All the little shops.”

“And gives Sundur in Stow-on-the-Wold a better price than he gives me,” Mr. Burton muttered loud enough to be heard by all of us. So that was what the fight had been about.

“And as I told you, Mr. Sundur does twice the business you do.”

“Bigger village, more business. I can’t help that.”

I didn’t want to hear an argument about their business arrangements, so I interrupted. “The sign in the window says you have sandwiches.”

Mr. Burton gave us a genuine smile and used the question as an excuse to begin ignoring Mr. Reynolds in the most obvious way possible. “Indeed we do, miss. After the troubles with the pub... Well, the walkers need someplace to go when they come through, and the same with anyone working in the area who doesn’t want to go home. We also have a nice selection of meat pies and pasties. And for a small deposit, I can get you a flask of cold tea. Just bring it back next time you come this way. What would you like?”

I ordered a cheese sandwich, and Mrs. Albright asked for one of the pasties, and we got a flask of tea to share, then went back outside and found a bench in the square where we could sit while we ate. Mr. Burton had provided two tin cups with the flask, so we had quite a nice little picnic. The sandwich was indeed good, with a nice cheddar and a bit of pickle. The village of Eybry was quite pretty, the sort of place I would have been looking forward to exploring if I’d been certain we’d get into the cottage eventually. Along the high street, there was a post office, a tea shop, Mr. Burton’s shop, the cheese shop with its open door and no clerk, what looked to be a greengrocer down by the pub, and shop that was closed but seemed to be a haberdashery, which was always worth exploring. There were also a few villagers setting up what looked to be small market tables in odd corners of the street, perhaps to catch the eye of the walkers Mr. Burton seemed to be waiting for. What I did not see was someplace for Mrs. Otway to have gone.

By the time we’d finished eating, the village had become a bit more lively, with people coming in from both sides of the high street. A few of them had the look of local workers, but the majority seemed to be on walking holidays, with maps and rucksacks and stopping every few steps to look at a bit of architecture or a patch of flowers, in other words, exactly what I had been planning on doing had the cottage been ready for us. 

I waited until Mrs. Albright seemed done with her food to say, “I don’t see anyone who could be Mrs. Otway here.”

“Neither do I, and no place where she could have come in such a hurry.”

“Then what do you think we should try next?” I assumed Mrs. Albright would have a better idea than I would as she’d been to Eybry before, and, even though she didn’t seem to know Mrs. Otway, she did know Mrs. Foster, which was more than I did.

“I suppose we could return the flask to Mr. Burton and see if he has any ideas. If not, we could try one or the other of the Slaughters. Both are close, and she could have had business in one of them.”

I didn’t have any better ideas, so we tidied up our bench and made the short walk back to Mr. Burton’s shop. 

Before we even entered the shop, I could see Mr. Reynolds and Mr. Burton were still at the counter having what seemed to be a heated discussion, probably over discounts again. I had no desire to get in the middle of that problem. “He did say to bring the flask back when we were next here, so he’s probably not expecting it yet. There’s some tea left, we may as well take it with us while we walk.”

Mrs. Albright seemed to understand the direction of my thoughts at once. “So that Mr. Reynolds is still there? I didn’t think I saw him come out.”

“He probably would have tried to sell us some canned goods in quantity if he had.”

“Exactly. So Lower Slaughter it is, then. It’s marginally closer than Upper Slaughter.” 

I nodded, so Mrs. Albright led the way down the path out of the village. “Have you ever tried Mrs. Quimby’s Quality Tinned Goods?”

I shook my head.

“Don’t bother. You can’t tell the tinned peaches from the tinned tomatoes. I wouldn’t be surprised if the only difference is the labels. And they’re not even cheap. Mrs. Renwick down the street from us insists on using them in her pies, and no one can ever tell what she’s made. Mrs. Parnell said she once served the vicar one of her pies with gravy, and later learned it was meant to be a cherry pie. And he said he thought it was an excellent fish pie, so I suppose the lot of them were confused. Really, why would she have served gravy with fish pie?”

“I’m afraid to ask what she thought it was.”

“So was I. You would have thought the color, but then Mrs. Quimby’s Quality Tinned Goods do all rather look the same as well. Would you like some more tea?”

I accepted the flask and firmly resolved never to eat any sort of pie that I didn’t know the full provenance of.


Chapter 3

THE WALK TO LOWER SLAUGHTER did not take as long as I’d feared it would, and in a little more than half-an-hour we had left the country lane that was bordered by fenced in pastures and grazing horses and started walking past a row of cottages. The front gardens again became smaller and closer, and then I could see we were approaching the river again and beyond that, the village proper. There was a water mill just ahead of us, with what I took to be a miller and his assistant loading sacks into carts. They both looked up as we approached, gave us a curious sort of stare, then went back to work.

“He might have seen something. Mrs. Otway would have had to approach the village from this way if she came from Eybry.” Mrs. Albright didn’t wait for me to answer but crossed the footbridge and went to speak to the miller.

As Mrs. Albright approached, the miller stopped his work and nodded in her direction. “Good morning, ma’am. Can I be of any assistance?”

“I hope so. We’re trying to find Mrs. Otway. Has she been by here?”

“Not today. We’ve been out here all morning with the wagons coming and going.” He turned to the man who was assisting him, who shook his head then turned back to us. “She’d have had to pass by here if she was coming from her place or from the village. And you’re coming from Eybry?”

We both nodded.

“Then you could try in Upper Slaughter. She might have gone the other way round to get there. Not sure what she’d have gone for, unless Mrs. Grant needed her for some reason. Or you could try back at the church in Eybry. There’s some sort of a charity meeting there, but I don’t think that’s until teatime. Could ask the Missus if you want the exact time. Still, she might have gone early to set up.”

It didn’t seem particularly thoughtful to go to help set up for a meeting when you were expecting to meet someone with their key, particularly as we were arriving hours before said meeting. If that was where she’d gone, Mrs. Otway could easily have waited for us to arrive from the station then gone to help set-up afterward. She’d known we would be there around eleven.

Apparently, Mrs. Albright had come to the same conclusion, as she said, “I think we’ll try Upper Slaughter first.”

“Then you could take the shortcut through the field just down there.” He pointed to a path that crossed the bridge. “If you follow the garden wall there, you’ll see the gate to the fields directly on the other side. Just be sure to close it.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Albright said as we started in the direction he’d indicated.

“If I see her, I’ll let her know you’re looking for her,” the miller called after us. He watched to be certain we were taking the right path then went back to his wagons.

Mrs. Albright didn’t seem put out by the idea of walking to yet another village, so I tried to remind myself that I was in England now, and that the distances were nothing like what I had been used to back home as we set off for our fourth village of the day. 

Had the circumstances been different and I’d been out for a bit of a ramble and not tramping through the countryside trying to find the key to my lodgings, I would have quite enjoyed the walk to Upper Slaughter. The path the miller had pointed us to did indeed lead to a field, with an old-fashioned gate that was a bit of a puzzle to open, as you had to be sure to close one side of it before you could open the other, presumably to force forgetful walkers to be certain the animals couldn’t get out and go for a ramble of their own. The field itself belonged to a flock of sheep. The ewes were lazing about or grazing quite intently and paying only scant attention to us. They’d probably seen every sort of walker pass. The lambs still found us fascinating, particularly one little fellow who stood by the path bleating as we walked by in a way that suggested he was saying, “Yes, I do know I’m the most adorable thing you’ll see all day. Go right ahead and admire me.” It would have been the perfect place to pause and sketch a bit, or just lean against the gate and watch and think of all the lovely things I could do with their soft, curly wool, but then we’d never find the key, so I contented myself with looking as we walked.

When the path left the field, the way blocked by another puzzling gate watched over by two ewes who seemed to find our struggle with the gate amusing and would no doubt laugh over it once we’d gone, it continued on along the tree-lined riverbank for another ten minutes or so, then wrapped around a garden wall. Mrs. Albright seemed to know where we were going, so I followed her away from the river, and down a lane similar to the one we had followed to get into Eybry, until we reached the town square. “Now what?” I asked.

“Why don’t we split up and make it go faster? I’ll take one side of the street and ask anyplace that looks likely, you take the other.”

I was all for anything that would make the process go faster, particularly as the tea and sandwich had been two villages ago, which seemed like quite a long time past. “Which side would you like?”

Mrs. Albright went left for no reason other than she was standing on the left, so I took the right side of the square. The first shop was closed and the front window looked like it belonged to a solicitor’s office, so not a good source of gossip, or a place likely to tell me if Mrs. Otway had been there. I continued on. Nothing seemed promising until I spotted a cottage around the corner where a woman had set up a greengrocer stall with a nice display of fruit in baskets. It looked like the sort of place Mrs. Otway might have visited and also the sort where I could get something to eat. I crossed over to it.

The display was small and neat. My eye went straight to a display of summer berries which reminded me again how long ago the cheese sandwich had been. The woman who’d set it up was re-arranging a display of rhubarb to hide where some had been sold. “Good afternoon, miss.”

She seemed the friendly sort who’d know what was going on. “Good afternoon.”

“You’re just here for the day?”

I wasn’t at all surprised she knew I was a stranger on holiday. “We’re here for a couple of weeks. My landlady is a friend of Mrs. Foster, and she loaned us her cottage.”

“That’s very nice of her. I didn’t know she knew anyone in America though?”

I sometimes forgot about my accent, which didn’t sound at all like an accent to me. “I’m living in London now.”

“Ah, that explains it. Did anything here appeal?”

“I’d like some of the raspberries.” While she weighed out my purchase, I asked, “You haven’t seen Mrs. Otway today, have you?”

“Today, no. Why do you ask?”

“She was supposed to give us the key to Oakwood Cottage, but we can’t seem to find her.”

“So you haven’t even seen the place yet? But that’s not like her.”

“Someone suggested she might have been helping to set things up for a meeting?”

“That would be to arrange the charity baskets at Saint John’s in Eybry, so she wouldn’t have come here, and that’s not until four o’clock, and it’s only a planning meeting. The only thing to set up is the chairs, and Mr. Simmons does that for us as he has to get them out when we need them anyway. No, that wouldn’t be where she’d gone.”

“I’m sure it will make sense once we find her. Do you have any ideas?”

“She was here yesterday to do some shopping, so I can’t see her needing anything today. And she seemed in fine health, so I wouldn’t think she’d have needed to see Dr. Catlin. I can’t think what else it would have been. She’s really not the sort to go off like that.”

“Then we’ll keep looking. Thank you.” I paid for my raspberries and went back to the square.

The rest of the square was of little help. There was a closed-up shopfront next to the greengrocer and then the pub taking up the final side. I considered going in to see if Mrs. Otway had been there, but I saw Mrs. Albright pass by it without stopping, so I went to meet her on the corner as we had agreed. “Any luck?”

“She was in the village yesterday according to the caretaker at the school, but no one’s seen her today. And you?”

“I got some delicious raspberries and was told the same.” I held out the bag so Mrs. Albright could try some.

Mrs. Albright pulled out a handful. “That’s better than I was doing, then. Do you have any ideas?”

I shook my head. 

“Then I thought we should go back to the cottage. If she was called away on an emergency, she might be back, or have sent someone over with the key for us.”

I’d had enough tramping through the countryside for one day, even if it was very nice countryside, so I agreed, and we set out for Oakwood Cottage, eating the raspberries while we walked.

Once we’d finished the raspberries, there didn’t seem to be much else to talk about. I wondered if Mrs. Albright was getting as tired of walking as I was, but I didn’t want to say anything, as this holiday had been her idea. And there was the question of what we would do if Mrs. Otway didn’t arrive with the key. I hadn’t seen any inns in the villages we’d been in, but perhaps one of the pubs would have rooms.

Mrs. Albright interrupted my thoughts by saying, “We should go right past Daisy Cottage soon.”

“Then should we stop and see if Mrs. Otway has gotten back?”

“I think so; it can’t hurt.”

When we got to the turning, we followed the small path to the gate. This time, there were definite signs of life at Daisy Cottage. The front windows were open and I could see a shadow moving around inside. Mrs. Albright and I went up to the front door and knocked. As soon as Mrs. Albright let the knocker hit the door, I could hear the sounds of someone moving around and a minute later the door opened. “Good afternoon?” The woman who answered was roughly Mrs. Albright’s age and wearing an apron large enough to hide the rest of her clothes.

“Agnes Albright. I think Mrs. Foster said we were coming?”

“Of course. It’s so nice to meet you at last. Miranda Otway. And you must be Miss Pengear.”

“Yes.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, as most of what I wanted to say revolved around finally getting into the cottage.

Fortunately, Mrs. Albright went on without waiting for me to say more. “We just dropped by to pick up the key, then we’ll be out of your way. But we would love to have you over for tea once we’re settled, find out about the village and all.”

“Oh dear, didn’t you see my note? I left it pinned to the front door, on the nail Mrs. Foster uses to put up her wreath at Christmas. The key was under the flower pot.”

“There wasn’t a note,” Mrs. Albright said. I shook my head in agreement.

“Oh, I am sorry. I should have left it with Mrs. Rodgers, but I wasn’t sure you would think to try her house over there.” She nodded in the direction of the neighbor’s house I had tried out of desperation. “I had to go to Moreton-on-Marsh. Mrs. Campbell sent her son with a note, in the new steam gig no less, saying she needed me to come over, so I left the key under the flowerpot and a note on the door.”

“That seems a bit...” I wasn’t sure how to say careless or dangerous without being rude.

“Oh, I know you’d never do anything like that in London, but nothing ever happens here, not without someone seeing it, so it was quite all right. Here, let’s go over there and I’ll show you.” Mrs. Otway stepped back inside and emerged with her hat and a small handbag and without her apron covering her dark green dress. “Really, I am sorry. And do you know what it ended up being for? Her strawberry jam. She’d run out of sugar and wanted me to watch the pot while she went to get some. Can you imagine? Sending her son out in the new steam gig all the way to Eybry just so her neighbors wouldn’t get her recipe for strawberry jam. Not that it’s even worth hiding, if you ask me.”

We walked down the lane back to Oakwood Cottage, Mrs. Otway and Mrs. Albright leading the way as I followed. Mrs. Otway kept apologizing for not being in when we arrived and Mrs. Albright kept telling her it was quite all right and we’d had a nice walk through the village while we waited, which then turned into a discussion of what there was to see in Eybry and ended with the faults of several people’s canning recipes. 

When we got back to the cottage, Mrs. Otway went to the door and stared at it for a moment then hooked her finger over a small nail we hadn’t noticed before, which was decidedly noteless. “This is where I stuck the note. I thought it would stay just fine. And I put the key under that flower pot, right there, with the blue glazing.”

Mrs. Albright tipped the flower pot to the side, and I knelt down to look under it. “No key.”

“But it must be there. It was definitely that pot.”

“It must have slipped,” Mrs. Albright said as she lowered the pot back into place.

I slid my fingers carefully through the grass near the flower pot. Now that we knew which one it was, it was worth making a thorough search. I kept feeling around, making a wider arc, until I felt a bit of metal under my fingers. “Here it is. Just under the bush here.”

“I must have let it slip when I was hiding it there. I am sorry.”

“Or we might have knocked it off the edge when we looked under there earlier,” Mrs. Albright offered.

“And since you didn’t know where I’d put it, you didn’t know where to start searching. If only I hadn’t been called away. I don’t know what Mrs. Foster will say when she returns. She was expecting me to meet you.”

I wondered what she would say about entrusting her key to a flower pot, as that was the bit that would have annoyed me, but I refrained from saying anything. 

As I stood up, Mrs. Otway was asking, “Where did you leave your cases?”

“In the shed behind the house.”

“Well, I’ll help you bring them over.”

“It’s kind of you to offer...” I could tell Mrs. Albright wasn’t sure if she should accept the offer or not.

“The least I can do. If you’d had the key, you could have gotten Mr. Westin to help move everything.” 

I held up the key. “Let me get the door open, then I’ll come and help.”

Mrs. Albright and Mrs. Otway moved aside so I could get to the door with the key. It was an old lock, so took a little fiddling to get the key in, but I managed by pulling the door towards me before fitting the key in the lock. 

As Mrs. Otway waited by the edge of the step for me to figure out the door, she said, “No wonder you didn’t see the note. Look, it’s just there in the shrubs. It must have blown off. And I thought I put it on so well.”

“No harm done,” Mrs. Albright assured her. “We had a nice look at the villages and some lovely sandwiches.”

“From Mr. Elliott’s cheese shop? He does make nice ones.”

“There was no one at the counter there, so we went to Mr. Burton’s Grocery.”

“No one at Mr. Elliott’s? I wonder why. Oh well, let’s get you settled. Which one did you say you put your cases in?”

I pushed to door open a hair so it wouldn’t lock again, made certain the key was safely in my pocket, then followed Mrs. Albright and Mrs. Otway to the shed. “We’ll just take the hand luggage to start,” Mrs. Albright said as we crossed the lawn. “Perhaps we can get some help with the trunks.”

At least the shed was still closed when we got there, and our luggage was all
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