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Author's Note


Topsham and Exeter are real places on the Exe Estuary in Devon, UK, but most of the locations that feature in the Tiggy Jones Mystery Series are fictional, along with all the characters. 
Many thanks to my editors and cultural advisors. Any errors are my own.




Prologue



The moment is quick. The aftermath, devastating. 
Then a shattering silence.
They share a look. 
One task remains. 
Conceal it.




Chapter 1


“Stop! Thief!”  
A few people turn to look, but I keep walking.
“The woman with the candlestick,” he screams. “Stop her.”
I’ve just reached my car, clutching a brass candlestick to my chest, when he suddenly looms over me.
“Mine!” he yells and snatches it from my arms. 
“You’ve made a mistake.” He’s big. My voice is trembling. “I’ve just bought it at the jumble sale.”
“Thief!” he screams, raising it above his head.
As I cower before the blow, he smashes it down …
On my windscreen.
[image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean you’ve been arrested?” 
I ignore the simmer behind Simeon’s words, then smile in spite of my ordeal. Simmering Simeon: Sim-Sim. His new nickname. 
He’s used to my antics and I can almost hear him count to ten. “If it’s true you only get one phone call, I suppose I should be honoured.”
“You’re the first person I thought of, Sim.” Sim-Sim. “And it’s not really an arrest. Just a cosy chat at the police station. I need a character reference. And a lift.” 
“Not murder then.”
“Jaywalking.” 
He laughs – it’s more of a snort – because the word could describe my whole life. “They arrest you for that where you come from?” 
Then his mental cogs start to vibrate down the phone. He doesn’t want the press to get wind of it, even though it would lead to a spike in my book sales. ‘Sales to the wrong readers,’ I hear him cry, after way too many courses on branding. ‘They write bad reviews – and don’t buy any more books.’ 
Simeon Barron used to be my agent, then he started a small press and I went with him. Antigone Jones, his flagship mystery author with a growing fan-base. Our relationship is like a marriage only better: no co-habiting.  
“I know,” he says. “You unscrambled a clue from that book and sleuthed out some unsuspecting stranger, pounded on their door and demanded to search their cellar. It’s called harassment and trespassing, Tiggy. We do have laws against that over here.”
He’s talking about a crossword page torn from The Times with some coded words scribbled on it. I found it a couple of days ago inside the cover of a new book and made the mistake of telling him about it.
“Someone is calling for help,” I say. 
“It’s too sophisticated. The police think it’s a windup. Anyone in danger wouldn’t hide clues like that. The staff at the bookshop know you’re a mystery author, so they cooked up a puzzle and slipped it inside the book you bought. Now they’re probably taking turns to follow you around and make videos to share on social media.” 
Weird things have been happening ever since I inherited a property from my eccentric English grandmother. Not a twelve-room mansion on an estate, like any mystery author worth her title would manifest in a keystroke, but an old boathouse in an English village. I didn’t know Letitia and after recovering from the shock, I blew into town from Australia to claim it as my new home and ruffled more local feathers than a pillow fight.  
“Someone did follow me today,” I say. “But he wasn’t from the bookshop. After snatching my freshly purchased candlestick and attacking my windscreen, he’s helping the police with their enquiries.”
Simeon’s voice flips. “Attacked your car? With a candlestick?” The sympathy I’m craving is a mirage. “What did you do to provoke that?” 
“Thanks for your concern that I might be injured.”
“You’ve been making wisecracks so you must be in better shape than your car, and the police don’t have cosy chats for nothing.” Then he remembers my predicament. “Tell me about it when I pick you up.”
“Thank you, Sim.” 
“And Tiggy, try to stay out of trouble until I get there.” Before he hangs up, he murmurs, “The character reference will be challenging enough already.” 
While I sit in the gleaming waiting room of the new police station, trying not to fixate on my shattered windscreen, I stare at a photo of the cryptic clues. The book was a special order that I made before I left Sydney, waiting for me in a local bookshop. It was sitting on a separate shelf with my name on the spine, so the messages could have been planted inside the cover as a joke. Because my arrival hasn’t been embraced by everyone. 
My boathouse is about as humble as a liveable building can be, but it’s in a prime location right on the bank of the Exe Estuary. I was on a research expedition in the wilds of Central Australia, so it took the lawyers a while to inform me of my inheritance. As the weeks ticked by here in Topsham, a few locals started dreaming of an auction at a knockdown price. Since I took up residence two weeks ago, I’ve been hounded by a tenacious estate agent, and there have been pranks at my expense. Are the coded messages more of the same? 
I’ve looked at the first clue a dozen times and the meaning is still eluding me:
1. Sounds like a dockside opener. (3)
My mind wanders. How much will I say to Sim about this morning? He’ll insist on hearing the whole story, and I haven’t told him about my new preoccupation: jumble sales. 
As my father’s maiden aunt Daphne used to say with a wink: ‘A single girl needs at least one vice.’ Hers was a series of fluffy little white dogs, all named Nixie followed by their succession number. It was Nixie Six – Sixie for short – who barked the alarm when Great Aunt Daphne died. Dad’s family has a penchant for choosing names from Greek mythology. Like Daphne. And Antigone: an-tig-onee – the daughter of Oedipus – as if I needed any more skeletons poised to fall out of my closet. 
My interest in jumble sales, which led to today’s windscreen attack, is related to my surprise inheritance. 
[image: image-placeholder]After crossing the Simpson Desert with eleven other people and sixteen camels – to celebrate my thirtieth birthday and research the setting for a mystery where one by one the expeditioners die – our bedraggled group of adventurers trudged into Birdsville in outback Queensland with murder on our minds, ready to kill for our first shower in 28 days, followed by the pub’s famous seven-course lunch: a meat pie and a six-pack of beer. 
Imagine the shock when I plugged in my phone to check on a month’s worth of messages and found a string of emails from a UK law firm, and increasingly urgent pleas from Simeon who was the only other contact of mine they’d managed to track down. 
The next few weeks were a blur as I raced back to Sydney, dealt with my mother’s reaction to my grandmother’s passing, signed documents, gave notice to my flatmates, booked a flight to London and crammed all my belongings into one bag.
[image: image-placeholder]“A boathouse?” my best friend Nessa said. “Are you sure your grandmother actually lived there? It looks like … a box.”
She was looking at a photo of my new home as we huddled under a patio heater at Dumplings then Die, our favourite Potts Point hole-in-the-wall.
“They carried Letitia out in the proverbial box, apparently.” I sounded flippant about her death but the memory of the photo I didn’t show Nessa still made me shudder: an interior so cluttered it would make a hoarder salivate. “All her stuff is still inside. I won’t have to buy a thing, just sort it.” 
“I know you can claim the trip as research,” she said, sinking her teeth into a vegetable mandoo, “but you don’t have to move over there. Sell it and buy something here.” Nessa grew up in England then ran away, making her an expert. 
“I’m never going to afford a place in Sydney,” I said. “Even if I sell the boathouse and get enough for a deposit, the mortgage broker told me banks regard authors as high risk.”
“Because your royalties go up and down?”
“Our moods. We’re prone to bouts of depression.”
Nessa dropped her chopsticks and swiped her forehead with a dramatic flourish. “You suffer for your … art.”
“Pretty much. We can’t turn our brains off, so we sleep weird hours, or not at all. We work alone, obsessing about people who don’t exist. We forget to exercise and we manage our mental health with … substances.”
We both looked at the glass of pinot gris that I’d been glugging down like cordial.
“You don’t know anyone over there. You’ll be more isolated than ever.”
“I know Simeon,” I said.
“He’s as weird as your characters. And he’s in London, isn’t he?”
“Just a couple of hours by train, all tax deductable. And he’s got a holiday cottage further down the estuary where he spends a lot of time in the summer. He’s going to stay there for a while and help me settle in.”
She didn’t look convinced. “Promise me one thing. You’ll get a cat.”
It made me think of Sixie. Did my grandmother have a companion who stayed by her side until the end?
[image: image-placeholder]My mother wanted me to stay home for different reasons. “She’ll get her claws into you.”
“Letitia?”
“That’s who we’re talking about. My mother.”
“She’s dead,” I said.
“Sell the boathouse and spend the money.” 
“I might want to live there.”
“Bad idea,” she said. 
“Why?”
“Why do you think she left her place to you?” 
“I’m her long-lost grand-daughter.”
“Who she never clapped eyes on.”
“Thanks to you.”
“You’re welcome.”
It’s always like this with Delilah. I call her Del because she won’t answer to Mum. She’s never told me why she had nothing to do with Letitia for fifty years. All I know is she eloped as a teen with my Australian father back in the sixties, vowing to stay childless, then moved to Sydney and had me as an accident in her forties. 
It explains why I became a mystery writer. 
I’ve grown up searching for clues.




Chapter 2


The jetlag-inducing flight from Sydney was followed by a sleepless night in a budget-priced London hotel that had ‘fire hazard’ written all over it. I dreamed that I followed the emergency exit map all the way to a fire escape that led across the rooftops three storeys up, inspiring thoughts of a dramatic chase scene for a future novel. I get some of my best ideas after midnight. 
The following morning, Simeon picked me up way too early. During the drive to the south-west and over a scenic breakfast at Runnymede on a grassy bank overlooking the Thames, we caught up with each other, having only met in person once at a conference in Sydney. He’s put on a little weight but he’s still the same fifty-something guy with a receding hairline and designer-stubble on his chin. The late July weather was almost warm and, over his jeans and open-necked white shirt, he sported his signature waistcoat. 
I’d already researched the location of my new home but I let him tell me again.
“Topsham,” he said, “can be pronounced two ways, depending on how posh you are.”  He chuckled. “Topsham with a ‘sh’ or Tops’m without it. It’s an old maritime trading port on the Exe Estuary, in the county of Devon. Its safe harbour was once an important centre for both fishing and shipbuilding. Your boathouse must date back a few centuries. Then over the years it probably had other uses before being converted into a residence sometime in the mid-twentieth century.” 
His own holiday cottage is further down the Exe at Lympstone where he’s staying while I settle in.
“What’s special about Topsham these days?” I asked, already feeling nervous about fitting in.
“It’s a desirable place to live and holiday, with a strong arts community. The old Dutch-style houses are charming, dating back to the days when cotton was exported to the Netherlands. But as the city of Exeter grew, Topsham got … absorbed.”  
“Were the locals happy about that?”
He chuckled again. “I doubt it.”
We arrived late-morning. Sim drove through narrow one-way streets until he found a parking space. Then we walked in single file along footpaths lined with old buildings of several floors huddling together, many painted white, their doors opening straight onto the pavement. It was a serious culture shock after my month trudging over endless sand-hills and dealing with camel tantrums. The ambience of Topsham wrapped me in its heritage embrace and by the time we reached the shops, my excitement level was teetering on overwhelm. We entered a narrow arcade beside a teashop and took the stairs to the lawyer’s office above, where the window gave me another view of the street and a peep into the residential flats opposite. 
After a few formalities, including permission to live in the boathouse while its title is transferred to me, my grandmother’s solicitor Hayden Sinclair handed over the key. 
“It’s just a stroll down this road,” he said, “until you get to Punt Lane. Then it’s the first building past the boatyard. On the waterfront, next to the florist.”
The route was lined with more quaint premises, including the bookshop where I’d already placed an order before leaving Sydney, but they all flashed by in a blur. Then I was staring at the single storey building from the photo, painted white like its neighbours, its one large front door, below high windows, opening directly off the lane. The boat ramp beside it provides a private parking space and on the other side it shares a common wall with the florist next door, their steeply sloping roofs meeting at a high ridge in the middle. 
When I finally got my fingers to stop shaking enough to push the key into the lock, Sim stood back. Then the interior confronted me: one large room with a deeply sloping ceiling. At the far end, full-length windows protected by an iron safety rail overlook the wide expanse of the Exe Estuary and the flat riverbank on the other side. And filling every space, the clutter was just as Letitia had left it, the museum of her life stretching to all four walls.
While I was boggling, Sim came in behind me. “You didn’t say she was an artist.”
“I didn’t know.” Now I saw what wasn’t clear in the photo. Every vase and jug was crammed with paintbrushes or bunches of dead flowers. Table cloths covering several folding tables were all adorned with layers of spilled paint. Out of the camera’s view, an easel with a painting still on it stood to the left of the door. 
The sight of it reflected Letitia’s presence so strongly, I almost swooned. “She’s still here,” I murmured.
Sim flapped at his face with his hand. “I can feel it too.” 
He opened a window onto the river, before finding a long pole with a hook on the end and unclipping one of the high clerestory windows on the street side. An early summer breeze blew in, carrying the briny smell of the estuary, and the close atmosphere began to dissipate.
He went to sit down but all the chairs were stacked with artworks, painting palettes and more receptacles for brushes. “Would you like me to leave you alone for a while?”
“Thanks, Sim. I need to take it all in. But … I don’t think I can stay here tonight.” I looked at the single bed where Letitia must have slept, wondering if that’s where she died. “Not until I get a bed of my own.”
He understood. “I’ll organise a hotel room for you. And see how soon the local furniture shop can deliver a bed.” 
“And a small desk. For my laptop. Thank you.”
He nodded. “Message me when you’re ready to lock up again.”
After he left, I wandered around, feeling overcome in a way I’d never expected. In a rush of insight tinged with regret, I knew I couldn’t make this my home without also getting to know the woman who had given me this gift. It was clear that any plan I’d had to call a charity shop to take away the excess objects was out of the question. Every item felt precious, a piece of Letitia speaking to me across the veil that separated us.
But first things first. 
Turning to practical things, I noted what I could use straight away. Hayden Sinclair had arranged for the power to be reconnected in my name, so the stove and lights worked. Water also came out of the tap. The dishwasher looked unused, but at some point the place had been updated. After sweeping up what looked like mouse droppings from the counter, I stacked the dishwasher with the plates and mugs on the draining rack. I was on my knees peering into the cupboard under the sink for dishwasher powder when a knock at the door was followed by a voice.
“Hellooo. Am I visiting too soon?” A spiky-haired woman in her late thirties was peeping through the front door where she’d cracked it open. Her denim overalls were tucked into green rubber boots. 
When I got up to greet her, she held out a bunch of flowers. “House-warming present. You must be Antigone.”
“Tiggy.” As I offered my hand, I realised I’d just lost the anonymity of a city the size of Sydney. “Thank you for the flowers. They’re gorgeous.”
I opened the door and she stepped inside. 
“I’m Fern. From Bloomin’ Blooms next door. I was keeping an eye out and thought you might need some help – and a friendly face.”
“Perfect timing, Fern. Help me find an empty vase for these, and I’ll put the kettle on. But I don’t trust the hygiene of these mugs.” I pointed to the open dishwasher. “Can you lend me a dishwasher tablet?” 
She grinned. “I know where Letitia kept those, not that she ever used them.” She went to two different cupboards and produced a handful of dishwasher tablets and some teabags.
While I started the machine, she said, “Sorry about the dead flowers. They locked the place up just as it was. But I’ve got a use for these dried roses. You’ll see when you come to visit.” She took them from the old jug and spotted an empty vase for the fresh ones – lime green and white stripes. “Teesha liked this one. Swedish glass.”
“Teesha?”
“Her creation, I think. She wouldn’t let anyone call her Lettie. Too much like –” 
“A granny?”
We chuckled – and my granny took the next step in becoming real. 
“She had a fresh bunch from Bloomin’ Blooms every week. Whatever I suggested.”
I got the impression that they were a gift from Fern. 
I filled the vase with water, but let my new neighbour arrange the blooms, her fingers covered in nicks and spots of blood. 
A bell tinkled in the distance. “My shop door.” She snatched up the dried roses and ran outside, not returning for so long I wondered if she would.
Then she was back, just as the fast cycle on the dishwasher finished. “A customer with very particular tastes. We got there in the end.”
We cleared places to sit, stacking paintings from the chairs against a wall. Then we perched our mugs wherever we could find a space on a cluttered table.
Fern looked around the room. “I still can’t get used to the fact that she’s gone.” She sniffed back a sob. “I popped in every day to make sure she was OK.”
“That was kind. No wonder you miss her.”
“Aw, listen to me, will you? She was your grandma. I should be giving you my condolences, not getting sympathy from you. Sorry, Tiggy.” 
“It’s OK. You knew Teesha and loved her. But I never met her because … she and my mother lost touch years ago.” I was choking up. “I grew up in Australia and I don’t even know how she knew about me. Inheriting this boathouse was a total shock.”
“She discovered you somehow. She borrowed your books from the library and told me you were her grand-daughter. She was very proud of you.”
Another shock.
“You asked if you could help,” I said. 
“Anything.”
“Tell me about her.”
We sipped our tea and gazed around the room, taking in the chaos. 
“She loved her art.”
“It looks like she painted the flowers you gave her.” I pointed to the easel where a floral display emerged from a flurry of wild abstract strokes.
“Yes. She didn’t get out much the last few years, and she loved to paint interiors. She sold them at a local café, and they walked out the door with every new wave of summer tourists. Then she had a falling out with the café owner. But she really got lost in her art. I’d knock, then creep in without disturbing her and put the flowers in a vase.” 
I half-closed my eyes, imagining her sitting at her easel in a paint-spattered smock, immersed in the latest still life, oblivious to the world. 
“Now you’ve inherited them,” Fern said.
I took in all the canvasses. “I’ll hang as many as I can.”
“Great. She didn’t bother because there were so many and she was painting them to sell.” 
Fern paused for a moment as if debating what to say next. I wondered if she was going to ask if she could choose one as a memento – which would be my pleasure – but she surprised me. 
“There’s something else you should know about her,” she said. “Not everyone around here believes this, but … I know it’s true.”
“Tell me.”
She paused then said, “Teesha had … a gift.”
“Besides her artistic talent?” 
“Yes, art was her work. This was … something else.” She paused to find the words. “She could … read things. And I don’t mean books.”
“What sort of things?”
“Personal things. Objects mainly. People brought them to her if they needed to know something.”
Were all old ladies rumoured to be a little bit psychic? Especially if they were artists? Fern came across as very practical, but I’d only known her for a few minutes. I had no idea how reliable she was. And Teesha wasn’t here to confirm what Fern said. 
I missed a couple of beats. “If you’re convinced she was psychic, you must have seen her in action. Can you give me an example?”
“That’s a little difficult because Teesha was very honourable. She didn’t share private information about other people. But … she read something of mine.”
Fern stopped. She already knew I was a writer. It sometimes makes people clam up for fear they’ll read about themselves in my next book.
“If it’s private,” I said, “anything you say won’t go any further. But I’ll understand if you don’t want to tell me about it.”
She stared into her tea and made a decision. 




Chapter 3


“This ring.” She pointed to a simple band that hung from a fine silver chain around her neck. “I saw it in the window of a local antique shop and I was immediately drawn to it, which didn’t make sense. It’s not fancy or eye-catching and I don’t wear rings because I work with tools and knives, and it’s a nuisance to take a ring off. But I couldn’t get this one out of my mind. When I told Teesha about it, she offered to come with me and she asked the shop assistant if she could look at it.” 
“So she could hold it?”
“Yes. That’s how she sensed things. Just wrapped her fingers around them.”
“It sounds a little scary. Were you worried about what she’d say?”
“Very. Especially because Teesha had a rule. Before she read an object, you had to agree to hear exactly what she saw. Sometimes the truth might be an unexpected shock and it wasn’t her job to judge the information or to decide whether to tell you or not. She insisted on having permission to tell you everything without censoring.”
“Not always a gift,” I said. “Sometimes a curse.”
“Yes.”
I was hooked by then so when her shop bell rang again, I hoped she wasn’t going to get cold feet. While I waited, I made more tea.
When Fern returned and sat down, the set of her jaw said she was going to finish her story.
“Teesha said the ring belonged to someone called Isabel. That’s my mother’s name, but most people don’t know that because she calls herself Bella.”
“And you were attracted to it in the shop window because you sensed it belonged to her?”
She pulled a face. “Don’t worry, I’m not psychic. I found out later that the ring is in a photo of Mum when she was a teenager. I must have seen it lots of times without registering it and I guess my subconscious recognised it in the window.”
She took a sip of tea and I was wondering if there was more, when Fern continued.
“Teesha warned me that there was a lot of sadness in the ring. Grief caused by death. I was nervous. I knew I’d be stirring things up if I asked Mum about it, but my curiosity was so strong that I bought it anyway, and showed it to her.”
I wanted to jump in and ask what happened, but I stayed silent. 
“She … broke down.” Fern’s voice cracked. “It was a ‘friendship ring’, she said. From her first boyfriend, a boy she loved. She was only fifteen and from a conservative Catholic family and she wasn’t allowed to have a ring. So on her way home from school each day she took it off and hid it from her mother. But one day she forgot to take it off – the day of the photo on her mantelpiece – and my grandmother hit the roof. She made Mum give it back.”
Fern paused, her eyes moist, and I steeled myself for what was coming. 
“Her boyfriend was completely crest-fallen. He was a few years older, an apprentice mechanic with a new motorbike, and he was crazy about my mum. He took it so hard that he rode off into the countryside, going too fast along a narrow road lined with hedgerows. At a blind bend, he veered to avoid an oncoming tractor – and ran into the stone wall below the hedge. Died instantly.”
“A tragic accident while he was distraught.”
“They said it was an accident but Mum believed in her heart that he was on a death ride. She was inconsolable, sure it was her fault. Why hadn’t she just pretended to give the ring back? Neither her parents nor his would let her go to his funeral so she was left to deal with the grief and guilt on her own. It took years for her to stop blaming herself and find love with my dad. She never knew what happened to the ring.”
It was such a sad story, I didn’t know what to say. But it was clear that Teesha could indeed read objects that carried strong emotions. I was already building up a picture of her – my grandmother.
“Thank you for telling me, Fern.”
“You’re the only person I’ve told. Perhaps because you’re a stranger.” She laughed. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. Strangers can be the best confidants. And I don’t know your mother.”
“But you’re getting to know me and we’re neighbours now. It’s my story too. In a way.”
“How?”
“Her boyfriend came from a Spanish family. It explains his passionate nature. His name was … Fernando.”
It was a moment before the implication hit me. “Oh, Fern. I thought she gave you a pretty botanical name. And it is pretty. But she named you … after him.”
I looked at the ring hanging on the chain. Now hers to wear.
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hands. “Dad doesn’t know. Mum thinks it might upset him. So now I have a secret to keep.”
I was suddenly struck by the power of objects and I took in the clutter around me, wondering what other secrets this house contained.
“Sorry to burden you with that as soon as you arrive,” Fern said, “but … you did ask.” Her smile was apologetic. “And Teesha was the real thing. A gifted psychic. Not that she ever called herself that.” She stood up to go. “Thanks for the tea. I’d better get back and let you get on with settling in. Unless there’s anything else you need?”
I thought for a moment. “You mentioned a local café that sold Teesha’s paintings until she fell out with the owner.”
“Penelope Rush from Topped Up in Topsham. In the High Street. Her mother was a friend of Teesha’s. It became quite … unpleasant.”
“That’s a shame. Do you know what it was about?”
“I overheard the end of an argument between them, before Penelope stormed out. Something about a key.”
[image: image-placeholder]I’m still camping in a corner I cleared at one end of my living-cum-bedroom, taking my time to gradually work through Teesha’s possessions and decide what to do with each one. It’s been much more emotional than I expected because the things she treasured are a tangible testament to who she was and what lit her up. They’re also intriguing, after Fern’s revelation. I keep picking things up and wondering why she kept them, what they said to her. I’m charmed by a number of crude pottery dogs that must also be Teesha’s work. They make me think of good ol’ Sixie and I realise my memories of Great Aunt Daphne have been giving me a sense of Teesha, as if all old ladies are the same.
It was when I was making space for the new bed and writing desk that I discovered the trapdoor in the floor. Under a rug and covered by a table. Locked.
After searching for the key and not finding it in the chaos, I asked Fern if she could help. “What’s down there? A cellar?” 
“I don’t know. I only found out about it when I did some hoovering for Teesha. The rug got sucked up and I saw the trapdoor. She got upset and asked me not to clean again.”
“The key will probably turn up when I sort through everything,” I said, “but I’m curious.”
“You could call a locksmith but if you’re not in a rush and it’s an old lock, you could try the jumble sales. My partner Jenna is a bit of a tragic for them. They’re full of skeleton keys. And it’s fun.”
“As long as I don’t buy more stuff!”
She laughed. “Just remember that old keys can fetch high prices, so don’t look too eager.”
It was this advice that inspired today’s windscreen attack. I bought the candlestick to distract the seller from my interest in a tin full of old keys.




Chapter 4


The waiting room at the police station is busy. I’ve overheard reports of a parcel stolen from a front doorstep, a teenager who didn’t come home last night and a barking dog that’s driving the neighbour crazy. The uniformed constable on duty looks young and harried. 
As I wait for Sim to pick me up, I think about the missing key and wonder if Teesha left me a message about it, a cryptic message that no-one else but her mystery-writing grand-daughter would take the time to decipher. On a crossword torn from The Times? 
Then how did the message get into the book? Even a dead psychic doesn’t have the power to put it there. 
She must have a living proxy.
With these fanciful thoughts, I gaze at the first clue again and see what I haven’t seen before. 
1. Sounds like a dockside opener. (3)
Three letters.
Key.
I jump to my feet, startling a few people on nearby chairs. Not ideal behaviour in a police station. 
An opener is a key and it sounds like quay, a dockside. The clue must be about the missing key. I sit down again, wishing there was someone I could tell. Only Nessa back in Sydney, but she’ll be out on the town or tucked up in bed. I message her the clue anyway: 
Your High-ness, see if you can crack this.  
When I look up again, the uniformed constable is approaching and I wonder if I’m in trouble for disturbing the peace again. But he’s clutching a book.
He clears his throat. “Miss Jones, the station has a favour to ask. Could you sign our copy of Dead by Dark? It’s not often we have a famous author in the area.”
I smile. “Does this mean I don’t need a character reference?”
His cheeks redden. “Just a formality. After this morning’s … er … incident.” 
Just then, Simeon breezes in. I hurriedly sign the book and hand it back. Simeon accompanies me and the constable to the counter, where I take possession of the candlestick that I never want to see again and receive a reminder that it’s not a weapon. Within minutes Sim and I are crossing the parking area in the summer sunshine as if my Saturday hadn’t started with an assault. Then we put the candlestick on his back seat, along with the biscuit tin of keys that I’ve been clutching ever since.
“Thank you, Sim.”
“As long as your story’s good, you’re welcome. Where’s your wounded car?”
“Opposite St Michael’s Church in Topsham High Street. The windscreen guy can’t repair it till Monday, so please take me home.”
As he navigates the weekend traffic, I tell him an abridged version of this morning’s fiasco. “It was just an innocent excursion to a jumble sale.”
“Haven’t you got enough collectables in the boathouse?” 
I ignore him and describe snapping up a parking space as someone pulled out and entering the church hall already seething with bargain hunters.
“I headed to the back to begin working my way round the stalls. The candlestick had £20 on it, so I bargained it down to five. But it turns out the woman on the stall was minding it while the real stallholder was outside having a smoke. I was just leaving the hall to stash it in the car, when I heard a man yelling, ‘Stop! Thief!’”
“But you didn’t stop?”
“I hadn’t stolen anything so I ignored the kerfuffle and crossed the road to my car. When he caught up with me, I told him I’d bought it fair and square from the woman on the stall, but he was winding himself up. We attracted a crowd but no-one intervened.”
“Then he grabbed the candlestick.”
“He was foaming at the mouth by then, screaming that I hadn’t bought it. I was holding the tin of trinkets I’d also bought, so I didn’t have a good grip on the candlestick.”
Sim laughs. “You would have fought him for it? Brave or crazy, I’m not sure which.”
“It doesn’t matter now. He wrenched it from me and swung it above his head. For a moment I really thought he’d kill me and I’m still shaking. He tried to stalk off, but the crowd got in his way, otherwise the policeman might have been too late to waylay him.”
“Someone caught it all on their phone?”
“Several videos, now all over the internet. It was clear that he was the aggressor, but the police wanted to know if I’d stolen the candlestick as he claimed. It’s a jumble sale. I’d paid cash and the woman minding the stall said she didn’t remember me. There’s no proof but I signed a statement.”
We’ve reached my road and the boathouse comes into view. 
At the sight of my front door, Simeon whistles. “What’s happened here?”
“They appeared a few nights after I moved in. It’s called graffiti.”
“I know that but why? I’ve seen those runes before. They mean something.” 
“A warm welcome to the newcomer?”
He pulls over and stares at the series of circular hieroglyphs scrawled across the lower half in red. 
I undo my seatbelt. “I won’t ask you in if you don’t mind. I’m knackered.”
“Of course.” We get out and he photographs the door. “I’ll investigate these markings. Did you report them while you were at the police station?”
“Nah. I’ve made too much disturbance already. But if the graffiti artist comes back, I’ve got a candlestick and plenty of videos to teach me how to use it.”
“I know you’re joking, Tiggy. And of course you feel targeted, but this is the work of a couple of idiots. Every town has them.”
“I know.” I open the back door to retrieve my goods. “Thanks again for rescuing me.”
After he pulls away, I’m about to unlock my door, when the candlestick suddenly feels like such a talisman of aggro that I don’t want to take it inside my home. Teesha’s feelings for objects must be rubbing off. Instead I cross the road again and head down High Street, then around a corner into the next street.
From my evening strolls, I’m getting to know the shops in my immediate area. There’s an antique dealer called Cobwebs Collectibles in an old premises tucked away in the next street.
When I enter his den, the sixty-something man perched on a stool behind the counter looks up. Something about his portly figure, kind eyes behind half-moon glasses and grandfatherly whiskers makes me spill the whole incident.
“A new windscreen must be worth a few hundred quid,” he says.
“Yeah. All to save fifteen pounds for this … assault object. Can you sell it for me?”
“Not antique enough, but I can dispose of it for you. I’m more interested in what you’ve got in that biscuit tin.”
To keep the price down, I bargained for the candlestick then added the tin of keys to the purchase. 
“Just buttons,” I say. “And old keys.”
“Mind if I take a look?”
“Be my guest.” 
When he opens the tin, I remove the keys and slip them into my shoulder bag. “These aren’t for sale.”
His skilled fingers work their way through the buttons as if by braille. When he comes to an old sock, his eyes light up. He draws out a set of white buttons threaded together on a string. The intricate engraved pattern under an enamelled coating looks expensive. 
He doesn’t even reach for an eyeglass. “Fabergé. Guilloché enamel, circa 1905. Lovingly protected by this sock, but do you have the box?” 
I shake my head. “I didn’t even know they were in here. I bought the lot this morning. For two pounds.”
“Ah.” His eyes twinkle and he looks at his watch. “I imagine it will be hard to part with these heirlooms since they’ve been in your family for at least one hundred … minutes.” He chuckles.
There’s a flutter in my chest, like I first felt when I heard about my inheritance. If I want to do any renovations, I’ll need extra funds I don’t have. “How much are they w-worth?” 
He pours me a cup of tea from a teapot in a knitted cosy and mentions a five-figure sum that makes me flop onto the stool beside the counter. 
“Add another thousand with the box.” 
While I’m about to say ‘let’s not be greedy’, he’s turned to his computer. In a few minutes he’s found an empty Faberge box online. “I’ve paid too much for it, but best to share is my motto. Now let’s find the right auction house, shall we?”




Chapter 5


As the tea settles my nerves, he says, “Before we go any further, I need to come clean. I know who you are.” 
I’m expecting another request to autograph one of my books but given the size of Topsham, I should have expected what he means. 
“Letitia told me about you. You look like her. Then there’s the grapevine – and your accent.”
A family resemblance has never occurred to me. With no siblings or extended family, I’m a whole generation on my own. When I put out my hand, I notice it’s trembling. “Tiggy Jones. Pleased to meet a friend of Teesha’s.”
“Henry Buckingham.”
We agree on a fair split for the buttons and sign a simple agreement.
Then I have a question. “Do you have … a photo of Teesha? I haven’t found any at the boathouse. I … never actually met her.”
“She told me that. I’ll find some for you from my private collection, but here’s a laminated one from the local paper.”
Henry turns to a shelf just inside the office space behind the counter and hands me a newspaper article from the Estuary Echo. The headline reads: Local Artist Keeps Café Walls in Bloom. 
The photo is a close-up of two women holding each side of a framed still life. On the left is a tiny lady, her silver hair pulled back from a wrinkled face that bears a quizzical smile, reminding me of my own publicity shot. I look more like her than my own mother and a ripple of an unfamiliar emotion moistens my eyes.
Blinking it away, I turn to the other woman. She’s about forty. Her face is heavily made up and the corners of her mouth suggest a certain smugness. The caption names them as Letitia Lovelock and Penelope Rush, the woman Fern mentioned, from Topped Up in Topsham.
I turn my attention to an inset photo in the top right of the picture. A close-up of a mature woman with an open smile, holding a bunch of flowers: Bella Wilson from Bloomin’ Blooms who supplies the inspiration for Letitia’s art. Fern’s mother.
“I heard from Fern at Bloomin’ Blooms,” I tell Henry, “that Teesha sold a lot of paintings through this café. She said the tourists snapped them up. Then something went wrong.”
“She had a serious rift with Penelope. It was so acrimonious, I think it might have contributed to Teesha’s last stroke, the one that killed her.”
“Wow, Fern didn’t say that. And she didn’t know the whole story about why they fell out, but it had something to do with a key. Do you know what happened?”
“Some of it.”
Just then the bell on the door tinkles and a well-groomed older woman ambles in with a child of about six. They’ve been standing on the street, looking at the window display of dolls. 
“Can I choose a doll, Nana?”
“Not today. When I was your age, we were so poor that I was only allowed to have one doll.”
“What if you lost her?”
“I wouldn’t get another one, so I kept her safe.”
“What was her name?”
“Can you guess? It started with P.”
The girl says, “Penelope! That’s my mummy’s name. How many dolls did Mummy have?”
I look down at the photo I’m still holding, just as the woman says, “Afternoon, Henry.”
“Hello Nadine. I thought you were in Scotland.”
“Just back. It rained all week. And there are things to do here.”
Henry says, “That doll is half price today.”
“Please, Nana?”
Nadine doesn’t reply because she’s staring at me. Is she Penelope Rush’s mother? It seems too much of a coincidence until I remember I’m living in a small town.
“Have you met our new resident?” Henry asks. “Antigone Jones is Letitia’s grand-daughter.” 
“Not yet.” She gives a curt nod in my direction. 
“Tiggy, this is Nadine Rush,” he says. “An old friend of Letitia’s.”
“Pleased to meet you.” I think.
“Welcome to Tops’am,” Nadine says. “Will you be staying long?” The tone of her question flips the welcome on its head.
On top of this morning’s drama with the candlestick, my immediate thought is to put the boathouse on the market this very afternoon and blow out of town as fast as I blew in. 
“Yes,” I say instead, with the best fake smile I can manage. “I’m still settling in, but Teesha’s home is the perfect base for me.”
The little girl tugs at her grandmother’s sleeve and Nadine bends over to hear her whisper.
“That’s an Australian accent,” she replies aloud. “That lady comes from the bottom of the world.”
The child laughs. “Only old people say ‘bottom’, Nana.” And she sticks out her own buttocks and jabs her finger at them. “It’s a butt.” 
The six-year-old has learned the perfect word for how I’ve been targeted.  
They leave the shop without buying the doll.
“I think I just lost you a sale,” I say to Henry.
He pulls a face. “No, Tiggy. I dropped you in it. Sorry, but you were asking about Penelope, and Nadine likes to think of herself as local royalty so you’ll be meeting them soon enough.”
“I was expecting to clash with Penelope but it seems the whole family wants to give me the bum’s rush.”
He laughs. “Spoken like a true word-smith. And it’s not personal. I’m afraid Teesha’s death upset Nadine in ways she didn’t expect. She needs time to deal with her emotional reaction.”
He boils the kettle and makes another pot of tea.
“You’ve asked about the key,” he says. “How much do you know about Teesha’s … psychic gift?”
“Fern told me about it and shared a personal experience to prove Teesha wasn’t a fraudster. She also made it clear that Teesha kept each reading as private as a confessional.”
“You’re wondering how I know about Penelope and the key?”
“Yes.”
“After a series of mini strokes, Teesha broke her rule. She recovered from each one, but the doctor warned her about the possibility of a fatal one. The incident with Penelope’s key – or Nadine’s key as I’ll explain – wasn’t resolved and Teesha needed someone else to know about it. She told me the bare bones, so I could tell you. I decided to give you time to settle in before I introduced myself. And then you walked in here yourself.”
That candlestick has led to some curious outcomes.
“Penelope was looking for something in Nadine’s attic,” he continues, “while her mother was away, and found a big old key. It didn’t open any of the chests stored up there so she asked her mother about it. Nadine went …” He casts around for the right word.
“Ballistic?”
“Precisely. Her reaction was so strong, Penelope’s interest was piqued. And she’s not a woman to give up easily. Nadine told Teesha that Penelope went on a rampage through her house trying it in every lock.”
“She was thorough.”
“That’s one word to describe Penelope. Dogged is another, but that would be unkind to our four-legged friends.”
“And with nothing else to try,” I guess, “she took it to Teesha for a reading.”
“Precisely.” He looks at me as if
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