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  Author's Note


BEFORE YOU READ



In Chapter 1 of A Slip in the Dark we learn that Tiggy and Baxter are conducting a series of interviews with members of the community about an old house. Most of the people being interviewed appear once in the book and the reader doesn't need to remember their names. But things said in the interviews become clues to a cold case. If any of the people interviewed are important to the unfolding story, Tiggy and Baxter will remind themselves and the reader who those people are and what they said.
Topsham, Exmouth, Exeter, and Plymouth are real places in the 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.






  
  Chapter 1


Dusk has coloured the sky peach, creating reflections in the windows of the old house on the cliff. As Baxter and I walk along the beach and Raider splashes in the shallows, it looms over us in all its derelict charm. 
Suddenly Raider howls and we follow his gaze to the crumbling gables of the once-grand roof.
A light inside an upstairs room. Moving.
A woman’s face at the window. 
The light goes out. 
“An intruder!” Baxter shouts. “Human? Or … ghost?”

      [image: image-placeholder]We park outside two huge iron gates. A large sign at the front of the building announces the date of the demolition. One of the gates squeaks on its hinges and, as we tread carefully down the broken path towards the side facing the sea, an eerie chill ripples between the three of us. 
The high walls of a neighbouring block of flats throw dark shadows across the yard. A spotlight blinds us and we jump. Then realise it’s motion-activated for security. We’ll be caught on camera too. 
Baxter has reached the back door. “Locked.”
I’m watching the window where we saw the face but the glass is now a mirror. 
“She looked like a ghost,” Baxter says. “Except they don’t need a torch. How did she get in? This place is locked, condemned and dangerous. And why would she want to?”
“Perhaps she’s here for the same reason we are,” I say.
“Snooping!”
We wait for several minutes listening to the waves on the shore below. Nothing happens.
Raider has disappeared around the corner to the path. He’s unearthed something. As we crouch down to look, the yard behind us lights up again. Back at the corner we see a woman running towards the far-side fence. Baxter and Raider make chase but she’s already squeezing through a gap in the wooden fence. One of her tote bags gets caught. She pulls it through and disappears. 
Baxter didn’t train as a PI to ignore things like this. He takes off after her, accompanied by the pooch. 
“Stop!” I yell. 
When I catch up to them, Baxter sighs. “I know. This is not our property and she’s a private citizen. But what was in those bags?”
Raider has something in his mouth. Snake-shaped. Black. An electrical lead. Did she drop it just now?
Now the pooch is loping back to his other find. He’s dropped the lead and is trying to get his teeth around the corner of a flat rectangle of rotted wood. Baxter puts on the evidence gloves he always carries and turns over a tattered sign with faded lettering.
The Little Black Address

      [image: image-placeholder]The electrical lead is in an evidence bag, and Baxter has taken charge of the sign. 
“Two clues to something,” he says in the car. “And this is my first time witnessing a burglary in progress. Did she bring those tote bags to carry things she knew were there? Or was she on the snoop for anything she could steal?”
“Any electrical device in that house would be really old and unlikely to work anymore.”
“Maybe she nicked the CCTV cameras,” he says. “That would be pretty cheeky.”
It’s a word he’s rather fond of. It sounds rebellious but it also gets chuckled over.
“I’ll tell Rupert to check the videos,” I say.
Our friend Rupert Chester is the estate agent overseeing the redevelopment of the site.

      [image: image-placeholder]After I drop Baxter home, I ring Rupert. 
“Hmmm,” he says. “The doors are bolted but those crumbling half-timbered walls aren’t exactly secure. She must have found a hole. I’ll check the recordings. We haven’t had any intruders so I don’t think she’s squatting there. It’s unsafe. And unsanitary. No power or water.”
I tell him about her tote bags and the electrical lead.
“I’m sure the place was stripped of anything valuable years ago. Maybe the lead was already lying on the ground.” 
“Possible. Raider also found an old sign half-buried in the dirt. The Little Black Address. Do you know if it belongs to the house?”
“No. Ask the people who turn up for the interviews. Or don’t ask and see if it fits with what they tell you.”
“I’ll let you know.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Rupert started out in the demolition business before becoming an estate agent in Exeter. Now his resume includes his experience as project manager for the impressive redevelopment of my boathouse in Topsham. Several months ago, the developer of 13 Thimble Close engaged him to oversee a residential redevelopment on this magnificent clifftop site at Exmouth, a seaside resort at the mouth of the Exe Estuary, about ten miles from Exeter. 
But after the plans for a ‘state-of-the-art apartment complex’ prompted an enormous protest brimming with outrage, Rupert proposed a rethink. He argued it’s better to work with the community than build something so out of step with its surroundings it becomes a white elephant. The developer Tony Gold surprised everyone by agreeing to a six-month delay to allow Rupert to engage with the locals.
Step one: listen. 
After posts on social media inviting the community to share what they know of the history of the old house, one hundred people have registered for individual 30-minute time-slots over the next two weeks. Baxter has been employed to conduct the conversations and while my latest mystery Dead by Dawn is with the editor, I’ve accepted the job of taking notes to collate the reminiscences into a book. It will be a refreshing change from my introverted life with imaginary characters. A plot idea might even pop up for a future book of my own.
After our first view from the beach, we planned to visit the property to get a feel for the place before the interviews begin. Then we saw the intruder. I wonder if we’ll discover what she was up to.

      [image: image-placeholder]We start our first day of interviews at ten. Devon County Council has handled the timetable and allocated a room. A large photo of the current building is pinned to a corkboard. 
Taken by a drone, it shows the half-timbered walls, the stone steps up to the impressive front door and the magnificent vista between the gables of the damaged roof to the cliff and the water beyond.
Our first interview prepares us for the range of reactions we can expect from the community.
Baxter: What would you like to share about the house at 13 Thimble Close?
Jenny (40): It’s an eyesore what needs fixing up but if they put up a big block of flats, what’s that? Another eyesore. And what about all that extra traffic in the Close and kids playing on the road? Or falling off the cliff?

      [image: image-placeholder]Josephine (73): No one’s wanted to live there after what happened to the last owner. She fell down the stairs. In the dark. Died. Why wasn’t she tucked up in bed? Unless she heard a noise downstairs and went to investigate. Some say she was pushed. 
Baxter (slipping into PI mode): What did the police think about her death?
Josephine: They investigated. Was there an intruder? But it’s usually someone they know, isn’t it? And a single woman in her business probably made enemies.
Baxter: What was her business?
Josephine: Whatever it was, it was none of my business. But someone will tell you. Anyway, that house is terribly neglected now. It used to be beautiful. Is that enough for you? 

      [image: image-placeholder]Deirdre (62): Even if they knock it down, the ghosts will still be there. I didn’t know the woman who died but she’ll still be there in the landscape. Ghosts get stuck. Especially if there’s been foul play. They won’t be able to get anyone to stay in the new place until they get rid of her.
Baxter: How do you release her ghost?
Deirdre: Find out the truth about how she died. Then hire someone who knows what they’re doing with a smudging stick. That’s how they got rid of a bunch of old spirits at that pub up north. Forget the name.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lawrence (67): I don’t have any memories. And if I do, I’m keeping them to m’self. I just want them to pull it down and turn it into a carpark. Not enough parking around there. OK?

      [image: image-placeholder]Heather (70): Imogen Black. That’s what she called herself. Not sure if it was her real name. One day she moved in and started collecting daughters. Until she had five of them. Or was it six? She home-schooled them before it was fashionable, then the older ones started teaching the younger ones and in between she started running a business. In the old ballroom, I heard. Visits by appointment only, all private like. No-one really knew what was going on. One of them clients might come forward and tell you but they were rich types. Not really the sort to volunteer information, even if they only have to give their first name. 
Baxter: What happened to the children after Imogen fell down the stairs?
Heather: Oh, you know about that. You’d have to ask Social Services. They weren’t hers. Adopted. The oldest one was about sixteen and a handful, I heard. Running wild. Denise, I think her name was. A bit too pretty and a bit too clever for her own good. She’d be in her thirties now.

      [image: image-placeholder]Joe (45): If they decide to restore the place, my team would like to quote. We specialise in half-timbered construction. Here’s my card.

      [image: image-placeholder]Baxter and I are exhausted. We take a break for lunch.






  
  Chapter 2


“Imogen died in suspicious circumstances,” Baxter says. “It might have been a murder! Our interviews could find the missing evidence.” 
“Except it’s not our job. We don’t want to treat the interviewees as suspects – or witnesses either.”
His face falls. “And they don’t tell the whole story, anyway. Like everything’s a secret and they just give us clues. Is it because they think I’m too young? Or I’m not asking the right questions? Or because it was eighteen years ago and they only remember bits of it?”
“The last one. But we’re gradually getting pieces to the puzzle. What do you think Imogen was up to in that house?”
“A brothel. And that’s why they don’t say. But how would Social Services let her adopt so many girls? And how does that fit with calling herself Imogen Black and The Little Black Address on the sign? It feels creepy. Maybe she ran séances or dabbled in the dark arts, whatever they are.”
“I think the locals might have thought it was a brothel,” I say, “but they never found out.”
“And they can’t tell us because they don’t know! But they still booked an interview.”
“Fear of Missing Out,” I say. “Like when the police ask for eyewitness sightings, they get inundated with calls from people who saw nothing but have theories.”
We laugh.

      [image: image-placeholder]We’re about to start the afternoon interviews when the door flies open. 
“Baxter Stone and Antigone Jones?” She extends her hand. “Detective Sergeant Jess Draper, Devon-Cornwall Police.” 
She’s about forty, wearing jeans and a navy jacket over a t-shirt. Her spiky brown hair frames a plain round face. 
“I need a quick word,” she says. “About 13 Thimble Close and its last owner.”
“Imogen Black,” Baxter says as we sit around the table.
“Blackthorn.” 
“Was she murdered?” he asks.
Instead of a direct answer, DS Jess Draper delivers a short report. 
“The death of Imogen Blackthorn eighteen years ago was never fully solved. The cause of death was determined. Blunt force trauma to the head, consistent with a fall down the stairs where her body was found. There were clues that someone else may have been involved but we were never able to confirm this. I thought the demolition of the house might uncover some evidence we missed but then that was delayed. I’ve only just heard about these interviews with members of the public.”
“We’d love to interview you about the police investigation,” I say. “We’re heavily booked but we can fit you in next week.”
She stares at me. “I’m not here to tell you anything. I want to read what everyone says in case it brings up a new lead.”
Really?
“Why were you suspicious it wasn’t an accident?” Baxter asks.
“I can’t tell you that. If you know too much, you might let something slip. Then the person can say they got it from you. Any new information must come from the person talking.” She stops. “We’re looking for … a murderer.”
Baxter eyes widen in excitement but the word unsettles me. As much as the cold case piques my interest, any attention from the police would change the whole purpose of the interviews.
“But people are sharing their reminiscences for a book about the house,” I say. “We’d need to tell them if the police will be sifting through their stories for clues. Then they might be careful about what they say. Or change their minds about talking to us at all.”
“And we’re only recording their first names,” Baxter says, “if you’re thinking of contacting anyone afterwards.”
Jess starts pacing. I’m just about to tell her we saw a woman take something from the house, when she stops. 
“It’s a reasonable request,” she snarls. “I wasn’t expecting roadblocks.” 
And she’s out the door, leaving us gaping after her.
Baxter starts to speak but the next interviewee is standing in the open doorway.
Tay (33): What did she want? 
Tiggy (thinking fast): She wasn’t here for an interview … so she left.
Baxter: Thank you for coming, Taylor.
Tay: It’s Tay. And if she’s still on the case, they’ll never solve it.
Baxter: What will they never solve?
Tay (sitting down): The death of Imogen Blackthorn. I visited the house as a teenager. With my aunt. I met Imogen, and one of her daughters was about my age. Don’t write this down. The police were totally fixated on finding someone responsible for Imogen’s death but they never looked in the right place. I won’t say more than that. 
Baxter: OK. What can you tell us about Imogen’s business? 
Tay: She helped women. In private. Like my aunt.
Baxter: Did Imogen’s daughter share any secrets with you?
Tay: Did she? Teenage girls in a huddle. Denise said the house – she called it Thirteen Thimbles – was haunted.
Baxter: Did she describe … how?
Tay: She did better than that. She showed me something. A spoon. Hand-made out of wood. Sounds ordinary but it wasn’t. There were these marks in the grain that made a face. In the bowl. Super creepy. She told me she found it in the garden and brought it inside, and after that there’d been a … presence in the house. When she tried to put the spoon back where she found it or throw it away, there it was still inside when she came back.
Baxter: What did you think?
Tay: Silly teenage stuff. We giggled about it. Denise said she couldn’t show it to Imogen because she was too superstitious. 
Baxter: What happened to the children after Imogen died?
Tay: Someone took them, I suppose. They couldn’t stay there without her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next booking is a no-show and Baxter and I can talk.
“What did you think of DS Jess Draper, Tiggy? She stormed in here like she owned the place, then ran away.”
“She didn’t think through the implications of turning personal anecdotes into police evidence.”
“And it sounds like Tay met her when the police investigated Imogen’s death. Or Denise told her about it.” 
I look at my notes. “Tay said they were ‘totally fixated on finding someone responsible’. But she was only fifteen. How would she know?”
“Some teenagers are pretty savvy.” He winks. “Ask me how I know.”
Baxter’s growing confidence since he turned eighteen always makes me smile. Imogen died the year before he was born.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next five interviews are variations on what we’ve heard, except for this one.
Kevin (44): I’m an electrician. Imogen called me in when the lights on the servants’ staircase stopped working. I checked out the old wiring and I was going to have to rewire the whole house. Big job. I gave her a quote but she’d just had a lot of expensive plumbing work done. She couldn’t afford it. Instead she said she’d lock the door to that extra staircase and they’d use the main staircase.
Baxter: What were the servants’ stairs like?
Kevin: They were in a tall cupboard that ran the full height of the house. Narrow and steep. And there were twists like a spiral staircase, so the steps tapered on one side and you had to keep to the outside to fit your foot. No rails. Easy to slip.
Baxter: Do you have any theories about why Imogen was using those stairs in the dark the night she died.
Kevin: You sound like a detective.
Baxter (thinking fast): I like mysteries. Everyone who’s been in here today wonders why she was on those stairs. And you actually saw them.
Kevin: I even took a photo. I used a little digital camera to remind me of the jobs I quoted. I made a print and stapled it to my copy of the quote.
Tiggy: Wow. Could we make a copy of the photo for the book? Someone here at the council can scan your print and give it back to you. 
Kevin: If I can find it, I’ll drop in with it tomorrow.

      [image: image-placeholder]At the end of the day, I drive Baxter home. 
“That was good you didn’t tell Kevin you’re a trained PI,” I say in the car.
“I wanted to tell him, Tiggy. Like, show off. But I remembered what you said to DS Draper. If Kevin knew I was a private detective, he might tell other people and spoil the interviews. And he might have clammed up.” 
Baxter is working his phone as he talks. 
“But it is a cold case,” he says. “And I am a PI.”
“What are you doing?”
“Looking through the social media profiles of women called Blackthorn. All her daughters would be grown up now.”
“You know what I’m going to say about that, don’t you?”
“Hmmm,” he says. “If you think Imogen’s death is none of your business, Tiggy, I promise not to tell you anything I find out.”
More self-confidence from Baxter. All grown up, with a sharp neurodiverse mind and a growing understanding of irony.
I say, “Your answer reminds me of the word you used about the intruder at Thirteen Thimbles last night – if she’d stolen the CCTV cameras.”
He remembers it too. “Cheeky.”






  
  Chapter 3


Back at home in Punt Lane, I park on the ramp beside The Boathouse and open the front door of my new riverside ‘apartment’, so much grander than our old ‘flat’. Raider’s been lounging in the small roof garden. He hears me come in and slips and slides down the timber stairs to the open plan living space Rupert and I designed. Its full-length windows look right onto the estuary, a soothing view after a challenging day. 
Raider accepts a big hug then dives into a fresh snack in his corner of the kitchen. The curry I bought on the way home goes into the fridge for later.
Under the shower, I think about today’s interviews and the archive of our local paper, the Estuary Echo. Eighteen-year-old reports about Imogen Blackthorn’s death are just a keyword away. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I eat the chicken curry with a fork beside my laptop.
Woman Found Dead on Staircase Prompts Police Investigation
After an anonymous phone call to Exeter police, detectives broke into a house in Thimble Close and found a woman lying near the bottom of the servants’ staircase. Attempts to revive her were unsuccessful and she was pronounced dead at the scene. Her identity has not been released and the cause of death is awaiting the results of a post mortem.
Hearing calls for help, detectives discovered five children ranging in age from five to sixteen in two upstairs bedrooms. 
“The doors to the bedrooms were locked,” said a police spokesperson. “Fortunately, the keys were hanging on a nearby hook.” 
Anyone with any information relevant to this case, however trivial, is asked to come forward.
So many questions. An anonymous tip-off. Children locked in their rooms. No wonder the police were suspicious. Were there clues pointing to someone specific being there when Imogen died but they just didn’t have enough evidence?
I was planning to tidy up my notes from the interviews each evening but tonight I’m just too tired. But when I’m drifting off to sleep, my mind returns to interviewee Tay’s comment that police were ‘totally fixated on finding someone responsible’ for Imogen’s death. If Tay was a casual visitor to the house, how does she know anything at all about the police investigation? But the story would have captured local interest. Crime reporters would have been following the case. There must be more newspaper articles detailing each step as it unfolded. 
When I have more energy, I’ll do some digging.

      [image: image-placeholder]Our first interviewee this morning is a surprise. Someone we know. Anita Blaine, reporter at the Estuary Echo. I’ve brought Raider with us today – he has a positive effect on everyone, even people nervous about talking – and he jumps up from his spot in the corner and gives Anita a celebrity welcome in exchange for some vigorous ear-rubs.
Anita (45): You two look shocked to see me. I did several stories on that house eighteen years ago. The first one was with the owner Imogen Blackthorn about her business. An exclusive interview that never saw the light of day. Before I could finish writing it up for publication, Imogen was found dead. Editors know the whiff of murder sells newspapers so I was told to shelve the interview and cover the police investigation. Tiggy, you can use your archive access to read my reports on her death. If you want to include any of them in the book about the house, let me know and I’ll arrange permission. 
Tiggy: Thank you.
Baxter: Was Imogen’s business a brothel?
Anita (roaring): What gave you that idea?
Baxter: No-one wants to tell us what was going on.
Anita: It was a secret. And she shared it with me. But my editor went on holidays before I could get his permission to tell you. I decided to keep this appointment this morning to say I hope to have a story for you. Soon.
Baxter: Can you give us any hints?
Anita: You’ll have to be patient.
Baxter: Imogen died just before you published her story. Did you wonder about the coincidence?
Anita: No. I was sure. My interview and her death were connected. And don’t ask me how. Not that the police were interested. A young female detective – a little younger than me – was out to prove herself by solving it. When I offered her the draft of my article, she accused me of interfering and told me to stop trying to make myself important.
Baxter: A detective sergeant told us it’s still a cold case. She said they’re looking for a murderer.
Anita: She hasn’t been in touch with me. If she’s the same detective that’s not a surprise.
Tiggy: If your editor gives permission, can we put your interview with Imogen in the book? So far the public’s contributions are pretty thin on detail. I’m afraid we won’t get enough for a book and I’ll have to research the history myself.
Anita: So you’re not thinking of using my article to dust off your amateur sleuthing outfit?
Tiggy: I don’t know what you mean.
Baxter: Not your clothes, Tiggy. She means will you forget you’re an author and start acting like a detective.
Tiggy: I’ll treat your article the same way I treat anything else in the Echo archive.
Anita (laughing): You’re brilliant at using words to say nothing at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]After Anita goes, Baxter asks to see the Echo archive. We have a few minutes and up comes the report I found last night, saving me from admitting I’ve already looked it up. 
“It sounds weird, Tiggy. Who locked the children in their rooms? The anonymous person who tipped off the police? That must be the clue that someone else was there.”
“But did they find anything that pointed to who that person was?”
DS Jess Draper isn’t going to tell us.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kevin the electrician comes back with a scanned copy of his photo of the servants’ stairs. He focused on the bare bulb dangling above the steep narrow steps. I thank him, saying we’ll include it in the book. 
As he’s leaving, Baxter asks, “You said Imogen didn’t have money for the rewiring because she’d spent a lot on plumbing. Do you know why she needed a plumber?”
Kevin scratches his head. “She probably told me. I remember the plumber, though. You could ask him yourself.”
“You know him?” Baxter’s excited. 
“Sickert & Son. I started out as old man Sickert’s apprentice and I was almost qualified. But one day I couldn’t face another blocked sewer.” He pulls a face. “I swapped trades and fell out with the old man over it. He had to find another apprentice and his son was old enough by then. It was the Sickerts who did the work for Imogen. She must have mentioned it. Sickert senior is dead now but Wade is still around. Still unblocking sewers, poor chap. And still getting jokes about Wade being the perfect name for what he does all day. When your dad’s a plumber and his apprentice walks out, you don’t have a career choice. I don’t think Wade’s ever forgiven me.”
After Kevin goes, Baxter can barely contain himself. “He’ll be easy to find, Tiggy. There can only be one plumber called Wade Sickert on the whole planet!”
“What are you going to ask him?”
“I don’t know yet. I wonder if the police even interviewed him back then.” 
“Because he did some plumbing?”
“You’re forgetting the question you taught me,” he says. “The one that mystery authors use all the time: What if? What if Wade and his father were doing plumbing work inside the house? In the kitchen or the bathrooms, using the stairs and seeing things. What if they saw something they remembered after Imogen died but they were too afraid to tell?”
“If they did, it’s a police matter. And what if Imogen’s killer is still alive?”
By the unfocussed look in his eyes, Baxter hasn’t heard a word I’ve said.






  
  Chapter 4


Another no-show gives us time to talk. 
Baxter says, “I think we should ask Rupert to allow our ingress of Thirteen Thimbles.”
“It’s derelict and dangerous. I don’t think he’ll permit it, not without a very good reason.”
“To find out what the woman at the window took away.”
He hasn’t forgotten about her. 
“How will you identify something that’s now missing?” I ask.
“Good point. We make a good team, Tiggy. I get all the creative ideas and you think of all the reasons they won’t work.”
I laugh out loud, waking Raider from a snooze. He stretches his long legs and yawns.
“Now, to guess what the woman took,” Baxter says, “we’ll be looking for a place where something has been moved or opened. Like, there’s dust everywhere but where there’s no dust, there’s an outline of something missing. It might even have a shape we recognise. Or … there’s somewhere that looks like it’s been broken into.” His eyes light up as he thinks of something else. “And because of the dust she probably left footprints to follow!”
At the word ‘us’ Raider emits a polite woof.
“All good thoughts,” I say, “but how will you convince Rupert?”
He hesitates. “The woman found a way in all by herself …”
He leaves the sentence dangling.
“We can’t enter without his permission. And he has a key.”
“But what must it feel like to break in? You taught me a good word, Tiggy. Audacious.” A look of elation transforms his face. “But we’ll tell Rupert the police are looking for clues to the murder of Imogen Blackthorn and we need to see if what the woman stole is a new clue. Because, even though the woman was audacious, she might have been something else: desperate.”
“Desperate because she heard the house will be demolished? But wouldn’t the clue get demolished with it?”
“She couldn’t take the risk.” His eyes sparkle with another thought. “That means what she stole might have looked out of place and been noticed. And it might have been electrical.”
“It’s fascinating to follow how your mind works, Baxter.”
“Thank you. And before we ring Rupert, I found one woman named Blackthorn on social media. Dennii. Like, it’s a nickname for Denise. Imogen’s oldest daughter.” 
Baxter checks the list of interviewees. No-one called Dennii or Denise has booked an interview. 
Then Rupert calls before we call him. “Can you talk, Tiggy?”
“We’re between interviews. The next one starts in ten minutes.”
I put him on speaker.
“The woman you saw has shown up on the CCTV. She came in before dark, then it looks like the spotlight surprised her when she left. She’s mostly moving away from the camera but I’ve managed to get a still when she turned her head slightly. It’s not very clear but her hair is distinctive. And the two tote bags look quite heavy. I’d like to know what she took.”
Baxter chimes in. “The police are looking for clues to the owner’s death. Tiggy and I could go into the house and see if we can find what’s missing. Like, following her footprints in the dust and looking for places that have been disturbed.”
Rupert is silent for a moment. “We’ve put up signs saying the place is dangerous to ward off intruders, but the interior isn’t in bad shape. Mainly just dusty. I’ll have to come with you to keep the insurance valid.”
“You bring the key,” Baxter says, “and we’ll bring the sniffer dog.”
“You’ll have to leave Raider behind,” Rupert says.
“But we might need his nose, Rupert. And he wouldn’t mess up the footprints either. He can step his back legs into his front footprints. Dalmatians and Labradors both do it so he’s a natural, twice. We’ve been practising his gait for the Topsham Dog Show.”
Rupert sighs. Baxter can be very persuasive. “OK. But we’ll leave him sitting inside the back door to start and go from there.”
We discuss times. Midweek attracts the least attention and tomorrow is a rest day from interviews. We arrange to meet Rupert there at midday for the best natural light.
He sends through the still photo of the intruder and we pore over it together. Thirties? Average build. Hair cut in a bob below the ears, the too-long fringe sticking to her forehead from sweat.
“Her hair is very black,” Baxter says. 
“It could be a wig, instead of covering her face and drawing attention to herself. Or she dyes it.”
“Her jaw looks tense. She didn’t want to be there but she had to get something. And tomorrow we might have an idea what it is.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next interviewee brings us back to our paid jobs.
Jolanta (54): I was helping Imogen … with the garden, growing vegetables. She preferred women. Never said why, but I think she didn’t trust men and she was protecting her girls. I knew my way around compost and seed-saving because I have an allotment. Imogen encouraged me to start my own business setting up gardens for busy people. You can look up my website. Help Yourself Produce. Some of the photos are from her garden beds. We had some problems with the salt air and the neighbouring kids at harvest time – there was a gap in the fence – but we had our ways.
Baxter: Was the house secure from intruders?
Jolanta: She bolted everything up at night and I always sensed she was afraid of something. 
Baxter: We’re trying to discover what her business was.
Jolanta (tossing her long grey curls): I saw women come and go. One at a time. Mature women mostly. Well-dressed with nice cars, but not haughty. They’d give me a wave sometimes. I thought Imogen might be a hairdresser, colouring their hair in secret. You know, regular touching up of the grey roots to stay young looking. I think you have to do it every two weeks. Not that I know anything about that!
Now that I think about it, they were always wearing black. Something to do with funerals? A funeral celebrant? Imogen always looked professional and the women were always very quiet. Perhaps they’d lost someone and Imogen was guiding them through their grief. 
Jolanta says we can use her photos of Imogen’s gardens for the book.
“If Imogen shortened her name to Black,” Baxter says after Jolanta leaves, “and only wore black, that fits the name on the sign. The Little Black Address.”






  
  Chapter 5


After rustling up leftovers for Raider and me, I open the Echo archive. The keywords Imogen Blackthorn suspicious death bring up the following story.
Death of Imogen Blackthorn Suspicious 
Police are asking the public to come forward with any information that might throw light on the night Imogen Blackthorn (42) fell down the stairs to her death at 13 Thimble Close, one week ago. They have provided the following photograph hoping someone recognises it.
It shows what looks like a doll’s dress. Black fabric with a drawstring neckline and stylish red braiding around the cuffs and hem. The caption reads: Headless doll. Really? When I look closer, I can see tiny arms sticking out of the sleeves. A dressed doll with arms but no head. 
Creepy.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rupert is waiting beside the front steps. They go up past the stone foundations to the raised front door. It would have been an imposing building in its heyday, at the end of the short drive along Thimble Close and perched on this cliff with extensive grounds. Now it’s faded and forgotten with a block of flats on one side and humbler homes on the other.
“I’ve turned off the CCTV,” Rupert says, slipping his phone into his pocket. “I think you should lead the way, Baxter. I know my way around the house but you’re the PI.”
“OK. Good idea.”
Baxter pulls his shoulders back and strides up the path and around the building to the heavy back door. Rupert produces a key. 
After we settle Raider on an old mat on the flagstones just inside, Baxter drops to his knees and inspects the kitchen floor. 
“Footprints!”
They stretch across the dark brown wooden floor, making a clear pattern in the layer of silvery dust.
Baxter takes a photo and frowns. “This means she came through the back door. We thought she found a hole in the wall. How could she have a key?”
“She couldn’t,” Rupert says. “We changed the locks.” 
Returning to inspect the huge wooden door, Rupert finds how she got in. Another smaller door is cut into it, a step-height off the ground.
“A wicket door,” Rupert says. “For pedestrians to go through a much larger door.”
“I’ve seen one these in an old pub in Topsham,” I say. “In the gate that was used for coaches and wagons.”
“But this is a secret door.” He looks inside and out. “I didn’t notice the recessed hinges on the inside but you can see them if you’re looking for them.” Then he points to the outside panels hidden by beading to look like decorations. “She just needed to slip a knife though the crack between these narrow planks” – then on the inside again – “and lift this wooden latch. You don’t notice the latch either because of all the repairs and patches. Clever.”
We wouldn’t have found it without first noticing the footprints. Baxter is grinning at his deduction.
Baxter directs us to one side of the kitchen so we can follow the footprints without damaging them. They lead us to a tall cupboard and when he opens the door, the servants’ stairs climb almost vertically up through the cavity in the wall. These are the stairs where Imogen fell and died. At the thought of how frightening that plunge in the dark must have been, I clench my teeth.
But the woman didn’t go that way. Her footprints turn away and we follow them through a door from the kitchen into a wide hall lined with enormous amphora-shaped pots that would have created a magnificent entrance when they held thriving plants. 
From the hall, the footprints go up the main staircase. Before we climb, I sneak a look through an archway into the vast empty ballroom. Its faded floor was once squares of black and white and the rough texture of the off-white walls may be an old paint effect or just deterioration. The space gives no hint of the business Imogen conducted here. 
We stand at the bottom of the grand staircase, its timber balustrade also black, and take in the height of the ceiling in the stairwell, now crumbling in places. With the oblique light through the front windows, the footprints are visible enough on the dusty stairs and the floor above where they cross the landing to the next flight. We climb, keeping to the sides. On the top landing we lose her footprints but she could only go left or right. To the right, a large empty room lined with wall panelling has heavy oak beams. It takes up the depth of the house. Here we find some toe and heel shapes in the dust. The mullioned window looks onto the clifftop and the sea beyond. This must be where we saw the woman’s face lit by her hand-held torch. On the other side of the room another window looks onto the front yard and the gates to Thimble Close. 
“The main bedroom,” Rupert says. “These days they’d install an en-suite bathroom into a corner. The room’s big enough but I suppose she didn’t have the money for it.”
“She spent a lot of money on some sort of plumbing,” Baxter says. 
“Did you look the plumber up?” I ask him.
“Wade Sickert. He’s still around. But I won’t ring him until I have something to ask. Like, if he tells me they unblocked the downpipes, then what?” 
He’s taking the initiative to investigate without being too hasty.
“You could try an open question,” I say. “Like: what do you remember about the house and the people who lived there? Then you’re not directing his thoughts and he might tell you things you don’t expect.”
“Thank you, Tiggy. And he might have noticed the teenage daughters. Dennii Blackthorn was sixteen. But I’m nervous to ask him about that.”
He’s paying attention to young women himself and projecting it onto the apprentice plumber. 
Baxter looks around. “So what did the mystery woman do when she got here?”
We see nothing in the bedroom but when we return to the hall, the woman’s foot movements have largely obliterated the prints.
“She stood here for a while and moved around.” He looks up. “Was she tall enough to take down the ceiling light?”
A pull cord dangles.
“They’ve all been removed and sent to auction,” Rupert says.
We inspect the landing for loose floorboards or a concealed trapdoor, not expecting there’d be enough room for a hidden space between the landing and the ceiling below. The wall panels are flat, each bordered with a moulded edging like the main bedroom. No handles for cupboards. The now-empty row of hooks would have been useful for coats and keys. Did Imogen’s murderer use a key from one of these hooks to lock the girls in their rooms that night?
The trail of footprints doesn’t go along the long hall to the left of the stairs but we enter the other bedrooms on each side, checking them out of interest. Smaller versions of the main bedroom with heavy beams above and mullioned windows looking towards the sea or the front yard of the house. At the end, an old bathroom with a shower over a heavy bathtub looks like it was added during the mid-twentieth century and updated a few times. A separate toilet was installed in what looks like a former cupboard.
As we return to the stairs, one long alarming howl echoes from three floors below. Raider.  We race down, almost forgetting to keep to the edges and preserve the woman’s footprints. Inside the back porch, the pooch is sitting to attention with his ears pricked.
“What’s happening, boy?” Baxter asks. 
The pooch lies down and puts his chin on the floor.
“Weird,” Baxter says. “If there was another intruder, even if they took off when they saw him, he would have barked.”
Now that we’re at the back door, we accept defeat and leave.






  
  Chapter 6


In the early evening, Rupert and I meet up again for a pub meal, not far from The Boathouse. I grab a table while Rupert orders a seafood platter for two at the bar. 
When he returns with two beers, he has another man in tow.
“I’ve just bumped into an old mate from my demolition days,” he says. “Gus Nugent, this is Tiggy Jones.”
Gus has a stocky build, burly good looks, light brown curls and a crooked smile.
“Hey Tiggy,” he says. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to gate-crash your dinner but I might sit down for a catch-up until your meal arrives.”
“Good to meet you, Gus,” I say. “Pull up a seat.”
We all clink glasses and I get engrossed in their reminiscences of the demolitions they undertook together and the things they found. Roman coins. More than one time capsule. Old toys including creepy teddy bears and dolls.
It reminds me of the spooky spoon Tay told us about. And the headless doll the police wanted information about.
I tell Gus about the interviews. 
“This doesn’t match your finds,” I say, “but someone told us the old house was haunted. One of the owner’s daughters found a hand-carved spoon in the garden – with marks making a face in the grain of the wood – and when she brought it inside, it took up residence.”
“How long ago?”
“Eighteen years.”
“There are more haunted objects in these old places than you think. We often find things hidden away in the walls, if the building is old enough. And remember that witch bottle we found in the hidden cupboard, Rupert? The door flew open when I fell against it.”
“A jib door,” Rupert says, stopping abruptly to look at me.
“What’s a jib door?” I ask.
“A secret door that’s camouflaged to look like the wall. Wallpapered to match. Or … it’s disguised by decorative beading around the four sides. The modern version has a drawer behind the panel but old buildings had a cupboard, sometimes used as a priest’s hole, or even a secret room.”
“You think the woman stole something from behind a jib door at Thirteen Thimbles,” I say. “From a cupboard we couldn’t see on the landing.”
“It’s possible. She stood there for a while.”
“How do you find it? How do you open it?”
“The beading might flip back and there’s some kind of handle,” Rupert says. “Or a hidden catch.”
“Or one of those coat hooks is a handle that turns!” 
“We’ll have to go back there,” he says. “With Baxter of course.”
“Except we’re all tied up for the rest of the week.”
“Tonight, after our meal,” Rupert says, pulling out his phone.
“There’s no power.” My voice is trembling. “It will be dark.”
“We’ll take torches, Tiggy. I know it’s old-fashioned but …”
“The house is haunted.” 
I’m not usually squeamish but the thought of that old house at night and the face in the wooden spoon makes me shudder.
When we ring Baxter, he agrees with me. He doesn’t mention anything about a haunting, but if the hidden cupboard exists – and that’s where the woman found the things she took away – he wants to have enough light to take good photos. 
We arrange to go back tomorrow morning before work. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After dinner, I edit the transcripts from the interviews, sorting the anecdotes under possible chapter headings and tidying up the repetition. Again I wonder how the teenage Tay knew details about the police investigation. If she kept in touch with Imogen’s daughter Denise (now Dennii?), she didn’t say.

      [image: image-placeholder]We meet Rupert inside the front gates at 7.45 am. As the four of us retrace our steps down the side path, we bump into someone waiting by the back door. Gus Nugent from the pub last night. He’s wearing some kind of electronic headgear. 
“Hi folks. Thought I’d tag along for the grand opening of the jib door. See what secrets are inside.” 
What?
Raider senses the change in the group dynamics and barks once.
“Who are you?” Baxter asks. 
“Who’s asking?” Gus replies.
“I’m Baxter Stone. I’m on the spectrum. And this is Raider. He’s a Dalmador. With sharp teeth.”
Teeth the pooch might need to deploy. On behalf of the rest of us.
Rupert steps in. “Gus is an old friend of mine from my demolition days.”
Baxter is still facing off with Gus. “What’s that on your head?”
“A helmet-cam. I make videos of interesting finds in the buildings I’m about to demolish. For my internet channel. My ten thousand followers love a good surprise. I’ll film you as you open the door and you’ll get your fifteen minutes of fame. No charge.”
I look at Rupert. He’s the one to get rid of him.
“Sorry, mate,” Rupert says. “Private gig. We want to limit the foot traffic, lock up and go to work.”
“It’s my side hustle, Roop. To support my sick mother.” 
Before I can chime in, Raider barks again.
“Come on guys,” Gus whines. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t even have remembered about jib doors.”
Rupert folds his arms. “I won’t be opening up until you leave.”
It works. No teeth needed.
“I’m going, OK? I’ve had better welcomes at the mortuary. I hope the ghosts don’t come out and say boo.” 
Pathetic.
We watch Gus leave before Rupert unlocks the door. 
“Sorry he turned up,” he says. 
“Is he really your friend?” Baxter asks.
“A former business acquaintance. I had no idea about his side hustle.”
Raider lets the incident go and settles on the mat inside the back door. We make our way in single file over the footprints we made yesterday, all the way up the stairs to the top floor landing.
The wall panels with their beading beckon us. 
As Rupert reaches out, Baxter shouts, “Fingerprints! If she opened a hidden door, she might have forgotten to wear gloves.”
He’s already wearing his.
It takes a while to find it. One section of beading flips open to reveal a catch. Clever.
There’s a cupboard space inside. And three rectangular outlines are surrounded by dust. Baxter can’t stop grinning. He snaps photos.
Then he frowns. “There’s no power-point in here. We think she dropped that cable. These three rectangles must have been some kind of electrical device connected to each other. But where’s the power?”
He tests the walls but there’s no other jib door inside this one. And that’s when he finds the wooden spoon lying along the back wall, coated in dust. 
“There’s a face on it, Tiggy.” 
One look at it and I leap back.
“It’s our witness,” Baxter adds. “It saw what the thief took away.”
I focus on the electrical problem instead. “Batteries. But the thing wouldn’t have run for very long.”
“A radio? Or a music machine?” Rupert says. “With separate speakers. If it’s been here for nearly twenty years, it could have been some kind of CD player. Three parts, including a speaker on each side. My parents had one. About this size.” 
He finds one for sale online. A pre-owned radio/CD/cassette player combo. It has two small separate speakers and a remote. 
“If that’s what the woman came for,” Baxter says. “This one’s only worth £50. And she left the wooden spoon behind.”
“Are you going to show this cupboard to DS Draper?” I ask him. 
From the corner of my eye, I see Rupert frown. If the police take over the premises, how long before they release it for renovation or demolition? He might be wishing he’d told us this ingress was too dangerous.
Baxter is tilting his head in thought. “The police could have applied for a warrant to search this building any time. Why didn’t they? They’ve been sitting on the cold case for years.”
“But if you lift any prints off this panel,” I say, “and they point to someone, the chain of evidence won’t be verifiable.”
Baxter frowns. He knows I’m right. He snaps more photos instead.
Suddenly Raider howls again. Up through the open stairwell. Three notes this time. As if he’s auditioning for a choir. 
He’s reminded us it’s time to go to work.                                  






  
  Chapter 7


We’re getting more relaxed about conducting interviews and Raider’s presence calms the people sharing their stories. They mostly have something to say about Imogen Blackthorn, their recollections overlapping with what others remember. But Maisie is from the Estuary Historical Society. 
Maisie (82): Am I in the right place? You look a bit young.
Baxter: I’m eighteen. And I’m good at listening. What would you like to tell us about 13 Thimble Close?
Maisie (sitting down): It’s even older than me. By over a hundred years. It was first built by the Pearce family in the middle of the nineteenth century as a holiday house by the sea. They’d come down by train to Exeter then by horse-drawn coach. The grounds were bigger in the early days with topiary gardens and a fountain. But with the arrival of automobiles, they didn’t need horses. Eventually the stables fell down and they sold off part of the land. In the 1930s, one Pearce ancestor fancied himself as a landlord and opened a pub. When that didn’t work, they tried to sell but it was too big for a house and too small for a hotel. Then a wing was damaged during the war and old Cedric Pearce either didn’t bother to fix it or didn’t have the money. It went to Cedric’s nephew in the late 1960s and stayed in the family until Imogen Blackthorn became the owner in the 1990s. It’s been empty since Imogen died. It’s all here in this leaflet I put together for you. 
She hands it to Baxter.
Baxter: Thank you, Maisie. This is wonderful.
Maisie (getting up to go and turning at the door): Oh yes. I forgot to put this in the leaflet. They shot a horror film there in the late 1960s. ‘The Haunting Howl of the Baleful Boggart’. It was so awful, it became a classic. It even inspired a ghost tour. It would be a shame if they pull the place down. It should be a museum.
After Maisie leaves Baxter finds a definition of a boggart to bring me up to speed on the local folklore. 
“A malevolent solitary supernatural spirit. Here’s a quote from 1867, Tiggy: the boggart crawls into people's beds at night and puts a clammy hand on their faces.”
“Charming. They had the perfect house for the movie.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Over another meal at the laptop, I check something that’s been in the back of my mind since this morning.
I find the video channel where Rupert’s former colleague Gus Nugent shares his finds from old houses. He didn’t have to dig deep to name it. GUS: Great Undiscovered Stuff. And he really does have ten thousand subscribers. Who knew people were so interested in GUS? I watch several episodes and become suspicious of how lucky he is. He probably plants things to ‘find’ on camera but he must have a regular source of quirky things
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