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While Daisy and Darren roamed the countryside around Bottomleigh House in their faithful little car, they chanced upon a small airfield called Gremian Hill, which caught their fancy at once. They were told by members of the local parachuting club that a blind person or a paraplegic too could skydive, and they became regulars to find out more.

	But soon tragedy struck, a parachute failed to open and one of their new friends fell to her death under suspicious circumstances. What’s more, the chutes were kept under lock and key in a special shed, so sabotage seemed impossible.

	Time for our blind sleuth to tackle this locked-room mystery, and when another member of the Icarus Skydiving Club fell to her death and the press started talking about a serial killer, it became even more urgent to uncover the truth.

	 

	“In the 1990s Daisy Hayes has become the resident sleuth of the Manor Hotel, a shrewd old lady reminiscent of Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. All kinds of villainy come her way and nothing escapes her attention! Sit back and enjoy.”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	 

	This 51k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth Mysteries

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Then I lifted up mine eyes, and looked, and, behold, there came two women, and the wind was in their wings.

	Zachariah 5:9
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	I   How it came together
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	“Madeline, you skydivers seem to be a competitive lot,” Daisy said, “always trying to outdo your rivals.”

	“Does that surprise you?” her new friend asked with a smile in her voice, “we like to be on top of things, you know.”

	“Although you’re all very down to earth as well in the end,” Darren remarked. There was a short pause while the three of them acknowledged the excellent little joke.

	“No, but seriously,” Madeline went on, “it reminds me of the swimming pool where I used to go in the summer as a young lass. As soon as one of us did something new on the diving board, all the others felt obliged to do the same, you didn’t want to be left behind… I don’t know if you had that kind of experience as a child, Daisy?”

	With exquisite tact she didn’t add: “as you’re blind”, or anything like that.

	“No, with my parents we went to Brighton for a fortnight every summer, so I learned to swim in the sea, no diving board for me.”

	“And how about you, Darren?”

	“I went to the public pool all right, long before I ended up in a wheelchair, so I know exactly what you’re talking about. Showing off by the poolside in front of the chicks… fondest memories of my life, that, just like you’re saying”

	“Except I was one of the chicks, you clod, and believe me, we weren’t going to let any blokes outshine us.”

	“Yeah, well, you’re young, I guess you grew up in different times.”

	“Thank God for that!”

	There was a short silence again, that was filled by the hum of conversations around them.

	“So in a way,” Daisy went on, “the terrace of the Hangar Café is your current poolside hangout, where you and your chums can show off to one another.”

	“Yes, except there’s not much to show off on a rainy day like this.”

	Daisy smiled. It was raining, yes, and yet they were sitting on a café terrace at a round metal table, a setup that was supposed to look like your typical Paris bistro. The rain was softly ruffling down on the roof of the hangar high above their heads. On sunny days the sliding doors were wide open, the tables and chairs spilled out onto the apron in front, and people looked at the small aircraft taxiing, taking off and landing, and sometimes at the colourful parachutes gracing the sky and landing on the grassy fields beyond the metalled runway.

	But now the doors were closed because of the wet and windy weather, and people enjoyed the old-fashioned atmosphere of Gremian Hill Airfield within the confines of a slightly dilapidated hangar. The tables were distributed around a wooden shack, a decommissioned Tiger Moth parked at the back added a touch of aeronautic authenticity to the set-up. Daisy couldn’t see the aircraft, only smell a mixture of musty engine grease and fuel gone flat, but she could tell her new friends: “I flew in one of those in the summer of 1939, when I was sixteen years old.” The wooden shack had been the makeshift office of some kind of workshop overseer in the old days, and the owner of the café now served the tables from this cramped space. He dreamed of hanging ‘the old Moth’ from the rafters so he could expand his terrace, but the regulars pointed out that no one in their right mind would want to sit under a hanging aeroplane to have a pint or a snack. Especially not in a place called Gremlin Hill. “It’s Gremian Hill,” the landlord kept telling them.

	Daisy and Darren had found this aerodrome by pure chance while roaming the West Sussex countryside in their Japanese car. The car was adapted for hand driving and gave this unusual couple a great sense of freedom. Darren, although he was a paraplegic, could take his blind wife for a spin along the rolling country lanes whenever they felt like it. When they left the car Daisy would help him into his chair and walk briskly behind it while he steered the course with his hands on the rims, again an ideal combination for both. And so on a fine spring afternoon they’d more or less lost their way pootling around in the little Suzuki, driving aimlessly with the windows down, when an aircraft, a small aeroplane had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, swooping over them, its engine grunting, crossing their path in a flash.

	“She’s landing!” Daisy cried, “we must be close to a strip! Follow the plane, Darren!”

	“I can do even better, precious, there’s a signpost that says ‘Gremian Hill Aerodrome’. I’ll follow that direction, shall I?”

	“And it’s pointing left, right?”

	“Correct, how can you tell?”

	“I could hear that she was coming in, on a glidepath to the left, you know? Oh, I love aeroplanes!”

	“Normally girls only love horses the way you pine for flying machines.”

	Anyway, that’s how they’d ended up on the terrace of the Hangar Café for the first time, on the apron outside the building, the perfect spot to follow all the action. It was a busy afternoon with a lot of flight movements, small aircraft taxiing on the ground, taking off and landing, wonderful. When the landlord, Barney, took their orders, he told them that this had been an RAF station during the war, only recently revived and refurbished for “recreational aviation”. Then, during a lull in the flying Darren suddenly exclaimed, “Oh Daisy, if only you could see this! A whole bunch of parachutes is coming down this way… Oh, of course, they’re going to land on the grass over there, that’s why the planes have stopped using the strip.”

	They could only hear several aircraft circling at a distance, quite high above their heads, and Darren tried to describe how pretty the colourful blooms of the parachutes looked in the sky, while people at the other tables cried “Oh!” and “Ah!” as if they were looking at a fireworks display.

	And so they’d stuck around and became regulars.
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	“Where are the others?”—“Did you find that…?”

	Just as Daisy suddenly uttered a question after a pause in the conversation, Madeline volunteered one too, interrupting her. They both giggled.

	“What did you want to say, Daisy? You were first.”

	“I was wondering where the others are, it’s pretty unusual to have you all for ourselves.”

	“Oh, they’ll be here any minute now, we said six o’clock, but I came a bit early on the off chance I’d find you and Darren.”

	“Well, as you can see, even on a rainy day we wouldn’t want to miss the regular romp of the ‘Sky Otters’.”

	This was the name of an informal little group of skydivers, half a dozen of them, who liked to have a drink at the Hangar Café on a Friday after work to discuss their plans for the weekend. End of week the place stayed open after the aerodrome itself closed for business. Very often the ‘Sky Dolphins’, their rivals, showed up as well, in which case playful barbs and taunts would fly back and forth. As a matter of fact both groups belonged to the same ‘Icarus Skydiving Club’, but their aeroplane couldn’t take up more than six members at a time, so they’d spontaneously split into rival factions that showed off various balletic displays in the sky. The Otters were famous for the flawless ‘daisy chain’ they liked to form, holding hands in a circle while they were all diving together. A part of the public watched the displays with binoculars, and everyone very much enjoyed listening to the skydivers’ lively banter on the ground, although the onlookers were not expected to take any part in these exchanges.

	For there were two kinds of people convening at the café, who didn’t really mix as a rule: the young ones that actually flew and jumped, and the older people, mostly pensioners, who came here to marvel at them. But Daisy didn’t care in the least for the prevalent conventions, she felt irresistibly drawn to the youngsters who reminded her of the bomber boys she’d known during the war, so she couldn’t help herself, she’d had to engage them with a few casual remarks about her past experiences. And in spite of Darren’s embarrassed intake of breath, the ‘Otters’ had been thoroughly taken in.

	“Really!? You flew to Berlin on a Lanc during an op?”

	“Yes, and I had to carry a parachute for eight hours, fervently hoping I would never need it.”

	“But wait a minute, I thought bomber crews didn’t strap on their chutes all the time?”

	“Yes, but as a passenger I had to.”

	At any rate that’s how they’d broken the ice, and all the members of the club, the Otters as well as the Dolphins, had spontaneously welcomed this odd couple in their midst. The talkative elderly lady with her severe dark glasses had turned out to be incredibly knowledgeable and articulate, an entertaining conversationalist who never failed to voice some unconventional point of view on any subject. As for her wheelchair-bound husband, he didn’t have her gift of the gab, and was much more soft-spoken than his wife in spite of his broad shoulders. With his beard and long hair he looked a bit like a maudlin Sunday-school image of Jesus Christ, which had always served him well, and Daisy sometimes called him “my gentle Jesus”.

	Anyway, they’d been readily adopted by the whole club, and now they were talking to the friendliest and most engaging member of the lot.

	“So if I understand correctly,” Daisy concluded, “you wanted to see us alone, Darren and me? We’re very flattered, I’m sure.”

	“Oh, you know that I adore you two! And I wanted to inquire: did you find that biblical reference you promised me? It’s just that I’m still a little intrigued.”

	“Ah yes, I asked the vicar of our parish in Bottomleigh to look it up, and I have it here.”

	Daisy rummaged in her handbag and produced a piece of paper which she handed over to her friend. Madeline peered at it and smiled.

	“Did you write that, dear girl? Your handwriting is priceless!”

	“I know, a bit shaky and very childish, I’m told, but be glad that I can put a ballpoint to paper at all, as opposed to punching Braille with a stylus. But can you make out what it says?”

	“Yes, yes… ‘Then I lifted up my eyes, and behold, there came two women, and the wind was in their wings’… How pretty! You were right, it really sounds like old Zachariah had a vision of two female skydivers in action. ‘The wind in your wings’ is exactly how it feels when you’re in freefall, believe me.”

	“I had a vague recollection of this quotation from when I was a schoolgirl, from before the war, and the vicar was able to pinpoint it.”

	“Does every vicar know the entire Bible by heart?”

	“Oh no, there’s a kind of dictionary where you can look up any word and get a list of all the places in the Bible where it occurs. ‘Fly’ drew a blank, but then ‘Wing’ delivered a match.”

	“Well, thank you for this, I really appreciate it. Maybe I’ll buy a nice frame for your wobbly little note and hang it on the wall in my den.”

	“Oh, come again!”

	“No, seriously, I’m not mocking, I’m deeply moved actually.”

	And just as the younger woman was looking fondly at the dear old lady with her forbidding dark glasses, two newcomers entered the hangar and her attention was drawn away.

	“Roderick! Sweetheart! There you are… Hullo, Vivi.”

	The first person thus addressed grunted in agreement with the obvious and gave his wife a resounding peck on her cheek, the second one only tittered girlishly and sat down at the table. “Darren!” she exclaimed without preamble, “darling, you’re just the man we’re looking for, aren’t we, Roddy?”

	“Yes, we’ve got news for you, Darren. I got hold of someone at the British Parachute Association, and he told me that all you need is your GP’s approval, like any other candidate. With a medical certificate you’re allowed to make a tandem dive. So you know what you have to do.”

	“Great! Consider it done. I can’t imagine why my doctor wouldn’t approve.”

	“Maybe because it’s a silly idea?” Daisy grumbled, “I’m not sure I approve.”

	“Oh, but there’s nothing to it!” the young woman named Vivi protested, “everyone can jump in tandem, believe me, it’s going to be great fun!”

	“You should try it too, Daisy,” Roderick added, “you of all people, with all your flying experience.”

	“No, no. As much as I’m game for new experiences as a rule, the idea just doesn’t appeal. Maybe I’m getting too old for this kind of thing. But I wouldn’t mind a little spin in a real aeroplane again, one with an actual propeller.”

	“Well, surely that can be arranged as well,” Madeline said, “you could fly along on Darren’s first jump, so you can give him some moral support.”

	Before Daisy could answer the other members of the group arrived, Kevin, Tony, Monica, who joined them, pulling another café table closer and grabbing some extra chairs. Roddy’s news about the Association’s conditions for a tandem dive with a paraplegic were repeated, and led to enthusiastic discussion among the ‘Otters’.

	“Darren! You’re going to jump? Congratulations! Good for you!”

	Soon the rival group at a few neighbouring tables got wind of the plan and started commenting and criticizing, “How’s such a thing even possible?” but the ‘Dolphins’ were dismissed and accused of being jealous that they hadn’t come up with such a brilliant idea themselves. Vivi yelled unceremoniously, “Well, he’ll be jumping with a static line, you know, not actually skydiving!”

	Darren and Daisy couldn’t get in a word, which wasn’t unusual, but they just enjoyed the atmosphere of teasing competition around them. There were not many spectators on the terrace on such a rainy afternoon, and that only strengthened the couple’s feeling that they had a privileged access to the goings-on of these glamorous young parachutists.

	At length Roderick turned to them and said, “You know, Darren, my contact also told me that a paraplegic with ‘uncommon upper-body strength’ could in fact follow the training and do the exams for a regular solo skydiving certification. How about that? I immediately thought you should fit the bill just fine.”

	“What’s my upper-body strength got to do with it?”

	“Well, you know, in order to stabilize yourself during a free fall and absorb the shock of the landing, it would certainly play a part.”

	This launched them all into a fresh round of comments, quips and merriment, the general hubbub so lively that once again they neglected to allow the person concerned to express his opinion. “Just look at him,” Vivi yelled, “can’t you see he’s built like ‘The Incredible Hulk’?”

	Darren and Daisy didn’t mind too much, they both sat back and listened to the rowdy banter. Darren knew how his wife enjoyed following such exchanges, trying to keep the different participants apart, distinguishing Kevin’s voice, sitting to her left, from Tony’s on her right, and that she would be having that wonderful feeling of being able to see everything that was going on through their eyes.

	But after a while he decided that he’d heard enough: “Guys-guys-guys, before we go any further: I can feel my wife’s not entirely happy about all this, so I want to discuss it with her first, okay? Quietly, just the two of us. Then we’ll tell you if it’s a good idea or not.”
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	In the car on their way home Daisy said, “Thank you for not rushing into anything brash, I could hear that you’re very keen to jump and I’m glad we can discuss this first.”

	“Well, let’s discuss, then. What are you worried about, precious? Surely these guys know what they’re doing, and surely you know I can handle it.”

	“I’m worried about your self-esteem, that’s all. They’ll have to hoist you into a jumpsuit, for starters, I don’t think they realize what undignified fumbling they’re letting themselves in for. What’s more, I have the feeling they see you as a new plaything for now, but how long will the novelty of it last? How deep is their commitment?”

	“Wow, what a speech, and you’re right of course, wise old you. But in this case I don’t care much about my dignity. They’ll have to handle me like a big rag doll, yes, and the fun of that won’t last long, I know, but if that’s the price for a jump, I’m willing to pay.”

	“All right, as long as you’re aware of it.”

	They drove on in silence for a while, both assuming that they would be discussing the matter further as it developed; that’s what they were used to as a couple. After a while Darren broke the silence: “Maybe they’re not as bad as all that, we had a wonderful time, no?”

	“Sure, I thoroughly enjoyed myself if you did too.”

	They’d shared a hearty supper with the Otters, and even a couple of Dolphins, on the indoor terrace of the Hangar. Shepard’s pie and chips with some roughage on the side, not exactly haute cuisine but tasty enough. Daisy had enjoyed a beer with the meal, Darren had let it pass for the sake of safe driving, though he’d had a pint earlier in the evening.

	“By the way, did you see if Madeline and her husband drove off together in the end?”

	“Yes, Roddy left with Maddie all right, in her car, and Vivi drove off alone in hers, which leads me to the conclusion that earlier on, the hubby must have joined the party as a passenger of his wife’s rival.”

	“Precisely what I thought as well. A bit strange, isn’t it?”

	“Oh, Daisy, we’re getting old, we have no idea what these young people do, nowadays.”

	“Now you are sounding ancient, darling, maybe it is time for you to try something new like jumping out of a plane at 120 miles an hour.”

	Gremian Hill was not far from Bottomleigh, and they got home just in time for the nine o’clock news, which they didn’t like to miss. Then after watching (or listening to) the telly for a while longer, they went to bed. They lived in a sleek modern flat in the attic of a stately manor house that had been transformed into a hotel. The flat was fitted to order for the blind and the wheelchair-bound, mostly open space with no thresholds and little furniture in their way. The kitchen area and the bathroom were marvels of efficiency, even the bedroom had special grips and bars to allow Darren to propel himself with his arms while he prepared for bed. In this place he hardly ever needed his blind wife to lend a hand; this was how he’d developed his ‘uncommon upper-body strength’. At home he never needed to feel like a rag doll.

	When they were lying in bed in one another’s arms, Daisy probed Darren’s face with her fingertips, tracing the smooth forehead, the strong cheekbones and straight nose, the beard and long hair that were supposed to make him look like a present-day Christ. Then she stroked his strong shoulders and powerful chest, caressing every inch of his body that had feeling, trying to soothe him and give him some pleasure, and finally she said, “What do you make of Roderick and Madeline?”

	“Oh, so that’s what this is all about?”

	“No, silly! It’s just that what I feel for you makes me wonder about them… Is Madeline beautiful? And Roderick too?”

	“Yes, yes, both of them.”

	“Yet they’re so friendly, so kind and… modest. It’s Vivienne, Vivi, who’s a bit harsh, and overbearing. I can hear that the others are rather wary of her. Is she attractive at all?”

	“No, rather plain, actually. And you’re right: somehow being called ‘you clod’ by sweet Madeline feels a lot better than being called ‘darling’ by obnoxious Vivi.”

	“Did you notice, everybody goes out of their way to be friends with Barney, who really is very sociable, but Vivi is the only one who orders him around like some faceless waiter. She doesn’t even seem to realise how grating her behaviour can be.”

	“Some people never do.”

	“A bit strange, isn’t it? Why are Roderick and Madeline always so nice to her? By all rights they should be the obnoxious ones. They’re attractive, they’re successful, well-to-do, yet they’re always incredibly decent.”

	“Successful people just like to feel good about themselves, isn’t that it?”

	“Yes, there’s that, but… Vivienne is always running after Roderick, and he keeps indulging her far beyond what common decency dictates, which is strange, because he and Madeline seem to be a perfectly happy and well-adjusted young couple.”

	“Absolutely, precious, I couldn’t put it any better.”

	“So, is it only me, or are Roddy and dear Maddie just being too decent, and is Vivi shamelessly taking advantage of their decency?”

	“You tell me.”

	“Well, obviously Madeline is a very nice person, and she tends to be incredibly mild about Vivi’s infatuation with her husband.”

	Daisy reminded Darren of the time when he’d been showing the others how fast he could propel his wheelchair on the smooth tarmac in front of the hangar. Roderick and Vivienne had stood side by side, watching him, their shoulders touching. She, Daisy, had stayed back with her new friend on the terrace of the café, and that’s when Madeline had described the scene to her, and mentioned this strange detail: her husband and her ‘best friend’ casually leaning into each other, shoulder to shoulder. “Doesn’t this disturb you at all?” Daisy had asked, and Maddie had told her: “Every girl in her right mind would fall for Roddy; I’m very lucky he fell for me as heavily as I fell for him.”
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	Darren had made up his mind, and from then on he and Daisy were on a mission. The next day they showed up at the airfield to tell their new friends, on the terrace of the Hangar Café. They announced that it was now official: Darren would jump, and Daisy would accompany him as a passenger on the plane. All those present cheered and applauded. In fact only Vivi was not there, quite conspicuous by her absence.

	“I have an appointment with my GP on Monday,” Darren said, “and knowing the man, I expect he’ll give me that certificate all right, with his blessing too.”

	“I’m sure he will,” Roderick answered, “meanwhile Madeline and I have been thinking, and we’ve decided that I’ll be the one to jump with you, and Madeline will be our ‘jump master’, the person in charge of the operation. We both have the Instructor Certificate that is needed to do this.”

	“You guys have certificates for everything, huh? But I’m really glad you two are willing to take me on… couldn’t be better!”

	“That already makes three people plus the pilot,” Daisy remarked, “so how about my seat, will there be enough room for me? How many of the Otters will be coming along?”

	“Very astute observation,” Madeline said, “our usual Pilatus Porter can take six jumpers, but we were thinking about taking only the three of us, plus you strapped in a seat, so we’ll have more than enough room for handling Darren’s first dive. For a tandem dive with a paraplegic you need some space.”

	“And isn’t all this going to be rather expensive? I mean, you have to charter the biggest plane just for us, basically.”

	“Let’s not talk about the costs, darling, it’s on us, it was our idea to begin with.”

	“Gosh, that’s very sweet of you, Maddie. Surely you can’t do this for every visitor that shows up at the airfield?”

	“No, we only do this when we meet an incredibly athletic paraplegic who’s married to an incredibly smart blind lady. How often is that going to happen?”

	After a round of drinks Roderick decided that for the moment the best thing they could do was to take the two new recruits on a little tour of the facilities, and they set off, just the four of them. Most of the airfield was out of bounds for the public, obviously, so this was a rare treat. Darren and Daisy enjoyed it all

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
