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  Author's Note


Topsham, Exeter, Dartmoor and the towns in Devon, UK, that feature in the Tiggy Jones Mystery Series are real places. But most of the other locations are fictional, along with all the events, the crimes and the characters. 
Many thanks to my editors and cultural advisors. Any errors are my own.






  
  Chapter 1


The woman who greets us at the door is in her late fifties. 
“It’s you!” she cries, throwing her arms out towards me. “I can’t believe it!” 
I step back. “Tiggy Jones. The mystery author. We have an appointment. And this is Raider.”
She shakes herself. “Tiggy. Of course. Our appoin…” 
Suddenly she’s falling backwards and I rush forward to grab the door. It slows her fall and she slides to the floor, sitting against it.
“I’ll get you a glass of water,” I say.
“A pen! Paper! In the hallstand. Quickly!”
There’s a drawer below a shelf and bevelled mirror. When I hand her the notepad and pen, she scribbles something, tears off the page and pushes it into her pocket. Then she leans back against the door and closes her eyes.
I don’t know what to do. “Can I help you up?”
Her eyes fly open. “I’ve remembered!”

      [image: image-placeholder]Two days earlier. 
I’m confined like a prisoner when the email from my publisher arrives. My first reaction is to reject it. But could it set me free?
Dear Mr Barron
As a big fan of the mysteries by your star author Antigone Jones, I’m writing to offer her my life story as the plot for her next book.
My public life is well-known, but my private life is secret. In exchange, I need her to research some things I’ve forgotten. Especially one crucial thing that’s keeping me awake at night. 
Please pass on this offer to Antigone as a matter of urgency. I look forward to discussing it with her.
Yours sincerely
Helena Loxton (Dr)
As I read this, I’m sitting in Simeon Barron’s holiday cottage in Lympstone on the Exe Estuary in Devon. My Dalmador Raider is stretched out on a floor rug, missing his armchair at home but making the best of our incarceration. 
Unlike me.
Under normal circumstances, Simeon trusts me to get on with the writing and he’s unlikely to have forwarded Dr Loxton’s letter. Of course her offer is intriguing and my dangerous curiosity is piqued but I’m never short of ideas for my mysteries, ideas I borrow from sundry places and make unique for my protagonist Piper Halliday. I don’t need fans to share their lives with me as potted plots. If Dr Loxton needs to remember something from her past, she’d do better with a private investigator. And after dabbling into too many real mysteries that have turned out to be crimes, I’ve sworn off acting like an amateur PI.
My fingers hover over the keyboard, poised to reject the offer. Except there’s a reason I’m under ‘house arrest’ here in Lympstone and not at home a few kilometres away in Topsham. Dr Loxton’s timing couldn’t be more impeccable.
I’m suffering from what I’m calling ‘writer’s dock’. ‘Dock’ not ‘block’ because the word has several meanings that make it a better description of my predicament.
Its maritime meaning describes my inherited boathouse, sitting on the bank of the Exe Estuary like a ship in dock for repairs. As I’ve watched the renovations taking shape from the bay window of my upstairs flat directly opposite, the excitement has distracted me from starting my next book.
Dock also means ‘to cut’. My involvement in the renovations has docked all book ideas from my brain.
And since yesterday afternoon I’m ‘in the dock’. After weeks of urgent phone calls from Sim, trying to keep me focused on my writing, his solution has been to confine me like a prisoner in this cottage. Until I’ve cobbled together something that looks like a first draft, I’ve agreed. Every afternoon my project manager, Rupert Chester, will send me a video of the day’s building works. And I’ll make a site visit once a week.
“We’ve designed it together, Tiggy,” Rupert keeps reminding me. “And I won’t make any decisions without running them past you. Promise.”
I trust Rupert. And the money for the renovations is tight. He’s ‘docked’ his hours as an estate agent to manage our project. We can’t afford for me to interfere with his job and neglect my own.
The building team is secretly relieved that I’m no longer snapping endless progress shots from my crow’s nest and running down the stairs to stick my oar in (boathouse lingo). Rupert’s also been able to move into my place – and rent out his own for short-term stays – saving him travel time in traffic to the site each day. And he’s there overnight to respond in case there are any security issues.
But my resentment at being sidelined isn’t making me creative. Sim knows me too well.
Enter Dr Helena Loxton with a ready-made plot, waving the magic word …
Secret. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As an Australian, newly arrived in the UK, I’m not familiar with Dr Loxton’s public life here but the internet is full of news reports, interviews and book reviews. She’s a forensic scientist! Listed as one of twenty-five famous females working in the field. She also wears the crown for complex crime-solving and is called in to rescue cold cases that have plunged into the deep freeze. 
I start reading a long biographical piece about her career trajectory. The banner at the top shows a recent photo of a mature woman with silvering hair pulled back softly from her face, holding a microscope slide up to the light. But the inset shows a much younger version – a bikini-clad brunette in her early twenties who could have been a model. Another reason she became famous? The tabloids do like their cover girls – and they either don’t even mind if she also has brains or completely ignore the fact.
The tale begins with one of Dr Loxton’s most famous cases, unfolding like a crime novel.
WEARING THE CASE-CRACKING CROWN
Early one morning thirty years ago, the body of a young woman was found hanging from the end of an old jetty on a remote Scottish beach. She was wearing a bikini under a hi-vis vest, the pockets of which were stuffed with several kilos of pebbles. Her feet were bare.
She was identified as Liberty Ford (23), a graphic designer from London. The police confirmed her identity from a tote-bag left on the sand. As well as a driving licence, it contained a blank greeting card with the word Farewell printed on the front. 
Liberty’s death was recorded as a suicide but her family were certain she had been murdered. The obvious suspect was her boyfriend Craig Turnbull, a carpenter who kept a workman’s vest in his truck.
The couple had been holidaying at Barlocco Bay but after an argument, Craig had left Liberty in their rented cottage and driven to a pub about 10 miles away. His account to police was backed up by witnesses that he drank too much and fell asleep in his truck. The following morning, he tried to phone Liberty on the landline in the cottage. Getting no answer, he paid for a shower and was having breakfast when her body was discovered by a passing boat.
The Ford family hired a private forensic scientist, Dr Helena Loxton from Frensci. She had gained a reputation for cracking difficult cases by looking beyond fingerprints and DNA tests.
‘She thinks outside the basic forensic toolbox,’ said Tremayne Templeton, a barrister who has had first-hand experience of Loxton’s methods on several stubborn cases. ‘She’s adventurous in her examination techniques and her meticulous scientific process has convicted a lot of criminals who might otherwise have slipped through the cracks to offend again.’ 
Loxton herself attributes creativity and persistence to her success. ‘It’s about being open-minded and never giving up. I apply innovative thinking to rigorous scientific method.’
Looking at the existing evidence for Liberty Ford’s death, Loxton agreed that suicide didn’t quite fit.
So far, the piece has omitted a description of exactly how Liberty died. As I keep reading the very detailed account of Helena’s re-enactment, this feels deliberate.
The jetty was old and skeletal. Many of the decking boards were missing, with large gaps in between. To walk to the end where her body was found, Liberty would have had to jump over several large gaps, with her pockets full of pebbles making it virtually impossible without tripping or falling. The other way would have been to wade into the water and climb the structure with the weighted pockets banging against her ribs. Either route would have left tell-tale bruises and other traces on her body but these were not itemised in the post mortem report. Had her body been put there by someone else?
Loxton set about designing an experiment to test her theory. She needed a young woman of about the same size and weight as Liberty to wear clothing similar to that worn by the deceased. Fortunately, Loxton herself had the right proportions for the job. To save the Ford family paying for a trip to Scotland, she found a jetty with a similar profile on a remote beach near her home in Devon. It was in better condition but was suitable enough for the first step of the test.
One afternoon, with a small team to document the re-enactment, Loxton used chalk to mark which decking planks she could step on, as if the other planks were gaps. Donning a hi-vis vest weighed down with pebbles over her bikini, she proceeded to make her way along the jetty, stepping and jumping to the end. The video showed how difficult the journey was, as the vest joggled and threatened to topple her over, bruising her bare ribs. And something she hadn’t expected: splinters in her feet and other abrasions from stubbing her toes – all photographed by her team. Liberty Ford had no bruising on her torso and her feet were unmarked. Even her toenail polish was unchipped.
She painted her toenails before she killed herself? That should have been a red flag. Unless it’s like wearing your best undies in case you’re hit by a bus and have to go to the hospital.
Satisfied with this outcome, Loxton waited four weeks for her injuries to heal and returned to the same location at low tide – to match the tide when Libby died. This time, wearing the same attire, Loxton waded into the water and tried to climb the underneath structure at the far end of the jetty. Not only was it very high, but she discovered that the beams were too far apart for someone of her height to climb. She could touch the beam above but not enough to get a grip and the weighted vest was too heavy for someone of her stature to pull herself up. This time, her hands came away lacerated by mussels and covered in slime. 
Her re-enactment proved that Liberty had not hung herself from the end of the pier, either from above or below. But who else had done it?
‘The police reviewed my findings and surprised me by re-opening the case. I thought my two disadvantages would prevent this: I was relatively new to forensic science and I was a young attractive woman with brains. I think that’s three disadvantages.’ She laughed. ‘The police took a good look at Craig Turnbull. He was a big buffed fellow who worked out at the gym. He regularly snapped photos of himself lifting weights, doing chin presses and other feats of strength and putting them in a photo album. In one photo he had lifted a young woman onto his shoulder like a sack and balanced on one foot. This indicated that if he’d strangled Liberty, he had the strength and agility to carry her body to the end of the jetty and hang her over the end.’ 
But it wasn’t proof. Turnbull had told police that he hadn’t been on the jetty at all while they’d been staying at the cottage.
Turnbull’s clothing was never examined at the time, but a detective made a note of his distinctive gym shoes. The police obtained a warrant and retrieved the shoes from his bedroom. Dr Loxton examined them and under the microscope she found traces of wooden splinters wedged into the sole. They’d broken off, but left a miniscule sliver behind. A trip by Scottish police to the jetty at Barlocco Bay to collect samples proved that they came from its rotting planks.
‘He’d lied about not walking on the jetty and the splinters could only have lodged in his soles if he’d been jumping from plank to plank, while carrying a heavy burden. For me, the gaps between the planks were far apart but he could have traversed the spaces easily, even with Liberty’s dead weight on his shoulder.’
Under questioning about the new evidence, Craig Turnbull confessed to Liberty’s murder by strangulation and saved the family from the stress of a trial.
Somehow, the images of Helena cracking the case in a bikini were leaked to the press and she became the darling of the headline writers.
BIKINI BABE CATCHES KILLER
Sitting back in my chair, I’m suddenly excited. What an amazing woman. The possibilities for creating a fictionalised story inspired by Helena’s public life – using a case less infamous than this one – are already bubbling up. And she wants me to investigate a ‘secret’ in her private life. 
I’m hooked and I can’t stop reading.






  
  Chapter 2


Helena Loxton didn’t plan to go into forensic science. As an entomology student with a love of bugs and bogs, she was carving out a career to save endangered insects when chance tossed the diminutive brunette into the spotlight. 
Late one morning thirty-five years ago, the body of a young woman was found partially submerged in a bog on Dartmoor. It was clear from the decomposition that she’d been dead for some time and strange markings were visible around her neck. She was identified as 22-year-old Molly Crane. 
Did the marks on her neck indicate she’d been murdered?
An inset photo shows a snapshot of a young woman with blonde hair in a short 1980s cut. She stares at the camera from a heart-shaped face that just misses being pretty, her cheeks and jaw too heavy and her chin a little too pointed.
Four weeks earlier Molly had told her family she was going on a solo camping trip and would be out of contact for a month. It was the discovery of her bicycle in the yard of a local teenager that raised suspicions about her safety. The teen told police he’d found the bike hidden in bushes beside the carpark near Merton Mire.
Public access to Merton Mire is restricted to protect the endangered Wolf Weevil. Little is known about this insect which is only found in a few Devon bogs. Molly had private access to the site as an active volunteer for the insect preservation charity Bughearts and as part of her studies into the weevil at the University of Exeter. 
Colleagues told police she always worked alone at Merton Mire. While the markings around her throat suggested manual strangulation, the autopsy revealed that Molly had also sustained a blow to the skull on the rock found under her head – and drowned. This indicated she was alive when she hit the water. But for this fact, the marks on Molly’s throat might have sparked an exhaustive search for a murderer. 
Were there other factors at play that contributed to her death?
In an unusual step at the time, the forensic pathologist on the case called in an entomologist to scrutinise the marks. Helena Loxton was unknown to the deceased even though she was also completing her doctorate on the Wolf Weevil at the University of Bath. Helena was working in Woolley Wood, another boggy area north of Barnstaple, where she was studying a small colony of the weevil. 
‘I was quite daunted by the request,’ Dr Loxton said in an interview. ‘I knew nothing about human remains and the autopsy process and here was a young woman of about my age doing the work I loved. But I put my emotions aside and stuck to my area of expertise: the feeding habits of the Wolf Weevil. On close examination, it was immediately clear to me that the marks around the deceased’s neck were made by the activities of the weevil after death, not by human hands before death.’
After this expert input concurred with the head injury and the water in the lungs, Molly Crane’s death was attributed to misadventure after walking alone, tripping and falling into the bog, hitting her head on the rock and drowning while concussed.
I lean back, impressed. From these two iconic cases, her career took off. 
The piece goes on to say how Helena’s early encounter with forensics – and the ongoing publicity that went with it – shaped her future direction. After completing her doctorate, she was headhunted for a position with the Forensic Science Service. She still loved the Wolf Weevil but she took the chance to apply her scientific training to something of greater social benefit.
The next section details the problems of being a female scientist who is also beautiful – her intellect was minimised by colleagues and her ideas overlooked. She made the courageous decision to go out on her own.
Loxton set up Frensci, a private lab in a room in her house in Exeter, and offered her services directly to criminal lawyers. She gradually built her reputation, established a separate laboratory and hired a team. 
Her published scientific papers about the post-mortem injuries caused by insect activity are listed. She’s been a trailblazer in the field in so many ways. I’m not really into insects and what they do to a decaying corpse so I scroll through looking for more cases that involve a different kind of deduction. 
Then an idea for Piper’s book hits me. 
The death of Molly Crane dates back far enough for me to weave a contemporary fictional mystery around it. Piper comes across a similar case and wonders how a murderer might make use of insect activity to cover up the crime. A few minutes perusing Helena’s public life has been enough to kick-start my mislaid muse. 
After a quick look at a map, I grab my car keys. The familiar jingle sends Raider from the floor rug to the front door where he’s already pressing his nose to the crack.
“Fancy a road trip, do you boy? It’s about an hour away but I can promise you an excellent sniff-fest at the other end.”
Any author will tell you that visiting the location of a real crime has one of two purposes. To create a plausible distraction from the actual writing or to generate ideas that inspire the writing. Sometimes you tell yourself it’s the second and it turns out to be the first but this trip to Merton Mire really feels like a great way to develop Piper’s suspicions into the beginnings of a mystery.
Before we hit the road, I find an audio of an interview with Helena and get myself into ‘ground-truthing’ mode, a word I got from Baxter Stone, my young PI friend. The road takes us along the Exe Estuary, into Exeter and then west towards Dartmoor.
Helena is talking about how many drownings might be murders that have been mislabelled.
‘The vast majority of drownings are accidental,’ she tells the interviewer, ‘but I’m sure we’re missing many which involve foul play. It’s hard to drown an adult without the struggle leaving clues behind. It’s up to the investigation team to find those clues. When police arrive at a drowning their first instinct is to try to save the victim. But from the start, we need to treat the water-based scene as a potential crime scene and secure any evidence before it’s lost.’
Her tone is authoritative. And it’s useful information for Piper’s investigation. I wonder how Molly’s crime scene was handled all those years ago. Perhaps the weevil marks on her neck made the police take more care than if they’d known her death was accidental.
It’s a bleak October day but when we exit the A30 towards Cheriton Cross, the sun breaks through the clouds to illuminate a two-lane road lined with hedgerows and green fields beyond. We pass a big old whitewashed inn with a thatched roof that offers meals from lunchtime onwards. We’re too early and the mire is calling.
Reaching the official sign for Merton Mire, we see someone has nailed a home-made sign underneath.
Molly’s Mire.
It’s an old piece of painted fence paling, weathered and faded. Suddenly her death is real and I choke up. Even after all these years it’s doing its job, making sure Molly’s contribution is remembered.






  
  Chapter 3


The carpark is empty mid-week. It’s a typical Dartmoor landscape, the rough terrain windswept and dotted with boulders. With Raider on the lead, we follow a path to a locked gate. Below the Restricted Access sign, an information board gives details about the life-cycle of the Wolf Weevil which is still endangered. It includes a touching dedication to Molly Crane, honouring her research and its role in solving her death. 
While Raider strains on the lead to sniff the out-of-bounds area beyond the chain fence, I imagine Molly coming here on her own most days and sometimes at night, focused on checking her traps and being alone with her insects. How did someone familiar with the mire – in all weathers over several years – manage to trip and fall hard enough to knock herself out and drown? Right after she told her family she was going away camping on the moor for a month so no-one would look for her.
Were these questions asked at the time? Did the police follow-up Molly’s personal and professional contacts in search of a motive? Was there even an inquest? Or did Helena’s answer to the marks on her neck satisfy the police investigation, allowing them to concentrate on the minor crime – the teen who’d helped himself to Molly’s bike?
These are all ideas for Piper to pursue in Death by Deception – the title just popped into my head – while she wonders if an invisible trip-wire might have caused the victim to fall and crack her skull. A trip-wire set across the access path by someone knowing she’d be alone. If the culprit wrapped jute sacks around his boots, his footprints would have been long gone after a month.
And what if he manufactured the time delay? In a more recent mystery, he could send a text message to the family as if from the fictional victim, saying she was going away. When he returned to the scene to remove the trip-wire – and a hidden motion-activated wildlife camera that told him she was dead – he could have noticed her fallen phone and used it to send the message to her family, then cleaned up the evidence before finally dropping the phone into the bog beside her.
This is what can happen when you visit the site of a real-life tragedy. Even years later, ideas bubble up. Who was the fictional murderer and why did he kill her? If I go for something personal and nothing to do with the insects – saving me a lot of research – the loneliness of the woman’s habits and the mire itself would have given him a convenient place to manufacture her ‘accident’ unseen.
Raider’s bark brings my attention back to the present. He’s explored the circle allowed by the lead and tied my legs together in the process. With no-one around, we could probably do some teensy trespassing over the locked gate but I wouldn’t do that even if the pooch wasn’t with me. Instead I head for a low tor of boulders rising to our right and we clamber over them to a small plateau with a view of the bog. 
It’s larger than I expected, stretching to the horizon with a few pools of water here and there between vast clumps of tussocks. Perching on a rock, I let Raider explore. If the mire hasn’t changed over the intervening years, it shows how unlucky Molly was to trip near one of the few places where her face would be submerged. 
A view like this makes Piper even more suspicious of just how ‘accidental’ her victim’s death wasn’t. But how could Piper ever prove her trip-wire theory? Unless the wildlife camera turns up in a charity shop with the recording still on its memory card. Too convenient? My fans make sure I keep my plots plausible.
We return to the car and on the drive back I reflect on what I’ve learned. Without taking anything away from Helena Loxton’s expert diagnosis, the isolation of the site makes it entirely possible that Molly was threatened by someone. Someone who knew her and planned her ‘accident’. Or someone living rough around here and Molly confronted them to protect her precious Wolf Weevils. If she’d been pushed into the mire, bruising would have appeared at the autopsy but what if she’d been running away from an assailant and lost her footing on the rough ground near the bog? While her body was undiscovered, the weather obliterated any tell-tale footprints. I remember when Sherlock Holmes in ‘The Hound of the Baskervilles’ attributed a series of deep toe-tip prints in soft ground to a man running for his life.
I smile at the thought of asking my occasional nemesis Ben Baker, now a newly promoted detective constable, to reopen the Molly Crane case on the basis of today’s conjecture. He’d give me another lecture on the difference between ‘police business’ and ‘author business’. And he’d be right. These ideas will make useful angles for Piper to explore.
As we arrive in Lympstone and pull onto the parking apron in front of the cottage, it’s clear that Helena Loxton’s letter to Sim has already inspired Piper’s new mystery. Once inside, I type up the ideas from the site visit and return to the long article about Helena, reading several more cases that she cracked. 
These insights into the success of her unconventional thinking are fascinating and easy to access on the public record. But lurking in the shadows is her mysterious private life and the secret she can’t remember. All very tempting. But what complications could any research I’d undertake for her create – for both of us?
Her phone number is at the bottom of the letter. I tell myself that I owe her a call – after her very first case has worked its magic – and a conversation is not a commitment.
“Hello. Helena Loxton.” Her voice is still strong and clear.
“It’s Tiggy Jones. The mystery author. Answering your email.”
She screams. 
It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting.
“Sorry, Antigone. It’s really you. Your accent is so distinctive. I never believed for a minute you’d phone me.”
“Call me Tiggy,” I say. “And Helena, I’m just phoning. I’m not … promising.”
She laughs. “A straight talker. Thank you. I need …”
“A private investigator?”
She’s silent for a moment and I wonder if my talking has already been a bit too straight. I often forget that English people do prefer a soft approach to pesky topics. 
“I need a writer who loves research,” she says. “To dig through my memorabilia, discover this thing I’ve forgotten and document it.”
“Your private life.”
“I’m atoning for keeping it secret.”
I wonder what ‘it’ is.
“I rang to tell you what’s happened since Simeon Barron forwarded your letter. And to explain why I don’t think I can accept your offer.” 
“Not on the phone. You need to come to my house.” Pause. “Please.”
She’s rescued my muse – and a chat about Molly’s case can help make the book more plausible.
“I have a well-behaved dog,” I say. “A Dalmatian Labrador cross. Raider the polka-dot pooch.”
“I’m a dog-lover without a dog. We can sit in my kitchen and watch him investigate my courtyard. This afternoon?”
Too soon for me. We make a time for tomorrow morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]Next call: Sim.
“You got the email from Dr Loxton,” he says. “Should I duck before you throw something at me? It’s not an insult, Tiggy. I’m just trying to … undock Piper Halliday’s shackles.”
“Helena’s public life has already sparked a starting point for Death by Deception. And … I’m meeting her tomorrow.”
As Sim does his own version of the scream, I hold the phone away from my ear.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rupert’s first video of the boathouse renovations shows the big shop windows being installed on the street. They match the heritage style of the neighbouring businesses. By lifting the former raked ceiling under the old roof only slightly, we’ve been able to add an extra floor with dormer windows. This has allowed us to divide the footprint of the boathouse into a street-front and a river-front. A two-level loft-style New York apartment for me on the riverside and a shop and two upstairs offices on the Punt Lane side. The new owner of the former florist next door – we share the central wall – is doing the same on his side. On our side, Rupert has managed the near-completion of the commercial premises first, to bring in rent while my residence is being built. This is possible because the boat ramp that I’ve used as a parking space provides side access to the river bank behind. 
The most exciting news regarding a commercial tenant came when our friend and antique-dealer Henry Buckingham was given notice to vacate his long-term shop, two streets away. His business Cobwebs Collectibles will move straight into the boathouse shop as soon as it’s ready.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the middle of the night a thought wakes me. Of all the local mystery authors here in England, Helena chose me, a recent arrival still unfamiliar with how things work over here. Why? Something to do with the secret she can’t remember? It suggests she knows something about it that’s made her avoid sharing it with a local.
As I drift off again, a question lingers: Should I be worried? Or intrigued? Then I remember I’m going to reject her offer. 






  
  Chapter 4


“Tiggy, Tiggy, I’m the president of our new camera club.” 
“Sounds exciting. Have you got time to come in and tell us about it?”
I’ve just opened the door to eighteen-year-old Baxter Stone who walks Raider when we’re in Topsham. He and I have both been distracted lately and our conversations have been brief. Today he’s caught the bus from Exeter and walked to Sim’s cottage in Birch Road. Raider is leaping up at his best friend, almost knocking me over, but he’ll lounge on Baxter’s feet while we catch up over a cup of tea.
“A camera club as an artistic pursuit?” I ask. “Or to skill up for private investigation?” 
“Both. The other members are mainly my neurodiverse friends from the PI course. Once a month we’ll have an artistic theme but the other weeks we’ll focus on surveillance techniques.”
“Without infringing the privacy of any member of the public.”
“Of course.” 
Baxter’s never big on eye-contact and it comes in handy when he needs to cover a fib.
“Promise me you’ll put it in the rules of the club,” I say. “No recognisable images of people without their permission.”
“Like the covers of books these days,” he says. “Always a back-view of someone’s head.”
I laugh. “Exactly.”
“This week’s theme is ‘suspicious shoes’.”
“That adds an extra element. How does a pair of shoes arouse suspicion?”
“Lots of ways.” He’s been thinking about it. I love the way his mind works. “Like, fresh mud but where they’re walking there’s no mud. Odd shoes or odd laces – what happened to their pairs? Trainers on a woman in a business suit.”
“She might be exercising in her lunch hour.”
“Or she’s just robbed a bank and she’s making a fast getaway. In the club meetings, we’ll project everyone’s photos onto a screen and discuss how well they fit the theme.”
“That should be lively.” I hope he invites me along some time.
Baxter asks what I’ve been up to and listens to Helena’s proposal.
“I hope she isn’t a murderer, Tiggy. That might make her dangerous if she suddenly remembers what she is. But Raider will know is she’s safe to be around. Do you need someone to spy on her? I mean ‘undertake discreet surveillance, confidentiality guaranteed’?”
“I don’t think so but I’ll let you know if I do.”
Raider is getting restless and the two of them jump up on two-plus-four skinny legs and leave the cottage for an hour.

      [image: image-placeholder]Raider and I arrive at Dr Loxton’s ahead of time but the congested parking in Serpentine Crescent, not far from the river in Exeter, makes me grab a space when someone pulls out. This looks like a prosperous part of town. The park in the middle of the circular road is surrounded on both sides by impressive three-story terrace houses with small front courtyards off the footpath. Then I notice the central park is fenced and labelled dog friendly. There’s time for Raider to choose a stick from the stick library and retrieve a few throws. 
When we’re returning to the car, a flashy red car drives down the opposite road and turns into a side alley that probably joins a lane behind. We walk to the house number Helena gave me. The same house where she first set up her private forensics lab Frensci? 
The woman who greets us at the door is in her late fifties. Her tailored black jacket over matching pants flatters her now full figure and her salt-and pepper hair is pulled back in a soft French roll like the photo in the newspaper story. I silently admire her unlined, still-handsome features. But her darting eyes reveal a mix of excitement and anxiety. 
“It’s you!” she cries, throwing her arms out towards me. “I can’t believe it!” 
I step back. “Tiggy Jones. The mystery author. We have an appointment. And this is Raider.”
She shakes herself. “Tiggy. Of course. Our appoin…” 
Suddenly she’s falling backwards and I rush forward to grab the door. It slows her fall and she slides to the floor, sitting against it.
“I’ll get you a glass of water,” I say.
“A pen! Paper! In the hallstand. Quickly!”
There’s a drawer under a shelf and bevelled mirror. When I hand her the notepad and pen, she scribbles something, tears off the page and pushes it into her pocket. Then she leans back against the door and closes her eyes.
I don’t know what to do. “Can I help you up?”
Her eyes fly open. “I’ve remembered!”
I wait for more. 
“It was the light behind you. Your blonde hair.”
Now tears are rolling down Helena’s cheeks. “Thank you, Tiggy. I’ll get up in a minute and make tea. But I just need to sit with this, this ...”
I perch on the front step beside her and Raider sits between us. It’s not quite the meeting I was expecting and my feelings are mixed. Publicity photos of me are easy to find. Did my resemblance to someone influence Helena – even subliminally – to contact me? 
“You were coming here to tell me you couldn’t help me,” she says. “You’re a busy woman and I knew it was a long shot. But you’ve solved it on the doorstep. One look at you and I … remembered.”
Raider has snuggled up against her, always a comfort when he senses sadness. And it means he’s happy with the vibes around here. Baxter will be pleased Helena’s not a murderer.
“Hello boy,” she says, patting his flank. “You’re a great friend, aren’t you? Strong and soft and smart. Tiggy’s lucky to have you. You’re lucky to have each other. I’m on my own these days and it’s … hard.”
Made extra frightening by something she couldn’t remember. What was it that was eluding her so profoundly? She hadn’t forgotten who my lookalike is so it must have been something that happened – a trauma of some kind that hid the memory. As a coping mechanism? I don’t think Helena’s going to tell me and I can’t ask. But if she forgets again, she’s written it down. 
How safe is the crumpled piece of paper?
And the doorstep revelation has rescued me from rejecting her offer. It’s a huge relief – and only a slight disappointment – that she no longer needs my ‘research’.
She puts out her hand and I help her up. She’s a bit unsteady at first but then she leads us down the hall to a renovated kitchen. Large glass doors look onto a rear courtyard with a lane behind. A trellis on one side screens a red car, a lot like the one that drove past us. 
While I let Raider out into the courtyard, Helena makes a pot of tea. I help her carry the cups and a plate of pikelets to the table where we watch the pooch giving the paving and the potted plants what Baxter calls ‘dynamic olfactometry’ or ‘a good sniff’.
I would love to ask Helena about the woman I resemble but I wait for her to start the conversation.
“Sorry for the drama, Tiggy. Not what you were expecting, I imagine. It’s not every day someone looks at you and promptly collapses.”
And mistakes me for someone else. 
“Luckily you’re not hurt,” I say, “and I suspect the outcome is worth a few bruises.”
She laughs. “Watch out or I might start crying again. The relief!” She wipes her eyes.
“And you’d better put that precious piece of paper somewhere safe,” I say.
She frowns. “Before I forget again? Probably put it through the wash if I’m not careful. Thank you.” 
“Take a photo of it with your phone. As a backup.”
“An electronic record?” Her voice betrays disapproval. “No, I won’t do that. But I was going to talk you into taking this home with you.” She leans over to a shelf along the wall and slips the paper from her pocket into a shoebox. “This box contains clues from my life, including a memory stick full of documents. Just this morning before you arrived, I couldn’t find the box and I remembered I’d stored it securely at the bank. I just got back before you arrived. But now we can ignore it and enjoy our morning tea.”
“There was just the … one crucial thing you couldn’t remember?”
“Yes.”
I wait for more but she presses her lips together. 
“Now, what were you going to tell me?” she asks. “You’re a mystery writer.” She points to several of my books on the shelf. “Tell me a story.”
It’s the same authoritative tone as the interview I listened to. She’s a powerful woman who knows how to manage people. 
I launch into the explanation I was going to give her for rejecting her offer.
“Well, your email to my publisher arrived just when I was desperate for a book idea.” I summarise my current distractions. “But you’ve already helped me, Helena. Like I’ve just helped you. I found your professional biography online and the Liberty Ford and Molly Crane cases came up. Raider and I visited Merton Mire yesterday and it’s triggered ideas for my protagonist to investigate a fictional murder in a bog. Last night I started writing the new book, Death by Deception.”
“Molly Crane,” she says. “Liberty Ford.” 
Her voice is flat. Helena is not sharing the excitement of my breakthrough. 
“I know this is a horrible thing to say,” she says, “after the tragic way those women died so young but they’re two people I wish I could forget.”






  
  Chapter 5


“Really?” I say. “But in Molly’s case, wasn’t her untimely death responsible for kicking off your stellar career?” 
“Yes. And my re-enactment of Liberty’s murder got the attention of the paparazzi and the tabloids. Both these woman have plagued me every day of that career. From the grave. It’s like a famous singer having to perform their most popular song over and over. The fans can’t get enough of it but the performer goes quietly mad.”
“Every article retells your first forensic discovery,” I say. “And how it’s influenced the way insect activity on human remains is studied around the world. Then your re-enactment of Liberty’s murder made you … famous.”
“My two hit songs. And I’ve hated every minute of that publicity. The press has forgotten about me now but when I was younger – and slimmer – they wouldn’t leave me alone.”
“I’ve seen some of the headlines. The Darling of the DNA.”
“In a bikini. Even though I can’t swim. After those photos were leaked by someone on my support team – he took a bribe and lost his job – my wardrobe became overalls, boiler suits and dungarees, accessorised with rubber boots and face-masks. I made myself as dull as I could and the paparazzi got bored. Eventually.”
And I read nothing about the men in her life. Or children. She’s kept her private life tightly hidden ever since.
“Why pick me, Helena?” The question pops out.
“Beyond sharing Greek names?” She laughs. “I read about how you inherited the boathouse while you were on a camel trek to research Dead in the Desert. And I’ve loved the puzzles in your books. When I knew I needed a researcher to dig up this forgotten moment, I remembered that trek.”
“The camel trek sounds heroic,” I say, “but that was a 30-day expedition of packaged research and a confined plot. Most of my books run away down rabbit holes and I have to lasso the research and reel it in.” 
Along with managing the mixed metaphors.
“And my matter,” she says, “would have been a maze of rabbit holes. I’d get flashes of lucidity, but never the actual thing. Each time I got a random spark, I scribbled it down. I typed them up and put them on a flash drive in here.” She taps the box. 
I’ve escaped the shoebox. But could I use those snippets to create a character based on Helena?
“What reactions did you have to these thoughts when they flared?” I ask.
“Extreme exasperation. A highly significant thing and I just couldn’t remember what it was. I’d wake in the middle of the night thinking I’d just remembered it, that it was hovering there like a ghost waiting for me to let it in. But … it was always gone.”
Now she’s overcome with relief but the emotions were strong enough to justify involving a stranger to undertake ‘research’. And it looks like the doorstep insight was a one-off, unlikely to be repeated. I hope she doesn’t mislay that scribbled note.
Helena looks at her watch and Raider is at the glass door, wagging his tail. Our job here is done. 
“Lovely to meet you, Helena. Thank you for the morning tea.”
I start to gather the dishes but she won’t let me help. 
After I visit the bathroom, she sees us out and we walk across the park to my car. It’s when I’m putting the pooch into the back that I see he has something in his mouth. Did he pick it up in Helena’s courtyard? The irony strikes me. A forensic scientist who specialises in finding traces has them in her own courtyard. She said it herself in an interview: ‘Everything leaves a trace. If you haven’t found it you have to go back to the loose ends.’
“What surprise have you got for me, boy?”
Expecting an old button or an interesting pebble, I glare at what he drops into my open hand. 
A flash drive. 
I want to scream. Did Helena drop the shoebox this morning when she brought it home and this fell out in the courtyard? Of all the things for the pooch to retrieve, it had to be something I can’t ignore. It might contain confidential information. 
Leaving the spotted sleuth in the car, I run back and knock on Helena’s door. No response. I phone her number but it goes to voicemail. 
Has she gone out again? So quickly? Could I catch her as she’s reversing into the rear lane?
Back in the car, I emerge from Serpentine Crescent just in time to see her red car disappearing down the next street. What to do? As I start after her, I run through my other options.
Go back and push the stick through the mail slot? She might tread on it on the timber floor and slip. If she has home help, it might bounce under the hallstand for her cleaner to find. And look at. Even if I had an envelope, which I don’t, it still might not get back to Helena. And I don’t think posting it is safe enough.
It was my dog who found it and I need to put it into her hands.
“Arrrgh! You’re too good at finding things, Raider!”
He woofs at my appreciation.
I keep going, hoping to catch up to her at the local shops but she doesn’t stop. She drives straight through and joins the traffic ahead. Heading into central Exeter? I’ll stick with her a little longer and try to catch her there. We’re on the two-lane road that becomes the A377 with the Exe River on our left and a passing parade on our right of stone walls then compact terrace houses opening right off the footpath. As we veer away from the river, I keep hoping she’s going to turn off or stop but then she’s entering a wide busy intersection and I have to pay attention to keep her in sight. 
When we cross the river and leave Exeter behind, I tell myself it’s too late to turn back. But really, I’m intrigued. I’m officially undertaking what Baxter would rightly call ‘auto surveillance’ or ‘spying’, following a woman I’ve only just met on her private expedition to places unknown. 
An expedition that’s none of my business.
But I think Dr Loxton left in a hurry to act on the memory flash I caused her to have.
About a young woman who I resemble.
I want to know more about that. 
Luckily, Raider cocked his leg in Helena’s courtyard and I took that trip to the loo just before leaving her house. My tummy is full of pikelets. And I filled up the tank yesterday after our trip to Merton Mire. No stopping needed for a while.
And my author’s mind is conjuring up scenarios involving the young woman I look like.
She’s Helena’s daughter. They’re estranged and Helena doesn’t know where she is or how to contact her. But a while ago she engaged a PI to track her down, got a verbal report on her location and didn’t want a written record for some reason, then forgot the details. This morning the sight of me jarred her memory and she scribbled down the address.
We’re heading towards Barnstaple. I remember reading that Helena’s study site for the Wolf Weevil was north of the town. Another WW name. Woolley Wood? That was thirty-five years ago but it means she’s familiar with the town. I ask my phone to tell me about Barnstaple and listen to the potted spiel.
‘Located on the River Taw, Barnstaple is the largest town in North Devon. It was once a major port and is still a thriving market town with its historical Pannier Market offering fresh local produce, flowers and other goods. The town centre boasts many narrow pedestrian-friendly streets and alleys.’
We arrive at the outskirts. It’s much harder to follow someone in stop-start traffic. She’s unlikely to notice me in a white Skoda but traffic lights and cars cutting in might separate us. Today I’m in luck and I keep her in sight all the way to the town centre but if she parks and I can too, I’ll have a problem: Raider. If I have to set out on foot he’s too easy to recognise, even from a distance, and I don’t want to leave him in the car with the window open a crack. It’s a sad fact that any dog, and particularly a Dalmatian, is a thief magnet.
But I keep on her tail, hoping for more of that luck that’s been smiling on us today
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