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Got you, you little bugger!  exclaimed Parlour, successfully lancing a whitehead on the tight skin between his eyebrows in front of the bathroom mirror.  He washed his hands, then readjusted his navy pique t-shirt for the seventh time that afternoon.  Taking a step backwards, he turned from side to side, twisting his head to contemplate his reflection in the mirror.  Acutely aware of his skinny frame, the ginger-haired man pulled the t-shirt out of his jeans another inch.  It wouldn’t do to look too tucked in.  

This was a ritual Detective Inspector Mark Parlour performed every time he left the house.  And he was about to step outside that Saturday afternoon, to collect his wife, Juliet, from a church conference in nearby Lexington Green.

Five minutes later, Parlour swung out of Spatchcock Drive in his silver Mercedes SLK, frowning at the digital clock on the dashboard.  Ten minutes to cut across Deverton, the designer town where he lived with Juliet, and out onto the Billock Road.  

How long till they finish that bloody bypass?  Parlour cursed, watching some men in fluorescent orange waistcoats hack at some foliage alongside a half-baked stretch of tarmacked highway as he pulled up at the lights.  Much of the flimsy ring of green that surrounded the new town had already been sacrificed in the name of traffic management, but apathy was rife in the two point four car households of Deverton.  It was not difficult to put your environmental conscience to one side when it took at least twenty minutes to get anywhere in the Deverton area.  Whoever designed the elegant high street with its greenhouse style Melrose supermarket at the helm patently hadn’t given much though to road congestion! 

At thirty-nine, Mark Parlour had made steady progress to the rank of Detective Inspector.  His surname, allied with a rather unfortunate habit of picking at his skin during moments of stress, had led to Parlour being nicknamed “Pizza” by close friends and colleagues.  A late convert to Christianity, Parlour compensated for his religious beliefs with a healthy dash of secular cynicism, accrued through decades in the “wilderness” and a challenging professional life.  Such world-weariness, whilst not always endearing him in church circles, helped him deal with the frequently shocking nature of his job.  Only a few months back, he had headed the enquiry into the brutal murder of a Bangladeshi shopkeeper in downtown Billock.  The young Asian lady had been strung up in the shop window for all to see, dressed in a ruby red sari, which on closer inspection turned out to be a heavily stained cream garment.  He’d been pleased to nail the monster who’d done that one.  Parlour hadn’t felt quite as elated, however, when his garage door had been graffitied and Juliet’s car sprayed with the words Paki Lovers, an episode that had accelerated their decision to sell up and move to Deverton three months ago.

The Parlours had taken advantage of one of those part-exchange deals, and had sold their 1930s three-bed semi in Billock’s exclusive Chave area, home to the town’s population of General Practitioners and overpaid sportsmen, to HomeFromHomes.  In return, they had received the keys to a spanking new link detached property on the red-brick Deverton Estate.  Admittedly, they could have got a lot more for their period house, had they sold through an estate agent, but with both Parlour and his wife putting in long hours as a police inspector and teacher respectively, there was little time left at the end of a draining day for showing prospective buyers around the house.  And absolutely no time to keep the house in the decluttered, sanitised state required these days to “make that sale” to an increasingly unimaginative and anodine buying public.  In Parlour’s view, it wasn’t worth all the hassle at this stage in their professional careers for the sake of fifteen or twenty thousand pounds, which they could, albeit reluctantly, afford to lose.

The inhabitants of the designer town generally fell into two categories:- young professionals with neither the time nor the aptitude for DIY in search of an up-together property, or retired couples desperate for a safe haven away from the petty crime and general grime of the city.  Deverton offered its inhabitants a chance to start afresh with its newly turfed lawns and made to order fittings.  And - as Parlour often thought to himself - most of the residents blended in perfectly:- a little bland, but essentially harmless.  Even if it was a little twee, Deverton beat Billock hands down, in his opinion.  Moreover, it was the ideal location for bringing up the family he and Juliet intended to start once she had got her Year Elevens through this summer’s GCSEs.  

They had been married some sixteen years now.  They’d met at college in 1983, and Parlour had proposed within the year.  Police secondments and teacher training college had contrived to keep them apart for a couple of years, but they’d finally made it down the aisle one sunny day in June 1987.

Cod, Parlour thought, adopting his favourite alternative to taking the Maker’s name in vain, she’d looked beautiful that day, with her thick dark blonde hair resting on the pale shoulders exposed by her cream off-the-shoulder wedding dress.  Bit skinny, mind, then.  Preferred her with a bit more meat on her, like now.  More up top, too, he grinned.  They had been enjoying married life again since Juliet’s transfer to Billock Community School, which shaved forty minutes off her journey to work.  While the kids had been much easier to manage at Foxburgh High, at least she was home by five most days now, and teaching a refreshing combination of German and IT, too, rather than the standard two language combination she’d been lumbered with thusfar, despite her protestations she was no Francophile. 

Hopefully Juliet’s car would be ready by the time they reached the Fiat dealer on the way back from Lexington Green.  Parlour frowned as the lights turned green – hopefully the MOT wouldn’t throw up anything too major.  He eased into second gear and turned right onto the Billock road.  Two miles further up, the road forked and Parlour pulled off to the left towards Lexington Green.  Zion House was about five hundred yards on the right, a salmon pink sign requesting visitors report to reception.

Parlour smirked to himself, as he had done that morning on dropping Juliet off for her Parochial Church Council Away Day.  Two of the black plastic letters on the sign outside the shabby building owned by the diocese of Foxburgh had dropped off, leaving a rather enigmatic invitation to enter the Zion House Christian treat Centre!  If only, Parlour thought, congratulating himself for the umpteenth time on his decision not to stand for election to the PCC, the committee responsible for running Deverton Parish Church.  Pleading a busy work schedule, it was with some degree of smugness that Parlour left committee business to Juliet, reaping the benefits of inside knowledge of church affairs without the considerable burden of having to attend the meetings and – horror of horror – away days!  

The Parlours had transferred to Deverton Parish Church, a newly created offshoot of St. Jude’s in Lexington Green, six months ago.  St Jude’s, whilst boasting excellent teaching from Scripture and a talented lay congregation, lacked a certain intimacy which a smaller, more “amateurish” outfit such as Deverton Parish Church could offer in abundance. Billock, with its multicultural sensibilities, housed just three Christian churches:- a Brethren church that was decidedly Puritanical in outlook, an Anglican church with a regular congregation of pensionable age you could count on the legs of a Zimmer frame and an overtly jolly church that met at Billock Community School and called itself The Wineskin Fellowship, where Parlour and his wife had felt distinctly old the first and last time they’d attended their 10.30 worship!  It was therefore with some relief that the Parlours accepted an invitation to join the Deverton church plant team last autumn.  It tied in neatly with their plans to sell up and make the eight mile trip down the road from Billock.  

Parlour signalled right and waited for a lime green shoppa-hoppa to whiz past before driving up the leafy driveway to the ivy-clad retreat centre.  But he had barely rolled ten yards up the slope when he was stopped by a police officer in a fluorescent yellow jacket.

“Tucks?” Parlour said puzzled, rolling the window down.  He recognised the constable from Billock Station.

“Good afternoon, Sir.  Can’t go any further, I’m afraid.”

“But I have to pick my wife up!”

“Can’t let you in, sorry, Sir,” PC Paul Tucker apologised.

“Why on earth not?” Parlour frowned.  “What’s going on?”

Tucker drew up to his full height of five foot five.  It was a good job the Police Force had relaxed their minimum height restrictions for police entry in recent years, or Paul Tucker would still be driving a forklift around Billock B&Q.  He pulled his shoulders back:- this was the moment he’d been waiting for, it felt like all his life.  

“There’s been a suspicious death on the property, Sir.” 

“What?!” The colour drained from Parlour’s face.  “Who?”

“A sixty-two year old gentleman, Sir...”

“Thank God for that!” Parlour exhaled.  “Sorry, I mean, my wife is in there.  Sixty-two...”  Parlour undertook a hasty mental process of elimination.

“It’s a Commander Haynes,” his constable responded impressively.

“Terence?  The warden?” Parlour said incredulously.  

“Dropped dead at the dinner table, Sir.  Suspected poisoning.”

“Poisoned?  Deliberately?”

“Seems likely, Sir.”

Parlour whistled.  “But Terence?  Who on earth would want to poison Terence?”

“That’s what Blackman’s trying to find out.”

“Blackman?” Parlour frowned.  “Not...”

“DI Leigh Blackman from County HQ, Sir,” Tucker informed him.  “She arrived a couple of hours ago.”

“Yes, I know who she is, thanks,” Parlour muttered irritably.  Blackman!  What on earth was she doing on his patch?  He glanced in his rear view mirror as a horn tooted behind him.  He hastily got into gear and pulled over to the left as he saw the grim face of DCI Sewell behind the wheel of a gargantuan grey Lexus.  The man they all called “The Sewer” on account of his flatulence problem, motioned for Parlour to alight.  Parlour quickly turned the engine off and walked round to Brian Sewell’s window.

“What are you doing here, Parlour?” Sewell barked.  He glared at Tucker.  “I gave strict instructions not to...”

“I’m here to pick up my wife, Sir,” Parlour interrupted.  “She’s on a church away-day here.” 

“I know,” Sewell replied.  “That’s why you weren’t called.  Doesn’t she have her own car here?”

“No, Sir.  It’s booked in for a...”

“Spare me the domestics,” Sewell snapped.  “You’ll have to wait here, then.  Conflict of interests, Parlour.  Can’t have a fellow God-squadder investigating the death of the local church warden!  Especially when his wife’s present at the scene of the crime!  But don’t worry -” the jowelly Chief Inspector added, “We’ve got Blackman on the case. ‘Bout time she got her fangs into something.”

Yeah, like me, Parlour grimaced.  “But...” 

He was perplexed.  What on earth was going on?  He groaned.  Suspicious death at a church meeting - she’d enjoy that, as a fervent atheist.  Typical.  First decent bit of action in ages, and he was off the case!  Then Parlour frowned.  What a shocking attitude.  A brother in Christ, albeit not a particularly close spiritual sibling, had potentially been murdered, and all he could think about was thwarted ambition and petty rivalry.

“Look, Sir.  Can’t I just go and get Juliet?” he asked finally.

“Your wife won’t be going anywhere, Parlour,” Sewell replied briskly.  

“What! Surely she’s not...”

“You know the protocol,” Sewell interrupted curtly.  “Nobody’ll be let out of there till we’ve questioned everyone and ascertained precisely what happened.”

“Can’t I at least talk to her... in my marital capacity, Sir?” Parlour begged. 

Sewell hesitated.  He couldn’t afford to stand here wasting precious time arguing with a tenacious little whippet like Parlour.  He waved his hand impatiently.  “Oh alright.  But no snooping around.  And leave Blackman to her job – God knows she’s waited long enough for this.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Parlour replied gratefully and returned to his car.  But he wasn’t happy.  Blackman, he muttered under his breath, Damn Blackman.



“Mark!” Juliet cried, breaking away from the tearful huddle of female PCC members gathered in the foyer of Zion House.  She ran towards her husband.  Parlour wrapped his arms around her.

“They said you wouldn’t be allowed in!” Juliet said, burying her cheek in his bony chest.  “They’ve got some woman detective on the case!”

“Blackman,” Parlour muttered through gritted teeth.  “Sewell let me through, so long as I don’t get involved!”

“Involved?” Juliet queried, pulling her head apart.  “What’s there to be involved in?  Terence just choked on something, didn’t he?”

She searched his eyes.  He hesitated, not wanting to lie to his wife.  

“They’re not sure, Jules.  It looks more like he was poisoned.”

“Poisoned!” 

“Ssh – keep it under your hat!” Parlour hissed.

“What – like rat poison or something?” Juliet whispered dramatically, wide-eyed.

“Possibly,” Parlour demurred.

“So it might be murder?” She put her hand to her chest, eyes wide open.

Parlour kissed her pale forehead.  “Let’s just wait and see, shall we?”

“That means yes, doesn’t it?” Juliet said quietly, looking across to a group of men in plain clothing conversing on the far side of the foyer.  “That’s why that lot are here.  We thought it was strange.”

“I don’t know anymore than you, Jules.  I’m not on the case.”

“Why ever not?” Juliet exclaimed indignantly, “You’d be ideal!  You know – knew - Terence better than any of that lot!”

“That’s the problem, darling,” Parlour replied ruefully.  “I’m an insider, so to speak – and you, my love, if it is murder – are a potential suspect!”

Juliet stood quietly for a moment, frowning as she tried to take it all in. 

“Have they questioned you yet?”

Juliet shook her head.  “They’re going in alphabetical order, so I’ve got a while yet.  They’ve got the Monkton-Smiths in there at the moment.”

Parlour snorted.  That was typical Blackman.  Her methods were boring and predictable and it gave a potential culprit at the end of the alphabet plenty of time to compose themselves.  He would have kept them all guessing.  

Parlour frowned.  These were his friends, for goodness sake!  Perhaps there had been someone else on the property at the time, a caretaker or cleaner or some outside party.  But Juliet dashed his hopes on that score.  Apparently the vicar had been given a key as there would be no staff on site that Saturday.  Beauville had locked them all in for the duration of their meeting on the instructions of the security conscious Business Manager of Zion House, who had suffered one too many unauthorised entries to the property over the years. 

“So who’s next up?” Parlour asked, trying to work it out in his head.

Juliet motioned to dippy librarian, Olivia Murray, across the foyer.  “We were hoping Alex would come and spill the beans.”

Alex Miller had presumably gone in just prior to the Monkton-Smiths.  Parlour shook his head.  

“They won’t let anyone who’s been questioned talk to you.  Forewarned is forearmed and all that.”  Blackman was predictable in her methods, but she wasn’t quite that stupid.  He flashed his wife a wicked grin.  “Give you a chance to work out your alibi.  I could give you a few tips!”

“It’s not funny, Mark,” Juliet chastised him.  “So they think Terence Haynes was murdered!”  

“I only said maybe.”  

“Even so – what a thought!” Her gaze turned to her church friends just yards away.  She couldn’t even begin to contemplate that one of them could have killed the Commander. 

“So when did Haynes die?” Parlour enquired of his wife.

“What?” she turned back to him.  “Oh, after lunch... 

Juliet explained that the Reverend Martin Beauville had made coffee for them all.  Terence Haynes had taken one sip of his before clutching at his throat.  He had then turned bright pink and fallen head-first into a plate of eclairs. 

She looked at him.  “We just thought he’d choked or something.  Alex tried the old Häagen-Dasz manoeuvre on him –“

“Heimlich manoeuvre,” Parlour corrected her, smiling inspite of himself.

“... but there was no point - he was already dead.”

Parlour frowned.  “Choked – on coffee?  Was he eating one of the cakes with it, or something?”

“I don’t think so.”  

“Didn’t anyone else have the coffee?” 

Juliet shook her head.  “He brings his own, doesn’t he?  In that stainless steel flask he carries around everywhere.”

“Interesting,” Parlour mused.  “Did he drink it directly from the flask?”

“No... I don’t think so.  No, he didn’t.  The vicar did the coffees in the kitchen.  He brought Terence’s through first, though, so not to mix it up with the others.  Poor old Martin’s in a real state.”

“I bet he is,” Parlour replied soberly.  It didn’t look good for the Vicar.  Mind you, anyone could have tampered with that flask, if it was poisoning.

“How long will they keep us here?” 

“Depends.  Something might emerge during questioning.”

“But they won’t keep us here all night, will they?” Juliet checked, frowning at the thought.  It was her birthday on Monday and they had planned celebrating it that weekend at a new Italian restaurant that had just opened in Deverton.  She immediately reproached herself for being so callous.

“Shouldn’t think so,” Parlour replied.  “But they’ll want you for further questioning at some stage.  Look, Jules, I’m going to find out when I can get you out of here.”

Flashing his police badge to an unsuspecting member of Billock Police, Parlour ducked below the striped police cordon and made his way towards the conference room.  He introduced himself to the unfamiliar officer guarding the door that separated Parlour from the scene of the crime.  Detective Constable Dean Morrison from Foxburgh CID was under strict instructions from DCI Sewell not to admit unauthorised officers.

“Look, Dean – I just want a quick decko.  I won’t interfere with any suspects, I promise.”  He flashed Morrison his very best Crest Plus smile.

Morrison frowned.  It couldn’t do any harm, could it?  Unaware of Parlour’s status as husband to one of the suspects, Morrison cast a quick glance over to his superiors, none of whom were looking his way, before admitting the affable Detective Inspector to the conference room.

Parlour wandered over to the huddle of Scenes of Crime Officers in white overalls at the top end of the room, where Deverton Parish Church PCC had earlier created a makeshift dining area by pushing together two trestle tables.  Hunched over the table, his face covered in creamy goo, was the lifeless late middle-aged figure of Falklands veteran Terence Haynes, his bald pate reflecting the bar lighting above.

“No further, please,” one of the SOCOs commanded, looking up from his position at Haynes’ side.

“Has the pathologist been yet?”

“On his way,” one of them grunted.  “Another slag’s been murdered in Foxburgh – he had to go there first.”

The officer was referring to the recent spate of attacks on prostitutes in the borough town .

“What was the cause of death?  Poisoning?”

“Reckon,” the SOCO replied.  “Something in the coffee.”

“Suspicious?”

“Possibly.  Won’t know till Hunter gets here.”

“When did it happen?”

“Just after two.” 

Parlour looked at his wristwatch.  It was four-thirty.  What had he been doing at two o’clock?  Strimming the front hedge, blissfully unaware that Terence Haynes was about to breathe his last.

He looked at Haynes, dressed typically in a sports jacket and chinos, his gleaming brown patent-leather shoes, a snip at £120, testimony to a career in the services.  Parlour shook his head in disbelief. 

He walked around the huddle surrounding the bizarre death-form at the table and stood at the back of the room, trying to picture the scene in his mind.  They’d had a bring-and-share lunch, hadn’t they?  That’s why Juliet had been making quiche at some ungodly hour last night.  They’d probably just cleared up the lunch when Martin Beauville, in typical selfless fashion, had offered to do the coffees.  He’d brought Terence’s special decaff through first.  Terence had taken one sip, turned bright pink and nosedived into the dish of eclairs.  It would be comical, Parlour grimaced, had this been an episode of Midsomer Murders, or some other bantamweight source of televisual escapism, but not real life, with real people – his friends – involved.

It doesn’t look good for Martin!  Parlour thought.  He had tremendous respect for the brilliant young vicar recently appointed to the new parish of Deverton.  Martin Beauville was the most upstanding individual he had ever come across.  He would not, could not, take the life of a fellow human being.  If he had... then Parlour would lose all faith in humankind.

Behind him was a hatch to the kitchen.  The doors were open and through the gap Parlour could see another couple of men in overalls taking fingerprints and searching the cupboards.  

“Hey Pizza, how goes it?” He was greeted by a rotund man in a double-breasted suit whom Parlour immediately recognised as Adrian Ridings from Police HQ in Foxburgh. 

“Hi, Aidy.  Long time no see!”

Parlour walked round and entered the kitchen through the side door.

“Nice juicy one we got here,” Ridings grinned, who was not a Sensitive New Age Guy, or snag as Juliet referred to this postmodern subspecies! “Seems our friend the sailor boy had a bit of a penchant for chocolate eclairs!  Some might say he would die for one!”

“It’s not funny, Ade – I knew the guy!” Parlour exclaimed.  “Can’t believe any of this bunch would do something like this.”

“Try telling that to Blackman!” Ridings snickered.

Parlour frowned.  He could imagine.  

“It could be natural causes,” he demurred. 

“Yeah and I’m Posh Spice!” Ridings guffawed, his apple-shaped belly laughing with him.  “Come off it, Parlour.  Health-freak ex-services guy takes one sip of his coffee and keels over at the dinner table.  Turns out everyone hated his guts... and that’s not suspicious?”

“How do you know everyone hated his guts?” Parlour frowned.  

“So you don’t deny it, either!” Ridings laughed.  “Robins just told me.  He’s been sat in the interview room with Blackman.  They all start off sweet enough, but after a bit of prodding, they spill the beans.  All 57 varieties!” 

Parlour grimaced.  Thinking the best of others was not one of Deverton Parish Church’s strong points, excluding the Keltys, of course, whose naivety, in Parlour’s opinion, made them a threat to society.  Society, in turn, was decidedly threatening to them.

“So have you come to relieve Blackman?” Ridings enquired.  

Parlour shook his head.  “I’ve been taken off the case, Ade.  My wife was at the meeting here.  Conflict of interests and all that.”

“Blimey!  I forgot you lot were God-Squadders!”  He whistled through his teeth.  “So Jules is a suspect, too?”

Parlour nodded grimly.  “So what’s happening?  How long till I can take Jules home?”

Ridings informed him that the routine questioning wasn’t likely to take much longer, and that Juliet should be free to go fairly soon.  

“I doubt they’ll be too suspicious of your Missus,” Ridings chuckled, “though it is the perfect alibi, being married to a copper!”

“Don’t,” Parlour groaned.

“So you must have known him quite well, then?” Ridings enquired, stuffing a Werther’s Original in his mouth.

“Fairly well.  I stayed out his way, to be honest.  Pompous old fart.  Spent most of his time telling me how to do my job, moaning about the youth of today, bring back military service, ad nauseum.  Look, Aidy, gotta go.”  Parlour had seen Blackman emerge from a room out of the corner of his eye.  Before the sergeant on the door could stop him, he had hopped over the cordon on the far side of the room to the corridor where the interviews were being conducted.

“Leigh!”

“Can’t talk now, Mark,” the forty something female detective replied brusquely, pushing open the door of the Ladies.  Parlour followed the tall blonde woman into the toilets.

“What the...” she exclaimed.

“Leigh, listen, I can help you,” Parlour hissed, grabbing her forearm.  She shook him off with ease.  Leigh Blackman wasn’t someone you messed with.  A couple of years Parlour’s senior, she had kept in trim with frequent lunchtime trips to the multi-gym at Foxburgh Police HQ.

“Mark, I’m sure the Sewer’s already told you - this one is mine.”

“Look Leigh, you’re ambitious, this is your first big case round these parts, I understand that, but my wife’s on the committee, for Cripe’s sake”

“And you want to protect her, Mark.  It’s natural.  Primeval, in fact.”

“Leigh, I know these people!” Parlour exclaimed in desperation.  “They’re my neighbours, friends some of them!”

“Which is exactly why it’s inappropriate to involve you on the case.”

“I can help you out, though!” Parlour protested.  “Save you hours dicking around finding out about these people!”

But Blackman was resolute.  “I’m just obeying instructions, Mark.  You best leave me alone... or I’ll have you arrested for loitering in the Ladies bogs!”

She slammed the cubicle door in his face.

“You want to impress the Sewer – I understand that –“ Parlour persisted, leaning on the door.  “I can help you on the case.  I don’t want the glory, I just want...”

“La La La La,” DI Blackman sang at the top of her voice, relieving herself.

“To help...”
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The Reverend Martin Beauville lay prostrate on the recently laid laminate floor of the purpose-built Deverton Vicarage.  He could feel the muscles of his lower back contracting from the stress of the afternoon.  He tried his usual relaxation technique, focusing on his favourite painting hung high on the facing wall.  An idyllic village scene by an obscure Italian artist, it was one of the few objects, alongside his trusty leather bound Bible and a bundle of letters from his late father, that had lasted the course with Martin Charles Lucian Beauville.  Generally speaking, he was no hoarder of material objects, but this painting had survived the countless moves around the country he had endured, firstly as a student, and later as a curate.  Its particular value lay in its ability to soothe the nerves, which inevitably got frayed by the constant assault on his physical and mental resources by a diverse congregation of worshippers, not to mention some of the unchurched parishioners within his pastoral remit.  

He focused on the ramshackle bridge and the water trickling below, but it was no good.  He was unable to transcend the here and now and enter into the comforting ochre and beige world of the medieval Umbrian village.  The alarming vision of Terence Haynes turning a darker shade of red just across the table from him, and the perhaps equally frightening sight of DI Blackman’s eyes narrowing sceptically across another table as he gave his account of events at Zion House that day, just wouldn’t fade into the background.

Beauville bent his knees and drew them to his chest.  He repeated the exercise several times, and the pain in his back eased slightly.  But still his mind wouldn’t shut down.  Later on he would try and get hold of Peter, a solicitor friend from his curacy days in the Midlands.  He would be able to advise him as to the precariousness of his plight.  But until then he would have to talk to a silent, but no less trusty friend. 

Beauville slid his white collar out of his clerical shirt, loosened it at the neck and settled into his favourite chair.  He bowed his head.  



“Wow, I’m glad today’s nearly over!” Juliet exclaimed, accepting a glass of white wine from her husband with some relief at eight-thirty that evening.  She grimaced.  The Frascati 2001 vintage, of which they had a caseload under the stairs, was far too sweet.  She really should sample some more adult wines some time and donate this glorified Alcopop to the school bazaar.  They had decided against the Italian Restaurant in the precinct, opting for a takeaway pizza instead.  News of the death of Terence Haynes would sure to have spread like wildfire, and La Dolce Vita would not be a safe environment to ponder the events of the day.  Besides, it didn’t seem right, somehow, to be celebrating Juliet’s life when that of Terence Haynes had been so recently snuffed out.

Parlour shook his head, putting some plates in the oven. “I just can’t take it in.”

“Oh come on!  You must be used to this sort of thing in your job!” Juliet protested, sipping at her wine.

“Not in my own backyard, though!  And especially not in church circles!  It has that unreal feeling about it, like when you see someone you know on the TV.  Cod, it’s a bona fide whodunnit... and our friends are the suspects!”

“They’re acquaintances, most of them, darling.  Only Martin and Lindsay I’d call friends.”

“Andrew and I got on quite well, I suppose,” Parlour mused.  “And you know how highly I rate Martin as a person.  However...”

“However what?” Juliet queried, raising her eyebrows.

“He will be number one suspect, darling,” Parlour informed her soberly.

“But he wouldn’t...”

“He did the coffees, Jules,”

“But you don’t think...” Juliet faltered, looking troubled.

“Of course I don’t – but he did serve Terence the dodgy coffee.”  Parlour frowned then held his hands up.  “OK, OK, I don’t believe for one minute Martin did anything, at least not intentionally, I just felt I should put my objective hat on.”

“But anyone could have – if it was murder – put something in his flask!”  Juliet protested, refusing to entertain the idea that the dashing young vicar had been implicated in any shape or form.  “We all went in the kitchen at some stage, to put our food in the fridge.  Lindsay went in during the worship to get Daniel a glass of water... oh no!”

Parlour put a restraining hand on his wife’s forearm.  “Darling, perhaps we shouldn’t get too carried away.  Here’s us pointing the finger, but we don’t even know that it was murder.  We won’t be sure till Forensic have examined the contents of his stomach.  He could’ve just choked or something.”

“But he wasn’t eating at the time,” Juliet protested.  “He just took a sip of his coffee then grabbed his throat and fell headfirst into the cakedish!” 

Juliet laughed inspite of herself.  “Oh golly, I mustn’t...”

Parlour smiled wanly.  “It does have comic value, it can’t be denied.” 

They paused for a moment to compose themselves.

“He could have suffered a huge heart attack,” Parlour proposed unconvincingly, not quite ready to accept the awful truth just yet.

“But he was so healthy!”  Juliet exclaimed.  “Only ate wholemeal bread, drank decaff coffee, walked his dog to the newsagents every morning!”

“It’s not unheard of.  He could’ve had a dodgy ticker,” Parlour countered.

“He was in the navy!” Juliet protested.  “He was as fit as a fiddle!”

“So?  Look, maybe he was really stressed out about something – you know how he got his y-fronts in a twist about the slightest thing!”

“This isn’t happening,” Juliet told herself in vain.  The doorbell rang.  “That’ll be Gianni with the pizzas.”

Parlour went to the door with his wallet.

“They’ve upgraded you, I see!” he smiled, noting the shiny new red Piaggio moped in the driveway.  He paid the teenager then returned indoors, the gnat-like droning of the scooter tailing off into the distance.

“Happy Birthday, darling,” Parlour smiled, laying the two pizzas down on the table.  They’d been doing a buy one get one free, or BOG OF!, as Juliet gleefully termed it, at the pizzeria that month. Parlour, who was not easily taken in by such commercial gimmickry, understood that a single pizza was grossly overpriced, thereby enabling them to make the second from the profits. 

Parlour appeared with the pizza slice.  “Tell you what – let’s try and forget today or at least put it on the back burner.  This was supposed to be your evening.”

He topped up her wine.  “Cheers!”

“Cheers,” Juliet said feebly, clinking her glass against his.

“Shall I put the coffee on?” Parlour asked innocently.

Juliet shuddered, taking the pizza slice to their pepperoni and anchovy feasts.



Flippin’ eck, what a day!  Leigh Blackman exhaled, kicking off her black loafers and sinking back in her beaten brown leather sofa, laying her aching feet heavily on the scratched beech coffee table.

She checked her mobile, but no news from Forensics yet.  She closed her eyes for a second and relaxed her shoulders but it was no good, her stomach was telling her it was time for action.  Blackman threw her jacket on the chair and undid a few buttons on her rather tight light blue blouse.  What microwavable delight awaited her tonight, if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms?  

The divorcee rummaged around in the freezer cabinet, in a manner befitting individuals of her recently nullified marital status and pulled out a Balti with pilau rice.  That would fill a gap, for the time being at least.  She had a small tub of cherry tomatoes in the fridge, they would have to do as a side salad. 

Blackman poured out a German Weissbier and threw it eagerly towards the back of her throat. She was unlikely to be called out again tonight, in anycase, one little beer, albeit 5% alcohol content, wouldn’t hurt.

It was some forty minutes later, as she was congratulating herself on correctly answering the sixty-four thousand pound question on Millionaire, that Blackman took a phone-call from Billock CID.

An initial investigation had been made of the dead man’s body and it had emerged, somewhat surprisingly, that Terence Haynes had died of an anaphylactic shock, almost certainly brought on by the ingestion of peanuts.  Traces of salted peanut had been found in his gut alongside a small amount of black filter coffee, egg and cress sandwiches and raw carrot.  Samples had been taken from table remains of the latter two foodstuffs, and neither were found to contain peanut.  Haynes’s flask cup, on the other hand, revealed clear traces of peanut.  It was probable that someone had got wind of the fact that Haynes was allergic to peanuts and had popped some in his flask as it was highly unlikely they had made their way accidentally into the receptacle.

The probability of this being murder was enhanced by the yet quirkier discovery of a tampon in the medipouch beneath Haynes’s waistband which would normally house a fully functioning Epipen® , an instant source of adrenalin for those suffering from such potentially fatal allergies.

It seemed that the perpetrator of this evil and cynical crime had made doubly sure Haynes would meet with death through replacing his medication with a similarly shaped object, in this case a Melrose own brand applicator tampon.

Blackman shook her head in disbelief.  Not a lot fazed her these days, but this really took the nut free biscuit!



Two pizzas, a pot of Häagen-Dazs and a bottle of replacement wine later, Parlour and his wife settled down in front of the TV with mugs of tea.  Juliet had borrowed the latest Tom Hanks film from Deverton Rentals – some far-fetched romantic piffle to take their minds off the awful events of the day, which in quite a different way, were just as unbelievable.  But they had only got half way through the trailers when the telephone rang.

“Can’t you ignore it?” Juliet grumbled.

“No can do,” Parlour said regretfully, sliding off the sofa and grabbing the cordless phone from the table.  He disappeared into the kitchen with it.

“Who was that?” Juliet asked, as Parlour flopped his lanky body back down on the sofa.

“Dave Robins – Blackman’s sidekick.”

“And?”

“You mustn’t leave the area.”

“What?”

Parlour hit the pause button on the DVD player and turned to his wife.  “They’ve examined Haynes.  He was poisoned, alright.”

Juliet gasped.  Though they’d suspected as much, it was still awful to hear it confirmed.

“Poisoned?  Was it cyanide or something?”

“You’ve been watching too much Miss Marple, darling,” Parlour grimaced.  “Just common old salted peanuts.”

“Peanuts?” Juliet echoed rather gormlessly.

“Anaphylaxis, Jules.  Turns out old Terence was allergic to peanuts.  They reckon they must have been in his coffee.  He took one sip and suffered a massive anaphylactic shock.”

“That’s why he turned mottled pink and started grabbing his throat!” Juliet exclaimed, who was aware of such allergies from her work with young people.  “But couldn’t it have just been in the cakes or something?  Perhaps it was an accident?”

“He only had the sandwiches and carrots he brought himself, and they found no traces of peanut in either.  Anyway, you just said yourself he wasn’t eating at the time.  He wouldn’t have had a delayed reaction.  There must have been traces of peanut in his coffee.  Perhaps there were bits of nut in his cup to start off with,” Parlour proposed.  “Maybe the last people there didn’t wash up properly or something.”

Juliet shook her head vigorously.  “No, he always drunk directly from his flask cup.  I guess we just thought he was saving on washing up or something, now I suppose we know why.”

“Hmm.”  Parlour stared at her grimly.  “That would certainly point to deliberate contamination then... which would be murder.”

There was a pause as both of them took it in.  

Parlour described to Juliet how the pathologist, Hunter, had found traces of peanut in the contents of Haynes’ stomach and that Haynes’s tongue and throat had swollen up, indicating a severe anaphylactic shock.  The manner of his death and the presence of peanut in his gut clearly pointed to an anaphylactic reaction to his coffee.  Whatsmore, an Epipen® pouch had been found discretely concealed inside the waistband of Haynes’s trousers, confirming the Commander had indeed been diagnosed with a potentially life-threatening allergy of some description.  Parlour had not been informed as yet of the presence of an ersatz Epipen® in the pouch as his wife, or rather his wife’s feminine hygiene product preference, would be under investigation along with those of the other members of Deverton PCC present at Zion House that day. 

“His blasted decaff!” Juliet exclaimed, once Parlour had informed her of the pathologist’s findings.  “So somebody must’ve slipped a peanut in his flask...”

“Unless Martin put it in his flask cup after he poured the coffee into it...” Parlour said soberly.

“Mark!” Juliet exclaimed indignantly.  But indignation soon turned to fear.  Nothing seemed certain at the moment.  Their cosy new life in the designer village of Deverton had been turned on its head by the shocking events of the day.  “But wouldn’t the peanut have sunk to the bottom?” she frowned.

“They would have crushed up a good number, I expect, darling, just to be on the safe side –,” Parlour winced.  “But if Terence was that badly allergic to the things, just the slightest whiff of one would have been enough to kill him.  People with the allergy have been known to die in aircrafts without even touching a peanut, purely from the aroma of in-flight peanuts supplied by the airline.  I was reading up on it just the other week in the Observer, after that actor chap dropped dead at the BAFTAs.  Anyway, we’ll find out when Forensic take a look at the lunch dishes.  That’ll show whether the peanuts were added to his flask, which I suppose anyone could have done, or whether they were popped into his flask cup at the last minute – which only Martin could have done.”

“But surely Martin wouldn’t...” Juliet began, her voice trailing off.

“Of course he wouldn’t, darling,” Parlour said reassuringly, ashamed that he had wavered earlier.  “Martin Beauville’s a top man.  He would never do a thing like that.  I’d bet my life on it.”

Juliet shivered.  “Don’t say things like that.”

They paused for a moment.

“So it must have been one of us,” she surmised.  

“Not necessarily,” Parlour replied.  “Somebody could have contaminated the coffee before he even got to Zion House yesterday.”

Juliet shook her head.  “No – that wouldn’t work.”

“Why not?” Parlour challenged her.

“He drank from it earlier.”

“Are you sure?” Parlour frowned.

“Yes,” Juliet replied, thinking hard.  “We had morning coffee when we got there.  He would have keeled over then, if it was in his flask.”

“Yeah, he would have,” Parlour agreed.  “Are you sure he had decaff first thing?”

Juliet snorted.  “This is Terence Haynes we’re talking about!  Routine is – was - his middle name!”

“Perhaps they had decaff at Zion House.  Perhaps whoever did the coffees then used that.  Who did the coffees first thing, anyway?”

Juliet frowned.  “Lara, I think.  I’m not 100% sure.  We’d all just arrived and were chatting and stuff, you know.  No, she wouldn’t do that.  She knows what he’s like.  Fastidious.  Would only drink his posh coffee from the flask.  Brings the thing to every damn PCC meeting, doesn’t he?”

“I suppose so,” Parlour agreed.  Still, might be worth following up.

“Anyway, he’d know the difference,” Juliet continued.  “They always stock the cheapest stuff at these Christian places, or that nasty Nicaraguan Fair Trade muck!  It wouldn’t be Melrose Finest Blend!”

Parlour had to admit she had a point.

“So whoever did this knew about Terence’s peanut allergy,” Juliet stated.

“Yes,” Parlour nodded slowly.  “Did you know he was allergic?”

Juliet shook her head.  “I’ve never heard him mention it.  He doesn’t wear one of those bracelets they’re supposed to wear and obviously nobody would have spotted the Epipen® thingy, if he kept it down his trousers.”

Parlour informed her that it was concealed just below the waistband but clearly Haynes hadn’t had time to access it – an act that, unknown as yet to Parlour, would have proven futile.

“Don’t only young adults and kids suffer from peanut allergy, anyway?” Juliet persisted.  “I thought it was one of those modern phenomena like house dust and glutin intolerance, that older people seem immune to.”

“Not necessarily,” Parlour demurred, “It can onset later in life.  Though it’s still pretty unusual,” he conceded.  

“The peanuts couldn’t have got into the flask or the cup by accident, then?” Juliet frowned.

“I doubt it,” Parlour said, shaking his head. “You told me his coffee was ready to drink, he didn’t add milk or sugar to it, so it couldn’t have been peanuts in the milk jug or sugar pot, or on the teaspoon.  I guess if there are traces of peanut on the worksurfaces or on other dishes, there’s a chance it somehow got in his coffee.  We’ll just have to wait and see what Forensic come up with.  But if they find traces of peanut in the flask, then it pretty much points to murder.”

Juliet frowned.  “I don’t recall there being any peanuts on the table.  Or anything nutty tasting, for that matter, either.”

“You’d be surprised how many dishes do contain peanut extract,” Parlour informed her, “And I guess his cup could have brushed on one of the cakes or something, those éclairs he fell into, for example.  But I can’t see Blackman taking that line.”

“So what’s she like – this Blackman woman?” Juliet asked, curling up on the easy chair opposite him with her mug of tea.

“Didn’t she interview you?” Parlour frowned.  

Juliet shook her head.  “I had two men.  A DS Sheron and a coloured chap.”

“Tall with a beard?”

She nodded.

“Lerwick from Foxburgh.  Doesn’t mess around.”  Parlour settled back down on the sofa and put his feet up on the coffee table.  “Leigh Blackman’s a good enough cop.  Lacks imagination, though.  She can be quite blinkered to all the options - makes an assumption then digs like crazy to substantiate her case.  Not too hot on lateral thinking.  But most murders are pretty clearcut affairs, anyway.  Whodunnits are just TV fodder - usually.”  

“I meant, what’s she like generally?  What does she look like?  How old?”

“What starsign?” Parlour teased.

“Shut it.  You know I don’t read that rubbish.”

“Early forties.  Shoulder-length blonde hair.  Bit scraggy.  Could brush up well, but smokes too much – looks like Madge Bishop, definitely no Harold on the scene, though!”

“Unmarried?”

“Divorced.  Husband left her – he had an affair.  Said if she could have an affair with Foxburgh Police Headquarters, he could sleep with his secretary!”

“Ouch!” Juliet sympathised.  As a teacher, she knew it was not always easy to get away from the job.  But professional dedication was hardly justification for philandery on his part.  Fortunately for Juliet, Parlour was in no position to protest at her onerous workload, frequently having to stay late to complete paperwork.  

“You’ll see her soon enough, anyway,” Parlour grimaced.  “I have no doubts she’ll want to have a pop at you, if only to get at me... she’ll probably meet you at the school gates on Monday!”

“Poop, I hope not,” Juliet frowned, repeating her favourite ersatz expletive.  “I’ve got a mountain of reports to do tomorrow night.”

“Wonder if there’s church tomorrow?” Parlour mused.

“Doubt it,” Juliet replied.  “Unless they send the curate over from St Jude’s like they did when Martin went ski-ing.  It would hardly be appropriate for Martin to lead the service, in the circumstances.”

Parlour nodded in agreement.  He wondered whether they might even take the step of closing the church for the time being.  After all, if this was murder, and it was looking increasingly likely, Deverton Parish Church could well find itself the focal point of public and press interest in the unsavoury matter.

“Think I’ll give it a miss,” Juliet stated.  “Probably need a police escort, anyway!”

“You’ve got one!” Parlour laughed.

“Will you – go to church?”

“Probably will, actually,” Parlour nodded.  “Maintain your innocence and all that!”

“Shut-up!” Juliet smacked his arm.

“Might do some subtle digging of my own, since I’m not allowed near the police station!”

“Mark!” Juliet exclaimed.  “You won’t, will you?  I thought the Sewer made it clear he’d have your guts if you stuck your nose in!”

Parlour shrugged.  “It’s in everyone’s interest to get whoever did this banged up asap.  I’ve got a headstart on Blackman – she doesn’t know the people or the area.  Least I know a bit about the church set-up here.”

“Mark – please be careful.  You could lose your job over this, and then where would we be?  I can’t pay the mortgage on this place on my salary alone!”

“You can say that again!” Parlour laughed sardonically.  It never ceased to amaze him how little Juliet earned for the hours she put in and the responsibilities she carried.  As Head of Year 9, widely recognised as the most troublesome yeargroup at Billock Community School, she was in overall charge of some 180 pupils.  She was also second in department in the Modern Languages section.  If Billock Community School was a commercial enterprise, she’d be on 40k minimum, not the paltry twenty something she brought home now.

“Jules, I’ll be careful, I promise.  Tell me who was there, all in all.”  Parlour grabbed his Personal Digital Assistant off the table and started tapping away.

“Well - me, obviously, Martin Beauville, Terence Haynes, of course, Rose Passmore, Lindsay Briscoe, Olivia Murray, Jason Jarvis, Alex Miller, Mavis Wagstaff, Daniel and Christine
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