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Prologue


[image: ]


The House at Winter’s End

A Margaret Redfern Mystery

When retired schoolteacher and sharp-eyed amateur sleuth Margaret Redfern accepts an invitation to visit her old friend Edith Howard in Margate, she expects little more than seaside walks, over-steeped tea, and bracing civil exchanges with Edith’s stiff-necked husband, Reggie. But a letter from a solicitor changes everything.

Edith has unexpectedly inherited an estate in rural Cumbria from a long-lost cousin, Edward Winters, presumed dead since the war. With Edward’s sudden reappearance and death comes an eerie inheritance: Winter’s End, a brooding old house filled with shadows and unanswered questions.

Accompanied by her trusted friend Eleanor Middleton, Margaret travels with Edith to the estate to help her make sense of the property and Edward’s long, hidden life. But what begins as a quiet visit quickly deepens into something darker. The house is untouched yet uneasy. The villagers remember Edward with wariness. And Edward’s journal, hidden in a crumbling lookout tower, reveals a decades-old secret involving a boy named Peter, a suspicious drowning, and the silence of those who knew better.

As Margaret begins to piece together Edward’s final years, she discovers a trail of guilt, blackmail, and betrayal reaching back to the post-war years, a silence enforced not just by fear, but by those with something still to hide. With threats arriving at the doorstep and old enemies resurfacing, Margaret must decide how far she’s willing to go to bring justice to a boy long buried and a man who spent a lifetime in exile from his own past.

Elegant, atmospheric, and quietly haunting, The House at Winter’s End is a story of guilt passed down through generations, and the quiet courage of women who refuse to let the truth stay buried.
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Chapter One
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The Letter from Margate

––––––––
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MARGARET REDFERN READ the letter twice before setting it down beside her cold teacup. The handwriting was unmistakably Edith’s looping, overconfident, and peppered with small flourishes that had once adorned school report cards and faculty meeting notes alike.

Dear Margaret,

Reggie and I are both well (Reggie insists I add “as ever,” though you can imagine the tone in which he said it). I’m writing because I wondered....no, hoped...you and Eleanor might like to come and stay for a few days. The sea air is excellent this time of year, and our guest room has finally been cleared of clutter. I’ll make sure Reggie behaves. (No guarantees.)

Yours, as always,

Edith.

Margaret didn’t need long to decide. She leaned back in her chair and stared out the window at the grey rooftops and clouds that sat heavily over her quiet lane. The village had begun its slow slide into the short, damp days of autumn.

The thought of Margate, of sea winds, of bracing walks along the promenade, of Edith bustling about with too much energy and too many opinions...was both appealing and, in Reggie’s case, borderline unbearable.

She smiled faintly. “You’ll have to come with me, Eleanor,” she said aloud. “For moral support, if nothing else.”

Eleanor Middleton, her closest friend and frequent travelling companion, arrived that afternoon with her knitting bag, her train schedule, and a look of quiet suspicion.

“Margate?” she said, raising an eyebrow as she sipped tea from Margaret’s better china. “And Reggie?”

Margaret gave a dry smile. “We’ll endure him. Edith wants us there. And truthfully, I’d like to see her. It’s been too long.”

Eleanor tapped her fingers against her teacup. “You two haven’t seen each other since...when was it?”

“Six years ago. At Judith Finlay’s funeral.” Margaret folded the letter. “Reggie monopolised the sandwiches and corrected the vicar’s Latin in the eulogy. I decided not to speak to him again unless absolutely necessary.”

“And yet,” Eleanor said, “you’re boarding a train to stay in his house.”

Margaret gave a pointed look. “Life is full of contradictions.”

They packed light. One suitcase between them. Margaret brought a book on 19th-century forgeries. Eleanor brought her shawl and an old photo album “in case we need to remember what we liked about each other.”

They arrived in Margate on a blustery Tuesday afternoon. The sea was grey and brimming with whitecaps, and the wind came in hard from the east, smacking against their coats and nearly taking Eleanor’s hat with it.

Edith was waiting outside the station, wrapped in a smart blue coat and beaming as though no time had passed at all.

“My dears!” she cried, throwing her arms wide. “You look exactly the same! Better, even. You haven’t aged a day!”

Eleanor accepted her hug warmly. Margaret offered hers with caution, though she smiled in spite of herself. Edith had always been a creature of warmth and disarray...part hurricane, part maternal whirlwind.

Reggie, standing behind her with hands clasped and a stiff nod already forming, looked as though someone had forced him into the coat he wore.

“Margaret,” he said with the enthusiasm of someone tasting something sour. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

“I have,” Margaret replied pleasantly. “But not in ways you’d notice.”

The journey to their modest but tidy home on the edge of town was peppered with old stories...some funny, some edited for Reggie’s benefit. Edith, who had once been the life of every school event, seemed unchanged in her chatter and optimism. But Margaret noticed something underneath it... distracted glint, a pause too long between sentences.

That evening, after Reggie had retreated behind the newspaper and Edith had excused herself to the kitchen, Eleanor leaned in.

“She’s nervous,” she whispered. “Did you see her hands? Shaking when she poured the tea.”

Margaret nodded. “Something’s on her mind.”

They didn’t wait long to find out.

The next morning, as they sat down to breakfast, Edith laid a pale blue envelope on the table between them. Her expression was unreadable.

“It came last week,” she said quietly. “From a solicitor.”

Margaret glanced at the letterhead: Blackthorn & Calder, Solicitors at Law. She read the first line.

Dear Mrs. Howard, we are attempting to contact any living relatives of the late Mr. Edward Winters...

Eleanor blinked. “Edward Winters? That name sounds familiar.”

“He was my cousin,” Edith said, her voice low. “We grew up together. But he disappeared during the war. The family thought he was killed.”

Margaret leaned back, frowning. “And now they say he’s only just died?”

Edith nodded. “Apparently, he’d been living in Cumbria. Alone. No one knew.”

She pushed the letter toward Margaret. “They want me to come up and claim the estate.”

“Estate?” Eleanor echoed. “You mean...money?”

“A house,” Edith said. “And some funds. I’m the only one left.” She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know what to make of it. I didn’t even know he was alive.”

Margaret read the rest of the letter carefully. A meeting had been scheduled in two weeks’ time, in Cumbria. Blackthorn & Calder would explain everything.

Reggie made a noise behind his newspaper. “Likely a legal mess. Hidden debts. Cracked roof beams and rats in the cellar.”

Edith gave him a look. “Thank you, darling. Always the poet.”

Margaret folded the letter slowly. “We should go.”

Edith blinked. “You think so?”

Margaret nodded once. “If someone wanted you to know he was dead, there’s a reason. Let’s find out what it is.”
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