
[image: Cover image: [The Bingo Hall Detective] by [Jonathan Whitelaw]]







PRAISE FOR JONATHAN WHITELAW

‘Jonathan Whitelaw is a terrific writer’
Jo Spain

‘Delirious, diabolical and delightful’
Anthony O’Neill

‘A brilliant, sharply funny read’
Lisa Hall

‘A lot of devilish fun is in store for readers’
Stephen Booth








[image: Title page image: [The Bingo Hall Detective] by [Jonathan Whitelaw], [HarperNorth] logo]








Copyright

HarperNorth

Windmill Green,

Mount Street,

Manchester, M2 3NX

A division of

HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperNorth in 2022

1 EDITION

Copyright © Jonathan Whitelaw 2022

Cover design © Cactus Creative 2022

Jonathan Whitelaw asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Find out about HarperCollins and the environment at www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

Source ISBN: 9780008513702

Ebook Edition © July 2022 ISBN: 9780008513719

Version 2022-03-17






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008513702










Dedication

For Margaret, without whom there

would be no mystery






Contents

Cover



Praise

Title Page



Copyright



Note to Readers



Dedication



Chapter 1: Kelly’s Eye



Chapter 2: One Little Duck



Chapter 3: Cup of Tea



Chapter 4: Knock at the Door



Chapter 5: Man Alive



Chapter 6: Half a Dozen



Chapter 7: Lucky Seven



Chapter 8: Garden Gate



Chapter 9: Doctor’s Orders



Chapter 10: Cock ‘N’ Hen



Chapter 11: Legs Eleven



Chapter 12: One Dozen



Chapter 13: Unlucky for Some



Chapter 14: Valentine’s Day



Chapter 15: Young and Keen



Chapter 16: Sweet Sixteen, Never Been Kissed



Chapter 17: Dancing Queen



Chapter 18: Coming of Age



Chapter 19: Goodbye Teens



Chapter 20: One Score



Chapter 21: Key to the Door



Chapter 22: Two Little Ducks



Chapter 23: A Duck With a Flea



Chapter 24: Two Dozen



Chapter 25: Duck and Dive



Chapter 26: Pick ‘N’ Mix



Chapter 27: Stairway to Heaven



Chapter 28: In a State



Chapter 29: Rise and Shine



Chapter 30: Burlington Bertie



Chapter 31: Get Up and Run



Chapter 32: Buckle My Shoe



Chapter 33: All the Threes



Chapter 34: Ask for More



Chapter 35: Jump and Jive



Chapter 36: Three Dozen



Chapter 37: More Than Eleven



Chapter 38: Christmas Cake



Acknowledgements



Back Ad



About the Publisher








Chapter 1

KELLY’S EYE

“We’re not Starsky and Hutch. Would you please slow down!”

Jason gritted his teeth. His mother-in-law was a notorious backseat driver. Too fast, too slow, too close to the curb, watch out for that cyclist, wasn’t that the turning there, are we there yet? She had mentioned them all. It should have been a scenic drive through the lakes to the peaceful town of Penrith – not the Cannonball Run.

His grip on the steering wheel tightened. “I’m going at the limit, Amita,” he said, trying to keep his voice light.

“I don’t care what that thing says, you’re going too fast,” she fired back. “I’d like to be able to see my grandchildren at least once more, if that’s alright with you? Which reminds me, do you drive like a maniac with them in the car and I’m not here? Does your wife know about your lead foot?”

“I know where I’d like to put my lead foot,” he muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he sighed.

Silence descended in the car. Jason had been spending a lot of time with his mother-in-law recently. And it wasn’t through choice. It wasn’t that he disliked her – Amita Khatri could be very warm and generous when she chose to be. It was when she chose not to be that he had a problem. With everything that had been going on, he had enough problems to worry about.

“Bugger, did I bring my glasses?” she said, reaching for her handbag.

“They’re on your head,” said Jason, concentrating on the road.

“So they are,” she tutted. “Rats, have I brought my pen?”

“Front pocket of your bag.”

“Yes, so it is,” she said, finding her bingo blotter. “Now I can’t remember if I have the money to pay Georgie for that magazine subscription –”

“You’ve rolled up a tenner and put it in the pocket of your cardigan.”

Amita patted her tummy where the pocket was. She cocked an eyebrow at Jason.

“Anyone would think you were spying on me.”

He thought about answering her back. He thought about saying how she’d spent the last hour before leaving the house going through a very vocal checklist, as if she was packing for an attempt on Everest rather than an evening with Penrith Bingo Club. He thought about telling her that he’d missed most of the news and all of the weather because of the racket she’d been making. Jason thought about lots of things before deciding it wasn’t worth the argument.

“Just looking out for my favourite mother-in-law,” he said with a forced chirpiness.

“And if I believe that, I’ll believe anything,” she snorted, a hint of a smile behind her frown.

Jason smiled. He let his grip on the wheel loosen and reached down to the radio.

“You’re not putting that on, are you?” asked Amita. “I can’t listen to anything before the bingo,” she said sharply. “It’s one of my superstitions. You know this, Jason. You know that I’ve got to be absolutely in the zone, completely focussed, ready to pounce when those balls come out of the machine.”

“Isn’t it all electronic now?” he asked. “Don’t they have a big screen with a random number generator doing all the hard work?”

“You don’t know what it takes to play the numbers,” she said. “No radio.”

To make sure he had understood, she slapped his hand. He gritted his teeth.

“Fine,” he huffed, adjusting himself. “But I want it put on the record that I think you take this bingo far too seriously. It’s not the World Cup, you know. It’s a load of old folk gathered in a church hall, gossiping about the neighbours.”

“How dare you,” Amita gasped. “We do not gossip. We’re there to win.”

“Oh, come off it, Amita,” he laughed. “You go in there, every week, and talk about everyone who hasn’t turned up for half an hour. You play a bit, then you stop for free tea and a Digestive biscuit before kicking off the second half for a right proper bitching session. The clock strikes nine and you all shuffle back out, ready to gather up as much gossip as you can in the week. Cutthroat competition is not the name of the game.”

“It is more competitive than you’ll ever know,” Amita huffed. “Just last week Margaret Cullin won fifty pounds on a full house.”

“I’m sure the Financial Times was relieved to get a front page that night.”

“And then there was last month, when Madeleine Frobisher went home with the rollover jackpot.”

“How much was that then?” asked Jason.

“Seventy-five pounds and forty-six new pence.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “The excitement never stops,” he said. “Look, I never said you didn’t play any bingo. Obviously you do. All I am saying is that you spend an awful lot of time talking about people behind their backs. Is that or is that not the case?”

Amita considered her words carefully. She chewed them over, thinking about the accusations levelled at her. She always did when Jason was the one pointing the finger. She hated to give him an inch. He always took the mile and then some.

“No comment,” she finally said.

That made Jason laugh. “No comment?” he said. “No comment? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means no comment, that’s what it means. You’re supposed to be a journalist Jason, you should know what ‘no comment’ means by now.”

“I am a journalist,” he fired back.

“Oh yes, sorry, I had forgotten,” Amita folded her arms. “I’d forgotten that watching daytime television in your pyjamas and the latest from the frontline of vacuuming the stairs were cutting-edge reporting these days. How silly of me.”

There was a noticeable chill to the air between them now. While Jason knew he’d probably gone too far with his criticism of the bingo club, he thought she was being more than cruel now.

The Musgrave Monument in Market Square loomed through the darkness. Jason felt its clock face was watching him as they drove beneath its glare, almost egging him on to say something. The nineteenth century tower was the focal point of the town; every road seemed to lead to it in the end. If Penrith had a skyline, the Monument’s pyramidal peak and bunting would be the highlight.

“No need to kick a man when he’s down,” he said, his voice like muted thunder. “I’m out of work, you know.”

“I know it all too well, Jason,” said Amita in that snippy, condescending manner he hated with a vengeance. “I know that, while my daughter is out breaking her back to keep your family afloat, you’re messing around on that computer of yours, playing games and watching football highlights.”

“I’m trying to find a new job,” he said, teeth clamping together, jaw tight. “I was made redundant, Amita, you know this. I’m trying my hardest to get another reporter gig, but it’s a very tough market.”

“I’ve told you a million times, Jason,” she sniffed. “You should go freelance and make your own work.”

Jason had heard this all before – from Amita, from his family, from everyone who cared to have an opinion. The only thing worse than being out of work was being told how to get another job. It made his blood boil.

He was about to launch into a furious tirade when Amita screamed.

“Look out!” she yelled, slamming her hands onto the dashboard.

Jason panicked. He fumbled with the steering wheel as the headlights flashed across the street. A gathered pack of anoraks, corduroy trousers and sensible walking shoes appeared then vanished into the darkness as he wrestled the car out of the way. He slammed on the brakes and they came to a halt – no harm done.

“Bloody hell,” he breathed. “They came out of nowhere.”

“You weren’t concentrating,” said Amita, unclipping her seatbelt. “And you were going too fast, like I said!”

He started to plead his case but she was gone, out of the car door, before he got the chance. He caught his breath, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“The Sheriff of Penrith is off to greet her citizens,” he said to himself.

But just then he noticed Amita had left her handbag. She was not a woman usually parted from her weapon of choice, and he thought he’d better deliver it to her before he got accused of rifling through its mysterious contents.

Mustering the energy, he got out of the car, stopping first to make sure he definitely hadn’t run over any lagging members of the bingo club. The chilly autumn air made his face tingle and woke him up a little. He felt guilty for being so snippy with Amita – she’d hit a sore spot when it came to work. He had little to show for an afternoon of emails and job-hunting. He’d make it up to her with her bag by way of a peace offering.

The gathered group was making quite a noise outside the church hall. Even in the dim light of the evening he could make out Amita at the centre of the action. Something was clearly up.

He pressed the button to lock the car, and it bleeped with a satisfactory chirp as he walked casually over to the assembled gang of elderly Penrith locals.

“What’s going on then?” he asked Amita, but before she could answer, a tall, broad-chested old man spoke to him without looking away from the centre of the crowd where Amita was holding court with another well-dressed septuagenarian, both of them vying for supremacy.

“Madeleine’s dead,” he said bluntly. “Broke her neck.”

“Madeleine who?” asked Jason.

“Frobisher,” said the old man.

“Is that her that won the monthly jackpot?” asked Jason.

“Aye,” said the old man, his moustache twitching as he sneered at him. “That’s her.”

“Guess she didn’t have time to spend it then, eh?” Jason elbowed the pensioner in the ribs, egging him on for a laugh.

The crowd fell silent. Suddenly every pair of bespectacled or laser-surgically-enhanced eyes was on Jason. He could almost taste the contempt hanging in the air as he tried to back away. But Amita pushed her way out to the edge from the centre of the group, grabbed her bag, and locked eyes with him.

“And you are going to write the story?’ she said in a voice that Jason knew would lead to trouble.








Chapter 2

ONE LITTLE DUCK

“Awful. I mean, it’s just awful. You don’t think something like this would happen to somebody you know, do you? Especially not to someone like Madeleine.”

Amita dunked her Digestive into her tea. She pulled it out quickly, checking to make sure the integrity of the biscuit was still intact. After a breathless second to see if it still held up, she took a bite, already preparing for the next dunk.

The church hall was more muted than usual. As a mark of respect to Madeleine, bingo had been cancelled for the night. The organisers, the local vicar and the hall’s janitor, however, had let the crowd in to get their tea. Jason suspected they feared a riot would break out if they didn’t. He sat at the end of a long, foldable table not far from Amita and her cronies, wishing he hadn’t got out of the car.

“I really can’t believe it,” said Amita, as if she hadn’t already expressed her shock.

There was a round of muffled grunts of agreement from the other pensioners.

“And Madeleine, of all people,” said the well-dressed OAP from outside. “Awful business.”

“Yes, I said that already, Georgie,” Amita tutted.

The two pensioners darted dirty looks at each other. The rest of the group could only watch in silence as the titans clashed over their cups of Earl Grey.

“Glad she had such concerned friends,” Jason said, puffing out his cheeks.

“Quiet, Jason,” said Amita. “You know you’re really not supposed to be in here unless you’ve paid your annual membership. That tea is meant for bingo attendees only.”

“I’ll gladly return it then if we can go home.”

“In a minute,” she waved him away. “Does anyone know who found Madeleine? Was it a member of her family?”

“Madeleine Frobisher is dead!” boomed a lady in a wheelchair. The whistle of her hearing aids was almost as piercing as her voice.

“We know, Ethel,” tutted Georgie. “That’s what we’re talking about.”

“Somebody found her next to that big bloody house of hers,” Ethel added.

“It was the postman, that’s what I heard,” said Sandy, the broad-chested old man who had snorted at Jason.

“Oh no, not Geoff,” said Georgie. “He’s a lovely chap. What a terrible thing to find when you’re at your work.”

“Geoff?” asked Amita. “Don’t think I know him. Is he new?”

“No,” Georgie said with a half-laugh. “He’s been doing that delivery route – the posh bit – for years. Amita, where have you been?”

A ripple of muted scoffs from those who sided with Georgie and her immaculate blouse and matching neckerchief. The others remained silent, engrossed in their tea. Until Sandy spoke up. He was a man of few words, and Amita had heard more from him tonight than she normally did in a month. There was always a table of men of a certain age who didn’t say much and, she suspected, came more for the biscuits than the bingo. “I’ve never heard of the fella. I have a lovely lady postie who does our patch,” Sandy announced.

“I don’t live anywhere near Madeleine,” said Amita, grabbing the chance. “We’re on the other side of town. We wouldn’t be on the same delivery route as the road heading towards the lakes. Although, now I think about it, if he does the big houses, you wouldn’t be on that route either, Georgie, not where you live. Would you?”

It was a commendable come-back, even Jason had to admit that. When his mother-in-law wanted to turn on the venom she still could. And she was clearly sparring with one of the best here.

Georgie said nothing, her mouth a thin line across her made-up face. She busied herself with a long gulp of tea before smoothing out imaginary creases in her blouse.

“Broke her neck, by all accounts,” said Sandy, with an uncharacteristic wobble in his voice. “That’s what the chat in the town is, anyway. Seems she was up a ladder cleaning the windows of that big house of hers and, wallop, off she fell. Real bloody shame.”

More muted agreements from the table.

“Did you know her well, Sandy?” asked Amita.

The old man sat up a little straighter. He dusted crumbs from his silver moustache, the middle dark with tobacco stains, and shook his head. “Not any more than the rest of you. You’d see her about the town. You’d always know when Madeleine was about, wouldn’t you? She beamed a big smile every time she stepped into a room.”

Slightly louder agreements from the group around the table.

“Always helpful, too,” Sandy continued. “She always volunteered the old stables up at her place if we needed to store tools or compost from the allotments over winter. Very kind. Think she was part of the Women’s Institute, too, if I’m not mistaken.”

“She was,” Georgie piped up. “And very generous with her time she was too. A lovely woman, full of great ideas. She also made a lovely upside-down cake, usually for one of the summer fetes. You don’t get a lot of upside-down cakes anymore, do you?”

This time the chorus of agreements was almost deafening. The conversation, Jason concluded, had finally proved that even if they couldn’t agree who knew the most about Madeleine’s demise, cake was one topic they could agree on.

“Madeleine Forster is dead!” Ethel yelled again.

“Yes, we know, Ethel,” said Georgie, getting more than a little irate. “It’s all any of us has been talking about for the last twenty minutes. Try to keep up.”

“Imagine trying to clean windows at her age,” the eldest of the group remarked. “It’s no wonder she slipped.”

The words seemed to linger in the stale air of the church hall.

“No word of when the funeral will be?” asked Amita, sneaking another biscuit.

“She was only found this morning, Amita,” said Georgie. “Give the woman a chance to get cold first, would you?”

“I know, I was just … well, it’s normally quite quick, isn’t it, with these sorts of things? Unless, you know, there’s something fishy.”

“Fishy?” Georgie leaned forward, her eyes sharpening like a hawk that had spied its dinner. “What do you mean by fishy?”

Amita was midway to taking a bite from her biscuit, but stopped. She sensed the group was looking at her. Even Jason had leaned forward a little.

“Fishy, you know, suspicious,” she said.

“Suspicious? What could possibly be suspicious? It was a terrible accident, Amita. Poor Madeleine fell and broke her neck. Absolutely awful. Only mercy is it would have been quick.”

“I’m not saying it’s suspicious,” Amita said. “I’m merely pointing out that these sorts of things normally have the police involved, don’t they? Don’t they, Jason? You’d be familiar with this type of thing, wouldn’t you. You know, inquests …”

The group shifted to stare at him now. He cleared his throat. “Yeah, sometimes,” he shrugged. “Depends on the circumstances.”

“And does what happened to Madeleine Frobisher sound like it has ‘circumstances’?” asked Georgie pointedly.

To his surprise, Jason felt a little under pressure. Georgie, it seemed, could be quite intimidating when she turned her glare on him. He found himself stumbling over his words, his hands sweaty. “Well, it’s hard to say without all the relevant information,” he said weakly. “I don’t have contact with the police anymore.”

“He’s out of work at the moment,” said Amita, in a sort of stage whisper. “Has been for six months now.”

“Yes, thanks Amita,” he said.

“Madeleine Frobisher is dead!” Ethel shouted.

Jason wasn’t sure if he was supposed to acknowledge her or not.

“So you think there might be grounds for an inquest?” Georgie’s questions continued.

“I didn’t say that,” said Jason.

“What are you saying then? Out with it, man!”

Jason felt very hot suddenly. He tugged at the collar of his jumper, desperate for air. “I’m saying that if the police think there’s a reasonable doubt that it wasn’t some horrible accident, which it sounds like it was by the way, then they’ll investigate. I don’t know, I’m not a copper. I don’t know how they think with these things.”

None of the faces staring at him looked very convinced.

“If I had to guess, they’ll take a look at the area where she was found, outside her house, right? If it all looks like it adds up then I guess that’s that, a simple but awful accident.”

“But what if it doesn’t look like that, eh?” Amita goaded him. “Then I would be right, wouldn’t I?”

Jason held his breathe to stop himself saying something he’d regret. All of this just to prove a point, to score one over her rival, Georgie. He despaired.

“Yes, Amita,” he said with a long sigh. “You would be right.”

“There’ll be one more star in the heaven tonight! Madeleine is dead!”

“We know, Ethel!” Amita and Georgie and some of the others said in unison.

A bell broke up the conversation. At the door, the vicar stood holding the little bell apologetically. The hall janitor was standing beside him, mop and bucket in his hands, a look of disinterest on his face.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” said the pastor timidly. “Just to let you know that we have to vacate the hall now. It’s a pity as I think we all could be doing with a little company after hearing of what happened to Ms Frobisher. I’m sure our thoughts and prayers go out to her family and I’ll gladly pass on any messages of goodwill and remembrance to them.”

The hall erupted in a cacophony of scraping chair legs and creaking bones. The members of the bingo club slowly filtered out of the hall, wishing their best to the vicar, Mr Jones and one another. Amita and Jason were at the back of the procession.

“That bloody Georgie,” said Amita, keeping her voice down. “She’s always out to get me. Always looking for a chance to cut me down to size.”

“She’s quite formidable,” agreed Jason. “I wonder who sharpens her claws at night.”

“She’s a widow.”

“Lucky bugger got out early then.”

“Jason, please,” said Amita disapprovingly. “Although I shouldn’t have expected any help from you.”

“What does that mean?”

They bade farewell to the vicar and walked down the main road towards the car.

“It means when I ask you to back me up I expect a little more than I don’t knows and ifs, buts and maybes,” said Amita, blowing into her hands.

“Oh, come on,” he said. “You can’t expect me to say I think this Madeleine woman was killed. I don’t even know who she is … was!”

“All I’m saying is that it’s open-ended.”

“You would say that, you’re the Sheriff of Penrith, Amita. Any time there’s a sniff of trouble you are all over it like a rash.”

They climbed into the car.

“And how do you know it’s open-ended?” he asked. “You’ve got as much information as I have. And I know diddly-squat.”

“You never know with these things,” she said. “A woman found dead outside her home, suffers a broken neck after a fall. These things don’t happen in Penrith.”

“Maybe not often,” said Jason. “But you don’t even know if it was a broken neck that killed her.”

“Everyone at the bingo club seemed to think it was.”

“Ah yes, the bingo club,” he laughed. “A bunch of nosy folk with too much time on their hands. Very reliable sources.”

“Sounds rather like you, now you mention it, Jason. And anyway, they can be very reliable when it comes to the local community,” she said. “They have ears everywhere. We take pride in the civic goings-on of our hometown. Something you should take onboard.”

“Come off it. I’ve just seen some of your so-called reliable pals,” said Jason, turning the car around. “There are a few in there as old as the ark. You’re trying to tell me they have their marbles intact? I’ve heard of an unreliable narrator but that takes the biscuit.”

“That is a very rude appraisal of the elderly community, Jason. I don’t approve of it.”

Jason shook his head. He could feel his heartbeat getting faster. Another full-on argument was brewing between the two of them. Maybe he had been a bit quick to dismiss Amita’s friends. After all, he wasn’t in a position to throw stones. He thought better of stoking the fire and reached for the radio instead.

“Don’t put on that radio,” sniped Amita.

“Why? You’re not playing bingo. No more playing the numbers tonight.”

“I know. But something doesn’t add up. I need peace to think.”

Jason nodded. He drummed his hands on the steering wheel as they continued on the road home.

“None of what happened seems suspicious to you, Jason?” she asked.

He took a deep breath, his nose whistling. “Look, bad things happen to people all the time,” he said. “It’s just the way of things, I’m afraid. We don’t live in a wonderful, magical world where we’re all wrapped in cotton wool.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that,” she said. “But you don’t know for certain. You don’t know, absolutely, that there isn’t a sinister side to Madeleine’s death. It’s not like you’ve ever done anything like this before.”

“Yes I have,” he said solemnly.

“What?”

“Years ago, when I was a cub reporter in Manchester, before I moved up here,” he said. “Thrown in at the deep end with a pretty awful murder of a young lad who was only twenty or so.”

“You’ve kept that quiet,” she said.

“Don’t believe everything you see on TV about journalists, Amita,” he said, watching the road. “We don’t all like to go shouting about the worst and most horrible stories we’ve covered. Usually, it’s a case of getting in and out as quickly and cleanly as possible and trying to forget that it ever crossed your desk.”

“I’ll bet,” she said. “Mind the road.”

“I was sent out on what looked like a run-of-the-mill death, or as run-of-the-mill as something like that can be. I had to do a dreaded door knock, to speak to the family of this young guy. His dad and stepmum answered the door. They let me in, spoke to me for hours about how they were utterly heartbroken, gave me some lovely memories, all of that. I was devastated by their words, of course, but delighted to be able to include such a moving tribute. This was a great story. I headed back to the offices, near Piccadilly, and started typing up my notes. Next thing I know, the whole newsroom is in uproar.”

“Why?” asked Amita, hooked.

“Between me leaving their house and getting back to my desk, the stepmum had been arrested and charged with the young lad’s murder.”

“What?” she blurted. “She killed him?”

“Yup,” Jason nodded, concentrating on the road ahead. “A matter of hours before I’d been sat there, in the front room, chatting away.”

“And she didn’t show anything? Any guilt? Any remorse?”

“Absolutely not,” he said. “She was as calm, collected and outwardly heartbroken as anyone would be when their stepson had been discovered dead. It all came out at the trial, of course. The lad had found out she was ruining his dad financially, dodgy investments, shopping, holidays, running all over town with other men and all of that, proper juicy stuff. The young man had threatened to expose the whole thing and she bashed him around the head with a lead pipe and dumped his body. But she hadn’t been too clever covering her tracks. The police caught her on CCTV. Apparently she’d run a whole load of red lights on the way to and from the train tracks where she dumped him. So maybe you’re right – I really should watch my driving.”

“Blimey,” said Amita. “I had no idea.”

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “My point is, you’re right, you can never tell who or what is going on. Not just behind closed doors, but even behind someone’s eyes. I was sat not two feet from a woman who had murdered someone a matter of hours previous and I couldn’t tell. But she was caught, pretty easily in the end, because she hadn’t thought it out, hadn’t planned ahead. You can’t go about murdering people willy-nilly, Amita. Not if you want to get away with it.”








Chapter 3

CUP OF TEA

The sound of the kids screaming wasn’t how Jason imagined his daily wake-up calls. He pictured in his mind something much more subdued. Like birdsong or the gentle lapping of waves from a sprawling, golden-sand beach. He would get out of bed, glide over to the balcony of his Malibu mansion overlooking the Pacific and take in nature’s splendid glory.

That was how to start the day. Not with the umpteenth rendition of Row Row Row Your Boat, the lyrics changed to every word being ‘fart’. Or worse. He thought about pulling the duvet back over his head. He thought about pretending to be dead. Then he heard his wife calling.

“Jason Brazel, I swear to god, if you’re not down here getting your bairns their cereal in ten seconds, I’m leaving you.”

He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. It was still dark outside, that’s how early it was. While he was unemployed, time had lost all meaning. It was a shapeless, amorphous space punctuated only by the school runs and being Amita’s taxi service to the bingo once a week. The thought of his mother-in-law made his head hurt and he covered his face with his hands.

“Jason!”

“Coming, my darling,” he said, his throat sore.

Maybe he was coming down with something. He’d spent an hour in the company of fifty pensioners last night. They were always carrying something. Maybe it would be serious and he’d be laid up for a while. Right now, that didn’t sound so bad.

He threw back the duvet and kicked his feet out the side. There was something wet down there. He didn’t want to look. ‘Get up, get out, don’t look back.’ An old reporter had told him that when he’d first started as a journalist. ‘Don’t look down alleyways and never, ever turn around if you hear somebody screaming. It’s more trouble than it’s worth.’ Pretty sage if totally counterproductive advice, Jason had thought.

He hurried downstairs, weaving between the dirty washing, mostly his, strewn across the landing. Thundering into the kitchen, he corralled his children before another verse could start. They were plonked on stools, bowls filled to the brim, and munching away in under three minutes. Just in time for Radha to come in fixing her hair.

“You look nice,” he said, pouring her coffee.

“Thanks,” she said, untangling a knot. “We’ve got a Zoom call with the London marketing team this morning. I have to look presentable.”

“You mean the hoodie and jogging bottoms look isn’t presentable anymore? Damn. I thought I’d cornered the market with that one.”

“Shut up,” she said, smiling. “You know what the London team is like. It’s all Armani suits and no knickers. We can’t appear to look like the poor northern cousins.”

“But that’s what you are.”

“We are not poor northern cousins, Jason,” said Radha, hurrying around the kitchen like a tidying tornado. “We’re a respectable, very profitable branch of the firm. And we’re getting a big marketing push, hence the call.”

Jason ignored her. “Doesn’t Mummy look pretty? Look, she’s combed her hair and everything.”

“Brushed,” said Radha, scooping the kids’ bowls from under them and dumping them in the sink. “Mummy brushes her hair. Daddy combs his, sometimes.”

“Ouch,” he grabbed his chest, feigning a broken heart.

“You look lovely,” said Clara, their youngest.

“Like a princess,” agreed Josh, older by two years.

“Aww, bless your cotton socks, the pair of you. Now come on, time for school.”

“Do we need anything from the shops while I’m on the school run?”

“I told you last night, I’m dropping the kids off this morning,” said Radha, the pile of toys, bags, dirty washing and plates building up in her arms.

“Did you?”

“Yes. Means you can get the whole morning for job-hunting.”

Jason’s stomach sank. He felt a shudder start at the base of his spine and work its way up until it made his head hurt. Logging on to the laptop and staring blankly at his CV was about the last thing he had any stomach for.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” he shrugged.

“You’ve been out of work for six months, Jason. The paper closed down, it’s gone. I drove past the offices yesterday. They’ve started taking all the desks and filing cabinets out. It’s a shame.”

Jason didn’t say anything. He stared off into the middle of the kitchen, his mind a million miles away. Almost twenty years he’d worked at the Penrith Standard. It was as local as local newspapers got. He’d covered everything from ring road proposals to proposals on the ring road. Village fetes, ugly duckling competitions, even three prime-ministerial visits trying to drum up votes – he’d been there. Two decades was a long time in local news. When it was announced the paper was closing he had been devastated. So devastated, it seemed, he was still out of work.

“Time waits for no man,” he said sadly.

“And no woman either. I’ve got to go.”

Radha kissed him quickly on the cheek and rounded up their children. They were out of the door in less than thirty seconds, leaving Jason alone with the washing-up.

Only there was something wrong. Something wasn’t quite right. He looked around the kitchen. Then he poked his head into the living room. For a brief, all too short moment, he was alone, completely alone. Amita was nowhere to be seen.

With more than a hop in his step, he reboiled the kettle. Spreading a thick layer of marmalade on his toast, he whistled his way into the living room. Settling into the middle of the couch, he turned on the TV with an almost ceremonial grace. Flying down the channels he sought out the football highlights and settled in. With his pinkie raised, he lifted the top-most slice of toast towards his mouth.

The marmalade glistened, dripping off the edges of the perfectly-toasted bread. He was just about to sink his teeth in when the front door clicked open.

“Hello! Did I miss you? Anyone still here?”

The toast dropped from his grip and landed on his chest, face down. Jason scrambled around trying to save it, but it was useless. He had been defeated. Amita caught him mid-salvage operation and tutted loudly.

“You’re not even dressed yet,” she said. “It’s gone eight and you’re still in your pyjamas.”

Sticky fingers, sticky top, crumbs everywhere, Jason slammed the plate down beside him and tried not to scream.

“Good morning, Amita,” he said, knowing his marmalade-covered top looked even worse in comparison to his mother-in-law’s perfectly colour-coordinated tracksuit. “So lovely to see you up and about at this time. Tell me, do you do it deliberately?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, you silly man,” she said. “I went out for my morning run, recorded a very good time as it happens, thanks for asking, and now I’m back home, my house, where I live, with you and my family. Is that answer enough for you?”

She buzzed about him like a fly until the whole sofa, cushions and all, had been rearranged around him. All Jason could do was sit there and let it happen. The football highlights were switched off before her backside had touched her chair by the window. The rolling news now dominated the screen.

“Why don’t you apply for one of these channels?” she asked, finger pointing at the TV.

“Excuse me?” he just about managed.

“The news, on the television. You see some right states on there. You could do that. Why don’t you apply?”

“I’m not a broadcast journalist, Amita. It’s a different skill-set.”

“You mean you have a skill-set?” she smiled.

Jason didn’t return the gesture. Instead he sat there, watching more successful journalists than he was read the same news over and over again.

“Oh, I meant to tell you,” said Amita, turning down a report about wind farms. “When I was out I ran into Bill Fee.”

“I have absolutely no idea who that is,” said Jason.

“Bill Fee, you do know who he is,” said Amita. “He used to work in the butcher’s. Has a lazy eye. You never quite know if he’s looking at you or if he’s watching out for the next bus to come up the road. He had a bit of a drinking problem a few years ago. Wife left him.”

Jason felt the tendons in his neck tighten. He desperately wished to be on a beach somewhere. Or at the bottom of an active volcano. Anywhere but his living room.

“Anyway, Bill says that Madeleine’s funeral probably won’t be until next week,” Amita went on. “Seems that there’s going to be a delay as the police want to carry out a post-mortem.” She paused for breath and a little dramatic effect. “Did you hear what I said, Jason? There’s going to be a post-mortem. Isn’t that interesting?”

“No, it’s not,” he said. “I told you and your cronies last night, it’s fairly standard procedure in unexpected deaths like hers. It doesn’t mean there’s a killer on the loose or anything like that.”

“Still interesting though, isn’t it?”

“No, Amita, it’s not. It’s bloody morbid that you’re so fascinated by the death of somebody you knew. And anyway, how does this Bill character know about the post-mortem?”

Amita fished out her phone from the pocket of her shell suit. She waved it at him before tossing it over.

“The police put out a statement on Facebook late last night,” she said.

“Wait … how …?” Jason stuttered. “You’re on Facebook? I’m not on Facebook. Since when did you get on Facebook?”

Amita smiled at him smugly. She leaned back in her chair, the lower part kicking upwards to lift her legs.

“Get with the times, Jason,” she said. “All of us are on Facebook. It’s how you find out what’s going on around here. The Sheriff of Penrith, that’s what you call me, isn’t it? Well, a sheriff needs to know what’s going on in her town. And people just love to put everything on there.”

Jason was defeated. This was a new low, even by his pretty poor standards. He tossed Amita’s phone back to her and got up, shoulders slumped, head bowed.

“Where are you going?” she asked him.

“To my grave,” he said.

“Okay,” she said, scrolling through her phone. “Do you want to make me a cup of tea on your way?”








Chapter 4

KNOCK AT THE DOOR

Amita sat perfectly still. She didn’t want to wake Jason. Her son-in-law was back in bed. She knew what she thought about that. But she wasn’t going to let it get her angry. Not just now, anyway. She had five minutes to herself.

The light from the hall drifted up through the loft hatch. A long, stretched rectangle lifted high into the rafters of the house. Old cobwebs, stringy and loose, swung lazily back and forth as the central heating brought some warmth to the attic. Amita gave the hatch a quick look to make sure Jason hadn’t found her. Satisfied, she licked the rolling paper on her little cigarette and popped it into her mouth.

She patted her pockets for a lighter and eased her way over to the small vent in the side of the roof. She delicately weaved between the boxes of Christmas decorations and suitcases filled with old clothes and memories. Flipping the shutters open, she could see the terraced roofs stretching down the road. From up here she could spy on the neighbourhood as much as she liked. And, more importantly, she could see Radha coming.

Amita didn’t smoke much anymore. There had been a time where a cigarette was never far from her mouth. Forty a day from turning fourteen had left its mark on her lungs. But she’d quit, just like that, when she turned fifty. A little secret puff now and again from one she’d rolled herself wasn’t going to hurt her, she told herself. She also told herself that it was still bad for her and that she really should learn. That’s why she came up to the attic when nobody was looking.

At that thought she lit the end. Taking a long drag, she puffed the smoke out of the vent and watched it drift away into the brightening, pale grey sky. Her eyes fell on the rolling hills and countryside peeking out between the other houses of the street. Out there, among the hills and meadows, and the glinting surface of Ullswater, fiercely bright in the sun, was Madeleine Frobisher’s house.

Amita had never been to it; nobody she knew had ever been invited. She hadn’t told the others but she’d always thought of Madeleine to be a little otherworldly. Not snooty or snobbish, she was quite friendly, or at least always had been to Amita. No, it was something else about her, something distant and unattainable. As much as Amita was a pillar of the community, she had never felt like she could get close to Madeleine. She always had a barrier up, a block that kept her safely hidden from the others.

Georgie Littlejohn had tried, of course. The thought of that woman made Amita sneer to herself. Georgie was always putting her nose in where it didn’t belong, always trying to be everyone’s best friend and talking about them as soon as they were out of earshot.

“More faces than Musgrave Monument,” she said aloud, forgetting where she was.

She darted a quick glance at the hatch. No noise from below. She was safe. She turned back towards the vent and stared out again towards Ullswater. It was a big, old, crumbling house Madeleine lived in – she had seen it on Google Maps. Set back from the main road, separated from it by a flat, wide field, it had been surely rather grand in its day. Although that day was long ago now.

Amita couldn’t help but feel a little numb thinking about Madeleine. Death had a strange way of creeping up and shaking you by the shoulders, rattling you to your bones. It was happening more and more, of course. None of her friends were getting any younger. Every winter there would be another spate of deaths, another list of faces she’d learn to miss and long for. She tried to not let it get her down. What was the use in lamenting something that was inevitable? She wondered whether anyone outside these four walls would miss her very much when it was her turn.

Poor Madeleine, though – to fall and break her neck like that. What kind of way was that to die? Why the hell had she been up a set of ladders in the first place? She must have had enough money to pay for window cleaners. Why take the risk?

The thought had been eating away at the back of her mind. She took another drag from the cigarette, the short shaft now burned down almost to her fingertips.

“Bugger,” she said, pinging it out through a slit in the shutter.

“Amita!”

Jason’s voice came from behind her. She was startled and jumped, bashing her head against the sloping beam of the roof.

“Bugger,” she said, grabbing at her crown. “Bugger, bugger, bugger.”

“Amita! Are you up in the loft?”

“Yes!” she shouted, wincing in pain.

She stumbled her way back to the hatch, bumping into boxes and toppling over stacks of old VHS films and DVDs. Her slippers slapped loudly on the creaking boards of the attic until she reached the lip of the hatch. Jason’s head appeared from below.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” he asked, hair poking out in untidy clumps.

“I thought you were asleep … again,” she said, towering over him.

“I was. I woke up,” he said.

Looking beyond her, he tried to find some evidence. Then he sniffed the air.

“Can you smell smoke?” he asked.

“No, get out of the way.”

She kicked him gently. He wobbled, grabbing hold of the ladder.

“Watch it!”

“I’m freezing here. Let me down, move,” she ordered him.

He did as he was told. Amita clambered down the ladder after him, pulling the hatch closed as she went and locking in the scent of smoke. She folded up the ladders and put them back in the cupboard.

“What were you doing up there?” he asked, scratching his stubbly cheek.

“I was looking for something,” she lied.

“What?”

“None of your business, that’s what.”

“Charming,” he said. “Seriously. What were you looking for? Maybe I can help find it.”

“You? Help me? Pull the other one, Jason, I think you’re still asleep.”

“I’m offering to help, Amita. No need to be an arsehole about it.”

She thought she’d maybe been too harsh on him. She had felt that a lot recently. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her son-in-law. He was fine. To a degree. But she hated laziness. And Jason Brazel was borderline bone idle.

“No, you’ve got a job to find,” she said, subtly checking her pockets for her tobacco and lighter. “Have you found one yet?”

“No,” he said sullenly. “And I’m not going to find one locally, am I? The Standard was the only local paper in the area. I’ll have to go somewhere bigger and that means a commute.”

“I’ve told you that you should go freelance,” she followed him. “How hard can it be to be your own boss, eh?”

“That’s not how it works, Amita.”

“How what works?”

“Journalism.”

“What’s so hard about finding a story and writing it up? You know how to do that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, just go and find some stories,” she was pressing him now.

They reached the kitchen and he retreated to the fridge.

“You have to have your ear to the ground, like I showed you on social media.”

She waggled her phone at him. He looked suspiciously up at her as he made a fresh pot of tea.

“And I gave you the hottest story in town last night. Madeleine Frobisher. Breaking news – it’s a scoop.” She snapped her fingers.

“There are no stories about Madeleine Frobisher, Amita, you’re barking up the wrong tree,” he said.

“But you don’t know that.”

“I know that you can’t go about inventing murder plots or whatever it is you want out of thin air,” he said sternly. “That’s called making stuff up and it’s very, very bad when you’re a reporter.”

“What about her family and friends? Wouldn’t people like to read about the nice things we have to say about her?”

“Yes, probably,” he said. “When we had a local paper. But, in case it’s escaped your notice, we don’t and aren’t likely to get one back anytime soon. You can thank big business and centralised newsrooms for that one, Amita.”

“I don’t know what any of that means,” she said. “You could surely do something.”

Her phone beeped.

“There we go, something already,” she said.

She unlocked the screen. Jason peered over when he knew she wasn’t watching him. The phone was full of notifications. He was a little jealous. He couldn’t remember the last time somebody other than Radha messaged him or sent him a meme. He was just thankful the network reminded him of how little credit he had left.

“We’re getting somewhere,” she said, showing him the screen. “Georgie has put in our group chat that Madeleine’s funeral is on Monday. There’s going to be a procession from St Andrew’s in town. We’re invited.”

“We?” asked Jason, slurping loudly from his mug.

“Yes, we,” she said, reading the message. “Me, the WI, the gang from bingo, anyone and everyone who knew her. I wonder what happened with the post-mortem. They can’t have found anything or they’d be delaying the funeral.”

“How delightfully morbid of you, Amita.”

Her fingers danced across the screen. That was another thing she was better at than Jason. He didn’t have the thumbs for it. A ping went off.

“Seems the police have ruled it an accident after all,” said Amita.

“You sound almost disappointed,” he said.

“Her body was released to her family, a distant cousin by all accounts, who’s making the arrangements. The funeral directors have put out a notice online. Oh, I do hope it’s Maguire’s. They have such lovely cars.”

“Now I know what to get you for Christmas,” he smirked.

That drew a disapproving glare from his mother-in-law.

“How do you know all of this anyway?” he asked, quickly changing the subject. “The woman was only found yesterday morning, wasn’t she?”

“Contacts,” Amita winked. “Seems that Brenda, you know Brenda, don’t you? She’s the one with the terrible gout in both of her feet. Which is ironic as she used to be an amateur gymnast.”

“How is that ironic?” Jason was confused.

“I think she drinks too much. You never see her without a glass of red wine in her hand.”

Jason thought he liked the sound of Brenda.

“Anyway, yes, Brenda’s sister’s youngest is an officer with Cumbria Police. And she has the inside line on what’s happened to poor Madeleine. See, it pays to have contacts in high places.”

“I’m a journalist,” said Jason. “All of my contacts are in low places. It works better that way.”

Amita locked her phone. “So there you have it, a funeral on Monday. I imagine it’ll be a big affair, a lot of people. Madeleine was very well liked. A lot of people found her to be a little … eccentric, not me though. I thought she was lovely. Such a shame.”

“Yes, so everyone keeps telling me.”

The pair stood in silence for a moment. Jason yawned before Amita started tidying up.

“Are you going to start looking for a job then?” she asked. “Probably enough time before lunch, eh?”

“Yes,” Jason rolled his eyes.

He was about to fetch his laptop from beneath a pile of toys when the doorbell went. It gave him a little jolt of excitement and he abandoned the computer.

“I’ll get it,” he said, trying not to sound too giddy.

He grabbed the door handle and felt the icy chill of the wind from outside. When he saw who was standing on his doorstep, he felt a little colder.

“Bloody hell,” he said, taking in the two uniformed officers.

“What’s the matter?” Amita trailed off when she saw the cops.

“Mr Brazel?” one of them said to him, breath smoking. “Mr Jason Brazel?”

“Yes,” Jason just about squeaked out. “Yes, that’s me.”

“Could you get your coat please, sir? We’d like to have a word with you down the station, if that’s alright.”

“Why? What’s he done?” asked Amita, surging forward. “Look I know he drives a bit too fast now and then, but he’s never hit anyone. Well, not anyone I know about.”

“Amita!” Jason said through gritted teeth.

“Would you come with us Mr Brazel, please.”

“What’s this about?” he asked. “Am I under arrest?”

The cop shifted from one foot to another. Then he took a step back, arm outstretched and gesturing to a waiting patrol car parked up on the pavement.

“We’re a bit pushed for time, sir,” said the officer. “If you don’t mind, I can explain on the way to the station.”

Jason took a gulp of cold air. He looked at Amita, almost wanting her to rescue him. Taking his anorak from the peg near the door, he threw it over his shoulders
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