
        
            [image: Cover]
        

    

Contents



  	Copyright

  	Chapter One - A Body in the attic

  	Chapter Two - The police arrive

  	Chapter Three - A long day.

  	Chapter Four - Dealing with fear

  	Chapter Five - Stolen Books

  	Chapter Six - Fingerprinted

  	Chapter Seven - Routine enquiries

  	Chapter Eight - Eugene and the Inspector

  	Chapter Nine - Charlie and the parrot

  	Chapter Ten - Charlie Mountford

  	Chapter Eleven - Eve Barrows

  	Chapter Twelve - The butterfly Garden

  	Chapter Thirteen - Sue and the Inspector

  	Chapter Fourteen - Esther and Sue interfere.

  	Chapter Fifteen - Hunting for clues

  	Chapter Sixteen - Keys

  	Chapter Seventeen - Secret doors

  	Chapter Eighteen - The inspector.

  	Chapter Nineteen - Bernard or Trevor

  	Chapter Twenty - Sue, Trevor and the Inspector

  	Chapter Twenty-One - Something worth stealing.

  	Chapter Twenty-Two - Esther talks to the inspector

  	Chapter Twenty-Three - Book signing

  	Chapter Twenty-Four - And then...

  	Chapter Twenty-Five - Back to the attics

  	Chapter Twenty-Six - The Inspector in the Attic

  	Chapter Twenty-Seven - Finding the secret rooms

  	Chapter Twenty-Eight - Harold is amused

  	Chapter Twenty-Nine - Treasure at last

  	Chapter Thirty - Plans and a change of pace.

  	Chapter Thirty-One - The last piece of the puzzle.

  	Chapter Thirty-Two -  Finding Nigel

  	Chapter Thirty-Three - Dan is at the end of his tether.

  	Chapter Thirty-Four - The case is closed

  	Chapter Thirty-Five - Brighton

  	Chapter Thirty-Six - Nigel Dempsey

  	Chapter Thirty-Seven - More secrets

  	Chapter Thirty-Eight - Eugene.

  	Chapter Thirty-Nine - The event

  	Chapter Forty - The inspectors dilemma

  	Chapter Forty-One - Confrontation

  	Chapter Forty-Two - Esther recovers

  	Chapter Forty-Three - And finally





  Guide

  
    	Cover

    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  




THIS BOOK OR any portion thereof

may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

without the express written permission of the publisher

except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

For further information please contact the Author

A D Thorne

Abigailthorne1@outlook.com

 First Edition 

Revised 08-10-2025

Copyright © 2023<Dawn Hawkins>

All rights reserved.




DISCLAIMER:










 THIS IS a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.








CHAPTER ONE

A Body in the attic
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ESTHER JENKINS GAZED at the old-fashioned, leather-bound ledger in despair. Bleary-eyed from getting up so early, she adjusted her glasses and added up the figures once more. This was her third attempt to find the five-pound shortfall in yesterday's takings, and she pushed the book away in frustration. 

 She hated mornings as much as she hated accounting. "Thank goodness I don't need to do this again!" she muttered.

 The unmistakable scent of bacon cobs and coffee, followed by footsteps on the stairs, announced the bookshop manager. Esther closed the accounts in defeat.

 Sue looked around the door. "Breakfast has arrived."

 She pointed to the staff room, and her beaming smile lifted Esther's spirits.

 "If you are worried about the deficit, Eugene paid the cat lady five pounds from the till for three crates of hardbacks last night. There wasn't time to tell you."

 Her friend's no-nonsense, unflappable attitude was the reason she made a good manager.

 "Don't forget I take over today because I know you hate numbers," Sue said.

"Thank goodness for that, because I was sure it was me. Believe me, I'm happy to hand this job over."

 The book was heavy, so when she moved it to emphasise her dislike, it fell back to the table with a bang.

 "Were any of the books the cat lady brought saleable?" She asked and sighed, thinking of the woman who brought them books in boxes that smelt of cat pee. No one knew her name or where she lived, not even Eugene. She came most weeks wearing slippers and a jumble of clothes covered in cat hair.

 Eugene, an assistant she had inherited with the shop, dealt with her. She had been coming for years he told them. She used the money for food. 'We can't stop her coming; she needs us,' he had added protectively. Esther had given in, telling herself it was a problem for another day. That day had never come.

"The boxes stink as usual, but we were closing when she arrived. I told him to look at them this morning. Judging by the cat pong down here, I doubt it."

Sue pinched her nose with two fingers to emphasise the point.

 "Eugene was a manager for a while, wasn't he?" 

"Yes, after his uncle Jeremiah died. That's when he stacked boxes of books anywhere he found a space. The attic is full. That's why we are starting upstairs today." 

She rose from the desk, idly touching the wartime graffiti on either side of the blotter.

 Sue didn't move from the doorway. Instead, she stared at Esther's outfit.

"Esther Jenkins, what on earth have you got on?"

Esther instinctively glanced down to check if the buttons on her new navy blue dungarees had come undone. No, everything was fine.

"Overalls, of course. What else would I wear? I bought them on Saturday."

"Most people wear old clothes."

 Sue was sporting leggings and an oversized hoodie, both faded with age.

"Hmm, yes, I have nothing I want to ruin in the attic," said Esther, aware the suit was baggy. It hung on her five foot two frame as though from the land of the giants.

"These were the smallest they had." She ran her hands over the rough canvas, drying the sweat from her palms, aware of the tight leggings and tee shirt she had on underneath.

 "The dressmaker will alter them at the weekend."

"Your dressmaker?"

 "Yes. The ironmonger's shop doesn't alter overalls. I asked."

Daniel had announced earlier this morning that he found them sexy, and now Sue was laughing at her. As she glanced at her reflection in the window, she wondered if it was a stupid idea.

"Of course you don't have old clothes. Come on, a gallon of coffee and an extra-large bacon roll will help you grow into them," said Sue.

She muttered a rude reply, stung by her friends' sarcasm, as they walked to the staff room, where the smell of cat pee and mouldy paper mingled with the more appetising food.

"Ugh," she said and held her nose.

"Yes, I agree it's putting me off eating. Let's take them to the hall." 

 Very little put Sue off her food, and her curvy figure attested to that, so Esther laughed and helped to carry the smelly boxes to the hall.

 They had to wash their hands twice before sitting at the big kitchen table.

Breakfast was Sue's idea as a new food van called 'The Burnt Pig' had opened in the park, advertising home-cured bacon cobs in the morning, and spit-roast pork for lunch. The meat came from the rare-breed pigs on the owner's farm. 

"Oh, these are yummy," said Esther, biting into the artisan bread with its generous filling. "I'll tell Dan. It's a pity he's in London today. He's missing out."

"Hmm, Delia, the owner, told me they need an assistant in the kiosk so that they can open for longer hours."

"You and the owner made friends in a week! It's not fair," she said and pouted comically. "I still get the shakes when I meet a new client." 

"Do you still write out Post-it notes, with useful phrases on?" asked Sue, causing her to squirm. 

"Yep, you'll find them stuck under the till. I'm so glad you are here. Your personal touch with customers will transform the business. I deliberately didn't create a children's section or organise book signings before you came," she said.

"I expected as much. It was the same in the library. Your giant brain leaves no room for common sense. I remember you being at ease with a priceless manuscript no one else dared touch and terrified of a six-year-old with sticky fingers asking where we kept the comics." 

Sue's broad smile softened her words.

"Stop teasing me; I am not as bad as that!"

"No, you bought tramps' cups of coffee and sat them in the study area to warm up. You are a contradiction."

"In what way?"

 "You're terrified of customers, but employ staff no one else would." 

 "Penny is good with people, and she remembers what they enjoy reading. If only she had more self-confidence." 

"She is also a wizard at cleaning up old tatty paperbacks," said Sue.

 "We'll get her on a training course, and then she can deal with the books in the attic."

"Penny can't be everywhere," said Sue.

 "We'll do more now that you've arrived. As long as you don't decide that you miss travelling and leave us."

"No, my holiday was fantastic, but I plan to settle here and make a proper home. Besides, I have a mortgage to pay."

"Come on then, it's already 8 o'clock. We had best get moving before our staff arrive and bombard us with questions."

"Yes, it was a good idea to start early. Remind me again why we are doing this when we struggle to cope with the current size of the store."

 Each time they opened a new second-hand book room in the sprawling Victorian mansion that housed the main shop, it became harder to cover the work required. Despite having cameras and a cleaning firm that came in twice a week.

She hadn't decided what to do with the attic once it was tidy, but secretly she hoped to find boxes of rare and valuable books.

 Eighteen months ago, she had found Jeremiah's bookbinding tools and the specialist equipment he used for examining antique volumes, and that discovery made her think they might find more of that. 

She took the enormous old-fashioned key to the attic staircase from its hook and put it in her pocket before they climbed the three flights of stairs from the basement office. 

"I hope we find Jeremiah's personal rare book collection, although I don't know where to look. The need to pay bills forced him to sell the valuable finds. But she remembered that he couldn't resist collecting interesting stuff and hiding it."

"So we are on a treasure hunt. What fun."

"Stand back to avoid the dust," Esther said as she turned the key and Sue stepped aside, positioning herself in front of the cafe door.

 A trail of footprints through the thick grime suggested someone else had been up recently, and three clean sealed boxes sat on the bottom step.




ESTHER PAUSED, PUZZLED. A flutter of fear lodged itself in the pit of her stomach, but Sue urged her forward.

"The footsteps could have been made by Eugene. You know what he's like, and he still treats the shop as home."

"Yes, I guess so," she said, but doubted it.

She calmed her fear by concentrating on the staircase's intricate details, tracing the ornate woodwork as they climbed. Even the servants' quarters boasted a sturdy handrail and exquisite carvings that never failed to impress her.

 A stained-glass cupola formed part of the roof above them, casting coloured shadows over the treads and filling the square foyer with light. 

As they reached the top, she sensed something wasn't right and stopped.

 Sue bumped into her. " What's up?"

 "Can't you feel it? A presence," she answered with a shiver.

"You read too many mystery books," said Sue practically.

The doors off the landing had plaques nailed to the wood. 

Men, Women, and Storage.

 The footsteps led them left, towards the women's section.

"We found the book-repair equipment in the first bedroom over there." 

Esther jumped, lost in thought. "Ah, you startled me."

"Are you worried about ghosts?" Sue said, eager for the prospect of haunted attics.

"No -- the footprints made me nervous."

"Something is odd up here. Does the storage room run the entire length of the loft?" asked Sue, puzzled, looking along the hallway.

"Why?"

"There is no door on the right."

 "No, and I don't know why."

"You are so lucky to live here. This building is amazing, isn't it?"

"And expensive to run," Esther said, and the distraction allowed her heart rate to normalise.

"Be careful! The rooms are full, and it's difficult to squeeze in. Oh, and the landing has no electricity because we didn't rewire this section."

"OK, let's not rush things. We'll tackle it bit by bit, so after you." Sue bowed. 

  Esther grasped the handle and pushed, and light flooded in from the low window and illuminated the spot from which they had taken her equipment and a table. Jeremiah, the previous owner, or Eugene, had piled the rest of the chamber high with dusty, dark brown furniture and, more recently, with books. Boxes limited the space, so she moved to make room.

"Ah, what the..."

"What?" said Sue, following her. "Ah!" she screamed at the top of her lungs.

For a minute, what they saw paralysed them.

 A woman with her arms resting on a tabletop and a large ornate axe embedded between her shoulder-blades sat behind the door. 

A lantern stood on the table, shedding a pool of light over her long hair, which moved in the chill breeze.

"Is she real?" asked Sue, her voice an octave higher than normal.

Esther regarded her friend with sympathy. "The blood is still sticky, look."

She poked at the pool on the floor with her shoe. "It's safe to say she's dead. I didn't know humans had that much blood."

 Cautiously, she leaned over and touched her neck. The skin was warm, but her heart had stopped beating.

"Too late for an ambulance." 

Sue, who was white as a snow leopard in winter, gripped her phone.

She nodded.

"Police, please -- we have found a deceased person. Yes, no, we haven't, of course. Oh my goodness, I hadn't thought of that..." Her hand shook, and Esther took over and finished the call. 

"What if the murderer is still in the building? I don't want to stay with the body," Sue whispered.

"You'll never get her out of here. You'll never get her out of here," screeched a voice.

Both women screamed and ran out, slamming the door behind them. They reached the attic steps and had locked the exit just as Sue's phone rang.

 Startled and nervous, she fumbled. "Yes."

"This is police control. Can you make it to the main entrance? If not, the officers will break in?"

The thought of someone damaging the expensive stained glass in her restored shop door brought Esther back to her senses.

"Tell them we'll be outside, waiting," she said. "Come on, I don't want to be here!"

Sue was still talking to police control, so she grabbed her friend's hand and dragged her to the stairs."

"We are going now," Sue said into the phone and put it in her pocket. "Esther, calm down."

But they both scurried downstairs, leaving the corpse and the disembodied voice behind them.








CHAPTER TWO

The police arrive
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IT WAS ONLY ten minutes before a young officer arrived on a bicycle. 

"The sergeant is on his way, so do you mind staying outside?" he said, twitching with nerves.

 Fortunately, more officers arrived as he was chaining his bike to the shop railings.

A uniformed sergeant clambered out of the first car and gave instructions to the three officers in the second car. His driver remained where he was.

 It started to rain as he was walking over to them, and he stopped and looked at the sky before he spoke.

 "Now, ladies, my men are securing the building, and if you sit in the car, I'll take your details. Do I understand you locked someone in the attic? I called for more backup, so when it's safe, and the inspector arrives, we'll make tea and deal with everything." 

The colour returned to Sue's cheeks after the sergeant's reassuring words. They reached the car before the rain began in earnest.

 "First, I need the shop owner's information, then I'll take your details. The car rocked alarmingly each time the sergeant moved.

"That's me. I'm the proprietor, Esther Jenkins, and I own the store and live on the premises."

For a moment, he hesitated. His eyes took in her filthy outfit and cobwebby, straw hair. 

"Do you have any identification, Miss Jenkins?"

"Not out here, but indoors, I do." As she was speaking, she spotted Penny walking up the hill, early for work as usual, but slowing to peer at the police cars with a fearful expression.

"Sergeant, that woman is a member of my staff and will confirm our identity if you talk to her." 

She pointed along the pavement.

He was a large man, not fat but substantial in every way, and it took him a couple of minutes to extract himself from the small car. 

Penny watched, her brolly resting on the shoulder of her beige mac, which today she had tightly belted round her thin waist. She stood rooted to the ground and rubbed the side of her nose, as she always did when nervous.

 The sergeant said something that Esther didn't hear, but after a moment's hesitation, Penny walked towards them. 

The constable requested they get out. When they did, Esther's Dungerees soaked up the moisture from the rain that bounced off the pavement, drenching her socks and leaving her vulnerable and ill at ease. 

"Please identify these two ladies for me?" 

Penny hesitated, and for one long minute Esther thought her assistant was going to deny knowing them. But Penny giggled instead. 

"Yes, sir, Esther Jenkins, and Sue James. Esther owns the shop, and Sue is the new manager." At that, Penny gave a snort and doubled up with laughter.

 "But those clothes? -- Have you been to a fancy dress party? -- Why were you arrested?"

Penny's voice swung between concern and incredulity. She had to stop and breathe between each question, as she was still laughing. 

"There has been a..." Should she say a murder? "Someone has broken into the shop."

Esther decided that instead of imitating a recalcitrant schoolgirl, she had better take charge.

"Don't worry, Penny, we will explain everything when we get inside. Sergeant, do your officers have news for us yet? I want to escape the rain."

The radio crackled, and the man nodded. "That was the all clear. Are you expecting any more staff, Miss Jenkins?"

"It's Mrs and yes, we are expecting Eugene Brown, my assistant, together with the couple who run the cafe."

 As she was finishing the sentence. A small van pulled up behind the car, and Sarah and Geoffrey from the coffee shop walked towards them.

"What happened here?" Sarah scanned the area and drew her brows together, crossing her arms as she did so. "Is everyone alright?" 

"We'll explain inside? They are letting us in now."

The woman nodded. "I imagine we need tea and cake. Geoffrey, we'll put the kettle on. It looks like an emergency," she said in her most motherly voice.

 She didn't wait for the officer but marched through the front door, her husband trailing behind her with a box in his hands.

Esther smiled. Sarah's lively energy reminded her that their lease needed renewing and that had been the one job she had on her list for today. Her mind was back in business.

 "May we use the restroom? Sue and I want to wash."

The sergeant appointed a young officer to go with them, giving him instructions first. 

Sue led him to the basement and began to clear the breakfast remains.

 The staff lounge contained a mixture of ancient furniture, with a kitchen at one end. It was spacious and homely, and Penny insisted she liked it better than her flat. Today, Esther was relieved they had decided to make it comfortable.

 The officer by the door announced; "Wait here until the inspector arrives, please."

"Oh no, we need to use the bathroom?" said Sue. 

The constable went scarlet, and his embarrassment reminded Esther of the teacher tasked with sex education classes at school.

 "Where is it located, madam? Someone must escort you?"

"Down the hallway on the left."

"I'll check." He moved to the hall to radio his boss. "Please remain downstairs. The bathroom is fine, but he asks that you don't wash and change until the inspector gives permission." 

He shuffled and looked serious, and Esther wondered why. Were they classed as suspects? Of course they were, with a murder on the premises. Her mind filled with the footsteps on the stairs, and the disembodied voice, and the sense that someone else was in the building. Someone had killed that poor woman.




BY NINE THIRTY, the kitchen area was clean, and with nothing left they could do to take their mind off things, Esther and Sue slumped on the big settee.

 Esther was desperate to take a shower and wash the cobwebs out of her hair. She looked around for something else to do, but the room was spotless. She compared her watch to her phone, but both gave the same time.

Neither the sergeant nor the police officer guarding the door was prepared to tell her what was going on. At first, she suspected they were looking for the real shop owner. 

She smiled grimly and wished she were the cleaner, and could give a statement and go home, knowing she had no more to do.

Voices on the stairs made her look up sharply.

"I need to walk downstairs to hang my helmet and jacket on the hook. Esther says I must do that, whatever is happening," said Eugene, squeaking with panic.

Then someone else spoke. "The inspector needs to interview them, Mrs Dixon. You can't go down either." 

"If you don't move in five seconds, Sergeant, you will find yourself with scalding hot tea over your head, and I'll follow that up by pouring the coffee over your uniform. Goodness knows how you'll get that stain out. Then I'll complain about the way you treat witnesses before I ban you and your family from my cafe. Since your wife is one of my regulars, and your daughter has applied for a job as a server, I can't imagine that going down well."

 Esther sighed with relief. Sarah was the perfect person to have with you in a crisis.

"OK, but leave your tray on the table and return to the cafe," said the officer. His voice was so dispirited that Esther laughed out loud, clapping her hand across her mouth to muffle the sound.

"I'll be heading back after I've checked that everyone is alright. Thank you, sergeant."

Two minutes later, Sarah wiped her hands on her apron and poured hot drinks. The headscarf that she always wrapped around her hair while she cooked bobbed up and down.

"You will forever be my hero," said Sue, her mouth full of lemon drizzle loaf.

"Yes, it's true, and we are so grateful. I don't remember when I've ever needed tea and cake so much." Esther hugged her, her face pressing into the ruffle which topped the taller woman's pinny. "Do you know what's happening?"

"They loaded the body into the ambulance ten minutes ago. The young policewoman kept me updated in exchange for chocolate chip cookies. They won't let us open, but I expected that, so I sat Geoffrey in the bay window to keep his eyes glued to the activity. The crime scene team is on the top floor." 

Esther suppressed a giggle at Sarah's spying, but admired her determination.

"It was Rosy Wiatt," said Eugene, as he hung his helmet and jacket on the hook by his desk. "And I hope they bring that axe back because it's worth a lot of money."

"Who was,what?" she asked, feeling faint.

"The woman in the ambulance, of course."

She sighed. Finding out a name made it too real.

"I mean, who is she, and how do you know her?"

"She is one of those ecologists who rescue animals from construction sites, and she likes books, so she comes in a lot, but I don't like her."

"I don't remember seeing her," Esther said, but she hadn't stopped to look at the victim's face, and remembered only the long plait which hung down her back.

Penny had been silent since hearing about the body, with worry lines etched into her face. Both Esther and Sue reassured her that the police had searched the building and found no sign of the intruder, but the knowledge that someone could get in and out without anyone knowing had shaken them all.

 Penny answered Eugene. "No, she wasn't nice, but you don't kill people because they are rude and miserly." She turned and looked at Esther thoughtfully. "I haven't seen her in the shop recently, not since we tidied up and put security cameras in."

 Then she screamed and grabbed Eugene, the nearest person to her.

Esther looked up and saw a tall stranger leaning on the counter. No one heard him arrive. 

"Who are you? And who let you in?" she asked, her voice cracking.

"Inspector Harold Haroldson and the sergeant told you to expect me."

He had a deep, melodic voice, like an opera singer. His accent wasn't local, but she had noticed a lilt and guessed Cornwall or the West Country. That he had crept in, frightening Penny, angered her. 

"Officer, this morning's events have left Sue and me tired, dirty, and shaken. You failed to keep us informed, and here you are, sneaking around and frightening my staff," she said and took a breath. "First; May I see your identification? And then, my colleague and I need to shower and change."

 She held out her hand and, much to her surprise, he produced a leather wallet containing his police ID and badge number.

"OK, there is coffee in the pot, so help yourself," she said more calmly.

Before moving, he handed her a bag. "Please put your outer clothes in here for my scene of the crime team."

She moved forward to grab it and realised just how tall the man was. He had been leaning on the counter, but when he stood up straight, he towered above her. 

"I'm six feet seven and a half inches," he said.

She blushed. "I wouldn't dream of asking."

"And now you won't have to," said Inspector Haroldson 

She caught the challenge in his voice and didn't like it, so she walked out, and the door clicked behind her as her friend followed.

Sue looked at her curiously, so she changed the subject to avoid a discussion.

"Bother and blast, I didn't bring clothes to change into, and if I go upstairs, I'll have to pass that rude sergeant."

"Not if you use the other stairs. Oh dear, have you told them about the back staircase?" Sue asked.

She screwed up her face, remembering what she had said earlier. Sue mistook her expression for fear.

"I doubt the killer will stick around for the police to find him. So I expect it's OK to use them."

"Can you tell that inspector where I am?"

Sue nodded, so she turned and went in the opposite direction. Despite her bravado, her heart beat at twice its normal rate as she went up the back stairs and along the corridor to the house containing her flat. Spooked by the morning's events, she ran and breathed a sigh of relief when she stopped outside her door on the first floor.




ESTHER RETURNED HALF an hour later to find Sue in the office, talking to the police officers. Penny was in the hall unpacking the smelly book boxes. Sarah had gone, and Eugene was at his desk, joining rubber bands together.

"I'm ready for you now."

The detective put his coffee on the table and turned towards her. "Ah yes, Mrs Jenkins. I've been waiting for you."

"I had to go home and get clothes. I live in a flat in the building." 

"We'll take your statement in due course. In the meantime, please show me around the building. Your colleague advised me you had heard someone shouting in the attic, but my officers found no trace of anyone, and I need to figure out how they escaped," he said in a formal voice. 

Police officers often sounded as though they were in court giving evidence, and detective Haroldson was no exception. 

"Really. I was sure the sergeant didn't believe us when we told him about the voice."

"People do often imagine things, but for now, we'll assume someone was there."

  "Eugene should come with us. He used to live here."

The investigator looked at him, then hesitated. "Of course, after you."

Eugene stood up and assumed an air of importance. "I have lived here since I was six, with my uncle Jeremiah. Do you want to visit the secret tunnels?"

"No, I expect Inspector Haroldson just wants to learn where the back stairs are, so we'll take him that way to the attic."

 She used her most reassuring voice. A full tour with Eugene would keep the inspector away for hours.

"How many people know about the other staircase?" 

"Everyone who has ever been here. We opened the front stairs only nine months ago."

"Ahh, I see."

"I don't think you do, Inspector. Goodness knows who planned the building work here during the war, because it is not logical," she said. 

He looked interested for the first time.

"Now you have confused me."

"Unfortunately, we don't have a floor plan. It's somewhere in the bowels of the home office. This was a hospital during the war, but my colleague lived here as a child and knows of routes that I don't."

She sighed. The building was so complicated that her explanation was inadequate, but the detective seemed intrigued.

"Lead on, Mrs Jenkins, lead on." 

She grabbed the keys, and they climbed to the attic, disturbing billows of dust just as they had that morning. 

"No one has been up here for eighteen months. At least that's what I thought." 

She paled, realising that at least two people had been up here.

The landing leading to the servant's quarters and the murder site was full of people dressed in paper suits. She shuddered as someone handed each of them a suit and plastic bootees. After pointing out the back stairwell to the team, the Inspector shifted his attention to Esther. 

"We have removed the body and won't stay long, but please describe what happened this morning. I'm sorry if it's traumatic for you."

He looked genuinely concerned, but even so, it had been a command. She nodded and took a moment to gather her thoughts. "We climbed the main staircase and noticed the boxes and footprints in the dust."

"Only one set of impressions."

"Yes."

"But didn't that alert you to a problem?"

"Yes, I was concerned. If a customer requested something specific, Eugene might have looked up here. 

"I always try to help customers, but it wasn't me."

Esther smiled at him because he became upset when he missed social signals, and she wanted to reassure him. 

"No, we know that now, and you have done nothing wrong. OK?"

"Was the door at the top locked?"

"No, in fact, it was ajar."

"So why choose that room?"

"It was the first door, and besides, we started clearing it eighteen months ago, so we wanted to finish before moving on." She hesitated." Also, I was curious about the footprints," she said, blushing.

"Ah," said the inspector.

Eugene was looking around and searching the landing. Then he opened the other doors. "What's wrong?" asked Esther

"Where is the rest of it?"

"Of what?"

"The suit of armour, of course. Someone stuck the axe in Rosy Wiatt's back. But where are the other pieces? Oh no, Uncle Jeremiah loved Lancelot because the knight who owned it was in a famous battle, and it was our nest egg if anything happened."

Eugene was panicking. 

"Calm down. Where did you see it last?" asked Esther, soothing him, and hiding her shaking hands in her pocket.

"On the landing, in that corner." He pointed to a corner devoid of dust where something had been removed.

The inspector ignored Eugene's fears of missing armour, but picked up on the fact that the assistant used the name of the deceased.

"So, you knew the casualty. Mrs Jenkins, you told the sergeant that you had never seen her before. And who is Jeremiah?"

"No, I didn't know her, but my staff did. Jeremiah ran the shop before I did. Look, it's complicated."

Esther was tired and realised that this meant hours of explaining. Then a shriek pierced the air, followed by shouting.

"You'll never get her out of here. You'll never get her out of here."

"That's the voice!"

They headed towards the sound, reaching the attic door as the police team ran out. Eugene ended up on the floor with a female constable. Another officer prevented the inspector from ducking, causing his head to ram into the door frame.

Esther was still on her feet. She was small enough to duck under the investigator's arm. She found herself face to face with a colourful parrot, its wings extended in surprise. It squawked, flapped, and positioned itself on the wardrobe.

Eugene untangled himself from the police officer and gazed at the bird. 

"Percival," he said, a delighted expression on his face. The large macaw flew onto Eugene's shoulder and started making cooing noises, rubbing its cheek against his face.

Esther looked at them both with astonishment.

 "Oh dear, the chief superintendent told me that North Derbyshire was a haven of tranquillity." 

Then, with a look of defeat, Detective Inspector Haroldson sat on a box of books and pressed an enormous handkerchief to his forehead.








CHAPTER THREE

A long day.
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TWO HOURS LATER, Esther was in her bedroom, deciding what to wear this time. Sue had laughed at her for not saving old clothes for dirty jobs, causing a dilemma. Saving old clothes never occurred to her, but now she wished it had. She looked at her wardrobe and found the gear that she bought for gardening or hiking, her primary hobbies before her bookshop days.

 As she looked, it occurred to her that her ideas were old-fashioned. People were relaxed these days. She wore leggings at home when they watched a film before bed, but she couldn't bring herself to be seen in them in public. If only she were carefree, like her new manager.

She pulled out faded blue cotton trousers and a white shirt and added a zipped cardigan made from technical, quick-dry fabric she had bought in the Lake District during a walking holiday. As she turned around, she spotted Dan's BBQ apron hanging on his wardrobe door. Tutting, she picked it up to put away and had an idea. The leather ties looked smart and, with the shop's name printed on the front, perfect for filling shelves and other dirty jobs.

 Inspector Haroldson clarified that neither the shop nor the cafe could open today and requested no one leave before his return that afternoon. 

The rear staircase was out of bounds, so Esther used the front entrance, running through the damp air.

"Good, you've returned, and you are dressed for unpacking boxes," said Sue, looking at her from top to bottom 

She blushed, wondering what Sue hadn't said. "This is my hiking gear. No, you are right. I'll put my normal regalia on."

"Esther, relax. These clothes are perfect. I don't understand why you dress like a model for a 'country life' exhibit.

Esther's voice trembled as she replied, "I want people to treat me seriously," she said. The comment flustered her. Perhaps relaxing a little wouldn't hurt, but Sue carried on.

"After lunch, we start the cat lady boxes. It will take our minds off the morning's events. In the meantime, I ordered takeout for lunch."

"That's a good idea, and it will be fun to do something together."

 "Penny has sorted out two of the carriers, and she has brought in a box of bicarbonate of soda, zip-lock bags and a vinegar spray from home. Don't you keep those things here? The books on the shelves are a bit whiffy."

Esther's hand flew to her head. "When we cleaned and renovated the shop, we bought everything we needed, but I don't notice the odour anymore, and I'm supposed to be an expert. Oh, Sue!"

Tears glinted on Esther's cheeks. People accused her of being brisk and decisive, but now she melted like ice in spring.

"Hey, this has been a terrible morning, and you are under pressure. Have you taken a break since the shop opened?"

" Of course, we were at Alex's wedding in August."

"And solved a murder, if I remember."

"Alex solved more than I did. And I have days off to walk. In fact, you came with us the last time we went."

Sue scratched her head. "The outing where we found the book of medicinal herbs?"

"Yes, that one."

"That was eighteen months ago! Esther, nobody works like that. And Dan looks weary as well."

"That's because he spends weekends here with me," she said. Dan never complained, but he must be tired. He loved her, not the bookshop, and she was taking advantage. It wasn't fair.

"Right, I'm here to solve that problem now," said Sue, determination creeping into her voice. "Did you realise Penny buys air fresheners to cover the musty smell, and she uses her own money? She says it's OK because you gave her back pay and her salary is more than she has ever earned in her life."

 Sue smiled, but put her hand on her hips and glared. "Something else. She said you insist she takes lunch breaks and days off. You are a hero in her eyes, and yet you neglect yourself."

Esther's shoulders slumped, and she averted her gaze. "I've missed things. They both believe they owe me for paying their monthly salaries. I'll show her how to repair stock, and I'm so glad you are here. "

"After everyone has had their break, give us a master class, but are the materials in the shop?"

"No, I need to send for specialist supplies, which will take two days, but since we are dealing with tatty cat lady books, we'll do a supermarket run in the meantime. Bargain bin volumes sell for pennies, not worth the effort."

"But cleaned and repaired, we could charge a pound or more. How many go in the bargain bin?"

"Loads, I have no chance of sorting them."

"But you found a first edition last summer, didn't you?"

"We closed because of Covid."

"Now I wonder how many valuable books I'm letting the staff sell for tenpence a time."

We can train Penny, who has a good eye, and who already researched using bicarb and bags. "You don't need to be perfect."

"I'm responsible, so I must make it work," she said and sighed. Was she doing everything wrong?

"Not on your own, you don't!"




AFTER LUNCH, THEY loaded the staff room table with the cat lady's books. Penny disposed of the boxes and bags outside, which helped with the odour.

Sue bought birdseed from the newsagent, and now the parrot was sitting on the bookcase, its head under its wing as it slept. Esther ignored it, shuddering every time it moved and gritting her teeth to avoid admitting that a bird frightened her. But it only woke up if Eugene moved, and then it flew after him.

"We will use these for practising novel cleaning and repairs," she explained.

  "Everything we need is here, but I ordered specialist supplies online, which will make it easy. I also bought you an apron because today I realised it's not fair of me to expect you to dirty or damage clothes. Tomorrow, Sue plans to order special ones with your name and the Brown's Books logo on for future use."

 A muted cheer came from Penny and a groan from Eugene, who disliked change.

 She held up a torn cover. "Check for loose or torn pages and deal with them first."

"When I looked on the internet, it suggested microwaving to kill mould. Is that wrong?" asked Penny.

"No, but there is a better way Sue will teach you everything you need to know." She took off her apron.

Penny danced in her seat, enjoying the work, but it was too much for Eugene, who looked at her balefully and mumbled something. Esther was too stressed to explain. 

 Dan phoned her, concerned because he wasn't able to help. She had reassured him but spoiled it by bursting into tears.

 He said no more, other than, they'd talk over a glass of wine later. He was so solid and dependable that she felt better at once. Esther hadn't planned on mentioning the murder to him until he came home. She didn't want him to worry, so Sue phoned him while she was getting changed. 

 At four, she went to the cafe to discuss the lease. Sarah and Geoffrey's short contract had run out. She hoped they were making a profit, and they wanted to stay. The shop's customer numbers appeared higher, but she wasn't sure, and today it proved to be one thing too many.








CHAPTER FOUR

Dealing with fear
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THE HEAVENLY SCENT of baking filled the air as Esther approached the first-floor cafe. The room was empty, but soft classical music played in the background, creating a soothing atmosphere as Esther entered. Charming ornaments and plants enhanced the light oak furniture. The china that the couple had chosen was perfect, and they added coloured cushions to the sofa and easy chairs by the fireplace, creating a perfect space to sit and read a book. She loved what they had done.

 Her stomach rumbled, so she headed for the kitchen, arriving as two trays of biscuits came out of the oven.

"What perfect timing," said Sarah, putting the trays on the stainless steel counter with gloved hands. "Geoffrey is sorting out the drinks for us. "If you take the snacks through. Goodness, this is a long day."

The aroma of the sandwiches and cakes reminded her she hadn't eaten. Every time she sat still, the phone rang, or the police needed her attention.

They sat on the settees by the fireplace, and as soon as she sat down, Esther realised how tired she was. "Did you wish to discuss the lease? I mean, we need to because the solicitor has asked for the new paperwork. This is the wrong time and the wrong day to do this, and I am so sorry I have let things slip," said Esther, and her eyes filled with tears, and her hands shook. She wasn't sure how she was going to cope with this
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