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For my husband.
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In the staff room at Bliss Bay School, Dawn Hillier opened another exercise book and sighed at the sight of the illegible handwriting on the page.  

Three times a week, she spent an hour every afternoon after school, giving extra tuition to the students who struggled with their reading and writing, but for those who’d gone for years having barely held a pen, let alone written with one, she had her work cut out.  

She picked up her marking pen and put right the errors, writing encouraging comments in the margins until the white pages were hardly visible for red corrections.  

They were only a week into the new school term and Dawn had already had to deal with a detention for a disobedient student, and a visit from anxious parents following their daughter’s return home with a black eye after a playground game had turned a little too boisterous. 

All she wanted to do was get home and curl up on the couch with her husband, and a big bowl of the stew that was bubbling away in her slow cooker. 

The door creaked open and a head poked around it, its auburn hair cut in the popular pageboy style of the day. 

“Oh, Sandra. You startled me,” said Dawn. “I thought I was here on my own.” 

“I had some work to do, but I’m off home now. Will you be long?” 

“I’ll be leaving for the bus in about an hour, I should think, but I must finish marking these books. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“I don’t suppose you get to give many of these out, do you?” said Sandra, sidling over and picking up a small bag of gold stars that was on the table. 

“Not as many as I’d like to, but some of the students really do try, so I always give one for a good effort.” 

Sandra nodded and perched on the arm of the chair Dawn was sitting in. “I suppose you’re off home to see that lovely husband of yours? Lucky you to have someone to go home to.” 

Dawn shifted uncomfortably, but managed a smile. “Yes, I am lucky.” For a moment, she almost felt as though she should apologise, she felt so guilty about the awful tragedy Sandra had suffered not so long ago. Instead, she said, “Anyway, I don’t mean to be rude, but I must get on with these books, or I’ll still be here at midnight.” 

Sandra smiled, despite the rebuff. “Yes, of course, sorry. I’ll be seeing you.” 

The door closed with a click, leaving Dawn alone in the staff room once more. She pinched the bridge of her nose and blinked hard. Her eyes ached after poring over all those exercise books at the students’ scrawl. 

Forty minutes later, she finished the last book and closed it with a breath of relief. Checking her watch, she calculated that if she caught the quarter-past seven bus, she’d be home in five minutes. She could walk it, but the wind would be blowing in her face all the way and, besides, she didn’t want to risk getting a blister on her heel from her new shoes.

It had been a while since she and Edmund had spent an entire, uninterrupted evening together. Since his promotion from Senior Clerk to Assistant Manager, he’d taken his job at the bank even more seriously than usual. Every day, he worked much later than he needed to make sure everything was shipshape and accounted for before he left for home.

Today, though, was one of the rare occasions he’d promised to leave work on time. Usually, Teresa and Barnaby—Edmund’s children from a previous marriage—would be home at this time of the evening but tonight, Teresa was out at the cinema with some friends, and Barnaby was at a Scouts’ meeting. Dawn was thrilled that she and Edmund would have the house completely to themselves for a few hours. 

She’d been feeling a little low recently. Sometimes, she couldn’t help it. She wanted to forget all her troubles tonight, though, and make the most of the evening. 

Belting her new suede coat, and slinging her handbag over her shoulder, Dawn flicked off the staff room light and called out to the caretaker who was doing his rounds, checking that the school was empty before he locked the doors.

“Goodnight, Walter, see you in the morning.” 

He smiled and touched the tip of his flat cap, his russet curls poking out from underneath it. “G’night, Mrs Hillier. See you then.” He stared after her as she walked off down the corridor, her handbag swinging jauntily from her shoulder. 

The chunky heels of her purple suede platform shoes clunked against the pavement as she walked briskly to the bus stop. They were a little higher than she usually wore, but when she’d seen them in the shoe shop, she hadn’t been able to resist them. She couldn’t believe her luck when, a couple of days later, she’d seen a card in the village shop window with a Polaroid photo, advertising a nearly-new suede coat for sale, in almost the same colour. She’d called the number right away and nabbed a real bargain.  

She took a tube of peppermints from her pocket as she waited for the bus, popping one into her mouth and pushing it against her cheek where it could dissolve slowly.  

As she pulled up the collar of her coat against the stiff breeze, the sound of approaching footsteps made her turn.  

“Hello,” said Dawn, her smile dimmed by the puzzled furrow at her brow. “What are you doing here?” 

Those were the last words Dawn Hillier ever spoke.  

A sharp jab on the forehead, followed by another on her shoulder, pushed her off balance and she fell backwards with a scream. Her arms flailed wildly, grabbing at nothing, as she tumbled down the incline beside the road, landing with a sickening thud, and leaving a solitary shoe behind on the pavement.  

“Bloody hell, Red! What did you do that for? What’s wrong with you?” 

“Shut up, Curly! I wasn’t expecting her to fall down the hill, was I?”  

They stumbled down the incline, panting and shuddering at the sight of Dawn’s motionless, twisted body, its leg sticking out at a strange angle, and blood seeping from a head wound caused by the impact against a tree trunk.  

“Do you think she’s dead?” said Red, in a trembling voice. 

“She can’t be,” said Curly, trying to keep calm. “She only fell a few feet. Why don’t you feel for a pulse?” 

Red hesitated. “Can’t you do it?” 

“No, I can’t.” Curly took a step back. “Sorry, but I’m not touching a dead body.”

Red took a deep breath and leaned forward, moving Dawn’s handbag out of the way and placing two fingers against the inside of her wrist. “There’s nothing.” 

“Well, try the pulse at the side of her neck.” 

“Nothing there, either.” Red stood up and took stock of the situation. “We’d better get out of here. If the bus comes and anyone sees us down here, they’ll think we had something to do with it.” 

Curly’s eyes opened wide. “We did have something to do with it. Well, you did, anyway.” 

“Yes, but what’s going to happen if the police found out I pushed her? They have ways of finding out things like that, you know. I’ve seen it on TV. And, in any case, you’d be implicated, too, so it wouldn’t just be me who’d be in the frame.” 

Curly gulped. “It doesn’t seem right to leave her here and do nothing. She’s a nice woman. We should at least tell someone.” 

“A nice woman?” repeated Red, with scorn. “That might be your opinion, but it certainly isn’t mine. Anyway, what’s the point in telling anyone? There’s nothing they can do for her now, is there? I think we should just get out of here before someone sees us.” 

Curly’s beady eyes surveyed the scene, darting this way and that as the shock began to turn to fear. “You touched her handbag when you felt her pulse, didn’t you? You’d better take it and get rid of it somewhere in case you’ve left any fingerprints on it.” 

Red tugged the bag from Dawn’s lifeless body, struggling against the literal dead weight. “Look, we don’t tell anyone about this, okay? Not a word.”  

“Don’t you think we... we should call an ambulance?” Curly’s voice faltered.  

“I just said there’s no point, didn’t I?” snapped Red. “She’s already dead, so what would they do for her. Anyway, did you hear what I just said about keeping quiet?” 

Curly nodded and took great gulps of air. Red was not a good person to get on the wrong side of. “I won’t say anything, I promise, but what are we going to do now?”  

“Nothing—that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to get out of here, find somewhere to get rid of this handbag, act normal and keep our mouths shut. Got it?” Red threw Curly a threatening glare. “We won’t go back up the bank, though, in case the bus comes and someone sees us—we'll go along the low road and no one will ever know we were here.” 

As they ran from the scene, the sleeve of Red’s jumper caught against a branch on a nearby bush, leaving behind a strand of wool, which fluttered, unnoticed, from a twig.  

When they had run until they thought their lungs would burst, they stopped to get their breath.  

“Oww, I’ve got a stitch,” said Red, bending forward and breathing heavily.  

Curly pointed to the snag in the jumper. “You mean you need a stitch to fix that hole. You must have done it when you caught your sleeve on that branch.”  

Red peered closely at the hole. “Damn it! Now I’ll have to get rid of the handbag and this jumper. We can’t risk going back now to check, but if I left any wool on one of those thorns, and someone sees this snag in my sleeve and puts two and two together, I don’t want to think what might happen.” 

“Well, I doubt that’s likely,” said Curly, “but it’ll probably be for the best. You don’t want to take any chances, do you? Now, come on, let’s find somewhere to dump that bag before someone sees us with it.”

ººººººº

Dawn Hillier’s body was found later that evening,  

When she didn't come home, her husband, Edmund, had driven to the school to find it closed. He’d driven back home again and called all their friends, before driving to the Scouts’ hall to collect Barnaby, and the cinema to find Teresa to ask if either of them knew where Dawn might be. 

His children hadn’t been happy to see him. 

Barnaby, because he lived for the time he could be away from his dad and his constant criticism, and Teresa, because she didn’t appreciate being embarrassed in front of her friends: even in the gloom of the cinema, her cheeks glowed like beacons.

When they’d seen how troubled their dad was, though, Barnaby had left his Scout meeting and Teresa had left the screening of the film she’d waited so long to see, both promising to help search for their stepmother. 

“How was she at school today, Teresa?” said Barnaby who, at almost eighteen, was in a different class to his sister.

“She was fine.” Teresa squeezed Edmund’s hand. “Don’t worry, Dad, she’s bound to be somewhere not far away. She’s too sensible to have run off, or done anything adventurous. Like I just said, she was fine today at school. You know how she gets sometimes—she’s probably gone off somewhere to be on her own for a while.”

Edmund acknowledged her with a distracted smile. “I hope so, but she’s never been gone so long before, and she’s always found a phone box to call from to let me know she’s okay. This time feels different. Don’t ask me why, but...” They were all thrown forward in their seats as he braked hard, bringing the car to a sudden, sliding stop. 

“Flippin heck, Dad! I almost broke my nose on the dashboard,” grumbled Barnaby. “What did you do that for?” 

Edmund pointed with a shaky finger and opened the car door. “Look.” 

Teresa and Barnaby’s eyes followed his finger, coming to rest on a solitary shoe—purple suede with a platform sole—next to the bus stop at the side of the road.  

ººººººº

Dawn’s death was eventually ruled as suspicious.  

Originally, the police had suspected it was accidental: based on the information given to them by her husband and stepchildren, it appeared that Dawn was unused to her new high heels, and could simply have stumbled and fallen down the incline. 

However, when it came to light that her handbag was missing, a bag snatch which had caught her off guard, and pushed her off-balance, was thought to be the reason for the fall.  

The case took a turn, though, when the post-mortem revealed a fresh bruise just below her shoulder, indicating she’d received a significant push before she’d fallen, and the police finally changed the status of the case to suspicious.  

A small strand of wool on a branch, a gold star which was stuck to Dawn’s forehead, her coat and shoes were the only potential items of evidence in the vicinity of her body.

In the absence of any suspects, the evidence was bagged, referenced, and put away in an unsolved case file. 

ººººººº

The funeral was well-attended. 

Dawn had been a popular member of the community and highly thought of by the majority of her students, along with every teacher in the small Bliss Bay School. 

All through the service, Sandra’s sniffing and wailing rose above the sermon as she leaned against her brother, Walter, for support. This was a devastating event for them both. So soon after their own family tragedy, Dawn’s death was almost too much to bear. 

As the coffin was lowered into the ground, Edmund Hillier stood beside the grave, his mouth set in a thin line, and the muscles in his jaw tensed as he fought not to break down. Next to him stood his son, Barnaby—his eyes puffy and bloodshot—and his daughter, Teresa, clinging to his arm, her face red and her cheeks wet with tears. 

Edmund stepped forward and threw a single white rose into the grave. “I’m sorry, Dawn,” he said, before stepping back, turning on his heel and taking his children with him. 

ººººººº

Three weeks after Dawn’s death, a lone figure lurked by the row of lockers that lined the entire length of the wall outside the school assembly hall.  

Looking around to make sure no one was watching, and wearing a pair of gloves, Curly shoved a textbook into the narrow gap behind the lockers and breathed a sigh of relief. 

The note inside it was short, but it told the true events of what had happened to Dawn Hillier on the evening of her death. 

Curly knew that going to the police with a full confession would have been the proper thing to do, but Red would have found out and gone berserk, and Red wasn’t a good person to have as an enemy.  

Leaving the note was just a small gesture but it made Curly feel better. At least, this way, the truth may become known at some point in the future, and the identity of Dawn Hillier’s killer would finally be revealed. 
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Forty years later 

Megan Fallon peered out from behind the counter of The Cobbles Café and Flower Shop at the queue of impatient customers, which was growing at an alarming rate.  

“I know you said it was going to be busy,” she said, tucking a lock of dark hair behind her ear, “but I didn’t think it’d be this busy. Not at this time of day.” She turned to Petal Montgomery, her friend and owner of the café. “It’s barely eight o’clock.”

Petal gave her a customary eye-roll. “What d’you expect? It’s market day. And word’s got round about you and your uncle Des helping out today—you know how popular his baking is. I’m expecting to be mobbed from now until closing time.” 

“Well, that’s what you want, isn’t it, love?” said Des appearing from the kitchen at the back of the shop with a warm cherry and almond cake in one hand and a tray of apple and sultana scones in the other. “Happy customers means repeat customers.”  

He filled the display stands with his latest creations before fiddling with his hearing aid to adjust the volume, and craning his neck to see the line of customers outside. He nodded to the door, particularly to his wife, Sylvie, who was peering through a window pane between cupped hands. “I reckon there’s going to be a riot if you don’t let them in soon. I can see Dora Pickles out there; lovely woman, but her elbows are so bony they’re like razor blades, so she’s bound to be first in.” 

Petal chuckled. “Right, Megan, I’m opening the door, so stand clear. And don’t look so nervous—you'll be fine. It’s going to be busy, but you’ll probably know most of the customers, so just think of it as like a big party with friends. Okay?” She turned around the ‘Sorry, we’re closed’ sign that hung on the door to, ‘Please come in! We’re open’, and stood to one side just in time to avoid being trampled by the rush.  

“Morning, everyone. You’re keen today!” 

As Des had predicted, Dora Pickles, with her elbows spread wide, was the first through the door to grab a place at a table in the window for her and Sylvie.  

“Hello, my lovely,” said Sylvie, catching Megan’s cheek between a finger and thumb, and jiggling it about. “How’re you getting on?” 

“Oh, fine, fine,” said Megan, taking an apprehensive look around the café at the number of tables that suddenly all needed to be served at once. “Look, I’ll speak to you in a bit, Aunty Sylv, but I need to start taking some orders.” She took a pad from the pocket of her apron and a pen from behind her ear. “What would you like?” 

Dora sniffed the air. “Is that Des’s cherry and almond cake I smell? I’ll have a slice of that, please, and a pot of tea.” 

“And I’ll have a couple of slices of toast with lemon marmalade, and a mug of coffee, please, love,” said Sylvie. “By the way, Sandra and Walter are on their way, so you’d better be on your toes. You know how pernickety she can be.” 

“Oh, great, that’s all I need,” said Megan, pulling a face. “I'd better get a move on.” 

She moved swiftly from table to table, giving orders to Des, and delivering food and drink to waiting customers. As she fumbled with adding spoons and sachets of sugar to saucers, the bell above the café door jangled and Sandra Grayling barged in like a charging bull, followed by her brother, Walter. 

The treasurer of the Bliss Bay Women’s Association, Sandra wasn’t a popular member of the community. She was overly critical, incredibly bossy, full of her own self-importance, and rarely had a good word to say about anyone, or anything. 

She looked around the café as though there was a bad smell under her nose, her snow white fringe plastered tightly to her forehead with a hairgrip. Pointing to a table in the corner, she barked an order at Walter to grab it before someone else did. “I’m going to powder my nose,” she announced to the entire café and pointed to Megan. “And you, you make sure you’re ready to take our order by the time I come out. Walter and I have an appointment, and we can’t be late.” She stomped off in her sensible shoes, leaving Megan flustered in her wake.  

Petal sent a sympathetic look from the flower shop where she was making up an intricate floral anniversary display. “Well, she seems to be in a particularly vile mood this morning, but don’t let her rattle you,” she whispered. “She always expects special service. She doesn’t seem to understand the concept of first-come, first-served, so just give as good as you get. Politely, of course. Oh, and try not to look so frightened, or you’ll scare the customers away.” She grinned and gave Megan a wink. 

Megan smiled gratefully. Even though she and Petal were friends, she wasn’t expecting an easy ride. This was a job, albeit only for a day, and she was determined to give it her best shot. She didn’t want to give the impression she couldn’t deal with an awkward customer, but she wasn’t the most confident of people and, if truth be told, she found Sandra Grayling very intimidating. 

She delivered a tray filled with cakes, scones, teacakes and pots of tea to six customers and accepted Des’s offer of help. She grinned when he produced a shiny penny from behind an elderly woman’s ear and thanked her lucky stars that they were working together. You could put Des in a room full of strangers and they’d all end up being the best of friends. He had an easy way with people that Megan certainly didn’t. 

She made her way over to Walter Grayling’s table. He took off his cap and smoothed a hand across his hair, snow white, just like his sister’s, but a receding mass of soft curls in contrast to hers, which was poker straight. 

“Sorry, you’ll have to excuse me if I’m a bit slow,” said Megan, with a smile, “but I haven’t quite got into the swing of things yet.” 

Walter smiled back at her. He kept himself to himself, but he was pleasant enough. As Megan hadn’t been back in the village for long, this was the first time she’d seen him in years.  

“What can I get you?” she asked. “We’ve got some lovely cherry and almond cake, or Des has made some apple and sultana scones, maple syrup flapjacks, sticky ginger cake, and individual fruit pies. Oh, and there are also some lavender Madeleines, too. They're Des’s speciality. Or if you fancy something savoury, there’s homity pie, sausage rolls and sandwiches.” 

“My, my, he’s been busy, hasn’t he?” said Walter, with the hint of a smile. “I’ll have a slice of ginger cake and a mug of tea, and I think Sandra’s having a hot chocolate and an Eccles cake. She said she enjoyed the one she had yesterday. You’d better check with her, though.” 

“Oh, sorry, we don’t have Eccles cakes today,” said Megan. “Des thought it would be a good idea to vary the selection, so he’s made flapjacks for a change.” 

“Did I hear you say you have no Eccles cakes?” said Sandra, on her return from the ladies’ room, her booming voice echoing around the café. “Well, that’s simply not good enough. When a customer comes in one day and chooses something from the selection on offer, they don’t expect to come in the very next day to find that the temporary cook has replaced it with something else. Honestly, how long are Lionel and Amisha going to be away? The whole place is going to rack and ruin without them.” 

Megan was about to answer, as well as doing her best to stop her aunt Sylvie from launching herself out of her chair and across the café at Sandra’s throat (she didn’t take kindly to anyone criticising Des), when Petal called across from the flower shop. 

“Come on, Sandra, don’t be so awkward. You know very well that Lionel’s gone to his best friend’s wedding today, and Amisha’s got the day off. And I told you yesterday that Megan and Des would be helping out today. I probably would have had to close the café altogether if they hadn’t agreed to step in, so we’re lucky to be open at all. Now, in the absence of any Eccles cakes, I can highly recommend anything else on offer. It’s common knowledge that Des bakes like an angel, so anything you choose will be a worthy replacement.” 

It wasn’t often that people took Sandra to task, but when they did, she didn’t like it one bit. “Well, it’s jolly inconvenient. And who on earth in their right mind gets married on a Tuesday?” She pulled out a chair and sat down in a huff. “I’ll have a hot chocolate and one of those fruit pies. It’ll probably be awful, but I need to eat something so I can take my arthritis medication.” 

With a huge effort, Megan fixed her lips in a smile and took the order. “So, that’s one slice of ginger cake and a mug of tea, and one fruit pie and a hot chocolate. Coming up.”  

She went back to the counter and ripped the order off the pad for Des, the smile fixed on her face like a death mask. “That woman is so disagreeable,” she muttered. “I hope she chokes on her flippin’ pie.”  

The bell jangled as the door to the café swung open again and Olivia Brennan from the village shop strolled in. Her hair, the colour of terracotta, was pulled up into a ponytail which swung from side to side as she looked around the café, nodding a greeting to every customer. “Morning, Petal, morning, all,” she said, pulling out a chair at the table Sylvie and Dora were sitting at.  

“Hi, Megan. When you’re ready, can I have a black coffee and something to go with it, please? You’ll have to decide what, though, because I can never make up my mind when it comes to Des’s baking.” She swivelled in her chair and called across to Petal. “I was on my way to the market this morning to stock up on fresh fruit and veg for the shop and I bumped into Kevin from The Duck Inn. Just wait till you hear what’s happened!” She looked around the café at the customers, all leaning forward expectantly, their ears cocked for gossip.  

“Are you going to tell us, then?” said Petal, bunching a handful of lilies together and binding them with florist’s twine. “Or are you going to keep us hanging on until you pop in tomorrow with the next instalment?” 

Olivia flashed her a sarcastic smile. “Well, when Kevin went out for his run this morning, he went past St. Mildred’s and there was an obituary for Annabel Hillier pinned to the notice board. You know, Edmund’s wife.” 

A collective gasp went up.  

“Oh no! I can’t believe it!” said Megan. “She wasn’t that old, was she? Must have only been in her early sixties. And such a nice woman, too.”

Olivia raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Uh, yeah. And she still is, ‘cos she’s still alive.” 

“Yikes!” said Megan, as she took Sandra and Walter’s order to their table. “I bet someone at the church office is going to get an earful when Reverend Beale finds out. Fancy posting an obituary on the church notice board for someone who isn’t even dead.”  

“Apparently, it was pinned next to a notice about a service that’s being held at the church this afternoon for Edmund’s second wife, Dawn,” said Olivia. “Even after all these years, he still arranges one on the anniversary of her death, even though she’s been gone for ages.” 

“He’s on his third wife?” said Petal.

Olivia nodded. “The first one died years ago. Car accident, so I heard. And all his wives have been much younger than him.”

“Well, I hope him and Annabel don’t find out about the obituary,” said Sylvie. “I don’t expect they’ll be too pleased.” 

“Too late,” said Olivia. “They already know. When Kevin started out on his run, he saw them standing outside the church and Edmund was in a right state, so he ran over to see what the problem was. They were out on a morning walk and they’d come past the church so Edmund could check that the notice about Dawn’s service had been posted. You can imagine what a shock it must have been for them to see the obituary for Annabel right next to it. Edmund told Kevin he was going to call Reverend Beale and give him a mouthful.” 

“What an awful thing to happen,” said Des. “Poor Annabel. It must have really spooked her.”

“Are you sure it’s the anniversary of Dawn’s death?” said Dora. “I thought she passed away much earlier in the year—I could have sworn she died during the spring.” 

“No, she didn’t,” said a shaky voice from the corner of the café. "The anniversary is today.” 

Everyone turned to Sandra, whose cheeks had turned pale, and whose lips, which were usually pursed tight in disapproval about something or other, had become slack and downturned. 

“Olivia’s right. Today is the anniversary. Walter and I are going to buy some flowers and visit the grave when we leave here. We never miss a year.” She blinked several times and pressed her fingers to her eyelids before pushing her chair away from the table, its legs screeching against the floor tiles. “Give me a bunch of those lilies will you, Petal. Come along, Walter. I want to get to the cemetery and then I want to go home and lie down before the service. This is a bad enough day to get through as it is, but this news has made it even worse.” 

It was so unusual to see Sandra Grayling show any emotion, no one knew quite what to say.  

Walter took some money from his wallet and handed it to Megan on the way out. He looked back to the table where the food and drink sat, untouched. “Sorry we didn’t get around to actually eating anything, but here’s what we owe you, plus a little extra for the inconvenience.” He gave her a tired smile and pulled on his cap. 

When he and Sandra had left, the café erupted in chatter. 

“Why’s Sandra so upset about Dawn Hillier’s death?” asked Megan.  

“Because they were very good friends,” said Sylvie.  

“I’ve hardly thought about what happened over the years,” said Des, “but it’s just all come rushing back like it was yesterday.” 

“What’s all come rushing back?” said Megan. “What happened?” 

Des scratched his head and flicked a tea towel over his shoulder. “It was very sad, wasn’t it, Sylv? Sandra was all set to marry a local boy, but he died in hospital during an operation to have his appendix removed. He was only in his twenties and he and Sandra had been engaged less than six months.” 

“Oh no, that’s terrible!” said Megan. “I bet she’s never got over it. It makes me feel guilty for thinking so badly of her.” 

“You’re not the only one, love,” said Sylvie, spreading a slice of thick buttered toast with lemon marmalade. “I mean, none of us would rush to join her fan club now but back then, she wasn’t so bad.” 

“Yes, she’s been such an old battleaxe for so long now,” said Dora, “it’s easy to forget that she used to be quite pleasant once, isn’t it?” She picked up the crumbs from her plate with the pad of an index finger. “Of course, it didn’t help that not long after she lost her fiancé, Dawn passed away. She took it very badly, didn’t she?” 

Sylvie nodded. “Well, after Bernard died—he was her intended—Dawn took Sandra under her wing. She was such a kind woman. They worked together at the old Bliss Bay School, you see. Sandra was the secretary and Dawn was one of the teachers. They became very good friends.” 

“Didn’t Sandra ever get married?” said Megan. 

“Never even looked at another man,” said Des, “unless it was to give him an earful. She thinks the world of Walter, though. They’re very close.” 

“How did Dawn die?”  

Des shrugged. “Well, she fell down the bank by the side of the bus stop and hit her head on a tree stump.” He scratched his chin and frowned as he recalled his memories. “Although why she fell is still a mystery. I seem to remember that her handbag was missing, so the police thought she might have lost her footing during a struggle. As they never found the handbag, though, or who took it, what actually happened was never proved. 

“That was in the days before DNA testing and all the fancy stuff they can do now: back then, I think they used to have to rely on fingerprints and blood samples to catch a suspect. Not that the police found any suspects, mind you, let alone who was responsible. Sandra drove us all mad afterwards, do you remember, Sylv? Asking everyone over and over again if they remembered seeing or hearing anything that might help find out what happened, but no one did.”  

“Oh, well, I’ll try to be a bit more tolerant with her from now on,” said Megan. “Just goes to show, you never know what people are carrying around with them, do you? We’ve all got our troubles, but some keep them hidden more than others.” 

“Actually, a lot of people thought she became a bit fixated with Edmund after Dawn died,” said Dora. “It started with her taking food round for him, and to have a chat, but then she started turning up on his doorstep unannounced, and at the bank during her lunch hour. As I remember, it all got a bit out of hand.” 

“I don’t think it did either of them any good,” said Sylvie. “It was far too soon after their losses for either of them to be a comfort to the other. All they did was remind each other of what they’d lost. Although what you say is quite right, Dora—Sandra did become a bit obsessed with Edmund for a while, until he put a stop to it by going off with Annabel.” 

“You mean Annabel, as in Annabel his current wife?” said Petal. “Did they get together quite soon after Dawn died, then?”  

Des raised an eyebrow. “‘Soon’ isn’t the word. Let’s just say there were a lot of people who weren’t impressed when news got round that Edmund was getting his jollies in the arms of the woman who was helping to arrange Dawn’s funeral. It was so disrespectful of her memory, and it upset Sandra terribly... quite a few of the other villagers, too.” 

“Annabel worked at the funeral directors?” said Olivia, with an incredulous gawp.

Sylvie nodded. “Until she was given the boot. Her boss wasn’t very happy when he found out she’d been giving Edmund a little more sympathy than was considered appropriate, if you know what I mean. They were married within a year.” 

“Blimey, I had no idea,” said Petal. “What did his kids think about it? It must have been a very unsettling time for them.” 

“Teresa and Barnaby?” Sylvie shrugged. “I think they just got on with it. They’d already lost their own mum when they were very young—I doubt they even remembered her—so I think they were just glad that their dad was still around. Who he was married to didn’t seem to matter to them. And then their dad and Annabel had Polly, so they had a little step-sister to preoccupy themselves with.” 

“And they loved her to bits,” said Dora. “I remember Annabel telling me that she and Edmund were a little worried about how Teresa and Barnaby would react when they found out another sprog was on the way, seeing as it had just been the two of them for so long, but they needn’t have worried—the kids both took to little Polly right away.”

“And what happened to Sandra after Edmund and Annabel got together?” asked Megan. 

“Well, she was furious. And heartbroken,” said Sylvie. “She never said as much, but she was obviously hoping that her friendship with Edmund might develop into something else. That’s why she was so upset when he got together with Annabel. After Walter’s wife died, though, he sold their place and moved back into the family home to be with Sandra. As she never got married, she stayed there after her parents passed away, and that’s where she’s lived ever since. I think Walter moving back in was good for them both. It certainly gave Sandra some comfort, that’s for sure. She doesn’t speak to Edmund any more, though. Nor Annabel. I can understand why she wouldn’t want to.”  

“It's no wonder she throws herself into the Women’s’ Association with such enthusiasm,” said Dora. “I suppose she doesn’t have much else to focus on. It’s sad, isn’t it?” 

Sylvie nodded. “I know I should try harder with her but if she wasn’t so bloody infuriating, it would be a lot easier.” She looked at her watch. “Right, come on, Dora, we’d better get to the market. We won’t find anything that takes our fancy sitting here.” She kissed Des on the cheek and ruffled his mop of salt and pepper hair. “Apart from this one, of course. See you all later.” 
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“Now, that was what I call a good day,” said Petal, counting the café takings before sharing out the tips between Megan and Des. “Perhaps we could come to an arrangement about you doing some baking for us on a regular basis, Des? I don’t think I can remember a day when we sold out of absolutely everything on the shelves.” 

Des puffed out his chest and gave her a bashful grin. “Well, that’d be great, if Lionel doesn’t mind. I love baking so much, I’d do it for nothing, but as you insist on paying me, that’s a bonus. The only thing is, I can’t do it if it takes me away from Sylvie for too long—she wouldn’t be very happy about that, and nor would I. I only agreed to help out this week because it was just for one day.” 

“Oh, no, I don’t mean every day,” said Petal, shaking her head, her black curls bobbing. “Perhaps just one day a week to start with, and you can see how you feel about it? We could even call it ‘Des’s Day’! If you’re interested, we can talk about it more another time, but have a think about it and talk to Sylvie, and then you can let me know what you’ve decided. No rush, just something to mull over. Anyway, I must dash. Daisy and I are meeting Blossom from school and taking her to get her ears pierced. She must be the only teenage girl in the whole of Bliss Bay who hasn’t had them done. She’s always been a bit queasy about it but she’s quite keen, all of a sudden. She’s forever losing her clip-ons, so she’s decided she wants to take the plunge.” 

“That’s nice that you’re going with her,” said Megan gathering her things. “A group of us all went together for moral support when we had ours pierced. Do you remember? I seem to recall you felt a bit lightheaded yourself.” 

Petal nodded with a grin. “Yeah, the girls aren’t very good in situations like that, either—they must get it from me. When Lionel sliced through his thumb in the kitchen a few months ago, the hospital spent more time making sure I was okay than him. To be honest, I think Blossom would probably have preferred to go with her mates, than her mum and her big sister, but she’s worried she might faint, and you know how people video everything these days and before you know it, it’s all over the internet. I mean, you’d hope friends wouldn’t do that to you but, these days, you never know, and she’d never get over the embarrassment if it happened, which is why Daisy and I are taking her. And then we’re going to get a takeaway and go home to eat with Lionel.” Petal pulled the scissor gate across the front of the café and clicked the padlock shut before giving them both a hug. “Right, I’d better get off. Thanks again for today—you were both brilliant.” 

As they made their way to her old Mini at the bottom of the road, Megan and Des chatted about the news Olivia had brought to the café earlier.  

“It’s a bit creepy, isn’t it, that obituary for Annabel going up on the noticeboard the same day as the service for Dawn?” said Megan. “What with them both having Edmund in common, I mean. I wonder what Reverend Beale had to say about it?” 

“Put it this way,” said Des. “I wouldn’t have liked to be in his shoes once Edmund got through to him. I bet his ear’s been red hot all day. Edmund’s got a way with words, if you know what I mean.” 

“Do you know him well?” asked Megan. “Edmund, I mean, not Reverend Beale.”

Des shook his head. “Not that well. I’ve always found him to be a bit of a stiff, if I’m honest. We know each other to say hello, and we’ll stop to pass the time of day, but that’s about it. He’s around ten years older than me, so that automatically put us in different social circles when we were young, and it’s been that way ever since. He was the bank manager for years, though, so he’s very well-known in the village. Now, Dawn was a different kettle of fish altogether. She was a lovely woman.  Quite a bit younger than Edmund, too. More mine and Sylvie’s age, in fact. She always had a smile and a nice word for everyone. Sylvie and your mum knew her better than I did, because she was a member of the WA.”

They chatted as Megan drove the short journey to drop Des back home, via the village green, where two women stood on the flagstones outside the ancient St. Mildred’s Church, one screeching and wagging her finger at the other. 

“Is that Fern and Julie from the church office?” said Des, squinting through the windscreen at a tall woman towering over a shorter woman who was shaking her head, her hands held up defensively in front of her. 

“I think so,” said Megan, with a shudder. “And it looks like Julie’s giving Fern a hard time about something. Not surprising when you consider her background. That woman should have a gold medal in pushing people around.” 

“Slow down a bit, love,” said Des. “You wait here, I won’t be a sec.” He’d unfastened his seat belt and had one leg out of the car door even before Megan had come to a complete stop. 

“Everything alright, Fern?” 

Des had known the Rudd family for years, and was particularly fond of Fern, who had been very supportive to both Sylvie and him during his time coming off the booze. A reformed alcoholic, Des prided himself on not having touched a drop for years, but there was no doubt in his mind that he wouldn’t have succeeded had it not been for the love and support of his family, and the support which had been given so willingly from certain members of the community, the Rudd family in particular.   

Julie Cobb, on the other hand, was a vile woman in Des’s eyes. She’d been part of a gang of bullies—led by Megan’s childhood nemesis, Kelly DeVille—who had terrorised Megan at school. Even though most of what had happened had passed Des by while he’d been in a drunken stupor, he’d been filled in on the circumstances since becoming sober and was often to be heard telling his niece, in his best gangster style, “Anyone who messes with my family, messes with me.” 

“Yes, everything’s fine,” said Julie, in the sickly-sweet voice she reserved especially for Reverend Patrick Beale and the parishioners.   

“I wasn’t asking you,” said Des, barely giving her the courtesy of a glance. “Fern, are you okay?” 

Gathering her wits, Fern nodded and gave Des a grateful smile. “Thanks, Des. I’m fine. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but there was an obituary for Annabel Hillier pinned on the notice board today, and I got the blame for it. Patrick went absolutely bonkers when he found
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