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  Chapter 1


A forensic scientist gave me a filing cabinet, its drawers brimming with old cases. I’ve looked through them several times, searching for ideas for my next mystery but I’ve never found a case that sparked my interest. 
Until today.
The pop-up label says: Postcard. A folder I’ve missed because it’s almost empty.
An unsolved case? Not already cracked by the clever investigation of microscopic clues?
I carry the folder over to the table. It contains a postcard in a zip-lock bag and two printed letters.
My Dalmador Raider is dozing on the floor rug. He opens one eye at the sound of my footsteps and senses something mysterious. Getting up, he shakes his lean torso vigorously enough to almost shed a few spots. Now he tiptoes across the wooden floor, jumps up onto his chair and rests his chin on the table. 
The postcard shows a picturesque English church in a small field of wildflowers where an old yew tree shades a sprinkling of headstones. Taken in full sun, the image is bucolic, not at all sinister. As if one or two sheep might appear between the graves. But when I turn the card over and read the handwritten words aloud to Raider, they give us both a jolt.
“Forgive me!” 

      [image: ]The pooch recovers and looks meaningfully at the two printouts.
I begin reading the first one aloud. “Dear Dr Loxton …” 
The forensic scientist who gave me the filing cabinet. 
“I hope you don’t mind the interruption,” I continue. “I’m studying for a BSc in Archaeology with Forensic Science at the University of Exeter and my aunt came across this intriguing postcard when she cleared the old poor-box at her village church. It hadn’t been checked for donations for a while because it’s rarely used these days and she’s not sure how long the postcard was in there. Any investigation is a distraction from my studies but the mystery behind it has my aunt hooked. 
“Having followed your career, I thought you might relate to Aunty’s growing obsession with the card’s origins – and the hint of a possible crime. I’ve lifted several fingerprints from the glossy surface but except for Aunty’s, the others are useless without people to link them to. What do you suggest? Yours in anticipation, Hugo Campling.” 
Raider’s shiny eyes haven’t left my face. 
“I think Hugo was hoping Dr Loxton might do some tests. He’s trying to sound professional but he might have been hero-worshipping her from afar. And she’s put a copy of her reply in the folder. We’re lucky she kept such meticulous records.” 
I read it aloud. “Dear Hugo, thank you for sending me this postcard. You’ve identified the problem of collecting random fingerprints and DNA samples. A lot of time and effort for no results. I’m returning the postcard and suggest you: (1) examine it more closely for other clues and (2) work backwards.”
Now she’s listed some questions. 
“Why did the writer choose this postcard? Is it the same church where the postcard was found? That would suggest a local person and I note there’s no postage stamp. Is there a clue in the handwriting that might match an entry in the visitor’s book of your aunt’s church? Does she recognise the handwriting or does the style indicate the age of the writer? Does a magnifying glass reveal any other marks on the card that could be a clue, either deliberately or accidentally?
“Now work backwards: Help your aunt to pin down the date-range when it must have been put in the poor-box. Does it match any crimes reported in the local paper? Perhaps not a trivial crime since this person appears to be seeking divine forgiveness, but even that might be something to question. Could the card have been left for someone else and your aunt found it first?”
Directions with just enough detail to get his aunt started. 
I read out her concluding comment. “Good luck with it and please don’t contact me again.”
Raider yaps as if he remembers hearing Dr Loxton use the same phrase when I played back her phone message to me. She helped people – and then dismissed them.
But if she returned the postcard to Hugo and he complied with her final request, how did it get back in this folder?
“What do you think, boy? It doesn’t matter if the postcard mystery was never solved, does it? These three items give us the beginning of a fictional plot of a very private mystery. Perfect for Piper Halliday.” The protagonist in my mystery series. “And Bandit.”
At the name of Piper’s Boxador sidekick, Raider jumps off the chair and chases his tail for three tight turns. Sharing my excitement about embarking on a new adventure?

      [image: ]Although I’d love to know why the postcard came back to Dr Loxton, I don’t need to know what happened to Hugo’s investigation into the writer’s crime. But real research is the best way to keep my fictional mysteries authentic. And I’m still fairly new to life in rural England so meeting up with the locals provides inspiration for realistic characters and helps me embed the stories in their settings.
The date of the letter exchange is just over a year ago. Hugo Campling is now a qualified forensic scientist right here in Devon. He’s included an email address in his professional online bio. I draft the following:
Hi Hugo
I’m a mystery author and a former acquaintance of Dr Helena Loxton. In fact she gave me her old filing cabinet of cases to inspire fictional plots for my series. I’ve just found the postcard and letter you sent to her last year and a copy of her reply. How would you feel about meeting up for a coffee? I’d love to know – off the record – how your aunt’s investigation turned out. Anything you tell me will remain confidential and I never include real events or people in my books. I just use them as springboards for pure fiction.
Being an author opens doors most of the time. I get away with asking cheeky questions as people fall all over themselves to help my mysteries take shape. I have no real hope that Hugo will write back so the ping of an incoming email is a surprise.
Hey Tiggy, Coffee sounds good. Better than my news about the postcard writer, I’m afraid. But our feeble attempts at investigation might give you some amusing red herrings for your book.
“He wants to help me with my plot!” I laugh aloud. 
I see from your website you’re based in Topsham, he continues. I’m based in Exeter. We could meet on Saturday morning at Keyhole Café, Exeter Quayside. And I see you own a Dalmador. Bring him with you.
Cheers
Hugo 
I’m looking forward to a coffee with a liberal sprinkling of ‘red herrings’.






  
  Chapter 2


Baxter Stone arrives for his daily walk with Raider. Now that he’s finished his PI training and turned eighteen, he’s set up his own private investigation business called Spotted! with his own drawing of Raider’s head as his logo. 
“Tiggy, Tiggy,” he says as the pooch almost knocks him over. “The postman delivered a parcel to our house yesterday and we don’t know what to do with it.”
“Open it?”
“It’s not for us. It’s addressed to a woman who doesn’t live at our place.”
Something else I could borrow for a Piper Halliday mystery? 
“Mum wanted to return it to the sender,” he says. “Like, how boring is that? And the space for the sender’s name is empty anyway. I had to remind her we have a PI in the house.” He does a great eye-roll. “I’m going to track down the intended recipient.”
“What’s her name?”
“Mary.”
He’s keeping her second name private as if this is a real case.
“Is it possible Mary used to live at your address?”
“Nah. Before it was ours it used to be my nan’s house when she was growing up. It’s the wrong address for anyone called Mary.”
“It might take a lot of time,” I say, “when you have a new business to run.”
“Tracing someone is good practice, Tiggy. And it might be fun.”
“How big is the package?”
“Thin. Smaller than a book. And it doesn’t rattle.”
He’s given it a shake.
“What about a parcel scam?” 
Baxter is usually across the latest scams.
“I’ve checked. Scam parcels have your name on them even though you didn’t order the stuff. Then they post a bogus five-star review from you, but the product is rubbish!”
Now he’s at the door beside the dancing Dalmador. He’s taught the pooch to sit and hold up his right paw. They wave goodbye and are gone. 
Returning to my laptop, I search the name of the church on the Forgive me! postcard. St Oswald’s at Little Taling, a village on the River Tale in north-east Devon.
The more I can find out before I meet up with Hugo, the more time we’ll have to concentrate on any gossip he found that isn’t online. The listing of items about the church goes back to articles from the local paper about weddings and funerals, stretching back before the date of Hugo’s letter to Dr Loxton.
Then a headline catches my eye, dated just over a year ago. Published in the Eastern Echo.
St Oswald’s Welcomes New Vicar!
Fears that dwindling congregation numbers would force the closure of our beloved St Oswald’s have been averted with the surprise arrival of a new vicar. Rev Russell North and his wife Sadie have just moved into the humble vicarage after the wonderful ladies’ committee made it presentable at very short notice. The Norths introduce themselves on this short video.
Before I press play, I pause and wonder where this story is going to take my next book.
The Norths sit side-by-side on a lumpy-looking couch facing the camera. In front of them, a doily on the old coffee table is just visible under a vase of fresh flowers. He appears to be about thirty and she’s younger perhaps in her early twenties. His good looks come from a smooth-skinned face under a slash of brown hair swept across his forehead and an instantly disarming manner when he speaks. 
‘Some of you may remember me from the volunteer group that built the wildlife observation shelter. You can still find me in that secluded cabin where the River Tale runs past the churchyard. I’m vicar – and husband – by day, but amateur wildlife photographer by night.’
He looks across at Sadie who doesn’t react. Behind red-framed glasses, she has stringy fair hair in a bob-length un-styled cut. Her plain face and full lips appear devoid of makeup. She lets him speak and doesn’t look at him once or smile at the viewer. There under sufferance? Or shy in front of a camera? The obligatory two or three children are absent and he only refers to ‘Sadie and I’. But he outlines some plans for sweeping changes to the church.
‘As you’ll expect with St Oswald’s threatened closure, Sadie and I will be taking an active role in shoring up its future by making the church more welcoming and community-focused. In a village as small as Little Taling with few facilities of its own, the church could play a vital role as a community hub and meeting place in providing an accessible space to a wider audience of residents and visitors. We realise any change can sound alarming but removing some pews, installing a small commercial kitchen for a café and replacing the organ with an audio-visual system and free wifi will happen gradually as grant money flows in. To this end we have just established a revitalisation fund with a goal of raising £200,000. The sale of the organ will kick-start this off to the tune of £10,000.’
Hmmm. Opening a café and selling the organ? Nothing like heralding radical changes in your introductory video to make waves in the local community, if not a tsunami or two. And the fundraising goal seems way out of reach for a small village church.
The credit at the end of the video is a surprise: Anita Blaine, social editor at the Estuary Echo. The Eastern Echo must be a related paper and they borrowed her to demonstrate the ‘audio-visual’ focus of the new vicar. 
Anita and I trade on favours. She must owe me one I can call in. I try her mobile and she picks up, even though she knows it’s me. A good sign!
“Tiggy Jones,” she says. “Been overusing your archive access I presume? I suppose it’s too late to withdraw it.”
She gave me special ‘author access’ to the Echo archive a while ago and she never lets me forget it.
“I’m well thanks, Anita. You?”
“Fighting fit. With only five minutes to gossip, I’m afraid.”
Five minutes might be enough. “I’m basing my latest mystery on the proposed community hub at St Oswald’s, Little Taling. I’ve seen your video from last year of the new vicar and his wife.”
“That was a tough gig. Not him. A showman that one. Her. She’d been crying when I got there. But I always carry camomile teabags. They work wonders on puffy eyes.”
“Crying because …?”
She sighs. “I promised gossip, didn’t I? OK, it had something to do with her appearance. I overheard him reassuring her that she looked fine. Then I noticed she had braces. It explained why he did all the talking on the video.”
“Braces. On her teeth?” I remember her slight pout. “A grown woman?” 
“Quite. And she gave me a different excuse for the tears. The vicarage was too decrepit to live in, she said. She called it … insulting. Even after the local women had spruced it up at short notice. The fresh flowers were a nice touch but they couldn’t do much about the ancient kitchen and the tepid hot water.”
“No wonder her face looked like a dropped pie. Sorry, Aussie slang. Wasn’t Little Taling expecting a new vicar?”
“Yes but they’d heard Reverend North was single. He’d been interviewed by a journalist not long before about the struggles of being unmarried. Advising couples before their weddings and having no idea what he was talking about.”
“So the Norths had only been married a short time?”
“A few days.”
“Wow. Challenging for everyone. An odd couple too. What did the grapevine think?”
“I only heard this third hand,” she says. “Some thought Sadie was really … his sister.”
“Flipping a plot twist from The Hound of the Baskervilles.”
“If you say so. Or she was his out-of-wedlock daughter. They seemed so mismatched, everyone was sure they weren’t a married couple. No evidence, of course. Just fomented by the drama they caused.”
“Did the community eventually warm to them?”
“Who’s writing this mystery? I charge by the word.”
“Did they ever raise the £200,000?”
“Last question,” she says, “and I’ll answer both this way. If you don’t have a title for your book yet, the kerfuffle at St Oswald’s will give you one: Death of a Delusion.”
“Oh dear.”
“There’s a lot more but now I have to fly. Unless you have something I can put in Echo Chamber. Raider’s social media page is crying out for some new content. Not to mention yours.” 
Echo Chamber is Anita’s gossip column. She has a regular following who aren’t on social media.
“I’ll send you something cryptic about this new book,” I say. “Where can I read about what happened at St Oswald’s?”
“Not much in the Eastern Echo. They were more interested in quirky news to maintain their readership. But the three local villages in the Tale Valley share a newsletter that documented most of it – and was blamed for making it worse. It has an archive. I’ll text you the name.”
She hangs up and sends me the link to ‘Two Tales and a Mystery’, the monthly newsletter of Great Taling, Little Taling and Misterlea. 
A quick look at their archives from last year reveals several months of snippets about the ongoing ‘kerfuffle’ over Reverend North’s plans for their church. As much as I want to dive in, I put it aside until I have more uninterrupted time. And right now I’d better send something cryptic to Anita for Echo Chamber. I mimic her writing style.
A certain local mystery author is on the snoop for some old gossip for her new book. I was able to offer her Twin Tattles and a Teaser with a Twist, all before afternoon tea.
I hit send and Anita replies: Thanks. Not entirely accurate but you do write fiction after all. Same time tomorrow?






  
  Chapter 3


During their walk Baxter has been talking to Raider about the wayward parcel on his doorstep. 
“I don’t try to read his mind, Tiggy. I just use him as a sounding board. He’s a good listener. And sometimes I have thoughts I wouldn’t have if I didn’t talk it over with him.”
“That happens when I talk about Piper’s mysteries. He gives me ideas without saying a word. So what’s your new theory about why this parcel was sent to your place?”
He looks down and rubs Raider’s ear. “Well, I was in the news a lot after … you know … and they kept calling me a qualified PI.”
“You think someone’s targeted you with the parcel.”
“Yes.”
“Why?” 
“To get me to find this person. For free.”
Something about his tone makes me ask the next question.
“How is Spotted! going?”
“Great logo and awesome website,” he says.
And no clients yet. Poor Baxter. It’s very early days but he’ll really be feeling it. Especially after his hopes from the local publicity were dashed when one paper misprinted the Spotted! business name – was it the Eastern Echo? – and then the mistake was repeated by others. When they eventually corrected it, the momentum was lost.
“And your private address is on your website?”
“Of course not!” He drops his voice. “But how hard would it be, Tiggy?”
Baxter and Raider are very distinctive. Their photo was in the paper. And the logo of Spotted! is Raider. They’re out walking and training around Exeter and Topsham. And now that Baxter’s twin brothers are no longer so small, he sometimes takes the pooch to stay with them and walks him near their house. A whole lot of dots begging to be joined.
“It’s clever you’ve realised this parcel could be a client after a freebie,” I say. “But if you find this person and deliver the parcel to their real address, how will the sender know?”
“I’ve swept the parcel for bugs. I didn’t detect a tracker but it’s in the back shed until I know where to deliver it so any battery goes flat.” 
He’s taking it seriously.
“Mum made me take it to the Royal Mail Delivery Office yesterday to ask them what to do with it. There was a long queue and a lot of screaming children. I waited for ages. The noise made me anxious but I didn’t want to lose my place. Then at last it was my turn and the woman behind the counter … wasn’t very helpful.”
“What did she say?”
“Her name badge said Nola. She didn’t listen, Tiggy. She talked over the top of me. I tried to explain that there was no-one called Mary at our house.” 
He flips his voice to a high-pitched squawk. 
“‘That doesn’t matter to the Royal Mail. The parcel has been delivered as addressed. If you don’t want it, write RETURN TO SENDER in big letters and post it.’ I said, ‘There’s no return address on the back.’ But Nola was already shouting, ‘Move along. Next!’ Then she stopped. ‘No return address? Give that to me.’ And she tried to take it, Tiggy. I shouted ‘What are you going to do with it?’ and lots of people looked at me. ‘That’s my business, young man.’ So I snatched it off the counter and … made a run for it.” 
He’s breathing heavily after replaying both parts. 
“What a nightmare. I hope she didn’t chase you down the street.”
“Nah. She was too old to run. I heard her shout, ‘Next!’”
I stifle a chuckle. “What did happen next?”
“I had to explain to Mum why I still had the parcel when I got home.”
I ask what he told her. 
“What if the sender isn’t after a freebie, they’re after anonymity? Like they don’t want me to know who they are because they have nefarious plans – it means wicked – for Mary? What if Mary is hiding out from the sender and this is a sneaky way to get me to track her down?”
“Do you think Mary might be in danger?”
“I have to consider everything. And what was Nola going to do with it?” 
Now that he’s explored these possibilities, I don’t like it one bit. I’m relieved his part-time sidekick Harry is safely away on a family holiday at the moment. She’s the same age as Baxter and even more inexperienced. But that also means Baxter is working on his own.
“Have you googled Mary’s full name?”
“Of course.”
He saves me a rerun of his ‘I’m a qualified PI’ lecture.
I’m about to ask for details but he hugs Raider and leaves with a goodbye wave.

      [image: ]After a big bowl of water, Raider reposes on the rug. To the soothing sounds of puppy snores, I continue my online search for stories about the makeover at St Oswald’s. The Eastern Echo only published large photos and brief reports of single events so I dive into the ‘Two Tales and a Mystery’ newsletter.
I start six months before the arrival of the Norths at Little Taling’s humble vicarage. Russell North is mentioned as a volunteer in the community where he was to become vicar. Was this coincidental or deliberate? It feels like an important place to start.
The newsletter appears to be funded by a large number of plain text advertisements for local services: dog grooming, piano tuition, yoga classes, home help, children’s art classes and holiday accommodation. I skim the regular items such as Tales of Times Past, What’s On, Charity Events, and Obituaries. River & Lea covers a range of news. There’s even a feature called Mystery by Miss Tree where readers are invited to submit a clue to something happening in the Vale. This one makes me chuckle. 
Mystery Underwear Seeks Owner
A resident of Great Taling has submitted this month’s mystery. An unknown dog deposited an item of silk ‘underwear’ with lacy trim on her front doorstep. If it’s yours please solve the mystery by describing the colours to the editor. 
It’s usually wrong answers only for Mystery by Miss Tree but this month we’re after the right answer!
I promise myself to read each one.
In the December issue, I find the first reference to the wildlife observation hut. 
The committee is investigating a supplier that can deliver a flat-pack cabin and reduce the skillset needed to erect it by our local volunteers. Churchwarden.
If Piper Halliday volunteers to help build one, she could meet characters and come across clues for her postcard mystery. 
Each month the newsletter mentions progress on finding a supplier then ordering. But there has been no artist’s impression of the cabin or even a mud-map of where it was to be located in the churchyard. I return to the photo on the postcard. In the farthest back corner away from the church building and beyond the graves, there’s a profusion of reeds and flowers as if it might be a damp area. I wonder what kind of wildlife any visitors can observe on the site.
July: The main structure of the observation cabin has been erected. Many thanks must go to Russell North and Gary Miller for braving a Saturday morning when the hot weather kept others away and hampered their efforts. The door and windows can now be installed.
Russell North is mentioned without his title. Did they know he was a vicar with his eye on St Oswald’s? My breath quickens as I sense a mystery unfolding. In the next few weeks the single vicar arrives with a very new wife and big plans to transform their traditional church.






  
  Chapter 4


Anita mentioned Russell North’s interview with a newspaper about being a single man in the role. A quick search of his name finds it. Questions have been removed and the piece is written in his voice. 
Being single gives me a credibility problem with couples getting ready to marry. Some think I haven’t earned the right to make judgements about how they choose to live. I can’t blame them. And I’d like to settle down with the right woman but where do you find one who even wants to go out with a vicar, let alone marry one?
I do enjoy the advantages of living alone, though. Doing what I want without having to fit in with someone else’s needs. It’s a selfish life. And lonely at times. And because I don’t have anyone to challenge my thinking, there’s a risk of getting a God complex. 
Did Sadie not only want to go out with a vicar but marry one? That’s what she did. How did he find her? But from the way she behaved in the video and what Anita said about her tears, she was unprepared for the role of vicar’s wife. Because she was young and in love, wanting to please him and feeling like a failure? 
Or was something else going on?
Something that made North comfort her about how she looked for the video, but it made Sadie tell Anita she was upset that the vicarage was too humble. A lie of little consequence unless you’re the new wife of the vicar, supporting your husband as he guides the community’s spiritual life and moral values.
The October newsletter dives into the church makeover, publishing letters for and against. Those loyal to the project argue passionately that falling congregation numbers will lead to the closure of St Oswald’s unless the modernisation is embraced. The opposing side pleads heavily for the status quo because of heritage, history and social cohesion. They accuse the vicar of breaking his promise that the grant money would be secured before any renovations began and instead ‘selling off the furniture’ to try to find the funds, with the real risk Little Taling will be left with a shell of a church and no ‘café hub’ either. 
The editorial in the November newsletter tackles the tensions.
Café Hub at St Oswald’s Church.
As editors of your newsletter, we have published facts from both sides regarding the ongoing conflict that divides our village. The church with its hundreds of years of history has deep roots in the community as both a spiritual and cultural centre, and a monument to the past. Many of us have ancestors buried in the churchyard. Although most of us reluctantly agreed that the café hub would bring new life to the village, now that funding difficulties have delayed the work, an opposing group has found its voice. This has led to exchanges between neighbours incompatible with harmonious village life. We must put our differences aside and look to future events that bring us together. One such gathering is our upcoming Car Boot Sale. 
Reverend Russell North is given a platform. He thanks the community for sharing the vision for St Oswald’s bright future and decries the lies being spread about broken promises and funding failures.  
I have been completely open with the community about the challenges we face securing funding. Grants are more forthcoming when the whole community is behind the project and work is already underway. At least one funding group has received letters opposing the project and thwarting our chance to receive the grant. This is both subversive and scurrilous. 
I find myself reading and rereading every word, wondering how Piper Halliday might venture into a similar cesspit of controversy without the plot revealing too much of my real-life inspiration. 
In the November issue there’s also a photo of the wildlife observation cabin. A plain wooden box with a sloping roof, its windows facing away from church which appears in the background. The Churchwarden has written the reasons for constructing it.
The St Oswald’s Wildlife Observation Shelter (OzWOSH) is located in the left-hand corner of the churchyard, surrounded by new wildlife-friendly plants. The churchyard sits on the edge of a former water meadow far distant from centres of population. Promoting it to cyclists, walkers and tourists is an important part of this community’s strategy to keep the church vibrant and lively. We warmly invite everyone to come and take a look. We hope to have an official opening when the weather warms up in the new year.
Was it always intended that the OzWOSH would attract visitors and keep the church ‘vibrant and lively’? Or had there been rumours long before Rev. Russell North arrived that St Oswald’s was at risk of being gutted and ‘hubbed’ – and the OzWOSH was hatched to counter it?
I stop. These locations are just a short drive away in East Devon. I’ve just read that last November ‘everyone’ was warmly invited to take a look. Time for some ground-truthing for Piper’s new adventure.
Raider can sniff out an imminent excursion before I’ve left my chair. He’s already at the door with his nose pressed to the crack.
Twenty minutes later we’re leaving the A30 and taking a minor rural road north. Further on, the sign to Little Taling directs us down a narrow lane lined with hedgerows and into a village of about fifty houses clustered along several side streets. I’ve missed any official signs to the church but we pull up outside an imposing building behind a hedge-topped stone wall. On either side of the path that leads to the porch entrance, large pots spill trailing plants.
The sign on the gate explains what we’re looking at.
PRIVATE RESIDENCE
What happened to the Reverend Russell North and his wife Sadie? And all the changes they planned only a year ago? Gazing up at the bell tower, I realise that ground-truthing has thrown up more questions than answers. 
Did ‘Two Tales and a Mystery’ document what must have been the rapid collapse of this grand idea? Death of a Delusion. The newsletter entries might provide a strong framework to build Piper’s fictional mystery. I’m imaging a community that over-reacts and drives the well-meaning couple out of town. Someone is murdered. 
The fictitious vicar? Or his wife? 






  
  Chapter 5


Raider needs a walk. We climb out and I resist the urge to open the gate of the former church and walk up to the front door. Raider tugs on his lead, keeping my curiosity in check. Instead we’ll investigate the observation hut, assuming it’s still there. 
At the corner of the stone wall a track leads down the side post-and-rail fence. It must be a public right-of-way because when we reach the cabin, its door opens directly onto the track but the fence encloses the hut itself into the old churchyard, now the backyard of the residence. 
I turn my attention to the door.
Padlocked.
A laminated sign gives a number to ring to book a visit. A sticker with a different number is taped over the top. If I ring it I’ll probably learn where to find the key. But Raider’s nose is glued to a small stone beside the wooden steps. I recognise a keystone and in case we’re observed, I hold my phone to my ear as if someone official is directing me. 
“I see it,” I say to the air.
Underneath the stone, a sliding cover encloses a space for the key.
“I’ve found it. Thank you. We’ll put the key back when we’re finished.”
Raider barks.
I’m slipping the key into the padlock when the reason for the bark has stopped at my shoulder. A man in overalls and a floppy canvas hat. 
“You’re keen,” he says. “The OzWOSH is pretty quiet these days. St Oswald’s Wildlife Observation Shelter. It’s kept its name, unlike St Oswald’s itself. I see you found the key.”
I decide to come clean. “My dog found it before I rang the number.” 
“I thought it was odd that you were talking to a recorded message.”
He pulls out his phone, hits some numbers and puts it on speaker.
‘Thank you for your interest in St Oswald’s Wildlife Observation Shelter. You’ll find the key in the keystone under the steps. Please lock up when you’re finished and put the key back. And take your rubbish with you. There’s a donation box for upkeep inside. Thank you.’
He lifts an eyebrow for my explanation.
I put my hand out, “Tiggy Jones mystery author and insatiable researcher. I’ve read about the building of the OzWOSH in ‘Two Tales and a Mystery’. This is Raider the Dalmador. His sniffing skills support my research.”
Our new companion holds one hand down for Raider to sniff and takes my outstretched hand with the other. “Hence the matching outfits,” he says, noting my white shirt with black spots. “Russell North.”
What? I didn’t recognise him under his floppy hat.
“Reverend Russell North?” I ask.
“You have been digging. The former Reverend North. A bit like the former St Oswald’s. Both trying out new gigs. These days I’m monitoring beavers for the River Tale Trust but it’s only part-time and mostly at night.” 
He points to the locked gate he just came through at the end of the track, its sign forbidding public access. 
“I’m looking for a permanent day job. Am I going to get a role in your next book?” He grins. “And will I be paid?”
It’s the kind of disarming question Baxter asks. I remember this man’s easy manner from his welcome video. 
“Not very permanent,” I hear myself say. “In my book, the vicar might be … the murder victim.”
He roars. “Don’t give Little Taling’s residents any ideas. And it’s the first time I’ve noticed that vicar and victim start with the same three letters. If only I’d known that years ago I might have taken a different path.”
An awkward silence follows. He’s gone from the beloved vicar caring for a flock of parishioners to a part-time care-giver to a handful of beavers. A spectacular fall from grace that made him resign? Or was he … defrocked?
“Allow me to give you a guided tour of the OzWOSH, Ms Jones.”
“Tiggy,” I say. “How long does the tour take?”
The wooden shack is the size of a tool shed.
“It depends how interested you are in recent history.”
Very. 
This ground-truthing exercise might produce some answers after all. But watching his welcome video doesn’t change the fact that Russell North is a stranger to me.
“Raider loves history too.” Meaning my dog comes with me.
We follow him up a couple of steps and inside, leaving the door open. A rectangular timber box with large windows on two sides.
“This is not its original location,” he says. “I moved it.”
“Why?”
“The original committee used the term ‘wildlife observation’ in order to win the grant money but they were only ever thinking of birds.”
“Daytime visitors only.” 
“Except the occasional owl. Even then they didn’t position it close enough to the trees. And they never put up identification posters either. Then one day the beavers arrived. And I moved the OzWOSH to this slight rise and closer to the river.” 
Through the trees dark reflections tremble in the shadows. Water.
“Wasn’t this intended to make St Oswald’s a vibrant part of the community?”
“That’s what their grant application promised.”
“A bit like removing the pews and opening a café?” It just slips out.
He turns from the window and looks at me sharply.
“The video,” I say. “I’m based in Topsham and Anita Blaine from the Estuary Echo is a friend.”
“I remember Anita. That video was not my idea …”
Whose idea was it?
“… and my wife was mortified.” 
It’s the first time he’s mentioned Sadie. His gaze returns to the window for a long minute before he looks at me again.
“Was moving this shelter more radical than removing pews?” I venture.
“More personal. An affront to the whole committee and their years of planning and volunteer time. Someone said if the OzWOSH was moved, they’d kill themselves.”
I haven’t reached the emotional editions of the newsletters.
“They said it wasn’t even close enough to the river to see the beavers. But I know how beavers change the hydrology. In a few months they’d cleared debris, created a river bend, and opened up little glades along the edge to let the sun in. Already there are more invertebrates and fish. When I hired a tractor from another district to move this shelter – the local contractors staged a boycott – the whole town formed a blockade. It was ugly but also …”
“Successful?”
“People started booking viewing slots in numbers. There’s no public access to the river here so the OzWOSH is the next best thing. The grant has reporting obligations and when their committee saw our visitor stats, we received a commendation. But each time I’ve lined the walls with posters about beavers they mysteriously disappear.”
Easy with the key in the keystone.
“You can really see beavers from here?”
“Sometimes during the day but they’re predominantly nocturnal. Most nights you’ll see at least one. With infrared binoculars.” 
He points to a tree that’s been gnawed and across the reflected water what looks like a raised pile of sticks.
“Does the locked gate keep trespassers out?”
“Mostly. After we started guided walks – and someone had a nasty accident in the wetland – the public has left the area alone.” Suddenly my guide stops talking. “Enough about my favourite subject. I was on my way back to make a cup of tea. Care to join me?”
“You’re still living in Little Taling?” 
With Sadie? Is she an outcast too?
“Most of the locals ignore me. And beavers are much better company. So when the hub idea failed and they put St Oswald’s up for a quick sale, I bought it.”






  
  Chapter 6


Surely buying the church is an even stronger reason for the residents to treat Russell North as a pariah. First he trashes everything of value to this community then snaps up the spoils. 
We’ve locked the cabin and started walking up the track. 
“The sale of the building was quick,” he says, “but I’m still waiting for Council to approve the change of use to a residential dwelling. So I’m a ‘gentleman squatter’ at the moment.”
He’s been talking as if he’s single. I decline his invitation. Outside his ‘squat’ we stop beside my car. 
“Come along on one of my beaver walks,” he says. “As my guest. A small group of five or six including me. No kids. Or … dogs. Sorry boy.”
He pats the pooch in rhythm with the metronome of Raider’s tail.
“That sounds like a treat.” I mean it. 
He suggests an evening next week and I accept. 
Then a question occurs to me. “Tell me, have you ever found anything in a beaver’s mound of … human origins?”
“A clue for your mystery, eh?”
“My ‘satiable clue-riosity, I’m afraid. It comes with the territory.”
His grin is infectious. “From ‘satiable curiosity. The Elephant’s Child. Rudyard Kipling.”
“One of my favourite childhood stories. A cautionary tale about insatiable curiosity that I ignore on a daily basis. Because if the elephant’s child hadn’t asked the crocodile what he had for dinner, elephants wouldn’t have those useful trunks.”
North rolls his eyes skywards thinking about my question. “I’ve seen my fair share of beaver mounds and dams but no materials of human origin. I’ll ask my colleagues at the Trust before our walk.”
Even the former clergyman wants to help me with my mystery plot.
Raider jumps onto the back seat and as we drive off, North waves goodbye from his front gate.
“What do you think of our little excursion, Raider?”
Raider’s double-woof seems to say that ground-truthing always turns up surprises.

      [image: ]The letters in ‘Two Tales and a Mystery’ mostly dispute the technical reasons for moving the OzWOSH and wail about how offended and insulted everyone feels. It’s good background for a murder and while I’m wondering why Russell North is still alive, I’m also considering what could replace the shelter in Piper’s book to generate the same degree of community angst. A local flower show? What if a long-term member of the flower show committee threatens to ‘kill herself’ if they rearrange the display tables? Too implausible? 
Any items about the sale of the church are brief and factual, the editor’s keeping the lid on any dissent. 
I flick through the headlines of each monthly Mystery by Miss Tree, each inviting ‘wrong answers’ to be shared in the following issue. The mysteries with their winning wrong answers:
Who Knows Why the Ladie Hides?  
Answer: She’s a Tramp. 
A joke from ‘Lady and the Tramp’? But it sounds a tad pointed and why the odd spelling of Ladie?
Who’s the New Lodger at Number 5? 
Answer: That one’s voice is too soft to shout.
Free shopping has come to Little Taling. What’s it called? 
Answer: Porchasing. 
Hah! One new word for porch-pirating. Clever.
Then from the April newsletter: 
Unexplained Lights in St Oz Churchyard.
Several reports of sightings have been received. The new ‘home owner’ has not responded to Miss Tree’s request for an explanation. Please submit your guesses – wrong answers only of course – for publication next month. 
Before I can read the answers in the next newsletter, my phone rings. Henry from Cobwebs Collectibles.
“Tiggy, it’s Henry. Do you have a minute? I have a favour to ask. For my daughter Jody.”
I’ve never met Jody but she runs West-Wold Dalmatians where Raider was born – by mistake after a Labrador broke in and mated with one of their pure-bred females.
“As long as she doesn’t want Raider back,” I joke.
“The opposite. She wants to show him off.”
He explains that Jody and her partner have branched out into breeding ‘designer’ Dalmadors – a cross-breed that’s becoming increasingly popular because they look so good and combine physical strengths and favourable personality traits from both breeds.
“This is their first litter so they don’t have any grown-up dogs to show prospective clients. Jody wonders if one particular client could visit you and meet Raider.”
I have another idea.
“What if Raider and I drive over to West-Wold Dalmatians and the client could meet us there? Then Jody and I can answer any questions together.”
“That’s even better if you don’t mind the disruption to your writing schedule.”
“Every excursion gives me ideas for my book.”
He gives me Jody’s number and I ask Baxter if he’d like to come along as our Dalmador-walking expert. Jody’s delighted with this arrangement. We make a time tomorrow and she confirms it with the client. 
Back in the May newsletter, Miss Tree published all the replies to the ‘unexplained lights in the churchyard’ and they’re what I expected: various things being buried, a will o’ the wisp (local folklore), the undead leaving their graves to dance, digging up stolen treasure, an alien spaceship. The most left-field suggestion and winning entry is: The ‘blazing eyes’ of the Beaver of the Baskervilles. 
I wonder if Miss Tree writes the winning entries herself.

      [image: ]As I navigate the motorway towards Newton Abbott and then the picturesque rural roads to West-Wold Dalmatians, I ask Baxter about his parcel and what he discovered when he googled Mary’s full name.
“I think her name is a trick. An alias. An anagram. Or a code.”
“What makes you think that?”
“When I was little I had a guinea pig. She was black, white and brown. The name on the parcel reminds me of Mud Blob’s name.”
“You made up your guinea pig’s name?”
“Of-way ourse-cay. Of course.” He pauses. “Pig Latin.”
It’s the language game kids play to fool their parents and teachers. The first consonant or group of consonants goes to the end of the word before adding ‘ay’. If the word starts with a vowel, you put ‘way’ at the end.
I say, “The addressee’s name reminds you of ‘ud-may ob-blay’ your ‘inea-guay ig-pay’.”
“Guinea-pig Latin!”
When he laughs, Raider joins in with a breathy pant from the back seat.
“Mary is a real name,” Baxter says, “but her last name sounds like an alias a child would make up.”
“Can I hear it?”
After three seconds of consideration, he says, “OK. Tell me the first thing you think of when you hear her full name.” He takes a big breath. “Mary Contreras.”
“Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow?”
“Exactly!”
“Did you look up the name Contreras?”
“Of-way. Ourse-cay. It’s from Central and South America but Mary is usually Maria in those places. That’s another reason I’m suspicious.”
“Did the parcel come from overseas?”
“British stamps. What do you think, Tiggy?”
“Well, you named Mud Blob after her tri-colour fur. Why would someone be nicknamed Mary Contreras?”
“Good question. It rhymes pretty much like Mary, Mary, quite contrary. Is she rebellious, like she’s doing something she shouldn’t be doing?” It’s a moment before he shouts, “She’s a runaway! The person sending the parcel wants to know where Mary Contreras is hiding without giving me her real name.” He stops. “Mud Blob was a better alias for identification purposes, though. It described what the guinea pig looked like. Mary’s alias only tells me that she’s … difficult.” Pause. “That’s what teachers used to say about me.”
He’s silent after that, thinking back to his school days. I respect that until we turn into the front gate of West-Wold Dalmatians. The old whitewashed house at the end of the track with its thatched roof looks as beguiling as the photo on their website.
Jody comes out in rubber boots, jeans and a checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up. When I open the back door of the car, Raider leaps out and jumps all over her.
“He remembers me,” she says, beaming. “What a charmer you are, West-Wold Midnight Raider Surprise. Just like your dad.” 
We’ve introduced ourselves when another car pulls up – potential Dalmador-buyer, Claire. More introductions and Claire explains she’s ducked out in her lunch hour. After his assault on Jody, Raider shows a different kind of charm for Claire, sitting up and shaking hands. She’s pleasantly surprised to see he’s not a heavy-boned dog as she feared but has a stronger but still streamlined shape of a full Dalmatian.
Using Raider as her model, Jody points out the extra physical difference and qualities afforded by the cross-breed. I follow-up with a description of Raider’s empathetic personality and Baxter describes his needs for exercise and gets him to demonstrate some tricks he’s learned.
When Claire gets back in her car to return to Newton Abbott, Jody thanks us for making her first official Dalmador sale much more likely.
We go inside for a cup of tea and slices of fruit-loaf fresh from the oven. Our talk turns to ‘puppy farms’ where animals are kennelled in large numbers and Jodie says how important small breeders are where the dogs live as part of the family. 
“There’s a network of us ‘family breeders’ in Devon. Ranging from small like us to big operations like Casa Spaniol in the Blackdown Hills. We support each other and keep in touch.”
“Family breeders, even on such a large scale?”
“They maintain the family environment for their Cocker Spaniels by employing a lot of young kennel assistants who live on site. Some sort of social enterprise, I think. So let me know if you or a friend are ever looking to buy a Cocker Spaniel. Or a Jack Russell. Both breeds refined here in Devon back in the 1800s, by the way.”
“Interesting,” I say. 
But we both know I’ll be sticking with Mr Midnight Raider Surprise.






  
  Chapter 7


On Saturday morning, Raider and I strut our stuff along Exeter Quayside. Local vendors wave a greeting and random children run up to get their photos taken with the pooch, sometimes wrapping their arms around his neck or if they’re tiny enough, scrambling onto his back like a pony. 
We bump into Rupert Chester, an estate agent friend who’s grabbing a coffee between house showings.
“Free photos with Devon’s most handsome hound?” he says. “My turn.”
He bobs down, hugs Raider with one arm and holds his coffee in the other hand while I snap several close-ups. Then Rupert strides away.
At the dog-friendly Keyhole Café that’s become a frequent meeting place since I came to Devon, a man sitting alone at an outside table recognises us and stands up. His tall slim frame and profusion of brown curls gives him the same boyish look as his online profile pic. Hugo Campling could be any age between 25 and 35 but probably somewhere in the middle, like me.
He shakes my hand and makes a fist for Raider to sniff. As I take a seat, the pooch plonks himself at Hugo’s feet.
“You’ve won a heart,” I say. “Check your back seat before you drive home.”
“I’d have to give him back. There’s a no-pet rule at my block of flats but I might ask to borrow him for a fancy dress party some time.”
“My PI friend has used him as the inspiration and logo for his new business called Spotted!”
Hugo’s laugh is boyish too.
We order two coffees and a puppuccino.
“The anonymous postcard in Dr Loxton’s filing cabinet,” Hugo begins. “Who wrote it? Aunty and I didn’t get very far.”
I pull out a copy of Dr Loxton’s suggestion list. 
“I’d love to hear anything you’d care to tell me,” I say. “If I get any ideas for my book, I promise to fictionalise them.” 
I tell him I’ve done some research into the recent history of St Oswald’s without mentioning my trip to Little Taling and bumping into Russell North.
“St Oswald’s is the church where Aunty found the postcard,” he says. “There used to be a stand of postcards inside the porch, to be purchased or pinched using an honour system. The writer procured one, scribbled on it and posted it in the nearest slot.”
“Was the poor-box just for notes and coins?” I ask. “Not messages of a spiritual kind?”
“The poor don’t need messages. Give them cash. Aunty said she occasionally found a prayer or a plea scribbled on a piece of paper, and once there was a letter in an addressed envelope with a stamp on it. She posted it properly.”
“But she was intrigued by the postcard. And sent it to you. Did she say why?”
“Reading too many cosy mysteries, I suppose.” 
He grins, not knowing it’s a common joke said to mystery writers. 
I manage a smile. “And your aunt’s role was to collect and bank the cash donations for the poor? Another honour system?”
“All old ladies are upright and law-abiding, aren’t they?”
“And you haven’t read enough cosy mysteries!”
Raider likes my tone and emits the enthusiastic but polite yap he can get away with in cafés. A woman at the next table snaps his photo.
I return to Dr Loxton’s list.
“Were you two able to pin down the date range when the card would have been posted?”
“Some time during last summer before the new vicar and his wife arrived. And we failed miserably at finding a suitable crime during that period.”
“Surely, even in a village as small as Little Taling,” I say, “there would have been crimes serious enough to inspire the Forgive me! message. With or without an exclamation mark.”
“Unless the writer was seeking absolution from a more historical misdemeanour. After carrying years of crippling guilt.”
He opens a satchel hanging on the back of his chair and pushes a plastic folder full of clippings across the table.
“I copied everything we collected from the local paper. A missing bike, later found. Flowers snipped from front gardens by someone caught on private CCTV but their face was hidden under a hood. A parcel removed from a front doorstep, opened, retaped and put back the next day.” Hugo shrugs. “Little Taling is a place where nothing happens and the
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