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Part One

Nice chap but nobody likes him




Chapter One

Saturday 14th June

From the Instagram feed of Chelsey Barlow:

Today will be all about cleaning [image: Sad Smiley Face.]

Chelsey would always remember the weather that morning, that terrible Saturday morning, as being gloriously lovely – the real start of that summer’s heatwave people would say afterwards. As she’d driven down the leafy lanes to Hollinby Quernhow, the sky had been completely cloudless; the trees, drowning in green, stood out in sharp enamelled contrast.

Not that any of this had been uppermost in Chelsey’s mind as she’d approached the village in her mum’s rattly old motor. Her mind had been dominated by a different image entirely: herself the night before at Yo-yo’s, in her new pink top, clutching a WKD Blue cocktail and looking not unlike Kim Kardashian. She didn’t care what anyone said, that lip enhancement had been worth every last penny! Not that anyone had said anything – that was the problem. Only five likes on Instagram: her mum, her sister and three mates. Nothing from Charl or Nat, for all their selfies and exuberant declarations of friendship. And nothing from Josh. Okay, he and Nat were A Thing but she knew for a fact it was more off than on, and he’d been talking to her for nearly half an hour whilst Nat was off dancing with that lad from Harrogate.

Driving into the village she became aware of the usual sinking, trapped feelings. She’d have nothing worth posting for the next six hours, unless bin bags and spray cleaner were suddenly on trend. Which, unless one was Mrs Hinch, they were not.

Whereas most people would have admired the cottages of honeyed stone or whitewashed stucco, for Chelsey they represented only one thing: cleaning. There were four holiday lets in the village on her boss’s books – four to clean top to bottom in the seven hours between the 10 a.m. check-out and 4 p.m. when the new guests could take up residence. And it was a tough shout, no two ways about it. The fact they were all in the same village meant that it was just about doable but it was always a close-run thing. On more than one occasion Chelsey had found herself frantically finishing off the last house as the new holidaymakers waited outside in varying degrees of impatience at being deprived of the first few minutes of their stay.

What made the whole day so unpredictable was the state the previous tenants left the property in. The overwhelming majority were okay: waste bagged up, towels in the bath, bedding bundled on the beds as requested. But sometimes, sometimes …

Chelsey knew she wasn’t the tidiest of people, ask her mum; but honest to God the state some people would leave the place in – bottles and glasses all over the shop, smeary finger marks on every surface. And the toilets – even her brother used the loo brush, for God’s sake! Then there were the more serious occurrences – that time when there’d been an inch of muddy silt at the bottom of the washing machine – or those acrylic paints all over the bedding. And that basque! Hanging like a bat from one of the light fittings! That she had posted on Instagram until her boss Jax had told her to take it off smartish. And it only took one such incident – one mess, stain or spillage – in any of the four properties to throw the whole day out, into a nightmare of hurry, rush and stress.

That awful day when no less than three of the houses were in such a state, her mum and her brother had to be dragged in to help.

Today she was going to start, as she always did, with the Snuggery: a square, stone outhouse conversion at the very western edge of the village, owned by Mr and Mrs Hilton. The Hiltons lived in the adjacent barn conversion (named appropriately enough ‘The Old Barn’) and let out the Snuggery for a weekly sum that left Chelsey feeling winded. She always started her cleaning there, because at just four rooms it was by far the smallest of the properties she cleaned and consequently never had children or large parties staying.

She turned into the gravelled driveway, which lay between the two buildings, one short and squat, one long – like a cow and its calf she always thought. All at once she found herself sharply braking, making the tub of sprays and polishes slide off the back seat. One of the main house’s wheelie bins had been left, a lone sentinel, right in the way of her designated parking place in front of the Snuggery.

Chelsey sighed in impatience. What was that doing there?

For a second – only a second – she was tempted to park by the main house, but, as always, memories came back of the time when that bitch Mrs Hilton, with her hard, expressionless face and tight jodhpurs, had given her a right doing for blocking access to her four-by-four. And even though the black four-by-four was absent, she wasn’t willing to take the chance.

For all that, she thought as she parked up, she actually preferred Mrs Hilton. Mr Hilton, his toothy smug grin in that plump face, was always ready to point out some misdemeanour with her car or her cleaning or even her grammar. Not that she normally saw either of them in the fifty or so minutes it usually took to clean the place.

She got out of the car and moved the bin back to its spot, faintly puzzled. Why had the bin not been put back? One thing about Mr Hilton, he was a right stickler for putting back all the various waste and recycling bins from the two properties in their exact spot – more than once she’d been the unwilling recipient of a lengthy lecture on the subject.

Bin replaced, sprays, bin bags and gloves collected from the car, Chelsey found herself pausing. It really was a lovely day. The grey wall of the Snuggery was swamped in thick white blossoms, which made her think of weddings or picnics in the fields – not several hours of cleaning other people’s crap. By the front door she could see a couple of charity bags, no doubt full of Mrs Hilton’s designer cast-offs. She felt a sudden bleak little stab. Twenty-three and working three jobs, none of them amounting to much. When Mum and Dad were twenty-three, they’d been married two years and living in the house in Carlton Miniot. The prospect of actually owning her own home seemed as remote to Chelsey as winning the lottery. She thought again about the cost of renting out the Snuggery and shook her head at the unfairness of the world.

Come on, Chelse, no point in moping. That’s what Mum would say. If she got done smartish here she could maybe grab a selfie by those white flowers. See if that got a response from Josh.

The first thing that hit her on opening the door of the Snuggery was the smell of cleaning spray – sharp, fresh, floral. This boded well. Unless there’d been some major catastrophe somewhere, and the scent represented some token attempt to put it right …

She went into the kitchen, always the place with the greatest potential for domestic devastation. Today it was spotless, the draining board bare, the floor swept, the hob sparkling in the morning sun, which was streaming in through the mullioned windows. Chelsey’s first thought was there’d been some mistake – had the Snuggery even had any tenants during that past week? But no, the hospitality tray (Yorkshire teabags, Hambleton gooseberry jam, two garden centre café scones) was empty, and there was a light on, on the dishwasher. It seemed whoever had been there had followed Mr Hilton’s entire irritating litany of laminated instructions – please leave cutlery IN the dishwasher; please empty the rubbish into the CORRECT coloured wheelie bin. With a lightening heart, she headed for the living room. At this rate all she’d need to do was change the bedding – she could be out in twenty minutes.

This is what was going through her mind as she opened the living room door and her life changed forever.

The lines of the hoover on the dove-grey carpet were one detail amidst the immaculate cleanliness that would haunt her nightmares for years to come.

Mr Hilton was seated on the slate grey velveteen sofa. He was wearing a smartish grey jacket over a checked shirt and orange tie. And he was dead.

Chelsey knew it instantly. There was something unmistakable about the utter stillness of his body, and there was everything about the way his head was thrown back, flung back, as if howling with laughter. Or just howling. And his face. That look on his face, milky eyes wide, toothy mouth agape.

Chelsey had seen one dead person before in her life: her Nanna Renee in the hospice. She’d looked exactly as if she was sleeping, wrinkled hands folded neatly on the snowy coverlet. There had been such a beautiful feeling of peace. That lovely Jamaican nurse had opened the window ‘to let the soul out’; afterwards she had gently placed a flower on the pillow next to Nanna Renee’s head. But here, in the living room of the Snuggery there was no feeling of peace whatsoever. Here there was … anger … outrage – fear even. Any released soul would, Chelsey instinctively knew, be battering at the closed window with the force and fury of an angry wasp.

All at once adrenalin exploded through her body. With a great gasp Chelsey ran out of the Snuggery and into the lane outside on legs that didn’t seem to want to work properly. If it had been Acacia Gardens, where she lived in Thirsk, there would have been someone around, cutting the grass, unloading shopping, chatting over the fence – but here the idyllic village street was deserted and drowsy in the morning sun. Her fingers, usually so adept with a phone, felt fat and clumsy as she attempted again and again to dial 999. As she waited for the operator she felt a further pang of panic – what should she ask for? Police or ambulance? She was pretty sure Mr Hilton was dead – but what if he wasn’t? Would she be in trouble for getting it wrong?

In the event she didn’t need to ask for either, by the time she’d finished gasping out her story the operator had decided for her and told her to wait outside – for police or ambulance she wasn’t entirely sure. Standing in the deserted lane, Chelsey shivered. Despite the heat she felt icy cold but knew she didn’t dare go back to the car for her jacket.

And it was as she stood there that she realised there was a second thing wrong with the scene she’d just witnessed. It had been driven out by the sight of Mr Hilton. It wasn’t that it was exactly wrong – not in the way a dead body was wrong (her shivering intensified) but it was odd. Different.

Sinister.

She shivered again. How long would whatever was coming take? She remembered the idea she’d had of taking a selfie by the flowers and posting it on Instagram. And suddenly she realised on some deep, sad level that she would never post on social media again.




Chapter Two

Tuesday 8th July

From the Hambleton Five Parishes Newsletter:

As temperatures soar, all five of our churches will be open for people to pop in and take sanctuary from the heatwave. Please remember to keep the doors SHUT as our feathered friends also like to cool off – and they aren’t too fussy about the mess they leave behind!

From his post at the front of All Saints church, Pickhill, the lanky, bald man in the baggy designer suit frowned down at his tablet.

‘Cut Neville Hilton in half,’ he said confidently, ‘and you’d find the word “education” stamped through him like Blackpool Rock.’

Behind him the Reverend Mare – vicar of All Saints (and four other churches) – gave a well-practised smile of mirth tinged with sadness. From a gilt easel surrounded by waxy white lilies, an enlarged image of Nev Hilton smirked toothily out at the congregation as if acknowledging the speaker’s words.

The speaker – identified on the glossy order of service as Chris Canne MBE, CEO of Lodestone Multi-academy Trust – raised his eyes to scan the assembled mourners. It was then he saw the three ladies of a certain age sitting some five rows back. One wore a worried frown; the second, in a wispy black outfit, was adjusting a black pillbox hat; whilst the third – the one with a grey bob and large glasses – lowered her gaze and bowed her head as if in silent prayer. His eyes flicked uneasily back to the iPad. ‘He was a man for whom education was a passion and is, quite simply, a massive loss to the profession.’ His voice sounded noticeably less certain.

Head bent, Thelma was not praying but considering what Chris Canne was saying about the deceased. Her thoughts spooled back to probably the last time she’d seen Neville Hilton: that staff night out at the Busby Stoop, some years ago now, for her head teacher Feay’s retirement party (hence the presence of spouses and partners). Nev Hilton had been sitting at her end of the table with his then-wife Jax, who had been Thelma’s classroom assistant at the time. Thelma could picture that same toothy smirk, hear that rather whiney voice droning on. What was it they had been talking about? Something that led to him making some rather contentious political point – completely oblivious to the fact that those people he wasn’t boring, he was annoying.

It hadn’t been so long after that, she remembered, that he and Jax had split up. Looking round the church of All Saints, blessedly cool on yet another scorching July day, Thelma found herself wondering about the late Neville Hilton. Aside from the huddle of men and women in expensive suits (obviously Lodestone Education personnel) there didn’t actually seem to be that many people, certainly not locals. She contrasted it with the funeral of her friend Laura in that very church the previous Easter. Then the church had been packed, people standing at the sides …

‘Neville Hilton was someone who will be greatly missed,’ said Chris Canne MBE sombrely.

Will he? thought Thelma.

* * *

Yes, thought Pat, Chris Canne had definitely clocked the three of them and was definitely shooting uneasy glances in their direction. Was it seeing the three of them again after that last, awkward encounter, or was there another reason? She shifted in some discomfort. Despite the cool of the church and the wispiness of the various black layers (her ‘Kate Bush get-up’, as her son Liam termed it) Pat was feeling uncomfortably warm. The black pillbox hat felt like a hot clamp on her head. She wouldn’t have bothered with it had she not been painfully aware her roots needed touching up.

‘All of us at Lodestone Multi-academy Trust were impressed by Nev’s professionalism,’ said Chris Canne – very definitely NOT looking at Pat.

Professionalism? Like Thelma, Pat found herself remembering Feay’s leaving do. What had that silly argument been about? Brexit? Neville had been so irritatingly dogmatic. Pat remembered her husband Rod’s fixed smile and repeated kicks under the table. And then talking with Nev’s wife in the ladies’.

‘Nev just doesn’t know when to shut up,’ Jax Hilton had said in her usual airy tones.

Like Thelma, Pat recalled it hadn’t been that long before the pair had broken up. Or more accurately, Jax had broken up with Nev. Of the many, many break-ups Pat had seen over the years, this had been one of the more amicable ones – a load of cheery assertions from Jax by the photocopier about growing apart, life being the play not the rehearsal, before smartly removing herself off to a flat in Boroughbridge.

From what Pat had learned through the Staffroom Grapevine there didn’t seem to have been anyone else involved. And it was very much one of Jax’s defining qualities, tiring of something and moving on – something Pat had seen happen with various diets, multiple gym memberships, and now her marriage. Presumably there had been some tension, some sadness – though it was difficult to imagine anything removing the smug smile from Nev Hilton’s face – but notably Jax had never bad-mouthed him and now the former Mrs Hilton even had the cleaning contract for the man’s holiday flat, which presumably meant some ongoing contact with her ex.

Pat looked across to where her one-time colleague was sitting three rows back, her trademark brassy blonde ponytail sprouting energetically from the top of her head bouncing slightly as she dabbed at her eyes. Ten days ago, Jax Hilton (she’d never shed her married surname, Pat noted) had rung out of the blue, with a breezy assumption bordering on an insistence that Pat would be as sad as she was and would naturally want to pay her respects. The forceful tones had rather reminded Pat of the way Jax would sell raffle tickets at the school summer fayre, effortlessly shifting book after book. Looking round at the half-empty church she could only assume Jax’s call had been part of an attempt to drum up support for the service. Pat shifted slightly; it really was uncomfortable in this outfit. She couldn’t wait to get home, into her shorts and T-shirt and into the garden. Assuming a certain bronzed somebody hadn’t nicked her favourite sunlounger to top up that improbable tan.

‘In the short time we worked together, all of us at Lodestone were impressed by the sheer work ethic of the man.’ Chris Canne always was one for going on, Pat remembered, discreetly readjusting the pillbox hat. ‘We all saw him as something of an educational powerhouse.’

Educational powerhouse? Again, Pat remembered that evening at the Busby Stoop. Bellend had been Rod’s pronouncement.

The third woman of the trio, grey-haired, in the smart but decidedly well-worn black dress, wasn’t solely there at the prompting of Jax Hilton. Liz was there because her husband, Derek (sitting next to her now, discreetly holding two of her fingers in his left hand), had felt it only right he should be there to represent the Thirsk and Rievaulx Rotarians. As branch treasurer, attending the funerals of members seemed to be something that fell into his remit, along with the stewarding of the Thirsk fun run and selling raffle tickets outside Tesco. And of course it had felt absolutely right that, as his wife, Liz should accompany him – especially taking into account her one-time connection with Jax.

Like her friends, Liz also noted the empty pews. Derek’s sentiments of solidarity and support were obviously not ones widely shared by other Rotarians. She also regarded the smirking image on the easel. A heart attack, Jax had said when she’d phoned to tell her about the funeral. Gone just like that. Had it been Liz’s imagination or had there been something else in that airy, bossy voice, some darker undertone? Maybe some other medical factor had come into play? Instantly she felt her mind flying gloomily off to her meeting later on that week. Always with these meetings she was so apprehensive before – and afterwards felt so unremittingly flat. Still, it had to be done.

As though reading her gloomy thoughts, she felt Derek’s grip on her two fingers tighten. Liz sighed and sternly forced her mind back to the service. On the front row she could see the person who Pat had identified as the second Mrs Neville Hilton. Standing in her glossy, tight-fitting purple-black dress, with her ramrod posture, she put Liz in mind of a tightly closed tulip. Hard. Her face and expressionless mask of make-up and Botox had left Liz with the odd feeling that one sharp tap would dislodge the whole edifice, like one of those Venetian masks, sending it clattering to the tiled floor.

From the tone in his voice, and the way the Reverend Mare was stirring, Liz sensed that at long last Chris Canne MBE was winding down to a close. ‘Put simply,’ he said, ‘Nev Hilton was a top guy.’ As the Reverend Mare walked to the lectern, Liz found herself pondering the words. A top guy? Like her friends, she remembered the pompous figure holding forth at the Busby Stoop … no malice in him, but such a strong sense of his own views. She remembered that immortal phrase of her late father, one used by both her and Derek when talking about Neville Hilton that morning.

Nice chap but nobody likes him.

After the service the sparse congregation milled in the vicinity of the stone porch of All Saints, waiting for the emergence of the coffin, marking the start of Neville Hilton’s last journey on this earth: the short drive to Maple Park Crematorium. Like the rest of the countryside that summer, the graveyard was bleached and dusty after nearly four weeks of blazing sunshine and little rain; the various stilettos and designer trainers of the Lodestone group sparked little puffs of sandy dust.

Whilst Derek gravitated to the couple of fellow Rotarians, jackets over their arms, Liz, Pat and Thelma retired to a discreet distance under the shade of one of the gently rustling trees by the honeyed stone wall.

‘So,’ said Pat bluntly, removing her black hat (roots be damned). ‘What was that all about?’

‘I’m wondering,’ said Liz, ‘why the funeral was here and not in the church at Hollinby?’ She made a grab for her bag, and a balsam tissue. Standing in this graveyard was doing nothing for her hay fever.

‘There is no longer a church at Hollinby,’ said Thelma. ‘It was deconsecrated a couple of years ago.’

Pat shook her head impatiently. ‘I don’t mean where the funeral was but who was at it,’ she said. ‘Or rather who wasn’t at it. There was hardly anyone there!’

‘Most of the Rotary lot were away on holiday,’ said Liz. ‘At least that’s what they told Derek.’

‘There’s the group from Lodestone,’ pointed out Thelma. The three looked over to the huddled group. Chris Canne had his back to them.

‘That’s something else,’ said Pat. ‘Is it me or is Chris Canne avoiding us?’

‘He certainly looked surprised to see us,’ said Liz, blowing her nose.

‘I did say “hello”,’ agreed Thelma. ‘But he didn’t seem willing to talk. Though of course he could just be embarrassed about the last time we met.’

There was a brief pause as they all remembered the scandal involving a certain member of the Lodestone Trust personnel they’d been involved in uncovering.

‘I wonder,’ said Liz, ‘if there was maybe some issue with Neville at work?’

‘Some murky goings-on?’ mused Pat. ‘Neville?’

‘He’d only been there ten minutes,’ said Thelma. ‘According to Chris Canne.’

‘And all those lilies,’ continued Liz. ‘Don’t you think they were a bit OTT? There’s so many lovely flowers at this time of year – and a lot cheaper. Remember all those daffodils at Laura Barton’s funeral?’

‘Nev would have been on a fair old whack if those Lodestone suits are anything to go by,’ observed Pat. ‘And apparently the fuddle’s at Ainderby Golf Club. No expense spared according to Jax.’ At the mention of their former colleague there was a significant exchange of glances.

‘I suppose what I’m wondering,’ said Thelma, ‘is why we’re here.’

‘Because Jax “asked” us,’ said Pat. The inverted commas round the word ‘asked’ were audible.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Liz frowning.

‘Jax was very insistent I came,’ said Thelma.

‘And me,’ said Pat. She looked at her friend. ‘You think maybe she wanted us here for a particular reason?’

Thelma nodded. ‘The thought did cross my mind.’

Liz remembered that dark undertone in Jax’s voice. She had a sudden nasty feeling she might be committing herself to something she’d much rather not.

‘But what reason?’ she said worriedly. She could feel another sneeze coming on.

Thelma nodded to where a blonde ponytail could be seen making a purposeful passage through the graves towards them.

‘I think we might be about to find out,’ she said.

‘I’m completely gutted,’ said Jax emphatically. On her unspoken but unmistakable bidding, they had relocated to a more discreet distance from the other mourners, next to a pile of pungent, crawling grass clippings and the last resting place of Fred Webster. Beyond the yew trees, a combine was making dusty progress across a baking beige field.

‘I tell you’ – she looked at her three ex-colleagues – ‘I’ve been in absolute bits since it happened. But it’s Chelse. She’s the one I feel sorry for.’

‘Chelse?’ asked Liz politely.

‘The girl who works for me. She’s the one who found him. Terrible, she is. Won’t go to clean on her own anymore – me or her mum have to go with her, poor love – and with twelve holiday lets to do on a Saturday, it’s a complete nightmare.’

‘It must have been very upsetting for her,’ said Thelma drily.

‘It was more than that,’ said Jax darkly. The three looked at her, wondering what could possibly be more upsetting than coming across a corpse.

‘It was a heart attack?’ asked Pat bluntly.

‘Oh, yeah.’ Jax nodded vigorously. ‘Nev had been having all murmurs and stuff even when we was together. Used to worry me half to death. But you know him – he wouldn’t be told.’

‘What was it that upset Chelsey so much?’ asked Thelma.

‘Apart from finding a body on the sofa,’ said Pat.

‘Two things.’ Jax lowered her voice and looked round at the three. ‘Nev – he weren’t one for getting scared or owt. He wasn’t sensitive, not like me.’ Here Pat hurriedly converted a snort into a cough. ‘But according to Chelse, the look on his face … terrible, it was.’ There was a pause when no one – not even Pat – thought it appropriate to point out that a sudden heart attack was unlikely to result in an expression of calm serenity.

‘And the other thing?’ prompted Thelma.

‘Excuse me.’ The voice that broke in was both abrupt and rather harsh. They looked round to see the advancing black-purple figure of the second Mrs Hilton.

‘Ffion.’ The ponytail gave an agitated flick. ‘I want to introduce you to Thelma, Pat and Liz – they used to work with me. They all wanted to pay their respects like.’ Jax spoke in a nervous rush, and all at once the three realised the reason for their discreet relocation.

‘We’re so sorry for your loss,’ said Thelma earnestly, if not strictly truthfully.

Ffion nodded perfunctorily, was that a gleam of antipathy in those hard features?

‘Does any of you own a white Fiat?’ she said. ‘Only it’s blocking in the hearse.’

Liz’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘I am so sorry,’ she said, sounding as guilty as if she’d managed to stumble into the grave itself. She stiffened and emitted two sharp, horrified sneezes.

‘It’s okay,’ said Ffion grimly. ‘Only if you could shift it.’

‘I’m going now,’ said Liz, fumbling for more tissues as she set off as rapidly as she could in her black court shoes, followed at a distance by the second Mrs Hilton.

‘So go on,’ said Pat. ‘What was the second thing?’

‘We really can’t talk here.’ Jax frowned after the retreating figure. ‘You are going to the fuddle, aren’t you?’

Both Thelma and Pat instantly and emphatically shook their heads; both began evoking appointments and commitments, but Jax spoke quickly over them. ‘Don’t apologise, it’s fine,’ she said (making both of them feel the need to say sorry). ‘I’ll come across and see you. You do still meet at the garden centre on Thursdays? I’ll see you all then.’

‘But what was it?’ said Pat. ‘What happened?’

Jax shook her head. ‘Something inside the holiday let where they found him,’ she said. ‘Something really weird.’

She looked round uneasily as if expecting the second Mrs Hilton to make a reappearance.

‘In what respect weird?’ asked Thelma.

‘The police thought nothing of it, and neither did Ffion – but then she never sets foot in the place. But I know that holiday let, inside out.’

‘And there was something wrong there?’ Thelma prompted.

Jax nodded, eyes still roaming around the churchyard. ‘It’s been done out right tasteful,’ she said. ‘I mean one thing Nev did have was an eye for colour schemes. And the living room – where they found him – it’s been done out in greys: grey sofa, grey walls, all set off by a crimson carpet.’

‘So?’ said Pat.

‘It was one of the walls,’ said Jax. ‘When Chelse went in and found Nev, she noticed someone had gone and painted it.’

‘Like graffiti?’ said Pat.

‘No.’ Jax shook her head emphatically. ‘No, they’d painted a line. Someone had painted a bright yellow line down the back wall.’




Chapter Three

Thursday 10th July

From the Thirsk Garden Centre website:

Beat the heat and find relief with the delicious range of mouth-watering smoothies in our café! Our current fave is raspberry and mint!

‘Yellow!’ said Liz, for what must have been the third or fourth time.

‘According to Jax,’ said Thelma – also for the third or fourth time. ‘A vertical yellow line, going from top to bottom, right in the middle of the wall.’

Liz frowned, shaking her head. ‘It just doesn’t make any sense.’ 

Her perplexed gaze roamed abstractedly round the Thirsk Garden Centre café as if seeking to draw reassurance from the summer normality. The patio doors were flung wide to the morning sunshine but most people had chosen to sit inside, out of the direct glare and intense heat. The place was bright with the pastel colours of summer T-shirts: yellow, lavender, pink, echoed by the displays in the Edinburgh Woollen Mill. Sun hats were on tables or poking out of handbags like large floppy flowers and many a reddened upper arm was in evidence. ‘Better get used to it!’ the Look North weatherman had said only that morning. ‘This is our new normal, folks!’

‘Just because it doesn’t make any sense to us, doesn’t mean there isn’t a reason behind it,’ said Thelma calmly.

‘It’s probably nothing,’ said Pat, aiming her coral-pink handbag fan discreetly at her cleavage. ‘Just Madame Jax getting her knickers in a knot as per. There’s got to be some perfectly logical reason behind it.’

‘Such as?’ said Liz, still frowning worriedly. She could sense a sneeze brewing. This morning her head felt especially muzzy and bunged up.

‘He could have been redecorating.’ Pat’s tone was impatient, dismissive, as if men were found dead in front of painted walls every day of the week.

‘On a Friday night?’ said Thelma mildly.

‘He might have been trying out colours,’ said Pat airily, waving the fan. ‘That’s what we do – we get those little weeny pots of paint, just to see what they look like.’

‘Jax didn’t mention pots of paint or anything like that,’ said Thelma stirring her coffee. ‘Or that Nev had been wearing painting things.’

‘Anyway,’ said Liz, ‘surely the way you use those sample pots is in patches – not great big lines?’

‘Who knows what went on in Neville Hilton’s head,’ said Pat dismissively, shutting off the fan and returning it to her bag. ‘Here’s a thought – maybe he’d done that one line and the thought of all the upheaval involved caused him to – you know …’

She made a discreet but unmistakable gesture with her pastry fork.

‘Of course, we don’t know how ill Nev actually was,’ said Thelma.

‘Derek said he seemed fine at Rotary,’ said Liz. ‘But that’s Rotary.’ There was an unspoken pause as all three reflected on their experiences of all-male gatherings where it was perfectly possible for someone to be at death’s door without exciting any particular attention.

Thelma looked at Liz. ‘What time did Derek say Nev left the Rotary meeting?’ she asked.

‘About six thirty,’ said Liz. ‘And it’d have taken him about twenty minutes or so to drive back to Hollinby.’

‘Six thirty?’ Thelma frowned. ‘Isn’t that a bit early to leave a Rotary meeting?’

‘The meeting hadn’t actually got started,’ said Liz. ‘According to Derek they were all gathering in the Wheatsheaf, and Nev got a phone call, said he had to leave and headed off.’

‘What bothers me,’ interjected Pat, ‘is why Jax Hilton-Shally wants to see us again – after strong-arming us all into going to the funeral …’

The three friends exchanged eloquent glances that said all there was to say about their ex-colleague. Back in the day Pat had nicknamed her ‘Shally’ – short for ‘Shall I leave it with you?’ During the times they’d all worked together at St Barnabus Primary School, that had been Jax’s special skill – getting others to sort out any problems that should come her way. Jammed photocopiers, unmanned playgrounds, miscreant children (especially the latter) all would all be brought to staff by Jax accompanied by a bright, conclusive ‘Shall I leave it with you?’ And now all three had a nasty feeling that the former Mrs Hilton viewed the death of her ex-husband in the same way: a problem that needed sorting. Sorting by someone other than herself.

‘And we have lift-off,’ said Pat in an undertone as














































































































Part Two

Pity Me




Part Three

Fear no more the heat o’ the sun
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