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WHOS WHO IN THE LIBBY SARJEANT SERIES

Libby Sarjeant
Former actor, sometime artist, resident of 17, Allhallows Lane, Steeple Martin. Owner of Sidney the cat.

Fran Wolfe
Formerly Fran Castle. Also former actor, occasional psychic, resident of Coastguard Cottage, Nethergate. Owner of Balzac the cat.

Ben Wilde
Libbys significant other. Owner of The Manor Farm and the Oast House Theatre.

Guy Wolfe
Frans husband, artist and owner of a shop and gallery in Harbour Street, Nethergate.

Peter Parker
Bens cousin. Free-lance journalist, part owner of The Pink Geranium restaurant and life partner of Harry Price.

Harry Price
Chef and co-owner of The Pink Geranium and Peter Parkers life partner.

Hetty Wilde
Bens mother. Lives at The Manor.

Greg Wilde
Hettys husband and Bens father.

DCI Ian Connell
Local policeman and friend. Former suitor of Frans.

Adam Sarjeant
Libbys youngest son. Lives above The Pink Geranium, works with garden designer Mog, mainly at Creekmarsh.

Lewis Osbourne-Walker
TV gardener and handy-man who owns Creekmarsh.

Sophie Wolfe
Guys daughter. Lives above the gallery.

Flo Carpenter
Hettys oldest friend.

Lenny Fisher
Hettys brother. Lives with Flo Carpenter.

Ali and Ahmed
Owners of the Eight-til-late in the village.

Jane Baker
Chief Reporter for the Nethergate Mercury. Mother to Imogen.

Terry Baker
Janes husband and father of Imogen.

Joe, Nella and Owen
Of Cattlegreen Nurseries.

DCI Don Murray
Of Canterbury Police.

Amanda George
Novelist, known as Rosie





Chapter One

HEY, MA, GUESS WHAT? Adams voice was jubilant.

Hello, darling, said Libby Sarjeant. Whats happened?

I found a body!

Libbys stomach seemed to roll over and her legs felt suddenly icy. She sat down abruptly.

A body? she said.

I knew youd be interested, said Adam. I told Mog you would be.

Mog?

The bloke Im working with. I told you. Dont you remember?

Libby racked her brain. Vaguely, she admitted. What body?

A skeleton, said Adam, his excitement clearly audible. Or part of one, anyway. A skull and a few bones, although I think theyve found a bit more now.

They? The police?

Yeah. Theyve been here all day.

So where are you?

Adam sighed in obvious exasperation. Oh, Ma, dont you ever listen? Creekmarsh Place.

Oh, yes! Libby got up from the stair she was sitting on and carried the phone into the sitting room, where she turfed Sidney the silver tabby off the cane sofa. Gardening for some famous person.

Not gardening exactly, more redesigning, corrected Adam. Mogs a designer.

Oh, right.

This is his first big commission, and Im helping him. Adam sounded proud.

But youre not a gardener, said Libby. Ive never even persuaded you to mow the lawn.

Thanks, Ma. I thought youd be pleased.

Sorry, darling, of course I am, but youve just graduated with a sociology degree.

Not just, Ma. Last bloody year, and I still havent got a job. I told you, Mog asked if Id like to give him a hand with this, as its big and theres a whole load of clearing to be done.

And Mog is ?

That mate of Doms who used to be an accountant. Lives in Canterbury.

Oh, right, I remember. Libby felt she was shaking off the onset of senile dementia. He married that nice girl Fiona, didnt he?

Now youve got it, said Adam. And he went back to college to learn how to be a garden designer and now thats what he does. When he can.

When he can?

There isnt so much work around now, despite the fact that people still love the gardening programmes on TV.

No, I suppose not, said Libby. More people are digging up the flowers and planting vegetables, arent they?

Exactly, said Adam. But this job is fantastic and could put Mog on the map.

Creekmarsh Place? Where is it?

Aha! Bit of a secret destination, said Adam. Never heard of Creekmarsh?

No, said Libby.

Its just along the coast from Nethergate before the marshes begin.

Where the Wytch comes out?

Thats it. Its actually on the banks of the Wytch. Tiny place, just a few houses, a pub and the Place.

Stately home?

Sort of. Half of its derelict, or almost. Its Tudor fantastic place.

And whos the famous person?

Lewis Osbourne-Walker.

Libby sat up straight. Youre not serious?

Adam chuckled with glee. Absolutely. Fantastic, eh?

Well, yes, said Libby, but youre not a fan of his, surely?

Course not, but the rest of the world is.

But he does gardening programmes.

He does home programmes, corrected Adam, with gardens thrown in.

So why isnt he using one of his TV garden personalities to design his garden?

Because theyre too famous to do that any more, and he wanted someone who could carry on looking after the garden. He met Mog at some bands gig and asked him to show him some drawings.

Wow. Libby stared thoughtfully into the fireplace. So whats he like? Ive always thought he might be er

Gay? suggested Adam. Yes, he is, as a nine bob note, but whats that got to do with anything? Two of your best friends are gay.

I know that, but Lewis is the housewifes favourite, isnt he? Wasnt he voted some magazines sexiest man?

So what? Come on, Ma. Thats a bit of an old-fashioned attitude, isnt it?

It was a bit of an old-fashioned magazine, as I remember, said Libby.

Whatever. Hes a great bloke. I get on really well with him.

Oh?

Oh, Mum, said Adam, making two syllables of her name and reminding her how young he still was.

Well, Im really pleased, said Libby, but what about this body?

Theres this part of the estate that was really overgrown, bordering on the main lawn, which weve already been working on, and Lewis wants to turn it into a wildlife area, but with paths so people can walk through it.

Is he going to open it to the public, then?

Hes thinking about turning it into a venue, said Adam, sounding as though he knew what he was talking about.

Like Anderson Place?

Where? Oh, yes, where Harry and Peter got married.

Civil partnered, dear, said Libby. Harry always corrects me.

Whatever, said Adam, but yes, sort of like that.

OK, but what about the body?

Oh, yes. Well, I was using the mini digger to clear some of the undergrowth and Mog suddenly shouted at me. And there it was.

The skull?

And an arm bone. Turned me up a bit, I can tell you.

I bet, said Libby. So what happened next?

Mog called Lewis, whos in London well, he was, but hes come back now and then the police. Theyre finding out how old it is now.

Is it very old, then? asked Libby.

They think so. Well, not recent, anyway. Theres been a news blackout for the moment, so dont go telling your friends Jane and whats-is-name, McLean.

McLeans hardly a friend, said Libby, amused. And I dont even know if hes still with Kent and Coast Television.

Well young Janes still with the Mercury, isnt she? said Adam.

Young Janes nearly ten years older than you, said his mother, but yes, shes still there.

Anyway, I expect itll be on TV tomorrow when theyve found out how old it is, said Adam.

And what sex it is, said Libby.

Oh yes, I suppose so, said Adam. Well, Id better get off. Ill keep you posted.

Where are you staying? asked Libby. I thought you were still in London.

Hardly, if Im working down here. Im staying with Mog in Canterbury.

Ill bet Fionas pleased, muttered Libby.

Whats that?

Nothing, said Libby hastily. Dont forget you can come here if you want.

Sunday lunch? asked Adam, hopefully.

Libby laughed. Of course.

Otherwise its easier if Im here. I can go to work with Mog as I havent got transport.

I can always come and pick you up if you want to come here for a night.

Keen to see the scene of the crime, eh, Ma? Adam laughed. Ill see what I can do.

Dont be daft, said Libby, feeling a blush creep up her neck. Ring me tomorrow.

Will do, said Adam. Night night, Ma. Love you.

The sound of the kitchen door opening heralded the entrance of Ben Wilde, Libbys significant other, who spent most of his time at Number 17, Allhallows Lane, with Libby and Sidney, and the remainder with his parents, Hetty and Greg, at The Manor as estate manager. A former architect, Ben had sold his flat and partnership after meeting Libby and was trying to persuade her to move in with him permanently, or better still, marry him. Libby was having none of it. She insisted they were Living Apart Together, a fairly new phenomenon known as LAT and particularly popular with the thirty-nine to sixty age group, into which they both fell.

Drink? he asked after kissing her on the cheek.

Not yet. Libby stroked Sidney absently.

Whats the matter? asked Ben, coming to sit opposite her by the empty fireplace.

Adam phoned.

Whats up?

Nothing. He found a body.

Ben closed his eyes. Oh, no, he groaned.

Libby eyed him thoughtfully. Thats exactly what I said, but from a totally different perspective.

Ben opened his eyes. What do you mean? he asked cautiously.

I was worried for Adam. Finding a body isnt something you would wish on anyone, let alone your youngest son. She looked away into the empty fireplace.

Sorry. Ben was contrite. Can you tell me about it?

Libby told him everything Adam had told her.

Its nothing to do with Adam, then, is it? Or even the owner?

Libby shook her head. It doesnt look like it. Lewis Osbourne-Walkers only just bought it.

Who is he exactly? Ben got up to refill his glass. Want one yet?

Go on, then. Libby tucked her feet under her. Lewis Osbourne-Walker is a television personality.

I gathered that. But is he just a personality, or is he a real person?

Libby grinned and accepted her glass. Just a personality, I suppose, but quite a nice one.

Ben snorted. Dont tell me a reality show discovery.

Not quite. He was a builder and general handyman on one of the home improvement shows and started getting so much fan mail they gave him his own show.

What sort of show?

Daytime magazine programme, said Libby. Very popular, Im told. Has a very good film critique panel.

And hes bought Creekmarsh Place?

Yes. Libby looked across at him. Do you know it?

Ben nodded. We used to go sailing there when I was a boy. There used to be a very small sailing club at the mouth of the Wytch, and the grounds of the Place come right down to the river. But we always thought it was a bit spooky. Theres a lane that leads up beside it from the club, which disappears into the trees. Goes past the church, and the pubs a bit further up on the main road.

Did you ever explore? asked Libby.

Only up the lane. Thats the only way to get to the sailing club except by sea or river. We used to cycle there.

Whos we? And whose boat did you sail?

Do you remember Basil?

Basil? Libby giggled.

Obviously not. Ben frowned at her. I went to school with him.

Well, I didnt know you then, did I?

No, but he was still around when we first met.

Libby shook her head. Dont remember, sorry.

Bass dad had a little Mirror dinghy and we used to go down and crew for him. Crewed for some of the other members, too. I got quite good at it.

But you gave it up?

When I went to university. Never thought about doing it again, although I sailed on holiday in Corfu a couple of times.

When was that?

Ben sighed. When I was married, of course. We went to Corfu several years running.

Oh. Libby inspected her glass. Both of them had been married before, and both of them had children from these marriages, but she still hated being reminded.

So. She looked up. Is the sailing club still there?

No idea. Ben looked surprised. Why? Do you fancy taking it up?

No fear. Just wondered. If it was there, I thought Adam might be interested.

Not as a novice without a boat, said Ben. They didnt have a training programme or anything. Too small.

Oh, well. Just a thought. Libby stood up. Id better get dinner started.

We can go out if youd prefer, said Ben. I dont suppose Harrys full tonight.

I fancy meat, said Libby, who nevertheless loved The Pink Geranium, Harrys vegetarian restaurant.

Pub, then, suggested Ben. Especially if their steak and ale pies on.

Libby patted his cheek and then his stomach. OK, tubby, she said. You give them a ring and Ill put a bit of face on.

Ill give you tubby, said Ben, catching her as she tried to pass him and pulling her close.

Really? Libby raised an eyebrow. Now?

In front of Sidney? he whispered, running a hand down her back. Libby shivered and wondered how a greying, middle-aged man could still send her hormones spiralling out of control after nearly two years together. Then she stopped wondering.





Chapter Two

IT WAS ON THE national news the following morning. Libby turned up the volume on the kitchen radio and stood sipping tea. Ben had already left for The Manor and Sidney had sniffed dismissively at his breakfast and gone about the business of the day.

The skeletal remains of a body discovered in a garden in Kent have been identified as that of a male aged between thirty and fifty, read the announcer. Police expect to know later today how long the bones have been in the ground. Meanwhile, the location of the find is not being made known to the public.

Because it belongs to Lewis Osbourne-Walker, Libby told the kettle. If it was on a council estate the world and his dog would know the actual address.

She went to turn on the television to see if there was any more information on the local news programmes, but the phone interrupted her.

Fran, hello. Libby sat down on the sofa. Its a bit early. Is anything wrong?

N-no. Fran hesitated. I just wondered if youd like to come down to lunch today.

Libby frowned. Sure. Any special reason?

Um, said Fran. Id like your advice.

My advice? squealed Libby. Thatll be a first.

Dont get above yourself. Do you want to come down by train so you can have a drink?

Too far, said Libby. Remember when Campbell McLean took us to lunch? It took me an hour and a half to get there. Ill drive and be good.

OK. One oclock?

Ill be there, said Libby, and she switched off the phone with another frown. Fran had become her best friend over the past couple of years, apart, of course, from Ben and his cousin Peter and Peters partner Harry, but it was most unlike Fran to ask advice, or even give much of herself away.

When Fran was introduced to Libbys friend Guy Wolfe, who lived a few doors along from Fran in the seaside town of Nethergate, a relationship had developed between them, and Libby saw less of Fran now than she had when they first knew one another.

Later in the morning, the phone rang again.

Ma, its me again, said Adam. I suppose you couldnt pick me up from work this evening, could you? You did say you wouldnt mind.

Of course, darling, said Libby, her interest quickening. Cant you go home with Mog for some reason?

Oh, its part of this bloody body thing, said Adam. Theyve stopped us working in the wood obvious, I suppose and weve started on another part of the garden, but Mog hadnt got all the plans with him, so hes going home to work on them while I dig up some paving. Hed have to come back and get me unless you pick me up.

So its no great desire to see me, then? Libby was amused.

Hey, Ma, Im sorry. Adam sounded embarrassed.

Dont be daft. Ill be there at what? Five?

Bit earlier? Four thirty? Ive been here since eight.

OK. Will the police let me through? And do I come down the lane from the main road?

Do you know it? Adam sounded surprised.

Ben does. Anyway, do I?

Yeah. Theres a drive round the side of the house. Ill tell the police youre coming.

Good-oh, said Libby. Ill see you then.

At one oclock, she parked Romeo the Renault on Harbour Street, a little way from Frans Coastguard Cottage. As it was still only early summer, the beach was not yet crowded, and the little boats that took out day trippers, the Dolphin and the Sparkler, rocked gently at anchor outside The Sloop at the end of the hard. Their captains, George and Bert, sat outside Maviss Blue Anchor caf drinking huge mugs of tea. Libby waved and Bert waved his pipe back at her.

Fran was waiting with her door open, looking nervous. Libby kissed her cheek and stood back to stare at her.

Come on, she said. Whats up?

Fran closed the door and indicated an armchair.

Its Guy, she said, taking the chair opposite.

Guy? Libby was surprised. Whats the matter with him?

Fran took a deep breath. He wants to get married, she said.

Libby let out a whoop. Fantastic, Fran! Congratulations!

Hey! Fran looked startled. I didnt say Id said yes. You wont marry Ben, after all.

But thats me, said Libby. Im a stubborn old cow

Old trout, corrected Fran with a grin.

All right, old trout, agreed Libby, but you arent. Youre much more sensible than I am, and more conventional.

Thanks, said Fran. That makes me sound like a right old bore.

Oh, you know what I mean, said Libby. And you said after youd moved in here that you wanted to be on your own to savour it for a bit. Well, youve done that. Youve had the cottage for well over a year and your relationship with Guy has got much closer, hasnt it?

Yes. Fran twisted her hands together. I dont think I could live without him, now.

Whats the problem, then?

The children, said Fran, looking anguished.

The children? gasped Libby. Your children?

Fran nodded.

What the hell have they got to do with anything?

They dont approve.

Libby sat back in her chair and shook her head. And just what dont they approve of? You getting married again?

Oh, I havent told them that, said Fran. Its just the girls, of course. They think Im too old to have a new relationship with anyone, and theyre also worried about money.

Money? repeated Libby stupidly.

Oh, you ought to hear Chrissie on the subject. Fran smiled wryly. Shes convinced that my inheritance should have been divided between the children. She cant understand why I couldnt just sign over most of it to them. Lucy feels the same. Theyre both convinced that Guy will deprive them of their own inheritance.

Ive never heard anything like it! Libby shook her head in disbelief. Id marry him quick and then change your will!

Thats what youd do, laughed Fran, but then your lot would never behave like this.

With a lovely mum like you, I cant understand why yours do, said Libby.

Ive told you, said Fran with a sigh. I wasnt there for them enough when they were growing up. Too intent on pursuing my career. She shrugged. All to no avail.

Well, I say go for it, said Libby. And dont invite them to the wedding.

I cant do that, it wouldnt be right, said Fran.

And what happens if they go all sniffy and horrid on the day and spoil it for you?

Do you think they would?

From what Ive heard about them and dont forget I have met them I bet they would. Well just have to station bouncers all round the place to keep them in order.

Fran laughed again. So you say go for it?

Of course. Libby bounced up and gave her friend a hug. With bells on.

Then Ill get out the champagne, said Fran. You can have just one glass before lunch, cant you?

Libby rubbed her hands together. You bet! she said.

Guy joined them for lunch, obviously delighted at Libbys reception of their news. Watching them together, she realised that Frans mind had been made up before she asked Libbys advice, even if she wouldnt acknowledge it to herself. Frans lack of self-confidence was still very much in evidence, even though she now owned a beautiful cottage in a highly desirable location, in the past two years had not one but two men interested in her romantically and had been successful in helping the police in four previous murder cases.

But now there was a glow about her. Seeing Fran throw back her head, dark hair swinging, when she laughed at one of Guys wicked sallies, Libby was proud of having introduced her to him, a middle-aged puckish figure with a dark goatee and snapping brown eyes.

At four oclock she got up to go, having helped clear away the champagne glasses and the remaining crumbs of the lunch.

You dont have to go, said Fran, freeing herself from Guys arm about her shoulders.

I do, said Libby. I promised to pick Ad up from his job.

What job? Guy stood up.

Surprised at herself, Libby realised she hadnt told either of them about Adams discovery, let alone his illustrious employer. She explained.

Youre not going to interfere, are you? Guy looked suspicious and Libby sighed.

Why does everybody think I will? she said. Ad hasnt got transport back to Mogs, so he asked me. Thats all.

I didnt see anything about it on the news, said Fran.

It was on the national news this morning, but it didnt say where, exactly, or who owns the garden. Ad says theyre keeping it under wraps, and as its an old body it isnt a big thing.

Fran looked dubious. But old bodies are often very big news, she said. Remember those girls who were buried? They were old, but that was a huge investigation.

Yes, well, said Libby, feeling uncomfortable, that may be so, but Ad says its all very low-key so far.

Perhaps for once the media are being respectful to one of their darlings, said Guy. Lewis Osbourne-Walkers a celebrity, isnt he?

With nothing known about him, said Fran.

Except hes gay, said Guy.

Guy! Libby and Fran turned on him.

I only meant its the sort of thing they make a big thing of, isnt it? Guy looked defensive.

Hardly. Fran was scornful. Half the celebrities on TV are gay these days. It makes no difference.

I did mention that to Ad yesterday, said Libby. He told me off, but I said Lewis was a bit of a housewives favourite and wouldnt that make a difference.

Of course not, said Fran. Only the very oldest housewives would be put off.

Really? Libby looked doubtful. What about those people who disapprove of Peter and Harry?

Particularly Harry! grinned Guy.

So who are they? asked Fran. Ive never met any, and you said yourself how lovely it was in the village with everyone cheering them on when they got married.

Partnershipped, corrected Libby automatically. But there was that letter, wasnt there?

What letter? asked Guy, sitting down again.

Oh, it was from an old lady in a home, saying that it was an abomination against the Lord, or something, said Libby.

Dont be dismissive, Lib, said Fran. She was expressing the view that the Bible says its illegal and marriage was for the procreation of children.

Oh, I hope not, said Guy, making a face at her.

I know, bless her, and unfortunately, you cant argue with someone like that, whos so entrenched in her own views that she cant appreciate any other, and certainly wouldnt want to discuss the truth or authority of the Bible. Libby smiled. I can just see her sticking her fingers in her ears and going La-la-la-la!, cant you?

Fran sighed. I know what you mean. Its such a shame that devotion to religion like that is so blinkered and nothing to do with reasoned argument.

Thats why its called blind faith, said Guy.

Anyway, said Libby, gathering up her basket, I meant to leave ten minutes ago. I shall be late for Ad, especially as I dont know exactly where Im going.

Coast road out and turn left after Canongate Drive instead of straight on to Steeple Martin, said Guy. Takes you right along the coast to Creekmarsh.

Oh, you know it, too? said Libby, stopping at the door.

Of course. Creekmarsh Place was used as a military base or something during the war, like Anderson Place was.

Thats what Lewis wants to do with it, said Libby. Turn it into a venue.

Guy looked at Fran. Fran looked back at Guy. Libby looked at both of them.

But not yet, she said, it wont be restored for ages.

Oh, said Guy and Fran together.

And theyve got to sort out this body first, anyway. Libby opened the door and grinned over her shoulder. Bit gruesome for a wedding, wouldnt you say?





Chapter Three

THE ROAD ALONG THE coast twisted and turned, alternately hiding and revealing glimpses of the sea. Banks clothed thickly in cow parsley, campion, bent and windblown hawthorn and elder crowded in on either side, until the road widened and turned sharply to the right. A pub stood on the right-hand side, and a heavily wooded lane led off to the left, with an old signpost pointing to The Church and a small wooden finger post announced Creekmarsh Place. Libby braked suddenly and with a hasty look in her mirrors swung into the lane.

The trees overhung the lane, blocking out the sunlight, before opening out to show the little church on the left. To the right, all Libby could see was thick woodland, part of which, no doubt, Adam had been clearing. Finally the lane began to slope down and she could see the sea. Now there was a lawn to her right, an old wall and what appeared to be gateposts. Adam stood beside them in very grubby jeans and a shirt, looking forlorn.

Hello, darling, said Libby. Hop in.

Thanks, Ma. Adam stopped looking forlorn and came round the other side of the car. You can turn round on the drive there.

Through the gateposts?

Yeah. Lewis is having new iron gates made by some blacksmith whos won awards. We park on the drive.

Libby drove carefully between the gateposts and began to manoeuvre the car. A figure appeared in the mirror and she stood on her brakes.

Shit, she muttered.

Adam swivelled round.

Oh, thats all right, Ma, he said. Thats just Lewis. He wound down the window and waved. The figure came round and leant in.

Whatcher, Ad, said Lewis Osbourne-Walker. This your mum?

Yes. Ma, this is Lewis, Lewis, my mum, Libby Sarjeant.

Howjer do? Lewis stuck his hand across Adam. Bit of a detective, Ad says.

Hello, said Libby, awkwardly shaking his hand.

Just off home, then? Lewis withdrew his hand.

To Mas, said Adam. Give Mogs pregnant missus a bit of a rest.

Your mum looks as though she didnt know about that, said Lewis.

Libby laughed. I didnt, but hes welcome.

Can always stay here, yknow, Ad. Plenty of bedrooms done up already.

S OK, thanks, Lewis, said Adam. Dont see enough of Ma, anyway.

Right. Lewis stood away from the car, his spiked blond hair glinting in the sun. Dont forget to tell her all about our body.

He seems nice, said Libby, as she drove back down the lane.

Hes a great bloke, said Adam. I never thought a celeb would be an OK person, but he is.

What did he mean, tell me all about your body?

Oh, the police were back again today, doing more searching, and some woman came to talk to us all.

Woman?

Policeman. Well, police person, I suppose. Higher up than your mate.

Chief Inspector?

No Superintendent. That was it.

Really? Libby turned back on to the coast road. So its become a big thing, then? Have they released details to the press?

Adam shrugged. There havent been any of the vultures around, so no, I dont think so. Weve been told to keep quiet.

So why did Lewis say tell me?

Cos I told him all about your cases.

They arent my cases! Libby was exasperated. I was just a bit involved.

Oh, yeah? Adam turned and grinned at her.

I couldnt help it, said Libby grumpily.

Anyway, when we get home Ill tell you what Big Bertha said.

Big Bertha?

The super Super. Adam grinned again. Shes scary.

However, Libby had to wait for her explanation, as Adam demanded a shower before he did anything else, so she made tea and phoned Ben to tell him Frans news.

Hmm. He was non-committal.

Whats the matter? Arent you pleased? Libby frowned.

Of course. Good luck to them.

Well, you dont sound pleased, said Libby.

I said, I am.

Oh, well, said Libby with a sigh. Just thought Id tell you, and that Ads here for supper. I had to pick him up today.

Had to?

He had no transport. Libby frowned again. Ask him if you dont believe me. Whats up with you?

Nothing. There was a pause. Ill see you later if youre still expecting me?

Of course, Libbys voice rose in surprise. Come when you like.

Bens voice softened. About six, then, he said.

Libby was still frowning when Adam came downstairs in a clean T-shirt and jeans.

Whats up, Ma? he took his mug of tea and sat down at the kitchen table.

Libby sat opposite him. I think youd better tell me about your body now, and then not mention it when Ben comes round.

Aha! Adam laughed. Getting shirty about the detective business, is he?

Suspicious, anyway, said Libby, with an unwilling smile, so please tell him it was your idea that I picked you up.

Course I will. Adam took a mouthful of tea and reached round for the biscuit tin on the dresser. And now Ill tell you all about our body.

Go on, then, said Libby, and settled back in her chair.

Well, apparently, they found about seventy per cent of the skeleton, and the scientist bloke

Pathologist?

Thatll be the one. He thought the body was only a few years old, not ancient, like we thought at first. So they did some tests, and hes right. Theyre doing more, but it looks like murder.

And not very old?

Well, not brand new, but only perhaps three or four years old. Theyve found some bits of stuff that might help identify him

Its definitely a him, then?

Oh, yeah, didnt I say? Yes, a him. So Big Bertha comes along and interviews us all about how long weve known the place, and how long Lewis has been here. Daft, isnt it? As if wed dig up someone we buried, or Lewis would ask us to do it.

Yes, but shes got to ask, said Libby. Shes the SIO is she, then?

SIO?

Senior Investigating Officer.

Like that Inspector who fancies Fran?

No, Ian Connell is only an Inspector, and he works under an SIO who directs operations from the office. Chief Inspector Murray is often SIO.

Thats the bloke who did Paulas murder, isnt it?

Nicely put, said Libby. He was in charge of the investigation, yes. But a superintendent that means its a bit higher profile. Because of Lewis, do you think?

Dont know, said Adam with a shrug. Maybe.

Id wondered if it was really old, from when it was occupied during the war.

Didnt know it was.

Guy told me. Oh and I meant to tell you Guy and Fran are getting married.

Wicked! Adam laughed. Thats one in the eye for old Ben, then, isnt it?

Libby went cold. What do you mean?

Youve been refusing him all this time. Hes not going to take kindly to this, is he? Youve been together longer than Fran and Guy.

Ah. Libby understood. So that was why Ben hadnt sounded like himself. This was going to take careful handling.

It wasnt until after supper that either the body or Fran and Guy were mentioned. Ben and Adam discussed ground management, to Libbys amusement, followed by the difficulty of getting a job and, finally, sailing.

Who was this Basil, then? asked Adam.

I went to school with him back in the dark ages, said Ben, leaning back in his chair and twirling his wine glass.

Where is he now?

Ben raised his eyebrows. Why? Fancy a sail?

Well, yeah, said Adam, with a grin, but I just wondered if he might know anything about Creekmarsh before Lewis bought it.

I expect the police will have done all that, said Libby.

Just wondered, said Adam. Like you do.

Libby shifted in her chair. Not this time, she said, deliberately not looking at Ben.

Bas is still around, actually, said Ben, ignoring this exchange, but I havent seen him for ages. Not since he came back to the area, in fact.

What about his dad? He still alive?

No idea. I would have said no, but both my parents are still alive, so perhaps he is.

Why, anyway, Ad? asked Libby. He wouldnt know anything about this body.

A small silence descended as all three realised that they were actually discussing the murder despite Bens reluctance. He sighed.

Sorry, Ben, said Adam. But honestly, Ma hasnt tried to find out anything. Im interested perhaps its in the genes but it was Lewis who told me to tell her all about it.

Why?

Because when we found the skeleton I told him about her murders.

Libby winced.

And did you also tell him how much trouble she got into?

Adam looked at Libby in apology. No, he said.

Thats why I dont want to know about this one, said Libby firmly, unless it affects Lewiss ambition to turn Creekmarsh into a venue.

It might put a damper on a wedding, said Ben, with a degree of relief at the change of subject.

Thats what I told Fran and Guy, said Libby, and could have bitten her tongue out.

Thatd be cool, wouldnt it? Adam rushed in to cover the awkward moment. Dyou reckon Lewis would let Harry do the catering?

Im sure hed love Harry, laughed Libby, but I doubt that Fran and Guy want veggie food.

What do they want? asked Ben.

No idea. Libby shrugged. I didnt discuss it with them.

I bet, said Ben, and stood up. Shall we clear away?

Adam and Libby exchanged a complicit glance. OK, said Libby.

Ben left an hour later, saying he knew how much Libby wanted to have time with Adam.

Honestly, Ad, she said, coming back into the sitting room and removing Sidney from the sofa. Whatever is the matter with him? He practically lives here, and now hes behaving like a mere acquaintance.

You know whats the matter with him. I said earlier. He wants to marry you, or at least put your relationship on a firmer footing so he has the right to protect you and share in your life properly.

Libby looked at him admiringly. Gosh, Ad, you are grown up, she said. But what you dont realise is that the tax position would change radically if we moved in together. And if we got married. And not to our advantage.

So why do people ever get married, then? asked Adam, slinging long legs over the arm of the armchair. I thought the older generation were supposed to be in favour of it and encourage us lot to stop living in sin.

I dont think it means very much any more, said Libby, leaning over to top up his wine glass. It didnt stop your father or Bens wife from going off with someone else, did it? What price marriage vows, then?

Adam frowned. Protection?

From what? People can be left destitute after the breakdown of any relationship, including marriage.

Children?

How many children did you know at school who came from a traditional family? How many of your friends had double-barrelled surnames because the school included both parents names?

Thats true. Adam held his glass up to the light and squinted through it. I cant think of anything, then. But surely, the whole commitment thing is living together? Ben wants commitment and you dont.

Libby was feeling more and more uncomfortable. It just wasnt right discussing this sort of thing with her son.

I do want commitment, she said slowly, but I want my independence, too.

Thats a mans argument, said Adam with a knowing grin. And a woman would say it meant he didnt love her enough.

But its an acknowledged thing nowadays, Libby persisted. LATs are more and more popular. Even with married couples. I know several.

Several?

Well, one or two, admitted Libby. Do you remember Marsha? When you were little?

Your mate at the theatre? With all that black hair?

Thats the one. Well, she met this man a few years ago and they got married. Went to live in London. But they bought separate homes. Hes got a flat and shes got a little mews house with a huge studio space.

Adam frowned. How far apart? And when do they get together? Does she invite him over for dinner? Or does he ask her back for coffee?

Libby sighed. Only round the corner from each other, and I suppose they handle it like Ben and I do. He spends most of his time here, but goes back to The Manor when hes finished work for the day to have a shower, and back there in the morning to change into his work clothes.

But thats because he lives with his mum and dad and works for them, in a way. He held out his glass for a refill. Mind you, I think its weird that someone in his fifties is still living with his mum and dad.

Its not quite like that, is it? said Libby, feeling that this conversation was becoming positively mired in the unexplainable. He only went back to live there the year before last.

He could have moved in with you then, said Adam.

Wed only just got together, said Libby. Anyway, Ad, I think this conversations gone far enough. Ill have a chat with Ben and see if we cant smooth things over.

Adam looked doubtful. Have a chat with Pete and Harry first, he suggested. Pete knows Ben better than nearly anybody else, doesnt he?

OK, said Libby, more because she wanted to end the conversation rather than in a spirit of agreement. So tell me more about your Superintendent.





Chapter Four

LEWIS OSBOURNE-WALKER SAT in the solar at Creekmarsh Place. His laptop sat open but ignored beside him as he watched darkness falling over the inlet that led to the Creekmarsh Sailing Club and the sea beyond. The sky, streaked with orange and greyish purple, looked like an improbable picture painted by a four-year-old.

Lewis sighed, and looked back at the email he had just opened.

Just remember who helped you buy that sodding awful house, it said, and remember where you came from.

It was unsigned, but Lewis knew where it came from, and what it meant. He sighed again, and returned to the sunset.

Libby went up to The Manor the following morning after driving Adam back to Creekmarsh Place, and asked Hetty where Ben was on the estate.

In the office, gal. Hetty looked at her oddly. You can go on in.

Thanks, Hetty, said Libby, her solar plexus fluttering like a teenagers. She walked along the dark passage and knocked on the green painted door.

Lib? Ben looked up in surprise. What are you doing here?

I um well, Ive come to Libby paused and took a deep breath. Ive come to apologise.

Ben stood up. What for? He came round the old partners desk and pulled up a chair. Sit down, for goodness sake. Do you want coffee? Ill ask Hetty

No, of course not. Libby sat down feeling distinctly uncomfortable.

Ben went back behind the desk, which made her feel like a naughty schoolgirl in the headmasters office.

Whats up, then? he said, after a long silence.

You werent happy last night. She swallowed. Adam says I havent been fair to you, and I quite see what he means.

Ben smiled slightly. Well, I would have preferred you to have realised without your sons intervention, but you cant have everything.

Oh, Ben. Libby looked up. This isnt like us. Cant we go back to being normal?

Normal? On your terms? Ben sighed. I suppose if I want to continue seeing you, thats the way itll have to be.

I thought you were happy with the way things were, said Libby, the little worm of doubt and fear growing bigger inside her.

In a way, said Ben, but both I and my Mother have tried to persuade you to come and live here, havent we? Didnt that give you a clue? And I have, Im sure, mentioned it several times.

Well, yes, but not seriously, said Libby, and I remember you telling me all about the LAT relationships and saying you were happy with it. That was just after your mother asked if I wouldnt be happier moving into The Manor.

I was trying to put our relationship on some kind of formal footing, he said, leaning back in his chair. But that was nearly eighteen months ago. Wed only been together six months less, actually.

Libby nodded and looked down at her hands. So what do you want to do?

Nothing right now, said Ben. I want you to go home and see if theres any chance of our relationship lasting without either of us having any rights in each others lives. Think about what you want from it. He stood up. Go on, off you go. Ill do the same and perhaps we could meet up in the pub this evening?

This evening? Libby frowned. Not lunch-time?

Im working, Lib, Ben said gently. Come on. Ill see you about seven, unless youve got something else on?

Libby stood up and turned to the door. You know I havent, she said.

Hetty was in the hall as she went out.

All right, gal? she asked, flicking a duster over the carved door-frame.

Yes, thanks, Het, said Libby. She turned and frowned at her. Did Ben tell you Fran and Guy are getting married?

Yeah. Makes yer think, dont it? She gave Libby a penetrating look and stuffed the duster in her apron pocket.

Mmm. Libby smiled and nodded and started down The Manor drive feeling like the victim of a natural disaster. When her mobile rang in her pocket, she answered it thankfully, glad to take her mind off her unexpected romantic problems.

Hey, Ma, its me again.

Ad? Whats up? Libby slowed to a stop.

I dont suppose you could pop over here again, could you? Lewis wants to talk to you.

Lewis does? What on earth for?

Hes being very secretive about it, but I think its something to do with the body.

Then he should tell your friend Big Bertha, shouldnt he, said Libby, wondering what Ben would say about this new development. She straightened her shoulders and decided he couldnt tell her what to do. He had no right. She bit her lip. Yes, definitely, she went on. He should tell the police.

I dont think its quite like that, Ma, said Adam. Just come over and have a word with him. Please. Unless youve got something else to do?

Libby thought. Not really, she said. I suppose I could, but Ben wont like it.

Come on, Ma, whats it got to do with Ben? Ill square it with him, if its that important.

Remember our conversation about him last night? said Libby. Ive just spoken to him.

And?

He wants me to think about our relationship.

Ah. Adam was quiet for a moment. Well, I think you ought to, as well, but meanwhile, pop over here and let Lewis give you some lunch. Just see what he wants.

Libby sighed. OK, she said. Ive got to go home and clear up first dont forget I drove you over at the crack of sparrows fart then Ill make myself presentable. Ill ring you when Im on my way.

Great. Libby could hear the bounce in Adams voice. See you later.

It was half past eleven when Libby drove down the lane towards Creekmarsh Place. Wondering whether to drive right up to the house, she was glad to see Lewis coming towards her down the drive.

Leave it here, Mrs S, he said. Its a bit boggy up near the front door. He held the door open for her and waited while she locked it.

Thanks for coming. He stared down at his boots as they walked towards the house. After what Ad said I thought youd be the one to talk to.

But Im not police, said Libby, casting him a worried glance, or a private investigator or anything.

No, I know. Ad told me all about the other stuff, like that woman at your theatre and your mates auntie.

Yes, well, they were things that involved me personally, said Libby.

But that other theatre business where was it?

The Alexandria in Nethergate.

Yeah, that one. And that body on the island. They werent nothing to do with you, were they?

Well, no. And strictly speaking, I shouldnt have been involved. My friend Fran was asked to look into them, really.

She the Mystic Meg?

Libby looked amused. You could say that.

Dont think I need that, said Lewis, pushing open the heavy oak door. Come up to me sun room.

He led her up a beautiful staircase, already restored, she noted, and through another oak door.

Its a solar! she said delightedly. I didnt notice it from outside.

Its not right over the front door like some of em, said Lewis. Least, thats what Ive been told. My favourite place.

He went to the window and Libby followed him.

I can see why, she said. Thats the river Wytch down there, isnt it?

A little bit of it, said Lewis. Thats just a what-dyer-call-it from it.

A tributary? No, that wouldnt be it. An inlet.

Inlet, thats it. Goes just to the sailing club. Ill take you down there, if you like.

Lovely, said Libby.

Come and sit down, then. He seemed suddenly nervous as he turned sharply and made for a chair beside a desk, where a slim silver laptop sat, open. Libby took the chair opposite.

Wanna drink? Ads coming up about one fer some lunch if you want to stay.

If Im still here, said Libby, and yes, a cup of tea would be nice.

Nothin stronger? Lewis got up and went to the door. Libby shook her head. He opened the door and stuck his head out. Can you stick the kettle on, Katie? A muffled shout answered him.

Ill pop down in a minute and get it, he said, returning to his chair. They all say I should get used to Katie looking after me, but I cant be doing with it.

Whos Katie?

My well, housekeeper, I suppose. Katie North. He grinned. Minder, more like. She organises everything. Great girl. I met her when we was doing the telly.

Arent you still doing the telly? asked Libby.

Oh, yeah. I meant when I was doing that Housey Housey one.

Oh, where you were discovered, Libby nodded.

Yeah. Right laugh, that was. I mean, who would of believed it?

That you were discovered?

Yeah. Lewis looked uncomfortable and shifted in his seat. Hang on, Ill go and see about that tea.

No need, said a voice, and a tray came into the room followed, Libby presumed, by Katie North. Who was a shock. Somehow, the name had suggested someone young and slim in a cropped top and a mini-skirt. And Lewis had said girl. Katie, however, was a stout middle-aged matron, who would have been right at home in the sort of book Libby had read as a child.

I put coffee and tea bags there, lovey, she said, for all the world as though Libby still was a child. And that theres boiling water in the flask. Staying for lunch?

Oh yes, please, said Libby.

You said you didnt know, said Lewis, looking put out.

I do now, she said, turning to him with a bright smile.

Ill yell when its ready, Katie said and disappeared.

I like her, said Libby, helping herself to a tea-bag and boiling water.

Everyone does, said Lewis. Shes like everyones mum.

Libby nodded and leant back in the carved wooden chair. Go on, then, she said.

Its a bit difficult, said Lewis, after a long pause. See, I wasnt actually discovered on Housey Housey.

No?

No. It was a bit of a set-up. He sighed and poured himself coffee. Id been doing this house up in Hampstead for this bloke, see. Not on me own, with a team. Worked for a subcontractor, didnt we, specialising in posh houses, and wed been there weeks. He took a breath. Well, I got on well with this bloke and once or twice he asked me to stay behind for a drink.

Werent you driving?

Didnt matter. I dont drink. Lewis grinned at Libbys surprise. And anyway, I didnt just stay for a drink. He looked down, then up under his eyebrows. You shocked?

Should I be?

Ad says youve got best mates who got hitched.

Civil partnership, yes. I was their best woman.

So youre not shocked. He nodded. Good. Well, see, this bloke is married and no one knows hes gay. Mind you, I bet theres a bloody regiment out there who really do know. You cant keep it that quiet. But on the surface, lets say, the great British public dont know. So its all very hush-hush. I only stayed when the wife wasnt there. He took another mouthful of coffee.

Anyway, he reckons Im a bit of a jack-the-lad, and hes got contacts with this telly company, so he gets me this interview with em, and next thing you know, Im on Housey Housey playing the cockney cheeky chappie with an ammer in me and.

He smiled ruefully and looked out of the window. Shouldnt mock. Its got me all this, aint it?

Has it? said Libby. He looked at her quickly.

Yeah, thats the problem, see. Somewhere along the line, I realise that Im being set up for this other show. It was all a bit too too whats the word I want?

Pat?

Maybe. Anyway. It felt like someone had it all mapped out. But as if they didnt want to, if you know what I mean.

As if they were under pressure. As if someone was blackmailing them?

Lewis looked up in surprise. Thats it exactly, he said. As though someone wanted me doin this programme, and they was forcing someone to do it make it work, like.

Who? Do you know?

I thought I did, but I dont really. I reckon my Hampstead mates behind it all, but I dont know who it was at the telly company he was leanin on. And what I dont get is why? Why did he want me doin that show? He wasnt that fond of me.

So why did you want to talk to me? prompted Libby, after a pause.

After that body was found, I got this email. He pulled the laptop towards him and turned it to face Libby. See?

Just remember who helped you buy that sodding awful house and remember where you came from. Libby looked up. Is it from your Hampstead friend?

It dont say. Dont recognise the address, but I reckon so.

And why is it worrying you?

Because it sounds like a threat to me. A warning. So it looks like my Hampstead friend might have something to do with this ere skeleton.

Libby watched him. Lewis Osbourne-Walker was frightened.

So youre being warned to say nothing about him? But whats he got to do with this house?

He put me on to it. All a bit yknow under the counter. Cos e knew the bloke what was ere before. And es been gone years.

Moved out?

Lewis shook his head.

Disappeared, he said.
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