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Cherringham  A Cosy Crime Series

Cherringham  A Cosy Crime Series is a series made up of self-contained stories. A new episode is released each month. The series is published in English as well as in German, and is only available in e-book form.


The authors

Matthew Costello (US-based) is the author of a number of successful novels, including Vacation (2011), Home (2014) and Beneath Still Waters (1989), which was adapted by Lionsgate as a major motion picture. He has written for The Disney Channel, BBC, SyFy and has also designed dozens of bestselling games including the critically acclaimed The 7th Guest, Doom 3, Rage and Pirates of the Caribbean.

Neil Richards has worked as a producer and writer in TV and film, creating scripts for BBC, Disney, and Channel 4, and earning numerous Bafta nominations along the way. Hes also written script and story for over 20 video games including The Da Vinci Code and Starship Titanic, co-written with Douglas Adams, and consults around the world on digital storytelling.
His writing partnership with NYC-based Matt Costello goes back to the late 90s and the two have written many hours of TV together. Cherringham is their first crime fiction as co-writers.


Main Characters

Jack Brennan is a former NYPD homicide detective who lost his wife two years ago. Being retired, all he wants is peace and quiet. Which is what he hopes to find in the quiet town of Cherringham, UK. Living on a canal boat, he enjoys his solitude. But soon enough he discovers that something is missing  the challenge of solving crimes. Surprisingly, Cherringham can help him with that.

Sarah Edwards is a web designer who was living in London with her husband and two kids. Three years ago, he ran off with his sexy American boss, and Sarahs world fell apart. With her children she moved back to her home town, laid-back Cherringham. But the small town atmosphere is killing her all over again  nothing ever happens. At least, thats what she thinks until Jack enters her life and changes it for good or worse …
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1. Checkmate

Brrr … thought Michael Edwards as he stepped out of his BMW estate and started up the steps to his good friend Quentin Andrews elegant townhouse  one of five that made up Cherringham Crescent.

The house, with its classic entrance flanked by two white columns, seemed more suited to an exclusive street in Holland Park than the quiet village of Cherringham.

But for those who were well-to-do and didnt want to live in the sprawling countryside, amid the rolling hills and meandering Thames, the houses on the Crescent were a perfect alternative.

And Michael loved the place.

When he came for his weekly chess game with Quentin, played over a carefully selected single malt, it always made him feel that he had  in fact  been transported back to London.

As much as he loved the village, part of him missed the pulse and excitement of that great city.

That famous Samuel Johnson quote … so apt: when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life.

Now, after having had a quick dinner with his wife, he knocked on the door, and then rang the bell.

He knew that Quentin enjoyed these weekly gatherings as much as he did.

It wasnt just about the chess  though theyd had some epic battles on the sixty-four squares.

No, it was the conversation. Michael loved discussing politics, foreign policy, and world affairs with his friend. Though Quentin obviously had some governmental background  which he never seemed interested in revealing  and Michael himself had lived a life in the services, they tended to discuss things on, well, a loftier scale.

The emergence of the new African economies. The challenge of maintaining a military in a dire economy. America and its role in the world was always a favourite topic. Had the great superpower lost its way, would it be able to find it again?

That  and the game, and the single malts made for a rich evening indeed.

But now, standing at the door, so decidedly chilly  there was still no answer from within.

He rang the bell again, hearing it chime inside the Georgian house. Then, gloves on, Michael gave some hard raps to the door.

His breath made clouds billow from him as if he needed reminders of how cold this late February evening was.

Come on, Quentin, he said to no one. Open the bloody door.

Still  nothing.

Michael looked away. Should he dig out his phone, give the man a call? Had he dozed off after his own quiet dinner?

Quickly  and clumsily with his frozen fingers  Michael slid out his mobile, a device that apparently did everything but make tea.

Most of its features were wasted on Michael, who remembered the days when a phone was just a phone.

He had to slip off a glove to access the contact list, search for the name and press call.

Then  up to his ear, to listen, ready to chide his friend for leaving him out here, at the entrance, freezing his

But it just rang, and rang … and, after seven rings, went to answerphone.

Michael didnt leave a message.

No, because, after the doorbell ringing and the knocks  and now a call  to have only silence, he was suddenly worried about his old friend.

He grabbed the doorknob, expecting the door to be locked but with some surprise, he felt it open.

Thats odd, thought Michael.

And he walked in out of the cold.

*

As soon as he was across the entrance, shutting the door quickly behind him, he called out loudly, Quentin. Where the heck are you? Lost your hearing, man?

Michael took off his camel-coloured overcoat, and draped it on an elegant chair in the entrance hallway, topped it with his calfskin gloves.

Quentin? he said again.

Though the place was silent, lights were on.

And while Michael didnt have an idea where Quentin was, or what may have happened, he now felt even more worried and confused.

He looked left, to the sitting room where the vintage chess set sat on its own claw-footed table, with two comfortable wingback chairs on either side for the combatants.

All ready for the evening.

The room though was empty.

He started for the stairs, again calling out his friends name …

Quentin?

He headed up the staircase that gently curved as it neared the first floor, passing Quentins small gallery of military paintings. Trafalgar, Waterloo, an impressionistic painting of the trenches and a bunch of ill-fated boys about to go over the top to face rattling machine guns.

Michael took the steps slowly, his hand on the polished wooden bannister, slow step after slow step.

He felt a dryness in his mouth, his heart racing no matter how slowly he took those steps towards the landing of the upper floor.

Three bedrooms up here … he knew from a tour Quentin had once delivered, his friend laughing at the very idea that hed ever have a guest to stay in those extra rooms.

Apart from their weekly meeting, Quentin seemed a solitary individual, and happily so …

Michael said his name again, even though by now it seemed pointless.

He walked to the left, traversing the rich carpet runner with its plush pile, a genuine Persian that ran from one end of the landing to the other.

Until he reached the master bedroom  the door open, a light within.

A slight pause  before Michael continued.

*

He walked in.

And for a second he took in what he saw and tried to interpret it in the best way possible.

There was Quentin, in a classic silk smoking jacket, belt tight, but otherwise dressed as if going out for dinner.

He was sitting in an armchair that faced his tall armoire and a large table with fresh-cut flowers in front of the frosted-over windows that looked down on Cherringham Crescent.

His friend.

Leaning back in the chair, head back, legs splayed out.

For a moment relief flooded through Michael. Hes sleeping. Thats all. Old fellow, let a snooze get the better of him.

But almost immediately Michael recognised that his thought was borne of hope; desperate, foolish.

Oh dear, he said to the empty room.

He walked over to the chair, to his reclining friend and saw Quentins wide-open eyes staring up at the ceiling.

Quentin Andrews was dead.

Michael knew that Quentin wasnt young any more, and had battled a number of illnesses of the type that seemed to rear their heads as one passed out of middle age into some other stranger and scarier land.

There had been heart issues. A hip operation a few years back. Quentin wasnt one for talking much about such ailments, but he hadnt fought going to the local doctor and even beyond to get the help he needed.

No  Quentin Andrews loved his life, and would do every sensible thing to see it continue as long as possible.

Now  that life was over.

Michael stood there, hardly noticing that he was shaking as he studied the scene.

To be so alone with someone who  quite clearly  had died not too long ago. A few hours maybe?

Then Michael looked across to the great chest of drawers, unadorned by the usual photos and memorabilia.

A mans treasures and secrets safely hidden deep inside.

But on top, just a few feet away, was a plastic vial.

Michael walked over to it; picked up the prescription medicine.

The instructions: In response to chest pain, take one pill immediately with water.

Michael looked at the container half-filled with the oblong pills.

Was that it then? A heart attack, like the one Michael himself had had a few years back, but this time, had there not been enough warning, not enough damn time to get to the pills that could avert disaster?

Avert death.

Michael walked back to his friends body.

Hed have to call someone. The police! Of course. And his wife. Yes he needed the sound of another human voice. Standing here, he felt so alone.

Maybe call Sarah as well. To hear the questions and concerns … and the voices of his dear family.

His phone was downstairs in his coat pocket. Hed have to leave his friend alone to get it.

But first, before he did that, he leaned down. His fingers splayed, outstretched, as he touched his friends eyelids and gently  as if pulling down the shades on a life  lowered them.

As Michael thought … Rest in peace, old friend, rest in peace …


2. The Heirs … Apparently

Sarah saw her assistant Grace go to the rear window of their office.

Wow  that Quentin Andrews must have been somebody. Look at all those people.

Sarah joined Grace at the window and watched the entrance to the church.

And indeed  it was something.

A crowd of people lined up at the large doors, big cars dropping off more mourners while drivers then drove off, presumably to search for spaces in the already jammed-up village centre.

Thats odd, she said.

Grace turned to her. What?

I mean … Dad knew Mr. Andrews, he was his friend … but he always said he was a bit of a loner. Practically a recluse. So  who are all that lot?

Grace looked back at the spectacle outside. Doesnt look to me like the funeral of a loner. Who was he?

And to that, Sarah didnt have an answer. Her father  who would be at the funeral  had only mentioned that his friend had worked in government decades ago, then in the City where hed apparently amassed enough money for his well-appointed Cherringham home.

What Sarah was looking at below seemed more like a funeral for royalty or a movie star.

I dont get it, she said.

Hmm? Grace said, turning.

Doesnt fit the man my father described. And somehow  Im involved.

You? But you didnt know him at all, did you?

She turned to Grace. Not even casually. But Tony Standish sent over a letter asking me to attend the reading of the will  straight after the service.

Grace tilted her head. You think  that somehow youre mentioned in it?

Sarah laughed. I doubt it. For someone I didnt even know?

Grace turned back to the window. People can do odd things as they get older, hmm? Who knows why? Either way  it should be interesting …

Right, thought Sarah. Interesting to be sure.

As an old friend  someone who believed he was the deceaseds only friend  her father Michael would be there, though he too didnt have a clue as to why Sarah had been asked to attend.

At that moment, with a few people still trying to get in the church, the massive bells of St. James began tolling slowly.

And having seen all those people, Sarah could hardly wait to attend the reading in Tonys office.

There was something about this  Quentin Andrews, his funeral, the guests and the mysterious will  that had become very intriguing.

*

Sarah dashed across the High Street to Tony Standishs office; a last-minute urgent call had her quickly checking new layouts for a nearby villages website redesign.

Now, a few minutes after she should have arrived, she raced into the solicitors office, with a wave to Tonys quiet and efficient secretary who looked like everyones idea of the perfect grandma …

She flew into the conference room, breathless, a quick apology for being late.

To see: Tony standing at his desk, a warm smile on his face. Such a good friend  and ally. Then, her father in a chair to Tonys right, dressed in a black suit. And beyond him, a small knot of people in mourning  faces she didnt recognise.

She made a mental note to have a quiet chat with her dad … about the friend hed lost.

Reminding herself again how fleeting life and time is.

It all goes so fast.

She always thought her dad … and her mum … would be here forever.

But she also knew that just wasnt true.

Sarah  we havent begun yet. Just started the introductions. Your father here led us off.

Then, as Sarah slipped off her coat, she turned left to the coat rack … to see someone sitting towards the back.

In a suit.

With a familiar smile.

Then  a nod to Sarah.

Jack!

What was he doing here? She hadnt told him about her mysterious invitation to this event … but apparently he had been summoned as well.

Curiouser and curiouser …

Theyd have to talk about that.

Jack gestured to a chair a few feet from his, not part of the circle of people gathered tightly around Tonys desk.

As if the two of them were onlookers at this event.

She sat down, giving her friend a quick, if confused, smile.

Then back to those in attendance for the reading of the will.

*

First up, a woman in a grey suit, late thirties, wearing a sombre grey hat that wouldnt have been out of place in a musty wardrobe in Downton Abbey.

Emma Carter, she said quietly, Mr. Andrewss personal carer.

She nodded at the group, and as if her words werent enough …

I was his nurse, cook … everything …

Then to the man sitting on her left. Somewhat older than Sarahs own father she guessed  but still someone who radiated strength and power, from his crisp pinstripe double-breasted suit, to his dark eyes that made contact with everyone else in the room as he spoke.

James Carlisle. Quent and I, er … served together … back in the day.

There was a pause, as if the whole room expected further explanation  but none was forthcoming. Sarah watched Carlisle as he now leaned back in his chair and folded his arms.

Sarah turned to Jack and raised an inquisitive eyebrow, thinking … interesting.

Served together? What did that mean? Army?

Her father had never mentioned a Forces connection. And James Carlisle must have been considerably younger than Quentin …

Patrick? Tony said, when the next man didnt immediately start. A look at him and she guessed that despite being dressed appropriately in a suit, the man had clearly taken advantage of another tradition, and fortified himself with a drink or two in advance of the funeral.

He licked his lips. Patrick Andrews, esquire, lone brother … lone survivor, he emphasised, of my deceased brother, Quentin.

Sounds like hes had more than a couple, Sarah thought.

And then as he shuffled in his seat, she saw his shoes  scuffed, tattered.

Quentins brother looked to be on his uppers.

One last person in the circle yet to speak.

Another woman who sat neatly with her legs together, long dark coat, purse on her lap, hands locked on.

Tony gave her a nod.

Tricia Guard, she said quietly.

Then nothing more.

Tony seemed to wait for a moment as if the attractive middle-aged woman might add something.

But when that didnt happen …

And you will note that there are two observers in the room, Mr. Jack Brennan, Ms. Sarah Edwards. While not named in the will, instructions were left that I select appropriate party, or parties, to be observers to both this event … and the carrying out of the terms of the will. And I have selected them.

On cue, the potential heirs all turned and took in Sarah and Jack as if they were a museum display.

Then back to Tony, who dramatically cleared his throat and took a seat at his massive desk.

He picked up two envelopes.

The instructions from Mr. Andrews are quite specific. I am to open this envelope first.

Tony took a slender, silver letter opener and slid it into an opening in the flap.

You could hear a pin drop, Sarah thought.

Then, with the opening made, Tony pulled out a folded sheet of paper.

He unfolded it and glanced at the document for a moment.

Then  briefly raising his eyes to the attending crowd  he said:

Very well. I shall begin the reading of the last will and testament of Quentin Andrews …


3. A Most Puzzling Will

Sarah turned and looked at Jack, both of them waiting to discover why they had been summoned.

Tony read the opening paragraphs of the will quickly; every now and then looking up to the potential heirs, who probably wished hed jump straight to the division of the spoils.

Now to the terms of the will. Firstly, he read, to my good friend Michael Edwards. Michael told me many times he had no wish to inherit anything from anyone, including me. I am sure that he was referring to cash money. In which case, I shall ignore his request

Tony smiled, and looked right at Sarahs father …

I bequeath to Michael the vintage Napoleonic chess set on which we fought many a battle. In addition, the complete contents of my wine cellar would surely find a welcome home with him and his lovely wife. Lastly, my first edition of Gibbons The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire could surely find no better protector than Michael.

Tony stopped, and lowered the paper.

Michael, do you agree to accept Mr. Andrews last wishes in this regard?

Sarah watched her father nod, turning to the others, and then shooting a glance at Sarah. Yes. These items I will  indeed  accept and cherish.

Good. Continuing then to the heart of the will …

So very quiet, Sarah thought. People sitting patiently listening … bated breaths all around.

For the remainder of my estate, all other possessions and my financial assets, I have made the following arrangements.

Financial assets, Quentins brother Patrick said with a snort. Ill-gotten gains more like.

Tony ignored the interruption.

My entire estate  to be overseen by Tony Standish, Esquire, will go to one of the four people named here and in attendance. Or  it will go to the charity of my choice, Seafarers UK, for all the good work they have done and continue to do for sailors everywhere.

Excuse me, the carer, Ms. Carter said, What does that mean?

Tony put a hand up, begging patience.

Jack leaned over and touched Sarahs arm. When she looked at him, he rolled his eyes, a grin on his face.

Signalling: something is up here …

I have created a …

Was that a small smile now creeping onto Tonys face?

… a crossword puzzle …

What the hJames Carlisle said. A crossword?

All the heirs leaned forward.

The answers to the various clues are all to be found, here, in this very village that I have loved so much. Each one of the designated potential heirs will have forty-eight hours to solve and complete the crossword. Upon completion of the last clue, the puzzle is to be delivered  by hand  directly to my executor.

Tony cleared his throat.

This is amazing, Sarah thought.

That would be me. I will, Tony added, be available to you, night and day until this, um, competition, has ended. I have your mobile numbers; you have mine.

Then, continuing to read …

Mr. Standish will secretly note when each solution is delivered. And exactly forty-eight hours from now, this group will reconvene to learn which, if any, of the four completed the puzzle first and won the prize of my estate. If no one solves the puzzle, the entire amount will go to the charity I have named above.

This is ridiculous, Tricia Guard said. Ive come all the way from London for this … nonsense. And for what?

Likely not much anyway, Carlisle said. I imagine old Quentin got by. Bit of a pension. And thats just about it.

But then Tony lowered the document.

Ive also been authorised to tell you that the financial element of Quentin Andrews estate, aside from the property in Cherringham Crescent, furnishings, the land, and so on … has a current value  pending market fluctuations  of over ten million pounds …

The words hung in the air as if a dirigible had just crashed into the office, its silvery skin pressing against each and every ones gob-smacked face.

Ten million pounds, Sarah thought.

A fortune! To be decided by a race to complete a crossword puzzle?

Unbelievable …

Tony lowered the single sheet of the will.

As mentioned, he said, Ive been authorised to designate observers to this, um, contest. They will be Ms. Edwards and Mr. Brennan. They will intermittently monitor your progress, to assure that you all, well, play fair. There are some rules attached which specify that you must not collaborate, and then conspire to split the spoils.

Bloody hell, was he crazy? God. That brother of mine. Always was a slippery bastard …

And as said, Tony continued, we convene here in exactly two days, at eleven …

Tony looked at his watch.

Eleven twenty-three a.m. precisely, for the results.

Patrick Andrews stood up.

So, how about the damn puzzle so we can get on with it?

Like horses at a starting gate, the other three members of the quartet stood up as well.

They are contained inside this envelope … Tony said, again picking up his letter opener and wielding it like a miniature rapier.

He slid it into one end of the envelope. A dramatic swish with the blade.

And Tony pulled out copies of the puzzle. A small note attached as well, Sarah could see.

Tony held that up and read it.

Herein: one copy of said puzzle for each of my potential heirs, and duplicates for Mr. Standish and his designated observers.

The solicitor fanned out the puzzles, their clues hidden in the folded sheets.

The four heirs all took a step forward.

Tony now stood up and as if firing the gun for the race of a lifetime, handed them each a puzzle.

And in an almost comical blur, Sarah watched the two men and Emma Carter bolt from the office, nearly barrelling into her and Jack, as they scrambled out of the door.

Only Tricia Guard remained, folding her sheet carefully and placing it in her handbag, before following the others out of the room.

Forty-eight hours, thought Sarah.

Ten million pounds.

And when they had finally all departed in near cartoon fashion, she had to laugh aloud.


4. Questions at the Pig

Lunch on me, Tony said.

Jack looked around at what had to be his favourite restaurant in Cherringham, or even the whole Cotswolds … the wonderful Spotted Pig.

And for lunch  which Jack had never done  the place was packed. Co-owner Julie racing around, taking orders, and bringing them to her husband Sam whose passion for locally sourced, sustainable foods was only matched by his desire to absolutely knock diners socks off with the taste.

Jack turned back to Tony. No need to do that.

None at all, Michael Edwards agreed.

But Tony insisted, and even ordered a lavish bottle of wine, again not a midday practice for Jack.

That crowd of heirs … Sarah said, taking a sip of the pricey Châteauneuf-duPape, That was absolutely mad, Tony.

I know. If I ever get around to writing my memoirs, that scene will surely be one of the highlights.

Only Sarahs father seemed quiet. Sipping the wine, sitting there.

Michael, Jack finally said. You have … some thoughts?

Sarahs father had seemed to be staring off into the distance, but Jacks words brought him back.

Um, well … yes, he winced as if whatever his thoughts were, they were bothering him.

Do tell us, Michael, You were his good friend, after all … Tony said.

Right, well, this puzzle thing. I know he loved the history of Cherringham … and chess, of course. But this game? Its … I dont know … bizarre. I mean, does he want any of them to actually win the inheritance?

He certainly isnt making it easy, Sarah said.

Then theres Jack watched as Michael stopped himself, took another sip of deep red wine.

He lowered his voice.

All that … money? A fortune! I never knew.

Nor did I, said Tony, Not until I opened his Instructions to the Executor.

Jack nodded at this.

Quentin Andrews was creating quite a stir from beyond the grave. And here Jack was, sitting with Michael  the one person who should have known him best  and who seemed in the dark about his friend.

What did he tell you … about his life? Jack said.

Well, over our gambits and scotches, not much, now I really come to think of it …

Jack nodded.

He looked at Sarah.

Did she realise that Jack was having his own thoughts?

That maybe there was something going on here, something intriguing … mysterious …

And for the first time he had this thought: with all that money … who knows?

What would someone do … could have done … to get their hands on it?

*

When the main courses arrived, Sarah watched Jack as he took the measure of his steak and then moved in for the kill.

In a lot of ways he was hard to second guess  but she knew by now that a meal at the Pig meant only one thing for her American friend: a T-bone, rare, with Sams special peppercorn sauce.

Sarah savoured every mouthful of her poached salmon  lunch out at a restaurant was a rare treat these days.

Years ago, back in London, it was a regular event  always another wealthy client to be treated, stroked, and spoiled. But the typical customers for her web agency in Cherringham were more likely to bring a sandwich from Costcos if Sarah ever suggested meeting over a bite to eat.

She watched her father put down his knife and fork, and pause.

You know, one thing that really does surprise me … he said, breaking the silence, … was the number of people at the funeral. I mean  who on earth were they?

Tony topped up the wine glasses and Sarah saw him casually order a second bottle with a practised nod to Julie across the restaurant: Believe it or not, Michael  they were Quentins fans.

Fans? said Jack.

Yes. I guess I can reveal Quentins big secret. This funereal crossword game is no piece of … frippery. Quentin, for many years, was actually one of the chief crossword compilers for The Times.

Good Lord, said Michael.

I doubt anybody in Cherringham knew, said Tony. I certainly didnt. Quentin didnt have a by-line for his puzzles; they simply said Argus. But as soon as his death was announced, I was besieged by enquiries and commiserations from crossword devotees around the world.

Of course … Argus, said Michael. His nom de puzzle, I mean, it makes perfect sense …

Thats absolutely right, said Tony. Argus  the all-seeing giant of mythology.

Dad  why does it make sense? said Sarah.

Above his desk he had a print of that Velazquez painting  you know the one  Argus and Mercury? He used to say  it doesnt matter how fast you are, its how good you are at seeing that really matters.

Sounds like there was quite a lot going on with our departed friend Quentin that nobody saw … said Jack.

With that one secret revealed, Sarah guessed that Jack wondered  as did she  were there others?

Sarah watched Jack place his knife and fork together, sit back in his chair, and take a sip of water.

He had been quiet since the reading of the will, and Sarah guessed hed been thinking hard.

Hed also been the one member of their little group to forego the wine.

And Sarah knew that meant only one thing  Jack was on the clock, no booze in working hours.

To paraphrase Doyle  and quite literally Sarah thought  a game was afoot.

Come on then, Jack, said her father. What are you thinking?

This is going to be interesting, thought Sarah.

Well …

Sarah watched him assembling his thoughts.

Okay. Im a cop. Always have been. So I cant help thinking  whats the motivation? What motivates a man to make a puzzle out of his inheritance? Why not just leave the money to the people he loved, or who loved him, or his family, or that charity you mentioned, Tony?

One last joke from beyond the grave, perhaps? said Tony. A little playful wielding of power? One last brilliant puzzle?

Sarah watched Jack nod to this, then turn to her father.

And what do you think, Michael? That fit the Quentin Andrews that you knew?

Hmm, well  with all due respect to you Tony after this wonderful wine  no, not at all! Quentin was analytical, thoughtful, combative even  but never … playful.

So from that I would say that this is not a game then, said Jack. And if it is not a game  that means it is for real.

For real? said Sarah. I dont quite understand, Jack …

This crossword puzzle is important. It has a meaning. Either in the way it plays out, how the players behave … Or in the result itself.

Surely the result is just the eventual winner of the spoils, Jack? said Tony.

On the surface, yes, said Jack. But that could have been done with the stroke of a pen  it doesnt need a high-stakes competition.

Sarah looked around the table. Her father and Tony were both pondering this. She turned to Jack.

Time to play devils advocate.

What if Quentin is just what he seems, Jack? An English eccentric, playing that quirky role to the very end?

You know how very odd we English can be, Jack, said Michael, offering up his glass to the new bottle which Julie had brought over.

Dont you dare drive home, Dad, said Sarah, herself turning down the offer of more wine.

She watched her father wink at her.

Dont worry, darling  Mums picking me up, he said, raising his glass in a toast. But not before Jacks spilled the beans!

Sarah saw Jack smile and put down his napkin.

Okay, he said. Lets start with the beneficiaries  or, better still  lets call them the players. Now whove we got?

Emma, the carer, said Sarah. And Patrick, the brother.

Tricia, the rather alluring lady friend, said Michael. Quentin never even mentioned her.

So far, so normal, said Jack. Just your average line up at a will-reading. No other family, Tony? No children?

None that Im aware of.

Okay, said Jack. So lets look a little more closely at our final player …

James Carlisle? said Tony.

James Carlisle, said Jack. A spook if ever I saw one.

Sarah leaned forward. Jack  are you kidding? A spy?

She watched her friend look straight at her father. Michael?

Hmm, well …

Sarah could see that her father was taking Jacks suggestion seriously.

Dad! Surely not? A spy  here in Cherringham?

I have to say, time spent dealing with the various agencies back in my RAF days, um … well, yes, Id probably have to agree with Jack. That sort … well, you could always tell.

Good, said Jack. And by his own admission, a work colleague of Quentins.

Work colleague … Good Lord … said Tony, as if only now registering what James Carlisle had said. That means …

Sarah looked around the table at the three serious faces. This conversation was now going into a totally unexpected place.

It means … that Quentin worked in intelligence too. But when? Well, we can work that out. How old was he? Eighty-nine?

Sarah saw Tony nod, and Jack continued.

So  he missed World War Two, if he was lucky  and therefore  was a Cold War warrior. Behind a desk, Id guess. I bet thirty years ago hed climb in his car every morning and tootle off to work in Cheltenham  Tony?

Hmm, well, yes, said Tony. He always had a little flat right here in the High Street. He had said that he worked for a small investment company in Cheltenham.

Investment? Jack smiled at the word. You could say that. It wasnt called GCHQ then, but from what Ive read over the years, you guys had a big intelligence set-up in Cheltenham. Our NSA used to send people over. Once in a while, Id need to chat to them at One Police Plaza.

Jack you think he picked investment for a reason? asked Sarah.

Well, in those early days of digital intelligence and data, the spooks all knew who was at the cutting edge in technology on both sides of the ocean. And quite a few took advantage. Quietly, secretly, they could use that insider knowledge to amass a fortune for when their spying days were done.

Sarah watched Jack turn to Tony.

Let me guess  Quentins ten million comprises of a large stock in Microsoft and Apple, yes?

Good Lord, said Tony, nodding slowly at Jack.

Sarah could see that Jack was spot on.

The crafty beggar, said Michael, laughing. He bought the stocks early …

Nothing illegal about it, as far as I know, said Tony.

Right place at the right time, said Jack. Wed all do the same.

But Jack  when alls said and done … said Michael, … what are you driving at? Quentin worked in intelligence and had pots of money. So what?

Sarah watched Jack consider this.

Well, heres the so what. What if Quentin always knew there might be … vultures … hanging over his estate at the end? And what if he set up this little puzzle as a way of ensuring that nobody took a share that wasnt rightfully theirs? Im not sure how. Just an idea. Or worse  what if he set this up so that anyone who couldnt wait for the pay-out, who maybe wanted Christmas to come early, would be found out before they made off with the cash?

Sarah looked around the table: Tony and her father were motionless.

Gobsmacked is the word the kids would use, she thought.

Hang on. Are you suggesting that Quentin Andrews might have been … murdered? said Tony.

With a prize of ten million pounds, said Jack. I wouldnt rule it out.

But Quentin died of a heart attack … said Tony.

Sarah watched Jack shrug  as if to imply heart attacks might not be heart attacks …

Weve got spooks involved, said Jack. One dead, one alive. So, I think we should all be very careful over the next forty-eight hours. Who knows who  or what  were really dealing with?

Sarah looked around the table. She could see from her fathers face  and from Tonys  that Jacks words were being taken seriously …

Very seriously.


5. Let the Games Begin

Where Charles lost his head from above.

How many letters? said Jack.

Five. Sarah turned from the whiteboard in her office, put down the marker pen and crossword and stared at Jack. He stared back at her.

That doesnt make sense, he said. King Charles lost his head in London  not in Cherringham. Everyone knows that. Even a NY cop.

Sarah picked up the crossword again.

Give me another one, said Jack. Im feeling lucky.

Okay. Three down. Noble New Englander. Eight letters.

She wrote the clue on the board and eight dots for the letters.

That the easiest one you could find, huh?

Theyre not grouped according to how easy they are, Jack.

She watched him sink back into his chair and fold his arms.

I thought youd be good at crosswords, she said. Being an investigator and all …

And I thought youd know the history of Cherringham. Being a local and all …

She smiled at that. Touché! You want another coffee?

Great …

She went through to the little kitchen at the back of her office, switched on the light and started pouring the coffee. She heard the bells of St. James chiming just the other side of the line of bare oak trees, and out of habit counted … Four oclock.

She and Jack had come straight from lunch to her office on the High Street, so they could plan their next steps.

Shed cleared the whiteboard and written up the four puzzle chasers  Tricia, James, Emma, and Patrick, alongside their mobile numbers. Then, shed put up some of the clues that Tony had handed to them both in sealed envelopes.

The idea was that through regular calls and texts theyd be able to keep track both of the players locations and their progress through the puzzles … doing their best to follow Quentins dying wish.

That would satisfy the official remit from Tony to monitor and supervise the competition.

But with Jacks suspicions in the air, beyond that she and Jack both wanted to meet the four individuals  and, for want of a better word … interrogate them.

Solving the clues now should give them an advantage in tracing the four as they moved across Cherringham.

And she and Jack could follow them.

But with tackling what seemed like easy clues, it was fast becoming clear that neither she nor Jack had a natural ability with crosswords.

She put a bit of milk and sweetener in each coffee and then heard Jacks mobile ring. And when she took the cups back through to her office he was just finishing a call.

Okay, Tony, thanks. Sure. Will let you know.

Sarah handed Jack his coffee. Something up?

Tony just had an interesting chat with one of his partners who remembered a conversation hed had with Quentins brother last year about inheritance tax. Tony looked up the notes and it seems Patrick raised the issue of whether particular mental states might  and he quoted here  affect the validity of a will.

Wow … interesting, said Sarah. This from the man who thought his brother might only have a few thousand to pass on.

Yep. Exactly what I thought …

She sipped her coffee. Behind her she heard footsteps on the stairs, and she turned as the office door opened, to see Grace come in.

Hi there  oh, hi Jack! How are you?

Im good, Grace. Youre just in time for coffee.

Sarah watched Grace take off her winter coat and put down her bag before noticing what was on the whiteboard.

Ooh  whats this? A puzzle?

No harm in telling Grace about this, thought Sarah.

Her assistant knew that Sarah and Jack had a side-line in detective work. And though Sarah made sure to keep Grace out of anything dangerous or remotely illegal, she was happy to get her young assistants take on a case whenever she showed an interest.

Grace was sharp and sometimes could be gold dust.

Kinda crossword puzzle  though with a slightly higher prize than usual … said Jack, as Grace read the clues.

Funny, she said. Looks like theyre all connected to Cherringham.

Sarah looked at Jack, then back at Grace.

How did you know, Grace?

Sort of obvious, really …

Jack caught Sarahs eye.

What way? he said.

Well … Noble New Englander  thats got to be Harry Marshall.

Harry Marshall? said Sarah, smiling. Whos he?

Come on Sarah, everyone knows about Harry Marshall! Came to Cherringham from Boston in 1912 to teach out at Cherringham Hall, then joined up with the Gloucesters when war broke out and got killed at Gallipoli.

American, huh? said Jack.

Thats right, said Grace. He didnt need to fight  just said … he had to. Theres a plaque in the church all about him.

There you go, said Jack.

And this one here … Good place for a ditch, twelve letters, well thats got to be Wykeham Field where that plane did an emergency landing. I was still at school then!

Thinking you should be tackling this puzzle, Jack said.

Oh I am a fan. Love em!

Okay then. Charlies head? said Jack, and Sarah watched him nod to the whiteboard.

Five letters  hmmm … right! Angel. The old pub. Has to be. King Charles slept there the night before that big battle, but he didnt get a wink of sleep and they reckon next day it cost him the battle and the war and his life  Sarah, do you seriously not know this?

Sarah shrugged. I feel totally ashamed. If I had any more money Id promote you.

She watched Grace grin back at her. You heard that, Jack, sounds like Im the new boss round here.

Dont take the job, kid, too much stress, said Jack.

Yeah, maybe youre right, said Grace, laughing and sitting at her desk.

Grace  how about you solve some more of these  while Jack and I head out? Youve been a great help!

Love to, said Grace. Can I ask  is this a case?

Kinda, said Jack.

There a prize?

For you, dinner at the Spotted Pig  on me and Sarah.

For two? said Grace. No fun on my own …

You drive a hard bargain, said Jack. Okay  thats a deal.

Sarah handed over the crossword puzzle, then turned to Jack.

So … Weve got four players, she said. Who do you fancy first?

Why dont I track down Tricia Guard  and you root out our new friend Mr. Carlisle? said Jack, putting on his big winter coat again.

Sarah felt a rush of excitement.

Of the four players, Carlisle  the spy  was surely going to be the tricky one. And it was a vote of confidence from Jack that he felt she should be the one to talk to him.

Sounds good to me, she said, then turned to Grace: If anyone calls, better put them through to me, Grace. Jack and I are kind of on call today …

No problem.

Sarah picked up her coat and hat, headed to the door with Jack and then turned to look at Grace who was already filling the whiteboard with clues.

If  one day  this little office became a genuine detective agency, then it was clear that Grace would be an indispensable part of the operation …


6. Find the Lady

When he hit the High Street, Jack
called the number for Tricia Guard that Tony had given him, but it
went straight to mailbox.

Not the way this is supposed
to work, he thought.

But just as he was leaving a message, Tricia
texted him.

King’s Head Hotel, lounge
bar.

He carried on up the High Street, past
Huffington’s, to the King’s Head — the only really decent hotel in
the village.

Into the bar …

And he didn’t have to look hard. It was just five
o’clock — too late for the lunch crowd and still too early for the
after-work tipplers.

Tricia Guard sat on a sofa in the corner of the
lounge, her coat neatly folded next to her. Jack saw her nod
briefly to him and he walked over to her table.

“Mr. Brennan …”

“Jack, Miss Guard. Or Mrs.?”

“Tricia. Please.”

“Please join me. Would you care for a drink? A
rather limited bar I’m afraid. Putting a slice of lemon in the gin
seems to be the height of our barman’s powers.”

Jack pulled a chair back and sat down. “I have
tried to educate the barman Steve here on the finer points of the
ice-cold martini. So far... [ENDE DER LESEPROBE]
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