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About Penny Blackwell

Penny Blackwell grew up in rural West Yorkshire. After university she spent time in several different cities, but eventually returned to settle in Brontë Country. Penny Blackwell is a pen name for Lisa Firth, who also writes award-winning contemporary romantic comedies as Mary Jayne Baker and World War II fiction as Betty Firth. The Cherrywood Murders is the first novel in a brand-new cosy murder mystery series set in Yorkshire.




About the Book

[image: ]
A DOLLOP OF JAM. A SPOT OF TEA. A SLICE OF MURDER . . .

It has been a year since Tess had to trade the hustle and bustle of London life for pulling pints and moonlighting as a Cher impersonator in a backwater country pub.

The sleepy Yorkshire village of Cherrywood would always be home, but a return to rural life wasn’t quite the path she’d paved for herself. Still, being back with her oldest friends, Raven and Oliver, was a definite upside and she was beginning to settle into the slower pace.

That is until Clemmie Ackroyd, a stalwart member of the community, is brutally murdered. Ruled a robbery gone wrong, it’s an open-and-shut case for the police, but something isn’t quite adding up for Tess.

Then an unexpected face from the past shows up in the village, pointing fingers, and Tess finds herself resolving to get to the bottom of Clemmie’s death – even if that means getting up to her neck in jam, Jerusalem and deadly secrets at the Women’s Guild . . .




For the Horan twins, Mary and Tessie.




Prologue

Nosy cow.

Clemmie was terrified for a moment that she might actually have uttered the words aloud. Her hand flew to her mouth and a brief, high-pitched giggle bubbled from her.

She shouldn’t say that. Shouldn’t even think it, no matter what state she’d just found her drawer in. If you can’t say something nice then don’t say anything at all, Mother used to tell them when they were children. Clemmie may not be good – sometimes, when she lay awake at night, she worried she might actually be downright wicked – but she did try to live her life in a spirit of Christian charity.

She shivered, pulling her cardigan tighter. The sun was going down.

Not that Mother had said or done many nice things herself, when she’d been alive. But that hadn’t been her fault. She was like Prue – she couldn’t help what life had made her, any more than Clemmie could suddenly stop being the person it had made her.

And Prue had really been very good to her since Mother had been gone. Yes, very good. If she’d pressed to sell Ling Cottage, Clemmie could be in some poky flat now – in a grim concrete high-rise, perhaps; the sort of place the lonely went to die. She had no savings of her own to offer to buy Prue’s half of the house.

But Prue had been kind, as far as someone like Prue was capable of showing kindness. It was ungrateful of Clemmie to feel otherwise. Although perhaps kind wasn’t quite the right word for Prue. It was too warm a word for someone like her, someone who was practical to the point of austerity and unemotional to the point of—

Heck, and she was doing it again. What on earth was wrong with her this evening?

‘You’re becoming bitter, Clemency Ackroyd,’ she muttered. ‘Just a bitter, sour old lady. Aren’t you, my girl?’

Clemmie reached up to grasp her St Christopher medal, fumbling in the folds of the thick knitted muffler she’d slung around her neck in a futile attempt to keep out the chill. Finally she caught hold of it, pressing it between her fingers until the little figure and his child burden were printed on the tips. She felt jittery, for some reason. Like something was coming.

It was always chilly in Ling Cottage, no matter the weather outside. Tonight was a mild, moonless evening in late March, yet Clemmie was shrouded in woollen layers as if it was winter. The house harboured a damp sort of cold that seemed to get into your very essence – into your bones, your blood, your soul.

Clemmie frowned and looked round, convinced she’d heard something. Prue had left a short while ago to drive the last of the Women’s Guild ladies into the village, no doubt then being persuaded inside for tea, since she still hadn’t returned home. Although the village was little more than a mile away, on nights like tonight, when the moors that surrounded the house were swallowed up by the darkness, Ling Cottage could feel very far from civilisation indeed.

‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Is somebody th—’

A feline figure slunk from the darkness and wove itself around her feet, purring.

‘Oh. It’s you, puss.’ Clemmie bent painfully to tickle her old tom Nelson between the ears and he rewarded her with a cold nose pressed against her calf.

It felt comforting, that bulk of warm fur against her skin, but Nelson was soon bored and off to search for new adventures. Clemmie watched him pad away and went back to rearranging the contents of her little drawer in the sideboard.

Her coin collection on the left, nestled into layers of filmy tissue paper inside an old tea tin. Her papers beside it, carefully arranged into piles of letters, bills, receipts. Old notepads and memorandum books she ought to have thrown away years ago. But then you never knew, did you, if you might need them again?

Now, what had she been thinking about? Something to do with . . . oh, Prue, yes.

Clemmie remembered what her sister had said to her, the day they’d buried Mother. ‘We’re two old maids now, Clem. We need to take care of one another.’

How Clemmie hated that term, old maid! So old-fashioned and judgemental. She wished Prue wouldn’t describe them that way.

Except, whispered the spiteful little girl who would insist upon talking in her ear, Prue is such a very old-maidy sort of person, isn’t she?

So the decision had been made. With Mother gone, Prue had installed herself back at Ling Cottage, and life had carried on.

And Prue was right, Clemmie told herself as she moved a stack of letters – all opened once and carefully resealed – back into their correct place. It was good that they should keep each other company. They were in their mid-seventies now. The age of love affairs had long passed and they were all the family each had. Loneliness in old age was a terrible thing.

But oh, it drove her mad, the constant fiddling and prying! Prue could be such a busybody; she’d been so from a child. So many times, Clemmie had had to rescue some precious possession from the bin after Prue had decided it needed to go, and she knew her sister went through her private things. Her drawers were never in quite the same order when she returned from shopping. Clemmie could tell Prue had treated herself to a good rummage earlier, while she’d been out buying fairy cakes for the Women’s Guild meeting they’d hosted this evening.

She lifted a yellowing letter from her pile and frowned. It looked as though . . . could it have been? The colouring on the lip of the upper flap looked different. As though the seal had been broken, then regummed and stuck back down.

No. She wouldn’t, surely. Clemmie knew Prue was ruthless in her drive to clear the cottage of what she snippily referred to as ‘tat’ and ‘clutter’, but to open Clemmie’s letters . . .

Well, that was crossing the line. Going through her letters – her private papers! Clemmie slammed the drawer of the mahogany cabinet shut, relishing the satisfying thunk it made as it slid back into place.

Thunk . . .

White pain blossomed in Clemmie’s brain, casting its roots far down into her body, and she heard herself scream.

That one, she thought as she stumbled on to her hands and knees, had been a lot less satisfying.

With an effort she pulled her fogged vision upwards to her attacker, standing over her with weapon poised to strike again. But the numbing pain was too great for surprise as she stared into familiar eyes.

The next blow came. And then another, darkness dogging its heels, and . . . oh dear. Such a lot of red, red blood, soaking into Mother’s Turkish rug.

Prue did so hate mess.




Chapter 1

‘It’s a bad business, this,’ Neil Hobson said soberly as Tess poured his pint. He nodded to the local paper on the bar, bearing the latest report on the police investigation into Clemmie Ackroyd’s murder. ‘Never thought I’d see the like.’

Tess left his pint to settle. ‘I know. A murder, in Cherrywood! The worst crime I can remember happening around here was when Rita Sullivan was caught cycling without lights. Who on earth could have it in them to hurt Aunty Clemmie?’

The murder of the softly spoken former nursery teacher, affectionately known to those she had taught as ‘Aunty’, had shaken Cherrywood to its core. Clemmie had been a sweet old lady with a kind word for everyone, and it made no sense at all that someone could have wanted her dead.

‘You’ve not heard then?’ Neil asked, one eye on his pint as Tess topped it up.

‘Heard what? There’s not been an arrest?’

‘Yes, this morning. Not only that, he’s been charged – Terry Braithwaite, Fred’s youngest. Robbery gone wrong, or that’s what police are giving out.’

Tess frowned. ‘They’ve solved the case that quickly? It can’t be right, surely.’

‘Why not? You know better than anyone that he was always a wrong ’un, Terry Braithwaite. Won’t be his first time inside.’

‘I know, but . . . murder?’ Tess said. ‘Police can’t have investigated thoroughly in a month.’

Neil shrugged. ‘All that means is it must’ve been an open and shut case. Nice to be able to sleep easy again, eh?’

‘Yes,’ Tess said vaguely, putting his pint down on the bar. ‘I suppose so.’

Neil paid for his drink and went back to his table while Tess lapsed into a thoughtful silence – until a moment later, when the door to the Star and Garter opened and Raven walked in. Tess groaned as her best friend joined her at the bar.

‘I was hoping you’d forget,’ she said.

‘Of course I didn’t forget, darling. Gin. Double.’

Tess sighed and did as she was told, pouring a double measure from one of the optics before throwing in some ice and a slice of lemon. No tonic. Raven didn’t approve of watering down perfectly good spirits with anything as vulgar as mixers.

‘You’re not really going to make me do this dreadful thing, are you, Rave?’

‘Trust me, you’ll be thanking me later.’ Raven gave her gin a suspicious sniff. ‘Hang on. What brand is this?’

Tess cast a look behind her at the spirit optic. ‘Tanqueray. That’s all right for her ladyship’s refined palette, isn’t it?’

Raven sniffed it again. ‘It bloody isn’t Tanqueray, it’s Morrison’s own. Ian and Bev must’ve been refilling the bottle with a cheaper brand.’

Tess shook her head. ‘How do you do that? I’ve never known anyone else who could identify gin brands just from the smell.’

‘Years of practice, darling.’ She swallowed a mouthful of her drink. ‘Anyway, never mind what brand it is right now. I’m just grateful for some Dutch courage before I have to make polite chitchat with Grandmother in an hour.’

‘You know, Rave, we could just not go.’

Raven sighed besottedly. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen Sam.’

‘I can’t believe I’m joining the Cherrywood Women’s Guild to help you pull,’ Tess muttered. ‘Of all the places to pick up men.’

‘We’re not joining. We’ll just go to this one meeting.’

‘Hmm. If they let us off that easily.’

Tess had a very specific idea of what Cherrywood Women’s Guild meetings must be like. There was barely a member under sixty, with the group consisting largely of the more terrifying variety of older village lady. In Tess’s mind the meetings resembled a scene from The Night of the Living Dead, only with knitting. Her general feeling was that if she ended up joining the Guild at thirty and committing herself to jam-making and cat-collecting for the rest of her time on earth, then she might as well go straight to the churchyard and start digging herself a spot.

‘Sam’s worth it, Tessie, honestly,’ Raven said, flicking out her black bob. ‘I defy you not to melt in a puddle at the man’s feet. Hiring him might be the best thing my gran ever did for me.’ She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Except I forgot, sorry. You’ve sworn off men for life.’

‘Not life. I might think about getting out on the dating scene again when I hit seventyish.’

‘Seriously, it’s been a year. You can’t write yourself off just because some greasy London sort did you wrong.’

‘I bloody can,’ Tess said, scowling. ‘This time eighteen months ago, I had a boyfriend, a job with great pay and prospects, an exciting life in the big city . . .’ She lifted the split ends of her brown hair, which she’d accidentally spilt a bit of someone’s pint on earlier. ‘Now look at me. I’m stuck doing minimum-wage work in the same dull Yorkshire village I grew up in, I’m sharing a place with you that only barely crosses the line from “closet” to “flat”, I stink of John Smith’s and the highlight of my social calendar is going to a Women’s Guild meeting.’

‘Come on, admit it. For all your whinging, there’s a part of you that’s glad to be home. Me and Oliver are here, aren’t we?’

Tess summoned a smile. ‘I did miss you guys when I was down south.’

‘I don’t see what’s so great about London,’ Raven said. ‘People selling sheds they’ve sloshed a bit of Farrow and Ball over for a million quid plus and calling them des res maisonettes. Over a tenner a pint in every bar. Cherrywood isn’t so bad – at least you can afford to live in it.’

Tess glanced behind her at the brass plaque mounted above the bar, engraved with the pub name over the slogan ‘Ye Olde Traditionale Englishe Pube’. She grimaced. It was hard to take yourself seriously when you worked in a Traditionale Englishe Pube.

‘It’s just such a big step down, going from PA at a London insurance firm to pulling pints in a backwater country pub,’ she said, propping her chin on her fist. ‘I mean, career-trajectory-wise I feel like a total failure.’

‘You’re not a failure. You’re just . . . regrouping.’

‘More like I’m stuck in a rut. Let’s face it, I’ve been here a year and I’ve had zero luck finding anything else. I’m unemployable anywhere but behind the bar in an Englishe pube.’

‘Oh, rubbish. You need to cut out this “poor me” stuff and give yourself a kick up the bum.’ Raven frowned as the strains of something that might loosely be described as music drifted through from the function room. ‘Darling, what is that godawful noise?’

‘“Dancing Queen”, I think.’

‘It sounds like a moose being waterboarded.’

‘It’s Beverley and the am-dram gang,’ Tess said. ‘They’re using the function room to rehearse their summer production of Mamma Mia. Coming soon to a village hall near you.’

‘You mean after the Shakespeare in the Park travesty last year, Bouncing Bev’s still soldiering on? Sweet Baby Jesus.’

Tess nodded to the door of the pub. ‘Speaking of which . . .’

A lanky, fair-haired young man in a clerical shirt and dog collar had just come in. He made a beeline for where Tess was serving, pulled up a stool and slumped face-first against the bar.

‘Pint of Prozac and a gun please, Tessie.’

‘What’s up, Oliver?’ Raven asked, giving the vicar’s head a sympathetic pat. ‘You didn’t catch Peggy Bristow helping herself to the communion wine again?’

‘Miss Ackroyd,’ he muttered. ‘She’s home. And she’s worse than ever.’

Raven shot a look at Tess. ‘Prue Ackroyd’s back in Ling Cottage?’

‘She can’t stay away for ever,’ Tess said.

‘Yes, but it’s only been a month. There are some pretty horrific memories waiting there for her. I don’t know why she doesn’t put the place up for sale.’

‘After Aunty Clemmie had her head bashed in in the study? Would you buy it?’

‘Good point,’ Raven said.

Tess grabbed a glass and started pumping Oliver a pint of best. ‘Did you two hear about Terry Braithwaite?’

‘That they’ve charged him for the murder?’ Raven nodded. ‘It’s all over the village.’

‘What do you think of that?’

‘It’s good, isn’t it? People can feel safe again now they know the person who did it is locked away. And I suppose there’s a sort of closure for us, as a community.’

‘I don’t know, guys. It doesn’t sit right with me.’

‘Why not?’ Oliver asked, still facedown against the bar.

‘It just feels too . . . neat, I suppose. Too easy.’

‘Tessie, you need to stop watching repeats of Murder, She Wrote,’ Raven said as she finished her gin.

‘I just want to be sure justice is being done, that’s all. Aunty Clemmie might be not much more than a statistic to the police – just an insignificant old lady who was in the wrong place at the wrong time – but she meant a lot to this village, didn’t she? She taught half of Cherrywood when we were nursery tots, the three of us included. I want to know whoever did this to her is going to be punished for it.’

‘I’m sure the police know what they’re doing,’ Oliver said. ‘They must have plenty of evidence against Terry to charge him.’

‘I suppose.’ But there was something still niggling Tess. Some sixth sense that said things weren’t quite right.

‘I wonder if she’ll be there tonight,’ Raven said. ‘Prue Ackroyd, I mean.’

‘Why, what’s tonight?’ Oliver asked.

Tess pulled a face. ‘Raven’s forcing me to go to a Women’s Guild meeting. This sexy new gardener her gran hired is giving a talk and I’ve been recruited for wingman duties.’

‘You should see him, Ol. He’s an angel,’ Raven said in a voice that was more than half sigh. ‘I think he’s The One, you guys. Baby-making genes if I ever saw them. I knew it the minute I spotted him raking leaves with his shirt off.’

‘You know, as a metaphor, angels aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,’ Oliver said. ‘The cherubim are ugly buggers. Bodies covered in eyes, according to Ezekiel.’

Tess grimaced. ‘Covered in eyes? Well that’s the stuff of nightmares. Cheers, Ol.’

‘All right, smartarse, then he’s got abs like a Chippendale and a fully biteable pair of buttocks,’ Raven told Oliver. ‘Are you and Ezekiel happy with that description?’

‘Ecstatic,’ Oliver mumbled to the bar. ‘The image of you biting some poor lad on the backside is the only thing that gets me through evensong.’

Tess sighed. ‘Depressed vicars and sex-crazed heiresses. Another day, another dollar.’ She tugged at the back of Oliver’s collar to make him lift his head and slid his pint to him. ‘Here you go, Ol. Get that down you and tell us what Miss Ackroyd’s been doing to make life at the vicarage a living hell.’

Oliver took a pull on his beer to fortify himself.

‘Well, she turned up at church this morning, sitting in her and Aunty Clemmie’s usual pew like nothing had happened,’ he said. ‘Paler, but as frosty as ever. Then after the service, she asked if she could come see me at the vicarage this afternoon.’

‘And?’ Raven said, leaning towards him.

‘I thought she’d want to talk about her sister. I was flattered, to be honest. I mean, I know that’s the last thing I should be thinking when I’ve got a bereaved parishioner in need of spiritual guidance,’ he said, flushing. ‘But ever since I was given this parish, it’s felt like the old guard at St Stephen’s haven’t taken me seriously. Everyone still sees me as little Oliver, who was our paperboy, and his old man used to repair the telly when it went on the blink and his mum worked down the bakery. Miss Ackroyd’s the worst of the lot.’

Raven shuddered. ‘She always was. The Beast of Cherrywood Primary.’

‘Exactly. To her I’m the same snot-nosed eight-year-old who doodled willies in his exercise books.’ He took another deep swallow of his pint and stifled a burp. ‘She’s just got this look on her, you know? Like it’s a wonder an idiot like me can tell one end of a baby from the other and doesn’t dunk them in the font arse-first.’

‘She looks at everyone like that, Ol,’ Tess pointed out.

‘It’s just a lot to live up to,’ Oliver muttered, half unconsciously zipping up his fleece to cover his dog collar. ‘Being a young vicar’s hard enough without working in the village you grew up in. This is exactly why vicars never apply for their home parishes. A prophet’s never respected in his hometown and all that.’

‘So why did you?’

He shrugged. ‘Suppose I got attached to the place.’

‘Miss Ackroyd must respect you a bit if she came to you for bereavement advice,’ Raven said.

‘Except she didn’t. I just assumed. What she actually wanted was to tell me off about the bloody KJV.’ He glanced upwards. ‘Sorry.’

‘The what?’ Tess said.

‘The KJV. King James Version of the Bible. We’ve dropped it from the ladies’ Bible study group in favour of a newer translation and she’s not happy.’ He winced. ‘She’s really not happy.’

‘Gave you a bollocking, did she?’

‘I thought she was going to yank me back to school by the ear and put me in Naughty Boy Corner.’ Oliver’s eyes had fixed on the doorway to the bar storeroom, just behind Tess. ‘Um, who’s that, by the way?’

Tess glanced over her shoulder at the pretty, tawny-haired girl refilling the peanut dispensers. ‘New barmaid – Tammy McDermot. She’s taken Emma’s old job.’

‘Has she?’ Oliver said, not removing his gaze.

‘Oh God, is it that time of year already?’ Raven muttered.

‘What time of year?’

‘The time of year when you develop a graphically unrequited crush on some girl, spend weeks getting up the nerve to talk to her, only to wimp out and end up crying into a bottle of wine at our place.’

‘Well. I like to fall in love over the summer. It gives me something to be miserable about come autumn.’

‘You’ve got no excuse to avoid talking to her this time,’ Tess said. ‘She’s about to relieve my shift. You can fill her in on your VKJ woes while you finish your pint.’

‘KJV.’

‘Whatever.’ She raised her voice. ‘Tam! I’m going to get off now. Will you be OK on your own?’

Tammy came through and smiled at her. ‘I’ll be fine, Tess. You go have a good time.’

‘I’m not sure a good time is really going to be on the cards, are you?’ Tess said, pulling a face.

‘You never know, it might be a laugh. Women’s Guilds are supposed to be dead edgy nowadays. I bet it’s all nude calendars and Class A drugs.’

Tess laughed. ‘I hope not. Left my crack pipe in my other jeans.’

‘Hi, Raven.’ Tammy turned to smile at Oliver. ‘And hi, stranger.’

‘Hi.’ He cleared his throat, deepening his voice slightly. ‘Er, hi. Good to . . . hi.’

‘Now I know I’ve seen you around,’ she said, tilting her head. ‘You’ll have to give me a clue. Mr . . .?’

‘Actually, it’s –’ Tess began.

‘Maynard! Oliver Maynard,’ he butted in. ‘But call me Oliver, please. Mr Maynard’s my dad.’ He let out a high-pitched laugh, then stopped abruptly, staring at her in socially mortified horror.

‘Right,’ Tammy said, looking amused. ‘Well, in that case I’m Tammy. Nice to meet you, Oliver Maynard.’ She held out a hand and he shook it limply, love hearts in both eyes and chirruping tweety birds circling his head.

‘OK, Rave, come on,’ Tess said, coming out from behind the bar. ‘The sooner we get to the meeting, the sooner we can get this hellish ordeal over with.’

Oliver was looking increasingly anxious at the prospect of being left alone with Tammy, who was regarding him with an expression of detached curiosity. The two women walked to the door and stopped.

‘One. Two. Three,’ Raven muttered under her breath.

‘Wait!’ came Oliver’s voice. ‘I’ll walk you to the meeting.’
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