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Mrs Dawes was on the phone. It sounded as if she had been running, which was, of course, impossible. Mrs Dawes moved at a stately pace suited to her age, the substantial nature of her figure, and the stick which was now her permanent companion. Mrs Dawes hadn’t been known to run anywhere for twenty odd years.


But her voice sounded as if she’d been running. 


‘Ellie…please…come! Drop everything. I mean it!’


Ellie Quicke, widowed but happy about it, couldn’t believe she was being asked to leave her house in the middle of baking a cake. ‘What’s the matter, Mrs Dawes? I’m a bit tied up at the moment.’


‘Dead! She’s dead! They’re saying Edith did it, but no way! I said you’d come, sort it out.’


Ellie blinked. Edith was an old friend of Mrs Dawes, a tiny, aged soul who couldn’t kill a fly, even if she’d wanted to. ‘Edith is dead?’


‘No, no. Don’t be so stupid, Ellie. We’re at Laura’s, 14 Oaktree Road, on the other side of the road from me. If you can’t get here before the police, they’ll cart her off and it’s all wrong!’ The phone crashed down.


After a moment’s consideration, Ellie turned the oven off. Her cake was only half baked, and she had absolutely no idea how to work the timer on the oven, so she must accept the fact that her cake was ruined. But, Mrs Dawes was not one to panic without good reason, and she had mentioned the word ‘dead’ twice. 

Seizing her handbag – which hopefully contained keys and mobile phone – she let herself out into the summer sunshine and walked as quickly as she could up the hill. She was not going to run. She was a good twenty years younger than Mrs Dawes, but running up a hill was no preparation for dealing with matters of life and death. The sun was hot on her bare head, though there was a breeze which would keep her skin from burning. Maybe.


Number 14 was a slightly run-down three-bedroom semi with a front garden that sloped down from the road. There were no signs of agitation in the neighbourhood as Ellie rang the front door bell. No ambulance, no police cars, no curious neighbours gathering to gossip. So what was so urgent that Ellie had to leave a half-backed cake in the oven?


Mrs Dawes opened the door. Her abnormally jet-black hair was ruffled, and one of her dangling earrings was missing. She was breathing like an asthmatic as she pulled Ellie inside the hall. ‘Thank God. We’ve rung the police but told them it’s just an incident and not urgent, so you’ve got a few minutes to save her before they come. This way.’


She led Ellie into the sitting room at the back of the house. The sun would have shone directly into this room if it hadn’t been for a faded but still serviceable awning which shaded the back of the house.


Three people turned their heads as Ellie entered. They were sitting in the high-backed arm chairs favoured by older people, around a low table laden with a game of Scrabble and all the paraphernalia for a tea party. Mrs Dawes and a number of her friends no longer went out in the evenings, but congregated in one another’s houses once a week for Scrabble, tea, cake and gossip.


Mrs Dawes sank into a comfortable chair, waving her hand towards Ellie. ‘I told you she’d come. Ellie, our hostess has been murdered. She was in a right cranky mood when we came, finding fault with each one of us but . . . well, never mind that. She went off down the garden in a huff and never came back. There’s no way in or out except through this house and there’s only been us four here all afternoon, but it’s not right to put it on Edith, is it?’ And here she glared around her. 


Edith was a tiny sparrow of a woman, lost in a chair made for a bigger person. She was wearing a large straw hat which looked too big for her, an immaculate pale blue two-piece, and had her Zimmer frame parked at her side. She seemed agitated, her fingers twitching over her necklace of amber beads. ‘I didn’t do it. I didn’t!’ Her voice wavered, and tears stood out on her cheeks.


‘You insisted on going down there and you don’t usually,’ said a largish woman with a heavy head which looked too big for her body. She sat with feet and knees apart, beige bra straps sneaking out from under a black sun-dress that would have made a small tent for anyone else. She was a messy eater. Crumbs littered her lap. She licked around her mouth, and tried to rub yellow streaks off her arm and skirt. Her eyes almost disappeared into her head as she looked Ellie over. 

‘I’m Billie. Kath said you could sort this out, but I say it’s obvious who did it, and we shouldn’t waste time about handing her over to the police.’


After a moment, Ellie recollected that Mrs Dawes’ given name was Kathleen, though very few people were bold enough to use it; and that included Ellie who’d known her for thirty years. Ellie stole a glance at Mrs Dawes, who was looking straight ahead of her. Ellie tried the Christian name out in her mind. Could she – dare she – say, ‘Kath?’ to Mrs Dawes. Because if she said it this afternoon, she would have to say it in future, and calling Mrs Dawes by her Christian name all the time would alter their relationship, which was that of respectful junior to respected elder. Ellie decided that whoever else called Mrs Dawes by her Christian name, she herself would not do so. Unless asked, of course.

Ellie turned her mind back to the problem in hand. ‘Where’s the body?’


Mrs Dawes waved her hand towards the garden which could be seen through French windows. ‘You’d better see for yourself.’


‘Shall I show you?’ An artificially blonded, string-thin woman got up from her chair. ‘Remember me, Ellie? Doreen. I worked in the charity shop when you were there some years ago.’


What could Ellie remember about Doreen? Gossipy. Suspected of having put her hand into the till? Nothing had been proved, but she’d been demoted to working in the back room, sorting and labelling. A sharp dresser then, and now. That green outfit must have cost a pretty penny. 


Spikily thin Doreen led the way out into the sunshine on the patio, and pointed down a gently sloping lawn to where a screen of shrubs and rose bushes divided the upper from the lower part of the garden. A somewhat rickety arch in one corner led the eye through to further delights. Through a tangle of bushes Ellie could see a straw hat bobbing and dancing in the breeze. It looked as if someone were gardening down there, bending and stretching. Weeding, perhaps?

The upper garden showed signs of neglect, though it must have been stunning in its heyday. Rose bushes bloomed regardless of the fact that they hadn’t been pruned for some years. Clematis rampaged along hedges and tried to strangle a climbing rose. However, the lawn had been mown recently.

Doreen said, ‘All the time we were sitting up here, having tea and playing Scrabble, we could see her hat from the house, and we thought she was wearing it.’ 
She led the way down a crazy paving path at the side of the lawn. ‘Seems all wrong, the sun shining so brightly today, when…watch that uneven bit. Big Billie’s right. Laura did storm out here today even though she doesn’t normally stir from her chair. Edith and I followed her to try to reason with her, only she yelled at us to leave her alone..’

Doreen stopped by a garden seat which had weathered to a soft grey. ‘Edith got as far as here and sat down. I went as far down as the pergola but she wouldn’t have it, so I left her there. Edith said that Laura would soon get over her tantrum and as she, Edith had got that far, she’d just sit and wait for her.’ 

‘Tantrum?’
Doreen reddened. ‘She’d been in a very odd mood earlier. When she went off like that we all thought that she’d work out her bad temper on the lily bugs, realise she didn’t really mean what she’d said, and everything would be back to normal. So I saw Edith settled and went back up to the house. It was my turn for Scrabble, and I didn’t want to miss it. Besides, the sun gives me a headache when it’s so hot.

‘We were having some really good games of Scrabble. Sometimes it’s a bit boring, but today it was good. Billie went out to speak to Lara once, and so did Kath. Laura told them both to leave her alone. You don’t realise how quickly time passes when you’re having fun. We looked out now and again. We could see Edith from here. She’d fallen asleep in the sun but no sign of Laura. It was Kath who said it was about time Laura remembered she’d got guests, and she’d better wake Edith or she wouldn’t sleep tonight. And out she went.
‘We were about to start another game when Big Billie said, “Kath’s taking her time, isn’t she?” 


‘I thought Kath might have had a bit of a job getting Edith back up to the house on her Zimmer, so I went out onto the patio to see if we could help, and Kath was standing right there under the archway. She said that Laura was dead, and we should wake Edith and help her back up to the house.’

Doreen gestured. ‘If you stand where Kath did, you’ll see. No need to touch her to realise what’s happened.’

Ellie walked down to the arch. A passion flower covered most of this rickety structure, its mass of large flowers a tribute to Laura’s gardening ability. The lower part of the garden was a sun-trap, bounded by hedges. In the centre there was an oblong lily-pond alive with goldfish. At each corner of the pond stood a large earthenware pot filled with a magnificent stand of lilies, yellow and red. 

At the foot of one of these half-sat and half lay the body of a heavy-set woman in her seventies, her wispy white-haired head at a strange angle. Her eyes were open, but saw nothing of the sky above, or of the garden which she had been tending. 


It looked as if she’d tripped and fallen awkwardly backward, breaking her neck on the edge of one of her own pots. Pollen from the lilies had drifted over her hair, face and shoulder, giving the impression they’d been powdered in gold; understandable, since the merest brush against a lily would produce a shower of pollen, not easily removed from skin or clothing. 

It might have been an accident, if it weren’t for the garden fork which stuck out of her blood-stained breast, turning her flowered dress red.  

The scent of the lilies was almost overpowering. Ellie gulped and steadied herself against the arch, turning her head away and closing her eyes. Was she going to be sick?

No, of course not. 

She opened her eyes, which were on a level with the nearest of the passion flowers growing over the arch. Ten petals surrounded a corona of ‘thorns’, while in the centre three stamens circled the pistil. All symbols of the passion of Christ. Each individual flower would probably not last more than day but they were a reminder that God’s love lasted for ever.

She felt indignant at having had to leave a cake half-baked in the oven, in order to sort out someone else’s mess. Ah well. She supposed Jesus had done much the same thing, if on a slightly different scale. He’d left heaven to try to sort out humanity, and hadn’t got much in the way of thanks for it, had he? Except for a few people, who tried to follow His example.

Dear Lord, I need some help here. I’m not good at dealing with sudden death – or murder. Because this is murder, isn’t it? If you want me to sort it out, you’ll have to give me a clue. 

No clue inserted itself into her head. What a pity. What a waste of a life. Poor Laura.

Breathing deeply, Ellie forced herself to look around. What about that straw hat? It gave her goose-bumps to see it still bobbing in the breeze. Someone had placed it on the top of a four-foot cane and jammed it into the flower bed nearby. 


Of course Laura might have placed her hat there while she bent over the lilies. She’d been hunting for lily bugs, was that right? Ellie knew all about lily bugs, which were the bane of a gardener’s life. Nasty squishy baby bugs hid in oily clumps under leaves, to emerge as bright red insects which could strip all the leaves off a lily overnight. They were extremely difficult to deal with. Spraying worked to a certain extent. So did squashing them – if you could catch them. They jumped like fleas.


Ellie shivered. Slowly she retraced her steps to the house, where Laura’s guests were waiting for her. Edith was dozing in her chair, but the others turned their heads as she entered the room.


Mrs Dawes said, ‘What do you think, Ellie?’


Big Billie said, ‘Edith lost her temper and stabbed Laura with her own hand fork, right? And then Laura fell over and hit her head and died. I expect she can get away with saying it was an accident.’


Ellie said, ‘Laura had a gardener?’

Doreen shook her head. ‘Not a real gardener. Someone from church comes to mow her lawn at weekends.’

Ellie looked over the tea things. ‘What did she give you to eat?’


Doreen said, ‘Do you fancy a cup, Ellie? Shall I make another pot of tea? This one’s cold.’


Big Billie pulled a face. ‘How could you, Doreen! You never did have a sense of what was fitting.’


Doreen huffed and puffed, but persisted. ‘Laura liked us to enjoy ourselves.’ And to Ellie, ‘She always gave us the same things; a packet of Jaffa cakes and a slab of fruit cake.’


Ellie looked at the crumbs which were all that were left on their plates. ‘No cream cakes? No icing?’


Mrs Dawes shook her head.


Ellie seated herself on a vacant chair. ‘Tell me about the quarrel.’


Silence.


‘Not a quarrel, exactly,’ said Mrs Dawes. ‘She was out of sorts, not feeling a hundred per cent, didn’t mean it.’


‘She was downright rude!’ said Big Billie, going a dull red. ‘Calling us names like that. As if we were trying to take advantage of her. How many years have we been friends?’


Mrs Dawes sighed. ‘I suppose she had every right to sell up and go into a home, if that’s what she wanted to do.’ 


Billie and Doreen obviously didn’t agree.


Mrs Dawes spoke direct to Ellie. ‘Laura had a really good pension that her husband left her, and this house, of course. But lately she’d been losing the plot. She told us today that she was going to sell up and go into a home. She’s been very generous to all of us over the years, and it was hard to take it in, and then…well, yes. We did argue with her. We didn’t want to lose her.’


Billie snorted. ‘You didn’t want to lose your free tickets to the Chelsea Flower Show. You can’t afford to buy them for yourself, can you?’


Mrs Dawes flushed. ‘I admit I was disappointed. But I took it in good part.’

‘That’s what you say now, but at the time –’

‘I admit I was upset. But when I’d had time to cool down, I had to admit I’d no right to expect her to go on funding me.’

‘You followed her out onto the patio and tried to make her change her mind. I saw you go down the garden path after her.’ 

‘Yes, but I didn’t get that far. She told me to leave her alone, and I did. I didn’t want to come back up straight away. I wasn’t in the mood for chit-chat. So I checked how her bush roses were doing, thinking I might ask her if I could cut some for church this Sunday. Only, I decided to leave it till she was in a better temper. Then a long whip from that American Pillar rose caught my skirt, and it took me some time till I could get free and tuck it back out of harm’s way. I was just starting back up to the house when Billie caught up with me.’


Ellie said, ‘You didn’t go down into the lower part of the garden at that time?’

‘No. Not at all.’


Ellie turned to Big Billie. ‘You were the next person to go down the path to speak to Laura?’


‘That’s right. I came out to see what was happening. Kath was tying up a bramble. I went as far as the archway to speak to Laura, but she was still in a bad mood, told me to go away. I started to say that we could at least discuss the matter, and she bit my head off. So I came back and left her to it..’


‘You didn’t go through the arch into the lower garden at all?’


‘No.’


‘What treat did she give you?’


Billie shifted, but Doreen and Mrs Dawes kept their eyes on her, so eventually she said, ‘She let me use her car after she got too nervous to drive. I keep it in my garage and of course I took her out in it whenever she wanted. She should have given it to me outright.’


Mrs Dawes said, ‘But then you’d have had to pay the insurance and tax and buy petrol, all of which she was doing.’


Billie spread podgy hands. ‘Well, there it is. She wouldn’t listen. Turned her back on me. So I gave up. As I came back up the garden I met up with Kath, who asked if Laura wasn’t going to come back for her tea, and I said Laura had told me to go away and leave her alone. I looked back, and could see her bending over her lilies. You can’t mistake that ancient hat of hers. It should have been binned years ago.’ 

Mrs Dawes nodded. ‘Laura was alive then.’

‘Who went down the garden next?’

Doreen looked at Edith, gently sliding into a doze. ‘I’ve told you about that. Edith stopped and sat down on the bench, and I came back up.’

‘You saw Laura alive at that time?’

Doreen lost some of her assurance. ‘Yes, I did. She told me to go away, and I did. I’ve just realised that when we thought we saw her moving around, it was just her hat on a stick!’
Big Billie said, ‘You see; it must have been Edith. She was all alone in the garden for a long time, more than long enough to kill Laura. Edith wants one of those motorised scooters, and Laura did say at one point that she’d help her buy one. It was only a joke, but Edith took her seriously. Only today when Edith tried to talk to her about it, Laura made it clear she hadn’t meant it. So Edith watched her chance and whammed her one.’


Interesting, thought Ellie. She turned her eyes to Skinny Doreen, who was picking at her skirt with fingers that trembled. ‘And you, Doreen?’


‘I . . .’ Doreen’s mouth worked. ‘I borrowed some money from her a while back. It was a debt that I was to repay in instalments, but it was always understood that I could do it bit by bit.’


Billie was vicious. ‘You stole some money from the charity shop but they said they’d keep it quiet if you repaid it straight away. Laura lent you the money to cover it, and you promised to pay her back at so much per week. But you weren’t keeping up the payments, were you?’


Doreen sniffed and felt for a hankie. ‘I always meant to, but . . .’


Billie went for the kill. ‘So you left Edith sitting there in the sun and seized your chance to go down to the lower garden and have it out with Laura.’


‘I did think about going down to talk to her, ask her to let me off some the rest, but I lost my nerve. She’s right. I must cut my coat to suit my cloth. If I didn’t spend so much on my clothes, I could easily pay her off.’


Mrs Dawes said, ‘Hold it, Billie. Either Edith did it, or Doreen. You can’t have it both ways. Which?’


‘Or you!’ said Billie to Mrs Dawes. ‘You were the one who found her. You could easily have killed her and then raised the alarm.’


Hand to her heart, Mrs Dawes was rapidly going purple. ‘How dare you!’


Ellie laid a calming hand on her old friend’s arm. ‘Mrs Dawes, did you go into the lower garden at all when you found her?’


‘What? No, I didn’t. I could see she was dead from the archway.’


Ellie considered what had been said, and what people had avoided saying. 


Billy didn’t wait for Ellie to make up her mind. She said, ‘The police will be here soon, and I suppose we’re all agreed it must have been Edith. After all, she’s way past enjoying anything but a good nap.’ And she looked down with contempt on poor little Edith, who was struggling back to consciousness after her little nap. 


Mrs Dawes, breathing heavily, shook her head. ‘I don’t like it. I really don’t. Edith wouldn’t hurt a fly.’


Ellie got out her mobile phone. ‘When did the police say they’d be able to get here? Nobody is to move from this room till they come, right?’


Billie advanced on Ellie. ‘That’s as may be. I need to go to the toilet.’


Ellie stood between Billy and the door. ‘If you take off your dress and leave it with me, you may.’


‘What? Why should I . . .?’


‘Because it’s got lily pollen on it, that’s why. I noticed it when I first came in, but thought you might have had something with yellow icing or cream on it for tea. But you didn’t. You had a packet of Jaffa biscuits and a slab of fruit cake. You all denied going into the bottom part of the garden, but the lily pollen on your dress, Billie, proves that you did. You, and you alone. No one else has lily pollen on them.’


Billie rubbed at her dress. A dead give-away. The other three stared at her, mouths agape, eyes wide.

Mrs Dawes said, ‘Really . . .? It was Billie all the time? Oh, Billie, no!’

Doreen coloured up. ‘What? It was her? But how . . .? And she tried to make out that one of us had done it? Oh, Billie; how could you?’

Billie felt her way back onto her seat. All defiance gone, her eyes oozed tears. ‘It was all her fault. It was an accident. She swore at me, and called me a rude name. I don’t have to take that from her, or anyone, do I?’ She began to rock to and fro, to and fro. ‘I shook her, that’s all I did. I shook her to get some sense into her, and when I let her go, she fell and hit her head.’

Ellie said, ‘I’d like to believe you, but that doesn’t explain the garden fork. Yes, there probably was a struggle, and somehow her fork became lodged in her breast. But that didn’t kill her, did it? She fell. Perhaps she was pushed? She fell and hit her head, breaking her neck. That’s what killed her.

‘Instead of calling for help and admitting your responsibility, you tried to give yourself an alibi. You placed her hat on a cane to sway in the breeze. After that, you made sure the others all went down into the garden in turn, giving each of them a window of opportunity to commit the crime.’ 

The doorbell chimed. A pretty chime. A pity Laura couldn’t hear it.

Ellie went to the door to let the police in.

