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Death by Chocolate was on the menu, with a special meaning for Chef. The tycoon’s private lunch at the restaurant was supposed to climax in champagne and a special announcement: instead, it ended in murder. 

Ellie Quicke was a fiftyish widow with a weakness for good food. Jonas had been at school with her deceased husband, so every now and then he asked her to join him and one of his succession of wives for lunch at a traditional country pub. A duty call, really, for both of them. Ellie didn’t have anything in common with Jonas – or with any of his wives –  but it was a treat to have a meal she hadn’t cooked herself and she had to admit that Chef’s famous chocolate pudding was a big attraction for her. It was crunchy on top and gooey underneath, with a hint of orange and something else that she’d never been able to identify. An old family recipe, he said.  

The Grape Vine restaurant didn’t usually open on for Monday lunch, but being Jonas, he’d arranged for them to do just that, and to serve his party in a private room. Today there were only to be the three of them; Ellie herself, Jonas – looking as much like a bull as a man could – and Jonas’s wife, who was number four if Ellie had counted correctly. 

Ellie tried hard but couldn’t remember this particular wife’s name. The woman was stylish, over thin and drank more than she ate. Was she anorexic? 

Jonas seemed unusually distracted. Perhaps one of his many business ventures had gone wrong? His wife was also quiet, leaving Ellie to chatter into the silences, and to concentrate on the food. 

The whitebait starter had been both crunchy and tasty, and the alternative – a rough country pate with sultana toast – excellent. Ellie had been just a tad disappointed in the main course. The roast rack of lamb had been succulent, and the Yorkshire pudding fluffy. The alternative main dish – a fillet of wild salmon – had been pronounced acceptable by fourth wife. The baby carrots, calabrese and new potatoes had looked good and tasted fine, but the roast potatoes which accompanied the lamb had not been up to standard. A trifle flabby? Perhaps they’d been baked earlier that morning and left in a warm dish for too long? Ellie gave herself a smaller than usual helping of the main course, so as to leave more room for the pudding.

Only, they never reached the dessert.

Instead, a youngish man in a cook’s white clothing burst into their private dining room, breathing hard. 


Their host was not amused. ‘Well, what is it, Sean?’


‘Sorry. Kitchen’s closed. We’ll serve you some coffee from the bar in a minute, but Chef . . . I’m sorry to say, he’s . . . dead!’ He barked out a laugh, and then looked appalled, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. Ellie thought; He’s in shock.  

Jonas’s face took on the colour of uncooked pastry. He put a hand to his chest, and half closed his eyes.


Sean was on a high. ‘We’ve just found him taking up space in the cold room out back, with a knife in his chest! I’ve notified the police, who said no one is to leave before they get here.’


Jonas pushed back his chair. ‘He was perfectly all right this morning.’ 

Sean said, ‘You weren’t the last to see him alive, remember. I told them I saw Tamsin go in to see him after you. Remember that, right? Tamsin went in after you.’ Did his words conceal a hint, or a warning?

‘Let me in, Sean!’ A slim, fortyish woman pushed past him into the room. This was the maitre d’, Tamsin, who had met them in the bar and shown them into the private room. She homed in on Jonas. ‘I can’t believe he’s dead, or that he signed!  Did he? No, no. Surely not. He promised me, he swore he wouldn’t.’

Jonas blinked. ‘Of course he signed. Why shouldn’t he? Selling this place to me was his passport to a new life.’ 

She threw her hands up in the air. ‘He said last night that he wouldn’t. He promised!’  

Sean gave a hyena laugh and stepped aside to let in a pert little teenager carry in some coffee. Blonded hair, nice little figure. A badge proclaimed that she was Jessie. She was crying.

‘Calm yourself, Jessie,’ said Sean. ‘And you, Tamsin,’ he caught her arm and swung her towards a chair, ‘face facts. Jonas saw Chef this morning, and yes, there was a lot of shouting, but he did sign as you very well know, since you went in to see Chef afterwards.’

‘Yes. No. I didn’t, he wasn’t there! I wouldn’t have killed him! I loved him, and he loved me!’

‘So you say,’ said Sean, dryly. ‘The fact is, you didn’t want the sale to go through, so you did him in! You’re in deep trouble, girl. Sit there, and don’t move.’

Tamsin rounded on little Jessie. ‘Tell them. You saw him after me. And what about Marc?’

‘I never! Sean, make her stop!’

Sean was enjoying himself. ‘Well, Chef certainly didn’t commit suicide and dump himself into the cold room, did he, Jonas? Remember, Tamsin went in after you.’ He grinned and disappeared. Rather like the Cheshire Cat. One moment he was there, and the next he was gone.

Ellie wished herself at home. This was nothing to do with her, was it? Tamsin was breathing hard, staring into a future she didn’t seem to care for. Jessie was sobbing as she tried to pour out coffee.

Jonas seemed frozen in shock. Fourth wife reached for the nearest bottle of wine. ‘Whatever have you been and gone and done now, Jonas?’

The waiter who’d served them earlier appeared in the doorway. ‘Excuse us. Sorry. May we . . .?’ Behind him came two men wearing aprons over casual clothing. Kitchen staff? 

The waiter cleared his throat. ‘Um, the police are here and want us out of the kitchens. Sean said we’re to wait in here till they get round to us.’ The three men sidled round the room till they reached a bench under the window, where they sat, lined up as if in a doctor’s waiting room, waiting for bad news. 

Jonas tore off his tie and threw it on the table. He spoke to his wife, ignoring everyone else. ‘Arno contacted me, wanting to sell, not the other way round. You’ve always liked coming here, haven’t you? I thought it would please you if I bought the old place, knocked it into shape, brought the menu into the twenty-first century, got it a Michelin star with Sean as Chef, although I realise he wasn’t half the imposing figure that Arno had been. I don’t understand what’s gone wrong. We were supposed to be cracking a bottle of champagne and shaking hands on the deal at the end of the meal today. I’ve got my PR woman coming here in half an hour to take the photographs and send out some press releases.’

Tamsin, the maitre d’ leaned forward. A diamond glittered on her ring finger. ‘Well, he told me last night that he’d changed his mind. And what was all that shouting about, if he agreed to sign?’

Jessie bobbed up. ‘Yes, I heard the shouting, too.’

‘We all did,’ said the waiter. 

The staff all started to yell at one another. Accusations of jealousy and cheating, double-crossing and of course, of murder, rang out. 

‘You killed him!’

‘It wasn’t me who–’

‘Enough!’ said Jonas, and such was the force of his personality that they all fell silent. 

Fourth wife leaned back in her chair. ‘Jonas, remember your blood pressure.’

Jonas turned to Ellie. ‘You’re something of a crime buff, I hear. I liked Arno and I want his murderer found. Find out who killed him, and I’ll give you a cheque  that’ll knock your eyes out, right!’ 

Ellie didn’t know what to say. True, she’d solved one or two little neighbourhood mysteries in the past, but she didn’t know anyone at the restaurant and had absolutely no idea of who’d killed Chef. Surely the police would get to the bottom of the matter?

The only idea running in her head was that Jonas had been imprecise with the truth. But it wouldn’t do any good to say so, would it? 

She looked across the table, over the remains of the meal. The plates for the first two courses had been cleared away, leaving a good quality white tablecloth, crumpled napkins, fine white china side-plates, banded with gold. Broken rolls of bread and the odd half bottle of wine. 

Bread and wine; symbolic of great truths, if you were a Christian. If Jesus had been here, what would he have done? Surely it wasn’t her business to sort out the truth, was it? Oh dear. Perhaps it was. With a spot of help from above?

‘Jonas, what really happened when you went in to see Chef today?’

‘I’ve nothing to hide.’ Yet his body language gave the lie to his words. ‘Yes, he had wavered about selling a couple of days ago, though it was a fair offer I’d made him. But he confirmed the deal by text message this morning. Twelve noon on the dot. When we arrived I left her ladyship in the bar to have a drink while I went into Chef’s office – it’s off the bar, next door to the kitchens. Only, he wasn’t there. There was a cup of coffee on his desk, and his mobile: his white jacket was over the back of his chair. He’d left two signed copies of the contract for me on his desk. I waited for him, thinking he’d popped out for a moment by the other door.’

‘What about the shouting they heard in the kitchens?’

‘That was me, I suppose, shouting his name. I was annoyed to be kept waiting. He didn’t come back and time was marching. I expected you to arrive any minute. So I signed both copies, left one on his desk, and took the other. It was all perfectly legal and above board.’ 

Ellie caught his unease. ‘An odd way to hand over his business. Do you think his signature was genuine?’

‘At the time I didn’t think anything of it. Now, I don’t know.’ He lied. He did know. Or suspect, the worst. 

Tamsin was on the edge of her seat. ‘Well, he told me late last night that he wasn’t going to let Sean take over after all. I think you had a row because he wouldn’t sign, and that’s why you killed him.’

‘I killed him and then forged his signature?’ Jonas gave a rough laugh. ‘Don’t be absurd. Do you really think I’d go to those lengths just because a small deal like this had fallen through? Nonsense. What’s more I don’t carry knives around with me.’

No, Ellie didn’t think Jonas had murdered Chef – or not with a knife. He might have clonked someone over the head with a blunt instrument, perhaps, but would he then have put the body in the cold room? And why had it been put in there, anyway? To delay discovery? Y-yes. But who stood to gain from the delay? 

Fourth wife added her voice. ‘Jonas can be a problem at times, Ellie, but I don’t think he’s a murderer.’

Ellie nodded. Fourth wife had put her finger on it. Fourth wife was a different matter from numbers one to three. She might be anorexic but she had brains, and she was sticking by her husband, so far at any rate. Good for fourth wife. 

Ellie turned to Tamsin, who seemed to have shrunk into herself and become middle-aged all of a sudden. ‘You say Chef was in two minds about selling? Why?’

‘Arno had this fantasy. He wanted to sell this place and buy a small restaurant in Cornwall with a flat above it. He wanted me to go with him, and of course I wanted to do so, but there’s my old Mum here in the village, and she won’t have anyone if I go. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to go with Arno; of course I did, but Mum’s on her last legs, cancer and that. I thought maybe I could stay on here for a bit and go down to Arno at the weekends, but then if Sean took over, I knew he wouldn’t want to keep me on. That’s why I was so relieved when Arno told me last night that he’d changed his mind, and that we could go on as before.’ 

‘And that’s when you saw him last?’

‘Yes. I asked him if he were going to drop back by my place last night, but he said no, he wanted to get an early night.’

‘Where did he live?’

‘Upstairs, above the restaurant.’

Ellie turned to Jessie. ‘Tell me; why did Arno change his mind about selling?’ 

‘Well, Jonas wanted to make Sean his new Chef, and Sean started throwing his weight about, boasting of the changes he was going to make. This place was Arno’s life, he liked traditional cooking, and he liked things the way they were. So he began to have second thoughts.’

One of the kitchen staff spoke up. ‘So why were you making up to him, then?’

‘I wasn’t!’ Jessie flounced. ‘And if that old man had tried it on me, he’d have had my knee in his guts.’ 

‘Or a knife,’ someone said, and sniggered.

Ellie ignored that. ‘All right, Jessie. Tell me about the bad feeling in the kitchens.’

‘Well, Sean isn’t as good a cook as he thinks he is, and to make himself seem better, he finds fault with everything we do. He says if we don’t like it, we can go. We all wanted to keep our jobs, except. . .’ She hesitated.

‘Except someone cracked,’ said Tamsin. ‘Go on. Tell her, Marc.’

The scruffy looking man in a soiled white apron grimaced. He was in his late twenties, long and lanky. ‘Alright, alright. I’m Marc, the vegetable chef. Jessie and I, we go down the pub together sometimes. I’ve got a motor bike, sometimes give her a lift home, but lately . . . I thought she was flirting with everybody. With Chef and with Sean.’

‘Which she was,’ said Tamsin, folding her arms. ‘I caught her coming out of the storeroom buttoning up her blouse, with Sean right behind her.’

Jessie’s colour rose. ‘I caught it on a cupboard door in passing!’

‘Hah! If you can believe that . . .!’ 

Jessie’s pretty bosom heaved in a most attractive fashion, and at least one button on her blouse popped open, but she seemed sincere when she said, ‘Marc had no cause to be jealous, but he got so worked up about it you wouldn’t believe, and then Sean was on at him about his vegetable cooking being rotten, and that upset Marc, too, because he’s been here longer than Sean, and he doesn’t like Sean giving him orders. So what with this and that he had a bit too much to drink and wrote out his resignation and left it on Chef’s desk.’

‘When was this?’

‘Yesterday morning, early. Only then he was sorry that he’d done it, and he  took me into the storeroom and told me what he’d done, and asked me to see if I could get Chef to tear it up. He said I’d do that for him if I cared for him at all, which I don’t, not really. Well, just as good friends, because he often gives me a lift. We were terribly busy all day and I didn’t get a chance to speak to Chef until after we’d tidied up at night. Tamsin caught me going in to see him just as Sean came out, and that’s why she thinks I was trying it on with him. Anyway, Chef was in a foul temper, said he was fed up with the lot of us, and that he’d have a word with Marc in the morning. Only, when I went out to tell Marc, he’d gone.’

‘Why would I wait for you?’ said Marc, ‘I saw you unbuttoning your top button when you went in to see Chef. Sean saw, too, and laughed in my face.’

‘There was nothing to it,’ insisted Jessie, her colour high. ‘I wish I’d never offered to see Chef for you, and after all that I had to walk home and my dad gave me a right rollicking for getting back so late.’ 

‘Serve you right!’ said Tamsin.

‘And you,’ said Jessie, dangerously. ‘Tears at nightfall, I don’t think! I saw you driving Sean home last night, smiling and laughing. You could have given me a lift.’ 

‘I didn’t see you. And I only gave Sean a lift because his car wouldn’t start last night, and he had to leave it here till he could get someone to look at it.’

‘I bet you were making up to him all the way.’

‘Certainly not. And I trusted Arno to–’

‘You didn’t trust him enough to leave him alone this morning. In you went, as soon as you arrived–’

‘So did you!’

Jessie shrugged. ‘I’m a fool to myself. I thought I’d have one more try even if Marc had let me down, but it was no good. Chef had been in and gone out again.’ She explained, ‘His jacket was there, and his mobile. I didn’t know where he’d gone to until Marc opened the door to the cold room for something . . . and there he was, lying flat out with the knife sticking up . . . Ooooh!’ 

‘How long had he been there?’

‘I don’t know, do I!’ She shot a black look at Tamsin. ‘But the police will get whoever did it, and I’ll cheer them on, I will.’ 

 Ellie had the beginnings of an idea. ‘Jonas, you said he texted you this morning. Did he often text people?’ Heads were shaken all round. Ellie persisted. ‘Older people – like me – often find it difficult to pick up texting. Was Arno any good at it?’

Tamsin stared, shrugged. ‘No, not at all. I showed him a couple of  times, but he said he couldn’t be bothered.’

Ellie pondered this. So if this and that… Another picture forming in her mind? ‘What time did you get here this morning, Tamsin?’

‘About half nine, I suppose. We don’t normally open for lunch on Mondays, but this was a special occasion.’

‘Talk me through exactly what you did when you came.’

Tamsin shrugged. ‘The usual. Sean gave me a note of the dishes to chalk up on the board in the bar so that you could make your choice when you arrived. We’ve never bothered with printed menus, though Sean thinks we should. I checked the girls had laid the tables properly, and that the wine was properly chilled. 

‘I watched Jessie go in to see him, and then Jonas, but I trusted Arno to do the right thing. I popped my head round the door of his office myself a couple of times, but as Jessie said, he’d just gone out, which was a bit worrying because of preparing the meal for Jonas. You came and we started serving. Sean was doing his nut, having to cover for Arno. Then Marc went to the cold room for the cream, and found him.’

The door opened, and Sean put his head round it. ‘They want you next,’ he said to Jonas, and disappeared again.  

Jonas stood, head lowered. ‘I’m not playing games. Tell the truth and shame the devil.’ He lumbered out of the room.

Jessie said, ‘I suppose I should start clearing the table,’ but made no move to do so.

Ellie said, ‘Tamsin, remind me. You said Sean gave you the menu for this special luncheon today. What time did he give it to you?’

Tamsin stared. ‘As soon as we got here. About half nine?’

Ellie went to the door and looked out into the bar. The menu had been chalked up on the board, just as Tamsin said. 

‘Ahha,’ said the fourth wife, who had all her wits about her. ‘Ellie, I begin to see. It was the cold room that gave you the clue, I suppose?’

Ellie nodded. ‘Why put him in the cold room? To delay discovery? But for that purpose the body could have been dumped anywhere, in an outbuilding, in his car, anywhere out of sight. So why the cold room in particular? I think it was done to confuse us about the time of death. Suppose he died last night or early this morning. Someone could have made it seem that he was around this morning by putting his jacket and his papers out, and used his mobile to text Jonas – which Arno couldn’t do,  remember. 

‘Jessie might be playing the field, innocently or otherwise, but she didn’t have a strong enough motive to kill him. I believe Tamsin when she says she got the decision she wanted last night, and neither woman is big or strong enough to haul Arno’s body around.

‘The big give away was that Arno was a traditional cook. Some chefs nowadays serve Yorkshire pudding with everything, but a traditional cook serves Yorkshire pudding only with beef, never with lamb. Yet the menu which Sean gave Tamsin to chalk up on the board, stated that the main course would be either fillet of salmon, or Yorkshire pudding with lamb. I suggest to you that by that time – half past nine this morning – Sean knew that Chef was dead. He’d never have dared to change the menu otherwise.’

‘But I had to give Sean a lift in,’ said Tamsin. ‘His car was kaput.’

‘Was it? Or did he ask you to bring him in, to give himself an alibi? He had an interview with Chef late last night, didn’t he? And after that Chef was not in a good temper. Suppose Chef told Sean last night that he wasn’t going to sell after all? Sean could see his future as Chef put at risk. He did some quick thinking, pretended his car had broken down so that he could ask someone – who happened to be Tamsin – for a lift back to his place, which gave him an alibi of sorts. Then he walked or biked back here either late last night or early this morning. At that time he killed Arno and put his body in the cold room to delay discovery and make it difficult for the police to determine the time of death.  

‘He arranged the office to make it look as if Arno were still around, with jacket and mobile in place. Then he cycled or rode his bike back home. This morning he cadged another lift in with Tamsin, neatly giving himself what seemed like a perfect alibi. He used Arno’s phone to text Jonas and make him think that Chef was still alive. Hopefully he’ll have left his fingerprints on the mobile. And that’s it.’

Fourth wife rose to her feet, putting down her empty glass. ‘Well done, Ellie. I’ll go and release Jonas from bondage, and get the police to arrest Sean instead.’

‘Hang about,’ said Tamsin. ‘What’s going to happen to us?’

‘I suspect Sean forged Arno’s signature,’ said Ellie. ‘That’s something else the police can ask him. If Arno did sign, then Jonas owns the restaurant and he decides what happens to it. If he didn’t, then Jonas or someone else may still buy it, but I don’t think Sean will be taking over as Chef. And the money from the sale? Well, if Chef made a will, he may have left all his worldly goods to Tamsin, in which case she now owns the restaurant.’

Tamsin wept. ‘Yes, he did make a will leaving everything to me a couple of years ago when he had that health scare, and we were going to get married then, only he got better and put it off. I don’t think he’s made another. You mean, I might now own the restaurant?’   

‘You’ll need a new Chef,’ said fourth wife, making a stylish exit. 

Sean lost his temper when questioned, and admitted everything, including forging Arno’s signature. The police took him away, and Jonas arranged to talk to Tamsin later, when she’d decided what she wanted to do about the restaurant. He might still buy it; or perhaps help her to refurbish. 

As Ellie left, she spotted the dessert trolley in a corner of the bar. The chocolate pudding looked luscious. She collected a spoon from their deserted table, scooped up a big mouthful of chocolate pudding, and half closed her eyes. Delicious. Arno made a brilliant Death by Chocolate. As good an epitaph as any. 

She wondered if he’d left the recipe to Tamsin. Worth a fortune, that.
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