
   [image: Cover: The Body in the Wall: An unputdownable whodunnit set in an idyllic Cornish village by Anna Penrose]

   
      
         
            Anna Penrose
      

            The Body in the Wall
      
      

            The Golden Murders
      

         

         
            SAGA Egmont
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The Body in the Wall

             
      

            Copyright © 2025 Anna Penrose and Saga Egmont

             
      

            All rights reserved

             
      

            ISBN: 9788727246833

             
      

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 3.0

             
      

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. It is prohibited to perform text and data mining (TDM) of this publication, including for the purposes of training AI technologies, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

             
      

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

             
      

            Vognmagergade 11, 2, 1120 København K, Denmark

         

      
   


   
      
         You asked for it, Steve!
      

         All my love.
      

      
   


   
      
         
            Beginnings, of a sort…
      

         

         The rat scurried along the dark passageways, having made its way up from the harbour tunnels. At low tide, the pickings on the sand were good but fraught with gulls trying to grab at the fishermen’s cast-offs. There was always something in the mud worth eating if you could get ahead of the screaming birds. Now, as the tunnel turned into a passageway, the rat negotiated the dark walkways without the need for light. Its whiskers providing navigation, its long tail, balance.

         It climbed over old forgotten sacks and piles of bricks from a collapsed wall. Ahead, the passageway narrowed as the rat navigated the bones wrapped in a rotting carpet. Any morsels on that body had long been devoured, and now it was simply another obstacle to overcome. As the rat continued its route, it emerged through a grating and off along the cobbled lanes of Golden, careful to avoid passing feet and tyres. The ancient fishing village of Golden would always have rats and, from time to time, would also have bodies.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
      

         

         Malachite Peck picked up her fountain pen and sighed. How to begin? Oppy already knew the basics about Mal’s new life and would be reading between the lines to find any weakness in her letter. Honestly, her big sister treated her like one of her grandchildren. A new development, and one Mal didn’t appreciate. She removed the lid, gave her pen a quick shake and began.

         
            Dear Oppy,
      

            Whilst I wait for the sun to rise, I thought I would just drop you a line to let you know all is well. The bookshop requires a complete overhaul and I shall close next week to begin renovations. Whilst the tourists are here, I’m having a clear-out sale. Fingers crossed they help get rid of a lot for me. And I make a few pennies. It’s quite a risk closing during the season. Apparently, I need to make all the money I can before winter.
      

            I started unpacking last night and found my swimming costume, so I am about to go for a swim. I have no idea how successful this will be. The sea looks terribly cold.
      

            I am pretty much keeping to myself, which, as you may understand, suits me perfectly. As they say, the natives seem friendly, but I have no wish to engage beyond the confines of the shop itself.
      

            I will write again when I have more news.
      

            Love Yaffle
      

         

         Mal reread her letter, then scrunched it up, it read like a letter to a junior colleague, not her beloved big sister. At least she had signed it off with her family nickname. Cross with herself, she noticed the sun had risen and she was wasting the quiet hours. Mal had once commandeered any room she walked into. Now she preferred to keep to the edges. Tutting to herself, she grabbed her gown and headed downstairs.

         As she walked out onto the quiet cobbled lane, the rain began. Peering up at the dark skies, she quickly pulled the door shut. Her heavily embroidered silk dressing gown was unlikely to survive the short walk to the harbour, and it certainly wouldn’t provide any warmth on the way back if it were already soaked. Muttering crossly to herself, she walked back through the bookshop and out to the workspace, where she unhooked a raincoat and set out once more. The muttering increased when she saw her Burberry trench coat only went as far as her knees, leaving the jewelled colours of her kimono dressing gown sticking out the bottom. She hitched up the fabric, but now her ridiculous rubber shoes were exposed.

         The woman in the beach shop had tried to assure her that people wore them in saunas, but Mal had spent her life in saunas and had never once seen anyone in these monstrosities. Her unease had been amplified later when she observed a family queueing for fish and chips, and every one of them was in the same style of rubber shoes with holes. She didn’t want to judge, but they didn’t seem the sauna sort.

         Heading back to the front door, she placed a yellow sou’wester on her head and stepped outside again.

         A seagull hopped away from a black bin bag left in front of a holiday let on the other side of the lane. So far, the gull had disembowelled the bag to the tune of one banana skin, a tea bag, and a pizza box. Even now, the gull was dragging a slice away in its beak, all the while keeping a hostile yellow eye on Malachite.

         Checking there was no one around, she swore with gusto and strode towards the unprotected bin bag.

         ‘Morning!’

         Mal swore again, this time internally, and swung around. An old man had emerged from one of the many little passageways that ran off this lane.

         ‘Them some bloody nuisance,’ continued the old man, laughing.

         Malachite straightened herself up.

         ‘Yes, good morning. I’m sorry about the swearing. I thought I was on my own. I was going to put that bag over here under my tarpaulin.’

         In these lanes, residents were told to put their bin bags out under cover. In the smaller lanes, all the bags were huddled at the end to make it easier for the binmen to collect. In the past seven days, Mal had learnt more about the Cornish refuse system than she thought possible.

         ‘Them birds would make our Lord swear. Never you mind. Pretty dress,’ he remarked and walked off to the harbour, having said as much as he was going to.

         Mal looked at herself. Her kimono had slipped down, the ruby and sapphire silk birds and flowers swirling around her ankles, the fawn gaberdine trench coat buckled tightly against her small frame, a yellow rain hat, a fluorescent swim bag, and a black bin liner. She had been trying for incognito but appeared to have settled on eccentric. Frustrated, she moved the bin bag under her covers and shooed the gull away, then picked up the other bits of rubbish, stuffed them back in the bag, and headed towards the water. In sixty-five years, she had done a lot of unpleasant things, but picking up a stranger’s banana skin covered in baked beans seemed like the absolute nadir.

         Holding her hand stiffly away from her side, she walked towards the edge of the harbour. The tide was high and the water gently slapped against the capping stones. Kneeling by the water’s edge, she rinsed her hands.

         ‘Can’t swim there, love,’ called a disembodied voice. ‘Too many boats.’

         Mal remained where she was and counted to ten. She had wanted to sneak out in the early morning, unnoticed, and try her first sea swim. Instead, she had arrived at Piccadilly Circus. Getting up slowly, she turned to politely address the man, but he was already walking away. Fishermen seemed to be good at pronouncements rather than actual conversations.

         Happy her hand was now clean, she headed away from the bobbing boats and over to the far side of the harbour wall. Despite it being early, the harbour was buzzing with activity. It was a pretty sight: smaller boats in bright blues, reds and yellows were heading in and out, taking advantage of the tide, catches were being offloaded into the ice houses, and forklift trucks were nipping about moving the pallets of fish from boat to warehouse and out onto vans.

         She was a good distance from the main bustle of the harbour now. The wall continued out toward the harbour light and a cannon, but just here there was a set of steps leading down to the other side of the wall and into the sea itself. The water on both sides was flat, but neither seemed terribly inviting. Slipping off her silly shoes, she sat on the edge and, having tucked up her layers, dangled her feet in the water. She had read that the sea was at its warmest in autumn and, in truth, it wasn’t as cold as she had been expecting. That said, she wasn’t instantly transported to Bali.

         Out to sea, two swimmers were heading towards her. Their long black arms and pale hands creating arcs as they plunged into the water, oblivious to the drizzle. She watched, impressed with their form as they cut through the sea. Had she ever been that good? She certainly wasn’t now; it was five years since she had swum and when she had, it had been in a heated pool in her London gym. One time the heater had broken, and she and her girlfriends had all shivered at the edge and unanimously headed out for cocktails at Claridge’s instead. That had been a fun swim.

         ‘Are you thinking of going in?’

         Mal was startled out of her reverie and snatched the lapels of her coat tight around her neck, bunching the damp fabric in her hands. The speaker pushed her goggles onto her forehead.

         ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump.’ The woman laughed as she climbed the stone steps. ‘The water’s lovely this morning, no swell and no jellies, but I did see the cat, so watch out for him.’

         The woman’s companion left the water and the pair of them started unpeeling themselves from their suits and rubbed their skin dry. Mal wondered why they were bothering as the rain fell. One of the swimmers must have caught her expression, as she called over.

         ‘Pointless, isn’t it? But at least it gets the salt off.’

         She and her friend packed their bags, said goodbye and left. Conversations with random strangers were not something that Mal enjoyed and she wasn’t sure how to reply. What was the done thing around here? She wasn’t interested in small talk, and from experience, saying the wrong thing to the wrong person could cause no end of grief. By the time she decided that a smile and a nod would be sufficient, they’d gone.

         Shrugging off her coat and dressing gown, she wrapped the silk robe within the waterproof coat. It was annoying but she could see no other way to protect her gown and felt stupid at her lack of foresight. Balling them up, she shoved them in the rocky alcove where the two swimmers had stored their bags. Her key was also in her coat pocket, so she decided to only swim within sight of her belongings. Next time she came out she would have to be better prepared.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         It felt bizarre to be standing in the open air wearing only a cossie whilst the rain fell on her skin. Shivering, she tied her hair back with a scrunchie from her wrist. Swimming with long hair was another thing she was unused to, and the idea of getting seaweed trapped in her hair filled her with disgust. She placed her hand on the wet metal balustrade and walked into the water. The concrete steps were rough under her feet and she gasped as the chilly water embraced her inch by inch. She stopped at waist height. Her legs were cold but not painful, but whoever defined this as warm had clearly never swum in the turquoise waters of St Kitts. Looking ahead, the rocks formed a wide gulley leading out towards the open sea with no jellyfish in sight.

         Making sure her tow float was free, she pushed off from the step and gasped as the water enveloped her. She had been too enthusiastic and plunged her head under the water. Flapping her hands, she brought herself upright, shuddering at the shock of the chilly water, and was pleased to find she wasn’t out of her depth. The rocks under her feet were slippery, but she got herself stable and hoped to God no one was standing on the harbour wall laughing at her surprise.

         She turned, ready to scowl, but her only spectator was a lone seagull devouring the cake crumbs the previous swimmers had dropped. The red swim tow tied to her waist bobbed alongside, waiting for her to do something.

         ‘Don’t mock. You can’t feel the cold,’ she chided the float, then chided herself for talking to an inanimate object. But the float had a point. She was in the sea, she was here to swim, there were no waves, no jellyfish, no spectators, and she was damn cold. It was time to move.

         Mal decided she would swim to the end of the gulley, have a look around the greater sea, then head back to the steps and home. Without goggles, she ditched her preferred freestyle and ambled with her breaststroke instead. That way, she could also take in more of what was around her. With a smaller gasp this time, she pushed off into the water and headed out towards the open sea. The sensation of the little float tugging along behind her was a nuisance, but she understood the rationale behind it. She would not be scared. Swimming was where she felt most comfortable, even if these were unfamiliar surroundings full of potential hazards.

         As she swam, pushing her hands through the water, five years of jail time relaxed out of her limbs – her brain – and she found herself once more in her happy place. The rain on the water muffled the noise of the sea and she swam through a strange soundscape of her breath and the percussive patter of the raindrops. The salinity of the water kept her higher on the surface than she was used to, which was just as well as her muscles murmured in recognition and muffled protest. It was irritating to discover she was woefully out of shape. At the mouth of the gulley, she stopped and hung in the water, looking around. Away from the shelter of the rocks, the sea was a little bouncier and, whilst she enjoyed the gentle surge, she would build up more strength before heading out into the open water. As she examined the left-hand side, she could see a break in the cliffs and a stack she should be able to swim through. It was about two hundred metres away and Mal decided that would be her first goal. Nodding to herself, she turned and headed back to the shelter of the gulley and the steps.

         Her arms swept out in front of her, pulling her body through the water and, whilst she wasn’t exactly warm, she was comfortable. She looked at her hands as they pulled through the water. The wrinkles in the skin were covered as they caught the odd piece of seaweed. Was this what her thalassotherapist had in mind? It was certainly a lot cheaper. Maybe shivering could also help tighten her skin again?

         Five years without a beauty regime had allowed nature and time to take back what was theirs, and Mal knew she had a fight on her hands whenever she studied the mirror in despair. Pausing for breath, she looked into the depths below her pale legs. The rain had stopped and now she could see down to the rocks on the floor beneath her. Seaweed slowly fanned itself back and forth and she watched, mesmerised, lost in the hypnotic sway.

         Her tow jerked against her waist, and Mal tried to spin around. An act that was both ungainly and ridiculous in the water. Was she snagged on something? Had a shark swum into the gulley and attacked the buoy. Were the jellyfish uprising? Of all the terrifying thoughts that ran through her head, none prepared her for what she saw as she turned and faced her tow float.

         A cat was hanging onto the buoy. It didn’t appear distressed. If anything, it seemed annoyed that Mal had stopped swimming. Its wet fur didn’t appear to be bothering it and the cat simply stared at Mal, then settled down, happy to have found a resting place. Mal looked at the silver tabby in astonishment. She thought the swimmers had been joking when they mentioned a swimming cat.

         Uncertain for a moment, Mal decided against getting closer to the animal. Her bare skin felt very exposed to a set of panicking claws. Admittedly, this cat did not appear disturbed, but she had never had a cat, or any pet for that matter, and was uncertain of their level of predictability. Instead, she swam back to the steps and climbed out. As the buoy reached the edge, her passenger jumped off and swam the last few feet. Reaching land, it shook its fur like a dog, then running past Mal, the cat jumped up onto the rocks and ran off out of sight.

         Bemused, Mal grabbed her float, which was already deflating. The designers of SupaTough TowFloat clearly hadn’t taken cat claws into account. Towelling herself down, she realised she couldn’t put her gown back on. She had forgotten about the salt in the water and didn’t want to damage the precious fabric. Instead, she rubbed her hair dry, then slipped her raincoat over her swimming costume and headed back home.

         The village was busier now, shops were opening up, street signs were being put out and tables wiped down. She must have been longer than she thought. Picking up her pace, she hurried back home, arriving as a builder’s van pulled up in front of the shop.

         ‘Morning, lover, been for a swim?’

         Dennis Jenkins was a friend of the shop’s owner. Mal had explained to Gary Crampton what she wanted to do with the shop and he’d agreed. She’d made the transatlantic call and Mr Jenkins had arrived the following day to arrange the job. A week later, he had got in touch to say a major contract had fallen through and he could start the following week.

         ‘Are you starting today?’ asked Mal, in alarm. ‘I thought we agreed Monday? I’m not ready for you.’

         This was the last thing she needed. Her timetable was all in place, this would throw things off from the outset. She needed everything to run smoothly. If she wanted to settle here, it was imperative to her state of mind that she did so with the minimum amount of fuss or delay.

         ‘No, maid. Don’t you fret. I was in the village anyway to check on some gutters. I just thought I’d check in and see if Monday still suits you?’

         Mal let out an audible sigh of relief. Then realised she was standing in the middle of the road, naked but for a cossie and a raincoat. Some sort of middle-aged flasher. Was sixty-five still middle-aged? Her sigh led to a chuckle and she apologised if she had sounded sharp.

         ‘Not a bit of it. You go dry yourself. Reckon it’s going to be a busy day. All them holidaymakers will want to go somewhere now the sun’s not shining.’

         The rain had started again and, saying goodbye, Mal unlocked the door and walked through the bookshop and back up to her flat above. She had enough time to shower and get ready for the day ahead, but only if she didn’t linger.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         Over in the newsagent’s, the queue had died down a bit after the morning rush for milk and newspapers. Now there was only Ange, who was too lazy to get up any earlier and always late for everything, and Betty, who was too smart to come in early, waiting in the queue. Phyllis was serving a pair of young holidaymakers with her usual care and attention, and Betty wondered how people put up with it.

         ‘Well, that’s the price it is,’ snapped Phyllis. ‘We can’t manage fancy supermarket prices. If you want bread, that’s the price.’

         The young woman flinched and mumbled apologetically, whilst the nicely dressed man by her side, stepped back. It was all very well defending your partner from all that life had to throw at you, but Betty warranted he’d never had a Phyllis thrown at him before.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said the young woman. ‘Shall I put it back on the shelf for you?’

         ‘As you like,’ snapped Phyllis, and immediately turned her attention to Ange, removing a packet of cigarettes from the shelf and a newspaper from under the counter.

         ‘Tell Martin that the price is going up on these next month. And if he wants to complain about it, tell him to take it up with London.’

         Betty wondered if Phyllis had smoked, would the government have dared raise the price on a packet of fags? She suspected not. The sky was getting dark again, and she hoped Ange and Phyllis would not get into a conversation. It was a half-mile walk home and, whilst she had her brolly, the wind was picking up and she’d rather be at home ahead of that than battling through it. At ninety-one, Betty was used to a bit of rain, but she’d slowed down somewhat over the years. She had passed her ninetieth birthday in amazement.

         Her early years had been wild. She smiled ruefully. Her middle years had been no less extreme. If she had told her young self she would make it to ninety, she’d have laughed and said she clearly wasn’t playing hard enough. Betty had been a muse for several writers and artists, followed the Silk Road across central Asia, had affairs with statesmen and made friends with their wives. Eventually, in a game of cards in Cairo, she won a cottage from a Cornish landowner and came to investigate the prize. She’d taken one look at it and decided to settle down.

         ‘So, what do you know about her?’ said Ange.

         Betty groaned inwardly. Gossip. She would never get home. Honestly, this pair could bad-mouth tourists all day long.

         ‘Well, she’s not local,’ said Phyllis disapprovingly, and Betty snorted. Ange turned towards her and grinned, but Phyllis instantly took offence.

         ‘And what do you mean by that, Betty?’

         ‘Hardly local yourself, are you, Phyllis? Where’s it you’re from? Truro, isn’t it?’

         Ange laughed. ‘She’s got you there, Phil, and you’ve only been here thirty years. Even Betty’s been here longer.’

         ‘On and off.’ Betty smiled, trying not to get too drawn in.

         ‘True enough.’ said Ange, a large grin on her face. ‘Never thought you’d stay the distance, yet here you are decades longer.’

         ‘Not even Cornish though, are you?’ huffed Phyllis. Betty laughed. She certainly wasn’t a local, but she got on well enough. The trick to fitting in was to swim alongside or marry in. Betty chose to swim alongside. What you really needed to avoid was throwing your weight around. Built like a starving sparrow, she had little enough weight to hold herself down, let alone impose her will on others. She just bobbed along and enjoyed her life.

         The couple had come back to the counter with a pack of biscuits, and Phyllis glared at them, happy to have someone she could chastise.

         ‘Just that then?’

         The younger woman grimaced when Phyllis demanded three pounds for the digestives.

         As they were about to leave, Betty took pity on them. ‘They do fresh baked loaves up at the farm shop, over by the gardens.’

         Smiling, the couple hurried out as Phyllis protested.

         ‘Oh, give over, Phyllis. Four pounds for a bag of cheap, white sliced? That’s daylight robbery and you know it.’

         ‘I’ve got a living to make and they’ve got the money.’

         ‘Not after shopping in here they don’t,’ said Ange with a laugh.

         Everyone knew Phyllis’ grumbles that the village should support local enterprises, but she was forced to fleece the tourists because no one else would do their weekly shop in her stores. The fact was that her stock was overpriced, limited and often out of date. It was barely tolerable for essentials, and if it didn’t also house the village post office, Betty was convinced it would have gone out of business years ago. There were plenty of other little shops in the village.

         ‘Well, I can’t help that, can I? I can’t get the discounts the supermarkets can. And I bet that new woman won’t shop in here either.’

         Betty wanted to get home but if the gossip was village related, she might hang on. Village gossip she loved, so long as you never got sucked in or took sides, it was great fun. Keeping up to date with all the ins and outs of village life also meant that you didn’t inadvertently find yourself taking sides in a feud that was decades long. She wasn’t sure if Barry had forgiven her yet for laughing about the right way to place the lobster pots. Then she remembered he died a few years back. One way to be forgiven was to outlive everyone.

         ‘She’s already planning on closing the place. Have you seen in the window? She’s getting rid of all the stock. It’s not on, the village needs a bookshop.’

         ‘Since when did you ever shop in there? You can’t even read!’ Ange and Betty laughed but, as usual, Phyllis bristled.

         ‘And when do I have time to read? I’m up at five for the papers and I don’t close until seven. But the village can’t be without its bookshop. What will the old dears do without it? What about you, Betty?’

         Betty raised an eyebrow. Old dear indeed. Still, that was revenge for the bread comment, so she let it go.

         ‘Us old dears will manage right enough. The lady in the shop told me she was clearing out the old stock and updating the place. Nothing to worry about and we have the mobile library in the meantime. Plus, I got a load of bargains in her clearance.’

         Betty had the impression that the younger woman didn’t really know the first thing about running a bookshop, but she seemed to have a keen business head on her shoulders, so maybe she would make a go of it. They had discussed favourite authors, and the woman was clearly well read, so maybe they’d get some new stuff in, not just beach reads for the holidaymakers. Or maybe she was tidying it up to sell on at a profit. It used to be owned by Gary Crampton, but he’d moved overseas and the assumption was that the new woman had bought the place. The woman was in her late fifties, at a guess, with a plummy voice and Betty figured this was an early retirement venture.

         ‘You’ve been in then?’ asked Phyllis. ‘What did you find out about her? She’s only been in here the once and said nothing about her family or her plans or where she comes from. Nothing.’

         ‘Shocking,’ murmured Ange, her lips twisting.

         ‘Ah well, I dare say we’ll find out more as the weeks go on. Now, can I have my paper before the rain starts up again?’

         Heading out into the wind, Betty hoped the younger couple found the farm shop. Billy’s idea to sell stuff from his shed all those years back had really paid off, and now his kids worked behind the counter in the holidays. It had been a proper success, and she enjoyed shopping there. That was her idea of supporting local. Fingers crossed, the new woman would make a go of the bookshop as well.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
      

         

         There was a crash from downstairs, making Mal jump. The builders must be tearing down the wall. She pushed back from the kitchen table, put her pen down and flicked on the kettle. She knew nothing about running a bookshop or living in a Cornish fishing village, but she knew builders worked best on frequent pots of tea.

         So far, everything was going according to plan. Last week, she had closed the shop ready for the renovations, she’d had one week of trading and sold a lot of stock in the sale. Now, the charity shop had arrived first thing and taken all the stock she considered unviable. They would pass the books onto to overseas agencies in order to give the books a longer lifespan. The rest had been moved upstairs. The builders had arrived on time and immediately set to. Once she was happy that everything was running as expected, she headed upstairs to catch up with her letters.

         When the shop reopened, she had great plans for it. She knew success would be making it viable all year round, which meant involving the local community, not just relying on tourists. Mal had already contacted various clubs and societies, recommending her space for various functions. Workshops, readings and talks. The first response had been a quick and positive yes from the mother and toddlers’ group for a weekly morning reading group, and she was looking forward to that immensely. Children were refreshing little beasts and you could always hand them back at the end of the session. Refreshment was best served in moderation.

         For now, though, she could catch up on unpacking and correspondence.

         
            Dear Jasmine,
      

            Do you remember the dreadful, naff, patronising
      

         

         Mal sighed to herself. Play nicely. Scrunching up the sheet of paper, she threw it into the kindling basket by the woodstove, picked up her pen, giving the ink a quick shake to the nib, and started again.

         
            Dear Jasmine,
      

            Do you remember that charming, lovely, inspirational
      

         

         Another ball of paper sailed towards the basket and landed a foot away. She knew the last shot had been a fluke. Writing to her nephew’s wife was always so difficult. Giles was a lovely boy, but she hadn’t had the highest expectations for him. In marrying Jasmine, he hadn’t even met those. The problem was that whilst Jasmine was as much an airhead as Giles, Mal could turn a blind eye to his faults as she had known and loved him all his life. Jasmine had arrived fully formed and vapid.

         Stretching her fingers, she started again.

         
            Dear Jasmine,
      

            Do you remember that book you sent me with lots of motivational ideas? Well, I have been trying something out and taking a photo every day of an image that pleases me. I am building up quite a gallery of the sights around me and taking great pleasure in it. In fact, Will has shown me how to add these to an Instagram account, so that I may see them altogether in one place.
      

         

         She had been uncertain at first, but Will, one of her godsons, had assured her she could keep her account private. He’d explained hashtags but when he said they were to help people find her posts, she wrote back reminding him that defeated the purpose of a private account.

         He replied #rebel, which made her smile. She knew he was making some sort of joke, but she was uncertain what it was. She continued with her letter to Jasmine.

         
            I am now on my seventh day here and already have hundreds of images. Will says the trick is to narrow those down to a few images that really refine the experience. His actual words were, avoid image dumping, but I believe that was what he meant.
      

            Without your kind gift, I may never have thought of doing this and I just wanted to drop a quick note to say thank you.
      

            With love

M
      

         

         Blotting the paper, she folded it, popped it into an envelope and added a second class stamp. The stamp annoyed her, but first class stamps were so damned expensive and for the amount of correspondence she had, the bill soon added up. Several of her family had suggested that she could now send texts and e-mails, but she had developed the habit of letter writing whilst inside and wanted to continue it.

         She’d also made a pledge to herself that she would pop money into her replies from any letters she received from her great-nieces, nephews, and godchildren. Letter writing was a skill that needed to be treasured but also nurtured. Since she had taken the time to commit her thoughts to paper, she found comfort between the pen and writing sheets. Her ideas grew as she wrote, and something in her both calmed down and woke up. It was a place for her fears and imagination to fall into proper perspectives, and it was a gift she wanted to pass on to the next generation.

         Of course, it was a gift that wasn’t immediately obvious to her young friends and so she bribed them. She had always believed in carrots over sticks, but then she’d never had children and knew it was easier to be an expert from afar.

          
      

         ‘Mrs Peck,’ a voice shouted up the stairs. Mal got up and placed the mugs on the tray and headed over to the top of her stairwell, leaning on the door frame and calling down.

         ‘Tea’s on its way. Just waiting for the kettle.’

         Mr Jenkins called up again, this time Mal heard the concern in his voice. ‘It’s not that. Can you come down? There’s something…’ His voice stopped. ‘Sorry, there’s something you need to see.’

         Mal gripped on to the banister. She wasn’t used to the narrowness of the tread, and landing in a heap at the builder’s feet was not the entrance she wished to make. At the bottom of the staircase, Mr Jenkins nodded at her, then told her to follow him.

         ‘We found something.’

         Inwardly, she groaned. This couldn’t be good news and the way he was avoiding eye contact made her think they’d found an awfully expensive problem. She walked out onto the floor of the shop. It was so much bigger now that it was clear of stock. All the shelves had been wrapped in sheets and the wooden floors were protected in plastic sheeting. The room was pale and dusty and resembled a derelict sanatorium, sounds bouncing weirdly off the bare walls. She couldn’t wait until it would become a warm and welcoming space, and she could properly start her new life. Dennis’ team was standing on the far side of the room, all muttering and looking across at the other wall. Each glance was furtive and followed by another mumble of speculation.

         Good grief, thought Mal. If it was bothering the builders, just how much was it going to cost?

         ‘Is it structural, Mr Jenkins? Is the place about to fall down?’

         Dennis took a deep breath. ‘No, nothing like that. It’s what we found behind the wall.’

         He stepped to one side and now Mal could see the gaping hole in the wall. As she had suspected, there was a large void behind the wall which, when removed, would add another few feet to the width of the shop. When she had first discussed it with Dennis, he’d agreed the wall seemed false but warned her that the brickwork behind it might be in a shocking condition. They had both agreed the only way to find out was to tear it down.

         ‘So, what’s the problem, then? Have we knocked into next door by mistake?’

         Mal wouldn’t have been surprised by that a bit. She’d only been here a week but already discovered that these properties had all been built then split higgledy-piggledy. Her property went up three levels and, so far, she’d discovered boundaries with five neighbours. Left and right obviously, but also behind, one from another street and her top floor shared a party wall with a neighbour two houses away. There was no such thing as a straight up and down house here. They all slotted together like a drunken block of Jenga.

         Now, as she studied the hole in the wall, she could see a large roll of discarded carpet, but, to her untrained eye, nothing untoward.

         ‘I don’t want to scare you, Mrs Peck, but what we’ve found is pretty nasty. I want to warn you now so you don’t faint or something.’

         Mal raised an eyebrow. ‘Do I strike you as the fainting sort, Mr Jenkins? Now, what is it? I can’t see a problem.’

         Dennis walked towards the carpet. As Mal looked closer, she realised it must have been behind the wall, not put there by the builders. The roll was about six foot long but had slumped to the floor; old black duct tape ran in three bands along its length.

         ‘Oh dear, has someone wrapped up some asbestos?’ She laughed nervously.

         Mal didn’t know why she said that. It was all she could think that would worry the builders. Besides the obvious. There were no two ways about it, looking at a six-foot-long bundle that was roughly body shaped couldn’t help but make you think it was, indeed, a body.

         ‘It’s not asbestos, Mrs Peck. Look.’

         Dennis crouched down now and pointed to one end of the bundle. Poking out through the bottom of the carpet were the thin, delicate bones of a human foot.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter Five
     

    

    
     Mal stared at the foot as Dennis’ voice washed over her.
    

    
     ‘I’ve called the police. They said not to touch anything, and they’d send someone straight over.’
    

    
     Her brain scrambled to make sense of what was going on. There was a dead body in the wall and all she could think was whether or not its feet were ticklish.
    

    
     ‘Mrs Peck. Are you okay? Can you hear me?’
    

    
     Dennis sounded concerned, but all Mal could hear was the voice of the judge. ‘I sentence you to five years in prison.’
    

    
     The very last thing she wanted now, after her clean start, was to get caught up with the police again. Hell, she’d rather dance with the corpse than jump through the hoops of the criminal justice system. She’d better not step on his toes, though.
    

    
     ‘Mrs Peck!’
    

    
     Finally, his voice broke through to her, as did the expressions on the other men’s faces.
    

    
     ‘Save your tears, Mrs Peck. Whoever this is, is long dead.’
    

    
     Mal faced a sea of concerned male faces. They seemed so alien after five years of women. She flapped her hands at them as she tried to get control. Gulping, she steadied her voice. ‘I’m okay. I’m laughing, not crying.’
    

    
     As their expressions became more alarmed, Mal started laughing harder. This was dreadful. Her laughs turned back into sobs and she tried to grab control of herself.
    

    
     ‘I’m going to put the kettle on.’
    

    
     One of the younger men stepped forward. ‘I’ll come with you.’ He looked over at his boss. ‘If that’s okay, Dennis?’
    

    
     Mr Jenkins seemed relieved, and Mal wavered between outrage and relief. At least if she had to focus on the younger man, she’d be able to pull herself together quicker. Her new life was already falling apart.
    

    
     ‘Do you have biscuits? My nan always has biscuits.’
    

    
     Mal paused on the stairs and looked over her shoulder, down at his anxious face. ‘I am not your nan, or anyone’s for that matter. And I don’t have biscuits.’
    

    
     His face fell and Mal cursed inwardly. He was basically a kid, and she was being rude to her very first guest. Even if he had invited himself in some sort of misplaced concern. Maybe his old nan was some frail old bird. She looked down at him again as she reached the door to her flat.
    

    
     ‘But I do have some chocolates?’ Her brother, or more likely Wendy, had sent her a box of chocolates from Fortnum’s as a house-warming gift. She was waiting for an auspicious moment to open them. A dead body wasn’t what she’d had in mind, but it would have to do. Sean grinned up at her and she was pleased to have reassured him.
    

    
    

    
     An hour later, Mal glanced up wearily as yet another stranger walked into her home. Was she destined to never have peace again? She was already being guarded, watched over by a female officer. She really had no idea why this woman was sitting in her kitchen. Sean had barely decided which chocolate to have, his eyes darting from choc to choc, when there had been a knock at the door.
    

    
     The woman had introduced herself as Police Constable Sophie Taphouse and after a few patronising false starts, she fell silent and told Mal that she would simply sit and wait until her boss arrived.
    

    
     Glancing over at the woman whilst she tried to write some letters, Mal wondered why anyone would want to join the police force. Maybe here in Cornwall it was a more appealing job. The young PC certainly didn’t seem much like a police officer. She looked like she would be more at home in a farm kitchen. She positively radiated good cheer. Her dark brown hair was pulled into a side plait that hung over her shoulder and Mal wondered how safe that was. But then how many violent offenders did this woman have to engage? If she did, she’d likely bore them with tales of her precious children.
    

    
     Mal knew her thoughts were running towards churlishness, but she was nervous and uncomfortable. With all her heart, she wished she was back at home looking over the London skyline, preparing for an evening out with friends. Just thinking about that made her feel even worse. That memory, like this life, wasn’t hers either. Or it least it was, but it had turned out to be a fake one. Where were her friends when the shit hit the fan?
    

    
     Now there was a knock on the door and the officer leapt up to let in her boss. This man was middle-aged and middle weight, with thinning hair and shiny shoes. His shirt, shoes, and suit all seemed to come from M&S, and his face radiated the intellectual batting average of a can of soup. Another police officer, although this time a detective, and on his own, so Mal was clearly not being treated as a suspect or a threat, just a scared little old lady. Much as the stereotype galled her, Mal decided it was also a fair summation of the situation, not old – since when was sixty-five old? – but certainly scared. But Mal wasn’t scared of the corpse below. Mal was scared of the coppers in front of her.
    

    
     ‘Are you alright, love? It’s Mrs Peck, isn’t it?’
    

    
     
      Gods
     , Mal hated that flat midlands accent. Unlike last time, she was in a situation not of her own making and now she felt vulnerable and angry. As he spoke, he sat down, spreading his knees wide to accommodate his paunch and sense of entitlement. She hadn’t even asked him to
    

    
     ‘I’m not married.’
    

    
     He looked at her, puzzled, and glanced over to the female police officer. She shrugged, and the detective turned his attentions back to Mal.
    

    
     ‘What’s that, love?’
    

    
     ‘I said I’m not married. It’s not Mrs. And don’t call me love.’
    

    
     Why did everyone do that? When she worked in the City, no one gave a fig about her marital status. She was simply Malachite Peck, Peck to those threatened by her, or Mal to those she counted as friends.
    

    
     ‘So what should I call you then? Miss, Ms?’
    

    
     He laughed as if both options were ridiculous, and it was probably that boorish laugh that wound Mal up and brought her fighting spirit to the surface.
    

    
     ‘Lady.’
    

    
     Now Hemingstone and Taphouse paused and glanced at each other and Mal decided to double down.
    

    
     ‘It’s Lady Malachite Peck. You can call me Lady Peck.’
    

    
     And there it was, that instant micro-reaction when Mal went from being viewed as a pathetic old woman to someone to treat carefully. He was a detective, he’d find the truth of it soon enough, but for now Mal felt reckless. She wanted all these people out of her house. The corpse as well.
    

    
     ‘My apologies, Lady Peck. If I can take a few minutes of your time to ask some questions and explain what’s going on downstairs?’
    

    
     Mal nodded, too tired to speak.
    

    
     ‘We have forensics down there at the moment. They’ll be examining the site before we can remove the, um, the evidence.’
    

    
     ‘The body?’ asked Mal, getting her mental strength back.
    

    
     ‘Yes, the body. After that we’ll examine the site again. We will probably need to remove the rest of the wall and examine the entire area. This will probably take a day or two.’
    

    
     Mal thought it through. That would delay her plans a bit but not as much as she feared. If anything, the police would now do the work of the builders. They could soon get back on track. If they were prepared to. If anyone would ever want to step into the shop again after this.
    

    
     ‘In the meantime, we’d like you to consider downstairs a crime scene and avoid it completely.’
    

    
     Mal exhaled and glared at the detective. ‘That’s my only exit. Unless you would like me to clamber across the roofs? I have a little rooftop terrace, I think I could probably hop over the railings and clamber down onto the clothes shop roof, but their slates look dodgy to me. What do you think?’
    

    
     He stared at her. ‘You don’t have a back door?’
    

    
     ‘In Golden? In a seventeenth century property where everyone built on and over each other’s properties? No, I don’t have a back door.’
    

    
     Again, the detective looked across at the police officer for confirmation.
    

    
     ‘She’s not wrong, my sister lives in a place in Looe; for decades she had a door that led right into her neighbour’s kitchen. Most of the old villages around here are the same. Also made for great rat runs for avoiding the excise man.’
    

    
     Mal hadn’t thought about that but it made perfect sense in these old ports. Not everyone felt the same way the government did about taxes and duties. Money that went up to London for the common good surely never made its way back to the Cornish and their needs.
    

    
     ‘Right then,’ said the detective. ‘I’ll let the boys downstairs know and we’ll set up a path for you to use through the scene. Although I must stress that it’s vital you don’t touch anything. Do you understand?’
    

    
     ‘Do not touch the evidence. Yes, I think I understand.’
    

    
     From experience, Mal knew that authority didn’t like belligerence but honestly, there was also an element of Mal loving the knowledge that she was wholly innocent of this crime and could do or say what she wanted without
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Body in the Wall.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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