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	Bunburry – A Cosy Mystery Series

	Miss Marple meets Oscar Wilde in this new series of cosy mysteries set in the picturesque Cotswolds village of Bunburry. In “Murderous Ride,” the second Bunburry book, Alfie discovers that he has not only inherited a cottage from his late Aunt Augusta but also a 1950s Jaguar. He is dismayed: for reasons of his own, he no longer drives. Aunt Augusta’s best friends, Liz and Marge, persuade him to get behind the wheel again – but that’s just the start of his troubles. 





	About the Book

Alfie and Emma are finally planning their big day in the idyllic Cotswold village of Bunburry. With the legendary wedding planner Elizabeth Ravensdale in charge, perfection seems guaranteed. But when a body is discovered, the dream of a flawless celebration quickly unravels. While the police are convinced they’ve found their culprit, the Bunburry triangle senses that something doesn’t add up. Determined to uncover the truth, Alfie and his friends launch their own investigation – only to find that love isn’t the only thing in the air. Can they untangle a web of secrets before a veil of lies ruins more than just the wedding day?





	Cast

	Alfie McAlister flees the hustle and bustle of London for the peace and quiet of the Cotswolds. Unfortunately, the “heart of England” turns out to be deadlier than expected …

	Margaret “Marge” Redwood and Clarissa “Liz” Hopkins have lived in Bunburry their entire lives, where they are famous for their exceptional fudge-making skills. Between Afternoon Tea and Gin o’clock they relish a bit of sleuthing…

	Emma Hollis loves her job as policewoman. And Alfie McAlister.

	Betty Thorndike is a fighter. Mostly for animal rights. She’s the sole member of Bunburry’s Green Party. 

	Oscar de Linnet lives in London and is Alfie’s best friend. He tries luring Alfie back to the City because: “anybody can be good in the country. There are no temptations there.”

	Augusta Lytton is Alfie’s aunt. She’s dead. But still full of surprises…

	Harold Wilson used to love a pint (or two).

	BUNBURRY is a picturesque Cotswolds village, where sinister secrets lurk beneath the perfect façade…





Title

	HELENA MARCHMONT
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	Veil of Lies




		
			Quote

			The proper basis for marriage is a mutual misunderstanding.

			Oscar Wilde

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Rain had been falling since mid-afternoon and, by evening, Ravensdale Hall looked as though it was adrift in a grey sea. The conservatory windows trembled in their frames and rivulets of water streaked down the glass.

			Inside, it was another world: warm, green and faintly fragrant with rosemary, the lamps casting a golden haze over neat rows of potted plants. A faint hum from the Wi-Fi router tucked near the desk was the only reminder this was not some earlier century.

			Charles Endicott sat at the wrought-iron table scrutinising a spreadsheet open on his laptop and the glow of the screen reflected in his glasses. He was Ravensdale Weddings’ bookkeeper – a relatively new appointment in the agency’s long, illustrious history. His arrival had raised a few eyebrows. He was quiet, sometimes awkward in company, prone to sudden silences that unsettled casual small talkers. Yet when it came to accounts, no one could touch him. He had a gift for spotting irregularities that most auditors would miss and had the sort of talent that made balance sheets behave themselves simply out of fear of being caught.

			But tonight, his concentration wavered.

			Opposite him sat a woman. The lamplight painted her in outline only – the slope of her shoulders, the graceful tilt of her head – but never quite revealed her features. From outside, anyone glancing through the rain-smeared glass would merely see two people in close conversation. From within, however, it was something else entirely.

			“You worry too much, Charles,” she said, her voice low and coaxing. “A few entries shifted, a transfer overlooked … hardly the sort of thing to trouble the auditors. No one ever checks that closely.”

			Charles cleared his throat, fingers hovering above the keyboard, and then fell into one of his sudden silences. Honesty had always been his anchor, but he found himself listening. Not just listening but leaning into the enticing warmth of her tone.

			“I shouldn’t,” he said eventually. His voice was steady, though it arrived late, as if reluctantly summoned. “The figures need to add up. They always do.”

			She gave a soft laugh. “Add up, yes. But numbers are pliable things, wouldn’t you say? A balance can always be arranged.”

			She leaned forward, the outline of her form tilting nearer, and Charles was suddenly aware that an outside observer would see what looked remarkably like a tête-à-tête: private, confidential, perhaps even romantic.

			And then her hand came to rest lightly on his arm.

			“You know,” she said, her voice pitched just above the rain’s patter, “you could make things so much easier – for both of us.”

			The storm added drama as the rain rattling the panes seemed to emphasise her words. Charles looked at her hand, then back at the shifting numbers on the screen, and for once, the certainty of figures did not feel as though it was enough.

			Later that evening, Charles would be left wondering whether the account that most needed balancing was not in his spreadsheets at all, but somewhere infinitely harder to reconcile.

		

	
		
			1. Wedding Plans

			Alfie McAlister, self-made multimillionaire and regular volunteer in Bunburry’s community library, quailed under the distrustful frown of the librarian.

			Gwendolyn was a Goth, her face covered in pale make-up, her eyes framed by thick black eyeliner, her gloomy expression apparently unvarying. But Alfie had learned to detect tiny, subtle changes that gave away her mood. Her purple-painted lips might not curve upwards, but when her eyes widened slightly, it meant she was overcome with excitement. A slight crinkle at the corner of her black-rimmed eyes indicated ecstasy. But right now, the frown between her brows suggested suspicion.

			“How are you feeling?” she asked. “Marge Redwood said you were on an investigation, and you nearly died.”

			“I’m fine now,” Alfie reassured her, reluctant to go into the harrowing experience of just over a week ago. But why was the librarian looking so sceptical? Did she think he’d over-dramatised a bout of man-flu? 

			“Good,” she said absently, and then burst out: “Are you and Emma Hollis really engaged?”

			Alfie blinked. Nobody was supposed to know. When he had been allowed to come home after some necessary medical aid, Emma had marked his return by proposing to him. For weeks before, Alfie had been carrying around an engagement ring, but hadn’t managed to ask her to marry him, terrified that she would refuse.

			He was still weak after his ordeal, and they had decided not to share the news with anybody until he was feeling better. This was the first day he had ventured out, to do a shift in the library. 

			“How do you know we’re engaged?” he managed to say. 

			“I don’t,” she shot back. “That’s why I asked. You said once before that you were engaged. But you weren’t.” Her tone was accusing.

			Alfie couldn’t deny it. Four years earlier, Emma had been lying injured in the hospital; he didn’t know how badly, and he had claimed to be her fiancé so that the nurses would let him see her. Unfortunately, a nurse had then repeated the white lie to Old Tom, and news of the “engagement” spread across the village like wildfire. Since, at that point, Alfie hadn’t even dared ask Emma on a date, the whole thing had been excruciatingly embarrassing.

			He gave Gwendolyn a rueful smile. “We weren’t actually engaged back then,” he said. “I misspoke.” He was aware that he sounded like a dodgy politician and Gwendolyn’s expression suggested that she thought exactly that.

			“How do I know you’re not misspeaking now?” she asked.

			“You can confirm it with Emma,” he said.

			She nodded. “I will. Anyway, I’ve got a message for you.”

			“Royal Mail delivery!” A call from outside interrupted her. “I could do with some help out here!”

			“On my way,” Alfie called back, recognising the voice as Dorothy from the post office and realising what his task was. His best friend, Oscar de Linnet, gave invaluable support to the library, trawling second-hand bookshops across London on Gwendolyn’s instructions and posting bulky packages to the Cotswolds village. Alfie’s role was to lift the books from the mail van and carry them into the library, while praying that he wouldn’t give himself a hernia.

			“Morning, Alfie,” said Dorothy as he approached the van. “And congratulations on your engagement.”

			Since arriving in Bunburry, Alfie had found himself turning into an amateur detective, but one thing that continued to mystify him was how fast news travelled across the village. It still hadn’t quite sunk in that they were getting married, but here he was, being congratulated by Dorothy and he had no idea how she had found out. And if Dorothy knew, the entire village would be informed within a few hours, since she was assiduous in delivering news along with the post. But if Dorothy had only just turned up, how did Gwendolyn know already?

			“Don’t just stand there, pick up the parcel,” instructed the postwoman. “I’ve got to get on my rounds.” Then she gave him a critical look. “Are you sure you’re up to it? I forgot you were hit badly on one of your missions. Maybe I should ask Gwendolyn.”

			“I’m absolutely fine now, thanks,” said Alfie, stung that she was considering an ethereal Goth to be stronger than him. 

			“You’re as skinny as ever,” Dorothy said. “I hope once you’re married your new bride will feed you up.”

			Alfie had to stop himself from laughing out loud. Emma could scarcely tell one side of a frying pan from the other and, left to her own devices, would live on a diet of chocolate and crisps. Alfie did all the cooking, something he really enjoyed.

			“It’s a pity my Harry’s not here,” Dorothy went on as Alfie hauled out the box of books, buckling slightly at the knees. “His personal trainer says his progress in weight training is amazing.”

			Alfie was amazed as well. His erstwhile nemesis, former police sergeant Harold Wlson, had been an overweight, heavy-drinking, foul-tempered bully. But marriage to Dorothy had transformed him, although Alfie still had nightmares about the time Wilson had whipped off his jersey to show off his best yoga moves.

			“You need to engage your core more,” Dorothy advised as Alfie staggered back towards the library.

			“It’s as engaged as I can manage,” he wheezed.

			“You need to go to the gym in Rimingford,” Dorothy called after him. “I’ll get Harry to give you the name of his personal trainer.”

			Alfie just made it to Gwendolyn’s desk, dropping the box with a thud. A moment later, she began ripping the parcel open. A slight crinkle appeared in the corner of her black-rimmed eyes: she was ecstatic.

			“Oscar’s a marvel,” she breathed. “I must ring him to thank him. And if you see Old Tom, let him know his books have arrived. He was in earlier to check, but I wasn’t sure whether they would come today.” Her frown returned as she shifted her gaze from the books to Alfie. “It was Old Tom who told me you were engaged, but since he’s said that before, I wasn’t sure.”

			Old Tom was now clearly the source of information for Gwendolyn and Dorothy.

			“How did Old Tom know?” Alfie asked.

			“No idea,” said Gwendolyn with a shrug as she turned back to the box. She gave a small squeak of excitement as she lifted out the first book, a large hardback.

			Old Tom was particularly interested in trains, and Oscar had been tireless in searching out relevant volumes. But the cover of this book didn’t show the Flying Scotsman or a Japanese bullet train. Instead, a young woman extended her hand towards a crescent moon while behind her, a shadowed figure with silver eyes watched from a ruined archway draped in ivy. The title, The Moon Thief’s Promise, was embossed in shimmering foil.

			“Sorry,” said Alfie. “Oscar can get a bit overenthusiastic and pick up any book going. I’m sure there will be lots about trains underneath.”

			“Tom doesn’t need any more books about trains,” said Gwendolyn. “He knows all there is to know about them. This is what he’s into now, romantasy.”

			“What?” said Alfie.

			“Romantasy,” she repeated. “Romance and fantasy mashed together. Two people falling in love while fighting monsters or overthrowing an evil king. It’s epic. I expect it will be one of our most popular genres, after knitting.”

			“Good,” said Alfie faintly. “And do we have a sticker for it?”

			Gwendolyn had devised a cataloguing system of different coloured stickers for different genres, which had proved remarkably efficient.

			“We do,” she said, opening a drawer and producing a sheet of dark purple stickers. “We’d better get on with it. Oh, but you can’t. I was trying to tell you when Dorothy interrupted. I told Miss Radford-Jones about your engagement, and she said to go and see her the minute you got in. You’d better apologise for being late.”

			Alfie had a distinct sense of trepidation as he made his way upstairs to Miss Radford-Jones’s rooms. The redoubtable elderly lady had given most of the ground floor of her mansion to the library, personally appointing Gwendolyn as librarian, the only paid post. She was also the only other person to know that Gwendolyn’s salary was underwritten by Alfie. But she took Alfie’s support, including his regular volunteer shifts, completely for granted.

			“You and I have more than enough for our needs,” she once told him. “Wealth is a privilege, not a possession. It calls for generosity, not display. If one’s fortune doesn’t ease another’s burden, then it’s nothing more than glittering vanity.”

			She had the poise and confidence of a duchess, and it always surprised Alfie that she had as strong a local accent as anyone else in Bunburry.

			She was never less than forthright in telling him what he should and shouldn’t be doing. Might she disapprove of their engagement? Nervously, Alfie knocked on the door of her sitting room and heard an imperious “Come in!”

			The elderly lady sat upright in an armchair, her steel-grey hair in its customary chignon. As usual, she wore a well-cut trouser suit, teal this time, with a bright coral silk scarf at the neck.

			“Good morning, Miss Radford-Jones,” said Alfie, obeying her command to sit down. “You wanted to see me?”

			“Indeed I did,” she said. “I hear you’ve been in the wars.”

			“I’ve completely recovered,” he assured her. “Just an investigation that got slightly out of hand.” 

			She sniffed. “Clarissa Hopkins and Margaret Redwood were extremely concerned about you.” Miss Radford-Jones was one of the very few people who called the two elderly ladies by their given names. Everyone else knew them as Liz and Marge, apart from Emma as Liz was her great-aunt and she gave both ladies the honorific of “Aunt”. Past retirement age, the ladies ran a highly successful fudge-making enterprise, Liz making the fudge and Marge running the business.

			“You can’t have a Bunburry Triangle with only two people,” Miss Radford-Jones told him. It was Marge who had come up with the name for them as amateur sleuths. Alfie and Liz hadn’t been keen, but he hadn’t managed to find an acceptable alternative.

			“And more to the point, you have to look after yourself now that you’re getting wed at long last.”

			Alfie was relieved. It didn’t sound as though she was opposed to the engagement. He waited to hear why he had been summoned.

			“I hope,” said Miss Radford-Jones, looking at him keenly, “that Constable Hollis is not a bridezilla.”

			Alfie almost blurted out “What?” before remembering that Miss Radford-Jones was a stickler for old-fashioned manners, and changing it to: “I beg your pardon?”

			“A bridezilla,” she repeated impatiently. “Surely you’re familiar with the term? It means a bride who becomes quite impossible in the run-up to her wedding. Perfectly nice young women can turn monstrous – snapping at the florist, weeping over the shade of the napkins, screaming that the frosting on the cake is off-white instead of ivory, all that sort of nonsense. They should remember it’s meant to be a happy occasion, not a military operation. I am asking whether Constable Hollis is such a woman.”

			“Absolutely not,” Alfie assured her. After he and Emma had found themselves engaged the previous evening, it was Alfie who had raised the matter of an actual wedding.

			“The sarge is on a part-time secondment to Cheltenham and I’m up to the ears with work,” Emma had said. “You’re great at organising things. Just tell me where and when to turn up, and I’ll be there.”

			Now, he said to Miss Radford-Jones: “She’s actually given me carte blanche to arrange everything.”

			“Ridiculous,” said Miss Radford-Jones. “The male of the species is quite unsuited to that.”

			“She said I was great at organising things,” Alfie protested.

			“Very well,” said Miss Radford-Jones. “Given that the Financial Times calls you a multimillionaire, we’ll assume you don’t need to worry about a budget. But first, the date, given that popular venues can book up a year in advance. I presume you’ll be married in the parish church. You’ll need to find when the Reverend Brown is free, and of course the banns will have to be read out on three consecutive Sundays before the wedding. The guest list will determine the venue for the reception, and then you’ll have to see whether accommodation and transport are required. There’s a menu to decide and of course these days there are all sorts of dietary requirements. But I’m sure you’ve given thought to all of this.”

			“Not to any of it,” Alfie admitted, wondering whether elopement might be the easiest option. “The only thing we decided was that we didn’t want to go to the Magnolia Inn.”

			Miss Radford-Jones blinked. “Really? But the two girls who run it, Sumi Chong and Tara Davies? I thought they were friends of yours.”

			“Exactly,” said Alfie. “We’d want them there as guests, and they wouldn’t be able to relax if we were at the Magnolia Inn. They’d keep trying to supervise everything.”

			Miss Radford-Jones nodded. “I see the difficulty. Well, Mr McAlister, it seems to me that you could do with some help. And that’s why I called you in. It so happens that a good friend of mine, Mrs Caroline Ravensdale, runs a highly successful wedding planning agency, Ravensdale Weddings. I can’t say she gets a lot of local custom since her prices are not cheap, but that won’t trouble you. Ravensdale Hall is on the other side of Rimingford. What do you think?”

			“Thank you, Miss Radford-Jones,” said Alfie gratefully. “That sounds ideal.”

			“No time like the present,” said the elderly lady, picking up her mobile phone. Alfie found it ironic that Oscar, several decades younger than Miss Radford-Jones, refused to make calls on his mobile on the grounds that they were unreliable.

			“Caroline? Irene here.”

			There were very few people who were on first-name terms with Miss Radford-Jones, a first name which Alfie would have pronounced “EYE-reen,” but which the lady herself pronounced “Eye-REE-nee.”

			“I’m very well, thank you, and you? Good, good.
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