
DINNER WITH DINAH 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

ACT ONE:  DINNER 

_________________________________________________ 

 

It was the first week in January in the city of Exeter.  The air was brisk and clean, and the low sun 

cast warm light across the city centre.  The town’s proud cathedral stretched its long shadow across 

the town square, touching the shops and restaurants at the opposite side. 

 It was where the shadow of the tallest spire settled that Dinah and Michael had chosen to sit 

for dinner, outside a small café.  The café was busy, as were all the eateries nearby as people 

shopped for New Year bargains.  The husband and wife settled at a small round table and placed 

their orders as people bustled around in all directions. 

 The drinks came just as Michael was tickling the chin of a stripy cat that seemed to belong to 

the café owner.  It wandered under the tables outside, between the legs of the customers, and 

eventually sat in a sunny spot to clean itself. 

 “I can’t believe this,” said Dinah. “How can you get a coffee order wrong?  It’s hardly 

complicated.” 

 “What’s the matter?” sighed Michael. 

 “I asked for a latté and this is a cappuccino.  After the day we’ve had, when all I needed was a 

simple stupid coffee…” 

 “Can’t you just have a cappuccino instead?  Mine is fine.  Or we can just skip coffee and order 

dinner, okay?  Don’t make a big deal out of it.” 

 “No, I’m going to speak to that waiter and remind him what customer service is!” 

 Michael buried his head in his hands. “Please, don’t.  Let’s just have one afternoon where 

there isn’t a drama.  Please?” 

 “Don’t talk to me about dramas,” Dinah hissed. “Not with everything you’ve put me through 

lately!”  



 “We didn’t have to come here, Dinah.  I just thought it would take our minds off things.  Just 

let it lie and we can order another coffee on the train home, alright?” 

 Michael buried his head in his hands as his wife got up from her chair and stomped over to 

the bar.  Michael couldn’t see the waiter, but he was sure the owner would come running when he 

heard Dinah’s shrill voice demanding satisfaction. 

 He tried to ignore his woes and sipped his coffee, but already he could hear arguments 

coming from the back of the café.  He gave up on the coffee.  Standing, he put on his coat and walked 

out into the town square. 

 The sun was heavy against the horizon, only an hour from setting.  Michael crossed the road 

between the restaurant and the cathedral and approached the vast, squat building.  Its huge circular 

motif and intricate spires entranced him, like an eye and a crown.  The upper façade of the cathedral 

contained a hundred niches filled with statues of long-passed saints.  Michael felt the pressure of their 

gaze bearing down on him, and felt weak in his knees. 

 Someone in the square began to shout. 

 At the café, Dinah turned for support from her husband.  He wasn’t at the table.  Then she 

saw the crowd gathering in the town square. 

 She ran and pushed through the wall of strangers.  In the centre of the throng she saw 

Michael lying on his back.  White bubbles frothed from the corner of his mouth.  He couldn’t speak, 

though he tried. 

* 

Within twenty minutes, the square was closed off by the police.  Four police cars were in attendance, 

with most of the officers keeping shoppers and gawkers from crossing the cordon. 

 Detective Barbara Carroll showed her badge to one of the policemen at the cordon, who 

looked at it far too closely for her liking. 

 “I may look like a little old lady,” she said to him, sweetly, “but I’m not retired just yet.” 

 The officer apologised and let him through to the crime scene. 

 Barbara Carroll had been born in one of Exeter’s suburbs, although moved close to the centre 

more than ten years ago.  That had been her first house, with her first husband.  She still had the 

house. 



 “Officer in charge?” she asked outside the small tent that had been set up to conceal the body 

and protect the site of death. 

 “That would be me,” said a policeman in his early fifties, about her age.  He had sharp, brown 

eyes and a firm handshake.  Detective Carroll disliked when men gave her weak handshake, as 

though they thought she couldn’t manage a proper one. “I’m Constable Roke.  Thanks for coming so 

quickly, Detective.” 

 “I don’t live far from here.  What do we have?” 

 “Caucasian male, thirty-seven years old, left that café over there and walked to this spot.  

Witnesses say he keeled over, looked like he was choking.” 

 “Cause of death?” 

 “Still to be determined, but it looks like ingestion of something toxic.” 

 “Something he ate or drank at the café?” she wondered aloud, looking over.  The café in 

question was obvious: a separate cordon was around the establishment’s exterior tables and chairs, 

and an irate-looking manager was yelling at a police officer. 

 “What’s the owner so worked up about?” 

 “His cat’s missing.” 

 Carroll looked at him over her glasses. “A man drops dead outside his place and he’s worried 

about his cat?” 

 “The wife seems to think he might be involved in the death.  That it was malicious.  Murder.” 

 “What makes her say that?” 

 “She thinks someone at the café had it in for them and tried to poison them both.  The victim, 

Michael Weinsic, was the only one of the two to drink his coffee.  The wife, Dinah, is … I think a little 

strung out.  We haven’t been able to figure out why yet.” 

 “Everyone’s a detective,” muttered Carroll. “Did you say there were witnesses?  That should 

help.” 

 “Yeah.  Three dozen of ‘em.” 

 “Well, I suppose we’d better get started then.  Let’s begin with Mrs Weinsic.”  

 

* 



 

 

ACT TWO:  TELLING TALES 

_________________________________________________ 

 

“I should think you’re close to retirement, aren’t you?” said Dinah Weinsic. 

 Detective Carroll swallowed her pride and sat down.  The officers had set up a private tent in 

the square where she could conduct interviews, complete with a metal fold-out picnic table and chairs. 

 “Mrs Weinsic, I’m sorry for what happened to your husband.  I’m here to investigate the cause 

of his death.  Ideally we would all be working together on this, seeing as we have the same goal: to 

find the truth.” 

 Dinah nodded. “Well … Yes, I’m sorry.  Michael always said it was a bad habit of mine, 

lashing out when I was upset.  I just … Well, I need to know what happened.  We need to find out who 

did this.” 

 “Perhaps it was a heart attack, or an allergic reaction.  Why are you sure there was foul play?” 

 “Because I know it!” Dinah snapped, banging her fist on the little table. “No-one just keels 

over and dies like that!  Oh, my poor darling Michael!  Everything was so perfect…”” 

 “Unfortunately, people keel over and die all the time, Mrs Weinsic.  Do you have anything to 

support your idea that it was murder?” 

 “Yes, it was that stupid waiter!  I know he did it!” 

 “How?” 

 “I don’t know how, but I know that he did!  Probably poison in the coffee!” 

 “Why would he do that, Mrs Weinsic?” asked Detective Carroll.  She had met her share of 

irrational, grieving relatives, but no-one quite as forceful as this lady. “I heard that you and he were 

arguing?” 

 “Yes, he brought me the wrong coffee.” 

 “Was that malicious too?” asked Constable Roke.  Detective Carroll gave him a warning 

glance. 

 “No, but after Michael collapsed, the waiter ‘accidentally’ knocked the coffee cup off the table 

and smashed it!  He was removing the evidence.  I’m telling you, they were working together!” 



 “Who’s ‘they’?” asked Detective Carroll. 

 “The waiter and the man I saw with Michael.  When I looked over, I saw Michael talking with a 

man in the square.  They were arguing, waving their hands about.  The waiter gave me the wrong 

coffee on purpose because he knew that I’d leave Michael and go to the back of the café to talk to 

him about it!” 

 Constable Roke took out his notepad. “Describe this other man for me.” 

 “I didn’t see his face, but he was tall, with a black coat, and a wide-brimmed hat.” 

 “A hat?” confirmed Roke, frowning. 

 “Yes.  I swear, he did something to my husband!” Dinah shouted. “You’ve got to find him!” 

* 

“What do you think?” asked Constable Roke, once they were away from the tent and out of earshot. 

“Do you think there was some man in a hat?” 

 “Hardly hat weather,” said Detective Carroll, raising her eyes to the cloudy sky.  It was only 

three weeks after the Winter solstice and it was already getting dark. “But there are CCTV cameras 

looking over the square.  Let’s wait for the footage and see what we find.  Frankly, I’m more confused 

about who she blames for this apparent murder.  The café staff, or this man in black?  I’m going to 

check out the café.” 

 “Okay.  I’ll have forensics scrape the floor around the table where the coffee was spilled, see 

if there are any residual toxins.” 

 “Let me know what you find.” 

 Detective Carroll pulled her coat a little tighter around her and headed for the café.  Its lights 

shone out into the darkness, silhouetting two officers and the round-bellied owner.  He was stooped 

down near the tables, apparently looking for something. 

 “Good evening.  It’s Mister Carpenter, isn’t it?” 

 “Capriente!” snapped the man, continuing his search. “It’s Italian.  Who are you?  You the 

private detective?” 

 “No.  The regular kind.” 

 Mister Capriente stood and wiped his hands on his apron.  He was large, bristly-faced man 

with a drooping moustache and receding headline.  To his credit, he looked a little apologetic. “Ah.  

Sorry, you must be with this lot.” 



 “The police?” asked Detective Carroll. “Yes.  I’m investigating the death of Mister Weinsic.  

So, you’re expecting a private detective?” 

 “Yes!  I don’t trust you lot to find out the truth about all this; the police never helped me before.  

So this other person will help me.  And find Dinah.” 

 “Do you mean Mrs Weinsic?” 

 “No, no.  Dinah’s my cat.  What d’you call it, coincidence.  I always bring her in at night, there 

are too many funny types around, you know?” 

 Detective Carroll nodded.  She knew, alright.  This walrus-looking chap might be even 

stranger than Mrs Weinsic. 

 She said, “Can you tell me what happened?  The man’s wife had some complaint, I’m told?” 

 “Yeah, she had a complaint.  So did I: I was complaining about her pointless nothing 

complaint!  She kept going on about how my busboy brought her the wrong coffee on purpose just to 

ruin her day.  She’s lucky her old man dropped dead; I was about to tell her to shove it.” 

 “There’s nothing like some sympathy,” Detective Carroll said, scowling. “Does your waiter 

know Mrs Weinsic in some way?” 

 “Not that he tells me.  You want my opinion, she’s nuttier than my fruit cake.” 

 “I’ll make a note,” said Detective Carroll lowly. 

 She had no more questions, which was fortuitous, because the abrasive Mister Capriente had 

already ducked under the cordon, calling, “Dinah?  Dinah!”  She left him to it. 

* 

Detective Carroll took a look at the table the couple had been sitting at before the fateful moment.  It 

was a small, round table of iron wrought-work.  There were two matching chairs.  It was the sort of 

table Detective Carroll had sat at with her husband all those years ago, holding hands in their pool of 

intimacy amidst the anonymous crowds.  How had Mr and Mrs Weinsic looked at once another in 

those moments?  What had they been feeling?  What it would be like to be young and in love again! 

 The paving stones around the table still had a dark stain where coffee had been spilled, and 

tiny fragments of ceramic were still embedded between two slabs.  The Detective ran her finger down 

the crack and looked at the dusting of white chips.  Her finger was trembling: another unwanted sign 

of age.   



 Sighing, she entered the open-fronted café.  There was a bar down the left, tables and chairs 

to the right.  Behind the bar was a waste bin.  It was small enough to need emptying regularly, so she 

wasn’t surprised to find it almost completely empty.   

 Inside, amongst the bottle tops, screwed-up serviettes and lemon wedges, were the 

fragmented remains of the coffee cup.  She pulled out the largest piece, with the handle still attached, 

and handed it to an officer for bagging.  Then she paused … reached in … pulled out another 

fragment, also with a cup handle attached. 

 “Wait,” she said to the officer. “Take the whole bin bag.  Have all the cup pieces tested, not 

just the one I gave you.” 

 The forensic officer nodded and began to collect the evidence. 

 Detective Carroll straightened, ignoring the creaking in her back, and looked around.  She 

would have to talk to the waiter, too, it seemed. 

 “Detective.”  It was Constable Roke. “Enjoying yourself yet?” 

 “Is it me, or is this case fishier than usual?  I just can’t put my finger on why…” 

 “It’s a lunatic convention.  You should meet some of the so-called witnesses.  We’re still 

interviewing them.  Half of them didn’t even see anything; they just want to be involved.  You’d think at 

this time of year they’d all just want to get home!” 

 “We shouldn’t grumble,” said Detective Carroll with a smile. “There’s no such thing as too 

much evidence.” 

 “I suppose not!  Listen, if you’d like to get off home, I can handle the grunt work.” 

 “I’m not so old I can’t stand to stay up past 8 o’clock, Constable,” Detective Carroll 

admonished. “I should say I’m not much older than you!” 

 Constable Roke nodded, appropriately put in his place. “Of course.  Well, I can tell you that 

we got nothing from the CCTV.  The husband left the table just after the wife did, but a lot of the 

crowds obscured our view of him.  The only man in black we saw was her husband, and he wasn’t 

wearing any hat.  Although, we did catch a glimpse of the owner’s cat near the table.  At least we 

know he wasn’t telling porkies to annoy is.” 

 “I don’t suppose there’s any way it was a cat allergy or something that killed Weinsic?” 

 Constable Roke laughed. “Wouldn’t that make things easy for us?  Come on, we have the 

waiter ready, if you’d like to question him.” 



 “I’ll go.  Why don’t you have them look more closely at the CCTV, see if they can find the time 

that they arrived in the square?” 

 The interview tent was now illuminated by small spotlights.  Its red stripes glowed in the 

darkness like a big top.   

 Inside, the young waiter sat at the table.  His hands were clasped in front of him and his knee 

wouldn’t stop jerking.  The boy couldn’t have been older than nineteen. 

 “Hello.  I’m Detective Barbara Carroll, and this is Constable Arnold Roke.” 

 “I’m Robert.  Bobby.  Um, did that guy really die…?” 

 Detective Carroll sat opposite him at the table. “I’m afraid so.  It happened very quickly.  What 

can you tell me about it?” 

 “Nothing really,” said the boy. “I served them coffee and took their dinner order.  I, um, think I 

got the lady’s coffee order wrong.  Or she said I did: I wrote down cappuccino so she must have said 

it—” 

 “Anything about the man, Mister Weinsic?  How he was behaving, anything unusual he might 

have said to you?” 

 “No, all he did was order.  He looked pretty tired.  I’m not surprised, his wife’s a bit … well.  

Let’s just say I hope my girlfriend doesn’t end up like that.” 

 “She was difficult?” 

 “I’d say,” the boy told her. “But, you know, a lot of people are, in cafés.  They have a bad day 

and they don’t want to take it out on their husbands or whatever, so the waiter’s an easy target.  You’d 

be surprised how people like them talk to people like me if they’re a little stressed out.” 

 Detective Carroll nodded.  She always tried to be perfectly polite to waiters – anyone she 

didn't already know very well, in fact – it was just good manners.  But she supposed that people were 

brought up differently now than in her day. 

 “Mrs Weinsic told me that everything with her husband was perfect.” 

 The waiter laughed. “I bet she did.  She was horrible to him the whole time.  You’d have 

thought they were mortal enemies, not married.  I suppose some people take others for granted.” 

 “So they were arguing?” 

 “Well, put it this way: my manager knew she was going to come over to have a go a couple of 

minutes before she even stood up.” 



 Detective Carroll leaned back in her chair. “She seemed to think you tried to poison them 

both.” 

 “What?” He looked particularly startled. “But … How could I?  Why?  I mean, she wasn’t very 

pleasant, but that was after I served them their drinks…!” 

 “Relax, my boy.  I’m not accusing you of anything.  But if you know about something that’s 

important to this investigation, then you should tell me now, okay?” 

 He hesitated, then nodded. “That’s it, really.  I didn’t see him leave the table, because we 

were too busy dealing with his wife.  Then she must have seen the crowd and ran out, and found him.  

I suppose she realised there are bigger things to worry about than a little less milk in your coffee.” 

* 

It was almost eight in the evening.  Detective Carroll had found a pub nearby and ordered a cup of 

tea.  The young bar girl looked at this greying lady in smart clothes and probably wondered if she’d 

walking into the wrong place, but brewed her a pot anyway. 

 Constable Roke found her sitting in a padded booth near a group of students playing pool. 

“You came to a pub and ordered a pot of tea?” 

 “Where else is open at this time of night?” 

 “They must think you’re loony.” 

 “Why would they think that?  I ordered decaff.” The Detective smiled, then yawned.  She had 

a habit of going to sleep early and waking early, but that wasn’t going to fly tonight. “What do you 

have for me?” 

 “First thing’s first.  Technically our man died of asphyxiation, but he was definitely poisoned.  

His blood had high traces of strychnine in it.” 

 “Well, I never!  I thought we were in the twenty-first century?  I presume you agree it’s unlikely 

anyone ingested it by accident.” 

 “You would presume correct, Madame Detective!  To be on the safe side, I’m checking to see 

whether he might have come into contact with it somehow, through his job, maybe.”   

 “Have you any good news, young man?” 

 “We’re still canvassing the witnesses, but it’s not bearing fruit.  We did find something very 

interesting on the CCTV footage, though.” He brought out a tablet computer and loaded the video.  

Detective Carroll had been given some basic training on these touchscreen devices at the station, but 



she had no intention of buying anything like that for herself.  But in terms of on-site investigations like 

this, she had to admit that they were useful. “Here’s the video from about fifty minutes before Mister 

Weinsic died.” 

 “Can’t we bring the tape here and rent a VCR?” 

 “VCR, what, are you kidding?  That stuff went the way of the dodo years ago.  Look, this here 

is our café.” 

 He pointed at the touchscreen.  Detective Carroll put on her glasses again. “I see it.” 

 “Who’s that standing out front, punting for business?” 

 “Our waiter, young Master Robert.” 

 The video continued to play on the little screen.  They watched as Mr and Mrs Weinsic walked 

into the shot, carrying their shopping bags.  Mr Weinsic wandered off-screen in the direction of the 

cathedral.  His wife stopped to speak with the waiter. 

 Constable Roke tapped the screen to pause the video. “Dinah Weinsic spoke to the waiter 

before they even sat down in that café.  They talk here for about a minute – quite a heated discussion 

too, from the looks of it.  Then she wanders off to find her husband.  Probably took a few photos of the 

cathedral.  Then after about three-quarters of an hour, they both come back and choose this café to 

order coffee and dinner.” 

 Detective Carroll downed the last hot dregs of her Lady Grey. “Do we still have them both in 

custody?” 

 “Of course.  Let’s speak with the wife first.  I’m not happy about the amount of fibbing we’ve 

encountered!” 

* 

Dinah Weinsic was eating a late supper in the café.  The owner of the restaurant must have offered 

her free food and drink, presumably to mitigate his risk of getting sued by her.  She had a plate of 

penne pasta in arrabbiata sauce and was wolfing it down.  There was also an empty latte glass with a 

long foam-covered spoon in it. 

 “It looks like your appetite caught up with you,” said Detective Carroll. “May I join you?” 

 “Yes.  Have you found out anything about the murder?” 



 “We aren’t totally sure there has been a murder, Mrs Weinsic.  We’re testing your husband’s 

remains for any poison, as well as the cups you and he were drinking from.  We don’t have the results 

yet.” 

 “I want to know,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. 

 “You seem happy enough eating here, considering a few hours ago you were accusing the 

staff of poisoning your husband,” observed Detective Carroll. “Aren’t you worried they might try 

again?” 

 “In front of all you police, during a murder investigation?  I doubt it.  I’m quite sure this is the 

cleanest, tastiest dish of pasta this kitchen’s prepared all week.” 

 Detective Carroll smiled. “You’re probably right.  I wanted to talk to you again about the 

accusations you made.  You said you thought the waiter had it in for you.” 

 “Yes,” she said, pushing her plate away. “Have you arrested him yet?” 

 “He’s being held for more questioning.  You didn’t tell us that you and the waiter had argued 

before.  Outside the café, a little while before you both came in here to eat.” 

 “That’s because we never did,” said Dinah. 

 “We have CCTV footage that says otherwise, Mrs Weinsic,” Detective Carroll told her politely. 

 Dinah hesitated. “Alright … It’s true.  I’ve known Robert a long time.  Last year, things 

between Michael and I weren’t very good.  One night during a party for my friend’s birthday party here 

in Exeter, I met the waiter at a bar.  I’m not proud of it, but I went back to his place.  I felt … so awful, 

afterwards.  I confessed to Michael and eventually he forgave me.  But things have been a little hard 

since.” 

 “Why didn’t you tell us all this to begin with?” 

 “Because I was ashamed, okay?  Even Michael didn’t know, and we’ve always been honest 

with each other!  What does it matter, anyway?  This is how I know Bobby did it, because he was 

always so jealous of Michael!  He wanted me for himself!  He left me a load of threatening messages 

on my phone, and wouldn’t stop texting me.  Eventually I changed my number and hoped I’d never 

see him again, but Michael insisted on coming here to for dinner.  He had no idea Bobby worked 

here.  I spoke to Bobby beforehand and told him that if he mentioned anything in front of Michael, I’d 

kill him!” 



 Detective Carroll looked down at her notepad, pen poised. “That’s what you said?  You’d kill 

him?” 

 “Well, no, I didn’t mean it like that … I just meant…” 

 “Why didn’t you just have dinner somewhere else?” 

 “Michael insisted: he said he’d been reading reviews on some website called TripAdvice or 

something.  It had good ratings.” 

 “Robert said he’d never met you before today.  Why do you think he lied?” 

 Dinah laughed bitterly. “Do I have to be the detective, here?  Because he’s guilty, that’s why!  

As guilty as sin!” 

* 

Barbara Carroll was not the kind of detective who used silly tactics to trick her witnesses into being 

honest.  She never played ‘good cop, bad cop’ or made idle threats.  She found that with characters 

like Robert the waiter, the truth always came out eventually once they realised they were backed into 

a corner. 

 She faced him across the interview table in the tent. “Bobby, why didn’t you tell us that you 

already knew Dinah Weinsic?” 

 “What?  Because I don’t!”  

 “She says you met last year, at a party, and that you went home together.” 

 Robert laughed, but it was a nervous laugh, and it showed in his eyes. “Are you joking?  

She’s an old lady!  No offense…” 

 “None taken.” 

 “I have a girlfriend, remember?  We’ve been together since our first year at secondary school.  

I’m going to marry her.  Anyway, I didn’t even move to Exeter until two weeks ago; I grew up in 

Durham.  This woman’s totally crazy!” 

 “So you’ve never met either Mister or Mrs Weinsic before tonight,” said Detective Carroll flatly. 

 “No – check my background, if you like,” said the boy, looking weary. “I haven’t even gotten 

around to telling my bank yet.  Why do you think I’m so desperate to keep this job?  Mister 

Capriente’s not the nicest boss I’ve ever worked for, but he’s the only guy who’d give me a job.” 

 “Mrs Weinsic accused you of deliberately dropping the cup you served her husband’s coffee 

in.  I found the broken pieces in the rubbish.  What do you have to say about that?” 



 Robert scratched his arm and bit his lip. “Okay, I did do that … But only because Mister 

Capriente told me too!  He knew there’d be police here and, well … I think he’s on his last warning 

with the health inspector.  He wanted me to hide the cup and put a clean one in the bin.” 

 “Good Lord, boy!  You didn’t think he might be hiding something more sinister than that?  

And, tell me, why were there two broken cups in the bin?” 

 “Well, at first I thought I’d better do what my boss told me, or else I’d lose my job.  I’m saving, 

you see … to buy Liz an engagement ring.  I broke a clean cup and put it in there, but later I felt so 

guilty I found the actual cup and put it in there too.  I figured, who was I supposed to know that was 

the cup he wanted to hide, right?  I was just cleaning up a mess I found…” 

 “So you did the right thing in the end,” said Detective Carroll in her sternest voice. “We are 

having the cups tested for poison, so we’ll know very soon what your employer was up to.” 

 “Look, I’m really sorry for hiding that,” said Robert, leaning forward.  His big eyes were glossy 

with building tears. “I didn’t want to do anything bad, I promise!  But that woman, she’s totally mad.  I 

wouldn’t believe a word she says!” 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ACT THREE:  TRUTH 

_________________________________________________ 

 

It was to be a long night.  After conferring on the available evidence, Detective Carroll and Constable 

Roke agreed that there were too many questions to allow the prime witnesses to go free that night.  

They were arrested on suspicion of murder: Mr Capriente the owner, Robert the water, and Dinah 

Weinsic.  They would have to spend the night at the prison. 

 Dinah, perhaps unsurprisingly, was the most vocal about her outrage.  Detective Carroll 

displayed a great deal of patience with her explanation: “If I wasn’t so sure that the truth was a far-

flung fantasy this evening, it probably wouldn’t be necessary to detail any of you!” 

 She went home weary and with her head buzzing, trying to fit the pieces together in the 

cloudy space of her mind.  She was certain that there was just one clue missing that would bring the 

whole thing together… 

* 

She got the call early that morning.  Sometimes she still woke up expecting to feel the warmth of her 

husband in bed beside her, and got a shock when his side of the bed was stone cold.  Winter was 

always the worst.  No matter how many years passed, she never got over it, and being jerked awake 

by a phone call seemed to make it worse.  She kept thinking her husband would say, “Barb, honey…?  

Must be for you…” 

 She picked up the phone. “Barbara Carroll speaking.” 

 “Detective, it’s Constable Roke.  I think we’re close to wrapping this up.  Come down to the 

town square when you’re ready and we’ll review.” 

 “Alright.” 

 She was at the crime scene ninety minutes later.  There was a city official making noise about 

wanting to open up the square again, but Constable Roke was holding him off.  They’d collected 

forensic evidence but he still didn’t want shoppers tramping around their crime scene if he could help 

it. 



 He greeted Detective Carroll when she arrived. “I’ve agreed to dismantle the tents and just 

lock down the area around the café.  The neighbouring businesses aren’t too happy, but their 

interruption insurance should cover any loss of income.” 

 “Hopefully we can put this to rest soon,” Detective Carroll agreed. 

 “We may already have what we need.” 

 He took out his touchscreen tablet and showed her several documents, one swipe at a time. 

“This is the background check on Dinah Weinsic.  Kicked out of college for aggressive behaviour 

towards staff and fellow students.  Hospital records from her teenage years up to present day.  She 

was institutionalised in 2010.  She’s been on strong prescription medical since then.  Recent lapse 

two months ago when she was detained in hospital for two weeks until she settled down.  She hadn’t 

been taking her pills.” 

 “Do you think she had another lapse?  Even for a disturbed person, strychnine’s not the 

easiest substance to get ahold of nowadays.” 

  “Another thing,” said Constable Roke. ”We got the results back from the lab about those 

coffee cups.  No traces of anything poisonous, although one of them – I presume the one the owner 

wanted to hide – was loaded with Campylobacter.  The health officials will want a word with 

Capriente, but I’ve already had to release him.  He’s not a reasonable man.” 

 “I got that impression too.  So far we’ve ruled out anyone working at the café.  But do you 

really think Dinah killed her own husband?  I need to think about this and review the information we 

have.  Can I borrow your computer thing?” 

 Constable Roke handed over the tablet. “Be my guest.  I’ve got a city official to argue with.” 

 Detective Carroll sat on one of the chairs at the empty, cordoned off café, and looked through 

the new information the Constable had given her.  She was deep in thought when something brushed 

against her leg. 

 She looked down to see a slender tortoiseshell cat.  This must be the owner’s cat, Dinah, 

having finally returned.  She was tickling her under the chin when she noticed her collar: a translucent 

ball with something small and grey inside… 

 “…It’s about time!  I’ll sue for this mistreatment!”  

 The voice was that of the owner, Mister Capriente.  Constable Roke had returned him to his 

place of business after a night in a cell. 



 “Constable,” called Detective Carroll. “Could you bring Mister Capriente here a moment?” 

 The two men approached.  The Detective showed them the tiny camera hidden inside the 

cat’s collar.  

 “Care to explain that, sir?” asked Constable Roke. 

 Mister Capriente made an expression that Detective Carroll had seen all too often: that of 

someone rapidly trying to construct a lie after being surprised by something.  He seemed to give up 

half way through, and his shoulders sagged. “Yes, so?  I put a camera on my cat.  I’m tired of people 

coming here and bringing their own food and drink, like I’m a free table service!  And I know some 

customers steal my tips, or else why would I never find any?  And there is somebody planting dirty 

crockery and cutlery covered in bacteria in my establishment, trying to get me shut down!  I know it!” 

 “You don’t think it’s more likely that you just need to clean up your act, Mister Capriente?” 

asked Detective Carroll sceptically. “Filming your customers without their knowledge is not exactly 

ethical, either.” 

 “What do I care about ethics, when I’m losing money?” snapped the man, as he stooped to 

pick up his cat. “Or being framed for crimes I didn’t commit!” 

 “No wonder you wanted to find your cat so badly. I think you’d better access that footage and 

see whether there’s anything useful on it.” 

 It only took a few moments for the owner to reluctantly connect a thin wire to the collar and 

connect it to his laptop.  Dinah the cat sat patiently on the counter, observing them with a twitch of her 

whiskers. 

 Several hours of footage were downloaded on to the laptop.  It took a while to find the 

relevant time window: that of when Michael and Dinah Weinsic were having coffee the day before.  

But find it, they did: Dinah the cat had wandered between their legs, sniffed at Mrs Weinsic’s 

handbag, then climbed up onto a low shelf to clean herself.  The view from the camera bobbed up 

and down, and was occasionally obscured by a pointed furry chin, but it gave a clear enough view of 

the Weinsics’ argument over coffee. 

 First, they placed their order.  There was no audio on the recording, but they appeared to be 

bickering. 

 Then Mr Weinsic got up from his chair.  Perhaps he was going to the restroom.  His wife 

remained at the table, rippling her fingers on her closed menu.  She was clearly agitated. 



 The waiter returned with their coffees, then left. 

 Then Mrs Weinsic quickly bent down to extract something from her handbag: a small paper 

packet of powder, which she tipped into her husband’s drink and stirred in with a long spoon.  She 

automatically went to suck the spoon clean – paused – then put it on the side of her saucer. 

 Her fingers continued to dance nervously on the menu.  Then she quickly swapped the two 

cups. 

 “Look!  She must have changed her mind, and decided not to poison him after all!” 

 “Yes, or that packet could have been just some sweetener…” 

 Mr Weinsic returned and downed half of his drink.  They appeared to be arguing over 

something.  Mrs Weinsic was gesturing at her coffee, then she pushed it away.  She stood up and left 

the table. 

 “Sweetener my foot!  This must be where she got up to argue with the waiter,” said Detective 

Carroll. “And in a moment, Michael will go for a little walk…” 

 Mr Weinsic stood up also.  He walked away, in the direction of the town square. 

 The Detective knew what happened next. 

 “Dinah Weinsic poisoned her husband.  Even the amount of strychnine she poured into that 

cup wouldn’t have been enough to kill him, but I’ll bet she’d been slipping him small amounts 

throughout the day.  It can take one or more hours to finally kill.  Maybe this time she just changed her 

mind, but there was although enough of it in his system to make his throat eventually close up.  

Where did she even get it?” 

 “I poked around some more,” said Detective Roke “Her neighbour has his own pest control 

business run out of his garage.  If his rat poison was old enough, it could well be strychnine-based.  

I’ve already sent an officer to check.” 

 “Better send one to formally charge Dinah Weinsic in her cell,” said Detective Carroll. “We 

need to test all the cups in this place, even the ones that have already been washed.  We were 

testing the wrong cup!” 

 “Poor woman,” said Detective Roke. “She’s suffered with illness all her life, and now it took 

her husband from her.  She’ll probably end up in an institution for life.” 

 “None of us can help that,” replied Detective Carroll. “But it’s lucky you have this cat of yours, 

Mister Capriente.” 



 The owner was tenderly stroking his feline partner. “At least now we know the truth!” 

 “You’re not out of the woods yet.  I’ve not forgotten about you trying to dispose of that 

evidence.  You can expect a visit from the health officials about your filthy kitchen!” 

* 

Within the hour, Dinah Weinsic had been formally charged with murder.  Another cup had been found 

with traces of strychnine in it, and the neighbour confirmed a break-in that must have happened over 

the weekend.  He only used his garage when he was working in his workshop, on weekdays  

Eventually, with all the evidence piled against her, Dinah Weinsic confessed to having poured the 

toxic powder into her husband’s food and drink two times on the day he died, before they ever even 

sat down at the café.  She had decided that her imaginary ‘man in black’ had been her husband all 

along. 

* 

Later that evening Detective Carroll could return home, and she got ready for bed and looked at the 

empty spot beside her. 

 She wondered what it would look like with a friendly cat curled up there, and smiled. 

* 

* 


