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ACT ONE:  THE CRIME 

_________________________________________________ 

 

It was one week until the craft fair and Esther Hammett was perfectly calm.  She had her flower 

arrangements almost perfectly complete: a splash of colour for the rose and delphinium bouquet, a 

beautiful collection of seasonal grasses for her gardenia and camellia design, and a magnificent spray 

for her herbal arrangement.   

 She adjusted her spectacles and continued fussing with the herbal design.  Lily, across the 

large table, was busy spying on her.  She’d been doing the same for everyone around the table that 

was set up in the middle of the town hall, where the whole crafts group was busy preparing for the 

fair. 

 “Can I help you, Lily?” asked Esther sweetly.  

 “I was admiring your thistles,” said Lily timidly.  Lily was the youngest in the group, only 

twenty-three, and made the rest of them feel positively ancient.  Luckily what she had on them in 

years, they made up for in expertise. 

 Esther turned around her bouquet and pointed out the way she’d fed the long grasses into the 

sponge in tufts, whereas the herbs were implanted in a radial fashion, filling the gaps in-between. 

 “Oh, I see,” murmured Lily, looking despairingly at her own arrangement. “Aw, I’m never going 

to get this finished for next weekend…” 

 “You’ll be fine, my dear,” replied Esther encouragingly.  She hated to see young enthusiasm 

fade away. 

 The open space of the town hall had been cleared for the communal table and chairs, around 

which the group sat.  A pulpit – which in recent years had been used for school assemblies, 

weddings, funerals and to MC the local school prom – had been dragged to the corner of the room, 

but that didn’t stop Claudia Reichenbach from making her announcements there. 



 “Ladies!  Ladies!” she called in her shrill voice. “Thank you all again for participating in my fair 

this year!  It’s great to see our little group gathered again in this old hall…” 

 “Her fair?” asked Rosemary Bramley. “I thought this was a village tradition?” 

 Lily rolled her eyes. “Don’t let her get to you.  I’m already tired of her bossing everybody 

around.  My Mum thinks I should be more accepting, like you ladies, but I just wasn’t brought up to 

take any rubbish from withered old shrews like her!” 

 “There’s no need for name-calling,” Esther admonished gently. “She’s a pushy madam but 

her heart’s in the right place.  Probably.” 

 The ladies chuckled as Claudia continued to drone about creating a perfect image for their 

village community, and proudly representing the best that they could be when the county judges came 

around to assess them. 

 “…So please, girls, if you’re having a bit of a disaster and need some expert guidance, please 

don’t hesitate to ask!  How about you, Lily dear, how are you getting on?” 

 Lily grit her teeth and smiled.  After Claudia left the podium, Lily grumbled into her 

arrangements, stuffing in sprigs and stalks as though trying to spear fish. “Didn’t have to single me out 

like that, who does she think she is…?” 

 “Don’t take it personally, dear,” suggested Esther. “Although I perfectly agree, Mrs 

Reichenbach isn’t exactly the most subtle gal in our group…” 

 “Well, I’ll be happy just as soon as the fair’s over and I don’t have to see her smug face for 

another year!  Even that would be too soon…” 

 Claudia wasn’t aware of the whittering that was going on about her.  She smiled and 

announced that she must now be off, as she had her little darlings to look after.  Rosemary smirked: 

Claudia’s ‘darlings’ were her cats, which Rosemary called ‘her baby replacements’. 

 “Can’t let the little kittens go hungry,” she chuckled. “They aren’t going to dress themselves in 

those silly little outfits!” 

 Esther shushed her, but couldn’t help a little giggle at Claudia’s expense. 

* 

Esther went home that evening with a smile in her heart.  Nothing cheered her up more than a nice 

afternoon with her crafts pals – even if Claudia did get ahead of herself a bit. 

 She arrived at her cottage and went straight to the kitchen to put the kettle on. “Alfie?” 



 “Yes, darling…?” her husband called from the lounge.  From the sound of the TV, she 

gathered she was watching one of those war dramas again. “Cup of tea?” 

 “Oh, lovely!” 

 Esther brought in a tray with the pot and cups, and bustled around her husband for a few 

minutes, tidying the place up.  Alfie was a lovely chap and she was blessed, but he wasn’t half untidy.  

When the tea was ready to pour, she dropped into the settee alongside him.  Esther talked about her 

afternoon, and Alfie filled her in on what was happening on Band of Brothers, and then they watched 

together comfortably for an hour or so. 

 After dinner, Alfie went upstairs to get ready for bed.  He had to be up in the morning to get off 

to his part time job at the local DIY store.  Esther had been lucky enough to retire at an earlier age 

from her job as a police officer – one of the first female officers in the country, back in the sixties – but 

Alfie still wanted to bring in a bit of extra cash, even though they had both recently peaked sixty years 

old. 

 Just as Esther was heading upstairs, the phone rang.  She picked it up anxiously, wondering 

if it was her daughter. “Hello?” 

 “Esther?  Oh, thank goodness you’re in!” 

 “Lily?  Are you alright?  Whatever’s the matter?  You sound upset!” 

 Indeed, Lily sounded close to tears. “It’s Claudia!  Oh dear, I don’t know what to do…” 

 “What is it, dear?” 

 “Claudia!  I just found her … at her house … Esther, she’s dead!” 

 “Good Lord!  Are the police there yet?” 

 “I didn’t call them,” said Lily, “you were the first person I thought of!  Oh…” 

 Esther gasped. “Lily, you silly girl!  Call them immediately!  I’ll be over just as soon as I’m 

dressed…” 

* 



 

 

ACT TWO:  THE SUSPECTS 

_________________________________________________ 

 

Half an hour later Esther knocked on the door of Claudia Reichenbach’s house.  She had never 

visited before, having not been a terribly close friend of Claudia’s, but she assumed the broken glass 

in the front door wasn’t a normal feature. 

 A young police officer, D.C. Brentner, recognised her from his training, which had been just a 

year before Esther retired. “Detective Hammett!  Good to see you again.  Um, this is a crime scene…” 

 Lily burst between them to give Esther a hug. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here!  It’s so 

horrible!” 

 “Now now, collect yourself, young lady.  Why don’t you get some fresh air for a minute?  One 

of the police officers will have to go with you…” 

 Lily nodded and wiped away her tears. “Yes, alright … It’ll be good to get some fresh air…” 

 When Esther and D.C. Brentner were alone in the hallway, Esther took off her shoes and 

asked for some sterile gloves, which the D.C. gave her.  He and his team were used to their ex-

superiors getting involved in certain cases as consultants. 

 “I knew Claudia a little,” said Esther. “What happened?” 

 “The body is in the other room.” 

 They walked down the hallway and into the lounge.  The double-doors to the lounge were 

open, and the room was already tagged and being examined by a trio of forensic officers.  Claudia 

Reichenbach lay face-down on the carpet, a spot of blood partly concealed by her spray of blonde 

hair.   

 “Blunt trauma to the forehead,” explained D.C. Brentner. “Some small abrasions to the back 

of the right hand.  You saw the point of entry at the front, where the attacker smashed the glass to 

reach in for the keys, which were already in the lock on the inside.  They reached in to unlock the 

door, let themselves in, and presumably surprised Mrs Reichenbach here in the lounge.” 

 “Unlikely,” observed Esther. “If she was hit in the front of the head and fell, then she’d be 

facing towards the doorway here, where the attacker would have entered, not away from it like this.  



And if she was hit from the front, she obviously wouldn’t have been surprised.  She will have seen her 

killer.” 

 “You’re right, of course,” D.C. Brentner mused. “Unless the impact from the attack spun her 

around before she fell.” 

 “Possibly,” said Esther, looking around the room.  There was a table in the corner with some 

bits of craftwork on it, beside a set of double glass doors that looked out over a small patio and 

garden.  There was a three piece suite and a scratching post. “Was a weapon found?” 

 “Nothing yet.  Just a bunch of pet toys.  They have a cat.” 

 “Three cats, actually.  A breeding pair and a kitten; she never shut up about them.  Was her 

husband home at the time?  Is he okay?” 

 D.C. Brentner raised his eyebrows. “Well, about that … Maybe you could give me your expert 

opinion.  He’s being questioned in the kitchen.  There’s definitely something fishy going on...” 

* 

Esther entered the kitchen, which was adjacent to the lounge and shared a second door.  In the 

narrow room, well-decorated with all the most modern appliances as well as a fancy aga, an officer 

sat with Robert Reichenbach at the kitchen table.  They had a hot mug of coffee each. 

 D.C. Brentner introduced Esther, although Robert recognised her. “It’s Mrs Hammett, isn’t it?  

One of Claudia’s craft group lot?” 

 “That’s right,” nodded Esther. “I’m so sorry for the news, Robert.” 

 “Thanks … It’s a shock, obviously.” 

 “Were you here when it happened?” 

 “No, nobody was.  I was out, and Claudia and Lily were going back and forth to the town hall 

taking across some flower baskets that got delivered this morning.  Lily went by herself to take the last 

bunch, and Claudia stayed here to make them both a cup of tea.  But when Lily came back, she said 

she found Claudia … like that.  She called the police and then called me.” 

 Esther’s eyes scanned the kitchen.  There were two teacups and saucers out by the sink, and 

the electric kettle didn’t have any water in it.  If Robert and the officer had made a coffee, then that 

would account for the missing water.  At least that part of the story added up. 

 “I think I know what happened,” said Robert. “It’s the kitten … The new one.  Someone must 

have broken in to steal it.” 



 Esther sat down. “That breeding pair you have, they’re a particularly valuable breed, am I 

right?” 

 “Yes.  They’re Savannah cats, which are bred from wild African servals.  Hang on…” 

 Robert went into a side-room and brought out a large, golden cat with black spots and pointed 

ears.  D.C. Brentner nearly spat out the water he was drinking. “Good God!  It’s a cheetah!” 

 “Similar,” Robert smiled. “Beautiful, isn’t he?  Quite large for a domestic cat, but highly sought 

after.  This is Lorix, and our queen is called Sapphire.  Together they’re worth around £50,000.” 

 “Blimey…” said D.C. Brentner. “Did you say something about a kitten?” 

 Robert looked embarrassed. “Yes, I’m sorry if I seemed a little frantic when I first got here.  

The kittens from these cats are selling for over £40,000 each at the moment.  Sapphire is a silver 

Savannah, and so the kittens are particularly lustrous and beautiful.  But the litter was only the one 

kitten this year, so we were kind of relying on it to pay the bills…” 

 He put the cat back into the small room.  A second cat could be heard meowing softly before 

Robert closed them in. “We keep them separate usually, to control the breeding.  This room is kept 

locked, which is probably why the attacker only took the kitten instead of all of them.  The kitten was 

alone in the lounge, and you’ll see the staircase has a door to stop him going upstairs … The kitten 

could only ever be in the lounge or the hallway at any given time.” 

 “Have you searched the rest of the house, just in case?” 

 “Yes, but nothing.  Believe me, we take care of these kittens – I’m sure it couldn’t have gone 

anywhere else.  The attacker must have come specifically for the kitten: Claudia’s ad just got printed 

this week.  There’s a thriving black market for stolen rarities like these.  The thief will definitely have 

been prepared to take it, and look after it, until they could sell.” 

 D.C. Brentner turned to Esther. “So the thief came for the overpriced kitten, but wasn’t 

expecting Mrs Reichenbach.  He or she attacked her, took the kitten, and must have escaped back 

out of the front.  All before Lily could get back?” 

 “The town hall is only two streets away,” said Esther. “That’s only a window of about ten 

minutes at the most, assuming Lily didn’t dawdle there.  And presumably the attacker wasn’t watching 

the house, or they would have seen that Claudia hadn’t left with Lily that time.  It’s a little hard to 

believe…” 

 “I think we’ll need to question Miss Lily a little more closely,” said D.C. Brentner. 



 “Naturally.  First, I’ll take a look upstairs,” said Esther. 

 “The bathroom is upstairs and to the left,” called Robert helpfully. “Watch out for the low beam 

above the stairs.” 

* 

Esther took the opportunity to snoop around.  She was wearing her powdered gloves so as not to 

disturb any forensic evidence, but she was fairly certain that no crime had taken place upstairs.  For 

one, the door of the staircase was a little stiff and creaked loudly, so the thief would have been heard 

going upstairs before the murder, and wouldn’t have had time afterward.  Also, if the kitten had been 

the target, there would have been no need to go upstairs at all. 

 Esther checked the carpets; no sign of footprints.  In fact, everything looked normal.  She 

went into the bathroom and opened the mirror cabinet.  There was an alarming amount of prescription 

medication in there, but nothing suspicious.  The master bedroom was neat and tidy, except for the 

open wardrobe door.  Esther saw a surprising lack of clothes for someone as prissy as Claudia.  

There were two suitcases, one large and one small, and a few boxes of shoes, but again nothing out 

of the ordinary. 

 The doors to the bathroom, bedroom, and staircase itself, had all been closed.  It seemed that 

she could trust Robert when he said that the kitten had definitely been taken from the house. 

 Esther loved cats, but the thought of stealing another person’s pet turned her stomach.  

Esther’s cat, Snowball, died six months ago.  She knew that a cat was part of the household, a family 

member, and a helpless newborn kitten was about the most harmless creature in the world.  Who 

would do such a thing…? 

* 

They brought in Lily and took her to a separate dining room.  It was a stuffy place, lined with Welsh 

dressers and cabinets with glass doors that showed off silver platters and crystal glassware.  The 

Reichenbachs were nothing if not ostentatious, but Esther got the feeling that the interior decorator of 

the two was Claudia, not Robert.   

 Lily wrung her hands together and stammered when she spoke.  Often, D.C. Brentner and his 

partner had to ask a question twice.  The poor girl was so nervous she looked as timid as a mouse. 

 “Please walk us through how you found the body,” said D.C. Brentner. 



 “I went to take the baskets to the town hall, leaving Claudia here,” Lily said again. “I was only 

there a minute, literally just long enough to put the baskets with the others behind the pulpit, then I 

locked up and came straight back.” 

 “So, how long were you gone, in total?” 

 “Between leaving and coming back, no more than ten minutes.  Probably less.  It’s quite cold 

out, so I hurried…” 

 “Go on.” 

 Lily took a few gulps of water.  Her eyes were red and puffy from crying.  She’d been chewing 

her bottom lip almost raw. “I got back and saw that the glass in the door was broken.” 

 “Was the front door shut, or open?” 

 “Um, shut.  There was a lot of glass in the hallway, which I tried not to step on.  I called out for 

Claudia, but she didn’t answer.  When I checked the lounge, where she’d stayed to feed the kitten, I 

… found her…” 

 “The kitten was in the room when you left?” 

 “Yes.  Before I left, Claudia shut the kitten in the lounge and went into the kitchen.  She was 

going to make us a cup of tea before I had to go home, and said something about feeding the kitten – 

it’s still really little and needed milk through a pipette, because he wasn’t suckling or something … I 

thought I’d find Claudia in the lounge, but … not like that.” 

 D.C. Brentner was taking notes. “Can you describe your relationship with Mrs Reichenbach?” 

 “Um…” Lily glanced at Esther. 

 Esther smiled encouragingly. “It’s okay.  You can be completely honest.” 

 Lily bit her lip, then drank some more water. “Well, um, I didn’t like her much.  She’s … she 

was kind of bossy, and very critical, but I don’t think she meant to be, really … She’d been getting on 

my nerves today, but I still said that I’d help her with the baskets.  I’d never do anything like hurt her, 

though!” 

 “That’s okay, we’re just asking a few questions for now,” said D.C. Brentner. “What can you 

tell me about the kitten?” 

 “Do you think that’s why they broke in?  I knew it was supposed to be quite rare, or something 

… A special breed.  Claudia was always telling the craft circle about how valuable they are, and when 



the kitten was born she never stopped talking about it … I think they’re really pretty, but when I saw 

how big they could get I knew I’d never want one!” 

 “But you wouldn’t have to keep it.  You could always sell it, and make a lot of money,” said the 

Detective. 

 “Well … I suppose … But my fiancé, Tony, he’s quite well-off anyway.  We’re really lucky, in 

that he inherited his house from his grandfather, and he does really well with his internet business…” 

 “Okay.  There’s another way you can help us,” said D.C. Brentner. 

 Lily nodded, “Yes?  I want to help, I really do!” 

 “Can you tell me, is there anyone in your craft group who had a thing for cats?  Or who might 

have had any money problems?” 

 Again Lily looked to Esther, but Esther only smiling faintly.  She wanted Lily to speak for 

herself, not check before answering. Lily said, “Well, I know Rosemary Bramley likes cats … Loves 

them, actually.  I think she used to come to see Claudia quite often, just to look at her special ones.  

But I’m sure she’d never—!” 

 “That’s okay,” said D.C. Brentner, smiling and closing his notebook. “That’s all for now.” 

 “But, Rosemary is lovely, I know she’d—” 

 D.C. Brentner stood. “I don’t need to ask you anything more – for now.  Officer Thomas will 

walk you home, but we’ll probably want to speak to you again tomorrow, at the station.  Don’t go on 

any long trips, okay?” 

* 

Before she left, Esther had a quick look around the outside of the house.  There was nothing unusual 

that she could find: no footsteps, and nothing broken.  There were some fairly fresh flowers in the 

dustbin, along with a few bags of what looked like regular household waste.  The patio and garden 

were pristine. 

 Esther went home with her head full of questions.  She snuck into bed next to her husband 

and tried not to wake him.  She was awake for several hours considering everything she had seen 

and heard that evening.  Something about the whole thing bothered her, but she didn’t know what. 

 Sleeping on it is the best idea, she thought, and closed her eyes. 



 In the morning, Alfie had already made her breakfast by the time she got downstairs.  She 

smiled and pulled her chair up to the table and buttered a slice of toast as Alfie laid out bacon, 

sausages and fried tomatoes. 

 “Do you remember how Snowball used to sit on my feet when I came for breakfast?” asked 

Esther, smiling. 

 “Of course!  I do miss that little girl,” said Alfie, pouring them both some Earl Grey tea. “I 

heard on the morning news about Claudia.  Terrible thing to happen … Is that what you were called 

out for?” 

 “Yes.  I’m going to have to go straight out to the police station to sit in on the interviews.  It 

goes without saying that you should keep this to yourself, Alfie, but they’ve asked Rosemary Bramley 

to come in for questioning.” 

 “Rosemary!  Oh, I can’t imagine her harming a fly!” 

 Esther sipped her tea thoughtfully. “Me neither.  I can’t imagine anyone in this village could 

stoop to murder.  It’s all very peculiar…” 

 “Tomatoes?” 

 “Oh, yes please!  You are a darling, have I told you that?” 

 “Not today,” Alfie chuckled. 

* 

An hour later, Esther arrived at the station and asked for D.C. Brentner.  He seemed rushed off his 

feet, dropping papers and balancing a cup of coffee.  His tie was lopsided. 

 “May I give you a hand?” asked Esther. 

 “Thanks, Detective … I mean, Mrs Hammett!” 

 She adjusted his tie and then carried his coffee for him. “Keeping you busy, are they, young 

man?” 

 “The Chief’s on my case about this murder … case.  There’s a review coming up next week 

and he doesn’t want something like this open during the review.” 

 “It’s not like one can rush these things.  Maybe I should have a word with him?” 

 D.C. Brentner stooped to pick up some papers, and a couple of ballpoint pens fell out of his 

shirt pocket. “Oh, please don’t!  He doesn’t really like it when we bring in consulting detectives; he 

thinks we shouldn’t need the help…” 



 They moved through the station to one of the interview rooms. “Mrs Bramley is already here.  

I didn’t want to keep her waiting too long, but I thought it made sense to have you here, considering 

you were present for the other interviews.  Are you ready?” 

 “I’m always ready.  Shall we?” 

 Rosemary Bramley was seated at a steel table in the windowless interrogation room.  She 

had a cup of tea and plate of biscuits, and seemed quite relaxed. 

 “Oh, hello again, Esther!  Did you hear the awful news?  I feel just terrible about it…” 

 She hardly seems nervous at all, Esther thought.  This in itself was suspicious.  They say that 

the innocent are nervous, but the guilty always rest soundly, knowing that they’ve finally been caught 

out. 

 “Hello, Rosemary,” she said. “I hope you don’t object to the questioning.” 

 “Of course not.  I presume it’s just a formality?” 

 “I’ll have to let the Detective Constable ask the questions,” Esther informed her, smiling. “Just 

pretend I’m not here.” 

 D.C. Brentner took the lead.  He asked several standard questions, probing into Margaret’s 

personal life, and about where Margaret had been at the time of the murder. 

 “Well, after the meeting of our craft group, I went straight home and made some dinner.” 

 “Is there anyone who can back that up?” 

 Margaret chuckled. “Not unless you count Rascal and Thomas – my cats.  I haven’t lived with 

anyone since my divorce, ooh, eight years ago, now.  And good riddance!” 

 “So, you’d consider yourself a cat person?” asked D.C. Brentner. 

 “Most certainly.  I get more affection from those two pests than I ever did from my ex-

husband.” 

 “Did you hear that Mrs Reichenbach had two cats?” 

 “Of course.  She was quite vocal about how magnificent and valuable they were.  I hope it’s 

not bad form to say, but she was a bit of a show-off.  Anything that made her look good … But frankly, 

I think the whole idea of pedigree cats is pointless.  Who cares, as long as they’re healthy and 

friendly?  My two boys are total moggies, worthless in terms of money, but I love them to pieces.” 



 D.C. Brentner leaned back in his chair. “Were you aware that their new kitten was stolen?  

Even if you weren’t interested in the pedigree, I presume you could do with the extra cash from selling 

it to someone who was.” 

 Rosemary laughed and turned away.  She tried to wipe away her smirk, and then took a long 

gulp of tea. “Oh, I don’t think I would take much interest in that little kitten.” 

 “And why is that?” 

 “Well, it’s not really my place to say…” 

 D.C. Brentner clasped his hands together and leaned over the table.  Rosemary’s smile 

faded. “Mrs Bramley, if you know anything that’s pertinent to this investigation, I strongly urge you to 

share it.  This is all in confidence.” 

 “Oh, well … of course.  I didn’t mean to be glib.  It’s just … I don’t think that kitten is actually a 

purebred.” 

 “Your reasoning?” 

 Rosemary’s eyes twinkled. “They always keep those two lovely cats of theirs safely in the 

house, but I think they must have slipped up at some point.  A few months back, I saw the female cat 

jump over the wall into my back garden.  And, well, my Rascal was out there, too, and he’s always 

been … Well, a bit of a rascal, if you know what I mean.  Since then I’ve always suspected, but didn’t 

have the heart to upset Claudia about it.  It’s none of my business, really.” 

 “So … the stolen kitten’s not a pedigree after all?” 

 “I believe not, Detective.  It will probably look the part, I’m sure, but things aren’t always what 

they seem, are they?” 

* 

Outside the interview room, once Rosemary had been released, Esther and D.C. Brentner talked 

further. 

 “Did you team find any forensic evidence in the room where Claudia was found?” asked 

Esther. 

 “There was some recent DNA matching four people: Mister and Mrs Reichenbach, Lily, and 

Rosemary.  There was also some animal DNA that we assume belongs to the cats, but it’s going to 

take longer to analyse.  The lab’s already annoyed that I had them rush the human samples.  Nothing 



else.  The lounge was really quite clean and tidy.  That’s probably a good thing; I hate houses that 

smell like pets, don’t you?” 

 “I suppose that’s what she was trying to avoid by cleaning regularly.” 

 “There was nothing unusual on the body, either.  No signs of struggle, but we did find some 

tiny glass fragments embedded over the knuckles of her right hand.” 

 “Glass?  Hmmm…” 

 “This is all a bit confusing, isn’t it?” asked D.C. Brentner, scratching the back of his neck. 

“After all that we’ve found out about the suspects and this counterfeit kitten, I feel like we’re further 

away from the truth than ever!  Why can’t these things just come ready packed for us?” 

 Esther looked up sharply, startling the D.C..   

 “What is it, Mrs Hammett?” 

 “Oh, I’ve been a fool!” said Esther. “We need to get to Mister Reichenbach’s house right 

away!  Quickly, let’s go!  We might already be too late!” 

* 



 

 

ACT THREE:  THE TRUTH REVEALED 

_________________________________________________ 

 

The police car screamed through the countryside village with its sirens wailing.  Esther clung to the 

sides of her seat, even though D.C. Brentner was actually quite a good driver at high speeds.   

 He swung around the corner on the right street and screeched to a halt outside the 

Reichenbach house.  Esther and the D.C. leapt out and banged on the door, half expecting to have 

no answer. 

 But Mister Reichenbach did answer.  He stood in his dressing gown holding a paperback 

novel, looking rather perplexed. “Is everything alright?  No need to bang so hard…” 

 “We’d like to talk to you,” D.C. Brentner said firmly. 

 Robert beckoned them in. “No problem.  I’ll make some tea…” 

 Soon they were sat in the kitchen, which had been cleared as a crime scene.  The lounge 

was done with as well, but still cordoned off.  Robert kept looking at the door between the kitchen and 

the lounge, as though staring at the spot where his wife’s body was found. 

 “I’m sorry that we banged so rudely at the door, Robert,” said Esther. “Only, something 

occurred to me.  Where is the third suitcase?” 

 “I’m sorry?” 

 “During our search of the house, I saw two suitcases in the master bedroom: a large one, and 

a small one.  It occurred to me that they were part of a set, with the medium-sized case missing.  No 

wonder the wardrobe looked half empty.  Are you planning on going somewhere, Robert?” 

 Robert looked guiltily into his teacup.  For a moment his expression was lost behind slivers of 

rising steam. “Actually, I already did go.  The case and some of my clothes are at a hotel in the next 

town.  I’ve been staying there for a while.  Claudia and I … We separated almost three months ago, 

and I’ve filed for divorce.  I’ve been at the hotel ever since.” 

 “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Esther, surprised. “Whatever happened?” 

 “We simply haven’t been getting along.  By the end we both agreed it was the best thing.  

With Claudia, how she was perceived was very important to her.  She asked me to keep it discreet 



until she found a way to let people know in her own time, and I agreed.  It’s all been fairly civil the last 

few weeks.  It’s just one of those unfortunate things.” 

 D.C. Brentner crossed his arms. “It seems to me like you could stand to lose a lot in a divorce.  

A lot of money, maybe even this house … That’s a fairly solid motive for stealing an animal worth 

thousands of pounds.  Maybe even for murder.” 

 Robert shook his head. “I understand where you’re coming from, but we already came to a 

fair settlement.  I can give you the details of our lawyers.  The house was always mine – and I already 

own both the adult cats, lock, stock and barrel.  That makes the kitten mine too.  Both Claudia and I 

never did worry too much about money.” 

 “You’ll forgive me if I follow up on all this?” asked D.C. Brentner, taking a sip of water. 

 “Of course.  And … Well, there’s something else I should probably tell you.  The kitten is not 

actually a purebred Savannah.  A few months ago our queen, Sapphire, slipped out of the patio door 

when Claudia opened it to shoo away a neighbour’s moggy.  Sapphire came back that night, but we 

later found out she was pregnant.” 

 “Well, she’s an attractive kitty,” said Esther, “I’m not surprised it didn’t take her long to find a 

gentleman!” 

 “We keep our tom and queen separate,” said Robert. “So I know that it can’t have been 

Lorix’s kitten.  Claudia didn’t tell me until well into the pregnancy.  I admit, I was furious with her, 

especially as she’d already listed the kitten for sale as a pedigree.  To be honest, it was one of the 

arguments that led to me leaving.  I know it sounds silly, but Claudia and I really had quite a few 

problems…” 

 Esther took off her spectacles to clean them. “Might those problems have anything to do with 

all the medication in the bathroom cabinet?  There’s quite an unusual amount.” 

 Robert seemed surprised that Esther had made the observation, his mouth agape for a 

moment.  Then he closed it and nodded. “Well, in a way … Claudia was hiding a particular illness.  

The doctors called it ‘BPPV’ – Benign something-something Vertigo…” 

 D.C. Brentner was already looking it up on his mobile. “…Benign Paroxysmal Positional 

Vertigo…?” 

 “That’s it.  Certain head movements bring on some really bad dizziness and loss of balance.  

She was going to have an operation on her inner ear, but she’s on a waiting list and the hospital 



hadn’t set a date yet.  It was another thing that she didn’t want people to know about.  She’d hate to 

have people show her any sympathy, or look down their noses at her … She was quite a sensitive 

lady, really.  Even after everything, I’ll miss her…” 

 “I’ve heard enough,” Esther said to D.C. Brentner. “I think I have this thing figured out.” 

 “Oh?” 

 Esther snapped on some sterile gloves, then dipped her fingers into the D.C.’s glass of water. 

 “Hey!” 

 “I’ll only be a moment.” 

 Esther left the kitchen and opened the door to the staircase.  She went up a few steps, 

ducking under the low beam, and then ran her fingertips over the smooth wooden beam. 

 Her fingers came away pink. 

 “Is that blood?” asked Robert, startled. 

 Esther took off the gloves and bagged them as evidence.  The three of them stood in the 

hallway, in view of the staircase, the boarded-up front door, and the entrance to the lounge. 

 “We’ve been looking at this all wrong,” she said slowly. “This isn’t a murder case.  There 

wasn’t even a break-in.  Detective, you said that there were pieces of glass found on the back of 

Claudia’s hand?” 

 “That’s right.  In the knuckles.” 

 “I believe that when Lily went to take the last few baskets to the town hall, Claudia stepped 

out for a moment to throw away some flowers that she’d been working with, careful to close the front 

door behind her so that the valuable cats didn’t escape.  There were craft materials on the table in the 

lounge, and I found flowers in the bin that evening; perhaps they weren’t perfect enough for her 

arrangements.  When Claudia came to re-enter the house, she had one of her extreme dizzy spells 

and accidentally hit the glass of the door hard enough to shatter it, cutting her hand.  She will have 

rushed straight upstairs to grab her medication from the bathroom cabinet, then headed back 

downstairs…” 

 Esther pointed to various parts of the house as she went through the sequence of events in 

her mind’s eye: 

 “Robert, yesterday you kindly warned me about the low beam above the stairs.  When 

Claudia came down, still dizzy, she hit her forehead hard enough on the wooden beam to cause 



serious injury – hence the blood I just found.  She will have staggered into the lounge, but then 

unfortunately succumbed to her trauma and fell forward.  This was why she was facing the wrong way 

when she was found; there was no attacker, nor any break-in.  It was just an extremely unfortunate 

turn of events brought about by Claudia’s illness.” 

 Robert put his hand over his mouth and closed his eyes, holding back tears. 

 D.C. Brentner was working through the revelation in his head.  He didn’t seem to find any 

questions, except the obvious. “I can ask the morgue physician to see whether the head trauma 

matches the beam, although the blood makes that pretty obvious.  But both Mister and Mrs 

Reichenbach were obviously very careful about not letting the cats outside, which leaves only one 

question.  If it wasn’t stolen and it’s not in the house, then what happened to the kitten?” 

 Esther smiled. “I believe I have the answer to that as well.  We should take a quick walk, and 

call on Miss Lily on the way.” 

* 

Five minutes later, the group was at the town hall.  Lily still had the key to the main doors, and let 

them in. 

 “Lily, can you show me where you and Claudia left the baskets for the craft fair?” 

 “Yes, we stacked them behind the podium in the corner…” 

 True to the young lady’s word, the baskets were in neat stacks in the corner of the hall.  A 

faint mewing could be heard coming from the heap.  Lily and Esther quickly put their ears to each of 

the baskets until Esther found the correct one.  Inside it, under a heap of dried stalks, was the tiny 

spotted kitten. 

 Esther grinned warmly as the little creature climbed into her hands.  She cupped her hands 

around it and said, “Claudia must not have realised when she was working in the lounge, but this little 

fellow jumped into one of the baskets and was taken here by accident.  I imagine he’s pretty hungry 

after being here all night alone, so we’d better get him something to nibble on!” 

 Robert smiled and accepted the kitten. “Thank you for everything, Mrs Hammett!  It’s been an 

awful couple of days, but at least few found the tiny chap in time to save him, and now we have the 

truth about poor Claudia.  I can’t thank you enough.” 

 “Don’t mention it,” said Esther, tickling the kitten under his chin. “Just promise me you’ll sell 

him to someone friendly!” 



 “Actually, I won’t be selling him as a pedigree, so in those terms he’s not worth much.  

Perhaps you know someone who’s looking for a pretty new cat?” 

 Esther chuckled and adjusted her spectacles on her nose, smiling sweetly and the meowing 

little kitten. “Well, I would have to ask this particular lady’s husband, but I think I might know 

someone…!” 

* 

* 

  


